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Author’s Note


Some liberties have been taken with days of the week, which may not correspond to calendar dates for the relevant years.


Holloway Prison, on which the prison in this book is based, was the largest women’s prison in the UK until its closure in 2016. Notable inmates included suffragettes Emmeline Pankhurst and Emily Wilding Davison; Irish Republicans Maude Gonne and Constance Markievicz; Diana Mosley, wife of fascist party leader Oswald Mosley; and Edith Thompson and Ruth Ellis, both of whom were convicted of murder and hanged in 1923 and 1955 respectively. Public unease over the execution of Ruth Ellis helped to pave the way for the abolition of the death penalty in the UK.


The case of Ruth Ellis was not the only one which led to calls for the abolition of the death penalty. Timothy Evans, hanged for the murder of his infant daughter in 1950, was later found to be innocent, and in 1953 Derek Bentley, aged only 19, was hanged after taking part in a robbery in which a policeman was shot dead by another teenager, Christopher Craig (who was too young to be executed, and served a prison sentence). All of these cases influenced the writing of The Midnight Clock, in particular the character of Annie Driscoll – both Evans and Bentley had special needs, although this is not how it would have been described in the 1950s. Both have been the subjects of feature films: 10 Rillington Place, directed by Richard Fleischer and made in 1971, remains the best on-screen account of what happened to Timothy Evans, and Let Him Have It (1991, directed by Peter Medak) is the story of Derek Bentley. There is also a film about Ruth Ellis: Dance with a Stranger (1985, Mike Newell).









Chapter 1


7 June, North London


‘Seriously?’ I hiss at Dad as Skye takes her bags through to his bedroom. ‘She’s moving in? Like, now?’


He closes the door and motions me over to the other side of the sitting room, which is still full of unpacked boxes, so we won’t be overheard. ‘Millie.’ That comes with the slightly crooked and patronising you’ll-understand-when-you’re-older smile I’ve seen a lot of recently.


‘Stop looking at me like that.’


‘Like what?’


‘Like you’re being so patient because I’m being immature for not just fitting in with what you want. I don’t have to be “older” –’ I do air quotes to irritate him – ‘to know a dick move when I see one.’ I fold my arms and glare at him.


‘I didn’t say that—’


‘You don’t need to. And I understand already – you’re a selfish twat.’


‘Millie. I can’t just change everything because your mum’s decided to extend her holiday.’


‘Right, so this is Mum’s fault.’


‘I didn’t say that. But Skye’s given up her place – I can’t just tell her to find somewhere else until you can go home. And anyway,’ he cranks the smile up a notch, ‘this way you can get to know each other.’


‘I don’t want to get to know her.’


‘Millie.’


‘And stop saying my name like that! It’s really annoying.’ It’s pointless carrying on this conversation, so I stomp off to my room.


So much for my first night at Dad’s new flat. Aunt Saff was staying with me at our house the first week Mum was away, but then she decided to stay on in Greece for a while and Saff had to go back home to Cornwall. They were never going to let me stay in Dalston on my own, so Dad had to rush out and buy me a bed.


I guess Skye was always going to move in with him, only it wasn’t meant to start while I was staying. I’ve met her a couple of times: massively awkward meals in restaurants with him doing this weird ‘Jolly Dad’ act because he’s so nervous, and then telling me how the situation is ‘far from ideal’ – like it’s some sort of natural disaster and not totally his fault.


Although … If Skye’s here, maybe it’ll stop Dad trying to explain it to me all the time. He does it like he’s helping with a maths problem, not trying to justify leaving Mum for a woman twenty years younger who mostly talks in inspirational quotes. Last time he tried it I ended up calling him an old perv, so it wasn’t exactly my finest hour, either. He looked so upset that I felt terrible, but kind of glad at the same time because of the way he treated Mum, so then of course I hated myself again.


The flip-flop emotions are real. I don’t want to be angry all the time when there’s nothing I can do about any of this. At least having to revise for exams will stop Dad trying to take me out for treats to try and make it up to me, as if I’m six, not sixteen. He’s already given me £20 – guilt money, left on the pillow with a post-it note saying ‘Love Dad xx’ – like that makes up for anything. Having my own room is a relief, though, because it’s not like this is a big flat and at the moment there isn’t even a sofa I could sleep on.


It’s OK for Mum. Her friend Cathy’s got a villa with an actual private beach, which is where they’re staying. I completely get it, though – even without the private beach – because Mum’s been really unhappy, and I’m in favour of whatever makes her feel better.


My room has quite a high ceiling, but it’s tiny: just enough space for the bed and the other thing Dad bought, which is this really horrible-looking Disney Princess chest of drawers. I’ve got no issue with sitting on the bed all the time, but there’s nowhere to hang anything except a hook on the back of the door. This place used to be a prison before they converted it, so maybe this was one of the cells – except I think they knocked most of it down and started again. Mum said Dad had really lost it when I told her he’d bought a flat here, because … well, creepy. Voices trapped in the walls. Guilt and fear and sadness, all of that. Not that it seems to bother Dad – he even kept the big old prison clock that was on the hall wall when he bought the flat.


With sunny rooms and no bars on the windows, you’d never know it used to be the biggest women’s prison in the country. The only thing here that isn’t new and shiny is that clock. I must have gone past this place hundreds of times on the bus coming home from school, but I never even thought about it. Dad said they’ve had loads of famous prisoners here, although I didn’t recognise any of the names he mentioned.


It feels weird, knowing that. Most of my friends think it’s cool, but they don’t have to sleep here. It’s good they think that, though, because it sort of makes up a bit for the five years when Dad was the constipated man in the Laxulite ads. I didn’t even tell Yasmin, but of course someone had to recognise him so about thirty seconds later the entire school knew, and it was just really …


Urrgh, I can’t even. So funny, right? Dad was an actor before he gave it up and started writing children’s books. Mum’s an illustrator, so she did the pictures – a whole series about a panda cub who lives in a village full of pandas who are farmers and have shops and things, and the little panda has very basic adventures where he’s always home in time for tea. The books have been translated into about forty languages and made into cartoons, which is why Dad could afford this place. Actually, I think Laxulite maybe paid for some of it, as well – plus, we get a lifetime’s supply of the stuff. This fancy box arrives once a year, at Christmas, with pictures of holly and reindeer and everything, which is just unbelievably wrong. Let’s just hope he’s remembered to tell them his new address, because if it’s sent to our house Mum will probably find a way to feed him the whole lot when he finally comes over to collect the rest of his stuff.


I hope whatever new arrangement we have when Mum gets back isn’t going to end up like I’m this piece of property and they’re fighting over who gets to have it when. I was properly relieved, though, when Dad left, because the atmosphere at home had been horrible for ages. During lockdown it was just … No words. Not that it’s been exactly great without him, because Mum’s pretending to be cool with the whole thing when she really, obviously isn’t – but it’s better than having that hair-trigger feeling the whole time, just waiting for the next explosion. Plus, I couldn’t bear to talk to anyone about it while the whole build-up to him leaving was going on. Yaz kept asking me what the matter was and I just felt like I couldn’t go there because if I did then I couldn’t carry on pretending everything was going to be OK. I don’t blame her for being pissed off at me, though, because sad people aren’t exactly fun. I know she’s dying to see what it’s like here. I feel like it’ll be too awkward with Skye right now, so I’ll give her a virtual tour, to try and make up for everything …


I bash the pillow – which helps a bit, so I do it some more. Why can’t stuff just go back to the way it was before, when everything was OK with Mum and Dad? Or maybe not totally OK, but more OK than this, anyway. FML.


Dad knocked on the door about three hours ago to say dinner was ready, but I said I didn’t want any. I’m too angry to be hungry, and I don’t want to see either of them, but I am dying to pee, and it’s been quiet for about the last twenty minutes, so I reckon they must’ve gone to bed …


I clean my teeth, then stand under the shower for ages, trying to get myself calm enough to sleep. On the way back to bed I stop to look at the prison clock. It’s fixed to the wall, quite high up, and has a round face in a wooden frame, and Roman numbers. Dad’s put up these two neon signs he got from a junk shop on either side of it. There’s a blue one saying ‘Casino’, which is OK, and an orange one saying ‘Massage Parlour’ which I’m really hoping I can get him to take down, because eww.


Weird how he managed to get those but forgot to buy any furniture – I mean, priorities, much? I suppose they must switch off, but Dad’s left them glowing eerily in the dark. I’m surprised how dull the clock looks in comparison, but when I look closer I realise it’s because there’s no glass, so the neon isn’t reflecting. There’s obviously supposed to be, because there’s a sturdy wooden frame, but it must have got broken.


The clock face must have been white originally, but it’s greyed with dirt and age, a kind of off-cream. The Roman numerals are painted on, and the hands are thin and black. The name of the clockmaker – SMITH & SONS – is in little letters above the centre, with something else just below that’s so small I have to stand on tiptoe to read it:




Only Now





That totally sounds like something Skye would say – supposedly so significant but actually just really annoying because, if you think about it for more than a nanosecond, it doesn’t mean anything at all.


Also, ‘Only Now’ is a pretty horrible idea for prisoners, because then you wouldn’t want it to be ‘only now’ – you’d want it to be the future, when they let you out. Prison is even called ‘doing time’, like time itself is the punishment.


I reach up and touch the place in the centre where the hour hand and the minute hand are joined, so it’s like the place where time begins. I don’t know why I need to, I just do. I expect it to be cold and hard, because metal, but it’s not. Instead, it’s warm against my fingertip – and alive, like another fingertip, as if a hand were reaching through the clock to touch mine.









Chapter 2


Whoa! I am so not that sort of person. Being under the same roof as Skye must be getting to me already. Next thing, I’ll be coming out with the sort of crap that sounds like it should be on Pinterest in front of a bad photo of a sunrise.


I go back to my room and get into bed.


Right. Lights out. I’m done with today.


I really, really want to go to sleep, but I bet I won’t be able to, because now everything is unsettling, even the flat itself. These walls don’t look like prison thickness, but they better be, because I am not up for listening to Dad and Skye getting it on.


Wish I hadn’t thought of that.


Might try one of those mindfulness exercises that Mum does, except you’re supposed to be relaxed and right now I feel like I’m made of barbed wire.


Still, though. Deep breaths. Don’t think about prisons, or about Yaz pulling away from me, or about revision or about Dad and Skye …


In …


Out …


In …


Out …


I’m five again, in an abandoned fairground. There are trees growing through the rides, and towering above me, way, way too high, is a helter-skelter with the paint faded and flaking away. I’ve got to find Mum and Dad, otherwise – and I’m sure of this, even though I don’t know how I know it – they’re going to die. I run past the rusty Ferris wheel and the burnt-out dodgems and under the skeleton of the roller coaster, but I can’t see them anywhere. If I don’t find them, they’ll die, and it’ll be my fault … But then the helter-skelter begins to sway, the curvy slide sidewinding like a thick yellow snake, and it’s creaking and it’s going to fall, and suddenly they’re there, right next to it, and the creaking is getting louder and louder and—


Oh, God. That was horrible.


My heart’s thumping like anything, and even though I know it was only a dream – and you wouldn’t have to be a genius to work out what that one was really about – I can’t shake off the feeling.


Or the creaking noise, which is still going on. Please don’t let it be Dad and Skye because that would be gross.


Wait.


That’s not creaking. It’s something heavier, more mechanical-sounding.


Like an old clock.


Tick …


Tock …


Tick …


Tock …


What clock, though? There isn’t one, except the big thing in the hall, which I got right up close to and it was really quiet. But now it’s loud and insistent.


Tick …


Tock …


It’s like it’s trying to tell me something.


That’s not possible, obvs, but it’s still keeping me awake. And there was something weird about that clock. I know, because I felt it. Whatever it was.


No point in lying here getting annoyed; I’m going into the hall to have a look.









Chapter 3


No ‘Casino’ and ‘Massage Parlour’ glowing out of the darkness, even though I don’t remember turning them off, just the faint outline of the clock. Tick … tock … tick … tock …


It’s so loud I’m surprised it hasn’t woken Dad or Skye, but maybe they’re already used to it. Or maybe – I sniff – they aren’t asleep, because I can definitely smell cigarette smoke. I really hope Dad hasn’t started again, from the stress or whatever.


My eyes are adjusting to the dark, and I can see that the clock says midnight. The face looks whiter now, cleaner, and it’s glinting … because the glass has been replaced. I suppose Dad must have done it after I’d gone to bed, and I didn’t hear it. That doesn’t seem likely, but—


Wait.


The hall’s starting to look different, somehow – longer, like it’s being stretched out into a corridor, and there’s a yellowish light, sort of foggy, at the end, which must be coming from the sitting room …


Except the sitting room is at the other end. That end’s supposed to be the wall.


‘What the actual—?’


I say it aloud to the empty, glowing hallway. The kitchen door isn’t there, either, or the bathroom door, or – when I turn to look – the door of my room, or Dad’s. It’s wall, all the way down, and it’s changed colour from petrol blue all the way up to grey on the bottom half and cream on the top, plus you can make out the shapes of the bricks underneath. And there’s a gritty feeling under my bare feet – not rugs on polished boards, but a stone floor.


It’s like the whole building’s been turned 180 degrees by a giant hand, because the doors are on the opposite side now. Three of them, spaced out, and then just bare wall down to the far end, where the sitting room used to be. They look like they’re made of metal, not wood: a dirty greenish colour, sort of seasicky in the weird, foggy light.


I can still see the clock on the wall – exactly the same, but with a glass cover over the face. Its tick-tock is quieter now, and there’s another sound, lighter and metallic, jangling. And footsteps, from where Dad’s bedroom is supposed to be.


Skye? Better pretend I need the loo in case she thinks I’m doing something weird and gross like listening out for them …


Except, where is the loo?


And actually, why should I? I’ve got as much right to be here as she has – although ‘here’ doesn’t seem to be here any more.


And it isn’t Skye.


I cough so as not to startle the woman, but it’s like she doesn’t hear it. She’s maybe fifty – face lined and hard-looking with the hair scraped back into a tight little knot – and sturdy in a dark-blue jacket-and-skirt uniform, military-looking with a belt and silver buttons, and black lace-up shoes. She’s got a big bunch of keys on a chain.


Is she a security guard, looking after the flats? I could buy that if she was patrolling outside, but she doesn’t even look at me, just walks past near enough to touch and stops outside the second door. It’s slightly different from the others, with a small flat panel in the middle, the same dirty green metal, at head height.


Maybe she’s embarrassed. All I’m wearing is Dad’s Ramones T-shirt – I forgot to bring anything to sleep in – and a pair of knickers. Perhaps she thinks I’m drunk and she’s hoping I’ll just go away …


This better not turn into one of those dreams where you’re suddenly naked in front of a bunch of people.


Except I’m not asleep, am I? Or maybe I’ve been sleepwalking, and I just woke up.


‘Miss?’ It sounds stupid, but I can’t think what else to say. ‘Can you help me, please?’


She doesn’t even turn her head. Instead, she puts up her hand, flips the panel in the door downwards, and puts her face right up to it.


Must be a spyhole – but why? And what’s she looking at?


Maybe she’s deaf. ‘Miss?’ I say it louder this time, and she straightens her back and turns her head. ‘I’m sorry to bother you, but I just … ’ I falter as she steps away from the door and looks in my direction – and right through me.


It’s not a pretending-not-to-notice type of looking-through, it’s like I don’t exist.


She picks out a key from the bunch on the chain and puts it in the lock.


Can’t hear me, can’t see me. Which means I’m not really here – or not for her, anyway. But I can feel my feet on the chilly, gritty floor, and when I put my hand out and brush my fingers against the wall, I can feel solid brick.


She’s opening the door.


‘Evening, Florey.’


I can’t see who she’s talking to, but if she can’t see me, maybe I can get closer and the other person won’t see me, either.


‘Evening, Ray. Want to help me with the crossword? Annie’s not keen.’


Ray is taking up a lot of the doorway, but I can see round her. It’s a small room, painted the same as the corridor and lit by a bare bulb. There’s a high, barred window, and the floor is covered in brown lino. The furniture consists of a little table with a bowl and jug on top, a wooden table and three chairs, a cupboard, and a narrow bed.


The woman sitting at the table must be Florey, because she’s holding a pencil and has a newspaper spread out in front of her. There’s an ashtray there, too, which accounts for the smell. She’s also wearing a dark-blue uniform, but she’s younger and softer-looking than Ray, with little curls escaping from her scraped-back ginger hair. If she can see me peeping out at her from behind her big friend, she’s giving no sign of it.


It has to be a cell, which means Florey and Ray must be prison officers.


‘Come on, Annie.’ Ray’s looking over at the bed, and her voice is fake-jolly. ‘Take your mind off things. You’ll wear that bed out, sitting on it.’


Annie – whoever she is – doesn’t say anything, but just as Ray closes the door she stands up and I catch a glimpse of her.


I reckon she’s only a couple of years older than I am, but she looks like a lost child. She’s short and plump, with soft brown hair and cheeks that ought to be rosy – still pink, but the glow has gone – and she’s wearing a shapeless grey cardigan over a dull blue dress. Big blue eyes, kind of hopeful and confused at the same time – make me think of photos I’ve seen of dogs in shelters, waiting for someone to take them home and give them love.


For a split second before the door clangs shut, she turns and looks in my direction. I freeze, but she isn’t looking at me.


She’s looking into infinity.









Chapter 4


‘So … What are you planning to do today?’


Dad’s grinning nervously over his coffee like he’s willing me not to lose it, but to be honest I’m not really concentrating because I keep thinking about last night. It’s funny, because I don’t usually remember dreams well, but that was just so vivid. I even checked round the flat this morning, but of course everything’s back to the way it was before I went to sleep. It’s only me that feels different.


It’s not exactly incredible that I should dream about a prison, but that girl’s face was the first thing I thought of when I woke up. And I remembered her name immediately – Annie – and the two prison officers, Ray and Florey, and everything right up to the point of seeing her as she stood up, but nothing else. It’s like a story that just stopped, halfway through, but I knew that something terrible was about to happen. Remembering it now is like a spike of fear, straight through me.


‘Earth to Millie.’ Dad’s waving at me from across the table. I must have a weird look on my face because he asks if I’m OK. Behind him, Skye is busy playing house. Dad and I are still in our dressing gowns, but she’s wearing an apron over her yoga stuff and has already made muffins – although I think that could be more to do with staking a claim on the kitchen than actually liking to cook.


‘I’m fine. I’ve got revision, so I’ll be in my room, OK?’


‘OK.’ Dad’s relief that I’m not rehashing last night’s conversation in front of Skye is evident. ‘I’m off to the shops, so if there’s anything you’d like foodwise, just let me know.’


‘Can’t think of anything.’ Well, I probably can, but not right now. I get up to put my plate in the sink.


‘That’s OK!’ Skye – big smile firmly in place – snatches it from me. OK, OK, OK – everything’s OK. Except it isn’t. ‘Why don’t you go and have a shower?’


Oh great, now she thinks she’s my mum. ‘I was going to.’


‘Sorry. Just … your feet.’


‘What about them?’


‘They’re sort of … filthy. Underneath.’


I lift one up to look, and she’s right. I know they were clean when I went to bed because I’d just had a shower, but now the soles are grey with dirt.


The hall floor is clean enough, and so are the rugs. Maybe I was sleepwalking. I know people do sometimes open doors and things in their sleep – although, if I went out of the flat, is it possible I could have opened the front door and retraced all my steps without waking?


‘No one’s been doing any filming here, have they?’


Dad shakes his head. ‘They’d have told us. Why?’


‘Just wondered. You haven’t started smoking again, have you?’


Skye gets there before he does – ‘No he has not’ – then looks at him like she’s suddenly unsure. ‘Have you?’


‘You know I haven’t.’ Dad turns to me, exasperated. ‘Stop it, Millie.’


‘Stop what?’


‘You know what.’


‘I wasn’t trying to make trouble, just … Look, it’s not important.’


I can feel Dad and Skye exchanging glances as I leave the room. I check the front door on the way to the bathroom, but it’s locked and the chain’s on. And the clock is ticking, very, very quietly.


Dad marches out of the flat with a fistful of Bags for Life. He tells me – in a square-jawed sort of way, like he’s the Protector of the Cave or something – to remember to lock up properly and take my keys if I decide to go out, because Skye has to go back to the house she used to share with her friends to collect the rest of her stuff (she works from home, doing PR for companies that make wellness kits and £100 scented candles). I don’t intend to go out, though – or not yet, anyway.


The first thing I do once they’ve both gone is sit down in the middle of my bed with my laptop. I’ll make a start on my revision in a minute, but first …


Sorry, Yaz, but I’m keeping this to myself until I’ve figured out what’s going on: the whole dirty feet thing, and the cigarette smoke – I mean, you don’t smell smoke in dreams unless your home has actually caught fire, so that has to be significant. If I really did go into the hall – which I must have done, because feet – that means I really did find it all different. I don’t want Yaz to think I’m losing it, especially after what happened with Dad and Mum – not to mention Kieran, which is a whole other story.


I’ve never been that into the unexplained or mystical – like Dad, which is partly what baffles me about him and Skye.


Plus, I’ve never thought much about whether I believe in ghosts. But can you have a ghost building?


I go online and find some old black and white photos of the outside of the prison. The front gateway is like a castle, with towers and battlements. I’d definitely have noticed that when I was going past, so it must have been pulled down at some point before they demolished the rest of the place to build these flats.


The photos of the inside show galleries of cells on either side of a space with iron staircases in the middle, and netting strung across. They definitely look more how I imagine an old-school prison than the plain-looking corridor that I saw last night.


I find a few plans of the prison, too. They look pretty old, maybe Victorian, and sort of like the outline of a windmill with the two lowest sails missing. The bits that look like sails – sticking out in a fan shape – are the different wings, with rows of cells on each side, and then there are more wings, jutting out horizontally from lower down the main column, and lots of other buildings dotted about the grounds.


I start reading the prison’s Wikipedia entry. It opened in the 1850s, so I was right about it being Victorian, but some of it was rebuilt in the 1970s, which was when they got rid of the castle-gateway thing. There’s an aerial photo of the modern prison, in colour, and some details about how it closed down a few years ago, and how all the prisoners were sent to other places. The entry mentions the suffragettes and some of the other prisoners Dad told me about – and that executions took place here into the twentieth century.


Dad didn’t mention that.









Chapter 5


Wasn’t the death penalty abolished like a hundred years ago? I google and discover that it was ended for pretty much everything, including murder, in 1965. When I count the decades back, it suddenly feels very recent.


That’s not cool, it’s creepy.


I try and get into revising, but Bonjour Tristesse is basically a book about people being arseholes, even if they are all sophisticated and French and elegant, and it’s depressing. I wander into the hall, but it feels like there’s something lurking just out of range. I know it’s only my imagination, and probably not unrelated to the horrible information about executions I’ve just discovered, but it’s still weird and unsettling.


I go into the kitchen and open the fridge. Not sure why Dad was so set on going shopping, because Skye’s already brought enough food to feed ten people. Maybe Dad told her Mum is usually too busy drawing pandas to remember stuff like that – although it’s not like there’s a law against men going into supermarkets – and she’s trying to prove she’s the opposite. Skye’s food looks OK, but I don’t really want any of it so I go downstairs for a walk.


It’s really quiet. I try to imagine what the place must have looked like as a prison, but it’s impossible – no atmosphere or anything. Even the sunshine is sort of flat, like it’s determined to be as ordinary as possible.


I wander round the different buildings looking at things. Dad told me that the architect won a prize – which I reckon he or she must have got from some lame bunch of people who think that ‘boring’ equals ‘subtle’. Dad’s shown me the website, which has loads of guff about ‘timeless elegance’ and ‘understated panache’ – like that actually means anything except that the walls are pale-coloured and there are big windows and lots of space between the blocks. I don’t mean to sound spoilt, because most people don’t get to live in places half as nice, but it’s sort of like those clothes that very rich women always wear. No details, and all cream and taupe. I suppose it’s to show that even if they spill a bunch of whatever very rich women eat down their front, it doesn’t matter because they can just buy a new sweater.


Mum doesn’t do FaceTime, so I sit on a bench and ring her.


‘Millie! Darling, what’s happened?’


‘Nothing. I just … ’ Just wanted to hear your voice. I don’t say that, though, because I don’t want to guilt-trip her for staying away longer.


‘You never ring me!’ She must be in a restaurant because I can hear people chatting and crockery and glasses clinking in the background. I’m getting a bad feeling about this. She’s only ever called me darling twice before – I remember because both times she was drunk, which is really unusual.


‘Oh, sorry. I felt like a chat, that’s all.’


‘That’s lovely, darling. No, I’m fine – won’t be a minute.’


‘What?’


‘Sorry, just some friends of Cathy’s.’


‘Look, I can call you another time if it’s—’


‘Don’t be silly. Let me take you outside.’ I hear a chair being scraped back and footsteps, giggles and a lot of excuse me’s, and then it goes quiet. ‘That’s better.’


‘Where are you?’


‘On the beach. Hang on, I’ll hold the phone up so you can hear the sea.’


Swooshy noises, like wind blowing, then a muffled ‘Oh, shit,’ followed by a thud.


‘What was that? Did you just fall over?’


‘I’m fine! Hang on, there’s a rocky bit. It’s glorious here. You must come the minute your term’s finished—’


‘Wait … You’re staying until July? You said it was just for another week.’


‘Cathy persuaded me, and honestly, I feel so much better. You will, too. It’s the perfect—’


‘Have you told Dad?’


‘Not yet. But Cathy made me realise that I don’t need to be back. I can work from anywhere, so why not?’


‘So that means I have to stay at Dad’s?’


‘That’s all right, isn’t it?’


‘I suppose so, but—’


There’s a crash, then silence, then I hear Mum say, ‘You talk to her,’ and Cathy comes on the line. ‘Millie? Sorry about that. Your mum’s a bit upset at the moment.’


‘Drunk, you mean.’


‘Well, yeah, a little. Look, she’s been having a pretty difficult time, and … well, it’s a bit complicated … So, anyway, that’s why I suggested she stay on for a while. I know things aren’t easy right now, and you’ve got exams and everything, but—’


‘When did you decide this?’


‘A few days ago. We thought it was better to wait until we’d sorted out all the details before we told you – and you’re very welcome to come and join us when you’ve finished your term. I’ll get her to ring your dad later, and they can—’


‘Right. Thanks for letting me know.’ I end the call. So much for wanting to hear her voice: I’ll have to spend the next five weeks here, minimum.


Mum sounds kind of out of control … But I guess she didn’t expect me to call – and I know she’s been trying really hard to keep it together in front of me for ages, and I get that she needs some time to herself. I just don’t know where I am in all this.


Aaaargh. I clutch my phone hard so I don’t hurl it against the nearest wall, and go back inside.


I go up to my room and stare at my screensaver for a bit. It’s the three of us on holiday in Iceland a few years ago, when things were still OK – although not as OK as I’d thought they were, it turns out. It feels like even that picture is kind of a lie … but I don’t remember any arguments, and Mum and Dad look properly happy so maybe they were, if only for that short time. I look quite a lot like Mum – wavy dark hair, pale skin and brown eyes – and we’re both tall and sort of angular. Even though I’m only about twelve in the photo it’s really noticeable, because we’re wearing practically identical hiking stuff.


I want to get inside that picture and stay there – on the boat with the grey sea and the enormous chunks of pale blue ice – and for nothing to change.


Then Dad comes back, loaded down with shopping, and bangs on my door, whanging on about traffic jams and car parks like he’s just had to slay a dragon or something.


‘Yeah, you’re a total hero.’ I’m not saying anything about Mum’s plan – she can tell him herself.


‘Can you come and give Skye a hand? She’s just been to fetch the rest of her stuff.’


The rest of Skye’s stuff turns out to be an unbelievable amount of clothes, cosmetics and beauty products, crammed into an Uber. It’s way too much for the size of car, and the driver, who’s basically got aluminium make-up boxes piled round his head, is massively pissed off.


I make two journeys from the car park then go back to my room, where I wind up alternating between TikTok and Netflix. I can’t concentrate, but anything is better than thinking about Mum and Dad because it’ll just make me really angry, so what’s the point? It’s not like I can change anything.


When Skye knocks on the door with a soft ‘Dinner’s ready’, I tell her I’m not hungry. About an hour later they go out to the cinema and when I go into the kitchen there’s a tray waiting for me on the table, with a really fancy salad and a slice of cake. There’s even a single flower in a little vase and a purple post-it: In case you change your mind. S x


It’s nice of her – I get that. And actually I am hungry now, and the food looks great – and, looking round, I can see she’s added a Gaggia coffee machine and an ice cream maker to Dad’s very basic kitchen appliances, as well as a load of herbs in pots … But it doesn’t stop me wishing that she didn’t exist – or anyway that I’d never met her because she’d never met Dad – and that none of this had happened.


I wash up afterwards, then go back to my room and lie on the bed staring at the ceiling. Everything, even my dream – if that’s what it was – just feels so hopeless. I’m going to be stuck here, with them, and I’ll just be getting angry and worrying about Mum, and then there’s the whole Kieran thing …


Tears leak out of my eyes and trickle down into my ears. As far as I’m concerned, the rest of today is cancelled.









Chapter 6


The clock wakes me.


Tick


Tock


Tick


Tock …


I’m in the hall again. The big clock face with its Roman numerals looms at me out of the sickly grey-yellow fog: midnight.


The space is elongating and the petrol blue walls are changing colour to half grey, half cream. Stone floor. Row of metal doors. Smell of cigarette smoke. All exactly the same as last night.


Jangle of keys. Footsteps echoing along the corridor. Someone’s coming.


It’s Florey – I recognise her from last night. There are three men walking behind her, two – one middle-aged, one younger – in old-fashioned suits and hats, and the third in overalls. The older suited one is taller and broader, with a weather-beaten face and pale blue eyes. There’s something really focused about him, like he’d still carry on doing whatever he was doing, even if everything around him burst into flames – but the younger guy, who is carrying a big old leather case, has this deliberately blank expression. The man in overalls looks pale and sweaty.


Have they come to see Annie?


Florey stops outside her cell, and I think she’s about to unlock the door, but instead she puts her finger on the small flat panel, uncovers the spyhole, and stands back. The older man puts his face close to it for a moment, then steps back, jots something down in a notebook, and shows it to Florey. ‘Does that correspond with the records? Height and weight?’


‘Yes, Mr Rutherford.’


‘Good. Shall we inspect the chamber?’


Chamber? What is this, Harry Potter? And why aren’t they going in to see Annie rather than just spying on her? Florey’s face is expressionless, but I spot a flash of excitement in the younger guy’s eyes as they move down the corridor to the cell on the right of Annie’s. Florey must have caught it, too, because she suddenly glares at him. ‘There may be a reprieve.’


‘I’m aware it’s irregular,’ Mr Rutherford says, ‘but as the apparatus hasn’t been used for a while, it was thought best to make sure that everything is in good order.’


Reprieve? Apparatus?


Oh, no. No.


No, no, no.


What Ray said to Annie. Take your mind off things. That’s what she wanted to take Annie’s mind off – and that’s why she and Florey were in there in the first place, because I’m betting prison officers don’t usually hang around in the cells offering to help with crosswords.


They’re going to kill her.


Florey unlocks the door of the next cell – which is narrow and totally empty except for two more doors on either side of it, facing each other. She unlocks the one on the right, then steps back to let the men go inside. I move forward to stand with Florey on the threshold. She clearly doesn’t want to go in and, once I see what’s there, I don’t either.


The room is painted the same as the other one, like the corridor, but there’s no furniture unless you count a stepladder, folded up and leaning against a wall. There’s a staircase in the corner, going down, two big beams across the ceiling and bare boards on the floor with trapdoors in the centre, with a big lever sticking up at one side. Mr Rutherford gestures towards the leather case. ‘Mr Finch, if you would … ’ and the other man opens it and produces a rope.


Mr Rutherford positions the stepladder on the trapdoors and climbs up, and Florey and Mr Finch watch in silence as he fixes the rope to something on one of the beams. When he climbs down and Mr Finch moves the ladder away, I can see that the rope ends in a leather-covered noose, which hangs there, limp.


Mr Rutherford gives it a sharp downward tug. ‘So far, so good. You’ve got sand, I take it?’ He’s asking the man in overalls, who I’m guessing must be a maintenance guy. He’s been staring at the ground since they went in the room.


Sand?


‘I’ll make sure, Mr Rutherford.’


‘Good.’ Mr Rutherford walks round the trapdoor and shoves the lever forward, and the trapdoors fly open with a crash. Florey jumps, and I turn to look in the direction of Annie’s cell, wondering if she can hear … and then I realise that the door on the other wall of the empty cell must be hidden by the cupboard on Annie’s side. Does she know that there’s only a piece of furniture and a tiny room between her and death? Do they move it out of the way when the time comes, and bring her through here to … ?


They can’t. Please let there be a reprieve. I grab Florey’s arm – it feels solid enough under my hand, but she doesn’t even flinch. ‘Please,’ I shout. ‘You can’t do this! It’s wrong!’


Nobody reacts. It’s like before: they’re not ignoring me, they just can’t see or hear or – in Florey’s case – feel me. It’s pointless.


Mr Rutherford and Mr Finch lean forward to look through the big, square hole in the floor, their heads on either side of the noose. ‘So far, so good. We’ll test it a few more times to make sure.’


‘Right you are.’ The maintenance man’s voice sounds faint, and I notice that he’s begun to sidle away from the gallows, towards us. I don’t blame him. Florey catches his eye and gives him a sympathetic half-smile. I know they’re thinking the same as me: when Mr Rutherford pulls that lever Annie will plummet downwards and the rope will go taut and her neck will break.


Florey and the maintenance man stare down at their shoes as Mr Rutherford and Mr Finch go down the stairs. We can hear them moving about, murmuring – and then Mr Finch comes back up and they reset the trapdoor. They’re quiet and efficient, like surgeons about to perform an operation. How can they be so calm?


I dash past Florey, grab the lever and give it a shove. The trapdoors fly open again – bang! This time, everyone jumps, and there’s a yell from downstairs, and footsteps, moving fast. Mr Rutherford’s head appears, halfway up the staircase. ‘What the hell are you playing at?’


‘Nothing.’ Mr Finch is white as a sheet, backing into a corner. ‘I didn’t touch it.’


‘Bloody hell!’ The maintenance guy is staring at the hole like his eyes are about to pop out of his head. ‘Sorry, ma’am,’ he says to Florey, who’s looking as if it’s all she can do not to run out of the room.


Mr Rutherford looks thoughtful. ‘Must be the mechanism. We’ll need to report this to the governor.’ He and Mr Finch bend over the lever. The maintenance guy is leaning against the wall, looking like he’s about to be sick, and Florey’s hands are shaking.


The last thing I see is the noose hanging in the centre of the room.









Chapter 7


I jerk out of sleep, sweaty and shaking, and, for a moment, I can’t think where I am.


A knock on the door, and Dad’s voice. ‘Are you all right?’


‘What? Why?’


‘You were shouting.’


‘Sorry. Just … bad dream.’


Dad puts his head round the door. ‘Are you OK? What was it about?’


I sit up. ‘Doesn’t matter.’


‘Well, you’re awake now. You know it’s after nine?’


‘Obviously not. For some reason – possibly, I mean, just possibly, because all of this is fucking with my head – I forgot to set my alarm.’


Dad puts his hands up, like, surrender, and says, ‘I can bring you some coffee from Skye’s fancy machine.’


‘Well, it has to be better than your coffee, so … OK. Thanks.’


‘I can bring some toast as well, if you like.’


‘Not hungry.’


‘Sure?’


‘Sure.’ Right now, I don’t feel like I’ll ever want to eat anything again.


‘Fair enough. We’re going out after breakfast to choose a new sofa, so we’ll leave you to it – unless you want to come with, of course? We can have lunch in town.’


Seriously? ‘Er, hello? You know it’s a school day, right? I can’t just take it off to play happy families.’


‘Oh, yes. Right. Sorry.’


He looks half disappointed, half relieved, like he’s trying to make his face look a certain way but it’s not cooperating. ‘I’ll be fine,’ I tell him. Then, because frankly I’m grateful to have the flat to myself, ‘Say thanks to Skye for the meal.’


‘Right you are.’


He closes the door and I sit there with my head in my hands, feeling like everything’s horrible. It’s not just the whole Dad-and-Skye thing and Mum staying away – I don’t reckon she’s rung him yet, or he’d say something – but last night, that noose just hanging there. That was …


Urrgh. No, stop it. I swing my legs out of bed and immediately check my feet: filthy.


So, whatever happened the first time just happened again. And now it’s worse, because Annie’s going to be hanged. How could people do that?


Except … Florey mentioned a reprieve, didn’t she? So that means Annie could be OK – or anyway, not dead. Even if she is some weird dream or ghost or whatever, all of this feels way too real.


I grab my phone and start googling, then switch to my laptop because someone’s uploaded an actual plan of the place where they hanged people, and I need to see it bigger.


Whoa! This is so exactly like what I just saw that it’s unbelievable.


[image: image]


This flat is on the first floor, so there’s one below it on the ground floor, and it all fits exactly with what I saw. The cell with the table and the bed … and there’s the wardrobe, and that double-headed arrow must mean it moves, so it happens like I thought: Annie will walk through there to the gallows.


There’s an explanation of how they used to get a sack of sand weighing the same as the person and hang it up a few days before to stretch the rope – which explains what Mr Rutherford said to the maintenance guy.


Dad knocks on the door, and I exit the page.


OK. I shakily open the blind and look out of the window. It’s a beautiful day – sunshine, not spooky at all. Plus, this coffee is really good – way better than Dad’s usual stuff.


But.


Take your mind off things.


Are you a ghost, Annie?


If she is a ghost, then so are all the rest of them. It wasn’t like I got a sudden chill or anything, either time, and I wasn’t scared scared, like terrified. It was more just … strange. But if this place is properly haunted, wouldn’t Skye have picked up on it, seeing as she’s always banging on about how she’s such a ‘spiritual person’ and sensitive or whatever?


Or not.


Ha!


Thinking about it, though, it’s a bit weird Skye hasn’t been on Dad’s case about this place having bad energy or whatever. I guess she didn’t say anything because the relationship is new enough for them still to be at the stage of agreeing about everything and finding annoying things cute and a whole bunch of other stuff that doesn’t happen for any length of time. I’ve had exactly one boyfriend, and even I know that.


There is definitely something going on, and neither of them have a clue about it. If Annie existed, maybe she got a reprieve. Maybe.


Those blank blue eyes.


No point even trying to revise now. Sounds like Dad and Skye should be on their way out any minute – noises in the hall – and then I’ll have a shower and start investigating. But first …


I don’t want to know, but I have to.


I go back to the Wikipedia entry for the prison, because I didn’t read all of it yesterday. At the bottom, there’s a list of the executions that took place in the twentieth century.


Six names on the list.


The last but one is Anne Driscoll, who was executed on 13 June 1955.


Anne Driscoll.


Is that Annie? My Annie?









Chapter 8


Today is 9 June. That reprieve Florey mentioned must have failed, because they’re going to hang her in four days’ time. They’ll have to check the mechanism because of what I did, and perhaps that could buy a fraction of time, but it won’t stop them.


Anne Driscoll has her own Wikipedia page. I click, and up it comes.


There’s a photograph. It’s black and white, but definitely the same person. She doesn’t look crazy or evil or creepy, just young and round-faced and sad, like she doesn’t have many friends. It’s only her head and shoulders, but she’s wearing a dress with fussy little flowers and short, puffy sleeves, and she kind of looks like she’s got tangled up in the leaves and branches on the wallpaper behind her. I can’t know, but I reckon she’s standing in a bright, crowded room, watching everyone else have fun.




Annie Driscoll


Anne (Annie) Mavis Driscoll (20 March 1936–13 June 1955) was the penultimate woman to be hanged in the UK, after being convicted of the murder of her sisters, Dorothy Walsh and Kathleen Driscoll, by poisoning. Aged 19 at the time of her death, Driscoll was the only teenage girl to be executed in Britain in the twentieth century.


Driscoll poisoned Dorothy and their youngest sister Kathleen with arsenic. Kathleen was aged 6 at the time of her death and Dorothy, 22. Dorothy had married Victor Walsh the previous year and was three months pregnant.
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