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FOREWORD


In the course of my business career, I have been lucky enough to meet hundreds of talented and admirable people, but I can honestly say, I have only met one who would do what Vicky Oak did. She gave shelter to a convicted drug trafficker; opened up her home, shared meals and gave support to a man everyone else would have considered to be a danger. Vicky’s unshakable faith in humanity led a true friendship to develop between her and Andy, which may ultimately have saved his life. Vicky has the capacity to look beyond the obvious and see patterns and solutions that evade most other people. She is blessed with a deep wisdom which comes from her inquiring mind and a truly creative vision of the world. We often say to our friends, your life reads like a book but in Vicky’s case it’s actually true. That Vicky and Andy should write a book about their friendship comes as no surprise. It’s a true story that only they can tell. Enjoy the read: it will leave you believing you can become a better person.


Debbie Simmons





I am Vicky’s daughter and was privileged to have been part of the “blood, sweat and tears” editing process or more accurately, therapy sessions. Andy has become the “cool” uncle for me and my siblings. He spends Christmas with us and will be at all our weddings; he is family and we are very lucky for that. Vicky was a life line for Andy but over time Andy became Vicky’s “Rock”. Whatever mountainous struggles we face, angels can appear just when we need them.


Their unconventional friendship has restored my faith in the importance of felt human connection rather than adhering to society’s safe conventions. Mavericks to their core!


Thank you Andy and Vicky for giving us that,


Emma




PREFACE


Samantha


It was June 2005 and my girlfriends Alex, Alice and I had been travelling for five months. By now wizened veterans of the backpacker trail, we arrived in Bangkok and hauled our moth-eaten and musky gear into what felt like the hundredth hostel dormitory. After subtly assessing our roommates and dumping our backpacks on our beds, we went to find the nearest internet cafe as we always did, to let our parents know we had arrived safely. We got chatting to two English girls who showed us the way. We were intrigued to find out that they were heading for the local prison. A nineteen-year-old Brit called Michael had been caught trying to smuggle 3000 pills out of Bangkok. He’d been given a life sentence. His parents couldn’t afford to fly out from England to visit him and had asked them to go instead. I had heard of Bang Kwang gaol from reading a book a few months before called The Damage Done by an ex-inmate. It was notorious for its brutality and my heart went out to this teenager.


The next day we decided to visit Michael ourselves and naively turned up at the prison in the suburbs, only to discover that thousands of prisoners were housed in several blocks and his block had had their visiting day the day before. We were told it was Block 6’s visiting day but without names of prisoners we would not be allowed in. On a hunch, I rang the British Consulate. The receptionist was very helpful and immediately gave us three names. I’m not sure how we decided who visited who. I think it was a lottery based on who sat on which chair in the visitors room. When I say room, it was actually a dilapidated concrete corridor with a foot gap between the inmates and the visitors, these areas separated by two walls of bars. The perspex screen and phone were introduced a year later when my sister Emma visited, but for now we had to shout to each other above the din of the other voices.


After all the rigmarole of finding prisoners and getting through security with around thirty others, mostly Thai mothers, wives and girlfriends, we were left with only an hour to chat. I’m not sure what I was expecting when Andy came and sat down in front of me. He’ll kill me for saying this but I had imagined someone younger. However I got on with him immediately. He was a great listener which couldn’t have been better as I had a multitude of stories to tell from my travels. He asked a lot of questions and was clearly very bright. I told him I was going to be studying Drama and English at Uni which led us to discussing literature. He had read way more than I had. Much to my surprise, the hour was suddenly up and we girls were being ushered out. I hadn’t even asked Andy about his own situation. He had shown no self-pity. I did ask him if he wanted anything from the visitor’s shop in the way of food or cigarettes and put in an order on my way out.


Despite resolving to write to Andy, as I left the prison I never for a moment imagined the possible repercussions of this chance encounter.




INTRODUCTION


Vicky


All sorts of questions are rising to the surface this morning. What is it Andy and I are embarking on? A memoir, biography, autobiography, critiques on each other, to each other, to ourselves? Andy has a story to tell of his time in Thailand’s Bang Kwang prison. I know something of his early life, but I know very little about what happened to him between leaving school and being arrested. ‘Bikes and pubs’, he says. Three little words to cover twenty-three years. His life is his story and he can tell it (or not tell it) anyway he chooses. But then I wonder, do those aspects of his life, that he puts to the back of his drawer, make for a more interesting story, a more authentic book?


And what about my part in all of this, ‘Mrs Oak, South-West London housewife’. Who wants to read about me, except as it relates to Andy? He is a rarity. I was told that a person of his high intelligence and wit only enters through Bang Kwang’s gates once in twenty-five years.


I belonged to a book club for two years and, in almost every book selected, the wife hardly featured except as a worn-out, bitter non-event. That’s not how I see myself, although there were times when that description did come close to the mark. I will try and convey the truth of my story as I see it but, before you read this book, will it have been censored or sanitised? Will fear have got in the way of honesty?


I was born a year after Andy in 1958. As a teenager I would only have needed to take the District Line to Earl’s Court, then jump on another train to Ealing, to be at his door.


I first heard of Andy when my daughter, Samantha, visited him in prison on her ‘Gap year.’ (1) On her return, she began to exchange letters with Andy and allowed me to read them. Eloquent, loquacious, wry and angry by turns, I realised that his exquisite writing was a dying art. None of the sloppy email punctuation and syntax common nowadays. He was painting in minute detail, in the manner of Henry James, his thoughts and feelings, coloured by the frustrating penal system he was having to endure. His letters often told more by what they left unsaid.


A year after Samantha my other daughter, Emma, went to visit Andy. She said the smile he gave her through the perspex glass lit up the whole visitors’ area. The only painful moment came at the end of the call – there was no warning that the session was coming to an end, and Andy was in the middle of a sentence when the phones were cut off. He tried to mouth what he wanted to say, and looked grief-stricken at her uncomprehending face.


A few months later, Samantha sent a photo of me taken about seventeen years earlier, telling Andy that I would love a letter. My reply to Andy began by putting him firmly in the picture as to my age and status – middle-class and middle-aged. So began seven years of letters.





 


Andy


I’ve never really thought, despite the exhortations of kith and kin, that I would, or even should, write some kind of memoir of my time as a prisoner in the ‘Land of Smiles’. Even now, I have misgivings. To put down on paper my own experience, internal and external, subjective and objective, clashes with my most basic, most instinctive nature, the default setting of my being. This is hard to overcome. Silence has always been golden to me. It gives nothing away – no utterances to be misinterpreted, no levers to be used against one.


This is even truer if we are at the mercy of a prison regime. A careless word can cause havoc. Consequence spread out in a series of ripples, some of which then rebound off the metaphorical walls of our existence to come right back and bite us on the arse.


Six months after my physical release from gaol, I am still hemmed in by the walls erected in my noggin and it’s time to start knocking a few of them down. Not all of these, of course, since some of them have foundations that go deep, deep back in time. They may be all that is holding the construction which is ‘me’ together. I have no wish to, well, deconstruct that person entirely and start from scratch. Just de-programming the gaol-house mentality would be a major achievement, since the habits of discretion, already in my make-up, were magnified many fold by living for over fourteen years amongst people that the state deemed fit to put within the walls of Bang Kwang.


It is humbling to know how large I figured in Vicky’s thoughts in those seven or eight years, and embarrassing to admit that this degree of focus was not immediately reciprocated, at least not in full. Only when I actually met this extraordinary ‘Putney housewife’(2) did I come to realise how much she meant to me.





 


 


“Society, as we have constituted it, will have no place for me, has none to offer; but nature, whose sweet rain falls on unjust and just alike, will have clefts in the rocks where I may hide, and secret valleys in whose silence I may weep undisturbed. She will hang the night with stars so that I may walk abroad in the darkness without stumbling, and send the wind over my footprints so that none may track me to my hurt: she will cleanse me in great waters, and with bitter herbs make me whole”.


Oscar Wilde, ‘De Profundis’




 


 


 


 


 


PRISON


“The most terrible thing about it is not that it breaks one’s heart – hearts are made to be broken – but that it turns one’s heart to stone”.


Oscar Wilde, De Profundis





ANDY


1998 Bangkok


Wednesday 9 December


I am smoking a last cigarette in Don Muang Airport. Two dozen other people are also puffing away and the ashtrays are overflowing. The air quality in this designated smoking room is no better than downtown Bangkok in the rush hour. The haze of smoke is suddenly yanked to one side as yet another fellow leper opens the door. I put down my book and raise my head to look and see behind the newcomer a clock. Buggeration, it’s almost midnight!


I hustle out of there smartish, heading for the gents clutching my carry-on bag. Once in, I take out the smuggler’s belt I’d been given by the couriers the day before. It’s flexible plastic with a Velcro fastener on the flap. Inside lie three bricks of double UO Globe weighing in at 350 grams each, still in the original wrappers from the manufacturer up in the Golden Triangle over the border in Burma. Velcro attaches the two ends in front.


I put on the belt in the cubicle, the over-size trousers I’ve had made accommodating it nicely. It would be ill-advised to bend at the waist, the damn thing adds at least two and a half inches back there.


The 00.40 flight was called at midnight and I was supposed to be first up at the gate, though I wasn’t told why. I’m late. There are fifteen or so people ahead of me, queuing up for the scanners.


I shuffle forward, running a mental checklist; wristwatch in carry-on check, belt, with metal buckle, ditto check, spectacles, in hand ready for the X-ray, check, jewellery, not wearing any, check. Damn, I forgot to tell the tailor to put a plastic zip on these trousers. Oh well, can’t be helped, plus I’m sure that many of these people must be going through the metal detector wearing similar and they aren’t setting it off. So onwards I go, wearing the blank, stoic look of late-night plane passengers the world over. It’s now my turn.


00.20, Thursday 10 December


I step through the arch and the alarm beeps immediately. ‘Oh shit, oh shit, oh shit’ and ‘what the fuck’ race through my brain, while out of my mouth comes, “but I have no metal on me”. The tiny little Thai woman, in her twenties, in some sort of airport uniform, tells me to step through and to one side as she apologetically starts to pat me down. Soon enough she comes upon the unyielding thick mass on the small of my back.


“What is, pleez?”


“It’s a back support,” I say feebly.


“Wait pleez.”


I stand there like a div while she goes off to consult someone. I watch as other passengers go through the machine, wearing belt buckles of metal without it making a beep. I don’t get it. She didn’t touch the machine in any way to activate the alarm, so it MUST have been something on me – but what? Could my zipper have set it off after all? No – ludicrous! I cannot believe that all these other passengers streaming through didn’t have a metal zipper on between them. My fillings? Even more ridiculous. My heart has been pounding like a jackhammer since the alarm triggered, and my breathing is fast and shallow. The ancient fight/flight reflex is battering away at me. I can see airport security numbering almost a dozen from where I’m standing. Flight then? No, trying to get into the plane is pointless and in the other direction is the whole damned airport. Even were I an Olympic track medallist, I would never make it.


A middle-aged Thai fellow in black trousers, white shirt, collar undone, ambles up to me. “This way please,” he says motioning me to a door. I take one last look at the Jet bound for Copenhagen knowing I’ll never get there now.


I am ushered into a bare room, cheap carpet tiles, plaster board walls and a dark hole above where the ceiling should be. Three bog-standard tables, steel legs and ersatz Formica tops are all that is in it. The Thai chap motions that I should lift my shirt. I do so. He signals that I should remove the belt. Again I comply. He frowns, starts to speak, thinks better of it and moves to the table, opening the flap, with the unmistakeable rasp of tearing Velcro filling the small space. The three blocks are there, bound in black electrical tape. He is motionless for a few seconds, then it’s “You wait” and he’s off out of the door. I note that the word “pleez” has vanished from the conversation.


After what feels like an eternity, two men enter and I am led to a room and plonked down in front of a very large, low table. It has various inlaid detail, some mother-of-pearl, other stuff. Right in front of me, under the clear lacquer surface are the words, in English,


“May this table groan under the weight of seized heroin.”


I lean back into the long low sofa. I know I’ll be in here for a while.


Men are walking in and out, some with the purpose, I note, of taking a look at the newest witless ‘farang’ to get reeled in. It’s a good twenty to thirty minutes before someone approaches me directly and it is to ask if I want something to drink. I am parched, unsurprisingly, and he reels off a list, “tea, coffee, Pepsi, Sprite, maybe beer? You want whiskey?” I’ve not had a drink in over a day and I’m for damned sure not about to get liquored up just prior to the inevitable interrogation which I can see coming. I ask for water and get it after a few minutes.


Finally my Samsonite suitcase gets brought in and given a good rummage. There is nothing in it to warrant further attention. A uniform sits next to me and starts the ball rolling. He asks my full name and date of birth.


“Are you sure this your passport?”


“Absolutely sure.” There is about a kilo of China White sitting on that table and he’s concerned about the possibility that I’m travelling on a dodgy book?


“Where then are you going?” a half smile.


“What?”


“After you go to Copenhagen, then what you do?”


“Oh, I go to SAS Hotel and book into a room, wait for a phone call.”


“Whose call?”


“I’m not sure, I’m only the courier”.


“Who gives you drug?”


“A guy in the car park at Robinsons”.


“Who the man?”


“I don’t know. I’ve never seen him before but he knew me by name so he must have had the correct information. He, or maybe someone else, called me by phone in the Honey Hotel.”


I learn much later that this was a well-known haunt of dope dealers and smugglers, so much so that it was already going out of fashion.


Amsterdam


26 November (two weeks earlier)


It was 2am and I was sitting at a bar having a drink with my funds visibly dwindling in front of me. I was homeless, jobless and potless, and was feeling lower than a snake’s belly. The love of my life had left me without reason. She had taken our son with her and cut all ties with me. Hitting rock-bottom, I had decided to go to Amsterdam to blow all my cash, intending to throw myself off the ferry on the way back. I was talking to a chap in a bar there about the desperate state I was in, in the way one can with a chance-met stranger, when another voice said, “I might be able to help with at least part of that.” A tall chap, who I assumed to be Dutch, then pitched me the smuggling job, all expenses up front. Five grand total fee for one carry to Denmark. I had nothing to lose.


Until that moment, other than selling the odd bit of weed and road-traffic offences, I’ve never considered myself a criminal. At any other time I would have said no, possibly quite forcefully, perhaps taking time to explain that I’d always had an abhorrence of smack and anyone using it. But this was now, and my highfalutin moral, ethical and practical objections vanished faster than a politician’s manifesto promises. I accepted on the spot.


In twenty-four hours I was on the flight to Bangkok. Looking out of the plane’s window on that late November afternoon in 1998, I saw frost on the grass by the runway. I would not see frost or snow again for more than fourteen years.


Bangkok


27 November


The Taiwanese airliner disgorges its passengers into Arrivals at Don Muang Airport. It’s mid-morning. I pick up my luggage and make for the exit and a cab. As I go through the doors, I’m hit with a wall of heat and humidity, stopping me dead in my tracks. I start sweating immediately. I grab the first available taxi with a meter and say “Sukhumvit Soi II” as per verbal instructions in the ’Dam.


I check into the little hotel: it is clean, utilitarian. I shower off the travel grime and lie down, listening to the humming of the air-conditioning. I doze off.


Near sunset I wake, groggy and disorientated. I venture out to remedy my hunger. After bowl of chicken in peanut sauce over rice which I get from a roadside vendor, I step over to what looks like a makeshift bar set against the wall of a building. While downing my second Singha beer, I find myself tapped on the shoulder by the trunk of a young elephant. A smiling Thai boy stands beside him with an upturned palm.


The traffic is mayhem, I watch three lanes of cars interspersed with a number of pick-up trucks, larger goods vehicles, blue city buses, taxis, motorcycle taxis and tuk-tuks or samlors as they are known in Thailand. There seems to be a fourth lane by the sidewalk and I am duly surprised by a motorcyclist with a girl sitting side-saddle behind him, going the wrong way down it. Behind them I see a moped with five family members somehow hanging on. No one bats an eyelid. It is chaos, loud and full of petrochemical fumes and it is already giving me a headache, not to mention a hint of nausea.


The first bar I wander into, I’m accosted by half-a-dozen girls at once. “Me love you long time. You buy me lady drink.” I look at the Mamasan behind the bar imploringly as a five foot, bikini-clad Isaarn girl slides her hand between my thighs. Mamasan nods and growls something in a low voice, and the would-be seductress backs off pouting a little. I nod back gratefully and slowly sip my beer as I take in the room. I’m in this country for one reason only and I’m loath to part with cash which I’m going to need once back in Blighty, or so I think. I will later wonder whether I’d have done the same if I’d known what the future held for me,


For the next two days I wander from bar to bar. I make friends with an East Midlands bloke, called Jim – very impressive belly: think circumference, think equator. He takes me to the infamous Pat Pong area. In the first bar we enter, girls are gyrating round poles, strutting bikini-clad, in high heels between tables and he seems to know them all. He drags me away before I am accosted by a lady boy, a ‘katoy’.


We move on to yet another girlie bar, and I’m getting déjà vu. This time a naked girl is squatting in front of a German tourist, writing his name with big magic markers wielded in a most novel manner. I cannot help but grin at the sheer inventiveness of these women in devising ways of getting their Marks to part with their, well, in his case marks – or was it euros? By now though, I cannot take much more, and resolve to get out of Bangkok and make for the coast.


Apart from Phuket I don’t know any of the other resorts by name, so I get a map from reception. The helpful lady identifies a couple of well-known resorts; one is near enough to reach easily. So I’m off to Pattaya. Yes, I am that green.


A couple of hours on an express coach and I’m there. The place has a slight air of Benidorm about it, at least in daylight. I begin to notice that yet again I’m surrounded by girlie bars, with a sprinkling of restaurants and hotels but I’m thinking, “Jesus, it can’t all be like this can it?” Here, English signs are everywhere; ‘Hard Wok Cafe’, ‘Monica’s’, ‘Pussy Galore’ and ‘Pink Tulip’.


I meet an American couple and we go for dinner at a beachfront restaurant. The husband, Oliver, tells me how the presence of the US Navy during the Vietnam War turned Pattaya into Sodom-by-the-Sea. An entire carrier group of horny sailors attracts thousands of hookers, pimps, shills and associated trades. The US Air Force contributed too, as did the Army, but it was mainly the Navy. From fishing village to sex tourist mecca in a few years.


Phyllis, his wife, points out that despite the ‘official’ cultural picture of modest and demure womanhood which permeates the society, an army of women engage in prostitution on a casual, part-time or full-time basis. It’s that or starve and their families with them. Almost all of the women lucky enough to be working the foreign tourist trade send substantial sums home to support their families. In the hinterland, away from bulging foreign or ‘farang’ wallets, a far larger number of women and girls unfortunately work for much smaller rewards. I say, she seems remarkably well-informed. She giggles.


Thus educated, I try to make like I’m having a holiday by the seaside but the vibe of ersatz eroticism and frenetic fornication is overpowering. At the suggestion of a Belgian bar owner, Bruno, I fly to the island of Koh Samui. After a short, low hop across the Gulf, the plane turns, wing angling sharply down to what I see looks like a strip of tarmac the size of a postage stamp. A bounce or two on touchdown and the plane pulls up a couple of yards from the perimeter fence, swinging away with rotors still spinning. I disembark shaking with relief.


I take a cab to Lamai, the main town on the island’s eastern side but I’m looking for something on a beach, a hut, or chalet or something. An agent directs me, again in a cab, to a little place a couple of miles or so down the coast.


There I find the idyllic spot I have been hoping for, a simple beach hut, bathroom and bedroom with ceiling fan. A cove with a little reef protecting it, the tide currently receding. Five yards to the left a beachfront bar and restaurant, very small, perhaps four people there apart from the English barman and his German wife in the kitchen. I plonk myself down at a table with an ice-cold Tiger beer, put my book, The Sleepwalkers by Arthur Koestler, down by my side and look out at the horizon. I’m shaded by palms, there’s a pleasant little breeze, and I think: “Now this is more like it.”


I settle down and do the lotus-eater thing for a week or so. When I look out at night between whiskey and games of chess with the restaurant owner, pinpricks of light bob around far offshore, the lanterns of small fishing boats, far outnumbered by the glittering diamond dust of stars above. Damn, I could get used to this.


These few halcyon days are wonderful but I am coming up to my deadline. I leave behind my copy of The Sleepwalkers as I leave the tranquillity of the little cove, with a pang of regret that both are over for me.


On the ferry to the mainland, I get into conversation with a chap called Fred from Rochdale. He offers to give me a lift to Bangkok in return for splitting the petrol money, which suits me fine.


We end up taking three days, partly because, on the second day, in torrential rain, the car aquaplanes, spins 180 degrees and narrowly misses ending up in a deep ditch. Shaken by this experience, we decide to spend a night in Hua Hin, a resort kept dignified and refined from its days as the seaside retreat of choice for the then young king Bhumipol in the 1950s.


Arriving in Bangkok, Fred drops me as promised at the beginning of Sukhumvit Road and I grab a tuk-tuk to the Honey Hotel on Soi 17. I am back in the city and now I have to get ready to do the job I’ve been trying to avoid thinking about for the last two weeks. There’s a lump in my stomach as heavy as lead. I square my shoulders, trying to shrug off the tension, the apprehension; alright, the fear.


“Time to roll the dice,” I say to myself as I check in.


The next day, after a surprising hotel breakfast of bacon and eggs, I search the street vendors for a digital watch and at the same time purchase a sharkskin wallet I take a fancy to.


On to a 24-hour tailors. I get measured up for a jacket and two pairs of trousers; the latter I order with an extra two inches or so of give at the waistline. I’m going to have to fit the carry belt in there. Last, a pair of black leather moccasins to complete the get-up for the flight out of Bangkok. I’ve already bought a shirt but draw the line at a tie. I hate the damned things. And now I have to do one last thing, something I was told was absolutely imperative. I’ve been putting it off as long as possible.


I walk into the barbers as though to my own funeral. I’ve not had a haircut in over a decade and my thinning barnet hangs almost to the belt of my jeans. The beard I take care of myself, trimming it about once a month, or whenever I can be bothered and it looks neat enough now to pass muster. I sink into the chair and, having established that the chap speaks English, ask him to, “make me look like a businessman.”


I watch in dismay as the scissors in the hands of the tonsorial torturer send long hanks of hair dropping to the floor.


I leave the place rubbing my neck and feeling light-headed. I go back to the hotel and wait for the call. It comes just after 6pm. Out of the hotel again to meet someone – “He’ll know you” – in the McDonald’s round the corner on the main drag. I am to give him my passport, so he can make the airline ticket purchase, something I’m none too happy about, but what the hell.


A guy, Thai or Chinese, shows up while I’m listlessly munching a chicken burger. “Mr Andrew?”


“Yes”, say I.


“I go get for you ticket.”


I sigh and hand over my passport. “I call you tomorrow after ten o’clock,” he says. “Morning?” I ask – best to make sure.


“Yes, morning time,” he says smiling and he turns and leaves. Another night to kill in the City of Angels.


On the dot of 10am next day, the call comes. I’m to meet what I have realised is the cut-out man, in the carpark of Robinson’s department store, a literal stone’s throw away.


I am there a minute or so early and as I walk between the cars I see him standing by a Japanese pick-up truck. He reaches in and hands me a plastic carrier bag. Inside is a ticket wallet, with my passport, thank God. Curses, the flight isn’t until 00.40hrs on 10 December. I will be leaving and arriving in the dark, with a whole day ahead of me.


I take a peek in the bag. The belt is in there, curled up like a black mamba. I feel sick. I prod it and feel a smooth curve, solid.


“You go back hotel now, goodbye,” and he is into the pick-up and gone from sight before I get to the stairs. Now I have twenty-four hours to get through, with a weight I daren’t take the chance of either carrying around or leaving in the hotel.


I pick up the clobber from the tailors, leaving the cargo in a locked hotel closet. On my return, I rig myself out in what I’ll be wearing for the trip, which in my head I’m calling my disguise. I look in the full-length mirror. Damn, I barely recognise myself. Whether or not I look like anyone’s idea of a businessman is debatable, but it’ll have to do.


The day is a blur. I pack my kit and try one more time to make the damned belt appear not to be there. I think I’ll be OK if I don’t bend over. For now, I stuff it into my hand luggage and order a cab for 9pm. I don’t want to spend too much time in the airport but in the circumstances it’s better to be early, rather than chance missing the flight.


I check out, tipping the receptionist a hundred baht and the bellboy fifty. I tell the cabbie to take the toll road and we’re off out of the city and heading for the airport. The cabbie is silent, for which I am grateful.


Through the doors of the airport into another air-conditioned space, this one huge. I look at the board; it is a while yet before I can check in my main luggage. I sit in a café on the mezzanine, eat a sandwich, drink some coffee. I am looking, without being obvious, to see if anyone is paying any attention to me, but no-one seems to be.


I roll the suitcase through the scanner and now, carrying only my hand luggage with its cargo, now seemingly red hot and weighing a ton, head off for the leper’s room – that is, the designated smoking area. The dense blue-grey fug in here is so thick it looks as though some film crew has left a dry ice-blower on. I sit next to an ashtray that’s already full, put my bag between my knees, fish out a copy of Time magazine and read. The irony of that title passes me by.


*


I re-focus my eyes and I’m back in the room with the huge coffee table in front of me. A cop walks up with a ‘farang’ in tow. This fellow, in shirt and slacks, says he’s representing Her Majesty’s government.


I sigh and give him an even more abbreviated version of the events of the past half a month or so than I gave the Thai guy. I have realised that there’s nothing that could lead them to anyone else, because that’s the way it was organised. I was in an exterior loop of the whole operation, in the most vulnerable and dangerous position, and ultimately expendable. Even if I’d been inclined to turn King’s evidence, or its equivalent, I’d have nothing to offer. You have to admire that sort of attention to detail.


Another cop appears wearing latex gloves, cuts open one of the three bricks from inside the belt. A little white powder spills out.


“Maybe milk powder?” says the cop to my left. I let out the breath I’ve been unconscious that I’m holding in.


A few seconds later, the be-gloved individual looks up from his testing and nods. A complete change comes over all the cops; gone are the smiles, the solicitous inquiries as to what I might want to drink.


He stands abruptly, saying, “You are under arrest for smuggling heroin,” while unhooking a set of cuffs from his belt.


I continue to sit for what seems an age while the uniforms bustle in and out. A big whiteboard stands to one side with about three dozen photos on it. They are all men that have been nabbed here at the airport in the last few months. The last in the series is a ‘farang’, a date underneath is only a few days old. I will meet him soon and my own ugly mug will be there for the next poor sod getting busted to see.


Finally activity seems to wind down. I stand, expecting to be taken to a lock-up somewhere here at the airport or in town, but no, it’s, “You stay here,” pointing at the long sofa. Confused, I sit. He pulls out an odd-looking set of cuffs. They are slightly bigger and more oval, with about two feet of chain. I look and he points to my ankle and to the steel tubular frame of the sofa. Then he pauses and considers; “You want toilet?” I suddenly realise they mean to leave me here until morning: half the lights in this big room having already been turned off. “Definitely,” I say. He follows me out as far as the door of the WC – there are no windows – and going back to the sofa I’m chained ankle to frame and within a couple of minutes I am alone in the room with one light on. Most peculiar.


I am woken about 6.30, stiff as a board, knees, hip and back protesting. I ask for coffee and I get it, which surprises me a little. I’m hustled out through the already thickening mass of people in the airport’s public spaces. My jacket is draped over my cuffed wrists. I’m squeezed into the back seat of an unmarked vehicle, with a cop either side of me.


After miles of traffic, we swing in off the road and pull up abruptly before a government building. This is the narcotics squad’s own police station.


Up the stairs and into an office furnished with ancient, scarred and tatty desks, chairs and filing cabinets. I see to my right, floor-to-ceiling bars with a four-foot gap and, beyond, two fair-sized cells. A large pile of footwear in front of the right-hand cell indicates multiple occupancy. A pile of smaller shoes says that the left-hand cell is probably for women.


A cop takes me by the arm to do the booking-in thing, take prints etc. I indicate by dumb show my need to take a leak. Still cuffed, I go where directed. Having extracted myself with difficulty and just let go, a cop walks in and says, “Gimme 200 baht.”


I shake my head, astounded, as he sticks his hand into my right front trouser pocket, looking for moolah. I knock his hand away and make an outraged noise, unmistakable in any language. He backs away; this ‘farang’ isn’t sufficiently frightened to let him get away with it.


This is the earliest indication of several truths about the environment that I’ve already accepted I will be spending a very long time in. Notions of personal space are now history. Standards of probity amongst custodians of the law are moveable feasts, dependant on what can be safely extorted/nicked/agreed as a fee. Above all, my status as a ‘foreign guest’ has altered to ‘dumb farang who got caught’. A whole new world is opening up before me. I doubt whether it will be an improvement on the one I have just left behind me, but it should be… interesting.


Then I am led by the arm to the cell, my cuffs finally removed, my footwear as well. They bundle me inside and I see it’s about fifteen feet square, ten feet high, with squat toilet and water troughs at the back by the barred and netted window. Ancient lino, or similar, covers the wooden floor. Two big ceiling fans slowly stir the air. There is no furniture of any kind, a feature of cells throughout the country, in police stations and prisons alike, as I will eventually discover.


In the cell are nine locals, four Chinese and one Brit. I recognise Steve from his mug shot, the latest on the whiteboard back in the airport room. We exchange names. Steve’s in for a couple of kilos of hashish of all things. “Oh, there’s a market all right,” he says. “The farang punters love a bit of hash. It makes a change from Thai grass.”


I notice a 5ft 4inch Chinaman listening. I nod companionably and ask his name. “Patrick,” says he, “from Singapore. This is Ken.” He indicates a Chinese beanpole with long, straight-back hair who is being massaged by a large slab of a Chinaman. “This is Ah-Hong. He’s from China, only speaks Chinese.”


Ken lifts his head listlessly and says “Hi” in a weak voice. He’s clearly going through withdrawal. Ah-hong says nothing and his expression doesn’t change at all, even at the mention of his name.


An elderly cop comes to the bars. “And-oo How-keh?” he sings out, mangling my name. Still barefoot, but thankfully not cuffed, I’m led to an office in which sits one cop at a computer screen and another, obviously higher-ranking cop, at a desk. I’m told to sit.


After the now familiar recitation of name, age, place of birth etc., I’m made to go through the fifteen days yet again. Then he says, “please repeat all that, slowly, so that I can translate into Thai and the Sergeant, can type up the statement.”


I try not to show my exasperation. “Patience,” I tell myself. “You’ve got nothing but time now” and I do as I am told. On completion I’m asked to sign the statement. I’ve absolutely no idea what I’m reading. I’ll just have to accept it’s a reasonable facsimile of what I’ve said, so I sign it anyway. The major takes it and leaves the office.


The sergeant is sitting with his back to me. My suitcase, hand luggage and my duty-frees are eighteen inches from my knees. I reach into the carton of Rothmans, take a pack and offer one to the cop. He smiles, accepts and goes back to his keyboard, puffing away. Stuffing two more packs into my waistband, I then contemplate the bottle of Tequila. Carpe Diem, I think, sliding it out noiselessly, uncapping it as I cough on my cigarette. I glug away and I’m making a decent headway when he turns and grins. I offer him a swig but he says, “No, cannot,” indicating that I should put it back, unable to stop grinning. I burp theatrically and chance another three or four glugs and replace the now considerably depleted bottle of Cuervo Gold.


The boss comes back and looks surprised to see me. He shouts down the corridor and the old turnkey comes to take me back to the cell. I’m feeling the burn of approximately six or so double tequilas in the space of a very few minutes. I sit talking with the lads for a while, leaving one pack of smokes with Steve, when I announce that I’m done for the day. It’s been dark for two or three hours and I’m bushed. I try to settle on the hard floor, jacket for a pillow. I’m asleep in less than a minute.


The next day, I am taken to a large, open-plan office and introduced to two ‘farang’ female consular officers. I groan inwardly as they begin to ask pretty much the same sort of questions as the various cops have done so far, but they veer off quickly into family details.


“Now not everyone in your sort of situation necessarily wants their family informed, so this is entirely your decision. Is there anyone you’d like us to contact?” It hadn’t even occurred to me that sooner or later my mother (whose 74th birthday it was only two days ago I realise with dismay), is going to have to be told. I bite the bullet and give them her full name and contact details. I know she’s going to take this hard.


The rest is an attempt to familiarise me with the legal process and since I’m pleading guilty from the outset, the likely consequences. Then comes, “Would you like a lawyer?” I say that I’ve not enough money for that. They suggest that perhaps my family might help and that it really would be a good move. “I don’t know where to start,” I mutter, at which they pull out a shortlist, half a dozen firms who, “have lawyers who speak English. We can’t advise you as to which to pick, but these are supposed to be good,” indicating the second name on the list. So I indicate that, given some financial help from the family, they’ll do nicely. Getting up to leave, they tell me that as soon as I’m remanded into custody, they’ll visit me at Bambat Prison. It is the first time that I hear the name.


The following day I am told to grab all my stuff and I am taken to the nine-storey courthouse. I am led to the rear of the building and put in a holding cell for the morning. Eventually my name is called and I am led cuffed and barefoot to the lift and we go up to the 9th floor. My own matter takes only a quarter of an hour. A cop gives the details of my arrest and requests that I be denied bail. The judge bangs the gavel and I am led back to the cells.


Relatively quickly, I and nineteen others, are bundled into the back of a very small bus. I’ve been handcuffed to a female prisoner. The windows have both bars and mesh but no glass, and the traffic exhaust fumes of the twenty-minute ride leave me feeling queasy and green about the gills. We pull into the open main entrance of Bambat Narcotics Remand and Rehabilitation Centre. This is one of several prisons on an extended site, housing well over 20,000 people. I am going to be here until I am tried and sentenced in a hundred and ten days time.





VICKY


1998 Surrey


5.20, Wednesday 9 December


I am driving down the A3 with my son Tom and his friends, Luke and Piers in the car, doing the school run. Luckily Luke hasn’t thrown up as he did last week, opening the window with the car going at fifty miles an hour so that the vomit spattered over everything and everyone. I took three days with detergent and a toothbrush to get rid of the smell. They are completely hyper and, in the driving rain, disorientated by the headlights of the oncoming cars in the darkness, it is all I can do to stay focused.


I drop Piers off in Barnes and having got to Putney, we drop Luke at his house. My boys are silent as we turn into the small driveway of our house. It looks like a giant doll’s house. I always tell people we bought a façade – if you trip through the front door you will find yourself falling through the back window into a 120ft garden.


Nick, my husband, and I had bought it ten years earlier at a bargain price, when the owner had just received a posting to Paris and wanted shot of it. Even in a buoyant market they couldn’t shift it and it was easy to see why. The hall was pokey with an initial view of a frosted glass door open to reveal an ancient WC. The electric blue bathrooms and orange loos had last been painted in the 1960’s as had the chocolate brown dining room and pale green kitchen. The garden was completely overgrown. I wanted to sing for joy but Nick told me to put on a poker face. The next day he bought the house for considerably less than the asking price. Our avenue is tree-lined, unmade up and one of the few private streets in Putney. Turning into the gravel road is to turn back in time. Residents are encouraged to park in their driveways to preserve this illusion.


I bundle the boys into the house. They’ve had tea in the car. Now it’s only homework, supper, bath and story.


Nick is away but should be back from one of his business trips abroad. He is the owner and director of a family holiday company. He tends to be in the office for Monday and the rest of the week focuses on renewing leases or looking for new sites. That’s when he isn’t dealing with the dramas that arise on a day-to-day basis. A disastrous week, I recall, was when a few members of staff on their day off in Greece, had a fatal car accident. The driver of the other car was also killed and was one of Greece’s top footballers. A few days later a parasol was blown out of its stand and one of the metal spokes speared the eye of a female guest. The next day, a chef tried to commit suicide. I have never seen Nick panic. He is the perfect man in a crisis.


Tom takes ten minutes to do his homework. William takes an hour and there are tears because Tom is yet again in front of the TV without his little brother.


I am reading them Roald Dahl’s, ‘The Twits’. I realise that I had given the characters Yorkshire accents yesterday but now they are decidedly Somerset. The boys haven’t noticed. Tom takes over the reading as I run downstairs to answer the phone. It’s Nick. He asks how things are going. We discuss the car’s MOT and a golf match I had narrowly won.


“How are you?” I ask.


He tells me some stuff about business that goes right over my head and then says,“I’ve got to go to Paris and then Albertville this weekend on business.”


“Oh. Why the weekend?”


“Hoteliers don’t take weekends off,” he reminds me.


My voice goes flat. I put down the phone and brace myself for juggling all four children over the weekend with their sports matches, extras, homework and meals. I had signed up to this life, after all – “for better or worse”. The “better” is that I never have to worry about bills – I’m a member of both a golf and tennis club, and we go on holiday all over the world. The “worse” is that, at forty years old, I’m beginning to feel like I’m in this marriage on my own.


*


It’s Saturday. My patience is at an all-time low. The children seem to be at each other’s throats.


“Tom. Come here. All of you in the kitchen. Tom, ‘Fuck’ seems to be your favourite word at the moment. Do you know what it means?”


A pause and then, “The woman touches the man’s willie and the man rubs the woman’s boobs.”


“Anything else?” Cold steel in my voice. Tom shakes his head.


“OK, girls, what does ‘Fuck’ mean?”


“Oh really!” says Samantha, going red and flouncing off. She’s almost a teenager and this is clearly way too embarrassing. Emma, 15 months younger on the other hand, has been doing this very subject in Biology.


“Sexual intercourse is when the penis is inserted into the vagina,” she says matter- of-factly.


“The penis is inserted into the vagina, the penis is inserted into the vagina” Tom chants as he marches round the kitchen, until “the penis….Oh Fuck! No! No! No!”


There is a silent pause before the horrible reality sinks in. “Oh my God, not you and Daddy!”


Now he is gagging over the sink and trying to wash out his mouth with soap. I feel sad that one more layer of innocence has gone.


“I’m sorry Tom but now do you see why I get so upset when you keep saying that F word? Anyway,” as I see he is calming down, “when two people love each other, it is not disgusting.”


Ten minutes later he comes up to me. “When I marry, can I say fuck to my wife?”


“Yes, Tom.” I give this darling eight-year-old boy a big hug, “when you marry you can say fuck to your wife.”


Two weeks later, my mother is doing the school run. She has filled her gin and vodka bottles with orange juice and Ribena. Tom, Luke and Piers have the windows down on the A3 and are pretending to be drunk to passing cars. Tom is sitting in the front passenger seat. He leans over to her (and will never know that his next remark nearly causes both a fatal accident and guffaws at the Bridge Club), “Grandma, have you ever had sexual intercourse?”





ANDY


Bambat Narcotics Remand and Rehabilitation Centre


I arrive at the prison in the afternoon, the only ‘farang’ amongst the day’s intake of about eighteen newly remanded prisoners. First order of business, the strip search, accompanied by my first, and thankfully last, cavity search. My clothes and possessions are systematically rifled, anything saleable within the prison being set aside. An unworn pair of flip-flops, which everyone else I see is wearing, is taken from me. The sharkskin wallet and a silver necklace go too, though not my silver crucifix on its chain. They know better than to mess with religious items.


I am led to a low, open-sided lean-to and made to sit on a tiny stool. Now clad only in T-shirt and shorts, my leg is stretched out by one of the blue shirts, a class of prisoner roughly equivalent to a trusty, and he reaches out for a length of elephant chain with an open iron hoop at each end. Placing my left foot on an iron block with a shallow groove in it, he slips on a hoop. He picks up a four-pound sledgehammer and before I can utter a sound of protest starts to beat the hoop into shape around my ankle. I realise that any movement, any distraction of his concentration, may result in said sledgehammer smashing my foot, ankle or both beyond repair. I keep shtum and offer up a prayer to any deity that maybe listening. The process is then repeated on the other leg.


As I stand up, somewhat shaken, the grinning blue shirt magnanimously gives me a length of plastic twine. Uncomprehending, I raise my eyebrows, so he indicates, with the sign language reserved for use with idiot foreigners, that I should tie it to the centre of the chain and hold the other end so it doesn’t drag on the concrete.


I notice that I’m the only one of the new guys with such a heavy chain. About half the others have chains fitted, that are a tiny fraction of the weight of my one, which I estimate to be 10-12 pounds. The rest have no chain at all. I resolve to discover why.


We’ve missed dinner but they’ve kept back some food for us. I put some dog-rice onto an aluminium plate with a flat-bottomed metal spoon. It is odd stuff, vari-coloured and gritty. Another pot proves to contain a sort of soup made of some unidentified vegetable matter and a third has in it what I shall only describe as fish head soup. I dislike fish at the best of times, but I haven’t eaten more than a few mouthfuls in the last three days so I am feeling distinctly peckish.


Bits of fishbone stab into my palate and shreds of fish skin stick into my teeth as I prod the stuff looking for something that might have once been part of the edible section of a fish. I soon give up and concentrate on the rice and veg.


I am then shown to a 20-yard concrete trough, a yard or so wide and about as deep. I’ve managed to retain a small towel and am given a flat-bottomed plastic bowl. I have in my washbag some soap, a toothbrush and a small, clear plastic bag which contains toothpaste, squeezed out during the search.


A new problem arises, how to take off my thin shorts when I’m in leg-irons? It takes me several minutes of head-scratching, stretching the material and cursing before I manage it. Then I dip the bowl in the water-trough, dowse myself thoroughly, apply shampoo (also in a plastic bag) ditto, towel down. Now do the shorts thing again, in reverse, find it only slightly easier than removing them.


The sun is now half-way back down the sky and we realise that all the other prisoners, of whom there seemed to be several hundred, are no longer about. The concrete cell block is on stout pillars. Wide stairs lead up to the cells, ten of them, five a side. During the strip search I was told to keep only those clothes – T-shirts and shorts – and items such as toiletries, plus a book or two. The rest of my baggage was taken into ‘storage’. I wonder if I’m ever going to see it again. So up the stairs I shlep, carrying my meagre possessions precariously in one hand, the string fixed to the leg chains in the other.


I am bundled into Room Two. On either side are six-foot wide wooden platforms, thirty inches high. They are packed with men, some chained, some not, sitting in small groups around metal snap-tins. The ubiquitous flat-bottomed spoons are the only eating utensils being used. Some have poured coconut milk into their plastic bowls and are dipping slices of white bread into it. A few large red Chinese flasks have hot water to make coffee and I see the only African in the room looking at me and smiling.


I weave towards him, through the chaps sitting on the floor in the three-foot wide gangway, between the sleeping platforms.


“I hope you speak English,” I say.


“Of course,” says he and I have my first proper conversation since the big cell in the Chinatown nick. He is Didi, Nigerian, and like the great majority of those found abroad, an Ibo. I tell him I’m from London. We discuss our respective case details. I’ve held my hands up, having had little option, but he is going with “not guilty.”


“I run a travel business and I was taking the suitcase to the airport for a customer who’d forgotten it,” he tells me, looking at my eyes, my expression, to see how this plays. Even then, I know enough about Thailand to understand that this was a thousand, a million-to-one shot at acquittal.


We fall to speculating on likely sentences. It is only now that I discover the full mind-blowing range of bad news on offer.


“50 years?” I gasp.


“Maybe 40,” he grudges. “Maybe only 33. But minimum 25 years, up to 50, or life, or death.”


“Gulp” from me. My own case is “attempting to export without licence” – damn, sunk by a missing bit of paperwork – “897 grams of pure heroin.” Any amount over 20 grams leaves the defendant open, theoretically, to the death penalty. In practice this is usually passed only on those with large amounts and usually, only if they’ve had the brass neck to plead “not guilty” to the charge.


At 6pm one of the prisoners strikes a short length of thick bamboo against another stick six times, an audible, sharp sound that resonates round the prison block. The national anthem is sung at this time by all the Thais, to my genuine amazement, followed by another number hailing the King and Queen personally. I ask Didi when lights out is. He looks at me strangely. “The lights never go out my friend, but after 9 o’clock everyone goes quiet, they roll out their beds and most try to sleep.” He indicates his own bedroll, an affair of a number of coarse blankets folded in half lengthways and stitched together. I glance around, seeing nowhere for me to lie down.


The room is full, men having marked their part of the platform by the width of their bedrolls, usually eighteen or twenty inches, each bed touching its neighbour. Those with no bedding makeshift without. Those not fortunate enough to be in a spot up top, sleep cheek-by-jowl in the gangway. In the end a Laotian, who has bagged the doorway to the cell, offers to share with me, giving me a few bits of cardboard to cushion me from the unyielding concrete floor. I’ve managed to hang on to a battered and worn, thin leather jacket – the pockets and lining are shot – and together with my towel for a blanket and my possessions all wrapped in clothes for a pillow, I finally bed down at about 10pm. I wake at 11pm to the sound of two strikes on the bamboo. Our room is number two, I hear three strikes from the next room, then four, then five, all the way up to ten. “Not every hour, surely?” I whisper to Didi, across four or five dozing Thais. “I’m afraid so” he says. “Do not worry, in a day or two you will not even notice it.” What with starting off in a police cell in Chinatown, a few hours in a holding cell in the courthouse, a lightning remand hearing and then an induction into prison proper, it has been a long day. It was to be the forerunner of many more.


The next few days are spent acclimatising. Coming downstairs out of the block with some 570 odd prisoners at about 6.30am, it doesn’t take long for me to realise that I’m the only ‘Farang’ in this building. An Arab, about 5‘ll”, with skin lying in folds over his body as though from major weight loss over a concentrated period, introduces himself as Adel. A 5‘5” Nepali, Andre, shakes my hand. I’m given coffee, a couple of pieces of white sliced bread and a brief rundown of how the place works.


Adel says he’s half-and-half Kuwaiti and Egyptian, 25-years old – he looks older – and that he’s fighting a heroin case. No surprise there – most foreigners in here, at least for now, are doing the same. Andre has already been sentenced to two years for four kilos of hashish. He was in transit for Bali and its tourist custom, but fell foul of the law at Don Maung Airport while changing planes. He has less than a year to serve.


I ask Adel why quite a few Thai guys have thin, light chains. Small cases, he says. My own chain has twenty-three links and weighs about five kilos; apparently this is to be expected. I see one shaven-headed Thai, very muscular and heavily tattooed with a chain so thick, so heavy, that it has only seven links, each as wide as my hand. It must weigh ten kilos or more. Adel sees where I’m looking.


“Yaba; big case, millions of tablets,” he says.


At 8am we are all chivvied into a small concrete yard in ten ranks of fifty. A flag is hoisted up a flagpole by two prisoners while the National Anthem is playing. The Thais all sing with some fervour. Everyone then sits, oriental style on the ground. I sit with my arms round my knees; I can no more sit cross-legged than I can fly to the moon. A Thai, middle-aged, with steel-grey hair cut military fashion, stands before the group and starts talking. He has the voice and manner of a sergeant-major, and no-one, certainly no Thai, is ignoring him. I ask the guy next to me, “What’s he saying?”


“I don’t know” he replies slowly. “I’m Chinese.”


My ears start to pick up at least one constantly repeated word, ‘Krap’(3) I know, I know!


As this is going on, a screw (prison warden) appears at the end of the rows of men. He’s carrying a hardwood baton three feet long. All of a sudden he goes between the rows and fetches one guy a thwack across the shoulders, then the chap next to him who is cringing away. “The Terminator,” as both Adel and Andre later call him, has a penchant for delivering such violence, and not a day passes without his doling out at least his minimum ration.


Indeed he isn’t the only one, though he seems to like it the most. Over the next fifteen weeks or so, scarcely a day will pass without someone getting a hiding from the guards. Occasionally extra punishment is deemed necessary, such as being made to lie on the dirty concrete floor of the yard, full length, and then rolling like a log first to one end, then the other, a dozen times. A lot of skin gets left behind.(4)


The corporal punishment seems to be restricted to the younger Thais, and they do seem to be very young, despite this being an adult institution. A rough estimate would put at least half in the 18–24 bracket. Mehmet, an Iranian doing fifteen months for possession of a tiny amount of heroin, says, “They are like children, they think they are playing a game.” It’s true, even after a standard thumping from the Terminator, they go straight to their little cabal of chums, to brag how it wasn’t so bad and that they’ve had worse from their sisters.


That very afternoon two are brought out to be beaten, one for getting tattooed behind the stairwell, and the other for doing the tattooing. Each receives special attention on their right arm, the one because that’s where the tattoo is, the other because he’s right-handed. They are not laughing now.


Adel asks if I have any cash. I explain that the senior cop, who interrogated me at the Chinatown police station, took the cash and had it changed into Thai Baht for me. This brings cries of amazement from those listening.


“He didn’t steal ANY of it?” demands Adel in utter disbelief.


“No, he gave it to me and said I would be needing it. I thought it was good of him to do that,” I replied. Much head shaking and muttering follows.


“Anyway they took it off me here and said they would put it on my book. How long will that take?” I ask a bit anxiously. It’s clear that, without access to funds, my diet will be abysmal, and other necessities will be unavailable. “Well, you’ll have some credit with the cash salesmen,” Adel says, indicating various emporia arranged at the end of the dining tables. “But for the fresh food that we cook, we’ll have to cover you until your money comes through. You can only spend 200 baht per day from your book and we have to order two days in advance. “Also if you have visitors, they can buy you stuff from the visitor shop outside.”


I file this away. I’m due a visit from the consulate any day now and I’ve a shopping list to make. For now I’m going to be eating halal if I stick with this mess group.


Andre pulls out an electric wok which seems to be operated on a time-share arrangement with the Chinese at the next table. He quickly fries up some small fish, serving them up after democratically dividing them amongst the group. I chew the white meat methodically, slowly. It won’t kill me but I’ll never get to like it.


Adel then goes about finding me two lockers for my stuff. They cost me 400 baht from the Thai prisoner, who seems to have bagged the concession.


In the early afternoon, a pair of small carts enter through the only gate. The first is piled with cooked food in clear plastic bags; rice, chicken, pork, fish and vegetables. The other has several cases of Pepsi, cigarettes, canned tuna, canned coconut milk, soya milk, toothpaste and soap. They’d been purchased outside the gate by this morning’s visitors and their recipients crowd eagerly round. Most they will use, the rest are bartered or sold for cash. Once I have had a consular visit, I will also be able to purchase these items.


When we go up to be locked in our cage for the night, at just after 3.30pm, I now have a borrowed thin blanket, and a plastic bag with a cup, bowl and flat-bottomed spoon, a tin of coconut milk and half a loaf of sliced white. Didi brings a thermos of hot water and a small container of ready mixed coffee, sugar and coffee mate. Supper is coffee and bread dunked into a bowl of coconut milk, and so to bed, still in the doorway with the Laotian guy.


The next morning, the Tannoy mangles my name. I look at Andre who says’, “Embassy visit.” Off I scuttle out of the gate, down the wide path between the fenced, walled building compounds, and eventually I get to the visit area. I sit facing a Perspex window behind which sits a good-looking forty-something woman. The Perspex has numerous vertical slits in it, so we can hear each other. It also has a larger opening, above a metal tray at the bottom, as in a post office or bank.


The lady says her name is Kate and I’m mildly surprised to hear an Australian accent. I ask if she’s mistaken me for some new Aussie prisoner. But no, she works for the Brits and asks how I am etc. She has brought me some basic toiletries and pushes them through the lower slot onto the tray. “Embassies are allowed to give stuff directly to prisoners here, though not in other prisons,” she says. She then pushes through some envelopes, stamps, writing paper, a couple of pens and a dozen Aerogrammes and I thank her profusely.


I then tell Kate about the 20,000 baht I’m proposing to have transferred to the Embassy. Her eyebrows go up. “Well, you make a change. Normally we have to lend a new bloke a small amount.”


“Er actually, I wondered if you could spring for some stuff from the shop? I really need some blankets to be sewn into a bedroll plus about five or six cartons of Krong Thip to use as currency.” She thinks a bit. “Well, I’m going to see if your request has been approved. If it has, then I’ll do as you ask. I’ll be back shortly anyway, to see all the Brits in here for their Christmas visit. I’ll be bringing over some Xmas goodies.” This is the first time I’ve heard of other Brits in here but there are seven other blocks like mine in the prison.


Then she says my mum has been informed and will be writing to me, and would I write to her. Of course I will. I’ve let her down as badly as one could imagine. It’s the least I can do, let her know that I’m OK and that I will get through this, and I’ll come back, eventually.


With this, Kate says goodbye and I return to the building. It’s Friday afternoon, so even in the unlikely event that she can access my funds, I’d not get any goods until Monday. Weekends and holidays in the prison system are dead zones; no visits, no mail, no hospital call unless it’s a genuine emergency. Only pre-ordered fresh food and the daily delivery of ice in three-litre blocks comes through the gate then.


On Monday afternoon, Patrick, from the Chinatown nick arrives. Ken has gone next door, to Building Five, as have his impassive Chinese friends, Ah-Hong and English Steve. I arrange to get Patrick into Room Two with me and we both natter for a few minutes before lock-down through the chicken-wire fence across the narrow roadway to Ken and Steve.


I’m able to donate a pair of shorts to Patrick and, as four or five men were moved to Klong Prem prison next door, we both go up on to the wooden sleeping platform, as does Lao. Unfortunately, one of those moved was Didi: I will not see him again for six or seven years, but it is his spot I get, a decent one, away from the squat khazi.


The next morning it’s prison haircut time. When my turn comes, I protest that I’d had it cut just a few days before, to no avail. I’ve hated the process ever since I was little, in the days when I had to sit on a plank placed across the arms of a barber’s chair. As the remains of my hair join all the dark locks already on the floor, I look at the ring of grinning faces and wonder just how little entertainment there is, if this is so gripping. The guy with the clippers asks me to tip up my chin and keep still. I groan. I feel like a newly shorn sheep, naked and defenceless. Note to self: get a hat or cap, smartish, or your scalp will burn and peel like a dumb tourist.


I find a mirror and, once again, almost don’t recognise myself. The buzz cut on top and white-wall sides look like a rookie in boot-camp, with only the millimetre or so of facial stubble spoiling the effect. I look five years younger than my actual age of 41. With a beakier nose I’d look like Magwitch from the 1940’s version of Great Expectations. On second thoughts, perhaps that’s appropriate, though I can’t see myself escaping.


As I lie back that night, I think about this business of escape. Not from this prison, or the one I’ll be sent to when sentenced; that’s just a wish fulfilment fantasy. But have I not actually escaped, albeit in the most perverse way possible, my original predicament? Homeless: check, roof now provided, though mod cons are noticeably absent. Jobless: check, am now a prisoner, soon to be a convict (not much of a job, but certainly one with long-term prospects. Potless: check (some funds to my name, now worth considerably more than previously). Needs: minimal (a little will go a long way). And all my personal problems, distressing as they were, are now completely beyond my ability to engage with effectively. If I were inclined to worry about things I cannot change, I would now be in terminal emotional decline, but I am not. It is an oddly liberating thing to realise that I can surrender the control I sought to exercise over my life. I no longer have any. I am, in a way, free.
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