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Introduction

The prayer meeting was held every Thursday after school. I’d get out of lessons and walk down Essex Road to the Smiths’ house. My friends in the Christian Union would all be there, some a little ahead, some still to arrive. Mrs Smith would greet us all with an enormous smile. She was small and white-haired, with a daughter and two sons at Arden’s, the smart private school up the road from where I lived in Waltham Pond, the hamlet where north-east London runs out into Essex. The rest of the Christian Union were all at the Leyton Senior High Schools, one for boys, the other for girls. We met in the front room where we were given tea and biscuits, and then got down to praising, thanking and beseeching the Lord.

I was raised a Catholic, the son of Irish immigrants, so this was a new world to me. The prayers were all made up for a start, the Grace about the only set prayer we ever said. Our Fathers and Hail Marys didn’t figure at the Smiths’, but there wasn’t a problem: my Catholicism was respected, challenged sometimes, but I was accepted. I had asked Jesus to come into my life. Maybe they thought in time I’d convert; maybe they thought Jesus was enough and denominations old hat and divisive. For there were Baptists, Methodists and Greek Orthodox in the Christian Union as well as Anglicans. C.S. Lewis was more important to us than Calvin or Wesley or the Forty-Nine Articles. C.S. Lewis, the chronicler of Narnia, the founder of ‘mere Christianity’, was our patron saint. We could all identify with him.

My family was like a lot of Irish Catholic families in the 1960s. Above the mantelpiece hung two plates, one of JFK, the other of Pope John XXIII. For my parents, JFK and John XXIII were ushering in a decade that promised the people of the world that temporal and spiritual power was passing to a new generation, that a young President and a modernizing Pope were about to change the planet. And my parents, one off a farm in Kerry, the other the daughter of a sawmill worker from Monaghan, were as keen as any to be a part of this new Holy Roman Empire. I was born into a world that seemed to be changing for the better.

Although my mother disapproved of me going to the local ex-grammar – she’d have been happier if I’d moved on to a Catholic high school – I was eager to reach out and find fellow Christians. The Christian Union had seemed as good a place as any to start.

The Thursday prayer meeting began slowly. Tanesha Ghosh thanked God for His Creation. Jon Griffin prayed for Simon. Graham Stewart praised Jesus for our teachers. The prayers moved around the room, one by one. I felt my turn coming and started rambling. ‘Oh God, thank You for all You’ve done for me  . . .  I’m not very good at praying, but I just wanted to say  . . .  touch me.’

It was an odd request. For it wasn’t God I was asking to touch me, it was my fellow members of the Christian Union. Any laying on of hands, though, was short-lived.

Mrs Smith’s daughter stood in the doorway. I can remember looking round to see her, hips grinding, staring at me, eyes wide. Immediately someone shouted, ‘Oh, my God, get James!’ and the next thing I knew I was told not to look and hurried into a back room, disorientated by it all. What was going on? Who was James? What was happening to Mrs Smith’s daughter?

I was in a kneeling position when James entered the room. He put his hands on my groin and started to draw up bile from my belly. In a commanding voice, he asked me who I was. Confused, I couldn’t answer. He grabbed at my genitals and drew more bile out of me, which I hurled up into a little bin that someone had put in front of me. James – I guessed by now – was the local vicar, and there were other voices in the room, breathless, excited, fearful, all of them asking me who I was. It was like a chant, a mantra.

I had no idea what was going on. I was trapped, held in the room, unable to stop what was happening. Hysteria had broken out. When I’d asked to be touched I’d set something off, and now James was fighting it.

The same question, over and over, as the bile drained out of me: ‘Who are you? Who are you? Who are you?’ James had his hands on me, drawing up the hot liquid through my body. I began convulsing. Something in me was responding to him. I felt my chest growing into breasts, James putting his hands on them, some instinct in me interacting with his probing, strong, inescapable presence.

James’s voice rang through the room. ‘Who are you? I command you in the name of Jesus to say who you are!’

‘I am Satan,’ I said.

Gasps echoed off the four walls. Moans went up around me. James’s hands worked harder. All at once, I felt a force from above, white and powerful, push down into me. I saw a crown in my head, whiter on the brilliant white already behind my eyes. Wind blew out of my penis.

I said, ‘I am John.’

Again gasps as a kind of awed relaxation entered all of the people in the room. My eyes opened, and I felt calm, purer.

‘Look at this,’ a friendly voice said.

I looked at the small bin, half full with bile.

There was laughter, as if whatever the bile represented no longer had any hold over me.

I was ushered out to the Smiths’ car. Mrs Smith said goodbye to me and her son Dominic offered to drive me back home. But whatever had happened wasn’t letting me go. Waves of energy were still throbbing through me, and I was transmitting them to Mrs Smith. But she didn’t react. She just carried on as if nothing was happening. But I knew what was happening.

I had been delivered.

But it hadn’t worked.

I was still in the grip of the Devil.


PART I

Where Are We From?




1
Claybury, 1975

Smoke is coming out of the wall. Only I can see it, only I know what’s going on. Everything is sinking. I am heavy; this chair with its metal frame and fake black leather is heavy; the formica dining table I’m sitting at is so heavy it could have fallen from a dwarf star. Gravity is pressing down on me with a force I can withstand only because my own heaviness acts as a balance to the dark and majestic compression at work in the universe. This is why the smoke is coming out of the wall. This is why only I can see it.

I’d been in Claybury for four months before I was given ECT. I was sixteen. The day I went down for it I was wearing a striped hospital dressing gown and yellow pyjamas. I’d been given the Last Rites, and only came round a day or two before I had my treatments.

Lee, the nurse from Hong Kong, persuaded me to sign the consent form and he took me down. It was a long walk through the corridors of Claybury, the smell of shag tobacco and soggy hospital food hanging thick in the dusty air.

When we arrived Lee left me outside the clinic. I sat with a bunch of long-stay patients in a little waiting area. Quite a few of the long stays looked like they had ECT on a regular basis. One man – white-haired, square-headed, a crimp in his forehead – couldn’t stop moving his legs and twitching. His tongue slobbered and his mouth twisted as we waited. He made yearning noises and looked at me.

My turn came. A dark-haired nurse led me through a door and over to an operating table. I lay down and a bright yellow light was shone in my eyes. My psychiatrist, Dr Popper, told me I could say anything before she injected me with muscle relaxant and the electrodes were placed at my temples.

‘Is this like a sexual ceremony to you?’ I asked. I think I was trying to shock her, to sound like I was up on my Freud. I hadn’t read a word of Freud.

‘No,’ she answered. She was taken aback, and I felt ashamed of myself. ‘Now I want you to count down from ten as I give you this injection.’

The needle went into a vein in my hand. I counted. Ten  . . .  nine  . . .  eight  . . . 

When I came round things seemed a little more hard-edged, a little more defined. My thoughts were clearer. I’d woken up in the men’s dormitory, in cool sheets, with daylight streaming in through the tall windows.

I got up, found I was still in my pyjamas and put on my dressing gown. I walked slowly, my head banging, past the hospital beds and towards the patients’ kitchen. I could see everyone at lunch in the long dining area between the day rooms and the dorms. The big metal cube of the food trolley was halfway down the row of tables and the medicine cabinet was next to it.

‘Hello, John,’ said Miriam. ‘How are you feeling?’

Miriam was a warm, Jewish woman in her fifties, who was suffering from a sluggish thyroid. She told me she fed me before I had the ECT, but I can remember none of this. The immediate period before I had the treatments is lost to me, those memories burnt away.

‘I’m  . . .  all right,’ I said.

‘Come and sit down, John. Have something to eat.’

‘I don’t think I can face anything, Miriam. I feel a bit  . . .  funny.’

But Miriam didn’t have time to argue.

‘I am the Blessed Virgin Mary!’

A statuesque woman, tall and naked, had stepped out of a darkened side room. Everyone stopped eating to stare. Two male nurses rushed over from the medicine cabinet and bustled her back into the room. A third nurse prepared a needle and hurried down the dining area to help them; there were sounds of a struggle, then silence.

I looked at Miriam’s fish and chips. It was the best meal of the week, but I had no appetite.

‘What was it like, John?’ she asked. ‘Did it hurt?’

‘I don’t know, Miriam. They put me out. I do have a headache. But perhaps I’ll be better soon.’

Miriam looked at me, the Jewish mother and the poor sick goyische boy.

‘I hope so, John,’ she said. ‘I hope so. Now why don’t you have some food? It’ll do you good.’

Miriam felt that chicken soup would have me right in no time. But it was going to take a little longer than that.

[image: image]

It’s six o’clock. Any second now my father will come through the door, home from work on the railways, a bar of chocolate in his blue jacket. He brings in the cold and the dust, and a masculine smell of oil and putty and grease.

‘There, John Boy,’ he says, handing me a bar of Cadbury’s Dairy Milk. I eat the chocolate and play with the foil wrapper, tearing and rolling and shaping it until I have legs, a tail, a head, a little wiry body. I make dogs and cats, silver and dimpled and shiny.

Playing with the little rectangle of foil and making magic animals out of it is almost as good as eating the chocolate.

Hearing my father call me John Boy is best of all.
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My father has been complaining of a pain in his shoulder. He’s been to see the doctor who’s prescribed him painkillers. But he seems OK, keeping to his routine of a sleep during the day now he’s on nights, and taking it easy in the evening. He never misses The Val Doonican Show, and it’s good to see him up and enjoying Waterford’s most famous son.

My father falls forward. He’s on his stomach on the floor in front of us. Suddenly he lets a roar out of him. We turn him over. His eyes are closed and his lips are turning blue.

‘Quick, John,’ says my mother, ‘run and get the doctor.’

The doctor’s surgery is in Frances Road, about five minutes away. I sprint down the street, the wind whistling behind me, my heart thumping with every stride I take. But the surgery is shut and there’s no doctor there. I run as fast as I can to the police station and ask for a police doctor. But they don’t have one either. They phone for an ambulance.

I get back home and tell my mother what’s happening.

The ambulance arrives and she goes off with my father. They put him in a metal chair with a red blanket over him. I wait for her to get back. The flat is quiet now. It almost seems as if it all never happened. I say a prayer for my father, that he will come back to us, that he will be all right.

Then my mother is at the door. She lets herself in. I can hear her coming up the stairs. The door opens.

‘Well, John,’ she says, ‘your father is dead.’

Four hours later, exhausted from weeping, I dry my eyes. I have no father. The quiet man I loved is gone, his strength, his stoicism, the Irish he never spoke with us. There is so much about him now that I’ll never know.

My mother and I look out on a world that is suddenly bleaker, scarier, emptier.

My father died about a year and a half before my own admission. My mother’s grief led to neglect. Neglect of me, neglect of herself. She grew thin and gaunt, a haggard woman whose heart was broken. Food, housework, shopping – none of this mattered any more. She took to wandering the roads, wailing for my father, and I stayed off school to ‘look after’ her, although I had as little idea of how to look after her as she had of looking after me. I was fourteen, and trying to cope with my own grief.

She was called up by my school to meet the Head and discuss my truancy. She collapsed on his desk, sobbing. I was dazed by it all, ashamed of my inability to provide, confused by my mother’s descent into grief and madness.

Neighbours, friends of my mother’s, intervened. I think that they – upset and frustrated by my mother’s constant tearful calls on them – contacted the social services. They acted quickly. My mother was admitted to Claybury, a large Victorian asylum in Woodford Bridge. I stayed with my mother’s friends until she got better.

There’s me – aged fourteen – and the young social worker behind her desk.

‘So – do you want to be fostered?’

Whipps Cross Hospital suddenly stops and a gigantic hush falls on the place. The bustle and rush goes out of it. It’s a big question. If I say no I’ll be loyal to my mother, the grief-struck, heartbroken woman who walks the roads wailing. If I say yes I’ll betray her. The silence deepens.

‘Yes.’

I say the word quietly. It slides out of my mouth like a lie.

I tell myself that if I’m placed into a nice middle-class English home I’ll get help with my homework, ‘study hard at the books’, eat regular meals.

Like my parents, I’m trying to emigrate.

I visit my mother every evening, taking the bus, a new single-decker 235 that goes all the way. My sunny optimism about Claybury’s facilities, the football pitches, the extensive grounds – ‘It’s a schoolboy’s paradise!’ – doesn’t really register with my mother.

‘The least you say in these places, the quicker you get out of them,’ she says.

Advice that is wasted on me.

[image: image]

‘She is having the bit with him.’

An Indian woman is standing in front of Dr Popper, accusing her of having an affair with a doctor who is blushing, sitting a few chairs down from her. Neither is responding. We are having group therapy. But the group is very large: O1 is closed for redecorating and O1 and O2 have been combined. There are about forty patients altogether, plus the staff from the two wards. ‘Therapy’ is becoming more like a mad cabaret turn. There are just too many patients to properly focus on. Only a stunning performance is going to get any attention.

We’re all sat around the walls of the large day room. The size of the group says something about the hospital: it seems to be collapsing in on itself, just like us.

The Indian woman is manic. She used to be one of their own, a psychiatrist, privy to secrets, theirs and ours. Everyone is appalled, appalled and amused. The woman is suffering, but that doesn’t stop her embarrassing the most powerful figures in our lives.

‘She is having the bit!’

The two doctors sit in stony silence. Dr Popper looks strained. The summer air shimmers in the room, dispelling the thick institutional dust from the choking carpets. The scented breeze stirs memories of outside, of freedom, of escape. But we’re afraid of that world, for Claybury, like all institutions, is a kind of Neverland. Here, adulthood and responsibility are postponed by the routines of mealtimes, medication, visiting hours and occupational therapy.

The Indian doctor can go as far as she likes in her ramblings. Her allegations are not what’s embarrassing Dr Popper: these are a symptom of her illness, a projection of her speeding, deluded mind. No, it’s the fact that a mad shrink is worse than a bent copper, and this woman’s madness is a sign that even our doctors are mortal, like us can crack and go crazy.

She’s very disturbing.

For all of us.
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‘Oh, Jesus! Oh, Jesus! Oh, Jesus!’

I keep up my prayer all night. My room is next door to my foster-parents’ bedroom. Through the thin walls they can hear me.

‘Oh, Jesus! Oh, Jesus! Oh, Jesus!’

I’m in the grip of the Devil.

Through the wall, Ivy sobs. But Frank knows what to do. He goes downstairs and makes a call. Within an hour two doctors have arrived. They try to ask me some questions but all they get is:

‘Oh, Jesus! Oh, Jesus! Oh, Jesus!’

Soon the ambulance comes and takes me away.
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I see the strands of smoke again. There are faces in it now, evil faces, leering at me. They whisper as I walk towards the day room. The whispering sounds like sticks kindling, catching fire and crackling. But I can’t tell anyone. The whispers grow louder, the faces in the smoke laugh as I pass, darkness closing in on me like a starless night.

Mass in the Chapel of the Holy Ghost is over and I have come to see Father Richard, Claybury’s Catholic chaplain. He’s tall, with a little of Friar Tuck’s belly about him, white-haired, powerfully built, aged about sixty. He has a groove on his upper lip – the mark of a patient who sliced him years ago, a scar etched deep into him.

‘John XXIII died and went to heaven.’

I had never heard a priest tell me a joke before. I’ve been brought up to respect the clergy, to believe that they are special, that they’re called by God. Father Richard is very much in this mould. I think he’s a saintly man, very English in his way, solid, down-to-earth, but devout and holy. We’re in the whitewashed room where he goes after he’s celebrated Mass, sitting at a table facing one another. He’s taken off his vestments and is in his black two-piece clerical suit.

‘St Peter meets him at the Pearly Gates.

‘ “Who are you?” asks St Peter.

‘ “Who am I?” says John XXIII. “I’m John XXIII.”

‘ “John XXIII?” says St Peter. “I haven’t got you down here. What did you do in life?”

‘ “What did I do? I called the Second Vatican Council!”

‘ “Wait here,” says St Peter. “I’ll go and have a word with the Holy Ghost.”

‘St Peter goes inside and finds the Holy Ghost in a back room writing in a large vellum book.

‘ “Excuse me,” says St Peter. “Got one at the Gates who says he’s for here.”

‘ “What’s his name?” says the Holy Ghost, looking up from his work and casting his fathomless eyes on St Peter.

‘ “John XXIII.”

‘ “Rings a bell,” says the Holy Ghost. “What did he do in life?”

‘ “Says he called the Second Vatican Council.”

‘ “The Second Vatican Council? Oh, yes  . . .  I know  . . .  forgot to go to that one.” ’

I laugh – but it’s a dark kind of laugh, subversive, disrespectful. I think of the plate we used to have over our mantel of Pope John and I wonder what my parents would make of Father Richard.

The Cookery Group takes place on Tuesday mornings at the far end of the hospital. Claybury is vast and the kitchen is a long way from the ward. There is a painting that hangs in the corridor near O2, a canvas with brightly coloured oblongs overlapping each other, blue, yellow, red, green. There’s a large black dot in the bottom right-hand corner, with the words ‘YOU ARE HERE!’ beside it – a map to show you that you’re lost, but not how to find your way out.

We amble down with a couple of nurses and the occupational therapist, and pass some of the long-stay patients on the way. There is one woman I often see in the corridors. She is frail and gaunt, with lank hair and a shapeless dress that once belonged to somebody else. She shuffles along, avoiding eye contact, rubbing her hands as if she was washing them over and over.

Another long-stay patient – a man in a blue cloth cap and the cast-off jacket, shirt and trousers of a stranger – comes up to me and looks as if he is about to speak. But all that comes out of his mouth is air. His lips twist and gurn and his face twitches. I don’t know why he’s fixated with me. He never approaches anyone else.

At the kitchen we are greeted by the white-coated catering manager who gives Sally, the occupational therapist, a cardboard box of ingredients and some chops in a greaseproof paper parcel. He’s wearing a tie like the one I used to wear for school. It’s odd to see it on him, a reminder of a life I used to live.

The small kitchen is tucked away from the clank and clamour of the large hospital kitchen and we are ushered towards it by the catering manager. I see for the first time that what has happened to me is all about scale. Something large has happened in my life and it needs a large place to deal with it, to get everything back to a size I can cope with, the size my life was before I was admitted to this place, before things went wrong. I feel a little dizzy thinking about it, the telescoped perspectives.

‘Are you OK, John?’ asks Sally. ‘You look a bit pale.’

‘I’m fine,’ I hear myself saying.

YOU ARE HERE! I wonder if whoever painted that picture felt like this, as if everything had suddenly got a lot bigger around them. I wonder if they felt that the world inside them was out of synch with the world outside. I wonder if they got over it. I try to focus on what’s happening in the Cookery Group.

Miriam takes charge. Sally fades into the background, letting her get on with it. She has me chopping vegetables and peeling potatoes along with the rest while she prepares the meat, some lamb chops, the white rind of their fat like half moons on the greaseproof paper. Miriam does marvellous things with these chops, smothering them with sumptuous flavours and seasonings. She soon has it all under control and we sit down and talk.

‘My sons have grown up and left me,’ Miriam tells me. We’re at a table with a starched white linen tablecloth, the table laid, food smells wafting in the kitchen air.

‘I’ve broken up my home,’ I say.

Miriam and I look at each other from either side of our predicament.

‘When we get out of here, John, you must come and visit us.’

Miriam can’t stop being a mother. But have I stopped being a son? Have I given up the right to be my mother’s son? By being somebody else’s foster-son? By being Miriam’s surrogate? Whose child am I? Has my betrayal brought all of this on me?

Lunch is served. It’s the closest we come to home cooking in here.

One day Colin, a dark-haired man with a husky voice and bottle-thick glasses, asks me if I feel like walking down to the White Hart with him for a drink. I quite like Colin. He’s an epileptic, scarred from falls and fits, about ten years older than me.

So I say yes and Colin and I set off. We walk down the hill, the traffic flowing by, people going about their daytime business, the routine of the ward behind us. The outside world looks a little strange. It’s quicker and busier than I remember. Compared to Claybury’s tranquil grounds and the torpor of the corridors it’s as if the world is spinning faster outside than it is inside. This is the first time in two months that I’ve been outside the hospital gates.

We sit drinking silently in the public bar, our illnesses invisible amongst the mid-afternoon boozers. All is going well. But then I lean over. I am losing control of myself, lying at an angle of 90° on the seat, in a very strange space. It’s the drugs mixing with the alcohol.

‘Get him out of here,’ says one of the drinkers to Colin in disgust. But Colin’s got a better idea: he walks out quickly and I’m left dazed and alone.

From the orange curtains of the day room comes a wisp of smoke. It drifts across the patients’ lounge like a snake’s shadow gliding through the dusty air. It seems to slither and just as suddenly disappears. I thought I was free. But here is the smoke again. And this time there’s a smell, matches, burning, sulphur. And the whispers, growing louder and louder as I walk towards the medicine cabinet for medication which isn’t working.

My mother has come to visit me. Although she’s only fifty-three she’s been placed in an old people’s home run by nuns in Braintree after she ran away from the first place in Isleworth.

Braintree is a long way away and although the home has done her good – she’s put on weight and seems to be getting over my father’s death – there is still something desperate about her. I’m shocked that she’s sitting here opposite me, ashamed that she should see me here.

‘What way are you affected? Can you not move? Can you not speak? What is up with you?’ she asks.

I’m too stunned to answer. I was supposed to be the one who would do the caring. I’d visited my mother every weekend – long journeys every time – and it was me who was going to salvage our life, to do well at school, get a decent job, make sure we picked up the pieces. I can’t speak. I’m lost. My plan has backfired. Something buckles inside me.

I’m slipping into a world of smoke, and density, and terror.
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‘We’ve brought you some grapes and a copy of that French magazine you asked for.’

My foster-parents are sitting opposite me in the lounge. Frank and Ivy, two middle-aged Cockneys, uneasy in this huge room. She takes out the fruit and the latest edition of Paris Match and places them on the coffee table in front of me. I should be sitting my O levels, but I haven’t studied anything since I came here. My hope of getting a CSE Grade 1 in Maths has gone for good. At least I might be able to keep my hand in at French.

‘The boys send their love.’

‘Thanks,’ I murmur.

‘Well  . . .  how are they treating you?’

I think of the groups, the medication, the ECT.

‘Fine,’ I say. ‘Just fine.’

‘I couldn’t get wet, you see.’

Sophie is telling us about her weekend. She seems smaller than she usually is, sunk in herself somehow, as if she was being gnawed at from the inside, was looking inward to coax whatever was eating her away to stop. She’s blonde and frail and very young, early twenties I think, but now almost like a child. The small group – about six of us – sit on the same black chairs they have in the dining room, heavy, repressive, all straight edges. There’s hardly any comfort in them. Sophie is upset, smoking languidly and telling us about what happened when she went home on weekend leave.

‘I don’t know why, I just couldn’t.’

She starts gently weeping, tears at first, then sobs. There is a terrible feeling of dread, of tension, mixed with a kind of numbed pity for her. A woman to my right starts shaking, her body rocking backwards and forwards, her left leg suddenly hopping up and down. I can feel waves of misery and terror circulating in the room, as if the poison in our minds has been let out and is suffocating us.

‘The group seems to be having problems focusing,’ says Dr Popper.

Silence, but not calm, slowly settles and deepens. The woman beside me is still shaking, although not as much, and her leg has stopped its jackhammering. The silence grows, and with it the tension.

She finally snaps.

‘She couldn’t get wet! Don’t you understand?’

She is standing now. I don’t know what they’re talking about, but it’s very upsetting for Sophie, who is still quietly weeping.

‘She couldn’t fuck! Is that what it is, Sophie?’

But Sophie is still crying, head down, and can’t – or won’t – reply.

There is a young Greek woman sitting opposite me. She wears a black veil and looks bewildered. This is because she doesn’t speak English, but she has to come to the groups otherwise she would lie in bed all day and her depression would get worse.

Dr Popper lets the silence run, even though the woman is standing over Sophie now, bending down to comfort her.

‘What’s the matter, Sophie? It’s OK, love, it’s happened to me, it’s nothing to be ashamed of – I’m sure you love your boyfriend.’

Sophie looks up, her eyes full of hatred.

‘You stupid, silly bitch,’ she screams. ‘You don’t understand, do you? It wasn’t my boyfriend I was trying to fuck!’

The night light is red. It’s left on all night in the dormitory, and reminds me of the light by the altar at Mass. But this light is kind of scary; there is an evil glow to it. I’ve been aware of evil ever since I came in here, of a presence watching me, waiting for me. I watch it all night till finally I fall asleep.
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The white van is waiting. My mother eventually comes down the stairs and out of the front door. She looks sick, not like before, more sober somehow. She realizes now what I’ve done. She’s composed, dignified, not making a fuss. The driver opens the back doors of the van and my mother moves towards them. He takes her arm as she approaches and helps her up. As she steps on to the duckboards, he puts his hand on her back and gives her a shove. Then he slams the door shut and walks round to the front. He gets in and drives off. I stand on the pavement, blinking. I’ve broken up our home. My mother is gone, off to nuns who will care for her. And I’m off as well. But not to my new foster-parents. It’s all over in seconds.

I arrive at the vicarage with my social worker a few days before Christmas. It’ll soon be 1975. My foster-parents are away at their son’s but have told social services they’ll take me in the New Year. Meanwhile, I’ve been fixed up with the vicar of St John’s, Leytonstone, and his family.

The door of the vicarage opens and a smart woman in her early forties stands before us.

‘Hello! You must be John?’

‘Hello,’ I say shyly.

‘Come in, come in,’ she says.

We all walk into the vicarage. I have never been in a vicarage before. I’ve been in a presbytery, the time my parents moved from Hackney to Leyton. They’d introduced themselves to Canon Harnett, the parish priest of St Joseph’s. I could see that my father warmed to Canon Harnett – they had the same kind of husky Kerry accent, a clannishness my mother, a Monaghan woman, was subtly excluded from. I think of them all, so careful over my upbringing, so far now from where I stand.

The vicarage is big. I have never been in such a big house. We walk through the hallway to the living room. Sofas and a coffee table and a tall window give a sense of ease and comfort. A blond boy a few years younger than me and a girl a few years older are relaxing on the sofas.

‘This is John, everyone. Remember we spoke about John? He’ll be staying with us over Christmas until his new foster-parents come back from their son’s. Say hello, you two.’

The children of the house smile and say hello, and I say hello back.

‘Right, John, we’ve got a room sorted out for you upstairs, so why don’t you come with me?’

My social worker stays in the living room while I go upstairs with the vicar’s wife. She shows me into a room on the first landing.

The room is large and it’s the first time I’ve ever had one to myself. She leaves me and I put my bag on the floor beside the bed. I think of my bed at home, the bed I shared with my mother as a child, the prayers I’d say every night at the foot of it. I feel lost here, amongst these strangers. And I think of my mother, and how we never said goodbye.

[image: image]

I’ve been given a diary for Christmas. It’s a handsome present, with dark blue leather binding and gold leaf on the edges of each page. When it’s closed it looks like my mother’s missal. I open it and write under 1 January: ‘Mum—’

‘John!’ Ivy calls me from downstairs.

I close the diary, put it away in my bedside cabinet, and walk down to the kitchen. This is the first time I’ve ever been in my foster-parents’ place, the first time I’ve ever met them. Two weeks ago I was in a vicarage. It seems like another planet now. Frank and Ivy live in a small two-bedroom council flat in Waltham Pond. It’s the only council property in the area, a small low-rise block near the Windmill pub. It actually seems a lot smaller than our own flat. I’ve been told that my mother has made plans to sell the property, although I’ve never thought of it as ‘property’. This is the word my social worker uses. My mother needs the proceeds to pay the nuns who are looking after her. She has white hair and a lined face, but it will be odd to see her in an old people’s home. I will have to go and visit once a week. It’s quite a journey from Waltham Pond to Isleworth. It will take up most of my Sundays.

‘Now, John, what do you want to call us?’

I’ve thought about this.

‘Do you mind if I call you Frank and Ivy?’

Frank smiles, big horse teeth just like my father’s grinning at me.

‘Not at all, John. I told you he wouldn’t want to call us Mum and Dad,’ he says to Ivy. She looks disappointed, but I can’t call them what they’re not.

‘What we do,’ she says, ‘is we have a little rota. If you and Frank share the washing-up, I’ll cook, shop, clean, do all the rest. Apart from the odd bit of housework, like hoovering and dusting. I have a little cleaning job I do three mornings a week, but that hardly wears me out! I’m sure you helped around the house when you were at home, didn’t you?’

I hardly lifted a finger at home, even when I stayed away from school to look after my mother.

‘I did a bit,’ I say.

‘I’m sure you did,’ she says. ‘Now I’m just making one of my concoctions – egg and ham pie. I hope you like egg and ham pie! What do you eat, John? Are you a bit of a fussy eater? Or will you eat anything?’

I can’t eat eggs, not since my mother put a raw one in my bottle when I was a baby. But I might be able to eat them in an egg and ham pie.

‘I’ll eat anything,’ I say.

‘Good,’ says Ivy. ‘Well, I expect you’ll want to watch a bit of telly?’

I think of the diary upstairs. I would sooner write down what’s been happening to me, about breaking up with my mother and her going to the nuns, me coming here, Christmas in the vicarage, Frank and Ivy and the way things have turned out, see if I can make sense of it all. But I know that it would look rude to hide myself away on my first night with them.

‘Yes,’ I say. ‘Do you know what’s on?’

[image: image]

The whispering is following me. And here come the wisps of smoke, drifting from the walls. They circle my legs, twist their way up towards my belly. They’re all over me, and the whispering is louder now. In a bid for release, I squat-jump down the ward from the dining area to the dorms, leaping with all my force, bounding towards freedom and relief. A noise like thunder roars in my ear each time I land. I am as mad as all hell.

Claybury stretches from Woodford Bridge right down to Ilford and beyond, 235 acres of grounds, football pitches and buildings, with a little white Georgian manor house tucked away in the heart of the rolling landscape. The genteel folk who owned the estate lived here before it became an asylum. These days the manor house is used as offices.

We walk the grounds as often as occupational therapy allows. It’s the best therapy of all, free from the drama of the small groups, the tedium of the ward, the claustrophobic atmosphere that can suddenly roll in like fog. This afternoon a small party led by Bob, a young bearded occupational therapist, and Veronica, a student nurse out of uniform, is going for a stroll through Claybury’s rolling acres.

Spring has come to England, and as we head away from the large, ominous Victorian buildings the bleakness of winter in the asylum is starting to fade a little in the mild April sunlight. Like us, the year is recovering.

Bob and Veronica are up ahead. I’m with Jean-Paul and Cathy. He’s a handsome Frenchman in his late twenties, and she’s a pretty white woman in her mid-thirties who suffers with diabetes and depression. There are a few more patients behind us, all quietly enjoying the walk. The pace is slow, steady, and we’re soon on a path leading deeper into the grounds, past manicured lawns and hedgerows to sunlit meadows, daisies dotting the green, a slight breeze blowing, wisps of cloud in the pale blue sky.

A squirrel suddenly darts out across the clearing. I watch it stop, sit up on its haunches, look at us and hold up its little paws, miniature fairy hands, as if it was about to box. Jean-Paul and Cathy laugh, and I smile.

‘It’s all right, fella,’ says Bob, coming towards the squirrel. ‘We’re friends.’

He takes some peanuts out of his jeans’ pocket and scatters them on the grass. The squirrel rushes forward, picks one of them up and starts to unpeel the shell with quick, flickering nimbleness.

‘Come on,’ says Bob, walking on. ‘There’s something up here I want to show you all.’

We come to the top of a hill. Below us, as far as the eye can see, house after house stretches away. Here and there new London Transport buses, boxy and awkward, lumber through the distant streets below. They look like Dinky Toys from up here.

‘Where are we?’ asks Cathy.

‘Looking down on Barking,’ says Bob.

‘Is this what you wanted to show us?’ I ask.

‘Yeah,’ says Bob. ‘Over there is where this place ends and the outside begins. Take a look, folks. Soon you’ll be leaving Claybury behind and returning to the world.’

I look down at Barking. The streets all have the same sand-coloured houses. There’s something dismal about them somehow. I think of Frank and Ivy, of their council flat, of going back to them. And I realize that life on the outside will be hard, will never be the same again. I think of what has changed, of all that has happened, of the road I have come and can’t turn back on, my father going to Petticoat Lane for the Christmas turkey, bringing it home under his coat, him handing it over to my mother. I think of him coming in from work, of that bar of chocolate and playing with the foil, of him asking my mother to put her hand down his back and rub the dust of the day off him. Our life has gone. It went with him when he died. I might be the man of the house, but I am not a man. I couldn’t keep us together. I broke us up. And now the house is gone too, and my mother with it.

And I suddenly realize that I actually prefer it here, prefer the routines, the occupational therapy, the groups and doctors and nurses and food trollies, the long-stay patients, the chaplains and the grounds, to whatever might lie beyond. Here I have found a kind of consolation, some measure of security.

We turn and make our way back to the ward.
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