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For my brother







  

Ideas are substitutes for griefs


MARCEL PROUST


By my guilt I further gained the right to intelligence


JEAN GENET








Author’s Note


Names and details of people, places and events have been changed or merged. Events have also been moved around in time. I have done this to protect privacy, maintain sensitivity towards victims, avoid compromising both prison and personal security and narrativize my experiences into a personal story. There is no such thing as the prison or the prisoner. There are a multitude of prisons and each person in prison has their own experience. Whilst this book aims to capture something of that plurality, it is foremost written from my subjective viewpoint as someone who had family in prison and now teaches inside. Classroom dialogues are drawn from a period of four years; I’ve tried to render the essence of the conversations, even when I wasn’t able to recall what was said word for word. I have written my personal experiences as I remember them, and where possible I have done research or conferred with others to check the truthfulness of my memories. However, some may recollect things differently.


My students in prison are not allowed access to social media; they cannot publish anything in public without the Ministry of Justice’s permission and many of them have difficulties writing. A lot of them live with a social stigma, which often means their voices are not heard or that they may not wish to talk about their experience if that means outing themselves as a prisoner or ex-prisoner. As I worked on this book, I was aware that I was writing about people who often don’t have the chance to write about themselves. Everyone has stories to tell but only some are afforded the privilege to share stories with a larger audience. I have tried to remain mindful of the responsibility that comes with the opportunity that has been given to me. Where necessary, I have consulted ex-prisoners, colleagues and academics to check my understanding.


Thank you to my relatives who have entrusted me with telling their stories. I hope I have succeeded in writing about them with honesty and care.










Identity



Justice: to be ever ready to admit that another person is something quite different from what we read when he is there.


SIMONE WEIL


The man standing next to me inside the lift looks uncannily like my father, who I have not seen for twenty years, since he was sent to prison. He is short, has yellowed fingertips and the sleeves of his oversized suit jacket brush his knuckles. I have seen men who look like my father before, while I was on buses and trains or standing at urinals in pub toilets. I’ve seen them in London, Manchester, Berlin and Rio de Janeiro.


In the lift, I glance at him and I recognize the permanently clenched jaw, the emphysemic wheeze in the breathing. I pull my shirtsleeve over my wrist to conceal my watch and ask him for the time. He doesn’t answer with a Scouse accent and therefore he’s not my dad. Neither were the men in Germany or Brazil. We travel up another five floors in silence. The lift stops, the doors open and he exits.


Tomorrow morning I’ll be going into a prison for the first time. I’ll be teaching philosophy to men. A few months ago, I wrote a piece in the Guardian about teaching philosophy, where I mentioned that my dad, brother and uncle did time inside. Last month, a philosopher called Jamie from a local university asked me to co-teach in jail. I assume I have been invited to work on the project because I’ll be a good fit culturally, because I might understand convict logic in a way that most Tractatus-clutching types wouldn’t. Since Jamie asked me to work with them, I’ve been noticing a pair of heavy ankle-length black boots in a shop window. It’s spring and I am in the habit of wearing soft leather Oxford shoes with stonewashed jeans twice rolled up at the bottom. This afternoon I went into the shop. They only had the boots in a size ten. I’m a size nine, but that doesn’t matter to me so I bought them.


The next morning in prison, Jamie and I have set the chairs up in a circle and wait for our students. The classroom doubles as an art room. It’s like the art classrooms from my schooldays except there are bars on the windows, and the pencils and paintbrushes and anything else with a pointed end are kept in padlocked cupboards.


I look over the pages of our lesson plan on Locke’s theory of identity. I imagine my dad trying to make sense of it, and with a pen I strike red lines through entire paragraphs. ‘Keep it accessible,’ I say to Jamie. ‘There’s going to be a lot of illiterate guys, men who didn’t finish school. Don’t overwhelm them.’ I hear the clanking of heavy metal doors being opened and the echoing voices of men talking in the corridor outside. Our students are approaching. I’m wearing my new boots; the unworn toecaps have a first-day-at-school shininess.


A man comes to the door. ‘Is this psychology?’ He has morning breath and bloodshot eyes.


‘Philosophy,’ I say.


He shrugs, walks in and takes a seat.


Another man comes in, gives me a bone-crushing handshake and looks past my shoulder. Another with sallow skin and receding gums. A man clutching a plastic bag with ‘Leeds University’ printed on it; the bag is split at the seam but he still carries his library books in it. A man with a round face who looks skeletal in the photo of his ID card. I walk around the group introducing myself but wince at a pain in my feet. My boots are rubbing my skin. I feel the sting of fresh blisters on my heels. More men arrive until there are twelve. Jamie and I take a last look through our notes for today’s class. ‘Accessible,’ I say again.


The men sit in a circle and I explain Locke.


‘That’s not quite right,’ says a student called Macca.


‘Excuse me,’ I say.


‘Locke didn’t only care about memory.’ He points at my whiteboard. ‘It was more consciousness.’


All twelve men are looking at me. I walk over to the whiteboard, tiptoeing to avoid the shooting pain on my heels, wipe out the word ‘memory’ and write ‘consciousness’. The men laugh and whisper to each other. I try to explain Locke again, moving only in small strides, careful not to land my whole foot on the floor. A few minutes later, another student, who has just finished a distance learning degree, explains how Rousseau might disagree with Locke. Twenty minutes in we have run out of material. From across the room, Jamie’s eyes meet mine and the word ‘accessible’ silently rings out between us.


Jamie sets the students some work in small groups and suggests we go over to the desk in the corner of the room to confer. Jamie goes to the desk and I tiptoe behind.










Freedom



Part of you may live alone inside,


like a stone at the bottom of a well.


But the other part


must be so caught up


in the flurry of the world


that you shiver there inside


when outside, at forty days’ distance, a leaf moves.


NÂZIM HIKMET


A few months on, I now wear the same soft leather Oxford shoes to prison every week that I wear most other days. I’ve just returned from three weeks travelling solo in Thailand. My skin has bronzed and my hair is caramel brown. I walk through the strip-lit corridors of the prison to my classroom. A man escorted by guards passes me from the opposite direction. He has a pallid forehead and flaking skin underneath his eyes. I roll down the sleeves of my shirt to hide my suntan. I get to the classroom and write the theme for today’s lesson on the board: ‘Freedom’.


Twenty minutes later, the officer outside in the corridor shouts, ‘Free flow.’ Free flow is the time the gates inside the prison are unlocked and men move from their cells to education, workshops or other activities. A few minutes later, the men arrive in my room. A forty-year-old called Zach walks in. He wears grey plimsolls that have Velcro straps. They are the shoes the prison issue to men when they don’t have their own. His jumper is pushed up to his elbows, showing dozens of horizontal scars down the top of his forearm. Zach was due to have a parole hearing last month, but the day before it took place he punched a healthcare worker in the face.


A few other men trickle in. A student called Junior appears in the doorway. He’s tall and wears a baby pink muscle shirt, showing off his round shoulders and pecs. He wears a fresh pair of Nike exclusive trainers. A few weeks ago, another man asked Junior what he was in for. He answered, ‘I’m an entrepreneur.’


He steps into the class and shakes my hand. ‘A pleasure to be back, sir,’ he says. His voice is sonorous. His plucked eyebrows are rounded at the ends. He walks into the room, shakes everyone’s hand whilst looking them in the eye and calls them ‘sir’.


Junior takes the seat next to Zach and stretches his legs wide apart. Zach crosses his arms across his belly.


Wallace is the last person to arrive. He walks upright, not with his chest puffed out but confident in the protection his barrel-shaped body gives him. He takes the seat next to Junior but doesn’t say anything to him. Wallace doesn’t engage with most people. He’s sixteen years into a twenty-year sentence. He doesn’t use the gym but prefers to work out alone in his cell. Every day he writes a letter to his son.


Free flow finishes. I close the door.


I sit in the circle with the men. I say, ‘In Homer’s epic, Odysseus was captaining his ship back from the war in Troy to his home, Ithaca. But he was about to encounter the Sirens. The Sirens were half-human, half-bird creatures who lived on the rocks in the middle of the sea. They sang a song so beautiful that any man who heard it became drunk with love and jumped overboard to swim to the source of the sound. The Sirens fed on delirious sailors.’


‘No man has ever heard the Sirens and lived to tell the tale,’ I say. ‘Odysseus orders his crew to put wax in their ears, so they don’t fall under the spell. Sailors will be able to go about their ordinary business, preparing food, organizing the ropes.’


I say, ‘But someone would need to be able to hear when the music had stopped, in case the men take the wax out of their ears too early. Odysseus gets his men to tie him to the mast. He’ll be able to hear the song without jumping overboard. He tells his crew to ignore any demand he makes to be untied.


‘They set sail. Odysseus hears the music. It reaches into him and holds him. He’s flooded with desire and begs to be untied, but the crew just carry on with their daily duties. One man has been at sea so long that his homesickness has turned to numbness. He sees how passionate Odysseus looks. The sailor stops what he is doing and wants to know what the Sirens sound like. He takes the wax out of his ears. He becomes intoxicated and jumps overboard to his death.


‘They pass the Sirens and Odysseus is untied. From that day on, he carries a pain in his heart because he will never again hear anything as beautiful as the Sirens’ song.’


‘The Sirens are crack,’ Zach says. ‘They even live on the rocks.’


The men laugh, except for Wallace.


I ask: ‘There were the men with wax in their ears, Odysseus, and the man who took the wax out. Which man was the most free?’


I pass Wallace the hand-sized bean bag I use as a talking stick.


‘The men with wax in their ears, they’re the most free,’ he says. ‘They just get on with it. It’s like us in here, we don’t have to do things like pay bills or do the school run. I got freedoms they ain’t got.’


‘Like what?’ I ask.


‘I’m free from choice. Just like the man with the wax in his ears,’ Wallace says.


Junior leans forward in his chair and says to Wallace, ‘But if you don’t have choice, you’re not free.’


‘Outside there’s too many ways to get in trouble. In here, I can focus,’ Wallace says.


A moment later, I ask Junior, ‘Which man do you think is free?’


‘Odysseus,’ Junior says. ‘He’s the king. People have to do what he says.’


‘But Odysseus is the most trapped a person can be,’ Wallace says. ‘No matter how good his experience is, he’s always hankering for it to be better and no experience will ever be enough.’


‘But Odysseus has done something with his life,’ Junior says.


‘Every time he remembers what he’s done, he’s going to feel tormented. You’re more free in a cell,’ Wallace says.


‘The reason the men with wax in their ears aren’t hurting like Odysseus is because they’ve never done anything with their lives. They’re foot soldiers,’ Junior says.


‘They’re keeping their heads down so that they can do what they need to do to get home,’ Wallace says.


‘What’s the point in them getting home if that’s how they’re gonna live?’ Junior says.


I hand a student called Keith the bean bag. He rests it on his lap and says, ‘Now – there are several ways of looking at this.’


When I first started in prison, the librarian told me that Keith is thirteen years into his sentence, lives in a single cell and goes through a book every two or three days. Keith has a thick working-class Glaswegian accent and casually uses words like ‘nomenclature’. ‘You could look at it from a neuroscientific perspective,’ he says. He talks with the speed that autodidacts often do, as if to unburden himself from his own mind, but other students are beginning to slump and stare at the floor.


‘The one who jumps off is free like how in Shakespeare the jester is free in a way that the king isn’t,’ he continues. I want to interrupt him. I would love to interrupt him. For me, interrupting people is one of the perks of being a teacher. Outside of my professional life, I’m a soft-voiced and slow-speaking person who is forever being interrupted by loud, fast-talking people, and one reason I teach is so I can legitimately interrupt people and exact revenge for this. Keith continues: ‘Quantum physics tells us that things aren’t actually determined,’ but I am unable to interrupt him. How do you say ‘I’m aware of the time’ to a man who has lived in a cell for thirteen years?


Eventually, Keith gives me back the bag. Zach has the sleeves of his jumper pulled down over his hands. I ask him what he thinks.


‘The man who jumped off the ship,’ Zach says.


‘He was under a spell. He can’t be free,’ Junior says.


‘But maybe it took courage to give in to the pull of the Sirens. Maybe he was the only one brave enough to take his freedom,’ Zach says.


‘He wanted to escape, but what he did is like escaping your cell and climbing onto the roof. Where do you go from there? You’re more fucked than you were in your cell.’


‘He jumped off because he realized that was the most free he could be in his situation,’ Zach says.


‘He jumped off because he gave up on freedom,’ Junior says.


An hour into the class, it is time for the men to take a break to stretch their legs. I open my classroom door, but an officer in the corridor outside tells me I must shut it and keep everybody inside. There has been an incident on one of the landings where the cells are. A man has jumped onto the nets as a protest. Metal nets separate one floor of the prison landing from the one below. They stop people from dropping objects from above or from jumping to take their own life. When a man jumps onto one of these nets, security officers cannot go on and get them, for safety reasons. If they can’t talk the man into coming off the nets, they must send in a special tornado team, clad in helmets and shields.


The officer tells me the man on the nets is imminently due to be deported to Venezuela to serve his sentence in prison there. He doesn’t want to go. He has jumped on the nets to buy himself more time in this prison.


I shut my door and lock it. We take our fifteen-minute break in the classroom. Zach reaches through the bars on the window and opens it a few inches. Junior has gone to the whiteboard and used one of my pens to draw a diagram explaining to four men how to become a bitcoin millionaire. He’s telling them what they need to do to afford a Rolex or Mercedes in the next six months.


A man called Gregg comes up to me. He has a bright scar striking through his ginger stubble. ‘This philosophy. What’s it for?’ he asks.


‘Well,’ I say, ‘philosophy is ancient Greek for—’


‘What can you do with it? What jobs?’


‘Some friends, some people I know, they work in the City now, I think.’


‘What job do you have?’ he says.


That he asks this immediately after I’ve taught him makes me think the answer ‘philosophy teacher’ isn’t going to count. ‘Some people do law conversion courses after a philosophy degree.’


Gregg stares at me expectantly, as if I am a man who has only said half of what he has to say.


‘Who do you think is the most free in the Sirens story?’ I ask.


‘None of them. That’s why it’s called free-dumb. Only an idiot would believe in free-dumb.’


Wallace stays in his chair and doesn’t speak to anybody for the whole fifteen minutes of the break. A few weeks ago, there was a security issue in prison and the men had to spend twenty-three hours a day in their cells, leaving only one hour for what the regime calls ‘association’ – the time where men are allowed out of their cells to make calls, shower, socialize and stretch their legs. Very often when association was called, Wallace stayed in his cell, lying on his bed, reading a book.


The men take their seats in the circle again.


I say, ‘The philosopher Epictetus was born into slavery, but he believed that on a fundamental level, he was still free. He said that chains constrained his body but not his ability to choose.’


‘You can still be free in your mind,’ Wallace says.


I say, ‘Epictetus believed you could learn to be free by first understanding what you can and can’t control.’


‘Each night when the screws are coming around to lock our cells for the night, I close my door before the screw has the chance to,’ Wallace says.


‘For control?’ I ask.


‘The same reason I always finish a phone call a minute before the screws say we have to hang up,’ Wallace says.


‘What happens if you don’t?’ I ask.


‘I’ll do something I’ll regret. A few years ago, I saw a man talking on the phone after the screw had told him to hang up. An officer put his finger on the receiver. If that happened to me, I know that I’d punch someone. So I never let myself get in that situation. I hang up early.’


‘Is that freedom?’ I say.


‘It keeps things simple,’ Wallace says.


Half an hour later, a guard outside the door shouts, ‘Free flow,’ signalling the end of the lesson. I open the door and most of the men shuffle out, but a few linger. One points at my suntanned face and asks me where I have been. I try to keep my answers as clipped as possible, worrying that a group of jailed men might smart from hearing about Phuket’s tropical beaches and full moon parties. But they keep asking me for more information. ‘Did you go snorkelling?’ ‘What was your favourite part?’ ‘Would you ever move there?’ Then one says flatly, ‘Did you go with your boyfriend?’


I search his face for a smirk. But there isn’t one. He’s being sincere. ‘I was alone this time,’ I say.


The men keep asking me questions about Thailand. A few have been themselves and want to know if this or that karaoke bar is still open in Bangkok. They ask if I got a good deal on flights, if I got the shits while I was there. As I answer their questions, I consider dropping into the conversation that I have a girlfriend, but the atmosphere in the room now is so genial and tolerant that I don’t have the heart to tell them I’m not gay.










Shame



‘But I’m not guilty,’ said K., ‘there’s been a mistake. How is it even possible for someone to be guilty? We’re all human beings here, one like the other.’


‘That is true,’ said the priest, ‘but that is how the guilty speak.’


FRANZ KAFKA


Tonight, I do my online tax return. I click the Complete button and immediately feel depressed. I go to bed but cannot sleep. I’m certain that I have done it wrong, have underpaid, and that I will be prosecuted.


In my sleep, I dream I’m in a prison yard with my father. I am side-on to him. I step away, mindful that I don’t want the guards to see us together. It is a winter afternoon and I am cold. Two prison guards are laughing and joking with each other. I go up to them and tell them that I work here and that I’ll be leaving the prison with them at the end of the workday. They continue talking with each other as if they cannot hear me. I reach for my keys, but my key pouch is empty. I ask the guards if they can hear me, but they do not respond.


I wake up at five o’clock with the sunrise. Heavy rain falls sideways and I leave the house without my umbrella to walk to prison. The backs of my ears and neck are wet. I arrive at the prison’s security gate, take off my soaked shoes, watch and belt and walk through the metal detector, feeling the hard floor through my wet socks. I feel faint and my heart races. I’m in the grip of wild, irrational guilt. My rucksack passes through an X-ray machine. The security officer gives me a stern look and working backwards from it to what my crime might be, I imagine the light on the scanner is about to go red and beep and the guards will find a kilo of heroin in my bag.


The alarm doesn’t beep. I hold my arms out limply to be searched by the security officer, the sleeves of my jumper damp. I pass security, but that doesn’t exonerate me from the panic. I go through the prison grounds, past a wall with rows of cell windows and hear the sound of multiple televisions all at once. Yoghurt advert jingles. Emergency news reports. Canned laughter.


It’s been several years since I have had this paranoia that the sins of my father will be handed down to me no matter what choices I myself make. The grim assuredness that I’d go to prison was strongest when I was eighteen and I used to worry not if I would get arrested but how. I hoped it would happen in the daylight rather than at night, when I was alone rather than with friends. I’d become distracted when I heard police sirens, pausing to try and tell if they were getting closer. In the corridor of the prison, an officer holding an Alsatian on a leash comes from the other way, and I slow my pace as if to invite the dog to bark at me. It passes, staring at me with its black eyes.


My student David won’t be able to attend today because he has a legal visit, so at lunchtime I go to his cell before class to give him some reading. His cellmate opens the door and I’m hit by a smell. They have four purple air-fresheners on their windowsill, and the lavender has mixed with the smell of socks, cooked instant noodles and two men in a small space. He tells me David is still on lunch-serving duty. I go to the food-serving area where there is a long queue of men waiting in line and wonder if it might be better to come back later. I ask a man who looks to be about seventy what time lunch normally finishes. ‘We was supposed to eat half hour ago,’ he says. He has the same Liverpudlian accent as my father. ‘I’ve asked them what time we was gonna have lunch and they said in a few minutes, and that was twenty fuckin’ minutes ago. There’s no such thing as time in this place.’


I leave David for later. I get to my classroom and find a woman is packing toys into a box. Teddy bears, Lego bricks, a rainbow-coloured xylophone and a Fisher-Price telephone with wheels and a smiling face on the front. She says she teaches the men how to play so they know what to do with their children on visit days.


She leaves. I set up the chairs in a circle and wait for the guards to call free flow.


A few years before I was born, my dad went to prison for eighteen months. He continued to be in trouble with the law throughout my childhood. When I was two, Mum, Dad and I went on holiday to Jersey. I was too young to remember it myself, but Mum says that on the second night of the holiday, my dad became jealous of a handsome waiter who was being polite to Mum. Mum and I went back to the hotel. Dad stayed out drinking. At 1 a.m., he staggered through the door and threw a handful of jewellery at her feet. There were gold rings and diamond earrings.


‘There you go,’ Dad said, his alcoholic breath in her face.


‘What have you done?’ Mum said.


They heard the sound of police sirens approaching. Dad stood there with a pearl necklace caught dangling on his fingers.


He had smashed the window of a jewellery shop and taken handfuls of goods from the display. A few minutes later, the police arrived and arrested him. He appeared in court the next day. He’d have been going back to prison again were it not for the fact that the gold, diamonds and pearls he’d taken were plastic display versions of the real thing. The judge found him guilty of property damage and ordered him to pay a fine. Mum handed over the rest of the holiday money. She adjusted our tickets and we travelled home that day.


Dad didn’t want neighbours to find out that we’d come back early, or else they might start asking why. For the rest of the week, we stayed inside with the curtains closed.


When I was seven, my parents broke up, and Dad moved to a place a thirty-minute drive away. He got a job as an insurance salesman. I stayed with him every other weekend, playing with the other kids who lived on the street. Eighteen months later, on a Sunday, around midday, the phone rang. Dad was still in bed. The phone went onto the answer machine and I heard an old man accusing Dad of defrauding him out of thousands of pounds.


Two weeks later, Dad picked me up from school and drove me for four hours to his new home. I passed the time by looking out of the window and counting the motorway lights until I got to a thousand and when I reached a thousand I started again from one and counted a thousand more. We arrived at a seaside town where he was renting a top-floor studio flat.


At night, we went to the pub. He quickly got drunk. He introduced himself to the barmaids and other punters under a fake name. We sat at a table in the corner. I bit my nails, twiddled my hair with my fingers and kept fidgeting.


‘Sit still,’ he said.


I put my hands on my lap. I felt sick with nervousness.


He nudged me and nodded towards two burly men at the bar. ‘If anyone in here tries to touch me, those blokes will step in. They’re my minders.’ But the two men didn’t pay him any notice at all. Dad necked another drink and said to me, ‘If anyone talks to you, don’t tell them where we used to live before.’


In his flat, he hadn’t put any pictures on the walls. Instead of a table, there was an unfolded ironing board at the end of his bed that he kept his things on. Pens, cigarette lighters, a reel of Sellotape, keys, a comb, small cartons of UHT milk, a half-eaten bag of fizzy sweets, and the names of racehorses scribbled on the bottom of takeaway menus. He’d drink at night and sleep until late in the morning. I sat close to the TV, watching cartoons on the quietest volume. He jumped in his sleep and shouted out ‘No!’ before rolling over and going back to sleep.


I watched cartoons to try and distract myself from the block of tension in my chest. They finished at about midday. I flicked through the channels but all the programmes were for adults. I sat on the windowsill and looked at people passing by in the street below.


In the afternoon Dad wanted to play-fight with me. He knelt down so that his face was in front of mine.


‘Hit me,’ he said.


He turned his head to the side and pointed at his jaw.


‘Hit me. Come on,’ he said.


I held my hands by my side.


He slapped his jaw.


‘Come on. Hit me,’ he said.


I kept my arms by my side.


We went to the pub. He put a drop of his beer in my lemonade and told me I should try it. But I left my glass on the table. I wanted to make sure I wasn’t like him but I already felt ashamed that I was. On Monday morning, when he dropped me back at school, I walked into my classroom with a feeling of dread that I was in trouble for something. When my teachers were friendly and welcoming to me, the guilt didn’t lift. I had to keep it inside me, like a secret. When the religious studies teacher told us about the saints in heaven, I asked him what kind of people go to hell.


Nine months later, Dad moved again, an hour down the road from the last place. When we met people, he introduced himself to them under a new fake name. This time he was living in a caravan. At night we unfolded the sofa into a bed and topped-and-tailed. He slept with a baseball bat beside his pillow. I became more and more tense. I started obsessively worrying that I was somehow bad. Whilst Dad was sleeping, I knelt down and prayed to God to give me another chance to be a good person.


Six months later, Dad moved again; this time the place was a few hundred metres from a ferry port. He used a different fake name and still slept with his baseball bat beside his bed. His drinking got worse and he became more aggressive. At midday, he was still asleep. I knelt down and prayed. Outside, the ferries blew their horns as they were leaving.


When I was twelve, I was at Mum’s house when I received a letter from my dad. He said he was in trouble with the police and his lawyer thought that he might be facing jail time again. I ended contact with him there. I changed my name so it was different from his. But the dread lingered.


One weekend when I was seventeen, my best friend Johnny and I were in town and I saw a red shirt in a shop that I wanted but couldn’t afford. The next day, Johnny bought it for me as a gift. He handed it to me and I felt an obscure sense of guilt. In my mind, I imagined this was going to be the last time anyone was ever going to give me a gift because soon people would find out who I really was and they would no longer want to give me their friendship. I put the shirt on and I felt a desperate need to confess. I didn’t have anything to confess, but that didn’t make the need any less urgent.


It was as if I had an executioner in my head, ready to darken the moment. In my teens and early twenties, I couldn’t stop anticipating how soon everything would be taken away from me. A day I spent on the beach with my friends was tinged with desperation, like the final meal before the chamber. I tried to remind myself that I had not in fact committed any crime for which I should feel guilty, but the executioner dealt me a Kafkaesque bind, whereby arguing for my innocence only confirmed I had something to hide. There was nothing I could say or do. It was too late.


Now I’m thirty-one and I still carry a sense of inherited guilt. Since I’ve been working in prisons, the executioner has become more oppressive. I see men in their cells and my body goes cold with the thought that their punishment could be – or should be – my own.


Free flow starts. Keith arrives, takes a seat and reads a book he has on symbolic logic. Someone lingers outside the door. It’s Rodney, a man in his early twenties. A month ago, he was reading books on criminal law in his cell until he was told he had lost his right to appeal. He’s now serving his sentence 400 miles away from his home in Glasgow.


He looks at me side-on. ‘I’m not coming next week,’ he says.


‘I always like to have you here,’ I say.


He shrugs. ‘I’ll come this week cos they unlocked us, but I won’t come next week.’


Rodney has said this to me for the last three weeks.


‘It’s nice that you’re here,’ I say.


He steps into the room and takes a seat.


I close the door.


I tell the men, ‘In the ancient Greek story, Zeus wanted to punish Prometheus and Epimetheus for giving the humans fire. He chained Prometheus to a mountain where birds came and pecked out his liver each day. Then, on Epimetheus’s wedding day, Zeus gave Epimetheus’s wife, Pandora, a beautiful jar, but he told her that she wasn’t allowed to look inside. Over the following days, she couldn’t stop thinking about what was in the jar, until one night she opened it. Seven evil spirits came out. Hatred, Shame, Greed, Boredom, Laziness, Delusion and Pain. A voice from inside the jar cried out to Pandora and she opened it again. This time Hope came out.’


Rodney rubs his eyes.


I ask the men, ‘If you could put one back into the box, which one would you pick?’


‘Hope,’ Rodney says.


‘Hope is what makes the other evils worse,’ he says. ‘Pain wouldn’t be so bad if there wasn’t hope. We’d just live with it instead of hoping we weren’t in pain.’


‘Without hope nothing changes,’ Keith says. ‘Without hope you’d still have pain. It would just be pain with despair.’


‘If you hope for things to change and they don’t, then hope has just made everything worse,’ Rodney says.


My gaze falls on the spirals of barbed wire I see through the window. Coils of it on rooftops and walls, loops of it everywhere above you in the prison.


‘Pain would be less painful without hope,’ Rodney says, and my attention comes back to the room.


‘Hope is the child of the other evils in the box. When you are in pain, hope is there to remind you there’s a future beyond pain,’ Keith says.


‘I don’t waste my energy hoping for pain to go away. I just try and get used to it,’ Rodney says.


The discussion continues. I write a list of the things to come out of Pandora’s Box on the whiteboard. Keith says, ‘Last year I had a hearing and I’d done everything possible for them to let me out, every kind of course. My behaviour was perfect. I was a model prisoner. I’d hoped I’d get out. In the end, the hearing lasted about eight minutes. They said no. I went on hunger strike. I promised myself I wasn’t going to hope for a release date again.’


Rodney yawns.


‘But I couldn’t do it,’ Keith continues. ‘Not hoping made me empty. I didn’t have the energy to work out or talk to people. I felt too empty to sleep. After a few days, three kids on my landing noticed I hadn’t been eating and they brought a plate up to my door. I couldn’t help but start hoping again.’


‘That’s a nice story, but I’m not going to be the idiot who tries to swim upstream,’ Rodney says.


‘There are too many decent people around to not hope,’ Keith says.


Rodney points at the list of evils on the board. ‘If you put hope back in the box, you’d automatically lose delusion too.’


Over the next hour, more men share ideas. Rodney looks bored. Twice, he laughs to himself, but it’s not clear what he finds funny. Another man, Ed, is doing a six-year sentence. He has a grey goatee and bald head. I ask him what he would put back in the box.


‘Shame,’ he murmurs.


‘Then you’d just keep doing bad things,’ Rodney says.


‘I’ve known before I did bad things that I’d feel shame after doing them and I still did them anyway,’ Ed says.


‘You’d never learn to be good if you didn’t feel shame about the bad stuff you do,’ Rodney says.


‘Maybe it’s shame that makes you do bad things.’


‘How the fuck you supposed to be good then?’


‘Empathy, maybe. Remorse. Not shame.’


An hour later, the class ends and the men are filing out. I put my rucksack over my shoulder. Gregg has waited behind to tell me he won’t be here next week because he’s being let out. ‘They gave me a job working on the underground railway,’ he says.


‘Driving a train?’ I say.


He frowns. I sense I have just misunderstood something basic, again.


‘Fixing the tracks at night. Criminal record don’t matter there because there’s no public around,’ he says.


‘How do you feel about it?’


‘It’s something.’


A knot twists in my stomach at the thought that one of the only ‘somethings’ for Gregg after prison is an underground place of physical labour.


Gregg says goodbye and leaves. I take off my rucksack and open it. I kneel down and feel around inside the pockets to check again I’m not carrying any illegal items.










Desire



My dreams are a stupid shelter, like an umbrella against lightning.


FERNANDO PESSOA


My students continue to think I’m gay. During a discussion on knowledge, a student called Marcus uses the term ‘batty man’, and the others shoot him an unamused look. Marcus looks over to me and says, ‘Sorry, boss.’ I give him a gentle and forgiving smile. I go on teaching in prison as a closet heterosexual. The students believing I’m gay seems to make them less threatened by me, and in turn I feel more at ease as their teacher.


The night before a class, Jamie and I photocopy some readings about Buddhist philosophy. Then we realize the pages we have photocopied have tantric images of gods and goddesses in ecstatic union against a blue sky. Security have told us that any images involving penetration are not allowed in the prison. An officer recently put posters on the walls of the landings that listed what kind of images would be classed as pornography and therefore deemed contraband. Men can have lingerie models on their cell walls provided no nipples are on show. No naked or revealed vaginas, women urinating, erect or semi-erect penises.


So we can make new photocopies purely of the text, Jamie and I get some scissors and frantically cut out the spiritual images; a confetti of phalluses and breasts flutter down across our desk.


Lying in bed, I google, ‘Are conjugal visits allowed in UK prisons?’ The answer is no.


A few weeks later, I arrive in the education block of the prison and find that my regular classroom is being used for a talk by a recruiter from a healthy fast-food chain that offers jobs to ex-prisoners. A towering security officer called Baxter, with a wide jaw, pockmarked cheeks and a forearm full of tattoos, tells me I’m to use Room Nine instead. I open the door to Room Nine and find tall bookshelves in the middle of it. The bookshelves are on wheels, so I grip the side of the shelves and try to push them, but they don’t move. ‘Are you OK?’ I turn around and Baxter is in the doorway, offering to help. There’s also a woman sitting at the desk in the classroom, who I’ve never spoken to but I know is called Anika.


‘I got it,’ I say to Baxter and he leaves.


Anika doesn’t look up from the paperwork she is filling out.


‘Sorry, I didn’t realize you were here,’ I say.


‘OK,’ she says, still not looking up. She has peroxide-blonde hair falling over one side of her face. I know her name because I’d seen her teaching in the prison before and asked a colleague what her name was. I think she is beautiful, as do all the other men in the building; men sent down for murder or arson behave like perfect gentlemen around Anika. I squat down, unclip the brakes on the bottom of the bookshelf wheels and then stand up and try to move the bookshelf again, but it’s no less stuck than before.


‘Excuse me,’ I say.


Anika keeps her pen on the page and looks at me over the top of her glasses. ‘I’m just wondering,’ I say, ‘if you know how these wheels work? I thought I’d unlocked them but the shelves still won’t move.’


She takes off her glasses. ‘If you unlock the wheels the shelves will move.’


‘I must be doing it wrong.’


I see her leg is shaking in irritation under the desk. She has a pointed jaw and high cheekbones. Inside a men’s prison, her already sharp beauty takes on a merciless quality. I look at her and I feel sorry for the hundreds of men yearning inside their cells. Which is to say, Anika looks at me – looks right through me – and I feel sorry for myself.


When my dad got into pub fights or trouble with the police, I saw how his girlfriends grew dissatisfied and weary, so I came to believe that what women most wanted wasn’t tough guys but men who were soulful and sensitive. Using my shoulder, I press as hard as I can into the bookshelves, but they still don’t budge.


Baxter is back at the door and this time says, ‘Let’s have a look!’ as I step out of the way. He grips the bookshelves and moves them out of the way.


‘Thank you, Officer,’ Anika says. She sighs.


‘Yeah. Thanks,’ I say.


An hour later, the men are filing into my class. Rodney arrives and tells me that he will come this week but not next week, just like he has been saying for the last four weeks. There is a new student in the class called Jack, a former accountant in his late fifties who is in prison for the first time for what will be a six-year sentence. He wears owlish glasses and a bright turquoise polo shirt. The colour hasn’t faded yet. He sits next to Solomon, who knows prison well. Jack is complaining that he hasn’t been given a replacement battery for his radio. Solomon says, ‘If anyone asks to buy your radio, come to me first. I know some people.’


I shut the door.


I say, ‘Descartes asked this question: is there any way we can prove that we are not in a dream right now?’


Solomon says, ‘If this is a dream, I’m gonna have a right go at myself when I wake up.’ The rest of the men laugh.


‘I know I’m not in a dream because I never dream I’m in prison,’ Jack says.


‘You haven’t been here long enough yet,’ Rodney says.


Solomon points at his own face with both hands and says, ‘My dreams are still at home.’


‘Jammy bastard,’ Rodney says.


Solomon lifts his hands in the air, pouts and does a smug dance.


‘I dreamt I was at home once,’ Rodney says. ‘When I tried to pick things up, my hand would just sink through them.’


I ask, ‘How do you know you’re not still in that dream? How do you know this is reality?’


‘What’s the difference exactly?’ Solomon says. ‘Years ago, I woke up in hospital and the doctor told me I’d fallen from my balcony. I couldn’t remember it because I was high. I didn’t even experience it when it was happening. Sometimes I get these dreams where I can feel myself falling. I can feel the air on my arms.’


‘What do you think the difference is?’ I ask.


Jack taps the middle of his glasses. ‘Reality makes sense. All of this makes too much sense to be a dream. It’s physical. I can touch the chair. I can touch my watch.’


‘Dreams can be physical, big man,’ Solomon says.


‘Not physical-physical. Not like real life.’


‘The other night,’ Solomon says, ‘man in my cell woke up screaming his woman’s name and he was wet in his shorts. Said he had a dream that he was with her.’ Solomon holds his hands out in front of him as if gripping something the shape of a watermelon. ‘He could smell her and taste her. Feel her.’


A grin breaks out across my face and I look around the room to meet the eyes of another man, but the rest of the men are earnestly listening to Solomon. ‘Dreams can be physical. Man had to get up and change his shorts.’


Ray leans back in his chair and strokes his chin.


‘So,’ I say, ‘what does the wet dream mean for Descartes’ question?’










Luck



A man in a desert can hold absence in his cupped hands knowing it is something that feeds him more than water. There is a plant he knows of near El Taj, whose heart, if one cuts it out, is replaced with a fluid containing herbal goodness. Every morning one can drink the liquid the amount of a missing heart.


MICHAEL ONDAATJE


Seven years ago, my older brother Jason moved into his new accommodation. He painted the walls with five coats of emulsion, even though they only needed about two. Jason said he wanted to make sure the place was completely white.


Three days later, I visited Jason and his place still stank of emulsion. I went around the flat opening the windows to let some air in. In his bedroom, I knelt on his mattress, leaned across to reach the window and opened it. I pushed myself off the bed and saw I’d ruffled the duvet.


I’d not known Jason to sleep on a bed for years. He’d fall asleep in an armchair, his head curling down towards his knee. But for the last 374 days, Jason had been making his bed before doing anything else in the morning. In rehab, he’d learnt to do hospital corners.


I picked at the edges of the duvet and smoothed down the covers.


I went into the living room, where there was a new cot with a solar system mobile hung above it that Jason hadn’t finished putting together. Saturn, Earth and Venus were still on the carpet. I sat on the sofa while Jason knelt on the floor, watching over his seven-month-old son next to him. Scott played with a small plastic yellow cup, squeezing his hand around it and letting go again.


I was twenty-four and Jason was thirty-six. But he used to look more aged than he was. His skin had been grey, but now his cheeks had a reddish glow. He was wearing a new pair of blue shorts. For the twenty years before that, he’d worn bootcut jeans and a parka coat that he wore zipped up to his chin even when it was thirty degrees. He had had bony legs that were lumpy from past abscesses, but now he was going to the gym and his calf muscles were becoming defined.


That day was the fourth time I’d seen Jason in four months. That was as much as I’d seen him in the previous four years. He had a suntan, which made the scars that peppered his body more pronounced. They were on his cheek, in his hairline, stubble and on his hands. When he lifted his T-shirt up, I saw one the shape of a pebble beneath his ribcage. I always needed to know how he got each of his scars. On that day, I noticed he had one running from an inch above his knee, upwards, disappearing at the line of his shorts. I tilted my head to look at it.


‘How did you get that?’ I asked.


Jason opened his leg out, pulled up his shorts and pointed to a smaller scar on the inside of his thigh. ‘That’s where it came out,’ he said.


‘Where what came out?’


‘Looking back, I suppose it was half my fault. I was with the wrong people. I woke up in a kitchen. It was three in the morning on a council estate. There was this Irish bloke and his dad. I owed them money. I could hear them sharpening the knife in one of those knife sharpener things. I was sobering up rapidly, remembering one of them saying “Get him in the back of the van.” The two of them came towards me. There’s no way I could fight them. I was too weak from the drugs. One of them said, “Where do you want to be stabbed?”’


My toes curled. I pinched my skin at the crease of my elbow to try and direct the tension into one place.


‘I told them “nowhere”. But one of them swooped the knife sideways and I tried to dodge it but fell back and landed on my arse. I was stuck between the cooker and fridge. I was shitting myself. I knew those two had shot and killed someone before. They’d do it messy if I fought back. So I told them my leg.’


Scott’s hair was gathered up on his head like a coconut. Jason patted it down. He said to me, ‘I don’t like you hearing this sort of thing, Bruv. Why don’t I put the little man’s shoes on him and we can go to the park?’


‘They stabbed you,’ I said.


Jason picked up one of Scott’s yellow cups off the floor and put it back in his son’s lap. ‘They bent down either side of me, took an arm each round their necks and lifted me up. I steadied myself on the counter. The dad swung the knife into my leg. The first thing I thought was fuck, I only just got these jeans last week.’


Scott came up onto his hands and knees and pensively rocked back and forth.


‘It felt like being punched really hard. Not as bad as I imagined it would be. But then they left the knife in and one of them took a few steps back; he ran up and kicked the knife. I fell over going fuck fuck fuck fuck fuck.’


Jason put his hand in front of his mouth. ‘Sorry, baby. Daddy shouldn’t swear.’ Jason turned to me and asked, ‘Do you think he can pick that up?’


I said, ‘How did you survive? Don’t worry, Scott won’t understand.’


He stroked Scott’s cheek. ‘I was screaming F, F, F. One of them said, “He’ll wake everyone up.” The dad opened the kitchen door onto the street. The other one gave the knife a wobble so it comes out the other side. I screamed again and one of them was telling the other to keep the noise down. They picked me off the floor, took me out into the street and left me there. I got my phone out to try and text but kept losing consciousness. I dropped the phone. On the other side of the car park I saw a bloke and a woman. I limped towards them shouting for help and fell onto the gravel. The bloke put his arm around her and went in the other direction. “Drunk” I heard him say.’


Scott squirmed and his face turned down. My brother picked him up, smelt his nappy. ‘He’s shit himself,’ Jason said and reached across the floor for a baby bag with little blue animals on it.


‘I managed to summon the energy to get up and hobble forward, my feet squelching cos my trainers were full of blood. I got to the towers and pressed every single intercom buzzer. My eyelids were warm and heavy. A hello came out the intercom. “I’ve been stabbed,” I said. “Can you call an ambulance?” The voice said a load of stuff in something foreign. I said “Help! Ambulance. 999. I’m bleeding.” I heard a clicking sound where they hung up.’


Jason laid Scott on a plastic mat and opened the buttons of his son’s onesie. He took nappies and wipes out of the baby bag and put a fresh nappy underneath Scott.


‘I was leaning against the wall. I hobbled towards this light I could see that was probably the petrol station, but I turned over on my ankle in an alleyway. I was in a heap on the floor. I tried to drag myself forward using my arms, but my hip bone scraped against the gravel. I lay there and closed my eyes. You know how they say your life flashes before you just before you die? I remembered things I hadn’t thought about in years. I could feel myself drifting away.’


I felt queasy. The emulsion smelt overpowering again. Scott let out a cry. ‘I know, baby,’ Jason said, bending to touch his nose to his son’s. Scott pawed his father’s face and went quiet.


‘Then there was this smell. I opened my eyes. I was lying right next to a dog shit. I thought, whatever happens, I’m not dying in dog shit. I got enough energy to crawl out onto the pavement. Next thing I remember is a bloke putting a blanket over me saying the ambulance will be here soon.’


Jason opened the tabs on the side of Scott’s nappy, took it off and put it in a sanitary bag. I leaned back into the sofa, exhausted from the story.


Jason took out a baby wipe and wiped away shit from the fold of skin between Scott’s leg and groin.


A fight on the wing has meant the officers could only transport two men to my class today. I sit across the table from Samson and Patrick. Samson has bags under his eyes and high eyebrows, so he looks both exhausted and perpetually surprised. The blue lines of his veins show through the pale skin of his temples. He hasn’t said anything since the class started ten minutes ago. Tomorrow will be Patrick’s thirtieth birthday. He’s come back to prison two weeks ago after only two weeks out. His teeth are long from where his gums have receded from the heroin.


I say to the two men, ‘Imagine there’s two fictional worlds. In one of them, good things happen to good people and bad things happen to bad people. It’s the Just World. In that world, people are responsible for where they are and get no more or no less than they deserve.’


‘I agree. The problem is that most people don’t think like that. They’re too full of self-pity. Like in here, so many people whinging about why they don’t deserve to be in prison,’ Patrick says.


‘In the other imaginary world, the Luck World, they might not get caught. Everything there is decided by a dice. Your income, education, mental health. Whether you’re a judge sentencing people or you end up going to prison. Your life expectancy. In the Luck World, good things might happen to bad people one day and bad things the next, or not; it’s totally down to chance. People aren’t responsible for where they are.’


‘You’re right,’ Patrick says. ‘That world is imaginary.’


‘So you think our world is more like the Just World than the Luck World,’ I say.


‘I’m in prison because I made a choice. I chose to put heroin in my body.’ Patrick points his finger at his own neck.


I cannot see any living veins in his neck.


Patrick continues, ‘It’s easier to say you’ve been unlucky than to face up to your own immaturity.’


‘What if people aren’t to blame for their immaturity?’ I ask.


‘I’m thirty fucking years old and I still haven’t grown up. My little boy is gonna be seven this year. I can’t keep coming to jail or else before I know it he’s gonna be an adult,’ Patrick says.


I look to Samson, but he stares into the middle distance.


I say, ‘In the Luck World, they’d play Snakes and Ladders because whether you win or lose has nothing to do with your level of skill. It’s completely a game of chance. In the Just World, they’d play chess because it has no random factors. The one who plays the best wins.’


I lean my elbows on the table. ‘But what about us?’ I say. ‘Our lives are set on the murky borderlands between the Just World and the Luck World. Life is a game of skill, but it’s also random.’


I look at Samson. He blinks once but doesn’t return the look.


I say, ‘We can only be responsible for the things we have control over, but most of who we are is shaped by things outside of our control. We don’t decide if we have a traumatic childhood or an addictive personality.’


‘Actions have consequences,’ Patrick says. ‘I’m sick of excuses. People chat shit about how they were unlucky to have had a bad childhood. I wanna say to them, “Your bad childhood didn’t score heroin for you. You did.” If I relapse, it’s not bad luck they’ll find in my piss test.’


‘I think who we are is an accident. Each of us could have been anyone else,’ I say.


‘You can be someone else if you change your behaviour. If man wants to get away from crime, then stop wearing your hoodie and go and buy a fucking pair of chinos. If you do that, the mandem won’t be interested in you no more. Get on with your life.’


‘Some people are lucky enough to not have to worry about the mandem,’ I say.


‘If they look at you, then cross the road and walk past them.’


‘So, life is a game with no random factors?’ I say. ‘Really?’


‘I put myself in prison. Next time, I can keep myself out,’ Patrick says.


I turn to Samson. He looks like he’s somewhere else. I ask him, ‘Is our world closer to the Luck World or the Just World?’


Staring straight forward, he says, ‘I’m in here for causing death through dangerous driving. I don’t know who I am any more. I killed someone, but I’m not a killer.’


An hour later, I’m walking through the landing and someone behind me shouts my name. I turn and see it’s Osman, one of the men who should have been in my group today. We bump fists and I can smell jasmine and sandalwood. He’s wearing attar, a perfume that the prison lists on the ‘Islamic Products’ section of the canteen sheet. Osman tells me he won’t be coming to my class any more because he has a job in the kitchen. He has been on the waiting list for a kitchen job for almost a year. He has four years left on his sentence and my philosophy course is only ten weeks long. He needs something that offers a more long-term distraction.


‘What was you debating today?’ he asks.


‘Luck,’ I say.


‘I don’t know what that is.’


‘You’ve never been lucky?’


‘You’d have to ask someone else. I don’t ever think about luck. Luck will have you looking out the window.’


‘Never been unlucky?’


‘I’ve been washing pots. Then drying up. Then putting away.’ Osman laughs.
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