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IN the beginning…there is nothing. Brian’s first eighteen years is a black hole, in which nothing is truly remembered. Everything he knows of his earliest years is gleaned from others, parents, friends, but none of it from his own memory, nothing from within. Except one recurrent remembrance…

…The Great Northern Railway…

…Four unexplained words disinterred from the deep chasm of nothingness. No more. No explanation. Yet he’s always believed, always known. Not where, when or how, but that one day the Great Northern Railway would save him. It reassured him before asylum and, during his long absence, after asylum. He’s been away a very long time…

…but now he’s back. Maybe today he’ll carve out a better future in the capital’s anonymous embrace for he’s always been told…

…Wait around long enough in London and you’ll find again everyone you’ve ever known…

Today he’ll meet John Harmon again and that will be the beginning…

John never approved of Brian leaving London. A retrograde step into unpredictable provincial wastelands. Yet now, as he and John stand together at the tube station it’s as if he’s never been away. The friendship renewed where it was left twenty years before as if the generation between never happened.

Brian is invited to a dinner party at John’s ‘new place.’

“You’ll know it. It’s in your old hospital,” he says, then mysteriously, “and I have a great surprise. You won’t be disappointed. Something really intriguing. It should appeal to you.”

John mentions Brian’s unfinished history of the hospital. Such youthful dreams and Plans died with Brian’s departure and he’s not so sure the unfinished project should be resuscitated. It’s in the past. Everything in the past usually lets him down.

John refuses to say who will be there and won’t be drawn.

“Some faces you’ll know, some you won’t. All will be revealed.”

Brian is intrigued, but apprehensive.

According to the estate agent’s blurb John’s plush new flat is in the ‘exclusive west London development of Lann Park, an exciting venture combining the grandeur of the past with the comfort and elegance of modern living. Tastefully planned and fitted to the highest standards, these apartments have been imaginatively designed within the Victorian splendour of the original buildings.’

They might at least have got their facts right. The original buildings are Georgian, but parvenu smoothies with the money to afford such places won’t know the difference. But John Harmon does. So why does he choose to live here ? Maybe it’s the ironic pleasure, living where Brian once worked.

Lann Park was once Lannbridge and to Brian will always be so. Lannbridge Hospital that is, originally the London County Asylum, first opened to customers in 1831. How would those customers feel if they saw it now ? How would its present occupants feel if they could see its original residents ? John should have known better.

Better to tear down the old Bin, forget it ever existed, leaving a ruinous, if romantic relic.

Better than this superficial gloss. It won’t do, John. Disrespect the past you revive its anger. It’ll have its revenge.


He gets to the large stone archway of the old hospital, incongruously preserved in the new development, but retained without affection or enthusiasm. How will he feel crossing that threshold for the first time in twenty years ? How has tasteful planning transformed the old wards with their large semicircular day rooms, chairs arranged along the opposite wall facing the broad windows, giving an undisturbed view towards the river and the canal ? Few then enjoyed the magnificent sunsets, but at least they were cost free. Now they are enjoyed by even fewer at much greater expense.

Sights and sounds return with timeless immediacy. The old boys in their ill fitting trousers and jackets, durable but institutional. It wasn’t the tailor’s fault. He could only repair what he was given. The place was never wholly quiet. The droning conversation of many mouths, voicing what few wanted to hear and even fewer understood. Occasionally a strident individual, desperate to be heard pierced the air with something between a whine and a scream. It could be several wards away, it could be round the next corner, sound curiously bent and twisted, normal sense of distance and direction oddly transmuted. The smell will have gone. Despite the cleaners’ valiant efforts, it permeated the corridors, clung to the walls and ingrained within the floors. The nostrils never became completely immune though with time the effect was dulled, hovering perpetually like some long dead animal hanging from the rafters of an old barn.

He reaches the road junction on the West Road and  turns left. On his right, unchanged, a high brick wall skirts the north side of what was the old hospital. He slows down and waits to swing right under the arch. No gate porter now, the old office closed, but large wrought iron gates a few yards inside remind him of a new kind of security. They are open now, but closed at night with the residents supplied with a key.


He drives slowly up the drive, taking in every detail. To the left, the imposing pile of the new general hospital, thrusting with youthful indifference above its older neighbour. The church has gone, replaced by well tended flower beds and manicured grass. Otherwise, the external fabric remains, sand blasted to reveal the original fine yellow brickwork and handsome portals, looking more like it did on that first opening day so long ago.

Half the original ward blocks built in the 1830s have been converted. Work continues on the rest. Later blocks, built in the 1890s and 1930s have been demolished and replaced by new apartments, externally similar to the original 1830s building.

He parks near the flower beds and makes his way towards ‘Oakhurst,’ which looks amazingly similar to ‘old male wards west.’ Oakhurst was the catering officer. He can’t believe this ostentatious opulence has been named after him ! The old corridor has been blanked off and there’s a new entrance, but inside is the original staircase, albeit with new banisters, carpet, dado rail and decorated walls. The dormant past sleeps beneath the contemporary fabric. There are too many ghosts and baggage here.

He approaches John’s new apartment nervously. Over the years he’s acquired a thicker social defence, but discomfort at first meeting people remains. He may shut them off, even run away. He clings to memories of his ‘away’ years, scrubbed up to impress like the CV in job applications. He became adept at presenting bureaucratic cuts and office politics in a veneer of administrative innovation and managerial reform. He doesn’t play that game anymore. Such delusions now neither possible nor necessary.

John’s wife, Millie has aged little over the years, greyer and lined, but retaining her figure and blunt good humour. Two of the four guests have already arrived. Alan Rawcliffe and Trevor Nelson, have also changed little, older, heavier, more rotund versions of the young men he knew. They gently probe, catching up on his absence. Arriving late at the party makes him feel old, trying to find a plausible entry to the common experience of the others. Has he really been away so long ?

The fourth guest, Janet Foster arrives and is introduced to Alan, Trevor and Brian. She’s a senior civil servant and like the others aged around fifty.

“Janet and I got to know each other when she was at the Department of Health,” John says, “We served on the same working party. She’s moved on to higher things, Trade and Business.”

John, chief executive of a NHS trust, tries to draw Brian into their conversation, but having long left management speak behind, he’s not interested. He talks instead to Alan and Trevor, swapping tales of the old days. It’s safe and undemanding with plenty of scope for camaraderie, real or otherwise.

“You’ve got around,” Trevor says, “Twenty years of varied experience.”

Experience. That wretched word.

“No,” Alan says provocatively, “It’s one year’s experience repeated twenty times in different places.”

Brian doesn’t bite and smiles philosophically. Alan’s harmless. His last twenty years have probably rotated around the same fixed point without him ever realising it. He leans forward in conspiratorial mode and whispers to Brian.

“Got any idea what this so called surprise is all about ?’

Brain shakes his head. Alan turns back to Trevor and shrugs.

“You sound like an interesting man, tell me about yourself !” Janet suddenly interjects.

Brian avoids too literal a response.


“Refugee from the health service, went out to find the real challenges in industry. Couldn’t find them, gave up, now waiting for the next assignment.”

“You really just left without another job ?”

“Best way to do it. If you’re in purgatory you don’t need any more fire.”

“I admire your courage.”

The meal is served. She won’t be put off and inquires further into his employment history. Why are people so obsessed with work ? He trots out well tried platitudes, couching mundane activities in the right phrases, re-ploughing the same fields of management ‘endeavour.’ He could do it standing on his head and sometimes feels as though he does.

“You’re so right,” she says, “You have to have a vision.”

He nods absently. She continues.

“Essential to carry people along with you. Empower them, utilise their energy !”

“Absolutely.”

His real mind drifts as the unreal one bats away the stream of truisms and fatuous assumptions. Then John interposes as if Brian’s mind needs disciplining.

“You need a project. Get on with the history of the hospital…now you’ve got time on your hands.”

Not again ! Brian is irritated. These days, out of a job, no one presumes to tell me how to use my valuable time. He glances out the window. There’s still some light. He can see the bushes in the garden where the church used to be, but there’s no one out there. All those people, long gone. John talks about ‘the hospital’ as if it’s another place. For God’s sake, man we’re in it. It’s here !

At night, the corridors were pierced by pools of light through the ward doors, lantern trajectories breaking up the gloom, creating deceptive shadows, quiet except for the odd tramping patient, unable to sleep or shake off the obsessions of their private reality. Not all wards were locked and one old girl insisted on scurrying out with her handbag, hovering outside the hairdressers’ room, as if to be first in the queue next morning. The nurses were unconcerned. They always knew where to find her.

“….they’ll be continuing the development on the northern side, when…..”

What’s that about Northern ? Great Northern ?

…The station house had three chimneys. In the winter there was always a roaring fire in the tiny booking hall. Sometimes it was so hot passengers had to stand in the opposite corner to avoid being roasted alive. The office had a bay window, which jutted onto the platform. It was the Up platform. Trains went south from there…

New memories ? Flesh on the bones of those four words ? …The Great Northern Railway…The past lurks beneath the present, but he’s sure. The Great Northern Railway, always his buttress, won’t fail him…

“...Brian knows all about those sorts of pressures having just left a job…”

What do they know about pressure ? They’ve not felt the early morning desperation as they get nearer to their work, wondering what new conflict awaits them ? They say they know, but they only know a lot about nothing. Objectives, struggles, compromises…endless talk of contra-forces in petty places. Today’s crisis is tomorrow’s gossip while yesterday’s victory is soon forgotten. They don’t know as Brian does. No longer needing the drug of workaday intrigue to give him a fix. He’s fixed it.

They talk on. He’s not been listening, but then realises they’ve moved on…or rather back…to the days of the old hospital…

“Brian will know,” John intones, turning to him, “I was trying to configure the wards and offices, where this flat fitted in and where was the old Board Room.”


Is this why he was invited as a kind of latterday guide ? Brian replies with vague directions. Then his mind drifts again...

…an interminable committee meeting, burgeoning power struggles and campaigns, calculated traps triggered by ill advised comments. Keven Sanderson digging himself into a hole, provoking difficult questions he can’t answer. As usual he turns to Brian. ‘Mr. Stander can answer that chairman.’ In the midst of battle, defend us from friendly fire…!

John and Alan hold sway, still mouthing the same old statements. Brian can hear the hurled spears bouncing off the walls. Trevor has a faraway, bored expression. It’s the same as the old days. He’ll sit placidly for a while, then intervene with ‘they just need to communicate properly.’ Trevor’s answer to all problems. Millie is fidgety. Alan drums his fingers. John leans his head on his hand.

Janet isn’t listening and glances at Brian and smiles. The side of his mouth twitches in response. It’s been long since a woman looked at him like that.

He’s about to speak, then Alan says “When are you going to reveal the surprise ?”

John throws up his hands.

“All right, all right, point taken.”

He turns to Brian.

“Your history of the hospital will be even more intriguing afterwards.”

Alan and Trevor whistle and whoop mockingly.

“It’s time for the grand tour.” John says.

He and Millie lead their guests from room to room. The apartment has two large and two smaller bedrooms, lounge, dining room, study and spacious kitchen. They linger in one of the small bedrooms. Brian stands by the window, looking down on the open square between the old ward blocks. Twinkling light from the opposite building seeps through the window. There are no curtains, furniture or carpet in the room.


“Run out of money when you got here ?” Alan quips.

He pats the internal wall, where not only the plaster, but part of the original brickwork has been exposed and partly removed.

“This is an original wall, separating part of the bedroom area from the old ward office, which was next door,” John says, “We want to convert this and the next room into a third double bedroom. In some apartments bricked up fireplaces have been discovered. Some have been restored as features. This wall was boarded and plastered to match the other walls. When they removed it some of the bricks were already loose and collapsed inwards. We found a small recess behind the loose bricks. Look there.”

He puts his hand into a hole about nine inches square within the wall. It’s about a brick thickness in height.

“I reckon one of the patients found a loose brick in the wall, which he gradually loosened until he could take it out altogether. Then he must have taken out a couple more bricks behind it in the wall, creating this hole, which he could always block up again with the loose brick.”

“You’re reading a lot into a few loose bricks,“ Alan says.

“Am I ? Come and look at this.”

John leads them across the hall into the study. He opens a drawer and places on the desk an old, yellowing exercise book. From the print style it looks at least twenty years old, possibly older.

“We found this in the hole in the wall.”

He hands it to Brian. In large capital letters the words ‘Dougie’s Document’ are scrawled across the front cover. Inside are pages and pages of closely written script. The handwriting is adult, but overly neat and upright, more like a child’s. There are few gaps or spacing for paragraphs. Brian reads out the opening lines.

‘I am Dougie and this is my Document. In it I will write things I need to remember, things I need to forget, things others know and things others will never know, things remembered which should be forgotten. This is my document, I will be true  to it.’

“Strong stuff !” Alan says.

Brian flicks through the pages, picking out occasional samples.

‘My colours are my guides, green, blue, red and white…in the trees I watched and saw…after they bought the field the cows never grazed there again.’

“Not much about the hospital,” Trevor says.

“There is, further on... ‘in this ward there are many who talk, but not many who say anything…I have tried to tell them, but they do not listen …some things are best only said here… I know I am right and one day they will believe me.”

“It’s all so rambling and confused,” Trevor says as Brian hands the document to him. He passes it on to Alan.

“Be patient and wade through the dross, there are some fascinating bits,” John says.

Alan skims through the pages, then stops.

“This is interesting….’we should not be afraid to talk of bad things, that is how the guilty escape…we are all guilty if we have not spoken out…one day I will speak out..”

“Something in there for your history, eh Brian ?” Janet beams.

“If you can sort out the gems from the gibberish,” Trevor laughs.

“That would be the hard bit,” Brian says doubtfully.

“You can do it, I know you can,” John insists.

Alan waves his arms at them.

“…even if I stay in this place, I cannot forget what I’ve seen or what I’ve done…”

“Is he talking about what he’s done in the hospital or before ?” Trevor says.

“It has to be before,” Alan says.

He hands the book to Janet.

“It’s very vague,” she says, “He talks about George and Freddie. Who are they ?”


“His mates on the ward,” Alan says.

“Could be,” Brian says, “it’s not clear who they are or even if they’re different people at all.”

Janet puts the book down.

“What do you mean ?”

“It could be part of his confusion. He may be talking about himself or alter egos he’s invented, all part of his psychosis,” John says.

Trevor laughs again.

“You lot never lose it, do you ? You’re reading far too much into this. After all, it’s only the collected scribblings of a very confused mind.”

“Then why was it hidden so carefully ?” Alan says.

“Isn’t that all part of his paranoia ?”

Alan laughs.

“Now who’s talking psycho jargon !”

John takes the book back as they all return to the lounge. Janet hangs back with Brian.

“I think the idea of writing a history of the hospital is wonderful. This book could be just what you need for dramatic impact.”

“Even if it’s a farrago of nonsense ?”

“But isn’t that what it was all about ?”

She’s trying to be positive, but Brian finds it patronising, though at least she believes in him.

“I always talked about writing a history of the hospital when I worked here, but never got round to it,” he says, thinking ‘Story of my life…unfinished business.’

“Time now,” she says reassuringly, touching his arm.

He gazes into her eyes, a flicker of desire coursing through him, but has no words to match the moment. She withdraws her hand slowly.

The others are gathered around Alan like a Victorian family listening to the latest Dickens instalment while he scans for interesting pieces, each one prefaced with a ‘listen to this.’


“Don’t let it go,” Janet whispers.

“Let go of what?”

“Whatever it is you’re thinking of giving up.”

When the party breaks up Janet slips a card with her phone number into his hand, saying

“Tell me how the history goes.”

He thinks of her all the way home. The warm memory of the evening lingers into next day and he wonders how best to move things along. Such excitement in a fifty year old is a novelty. He’s not felt it for a very long time,

He meets Alan for what’s described as ‘a long late lunch.’ Walking from the tube to the pub he takes out her card. She’s also written down her work number. He arrives on the dot of one thirty, the appointed hour. Alan’s not arrived. He dials her number. As it rings, he almost loses his nerve, overcome with irrational fears, wondering what he’ll say. It’s a direct line and she answers before he can think better of his boldness. He adopts a totally out of character casualness.

“Hi Janet, it’s Brian.”

She replies guardedly.

“Oh, hello.”

“I really enjoyed the other night, despite all the machinations with that book.”

“Don’t tell me you’ve started the history already.”

“Not yet. It’s just I….I thought we might meet up anyway.”

He’s like the gauche teenager, clumsily arranging his first date and instantly regrets his impulsiveness, expecting to be knocked back with civil service rectitude.

“Yes, okay.”

“Oh, good….er tonight ?”

“Surely.”

Suitably arranged he imbibes the rest of his drink in one gulp as another is banged down on the table.


“You’ve not changed at all in twenty years ! You already need another !”

Brian doubts Alan’s observation. He thinks he’s changed a great deal, but then he’s not sitting in Alan’s chair. They order meals.

“Isn’t it a bit late for lunch ?” Brian asks.

“Things to do. Besides, if you start late you finish late.”

“Won’t your boss mind ?

Alan laughs, drains the last dregs, then waves the empty glass under Brian’s nose.

“Mind ? The first day I started he took me to the pub. After an hour and a half he said

‘There’ve been complaints about long lunches.’ Then said, ‘Right, Alan, what are you having ?”

Two hours later Brian emerges into the London sunlight, merrier and considerably lightheaded. As they walk to the tube Alan rattles on about some amusing office indiscretion. If Brian has changed, Alan has not. His ability to prise the ridiculous implications from the most mundane, then analyse them in infinite detail as acute as ever. He leaves with a parting shot.

“By the way, before you go out tonight, get a copy of the Gazette.”

It’s been good, re-connecting with an old friend and much more fulfilling than the dinner party. Apart from Janet, that is. He buys a local paper outside his tube station and flicks through it without interest. It’s only when he gets home and re-reads an item on page four his attention is aroused.

‘An amazing discovery has been made during routine building alterations in one of the new apartments at the Lann Park development. A battered exercise book, intriguingly titled ‘Dougie’s Document’ was lodged within an internal wall in what had originally been a ward in the old Lannbridge psychiatric hospital. Hidden away for many years the book is crammed full of memoirs and observations. It was discovered in the apartment of Mr. John Harmon who is the chief executive of the Kenton and Marylebone NHS Trust. Mr. Harmon was unavailable for comment, but it is believed the document, unbeknown to the authorities, was written by a former patient. Such an impression of life within the institution could provide formidable new information and potentially explosive revelations as source material for a history of the hospital.’

Brian smiles at the last bit. The damned history won’t go away ! Alan, the mischievous rogue had obviously fed the story, suitably embellished, to the newspaper. A bit cheeky to mention it was John’s flat though the reporter was bound to have asked.

‘Mr. Harmon was unavailable for comment.’

Brian pictures John being told the local newspaper want to speak to him ! Serves him right for lecturing about the history of the hospital. Unfinished business still stings. Not a single word of Brian’s pet project was written though his outline notes still lie at the bottom of one of his many cardboard boxes.

Brian’s early at the restaurant and settles in the reception area for a drink. He feels utterly mellow and at peace. Janet arrives in a soft green suit, elegantly matching her red hair, exuding warmth and invitation. Nervousness suddenly drains his confidence in a whirl of confusion. She does most of the talking while they wait for their table, emphasising her words with her hands. Her precision and directness are alluring, drawing him into her dominion. The more he looks, the less he can articulate what he feels, yet becoming more engrossed.

Walking to their table he briefly loses any sensation of substance beneath his feet, walking on a cloud, walls, tables and chattering people only distant images. He’s the clumsy teenager again, now burdened with middle age weariness. At the table she asks how they’d all met. As he talks, he gradually comes down from the cloud.


“John and I met through a work colleague, both being in the same line of business.”

“Psychiatric hospitals ?”

“Me at Lannbridge and him at St. Anthony’s.”

“So you never actually worked together ?”

“Far from it. John worked for one of the top class teaching hospitals. I was out in the suburban wilderness.”

“You make it sound like two different worlds.”

He smiles.

“Let’s just say, there were teaching hospital people and non teaching hospital people. The distinction is less important now.”

“Alan and Trevor ?”

“I knew Alan from earliest days in London. He and Trevor were at university together.”

“Suppose it’s so good to make contact again.”

He asks about her, but unlike him she has no long lost group of friends. Nor has she ever been married. He changes the subject quickly. The meal’s arrival signals his change of mood, trepidation falling away swiftly to an animated and relaxed interchange. Afterwards he’ll remember little except there were few silences. They linger over coffee, neither wanting the evening to end.

Outside the night air is warm with a full moon. His timidity returns, the awkward teenager again, unsure what to do next. The first date seems to have gone well, but how will it end ? She takes the initiative.

“The river’s near. Do you fancy a walk ?”

The water shimmers in the moonlight, the twinkling beacons from many lights on the opposite bank beckon. They talk of the river and the light, past pleasures and laconic lessons learnt. It’s a glorious night for pummelling the past, kicking the future, no regrets, no expectations, grabbing the now without hesitation. But the moment passes. It’s a night for another man, one less laden, who’s already offloaded the baggage. They reach Embankment tube station.


“Time for home,” she says.

“Do you have far to go ?”

“I’ll take a cab from here.”

They kiss. They’ll meet again. She goes. He’s left with disparate thoughts, fancies, reflections. On the train he’s deflated and frustrated, conscious of a lost opportunity, an inability to grasp immediacy. It passes as the train speeds north. He’s not the intemperate teenager, the raw youth anymore. There will be other nights. Things rushed are things destroyed. Better to part as the water simmers. Bringing it to the boil makes it spurt and splutter into steam. The sense of gliding returns as he walks to the flat. No loss, no disappointment, a warming excitement and expectation, a good night to round off a good day.

The ansafone light is flashing. There are three messages.

“Brian, this is John. Are you there ? If you are, pick up the phone ! I have to speak to you.

It’s…well…it’s very important. I need to speak to you tonight. If you’re there, pick up the damned phone ! This really can’t wait. It’s …I can’t really say over the phone. When you get in ring me immediately !”

A second message.

“Brian, it’s me again, John. I really have to speak to you urgently. Ring me.”

A third message and even more agitated.

“Brian, it’s absolutely imperative I speak to you. You see, there’s been.…no wait... Damn it, you’ve got to come home sometime, I’m coming round !”

Brian checks the time of the last message. Half an hour ago. John could be here anytime.

If things had turned out differently earlier, John could have been ensconced outside all night. What a fool !

As he sits in the darkened kitchen staring at the bright moon, amusement turns to irritation. He doesn’t want John whinging on, destroying the atmosphere, spoiling the day with his introspective troubles and complaints. He tries to bring back the afterglow, a good session with Alan, the magic of the evening with Janet, but they fade as he thinks of possible reasons for John’s call. He doesn’t have long to wait.

A car draws up, then the bell, but John is already at the door.

“This better be good,” Brian says.

“Thank God you’re in,” John says, breathlessly brushing past him, “I was afraid you might still be out.”

“I very nearly was, if….”

“I didn’t know who else to speak to. Millie’s so upset she’s gone to our Jimmy’s for the night. I can understand her feelings, but I couldn’t go. Somebody has to stay. You never think it’s going to happen to you, do you ? But then, you can’t be too complacent these days. If only….”

“For God’s sake, will you stop prattling and start talking!”

John slumps into a chair.

“Quite right, yes I must sound like a gibbering idiot.”

Brian pours some drinks and hands one to John. He downs it in one.

“What’s this ?” he says, wiping his mouth.

“Whisky.”

“But I don’t like whisky. Give me another !”

Swiftly consuming another dose he’s ready to talk.

“Millie and I were both working late. I picked her up at the lab about eight and we went for a drink, that place in north Acton where we always used to meet, they’ve done it up, it’s all different, but still quite tasteful really….”

He pauses for breath.

“Anyway, we got back around nine thirty. The place was an absolute shambles. They’d turned it over from top to bottom, furniture and possessions strewn everywhere.”

“Burgled ?”


“Forced the door. God knows how nobody heard them, but then those old walls are so bloody thick !”

“Anything taken ?”

John looks intently at Brian, his hand shaking.

“That’s just it, apart from a few small things, nothing’s been taken. Police are dumbfounded, but I’m not. I’m pretty sure what they were after.”

He pulls something from his pocket and lays it on the table. It’ the battered exercise book with ‘Dougie’s Document’ scrawled across the front. 

“Surely not,” Brian says.

“It wasn’t in the flat. I took it in with me this morning to photocopy some interesting bits.”

“But John, who would want that ?”

“It was only after the police left that I put it all together. That damned reporter was trying to get me this morning and my name appeared in the paper. It’s all bloody Rawcliffe’s fault, him and that stupid article in the paper. We’re a target Brian, because of this. The photocopies are still in the office. I went back tonight and put them in the safe, but I’m not keeping the original. I’m sure they’ll be back and when they come I don’t want it in my place !”

“John, it’s the incoherent ramblings of a lunatic ! Get it in perspective, who could possibly want it ?”

“I don’t know, but it has to be something somebody doesn’t want publicised. That newspaper article was dynamite. It alerted whoever it is to the possibility of more coming out and let’s face it with idiots like Alan about, that’s very likely to happen. Clever how he always puts other people in the firing line without even giving a warning!”

Brian can’t avoid teasing a little.

“You said it would be good for the history.”

John is not amused.

“This isn’t funny, Brian ! My home’s been desecrated, my wife frightened out of her wits and now we’re targets for someone very ruthless. I must remove the source of the danger. That’s why I’ve brought it. You’re not associated with it, so it’ll be safer here.”

Brian picks up the book gingerly, handling it at the edge of his fingers as if it might be hot or toxic. With it now out of his immediate grasp, John starts to relax.

“All joking apart, Brian, you’ve always been best at delving into things. You worked for the Project Team after that inquiry at the hospital. You’ve got the experience and the expertise.”

Brian puts ‘Dougie’s Document’ down on the table. John instinctively draws back.

“For God’s sake, Brian, for the sanity of all of us, you’ve got to get to the bottom of this !”
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‘A DARK, dismal day in March, the cold wind bites into the very marrow and rain sweeps across the road horizontally. The wagon stops opposite the entrance and the occupants file out to stand at the roadside, staring silently and impassively at their new home. The great gatehouse with its high archway of gleaming grey stone beckons them with gentle austerity. The attendant shepherds them over the turnpike, where they stand under the massive structure. One looks up, it’s a full thirty feet to the top. The attendant hands over the papers to the clerk who issues new ones with the institution’s name hastily scrawled over that of the private madhouse. ‘London County Asylum, admissions 1 to 6, 3rd March 1831.’

 Their brief respite from the wind in the entrance doorway is cut short as they start their long trudge up the main drive. Gleaming in yellow brick, the new buildings loom at them from both sides. Taking advantage of the new Act of Parliament, the asylum has been hastily opened. Work continues on some of the buildings, the craftsmens’ hammering and sawing drifting through the air from their unseen labours. There’s an air of newness and expectation and despite their apprehension, the patients take in the sight of the immense place with awe and some hope.

Brian stops writing, surveys the page and skims through his papers. His next paragraphs will deal with those first admission procedures, then describe the daily routine and the early regime of useful work instituted by the first physician superintendent, Dr. Daniel Grinton. He glances at his photocopy of the first admission form. The name of the private madhouse, ‘Alexander Carter and Co’ scratched and replaced in a bold hand by ‘London County Asylum.’ The place opened so quickly they hadn’t time to get their own stationery printed. At the hospital he photocopied the original document from the archives and has kept it for over twenty five years. Where’s the original now ?

The bare walls of the old admitting room long ago became a cleaner’s cupboard and probably now part of someone’s kitchen. Did the first patients wait quietly or were they garrulous, even difficult ? He imagines the clerk, as unfamiliar with the new place as the patients, scraping his pen to record the essentials into his admission book. Then they’d be collected by attendants from the wards…

…He fiddles with the papers, unearths ‘Dougie’s Document’ and leafing through the pages finds something amazingly apposite…

‘I’ll never forget that first day. Up till then everything happened so quickly. Jerked about, buffeted and tossed around like an over fried pancake, but on the way to the Bin the world stopped jumbling around and I could think of more than being kicked from pillar to post. I was calming down, forgetting for a time all my transgressions. It was lighter and warmer than it had been for weeks. Or was  I just beginning to notice the weather after so long obsessed by my fate and those that sought to destroy me ?

 I was relaxed and confident in the mental welfare officer’s car as we left my native county and entered the London suburbs, a new world, big, expansive, unknown, perhaps unknowable. As we got deeper into London the houses were older and less smart, the side streets narrower, the gardens smaller, people rushing around at greater speed. We were getting closer to the heat and the noise. I loosened my collar even though the temperature in the car was unchanged. He asked if I was all right. I said I was, but I lied. I was very uncomfortable and couldn’t take any more. Then it changed.

Out again, through wider roads and newer houses, fewer people, brighter, less threatening. I wasn’t afraid and looked forward to arriving. It was a release to be away. Anything to be no longer marooned in the depths of the vast city. Then we were there. Sudden, abrupt, a sharp turn across the road and in through the archway. The high wall, imposing buildings, so many people wandering around. I might be staying for  a very long time. I no longer felt free, but perhaps the wall will protect me from those outside. But what of those inside ? No longer in control, others directing my every move.

We entered the reception. I will not give in. I will keep whatever freedom I can.’

Brian returns to his papers and scans the material. If only he can open up the 1830s in the same way. Most of his old notes are original; photocopies and minutes of board meetings, committees, visitors and physician superintendents’ reports. It won’t take long to sift out the dross and put together a coherent narrative, but it’s not enough. If the ‘history’ is to be more than a catalogue of dates and dry descriptions of nineteenth century psychiatry, he’ll need more information on patients’ backgrounds, why they were admitted, track down and examine early medical records. He jots down avenues for further research, then walks into the kitchen and idly makes coffee.

He ought to have breakfast, but he’s too agitated and needs a break from the distant past.

Think of the place as it is now…the manicured lawns where the WRVS tea shop used to be, the ornamental garden where once was the laundry and the plush flats, carved  and remodelled from the drab wards and endless corridors. But present day opulence is only a veneer and images of the new development merge with memories of the old hospital.

Outside John’s front door, he’d stared into the space where the chaplain’s office had been. In the comfort of the lounge, close packed bedsteads and wretched lockers impinged continuously, conversation juxtaposing with shuffling feet and resigned grunts. A world gone forever, but ten miles away in his own room it returns. Maybe it’ll never leave him. Suddenly his nostrils fill with a cocktail of smells from the old days while John’s last night plea batters his ears…

“For God’s sake Brian, for the sake of all of us, you’ve got to get to the bottom of this.”

But to the bottom of what ? Having his place turned over has warped John’s judgement, drawing conclusions that don’t follow. People get burgled all the time, especially if they have such an upmarket pad. It doesn’t mean they’re the victims of a sinister invasion. John made a disaster out of a misfortune, only relaxing after offloading the problem to Brian.

“Better say nothing to anyone. Not even the police. After all, nothing of value has gone. It’s distressing for Millie, of course, but she’ll get over it.”

John dropping his absurd concerns was a relief, but now Brian’s not so sure. What if his initial anxieties were correct and they really were after ‘Dougie’s Document ?’ Brian hadn’t bridled with John’s ‘we.’ If he doesn’t want to report a crime in which he and his wife are the sole victims, it’s his affair, but neither does he want to be held accountable if things go wrong. He can already hear John’s words.

“Well Brian, you agreed that we should keep it quiet, didn’t you ?”

If person or persons unknown are hell bent on getting the document, was it wise to agree to keeping it ? Should he avoid the whole business ? Drop the ‘history’ of the damned hospital. Fancy notions from a youthful past don’t rest easily with real concerns in the present. He’ll hand back the document and ditch all plans for the history. But if John is right not to involve the police…what now ?

He skims the document, finding many examples of  ‘I will try’ without any apparent connection to the context. Try what ? He analyses more carefully where the phrase occurs, going back over passages he’d previously dismissed.

‘The guilt surrounds me, but I will try to destroy those who seek to destroy me.’

Whose guilt and how is it related to destruction ? Is he the actual destroyer or defending himself from a destroyer ? Brian won’t turn his back on Dougie and dismiss the mystery. He must have answers. Firstly, who is Dougie ?

The hospital finally closed fifteen years ago. Dougie was either discharged or remained a patient in a psychiatric unit of a general hospital. If he was sent into ‘the community’ he could be anywhere. The records might not have survived, but many records officers were squirrels. After all, that very first admission form was retained.

Nigel Antrobus, the medical records officer would have retired long ago. The telephone directory has an ‘N. Antrobus’ in Greenford where Nigel used to live. There’s no reply. It’s  a bright morning and most of the rush hour traffic will have subsided. Just right for a run round the North Circular. If he can’t locate Nigel, he’ll carry on into the country for the day.

Absence from London has dulled his sensitivity to the traffic congestion. He moves slower than he expected and from long studying the rear of the car in front his mind wanders…

…his own first day at the hospital…

Having pranged his car three days before, the journey was a mixture of train and bus. He alighted outside the big arch and walked up the drive, past the church and into the administration block. The wide, long open room of the finance department and the brick and stone facings around the windows unmistakably betrayed the building’s origins as a ward. The female ward numbers began with 2. This was the old F1. The partitioning was old, over thirty years then, so only a practised eye would immediately detect the conversion. Only the floors were unchanged, the corridor without carpets retaining the well polished boards, reverberating every footfall. His office at the entrance had once been the ward’s capacious linen store.

He was ushered into Kevin Sanderson, the senior administrator, a tall, dapper man in his late forties, balding with a small moustache, talking excitedly and affably, moving with agitated nervousness, keen to ‘fill in’ Brian on internal politics and machinations, anxiously recounting his difficulties with the committee and the need to ‘get this place into the twentieth century pdq.’ Brian relished the challenge. Here was a man with a mission with Brian as an essential member of his team. Only later did he learn the awful truth.

Nigel’s house is one of hundreds in a vast sprawl of pre-war semis. The neatly trimmed lawn and hedges, the well maintained paintwork on the windows and the modern UPVC front door all exude Nigel as Brian remembers him ; conventional, breezy, utterly boring and a little slippery. As he parks outside, a man in his early seventies appears from the side gate and despite the passage of the years, the long crop of white hair and the slight stoop, he knows it’s Nigel. As he walks to the front gate, the man looks across, shielding his eyes from the bright morning sun. Brian smiles, walks over and introduces himself. Nigel peers doubtfully until finally acknowledging him.

Brian doesn’t mention Dougie’s document. He hopes  the projected history of the hospital will suffice as a cover story. He’s ushered into the conservatory. The back garden is magnificently laid out and there’s a large greenhouse at the far end. Shrubs and raised beds line the neatly laid paths. There’s also a large pond with a scenic waterfall. Brian stands at the window while Nigel makes coffee.

“All my own work,” he says proudly.

“I never knew you were such a keen gardener.”


“I wasn’t. Something that’s developed…ever since my wife died.”

It’s an uncomfortable moment. They were never even close colleagues, let alone friends.

Brian mumbles an automatic ‘sorry’ as Nigel hands over the coffee and biscuits

“Ten years ago,” he says, “It was expected. She’d been  ill for some time. It came just after the death of a few colleagues. You remember Des Allen in accounts ? Ran over by a bus outside the main gate. Terrible business. Really cut me up at the time. Then not long afterwards, Louisa died.”

“Louisa ?”

Brian remembers Des Allen, the crusty old bachelor,  who always processed his expense claims, but Louisa rings no bells.

“Doctor Bannister’s secretary.”

Bannister, the conservative, dull consultant psychiatrist, made a poor impression against his more charismatic colleagues. He could have been an apparition from one  of his patients’ Freudian nightmares. Brian met his secretary only once. A strikingly attractive woman about his own  age, she’d flounced into his office with a set of reports,  then disappeared just as quickly, unwilling to even pass the time of day let alone engage in meaningful conversation. Not long afterwards he heard the gossip about her and Nigel. Brian could hardly believe it. This delightful creature having an affair with a man at least fifteen years her senior. There was no justice !

They talk of old colleagues. Though their respective spheres of acquaintance hadn’t always crossed, on one thing they can agree and swap reminiscences of Kevin Sanderson’s foibles.

“Did he stay up to reorganisation ?” Brian asks.

“Oh yes,” Nigel smiles, “the captain remained on the bridge until the ship nearly sank.”

They both laugh.


“What about you ? You left so suddenly and now come back wanting to write a history of the old place ?”

Brian recounts his various adventures and misadventures since he left the hospital. Nigel listens, outwardly fascinated, but Brian knows he’s really puzzled and not a little contemptuous.

“I always thought you were a little mad,” he says.

Their eyes meet and fix determinedly for a few moments. In this at least Nigel is stating an honestly held view. Brian mumbles a familiar platitude in reply.

“Didn’t we all have to be to work in the Bin ?”

After exchanging a few more stories of the old place, Brian feels sufficient time has elapsed to allow him to get to the point of his visit.

“I need authentic medical records of the early days. I’ve still got that photocopy of the first admission you gave me, but I need more. I wondered if the records survived.”

“You were always fascinated by the records.”

There’s the slight hint of disapproval. Nigel’s feathers had always been ruffled by Brian’s changes to the ‘way we’ve always done things.’ Then he refers to Dougie’s document in the newspaper article. Has he rumbled him ? Brian feigns uninterest, then returns to it as an aside.

“Don’t suppose you know who it might be ? Ever heard of a patient writing his story down ?”

“Hundreds !” Nigel laughs.

But it leads nowhere. In Nigel’s world printed forms  and scribbled notes are just that, records and no more. Not for him Brian’s graphic concoctions where dull statistics and dry tomes can explode into flesh and blood reality. The past can never become the present. Long discharged or dead patients were never real human beings, only lifeless pages  of procedures and reports. Brian asks again about the old records.

“I kept everything until we closed in 1985. All live records went over to the Western District next door. One of the registrars was doing some research and got all the  old records microfilmed. They,re stored in the new hospital.”

Nigel has kept up his old contacts and one phone call ensures Brian’s access to the microfilms. It’s a short drive to the ‘new’ Western District hospital. Now over twenty  years old, it’s an imposing tower block of steel and glass, built over the extensive grounds of the old psychiatric hospital, completely absorbing what had once been a farm. In Brian’s time it was still only in the planning stage. He’d attended a couple of the development meetings at regional headquarters, the sole representative of Lannbridge alongside planners, architects, engineers, equipment specialists and all manner of administrators from the general side. He felt out of place, like an irritating late arrival at a theatre, disturbing the equilibrium of the performance. The intricacies of surgical equipment, the siting of the out patients’ department or whether the number 5 or number 3 lift should reach the basement and connect with central sterile supply, bored him to death. He occasionally made an intelligent contribution, but Lannbridge was another world, one of its staff only slightly more acceptable at such a meeting than one of its patients would have been.He’s not been in a large hospital for years and has to adjust to the bustling activity.

Appearances can be deceiving. Where are they all going,  surely they’re not all visitors ? That was the attraction of  the old place at its busiest Lannbridge trundled along in familial serenity. He’s more comfortable with fewer people. Fewer to relate to, fewer to mess up his life and make him feel an outsider.

He’s shown into a room reserved for dead records and research. It’s difficult finding his way through the myriad of microfilms. Most of them are listed in Nigel’s old numbering arrangement before Brian forced him to adopt a system based on year of admission. Reducing them to  a manageable number is time consuming. From the scant information in Dougie’s document, he works out a maximum five year period during which he could have been admitted and sketches out the ward layout where John’s flat is now located. With the two together, he should fix Dougie in the right place at the right time though that means trawling through hundreds of records. As he suspected, there’s no ‘Douglas’ in the timeframe. To be absolutely sure, he scans all the wards in the period, but ‘Dougie’ doesn’t appear. He must be a pseudonym, possibly one of many. Working into the afternoon, checking ages and ward locations, he ends up with a dozen possible contenders for him.
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