Jail Flower 

Based on a true story

The smiling screw is talking three tongues at once. None of which I can understand.


Flower was stretched out on the top bunk. The ceiling before him was covered in spots of dried toothpaste. Blue-tack was forbidden, so prisoners used that to attach pictures of their loved and fancied ones to the skies of their lives. Flower hadn’t yet been inside long enough to acquire images of either, but he knew that the time would come. Just thinking about it, all the beauty which had floated above his bed once on nothing but spit and spearmint, was making him hard.

English is not my strong suit even after three years of bouncing about these Islands. But I could maybe manage to communicate with this grinning chain-rattler if not for his crazy accent.

He could hear the bellows inside his pad-mate’s vast chest huffing in the bunk below, an engine of immense power trapped in a room the size of an train compartment. Teddy Bear was not built like any gypsy Flower had met before. A real eater. Flower, well built in his own natural way, always ate like a good one, but the past week had seen him off his food. Nothing to do with stress. There was simply no joy to sitting down to prison cooking. Most of his went into Teddy, which Teddy, being a big, soft lug by nature as well as stature, appreciated, then instantly forgot as soon as he was hungry again. 

They go on about how much they love all that is British around here but if that’s the case why the hell do they do what they do to their language? How long you been in Belfast, Teddy?

A couple of years…

And in all that time have you ever understood a word anyone’s ever said to you? Have you?

He heard Teddy chuckle in the dark. Only the tiny TV cast a few flames of colour about the grey walls. The sound was off. All electric would be cut in an hour or so, except for those cells holding privilege level prisoners. Not that they could enjoy the extra TV time anyway. Window warriors would keep shouting abuse long into the night, envy fuelling their voices long past lockdown. 

But that bloody screw smile. That really threw me. There he is, a chain-rattler actually really proper bloody smiling right at me. Meaning it. And looking like he’s waiting for me to respond somehow. Like, smile back.

The first night they had put Flower and Teddy Bear, two of a dozen HMP Belfast Poles, together in one cell, Flower had told Teddy his whole life story. The next night, Teddy had asked Flower to repeat it all again. Seeing as Teddy couldn’t read and the TV was boring in foreign, Flower obliged. Teddy said it helped him sleep. Flower felt it turned his life into something akin to a fairytale. Something dark, but essentially painless. And so he agreed to retell it, night after night, like a humble parent, hoping that the gypsy spell would hold. 

The moment they bring me in, I get handed some old Polish newspapers and a microwave meal, even though I’d only just eaten at the local nick, then shoved in a big room with a TV and a remote. I settle down to watch the telly when a screw comes in, this older guy, smiles and says “Dzien Dobrrrry”. In that pratty accent of theirs. What am I going to do? Just says “Dzien dobry” back and watch him retreat, beaming like he’d just scored an injury time World Cup winner. Anyway, I have my plastic TV dinner, settle in to watching Big Brother, laughing to myself, thinking “I’m in prison, watching people locked up on TV, of their own free will, so other people, maybe like me, in prison, can watch them” when they ask me to follow them to that other room, that one with sofas and photos of rivers and deserts on the walls supposed to keep you calm.

Flower knew there were three ways the next few weeks could go. If the judge hammered him, he’d spend the next however long inside these walls, eating pap, reading month old Polish newspapers and bashing the bishop every night out of sheer boredom. If he bust case, he’d be back on road by Friday. Back in the nearest boozer within minutes. And back in trouble within minutes of those. But if he was lucky, they’d dig up the car theft business back home and repatriate him. That was what he needed now. A few months in a motherland nick. Cold showers, colder grub, sub-zero nights. All that would wake him up. This place was too cosy. His head needed sorting and he knew he could only do it himself and only in the dark days of a proper pen. 

“Then another smiling uniform comes in. Tells me we’re waiting for an interpreter. And smiles. I’m still smiling, thinking about Big Brother. Time goes by. I try saying something in English and he tries saying something back in Irish but it’s not working so I just… smile. Then he has some teas brought in and when I see that mine has milk in it too, I start laughing. God awful shit.”

Launching into another retelling of his life, Flower wasn’t laughing inside. Apart from helping Teddy doze off, he had another reason to practice the monologue. If they sent him back inside, a good version of his life story would come in useful. Those whose tales made long nights scoot by always became celebs of sorts. Moving cell to cell, night after night, rewarded with gifts of food and baccy and kept under the protection of the hard men. But if he told his wrong, it could get him killed. There were things he could say about his past and things he’d better not. He hoped this nightly repeats in Teddy’s honour would help him navigate between the two. 

“Anyway, the interpreter arrives. Panicked lass. I had to talk to her for a while to calm her down. From Poznan, a skinny big city girl, shaking like a January calf. The screw had a third white cup of tea brought in and she drank that without complaint and I kind of suspected her then of being a plant, but I think they might have put a jug of that local poteen before her and she’d have drank it without complaint she was that nervous… or that good an actress.”

There was someone else waiting for him back home too. Apart from his folks. Someone he would have to repeat his story to after he got out, and though she would not treat him with a shank if he got it wrong, he thought the effect would feel pretty much the same. 

“Anyway, the screw starts asking and the Poznan lass translating and I’m sitting there starting to get tired of smiling like a dumb lamb. What’s your name? “Flower”, I tell him. In English. That’s my nickname, Kwiatek, from Kwiatkowski, translated. Everywhere I’ve been in these forsaken islands, that’s what people have called me. Flower. A good nickname. Makes them think you is sweet even when sweet business is the last thing on your mind… Where are you from, the screw then asks. I say Belfast, beaming at him. He beams back, not getting angry at all. Which is starting to worry me, which is why I’m taking the piss. Then he asks where I came from before that. So I say London. And now the muppet apologises.”

Teddy was laughing as hard as he did that first night. Not the brightest of lights, Flower had thought to himself within seconds of their meeting. But that was good. Stupid in a pad-mate was better than smart. Smart was always busy working angles. Stupid knew how to switch off and not bother anyone, which was useful when sharing a three by six cell.  

“What’s he apologising for, I think to myself. What are they all always apologising for around here? Fucking slave trade? Fucking us over in World War II? He says I don’t understand him, but I do and I’m taking the piss which is what he doesn’t understand and what is starting to unnerve me somewhat. I don’t mind a cruel screw, them’s easy to hate, but one that apologises for locking you up and force feeding you cow juice?” 

Flower had to speak a little louder, covering the noise of night patrols walking the landings, slamming the odd observation panel shut, brushing off last minute shouts for burn and matches. No one ever ran out of Rizlas somehow. 

“Anyway, now being ever so slightly irate, my guard down, I tell him the truth. Gubin, Warmian District. He looks at me like I had just politely asked to for his keys and directions to the nearest exit. Fucking puzzled basically. The interpreter has no fucking idea where that is or how to write it either, so I take the pen and jot it down for them. On the form. And the other questions, mother, father, place of birth, easy-peasy. But then these other questions come up. What did you tell them, Teddy?”

“When?”

Teddy Bear was called Teddy Bear because he was big and soft and had the cutest blue eyes, another rare thing for a gypsy. The fifteen violent street robberies he had been locked up for, a means of financing his heroin addiction, had not made him any less cuddly. Or dumb. Not in Flower’s eyes. 

“When they asked you What is the colour of your skin? Do you like men or women or both? Had you recently buried anyone close and were you now considering topping yourself?”

“I don’t remember,” Teddy answered, his laugh booming beneath Flower’s bunk. 

“I ask the Poznan lass what this strangely intimate line of questioning is meant to get them, but she says she don’t know and don’t bother translating my question. I pretend to be hurt, just to piss her off. And the screw buys it. Takes the forms back and says we can complete them later. That he says he is sorry if they upset me. And asks if I know why I’m being detained. Now I may be a young one, but I’ve had my fair share of interviews with uniforms so I keep shtum and say, no, you tell me, “officer”, in the most perfect fuck-off English I can manage. So he tells me I’m in for racially motivated assault. I look at him. For a little while. Until he stops smiling. Then I ask if he is in a hurry and through the Poznan girl he says no so I say I’ll tell him a joke; 

A Polish man is walking along the river in his home town and sees someone drinking from it. He stops and says: Friend, don’t drink that. It’s not good for you. There’s chemicals and sewage in there that will poison your liver, turn you impotent, probably mad, might even kill you. The stranger looks up and says: I no understand, I am from Ireland. The Pole looks down at him and says: Drink up, my friend, drink up!” 


Teddy Bear was laughing so much now, Flower worried about the state of their welded-together beds. He worried a little about Teddy too. He found his ability to forget and enjoy the same details of his story over and over again each night strange. Perhaps Teddy was a “rainman” type. Might do well to ask one of the teachers who had checked him for dyslexia and all that on the first day he started attending education. Perhaps they could help Teddy, before he flipped and suffocated Flower with his own pillow one of these nights. 


“You should have seen the Poznan girl! She was kind of pale looking, but when I got to the punchline she turns bright red, a proper national display of colours, what with her bleach blonde barnet, and refuses to translate. I say do it. She shakes her goldilocks, refusing any language. At that, the screw finally stops smiling and asks her to repeat what I said. Just keeps saying Please, until she gives in. By the time she finishes retelling my little joke, the tea between us is well bloody cold.” 


Flower did like his tea, hot and sweet and lemony. There was no kettles and no lemon and no chance of having one until the morning. For a moment, he felt a pang of gratitude to Teddy. For keeping him busy with this self-cantered storytelling business.  


“Not funny, I say to the screw, is it… He asks why I told the joke if I did not think it funny myself so I say that I had heard someone tell it in a pub in Berrickmouth earlier that day, only the other way around, with the Irishman wishing a Pole dead. And that that was all right, I’m not unforgiving of racist cunts most days, but that there was Polish people drinking with them and they were laughing along and that was what had upset me. Not the locals taking the piss. Our own wishing our own dead in front of foreigners. I might have wished a few fellow Poles ill in my travels, usually after they ripped me off, but you don’t fucking find funny a public joke that is taking the piss and wishing harm upon your own. You just don’t. So I threw whatever I was holding in my damn compatriots face. I was behind the bar at the time and as pissed as a groom so kind of safe, but I couldn’t wait to get around it. My hand just flew. Half pint of something… like half a litre, only smaller… and anyway, the Pole is all upset and all I am is just Kurwa this and Kurwa that and I hadn’t said Kurwa in a long time to anyone, not in anger, and I was enjoying it really but angry too and then the fucker called me a fucked up Polak and then I mashed him up.”


“Damn right!”


Damn right what, Flower thought to himself, but didn’t say it. Teddy had already told him his story of how he’d been born in Poland but raised in Germany, which is where most of his family still lived. Some others lived in England, and others yet in Ireland. Their connection to Poland was long gone. Teddy’s first language was Gypsy, then German, then weak Polish, then terrible English. Flower only spoke one of those, so Polish it was between them. Teddy had owned up to being a junkie straight away, but justified it by saying that most of his family were junkies too. His brothers, his uncles, even some of the women. Flower had met a few gypsies in his travels and rated them all as wild and decent people and found Teddy’s off-hand news about his people’s being decimated by heroin heartbreaking. Teddy just shrugged it off and carried on as if smack was little different to smoking hash or straight baccy.


“And so I say to the screw, how can it be racially motivated if I beat up one of my own? That a few locals might have got hurt getting in the way is unfortunate. That there was off duty cops in the place which pulled me off him fortunate for the Pole who was laughing at the joke. Else he might have suffered some non-racially motivated damage. In effect, I should be rewarded for standing up against racist jokes, I tell the screw. Which he smiles at again, but with a shaking of the head, showing me he may be sickly polite, but he ain’t soft in the head with it.” 


The door to their cell, heavy steel painted in gloss red, rattled wildly on its hinges. Night patrols were walking round, kicking every door with their heavy boots, making sure all were locked as well as shut to. Flower shouted,


“Good night, pierdolona kurwo!”


No response came from the other side. 


“And then the time they had paid the interpreter was up and she left without shaking my hand, which was sad, and they brought me here. To room with you, Teddy.”


“Damn right!”


“Damn right is right, Teddy. You knew your luck was in then, having such a talented storyteller sharing a bunk with you.”


“Keep talking.”

“Yeah, right. Just as long as you don’t start singing, I’ll keep talking.”


Earlier that day, they had both been dragged out of their English language class and along to an event being held in the library. Prisoners given the chance to record themselves reading kids books onto CD, so they could send their voices home, for their little ones to listen along to. Flower didn’t have anyone little waiting anywhere, but Teddy, though at 23 a year younger than Flower, had a little boy. Seeing as they didn’t have any books in Gypsy, German or Polish, Teddy had decided to sing his boy a gypsy lullaby. It was the worst singing Flower had ever heard. He hadn’t laughed so hard in years. Even now, he was laughing again and Teddy, ever the forgiving type, was laughing along with him. After a moment, though, Flower stopped laughing and thought about it. About the little boy waiting for his big, blue eyed Teddy Bear back home, listening to that CD in a few days time. about his own parents waiting for him back home, in Gruzno, knowing what little he had told them over the phone last night. What other bullshit fairytales.  


“Did I tell you how I got myself thrown out of the army?”


“No.”


“I shot my commanding officer.”


“No!”


“Well, he asked for it. Really he did.”

“How did YOU end up in the army in the first place?”


“What do you mean how? Don’t you have to do military service in Germany or wherever it was you grew up?”


“Germany. Don’t know. None of my cousins ever been called up.”


“If they lived in Poland, they should’ve been. It’s just one of them things you got to put up with. Man, fucking waste of two good years of your young stud life. Those who can either buy their way out, faking medical papers and such shit, or go to university. I could’ve gone on to study, I think. Both my folks are teachers and they could’ve swung it for me…”


“Were you good at school?” 


“Don’t know. Maybe. I was juts never much good at enjoying it. You never are when both your Ma and Pa are there everyday, pushing. Passed enough exams to get into uni, I think, but by then it was kind of late. I’d been in too much trouble to go back to learning. You know how it is. Once you get a name. A face. Feds pin thing on you out of sheer laziness, and knowing you’re going to get stitched up anyway you think you might as well misbehave… I went in the army just to get out of all that trouble. Plus, I was in love with a best mate’s girl and I thought it would get my head clear. Only he, the muppet, followed me in. Engineer core. Heavy industry. I wanted to fight, but I think they clocked I was a little over keen on the old combat. So they dumped me and Maciek in the sappers core. Boringest year of my life. Summer wasn’t too bad. We had a beach to ourselves, on the east Baltic coast. Army compound right on the shoreline. Had learn how to support marine landings and all that shit. Mostly we just worked on our tans. In the winter it was miserable. Every once in a while we built a pontoon bridge on a local river and that was that. Not much effort when it’s frozen over. Stuck in them barracks twenty four seven, with no money and no equipment and nothing much to do but drink and bully and be bullied and drink. And miss her. After twelve months of this, and of having my best mate going to the dogs beside me instead of being a father, I shot our sergeant.”


The bed was once again shaking beneath Flower. Teddy was laughing still, although quieter now. Sleepier. 

“Nice enough kid, the Sarge, rode us with respect but we grunts had been conscripted and he’d signed up voluntarily and that instantly made us suspect he was an alien. So I had to shoot him…” 

Without warning, the mains electric was cut off. The room was plunged into darkness. Teddy rolled off the bottom bunk and got up to turn the bog light on. It was the only bit of power the cells had until morning. Flower lay in silence for a few moments. Listening in on Teddy’s breathing. It was a little quieter now, but steady still. Then he listened to a minute’s silence which always descended at midnight. The end of another day of incarceration. Every body in the jail felt that first moment of absolute darkness, heard the silence as loud as if it were Big Ben.  

“He wanted us to work. At being killers. But I wasn’t being taught no more by no uniformed graduates. I’d had some kind of sneaky suspicion before but after a year of laying around and doing nothing but thinking bad thoughts to no one but myself I had honed me a truth and that was that. People either are or are not. Killers. I told him straight – in a gun fight, he’d shit his pants instead of shooting anyone, no matter how many years practice of popping paper targets he’d put himself and us through. You really could love your ma and pa and homeland and all your comrades in arms and, in a trench, being proper shot at, you’d shit it. Alternatively, you could be the biggest shit in peace time and cut it as the saviour of all that was holy under battle conditions.”

“You never fought in no war, had you Flower?”

“Nah, don’t be stupid. Got enough battles of my own without fighting anyone else’s for them. There was this one time, though, off duty weekend pass in a local town. One of us got into a scrap with some locals. Over a disposable lighter. His girl had given it to him and the plonker had lent it to someone in a bar and they wouldn’t give it back. Blood and broken bottles later, this character called Neck wades in. We called him neck ‘cause he didn’t have one, from all the weights and steroids the grunt did. Anyway, the pills and injections always made him an utter asshole. Moody as a Monday mare. Anyway, he always hated the kid with the lighter for being a wuss and a loser but he was one of ours and when the locals set upon him and then us, boy did Neck perform. Complete psychopath, which is just what you need in night time, close quarters, pissed as Larry combat. None of our company liked Neck any more after that, but we all knew who we’d pick to be by our side if shit ever went down in some godforsaken trench. Because of that, I told our Sarge I would shoot no more.”

“And?”

“Something strange happened to his voice. Went up fifteen octaves. Hurt me ears. He said I was being paid to shoot so I would shoot and that was an order. That kind of wound me up. For a year, no one had given us one of them. The previous Sarge was an alcoholic asthmatic who didn’t give a fuck what we did all day as long as we were all accounted for every morning roll call. This guy… he made me a little crazy. I told him he could fuck his orders and that I wouldn’t do any more shooting at paper targets until I got a taste of proper action. I told him I thought he was a junior lump of shit and couldn’t teach me a thing about soldiering seeing as he’d never shot a living thing in his life. I told him I’d hunted since I was a kid and had been shot, which I had, stupid woodland game gone wrong, and so he could shoot me but I wouldn’t play ball. He kind of froze which just stirred me up some more. I screamed at him to shoot me in the leg. I don’t now that I think about it know why I was doing that. But I was. I handed him my rifle and pointed it at my thigh for him. I wasn’t looking forward to the pain, but what the heck. If you don’t hit bone, it just feels like the worst burning in the world. That’s it.”

“Really?”

Flower didn’t want to carry on talking. The repetition was taxing, and the story was sounding stupid tonight, but Teddy didn’t sound anywhere near sleep and he knew he needed the practice. 

“I’ll show you the scar in the showers tomorrow. Anyways, it was a weird moment. We’d been through one winter already, summer time, the stillness was bearable. But in winter. Christ. Nothing to do. Just sit indoors. The food. Old rotten potatoes right until spring. Nothing fresh. Nothing soft. Nah. I was not in a mood to sit through another barrack freeze… I missed my mother’s soups. Dill. That’s what did it. Taste of fresh dill sprinkled on my soups, straight from the garden. After a year of bullshit practice, that’s all I dreamed about. Not fucking. Not fun. Really didn’t care if I shot or got shot. I just wanted out, so I could get some decent home grub in me.” 

Teddy said nothing to fill the moment’s silence Flower now left in the space between their mattresses. They lay back without words, salivating until it felt right to continue. Such moments didn’t happen often in prison, but when the imagination dragged something out of the past that was sacred, you let it linger as long as it could. 

“So I screamed at the Sarge in front of everyone, threatened him, my ranking officer and so he, in line with all the rules and regulations, had full rights to open fire. And… did he fuck. So I grabbed the gun back off him and pulled the trigger. Stupid monk did not move. I pointed the gun at his thigh and looked at him and he did not move. Should have heard him scream. We laughed like zoo chimps. They locked me up for attempted murder, but because he didn’t press charges and the prosecutor couldn’t get one witness to back that up, they could only do me for assault and insubordination. To be fair to the kid, he quit the army soon after they patched him up. If you can’t shoot, you should at least be able to take a bullet with dignity, innit?”

“What d’you get?”
“Six months. I was cocky going in, different coming out. In a straight nick at least the screws whip you when you ask for it. There, pain’s a part of the furniture. But you learn to forgive. I mean, what kind of a fuck-up works in a military prison? That’s like two wrongs making a mega-fucking ultimate devil-in-a-uniform-wrong. And the camaraderie. Not like here. No rapists, no nonces, no lightweights. Makes the hammerings almost worth while. Only the food was evil. The conditions, especially in winter time, unbearable. I was there in late summer, so heat was mostly my problem, but I’d only been in for a few weeks, and the windows had no glass in them, so you wouldn’t smash and cut yourself up with it, so you could say it was ventilation. But they made you wear these godawful shirts. Raw wool winter things with collars and long sleeves and you could not open or roll up or do anything but be muster ready.” 

Flower stretched out on his still-starch crisp sheets, comfy in his standard issue grey tracksuit top and bottoms combo. Even if his mind was weak and buried all that past somewhere he couldn’t feel it much, his flesh was less forgiving. His skin itched with memory of a place where everything was designed to hurt, or at least grate. Food, fabrics, language. Even time felt barbed, nothing to do but wait for the next assault. The next explosion of what the military wardens called “friendly fire”. 

“After a few months in that buttoned up hellhole, I’d had enough of Mother Polska. They let me out early, part of a programme brought in cause they didn’t have enough money to pay to hire more staff, so first thing I did was steal one of the wardens’ cars. His fault for leaving a spare key hidden under a floor mat. I drove a few kilometres, but cause I didn’t know the area, I got lost on one of the new motorways they were building around Lodz. A four lane dead end. I sat there, thinking I have four wheels and a roof over my head… the car was a Volvo estate, lots of room to stretch out in the back… Had enough money to get me from here to somewhere, and I thought about driving home and I thought about driving round Poland and then I thought about driving for the border which sounded coolest. Stolen car. My army discharge grant burning a hole in my pocket. Home getting smaller and smaller in the rear view.”

It all felt proper small now. With every telling, ever smaller. At the time, he promised himself to never forget how it felt to be driving that turbocharged diesel to freedom, how perfectly light, but now, no matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t re-ignite the sense of euphoria in himself. 

I’d heard back in the army that since we’d joined the EU you could go as far as London on just your driving licence or ID card. This, I said, was my opportunity. Drove to Swiecko, thinking it would be like in the movies. A shack, two guards, five minutes and Europe here we come. Sat in a three hour queue, cars and lorries and coaches trailing kilometres from the bloody checkpoint, crapping myself, thinking this thing with the ID is bullshit and they’ll check the car and know its nicked and from one of their own too and I’ll get battered there and then and go straight back into that barrack shithole. But somehow I couldn’t chicken out. Wasn’t anything to chicken out to. I’d never been abroad. My family no rich tourists, no gypsies. My folks, after school, would travel round the area, playing old folk numbers at weddings and dinners and such. Pa on an accordion, ma singing. Drinking any time they weren’t teaching. Never been abroad. I wanted to come back with something other than a dishonourable discharge, you know? After all that stressing, the checkpoint charlies saw me in the old Volvik putt-putting along and waved me through with just my passport. And suddenly there was me and Germany and London a thousand k’s ahead. One of my old school mates had gone out there to work in construction, and seeing as I’d trained in the engineer core, I thought I’d blag it. Anyway, you know Germany, right Teddy? Well, the motorways scared me shitless. No speed limits. Jesus. All these Beemers and Benzes flying past at two hundred kph and me in my ancient Volvik, trundling along in the slow lane. So I shot off and just kept to the back roads. All the way to Calais. Europe is weird, though. German countryside is too clean for any man or animal to live in without freaking out. I now see why Hitler was listened to, they really think they have everyone beat, including mother nature. Belgium was beautiful. All mountains down south, would you believe it. Avoid Luxembourg. I thought it would be like what I think Switzerland would be like (although I didn’t drive there), forests and valleys and views, but it’s all motorways. Had my first crash there, a motorway turn off I took too fast. The Volvik just bounced off the Armco, righted itself, dumped the end bit of the left hand bumper and rode on. Magic. France was lovely. More like home. More things falling apart, you know, real. But the food sucks no matter what anyone tells you. Then the ferry. I’d never been on a ship before. Sheesh. With the Volvik in its belly, I swallowed sea air and puked it all back up again and laughed all the way across Channel Lamanche. The sea was smooth as, but I think I was a bit over excited and drunk too. And of course first thing I did in England was crash straight into a roundabout. Panicked. Stupid left hand drive set up. The police though… didn’t breathalyse me, just dragged the Volvik off the roundabout, checked I was good to go and waved me on. Rio De Janeiro, Bandolero, Montevideo, I thought! Here, they would have given me all the grief the world can muster. There they bloody apologised for freaking out a foreigner. I drove to London rather slowly after that. Again keeping off the motorways. And guess what? I thought it would look different than here but it didn’t. Kent was just like Warmia. Some hills. Some woods. Lots of fields and big skies. I sang at the top of my voice all the way to London, which took two days just because I kept getting lost. If not for money running out, I would have kept getting lost some more, but I had to think of food so I stopped getting lost and got to London and found my mate from Gubin but he had become a right cunt, saying no work unless I pay him some brokers fee or something so I said screw you and went my own way… Time for a burn break, Ted?”

Flower felt the bunks shake and saw Teddy’s heavy hand appear next to his right ear, holding a rolled ciggie. Slim, but better than nothing. Flower took it and waited for the lighter to follow. Rollies were tough to keep from extinguishing themselves, not like factory rolled fags you could smoke hanging upside down, so he sat up and stared at the little window in the grey brick wall ahead, sucking at the paper thread in his lips. Solid bars this side. Chicken wire on the other. Dirty glass in the middle. Some light, mostly darkness outside. Smoking in silence, he remembered a nut he met at some London party once, talking about physics and science and shit. About how you could learn to look not at but through the world. Knowing it was all made of atoms, whether air, brick or flesh, you could find yourself seeing the real reality. Not distances between people, not things that would break and pass, but see that everything was energy in disguise. Flower asked if it was like in the Matrix when Neo starts to see things in code, but not the fake green code, but the golden code of the One and the nut’s jaw dropped and then smiled and shut up, which had made Flower happy then, and a little sad now. Like the nut had not been a nut and the booze had clouded some wisdom he could have used right now. But it was too late. The fag was down to the chink between his fingers and the story had to go on. Telling it would make it feel less real and less painful to suffer.    

“I spent a year in London, but I’m not sure if I’d say I lived ‘in’ it. I slept in every corner of the place, but always in the back of the Volvik, so I’m not sure you could say I lived in London. Kept myself in money by delivering pizzas. Sushi. Shit like that. On Polish number plates, I could work the Volvik without tax or insurance or any other bothersome bollocks. Just petrol and oil. Freedom. I said when I started work and where I wanted to drive to and what I did when I got there. If I was taking food to a party and felt like staying, I’d stay. Invited, gate crashing, whatever. Learnt to make extra money adding booze and fag orders to the food stuff. Found someone who drove long distance coaches from Warszawa, got me fags for a quid a pack, and I sold them for a fiver, so you get the exchange rate. Lush business. 

Flower had omitted to include the other things he sold. The stickers he’d slap on lampposts in areas where he knew lots of young Poles congregated read “White, Green, Pills - Cheap” and his mobile phone number. Pay as you go. Untraceable. It wasn’t work, it was picking gold right off the streets. At one pizzeria he met someone who dealt. That someone then introduced him to the Source. The Source liked the innocuous air of his ancient, gold-brown Volvo estate and had him piggy back things onto the food drops. At parties, later at night, he sold his own shit. Not one bit of trouble from the law in all that time. Only towards the end did two instances of being sandwiched between turf wars and hurt a little discourage him from further involvement. And, with threat of more and even heavier violence still in the air, the initial honeymoon period in London was over. 

I worked in the Volvik. Slept in the Volvik. Fucked in the back, which I’d done up a little with a mattress and some curtains and the girls loved, especially when I lied about it being an old hearse. Turned them all on. I could only speak a few words of English, what I’d learnt from movies as a kid, but it was enough. Nights I drove. Daytimes I walked around bits of the place, the free museums, the parks, the holes and hideouts. I met all kinds of people, lots of Polaks, but London, Jesus, it is the world whole. Japanese, Indian, Colombian, Finnish, Albanian, Irish, Australian, South African… Fromanywhereyouwanttonamean. Middle of winter you see African people walking round in desert shawls and sandals. Crazy. You see Muslim women with those batman capes on driving big four-by-fours and you think Allah can they see anything? And the police… no guns! The politest pigs on earth. From listening to those who’d been in England from before the EU freedom times, I learnt that you did not do what you did back home when stopped and ask ‘How much?’ but smiled and apologised and didn’t play too stupid and they would let you go. Fuck. Illegal parking, U-turns, one way streets, speeding, swerving. I got away with everything scot-bloody-free.  

“Only been to London twice. Bad place.”

“Why?”

“Eaten up a few of my cousins. Jails, smack, general trouble.” 

“Well, I fucking loved it. Kebabs, shisha pipes, black girls, ecstasy, reggae, rich girls, Harrods, Hampstead, Richmond, student girls from Poland, Royal Parks, Rolls Royces, musicals, Ministry of fucking Sound… Jesus, I loved it.”

“Why’d you leave then?”

Flower was ready to lie, but hesitated somehow. It was enough to know he was ready to tell tales. Didn’t have to act all the way with people he didn’t feel like conning. Teddy was just his padmate. Days from now, they’d never see each other again. But every lie you told did something. Tore something somewhere. And taking a moment to apologise for it, even if it were only to yourself, made the tear a little less tragic. 

“I’m still a young man, Ted. Places to be, faces to see. It was great for a while, being a mobile party rescue service. Just like back under Communism, when the shops were always shut or empty and there was always some granny down the street who kept a secret stash of booze and sausage, just for the time you had a party and ran out and needed refreshments, rationing or no rationing. That was me, moonshine gran on wheels. Since they brought in 24hr licensing, it’s a little different, but even a year ago, I was party cavalry. Work and play every night, park wherever, sleep a little, find the nearest baths, swim, shower, walk, eat, then get back on the circuit. After a year, I could’ve passed the test to be a black cabbie, I reckon. Knew the place like the back of my hand. I’d made friends. Enemies. Ex’s. But I knew London would be there any time I wanted more and there was more to these Islands I wanted to show my little Volvik. 

“You got the travelling bug, Flower”.

Teddy’s voice was low and dreamy. He’d stopped laughing a while back, a sure sign he was drifting off to sleep. Flower was grateful. It was worse than lots of things, this business of seeing your own life flashing slowly before your very own imagination, night after night. But it was tiring. If he could, he’d just try to sleep his way through to the next hearing. Problem was, daytimes the screws wanted you out doing things, to keep prison inspectors happy. And after dark, window warriors would start up, and not stop until two or three. Keeping talking kept his mind off of things he wanted to happen sooner than he knew they would. 
I drove all the way to Glasgow. Knew someone there. Said it was a grand city. Lots of Polaks there too, and lots of take away joints needing drivers with their own wheels. Made some extra dollars helping people move. Didn’t need a van or truck. These were migrants. Maybe they had invested in folding bed or table or lamp. All that I could get in the back no problem. And they moved all the time. Rented room to rented room. Fucked over by lousy landlords all over town. I had my Volvik and gave no fuck for any of that. But a year in and we Poles were getting cocky. You know, bitching about the locals and bitching about the other immigrants, and most of all bitching about ourselves. Driving people round in my little home, all I ever heard was a litany of complaints. Bad food, bad weather, bad housing, bad people, bad back home, bad here, bad bad bad…”

He heard someone shout something rude about Poles outside their window. For a moment, he considered trying to see if he could recognise the voice. But instantly, a voice he thought was the same voice started insulting Protestants and then the British and then someone else joined in on the Irish and the blacks and after that Flower stopped listening altogether. 

Ended up opening up a brothel of sorts. People didn’t really order take out as much as in London, and everything cost less, so I couldn’t earn the same dollar that way as in London. Instead, I get the idea to hang around nightclubs, the big ones on the edge of town, the ones all the country kids from around Glasgow would come to at the weekends, and rent out the Volvik as a fucking spot for those who couldn’t wait to get home before interacting with whoever they’d just hit on. Drugs were everywhere, so everyone was fucking. A few Polish girls too. 

Yeah. That would be one detail he would be leaving out of the telling back home. Everyone he’d spoken to in Glasgow, everyone of a certain class of people, thought Polish girls were easy. Apart from their beauty, they had a reputation. Flower hated profiting from it, but what was he going to do? They came from a Catholic convent of a country, he couldn’t blame them for wanting some foreign fucking. Prisoners back home, deprived of their women and ridden with jealous paranoia would not be as liberal as he on this point, though. And would not be pleased to hear Flower furnishing local Scots with the facilities for bedding them. 

Everyone mad for it, every weekend. Ten quid for fifteen minutes use of the double mattress in the back, and then I’d do a taxi run of as many people as I could fit on the same bed. As long as I was sober, the local cops didn’t mind if I had ten pissed up clubbers in there. They got home safe that way and were less hassle for them too. Civic service of sorts. 

What was Glasgow like? Never been there…

All right for a big town. Like a little London, only less colourful faces in the streets and you could always see the hills surrounding it. I’d saved up a little, so I just drove around the Highlands whenever the sun came out, then came back into the city at night. Glasgow you always had the sense of it being a small oasis of humankind in a sea of hills and mountains. Gangs were a little problem. The organised crime more in your face than in the capital. Scots are gorgeous when sober, demons when drunk. I know history has raped them almost as much as it has us, so I understood, but I was kind of becoming protective of the old Volvik. Didn’t want it stolen or vandalised and somehow felt it didn’t like being used for five minute fucks most nights of the week. And I became friends with a certain gangster who then decided his rather lovely girlfriend liked me a little too much and I did then have to leave town. Somewhat worse for wear but at least the Volvik was in one piece.”

“Just like that?”

Here we go, Flower thought. There had been no gangster friend and no “moll”, only more drug sales and more orders from certain heavies to deal this and only there and never at prices below set rates. Flower wasn’t in it for the money. What he’d saved, he’d invested in plastic Airfix kits. It was the safest form of banking he could think of. Buy a sealed box with a toy Messerschmit or Spitfire inside, open the box, stash some notes inside, reseal and post home. His parents were supposed to keep the boxes waiting for his return. For the time being, all they knew was that he was alive and well and intending to come home to fuck about with toys. Their boy. If they ever smelt there was anything else in those boxes he sent through each month, they never let on when he made the occasional call home. and neither did the Customs. Every single model he put in the post had safely flown and touched down in his bedroom. 

“I drove down to Wales. Heard it was beautiful. Snowdonia. Never seen black mountains before but that’s what it is there. This evil looking slate. Tell you, Ted, it is dramatic. I stopped by the sea. Rhos-on-sea. That was the name of this dead little town. I don’t remember why there.” 

It was getting late. Teddy was clearly dozing off, but Flower’s lies were getting slacker. With each sentence, the tale was getting darker, and it was an effort keeping the tone evenly sweet. Mindful of the audience and their expectations. 

Got signed up with a local taxi firm. Shit money. Boredom. Then I met these golfers. Yep. There was a club not far inland, didn’t have to be rich to join, more in with the local business types. I drove for them. Back and forth between the town and their golf club, out in the hills. Far from their wives, their kids, their public lives. Delivered food, girls, coke. They loved me in that club. Ex-Army, ex-prison hobo living in a car and bringing them so many toys each night.

Flower couldn’t keep his voice from giving away a little grief. He sat up in bed again, no smoke this time, just for a little light variety. Never a chemicals man, Flower had always indulged in hash and mushrooms and anything else that was organic and fun. Coke was not on his list of fave substances, but he was drinking a lot by this time. both him and the Volvik, which was burning oil and diesel at an alarming rate. He knew the engine needed an overhaul, but didn’t trust anyone local to work on it for him and not ask questions about why the car was not registered in his name. In the silent darkness of their cell, that kind of paranoia seemed silly, but back then, he knew he was in trouble, just not how bad. He was drunk all the time. Crashing almost each week, the Volvik coming apart at the seams. More and more nights he’d leave it parked somewhere and sleep in the club or on someone else’s floor. Which was bad. These were not friends. Drug runners. Sex traffickers, brining girls in from Asia and New Europe to satisfy local demand. Flower hated himself for being involved and hate coloured his voice as he skimmed over this part of the tale. Wondering whether Teddy noticed. 

Cops knew who I was and used my Polish plates as an excuse not to stop me carrying what I was carrying. I was making decent dollar. Saving up for something, though I can’t remember what. The Volvik was running rough, the engine smelling of burnt oil. Worst smell in the world. Just clings to the hair in your nose, gets in the back of the throat and stays there. Vile. I couldn’t trust it. And Wales is some beautiful. Such lush woods, such streams and crags and peaks. Like a fairytale, but with a bitter under-taste. All the old folk on booze and coke, and they young ones on speed and smack. Like the landscapes were irrelevant. But what the hell, let me not preach to the converted.

Yeah…

Then the Volvik died. Just conked out on me. Someone gave me an old black Beemer that was resting in their garage. I was necessary, you see. I had to be kept mobile. I parked the Volvik in the club grounds, but no longer slept in it. Something was changing. Slowing down. Ending. 

Carefully, Flower slid off his bunk. He knew Teddy was dozing now, and nothing, not even sudden silence, would wake him. He pissed without conviction into the all-steel bog, washed his hands in the tiny sink and dried them carefully, before going over to the little corner table where they kept the burn and papers. Rolling the last smoke of the night, he thought about the old car, still rusting in a place he would never revisit. Behind an old barn, overlooked by hills reshaped by machines, to fit the needs of lazy, ill-dressed men, killing the calmest moments of their easy lives trying to fill holes that meant nothing. He knew now as well as he knew then that the moment the car had died was the moment he should have started heading back. But he was drunk all the time then. Weak. The red faces. The women who never said a word. The absolute reliance on drugs of all kind to separate them from reality. He could blame all kinds of things for his failure to escape then, but it was best to just blame himself. All those other things were far away and could not hear him. Only he was left. Only he could draw conclusions and change anything. Which is why the telling of it all helped, even if no one else was left listening.  

I might have still been there now, in that fairyland hellhole, if someone had not asked me to drive him to Dublin. Some kind of errand. Didn’t ask what. Just drove and did not come back when my passenger had asked me to. Dublin felt small and dark and it freaked me out. Drove north, ran out of fuel a little past Belfast. Tiny town called Berrickmouth. Saw a castle that made me think of home. Hard to find castles on the Islands. Who did they need castles to protect them from? I parked in its shadow. They had these strange plastic figures set up everywhere. Soldiers. Knights. Damsels on horseback. All plastic, their faces strange. Alien. It was drizzling. Everything seemed to be dripping these cool grey tears. I went into a pub. The girl was so so pretty. Not beautiful, but as pretty as a… Polish, of course. I stayed there till closing time. Not because of her as much as because of lack of anywhere else. She took me in. Kasia. I slept on her floor. Dreamt strange dreams of dragons and flights and danger. She was lovely, but I felt awful… Have you ever been with a woman who makes you feel like fucking her would kill something precious? 

The prison did not answer him. The question, he knew, would be stupid to them, or maybe not, maybe this was the time the whole thing was starting to tie together and make sense and there was no one here to share this sliver of a cigarette with him and hear what he really, really had to say. 

It seemed terrible. The situation. The place. Flat. The bay always in mist. No foreigners, except a few Poles. She didn’t drink or anything else. Got me a job in the pub she was working in herself. Took this stupid blind risk on a stranger. I kept on drinking. Working in a pub helped. And the locals. I only lasted a few weeks, but I got this feel for the Irish. They are sad, like us, but buried in it. We are sad but on fire, fighting still, all the time, mostly with ourselves. Two decades on since Commies fell and what? We are still fighting, the Russians, the Americans, the Germans and French and the British too. Screwed by history, but at least we have colour. Hot summers. Sandy beaches. Colourful neighbours. The Irish have nothing but grass, grey skies and hunger. A thousand years of this… I felt it. Every day I was there. A kind of sadness inside ever window. The trees kind of small and sorry. The roads long and always vanishing round some hillside nowhere. The food without flavour, cakes of pure sugar, their songs without joy. Every night the same faces came in to drink and stare at one another. Kasia didn’t mind. She said it was better than home. A friend of hers said Poland is the ultimate woman you can’t live with and can’t live without, and I kept thinking about that and thinking that at least she knows your language and at least she can’t say you’re a stranger and in some way, though she may not want you, she could not dump you. Kasia was sweet, but somehow under the spell of that place. 

This place, Flower, he thought to himself, remembering where he was. Kasia had been to see him already, even though he hadn’t called or asked her to visit. He now felt angry. At himself. As if there was a debt he owed her, one he felt too poor inside to pay. Just saying that to her would go some way to settling it, but he didn’t believe in his own ability to go this far into sharing his story. She said she would come and see him again on Saturday. The hearing was on Friday. What would he do if he did walk from court? He’d left money at her place, but had more than enough hidden in the Beemer to get him all the way back to Gruzno. Perhaps it would be best to then call her and let her keep it. Rent of sorts. Apology of sorts. His mind now expanded beyond the cell, though not far, limited to the confines of the razor wire around him. He imagined Kasia at the gate, going through bag search, given a plastic ID card, told the rules of engagement. They could touch durning the visit, but not kiss. Things could be passed and swallowed that way no search, barring x-ray, could find. He didn’t want to kiss her anyway. He wanted to kiss Janka. It had been three years since he’d been near her. He knew she wouldn’t have changed. For the better, if anything. A mother now. Maciek, his mate, the father, but from what he’d heard, useless at it. Unemployed since his clean-sheet discharge from the service, drunk all the time. Living back with his parents now, drinking with his old man all the time. That’s one thing he would not be doing. He’d only stop in his old bedroom long enough to collect his toys. Next thing, he’d buy a house. That would keep him sober long enough to impress her. And then she would know. She wouldn’t ask him too many questions. A single mother in a town the size of Gniezno couldn’t afford to when a suitor, who loved her and had the means to prove it, showed up from overseas. Yes. The English Channel, as they called it here, was not much of a sea, but it counted. Like a knight, he would return. She would know that fairytale was for him more than for her, for his own guilty ego, but she would smile eventually and take him in and forget things she would never know about him. That, he thought, staring out through barred and wired glass, is how this story ends. 
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