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The law condemns the man or woman


Who steals the goose from off the common


But leaves the greater villain loose


Who steals the common from the goose.


ANON












When


August and September 1969


Where


HMP Brackerley, Yorkshire


An open prison for women


Brackerley Manor House and grounds


Brackerley village


Who’s Who


Nell Lewis, Prison Governor


Roxana, Nell’s daughter


Prison Officers


Chief Officer Jean Markham


Training Officer (Catering) Barbara Kitteringham (Kit)


Nurse Florence


HMP Brackerley Catering Team, aka Prisoners or Residents


Cherry Davenport


Diane Redmond


Linda Rogers


Tenant Farmers


Oliver and Christine Ramsden


The Wedding


Bride Amanda Chapin


Bridegroom Frederick Rudyard Harding, leader of the Northern Knights band


Band members: Bob (Best Man). Tim


Father of the bride Lancelot Chapin


Stepmother of the bride Penny Chapin


Family friends Norman and Gloria Thwaite and son Paul


Visiting guests Lesley and Peter Kufluk


Dr Block, Proprietor of the Maternity Home and Home for the Elderly


Dr Matthew Hampshire, GP


Retired Nurse Susan Taylor and friends


Police


DCI Julian McHale


DI Ian Dennis


Sergeant Angela Ambrose


Constables and Special Constables









The Wedding Day


Linda was nearest the marquee flap that opened onto the path. Officer Kitteringham had told her to look for Diane, who had not returned from her afternoon break.


Linda kept her head down. She hated being in public. She feared being seen and pointed out. Schoolgirl killer. But the easy way, the only way, was for a prisoner to do as she was told.


She crossed the path to the Portakabin toilet block and called Diane’s name, her own voice sounding strange to her. She pushed the doors marked vacant, and waited for occupants to come out of the doors marked engaged. Even checked the Gents.


From the Portakabin, she walked the path to the bench behind the marquee, she’d seen it when they were shown round this morning. A good place to have a smoke.


That’s when she saw the body, the man on the bench with a knife in him and blood on his shirt.


She backed away, wanted to call for help but could make no sound. And then he seemed to move, to slide. A dead man, a corpse, too big for his bench. Linda turned back down the path, all the while feeling someone was behind her, reaching out to grab her. And then she was back at the edge of the Portakabin, being sick, and could still feel someone on her back.









One


Six Weeks Earlier


Saturday, 9 August 1969


HMP Brackerley


Nell Lewis woke as the birds began their dawn chorus. She liked her flat on the top floor of Her Majesty’s Prison Brackerley. After two years in the police force and eighteen years in the prison service, this post as prison governor might well be the pinnacle of her career. Looking out across the grounds still gave her pleasure.


Brackerley House was saved from demolition, the fate of many country houses, when bought by the prison service, first for use as a borstal and now as an open prison for women.


Nell intended to make her mark. She would make a difference to the lives of the women in her care. If all went according to plan, with good intentions and hard work, prisoners would leave here with skills and a chance of a better life in the world beyond the gates.


Overseeing HMP Brackerley still felt new. Taking a walk each morning helped her start the day. Before the walk, Nell would search the grounds, a task she alternated with her chief officer.


Always immaculately dressed in public, Nell smiled as she donned the khaki trousers, left behind when the borstal boys had vacated the building in the spring. Her bunch of keys in her pocket, she pulled on the old sweater that she didn’t mind snagging. Carrying her boots, she walked quietly down the stairs, so as not to disturb the residents’ slumbers.


On the first landing, she avoided the floorboard that squeaked. The stained-glass window made a pattern of the sun’s rays. Nell carried her torch, ready to shed light in hedges, nooks and crannies. Since Nell had improved security, most contraband came in over the high wall, late on a Friday or Saturday night, or in the early hours.


Previously, the pond had provided a hiding place for weighted bottles and containers that might conceal cigarettes or drugs. Improved fencing and patrolling reduced intrusions, though in what was once a country house, with gardens and a prison farm, there would always be some risk of intrusion.


Nell slid back the bolts and turned her key to unlock the front door. Locking it again behind her, she set off on her rounds.


From Nell’s point of view, the greatest security would come from the residents’ knowledge that being imprisoned here was a far cry, and a better bet than the secure units they had come from.


Eyes peeled, Nell walked the broad footpath, stepped along the garden borders, the stretch between gardens and high wall. She trod carefully, directing the torch’s beam between flowers and hedges. She stopped when she saw a piece of rope that formed a snake shape near the wall. The other end of the rope was wound four times around a cardboard carton. One hand on the top, another supporting the bottom of the carton, she carried it to the gardener’s hut and placed it in a wheelbarrow. The knot was neatly tied and easy to undo. The contents were well packed in layers of newspaper and cardboard, separated by strips of plywood: a bottle of gin, a bottle of vermouth, fifty Woodbines. The message on the birthday card read, ‘From your old chums’. Nell knew the birthdays of the prisoners who had been here some little while. Today was Diane’s birthday. Diane had worked as a barmaid at her local pub. There had probably been a whip-round.


Diane had lived in Hull, the perfect place for contraband goods to be smuggled into the country by sea. She was a minnow, caught – and not for the first time – storing alcohol and tobacco in her cellar. A widow with two children, she had expected a fine. The judge decided differently.


Nell wheeled the barrow of contraband alcohol and cigarettes to the front door, placing the bottles and cigarettes on the doorstep as if they were milk bottles and a carton of eggs.


Once inside, Nell took her booty to the contraband cupboard. Cigarettes would be sold to the women, with proceeds going into the general fund. The alcohol would make excellent raffle prizes for charitable village efforts.


Nell returned the wheelbarrow to the gardener’s hut.


There were worse starts to a day, and there was still time for her early morning walk.


Nell exchanged a few words with the gateman as she signed out at the prison gates. Passing the church, she crossed the road and walked up Willow Lane. Through these walks, Nell had learned to know the place, developed a feeling for the villagers’ lives. Two parades of shops on either side of the lane provided whatever the villagers might want, including a bank and the post office. Beyond the shops, the lane widened. In well-kept grounds half a mile apart from each other were two brick buildings, Brackerley Maternity Home and Brackerley Home for the Elderly. Between these two, and set back, was an older stone-built infant school. A person might remain in Brackerley from cradle to grave, with brief interruptions for schooling beyond eleven and travelling into towns for work. There was no police station, but no need for one. The local special constable, Mr McKenzie, kept the post office, along with Mrs McKenzie. Mr and Mrs McKenzie were the founts of information on all official matters.


As far as Nell could see, the only amenity Brackerley lacked was an undertaker.


Beyond the home for the elderly was open countryside, paths to meadowland, and woodland. As Nell stepped across a puddle, she spotted a familiar figure ahead of her. Susan wore her usual hand-knitted green hat with matching scarf.


Nell called to her.


Susan turned. She was a sprightly woman, resident in the Brackerley Home for the Elderly.


‘Nell! Good morning. Walk me back to the institution, will you?’


‘Glad to.’


‘And I’m glad of a touch of sanity. You won’t guess what the main topic of conversation has been in the madhouse.’


‘Tell me.’


‘The withdrawal of the halfpenny as legal tender. Should we gather them up to hand over at the post office, where the McKenzies will kindly exchange them, or ought they to be kept as souvenirs in case of future rarity value? To which I answer, “We should live that long.”’


Nell laughed. ‘Halfpennies were always handy for children who wanted to play at shops.’


‘So was the farthing but we don’t hear about that any more, so I’ll stick to the present. I had another letter from Florence.’


‘How is she?’


‘I’m sure that being by the sea for these few months since the major’s death has done her good. Now, there’ll be holidaymakers tripping over each other. August is the busiest month. Florence won’t like the crowds. She doesn’t say it in so many words, but I get the impression she misses us all, misses her friends, and misses her work.’


Nell thought that understandable. Florence and Major Harding, the retiring governor of the borstal that became HMP Brackerley, had planned to marry. Nell had taken up her post here on the 28th of April. She and Major Harding had arranged to have supper in the Hare and Hounds. Nell had looked forward to hearing about his many years of service, and background information he might have to pass on to her. When she’d called for the major, she’d found his body in the back garden.


It was a great shock for everyone. Florence had been distraught at her fiancé’s death. She left the area, deciding never to return.


Florence was much missed. The arrangement had been that the prison nurse would share her time between work with women prisoners at HMP Brackerley and at the Brackerley General Practice, run by Dr Hampshire. Both Nell and Dr Hampshire were sorry to see Florence go.


Florence had confided in Nell that she almost did not take the job. She had been warned off coming to work in Brackerley. The person who warned her would not say why, just told Florence to steer clear of the place.


Nell and Susan paused in their walk as a squirrel dashed across their path.


‘Have you a replacement for Florence yet?’ Susan asked.


‘Not yet.’ Nell did not say that she hoped Florence might come back when she tired of walking with the major’s sister and dog along the beach, and filling in at the nearest hospital when needed.


Still on the subject of Florence, Susan said, ‘The major was far too old for Florence. He wanted a nurse and a purse. I saw through him.’


Nell was still finding her way in Brackerley. She liked that Susan was outspoken, giving out the sort of information that gave Nell more of an understanding of Brackerley and its inhabitants.


As Nell was walking back to what she liked to call ‘the house’ rather than ‘the prison’, she took the road that ran past the manor house. A small group of people holding a home-made banner caught her eye. It was a nicely done banner. Someone had painted wildflowers.


As Nell drew closer, an elderly man with bushy white hair and beard thrust a flyer at her. ‘Will you sign the petition?’


Before Nell had time to reply, a woman in a tweed costume whom Nell recognised from church said, ‘Miss Lewis won’t be allowed to sign petitions. She’s prison governor.’


Nell held up the flyer. ‘I’ll read it.’


Nell strode on and turned the bend before glancing at the sheet of paper.


There was nothing fancy about the flyer. It had been printed on a spirit duplicator.




SAVE OUR ANCIENT MEADOWS


FLOWERS NOT FLATS


BLUEBELLS NOT BRICKS


SIGN THE PETITION –


STOP THE CHAPIN SALE





This was news to Nell. She had walked by one of the meadows. It would be a shame to lose it. But if the land belonged to Lancelot Chapin, he was probably entitled to sell it.









Two


Saturday, 9 August 1969


Prisoners heard the rumour first. Mr and Mrs Chapin of the manor house intended to ask Governor Lewis if the prison would cater for their daughter’s wedding, to be held in the manor house grounds.


On this fine Saturday of blue sky and still clouds, Linda was at the prison farm, mucking out the pigs. Of all the prison jobs, she liked this best. Linda and the pigs were on good terms, regarding each other with interest and, she thought, affection.


Linda could quash thoughts of how life might have been different, of how one reflex action changed her life. In what could not have been more than five minutes, she lost all she had worked for. Good exam results counted as nothing if the person who gained those results was branded ‘murderer’ before she could even meet her roommate, attend a single lecture, or walk once around the campus.


She had gone to the student room that she would be sharing with another girl. Proud to be carrying the key, she put down her small case and thought how lucky she was.


As she turned the key, she heard footsteps. She stepped into the room, and he was behind her, a hand on her shoulder.


She had turned. He was there, the oldest of the three abusers, smirking down at her, filling the space, leaning towards her. She backed into the room she was to have shared, bumped against a desk, turned and reached for something to fend him off. Had he followed her? Did he work here? Did the three want her to know there was no escape? The something she grasped was her roommate’s paperknife.


Later, the man appointed as Linda’s solicitor explained that he and her barrister could not help her if she would not help herself. Linda had nothing to say.


What defence could she voice for stabbing a stranger in the eye, apparently in just the right place to bring his life to an end?


Except that the ‘stranger’ was a friend of her father. He, and two of his friends, had abused her since childhood.


Linda could not speak it. She did not have the words. She could only feel the hurt, the humiliation, the throb of her own silence. She pleaded guilty to murder.


Looking back, after counselling sessions with other prisoners, Linda now would have found the words to speak in her defence; but still, she could not imagine uttering them. She was safe in Holloway Prison and now safe here, at Brackerley Prison. She had been uneasy at first, until she learned that gates and doors were locked not to keep ‘residents’ in but to keep intruders out, and that no unauthorised person was allowed entry.


*


Linda was still mucking out, being diverted by the pigs, when Officer Kitteringham arrived with Diane. ‘Hello, Linda,’ said Miss Kit. ‘Diane’s come to give you a hand today.’


‘Right,’ said Linda, immediately suspicious. Diane had no fondness for muck and farm animals.


‘What’s going on?’ asked Linda when Miss Kit left.


‘You’ll see. What do you want me to do?’


‘Nothing. It’s all in hand.’


‘I have to do summat,’ said Diane.


‘Look out for Brendan. He brings slops for the pigs. Just give me a shout when he comes.’


Diane followed Linda to the pigsty. ‘Thank you for the birthday card.’


‘That’s all right.’


‘Nothing came over the wall for me this morning. I was expecting some cigs and a bottle of something.’


‘The governor or chief officer get there first, before they unlock us for the day.’


Diane turned her back on the pigs. She was looking past Linda towards the gates. ‘Linda, can you keep a secret?’


‘No. I’d break under interrogation.’


‘My sister’s boyfriend is bringing the kids to the farm gate. Is there somewhere I can take them to play where we won’t be seen?’


Linda pointed. ‘That barn can’t be seen from the house. There’s a ladder. Send the kids up to the hayloft.’ Always wary of reporters and cameramen raking up her past, Linda knew the boltholes.


Diane asked, ‘What about that lad who brings the slops?’


‘Brendan?’


‘Will he give me away?’


‘He won’t care. It’s no skin off his nose.’


Diane suddenly gave a huge sigh. ‘The kids might not come. My sister is terrified I’ll do summat that gets me a longer sentence.’


‘Just look busy, Diane. Sweep the yard. You’ll have a better view of the gate.’


Brendan, the gardener’s grandson, his freckles multiplied by sunshine, arrived with the slops. He was a regular helper at the prison farm which was managed by the Ramsdens. Brendan earned his pocket money here on weekends and after school. Mrs Ramsden had a soft spot for Brendan because he did not have a great home life and was willing to turn his hand to whatever was asked of him. He liked to think of himself as being in the thick of things. Today, he brought news. ‘Amanda Chapin is coming home from London to be married.’


‘Never heard of her,’ said Linda. Linda disliked the way Brendan wanted to know everyone’s business. She could not bear the thought that just as he came here talking about Amanda Chapin, he would be going somewhere else talking about ‘that prisoner, Linda who does Saturdays at the farm’.


‘You’ve heard of the Chapins, at the manor house?’


‘Yes,’ Linda said wearily, knowing silence would only fuel his determination to tell, tell, tell.


‘Well, Amanda is their one and only daughter. The Chapins want your lot to do the catering. They thought you did all right at the fête, and they’re too mean to pay a proper price. They’re going to ask your governor if she’ll let you lot take over.’


‘How do you know they’re going to ask for us?’ asked Linda. Her curiosity was aroused not through interest in the wedding, but out of a dread that she might be dragged into some public event.


‘A few of us went to the pictures,’ said Brendan. ‘One of the lasses does a bit of cleaning at the Chapins. She overhead them talking about it.’


Linda had been sentenced to life imprisonment.


From Holloway, where she had worked in the library and helped prisoners who could not read or write, Linda was eventually sent to Brackerley. The model prisoner, Linda did not want to be back in the world outside. She took correspondence courses, advised other prisoners, and kept her own counsel. Only once had she broken down and in confidence told Miss Lewis part of her story. That was on the day of her father’s funeral, when Miss Lewis took Linda to Undercliffe Cemetery.


Photographs of Linda and her crime had filled the press. She dreaded being pursued again by reporters and photographers.


Linda pretended not to be interested in what Brendan had to say but she was glad to have this alert.


One way or another, she intended to avoid the wedding. There would be people with cameras, people with memories of old newspaper articles. She felt that familiar shudder at the thought of being recognised, at the thought of notoriety.


She also thought of Mr Chapin.


He was in church every Sunday, blundering in, sucking up all the air, swaggering, just like her father, just like her father’s friends. The resemblance scared her.


He and Mrs Chapin would sit in the front pew, right in front of the women prisoners. A stained-glass window proclaimed the Chapins’ eminence. A marble effigy of a supine pair of Chapin ancestors took up a great space at the side of the altar.


Brendan emptied his bucket of slops into the trough. ‘Tell you what,’ he said, ‘if you do get the serving food job, give a thought to poisoning Lancelot Chapin.’


‘What has he done to you?’ Linda usually tried to ignore Brendan. He was annoying. Did he know something about Chapin that Linda didn’t?


Brendan went to where he had propped a square piece of wood nailed to a batten. He turned it around, revealing a banner painted with wildflowers. A slogan below the flowers read: BULLDOZE THE MANOR HOUSE NOT THE MEADOWS


Brendan raised the placard. ‘Chapin is stinking rich and plans to get richer. When he’s sold off half the village so builders can throw up a housing estate, he’ll sell the other half. Rents will double.’


The flowers were beautifully painted. ‘Who made the banner?’ asked Linda. She did not want to become involved, but she wondered whether Brendan the Annoying had artistic talents.


‘The lass I went to the pictures with, she did it. Her granddad and mine are in the protest. So are we. Chapin won’t get away with it. He’ll listen to reason, or else.’ Brendan had brought his air rifle. Picking it up, he aimed at a crow perched on a branch. The shot rang out and the crow flew away.


‘Brendan, don’t do that!’ said Linda.


‘I just wanted to scare it,’ he said. ‘Thing is, that land isn’t rightfully Chapin’s land to sell, see? It’s ours. It belongs to the village. Chapin and his ancestors took the land by force.’


Linda had heard this before. She went to talk to the pigs.


Diane came back from the gate. ‘A watched pot never boils. A watched road never brings the car you want.’


‘Whose car?’ Brendan asked.


‘Her Majesty’s, with a royal pardon and compensation for wrongful imprisonment. Wasn’t me carried stuff down to my cellar.’


Brendan laughed. ‘It’s the old, old, story, Missis. It’s the rich what gets the money and the poor what gets shafted.’


Diane said, ‘Spot on, lad, only it’s not funny.’ She took hold of the brush again and started to sweep the yard.


‘Tell you what,’ said Brendan, ‘if you lot cater for the wedding, I bet you’d poison Lancelot Chapin.’


‘Why?’ asked Diane, ‘And why me?’


Brendan began to retell his tale of Chapin’s plan to sell the meadows.


‘Not on your nelly, lad,’ Diane said, shaking her head. ‘Leave me out of it. I’ve two kids waiting for me at home. I want to be out of here, not doing a lifer.’


Brendan walked across to the yard, took the brush from her. ‘I’ll sweep up for you while you wait for that car.’ Diane went to wait by the gate.


Diane’s common-sense sister prevailed. The car bringing Diane’s children did not come.









Three


Sunday, 10 August, 1969


Nell and Dr Block, director of Brackerley Home for the Elderly and the Brackerley Maternity Home, usually exchanged a few words on Sunday mornings. As Nell led her residents into St Michael and All Angel’s Church for the service, Dr Block would arrive with a nurse, and a couple of volunteers, escorting his elderly residents. He struck Nell as a man of infinite patience. They would chat after the service.


The doctor was in his early fifties and his hair was already turning grey. He was impeccably turned-out, with a certain old-world charm; the sort of man people noticed. He was quick to smile and had a friendly manner.


As well as accompanying his residents to church, he had also brought several to the summer fête in the prison grounds. Those not so able arrived in wheelchairs.


Dr Block had bought raffle tickets for them and ensured all were supplied with refreshments. Nell was impressed by his unflappability and good humour as much as by his impeccably tailored suit and hand-made shoes.


At the church door, the doctor caught Nell’s eye and made a beeline for her. ‘Miss Lewis!’


‘Dr Block.’


In hushed tones, he invited Nell to visit his Home for the Elderly. Today was the ninetieth birthday of the home’s oldest resident, and there was to be a tea party.


Nell accepted. She guessed that the invitation had come thanks to Susan, as she had never met the man who would be ninety.


Brackerley Home for the Elderly was set back from the well-made road that wound through the wooded area of land, where Nell sometimes walked in the early morning. The building was four storeys high, so there must be a lift. It was stone-built and fitted in well with its rural surroundings. Nell walked up the path and rang the bell. She had wanted to see this place for some time, thinking it might be a good idea for her residents to visit and talk to this older generation, who had lived through interesting times. They would have tales to tell. Perhaps there could be some project, a memory book, or some shared social activity.


A minute or so after Nell rang the bell, there was a tap on the window to Nell’s right. She turned to see an elderly man with a handlebar moustache, standing by the curtain and nodding at her. Nell guessed this must be the man celebrating his ninetieth birthday. He gave a salute and then turned from the window and appeared to make an announcement.


Moments later, Dr Block came to the door.


‘Miss Lewis, welcome!’


Dr Block wore an expensive grey suit, white shirt, and a sunset-red tie. He smiled as he straightened the tie. ‘This is for high days and holidays. Residents like a bit of colour.’ He glanced at Nell’s dark red suit. ‘We complement each other, Gov— May I call you Gov?’


‘No, you may not!’


He smiled. ‘Worth a try, ma’am.’


He led her into a large, opulently furnished room where, despite the warmth of the day, a low fire burned. Nell had not expected such luxury. Residents sat at several round tables. There were plates of sandwiches, pastries, and dishes of trifle.


The gentleman with the handlebar moustache approached. He was dressed in an elegant suit and what Nell guessed were handmade shoes.


‘Here’s Victor Hawthorn, the birthday boy,’ said the doctor.


Victor bowed. ‘How do you do, ma’am. Thank you for coming to my party.’ He held himself erect, tilted his head slightly to the right. He narrowed his eyes, as if trying to get the measure of his latest guest.


Nell handed over a boxed cake and two cards, one from Nell and her staff and one from prison residents. This was a card made in the prison under contract to Woolworths, where a decorative patch of satin was added to the front. This may have appeared a slightly odd choice for a ninety-year-old gentleman who, according to local information, had spent his life in the upper echelons of the Civil Service. Nell explained that the cake and the card were made specially at HMP Brackerley. Victor smiled and appeared delighted.


Nell had checked that there was no rude message on the back of the card. ‘Thank you very much. I love having something lavish that is also semi-official. It comes remotely from Her Majesty, since it is made by those who dwell in Her Majesty’s prison.’


‘It’s our pleasure,’ said Nell, producing her own card.


He opened the box and admired the cake and its impeccable icing. He placed the cards on the crowded mantelpiece. The centrepiece was an official-looking card, bearing a coat of arms.


‘Please join me at the top table, ma’am,’ said Victor.


Dr Block looked on benignly. ‘And which table is that?’


‘By the window, Doctor, and today I am inviting ladies only.’


‘Good for you!’ said the doctor. ‘I’ll be champagne waiter.’


Victor offered Nell his arm and escorted her towards the table by the bay window where two women were already seated. Victor whispered, ‘We are in an alcove here, Miss Lewis. The chattering residents will not hear us.’


In his precise, upper-class accent, Victor made the introductions. ‘You have already met Susan Taylor, and this is our good friend Emma Whitaker, an honoured member of the entertainment profession. A magnificent Ophelia and charming in Charley’s Aunt.’


‘A revival of Charley’s Aunt,’ said Emma, ‘not the original production.’


‘Of course not, my dear,’ said Victor. ‘You are far too young.’


Emma acknowledged his comment with a gracious nod.


Victor explained his name. ‘I am Cedric Victor Hawthorn. Cedric, after a grandfather and Victor in honour of Queen Victoria. It was the intention to call me Victor. Because of a slip up, Victor is my middle name.’


‘Well then, you are a Victor,’ said Nell, ‘and you use that name because you choose to. People do.’


Noticing how impressed Nell was by the luxury, Susan whispered, ‘We are not all loaded. Some of us are what you might call “grace and favour” residents. This grand room is largely used to impress relatives who wish to know that their elderly nuisances will end their days in a pleasant manner.’


Dr Block brought champagne. He toasted Cedric Victor Hawthorn and glasses were raised.


After the toast, the good doctor excused himself. He had to gather his papers and pack for a journey tomorrow.


Nell went to look at the mantelpiece where Victor’s cards were displayed. There appeared to be no relatives, nor many friends. The large card with the coat of arms simply said, Happy Birthday, and the message, ‘Greetings from we few left standing, and the new boys and girls who salute you.’


There was not a single name on the card, and nothing personal, none of the jokey remembrances that a former workmate might choose to remind Victor about.


Later, Nell’s three companions took her out to see the garden.


Susan brought a pair of secateurs and began deadheading roses.


‘This is such a lovely place,’ said Nell.


‘Ouch!’ Susan had pricked her finger. ‘It would be a lovely place,’ she said, ‘but with a drawback.’


‘What drawback?’ Nell asked.


‘The grim reaper.’


This surprised Nell. But perhaps it ought not to have. After all, octogenarians and those reaching ninety and beyond must give some thought to the end of their allotted span. ‘It comes to us all,’ was the best comment Nell could muster, and one she immediately regretted.


Susan deadheaded another rose, saying, as petals scattered and fell, ‘Ah but here, Miss Lewis, death strides in too soon.’


Nell considered a philosophical reply, such as a reference to the toll of bells. She was still pondering when Emma chipped in. ‘Susan is referring to untimeliness.’


Victor shook out a large white handkerchief and blew his nose. ‘Endured but rarely inured.’


The front door opened.


Susan cleared her throat. ‘Victor ought to know. He was in intelligence. He knows things.’


‘We all know things, Susan,’ said Emma, ‘but not everything is a suitable topic, depending on the company.’


Nell felt she must be missing something. These three knew each other so well that they talked in shorthand.


Dr Block came out, carrying an overnight bag and a briefcase. He put the luggage in the boot of his car and then came towards them.


Miss Whitaker said, ‘Ah, Doctor, you’re off. You have missed my care-of-roses demonstration to Miss Lewis.’


Nell smiled. ‘It was a delightful party. I’m glad to have been invited. Thank you, Doctor, and thank you, Victor.’


‘Do come again, Miss Lewis. See you in a day or so, Victor. Ladies. One or two more things for the car.’ He went back inside.


Emma sighed. ‘One should always say goodbye. Sometimes, a person goes to bed apparently well, and does not wake again.’


Nell thought it natural that they should think about death, and she ought to be able to say something sensible. ‘That’s so sad. It’s hard to lose someone suddenly, and always a shock, but isn’t dying in one’s sleep a peaceful way to go?’


Victor bowed an acknowledgement.


‘It’s been delightful,’ said Nell. ‘Thank you!’


‘Do come again,’ said Victor.


‘Perhaps I might bring a couple of my residents?’ said Nell. ‘I should have asked Dr Block.’


‘Oh, he’d love that,’ said Emma, ‘but, please, no piano thumping and singsongs, unless you have trained singers.’


‘And no memory books,’ said Victor. ‘We cannot all divulge our pasts.’


‘What then?’ asked Nell.


‘Do you have anyone who plays chess?’ asked Victor.


‘Not that I know of, but one of the residents is trying to teach herself.’


‘Perfect!’ said Victor. ‘Send her along if she’d like.’


The three waved Nell off at the gate.


Nell had walked a few yards when Dr Block drove up and stopped alongside her. He wound down the window. ‘I’ll be passing your gates. May I drop you off? I’m set for London, a meeting one is obliged to attend.’


‘Thank you but on such a lovely day, I want to walk.’


‘Quite right. I’d prefer that myself to racing down the M1.’


‘Makes it a quicker journey,’ said Nell.


‘Ah, you’re obliged to do the same?’


‘Occasionally.’


‘If ever our London meetings coincide, we might share the drive.’ It was a harmless offer, on the face of it. Nell was careful regarding the line between acquaintanceship and friendship. In her position, she had to be.


‘Safe journey, Doctor.’


‘Thank you, Miss Lewis.’


Nell was glad to have got to know Dr Block.









Four


Monday, 11 August


After her early morning search of the grounds, Nell was checking with the gateman that he had a note of an expected visitor, when she caught a fleeting glance of her new acquaintances from the home for the elderly.


As Nell and the gateman were talking, a car horn honked. They turned to see the motor. An old London taxi that had drawn up by the gates, driven by a smiling man who wore a chauffeur’s cap. Cedric Victor Hawthorn, Susan Taylor and Emma Whitaker waved, royal style, from inside. A fourth elderly female passenger raised her hand in greeting as the car moved on.


‘Friends of yours?’ said the gateman.


‘Yes, well, three of them are. I don’t know the lady in the blue hat.’


Nell idly wondered where they might be going. This was the day Dr Block would be in London.


*


It was association time. The women were in the sitting room. Coronation Street would be coming on soon. Meanwhile, Cherry was the centre of attention. She was sitting on the floor with a sketch pad, designing a waitress outfit for the wedding. Cherry had class. She could wear a work overall and look stylish. She had won awards while still a student and made a name for herself in the world of London fashion. A range of clothing bore her trademark. She was featured in magazines as the ‘young woman to watch’.


The other prisoners liked her. She was a friend who had needles and thread. She would sew on a button or turn up a hem. She would give advice on what would suit them. When they were roped into catering for the Brackerley Summer Fête, Cherry had designed and made their outfits from blackout material left over from the war. She created and raffled a dress, with the proceeds going to charity. The other prisoners basked in the glory of her actions.


Cherry’s downfall, her trial and imprisonment, had come suddenly, on the cusp of her success. She was set to move into premises in partnership with her boyfriend, a graphic designer. They had met at art school. This business venture would be the perfect set-up, in a good location, with a shop on the ground floor, a workroom and flat above. They just needed a little more capital. Cherry thought she could talk the bank manager into extending a loan but, disappointingly, the application was rejected.


The boyfriend had an idea. It would take one trip to bring in top grade marijuana. No one would stop Cherry. The boyfriend couldn’t do it. He had been stopped when bringing more than the allotted amount of alcohol into the country after a short trip to France. He had asked the customs officer, ‘Why did you pick me?’


‘Because you have a beard,’ came the answer.


‘No one will stop you at customs, Cherry,’ said the boyfriend with great confidence. ‘Just one trip. That’s all it will take.’


The Coronation Street theme tune filled the sitting room. The prisoners relaxed. For half an hour they would be transported to another world. No one would dare mock this drama, because northerners in the room outnumbered the southerners. Any criticism of Weatherfield’s much-loved characters might start a fight.


Diane wondered whether Elsie Tanner would ever find the right man. Linda, who had experienced so little of places beyond a few miles from her house and her father, wondered if there were places like Weatherfield, and like Elizabeth Gaskell’s Cranford. Cherry paid attention to the costumes. She wondered whether soap operas would have much effect on the fashion taste of people who bought their clothing at British Home Stores and Marks & Spencer.


As the theme tune played again and credits rolled, Cherry thought of her return to Heathrow, carrying her suitcase with its top layer of clothes and a concealed bottom layer of contraband. She was stopped by a customs officer with a beard.


Cherry’s knowledge had expanded since her court appearance. She now knew that there was often a great disparity in sentencing. She later thought the judge who came down on her like a ton of bricks must have regretted his sentence, because, a week later, presiding over a similar case, he sent a woman down for a quarter of the time he’d given Cherry. He told that woman she was lucky. The week before, he had felt obliged to make an example of a young woman.


The boyfriend and his sister made off with Cherry’s portfolio, her sewing machine, her sketchbook and pencils, as well as her stock.


When Cherry had slightly recovered from the shock of finding herself in a shared cell in Holloway, she scraped herself up from the cell floor and approached an older woman, a Holloway inmate who was regarded as royalty in the prison and in the criminal world. Her Royal Highness of Holloway listened sympathetically to Cherry. Messages were passed to the world outside. The boyfriend was persuaded to give up his ill-gotten gains. All was safe for when Cherry would be released. What’s more, Cherry would have a backer for her new business.


Bowed but not defeated, Cherry was transferred from Holloway to HMP Brackerley. Here, she flourished.


People who had never heard of Cherry, the fashion designer with a once-great future, had heard of her now.


The owner and manager of Harrogate’s fashionable Bon Boutique could not believe their luck when, as part of her rehabilitation, Cherry came to work in the boutique as a Saturday girl.


The boutique’s manager wrote to her friend Amanda Chapin to tell her the news.


Amanda Chapin had just written to her boutique manager friend asking did she know any reliable person who could be trusted to make alterations to a vintage wedding dress.


The letters crossed in the post.


When the Coronation Street theme tune ended, the chat returned to the subject of a wedding.


The main speaker was Cherry.


‘Some news,’ said Cherry. ‘I’ve been asked to make slight alterations to a vintage wedding dress. Amanda Chapin will wear it at her wedding on Saturday the twentieth of September, here at the local church. Afterwards there’ll be a reception in the manor house grounds and apparently there’s a whisper that “the prisoners” – our good selves – will be asked to cater.’


‘Who’s she marrying?’ asked Diane.


‘A local chap, Fred Harding. He has a band. I met him ages ago, in London.’


Diane had a sudden attack of the shivers. ‘Do you mean the old borstal governor’s son?’


Cherry put her hand to her mouth. ‘Oh, you know what? I didn’t even ask. We just talked about Amanda’s dress.’


‘If he has a band, and he’s called Fred, it’s got to be him,’ said Diane. ‘Maybe I’m old-fashioned but I’d be disappointed if anyone of mine married before a year was out. Me and Linda cleaned the old fellow’s cottage, not long before he was murdered. He had a photo of Fred with his guitar.’


‘Major Harding was all right,’ said Linda. ‘He made me a cup of tea and reminded Miss Kit that I was still in the cellar, freezing.’









Five


Wednesday, 13 August


HMP Brackerley


Nell sat at her desk going through the paperwork for women who would be arriving from three different prisons. She was part of the way through this task when the telephone rang. Nell answered.


‘Nell, Penny Chapin here. So glad I’ve caught you. Favour to ask.’


‘Hello, Penny. What can I do for you?’


Being good neighbours with local people was part of Nell’s job as prison governor. The Chapins of the manor house were the nearest personages to local squire and lady.


‘You may have heard that Amanda will be marrying at St Michael’s next month.’


‘Yes, I heard on Sunday.’ The vicar of St Michael and All Angels was also prison chaplain. He and his wife kept Nell informed of village news. ‘How lovely to be having a wedding. Congratulations!’


‘Thank you! St Michael and All Angels is such a wonderful setting, Lance and I married in a register office, him being a widower and Amanda being so little, and of course his first wedding was at St Michael’s.’


‘It is a beautiful church, with so much history.’


Penny Chapin paused. Her next words came across the telephone line in a somewhat breathless fashion that made Nell think she was nervous. ‘I’ll come straight to the point. We’ve been let down by the caterers. Your prisoners did such a superb job catering for the fête that I am hoping they may cater for the wedding. I know they’re allowed out, and we’re practically on the doorstep.’


‘What a good idea. Give me some details and I’ll check whether it’s possible. Some of our residents are making good headway in their cooking and catering work. Tell me when and where.’


‘It will be Saturday, the twentieth of September, at eleven. The reception will be here, in the manor house grounds. We have had some lovely Septembers and will be praying for fine weather. There’ll be a marquee, a podium, and a Portakabin with toilet facilities. The vicar will read the banns from a week next Sunday.’


‘What about alcohol?’ asked Nell. She must guard against residents nicking bottles of champagne. ‘We wouldn’t be able to provide bar facilities.’


‘Oh, that would be taken care of. The landlady at the Hare and Hounds would see to all that. It’s a large marquee. I’m imagining that food would be at one end and the Hare and Hounds bar at the other.’


Nell could hear the anxiety in Penny’s voice and thought, we must be last on the list. Nell wondered about the short notice. A prominent family would normally plan months ahead for such an event. As if she heard the unspoken question, Mrs Chapin repeated her explanation. ‘We were let down by the caterers.’


Nell glanced at her diary. This afternoon was free. The paperwork would wait. In her most reassuring voice, as if catering for weddings was something she undertook on a regular basis, she said, ‘We ought to talk in person. If we can help, we will. How does three o’clock this afternoon suit you?’


Three o’clock suited Penny Chapin very well.


Nell hung up. She looked at the day’s timetable. She would ask the admin officer to take over from Catering Officer Kitteringham.


The one omission in the conversation was a mention of the bridegroom. Nell knew from the vicar that Amanda’s fiancé was Fred Harding, Major Harding’s son. It gave Nell a shiver as she thought of that dreadful day when she found Major Harding’s body. He had been shot through the head while sitting in his garden.


Nell knew a little of the history of the Chapins. They were landowners, going back a long way. Mr Chapin, an amiable man, was master of the hunt. His ownership of land and property stopped short of the former mansion that was now Her Majesty’s Prison Brackerley, and the farm that went with it. A son who lived in the Caribbean had died in a boating accident. That would make a future son-in-law an important choice for Amanda’s father.


Both the Chapin and the Harding families had a tragic past. She hoped the next generation might enjoy a fresh start, with perhaps a touch of magic to make up for previous misfortunes.









Six


At half past two, there was a tap on Nell’s office door. ‘Come in,’ she called.


Officer Kitteringham appeared. ‘Ready, ma’am.’ Kit certainly looked ready in her pristine uniform, dazzling white blouse and well-polished shoes. She had subjected her gently waving light brown hair to the scissors and a tight perm, a bubble-cut. The new style made young Kit look more definite somehow. Perhaps the intention of the change was to give herself a harder edge.


‘Then let’s go,’ said Nell, leading the way into the hall and out of the front door to where her car was parked. Kit opened the door to the front passenger seat. She hesitated and then slid onto the seat. Nell had spotted the old magazine someone had left on the round table in the library, opened at a page with an article headed, ‘Enter His Motor Car with Elegance’. Perhaps Kit was practising.


Kit was good at her job but new to the prison service and lacking in confidence. Nell needed Kit’s expertise; she was well qualified and had worked in the catering trade. She would know what menu prison residents were up to tackling as they developed their skills.
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