



[image: Cover Image]









Also by Lottie Moggach


Kiss Me First


Under The Sun









Copyright


Published by Corsair


ISBN: 978-1-4721-5537-5


All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


Copyright © 2020 by Lottie Moggach


The moral right of the author has been asserted.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


Corsair


Little, Brown Book Group


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


www.littlebrown.co.uk


www.hachette.co.uk









For Kit, again.









1


Rob


The first time a high-risk prisoner is allowed out on day release, they’re escorted by a plainclothes officer, to make sure they remember the rules of the road and don’t punch the first person who crosses their path. My screw, Hasan, was unusually cheerful; I think he was more pleased than I was to escape prison for a morning stroll. As we emerged from the gate and started down the hill, me stumbling on the uneven pavement after seven years of smooth floors, he told me that Brixton Hill is part of an old Roman road, a straight run into London. Like a tour guide, he pointed out the city in the distance, and I squinted at a huddle of skyscrapers, pooled together in a gap between the nearer buildings. Some of their shapes I recognised from before, some were new to me. When the sun hit them they sparkled, like a Disneyland logo.


That was two weeks ago. Now I’m out on my own, I keep my head down. I’ve got used to being outside, but it’s still more comfortable to focus on the near distance. The walk to work takes sixteen minutes door to door, but I think of it in stages. Two minutes to the posh café, where young men with beards and women in shapeless tops sit under bare lightbulbs, silver laptop screens in front of them like menus. Three to the secondhand furniture place, which is more of a junkyard, with baggy leather sofas and cheap filing cabinets colonising the pavement like the contents of a minicab office has been fly-tipped overnight. This bloke, I presume the owner, is usually planted on one of the sofas with a fag and a cuppa, looking dodgy as hell, giving people the eye as they pass.


Another two minutes to the Londis. If there’s a dog tied up outside, I dart over to offer it my hand. Then it’s the Job Centre, where by 8.50 a.m. people are already hanging around outside, scrolling through their phones, looking simultaneously agitated and defeated.


At the bottom of the hill, there’s traffic lights and then, opposite, a huge KFC. At that point, everyone else crosses the street and disappears into the entrance to the tube. But not me. My place is just a few doors down, on the high street.


This morning, when I start off on my journey down the hill, it really feels like spring finally. For the past fortnight the sky has been white and featureless, but now it’s as if that blankness was shielding preparations for the grand production, and the curtain has just been lifted. The sky is the blue of the current Arsenal away kit, and clean; not even a plane trail. Right now, before the day has properly got going, it feels like the season is winning out over the city, the air so fiercely fresh it overpowers the traffic fumes. If I closed my eyes and ears I could almost be walking through a field rather than beside an inner-city A road. The pavement has been swept overnight and is as clean as it’ll ever be, the day’s crisp packets and chicken boxes yet to settle. Passing by a horse chestnut, I hear the chink-chink-chink of blackbirds shielded by its leaves, and I think of the Reader’s Digest Book of British Birds on my shelf in the cell, and how soon I’ll be able to go birding for real, out on a marsh or a beach or a forest. Or maybe I won’t care less about birds once I’m out. Who knows?


Around me, people continue streaming down the hill to work, more joining the throng from residential side roads. There’s barely anyone walking up – the pavement might as well be one way. Most briskly overtake me. During my first few times out I couldn’t bring myself to look properly at the women; it was too much. I can manage it now. Because they’re moving past, I don’t always get a good look at their faces but that doesn’t matter. Without their coats on, in these flimsy, bright clothes, they feel oddly intimate, as if instead of being strangers on a big, busy road, they’ve just stepped out of their bedrooms, as fresh as the day. I clock bra straps on bare shoulders; knicker lines under skirts; hair still damp from the shower. Wafts of shampoo, deodorant and perfume in sweet feminine scents: almond, mint, strawberry. Music leaks from headphones; I catch snatches of conversation from phone calls. ‘Yeah, I know I said that but …’ ‘I miss you too, for god’s sake …’ ‘Why don’t we speak after work and see how we feel …’


And I’m not just clocking the conventionally attractive women. It’s not only about sex. Young, middle-aged, big, tiny, black, white, brown – they all look great to me. In my glances I notice details about each of them, the little things they probably see as flaws and would be embarrassed if they knew I’d noticed, but to me are marks of their gorgeous realness. The little red spots on their upper arms; the tough skin on their heels; chipped nail varnish; strands of grey hair; bumps of acne; bulges under tight vests. As I walk amongst them I notice everything, sensitive to the beauty and uniqueness in all of them.


There are men too, of course, but I don’t pay attention to them. Right now, I’m in the midst of a female army on the march, and I think how good it is to be alive in a world full of women, in all their glorious and varied forms.


As I pass the furniture place, one weaves in front of me. She has blonde hair, curled carefully at the ends so it sits springy on her shoulders. A red, fitted, short-sleeved dress – I notice the zip hasn’t been pulled right up to the top. Thin, very tanned arms and legs. She’s walking expertly on high heels. A smart professional woman, heading for an office somewhere in that glowing city.


Then, suddenly, this faceless woman lurches to one side and drops to the pavement in front of me.


I stop. I have to – she’s right there, in my path, on her knees. Her handbag is on the ground, surrounded by its contents. An orange wallet, make-up, a phone. A set of keys.


Everyone’s streaming around her, as if she was a fallen horse at the races. I should probably say something.


‘You all right?’


She glances up and gives an embarrassed smile as she shovels her stuff back into her bag. Then she does something I’m not expecting – holds out her arm for me to help her up. I stare at her hand, at her pale, glossy nails and the gold watch on her wrist, and then take it, but it’s so small and tender it slips from my grasp. I grab again, tighter, and pull her to her feet, but misjudge the force and yank her too hard. She cries, ‘Whooah!’ and almost topples over. I release her and then stuff my hands back into my pockets, my fingers squeezed tight, as if trying to hold onto the sensation of that little hand.


As she straightens up I glimpse a narrow, pretty face. Not mother old, but not girlfriend young. Early forties, maybe. Then my gaze is drawn to the top of her dress, which has a slit down the front. It’s not actually revealing at all, but there’s something about that slit that does it for me. Carol, who does the weather on BBC Breakfast, wears these sorts of dresses a lot. This woman is slighter than Carol but still, it works. What I thought were bare legs are actually very thin tights; there’s a ladder down her left leg, which she’s now examining.


‘Sorry,’ she says, head down. ‘I’m an idiot.’


I can’t quite place the accent – south London or north Essex. Then she looks up and meets my gaze properly for the first time, and I’m taken aback, because her eyes are a knockout – bright, golden brown. A colour I associate with wolves, not humans. Her brows are thick and straight and sit unusually low, giving a strength to her face that cuts against the dollishness of the rest of her, and transforms her from attractive into something more rare.


‘S’OK,’ I say, and then I hear myself say, ‘I like your dress.’


But she doesn’t seem to hear me, because she’s looking down at her phone and frowning.


‘Shit.’


She turns it so I can see the smashed screen. It’s an old iPhone 4. There’s a photo of someone on there, but I can’t make out their face behind the web of cracks; it could be a man or woman, adult or child.


‘Can I use your phone quickly?’ she says. ‘I’ve got to look up an address.’


I’m about to say I don’t have one when I see she’s clocked the phone in my hand. I’ve been using it to check the time. I open my fingers to fully reveal it.


‘It’s not a smartphone,’ I say.


‘Very retro,’ she says, peering at it. ‘I’ve been meaning to get one of those. Waste far too much time on mine.’


I can’t think what to say to that, and seeing the phone’s display serves to snap me out of this weird moment. People are still marching past us, and now they’re like sand pouring through an egg timer, reminding me that I’m going to be late. I nod goodbye to the woman and then peg it down the hill, swerving through the crowd, past the Job Centre queue, across the road, not waiting for the lights. The KFC doors are open and as I pass I slow down for a moment, to get a lungful of those fierce aromas, before speeding up again.


I make it to the shop on the dot of nine but of course Carl is standing outside with his lunchbox, as if I’ve been keeping him waiting. There’s absolutely no need for him to wait for me outside, but I guess he wants to remind me that I’m not a proper employee. More an unwanted guest. After a reproachful ‘Good morning,’ he unlocks the door and escorts me across the shop floor, as if it’s Tiffany’s. The stockroom at the back, that’s my domain – amongst the piles of rubbish not fit to be put out front at a charity shop.


When I was given the job I thought I might be sorting out the donations but apparently that’s too important a task for me. Only Carl gets to decide what’s worth selling. When people drop off things he acts like he’s doing them a favour in accepting them, but as soon as they’re out the door he’s protecting them like they’re a job lot of winning scratchcards. He often goes home with bags himself – I suspect he creams off the good stuff and takes it home to sell on eBay.


Today, like most days, my task is packaging up the rejected items to give to the recycling guy. There’s a lot of it; I’d say at least eighty per cent of the donations are worthless. Broken china ornaments; books that have clearly been dropped in the bath; empty DVD boxes; ancient cassettes with their tape hanging out; still-full hot water bottles; plastic toys encrusted with a baby’s years-old dinner. Stained sheets. It’s out of order – these people must know their stuff isn’t sellable and are just using the shop as an alternative to the dump. They don’t think about the consequences of their actions – that someone’s going to have to sort through all their shit, and then someone else is going to have to dispose of it.


Some, of course, are OK. The ones who linger as they hand over the bags, saying ‘There’s some nice things in there’, or ‘Paid a lot for that’, or tell the story of their father dying and having to clear out his house, fondly describing the collection of novelty salt and pepper shakers he built up over fifty years, only to be met by Carl’s expressionless features. It must be hard getting your head around the fact that your beloved childhood toy, or a pair of trousers you saved up for, is now worthless, and you’re lucky if a grumpy old geezer in a purple jumper will deign to take them off your hands.


Then there’s another category of stuff, that hasn’t been loved and looked after, and has little value, but which sparks a memory or feeling in me. I had it last week with an old Beano annual, because I used to get one in my stocking each year – right up to adulthood, actually. A 2008 calendar of Border collies; twelve photos to remind me of Badger. A beret, like the one my mother wore for a while, until someone told her they were in fashion and she threw it away. A paperback of the book Bulldog Drummond, which always used to be on the bedside table in the guest room at my grandparents’ place. An empty Fortnum & Mason’s shortbread tin. A filthy white Michael Kors handbag, which when new would have been similar to the one I bought Tania for her nineteenth birthday.


Mondays here are always quiet. Sami, the most regular volunteer, doesn’t come in today, so it’s just me and Carl. When he’s not at the till, Carl tends to station himself in the doorway of the stock room, impeding the view from my domain out onto the shop floor. The door buzzes occasionally throughout the morning and when Carl moves away to the till, I peer out. The customers can broadly be divided into those who genuinely need to shop here, who couldn’t afford new – probably some of the same people waiting for the Job Centre to open – and the lonely, mostly elderly ones. For the second group the shop is just part of their circuit, by which they while away their days, to have contact with someone. A fair few of them are mentally ill; I can spot them the moment they walk in. Some make it blindingly obvious – one guy comes in most days, cackling, and pretends to twist off Carl’s nose, like Carl is his five-year-old nephew or something. In fairness to Carl, he’s quite tolerant of the crazy ones. He reserves his disdain for the sentimental donators – and for me.


When I first started here I tried to make conversation with Carl. Admittedly, my attempts were pretty lame – for instance, I noticed his eyes were streaming and there was a packet of hay fever tablets beside the till, and so I made a comment about how bad the pollen was this time of year – but they were harmless. But he just looked at me as if I’d pissed on his shoe. So now I’ve given up. He’s just the shop manager, so I guess it wasn’t his idea for the charity to provide opportunities for offenders, and he doesn’t think it’s a very good one.


The closest I get to the customers is when someone tries something on in the changing room, which is a curtained-off area just inside the stock room. I can’t see them, but I can hear them. If I wanted to, I could reach through the curtain and touch them. Around midday, a woman goes in and I hear her say, ‘Jesus, why do these places smell so rank?’ At first I think she’s addressing me, but she can’t have known I was there. Although I’m sitting on a pile of bin bags just a couple of metres away behind that flimsy blue cloth, I’m completely silent and still. She must be talking to herself. I consider replying, telling her the answer – that the donations aren’t washed before going up on display. A spray of Febreze and maybe an iron if they’re really crumpled; that’s it. So that funky smell is a stew of unwashed fabric, dead skin cells, secretions, fag smoke, dusty old cupboards, sweaty plastic bags, ancient dry-cleaning by-products, the traces of dogs, cats, mice – with a dab of odour eliminator to take the edge off.


On my first day here Sami, the volunteer, told me that the smell sorts out the wheat from the chaff. People are put off coming to just browse; only serious bargain hunters are prepared to bypass the odour. She apologised to me about it. But I don’t mind it, I’m used to the funk of people. Although, of course, the smell inside is more alive – and also less varied, its source being hundreds of men with a similar washing schedule, using products from the same limited canteen list.


As I bundle up the rags, I wonder what the woman from the hill is doing now. She was clearly a professional of some sort, so I imagine her at a desk, peering at a spreadsheet. She’ll have told her colleagues about her fall this morning. Showed them her smashed phone, her ripped tights. Or maybe she bought a new pair of tights on her way to work and changed into them in the toilet. I wonder if she’s mentioned me. But why would she? Then I imagine a male colleague leaning heavily against her desk, trying to join in the conversation, asking if she wants to grab some lunch, and her looking up him with those wolf eyes under that lovely low brow, mouth moving as she makes her excuses.


As I’m folding a jacket, I feel something hard in the lining and carefully ease it out. An actual, current pound coin. What luck! I roll it around in my fingers for a bit, tracing its edges, like it’s a foreign object, before looking around for a good hiding place. I end up sliding it under a pile of dusty old Auto Traders on a shelf that have clearly not been disturbed for some time.


At 1 p.m., Carl puts his head in and announces I can ‘have ten minutes’. The mandatory lunch breaks are half an hour, he knows that and I know that, but I just smile and thank him, while thinking fuck you. He hands me a plastic bag. The shop – meaning Carl – provides lunch for me; always cheese sandwiches. He must make them days in advance, as the cheddar under the bread is three shades lighter than the stuff at the edges, pale and clammy as a corpse. They’re as bad as the ones we get inside.


When I first started here, I felt I should go outside at lunchtime, but I soon stopped that. The high street is too hectic – within a minute of stepping onto the pavement my head feels as if it’s in a tightening clamp. I can deal with the crowds in the morning on the hill, when people are moving one way, on one mission, but down here at lunchtime they’re milling about like drunken ants. People thrusting clipboards and magazines at me; beggars grabbing my ankles; junkies shrieking in my face; office workers shouldering past with their gym kits; horns and sirens; mad men bellowing about God outside the tube; clouds of vape smoke. And the shops are full of things I can’t buy. So now I prefer to just skulk back here, in my hole.


The afternoon drags, as afternoons do. Eventually, it’s home time. I find I move faster going up the hill than down, now outpacing the workers as they trudge home, loaded with Sainsbury’s bags, hair and clothes rumpled, plugged into their earphones. There’s a dog tied up outside Londis, a sweet black terrier. I go over to say hello but it freezes in alarm, so I move on. As I pass by the spot where the woman fell down, I think again of that surprising slender hand in mine.


I arrive back at the gate with two minutes to spare. Bates is on reception. Wilko clocks in just after me and gives me a happy nudge in the ribs. Bates hardly ever searches; he’s too lazy. Today, he barely looks up from his Mirror as he nods us through. It doesn’t make any difference to me if I’m searched, but it’s good news for Wilko, who’s usually carrying something. Today, as most days, his face looks mottled, and his pupils are dilated and shining. His official job is working in his cousin’s wholesale company but really he spends his days snorting coke and taking topless selfies for his Instagram and Tinder profiles. He claims he’s getting a sponsorship deal from some energy drink manufacturer.


After handing my phone in to reception, I’m taken back upstairs. As I push open the door, Deller is crouched over the kettle, but he jumps up as I step inside, far more responsive than that dog outside Londis. The cell reeks of onion powder.


‘Mate, I’m making you a curry,’ he says, ‘and in return I want to hear every last detail of your most delectable customers. That lithe little hippy chick with unshaven armpits and incense fumes in her hair, bending over to rifle through the remainders bin …’


Deller has these elaborate fantasies, which still make me laugh, however many times I hear variations of them.


‘… moistening her finger to turn the pages of a stained old cookery book, digging her hand into her tight jeans pocket to search for her loose change …’


‘Mate, I told you, I don’t see anyone,’ I say, as I do every time, in my role as the straight man. ‘I’m stuck in the back room, with the warped shoes and stained duvets.’


‘Oh, pull your neck out.’


Deller is disappointed in me because I haven’t scored in the whole two weeks I’ve been at the shop. This is his second stint inside – he did two years for dealing a decade ago – and so he’s been through the whole day-release process, and I’ve heard extensively about the action he had. That he had a pint within half an hour of leaving the prison building, and a shag within the day. As I’ve pointed out several times, that attitude might be a clue as to why he’s now back in here again, watching Bargain Hunt, many years away from the outside world.


‘You’d clean up,’ he says. ‘You look dench. You’re clever and funny – sometimes. And you don’t even have to lie about what you’re in for.’


The perceived wisdom is that, amongst the women who accept advances from cons, convictions involving drugs, fraud, armed robbery and manslaughter are OK. GBH and burglary don’t go down so well.


‘Maybe you should use the website,’ he adds. ‘Or just go on Tinder like everyone else. Jesus, if that had been around …’


‘Mate …’


‘But you don’t have tech, so that’s tricky,’ he continues, as if musing to himself. ‘I can ask Joe for the name of the brass house. The one on the hill. Remember, prisoners get a discount, because we’re so quick.’


‘Stop it!’


He’s saying all this with a tone of genuine concern for my welfare. Even if he could get out, Deller wouldn’t need to use a website or a brass. Outside, in his dealing days, he was rougher looking, puffy-faced and sweaty-haired, but he still had amazing girlfriends. I’ve seen pictures. Now, a year inside has stripped the excess off him, and he’s buff and bright-eyed. His wife was on a reality show and is a legend of the visit hall. Even the screws talk about her with reverence. I’ve never seen her in the flesh, but Deller’s got photos of her up on the wall, including a tabloid photo snapped outside the prison visitor centre on her way in for a visit.


Deller swears loyalty to her, but that doesn’t stop others from writing to him; these mooney south London girls who loved him when he was the big guy outside, spending a grand a month on trainers, and love him now. It’s his birthday tomorrow and he’s got twelve envelopes propped up on the windowsill.


It’s the same in here: even the toughest female screws aren’t immune to his charm. They go all girlish around him, try and amuse him; he’s always the first to hear the gossip. One got a warning for being too friendly and offering to bring him in her DVDs of Breaking Bad.


‘Yeah, maybe you don’t need to,’ says Deller now, as he carefully ladles curry from the kettle into our mugs. ‘Now you’re so close to the end. Just wait for release. When you’ve gone without for seven years, what’s an extra few months, eh?’


I accept my mug from him and start eating.


‘This is your best yet,’ I say.


‘July fourteenth, isn’t it?’ he says, between mouthfuls. ‘Your release?’


I nod. ‘Yeah.’


‘It’s good at the end, isn’t it?’ he says, meeting my eye.


I return his smile. He’s right. Moreover, it’s a kind of good that’s hard to explain to anyone else who hasn’t been there; who hasn’t experienced the realisation that the moment your whole existence has been pinned to, which you’ve obsessed over and fantasised about, which feels like it’ll never actually happen, is finally within sight. It reminds me of taking E, and only wanting to communicate with someone else on it, who understood exactly what I was experiencing. The closest I can get to it is the image of a liner docked at a port, being prepared for sail. The porters are scurrying on with their bags, crowds lining up to wave it off, the foghorns going. Maybe it’s something like how women feel when they’re counting down to giving birth, waiting for this scheduled life-changing moment.


As we eat, Deller tells me the stories he heard today. Some newcomer on the B Cat wing is causing trouble. Somehow the guy had got the idea that he’d be allowed to go home between conviction and sentencing, to get his stuff together. Instead he was sent down straight after the verdict, still wearing the smart brogues he wore in court. They’re the only shoes he has, and every time he walks down the wing with his hard soles, the inmates think it’s an officer and flush their gear down the toilet. So now he’s been threatened with a beating if he doesn’t stop wearing them. Also, some white-collar fraudster down the landing called Mark Ford is delighted, as a guy with the same name has just won Celebrity Big Brother; this will push the fraudster right down the Google search results for the name.


After doing the washing up, I climb up onto my bunk and open A Suitable Boy but don’t start reading.


‘Actually, there was this one woman,’ I say, after a moment. ‘She talked to me. On the street.’


‘Mate!’ He jumps up so his face is level with mine. ‘There you go. You should have nailed it. You know where you go, right? Behind the Londis. There’s a car park, no CCTV.’


‘I don’t have time. I can’t be late. And anyway, she wasn’t the sort.’


‘What was she like?’


‘Nice. Smart. Older. Old enough to know better.’


‘No such thing,’ he says, and then he’s off again, telling me when, before he got into dealing and was working on a building site, he shagged a posh single mother who lived next door to the house he was doing up. ‘So I’ve got a bag of cement on my shoulder, pretending I’m not dying under the weight of it, and she opens the door to put the rubbish out, just in her pyjamas. These cosy pink ones. I used to be a right shy one, but when you haven’t had any for six months, you find some inner strength, you know? So I say …’


I’ve heard this story before but I let him continue. Deller should annoy me far more than he does. Other people in here repeat themselves because their brains are mush or they don’t care whether they’ve told you before. But with Deller it comes from a sort of guileless enthusiasm. His stories are generally true, too: he’s not a blagger. He’s not like the scumbags who wallpaper their pads with porn and coerce their girlfriends to play with themselves on FaceTime for the delectation of their mates. And although he’s sex mad, there’s a respect there. It’s like him and women are a mutual appreciation society.


Basically, Deller just acts like I imagine he was on the outside: easy-going and quick to laugh, animated, interested in everything. Also, he doesn’t moan about how he was fitted up or only pleaded guilty to save his missus, or whatever. You’d think he was in a Soho bar on a Thursday night rather than at the start of a ten stretch. His attitude is: it was fun while it lasted, and now he’s paying the bill.


For sure, there’s a slightly crooked streak to him; you can see what got him in here. He likes to game the system; he’ll watch it closely and see what he can exploit in order to make life more comfortable for himself. A case in point: he’s somehow managed to get into this cell with me on the D Cat wing, when he’s actually a C Cat prisoner. But there’s a sort of honour to his machinations – it’s at the system’s expense, not anyone else’s.


Basically, he’s a pretty decent guy, and those are as rare as unicorns in here. He’s the first real mate I’ve had for ages. I’d had a few friendships back in the closed prisons, Wandsworth and the Scrubs, but none since being in here, before him. The other guys love him, too. So many of them come scratching at our door for him, the paint’s coming off the frame. And his popularity has rubbed off on me. When he moved in to the cell, the people who didn’t know what to make of me, how to place me, became friendlier.


No one’s going to come round for him tonight. Chelsea are playing, and every telly in the place is on, except ours. Deller doesn’t like football either, and prefers to read in the evenings. Another reason to like him. Sometimes I feel I can almost be myself around him.


We lie on our bunks with our books, hearing the TVs around – on each side, above us, below us – in muted stereo. I rest my book on my chest and close my eyes, remembering the feel of that woman’s hand in mine, that brief contact. I make a loose fist, imagining holding her hand, gently squeezing her fingers and her squeezing mine back. There’s a joyous roar as a goal is scored – followed by a metallic rumble as two hundred cell doors are kicked in unison.


The next morning, I start out on the hill on my way to work, and as I pass the posh café I glance in, same as I usually do. And there she is. She’s sitting at the window counter but unlike those next to her she’s not focused down at a screen but gazing straight ahead, onto the street. We spot each other at the same time. I stop, and she gives me a quick smile before glancing away.


I should move on but I don’t. It’s another lovely day, and the sight of her has had an instantly buoyant effect, propelling me to the top of the seesaw. But more than that, it seems truly extraordinary that I’m seeing her again. That she’s there, twenty feet away. That she really exists. My dreams last night had transformed her into an apparition.


I can’t let this moment go. I check my watch and see I’ve got about five minutes to play with, if I leg it the rest of the way. Five minutes. It’s a challenge but, more than that, it’s a risk. We’re right by the prison, and attempting to form relationships with women is a violation of my licence. Fuck it! I hear Deller say. Some risks are worth taking, right?


In a couple of steps I’m at the door, and in one movement I push it open and stride over towards her. The place is full and I can’t see a spare stool nearby. Rather than lose momentum by searching the room, I lean awkwardly against the wall beside where she’s sitting.


‘Hello again,’ I say.


She makes a surprised hmmm and smiles again, but this time more cautiously. I see now she does have a laptop in front of her too, but it’s closed, so I couldn’t spot it from the street. It’s a black, old-fashioned Dell, like the one I had a decade ago, and it looks clunky next to her neighbour’s sleek silver Mac. She’s wearing a sleeveless, silky, white top, showing off those brown arms. Her face is tilted up to me, and her forehead is line free, as shiny as glass.


‘You know, I’m very pleased to have bumped into you again,’ I say.


‘Oh, really?’


‘Yeah. I need a woman’s advice on something.’ I pause and swallow, trying to hold my nerve. ‘So, my mate has a problem, right. He’s got this new girlfriend, but she’s telling him that if he’s with her he can’t have any contact with any of his exes ever again. Even just as friends. What should he do? Do you think she’s being reasonable?’


It’s a line that I’ve had some success with before, a decade ago, but as I speak I see a shadow cross her face. Almost a flinch. I’m thinking about how to change tack when she replies.


‘Well, I guess it depends how much he likes this new girlfriend. I mean, it’s not reasonable of her, obviously. But people agree to all sorts of crazy shit when they’re in love.’


‘Yeah,’ I say, but the wind has gone out of my sails, and I can’t remember how to move on from the pick-up line to the next bit. We’re silent for a moment, me feeling like a dick, looming over her. She’s looking down now, and I have a good view of the top of her head. Even I can tell that her dye job is expensive; there are about a dozen different shades in there, from chocolate to honey, each strand individually tended to. She’s a different species to the women working inside, with their drawn faces and scraped-back hair, growing out bleach jobs that belonged to a more hopeful time in their lives.


I must say something. I look away from her, back down at the counter, where her phone sits.


‘So you got another phone. That was quick.’


‘Yeah,’ she says, touching it. ‘They biked one over last night. Good customer service, actually. It’s always nice to be pleasantly surprised by something.’


I peer at the phone, for want of something to say. Although I don’t have one myself, it’s impossible to escape the talk of iPhones inside; an obsession ranking alongside bicep circumference and the lunch menu and which female officer wants it most. It’s not a new model, and the casing is worn.


‘Went for a used one, then?’ I say.


‘Er, yes,’ she says, shortly. I feel bad, like I’ve embarrassed her by implying that she can’t afford the latest one, when really I’m just trying to think of something to say. Then, after an awkward silence. she looks up at me, finally giving me the full benefit of those eyes. But now I don’t feel like I deserve them. I’m cocking this up. I glance around the room, trying to collect myself. The smell of real coffee in here is fierce. In fact, it seems to me like everything has been dialled up; not just the smells but the colours too. The walls are a blinding, flawless white, as if they were painted yesterday. There are pot plants everywhere, their large, glossy leaves a shade of green I haven’t seen for a long time; hyper-real, the colour of lime cordial.


A waiter approaches with a plate of food for the guy beside us. Toast with a vast pile of green mush on it, and salad leaves on the side. More freshness on that single plate than I see for a week inside. The waiter, a chunky, bearded ginger guy, purposefully catches my eye as he turns back to the kitchen, so I know he’s watching.


‘So, you’re off to work?’ I say to the woman, hating myself for being so lame. I can’t for the life of me think of anything witty to say. Chatting up girls used to come easily to me – although I admittedly wasn’t so good at following through – so this feels like standing up after a long sleep and realising your legs have become paralysed in the night.


‘Yeah,’ she says. ‘I’m an estate agent, for my sins.’ She grimaces, whether at the admission or the cliché it’s not clear. ‘Actually, I’m starting out on my own, I’m going to be a new kind of estate agent. Honest. Ethical.’ She laughs. ‘Well, that’s the idea. Early days yet. Maybe I’ll be like the rest of them soon enough.’


Again, I can’t think of anything to say in reply. My gaze rests on her bare arms. So tanned for the end of April. Maybe she’s just come back from holiday – skiing or something. Her watch is small and gold and her nails have a neat white strip at the top, the way Tania used to get hers done for special occasions. It’s warm again today and the veins on her arms are visible. There’s something intimate about seeing them. The pale blue patterns under her skin remind me of tube lines. The one on her left arm looks like the Circle Line; the right, the southern end of the Northern Line, where it branches at Kennington.


I try to rev myself back up; stop thinking about her veins and try to imagine what she looks like naked. But it’s just not coming. She’s not accessible, this golden woman. It’s only now, as she sits here, still and glinting in the window, that I appreciate quite how far she is out of my league. I was right: she is supernatural. And I’m completely fucking this up.


‘Pad,’ she says, then.


‘What?’


She’s looking at me steadily now, under those low, heavy brows.


‘My agency. I’m thinking of calling it Pad. What do you think?’


‘Pad?’ I say, and I’m aware of an edge to my voice, which isn’t what I intended. I’m just surprised. The slang for a prison cell?


Some music has started playing: woozy, meandering jazz. A kind that I haven’t heard for years – decades – since my mother went through a brief phase of liking it. I really couldn’t stand it – it made me feel sort of alienated, and it never seemed to end. There’s a little cactus on the counter, embarrassingly phallic. The water vase has a sprig of mint curled inside; it reminds me of a foetus suspended in a jar. At my brief stint at boarding school, they had a baby crocodile in a jar in the science lab.


Beside her laptop is a menu, printed on brown paper. To mask my awkwardness, I pick it up and inspect it. There are a number of ingredients I don’t recognize – shakshuka, matcha – and the ones I do know appear to be combined randomly. Smashed banana on toast. Boiled egg with asparagus.


I move down to the drinks list. A long list of coffee variants. Then I go still. Cold Brew. Beer? Is this is a licensed premises? I’m jerked from my trance. Never mind talking to a woman; I could argue that she started talking to me and I was just being friendly. But being in a licensed premises, a clear breach of my licence, just a hundred metres from the prison, when I should be at work? An act of madness.


I resist the urge to peg it straight out, and instead move slowly, making sure my movements and voice don’t betray the panic inside.


‘God, is that the time,’ I say in a monotone. I’m already halfway to the door. ‘I’m late. Sorry.’


Without looking back at her, I leave.


Out on the street, as soon as I’m past the window, I pick up speed until I’m swerving around people, bombing past the sofas, the Londis, the Job Centre. My thoughts don’t have time to settle. Cross at the lights. KFC. As I approach the shop, I slow down to walking pace.


Carl is waiting, of course.


‘Three minutes past,’ he says, as I reach him.


‘Yeah, sorry, mate. They were late letting me out.’


In reply, he says nothing but raises one of those mad grey eyebrows. The gesture doesn’t come naturally to him; I reckon he’s been practising this sceptical expression in the mirror, ready for just such an occasion. My adrenalin is still running high, and it acts as fuel to a spark of anger. As he bends to unlock the door, I take a deep breath and follow him across the shop floor, silently counting to ten in time to my steps. Calm down. Remember the consequences.


In the back, Carl hands me a pile of tatty old jigsaws and instructs me to count the pieces, to check they’re complete. He leaves, and I settle down on a fat bin liner of clothes and start on the first, a thousand-piece puzzle. The pieces are tiny and damp in my fingers; barely more substantial than sawdust. I count them into piles of a hundred. The box shows an old-fashioned country scene – a wagon, a hay bale – although it seems a miracle that all these sodden scraps of brown could ever form a coherent, attractive picture. That a thousand bits of nothing can add up to something.


Carl clearly gave me the task as a punishment, but it’s actually just the kind of activity I need. Repetitive and mindless. Still, it doesn’t stop me going over what just happened. My buoyancy on seeing the woman this morning feels like it belongs to another lifetime; now, I feel extremely low, as heavy and useless and unappealing as the sodden duvet someone dumped on the shop’s doorstep last night.


I try to rationalise it. No one has to know about what a dick I was in the café. The only thing that matters is I didn’t get caught. The rest of it can fall away. I’ve had a lot of practice at this: focusing on the end goal, shrugging off stuff that isn’t helpful to me. Like a mountaineer shedding belongings on a long climb up a peak. I’m not good at many things, but I’m good at this. It was a decision I made in the van from the Old Bailey to Wandsworth after sentencing, all those years ago, as I sat in my suit, being bumped around on that hard, narrow seat, watching the road through the tiny window, the tinted glass making the world look dark even though it was the middle of the day. This is the attitude I’d take, to get through. And I’ve stuck to it, mostly. But what happened this morning pierced my armour.


Remember, I tell myself – you’re nearly out. You’re nearly there.


Back at the prison, it’s Bates again on reception. He’s engrossed in the TV pages of the paper, and Wilko, who’s in front of me, leans over the desk to have a look at what he’s reading, so emboldened that he must still be high.


‘Narcos,’ he says with enthusiasm. ‘You seen series four?’


Bates shakes his head.


‘Aw mate, you got a treat!’ Wilko continues, eyes wide, and then starts telling him the plot in ludicrous, rambling detail. Bates listens, nodding, and it doesn’t appear to occur to him to wonder how Wilko, who is six years into his sentence, has managed to watch the current series of a show that is only on Netflix.


When I get back to the cell Deller isn’t in. Most likely he’s playing poker. Good – I can prepare his birthday surprise. I’ve been planning it for a while, buying the stuff on canteen and hiding it in my locker. A pastry; some peanuts; some matches. I set it all up, ready for him.


His birthday cards are open, propped up on the windowsill, and as I wait for Deller I glance at them. Girlish writing; hearts; a smiley emoji. Big love, Kika. An intricately detailed child’s drawing of some underwater scene, complete with fantastical fish and octopus and a submarine.


I only read what I can see without picking the cards up. Although I know Deller wouldn’t mind if I did, it still feels a violation of his privacy.


As I’m standing there, I hear a noise, and turn to see Deller at the door. I instruct him to turn his back.


‘All right,’ I say when I’m ready. ‘Happy fucking birthday!’


He turns and starts laughing at the sight on the desk: a pastry studded with peanuts. The idea is that the peanuts act as candles, the oil in them keeping them alight, but when I attempt to light them they keep going out. Still, I insist on trying to get all thirty-four of them going at once. It takes an age, but we have the time. Eventually I give up, by which point we’re both laughing. Deller carefully cuts the pastry in two, shutting his eyes to make a wish, like a seven year old.


Most people don’t celebrate their birthdays inside, me included. Who wants to be reminded of time marching on, another year gone of a life that you’ve completely fucked up? Birthdays are about being loved and celebrated, and neither of those apply to me. Better to try and ignore the markers of time. But Deller has no truck with that kind of attitude.


‘What did you wish for?’ I ask.


‘Can’t say!’ he says, and then, with barely a pause, ‘OK, well, I wished that one day I’ll have a kid.’ He pauses, uncharacteristically downcast all of a sudden. ‘The missus says she’ll wait. Fingers crossed. But maybe I’ll be a shit father.’


‘Course not,’ I say. ‘Even if you were stuck in here you’d still be better than most of them. Certainly better than mine, anyway.’


I’m not sure why I said that, as I haven’t a clue what my dad is like. I’ve never met him. I was conceived with a sperm donor, and the one time I ventured to my mother that I might like to try and find him, she was so hurt I never asked again. So who knows: he might be fantastic, the best guy ever. I’ve never really gone into my father situation before, and I’m not keen to start now. So I’m relieved when Deller changes the subject.


‘Anyway, tell me about your day,’ he says, cheerful again.


I briefly consider telling him all about the incident in the café, but – trying and failing to chat up a woman in a licensed premises, in spitting distance of the prison? Nothing funny or clever about that. And I worry that going over it again will plunge me back down the well I’m not sure I’ve fully clambered out of. So instead I tell him a very edited version, leaving out the woman entirely. I say I went into the café, thinking I’d get a cup of coffee, but then saw how expensive it was; then I realised that it was a licensed premises.


‘Cold Brew?’ he says, kindly. ‘Mate, that’s some poncey new kind of coffee, I think. Not beer.’


I laugh with him at my mistake, feeling slightly better, and ask him about his day. He tells me about the visit he had from his mum. She bought him all the Bounty bars from the visit hall café as a present, forgetting that inmates aren’t allowed to take food back to their cells and everything has to be consumed within the visiting hour. Deller managed to eat four before admitting defeat, and then his mum tried to hand the rest to the neighbouring tables but an officer stopped her.


Then, we talk about our best ever birthdays. His was his twenty-first, when he was dealing and making fifteen grand a month, when he flew ten of his mates out to the opening night parties in Ibiza. I tell him about when I was ten. and woke up to the sound of my mum giggling beside my bed and an unusual sensation at my feet – this soft, warm, writhing thing – and looked under the duvet to find a puppy. Badger.


Later, when I’m lying on my bunk, I think about my truly best birthday. I was nineteen, and hadn’t long met Tania and dropped out of university. We had just moved in together, into the flat in Clapham, and I had got a job as a runner in Soho, fetching lunch for people in editing suites. We didn’t have any money to go out and so she cooked me steak, for the first time, and afterwards when I licked her face her skin tasted of salt and fat. When we had sex that night, it was on another level entirely. Clamped tight, we looked into each other’s eyes and both saw this incredible depth of intimacy. I thought, so this is what people mean by love – but surely, it wasn’t possible that other couples felt this strength of connection. If they did, then the world would stop revolving; nothing would ever get done.


Often, when I’m lying in bed, I think of decisions I’ve made, and go over experiences I’ve had with people, and create different endings to them. I suppose I’m rewriting the past. There’s a lot I wish I’d done differently, but not that night.
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