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Part One



It was on a Tuesday afternoon that I set off from the edge of the playing field, heading towards the path, running like a hare with the hounds chasing after me—at least that’s what it felt like—but after a few minutes I stopped and glanced behind me. Of course there was no one in pursuit. I continued on, but now I was not really running—more a case of stumbling over stones, falling and dragging myself up and attempting to focus my eyes on the near distance.

The path close to the field’s edge was narrow, almost at times nonexistent as the crops were high and close to harvest. The hedge on the other side of the path was overgrown too and hampered my progress, if it could be called progress. Down my side and below my ribs, I could feel the slow trickle of blood flow more freely, warm against my skin, now staining the once white shirt a patchy red. I ignored it and carried on.

Why I was attempting to flee I don’t know; it would have been logical to have stayed close to the school grounds and brazen it out somehow about the fight, but I wasn’t thinking logically. The one aim in my badgered brain was to make it to the road and aim for the last house in the village. I could see the stile in the near distance—somehow I had to clamber over that.

It was a path I had sometimes taken before, about a mile or so long from the edge of the boundary school field and a shortcut to the village; not that there was anything to attract me there, just an opportunity to separate myself from the tedium of school life and the odd bus into the town of Harlsborough.

It was a warm day in the middle of June and I had chosen the heat of the afternoon the worst possible time to make this flight.

I somehow climbed over the stile and almost collapsed on the other side. My legs trembled and gave way, and I sat down on the grass for a couple of minutes to catch my breath. The pain was increasing and the blood flow expanding down the left side of my hip and leg; stupidly I attempted to stem the flow with the tail of my shirt!

I grimaced as the blood now stained my hands and more of my clothes in this futile attempt. Slowly, with some pain, I made it across the lane. The road was often quiet, and at this time, in the afternoon, there was little traffic. Now, I could see the driveway of the doctor’s house—Dr Morrison, I had been told. He sometimes attended the boys at school when he was needed, though his surgery was in the village centre.

I doubted he would be in, but I had to go somewhere whether I liked it or not. I knew I couldn’t go on any further, not even the half mile or so, to the surgery, and certainly, I couldn’t go back. Physically and mentally, that option was closed to me, and to be honest, I had closed that door myself.

Halfway up the drive, I stumbled again and fell on my wounded side, hitting the hard surface of the tarmac. It hurt like hell, like a volt coursing through my body, but the front door was just ten or fifteen yards away. Again, I picked myself up but just managed a couple of steps forward and collapsed again and stayed there—for how long, I don’t know, probably half an hour or maybe more. But I was conscious only of the drumming of blood in my ears, the warmth of the sun upon my head, some noises surrounding me, and vaguely, I recalled being lifted into a dark room.

The bedroom I awoke to later must have been at the doctor’s house. It wasn’t the school sanatorium or a hospital, and my wound was well-dressed. I could feel its padding close to my ribs; there was some pain, but no more blood; all that had been dealt with. Dark-shaped figures and strange voices had come and gone, first faint and then raised—querying voices as I drifted in and out of consciousness; maybe there was some discussion going on or an attempt to talk to me, but I wasn’t part of it. I was only aware of a whirling kaleidoscope of blood, knives and faces floating before my eyes in the confusion of my brain.

It must have been a day or so later that full consciousness and the reality of it all returned to me; the fight, Bridges’ flick-knife, his threats and taunts in the school fields and the scene at recess, when I had walked swiftly away to the far end of the playing field close to the boundary fence to get away from him.

He had followed me and then, in a quiet corner, where the fence had been pulled apart, had produced this knife. I had just glimpsed a flash of metal as suddenly, without warning, he had jabbed it into me as I had turned to face him. I had then lost my temper, and we had struggled with it. He had been determined to use it again, and we had fallen to the ground, grappling for possession of the knife—and somehow, both of us had been injured as I had finally prised it from his hand and attempted to throw it aside. It had been then that I was conscious of a sharp pain at the bottom of my ribs.

He had yelled, and I had panicked and had thrown down the bloodied weapon, unclear whether I had done him some damage or if he had fallen back onto it somehow. Then, as it had been quiet on the field and no one else had been around, I had attempted to run away from the scene, an automatic reaction from me, I suppose. Whether he had been badly wounded or not, I didn’t stop to find out!

When rationality returned to me a day or so later, I told myself that running away from a battle scene was not the most sensible activity after a fight. Perhaps, I had read too much into English history when it was only the losers of battles who ran off! But too late now.

I was tended well by Dr Morrison and his wife, Janet. She was a calm, pleasant sort of person in late middle age, who appeared to take most things in her stride, even the unlikely event of an injured student draping himself across the drive and needing attention. I had no idea of the day or the time when I awoke to reality, feeling dazed and sore.

It was a pleasant room as I gazed about me, though the quietness of it was not what I was used to and felt strange after the hustle and noise of a dormitory, but I didn’t mind that. In some ways, it was pleasant to actually find myself alone and not constantly surrounded by male figures always on the move, always talking.

I made an effort to stretch my legs out of the bedclothes until I was sitting on the bed, attempting to make sense of it all, when there was a tap on the door. A lady entered and appeared by my side, placing a pile of clothes at the end of the bed.

“I hope you’re feeling more like yourself,” she began cheerfully. “I thought you were about to sleep for a week. You’ve had a rough couple of days, but your wound looks set to be healing quite well. At least, we hope so.”

“Are you Mrs Morrison?” I asked.

“Yes. I came up here to see if you were at last awake and ask if you’re ready to test your legs. You’ve lain there for quite a while, and I’ve been given orders to see that you attempt to get up and move about a little.”

“I was thinking of trying them out,” I replied. “I couldn’t figure out where I was for a few minutes.”

She poured out a glass of water from a flagon set on a side locker and handed it to me.

“You also need to drink a lot—doctor’s orders.”

I drank down a couple of glasses of water and then took a few steps from the bed towards the window. Outside, it was another sunny day, and if I looked towards the right, a short distance away, I could see the stile I had crawled over and wondered vaguely if I had left any blood around it. I still could not believe I’d had that fight.

“It’ll hurt for a while,” she told me. “There were two flesh wounds, one of them quite tricky to deal with, but fortunately, Jim decided you would not need hospital attention.”

“Jim?”

“My husband and your doctor.” She smiled. “He’ll be in later, and then, I think he’ll discuss it all with you this evening.”

I moved about the bedroom gingerly at first and then with a little more confidence. Mrs Morrison, or Janet as she had told me to call her, opened the door and helped me make it to the bathroom down the corridor, waiting outside whilst I attempted to wash my face.

“I think you are still very shaky,” she told me. “So, I’ll be here if you need any help—just take your time.”

She was right. I was shaky and fairly weak. I was also feeling apprehensive for running away from the scene. Now, it all came back to haunt me. I hoped I hadn’t killed him. He had yelled hard enough. But if I had, she surely would have told me, and the police would be here—alarming thought! But if I were honest, these thoughts were basically selfish. I could not, in my heart, conjure up any real regret for what had happened.

It was difficult to ignore my reflection in the bathroom mirror as I stood by the wash basin. The image stared back at me like a stranger’s—a pale wan face, with brown eyes taut and defensive. Black, unruly hair fell over my ears and forehead, and to my disgust, my hands trembled as I attempted to run the water and wash myself. I was clad in my own pyjamas, so I supposed all my clothes from the school had been moved to here, which seemed ominous to me, but I was relieved I was away from the school and not in the sanatorium.

I supposed that making my own way here had made some difference. I wondered if I would return or even whether they would want to have me back after this; if I was honest with myself, I had no real desire to return there again.

Questions, of course, had to follow. There was no alternative, and I knew it. Dr Morrison, that evening, sat me down in an armchair in the living room after we had eaten at the dining room table. I had little appetite for food, but they insisted I should eat something, but we were all fairly silent over the meal, and though Janet was talking generalities, a tense silence had fallen after we had finished the meal.

Dr Morrison, very patiently, began his talk as I sat there, still clad in my pyjamas and dressing gown.

“Your wound isn’t serious,” he began. “And you can be thankful for that—another inch or two in either direction, and it certainly would be; but you’ve lost some blood, and running in the sun and cross country didn’t help. I’m surprised you made it to our house.”

“It was a stupid thing to do, I suppose. I’m sorry.”

“It’s a little late for that now,” he continued with a wry smile. “You obviously didn’t stop to think what you were doing, running away as you did. I suppose it did not occur to you that this boy, Bridges, may have been seriously injured and in need of immediate attention?”

I raised my chin and looked him in the eyes, deciding to be honest; making platitudes about the rights and wrongs of it all was not the way I was made. I couldn’t think like that.

“No. It was a spontaneous reaction to run away from the scene,” I told him, my defence mechanisms rising again as they did often.

It had become an integral part of my nature over the years. I did not mention my thoughts on the matter at this time. Just as well I didn’t. If I was honest, I had hoped at the time that I had killed such an obnoxious person, who, not only had plagued me and a number of other boys over the past couple of years but in my opinion, should have been rejected years ago had his family not appeared so influential to the school. They had money and some status in the county and flaunted it about with some arrogance.

Of course, I did not voice these feelings, but I could see that the doctor was not unaware of my hostile feelings, judging by the expression on his face as he returned my gaze. But he said nothing. I was also silent and allowed him to continue.

“However, you evidently chose the right house to run to, though quite how long you lay there, I don’t know. I was out until late afternoon, ironically having been summoned to tend to your opponent, and Janet was also out. We both arrived back at almost the same time and managed to get you into the house and clean you up. It took some time as you became quite restive…”

“Will I have to go back?” I asked.

He hesitated.

“No,” he said slowly. “No, that is not an option for you. I could not have you both in the same school sanatorium, or no doubt, you might end up strangling each other! I’ve spoken to your principal, Dr Edwards, about all this, of course, whilst you were lying in bed. He drove over after my phone call, relieved you had been found and arrived here and that a search party had not been set in progress. He was obviously not impressed by this latest incident and very concerned that such weapons were in the possession of any of his students. He claimed that it doesn’t help the reputation of the school, this fighting. Of course, he’s right. It doesn’t help you either—knives, as all weapons, are banned.”

“It wasn’t my knife, and I didn’t start it,” I replied, anxious to justify myself, and then asked, “Was Bridges badly hurt?”

“No, fortunately, for him and you, but he had plenty to say about it. He’s recovering now in the sanatorium. I have dealt with the flesh wound at the top of his shoulder. But that was a dangerous thing to do, fooling about with a lethal weapon. Both of you are old enough to know better.”

“He was always threatening me and not just me, others as well.”

I had to defend myself in some way.

“I expect he told you that I was the one that began all that. He tells lies, and now, he’ll twist it round and say that I was the troublemaker. He’s entirely predictable.”

“And you are not, I suppose? Well, I had been warned.”

“Of what?” I asked.

“That you are not the easiest of students to deal with…difficult was the word.”

“I would not call myself difficult,” I replied with some heat. “If anyone is difficult, it’s Bridges. He likes to think himself above anyone else and that he can do as he likes.”

The doctor shifted in his chair and reached for some papers down on the carpet. This, I supposed, was not what he wanted—an argument with schoolboys about who caused the fight! The doctor, a tall and well-built man, was close to retirement age and no doubt, didn’t want any more responsibility than what he already had. He lifted his eyes from a folder in his hands to meet my own.

“I’m not the judge of who’s responsible. That’s for the school to decide, not me,” he told me with some severity. “But as I’m your doctor and you are, at present, in my care, your personal details have been passed on to me. I’ve been given a synopsis of your files from your principal to talk over with you. I don’t believe I’ve had reason to see you in the past few years.”

He paused and looked up at me.

“You have a strange history, Nicholas.”

I said nothing and averted my head—it was all there in the records, anyway. I didn’t particularly want to be reminded of my past. It was always a millstone around my neck. Silently, I allowed my thoughts to drift away whilst he repeated the words from the document in front of him.

“Nicholas Kovacs,” he began. “Born in Budapest, Hungary, 30 November 1949. Parents deceased, victim of the 1956 revolt against communist domination, classed as a refugee and taken into care, various places…Austria for a couple of years…brought over to England, with a number of other refugees, with the aid of the Red Cross and other international support agencies two years later, fostered out—the host family supported you for some years and your initial education but now, not always available…or so I’m told. Won a scholarship at the age of twelve, on the strength of your knowledge and competence with modern European languages. Host family and other educational authorities, at the time, suggested Brooklands school here in this county, which actively supports the teaching of modern languages…boarder at this school since that time…”

He took a deep breath and shuffled the papers about and then looked up at me quizzically.

“The couple who originally agreed to domicile you are now out of the country in the USA, at least for some months, I’ve been told.”

I nodded.

“You apparently have done quite well at school in certain subjects; preliminary exams taken this summer, particularly in modern languages, sounds promising for the future.”

I had half-listened to this recital of my credentials without enthusiasm. I always felt that my background history weighed heavily against my character with various authorities as if I were personally responsible for the fateful events of the past that channelled my life in this direction. Perhaps, this was a misjudgement of the people and agencies who, throughout my formative years, had helped me, and I was quite biased in my views. But I was not yet of an age where I could form an alternative opinion. Maybe in the future, I would feel differently.

The doctor looked up at me as if inviting my comments. But I said nothing. There was nothing I could say. I stared straight ahead.

“So, at the moment, it appears you don’t have a permanent home. What do you do in the summer vacation?”

“Well,” I answered at last. “The family, who agreed to offer me a base the last few years, don’t exactly want me around now. As you have said, they are out of the country for some time. I read between the lines in their last letter to me over Easter. I think they feel I should be out, earning my own living now or sorting out my own future. It’s understandable. The past two years, I spent the summer holidays with a friend and his family in Germany. They had relatives there, and I was invited to stay with them, so I’ve not seen the host family for some time. The past year or so, we haven’t really got on.”

He looked up at me and frowned.

“You realise that this knife incident may well now affect your future? What career, if any, were you aiming for after leaving school?”

I shrugged, and then added, “I was hoping to carry on studying, perhaps after next year, qualify for university, study the modern languages I’m familiar with and maybe European history, who knows…that’s what I was thinking of. It seems I’ve messed up now.”

We looked at each other thoughtfully, and eventually, he spoke.

“Well, for the moment, you will have to expect more questions and discussions about all this, I’m afraid. With your history and this unfortunate incident at school, there may not be an easy answer to your future or further education just yet. In the meantime, you may as well stay here temporarily, with us, unless you can suggest another alternative?”

I shook my head.

“No. I would be happy to stay here if you’ll have me.”

*

My wound healed quite nicely, thanks to the doctor’s expertise and Janet’s kindly care, and I was offered that temporary but conditional home with them for at least the next few weeks now that both Bridges and myself had unequivocally been expelled from the school.

But Ben Bridges came from a prestigious home and, no doubt, cosseting parents, who would have listened to his account of the fight, with me as the culprit rather than himself. He could be assured by his family, as he made his way home, that an acceptable alternative school or college would be found for him, and he would happily move on in life without a stain on his character!

For me, I did not have that luxury.

However, our school principal would not budge from his decision to expel us. I did not expect him to; rules were rules, and no exception could be made on my behalf nor was it likely to, even though after some questioning, Bridges had grudgingly admitted that the knife had been his. It was doubtful that he had also admitted to using it first! Dr Edwards had been extremely censorious of us both as no such incident had ever, according to him, occurred before in the thirty years or so of his career and certainly not in the school itself! I did not meet him again until much later, in a different set of circumstances. Neither did I want to at the time nor could I have any real regrets about returning to the institution that had taken over almost six years of my life.

Thus, I attempted to settle in with the couple who had generously offered me a base and free bed and board. I proposed that I would look for a summer seasonal job to help pay for my keep as I had no income whatsoever. Temporary work was not difficult to obtain at that time of year, and the nearby market town of Harlsborough would, no doubt, offer something if I searched for it and proved willing to work. The Morrisons were quite happy to accept all this, stating that it would buy a little time to think about where I should go on from there, after the summer vacation.

Unfortunately, the fate decreed otherwise.

It was probably my obviously foreign name or, perhaps, my lack of a permanent address, combined with the fact that the educational authorities wished to erase the incident from their books that led them to pass my name and history on to the local social services.

Unfortunately, this exchange had prompted the decision of some junior administrator in that department to act impromptu and without the advice of a senior official who knew more about this kind of situation, though admittedly mine was a slightly unusual case. Most likely, a box had been ticked on a particular paper, confirmed by some junior official and then considered irrevocable, or so the doctor believed later.

Dr Morrison was not a great advocate of officialdom as I soon learnt by his grumbles and preferred to act more independently.

“Too many boxes are ticked, and someone’s future is decided without the person concerned being consulted or interviewed at all,” he complained. “I’ve seen it all before, and nothing is done to rectify the mistakes that never should have happened in the first place.”

At any rate, a formal letter had arrived in late June in the usual brown envelope, stating categorically that I was to be admitted into a small but temporary so-called ‘psychiatric assessment’ establishment situated on the borders of the county. It was called Woodsedge.

The doctor, not to mention myself, was angry about this decision taken without any consultation or interview of either of us whatsoever. So, the following day, we paid a visit to the appropriate department at Harlsborough to strongly object at this quite irrelevant and unnecessary verdict in our opinion, but all to no avail.

A temporary summer assistant at the office claimed to know nothing about it, even with the letter in our hand, but stated that the department was under a change in administration that year and that those in senior positions would not be available to consult until the autumn. Thus, on the same day as we complained, the same assistant informed us that a vehicle had already been ordered to collect me, and I was to travel down to Woodsedge on 1 July.

The doctor, after hearing of this, left the assistant in no doubt of what he thought of the administration in that particular office, and his roar of disapproval, I imagined, could be heard throughout the whole of the building, but according to the official, nothing could be changed.

“If I had said all that, I would be told I was a troublemaker and probably, the police would be called,” I remarked, as we headed towards the car park, somewhat disgruntled after a wasted afternoon.

“Thanks for interceding for me,” I told him. “I don’t recall anyone ever doing that before.”

“Some things have to be said. I’m your doctor, and I should have been consulted on the matter, not to mention yourself. This is highly unethical conduct. I will make another visit over the summer and attempt to see someone in a higher position, but at the moment, it appears nothing else can be done.”

It looked as if my immediate future was already decided. I asked the doctor what he knew about Woodsedge. It was a name I had not heard of before.

“Very little, I’m afraid. It’s not in my domain, and I’ve had little cause to travel down that way. Only on one occasion, some years ago, I drove in that direction; for what, I can’t recall.”

The house and grounds were surrounded by military-controlled, electrified wiring on its surrounding walls and the usual threatening prosecution placards posted at varying intervals to would-be intruders.

“Very uninviting and intended to be. It may well be still the same.”

“But why should it still be under so much security?” I asked. “Are the patients inside dangerous? Or do the military use it?”

“I really don’t know. There are a fair number of these sites still in this condition, even after twenty years since the war. The general public have no idea why these former military surroundings are still around and probably are not intended to know. Possibly, the reasoning is to keep the military forces trained and employed in these days of peace.”

I wondered why a so-called psychiatric assessment unit should be contained in grounds with all those barriers surrounding it. Was this like a prison, so no one could escape? Well, I was yet to find out.

But little could be done for the time being to postpone the official decision, and I braced myself for what sounded like an unwelcome change of location.

On the day itself, I stood outside on the drive, waiting for the car to arrive to take me there. It all seemed very strange to me, but it looked like I had to go through with it; for how long, I could not know.

“I’m not happy about any of this,” the doctor said, standing alongside of me with Janet. “But my advice to you is to keep a low profile. I will attempt to keep my ear to the ground and as soon as possible, hopefully clear it up with some senior official if I can. So do not despair.”

With these portentous remarks, I said my farewells as the car drew near.

*

The journey itself was fairly short, about twenty miles away from Stoneham, and I was the only passenger. The driver spoke very little, and I also did not feel up to much conversation. He drove in a roundabout way down the country lanes, passing a remote farm or two and with very little signs of other habitation, and before long, the car reached a narrow lane leading up to large wrought iron gates.

These were operated from an intercom device. The driver spoke into a receiver with a member of staff operating the device from the inside of the building. Once the gates opened and the permission to enter was given, we were coursing down a wide sweeping gravel driveway of my hopefully temporary home. I surveyed the site with trepidation and a wildly beating heart. Another institution, which I instinctively disliked!

Woodsedge, or so it was called, stood on the site of a former 14th century manor house. The present house was built in the mid-18th century and possessed an apparently eventful history. Once owned by a wealthy family, who had prospered from the thriving Atlantic slave trade, it then fell into a decline after the family had found themselves in irrevocable debt, after the act declaring the end of slavery in the 1830s, and were obliged to sell the property, much against their will.

Later, it had become adapted as a small private school and then a nursing home, and in the 20th century, it was rumoured to have been occupied by the military during World War II. Some ten years later, in the early 1950s, it was finally rejuvenated from a state of near disrepair, partly rebuilt and then established as a small psychiatric institution or a so-called ‘assessment centre’.

All this, I learnt later.

In its early days, it may once have appeared welcoming, cultivated and attractive, standing as it did, with its lawns neatly trimmed on either side of the gravel drive. It was surrounded by acres of thick shrubbery, mainly at the back and close to the surrounding walls, interwoven with mature trees of oak and chestnut. But all its former character and garden planning had long deserted the stone Georgian facade. To me, when I first viewed the house from the car, it resembled an obvious institution—lonely, cold and hostile, with a huge black, wooden door fronting the entrance, leaving an impression of an impenetrable fortress. But then, that probably reflected my dour mood at the time of my arrival.

The driver, who hardly spoke to me even when we approached the door, tugged at the bellpull, an antiquated but functioning device, still in use, it appeared. After some time, the door was opened. I took a quick look at the grounds before this view was deemed to close behind me forever! At least, that’s how I felt at the time.

“Another one for you, Bill,” the driver remarked cheerfully, handing the figure in the doorway a folder full of what I assumed was my medical and social history and heaven knows what else!

The medic or so, he was, I supposed, waved me inside, and I entered, the huge door closing behind me, blocking out the summer sunlight. The shape of a figure loomed large and bulky standing before me. I was of average height and build for my age, but the medic, if that’s who he was, towered over me in the semi-darkness of the corridor like some ogre. When my eyes became used to the dimly lit interior, I took a good look at him.

He was in early middle age, with a round florid face and expressionless dark eyes. The coarseness of his appearance and the thick neck around the collar appeared to sink into his shoulders and immediately reminded me of a bull in a bullring, waiting to charge at a toreador or anyone else who was in the way; an appropriate description, I had painted, for not unexpectedly, I discovered, he answered to the name of Mr Bulling.

I was ushered into a small office on the right-hand side of the front door, but there was no one there.

“Wait here,” he commanded, as the driver departed, and the door closed again.

I noticed that the front door locked shut automatically.

“Norman!” he called, shouting down the corridor.

A few minutes later, there was the rattle of a key turning in a lock somewhere, and a figure appeared from the left side of the corridor, joining me in the office. A smaller, younger and more pleasant looking medic with fair hair and probably in his mid-20s stood before me. He was clad in the usual white jacket with the deep pockets whereby, he kept a wad of jangling keys so necessary for the continually locked and unlocked doors.

“I’ll hand this one over to you,” said the bull-like man. “Make sure he knows the ropes.”

He placed the folder down, on the office desk, without a second glance and left the office. I watched his back like a huge dark shadow, disappearing down the main corridor. He reminded me of a troll emerging from the depths of some cleft in the rocks, only to re-emerge with a huge truncheon in his hand a little later, threatening those innocents around him—well, from this portrait of him I first painted, I was not far from wrong!

Norman regarded me curiously but did not comment.

“I’m to take care of you for the time being—Nicholas, isn’t it? I’ve only just heard about you coming here. We weren’t expecting anyone today; at least, I wasn’t. Come this way.”

On the left-hand side of the corridor opposite the door, I was led down a passage with yet another locked door before me. Each time, the doors were unlocked and locked accordingly, and I assumed it became an automatic reaction on behalf of the medics. The windows to the side of the passage showed me little of the way I’d come—they were barred from the outside with at least four-foot-high black iron railings, the glass in all the windows being thick and frosted and probably unbreakable, so I could not make out the grounds or the drive I had travelled down.

I followed him into what was a large room—the geriatric wing, I was told. The room or ward consisted of eight beds on either side of the wall, six of them cot beds with sides that could be adjusted up or down as required. Each bed had a locker by its side. And inside the cots lay, huddled up under the blankets, white clad old men, most of whom appeared to be asleep.

On the far side of the room, against the wall, situated with four of the beds on either side, stood a huge oak wardrobe, more than several feet wide and equally the same in height. It was large enough to contain a number of medical articles, such as a commode and two or three walking frames, sticks and other paraphernalia, and this, he said, was what it was there for. In the centre of the ward stood a long and thick deal wood table with two or three drawers on each side. The table was where the more mobile geriatrics would eat their meals and also where the carers would eat with them, myself too, he explained. The other occupants—old men who sat or slept in their cot beds all day—usually had to be fed, and this was another chore I was expected to comply with, although I never had any experience with this kind of work.

“This is where I am most days,” Norman told me, glancing around. “There’s normally two medics working in here through the day, or should be, but our student nurse had to move on a while ago. So, I need some help now. Come through with me. There’s a small room assigned for you, where you’ll sleep.”

As I viewed the ward and attempted to assess my thoughts and sense of location, my intuition told me that it had all been arranged beforehand. Was I admitted here just to be another pair of working hands because they were short of staff? Or was it my suspicion of all things institutional that there was always an ulterior motive behind what was suggested? I supposed I would soon find out.

From the ward, a narrow upward slope led from this wing into yet another small corridor, and my so-called room was just a recess off it. It was furnished with one single made-up utility bed, a small locker and a chair. There was nowhere to put any belongings. No window or door either, and the view straight ahead of the recess looked out from the corridor to the front of a large-windowed courtyard, the only outdoor area where one might take some exercise, I surmised. There were a few steps down to it, and I wondered whether it could be an original part of the old building because of the old stone paving. This was quite different from the tacky looking jerry-built ward I had just been introduced to.

I looked around me unimpressed. The layout of what I had so far seen inside struck me as haphazard and poorly and cheaply constructed as if at one time, the idea of a psychiatric unit had been a late proposal thought up by some government official in a London office, though I had been told that the current structure was at least ten years old. Although I had not spoken throughout this time, my sour expression must have conveyed itself to my new companion.

“Think yourself lucky you’re not in the dormitory or up the stairs, with the other guys,” he told me. “At least, you may get some sleep here.”

I doubted it, and the idea that I might have ‘some sleep’ sounded portentous.

“Lucky,” I repeated. “You tell me that!”

I threw the small bag I’d brought
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