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Author’s Introduction: The Hangman’s
Ghost.

The idea behind this story was inspired by a 1960’s movie, of which | only caught the last few
minutes where the bad guy finally gets what’s coming to him and is hanged for his crimes.
Regardless of your opinions on capital punishment or how deserved the execution may be, you
might agree it's a fairly macabre process and | began thinking that any appointed hangman,
given the horror intense fears experienced in those moments, could be very prone to enduring
the ghosts of the condemned prisoners—of being haunted by the men and women they've
hung, especially if any of these were innocent and victims of misplaced justice.

Within our understanding of all things supernatural, ghosts and evil demons, you'd expect a
hangman would be easy pickings for any unhappy spirits.

| want to point out that | didn't research the finer details of how condemned prisoners were
hanged in the late 1940’s. This tale is entirely fiction, as you'd expect of a ghost story, and of
course none of these people or places exists.

However, if you have any doubts about the presence of ghosts in an old prison, next time
you're in Western Australia take a tour of the old Fremantle Prison. It ran for 133 years and saw
the hangings of over forty people, the last one a serial killer in 1964. These days the prison
runs “torchlight tours” in the middle of night.

Nope, you won't see me there—not a chance in hell. But don’t be surprised about anything you
do see.

Lots of very unhappy, angry and unpleasant people die in jails. It makes sense they would stick
around afterwards. They've only got one other place to go, and nobody wants to go there.



The Ha n g m@host s

ONE

Jacob Good was a man who could expect to see many ghosts. Angry spirits
and the wraiths of men and women filled with hate for Jacob, parading their
soured souls in front of him, surrounding Jacob with their rage.

After all, Jacob had killed a lot of people. He was good at killing people.

Quickly and without any fuss or compassion. Efficiently, many people said,
as if that might relieve their own guilt, although they were never called upon
to pull the lever themselves.

As the Principal Hangman at Willengarten Prison it was Jacob’s
responsibility to dispatch the condemned prisoners to the Next World with as
little pain and emotional distress possible. The government-sanctioned killing
wasn’t about revenge, there was no need to inflict suffering. A hanging was a
practical punishment for criminals who forfeited the right to their own life
through a heinous act. It was only proper these prisoners be put to death, but
in this modern age, 1949, with the horrors of the Second World War still fresh
in everyone’s mind a humane, competent execution was the best method.

Jacob was an expert at hanging criminals.

Today’s execution was no different to the many others, despite that this
would be his second-last client—as he preferred to call the condemned
prisoners. Only one more after this, scheduled in two weeks time, then Jacob
was retiring from a long and respected career, if being a hangman could be
called such a thing. Jacob was only fifty years old and still a stout, powerful
man, but the authorities insisted that an official in Jacob’s position must be
capable of subduing a panicking prisoner in those last, critical seconds of an
execution should they succumb to hysteria and fear. Government guidelines
stated clearly that hangmen couldn’t continue beyond their fiftieth year. Jacob
didn’t mind he was being forced into retirement. It gave him a decent pension
and more people in the village might be friendly towards him, when they knew
he no longer killed human beings for a living.

‘Jacob? Jacob! For God’s sake, I need to talk to you. Someone has to listen!’



The voice rang down the passageway from the Gallows Cell. A solitary room
that was the final home for a condemned prisoner and only a brief journey to
the noose. Hardly enough time to register what was happening, when the time
arrived.

It was Falmouth, a man who’d raped and killed his regular prostitute after
she threatened to tell his wife of their meetings, because Falmouth refused to
pay that night. Jacob normally ignored the noises. Long experience told him
that any discussion always turned into a tortured argument about the
prisoner’s innocence and how Jacob was the only man who could save his life.
Some sort of fairytale last-minute reprieve offered by a hangman with a
conscience.

Falmouth had reached the predictable, final resort. A desperate appeal to
his executioner not to pull the lever. At this point, Falmouth would only get
louder and more frantic, if Jacob didn’t respond. He went to the cell door and
slid back the observation hatch, peering through. Falmouth was sitting
hunched on the narrow bunk, clutching at himself and rocking back and forth.
His tear-streaked face turned to the door and saw Jacob’s eyes watching him.

‘For the love of God, Jacob! Thank Christ, you have to listen to me. This is
all wrong, I don’t deserve this. I didn’t mean to kill anyone—’

Jacob cut him off, speaking in his slow and measured way so that he didn’t
have to repeat himself. ‘Mr Falmouth, there’s nothing you can say to me that
will change anything. The final decision has been made in the highest of courts
and all your legal appeals have been heard. If things were meant to be any
different, you wouldn’t be in this cell. What you must do now is hold onto your
dignity, find the courage to face this day with strength, and pray to God for
forgiveness if you believe in Him.’

It was a practiced speech said many times before. If there was one thing for
certain, Jacob knew that his clients could never compare notes. Not in this
world.

‘But I didn’t mean to kill her! It was an accident, for God’s sake! You have to
tell someone before it’s too late—’

Jacob rammed the hatch closed. He shut his mind, too.

He went back to his room and checked the noose once more, as always

wondering if a little more oil on the hemp would ensure the knot slipped



correctly when he put it in place. The slightest hitch, the smallest instant of
things going wrong might snap the client’s acceptance of their fate and cause
an ugly struggle, a messy execution. Listening to Falmouth’s pleas, the signs
were there that his hanging could be an unseemly event. Then again, some of
the most terrified prisoners abruptly found acceptance in the last minutes.
Jacob hoped that Falmouth would be one of those.

During that final minute, with the prisoner’s last steps to the gallows, the
whole prison reached a peak of raw emotion and energy. Some of the
prisoners called out support. Most hooted and taunted the client about his
impending death and the terror it promised, howling from all corners of the
building as the appointed moment of execution came close, an awful noise
that came to a crescendo as the trapdoor fell. The warden tried everything to
prevent the inmates from knowing the exact time the prisoner would drop, yet
everybody somehow found out. Willengarten Prison had plenty of loose lips
and informants on both sides of the iron bars.

Jacob could feel the unrest growing now with Falmouth’s hanging
imminent. It was like the very walls whispered a chill excitement, a mixture of
abhorrent dread and delicious anticipation.

Frowning in concentration at the rope’s knot, Jacob heard someone speak.

Is he really guilty? All the guilty should hang. All of them, if t h e ytraly
guilty.

It was a girl’s voice and it alarmed Jacob. He spun around searching. It was
rare for any of the female staff to be allowed here. Unthinkable with a hanging
about to happen soon and the prisoners so unsettled. Willengarten was a
men’s penitentiary, there were no female prisoners apart from those brought
specifically to be put to death. In the main administration office downstairs
were a few typists and secretaries. Sometimes they’d been escorted up here to
find something important in Jacob’s files and records, but he could almost
count those occasions on the fingers of one hand.

‘Who’s that?” he demanded, striding to the door to stare down the
passageway. ‘Who’s here? You ¢ a nb@ here! It’s not allowed and this is no
place for a woman. Not now, not today.’

Even as he spoke Jacob knew he was talking to nobody. He was alone. Cold

fingers ran down his spine and raised the hair on his neck.



Falmouth called, ‘Jacob? Is that you? You're back? For pity’s sake, you have
to tell someone this is all a mistake. I didn’t mean to kill her.’

‘Shut up, Falmouth! Your time has come! Stop bleating like a coward.’

Jacob stopped himself, taking a deep breath, shocked at his own words. He
had never, ever lost his composure towards the condemned prisoners no
matter how vile and abusive they became.

Maybe it really was time for him to retire? He was losing his grip and even
hearing voices. Strange voices.

He thought about it, reassuring himself, being practical. This wasn’t the first
time he’d heard odd things. The prison’s old halls and corridors sometimes
carried the sounds from the furthest corners into his workshop as if they came
from next door. The acoustics of the stone and concrete were bizarre at times,
blocking out the loudest screams yet carrying the faintest whispers like a
feather on a breeze. When the weather was foul, thundering and lightning, the
booming lasted forever and the rain hissed in the broken gutters like angry,
insistent ghosts.

‘It was one of the other prisoners,’ Jacob told himself aloud. ‘That queer one
at the end of E Block, he sounds like a woman.’

He shook his misgivings away and checked the time. In a function room
downstairs, the Chief Warden and his officers would be offering the official
guests a strong whiskey and a brief lecture on what they were about to see.
Plenty of people, particularly friends and relatives of the victim, always
claimed they’d like nothing better than to watch the killer hang, but the actual
event was always disturbing and they needed warning about what they were
about to witness.

It was time for Jacob to ply his trade.

He fixed the rope to the top of the gallows, double-checking it couldn’t come
undone or slip off. Then he hung the noose on a hook set into the wall within
easy reach. The process was to guide Falmouth onto the trapdoor, set the
noose around his neck in one quick movement and pull the release lever—all
within sixty seconds, if possible. As Jacob worked, the prison padre arrived
with two burly officers. He went over.

‘He’s doing the usual,” he said quietly.



‘Another innocent man?’ the padre sighed. Father Hallen hated this task,
but with the peaceful village appointment had come this one onerous role. The
prison fell inside the boundaries of his parish.

‘Not quite. Says he didn’t mean to kill her.’

‘Well, at least he admits he killed her.’

Jacob asked, ‘By the way, you haven’t brought any women with you? One of
the office girls perhaps?’

Father Hallen gave him an odd look. ‘Of course not, why on earth would we
do that? Today of all days?’

‘T'm just checking.” Jacob felt bad. It was a stupid question.

The prison officers followed the padre to the Gallows Cell and let him in.
Jacob heard a burst of pleas from Falmouth and Father Hallen urging him to
be quiet. It became a muted conversation, the padre maybe praying aloud for
Falmouth, it was hard to tell although the guards left the cell open and stood
in the entrance. There could be no escape for Falmouth, but it wouldn’t be the
first time that a condemned man hit upon the idea of killing one of the prison
staff or the priest in the final minutes and forcing another murder trial—a
foregone conclusion, but still a precious extension of life.

A door below opened and the Warden led in a small procession. These were
the government officials, a doctor and a few journalists, and family members
of both the accused and the victim. Jacob stood on the catwalk back from the
balcony rail and in a shadow, watching them. It was easy to tell who was who.
The civilians with set, determined faces were relatives of the poor girl,
discovering that the dour business of hanging a man wasn’t quite the
satisfying sideshow they’d believed, but damned if they were going to admit it.
They still wanted Falmouth dead.

The murderer’s family was stoic, close to tears, yet accepting they had no
right for sympathy. Falmouth’s crime stained them with guilt just as much as
the killer himself.

Jacob recognised all the officials as people who had attended an execution
before. The faces were professionally blank, prepared for what they were
about to see and not wanting to give a hint of it to the others.

He was shocked to realise one of the journalists was a woman aged in her

thirties. Attractive in a severe way, perhaps a deliberate thing to be



appropriate for the occasion, she stood alone behind the seats reserved for
members of the press. Jacob remembered that Falmouth’s killing of the
prostitute had caused a public outcry for womens’ rights and demands for
more safety in the streets at night, a crusade taken up by some of the
newspapers. He thought, maybe the female journalist had earned her place at
the hanging by being involved in this?

More important, it could have been her loud question about hanging only
the guilty that Jacob heard through the walls. He was surprised to feel a small
relief about the possibility.

A discreet cough made him glance around. One of the guards was looking at
the clock. Jacob stepped forward and caught the expectant eye of the warden
below, who gave him the smallest nod and motioned to his guests to be ready.
Nervousness rippled through them. Jacob walked to the door of the Gallows
Cell.

He whispered to one of the guards, ‘Does he want a hood?’

‘He can’t make up his mind. I reckon he’ll need one. This bloke’s looking
close to losing his nerve.’

‘Then give him one.” Jacob checked the clock again. Falmouth had thirty
seconds left that he was entitled to live. ‘It’s time, bring him out.’

The guard motioned for Father Hallen to move aside. Falmouth knew what
this meant and he looked stricken, on the edge of breaking down. The guard
took over, speaking low and earnestly in a way that Falmouth obeyed because
his numbing senses couldn’t think of anything else to do.

‘Stand up, go to the door and stand with your hands behind your back.’

On shaking legs Falmouth did this. One of the guards tied the prisoner’s
hands with a lanyard and pulled a black hood over Falmouth’s head. He
groaned and a dribble of urine stained his pants.

Jacob gripped his upper arm and said, ‘Walk with me. The path is clear, you
won’t trip on anything.” Falmouth stumbled beside him. From the depths of
the prison a rising chorus was building from the other inmates. It sounded like
an ill wind moaning through a forbidden forest, laden with the cries of wild
animals.

‘Wait here a moment,” Jacob said. Behind him the guards kept a distance,

enough to exclude them from this last act.



Unbeknown to Falmouth—although the sudden hollow noise of his last
footsteps might have alerted him—he was already standing on the gallows
trapdoor. Jacob dropped the noose over Falmouth’s head and tightened the
knot under his ear, the correct method to ensure the prisoner suffered a
broken neck rather than choke to death. Falmouth let out a muffled sob and
his knees began to buckle as Jacob moved swiftly, pulling the lever.

The trapdoor crashed down and Falmouth vanished through the hole. With
a soft twang the rope snapped taught and vibrated with a single, low note of
death. Only Jacob heard it, because the rest of the prison resonated to the
echoes of the trapdoor and the exultant roar of the prisoners. After counting to
ten Jacob put a steadying hand on the rigid rope to stop any swaying and
looked down through the trap.

It was all Jacob could do not to cry out in horror.

Below, it wasn’t Falmouth dying. Instead, he saw the small, tragic figure of a
girl called Madeline Oxford thrashing violently at the end of the rope, her
uncovered white face turned up towards him in a snarl of fear, agony and
accusation.

Jacob stepped backwards and almost fell over his own feet. One of the
guards said worriedly, ‘Christ, Jacob? What’s the problem? Has something
gone wrong?’

It was always their worst fear.

Jacob held up a hand to reassure him while he forced himself to take deep
breaths, telling himself to be calm. It had been a hallucination, some kind of
flashback in his mind. It ¢ o u | HenMadeline Oxford. S h e lieeh executed
seventeenyears earlier . He made himself move purposefully and not betray
his shock, going back to the trapdoor and peering down again.

Falmouth hung motionless just above the floor as he should, the hood in
place. The doctor was already standing behind the corpse and checking its
wrist for a pulse. He remained still for a long time, feeling a faint beat flutter
to nothing as Falmouth’s heart denied the broken neck and resisted death as
long as it could. Then the doctor clearly pronounced the time of death for the
benefit of his small audience.

Turning away, Jacob found himself confronted by Father Hallen. The

padre’s eyes were concerned.



‘Is everything all right, Jacob?’

Jacob said heavily, ‘Just one more to do Father, and I'm finished. They’re
right, I've been doing this job for long enough.” He pushed past, heading for a
bottle of whisky in his desk drawer. The father and the two guards followed.
This was the last part of the execution ritual. Washing the taste of death from
their mouths with strong liquor, before going downstairs to help remove the
body.

From every corner of the prison the inmates howled and cheered as if

celebrating the end of some exciting game.



TWO

Jacob had dropped only three women through the gallows trapdoor in his
time.

Two of them had been nasty individuals, joining their husbands in a
gruesome game of luring their victims to their deaths. Reveling in the torture,
taking their turns with the knives and the ropes in sick, deprived acts of utter
cruelty. Hanging these wicked women had been easy. Jacob’s conscience was
clear.

It wasn’t so straightforward for the third woman. Little more than a girl at
sixteen, Madeline Oxford was found guilty of killing her whole family with an
axe. It was difficult to comprehend and nobody had actually witnessed the
murders, but Madeline was found in the house and surrounded by the
dismembered corpses, the axe in her hands, blood covering her from head to
toe.

She couldn’t speak—not a word escaped her lips from the day she was
arrested to the moment Jacob operated the trapdoor. He would never forget
the pathetic amount of sand he’d needed to fill the sack for testing her weight.
How the rope and the gallows, which usually groaned and creaked under the
sudden pressure, barely moved although the rope itself shook as she jerked
momentarily in the noose.

Everyone said Madeline wasn’t right in the head. She was ill in the worst
kind of way and didn’t deserve to be hung. The magistrate didn’t agree. He
believed her mute, dumb testimony was all a ruse and that surely she would
say something, if Madeline was truly insane and not pretending. The complete
silence was too determined, too perfect.

Too good to be true. And she was old enough to be executed.

So Jacob had dutifully pulled the lever.

* XK

Jacob knew that going to the Stonemasons Tavern for a drink at the end of
an execution day wasn’t wise. For the next week or more he would feel
everyone’s eyes watching his every move, a morbid interest that upset him

even after all these years. In the small, sleepy village that supported the



prison, he was a curiosity—especially today—and he should stay out of sight.
However, this evening he wanted to avoid his lonely cottage as long as he
could and had a need for human companionship, no matter how judgmental.

The landlord, called Duncan, hid his surprise and greeted him at the bar
with a sombre, ‘Evening, Jacob. The job’s done then?’

‘Everything went as well as can be expected,” Jacob said. He hadn’t said
anything to anybody of seeing Madeline Oxford in the noose.

‘The people always want to see justice to be done, Jacob. We all thank God
that we have good men like yourself to do the hard work.’

Duncan pulled a pint of bitter and put it in front of Jacob, waving away any
payment.

‘Thank you,” Jacob said. ‘Can I order the pork pie and chips?’

‘Of course,” Duncan stopped himself raising his eyebrows at Jacob staying
long enough to eat. ‘The kitchen isn’t open for another twenty minutes.’

‘That’s all right, I'm not in any hurry.’

Jacob made a point of putting money on the bar for the meal and took his
pint to a table near the fire. Gazing into the flames gave him the excuse not to
see people’s guarded looks in his direction. After a while the gentle heat on his
face made him daydream and thankfully these were pleasant, nonsensical
thoughts that Jacob was glad to allow fill his mind.

Someone put a fresh pint in front of him. He didn’t turn from the fire until
he heard, ‘Can I join you?’

Jacob looked up, startled. Sitting down opposite was the woman journalist
who’d been a witness at the hanging. It took him a long time to answer.

‘If you want, but if it’s conversation you're after, you’ve picked the wrong
table. I've got things on my mind.’

‘Oh, I know who you are and what you must be thinking about.” She put her
hand up in greeting. ‘My name is Clarise. You're Jacob Good.’

‘And you’re from a newspaper,” he said, trying to match her cleverness. ‘Do
you know that I can’t talk to you? I signed an agreement many years ago and
as far as I understand, it still applies.’

‘You can’t talk to me about Richard Falmouth, no,” she said. ‘But we can
talk, yes?’

‘Am I talking to you or your notebook?’



She smiled and inclined her head. ‘You can see for yourself that there’s no
notebook.’

‘T'm sure you don’t really need one.’

‘No, you're right. But for the moment, I'm simply talking and seeking some
company. Do you mind?’

Jacob could hardly complain. Up close, Clarise wasn’t so severe-looking,
transforming into a pretty woman who might never win a beauty contest, but
she had that certain something that turned heads and made men pause. For
once, Jacob was getting attention from the other patrons for a different
reason. The furtive glances had another quality. Envious, he decided with a
warm and unfamiliar feeling.

He told her, ‘No, although I'm sure you could find better company in here
tonight than me.’

‘Don’t be so modest, Jacob. Everyone I've met speaks highly of you.’

T h e yhedgiag their bets, he thought. It makes senseto be a friend of the
man who might one day be expectedto put a noosearound your neck, if you
make a stupid mistake.

It was unkind and wrong. He shook the notion away.

‘Are you staying here?’ he asked.

‘Not here, no.’

‘T'm not surprised, there’ll be no room. Duncan always has the government
officials from London. They pay for it handsomely, of course.’

She stared at him, searching. Clarise’s eyes pulled Jacob in, the inviting
curve of her lips impossible not to watch. He smelled a faint perfume. He
couldn’t remember the last time he’d had a real conversation with a woman,
yet Jacob didn’t feel awkward. He said, ‘All right, so what would you like to
talk about?’

‘How about death?’ She cupped her chin, still watching him steadily.

Jacob stared back at her, his expression one of betrayal. ‘No, not tonight,” he
managed to say.

‘All right then, what about family?’

He gave her a wan smile. ‘I can’t help you there either, I'm afraid. I have no

family.’



‘Neither do I. The only family I ever had was a girl, but she died quite young.
Her name was Madeline Oxford. Do you remember her?’

Jacob stood up so abruptly that his knees hit under the table and tipped
over his drink.

‘Who are you?’ he croaked.

She said with a sweet, upturned face, ‘All the guilty should hang, don’t you
think, Jacob? All of them, if they’re truly guilty.’

Without apologising he blundered away and found the front door. Outside,
the fresh air struck his face and made Jacob’s head spin so much he stopped,
doubled over and sucking in huge breaths. Duncan found him there, the
landlord incongruously holding Jacob’s plate of pie and chips in one hand.

‘Jacob, what’s wrong?’ he asked timidly. Duncan could only imagine what
might be going through Jacob’s head on a day like this.

‘I—I got a shock, that’s all. I'm sorry about the mess. The woman sitting with
me, she said something upsetting.’

‘What woman?’

‘The journalist, Duncan. She was sitting at my table and bought me another
drink.’

‘What? I gave you the second pint, Jacob and you were sitting alone. And I
have to say, you didn’t utter a word of thanks as if you were a million miles
away.” Duncan touched his shoulder. ‘It’s okay, I understand. You must have
so many things on your mind right now. But I will say, as a friend,” he ducked
his head. ‘You shouldn’t talk to yourself like that. People were disturbed, I
suppose because of what you do... The rest of us can rave like lunatics and no
one will care, but you—well...” Duncan tried to smile.

‘No, you're wrong,” Jacob said, confused. ‘Her name is Clarise and she was
sitting right in front of me. Didn’t you see her?’ He realised that Clarise hadn’t
been drinking anything. Perhaps she hadn’t gone to the bar? That’s why
Duncan hadn’t known her.

His head started spinning again.

Duncan glanced back through the doorway. Guests from the upper floors
were beginning to filter into the lounge and it was getting crowded. ‘T didn’t

see anyone, but I might be mistaken. God knows, there are nights when I close



my eyes and ears to everything and I don’t want to see any of you. This can be
an exhausting life, Jacob.’

‘How could you miss her? She’s beautiful.’

‘T'm sure she is, Jacob. We all only dream of beautiful women. Take it from
me, there’s no room in my head for ugly ones.” He tried to make a joke of it.
Jacob didn’t notice.

‘For God’s sake, Duncan! It was no dream. The woman was sitting at my
table with me!’

With a slow, appraising look Duncan said, ‘You need something to eat and
maybe more to drink. Your mind is going in circles. Perhaps a decent shot of
whisky will do the trick?” Duncan could be excused for suggesting more
alcohol could solve things. He was a publican, after all.

Cursing, Jacob went to the door and stared through. Curious looks came
back at him. The table he’d sat at next to the fire still had a pint glass lying on
its side, the last of the ale dripping slowly to the floor. There was no sign of
Clarise.

Duncan said, tapping his nose and winking, ‘I have a theory about your
mystery woman. I suspect one of the Warden’s guests has brought with him a
lady friend who requires discretion. Now, I'm not about to go barging into any
rooms and demanding she be revealed and pay her tariff, just to ease your
mind. This golden goose is not going to be cooked on your behalf. But it makes
sense of why she keeps herself out of sight?” Duncan slapped Jacob’s back to
show he meant no offence. ‘Come on, let me replace that drink.’

‘No, I need to go home. Try to understand what’s happening.’

‘What about your food?’

Jacob snatched the pie off the plate, partially crushing it in his fingers with
gravy oozing between them. He ignored the burning sensation. ‘T'll take it with
me.’

He staggered away into the dark. After a dozen paces he flung the pie aside
and licked his palm only to soothe the heat. Uneasy, Duncan watched him go.

The tavern was two hundred years old and had its fair share of ghosts. He

didn’t need any more.
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