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Synopsis

 A diverse cast
of lesbian, bi, and trans women, on both sides of the bars and
through the centuries, find life-changing moments of love, hope,
fear, excitement, passion, desperation, and inspiration. Prison.
The very word sends shivers of fear through the soul. A place of
gloom and shadows, where freedom is taken, humanity is lost. A
place of cruelty and pain, of claustrophobia, soul-searching, and
waiting. A place where guilt and innocence fade away, identity is
transformed, and the voice that cries in the darkness is no longer
heard. One aspect of human existence that has endured through the
centuries: incarceration, implied guilt, punishment. But when all
is lost, so much can be gained. It is in prison that the colours of
freedom become sharper and brighter, more alluring because they are
distant. It is here that impossible relationships become
reasonable, that hopes are kindled by a word or a glance. It is
where senses are heightened, as alert to danger as to love, to fear
as to passion. It is where everything is at once ordered and
disordered—and queer is only relative.
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Dark and Light

Spain. 1485.

They have put me in the dark, alone, to see if the
fear will make me confess. The stone is cold, hard and filthy
beneath my bare feet. The walls are not so very far away, built of
stone just as cold as the floor. When they threw me in here, I
stumbled against one of them. There is dried blood on my face
still, though when I touched the place and held my fingers before
my eyes, I could not even make out the dark stain.

I remember the slam of the door, the retreating of
the light. From a glaring lantern, to a faint glimmer seen through
the ventilation hole above the door. To nothing. The air seems
heavy with the darkness in this cell. I suppose that is the point.
To suffocate the truth out of me. But what is the truth? Is it my
truth, or what they want it to be, what they want to convict me
of?

My clothes are rags; they tore them when they
manhandled me into this cell. I suppose that is part of the
humiliation as well. But what does it matter? I could be naked.
There is no one to see, and I feel clothed in the thick, constant
night.

Time has stopped. I am sure, outside of this place,
it has not. But for me, time no longer moves on. No daylight comes
to break the darkness; there is no dawn here. Nor is there sunset,
that slow slipping into dusk, twilight and then night. All those
shades and hues are lost to me. There is now no time. No timepieces
tick here. If they could, I would not be able to see them anyway. I
hear no bells chime. I cannot even see my own face to see the signs
of fatigue and starvation. I feel I am getting thinner, but with no
one to remark, it might be an illusion. The only sense I have of
time passing at all is that I get hungrier and thirstier. But
sometimes even those needs are gone and I am simply numb to
everything.

My brain is closing down, I fear. The dark seems to
reach in through my eyes and wrap around my mind, heavy and cloying
and inescapable. It is like always being asleep to be in this cell,
only without the benefit of vivid dreams. Even my dreams are dulled
here. When I sleep. Rest does not come easily when there is nothing
to sleep on but the floor, and the cold creeps through my limbs as
I lie. The silence is oppressive; the dark closes in impossibly. I
don’t like to close my eyes, since when I open them, I am
disorientated to find nothing different.

I never knew such perfect darkness was possible. How
well created was this place of punishment and torture! So deep and
thick walled, there is no sound, with no way for the daylight to
creep in at all.

Of course, there is nothing to show me the horror of
what I have come to. In fact, I am almost grateful to the dark, and
the thick, unforgiving stone. They keep me from thinking of what is
outside. It is like taking a heady drug, one that sedates and makes
reasoning hard. Indeed, they have put me in here to sharpen my
focus, to make me prepared to confess. And yet, this place has
quite the opposite effect. Everything is dulled and blunted to the
point that even fear is gone. Complete darkness holds no fear: in a
dark chamber it is the play of the shadows, what lurks just out of
the light, that brings terror. In complete darkness, there is
nothing. In complete silence there is no way to hide. In some ways,
this is the most honest, least frightening place I’ve ever been. I
am cushioned by the dark, even if that cushion could stop my
breath.

Of course, the dark is also a blank canvas. That is
what they hope. Deprived of all stimulus, my mind will begin to
work too hard. To grow anxious. To make me feel like I really can’t
breathe. Force me to confront my own mortality and all of the
dreadful ways in which that mortality can be proved to me, with
agony and blood. They do not realize I have already fought that
particular battle, and won. I am immortal. I have touched too many
lives, loved too much, written too many words to be merely mortal.
I will not end, even if God’s grace does not fall on me.

I am not allowed the sacraments in here, of course.
Not that I would take them. I am not a follower of their church.
And that is why I am here. My faith is not pure enough. What I
ponder, in my oblivion, is why I, of all people, am locked away in
the darkness. The Inquisition conduct their prisons humanely and
their tortures without mercy. They believe in physical pain, not
isolation and starvation. But I have not been taken for torture. I
have not been given opportunity to confess. They do not want to
hear my voice. I have been too vocal already.

You see, they are rather in love with their rules.
If they tortured me by some painful horror, such as tying my wrists
behind my back and suspending my whole body from the ropes, and the
pain led me to break and confess, they would have to allow me to
accept my penance and be free. Maybe they think I will not confess,
and the torture will kill me. Then they will lose their example.
But if they keep me here, to the point where I am terrified and
weak, and then they take me out to execute me, my dying words are
bound to be a confession of my sin, so I can avoid being returned
to a hell even worse than this cell. They will save my confession
to the last minute when there is no hope for me. This is not their
ordinary method of work. But there is no point in my awaiting a
trial. They will claim they held one, and I was condemned.

I have no illusions, even here in my obscurity. I am
to die. To die for their religion. I am not frightened because I am
not really here anymore. All of these reflections are quiet
whispers in my head, echoing inside my skull. The dark has cured my
pain and my fear. Because there is no time here, I do not even feel
the terror of waiting. I simply exist, in a cocoon of
nothingness.

*

Lying on the stone, feeling the cold against my
back, there is a whirlwind of darkness above me. I am not sure when
my mind finally lost balance and, with nothing to tell me if I was
upright or upside down, created the impression that even the
blackness is swirling around me. Dizzy and weak, all I can do is
lie here, like a drunk. I reach up with my hands to feel my face.
The bones of my cheeks are where they have always been. My lips,
though cracked, feel much the same. When I blink, I can feel my
eyelashes against my fingers. I put my hands over my eyes and then
take them away, as if to confirm the darkness. My hair is matted
now, but I still like the sensation of rubbing my fingertips on my
scalp. It is odd to think that this body will die. All the
sensations I enjoy, all the physical features that, for me, have
always been where they are now, will be gone to dust.

Ashes to ashes.

What am I? Does the expression of my faith really
matter? When I am here alone in the dark? When I am already nobody,
and if God is there, he is the only one who sees me? What do
rituals matter? What do the words I have written signify? Do I have
a name any longer? Am I a woman, or a man, or just a human being?
Am I just a prisoner or a heretic? Or is everything just as it
always was? Am I what I have been and was meant to be, since the
day I was born into this world? When you put one of the seething
throng of humanity into total darkness and solitude, are we not
all, ultimately, the same? When we are separate, we cannot compare
our differences. And they melt away.

I run my finger over my scalp again. Then reach down
to touch my abdomen. My breasts. The filthy stone of the floor.
Eventually, there is something like sleep.

*

They take me out. I have no sense of how many days
it has been, but the gasps of the people who see me tell me the
effect the time in that cell has had on my appearance. I expect I
am filthy and wasted, matted and bloody. As they take me into the
light, the irony is I cannot see. I have become a spirit of that
dark place, and my eyes will not accept daylight. So I keep them
closed and long for the solitude again. To have lost all sense of
myself, all fear of pain, all concern for the world outside. It had
become a kind of repose.

But now there is commotion. I am half led, half
dragged. I know where. I manage to lift my eyelids just enough to
discern our close-by destination. There is a pile of kindling, and
larger pieces of wood. And in the centre of them, a vertical pole.
A pyre and a stake. I am to die. I am to burn. In the end, heat and
light will kill me. I want the dark and the cold but they have
taken them from me, and now I will die in the light, for the men
who think I deserve to spend eternity without it. I would smile at
that if I could.

There are voices all around, but my senses are still
full of dark and I don’t really understand them. An urging tone,
telling me to confess. But I will not. I will not die a penitent
because it’s not for God they ask, but for themselves. They want to
control these crowds of people. I will not be a tool in that.
Everything I ever wrote or preached was of freedom and liberty, of
faith that would set you free, not imprison you. I will die as I
lived. An odd woman, perhaps, but a free person. Besides, my mouth
is so dry I am not sure I could speak even if wished to confess. I
suppose they would offer me communion wine. And then garrotte me so
I do not suffer. The trial I never saw has apparently decided I am
guilty and a heretic. Death is close, however it comes.

I take the few small steps to the top of the wooden
pyre. There are ropes about my waist and one at my throat. I feel
them, tight. I do not struggle. I can’t. The dark is still heavy
around me, lingering. Maybe it will cool the flames.

I smell the acrid smoke. I hear the kindling at my
feet crackle and feel the first caress of flame. It is nothing, at
first. I am still not afraid. The smoke is having a similar effect
to the dark of the cell, creeping into my brain and numbing
everything. I am not quite inside myself, but not so far away that
I do not feel at all.

Then the fire reaches my calves, engulfs my feet.
The pain is white and hot and sharp and I open my eyes wide. The
light which floods them stuns me and I hear a scream. I realize
then the sound is of my own making. And I stop. I draw on the dark
again. I breathe deep and ignore the smell of burning flesh and
wood and cloth. The smoke makes me giddy. I am fading again,
becoming everything I am and ever was and nothing, all at the same
time. And, with all of me, I think of my one regret. I think of
her, and I love her, and I think that perhaps I would have done
anything for one last kiss. The only sensation I crave, and I
cannot have it because I am dying in the glaring heat.

*

I open my eyes. To the dark. My face is wet, with a
tear. But it is cold and I am nothing again, just a body and a soul
in oblivion. I am not dead, or burning. But I am crying because I
want her like I’ve wanted nothing else. And suddenly perhaps not
even faith or public shame really matter. If I could have one more
kiss from those lips. If I could see her again. I’d thought I’d
forgotten her. Thought other causes more important. Thought I was
more important, with my pride and infamy.

But perhaps I exaggerated my own significance.
People survived the Inquisition all the time, because they were
humble, they confessed and were forgiven, perhaps did a small
penance and then went back to their loved ones. I was not so
important I did not stand a chance.

So now I do mark the passing of time, in any way I
can. The guards will come before I waste away entirely. And when
they do, perhaps I will surprise them. Because in whatever
falsehoods they force me into, in her I know I have found my truth,
and I will do what it takes to make that truth real in the world of
light.

 


 


The Spanish Inquisition was established in 1478 to
ensure the religious orthodoxy of the realm. Many citizens
denounced their neighbours, who were then arrested and thrown in
cells. Use of torture was no more prevalent than in most European
systems of law at the time, but their emphasis was on extracting a
confession. Those who did not confess could be burned at the
stake.


Long Live the Queen

Tower of London. May
1536.

The Queen came on my first night as maidservant
here, to await her coronation in the fine apartments, especially
fitted out for her. We knew the King loved her greatly; why else
would so much money have been spent on her? Why else would he have
risked all on this woman?

As a kitchen maid, I should never have seen her. But
one by one, we all sneaked up the back stairs, to peer through into
the Hall where the new Queen dined, to see her. I held my breath,
terrified that I would be spotted, as I got my first glimpse of a
queen. I did not see what I expected. The lady who sat in the seat
of honour at the table was not at all beautiful. In the light from
the candles, I saw that her skin was brown, and her hair was dark.
She did not look at all English, but rather I half suspected her to
be Italian or Spanish. Her face was long and her nose aquiline, not
pretty at all. On top of this, there was something rather masculine
about her bearing. Though she was not strongly built, the way she
held herself created this impression. I confess, I was rather
disappointed. True, her black velvet gown sparkled with gems and
pearls, her hood was lined with fur and trimmed with gold. She
dressed like a queen. But she was not the queen of my hopes and
imagination.

It was odd though. That short, furtive glimpse of
her seemed to have me enchanted. As I lay in my narrow bed that
night, dreams of the Queen came to me. In them I saw her devoid of
the trappings of royalty. Instead she wore only the white linens of
her bedchamber, her dark hair loose and curling freely. She had
laughter in her eyes to soften the strength I saw there, but she
was altogether more vulnerable, younger looking than she had
appeared when at dinner. In my dream she perched delicately on the
end of my bed, eyes fixed on my face. I saw something imploring
there, as if she was keen for me to like her, to approve of her.
She reached out a long-fingered, delicate hand. I reached my dream
hand towards her, and as my fingers touched those of my
Queen-undressed, I felt a tingling sensation spread warmly all
through my hand and up my arm.

Startled suddenly by a sound, I awoke to the
darkness. For a moment, I thought she was still there with me,
watching in the darkness. Then I knew I was alone, sweating in my
nightdress.

This dream encounter had, however, made me more
alert to the fortunes of the new Queen. I followed any report from
court regarding her well-being. I heard tales of her hunting
expeditions with the King, imagined their happy marriage, and could
not help but smile. Such a romantic story, one a poor girl like me
could only dream of. And still, in the night sometimes, the Queen
filled my dreams. Sometimes she lay quietly beside me, other times
she touched me, and I woke up sticky and confused. Always I found
myself gazing into her dark eyes, fixated almost, as she seemed to
implore me to understand her, to like her. Quietly, without another
glimpse of her, I began to worship her in my imagination and my
daydreams.

The news that the Queen was with child excited us
all. Surely now England would have her legitimate heir, and the
cause of the King’s heartache would be over. We could all breathe
easily again. It was in the stars, or so they said: the baby would
be male. A future king. But when September came, the baby was a
girl. Princess Elizabeth. I felt proud of my Queen for producing a
little princess. But I also felt a throb of foreboding and wondered
what she herself was feeling. There must be a boy, for the King to
be satisfied.

I saw her once again, a year later, in procession on
the Thames. A rare day away from my labours had been granted, so I
could attend the parade. The pageant was grand indeed, the Queen
dressed in white and gold. I only saw her from a distance, but her
dark hair was loose and free in the river breeze, and it was not
hard to see her beauty, as imprinted as it was on my mind’s
eye.

Not long after this, darker rumours came our way. Of
course, in the Tower, we knew of the religious battles that were
being fought. We witnessed the arrivals—and unfortunate ends—of Sir
Thomas More and Bishop Fisher. Whispers blamed Queen Anna, but I
would not hear it. I supported her in her Protestant beliefs; what
little I heard and understood of the Reformation seemed to make
good sense to me. I had learned not to dwell on what happened
within the walls of the Tower. This was the way of the world, and
imprisonment, torture and execution were as old as time itself. I
was not to question it, or to be frightened of it, as long as I
remembered my duty to the King.

I wondered if they told the Queen the same.

Again we heard the stories of the Queen with child,
but this time a loss before the baby could even be born. And this
dreadful tale repeated the year after, except this time it had been
a boy, they said. The Queen had failed to carry the King’s heir. I
argued with some of the other maids on that one, said it was hardly
her fault and she must be very sad to have lost the baby. But they
said God was judging her for following the new religion and for
ousting Queen Katherine, who was of the true faith. After that I
didn’t really speak to those other maids. I knew where my loyalty
was.

Still she came to me at night. And in my sleep-hewn
visions she looked older now, tired. There were lines in her skin
and her eyes no longer danced. She looked frightened, and I longed
to wrap my arms around her and comfort her in some way. I longed to
share such closeness. She was not the Queen in my dreams, she was
the Queen-undressed, without a crown. Just a woman. I wanted to be
that close to a woman. I watched the other woman servants with
curiosity then, ran my eyes over the other fine ladies who visited
the Tower. Some of them were very pretty, certainly more attractive
to me than any man had ever seemed. But only the Queen held me in
her thrall, and only the Queen came to me in my dreams.

Then the stories came of adultery, of arguments with
the King. That he preferred the charms of one of her maids of
honour, the Seymour woman. I’d seen her once or twice, and I could
not believe anyone would choose such a dull, though admittedly
pretty, woman over the striking, intelligent Queen. It was said
Jane Seymour was more feminine, liked to embroider rather than
hunt. The King was quite taken with her, supposedly, and was
beginning to ignore the Queen. Inwardly, I cursed Henry. By night I
knelt by my bed and prayed for the Queen. A sense of terrible
foreboding came over me. When she came to me at night now, it was
simply to lie at my side. I held her close to me, feeling her
warmth, her beating heart, the slight sheen of sweat on her skin.
Her hair was soft, her grip on my hand tight. She was simply a
woman, not a queen, and I longed to protect her, to make her
mine.

After adultery, came stories of treason. Mad tales
of incest and of witchcraft. The latter gave me pause for thought.
I was certainly enchanted by the Queen; my visions of her were so
vivid. But even if she was a witch, the stories they made up about
her were not true. Every part of me raged against the injustice of
what she was accused of.

Shortly afterwards, she was with us at the Tower
again.

She arrived the day after May Day, but nothing could
be further from the joyful celebrations this month was meant to
herald. It was a mercy that they brought her through the Byward
Gate, not the Traitors’ Gate on the Thames. Perhaps because she was
still Queen. Because she was still Queen, she returned to the same
apartments she had the night before her coronation, when we’d all
been so keen to sneak a glimpse of her. Now I watched the sad
procession from the gate, across the grass, to her apartments, and
could not take my eyes from her. She looked weak, the lady at her
side holding her arm. Her dress, black and flowing, only served to
pale her complexion. I could almost believe her a witch, or a
ghost, something from another world, here to show us what tragedy
really meant.

She did not visit my dreams that night. Perhaps
because she was so close, perhaps because I felt such sadness. I
did not really sleep enough to dream.

Those following days merged into one. I found myself
going about my duties with a thick head and tears always in my
eyes, making my hands clumsy and earning myself several reprimands
from my superiors. I barely heeded their words. My thoughts were
all with the Queen. Often, as I passed, I would gaze at her window.
Once, I thought I saw her face, pale, looking out.

My dreams were full of her again, only now she clung
to me in the night. I kissed her to soothe her, smoothed her black
hair and held her hand. When I woke, I missed her presence by my
side and, even more, regretted that all my efforts had soothed only
the imaginary Queen and that the real one still suffered, so very
close by.

At the trial, she was found guilty, of course. I
watched the men in their black coats come to form the jury. Her own
uncle was amongst them. I saw their grave faces and I knew there
was no hope. I wanted to throw myself at their feet and beg for my
Queen’s life. But who would listen to a maid? Then I regretted my
poverty, my common birth. If I had been a wealthy noble, I should
have been able to visit the Queen, bring her some comfort. As it
was, all I could do was cower in my chamber and try not to think of
the rumour I’d heard, that the Queen would be burned at the stake,
as the witch and traitor she was.

That night my dream was of flames and the smell of
burning flesh. I heard her choke with the rope about her neck. When
I awoke I prayed fervently that such a fate would not await my
Queen and that God would take her from the world before such a
thing could happen.

As it was, the King showed one last act of small
mercy. He consented that his Queen should be beheaded, not burnt.
They began to build the scaffold in front of the White Tower. I
knew she would hear the hammering from her apartments.

Last night it grew too much for me. Knowing that
today was her final day on earth, I knew I must take a risk to see
the woman who had haunted me these three years. I took a bowl from
the kitchen and filled it with whatever fruits I could find. And
then I made my way to her apartments. There were guards with pikes
at the doors, but they recognized me and let me pass. What did it
really matter now anyway, when the Queen was a dead woman?

My breath was uneven as I climbed the stairs. In the
antechamber I found a cleric and several ladies. They barely looked
at me, and I hesitated a moment. Then a fair-haired lady in a rich
red dress and fine white ruff comprehended my intention and knocked
upon the inner door for me. She then opened it and ushered me
forward.

I passed through the door, and then, all of a sudden
it seemed, I was alone with my Queen. It was as though my dreams
and nightmares had become vivid at once, and it took a considerable
effort not to reach out for her and touch her, as I had been wont
to do on so many nights.

I put the fruit bowl on the table and curtseyed
deeply.

“Rise, girl. There is no need of that. I am no
longer Queen. I thank you for the fruit.”

“You will always be Queen, Your Majesty.” I stood
straight again. It was not polite to meet her eye, but I could not
help but do so. There was still a trace of that vivacious love of
life I’d seen in that first, hurried glimpse of her. But she was
tired now. Perhaps frightened.

“Hush now. Such talk will lose you your head too.”
She smiled softly at me. I thought my heart would break to see her
smile with those pinks lips at me. Tears sprang into my eyes.

“But
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