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Prologue

HMP HUNTERCOMBE

20 DECEMBER 2013

‘I’m dead.’

The ‘dead’ man’s name was Kofi Aboah and he was a giant. Over six foot of muscle, but shrinking. I could tell by his clothes that he had lost a lot of weight. His tracksuit slumped around him, looking as defeated as its inhabitant.

Most noticeable of all was a very large swelling on the left side of his neck.

I saw from his notes that he had advanced tonsillar cancer. Too advanced.

He had only recently transferred from HMP Wormwood Scrubs and this was the first time we’d met. This was not someone I could cure; all I could offer this man was kindness and the right to as much dignity and as little pain as possible.

In the yard outside, a delivery lorry was repeatedly warning anyone within earshot that it was reversing. In the waiting room two men were laughing long and hard. But it was as if those sounds were miles and miles away. Because in my room there was nothing but this ‘dead’ man and the photo of his family that he held in his hand. ‘Dead,’ he said again. ‘My body just needs to catch up.’

He held up the photo so that I could see. Four people, his family, standing in front of their Ghanaian home, a roughhewn brown hut on the outskirts of Tamale. The door was splintering, green skin rupturing to show sun-faded wooden bone, the thatch was threadbare. The ground all around them was a bright yellow sand. Just beyond their home a couple of women poked at the insides of a huge cooking pot with metal poles, as if whatever was cooking on this open fire needed fighting as well as heating. A small child, just apart from the cooks had noticed the camera and was staring longingly out at me, a character from a story that was just to one side of the one I was in. The family my patient wanted me to see seemed happy – happier, certainly, than this snapshot of their lives suggested they should be.

He turned the photo back towards himself and looked at it again. He had such an air of sadness about him. It washed over me and I couldn’t help but be affected – a deep, bone-aching shiver of sympathy. My thoughts must have shown on my face because he glanced at me and then winced, as if embarrassed.

‘Don’t look like that,’ he said. ‘Not until you know what I have done. You might think I deserve it.’

‘Nobody “deserves” to die,’ I said, leaning back in my chair, which gave a little creak.

‘Not even drug smugglers?’ he asked, almost combative, as if daring me to disagree. ‘I have seen all the expressions.’ He smiled. ‘The faces that start off sad, then become confused, become conflicted. I am used to it. Faces that change like the weather.’

‘Nobody,’ I insisted.

I understood the complexity of this man’s feelings; he wasn’t the first prison patient I’d dealt with who carried a sizeable weight of self-loathing. Some prisoners resented their sentences, some accepted them, and some felt they deserved even more.

He winced again as he shifted in the blue plastic chair next to my desk. His smooth head was shining with sweat, his left leg constantly twitching, up and down, up and down.

‘You’re in a lot of pain,’ I said. It wasn’t a question.

He nodded and looked down at the floor, as if ashamed. ‘I tell them but they don’t listen. Maybe they don’t care.’

‘That’s not true either,’ I told him. ‘Nobody wants to see you suffer.’

‘They do not have much choice.’ His eyes moved back to the photograph.

‘Your family?’ I asked, encouraging him to talk, wanting to distract him. He nodded and, for a moment, his leg stopped twitching.

‘My wife, Amba,’ he said, pointing to the woman in front of that splintered, green front door. Her hair was in braids, tumbling in front of a slightly distracted smile. She wore a bright yellow and red dress, her arms stretched out as she tried to keep the youngest of her three children from running out of frame.

‘She’s beautiful,’ I said, and he nodded in a matter-of-fact manner, accepting this not as an opinion but as a simple truth.

‘She is perfect,’ he said. ‘More than I ever deserved. Much more.’

He winced yet again and his leg resumed its shaking.

‘And your children?’ I asked, still hoping to briefly distract him from his pain.

‘They are perfect, too,’ he said. ‘Two boys and a girl.’

He pointed to the girl on the far right of the picture. She was fourteen or fifteen, beautiful but with such a tired look on her face. A young woman already exhausted by her life.

‘Esi does a lot,’ he said, as if having read my mind. ‘Too much. She has to. With me not there … There is so much to do. There will always be so much to do.’

Outside, in the waiting area, the laughter had ceased, replaced by someone shouting, an explosion of foreign words that echoed and distorted to the point where I couldn’t tell if they were expressing pain or anger. From experience it was probably both.

‘This is Yooku,’ said Kofi, pointing at the youngest of the boys, the one trying to escape the photograph and his mother’s grasp. ‘He always wants to be somewhere else. Usually chasing a ball. He is never so happy as when he’s playing football. So much energy, so much power. The world seems too slow to him.’ His face contorted with pain and I briefly put my hand on his arm and squeezed it very gently. ‘It seems to move very quickly to me,’ he said, teeth gritted. ‘The days are so short and I am running out of time.’

I asked him about the treatment he had received for his cancer, but unfortunately, due to having been transferred to three different prisons prior to arriving at Huntercombe, he had never actually attended an appointment to get the treatment he needed. I saw the referral letters and appointments offered in the ‘communications’ section of his computerised notes, but he had yet to be assessed by the oncologist. I made a note to ensure he was referred as soon as possible.

But that didn’t help him at that moment. He was clearly in a lot of pain.

‘The first thing I need to do is sort out your medication,’ I said, as I looked at his notes.

I saw that he was only on a low dose of co-codamol, and had only been receiving it twice a day instead of four times a day. No wonder he was suffering.

‘How severe is the pain?’ I asked. ‘Does it come and go or is it there all the time?’

‘It’s always there, but then more pain comes and goes,’ he said. ‘So strong, so big … I’ve never known pain so big. It is really bad in my neck and left hip.’

A base level of pain coupled with breakthrough episodes. He certainly needed to be on stronger analgesia. Pain is subjective. Translating what a patient is experiencing and compensating accurately for it is always difficult, especially in prison where appeals for greater doses of medication were so commonplace they ran the risk of being ignored.

‘I’m going to increase the dose and frequency of your painkillers, as well as try you on an anti-inflammatory pill with another to protect your stomach,’ I told him. ‘It should make a big difference towards you feeling more in control of your pain.’

‘In control.’ He sighed. ‘That is not something I can imagine feeling again.’ He gave a thin, weak smile. ‘But thank you. You are very kind.’

‘I’m also going to arrange some blood tests and refer you to the oncologist to see what treatment you need. I’ll see you again next week so that I can adjust your medication further if needs be. There’s no point in you suffering more than you have to.’

I sensed that for some strange reason he felt ashamed that he needed to accept stronger painkillers. That he was not man enough to just grin and bear it. He looked at me with such sad eyes and a brief silence fell between us. He felt so far away, beyond my reach.

Then the moment broke. He offered a small smile and held up the photo of his family again. He tapped at the final child in the photo. ‘This is Kwame,’ he said. ‘He knows about suffering. He was born with a deformed spine. They tried to correct it but … it hurts him to walk. Just to be. Born into pain.’ He looked at me. ‘I sometimes think this is why I am here now,’ he said. ‘To suffer as he does.’

‘You’re not here to suffer,’ I said. ‘And you’re certainly not here as punishment for your son!’

He sighed. ‘Maybe you’re right, I am just feeling …’ He shrugged. ‘Just feeling.’ He tucked the photo into his pocket. ‘I am here because I smuggled twenty kilograms of cocaine into the country, that is all. And now I will die, alone. Here. That is that. I will never see them again. I cannot change that, I do not argue the fairness of it. I did what I did and now I pay for it. But my family are everything and I am not with them.’ The fingers clutching the photo tightened and his arms shook, pain and emotion rushing through him. ‘I have let them down. I have ruined everything.’ He took a deep breath, trying to calm himself. His body slowly stopped shaking. And, finally, barely louder than a whisper, he said four more words. ‘I shouldn’t be here.’

[image: Image of]

‘I shouldn’t be here.’

I couldn’t stop thinking about Kofi.

When I had finished the morning surgery I headed out into the waiting room and saw one of the officers, Alec. He usually worked nights so I didn’t often see him but he was a really kind and caring man, one of the gentlest and quietest officers I’ve ever known. Years ago, when I had first begun working in prisons as a doctor, I had frequent cause to appreciate his kindness and support. I asked him about Kofi.

‘There’s no way he’s getting out of here before he dies,’ he said in his soft Welsh accent.

He was thin and pale in that way that a person working nights often seem to be, like an undersea creature developed in darkness and pressure. His hair was a rebellious salt and pepper thatch, never lying flat.

‘That seems so wrong,’ I said. ‘Whatever he’s done, he should be able to be with his family at the end.’

‘You don’t have to convince me, Doc,’ he said, rubbing at a fringe that was reaching for the strip lights. ‘He’s no trouble, no danger; let him go home, that’s what I say. The Home Office doesn’t listen to me, though, more’s the pity. He’s got three years to go.’

‘He really hasn’t.’

‘Well, no,’ Alec sighed. ‘But you know what I mean. ‘

‘He doesn’t seem the type,’ I muttered.

‘Type?’ Alec asked.

I shook my head. ‘Ignore me. I’ve been doing this job long enough now to know there’s no such thing as a “type”. I just can’t picture him as a drug smuggler, that’s all.’

‘He says it’s the first crime he has ever committed.’ Alec shrugged, slightly self-consciously. ‘And I know lots of them say that, but for what it’s worth I believe him. He had a family, no prospects, and a ticking clock. He thought that the money would keep his family going after he’s gone. Nothing else would. Not a choice I’d like to make.’

‘No.’

I tried to imagine what I would do in Kofi’s situation. Presented with an opportunity to set your family up after you’ve died, take away some of their worries, keep a roof over their heads. A legacy – one last big payday. Don’t we all want our kids to be okay after we’ve gone?

‘He should be sent home,’ I said. ‘It doesn’t seem right.’ Those final words again, stuck in a loop in my head. ‘He shouldn’t be here.’

‘I know, Doc, I know.’ We stood in silence for a moment before Alec said out loud what we both knew. ‘Won’t happen though.’

As I left the prison that day, stepping out under a darkening sky, I just couldn’t get Kofi out of my mind. All patients are important, every single human being that passes through your care is a life that deserves your best attention and consideration. But, of course, there are always those who stick. Those souls who embed themselves. I couldn’t stop thinking about him.

Kofi Aboah deserved to die with his family, and I would do everything I could to see that he did.
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Chapter One

HMP HUNTERCOMBE

5 DECEMBER 2013

For a while the road is open. Green fields, stone walls, space everywhere. Then the trees close in and you’re surrounded as you turn off, heading into the dark. Even the road breathes in, becoming too narrow for two cars to pass easily. On the right is Nuffield Place, one-time home of Lord Nuffield, inventor and engineer. It’s a National Trust property, gardens to walk around, cream teas to be enjoyed. Further on is a care home. Prisoners of a different kind, perhaps – even the best solicitor in the world couldn’t free you from your body.

The road becomes so enclosed, so completely removed from the sense of open countryside you’ve just left, that it feels like it was excavated, a tunnel cut through the trunks and branches. Of course, it might not feel so claustrophobic if you didn’t know that, at any moment, you would see the sign for HMP Huntercombe. And, at that moment, the trees retreat to allow two large car parks and, squatting between them, the flat buildings of the prison.

During the Second World War this was a detention camp, its most famous resident – albeit only briefly – being Rudolf Hess. Few of those old buildings remain, but it still retains the low, functional look. Single-level buildings huddle behind tall fences. Red brick, tarmac and chain-link. Some prisons assert themselves, the dirty brown brick of Wandsworth, the huge functional walls of Belmarsh. Wormwood Scrubs more than most, with its famous towers and cream plaster decoration. Huntercombe is the very opposite; it doesn’t draw attention. It doesn’t impress or intimidate. It’s just there to do its job in as flat and functional a way as possible.

I parked in the staff car park and looked across at the prison.

Huntercombe. Where my life as a prison doctor had begun nine years ago. From a GP’s surgery to working as a prison doctor, initially treating young male offenders then moving on to Wormwood Scrubs, one of the largest and oldest prisons in the country and where I still worked three days a week.

It was an exciting and challenging life with every day bringing new difficulties, new faces, new purpose.

It had been three years since I had last stood there. So much had changed for me since then, but the place – at least to look at – appeared just the same. Looks were deceptive though, as had been made clear to me on the phone.

‘The place has changed category,’ the agency told me. ‘You might find it quite difficult and different from any other prison you have worked in.’

‘I’m sure I’ll cope,’ I replied, always reluctant to turn work away.

Life as a locum was never certain. So much of the work I did was – by its sheer nature – temporary. I was often covering annual holiday, sick leave, sometimes just working in a new prison for one or two days before I was gone again. This contract was two days a week for one year, covering maternity leave, which was good because it was long enough to become part of a team again, which was really appealing. I knew it would be hard but I lived with the knowledge that work could dry up at any time or I may become ill and unable to work, so I was determined to work as hard as I could while I was still able to. Also, even though my boys were grown up I still wanted to be able to help them if I needed to. This never-ending desire to support my family would take on chilling resonance, of course, once I’d met Kofi Aboah.

The air was cold and damp, that winter grey wetness that makes the grass fat and sodden and the sky heavy and close. I hoped my confidence about returning to Huntercombe would prove to be justified. After all, if I could handle working in the Scrubs, with all the drama and challenges it threw at me, then surely Huntercombe – however much it had changed – would have nothing too terrible for me to face? Even as I thought it, I knew I was being naïve. You can never assume anything about prison work; the next moment can always bring the very best or the very worst of life. But I wouldn’t be facing any of it alone because, change or not, there were familiar faces there, old friends still walking the corridors from my first days there.

I thought back to the friends I’d made there before, the officers, the healthcare staff … I am not sure if I would have coped with the transition from general practice to prison medicine without the support of so many wonderful people. And I was back for a reunion with some of those amazing people. Not least the Number One Governor, a man I knew well, who had taken up the position there only a few months ago. Indeed, it was him who had invited me to have a tour of the prison before my first day back, giving me a chance to familiarise myself with the changes before I started working there again.

I walked towards the front entrance, boot heels thudding on the wooden ramp. I pushed open the door and smiled through the thick glass of the security window in the gatehouse.

‘Look who it is, back again! She can’t stay away!’

And then, right away, the three years since I had last been there fell away at the sight of my first familiar face.

‘Terry! Surely they have to let you go one day?’ I said as I showed him my prison pass.

Terry smiled, his broad shoulders filling the security window. I tried to remember if I’d ever seen his legs. Try as I might, whenever I picture him it’s behind glass, a grinning portrait whose good humour had greeted me on so many of my shifts.

‘Never,’ he laughed. ‘I’m here for life. Didn’t think we’d see you back here though. You’ve been working at the Scrubs I hear?’

‘I have.’

‘Power to you,’ he nodded. ‘Can’t be easy.’

‘Is anywhere?’

‘I suppose not,’ he admitted. ‘You know about all the changes here I suppose?’

I nodded. ‘Prison for foreign nationals now. Rather different from the teenage boys I used to look after here’

‘Eighty-odd different nationalities right now. Makes life interesting.’

‘I bet it does.’

‘Interesting is what gets us up in the morning,’ said a voice behind me. ‘Isn’t that right, Doctor?’

I turned to see the governor walking towards me, the shiniest shoes in the prison service were now walking the corridors at Huntercombe, rather than at Wormwood Scrubs where I had last seen them.

‘Hello, David!’ I said, shaking his hand.

When I had first worked with David Redhouse, I’d been slightly intimidated by him. The sight of Shiny Shoes, as I had privately nicknamed him, marching towards me along the corridors of the Scrubs used to make my stomach churn with nerves. I had mistaken his professionalism and precision for coldness, which couldn’t be further from the truth. Always immaculately dressed, he was a governor who made the job look the very last thing I imagined it to be: easy.

‘Come through to my office,’ he said, leading me away from the security gate and off to the right, where a long corridor opened out into a handful of administration offices, including his.

‘Have a seat,’ he said, gesturing towards a meeting table at the centre of his office. ‘Can I make you a coffee?’

‘I’d love one,’ I replied. ‘Are you sure?’ It felt very strange having the governor of the prison taking time out from his schedule to give me a tour, let alone putting the kettle on. ‘I’m sure you must have more important things to do.’

‘I cleared the time, don’t worry,’ he said. ‘I’m all yours for now. That said, I’m also on my own today, so don’t expect a miracle in a mug. It’s me and a jar of instant.’

I gave in and sat at the meeting table while in the next room he clinked mugs, a kettle boiling with considerable enthusiasm. I looked around his office, a default screen saver of a non-descript beach became a Japanese garden. The walls were covered in charts and printouts; graphs plotted the year gone while calendars planned ahead. Statistics vied with projected targets. In the middle of it all, huge in a plain black frame, there was a black and white aerial photo of the place this prison used to be. Camp 020R as it was designated back then, the military detention centre.

‘Here you go,’ David said, bringing in the two drinks and sitting down opposite me. ‘We’ll have the tour first and then lunch if that’s okay?’

‘Lovely,’ I said. There was a brilliant pub in the nearby village that always used to do great food. Beautiful old wooden-beamed corners and, with a bit of luck, a roaring fire. A return visit would be wonderful. A day of reassuring and comforting reunions!

‘We’ll grab a bite in the Rolls Inn,’ he continued, referring to the café staffed by the prisoners. The name was a play on words, riffing off the term referring to when the prison roll call is correct and the ‘Roll’s in’. I tried to hide my disappointment. Possibly I didn’t quite manage.

‘The food is excellent,’ he assured me. ‘Cooked and served by prisoners under the supervision of a great tutor from the local college, a guy called Brian. They can end up with an NVQ in food preparation and cooking if they complete the course, so it can stand them in good stead for the future.’

‘Oh … that sounds good.’ I hoped the smile on my face was suitably broad. In all the years I had worked in prison I had very rarely eaten food cooked on site so, in fairness, it was another new experience and those are always welcome.

‘What are the odds, eh? Finding you working here,’ I said, changing the subject.

‘It’s very different from the Scrubs, and certainly offers a new set of challenges,’ he admitted, taking a sip of his coffee. ‘But I love working here.’

‘Being governor in a foreign national prison must be like a totally different job though,’ I said.

He gave a small shrug. ‘The job rarely changes at heart: try to turn a few lives around. This place is quite the education though: the new languages, the cultures, the attitudes.’

‘Not only with you but each other, I’d have thought.’

‘There are a few petty rivalries between nationalities; you soon learn who doesn’t play well with who. It’s no different to learning the interactions between the gangs in other prisons. There are just a few more of them!’

Coffees finished, we got to our feet. ‘Time for the tour?’ I asked.

‘Absolutely.’

David gestured for me to walk ahead as we made our way back towards the security gate. There, with a hiss, the barrier withdrew and David and I walked through in turn. He stepped into another small room housing cabinets of keys and, after placing his finger on the biometric scanner, the cabinet door sprung open and he removed a set of keys. I knew from experience that the cabinet door could only be open for a few seconds before an ear-piercing alarm would sound. The keys jangled as he clipped them to his key chain and then popped them into the leather pouch on his belt.

‘So, what are the criteria for being sent here?’ I asked as we walked out into the cold, winter air.

‘In theory we only take people who are due to be
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