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The law condemns the man or woman

Who steals the goose from off the common

But leaves the greater villain loose

Who steals the common from the goose.

ANON






One

Nell Lewis was five foot six inches tall, but the bottom of the heavily barred, high window was above her head. The window had sixteen panes of glass. Cold seeped from the soles of her feet. She sat on the narrow iron bed with its thin mattress, stuffed with something spiky and uncomfortable – coir, she found out later, coconut husk fibre. She took a mental inventory: washstand with an enamel basin and jug, a chair and table and a little shelf. The prison rule book lay on the table. Feeling the need to move, she stood and pressed her palms against the whitewashed wall. She had seen a horror film in which the walls of a room closed in and crushed the occupant. She felt the sudden need for a pee. All control vanished once a person stepped through that door. A prison officer could look in at any moment, like a window shopper, like a visitor to the zoo.

Just as Nell thought the mad officer had forgotten about her and gone off duty, the key turned in the lock. Like a school bully, the officer stood in the doorway, blocking Nell’s path. Her eyes glinted, waiting for some sign of weakness. ‘What did you think?’

After two years in the police force, Nell did not suffer fools or give way to bullies. Showing round a trainee had gone to the officer’s head. Nell said, ‘If I’d known this was on the timetable, I’d have worn a cardigan under my overall.’ She shrugged. ‘It’s a cell, and I don’t believe that locking me in is on the syllabus. If it is, I shall suggest its removal, miss.’

The answer took Nell’s would-be captor by surprise. ‘Some trainees will never imagine what it’s like to be a prisoner. Now you know.’

The officer was wrong. While Nell did not know what it was like to be a prisoner, she did know the feeling of seeing no way out of an impossible dilemma. What she had known by the age of seventeen was the ripping away of the life she dared to imagine.

After her baptism of fire, her experience as a trainee at Risley and Holloway prison, Nell attended college. She realised that the powers-that-be would not waste a thorough and costly training course on those not cut out for the job. That explained why trainees were sent to work in the worst prisons before starting at the residential college in Wakefield.

Nell gave up her rented room in order to save money. At weekends, she was the only student with nowhere to go. She studied regulations, answering mock questions, testing herself. She played against herself on the netball pitch, aiming the ball into the net until her arms ached. She walked in the surrounding countryside, learning to read the finer points of a map and to use a compass. In orienteering and in every test, she came out on top.

Each week at college, there would be someone who was present on Friday but absent on Monday. It turned out that not all trainees could turn a key to lock a cell door on someone. They might say the lock stuck, or there was something the matter with the key. They would try again. ‘It just won’t work. Is there a knack to it?’ A person without the knack of locking a cell would be gone, as would those who failed the written tests.

Nell could not afford to lose her chosen future. She had lost too much already. Being pregnant at sixteen was seen by her family as a calamity to be kept secret. When Nell’s baby was weaned, Nell’s sister Sheila made it clear that Nell must begin to think about getting a job. She need not move out yet. Not that Sheila was rushing Nell, she explained, but Roxana needed only one mother.

Sometimes, during those days, Nell did not know whether she slept or woke. She would take the baby from her cot in the night and hold her and never want to let her go. Her breasts ached. Her whole body ached. Sometimes she felt she would float away; other times she knew she had turned to stone.

Roxana will always be mine, Nell told herself. But it was too late for that. On Roxana’s birth certificate, Sheila and her husband Wilf were named as parents, to avoid disgrace.

Nell had handed over her daughter like a little parcel. It was for the best, she was told. Roxana had a mother, a father, a sister and a brother. Nell could contribute towards Roxana’s upkeep, Sheila said, but if Nell bought presents, it must be for all the children, so Roxy would not be singled out.

Wilf proved sympathetic and helpful to his young sister-in-law. He was a police constable, studying for his sergeant’s exam. ‘There’s a job for a clerk in the office at our nick. When you’re twenty-one, you can join the force. You’re bound to meet someone.’

Sheila gave Nell tablets so that she would not burst into tears at the job interview. Nell flung them back at her. She was seventeen and felt as old as she would ever be. She took the job at Wilf’s police station and learned to type.

When the others at the station said to her, ‘Cheer up, it may never happen,’ she learned to pull the right sort of funny face. Never again would anyone ride roughshod over her.

She stayed on and joined the force at twenty-one. WPC Nell Lewis opened two Post Office savings accounts, one for herself and one for her daughter, Roxana. It gave Nell a secret delight that Roxana’s hair had stayed blond, like her father’s. Sheila did not like that. ‘What did you expect?’ Nell asked. ‘My hair’s red, Roland’s was fair. Tell her the truth and give her back to me.’

Eighteen years had passed since Nell left the police force, age twenty-three, and joined the Prison Service. She served her time in five prisons, taking on new responsibilities, dealing with everything that was thrown at her, by prisoners and by management. Climbing through the ranks, sticking to the rules, she never received less than a glowing report. She had been at HMP Armley for three years. Tomorrow, she had an interview.

After work, she drove to London and booked into a small hotel overnight. She arrived late at the hotel, but not too late to borrow an iron and press her skirt.

Roxana joined her Auntie Nell for breakfast. She had a job working as secretary to an elderly American journalist with an office on Fleet Street. Roxy felt she had more in common with the office cleaner than she had with him. Part of her job was to take cuttings from all the newspapers, go to the British Library to do research for his articles that she then typed and he sent to New York. She had a room in a shared house off the King’s Road but hardly saw the others.

Underneath it all, Roxy was admitting that she had moved to the big city with great expectations and not made friends, except for another secretary in the building.

‘Well that’s a start,’ Nell said. ‘It’s not always easy to make friends. Just remember other people can be shy or self-conscious.’

Suddenly, it was time for Roxy to go and for Nell to get herself ready, and for them to agree that next time they would spend longer together.

As she stood, Roxy snapped her fingers. ‘Mam said you chose my name and she doesn’t know what made you pick it.’

Nell was quick off the mark, because Sheila had mentioned that Roxy might ask this. ‘It’s a Persian name, and it means light of dawn. You were born at dawn.’

‘I’m glad to have an unusual name. Thank you!’ She kissed Nell on the cheek and was off, waving at the door.

Nell took the tube to Prison Service HQ for the interview. There was the familiar building. A passer-by would not give it a second glance. Nameplates informed Nell that Akbar Ltd took up the first two floors. The Association of Tile Contractors occupied the top floors, leaving the two middle floors for Prison Service headquarters.

The brass nameplates being sufficiently polished to provide a reflection, Nell took a look at herself, and passed muster. Her smooth light red hair was styled in a bob, cut by a hairdresser near her prison who had trained with Vidal Sassoon but could not afford city-centre premises. She wore her smart navy-blue suit and carried her hand-crafted leather shoulder bag. The unlucky pickpocket who once tried to dip into that bag had been surprised by her swift judo move. When she’d released his arm, she was left holding the folded raincoat used to disguise his pickpocketing activities. Only lack of time had prevented her from marching him to the nearest nick.

When no voice crackled through the slatted grille of Prison Service HQ in answer to her ringing the bell, Nell pushed open the door, stepped onto a soggy doormat and into a hallway sorely in need of a coat of paint. She climbed the stairs – fifteen minutes early.

From previous visits, Nell remembered the secretary, Miss Wilson, and that she was allowed to bring in her elderly cocker spaniel who would sleep under the desk. Miss Wilson greeted Nell warmly and asked about her journey.

‘It was straightforward. There were the usual old bangers on the M1 hard shoulder, flat tyres or bonnets open and steam coming out, a motorist scratching his head.’

‘Rather you than me, Miss Lewis.’

Nell sniffed the air. There was no scent of wet dog. She decided not to enquire. It would be a sad story.

Miss Wilson led Nell into a corridor. ‘I’ll show you to the waiting room.’

‘Who is on the interviewing panel?’

‘We have a deputy director, Jackson; a retired governor, Mansfield, as chair; and Trimble from admin.’

There would be one familiar face. Greg Jackson was now at HQ. He had been on the staff at the Wakefield college when Nell did her training.

Nell was up for the job of deputy governor at a new open prison for women. The place was currently a borstal, but about to have a change of use. The existing borstal governor was still there. Once he left, whoever was appointed deputy would become governor.

Nell opened the door on to a room, dense with smoke and resembling a doctor’s waiting room for men in fair to middling health, all well turned out in smart suits and highly polished shoes. Neatly folded raincoats were placed under chairs, several with a trilby resting on top. She did a quick count. There were seven men and nine chairs. She wondered whether another woman might be up for promotion. One of the two ashtrays on the low table in the centre of the room was already overflowing.

Nell made her way to an empty chair.

There were one or two nods, but no one spoke.

One man went to look out of the window.

Nell ignored them. She let a stillness come over her, a readiness. The times were a-changing. Nell felt ready for change. Just let them know how good you are.

With a rise in salary, Nell could give Roxy the deposit for a flat. Don’t think about that, she told herself. Focus on the interview. You want this job.

No candidate was in for long. The interviewers would have everyone’s paperwork, their progress reports and histories. This exercise was to ensure that candidates still had their marbles in place, could walk a straight line across a room and had not grown cynical or exhausted.

Nell’s turn came. She entered the room and crossed the worn carpet to face three men on the other side of the table.

The chairman, Roger Mansfield, looked pleased with the world. He introduced himself and his fellow interviewers. Nell’s old tutor Greg Jackson gave her a friendly smile. John Trimble, from admin, wore fashionable round gold-rimmed spectacles.

The moment came when Nell was asked how she would go about turning a former borstal into an open prison for women.

‘I would start from the sure knowledge that an open prison, a prison with rules and a routine but without bars, is the most efficient and humane way of ensuring that a prisoner will not re-offend. A woman deemed fit for open conditions is ready for rehabilitation that allows her to develop her skills, find voluntary and then paid work in the community so that she again becomes part of the world outside, to take her place as your neighbour, as the woman you see walking her child to school or managing your local launderette. It will require superb organisational skills, a dedicated staff and hard work. Open prisons are a well-kept secret. I would love what we do to be more widely known. We could be an antidote to the sensational stories in the press.’

Nell had expected the reminder of tight budgets. It came from John Trimble.

Nell said, ‘I’ve visited Brackerley.’ She did not say she was part of the Armley darts team that wiped the floor with the Brackerley team at a match in the Hare and Hounds. ‘The grounds are superb, the farm allows the prison to be almost self-sufficient in food. Much more could be made of the premises. I would encourage links with the community that would foster good relations and produce revenue. With the right staff, I would work wonders.’

The chairman spoke. ‘Change of use from a borstal only took effect last week. It was decided, after a recent inspection, to transfer inmates, except for a few boys close to their parole date. The deputy governor will have a free hand. The borstal governor, Major Harding, is three months away from retiring. Currently he is convalescing after a spell in hospital, and remains in the governor’s cottage.’ He looked to his colleagues and some prearranged signal seemed to take place. ‘Do you have any questions, Miss Lewis?’

‘I know that Governor Harding has been in post for several years, about ten?’

She did not mention the most recent inspection report.

The chairman scratched his cheek. ‘Yes, that is correct.’ Nell could hear the cogs of logic turning in manly brains. Closure following an inspection report could mean that the institution was deemed unsatisfactory for the boys. Let’s send in the women.

This would be promotion to a setting that boasted an excellent football pitch, lots of urinals and a borstal governor unwilling or unable to pack his bags and drive into the sunset, but with seniority and perfectly able to interfere for three long months.

She had met Governor Harding. He came to watch the darts match at the Hare and Hounds, sat in the corner and drank beer with a whisky chaser. He had struck her as affable, someone who got by on his personality, war record and a good staff to fall back on.

The major must have holiday entitlement due. If he took it, perhaps he could be gone by the end of the week. Nell sensed that the job was hers, but she also had a feeling of an uphill battle ahead, as long as Governor Harding was in place.

‘Do you have any final questions?’

Nell had several. She left until last the one that seemed most vague, sparked by a feeling that something had been unsaid.

‘Is there anything else a prospective deputy governor ought to know?’

The panel exchanged looks. Nell realised they had not intended to say, unless asked.

‘This is completely confidential,’ the chairman said. ‘We had a bad apple. That bad apple has been dealt with. We have closed the door on the episode. Existing staff are utterly trustworthy. The deputy governor would start with a clean slate.’

They were unwilling to say more. Nell wanted the job. If they would not tell her, she would find out. The small voice in her head said, There is never just one bad apple. I’ve been warned.




Two

A person in a cell has time to think, if her brain will let her. Linda could still feel the weight of the suitcase and the swing of her arm. Everything she had needed for her new life was in that suitcase.

The clothes hung loose on her now. She never had a lot of flesh on her bones but everyone on Holloway food lost weight. Her striped towel had a hole in it. But the square-faced travel clock still kept good time.

Linda lived by prison time now. They told her when to get up and when to lie down and go to sleep, but she always knew the time. It was a game she played when she woke in the night. What time is it? Her luminescent clock told her she always guessed right.

Her university place probably went to waste. They would have shut up the room where it happened until enough time went by that people forgot the details.

What should have been the first day of the rest of her life turned into her last day of freedom. When the spiteful warder left on the light in the prison corridor at night, the light spread, brightening the never quite dark cell. Sometimes the past came to her as a flickering film. Some nights, lying half asleep and half awake, a series of pictures popped up on the ceiling. She knew this must be a dream or a hallucination. That did not stop her trying to erase some images and repaint the others.

She saw her younger self in the railway station, at the ticket barrier, fumbling for her train ticket in the wrong pocket of her gaberdine raincoat. The man at the barrier was patient. ‘Big day, eh lass?’ Perhaps she mumbled a reply.

‘York, platform three,’ he said. ‘Good luck.’

A fellow passenger held the carriage door open for her. He asked if he could help with her suitcase. She could manage, thank you.

At York station, the same young chap who had held the door asked would she share a taxi to the university. That was where she was going? No, thank you, she would not share a taxi. In a burst of familiarity that surprised her, she told him the number of the bus and where to catch it.

The campus was set around a lake. She had been to look one quiet Sunday and to locate the building where all information would be given. Now the place was thronged. She saw the great big room through a fog, and so many people. A shining girl looked as if she might burst with the urge to make friends and had already gathered a group of admirers. The shy types who flocked to the shining girl would be relieved to find someone with the ability to pour out words to strangers. A boy who had enough spots to count as measles said sorry when he brushed against Linda. He looked as useless at making friends as Linda was. For the first time, it came to her that ‘make friends’ was something people did as a particular thing. Nobody had ever mentioned that. It was one of those pieces of information you either knew or didn’t know.

There were tables, and signs, and her name to be ticked off and sheets of paper that would tell her all she needed to know and where she must go next and where she must go after that, and the name of the girl who would be her roommate.

What no one could have told her was that by the end of that day she would no longer be Linda the student. She would be Linda the killer, the student who murdered her roommate’s father.

It was 7 a.m. Linda, up and dressed, heard the footsteps. The grille shutter on the cell door shot back. ‘Rise and shine!’ The key turned.

This was the guard with the task of paying special attention to Linda, her personal officer. At first her voice had grated so that Linda wanted to stuff her ears with the flocks that she could pull from the hole in her mattress. But there was a motherly kindness too, giving Linda the feeling that Officer Friel would really like to be saying, ‘Now here’s a nice cup of tea and a slice of apple pie.’

Linda knew everything about Betsy Friel. She spoke as no other guard did, revealing too much about her family life. Mrs Friel was waiting for one of her married children to produce a grandchild; either sex would do nicely, as long as it came out healthy. Last week, she had a wisdom tooth removed, and oh didn’t it just give her gyp. Linda wanted to tell her to be careful, just as she had been advised on her first night. Keep your head down. Keep your own counsel. Blend in. Don’t lend, don’t borrow. Don’t confide. Yesterday’s friend becomes tomorrow’s enemy.

Linda expected a report on the absence of tooth or the absence of grandchild, but no, that wasn’t it.

The words came out in a rush, too much of a rush. ‘Linda, you know how it is here that all of a sudden someone who is nicely settled will have their cell door opened one morning and they’ll hear the words, “Get yerself moving, you’ll be off on the ghost train.” And that girl is whipped away without a by your leave, no notion of where she’s bound, no time for goodbyes. Well, such suddenness doesn’t suit everyone, even if the move is to make that person crisp and ready for the big wide outside.’

‘Am I to be moved?’ Linda asked. A rumour started yesterday. Some people were to be moved to another prison. Fear gripped her bowels. In here, she was safe. Out there lived people who would murder her to stop her tongue.

‘All I’m after telling you is there are some surprises no one at first likes the thought of. It’s the same for officers, moved about like pawns on a chessboard.’

‘Are you to be moved?’ Linda bent her knees slightly, feeling they might otherwise give way. She wanted the answer to be no.

‘No person who comes into the Prison Service on my terms, with a home and family, is forced to move. We’re called “temporary”, unless we change the situation of our own volition. And would I be able to tell you off my own bat if you were to be moved or if I were? No is the answer. But it’s always best to have a variety of possibilities in mind.’

Linda felt every sinew in her body tighten. She clenched her fists.

Mrs Friel, having no idea she had given Linda a fright, said, ‘Shake a leg or you’ll miss your breakfast.’

People talked too much. Linda wanted merely to serve out her time without interruption and then serve it again. There was nowhere to go, nowhere she could imagine herself living and breathing. She had already died. People in here did not notice that. They simply thought that she was quiet.

The worrying moment passed. No sane person would move a trusted prisoner who worked in the library, a quiet and compliant murderer who had given not a moment’s trouble since stabbing a stranger, her roommate’s father, in the eye, because he put his hand on her shoulder. She did not tell them about that hand and the tattoo of an eye on his middle finger. He was no stranger, but she did not say so. Shame and guilt overwhelmed her. She pleaded guilty and put up no defence, except to say that she did not know what came over her. It was true that her reaction was automatic when he touched her. She went for his balls with her knee, grabbed the paperknife and thrust it through his eye.

She knew what came over her afterwards. A great wave of relief. She thought she might float up through the ceiling and into the clouds, holding a beautiful balloon.

And then a girl came into the room, and screamed. That first day as a student had begun so well for Linda. She did not know that by the end of the day she would be a killer.




Three

Nell drove back up the M1, arriving home in time to call an estate agent and put her flat up for sale, including furniture.

That night, she found it hard to sleep. It had taken her eighteen years to reach what might be the top of her tree. Life had been more simple when she started out. As a young WPC, Nell was first choice as a decoy for pickpockets and for arresting shoplifters. Once she had them in her grip, they never got away. She never lost a prisoner. Lose a prisoner, lose your job, the unwritten rule in a world bounded by rules. How would that work out in a prison with no bars, where gates were locked to keep people out rather than in and the main door would be locked only at night? The words ‘deemed suitable for an open prison’ took on a new weight. The women coming to Brackerley had better be ‘suitable’!

As a WPC, Nell had looked after lost children, taken down details of lost dogs, walked her beat until her shoes nipped, her feet swelled and her legs ached. In winter, chilblains drove her mad.

She might have been doing that work still, but she felt which way the wind blew. Julian McHale, a PC who joined a little while after Nell, was clearly set for promotion. He was given challenging jobs. He socialised with CID officers.

When a poster appeared on the station noticeboard announcing that the Prison Service was recruiting women at double her rate of pay, accommodation provided, Nell applied. Nell had good reason for wanting to start again, just as she had a good reason for needing more money. She saw Roxy only once a month. She would buy a car to make that easier from wherever she was posted.

At her first interview for the Prison Service, Nell said that she wanted to help people who were worse off than herself. Her face burned, her neck blotched and she thought sweat marks must show on her blouse. If she failed this interview she could not face going back on the beat, could not face the I-told-you-so, the rented room, the feeling of being surplus to requirements in the family.

Nell cleared her desk at HMP Armley. She went round saying her goodbyes to her close colleagues and fellow members of the darts team. Bert Hastings, who ran the prison workshops, had worked at Brackerley. ‘You’ve a beautiful building there. The stained-glass windows at the top of the stairs are stunning. I hope they haven’t damaged the wooden panels in the hall. I’ll tell you what you need first thing.’

‘What’s that?’ Nell expected some tips about security.

‘There are some lovely old floors. The hallway is tiled. I called in to see the major. They’ve kept it clean, but it could be beautiful. I’ll loan you the machines and you can show your lassies how to use them. Anything you need, just let me know.’

‘Thanks, Bert.’

‘Tell you what, I’ll come across with a work party.’

In the Malt Shovel, Nell was given a send-off and presented with gifts, including a dartboard. She was taken for a Chinese meal. It made her feel quite tearful and also delighted at all the good wishes and demands that she keep in touch and to just ask if anyone could be of help.

Nell didn’t drink and so gave Bert Hastings a lift home. It was on her way. He had been around a long time, and must surely be due for retirement soon. As she reached his house, he gave her a good-luck kiss on the cheek. Nell said, ‘Tell me who was the bad apple at Brackerley?’

‘Officer Horace Thompson. He minded stolen jewellery for his mate, who was the dad of one of the borstal boys. On visiting day, the mate would bring his sparkles to leave in a prearranged place. What did for him was bringing in cigarettes for that same lad to sell on. You’ve nothing to worry about, Nell. Horace was banged up.’

Nell’s windscreen wipers squeaked, fighting a losing battle with April showers. The straight-ahead sign read ‘Brackerley Village’, the right turn ‘HMP Brackerley’.

She turned onto the lane, startling a rabbit that disappeared into the hedgerow.

Rounding a bend, she caught sight of tall iron gates and high red-brick walls. She pulled up short of the gates. Spotting a bell with a rope attached, she was about to get out of the car when a uniformed officer emerged from the gatehouse. He glanced at the car’s number plate and then opened the gates.

He was in his mid thirties, with thick dark hair cut in a straight fringe, good-looking. Nell had a memory for faces. When she was at HQ, in the waiting room for the promotions board, he had been sitting by the window. She had seen him somewhere else, too. Now she remembered.

Nell drove in. She rolled down the car window. ‘Good morning.’

He leaned down, bringing his head level with hers. ‘Miss Lewis?’

‘Yes. I’m early.’

He beamed what might be the warmest greeting she had ever had. ‘Welcome to Brackerley, ma’am. I’m Derek Jeffrey.’ He gave a salute. ‘Everyone calls me Jeff.’

‘Thank you, Jeff. I’m glad to be here.’ Glad was an understatement. She would transform this place. People would say, This is how a prison ought to be run.

When he turned to close the gates, Nell got out of the car to stretch her legs and look around.

At the other end of the wide drive stood Brackerley House. Nell remembered it from her brief visit on the day of the darts match. This former nineteenth-century residence of a wealthy manufacturer looked to Nell like a cross between a stately home and a gingerbread house. It was of red brick with gabled attic windows and tall chimneys. Neatly trimmed ivy edged the ground-floor bay windows. On the floors above were multi-paned windows, framed in stone surrounds. The porch and front door were wide enough for someone to glide through wearing a crinoline. Brackerley was one of those buildings the Prison Service bought after the Second World War. A time of national plans for a better future coincided with once-wealthy families being no longer able to bear leaking roofs, draughty rooms and death duties. It was the sort of place that prompted the mock recruitment line, Join the Prison Service and Live in a Country House.

Jeff was back by her side. ‘I’m standing in for the gate man so as to greet you. We’d normally slide the gate-book through the window, but this is a historic moment. Will you step in and sign, ma’am?’ He opened the door with a flourish.

Nell smiled. ‘With my fountain pen!’ She took the pen from her bag.

He opened the book. She wrote the date, 28 April 1969, 0715 hours. Helen Lewis, Deputy Governor.

If the gateman was on the six until two shift, he may not have appreciated being sent for a walk so soon.

There was a line for purpose of visit. She left that blank. Her title spoke for itself. ‘We were both at HQ for interview,’ she said to Jeff. ‘And you’re on the darts team.’

‘Yes! You were the only female in the room. I knew you had to be coming here. They didn’t give you a lot of time to pack up and move on.’

‘True, but we’re all used to that.’ Might as well get the awkwardness out of the way now. ‘Were you up for this job?’ According to her information from Bert Hastings at Armley, versatile Derek Jeffrey was ambitious. He was a training officer in mechanics as well as a qualified PE officer who boxed, played football and shone with energy and light-the-blue-touchpaper enthusiasm.

‘I told everyone that the job ought to go to a woman. I’m moving to Durham. I start there a week next Monday, as principal officer. I’m booked on an induction course there. It’s on the timetable.’

‘Congratulations.’ Nell offered her hand.

‘Thanks, ma’am.’ His handshake was less of a greeting and more a test of her bone density. ‘Any job at all that you want me and Crofty to do during the time I’m still here, just say. Otherwise, I’ll be helping Mr Ramsden at the farm.’

‘I’m early. I asked the admin officer to set up a meeting at eight thirty. I’ll drive round the grounds, check the boundaries. Will you let the duty officer know I’m here?’

‘Of course!’ They stepped outside. ‘Oh, and there are two borstal lads still in residence, ma’am. They’ll be paroled on Friday. The Probation Service couldn’t change arrangements. I’ve told them they must stay up the farm end, make themselves useful. Mrs Ramsden, the farmer’s wife, made up beds for them.’

‘What are their names? I might bump into them.’

‘Mick Edwards and Dave Carson, regulation short back and sides and wearing bib overalls.’

‘I’ll look out for them. Governor Harding gave permission for them to stay?’

‘He wasn’t well that day. It was one of those situations where someone had to make a decision.’

‘Sometimes that happens. You have a chief officer – Miss Markham?’

‘It was her day off.’

Nell left it there for now. Given the failings pointed out in the report, Nell had the feeling that Jeff had placed himself in charge with good reason.

From the space between the gatehouse and the visitors’ block, the gateman appeared.

Nell paused for a word, wanting to meet all the staff and learn their names. He was Sam Reeves, a man with a plump, round face and cautious eyes, quick to tell her that he had lived all his life in the village.

‘I’m pleased to meet you, Sam. I want everyone to feel part of what we’ll do here. This is to be an open prison for women, a halfway house between serving a sentence in a closed prison and going back into society better prepared to tackle what surprises life has in store. We’re using the term residents, not prisoners. Everyone has good ideas. If you want to talk to me, or have suggestions, arrange a time with the admin officer, or catch me as you see me passing.’ She would say this many times over the coming weeks.

He nodded. ‘Summer fayres was always popular, in the old days, and produce shows.’

She took out her notebook and jotted down his idea. ‘Thank you, Sam. That’s a good idea.’

He made no move to go, but there was clearly something else he wanted to say. She prompted.

‘My neighbour, she says this place will be a glorified holiday camp, gratis bed and board for women who break the law and then have free run of our village.’

‘Contrary to your neighbour’s ideas, this is no holiday camp. If an inmate puts a foot wrong, is tempted to wander out of the grounds, that can put her release date back by four years. She’ll be sent back to Holloway or Risley. No one wants that. If she misbehaves, visits are shortened, home leave and parole stopped. The residents will take responsibility for themselves and others. They are here to make progress towards release. If monthly reports reveal behaviour is not up to the expected standard, or progress is not happening, then she will be sent back to a closed prison.’

‘Right then, I’ll tell my neighbour that.’

‘Good. The more people know about us, the better. Is there anything else, Sam?’

‘There is. The thing is, ma’am, I am responsible for the gate-book, me and the two-to-ten keeper. There is someone on the premises who has not signed. He came in by the farm but did not stay up that end. He visited the governor. I saw him.’

‘Do you know who he is?’

‘No, because he did not sign.’

‘I’ll look into it.’

After her brief tour of the grounds and boundaries, Nell parked her car by the main door. Jeff was there, ready to assist, offering to take her cases in. She hesitated, and then thought it would be churlish to refuse. She opened the boot of her car. ‘Thanks, just by the office door.’ By the time she had locked the car and gone inside, he was at the top of a broad flight of stairs. ‘I’ll put them on your landing.’

So, he was one of those men who went the extra mile. Or, he did what he thought best rather than what he was asked to do.

The place was grand but shabby. She had expected this from reading the latest inspection report. First impressions would be important. With a little care and attention, the tiled floor could be brought back to its former glory. The newel on a wide oak staircase had lost its cap. Wallpaper peeled. Fortunately, no one had desecrated the oak doors with paint, only with discreet signs. To the left of the entrance was the Administration Office and Governor’s Office. To the right of the entrance was a door marked Reception. Jeff followed her in. ‘That’s where we receive our inmates, ma’am.’

‘Residents, Jeff.’

‘Residents it will be, ma’am.’ She thought he suppressed a smile. ‘There’s a secure cell in the basement, for any resident who absconds or attempts to.’

Nell turned to Jeffrey. ‘Yes, I do know of it. I have the plans. Thanks, Jeff. I’ll see you at eight thirty.’ He has grown unused to taking orders, Nell thought. He knows he’s good-looking, has charisma, wants to be seen as the perfect gentleman and carry my suitcases to the flat. He made no mention of Governor Harding giving permission for the borstal boys to stay on. Perhaps the staff had given up on expecting leadership from the governor and were no longer willing to cover for him.

The door marked Administration opened. A blond head appeared, followed by a slim young woman in uniform. ‘I thought I heard voices. Miss Lewis?’

‘Yes.’

‘Jenny Meadowcroft, your admin officer, known to all as Daisy. Welcome to Brackerley, ma’am.’

‘Thank you.’ They shook hands. ‘Pleased to meet you, Daisy.’ Nell did not ask why Jenny was Daisy, sure that all would become clear.

Daisy unlocked the door marked Governor and handed Nell the key. ‘The kettle’s on. Would you like tea or coffee?’

‘Thanks. Coffee would go down well, but I want to take a quick look round first.’

‘Right you are, ma’am. Ready when you are. I’ve set out the chairs in your office as you requested.’

‘Good.’

Nell stepped inside the oak-panelled office with the baize-covered desk and swivel leather chair. She did not mind that it smelled of pipe tobacco and coal dust and that the windows were hung with wartime blackout curtains in a place where no bomb ever fell. The view from the window was of a too immaculate lawn and trees. Nell had never had the time for gardening, but it struck her that a little anarchy would not go amiss out there. A low fire burned in the grate. A black metal safe with brass trimmings stood in the corner. Filing cabinets lined one wall.

Five chairs faced her desk in readiness for the 8.30 meeting.

Nell took out her notes. She had drafted a residents’ timetable for her admin officer to type.




	7.00

	Morning bell




	8.00

	Breakfast




	8.30

	Go to work*




	10.45

	Ten minutes break for cocoa




	12.30

	Lunch




	1.30

	Back to work




	4.30

	Tea




	5.00

	Walking in
the garden/Association




	6.00

	Classes




	8.00

	Supper, bathing, radio/TV




	10.00

	In room




	11.00

	Lights out






*Work parties: cleaning; laundry; farm; garden

There were two pieces of paper in the tray marked ‘In’. The first was a copy of the week’s staff roster, bearing Derek Jeffrey’s initials. The other was a telephone message:


Jane Gardner, journalist, Harrogate paper, would like to interview you about your first day here.



There was a telephone number.

The door between Nell’s office and the admin office was open. She called Mrs Meadowcroft and gave her the timetable. ‘For typing, please, with copies on the women’s dormitory door, on the noticeboard and in the
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