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			Poetry and Other Sources

			Part One

			1856

			Crakethorne

			There is only one illness and only one cure.

			Franz Anton Mesmer

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Among lonely homesteads and mile upon mile of damp heath, all closed in by a desolate sky, it was easy to forget that Yorkshire had much to offer the mad. It was a strange time to begin a new life, this death of the summer – though not so strange, perhaps, as the way I had chosen to do it. The road had been long in reality as well as inwardly. Much of it was marked by noise and smoke and machine, the train rattling past all the chimneys and pattern-book houses of London and into the midst of scalped fields and drab hamlets which resembled each other so exactly I could not have pointed to them on a map. As I grew nearer my destination, however, the landscape took on a wilder, hillier aspect, speaking rather of tumultuous struggle than the sanctuary I expected to find.

			But outward appearances often betray our expectations of what lies within, and my hopes lifted at the thought of what was before me. I was bound for Crakethorne Manor, an asylum for those troubled in mind, and I was to become its under-physician, the first step upon a longer road still: that of becoming an alienist or, in less enlightened language, a mad-doctor.

			I found no pony and trap at the small and ill-equipped station, but after enquiring at a nearby house, one was sent for. After a rather impatient wait – for who could be content with any delay when their destination was within reach? – the trap arrived, and at its reins a rather surly fellow smelling faintly of drink, who uttered plosive expressions in tones that were scarcely to be deciphered. The pony did not lift its head and the trap was unsprung and creaked interminably, but we made tolerable progress, the silence all about us masked by the rumble of wheels on unpaved roads. I had seldom seen such empty lanes and quiet houses. It was well that the fellow knew the way, for it wound onward without a sign to welcome visitors or warn the unwary.

			I shivered within my greatcoat, for the season – if nothing else, my mind added uncharitably – was more advanced this far to the north. Filthy rags of cloud gathered about the lower edges of the sky as the day faded towards evening, and I saw nothing but drystone walls and grey-looking sheep and crows, which sent up their rancorous calls from the fields.

			‘Means crow.’ The driver did not turn in his seat. He had made little effort in the way of conversation thus far, barely responding to my questions, but he switched the pony’s back with his whip as if to underline his remarkable statement.

			‘I beg your pardon?’

			‘Crake,’ he said in hoarse tones, and for a moment I thought him imitating the birds’ cries. I wondered if he was as mad as the people I was going to live among, and then I realised.

			‘Crakethorne Manor,’ I echoed. So that was what the name meant: crow thorn. It was rather dismal, and as if to sink everything further, I began to see more and more of them, rising into the air before settling again, like charred scraps thrown upward by a fire.

			The driver gestured towards a forlorn-looking hill and I surmised we were nearing my destination. I could as yet see nothing. This was not in itself surprising, and I decided to take it as promising. A good sweep of drive could not only help shield the eyes of passers-by from the unfortunates within, but save the afflicted from bold and unfeeling stares; and it was not forlorn. I had hopes that, tucked away in this unprepossessing corner of the land, was a beacon of beneficent progress.

			‘Plenty goes in,’ the driver said. ‘Not so many comes out.’ He waved his arm, his movements as dour as his demeanour, and indicated a stone gate, one of its pillars leaning perilously inward. He steered the pony wide to more easily pass between them. We turned about an ancient oak tree that spread its limbs as if to prevent us, and the asylum came into view.

			Grey stone was unleavened by lightness or decoration. It was a large, stolid creation, built for permanence rather than enjoyment. I stepped down to see it more clearly through the large rusty gate that barred our progress.

			The aspect was no less forbidding than anything I had thus far seen. The whole edifice looked damp and cold. A severely slanting roof of stained slate appeared designed to withstand gales or snow. The many windows reflected back the sky rather than admitting views of what lay within, presenting a blank appearance rather than otherwise. Iron bars were positioned over them – the manor could never have been intended for an asylum, since the panes were too large to prevent anyone climbing through – which must have been dispiriting to those both within and without. The impression was not brightened by flowers or neat walks; only a few morose shrubs clung to their beds about the periphery.

			But such was only my first view. I had not yet seen all. No doubt its true nature could only be truly appreciated upon closer acquaintance. From where I stood, however, its surrounds were as disheartening as the manor itself. The structure was set into a hill of rough heath, dotted with hawthorns all grown aslant in the prevailing wind. Lower down, stands of damp trees failed to quite conceal the mouldering fence that divided the inhabitants from the outer world. I thought fleetingly of some of the fine modern examples of asylum design. Here, no dramatic elevation provided a soothing view; it did not appear to be amenable to division for male and female occupation; its grounds were not extensive enough to provide varied and calming perambulations for its occupants.

			But that did not mean that wonders could not be wrought within. I should not focus on externals, but the realm of the mind; and I was here, and this was to be my home. My future was laid before me, and I could have no conception of what that might hold.

			I told myself that at least the grey stone was not darkened with coal smuts from the innumerable fires of London; that its large chimney stacks spoke of comfortable warmth, and whilst its grounds were not extensive, at least it was thoroughly encircled by verdure. Pictured in sunlight, on a better day and at a better hour than this, the manor might even be considered a rather grand abode.

			As if to emphasise the thought of home, a distant drift of sound reached my ears: a pianoforte was being played, albeit discordantly. I was just wondering if my mother was at that moment similarly playing, when a loud voice cut into my reverie with, ‘’elp you?’

			I turned to see a rough-looking fellow standing by the gate, a large bunch of keys jutting from his fist. Behind him, almost masked by a clump of trees and cast into shadow, was a small lodge. Here was the porter, then, though a slovenly one. The neck protruding from his yellowed kerchief was ill-shaven, the lines creasing his visage too prominent, as if ingrained with dirt. His mud-coloured eyes, sunk deep into their sockets, glared.

			I reminded myself that I would be his superior and forced myself to meet his savage look, though in a moment I was distracted by something nudging the pocket of my greatcoat.

			I looked down to see a large brown dog peering back at me, its rheumy eyes doleful. It did not wag its tail or show any other sign of being aware of my presence; now it was at my side, it seemed content to simply stand there.

			‘’elp you?’ the porter said again, without a ‘sir’ or any other form of common politeness. I told him that I was Doctor Nathaniel Kerner and here to see Doctor Chettle and he glared more intensely before nodding and selecting a key from his ring. Labori­ously and wordlessly, he unlocked the gate, and I was about to regain my place in the trap when I recalled that in the coming days, I might have need for regular dealings with the fellow.

			‘What’s its name?’ I asked, bending to pat the beast’s head, thinking this the best way to ingratiate myself with its master. I had to resist the urge to wipe my oily fingers on my pocket kerchief. The thing smelled musky too and I stepped away, but it appeared that the creature was not indifferent to a little kindness and insisted on following, once more besmirching my coat with its nose.

			‘Brown,’ said the porter, in a tone that said it was obvious; and perhaps it was.

			‘Brown,’ I repeated, unable to keep the dismay from my tone, and left them to whatever it was that occupied them in the absence of visitors.

			My driver flicked his whip, stirring the pony into motion. As we passed through the iron gates, it began, fitfully, to rain.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			The north, despite its bluff inhabitants, austere weather and desolate landscapes, has indeed rather favoured the mad. The Quakers’ Retreat at York is one of the finest institutions of our age, having provided a model of treatment for more than fifty years. With its scheme of moral management, they treat lunatics as rational creatures, housing them as if in a domestic environment and bestowing kindness and dignity upon them. It was a pity that London’s benighted Bedlam had not followed their example. Indeed, I told myself I should not miss the city at all; if I did so, it would surely be only because my calling had taken me so far from my mother’s side. My father had died some years before and so I had left her quite alone.

			The advertisements for Crakethorne Asylum were promising. They told of good accommodation, curative water gardens and healing springs, clean air and roses – probably the reason for the ‘thorne’ in its name. Its principal, Doctor Algernon Chettle, had his degree from Scotland, which must mean Edinburgh, an esteemed and practical institution, rather than one of the less reputable places. The situation, close to the border between the North and West Ridings, would have all the advantages that a healthful situation and fresh clean air could provide.

			I had often pondered the methods of the York Retreat, although until I arrived at Crakethorne I had never wondered what the place looked like. Might it be anything like this? The very same rain may be falling on it at this very moment. By the time we rattled and creaked our way to the entrance, the sky was fully dark with the downpour and I heard nothing but raindrops pummelling every leaf and stone and pane of glass. I could barely make out the sound of the knocker against the door and so was relieved at the responding clang of substantial locks within.

			At last the door opened upon a female in a dark blue dress and an apron with feathered straps. I stepped inside, my bags were deposited within and I paid the driver, who retreated into the rain as if with relief. The door closed upon the sight of him with an effect as if my ears had been stuffed full of cotton.

			The hall was empty of furnishings, although the floor was enlivened with encaustic tiles of cream, brown and black, their geometric arrangement a trifle marred by footprints. No mahogany sideboard gleamed; no grandfather clock warmly ticked away the hours. There were three doorways. Those to my left and right were barred not by doors but iron gates, each secured with a large padlock; the other lay ahead of me, opposite a stairway. I could smell wet hair, boiled dinners and, faintly, chloride of lime.

			The girl informed me, in an uncouth accent, that she would show me ‘up t’ stairs’.

			I left my luggage where it stood and followed her to the first floor, from thence to the second, and, interminably, the third. Here must be the staff quarters, I surmised, for no locks were set upon the doors. She approached one and knocked, and without waiting for an answer or saying a word, left me standing in the passage.

			I had spent much time considering what sort of person my new proprietor, guide and mentor would be: I had built him highly in my estimation and so was surprised, when the door opened, to find him shorter than I. It was difficult at first to make out his features, for they were much obscured by a prodigious beard, ample whiskers about his jaw and a moustache that was a triumph of preening and wax. His white cravat was rather loose about his neck. His eyes, though, were bright – bright and sharp.

			‘Welcome, sir!’ was his hearty greeting, ringing out loudly in the empty space, and he ushered me into the room. It turned out to be a study with another doorway set into the back of it. A small desk, devoid of papers, fronted a wall lined with pigeonholes, similarly empty. A tall bookcase held some familiar-looking journals and books; I glimpsed Human Physiology by Elliotson, The Physiognomy of Mental Diseases by Sir Alexander Morison and, promisingly, Pargeter’s Observations on Maniacal Disorders. That and a faint whiff of formaldehyde suggested a more practical and active aspect to his work and I admired the means by which it had all been rendered so neat.

			Doctor Chettle vigorously shook my hand. ‘I am delighted you could come, good fellow,’ he said, moving around the desk. ‘Delighted! I am in much need of assistance. My pursuits, my studies – all have suffered. The demands of the mad are a trial, sir – a trial and a tribulation. But you appear to be a good man, with a good eye . . .’

			He peered at me as if he could make out the contents of my skull, until I shifted my feet. He grinned broadly enough to reveal white and slightly crooked teeth. ‘I can always tell, you know. All in good time! But I have the perfect patients on which to begin. Allow me to introduce you.’

			I made towards the door, but he vanished behind his desk and reappeared bearing a pile of case notes.

			‘Adam Sykes,’ he said, touching the uppermost. ‘A pretty fair imbecile. Defective from birth. Food and lodging more imperative than reports, since he is incurable, obviously. Walter Eastcott – epileptic. Hopeless, hopeless. His family likes to lodge him as far from home as is practicable. Jacob Thew – ah, the farmhand! A good worker, prognosis grave . . . Samuel Brewer – well, you’ll meet him. Hmm, Della Martin. Prognosis: doubtful. Nellie Briggs is a maid, but we get a fee from her parish. You will find domestics a class very prone to madness; little to be done there, little to be done . . . You will take their charge. Lovely examples of lunacy all.’ As if he had finished, he pulled from his pocket a large set of keys, which he added to the pile and pushed it across the desk towards me.

			I knew not how to reply. I had expected some explanation of the terms of my employment and the demands of my duties. But perhaps I was expected to know? I felt suddenly rather green. I was straight out of Oxford and this was my first position.

			‘Do not worry,’ he said, as if reading my thoughts, ‘I shall be here to answer any questions that arise. There are thirty-nine inmates in all. Nothing too perturbing, no danger to health or life – yours, I mean! You need to set a guard upon your soul, of course.’

			I did not think I had betrayed my reaction, but he smiled and waved a hand as if to ward away any care. ‘Just think of it,’ he said. ‘All physicians face the risk of succumbing to the diseases they battle. Cholera, diphtheria, consumption – all the bodily terrors. Few suspect the dangers faced by specialists in the cerebral sciences. But there are inherent menaces in spending your days surrounded by brain-sickness, and the censure of Society is all the greater for those susceptible to its curse. If I would say one thing at the outset, it is guard your mind – or you may discover one day it is entirely lost, and you may not find it again!’

			Once again he laughed, then fell to staring blankly at the surface of his desk.

			‘Have I a room, sir?’

			‘A room?’ He seemed perplexed by the notion. ‘Ah – of course! I dare say Matron will have set something aside for you. Ask her, would you, dear fellow? And – wait!’ He stooped again, emerging with another casebook and a few sheets of closely written paper. ‘I was not certain of giving you this one. But you look a capable sort – you may as well take it. Peruse it with care. A challenge, no less.’

			It was thus that I found myself the presiding physician over Mrs Victoria Adelina Harleston. I did not hesitate to peruse her documents; indeed, I balanced them upon the rest as I stood in the hall with not an idea as to where I should go next.

		

	
		
			Notice of Patient Transfer

			31st August 1856

			Mrs Victoria Adelina Harleston

			Admitted: 8th August 1856

				Transferred from Hope Spa and Asylum, Royal Tunbridge Wells, by consent of the Commissioners in Lunacy.

			Enclosed: a copy of the Order and Medical Certificates upon which Mrs Harleston was admitted into Hope.

			Physician’s Certificate

			Date: 7th August 1856

			Name: Mrs Victoria (Vita) Adelina Harleston

			Sex and age: Female. 22.

			Condition of life and occupation: Married.

			Religious persuasion: Church of England. No excess of zeal, religious mania &c.

			Place of abode: Milford Lodge, near St Albans, Hertfordshire.

			Relatives similarly affected: A gentleman only distantly related was known to suffer from dementia. No other insanity in the family line has been discovered.

			Duration of current attack and supposed cause (if known): Patient presented with hysteria, characterised by breathlessness and distress, accompanied by mental derangement. Prone to headaches and a preference for solitude. Has expressed a marked disinclination to live in accordance with her duties as a wife. A natural interest in household affairs is entirely lacking.

			Mrs Harleston was discovered on the 5th day of August, wandering and, in her husband’s words, ‘in leave of her senses’. She had been visiting a shopping arcade when she left his side, apparently in some confusion. Seemingly forgetting her position in life she boarded an omnibus bound for Shoreditch. Upon questioning, she could not tell of her purpose in doing so.

			The ’bus was forced to set her down, after something of a struggle. Mrs Harleston had concealed herself within a secluded compartment and worked herself into a fit. The other passengers were alerted to her condition by a series of piercing shrieks, which startled them to the extent that they called the omnibus to a halt. Upon opening the compartment, the conductor was subjected to wild blows from its occupant. When she calmed sufficiently to speak, Mrs Harleston insisted she had not been alone in the compartment, despite it being of a style designed for a single modest lady to travel out of the sight of other passengers. On no account would it have admitted a second.

			It was allowed that, although her malady was of sudden onset, she had in preceding months shown a tendency towards unmanageable fits of crying and temper, without sufficient reason. I witnessed the former myself upon interviewing the lady. Her husband testified to the latter.

			There is no known supposed cause for her insanity.

			Previous attacks, if any, and age of the patient (if known): Mrs Harleston admitted that, as a girl, she was prone to absent states, which she called ‘trances’. She was at the difficult stage of life, at the age of 13 or 14. Furthermore, she was subject to vivid dreams, and confessed to hearing voices in the head: a certain sign of lunacy. It is a pity that no further treatment was then sought, since her current difficulty might have been alleviated.

			Behaviours and aggravations: The patient does not have intemperate habits. She is not dangerous to others and is not subject to epilepsy. She was briefly subject to angry outbursts in the years before leaving her father’s home to be married, and for a time was given laudanum for its sedative properties.

			Parish or union to which the lunatic is chargeable: Not applicable. Bills to be referred to her husband.

			Facts observed by: Dr A. E. Mountney.

			Appended note: Mr Harleston is most assiduous about the lady’s treatment, being particularly anxious that she be restored to him in a state of perfect health, and relieved of her strange notions, as rapidly as may be managed. He is more than usually insistent about her restoration and remains keen to be appraised of every form of treatment offered, lending a greater sense of urgency and complexity to this interesting case.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			What a dull case! Having been led to expect a curiosity, I could not help feeling a pang of disappointment to find it was no more than hysteria. Still, I perused the certificate at length, along with the lunacy order signed by the husband and the requisite second certificate, which was plainer, but offered no more information than the first. The second certificate was probably more correct – I suspected the first of much hearsay, for all the necessity for direct observation had been specifically ruled upon by the Lunacy Amendment Act of a few years ago. But the observing physicians must be of the first respectability, and could by law have no connection to either asylum, so could have had no interest in seeing Mrs Harleston incarcerated, unless it were entirely necessary.

			Hysteria is often thought of as the domain of indolent and cosseted ladies spoiled by lack of air and useful occupation, who derive the fullest value from all the attention their strained nerves may provide. My tutor sometimes said the condition was most suited to those with no particular inclination to be cured. But I reminded myself that although illness could provide its own diversions, it was no small thing to be incarcerated; the stain of it must follow her always.

			But such thoughts were unworthy. I had come here with a desire to do my utmost to ease the suffering of those afflicted with madness in all and any of its protean forms – and I knew what it was to lose someone to the clutches of despair; I knew what it was to be robbed of a voice. And the mad had all too often been abandoned to such – to empty rooms furnished only with straw, chained to the walls, their every utterance made the subject of mockery and laughter. I must never allow myself to judge; not before I had listened, touched – treated the person before me rather than any preconceptions formed against them. I steeled myself anew to meet the Powers of Unreason with all the capabilities and inventiveness at my disposal and all that effort could attain.

			Such a determination did not assist me at the present moment, however. I had been entrusted with the keys to the asylum, but I had been left to wander its corridors alone, not knowing whither or whence I should go.

			Upon returning to the entrance, I was fortunate to meet with the same servant as before, who offered to show me to my rooms and brought a lamp, since it was growing steadily darker. It transpired that my new abode was only a few doors from Doctor Chettle’s study and consisted of a bedchamber with an adjacent sitting room, the furniture plain and chipped but tolerably clean. I brought up my bags myself and it was only when I had recovered from my exertion that I felt how cold it was.

			I went to the window, which overlooked the sloping ground in front of the manor. The wind had risen. I dimly made out the massy crowns of trees shifting below and I could hear the gale too, buffeting and bullying its way around the hillside.

			I passed a rather disturbed night listening to its moans, watching the curtains stirring about my bed in some draught and devoutly wishing for a fire in the grate.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			The morrow came at last, a bright if watery-looking day, and I went down to the entrance hall to begin my new life in earnest. It remained empty and silent, however, and I looked around it with nothing especially to seize the eye, until I became sensible that I was not alone after all. Between the iron gates that divided the realm of the mad from the sane and rational world, a small face peered.

			I could not help but stare. It was a small boy of no more than nine or ten, with rather pale features and brutally cropped hair. I had not at first noticed him because he was low to the floor, crouching on hands and knees, his face resting against the cold bars.

			‘Good morning,’ I said.

			His nose twitched as if sniffing, and his haunches wobbled in an odd side-to-side movement. Then he opened his lips and let out such a mournful whine as never came from a human throat.

			‘Peter Ambrose,’ came a voice behind me and I whirled to see a straight-backed, straight-faced woman, perhaps in her fifth decade, in a snowy matron’s cap and apron. ‘Thinks he’s a dog.’

			‘He thinks – ah, and him only a child!’

			‘He’s nine. Old enough to shame his family and that’s what matters.’ She opened her mouth little as she spoke, as if she begrudged letting even her words go free. She had not smiled; her face did not seem formed for it. Her eyes were hard, with a cast of knowing intelligence.

			‘He came here all alone at seven,’ she went on. ‘None ’ud play with him. He can’t speak. Never has said a word, that’s why he’s here. But he liked watching the porter’s old dog from the windows – he took to it like nothing else.’

			‘So he thinks he is become a dog.’ The thought struck me at once that here might be one of the evils of having such a creature about the premises. Perhaps I should speak to Doctor Chettle about it. I did not suppose the surly porter would appreciate such interference, but it was the patients I must think of.

			‘Aye, that, or he wants to be a dog.’ Matron nodded, as if to indicate her uncertainty as to whether the child wasn’t right in his wishes after all.

			There was much I wanted to ask, but courtesy intervened and instead I introduced myself and shook her hand and said I was happy to make her acquaintance. She gave out that she was Mrs Langhurst, but that I could call her Matron, along with everybody else.

			Then she said, ‘You’ll need to know your way about, then. I don’t suppose he’s showed you.’ She rolled her eyes upwards, in the direction of Doctor Chettle’s study, and I confirmed her surmise.

			I nodded towards the boy – or rather, the space where he had been, for he had vanished as noiselessly as he had appeared. ‘That, I suppose, is the male patients’ section.’

			She shook her head. ‘It’s the women’s.’

			‘But the boy—’

			‘Is just a boy, and there’s none in the men’s who’ll take notice of him,’ she said. ‘So we take him in ours, where he might find a little womanly comfort.’

			Her expression warmed as she spoke and as she took her keys from her belt and led me onwards, I reflected that she was perhaps possessed of more kindness than had been apparent at first perusal. She did not return my smile, however. Perhaps I was becoming familiar with the place already, for I found I had not expected her to.

			Matron showed me the first-floor treatment room and receiving room and an administrative office piled with ledgers and records; also the dispensary, where a surgeon-apothecary, Mr Percival, came twice a week to oversee the giving of medicines.

			‘Do many of the patients take physic?’ I asked.

			She answered stiffly that this was not a hospital and I nodded with satisfaction. I did not subscribe to the idea of quieting inmates with extravagant doses of opium until they barely knew where, let alone who they were.

			From a window, she pointed out the ‘airing grounds’. I saw only more rough grass, no smooth gravel walks or blooming flowerbeds. I looked for the roses spoken of in the advertisement but the place was barren. Stepping closer to the casement, I saw all the way down to a little flash of water. Almost concealed behind the band of trees was an arrangement of stones. Crows cawed faintly through the glass.

			‘They don’t go out alone, of course,’ she said. ‘They’re supervised.’ I thought of the unsteady fence I had seen edging the grounds and wondered if that was from supportiveness or necessity. I was about to ask, but Matron called me to another window and pointed out several small cottages and outbuildings which had previously been hidden by the manor. One was a workshop, she said, to provide the patients with gainful purpose, but she added that it was ‘not used now’.

			Finally, we proceeded to the wards, to see where the patients slept and ate and spent their days. There were, she explained, a few private rooms for first-class patients, though most slept in dormitories with attendants on hand to monitor how they did and ensure no harm came to them.

			I was pleased to find the day-rooms commodious, with views from their tall barred windows revealing the sloping lawn at the front of the property, from whence I glimpsed again that flash of water. Generous fireplaces were enclosed by iron cages, albeit without a trace of them lately being lit. The men’s area had a smoking room and the ladies’ a pianoforte, although I noted the sheet music was upside down, which was perhaps the cause of the cacophony I had heard yesterday. Framed engravings, journals, chess sets, potted ferns, embroidery frames and paints and brushes completed the impression of a domestic drawing room, but I could not help but feel beneath it all a pervading sense of melancholy – even of profound loneliness.

			The patients, of course, were the most interesting discovery. Adam Sykes I found drooling in a corner and staring at nothing; he made no reply to my ‘good day’. From him we went to Walter Eastcott, who did not appear hopeless but greeted me in a tremulous fashion. And then we turned to Jacob Thew, whose sturdy build confirmed him as the farm worker of whom Doctor Chettle had spoken. Everything about him was on a grand scale – his hands, his shoulders, his height; even his square chin and the cast of his skull – but his strength was not echoed in his expression. His eyes were pale and watery and he sent constant nervous looks towards the windows, flinching as I watched.

			‘It’s the crows,’ Matron said.

			I turned to her in surprise, thinking of my driver’s odd statement of the day before, but she merely nodded. ‘Listen,’ she said. I did, and realised I heard them still. Their throaty and dreadfully forlorn cries were all around us.

			Jacob heard them too; he let out a whimper and covered his head with his hands.

			‘He thinks they’re come to call him to his final rest,’ Matron said.

			‘He is superstitious, then? He thinks them omens of ill luck – harbingers of death?’

			She nodded, as if to say, ‘I said so’ but the man suddenly reached out and caught my hand. ‘My soul,’ Jacob said, grasping my fingers painfully in his meatier appendage. ‘They’s coming for it, sir! Please don’t let ’em in.’ Then he brightened, and it was like dawn shining in his face. ‘’appen you know t’ words, sir – the ones to keep ’em off?’

			There was something disconcerting about such pleading tones being spoken in so gruff a fashion.

			‘Enough, Jacob.’ Matron pulled his damp hand from mine. She addressed me. ‘There’s an old Yorkshire rhyme to ward off the crows, but he can’t remember it.’ Then she returned to the farm worker and told him authoritatively, ‘You are quite safe, Jacob. Doctor Kerner will take good care of you, as we all shall.’

			However, the man would not be comforted. He retreated to a wing-back seat where he shrank, rolling his eyes at the relentless cawing.

			‘They catch such things from each other,’ she said, ‘and him worse than any of them. Some say the crows are restless spirits, unhappy with how their bones are buried. Some have it that they carry souls to the next world. Others say, “A crow on the thatch, death soon lifts the latch.” They tell such lunatic tales.’

			I reflected how unfortunate it was for him to be placed here in such a situation, where he could hear the birds calling night and day, and see their black shadows cast over the earth. It was a painful delusion and I resolved to try and relieve his terrors, but there was no more to be done at that moment, for it was time to see the women’s ward.

			Despite the prevailing view that the tender sex was more prone to sickness of the mind – something I rather doubted – their day-room was more sparsely occupied than the men’s. A rather thin but sweet lady named Lillian Smith grasped my hand as Jacob had, but she squeezed it as if welcoming me into her home, as she might well have believed she was. Della Martin was there too, twisting and twitching in her chair, watched over by a square-faced attendant introduced as Miss Olive Scholes.

			‘She’s wayward,’ Scholes said, gripping the woman’s shoulder and pulling her hard against the backrest, as if to demonstrate how she should be treated. I opened my mouth to remonstrate, but she relaxed her grip at Matron’s look.

			‘Della does have rather an unfortunate temper,’ Matron explained. ‘She tears her clothes – and her skin too, sometimes. We are non-restrainers for the most part, but sometimes she needs the gloves.’ Della’s arms, where her sleeves were turned back, were indeed riven with scars.

			A sharp bark drew our attention to the unfortunate child, Peter Ambrose, who crouched on all fours, waggling his behind. I was about to address him when Miss Scholes hurried over, saying, ‘Sit, Peter. Sit! Good boy!’ And she looked at Matron with a sly expression, as if to say, ‘Look! I am helping.’

			‘Good day, Peter. Isn’t it a nice morning?’ I said, and he tilted his head towards me. ‘You see,’ I said gently, ‘it may be helpful to speak to him like the child he is, rather than encouraging him in his delusion.’

			The hard-faced girl gave me a wicked glare, while Matron drew herself taller. I wondered if I had said too much, but Peter was unconcerned. He stretched luxuriantly before shuffling off on hands and knees, his tongue lolling from his smiling lips, leaving us rather silent and stupid. But I have always believed the mad to be at times much happier than those who attend upon them, and so it ought to be.

			It was only upon returning to the hall that I recollected I had not yet had the pleasure of meeting Mrs Harleston, but as I opened my mouth to ask after that lady, there came a sudden commotion and Matron said, ‘Ah. She’s here.’

			We turned to face the door. The servant had scurried in and was beginning the process of unlocking, whilst we stared and listened. Horses, rattling their traces. The stamp of hooves. The indecipherable cry of a coachman. It sounded as if a black hearse had indeed come for Jacob Thew, with the crows as its heralds.

			Uneasy thoughts could not hurry the door’s unlocking. When it swung wide, I saw not gleaming black horses, but a pair of lathered chestnuts and a smartly caparisoned carriage. A disgusted-looking coachman was engaged in flicking foam from the mouth of one of the horses. A liveried footman, as if drawing back a curtain on a stage, opened the carriage door. Waiting there, bearing an expression of doom, stood a thickset and beetle-browed gentleman. He jumped down and turned his back on us to help the next occupant to alight.

			We all waited. Slowly, gracefully, a form appeared in the gap: a woman of such solemn demeanour it reduced us to silence. She was undoubtedly beautiful, though that of course was not of any importance; her travelling cloak was thrown back, revealing lustrous, artfully arranged hair and the elegant curve of her neck. But it was her eyes that struck me the most – her eyes, those windows on to the soul, which fixed of a sudden upon mine.

			She stared at me with a gaze so penetrating I could not look away from her, and I felt, in that moment, how unfortunate it was. I had read much of the first encounter between doctor and patient and thought suddenly of the theories of William Pargeter. He said the first glance was vitally important. The doctor must fix the subject with his eye, to assert his control and wrest it from the malady within. Now the reverse had taken place. I jumped violently as the carriage door slammed closed; Mrs Harleston, I noticed, did not. I recalled with mounting dismay that Pargeter also suggested the first encounter take place by surprise – though he had of course meant that the patient should be surprised, not their doctor.

			It was not to be helped. And the moment passed, for Matron murmured sidelong, ‘No female attendant, you see,’ and she tsked. ‘Hope Spa would have sent one, but her husband insisted on conducting her himself. Most irregular. I would not have permitted it.’

			‘Then your bills would not have been paid, madam.’ Mr Harleston had heard everything, despite her lowered tone.

			Matron did not reply, but her posture stiffened. I found myself thinking her formidable – I should not have wished to cross her, but the fellow was unabashed.

			‘Well? Help us inside, damn it. My wife is fatigued from the journey.’

			She did not appear fatigued, or even to notice him. His look softened, however, as he turned and took her arm, placing it tenderly in the crook of his. I observed the way his hand lingered over her unresponsive touch before he walked her, quite slowly, as if supporting an invalid, into the manor.

			Mrs Harleston did not look at her new surroundings. She showed no curiosity at all. She moved with a languid grace, keeping her gaze demurely on the floor, and I realised she was not at all what I had expected. A flighty lady, thrown into a violent fit? She showed no sign of it, but such an evil could indeed be wrought by hysteria. I had to trust that with my help, she would be rapidly restored.

			I stepped forward, but Matron was quicker.

			‘If you are ready, I will take you to the receiving room,’ she said, ‘and then show you your accommodation.’

			The lady did not reply, but still looking at the ground, she suffered herself to be led away. She did not once glance back at her husband, who stared after her – not even when he called her name, his tone quite different from what it had been. Only when she had passed from view did his expression gradually turn to thunder.

			‘You do have all the requisite treatments?’ he snapped. ‘Cold-water bathing, vomits, blisters, all of that? You will be sure to rid her of this – you will reduce the pressure in her blood, and the rest? You must try everything. You will try everything. Cure her, or—’

			‘Of course,’ I said somewhat hesitantly, for it occurred to me that I had not yet taken inventory of the range of treatments at my disposal. I had not even seen the promised hydropathy facilities, the baths of different temperatures surrounded by relaxing couches, and so forth. ‘All within our power shall be done—’

			‘It damned well shall be! It is most important to me. Look, man, I care not for what Society thinks. Society be damned! I just want her back, the way – I mean, without these confounded notions that have taken up residence in her skull. Give me that, and . . .’ His eyes became unfocused.

			Her notions. The lady’s certificate had spoken of them too and I wondered what they were. I found it peculiar that so little detail had been given. I was about to ask him to enter so that we could discuss them further when his eyes blazed with sudden vehemence.

			‘Just mend her,’ he said. ‘I shall expect your report.’ And he turned and walked out as abruptly as he had arrived.

			I heard his unmannerly shout to the coachman, the slam of a carriage door and the clamour of hooves as the horses were whipped into motion. I frowned after him, wondering what part his forceful demeanour may have played in his wife’s misfortune. But he desired her back, that was very clear, and to be sure, his demands were in her best interests. All our sufferers might be fortunate to have such a one watching over them.

			And then I wondered if Doctor Chettle had met with the fellow already. If so, I was unsurprised to find him absent now. A challenge, he had called the case. I supposed it would be, though not for the reasons I had expected. If Doctor Chettle had any disinclination to deal with the wife, I suspected it might have something to do with the necessity of also dealing with the husband.

			But I would face all that fell to my lot. I had much to learn and much to achieve, for the path into my future stretched out in front of me, and I would not turn from it. I could not. I had once before refused to undertake the service of helping my fellow man and it had ended in the darkest of ways. I resolved afresh, as I had then, in the aftermath, never to do so again, as I saw my father, in my mind’s eye, tilting back his head, pouring white powder into his mouth and falling writhing to the floor as the cyanide salts burned inexorably through his stomach. I could see the accusatory look in his eyes, opened too wide and unblinking, before the indefinable light of his soul slowly left them for ever blank.

			I shook the image away. I had not seen such things, and should not imagine them. My father had of course ensured his family were not at home before he took his own life. I should focus only on what he would have wanted me to do; that had sustained me throughout my studies. I had never indulged in rowdyism like the other students; I had neither drowned myself in gin and water nor depleted my funds on chancy hands of vingt-et-un. I applied myself to the classics and rhetoric and the dissection room alike, driven on by the shadow of my dead father, ever at my shoulder.

			My father had wished to discover a means of relieving mankind from the governance of pain. If it had turned ill, if he had gone astray, it had not been his fault. And his death was accepted under the law as an accident, suffered in the course of his experiments. It was only after I had earned my degree that I became aware of my parent’s standing in medical circles – indeed, within Society too.

			I wrote letters to numerous superintendents of facilities for lunatics, starting first with St Luke’s, an admirable institution committed to science; then I approached the newer public establishments at Hanwell, Colney Hatch and Iffley, thinking to meet there a wide range of madness to observe. I wrote to Brislington, followed by other private asylums declining a little each time in standing. Increasingly feeling myself spurned, finally I was driven to try Bedlam, or Bethlem, as I should call it. Their reluctance to permit students to observe their practices was well known; perhaps they were conscious that they might not withstand close scrutiny . . . I told myself their outmoded ways need not impair my progress, so long as I recognised them for what they were; I could at least show their patients some kindness. But the methods established by the dynasty of the Doctors Monro must continue unabated, for they would not have me; my letter was returned unanswered.

			During this time, as my fellow newly graduated doctors found their places, the suspicion grew that the name of Kerner was not unknown to the profession. I had thought that some might call my father mad, after his self-murder; I had not expected to be shunned myself. Did they think his melancholy congenital? But I knew that it was not. I closed my eyes, imagining him standing behind me, driving me on, like a . . . like a demon.

			Then I found Crakethorne, in the northerly part of the West Riding of Yorkshire. It was not a part of the world to which I had ever aspired, but that mattered not a jot. I must restore the name of Kerner, and therefore I must see Crakethorne as good, as provident, as the place I was meant to remain, because despite all my application and ambition, Doctor Chettle had been the only one who had deigned to reply.

		

	
		
			Case notes: Mrs Victoria (Vita) Adelina Harleston

			1st September 1856

				At first examination the patient sat quite calmly, without fidgeting or tearing at her clothes or her hair. She responded to questions with the same quiet demeanour. Claims to be eating and sleeping normally, though her head aches occasionally. Tongue a little white. Pulse slightly elevated, perhaps because of some apprehension at my visit, or a possible constriction of the nerves.

				There is an intensity about the lady which shows through her surface calmness, which may be symptomatic. A nervous ailment of this type is likely to be accompanied by some dysfunction of the stomach or intestines, though she professes herself perfectly well in this regard. She has some delicacy which may, I fear, prevent her from being entirely open and will impede her treatment.

				Close observation recommended. 

		

	
		
			Doctor Nathaniel Kerner’s Journal

			1st September

			I have decided to keep a detailed and candid record of events, even including professional cases in my personal journal, since this is to be my first position of particular interest and responsibility. It was that fine doctor Thomas Percival who recommended every physician keep his own regular notes, to assist in seeing all and missing nothing, since madness is slippery and elusive, and I fully intend to do exactly that. At the same time, I shall not be constrained by professional bounds in my private papers, but will set down whatever passes through my mind or thrills in my veins. This journal shall be the mirror of my innermost thoughts.

			I have thought much upon Doctor William Pargeter after my first meeting with Mrs Harleston. He was wise, I think, even if he did write his book at the close of the last century. I rather wonder, however, if the idea of personal contact with a patient could be developed somehow, even systemised, hopefully in a way that does not depend upon the alienist’s ability to become a basilisk. Perhaps quiet conversation – listening – might be most soothing to the troubled spirit? I rather wish I had some confidant myself – how much more necessary must it be to those confined here! But I have the distinct impression that Doctor Chettle would be appalled if I troubled him with the detailed particulars of my cases, and so my journal shall be my listener, my own ever-present confidant.

			Pargeter stated that the management of lunatics was as much an art as a science, dependent upon minute observation, and that the practitioner must use coercion or gentleness as required by the individual. Mrs Harleston would certainly appear a suitable case study on whom to begin – indeed, possibly the only suitable case in the asylum.

			My interest in my patient had certainly grown since seeing her and I made no delay in making my visit. When I entered her room – she is naturally one of our first-class inmates, with a chamber of her own – I found her sitting quietly in a chair, her back turned a little towards me, and very straight. From the gentle curve of her cheek I could see her countenance was pale and I made a mental note to recommend that she take regular walks out of doors.

			Her eyes are very dark – dark almost like ebony – and finely set, with delicate arching brows and a clear forehead. She has a way of looking that is quiet and yet soulful, somehow, as if she sees beyond the surfaces of the world. How poetical I wax – and yet that was how it struck upon me, and I have said that I will be my own faithful recorder.

			Her nose is straight and neat. Her face tends towards the slender, but any hint of severity is leavened by full lips. Her hair is thick, the colour of chestnuts and very lustrous, lending a healthy impression; it is indeed the model of a woman’s crowning adornment.

			She was subdued, giving an impression of great stillness and withdrawal from the world about her, and it was not hard to intuit that, given the choice, she would much prefer isolation to the madding crowd. Indeed, I found it hard to imagine her at the centre of any circle of acquaintances that a man such as Mr Harleston must draw to himself.

			I recollected everything that had been my intention when I entered the room, for all that upon first seeing her, I had almost forgot. Doctor Pargeter would have expected to establish, at once and irrefutably, an influence over the patient by his look. He was accustomed to tell them with his eye all that they required to know about how things would be.

			I bent towards her as she turned, adopting what I hoped to be an authoritative yet kindly and approachable expression. She looked up and a momentary alarm flickered across her features. I endeavoured to soften my gaze, but she had already taken to staring at her hands. She plucked at her fingernails, that being perhaps the only outward sign of her malady.

			I realised with growing discomfort that we were closeted together in her room and that neither of us had yet spoken, so I made haste to bid her good morning and introduced myself before proceeding to ask questions of the type required for her case notes. She assured me that she had breakfasted and that all was to her comfort.

			When requested, she put out her little tongue, with some delicate hesitancy, despite having already passed a few weeks at Hope. Like her cheeks it was slightly pale, especially in contrast with the rosy hue of her lips.

			I could not help but wonder why she had been transferred from such a grand-sounding place to come to Crakethorne, an institution so far distant from her home. I asked how she did there and she replied, in a voice that was deeper and more musical than anticipated, that she had not liked it at all.

			I pressed my fingers to her wrist, marking the slight elevation of her pulse, and asked what she had so disliked. She stirred at that, her slender arm moving under my hands as she shifted. She murmured, ‘I did not like that I could not reside where I chose, do as I chose or go whither I chose. I did not like wearing the things they gave me. I did not like being subject to their constant watching.’

			I had not expected so full a disclosure, or to detect within her so decided an aversion to Hope. It was dismaying, for in those particulars Crakethorne was much as any other asylum. Mrs Harleston, of course, would be provided for here as well as she might expect anywhere. Her room was comfortable, if plain: it held a pair of upright chairs, a washstand with bowls of carved wood rather than breakable porcelain, and a mirror firmly affixed to the wall – ensuring one’s appearance to be both seemly and attractive is well known to being integral to the female life and supportive of her sanity. A small wardrobe, a table and a bed completed the arrangement. There could be no separate bedchamber and sitting room since the peephole at the door must permit all to be taken in at a glance. The walls were whitewashed, perhaps not so recently as might be desired, but the pale sun spilling between the bars at the window lent the room cheer, if not warmth. To be sure, the patient’s brown linsey dress was somewhat drab; I had seen her finely cut travelling cloak, of rich material and adorned about the collar, and it was a shame that she must wear this, but it was necessary, for a time at least.

			‘It will all be worthwhile,’ I said, ‘to be restored to the world once again, quite happy, and to know that you have been cured of what ails you.’

			Her lips opened and she clasped the lower between small white teeth. She looked up into my face. My fingers were still pressed to her wrist – I had hoped that light conversation would settle her pulse, but it was throbbing under my fingers. Her eyes were now uncomfortably close to mine and I remembered the need to meet her gaze; I did not flinch from it; indeed, I could not have torn my eyes from her wide, eloquent eyes had I wished. They were darker than I had thought at first glance.

			‘What is it that ails me?’ she asked.

			‘It is rather too early to tell. It is reported that you are subject to hysterical fits, that you had a violent attack on an omnibus, and of course you have been residing for some days in Hope Asylum already—’

			She drew in air through her teeth and her gaze become anxious as if pained at the remembrance, as if she thought her time in the asylum was what truly ailed her. She looked so alone – and I realised she was, for here was a woman of delicate sensibility, of deep feeling, parted from her home, husband and friends, and with none among our patients who could likely supply the deficiency.

			I wished to comfort her. ‘I will help you,’ I said, in a low tone. It was important to establish trust between us.

			‘Will you?’

			She spoke in such a flat, dead, hopeless voice that at first I could not answer – then I said firmly that most certainly I would; that I would do all that was in my power.

			She nodded only, and I pressed on with the requisite questions. She claimed to sleep well, although she did not look at me as she said it and I wondered if that was true. She continued in that same dull tone.

			I am beginning to think that the power of conversation, on subjects other than her illness, could in her case have a remarkable effect. It would be such a pleasure to see an innocent distraction restore the lightness to her eyes. I would dearly love to see her smile, not in the wistful way that she had, but to cast off all care – even, perhaps, to laugh.

			In short, Mrs Harleston was not at all as I expected to find her. She is no flouncing lady filling listless hours with sighs and vapours. She appears to possess no great vanity, despite her obvious beauty, or to demand constant primping attention. She does not strike me as one to enjoy a malade imaginaire, which is in its way unfortunate, since it means her illness must have some deeper, true cause.

			I find myself impatient to uncover the nature of her ‘strange notions’, but I did not believe that was the moment to discuss them. Quiet and rest, and all the comfort and peace that untroubled sanctuary can provide will, I think, work upon her best. It is true that I have little experience, but it did strike me most strongly that that was indeed the case – and what doctor of the mind does not rely on his intuition?

			Before I left the lady, I impressed upon her the importance of eating good plain food without brown meats, and the benefit of taking the air each day. She nodded, staring down at her hands as if she only wished for me to be gone. I lingered still, feeling something indefinable remained unspoken, until an attendant bustled in and broke the moment. I could not help but notice as I took my leave that Mrs Harleston pressed her eyes closed at this new intrusion upon her privacy.

			I have made a recommendation that she should be closely observed. It is against all her inclinations and I felt a pang as I did it, something a little like guilt, but it cannot be helped. After all, I wish only for everything her husband desires: for her to be well and herself again, and to return to her proper home as soon as is practicable.
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