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For Euan




‘. . . shew thy pity on all captives and prisoners.’


— The Book of Common Prayer


‘Everything’s got a moral, if you can only find it.’


— Alice in Wonderland, Lewis Carroll
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Author’s Note


A wing is a separate section of a building, usually in a jail, and an orderly in such a setting is a prisoner with responsibility for keeping the area clean and tidy.


In the UK penal system (of which Northern Ireland is a part), prisoners currently receive a tiny weekly stipend in return for such duties. They can use their earnings to buy toiletries, tobacco, food and other items from the prison Tuck Shop.


Besides money, the work affords orderlies privileged contact with staff. In the closed, authoritarian and often capricious world of prison, the value of such contact usually outweighs any antagonism orderlies may encounter from other prisoners who disapprove of their close contact with staff.


Prison culture is the foundation of these stories but readers need to remember that this is fiction. The reader may find Belfast on a map but will look in vain for HMP Loanend and YOC Culcavy (which feature in these pages) because they’re invented, as are all the characters, none of whom bears any relation to people either living or dead.




The New Boy


Once I was convicted in Belfast Crown Court, I was taken back downstairs and locked in a holding cell. It was cold and manky and on the walls prisoners had scrawled graffiti. It was the usual stuff about fuckwit judges, cruel sentences, paramilitaries, football teams, wives, children, and the scribblers’ despair, rage and revenge plans – which mostly involved tearing someone’s head off. I’d no tobacco – can you fucking believe it, no smoking in the courthouse – and nothing to read – for some reason no one’s ever been able to explain to me, you’re not allowed a book in court either – so I stretched out on this bench that was covered in a heavy nasty plastic that smelt of old sweat and spunk and something chemical, and dozed. I didn’t want to think.


After a while I heard keys jangling and then the cell door opened and I sat up.


‘We’re going,’ said the Escort screw at the door.


I stood up without thinking and held my arms out, wrists side by side. I knew the drill. That’s what jail does: it gets in you and then you do what they want automatically. Like breathing, it just happens.


The Escort cuffed me and brought me out to the yard behind the courthouse and put me in a horsebox. That’s what you call a prison van. He stuck me in a wee cubicle about four-foot square with a moulded plastic seat and a high wee window to let light in and tacky patches on the floor. I’d been caught short a few times and had to piss in a horsebox myself so I wasn’t surprised.


The cubicle door closed, the key turned. I sat and braced my feet against the wall to push myself back in the seat. I didn’t want my new trainers touching the pissy old floor any more than they had to. I heard other cons being loaded on and as they were the horsebox shifted on its axles. Some of them were shouting and swearing. A bad day in court, I guessed.


The engine started and what followed, though I couldn’t see out, I knew from all my years in Belfast and all the times I’d gone out to the prison to see mates who were in jail when I was at large. The horsebox trundled out of the courthouse yard and through the city and up the motorway and off the motorway and along several windy little country roads and then finally it reached HMP Loanend. I was let out of the horsebox and taken into the Reception Block and put in a cell and the cuffs were taken off. The grille closed. Another grubby cell with writing on the walls. I sat. I breathed. I waited. There’s always waiting in jail. Ninety-nine per cent of the time that’s what jail is – waiting around bored out of your fucking mind. The other one per cent is just stupid, vicious bollocks.


After a while an Escort screw arrived, a new one I’d never seen before. He took me over to the wing in the Remand Block where I’d done my time before I went to trial. But I was finished there now. I was convicted, so I would shift to a block for sentenced men.


‘Get your stuff,’ he said. ‘I’ll wait.’


I set off down the wing. A prisoner I’d sometimes hung about with on association was coming the other way. He knew I was just back from sentencing and though he’d never ask I knew he was desperate to know my result. I gave him the thumbs down and mumbled a number.


‘Oh fuck,’ he said.


There was a Day screw floating about who’d been a fixture during my remand time. He unlocked my cell door. I went in. Two Loanend Suitcases sat on my bed, packed and ready because I knew I’d be moving. These are the paper sacks you have to use to lug stuff around. Holdalls and bags are forbidden because the screws reckon you can use them to move contraband. Since you can move gear about in a Loanend Suitcase just as well as in a holdall or a bag, this rule doesn’t make any sense. But then the rules in here mostly don’t. What they do manage though is to annoy the fuck out of you and to make prison worse. So when it comes to pissing guys off the rules are brilliant.


I grabbed the sacks and left the cell.


‘Don’t rush back,’ said the Day screw who’d unlocked me when I passed him in the corridor a second or two later.


‘Thank you for your concern,’ I said.


I found the Escort at the circle. He’d retrieved some of my papers from the class office. We went down to the front door and he got more papers from the Door screw who controls all movement in and out of the block from a little room by the door.


‘Leaving us then?’ shouted the Door screw through the glass that keeps him safe from prisoners.


‘Yep.’


‘Well, now the fun starts,’ he said, smirking. ‘We’re going to miss you, you know. Send a postcard, won’t you? Keep us in the loop.’


‘Whatever.’


He went to the touch screen glowing in a dark corner of the room and touched it. The lock clicked and the Escort opened the front door wide. Cold air and grey light flooded in.


‘Ladies first,’ the Escort screw said.


‘Ha, ha,’ I said. ‘The old jokes are the best.’


I stepped out. A load of starlings were screeching and wheeling overhead and above them there was a lot of cloud the colour of old putty. On remand I’d hopes. But now the hoping was over. I’d just been handed the longest sentence I’d ever got and this was the start of it.


The Escort closed the door behind him. ‘That way,’ he said. We set off. I led, he followed. We skirted the side of the Remand Block. The grass between the path and the ground floor cells was strewn with empty milk cartons and bits of newspaper and stale bread. Guys who can’t be bothered to bin their crap just fuck it out their cell windows. Inside the block itself I could hear shouting and music.


We passed on. Another block with rubbish outside. Then another. Every block the same because in Loanend every block is the same. It’s deliberate. They designed it like that to disorientate the cons, and it does. It’s also downright depressing, dreary, and monotonous. Everywhere, in every direction, the same buildings with the same walls of grey concrete, the same bars of grey concrete, and the same roofs of grey steel, and in the distance, wherever you look, the same high grey concrete prison perimeter wall topped with razor wire.


We got to Block 3, my new home. The Escort rang the bell and identified himself to the Door screw inside. The door clicked open and we went in and the Escort shouted my details through the glass to the Door screw and we went through the first grille and across the downstairs circle and through another grille and up the back stairs.


‘One on,’ the Escort screw shouted as we stepped through a wee door at the top and came out onto the circle upstairs. ‘F’ wing was straight ahead of me and ‘E’ wing was on my right and to the left was the class office with its huge Perspex windows that allow the screws to observe both wings.


There was a Day screw inside the class office. He saw us and waved. My Escort screw went in. There was my paperwork to do. My arms were aching from the weight of my Loanend Suitcases. I dropped them. I waited. After ten minutes the Escort screw came out.


‘Headmaster will see you now,’ he said. ‘He isn’t in the best of form, by the way. Don’t say you haven’t been warned.’


The Escort screw went across to the little door to the back stairs we’d come through earlier and disappeared. I picked up my Loanend Suitcases and walked over to the class office. The door was open. Like all class office doors, it was in two parts, both opening inwards though in different directions. The bottom half was fixed to the left lintel and was capped with a shelf and the top half was attached to the right lintel and had a handwritten notice stuck to the back with Sellotape: ‘The answer is NO! Now what is the question?’


I went in. There was an old desk with the screw behind. The pip on his epaulette identified him as the SO: he was the Senior Officer in charge of ‘E’ and ‘F’ wings. He’d thick black hair parted on the left and swept sideways. His face was tanned and his front teeth were crooked, overlapped and very white, like porcelain.


‘Chalkman?’ he said.


‘Yes,’ I said.


The room smelt of old foam chair stuffing. Overhead, a fluorescent light hummed. There was a counter under the observation windows. The logbook sat open on top. This is where everything that happens, especially wrongdoings, is recorded. A whiteboard listing the names and prison numbers and cell numbers of the cons on ‘E’ and ‘F’ wings hung opposite the counter above a worktop with a Baby Belling stove on it.


I put my Loanend Suitcases down.


‘Tired?’ he asked. ‘I’d offer you a seat but I’m afraid we don’t have one.’


There were three greasy easy chairs under the windows but I knew they were for screws and not cons like me.


‘Now,’ he said, and he looked about his desk. ‘Where have you gone? Ah, there we are.’ He picked up what he’d found and waved it. ‘Your Record Card.’


He began to read what was written on it to himself and as he did his lips moved. I knew what was on there because a few weeks earlier, when the probation officer interviewing me for a pre-sentence report had had to leave the interview room for a moment, I’d fished it out from his folder which he’d left on the desk and read it: it had all my dirt but then that’s what the Record Card is for, recording the sort of stuff you’d rather nobody knew:




Chalkman, Harold: prison number 5327X: DOB 18th May 1968: father unknown: put into care by mother at two: married Mavis Chalkman, 1988: two children, Aaron (b. 1986), James (b. 1991): separated from Mavis 2004 while serving 3 years (18 months suspended) for being drunk & disorderly, wrecking house, assaulting wife, etc. Does not take family visits. 5327X is intelligent, manipulative, violent, selfish. His charge sheet and details of time served are attached.





When the SO finished reading he put the card down.


‘They call you Chalky don’t they?’ he said.


I nodded. That was my nickname. Almost everyone in jail has one. Mine wasn’t original but at least it was harmless.


‘How was court?’ he asked.


I didn’t answer. I wasn’t about to give him the satisfaction.


‘Oh dear, he’s not speaking. Well, let’s see shall we?’ He glanced at another sheet of paper with something scribbled on it.


‘Twelve years. Crikey!’


I presumed the details were phoned from court. I wasn’t surprised. They liked to hear what a con got and the longer the sentence the happier they were.


‘Hit a peeler,’ he said, ‘with a brick during arrest. In the face, wasn’t it – Assault Occasioning Actual Bodily Harm? Marvellous. Lucky you didn’t get attempted murder. And how many charges of burglary did you ask to be taken in to account?’


I kept my mouth shut.


‘Forty-two,’ he said, ‘which, according to The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy, is also the secret of the universe. That’s a novel by the way. Have you heard of it? It’s good.’


‘I know,’ I said, ‘I’ve read it.’ This was no sooner out before I wished I hadn’t opened my mouth. It annoyed him.


He cleared his throat. He glared. His eyes were abnormally blue. In my experience, megalomaniacs usually have very blue eyes. I was going to have to watch this one. He might be dangerous.


‘It’s all over with you and the missus, isn’t it,’ he said, ‘because of what you done to her, which wasn’t nice, was it? And as a result of your behaviour, you don’t take visits, do you?’


My face went red. He saw this and smiled.


‘Didn’t you hear my question? You don’t take visits, do you, because of what you done?’


I couldn’t say nothing but I could keep it short. ‘No,’ I said.


‘But, your loss, our opportunity,’ he said. ‘We need a new orderly for “E” and “F” wings, and, as you don’t get visits that means you’ll be here, all the time, which is perfect, because that’s what the orderly needs to be – here, available, twenty-four seven. So I’m going to volunteer you as our orderly, which will also allow us to keep an eye on you. Obviously you’re delighted – brilliant job, great prospects, and orderlies don’t have to double up.’


‘Aye,’ I said, my tone calm, my voice even.


‘Yes, Mr Murray,’ he said, correcting me.


‘Aye, Mr Murray, sir.’


‘Sir, is it?’


‘Aye, Mr Murray, sir.’


He got up.


‘You think you’re clever,’ he said. ‘That makes you stupid. I know I’m stupid. That makes me clever.’ I could tell he’d trotted that one out before, many times.


He walked round the desk and stood near me, quite close.


‘On “E” and “F” wings,’ he said, ‘the men are mostly murderers, rapists and armed robbers. They’re all doing long sentences and they’re all much harder than you’ll ever be. So do yourself a favour. Wind your neck in and you just might get out in one piece. Okay?’


I’d heard this kind of spiel before. It was the screws’ SOP with a new boy. You scared him and that’s how you got him to comply. But as I’d been in jail before, that wasn’t going to work with me. Why he hadn’t factored that in, I’ve no idea. Perhaps he just loved acting hard. Perhaps he’d the script so well learnt he’d couldn’t go off message. But whatever the case, I wasn’t going to show willing. I maintained a blank expression.


‘Right,’ said Murray. ‘Now all we need to do is your TV contract, and then you can move in to your new accommodation.’


He went and sat back down and pushed a piece of paper across the desktop for me to sign, which I did without even reading it. I knew the details already. Every cell in Loanend has a television and you have to sign an agreement for that TV when you move in to your cell. By its terms, you agree to rent the TV for fifty pence a week. That’s deducted from your prison wages, which in my case, as an orderly, would be about eight or nine quid a week. You also agree that if your TV gets destroyed you’ll keep on paying for it but you won’t get a replacement set till you’ve paid ten quid back to the jail. This clause is supposed to stop riots by making men think, ‘Oh no, if I riot my TV will get trashed and I’ll have to pay a tenner before I get a new set.’ It doesn’t stop riots of course but it does stop TVs getting smashed in riots. Now, before they wreck up, cons simply pile their TVs out of harm’s way and then kick off.


‘You’re Cell 11, “F” wing,’ said Murray. ‘There’s a bedding roll and Welcome Pack on the bed. Now fuck off.’




Eskimo


Some months on from the day I arrived. It was morning and I was in bed asleep. I woke when I heard the noise of the key in the lock.


‘Morning, Chalky.’ The voice was breezy. ‘Wakey wakey. Welcome to another day in Wonderland.’


As wing orderly, my unlock time is an hour before the rest of the wing. This is so I can attend to the most important of my duties – cooking the screws’ breakfasts. I sat up in bed and watched the steel cell door swing back to reveal Hayes in the corridor beyond. Hayes is one of the nicer Day screws. He is a chunky individual, solid and slow and generally fair.


‘What time is it?’ I asked.


‘If I’d had a quid for every time you asked that question I could retire by now you know,’ said Hayes.


I got out of bed. The cell’s linoleum floor was cold, a nasty bone-chilling cold. And no wonder. The lino is laid straight onto concrete. I found my flip-flops and got the plastic thingees between my toes.


‘And nothing …’ Hayes ran a finger and thumb over his lips as he often did. ‘Nothing would give me greater pleasure than to get out of this shithole.’ He clicked the door into the little keeper that would hold it open through the day.


‘You wouldn’t retire,’ I said.


‘Oh yeah?’ said Hayes. ‘Why’s that?’


‘Because your life’d be hollow and meaningless without us felons, especially me.’


‘You know,’ said Hayes, ‘I’d never thought about it like that before but now you’ve put me straight I see you are so fucking right. I just couldn’t give you up. Thank you Chalky, you’re an inspiration mate.’


The food trolley was beside him. It was painted battleship grey and the paint was chipped. On the top shelf there were several dozen plastic pint milk cartons, the kind with the screw-on green top, all bundled in a plastic cowl. The plastic was slashed. Hayes put his hand through the slash and fished one out.


‘Here’s your milk, big boy.’


He set the carton on the edge of the wash basin beside my cell door. We get a pint every day. It’s the law. A screw once told me they give it out because it’s got vitamin D, which stops us going peelywally. Nice theory until you actually look at us. We’ve all got the prison pallor. The milk doesn’t do us any good. The truth, I think, is they give out milk solely because without it we wouldn’t be able to drink tea and God help us if we couldn’t have our tea. The jail would grind to a halt.


I pulled the curtains. Half the cells in Block 3 face outwards towards the rest of Loanend and the other half face inwards onto the yard around which the block, like every block, is built. My cell then was one of the ones that faced in.


I looked through the concrete bars at the yard with its red gritty floor and its shelter where men huddled to smoke when it rained. It was littered with rubbish left after evening association, or ‘asso’, the night before – Coke tins, Fanta bottles, banana skins, sweet wrappers, cigarette butts, and all sorts of other kinds of shit – plus a few newspaper parcels that had come later full of actual shit. When men don’t want to stink up their cells during the night by using the toilet they shit in an old Sunday Muck and fire that into the yard. That’s what these were. All the orderlies took it in turns to do the yard and my turn was due. I’d be out there later.
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