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Introduction


‘NO MOBILE PHONES, no chewing gum, no alcohol, no guns.’ 


The list of prohibited items outside the prison: a big white-and-blue sign showing pictures of the things you can’t bring in, positioned right outside the gate. 


I remember thinking on my first day how the last one was a bit unnecessary. Because obviously, no one is going to try to bring a gun into a high-security jail. 


Except, in 1994, someone did. 


In fact, it was two guns, eight rounds of ammunition, three detonators and a quantity of Semtex explosives. These items were hidden inside the Special Secure Unit (SSU) of HMP Whitemoor, an area colloquially known as the ‘prison within a prison’, and from which it was considered impossible to escape. But on the night of Friday 9 September 1994, six of the ten prisoners in the SSU did escape. They used bolt croppers, rope ladders and torn bedsheets. They scaled wire fences, inner walls and outer walls, and made it to the fields surrounding Whitemoor. They weren’t opportunistic; they weren’t lucky. They were members of the IRA, and they were meticulous in their planning. Even now, nearly thirty years on, it’s unclear exactly how they got the contraband in. 


Fortunately, all of them were caught within a few hours – though not before a prison officer had been shot. 


I knew all of this from my training course. I knew that I was standing only metres from where the bullet was fired, wearing a uniform only slightly modernised from the one that officer would have been wearing. I knew a prison dog had also been shot in the chase that ensued, and that a kilogram of explosives was later found in the grounds of the prison. But I pushed all of that to the back of my mind. The eight-metre-high perimeter wall is intimidating enough. So I told myself that it was a different era. An escape as audacious and violent as that surely couldn’t happen now. 


It’s been more than ten years since my first day as a prison officer, but I can take myself back there in a second. I can hear the crunch of the grit as I walk from my car to the prison gatehouse, and I can smell the rock salt spread over the path outside. I can feel the heaviness of those clumpy black boots, fat laces and starched leather, the Prison Service crest woven into the tongue, the toe curved like a bulbous chin. The way the stiff material rubbed on my heel. I can remember the queue of prison staff waiting to be searched, the scuffed boots of the officer in front of me, the way my key chain gleamed with newness compared to his. And I can remember how dry my mouth was, how nervous I felt.


I knew what kind of prison officer I wanted to be. I wanted to be like Tom Hanks’s character in The Green Mile, or Officer Patterson from Prison Break. Although I was new to this role, I wasn’t entirely new to prison. I’d spent much of the last two years volunteering at a Young Offenders Institution, Littlehey in Huntington, mentoring teenage boys serving short sentences. I’d had a glimpse of how different officers worked and how they treated the prisoners in their care. So often, it seemed that the ones most respected around the prison were the ones who raised their voices the least. They were firm but fair, tough but kind. And they seemed to enjoy their jobs. That’s how I imagined myself being if I were to become an officer. Looking back, I was shamefully naïve, but I was also curious and keen and determined. 


So much time was being done behind this wall, so much life was being lived in one place. The tabloids say prison is hell on earth one day and a holiday camp the next, but I wasn’t convinced by either claim. I’d lived half an hour from Whitemoor for my entire life, yet before I applied for the job, I’d never even known it was there. Since the escape almost twenty years before, Whitemoor had barely been in the news. The officers at the Young Offenders Institute had told me it was because lifers’ prisons were different. They said that those prisons were quieter, more settled – until, of course, they were not. Those same officers told me that on the rare occasions when things did go wrong at Whitemoor, they went very wrong – yet I’d heard next to nothing about this maximum-security prison holding 400 of the country’s supposedly most dangerous men. Whitemoor seemed like a strange paradox, as if it was simultan­eously there but not there. Hidden in plain sight. The place both fascinated and unnerved me, and I wanted to see inside. 


***


The queue inches forward, closer to the list of prohibited items and the staff enforcing it. Operational support grades, or OSGs, as they’re known. As I enter the gatehouse, there is a room to my left that feels a bit like an office, with computers and filing cabinets and people clutching mugs of coffee. It looks like any other office – except they stand behind panes of bulletproof glass. To my right is the searching area. A pile of trays is stacked next to an X-ray machine, a smaller version of the conveyor belts you see in airports. I copy the officer in front of me and put my boots, bag, fleece and wristwatch in a tray. OSGs are the rank below officer, but they’re integral to the fabric of prison life. Prisons couldn’t run without them. If a weapon – or a phone or drugs – is going to get into a prison, it needs to get past the OSGs. They’re the front line. 


And the one searching me isn’t taking any chances. She waits for me to walk through the X-ray portal, then snaps on some blue gloves. The underwire in my bra has set off the alarm. She searches my waistband, the cuffs of my shirt, my collar and my pockets, and uses a handheld metal detector to check there’s nothing hidden in my socks. Another OSG searches my boots, fleece and backpack by hand, then passes them through the X-ray machine. It’s the same process for everyone, from civilians to the governing governor. And at 6.45 on a Monday morning, there’s a lot of people to get through. 


There’s been a lot of build-up to this moment for me. Six weeks of training and two years of volunteering. But now that I’m here, the adrenaline and nervous excitement is starting to drain away. In its place, I realise I’m beginning to feel distinctly uncomfortable. It’s not the physicality of the place, it’s not the bulletproof glass or rigorous searching procedures, it’s the sudden realisation of what I’m about to do and where I’m doing it. Because Whitemoor isn’t Littlehey. The men inside don’t need someone to help them write their CV or plan how to budget. I’m not a volunteer anymore. I’m not a well-meaning civilian popping in for a few hours every week, with no disciplinary obligations. I’m conscious of just how new I look, my boots fresh out the box and my belt unmarked. Suddenly, I don’t feel excited. I feel scared. The uniform feels big and ill-fitting on me. The responsibility does, too.


More gates, doors, cameras, ID checks. I lose count of the number of times I show my ID: to the OSG sitting behind a flimsy-looking desk who takes my tally, the little wooden disc with my staff number printed on it, and swaps it for a bunch of keys; to the senior officer curious as to why he’s never seen me before; and to the staff in the control room, who stop me at each camera and check my face matches the picture on my ID. Many of the gates have small cameras installed; OSGs watch every person approaching and make sure they are who they say they are before releasing the electronic lock. It quickly becomes apparent that the wrong person getting in could be just as dangerous as the wrong person getting out.


‘Clip your keys on to your chain now.’ The guy next to me gives me a friendly nudge. ‘Never leave the gatehouse until they’re attached. Security.’


Security. That’s what everything comes back to. It’s the reason the outer buildings are all one storey, even though they’re still an impossible leap from the perimeter wall. It’s the reason all the corridors are identical, long stretches of brown linoleum and brick walls and rusting window frames and bars upon bars upon bars, stretching forward like rows of frozen soldiers. If a prisoner ever did manage to breach his residential wing, he’d be unsure which way to turn. 


‘First day already?’ the officer asks me, as we step out of the gatehouse and into the open air. I recognise him from my induction week, before I went away for six weeks of training. His name is Brian, and he’s been an officer here for nearly twenty years. Most of the staff have been in the job for a similar length of time. Everyone around me has that easy confidence of knowing this place inside out, as if it’s an ordinary workplace, as if there aren’t coils of barbed wire cutting into the sky. We pass through turnstiles activated by biometrics, my hand shaking a little as I press my fingerprint to the scanner, the cold stinging my cheek. 


‘So, how was training? You can forget everything you learned there; the reality’s nothing like they tell you.’ His smile is so broad that it fills his whole face. It puts me at ease. ‘You’ve been assigned to A Wing, haven’t you? Come on, I’ll take you there.’


We walk side by side through a vehicle compound where the vans have ballistic armour, past where the batons and fish knives are held, through a maze of fenced walkways, past the little postbox on the wall, in which staff put security reports, and through more long corridors, which look out on to exercise yards. Cameras everywhere. Cameras and gates and bars, keys and chains and boots. People coming in, no one going out. 


We come to a junction in the corridor: like the one outside the jail, the signs are blue and white, with crisp lettering. Welcome to A Wing. 


‘You ready?’ Brian looks back at me. That smile again. 


I don’t know. I don’t know if I’m ready. 


I was twenty-two when I became a prison officer. It might seem like a strange career choice, especially for a young woman, but I was at a strange time in my life. Most people I knew were finding jobs after graduating, but I’d dropped out of my English degree after two months. University wasn’t for me. I was desperately homesick, I didn’t fit in with the nightlife culture, and I struggled with the constant influx of new people and new situations that everyone else seemed to find effortless. So I came home. I had a few different jobs around this time, trying to find something that resonated. I did stints in admin, recruitment and sales, but the only thing I stuck with was bar work, at the same place I’d been glass-collecting since I was seventeen. 


It certainly wasn’t a university education, but it was an education of sorts. The regulars who started with a Scotch at 8am taught me to listen and not judge. The ones who turned ugly after too much lager taught me to pick the battles worth having. The white powder left on the baby-changing table taught me that people will snort cocaine anywhere. My female manager taught me how to read a room, how to watch out for the men with wandering hands, and how to placate the ones who didn’t like to be told no. I didn’t know it at the time, but these were important skills. They served me well on Saturday nights in a packed bar, and they would serve me well on the landings in prison. 


Working in the bar was fun and there were a lot of good times, but I don’t remember being particularly happy. In fact, I felt a bit lost. I’d thought that life would be different after I left school, that the world would suddenly open up now that I had my independence, but it hadn’t. Instead, I was a uni dropout, still living in the same town I’d lived in my whole life. I felt stuck. 


I looked up local volunteering opportunities as a way of trying to alleviate these feelings. The mentoring role at HMYOI Littlehey was one of the first I saw, and I knew immediately that I wanted to apply. Here was something ­different, something unknown. And from the moment I started, I loved it. I felt committed to the young men I worked with, and I enjoyed the practical side of things: helping them to set up bank accounts or applying for a provisional driver’s licence, for example. Becoming a prison officer felt like a natural next step. I knew that putting on a uniform would change things, but I still believed that the parts of mentoring I enjoyed so much, the relationship-building and the problem-solving, would be there in my new role. 


I became a prison officer hoping to do good, to be compassionate and kind. And though there were undoubtedly moments where I fell short, I believe that, for the most part, I was all those things. But there was a lot I didn’t know at the beginning. I thought I would see some version of evil, whatever that is, but it’s one thing to wonder about it and another to see a home-made weapon plunged into someone’s body. I also didn’t expect to see so much good. I didn’t know just how brave people can be. I didn’t know that the people I’d meet inside would strengthen my faith in humanity as well as shake it, that their stories would shape how I see real life and what it means to be free. I didn’t know how stress can infiltrate every part of you, or how prison can stay with you, even when you walk out of the gate. Sometimes the bars follow you home. The IRA prisoners planned how to get out, but not how to stay out.


What follows is the story of the past decade of my life as a prison officer, and the mosaic of people, places and situations I encountered. It’s the story of what happens when the alarm bell goes, but also of what happens after, when the sound still echoes in your head. It’s the story of a young woman navigating what is an overwhelmingly male-dominated environment, and how loyalty can be found in the strangest of places. And it is an exploration of our modern-day prison system, and how jails are now, as ever, both a microcosm and reflection of society. Unsurprisingly, then, you will find that mental health, drugs and gang violence are all prominent themes in this book. But so are resilience, friendship and kindness. 


The majority of prisoners in the UK will be released, and they will be released into our cities, towns and villages. Into your street and your community. It makes sense for us all to know what goes on behind those eight-metre-high walls, and to be invested in it, too. It could be your father, mother, child or friend who ends up there one day, or maybe even you. Walking the landings is not easy, for an officer or a prisoner. 


If I could speak to that twenty-two-year-old woman now, I would tell her to hold her head a little higher and have confidence in herself. I would tell her that, for all her anxieties about violence and how to manage when the lights start flashing, she already has the skills to both defuse and confront those situations. I think most of us do. I have learned that empathy and respect go a long way, among both staff and prisoners, and we do ourselves a huge disservice when we abandon that way of thinking. I have learned that prison officers deserve far more credit than they are given, but also that a uniform itself does not guarantee emotional intelligence.


There is no question that I am a better person as a result of my time as an officer. I am braver, less judgemental and more understanding. But I am also more cynical, perhaps even a little paranoid, and painfully aware of the utter depravity of which some humans are capable. Despite this, I am so grateful for everything I have learned in this most incredible of jobs, and for the amazing people with whom I have had the privilege of working. Prisons are very tough places to work and live (I can confirm they are not, in fact, holiday camps), and I hope this book can be a testament to that and to the things that really go on inside, both wonderful and devastating. 


It would not have been possible to write this book without changing names, places, genders, offences and other identifying features. Although everything I’ve written happened, some characters and incidents have been amalgamated, and I have changed details out of respect for those who would prefer that their stories remain hidden. For every incident that has an element of closure, there will be many more that remain ongoing. It may be uncomfortable to hear about the ways in which people suffer and try to survive, and the fact that some don’t, but maybe that’s the point. Prisons shouldn’t be somebody else’s problem. Perhaps the most uncomfortable truth of all is that you may recognise yourself in some of the people featured on these pages. There’s something reassuring about the idea of people in prison being inherently bad, even evil, because then they become inhuman, the very antith-esis of what we are. It makes it acceptable to not care about the people locked up and the ones holding the keys, because they’ll never be us and their lives have no bearing on ours. 


But that’s not how it works. We’ve all driven too fast, drunk too much, checked our phones behind the wheel, maybe even thrown a punch on a night out. Life can change in a second; the consequences can last far longer. It might be nice to think that we’re nothing like the ones doing time, but a dirty mirror is a mirror, all the same. Even if you don’t like what you see. 




PART 1




1


The Wing


WELCOME TO A WING.


The sign alone feels intimidating. It is a strange thing, to be welcomed to a place where no one wants to be.


The gate slams shut behind us. The 120 cell doors ahead of us remain closed. The wing is divided into three spurs – red, blue and green – each with forty cells, spread over three landings. The corresponding railings and cell doors are painted the colour of that spur, and one prisoner will later tell me how it’s best for everyone if he isn’t located on Red Spur. Something about staring at a red door all night makes him angry.


We’ve come through the main wing entrance on to the landing. There are framed photographs on the walls, snow-topped mountains with motivational quotes like ‘The biggest mountain you will ever conquer is within yourself’. They hang next to anti-bullying posters and adverts for the Samaritans. And alarm bells. The alarm bells, big red buttons set in metal boxes, are fitted on every wall, in every room, everywhere.


We walk past an office marked ‘CUSTODIAL MANAGER’, and past another marked ‘SENIOR OFFICERS’. These titles will soon be so familiar that I won’t even bother to say them in full. Like everyone else, I’ll abbreviate every possible term to its shortest version. Custodial manager will become CM, senior officer will become SO. In a place where every minute is accounted for, efficiency is everything. We keep walking, and my eyes are drawn to a large metal chair connected to a power socket in the wall. Brian notices me looking.


‘That’s the BOSS chair,’ he says. ‘If they’ve got anything metal plugged, that detects it.’


I look closer. ‘Body Orifice Security Scanner’ is printed on the side.


‘Plugging’ means what you think it does. Where you think it does. Many years from now, I’ll listen as a prisoner tells me how he plugged five mobile phones in the visits hall at HMP Belmarsh, and I’ll wince as he complains about the piles he now can’t get rid of. But that’s in the distant future, and right now I’m blissfully unaware of the reasons why someone might insert one phone into their rectum, never mind five.


BOSS chairs are used in prisons around the world as a type of non-invasive cavity search. They can detect metal even if it’s concealed internally, so they’re a useful tool in stemming the flow of mobile phones in prisons. Technically, there is no need for prisoners to have illicit mobile phones. There are three land­line phones on each spur that prisoners have access to, one on each floor. The prisoners have their own unique PIN to use, and they can top up their credit every week, but these phones are heavily monitored. The numbers prisoners can call are restricted, too, with good reason. While most prisoners who get hold of a mobile phone in jail will use it to speak to friends and family, there are many who use phones to organise further criminality, to harass their victims and to intimidate witnesses into refusing to testify against them.


Just as there’s a demand for mobile phones, there’s a market dedicated to circumnavigating the equipment that detects them. Later, I’ll learn about the manufacturers that sell phones designed specifically to beat this equipment, or how some phones are disguised to look like car fobs, the kind that wouldn’t arouse suspicion if a corrupt officer was to have one in his pocket. Some are no bigger than your thumb, and some are shaped like a bullet to help with – well, you know. But I’m new, and this is the first time I’ve ever seen a BOSS chair.


Right now, I’m just trying to find a space to sit in the staff breakroom. It smells like wet Monday mornings in here. Instant coffee and rain-soaked coats. The staff here are already a close-knit team, and I feel a bit out of place. But I won’t feel like that for long; I’m about to spend a lot of time with these people, and much of it will be in this room. A lot happens here. This is where the security briefings are held twice a day. It’s where countless cups of coffee are made, where Bargain Hunt is watched religiously, and where makeshift beds are constructed on night shifts. I’ll laugh until my face hurts in this room, and, when things go badly wrong, I’ll hold back tears in here, too. At first sight, it looks like the sort of breakroom you’d find in any workplace: a dozen tattered chairs, a couple of round tables in the middle and a dodgy-smelling fridge with a note about replacing the milk tacked to the door. Look a little closer, though, and there’s a picture of the recent weapon find on the wall. A toothbrush with two razor blades melted into the head. And if you look just beyond that, at the windows lining one wall, you’ll see the thick metal cages attached to them. They stop the windows from opening fully, so prisoners can’t pass items from cell to cell. Items like a toothbrush with two razor blades melted into it.


I try not to stare at the picture of the toothbrush. It’s there to keep staff vigilant, and ultimately to keep us safe, but it’s not doing much for my nerves. Right now, I can’t imagine a time when this environment won’t feel daunting in every possible way. I’m in awe of the officers already in here, flinging off their coats and flicking on the kettle, clearly so comfortable with this room and the pictures of weapons and the BOSS chair and all the abbreviations I’m struggling to remember. But I will learn in time that being comfortable isn’t always a good thing. There’s a delicate balance between being comfortable and being complacent. Complacency is dangerous. So the pictures of weapons are important. They remind us of where we are. Not that I need reminding. I am very aware of where I am, who I’m with and what is expected of me.


I’m aware, in particular, of the potential for violence. I wonder how I’ll handle it when it happens – what if I freeze? What if I forget all my restraint training? There were a handful of women on my training course, all preparing to become officers at jails around the country. We were still the minority, but it didn’t feel like a big issue. Now I’m worried that it is. The officers in this room are all men. I’m fit, but I’m not particularly strong, whereas my colleagues definitely are. One is even a semi-professional bodybuilder. My instructor had told me not to worry about things like that; he’d said that restraints are all about control and not force. But that was in a dojo with padded walls and printed-out health-and-safety rules. Somewhere where I could practise and get things wrong and try again.


‘Seats please, everyone.’ A deep voice cuts through the chatter in the room, followed by the man to whom it belongs. ‘You must be Alex.’ He smiles at me. ‘I’m Gavin, one of the senior officers here.’ Gavin is big and bald, with faded green tattoos on his arms. He’s holding an A4 notepad with ‘OBSERVATION BOOK’ printed on the cover. Or the ‘obs book’, as everyone calls it.


‘Has everyone introduced themselves?’ he asks me.


They have. They’ve asked me what I did for a living before, and said that prison probably isn’t too dissimilar from a Saturday night in the bar. They’ve asked me how training went, and they’ve all said the same as Brian, that I might as well forget most of it. If any of them are thinking that I don’t look the part, then they don’t let it show. But it’s all I can think about. I’m the only female officer on shift today, and I wish I wasn’t. Everything from my ponytail to my voice to my diminutive stature makes me feel like I stand out.


‘You’ll be fine,’ Gavin says, as if he can hear my thoughts. ‘Just concentrate on learning the regime for the first week.’


He takes a seat at the front of the room and goes through the events of the last few days. ‘The landings are looking a little dirty, can we make sure the cleaners are actually cleaning, please? We need to be checking in on Aaron as much as pos-sible; this time of year is tough for him. It’s the anniversary of his offence soon. And has everyone seen the pictures of the shanks on the wall? Found in the showers last Saturday.’


A shank is a makeshift prison weapon. Like the razor-blade-encrusted toothbrush, weapons can be manufactured out of almost anything in jail. Throughout my career, I’ll see knuckledusters made from the rungs on an ironing board, a whip improvised from a TV cable, even a bar of soap fashioned into the shape of a gun and painted black. But it’s the shanks, the ones with sharpened edges designed to stab or slash, that get to me the most.


Everyone listens carefully; you could hear a pin drop. Gavin won’t go through it all again. There isn’t time. Prisons run to a strict regime. Unlock, labour movement, lunch, bang-up, unlock, labour movement, exercise, dinner, bang-up, associ­ation, gym, bang-up. Routine is important. Not paying ­attention could be dangerous. People don’t turn their toothbrushes into shanks for no reason.


‘Now, let’s get going.’


***


Red Spur. It’s empty of furniture, except for a well-worn pool table at one end and a large commercial freezer at the other. Most prisons don’t even have a microwave on the wing, never mind fridges and freezers. But Whitemoor is different from most prisons. Whitemoor doesn’t serve the local courts and it doesn’t take short-term prisoners. The men here are lifers, with very few exceptions. Because of this, they have access to the kind of facilities that a lot of jails don’t offer, like kitchens on each spur for prisoners to cook their own food. The men store their meat, fish and ice lollies in these freezers, in clear plastic bags labelled with the name and number of the prisoner to whom they belong. The freezers are searched every day, and every day at least one bottle of frozen water is removed. The prisoners use them as weights to lift in their cells each night, but a solid block of ice could be a nasty weapon. If it’s heavy enough to be used as a dumb-bell, it’s heavy enough to knock someone out.


Above me is a platform of metal safety netting that stretches across the centre of the twos landing. It’s there to catch prisoners who jump the railings as a form of protest. This might sound like a strange thing to do, but it happens a lot. The moment someone is on the netting, an ‘incident at height’ is declared, and specially trained staff are called to intervene if necessary.


Through the netting above me, I can see Brian on the twos landing, and another officer on the threes landing, both of them with keys in hand. The wing is quiet, just the occasional cough coming from behind a cell door. We’re waiting for Gavin to make the call to unlock. When it comes, the wing will wake up. The prisoners will leave their cells and get ready for work.


‘Unlock A Wing!’


And there it is. The first time I hear it.


Boots stride from door to door, keys click into waiting locks, heavy doors groan open, revealing the twelve-foot-by-eight-foot rooms behind them. The air is charged with the presence of all these men as they spill onto the landings. Musa with his slippers still on, Anderson in an all-red matching tracksuit, Eamonn with a chunky gold chain round his neck, Aaron with a purple scar round his, Peter in a stripy cardigan, Joseph in a foul mood. The smell of minty toothpaste and cheap de­odorant, stale smoke and unwashed bedding. Patois, street slang, cockney rhyme, different languages entirely, some I recognise and some I don’t. Red Spur is a different world, and I’m in the centre of it.


The same scene is playing out in jails round the country. Give or take half an hour, a broadly similar regime is taking place on G Wing at Pentonville, on the Category A Unit at Strangeways, the Dangerous Severe Personality Disorder Unit at Frankland, the Mother and Baby Unit at Bronzefield. The men’s prisons, women’s prisons, high-security and open prisons, young offenders’ institutions and secure training centres for the kids under seventeen. All getting ready to be unlocked.


That first day, and several more after it, pass in a blur. A fog of procedures I don’t yet understand, a layout I don’t yet know, keys that all look the same and hundreds of names I’ll never remember. I don’t enjoy it. I feel completely and utterly out of my depth. All the normal stresses of starting a new job are compounded by the kind of job it is. It isn’t just managers and colleagues watching me, it’s 120 prisoners as well, and the ever-present threat of violence. The officers were right. Training hasn’t prepared me in the slightest. I’m terrified.


Over time, it does get a bit easier. Gavin tells me to concentrate on learning all the prisoners’ names and the regime, and not much else for now. A couple of weeks pass without incident, and some of my fear goes. I feel like I’m always just waiting for a fight to break out, but it doesn’t. And yet, I’m still apprehensive. I still feel hor­ribly out of place. I still feel nervous when we’re about to unlock: a weird dichotomy between the cold metal of the keys in my hand and the hot anticipation of having to use them. It isn’t like training college. The wing isn’t a mock-up, the prisoners aren’t dummies and safe words don’t mean anything. Behind these doors is real life. Messy and chaotic and uncomfortable.


***


Relationships between staff and prisoners are a huge part of prison life. They’re the reason things run smoothly – and when things don’t run smoothly, they’re often the reason for that, too. It can be hard to get the balance right, to be assertive but not abuse your authority, to be friendly but not a pushover. The power dynamics in prison are more complicated than you might think. It’s more nuanced than just one group of people having the upper hand over another. Ultimately, prisons run on goodwill. There are many more prisoners than there are officers, and a uniform doesn’t necessitate compliance. In fact, in some cases, it can mean the very opposite. So developing positive relationships is important. But that takes time. And inevitably, there’s always going to be someone you don’t see eye to eye with.


For me, at this moment in time, that person is Davis. He’s twenty-two, and at the beginning of a life sentence. I won’t pretend to know what that feels like. But if I thought being the same age might give us something to bond over, I was wrong.


I walk up the stairs at the end of the ones landing, passing Joseph on the way. He’s tall and wide, his shoulders so big they seem to coax his head into a permanent stoop.


‘Did you see it last night, Alex?’ he asks.


He means the documentary about his case. It was one of the most high-profile trials in history, made notorious by the faces of the victims in photographs taken just hours before they were killed.


‘Are you coming back on here after freeflow? Can we talk about it?’ he asks.


These are the moments when I start to come into my own a bit. I can’t pretend that I’m enjoying the job, because I’m most definitely not, but these are the times when I think that maybe, one day, I might. I’m not a fighter, but then no one’s asked me to be. In fact, the things that my managers have asked of me are the parts of the job I think I could be good at. I’m a good listener. I like talking to people and getting to know them. It was only a few days ago that Roger described these skills to me as my ‘greatest weapon’.


‘It’s a much greater achievement if you can talk yourself out of a difficult situation rather than having to draw your baton – and trust me, everyone else will thank you for it,’ he told me.


So when Joseph asks if we can talk, I say yes. Part of me dares to hope that saying yes to these moments could be how I find my place here.


***


In the same way as the call to unlock signals the wing is waking up, the call to send on freeflow gets it moving.


Freeflow is the movement of prisoners from their wing to whatever activity they’re scheduled to attend. And there’s a lot on offer at Whitemoor: carpentry, painting, a recycling workshop, music engineering, IT repairs, education. But there’s a strange irony to this. Whitemoor is a long-termers’ jail. The majority of the men here are serving minimum tariffs of twenty years or more, and some of them are natural lifers. Even if they’ll never use these skills in the outside world, though, there is great value in giving prisoners access to activities that are engaging and interesting. Boredom in prison is poisonous.


Brian stands at the entrance to Red Spur on the twos landing, leaning casually against the open gate, ticking off names of the prisoners as they line up. Officers are stationed at different points by the wing entrance, like checkpoints to be passed through. Roger is first, with the handheld metal detector, an ugly grey wand that skims the outline of the men’s bodies and the soles of their shoes. Like most of the staff here, Roger’s been a prison officer for a long time and he has the attitude to prove it: calm, careful and consistent. He tests the metal detector against his watch, listening for the shrill alert of machine against metal. His watch, all of our watches, cost no more than £28, because that’s the amount the Prison Service will refund if your watch should break in an incident. Or at least, that’s what I’m told, anyway. Mine is an old gold Casio with half the paint missing. The younger prisoners tell me it looks like the kind of thing a grandad would have.


I stand a few steps behind Roger, ready to do the rubdown searches after the prisoners have been wanded. Beside me is Jade, the only other female officer on duty today. She perches on a table by the railings, her radio turned up loud, waiting.


‘ALL OUTSTATIONS, SEND ON FREEFLOW’.


With that, Red Spur gates open.


First up is Rafik. He’s always first. For work, for lunch, for exercise, everything. While some prisoners are still in bed when the staff unlock in the morning, Rafik never is. He waits patiently by his cell door. His bed is always made and the chair is always upside down on the centre of his duvet. When I ask why, he tells me it’s habit. He’s been in and out of prison for a long time, and started off in the now-abolished Borstal system for young offenders. There, his cell had to be spotless and the floor always clear. Anything that wasn’t bolted to the floor had to be on the bed. I don’t ask what the consequences were if he didn’t do it, but they were severe enough to keep him doing the same thing over thirty years later.


Rafik started off doing short stints in jail, mainly for selling drugs. But that’s not where the real money is. So he worked his way up and swapped street corners and filthy crack houses for villas abroad, Cartier watches and, ultimately, a twenty-five-year sentence for drug importation. People aren’t always what they seem. He trusted the wrong person and they set him up. They tapped his phones and had surveillance following his every move. So now he’s here. In a cell not dissimilar to the ones he was in so many years earlier. A table, a wardrobe, bars on the window and a chair on the bed.


Rafik passes Roger’s metal detector and stops in front of me, his arms raised like a human coat hanger.


‘Good morning, Alex. How are you getting on?’


‘Fine thank you, Rafik. Just getting used to everything still.’


He drops his arms and turns round. ‘Has anyone been rude to you yet, Alex?’ Arms up again.


‘No. Everyone has been very polite.’


That’s not strictly true. Davis has been rude to me. And so has Jason, from cell 12 on Green Spur. He may not say anything overtly disrespectful, but he had started staring at me a little too often, for a little too long – until the other officers noticed, and started staring back. I learned that his index offence was a string of prolonged, violent and premeditated attacks on women. But men like him, with that sort of attitude to female staff, are in the minority, and as many prisoners as officers have asked after my wellbeing.


Within seconds of the call to send on, swarms of prisoners have spilled from their respective wings into the main corridor. Freeflow is a chance for the men to catch up with their friends from different wings, to bump fists with the people they like, and bump fists a little harder with those they don’t. There are easily upwards of a hundred men crossing the prison via the corridor, making this one of the busiest, and most volatile, times of the day. CCTV coverage supports the staff patrolling, but, in a prison in which almost everyone is serving a life sentence, it’s tough to find a meaningful deterrent to violence. It’s a bit late to worry about getting caught.


Jade and I make a good searching team; I do the rubdowns and she flicks through the folders and books that some of the men have with them. In fact, we make a good team in general. ­­I look forward to the shifts we’re on together. About forty per cent of the officers at Whitemoor are female, and Jade and I are ­two­ of the youngest, both in our early twenties. A lot of the things I’m experiencing at the moment, like finding my place in the team and dealing with misgivings about my physical abilities, are things Jade has already been through. She knows I’m worried about violence and how I’ll handle it and, as a petite woman herself, she gets it. She tells me that after her first restraint, she was instructed to apply handcuffs, but couldn’t get the key to work. It went on for so long that even the prisoner said he couldn’t be bothered to fight anymore. When I tell her that I’m getting on fine and starting to feel more settled, she doesn’t believe a word of it.


‘Bullshit. You hate it. I did when I first started, too,’ she says. ‘But I love coming to work now. Just give it time. You’ll find a way of working that suits you. Davis will stop being a prick eventually. He did exactly the same to me. You’re a new face, and for some of these guys that’s a challenge.’


Jade picks up a book by the spine and shakes the pages. Anything can be a hiding place, depending on what it is you want to conceal. Only last week, a particularly rotund prisoner from Green Spur lost his job in the main kitchens for stealing raw bacon and hiding it in between the rolls of his stomach.


When the last of the prisoners from Red Spur have been searched, Green Spur is unlocked. Then Blue Spur. Nearly ninety men come off the wing in total. One of the last to leave is Bolt. He’s a well-known inmate throughout the entire high-security prison estate. It’s not just the brutality of his index offence that’s made him notorious, it’s how brazen it was. Bodies in broad daylight.


The hierarchy among prisoners can be complicated. It can be related to the length of a prisoner’s tariff, their reputation outside or their family connections. Sometimes offence matters and sometimes it doesn’t, even when you wish it would. There are a handful of serious sex offenders on A Wing who are only safe here because of the protection their religion affords them. Religion is a big part of the hierarchy at Whitemoor.


Whatever the reason for it, Bolt is the one they all listen to here.


He’s carrying a folder and some bulky textbooks with paper flags sticking out from the pages. Jade and I have swapped roles, so I check the books to make sure there’s nothing concealed inside. They look similar to my own Open University books, with notes scribbled in the margins and whole paragraphs crudely highlighted. Conventional uni didn’t suit me, but it turns out long-distance learning does. Bolt and I have spoken before about the degrees we’re both studying for; his in sociology and mine in criminology. The conversation stalled somewhat when he told me why he wasn’t allowed to study criminology himself. Apparently, it’s a problem if you feature in one of the modules.


He’s serving a life sentence for murder and attempted murder, but he very nearly wasn’t convicted for either. The evidence was almost entirely circumstantial. No DNA was recovered, no bloodstained clothing, no weapons. Bolt’s case took years to get to court, and, when it did, the trial cost over £4 million, and half the people giving evidence were in witness protection. So it’s perhaps not surprising that the details have found their way into a textbook.


The value of higher education in prison can be contentious. The prisoners here don’t pay for their Open University degrees, and that doesn’t sit right with a lot of people. But from what I will come to see, their studies with the OU give these men a focus that was missing from their lives before.


‘Big day today,’ Bolt says, motioning to a bundle of A4 lined paper tucked into the next textbook. ‘I’m handing in my essay.’


‘You write your essays by hand?’ I ask, unaware of how stupid this question is.


‘Yeah, they’re not that keen on giving us computers here.’


There are many reasons why I would not want to be a prisoner, but I’m adding this to the list.


The last few prisoners straggle out to the searching queues, having exhausted all possible excuses for why they shouldn’t have to attend work. Those who stay are mostly wing cleaners. Armed with brooms, buckets and industrial-strength detergent, they sweep and mop the landings, change the bins and dust the railings. Somewhere this big, with this many people living in it, always seems to be dusty. It gathers in thick clumps in the corner of the netting and the tops of the window frames, despite the best efforts of the inmates assigned to get rid of it.


They roam the wings in their uniform of green trousers, pockets stuffed with J cloths. There’s a cleaner for almost everything in jail: the ones landing, twos landing, threes; the showers, recesses and kitchens. Even the exercise yard. It’s one of the best jobs a prisoner can have. As well as the green trousers, cleaners get more time out of cell, less supervision, and access to areas that are out of bounds to others. A trip to the bin compound can be more appealing than you’d think when you see the same four walls every day.


But, as I’ll come to learn, there are other reasons why some people want a cleaning job so badly. It’s the ideal cover for prisoners involved in the subculture. The stuff that goes on behind the scenes. Although I’m naïve enough at the moment to think there aren’t phones or drugs on this wing, I’m wrong. Security is so tight at Whitemoor that a lot of the normal methods of conveying contraband into a prison are out of the question. There’s no chance of launching a package over the perimeter wall here. But still, contraband gets in. Heroin, crack, weed, alcohol, phones, knives. And once inside the prison, it needs the right person to distribute the goods around the wing. Someone who can go between spurs, someone who’s out of his cell when others aren’t, who doesn’t give the staff any grief and draws minimal attention to himself. A cleaner.


***


Everything that happens at Whitemoor is designed to be seen; the stairs have gaps between each step, and there are observation panels in every cell door. And yet, despite these measures, and the diligence of the staff, there are inevitably things that go unnoticed. Sometimes, the things that need seeing the most are the things that stay hidden.


No one’s figured out why Joseph’s moods are so erratic lately. There’s speculation that he’s on steroids, but he’s passed every drug test. You can tell what kind of day he’s having from the moment he’s unlocked. You can tell from the way he walks and the look on his face and the snap in his voice.


‘Was the documentary what you thought it would be?’ I ask, as we stand side by side on the twos.


‘Sort of, yeah. I knew they would try and make me out to be an animal. I expected that. It was hard seeing my mum on it, though.’


His mum had been interviewed on camera. Tears fell into her scarf as she talked about the son she knew and the man in the mugshot. She found it hard to reconcile the two. Joseph tells me he’s innocent, that he had carried knives before – and used them, too – but not for this, not the thing they got him for. He says the CCTV footage is grainy, the key witness isn’t credible, the whole trial was a mess. But he’s here now.


‘And I knew I probably would be at some point. There are two options if you’re living that life. You’re gonna get life or get killed. This is the better of the two.’


Get life or get killed. I’m struck by how the two halves of that phrase sound, as if they make perfect sense. ‘Getting life’ does anything but give someone life.


We talk about the crime itself and what it was like telling his mum that he thought he was going to be charged with multiple murder. We talk about the day he was arrested, and the way the feeling of the handcuffs snapping on to his wrists was different when the charge was murder. They felt more oppressive somehow, he tells me. Everything he says, he really thinks about. This kind of thing wasn’t featured in the documentary. How he felt. What he was thinking when the lady juror in the yellow jumper mouthed ‘Sorry’ to him on the day they reached a verdict.


It’s heavy stuff. Which is exactly why talking about it is so important. Officers are encouraged to have insightful conversations and tackle difficult subjects with prisoners – at least, as far as both parties are comfortable with doing so. There are versions of this conversation going on all around the wing, but up until now I’ve always been on the periphery. Standing beside another officer as a prisoner opens up to them. The documentary is a big deal; we’d all been briefed on it beforehand and advised to keep a close eye on Joseph. It isn’t uncommon for prisoners to leave their cells in a foul mood the day after something about them has been aired on TV. They’re seldom consulted in the making of these shows, and these are often men who like to be in control. Compared to the documentary, my conversation with Joseph isn’t much, and it’s quite possible that none of what he’s saying is true, but that’s not really the point. The point is he’s talking. Emotions left bottled up can manifest in ugly ways. That’s arguably the reason many of these men are in here in the first place.


With one word, Joseph went from a life outside to a life sentence inside. I wonder what that moment felt like for him, hearing the juror say ‘guilty’. I ask him if he felt anything at all.


Sort of. He tells me that he felt numb when the verdict was read, but the numbness was still a feeling. Like feeling nothing and everything at the same time, as if all the rawest emotions inside him were filling him up, all that energy ready to spill from his mouth and his fists, but something buffered them just before they reached the surface.


Interestingly, he tells me, during that journey in the prison van from court back to jail after his life sentence had been handed down, he didn’t think so much about the sentence itself or the years ahead of him, rising up like rungs on an endless ladder. He thought about school.


‘All I could think on the way back to prison was what I was like in primary school. I was so happy, so into everything. Just a normal kid. I’d never have thought that I’d end up in prison for life. You look at a kid and you see the things they’re into, you think about what they might be when they grow up. No one looks at a primary-school kid and thinks they’ll be doing life for multiple murder.’


The killings weren’t random. They were the latest in a long line of murders between two groups, going back and forth: stabbings and shootings, homes set on fire with families inside. But when I ask how it all started, he can’t tell me. He doesn’t know who killed who first, or what it was over; he just knows that he couldn’t be the one to stop. Nothing provokes ven­geance as much as holding your friend in your arms while he chokes on his own blood.


A couple of cell doors down from Joseph is Ashley. They have the same accent because they’re from the same area. Or nearly the same area. In a conversation that takes me a long time to get my head around, Joseph tells me that they’re actually from rival areas. Ashley has, in fact, previously tried to kill Joseph by shooting at him in a crowded nightclub. Miraculously, no one was hurt. The police came but, of course, Ashley was long gone by then, and was never arrested for it. He’s now serving a heavy sentence for attempted murder – gang-related again, but the target was someone else in Joseph’s group rather than Joseph himself. And yet in here, they cook together, go to the gym together, attend religious service together.


In here, they’re friends.


Joseph will be in his fifties when he’s released, and Ashley not much younger. It’s highly likely that neither of them will be allowed to go back to the same area over which they exerted so much influence. So it’s impossible to predict if the rivalries that brought them here will naturally resume when they’re out, but I’d make a good guess that they won’t. There are new, younger men in their place now, ready to carry on their pointless war. Joseph and Ashley were big names once, but not anymore.


To an outsider like me, it doesn’t make sense. And to an insider like Joseph, it doesn’t make sense either. It might have done once, but not now. Because the people he lost his freedom for, the people he killed out of loyalty to, are the same people who don’t write anymore, don’t visit, don’t send money.


Joseph and Ashley agreed to be civil in here because there are only five dispersal prisons in the country, and Whitemoor is the most settled. It’s also the closest one to their home city, which makes it easier for their families to visit. Neither of them wants to transfer, but they both know the decision would be taken out of their hands if they were to cause trouble. Dispersal prisons are the most secure prisons in the country, and house the most serious offenders. Rather than having those men all located together, the dispersal system quite literally disperses them round the country. Wakefield takes predominantly sex offenders, so that leaves four others. Even if Joseph and Ashley were separated now, they would inevitably come across each other again at some point. Neither of them wants to spend the next twenty years inside always looking over their shoulder. So, for all these reasons, they agreed to be civil – but it turns out that they actually get on.


This truce extends to the visits hall. Although initially the security department would have had concerns about allowing two rival gangsters and their families to book visits on the same day, their respective families were prepared to put aside their differences, just as Joseph and Ashley were – for those two hours, at least. Joseph tells me that his toddler nephew refers to Whitemoor as ‘Uncle Joseph’s house’, and asks why he never leaves. There are enough complicated emotions at play here. There’s already too much to try to explain.


***


A week later, I’m sitting in the Blue Spur office flicking through a newspaper when I see someone I recognise. Bolt’s face is staring coldly at me from the pages of a tabloid. A double-page spread. Fresh accusations from the Serious Crime Unit. It’s pretty horrifying. I crunch on a breakfast bar and re-read the detective inspector’s comments. They think Bolt committed more murders. I shake my head absent-mindedly, astonished.


‘Good read?’


I look up to see Bolt’s actual face.


‘It’s a bad photo, that. I wish they wouldn’t use that one,’ he says.


‘It’s not great,’ I agree. ‘Have you read this?’


‘Yeah.’ He passes me a frying pan to put back in the tool cabinet. Locked cabinets line the back wall of the office, with pots, pans, spatulas and ladles hanging on hooks inside them. Everything has to be signed out and signed back in before the end of association. The officers routinely patrol the kitchens, but the men here know how fortunate they are to have their own cooking facilities, and they don’t abuse that privilege. In all my time at Whitemoor, none of these tools will ever be lost, hidden or used as weapons.


‘You shouldn’t believe everything you read, Alex. I didn’t do the ones I’ve been convicted of, never mind those ones, too.’


I get up to put the pan away.


‘It’s in the paper because they haven’t got enough evidence to actually charge me,’ he continues. ‘And they haven’t got enough evidence because I didn’t do it.’


 I lock the cabinet. ‘Everyone in here says they didn’t do it,’ I say.


Next to the picture of Bolt is a picture of a revolver with a silencer attached to it.


‘I was involved in the lifestyle,’ he says, ‘but I didn’t—’


Sammy, a Northerner with piercing green eyes, pops his head round the door and interrupts Bolt. ‘Eh lad, what we having for tea? Alright, Alex?’ He winks at me.


Bolt twists his head back to look at Sammy. ‘Chicken curry. See if you can get some garam masala off someone, yeah?’


Sammy and Bolt are best friends. They’re an unlikely- looking partnership, little and large, loud and quiet, Muslim and Christian, but rarely seen without each other. They’re in a food boat together; Bolt cooks and Sammy’s the pot-wash.


The prisoners who cook at Whitemoor are inventive with their food; they can make something out of nothing. There isn’t a lot for them to work with, but somehow they make birthday cakes and banoffee pies, curries and marinades. That prisoner who once stole the bacon makes the best barbecue sauce I’ve ever tasted. Sammy might find some garam masala that’s been left in the kitchen, but he’s more likely to have to go to the cell of someone who’s known to be a good cook – and if that’s the case, he’ll only take the spice if they’re in there to ask. Aside from sex offenders, cell thieves are considered the lowest of the low. Still, Sammy is popular with everyone, Bolt even more so, so he won’t have any trouble getting some garam masala. They’ll just expect a bowl of curry themselves in return.


‘Alright lad, in a bit.’ We both watch as Sammy trots down the landing, yelling, ‘Tikka masala!’


‘Garam, you muppet,’ Bolt mutters. He turns to me. ‘Nothing is as simple as it seems, Alex. People get into that life for lots of reasons.’


‘What’s your reason?’


He sits down on the table, resting his elbows on his knees, hands dangling in front of him. ‘My niece died. She went out one night and got shot.’


I don’t know what to say. The man in the grainy mugshot sits in front of me, very real and very human. I ask him if he knows who it was that killed his niece. He says he does. I ask if they’re in prison now, too, thinking the subsequent investigation and court case must be how he knows who’s responsible. But there was no court case, he tells me. No one was ever even charged. And yet he knows exactly who did it.


‘And no, they’re not in prison.’


The air between us suddenly feels very thick. I’m not sure exactly what he’s saying. But I’m very aware that Bolt does not appear to be the sort of person to know who killed his niece and let that lie.


‘You shouldn’t believe everything you read,’ he says again. ‘Some of what’s in there is true, but a lot of it isn’t. They never tell the full story.’


Sammy’s head appears round the door again, breaking the atmosphere like thunder. ‘Liam wants to know which frying pan you’re gonna use. He’s doing jerk chicken.’


It’s only forty-five minutes until bang-up. The kitchens get busy now. There are only two main hobs, and it’s first come, first served. Prisoners are making last-minute dashes to the freezers and haggling for a bit of space in the oven. They’ve already had their dinner from the hotplate, but for the majority of them, that’s just a starter. Their main meal is the food they cook themselves with ingredients from the canteen.


The prison canteen is essentially a mini supermarket offering snacks, meat, drinks, toiletries and tobacco, which prisoners can purchase with their prison wages. The canteen was once based on the wing itself so they could make their choices in person, but now the service has been outsourced to an external contractor. The men order from a catalogue each week, and the contractors deliver their goods the week after. The most popular items are always the same: tobacco, coffee, sweets, cartons of KA juice, and spices.


Bolt rolls his eyes. ‘I’m coming.’


As he leaves, I see the name tattooed across his forearm, thin strokes that weave across the skin like black veins. I don’t know how I haven’t noticed it before.


***


When it happens, it happens quickly.


Someone screams at Jade to press the alarm bell. Everything seems to unfold in both slow motion and double time after that. Her arm snaps out to hit the red button on the wall. I don’t remember dropping the clipboard I was holding, but the next time I see it is when I’m trampling over it, fragmented boot prints on paper.


It’s a prisoner who has shouted at Jade to press the bell. I follow his voice and see him on the threes, body angled over the railings and pointing down. Joseph is charging down the twos landing. His body is covered in blood, he carries a thick shard of glass raised in his right hand, and he’s yelling expletives so loudly and furiously I can’t make sense of what he’s saying. Jade and I run towards him, behind three other officers who noticed him before the alarm was even raised. Roger gets there first. He intercepts Joseph, still screaming and brandishing his knife of broken glass. Roger and the other officers wrestle Joseph to the ground. Their thundering voices command him to drop the weapon.


I don’t see the three prisoners he was chasing; they’ve run off the landing and to the safety of the officers rubbing prisoners down for freeflow before I even notice. The shouts of the officers and Joseph and everyone else are thinned by the sound of the alarm penetrating every corner of the wing. It arches and whines, growing louder and higher, or so it seems. A brisker version sounds on the radio, alerting all staff in the jail to an incident. There hasn’t been an alarm bell in Whitemoor for months. Everyone knows that when it happens, it really happens.
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