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This book is for those without whom it would not exist:


The amazing women who contributed to its writing and those who feature in the stories.


My brilliant colleagues who continue to work hard and love relentlessly.


And the prison service, without whose support the stories could not be told.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE


The contents of this book are based entirely on fact. To anonymise the individuals involved, some events and stories have been conflated and some names, descriptions and other identifying details have been changed. I am grateful to my long-suffering family and friends for lending me so many pseudonyms.


This is not a definitive manual on how to fix prisons – far from it. I want to contribute to a dialogue, I want to kick-start conversations, and I accept some of my reflections might turn out to be wrong. I’m okay with that and I hope you will be too.


It’s important to keep in mind that this is an incomplete picture. I haven’t included experiences of women of colour and trans men in the female prison system because I didn’t see enough of them – but they are a really important part of the story that we need to be listening to. I’ve added a further reading list at the back of the book which includes people who have important stories to tell about their lived experience so you can build a bigger picture.


The words I’ve used to describe people, where relevant, are the ones they used themselves. They might not always have been the ones I’d have chosen or the ones that are the most ‘woke’, but I wanted to make it feel recognisable for the people in it.


And where I’ve lacked the relevant experience, I have consulted other people to check that things ring true: women who’ve been to prison, academics, prison volunteers, the LGBT+ community, mental health sufferers, and trauma and sexual assault survivors.




PROLOGUE


‘The pubic hair cuttings were found after your class went on their toilet break,’ Tom said pointedly, ‘so it really should be you who calls security to report a tools breach.’ Tom was the new instructor working next door. He had, like a number of other staff, come from an army career and so had a good sense of both order and hierarchy.


‘I’m sorry,’ I replied, protective of my small group at the same time as being fairly sure that it was one of them, ‘but you have absolutely no way of telling whose hair that is. It could have been there all morning for all we know, so it just as easily could have been one of your workers.’ The hair in question was a fairly standard brown – with the exception of the over-sixties, anyone could have done it. ‘Besides,’ I added, ‘I’ve just counted my scissors in and we have a full set.’


‘So do we,’ Naomi, the other instructor replied, laughing. ‘Whoever the culprit is had obviously finished.’


The bathroom housed two cubicles adorned with biro names of who loved who and the dates they had loved each other, and was attended by an almost constant tobacco hum from illicit mid-morning smokes. It was shared equally between my arts inclusion group and Naomi and Tom’s ‘sewing sisters’. Working in the sewing sisters was a privileged job. They made curtains and pillowcases for other prisons and were more skilled and better paid than my slightly more eclectic bunch, who were, at the time, creating papier-mâché sculptures of objects they associated with ‘home’ for one of our under-attended exhibitions. You also couldn’t be a sewing sister if you were consistently on a behaviour report. The stack of files which arrived on the department desk at the beginning of each activities session – for instructors to write up any unruly performances of the person to which the file pertained – was almost always passed on to my classroom rather than Tom’s. This meant, of course, that any department complaints were also usually directed towards us.


‘Do we even need to call,’ I asked, ‘if the tools have all been counted back in? I’m not sure that counts as a security risk, does it?’


Naomi frowned. ‘It would have done if someone cut their wrists rather than their bush.’


She made a good point. I returned to my workshop, hoping to discreetly call security after it had finished, but news had quickly spread.


‘Did you find out whose the pubes were?’ Jeanne asked loudly, leaning on a desk. Clearly the group’s speculation around the incident had meant that work had ground to a halt on the paper-pulp police van being constructed on the Formica table. They had gathered around it, displacing an in-progress cotton-wool Big Mac while they were at it.


Jeanne continued, ‘I reckon it was someone from next door. Just ’cause they’re posh it doesn’t mean they’re not filthy.’ The class nodded and whooped in agreement. ‘And if it was one of us we’d have just come out with it,’ she continued, as though providing conclusive proof of her theory.


‘I reckon Ami,’ someone else chimed in, referring to a small tanned girl whose neat eyebrows gave them cause for suspicion. ‘The Polish lasses keep it tidy.’


‘Okay,’ I interrupted, ‘can we not generalise about the Polish, even if we mean it nicely. More importantly, you’ve only got three more days to finish your artworks, so let’s move on to a different topic, please.’


‘I’m not using these if they’ve been round Ami’s muff,’ Jeanne said, handing me her pair of red-handled scissors etched with their security number.


‘Fine. If you all stop mentioning Ami and pass in your scissors, I’ll wash them over lunch. And, for goodness sake, don’t be tempted to give yourself a copycat trim. I realise “don’t trim your pubes” isn’t in the rules list but ideally it shouldn’t have to be.’


‘Why don’t I add it to the group agreement anyway?’ Jeanne said, flashing a smile.


The group agreement was a collaborative contract we’d written together at the beginning of the course. It included: ‘respect one another’s opinions’, ‘go to the loo one at a time’ and ‘have a go at the day’s activity, even if you don’t think you can do it’. The agreement had then been decorated amply with glitter and hung at our classroom’s entrance for us to refer back to over the following three weeks.


‘No thank you, Jeanne,’ I replied, laughing. I imagined the embarrassment of having to explain the poster to a visiting security governor.


Everyone handed over their scissors and the rest of the morning’s tools for me to count in before lunchtime movement was called and I let the group file out. As I was cleaning up the last of the PVA which had puddled and begun to congeal along the desks, the classroom phone rang.


‘Is that creative industries? It’s Jack calling from security. I hear there’s been some unauthorised movement of tools this morning. Is everything accounted for?’


I’d only been in the job a couple of months and, other than during introductory security talks, had yet to come into contact with the department.


This, it would turn out, would not be the last time.


‘Oh, er, yes, it was fine, a pair of scissors went to the loo, but they came back,’ I replied.


‘And what happened? Did you have to call healthcare out?’


‘No,’ I swallowed nervously. We’d been warned in our talks about the severity of a tools slip. I picked my nails, wondering whether I’d have to go on behaviour report after Jack finished his investigation.


‘And no tools are missing?’ he continued.


‘No, all accounted for. I’ve just signed them in.’


‘Then how do you know they went to the toilet? Did you see someone take them?’


Security officers (SOs), unsurprisingly responsible for the prison’s security, were the stern grandfathers of the prison family and not the types you’d make loo jokes in front of – even less likely references to ‘pubes’.


‘I’m afraid we found some evidence in the cubicle,’ I cleared my throat. ‘Some, erm, hair.’


‘Hair? Christ, couldn’t they just wait and put in an app for the training salon?’


I winced as I said it. ‘I’m afraid it wasn’t that sort of hair, sir.’


Jack went quiet. ‘Right … well, in any case, tools should not be going out of the room. Do you count them every time someone goes to the loo or has an appointment?’


I was starting to feel a little panicked. ‘No, that’s not in our tools policy – we’d have to count them every ten minutes. I would spend the whole lesson collecting them in and out again.’


‘You don’t have to collect them in,’ Jack said patiently, ‘just get everyone to hold them in the air and count them when someone needs to leave the room.’


‘Okay, right. I’m sorry about that. I’ve only been here a few months and I’ve not seen anyone else do that. I will from now on. Thanks for your help.’


‘No problem, that’s what we’re here for,’ Jack replied. ‘And if you have any more problems, just give us a call and we’re happy to come down and advise. You keep a closer eye on the tools from now on.’


I set down the phone, exhaling loudly, both in relief and incredulity before going next door to tell Naomi.


On the way out I noticed the group agreement had an addition. Between the gel pen instructions to make sure everyone has a turn to speak and not to remove artwork from the classroom without permission, it now read in blue biro, ‘NO FANNY TRIMS.’ I smiled at the addition and, as I often did, imagined how the challenges of that working day would compare to those of my office-based friends and family. I could whine about pay, but I could not fault the job’s variety, or the creativity of my colleagues.


That afternoon, I was determined to be vigilant. ‘Scissors!’ I shouted for the third time in an hour, so I could count them up before allowing someone out to the loo. Begrudgingly, everyone looked under scattered newspapers for the remaining pair I needed to see before they could go.


‘I’m not being funny,’ Jeanne said, rolling her eyes, ‘but if we have to hold our scissors in the air every time someone goes for a wee, can we not have weak-bladder-Cath in the class?’




INTRODUCTION


It goes without saying that prisons, with their locked doors and fingerprint scanners, are not exactly an open book.


We hear headlines and news reports and Jeremy Kyle’s insights, of course, but rarely the individual stories of those whose lives are tangled up with the criminal justice system. And these short, sharp soundbites mean that what we’re left with is a boiled-down narrative of goodies and baddies. We just cast different people depending on which paper we like to read. It might be violent offenders, neglectful mothers and incurable psychopaths on the one hand, or cruel officers, the evil establishment and sexist judges on the other – but, very rarely, just humans. When I started working in prisons, part of me expected to find this pantomime cast of characters. Instead I met wonderful, funny, brave and resilient people with complicated stories – on both sides of the bars. No Cruella de Vils or Shawshank Redemption-style officers, just Sandra, Jeanne and Officer Mark.


This book is not a piece of research diagramming the workings of the criminal justice system or Her Majesty’s Prison Service. Instead, I want to take you ‘inside’ with me. I want to show you a little of what daily life looks like for those working and living inside, through tales and snippets from one prison, at one time, with one group of women (and a few men) – it’s a small snapshot of a big system. A system which has, for too long, been one of our country’s guilty secrets.


I’m so pleased to be able to include some fantastic pieces from women who’ve been in prison, but as it has been mostly my fingers on the keyboard, the stories are mainly from my perspectives and memories. I won’t pretend to know what it is like to go to sleep every night in a shared cell, or to only be able to see your kids at an appointed pre-booked slot, but I hope these stories will amplify the voices of women in prison. They are some of the bravest people I’ve ever met.


It is not a book full of angelic, wrong-place-wrong-time, deferential, remorseful victims of circumstance either. I could have written that book but I would have had to miss out quite a few people. I’m not blind to the fact that you don’t go to prison for doing good things, and there were lots of people we invested so much in and they chose to go back to the drugs anyway, and there were people we trusted who ultimately we shouldn’t have. But have you noticed that’s what we tend to do when we want to make a case for someone? Characterise them as blameless: hardworking and charming, but ‘down on their luck’ like Oliver Twist, as though it is behaving ‘properly’ which entitles people to adequate support and provision rather than deserving it by virtue of being our fellow humans. That’s the mistake we made with the girls and women in the Rotherham case. We didn’t fight to protect them as hard as we fight for any middle-class girls who go missing, because they didn’t behave like we thought victims should – they weren’t compliant, they took drugs and they went back to the perpetrators. They weren’t the right type of victims.


I worked in the prison as a teacher and chaplaincy assistant for two years, and continue to work with the women I met there on the other side of the gate. Throughout my time there, I wrote in diaries and on scraps of paper most weeks to help process some of the things I saw and heard – and, by the end of my time there, because it was homework set by my counsellor. I never expected these scraps to end up in a book. But the more I’ve sat round dinner tables and told stories of my work and the people there, the more people have responded, ‘I can’t believe it! How come more people don’t know about this?’


Criminal justice isn’t a niche interest, a campaign hobby for the interested few or something you care about because you work in the industry. Crime and rehabilitation affects us all. What happens in prisons matters. It matters because we all know the mark it leaves on you or people you know when you’re a victim of crime. It matters because women in prison aren’t the worst people, they’re typically the most vulnerable; and it matters because of the 83,430 people in prison in England and Wales,1 83,360 are coming out again at some point to a town near you.2 It’s not rocket science to work out that we’re better off if those people become part of our society, rather than isolated from it. People are much more likely to stay in the crime cycle if they don’t have a stake in a community, and positive relationships with people around them.


But the thing is, it’s difficult to care about prisons, and the people inside them, if you don’t know much about them. And while there are some great policy documents and reports out there, let’s be honest, most people – myself included – don’t have the time or inclination to read them. Humans are, on the whole, affected more by faces than facts. David Attenborough did far more to get us interested in climate change than all the fact-packed policy documents put together. We were persuaded to give up plastic straws and walk to work not by bar charts but by his narration of footage of a small iceberg-marooned polar bear separated from its mother. And likewise, after months of news reports by foreign correspondents in 2015, the public tide on accepting refugees only really turned after a photograph was printed of the body of a child found on a Turkish beach, and we looked past the numbers and saw a boy called Alan and suddenly cared a bit more.


Now, don’t get me wrong, the statistics on women’s prisons are really bloody important. The charity Women in Prison found that 79 per cent of the women they work with are victims of domestic violence. Forty-eight per cent of women in prison report that they’ve committed crimes to support someone else’s drug habit, usually a partner; 53 per cent have been victims of child abuse. These statistics paint a sad picture, where women in prison tend to be victims of more significant crimes than those they have been convicted of.3 To top it all, in a country where under 1 per cent of children are in care, 31 per cent of the women in prison have been.4, 5


Prison just doesn’t work for women: 48 per cent of women leaving prison are back within a year. This rises to 61 per cent if the sentence was under 12 months and to 78 per cent for women who’ve been to prison more than 11 times.6 Part of the problem is that most of the academic literature on prisons has, for decades, been concentrated on the male perpetrators who make up 95 per cent of prison residents.7 We have a prison industry designed for men (which is not designed that well for them either, but that’s a book for another time). It’s not that we don’t know these facts. Phillip Lee, former justice minister and co-author of the ‘Female Offender Strategy’ published in 2018, said, ‘On visits to women’s prisons up and down the country, I was struck by how most of the women who get caught up in our criminal justice system are among the poorest and most vulnerable.’ But as Lee also notes, ‘Completing the transformation [of women’s prisons] depends on proper funding.’8 It’s not a secret that a traditional prison model does not work in giving the support needed to stop the reoffending cycle of women. It’s a tumble dryer of victimisation, homelessness, addiction and criminalisation, not to mention the fact that more crime continues to create more victims of crimes. The trouble is, we just don’t have the resources allocated, or the politicians willing to prioritise prisons, to get to the root of the problem.


But I’ll stop the lecture there. As with the examples of Attenborough and Alan, I’m not going to spend the next few hundred pages listing statistics or quoting from reports. Instead, I’d love to share with you some of the stories that have shaped a journey that has made me laugh as much as it has made me cry. The journey of how I learnt, beyond a doubt, that we can’t just separate off the ‘evil’ parts of society and think, Hey presto! Now we can live in harmony with the moral majority. It doesn’t work like that. The line between good and evil can’t be drawn either side of a custodial sentence, or across the prison threshold, or between area, class, gender, religion, nationalities or profession. It runs right through the middle of every human heart. And who is willing to cut out a piece of their own heart?9




GLOSSARY 1


APPS (APPLICATIONS) This is the main communication method between staff and residents. Residents can’t ring up their personal officer, or pop by to see them, so instead communication is done through pink duplicate applications: the resident keeps one copy to prove they sent it, and the other comes to the staff member’s pigeonhole. Residents send apps to ask to join the choir, go vegetarian, request to change religion, or to chase up their accommodation plans for when they leave.


CARE AND SEPARATION UNIT (CSU)/SEGREGATION UNIT More commonly known as the ‘seg’ or the ‘block’. You’d say something like, ‘Susie had a fight and now she’s down the block.’ If you watch American prison dramas, the CSU is what they call the SHU or ‘solitary’, but over there they use it more as a punishment – solitary confinement. In our prison it was more to isolate a problem. So you’re put in there for small stretches of time when you’ve been fighting or are suspected to be carrying drugs. You would never get marooned down there for a year like you do in Orange Is the New Black, though, and before you start imagining a Miss Trunchbull-type chokey arrangement, it’s just like a normal wing, except with only a couple of pads. It can be a bit lonely down there but effective as a way to stop drugs or drama spreading.


CANTEEN The canteen is a large sealed plastic bag of shopping that comes on Monday afternoons each week. It’s ordered on a canteen sheet the previous week from a catalogue of products including toiletries, tobacco (before it was banned across all UK prisons in 2018), biscuits, noodles and coffee. Because a week’s pay only usually covered one pouch of tobacco, everyone would be desperate for their packs on Monday and would often feign illness in my workshops if the canteen trolley was seen through the window making its way up the corridor.


CLOSED/OPEN PRISON In men’s prisons, residents are separated into categories from A to D based on risk and the severity of the crime. Depending on their sentence, they’d be housed in the relevant-category prison in their area. Closed/open is the female alternative. Because only 5 per cent of prisoners in the UK are female, there aren’t enough prisons to categorise people geographically and by severity of crime, so everyone goes in together. Instead, those who are closer to release or ‘lower risk’ might be transferred to an ‘open prison’. These tend to be ‘free flow’, so people can walk between buildings unescorted. Residents can be categorised on different wings depending on the crime or length of sentence, but, in reality, you want to avoid putting co-accused (see below) residents together or residents with a conflict history, so it’s a bit more complicated. You end up having the murderers in with the shoplifters, the paedophiles with the parking-fine avoiders. Like one big happy family.


GOVERNOR Governors are essentially prison managers. Each prison is run by a selection of ‘governors’ who are overseen by the ‘number one governor’. In day-to-day conversation, this governor can genuinely just be called ‘the number one’ – for instance, ‘We’d need backing from the number one’, ‘Can someone radio the number one?’ During my time in prison I had two governors and, before the second one arrived, I wasn’t even sure what the number one’s full name was.


The other governors are what you’d call in a normal workplace ‘department managers’. There’s a residential governor, a security governor, etc. In what sounds like a secret service parody, the number one becomes the ‘Gold Commander’ when there’s an emergency. The other governors could become ‘Silver Commanders’. In an everyday emergency, you get in touch with Oscar One – that’s the code for whichever governor is the overall manager for the day, and has the special corresponding radio. Initially, the whole business makes you feel as though you’re in MI5.


MOVEMENT A section of the day where residents can move freely between buildings. In a closed prison, no one can move unescorted between buildings except when ‘movement’ is called. (In an open prison, you can move around within a given area whenever you like, so you can take yourself to appointments or the loo. That’s what’s known as ‘free flow’.)


All residents are counted before movement and after. The count can take a few goes to get right. Until you get it right, it’s ‘standfast’, which means all residents have to stay where they are. No one can get out tools they need for work – needles, scissors, floor-cleaning machines, etc. – until everyone is ticked off. I realise counting sounds like a simple job but it’s actually quite easy to get caught up with someone’s panic attack and miss calling the numbers in, or to forget someone’s in the loo and so give the wrong count. I was responsible for causing a standfast more than once.


Outside movement, anyone moving between buildings must have a patrol officer escorting them, like a human taxi.


PAD This is the word staff and residents use to refer to cells. It also doubles up as a widely used prefix – for example, a cell search is a ‘pad-spin’. You share your room with a ‘pad-mate’. Your pad-mate is who you’ve been ‘padded up with’.


PRISON ESTATE The prison estate is just a way of referring to the whole establishment. You might talk about the ‘stability of the prison estate’ or say that the ‘whole estate is on lockdown’. I hadn’t thought to define it until a friend commented that it was an odd use of the word ‘estate’. As though the prison was a group of council houses or the home of landed gentry.


RESIDENTS The collective term used for people in prison. It was changed from ‘prisoners’ in 2017 after we came under a new governor, but this language shift is also a general change working its way across the system. I often hear people outside of the prison service talk about ‘offenders’, ‘inmates’ or ‘convicts’ when they want to refer to people in prison. Aside from sounding like something out of Porridge, those terms aren’t universally accurate. Most prisons also hold people who are awaiting trial, so technically neither ‘convicted’ yet, nor proven ‘offenders’.


WING A collection of cells. All prisons are split into ‘wings’ – the one I worked in had eight. Each had its own character and personality. There was the detox and induction wing, the enhanced (privileged) wing, the ‘basic wing’ for people with reduced privileges, etc. We had a long-term and serious crimes wing, which made us a ‘high-security’ prison. Years before I was there, it used to be called something like ‘the dangerous and psychotic prisoners’ wing’, but was allegedly renamed ‘Acorn’ in a bid to reduce the stigma.




HUSKIES NOT BUSCIES


If you’ve been in a community centre or school in any small town in the UK then you will not have to exercise your imagination much to picture the inside of our classroom. Speckled commercial carpet enclosed by walls of display boards, bordered by strips of brightly coloured corrugated cardboard waves. Laminated instructions on how to walk safely with a pair of scissors are Blu-Tacked next to an alarm bell. Alarm bells are distinguished from light switches by a thick yellow border, although when fumbling for a switch in the dark the two are still easily confused. Long tube lights which glare fluorescently run in lines down the ceiling, one set flickering irritatingly at half-hour intervals. A ubiquitous safety notice above the sink reminds users that the hot taps are, in fact, hot.


Aside from the alarm bell, it is only distinct from its secondary-school equivalent because of the metal detectors and large iron gates that close around its outside entrance, and because of the shadow boards where numbered scissors, Stanley blades and needles hang on hooks against matching black silhouettes painted onto the back of the twice-locked cabinet. The cabinet keys are signed in and out to staff daily.


I was there to help run an inclusion project, a gateway into education or employment for those whose mental health, behaviour or disabilities meant they could not join mainstream education or go into prison employment in the kitchens, gardens or sewing shop like most women in prison do. We were a haven for the socially anxious, emotionally bottled-up, post-traumatic, and those with attention deficit disorder or new to prison. We were also often a home for those who were difficult to place elsewhere for whatever reason: the lady with a Zimmer frame; the woman who liked to believe she was a cat; timid foreign nationals who we could only communicate with through mime.


Our courses ranged from self-expression in papier-mâché to exploring identity in calligraphy. From making plans for the future in creative writing, to recording storybook readings to be sent home to children who were in the care of assorted relatives or foster homes. The general aim was to create a space where people could decompress some of the swirl of emotions and experiences they arrived with. Mostly we asked people how they were doing and invited them to respond in paint and pen.


Our classroom hung off a long corridor, which ran for half the length of the prison grounds and was aptly named the ‘main corridor’. Its doors led to five wings, two treatment rooms, the segregation unit, three association rooms, a drug treatment space, the ‘through-the-gate’ release team (who set up housing, college courses and welfare claims in preparation for people to leave), the dining hall and our department: creative industries.


We shared the area with the sewing sisters and the British Institute of Cleaning Science (BICS) training group which taught commercial cleaning. The latter buffed and shined the lino floor of the main corridor each morning and afternoon so that course attendees could complete the hours of practice necessary to qualify as commercial cleaners. Because of the heightened probability that a BICS qualification could lead to a job on release (as opposed to our qualification in soft-skills and art), the BICS course was always very full. Sometimes the floor was cleaned several times over the course of a morning to make sure that everyone progressed to the next module. (The main corridor was immaculate and recognisable by its stinging hospital scent of bleach.)


In the early days of my job, before a new governor had brought with her dashes of colour, the place was, however, resolutely grey. Grey breeze block walls and grey display cabinets lined the grey pathway. Gates split the corridor into long rectangular sections. The gates were once white but as they were opened and shut hundreds, and then thousands, of times, the white paint had begun to chip off to reveal the dark grey Teesside steel from which they were made.


The display boards broke up the grey ever so slightly. They advertised drug treatment courses, programmes for victims of domestic violence, tips on mindfulness, Open University courses, chapel groups, coping mechanisms and whichever themed week or day was next in the calendar: Christmas, International Women’s Day, a Macmillan fundraiser, Olympics week and Diversity Day. Like a Tokyo pedestrian crossing, the corridor bustled and buzzed during movement, collective voices bouncing off the non-porous walls and floors. And then the voices split up and were carried out, as the corridor all but emptied when activities segments began. A pattern which would repeat at each movement as people ebbed and flowed around the estate.


Within the grey walls, however, the activities departments, the healthcare centre and the wings held a hive of colour and activity. In our classroom we had new people starting every three weeks and joining the cohort, and others who, after a few courses, had progressed to employment, which meant the dynamic, as well as the curriculum, constantly evolved.


The most popular, but my least favourite, of our regular courses was ‘Card Mania!’. It was a three-week micro-enterprise challenge in which the group was split in two and each half had to start a temporary Apprentice-style business designing greetings cards. The best ones were chosen by wing-based market research, scanned onto an A4 ‘catalogue’, and posted in the window of the wing office, along with a stack of ‘apps’ which the residents used to order the cards. The second half of the course was then spent making the orders and sending them out. Over the last week, my colleague Alice and I would become postwomen; delivering everyone’s cards through their door-flaps and dealing with angry complaint apps when the heart was stuck on wonky or someone got delivered the wrong one and demanded to be allowed to ‘take it back’. On week four, we would receive a stack of apps that didn’t make it in time, and then Alice and I would spend our lunch break as involuntary craft entrepreneurs, fixing the previous week’s dud cards so Lois had something to send to little Robbie for his birthday. We were suckers for that kind of request and everyone knew it.


The first week, though, was spent learning the techniques: collage, quilling, iris folding, origami, tea-bag folding and embossing. Unless you’re over 65 and part of a fairly tedious village craft group, you’ve probably only heard of a few of these. They are the preserve of those who have a large amount of free time and whose main communication is through letters. An unlikely alliance between prison enterprise projects and local craft groups keeps these techniques from extinction.


But everyone loved the course and we were always oversubscribed for it. And, yes, it obviously prompts innovation and teamwork – and spending mornings meticulously making personalised cards for loved ones and friends’ loved ones is a good use of time. So I swallowed my secret desire to ruin a perfectly good course with repeated attempts to introduce everyone to Grayson Perry or Kate Tempest, or to get everyone to reflect on the inaccurate representation of prisons by the tabloids by making their own alternatives.


To numb the tedium of technique week, Alice introduced a ‘pun day’. We would come up with a stack of puns and everyone had to pick one and make a corresponding card. You got to choose from such (witty) gems as: ‘You’ve got a pizza my heart’, ‘Squid Goals’, ‘We make a good pear’, ‘Have an egg-cellent day’, and, in what I thought was the cleverest thing I’d ever come up with, ‘Huskies Not Buscies’, a local spin on the more well-known ‘Pugs Not Drugs’ catchphrase.


‘Buscies’ were big news in the prison and as much a part of the local vernacular as any of the three-letter acronyms that peppered our training pamphlets. It’s the slang term for the medicine Buscopan. Buscopan, I hear you ask, isn’t that for IBS? Correct. It’s a humble muscle relaxant – prescribed to soothe stomach cramps. A common-or-garden, over-the-counter drug, available at all good chemists. And it had been wreaking havoc in the prison for weeks.
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