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1

Falling Apart

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘This is Sophie,’ Dawn announced.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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