The Case of Jessie Woods

Entering the archive puts me on edge. The rows and rows of files representing myriad of lives
reside on each shelf as | walk past. I can feel the dust seep into my lungs, forcing me to cough
through their stories. There are no windows here; the archives are kept in the university’s
basement — lives hiding beneath the threat of water pipes. It’s always quiet here,
uncomfortably quiet as if time has frozen in place.

| can feel the deadline creeping up on the horizon, but | know I must push on if | want
to write that research paper. Names and faces drift through my mind as passing thoughts. |
flick through pages, waiting to discover their meaning.

That’s when I came across her: Miss Jessie Woods. She was a private patient at
Sunnyside Royal Asylum in Montrose. She was recorded entering the asylum on the 3rd of
February 1898, and was believed to be a victim of delusion, mania, and self-inflicted harm.
There was no photo in her case notes but she did have a rare treasure: letters.
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As | turn over the last page | am met with a sense of unease. What happened to Jessie? Did
she find a cure at the next asylum? Or did she face more horrors in her mind? | would never
know the true answers. These never-ending questions fall into the pit of my stomach and
sink. If the Jessie knew I was looking into her life, would she approve? Would she curse me
and my eyes, like the doctors, reading her thoughts for answers?

It was now raining outside; I could hear water trickle down the windows and perhaps even
threaten the safety of these papers. I left my desk and found myself moving closer to the
elements. | wondered how long it had been raining. | stood there, staring out the window and
into the streets beyond. How many people had walked through this way...would I ever
know? Years down the line, would I be someone’s Jessie — a patchy faded document, pored
over by prying eyes. Scanning the pages, wondering why | moved in the way that 1 did. |
wanted to know, | needed to know. Yet, | could be just as lost as Jessie.



