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Andrew Hamilton is a stand-up comedian nominated for the Best Newcomer award at the 2023 Melbourne International Comedy Festival. After spending fifteen years as a drug dealer, he is now on the straight and narrow following a confronting stay in some of Sydney’s most notorious maximum security prisons. The Profound Benefits of a Stint in Prison is his first book.
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This is a true story.  Names have been changed to protect the guilty.









Prison Food Review Scale


When I was in prison, I entertained myself by writing reviews of all my lunches and dinners. I’ve selected my favourite reviews and included one at the end of each chapter. Here is my marking scale:


10 – Not possible


9 – As good as mum’s cooking


8 – You’d be happy to pay for it


7 – One of the better days in prison


6 – You know, it’s really not terrible


5 – You can stomach it without much regret


4 – Definitely one of the darker days


3 – Oh, that’s right, I’m in prison


2 – Almost inedible but you gotta survive


1 – This is tough even for jail


0 – Would rather starve









A Knock at the Door


I’d just snorted a romper when the cops started smashing in my front door. A romper is the name I had for a very large line of cocaine. About the size and length of a large straw. Large enough to completely numb you out. For a few minutes, at least.


It was Friday 4 June 2021, and I was watching Guy Ritchie’s Wrath of Man, standing in my living room. I’d been on a booze-and-coke-fuelled bender there for three days. Three or four.


It was common for me to enjoy almost week-long coke benders on my own back then. Sitting on my stained blue couch, curtains drawn, lurking in the darkness, sniffing my way to oblivion as the bottles of wine piled up and a glass half-full of water slowly jammed full of cigarette butts.


I was only a third of the way through the movie, and it was just getting interesting when I heard CRACK. It was a sharp, serious sound. Like solid glass that had been hit but was too thick to immediately shatter. My first thought was that a very large – possibly drunk – man had somehow fallen into my door. That thought lasted about one second, or one thousand heartbeats in my current state.


‘Police! Search warrant!’ a voice shouted so loudly it sounded like it was coming from inside the house.


It’s hard for anyone to know exactly what they would do in the seconds before a police incursion squad raids their house. In my head, if this day ever came, I was going to have much more time. I would have hidden my drugs up the fireplace flue where they never would have been found, and I would have snapped both my mobile phones in half.


Sadly, after three or four days of numbing my brain on cocaine, my faculties were not at their sharpest. As blunt as a bowling ball. Get rid of everything, my brain yelled.


I grabbed what I could in a single motion and bolted up the stairs of my Surry Hills townhouse as the booming noise of the police battering ram continued through my locked glass door and then the wooden door behind it.


I was flushing in the upstairs bathroom. Whatever I had in my hands, it didn’t matter. Cash, drugs – it was all going down the toilet. I might have pressed flush twice before I heard the noise of voices inside the house and knew they’d breached. Yelling at each other as they searched every room.


They’d be upstairs any second. I ditched flushing and ran to the room adjacent. It was our spare room, where my fiancée had a large movie-star kind of makeup mirror. The kind surrounded by a million light bulbs. I hid my one-hundred-kilo body behind the door. They’ll never look there!


Yelling continued up the stairs, and then a bloke with a massive shield appeared, peeked around the door and saw me. Turns out they did look there.


‘Get on the ground!’ he yelled as he threw me to the ground. ‘Hands behind your back!’ Then there were two of them pinning me down, knees digging into my calves. ‘Stay down, you fat cunt,’ said one of them. ‘You’ve got a tiny cock,’ he added. For a while when I recalled this event, I thought he was just trying to be a dickhead. But perhaps that was just his way of letting me know I’d been under surveillance for a while.


I lay with my face touching the wooden floor, like a gazelle that had been caught by a lion. Not dead yet. But defeated.


Now that the grunts had successfully subdued me, it was time to meet the thinking police. From behind the various officers in full tactical gear emerged a detective in a suit. I couldn’t tell you what his name was because, let’s face it, most of the time it’s hard enough to remember someone’s name when you first meet them, let alone when you’re tired, high as an albatross and have just been caught as the target of a police raid.


Things were said to the effect that they were in my house to execute a search warrant, and this was all explained in a manner so polite that you almost wondered why he didn’t try ringing the doorbell first.


I was patted down, and two detectives had a peek in my underwear to check for any hidden items before I was set down on the upstairs couch and handcuffed. I was surrounded by half a dozen cops and could hear other voices and movement downstairs. Big crowd for just me, I thought.


I was introduced to a welfare officer, who, I was told, was there to ensure I was treated reasonably and that the execution of the search warrant was conducted legally. Many incidents over the years of police brutality and planting of evidence were probably the reason behind that. I thought it was a shame there wasn’t as much police corruption anymore – I would have paid handsomely for the heads-up.


I was given the opportunity to call a lawyer, and I rang one I had used before. I tried to speak to him on the phone, and that was when I realised I could barely talk. The whole situation had hit me like a passenger jet and left me dazed. I coughed my way through the dry throat and explained the situation to my lawyer and was told to decline any police interviews and not to say anything. That much I could manage.


My lawyer explained he would come to see me the following day for my bail application. Thoughts of some hotshot lawyer descending upon the house – citing all kinds of obscure but potent legal passages to shoot down an illegal search warrant – soon dissipated. Nothing was going to save me.


I was given the option of staying in the house while the search was conducted or going back to the police station. I chose to stay. Mainly because sitting at the police station in a cell is fucking dull – I knew this from personal experience. And I guessed it would be even more boring when you’re super high on coke. As a second but less important thought, I figured I could at least see what they would find to ensure they didn’t plant anything. Or perhaps they might miss something.


The police worked methodically through the house, starting in the lounge room. They found most items in here because, well, nothing was hidden. Nothing was meant to be hidden in the house. It was the house itself that was supposed to be invisible, not the stuff inside it.


I was sitting on a chair next to my pool table in the living room and talked to the senior detective while the rest of the team went through my stuff. I was coked up and chatty, so we talked about anything, although anytime he tried to use that opportunity to ask about the drugs, I said I wouldn’t be answering any questions of that nature. Can’t blame him for trying, though.


Whenever a new item was discovered, the cops conducting the search would smugly yell, ‘Find!’ Even if it was something as small as a plastic seal bag (aka satty bags). Or a sole tiny blue-and-white capsule. Whoop-de-fucking-do.


By the time they’d gone through the lounge room and my bookshelf – where they found about twelve grand in cash hidden in a secret compartment within a book – and discovered some small bags of white powder on top of the fridge, they’d found almost everything there was to find in the house. They searched through everything upstairs as well, but nothing was up there.


Pompey and Tucker, my two beautiful dogs, were outside barking the whole time. Dogs are smarter than most humans and they knew that all the strange people in the house didn’t belong. They were scared and calling out to me. I can’t imagine what that experience is like for people with children, but it was hard enough with dogs. I just tried to tell them it was all okay in the most soothing voice I could muster.


My fiancée, Christina, a strikingly beautiful, dark-haired girl from California, arrived home around 7pm. The raid and search had been going on for about three hours by then. She was dressed in the dark-blue work uniform that she wore for her job as veterinary assistant. She stood outside calmly until she was allowed into the house once the search was complete. She was a lot calmer about the situation than I’d expected.


Once they collected and recorded all that there was to find, we had a little team meeting in the kitchen. I stood with four or five police as all that was discovered within the house was read out on camera. Seventy-odd individual items of evidence were recorded. It took the bloke a while to read them all out. At the end, the senior detective asked if I had anything I wanted to say. I shook my head. ‘Let’s get on with it,’ I replied.


I was given a few minutes to decide which of my sixty pairs of sneakers I would wear to jail. This took longer than anyone had expected. I knew I had to remove all the laces from my shoes when I got there, so I wanted to wear a nice pair, but not too nice. They don’t let you keep your shoelaces – for obvious reasons.


I said goodbye to my dogs with one last hug and kiss. I tried to kiss Christina goodbye. ‘Don’t touch me,’ she said. And then we were off.


It was surreal, standing outside my house on the footpath with five police officers who had just turned my house and world upside down. I wasn’t even handcuffed, and they weren’t paying any particular attention to me. The job was done for them, and it was Friday evening. They were gossiping about normal life stuff and weekend plans. I thought about making a run for it. But I remembered I was one hundred kilos, unfit and I’d just had about a hundred cigarettes and a million lines of coke. I wouldn’t get far.


The welfare officer took a look at the black jumper in my hand.


‘A pillow,’ I explained. ‘You don’t have any pillows in lockup.’


He rubbished the idea. ‘What? No, you’ll definitely get a pillow,’ he said.


These cops don’t even know the ins and outs of their own building, I thought.











Lunch 1


Saturday 5 June 2021


Jailhouse sausage rolls | Score: 4.4


I was still coming down from a solid coke bender, so I wasn’t exactly hungry. Plus I’d just learned I was definitely not getting bail and I was being transferred from Surry Hills lockup to actual prison. We were given two jail-brand sausage rolls with no clear label on them and one packet of sauce each. Somehow they were both soggy and dry at the same time. I only ate one because the sauce helped me get it down my dry throat. Miserable. 












Rough Sleep
	  

Surry Hills Police Station is one of Australia’s largest – and ugliest. Brutalist architecture at its most imposing. It’s a massive, solid, dreary and grey slab of concrete. And I’d just been swallowed up by it.


It was around eight or nine on Friday night by that stage when I was put in a holding cell facing a large horseshoe-shaped desk, where officers worked through various admin tasks. Like who the hell they have in the cells, where to store the stuff they came in with, and if and when they’re getting released or processed into the actual jail complex inside the compound.


The holding cells have enough space for you to sit. That’s about it. They’re roughly a metre across, so you can only lie down on the seat if you bend your legs. And there you sit for hours. I tried to tell myself that I’m mentally strong, I can handle whatever comes next. I tried not to think too much about the mistakes I had made. I’m not sure when the time would come for me to beat myself up about getting arrested, but I knew it wasn’t then.


Beating yourself up for the crime is different. For a lot of people that never happens at all.


It had been about four hours since my last line of coke and I was crashing hard. I probably could have dozed off, but my arrival at the holding cells had coincided with the Friday night entertainment. Drunks and drug addicts causing a scene on the streets of inner Sydney were gradually hauled in, one after another. ‘One KFC Zinger Burgerrr and drink,’ were the slurred words shouted out across the room. It made me laugh. The first time. Not the other five hundred times.


An officer offered cups of water while I waited, and if you needed to go to the toilet, you were allowed out of the holding cell briefly to use it. The dude in the cell next to mine didn’t bother with that. The sight of a small puddle emerging on the floor outside his cell, followed by the smell, was enough to let me know that.


After what must have been hours, I was taken to do a DNA test. I was told that I could refuse this, but the police would just seek a court order and force me to do one anyway, so I complied.


Returned to the holding cell, I continued the waiting game, as more colourful characters from the streets of Sydney were shuffled in, swearing and shouting.


It was freezing in there. I put on the jumper I had intended to use as a pillow, and I used my shoes as a makeshift headrest as I lay and tried to get some rest after being up for days. It’s better to be warm than comfortable, I thought.


Eventually the senior detective who had been at my house returned to tell me I would not be getting police bail. ‘The cocaine, ketamine and MDMA aren’t big amounts, so that’s not your problem. But there’s four hundred grams of the other drug that’s going to be a big problem for you. I’m not recording any of this conversation now – what was it? Magic mushrooms?’ he said.


I stared up at him from my seat in the holding cell and shook my head. ‘Dunno,’ I replied. There’s no benefit in helping the police do their job for them, I thought.


Despite declining to be interviewed, I thought one of the detectives would still have a crack at trying to extract more information out of me. I thought one of them at least would try to press me to give someone else up in exchange for a deal. To snitch my way out. I would never do that, not in a million years. Don’t do the crime if you can’t do the time, I always believed. But it would have been nice to at least have been asked. That showed me how insignificant my arrest must have been.


Hours later, when I realised the detectives managing my case weren’t ever coming back, I asked to be moved to a holding cell with a bed, not only to try to actually sleep but also to escape the moans and threats ringing out from the drunks, addicts and mentally ill around me. I scored a blanket and dozed off on my shoe-pillow.


It must have been around two or three in the morning when I was eventually processed from the holding cells into the jail complex.


I followed the female officer through a winding passage of doors. Ones that needed to be locked before the next one in the passage would open. I was brought into a large room with a couple of bolted-down chairs on the left and a large, tall desk on the right, behind which stood three officers. There was a whiteboard behind them with IN and OUT written on it – the daily numbers of inmates still held as guests or moved on to somewhere else.


‘Name and date of birth?’ a gruff voice asked.


‘Andrew Hamilton, thirteenth of the fourth, eighty-six,’ I replied.


‘Do you intend to harm yourself?’


‘No.’ Even if you did plan to harm yourself, I thought it probably wouldn’t be good to mention it.


‘Do you have any weapons on you?’


‘No.’


‘Any weapons of mass destruction?’


Even in the shit state I was in, I couldn’t help but laugh.


‘No,’ I replied as my body shook with laughter.


The guard looked at his buddies and laughed too. ‘He’s laughing.’


Must be pretty boring being a jail guard. Gotta get your kicks somehow.


‘What are you in for?’ one of them asked.


‘Drug supply.’


‘Few guys in here for drugs.’ The guard showed his computer screen to another guy. ‘You see this one? Six hundred kilos!’ Obviously some of the other guests of Surry Hills lockup were making primetime news.


I was taken into a holding cell and asked to strip naked. The guard patted down my clothes and checked my shoes for any weapons or drugs. Then I had to turn around and touch my toes so he could check I didn’t have anything hidden up my arse. I wondered how many cocks and buttholes these blokes look at every year.


I then had to lift my scrotum, open my mouth, wiggle my tongue around and show behind my ears. I’d love to know the story about why you need to show guards there’s nothing behind your ears.


I chucked my clothes back on and was escorted to a cell to sleep for the rest of the night. It was a massive concrete cell without windows, with a hard metal toilet in the corner. No toilet seat. I was given a foam mattress, sheets and linen and set myself up on the floor. The cell could have fitted about fifteen blokes on mattresses, but there was only one other bloke in there. He was in the far left corner, sleeping the night away on the second level of the cell, which was like a giant concrete step that went the whole way around the cell and was just wide enough to fit a mattress.


I made my bed and lay down to sleep. No pillow.











Dinner 1


Saturday 5 June 2021


Fish Lentil Curry | Score: 3.1


Arrived at Parklea and the reality of my situation really started to sink in. No more 24-hour lockups at the police station, this is proper prison. I stood in a holding cell with my new buddy, Clint, and watched a David Attenborough documentary on cheetahs as inmates brought us meals and sugary coffees. The lukewarm fish lentil curry was a gelatinous goop that I wasn’t even sure was fish, but the curry sauce had a hectic spice to it that at least warmed me up on a freezing night. It feels like a dark and ominous start to my prison food experience.












Vagina Heroin


I awoke later that morning to the sound of a new bloke being chucked into the cell. It’s hard to get a gauge of the time when you’re locked down in the Surry Hills Dungeons, as there are no clocks or natural light. I rolled over and kept sleeping. Now that the coke had worn off, all I wanted to do was catch up on the few days’ sleep I’d missed.


More time passed and more guys were brought into the cell, and finally the lights came on. Guards brought coffees to the cell and passed them through a slot in the door. A couple of blokes went up and collected them and passed them around the six of us in the cell. It was just a small gesture, but it said a lot of about the world inside cells: guys looking out for one another.


I sat and sipped my coffee and exchanged small talk. Standard stuff like how long I’d been in the cell for and why I’d been arrested. A PA system hooked up to the cell rang out.


‘Hamilton.’


‘Yes?’ I replied.


‘Who’s Christina?’ the voice asked. Deep in the jail bunker it was easy to feel like the world had disappeared. That you were already forgotten. At the time, that question sounded like a guardian angel was reaching out to me.


‘My fiancée,’ I said.


‘Do you know her number?’


‘No.’


‘Someone will bring it down to you.’


People out there still loved me. It was a little glimmer of hope in a dark situation.


Guys in my cell and in surrounding cells were called out whenever it was their turn to speak to their lawyer or to the public defender, Legal Aid.


I already knew from mates who had been locked up before that you always call jail guards Chief. Sometimes you’d hear them called Boss, but almost always it was Chief for a man. And for a woman it was Miss. Calls of ‘Hey, Chief, can I ask you something real quick?’ would ring out every few minutes as guys in the various cells made requests for things such as a shower or another coffee.


When it was my turn, I put my hands through the slot where the coffees had come from and was handcuffed again. I was led down the narrow, dark passageway, past cells full of other blokes being held for as many different crimes as you can come up with. As long as they’re drug-related. Depressed but curious faces would look up at you as they awaited their turn to figure out whether they’d be going home that day or not.


I was taken to a videoconference room and my lawyer, Jim, appeared. ‘You’ve been charged with two indictable offences,’ he explained.


I didn’t know exactly what indictable meant, but I’d seen McCoy talk about people being indicted on old-school episodes of Law & Order enough to know it wasn’t great.


‘Two large commercial drug supply charges for the LSD and the magic mushrooms, which means we will be asked to show cause for why you should get bail. That means we have to provide a compelling argument for why you should get bail.’


Up to this point I had been deluding myself into thinking I would be walking out of Surry Hills Police Station that day. I don’t think I had really accepted and processed the gravity of the shitstorm I  was in.


‘What are the chances of being successful?’ I asked.


‘In the local court your chances are slim. Maybe one in fifty or one hundred. The magistrates in local court tend to view bail more as punitive. We have a much better chance in the Supreme Court, though, which we can get to in four to six weeks if you’re denied bail.  Your chances there are more like fifty-fifty.’


Weighing up my options as they were explained to me, I figured there was no point dicking around for a couple of weeks as my lawyer tried to prepare an argument for local court bail if it was only a major longshot anyway. I advised him to prepare whatever materials he could put together that day and to just go for it. That way, I figured, we could join the queue for a Supreme Court date.


I returned to my cell and tried to sleep again. My mind started racing with all the moves I would need to make as soon as I got out to recover my losses from the police raid and to pay my lawyer. I’d go visit people who owed me money, get a new phone and number, update all my regulars, whip around and grab new stock and start slinging drugs from the safe house. Boom. Easy. At least, that was the idea in my head.


In case you’re wondering how I managed to get myself arrested with so many drugs if I had a safe house – good question. The reality is that a safe house is only useful if you use it well. I was too coked up and complacent and couldn’t be bothered to move most of my stuff over there on the day the cops knocked down my door. Life’s lessons don’t come cheap.


Lunch was served in the cells and we sat there with soggy, greasy sausage rolls and tiny packets of sauce, sharing in the emotional rollercoaster as guys came back with good or bad news about their bail applications. Most guys seemed to be going home that day.


When it was my turn, I was cuffed up again and led back down the hallway towards the large processing room where I’d first arrived.


‘Going for bail?’ the guard escorting me enquired.


‘Yep,’ I replied.


‘What’s the charges?’


‘Drug supply.’


‘Oh, you’ll get bail,’ he said. An optimist like me.


I was led to a tiny room with a screen and I sat quietly. I saw the magistrate on his big bench, looking stern. Jim, my lawyer, was sharp in his black suit and looked ready to go, as a prosecutor fumbled through their pages regarding who they were discussing next.


Because of Covid, many cases were done via Audio Video Link (AVL) and very few people were allowed to sit in court. But my dad was there, up the back, sitting patiently in a blue polo shirt with his arms crossed. I wasn’t sure where my mum was – everything had happened so suddenly I wasn’t even sure my lawyer had had a chance to let them know what had happened. I’ve always been close with my parents, so I knew they’d be there if they could.


The magistrate kicked things off and Jim made his arguments. He made a fantastic speech to justify bail and satisfy the need to show cause. He brought up the facts that I had no prior drug offences, my last trouble with the law was for an assault fourteen years ago and that I owned a restaurant. He provided character references and proposed strict bail conditions that meant I would be under house arrest at my parents’ place.


Jim spoke eloquently and spun a good yarn. Conversely, the prosecutor absolutely bombed. He mumbled something about the charges and how they were opposing bail. Absolute stinker! I thought. Surely I’m going home.


The magistrate spoke in acknowledgement of all of Jim’s arguments and, while he thought they were good, concluded that cause had not been shown. Even if the prosecution didn’t have a gifted orator on their side, they still had the law. Bail refused.


I exited the room and the guards looked up enthusiastically.


‘How’d you go?’ one asked.


‘No good. Bail refused.’


‘Fuck, that’s no good. A guy on much worse drug charges than you got bail yesterday.’ Like many things in life, it’s the luck of the draw, I guess.


I was returned to my cell, where I received consolations from my esteemed cell colleagues, particularly the guys who had also been refused bail.


A talkative young bloke I’d not spoken with piped up. ‘What’s your charges?’


‘Drug supply.’


‘Yeah, what drugs?’


‘Mostly magic mushrooms.’


‘Haha, bullshit. Funny cunt.’


‘You?’


‘Coke. They got my drivers and then they got me, in my car in the city. It’s no good.’


‘Sorry to hear that.’


‘We’ll probably be going to Silverwater.’


A guard appeared at the cell door. ‘Hamilton?’ he said.


I said goodbye to my cellmates and wished them luck. I was cuffed up again and led back down the hallway. ‘Where am I going?’ I asked. The guard continued to stare straight ahead as he responded plainly.


‘Parklea.’


I was taken down a maze of hallways to a garage where there was a giant police transport truck. A huge white box with three doors running down the side of it containing separated compartments. A monstrosity of hard metal.


I was led to the middle door and ushered inside as the clink of my handcuffs echoed throughout the garage. I wasn’t thinking much at that stage other than It’ll be fine. Just figure it out as it comes.


The compartment I was in had four seats – two on my side facing forward and two directly opposite. I hoped I wasn’t going to be staring into some other crook’s eyes the entire way to Parklea. A mini TV screen sat on the steel compartment wall opposite me. Showing nothing but TV static. Maybe they’ll put a movie on when the drive starts, I thought.


At that point, with the doors to my compartment closed, all I could do was listen. It didn’t sound like anyone else was loaded on the truck yet. Seeing as it was my first time being relocated from a police station to actual prison, it was impossible to know how many people were likely to be loaded on.


The door of my compartment swung open with a thud and another bloke was introduced into my little world. He sat in the seat diagonal from me, which was fine by me as it meant our legs weren’t touching. We looked at each other and did the typical male head nod of acknowledgement.


He was smaller than me, but solid. An Islander with a shaved head and a broad nose. He wore jeans and a dark-blue jacket, and my first impression of him was that he must be some proper gangster.


We sat in silence for a while. He looked depressed. And I’m sure I didn’t look great either.


Eventually he spoke. ‘Did they tell you where we’re going?’


‘Parklea,’ I replied.


He nodded. ‘You been there?’


I laughed. ‘This is the first time I’ve been arrested.’


‘Well, this is the first time I’ve gone to prison, so we’re both new at  this.’


The fact that we both had no idea what the fuck we were doing seemed to come as a slight relief to him. I know it did to me.


‘They busted my door down yesterday. Arrested me for a bunch of mushies, coke and MD,’ I offered. ‘I’m probably looking at a couple of years,’ I added.


He scoffed at this slightly, under his breath. ‘I’m on drug charges. They told me I’m looking at twenty years,’ he replied.


Suddenly I didn’t feel so bad. Could be a lot worse. Twenty years didn’t sound like a harsh lesson to learn; it sounded more like the end of your goddamn life.


I figured it was impolite to press him for more details, even though I was curious as hell. For one thing, the police trucks could very well be equipped with recording devices, I figured. Plus, for all he knew, I could be an undercover cop planted in the truck to extract a confession. Also, it just felt a little nosy. Better to let someone volunteer anything they want to say rather than asking them. That seemed to make sense.


‘I’m Andrew,’ I said as I offered my cuffed hands.


‘Clint,’ he responded as he shook my hand.


There’s something visually funny, I thought, about two blokes shaking hands in handcuffs. We might not respect the laws of Australia, but we’ll be damned if we’re going to disrespect the rules of social convention.


I don’t know if it was because we were now acquainted, but Clint decided to jump up and swap seats so he was now facing forward, seated to my left. Maybe he’s just one of those guys that has a problem with travelling backwards, like some people on the train. I didn’t ask.


We talked about our backgrounds, and I learned he was married with three kids and that we were about the same age. He was from New Zealand originally. We talked about when and how we got arrested. His arrest was less eventful than mine; he was just picked up outside his house while he was trying to open his front door.


The door of the compartment in front of us was opened with another loud clang, and another passenger was loaded on.


‘Who’s that?’ the female voice in the compartment ahead shouted out.


‘Hello,’ Clint replied, almost with curiosity about the new member of our travelling party.


‘What are your names?’ she enquired.


‘Clint.’


‘I’m Andrew,’ I added.


‘Hi, Clint and Andrew, I’m Tracey. So, what are you guys into?’


It was hard to know if I was still on my way to prison or if I was part of some weird new sensory-deprived speed-dating game.


Clint and I looked at each other with the same level of amusement and bewilderment.


‘Having a good time, the usual stuff,’ Clint offered.


‘Chicks and beer,’ I added.


‘Oh my God …’ Tracey replied. ‘Am I actually in the truck with two straighty-one-eighties …’


‘Well, what did you have in mind?’ Clint responded. I could see he was happy to see this play out further. So was I.


‘I’ve got some H,’ Tracey informed us. ‘You can have some if you want.’


I’d never had heroin before, but if you’re on a police truck heading to prison and a woman offers you heroin that she’s smuggled inside her body, it’s a bit rude to turn her down.


‘We’re handcuffed and in a completely separate compartment to you. How exactly are you gonna manage that?’ Clint enquired.


Before Tracey could explain how she planned to pull off the vagina-heroin transfer, her compartment again swung open and another person was sent in.


‘Hi, I’m Tracey,’ we could hear from the compartment behind. ‘Hi, Tracey. Sandra.’


Tracey had lost interest in Clint and me, so we went back to chatting among ourselves.


Fortunately no more people were added to our compartment, so we had plenty of leg space. The truck took off and we turned out of Surry Hills Police Station and into Oxford Street. I couldn’t see anything on my side as it was just a steel wall, but on Clint’s side there was a small slot we could see through. I could see Burger King. One of my old haunts. I could see people in there enjoying their Saturday night, ordering food or already devouring it. They had no idea that, just outside, looking at them, were a couple of sorry souls heading into the grim unknown.


I thought about all the people in pubs, bars and restaurants having a good time. The couples on their way to a date at the movies. Girls having hens’ nights, blokes having poker nights – all the magical possibilities that a Saturday night offers. As the green light hit and we continued down Oxford Street, I didn’t need to look out the window slot anymore. There was nothing for me out there.


‘Did you say we’re going to Parklea?’ Clint asked.


‘That’s what I was told.’


‘I thought we were going to Silverwater. Parklea is supposed to be hectic.’


When you don’t know the first thing about prison, you take any information that someone else gives you as being gospel. At least, I did anyway.


We talked about what the set-up was going to be – whether we’d be in cells. Clint said he’d heard that at Parklea it was a huge open dorm with tonnes of bunk beds. I thought that sounded bad. Like, real  bad.


We let conversation drift in and out. We didn’t really know what we were talking about most of the time, especially if it was what lay ahead of us. Because neither of us really knew. And as much as we wanted to talk to each other, part of both of us was still stuck in a loud conversation with someone else: ourselves. You could try to drown it out, and the noises of the truck’s loud engine as well as talking to each other helped, but there was still a voice inside me shouting at the top of its lungs, How did you screw up this bad, you idiot? I’d become an expert at silencing my negative thoughts with booze and cocaine, but now that noise inside was deafening.


With the Sydney CBD behind us, the truck hammered out west. I needed to wrap the leftover strap from my seatbelt hard around my wrist just to hold on as the truck took corners at breakneck speed. We’d go bouncing into the steel walls of the compartment, or into each other, and I thought, This can’t be necessary – unless maybe the truck was being followed by guys hell-bent on executing some daring escape for one of us passengers. No, the driver was just a dick who wanted to fuck with us. These guys and the things they do for kicks, I thought.


We arrived. Clint peered out the window. ‘We’re at Silverwater,’ he said.


So much for going to Parklea, I thought. Why would the guard at Surry Hills have lied to me? Again, I started to think maybe all the guards do is try to fuck with you non-stop. The truck went through various security gates and came to a stop. Doors opened, and we heard Sandra and Tracey exiting the vehicle.


‘Bye, ladies,’ Clint said with a grin.


I was pleased that we were at Silverwater. For some reason, and this is just the stuff we make up in our heads, I thought Silverwater would be a better jail experience than Parklea. Perhaps what Clint had said about Parklea weighed into my considerations as well. Either way, I was happy to be there. We waited for the door to our compartment to open and to be summoned out.


But it never came.


The truck started back up again. This was just a pit stop for the ladies, and Parklea was back on the menu. The truck exited through the various security gates and continued on its journey, again slamming around corners at speeds so fast I thought we might tip over.


About twenty minutes later we were at our actual destination. I wasn’t sure if Clint and I were about to get split up, so I told him it was good to meet him and we shook hands. The door swung open and we were on. You’d think that the reality of that situation might have sunk in at earlier stages. Like when I first sat in the holding cell at Surry Hills. Or when I was refused bail. Or when I was on the truck to prison. But when the door swung open at Parklea and there were three guards standing there waiting for us to jump off the truck, illuminated by bright lights, I realised that shit had got real. Really real.


‘Duncan?’ the voice from outside called out.


‘Yes,’ Clint responded as he jumped off the truck. He was asked for his inmate ID number, known as a Master Index Number, or MIN number.


‘Hamilton?’ the guard asked.


‘Yes,’ I responded and alighted the vehicle.


‘What’s your MIN number?’


This was a number that I’d never had to use before.


‘I don’t know.’


‘What’s your date of birth?’


‘Thirteenth of the fourth, eighty-six.’


‘Follow straight ahead.’


I followed Clint towards a large brick building that loomed on our right. It was dark except for spotlights that shone on the building and surrounds. We were led into a small cell with gates on either side of it. The holding cell was a proper shithole, and it was just Clint and me inside. In the corner, covered in piss, was a rank steel toilet with no seat, connected to a water dispensing unit. The walls were a faded, scratched cream colour, etched with the graffiti tags of visitors who had come before me.


In the light fixture above us you could see the MIN cards of previous guests of Parklea Correctional Centre that had somehow been lodged up there. So many of them, all with their own story to tell.


The wind seemed to travel straight through the holding cell like it was a wind tunnel. It was cold, and I was very glad to have worn trackies and a jumper. Through the bars of the cell I could see a TV showing a David Attenborough documentary about cheetahs. Clint and I watched it for a few minutes in silence. It was a welcome distraction from our current situation.


We could see some stocky Asian dudes, dressed all in green, scurrying around doing odd jobs, like moving bins or carrying plastic bags full of who knows what. Eventually one of them rolled up to the cell with a trolley and offered us each a coffee. It might have had more sweetener in it than coffee, but at least it was hot, and on my first cold and miserable night at Parklea, it was something.


Another Asian dude swung past and offered us two aluminium trays of food sealed by a cardboard lid. Fish Lentil Curry it said in big letters across the top, along with some kind of branding – CSI, which stood for Corrective Services Industries. CSI was based in Windsor, it said. I was learning so much.


We both took a crack at the lukewarm gelatinous fish curries, but the only thing of merit in it seemed to be the curry spice, which worked wonders in warming me up. I can handle spicy stuff fine, but I wondered how many guys in jail wouldn’t be able to handle that level of spice. It reminded me of Christina too, who had zero tolerance for anything spicy: she thought pepper was spicy. That made me sad for a second, but then I thought of something else to distract me.


The look on Clint’s face as he tried to eat some of the dry rice said everything that I was thinking.


‘It’s not great, is it?’ I said with a laugh.


‘Is there even fish in this?’


I inspected the container. ‘It’s hard to say for sure. I think that might be fish.’


‘I’m just trying to at least get the rice down.’


‘Looks like we know the standard for jail food now at least.’


Some time passed. Of course, for us at that stage it was hard to know if it was a short time or a long time. We had no watches and no clocks were in sight. And when you’re stuck in your own head feeling sorry for yourself, time can do funny things.


‘Hamilton. Duncan.’ We were finally summoned for the next step.


The gate on the other side of the cell from where we entered was swung open by a prison guard. We were taken a few steps down the hall, past another holding cell containing inmates. I gave a small nod to them as we walked by. We were then in a large room containing a long desk and a whiteboard. Another administration and processing room. On the left was a small room full of shelves filled with green clothes. A couple of Asian inmates were working away in there, wearing high-vis orange vests over their prison greens.


Clint and I stood against the wall one after another and had our photo taken. We were asked our clothing and shoe sizes before being passed our new clothes and sent into a metal booth. I presumed that I needed to be searched again so I stripped down and stood there naked and looked at the guard for my next steps.


‘Put the clothes on,’ he said with a laugh.


I put on my new green clothes. Well, everything was green except the undies. They were blue. I put on the green socks. Then I put on one of the three green T-shirts I was issued. It fitted okay. Then I tried the tracksuit pants. I asked for large but was given XXXL. I tried them on but it was ridiculous. They wouldn’t stay up and they were way too long.


‘That’s all we have. You can figure it out later,’ explained the guard when I mentioned the problem. Figure it out later means don’t bother me with your problems. Check.


I tried on the shoes. I’m a US size 11 but was given size 14s of these white, second-hand, possibly third-hand or even fifteenth-hand Volleys. Clown shoes and pants for a giant. Nice one.


Again: ‘That’s all we have. You can figure it out later.’ I had already prepared myself for being just another guy in green. I didn’t know that it was possible to look more like an idiot than everyone else in green.


I wore shorts instead of the trackies. At least they fitted. And the two jumpers fitted okay. It was a start. Once we’d dressed, we had to go through one of those big fancy biometric scanners like the ones they have in airports. That must have been why I didn’t need to be strip-searched, I figured. Good thing I didn’t have a mobile phone smuggled up my arse, I thought.


Then I was at the processing desk. The big whiteboard behind me kept a record of inmates in and inmates out, as well as other bits of prison business.


‘Do you plan to harm yourself?’ the intake guard asked.


‘No.’


‘Have you ever tried to commit suicide?’


‘No.’


‘Are you affiliated with any gangs?’


‘No.’


‘Would you like to rent a television for $1.50 a week?’


‘Yes.’


I don’t think anyone coming to jail for the first time would be expecting that question to be thrown in.


‘Do you have any fears for your safety?’


‘No.’


‘Do you need protection?’


I thought about it for a second.


‘No.’


Of course, if you’ve never been to jail, how are you supposed to know how much trouble you’re walking into? Was I supposed to say yes to the offer of protection? I had to go with my gut instinct, and that told me that I was going to be fine. But it’s hardly like I had a tingly spidey sense that let me know my door was about to get knocked in by the cops, so perhaps my instincts were just rubbish.


I could see Clint standing further down the long desk being asked the same questions, giving the same answers. That made me feel a little better.


A piece of paper was put on the desk in front of me, and I was told to fill it out with any phone numbers I wanted added to my dialling list. I pulled out the scrunched-up piece of paper with Christina’s mobile number and added it into space one. There were ten spaces in total available to add personal contacts. And an additional four for legal contact numbers. I added my parents’ number to the second space. They were all the numbers I could come up with right then and there, so I handed it back.


I was then allowed one short personal call. In the end, there were many things I didn’t like about Parklea, particularly the lack of empathy or humanity shown on any given day. But this was a rare moment of decency that I appreciated. There must be some sort of law that they had to follow, because it’s hard to believe it’s something they’d do of their own volition.


I tried calling Christina. I’m not sure what time it was exactly, but I guessed around nine on Saturday evening. She picked up and started to cry the moment she heard my voice. I let her know where I was and that everything was going to be okay. Even when everything turns to shit, I guess it doesn’t help to tell the people you love that things are not going to be okay. That it will never be okay again. That kind of thinking only makes things worse. That’s what I believe. So I said everything would be okay just before I was taken away to my cell. Because what’s the point of being an optimist if you’re all out of optimism when you need it more than ever?


The guard standing a metre away from me started to give me the nod as he leaned on the long desk and tapped his foot. It was time. Christina and I told each other we loved one another, and I hung up.


Clint finished up his phone call to his wife, and we were escorted back out of the administration building into the holding cell directly opposite, which was full of inmates we’d walked past on the way inside. Suddenly we were in a cell with six other guys. One guy, who’d been lying down and taking up an entire bench’s worth of space, sat up so Clint and I could sit down with our big bags of clothes and other prison equipment.


I was sitting opposite a weird bunch. There was a dark-skinned bloke who looked possibly Sri Lankan. There was a pale and skinny dude with a beard who stared at the wall, and there was a group of three guys who seemed to know each other. That group included a middle-aged bloke with a hunched back, and two young kids. Couldn’t have been older than nineteen or twenty.


‘Where’d you guys come from?’ asked a solidly built young kid with a red mullet.


‘Surry Hills,’ I replied. ‘Both of us. You?’


‘Campbelltown.’


I noticed that the smaller of the two kids had a Ventolin inhaler. It was freezing in Parklea, and the inhaler that I usually had for my asthma was locked away somewhere in a property bag, so I asked if I could use it. The smaller kid looked at the bigger kid as if seeking approval. ‘Give it to him,’ he said.


He gave it a quick tap to knock out whatever it was that was hidden inside it. None of my business, really. He handed it across the cell and I gave it a spray.


‘Go on, have another,’ the kid with the mullet insisted. He looked right at me. ‘We look out for each other in here alright,’ he explained. He gestured towards the smaller kid. ‘I’m going to be gone soon – but you gotta keep an eye out for this one, alright. Look after him.’


It all seemed reasonable enough. Of course, without knowing what lies ahead it’s easy to sign up for anything. But it doesn’t take a genius to know there’s strength in numbers. Any allies at this stage seemed like a good idea.


We talked more about our backgrounds. I say we meaning the young blokes and I. Clint wasn’t in a talking mood at this stage, so he just sat and closed his eyes. But he wasn’t sleeping. I knew he was listening to every word. The young kids talked about their charges and rattled off a bunch of crimes I didn’t know the first thing about, like police pursuit, drive disqualified, reckless endangerment. I explained that I was on drug supply charges, mainly magic mushrooms, and their eyes lit up as they said they’d have to get my number to try some when we all got out.


We were called out one by one to see a nurse for a Covid test. This was before commencing fourteen-day quarantine, I discovered. The hunchback complained about his back pain and demanded to see the nurse as I was getting called up for my test. I offered to let him go before me, but the guards didn’t want to complicate anything, so away I went. I sat in the office for a while before a surprised nurse walked in.


‘Oh, I didn’t realise you were here,’ he said. He leaned out the door and addressed the guard. ‘You’ve got to let me know when they arrive, please.’ Then, passive-aggressively, he added, ‘Thanks.’


It was an odd feeling as I sat there with the nurse. I felt like there was a distinctly different way that I was viewed and treated by the prison guard who had escorted me to the room and by the nurse who conducted the Covid test. The nurse initiated small talk with me and talked to me like a normal human being. The guard was noticeably cold and authoritative. I guessed they were trained to be like that to avoid trouble.


With the swab test completed, I was returned to the holding cell. Once everyone was done, we were given our MIN cards. Mine had my name, date of birth and MIN number, along with the photo that I’d had taken earlier. I looked at my face in the photograph. A perfect yes, I’m in prison expression across my face. Pure miserableness.


Then it was time. The cell was unlocked and the seven members of this motley crew were escorted out of the administration wing and into the fresh air, our large plastic bags full of our prison supplies in tow. We were surrounded by buildings that glowed in the night under the prison lights and the moon. My mind boggled with the possible purposes that all the buildings around me could have, and I took in all the high fences and locked gates. It was also dead quiet. Peaceful, in a weird way.


One guard led the way at the front and another followed at the back. They seemed very relaxed and chatty. Perfect time to jump them. Maybe if I was looking at twenty years I would have tried. The young blokes in my travelling posse pointed at various buildings like they were running a guided tour.


‘That’s Area 5,’ the one with the mullet pointed out. ‘Quarantine is in Area 6 over there.’ He indicated straight ahead. The guard found the right key and got us through the gate. Once it was locked again, the next locked gate was unlocked. Maximum security has a lot of locked gates and high fences, I noticed. Makes sense.


Another couple of locked gates and we arrived at a large, modern building made of concrete. A monstrous grey structure with a corrugated-iron roof. It had two levels, with windows evenly spaced across each level that were covered with thick metal bars.


We entered the building via a large, thick-glass door that had 6B written above it. Strolling quietly through the hallway, we passed small rooms on either side. Some were fronted by solid doors with things written on them like AVL Legal Room, and others were offices you could see into, with desks and computers. Straight ahead was a guards’ control room full of monitors, computers, phones and two guards. They came out and took over for the guards who escorted us.


Before unlocking the door to our actual prison wing, which we could see now through the large perspex windows, we needed to go through another search. We were each patted down and scanned with a metal-detector wand. Even though we were being monitored by other prison guards the entire time, I guessed each wing didn’t want to take someone else’s word for it that we didn’t have any weapons.


‘Hamilton?’ the guard asked.


‘Yes.’


‘Bag up here.’


I placed my plastic bag full of prison supplies on the table as it was patted for weapons, and then the wand came up again. These guys are thorough, I thought.


‘You’re in cell 19,’ the guard explained.


I picked up my bag and shuffled through the door towards cell 19, which was clearly marked. In this giant room were rows of cells on either side, as well as steel stairs leading up to a second level of cells. In the middle of the wing were dozens of steel tables and seats, all bolted to the floor. There was a tiny window slot in each cell, protected by thick perspex. The light was on in the cell, and I could see someone already in there.


The door was unlocked and in I went. The inhabitant of the cell was another young bloke in his early 20s.


‘Andrew,’ I said as I offered my hand.


‘Nathaniel.’


Nathaniel didn’t seem like he’d been expecting company that evening but was nice enough despite having his privacy interrupted.


‘Sorry to come barging in here like this,’ I joked.


‘It’s all good. This cell doesn’t have a TV, so it’s pretty boring without someone to talk to.’


‘When’d you get here?’


‘Two days ago.’


‘What you in for?’


‘Breach of AVO. I just got out of jail and messaged my girlfriend to let her know I was out. Straight back in.’


‘Fuck. That was silly.’


‘Yeah. What about you?’


‘Drugs. Magic mushrooms mainly.’


‘Wow. Hectic.’


‘So we’re in here for fourteen days, yeah?’


‘Yeah. And you don’t even get let out of the cell for fresh air or exercise for the first three days or so.’


‘Right. So, should we be getting a TV tomorrow?’


‘Hopefully. I’ve been here two days without one and it sucks.’


I began to unpack my bag into the shelves on my side of the cell. There were small single beds on either side of the cell, as well as a small desk and stool. Near the door to the cell was a steel box that contained a water dispenser as well as a steel-rimmed toilet. In the other corner near the door was a shower. The floor to the cell continued seamlessly to the shower, and Nathaniel had created a small perimeter of tied-up plastic bags where the shower floor theoretically ended.


‘To keep the place from flooding,’ he explained when he saw me looking.


I unpacked the light-green bedsheets and made my bed. The mattress was a thin slice of foam that sat on a hard metal base. For some reason, the bed base had large concrete indentations in it the entire way down the bed that looked almost like a spine. It didn’t look comfortable, and unless the design brief was to ‘break their fucking backs’, I’m not sure what they were trying to achieve. Again, no pillow.


‘I’ve been asking but no luck yet on that one either,’ explained Nathaniel. I’d expect no pillow at Surry Hills Police Station but this was going too far.


Out came my blue plastic plate and cup, as well as a tiny rubbery toothbrush. Definitely not the kind of large hard plastic toothbrush that could be slowly sharpened into a stabbing implement. Tiny bottles of toothpaste and a two-in-one shampoo and conditioner followed – the kind you’d find in a hotel, only cheaper. And a large selection of plastic knives, forks and spoons. I folded up my small collection of mostly oversized clothes and my unpacking was done. Much faster and easier than moving houses. I guess that’s to be expected when your belongings are portable in one plastic bag.
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