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For my parents






PROLOGUE


Ashton House stands like an old lunatic, all sagging and bowed. How could I have known, that first day, that its occupants would be as warped as those deformed beams, as bent and twisted and sick in mind and spirit? Perhaps they infected me, the others. Or perhaps the madness emanated from the marsh itself, festered in its miasma, in the very air we breathed, for not one of us escaped. Not one.






CHAPTER 1


Crouched here among the hawthorns, shielded by their vicious spines, I should be safe while darkness lasts. It’s a cloudy night with no stars and I’m surrounded by the marsh, with its hidden ditches and rivulets, its standing water, its ravenous, flesh-hungry mud.


The marsh could take me, of course. I am sick and faint with hunger, and it’s cold, so cold, but perhaps it will be merciful. We are old friends, after all. It knows me well. The night air chills my bones. Waves of shivers run through me again and again. I long to be home, but home no longer exists, not for me.


A figure slips between the trees like a ghost, coming closer. It’s a man come to kill me, or worse. Breathe. I must breathe. He can’t see me here, not if I keep still and quiet, and hold my mouth open so as to silence my chattering teeth.


He looks about him, peering left and right. And straight ahead – straight at me.


He smiles.


I jump to my feet and turn to run. All is water, water and darkness.


He’s almost here, slipping and sliding on the marshy ground, arms spread out like a scarecrow. Fall, please fall. Let the marsh take you; pull you under, cover your face. Let the marsh take you and save me.


Feet splash. The marsh tries, it sucks at his shoes, at his legs, but it’s not enough. Dirty white hands reach for me, fingers clawing at my dress.


The water, it’s in my ears, in my mouth.


I can’t breathe, and the water . . .


 


Loud voices and blinding light, and the marsh is gone. A shadow looms over me. Before I can scream, she flips me over on to my stomach as if I were a dead fish on a slab and jabs me with a needle. After that there’s no point in screaming because I know where I am: in the asylum, with no marsh anywhere about me and no man wishing to kill me.


My racing heart slows. Sounds grow muffled and blessed sleep draws me down into nothingness.


 


It’s morning. On tiptoes, with my face pressed against the cold metal grille, I spy a distant copse of trees – hawthorns perhaps, with dark, shadowy marshland beyond, and lovers with limbs entwined, and dead bodies festering under the surface.


Sometimes, if I stare hard enough, I can imagine myself free of this place, out there in the fresh air with the grass under my feet and the cool wind blowing against my skin. Not today, though. It’s impossible to concentrate on anything with the lunatics banging about in the ward next door. I turn my head and shout at the wall.


‘Shut up!’ I shout. ‘Shut up!’


By the time I look back, the trees have vanished, blotted out by mist rolling in from the sea. I lower my heels to the floor and the countryside disappears, leaving an oblong of sky. I like sky as much as anyone, but I wish the window were lower, so I could see the world outside from my bed. What a luxury that would be. Perhaps there’s another room I could have, with a bigger window and more light. I could ask, although they wouldn’t give it to me even if they had one. They’d give it to someone well behaved, someone nice.


The metal grille is there to stop me escaping, although I don’t know why they bother. The window’s far too narrow to squeeze through, even for a thin girl like me, and it only opens a tiny bit, trapped by a metal catch. As if anyone would jump from here, anyway. It’s a long way down. You’d land in the airing court below and break all your bones on the stone. It makes my knees go weak to think of it.


High-pitched screeching comes from next door, then a crash.


I wish the attendants would take the grille off their window. It’s bigger than mine and they’re all mad enough to jump out, one after the other, to land on the ground in a heap of broken bodies.


Then I’d have some peace.


Watery sunlight filters through the grille and makes a diamond pattern on the floor. For a fleeting moment it looks almost pretty, then it’s gone. Light never stays near me for long – repulsed by the darkness within, no doubt.


The attendants say I’ve been mad for five whole years. They say it as if it’s a long time. ‘Only five years?’ I say. ‘Where have the other twenty-two gone, then?’ They shrug. They don’t know and neither do I. Twenty-two years vanished, as if they had never been. If it weren’t for the memory of the marsh, I’d believe myself born here, mad from birth, but there was a marsh and the loss of it is like a hollow pain in my chest. It sits there and never moves.






CHAPTER 2


The sky turns white and overcast before I hear a key in the lock. An attendant in a blue dress and starched white apron opens the door. It’s the one with the square face and double chin. Her neck’s as broad as her head, with the kind of skin usually seen on boiled bacon. ‘Doctor’s here to see you,’ she says.


It’s not the usual doctor. My insides twist and tighten. Not that I like Doctor Womack. I wouldn’t have tried to kill him if I did, would never have crushed his throat like that.


Where Womack is slick and slimy, with a drooping waxed moustache, this new doctor is clean-shaven and younger. He has kind eyes that crinkle when he smiles.


‘Hello, Mary,’ he says.


I should tell him my name’s not Mary but Maud. It says Mary on my notes, though, and that’s what they all call me, so perhaps I’ve got it wrong. I should know that, for goodness’ sake. I should be certain about my own name.


He pulls up a chair. ‘My name’s Doctor Dimmond,’ he says. ‘Do you remember why you’re in here, Mary?’


It annoys me, him calling me by the wrong name.


‘Do you remember how you became ill, what caused it?’


‘No.’


He looks at my notes, turns over one page, then another, frowning. His eyes move from side to side as he reads. He turns to Chins. ‘Is this usual here – this level of sedation?’


‘For this patient, yes.’ She says it with a sniff. She doesn’t like me. None of them do because I tried to kill Womack, or perhaps because I didn’t succeed.


‘Then I’m surprised the patient can stand up, let alone remember anything.’


‘Her has nightmares, doctor, if we don’t give her enough.’


‘I see.’ The doctor turns to me. ‘Well. We’ll reduce that and see how we get on.’ He takes a book from his pocket, and hands it to me. It’s a notebook with flowers on the cover. It’s new and clean and no one has written in it.


‘I’d like you to write down anything you remember about your past – anything at all. Any small detail will help.’


He doesn’t know how things fly out of my head in an instant, but I nod anyway.


‘Keep the notebook with you, so you always have it to hand should you recall anything.’ He hands me a pencil with a pointed end. I wonder at that since I’m not allowed anything sharp. My eyes flash to Chins. She’s spotted it but says nothing, afraid to go against the doctor. I slip it behind the book, out of sight. Perhaps she’ll forget.


The doctor frowns. ‘Can you write?’


‘My father was a teacher.’


‘You remember your father?’ he says, quick as you like.


‘No.’ I don’t know why I said it, where the words came from. ‘It’s probably not true.’


He purses his lips. ‘Nevertheless, I should like to see what you remember of your past, true or otherwise.’


‘I can’t remember anything.’


He looks about him, smiles a wan smile. ‘You may be surprised.’ Another glance around the room and the smile fades. ‘Perhaps if you were to lie down and close your eyes?’


I do as he says. These doctors are always trying to trick me into confessing my crimes – all those crimes I can’t remember. Whatever I’ve done is gone now. The past has been snuffed out by the rotting secrets in my head, extinguished by their darkness. They will find nothing in there, no matter how hard they try. Not even the best of doctors can find what no longer exists.


‘Relax, Mary, and unclench your hands.’


‘It’s Maud,’ I say. ‘My name is Maud.’


There’s the sound of a pen scratching on paper. ‘Well, that’s a good start,’ he says, and I think, It’s like shelling peas, this. Easy.


‘Breathe deeply,’ he says. ‘Let your muscles relax.’


My fingers are stiff and unyielding, slow to straighten.


‘Imagine you are somewhere safe, somewhere beautiful, and try to picture it in your mind’s eye.’


Hawthorns. Hawthorns and dank water at the dead of night.


‘Imagine yourself walking in this safe place,’ he says.


Walking? In that marsh? At night?


‘All is peaceful,’ he says. ‘Nothing can harm you here.’


Someone shouts in the corridor. Footsteps pound on the floor. The vibration reaches my bed.


‘Where are you now?’ the doctor says.


‘In my room.’ I open my eyes.


He nods, writes something on my notes. ‘Interesting. You didn’t remember anything – anything at all?’


‘No.’


‘Did you see a place where you felt safe?’


‘No.’


He nods, scribbles more notes. ‘No matter. Hypnosis will reveal more.’


‘Hypnosis?’


‘You may know it as mesmerism.’


I sit up at that. ‘Mesmerism? Like in the music halls?’ He means to make a fool of me, a spectacle. ‘And have you all laughing at me? No.’


He holds up a hand. ‘No one will laugh. You will remain still at all times, and simply drift back in time.’ He smiles. ‘Hypnosis will allow us to reach your subconscious mind, find memories you’ve long forgotten.’ He’s looking away, closing his notebook. ‘I am going to unlock your past.’


‘But what if I don’t want it unlocked?’


‘You have nothing to fear.’ His eyes are open and honest and warm. It’s foolish, perhaps, to be swayed by beautiful eyes. They’ve betrayed me before, after all.


‘Doctors in France have had excellent results in cases of hysteria,’ he says. ‘I believe it could also treat your sickness.’


‘My sickness?’


‘Traumatic amnesia.’ He leans forward and a diamond of light falls on the middle of his forehead, like a jewel, or a third eye. ‘Sometimes after a catastrophe . . .’ His voice softens. ‘After a frightening or upsetting event –’ he thinks I don’t understand the word catastrophe ‘– our minds choose to forget. They hide whatever it is away. It’s how we protect ourselves – a survival strategy. After all, no one wants to be frightened all the time, do they?’


I don’t tell him I’m always frightened, have been frightened for as long as I can remember.


‘I’ve always been ill,’ I say, instead.


‘No.’ His smile makes me want to cry. ‘No, you haven’t. Once you were well.’


There was a time before the madness, then, and this Diamond doctor wants to bring it back.


I’m not sure that’s a good idea. Not sure at all.


 


The notebook is mine to keep. I can scarcely believe it. Everything else belongs to the asylum, even the clothes I wear, but this pencil and notebook are mine. I open the cover and stroke the pages. It smells clean and new, uninfected by the stink of the asylum. I look about me for somewhere safe to hide it. There are plenty of gaps in this room. Behind the table, there’s a good-sized space between the floorboards and the wall. The flowery notebook slips in neatly.


Chins brings my medication after supper. It’s half the amount I usually have.


‘I’ll be watching you.’ She shoves her face close to mine. ‘Any nonsense, and Doctor Womack will sort you out.’


I stare into her eyes until she looks away.


Once the lights are doused, I curl up in bed and wonder about my father. A teacher, I said. Where did that come from? There’s nothing in my head about a teacher, or even a father. No picture, no face, body, voice, or smell. There is not even an empty space where a father should be. Is he dark-haired like me? Do I have his eyes, his nose? Perhaps he has a moustache like Womack, or crinkly eyes like Diamond. How can I have forgotten him so completely, my own father? And yet he must have forgotten me, too, or else he would surely come and free me from this place. He would come and take me home.


I drift into sleep, my mind reaching for this man, this man who perhaps loved me, cared for me, but he’s not there. There is only the marsh, the same as ever.






CHAPTER 3


It’s a week since I saw the new doctor. I’m waiting to feel different, clear-headed, awake, but I’m as weary as ever, my head filled with a low buzzing sound. Flies, perhaps, clustered over putrefying flesh crawling with maggots. A dead body dragged out of the marsh.


How threadbare my dress has become at the elbows and cuffs, and grubby, too. I pull it on and slip the pencil up my sleeve. It’s cool and hard and the sharp point scratches my skin when I move. It’s a comfort, knowing it’s there, protecting me.


Someone’s running up and down the stairs, laughing. You’d think the attendants would stop her, but no. They must all be deaf. If my door weren’t locked, I would put a stop to that nonsense. ‘Shut up!’ I shout. She can’t hear me, of course, not while she’s making that racket.


The chapel bell is ringing now, too. An ominous bong, bong, bong. That’s all I need. It’s hard enough to think as it is, without that din. I wait for it to stop, but it doesn’t. It goes on and on all morning.


Perhaps someone’s escaped. Lucky them. Oh, lucky them. How I wish it were me out there in the crisp, clear air, running for my life – running and running. How I wish it were me.


An attendant with a face like a prune brings my dinner – a bowl of something green, a lump of bread and a cup of water. The bowl and cup are made of tin. No sharp edges for us, no shards of china. She places them on the table near the door. The table wobbles. Water slops over the side of the cup and makes a mess. She pretends not to notice and backs away, closing the door behind her.


The table always wobbles when something’s placed on it because one leg is shorter than the other three, its foot gnawed by mice or rats or, perhaps, lunatics.


I wander over and check the door but it’s shut fast. No escape today, then. It’s probably just as well. I wouldn’t get very far with my head all mushy like this. I peer into the bowl. It’s celery – the something green – stalks and leaves, stewed and stringy.


Darkness shifts across my room like a veil. A sudden draught hits the back of my neck, cold and sharp. It smells of the marsh. It smells of him, stinking and rotten.


 


Someone’s breathing, breathing behind me. Those jagged breaths are not mine. A shiver runs across my skin, raises the hairs.


The floor turns to mud beneath my feet – mud and grass and foetid water.


And suddenly I’m there in the marsh, running in the dark. My shoes slip and slide on mud and wet leaves. He’s coming. His feet splash through the water, close behind me now, too close.


He catches at my hair. I reach out but there’s nothing to hold on to, nothing to save me. I fall back. Pain fills my head, sharp and stinging.


Trees rush past, banks and ditches. He’s dragging me by the hair, tearing it from my scalp.


My screams are silent, swallowed by the marsh.


There is only him, his laboured breathing, and his rage.


 


The bowl slips from my fingers, falls, crashes to the floor. I stare at it, at the mess, and a wave of trembling takes over my body. Where’s the marsh? The pondweed? I can smell it – the mud, the still water.


No, no, it’s the slop I can smell. It’s everywhere: spattered over the wall, the floor, the table legs. Bits of onion, celery and potato lie strewn about me. I scoop up the slime in shaking hands and tip it into the bowl, then put it back on the table, wiping my palms clean on the rim. Perhaps no one will notice. Most of the liquid has seeped between the floorboards already. It smells, but my room always smells. I doubt the attendants will notice the difference.


I eat the lump of bread.


The lunatics are on the move next door. Their feet make a shuffling sound on the floor. The maniac’s still laughing, pounding up and down the stairs, and there goes the bell. Bong, bong, bong.


‘Can you tell them to stop ringing that bell?’ I say, when Chins and Prune come that afternoon.


Chins frowns. ‘What bell?’


‘What bell? Are you deaf?’


‘Course we’ll tell them.’ Prune clutches my arm. ‘Come on. The new doctor wants to see you.’


‘But I’m not ready.’ I’m eager to leave my room, but wary of this new doctor and his kind eyes. What if the hypnosis leads to the truth, to the poison at the heart of my madness?


They’re talking to each other, so perhaps they don’t hear me.


‘He’s going ahead with it, then, this new treatment?’ Prune says, as they lead me into the corridor.


Chins grunts. ‘His nibs is none too happy about it, by all accounts.’


‘Well, it’s nonsense, isn’t it?’ Prune’s eyes slide to me and away. ‘Hypnosis, I ask you.’


‘Are you talking about Doctor Diamond?’ I say.


Chins bends towards me. Her hot breath hits my cheek. ‘It’s Dimmond. Doctor Dimmond.’ She says it slowly, enunciating every syllable. ‘Dim – mond.’


‘Leave ’er be,’ Prune says.


Chins backs away.


I don’t care if Dimmond is his real name. I’m going to call him Diamond anyway because of his third eye, which must be a sign. Besides, a diamond is something bright and clear and pure, and I’m hoping he’s all of those things.


The attendants lead me to the ground floor, but we turn left instead of right, down a corridor forbidden to us lunatics.


‘Why her, of all people?’ Chins says, and I wonder that myself. Why has Diamond chosen me? Why not one of the others, the really mad people, like the laughing maniac, or the ones who think they’re on fire, or friends with the king? Why not them?


‘He’s picking the ones what can’t remember,’ Prune says. ‘Or so I’ve heard.’


I’m glad it’s me, glad to escape my prison room, but I’m not having any of that hypnosis lark. I can do without that on top of everything else.


We stop in front of a door which has Diamond’s name written on it in gold lettering, newly painted and shiny.


‘Ah, Maud,’ he says. ‘Here you are.’ It’s been so long since someone called me by my true name. ‘Come in.’


I’ve forgotten what he looked like. His eyes are brown, not blue, and he’s older than I first thought, a grown man. Perhaps it’s the lack of moustache that made him seem younger.


Prune leaves but Chins sits on a chair by the wall, hands folded in her lap. I expect she’s staying to protect Diamond.


His room is cosy. A warm fire burns in the grate, the coals glowing red and orange. There’s a grille on the window just like mine, but the window’s much larger, with a view of the gardens, the beautiful trees and the chapel. How I wish I had this room, this window, this view.


Curios sit on shelves and in cabinets – strange-shaped bottles and fossils, lots of them.


He points to the corner of the room where a shabby, beige curtain hangs on the wall. A chair stands in front of it, and a camera on tall legs. ‘I’m going to take your photograph.’ He leads me to the chair. ‘Look into the camera,’ he says, and disappears under a black cloth. A light flashes and the camera explodes. I’m expecting it, but I still jump.


My heart clatters as Diamond appears from under the cloth, hair sticking up at the back.


After the photograph, I sit in the chair across the desk from him. It’s a good chair, with a curved back and arms. I run my hands over the polished wood, smooth from years of use.


There’s tea on a tray sitting on top of the cabinet – a pot decorated with yellow roses, matching china cups and saucers, and small silver teaspoons.


Diamond pours the tea. He drops two lumps of sugar into each cup and stirs, then hands a cup and saucer to me, and one to Chins.


Her eyes widen as if she’s never seen a cup of tea before. ‘Thank you, doctor.’


Sitting here like this, holding a bone china cup and saucer, reminds me of something or someone. It reminds me of me – the ‘before’ me, drinking tea from a cup and saucer like an ordinary, sane person. A different me. A different life, long, long before it happened, the thing I can’t remember.


I drink every drop. It’s been months, maybe years since I had tea. They always give me water these days, or tepid milk on the turn. A punishment of sorts, I suppose.


Diamond looks across the desk. ‘This photograph will show how you are before hypnosis. Once the treatment is complete, we’ll take another and see what a difference it makes.’ He seems very confident there will be a difference. ‘I’ve been thinking,’ he continues, ‘there’s no reason . . .’


Chins is perched on the edge of her seat. She can’t be comfortable, sitting right on the edge of a wooden chair like that. I shuffle forward and try it. No, it’s definitely not comfortable. I shuffle back again.


Diamond’s been talking but I’ve missed it.


‘Would you like that?’ he says.


‘Like what?’


Chins tuts.


‘To have company and perhaps make some friends.’


Friends? In this place?


Diamond writes something in his notes, looks up. ‘Have you chosen to be segregated from the other patients, Maud?’


While I’m thinking of a response, Chins pipes up. ‘Prone to violence, this one. Attacked Doctor Womack, she did.’ She pulls her chin back, smug, pleased with herself.


Diamond raises his eyebrows. ‘And she’s attacked other patients?’


Chins frowns. ‘No, but . . .’


‘So why is she not on the ward?’


‘She’s a private patient.’ She sends me a sly look out of the corner of her eye. ‘They said she was to have her own room.’


‘Did they now?’ Diamond frowns as he leafs through my notes again. ‘And who pays for that? Maud’s family?’


‘Her employer.’ Chins sniffs. ‘Must be a forgiving sort, if you ask me. She’s a very lucky girl.’


Oh yes, lucky me. I bet she’d like to be shut up in here without ever being in the fresh air, never feeling the wind on her face, the grass under her feet, or the rain, the blessed rain.


Diamond’s frown deepens. ‘And she’s had no visitors, no letters?’


Chins shakes her head.


‘Not one? In five years?’


‘No.’ She sighs. ‘Her sort don’t.’


‘Do you happen to know the employer’s name?’ Diamond sounds uninterested, but his pen is poised over his notebook.


Chins folds her arms across her chest. ‘You’d have to ask Doctor Womack about that,’ she says. ‘He’s the one who brought her here.’


‘Ah!’ Diamond says. ‘Is that so?’






CHAPTER 4


My hypnosis sessions are to take place once a week, on a Thursday, unless ‘unforeseen circumstances intervene’. Perhaps they will rid me of my nightmare, banish the man in the marsh, although I doubt it.


With each day I grow less weary. The sickness has lessened too, so that my tiny room seems more of a prison than ever. If I were free, how glad I should be to be alert, with a clear mind, but as it is, it only makes my life worse. They used to give me enough to make me nauseous and sleepy, too tired to cause trouble, easier for them to manage. When you think you’re going to vomit at any moment, you have to lie still, just to keep your breakfast, dinner, supper where it should be. Nevertheless, in a strange way, it made my life easier, my captivity more bearable.


If only I had Diamond’s room. How wonderful it must be to have cabinets and objects, treasures to look at and to hold, instead of bare walls and empty hands. Always, always empty.


The bell rings – bong, bong, bong – and the clock, the clock never stops. I pace the room, my steps matching its rhythm. Tick, tock. Tick, tock, day after day after day.


Someone’s singing in a shrill, tremulous voice. It’s not coming from the lunatic side, but the other side.


‘She’s only a bird in a gilded cage,’ she warbles. ‘A beautiful sight to see. You may think she’s happy la-la-la . . .’


Is that a piano? I hold my breath. Yes, a piano, played badly. She has a piano in her room?


‘La-la-la-la-la . . .’ The singer takes a deep breath, only for more la-la-ing to follow.


‘Shut up!’ I shout. She must have been moved from the ward to a private room like mine. A private room with a piano.


‘Her beauty was sold,’ she trills, ‘for an old man’s gold.’ The high note is beyond her.


‘Shut up!’ I bang on the wall. ‘You don’t even know all the words.’


‘She’s only a bird . . .’


‘Stop it.’ I hammer the wall with my fists, but the singing goes on just the same, so I sing ‘Oranges and Lemons’ to drown it out. I sing louder than her and shout the last bit.


‘Here comes a candle to light you to bed. Here comes a chopper to chop off your head. Chop, chop, chop.’


There’s silence for a moment, then weeping. She’s completely mad.


‘What are you shouting at?’


I spin around. Prune. Prune standing in my room and the door’s closed behind her and I didn’t hear a thing. How my hands tremble with it, the horror of not knowing she was there.


‘The lunatic in the room next door was singing,’ I say.


‘Next door?’


‘In that room.’ I point at the wall. ‘In there.’


She stares for a moment, frowns. ‘That’s the broom cupboard, that is.’


‘Then she’s in the broom cupboard, isn’t she?’


Prune nods, half smiles and hums ‘Oranges and Lemons’. ‘Used to sing that one as a kiddie.’ She places my cup and biscuit on the table. ‘I owe you five farthings, say the bells of St Martin’s . . .’


It’s only my breakfast. Nothing to tremble about, nothing at all.


She’s up to ‘the bells of Stepney-ee’ by the time she leaves. There she goes, wittering away all along the corridor.


I press my ear to the wall. Is that the lunatic breathing? Someone is breathing. Perhaps her ear is pressed to the wall just like mine. I jump back at the thought of it, of her ear so close to mine.


‘I know you’re in the broom cupboard,’ I shout. ‘I’ve told them where you are.’


She starts weeping again, crying as if her heart will break, on and on and on. I hate the sound of it. Hate it.


 


Chins comes when I’m not expecting her, when I’m busy watching the copse outside.


‘Time for your hypnosis,’ she says. Perhaps I stare, because she adds, ‘It’s Thursday.’


I sit in the same chair as before, the curved one with the arms. Chins stands right behind me. She could put her hands down, clasp them around my neck and strangle me. She’s thinking that, I bet. I can feel it, coming off her in waves.


Diamond points at a chair by the wall. ‘Please, take a seat.’ Perhaps he senses her thoughts like I do. We’re attuned, Diamond and me. We both understand these things.


Diamond writes something on his notes, turns to a new page. ‘I suggest we try a little hypnosis today.’


The thought of it sets me trembling. Whatever happened in the past was terrible enough to destroy my mind. Perhaps it was something I did, something so wicked it sent me mad.


‘Relax, Maud.’


I grip my skirts, rub my fingers over the rough wool. He can’t see inside my head. No one can, not even me. There’s no need for my heart to race like this, so that the blood pounds in my ears.


‘It will be very brief, very light,’ he says. ‘You should feel quite your usual self.’


I’m sick with dread. What if I remember? What if I do?


He pulls up a chair and sits in front of me. ‘You may remain seated,’ he says, ‘as long as you’re comfortable.’


I’m not comfortable, not with this doctor trying to prise open my mind, peer into its darkest corners with those curious eyes of his.


‘As you drift into the past,’ he says, ‘you will tell me what you see, and how it makes you feel.’


I will tell him nothing. Oh, please don’t let me remember. Let my secrets stay where they belong, buried and forgotten.


Out of the corner of my eye, I see a nurse, standing with her back to us. She’s throwing things into a bucket.


Diamond takes a silver ring from his waistcoat pocket and slips it on to the top of his index finger.


I turn to look at the nurse, but there’s no one there. It must have been shadows thrown by the trees outside, by their waving branches. Diamond wouldn’t ignore a nurse throwing bloodstained instruments into a bucket like that, splashing water all over the floor.


‘After the hypnosis, you will wake feeling refreshed and calm,’ he says, and waves his finger in front of my face like a metronome. The ring shines, glitters. ‘Watch the ring,’ he says.


The nurse is there again but I know she can’t be real now. That water on the floor, that bloodied water: that’s not real, either.


‘Maud.’ Diamond clicks his fingers. ‘Concentrate on the ring, please.’


I can barely see it now, the bloodied water, not now it’s seeped into the floor. You’d never know it was there.


‘The ring,’ Diamond says. Back and forth it goes. Back and forth, sparkling in the light. It’s a shooting star, a diamond.


‘There’s nothing else, nothing else in the world,’ he says. ‘There is only this ring.’ Back and forth it goes, over and over. I try to look away but find I can’t. His voice is clear and normal and calm, and I’m wide awake. The hypnosis hasn’t worked. Relief makes me want to laugh and yet no sound comes from my mouth, and still my eyes follow that star – left, right, left, right – as if attached to it by an invisible thread.


‘When I begin counting,’ he says, ‘your eyelids will become heavy, so heavy you must close your eyes.’


I won’t. I will not close them.


‘By the time I count to ten, you will feel completely relaxed. ‘One.’


My eyes are heavy, but I hold them open.


‘Two.’


They ache, my eyes. I’m so tired, so . . .


‘Three.’


Blessed relief as my eyes close.


‘Tell me about your childhood,’ he says. ‘Were you happy then?’


My lips open of their own accord. ‘For a while, yes.’


‘Go back to that time . . . Can you see a safe place?’


‘No,’ I say, because it’s not safe, the marsh at night. And there he is, the man, rising from the muddy waters, grinning, grinning with those blackened teeth.


‘Tell me what you see,’ Diamond says.


‘Nothing.’


‘Think of your childhood, your family.’


And I’m slipping back, and it’s not dark there, nor frightening, but bright and sunny. Someone is holding my hand, someone very tall. His skin is warm and rough against mine, and I’m happy. I am safe.


 


Grass tickles my arms. This man, this tall man I love, cradles a lilac-blue flower in the palm of his hand. ‘Field scabious,’ he says.


I stroke it, feel the softness under my fingertip. ‘Scabious.’


‘And this here.’ He points at a low, buttery-yellow flower. ‘Bird’s-foot trefoil. Trefoil because it has three leaves. Do you see?’


I see them. I see the leaves and the flowers and the butterflies rising into the air with a flurry of wings, of colour, of red and orange, blue and white, and the sky, so blue, so, so blue.


‘You’re like your mother,’ my father says. ‘She was clever – as clever as any man – but the world wasn’t ready for her. It will be different for you. You’ll study, go to university. I only wish your brothers had your aptitude.’ And here they come, the three boys, racing each other across the field, shouting and laughing.


‘I despair,’ my father says, but he says it with a smile, and how could he not, with those three strapping lads so joyful and full of life?


The world grows cold and colourless and suddenly they are gone – my father, my brothers. I turn and turn about. ‘Daddy, where are you? Where have you gone?’


I find myself standing in a narrow lane. Icy wind cuts through my coat, stings my ears. A bird sings close by – a robin, singing with all his heart while a bell tolls a warning. One sombre note, slow and deep, over and over again.


‘I don’t like it here.’ My voice sounds tinny and distant, so I shout. ‘I don’t like it.’


Dread, fathomless dread fills my heart. I must turn, must face it, but I can’t. No, I cannot.


‘Come back, Maud. Come back.’


A face looms in front of me – Diamond, his brown eyes filled with alarm. For a moment, I think he’s in the narrow lane with me, but we’re not there any more. We’re in his room with the fire and the large window and Chins.


Diamond’s crouched in front of me. ‘What frightened you?’


He’s too close. I sit up straight, my head spinning. ‘Nothing.’


Chins smirks. ‘I’ll call Doctor Womack, shall I?’


‘No, no.’ Diamond’s flustered. ‘This is to be expected. The patient is quite well.’


Chins raises her eyebrows, but keeps her mouth shut.


Diamond returns to his chair and opens his notebook.


‘You seemed happy initially.’ His sharp, inquisitive eyes probe mine. ‘But something crushed that happiness. Do you remember what it was?’


‘No,’ I say.


He sits forward, hands together as if he’s praying. I hope he’s not praying for me, because God’s long since left me.


‘You called for your father.’


My stomach twists into a knot.


‘You called for him, Maud. What happened?’


Oh, those pitying eyes. My eyes flinch from them. They flit to the floor, the window, the fire.


‘Nothing,’ I say, and stare at the ceiling until my eyes stop stinging.


What’s wrong with me now? I have survived the hypnosis, for goodness’ sake. There was no nightmare, no man in the marsh, no horror. All was sunshine and beauty and, even after that, only a robin on a cold day. So why this melancholy?






CHAPTER 5


Diamond insists I mix with other patients. He says it will ‘facilitate my recovery’. Prune and Chins don’t approve, if their alarmed expressions are anything to go by, but they take me all the same, to a long room they call ‘the gallery’. It has tall windows on one side – with grilles, of course – and pictures on the walls and lots of women milling about. Artificial flowers adorn the light fittings. It’s prettier than I expected, as if they’re trying to fool us into thinking we’re in some kind of hotel rather than a madhouse. Still, I quite like it.


We’re all wearing the same dresses, we lunatics – grey, scratchy wool – and on everyone’s back, the same three words are embroidered: Angelton Lunatic Asylum.


The chaplain sits at a table laden with books. He’s a slight man, all bones and skin. His spectacles slide down his nose. He pushes them up. They slide down again. He pushes them up. His sallow skin droops with boredom. Now and again, he stifles a yawn. He jumps a little when I stand in front of him. I have that effect on some people.


‘Do you have Great Expectations?’ I know he does. I can see it next to his right elbow.


‘Um, I think, er . . .’ His eyes dart hither and thither.


I point to it. ‘There.’


He picks it up, strokes the cover. ‘The thing is . . .’ He looks up with wary eyes, and blinks. ‘It’s a very big book; challenging, in the language and so on. Perhaps something less demanding?’ His hand hovers over picture books with covers depicting Bible stories or childish characters. ‘How about one of these?’ He picks up the worst of the lot, a garishly coloured one with a picture of a simpering girl holding a parasol.


I stroke the pencil in my sleeve. ‘I’d like Great Expectations, please.’ Give it to me, I think. Give it to me or it’ll be the worse for you.


Perhaps he sees something in my eyes because he hands it over, reluctantly, his fingertips clinging to it even as I take it.


I sit with my back to the wall so I can keep an eye on the lunatics. No one can get to me without my seeing them first, so I can relax. There must be twelve or more women in here, but no one else bothers the chaplain, no one else has a book in their hand. Perhaps they can’t read, or have already had their medication, because no one can read after that, not even me.


The woman sitting opposite stares straight ahead without blinking. A dribble of saliva forms at the corner of her mouth, trickles down to form a glistening droplet at her chin. It swells and falls, attached by a silvery thread. It’s just as well she doesn’t have a book on her lap, I suppose. No one wants to read a story with someone else’s dribble all over it – certainly not me. My book is clean, though, as if I’m the very first to open it. Great Expectations is my favourite. I’ve read it many times – many, many times. I stare at the page where Pip and Joe are talking by the fire.


‘“Here comes the mare,” said Joe, “ringing like a peal of bells!”’


And there it is, the asylum bell, going on and on. Dong, dong, dong, dong. That mournful tolling. If only it would stop, I’d be able to think.


I stare at the page and wait for the time to go.


Tick, tock. Tick, tock.


Blood drips on to the page, on to the word ‘bells’. It’s my blood. My nails have cut into my palms. I wipe the drop with my sleeve, but it spreads and now it’s all over ‘quite’ and ‘musical’ as well. Another drop lands on ‘marshes’, and another on ‘froze’. Sweat prickles my scalp. My heart jumps about. I hold my breath and look up. The chaplain’s not looking. He’s rearranging his books. I breathe, turn the pages with trembling hands, then clasp my hands together until they tingle. On and on I sit there, praying it will stop.


After a while, I unclasp them and watch the pink half-moon dents, four on each palm. No new blood appears. I close the book and fold my hands on top of it.


Will the chaplain check the book when I take it back? Will he see those smudges, those red bloodstains? Every time I think of it, my heart lurches.


Womack’s arrived and is loitering near the door. He pulls a fob watch from his waistcoat pocket and frowns. An attendant sidles up to him and says something. How she simpers, the silly woman. They adore him, the attendants – the patients, too, for the most part. They dote on him. Their eyes follow him as he struts about the place. Then again, men are a rarity here. He has little competition.


He’s striking, perhaps, in a superficial way, with that immaculate moustache, the dark hair, the oddly pale eyes. I can’t abide him. I’ll not forgive that shower bath. Fifteen minutes he left me there, trapped in that wooden box with freezing cold water hitting me from above. Fifteen minutes like fifteen years, and then the light-coloured mixture and them pouring it down my throat to make me vomit. I thought I would die, and nearly did.


The door swings open. ‘Doctor Dimmond,’ Womack booms, striding towards him, hand outstretched. ‘How nice to see you again.’


Womack pats Diamond’s shoulder as if they’re old friends, as indeed they seem to be. They circle the room, Womack pointing out each patient and Diamond leaning forward to speak to them.


Womack rubs his hands together. ‘We’ll work together well, sir. I can see that.’


Here they come, Womack’s shiny brown shoes leading the way. He points at me. ‘Here we have one of our most disturbed patients.’


‘We’ve already met.’ Diamond smiles. ‘How are you today, Maud?’


I open my mouth. ‘I . . .’


‘Ah!’ Womack takes Diamond’s elbow and lowers his voice. ‘Mary suffers from delusions.’ Does he think I can’t hear him? He is but a pace away. ‘She has many names.’


Many names? I can think of none except my own and the one they’ve given me.


‘One might say legion,’ Womack says.


‘I see.’ Diamond’s mouth turns down. He believes Womack, and really, why wouldn’t he? Even I don’t know if I’m telling the truth.


‘One day her name is Patience,’ Womack says, ‘the next Gladys . . .’


Gladys? Surely not. No matter how mad I am, I could never have been a Gladys.


‘She cannot tell truth from fiction,’ Womack says, ‘so would be of no use to you, I’m afraid. Any so-called recollection would be a fabrication, an invention.’


‘Ah!’ Diamond says.


Womack’s step is jaunty as he moves on to the next person. I can’t see it, but there’s a smug grin hiding somewhere under that drooping moustache, I just know it. For some reason I feel I have lost a battle, a battle I didn’t even know I was fighting.


‘I’ve never been Gladys,’ I say under my breath.


Diamond turns back and smiles. ‘No, I don’t suppose you have.’


On they go, heads bowed in conversation. I didn’t want the hypnosis anyway. I have no desire to remember my past, none at all. They will get no secrets from me.


The bell rings for dinner. I close the book and take it back to the chaplain, holding my breath.


He takes it, places it in a box with all the unread books and closes the lid.


And I can breathe. My legs are weak on the way to dinner, wobbly.


It’s a long time since I was last in this dining hall. They must think I’m getting better. It’s lucky they can’t see inside my head, can’t see all the silt and grime and broken glass, and shadows hiding God knows what.


Dinner is boiled meat and potatoes. It could be mutton. It has that smell about it, of damp wool, of dresses dragging in the marsh and pondweed.


They soak up the water from the marsh, these dresses. It travels up and makes the skirts heavy so that they cling to your legs, dragging you down, pulling you under. No one comes to save you. No one came to save me. I saved myself.


‘She’s crying.’ An old woman with white hair and staring eyes stands in front of me, pointing. ‘It’s making the table wet,’ she yells. ‘Look. She’s spoiling it.’


No one listens. I stare at her until her face pales and she walks away, looking back over her shoulder every few steps. I keep staring until she’s right down the other end of the room. Then I stare at anyone else who’s looking. They turn away, every one.






CHAPTER 6


I stand at the window, on my toes. I shan’t look at that copse of trees today. No, I turn my gaze to the right, where the river hides beyond the reed beds. Sometimes, when the sun is in the right place, the water sparkles, as if millions of stars are scattered in a narrow, wavy arc across the landscape.


I reached it once in the early days when they let me wander. A dull day it was, and the river grey and sullen, with no sense of urgency about it, and yet still magical as only rivers can be. That water, so deep and cold and clean as it meandered, wending its dozy way to the sea. How I would love to go there now and feel that icy water over my toes once more, feel the chill numb my feet, the aching cold rise up my legs.


Diamond will not trouble himself with me now, not when he has other patients more willing, more trusting, more truthful. Others happy to spill their secrets for the sake of a warm fire and tea in a china cup, and not a Gladys among them.


‘I’m sick of this tiny room,’ I tell Chins when she comes the following Thursday. ‘I need fresh air or I will die like a plant left in the dark.’


‘Think yerself lucky,’ she says. ‘In the olden days, you’d have been chained to your bed.’


I catch my breath. ‘Chained? Chained to the bed?’


She nods. ‘I seen pictures – drawings and the like.’ She leans close. Her breath smells of cabbage and onions. ‘Wrapped in great heavy chains, they was,’ she says, eyes wide. ‘Metal rings round their necks, some of ’em. Round their necks. Imagine that.’


I try not to imagine it.


‘Bet you’re glad to be a lunatic now and not then, eh?’ She nods.


I can feel them. Heavy iron chains, cold and hard. Manacles cutting into my wrists, ankles and neck, too tight, cutting off the air, and the smell of rusted metal.


I clutch at my throat, but there’s nothing there, nothing but warm skin and bones beneath, and sinews and arteries.


She frowns. ‘Stop that nonsense.’


Nonsense it is. There are no chains binding me, no manacles, yet I am chained to this place as securely as if there were indeed something around my neck. I’m chained here by my madness.


‘Hurry up, now,’ she says. ‘The new doctor wants to see you.’


The new doctor? He is to continue then, despite my many names. There is to be tea, after all. I am glad of it. Diamond’s room reminds me of another kind of life, one filled with warmth and light and hope.


There are no chains in his room, nor anything unpleasant. It is bathed in blazing sunlight and my eyes water at the unexpected brightness after the dark, gloomy corridor. Oh, lucky Diamond to have this room. It’s easy to forget we’re in the asylum. Even the grille looks softer here, as if it’s made from something gentler than hard iron.


I stare into his cabinet, at all the treasures inside, and wish they were mine. Lumps of golden glass sit on a shelf, speckled with darker bits. I look closer and see the speckles are tiny leaves, creatures, flying insects.


‘How long have they been in there?’


‘In the amber?’ he says.


Of course, it’s amber. Stupid me. It’s far too rich and waxy to be glass. ‘Yes – how long?’


‘Thousands of years.’


‘Thousands?’ Some are caught in flight, wings outstretched. ‘All that time, trapped in a yellow prison.’


‘Well, they . . .’


‘Worse than being in here,’ I say.


He thinks I’m joking, and laughs, but I can’t stop gazing at those creatures – forever flying and never getting anywhere. It reminds me of something, of other creatures trapped in yellow, trying to escape, trying to breathe.


My chest tightens. I catch at the back of the chair, light-headed.


‘Maud?’


I look away from the amber, see Diamond’s worried face, and the tightness in my chest eases. It’s the madness, just the madness. If I don’t look at the trapped creatures, it will go away.


Diamond stands. ‘Would you like to see anything from the cabinet?’


‘I would, I would love that.’ I don’t look at the amber. It’s merely a smudge of yellow at the periphery of my vision.


He takes a small key from his waistcoat pocket and unlocks the glass door. I can scarcely believe it, and yet he seems to think it quite normal, nothing out of the ordinary, to allow a lunatic such a liberty. He picks up an ammonite and hands it to me. Chins sits up at that. I see her out of the corner of my eye, sense her beady eyes on me, feel her muscles tense ready to pounce or run away. I don’t blame her. It’s a heavy fossil that covers my palm, and it would be a powerful weapon. My fingers close around it. I feel the ridges, the beauty of that long-dead creature, and my heart hurts.


I hand it back to Diamond, then sit heavily on the wooden chair and scrape my side on the arm. I run my fingertips over the grain of the wood. It was living once, until someone chopped it down. It’s trapped indoors now, never to be free, just like me.


Diamond locks the cabinet, pulls up a chair and sits in front of me. ‘How do you feel now that your medication has been reduced?’


‘I remembered something about these dresses.’ I rub the coarse wool between my fingers. ‘When I was awake, about how they soak up water from the marsh.’


‘That’s good. How did it make you feel – when you remembered?’


I try to think of an answer but there isn’t one.


‘Did it make you happy? Sad? Angry?’


‘I cried yesterday.’ I’m not sure it was yesterday, but it sounds better than saying, ‘I cried one day.’


‘As your medication is decreased, you may find that your dreams become more vivid, that you can retain some details when you wake.’ A small smile. ‘You may even remember happy events, but alas this will not cure you. The events that made you ill, those we can only reach through hypnosis.’
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