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            For Líadáin &

In Memory of Dora
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            ‘look out, look out, look out!’

            
                

            

            Linton Kwesi Johnson

            
                

            

            
                

            

            ‘When I found that I was a prisoner a sort of wild feeling came over me. I rushed up and down the stairs, trying every door and peering out of every window I could find, but after a little the conviction of my helplessness overpowered all other feelings. When I look back after a few hours I think I must have been mad for the time, for I behaved much as a rat does in a trap.’

            
                

            

            Bram Stoker, Dracula8
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            ‘Come,’ he said at last, ‘tell me of London…’

            DIRTY-GREY, clanging Pentonville Prison gulped me every Wednesday morning & spat me out in four hours, stinking of fixer & developer – my black suede shoes sodden – stiff neck tingling, hand on the gearstick, glued inside Red Astra on the spider-web crossroads at York Way. Why should turning right be a matter of force? I hadn’t asked for war. Clutch! I said. Clutch! Carl, shaking & angry at the mercy of me Behind the Wheel. Would I die on the road because of a drunken driver. Was I as bad as a drunken driver? But you’re doing a great job, said Carl afterwards. That’s not what you said on the West Way, I said. I’m terrified. I want to leave the prison. We can’t afford it, he said. Same for driving lessons, D.I.V.O.R.C.E. & the internet. Then overnight he asked me to step up – right on to the accelerator.

            TO HELP AN INMATE TO ESCAPE OR ATTEMPT TO ESCAPE THE MAXIMUM PENALTY IS FIVE YEARS IMPRISONMENT.
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            … we appeared to fly along…

            IT worked out at £135 a month. Doctor Grey showed me round two X-ray departments – HMP Holloway & HMP Pentonville just in case I could do both. It was my lunch hour at the Whittington & when I got into his charcoal Volvo, I left the London I knew. One minute we floated past the Nag’s Head – turning right was just nothing to him, he had the special powers – then we were clicking the car doors shut outside Holloway Prison as if we’d been beamed in like two vampires. Some people just knew they were in control of The Wheel. I couldn’t believe the smooth glide down Holloway & up Camden Road. He didn’t shake with the steel fear of going as fast as thirty miles an hour, his neck in flames, the cloth stuck to his back. In the prison car park he took out a black belt with a chain & a whistle, You won’t be needing one of these, Mrs McGlinchey, he said.

            THERE HAS BEEN A DEMAND FOR SOME TIME FOR A BOOKLET TELLING IN SIMPLE LANGUAGE ‘THE RULES OF THE ROAD’.
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            With strained ears, I listened, and heard downstairs the grinding of the key in the great lock and the falling back of the heavy door.

            THE front entrance was glass & when the automatic doors closed, fear wrapped me like black plastic. They gave him keys to put on the chain. There’d been a fight over one of the officer’s girlfriends, someone had a black eye. He thought it was funny. I thought it was exciting. If only I was a Lesbian. It would explain everything & Carl would have to let me go. Argued, guilt-ridden & mesmerised out of my own mind – if only I had a doctor’s certificate. This woman is a Certified Lesbian. Otherwise it would have to be a fatal accident on the road. Divorce is out while Negative Equity lasts – Carl was an estate agent. I’d spent so many nights, stiff with worry he’d be killed as I walked round immobilised blood & alcohol-smelling bodies on the X-ray table, I just turned. If someone had to have the blood drained out of them, why should it be me? Who took care of Baby.

            KNOW THE METHOD OF THE ISSUE, USE OF AND RETURN OF SECURITY KEYS.
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            Monster, give me my child!

            CARL earned four times what I earned in the NHS. That man saved you from the gutter, Justin said. Do you ever stop to thank him? The corridors were buttery-cream, windowless. How did Dr Grey know his way? I imagined dropping crumbs or a ball of scarlet yarn as he unlocked gate after gate & every time he took out the keys threaded through the pocket of his white coat. Rattling & clanking, we got to a gate where a crowd of girls in grey & white tracksuits holding babies, asked to be let through. I’m afraid I can’t take responsibility for you ladies! Oh God, why did he say ladies! It was bad enough leaving them there. I was ashamed to be beside him. I said if we took a photo the world would rise up against the injustice. Sadly it wouldn’t, Mrs McGlinchy. & you’re not allowed to photograph guests of Her Majesty. & what would Linton Kwesi Johnson say? I asked. Who is he? said Dr Grey.

            BE AWARE OF THE PROBLEMS INVOLVED IN THE USE OF SECURITY KEYS.
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            What sort of place had I come to, and among what kind of people?

            WOULDN’T you think the Queen would be pure embarrassed to have her guests treated like this? Oh You Irish! said Dr Grey. Matron joked him about the pool. Allow me to introduce Sister Singh! HMPS was very correct. I must always refer to myself as Mrs McGlinchy, never Imelda, he said. His long legs scissored under his white coat, speeding me through corridors to the dark room – no automatic processer, only wet developing! I’m grey from writing letters, requesting updated equipment but the wheels are slow in HMPS. Slow? I’d never even seen a manual dark room in my life, Maybe you should write to the Queen? Then we were where he wanted to bring me. The huge room, lit-up, quiet. Royal blue pool, HM’s lion shimmering in gold on its floor. I swim here every Wednesday. I looked at him, Yes, I know. It’s a shame! What a waste! Never used! His silver fillings caught the light.

            A THICK WHITE LINE ACROSS THE ROAD SHOWS THE POINT AT WHICH THE VEHICLE MUST STOP.
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            … for certainly if I had been fully awake I must have noticed the approach of such a remarkable place.

            THE portal to Pentonville was not new. The main gate looked Victorian, big wooden door, thin slat of glass to look out. An officer let us in & Dr Grey collected his keys, joking about his lovely assistant & nothing about watching out for the Pentonville prison officers. Only Lesbians were wolves. The Holloway visit had been cream corridors & a stinking darkroom but this was walking right through the lion’s den because the hospital was in the middle of the prison, a metal cage with greying canvas hung across the landings to stop the prisoners from throwing themselves off. I could see the prisoners’ cells with their thick sallow doors. I didn’t notice the smell or the dirt at first. The X-ray room seemed okay. Another Deane Mobile, a newer unit, a Phillips but the dark room – shit! My neck creaked. Wet developing again.

            PAY PARTICULAR ATTENTION TO THE OUTSIDE WALL. LOOK FOR CRACKS, FRESH PAINT AND TAP WALLS FOR HOLLOW SOUNDS.
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            I read that every known superstition in the world is gathered into the horseshoe of the Carpathians…

            MANUAL developing was spoken about by silver-haired radiographers who had mortgages of £9 a month because they’d been around so long & two-inch wobbling ash piles on the end of their Silk Cuts. Moll Finn, who smoked Major & was the only one able for the roaring surgeons of Cork Regional, told stories of radiographers’ slippery fingers dropping undeveloped gall bladders in the theatre or the radiographer who was also a ballerina opening the dark room hatch to see a surgeon’s Dracula face screaming on the other side. One fecking fogged film! said Molly from her funnel of smoke. Wet developing was like drawing water from a well. Or oil lamps & horse-drawn carriages & I’d seen one of them already that morning, a glass hearse with black horses & red & white faced mourners, sooty plumes nodding on the horses’ heads as they trotted down Holloway Road.

            TRAFFIC SIGNS, TRAFFIC LIGHTS AND THE DUTY TO KNOW AND USE HAND SIGNALS APPLY FULLY TO A PERSON DRIVING A HORSE AND CART.
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            I would watch my colonial tongue if I were you.

            IGOT a card with a chain that said VISITOR, sat in a cold draughty room, dirty hard wooden benches. Staircase in the corner. The man on the gate rang over for someone to get me. A man came in a black & white check sports coat, grey briefcase under his arm – Dan, a teacher of Mechanical Drawing, from Cavan or maybe Monaghan. Or was it West Meath? It might have been Roscommon. All those counties meant nothing to me – only a memory of the blank map in National School & the Master’s roaring whiskey breath, Point out the town of Athlone! I rarely met anyone from Cork. Do you know Oscar Wilde spent time here? I bowed with an imperceptible nod & Roger Casement was hanged in the yard. I did know but I was Undercover & didn’t want anyone to know what I was thinking. What was Dan thinking? The officer in the corner had his head down. I looked up the filthy stairs.

            THE SECURITY OFFICE IS SITUATED ABOVE AND TO THE RIGHT OF THE MAIN GATE. AS YOU WOULD EXPECT ALL ASPECTS OF SECURITY ARE DEALT WITH BY THIS DEPARTMENT. THE COLLATING OF ALL INFORMATION HOWEVER TRIVIAL IS PIECED TOGETHER WITH OTHER INFORMATION TO CREATE A BETTER PICTURE OF WHAT IS HAPPENING.
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