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Synopsis

Two women, Elizabeth and Jen, separated by two
hundred years, but inescapably connected. Will the echoes of the
past be enough to save Jen as she begins to discover her truth?

In 1808 Elizabeth Cooper, found guilty as a thief, is
sentenced to hang and imprisoned, the convicted women with whom she
shares her gloomy cell the only solace she will have until the day
of her execution. In gentle Gilly Stevens she finds the strength
and comfort of a growing intimacy. As the horrors of the prison
threaten to overwhelm her, Elizabeth and Gilly fight to ensure
Elizabeth’s innocence, her truth, can survive into the future.

In 2008 Jen is a costumed tour guide, the prison
where Elizabeth Cooper was imprisoned now an atmospheric museum.
Jen’s work relating its horrors distracts her from the confusion of
her personal life. Then she encounters Aly, an intriguing,
confident photographer, who seems to change everything. Jen is
determined not to deny her truth any longer and to finally reach
for happiness, but, as the shadows within the high prison walls
lengthen and seem to warn her of the threat, she is in more danger
than she realizes.
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Dedication

For everyone who has ever had to search for an
elusive personal truth and fought to hold on to it. Keep a tight
grip.


Prologue

2008

 


‘I’ve had enough of you, I’m going!’ he spat at me.
I fought the surge of indignation that required me to respond.
This isn’t my fault, I wanted to scream back at him. Let it
go. The conclusion was what I wanted to achieve, after all.

His eyes seared furiously into mine. Now I had to
suppress laughter at his impotent rage. Frustration at his
stupidity, hilarity at his lost temper. It was a moment of
realisation; that was as deep as my feelings reached. It was as
though my core, where the genuine emotions dwelt, was Kevlar
protected. Sod it, fuck off.

He had his own moment of realisation. I wasn’t going
to cry or rise to his taunt and retort. Briefly, he seemed ready to
explode, turning a comical tone of purplish red. Then, speechless
still, but with the last word to his advantage, he was gone with a
rather pathetic slamming of the door.

Alone, I looked around my sparsely furnished flat,
righteously triumphant. I overrode the slight sickness in my
stomach and the moist heat stinging my eyes. I flicked the stereo
on and let the obscenely loud music compliment me on my
victory.

 


1808

 


Hang. Dead.

The only words that filtered through the haze,
ominous echoes, yet strangely meaningless. The disapproving frown
of the black-capped judge was surely directed elsewhere. She heard
a gasp of horror over her shoulder. Why?

The firm men’s hands grasping at her arms were warm
but too persistent, pulling her towards the steps.

Automatically, she descended with them. Step, step,
step, stumble, step, step. A gloomy corridor, a breeze caressing
her neck, guttering lanterns. Been here before, but going deeper
this time. Long shadows looming.

The echo returned, pursuing her: hang, dead, hang,
dead. A sudden stutter of her heartbeat, a hot pulse of fear. But
numb thoughts. Nonsensical sounds, nothing more, not yet.

Turning a corner, the clanking of keys, the grinding
of the iron lock. Stern bars giving way, allowing them through.

A shadow rising from a gloomy desk, tattered
uniform, limpid eyes, thread veins, and thin grey hair. Too fat for
his buttons.

And then the nausea of realisation.


Chapter One

2008

 


That alarm was beeping incessantly, but too early, I
was sure. I rolled over and peered at the red digital numbers.
8.03. They faded into a blur. My head pounded with an ache that
could only be the result of the half bottle of Southern Comfort I
had downed as a nightcap. Thank fuck there hadn’t been a whole
bottle left. The alarm was still attempting to wake me; I reached
over and whacked the off button.

My legs were unnaturally heavy as I lowered them to
the floor, dubious as to whether they would do their job properly
as I attempted to stand up. Upright, but unsteadily, I rubbed my
eyes and tried to think as the room finally came to a standstill.
Work. That meant clothes. Where had I dumped them? A crumpled pile
in the chair at the foot of my bed told me I should look in my
wardrobe for clean ones. What about breakfast? My stomach
flip-flopped at the thought. I headed for the small blue-tiled
bathroom, hoping a cool shower would wash my cotton-wool head
away.

It was by some miracle I was on the bus by 8.35. I
sat in the first of the front-facing seats, looking desperately
through the windscreen, trying to avert the daily motion sickness,
which today was so much the worse. The lukewarm shower (I was too
much of a coward to turn it to cold) had helped, and I had achieved
dressing in my fresh black jeans and skinny T-shirt without too
much of a problem. Now I thought about getting through the day
ahead. No lingering on other thoughts; fuck him.

 


1808

 


‘Lizzie’s back.’ There was hilarity in the man’s
voice. ‘Won’t be leaving this time!’ he said, snorting. My name is
Elizabeth, she thought. It was all that was left to her now.

‘So she is.’ The limpid eyes were looking her up and
down. Shiver. ‘Welcome back, Miss Cooper. Lizzie. Knew we’d be
seeing you again. You have the devil in you, missy, only one way to
cure that.’

The first furious tears, not of fear but of rage,
welled. Vision blurred, throat aching. ‘I didn’t do it.’ Cracked
lips, a retort which just had to come out.

‘Judge and jury say otherwise, Lizzie. You know
they’re right.’ He was looming over her, grinning. Her gaze fell
lower; one of his brass buttons had fallen from his blue uniform
jacket, leaving a mess of threads. More tears, but now she fought
them. Do not give him the victory.

‘Paperwork’s done already, love, knew you’d be back
y’ see.’ More grinning. Yellow teeth, one absent from the front. A
shudder of revulsion and a rising of the bile inside her. ‘Down to
Mrs Beckinsale with you now, get you settled. Not that you’ll be
with us for long, naturally.’ A vicious chuckle to accompany the
wave of terror he saw in her.

‘Come on, Lizzie.’ The first man pulled her arm.
Another black passageway. She had been kept in a cell near the
court stairs, innocent until proven guilty. Now guilty, they were
leading her into oblivion. A fitting preparation for what was to
come. Dizziness, almost glad of the strong hand at her elbow.

‘Lizzie,’ the voice called from behind her. She
stopped but did not turn, dread seizing her. She waited
expectantly. ‘I’ll see you later, Lizzie.’ Sick to her stomach, but
denying him a reaction, she went towards the gloom.

 


2008

 


Nottingham, with its compact, modern city centre of
bustling shops and thriving coffee bars, showed little evidence of
its grimy industrial heritage, let alone its pedigree as an
important medieval market town in the heart of England. It was a
thoroughly up-to-date city and not at all picturesque, but it had
always been my home and I was comfortable here. The centre was
already full of its daytime inhabitants: mothers and children,
pensioners, students. The good working population were already at
their desks and counters. In my jeans, canvas rucksack slung on my
back, I suppose I seemed more like one of the students than someone
on her way to gainful employment. Just one of the reasons most
people did not see what I did as a ‘real job’, whatever the hell
that was. A job not starting until 9.30 a.m. didn’t mean it wasn’t
really a job.

Soon I left the frantic commerciality of the main
shopping streets behind, trying not to feel too superior. I was as
prone to indulging in retail-worship as the next person; not having
the money did not make me any better than those that did. I climbed
the hill that led to the old section of the town, breathing
steadily to convince myself I was actually in better condition than
I was.

At the top of the hill, I crossed a busy road, which
seemed to separate the present from the past. Ahead, everything
seemed more subdued. Old red-brick, white-windowed Georgian
industrial buildings kept their secrets, of this Midlands town’s
nineteenth-century heyday. People did not come here to look at
them, and it always struck me that they had not quite resigned
themselves to being relics, rather waited patiently, quiet with a
secret pride, for a time when they might be useful again. A
recollection of their history always moved me; I preferred these
sturdy, gentle buildings to all the grandeur of a gothic
cathedral.

A delivery van up ahead started its engine as I
crossed an area of flagstones, now deserted, which had once been
the town’s marketplace. The information board was covered in blue
graffiti. The Victorian church to my right was a fashionable pub
these days. It was pleasingly impossible to be romantic about
history, even here. Time went on, the past receded. I should have
remembered it was important to move on with the days and months.
The past was not a place to linger in, but that was just what I did
every day.

The Museum of Law and Justice, my place of work, was
located in the old Shire Hall and County Gaol. This stern building
became visible rather suddenly as you rounded a curve in the road,
though you barely noticed the bend as you walked. You saw it even
before you noticed the huge medieval church opposite, which
overshadowed it. Set back from the pavement by the width of five
stone steps, the sandstone edifice was carved into columns and
looked like it needed a thoroughly good wash. It was supposed to be
imposing, commanding, terrifying. Instead, I smiled as I crossed
the road and climbed the steps. I felt welcome here; this was my
gateway to history, to forgetting the real world for a while.

I entered the four-digit code in the pad to the side
of the employees’ door, like a magic word to take me back in time.
I turned the heavy brass handle and passed through into the shadows
of a side hallway.

 


1808

 


Footsteps on stone; long echoes. Keys jangling and
iron locks scraping. A pitiful squeal of hinges. A shorter passage;
a wooden doorway; worn stone steps. An odour to turn the
stomach.

A woman, older than herself and taller too. Broad
shoulders and thick arms, red hands. A face that was tired rather
than severe. Dull grey eyes. Equally grey dress covered in a
stained white apron, straining a little at the waist. Stitched
tears and patches in the skirt.

She was pushed forward. ‘Elizabeth Cooper.’ The
information came from over her shoulder. ‘Thief. For the rope.’
Cold disbelief and again the assertion in her head. I didn’t do it.
I didn’t do it. I didn’t do it.

‘In y’come then, missy, I’ll not be expectin’ any
trouble from y’ since there’s not a lot of good can be had from it
in your case.’ Local accent, harsh and rough, but somehow more
kindly and familiar than she expected.

More steps forward. Lime washed walls. Long wooden
table, well scrubbed. Guttering lanterns. A window with bars and no
glass sending a fierce breeze through the chamber, enough to chill
her heart. The grey daylight of late on a rainy day did nothing to
illuminate the place. Gates clanking and locking behind her. No way
out. Not ever.

Two women alone in the gloom. A curious empathy,
against the rules, unspoken and unexpected, yet she sensed it very
clearly. How was empathy possible? She was empty, dead already.
Dead. Hang. Dead. The echo in her head was loud, constant.

‘Let’s ’ave y’ in ’ere then,’ said the woman, and
the transient empathy was shattered. Through a heavy wooden door
into a large chamber. The stench grew stronger. Only one lantern
here and a grate but no fire. No heat at all. A tiny barred window,
too high in the wall. The light seemed not to be able to
penetrate.

Benches along the walls, and now figures in the long
shadows, which danced maddeningly as the candle guttered in the
draught. Women with obscure faces turned her way.

‘This is Elizabeth Cooper,’ came the guttural tones
from behind her. ‘Make sure she knows the way of things.’ The harsh
jangling of keys sealed her into the chamber with the ephemeral
women.

 


2008

 


Passing into the main reception hall of the Shire
Hall, my footsteps echoed around the silently imposing room. High
ceilings, stone columns, armorial shields, and oak panelling. It
was surely no accident, the resemblance to a Victorian church.
Doors to other passageways, stairs, led off mysteriously to the
right. In this warren of a building, I still did not know where
they all went, even after over a year of working here.

I meandered to the reception desk, where the museum
visitors would buy their tickets as soon as the doors
opened—providing there were any visitors of course, which was by no
means certain. I slipped behind the desk to scrawl my name in the
signing-in book.

‘Mornin’,’ a voice said from the office containing
the monitors for the CCTV and the supplies for the reception
desk.

‘Good morning,’ I said, turning to see Jim, the
usual receptionist, middle-aged, bland enough but not someone I
counted as a friend. It was an incestuous sort of place to work,
this, rife with rumours and bitching, and I had decided long ago to
be careful who I made friendships with. There was nothing really
wrong with Jim, but nothing made him stand out to me either.

‘All right?’ he enquired, cheerfully.

‘Yeah, fine thanks,’ I replied, there being no
chance I was going to explain my hangover and its cause to him.
Forgetting to ask after his well-being, I slid out from behind the
desk and through the doors to the side, which took me into an
oak-panelled corridor at the side of the courtroom.

A few turns later and through another coded door,
and I was at the shabby staffroom, a small hole at the very end of
the corridor, right next to the supervisor’s office, with a kettle,
stained and chipped mugs, some leatherette chairs that stuck to
your skin in summer, and a walk-in closet that acted as a
cloakroom.

I made my entrance reluctantly; as usual, the
cleaning staff, whose shift had just ended, were gathered, cackling
over their tea. A couple of other colleagues were sitting with mugs
in their hands: Jade, a rather useless student, and Mike, a retired
man who was here for the pleasure of the job, not the money.
Neither of whom I counted as friends, either. Politenesses were
exchanged again and my head started to pound. I dumped my bag on
the small bench in the cloakroom and departed the staffroom once
more, following a familiar route, back through the entrance hall,
through one of the doors marked ‘staff only’, and then climbing a
back staircase that was painted in a shade of blue that always
reminded me of a hospital.

Five minutes later I returned to the staffroom,
transformed. That was the idea at least. In reality, I was dressed
in a not-so-well-cut black jacket, with pretend corseting at the
waist, and a black floor-length skirt with a torn hem. The costume
made me a Victorian prison wardress, and despite my disdain as I
glanced in the smeared mirror, the visitors seemed convinced
enough.

Pulling my hairbrush from my bag, I turned my back
on the people in the room and brushed my long light-brown hair out
in front of the mirror. Without the natural dexterity required, I
plaited it into a long tail which I coiled round into a bun at the
nape of my neck. It was as close to a period hairstyle as I was
going to manage, and, let’s be honest, I was the only one who
worked in the place who cared about such things anyway. Jade had
pink highlights in her hair. Very fucking Victorian.

I usually liked the way my reflection looked once I
had done my hair; it brought out my big hazel eyes, which I vainly
regarded as my best feature, and emphasised the heart shape of my
face. Today, it merely drew attention to the slightly greyish tone
of my usually pink skin and to the dark shadows underneath my eyes.
I brushed some dust from the sleeve of my jacket and went to
work.

 


1808

 


Motionless for a moment, and wondering what to do.
Then one of the women was on her feet, a shadow no longer, but a
pale face, flickering with the lantern. ‘Maisie Burrows,’ said a
girl’s voice. A gesture to the other shapes in the gloom. ‘These
are Jane Larkin, Mary Smith, and Gilly Stevens.’

Vague movements and mumbles in the darkness as her
gaze began to penetrate its thickness. A rasping cough from a large
woman, Mary Smith it seemed, who appeared far older than
Elizabeth.

Was that a smile on the face of this Maisie Burrows?
Inconceivably, it seemed so. ‘You’ll grow used to it before long,’
she said, in tones too mature for the years of her voice. ‘This is
the day room. We sleep through there and Mrs Beckinsale lets us to
the table for eating.’

Fighting the echoes, she could not do anything but
stare silently. Still the smell turned her stomach. A curious look
from Maisie. ‘You can talk, can’t you?’

‘Yes.’ The first time she had spoken here. Her voice
unfamiliar and large in the murk. No more words. Had she ever known
any more words?

A scuffling in the corner of the room drew her
attention. ‘Don’t mind the rats,’ said Maisie. ‘They’re as hungry
as the rest of us.’

Was that humour? No, the tone was bitter. Empathy
with rats? How could she be here? Sickness rose in her throat again
and she swallowed hard. She drew in a deep breath and choked on the
stench, the dankness of the chamber.

‘So’—Maisie was still talking, she knew words
aplenty—‘what did you do?’ No answer. Then the injustice pushed a
reply to the surface.

‘I didn’t do it.’ The melancholy in her own voice
struck her dumb again.

‘Course not,’ Maisie said, ‘none of us did.’

I’m not like you, Elizabeth thought.

‘But they’ve found you guilty of something upstairs,
ain’t they? Look at we four ladies—two thieves, a bawd, and Mary,
who struck her husband with her skillet, but only hard enough to
bruise ’im.’ She sniggered. Elizabeth looked at the women, tried to
apportion the crimes to the indistinct figures.

‘Stealing in a dwelling house,’ she said blandly, as
though it applied to someone else. ‘They say I’m a thief.’

‘Another one ’ere, Gilly,’ Maisie called across to
the most obscured of all the female shapes, farthest from the
light. ‘That makes three, you, Gilly, and me,’ she said. ‘What
sentence did they give you?’

It was such a light question. The echoes hammered
against the inside of her skull. Hang. Dead. Dead. Hang. The gloom
was suffocating suddenly, the inconstant illumination dizzying. The
air was rotten, like a tomb. Her tomb. There weren’t the words to
answer the question. Her stomach lurched and her bowels felt loose.
The walls spun around her, mocking her. The floor was closer than
it should have been, pushing up towards her. Then, there was
nothing.

 


2008

 


‘Come on, out ’ere, let’s see you, scum, the lot of
you, I’m sure,’ I called, in my best local accent, to a small party
of visitors, a speech I now reeled off with barely any hesitation.
They were in fucking early this morning. Quite often I didn’t have
to move from my chair until after eleven o’clock. Typical that,
today of all days, the tourists were keen. A family with two
children; an elderly couple; a young man and woman, who seemed to
be together, holding hands. Fools.

I had reached the point where the composition of an
audience really did not affect what I had to say to them. Wanting
to amuse and impress people had been a feature of my first month or
so here. Now, after a year and a half, a longer time than many of
those imprisoned in the gaol had lingered here, my words were
pretty generic. I went on, the familiar words slipping out more or
less before I thought them. ‘What are you lot in for then? Any
murderers?’ They had been allocated crimes with the purchase of
their tickets, and the elderly man and the boy, who looked to be
about twelve, raised their hands tentatively. ‘Oh good,’ I said,
regarding them with a sinister, and most likely queasy, smile. ‘You
look the sort. This is where it ends for you then. This is the
exercise yard of the Victorian prison.’ I brandished my black
polished cane about me, a little wildly. ‘It is also where we are
going to hang you.’ Mock horror and giggles from my spectators as
they glanced up at the noose on the gallows, swinging gently in the
breeze. A giant stage prop, the gallows in the yard, a huge
framework of wood stained black, a platform reached by a steep run
of steps. It was so high the noose was nicely silhouetted against
the sky when the visitors first came into the yard. Most of them
thought it was genuine and loved to gaze up and nudge their friends
and family. People’s fascination with brutal death never ceased to
amaze me. I guess I felt it too, why else would I be working in
this place?

‘You’re lucky really though, before 1868 you’d have
been hanged in public on the steps out front.’ A little more
genuine revulsion, as they remembered the way they had entered the
museum. ‘But for some reason, in 1868 they stopped public
executions and moved them in here. We still get a good view at
least. Since you’ve been convicted after 1872, it’ll be the
long-drop for you. A quick death, providing you get a good
executioner, your neck will break instantly. Of course if the rope
is too short you’ll strangle, and if it’s too long your head might
come off…’ I trailed off, a certain triumph inside me that even the
cocky young man looked a little disturbed at the notion. ‘It’s
better than you would have got on the steps outside though. There
it was the short-drop, where you’d just dangle and strangle slowly,
for up to an hour, unless you could pay someone to pull on your
legs and make it a bit quicker.’

Now on to my favourite part to deliver, the moment I
would finally get a reaction, maybe a real connection with the
history of this place if I was lucky. ‘When you murderers are dead,
remember we can’t bury a murderer in consecrated ground, so you’ll
be going under here.’ I tapped the flagstones at my feet with the
cane. ‘In fact,’ I gestured to the wall on my right, where some
square slabs, carved with simple lettering, were mounted, ‘these
are the grave markers of real murderers who are actually buried
under your feet.’ A pause for dramatic effect. Give me a fucking
Oscar. ‘We’ll put quicklime in your coffin so your body dissolves
faster.’ A little squeal from the young woman, who clung to her
boyfriend; down-turned eyes from the whole party, who suddenly,
shifting on their feet, seemed a little less at ease. At least the
reality of this place had hit them now. I had no damn idea where
the bodies of the murderers really were. They could have been at
the other end of the yard entirely. Or non-existent inventions to
scare the visitors. I had been really worried about attention to
historical detail when I had first taken this job. Then I realised
sensationalism and getting the visitors through as quickly as you
could were more to the point.

I smiled. ‘So, the exercise yard. This is the only
bit of open air you’ll get in this place, and it will be where you
spend any time when you’re not in your cells. Before the prison
system was reformed, you’d be allowed to do pretty much as you
wanted here, but the Victorians decided that wasn’t good enough and
brought in a far more disciplined system. So since I’m an
enlightened Victorian myself, I could make you march round in
orderly circles, in silence, and you won’t even be permitted to
look at your fellow prisoners.’ I waved my stick menacingly. ‘You
can see evidence of some of the people who were here before you on
that wall there.’ I pointed to the building side of the yard. ‘Can
you see the graffiti? The names are on record as those of men who
were imprisoned here before the stricter system was brought in.
Some of them were counting down the days.’ I gestured at the tally
marks inscribed in the bricks. ‘Don’t forget, in those days, they
weren’t counting down the days of their sentence. Up until the
mid-nineteenth century, this prison was a holding prison, not the
punishment in itself, just a place to hold the criminal until their
sentence was carried out. These markings could be counting down to
a whipping, transportation to Australia, or maybe death.’

Letting the word hang in the air for a moment, I
moved a little to my left and pointed towards a dark doorway to the
side of the yard. ‘You’ll have time to look around the yard in a
moment. First, you are going down into the oldest part of the
prison, the pits and the dark cells. The name is appropriate, I
think you’ll find. The pits are the oldest cells—or I should really
say dungeons—in the prison, dating back to medieval times, carved
into the rock below the building. The dark cells are for punishment
and were used into Victorian times. Disobey me by talking or
laughing,’ I glared at them at this point, ‘and you’ll be locked in
there, with no light and no human contact, your food will be thrown
through the hole to you, and you will use the floor as your toilet.
So try to catch your food before it hits the floor.’ My comment got
the sniggers it deserved. ‘Prisoners coming out of there have been
so ill they have to be helped up the steps to the gallows.

‘Look out of the window, through the bars, when
you’re down there. You’ll see some houses. They’re built on what
used to be Narrow Marsh, the city’s worst slum. Bear in mind two
things: firstly, those houses don’t have proper sanitation and the
smell coming up from down there is almost as bad as the one in your
cell. Secondly, you probably know people down there. The residents
of Narrow Marsh are well known for their bad ways. During a police
chase they lower their washing lines into the streets to help the
criminal escape. Your family and friends could be down there, just
a wall away. You’ll hear children playing in the streets and you’ll
hear drunken shouts and fights coming up from the pub that is still
at the bottom of the cliff here, the Nag’s Head. Go down, have a
look around, and when you come back I’ll answer any questions and
tell you what it was like to be transported to Australia.’

Thank God, I thought, as I sent the group through
the doorway to examine for themselves the horrors of what was, for
most people, the most frightening part of the prison. On a busy
weekend, I might have to deal with more visitors, delivering this
first part of the speech again, before the previous group emerged.
Thankfully, this was a weekday and I had a few moments to
myself.

I struggled to organise my thoughts into anything
but a craving for sleep. I gazed at the carvings in the prison
brickwork, my mind inert and languorous in the warm early summer
sunlight. Mercifully, I was too hung-over for any meaningful
contemplation. I didn’t want to think about why another
relationship hadn’t worked. I didn’t want to think about drinking
so fucking much and the way my head was now pounding as my just
reward. In truth, these days, it was better not to think too much
at all. Feeling as though I was seeing my surroundings through a
haze, I turned my attention to the dark, gaping entrance of the
pits and waited.


Chapter Two

2008

 


The children were the first to emerge from the lower
part of the prison. They looked around the yard, pretending not to
be interested in what I or their parents told them, but unable to
hide that interest entirely. I recognised that nonchalant, hands in
the pockets stance, the faint hostility with which they looked at
me as the one who was trying to educate them, while all the while
they could not help their gaze travelling in fascination over the
gallows, grave markers, and graffiti. Most days, I took some
pleasure in the fact that, by sparking their curiosity with my
performance, I might have encouraged a child’s interest in history
generally, maybe for the rest of their life. Most days. Today, I
just wanted them to get out of my yard as soon as possible. I
waited, leaning against one of the supports of the gallows, for the
rest of their party. When they reassembled, and no one seemed to
have any questions for me, I strolled, less formal and imposing
now, to the set of doors further along the yard; they followed
me.

‘In here, those of you sentenced to be transported
will find out what it’s like. We used to transport people to
America, but America’s independence in 1776 stopped us doing that.
So we chose Australia instead. If you survive the very long sea
journey, which you will spend locked below decks, you will be
expected to undertake hard labour when you get there, helping to
build the prison and houses of the local settlements. When your
sentence has been served, you will be free to return to England if
you can afford your passage back. If not, you will be allocated
your own piece of land to farm. Your story could still be a happy
one—many transported men and women went on to lead prosperous lives
and have families in Australia. We stopped transporting people in
the 1860s, and there was a lot of whining about harsh conditions,
but if you ask me it was an easy sentence. Many prisoners were
released early and took part in making Australia the country it is
today, one of Britain’s most successful colonies. So have a look
around. When you come out, go through that door there,’ I pointed
to the end of the exercise yard farthest from where they had
entered, ‘that leads to the section of the prison built in 1833, a
more modern prison. That’s when prison started to be the punishment
in itself, along with hard labour and solitary confinement, so you
could reflect on your sins. You’ll see what Victorian prisons were
like and you can decide for yourself which system you think is
best. Now, all of you, get out of my sight.’ This morning the
half-snarl in my voice was more genuine than usual.

They smiled at me, and I returned the gesture
weakly, before stalking off, stick in hand, back into the shadows
near the entrance to the yard. I knew I had no more visitors for a
while. Part of the first part of the tour, conducted by my
eighteenth-century turnkey colleague, involved herding the tourists
into a cell and slamming the heavy door on them. The squeak of the
old hinges and the resounding thud of the door were audible
throughout the gaol and especially from where I waited, just below
the barred cell window. Shortly after being released from the cell,
the ‘prisoners’ would be guided down the stairs into the part of
the building set up to represent the women’s gaol, where they could
be expected to spend at least ten minutes observing how in the
Victorian era the women washed laundry for the whole prison, before
making their way through a tunnel to the exercise yard where I
waited. If I hadn’t heard the slamming of the cell door, like
today, it was a pretty safe bet I was at ease for a while.

When the visitors had disappeared into the next
building, I perched on the dusty wooden steps of the gallows, warm
in the sunshine, rather than on the small modern chair provided for
me in the dark corner of the passageway. It was odd really, how
relaxed I felt here, surrounded by bars and locks and the remains
of executed murderers. The regulations of my job meant I could no
more wander freely around the building than any prisoner, and while
there were no visitors in the gaol I was as isolated down here as
anyone suffering solitary confinement. But somehow, that was how I
liked it. The thick walls and heavy doors that had imprisoned so
many men and women seemed rather to protect me from the outside
world, gave me a sanctuary, a place to hide. I did my best not to
dwell on the fact that the only place I was truly happy these days
was in a building constructed as a place of judgment and
imprisonment and just how socially challenged that suggested I was.
It was quiet here, and if I wanted to think, I could. And if, like
today, I wanted to pretend there was no life outside these high
brick walls, nothing to think about or to get drunk over, the
confines of this place allowed me that comfort too.

 


1808

 


Dizziness and a haze of darkness. Elizabeth tried to
open her eyes. They wouldn’t open. A shadow loomed over her, and
she knew they were open already. Lantern light glimmered closer to
her. Beneath her body it felt damp. Was she on the floor? She
remembered the rats and gave a start.

‘You’re with us again are you?’ said a voice, closer
than she expected. A softer voice, less accented. Not Maisie,
another woman. Older, but not aged. ‘Don’t try to get yourself up,
darlin’, stay lying down.’

A wave of nausea made her body heave. Cool fingers
soothed her forehead, smoothed her hair. Her mother’s touch. But
not her mother. Who? ‘Who are you?’ It came out as a croak.

‘I’m Gilly, darlin’, the other thief.’ Gentleness, a
hint of laughter even, in the tone that seemed to overwhelm her own
fear. Hot tears rising, but bitterness in her mouth. And hunger
churning her insides. ‘You fainted clean out, darlin’, right on the
floor.’

Elizabeth remembered the blackness, the oblivion.
Death. The echo came from nowhere and she cried out softly.

‘Oh, darlin’, what is it?’ A voice to draw the fear
from her. The words were there now, but they came accompanied by
sobs.

‘Death,’ she said, ‘death. That’s my sentence. I’m
going to die. And I didn’t do it, I mean it.’ Aching throat and
chest ready to burst. Hot tears on her cold skin.

The other woman, Gilly, seemed stunned. ‘Death?’ The
word was small and cold. In it was a realisation of her own escape.
‘But surely not? Maisie and I, we’re to be transported, and we’re
thieves if you believe them upstairs.’

More heaving sobs and Gilly’s hands strong on her
shoulders. ‘You’re not me, are you?’ The words she spat with some
bitterness, with all the injustice she felt.

‘And what’s so special about you that they want to
kill you, darlin’?’ A slight edge of resentment but hidden by
sympathy. An invitation to tell the tale, reveal the pain of the
injustice. However, there weren’t the words for that story, not
now. There wasn’t even room in her head to remember it.

‘I don’t know,’ she murmured instead. She swallowed
a sob, but still her shoulders shook.

‘Someone can speak in front of the judge for you.’
Gilly’s words were hopeful rather than certain. ‘He’ll commute it
and you’ll be on the boat with us. You’ll see.’

‘It wouldn’t work.’ Numb hopelessness was all she
felt.

‘And why not?’

‘I just know.’ Not the time for explanations. Would
there ever be a time for explanations? How long did she have?

Gilly’s hands gripped hers. A glimmer of comfort in
the dark, despite herself. Elizabeth gripped back and closed her
eyes, so there might be nothing but her own darkness and the human
contact. Soothed for a moment. Then the sickening stench again, of
mould and urine and worse, and the damp at her back. What was she
lying on?

‘Where am I?’ she whispered to Gilly, wishing she
could make out the other woman’s face more clearly.

‘This is where we sleep,’ came the reply.

Elizabeth put her hands to whatever it was she lay
on. Straw mattress, damp and rotting. Now the sounds came, scuffles
not far from her head, women’s murmurs in the room outside. Metal
against metal, somewhere distant. A faint cry that must have been
from the streets outside, below the cliff. A world outside which
carried on, would not even notice her absence from it. She began to
sob again, and Gilly’s hands could not soothe her.

*

2008

 


Silence was all that reached me from the corridors
of the gaol above. Thank fuck for that, since my headache was
steadily getting worse. I was probably hungry; I didn’t usually go
without breakfast. The thought of food was still pretty repulsive,
and pointless anyway, since I wasn’t allowed back up to the
staffroom until my designated break time. Fire safety regulations
apparently. Like there were any visitors to guide to safety.

The museum was not the most popular with tourists,
despite my morning flurry today. It was quite common to spend hours
on end waiting. We were supposed to clean the exhibition, sweep the
flagstones, check for damage, but it wasn’t a duty any of us took
especially seriously. It was an old, dusty prison, for God’s sake,
and we weren’t paid enough.

On some days, I got on better with my colleagues
than I did today. When Chloe, a history student who was usually on
duty as the Victorian prisoner in the women’s prison, and Mark, a
guy just a year older than me with a real connection with this
place and his role as the creepy turnkey, were at work, we would
often gravitate together on one of the several levels of the
building, generally to whinge about the management or share a joke
or two. It was usually in a place from which we could all scatter
quickly at the sound of approaching footsteps. It was easy enough
to improvise a reason why two costumed inhabitants of the prison
might be caught chatting if a visitor slipped through unexpectedly,
but none of us appreciated the sharply patronising tone of the
supervisor, Karen, if we were found to have left our posts when she
conducted her random walkabout inspections.

If Mark and Chloe weren’t working, like today, I had
no real reason to go anywhere, so I tended to patrol my exercise
yard and lurk on the gallows steps in the sunshine. It was quite a
little suntrap, my domain. On one side, rising so high I could not
stand far enough back to see the roof, was the wall of the gaol and
the Shire Hall above it. A layer of red brick, carved with
prisoners’ graffiti, then the level where the cells were, where a
row of arched, barred windows in sandstone looked sternly outwards.
Above this the building rose again in aged red brick, with white
Georgian windows. It hid its secrets well. Most of the upper floors
were offices these days, and the building gave little real hint of
its sinister past on those higher levels. I hated that so many
people worked in the offices above, whinging about the monotony of
their jobs while traipsing in and out of the building whenever they
chose, with barely a thought to its history or their own relative
freedom. I didn’t consider the people who worked on those upper
floors colleagues; they didn’t live the history of this place as I
did.

From where I sat on the steps of the gallows, I
directly faced the entrance to the yard through which my captives
would come, blinking, having emerged from the dark tunnel from the
women’s gaol. The sinister entrance to the pits was to my right, a
shadowy, forbidding doorway that even made me a little nervous. The
entrances to the transportation exhibition and the more modern part
of the prison were across the sun-bathed yard to my left.

Surrounded on three sides by buildings, the other
side of the yard was enclosed by a tall red-brick wall, which
loomed in on you, giving the whole area a very enclosed feeling.
Sometimes, I climbed to the platform of the gallows and onto the
guard railings closest to the wall, in order to peer over it and
look at the city beyond. The hustle and noise always took me by
surprise, and I found the view ruined by the modern glass structure
of the new court building in among the old textiles factories. I
would gaze for a few minutes, contemplating the continuity of
history, and retreat back into my own little piece of the past. I
was safe here, in my prison. I often thought of the prisoners who
had been trapped inside these walls, longing for the freedom to
even peep over the wall, let alone be able to leave by the front
entrance every evening as I could do, and reflected how screwed up
it was that their gaol was my refuge. But then, I told myself,
their perspective of the outside world they longed for was probably
far different from mine. Life had surely been simpler so long ago.
Freedom brought its own bloody problems and hiding behind these
walls meant I didn’t have to face them for a few hours at
least.

I suppose I was almost territorial about my exercise
yard. I wondered if the warders of days gone by had felt the same
way. It was one of the ways I spent my idle time, imagining the
people who had once inhabited this place. I had studied history—I
had a bloody degree in it—I knew not to romanticise it.
Academically, I had seen beyond the myth of the clean and idealised
past created in countless films and television adaptations of
classic novels; my research cut through the costumes and
candlelight. I knew the facts and figures of population growth in
cities during the industrial revolution, understood the resulting
brutality of the squalor endured by so many of those who had turned
to crime over the centuries. I knew the filthy conditions inside
the gaol would not have been much worse for many of the prisoners
than their lives on the outside. Many of them would have been
illiterate and with a life expectancy not much beyond thirty. Facts
and evidence: they were the historian’s staples and I knew enough
of them to have a good grasp on the reality of this place. I
suppose somehow, though, I did not connect completely with it. How
else could I lounge on the steps of a mock-gallows in an exercise
yard where people were executed and buried in quicklime?

Today, any contemplation of history was about as far
from my mind as it was possible to be. I leaned back on my elbows,
covering my black costume with dust from the steps, and let the sun
warm me through. My head was still pounding. I was never going to
drink again.

How many times had I said that? But this was
different. This was all down to that fucking bastard. I should’ve
known two months ago it wasn’t going to work. I didn’t even fancy
him, for God’s sake. It was more a case of, at the age of
twenty-five, I really thought I should have a boyfriend. People I’d
known at school and university were all getting married and having
children. I hated the thought of being pregnant, let alone the
screaming brat it would produce, and I’d only had a handful of
serious boyfriends. One had lasted almost a year, but I had known
it wasn’t love as soon as the initial excitement—or maybe relief—at
having a boyfriend had died down. This latest one—Paul his name
was—had been nothing more than a good idea at the time, which had
soon turned out not to be. We’d spent a month holding hands and
pulling each other’s clothes off half-heartedly, and a month
arguing about every conceivable subject. Something about him just
made me uncomfortable. I was glad he had finally fucked off last
night. I’d been drinking to celebrate being single again, of course
I had. Or perhaps I was quietening that echo, the one that followed
me from year to year. Maybe I’d been wrong.

A heavy thud followed by a squeal of delighted alarm
reached me from above. Thinking that lounging on the steps of the
gallows was not the best place to be discovered by my next party of
prisoners, I got up and went to lurk in the shadows to wait for
them.

 


1808

 


Drifting in and out of sleep on the damp straw.
Always dark, even with her eyes open. Surely it wasn’t night
already? Eternal darkness. Dead. Hang. Hang. Dead. The echo taunted
her, awake and asleep. Drifting into sleep again, falling, falling.
Dying. Aged two-and-twenty and healthy, a strong girl they’d called
her, and now dying. Impossible. Yet it was to be.

Alone now, Gilly’s hands nowhere to be felt. No
murmurs without, but a vague sound of scraping chairs, farther
away. The women were still there. Elizabeth felt hot now, burning,
but her fingers were icy when she held them to her face.

More shapes in the gloom. Low to the stone floor, on
the straw mattress, a chair loomed nearby. There was a bucket near
the arched entrance to this cell. That was what it was, a cell. A
gaol cell, where she would spend her last days. Heart raging
against the injustice. The bucket was the source of the bitter
odour of stale urine.

Elizabeth sat up and waited while her balance
restored itself. Why was she alone? She eased herself to her feet
and moved unsteadily to the doorway. Now, she caught their voices
in the first chamber.

The darkness of the sleeping cell seemed to pull her
back towards it. She wanted to lie on the straw and wait for death,
she felt its draw. But hunger stirred in her stomach. Still alive
now.

She tore herself from the shadows that clutched at
her skirts and moved towards the voices.

The women were seated around the long wooden table,
pink-faced Mrs Beckinsale at the head. Her keen eyes saw Elizabeth
first.

‘Gracin’ us with y’ presence, Miss Cooper, or will
y’ be keepin’ to y’ bed for the rest of t’ day?’ A snigger from
Maisie, the eyes of the four women on her now. Too much attention.
It was lighter in this room now; candles burned on the table, the
smell of their tallow adding to the acrid atmosphere. ‘Gilly, give
’er some stew.’

Gilly stood and reached for the handle of the ladle
which protruded from a dish in the centre of the table. Pungent
over-boiled cabbage filled Elizabeth’s nostrils. Gilly took up a
small wooden bowl and spooned two ladlefuls of a liquid substance
into it. Then she put it on the table at the side of her and
gestured that Elizabeth should sit beside her.

What was in her bowl was not stew. More like
cabbage, served with the water it was boiled in. Glancing along the
table, no bread in sight.

Opposite her, pale face made yellow by the candles,
Mary Smith gazed at her. A broad woman with heavy features,
probably past her fortieth year. She had an odd scar on her left
cheek. An unnerving gaze, strikingly even and constant. Elizabeth
looked away.

Next to her, Jane Larkin, a smaller, younger woman
with very dark hair from beneath her cap, spooned up her cabbage
eagerly, her whole body rocking slightly. Not interested in
Elizabeth at all.

‘Go on then, eat up, or y’ll be hungry later.’ Mrs
Beckinsale’s voice reminded her of her mother’s. She fought a sob
rising in her throat and lifted her spoon.

The taste was foul, the texture, at once watery and
viscous, almost made her sick, there at the table. But she returned
her spoon to the bowl and took another mouthful. It was at least
warm in her belly. Mary Smith stopped her gazing and returned to
her own meal.

Mrs Beckinsale, she noticed, ate the same cabbage
soup they did. A moment of curiosity about the older woman sparked
in her. Did she live at the gaol too? What of her husband? Another
spoonful of the cabbage. She was surprised at how little was left
in the bowl already.

As she ate, she glanced sideways at Gilly. She knew
her voice and her hands, but the other woman’s appearance was
unfamiliar. Gilly had pink skin, despite the candlelight and the
shadows. She ate her food slowly and properly, drinking the water
from the side of the spoon. Older than Elizabeth, but not above her
thirtieth year. Auburn hair beneath her cap, a vaguely crooked nose
in profile. Straight shoulders and a slender form. Nothing at all
coarse; she seemed to be in the wrong place. This morass of odours
and seething shadows did not seem to be a reasonable environment
for her, any more than it felt like it was for Elizabeth.

Another spoonful of cabbage. Still alive, hunger
soothed if not satisfied. Still alive. But with the assurance came
the opposite echo, just beneath. Hang. Dead. She let her spoon fall
to the table. Mary Smith glanced up at her again. She remained in
her chair and fought the tears. The other women were looking. Let
them. And the thought brought a curious comfort. Not alone, not
dead, not yet.

 


2008

 


Small groups of two or three people insisted on
plaguing me until the middle of the afternoon. I spent my half-hour
lunch break alone in the staffroom, wondering if everyone else had
maybe gone home and left me, but really quite grateful for the
solitude.

By three o’clock, I was relaxing on my gallows steps
once more, the shadows beginning to extend over the yard and
putting me half in the shade. My headache had subsided, but I still
felt tired, and despite my best efforts, my thoughts persisted in
going back to a consideration of my latest failed relationship and
a possible future of spinsterhood. Those distant days when I’d
contemplated something very different threatened to intrude on my
reflections. Six years and still the doubt. I stared blankly at the
red brick ahead of me and worked on blocking the echoes from my
mind. Much though I didn’t feel like more work today, I was also
deeply uncertain that I wanted the freedom of closing time to come.
The prospect of returning to my flat and fighting the thoughts that
always threatened to intrude on my peace of mind made my enclosed
gaol yard seem even more comforting as the day drew towards its
close.

It was always peaceful in the yard by this time in
the afternoon, providing there were no parties of schoolchildren to
deal with. Not many people chose to start a tour of the museum this
late in the day, and the chances were, if there were no more
visitors now there would be no more for the rest of the day. The
museum officially closed at four thirty, but
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