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In memory of my darling mother

Therese Mary MacGowan

And still we’re cloaked in her love and magical spirit.
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GIBSON SQUARE, LONDON, OCTOBER 16TH, 1919

William Linden laid his wig and gown on the rosewood dining table. Stroking the gown’s black silk one last time, the wig’s coarse horsehair, its looped tail, he smiled ruefully, remembering both the itch and ceremony when first he’d worn it. The wig of a judge. Yet whatever pride he had felt, even then, had been tainted. So badly tainted. He fixed it on his head, looking in the ornate mirror above the fireplace.

I pronounce you guilty.

Yes.

The familiar clutch at his gut. Agitated, he opened the trunk sitting at the hearth, tossing in both wig and gown, before snapping it shut. At the clatter of hooves on the darkened street, he looked up, catching his reflection in the long balcony window; that strained, old face. He closed the shutters, wanting to chase away that expression: haunted, startled. To pretend, for one moment, that the hansom cab on the square did not wait for him. He listened for the knocker at the hall door, breathing in those last precious seconds.

‘It’s here, sir.’ The maid’s voice behind him. She left quickly as he nodded.

He cast a last look at the trunk, his initials embossed there in gold. WJL. Lifting his eyes to the piano, he closed them to the ring of music, lure of long-ago tunes, the echo of laughter at the dining table. A bright fire in the grate. He opened his eyes to the charred coals, the ghosts disappeared.

Gone, all gone. Now he too could take his leave. Without glancing back, he left the room to descend the stairs. The maid hovered by the hall door.

‘When shall we expect you back, sir?’

He didn’t answer, but smiled. She took the prompt, unlatching the hall door, closing it softly behind him.

In the cold of the street, under the gaslight, he arranged his fur collar. The horse’s breath made mist in the air, the smell of the nag pungent.

‘Where now, sir?’

He noted the irony. The airy question. The weight of his answer.

‘Old Jewry, in the City. But we must make a stop. At Chiswell Street. I’ll knock when we get there.’

‘Very good, sir.’

He hesitated before he climbed the step. He would grant himself a moment. Before he must face who he knew waited within. At last, he hauled himself up, closed the door, sat rigid against the black leather. She was there.

As the carriage lurched, he stared out the window, his face turned from his unwelcome companion. He had hoped, his decision made, she would allow him travel alone. But no. A vain hope. She had too long shared his prison. Too long had they been shackled together by fate.

He could not banish her on this, his final journey. She must bear witness to his end.
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I too will stare from the window, William, stay turned from you. But I could not let you travel alone. Not this night. This night when it seems we will reach the end of our story. Perhaps this night, when it is done, I will leave you in peace. Perhaps I will no longer be a curse, a trouble to you. But you know why I must stay close, William. For you know by what secret we have been bound.

For too many years, you have condemned me. Thought me guilty of a deception. But you know the truth in your heart. As I know the truth in mine. And tonight you will hear my testimony. It will be no trouble to you, for you are a man versed in the weighing of testament, the measuring of guilt. You have witnessed many trials. I have witnessed just one. I have seen my name become notorious. Lotta Rae. The talk of all London. There was talk, much talk for sure. But was there truth? Was there justice?

Justice. Long ago, Pap taught me the seven ancient gates of this city I was born to. I knew young the terror of Newgate and the scourge that was Newgate Prison. But they ground those fetid walls with dead men’s bones beneath and rose upon that unholy sod all they proclaimed good and mighty, the baptised stone of the Old Bailey. And crowned it with a hallowed dome. A noble beacon: the Golden Lady.

High, high the Golden Lady stood, so high she kept watch over all the children of London; she bid them, come. For she would deliver them justice.

She bid me come, William. And I believed her promise. Pap too. For, just like myself then, he was a simple soul. Bowed to his betters, teaching me to do the same. I trusted fine gentlemen such as you. Thought they could do no wrong. My father trusted in man, my mother in God. But I have seen what one can do, and what the other will allow in this world. And I trust in neither.

But I think too on my blessings. A child I’d run in from rolling the hoop, swiping cherries and roasted nuts on the market streets of Spitalfields, to eat bread and treacle at our comfortable fire. ‘We’re the lucky ones,’ Mam would say, hanging washing at the hearth, I listening, dismayed, to her tales of the rookeries.

Mam and Pap were no strangers to those slums, remembering the swell and stink of Rose Lane before it was gutted and came pouring from its belly the broad sweep of Commercial Street and Peabody House, the fine lodgings the kindly Mr Peabody donated to the likes of us, the respectable working class. I know you will scoff, but we were that. Respectable. Pap a proud working man at the Whitbread brewery on Chiswell Street.

Some days I would excitedly carry Pap his lunch, stopping at the arch to let the hefty dray horses pass, dodging the cartloads of barrels in the courtyard. Below, in the cellars, by the troughs of stinking white foam, Pap and the men would tease me with the tale of some poor soul who’d been found long ago floating dead in one of those very same troughs, or so they claimed. When I asked what misfortune he had suffered, they said it was no human hand had delivered his end, it had been ruled that he had ‘died by the visitation of God’.

But what horror was to befall me there, in that place, nine years later, was no visitation of some such spiteful deity. But the visitation of man. One man. Him.

And you.



2

His pores stiffened at the coldness of her silence. Above, the driver cursed an omnibus, the motorcars that were infesting the streets, choking all breathable air out of London. They were a menace. William had never travelled in one, nor would he.

It struck him that he might never again be afforded the chance. He felt the rise of panic. For a moment he thought of raising his cane, rapping the roof, ordering the driver to turn. But he stopped short. His eyes flitted towards his silent companion. Justice. He turned back to the window, wearily.

It seemed an age ago. When the flame of justice had truly lit his heart. A barrister at the razing of Newgate, he’d watched in awe the mounting of the Grecian columns, the regal dome of the court risen in its place. Never had he been more sure of his calling than at the sight of that golden vision. Arms in perfect symmetry, steady hand arbiter of the scales, sword of both protector and punisher glorious against the sky, promising to strike swift and true. For this was the mistress of whom he was servant. Lady Justice.

Yet what short time it had taken for him to betray her. Barely a year. Enchanted as he’d been by the Golden Lady, he could hardly fathom it now, the depth of that betrayal. For he had held himself a worthy bearer of her sword: Protector. Punisher. Never would he have doubted it.

Punishment. His mind lingered there. Eyes closed, he punished himself with a guarded memory. He’d taken Raff to see the court before it was complete. He allowed a wan smile. Raff. He’d been called Ralph, after his grandfather, but as a child had only ever been able say Raff. They’d called him that ever after. How old had Raff been then? Perhaps sixteen. Yes, for it had been a misty November, November 1906.

He recalled his son’s wonder at the palatial mosaic arches and lobby, his footsteps echoing on the Sicilian marble floor. Afterwards, they’d strolled home through Gibson Gardens to Gibson Square, Raff chasing off to the morning room where Margaret liked to write her letters, to tell his mamma all he’d seen.

‘Well, that sounds fine,’ Margaret had said, smiling. He could see her now, turning from the writing desk, her cherished spider plant curling over its shelves. A tendril of her ash-brown hair had fallen from where it was tied loosely at the nape of her neck. He could see again her soft, hazel eyes, the mellow sun on her white lace dress, the mole she hated, but he loved, on her collarbone. Raff had leaped onto the chaise longue before her. She’d leaned to touch their son’s eager face, smooth back his black curls. ‘Perhaps one day your voice will ring out in those very courtrooms. You will sound your oratory just like your papa and grandfather. Imagine, three generations of barristers all from this house.’

Raff had grown serious.

‘But Papa prosecutes for the Crown, Mamma.’ For a moment, he’d looked almost shamed. ‘If I’m to be a barrister I think I’d like to help people. I think I’d like to defend.’

Margaret had looked surprised, glancing over the boy’s head, to catch his own eye.

‘Well,’ he’d said, walking over to ruffle Raff’s hair, ‘that is a noble enough calling. Each man is entitled to a good defence. That is the very basis of our profession.’

‘Each man and each woman,’ Margaret had said, chiding him.

‘Indeed.’ He’d smiled, conceding to his wife’s affinity, if not his own, with the thorny cause of women’s suffrage.

‘There are so many people that need help. So many poor people. Don’t you think, Mamma?’

He’d been taken aback at his son’s sensibility. He couldn’t recall possessing any like sentiment at Raff’s age. Perhaps at any age.

‘Papa helps people too, Raff,’ Margaret said. ‘There are so many who have been victims of awful crimes, who seek solace in justice.’ She’d stroked his hair. ‘But when you’re grown, you will be whatever you wish. It’s a new century, Raff, a new world. And it belongs to you.’

His smile disappeared. He opened his eyes.

* * *

You are remembering, William. And I know the torment of it. That, I know only too well.
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In autumn 1906 I was nineteen years old and employed at the Whitbread brewery. Finishing my schooling at thirteen, I’d worked a while at Flossie Bradshaw’s grocery in Spitalfields, but, praised for my reading, writing and arithmetic, when I turned seventeen, Pap had a word with Penny Peter who found me a place in the busy office. They called him Penny Peter for he ran the accounts with a whip; they said he was so mean that, with all the fuss in the courtyard, he would scour the paving for dropped farthings. But that was uncharitable, for he was a kind man.

Before long, Archie, one of the clerks, had taught me to type and I’d sit at my green typewriter with bundles of invoices and taverns’ orders. I was the only girl in the office and dearly loved my work, and how the men would tease me. Especially when Albert Townsend had cause to visit my desk after deliveries. For it’s true, I was taken with him. They called him Blushing Bertie for his face would redden when he handed me the delivery docket and I fear mine did too.

Bertie and I started to court. If his cart was back at lunchtime, we’d cross to Whitecross Street market, push through the bustle, and he would pick me out a knick-knack. If the weather was clement we’d sit in the courtyard and steal from each other’s lunchboxes. As time passed, he grew braver, walking me back to Spitalfields, where Mam and Pap welcomed him into our home, even as Pap warned him to take care around his girl.

‘You treat her like the queen she is,’ Pap said, while I begged him stop.

Those days were sweet. When I think on them now, they appear in rays of rich golden light. Bertie sharing a meal with us at Spitalfields, Pap in his braces, breaking bread, eyeing Bertie as if to make sure of him, Mam slapping his arm, telling him to leave the boy alone. Boating with Bertie in Victoria Park, supping tea with him at the pavilion there, riding the carousel with him at the fair.

But when I think of him, I see the shadow. I have tried to remember when first I saw him. But only know I had been a year or more at Whitbread when he started to frequent the office. He would pass through with the gaffers, explaining to him the workings and doings of the brewery. He was a trim enough man, but broad and tall. Big bones, Mam would have said. He had dark hair, speckled with grey, but was beginning to bald under his topper. He wore a coat of the finest black cashmere with velvet trim and, like you, always carried a cane. But this you know well, just as you know his name: Henry Allen Griffiths.

We would all show reverence when he and the gaffers passed through, although we lashed them rightly when they’d gone. The visitor wasn’t well liked as he was pompous and proud with a loud way of talking. But Penny Peter cautioned us be courteous, as the man was an investor and close friend of the Whitbreads, so had their ear. Even then, as he passed my desk, his eye and the way it would settle on me would make me ill at ease. But, in truth, I paid him little mind. Albert was all then that occupied my thoughts.

If I cannot remember my first sighting of him, I recall only too well our first real encounter. I’d finished work and was rushing to meet Bertie. As I hurried through the sheltered passageway beside the barrel stacks in the yard, I spied him ahead. As we met, he put out his cane to halt me.

‘Where are you rushing to, you pretty little thing? Lotta, isn’t it? Well, Lotta, have you time to stop and talk to a gentleman?’

I stiffened, for I did not know what to say. I was daunted by his domineering stare, his hefty frame, grand coat and fur collar. The way he had drawn down his cane had startled me. I could not fathom why he would wish to talk with the likes of me.

‘I am just on my way to meet my friend Albert, sir.’

‘Ah, your friend. Is he your sweetheart? Do you walk out together?’

I reddened at his questioning, knowing it too familiar. But I answered him.

‘Yes, sir. We are courting.’

‘Well, isn’t he a lucky fellow? Tell me, what kind of things do you do together? I’m sure your kisses taste sweet.’

He was smiling, but I felt it the smile of a snake. I knew he shouldn’t talk to me so. I said nothing, and he said, ‘Off you go, then. Don’t keep your young lad waiting. I’m sure he will be eager for you.’

I didn’t tell Bertie what had happened. Somehow the exchange had made me feel shamed, as if I were wrong to allow such talk. I also knew Bertie would be riled by it, and I wanted no trouble. And I didn’t care to waste our precious time together on one such as him.

But, from then, I dreaded his visits to the office, his habit of lifting his hat to me, making a special point of lingering by my desk, or fixing his eyes on mine too long. Always he would pass some remark about my hair or dress, in a way that a proper gentleman would not. The others noticed and Archie made comment.

‘I think Mr Henry has taken a fancy to our Lotta. Well, young one, you’ve captured the eye of a toff. But don’t get too keen. You know he has a wife.’

I was vexed, unsettled by his banter. ‘You think I would ever bother myself with the likes of him. Stop with your nonsense, Archie, get away from my desk.’ I stared crossly at my typewriter while Archie just laughed.

I do not know exactly when it happened between me and Bertie. Whether it was before or after that encounter in the passageway. But I do know it was not as they said. Not as they said in court. There, their words had no warmth, no soft tones but were sounded harshly in black and white. Making it seem something cold and stark. Something sordid, something shameful. It was not like that. In truth, if it is truth you finally seek, we hardly knew what we were doing.

Bertie had lodgings near Chiswell Street. His landlady allowed no evening visitors but I had gone there one afternoon. It must have been a Sunday for we were both free of work. It was a bright day: I remember the sun streaming through the window, reflecting on the cast iron of the narrow bed. There was little else to sit on in that tiny room and we both sat there on its edge. Bertie started tickling me and my foot shot up, kicking over the basin on the washstand and we laughed as we fell back against the pillow. And he kissed me softly and I pulled him to me. And in the fever of that moment we went further in our caresses than we ever had before or ever did again. But we were so young. Then, I was not even sure we had done what they said we did. I trusted him.

Just as I trusted you.

* * *

The carriage hit a hump in the road, jolting him from his daze. He turned to look out at the passing street, ladies making fast their hats, men turning up their collars on this cold, blustery evening. He rested his head back on the seat.

Cheapside. It had been to an inn near Cheapside he’d been summoned that December night in 1906. The inn was within walking distance of his chambers, but was not one the lawyers would normally frequent. He’d been surprised at the place, perturbed by the invitation. It had come from on high: King’s Counsel, a trio at the highest ranks of Crown Prosecution, those close to Lord Desart, Director of Public Prosecutions. Those who would not typically concern themselves with any not of their standing. Especially not him. Not then.

He tried to remember the workings of his mind. To justify now what had come of that night. His certainty then of what the summons signalled. He recalled the pitying looks he’d endured over many months in chambers, from his fellow barristers, worse still, the clerks.

‘Just a bad run, that’s all,’ Hedley, a colleague, had pronounced cheerfully, an encouraging hand placed on his shoulder as he’d returned from another appalling showing, his fourth consecutive defeat in court. He’d murmured some nonsense in reply, shut himself in his office.

He was a forty-six-year-old man. One who should be at the peak of his career. But he was failing. Failing badly. It was clear the losses had affected his colleagues’ attitude towards him. They’d become patronising, like Hedley. Feeling sympathy for him, not respect. Avoiding him in court corridors, no longer so willing to engage in pleasantries, excluding him from the witty repartee that took place after wins. His pride had been shattered. He was a disappointment. There had been much expected of him; his father a highly respected Queen’s Counsel. Now he imagined his father shamed, peering from some heavenly cloud to cast damning judgement on his only son.

But, truly, it had not been the pride. But the fear.

The fear that had hounded him those sleepless nights. The tangle of thoughts that kept him restless and wakeful. He would turn to watch Margaret peacefully in slumber, unaware of his carefully hidden torment. The cases were drying up, the clerks now loath to award him briefs. Daily he sat at his desk in an attempt to appear busy while, in truth, he had very little to occupy him.

He’d suffered panic those nights. The wife and son he loved beyond measure relied solely upon him. If what he feared came to pass, that he be discreetly asked to stand down, he would no longer be in a position to provide adequately for them. Provide for them at all.

His sweat would run cold as he recalled a former middle-aged prosecutor in chambers: Frederick Asherton. He then a youth, devilling for a senior barrister, he’d never been clear what had caused the man to lose his position. Was it drink? Some other vice? Whatever it was, the consequences had been dire. He remembered he’d been filing papers just beyond his master’s closed door when the door had opened and Asherton had exited. He’d caught sight of Asherton’s face: his expression wretched, the unmistakable tears in his eyes, his pitiful efforts to stymie them. William had felt a bolt of shock. He had never witnessed a man cry. And that had been the last time he’d seen him. Asherton had disappeared from chambers and the whispers had begun. He’d listened horrified. The man had first lost his servants, then his home, had ended up in a debtors’ prison. There’d been talk of the workhouse for his family.

It had had a great effect on him, that horror. He’d learned what incompetency might cost.

He’d thought of Margaret, so accustomed to genteel living. The astronomical expense of running Gibson Square. What if she were forced to leave that home? He’d thought too of Raff, still only sixteen. His school. The fees. If he had to be removed from that school, the consequences for his son’s future. What position could he hope to hold in society without the benefit of the right education?

The legal world was small. His inadequacy would become well known. Even if he were to change allegiance, seek placement in a defence chambers, he would have to go begging and probably to no avail. The thought was unbearable. He could see no way through.

Plagued by these thoughts, when the invitation arrived he’d been quite sure what it indicated. It had not come by telephone, but with a clerk bearing a note. He’d read it at his desk, then looked up to the messenger.

‘Yes, of course.’ His restraint masked the grip of desperation. ‘Please tell the good sirs I’d be delighted to accept.’

With clammy fingertips he’d slid the note back and forth over the mahogany. So this was it. The reckoning. A polite meeting to inform him his career was over, his services to the Crown no longer required.

Two nights later, he’d stumbled more than walked the broad streets of Cheapside to the inn. Clarence Neville KC was being served by the landlord at a dim corner table when he’d arrived.

Neville turned to see him. ‘William! Welcome! Welcome to the Ward of Cheap. It suits me greatly as I, myself, am exceptionally so.’ He rattled his glass on the table before the waiting publican. ‘Landlord, I demand your finest ale for a penny!’

Cecil Dudley and Thomas Herbert laughed at their companion’s banter, met by the landlord’s wry smile. Mind fixed on the very worst, he’d been bemused at their good spirits.

‘Sit down, sit down,’ Neville said. ‘What will you have?’

Sitting, he’d requested a glass of port and, as the landlord went to fetch it, he’d gazed uncertainly at the candle’s flame, the glasses of liquor lit in a mellow glow. Neville had cradled his whisky, then leaned across the table.

‘Well, I’m sure you’re curious as to why we asked you here tonight. We have a proposition for you. Something we believe you might find of interest. It’s a case, obviously. One that will garner much attention, but tricky. We were wondering if you might consider accepting the brief.’
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