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			Dedication

			This book is dedicated to my late mother, Elvira,

			and the woman who saved me, my wife Lilian.

			They are the reason I am here today.

			I love you both.

		

		
			Chapter 1

			It’s the screaming that cuts you deepest, on your first night in prison.

			Screaming like someone is hurt. Like they need help. Like someone is dying.

			You don’t know where it’s coming from, it’s just out there somewhere. Out there in the gaps between the bright fluorescent lights of the halls and the darkness of the cells. Out there beyond the locked metal doors and suicide nets. Bouncing off thick brick walls, high vaulted Victorian ceilings, metal bars. Coming through the cold night. Coming for you.

			My life was always about noise. About pin-drop silences and explosions of applause. The elastic pop of a volley and the snap of a net cord. White shoes sliding on green grass and camera shutters flickering and camera lenses tightening.

			You stand on the baseline of Centre Court and you’re the conductor of it all. You control it.

			Signal to the ball boy. Catch the ball he bounces to you in your left hand. There are shouts of encouragement and hope from the stands. Your first name ringing out all around. Always your first name.

			You wipe your hand across your face. Purse your lips and blow cool air onto your clammy fingertips.

			Now there is silence. Sixteen thousand people here on this late Sunday afternoon in a south-west London summer, and every single one of them waiting on you. They’re close enough to see the dark sweat patches on your white shirt and the pale grass stains on your hips. To hop the low walls and run across and swamp you.

			Instead they barely breathe, as you throw the ball high, bend your knees and back and hurl yourself forward. Barely breathe, as the white Slazenger ball bends the tight strings of your racket. Barely breathe, as the ball fizzes through the warm summer air.

			It’s only when it lands across the net that you hear them once more. As it ricochets from the edge of your opponent’s racket frame and spins away beyond the tramlines. As your arms go up again and your feet do a little stuttering dance and you tip your head back to the blue skies above.

			Then it’s chaos. It’s noise so loud you can feel it in your chest and inside your head. It hurts. It almost scares you. But it doesn’t, because you know.

			I did this. I created it. I control it.

			The bedlam never lasts at Wimbledon. It escapes up past the old wooden rafters and the dark green painted roof. It settles gradually from wild cheering to thundering waves of applause pouring down the gangways and tiers.

			It’s familiar too, when you return in other summers. The corridors and practice courts begin to feel like home, as you settle into the rhythm of the fortnight and the routine of waking late and walking down Church Road to stares and smiles and policemen waving you through. The locker rooms and the members’ lounge, the honours board of champions you’ve watched and played and now beaten. The lines from Kipling’s ‘If –’ inscribed above the players’ entrance to Centre Court: ‘If you can meet with Triumph and Disaster/And treat those two impostors just the same’. A challenge, a rallying cry.

			It’s your soundtrack and your world. You know the difference, as a player, between the oohs for a frantic forehand return deep in the rally and those when you slip and scramble to your feet, the gasps when you fling yourself full length to reach a backhand half-volley and the disbelief when you flick it back across the net at some impossible angle, and the backspin bites and the ball dies where it lands.

			I never thought prison would be my world, but here I am at HMP Wandsworth. HMP – that strange and cruel British abbreviation for Her Majesty’s Prison. I’m here for the foreseeable future, and all my control is gone.

			I can’t walk away. I can’t stop the noise. And none of it makes sense, because I’m lost, and none of the old rules matter, not here.

			Wandsworth prison is just over two miles from Centre Court at Wimbledon, depending which way you go. SW19 to SW18 – a single number in it but an impossible distance in between.

			Perhaps worse than the screaming itself, as it echoes round this cold cell, with its mould and dirty toilet bowl and broken hatch on the door, is the not knowing why it’s happening. Are these men asleep with nightmares, or awake and raging? Are these wounds real or imagined, assaults from enemies or assaults on themselves?

			Out of control, out of reach. There are multiple layers to these screams. Some are a relentless wail, others go up and down with peaks and troughs. Some are sobbing and self-pitying, others wild and ranting. Sometimes it all drops away, and you have a minute of quiet and wondering why before it starts up again. Sometimes you get ten minutes, and you go back to your bunk and thin blanket and try to fit your body into the strange contours and confines of a mattress shaped by a hundred strangers.

			But it always begins again, and always triggers more. Shouts from other cells.

			– Shut the fuck up!

			Bangs on other doors. Hip-hop beats coming from far away. Moans and threats and revenge being promised.

			The more they scream at them the more they scream back. An endless rally between opponents who can’t see each other but want to destroy each other just the same.

			So I panic. I call out myself.

			– Is there anyone there? Can’t you hear this? Can you help?

			You hit the alarm button on your wall. The Listeners take their time, but they come to your door, eventually. Pull back the metal panel over the security grille and stare in at you. Let me tell you about the Listeners. They save you sometimes, when you’re first locked away, and they help you understand parts of this new world, this new way of compressed living. But they don’t save you now. They can’t. This is me. This is now. This is my baptism and accelerated education.

			You shout at them, almost screaming yourself. A few deep breaths away from it all.

			– Someone’s killing themselves. Someone’s dying!

			And they look back at you, not surprised, because they’ve seen it all before, and not moving, because they hear it every night. And they tell you.

			– Get used to it. It’s gonna carry on.

			– But what’s happening? Can’t someone check?

			– There’s crazies in here, and there’s others doing it for attention. Doesn’t matter, mate. And don’t get your hopes up if they stop. They’ll start again.

			You ask them how you sleep. You still think, at this point, that someone’s going to fix all of this.

			That’s when they tell you. You’re not going to sleep on your first night. You’re not going to sleep tomorrow. Three days’ time? You’ll sleep a little bit. Four days? You’ll be so tired you might get through to midnight. By the fifth night you won’t hear them any more.

			So you sit there, on your bunk, and it all goes round your head. If I tell this story, no one will believe me. This is torture. Surviving it all is an impossibility.

			I’m in a cage with a bunch of psychopaths. I’m alone and I’m lost. I am a number that nobody knows.

			This story begins for me a long time before. It begins on 7 July 1985, on that grass court in south-west London, with that serve out wide to Kevin Curren’s backhand. All that it meant and all that it brought upon me.

			So why was I standing in the dock at Southwark Crown Court on 29 April 2022? Because of mistakes I made, and misjudgements; some of these I understood and others I didn’t, until it was too late. But none of it happens without me winning Wimbledon at seventeen years old. That was the moment everything changed. The moment my path was set.

			I sensed it then, in the hours that followed serve and celebration. The way people I knew well looked at me – my mother and father, my coach, my manager – like they no longer knew me at all.

			Now it was happening again. Early on the morning of 29 April, the day I was due to be sentenced. Standing in the small bedroom of a tiny rented flat in central London, packing a bag for what might be a chance to start again but might also be seven years inside. Pulling open the wardrobe door and trying to find something to wear that made sense.

			Grey suit, white shirt, black sneakers. Easy. Your lawyers tell you not to wear a smart tie for your trial. Nothing ostentatious. Maybe even a little down-at-heel.

			I had been charged with twenty-nine counts under the Insolvency Act. Five of those were dropped before the trial and I was then acquitted of twenty of them but, on 8 April, convicted of four. On this strangest of days I wanted to get back in touch with a version of me I could feel good about again. So I reached for my Wimbledon tie and put it on.

			Had I not twice broken Joakim Nyström’s serve when he was serving for the match in the fifth set of our third-round meeting in 1985, I don’t think this day at Southwark Crown Court would ever have happened. And if Tim Mayotte had been at the net and not the baseline when my ankle went in our fourth-round match? Same deal. I shake his hand and quit the match. I didn’t know my trainer was going to strap my injured ankle up. I didn’t know it would take my trainer quite so long to get out to Court 14, so the pain stabilised and I could carry on. And if I hadn’t won the gentlemen’s singles title until I was twenty-two years old? None of this would be happening.

			And so the Wimbledon tie. A statement to the court, to the watching world. To the hundreds of journalists and camera crews in the street outside. Here is your wunderkind. Here is your old champion. I knew the boy I was. But who was I now, and what had happened to the man in between?

			It’s a long wait, between verdict and sentencing. Almost three weeks for me, a life in limbo, an endless loop of questions and recriminations and guessing games.

			My lawyers had talked me through the scenarios. At one end of the scale I could get a suspended sentence; I’d be broke and exhausted, but I’d be free. I could start figuring out a better way forward. If the judge went the other way, it could be seven years in jail. Broke, exhausted and broken.

			You play the match in your head, every morning and every night, just as I used to as a player. I’m free: how do I live my life better now? How do I move forward, and with whom, and where? I get a year: where will I be, and what will I be doing there? I get three: now who am I? I get the full seven: I try not to think about this one. Obsessing about a bad defeat just makes it more likely.

			When we are back in court, my lawyer spells it out. Jonathan Laidlaw QC is a barrister who operates within the system and its arcane language and games, setting the scene for what is to follow.

			‘The defendant has literally nothing, and there is also nothing to show for what was the most glittering of sporting careers.

			‘His fall is not simply a fall from grace but amounts to the most public of humiliations for the defendant. The degree of his suffering – and it will continue – is punishment at a level that no other bankrupt in this county is likely to experience.

			‘In terms of the defendant’s future, there is not one. These proceedings have destroyed his career and entirely removed any future prospect of him earning an income. His reputation – an essential part of the brand which gave him work – is in tatters. He will not be able to find any work, and he will have to rely upon the charity of others if he is to survive.’

			I had been told to pack a bag for that day of sentencing, because this could be the day I didn’t go home again. It becomes the first of many tasks that mix the practical with the farcical. No one really gives you an official list of what you might be allowed to take in, should you be sent down, so you find yourself making decisions based on prison movies you’ve seen in the last few weeks. I watched what happened in the showers. I watched the bullying. I watched the fights where men got hurt and nobody came to help them. Didn’t matter that most of the films were American. You see those things and they stay with you.

			I’ve always been a good packer. Even as a player I liked to do my own packing. The reassurance of knowing you had everything you needed for the battle ahead, the comfort of the process. But this bag – a Puma one, my old sponsors, but not a free one this time, a cheap holdall picked up from Sports Direct just a few days before – took much longer than any other packing ever did.

			Asking yourself questions but not knowing the answers. How much do I need? How much will they let me take in? How often can I do laundry? Let’s think – take thick socks (maybe they last longer), put in boxer shorts. I have trouble with my feet from all the wear and tear of a hard career and the multiple surgeries that followed, so I need the right sports shoes to keep the pain away. Am I allowed spare pairs? Will I need them inside and out? Shorts. Okay, I like shorts, but this is England. Even in summer it’s cold, and I’m not going to be out in the sun. So shorts no, but tracksuits, yes. Three black ones, a dark blue one with white stripes. I might be wearing this stuff for a long time. It can’t rip easily or get worn out. The autobiography of Barack Obama, another book about Karl Lagerfeld. Both thick, both with plenty of reading in them. Toothpaste, how much toothpaste should I take? Hey, this is a small bag, but I don’t want to fill it up completely, because this is ridiculous, I mean I’m not going on holiday …

			You pack your bag, and you say your goodbyes. You don’t know how long you’re going to be gone, or where you might be going to, or even if it might be just for that day. You don’t know what words are most appropriate, and you’re a former tennis champion who grew up in a different world, so you’re still working out how much real deep emotion you can reveal and how much all of this should be a show, looking calm and confident and in control even as inside it’s all a churning mess.

			The first goodbye is to Lilian, my partner. I’ll tell you all about Lilian, because this is her story as much as mine, her survival and strength, her patience and fortitude. It’s her birthday too, on 29 April. (I told you about the practical and the farcical.) The second goodbye is to my eldest son, Noah. My new family and my old. The roots and branches of my family tree.

			And then I am in the dock, behind glass, in my Wimbledon tie. The Puma bag at my feet, my family over there in the public gallery. In front of me is the power: Her Honour Judge Deborah Taylor.

			You want to listen to every word she says, but it’s difficult. The glass in front of you is thick. The speakers relaying her words to the dock are small and feeble, so you lean closer.

			‘Boris Becker, you were found guilty after trial of four offences under the Insolvency Act 1986. All of these offences arise from your actions after a Bankruptcy Order was made on 21 June 2018 following a creditors bankruptcy petition presented to the High Court by Arbuthnot Latham & Co, a private bank. You were acquitted of twenty other offences, including all charges relating to your conduct prior to the Bankruptcy Order being made.’

			Sometimes the sound crackles. You ask if she could possibly speak a little louder or the microphones could be turned up, and then it’s the legal language that tangles you up and leaves you always one phrase or sentence in arrears.

			‘In relation to Count 10, irrespective of the lack of disclosure in the PIQB, you were told at the 13 September 2017 meeting that if you had a property, say in France, that the Trustee had not asked about, it was incumbent upon you to say, either, that you own the property, or it is owned in trust for these reasons. The fact that in relation to Im Schilling you had doubts about your mother’s interests did not prevent you from raising this with the Trustee.’

			Your brain offers strange thoughts. Comments on her delivery, because you’ve worked in TV, so you understand how to make clear, concise points. Your own rolling verdict – that line sounded more positive, this one less so. Analysis too – why is she saying this, was that accurate, is that fair?

			The emotions build with every sentence and every clause squeezed in next to clause. I could no longer pretend I was handling it all okay. One moment wanting to believe she’s moving towards a suspended sentence, the next a punch of panic in the guts – she’s going to give me seven years, she’s going to give me ten …

			I just tried to look at her. Hold her gaze to hold myself in check. Eyes on hers, and my fingers around the rosary in my jacket pocket. The rosary I’ve had for years, as a young man sprinting from baseline to net, as an older man trying to find a new path. Moving my fingertips over the beads, one to ten.

			Brain trying to keep up, to differentiate between critical terms. Concurrently, consecutively. Consecutively, concurrently.

			Talking to myself. Okay, Boris, once you know the damage you know you can deal with it somehow. But I don’t know how bad the damage is. Okay, Boris, listen, keep listening.

			And praying. A Hail Mary for each bead, an Our Father, Vater Unser, on the bigger bead in between the sets of ten.

			You lose track of how long the judge has been speaking for. Ladies and gentlemen, time is suspended. Is this ten minutes now, or thirty? Mentions of legal precedent, even though there’s no real precedent for the specifics of what I’m here for, and there’s an incongruity in even thinking about this having happened before when it’s all so strange and disturbing to me.

			‘In the absence of specific guidelines, the starting point is the Sentencing Council’s General Guideline Overarching Principles. In this respect I take into account the statutory maximum sentencing judgements of the Court of Appeal Criminal Division for the offence, and definitive sentencing guidelines for analogous offences. In this case some assistance can be gained from the Bribery, Fraud and Money Laundering Guideline, although care must be taken as the offences are different in significant respects …’

			Hopes fall, hopes rise.

			‘In terms of aggravating features, I do not consider there was significant planning. I accept that you were in chaos – having learned of the bankruptcy order, you did what you could to pay those closest to you, which was not a decision which was sophisticated or planned. The effect on others is taken into account in the offending.’

			Holding the rosary, fingers moving along the beads.

			‘I also take into account the previous conviction for tax evasion, which I consider to be a similar offence. Although some time ago, it is of significance in this case in that you did not heed the warning you were given and the suspended sentence which was imposed. That is a significant aggravating feature.’

			You are drowning in stormy seas, and this formal, emotionless woman in her sixties is both your only hope of rescue and the freezing current dragging you down.

			‘In mitigation I take into account what has been described as your fall from grace. You have lost your career, reputation and all of your property as a result of your bankruptcy. I have taken into account the letters from your family and your reference for charitable works. However, you have shown no remorse or acceptance of your guilt, and have sought to distance yourself from the offending in your bankruptcy. Whilst I accept the humiliation you have felt as a result of these proceedings, there has been no humility.’

			I don’t understand this mix of moral and legal assessment, this strange remorse code I’m meant to have sent out. How could I show remorse for something I didn’t realise was wrong? I made maintenance payments to my ex-wife, to my children, for knee surgery and for rent. It’s not something I tried to hide, not least because I thought I was doing what I should. It confuses me, that I was supposed to stop paying child support to my own kids.

			But I do feel regret, of course. So much of it. For things I did, for other paths I could have taken. I don’t know yet how much I’ll learn about myself in the next year, how I’m going to be pushed to breaking point, how much I’m going to change. For now I’m still lost in the fine print. I think the problem is that I’ve failed to reveal enough of my inner emotions in the dock. My legal team had told me not to explain myself too much. Just say yes and no. And in yes and no you can’t show anything except the black and white and the binary.

			Suddenly the judge is on to the numbers. Now I am listening more intently than to anything else in my life. Silence like a serve on Centre Court, but the judge is now the one conducting it all. The one moving to the advantage court.

			‘In relation to Count 4, the sentence will be one of two years and six months.’

			Two years, six months. So thirty months in total. Okay, it’s not seven years. But I’m in jail. I’m in jail for a long time.

			‘I impose concurrent sentences of eighteen months in relation to Counts 10, 13 and 14.’

			Concurrently, consecutively. Consecutively, concurrently.

			Does this mean thirty months plus eighteen, plus another eighteen, plus eighteen more? Then we have exactly seven years. Or does it mean the thirty months and those three counts of eighteen months somehow sit inside that? Maybe some do and some don’t …

			Now time has really slowed. Match point, ball fizzing through the south London air, waiting for it to land.

			I look at Lilian, sitting there over to my right. I look at Noah, twenty-eight years old, my son but also now a grown man. I can see Lilian is crying. I can see the sadness on my son’s face.

			I try one last time to hold on to my emotions. We don’t know how bad this is. Eyes back on the judge. Wait for the ball to bounce.

			‘The total sentence is therefore one of two years and six months.’

			And so this is how the goodbye happened, when it came. There is no last embrace, no physical contact. No final kiss. Lilian and Noah walking down from the gallery and to the dock; me putting my palm up on the glass.

			Lilian mirroring me and matching her palm to mine. Noah doing the same. The hardest part of all.

			Then I turned, and I stepped from one world to the next.

			To the judge, Southwark Crown Court

			My name is Noah Becker.

			I have spent the last week of my father’s trial in court with him as it was important for me to support him the best way I could – just like he has always done for me. These past five years haven’t been easy on me and my family. Especially when he is portrayed as someone that he really is not.

			Although I’m very proud of my father and his accomplishments, the way people have been portraying and slandering his name has been weighing heavy on me for a long time, which has affected my mental health. To be honest, a majority of the time that I spend talking to my therapist is dedicated to this topic in order to assess my mental state.

			As the eldest of four children: if my father was to go to prison, I feel like I would have such an immense amount of responsibility which I am not ready to carry without him around. The way my father has been leading this family through love, while all my siblings live in different countries, has been keeping everything together.

			We all stand for him and if he was to be imprisoned, I believe we would all be imprisoned as a family and a collective.

			My biggest wish is for my father to be free, so our family can be free.

			Sincerely,

			Noah

		

		
			Chapter 2

			Die Rheinpfalz

			By Jörg Allmeroth, tennis writer

			29 April 2022

			When Boris Becker was first spotted by the cameras on the morning of 29 April 2022, he had a sports bag on his shoulder and was wearing a Wimbledon tie with his suit. One would have thought the six-time Grand Slam champion was on his way to an appointment at the All England Club, the place in the south-west of the British capital where he won his first major career title almost thirty-seven years ago.

			But Becker had completely different, rather bitter obligations in London. He was appearing in court to find out what the verdict would be after serious misconduct in his bankruptcy proceedings. After hours of waiting, it was clear by the afternoon that Becker would not be leaving the courtroom as a free man – Judge Deborah Taylor gave him two and a half years in prison for money laundering and evasion of assets as a debtor.

			This court day in London is as drastic for Becker as 7 July 1985, when he became the youngest Wimbledon winner of all time – and has remained so to this day. Because for Becker, the self-inflicted turbulence, which reliably accompanied him more than two decades after his great tennis career, ended yesterday with a crash. Becker got so hopelessly tangled up in financial troubles that at some point he crossed the famous red line.

			His lawyer argued in court that Becker’s situation was due to naivety and excessive demands, that he put his trust in incompetent advisors who should have been taking care of the money. Judge Deborah Taylor didn’t believe it and ruled that Becker knew very well what he was doing. Which, by the way, is to be expected in a grown man over fifty.

			Becker’s drama began when he was still active, when he rejected key figures from his entourage if they became uncomfortable or annoying. Becker preferred to trust himself during his professional tennis days – and also afterwards. Last but not least, he genuinely believed that after doing the touring circuit, he would make it in the world of business. He wasn’t worried about failure as an entrepreneur – it’s about taking risks. But these risks were no longer offset by sufficient income. Instead there were a series of unexpected expenses – maintenance payments for wives, children.

			Becker’s first manager, Ion Tiriac, recently shook his head when he looked at Becker’s considerable difficulties and the tiresome court process. In the humble opinion of the Romanian businessman, who has meanwhile become a billionaire in his home country, Becker should have become one of the richest athletes ever. But as much as Becker was clairvoyant on the tennis court, following the rules and being able to assess his options coldly, he lost control after leaving Centre Court, and lived beyond his new circumstances. After all, the claims of his creditors eventually accumulated to almost 60 million euros.

			The court case in Germany in 2003, in which he barely escaped imprisonment with a two-year suspended sentence for tax evasion, should have been a warning shot for him. But nothing got better for him afterwards, in any respect. Now he is faced with the hardest time of his life.

			There was a guard on duty at the back of the dock, an English politeness about him even in this moment. He asked me to pick up my bag and walk down the steps.

			The rooms below were all bright strip lighting and shiny yellow walls. A small office at the end of a corridor, with a desk and an open window. Two officials inside, courteous almost to the point of appearing embarrassed at the formal dance.

			– Good afternoon, Mr Becker, how are you? Sorry about what’s just happened …

			– Don’t worry, you just do what you have to do.

			– Please remove your suit and tie.

			You can’t ignore the crunching of gears in that moment. Stripping off my Ralph Lauren suit, unknotting my Wimbledon tie. Folding both neatly, as if I were going to be putting them back on in the morning. Swapping them for the black Puma hoodie and tracksuit bottoms from my bag, stepping aside so they could search through the rest of my gear.

			The two shaving razors I had packed were taken away. So were the nail scissors. The bottle of aftershave – well, who tries to take aftershave to prison but a man who has no idea about prison? I’d packed a cheap Casio wristwatch, because even with my aftershave delusions I guessed that wandering around prison with a big expensive ex-tennis player watch on my arm wasn’t a smart move. What I didn’t understand yet was that time doesn’t matter at all in prison. You make it not matter, because it’s your enemy. Time is what eats you up inside and cooks your head.

			My lawyers Giles and Peter came down to explain what might happen next, to decode what had just taken place upstairs. They still wore expressions of shock. More emotion on the surface than I was trying to show in that moment.

			– We’re sorry. We didn’t think it was going to be this bad …

			I had always liked Giles. A kind man, a good man. Peter too. But I wanted facts, in that moment. I wanted their insight, and I needed context.

			– Okay Boris, this could have been better, but it could have been a lot worse.

			– Tell me about concurrently.

			– Concurrently? It means at the same time. So the maximum you can serve is thirty months. But listen, thirty months will in effect mean fifteen inside.

			– It will?

			– You’ll probably be sent first to Wandsworth, or Wormwood Scrubs. They’re not great places, but you’ll survive. And you’ll only be there for four to six weeks, and then you’ll go to an open prison. Then you can go home at weekends, and you’ll only have to sleep there at night.

			I felt marginally better, as they shook my hand and walked away back down the corridor. I just wanted a little certainty to hold on to. Didn’t matter how good or bad the facts might be; it was more that they were solid and incontestable, in a world of strangeness and flux. The relief lasted for the sixty seconds it took to be led to a cell and hear the heavy door locked behind me.

			There were benches against two of the walls with a prisoner sitting on each. More shiny yellow paint on the walls, and you have a good look at that, because you definitely don’t want to be looking the other men in the eye. You don’t feel safe. You don’t know what they’ve done, just that they’re a prisoner. It’s easy to forget you are too, now.

			There’s no conversation. Just staring at the wall, as if you’ve always loved shiny yellow paint and this is the dream scenario, the best example of it you’ve ever seen, and you really want to commit it to memory for all time. When you’re close to overdoing it and need to look somewhere else for a brief interlude, you begin a comprehensive examination of the floor just in front of your feet. Not in front of the other men’s feet, and certainly not their actual feet. Just beyond yours, and no further.

			I still wasn’t emotional, not yet. I wasn’t feeling sorry for myself or crying. I was thinking hard, and forming tactics, and working multiple scenarios through my head. This is what a life on the tennis court teaches you. Okay, if one of these men comes for me, it’s going to take thirty seconds for a guard to come. Probably more. A lot can happen in thirty seconds in a small, locked cell housing three scared men. Three convicted criminals. So where do I move? Where is there to go?

			You get a bottle of water, at some point. Time is already beginning to stretch and bend. The water gets thrown in through a hatch in the door. You need to pee? You drink the water and use the bottle.

			Maybe I was there forty minutes, maybe an hour; I had no way of knowing. My Casio watch was still in my washbag. Then the door opened again, and a guard called me out.

			– Mr Becker, the transport’s here to take you to Wandsworth.

			I didn’t know then why they keep it from you until the moment of your departure. I didn’t know that prisoners can get things organised inside. A welcoming committee, a softer landing.

			I thought instead about Lilian. How strong I knew she was. I also feared she would be in the most desperate mood. I hoped she was with Noah, even though he would be feeling the same. I hoped it would be like two nights before, when he had come over to our small flat and we’d all sat squeezed on the one little sofa and eaten pizza and drunk bottles of beer. How we’d called up my second son Elias on Zoom and all seen each other and felt slightly braver as a result.

			I hoped for all of that, but I didn’t know. I wanted to be alert. I wanted it all to soak in. I wanted to feel everything that was happening to me and not to lose control.

			Because I’m not sure I was ever as in control again after 7 July 1985. And it’s easy to say you feel misunderstood and you’re a victim. I wasn’t a victim. I also wasn’t the guy some people wanted me to be, the one some newspapers wrote about. Maybe I was a better person. Maybe I was worse. I just wasn’t the man they thought I was.

			It started that Sunday night in south-west London and it never stopped. My father organising an open-air parade for when I got back to my home town of Leimen in southern Germany. I didn’t want a parade and I couldn’t work out how in a town of 10 thousand people there could be 50 thousand on the streets. On display in the back of an open-top jeep, a friend of my father’s driving, standing there with my coach Günther Bosch feeling too much like Pope John Paul II, and all of it uncomfortable, because it wasn’t my style and it wasn’t who I am. I hadn’t asked for any of it. I wanted to be a good tennis player but I didn’t want to be celebrated like this.

			When that sort of fame hits you at seventeen years old, you can feel like someone else owns you. The German media told me how I should live, what I should do. Yes to military service, no to living abroad. Yes to this girlfriend, no to this one. Too tall, too skinny, too black, too white. Is her family background suitable? Let’s get the chequebook out and find out.

			The first time a friend of yours sells a story about you to the papers you think it must be a mistake. The second time you think maybe you’re unlucky. When it keeps happening, and it happens when you’re struggling with your tennis or trying to plot your way through life as a 19-year-old or a 21-year-old or a young father, you start cutting friends out of your life. You lose a little faith and hope in people.

			I am not a victim. I made mistakes. I made some big ones. Sometimes I was naive, and sometimes I was childish. Sometimes I was too public with my private life. None of it was done because I wanted to be more famous. It was more out of pride and joy and honour. I wanted to show my fellow Germans I was doing well, that I was in love, I was happy.

			The most read German newspaper is Bild. If you don’t know it, it’s better than the Sun and worse than the Daily Mail. Somewhere in between – the Daily Sun. It’s read by CEOs, it’s read by leaders, it’s read by wives and husbands and plumbers and delivery boys. Over the past forty years, I have met most of its editors. And one said to me once: ‘Since the Second World War, we have three topics that we know are going to sell us most copies: Adolf Hitler, the reunification of Germany and Boris Becker. So keep doing what you do because it sells. It’s good for our business.’

			But I couldn’t win every time. And when I did lose – when I lost Wimbledon finals that they expected me to win – I was terrible. I was a national disgrace.

			It shouldn’t have mattered to me. But I felt it, even when I tried not to. When I was playing, my internal response would be: ‘Okay, I have to win another Grand Slam.’ Or: ‘I have to become number one.’ Or: ‘I shouldn’t lose a Davis Cup match.’ And that would be my escape then. If I won Wimbledon again, what could they say that was negative?

			It became harder after my career ended because I didn’t have the next Wimbledon. I didn’t have an opportunity to silence everybody with a good weekend on a big court. Right when I stopped, my first marriage also faltered, ending in divorce and a huge scandal. That was on me.

			The bankruptcy, the court case, the prison sentence two decades later? I was still nowhere near to working out my life, how to process it, how to find a place that wasn’t blaming other people but wasn’t breaking down, either. I wanted to stop caring what other people thought of me, but it was hard. I knew what the subtext would be, in Bild and the other dark corners of the media world: ‘We told you so. It’s been a long time coming. We’re not surprised.’

			I still wanted to show these strangers that they’d got me wrong. Never a victim, but not the man they thought I was, either.

			The van waiting outside was white, with a door at the rear. The word ‘Serco’ in lower-case black letters. Inside it was divided into six tight, separate cells. A small square of window in each, the glass dark. A bench, no seatbelts.

			They don’t linger once you’re on your way to prison. Accelerating through the black metal gates at the back of the courthouse, leaning and listing round the corner, revving again out towards Tooley Street.

			It’s tourist London, round Southwark way. HMS Belfast moored on the brown swirling Thames a few hundred yards in one direction, the steep shiny metal and glass of The Shard the other way. The arches and lines of London Bridge station up ahead.

			I knew all this from the last month of making my daily journey to the trial by black cab. I could see none of it now, because the same guard who had told me our destination had also warned me about the photographers waiting in the street beyond the gate. The windows are dark, but that’s why they hold their cameras up tight to them and fire off the flash. I kept my head down and held on to my bottle of water. I tried asking the guard, as we lurched around another steep turn. How long is the journey? A shouted response, with typically British attention to traffic detail: usually forty-five minutes or so, but it’s Friday early evening, so it’s getting busy, could be an hour and a half …

			You know you’re not the only one on the same journey. You saw a few being led into the van ahead of you. Most of them younger. There are shouts from the other cells: questions and swearing and insults. One voice demanding to know where we were going. The guard telling him to be quiet. The voice getting louder, the language angrier.

			No one tells you not to look weak or vulnerable, but an instinct kicks in. Control the fear. Put your shoulders out, show presence, just like you do when you walk out on Centre Court as a teenager, like you do when you’re a kid in the locker room surrounded by men who want to intimidate you before you get out there.

			An hour of yelling and screaming from the angry guy, then silence as the van slowed and he began to realise where we were. He seemed happier, then. He was the one the wardens recognised, when they led us inside. Oh, it’s you again, is it?

			More flashes from cameras as the van went through the main gate at Wandsworth. The paparazzi had got there ahead of us. A great wooden door under a stone arch, two towers either side with thin windows like the arrow slits in the keep of a medieval castle. The doors thrown open by guards with guns on their belts. Okay, this is real now.

			There must have been forty prisoners in the first holding cell inside. You could feel the attitude all around you, a toughness in demeanour and dress. A couple of guards standing well back. Watching, but leaving this mass of men alone.

			Now I was intimidated for the first time. Now the fear started crawling towards the surface. I didn’t have to work out where to sit, because I wasn’t going to be sitting. There was no room. I worked out where to stand by looking where everyone else was standing and doing the opposite.

			I still didn’t make eye contact with anyone. But I could feel it all the same, the looks and the judgements. I could sense them gauging my weakness. Whether I knew the rules – the big official ones, and the dangerous unspoken ones. I heard the deals and I heard old enmities and alliances straining and reforming.

			– You getting a double cell?

			– I’m with you. Yeah?

			Pairing up, forming groups. Recruiting and filtering.

			They talked among themselves but not to me. I stood in my dark hoodie and black trainers, trying to blend in, to hold a little circle of space in the corner of the cell. Trying to do it without making it clear I was doing it.

			Maybe the guards spotted something. I don’t know. Maybe word gets around about the new intake, and which ones know their way around and which might get swallowed up. When they called me from that cell and put me in a much smaller one with only four others, I didn’t care about the reasons. I was just glad it had happened.

			There are clichés in prison, and there is a dark humour, if you want to find it. Having your mugshot taken is exactly as you might imagine: a little booth, a bright light in your face, a row of letters and numbers in front of you.

			A2923EV. That was who I was now. And then you look at the photo they have taken on the screen of their computer, and you think: actually, that’s not bad. That’s quite flattering, given the circumstances.

			You are given your prison badge. A rectangle of plastic on a thin lanyard. You don’t know it yet, but you’ll wear that round your neck everywhere you go, whatever the hour. When you’re with others, when you’re on your own. When you’re on the toilet, at night when you’re trying to sleep.

			I was inside the factory now. Being processed through the machine. A man goes in; a number comes out.

			They told me about my top and tracksuit bottoms next. You can’t keep those. Wrong colours – you can’t wear black in prison. Too close to the colours worn by the wardens. So I went through my bag, and there was only the blue one with white stripes I could keep. They gave me two light grey tracksuits and sweats and a couple of white T-shirts.

			It bothered me that I didn’t have my clothes. I felt too open, like I lacked armour. I wanted to tell them that the stuff they had given me was too small, and that it itched my skin. Then it creeps up on you, like so much else does: this is not my choice any more. I wear what I’m given, or I wear nothing.

			More black humour. A full body search. Those washed-out borrowed clothes piled on the floor next to you, the guards snapping on rubber gloves.

			They told me to spread my legs. Then they touched everything. Balls, penis, rectum. You almost laugh. Not quite, but almost.

			– What exactly are you looking for?

			– Oh, it’s your first time here, is it? You’d be surprised what we can find …

			They gave us food, after that. You should be hungry when you haven’t eaten since breakfast and it’s now the evening. But I wasn’t hungry. I looked at this thin white bread sandwich in its clear plastic packet, and I put it back on the table in this reception area and left it there. I was thirsty, though. My mouth was dry. My throat hurt when I swallowed.

			Another shouted instruction. A set of stairs, and into an office. One of the senior prison officials there to tell you how it will be, from now on.

			The atmosphere of the holding cell had stayed with me. I kept thinking about the conversations and clandestine deals being made. Who would be sharing with who. Codes and illicit alliances, all excluding me. Please give me a good cellmate. Please give me my own cell. Somewhere I can be safe.

			– Mr Becker, we define you as high risk. Others here may try to take advantage of you. So, for your own protection, you will be in a single cell.

			A surge of relief. Actual happiness, for a moment. Like I’d just hit a forehand winner down the line. Like I’m at the net and clenching my fist.

			Then a swift return to reality. Questions you want answered.

			– How do I go to the toilet? What is the shower situation?

			– You have a small toilet and small sink.

			– Great, thank you.

			– But. Be careful in the showers. We don’t go in there. So don’t stay too long and just make sure you’re taking showers with guys that you’re accustomed to. Find a group you can go with every time.

			The officer explained I would have a health check. I told him about my medical history, about the pills I needed for my bad knees. Next lesson: it didn’t matter what my doctor in Munich had prescribed me; you don’t get to choose your medication in prison, and you don’t get to keep it in your cell. They’ll bring you something, and they’ll decide what it is.

			Then the warning.

			– I know it’s your first time. This is a dangerous place. Watch your back.

			– What do you mean?

			– We’ll try to look out for you. You’re one of the most famous guys in here. But there are only seventy or so of us, and there are almost two thousand prisoners. We’ll do what we can, but make sure you don’t do anything stupid. Don’t accept anything – no drugs, no invitation, nothing – because they will take advantage of you.

			The attitude in the holding cell, the way they could smell the doubt and fear on me? That couldn’t happen again. I was on my own now.

			Maybe I’m glad I didn’t know then how far I would fall. I hoped I was strong enough. But I had no idea, really. This was how little I knew: I didn’t even know enough to understand how scared I should really be.

			I was being processed through the machine. Except sometimes, quite unexpectedly, you meet the warmth of another human, and the surprise and the relief light you up from the inside.

			They took me through into the main prison building itself. That’s where I was introduced to two men called Charlie and Jake. Both late twenties, early thirties. Tattoos on their arms.

			– Hey. We’re Listeners.

			Here’s what the Listeners do. They’re prisoners, just like you, but they’re the link between the inmates and the wardens. They’re there when you first arrive and you’re lost. They’re trained by the Samaritans, and they’re your local guides. They’re not snitches, definitely not. They’re respected. They’re experienced prisoners, and they’re considered trustworthy by the wardens. They’re your guardian angel in tattoo sleeves, some of the time.

			Charlie explained it to me. We will answer any question you have. We’ll show you the ropes. If you have a problem, any time of the day or night, we’re the ones to call. You’re in your cell and you hit the emergency button? We’ll be the first ones outside, because we have privileges, and we’re not always locked up like the others. We will talk to you.

			And you have so many questions. Where do we go next? What time do they lock the doors? Where do we get food? How can I phone home?

			They listen, and they answer. You’ll be taken to your cell. Lockdown is at 5.30pm, usually. We’ll show you the canteen, tomorrow. There’s a phone in your cell, and you’ll get an allowance for a few calls, but you can’t get any coming in.

			It wasn’t any form of special treatment. They did it with every new prisoner who came onto their wing at Wandsworth. And although they’re not wardens, and they’re definitely not snitches, they are closer to the power than any other inmate. There is trust between them.

			They would be the ones who introduced me to the head warden on our wing, a big strong guy in his early fifties. An extendable baton, cutdown knife, handcuffs and a radio to go with the black uniform and cap. Not someone to fuck with. But when I met him, and we talked, he wasn’t hostile towards me. Not so much a tennis fan, but a Black man who seemed to know about my first wife and my eldest two boys. Someone who would look out for me in those first few weeks, and sometimes give me a tour of other wings, to show me how things worked and tell me where to avoid going when he was no longer close.

			Because you are lost and you are ignorant, at the start. I didn’t know about the five wings of the prison, how badly overcrowded each one was. I didn’t know about the notable and notorious who had previously stared at these ancient Victorian stone walls: Ronnie Biggs, the Krays and Gary Glitter, Pete Doherty and Oscar Wilde.

			It drips through in conversations and comes to you in overheard stories and conjecture-turned-truth through constant repetition. Think of it like a dark Tripadvisor entry in oral form, where no one can post photos or write their review down and no manager ever replies.

			– One wing is for older guys, surprised you’re not in there mate.

			– There’s one for paedophiles; they can’t be in with the rest of us. Then there’s one for gang members.

			– They put mainly Muslims in the other one.

			I had no idea of the reality of it. Only how my wing looked as I was walked towards my cell: a separate building from the rest, four floors high, maybe 400 men squeezed in. White painted walls, more of that sickly sheen again. You’ll never find a matte finish in a British institution. An open atrium, great wide nets under every overhang. It took another week for me to work out what those nets were for; I hadn’t realised yet that falling
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