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Author’s Note


The stories you read here are based on my recollections, experiences and life as a forensic psychologist. Names and certain identifying details have been changed to protect the privacy of the innocent, and the bang-to- rights guilty. And, moreover, to protect myself. I spend enough time in court as it is.













If thou gaze long into an abyss,


the abyss will also gaze into thee.


Friedrich Nietzsche




Prologue


Sometimes you help your patients see things more clearly, sometimes they help you.


Maurice was in his 80s, his long, thin frame so twisted with arthritis that from a distance he looked like a gnarled old hawthorn tree. One that was dressed up like Simon Cowell, all high-waisted trousers and tight white T-shirts. He had a glass eye too, giving him an off-centre gaze that added to his general asymmetry.


He wasn’t on my caseload, but was one of the long- term residents at a hospital secure unit where I’d recently started a new job as a soon-to-be-qualified psychologist. The hospital was on the edge of a sprawling and impoverished council estate on the outskirts of a depressed northern town – you could say it was gritty.


Unless you’ve personally been detained in a secure unit under the Mental Health Act, it can be hard to understand the difference between these places and plain old prison. The two settings treat their guests very differently. In the prison service the approach is ordered and dominated by the need to provide security and protection for the public. In secure hospitals, such as this one, the approach is to have as few restrictions as possible – to be more collaborative; not only containing, but actively caring. Like prisoners, the people here aren’t at liberty; they are considered to pose a danger to themselves or, more likely, to others. But because many of these environments are divided into smaller, almost homely, units with shared communal living areas, it’s not that unusual to find members of staff eating lunch alongside their patients.


So it was that I would find myself on most Tuesdays and Thursdays popping over to the small annexe where Maurice lived, to spend my lunch break with the occupants of Milton Ward.


Maurice’s psychiatric reports made repeated mention of his suffering from a ‘sexual sadism disorder’. The irony of the word ‘suffering’ wasn’t lost on me. Sexual sadists experience intense sexual thrills in response to the pain, humiliation, distress or general torment of another living thing. This is not to be confused with some experimental spanking or even the more toe-curlingly creative antics mutually entered into by latex-clad submissives and dominants. Sexual sadism is only considered a disorder – and there is a disorder for pretty much everything – if the individual acts on their urges with someone non- consenting. Which raises the question: who is really suffering here?


For Maurice, this meant that he liked to lurk in isolated spots and whip out what should have been his private parts at unsuspecting girls and women. The shock and horror on their faces was a source of exquisite personal and sexual pleasure for him. His penchant for this cheapest of thrills had briefly landed him in prison as a young man, but unsurprisingly this didn’t curb him. After his release he graduated to the point at which two women were found dead in his home, each with multiple stab wounds of varying depths, predominantly centred around their breasts. The precise explorations of a torturer. Now an established resident at the secure unit, Maurice wasn’t going anywhere. Ever.


One Tuesday, while I was having my lunch at the annexe – soup and a bread roll – Maurice approached me from behind and in the blink, quite literally, of an eye, popped his ocular prosthesis straight out of his face and into my Heinz Cream of Tomato. Before I could process what was happening, I was covered in blood-red spatters and my soup was gazing back at me.


Still somewhat green around the edges at 24, I momentarily lost self-control and gave Maurice exactly the reaction he was hoping for. I shrieked, physically leapt out of my seat, my Celtic complexion turning an even whiter shade of pale. Who wouldn’t balk when faced with an eyeball in their soup?


I’d been aware of Maurice’s glass eye beforehand, but it turns out that when you see one doing backstroke in your soup your brain instinctively tells you it’s an actual eyeball. A jellied part of someone else’s body. The rational explanation – that it’s really nothing more than a giant marble – kicks in a while later, once you’ve screamed the place down.


I got a quick look at his face – a sunken crevice where his eyeball had been, the healthy eye looking intently at me, studying my reaction – and caught a hint of a smirk as he was ushered off by a male nurse. I began to kick myself. This old man had just got the better of me.


This was an example of ‘offence paralleling’ – when a person behaves in a pattern that resembles or serves the same function as his criminal behaviour. For Maurice, the sense of mastery at producing fear and disgust on the face of the nearest woman, via the sudden exposure of this particular body part, was as good as it was going to get in the limiting confines of the hospital environment.


I felt enormous embarrassment for walking into Maurice’s trap that day. But the encounter helped me understand a great deal about the profession I had chosen to enter. Because how do you solve a problem like Maurice? The conundrum of this man, and the way I reacted to him, is the challenge at the heart of the forensic psychology I practise every day.


Dealing with Maurice might seem obvious to some – surely you just take away the false eyeball? But I’m not the sadist in this story. It’s not my remit or desire to punish or humiliate the people I work with. And simply taking it away wouldn’t address the root problem – his need to shock and the sexual gratification he took from it. If we removed the glass eyeball, his drives would find another way to manifest themselves. And let’s not forget that removing a person’s body parts, even prosthetic ones, tends to raise some pretty awkward human rights questions.


There will be those who argue that eating lunch in the same room as Maurice was asking for trouble. Who in their right mind has lunch with a convicted sex offender and doesn’t expect to catch his eye, figuratively at least? But this puts the onus on the victim (in this case, me) to alter my behaviour – to find somewhere else to eat my lunch. And it’s my job to help men like Maurice change their behaviour. Besides, starving his problem of the oxygen it needs (for Maurice, simply access to women) doesn’t necessarily kill it. It can just make it more desperate to survive.


Sticks or stones may break my bones, but an eye in my lunch is, at worst, nothing more than a choking hazard. As I was reminded the hard way on that day, an effective approach to extinguishing any kind of unpleasant behaviour in this environment, where it is safe to do so, is simply to ignore it. Any parent of toddlers can verify this – it’s the most basic of behaviourist techniques. (Behaviourists are firmly on one side of the nature vs. nurture debate. They assert that we’re all born blank slates and only do anything because we have learned it from other people, and then persist with this behaviour depending upon the degree to which it is rewarded or punished.) And as any parent of toddlers will also confirm, not providing the sought-after reaction to a behaviour is often one of the hardest approaches to implement.


As Maurice shuffled off and my heart began to beat a little slower, I realized that if I was going to make it in this career – if I was ever going to find the best solutions to the problems that my patients present – I needed to learn to override my own emotional responses. I needed to manage my own healthy, automatic revulsion at such disturbing behaviour and carry on regardless.


I’d have to push the eyeball to one side, and keep drinking the soup.


*


Lunch with Maurice was only one of the many extraordinary experiences I’ve had in my 20 years as a forensic psychologist. I’ve worked with some of society’s most troubled and troubling offenders, in prisons, hospitals, courts and police stations, in neighbourhoods and communities just like yours. Experiences which have changed me and the way I see the world indelibly.


I’m sometimes referred to as a criminal psychologist, which sounds like I’m on the Mafia payroll. In truth I have very little to do with criminology (the study of crime trends and crime prevention). Some other things I don’t do include detective work (no wrestling suspects to the ground) and pathology (no chopping up dead bodies – although a serial killer once showed me how to dismember a turkey).


All crimes are committed by – and happen to – people. Forensic psychology is about them.


A large part of my job is trying to reduce reoffending among those who have committed crimes, with the ultimate aim of making society a safer place. To do this, I apply the scientific methods of psychology to try to understand the mental processes behind the criminal act. The challenge for psychologists is then to attempt to take steps to help the person change their behaviour, and begin their new life as a fully reformed, law-abiding citizen. This is the holy grail. More frequently, however, I advise others on the safe and appropriate response to a kaleidoscope of extreme behaviour, anything from fire setting to child killing. My evaluations, assessments and testimonies help inform the decisions of judges and juries, parole boards, police and mental health teams. Decisions that have the power to profoundly affect people’s lives.


It’s a role that’s wedged awkwardly between the criminal justice and mental health systems. These overburdened and innately flawed institutions make a curmudgeonly couple, both of them old and confused, like the grandparents in Roald Dahl’s Charlie and the Chocolate Factory, forced to share a bed they are too slow and seized up to get out of.


I prefer to call the people I work with ‘clients’. It might sound irritatingly politically correct, more like I am a nail technician than a forensic psychologist, but I use this term as a respectful umbrella for the wide variety of people I come into contact with. It’s an inescapable fact that most of my clients are men, but they are also occasionally women. I work with victims as well as offenders. Often it transpires that my clients have, at some point in their lives, been both.


*


People have always been morbidly enthralled by crime and criminals – from Jack the Ripper theories to the controversial conviction of Steven Avery – especially those who go against the most sacred values of society and commit the brutally violent and sexual crimes that are so incomprehensible to us all. For those of us who play by the rule book, few things are more fascinating, and more rankling, than those who choose to tear it apart. It’s perhaps no surprise then that our news and entertainment channels brim with stories from the wrong side of the law – it’s hard to imagine our thirst for it ever being slaked.


But so often these stories focus on what is really only a small chapter in the bigger tale. They tell us about the crime that’s been committed, the subsequent investigation through to the trial, the conviction and the sentencing of the guilty person. What happens afterwards is rarely talked about, as if the criminal, and all the consequences of their actions, have disappeared in a puff of smoke. But life doesn’t end for that person, or their families or their victims. They have to learn to live with it, forever. A psychologist can join the story at any stage, but it is very often at the point at which the court proceedings have concluded, after the media and public interest wanes, that we become key characters in the narrative.


The stories I’ve chosen to tell here are the ones you probably won’t read about in the papers. They focus on the everyday work of being a forensic psychologist, in all its frustrating, conflicting and just occasionally life- affirming reality.


I’ve included these particular stories for many reasons – some are heartbreaking, others are enraging, some are just plain weird. What connects them is my personal sense of having been affected by them. That, and the insight they give us into the extremes of our shared human condition.


The question I am asked perhaps more than any other, whether it’s by a taxi driver with whom I’m passing the time of day or a judge who wants my professional opinion, is: What the hell is wrong with these people? The words may be more or less formal, but everyone really wants to know the same thing. What is so wrong with someone that he or she commits a serious crime? Because once we know what’s wrong with someone, we can fix them, right? Or confine them, out of harm’s way. It took me a long time – too long – to realize that we’re all asking the wrong question.




CHAPTER 1


HERE BE MONSTERS


The degree of civilization in a society


can be judged by entering its prisons.


Fyodor Dostoevsky


When I tell people I’m a forensic psychologist they usually express surprise and start mentally fumbling around for the least offensive way to tell me that I don’t look how a forensic psychologist should (for most people the acceptable archetype still seems to be Cracker, the world-weary alcoholic and gambling- addicted loose cannon, played by Robbie Coltrane in the 1990s TV series). They’ll often say I’m too petite or delicate. Sometimes they do a sort of awkward hourglass movement with their hands. What they are keenly observing, but terribly articulating, is that I am a woman.


In fact, most of the forensic psychologists I know are women. Women make up 73 per cent of the British Psychological Society (the professional body for practising psychologists in the United Kingdom), and a whopping 80 per cent of its forensic division. Why so many X chromosomes? I can’t speak for the other 2,035 of us, but psychology appealed to me because it promised a way of making sense of things, models and theories for understanding an otherwise overwhelming world. There seemed a promise of safety and security in having that user manual. That, and the fact that it is endlessly fascinating; your own glimpse into the private events of someone else’s mind. It was seductive to the young me.


If I am honest with myself, I was also swayed by a law student whose name I’ll never forget: Stephen P English. My decision to also take a law option as part of my psychology degree at Sheffield University was made – as all the best freshers’ week decisions are – under the influence of hormones and cheap cider. I took the law subsidiary purely and simply so that I could gaze at his beautiful head from the back of the lecture hall, imagining what the P stood for. Perfection? Pectorals? Perhaps.


It was pure accident that I found myself enjoying law. So forensic psychology – forensic is Latin for of the forum, or law courts – seemed like a sensible career choice. Happy endings being the stuff of fairy tales, I never actually plucked up the courage to talk to Stephen P English and ended up dating an older PhD student throughout my university years instead. He had long dark hair, chain smoked roll-ups and wore a full-length Driza-Bone waxed coat. When it was raining, which in Sheffield was always, he wore a matching wide-brimmed hat. He’d stride into the student union bar like Clint Eastwood into a saloon. When he was drunk, or stoned – which was also always – he would get maudlin and declare ‘there’s no justice, it’s just us’. I had no idea what he was talking about and, I suspect, neither did he.


*


As a young girl I often spent Saturday nights at my gran’s house, watching spaghetti westerns on her black and white television. She was a classic Irish-Catholic matriarch, who somehow always managed to look at least 50 years older than she was: tight perm, blue rinse, crimplene dresses and a plastic rain cap. She worked in a yoghurt factory in Manchester, and part of the uniform was green wellies, so the whole family had green yoghurt-factory wellies. We’d sit and watch cowboy films or anything with John Wayne in. Gran’s favourite was The Quiet Man. I liked it too because Maureen O’Hara was the only film star I’d ever seen with red hair, and this was long before being ginger was fashionable. It would just be my gran and me and Joey, my Great- Uncle John’s yellow canary. People who did bad things – the ‘badjuns’ as my gran called them when they came on screen – seemed reassuringly different to me, from another planet even.


The films I watched with my gran instilled in me a clear-cut notion of good versus evil, assuming the inevitable triumph of the virtuous, which the otherwise sheer uneventfulness of my childhood reinforced. I was fortunate to have a comfortable and unremarkable upbringing, crime simply didn’t affect me, my family or anyone I knew at that time. In my early teens the closest I came to real-life badjuns were the warnings of flashers in the park I heard from girls at school, or the occasional news of a neighbour being burgled. It was only the late- night, slurred conversations about law and order I had at university that prompted a growing awareness of and interest in the big crime stories of the day.


*


During the years I was at university – 1992 to 1995 – law and order had become a touchstone of the political agenda. In February 1993, two-year-old James Bulger was tortured and murdered by Robert Thompson and Jon Venables. The nation watched CCTV footage of Jamie being led away from the New Strand shopping centre, hand-in-hand with one of his killers, and was united in its horror and fury. As tabloid headlines went full throttle (there was no tolerance here, not even for ten-year-old killers, especially for ten-year-old killers), both main political parties saw their chance to win votes by demonstrating a hard line on crime.


Despite the hen’s-teeth rarity of primary school children who kill, shadow Home Secretary Tony Blair was quick to declare the case symbolic of the ‘sleeping’ moral conscience of the country under Tory rule, while simultaneously launching Labour’s ‘tough on crime, tough on the causes of crime’ policy. Days after the arrest of James’s killers, John Major, then Prime Minister, reciprocated with a call for society ‘to condemn a little more and understand a little less’. It was the start of a mushrooming in prisoner numbers that would see them more than double throughout my career, from around 44,000 when I started my studies in 1992 to almost 87,000 in 2018.


Prison is the largest employer of forensic psychologists in the UK, so I knew early on I’d need to get some work experience inside inside. Prison psychologists run various offending-behaviour programmes that promise to transform the thinking of offenders and reduce their risk of reoffending upon release. This was part of the tough and supposedly effective stance on criminality the public had bought into – quite literally, as millions of pounds of taxpayers’ money had just begun to be poured into running these programmes. For me, prison wasn’t only a punishment or deterrent but a place to rehabilitate and reform; I was ready to roll my sleeves up and get stuck in. I’d already volunteered on a victim and offender mediation programme (mostly an exercise in stopping the two parties from coming to blows) and had trained as an appropriate adult, sitting in on police station interviews with vulnerable suspects – people who’ve ended up in trouble and are young, have learning difficulties or mental health problems. What I didn’t realize at the time was that I might have benefited from an appropriate adult myself.


HMP Manchester, rebranded from Strangeways after the riots, was the first prison I set foot in, albeit only briefly. I had just turned 20. I’d managed to arrange a quick careers talk from the prison psychologist, followed by a tour of E and F wings, a mixture of cells and education rooms. A prison officer, who made no effort to disguise the fact that he’d drawn the short straw in showing me the sights, rushed me around the ‘twos’ (the first-floor landing) of E wing, all shiny painted brickwork and blue metal doors and railings. HMP Manchester has very little natural light and had an aroma not unlike the student flats I lived in. I scuttled along behind my escort, smiling at the inmates as I passed by their cells – men in identikit grey sweatshirts, milling in and out of identikit magnolia spaces. When the entire place erupted in high shrieks of ‘Meow!’, echoing like a vocal Mexican wave around the Victorian vaults, I asked him why they were making cat noises. He just rolled his eyes. (In case you haven’t guessed, it was to alert fellow prisoners that some pussy had arrived.)


*


The atmosphere at HMP Wakefield was considerably less bouncy.


It was summer 1996, I was a year out of university, the Spice Girls were number one and I really wanted to be a forensic psychologist. I had written to all the prisons on the northern circuit, volunteering my services. Wakefield – known affectionately to its residents as the armpit of Yorkshire – was the only place that replied. They had a project for me. There was no pay, but I didn’t care. I was going to single-handedly reduce the crime rate, and here was an opportunity to put some real experience on my CV. Besides, I had £36 a week income support, and if I took the employment training course they were pushing at the Job Centre, I’d get an extra tenner on top of that. I bought myself a new suit from C&A and found a grotty flat-share above a Chinese takeaway – ladies and gentlemen, I had arrived.


The average prisoner at HMP Wakefield was older than the boisterous bunch at Strangeways and in for the long haul. They couldn’t be bothered to shout at you in here and largely wouldn’t have dared – the level of institutional control ran too deep. We’re talking category A and B prisoners, the ones you really don’t want to escape. (Category A prisoners require maximum security because their escape would be highly dangerous for the public or national security. B-listers are slightly less risky, but you still don’t want to make it easy for them to arrange their own release.) Sex offenders made up around 10 per cent of the UK’s overall prison population at that time, but still constituted the vast majority of Wakefield’s inmates, many of them the most high-profile and publicly despised offenders. It’s for this reason that journalists are obsessed with the place; it is still widely referred to in the media as Monster Mansion.


Monsters terrified me when I was a child. My dad let me stay up late one night to watch Creature from the Black Lagoon on television (I’m a child of the 1970s, all my cultural references are from television). My mum worked nights at a psychiatric hospital, so she wasn’t there to point out what a terrible idea it was. I don’t know why he thought I’d enjoy it, I’d already been taken out of ET during the first ten minutes of the screening because I was scared of a small waddling alien. I got through about three minutes of Black Lagoon before terror set in, the moment when a scaly webbed hand, attached to an unseen body, emerges from the water and then slowly slips back, trailing claw marks in the sand. Somehow it was more horrifying to me that you didn’t know what was attached to that claw, than to see the actual creature. Perhaps in those first few minutes of a 1950s horror movie I had begun to suspect that dangerous things aren’t always in plain sight.


*


There has been a prison at Wakefield since the 16th century, but most of the existing buildings are Victorian- era; long, multi-level galleries of cells leading off in different directions from a central hub, like a broken clock-face (they are doing time, after all). Prisons with radial designs like this were inspired by the ‘panopticon’ theories of the 18th-century English philosopher, Jeremy Bentham. His thinking was that, in this fan- like layout, every cell could be easily seen by a single watchman in the centre. Inmates would feel the weight of constant potential surveillance, and so modify their behaviour accordingly. In practice, of course, everyone knows that it is impossible to watch everybody at all times, and if you want to get up to no good you just choose an opportune moment in your cell. When I was working there, it wasn’t unusual for the occasional dead pigeon to spiral down from the cell windows on the outside wall of A wing. Inmates fed them through holes that had been broken out over the years. Then – if they were so inclined – they broke their necks and sent the unfortunate birds plummeting, preferably just at the moment a member of staff was walking by underneath.


The psychology team at Wakefield wanted me to do the leg work on a research project, interviewing all of the prisoners who had both sexually assaulted and killed women. I was to find out how the assault had escalated and what might have turned a rapist into a murderer. My task was to collect information that could later be analysed under a number of motivational types for sex offenders: were they compensating for sexual inadequacy, angry, seeking a sense of power and control, sadistic or opportunistic? The information I collected would be used to develop guidelines for women to use during a sexual assault. The idea being that in the throes of being physically and mentally overpowered by a rapist, a woman could quickly identify her attacker’s motivational profile and somehow adjust her behaviour in order to avoid possibly being killed.


That this was considered a suitable project for a young female graduate with no training or experience is gobsmacking enough. But also that anyone thought it appropriate research in the first place, when it so clearly suggests responsibility for the severity of the attack lies with the victim and not the criminal who is viciously attacking her. I can imagine the eventual leaflet, something you might pick up at the doctor’s surgery: ‘Ladies! Don’t let woeful ignorance get you murdered! We always recommend that you avoid getting yourself raped, but, if you do, just follow this handy cut-out-and-keep guide.’


During my first week, before my project began in earnest, I went through the standard induction given to all new non-uniformed staff joining the prison. It was a routine week of tours and talks, mostly mundane practicalities such as the location of the toilets, what to do in a fire drill and how to carry your keys (securely attached by a chain to your belt, preferably in a pouch, and with your palm obscuring the bit that slides into the lock if you are holding them within sight of an inmate). But throughout the week, whoever I was with and whatever I was being shown, I was told about the Wakefield Way. It was like a school motto, something everyone there seemed proud to stand by. But it wasn’t about valour or courage in the face of adversity, it was more about a shared adherence to one simple premise: it was, I was repeatedly informed, ‘them and us’.


What everyone seemed to agree on, and to actively perpetuate, was a state of pseudo-moral warfare. On one side the inmates: a force of evil to be reviled and subjugated. On the other, the prison officers: blessed and unquestionable. It was a setup that comfortingly reflected the simplistic notions of good guys and bad guys that I had grown up watching in the films with my gran. In reality it was by no means a peaceful arrangement, the opposite of what today is known as ‘dynamic’ or ‘relational security’, where everyone tries to get along. The bubbling tension between officers and prisoners was palpable and relationships were unpleasant. Just the week before I arrived a prison officer, going about his routine morning unlock, had been slashed by an inmate with a razor sellotaped to the end of a toothbrush.


To show enthusiasm for the rehabilitation of prisoners, or suggest they were anything other than irretrievable, a write-off, was to be entirely on the wrong side – a traitor. One prison officer earnestly warned me that the psychologists here were all deluded do-gooders. Oh, and lesbians.


Eager to embark on my career, I got to work on my project. I was given a list of surnames and prison numbers of the inmates whose convictions included not only the murder of a woman, but also rape or sexual assault of the victim. And I got a questionnaire, a list of pretty much every sexual and violent thing you can do to a woman. (Some of it, like eviscerating – pulling a person’s insides out – I’d never even heard of, never mind the associated sexual practices.) I had to go through the list asking if they had done this or that, and if I got an affirmative answer, I had to then ask them how their victim had responded and explore what other possible reactions might have led to.


It was a very long questionnaire, each interview took over an hour and a half, and asking men, any men, but particularly these convicted prisoners, explicit questions was embarrassing to say the least. I knew I was blushing as I went through the list but I tried my conscientious best to be a ‘psychologist first and a woman second’ (a vague and confusing nugget of advice I’d received from a supervisor).


Some interviews were more difficult than others to get through. One man told me he’d bitten off a woman’s nipple because he was enraged that she hadn’t tried to fight him off while he raped her. Proof, in his mind, that she was enjoying his assault and was therefore a ‘whore’. Research tells us that at least 70 per cent of rape victims freeze like this, and, were I to meet him in a professional capacity today, we’d have a full and frank discussion about his reasoning. But I didn’t know how to react to it then. I instinctively raised my hand to protectively cover my own breast but caught it in time, put it back down, wrote down his answer and went on to the next question. Others deliberately made it difficult, asking me to explain what the clinical language of the questionnaire meant in more detail (‘What does to digitally penetrate mean, miss?’). To those bored and sex-deprived inmates, my sessions must have seemed more like a free call to an adult chat line than serious research. I was being thrown in at the deep end and left to swim among the sharks.


At least I had a script with the inmates. Interactions with some of my colleagues weren’t turning out to be any easier. In the second week of interviews, I went to the central office and asked the officer behind the desk – a cantankerous bellyacher of a man – for a rape alarm (as opposed to just one of the plain old personal alarms that staff were issued with). He turned to the other officers in the busy room and said, ‘Aw, do you think you are going to get raped today? The little girl thinks she is going to get raped today lads.’ Then he demanded I hand over my shoes if I wanted an alarm, as my conservative mid-heels were clearly going to whip the inmates into a sexual frenzy. I walked away, without the alarm but still with my shoes, my eyes beginning to burn. As soon as I was far enough away from any judgemental eyes, I burst into tears.


One of the many things I would like to tell the 21-year-old me about my time at Wakefield is to notice the warning signs that were waving at me like giant ‘Golf Sale’ placards on a busy high street. But my eagerness to do a good job eclipsed any creeping doubts I had. I was excited to be starting my career. To have shown what I wrongly thought of as weakness, or, worse, to have complained, could have meant an end to my time there.


After my first few weeks, a kinder prison officer took me to one side and quietly pointed out that the security routine I was going through each morning on my way in – when a male officer would run his hands up and down my entire body, ostensibly to check I hadn’t brought my machete to work – wasn’t actually happening to any of the other female staff. Or in fact any staff, other than me.


The sound of cascading pennies clanged in my ears. Today we’d call it sexual harassment at best. But I wasn’t yet tuned in to the concept of misogyny, certainly not assertive enough to call it out. And this was Yorkshire in the 1990s, they still had strippers in the pub on Sunday afternoons. Hashtags hadn’t even been invented yet, never mind #metoo. The next time someone tried to give me my morning once-over I just gritted my teeth and laughed them off, instincts telling me that to reveal a loss of humour over this wouldn’t do me any favours.


Wakefield is home to the Prison Service College, a training centre separate from the prison, and for many the job was in the family, a kind of destiny that seemed to give some of them an enhanced sense of power and entitlement. When, in 2004, a report from Her Majesty’s Chief Inspector of Prisons described HMP Wakefield as ‘over-controlled’ with some officers showing disrespect to inmates, I wasn’t surprised.


A few of the younger officers in particular seemed to regard themselves as princes – the prison was their castle, and they had all the keys. Many of them also had deep tans, acquired at the local sunbed salon, not in Wakefield’s sultry climate. They’d pop out for a quick blast on their lunch break, and come back a disconcerting two shades darker than when they left. All part of their preening rituals, trying to attract a mate on a night out. There were rumours that a group of them would go out drinking on the Golden Mile – Wakefield’s main party strip – and bring girls back to the prison car park to have sex with them under the peripheral security cameras, so their colleagues on night shift could be entertained. Again when I read about these ‘high times’ years later in press reports, I wasn’t surprised. In fact my only reaction was to question why, at the time, I never placed this on the same spectrum of dodgy behaviour as the prisoners I was interviewing.


*


Some of the officers started asking me out on dates. I would later learn there was a book running, taking bets on who would win the race to get me into bed. My arrival at this overwhelmingly male facility, where any kind of female had immediate novelty value, was causing a stir.


Co-favourite at 3:1, and the first to approach me, also happened to be the senior officer on C wing (there was a pecking order, even when it came to bedding the newbies): Prison Officer John Hall. He approached me while I was reading notes in the records room, where information about the inmates was held. Press clippings, disciplinary charges and adjudications, complaints and prison correspondence with family members, and just about anything else deemed relevant, were kept in here. Some of the files even contained crime scene pictures – these gruesome elements of an inmate’s legal paperwork were confiscated from them if they were caught offering them to others as masturbation material or using them for bragging purposes.


This was before digitized records, so it was all kept in standard-issue manila folders, rows and rows of them along the entire far wall of this long thin room, each marked by hand with a prisoner’s surname and number. Thanks to Wakefield’s notorious alumni (Charles Bronson, IRA chief of staff Cathal Goulding, Jeremy Bamber, Michael Sams and Colin Ireland had all signed the visitors’ book) it was a cross between Who’s Who and the Chamber of Horrors.


John Hall came in as I was reading Ireland’s paperwork, reeling slightly at the nature of the file. Ireland had murdered five gay men and left their corpses in various macabre and undignified poses – a motif that was intended to send a message of contempt to the police and the media reporting the case. The file contained a clutch of letters from Ireland’s fans, the likes of which I had never seen. Extreme, far-right homophobes had written to congratulate Ireland on his work, and the letters had been intercepted and found their way to his file, complete with their hand-drawn swastikas. I was looking at the letters and pondering, What the hell is wrong with these people?


There was nothing special about the way he asked me out. He walked past the records room, did a U-turn after he saw me sitting there, and came in and sat down next to me. Hall was – probably still is – a big, tall lump of a man, so I couldn’t exactly pretend that I hadn’t noticed him. He asked how I was settling in, did I need any help or someone to show me Wakefield, and, eventually, did I want to go out for a drink with him? I didn’t. Politely, I said thank you but no. Then, because I felt I had to justify not wanting to go out on a date with this person, I said that someone else had already asked me out and I was considering it. They hadn’t and I wasn’t – but I’d said it out loud now.


The next officer to ask me out was a good few years older than me and not the kind of man I would have ever imagined myself being involved with. But I was lonely in Wakefield without my friends and family close by, and he was handsome – and persistent.


My time at Wakefield was coming to an end. The research I’d been working on had been quietly dropped, as numerous projects are. I had been redirected to more appropriate tasks, conducting a dull staff communication survey and doing admin for a treatment programme for sex offenders. But I still wasn’t getting a pay cheque at Wakefield and so had been applying for paid positions at the same time. (Eventually I got a job as a trainee forensic psychologist in a secure hospital – my first real job. I’d be swapping prisoners for patients soon.)


When my new love interest told me he and his fellow officers had written a message to their inmates, ‘Merry Christmas and may you get all that is coming to you in the New Year’ in big letters on the board on the bottom landing, I winced. When he drove up to my parents’ house in Stockport to bring me back to Wakefield after his Boxing Day shift, and sat with his hand firmly on my knee while he chatted to my mum and dad, I accepted his eagerness to return me to his home turf, and this physical display of ownership, as affection. But I would soon come to recognize it as control. I mistook a number of his early behaviours as romantic, another subliminal consequence, perhaps, of all of the films I’d watched with my gran as child – watching her swoon at John Wayne in The Quiet Man, as he wrestles Maureen O’Hara into a wind-swept and violent kiss, even though she is clearly trying her hardest to escape him.


*


In 2006, Prison Officer John Hall was arrested, convicted and sentenced to life imprisonment. Over a period of eight years, while he had been the senior officer at Wakefield, including the time I was working there, he had raped four women, including a work colleague. When one of the women he attacked begged him to stop, he punched her so hard in the face that he dislocated her jaw. He had also kidnapped and sexually assaulted three girls, the youngest of whom was just 12 years old. He’d persuaded them to get in his car and then driven them to deserted places where he locked the doors, forcibly pulled their clothes down, groped them and masturbated himself in front of them. After his arrest, police found child-abuse images on his computer. Hall used his warrant card and usually wore his prison officer’s uniform during these attacks, passing himself off as a policeman. I heard through the grapevine that colleagues of Hall’s were apparently shocked to their core by his arrest. It brought to mind the phrase toads in hot water. Maybe we had all been toads in hot water at HMP Wakefield during that time. Some were bigger toads than others.
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