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			Dedication

			For the much-loved members of the ‘Mayhem’ WhatsApp group.

			My safest place, and greatest adventure!

		

		
			Health Warning

			The events in this book are based on my memories of working as a forensic and prison psychologist in Her Majesty’s Prison Service, England. While the accounts are true, names and identifying details have been changed in the interest of confidentiality. The views and opinions within these pages are my own and not those of the prison service or any other government body. As a health warning, this book does contain descriptions and references to serious sexual abuse and violence. I have chosen not to go into this in detail; it is neither gratuitous nor sensationalised out of respect to both the victims and the men I worked with.

		

		
			CHAPTER ONE

			PRISON VIRGIN

			My heart is thudding inside my chest like a trapped bird against glass. To my right is an enormous concrete wall capped with a metal tube and, balancing on top, a curling roll of razor wire. To my left is one of the red-brick wings of the maximum-security Graymoor prison, dotted with rows of tiny white barred windows. The cells. A low wolf-whistle and a shout cut through the drizzle. I cannot see where from, but someone can see me. A man with an Alsatian is patrolling the lonely strip of green at the bottom of the wall. The dog strains on his choker lead, pulling the prison officer along. Both dog and man have their eyes low, searching for contraband thrown over the wall.

			We walk down the wide tarmac drag until we reach the arched wooden door of the old prison. I’m with my newly appointed supervisor, Louise, a senior forensic psychologist. She draws a bunch of oversized keys from the leather pouch on her belt and unlocks the door to reveal a barred gate. It swings heavily inwards to allow us to pass into what is known as the ‘Centre’ of the prison. I look up, not expecting the tall ceiling. It’s a domed, circular space and radiating from it like spider’s legs are four wings, four floors high, all encased in cream metal bars and steel mesh.

			The first thing that strikes me is the distinctive smell. An institutional cocktail of unwashed, incarcerated men and boiled vegetables, brewed courtesy of the fusty air circulating through the Victorian prison’s heating and ventilation system. The second thing is the noise. A loud, deep, constant mumble of men talking. No one voice identifiable, rather a current of sound, like a rumbling river. Occasionally there is a yell or a call, one voice rising above the flow. And doors banging. Metal on metal clanging. It is the unnerving sound of cell doors shutting.

			I stand on the grey Centre floor trying to breathe, my mouth dry. It is like being ensnared in a large metal cage. From where I am standing, I can see through the barred gates of each wing and down the landings. Each floor is lined on both sides with rows of green metal doors. There are no windows, but the high white ceiling gives a strange illusion of freedom and space to the meshed enclosure I am standing in.

			It is lunchtime and the prisoners are moving back to their cells after a morning in the workshops or education. Not shackled or handcuffed, just walking along like men leaving an office or factory at the end of a shift. An assorted collection of beings dressed in blue jeans and striped blue-and-white shirts. They look like normal men. Young and old, some black, some white, occasionally smart, mostly scruffy, but the prison clothes and the knowledge that they have all committed heinous crimes makes me feel intimidated and unsure where to look. I glance down at my smart, polished heels, my exposed legs in their thin tights. I wish I had not worn a skirt. My jacket has a belt that squeezes my young waist, and it has an enormous burnt-orange fur collar. It is like having a warm, itchy fox draped around my neck and I am sweating. I follow Louise’s lead. She stands there quietly, letting them pass. Occasionally a prisoner speaks to her – ‘Hi, Miss’ – and she nods in response.

			I am attracting long stares of curiosity and interest. I look around. Louise and I are the only women in sight. I am twenty-two years old. A slim, blonde psychology graduate. There are close to 800 men in this prison, and they are on the move. A heady combination of murderers, rapists and child molesters. It strikes me that if all 800 prisoners do want to try to escape at that very moment, there is little that the meagre number of staff patrolling the constant stream of prisoners can do. I feel vulnerable as I stand and watch, but there is no imminent uprising. They stream past me, finding their home wing, conditioned and toeing the line. To my utter relief, we move into the Centre office for safety.

			The reprieve is temporary. Entering the Centre office is like entering the spider’s lair. It is full of maybe a dozen male prison officers in officious blue-and-white uniform and shiny boots. I stand there in my new Topshop suit feeling overawed and eyeing the floor again, shrinking behind Louise. Feeling like a trapped fly, I am not sure where I am attracting the most unwanted attention: in the office with the male staff or standing outside with the murderers and rapists. Several of the officers stop what they are doing to look me up and down at leisure, taking in the only skirt in sight with undisguised pleasure. It is the late 1990s. Fresh-faced young females are as rare as hen’s teeth in maximum-security prisons. Especially those bedecked in fur.

			‘What’s this young lass doin’ in ’ere? Is school out?’ one mutters.

			Another chuckles in response.

			The Centre office is the hub of the prison and from its large glass windows the staff can see each wing and down along each landing, such is the design of the radial Victorian prisons. There are no corners to block the view, helping to keep staff and prisoners safe, and order and control in the jail. It is a busy spot. Several officers are watching ‘line route’ – the prisoners moving en masse around the jail under staff supervision. Staff come in and out, and the radios on their belts buzz and crackle like wasps. Clipboards with curling lists hang haphazardly on hooks at every available spot on the brick walls and there is a large wooden board at the back with numbers chalked on.

			I am introduced to the principal officer (PO). Short and squat, he has a cigarette dangling from his thin lips, defying gravity, and is the man in charge of the Centre. He explains the numbered board. The cigarette hangs on. Known as the ‘roll board’, it lists at any given time the total number of prisoners he is responsible for, and where they should be. It is a serious business checking that there are no escapees or deaths. ‘Natural or otherwise,’ he says with a wink. A roll check is called several times a day.

			Perhaps in order to emphasise his point about the roll, the PO goes on to recount the story about Graymoor prison’s most infamous roll check. In the 1970s, according to Graymoor legend, the serial killer Robert Maudsley strolled into the wing office, placed a knife on the desk in front of the officers and said, ‘You’ll be two down on the roll tonight.’ Maudsley, well known for the previous murder and cannibalism of a fellow patient in hospital, had killed two inmates, storing one of them under his bed. It brought his murder tally up to four.

			‘It’s OK,’ reassures the little PO. ‘It’s a long time ago. Bob lives in the Block now. For as long as I can remember. And probably as long as he can too,’ he says with a chuckle.

			He means the Segregation Block where prisoners are kept in isolation for either their own safety, or for the safety of others. I can see the other officers watching for my response. I adopt Louise’s approach and give a non-committal nod, as free from anxiety as I can muster. Through the thin glass windows, I can see the prisoners continuing to flow past, no more than a couple of metres away. How and where would they get a knife from?

			At the time I had not given much thought to my physical safety. I rationalised that I would not be left on my own with a prisoner, never mind a dangerous or notorious one. Yet infamous prisoners were part of the reason I was drawn to the work. I was an avid spectator of TV programmes about prisons, and a consumer of real-life crime books. Such crimes attract public attention in extraordinary degrees and the more macabre and gruesome the better, it seems. People want the gory details, the inside story. I wasn’t after the grisly details. I wanted to try to understand why some humans make such terrible decisions and commit atrocious acts with appalling consequences for themselves and others. I couldn’t think of anything more interesting or worthwhile to invest my life in. I was also drawn in by a – somewhat voyeuristic – altruism and I was desperate to meet and talk to these strange, hidden and caged creatures and see how they were different from the rest of us.

			Throughout my degree I was set on this being my career and I knew exactly where I wanted to be: a maximum-security prison for men. I never had any real interest in working with women. Women seemed too complex, tragic and emotional. Men seemed far simpler. Perhaps I veered away from trying to fathom women because of my complicated relationship with my own mother. She left the family home – me, my father and two younger sisters – when I was about fourteen years old after having an affair. My sister tells me we came home from school one day and she had gone. Bolted. We were abandoned. Three eggs left in a nest before we had fledged.

			I don’t really remember it. I think I put the rejection and the loss to one side and then got on with being as rebellious, self-indulgent and irresponsible as I could – including collecting petty criminal, fixer-upper boyfriends – all in a self-destructive attempt at attention seeking. My dependable, devoted father picked up the pieces.

			As soon as I could I was off travelling and then to London and university for more pleasure-seeking, but with bells on, as the house music and rave scene took off in the early 1990s. Dressed in the tiniest, shiniest of outfits picked up from the haze of Camden Market, I indulged in the various stimulants on offer so I could dance for ten hours straight in huge, thumping warehouses with dripping-wet walls. Weekends were a hedonistic escape that left no room in my head for anything but the reassuring beat of the music. I succumbed to a tattoo here, several piercings there (perhaps my form of self-harm), all of which had to be later removed or kept covered for my new law-abiding and respectful job in the prison service. A world away from that coveted spot in front of the speakers.

			At least two of my previous boyfriends ended up in prison. One memorable unsuitable had a glass eye to replace the real one lost in a shooting accident, a pit bull and an array of Union Jack tattoos. Fresh out of prison and the local hard man, he was well known to all, and there was an inherent status in being his girlfriend. I wonder if I was drawn to trying to repair challenging men. Maybe it was a distraction for avoiding mending myself. Maybe those who have been through some form of trauma are drawn to the psychologically damaged. Working at HMP Graymoor was certainly going to offer the ultimate challenge in fixer-uppers.

			Later that first week, before I am to be given keys, I am instructed to attend ‘the Security Talk’. I trot off down the corridor of the admin block and find myself in a small, cluttered room with three prison officers squeezed in around untidy desks. One of them is extremely handsome and not much older than me. He has chestnut hair, caramel skin and chocolate eyes, all of which are enhanced by the uniform. He smiles at me, and I notice his perfect teeth.

			‘You must be Rebecca. I’m Dominic.’

			I feel myself blushing, redness rising slowly like a sunrise up my neck and bursting onto my cheeks. One of the other officers has spotted it like an apex predator would its prey.

			‘Bloody hell, you’re in there, Dom. Look at the colour of that lass’s cheeks!’

			‘Let’s get down to business,’ he says, grinning.

			‘Easy, lad!’ chortles the officer. He looks like an egg with his bald head and shiny, hairless face.

			‘Come on, away from these idiots,’ Dominic offers. He gives me a quick wink as the officer does a pumping action with his arm.

			With my personal sunrise still glowing, I am glad to be out of their den. Dominic spends the morning with me, covering security basics including what you cannot bring into the prison – umbrellas and metal cutlery (potential weapons), chewing gum and Blu Tack (useful for blocking up keyholes and can also be used by prisoners for imprinting and then copying keys). There is a strict dress code, which includes not wearing scarves or necklaces (strangulation risk) or anything revealing. No high heels in case you must run. He doesn’t mention fur, but I have already struck that one off my list. He talks to me about grooming and manipulation. How prisoners can build up powerful relationships over time with staff, then encourage them to start bringing in, or taking out, prohibited items, make mistakes or do favours.

			It is time for a visit to ‘The Black Museum’, as Dominic calls it, a dusty glass cabinet in the corridor full of illicit items made or obtained by prisoners. I peer in. Dominic is standing behind me and is clearly looking at my bottom. There are several rusty razor blades moulded onto toothbrushes. The really lethal ones have two razor blades side by side instead of bristles, so if slashed with this the medics cannot easily sew you back together. I see huge, ugly knives handmade from plastic, metal or glass, and tiny, deadly shanks with grubby string around the handle so they can be held without injuring the perpetrator. Time, ingenuity and improvisation are all that is needed, it seems. I now know where Maudsley got his knife. There is even an attempt at a gun. Dominic proudly assures me it has a working mechanism. I consider the assorted collection of offensive weapons and escape tools. Is the sole purpose of the museum to terrify new staff?

			Dominic also gives me ‘The Key Talk’. I cannot believe that they are going to give me a set of keys to a maximum-security prison and trust me to walk around with them and lock every door behind me. I struggle to remember to switch my hair straighteners off at home. I silently pray I won’t be the one to drop the ball. Imagine being responsible for an escape. I know I will worry about the keys endlessly.

			‘Get a room, you two!’ shouts the egg-headed officer as we leave to visit the Segregation Block.

			In the Block a gang of male staff are sitting about drinking tea, no doubt ready for action and waiting for feeding time like keepers at a zoo. They look up at me like I am a new exhibit. The officer in charge is female. The only woman I have met outside of the sterile admin area so far, and to my relief she offers to show me round. As we descend the metal steps into the Block’s concrete bowels, I can see the line of cells down one side, each housing one human. It reminds me of a rehoming centre for unwanted dogs. We are underground and the artificial lights bounce off the white walls and shining grey floor. I cannot see any prisoners.

			We walk along the row of cells. A pair of lace-free prison-issue pumps sit outside each one, waiting for their owner. The metal doors have a small observation flap, and a furtive, dark pupil appears at one as we pass. A prisoner presses his searching black eyeball against the glass. I am not sure which one of us is on display. I turn away first.

			‘And that’s Maudsley,’ says the officer, pointing to an unusual cell.

			Maudsley has a fish-tank-like cubicle, different from the other cells. We can glance in and he can glare out. It is like observing a creature in a waterless aquarium, perhaps a rare captive shark. Maudsley looks up. A pale, scrawny man with grey straggly hair. Maudsley is the first man to receive a whole life tariff (meaning he will never be reviewed for release by the Parole Board) after the murder of the two prisoners at HMP Graymoor. He is destined to live and die in that sparse, subterranean glass cage beneath the prison. I wonder what he does all day. Poetry, according to my impatient guide.

			‘We’ve also got Bronson,’ she says, nodding to another cell.

			I have heard of Charles Bronson. He is one of the most violent and revered prisoners in the system. I am tempted but dare not look at their most famous inmate for fear he might speak to me, and I won’t have a clue what to say.

			‘Charlie likes to take staff hostage and can’t be managed on normal location. But I get on with him really well,’ she adds.

			How does she achieve this? How do you ‘get on well’ with the most hostile and menacing prisoners in the system? I wonder. I’m worried I won’t be able to handle the officers, never mind the prisoners.

			My tour of the Segregation Block over, Dominic now takes me to visit the wings. We step into the wing office on Bravo Wing. It’s a cramped, dingy room in the middle of the ‘Two’s’ (ground floor) landing where the staff hang out, overseeing the safety and running of the wing. The obligatory clipboards with lists of surnames and prison numbers hang off the walls. First names are redundant here. I spot a Page Three calendar on the wall with NSPCC stickers over the model’s breasts. Dominic introduces me to the wing senior officer (SO) on duty.

			‘This is Rebecca, our brand-new psychologist. She’s come to sort us all out!’

			The wing SO, a tall, gaunt man with crater-like acne scars, nods in my direction and ogles my chest. I pull my jacket across my breasts.

			A plump, sweaty officer with wispy hair like an overripe dandelion is wedged in at the desk reading a red-topped newspaper. I look at him and wonder how he will extract himself and run if there is an emergency on the wing. He sighs an exasperated sigh.

			‘More bloody do-gooders. Waste of time. These cons just need a good hangin’. And what’s with all these chicks in here nowadays, Dom? Bloody liability if you ask me,’ he grumbles, without lifting his eyes from the paper and taking a satisfying slurp of his tea.

			Dominic smiles but does not answer. I turn a blind eye to the calendar with the stickered breasts, the chauvinistic, sexist attitudes and behaviour. I am overwhelmed and outnumbered. I am not standing up for human rights, feminism or equality, though, and I feel a distinct lack of girl power.

			I get to know the small but expanding Psychology Department. Louise is my gentle, intensely feminist supervisor. I wonder why on earth she chose to work in Graymoor. Alex Bull is a newly qualified psychologist. She is a conspicuous, bouncy, red-headed Scot, who likes to talk about herself and her military career and smokes a lot. Bronwyn, another trainee like me, is warm and witty and quickly becomes my confidante and partner in crime. The head of the department is a petite, armour-plated blonde called Maxine, who is never seen without full make-up, sticky fuchsia lip gloss and a perfect manicure. She can spot a transgression by a trainee at a thousand paces.

			‘Max – sharper than an axe, that woman,’ says Bronwyn with delight one day. So, Max/Axe becomes ‘The Axe Murderer’ and we watch each other’s backs like hawks.

			The role of the psychologists in the prison is to interview the prisoners and write risk assessments for the Parole Board, deliver programmes and carry out psychological assessments. I have been employed on the basis that I will be delivering the newly introduced programmes. The prisoners at Graymoor are some of the most deviant, dangerous and highest-risk violent and sexual offenders in the system. As a brand-new graduate, fresh from working in and dancing on bars in Greece for the summer, I have little idea as to what this is going to entail.

			I have been allocated a cell in the old hospital block where the Psychology Department is housed. My new office has a barred window looking out onto the prisoner exercise yard where the uniformed men circle twice a day, smoking and chatting. The heating system is a painted, chipped pipe that runs along the bottom of the wall. I am told it will not be switched on until there is ice on the inside of the window. An internal door leads to an old, stained metal toilet and sink with cold running water. An en-suite. I smoke in the office to add a little ambience. Incredibly, I have a name plaque on the door, with the title ‘Trainee Psychologist’.

		

		
			CHAPTER TWO

			THE SEX OFFENDER TREATMENT PROGRAMME

			The mid–late 1990s sees the beginning of a tsunami of cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT) programmes rolled out across Her Majesty’s Prison Service, England and Wales, including stress management, violence reduction, thinking skills and the Sex Offender Treatment Programme (SOTP). The premise of all these CBT programmes is that if you can change thinking, you can change behaviour.

			The SOTP started in 1992 and is a manualised group work programme of eighty to ninety sessions (approximately 180 hours) of intensive treatment delivered by a team of three trained, multi-disciplinary facilitators – psychologists, prison and probation officers, and occasionally education and chaplaincy staff. Research into men who commit sexual offences, and their treatment, has been growing since the 1960s and the HM Prison Service SOTP is considered an international leader in the field. Although the initial premise was borrowed from Canada, nowhere else in the world is there a coordinated, research-driven roll-out of manualised programmes across multiple prison sites. A long-term evaluation of its effectiveness will be critical, yet it is pending, as in the 1990s we are still in the early years of treatment. In terms of the SOTP it is very much the underlying principle that sex offenders cannot be cured, but they can learn to recognise and manage their harmful thinking and behaviour. They can learn to stop offending if they are motivated to do so but must practise the skills for the rest of their lives.

			I quickly become involved in the assessment of sexual offenders for the SOTP groups, including prisoners who have committed rape, child abuse and sexual murder. The psychologists and assistants complete these assessments one to one. They involve taking a personal history, including sexual behaviours and preferences, documenting the extent and type of the sexual offending, checking that the prisoner is not in total denial and whether he is willing to talk about his motivations and offences in a forthcoming group. Around 50 per cent of the prisoners we approach deny their offences, either outright (they were not there/wrongly convicted) or partially (‘we had sex, but it was consensual’ or ‘it only happened once’).

			I shadow a few SOTP assessments with one of the psychology assistants and then am encouraged to fly solo. I am terrified. I don’t feel ready. It will just be the sex offender and me, on our own in the wing interview room, which is a prison cell where the bed has been taken out and replaced with a desk.

			I head up to the wing feeling almost as nervous about going into the wing office as meeting the sex offender. It is the luck of the draw as to how intimidating it will be, and how amenable the staff will be with regards to helping. I have tried to ingratiate myself with them at every opportunity, moulding to what they need me to be, like a social chameleon. This means being pleasant, cheerful and oozing humility, but not being too keen. It means a degree of shrewd flirting in order to gain a little influence and make them willing to assist me. I hide my womanliness under my clothes yet need to use it in my favour. It is my hidden power and I work on it every single day.

			I get a good ignoring as I enter the wing staff hide. I offer a Marlboro Light, laugh at an inappropriate joke about a female colleague, slip into a broader accent than my middle-class upbringing dictates and ask for the prisoner. One of the seated officers leans forward, slides the glass window across and hollers down the wing, ‘JONES 157. PSYCHO CALL-UP!’

			Eventually my first ‘call-up’ potters down the wing to meet me, all four and a half scruffy feet of him. His face is creased with age and he looks like he needs a good iron. He is missing his teeth and one finger, and the remaining digits are earwax yellow from nicotine. He smells of a filth I can’t place – a mixture of sweat, smoke and a rotting kitchen bin. I lead him to the interview room and try to remember the correct security protocol in the office, seating him away from the door so I can get out if I need to. I check that the newly issued rape alarm is accessible but is not going to go off by accident, prompting a stampede of officers. I note the position of the alarm box on the wall that will summon the staff, hopefully – I dare not test it. And here I am. Totally alone in a cell with a convicted sex offender who is free to do what he wants. There is no officer. No handcuffs. No radio. Only the grubby little man across the desk and me. He looks more petrified than I do.

			I run through the paperwork, asking him about his convictions against two female children. He mumbles his answers and blames the victims. ‘They came onto me. They were wearing revealing clothes. They sat on my knee, took their clothes off. They liked it. They asked for more. They didn’t tell anyone. My wife knew and didn’t say anything.’ The girls were his daughters, aged six and ten, and he raped them, repeatedly. I have no idea what to say, so I just write it down, business like, and concentrate on asking the questions. I have to ask him about his sex life and if he has ever been abused. If he has ever had sex with animals. It’s embarrassing to be asking these questions of a man. A stranger. A child rapist. He can’t look at me and focuses on rolling cigarette after cigarette, licking the papers with his quick, wet tongue. I find it repulsive and can’t look at him. We are both glad when it’s over and he scurries out of the room and back to his cell without looking back. I wasn’t scared of him, and I survived it, but I feel overcome with how little I know and how much I have to learn.

			I do several SOTP assessments over the first few months and start to see patterns in what the prisoners tell me: the ongoing denial; the constant blaming of the victims, drugs and alcohol, or the circumstances. There always seems to be a reason and a justification for their behaviour. Some excuses are ridiculous.

			‘Someone must have come along and raped the body after I killed her. It definitely wasn’t me and I did leave her in a public place.’ (A hedge.)

			‘We were in the lift, and I must have had a fit. When I came around my trousers were by my knees, and it had happened.’

			‘I slipped and my penis just ended up there by accident.’

			‘I must have a missing twin.’ (In response to DNA being left at the scene.)

			Even in the face of these incredible statements, the prisoners stand fast, roll out the excuses and appear as if they have come to believe them. I think in some cases they have. Who would want to admit to these appalling acts? Most of the prisoners explain away the abuse or rape as consensual, even when the children were very young or weapons were used. Many of them seem ashamed to talk to me, skipping over bits of the story, leaving gaping holes and avoiding the details. What stands out is that every single man I speak to is convinced he will never do it again. I am not sure how to deal with this to start with, although with practice I learn that an effective challenge is something like: ‘Had I asked you before your current offence if you would do it, what might you have said?’ Invariably the prisoners reply that they could not have predicted it, and then there is dissonance, a chink of wiggle room for a discussion about how, perhaps, future behaviour cannot be predicted either.

			It feels like an honour to be part of the developing SOTP, and after doing a handful of SOTP assessments, I am asked to attend the national SOTP training to become a facilitator for the treatment sessions. Graymoor is crammed with sexual offenders and is a leading treatment centre with several groups running at one time. I don’t know what happens in the eighty-plus treatment sessions that take place in a draughty room on the prison wing. It all feels a bit secretive. I hear a rumour that they role play the offences, acting out rape and murder. I can’t believe that this is true and am apprehensive as I head off to the training.

			The training is held at the Prison Service College, a grand eighteenth-century country house with stone turrets. It has previously been used to train spies during the Second World War. The two formidable ladies at Reception look like they have been working here since the Spitfires roared overhead, and the rudimentary accommodation, icy communal bathrooms and institutionalised beige food offerings continue the theme. Perhaps fifty nervous psychologists, prison and probation officers gather to learn the ropes.

			One of the first things we cover is effective treatment style and the impact a facilitator has on a group. Elizabeth, the lead trainer and a glamorous Princess Diana lookalike, explains that facilitators need to be warm, open, approachable and responsive, but also to mix in the perfect amount of challenge. Cold, punitive styles are not helpful and are, in fact, known to be damaging to the therapeutic process. Any facilitator undertaking the SOTP who does not have the appropriate therapeutic style will not pass the course, she clarifies with a warm, wide smile in a perfect pink shade of Clinique.

			The training covers theories of sexual offending and the concept of the decision chain. Based on the cognitive-behavioural approach (that thinking underpins behaviour), the decision-chain exercise consists of identifying the key situations, thoughts, feelings and behaviour that led to the offence. In theory it allows the offenders to understand the build-up to their offence and identify the triggers for it.

			And the rumours are true. We will be re-enacting rape, murder and child abuse via the victim empathy role plays. By getting the men to play their victim, the aim is to allow them to experience the victim’s perspective of the offending, supposedly allowing emotional empathy to develop, and therefore preventing future offences. A specialist trainer with a background in acting is brought in and, despite my fears, her confidence and professionalism inspire and reassure me. She and Elizabeth – who is as intelligent as she is beautiful – make it look simple. A role player dressed as a prisoner allows us to practise. He is so true to life that I am almost convinced he is an escapee.

			Ethically, I can see that the role plays may be controversial and that the rules of safety and boundaries will have to be followed. In the groups the prisoners are to be allowed a ‘time-out’ at any stage. Any physical touching is to be limited and agreed beforehand. At no point will there be any intimate touching. Props, such as pens, can be used to simulate weapons or the offender’s penis or fingers. It feels like an immense responsibility with a potential to end in utter disaster. It becomes clearer why a punitive style is not appropriate, yet I cannot imagine doing this with real rapists and child molesters. How will it ever work? How will they agree? How will we stop the rest of the group laughing or sabotaging it? As a young woman, how will I rhythmically poke a pretend penis into a convicted rapist’s leg in a room full of sex offenders to simulate rape?

			These re-enactments are already running in prisons across the country and receiving favourable responses. Prisoners are saying that the role-plays are life-changing and will stop them offending in the future. I trust the inspirational Elizabeth, the dedicated SOTP team and knowledgeable trainers. We are the flagship and leading the way on the international stage with our treatment programmes. I think we all just want to make a difference and put ourselves out of a job, whatever it takes.

			We are also introduced to the notion of cognitive distortions (CDs). These are excuses that allow someone to justify their own behaviour.

			‘We all do it,’ says Elizabeth. ‘Give ourselves little excuses in our heads to justify our actions. For example, eating cake, I say to myself, “It’s only a little piece, it won’t do any harm.” Offenders make these excuses too.’

			These CDs are to be challenged through a process known as Socratic questioning. This is an approach which uses open questions, rather than closed questions (i.e. those that prompt yes/no answers), to help the offender start to consider his thinking differently. The questioning of the offender’s thinking is to be carried out in a ‘spirit of genuine inquiry’, which aims to help the offender reach his own answers. It is thought that people are more likely to internalise learning if they discover it themselves, rather than being lectured by others.

			It is an exhausting two weeks and on the final night I am sitting with John, the role player. He is far less terrifying in real life – a cheery, bearded man who chuckles his way through the evening and several pints. He tells me a story about how in the last hotel he ran the training in, he recognised a group of people from a previous course and went over to ask them how their SOTP groups were running. They eyed him like he was an extra-terrestrial, so he expanded a little more and introduced himself as ‘John, the sex offender role player’. As he was talking it dawned on him why they were familiar … they were not sex offender therapists, but the cast of Emmerdale.

			I scan the room at the clusters of people gathered on the faded leather sofas, chatting, drinking and laughing. We have become a close group, brought together by an unusual shared experience, and they feel like my tribe. Some people have become particularly intimate and the nocturnal visits down the corridors are not all about using the communal toilets. We have lived and breathed this course, spotting our own ‘CDs’ constantly. ‘CD!’ we call out in unison if someone is justifying another pudding or trip to the bar. No doubt the night-time antics are justified too. There are serious conversations about how challenging the work will be and whether we will be able to do it for real, but few about how we may cope or the potential effects it might have on us.

			I am sorry the two weeks have come to an end. I have met some wonderful, committed, caring people who sincerely want to make a difference in the world, and I have a serious professional crush on Elizabeth. I am scared, petrified even, at the thought of running an SOTP group, but also naively enthused at the thought of delving further into why some men commit such atrocious sexual offences and murder. I want to see, hear and explore it for myself and not just read it out of one of my true-crime books. And my first SOTP group of six sexual offenders is already selected and waiting for me back at Graymoor.

		

		
			CHAPTER THREE

			THE SIX MEN

			Jeremy is convicted of kidnap, rape and murder and has received two life sentences, with a tariff of twenty-five years. Often written as ninety-nine years in prison files, a life sentence does mean an offender is sentenced to be in custody for the rest of his life. However, the sentencing judge gives a tariff, the minimum term an offender must spend in prison before becoming eligible for parole. The Parole Board must then decide whether a prisoner meets the test for release; that is, does the offender need to be confined in custody for the protection of the public? If they do not meet the test, then they must remain in custody until their next parole board – usually two to three years – when the process begins again and continues for the rest of his natural life.

			Jeremy was a serving police officer and as such had no criminal history. He had kidnapped his forty-five-year-old female neighbour at gunpoint and taken her to a secluded spot where he raped her. A local man walking his dog interrupted them and Jeremy shot him in the face and then shot the dog. Both died at the scene. He then threatened to kill the victim and himself. The victim talked him out of it and encouraged him to take her home. Jeremy drove himself to his own police station and handed himself in, giving them his gun, clothes and shoes in sealed bags for evidence. He was thirty-four years old.

			Jeremy is
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