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‘In the midst of winter, I finally learned that there was in me an invincible summer.’


—Albert Camus









BIG Y, little y


As Yolanda yawned her morning eyes, she noticed that someone had left a yellow rose in a clear glass vegemite jar on the window sill.


White window sill.


Yellow rose.


Black air.


She frowned and tried to concentrate on the rose’s positivities. It was yellow. She closed her eyes again.


Sometimes when she first woke, there was a stillness, as if she had woken before them. It never lasted long.


Yolanda went downstairs and sat in the day room, waiting for them to start. Her matted brown hair lay against her quilted lemon housecoat, made from the same nylon material that could be used to make bedspreads. Some of her hair tangled upwards, like a dead bush. ‘Come on, Yolanda,’ said the nurse aide, waving a hairbrush vaguely, as if she had no hope of being listened to. ‘Time to brush your hair and make it all nice. You want to look pretty.’


And Yolanda suddenly had a moment’s flashback to her previous life. ‘How has it come to this?’ she thought.


Once had started off in the light bulb. She had been sitting with Ty, in the kitchen. Two perfect white eggs in plastic yellow egg cups were placed between them, still unshattered. The light bulb was a hot, pale yellow above the fridge. Yolanda had focused on it to blot out what Ty was saying. The sounds started off softly, like a little white mouse scratching in a cage, trying to get out.


Not then, but later, it became harsh, sibilant whispers, and mumbling, mumbling, as if underneath blankets, rising until it was shouting.


Yolanda remembered blinking, which was funny, because it was her hearing which had needed adjusting, not her eyes. There was definitely a sound coming from the light bulb. She stood up and switched off the light at the dirty white light switch, even though it was a darkish winter morning. She was oblivious to Ty, whose voice was fading as the scratching got louder. One moment, the light bulb had an incandescent yellow glow, and the next minute it was blank in the dimness of natural light, its blankness like the absence of everything, its clearness like water in a glass.


Ty’s voice rose again as the scratching noise grew fainter. ‘What the hell?’ he said. ‘I can hardly see a thing!’ And Yolanda had sympathised, because the daylight was puny, particularly after the brightness. But she had walked around the house, switching off all the bulbs, because she knew there was something that she must keep at bay.


‘I’m saving electricity,’ she had said to Ty. ‘My father used to follow me around the house, switching out the lights, and now I understand why.’


At first, she had wanted to take some silver scissors and cut off her ears, because if she had no ears, then Once would not have been able to reach her. Some days, she would just sit, and think about plunging the wings of the scissors deep into the dark pathways that led to her brain. But maybe that was what he had wanted; for her to turn on herself. And so she got stubborn. Why should Once have won?


Yolanda cleaned her teeth. The sink was white porcelain, and the black plug hole was rimmed with silver, with a single silver snowflake trapped in its centre, the gateway between here and the drop to nowhere. She spat out her toothpaste; a cloud of whiteness and bubbles, swished away by the sparkling water from the silver tap. ‘Ooh, look, pretty,’ said Twoce sarcastically. Yolanda wasn’t sure why she bothered to think at all, since they always seemed to do the thinking for her. Were they reading her thoughts? Or was what they said becoming a thought of hers because they put it there in her head?


Now, she was living here at Mahuta Lodge, in Mahuta Road. The person who had named the lodge had lacked originality. They needed voices to advise them, thought Yolanda. Her voices gave her advice all the time. ‘Could have called it Mongolia Lodge,’ shouted Once. ‘Sunshine Lodge!’ said Threece. ‘Stupid ideas!’ snapped Twoce.


Inside the lodge there was darkness in the air, particularly when Yolanda looked from the outside towards the centre. It was as if the air itself had been drained and left empty. It was like a light bulb which had been switched off. In reality, it wasn’t a lodge at all, it was a halfway house. But halfway to where? And was she halfway there, or halfway back?


The lodge had its own black cat, because someone believed that cats were calming. Black Cat came to sit on Yolanda’s knee. ‘I bet you’d like some cheese,’ said Yolanda absently.


‘Stupid, stupid!’ said Threece, ‘cats drink milk!’


Yolanda tried to ignore them. ‘Witch!’ they all screamed, ‘with your black cat and your tangled hair! Witch! You should be burned alive!’


The clatter, the ratter, the raucous squawking gave Yolanda a headache. ‘Shut up!’ she screamed, and Black Cat yowled, injecting her with his claws before going over to sit in the shaft of sunshine in the doorway, pretending that nothing had happened, and that he was too cool to get a fright.


Sometimes Yolanda took her voice up too; raised it to make it louder than theirs. ‘Stop yelling,’ the nurse aides would say, as if she was doing it to personally disturb them. ‘No one else can hear themselves think.’ Yolanda wished that she could so easily drown out her own thinking, because maybe it was her own thinking which was making the voices; stitching itself to sound, and placing itself into appliances. She imagined everyone at Mahuta Lodge surrounding her, and shouting as loudly as they could; pressing in, crowding closely. Would they drown out Once, Twoce and Threece, or would Once, Twoce and Threece just shout louder and louder, until her head exploded?


She had met Twoce emerging from an oven; ceramic white, with brown oily drips seeping from the lines of the door. Thinner white lines described the circular elements on the smooth black stove top. She was just about to sit down with her plate of golden chips when she had heard Twoce, scratching inside the oven. She had gone to it, and pulled it open. Blank black bars and an empty space had reflected through her eyes and flipped onto her brain. No mouse, no rats. ‘Ha!’ Once had called to her from the light bulb. ‘You didn’t know I had a friend, did you?’


It had been as if Twoce was struggling to be born, pushing against the clear membrane that would rip, and allow him to crack open his shell. She could hear Once quite clearly, but Twoce was still muffled. Over the next couple of weeks, she had heard him in the air conditioner, and in her sleek white iPod. Slowly he had hatched, and slowly he got louder, and she could hear his tone, bickering and arguing with Once, even though she couldn’t understand his words. Twoce didn’t seem to be a friend of Once at all. Once, who used to feel sorry for himself because he was lonely, had now resented the intruder, and jealously guarded the space he had hollowed out for himself before Twoce arrived.


The highlight of Yolanda’s day today (at least so far) was carefully tipping a tiny pile of salt onto the table while she waited for lunch, and comparing it with a tiny pile made from a spoonful of sugar. She frowned at them. They looked the same. Or was the sugar more shiny? How could they look the same, and be so oppositionally different? You couldn’t know which was which until it was in your mouth.


‘Perhaps the tongue is the translator of salt and sugar,’ said Once.


‘Maybe everything needs a translator,’ said Threece, who was sometimes called Bob, although Yolanda had no idea why.


‘You do,’ said Yolanda.


She experimented with making patterns; snowflakes, like the guardian of the sink. She made salt snowflakes, and she made sugar snowflakes. Mixing them together to make one snowflake just seemed plain wrong.


‘Wrong, wrong, wrong!’ shouted Once.


‘Sugar and salt, and all things wrong,’ agreed Twoce.


‘That’s not how it goes,’ said Yolanda. ‘If you’re going to shout, get it right.’


‘Wrong, not right,’ said Once.


Yolanda used one of the white plastic knives to scrape the tiny lines into place, because the crystals stuck to the sweaty skin on her fingertips. She put a dab of sugar on her tongue. It made her veins feel weak and shivery with pleasure. Then she tried a dab of salt, and that ruined everything. You couldn’t have two opposites together, because they ruined each other.


‘You have three opposites in your mind,’ said Bob.


‘Two opposites, there can only be two opposites,’ said Twoce loudly.


‘You’re just saying that to stick up for your name,’ said Once. ‘One! There can only be one opposite!’


Yolanda knew that there was going to be a fight. ‘Can’t you ever shut up about anything?’ she said, trying to block them out.


‘Shut up yourself, stinky girl,’ said Once, and they switched to taunting her. ‘Your face. It’s deformed.’


‘Pulled out of shape.’


‘People are laughing.’


‘Twisted


‘Ugly.’


‘Deformed.’


‘You stink.’


And Yolanda tried to concentrate on the positivities of the sparkling snowflakes in front of her, light and airy, but falling apart at a tap of the table, in the midst of all the ugly, unkind words.


Lunch was a glass bowl placed in the black air laid out on the table, full of sliced hard-boiled eggs, heavy with the eggy smell of decay; each hard yellow yolk a round accusing eye immobilised in white birth stuff.


‘It makes you long for a splash of red,’ said Once.


‘Blood,’ said Twoce.


‘A tomato,’ said Threece.


‘No comment,’ said Twoce.


After lunch, Ty came to visit. Yolanda and Ty. Big Y, little y. Yolanda was surprised. ‘You can go now, if you like,’ she said to him after five minutes, and he slipped out, his conscience cleared for now. Really, there was no point in him staying. She had too much to cope with in her head to be bothered with the peevey little problems external to that. In comparison to the world outside her head, the stuff inside was big and loud. That was one thing about the voices. They drowned out Ty. They drowned out being married. They drowned out her father. They drowned out everything.


She felt rude, anyway; talking to Ty, or trying to talk to Ty. It was like talking when someone else is already talking. She found it very tiring. And she kept worrying that he would hear the horrid things that her voices said. Maybe he would agree with them. Could he hear them? Was he just being polite? She found it hard to concentrate at all. Her day was so busy, just responding to what they said. She didn’t feel that she could really be expected to cope with real people as well. She ignored the other residents because she could. Why should she be obligated to give Ty any attention, just because he’d come?


She would rather that he was somewhere else, somewhere where she didn’t need to think about him at all.


Ty had left a crumpled white lolly bag on her bedside table, filled with black and white striped blackballs, smelling strongly of mint, with the occasional pale yellow eskimo thrown in; softer and more vulnerable, especially to her teeth. She put a lolly into her mouth, contemplating the positivities of blackballs. They were sweet, and they were clean.


Downstairs, the doctor was in her white coat as always, and today she had a daffodil in her buttonhole for Daffodil Day. The nurse aides in their turquoise uniforms wore daffodils too. The uniforms were a useful way to draw a clear line between patients and staff, and who was who. The doctor gave out little white pills in little white cups; each pill a tiny token to say, it’s today, the same as yesterday.


‘The voices aren’t real,’ the doctor always said. ‘Those are your own thoughts, grown so loud that they’re overwhelming you.’


‘But they’re coming from outside my head,’ Yolanda always replied. ‘They come from the light bulb, the fridge, and the TV. What if my voices are real, and you just don’t have the right sort of translator in your brain to hear them?’


It was always, (briefly,) a little quieter after the pills. Yolanda sat on a chair outside. Her fingers were stained with dirty brown tar from her cigarettes. That was all she and the others did some days; rolled cigarettes, and smoked cigarettes. Smelled like cigarettes. She contemplated the positivities of the pads of skin on her first three fingers, one of them a thumb. Underneath the brown, her skin was suffused with a golden yellow, like travel-sickness medicine. It was a warm, comforting colour.


‘Yuck, yuck, yuck!’ yelled Once.


‘I do not want to talk to you now,’ said Yolanda. ‘If you want to talk to me, from now on, you must make an appointment.’


‘Appointment, schmointment!’ said Threece. ‘I don’t wait in line!’


‘I’m afraid you’ll have to,’ said Yolanda. ‘I’m not available until nine pm.’


‘But–’ said Once.


Yolanda stilled him with a lifting of her hand. ‘Nine pm,’ she said. She could still hear them muttering and whispering, no doubt planning mean things to say to her, and ways to punish her at nine pm. But there was no more shouting. Yolanda felt suspicious that they had allowed her so much power.


She was almost glad when it was nearly nine. The boredom had been skull-breaking. Rolling cigarettes. Sitting still with Black Cat on her lap, while he slept with one eye open, on the alert for sudden screams. Yolanda felt as if she had acres of space in her head. Soundless images from the TV flickered past her eyes. There was no point in having the volume on when most people had their own voices to listen to. Flick, flick, flick. A snowman with a black top hat, and a yellow lemon for a nose. A white boat being rowed over black water by a fisherman in a yellow PVC raincoat. A white cartoon chicken, with a yellow beak and feet.


Yolanda yawned.


And then the noise started. ‘Don’t think we missed you,’ said Threece. ‘We know you’ve been waiting for nine o’clock. You can’t do it without us.’


‘We were happy. We’ve been doing things without you,’ smirked Once.


‘Yeah, now there’s stuff you don’t know,’ said Bob.


And they turned their backs on her.


‘Bet there isn’t,’ said Yolanda, unable to stop herself from being drawn in. ‘Bet there is,’ said Once.


And soon they were back to yelling again, because even though they argued with one another and hated one another, they liked Yolanda even less. Yolanda tried to think back to the time when she had gotten used to them, and she had thought that they were her friends, she and them against the world.


‘We protected you from everything bad,’ said Once. ‘You never had to think. That’s what friends would do, isn’t it?’


‘We kept you safe,’ agreed Twoce, and for the first time, Yolanda heard a pleading note in their voices.


She had a stuffed penguin on her bedspread, washed up as if her bed was a lighthouse and it was shipwrecked. Maybe Ty had given it to her, or maybe it was something to do with her father, and long ago, and being a little girl. Yolanda couldn’t be bothered thinking about it. She turned off the light, and left the door open. Standing in the middle of the room, she could see webs of liquid darkness collected in the corners, down low and up high. There were slabs of darkness under the bed, and under the drawers, and wedges of blackness in the wardrobe and in the doorway out into the hallway. If she was still a child, she would have had fear.


She remembered an earlier doctor telling her that despite the pain that mental illness caused, it was the closest thing in the world to magic, and that magic was badly needed in the world. It was a wonder that he had felt that way, with all of them sitting around in their housecoats and pyjamas, babbling away to their voices, and drooling because of their meds.


She thought about all those things where Once, Twoce and Threece hid, and what they had in common. They were the bringers and holders of electricity. They were the portals that let electricity into the world; the translators of electricity. There it was, trapped behind the wall, pulsing in the wires, or in a battery cell, throbbing potently, and waiting for release. But wasn’t electricity a type of magic too? Flick a switch, and it came, a pale gold glow, trapped in a glass globe like a naughty sprite.


She imagined herself somewhere safe from electricity, surrounded by the gentle air of the night, and miles from anywhere, standing on flat, black ground while the stars burned raw above her head. The stars had no need of electricity or light switches.


Was electricity a damage that had already been done inside her head, or did electricity just play with her mind, scrambling the delicate electrical impulses of her own which rippled through her brain; illuminating synapses, and lighting up every neuron that they touched, each neural connection forming a y, a new y, as it branched into two instead of one?


As she lay on her bed in the dark, the voices of Once, Twoce and Threece circled her, like moons satelliting around her head. If she hadn’t taken her second pills, they would have yelled and screamed all night, keeping her awake. Instead, the little white pills gave her vivid dreams.


In her first dream, Yolanda saw her feet, in plastic Crocs the colour of scrambled eggs, standing at the edge of a zebra crossing. She took a step, a black step, a white step, a black step, a white step; always going up and away from herself, never down and towards. It was as if she was constantly climbing a black and white ladder in her yellow Crocs, while the gold lollypop lights of the crossing flashed on and off, on and off, but for all her hard work, she never got anywhere.


‘Lift your legs,’ shouted Twoce.


‘Close your legs,’ growled Threece.


‘Stinky girl, stinky girl,’ shouted Once.


And in her dream, Yolanda did what she often did surreptitiously during the day. She shifted her head to one side, and lifted her arm slightly so that she could smell her armpit. Once, Twoce and Threece made her constantly paranoid about whether she smelt or not. Another reason not to sit next to anybody. Even at a distance from other people, Once, Twoce and Threece would be crowing, ‘They can smell you, they can smell you, ugly girl!’


Her second dream was better, because she was by herself, without their company. She dreamed of dirty white toetoe and hemlock in the darkness, like shadowy whispers of chalk, until the glow of the sun rising somewhere began to illuminate them with gold and chase away the blackness that they had been soaking in for what seemed like forever. Yolanda woke, and, stung by the beauty of her dream, turned over, and over again, wanting to wrap herself back up in the sweetness of sleep.


But Once, Twoce and Threece started bickering and arguing amongst themselves. Yolanda tried helplessly to snatch at her dream and pull it back, but it disappeared, crowded out by the noise. She hit the palms of her hands against her head and ears. She would find a way to block them out.


She switched the light on, and translucent yellow flooded into the room. Reaching for the empty lolly bag on her bedside table, Yolanda ripped it up and began to put it into her mouth. She chewed the bits of white paper up nice and small, so that it was wet and sloppy and clear with spit. In its soft state, she could put it inside her ear, blocking the passage to her eardrum.


‘Thought you could get rid of us by doing that?’ cackled Twoce. ‘We’re out here, but we’re in here too! You can block us out, but we’ll always get in!’


Yolanda stuffed more paper into each ear. It made her ears hot, as if Once, Twoce and Threece were having a bonfire inside her skull. The cracks. Maybe they were getting in through the cracks. Or maybe she needed to fill her nostrils and her mouth with chewed up wads of paper as well.


‘We’re in here, we’re in here,’ shouted Once.


‘Can’t get rid of us!’ said Threece, changing into Bob.


In disgust, Yolanda began to pick the paper out of her left ear. There was no defence against them. Strangely, as she removed it, the voices quietened, until there was a blankness, an empty silence. She tried putting the paper back into her ear again, and there they were, raging. ‘You’re a bad friend to us,’ they screamed. ‘Trying to shut us out!’


‘What kind of person does that?’


‘That’s right, stinky! Just you!’


‘You’re the only low person who does that to her friends!’


She took the paper in her left ear out again. Silence. She put it back. They wheedled. ‘We’re your best friends, you know.’


‘It’s us that help you. We keep all that distant stuff of life away.’


‘All you need is your friends in your head.’


‘We are your protection!’


Yolanda turned off the light and the darkness was smeared with her smile. She was in charge now. She experimented with swapping the ear with the paper in it, but she was only rid of them when it was her left ear which was empty.


‘My voices are gone,’ she told her doctor the next day. ‘Wonderful news,’ said the doctor.


‘Is it?’ asked Yolanda. Could losing your magic ever be a good thing? It was already lonely without her voices. It was as if the TV had been on forever, and someone had suddenly switched it off. She missed it. In front of her stood the need to find something else to fill her days. And that felt scary. She was scared that it might be too hard.


She knew that she could let her voices back in again by taking the paper out of her ear. But she didn’t know which she feared the most; keeping them out, or letting them back in. Did she want nasty, toxic, self-avowed friends, shouting insults at her from every electrical appliance she passed, until she began to believe every word they said?


There had been no reason for her to stay. A long way from Mahuta Lodge, the black, tarry surface of the road had been left wet by the hot, sudden rain. Yellow and white painted strips down the centre line proved that someone had been here once and told the road which way to go. Pale yellow lupins flustered in the vast, cleared area which backed away from the roadside, with nothing else between the ground and the lemon coloured morning sky, other than a black bull in the middle distance. He raised his head and let out a long, low groan which spread across everything, from one corner of his land to the other.


Steam rose from the places where her bare feet had touched the tarmac, barely there ghosts of earlier moments. A black station wagon with Hot Tuna surf stickers in its window slowed to pick her up.


And Yolanda contemplated the positivities of being free.









Roses are Red


In here, his name was Johns. Not Caesar. He got used to it. Calling him by his last name was supposed to indicate that there would be no mucking around, and no mercy, and that no one cared enough about him to use his first name.


There were miles and miles of buffed and polished floor, in a linoleum that was neither green or yellow, but somewhere in between. It picked up the shine from the bright, overhead fluorescent lights. Corridors were like dreams that lead to new corridors, all exactly the same, or variations on each other. The cell doors were spaced apart with so much regularity that there was no room for deviation to the pattern. Even patterns in nature sprang random surprises, but in here, nothing was natural. Everything was repetitive, like being locked up in a section of your own brain.


Inside the cells, the light was unnatural too, a chemical shade of apricot, like a surveillance lockdown in an industrial area. But this was the real lockdown. Here, where it was assumed that your mental age was three, and all decisions were made for you. And there was no such thing as fairness or justice, because you were three years old, and not entitled to any rights. If the diameter of the coffee mug that his girlfriend Rose had sent him was a few millimetres too wide, they could take it away from him. Because they had a rule about it, and it didn’t matter what he wanted, and what he felt, because that didn’t count for anything.


He was here to live like an animal with the other animals, and to eat the same swill as the other animals. Everything had the same repetitive routine, day in and day out, day up and day down, so that your brain never grew or learned, and your life experience stayed exactly the same as it was a week after you went in. The other men were varying degrees of psycho, which meant that you had to watch your back, be alert, and stay hyped, every moment that you were around them. Prison was a constant adrenalin rush. Every comment needed to be weighed and measured before it was made, and most didn’t have the skills to do that. A comment taken the wrong way could mean a knife sliding into the dark space between your ribs. Most needed protection, and that had its own price.


It was a place of loyalty and alliances. These were necessary to survive, because the weak wouldn’t, and sometimes even the cocky ones didn’t; set on fire because they upset someone, or stabbed in their cells. Caesar knew of brothers that this had happened to. One of them had done a Prince Albert piercing on another brother’s cock, and it had gotten infected. Another was just too lippy. The brothers were easily upset, and with nothing else to do, men inside held long grudges.


Caesar was always relieved to be locked in his cell at six pm. He had a single cell. Those who had to share a cell would not have felt the same relief. He liked that sound of hollow metal doors, clanging and banging through the whole wing when they did a lock down, but hated it when it was morning, and he had to get up.


This was a place where all the dignity that allows humans to pretend that they are not animals was stripped. A place where men sat naked on steel toilets, with steel rims and bowls, but no seats or lids, in full view of anyone who wanted to look through the bars on their doors and watch them. Where men shat in toilets less than half a metre from where they would sleep, in grey blankets with one red stripe across the width.


Caesar hated the blankets. He was allergic to wool.


Nobody cared, because nobody gave a shit if he lay awake and itched all night. He was especially itchy in the winter, when he needed to pull the blankets up tight, because it was so fucking cold. Caesar preferred to be in the pound, because it was warmer. Even the rats came in, because the temperature was better. Maybe it was because it didn’t have windows. In the pound, they pushed your food under the door, and you didn’t have to see anyone for a week. But by that time, you were going mad, and you didn’t want to see anyone anymore, especially yourself, because you were sick of you, and sick of there being nothing left to think.


Caesar had met men who were in for twelve years. Twelve years! More than a decade of life rubbed out, and replaced with a dangerous, repetitive nightmare. Trapped in the most boring place in the world, and yet the most terrifying. Twelve years of not being able to go for a beer with mates, or taste watermelon when it was in season. Twelve years without a special dinner at Christmas, or visiting a brothel. How could you be fucking blasé about that?


Twelve years in a tank with men with dark air oozing from the pores of their skin, where the strong picked on the weak, and controlled the other prisoners with fear. Twelve years was half his life so far. Twelve years of apricot lights, bars, white lights, custard lights, shiny lino floors and overalls. People lashed out at you, and they said it was because you looked at them funny, but really they just wanted to dominate someone else and be farther from the bottom, and closer to the top.


There were men who had no fear at all, who thought that the world revolved around them. Who had no doubts that the world was wrong and unfair, and trying to oppress them for no good reason. Who thought that if the world just left them alone to hurt others, things would be fine. Men with damaged brains, and frontal cortexes that had never grown. Disabled brains; inherited brains with no capacity for emotional empathy, brains damaged by childhood abuse and trauma, brains damaged in the womb by the alcohol their mothers drank.


A hidden disability. A whole generation of physically healthy men, whose brains were as impaired as the brains of those people cared for and cosseted in IHC homes. Thirty years ago, they sent autistic and Down’s syndrome children to institutions and locked them away permanently in a world of screaming, insane people, where the dayrooms were both boring and violent. Now, people couldn’t imagine how such things could have been done to such vulnerable people, unable to advocate for themselves.


People on the outside wanted inmates to do a lot more than twelve years. It seemed like a mere breath to them, with their full, busy lives. Things passed in an instant, and their kids were off to college. But in here, each day was marked on a calendar, a slow ticking, moment by moment day, full of adrenalin-shot boredom. There were so many days that men forgot how to live in a world that required them to act as adults, and to make decisions based on anything other than the fear of a knife or the coercion of a metal baton. And while they desperately wanted to leave, when it happened, they felt the cold air of freedom, and many, if not most, came back almost straight away, to a life on a par with a mentally deficient lab rat.


Drugs were like small islands of colour in the corridors of yellow and green lino, buffed so that the reflected lights looked like mirages in the desert. Girlfriends brought trips in behind their top teeth, and men licked them off when they kissed in the visiting room. Wives left canisters of pot in holes in the walls of outside toilets, which the men retrieved after visiting time. The women brought them in up their cunts, and the men took them back into their cells up their arses. You had to make sure that you didn’t need a shit first.


Sometimes, they would share a smoke in the toilets, where the walls were stainless steel so shiny that they could see their own reflections, because mirrors were banned, in case the men used the shards of glass to cut one another, themselves, or the screws. It was a human zoo, with dangerous animals. Hurt, wounded animals, attacking everyone who came near them.


Caesar had taken acid in the dark, a whole trip all to himself, and the tips of his eyelashes had popped off, like trails of little blue bubbles, in the blackness behind his shut eyes. He could thank Rose for that.


For a night, he’d drifted above and beyond a place where grown-up men were treated like kids who needed their arses wiped, where they were all treated like that, they got used to it, and they didn’t talk about it much when they were released. Prison was a place for hard men, they told everybody. They didn’t say it was for hard men who were like babies, or that it was a place for wild animals without the capacity to control themselves without supervision.


He’d been above that place where they were contained, as animals, not as human beings with a disability who needed special care and help. Help from medication and therapy, help from mental health and addiction services. Help with learning basic life skills. Where instead, a part of their punishment for being disabled was to be brutalised by others as dangerous and disabled as themselves.


TV, if you had one, and Caesar did, was a window onto another world, where people spent money on themselves, because they had money, and they left buildings when ever they wanted to, and walked barefoot over daisy covered grass. He could thank Rose for the TV too. But she was his missus, and that was her job, to get Caesar what he wanted.


She visited him some weekends. It was funny how someone so close to you, so connected with you that they’d had your baby, could be living a life so separate, and the closest he could get to her was his fingertips against hers on the glass, since his urine test had come back positive. He knew she loved coming to see him, because then she was part of a story of loving and being loved, but he also knew that she hated it; it was so unsatisfying and ugly to see your man locked up like a kid, and to walk through a barbed-wire cage, and through puddles, to the visitor’s room which looked like a run-down classroom with a long table in the middle.


And now, after the body scan, where she had to lift her T-shirt and show them that her ruby bellybutton ring wasn’t a knife, they led her to the box with the tiny holes in the Perspex so that her voice could get through. Caesar wanted her to play with herself, but Rose was never sure that there weren’t cameras watching her, and that smirking screws with hard ons, or worse, screws who didn’t get hard, wouldn’t take her away before the visit had even started, making Caesar angry.


Caesar didn’t care about screws. He wanted her to press her naked nipples to the Perspex so that he could lick them. He wondered if Rose preferred him to be in prison. She knew where he was, and she wasn’t getting hit. Sometimes the gangs sent women in, with no undies on underneath their skirts. They didn’t worry about what people would think if they got caught. That was their job, to be there for the boys. Some brothers had pictures from stick magazines on their cell walls, and they talked to them as if they’d actually meet them and hook up with them when they got out. He had roses, deep, dark, red cut-outs, around Rose’s photo.


The screws treated the wives and girlfriends like criminals who hadn’t been caught yet. It didn’t matter what sort of missus you were; a teacher or a solo mother. They were the associates of criminals, from a criminal family. Some wives and girlfriends were partners in crime. And some of them weren’t, they just wanted their men to get out, and settle down.


One of the new screws had dark red hair. It was something else, different to all the other Misses, who had black hair; mainly Māori and Indian chicks. Caesar would wake up dreaming about that hair, the colour of a rose, from dreams with corridors of buffed pea-soup floors that caught the light. He tried to cling to dreams where he and the Miss ducked into a cell together. There was the bed with the scratchy grey blanket, and the apricot light that now looked like candlelight in a dark cave, glinting on the stainless steel toilet in the corner. There were roses on the wall.


Outside, in cells farther along, men were trying to kill themselves with shoelaces and secret razors, to escape from themselves and their own minds. The Miss was wearing a dark green uniform and boots. A dark green skirt with translucent black stockings. Nothing was so sexy as the modesty of that uniform. All the men knew that, underneath, the Misses would be wearing sexy black lingerie, with perfume dabbed between their legs. He dreamed that they got stoned together after they fucked, with her still wearing her black suspenders, and showing him her secret dark freckle.


Sometimes, Rose brought their baby to visit him. It seemed like someone else’s baby, as though it could have been anyone’s. Although he did have fond thoughts about his son when he wasn’t there, because having a son made him feel like he belonged somewhere. He wrote his son’s name over and over again in red pen on a sheet of paper, and sent it to Rose. Rose said he should get it inked on his neck, and he was thinking about it. Just last month, he’d had N E X T tattooed on both sets of knuckles. He had tattoos up his arms like black, protective skin.


He made Rose bring him phone cards, and leave them at the RO so that he could ring her, and see what she was doing. He felt angry and upset when she wasn’t home, and started slamming things around; his fist into walls, into other people’s heads, into walls, into his own head. Yelling words so low and hoarse with threat that they surged the adrenalin of others, and the whole wing was drenched in the angry, unpleasant hype of it. Words of not caring anymore, because he had no control over anything.


Sometimes, the red-haired Miss looked sideways at him, and he knew she wanted his cock. That’s why some of the Misses were screws, because it made them wet to be around all that testosterone, and to know that all the men were undressing them with their eyes. Other Misses were just bitches, off on a power trip, lording it over men. Those were the Misses who’d stop you going to the toilet if they could. They had hate and anger for someone else, and they took it out on you.


The ones that were gagging for it though, sometimes you could play on them, and they’d slip you a little something here and there; starting off with a packet of biscuits, and ending up with phone cards, or favours. Caesar was going to get that red-haired Miss, and stick his fingers up her cunt, and tickle her till she did whatever he wanted. Then he was going to get Rose to send her some drugs, and let the red-haired Miss bring them in for him.


Some of the screws were by the book, and you knew not to approach them, and some of them weren’t. The red-haired Miss was a book that hadn’t been read yet. She needed opening. Sometimes, he got her mixed up with Rose in his head, and he imagined her dark, red hair to be scented like roses, imagining himself burying his face in it.


Because he got so itchy from the blankets, Caesar usually got to sleep just before it was time to wake up, which meant that he had little time for anything else other than dreams while his eyes were shut. It was lights on at six am, no matter what. Monday to Sunday no longer applied. There was no need for names for days, just the number of days until you were released. He could ring Rose and not know if it was Sunday or Thursday, or what she was likely to be doing. Sometimes, he was so tired that he crashed out anyway, soon after lockdown. These times, he would wake in the morning with blood under his fingernails.


Out of his cell, and in the corridors, where there was a window, it would be covered with mesh and dark bars. All that could be seen outside was asphalt, weeds, and more pale yellow buildings. He got to go out in the yard, but he didn’t like it. He had to pump a lot of aggro into his body, and hold his arms and fists and chest in a way that made his body look bigger. He could show no fear. He didn’t feel pain in a fight, because adrenalin blocked it out. He needed to be more psycho, the most psycho, so that they all stayed the fuck away from him. Pain, sadness, pity; he needed not to feel any of that shit any more.


He wrote to Rose every day. In his mind, her life was revolving around him, because he didn’t know what her life was without him, or what she was doing. When he called, she needed to drop everything until his phone card ran out. He didn’t care if she was changing Baby, or watching her favourite programme, or going to a WINZ appointment. He wrote to her about his dreams about the red-haired Miss, and told her that they were about her.


He wrote to her when he had nothing to say. He wrote to her to make promises, so that she would keep on visiting him some weekends, and maybe leave money for him at the RO. Money was power in here. You could swap the food that you ordered with the P19s for drugs or cigarettes. And you could swap those for favours.


Sometimes he felt that none of this was real, and that his brain was just a chemical reaction to the lights; apricot in the cells, mustard and white in the corridors with pea-soup floors, floodlights outside in the darkness at night. He wrote to Rose to tell her, not caring that others would read his words on the way out. He wrote things like, ‘I miss you’re worm arms,’ and ‘you’re love makes me blossum like a flour.’


But he didn’t know where she was, or who she was talking to, and there was no one to check on her, although some of the brothers on the outside kept a listening ear, to see if anyone was servicing her. Bitches were sneaky though. You never knew what they were doing on the quiet.


He wondered how to get the red-haired Miss alone; in the toilets, in the laundry? Somewhere without cameras and without other screws. And he didn’t want to have to share her, she was going to be his guilty pleasure, reporting just to him. When the red-haired Miss wasn’t on shift, his cock throbbed with disappointed anger. Who was she fucking on the outside? She’d become more real to him than Rose, who only came every two or three weeks, because petrol was expensive. And she only stayed for an hour. Sometimes the screws ripped them off, taking too long to get him from the cells, or pretending that time was up before it was, just because they were bored.


He saw the red-haired Miss most days of the week, walking the pea-soup lino with her black boots and olive green skirt, and standing in the yard to make sure that no one got stabbed. Her waist was narrow, and her hips and booty curved outward. Her hair was twisted up into a ponytail, as if that could fool the men into thinking that she was a man, because her hair wasn’t loose. He wanted to grab her hair, and twist the tiny curls at the ends around his finger. Hell no, he wanted to twist them around his dick, snaring her head and her lips between his legs.


On the day he went home, Rose would pick him up at the RO. He’d told her not to bring his son; he wanted to part her legs and fuck her on the bonnet down the road a bit. And he’d be thinking of the red-haired Miss, and fucking her doggy style in the laundry. If he closed his eyes, he could smell her cum mixed up with laundry powder and hot steam.


He got angry if Rose said she didn’t have enough money to send him, because milk powder was expensive. He knew she didn’t like it when he was angry, and that this would be enough to make sure that she gave him some. When he was on the outside, Rose did his bidding; getting him things and cooking him dinner, and doing what he said. She revolved around him. In here, he had the respect of most of the brothers, until every time some new fuck would come in and challenge him without knowing his rep, and he would have to smash their head into the concrete until they blacked out and couldn’t think. He was scared that one day, one of them would kill him. But he was more scared of not being able to stop, and of no one being able to pull him off. Then he would be in this place for life. Not that it would be a life, really.


So he was a big man, a hard man. And a little man, who got told what to have for dinner, and where to stand, and when to bend over for a strip search. He didn’t know what sort of man he was. He wished the Misses would do the strip searching after the visits, but it was always the male screws.


Rose wore his ring. He wondered if she took it off, and put it on at the gate. She had his name inked between her breasts. Caesar suspected that her life was getting thicker and more interesting without him, to the point when she wouldn’t need him anymore. The promises in his letters got more extravagant. ‘Im going to give up the drugs.’‘The alcohol.’‘Wen I get out, Im never coming back here again.’


There was a moment when the red-haired Miss stopped at a steel door right in front of him. She bent slightly forward, to shield the combination she was punching in. The other screw looked out the window, although there was nothing to see but prison. He was a weak link, off his guard. Caesar ran his fingers up the outside of where the red-haired Miss’s butt crack would be underneath her skirt. She stepped away from him, but said nothing. The other screw turned back and ushered him through the door. Caesar was throbbing. She could have ignored him because she was just so used to the brothers trying to touch her arse, but Caesar knew that she secretly liked it.


When Caesar first noticed the rash, he knew that it could help him. Nights of itching and scratching from the grey wool blankets had made whole patches of his skin red and angry. He rubbed the blanket against them. They wept clear ooze, and he tore at it with his fingernails, because he wanted to, and because he wanted to get a bed in the nurse’s bay. It felt horrid, like putting tinfoil over your teeth and biting down so that the nasty metallic shudder shot through your teeth and made your whole body cringe.


The sides of his stomach looked as if they had been mauled by the time they sent him over. There were soft sheets, and soft mattresses, and even softer nurses with smooth, soothing cream. He explained about the blankets.


‘Those woollen ones are no good for you,’ said the nurse. ‘I’ll organise for some acrylic ones for your cell instead. I’ll get them sent over.’


He stayed for a week. He slept peaceful dream-free sleeps, and the itch that had been buried inside him disappeared.


Back in his cell, he waited for the acrylic blankets to arrive. He spent a cold night without blankets at all, not wanting his rash to start again. ‘Fuck them!’ he said to Rose on the phone. ‘I haven’t got my fucking blankets yet!’


‘They could be listening to you swearing, you know,’ said Rose. She hated it when he was angry, and there was nothing she could do about it, because she couldn’t come in and make things right for him. She usually tried to change the subject, but he wasn’t easily distracted from what was upsetting him.


‘Fuck them! Fuck all the screws!’ said Caesar. ‘If they wanna fucking listen, they can shove it up their arses. You know how angry I get, babe, when I don’t get what I want!’


‘Well, why don’t you ask them?’ said Rose. ‘Tell them how much you need those acrylic blankets. And don’t say fuck. They won’t like that.’ So he asked the red-haired Miss the next day, as she walked down the corridor with her baton, like she was sashaying around at a strip club.


‘Excuse me please, Miss,’ he said. ‘I was wondering if my acrylic blankets had come over yet, from the nurses? I’m getting a rash with those grey ones.’


The red-haired Miss frowned. Her hair was tucked in a bun today, just waiting for him to pull the pin on it, so that it could cascade around her face, tumbling between her tits as she bent over his crotch to give him head.


‘We only allow standard-issue blankets in the cells,’ she said. ‘Those other ones got sent back.’


He could feel his anger rising. ‘Who sent them back?’ he said.


‘I did,’ said the red-haired Miss.


He wanted to press all the air out of her windpipe. He wanted to shut it off, and see how she did without what she needed. His fingers tensed.


The other screw she was paired with came out of a nearby cell. ‘Is that going to be a problem for you, Johns?’ she asked.


‘No, Miss,’ said Caesar.
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