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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






One

Nell Lewis was five foot six inches tall, but the bottom of the heavily barred, high window was above her head. The window had sixteen panes of glass. Cold seeped from the soles of her feet. She sat on the narrow iron bed with its thin mattress, stuffed with something spiky and uncomfortable – coir, she found out later, coconut husk fibre. She took a mental inventory: washstand with an enamel basin and jug, a chair and table and a little shelf. The prison rule book lay on the table. Feeling the need to move, she stood and pressed her palms against the whitewashed wall. She had seen a horror film in which the walls of a room closed in and crushed the occupant. She felt the sudden need for a pee. All control vanished once a person stepped through that door. A prison officer could look in at any moment, like a window shopper, like a visitor to the zoo.

Just as Nell thought the mad officer had forgotten about her and gone off duty, the key turned in the lock. Like a school bully, the officer stood in the doorway, blocking Nell’s path. Her eyes glinted, waiting for some sign of weakness. ‘What did you think?’

After two years in the police force, Nell did not suffer fools or give way to bullies. Showing round a trainee had gone to the officer’s head. Nell said, ‘If I’d known this was on the timetable, I’d have worn a cardigan under my overall.’ She shrugged. ‘It’s a cell, and I don’t believe that locking me in is on the syllabus. If it is, I shall suggest its removal, miss.’

The answer took Nell’s would-be captor by surprise. ‘Some trainees will never imagine what it’s like to be a prisoner. Now you know.’

The officer was wrong. While Nell did not know what it was like to be a prisoner, she did know the feeling of seeing no way out of an impossible dilemma. What she had known by the age of seventeen was the ripping away of the life she dared to imagine.

After her baptism of fire, her experience as a trainee at Risley and Holloway prison, Nell attended college. She realised that the powers-that-be would not waste a thorough and costly training course on those not cut out for the job. That explained why trainees were sent to work in the worst prisons before starting at the residential college in Wakefield.

Nell gave up her rented room in order to save money. At weekends, she was the only student with nowhere to go. She studied regulations, answering mock questions, testing herself. She played against herself on the netball pitch, aiming the ball into the net until her arms ached. She walked in the surrounding countryside, learning to read the finer points of a map and to use a compass. In orienteering and in every test, she came out on top.

Each week at college, there would be someone who was present on Friday but absent on Monday. It turned out that not all trainees could turn a key to lock a cell door on someone. They might say the lock stuck, or there was something the matter with the key. They would try again. ‘It just won’t work. Is there a knack to it?’ A person without the knack of locking a cell would be gone, as would those who failed the written tests.

Nell could not afford to lose her chosen future. She had lost too much already. Being pregnant at sixteen was seen by her family as a calamity to be kept secret. When Nell’s baby was weaned, Nell’s sister Sheila made it clear that Nell must begin to think about getting a job. She need not move out yet. Not that Sheila was rushing Nell, she explained, but Roxana needed only one mother.

Sometimes, during those days, Nell did not know whether she slept or woke. She would take the baby from her cot in the night and hold her and never want to let her go. Her breasts ached. Her whole body ached. Sometimes she felt she would float away; other times she knew she had turned to stone.

Roxana will always be mine, Nell told herself. But it was too late for that. On Roxana’s birth certificate, Sheila and her husband Wilf were named as parents, to avoid disgrace.

Nell had handed over her daughter like a little parcel. It was for the best, she was told. Roxana had a mother, a father, a sister and a brother. Nell could contribute towards Roxana’s upkeep, Sheila said, but if Nell bought presents, it must be for all the children, so Roxy would not be singled out.

Wilf proved sympathetic and helpful to his young sister-in-law. He was a police constable, studying for his sergeant’s exam. ‘There’s a job for a clerk in the office at our nick. When you’re twenty-one, you can join the force. You’re bound to meet someone.’

Sheila gave Nell tablets so that she would not burst into tears at the job interview. Nell flung them back at her. She was seventeen and felt as old as she would ever be. She took the job at Wilf’s police station and learned to type.

When the others at the station said to her, ‘Cheer up, it may never happen,’ she learned to pull the right sort of funny face. Never again would anyone ride roughshod over her.

She stayed on and joined the force at twenty-one. WPC Nell Lewis opened two Post Office savings accounts, one for herself and one for her daughter, Roxana. It gave Nell a secret delight that Roxana’s hair had stayed blond, like her father’s. Sheila did not like that. ‘What did you expect?’ Nell asked. ‘My hair’s red, Roland’s was fair. Tell her the truth and give her back to me.’

Eighteen years had passed since Nell left the police force, age twenty-three, and joined the Prison Service. She served her time in five prisons, taking on new responsibilities, dealing with everything that was thrown at her, by prisoners and by management. Climbing through the ranks, sticking to the rules, she never received less than a glowing report. She had been at HMP Armley for three years. Tomorrow, she had an interview.

After work, she drove to London and booked into a small hotel overnight. She arrived late at the hotel, but not too late to borrow an iron and press her skirt.

Roxana joined her Auntie Nell for breakfast. She had a job working as secretary to an elderly American journalist with an office on Fleet Street. Roxy felt she had more in common with the office cleaner than she had with him. Part of her job was to take cuttings from all the newspapers, go to the British Library to do research for his articles that she then typed and he sent to New York. She had a room in a shared house off the King’s Road but hardly saw the others.

Underneath it all, Roxy was admitting that she had moved to the big city with great expectations and not made friends, except for another secretary in the building.

‘Well that’s a start,’ Nell said. ‘It’s not always easy to make friends. Just remember other people can be shy or self-conscious.’

Suddenly, it was time for Roxy to go and for Nell to get herself ready, and for them to agree that next time they would spend longer together.

As she stood, Roxy snapped her fingers. ‘Mam said you chose my name and she doesn’t know what made you pick it.’

Nell was quick off the mark, because Sheila had mentioned that Roxy might ask this. ‘It’s a Persian name, and it means light of dawn. You were born at dawn.’

‘I’m glad to have an unusual name. Thank you!’ She kissed Nell on the cheek and was off, waving at the door.

Nell took the tube to Prison Service HQ for the interview. There was the familiar building. A passer-by would not give it a second glance. Nameplates informed Nell that Akbar Ltd took up the first two floors. The Association of Tile Contractors occupied the top floors, leaving the two middle floors for Prison Service headquarters.

The brass nameplates being sufficiently polished to provide a reflection, Nell took a look at herself, and passed muster. Her smooth light red hair was styled in a bob, cut by a hairdresser near her prison who had trained with Vidal Sassoon but could not afford city-centre premises. She wore her smart navy-blue suit and carried her hand-crafted leather shoulder bag. The unlucky pickpocket who once tried to dip into that bag had been surprised by her swift judo move. When she’d released his arm, she was left holding the folded raincoat used to disguise his pickpocketing activities. Only lack of time had prevented her from marching him to the nearest nick.

When no voice crackled through the slatted grille of Prison Service HQ in answer to her ringing the bell, Nell pushed open the door, stepped onto a soggy doormat and into a hallway sorely in need of a coat of paint. She climbed the stairs – fifteen minutes early.

From previous visits, Nell remembered the secretary, Miss Wilson, and that she was allowed to bring in her elderly cocker spaniel who would sleep under the desk. Miss Wilson greeted Nell warmly and asked about her journey.

‘It was straightforward. There were the usual old bangers on the M1 hard shoulder, flat tyres or bonnets open and steam coming out, a motorist scratching his head.’

‘Rather you than me, Miss Lewis.’

Nell sniffed the air. There was no scent of wet dog. She decided not to enquire. It would be a sad story.

Miss Wilson led Nell into a corridor. ‘I’ll show you to the waiting room.’

‘Who is on the interviewing panel?’

‘We have a deputy director, Jackson; a retired governor, Mansfield, as chair; and Trimble from admin.’

There would be one familiar face. Greg Jackson was now at HQ. He had been on the staff at the Wakefield college when Nell did her training.

Nell was up for the job of deputy governor at a new open prison for women. The place was currently a borstal, but about to have a change of use. The existing borstal governor was still there. Once he left, whoever was appointed deputy would become governor.

Nell opened the door on to a room, dense with smoke and resembling a doctor’s waiting room for men in fair to middling health, all well turned out in smart suits and highly polished shoes. Neatly folded raincoats were placed under chairs, several with a trilby resting on top. She did a quick count. There were seven men and nine chairs. She wondered whether another woman might be up for promotion. One of the two ashtrays on the low table in the centre of the room was already overflowing.

Nell made her way to an empty chair.

There were one or two nods, but no one spoke.

One man went to look out of the window.

Nell ignored them. She let a stillness come over her, a readiness. The times were a-changing. Nell felt ready for change. Just let them know how good you are.

With a rise in salary, Nell could give Roxy the deposit for a flat. Don’t think about that, she told herself. Focus on the interview. You want this job.

No candidate was in for long. The interviewers would have everyone’s paperwork, their progress reports and histories. This exercise was to ensure that candidates still had their marbles in place, could walk a straight line across a room and had not grown cynical or exhausted.

Nell’s turn came. She entered the room and crossed the worn carpet to face three men on the other side of the table.

The chairman, Roger Mansfield, looked pleased with the world. He introduced himself and his fellow interviewers. Nell’s old tutor Greg Jackson gave her a friendly smile. John Trimble, from admin, wore fashionable round gold-rimmed spectacles.

The moment came when Nell was asked how she would go about turning a former borstal into an open prison for women.

‘I would start from the sure knowledge that an open prison, a prison with rules and a routine but without bars, is the most efficient and humane way of ensuring that a prisoner will not re-offend. A woman deemed fit for open conditions is ready for rehabilitation that allows her to develop her skills, find voluntary and then paid work in the community so that she again becomes part of the world outside, to take her place as your neighbour, as the woman you see walking her child to school or managing your local launderette. It will require superb organisational skills, a dedicated staff and hard work. Open prisons are a well-kept secret. I would love what we do to be more widely known. We could be an antidote to the sensational stories in the press.’

Nell had expected the reminder of tight budgets. It came from John Trimble.

Nell said, ‘I’ve visited Brackerley.’ She did not say she was part of the Armley darts team that wiped the floor with the Brackerley team at a match in the Hare and Hounds. ‘The grounds are superb, the farm allows the prison to be almost self-sufficient in food. Much more could be made of the premises. I would encourage links with the community that would foster good relations and produce revenue. With the right staff, I would work wonders.’

The chairman spoke. ‘Change of use from a borstal only took effect last week. It was decided, after a recent inspection, to transfer inmates, except for a few boys close to their parole date. The deputy governor will have a free hand. The borstal governor, Major Harding, is three months away from retiring. Currently he is convalescing after a spell in hospital, and remains in the governor’s cottage.’ He looked to his colleagues and some prearranged signal seemed to take place. ‘Do you have any questions, Miss Lewis?’

‘I know that Governor Harding has been in post for several years, about ten?’

She did not mention the most recent inspection report.

The chairman scratched his cheek. ‘Yes, that is correct.’ Nell could hear the cogs of logic turning in manly brains. Closure following an inspection report could mean that the institution was deemed unsatisfactory for the boys. Let’s send in the women.

This would be promotion to a setting that boasted an excellent football pitch, lots of urinals and a borstal governor unwilling or unable to pack his bags and drive into the sunset, but with seniority and perfectly able to interfere for three long months.

She had met Governor Harding. He came to watch the darts match at the Hare and Hounds, sat in the corner and drank beer with a whisky chaser. He had struck her as affable, someone who got by on his personality, war record and a good staff to fall back on.

The major must have holiday entitlement due. If he took it, perhaps he could be gone by the end of the week. Nell sensed that the job was hers, but she also had a feeling of an uphill battle ahead, as long as Governor Harding was in place.

‘Do you have any final questions?’

Nell had several. She left until last the one that seemed most vague, sparked by a feeling that something had been unsaid.

‘Is there anything else a prospective deputy governor ought to know?’

The panel exchanged looks. Nell realised they had not intended to say, unless asked.

‘This is completely confidential,’ the chairman said. ‘We had a bad apple. That bad apple has been dealt with. We have closed the door on the episode. Existing staff are utterly trustworthy. The deputy governor would start with a clean slate.’

They were unwilling to say more. Nell wanted the job. If they would not tell her, she would find out. The small voice in her head said, There is never just one bad apple. I’ve been warned.
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