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      You don’t expect your life to change in a bookshop. Books may be among the best things in the world, and maybe reading can change your life, but that’s a whole other conversation. What I mean is that when you’re in a bookshop listening to a talk by one of your favourite authors, you don’t expect the stranger sitting beside you to effectively throw a bomb into your safe little world and blow it all to smithereens. You don’t expect her to steal your handbag, either. But I’m jumping ahead now, so let’s start from the beginning.

      My name is Heather Harris and I’m a bookseller at a gorgeous shop in Chiswick, west London. But today is Wednesday, one of my days off, so I hop on a Tube to Richmond upon Thames, just a few miles away. I’ve been a fan of crime writer Lydia Cornish for years, and when I heard she was doing a talk and a signing at Words on the Street, the big high-street bookstore, I knew I couldn’t miss it. It’s the sort of thing I often do on a day off, the sort of thing that makes my friends roll their eyes and mutter words like ‘obsessed’ under their breath, although it’s all done with affection, or at least I hope so. Sometimes, they follow the muttering with the ‘helpful’ suggestion that I should try signing up to a dating app because I’ve been on my own too long now, and I need to ‘live a little’. I nod and grin and make vague gestures that imply I might take up the suggestion, one day soon. I won’t though. Not yet. My last proper relationship ended nearly two years ago and… well, let’s just say it put me off a bit. Dating doesn’t interest me right now. My life is full; I’m content just the way I am. But I digress, again.

      So, the Lydia Cornish event. I love this bookstore; Words on the Street is probably five times bigger than the shop I work in, but somehow they manage to keep the atmosphere cosy, like an old library. There are squishy armchairs and a coffee bar at the back, the smell of cinnamon and caramel mingling with the scent of ink and paper so deliciously that sometimes I wonder if they actually pump it in through the air conditioning, just to create the perfect ambience. I’ve spent many a happy afternoon here, browsing the shelves and sipping cappuccinos, squirrelling away ideas to take back to my boss, Kwee, for our little place.

      Anyway, today I queue up to get my book signed – Lydia is lovely, as I’d hoped she’d be – and now it’s time for the talk. I’m sitting in the third row from the back, my handbag tucked under my chair, my phone still in my hand so I can take some photos for Instagram. When the woman sits down next to me, I don’t pay her much attention at first; I turn to look at her as she stoops to put her own bag on the floor, and she gives me a shy smile, so I smile back. But then I see Lydia making her way across the shop floor and get distracted, snapping some pictures and then listening, fascinated, as she describes her writing process and the inspiration behind some of her bestselling novels. Engrossed as I am though, every now and again I find myself glancing at the woman sitting beside me because, well, there’s just something… odd about her; something off, about the way she’s behaving. For a start, she doesn’t seem to be listening to Lydia at all. And, even more maddeningly, she doesn’t seem to be able to keep still, constantly crossing and uncrossing her legs, picking at her nails, and pulling jerkily at a loose thread on the side seam of her jeans. There’s a big clock on the wall in the children’s book section over to the right, a clock with a cat in the number 12 position and white mice at 3, 6, and 9, and every few minutes she stares at it, frowning, as if willing the hands to move faster.

      Is she just killing time, maybe, because she’s early for an appointment or something? I’m puzzled and slightly irritated. Why come to something like this if you’ve no interest in it, and then just sit there, fidgeting?

      She’s a thin woman, probably about my age – early thirties – fine blonde hair pulled into a tight little bun at the back of her head. Her face is pretty, with high cheekbones and pale, freckled skin, but her expression is tight and anxious, and just sitting next to her is starting to make me feel uncomfortable. I look around, scanning the rows of seats for an empty chair, wondering if I should move, but the talk seems to be wrapping up, Lydia asking if anyone has any questions before she has to head off to another event in central London. And so I sit there, trying to concentrate, trying to focus on the conversation and not on my growing feeling of resentment towards this stranger, who’s definitely somewhat spoiled what should have been a very pleasant hour.

      She’s probably just having a bad day, I tell myself, as the room erupts into applause, and Lydia stands up to leave.

      Remember, you never know what people are going through…

      Be kind…

      I turn, intending to swallow my annoyance and ask her if she enjoyed the talk, but she’s bending down, reaching for her bag, and then standing up abruptly. Without looking at me again, she marches away, camel trench coat swinging, black leather handbag clutched under her arm. Moments later, she’s disappeared into the throng of customers. I stare after her, still perplexed by her peculiar behaviour, then sigh and pick up my own bag. It’s nearly four o’clock, and if I hang around too much longer I’ll get caught up in the evening rush hour, so I leave the store and hurry to the Tube station, the sky a stony grey on this early March afternoon, the threat of rain hanging in the damp air. As I approach the entrance, I reach into my bag for my wallet, and…

      ‘What the⁠—?’

      I splutter the words out loud as I slip the black leather strap from my shoulder and stare at my bag. It looks like my bag… it is my bag. Or is it? It’s the same make, the same colour, the same style, but this bag looks newer than mine, somehow. And the contents… the contents are definitely not mine. My precious signed copy of Lydia Cornish’s new book isn’t there, for a start. Nor is my wallet, or my house keys, or my make-up bag. Instead, there’s a wodge of crumpled tissue paper, two apples – apples? – and a piece of white card, with something written on it. I pull it out and stare at it.

      There are thirteen words, followed by a mobile phone number.

      
        
        IF YOU WANT YOUR BAG AND ALL YOUR STUFF BACK, CALL ME.

        NOW.
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            Heather

          

        

      

    

    
      Thankfully, my phone is still in my coat pocket, where I’d shoved it as I left Words on the Street. I move away from the Tube station entrance as a man pushing a buggy containing a small crying child rushes past me, glaring and tutting at me for daring to block his path. I realise my heart is pounding and the hand clutching the phone trembles a little, although my predominant emotion is anger.

      What the hell is going on?

      It’s that bloody woman who sat next to me! It must be, I think furiously, as I tap in the phone number from the card and wait for the call to connect. Who else could have taken my bag – swopped my bag – for an almost identical one? It was with me the whole time until I put it under my seat for the talk. But why on earth…? And now I have to call her to get my own bag back? This is ridiculous!

      ‘Hello?’

      The voice is female, quiet, nervous.

      ‘What’s going on? Have you stolen my bag? What’s wrong with you?’

      I spit the words into the phone, more loudly than I intended, and an elderly woman who’s just emerged from the station looks at me with a startled expression and walks away with impressive speed, leaving a trail of lavender perfume in her wake.

      ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t steal it, not really. I’m going to return it. I just needed to get your attention, and I couldn’t speak to you in such a public place. I know this all sounds very weird but… can you come and meet me, now? I’m in the little café at the far end of Lake Street. It’s just around the corner from the Tube station⁠—’

      ‘Oh, for God’s sake!’ I interrupt her, infuriated. This isn’t just weird, it’s outrageous.

      ‘It’s you who was sitting next to me just now, isn’t it? Who are you?’

      There’s a pause, and then she speaks again, a quiver in her voice.

      ‘My name’s Felicity. Felicity Dixon. Please, Heather. Please, come and meet me. I’ll explain everything, and I’ll give you all your stuff back. I’m so sorry, but it’ll make sense when we speak, I promise. I’m here now, in a booth at the back. Please.’

      ‘How do you know my name? Oh shit. Fine. I think I know the place you mean. I’ll be there in two minutes, OK? But this had better be good.’

      This is fast becoming one of the most bizarre events of my life, I think, as I stomp down the road, barely apologising as I barge into people on the busy pavement, my thoughts tumbling over each other in my head.

      She called me Heather, so she clearly knows who I am. But how? I’m pretty sure I’ve never seen her before. What could she possibly want to talk to me about? And why do something so crazy?

      I look down at my bag – or the bag that isn’t actually my bag at all – still feeling astonished. I bought it at Marks & Spencer, from their leather essentials collection, so it wouldn’t be too hard for someone to find the same one, but it seems like such an extreme length to go to, just to speak to someone. Why didn’t she just message me on social media if she wanted to speak to me privately? How did she know where I’d be today? How did she know what my bag looks like, in order to buy herself the same one? And how did she know I’d be carrying it with me today? It’s not the only bag I have, although I have been using it almost daily for weeks now. But still… And why has it got apples in it?

      Unexpectedly, I find myself grinning. This is so surreal it’s becoming almost funny.

      This Felicity, whoever she is, had better have a good explanation, that’s all I can say.

      I push open the café door. I’ve been here once before, and it’s nice; a small, always busy deli and coffee shop, with a selection of mismatched tables and chairs and a row of booths, upholstered in blue leather, along one wall. I see Felicity immediately, leaning out of the booth at the very back and raising a hand briefly in greeting before sliding back into her seat. I weave my way between the tables, dodging a waiter carrying a tray laden with teacups and what look like slabs of carrot cake, and plonk myself down opposite her. I wriggle out of my coat and dump it on the seat beside me.

      ‘Right. Who are you, what do you want, and can I please have my bag back now?’ I say loudly, and she visibly flinches.

      ‘Please, please be quiet,’ she hisses. ‘I think we’re OK in here, but I’m just trying to be so careful…’

      She glances furtively around the café and then turns back to face me, as I stare at her, feeling more confused and exasperated than ever.

      ‘For goodness’ sake, are you going to tell me what’s going on here or not?’ I snap, but I make an effort to lower my voice. She looks scared, I suddenly realise.

      ‘And I’ll have my bag now, too,’ I add. It’s sitting on the table, and I grab it and rummage through the contents. Everything’s still there – my signed book, my wallet, my make-up bag. Everything.

      I look up.

      ‘Well?’ I say. ‘Here’s yours by the way. Why the heck has it got apples in it?’

      I push the other bag across the polished wood of the tabletop and see a tiny smile lift the corners of her mouth.

      ‘For weight,’ she says. ‘Look – let me try to explain. I needed to speak to you, OK? I’ll explain why in a minute. I’ve been following you on Instagram for a while, your bookseller account. But I didn’t want to just message you, because I don’t trust social media, you know? It can be hacked, and I didn’t want any written proof of any communication between us. Anyway, I was going to come and visit you in Meadow Bookshop, where you work? But again, I thought that might be too risky, too close to home. So I thought no, wait ’til she’s out somewhere, on neutral ground. Then you posted about the Lydia Cornish event, and it seemed perfect⁠—’

      ‘OK. So why not just talk to me there, about whatever it is?’

      I can’t help myself interrupting her – this is all getting madder by the minute. Is this woman suffering from some sort of paranoia?

      ‘You sat next to me. We could easily have chatted. Why do all the mad bag swopping?’

      She sighs.

      ‘I know it seems a bit extreme, but I knew there’d be loads of people around, and they have CCTV cameras in that bookstore – the big places always do – and I just didn’t want…’

      She hesitates.

      ‘This just feels safer. They don’t have any cameras here – I’ve checked. I came in last week and told them I thought I’d had my purse stolen here the day before, and asked if they had any security camera footage I could look at, and they said they don’t have CCTV. I just didn’t want any record of… of this conversation. And if I’d sat down next to you at the talk, and suddenly asked you if you’d go for coffee with me, a total stranger, you wouldn’t have come, would you?’

      I shrug.

      ‘Probably not,’ I admit.

      She nods.

      ‘So, the bag thing, well, it was a bit of a risk, but you post lots of pictures of yourself, and for the past couple of months that’s the only bag you seem to have used. I spotted it in M&S when I was out shopping, and thought it might just work. I mean, we all panic when we lose our handbag, don’t we? I guessed you’d come and meet me here if you thought I had yours. The paper’s just the stuffing that was in it when I bought it and, as I said, the apples were for… well, weight. They were the first heavy-ish thing that came to hand this morning. I thought if you picked it up and it felt suspiciously light you’d realise it wasn’t yours too soon, before I’d left the shop, and you’d cause a fuss and… well, it could easily have gone horribly wrong. And luckily, you still had your phone in your hand when I picked up your bag and left. Otherwise you’d have had to borrow one to call me…’

      Her voice tails off, and she sighs, then looks at me with a contrite expression.

      ‘You seem a bit gobsmacked,’ she says. ‘Sorry.’

      I feel gobsmacked. I can’t quite believe what I’m hearing – the lengths this woman has gone to, just to speak to me in private. Why? What can be so important she’s swopping handbags and checking out the security camera status of cafés?

      ‘Well, I’m certainly going to rethink some of my Instagram posts,’ I say. ‘I suppose you don’t realise quite how much you’re giving away sometimes.’

      Felicity nods.

      ‘Lots of people do it,’ she says. ‘It kind of amazes me. They say exactly where they’re going, at exactly what time, they post pictures before they go showing exactly what they’re wearing… It’s a stalker’s dream.’

      I raise an eyebrow and she leans across the table, eyes wide.

      ‘I’m not a stalker,’ she adds. ‘I promise you. That was a one-off… Oh, hi!’

      She turns quickly as a waiter, a young man wearing a black T-shirt and sporting a neatly trimmed beard appears beside us, waving a small notebook.

      ‘Hi again,’ he says, with a friendly smile. ‘Ready to order, now your friend’s here?’

      Felicity nods, reaching for the menu that’s propped up against a small vase of white primroses at the end of the table.

      ‘Just a latte for me, please,’ she says, and holds the menu out towards me.

      I wave it away.

      ‘Same for me, thanks,’ I say.

      ‘Two lattes, coming up.’

      The waiter grins and walks quickly away again, and I wait until he’s out of earshot before turning back to Felicity.

      ‘OK, there’s nobody in the booth next to ours or anywhere close enough to overhear,’ I say. ‘So, shoot. Before I expire from curiosity.’

      She nods slowly, tucking a loose strand of blonde hair behind her ear.

      ‘OK, well, it’s about your friend, Amber. Amber Ryan. Your friend who’s currently serving a life sentence in prison.’

      I feel my mouth fall open, and my breath catches in my throat. What? This is about… Amber?

      ‘Are… are you OK, Heather?’ asks Felicity hesitantly.

      She reaches a hand across the table and rests it briefly on my wrist, her skin cool against mine. It’s a sweet gesture, caring even, but I snatch my arm away so forcefully that she jerks backwards in her seat.

      No. This is not happening, I think. No, no, no.

      I take a deep breath and look Felicity straight in the eye.

      ‘Amber Ryan is not my friend,’ I say.
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      Amber Ryan.

      I try not to think about her, but sometimes the memories creep back anyway. The memories of how close we once were, and how it all went wrong; of what she did next, and where she is now.

      We met when we were fifteen, at school, back home in Gloucestershire. Her family had moved down from Manchester because of her dad’s job, and Amber joined my year at Bayshill School at the beginning of the spring term. I thought she was beautiful – eyes a soft green that reminded me of wasabi, and hair a mass of deep red waves. By the time the summer holidays began, we were best friends, and for the next ten years or so we were inseparable. We went through it all together: the ecstasy and agony of first boyfriends and first break-ups, the stress of exams and the jubilation when we finally made it to university, the wild nights out and the dreadful hangovers, the celebrations when we both managed to land our first proper jobs in London within weeks of each other. It meant we could move here together, just as we’d always dreamed. We’d shared a flat at uni, always with a couple of others to keep the rent down, but in London it was just us and even though we didn’t have much money for the first couple of years, we had an absolute ball. And then, slowly, things began to change.

      We were about twenty-five by then, and Amber, who’d been working in marketing for an events company, had started dating a new guy she’d met on a job. I normally liked her boyfriends well enough, but Theodore… Well, even the name, right? Theodore was a bit of a dick, or at least I thought so. He was a director for a videography company that filmed trade exhibitions, fashion shows, and conferences. It wasn’t exactly Hollywood, but Theodore acted as if he was overseeing the latest Tom Cruise movie, pontificating endlessly about storyboarding and graphics and dubbing and blah, blah, blah. Even his voice – an inflectionless drone – annoyed me, as he prattled on and on, sprawling on the sofa in our little flat in Maida Vale, drinking our wine, and constantly brushing his long, dark fringe back off his forehead, a habit so irritating I had to sit on my hands to stop myself slapping him. I couldn’t fathom what Amber saw in him and, in true Heather fashion, I couldn’t stop myself from telling her that, vehemently and regularly.

      I should have kept my mouth shut; I’ve always had a problem with being too forthright with my opinions. And this time, I should have realised that Amber was besotted, and that for the very first time, if it came to a choice between me and a guy, the guy might just win. And, to cut a long story short, that’s exactly what happened. We fell out, big time, over Theodore. I told her she was wasting her time on a dullard like him, and she told me I was jealous and needed to get a life.

      ‘You hardly ever date. You’re too damn fussy, that’s your problem. You think you’re something special, Heather, and you’re not. You’re a jealous, superior little cow!’ she spat at me, during one particularly heated exchange.

      So stupid, in retrospect, throwing away so many years of friendship over a man. We’d argued before – many times over the years, in fact. Despite being so close, we were very different people. I’m feisty and fiery; Amber’s more sensitive and easily hurt. They’d always been brief spats before, but this time was different. Maybe she was right. Maybe I was a bit jealous. Maybe I should have made more effort to get out there and find someone for myself, and butted out of her love life. Anyway, we just couldn’t seem to get past it, and in the end we were arguing so much that living together simply stopped working. Amber decided to move out of our shabby little two-bed, and into Theodore’s only slightly less shabby one-bed in Hammersmith, and that was that.

      We saw each other a handful of times over the next few months, but the damage had been done, and the meetings slowly fizzled out. Then, about a year later, Amber emailed me to say she and Theodore had parted ways, and that she’d found a job in Liverpool and would be leaving London. She wished me well, but she didn’t ask if we could meet up again before she went. I cried for hours, surprised by how hurt I felt, but what could I do? Our friendship was over, reduced to the occasional text on birthdays and at Christmas, and so we both just got on with our lives. After reading English literature at university, I’d started my career in publishing, working as an editorial assistant, aiming one day to become an editor of bestselling crime novels. But my job wasn’t well paid, and when Amber left I couldn’t afford the rent on our flat alone. I had to move, ending up in a grotty little studio and feeling, for a while, utterly miserable.

      Then my aunt – my dad’s sister who’d never married or had children and who’d always treated me like a surrogate daughter – died quite suddenly and left me her house in Nottingham. With my parents’ blessing, I sold it, and suddenly for the first time in my life I had money in the bank – enough to buy a one-bedroom flat in Chiswick outright. Mortgage-free, I quickly realised that although my heart lay in the book world, what I really wanted to do was talk about them and sell them, not help to create them. And so, on the day I turned twenty-nine, I quit my publishing job and started working in the beautiful bookshop just a short walk from my new home.

      For a while, everything was great. I had a solid group of friends. I finally truly loved my job. I even dated. Amber had been right; I was too fussy, always seeking a perfection I’d never been able to find, and so I chilled out a bit, took some chances, and had some fun. And then⁠—

      Well, for now I’m going to gloss over this bit. I met a guy called Jack Shannon, and for a while I actually thought he might be the mythical ‘one’, the one I’d been waiting for. Christ! How wrong can you be? Suffice it to say we dated for a while, it got freaky – and ‘freaky’, I can assure you, is an understatement – and I got out, fast. It took me a long time to get my head straight and then, out of the blue, Amber got in touch again. She was moving back to London, and she wanted to see me – and my heart leapt in my chest.

      By then we were both thirty-two, and it had been more than six years since we’d last been in a room together. My chest felt tight as I walked into our old favourite bar that night, but it was… OK. Nice, even. A little strained, a bit awkward, the conversation a tad stilted as we shared a bottle of wine and, both too nervous to eat much, a few tapas, but nice. And I think we both felt the same as we gave each other a hesitant hug on the street outside before heading home: that this friendship could be resurrected; that we’d been foolish to let it drift; that we should never have let it fall apart in the first place. It might take some time, a period of getting to know each other again, but we could get it back. We could get us back.

      Except, we didn’t. What actually happened, in an incredible twist of fate, was that just three days later Amber was out with her new work mates and she met a man. A man called Jack Shannon. Yes, that Jack Shannon. My ex. By the time she got round to telling me about it, she’d already been on four dates with him, and she was besotted, again.

      It was like history repeating itself. When she told me, when I heard his name and saw his photo on her phone and realised it really was the same Jack, I tried to warn her. I tried so hard. Tried to tell her what he was really like. And she lost it. She told me to keep my bloody nose out of her life. She told me it was like Theodore all over again and that she must have been mad to think we might be able to rekindle our friendship.

      ‘I’m sorry I’m seeing your ex, Heather, but I didn’t know he was your ex, did I, when I got together with him? And it’s not like you dated for long. But here you go again, single and jealous. I give up. Piss off, OK?’

      And that’s it; a potted history of me and Amber.

      Although there’s a postscript, of course. I tried to forget about her after that final row, all hope of rebuilding our friendship dashed. And then, a few months later, she popped up again, but this time on the news. Amber had done something so extraordinary, and so out of character, that at first I couldn’t believe it. And then I was forced to accept that it was true, and that was when I really started trying to forget about her. It all hurt too much to even think about. Did I ever really know her at all? And now, this total stranger sitting across the table from me wants to talk about it? About Amber?

      No. Just no.

      ‘She is not my friend,’ I say again. ‘And I have absolutely no desire to discuss her with you. What are you, a reporter or something? I’m out of here.’

      I stand up, reaching for my coat with one hand and picking up my bag with the other. The expression on Felicity’s face turns from concern to alarm.

      ‘No! Please, I’m not a reporter. This is so important. Please, please hear me out. Just give me five minutes, and if I can’t convince you, then fine, go. But I’m begging you, Heather. It’s life or death. Literally.’

      ‘Two lattes! Here you go, ladies.’

      The waiter’s back, carrying two tall glass mugs of coffee on a tray.

      ‘Thanks,’ I say, and he smiles and nods and deposits the drinks on the table then bustles off. I wait until he’s far enough away to be out of earshot again then sit back down and turn to Felicity. She looks as if she might be about to burst into tears. Her hands are clasped so tightly together the knuckles are white.

      ‘Fine. Five minutes,’ I say. ‘Go.’

      She shifts in her seat.

      ‘Thank you so much. OK, well, it’s about Amber Ryan, as I said. About her, and about Jack Shannon, and what really happened⁠—’

      ‘We all know what happened.’

      I interrupt her sharply, and she winces, and then shakes her head.

      ‘That’s just it. I believe – I’m almost certain – that it didn’t play out like that at all. Just let me explain. You dated Jack first, right? You know what he’s like.’

      ‘Yes, I do. I dated him, then I left him, then Amber dated him, and we fell out, and then she did what she did and went to prison. Look, I don’t care anymore, OK? This is nothing to do with me. I want nothing to do with either of them. This is pointless. I don’t get what you want from me.’

      I half rise from my seat again, but Felicity reaches across the table and grabs my wrist.

      ‘Please, please. Maybe you don’t care about Amber anymore, but you did once, right? And I know she still cares about you.’

      I shrug her hand off and sit down again, glaring at her, but my stomach flips.

      ‘How would you know that?’ I ask.

      ‘Through my brother, Nathan. He knows Jack, and he met Amber several times. They got on, you know? And she talked about you. She told him how much she missed you. How she wished you were still friends.’

      ‘Humph. She was the one who told me to piss off. All I was trying to do was help her,’ I say. I’m aware I sound like a sulky teenager, so I sigh and add: ‘OK. Go on. You said this is “life or death”?’

      ‘I need you to speak to Nathan,’ she says. ‘He can explain properly. He believes – we both do – that nothing was what it seemed, with Amber and Jack. With what happened. And it’s Nathan’s life that’s potentially in danger, and his little girl’s. He’s moved away – he lives in Spain now – but I can arrange a phone call? Because we think you’re the only one who might be able to help. To expose the truth. To clear Amber’s name.’

      I frown, not understanding. What’s she talking about?

      ‘What do you mean, expose the truth? Felicity, the jury was unanimous. Amber never even tried to appeal the guilty verdict. You’re not making any sense.’

      Felicity’s gaze flits around the café for a few seconds, then she leans towards me again.

      ‘No,’ she says. Her tone is low but her voice is steady and there’s a steely, determined look in her eyes.

      ‘You’re wrong. The jury got it wrong. The police got it wrong. We believe Amber Ryan is innocent. And she’s not just in prison for a crime she didn’t commit, Heather. She’s in prison for a crime that never even happened.’
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      Prisoner number A6868RX. That’s my name nowadays. Well, it’s not really, obviously. I’m still Amber Ryan, somewhere deep inside. But A6868RX is the number that was assigned to me when I first arrived here at HM Prison Downhall, and it’s how I prefer to think of myself now, most of the time. It’s easier, somehow. The person I once was, reduced to a string of numbers and letters. Dehumanised. That’s how I feel here; not quite human anymore. A shadow. A ghost.

      I’ve been inside for nearly nine months now. Inside. The word almost makes me smile. I don’t think I’d ever heard it outside TV dramas until I came here.

      ’E’s inside, ain’t ’e? Banged up.

      Nine months. Three on remand in another prison while I waited for my trial, and six months ‘banged up’ here. I got a life sentence, with a minimum term of fifteen years to serve before I’ll be eligible for parole. Me, Amber Ryan. How? It all seems like a bad dream now, that final day in court; a blurred sequence of one horrendous event after another, my sense of shock and disbelief and terror at what was happening rendering me almost zombie-like.

      I remember it in flashes – pictures, sounds, sensations. The cold, hard steel of the handcuffs around my wrists; the smell of sweat and stale clothing in the van to Downhall; the roughness of the hands that searched my body in a hot little room, a flickering strip light overhead making my skin look green.

      My early weeks here are a blur too: the noise; the rigid daily timetable of cell unlocking, meals, and activities; the first excruciating visit from my mother, white-faced and tight-lipped, dissolving into tears every few minutes as she sat across from me, hands clasped so tightly together her carefully painted fingernails dug into her skin.

      ‘I can’t believe I’m having to do this… I can’t believe you’re here…’ she whispered, over and over again.

      I can’t believe I’m here either. But then, I hear so many of the women saying the very same thing.

      I didn’t do it.

      They’ve got the wrong girl.

      I was framed…

      I scream it internally, every single day. But I don’t say it out loud, not anymore. What’s the point? Nobody believes me, not even my own legal team. Not my mother, nor any of my friends. Nobody. And how can I blame them? I’m not even certain myself. Did I do what they said I did, in some sort of temporary psychotic state, a moment of previously undiagnosed madness or mental illness? And yet, that makes no sense either, because apparently most of what I did was planned – planned for weeks, months. Planned meticulously. It’s gone round and round in my head for so long now that sometimes I don’t know what’s real anymore. There are days when I feel so confused I barely remember my own name. I always remember my number though. A6868RX.

      ‘A’right, Ambs?’

      Lost in thought, I jump as my cellmate, Stacey, walks into the room and flings herself onto her bed, a narrow bunk along the wall opposite. She’s been down in Education, doing her computer course, this afternoon. I’ve just got back from my current prison job as library orderly, and I’m lying on my bed too, staring at the peeling paint on the ceiling. In a few minutes, at five o’clock, it’ll be time for our evening meal. On the outside, I never used to eat until at least eight, but I’ve got used to it. I’ve got used to all of it, because I have to. This is my life now, for years to come.

      ‘I’m OK, Stace. How was it today?’ I reply, and she grunts something non-committal, pulling her hairband off to release her high ponytail and running her fingers through her long, dark hair. She’s OK, Stacey Lottes.

      ‘Quite appropriate, my name. Did Lottes of bad shit back in the day, but I’m nice really,’ she said when we first met.

      She’s been in and out of prison since her teens, but now she’s here for what they call ‘aggravated vehicle taking’. She got fourteen years for stealing a car while drunk, and driving it into a shop front, badly injuring a passer-by who died two weeks later. But she is nice; a reformed character, I think. We’re very different people, but we rub along pretty well. She’s relentlessly perky, which lifts me up when I’m having a bad day, and even though I snap at her sometimes, she never seems to take offence.

      ‘Chill, Ambs. Could be worse,’ is one of her frequent responses, and even though I’m not sure how much worse it could possibly be than this, her attitude is a good one, I think, and so I always apologise, and she shrugs and grins.

      ‘Water off a duck’s back, mate,’ she always says, then adds: ‘Don’t do it again, mind,’ and winks.

      I spend a lot of time wishing I’d said and done things differently.

      I should never have got involved with Jack Shannon.

      I should have listened to Heather, when she tried to warn me about him.

      I should have reached out to her when it all happened.

      Hindsight is a wonderful thing; that’s a saying, isn’t it? And ‘you regret the things you don’t do in life far more than the things you do’. That’s true too. And now it’s too late. I didn’t do the things I should have done, and I did the things I shouldn’t have done. And now I’m here, and there’s absolutely nothing I can do about it.
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      It’s Thursday evening, and I’ve just got home from work in a state of… apprehension? Anticipation? I’m not sure what it is, but I feel wobbly and I can’t seem to stop checking the time and the volume on my phone, fearful of missing Felicity’s brother Nathan’s call. It’s just after six-thirty, and he’s due to call me at seven. I have time to eat something, but I don’t seem to have an appetite, so I pour a glass of white wine from the half-drunk bottle in the fridge and sip it slowly, putting it down every now and again to straighten a cushion or wipe a speck of dust from a vase. The place is already immaculate, just as I like it, but I’m trying not to think too much, and the tidying distracts me.

      It’s big, my flat, for a one-bed; one of the benefits of buying a period conversion instead of a purpose-built apartment. I have the ground floor of an Edwardian semi on a quiet side street not far from Chiswick High Road. There are just two of us in the building; I share a spacious hallway and the small rear garden with Johnny, my sixty-six-year-old upstairs neighbour, who grows flowers and vegetables in beautifully maintained beds and is quite happy to share them with me, even though my only contribution to garden maintenance is wandering around with a watering can when he goes on holiday. We get on great, Johnny and I, with many a happy summer’s evening spent drinking cocktails on the little patio as the sun goes down. It’s nice, having a neighbour who’s become a good friend. Sometimes we’re joined by his on–off Spanish boyfriend, Carlos, or one of my friends; sometimes it’s just us. In the winter, we sit indoors instead, upstairs in the huge, comfortable armchairs in the big bay window of his lounge, or downstairs on the sofa in front of my fireplace, snug in the light of the extremely realistic-looking flickering flames of the electric faux fire.

      Johnny’s away this week though, and so the house is quiet. No gentle thuds from above or footsteps on the stairs, just me and, right now, my racing mind and restless legs. I take another sip of wine then cross to the mirror on the wall, rubbing a finger across a smear and making it worse. I sigh and stare at my reflection for a moment, aware that I’m frowning, and that I look tense and nervous.

      ‘Come on, Nathan, call me,’ I murmur. ‘Let’s get this over with.’

      I run a hand over my jet-black bob – I’m naturally brunette, but I dye it darker – smoothing the blunt fringe, then dab at the corner of my mouth where my trademark red lipstick has bled a little into the crease. I think again about Felicity Dixon, and the extraordinary lengths she went to to get me to sit down in a café with her and persuade me to speak to her brother. She certainly knows how to leave things on a cliffhanger, I’ll give her that.

      That line, my God!

      She’s not just in prison for a crime she didn’t commit, she’s in prison for a crime that never even happened…

      I stared at her, open-mouthed, for a full five seconds when she said that. Then I asked her what the hell she was talking about.

      ‘That makes no sense, Felicity,’ I spluttered. ‘Of course it happened!’

      But she’d shaken her head, mouth set in a tight line, and told me that Nathan would explain everything. And so here I am, beyond intrigued but at the same time experiencing a mixture of emotions I can’t seem to identify.

      Amber Ryan. Somehow, back in my life again, I think, then jump violently as my phone, sitting on the arm of the sofa behind me, finally rings. I grab it.

      ‘Hello?’

      There’s a moment of silence, then a deep, male voice says: ‘Hello? Is this Heather? Heather Harris?’

      ‘Yes. Nathan?’

      ‘Yes. Hi. Thanks so much for agreeing to speak to me. I hope you have a few minutes? This might take some time,’ he says, and I’m almost sure I can hear a wry smile in his voice. For some reason this instantly makes me feel calmer.

      ‘I have no plans for the evening, and a glass of wine in my hand,’ I reply, and I find myself smiling too. I reach for the glass and sit down. ‘So, shoot. What on earth is all this about? Your sister certainly pulled out all the stops to get my attention.’

      ‘She told me,’ he says. ‘The girl did good. Might have gone just a bit over the top though.’

      ‘You’re not kidding!’ I say, and hear him laugh. ‘So much subterfuge. I still don’t get why she was so paranoid about using social media to send me a message, and about CCTV? I’m hoping you’re going to explain?’

      ‘Oh, she has her reasons, trust me,’ Nathan replies. ‘I mean, she’s always been the anxious sort, even when we were kids. But it’s definitely got worse recently, especially since we embarked on this… well, this thing I’m about to fill you in on. I’m pretty twitchy, but she’s properly scared, and she’s trying to protect me by being super security conscious. That bookshop thing, well, she just wanted to play it really safe, and not have any possible record of her contact with you.’

      He pauses.

      ‘Yes, she said something about life and death. I’m sorry, but I just don’t understand,’ I say.

      Nathan sighs.

      ‘OK, so… this is all very complicated, and I’m going to get through as much of it as I can, although there’s been a slight last-minute hitch in that I’m actually at work now. The factory night manager’s gone off sick, so I’m covering— Sorry, I don’t know if Felicity explained? I live in Spain, just outside Valencia. I work for a furniture manufacturer. Anyway, I’m in my office right now but I’m a bit worried I might be called away – there’s a lot going on this evening – so let me just try and tell you as much as I can, in broad terms, and then I can fill you in with more details if you think you can help. It’s pretty intense stuff, I’m warning you.’

      I swallow a mouthful of wine and put my glass down.

      ‘OK. Well, I’m certainly making no promises about being able to help with anything. I’m totally confused. So, unconfuse me,’ I say, and there’s another little laugh at the other end of the line, then he clears his throat.

      ‘Right. So, I believe you dated Jack Shannon about two years ago, correct? Just for a few months?’

      ‘Correct. For four months. That was long enough.’

      ‘I’m sure. I joined his company just a few weeks before you split up, I think, in early May of that year. And I really admired him, at first. The business is mega-successful, as you know, and we kind of got on. He took me on to run the daytime side of things after the previous guy retired, because Jack prefers to work nights – again, as you know…’

      His voice tails off, and I think maybe he’s expecting me to respond in some way, but I say nothing, and after a couple of seconds he continues.

      ‘Anyway, I suppose we sort of became friends. I’m a single dad – my wife died of cancer a year after Lacey, my daughter, was born.’

      ‘Oh no! I’m so sorry,’ I say.

      ‘Thanks. It was tough, but… we’re OK,’ he replies. ‘So, you know, I didn’t go out much and when he was between girlfriends – they never lasted long – Jack would invite us both round for movie nights, pizza nights, stuff like that. I’d bring Lacey and we’d put her down to sleep in one of the spare bedrooms and just hang out. I mean, we’d mainly talk business, but we’d have a laugh too. Obviously, I knew even then he was… well, odd. He has issues. But, if you can get past all that, he’s an entertaining guy, charming, funny… Again, I don’t need to tell you that.’

      ‘When you first meet him, maybe,’ I say, a little more sharply than I intend to, and Nathan agrees.

      ‘Yes. Anyway… Oh bugger. Hang on. Sorry Heather…’

      There’s another voice in the background, a man speaking in Spanish, and I hear Nathan replying, also in Spanish, and then he’s back.

      ‘I was afraid this might happen. There’s something I have to go and sort out, and it might take a while. I’ve told him five minutes, so I’ll just have to give you a quick outline, OK? And then maybe we can speak again in a day or so?’

      ‘Sure, OK…’ I say, but he’s still talking, more quickly now.

      ‘So, in a nutshell I now believe Jack Shannon is a very dangerous man. As I said, we sort of became friends, and I suppose he became quite relaxed around me. Anyway, in February of last year he started dating Amber, and I liked her, you know? I only met her a few times, but we had some nice chats, and I was pleased for Jack, that he’d found someone like her. I’d heard about you before, from Jack, but she told me about you too, how you’d been friends. And then one night while I was round there, just me and Jack – it was late March by then – I found out about something. I’ll explain how I found out later, but it was about something he did, to a woman called Rose. Rose Campbell, who he dated quite a while ago – not long before you actually. Basically, what happened was that she finished with him, and for various reasons he couldn’t handle it, and so he… Rose died, Heather. I’m not saying he killed her, murdered her, but he caused her death, if that makes any sense. What he did to her resulted in her losing her life. And my God, that night, the night in March I mentioned, when I was round at his, and found out about it…’

      He pauses, then continues.

      ‘He was drunk, very drunk actually. And when I confronted him, he just… admitted it all. He bragged about it. He was like a different person. It was creepy. He just started ranting. He told me he’d had enough of women rejecting him, that it had happened once too often, that Rose deserved to die, and he wasn’t going to let anyone else get away with it ever again. He said if anyone else did it, he’d be carrying out a similar punishment. That’s what he called it, a punishment. He even told me he’d already planned his next punishment. How fucking mad is that? Sorry…’

      He hesitates again, clearly concerned I’ll be offended by his language.

      ‘Anyway, he said he’d already planned it down to the last detail, making it “much, much better” than what he did to Rose. Then he went on to describe exactly how he’d do it when he did it the next time⁠—’

      ‘What?’

      I’ve been listening with increasing horror and disbelief, and I can’t keep quiet any longer.

      ‘Nathan, are you serious? This can’t be⁠—’

      ‘Oh, there’s more,’ he says. ‘A lot more. But making a long story short and, very foolishly in retrospect, I told him it was all completely unacceptable and threatened to go to the police. I knew that would probably lose me my job, even saying it, but I couldn’t just let it go, you know? What he told me – it was horrendous. And then he lost it, totally lost it. He told me that if I did, if I told anyone, he’d make sure I died too. And Lacey. He threatened my daughter. She’s five years old, Heather, and he said she’d die.’

      He pauses, and I gasp. I’m suddenly aware that my throat feels tight, my skin clammy. I’m not sure what I was expecting from this conversation, but it certainly wasn’t this. Jack’s not normal, sure. That’s why I finished with him. In the end, there were too many things about him that deeply disturbed me. But all this? All these allegations? Killing people, or threatening to? ‘Punishing’ women who reject him? Seriously? I mean, I rejected him, didn’t I? I walked away from our brief relationship, and he never ‘punished’ me. Is this guy for real? I open my mouth to say something, but Nathan’s already started talking again.

      ‘And then, to make matters worse, Jack told me his late father was a senior cop. I’m sure you already know that, but apparently Jack makes regular fat donations in his memory to some police charity. I totally got the implication – that he’s well in with the Metropolitan Police. Very cosy. And I had no real evidence he’d done anything wrong, just what I’d seen and heard in his house. No real physical evidence I could actually lay my hands on, even though I know it’s there. I just don’t know exactly where… Again, I need to explain this properly, and I just don’t have time now. I’m so sorry…’

      ‘Christ! You really do need to explain properly,’ I say. ‘I’m struggling to take this in, Nathan. What evidence? And what does any of it have to do with Amber, or with me?’

      ‘I know, I know it sounds mad, and I’m getting to the Amber bit. Hang on. OK, so ultimately, I decided I couldn’t take the risk – of doing anything about Jack, I mean. I was scared to go to the police, I was even scared to try to warn Amber. They were close at that point. They’d only been dating a couple of months, and she seemed really happy, and I thought if I said anything, she’d be bound to tell Jack, and I just couldn’t take the chance. I’d already lost my wife, and if anything happened to Lacey…’

      I hear him swallow, as if he has a lump in his throat.

      ‘… So I quit my job. I just left. I packed up everything and moved over here,’ he continues. ‘It’s nearly a year ago now. I just tried to forget about it all, you know? I made a fresh start. I tried to stop feeling guilty about not doing anything about it. I told myself I had to put Lacey first. And then, I’d only been here a couple of months, and the Amber thing kicked off. And it was just like he told me, Heather. What happened, the way it happened, what he said she did, it was just as he’d described to me, all those months before. She must have tried to leave him, and he punished her, exactly as he’d planned. There was never a crime committed, Heather. He staged the entire thing. I’m sure of it. Amber didn’t die, like Rose did. But she went to prison for life for a crime that never happened.’

      ‘Oh, come on!’

      This is just too much. My shock is turning into incredulity. OK, so when I first heard about what Amber did, I was dumbfounded. But the evidence? Rock solid. I read every article about the court case. Pored over every detail. And the photos, the injuries… Of course the crime happened. It was laughable to suggest it didn’t.

      ‘I’m sorry, Nathan, but I just don’t believe this,’ I say.

      There’s a soft groan on the other end of the line.

      ‘This is so hard over the phone. Look, I promise you, I honestly believe it was all fabricated, all fake. What Amber was convicted of, it was a crime that didn’t happen. It was just made to look like it happened. Jack must have laid a brilliant false evidence trail, because he totally convinced the police investigation. He must have had help too. I have an inkling about one person who may have been involved, and I’ll share that with you if you— Anyway, he must have started laying the groundwork in advance, long before Amber actually ended their relationship, just in case. I think that’s why, even though she pleaded not guilty, she had so little to back that up. I think she just sort of gave up. She knew the jury wouldn’t believe her, and she was right. The guilty verdict was unanimous, as I’m sure you know. But what I’m almost a hundred per cent certain of, is that she didn’t do anything wrong. Amber’s totally innocent of any crime – I’m convinced of it. There was no crime. There was certainly wrong-doing, but it was all Jack. His perverse, twisted way of getting revenge.’

      I’m silent for a few moments, trying to take all of this in, still incredulous. It’s mad, all of it.

      Then I say: ‘But I finished with Jack too, Nathan. I left him. If what you say is true, he did something terrible to this Rose, the woman before me, and then something nearly as bad to Amber, who came after me. Why am I still walking around alive and well and not in prison?’

      There’s a pause on the line so long that I wonder if we’ve been cut off.

      Then: ‘You’re his unfinished business,’ Nathan says.

      Another pause.

      ‘That’s one of the reasons I had to talk to you. Oh shit. Hang on…’

      His what? His ‘unfinished business’?

      I hear the Spanish voice in the background once more and Nathan’s brusque reply, and I feel a prickling sensation on my scalp.

      What does that mean?

      I lick my lips and find my mouth is dry. I pick up my wine and take a couple of sips, noticing that my hand is shaking slightly as I put the glass down again. This is… surreal. Do I believe a single word this stranger is saying? And yet… there’s something in the way he’s saying it, the tone of his voice, the urgency. He sounds genuine; his story sounds true. Yet how can it be?

      ‘Heather? Are you still there?’

      He’s back.

      ‘I’m still here,’ I say. ‘What do you mean, “unfinished business”?’

      Even I can hear the tremor in my voice.

      ‘I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to frighten you,’ he says. ‘Look, I’m going to have to go in a minute. We’ve got a major problem with a piece of broken machinery downstairs. What I meant was that that’s what he called you. Unfinished business. He was working on a huge foreign deal around the time you split
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