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For Owen Kelly, whose trespass inspired this book










In its first year of operation we are pleased to report that this asylum has no equal in the Region or beyond. The building is equipped for the most modern treatments and tranquillity is promoted by its healthy locality, its spacious rooms and galleries. The sun and the air are allowed to enter at every window. The propensity for female insanity is recognised in the design, with eighteen female wards and fourteen male. Indeed, many women committed due to domestic discord or excess of childbearing request to stay.


 


Sir Warwick Chase, Chief Inspector of Asylums


and Advisor for the Commission of Lunacy


Extracted from the first Annual Report on


The East Anglia Pauper Lunatic Asylum, 1868
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2018










Chapter 1


The blindfold hurts. His inexperience shows in the knot. It’s tight but crude, and has captured a hank of my hair. Every time he takes a corner too fast, I rock to the side, the seatbelt slicing my shoulder and the tiny needlepoint pain in my scalp intensifying. He brakes without warning: I’m thrown forward. A loosening of the purple silk near my right temple lets in a little light but no information.


He has gone for full sensory deprivation. There is no music, only the rhythm of my breath and his, the bassline of the engine, the key changes of the shifting gears. The radio would help. An accumulation of three-minute pop songs would let me measure time. If forced to guess, I would say that we have been travelling for an hour but it could be half an hour or it could be two. I know that we drove out of London, not deeper into it, and that we must be far out of town now. For the first couple of miles I could track our route by the stop-start of traffic lights and speedbumps. It takes ten minutes to escape Islington’s 20-mile-an-hour zone in any direction. I’m sure I smelled the barbecue restaurant on City Road but I think he circled the Old Street roundabout twice to confuse me and after that I was lost.


Once we were out of the city and moving fast, my nose caught a couple of bonfires – it’s that time of year – but they had the woodsy feel of a domestic pile rather than anything agricultural or industrial. Sometimes it feels like we’re in the middle of nowhere, winding through lanes, then he’ll go smooth and fast again, and the rush of passing traffic will tell me we’re back on an A-road. If we were heading for an airport, I would have expected the boom as the jets graze the motorway. I will not get on an aeroplane.


‘Shit,’ he mutters and brakes again. The last few strands of caught hair spring loose from their moorings. I can feel him shift in the seat, his breath skimming my cheek as he reverses slowly. I take the opportunity to put my hand up to my head, but he’s watching me as well as the road.


‘Marianne! You promised!’


‘Sorry,’ I say. ‘It’s really getting on my nerves now. What if I close my eyes while I re-tie it? Or while you re-tie it.’


‘Nice try,’ he says. ‘Look, it’s not far now.’


How near is not far? Another minute? Another thirty? If I twitch my cheek I can see a little more. What light I can sense starts to flicker rapidly through the violet gauze. Sunlight through a fence? The pattern is liminal, more irregular than that. We’re in a tree tunnel, which means a country lane, which means—


‘Sam! Have you booked us into a spa?’


I can hear the smile in his voice. ‘I think I’ve done better than that.’


My shoulders relax, as though the masseur’s hands are already on them. I can’t think of anything better than two days being pummelled floppy by muscular young women in white tunics. It must be that organic place on the Essex coast I’ve been longing to try. I could relax in Essex. I could get to Mum in an hour and to Honor in two. Maybe, when Sam says he’s done better than that, he’s even arranged for Honor to be here.


The road is uneven now, all potholes and gravel, and I put my hands up, ready to unwind the scarf.


‘Two more minutes!’ Sam’s voice vaults an octave. ‘I want to see you see it.’ The tyres crunch. I wait patiently with my hands in my lap as the parking sensors quicken their beep. ‘OK, now,’ he says, undoing the knot with a flourish. ‘Welcome to Park Royal Manor.’


The name is familiar from the brochures and so is the image but shock delays its formation.


I see it as a series of architectural features – crenellations and gables, fussy grey stonework, tall forbidding windows – but I can’t take in its breadth.


‘I’m too near,’ I try to say, but it comes out in a whisper.


Nazareth Hospital, or The East Anglia Pauper Lunatic Asylum as it originally was, wasn’t designed to be viewed up close like this but as a whole, from a distance, whether you were being admitted to it or whether it was one last haunted look over your shoulder as you left or ran away. The last time I saw the place, and the way I still see it in my dreams, was from afar. It seemed to fill the horizon. It is perched on what counts for a hill around here, its width a warning to the flat country around it. Built to serve three counties, it is too big for modest Suffolk, its soaring Victorian dimensions all wrong.


I can drive from London to Nusstead almost on autopilot so how did I not recognise the journey?


Sam rubs his hands together in glee. ‘How much d’you love me right now? Come on, let’s have a proper look at the place.’ He reaches across me and thumbs my seatbelt unlocked. I cannot get out of the car. A scream claws its way up the sides of my throat.


The pictures in the brochure didn’t do the changes justice. The floor-to-ceiling panelled windows have been unbarred, hundreds of uncracked panes in new frames. The ivy and buddleia that sprouted impossibly from tilting chimney pots and rotting lintels has gone, replaced by a Virginia creeper whose remaining deep red leaves are neatly trimmed to expose silver brick. The vast double doors have been replaced by sheets of sliding glass with ‘Park Royal Manor’ etched in opaque curlicue. My eyes refuse to go any higher.


‘What . . .’ I begin. ‘What are we doing here, Sam? What are we doing here?’


He mistakes panic for surprise. ‘I got you a little pied-à-terre. No more crashing on Colette’s sofa or shelling out for a hotel.’


I look down but that’s even worse. No, I can’t see the renovated clocktower but I can see its shadow, like the cast of a giant sundial, a dark grey finger pointing right at me. For all the fancy ironwork of its clock face the tower was only ever a lookout post in disguise – Nazareth ran on its own time – and I feel watched now. I pull the blindfold clumsily back down over my eyes, the hem of the scarf catching in my mouth.


‘Marianne?’ says Sam, staring at me. ‘Marianne, what’s the matter?’


It isn’t a scream after all but its opposite, a dry desperate sucking in of air that contains no oxygen, only dust. ‘I can’t go in,’ I manage. ‘Please, Sam, don’t make me go back.’










Chapter 2


‘What the hell’s the matter?’ We are parked under a huge cedar, far enough around the curved driveway that the place is out of sight. The needling leaves are a black canopy above us. I’m embarrassed by the force of my reaction and trying desperately to downplay it but it’s too late. Sam’s face has changed. Gone is the eagerness of two minutes ago, replaced by the expression I saw when he took the first call about my mother, or the one I see when Honor’s back in the Larches and he’s waiting for me in reception. He hands me a bottle of water. The cedars make a soft susurrus.


Jesse carved our initials on one of these trees, JJB & MS surrounded by a heart. Sometimes these carvings grow more pronounced over the years as the trunk spreads and the scarring expands.


‘I’m so sorry,’ I say, and that’s all I can manage because I am seventeen again, in the echoing wards. Words going up in flame, lives reduced to tick sheets and doctors’ rounds. Keys turning in locks. Smashed glass and running. The things that define me fall away; mother, wife, work. The title in front of my name and the letters after it erase themselves, and I am made of my past. The thought of re-entry feels like – the comparison makes itself before I can help it – an electric shock.


‘I mean, I thought you’d love it,’ Sam says. ‘I thought I’d be carrying you across the threshold now – there’s champagne in the fridge. If you don’t like this place, why did you have all the estate agent’s brochures under the bed? I wasn’t snooping; they weren’t hidden.’ It’s a bloody good question, it’s the question, and one I can never let him know the answer to. I feel the need to keep tabs on the place, much as I do on Jesse. Relationships with people and places can be intense and reluctant at the same time. I have read those brochures on my own, my secret bedtime story, turning the pages slowly as if I could catch the lie, as though only care kept the dark truth of then from emerging through the gloss of now. Sometimes, when the masochistic compulsion to keep looking was at its worst, I had to take something to knock me out, something so powerful that it was all I could do to slide the pages down the side of the bed before passing out. ‘I thought it must be your dream home, the way you stashed it all away. The hoops I’ve had to jump through to get a mortgage without you knowing. All right, maybe I shouldn’t have surprised you, but you’re acting like I’ve done something bad.’


For a wild second I consider telling him the truth, but, ‘It’s a phobia,’ I say to my lap. My shame isn’t feigned: I’m lying to someone who doesn’t deserve it. ‘A childhood phobia. I just . . . this place. I wasn’t expecting it.’


‘But you can see it from Colette’s house. It’s never bothered you before.’


‘It’s three miles from Colette’s,’ I say, on the defensive but at least regaining control of my heartbeat, of my head. ‘When I was little, Nazareth Hospital was the local haunted house. It’s what you’d make up stories about on camping trips. Escaped lunatics running out across the fens with their manacles still around their ankles, out to get you in your bed. I used to have nightmares about the place.’ That much is true: only the tense is a lie.


‘Oh, darling.’ There’s laughter in his voice. ‘Sorry. But – it is ironic. You’ve got to admit it. A History of Architecture lecturer with a crippling phobia of an old building.’


‘I know, right?’ I smile weakly. Of course it’s not an irony or even coincidence. My whole career has been a way of trying to understand, and control, this place.


‘And then the first time you ever actually come here, I spring it on you like something out of a bloody Hammer Horror. Even when I try, I can’t get anything right, can I?’


It suddenly strikes me what Sam has done: the time and effort and the money that goes into buying a property, that he has done all of this without ever asking for my help, in the middle of a huge project, and that he has done it for me, to make life easier for the wife he thinks he knows and the family he married into.


‘God, you must think I’m such an ungrateful bitch. Thank you, Sam. It’s one of the kindest things anyone’s ever done for me.’ I force a smile. It feels like it’s going to split my lips but it works: Sam looks pleased with himself again.


‘Good. I know it means a lot to your mum.’


This gets my head up fast. ‘You told my mum about this? Did she even understand?’


‘Well, Colette can remind her.’


‘Colette knows? I don’t know what’s more astonishing: that you went behind my back or that she kept a secret.’ My sister is the biggest gossip in Nusstead; my mother’s old mantle, it fits her perfectly.


‘I’m a man of hidden depths.’ Sam’s joking, but I don’t like it. Hidden depths are not what I signed up for. Amanda, my head of department, once rhapsodised about her complex, enigmatic husband, saying that she had married him because she knew she would never get to the bottom of him. I can’t think of anything worse. Sam is not a shallow pool but he is a crystal clear one. Initiative is for his drawing board, not for his marriage. He is solid, in character as well as in body. We agree on everything, except, occasionally, how to manage our daughter. I trust him. Not enough to tell him of course, but in the sense that he won’t hurt me. Anyone who thinks that predictability is a poor reward for security cannot have known real fear.


The sun dips behind the hospital roof and the temperature drops suddenly. It always used to do this, I remember: night would fall on the forecourt hours before true sunset.


‘It’s getting cold,’ says Sam, rubbing my arms. ‘Let’s go and unpack. I mean – it was just the shock of it, right? Now you know what to expect, we can go in. You’ll feel better once you’ve unpacked, made it your own. You know what it looks like inside, if you’ve seen the brochures. It’s not at all spooky.’ His tummy growls loudly. ‘We can get a Deliveroo,’ he suggests.


‘Sam, you’re in rural Suffolk. There’s only one takeaway round here and even they don’t deliver. Let’s go out.’


Anything to get the place behind me. Anything to play for time.










Chapter 3


Sam keeps one finger on the switch that dips and raises the headlamps. When I was a girl you could go for five minutes and not see another vehicle and it isn’t much busier now. Asylum Road – or Regal Drive, as I see they have renamed it – is a dead end. Nazareth to Nusstead is only three miles as the crow flies, but the road must take into account the impassable Nusstead Fen and winds an asphalt oxbow around the wetlands. Images flash in and out of the beam: branches, verges, hedgerows and occasionally a pair of tiny eyes at bumper level. A pink farmhouse looms up and is instantly gone. There’s a little church on the corner and beyond that, in the flat dark, the glittering marshy fenland where Michelle’s ashes were scattered. Suffolk is a sparsely populated county anyway but this shallow valley, just a few miles south of the River Waveney that’s an informal border with Norfolk, is as remote as it gets.


‘There’s nothing spookier than a country road at night,’ says Sam. ‘I always expect a teenage girl in a blood-stained nightie to stagger out in front of me with her arms outstretched.’


‘That’s your standard Saturday night out in Nusstead.’ Located: one sense of humour. Maybe I can do this after all.


Sam indicates right as we approach the Crown. ‘Not here,’ I say. ‘They’ll have Sky Sports on, you can’t have a conversation. Keep going into Eye. We’ll eat at the hotel.’ Sam brakes but doesn’t turn. ‘I really can’t be arsed to drive all the way to Eye. The whole point of the flat is that we don’t have to stay miles away.’


In fact, we have never had to stay at the hotel. Before Colette moved Mum into her front room, her sofabed was always at our disposal. It’s not them I’m keeping Sam away from. They come from different worlds, my grammar-school husband and my left-school-at-sixteen sister, but they get on: they have the same instinct for family, a certain straightforwardness. Any rift is one I’ve created, my insistence that we never stay at Colette’s implying that Sam thinks her house is beneath him, or that she doesn’t want him in her home. Nothing could be farther from the truth. The fallout from my past dusts everything.


No, I keep him tucked away in the Eye Hotel, more like a secret lover than a husband of twenty-five years, because I live in fear of the scenario where Sam, on the real ale trail, sees Jesse in the Crown. Jesse wouldn’t be able to control himself: at best, he’d let slip a sly insinuation, at worst, a full-blown confession. And Sam would run into Jesse. When I come home, he’s everywhere I go. The Brames were never good at staying in and it’s passed to the younger generation. I can’t remember a recent visit to Nusstead without seeing Mark pushing Trish’s wheelchair, or Madison her pram. Clay’s latest motorbike will always be propped outside the Crown. Jesse’s younger kids, the three who actually live in Suffolk, I have never formally met (although their mothers know me, of course), and have not seen often enough to recognise. In my more paranoid moments I wonder whether Jesse has organised his family into some kind of patrol rota, so that I can never walk the streets of my hometown without human reminders of my guilt, or of who I might have become. But I can’t explain this, so I simply say: ‘Jesse drinks in the Crown.’


‘Ah.’ Sam releases the brake. I have introduced him to Jesse, in the spirit of hiding in plain sight. It didn’t go well. Each man has the exact qualities the other lacks, and it picks at both their senses of inferiority. Even if Jesse had money he’d never have Sam’s easy social confidence; and women don’t look twice at Sam.


We pass Main Street and the house I grew up in, the two-up two-down whose front door opens onto the street. To our right is the war memorial, its size and its roll call out of proportion with this tiny town, early poppies already at its base. The Co-op is half shuttered, the library in darkness. A minute later Sam slows outside Colette’s redbrick semi. Bryan’s car is parked on the street, resting between long commutes to the power station on the coast, and the light in the front room is off, meaning that Mum’s asleep. If Colette and her family have an evening to themselves then the last thing I want to do is intrude upon it. I shake my head. ‘Not on an empty stomach.’


‘I did think about buying one of these, but only absolute wrecks came up and I didn’t want a project,’ says Sam, nodding to another little ribbon of terraced cottages. ‘I think they’re quite charming, though.’


‘I suppose they are.’ They’d go for close to a million in our end of Islington, where cottages and mews houses are at a premium. Here, they’d fetch maybe an eighth of that. They were built for the hospital workers back in the 1870s. Whole generations of families worked in the asylum. It was a big place, built to serve the whole region. When Nazareth went there was nothing to replace those jobs; the tourism that was supposed to come in never materialised after the Cunniffe scandal. The second-home boom never reached Nusstead. The reason gentrification has passed us – them – by is the estate that borders the Victorian cottages on three sides. Pebbledashed boxes, hurriedly thrown up in the 1950s to house staff when overcrowding in the hospital got so bad they had to turn nurses’ accommodation into overspill wards. They were built for an expansion that never came. Nussteaders still call them the ‘new’ houses sixty years later. Their ceilings are low and their proportions mean. They are warm and do little to trouble the horizon but they will never attract the out-of-towners; they will never be quaint.


‘What about there?’ says Sam, pointing to the Social, where the lights blaze through plate-glass windows. ‘We could go for sushi, maybe? Or tapas?’


The joke is clearly meant to put me at my ease but I resent it. The Social is chicken-in-a-basket and chips-with-everything and he knows it. It’s a one-storey prefab, thrown up along with the estate, a kind of workers’ club for the nurses and orderlies, and when there were more unemployed than working the community took it over. Mum was on the cleaning rota then; Colette helps out now. It is still as familiar to me as my own bedroom; the carpet, orange and green, was worn to a sheen, while the wooden blocks of the dancefloor only shone when they were wet. It is a big part of my past. To insult it is to insult my hometown, which is to insult my family, me.


‘Don’t be such a snob.’ I didn’t mean it playfully, but Sam laughs it off. It’s stupid to think of him in that way. If he really were a snob, he wouldn’t have married me.










Chapter 4


The Eye Hotel is all Georgian sashes, tasteful planting and gleaming AA stars. They know us well and panic at first, thinking they’ve mucked up a reservation.


‘Marianne!’ says Nancy, from behind reception. ‘Did you book? I don’t have any vacancies . . .’


‘Just here for dinner tonight,’ I say. ‘Can you fit us in?’


Relief widens her smile. ‘For you, anything. How’s your mum?’


‘More of the same, really. Thanks for asking.’


In the restaurant there’s heritage paintwork and ten-quid starters catering to tourists and the Up From London brigade; popped Ralph Lauren collars and red chinos as far as the eye can see. Sam and I blend right in. Jesse would never come here. If I am keeping Sam out of Jesse’s way then I’m also shielding Jesse from the way I live now. I mean, of course he knows what I do but I don’t want him to know the extent of the difference; that I am, certainly by the standards of our childhood, rich. You owe me, he said years ago. That was before I had money but his conviction holds, as does my perceived debt. These days it’s about guarding Jesse’s pride, the downplaying of my comfort and nodding in sympathy about the difficulty of paying all that child support to all those different women on a paramedic’s salary. Jesse gets obsessive and defensive, stews over offhand remarks and imagined slights for years. For our gossamer trust to hold, he needs to think of us as equals. Our relationship is cross-hatched with the faultlines of money and sex, complicity and guilt. It all comes down to this. The life I have now, the life that Jesse is at once a huge and tiny part of: you can trace it back to the fact that I used the money to leave him.


Of course, anyone with a drop of business nous could have looked up the turnover of Thackeray & Khan, but Jesse never had that kind of initiative; it was one of the things that came to frustrate me about him. One look at our place in Noel Road and he’d have known how far apart we have grown, but Jesse hates London too much to visit even me.


‘I’m going to have the dressed crab,’ says Sam, setting down his menu in a show of decisiveness. I order the beetroot and feta salad and a large glass of Cabernet Sauvignon. When Sam nips to the loo I motion for Nancy to refill it. Sam never checks the bill in restaurants, whereas I can’t help totting it up as we go along, a throwback to my childhood watching my mother mouth the sums before putting anything in her shopping basket. I check my phone, flipping open the case Honor customised for me, the words ‘Daddy Issues’ tattooed in copperplate on baby blue calfskin. Out of habit, I check her Instagram before my own emails. She has shared two new pictures with her 5,000 followers: a map of this morning’s run, 6k along the Thames path. It’s a good distance, indicating neither mania nor a slump, although I don’t like the route she always takes through the estates and back streets of Kennington. There’s also a heavily filtered picture of avocado smash on sourdough, with a cigarette ground out in the middle of it. She’s hashtagged it with her own name, which means it is a Work and I roll my eyes even though there’s no one there to see. Anyone who thinks I’m incapable of perspective regarding our daughter need only ask me what I think of most of her art. Still. There is nothing concerning tonight. She is ‘settled’, as her psychiatrist says.


Aside from a handful of memoranda, my work email inbox is empty. I never used it for personal emails anyway, and all student messages will be diverted straight to Amanda. It’s strange to be halfway through a term and not know this year’s undergraduate intake, or to think about the post-grad students quietly ploughing on without my supervision.


I set the phone face down and take a deep breath. I can do this. I can go back into Nazareth. Why not? They will have stripped the place back to the brickwork when they did it up. The character’s all on the outside and it must have given up any remaining evidence. The clocktower will be difficult for me, depending on where the flat is, but I’ll only have to see it from the outside twice a day. If Sam’s driving I can close my eyes and if I’m behind the wheel I’ll just focus on the driveway and not look up.


Sam sits down, sips his half of bitter like it’s a fine wine. ‘You look loads better,’ he says. I swallow an acidic burp and he clocks my glass, refreshed but already half-drained. ‘I take it I’m driving.’


‘Thanks,’ I say. ‘I feel a bit silly now.’ He holds out his hand for mine. Very few men have beautiful hands but Sam does. His nails are one of the reasons I fell for him; he has them manicured and buffed once a week. In fact, his hands were the first part of him I ever saw, in the high-ceilinged hush of the RIBA library in Portland Place. His fingers brushed mine as we reached for the same book, a dry cloth-bound brick about structural rationalism in Europe. I was a few months into my doctorate, besotted with Art Nouveau and the Paris metro: Sam was in the immersive early stages of creating a new church and looking for inspiration in the curves of Gaudí’s Barcelona. ‘Ladies first,’ he said, handing it to me, and remained polite when, seconds later, I dropped the 2-kilo volume on his foot. ‘No need to cripple the competition,’ he said. As he handed it back to me, I noticed the shiny square tiles of his nails and as the day went on I saw those same hands curl carefully around a coffee cup, support the stem of a wineglass, cradle a brandy bubble. Weeks later, his fingers closed around the handle of my bedroom door. In Sam’s well-kept hands, in his considered touch, I caught sight of a life of order and care that was mine for the taking. It felt like finally being able to sit down after a lifetime on my feet.


In a rare moment of drunken clarity, Mum told me that she’d also fallen for my father because of his beautiful hands, although I have to take her word for that.


‘So,’ I say, pulling my hand away. ‘This isn’t like you.’


‘Ordering crab?’


‘That is very maverick of you, yes, but . . . you know what I mean. Being spontaneous.’ I bury my irritation in money talk. ‘Can we afford it?’ I have worn my good fortune well but never quite trusted it.


‘If we’re careful, yes. It’s not that much more than we’ve been spending here.’ He gestures upwards at the hotel bedrooms. ‘And it means no holiday this year but once you’re back at work, it’ll easily pay for itself. You won’t be on sabbatical forever.’ He realises what he’s said. My open-ended career break lasts for as long as my mother does. ‘Oh, God, Marianne, I’m sorry. That was clumsy.’ I wave it away. He knows I know what he meant.


‘Maybe my sabbatical was a bad idea.’ I know that it wasn’t: it was a way of making official all the days of compassionate leave, of an end to students waiting outside my study door while I’m already halfway to Nusstead, or wherever Honor might be that week. ‘I can ring tomorrow, see if Amanda will have me back on a two-day week?’


‘Marianne. Your work isn’t going anywhere. But you’ve only got one mum. Stay here with Debbie. Give her these months.’ The crying reflex is strong but so is my counter-reflex: I keep the tears where they are.


The food is set before us. Sam cracks his crab’s claw and it smells of the sea, of rare childhood trips to the coast. My salad seems thin and unappealing.


‘If you say you’ve ordered the wrong thing and ask to swap with me I’m leaving you,’ he says, without even looking up.


‘We could do half-and-half?’ With resigned practice he forks half his food onto my plate and I slide a sludge of carmine, white and green onto his.


‘Oh, hang on.’ A realisation drops like a stone. ‘Family therapy.’


‘I’ve taken care of that,’ he says. ‘Dr Adil reckons six weeks off won’t hurt us. Might even give us time to let what we’ve covered so far percolate. She’ll keep seeing Honor for her one-to-ones, of course. I thought you’d be relieved.’


Relief isn’t a strong enough word for the soaring inside me. For the past couple of months all three of us have been sitting in a treatment room turning over concepts such as co-dependency and enmeshment and other euphemisms for my perceived inability to relinquish control.


‘OK,’ I say. ‘No more unilateral decisions though, all right?’


He knits his eyebrows at the irony; one emerging theme in family therapy is my habit, formed in Honor’s early childhood when Sam was off building into the sky and I was at ground level, of steaming ahead with big decisions without consulting him. This is my own medicine he’s spooning into me. Honor is our common ground but also our battleground. If I say the wrong thing now, tonight will be hijacked by this endless circling argument.


‘How’s the build going?’ The real question: please, can we drop this? In his dry-swallow I see that he is as relieved as I am to talk shop. Or rather, as I currently have no shop, Sam talks and I listen. He sees himself as an engineer as much as an architect. He does function and his partner Imran does form. They design the kinds of institutions that even Damian Greenlaw would approve of. They’re currently working on a ‘needs-led’ special school in Finland and are, I learn at great length, at a stand-off over the precise angle of a skylight.


The mains come: steak for Sam, seared salmon and zucchini fries for me. ‘I’ve been there before, you know,’ I blurt suddenly. It’s the understatement of the year but the truth encloses the lie. ‘To the hospital. That’s where Mum worked before Ipswich. And my nanna before her.’


‘Marian with one n,’ nods Sam, referring to my namesake: the working-class name was given a frill on the end for me. Mum puts frills on everything: tissue boxes, duvet covers, names.


‘That’s right. They had a garden party for some anniversary or other.’ How old would I have been? Colette wasn’t born yet but Jesse was there with his brothers, all three of them, which means that Butch was still alive, so . . . ‘I must have been about six.’


‘So you can’t have always had this phobia, then?’


He’s only taking an interest in my childhood, but it feels like an interrogation.


‘We didn’t actually go in that day. It was all in the garden.’


‘So you’ve never actually been inside.’


‘No,’ I lie, twisting my napkin in my lap.


‘What I don’t understand is, why keep all those catalogues if you’re scared of the place?’


‘Morbid curiosity; professional interest. I’ll be all right. It was the shock earlier, that’s all.’ I set my knife and fork down. ‘I haven’t even asked you if it’s a flat or a house.’ Some of the low-rise villas have been turned into cottages. Whatever ghosts lurk there are not mine, although I might be able to see the clocktower from the window.


‘Couldn’t quite stretch to one of the cottages, I’m afraid. But the apartment’s lovely, I promise you. Two bedrooms, so Honor can come down whenever she wants.’


The apartments. They are on the old wards, then. Where the patients slept, where the machines were. ‘How lovely!’ I force out. ‘Where’s our flat? I mean, do you know what it used to be?’ The old signs flash through my mind. Occupational Therapy. Gymnasium. Shop. Physical Rehabilitation. Electrotherapy.


‘I do, actually. The marketing suite isn’t wild about promoting the grislier aspects of the hospital’s history but I looked up the plans online. Actually went down a bit of a click-hole, found the original floor plans. I forgot myself a couple of times and looked it up on the iPad then panicked in case you found out what I’d been doing. Other men are deleting their internet history because of porn, I’m wiping blueprints of Victorian asylums. Is that the right plural? Shouldn’t it be asyla?’


‘Sam.’


‘Oh, sorry. Our little flat was in the old women’s wing. A general ward lined with seclusion rooms.’


The waitress passes and I thrust my empty, trembling glass at her. ‘The Victorians used to call their mental hospitals stone mothers,’ I say, to distract Sam, whose only interest outside his family is architecture, from my nerves. ‘They had such faith in architecture back then that they thought the design of the building could literally nurse the sick back to health. I mean, I know that’s what you do too but they were working on poor psychology from the start. Most of the big Victorian asylums were finished towards the end of the nineteenth century and of course then along came the First World War and shell shock changed everything they thought they knew about psychiatry, and those places were all wrong for it. It was a complete philosophy, you know; nothing about the way they’re built is an accident – the segregation and all the bathrooms to literally wash away your madness. They were built like workhouses, not hospitals. Really, they were obsolete within years of opening.’


‘And yet it took nearly another, what, ninety years to shut them all down.’ Sam speaks lightly: the closing of the hospitals is a footnote in history for him, not a pivot. ‘I never realised thingummybob was behind it. You know, that hectoring MP with the space-age hairstyle who’s always telling old people to run marathons or whatever.’ He looks at me expectantly, apparently blind to the blood that’s flooded to my cheeks and pounds there. ‘Looks like a shark in lipstick. What is her name?’


‘Helen Greenlaw.’ I get the name out, say it like it’s nothing, with the kind of cool self-control Greenlaw herself would be proud of. Sam’s description is spot-on, although it’s not her mouth I recall but her eyes, bright Tory blue with a disfigurement in the right iris, a dash of navy pigment, as though the border of the pupil had been breached by a hook and the darkness tugged out.


‘That’s the one. Never liked her,’ he says absently, sawing at his steak. My face is on fire. If Sam has noticed, he’s clearly put it down to a hot flush, which he’s tactfully ignoring. ‘Christ knows how they got that pool in the old chapel past the planners – I take my hat off to the developers. They’ve made the old pulpit into a hot tub. Almost sacrilegious but it’s a shame not to, isn’t it? Residents get free membership, by the way. You can swim every day. You can sign Colette in, maybe, if she needs a break.’


‘I like the sound of that.’ I press my palm flat on the cotton tablecloth and try to absorb its coolness. As far as Sam is concerned, nothing just happened. Helen Greenlaw’s name has passed through a conversation and out the other side without the sky falling in, something I did not think possible. My cheeks drain: my thoughts order themselves, return to home. If I have a base down here, Colette might actually have time to go swimming, stretch out in a spa, read a book on a lounger. She has put her own nursing career on hold for as long as Mum needs her. It’s been a 24/7 shift with no breaks. Sam has done this for her as much as for me, I realise.


I eat slowly to put off our return. Nancy is discreetly folding new napkins for breakfast as I order another coffee ‘for the road’ but eventually we must either drive back or sleep in the car. I chatter nervously all the way back to what I suppose I must learn to call Park Royal Manor.


‘What does Park Royal Manor even mean?’ I say, as we turn right at the illuminated sign promising Luxury Living In The Heart Of The Suffolk Countryside. ‘There’s no royal connection around here that I know of.’


‘They could hardly call it Nazareth Mental Hospital, could they?’


‘They dropped the “mental” when I was a kid,’ I tell him. ‘It was just Nazareth Hospital then. To get rid of the stigma, I suppose.’


‘I suppose they wanted something a bit more neutral. Even Nazareth’s a pretty loaded word.’


The black cedars touch above us, a second, starless sky. I prattle on as the car curls towards the place. ‘Did you know, the phrase “going round the bend” refers to asylums? They used to design the driveways in a curve rather than a straight line up to the front door so that the patients had a sense of privacy and seclusion from the outside world. So if you were driven round the bend, it meant that they were taking you up to the asylum.’


That thought propels me to another. When I was at school, we wouldn’t say anyone behaving eccentrically was going round the bend but ‘getting the number six’. Back in the day, the number six bus was the one that, after they closed the railway, ferried workers and patients alike from Nusstead and beyond to Nazareth. I’d assumed it was a universal idiom. It was only when I went to Cromer Hall that I understood that the phrase was something I’d have to censor, along with my history, and my guilt, and the accent I shed like a shell.










Chapter 5


At night, the facade is floodlit, a single beam of pale gold light trained on the clocktower. Before it collapsed, the tower was braced with iron bars that were supposed to deter suicides and I wonder what it looks like on the inside now, whether it still serves any kind of security purpose or is purely ornamental. The creeper glows scarlet. It must need trimming once a week to frame the windows but never infiltrate the old brick.


‘OK?’ Sam says, holding my hand. His palm is dry and warm. Mine is clammy. ‘God, this is a really big deal for you, isn’t it? The human brain and its irrational fears. I had no idea.’


The huge glass front doors open automatically onto the atrium. If you didn’t know better you’d think this a grand hotel, thumbing its nose at the surrounding rural poverty. The old admissions desk is reception now, lilies and oleanders elegant in a fishbowl vase. On either side are the doors that led to the wings and the words WOMEN and MEN are still carved in stone on the left and right lintels respectively.


The grand staircase has been restored, wide wooden steps that give on to the landing where the old administration rooms were. The wood is restored to gleaming perfection. It’s easier to imagine a bride or a debutante gliding down those stairs than it is a patient marched up to an interview with her consultant. The guilt, and the cruelty of what I have done – what we did – charges through the decades and bends me double.


‘OK?’ repeats Sam. I can only nod.


The liveried manchild on reception – Oskar, according to his badge – all but tugs a forelock.


‘Good evening, Mr Thackeray,’ he says in a thick Polish accent.


‘Oh, for goodness’ sake, call me Sam. This is my wife, Marianne.’


‘Good evening, Marianne,’ says Oskar, clearly uncomfortable with the familiarity.


I growl a ‘Hi.’


The lift is mirrored with soft, foxed glass that throws us out of time. My teenage self is so present tonight that I almost expect to see her reflected but no, there I am, all forty-seven years of me. Suspiciously smooth brow but downturned eyes, beer-brown hair that magazine journalists would say is a few inches too long for my age. If you didn’t know me, you might be surprised that I have a grown-up daughter. I was twenty-seven when Honor was born, a London anomaly. You can take the girl out of Nusstead . . . Round here, the generations are closer together. When Colette had Jack at twenty-two, she’d already been in work for five years, married and mortgaged for two. On my street in Islington there are women my age raising six-year-olds. I assumed that having my child early would free me up, later, when my peers were off starting their own families. I didn’t anticipate the second informal maternity leave of Honor’s teenage years. Next to me, Sam – teddy-bear build, curly greying hair in need of a trim – checks his perfect teeth for spinach. ‘What’s the service charge on this place?’ I ask.


‘Marianne. Don’t worry. We’ll find a way.’ Am I being paranoid, or is this a step down from the we can afford it of earlier? ‘Right, it’s a bit of a walk. You’re sure you’re not spooked?’


I force myself to look. Fire doors now partition the corridor. The service corridor on the floor below was once the longest in Europe, half a mile end to end. It was a source of bizarre local pride that Nazareth was wider than Buckingham Palace.


They’ve gone for reproduction rather than restoration. In place of the school radiators thick with decades of paint stand smooth, powder-coated replicas. Even the glossy parquet is new. Rothko prints replace the patients’ crude Occupational Therapy paintings and the photographs of them basket-weaving and turning shoes on lathes. Here and there, they’ve framed original plans of Nazareth and aerial shots. Viewed from above, the main building looks like the blade of an old-fashioned key with large square teeth running its length.


I notice they’ve kept the rounded-off walls and curved skirting, thoughtful touches that were supposed to prevent the patients injuring themselves, but they’ve plastered over the honeycomb ceiling and fitted spotlights in the smooth arch. Where there was peeling plaster are metro tiles, sleek white bricks that are everywhere now – you can’t order a coffee without being reminded of an old-fashioned municipal swimming baths. They’re supposed to add authenticity but I find them grotesque; originally these tiles were in horrible places: derelict public lavatories, creepy regional train stations, neglected hospitals. Tiles like these bricked in the poor and desperate. Tiles like these witnessed the worst of me.


‘Our place used to be the show home so it’s not decorated to our taste yet,’ says Sam, shouldering yet another fire door. As if there’s any such thing as our taste. I can’t name one thing in our house Sam chose.


‘OK, here we are. Welcome to our humble abode.’


The lock is silent, and I’m glad. I remember too well the grating of the old keys. The apartment is a wash-out of beige and taupe, oatmeal and mushroom. Show-home neutral, decorated not to offend anyone, a blandness an insult in itself. I have to look at my red coat to check that colour can exist in here. The living area is twice the space covered by the bedrooms and the ceiling is double height. A spiral staircase winds around one of the iron pillars that used to run down the centre of the wards. Only that and the windows, thirty-two conjoined panes overlooking the old airing courts, give away its institutional history. There are metro tiles in the kitchen, naturally. I will bet our second mortgage they’re upstairs too. Today’s beloved interior trend is tomorrow’s avocado bathroom suite.


‘What do you think?’ Sam’s eyes beg my approval. ‘I know it’s a bit plain, but . . .’


‘Well, you’d certainly never guess what it was.’ I go to the window and stare out onto the fen. Nusstead is a cluster of sequins on the horizon. One of those pinprick lights is my old bedroom window. Movement behind me pulls my focus back to the window. Sam has a flute of champagne in each hand.


‘I hope it doesn’t feel crass, to drink a toast to the new place,’ he says. ‘I wish you didn’t need to come back. But I hope having a base here can – I hope it can take the sting out of what’s to come, somehow.’


I turn to kiss him. ‘I love you for it.’


Sam drinks his champagne too fast and wrinkles his face as the bubbles go up his nose.


‘I don’t know whether to say this,’ he begins. ‘I was going to say it in the pub and then I bottled it but it’s better to get these things out in the open. I did a bit of snooping and – I know about the murder.’


Over the years I’ve learned that my body has a very specific reaction to bad news. It wants to get away from the source. The involuntary step I take away from Sam is a violent lurch that gets me halfway across the room, fizz slopping everywhere. He’s mortified, for the second time this evening. ‘I’m sorry, sweetheart, I didn’t think it would get to you like this. You were so young I didn’t think it’d bother you. But listen, it’s OK. It’s in the past.’ He catches me up, produces a tissue from his pocket to mop the spillage on my dress. ‘You know Darius Cunniffe is dead, don’t you? He died in Broadmoor in 2013. I remembered the case from the news, I just didn’t know it happened here until I looked the place up.’


Relief is a drug better than alcohol: it floods my veins, bubbles of it pop inside me. Sam’s talking about the infamous killing, the one that people know about. He doesn’t know about the other one, the last secret Nazareth Hospital ever had to keep.










Chapter 6


Colette slurps a latte made in the machine that came with the flat. My mother drinks Ribena through a straw from a carton. They are so alike, birdy little women in leggings and scrunchies, shrunken in the double-height room. I feel like a double-height person next to them, strapping and outsized thanks to the strand of Viking that twists through my DNA.


‘We could get used to this,’ says Colette, raising her mug. ‘Couldn’t we, Mum?’ Colette talks for both of them now. Debbie Smy, ward sister, Olympic-level gossiper, barely speaks from one hour to the next. I haven’t had a proper conversation with her since the first stroke, which wasn’t the first stroke at all but merely the first one they identified. Vascular dementia works by stealth, a series of tiny strokes, each one wiping out a little more dignity and memory.


‘Sam not hanging around then?’ She tilts her nose; I wince. This is my doing.


‘He had to go back for work. I dropped him off at the station this morning.’


I don’t add that we missed his train by three minutes, a road closure in Stradbroke and the lights at the level crossing in Hoxne flashing for a good ten minutes before the train came past. Nusstead is in a kind of public transport Bermuda Triangle between three stations, each allegedly a forty-minute drive but it took an hour to get to Diss, over the border in Norfolk, this morning. Nazareth used to have its own branch line, ferrying patients straight from Ipswich, running through Nusstead to pick up workers on the way, but the tracks were pulled up a century ago and Nusstead Halt station was built over in the fifties. Maybe I should’ve gone south to Darsham or even direct to Ipswich. I’ll need to develop some kind of internal algorithm to calibrate the length of the train journey versus the state of the roads. Which reminds me:


‘When did Asylum Road get renamed?’


‘When they started building. I don’t know why they bothered. Everyone I know still calls it Asylum Road.’ Colette blows on her coffee. ‘I don’t know how you can sleep here on your own. You know Kim Wittle from my year at school?’ I don’t, but nod anyway. ‘She went to London for a conference and the Airbnb she stayed in was made out of an old church they’d carved into flats. Overlooked a graveyard. Big old stained-glass blond Jesus on the cross over her bed, eyes following her around the room. She didn’t get a wink. Went and checked into the Premier Inn in the end. I can’t say I blame her. It’s the same in here. I wouldn’t be able to sleep, all the people who went mad over the years.’ She realises what she’s said. ‘I don’t mean anything by it.’


‘I know.’


She turns to face the window. ‘I mean. Look at all that lot down there with their racquets, acting like it’s the most normal thing in the world to be playing tennis where that poor woman died.’


I look over her shoulder. She’s miles out. ‘Actually, those were exercise courts when it was built. Airing courts, they called them, for the patients to stretch their legs. That’s probably one of the only places still being used for its original purpose. There’s a proper memorial to her in the grounds. A rose garden.’


‘Her son must be, what, thirty-odd now, mustn’t he? Poor sod. Doesn’t bear thinking about.’ Colette doesn’t like to hold an uncomfortable thought for long. She strokes the kitchen splashback. ‘You’ve got those nice tiles. I want mine done like that, if I get the money. It’s a rollover this weekend.’


‘If you won the lottery you could buy a place here,’ I suggest. ‘One of the villas, maybe.’ According to Oskar, very few of the units here have sold to Nussteaders. The locals are mostly priced out. The rest are incomers, commuters. A handful of second-homers like us.


‘No thanks,’ Colette shudders. ‘You all right there, Mum?’


Our mother is staring out of the window, cloudy brown eyes fixed on the horizon. ‘One of those is our old house,’ I say. ‘I’ll bring my binoculars from London next time, we should be able to see the village quite clearly. You can make out the war memorial if you really try.’


‘Did I ever tell you about when I was a kid, and the alarm went off?’ It’s the longest sentence I’ve heard my mother utter in months. Instantly, Colette and I fall silent. She told us this story countless times when we were young; like all good fairytales it’s a warning wrapped in narrative.


‘No!’ I say. ‘Tell me now.’


I hit the ‘record’ button on my phone so that I can keep this story forever. Colette understands. Her face shakes with the effort of trying not to cry.


‘I must’ve been about four,’ says Mum, squeezing the air out of her Ribena carton and watching in fascination as a bubble forms and pops on the end of her straw. ‘Some paedo, or a child molester as we called it in them days, got over the wall. He was still in what they used to call strong clothes, these awful sacking trousers they made the worst ones wear. God, the sound of that siren. You had instructions from your mum, whatever you was doing, whether you was in the street or out on the fen, as soon as you heard that noise you just pelted home. Like: awooooo . . .’ She starts to impersonate the siren, her voice going slowly up, slowly down, a familiar sound from black and white films about the Blitz. It goes on for too long but neither of us have the heart to stop her. ‘You’re lucky, you girls, you’ve lived a life without that noise. It chills you to the bone. They had an actual helicopter overhead, it was the first time most of the kids in the village had seen one and so we stopped running and started waving up at it. We was more excited about that than we was scared of the madman. Even then, nothing ever happened around here unless it was to do with the hospital.’


The straw falls out of her carton and she tries unsuccessfully to push it back in through the little hole in the foil, screwing up her face in frustration as she misses. ‘Did they catch the man?’ says Colette, even though we know that they found him in the Scout hut within the hour.


‘What man?’ asks Mum. It’s as though the last couple of minutes never happened. ‘What man?’ She tries to insert the straw again, then glares at Colette with a child’s frustration. I end the recording, knowing that if there ever comes a time I can bear to replay this, I’ll have to stop a few seconds before the end.


‘Nothing,’ says Colette, tucking the straw back in its hole and squeezing Mum’s shoulder. While I’ve been lecturing on the Queen Anne revival or the Garden City movement, Colette’s been cleaning and wiping and comforting. Sam’s right. I need to be here. I should have been here months ago. It’s not only my mother who needs looking after.


‘Hey, Marianne, speaking of lock up your daughters,’ says Colette, ‘Jesse was asking after you in the pub last night. He’s single again, as of last month.’


My heart rocks. ‘Oh God, really?’ Jesse is always more dangerous when he isn’t tethered to a girlfriend.


‘Well, as far as I know he managed to get out of this relationship without getting anyone pregnant, so that’s progress.’


‘Ha.’ Then it hits me. ‘Please tell me you didn’t tell him about this place.’


I can tell by her face that she has. That’s that, then. This isn’t just downplaying where I went on holiday this year. You can’t hide a second home. I sip my coffee and wish it were wine.


‘Jesse knew I had a flat down here before I did?’ I groan. ‘I thought Sam swore you to secrecy.’


‘Yeah, from you. What’s the big deal? He was glad you’d done so well for yourself. I’m sorry.’ For a second she is not a capable nurse, wife and mother but my baby sister again, hiding her hurt in a sulk. She resented not that I left – youth unemployment in rural communities is even worse now than when I was kid; so many people have to leave Nusstead to find work that the primary school is constantly threatened with closure – but how I did it.


Then she relents and even giggles, so I see a flash of her girlhood crush on Jesse. ‘He got me tiddly. He must be flush at the moment, he got a round in for once in his tightarse life.’ I should be relieved but whatever he’s done to come into money, it won’t last long. If he won the lottery, he would be all over the press with the giant cheque for seven figures, then a year later he’d be selling his riches-to-rags story to the same papers for £500. ‘Anyway, what did you expect? That you’d be living round the corner and he wouldn’t find out?’


Ideally, yes, but this is Nusstead where the downside of community is the forfeit of privacy. She’s right. And maybe it’s better, after all, that he heard on the grapevine. This way he can work through his grudges on his own.


‘I think it’s sweet, really,’ says Colette. ‘The way you’re still fond after all these years.’


There is nothing I can say to that and I’m almost glad when Mum interrupts.


‘I can hear you and him, you know, fumbling around on the sofa downstairs.’ She’s back in the room, if not the present. ‘You’re not as quiet as you think you are. I wasn’t born yesterday. Are you using protection?’ I look at Colette in half-amused horror. Thank God Sam isn’t around for this. ‘Mind you,’ she continues as Colette bites her lip to trap the laughter, ‘he tries hard, I suppose. I think he felt like he had to, after what happened to the brother. Feels like he’s got to make up for it. You know the one that went to prison, him that looks like a potato, you know he got done for selling drugs? As for whatshisface who works on the cruise ships, have you seen his hairstyle? Promise me you won’t end up with him, Marianne? You want to get yourself a career, get out of Nusstead and get yourself a proper boyfriend.’


I squeeze her bony little hands in mine. ‘I will,’ I say, because I want to make her happy, and because it’s easy to make a promise you’ve already kept.










Chapter 7


‘Just a crack, let some air in.’ I open the window even though I know Mum will shut it the second my back’s turned. There’s an institutional fug in Colette’s house. It’s only twelve degrees outside but the heating’s on so high it’s hard to breathe. Maybe Mum likes it warm because our old house was so cold but as a Londoner it seems like an insult to the beautiful fresh air round here not to breathe in as much as possible.


Colette is out shopping, acting as though I’ve handed her a week in Ibiza. I didn’t realise it had got to the stage where going to Aldi on her own counts as a treat. I help Mum wash her hands, clean the toilet after she’s missed a bit, check she’s wiped herself properly and get the place tidy before parking her in front of Come Dine with Me. I can power through these jobs because I’m not worn down by them like Colette is. I’ve got time to put on a load of washing, clean the inside of the fridge, put the Dyson round and even get dusting. Mum has her own shelf on the living-room unit, above Colette’s books and underneath Maisie and Jack’s sports trophies. It’s crammed with porcelain knick-knacks and our childhood pictures in silver frames. There’s one of me the summer before I got together with Jesse, all freckles and rosy cheeks, not so much about to bloom as to burst.


I take a break to check in with Honor online. She’s posted some arty shots of the Royal Vauxhall Tavern at sunrise. They’re beautiful photos but I can’t enjoy them as I know she can only see the pub if she hangs out of her window at a death-defying angle. There’s a new artwork too and for once I love what I see: she’s made a human brain from old pills and blister packs. I write underneath it, Proud of you sweetheart! Mum. X


She texts me by return.


Can you please stop commenting on my Instagram? It looks really unprofessional. I had to delete it.


I *literally* have a degree in History of Art! This is a professional opinion.


At least stop signing them Mum.


She signs off with a smiley emoji, an embarrassed emoji and an old woman emoji to show she doesn’t really mean it.


According to Colette’s page-long instructions, twelve noon is time for lunch.


Be strict – make sure she eats at least 2/3 of what’s on her plate.


Mum’s tastes have reverted to those not of her childhood but of mine: she lives on a revolving menu of Heinz tomato soup, Fray Bentos pies and, today, fish fingers, which I burn under Colette’s unfamiliar grill. Mum still sits up straight and holds her cutlery like she’s eating at some kind of state banquet. I wonder how many times I was reminded as a child that manners cost nothing. She’s proper, my mother: born a generation earlier and she’d have been donkey-stoning her doorstep every morning. Now, she dabs at the corner of her mouth with a sheet of kitchen roll like it’s an Egyptian cotton napkin, a tiny dignity that breaks my heart. When she’s finished she pushes her plate away. I peel the top off a child-sized yoghurt. Mum holds the spoon and doesn’t know what to do with it. She can switch between capability and helplessness a dozen times in a minute. After some brief marvelling, she holds it in her fist and looks at me, her hopeful blink asking for confirmation she’s doing it right. I nod my encouragement. ‘It’s strawberry flavoured.’
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