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      All of a sudden, the pain stopped. 

      There was a second when everything was quiet. After the sweat and screaming and ‘come on now love, little pushes now, come on’, there was a moment of nothing. Just the midwives whispering, shuffling around just out of my sight. I lifted my head up off the pillows, straining to see, but they were all huddling around this little bundle on the table. Panic gripped at the heart of me, squeezing tight. It was so quiet. I thought of all the reasons she might not be okay, all the things I know I didn’t do, and all the things I did. I went, 

      ‘Is she alright?’ 

      And my voice came out just a croak. And in that moment, I knew that I wanted her more than anything. For her to be safe, for her to be well, for her to be with me, in my arms. I shuffled up the bed, wincing. Where was she? Please let her be okay, please please please… 

      Then, a cry. And all I remember thinking is, stupid of me, but, that this was like on telly. She sounded just like a baby on telly. 

      ‘Decent pair of lungs on her.’ 

      The nurse smiled down at me and I smiled back. The kind of smile that you can’t help, that hurts your face after you’re done. 

      ‘It is a girl then?’ 

      She nodded. 

      ‘A healthy little girl.’ 

      And I felt this rush, this massive bang of happiness and guilt and worry and love. This little scrap of a thing was mine to love and protect now. I’d been so sure that I’d lose her, and I might still, I knew that. But it was hard to think of it just then, of the social workers and forms and meetings in the future. My head and heart were so full of this feeling – I know it’s stupid, because it was just a hospital bed, wasn’t it? But for the first time in forever I felt like I belonged, like I was exactly where I needed to be. Like I was finally home. 

      ‘Can I hold her?’ 

      The nurse laughed. 

      ‘Of course you can, Dani. She’s yours.’ 

      Mine, I thought. She’s mine. 

      And she laid my little girl, so gently, into my arms. I curled myself around her, feeling her weight laying on me, just exactly right. I thought of my own mamma. Had she held me this way, all torn and bloody and euphoric on a hospital bed? She must have. Funny to think of her, feeling exactly the same as me. We never were much alike. 

      The nurse smiled down. 

      ‘Well done, love. Anyone you’d like me to call for you? Family, maybe, a friend?’ 

      I shook my head, hard, not letting my eyes leave the baby’s little face. It was just her and me now, wasn’t it? It didn’t matter if we didn’t have anyone else. The nurse sighed, disappointed. 

      ‘Lovely little thing, anyway. Do you have a name for her yet?’ 

      And I looked into her tiny pink scrunch of a face and I made her a promise. A promise that, whatever happened, I’d always do my best for her. I’d always protect her, I’d always try to do what was right, I’d always keep her safe. I’ve fucked up a lot in my life, but I swore, not this. She’d get the very best of me. 

      Out loud, I said, 

      ‘Bethany. Her name’s Bethany.’ 

      And I stared into her little face and, despite everything, I didn’t think in all my life I’d ever felt as good as that before. I was so peaceful, you know? I was complete. 

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              Chapter One
            

          

        

      

      Extract from PSI 54/2011 – Mother and Baby Units

      
        
          
            
              	
                1.4  

              
              	
                MBUs cater for mothers with babies up to either 9 or 18 months. Timescales are a guideline only and separations should be influenced by the best interests of the child concerned.

              
            

          

        

      

       

      Lisa picks up a T-shirt from the end of my bed and waddles across the cell.

      ‘Oi, Dani! This one’s mine.’

      I give her a bit of a glare. I’ve only got two T-shirts other than that one. She’s got, like, five. Her family’s always sending in stuff.

      ‘It don’t fit you, though.’

      ‘It will soon,’ she says, shaking it out and laying it over her bump. Like she needs the support to fold up a crappy little T-shirt. But she fucking loves being pregnant, does Lisa, and she’ll remind you about it any chance she gets.

      ‘You said I could borrow it, didn’t you?’

      ‘I’ll get this weight off before you know it. I’m going to do breastfeeding, aren’t I? The nurse says it’s good for the baby, and it helps you get the weight off.’

      I shrug. I wouldn’t know about that. And she starts talking about something else, but if I’m honest I’m not listening. I’m thinking about being pregnant. And babies, the soft, milky smell of them. The feel of a newborn that trusts you that much it’s gone to sleep in your arms. I let my eyes drift up to the pictures I have of Bethany, stuck to the wall with dried toothpaste. Four of them, neat in a row, one every six months. I smile up at her, feeling that hollow in my chest I always get when I remember where she is – not with me.

      ‘Dani. Are you listening?’

      She’s glaring at me, holding the folded T-shirt in her hand. I really did like that one.

      ‘Yeah. Course I am.’

      ‘Yeah? What was I saying then?’

      I give her a grin, one of my good ones.

      ‘I was listening, Lise. What was that last bit, though?’

      She rolls her eyes at me.

      ‘I said, I heard they’ve got some really nice stuff. Up there on the unit.’

      I nod and pull her a face, like, I am well interested in what they’ve got up the mother and baby unit.

      ‘Yeah?’

      Lisa lays the T-shirt in a bag, all neat and prim as if it was a Louis Vuitton suitcase rather than a manky old Tesco carrier bag she only got in the first place because Miss Green felt sorry for her.

      ‘Yeah. Like, they say it’s not the babies who are in prison, right? It’s just the mums. So the babies get everything they’d get on the outside. A cot and blankets and clothes and stuff. Even toys.’

      I’d wanted to get Lisa a toy, as it goes. For the little one. You’re allowed to save up for stuff and get it sent in from Argos, they always say that. I’d saved up my canteen money and gone last week to see what I could pick up. Just something little, you know? To remember me by, when she’s up on the unit.

      ‘Yeah. That’s well good.’

      ‘Because the experts say, it doesn’t matter to the baby. They don’t care about their, like, wider environment. It’s just being in decent surroundings and being with their mum, that’s all they need.’

      Hearing that gives me this sharp pain in my belly. I don’t like it when people go on and on about how good it is for babies to stay with their mums. I go,

      ‘Yeah, not always, though. Like, they can have a good life if they’re adopted as well. Looked after or whatever.’

      I think of Bethany, staying with the foster parents. But it’s okay. It’s not for long, is it? I’ll get her back. And Lisa don’t suddenly know everything, just because she’s knocked up. She’s not the first one to ever have a kid, and you can bet she won’t be the last.

      ‘Well, yeah, if their birth mum’s shit, maybe. But I’m going to be a good mum, aren’t I? It’s staying with me that’ll be best for my baby, isn’t it?’

      The stabbing pain is back again, but I shrug. I don’t want to be a bitch to Lisa. She’s been a good mate to me over the last few months.

      ‘Yeah. That’s right. You’ll be alright.’

      She looks around the cell, then gives her carrier a little pat and sits down on the bed.

      ‘Will you come and visit me, when I’ve had it? Come and see the baby?’

      I shift on my bed, like, uneasy.

      ‘They won’t let me, will they? I’ll be in here.’

      Lisa gives me a frown.

      ‘You’ll be out in a few months, though. I’m in for another year. Promise you’ll come and visit as soon as you get out.’

      I sit up, feeling the springs creaking beneath me.

      ‘Yeah… I’ll try.’

      ‘You’ll try, or you will?’

      She looks well pissed off, now.

      ‘You’ll be proper busy with the baby by then, though, won’t you, Lise? You won’t want me getting in the way.’

      ‘I will, though.’

      I feel proper bad about it, but there’s no point lying.

      ‘I dunno. It’s not that easy, is it? Like, coming back to the prison and that.’

      Lisa folds her arms. They look ridiculous, perched on top of her swollen boobs.

      ‘What’s difficult about just coming, like, a mile down the road to come and see me and the baby?’

      I swallow, all awkward.

      ‘It’s just… I might not be able to. You know how it is.’

      I can’t generally be trusted, outside, is the problem. I always mean well, I swear, it’s just…

      ‘You know what, Dani? Whatever. I thought we were mates, that’s all. But if you don’t give a fuck, fine. Neither do I.’

      And I think to myself, it’s really not that I don’t give a fuck! It’s not. But I can’t promise you. It’s hard out there, isn’t it? Promises get broken.

      I say,

      ‘Yeah. Fine.’

      And that’s the last thing we say to each other.

       

      The day the princess died, was when I first met him. That’s why I remember it so well. 

      I’d woken up early, like every Sunday, and tiptoed downstairs in my pink Minnie Mouse pyjamas to watch cartoons. I snuck into the kitchen, quiet quiet, and got a box of Crunchy Nut Cornflakes out of the cupboard. All through the week I had to have boring Weetabix for breakfast, which doesn’t damage your teeth or make you fat. But on the weekend, I was allowed whatever I wanted. 

      Saturday mornings were too busy for cartoons – we had to get up at seven so I could be ready and have dance class at nine, then do the big shop together at Tesco which was booooooring but I got to pick some sweets at the checkout. Then home for lunch, which was always pasta on Saturdays, with proper sauce made from fresh tomatoes, not out of a jar. Mamma says that my nonna would turn in her grave, if we ever ate sauce from a jar. Mamma would go out with her friends in the evening and Mrs Fowler from down the road would come over and look after me. But on Sundays, Mamma liked to sleep in and I got to watch cartoons for ages. She’d be up in a bit, and then we’d clean the house up and maybe go into town to do shopping. On Sunday nights we always watched a Disney film together and had a cuddle on the sofa, and that was maybe my favourite bit of the whole entire week. 

      I jumped up onto the sofa, holding my cereal bowl carefully so it didn’t spill. I wasn’t really meant to have food in here because we kept the living room nice, in case of guests, but I was five now, I knew how to be careful. I nestled back into the brown leather of the sofa seats, and stirred at my bowl of cereal, making sure all of them were properly covered in the milk. Mamma sometimes asked me why I always picked these for my weekend cereal, and if I was sure I wouldn’t like to try something else? I said that I just liked them best, but that wasn’t true, not really. 

      It was actually because of Daddy. Daddy had a red jumper that he used to wear all the time and we used to dance in the kitchen together to David Bowie and his eyes went all crinkly at the edges when he smiled. And his favourite cereal was Crunchy Nut Cornflakes. 

      I clicked on the TV, but instead of cartoons there was just the blank screen with the BBC logo on it. The announcer said, 

      ‘Normal programming has been suspended and we now join Martyn Lewis in the news studio.’

      I frowned at the TV. I didn’t want to watch the news. It was Sunday. There were always cartoons in the morning on Sunday. A man wearing glasses replaced the blank screen. He looked sad. 

      ‘This is BBC Television from London. Diana, Princess of Wales, has died after a car crash in Paris.’

      I scooted forward to get a better look. Milk slopped over the edge of the bowl and onto my lap, soaking through my pyjamas and onto my legs. 

      That was how I knew he was gone, the cornflakes. I came down one morning and I found the box in the bin, even though it was nearly full and Mamma hates wasting food. That’s when I knew it was real. 

      ‘The French government announced her death just before five o’clock this morning. Buckingham Palace confirmed the news shortly afterwards. Normal programmes have been suspended while we bring you the latest developments throughout the morning.’

      I stared at the screen as it changed to a picture of the Union Jack, but only flying halfway up the pole, and ‘God Save the Queen’ started playing. 

      I stared, my legs all cold from the spilt milk. 

      ‘MA!’ I shouted. ‘Mamma!’ 

      I jumped off the sofa, and a wave of milk and soggy flakes flew over the edge and landed on the carpet. I’d get in trouble for that later, Mamma was fussy about things being tidy, but she’d understand. This was a proper emergency – the princess was dead! That wasn’t meant to happen. I knew all about princesses, and I knew that they lived happily ever after. They didn’t get killed in car crashes. Maybe it was a mistake. Mamma would know. 

      I scrambled up the stairs and flung Mamma’s bedroom door open. 

      ‘Mamma! I was watching the news because there were no cartoons. The man on the TV said…’ 

      The curtains were still drawn, the duvet all bumpy on the bed with her underneath it. I went over. I didn’t know why, exactly, but I was a little bit scared. 

      ‘Mamma?’ 

      And from underneath the lumpiness of the duvet, a figure emerged. Dark wiry hair, a stubbly face, and glaring brown eyes. A broad, hairy chest. 

      I screamed. And screamed and screamed and screamed and screamed and… 

      ‘Daniella. Honey. It’s okay, I’m here, shhh.’ 

      Mamma stuck her head out from under the duvet. She was smiling, even laughing a little bit, and I don’t know why because it WASN’T funny. 

      Unless… I frowned at the man. She’d said he wasn’t coming back. The taste of my cereal was still in my mouth, milky and sweet. 

      ‘Papa?’ 

      Mamma screwed her face up at me, like, sorry, bella. 

      ‘No. Not Papa, bella. This is Richard. He’s Mamma’s friend, and we had a sleepover last night. Okay? Say hello to Richard.’ 

      Richard gave me a tight little smile and I swallowed down the funny feeling in my throat and tried to be a big girl. Of course it wasn’t him. I’d known that, really. 

      ‘Hello, Daniella. Shouldn’t you be still asleep? It’s very early.’ 

      And then I remembered. Tears brimmed over my eyes, because everything was wrong today. 

      ‘Princess Diana died! In a car crash. She’s dead.’ 

      Mamma looked shocked at that. She ran a hand through her tangled-up hair. It was going to take her ages to brush those knots out. 

      ‘Oh. Oh no, that’s so sad. Those poor little boys.’ 

      Richard sat up, stretching. I could see the hairs underneath his armpits and it was gross. 

      ‘I don’t see what’s sad about it. Less of my tax money she gets to use up now, isn’t it?’ 

      I stared at him, open-mouthed. I couldn’t believe anyone could ever be so mean. 

      ‘Mamma!’ 

      But instead of telling him off, or telling him to get out, that this was our house, not his, she just smiled at me. 

      ‘Richard was just joking Daniella, don’t worry. Weren’t you, Richard?’ 

      A look flashed between them, just for a second, and then Richard smiled at me. But there was something about his face I didn’t like, even when it was smiling. 

      ‘Yes. Sorry. Bad joke.’ 

      ‘Aren’t you going to say hello to Richard?’ 

      I stared at Richard and clamped my lips shut. I didn’t want to say hello to the strange man with his chest hair and his jokes that weren’t funny. 

      She laughed and gave me a one-armed hug, clutching the duvet over her chest with the other hand. She smelled odd – not like her normal mix of perfume and a little hint of fried onions. This morning she smelled a bit sour – like the smell you get in pet shops when you go in to look at the hamsters. 

      ‘Awww. She’s shy. You’re shy, aren’t you, Daniella? Don’t worry. You’re going to get to know Richard and we’re all going to be the best of friends.’ 

      And me and Richard looked at each other, me tucked under Mamma’s armpit, him glaring over from the other side of the bed. And I could have told you right then, I knew that we absolutely weren’t. 

       

      ‘The question is,’ Emma says, ‘are you going to use your time here to better yourself? Or are you just going to coast along, to take the easy way? Hmmm? Which will it be, Daniella?’

      I stare at her and say nothing. She gives me one of her looks, the ones she always gives me, like, I’m being very patient, but you’re getting on my nerves.

      ‘Well?’

      I give her the look I always give her, like, you’re getting on MY fucking nerves, actually, Miss.

      ‘I dunno, Miss.’

      ‘You don’t know. What do you mean, you don’t know? You have to make a choice.’

      I turn and stare out the barred window. The sky outside’s so blue it doesn’t look real.

      ‘Yeah, Miss.’

      Emma gives me a little sigh and pats at her braids, which is a thing she does sometimes when she’s thinking. Thinking how to piss me off, probably. Emma’s been my probation officer for three years, and so far her hair’s the only thing I’ve found to like about her. It’s beautiful, a proper mane of box braids, that she catches back in this fat French plait. Plaits in plaits, makes you want to keep looking at it. It doesn’t go with her boring trouser suits and her thick-soled flat shoes and her fucking aggravating do-goody little face.

      ‘Daniella, you need to make some kind of effort. Show that you’re doing something to engage with the process, to try to help yourself, you see? If you don’t change what you’re doing, you won’t change what happens to you, and you’ll end up straight back inside. You know you will.’

      A line of sweat drips straight down my back under my T-shirt and I shift in my seat. This time’s coming straight out of my association. I want to get back on the wing.

      ‘Yeah, Miss.’

      ‘When you have the parole hearing, they won’t automatically knock you back, you know. There is a chance to turn it around.’

      And I roll my eyes because that just goes to show Emma doesn’t know shit. There isn’t a chance for me to turn it around. I’m a junkie, that’s my problem, and I can never stay out of trouble or off the smack for long. I haven’t been out of prison for more than a couple of months at a time since I was eighteen. And if I could change that I would, no question, but it’s who I am, you see?

      Emma’s looking at me like she expects me to say something. I shrug, and go, ‘Mmmm’, which is as close to answering as I reckon she deserves.

      She leans in to me, all matey.

      ‘Come on, Daniella. Don’t you want to get Bethany back?’

      I glare at her. That’s like a punch to the gut, and she knows it.

      ‘Course I do.’

      A week with her, was all I had. One week, and a handful of visits when I’ve been out. And she’s still my world, even though we had so little time. I ache for her.

      ‘Well then. Sign up to a course and we’ll get you back together sooner.’

      I scowl down into the corner. I’ve done courses, is the problem. Again and again. Back in the early days, my first and second times inside without her, I’d do whatever they said, anything at all, to try and get her back. But there’s only so many times you can keep hoping for something, you know? When you fuck it up, every single time, and end up back inside again. The courses don’t work.

      ‘Can’t pass them, though, can I?’

      She looks at me, all earnest.

      ‘You can, Daniella.’

      I give her a look, like, well, we’ll have to agree to disagree on that, won’t we, Miss? She goes on.

      ‘It’s not just the parole hearing you should be thinking of. The courses are there for a reason. You could learn a trade, if you wanted. Make this your last time inside. If you just used this as an opportunity, you could really make some changes.’

      I roll my eyes at her. That’s the thing about probation officers. Don’t listen, do they? Won’t take it in, when you say their way isn’t going to work, that you need to do something different.

      ‘Come on, Daniella. You can do this. Remember, you only need to do six months without offending and we can start proceedings for getting Bethany back. Three months to a first visit, if you did well. I know you want that. You could get out by the end of August if you just showed some sign that you were trying. If you worked with me.’

      But I’m never, not fucking ever, going to work with Emma. She’s proper shafted me in her time, and I have one rule in life – you only get to fuck me over once. The fucking cheek of her, even saying Bethany’s name…

      I match the little smile, mine just as goopy as hers.

      ‘Work with you? You’re alright. I’d rather rot.’

      Emma sighs a cross little sigh, blowing the air out through pursed lips. I smile myself a little secret smile. She only does that when something’s really pissed her off.

      ‘Well, you will then. If you don’t cooperate, you’ll never get out of here.’

      I get this tingle of anger round my forearms. It always starts in the arms with me, anger.

      ‘What? You threatening me or something?’

      She raises her hands, palms facing me, like she’s surrendering, or telling me to stop.

      ‘Daniella…’

      I stand up. The chair clangs on the floor behind me. I half say, half shout,

      ‘Are you saying you’ll keep me in? If I don’t play along, you won’t release me when you’re meant to?’

      Emma keeps her eyes locked on mine. They always do that. It’s supposed to calm you down, I think.

      ‘No, of course not. All I meant was —’

      But I don’t want to calm down. I let myself remember that day two years ago, her shuffling all those papers and the look on her face like she was pretending she was sorry and I let the anger take me, the hotness of it filling me up.

      ‘Cos you can’t be fucking doing that! I know my rights, and you’re full of shit, you can’t fucking threaten me, you fucking bitch, I’ll fucking —’

      And the officers come in. They plough their way through the door, filling up the tiny room with their uniforms and batons and arms as big as your thighs. Emma must have pressed the alarm before I even started saying anything. She proper provoked me for this. On purpose. Fucking bitch. Fucking Emma. Fucking Lisa, with her baby she gets to keep.

      ‘Keep still, Grove.’

      The officers grab me. Their massive hands grip tight around my arms and twist them back and I let myself go limp. It hurts less if you go with it. They lift me, just by the arms, and the sockets in my shoulders pop and groan. My arms always feel like they’re going to be dislocated, at this bit, or just pulled clean off, but it’s okay. They never do.

      ‘Calm down, alright?’

      But like I said, I’m already still. I know how it works, you can say that about me. I know when to stop fighting.

      As I get hauled through the door, I catch Emma’s eye. A normal probation officer would look a bit startled, a bit of argy-bargy like this going on, or worried, because it doesn’t reflect that well on them. But Emma just looks sort of… knackered, and, like, resigned to it. Like she doesn’t expect anything else from me.

      I use my last second in the room to stare at Emma. I take all my anger and all the hurting in my arms, all the humiliation of being picked up, carried about like an animal or a kid, and I throw it into one poisoned look and mouth bitch at her, because she really fucking is.

       

      The officers who’re holding me let go of my arms and shove me away, proper rough. I stagger a bit, getting used to having my feet on the ground again. One of the officers gives me a real bitch-face look.

      ‘You pull any of that crap again, you’ll get a week in solitary.’

      I stare at the floor and do my best to look sorry.

      ‘Yeah, Miss. Sorry, Miss.’

      There’s a proper din on in the wing, the way there always is during association. And at any time, come to that. The sound of hundreds of girls, chatting, shouting, fighting and singing along to the radio, it bounces all around this old building. The air’s full of sweat and cheap perfume and toast, the smell of hundreds of women living too close together.

      ‘Keep your nose clean, Grove, yeah?’

      And they leave me there. I give it a couple of seconds still staring at the floor, ’til I’m dead sure they’ve gone, then I look up. I grin at the girls all hanging round the landing. Everyone’s staring at me, all curious, like, whatcha done now, Dani? Chris raises an eyebrow at me.

      ‘What you done now, Dani?’

      She’s stretched out on a stained blue sofa thing. There aren’t enough seats round here – a lot of the girls are standing, or sitting on the grubby floor, but Chris is taking up enough space for two. She’s got shoulder-length, mousy brown hair, always pulled back in a tight little ponytail at the top of her neck, and she always wears this tatty grey tracksuit. Despite that, something about the way Chris holds herself makes her look as put together as some of the lawyers that come in. No one except Chris could get away with that. On me, it’d just look shit – I need my highlights, even if I do have a forest of roots showing half the time.

      Chris waits, giving me a look, like, go on then. For a second, I think about maybe making her up a better story than what’s just happened. A little bit of gossip to brighten a dull day. Tempting. It’s probably not that clever though, so I go,

      ‘I called Emma a fucking bitch.’

      Chris laughs, and a second later the girls hanging round her do as well. Pathetic, the way they all suck up to her like that. Not that I want to cross her, you understand, but you don’t want to kiss up too much either. In here being fake is almost worse than being arsey with someone. So I put a smile on for her, too, just a little one. If you toe the line, Chris is fine – I’ve even done a bit of work for her before now, it’s just, as I say, you don’t fuck with her. She goes,

      ‘Yeah? Why’d you say that?’

      I get a bit angry again, just at the memory of it.

      ‘She proper fucking slagged me off. She was saying all sorts of stuff about me. About how I was never going to get out of prison, shit like that. Like, threatening me, that if I didn’t do what she said, she’d keep me inside.’

      Kerry, who’s been here a fair while and tends to know her shit a bit, cranes up from her seat on the floor and squints at me.

      ‘She can’t say stuff like that. You should get her written up, get compensation or something.’

      ‘Oh, yeah.’ I hadn’t thought of that. You always hear about people getting compensation for shit, happens all the time. Everyone talks about it. Kerry raises her skinny eyebrows.

      ‘Set you up nice for release, wouldn’t it? I know a girl got five grand once.’

      I let myself imagine it. Five grand. That’d be enough to live on for… I don’t even know. Months and months. You could go on holiday, even. I’ve always wanted to go to Tenerife. Somewhere hot and sunny, where they bring you drinks in coconuts and you can always see the sea. It’s been five years since I saw the sea.

      Chris makes a noise, like half laugh half phlegm-hock, and goes,

      ‘I applied for compensation last year. Never got it, though. Whole system’s fucking stacked against you. I wouldn’t bother, Dani.’

      And she looks down at Kerry, like, menacing. Kerry sort of shrinks back a bit, but she still meets Chris’s eyes and goes,

      ‘I knew a girl who did, though. Just cos you didn’t get it, doesn’t mean no one can, does it?’

      And Chris leans down to her and grabs her middle finger, making a fist around it. She says, all quiet,

      ‘You calling me a liar?’

      And starts to bend it back.

      The normal din of the landing goes on in the background, but in our group no one says anything. Kerry gasps out,

      ‘No! I’m not, no.’

      Chris lets go and looks back up at me. She gives me a bright little smile.

      ‘I wouldn’t bother, Dani. If I were you.’

      Kerry’s still sitting next to her, jaw set and looking hard at nothing. I swallow and look sort of nonchalant, like, and I go,

      ‘Yeah. Right.’

      And that’s the end of that.

       

      Back in my cell on lockup, the radio’s on. It’s one of those phone-in type shows that I normally love, but I’m not listening. I’m staring over at the empty bunk across from me, its neat green sheets all tucked up and waiting to be filled. I used to hate that prison-sheet green when I first got here, but now I’m not that bothered. It’s the kind of green a kid would use to colour a tree. It’s okay. I stare around the rest of the cell, taking in the extra cabinet, all empty of Lisa’s stuff now, the table and chair that always had her hoodie on the back of it. The loo. However many times you’ve had to do it, shitting in front of someone new is always a bit weird.

      I kneel up on my bed, and have a stare at my pictures. They come every six months, from the foster mum, on her birthday and halfway through the year as well. My Bethany, as a little pink six-month-old, a sturdy one-year-old, turning into a cute blonde toddler. I sit back on my heels and wipe at my eyes where they’ve gone watery. It’s shit to be missing the baby bit of her, but her foster mum seems nice enough and, anyway, I’ll get her back soon. Surely I will.

      There’s a swell of noise from out on the landing. Calls and shouting, louder than just the normal prison baseline throb. Something’s happening. The springs twang under me as I get up. I step over to the door and press my face against the tiny little window and swivel my eye about, trying to see. They’re a nightmare, these little cell door windows, if you’re as nosy as I am.

      There’s three women making their way down the landing, flanked by a gang of officers. The one on the left is black and tall, with long braids hanging down her back, a bit like Emma’s. The left-hand one is white and blonde and small – wiry, though. I can see from here she’s got some serious muscles going on under her grey prison sweatshirt. The middle girl is white as well, and bigger than the other two – chubby, I’d almost say.

      Someone shouts,

      ‘Oi, you. I said, OI! Alright?’

      The women in the cells they’re walking past call out to them, just a couple at first, then more, then everyone. The two newbies on either side are handling it the way you’re meant to, look up, eye contact, quick nod and that, but the middle one’s doing nothing. She’s got her eyes on the floor, long dark hair swinging across her face, but you can tell from her shoulders, and the way she’s got her hands in her pockets, that she’s not crying, like a normal first-timer would. She’s just… looking down. Strolling along as casual as if she’s going for a walk in the park or something.

      Someone goes,

      ‘Fucking look at Rapunzel over there!’

      And she looks up. She isn’t looking up in a normal way, like, a paying-her-respects kind of way. Her eyes rove around, not settling on anything, like she’s taking in the whole place and finding it lacking for her. For a second they look straight into mine and the way she looks at me, it’s like she’s worked me out and she thinks I’m fucking scum.

      Someone calls out,

      ‘Oi, new bitches!’

      I scowl at her through my tiny little window. That was such a big mistake on her part – pure stupid. The best thing to do, when you first get in prison, is to look everyone dead in the face, so they can see that you’re okay. Looking scared isn’t great, doesn’t exactly show your best side or whatever, but it’s understandable. People will get it. Smacked off your face or bricking it with a comedown (my own normal state on arrival, if I’m honest) is the same – not brilliant, but we’ve all been there, we all know. Then you get your foreigners, the ones who don’t speak English and don’t know what the fuck’s going on because no one’s bothered getting them a translator. That’s okay too. But the one thing you want to avoid like the plague, the thing that’ll fucking sink you, is looking like you think you’re better than everyone else. Being snotty carries zero weight around here; it just makes you a target. On the inside, respect has to be earned, nod by nod and slap by punch, and there’s no way around that, nor should there be.

      Someone goes,

      ‘Hey, you! Alright, yeah?’

      I stare out as the three of them come closer, my three maybe-cellmates, and I proper pray for one of the other two. The one on the left, she’s nodding like she’s meant to, and I really like her braids. Maybe she’d let me redo a couple of them for her. Lisa used to let me do her hair. Not that you can keep it going in prison, a style like that, for long. Can’t get the hair on the canteen, can you? Can’t get anything on the canteen.

      Someone goes,

      ‘You going to look up or what, new bitch?’

      The thing is, round here, your cellmate’s important. Whoever ends up in your cell, it’s like you’re responsible for them, a bit. Unless you have a proper out-and-out feud with them, it’s sort of assumed that you’re mates. Anything they do, it’s obviously not as bad as if you’d done it yourself, but, still, you didn’t stop them, did you? You obviously didn’t think it was that out of order, then. And I really don’t want anyone to think that I reckon disrespecting people isn’t that out of order. If you’re sharing with a target, you kind of become one yourself. Bad reputations rub off on you – that’s why we have to be locked up in here, I suppose. So we can’t taint the decent folks outside.

      Someone goes,

      ‘What, you not calling back, Rapunzel?’

      They stop outside my cell door. I meet her eye again, the one in the middle.

      Someone goes,

      ‘You think you’re better than us or something?’

      Come on. Left-hand one. Let’s go. Come on. 

      Someone goes,

      ‘Snotty fucking new bitch.’

      And no. Just my fucking luck. To cap off the end of my fucking perfect day, my door clangs open, nearly hitting me dead in the face. I launch myself back onto my bunk, which creaks at me like it’s bitching about being sat on too hard, and the bloody snotty one gets shoved into my cell. She staggers a couple of steps, then comes to a stop in the middle of the room just a foot or two away from my face. She brings with her a cloud of hot, stale air from the landing, and, very faint, the petrol fume and fried chicken smell of the outside. An officer goes,

      ‘Alright, Duchess. Enjoy your suite!’

      And then there’s sarky laughing, and the door slams shut behind her. I hate that sound, of doors slamming. Sets your teeth on edge, particularly if your day wasn’t going that great to start with. I look the new cellie up and down. She just stands there in front of me, staring at my abandoned flip-flop on the floor, not saying hi. Very bloody rude. So I say to her,

      ‘Alright?’

      But not in a friendly way.
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      The new bitch looks up. Even though her long, tangled hair is so dark it’s nearly black, her eyes are a clear bright blue.

      She gives me this frightened little half-smile and for a second that really makes me hate her, the weakness of it. You’ve got to be tough to survive in here, and if you can’t hack it you shouldn’t rob stuff or whatever, should you? I give her my best tough-bitch stare.

      I say,

      ‘What’s your name?’

      And she says, in this thick Scottish accent,

      ‘Martha.’

      And that’s all. Bloody weird, if you ask me, being all quiet like this. I’ve never understood people who don’t want to have a bit of a chat – you’ve got to do something to pass the day. She’s standing there looking at me, just holding her ground and staring. But not wincing or looking away. And that’s, not impressive exactly, but alright. We were all new once, even if most of us were teens back then, rather than, like, twenty-five, like she is. And there’s no point in making an enemy in here unless you have to, especially a cellie. That’d be knackering, watching your back and that all the time. I’m sure as long as she’ll play along, we’ll do just fine.

      I ramp up my scowl a notch and I go,

      ‘You get your first night pack?’

      Which is a bit of a risky thing for me to say, to be fair. If she gives me a flat no, I’ve either got to accept that she’s the one calling the shots, or I’ve got to thump her. Neither’s that appealing at the moment. The C&R and aggro for kicking off at Emma was one thing – I’m already on basic, there’s nothing for them to take. If I start a fight and it escalates, though, that’d probably land me in the seg, which I can do the fuck without. But I need to get the measure of her fast if we’re going to be living eighteen inches away from each other for the next however long.

      I lean in towards her, threatening, like. This is a nice quick way of working out how much I can get away with. The whole pack’s a hell of a lot, but if she gives me, like, her teabags or whatever, then we shouldn’t have a problem.

      But she nods and holds out a plain brown cardboard box to me, no fuss at all. I wasn’t expecting that. But I take off my scowl and give her a nod, like, yes, of course you gave me your whole pack, that is the proper thing to happen.

      ‘Err… Ta.’

      I grab the box, pull the top off and count out the stuff in there – three Dairy Milks, a pack of custard creams, two apples, a jar of coffee, a bag of sugar, a toothbrush, toothpaste, and soap. I look up at Martha. She’s sitting on her bed now, sort of wary, like it might break beneath her. But it won’t. They’re shitty beds, but she’s not that big.

      ‘You don’t smoke then?’

      She shakes her head, looks out at me from under her hair and goes,

      ‘Sorry.’

      And her voice is quite nice, actually. Gentle. You could get used to a voice like that, I reckon.

      ‘It’s okay,’ I say.

      I shove the toiletries back in the box and hand it back to her. She looks at me like I’ve given her a million quid or something.

      ‘Thank you.’

      It’s pretty shit toothpaste and soap to be honest, and she did say sorry. I always like to respect good manners if I can. I smile, all gracious about it.

      ‘You’re alright.’

      Back in the day, they’d always give you a Mars bar in the first night packs. I bloody love a Mars bar. Now, they don’t even have them in the canteen, they only have Cadbury’s stuff. I asked about it, and they said it was because of the contracts. They said if I was that bothered I could get a Mars bar sent in, by my family or whatever, but I ain’t got no family, not that stay in touch. No one out there gives a shit if I’m not getting my favourite snacks, or any food at all come to that. I suppose that’s one thing to look forward to when I’m out. Better chocolate range. Silver linings.

      Martha gives me a tight little smile.

      ‘It’s… nice to meet you.’

      I open my cupboard and stash the food there, laying it out next to my deodorant and my toothbrush and an empty packet of bourbon biscuits I’d been trying to make myself save for a really bad day.

      One of the Dairy Milks I keep in my hand. There’s nothing wrong with Cadbury’s, not really.

      I nod at Martha.

      ‘Yeah. Likewise.’

      I lie back on the bunk, and stare up at the ceiling. I unwrap the Dairy Milk, shiny purple foil scrumpling under my fingers, and I drink in the smell. It’s always the best bit of anything, the moment just before. I wish I had the patience, more often, to make it last. But I don’t. I bite a chunk off the chocolate and feel it spread, smooth and sweet around my mouth, and I’m happy enough, considering.

       

      A few days later, me and Martha are lying around the cell, listening to the radio. It’s proper roasting in here. Prison gets like this a lot in summer, close hot stale air right in your face all the time. The tiny windows open but barely any breeze gets through the bars, cos even the air don’t want to be in here. The sweat off my back’s pooling on the plasticky coating of the mattress. I think about shifting positions a bit, but it’s too hot to move, and, anyway, if every bit of me’s sweating, there’s no point in moving.

      ‘Who’s this song by?’ Martha says.

      It’s too hot to even tilt my head over to give her a what the fuck? look.

      ‘Taylor Swift.’

      ‘Oh.’

      ‘You not heard of Taylor Swift?’

      There’s a pause from Martha’s side of the room, longer than you’d need for a question like that.

      ‘No.’

      I peel myself off the mattress, prop up on an elbow and look at her.

      ‘What? How can you have not heard of Taylor Swift? She’s everywhere.’

      Martha’s staring straight up at the ceiling.

      ‘I just listened to what my mum listened to.’

      She looks a bit upset. I let myself flop back down on the bed.

      ‘I don’t think she’s that great either.’

      There’s a silence, except for Taylor, and the clang-shout-chatter of the wing beyond our door. Martha goes,

      ‘What kind of music do you like?’

      I stare at the ceiling. There’s a crack above my bed. I try to work out if it’s getting bigger or not.

      ‘Hip hop.’

      ‘Why?’

      Christ. I don’t know. It’s not just any hip hop that I like, it’s the proper old-school swagger stuff. I suppose I like the beats, and the don’t-give-a-fuck attitude of it. No one’s ashamed of themselves, when they sing songs like that. They’re just the person they are, and they glory in it.

      I shrug, my sweat-soaked T-shirt sliding moist against my skin.

      ‘I dunno. I just like it.’

      The song’s stopped and the news comes on.

      ‘But there must be a reason. Why do you like it?’

      ‘Shut up,’ I go, but not in a mean way. ‘It’s the news.’

      There’s a little snort from Martha that sounds suspiciously like a laugh. I’m forced to roll over and give her one of my looks. Her smile drops.

      ‘I like the news,’ I say, and the two of us listen.

      ‘The BBC understands that Prince George will undertake his first royal engagement next month.

      ‘Clarence House has confirmed that the prince will open a Prince’s Trust outdoor play area for children his age in London.’

      Despite the heat, I sit up again at that. I like the little prince.

      ‘At two and a half, the future king of England is several years younger than his father, the Duke of Cambridge, was when he made his first official appearance, making a visit to Cardiff on St David’s Day at the age of eight. Prince William will accompany his son, along with the Duchess of Cambridge, on the day.’

      I like the whole family, as it goes. I like Kate Middleton’s hair, and the new baby. The little prince is my favourite, though. He was born about the same time as Bethany, and he’s such a little treasure. His little cheeks are amazing when he smiles, I’ve seen him on the telly. I look up to my Bethany pictures. I don’t know exactly what she looks like now, cos I’m due another photo, but I bet she’s got lovely fat little cheeks. I imagine myself squeezing one of them. Her skin, so soft under my fingers.

      ‘Our royal correspondent, Corrina Jones, has more.

      ‘I’m here in Brockwell Park where the play area is nearly complete —’

      I turn to Martha, all excited.

      ‘Brockwell Park! I know that park. I used to go there all the time.’

      Brockwell Park is dead close to Justin’s place. Justin was my sort-of-dealer-sort-of-mate-sort-of-boyfriend, on the outside. I never quite worked it out. We used to go up there in summer, and drink cans under a tree, really chilled, just watch the world go by. Like an advert, or something. I’ve got a lot of happy memories of that place. Martha gives me a timid little smile.

      ‘You should go and see the opening.’

      I shrug and lean back against the cell wall. The painted bricks are cool on my back.

      ‘Nah. I’ll still be inside then, won’t I?’

      ‘Not if you get parole.’

      I shrug.

      ‘Yeah. Maybe.’

      The thing is, if I’m honest, even on the out I’d have missed the opening anyway. No way I’d go that near Brixton without dropping by Justin’s, and no way I’d go somewhere with so many police hanging about after I’d been round there.

      Martha shifts, creaking her mattress springs.

      ‘What are you in for, Dani?’

      I stretch my arms up, crack my knuckles and consider. I’m a bit torn on this. On the one hand, I like a chat. There’s arse-all to do in here, so you have to take your entertainment where you can. On the other hand, this is not on.

      I give her one of my looks.

      ‘You’re not meant to ask people that.’

      Not ask direct, that is. You find out in the end, of course, through gossip from the girls and the officers, but you’re not meant to ask anyone outright like that. It’s rude. Martha shifts on her bunk.

      ‘Sorry.’

      And she does look sorry. And like I said, it’s fucking boring in here.

      ‘It was possession and intent. This time.’

      And I look over to her, to see if that’s had any effect. But she’s just looking
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