
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The ‘Ville 

By Adam Wheeler 

 

  



He’s late. I’m not surprised. He’s always late. No reason why today would be any different. 
The clouds are heavy and dark and the rain teems down all around me. Let’s get somewhere 
warm and dry off. Charge the phone. He probably overslept. Lazy. A brief pause in the 
downpour gives me a chance to scarper across the road, get into the café. 

Just another dishevelled looking bloke, maybe it’s in my head, but I swear when people look 
at me, they know. They know I feel this burden. Even free I am caged by a stranger’s gaze. 

I grew up not far from here, even ate here before. I always had the same thing. Two rashers 
of bacon, two fried eggs, a sausage, mushrooms, beans, two hash browns, toast and a tea. 
Looking up at the menu, I’m overwhelmed. Choices and decisions. Woman looks at me like 
I’m having a stroke. I manage to compose myself and ask for a tea. I’ll order food in a bit. 
Need to gather myself for a minute, that's all. 

The place is pretty empty, I sit by the window. It’s a bit twee but these big windows, the 
light that seeps through, even on a day as dark as this, is something I bet most take for 
granted. A few weeks from now, with this all behind me, I will too. 

Mere metres away from where I sit, I can see the outer perimeter wall on the Caledonian 
Road. It’s probably only twelve, maybe fifteen feet high. Yeah, the one behind it is taller 
granted, but that outer one. Most fit and able people could scale it. Crazy to think that on 
this side of that wall I’m a free man, different rules apply. I can sit, drink this tea, choose my 
own meal, or choose not to. Getting a bit too sentimental over this really. It’s only breakfast. 

Phone still won’t turn on. Fine, I’ll have something, something simple, choices again. I look 
over the few other plates I can see. I deliberate and decide on the bacon sandwich. She asks 
what bread I want, would I prefer a roll or a panini. I point to the bread on the side. I look up 
at the menu. I mentally deduct the cost from my release funds. 

How much? Forty-six. Forty-six pounds. You’re looking at six to eight weeks before you get 
benefits. Forty-six pounds to last. To make ends meet. Not in this day and age. No 
employers lining up either for people like me. I’m one of the lucky ones. Haven’t burnt all 
my bridges, yet. Though not through lack of trying. She never gives up on me. Perhaps she 
should. 

Another lag making their way over. This place is a beacon in the ocean of the ‘Ville. 

I always hated being alone, too much time to reflect. Over there with Terry I would have 
killed for the opportunity. Granted, I’m no angel, but that bloke. He is scum. A real loser. Six 
months I spent in that place. Six months for what I did? It’s a joke. Surprised I didn’t get 
more. Expected two years really. My solicitor, a weasel of a man, told me that the Judge 
took my past ‘good character’ into account when deciding my sentence. Not sure what good 
he thinks I’ve ever accomplished. Judge, Mr Righteous Patroniser, met plenty of those 
before. Most just as soft as him. 

When I lay in that bunk, I felt the walls echo and bulge. Hundreds of voices swirling 
together, an ugly gargle of embittered powerlessness. Hard to believe it’s all just over there. 
A stone’s throw away. 



With good behaviour and time served I would have only done eight weeks if I hadn’t got 
into it with that other lag, what a muppet. Can’t say I ever imagined ending up in a place like 
that. 

Inside, it’s just like everywhere else. Mostly sheep and the few wolves who seek to victimise 
them. There’s a dominance to it all. An economy. A hierarchy.  

Four days ago, the 12th, I’m laying in that bunk. The noise in the hall goes still. Someone was 
getting done today. First two weeks in there I thought that would be me, I was sure of it. 
Someone would recognise me, interrogate me, come at me with a dirty cell made tool and 
I’d bleed out on some hallway floor. No loved one or friend in sight. Just part of this life, I 
guess. Two weeks I spent, expecting to die. Moping in death’s shadow. There’s violence 
here, an eruption of chaos. Just a few cells down by the sounds of it. Men outside the cell, 
voices calling out for salvation while guards look to restore order. Screws. Most of them are 
far worse than most of us. Callous and insipid at best. Corrupt and deceitful at worst. 

Wearing all grey, a man in his fifties slips in through the open cell door. His breathing heavy, 
his complexion ashen. That’s Terry, he’s got the sort of face you’d do well on the outside to 
avoid. He glances back into the atrium of A-Wing. His expression says everything I need to 
know. Aware of my presence he catches himself and hardens. He disposes of something in 
the cell toilet. I stay out of it. I’m done in a few days. It’s not my business. He begins to rant 
under his breath. Moaning, complaining, whining. Man’s a complete waster. His mumbling 
temporarily curtailed, he goes quiet. Another roach. He stamps down on the insect. The 
small creature’s innards punching through its hard carapace. Disgusting. He composes 
himself before stepping back out of the cell and slinks away. 

He does it every time. I don’t want to have to look at that all day. I get up, take a tissue and 
wipe up the now deceased mess. I walk over to our toilet, the shivs still there. Blood still 
mixing and swirling into the water. The toilets here don’t work. They hardly ever flush. 

I’d never seen a cockroach before coming here. They’re disgusting but I felt a sort of kinship 
with them. They’re survivors, doing whatever they can to get by. I’d probably rather cell 
with one of them than most of the slag in here. Day to day, this place, it eats away at you. 
Gnawing through your dignity. Dissolving your humanity. Insignificant slights or insults can 
get people killed. A man’s worth, when you remove his choices and offer him no options is 
reduced to his perceived pride, his status in the pack. You criticise or challenge that and 
you’re done. 

The roaches and vermin are the least of your worries. The cold showers, the malfunctioning 
toilet flush, the cell light working intermittently, don’t even get me started on the food. 
Nothing like mums. Nothing even like food. Every part of this bastille is decaying. Breaking 
down. Rotting from the inside out. Much like the residents it struggles to contain. 

Finally, the phone is on. I call him. Voicemail. I text him. Where is he? He’s late. 

Six months. Six months in there. A lot of time. Time to think. Two hundred and sixty-two 
thousand and eight hundred minutes actually. That first fortnight I spent thinking about 
family. About the choices I’d made. The mistakes and the cost. The blame I attributed and 



responsibility rejected. How I’d let them all down. She came to see me inside. She’s 
pregnant. Months from now and I’ll be a dad. Again. 

Those first two weeks spent in a sulk, licking my wounds. It’s a head trip. I cried nearly every 
night. Something flipped though. You keep your head down, you behave, you can survive. 
Or, you can plunge yourself into further depravity and increase your own suffering. 

When I stopped expecting to die I started to do some real thinking. Got all introspective. I’d 
been angry for so long. It’s all I was, pure hatred. I couldn’t see through that haze. In equal 
parts it paralysed me and infected every decision I made. Now I’m not angry. If anything, 
now I want to laugh. 

The average man lives seventy-nine years and two months. That’s forty-one million, six 
hundred and thirty-seven thousand, six hundred and ten minutes. All that time. My time in 
there, inside, the two hundred sixty-two thousand and eight hundred minutes, that’s about 
nought point six three percent of the time I’ll ever get. It’s not a lot in the scheme of things 
but I’m twenty-six now. I’ve already had thirteen million, six hundred and sixty-five 
thousand and six hundred minutes of my allotment. That’s nearly thirty-three percent of my 
life. I spent that time convincing myself that I knew best. I’m humble now, humble enough 
to know I did not. I’m not born again or anything like that, but perspectives change. I didn’t 
get the best start, but now, what I do going forward is on me. Blaming it on anything or 
anyone else is futile. It wasn’t my upbringing. Neither of them ended up like this. Only me. 
Where I succumbed to sin, they resisted. Where I demanded respect, they earned it through 
deeds and valour. It’s time to take stock. It’s time for a reckoning. 

So much time spent, so much energy wasted on this consuming anger. Angry at the way he 
treated us. How he would hit and beat. Before I ended up inside, I argued with her, 
furiously. She wanted us to get away from all of this. The streets, the others, the life. She 
wanted better for us all. I hit her, in front of my son. Just like he would. Malevolent might 
wielded against those who love me. He was always the demon in our lives. Am I destined to 
be the demon in theirs? 

My time in there, I needed it. For the first time I see things for what they are. 

That guy in there, my cellmate. He’s fifty-four. Bunch of kids he doesn’t know. He’s an 
alcoholic, a crackhead, a thief and a thug. He’s been in and out the ‘Ville and every other 
prison up and down the country for years. He’s so messed up that this has just become his 
life. They let him out, he’s got nothing, so he finds a way back inside. His entire wretched 
existence is the cautionary tale. 

The waitress arrives with my food. Well done bacon and crispy, dripping fat. The smell, I 
struggle, I can’t contain my stupid grin. I take a gulp of tea and an enormous bite of 
sandwich, the saltiness of the bacon merging with the melted butter and the fluffy stodge of 
the cheap white bread. I did it, a life affirming decision right there.  

The scariest thing inside is that prison’s not even hard. It’s easy. So easy it’s a crutch and 
another thing to become addicted to. Another enabler. Meals, a roof over your head, 
clothes on your back, structure. Rules so simple you don’t have to think for yourself. You can 



coast through your own existence, ever more detached from reality, as it slowly kills you 
with a sort of motherly kindness that ill-prepares you for the real world. Even the strong 
ones inside are weak. They’re dependent. I’m going to have a second child. I can never be 
weak again. I want them to be proud of their father. I want to give them the chances that I 
never had. To do that I can’t be weak. I can never go back. Nothing but them matters, not 
the street, not this life. 

I try to make eye contact with the other lag. He’s a husk. He has no purpose. His destiny 
seemingly set by the constructs around him. He tells himself he had no choice in the matter. 
Convinces himself that he’s the victim in all this. His own mind betrays him, removing 
agency from his own life. The shackles we place on ourselves are far greater than any 
judgement hopes to impose. I give him two weeks till his yearning manifests and he’s back 
inside. He looks at me and I give him a nod. His vacant glare passes through me then his 
eyes move away from mine. Probably wondering where he can score. He’s a broken mess of 
a man. Even if one could find a way to wrench his soul from the chasm in which it resides, 
how much of the man would remain? Good luck to him. 

He’s late. Voicemail again. Bus it is then. Time to go. 

As I cross the threshold, the downpour subsides. The drenching rain dwindles as the gloomy 
clouds part, unleashing the sun’s radiance. Stunning beams of glowing light pierce the sky 
and illuminate a stretch of the Caledonian Road below, warming my skin. The mist- like rain 
acts as a prism to the dazzling rays, forging a blinding glimmer, and my eyes struggle to 
adapt and focus. The incandescence of the shine matches the swell of pride in my chest. No 
more excuses. The shadows retreat defeated and vanquished. The light stretches, flooding 
over the landscape below. I choose. I decide the path. Only I determine it. I’m going home. 
To them. 


