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Public Notice


Notice is hereby given that, on 2nd September 1724, at the Grassmarket Gallows, Edinburgh, at eleven o’clock in the morning, there will be an Execution by Hanging of sundry criminals, for miscellaneous offences, including Murder, Coining, Robbery and Concealment of a Pregnancy.


Public Order will be kept, and rioters arrested.


Any of the Hanged criminals whose bodies are unclaimed by next of kin will be taken by the Anatomists of Edinburgh for dissection at the Incorporation of Surgeons and Barbers.












PART ONE


HANGING DAY












Chapter One


The Sheep Heid Inn, 
Duddingston, near Edinburgh 
2nd September 1724


Oh, I am supposed to be dead!


My breath catches in my throat, the way it does when I’m jolted from a deep sleep. I try to cry out, but my mouth burns. My tongue is fat and dry. My hands are laid upon my chest as if in prayer. I unclasp them. Prayer was never that much of a comfort to me.


I’ve just had a dream so vivid I could have sworn it was real. I dreamed a snake had coiled itself tight around my neck and was squeezing the life out of me, pressing my veins and making my eyes bulge. A snake with a taut shiny skin, scales the colour of good hemp rope. It hissed my name. You will die, Mistress Maggie Dickson. It tried with all its might to strangle me. But at the last moment I grasped the creature and managed to drag it off me and toss it away.


I am supposed to be dead, so where am I? I am lying on my back, and everything is dark. Is this heaven? Hell? Purgatory? Will they come at me with flights of angels or with fire and brimstone?


My chest rises and falls. I am breathing. I lay my hand on my heart to feel the pulse of me. It gallops under my fingers faster and harder than it has ever done. I am alive, it says, I am alive. There are no angels or demons or serpents or snakes. Just one living, breathing woman.


My hands are stiff with pins and needles and my gown feels wrong: too loose and too thin and stiffly ruffled at the neck, like a child’s dress. I squeeze and unsqueeze my fingers, searching for the familiar ridge of the glass ring Spencer gave me. The ring isn’t on my finger, but of course I knew it wouldn’t be. For did I not hand that ring over to Joan yesterday? As she bawled and howled, but took it anyway and pushed it onto her pinkie, blinking away her tears and pretending not to admire how the glass beads twinkled. She had always had her eye on that ring.


There is something else I must do now. Put my hand to my throat and touch the place where it throbs. The fabric of my collar is gauzy. This is definitely not mine, not the good dress I was wearing earlier, but – oh, above the ruffles is the raw welt of my skin! A swollen wound. A bruise that curves from ear to ear. Slashed with rope-burn. The mark of a thick hemp noose. It must look awful. If Joan could see it, she would shriek and shriek.


The hanging hasn’t worked. But dear God, I am marked for life.


And according to the Courant, I should be meeting His Judgement right now, followed by an eternity down below with the Devil himself. But this is not heaven, nor hell, for – hear that? – the muffled snorts of horses chewing hay, and I could swear it was the chime of a kirk bell that roused me and sent the dream-snake slithering away. I’ve survived! I am supposed to be at my rest, but I have never been more awake.


They said I would swing for the crime, and I did. I stood on the gallows convulsing with fear, and the floor gave way and I dropped, and I tried to scream, but the scream caught in my chest as my neck tightened and everything went black.


The scream bursts out of me now. I gasp like a fish on a riverbank – like a baby on a riverbank, but I’m trying to forget what that looks like. I would scream again, but my throat has seized up.


Still your heart. Think. The sun creeps through the cracks in the wooden planks that cover me. I am in a coffin! The parish coffin of St Michael’s. They had argued whether it was even proper to cart me home in the common coffin, but in the end decided it was cheaper, and less of a fuss than buying one. But sunlight through gaps means they haven’t buried me yet. I was due to go back to Musselburgh and be buried beside all the other dead Dicksons, all the fishermen and fishwives who went before me, to save me being laid to rest with the Edinburgh criminals, for who could ever rest in peace in an Edinburgh graveyard? But we are not in Musselburgh. Not yet. I can’t hear the gulls.


My fingers press against the coffin lid and nothing moves; at first I think it might have been nailed down for safety, for I know there were apprentice surgeons in Edinburgh who’d wanted my corpse for dissection and there was a worry they might steal me and take me from Ma and Da altogether. My heart pounds even harder, but no, the lid heaves up and over on its hinge, the sunlight blinding me now. I sit up, which is not as easy as it ought to be. My legs ache at the hips and knees, which must have been the jerking at the noose. Look how she dances! Hang, bitch, hang!


No one shouts or panics, so no one has seen me. I am thankful for that. I don’t know what I am doing yet and I need a moment to suck in fresh air and think. My eyes come to, and I know where I am straight away. I am under the shadow of Arthur’s Seat, in the yard outside an inn. The whiff of boiled mutton hangs like a fug. The horses are nose-deep in their troughs. Ahead of me is a kirk, where the clock has just chimed one. I was hanged at nine. I have been dead four hours.


I have been dead long enough.


I clamber out of the coffin and ease myself slowly off the cart. Looking down at myself, I see that I am in a burial shroud. I am barefoot too, for I had said Joan could have the lot – my gown and boots – but I do regret that now, for a breeze lifts my hem and it billows up. Everything feels different. My legs creak and tremble as though I have aged four decades in these last four hours. Perhaps I have. No one is about, only a crow that eyes me from the roof of the inn with something more than curiosity. Crows know things, don’t they? He has a knowing look about him, this beady fellow, and he has not flinched to see a corpse spring to life, not so much as twitched an oily wing, as if he was waiting for it to happen all along.


It strikes me now, in this moment between the coffin and what I do next, that I have a choice. There’s always a choice to be made, as Spencer would say. Even when you think you’re all out of options, there is always something. That’s Patrick Spencer for you. A schemer to the last. But haven’t I learned the hard way that my judgement is not always the best?


Arguably, as Spencer might say, chewing on his pipe, I have already paid the price for the crime, and God has decided to give me a second chance. I could put back that coffin lid and make a run for it. To Leith Port and get on the next ship out. Find a smuggler and go wherever he is going. Wouldn’t be the first time I’ve made a run for it. But here I am, stood in horse-shit in nothing more than a thin smock, with not a penny to my name, and I can’t risk being caught like this. Imagine what would happen to me if a band of rogues came along. Worse if they realized, from my rope-mark, where I had come from. And there are plenty of rogues on the roads into Edinburgh. So I walk, my neck throbbing, with stones piercing the soles of my feet, into the inn.


Later, in the weeks that follow, they will talk of this day same as they talk of ghosts and highwaymen and grave-robbers and murderers. They will say how I leapt from my coffin and appeared at my own wake, and how everyone nearly died of fright themselves. Ma sobbed and took me into her arms, and Da choked on his mouthful of ale, and Joan shrieked and shrieked and dropped her bowl of sheep’s-head soup on her lap and ruined her brand-new mourning-dress, and some men took me straight back to Edinburgh to be hanged again. They will say that, at first, my family took me for my own ghost until Joan said, ‘We can all see your privies through that smock, Maggie. Will someone cover her up?’


But that is all to come. For now, on Hanging Day, in the courtyard of the Sheep Heid, there is only this: my name is Margaret Dickson, though everyone calls me Maggie. I am two-and-twenty years of age, a fishergirl who never became the fishwife I was supposed to. I did not want that harsh sort of a life. I wanted better. I was supposed to be executed, but I am still alive.


I was hanged for the death of my baby.










Chapter Two


I open the door slowly and stand at the entrance, wondering how long it will take for someone to notice me. My legs tremble. A ram’s skull is mounted onto a plaque next to my head and I wonder, briefly, what the anatomists might have done with my skull if they’d had the chance. Ma is the first to see me. She screams, a piercing scream that could shatter glass, and clutches her chest. Da sees me next and his mouth falls open and he shakes his head over and over again. Some men I don’t know, who are sitting in a corner at the back of the inn, slowly put down their ales.


‘God save us all, she has risen,’ cries Da.


‘It cannot be true,’ says Ma.


‘Is it you, Maggie? Is it really you?’ Da asks. The men stand up and walk towards me, moving carefully and, when they get to me, take me by the arms.


‘Living and breathing,’ one of them says. ‘Living and breathing,’ he repeats, louder, to all in the room, laughing like a lunatic. He smells of ale and onions.


‘Careful,’ shouts Ma, ‘that’s my daughter you are touching.’


‘You said she was hanged,’ cries the innkeeper. ‘Well, she has defied the Grim Reaper today.’


‘It was a botch job,’ declares another of the men. ‘They must have cut her down too quick.’


I try to pull away from him, but he grabs me even more tightly.


‘Hey,’ shouts Ma. ‘She has had an ungodly ordeal and needs a sit-down and a tonic, not more rough handling.’


‘She needs sent back to Edinburgh,’ says the innkeeper, whose name I learn later is Mr Prat, which suits him to a tee. He has blanched deathly pale and has spilled the drink he’s holding. ‘They say the hangman at the Grassmarket has become a drunkard not fit for the job, and she is living proof, God save us all.’


‘There’ll be a reward for taking her back,’ puffs the man gripping my arm too tightly. ‘Good coin in this catch. See the bruising. A beauty. A shocker.’


They pause to admire my neck, which I cannot see, nor wish to. I want to speak, but my tongue is swollen big as an ox’s on a butcher’s stall.


‘Do you remember it?’ Joan has risen from her chair too, an explosion of soup across her lap, but for once she cares not for her appearance. ‘The hanging, Maggie. Do you remember being hanged? And being dead? What was it like? Did you see God Almighty himself? Or did you reach the Pearly Gates and get turned away? Did you see Granny Dickson? Or any of the dead Dicksons?’ The kerfuffle stops, as they all wonder the same thing.


Truth is, I saw no dead people. I was only looking for one – my poor babe – searching for her with a rising panic that I would never find her, and the most awful guilt about what I’d done. But I did not see her at all. I must have seemed dead, good and proper, or they would never have released my body to my family. And come to think of it, I do feel there’s something different about me now, although I can’t quite place it. Not just the throb at my neck. It’s not a physical change. I feel that something of the essence of me is different. As though my soul has left and come back wiser.


‘We’d best get their cart ready,’ says another of the men. ‘Back up to the courthouse.’


‘Wait,’ says Ma. ‘She needs a physician first. Look at the terrible state of her. She is dazed and confused. Sit down on that stool, Maggie, before you faint. Is there a physician in Duddingston? Or mibbie we should take her to a medical man in Edinburgh. Get her examined there.’


I sit, feeling suddenly in desperate need of a chair, as though my legs can no longer carry me. As though I have been walking for miles and could not take another step. Someone puts a shawl over my knees and another shawl over my shoulders, yet still I shiver.


‘An Edinburgh physician, are you mad?’ cries Da. ‘We don’t have that kind of money.’


‘Well then,’ says Ma, ‘she should come back to Musselburgh to get seen there. The constables can come and find her, if they want to arrest her.’


Joan speaks again. In truth, our eyes have hardly left each other all the while. She avoids lowering her gaze to my neck. ‘What do you think we should do, Maggie?’ It is the first time my sister has ever asked my thoughts on anything. She has never sought my counsel, only told me what to do or bickered and fussed all the way through our years together.


The thought of going back to jail terrifies me. Days I sat in that shithole, waiting to be hanged with all the other criminals. I try to say something, but the words are stuck in my throat. I grip the shawl to my breast. The snake flashes before my eyes again and I shake it away.


‘Say something, Maggie,’ says Ma. ‘Let us know you are all right.’


But I cannot. I shake my head.


‘She is struck dumb,’ says Da. ‘And disobedient too. She was never like this before.’


‘Perhaps being struck dumb is her punishment,’ innkeeper Prat replies. ‘And branded too – look at the gash on her throat. That will leave a scar.’


‘It will,’ says Joan. ‘It looks rotten, Maggie. You’ll have to wear a kerchief over that for the rest of your days.’


‘It should fade in time,’ murmurs Ma. ‘Bruises do, even the worst ones. Now will someone pour the poor soul a drink: a whisky or a rum, if you have it. That might help her to talk.’


The innkeeper does as he is told.


‘She will be hanged again,’ says one of the men. I can’t tell how many there are, nor who is who, for they buzz like bluebottles around me. He says it slow. I think I hear a bit of pleasure in his voice too.


‘We can’t take her back to Musselburgh,’ says Da. ‘It will cause a riot. The house will be mobbed. We’d better go back into town.’


Da looks at Ma, and Ma nods. She always does what he says. She’s had too many slaps from him. Too many of her own bruises.


‘Perhaps for the best, Maggie,’ she says.


I see it now in both my parents. Joan too. The same look on their faces they’ve all had since the first day they came to visit me in jail. The lowered eyes and the bowed heads. The shame of it. When I walked into the inn and stood there, unnoticed at the door for a moment or two, their faces had been different. Lighter. Ma had been supping her soup heartily and Da had been sitting pondering his ale solemnly, but with no great look of sorrow. They looked relieved it was over. They looked relieved I was gone.


I can hardly blame them, either.


I am handed a nip of rum. It slides like liquid fire down my throat. I hold out my cup for another drink, but the innkeeper shakes his head nervously. He wants me gone before I attract a crowd.


The men hoist me up and start to walk me out. Da fumbles in his pocket to pay for the unfinished meal and I wonder whether he will resent spending the money.


Finally my words come, thick and bruised-sounding.


‘I will go,’ I say. ‘You’ve no need to drag me. But I want a physician. The best they can find. When we get to Edinburgh I want to go straight to the courthouse and I want to speak to the sheriffs directly. We must make good time, before it shuts for the day. I don’t want to be accused of avoiding the law. And I want my gown and boots back. Joan, where are they?’


My family looks at me with renewed surprise. They have never seen me make such demands before. I always did what they wanted, until I met Spencer.


‘Your gown and boots were stolen clean away, Maggie,’ Joan says. ‘As we were tending you under the scaffold – taken away from under our noses.’


‘My Sunday gown, the one I was married in? Surely you could not be so careless?’ Suddenly I start to cry at this, of all things. The tears prickle at my eyes and I think, Do not lose your grip now, Maggie. ‘My Sunday gown gone, and me left in this ghoulish shroud?’


‘Ah, but there’s money in rag and leather, and even more money in anything taken from the gallows,’ Mr Prat comments, with the air of an expert. ‘Your good clothes will be fetching top bids, as we speak. Some folk collect things like that. Gentlemen of a certain persuasion. Particularly a hanged lady’s dress.’


We all shudder, and Joan looks fit to vomit. ‘This has been a truly dreadful day,’ she whimpers.


Ma puts an arm about her shoulders and whispers, ‘There, there, hen.’


No one puts their arm about me.


After an age of organizing the horses and untying the coffin from the cart, and a fraught argument about what to do with it for the time being, and finding me a pair of borrowed shoes and a gown, cloak and bonnet from Mistress Prat, which are too big, we all get onto the cart. Our sorry party consists of the men, who are both called Mr McIvor on account of being brothers, on my side of the cart and my family on the other. I should have taken the road out to the port instead. I should have fled when I had the chance.


Mr Prat takes the reins. My da had apparently driven the cart out of Edinburgh. ‘But I am in no fit state to drive a cart now,’ he complains, downing the last of his ale. ‘No fit state to do anything.’


‘It will be all right,’ says Joan, patting my knee and reading my thoughts. ‘They hanged a man at the Grassmarket for murder last year and he survived his hanging too, and he lives in Newhaven now.’


‘How would you know something like that?’ I retort.


The cart begins its journey: past my coffin, which lies open like a gaping mouth, and past the crow that has not moved from his spot, and past the kirk, then onto Royal Park where dozens of sheep graze, ready to be slaughtered for the tables of the Edinburgh gentry, their offal and heads sold cheap to the poor. It is an hour or so back under a blazing September sky, and Edinburgh looms larger and more horrible with every squeak of the cart’s wheels. Joan, who has recovered her dignity, fusses at her stained skirts, and by and by Ma leans in to help her with a kerchief wetted with spit, and Da sighs and helps too, until my parents are so busy with Joan’s damned skirts that they utterly forget all about me heading back to my doom.


Or mibbie they just don’t know what to say to their daughter. ‘Did you want rid of the baby, Maggie? Why did you not come and ask us for help?’


My stomach grumbles and heaves at the same time. Hunger and fear. They might take me straight back to the gallows. The scaffold is likely still up.


‘Are they always like that?’ mutters the McIvor on my right, nodding at my oblivious kin.


‘Aye, sir,’ I tell him.


‘It’s no wonder you turned out the way you did, hen.’


I decide to save my raw throat for my pleas to the sheriff rather than talk to anyone on this godforsaken journey. ’Tis true, though, what Joan said. True as anything, for I knew that story of the half-hanged man and had remembered it as soon as they sentenced me. The story of it came from the Newhaven fishwives some time back and spread to us in Musselburgh. Fishwives gossip. We are famed for it.


Legally dead, that man was, when they cut him down from the gallows, with no signs of life. No breath nor heartbeat. Sentence had been passed. They said the hangman took a bribe from the man. Sometimes a hangie can be bribed to give you a way out. Cut you down quick when you’re still faintly alive and then you can come to some time later. Things like that.


Finally we reach the ominous city walls and pass through the towering gate of Netherbow Port into the heart of Edinburgh. The gentle royal pastures and the dazzle of the afternoon sunshine give way to the shadows of the tenement-lined street that snakes up the hill, and my heart darkens too. The cart slows, for there are a dozen or more carts around us now, piled with logs and bales and poultry cages. Men shout and swear at each other for taking too long or blocking the way. Water-caddies hunch under barrels strapped to their backs, which look even heavier than fishing creels.


We all stare now: me and Ma, and Da and Joan, and the McIvors. We cannot help it. There are market stalls set with weighing scales, and shops with signs and flags and patrolling high constables – they make me flinch: all of these sights pass us as we ease up to the Tolbooth Jail. I have only ever been on this street as a prisoner, but there are sights you cannot help but be astonished at. Buildings ten storeys tall. Wynds and closes crammed with inns and taverns and roaring drunks. Boys and girls collecting the gardeyloo waste thrown from the tenements, bundling it onto carts for compost. It is not a place for the faint-hearted.


We come to the forecourt of Parliament House. It is a commanding square, where men in sleek black hats mill around, carrying polished silver-handled walking canes that match the silver buttons of their coats. We are the only folk here on a rickety cart. Me, Ma and Joan are the only women. I have come to know the world of men in power these past weeks. It is a world of confidence, even amongst those who lack the good looks or wisdom or godliness to have earned it. It is not a world I am comfortable in, but I have had to find a way through. Theirs is a black-and-white world of certainties: of good and bad, and right and wrong. To them, I am wicked. So they strung me up in front of a baying crowd. But none of them had ever been in my shoes. If they had, I am not sure they would have reached such an easy judgement. For who can say what any of them would have done, if they had been me?


Before I get down from the cart, I turn to my family, who are putting kerchiefs to their noses against the stench of Edinburgh: the chimney smoke and gardeyloo and the rotten fallen fruit and veg. For a moment I think of uttering something profound to them, for again it might be our last conversation, but I don’t. Instead I look at Ma.


‘Have you my death-certificate,’ I ask, ‘for I might need it in there? The sheriffs like official documents.’


Again, they look surprised at me, for I was never one for knowing about certificates or documents or parchments because there is no call for that amongst fishwives.


Ma digs in her creel and brings out a scroll, wrapped in a black ribbon. She holds it aloft, between two fingers, as if it might bite.


I take it from her, my hand clasping the thick parchment and wondering at the absurdity of it all – that I should have the written proof of my own death in my hand whilst my pulse beats next to it. But I can do all my wondering later. Now I must think and be clever. I turn to Joan.


‘I shall take my nice glass ring back now, if you please, my dear,’ I say. ‘It is mine, after all, and you have always been given plenty more nice things from Ma and Da than I ever was.’ They all shift uncomfortably at that, for it’s true, but not something we ever said out loud before.


Joan takes the ring off and hands it to me, inspecting her fingers. She opens her mouth and I think she is about to ask Ma if she might ever be allowed another ring to replace it, but when she looks up, she catches my eye and scrutinizes me up and down in my borrowed clothes, and my bruised neck, and thinks better of it.


But I am still furious with her about what happened in the court that day, and that ring is mine and I might need it. It is almost the only thing of mine that they did not lose under those damned gallows, so I consider it lucky. I have come to learn that everything is currency. A death-certificate. A glass ring. A smuggled package. A terrible secret.










Chapter Three


I walk into the courthouse, a McIvor on each side, but the brothers are not so sure of themselves now and no longer grip me, intimidated by the pomp. I do not turn back to catch a last glimpse of my family because I don’t want them to see the terror in my eyes. That was a bold show I put on, out there – bolder than I feel.


A man in a black robe and cap with a florid nose bursting with whiskers sits at a desk, surrounded by larger-than-life oil paintings of men with swords and kilts and feathered hats. The window behind him is stained glass, and the high ceiling above our heads is held aloft by so many dark wooden beams it reminds me of an upturned fishing boat. The man glances up, and I can tell he is about to dismiss me when he sees my neck and his jaw drops.


‘Sir, this is the condemned criminal Maggie Dickson,’ announces the McIvor on my left. ‘Hanged this morning, but returned to life at lunchtime. We witnessed her revival and brought her straight to you. One minute she was in her coffin, the next minute she was up and walking.’


‘If this is a trick, I will have you all hanged,’ says the court man, rising to his feet. But I can tell he knows it is not, for the welt on my throat throbs mercilessly and he can’t take his eyes off it.


‘No trick, no con, just God’s will,’ says the McIvor on my right.


‘Was she revived by a physician? Or either of you?’ asks the court man, narrowing his eyes with suspicion. ‘For that would be a crime in itself.’


The men tremble and shake their heads vigorously. ‘We are as shocked as you are now,’ one says. ‘She walked into the Sheep Heid Inn as though she had been woken from a slumber. I almost dropped dead myself with the shock of it.’


The other McIvor murmurs in agreement. ‘Is there a reward,’ he asks, ‘for bringing her back?’


The court man is still gawping at my rope-burn. Eventually he speaks. ‘The sheriffs are at their victuals in the White Hart Inn, where they have been since this morning, it being a Hanging Day,’ he says. Then he clears his throat and gathers himself back to full gravity. ‘When the sheriffs are at their victuals, particularly on a Hanging Day, they do not like to be disturbed. In fact it is their expressed desire to be left alone to ponder the weight of the law.’


The McIvors shuffle a bit and I think they are going to start begging for a reward, but never mind them. Now is my time to start being courageous and sharp. I put my hand to my throat and lower my eyes.


‘Kind sir, if you will assist me, I should be most grateful,’ I say, for I know how court men talk, and it is a steady game of good manners and pretended humbleness, but always with the courage of your convictions. ‘I can tell that seeing me here, before your very eyes, is a shock to you. But trust me, sir, waking up in my own coffin came as an even bigger shock to me and I am forced to throw myself at your mercy. I was indeed hanged this morning, in accordance with the law, and I make no complaint about that. But as you can see, I remain alive and what happens next is a matter not for you or I, but for the sheriffs.’


He stares at me with no emotion, so I continue. ‘I think it is imperative a physician is brought to check my health, for I have not eaten since my last meal yesterday, which I could barely manage, sir, but I make no complaint about that either, only to ask that the physician comes quite swiftly and perhaps I am offered a cup of clean water and mibbie a rum to revive me – whisky if you have no rum. Oh, and a bit of meat too. And to ask that the sheriffs are summoned from their victuals at the White Hart Inn, sooner rather than later, to make comment on this predicament I have been left in.’


The man is frowning now, but listening, quite intently. I take another deep breath and talk through the burning hoarseness in my throat. ‘You see, aside from my own discomfort at not knowing what is what, my poor family outside do not know what to do with themselves: mourn or celebrate. And I am afeared that if they carry on standing out there, it is only a matter of time before they are noticed, and the balladeers and newspaper men get to hear about my revival and come rushing to this courthouse with their quills, asking my family all sorts of questions. And that would not reflect well on anyone.’


For a lass with a near-broken neck, it is quite the speech, but I want a swift decision from the sheriffs. And for good reason: they will have been eating their veal collops and mussels, and drinking their wine, since the hour before my drop, as they are renowned to do on a Hanging Day. The White Hart Inn is near the gallows and the first-floor private room affords a fine view, with no danger of mixing with the unwashed. And as it’s now near three of the clock and the sheriffs opened their first bottle at eight, they will be drunk.


And that means I might just have the upper hand in arguing my case with them.


The court man looks horrified at the balladeers getting wind of it all and nods vigorously and stands up, then tells me to come with him. He walks me across the hall and puts me into a side-room and locks the door behind him. On the other side of the door I hear his footsteps click across the hall and then the murmurings of voices and the creaking of the great doors, and then nothing more than a long, still silence.


I am alone again, briefly. The side-room is a small cubby with a writing desk and a chair, which I sit down on. This might be one of the rooms the law men use. Mibbie they sit here and sign things like death-papers, and pay bills for hangmen and floggers and jailers. I know what lies beneath my feet too. Another set of rooms where the condemned live out their last days. They will be empty now, cleared out this morning, awaiting the next lot. I think of the woman who lay on the mat next to mine. I think the anatomists will have her now.


Time passes. I am brought a plate of cold but decent bacon and cabbage and a large cup of ale. By the time I have finished it, I do feel a lot better and, dare I say it, human again.


The window in the side-room is not stained glass, but is small and grimy with cobwebs and soot. It peers onto a narrow close that no one seems to frequent, so I have no idea of what is happening outside. They might take me back to the gallows again. And then what? The bacon and cabbage that seemed so welcome a few moments ago now churn in my belly and I have to breathe slowly to keep them there.


A sharp rap at the door tells me the sheriffs have been persuaded from their victuals. I am summoned to the courtroom. It is the same man as before. This time he makes no comment, but leads the way. We turn through a series of corridors and, when we get to the courtroom, I realize it is the same courtroom too, the one they tried me in. Then it was crammed with all manner of folk come to see the spectacle. Now it is eerily quiet.


The sheriffs have pulled on their robes and wigs and stand unsteadily, three of them, behind their bench, with faces so dismayed I think it a shame the balladeers are not here to record the scene.


Eventually one of them speaks. The one who was my sheriff, a man called McAllister.


‘She looks fairly unscathed, apart from that rope-mark. Her colour is good. I dare say she doesn’t even need a physician,’ he says.


His colleagues murmur and stare.


‘Sirs,’ I reply, ‘I have come to you willingly and most humbly. I was revived naturally, or by some Act of God, in my coffin some hours ago, but I didn’t abscond.’


Sheriff McAllister raises his eyebrows.


‘I could have taken off and gone into hiding, but I did not. Instead I have come to you in honesty. For what kind of a life would that have been – to be forever hiding?’


‘With that gash on your throat, you would not have been able to hide for long,’ notes another of the sheriffs.


I press on. ‘I have come to beg you to consider my case. To tell you that I have served my sentence, for I was hanged this very morning, as you will have watched. And I am here to beg you to judge that now I am free to go.’


Once I was terrified of men in robes and would quake at the sight. But that was before I saw with my own eyes that they are simply men who like to argue and debate and can be persuaded of the most unlikely things. They have a habit, see, of arguing with each other on every point. If one says black, another will say white; and if one says wrong, another will say right. It’s a habit they learn at their law schools and it can be most irritating. But now I hope it will serve me well.


‘You were sentenced to death,’ says Sheriff McAllister. ‘’Twas me who made the pronouncement. And you stand before us alive and well. Too well.’


‘I was sentenced to be hanged,’ I reply. ‘And hanged I was. Look, here is my very own death-certificate.’


I offer the scroll. They do not reach out for it. Instead another sheriff takes the bait.


‘Hanged she was,’ he says slowly.


‘And yet she stands before me, begging for her life,’ says Sheriff McAllister, ‘telling me she could have run away instead, and expecting me to have mercy.’


‘But her ramblings are irrelevant,’ says his pal. ‘What matters is that the sentence was carried out. We might have to retire to the library and see what the books say on this topic.’


Now the third sheriff chimes in. ‘This kind of thing has happened before. The hangmen need to get their act together. This whole affair is an embarrassment.’


‘Where is your legal representative?’ asks Sheriff McAllister. ‘The solicitor who spoke in your defence. You should not speak for yourself. You should have your man of the law speaking on your behalf on a matter as grave as this – the one who pleaded your case in court.’


On this point, they all nod and agree.


‘We shall send for him if we need him,’ I say. ‘But I hope we do not, for I only ask you to consider that my sentence has been served. Did you not all sit in the White Hart Inn and watch me hang?’


‘I think,’ offers the third sheriff, ‘that this is a matter for us to debate in private.’


This is as much as I could have hoped for. A reconsideration.


‘And in the meantime, what will become of me?’ I ask. ‘Might I go back to my home in Fisherrow? I will be safe there and looked after too. My family is waiting outside on my news.’


‘You will remain here in Edinburgh,’ says Sheriff McAllister. ‘For the likelihood is that you will be hanged again before the week is out.’


They all nod then and call for me to be taken from their courtroom, and I imagine they will head straight back to the White Hart Inn to debate the matter in earnest, supplemented with even more victuals to calm their agitated nerves.


I am led back to the Tolbooth Jail by two bullish constables, and I start to dread what awaits beyond the gates. The prison is only a short walk from the court, back across Parliament Square, but it is a walk from the civilized world to a dangerous one, for the Tolbooth has its own codes and rules. Ma, Da, Joan and the McIvors are standing by the cart and, when they see me come out, Ma, Da and Joan rush over.


‘Wait,’ says Ma, ‘don’t just hurl her back in there. What did they say, Maggie?’


The constables stop, but I know they won’t give us long.


‘They’re still deciding what to do. I don’t know how long that will take.’


Da shakes his head. ‘I need to get back out on the boat,’ he says. ‘Or there’ll be no fish for us to sell.’


Ma looks fit to collapse at it all and I feel a stab of guilt.


Joan looks away from me and fiddles with her bonnet ribbons. The constables start walking me towards the jail door.


‘We’ll try to visit,’ offers Ma. But she says it weakly.


And that is how we say our goodbyes, with the same embarrassment and shame as we felt when we had our last visit before I was hanged.


If I have been a terrible disappointment to my family, they have been a disappointment to me. If I feel guilt at what I have put us all through, then surely they must feel guilt too?


But I can’t think of that now. It is too much. I have to steel myself for prison life again.


The constables bundle me back inside and push me up narrow stairs and through low-ceilinged passageways, then finally they hand me over to the turnkey in charge of the women’s cell.


‘You will recognize this woman,’ one of the constables says. ‘Survived the hanging this morning. Keep a close eye on her.’


It is the turnkey that I don’t like. The one who offers tipples of gin and smuggled pies in exchange for things I don’t want to give. The passageway is dim, but there is no mistaking the shock on his face.


‘This is the work of the Devil,’ he says. ‘To have escaped death. This woman must be a witch.’


The constable tuts. ‘Then she is in good company in this cell,’ he says. ‘For it is full of wickedness and wantonness and she shall rot in here a while.’


‘I shall want extra coin for guarding her,’ the turnkey says. ‘For who knows what pact she made with the Devil.’


‘You can take that up with the sheriffs,’ the constable says. ‘For they are deciding what to about the debacle, but it is more likely trickery than witchery – you know that as well as I do.’


With some hesitation, as if I might bite, the turnkey puts his finger to my chin and tilts my head up. They all suck in their breath, gazing at my neck in the lamplight. I want to shake him off, grab his finger and stick it in his eye, but I daren’t flinch. I am outnumbered.


‘I shall keep an eye on her,’ he says. ‘But if there’s any sign of devilment from her, I am out.’


That turnkey kept his eye on me before. Only days ago he watched me in this cell as a cat watches a mouse, and he has seen more of my body than any other man, except Spencer. He watched me lift my skirts to piss and thought lewd things.


But his gaze is different now. The lust has gone. I am macabre. A spectre come to life. Mibbie I consort with demons.


Oh, if only they knew the truth, and how wracked with guilt I am and that I pray desperately for my poor babe’s soul.


He opens the gate to the women’s cell. Faces stare from the gloom, five women and girls in various states of torn petticoat-flounce and filth. Most of them I recognize from before. The sleekit little pickpocket is still here, waiting for a public whipping. She scratches at her flea bites and looks terrified to say anything. The whoreish one – Molly, the turnkey’s favourite – is here. She crosses herself and edges as far away from me as she can get.


They mutter amongst themselves and, at first, they avoid talking to me. I catch them trying to see my neck and glancing at my ill-fitting gown. They have all heard the conversation that just occurred: Maggie Dickson survived this morning’s hanging. Words pass easily through cell gates; they slip between the bars. Words and whispers and bribes, and slices of pie and bottles of gin, and slender hands that can unbutton a turnkey’s breeches and earn a favour quick as you like. Initially the women let me sit quiet and gather my thoughts. I know the questions will come, though. I am marked, now. I have been on the other side. Some of these women might be destined for their own hangings, once their cases are tried. They will want me to tell them how I survived – whether it was witchery or trickery. The others will be like Joan and will want me to tell them if I saw God, and who was waiting for me.


I don’t know. I only know that I am changed inside and out.


I was someone else, once. A lover. A dreamer. But as the cell darkens into a night I thought I would never see, and the other women fold in on themselves, back to their own troubles, and eventually nod off and twitch and grunt and snore and weep in their dreams, I thank my lucky stars. For the shawl, the thin blanket, the gristle they toss me for supper, and even the rustle of rats. Every time I move my head, my neck hurts. I would have asked for a looking glass, to see the rope-burn. One of these women will have a pocket mirror stashed. Rouge too, and I have even smelled contraband scent in the Tolbooth. These are the novelties that help prisoners remember they are human, when they are treated as less. But asking for anything will draw attention and, besides, I don’t want an audience when I do survey the damage to my flesh.


The glass ring twirls easy on my finger, that’s how gaunt I am. Once I was a little sturdier. A sight dafter. A fishergirl who dreamed of running away from the sea.


When I sleep, finally, lightly and achingly on the prison mat, I dream of snakes again. Snakes and serpents and ropes.


When the serpent came to Eve, she gave in to temptation.


’Tis easy done.


In my dream, I find myself searching for my babe again and wake up with a start. Then it comes to me: I will never sleep soundly again and, worse, will never rest easy in my grave – unless I can be at peace with what happened.


And that means I must think back. Remember how it all started and where it all went wrong. 










PART TWO


BEFORE THE HANG












Chapter Four



Fisherrow, Musselburgh 
One year earlier: September 1723



Back then, I lived with Ma, Da and Joan in the tiny cottages at Fisherrow Harbour in Musselburgh, on the Firth of Forth. We lived in close quarters – too close. They call Musselburgh the Honest Toun on account of the nature of its folk, which is by and large true, for it is a town of fishwives and fishermen and mill workers. Industrious, from riverbank to beach. By day it hums with machinery that makes coarse, cheap cloth for servants’ gowns. By night it thrums with the waves that bring the whitefish home from the shallow estuary waters to the wooden pier at the harbour.


An honest toun. But I don’t think you could say honest types came in and out of our particular cottage. It was barely even a cottage, just one big room with a box-bed, like all the others on the row. Da was out on the water five days a week, dawn ’til dusk when the weather allowed it, and when he was not on the water he was at the Mussel Inn. He was part of a crew of men who worked one of the Fisherrow boats and we were all glad when he went and dreaded his return, for the certain thing you could say about Da – whether he was out on the estuary or whether he was on shore – was that he was an angry man. He carried resentment around with him like a companion. He was angry at his lowly status in life and had schemes afoot to try to get himself out of it, but they never came to anything much.


Me and Joan helped Ma clean the lines and fix the bait, then sell our share of the catch on a stall at the harbour, where fishmongers from all around would come each morning, so our hands were more often than not red-raw and tinged with whelk and mussel brine and cuts from the hooks.


Ma’s hands were the most weather-beaten and work-beaten you have ever seen. She would hide them under soft suede gloves, which she bought from the haberdasher on Musselburgh High Street, when she went to kirk or whenever she ventured out of Fisherrow. None of the other fishwives bothered. Ma was different, like that.


One day she came home with a new pair that looked soft as a baby’s skin. Palest pink, they were, and long too, so that they stretched halfway up her arms.


‘Summer gloves,’ she said, showing them off to me and Joan. ‘The haberdasher says ladies wear them on day-trips.’


Joan and I cooed over them, although I could not think of anything worse than having to wear gloves on a hot day. When Da saw her put them on the next Sunday morning, just as we were about to leave for kirk, his face soured. He was already hungover and grey and was looking for a fight.


‘Who do you think you are, buying fancies like these?’ he scoffed.


‘I can’t take these old hands into the kirk,’ said Ma. ‘These mitts are light and airy.’


‘You’re ashamed of your work,’ growled Da. ‘Embarrassed of who you are.’


I pretended my boot laces needed tightening and cowered over my feet. I could hear Joan swallow nervously next to me.


‘God knows I’m not ashamed of myself,’ said Ma.


Da held out his hands for the gloves. Ma hesitated, for she knew that if Da took them, she might not get them back.


They stood there like that for a moment or two. We were all crowded near the front door, and I did not dare stand up or say anything.


‘Please don’t take the gloves. They were expensive,’ said Ma.


‘Keep them then,’ he said. ‘And use them to cover those ugly hands of yours.’


If it sounds unpleasant, it was – watching him leave the house in a bad mood and seeing Ma wipe tears from her eyes, staining her new pink gloves. But at least he had not hit her that morning, likely because he might have felt guilty about it, sitting in kirk.


But now you will be wondering how Ma could afford such nice gloves from the Musselburgh haberdasher. Well, the fishing life was only half our story. By night, visitors came to our cottage. Folks from near and far. Folks we knew, and others who were strangers who knew of us. For we were not just fisher folk. We were caught up in the world of tea-smuggling, which I suppose sounds very daring, but to me was simply ordinary life. The visitors would bring sacks of black tea from the Orient that had slipped their way to Scotland via Gothenburg, in the Swedish empire, and these folks always stayed for a cup to sample it. Da – or Ma, if he was out – would hold on to these sacks for a few days, hiding them in a cavity under the box-bed, which was in a cupboard off the kitchen side of the room, then pass these sacks on to other folks that came a-calling for them with codewords.


I say it was ordinary, but of course there came a time when I realized Ma and Da were part of a gang of criminals, of sorts, but we never seemed to make great monies from it, nor live in a merchant’s house somewhere grand further away from the river; and Ma’s hands stayed red raw, although covered sometimes in a nice pair of gloves, and Da stayed discontent. So I suppose the part they played in the smuggling of tea from the Orient to Great Britain, by way of the Scottish shoreline, was trivial. There’s no customs post at Fisherrow, for it is considered too small a port and the waters too shallow for decent foreign-ship trade. So smugglers can come and go as they please. Up and down the coast of Scotland and England fine and fancy goods are brought ashore on secluded beaches and at quiet ports. Coffee berries, aniseed, snuff; haberdasheries from India. They are hidden in casks and canisters and buried in caves or stored in trusted safe houses. For our part, it was tea, and it was stored under our box-bed for a time, then collected and, according to Ma, sold on the black market.


But whatever Ma and Da earned from their part in it all was pennies and just enough to keep the roof over our heads and put a joint of meat in the pot on occasions, which was a welcome change, and sometimes some nice whisky and fancy goods like kerchiefs and rugs and gloves.


Da also kept a pile of these pennies behind a brick in the wall, in case a press gang came calling and he could bribe them to ignore him. But the press gangs never came as far as our cottage; they merely roamed the alehouses. I often wished they would come for Da, for he was fearsome when he was in full temper, and he was in full temper quite a lot of the time. He was loud when he was being merry with the tea folk and loud when he was angry with us, and would switch between the two in a flash.
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