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For Exile Parade, a top band, top blokes
– the next big thing




‘Ronnie’s writing is full of tension and drama – Banged Up is seriously good, I couldn’t put it down’ Frank Harper, actor, Lock Stock and Two Smoking Barrels, The Football Factory and This Is England


‘Ronnie Thompson – he’s mustard’ Ricci Harnett, actor, 28 Days Later and Rise of the Footsoldier


‘Raw, biting, and unapologetic. Ronnie Thompson is a rare talent with a uniquely authentic vision of prison life and the outlaw souls that occupy it … Fast, unexpected, and deadly accurate. You won’t know what’s hit you’ Ron L. Brinkerhoff, screenwriter, The Guardian and Bent


‘You don’t write crime this good unless you have lived it. Powerful, visceral, shocking and surprisingly funny – Ronnie Thompson has pulled it off again. Highly recommended’ Geoff Thompson, BAFTA-winning writer, Clubbed and Watch My Back


‘Ronnie is a brilliant writer. He has this fucking lucky knack of putting words together in a joyous, rich and powerful way’ Owen Morris, record producer, Oasis, The Verve, The View


‘Ronnie’s done it again – Banged Up is non-stop from start to finish. He really is a master of the prison genre. I can’t wait to see what he does next’ Garry Bushell, journalist and television presenter





AUTHOR’S NOTE



Everything in this book is real. The crack heads, smack heads, drug dealers, arse kickers, pimps, nonces, grasses, troublemakers, meatheads, knobheads, dickheads, scumbags, shit bags, time wasters and the toe rags exist in all prisons. The bend ups, cock ups, wrap ups, fuck ups, rub downs, strip searches, fights, barricades, riots, corruption and ineptitude are as told to me by David Sommers, an amalgamation of he cons I’ve spoken to over the years. All events are set in the fictitious prison, HMP Romwell. ‘The Well’ is not based on any individual prison. It is an amalgam created for security reasons and to allow the action to take place all under one roof. I’ve also become quite fond of the name.




When one is released from the prison of self, that indeed is freedom! For self is the greatest prison.


When this release takes place, one can never be imprisoned. Unless one accepts dire vicissitudes, not with dull resignation but radiant acquiescence, one cannot attain freedom.


Words attributed to ‘Abdul’l-Bahá




LIFE OF CRIME


Villain. Thug. Outlaw. All labels given to those associated with crime. My name is David Sommers. I’m fifty-one years old and for the best part of my life I’ve been a professional criminal. Using the word professional may offend some people, but crime was my line of work and, believe me, I needed special training to be good at it. I wasn’t a petty thief or anything like that. I was a high-ranking key figure in a huge network of organised crime.


You’re not going to hear my tale of woe. The story of how I came from a broken family or that abuse led to my incessant life of thuggery. In fact, my father is a retired pastor and my mother was the most loving and caring person I could have wished for. I had excellent parents. My brother Adam and I were brought up in a fairly nice place. It wasn’t Surrey, but it wasn’t Moss Side either. Not rich, not poor – we were surviving well enough among the rest of the community. Our school wasn’t bad either; it turned out some good and not-so-good results. Adam went on to be a cardiologist; I went on to be an eight-man unlock at The Well.


Prison is a career hazard when you choose a path on the wrong side of the law. Crime comes with a tax-free salary, but when you get caught, you pay with your liberty. Metaphorically speaking, I’ve contributed well over the forty per cent bracket, having spent nearly two decades inside. I’m not asking for sympathy. I deserved it. But did I deserve everything that’s happened to me? I’ll leave that for you to decide.


This is a frank account of my life of crime. But it’s not an apology. I think it’s important to tell it how it really was. I’ve had many years to come to terms with what I’ve done and who I was. I’ve been punished for what I did and when I say I repent, I mean it. Lots of people believe in karmic law. I do now.




CLINT EASTWOOD


The foul stench hit me. Right at the back of my throat. It was more like a flavour than a smell. I could actually taste it. Unwashed skin, rotting teeth and clothes that hadn’t seen the inside of a washing machine for years. That mixed with a toilet that didn’t flush, filled to the top with shit. That’s what I woke up to, when I was banged up in cell A4-23.


I’d been awake for most of the night. I had a lot on my mind. A plan I needed to carry out. My pad mate, Terry, was a noisy bastard, as well. He suffered from nightmares, so occasionally he’d break out in sporadic screams. Sometimes I’d tolerate it; other times I’d punish him.


It was quarter to five in the morning, day hadn’t even started to break and I was wide eyed, pacing up and down the cell. The biggest enemy you have inside is time. The measure of existence can crush a man. Every part of him. Grown men – hard, violent men – have been totally broken by it. They’ve been driven to fight like animals – kill, rob and maim. Time is the invisible enemy. It creeps up on you and leaves you and your thoughts to fight it out.


I’d been inside for nearly nine years. When I wasn’t fighting, I’d found the perfect way to deal with time – crack and heroin. Crack would raise my awareness; make me focused, like an adrenaline-fuelled maniac. Heroin would cuddle me like a silk blanket, removing any worries and stress that entered my orbit. Together, they made the perfect cocktail. Deadly, but blissful for the unstable and wayward mind.


As I paced up and down the cell that morning, I didn’t just hear voices but screams, ferocious and loud. I breathed heavily; I felt my chest tighten. I was only wearing my pants and vest, but they were drenched with sweat. My stubble had grown into a straggly beard. My hair was almost shoulder length and unkempt; it was greasy and damp from my leaking skin.


It was early August, in the middle of a blistering summer. It was a night where, even in a civilian bed, you’d toss and turn because of the heat. In a cell, the temperature can literally treble. During the day it’s like a sauna; at night, a bird cage with a solid top and sides – zero ventilation.


I walked over to the window to try and get some air. I couldn’t breathe. The window had a small pane, divided by metal bars. Outside the window, there were more bars fixed to the building, so if you did open your window, it wouldn’t go further than six or seven inches. That morning, the window was already opened to its full capacity. I started to bang it against the outer bars, trying to open it further, knowing I couldn’t.


‘Piece. Of. Shit.’ I yelled as I banged it.


Terry started to stir.


‘The fuck you doing?’ he said, in sleepy anger.


I moved into his personal space. ‘How about I squeeze your head in the gap? That will get me some more fucking air, won’t it?’


I stared him in the eyes. He knew I was off key. One more word, I would have unleashed. He put his head back on the pillow.


Pacing again, I looked at my watch. Ten to five. I couldn’t take any more. I needed a clear head for the day. And a drug-free day wasn’t an option. I loaded my homemade pipe to the top with crack. I wasn’t quiet about it. I couldn’t care less if I disturbed Terry any more than I already had. I wanted the voices to stop. The pain to go away.


I slumped on to my bed, the bottom bunk. I put my lighter to the crystals. It crackled as I inhaled. The sharp burning hit the back of my throat and I felt better right away. It had an instant psychological release. Just the thought of being filled with crack was enough to smooth the edges. Even before I felt the hit, I felt high at the thought of release.


The squeaking of Terry’s bed screamed out in my head as he shuffled around. I continued to light and puff, until I’d used it all. I stood up and went to get my next comfort. Heroin. I had started to feel a little more focused.


‘It’s five o’clock in the fucking morning, Davey – what you playing at?’


I turned round to see a frustrated Terry sitting on the edge of his bed. I walked calmly over. ‘Taking the edge off, that’s all.’


‘You’re losing the …’


Before he could finish, I punched him hard in the face, knocking him back on to the bed.


‘ARGH!’ he screamed.


‘The fuck it’s got to do with you, mug?’


I hit him two or three more times. Crack cocaine and patience don’t go well together. Crack and insanity is more appropriate. I was a true example of that.


‘All right! Leave it out, I’m sorry.’


I let him go. I was sweating even more.


Terry sat up, wincing as he did so. He wasn’t shocked. He wasn’t even that scared. He was accustomed to my regular violent outbursts. He’d been a punch bag for me on more than one occasion. Because of my unpredictable nature, he could never gauge what was acceptable to me and what wasn’t. Some days, I’d listen to his friendly advice, seeing him as a respected confidante; other days, he’d ask me for some ketchup and I’d smash a chair over his head. Like a victim of domestic violence, he’d kind of learned to live with it.


I folded up some tin foil, so I could chase the dragon.


‘Here, have some,’ I offered. It was my kind of apology. Heroin at five in the morning. What a good friend I was.


‘Too early for me, mate.’ Terry looked at me, then reconsidered. ‘Actually, mate, I think I’ll have one.’


I don’t know what made him change his mind. Fear perhaps? That’s the most likely reason, I guess. Even I didn’t know what I was capable of. I’d hear voices and then the pipe would make them disappear. When I was on the pipe, I was capable of almost anything. Hurting or even killing anyone within my reach, if need be.


For the next few hours, Terry and I smoked a lot of heroin. I was out of my mind on drugs, but I can recall everything about that day. I was alert. I no longer felt the heat. My chest felt easier, my cage more bearable and bigger than ever.


As light began to break, I started to hear the usual shouts from window to window. Our way of communicating with each other when behind the door. During the day, the shouts were the loudest. Morning it was just one or two. The shouts were a sign that morning unlock was just around the corner.


I heard the screws on the landings doing the count. It was a familiar noise of a cell door flap opening and slamming shut. Being counted and rubbed down was no different than having a cup of tea. Not to me or most of the lads. It was a strange experience at first. You’d feel violated; having some man touch you every time you moved to a different area of the prison. That’s how it was, though: just a normal part of the prison day. Part of the life. A whole, different world that exists under the noses and out of the way of society.


Terry and I hid our drug paraphernalia out of view.


The early count finished, more cons began to wake. The noise of doors being kicked and shouts of ‘Guv’ became clearer. Good morning, HMP Romwell.


Terry and I got out our prison tracksuits. We were supposed to have our kit changed each week, but I couldn’t remember the last time I’d received one. Staffing was the problem apparently. Actually, it was the fat, lazy bastards sitting in their chairs doing nothing that was the problem. They’d made a job out of being idle. Arse and scratch was top of their agenda. Not all, perhaps, just some. The other problem was that I was usually busy fighting, sleeping or taking drugs, so when kit was actually being changed, I was too distracted by one of my more favourable pastimes.


I wanted to have a wash. The tap on the sink constantly trickled water, so pressing it down did nothing. The flow just continued at the same pace. All night long that noise echoed around the cell, adding to the torture of my surroundings. Countless times I’d asked to have it fixed. When I spoke to my personal officer, Mr Cramfield, about it, he said, ‘Go fuck yourself, Sommers, I hope it drives you mental.’


I wasn’t the most liked inmate, as you can imagine. I wasn’t a nice man. I was disturbed. Mr Cramfield had experienced my wrath many times over the years. I’d hospitalised him, thrown shit at him and spent hours upon hours taking the piss out of him. My head and his boot had met on several occasions. He gave as good as he got, though, that’s for sure. We hated each other.


The water came out of the tap at an awkward, frustrating, pain-in-the-arse speed. Fast enough to echo loud and clear round the cell, too slow for any sort of decent wash. So, I dampened my dirty skin and rubbed in some blackened, odourless soap. As usual, I couldn’t rinse it off properly, so I was just adding to the grimy film of hardened soap that had built up from days of cell washing. We had set times for showers but, like with the kit change, I was always too busy with something else.


Terry had his broken wash, too, which caused us to bump into each other. Sometimes this would cause punch ups, but when we were smashed out of our brains, more often than not, it would cause a laugh.


Our door flap opened and I saw Cramfield’s eye look through. He held my stare for a few seconds longer than was necessary, so I gave him the finger.


Once we were both dressed, Terry rolled a couple of spliffs. Although I’d taken lots of drugs that morning, I still wasn’t completely relaxed. As other lads began to wake, the shouts became more frequent. The sound of the screws walking around, preparing for the day, was more evident. All these noises were as familiar to me as the sound of my own voice, but my paranoia was getting bad. Extremely bad. I jumped at every shout. Each footstep sounded like an atomic bomb dropping. The tap was as noisy as Niagara Falls. Terry’s small clock was driving me insane. Each time the second hand moved, it was like a shock of lightning. My chest felt looser but my breathing sounded like the base tone of a hurricane. Every damn noise smashed through my skull.


‘Fucking noisy this morning, isn’t it?’


Terry looked at me in confusion.


I went over to the window, to join in the shouts.


‘SHUT UP, YOU MUGGY CUNTS!’ I screamed.


I went over and started kicking the cell door, screaming at each bang.


‘Your poxy clock is getting on my tits, an’ all.’


I stamped on it until the mechanics were no longer on the inside. I pulled at my hair. The noise.


‘Sit down. I’ll roll another,’ Terry reasoned.


The noise was too much. Too loud. Unbearable. It was frightening and becoming almost impossible to control myself. I felt fear, like a burning fire, spreading through my whole body. As much as I tried to extinguish it, I was actually fuelling it. It was a vicious circle of self abuse.


We sat there finishing up our smokes. The screw on the ground floor shouted, ‘SEND DOWN THE FOURS’, letting the staff on my landing know that they were ready to receive us. Morning unlock was a controlled exercise. One landing at a time would be unlocked and sent down. It makes sense – each landing held anything up to eighty prisoners. It was for their safety and to help them keep control. The morning regime was a conveyor belt of activity: unlock, meds, exercise, association – or ‘sowsh’ – and workshops, food, and then bang up.


I heard the doors being cracked open on my landing. It’s a loud noise. The keys are heavy, the door handles big, so when an officer unlocks your door it is loud. It got louder as they made their way across the landing, getting closer to our cell. The closer they got, the happier I became. I knew I was about to step out of my cage. It wasn’t freedom, but it was as close as you can get to it inside.


It was getting louder. One door cracked open, then another. One more. It was so loud it echoed in our cell. I stood by the door, jumping up and down like Ricky Hatton before a world title fight. The anticipation. The excitement. The key went into our door. AT LAST. The handle cracked and the door opened an inch or two. By the time I’d pushed it fully open, the screw was already unlocking the next two doors along. Conveyor belt.


I stepped on to the landing, hearing the sounds of morning madness. The wing was a huge space. The Well is a Victorian prison, so it has massive residential wings that look like giant church halls, only less decorated and not so pretty. Think Porridge but bigger. The walls are a dirty magnolia and the doors a blinding green. The landing is about four-feet wide, with hand rails opposite the cell doors.


I leaned over the rail and looked down to the ground floor. Metal suicide netting prevented anyone from trying to defy the laws of gravity. There were cells running parallel to each other, stretching down each side of the landing. There were two or three bridges which could be walked across to get to the opposite landing and cells. This was mainly so the screws could get from side to side more easily. The last thing they wanted to do was have to gate vault the rails and run across the suicide netting to get to the other side, although I have seen that done.


Other cons were leaning over the rails, too, taking in the sight of A Wing activity. It had a profound effect on me. I never got used to the size of the place. It was ironic that the cells were tiny but the wing was huge – all noise, movement and chaos.


I looked round to see various groups of blokes on their way down, dragging their heels, chatting, laughing and being cocky. It’s part of the game. Take your time getting down there so it all lasts longer. And that’s the whole point inside. Make time out of your cell last longer, because the inevitable will happen during and at the end of each day: bang up.


The screws’ shouts echoed around the wing, ‘MOVE ON! LET’S HAVE YOU DOWNSTAIRS, PLEASE!’ It was like a tape recorder of the same speech, each and every morning. The staff were on auto-pilot, many of them not even paying attention to who they were speaking to, or what exactly they said. Like the cons bunching together, the screws did much the same. They would stand there chatting, laughing and going about their business. The screws grew as much accustomed to the repetition of life inside as the cons.


Many of them had the patience of a saint. They had to, with the hassle of getting hundreds of prisoners to move their arses every day. You get a large group of adults together who all need to follow instructions, and they all slip back into child mode. You get a large group of cons and that happens, too – but with the added stress that there could be a tear up at any given time.


‘Get your arse downstairs before I boot my size twelve up it, you piece of shit.’ Cramfield had the manners of a pig.


I clenched my fist and gritted my teeth. I wanted to take his fucking head off. But I had bigger fish to fry. I wanted out of that nick and he wasn’t going to ruin it for me.


‘On me way, Guv.’


I turned on my heels and started to walk slowly towards the stairs, like every other robot. The factory line.


‘That’s what I thought, you fucking coward,’ he tried one last time to provoke a fight.


He never got bored of bending me up. Never. He was game, though. We hated each other and he made it as clear to me as I did him, but he wasn’t scared one bit. I respected him for that, at least. He wasn’t a weak bully who would come mob-handed into my cell to smash me up. Sure, I’d been bent up by teams of screws hundreds of times – when I’d barricaded in my cell, causing mayhem. Screws. That’s how they deal with it. It fucking hurts, but it’s effective. But Cramfield never brought a mob in with him. Some screws bottle it when they have the opportunity for a straightener. Instead of sorting it out one on one when they have a problem with a con, they come back with a load of mates to watch and protect them, so that there’s only one outcome. Cramfield wasn’t like that. Despite all his faults, he was a man about it. He’d left me battered on the floor of my cell more than once. Likewise, he’d come in to have it out with me and left with his face rearranged and teeth missing, too. But lose or win, Cramfield kept it between us. No ‘placing on report’ bullshit. Everyone knew it went on but there weren’t many people who would dare cross him. Cons or screws. He was a hard man, end of. His ethos was that prison should not be a nice place. Those who resided inside were entitled to fuck all.


As I walked down the landing, I pulled my shoulders back, head in the air, taking each step slowly.


‘Yes, bruv,’ Tommo touched his fist on mine as he greeted me. ‘What’s that prick’s problem?’


‘He’s a bum boy; being around all these fellas is frustrating for him.’


Tommo laughed hard. He was an interesting character. A wheeler dealer, he had all ten fat little fingers tucked into every pie you can think of. He wasn’t a fighter or a bully. He was astute, a businessman with a very cocky and funny manner. He finally got his conviction when he was caught bringing half a dozen truckloads of tobacco illegally into the country. He wasn’t doing a short sentence either. It seems ripping off Parliament is a worse crime than being a rapist or a paedophile.


Tommo had built up a nice little enterprise on the wing. Sounds like a cliché, but this fella really could get anything. He had more than one screw in his pocket, too. He was clever, unlike the rest. He never revealed who they were. He just did what was necessary to get what he needed inside. He supplied me with all the drugs I wanted, plus the mobile phone I had hidden. He provided anything and everything.


He was a ‘trusted inmate’. They’re called trusted but what they should be called is extremely good at not being caught. Everyone knew what really went on. And when I say everyone, I mean the staff as well as the cons. There’s no better position for a con who deals drugs to be in. When you’re roaming the wing, looking busy, it’s a perfect time for distribution. Tommo was a wing cleaner. Sweet.


The trusted inmates got special treatment like TVs in their cells. The majority of prisoners had to make do with a radio. And most of them didn’t work. One year, Tommo made a killing trafficking handheld TVs into The Well. They may not have been a big success on the road but inside they were fucking magic. That was Tommo, always finding a gap in the market. Being locked up was an inconvenience to him but, in the end, it was just another opportunity to make some wedge.


‘How we doing then, bruv? Good? You need anything, huh?’


‘Cheers, Tommo, but I don’t need anything. I’m outta here today.’


‘Sure, blood – few beers and massage tonight then, yeah?!’ Tommo laughed.


‘Seriously, bruv, I’m going Clint fucking Eastwood!’


‘Alcatraz, YEAH. Blut blut blut!’ he said, pointing his finger at me, pretending to fire a gun. He joined me on the walk down the stairs. As we got lower to each new level, I saw the stragglers being hurried along the landing. As I got to the Twos, there was an altercation between a con and a screw.


‘You take the fucking piss. You were the first person to be unlocked here, so no.’


‘But I was washing, innit,’ the con sucked his gums at the screw.


‘You wash in your time, not mine. Behind your door.’


‘Fuck you, you …’


He didn’t get to finish the sentence. The screw grabbed him and threw him into the cell, slamming the door shut behind him. There have to be rules. Without them, people just take the piss.


I got to the ground floor. It was chaos. Cons milling about, while the officers ran around, trying to clear the landing.


‘IF YOU’VE GOT YOUR MEDS, THEN OUT ON THE YARD OR BANG UP.’


From the minute you get on the landing, you hear this shouted at you but people rarely listen. It’s an unspoken rule that you’ll get your few minutes’ morning chat before moving on. The staff are pretty good about it, as it goes. They know the best way to keep the regime on an even keel is to let the cons have a bit of give and take. As much as people might think that all the screws want to do is fight, most of them don’t. They want an easy life and that doesn’t include constantly rolling around on the floor with prisoners. I’m sure they accept that it might happen when they don the shirt but work is work. An operator gets bored taking calls, a cabbie gets pissed off with driving, and screws get fed up with scrapping with prisoners.


As I stepped on to the Ones, the air felt refreshing. There wasn’t exactly a chill, but a minuscule breeze was blowing through the floor that I really appreciated. The door out to the yard was open and there were two officers rubbing down the inmates as they went out for exercise.


Everywhere you went, you had your body touched. They were constantly looking for weapons, drugs and God knows what else. In all honesty, they were bloody useless at it. You could have a wrap of smack in your hand and nine times out of ten, they wouldn’t notice. It was just a job to these people. The effort was sometimes there, but not all the time. Complacency and boredom set in with everyone at one time or another. Every worker in the country suffers it. You end up doing the bare minimum. Screws are no different. Criminals are no different either, in fact – and that’s why they get caught.


I walked through the crowd to get into the queue for medication. The queue was huge, like it was every day. The majority of the lads inside had drug habits and mental illnesses. In many cases, these problems weren’t mutually exclusive, but came hand in hand with one another.


I got to the back of the queue. Tommo was already there in front of me, even though he’d been behind me all the way down. Cheeky little shit had this bounce about him; you blink, he’s gone.


I’d not seen Terry since I’d left the cell. I looked up to the Fours. I saw him heading back to our cell. He noticed me looking up; he had a stoned half smile on his face but he didn’t look well at all. Clearly, his breakfast of smack and weed had made the prospect exercise too much to bear. He shut the door to our cell behind him.


As I stood in queue, a few people said ‘All right, Davey’ or gave me ‘Yes, blood’ taps on the back. Mostly out of fear. I wasn’t their friend. I was angry most of the time – who would want to get close to me? On the other hand, people don’t like getting hurt. I was known to like to fight. So people would play the game and massage my ego so I’d leave them alone.


‘Morning, Davey, how is everything?’ Miss Rogers approached me as I stood there waiting. She was a very kind and sweet lady. A little younger than me, but she had an authority and confidence about her. She was very mild mannered and seemed to really care about what she was doing. She’d give you an inch, but if you tried to take any more, she wouldn’t stand for it. I liked her; a lot. She always treated me with respect and dignity, even addressing me by my first name. It doesn’t sound like much, but when your name is all you’ve got left, being spoken to like a normal person, without the usual formality, makes you feel more at ease and less aggressive. I know she used to get stick for it from her colleagues. She didn’t give a toss, though, and made no effort to hide it. I had nothing but respect for her.


‘Morning, Miss, I’m fine thanks. A little tired, but fine.’


She looked at me a little closer. It didn’t take a genius to work out that I was blitzed out of my mind.


‘I think we need to get you to see someone. You’re overdoing it. If we’re not careful, you’ll be leaving here for the morgue.’


‘I’m not that lucky, Miss. Even Him upstairs seems to want me to ride this one out!’


She gave me a concerned look. ‘You know there’s more to this place than …’


‘All due respect, Miss, I don’t need you preaching to me today.’


My interruption threw her a little.


‘Seriously, I’m OK. This place is shit; I do my best to get through it, anyway I can.’


‘You ever wanna talk, Davey … Look, this place can actually be a little more comfortable, if you want it to be.’


‘You got a thicker mattress and aircon for me, or is it room service on offer?’


‘Seriously, it doesn’t have to be as tough as you make it. Lecture over.’


I stared at her for a few seconds. Some people in life truly have an angelic, selfless way about them. Miss Rogers was one of them. She walked off to help some others on the landing.


I was drawing closer to the med hatch. I started to salivate with excitement. I was about to get my daily dose of methadone. I was an addict, a junkie, after all. It was an extra chemical for my toxin-fuelled madness. The screws knew I’d become an addict since being inside, yet they still dished out the methadone. Even though I had no intention of giving up heroin, they still gave it to me. And even though I’d been inside for years, I was still given it. They knew I was still taking smack because I was still an addict; yet they still gave me my methadone. There is a fundamental flaw in the system.


Sometimes people would have their methadone stolen at the hatch. Even though it came in liquid form and you had to drink in front of the nurse, some clucking junkie or ‘addict’ who wanted to sell it on might still manage to steal it. Some cons would literally pounce on the lad who’d been given the small cup and take it. The nurse wouldn’t say bugger all. They’d got used to it. Would let it go. Anything for a quiet life.


You’d occasionally get a new member of staff who would think they could change things. They’d bring a refreshing air of discipline, even if it was slightly annoying. It never lasted, though. They soon fell into line like every other cog in the square wheel.


A fella got to the hatch. He was clucking like mad. He looked uncomfortable in his own skin. He pulled at himself. He was covered in lesions. His eyes were glassy and had a look of pain. He stepped forward and collected the plastic beaker of methadone. I could see straight away that he was angry about the minuscule amount in front of him. He swallowed it quickly, placing the beaker back down. He stood there, waiting.


‘Move on.’ The nurse didn’t even look at him as she dished out her orders.


‘What do ya mean move on? I need some more.’


‘You get what you’re given. Now MOVE or I’ll have you moved.’


The lad started to lose control.


‘What the fuck is that little bit gonna do, huh? You even read my fucking file? You seen how much I was taking before coming here?’


That confirmed what I’d thought: new arrival. The first few days inside are extremely hard for the addict. Even if they can score some drugs, the strength is different.


‘I won’t tell you again, MOVE ON.’


‘You call yourself a fucking nurse, you’re a CUNT.’ He picked up the plastic beaker and threw it at her.


He was most likely right, though. She probably hadn’t checked his file.


‘OFFICER, OFFICER!’ she screamed. ‘That man has just assaulted me!’


A plastic beaker that weighed about a gram and didn’t even connect. Yeah, really bad assault.


Two screws came running over; both were fairly decent guys, as they go.


‘What’s going on?’


‘I gave him his meds. He started screaming, then threw his beaker at me.’


Kate Winslet would have been proud.


‘That true?’


‘Yeah but …’


‘No fucking buts, you mug. You get what you’re given. Now move your arse.’


He was given a chance to walk away. There weren’t that many screws who would have offered as much. If you’re given a chance, you take it. But first timers don’t really get it. They don’t realise that being treated like a normal human being is taken away as well as your liberty.


‘I’m not going anywhere. That fucking woman is incompetent. I wanna see a fucking doctor, right now!’


By now, we were all staring. Waiting for what was coming.


‘Look, go to your cell and learn some manners,’ the other screw piped up.


‘Or we’ll teach you some, cunt.’


They went to move him on.


‘Get your hands off me!’ He tried to resist.


BANG! One of the screws dropped him. Sparked him clean out. Another member of staff blew their whistle to alert the centre hub of the jail that force was being used. That is, that ‘official’ force was being used – in other words, that someone has been wrapped up and was going to be taken to the Seg. They shouted their location and the troops came running in full force. It’s a pain in the fucking arse when that happens because everyone else gets banged up until the incident is resolved.


‘GET BEHIND THE DOOR!’


A whole load of voices were shouting it out.


The screws shoved us all, pushing us behind any door that could be locked. Anyone who resisted was wrapped up. I saw two or three cons getting dropped, but that didn’t concern me. Not getting my methadone did.


I got locked into the laundry with about ten other lads. Seeing that the laundry was just a converted cell with machines, it was very cramped. All I hoped was that they’ll get that mug down the Seg quickly, so I can get on about my business.


They shut the spy hole, to stop us watching. We heard him scream in pain as he was carried past. A few lads kicked the door.


‘Fucking mug!’ shouted one of them.


We were all sweating straight away. The heat was incredible. All of us in there together, like sardines in a tin. The minutes ticked by. These incidents were normally taken care of pretty damn quick. Dropped, cuffed, carried, Seg –normal regime continues. The minutes felt like hours, though.


I was getting frustrated. I could taste the dirty damp. It was beginning to get to me. The walls started to look closer, the faces of the other lads more sinister. Staring. Looking. Fuck do they want? My fist began to clench. I didn’t want them to all look at me. Talk about me. What were they laughing at? Me? I’ll show them.


CRACK! The door unlocked. At last. I sighed with relief, opened my tight fist and let the adrenaline seep out of my pores. I pushed the bloke in front of me, to hurry him along. He looked round aggressively. Once he saw it was me, he went about his business.


I stepped back on to the landing and everything carried on as normal. Just like nothing had happened. Normal. Life.


I made my way back to the med hatch. Tommo still managed to get in front of me.


‘Prick should have moved on, bruv, huh?’ Tommo was pissed off like the rest of us.


It’s a selfish life, inside. I, like the rest, was always trying to make my own existence more palatable. For some, that meant going with the grain, living by the rules. For others, it meant finding religion or doing drugs. In most cases it was a combination of things. Anything to kill bird.


I found fighting was the answer. It gave me purpose. It gave me a reason to be behind the door. I thought that being tough, being the hardest, was what it was all about. Doing everything I shouldn’t be doing gave me the power and kudos I needed. Setting my own standards was the only thing I had. I dared any bastard to take that away from me.


I nodded at Tommo’s remark. I couldn’t be arsed to chat. My eyes were on the hatch – the dirty, wooden hatch, with cracked varnish and metal bars over the top. To me, it was as nice a sight as the view from Kilimanjaro.


Tommo and two others were in front of me. People were taking their meds quickly. They didn’t want to piss off the miserable bitch.


Tommo got to the hatch. He looked around and saw the anguish on my face.


‘There you go, bruv, you need this more than me.’


He was right, too. Tommo wasn’t an addict at all. He only sold the stuff. The nurse didn’t batter an eyelid. She didn’t give a shit, just as long as she wasn’t disturbed.


‘Cheers, son.’


I necked it in one. My turn. She gave me a large beaker full. I swallowed that straight down, too.


‘Miss, I got a real bad headache and I hurt my shoulder in the gym yesterday.’


I knew what to say – I had to have some sort of muscular swelling as well as the headache. That way they’d give me paracetamol for one thing and ibuprofen for the other. Any drug and every drug. It all helped.


She gave me two of each, with a small beaker of water. Down they all went.


‘Thank you, Miss.’


I turned on my heels. The landing was a lot quieter by then. I heard the thumps of cell doors shutting, as the screws banged up those who refused exercise.


There were usually two reasons for refusing exercise. First, laziness: they couldn’t get out of their pit in time. Second, they preferred to return to their cells after their meds so they could enjoy a little self medication as well. But, believe it or not, there weren’t that many who refused exercise. It’s free time out of the cage, after all.


‘LAST CALL EXERCISE! OUT ON THE YARD OR BANG UP!’ Mr Woodcock, the screw by the yard door, shouted up the wing.


There were still a few stragglers running around or collecting their meds. I walked up to Mr Woodcock. He was an old screw, coming to the end of his service. He didn’t give a fuck. He didn’t care what went on, as long as he was safe and didn’t have to use too much energy – quite a common work ethic for the staff.
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