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“It’s not a walk in the park, 

It’s a fight through the dark, 

But when you think you can’t keep on 

We’ll be the beat to your song; 

We’ll be the hand that you need, 

When you reach out then you’ll see 

Help isn’t a bad fit, 

As long as you ask for it…. 

We’re going to be Brave…..” 

 

Extract from “Welcome: The Musical” 

 

Prologue 

Hindsight  

 

I smell Welcome sometimes.  Not often, but occasionally it hits me: stale 

cigarette smoke and floral diffusers.  Bodily fluids masked by mandarin and 

green tea hands, recently washed with golden liquid soap.   

 

And back I go.    

 

The place has sad, cold bones, like it needs to go on holiday and absorb 

some sun.  There are watercolours on the walls of flowers with no edges and 

the crucifix above the door in the meditation room is out of place. There 

should be a clock to watch instead.   
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In the admission room sit a bed, a table, a chair, some scales.  They wait for 

breath, sweat, scribbles of notes, spit, vomit, the dance of a nurse’s rubber 

soles.   

 

“Welcome to Welcome” is carved into an oak plaque along the pale wall, just 

beside the door to the main hall.   

 

There is a box of tissues in every room, even the phone booth.  Everywhere 

is a faded yellow among oak beams, and upstairs windows can be opened 

enough to send a slither of air in or out of the two and three-bed 

dormitories.  The single rooms are left for the cold turkeys.   

 

In every room, even the lavatories, the serenity prayer hangs, framed; small 

daisies splattered between the lines. 

 

I tried to remember all the names, to personalise them, but that part is 

blocked.  Instead, it seems logical to call them by their drug of choice.   

I'll start by calling me Food.  There's Sex, Shopping (no judgement here), 

Help (Compulsive), Gin and, of course, Cocaine. 

 

Heroin comes and goes; in and out of detox like a cat through a cat flap, as 

does Whisky.  The latter, in the end, is found in a ditch off the A3, clutching 

his beloved empty Bells, not for our world. 
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So.  It started here: life experience, aged eighteen.  I thought it was an 

adventure, to begin with.  At worst, a learning curve.  I thought if I went 

along with it I'd be out in two months on good behaviour and get back to my 

kind of normal without anyone noticing.  Things didn't go that way.  Just as 

well, I guess.  If they had, I'd be my kind of Whisky by now, spending every 

penny my parents didn’t have getting nowhere on the scales. 

 

There are the holier-than-thou guys.  Well, that’s how we saw them, back 

then:  the ones who had made it across No-Man’s-Land to the other side.  

The people who work in this egg shell hell: the counsellors who have long 

recovered from their shit-storm, returning to gloat.  And gloat they should.  

They are masters of an uncelebrated craft. They are the people who stand 

up in Narcotics Anonymous or one of its sisters and say, My name is Blank 

and it's been twenty years since my last blank. Seven thousand, three 

hundred days of Not. Giving. In.  They take it in turns to be The Chair.  They 

live off the success of keeping their Demon dormant. I can think of worse 

career moves.  I do not know, when this story takes place, that I will be one 

of these survivors: one of the unlikely triumphant, tooting the horn about 

how to win.  How effective I will be is up to you.   

 

There’re the outside people looking in: the therapist who put me here, 

popping in and out, the relatives who visit on weekends, the gardener, 

Nemesis (cook), cleaners, laundry men.  I hadn’t seen my family since my 

Dad dropped me off on my mother's birthday. I don't think he dealt 

particularly well with it, nor did I.  We hugged, bowed heads like penguins.  
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Then the nurse revealed her passive-aggressive smile, put an arm around 

my shoulder and shut the door on him.   For him it must have been like 

leaving a child at nursery for the first time, tantrum and all.  Except by then 

I had learnt to kick and scream on the inside.   

 

I'd been there a month when it happened.  I'd got to Step Three of the Twelve 

Steps and decided to fake it.  All of it.  To my crazy, privileged mind, the 

place was a waste of good money and time: I was certain if anything was 

going to show me how to get a grip, this was not it. I had my grasp on 

something exceptional already.  A relationship so subtle no one could get 

underneath it or around it or through it.  It was her and me, just her and 

me, and we were invincible.  

 

They insisted we moved bedrooms on a weekly basis:  perhaps there was a 

risk of cross-addicting to Friendship, who knows.  Perhaps they needed to 

keep us on edge in body as well as mind.   

 

The week things changed, I was sharing with Heroin and Help.  Help’s 

daughters had admitted her.  Her compulsion to house strangers off the 

street and do everything for everyone had become unmanageable, and they'd 

had to find a way to get through to her.  I think she was embarrassed to be 

here, especially as this place was her kind of hunting ground: stacked with 

wounded souls, ready to be saved. I liked her.  We shared the common 

ground of disbelief at being institutionalised. Help snored, so I didn’t sleep.  
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Heroin screamed in her dreams. So I didn’t sleep.  I looked rough.  Worse 

than I had when I’d been admitted, and that was pretty bad, I’m told.   

 

I wish I had done something with my face that day, but covering anything 

up in there, in those days, was prohibited. When he walked in I thought I 

would pass out.  Not the good passing out of old, when I had eaten so little I 

was flying.  This was a throbbing: it came from below my waistline.  I hadn’t 

experienced this sensation other than when I watched people doing it in 

movies.  He had scars on his neck.  His arms were long.  Like a monkey.  

His eyes were bright cocoa and his mouth was – my God – his mouth.  

Delicate, I suppose.  Like a girl’s. When he sat down in Process and 

explained he was returning for the second time in two years, I caught his 

eye by mistake.  Everything spiralled from there. 

 

 

Chapter One – New Year’s Eve 1999 - Kat 

 

 

I am happy for him and I know it’s wrong.   

 

Flames light up the dawn and their colours make me want to paint them.  

I’ve never seen a fire like this.  It is a fairy-tale giant in a land of frightened 

little foxes.  I’m not a good artist.  I hope the photo-journalists capture it. 
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The fire spreads further than the cameras can zoom out, as far as all the 

eyes can stare.  It strides across the lawn with arrogant ease, eating up each 

blade of grass, each tree, each insect and bird in its roaring-bright way.  

 

I watch him standing on top of the left turret, grinning at the flames.  I have 

no idea how he got up there.  His arms are stretched, high above his head, 

the palms of his hands together. And then he dives in and I feel like 

someone pressed a slow-motion button.   

 

Behind me, the screams and sirens are dwarfing the beauty of the scene and 

the fluorescent orange of each giant flicker.  

 

Help rushes in to the raging heat on the ground; a foolish attempt to retrieve 

the crispy corpse, but the blaze pops and sparks, proving it will not be 

tamed. Out she comes, seconds later, into the arms of Heroin, sobbing and 

hacking.   

 

He has entertained us all to the end. What a show. 

 

I turn to face the gate, warming my back with the flames.  I wonder if any 

other cars are going to cram themselves into this funfair in the driveway. 

 

Sarah is standing on the edge of the scene, watching me.   I thought she was 

dead.  She thought I was dead.  Probably.  I smile at her, one hand resting 

on my stomach, the other attempting a half-wave.  She nods, pulling her 
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coat tight around her torso.  Those red nails seem peachy in the fiery 

morning light.  I think she’s crying, or perhaps it’s rain.   

 

I have lost you.  I don’t know if it is permanent, but I hope so. You are 

dancing in the fire, I think, waiting for your next host, because you know 

I’ve chosen to leave. I wonder who you’ll crush next.  

 

 

Chapter Two – Early November 1999 – Kat 

 

 

Happy Anniversary, you.  Are you there?  

 

I know you are, but I haven’t heard you since this morning and I feel a bit 

wobbly.  I have no idea how to be without you since you found me.  It was 

four months ago today, by the way.  So, happy anniversary.  

 

Experts say it’s a gradual thing, but it wasn’t with you, was it?  One night I 

fell asleep with no knowledge of you, the following morning there you were, 

like a bullet lodged in the stomach.  Or the brain.  I’m not the odd one out 

anymore. It’s us, together; not me, alone, drowning.  Please don’t be silent.  I 

feel heavy, but I’m realising it’s a good thing in here, for now.  I balance my 

forearm on my hip bones regularly each day and panic if there is no gap 

between my arm and stomach flesh. Sometimes the space there is 
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substantial and I think we should stop.  Then I remember this is not the 

point.  I have to maintain the gap so we can keep going.  

 

I don’t mind the burn of the tears in here.  No one seems to care if you cry.  

In here it’s as mundane as brushing your teeth.  

 

I guess the group got to me in Process, which is why you’re distant today.  

You don’t have to be.  You’re the only one who can steer the situation.  It’s 

ok.  I know.  I know the weight is piling on and this feeding fest is 

temporary.  

 

The counsellors here are wary, because they’ve been through it, one way or 

another. I feel patronised half the time and scared the other half because I 

don’t want to end up chanting their mantra.  It’s such a shit mantra.  

Seriously.  There’s got to be a pill for all of this, surely?  That’s what Mum 

would say. 

 

I had to tell everyone today why I am like this, as part of a Step. Truth is, I 

don’t know; you can’t just sit down and say I started eating less and less 

because I was bored of being ok at most things, good at nothing, somewhere 

in the middle of the crowd.  The middle of the alphabet. This isn’t meant to 

be self-pity, it’s just fact. That’s what you’d say, right?  Pity is for wimps. 

Tears are for babies.   
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I had to apologise to everyone in my family on paper and ask for their 

understanding and forgiveness, in order to help the healing process.  I tried 

that before and no one got healed; it just made them scratch at their own 

wounds a bit more.   I don’t know how many more times I can apologise for 

going on a diet, but they know I’m sorry I ended up in here.  My parents 

don’t need this.     

 

A new counsellor was in Process today.  Sarah.  I like her.  She sits quietly 

and nods if something I’ve said is true.  Not much is, is it? She nodded at 

the one I told about when I started playing with myself in a shop when I was 

five: that one makes them all laugh, then tilt their heads in pity.  Some of 

them love my revelations, because they think they can find a crumb in there 

which leads to me, here, now. Others say I’m not helping myself and what’s 

the point in being here if I’m going to joke about the whole thing.  Hear, 

hear, I say. 

 

When everyone has left, she asks me to come and talk to her.   

 

I knock on her door because something in her voice, which I can’t define at 

this point, is hard to defy.  Already, I don’t want to disappoint her.  Her red 

nails on her long fingers are something else.  They remind me of a fifties film 

star. She resembles my mother’s mother. But that’s really grasping for 

comfort by association.  
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She opens the door and smiles.  I guess she used to be pretty, but her face 

now is grey and blank.  I thought it might be Botox but it’s not.  She smells 

of cigarettes and roses. It’s a familiar smell to me. I choose not to tell her.   

 

She offers me the worn, leather seat opposite hers.  It has sloping arms and 

I nestle into its hard shell.  It has stains on it and I imagine various, sick 

scenarios in which they were created.  I haven’t frequented this particular 

room yet.  Perhaps they’re trying a new routine to throw me off your scent.  

“It’s good to meet you” Sarah offers. 

“Yes” I give back.  Small talk is such a drag.   

She fiddles with paper on the desk behind her and picks up a pen and pad, 

before sitting down opposite me. I ask her not to take notes.  She says it’s 

the rules.  I say aren’t we here because we like to break the rules?  She 

smiles, nods, scribbles something and underlines it.  Crosses her legs.   I 

search for clues:  her legs are clothed in black jeans, the body in a dark 

green polo neck. A thin, silver chain hangs off her wrist, a star pendant 

dangling off it.  It needs a polish.  Her wedding finger is bare, but there was 

something there before:  the flesh is indented where the finger meets the 

pointy palm knuckle.  I don’t know what that particular bone is called.   

 

I ask her what brought her here and she looks taken aback.  I guess she 

prefers to ask this question instead of answer it.  Then she gives me the 

rock-bottom speech.  I’m heading for a drip and an early grave.  I’m 

disappointed.  I thought she would be less like the guy who put me here and 

more, well, I don’t know, inventive.  I wonder if she will let me down too.  
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She asks if my expectations of others are high.  I reply that theirs seem to be 

higher, so why should I not play in their pen?  She nods a recognition-nod, 

followed by a sharp exhale.  I think it could be a laugh.  There is something 

behind those dry lips and greeny-yellow eyes which seems unfixable, and I 

focus back to the clues and what her story might be.   I’m guessing her 

problem was food.  She’s slim (I think that’s the right word) but has boobs, 

she bites her lip, she clutches her wrists occasionally.  Her cuticles are red 

and picked and those fabulous fingers are fidgety.  Or heroin, maybe.  My 

Heroin, my roomy, can’t sit still and has violent nightmares.  She ran off 

with a junky she met whilst growing up in a care home, and the rest is 

depressingly predictable.  I think he may have pimped her out too, but she 

always diverts from sex chat.  She’s in court this week, as a witness, not a 

criminal. She says she was as thin as me once.  She’s never known 

unconditional love.  She says she wants children one day so she can rectify 

this.  Or a dog.  I like her but I sense she is dangerous:  she told me she’d 

got a counsellor here sacked because he had tried to kiss her.  I’m not sure I 

believe her, but no one else has been here long enough to verify it all. 

Anyway. 

“Is this your first job in one of these places?” I ask Red-Nails. 

“No” she replies, “I’ve worked in America.” 

“Where?”  

“Arizona” she replies.   

Ah.  The Holy Grail. 

“Why?” I ask. 
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“I lived there, for a while.” 

“In Arizona?” 

“Yes…..” 

“In the clinic there….as a resident?” 

“Yes.”   

I did not expect this. 

“Why did you come back to England?” I ask. 

She tells me she knows all the tricks of deflection, and to stop doing it.   

“You know why I’m here.” I say. 

“You’ve been here a month” she says, “Everyone likes you and you’re a good 

actress.”   

I take it as a compliment.  Smile a huge smile.  Make a joke about how I’d 

better be good – I’m applying for drama college.  Whilst I’m speaking, I 

wonder if I have any of the disgusting pasta puttanesca from lunch still 

stuck in my teeth.  The least they could have done was go the whole 

cholesterol hog and make macaroni cheese. Too much white flour in the 

sauce, I guess. Sugar and white flour are contraband in here; the pamphlet I 

was given on admission states they are as addictive as drugs.  I find this 

confusing.  

 

She tells me she’s been where I’ve been, that she started at my age.  She 

tells me it leads to brittle bones, heart failure, life support.  I want to hum a 

Carpenters song, but I feel we haven’t reached this stage in our relationship 

and it would sound disrespectful.  (She doesn’t know I worship Karen 

Carpenter. For her voice.  Not the other thing. Her voice.  It was flawless.)   
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She explains my “illness” leads to a future which is unevolved, stuck in 

repeat.  I’ll never learn to cope with a mature reality if my coping mechanism 

is to remain in the body of a child.  I tell her I prefer things this way.  Being 

a child is less complicated.  She nods, tells me her age and says it’s likely 

she will be in a wheelchair by the time she is 50; in ten years’ time.  She 

(apparently) has broken her wrist in the past by leaning on it too hard at a 

conference.  She says she is a china doll because of her disease so, despite 

having recovered, she will never escape the consequences of what she did to 

herself in her twenties.   

 

She tells me not to roll my eyes.  She tells me I can bury the facts all I want 

with her, but she will know what’s going on in my head before I open my 

mouth.  She won’t focus on my weight (this is the nurse’s job) and she won’t 

discuss food, but she knows you.  She has even given you a name, which I 

won’t repeat.  I think I like this woman.  But I think I like a lot of things, 

then change my mind.  You are the only constant.   

 

She’s better than the last one.  The guy who put me here used to bang on 

about waiting for his dealer to call, stealing money so his dealer didn’t call 

him, injecting, releasing, coming down and repeating.  Every day.  I would 

sit and listen, searching for a connection with this to my daily allowance of 

two florets of broccoli, a tin of oil-free tuna and four dried apricots.   Five, 

and a rice cake, if I’d had an off day. 
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He would hold up a long mirror at the beginning of each session.  I would 

say what I saw and he would look incredulous.  I understood what he was 

trying to do, hell, I really liked the guy’s company, but it didn’t work because 

he couldn’t get further than this point.  He would weigh me, fine me a quid if 

I’d dropped and move on to the next patient.  This woman didn’t try any 

tricks.  I suppose she knew them all.   

“Are you interested in getting better?” She asks.  

I nod.  She says she doesn’t believe me.  She says you are a psychopathic 

parasite. She claims you will strike again and again and again until it feels 

natural to nibble on and spit out half a cracker twice a day. Sucking and 

spitting until the inevitable end. I try not to laugh. 

 

I explain there is no better because I’m not worse.  I didn’t invite you in, you 

found a gap and crawled in.  I realise she has a point about the parasite 

thing.  I say there are starving people on the street who desperately need 

help and they’re the ones who require attention.  I’m here because I was put 

here by my parents who were told it was the only way to save me, so they re-

mortgaged the house. They don’t know I know, but I overheard them 

arguing.  I think their money would be better spent on refugees or the 

homeless.   

 

I am thinking of you all the time. You must be asleep or something, because 

you’re not with me. It doesn’t matter for now – I know what to say.  

 



   
 

 16 

She asks if I understand what self-awareness is.  I tut-tut at this, as it 

reverts back to the others’ patronising stance.  Surely she’s got more than 

this?  I smile at her.  I wonder if flirting will work, but don’t have the guts.  

She tries a different tack.  

“Has your mother been to visit you in here?” She asks.   

“No.” 

“Why not?” 

“She’s ill”.  

“Is it serious?” 

“No.  I don’t know.  She has something called bipolar disorder.” 

“Do you feel your relationship would benefit from family therapy?” 

“I’ve done family therapy.  It focussed more on how my family were going to 

cope with this ‘illness’.  It made things worse.” 

“The sooner you can stop miming inverted commas the better” She says, 

“Even if you have to fake it for a while, at some point you’ll realise you are 

suffering from a disease which needs treating.” 

I shrug.  

“Maybe we should try chemo” I suggest. 

“This is chemo,” she replies, “This is the best chance of survival you’re going 

to get.” 

I disagree.  

“I’d like to know more about your mother” She says. 

“She’s my best friend.” 

Was that a wince?  I swear she just sucked in air through slightly-gritted 

teeth.   
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“Is there something wrong with that?” I ask. 

She suggests I might want to understand my mother better in order to avoid 

certain traps.  I point out I am light enough now to live up to her 

expectations, will never be light enough to stray from her disappointment, 

but have the potential to be light enough to float away full stop, if needs be. 

Just like her twin, my non-existent aunt, in my grandmother’s womb. Just 

give up clinging on; doesn’t sound so bad. My mother hasn’t had a great 

time of things.  So, leave her alone, I say.  

 

She says I’ve answered her question about wanting to get better.  I wind my 

right leg tight around my left so I don’t cry.  This is usually effective, but it’s 

hard work today, so I sit on my hands too. I want to hug her but my body 

stays stuck in the chair.   

 

She slides the box of tissues my way.  I stare at the cardboard cube until my 

vision blurs. Out of the corner of my eye, I can see her watching my chest 

move up and down with every breath I can grab and it unnerves me. She 

tells me to breathe.  Slow down.  In through the nose and out through the 

mouth.  Drop my shoulders.  My head fizzes and she becomes misty, her 

blonde crop and red mouth a pasty picture of colours.  She tells me to 

breathe again, to have some water.  By the time I reach the glass I have 

fainted.  
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Chapter Three – Early November 1999 - A 

 

Hello you!  I’m here.  I’m here, sweetie, you silly.  You think I’d really leave? 

I’ll never leave.  You’re soooo cute.  Happy anniversary back.  Sort of: it’s 

about a year, actually.  You didn’t notice the first part.  I was there, finding 

a way in, sniffing around for my ally: your lowest ebb JOKING.  You’re such 

a sucker.  But I was there.  Waiting for you to fall for me.  Your Mum telling 

you to lose some weight off those thighs?  That was me.  Only getting eighty 

percent on your mock GSCE English Lit? Little Old Me.  Your Sylvanian 

Families not supplying the company you crave?  Not being able to find that 

orgasm when all your friends are talking about their first ones? Yup – 

Meeeeee.  Waiting for you to see me in the mirror.   

 

What a great moment that was.   

 

Wake up and stop worrying.  Wake up!  I’m back.  Come on, sweetheart.  

Remember how we work this: remember how they work.  You are never 

going to be anything if you give in.  You are never going to be successful if 

you let this new woman in.  Don’t. Let.  Anyone.  In.  Except me. Obviously. 

You let me in, and now we’re stuck together.  Yoo hoo! I’m your Uhu. Stuck 

like glue. Oooh. Oooh. That’s good. I’ll use that again.  Anyway, Spotty.  

How’s that Ode to Me coming?  You finished it?  I’m so touched you’d write 

me a poem.  Who else have you written for? No one, right?  That’s right.  I’m 

here. I won’t leave you.  No need to impress anyone else. Sshshssshhhhh.  
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Don’t cry.  Do not cry.  For God’s sake. Rule one. You have got to stop 

crying.   

 

Better.  Ok.  Stay with me.  Here’s what you need to do.  Go for a run.   

I know you don’t like swearing, but fuck ‘em and go for a run.  You need to 

work off the build-up drink, honey.  That milkshake is a curse, isn’t it?  It’s 

nothing but cream, milk and bananas:  my God, I feel sick.  Don’t you feel 

sick?  Come on.  Pinch your thighs, your belly, look how much flesh is 

between your hands and remember.  Yuck.  Buck the fuck up, baby.   

 

Everyone in here is so fat, aren’t they?  How do they live with it? Have you 

seen Help?  She’s disgusting.  She needs me. But I’m sooooooo fricking busy 

with you.  I’m all full up.  You need Help, by the way. You need Help’s help.    

Slide her your dinner.  Get her to cover for you while you power walk around 

the garden. You’re artistic, so get creative.     

 

The comfort is getting to you, I know.  Everyone appears to be kind here, but 

they’re trying to entice you in, that’s all.  It’s a cult.  Their vision is distorted.  

They want to break us up.  To crack our shell.  You’re not ready for that.  

So, I will protect you.  Ok?  It’s Ok, you know. Let’s get out of here.  Trainers 

on and go for a run – you need the fresh air and you need to get rid of the 

calories.  That’s it.  Don’t be so risk averse.  Just get on with it.  Smile at 

everyone, charming, charming, do the jokey-kokey.  Jesus, is the elastic on 

your tracksuit bottoms digging into your……. Are those love handles? Wow.  

Ok. Go, go, go, go, go.  Moo-oove.  I can’t wait to get on with the rest of your 
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life once we’re out……NO…..don’t put the jumper on.  The cold will burn a 

few extra pounds……  

 

Ok, Ok, out we go, into the rain, soak it up, soak it up, isn’t it beautiful?  

Five times around the buildings before supper.  It’ll be fun!  What shall we 

sing?  We can dance in the rain!  As long as we’re moving fast.  Always move 

as fast as you can so your limbs are burning.  Then consuming that huge 

plate of food won’t feel so bad……I feel sick again.  Blurgggggggggggh.  So 

much food…..keep going…..faster……oh, yeah, when you do sit down, don’t 

forget to keep your legs pumping and your bum muscles clenching.  I 

noticed you forgot in Process, you naughty sausage.  

 

My God, four months.  FOUR (well, from the point when you noticed me).  

That’s how long it took us to get put in here. To think you were just fat little 

you back in early July and then BOOM.  Wow.  I think it’s a world best for 

me. I can’t get over it.  We’re insanely good together.  Aren’t we? 

 

Right.  Six o’clock.  Pissing it down out here now…..that’s it……keep 

going…..enjoy it……oooh, I’ve had a thought.  Let’s get flu! If you get flu you 

can’t eat.  Keep running, don’t slow down.  Isn’t this great?  You and me, 

free for a while. Just a little while, until foooooood.  You’re looking good.  

Let’s go a bit faster. Even faster. Let’s have a race, shall we?  To that oak 

tree and back.  And then back again.  Don’t worry about them running 

towards you, we still have about thirty seconds until they can stop you.  

Focus, now.  FOCUS.  
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Ready, steady….?  

RUN. 

 


