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RISE OF A BROKEN MAN


BY JASON MOORE


You have taken my life; it wasn’t yours to take.


You have broken my heart; it wasn’t yours to break.


You stole my spirit; it wasn’t yours to steal.


Now I am a tortured soul that may never heal.


In prison now, a broken man left to die,


I stare at the ceiling, as days pass me by.


Life in tatters, dreams destroyed,


I stare at the heavens, very annoyed.


I’m in darkness now, going through hell,


Life passing me by as I rot in this cell,


In this living hell, where I didn’t do anything wrong.


I must find a way to be strong.


I stare at the sky and shout, “Why me?


I was once happy and, above all, free.”


But something within the depths of me has awoken,


It’s pleading with me, “Don’t stay broken.”


It’s pleading with me, “Stay alive any way you can,


It pleads with me; stand a man.”


So I will now wipe away the tears of anger,


The tears of despair,


The tears that say life isn’t fair.


As a once broken man in prison, surrounded by sin,


My new attitude is, never give in.


I will mend my heart and find my soul.


I will get my spirit back and become whole.


Now my spirit says, “Hold on.”


Now my heart, it beats strong.


I’ve found my soul, and to my surprise,


A once broken man has begun to rise.


Once starved of inspiration, and looking at defeat,


This new broken man, doesn’t know when he is beat.


I will stare down the demons, I will find the light,


When I come across evil, I will put up a fight.


And when I am finally free of this prison,


The world will know; a broken man has risen.
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PROLOGUE


19 JULY 1986,
APPROXIMATELY 7 P.M.


The cell door shuts with a loud clang.


Inside the tiny bleak space is a metal army bed, a stained mattress, a pile of bedlinen consisting of a starched sheet, pillow and a scratchy woollen blanket. There is a small Formica table, a single chair and a toilet behind a waist-height screen in the cell, which cannot measure more than 11ft by 6ft. Outside, the wing corridor is alive with screams and wailing sounds from other inmates. Some sound demented. Some shout insults or laugh uproariously. Some bang on the doors, trying to shout through their closed hatches. Everywhere there is the pervasive smell of disinfectant and sweat.


“Alright, Calvey. We’ll check on ya during the night. Try to get some sleep.”


I look back at the prison officer, catching her eye briefly through the hatch before she shuts it. I am alone, very scared, and wondering how on earth I managed to end up here in Holloway, the infamous women’s prison. I shuffle forward, the regulation jelly shoes they gave me earlier replacing my high heels. I’m still wearing the silk suit from Harrods which I wore in the dock today for the end of my trial, but it is now creased and dirty.


Shockwaves course through me, as does disbelief. How stupid I’ve been. How reckless. How could I have done what I did and expect to get away with it?


The awful truth is that tonight, my children are starting their new lives in different homes to mine. For seven years, I will miss them grow, miss their schooling, miss their tears and triumphs. I will miss everything. Shaking, feeling nauseous and overwhelmed with guilt, I lie down on the thin mattress, the bed creaking underneath me, knowing I won’t sleep.


Somewhere, a woman yells out, whether in pain or anger, I can’t tell. Somewhere, my teenage children, Melanie and Neil, will learn their mother has gone to prison, leaving them to grow up without me by their side. I turn over and try to cover my ears but the shrieking continues. Somewhere, a door is being kicked from the inside. My first night as a prisoner, banged up for armed robbery, has begun. I know before I shut my eyes that this will be the longest, loneliest night of my life.









CHAPTER 1


GUILTY


FIVE HOURS EARLIER


“On the charge of armed robbery, how do you find the defendant?” the judge says, turning to face the juror who is standing at the end of the jury box.


There is a brief moment’s pause.


The courtroom at Southwark Crown Court falls silent. My family – my mum, sisters Shelley and Maxine, and my brother Terry – lean forward in the public gallery to hear better. Even the reporters covering the case stop their scribbling and look up.


My co-defendants, Brian Thorogood and Carl Gibney, pleaded guilty to a string of armed robberies using sawn-off shotguns, and are waiting to be sentenced. My brother, Anthony Welford, has been found guilty of handling stolen cash, though he was nothing to do with the robberies, while his wife Sandra was found not guilty (rightly so).


Now, it’s my turn.


I blink, thinking, Why on earth is he takin’ so long to answer? Surely he just says ‘not guilty’ and I can go home? I just want this whole thing to finish so I can get back to my cosy flat, make a cup of tea, and give my children, Melanie and Neil, a big cuddle.


Instead, I am standing in the dock, a female prison guard beside me, the first time this has happened since the trial began.


Then, the word I hadn’t expected to hear, the one I hadn’t prepared for, is spoken.


“Guilty,” the foreman of the jury says.


There is a cry from the gallery. I recognise my mother’s voice but I am too stunned to react.


The juror coughs as if embarrassed, and fidgets with a pen or something he’s holding. He is an average-height man, with brown hair and a smart suit. He sits down, the verdict reached. For a moment, I think I will faint.


Shockwaves smash into me, overwhelming me completely. I know it sounds corny, but it really is like time has stopped and there is only this moment, everyone frozen like a statue while the impact slams into me. I look over to the jury. None of them look back to meet my gaze. They are all staring somewhere else in the room as if I do not exist, as if none of this is really happening. I feel my heart pounding, my legs shaking, and it takes every bit of strength I possess not to cry out in disbelief.


All I can do is try not to break down in front of everyone in the chamber, where all eyes have turned to me. There is the sound of sobbing. I look around and see it is my mother who has burst into tears, followed by my sisters, who are both comforting her. My brother Terry is shaking his head. My children aren’t there, thank God. I insisted they shouldn’t come for this, the last day of our weeks-long trial. They’re in Cornwall being looked after by my sister Hazel, as far away from all this as I could get them.


Brian and Carl are sentenced but I can barely hear the words. All I can think is, I’m not prepared for this. No one, not even the police and my lawyers, thought I was going down. I hadn’t even been held on remand, which, I was told by my legal team, was really unusual for an offence as serious as the one I was accused of. I had gone regularly to visit Brian and Carl, who had been placed on remand awaiting the trial. Both of them had told me not to worry, they’d done deals with the police. They’d told them about other robberies, on condition I would go free. I had believed them. Why wouldn’t I? They were my gang of robbers. They did everything I told them to do, and more. Between us, we’d robbed more post offices and shops than I could recall, and stolen hundreds of thousands of pounds. A lot of money in those days. If Brian and Carl told me I was safe, I wouldn’t take the rap, I believed them. I look down then at my suit: a silk designer outfit Brian had bought me from Harrods, matched with a pair of ruinously expensive crocodile skin high heels. Hardly an outfit fit for prison.


Then, I hear my name again.


Still dazed. Still reeling from the hammer blow of the jury’s verdict, I see Judge Derek Clarkson turn to me as he speaks. From the minute I stepped onto the stands, I’d known he disliked me. I could see it in his face. I could see his eyes narrowed and his eyebrows raised at what I was saying. I couldn’t blame him, there was a lot I had twisted to suit our story that I was an unwilling participant in a series of raids on post offices in Essex.


His words shock me almost as much as the verdict did.


He clears his throat. His white wig is slightly askew and, bizarrely, I want to giggle. It must be the shock. He leans forward and stares into my eyes, making sure I know he is talking about me, Linda Calvey, the armed robber.


“Far from being a small cog in this operation, you were, in fact, the whole machine.”


There is another moment of silence.


How does he know?


My lawyers and the guys had all painted a picture of me as a victim of Brian and Carl’s crimes. They testified they had forced me into committing the robberies, and that I was only a getaway driver, a look-out, no one who could be blamed for taking part. They said I was scared of Brian, a gangster who thought nothing of raiding post offices and showering his friends and family in stolen cash. We created a whole story – and yet the judge saw right through us all.


He’s right, of course.


Far from being the blameless victim, I was, in fact, the ringleader, the queen robber, the mastermind of the raids we did. It was me who had cased out the targets, walking miles around each area to check for exit routes and other ways the guys could escape if it went wrong. I had checked the timings, noting down when the security vans arrived, when the busiest and slowest times of the day were, how many post masters or mistresses were in charge. I had known it all – and it was me the men had trusted to pick the right victims of our craze for money and the thrill of robbing.


When they had asked me if I wanted to brandish a sawn-off shotgun, I said yes. I didn’t need to. They said I could stay out of it, in the car, away from the actual robbery, but I had been determined to be with them, holding a gun, just like my dead husband Mickey had taught me to do. I had learned from the best. My husband Mickey Calvey had been a respected armed robber in the underworld, a “blagger”, as robbers are called. For years, before he was shot and killed by the Flying Squad on a raid, I had listened and learned as his gang formulated their robberies around my kitchen table. This time, it had been me leading the men. They sat at the kitchen table in my flat in Bethnal Green with a plate of ham sandwiches and a pot of tea and listened to what I had to say. I had known exactly what I was doing – but, apparently, so did the judge.


I may have had a husband who was in and out of jail, but I had never been inside one before, except to visit.


All that is about to change.


“This is an amazingly horrifying case. It must be one of the worst ever heard in front of a British court,” the judge says.


I don’t know where to look. I don’t know what to think. I keep listening as the words beat against my brain.


“These robberies were carefully planned and organised. They were skilfully, effectively and ruthlessly carried out. There is no reason I cannot sentence you today, and so, Linda Calvey, I am sentencing you to seven years in prison.”


“Fuckin’ hell…” whistles the prison officer standing next to me, under her breath.


What does that mean? I think. Why did she say that?


This time the shockwaves are felt throughout the court. A sentence this long is unheard of for a woman, except for life sentences for murder. It is a time when women are given much shorter jail terms than men – except for mine, it seems.


I glance over at Mum, who is being comforted by Shelley. Someone in the gallery cries out; it’s an angry shout and I wonder if it is a relative of a post-office employee. Suddenly, the fun and the thrill are gone. The confidence – the arrogance – I had in thinking I would go home tonight scot-free is completely blown apart. How could I have been so naïve, so stupid? What will my kids do tonight? They were coming back and we haven’t made plans, so sure was I that I would be coming home. Bewildered, I look down at my legal counsel. My barrister shakes his head. There’s nothing anyone can do. Panic rises in me now. I stumble a little as I am led down the steps into the bowels of the building.


“Wait here until the sweat box arrives,” the prison officer beside me says.


“The what?” I say, completely confused. Terror coming in waves now.


“The sweat box, the meat wagon, or prison van if you’d rather say that,” the officer says and raises her eyebrows at another officer, a large lady, who is knitting something, sitting on the only chair.


“What did she get?” the knitter says as if I am not there.


“Seven years. Can you fuckin’ believe it?”


The knitter whistles just as the other officer did when the sentence was read out.


“Fuckin’ hell…” she says, just like the other.


I must look as confused as I feel because they take pity on me.


“You’ll have the longest prison time in Holloway except for the lifers, the ones who’ve murdered people,” the officer who is casting another line, explains.


“Oh my God, will I?” I say. I look around. The corridor is harshly lit with no other furniture. There is nothing to do except wait for the van that will take me to my new home – a jail cell at notorious Holloway Prison.


How will I survive? I think to myself. How will I ever get through this, and what’ll happen to my children?


I realise, as the door to the outside parking area opens, that I’m about to find out.









CHAPTER 2


SWEAT BOX


Nothing could’ve prepared me for the horror of being sent down.


When the guilty verdict was read out, my life collapsed completely. Suddenly, I wasn’t a human being any longer, I was a prisoner, a convicted armed robber. How could I have ever thought that anything was worth that risk?


“Hold out your wrists,” the officer, who has now stopped knitting, says.


I hold them out and realise what’s about to happen.


She snaps the handcuffs onto my wrists. They feel cold and clunky. I look up at the officer who is already turning away. I’m starting to feel invisible.


It’s so degrading. Is this what I’ve come to? Standing here, with my hands cuffed together, wondering what on earth comes next. I’ve never met a single other woman who has been to prison. I have no idea what I’m facing.


“The van’s ’ere. Calvey, this way.”


I step outside, two prison guards by my side, and stare into the filthy insides of the large vehicle with blacked-out windows. I feel numb. One of the prison officers steps in front of me and into the back of the van. Handcuffed, I get in awkwardly, while the other officer gets in behind me. There are no other prisoners in here as it’s the afternoon and I appear to be the last person sentenced today. Looking down, I see the seat is ripped and dirty, the floor littered with cigarette butts, and it stinks of diesel, stale nicotine – and sweat. These are the days when you can smoke anywhere, and of course, the windows can’t be opened.


God, if this is what the vans are like, what the hell is the prison goin’ to be like? I think, feeling it can only get worse.


As I step into the appropriately named “sweat box”, I’m in deep shock. By then I’m also thinking fuckin’ hell too. Largely, though, I feel numb. The windows are blackened glass, but within seconds of pulling away we’re surrounded by press photographers and people who are jeering. There’s a flash as a photographer’s camera goes off, catching me inside the van for tomorrow’s newspapers. I’m starting to realise that being a female armed robber is quite an unusual thing. The press seems hooked by the story, but I don’t care about any of that.


All I can think about are Melanie, who is 16 years old, and 12-year-old Neil. How they’re going to feel when someone in my family sits them down tonight and tells them I’ve gone to prison. Oh God, where are they goin’ to end up? What’s goin’ to happen to them? My poor kids! The thoughts race through my mind. I feel nauseous. Already I feel trapped and I’ve got seven years to get through. I don’t know if I can do this, but what other choice is there?


My imagination is running riot as we drive from the court through central London, towards the north of the city. With every mile we cover, I feel less human, as if I’m losing my humanity. I’m desperately scared. I’m full of regret for my actions, and I’m already homesick for the life I’ve now been forced to leave behind. I’m utterly helpless. As we move ever forward towards HMP Holloway, I see people going about their normal business, walking a dog, or crossing the road with a sheaf of papers under their arm, a woman sipping from a coffee cup, a gaggle of teenagers wearing headphones and smoking ciggies. All of them free.


I feel like I’m disappearing from the world, I’m separated from everything. How am I going to cope?


Half an hour later, and we reach the gates of the prison. I grew up in the East End, a place with plenty of crime, of course, but no prisons at all. I have a large, law-abiding family, and it wasn’t until I met Mickey, the love of my life, at the age of 19 that I came into contact with anything illegal. I quickly learned he was a bank robber, a blagger, and even though I hated the thought of committing crimes, he was such a lovely man. I fell head over heels in love with him, and it confused my view of the world. How could a man who treated me, his family and his friends so well, be a criminal at the same time? How could a good person be going out and committing serious crimes? Could enjoy it, even? My Mickey was banged up during our relationship and subsequent marriage. He would laugh off his sentence, regaling me with funny stories when I visited him. He met our daughter Mel for the first time while he was locked away in Wandsworth. He never gave me any impression that prison was difficult or horrible, and so all this is coming as a shock. I am 38 years old but nothing Mickey ever said has prepared me for this. This time it’s different. This time it’s me being locked up. In a place that looks foreboding as hell.


The Victorian Holloway Prison that housed suffragette Emmeline Pankhurst and the last woman to be hanged, Ruth Ellis, was torn down and rebuilt in the 1970s. It has bright red brick walls and a huge gate that is now sliding open to let us through. My heart is pounding, my palms are sweating. My wrists feel sore where the cuffs are rubbing, and I feel physically sick at the stench inside the van. All I can think is, I want to go home. As the gate slides shut, a jolt of panic hits me.


“We call this no man’s land,” says one of the officers. This doesn’t bode well.


The van goes through another gate, where we stop and the side door is opened. With difficulty I get out, my skirt crumpled, my fear building to fever pitch.


Inside, the reception area has a desk and a couple of plastic chairs, underneath harsh strip lighting. Two female officers are sitting at the desk. One of my guards says to them (again, as if I’m not there): “She’s just got seven years!”


Both officers look up at me.


Both whistle. “Bloody hell!”


One of them, a dumpy woman with nondescript hair, says: “How come you wasn’t on remand?”


“Because I got bail,” I reply and shrug. How do I know why that decision was made? But I am starting to understand the ramifications – I am starting my sentence from nothing.


“So, you’ve got to start seven years without a day behind you in prison,” the officer says and nudges her co-worker.


“Yes, obviously, that’s right,” I reply, wishing I could be anywhere on earth but here.


“How will you do it?” my guard says.


I turn to her. She has a surprisingly kind face for someone who works here.


“Because I ’ave to. I’m guilty of the crime so I ’ave to do the time.”


Well, I see instantly they don’t hear that very often!


They all laugh, stunned.


“Blimey that’s refreshin’!” one of the seated Holloway officers says. “We get some who come in here for a week and insist they didn’t do it. Not many admit they’re guilty.”


“Listen, just so you’re aware, there’s a lot of bullying in Holloway…”


I nod. I’d expected it. That’s one thing Mickey mentioned, though as he was a blagger he was top of the prison hierarchy, but he used to tell me stories of young guys robbed and beaten regularly.


“Well then, I’ll just have to stand my ground,” I say.


I’m told to sit at the desk while I give them my name, date of birth, the sentence I received and what I’ve been convicted of. My head is reeling and I jump at every sound. They ask what religion I am and I say I am Church of England. All of this is written in a book and onto a card. The officer hands me the card. I look down at it and see: N56981, Calvey.


“What’s this?” I say.


“That’s your prison number. From now on you’re N56981, Calvey.”


For a moment, I’m too shocked to speak. Oh God, how horrible is that? I’m already just a number, not a person.


“And that card goes outside your cell door so everyone knows what you’re in for.”


Then, it gets worse.


“You can’t have earrings, you can’t have your watch neither ’cos they’ve got diamonds on. The only ring you can keep is your wedding ring, the others ’ave got to come off.”


Well, that really hits home. I love wearing nice things; diamonds and designer dresses. I’ve been spoiled by my boyfriend Ron Cook, who’s a big-time gangster. My husband Mickey always used to buy me a necklace or bracelet when he pulled off a big heist, and so I’m used to wearing them. I slide off the two solitaire rings I’m wearing, and my fingers look naked.


As I take out my earrings, a set of simple diamonds bought as another gift by Ron, and as I release the clasp of my watch, I feel like I am losing my personality. All the bits that made me me, are being gradually erased, being taken off me. I feel suddenly exposed without them.


“Sorry, this is how prison works,” the plain-faced guard says, spotting my discomfort. “Oh, and you can’t ’ave your handbag neither.”


I look down at my Gucci bag. There isn’t much inside it; a lipstick, some tissues, my keys. I realise with a pang of homesickness, that I won’t be using my door or car keys again for a very long time. I can’t comprehend this even though it’s now my reality. Everything feels surreal. I’ve lost my freedom. Every second that goes past, a new part of me is stripped away. I hand over my bag, and I’m left sitting in my suit, wondering if there is anything else they can possibly take off me. Then, she spots my shoes. Now, these shoes are my favourite pair. I bought them especially for court, thinking I’d get a not-guilty verdict and could wear them for posh functions like weddings or parties afterwards. Again, how naïve I’ve been. They were the least practical, most expensive, most stylish shoes I could find, made from crocodile skin with high heels that clack satisfyingly as I walk. They make me feel a million dollars, and now I have to hand them over to someone I’ve never met before.


“What size are ya?” the guard says, ignoring my look of devastation.


“I’m a size six,” I manage to say as I slip each one off and find my nylon-clad feet resting on the cold linoleum floor. The floor is at least relatively clean, unlike the van.


“Here you go, they’ll do for now,” says the guard, returning from whichever cupboard holds the correct prison shoes. I look down and in her hand is a pair of blue plastic jelly shoes. I feel like crying, as if this is the straw that breaks my back, but I remind myself that shoes don’t matter. If I’m going to cry for anyone, it’ll be for my kids having to go through their teenage years without their mother.


“OK,” I say, swallowing hard. “What do I do now?”


“You need to go over there to the cubicle,” the guard replies, but this time she does not catch my eye.


“What for?” I ask, feeling suddenly filled with dread.


“You ’ave to be strip-searched.”


Shoes are one thing. Being divested of your clothes and made to take them off in front of two strangers is quite another.


Stepping inside the cubicle I can smell sweat again, though thankfully it’s not my own. The floor of the cubicle looks like it needs a clean. Two officers who I don’t recognise come in. Above my head is the same intense white of fluorescent lights.


“You strip ’alf and ’alf. What that means is, you can do your bottom ’alf first and then your top, or vice versa. It’s up to you.”


My body starts to shake. This is beyond humiliation. Reluctantly I opt to have my top half inspected first. I take off my silk jacket and blouse, then my bra. They both look at me intently, then they go through every stitch of my clothing, checking the seams, checking the wiring of my bra. I don’t have a clue what they’re doing, but it occurs to me that this is how they look for drugs being smuggled in. Once I put everything back on, they do the same to my bottom half. I take off my skirt, tights and knickers. They check pockets and seams again, while I look at a small black spot on the wall and try not to think about what’s happening. I’ve never felt as low in my life as at this moment, and it takes all my strength not to cry.


When they finish, and I’m dressed again, they tell me to have a bath. At this point they realise I have nothing with me, no toiletries, absolutely nothing, I’m given a basic pack. It contains a flannel stamped with HMP on it, a toothbrush, a roll-on deodorant and a small packet with a green powder inside. I barely glance at the things. It’s so far from what I’m used to. I think of my bathroom at home with nice soft towels, posh bubble bath and scented candles.


“I don’t want a bath,” I say, looking around the small, basic bathroom, which again could do with a good scrub. There’s a rim of grime around the enamel tub and a mess of hair in the plughole. I shudder.


The prison guard raises her eyebrows.


“Listen, Calvey. You might not get another for a week, so I suggest you ’ave one.”


I look down at the bath tub again and try not to think of all the other women who’d got inside it today.


“Alright, I’ll ’ave a bath,” I say with a shrug. No point fighting her.


“Good, though you can only have six inches of water.”


If my face looks aghast, the guard doesn’t appear to notice. She shuts the door without locking it. I undress for the second time.


I run the regulation six inches of water, wondering if they come in and check. I open the packet and sniff it. It smells minty, but I assume it’s Radox as no one has told me any different, so I sprinkle the green powder into the water.


A few minutes later, after dousing myself feebly with lukewarm water, I decide I’ve had enough.


“Calvey, when you’re out, you’ll need a bed pack,” comes the officer’s voice from the other side of the door. I realise I could’ve run a proper bath as no one actually seems bothered about checking how many inches I’d dared to run, but I do as I’m told. I’m starting to see this is the only way I’ll get through this.


Once out I’m handed a bed pack. It consists of two starched white sheets, a starched pillowcase, an itchy blanket stamped with HMP and a green towel – again, stamped with HMP.


I look down at the pile, realising there’s something missing.


“Sorry, but I don’t have any toothpaste.”


“What are you on about? We gave ya some. The tooth powder’s in the packet.”


“Tooth powder?” I say. “Ohhh, I thought it was Radox, so I put it in my bath!” I start to giggle, like all this is a joke that’ll end soon so I can go home. It isn’t, of course. But for a moment, I feel like me again.


The officer laughs.


“Alright, well you can ’ave this. It’s brand new. I confiscated it off someone earlier today.”


She hands me a tube of Boots own-brand toothpaste, like it’s a lump of solid gold.


“Thank you,” I say, wondering if I’ve ever had a stranger day in my life.









CHAPTER 3


THE FIRST NIGHT


Still waiting to be taken to my cell, I’m shown into a holding room. It must’ve been packed with people earlier because the floor is littered with cigarette butts, used tissues and bits of Rizla papers.


There are two other women in the room, the last of the day to be sent to a wing, apart from me.


“Face the wall and pray to Jesus!” one of the woman, a mixed-race lady in her forties, is saying repeatedly. Seemingly in a state of agitation, she’s facing the wall, her back to me, repeating her strange mantra. “Turn yer head and pray to Jesus! Face the wall and pray to Jesus!”


I sit as far away from her as I can. The only other woman in there is pacing up and down, muttering something to herself. She’s a young girl, and her eyes look like they’re on stalks. Whatever drug she’s taken earlier in the day is beginning to wear off. She’s gaunt, her skin is grey and she looks dishevelled. Her eyes seem to stare elsewhere, and for a moment I feel afraid of her too.


My God, how am I goin’ to cope if I’m spendin’ the next seven years with women in these states? If everyone’s like this, I’ll go insane… I think to myself, fear rising inside me again.


Both women obviously need some kind of psychiatric help, but that help is clearly not forthcoming. They pace and mutter, pray and chant, and all the while, I’m trying not to think too much about my situation. About 15 minutes later, a guard looks in.


“Calvey, bring your stuff. We’re taking you to a cell for a couple of nights. You’re going to be put on C1 for obs.”


“Obs?” I say, not having a clue what C1 means either.


“It’s just for a couple of days. We’ll observe you in your cell. You’re an unknown quantity to us. You weren’t on remand, so we don’t know you. In a couple of days, you’ll be moved to another wing, I’m sure. It’ll be fine.”


How wrong she was, though I did not know it yet.


C1 – the psychiatric wing – is going to be anything but fine, but I feel a little reassured as she takes me down. Instantly, I realise that everything is restricted. The prison officer has a big set of keys that jangle on her hip. She pulls out one and unlocks a large door. We stop. I wait. We walk through.


“Stop there, Calvey. I’ll lock up.” She turns and secures the door, as I wait again. I can’t even walk through a door by myself now. Then we walk along a long corridor that is gleamingly clean, a far cry from the mess of the holding area. There’s the harsh strip lighting, the same linoleum that has been fitted to run up the walls, a little above the floor, that same institutional bleakness. Though Holloway is a modern prison, it’s built more like a hospital, it seems, with long corridors and the same kind of white-green lighting.


We stop again as we reach another door.


The officer does the same – unlocks it, ushers me through, tells me to stop, locks it again – then we carry on walking. This happens a couple more times. I don’t know where I’m being taken, or why. They’ve told me I’m going to C1, but I could be going to the moon for all I know about it. I know these are my last moments before I’m put into a cell. Every footstep feels onerous. I’m tired, the events of the day are catching up with me, but I’m also wired and scared, more scared than I’ve ever been in my life. I’ve never seen inside a cell. In my mind are pictures of Victorian prisons, overrun with rats.


As it turns out, this isn’t far from the truth.


My jelly shoes squeak on the floor as we reach C1. This door has a huge lock.


When the door is opened, the first thing I notice is the noise. It sounds like a load of stray cats are wailing and shrieking. Women are banging against cell doors, rattling the closed hatches, screaming and shouting through the ones that are open. It’s like walking into a zoo filled with desperate, angry, caged animals.


The main door clangs shut behind us.


The second thing I notice is the smell of disinfectant. It’s so strong that for a moment I think I’ll retch.


“Don’t worry, you’ll only be on C1 for a couple of days.”


“What’s C1?’ I ask, not at all sure I want to know the answer. “And why’s there a nurse sitting on the wing with a prison officer?”


The officer doesn’t look me in the eyes. “It’s the hospital wing,” she says.


“Why on earth am I ’ere? I’m not ill! I don’t need to be observed! I just want to get on and get my sentence done,” I say.


The officer shrugs. “You’re an armed robber, you’ve got a big sentence, we don’t know if you’re dangerous. We don’t know anything about you, so you’ll be monitored until they decide where you’ll be allocated.”


“Oh God,” is all I manage to say. “What if they leave me ’ere?”


She doesn’t reply.


The nurse comes over. “Linda Calvey?”


I nod, mute with shock.


“Right then, you’ll be here for assessment.”


“Why am I ’ere? I haven’t got anythin’ wrong with me,” I say to her this time.


The nurse, who is a tall woman in a white uniform, shakes her head at the officer, who turns to leave.


“Good luck, Calvey,” the officer says as she walks back down the wing. The noises are getting worse, or perhaps it’s me, panicking now, which makes everything feel more intense, as if I have had an outer layer of skin removed.


“You’re here because of the length of your sentence. This is your cell. You’ll be locked in the whole time.”


For a moment, I hesitate. Every cell in my body is screaming not to go in there. The floor looks filthy. There is food splattered up one of the walls and a whole load of scratchy graffiti carved into the wall by the bed.


“Just see how it goes,” the nurse says as if I have a choice in the matter.


The cell door shuts and I’m left alone.


I look around and I discover that all I have now is a metal army bed and a stained mattress. I’m clutching a small pile of bedlinen consisting of a starched sheet, a pillowcase for the also-stained saggy pillow and a scratchy woollen blanket. There is a small Formica table, a single chair and a toilet behind a waist-height screen in the cell. My whole living space cannot measure more than 11ft by 6ft. Outside, the wing corridor is alive with the screams and wailing sounds of other inmates. There is a cacophony of noise, from shrieking to wailing and laughing. Some bang on the doors, while others are trying to shout through their closed hatches.


“Alright, Calvey. We’ll check on ya during the night. Try to get some sleep.”


I look back at the prison officer, catching her eye briefly through the hatch before she shuts it.


I sit down heavily on the bed. It creaks beneath me, and I instantly burst into tears. I can’t open my door. The window is open but only by a couple of inches. The screams don’t seem to be stopping, and I think again of the two women in the holding area, and assume every inmate in prison must be like this. I feel frightened, and very alone.


There’s nothing for me to do in here. No radio. No telly, just me and my thoughts. My heart is racing and I feel claustrophobic.


I’m torn between terror at being banged up like this, and utter grief at the thought of my children Melanie and Neil, who tonight are with my sister. Cornwall isn’t their home, and when they come back, where will they go? I know they’ll be with my family, so they’ll be safe and loved, but other than that, I have no idea who’s looking after them. At least they won’t have to go into care. That, at least, I’m grateful for.


Family is the most important thing to me. Perhaps it’s why I lost the plot when my Mickey was killed by the Flying Squad during a botched raid on a supermarket. He was an experienced robber. He knew what he was doing, but it only takes one raid to go wrong and you lose everything. This was the raid that ended his life – and, in some ways, mine too. He was shot and died at the scene, and that night I lost the love of my life and the man who’d provided everything for me and our kids. When my brother-in-law Terry told me Mickey was dead, I remember hearing a woman scream and scream. In my head I was thinking, Someone shut that woman up! That woman was me though, and something happened to me that day, something changed inside of me. I was no longer the gangster’s moll on the sidelines; I was a woman hell bent on finishing what Mickey had started.


Something crystallised inside me. It was a hard mixture of grief and fury. The love of my life had been taken from me. I’d also been left with no way of supporting myself and the kids.


I managed for 18 months. When a crook dies, the underworld puts on benefits for the grieving family, raising money to see them through. Two benefits were done for me – and at this point I met Ron who also insisted on giving me money though I was too busy grieving to notice his interest in me. I worked on Mum’s stall and for a while I got by, but my brain had literally changed and I feel I became another person. I became anti-police, and anti-authority; looking back, I believe it was a type of post-traumatic stress. I decided, wrongly it turns out, that I was entitled to go and do what I did. I thought I wasn’t hurting anybody, and nobody except the post office were losing money, so I formed my own gang. It wasn’t hard to do. I had many contacts in the underworld and something burned deep inside me: a need for revenge on anyone who I felt had wronged me.


I’d never have stolen from a person, whether a granny with a pound in her purse or someone getting out of a Bentley dropping a wad of money. I wouldn’t go into a sweet shop and pinch a bar of chocolate, but I’d go into a post office holding a gun and demand they hand over the cash. The first time I held a gun I forgot to breathe. I felt a connection to my dead husband. I felt I was carrying on his work. I did that first raid on auto-pilot. The guys said I didn’t have to hold a gun, but I said I wanted to, for Mickey. I was determined this was what I was going to do. My thought process, however twisted, felt quite rational. They’d taken Mickey from me and destroyed my life and family, so I felt justified. When he was in his coffin, with lavender posies in each hand from the children, I stood with him, holding his toes, and I said: “I promise you Mick, I’ll make sure they (the kids) ’ave everythin’ you died tryin’ to get them.”


Mickey always gave his children the best of everything – designer clothes, expensive toys, holidays abroad – and we’d got used to living a certain way. All of it had been funded by crime – and I saw no other way of living. It was what I was used to. I must’ve gone temporarily mad. It was a crazy mix of grief, survival and adrenalin. It was like a perfect storm – with all the reasons and justifications rolling into one long pillaging spree.


A pillaging spree that has brought me here to this cell, in this stinking, crazy wing. I can see that I’m going to have plenty of time to reflect on my crimes, and unpick all the strands of my life that have led me here. From Mickey and from the thrill-seeking part of me, to the single mother who wanted to give her kids the best. None of it justifies what I did, and all of it brought me here – to this creaking bed, this scratchy woollen blanket, the screeching and wailing around me.


I wasn’t a stupid woman. I knew that robbers ended up going to jail or being killed. I had all the proof in the world of that. Mickey and I even married when he was behind bars. I’d seen his friends get long jail sentences, and I’d visited some of them in prison on Mickey’s behalf. I knew the score – but somehow, I hadn’t imagined it would happen to me.


It did, of course. It ended almost as quickly as it began. Within a few months of starting the raids, armed police arrested me at my flat in Bethnal Green, knocking me to the ground when I opened my front door. That day, more than a year ago now, was the first time I had a gun held to my face. Literally looking down the barrel of a gun, I was snapped instantly out of the trance I’d been in. It was like I became myself again and not that grieving, vengeful, maddened, frightened widow. In that moment, I knew what I’d done to people – and all I felt was remorse.


So, here I am.


Alone under the harsh light of the cell, waiting for goodness-knows-what to happen, wondering for the millionth time why I did what I did. The fact I enjoyed the thrill of those robberies is something I know I’ll find hard to reconcile with the disaster that has now befallen my family. I think family is everything to me, yet I’ve broken mine by my actions, and this thought leaves me desolate. None of it makes any sense. All I know is, I did what I did, and now I have to atone for it.


Thinking about Mickey I’m reminded of the funny stories he told me about prison. It wasn’t anything like this. When I used to visit him, it was in pleasant visitors’ rooms with tea and coffee, and books on shelves, and even pot plants. Had Mickey been lying to me? Is this what all of my prison life will be like? I have no answers for any of my questions.


It’s got to get better… I think. This is a nightmare, but it just has to get better.


Just then, a woman shrieks that she wants to kill herself. Another shouts that she’ll do it, too. An alarm sounds and I can hear someone running across the wing. Another inmate moans and starts shouting swear words. I don’t think I can get through this, not if this is my life now. I have no night clothes, so I slip off the jelly shoes and lie down, pulling the scratchy blanket over me. The bed creaks underneath me and the metal frame hurt my hips. Every second feels like an hour.


Through the night, the screams continue. There are also voices calling from further away, from other wings perhaps. Women are shouting to each other like they’re chatting, but it’s done over an expanse of the prison. Now and then, an argument breaks out. And someone, somewhere is laughing manically.


God, this is a madhouse, an absolute madhouse, I think as I close my eyes and try to sleep. I’m hungry by now. I’ve had no water or coffee for hours. It occurs to me that I can’t even get up and make a cup of coffee or a slice of toast now. Those simple privileges are now denied me, and the loss of even such tiny freedoms feels devastating.


Each time I feel myself drifting off, the light is switched back on and a pair of eyes looks through the hatch. This is the observation, and it goes the same way every hour or so.


“You OK, Linda?”


“Yes, thank you,” I reply.


Then again, an hour later.


“You OK, Linda?”


“Yes, I’m OK, thank you.”


Then again, and again, all through the night.


I don’t sleep at all. I try not to wonder why there’s food up the walls or why there are people’s names scribbled on the cell. I try not to think about the dirty bed and the exposed toilet. I try to think of Melanie and Neil, hoping they are OK, hoping that one day, they will forgive me.









CHAPTER 4


NORMAL OR VEGGIE?


BANG! BANG!


“It’s 7 a.m.! N56981 Calvey, rise and shine!”


For a moment, I’m confused. I’m disorientated with exhaustion. Then I remember. This is my prison number, and I wonder if I will ever get used to it. I need a wash and a new set of clothes. I’m starving now but the smell coming from the wing is the disinfectant mixed with an oily meat odour.


All night I’ve been dreading this moment, when the wing wakes up and the day begins, because I don’t know what’s coming next. Prison is worse – much worse – than I’d ever dreamed of. It’s as close to hell as I ever want to get.


The hatch in my door is opened, increasing the volume of the commotion in the wing. It sounds like the nurse is doing the rounds as I can hear her saying: “Take your medication,” and “Just swallow it down. Here’s a cup of water.” As well as this, women are shouting: “How long ’till breakfast? Where’s my toast?” and “Bloody screws, never do what I ask, do ya?”


One of the screws – which I am learning is prison slang for prison officer – looks through the hatch.


“Are ya normal or veggie?” the voice says, brusquely.


“Am I a normal or veggie what?” I say, bemused.


“Breakfast. Do ya want a normal breakfast or a veggie one?”


The eyes in the hatch are not unkind.


“Well, I suppose I’m normal then,” I say, and through the hole comes a blue plastic plate, laid out on which is a single strip of streaky bacon, two stiff slices of cheap white bread and a small scraping of margarine.


I take it and the screw hands me a set of white plastic cutlery, which I have to keep for my other meals.


I look down at the plate in my hand. If that’s how much you get given, I’ll die of starvation before my sentence is through.


“Cup of tea?”


“I only drink coffee,” I reply, expecting her to hand me a cup of Nescafé at the very least.


“There ain’t no coffee. You’ll ’ave to drink water then.”


A matching plastic blue mug is passed through my hatch, containing tepid water.


If I was despondent before breakfast, then it’s getting worse by the minute.


“You’ll ’ave to keep the plate and mug, and wash them in the sink where you wash yourself. I’ll pour a drop of washing-up liquid in a cup for ya.”


I can’t help it, I’m horrified.


“I ’ave to clean my plate in my sink where I ’ave a wash?”


There’s no reply. The officer has moved on. I can hear her saying the same to another new inmate.


“You veggie or normal?”


Once I’ve eaten the prison offering, I realise there’s absolutely nothing to do. The night before I was too shocked to really think beyond trying to shut my eyes for a while. Though I’m just as terrified, possibly more so now I’m here on this hellish wing, I suddenly realise there is nothing: no television, no radio, no books. Absolutely nothing. I realise that time drags slowly here – and the thought makes me feel even lower, if that is possible.


Just as I’m sinking into a pit of despair, a screw I haven’t seen before comes to my hatch. She unlocks my door and takes me out to the wing office nearby. The wing seems quieter while people eat their food, but later I realise it’s also because they’ve taken their medication.


“Calvey, you get one reception letter which the prison pays for. If you want to send more letters you’ll ’ave to pay for them.”


I don’t have any money, but I nod anyway, wondering how on earth I get money sent to me. I take the offered letter: two pieces of paper and a second-class stamp.


“Do you want a VO as well?”


This term I know. My Mickey used to send visiting orders so I could go and see him in Wandsworth Prison.
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