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Advance praise for Hear No Evil


‘A fascinating exploration of deafness and human value amid the sights, sounds and smells of urban Scotland in 1817.’


– Sally Magnusson,
 author of The Ninth Child


‘I loved Hear No Evil, beautifully written and a real page turner with characters whose company I enjoyed greatly. It evoked the Edinburgh of that time brilliantly and vividly and gave such a wonderful insight into the early quest to understand and give a voice to people who cannot hear. The historical evocation of Edinburgh and the dramatic murder story were both so well done and so rewarding.’


– Elisabeth Gifford,
 author of The Lost Lights of St Kilda


‘A striking and stylish literary page-turner that breathes life into the past, illuminating a fascinating corner of history by revealing its lost voices and contemporary resonance. Smith’s evocative storytelling and willingness to probe the murkier reaches of the human psyche make her a talent to watch!’


– Zoë Strachan,
 author of Ever Fallen in Love
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‘yet you want not speeche; who have your whole body for a tongue’ 


John Bulwer, Philocophus, 1648










1



[image: Chapter ornament]  Thursday, 27 February 1817:
 The Tolbooth Prison, Edinburgh [image: Chapter ornament]



Robert Kinniburgh climbed the High Street wearing his smartest clothes. He had been called upon by a clerk dispatched from the chambers of Lord Succoth, prominent judge and former head of judiciary. The clerk wore a pinched look and had little capacity for niceties. He waited outside the house while Robert informed a servant of his purpose, gathered his pen and notebook and pulled on his greatcoat.


Once they had reached their destination, the clerk relinquished his charge to the keeper of the Castle Street Tolbooth, Thomas Sibbald, and scurried back to his duties. Robert was shown to Jean Campbell’s prison cell. It had been a cold February, yet Robert found that he was sweating under his woollen coat.


Sibbald, a gruff, heavyset man, said little as he led Robert up a narrow central staircase to a landing that fanned out in a circle and was punctuated by dark wooden doors. Each of these doors was furnished with a slit at eye level. Robert noticed that the keeper passed them without bothering to look inside. Whether Sibbald was supremely confident about the state of the people in the cells or whether there were currently no other inhabitants apart from the newly arrived Glaswegian murderess, Robert couldn’t tell.


The prison itself was in a state of dilapidation. A modern facility was in the process of being built at Calton Hill and the expectation was that the Tolbooth would be demolished once the new prison was opened.


‘Here we are, Mr Kinniburgh, sir,’ said Sibbald, as he halted at the fifth door they came to.


The keeper raised his hand and pushed back an errant strand of thinning hair, slid a large key into the lock and turned it twice. As the door opened, Robert was struck by a cloying, sickly smell of urine and excrement but determinedly hid his disgust.


Jean Campbell was sitting on a three-legged stool on the far side of the room. She looked up at both men with a steady gaze, her demeanour calm and quiet. The cell was an odd triangular shape. Lying between the central staircase they had just climbed and the outer wall of the round tower of the Tolbooth, it made Robert think of a chunk of Stilton extracted from the cheesemonger’s wheel.


He regarded the woman opposite him. This prisoner he had been summoned to interrogate. She looked thin, her body swamped in too-large prison clothes. Her dark blond hair was scraped upwards and fastened in a loose bun. She had large eyes set above deep hollows and wide cheekbones. Her pallor could be explained by her current circumstances, but Robert had been expecting to see a dead-eyed criminal of the lowest class, yet here was a woman with an intelligent expression and admirable composure.


Sibbald cleared his throat.


‘This is Jean Campbell, sir.’


Robert nodded at the prisoner.


‘How is the lady, Mr Sibbald?’


‘She’s been no trouble, sir,’ the keeper replied. ‘No trouble at all. I’m not sure though, sir …’


‘Yes?’


‘Forgive me, but I’m not sure how your visit will affect her. I know why you’ve been called in, but until now she’s been beyond reach and still in ignorance of the facts of the matter, so to speak.’


‘Hopefully I can explain things to her,’ said Robert. ‘It’s important she understands her situation and can give a statement of some sort to the powers that be. That way, decisions can be made on how best to deal with her.’


Sibbald nodded.


‘I’m advised that she has been charged with the murder of an infant, Mr Sibbald. Do you know if it was her own child or that of someone else?’


Sibbald cast his eyes downwards. ‘I believe the baby was hers, sir.’


‘A tragedy,’ said Robert, ‘whatever the circumstances.’


‘Aye. She doesn’t give much away, that one, but I’ve heard her weeping on more than one occasion since she arrived from Glasgow. Whatever the ins and outs of the case, the lassie’s broken-hairted about it.’


The keeper turned to leave them but, as he reached the door, his prisoner became agitated and let out a strange sound, like a gasp or a screech, her voice discordant. She looked at Robert and shrank into herself. Sibbald turned and approached her. He crouched down on his hunkers in front of her and took Jean’s hands in his, patting them as one might a child’s.


‘Don’t upset yourself, my dear, this is Mr Kinniburgh. I told you he was coming to see you. He’s here to help you, Jean.’


Robert smiled at them both, reassuringly, he hoped. It seemed such a strange scene in this place of incarceration, torture and execution. The captive and her jailor, both occupying a much lower status in life than the well-to-do and educated visitor but both capable, nonetheless, of tender feelings and compassion.


Robert addressed the keeper.


‘You’ve been able to communicate with her, Mr Sibbald?’


Sibbald looked up at him.


‘Only in a very rudimentary way, sir. She seems to read my lips and understand wee bits of what I’m saying. I gesture with my hands too. Not in any proper sense, such as you might, sir. Only basic shapes and signals either of my own invention or what I’ve seen Jean do herself.’


At this, Jean tugged on Sibbald’s sleeve to attract his attention and looked questioningly between the two men. Sibbald pointed at Robert and patted his heart. He then curled his right fist over his outstretched left palm and moved it from Robert towards Jean.


‘He wants to help you. He wants to hear your story.’


At length, Jean nodded at the keeper, and did not protest when he beckoned Robert to come closer. Sibbald, meanwhile, stepped away and leant against the window frame.


Robert pulled a chair from a small table and set it down opposite Jean. She reached over to him, laying her hand on his knee. She stared at his face and then, with her thumb, she smoothed his eyebrow and trailed her fingers down his cheek. She leant back again, still watching him intently.


Robert was surprised to find himself disconcerted by the touch of the deaf woman. As a teacher at the Deaf and Dumb Institution, he spent his days with deaf children and was used to the direct way they had of communicating with him. The pupils in his care were generally more tactile than other children of his acquaintance and he had grown used to unbidden hands tapping his elbow or tugging at his clothing to get his attention. Often, his pupils would use him as a physical canvas on which to illustrate their thinking, tracing the route of a journey on his palm or describing a person by pointing at similarities or differences in their teacher’s appearance. Robert prided himself on adopting a fairly relaxed attitude to the personal questions that were sometimes posed to him and often disrespectful nicknames given to the staff by their charges. Jean Campbell, on the other hand, bore the marks of her current predicament and came from a class of people he didn’t normally consort with but, on closer inspection, she was an attractive woman of around thirty years, not that much younger than Robert himself, and he found he was more than slightly discomfited by the way her touch made him feel.


Robert regained his composure somewhat and focused on Jean, wondering how best to indicate to her who he was and what he was there for. He felt it was important to keep things as simple as possible.


My name, he signed, pointing his index and middle fingers to his temple, and finger-spelled ROBERT.


Jean watched him. She began to copy the shapes of the letters but got lost halfway through. Robert repeated himself. She tried a second time but lost the thread again. As if I am offering her an exotic new concept, thought Robert. She has no alphabet.


My name, he signed, and she smiled in recognition as he tapped two fingers to his temple and pivoted them forward. Pointing back at him, she indicated her understanding.


He lip-spoke his name to her and she nodded, then drew her fingers down her cheek in an approximation of the way she had touched his face earlier.


Your name, she signed and repeated the gesture.


‘The clean-shaven one.’ Sibbald laughed. ‘She won’t have seen many of those where she comes from, sir!’


Robert looked at the stubble on Sibbald’s face, his unkempt, thinning hair and spidery brows. There was no mirror in the cell, but Robert realised that, although he was not a vain man by any means, he was almost dandified in comparison with this environment and its inhabitants.


‘I suppose not, Mr Sibbald.’


Robert took notice of what had just happened with Jean. This had been the most basic of exchanges and yet it had told him so much. He shifted in his seat and began to communicate with her, using limited signs and reinforcing important information with a combination of repetition, lip-speaking and nodding, in the hope that it would help her to follow him.


Lord Succoth’s note had contained a brief explanation to the effect that the court wished to discover if Jean was fit to plead in any practical or meaningful sense. The authorities were required to make a considered judgement about whether Jean could answer questions put to her by both the prosecution and defence advocates in a court of law and whether she was able, morally and intellectually, to understand what she had done and what the consequences of her actions might be.


If she stood trial, it would be the first time a deaf person had been examined in a Scottish court. If she was found guilty of murder, she was likely to be hanged. Robert couldn’t help but wonder what Lord Succoth imagined might be his part in that turn of events.


Robert and Jean faced one another. The system he had settled on for the moment was crude and hardly sufficient for the task entrusted to him but, for now, it would have to do. It was all they had.
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Robert watched his wife at the stove as she spooned globules of batter onto an iron girdle and piled the results on a large serving dish. They looked for all the world like a tower of pebbles on the sands at Portobello.


Margaret turned to him, spatula in hand. ‘Tell me then,’ she asked, ‘what are we to do today? Without you.’


‘I’ve written some instructions,’ Robert replied, holding up a piece of paper. ‘You and Isabella can see to the girls and I’ve made out a list of lessons for the boys. Joseph can take the lead. Just keep an eye on them, for me, will you? Make sure none of the lads take my absence as a cue for dawdling?’


‘I’m sure we’ll muddle through,’ said Margaret.


Robert smiled, refusing to rise to her pointed tone. ‘I’ve no doubt you’ll do better than muddle through.’


He sat down at the long kitchen table and spread butter over a still-warm drop-scone and ate it quickly, burning the inside of his mouth.


They were both up earlier than usual. Robert, because he was due back at the Tolbooth first thing and had been instructed to call in to Lord Succoth’s chambers on his way. He was expected to report on his initial meeting with Jean Campbell and to give His Lordship some idea of what progress might be expected in the case now that they had a potential interpreter on hand.


Margaret had woken at the same hour as her husband and, rather than turn over and go back to sleep, she had decided to steal a march on the day by making a start on preparing breakfast for the pupils. Usually, she and Robert rose at the same time as Margaret’s sister, Isabella, and two of the older female pupils. The women seeing to cooking and laying tables, Robert enjoying a short spell in his private office before another school day’s labours began.


There was a curious and unexpected intimacy to their being left to themselves, in the kitchen, while the rest of the household slept on. They lay in bed together every night and were private and close there, but whereas other couples of their status might share their dwelling with a housekeeper or a maid-of-all-work, the Kinniburghs navigated their way through a small army of staff, relatives and pupils and were rarely alone together.


Margaret brought a pot of tea to the table, along with two cups and a jug of milk, and sat down alongside him. She poured the tea and handed him a cup. She took his knife and cut a buttered dropped scone in half, helping herself to one of the pieces. She pushed it greedily into her mouth and smiled at him.


‘What’s she like, your murderess?’ Margaret swallowed and widened her eyes in mock sensation.


Robert frowned.


‘She’s not necessarily guilty, Maggie.’


Margaret gave a theatrical sigh and raised her hands in a pleading gesture. ‘I know, I know, but I want an exciting story from you. You were so distracted last night that I hardly got a peep out of you.’


‘It’s not a tale in a book, you know,’ Robert said. ‘She’s a real person who may have to face the fatal consequences of what she’s been accused of. Courts don’t tend to look kindly on infanticide.’


‘I don’t mean to make light of her predicament,’ said Margaret, reaching out and touching his arm. ‘I can be serious. It might help to talk about it. What has she told you so far? Has she admitted to killing the baby?’


Robert shook his head. ‘No, she hasn’t. It’s sometimes difficult to follow what she’s trying to say. It took most of yesterday to get an idea of how I might speak with her and discover some of her background. It would have helped if I had been properly briefed instead of wheeched away up to the prison without being given the full facts of the case.’


Robert rolled his tongue over the burn inside his mouth. It felt raw, sore and oddly comforting.


‘How did you communicate with her?’ Margaret asked. ‘Does she use signs?’


‘Some,’ said Robert. ‘She appeared to lip-read a great deal, but she recognised a few of the more commonplace signs I used; gestures for name and place, for example. Some of the signs she used were unfamiliar to me, but that could simply be that they’re local to her own place.’


‘Can she read and write at all?’


Robert shook his head.


‘What do the courts expect you to do with her?’


‘To find out if she can communicate or be communicated to,’ Robert said. ‘At least, well enough for the various legal processes to take place.’


Margaret regarded her husband for a moment.


‘They will leave it to you to make the decision?’ she asked.


‘I suppose they will,’ said Robert.


‘It seems a very great burden.’


Robert frowned. ‘You think it beyond me?’


Margaret reached out and took his hand, laced her fingers in his. ‘I don’t doubt that you can make an assessment of this woman’s faculties, Robbie. It’s just that I wonder what the extent of your involvement in the case is likely to be.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘If you tell Lord Succoth that Jean Campbell can communicate, then she’ll need you to relay any testimony she gives. Quite apart from the responsibility, it could prove time consuming. If you are unsure, you shouldn’t make any claims on her behalf.’


Robert took his hand from hers, lifted his cup and took a drink. The clerk who had collected him yesterday had indicated that he would be paid a sizeable hourly rate for his time. If called to trial, he would be afforded the status of an expert witness and remunerated appropriately. Any extra monies would benefit the school and compensate for his absence.


‘I think it’s important work, Maggie.’


Margaret gave a tight smile and stared at the damp tealeaves that patterned the bottom of her cup. ‘What is it like, inside the Tolbooth?’ she asked, puncturing the silence between them.


Robert followed her lead. ‘Empty and incredibly cold. I think Jean Campbell is their only prisoner. I don’t know how Sibbald stands it. It feels like a place that has had all of its energy and usefulness leached out of it.’


‘Mr Sibbald, is he the jailor? Does he pace up and down rattling his keys?’


Robert laughed. ‘Not that I noticed. He’s quite ordinary really and surprisingly thoughtful regarding his prisoner.’


Margaret shivered. ‘To be shut away like that. The poor woman. No matter what she’s done, I wouldn’t wish that on my worst enemy.’


‘There has to be justice, Maggie. We must answer for our actions.’


‘I suppose so, but to be deaf and alone in there. Not able to understand what strangers are saying to you. She must be very frightened.’


Robert considered this for a second. ‘She doesn’t seem frightened. Unhappy to be imprisoned. Frustrated perhaps, but she shows no fear. It’s as if she has complete confidence in her professed innocence.’


‘But she threw her baby into the Clyde, Robbie. How can she be innocent of that?’


‘I have no idea. I suppose that’s what I need to try to determine. If I could get her to tell me the whole story, I might have a chance, but I don’t know how to persuade her to trust me. For all she knows, I might be in the pay of those who wish to do her harm.’


As they spoke, familiar noises began to reverberate around the building. Footsteps upstairs and the opening and closing of doors. The household readying itself for the day. Margaret rose from the table and began clearing away their breakfast dishes.


She bent down and kissed the top of his head.


‘What are you so worried about? They wouldn’t have called you in if they didn’t think you’d be able to help,’ she said, gently.


‘Succoth will want answers straight away.’


Margaret shrugged. ‘Well, he’ll just have to wait, won’t he? Why would she immediately tell her story to you? That’s not the way deaf people are with the hearing. You should know that.’


Robert laughed in spite of himself. ‘I don’t think Lord Succoth will be much concerned with the intricacies of the deaf world, do you?’


‘I suppose not,’ Margaret conceded. ‘But he can hardly expect you to provide a coherent story when you’ve only just met the woman and have nothing to offer her to give her hope.’
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Robert buttoned up his tailcoat, lifted his hat, and left the Deaf and Dumb Institution by the kitchen entrance. The trees in the back courtyard were skeletal against a bleached morning sky. The new gardens had not had time to establish themselves and there were no spring flowers as yet to fill the bare pockets of earth.


He let himself out by way of a rough wooden door that led to the junction with the Cowgate and walked up towards Lord Succoth’s residence. It was only eight in the morning, but the streets were already restless. Dust and stour billowed from carts leaving the coal yard, the overworked horses’ breath rank and smoky in the cold air.


Robert dodged across the street and picked his way around the filthy, open sewers of the Cowgate, and into the slightly more salubrious surroundings of the High School and Infirmary. Despite the assured aspect he had presented to Maggie, he felt some anxiety at reprising the role of expert in front of His Lordship, and took a moment to gather himself as he crossed the square.


Lord Succoth lived in a large townhouse at Adam Square that was also home to his offices, and was populated by a small staff. Robert presented himself at the business entrance to the building and was shown to a small waiting room by a very young man with flushed cheeks and sober dress who he presumed to be some sort of apprentice writer or junior secretary.


After a few minutes, the pinched-looking clerk from the previous day stuck his head around the door and asked Robert to follow him. Robert dutifully trotted along behind while the clerk led him through narrow corridors, the walls covered in flaked and yellowed distemper, and up a stone stairway to reach the main part of the house.


‘I’m afraid Lord Succoth is still breakfasting, Mr Kinniburgh.’


The clerk had long, skinny legs that fairly scuttled along, his leather-soled shoes clattering as they met the bare floorboards.


‘Oh,’ said Robert, ‘I was under the impression His Lordship wished to see me as early as possible this morning. Before I return to the Tolbooth.’


‘Just so, just so,’ asserted the clerk, over his shoulder. ‘The earlier the better, in light of the task before us all. There’s no time to waste. He asked that I show you upstairs as soon as you arrived.’


‘Thank you,’ Robert replied. ‘I’m sorry, but I’m afraid I didn’t catch your name yesterday.’


‘No need,’ the clerk declared. ‘Perhaps I didn’t introduce myself properly, what with the urgency of my errand.’


The clerk spun round and reached out his hand to shake Robert’s own. ‘It’s Gibson, Archibald Gibson. Senior Writer to His Lordship.’


Gibson resumed his journey and pushed open a door at the top of the stairs. They emerged into a spacious hall painted in a dark shade of green. Light flooded in from an atrium window in its high central ceiling. An elaborate staircase curled up towards the next storey of the house and, around it, detailed, ornamental plasterwork was picked out in yellow and gold.


Gibson gestured to another door. ‘Lord Succoth will see you in the morning room, sir.’


Robert followed Gibson’s lead and went inside. Lord Succoth was sitting in a winged armchair that had its back to them and the clerk cleared his throat to attract his employer’s attention.


‘Mr Kinniburgh to see you, sir.’


Succoth rose from his seat. Robert had seen His Lordship in the streets around the High Court of Justiciary, surrounded by his official retinue. On those occasions, Succoth had been bewigged and cloaked. This morning, he was less formally dressed, but no less imposing. Despite his relatively small stature and advancing years, Lord Succoth had the lean, bronzed aspect of a former prize fighter who might still prove handy in the ring.


‘Ah. Kinniburgh. Welcome. Please join me.’ Succoth pointed to another seat nearby. ‘Can I offer you some coffee? Or something to eat?’


‘No thank you, Your Lordship, I’ve breakfasted already.’


Lord Succoth sipped his coffee and set it down again on the table.


‘Well, Kinniburgh, how did you find our prisoner yesterday?’


Robert cleared his throat. ‘Tolerably well, sir. I made some headway communicating by signs. The lady is not used to literacy and has no access to an alphabet. It was slow progress, I’m afraid.’


Succoth sniffed. ‘Aye, I can’t imagine she’s the easiest person to interview. Dirty and stupid, I’m led to believe.’


Robert stiffened. ‘She’s certainly poor, sir, but I wouldn’t necessarily describe her as either dirty or stupid. Reticent – certainly – but not completely unforthcoming.’


‘Indeed? She’s deaf and dumb, though. That’s correct, isn’t it?’


‘Well, yes, Your Lordship, but that can’t be used as a measurement of one’s intelligence. Being deaf certainly makes it more difficult for someone to navigate their way through society, sir. In my experience, those who manage to carve out any sort of life for themselves are often much more intelligent than those born with the gift of hearing.’


Lord Succoth suppressed a laugh. ‘Jean Campbell’s a hoor from the Glasgow slums, Kinniburgh. Hardly some kind of noble savage.’


Robert shifted in his seat and changed the subject.


‘I’m afraid I was at a disadvantage. Yesterday, I mean. I had scant information before I spoke to Jean Campbell other than what your clerk and the keeper were able to tell me.’


Succoth took another sip of coffee and then reached for his pipe. He tapped out the remnants of his last smoke into a pewter ashtray.


‘She was seen to throw a baby’s body from a bridge into the River Clyde,’ Succoth said. ‘When apprehended, the police sergeant in Glasgow sent for a local deaf man known to have a bit of speech in the hope that he might induce her to tell them what had occurred. This fellow spoke to her at length, apparently, but she is said to have simply shrunk into herself and refused to give any more details about what happened. Is that because she is deliberately withholding her story from us or that she can’t understand the questions being asked of her? This is the conundrum that we wish you to answer for us, Kinniburgh.’


‘I would like to help, sir, but I’m still unsure how quickly I can answer these questions for you, Your Lordship.’


Succoth opened a tin of tobacco and began to pack the worm-like strands into the chamber of his pipe with a finger. ‘I’ll make it financially worth your while, Kinniburgh. I assume you need funds to keep your school going?’


Robert nodded. ‘Indeed.’


‘Well, then. Let us work together to winkle the truth out of prisoner Campbell’s shell.’


Succoth’s earlier comment still rankled with Robert.


‘You referred to her as a prostitute, Your Lordship. What made you say that?’ he asked.


‘According to the Glasgow police, she lives over the brush with a papist called Donnelly. Although that hardly narrows things down, given the preponderance of Irish infesting the west of Scotland. By all accounts, she has an older son who was born in Glasgow. Campbell herself is rumoured to hail from Argyll.’


‘I would like to carry on interviewing Jean Campbell, sir,’ Robert said. ‘However, if I am to find out the information you require – about the crime itself and the events leading up to it – I may need some time. We have many signs in common but by no means all.’


Succoth nodded and waved away this advice. Less in dismissal, thought Robert, than in a pretence of understanding the complexities of communicating with the deaf.


‘The prisoner’s deafness aside,’ said Robert, ‘we are dealing with a woman who has lost her baby under circumstances of some violence. If she is innocent of the charge of murder, her grief must be intolerable.’


‘Do not presume her innocent, Kinniburgh. I’ve known many a hard ticket that was able to turn on the tears when it suited.’


‘I presume nothing, Your Lordship, I am merely taking into consideration my initial impressions of the task at hand.’


‘Aye, well,’ said Succoth, ‘information is what I’m after, impressions are of no use to the law.’


Robert’s instinct was to debate this point with Succoth, who, he believed, was as guilty as anyone of making judgements based on first impressions. His head, however, cautioned him to caw canny and concentrate on the matter at hand. There was nothing to be gained by going against His Lordship at this early stage.


‘I assure you, sir, my immediate concern is to establish a mode of communication to allow the prisoner’s testimony to be heard.’


Succoth gave a small nod of satisfaction and sat back in his chair. ‘The more detail you can get from her and the quicker you can relay it to me, Kinniburgh, the better.’


Robert nodded. ‘I may find it helpful to visit Glasgow at some stage. To confirm the background to the case. Would that be acceptable?’


His Lordship pulled on his pipe and let the smoke escape from his mouth in tendrils, curling upwards. The smell of an expensive rub of tobacco hung in the air.


‘Certainly, Kinniburgh. Gibson will pass on any information that you request and make travel arrangements should you require them.’


‘Thank you, sir.’


Succoth stood up and Robert followed suit.


‘Keep me abreast of developments, Kinniburgh.’
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Robert explained to Jean that she had been charged with a crime. According to witnesses, she had thrown her child into the Clyde. But, as no body had been found, it was difficult to determine if this was, in fact, the case.


Robert raised an index finger and pulled his wrists together.


When a person is arrested, he signed, the police must hear their story.


The police didn’t understand Jean, so she needed to tell her story to him. He made a curved shape using both of his index and middle fingers.


On the bridge, what happened?


Jean shook her head violently. Anger or fear. Robert couldn’t be sure. She brought her right hand up sharp and flat over her head. What is she saying, thought Robert? I’ll be dead? They’ll kill me?


He raised a pointed finger towards his brow and, with a frustrated expression, shook his head.


I don’t understand. Plaintively, he curved his hand and offered it to her. Please, I want to help you.


Thomas Sibbald sat watching, quietly, but shifted in his chair at Jean’s frantic gestures. He likely understood only a little of what passed between them, but Robert noted the man’s look of concern. Most people were terrified of hanging, right enough. And Sibbald had seen his fair share of the drop. Fear could be catching. In his job, you’d learn to build up your immunity.


Jean sat still for a moment, thinking. Then she drew herself up and looked squarely in Robert’s eyes.


I’m not a bad woman, she signed.


I know. I know, agreed Robert. Tell me what happened. Why were you on the bridge?


Jean’s eyes glistened with unspent tears. I ran for a long time. I needed to rest for a moment, get my breath back. I had to get away from him. I was frightened he would find me.


Robert looked quizzically at Sibbald for a moment, but the keeper looked just as confused as he was, so he turned back to Jean. Robert’s brow furrowed, and he formed a spiral with his index finger.


Who?


Jean began to rock rhythmically back and forth, holding tightly to the sides of her wooden chair.


I’m going too quickly, thought Robert, I’ll lose her. He reached out, placing the palms of his hands onto Jean’s shoulders. Trying to contain her panic, to rescue her from the onslaught of memory and bring her back to this day, to this room.


An earthenware jug perched on a nook in the wall. Sibbald rose and poured some small beer into a tumbler and handed it to Jean, his calloused hand curling her thin fingers around its cold surface. Robert moved back into his seat and both men waited patiently while she drank.


In the still of the prison cell, a tableau crept into Robert’s mind. He imagined himself in the boardroom of the Deaf and Dumb Institution in Chessels Court, standing in a corner of the room while the eminent judge, Lord Succoth, mingled with board members, drinking whisky and toasting the king. Someone noticed Robert’s presence and gestured towards him. The entire company shifted nervously until Lord Succoth muttered something under his breath and they all laughed. Robert tried in vain to speak to them, but they turned their backs deliberately and with impunity.


It was a fancy. Nothing of the sort had ever happened. Nevertheless, he could see the possibility that his hard-won career might slip through the cracks of the floorboards in Jean’s prison cell. Robert stood up and walked to the tiny opening in the external wall of the cell. He drew on a shaft of cold, fresh air and stared down to the pan tiles on the roof below.


After a few moments, Jean appeared by his side and clutched his arm. She gestured to him, apologetically, to sit down.


Take your time. I’m in no hurry, he signed. You talked of a man. Who did you mean?


She steeled herself.


I was afraid that he would kill me. He had secrets.


About the baby? asked Robert.


She nodded. He told me to keep quiet.


And you did? You kept the secrets?


I thought no one would understand me or they wouldn’t believe me.


Why would they not believe you?


He would say I was a liar, a deaf and dumb hoor.


Jean raised her arm, twirled her wrist and Robert blushed at the term and cursed his manners.


Why would he call you that name?


Jean shrugged.


I don’t know. Because I’m poor? Because I’m not married?


Who? Robert signed again, exasperated. Who is this man?


I cannot tell you, signed Jean. I am frightened of him. He is frightened of me. But he can hurt me more. He told me to stay silent.


Jean pinched her thumb and forefinger together and gestured the locking of her lips. Her eyes were wet, and her breath stuttered in her throat.


Sibbald stood up.


‘Perhaps, sir, this would be a good time to let the prisoner rest? I have a pot of tea on the hob downstairs.’


[image: Paragraph Break]


Jean watched the two men leave and the door close behind them, stealing the thin shaft of light they had brought in. She had only been there a few days, but she knew the cell like the back of her hand. Stone walls, straw bed, wooden chairs and a table. A pot to piss and shit in. Not much, but it was no worse than the filth of Taylor’s Close or her father’s tiny cottage exposed to the elements on Islay. At least here Mr Sibbald locked her in where no one could get to her. There were worse things than being caged.
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Jean crouched at the stone fireplace nestled into the wall of her cell. She picked around her fingertips, ripped at a hangnail and winced. Robert’s questions had pulled her mind back to the previous week, the night her baby had been consumed by the river and the world had tipped on its axis.


When the cry had gone up near the Old Bridge, the local constable had been first on the scene, waving and winding his rattle aloft. As he bent down to scrutinise her, Jean had caught the smell of old meat on his breath.


It took some time for his colleagues to join him. In the cramped warrens off the Saltmarket, the rattles the police carried could alert watchmen and other constables but, more often than not, they ran in the opposite direction away from the trouble. That was if they ran at all, most watchmen being elderly and just as likely to be found dozing in a guard box as patrolling with their lanterns. The candles these old men were given supplemented their wages and were a valuable commodity more use to them off duty than on the job.


She couldn’t hear the rattle, but Jean recognised it and knew what it meant. She was aware of much more than people gave her credit for. Always had been. Sometimes she railed against the way people decided for themselves how much she understood. Other times it suited her fine to be thought a fool. They either looked down on you or felt sorry for you. Not once did any hearing person treat her like she was the same as them. She had a language that they didn’t understand.


The cell in the Tolbooth had a narrow, barred window. Jean could see the light of day or the encroaching dark of evening as a sliver of colour or a faint scent of rain or the sting of frost. Often, she noticed a flicker of seagull wings pass overhead, on their way back from plundering fish at the docks or swooping down to scavenge amongst the muck that gathered in the wynds and pends of Edinburgh. The sun’s wane at twilight and the sky’s plunge into inky blue signalled the oncoming night. She could reckon all of these things although she could not hear.


She walked over to the pallet bed in the far corner of the room and lay down on it. She would rest her eyes for a while, until the man with the questions came back. She wondered about him. Something in his nature made her want to lay her troubles out before him. To ask him for something, she wasn’t sure what. Help, understanding, absolution?


The intensity of what she had experienced during the past weeks made it difficult to unravel her story, even to herself. She had begun with the best of intentions; to provide her child with a home and help another soul into the bargain. How had that man twisted what she had done? Distorted it into a cold-hearted transaction that he could use to threaten her and buy her silence?


Jean opened her eyes and looked up at the ceiling. The plaster was worn in places, exposing clumps of horsehair that had been left behind as it crumbled away. Her mind shifted back to this latest, kind man, who knew the signs and the ways of the deaf, even though he could hear. Could she trust herself to trust him?


[image: Paragraph Break]


An hour or so later, when the two men returned, Robert had decided to take a different tack.


Where do you come from? Were you born in Glasgow?


Jean shook her head.


No. From an island. Islay. Do you know where that is?


Robert nodded. He had never been to the Hebrides, but he knew that Jean’s birthplace was to the south and west of the country, owned by the Campbells of Shawfield, although he doubted Jean was a scion of that eminent family. As far as he knew, Islay was a place of farming and fishing, populated by scattered groups of inhabitants who lived a life largely untouched by the scientific and philosophical advances enjoyed by the cities and towns on the mainland.


Robert motioned to Jean to elaborate.


I was born in a cottage, near Bowmore. She used her hands to suggest the playing of a fiddle.


Were you born deaf? Robert asked, raising two fingers and placing them on his ear.


Jean nodded.


In the beginning, they didn’t know it, but as I got older, my mother noticed that I didn’t speak like my brothers and didn’t turn when she called me. But I could hear my mother, all the same.


Robert looked incredulous. What do you mean? he asked.


When she held me, I could feel the words at her throat and recognise the smell of the sea on her skin. Sometimes she sang. Jean pinched the thumb and forefinger of both hands together to signify music. As she made music, I felt every rise and fall of her breast.


Robert clenched his fist and gathered it towards his brow.


I remember the songs my own mother sang to me. That memory is very clear. Sometimes I wonder if feelings carry further than sound.


She leant towards him across the shaft of light spilling from the narrow window.


Yes. Perhaps. Even in this place, I feel her arms wrap around me, trying to comfort me in my trouble.


Your mother loved you very much, I think, said Robert.


Jean nodded. My mother would pat my back as a baby. Later, I began to pat her back too. I think I learnt the love that was held in that small movement.


Thomas Sibbald shifted in his chair.


Robert looked at Jean and smiled sympathetically. She was talking more freely, and he wondered if that was because her mind was concentrated on good memories and had shifted, however briefly, from the death of her child.


Take me to the cottage. I’d like to know about your home.


Just a plain house, Jean shrugged. Two rooms and a bit of land. We had a few cattle and my father and brothers worked on the lead mining. I was the youngest. The only girl.


Robert smiled. Your brothers, they would have made a great fuss of you?


They would push and shove each other to be the first to tell me their stories. Donnie always made me laugh. He would take my mother’s bonnet from its hook, her pinny from the washing line and parade up and down, pretending to be one of the old gossips from the village.


Jean turned her gaze downwards.


It was difficult to make a living from the land. But it’s been harder to be away for so long.


What made you leave? Robert asked.


I met a man, and I was to have a baby. My parents feared I would meet with disgrace. So, I came to Glasgow to live with my mother’s brother and his wife. Once Sandy was born, I left him with my aunt and cousins and got work.


Where were you able to find work? Robert asked.


A cotton mill. There was one nearby. My aunt asked around and helped me to get the job.


Sibbald had been sitting in the corner of the cell. Not able to follow what Robert and Jean were discussing, he had begun to doze off. Now he yawned. He stood up and stretched. His shirt rode up, exposing, for a moment, an expanse of mottled belly. The keeper of the Tolbooth rubbed his hands together, purposefully.


‘Would you excuse me for a time, Mr Kinniburgh? I have some duties to attend to. You’re welcome to stay and carry on talking with Jean. There’s a bell on the landing that you can ring if you need anything.’


‘Yes, of course, Mr Sibbald. I wouldn’t want you to be inconvenienced any more than necessary.’


Sibbald took his leave and Robert turned his attention to Jean once more.


Sandy’s father, was he not willing to marry you? Could no way be found for you to stay in your birthplace?


Jean shrugged. He had a wife already.


Although Jean had talked of disgrace, Robert saw no evidence of shame or remorse in her eyes. A hint of regret, perhaps? Was that for her transgression – as ought to be the case – or simply for the loss of this man? He feared for her mortal soul if she hankered after some illicit relationship rather than atoning for her sin.


Still, he was not here to judge the morals of others.


Through the narrow opening in the cell wall, he could see the gloom of the winter’s afternoon beginning its descent into darkness. He had deserted his family, his school and his charges for the best part of the day. He must pursue his objective. Albeit cautiously. He didn’t want Jean to falter in the way she had earlier.


Robert stretched out the thumbs and index fingers of both hands and pointed them outwards from his mouth, like a pair of pistols.


Your family in Islay, did they speak Gaelic or English?


Everyone had the Gaelic. My mother knew some English because she had worked in service before she married. Later, when I got to Glasgow, all I understood was how she mouthed the words for cutlery and cooking.


Robert smiled. Did you make signs on Islay?


No. Not proper signing like they have here. We just made them up as we needed them. I’d never met another deaf person until I came to Glasgow. Jean stopped for a moment and gave this some thought. I knew old people who had lost their hearing, but not like me. Not born deaf.


Robert noticed that Jean signed Glasgow by bringing her clenched fists together and then lacing her fingers to make a shape similar to a beamed roof. These were the finger shapes that spelled out G and W and were brought together to make the sign for the city. But if he were to finger-spell a word using those letters, along with others – wig, for example, or grow – he knew she wouldn’t follow his logic and connect his movements with the concept of a wig or the action of growing.


Robert recognised that, despite his years of training and working with deaf people, his own starting point for all forms of communication was textual and the alphabet was his bedrock.


Jean approached it by a different route, one which sought out the most important object to be discussed and spun out from the centre. Robert knew he must endeavour to follow her pattern, rather than rely on the linear pathways inherent in a language that could be written down.


Jean yawned as the cathedral bell tolled the hour and drew a blanket around her shoulders. It must be at least five o’clock, thought Robert. Darkness had crept around them so gradually that they had barely noticed. He gestured to a tallow candle by Jean’s bed, and she leant down and passed it to him so that he could light it from the scattering of coal and ash that lay in the fireplace.


When he had handed the lighted candle back to her, he signed, I have to go home. I will come back tomorrow. Perhaps we can talk about the people you met in Glasgow then?


She nodded and stood up as he left the room and pulled the door shut behind him. The keeper had left the heavy key in place and Robert hesitated, unsure of what to do. He wasn’t a jailor and yet he worried that Sibbald might regard him as lacking responsibility if he left the cell unlocked.


He reached down and touched the protruding iron bow. Its faint rattle made him jump. Simultaneously, he turned the key and caught sight of Jean through the slit in the thick door as she glanced round. Their eyes met and something inside him recoiled. What was it?


Robert made a fist and gripped the key as he descended the stairwell. He felt an uneasy pull both of attraction and repulsion.
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