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			For Hector, may you be showered in Dreamies

			and cuddles and have access to cool drinking water

			directly from the fountain, forever.

		

	
		
			
				People do a lot of things in private they couldn’t possibly explain in public.

				—Rear Window, John Michael Hayes, screenwriter

				This is all you need in life: a computer, a camera, and a cat.

				—Agnès Varda, filmmaker

			

		

	
		
			
				Prologue

				Cat Camera

			
			The bathroom is blush pink. Everything in the room the color of your face when you’re falling in love: the cut marble, the basin, the tub, the ceiling. All soft, fleshy, like flushed skin, lips, areolae. The towels, too, fresh, fluffy, hotel-soft.

			The scene looks like something from a glossy magazine, or a double-page spread in a matte-finished coffee table book. Everything about it desirable, curated, atelier-sourced.

			Hanging over the edge of the tub is a human hand. A female hand, Caucasian.

			Her nails are manicured, polished, understated, though the skin of the hand is notably too pale, almost bluing.

			Zoom in and a slow pulse can be seen tap-tap-tapping on the flesh of the raised wrist.

			She is still alive.

			The camera jerks and suddenly we are up on the sink, looking down at her. She is almost submerged in the water, save for her head, which is cocked at an angle, leaving her mouth and nose just above the surface. She is in her underwear.

			Her eyes are open, wide open. Though there is seemingly no other movement from her, every so often she blinks. She is conscious.

			Beneath her delicate skin, her veins are visible tangles of blue and green rope. The water must be cold. So cold.

			Her auburn hair is suspended in smooth tendrils just beneath the surface. She looks like a mermaid. She looks beatific. Well, almost.

			Her gaze is forced up to the left, as if she is looking up at her own unmoving hand against the tub’s rim.

			Her breath ripples on the water’s surface, in-out-in-out, in-out-in-out. This and the rise and fall of her chest are the only movements visible.

			The camera swings up to the window high above us. That must be how the cat got in, how the camera hanging from his neck is filming this now, the iris of the pet camera taking everything in.

			The live stream is showing us this in real time. The woman needs help, soon, or she is going to die.

			The woman is me.
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			Day One

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 1

				Party of One

			
			I have a feeling something is off the day I move in. Nothing big, nothing that can quite be vocalized, the kind of feeling that you ignore and chalk up to first-day nerves, because change is scary, and a new life will always feel off-kilter until you settle into it. It’s easy, at first, to attribute that yawning sense of something not quite right, the one in your gut, in your bones, to the jitters.

			The pastel-hued frontages of this exclusive enclave of North London lie pristine in facing rows, beautifully crafted and ready to be enjoyed, like bright cakes in a French patisserie, like pick-a-mix in Marie Antoinette’s dressing rooms, a plethora of possibility, each perfectly made, decorated, and presented, each different, but all luxurious, every one with a thrilling center yet to be discovered.

			It would be mad to trust that first-day nagging feeling, after all of the logistics that got you here: the endless house viewings, the offers and counteroffers, the stamp duty and agreements on fixtures and fittings and the packing and movers and paperwork: changes of address, driver’s license amendments, new-doctor registration forms. Imagine turning on your heels after all that work because of a tiny feeling, because of some tiny little something that you found unsettling.

			So you tell yourself: Don’t be silly—you’re tired, you’re stressed. And in my case: Remember, your life took a nosedive fourteen months ago—nothing will ever be the same—obviously you’re inclined to feel that something is off.

			So I decided to see if things would resolve.

			Don’t say you wouldn’t do the same. You would, you have. Or, I guess, you’re someone who’s constantly running away from things on the basis of vibes, in which case, my condolences on missing half the joy of life. Because sometimes you’re projecting, sometimes the red flags are the ones you have brought with you from home. This is what I assumed when I moved to 18 Northcroft Road.

			Who you are, they say, is the amalgamation of the six people you spend the most time with. Does it count if the people you spend the most time with don’t know you’re spending time with them? Does it count if you don’t even know their names?

			But I’m skipping ahead. We need to go back to the first day, the day I moved in, the day I got the feeling something wasn’t quite right.

			

			—

			The movers shift the final piece of furniture into the hall, and I press hard against the newly rendered Farrow & Ball paneling to let them pass. I paid a little more for the premium service: I watch them carefully maneuver, edges protected, everything done just so. It’s reassuring, as if I, too, am bubble-wrapped and being carried gently into the rooms, the furniture getting more love than I have for a long time. I watch the men disappear up the stairs and reappear with arms full of discarded wrapping, leaving with goodbyes and good-lucks thrown back over shoulders.

			I am in. The house mine, finally: my turnkey, fully refurbished, two-bedroom Georgian terrace in London’s exclusive De Beauvoir area. Just mine, box-fresh and full of hope for the future. I watch the movers pack up and throw the last of the balled-up packing materials into the truck bed before rattling down the shutters and slamming the doors. Then a final, casual thumbs-up through the driver’s window, and they pull away.

			The street is so quiet once their rumble subsides. Odd to miss them—I barely spoke to them—but you get so caught up in the energy of a group endeavor and now the party’s moved on. It’s just me, party of one.

			I take in my new neighborhood—the immaculate stone frontages standing sentinel, running either side of the street, a protective tunnel of affluence.

			I shiver at how beautiful it is here, my heart tripping a beat with sudden joy, and disbelief that this is my new home. I get to live here, in a place like this.

			It’s early morning, the street is still as I take it in from the doorway, not a soul yet up to catch my moment of bliss. A cool morning breeze ruffles my hair and lifts the scent of jasmine and honeysuckle from nearby. I cast my eyes over the well-tended frontages: all this, no doubt, kept up by armies of gardeners, cleaners, nannies, and housekeepers. In this area, the larger houses easily break the three-million-pound mark.

			I need to stop staring. I am one of these people now, too. I need to relax into this, or they’ll sense my awe and turn on me with their sterling-silver pitchforks.

			I shut my glossy cherry-red front door and let the still of the house settle on me, the smell of wood polish and fresh carpet evidence of a completely clean slate. I wander, eyes still surprised by the soaring ceilings, the intricate swirls of Victorian cornicing, cool-to-the-touch marble fireplaces, and the luxurious interior-designed fixtures and fittings that I requested the sellers incorporate into the sale.

			My own possessions stand like islands in each room, boxed, the chaos inside them still contained. The larger pieces of furniture have been carefully unwrapped and positioned, the extra service worth it but also necessary; now that I’m single again, I have to pay people to help me carry the things I can’t manage.

			But I can manage—new life, new rules: I can do this. Anything is possible, with the right amount of planning.

			I was incredibly lucky to find the house so quickly after the divorce. The estate agent called me before it was even listed. The owners, overseas, apparently, were eager to sell. Precarious economic climate and all that.

			And as soon as I saw it, it was love. It felt like coming home, like being homesick for a place I’d never seen.

			I made an offer on sight and after a short, brutal bidding war, I won the keys. It’s the only remaining two-bed on the street, thus gloriously skimming under the one-million-pound bracket and making me the least financially qualified homeowner living here. If it hadn’t been for the very mixed blessing of redundancy and its consolation prize of shares and a quite frankly life-changing work payout postdivorce, then I would still be in a soulless rental in Ben’s hometown in the Cotswolds.

			But the universe conspired to simultaneously kick me when I was down and offer me a lifeline in one go, in the form of a U.S. company buying out the company I helped to build, from the ground up, for fifteen years, a prize boutique agency with a few blue-chip clients on our list, now acquired, subsumed, and relocated, almost everyone given marching orders, shares, and a golden parachute into unknown territory.

			Divorce and then redundancy. I am either incredibly lucky, or not at all. I still can’t quite figure it out. I suppose it depends who’s asking.

			Either way, solo, I could just about afford this house, with a very large deposit and a blessedly low monthly mortgage, given my current position.

			And I am fortunate, too, I’m told, because most buyers of my age have families, and families need more space than Number 18 possesses, so I will have gotten a bargain there, too. I almost had a family, almost—three times almost. But it’s inappropriate to tell people that in passing.

			The linen blinds that block the lower half of the living room’s front windows leave only the top floors of the facing houses visible. Passersby at street level can’t see in, or be seen, but the houses opposite would have a wonderful view, if they cared to look.

			I let my eyes wander greedily over their windows, trying to catch a glimpse of what lies beyond the reflecting glass: the top edge of an abstract painting, something shipped straight from a gallery, no doubt; then, in another, a showstopping, fresh floral display partly obscuring the double bed beyond, its plump and neat bed linens thick and softly inviting. High in another window: an expansive sculptural glass light fixture caught in the early-morning sun, refracting dancing beams back up onto the high ceiling. The sheer wealth manifest in this area, in its immaculate aesthetic, is oddly and profoundly reassuring. Life here, it telegraphs, is good.

			I wonder whether I am good enough to live here.

			I want to be. It took only one text message to destroy my old life. A life that required eighteen years to build.

			But that was the past: my laptop crashed, and when I couldn’t restart it, I went into our spare room and started using Ben’s desktop. It only took me two attempts to work out the password was his mother’s birthday. There are a million versions of my life where I didn’t see the pop-up on the desktop. It came and went so fast: a text message notification, in the corner of his screen, there and gone in a second. But I saw the name on it: Hannah.

			We didn’t know a Hannah. I clicked, and I read. The invisible glue that held my marriage together dissolved.

			I sat there and read their yearlong chain, from nervous beginnings to indelible connection, my stomach flipping with every increment between, hot tears and the harsh wipes of my wool sleeve scraping my cheeks raw.

			The bottom fell out of my world on an ordinary Thursday morning. The divorce was messy. He was not kind.

			I had always interpreted his calm, quiet demeanor as tenderness, but it turned out it was brutal calculation. I was lucky to get half of what we had. He had well-thought-through arguments for everything. I had only unpreparedness, and disbelief.

			I wander upstairs, the carpets springy and luxuriant underfoot. My bedroom rolls out before me, my bed already in position and ready to be made. My heart aches. It’s only breakfast, but I’ve lived a whole day already.

			I take in the dressing room that leads through to my en suite bathroom, its swirling marble, the tub and wet room. Space for all my clothes, finally, and no more toothpaste-smeared basin now that he’s gone.

			Life will be good again, now I’m back in London, the city we lived in before Ben persuaded me that the countryside would help me get pregnant.

			Loneliness isn’t a constant feeling, it turns out. It ebbs and flows. I’ll be on the Underground and suddenly realize that I don’t have to be anywhere ever again, because no one is expecting me. No one is waiting for my return. And if anything happens, there will be no one at the end of the phone. No one to come get me if I am sick or hold me close if the world gets too harsh. I’ve started wondering if I slip on the stairs or choke on a chunk of steak, how long it would be before anyone came in and found me, gray and gaunt-faced. You can’t help but think of the news stories, letters piling up on doormats for weeks, months, the sound of the TV burbling on, bills paying automatically, the lights on but no one home. I try not to go there.

			

			—

			In a way, aloneness feels like you’ve forgotten something—like you’ve come home and something important, like the kitchen or the floor, is gone.

			Ben is in the States now. Engaged.

			The crisp slam of a car door outside makes me head to the bedroom window. I gaze past the edge of the clay-pink curtains to see a black Bentley glide by, behind the wheel a good-looking gray-haired man, who can’t be more than mid-forties, jumper slung over shoulders, sunglasses on. No sooner do I feel the pull of attraction than I catch the glint of a gold band on his steering-wheel hand. I look back at the empty parking spot outside his house, Number 11, three doors down from me on the opposite side, his front door a gleaming austere black with two bay trees flanking it.

			Suddenly, in the other direction, farther up the street, another front door bursts open, this one a vibrant turquoise, and out spills a nanny with three crisply uniformed, quarreling children in tow. The nanny, a lighthouse of calm in a maelstrom of flailing arms and noise, says something I do not hear, and to my astonishment the children instantly look to her and fall into silence. She smiles, they nod, and she leads them on to the gate. She’s younger than me but not by much, her dark hair slicked back into a bun, her makeup impeccable. There is an unstudied grace to her. However much they pay her, it’s not enough, as she’s clearly got the magic touch. Maybe everything is better around here, I think with a bite of cheerful cynicism.

			The nanny looks up in my direction, perhaps sensing my gaze. I don’t know why but I pull back, fast, from the window frame, then, feeling slightly foolish, I peer back cautiously. But they have moved on, already oblivious, their backs to me as they walk away up toward the main road.

			I imagine my lovely neighbors cursing the gauche new arrival and her movers for waking them up so early this morning. There’s a chance some of them already hate me.

			I chose this neighborhood because the kind of people who live here have made it. And before you say it, I know money isn’t the ultimate marker of success. To that I say: show me a metric that is, because I thought I was “happily” married and we were trying for a baby and that ended up being a marker of nothing. I truly felt I had the whole package: a loving husband, a nice house, a career, fun couple-friends…and none of it turned out to signify anything at all.

			When the life you worked so hard at, for so long, falls apart, it forces you to reassess: you start watching other people live their lives, like a ghost watching the living, unnoticed but yearning. You look at others like they know some secret truth that, if you could just decode it, would get you back in.

			I lean closer to the window in order to look at my side of the street, and that is when I see it.

			Three people, a man and two women, their features contorted in fast-moving patter. They are concerned, arguing, their gestures quick and emphatic, a shake of the head here, a widening of eyes there, an offhand gesture toward my house. And then another. The man is sweaty, in running gear, a no-nonsense gorpy headband pushing back his short, wet-look curls.

			My stomach is suddenly in knots, but I cannot look away—they’re talking about my house, about me, no doubt. And not one of them looks happy.

			The younger of the two women, tall, well-dressed, in her thirties, with a light cashmere jacket and tumbling brown hair, is speaking now in hushed tones to the man, and the older woman with gray hair nods in agreement. The man, listens, though he can barely restrain his urge to interrupt. Then suddenly he seems to make up his mind.

			He turns abruptly and begins to walk with purpose toward my gate. The others’ voices rise in disapproval. He surprisingly relents, chastened, as he rejoins them. The gray-haired woman steps forward in the group to take charge and redirect the discourse.

			And that is when all three look up, directly at me.

			Our eyes lock.

			All of us momentarily caught red-handed.

			It is impossible to read their expressions. Whatever I’ve done to cause this conclave, I can categorically say I had no idea I was doing it.

			I raise a limp hand and wave, offering a smile—there’s a chance, after all, I tell myself, that this has nothing to do with me.

			But they do not smile back.

			A sudden, urgent yelp comes from downstairs, and my eyes whip back to the stairs.

			“Shit. Blue,” I erupt, the details of my own life rushing back to me.

			The meow comes again, long and incessant. He’s pissed off. I left him in the cat carrier.

			I forgot to say I’m not completely alone. I got “custody” in the divorce.

			It’s odd to think now: Ben was so desperate for a baby, encouraging me to try again and again and again—I went through all that physical and mental pain and the loss of three pregnancies and was pumped full of hormone injections and IVF pills and lived through shuddering midnight rushes to A&E—and yet, when we divorced, Ben looked me in the eye and told me, without a shred of irony, that yes, I should have Blue, because he didn’t want the responsibility.

			I glance back out the window, but they are gone, figures now walking back to their respective lives.

			Downstairs, I free Blue from his cat carrier, and hug him tight.

			When I release him, he looks at me in much the same way they did. On him, however, it’s adorable.

			He’s always been a head-turner, with his soft, gray-blue, heart-shaped, deep-furred face, and those warm amber eyes.

			He licks his paws, then yawns at me luxuriously.

			But already I can’t get the neighbors out of my head.

			I look back at Blue and force a smile, a feeling of inevitability beginning to settle uncomfortably inside me.

			“Welcome to your new home, buddy.”

			It’s then that the doorbell rings.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 2

				First Impressions

			
			I lean back and peer from the kitchen into the hall beyond; through the etched glass of the front door, I see a figure outlined.

			The bell goes again, sending a sharp fizzle of apprehension through me.

			I’m not expecting anyone, obviously. I’ve just moved in. I don’t have friends in London anymore, and certainly no one I still know well enough to have informed of my return. All my old uni friends and work buddies moved out of town to have kids, or get bigger places, long before I did.

			I brace myself, head to the hall, and swing open the front door with as much optimism as I can muster.

			It’s a woman, and she is smiling the most breathtakingly reassuring smile I may have ever seen—though, more important, she is not one of the people I just saw arguing outside. Her expensive ash-blond hairstyle lies in soft, barrel-brush curls against her blouse, her light-hazel eyes instantly affable and on the level.

			“Welcome, neighbor,” she laughs, with disarming self-awareness at the quaint social ritual she is performing. In her arms: a large blue-paper-wrapped bouquet and a condensation-beaded bottle of English sparkling wine, its neck decorated with a hand-tied, duck-egg-blue grosgrain bow and label on which is penned: Welcome to No. 18. X.

			It’s the classiest arrangement of objects anyone could be holding. She hands the gifts to me with a “For you.”

			“Wow, oh my gosh. This is so lovely, thank you so much,” I manage. The shock of my low expectations hitting this new reality makes me suddenly emotional and inclined to overshare as I take the gifts from her. “What an incredibly thoughtful—God, this is like a movie—I didn’t think people actually did things like this in real life. Welcoming the neighbors.”

			My neighbor laughs.

			“Well, I can’t vouch for real life,” she says, with a wry wince. “I’m not best qualified to comment on that, but this is a tradition in my family. Never show up empty-handed. We have our great-aunt Cordelia to blame for starting it all. Too much time on her hands.” She shakes her head, the scent of shampoo jostled into the air between us. “I mean, it’s all well and good until you run into another congenital gifter, then this whole thing is hell on earth and everyone’s bankrupt. Trust me. Back and forth forever. Arabella Spencer-James.” She stretches out her hand. “Number Nineteen. We had a whip-round, so this is from a few of us on the street. I’m an emissary. We come in peace!” She grins.

			Number 19 is the house with the turquoise door, and the nanny, and the three children who listened to her.

			“Francesca Green,” I say. “Frankie.” I attempt to free up a hand from my gifts to shake hers but it’s impossible, so I turn to place them behind me on the hall table. But as I do so, I feel something brush past my legs.

			Blue darts out of the open door, slipping by Arabella, then down the front steps, and away into the bushes.

			“Oh, shit,” I groan. Arabella turns following my gaze in the direction that Blue vanished. She looks back at me with mild concern. “He’s not supposed to go out for two weeks, post-move,” I explain. “They can get confused, lost, sometimes they try to head back to where they used to live—oh God.”

			The idea of him wandering all the way back to our old home in the Cotswolds is beyond harrowing, as if he could somehow wander straight back into the past and Ben and I would be waiting there in the kitchen for him.

			“Ah, I see.” She nods sympathetically, though without the urgency of a fellow pet owner. “He looked like a smart chap. I’m sure he’ll be back soon,” she offers. “Where was it you were…before?”

			I don’t know why, but the question seems suddenly stilted, awkward, even, but when I look back at her, her relaxed smile couldn’t be further from awkward.

			“Um, we…I…was in the Cotswolds.”

			She registers my micro-correction, and everything that goes with micro-corrections of this sort, with an almost greedy inhale and nod.

			“Cotswolds. Oh, so cozy,” she says, smoothly breezing us along, with her impeccable social skills, away from delicate matters that clearly interest her a little more than they should, “but then London is London, right?”

			“Right. London is London,” I repeat, grateful for this tidy end to that element of the conversation.

			It’s funny—I get the feeling that she already knew that it was just me in here. But then that’s not so bad. She may just have asked the estate agent who was moving in. I’m unsure if that’s weird or normal behavior—normal, I guess, for families with kids, who want to know what to expect.

			I hear the distant mew of Blue from down the street, worryingly farther away than I would have expected. I wonder if I should push past this solicitous stranger and run to rescue my cat.

			Is there a very real chance that I might never see him again? Like I’ll never see Ben again or anyone I used to know back in Oxfordshire. You only see the people, places, and things of your life until you don’t anymore.

			Or maybe I’m overreacting. Blue’s obviously been on a street before, and the vet’s advice not to let him out straightaway was just cautionary.

			I do not push Arabella out of the doorway and sprint down the street, baby-voicing Blue’s name into bushes. I wait. Because here, in this new life, here I am not worried about all the things that might go wrong next, here I am the best version of myself.

			Old me—middle-aged, middle-class, mid-career, muddling through—is not allowed to make the decisions anymore.

			Besides this is the only person I’ve managed to interact with so far and I don’t want to mess it up.

			I’m immediately vindicated in my decision, as Arabella leans in with a thrillingly conspiratorial edge to her voice. “It’s so great that someone’s finally moved in here,” she says. “It was such a waste; such a beautiful building and it’s been just sitting here empty for well over a year now. Criminal. I can’t tell you how nice it is to have new blood on the street. A fresh face. Everyone’s dying to meet you.”

			I don’t believe a word of it, not one.

			The neighbors I’ve seen so far do not in any way appear pleased to see me, unless they were so happy to see me that they needed to argue about it, and then stare at me like hawks.

			“Aw, that’s nice,” I tell her. “I’m looking forward to getting to know everyone, too.” This is also a lie.

			The last thing I need right now is to meet lots of very rich, very successful, very contented people and be forced to tell them everything about my private life. No, I need a few days, weeks, months. I need something to show for almost forty years on this planet, even if it’s only a beautifully furnished house. “Is it a close…community?” I ask tentatively, testing the waters.

			“Close…Good Lord, no. Well, I mean, you get to know people, for sure, but no. It’s hardly a community. I mean, it’s London. We’re all very different. But you’ll get a feel for it.”

			Will I?

			I take her in: she’s dressed impeccably—if I had to guess, her children are in private school, her family and his probably come from money, there’s a holiday home, and more hired help than I’ve seen….

			She is smiling at me; I realize I haven’t said anything for a while.

			“Sorry, moving-in brain. You said the house had been empty for a while, but the owners were overseas, and it was being renovated, wasn’t it?”

			She looks at me blankly, clearly playing back her own words internally.

			“Oh, yes,” she says finally, “I believe so.” Her energy brightens as she suddenly recalls something. “Oh. I can add you to the neighborhood group chat, if you’d like. That way you can pop a photo on and we can all look out for the cat?”

			The group sounds terrifying, and yet the fastest way to inclusion. I tap my number into Arabella’s phone, and when I hand it back, I notice she is looking past me and into the house, as if looking for something. She bites her lip, cheeks instantly reddening at being caught.

			“Can’t lie—I’m dying to see inside,” she confesses. “What they’ve done to the place, with the renovation, you know. I remember it from before. How are you finding it?” she asks with an inference that I can’t quite place.

			Her words hang in the air. It’s a weird series of things to say, or maybe it was the way she said them. It’s clear that she wants to snoop around, and the entrance fee is clearly my flowers and sparkling wine.

			“Oh, of course. I’d love to have you over, once I’m all settled and—”

			“Of course,” she interjects. “Yes, I’m sure you’re still unpacking—such a slog. What goes where, do I still need this…and it’s just you. Listen, let me know if you need any help. I’m just over the road, and very open to bunking off on work-from-home days. Oh, and I’d love, we’d love, to have you over to ours for coffee, too. Best avoid the kids if you value your hearing. But you’ve got my number.”

			A text from her pings onto my phone right on cue. God, she’s smooth. If I could cut her out and paste her onto a vision board, I would. I have no idea how she’s making me like her so much, but I do.

			After goodbyes, I shut my door, blocking out the bright summer glare, enveloped once more in the cool of my new hallway. All I can think about is Blue, and how I’ll find him and get him back in the house before he’s lost forever. My thoughts immediately leap to him a week from now, shivering and starving, as he shelters under a London underpass, dreaming of his soft cat bed.

			I try to wait long enough for Arabella to get back into her turquoise front-doored house, before opening up my front door again and searching for Blue; the last thing I want is for her to think I’ve forgotten to tell her something—or worse, that I’m a completely mad cat lady. I count to ten in my head, then ten again, then grab my keys and pull open my gleaming new front door.

			I briskly make my way down both sides of my new street, before circling back and peering closer into people’s front gardens, looking behind bin stores and singsonging, “Blue!” Every now and then I catch the eyes of someone behind a window, someone with AirPods in, at a laptop in the middle of a Monday-morning e-meeting, another sipping tea, a cleaner washing the dishes through a low basement kitchen window. They crease their brows. Look elsewhere, their eyes seem to say. I know how I must look, skulking from front gate to front gate, peering into bushes: vaguely suspicious, or completely unhinged. I do only one proper loop of the street—it’s all I can reasonably get away with without causing a scene. But Blue does not emerge.

			The whole idea of moving here is to start again. I am supposed to be a new person—not an anxious, unemployed, scorned woman who can’t even keep hold of a cat.

			Blue will come home, I know that. Arabella was right, he is clever. He’s also always hungry, so he won’t go far. I let myself head back home.

			

			—

			I spend the rest of the day unpacking, in between sessions of calling out for Blue, but this time from the back garden, not the street, at hourly intervals until 10 p.m., by which time I realize there’s a chance he’ll be out gallivanting for the whole night now. Which in the Cotswolds I never worried about but here feels so much more dangerous. After a delivery driver brings me my first-night celebration pizza, I resign myself to eating alone and lock the front and back doors before heading upstairs.

			I lock my bedroom door, it’s habit now. I’ve been doing it since the night I confronted Ben about the messages. And now, since living alone, I can’t sleep at all unless the door is locked.

			In bed, my concerns and creeping anxieties slip over Blue and the new street to my deflated life and totally uncertain future. But I am too physically tired from lifting and moving boxes and cabinets and heavy-hangered clothes to keep it all going. I slip almost unwillingly into sleep.

			At 4 a.m., I wake in the darkness, every sense alive to the fact that someone is in the room with me.

		

	
		
			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Day Two

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 3

				Help Me

			
			I squint into the dense darkness of the bedroom, the silence around me thick. Whatever it was that woke me is now silent.

			I do not move an inch—I keep my breathing deep and steady, as if I am still asleep.

			I sense it in the room with me. I can feel its presence but I cannot see, not yet. Thoughts fire: perhaps whoever it is has been here all along, while I unpacked, ate supper. Perhaps they came with the house.

			And then I see it, across the room: a shadow deeper than the others, a figure slowly shifting in the darkness.

			I constrict internally, my panic suddenly electric, muscles tensing, breath stopping.

			Beside me, my phone is just inches away on the nightstand.

			No—best to run straight for the door.

			A bang comes from the far corner of the room—

			And instantly I’m up, bolting faster than my thoughts. I race for the bedroom door, already imagining the stairs beyond, the front door, the street. I want out. I need to get out of this house. Now.

			More noises, objects hitting the floor behind me—

			My hands find the door in the darkness, fumble the lock, sending the key tumbling down onto the carpet, my panic climaxing as I bend to search below me. Any second now, the brutal, grasping hands of the intruder will be on me.

			But nothing comes, my own snagging breath deafening as I desperately grope one arm out along the wall and hit the light switch.

			The room bursts into vision. Boxes, bubble-wrapped picture frames and mirrors, clothes still on hangers slung over chairs.

			There is no one there, only a garment bag waving in the breeze from the window. I burst out a laugh of relief, jolts of it.

			A furry face pokes around the edge of a toppled box, the blind across from him slapping in the breeze. Blue lets out a low, joyful burble.

			He’s back. I head over to the window and look out. We are two floors up; how did he manage to get up here?

			I look to the right and am shocked to notice it: the house beside mine is rigged in scaffolding, its framework leading up directly from the pavement to beside my window, a little, waist-high gate at street level the only thing standing between the street and my open bedroom window. I suppose I must have noticed it on some subconscious level earlier today and completely ignored it, siloing it into the not-relevant-to-me part of my brain.

			“Oh my God,” I sigh, turning to Blue with disproportionate relief. I raise the flapping blind and stretch up to secure the open window. I don’t want him making a habit of this form of entry and exit—or anyone else, for that matter.

			I take a breath, the relief palpable as the window thuds shut, my warm breath fogging the glass. I wipe it with my T-shirt. Outside, London twinkles in the darkness, the warm glow of housing estates and skyscrapers, unsleeping, in the distance.

			“Come here, you little menace,” I coo, turning back to Blue, and patting the edge of the bed, where I plop down next to him and stroke him.

			He settles next to me, his soft paws padding me, loving me, equally relieved, his coat cool and silken to the touch. He headbutts my hand, his purr resonating through his little body.

			“You’re hungry, aren’t you?” I ask. Blue looks up at me with wide eyes and meows assent. He always seems to understand questions about food.

			As we head downstairs, I notice through the moonlit back window that the scaffolding also wraps around the back of the house beside mine as well as the front. I know for a fact it wasn’t up when I viewed the house; I took photos. So, it must have been erected in the last few weeks while the sale went through.

			Downstairs, I fork out a healthy portion of his new cat food, the vet having put him on a special diet: suspected diabetes. We’ve had to cut back on treats, but I just want him to be happy.

			I gulp down a cool glass of water and watch him eat ravenously. You’d expect him to be especially hungry after a full day of exploring, but this is how he gobbles every meal: half-starved and desperate.

			Once Blue is finished, I rinse his bowl, double-check that the back door is locked, flick off the lights, and head up to bed, the soft pit-pat of his paws following me.

			Back upstairs, I check the window again. The glass is cool to the touch. I shiver; then I catch sight of it, across the road, another lit window, another person framed in it, looking right back at me, as plain as day.

			It’s a woman, older than me. She gestures something with her hand, and I realize it’s a thumbs-up, a question. Are you okay? I am already thumbs-upping her back before the strangeness of this interaction hits me. And suddenly I recoil, remembering with utter horror that I am only in a T-shirt and underwear.

			I flip out the bedroom light and inch forward to peek back outside.

			There is no one there, no lit window, no person looking out. All the windows on the street are dark now.

			I try to look beyond the moon-reflecting glass of each little window, each little life lit with reflected glow, and I try to work out which it could have been. But all I can see are the backs of curtains, the dark voids of unlit rooms.

			I scan the doors at street level. It could have been Number 17, 19, or 21. But it definitely didn’t look like Arabella at Number 19. Perhaps it was another phantom garment bag waving in the night breeze. It wouldn’t be the first time tonight I’ve thought I’d seen something that wasn’t there.

			Too much change. Too much uncertainty. And a tired brain trying to play catch-up. This is what I tell myself.

			I shake my head, pull down the blind, and slip back into bed, Blue snuggling in close beside me.

			Just before I settle under the covers, I bury my hand in his fur and kiss him on the head. Then I stop short. Something strange is sticking out around his neck. I sit up again, flick the light on, and twist his collar around. It’s half-undone, the strap sticking up at an odd angle.

			I swivel it around farther, to the buckle; the collar has been done up on the wrong hole. The usual hole, divot-dented with overuse, lies empty. Blue’s collar has been removed and put back on again.

			I spin the collar around even farther, and that is when I see it: a message has been written on his collar, the words etched roughly, with something sharp, into its red leather.

			Two words, each slash of the letters slicing and puckering the red leather to reveal the pale-cream suede beneath:

			Help Me

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 4

				Bad Things Happen, All the Time

			
			It’s just a sick joke, I tell myself. A prank.

			Help Me.

			With steady hands, I gently remove the collar and ruffle the fur where it sat on Blue’s neck. He purrs in thanks, leaning into the massage. I surreptitiously check his neck for sore spots or possible injuries, but he seems unbothered. He’d let me know if I snagged anything that hurt him.

			I stop rubbing him and he shakes himself, stands, and jumps unceremoniously from me and finds a comfy spot atop a stack of unpacked sweatshirts, coils himself into a fur ball, and buries his nose in his paws.

			One only has to listen to a podcast or a documentary to know that these things happen in real life. Bad things happen, all the time.

			I lean back against the pillows and inspect the rest of the collar. The depth and viciousness of the letters, the force it took to entrench them: it looks like it was done in haste, impassioned. This person clearly could not be ignored. The brass coin tag with my phone number etched into it glints back at me in the lamplight.

			Whoever did this will have seen my phone number, too.

			I pick up my phone and open the neighborhood group chat that Arabella added me to this morning. I scroll back up to my message about Blue. It’s been hearted a lot; there are also a few messages of support beneath it. Blue’s soft blue-gray features shine out at me.

			I’ve seen clips online of women covertly flashing the international signal for help behind their backs, in supermarkets and parking lots, and being rescued by Good Samaritans. Old news stories come to mind, ones that have haunted me over the years. Then there are the true-crime shows, the trove of horror movies. These always start with women in need of help and end in “last seen” on blurry self-checkout video footage or on glitchy, black-and-white transport CCTV, all because no one believed them. Or they were alone.

			All those pixelated women could have been saved, and they flicker through my mind: here they are, in basements, on stained mattresses, body parts in suitcases, vacuum-packed in freezers, their DNA splattered on old vinyl car seats, the whole grotty plethora of it packaged up as…TV entertainment. True-crime shows have always made me feel uncomfortable.

			Ben used to put them on all the time. He liked them on in the background while he scrolled through football scores on his phone. Now, of course, I know that he was texting her.

			He liked trying to figure out who did it, in those shows, he told me. I didn’t. The only thing I saw was dead women, their lives reduced to a guessing game. They weren’t coming back, no matter how well you worked out who did it.

			This was the only time Ben and I spent together, toward the end—watching these women die, one by one, that or people burning cakes in baking challenges. I didn’t die or get eliminated—though maybe I did get eliminated from my marriage, come to think of it.

			Help Me

			Does someone actually need help? Or is it just…what…some angry teen acting out?

			Imagine if I had seen Hannah’s name flash up on the screen that morning and brushed it aside, never looked. Would I still be doing Ben’s laundry, in the Cotswolds, oblivious?

			It’s odd, though, to be stuck in the liminal space between believing this call for help is utterly real, and being certain this realness must, necessarily, be a figment of my overactive imagination. Because things like this don’t really happen—not here, in houses like this. Not in real life. Not in London. Stabbings, yes. Hit-and-runs, of course. Even people pushed under trains.

			The truth is I don’t believe it’s real enough to do anything. Deep down, I know that in the end I’ll just throw the collar away and buy a new one.

			I shake off thoughts: body parts and plastic sheeting and sadness.

			I pull back the sheets and head across the room to a small box with Cat Stuff scrawled across it. I chuck the vandalized collar into a trash bag, already half-full of bubble wrap, and sit down cross-legged to root through the box.

			With mild interest, Blue looks up at my sudden burst of activity, before burying his head back in his paws.

			After taking a few things out, I find what I am looking for: a cat camera, attached to a custom collar.

			I only have Blue left now. He loves me, he trusts me, and you need to hold those who love and trust you tight.

			I study the box instructions and plug the collar in to charge beside my bed.

			Once I have flicked the bedroom lights out, sleep does not drift over me. I lie awake, staring at the blue glowing light of the charging collar.

			Everything will be okay.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 5

				Uh-oh

			
			At 8 a.m., Blue wakes me.

			I dreamt of fire. I can’t remember exactly, but the sound of flames licking and crackling stays with me, the heat still in me.

			My thoughts are bleary from lack of sleep, I rise reluctantly, well aware that Blue will not leave me in peace until I get up and feed him.

			I look at his unbothered face as he burbles out a happy meow, pleased that I am now standing.

			“Who wrote on your collar yesterday, Blue-Blue? Which human?” He holds my stare a second, then loses interest and trots to the bedroom door. There are more important things on his mind.

			Downstairs at the kitchen sink, I gulp down a half-pint of water and then refill, the splash of the tap holding my focus until I hear the rustle of wind in trees coming from the end of the kitchen, strangely loud.

			I turn, a frown creasing my features.

			The glass slips from my hands and smashes onto the slate floor, inches from my bare feet. I reel back from the flying glass and cold water.

			“Shit,” I yelp, a thick spike of glass lodging under my heel. “Ah, fucking hell,” I groan, hopping around the smash site toward the kitchen roll and administering a sheet to my foot.

			As I do, I look over at the back door. It is wide open, swaying gently in the summer breeze. I can hear the sounds of the garden crisp and clear, birds, leaves rustling like packing materials, the hammer-hammer-hammer of workmen a street away.

			My heel throbs as I pull loose the shard and stanch the slow ooze of dark blood, but it is hard to peel my eyes away from the door. The gaping open door.

			One thing certain: I did not open it.

			I hobble toward it, Blue moving to higher ground.

			I close the door. I test the handle. I lock it. I inspect it. I try the handle again. It is secure. It could not have just opened by itself. In which case, I must have left it unlocked and physically open last night. And yet I remember checking it twice.

			But I must have left it open. I must have. There is no other plausible solution.

			What are the chances that the first night I spend alone, in my first single-person house, someone breaks in? I will not allow the thought.

			I scan the kitchen. Nothing is gone. everything is as I left it.

			Outside, the garden is lush and well tended, the secluded and sheltered landscaping one of its strongest selling points when I viewed the property. I stare out at it for a long while before turning back to the room.

			I carefully pick up the broken glass, then finally wipe the floor dry and deposit the offending shards into a neat, nonlethal package for the bin.

			Blue emits a long and drawn-out meow. He wants his breakfast. I fill his bowl and hop upstairs to find a plaster. In my room the cat camera lies, its charging light no longer flashing, ready for use. Once I’ve bandaged my cut and pulled on some socks, I hop back downstairs, camera in hand.

			I check the back door again. It is still locked.

			I attach the new cat camera collar and let Blue out for the day. No one is messing with my cat and getting away with it.

			I make coffee, distracting myself with the ritual of it, the giant expanse of another day completely alone and jobless opening up before me. My mind flits skittishly over the strange feeling I have here: the scaffolding creeping up the front and back of the house next door; the woman gesturing in the window last night; the words on Blue’s collar; and the open back door.

			When I finally look back into the garden, Blue is gone, off to explore. And I, too, need to start my day. I pop the little broken glass package into the rubbish and take the whole bag out the front to place it in the bin store.

			Outside, I notice full recycling bags, left by front gates in neat bunches, two or three per home. Even the rubbish here is tidy. I wonder when they all came out and did this, because I’ve neither heard nor seen a single neighbor this morning. There are various gaps in the parking bays, though, where the gleaming Porsches and G-Wagons and silver Aston Martins were last night. The Bentley from yesterday, with my hot gray-haired neighbor, is gone wherever it is he goes, and Arabella’s gate has its bags arranged and ready, too.

			I note the small number of bags per household, the economy of waste here. I hustle back inside and grab as much cardboard and packing rubbish as I can fit in three bags, then lug the recycling out to rest neatly by my gate.

			I am admiring my handiwork when a voice comes from behind me, so close and unexpected that I leap from it.

			“Looks like someone’s discovered Little Napoli.”

			I yelp, spinning around, my cut heel throbbing painfully as I do.

			A man has stopped by my railings. He, I am relieved to see, is not the angry man from yesterday. He is handsome, and smiling at me.

			“Sorry, sorry,” I bluster at him, taking in his soft, tousled hair, intense brown eyes, and strong jaw. There’s something disconcertingly amused about the way he looks at me. “You snuck up on me,” I explain, though we both know he did no such thing. His smile broadens.

			“My apologies,” he offers, kind eyes twinkling at me. “Sorry for busting in on you. I love a good ‘disassociate’ in the mornings, too.”

			“Tricky first night,” I find myself saying, gesturing to the empty moving boxes stacked high by the bin store. “I just moved in,” I continue, apropos of nothing, even pointing back to the house I am clearly standing in the front yard of.

			He’s tall. Well over six feet. Thirties, I would guess—too young for me. Maybe. The times have changed a lot since I last dated. I snap myself out of my reverie, vaguely aware that I have instantly sexualized this man.

			“Ah, the newbie. You lost your cat, right?”

			“He actually came back last night,” I clarify, a warm, fuzzy feeling filling me. This man is on the neighborhood group; I technically already have his number.

			“I was just saying, you’re a fan of Little Napoli,” he continues, pointing to my recycling; through the translucent plastic, two broken-down pizza boxes are visible. Pizza and a garlic flatbread—it is what it is. Displayed for all to see.

			Whose idea was it to use transparent garbage bags so that the whole world can see every packet you’ve used, everything you have eaten, the pizza boxes and bags of crisps, the bottle of wine you have drunk, the Nair hair-removal cream you’ve used?

			“To be honest,” I say, “the biggest perk of moving to the city so far has been the superior delivery options.”

			I’ve been reading a lot about “making new friends as an adult” since deciding to leave Oxfordshire. Confessing something emotionally neutral and bonding over shared likes and dislikes is a helpful way to build bonds, apparently.

			“I was addicted to delivery for a month after I first moved here,” he says. “I’m back into cooking now, though…saving a small fortune. And my waistline.”

			I desperately try not to think about his waistline. I wonder if this is sexist, if what I’m doing is sexist right now. Can women even be sexist, in such a male-dominated field?

			A sudden thought occurs to him. “Hey, if you haven’t found it yet, there’s an amazing deli just around the corner from here, on the main stretch. They do fresh pastéis de nata every morning, but you’ve got to get there before the drop-off rush.”

			I flick a glance at my watch—dear God, how is it already past nine?

			“Oh, that sounds great. I’ll check it out,” I say.

			His eyes crease at the corners. I try to work out what it is about him that is so attractive—that barely-there stubble, or the way his hair peppers ever so slightly at the edges, or his expensive and lived-in preppy clothes. Or maybe it’s just how unusually approachable he seems to be, in spite of being a clear 10? Ben, my ex, was neither hot nor approachable.

			I have the urge to drop everything. To ask this stranger if he wants to go to that deli with me right now, tell me all his hard-earned secrets of the area, hold my hand, co-parent my cat.

			It is only then that I notice the object that is, quite literally, between us, beneath the line of the railings. A pram with a sleeping infant inside it.

			He is a dad. He’s taken, obviously. He’s more than taken. He’s in that heady, blissful, baby-bonding oxytocin bubble my old friends used to try to describe. He’s probably only talking to me right now because he’s lost the run of himself.

			“So, still unpacking?” he continues, seeming not to notice that my soul has slipped from my body. “How’s it been going?” he asks, in that way that is polite and only requires a “great.”

			“Yeah, great,” I autofill. In the back of my mind, I think: Help Me.

			“I live three houses up.” He points farther along my side of the street.

			“Oh, right. Okay. You’re actually only the second person I’ve spoken to on the street,” I tell him, in a tone I hope expresses merely platonic, civic affability.

			“I’ve been here around five years and I hardly know anyone. I see them come and go but, you know…I think they save all their energy for the yearly fundraisers. But the group chat’s pretty active.”

			I am already planning to find his name on it and Google him.

			He gestures to my shame-filled recycling bags. “I’ve got a flyer on the fridge for the bin days—it’s week on and off for general waste. Might be helpful?”

			“Maybe, yeah, might be worth a look.” I smile, and wish upon wish that our conversation was about anything in the world but general waste.

			I’m an attractive woman, I’m told by my few remaining friends. I could make a killing picking up divorcés on Bumble.

			“Sorry—I’m being rude,” he says, stretching a hand out over the metal railings. “I’m Matt, Number Twenty-six.”

			I take his hand and we shake.

			“Frankie Green.” I smile.

			His skin is cool to the touch, in spite of the warmth of the day. I shiver as we shake hands.

			“You have kids?” he asks, brightening at the prospect that we might have that in common, too.

			I feel the old ache. I try not to let my smile slip. You can’t answer that question with an “almost.”

			“Nope, just a cat for me,” I answer, keeping it light.

			An eruption of high-pitched cries suddenly cascades from deep inside the pram bassinet.

			Matt looks at me with an apologetic smile.

			“Milk. That’ll be it. Better get back and get a bottle on the go,” he declares. He starts to push the pram away and panic flares in me: I might not run into him again. His house number has already flown from my memory.

			“Post me the flyer on the group chat,” I call after him.

			He looks back over his shoulder and flashes a quick wave. “Sure,” he calls back, then stops. “No, wait, just, just, come with me,” he offers, pushing the pram on. “We’re right here. I’ll pop her in and grab it for you.”

			The idea of bursting in on his postpartum wife while they try to calm their screaming infant sounds sick-making, but I find myself following him.

			Once we get to Number 26, I watch him gently lift the pram, baby and all, up the steps while I wait.

			I catch only a peek of his hallway as he disappears inside. It is large and bright and immaculately presented. He hurries back, disheveled from the chaos of a baby’s cries, and hands me a brightly colored flyer on which the bins have faces.

			For a moment, he hesitates on the steps, runs a hand through his hair, then says,

			“Do you want to go for a coffee sometime?”

			My brain short-circuits; I open my mouth to reply but I have too many questions.

			The baby bawls on from the hallway inside and Matt can’t wait for my answer.

			“Got to go,” he says. “Let me know, yeah?”

			And with that, he’s gone.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 6

				Light Stalking

			
			The flyer smells of his cologne.

			It’s important not to become too weird once you’re living alone. It’s been a long time since I’ve had to make a first impression; Ben knew all my idiosyncrasies, all my flaws, but he came to know them gradually. It’s important to remember not to become yourself too quickly.

			He asked me out. Didn’t he?

			He could be gay.

			He could be another cheater.

			Back at home, I check the kitchen door again before heading upstairs to unpack my home office equipment in the spare room. I need to get back in the job-seeking game if I want to stick to my timeline. I have enough saved for another six months of unemployed security. If I don’t have money coming in by then, I’ll be in trouble. I need my new life up and running.

			I’m attaching the legs back onto my desk when my phone pings in my pocket:

			Great to meet you just now and welcome.

			Treasure that flyer. It meant the world to me

			for the short time I had it. Matt

			I can’t suppress a grin. And then my phone pings again.

			Oh, and let me know about coffee?

			I’m WFH most days. Matt

			Thoughts of my ex-husband and his affair flash through my mind, and I instantly feel sick.

			But Matt isn’t Ben; Matt is simply a nice local dad, being friendly. I save his number, then look for him on WhatsApp. Where I find his circle photo, which is an artistic shot of an architectural building. Beside it, his full name is now visible: Matthew Whitby.

			I twist on the final desk leg, turn the desk up the correct way, and angle it pleasingly under the back window. The view into the surrounding gardens is beautiful: oaks, acacias, climbing roses, apple trees, birdhouses, ponds, and other water features, all presided over by the backs of countless expensive homes.

			I open my laptop and sit, browsing my newest emails. There’s a response from this morning to my latest application. I click and it fills the screen, my eyes flashing over it picking out the key words: “unfortunately” and “overqualified.”

			My bright mood fades, a stoic resignation slipping in, accompanied by a twist of anger. How do you get back on the ladder if they won’t even let you use the bottom rungs?

			But I have a pact with myself: two new applications for every refusal. So I get started.

			Once my new emails are sent, I finally allow myself to Google Matt. And there he is on Facebook.

			Sweet Jesus. Matt at university: rowing, rugby, tennis, smiling and sweaty.

			I dive deeper into tagged photos.

			Uni parties.

			Facebook unexpectedly dries up after his early twenties.

			I move to LinkedIn.

			He’s an architect.

			I scroll back through his social-media accounts for more information: his life, his family.

			Let’s face it—I am looking for signs of his partner. But there is nothing personal on Instagram. There are a few photos of him at his desk, and an official shot of him at a design awards dinner, a charity gala. But there is no other half in any photo I can see. And certainly no baby.

			I go back to the awards shot. He stands there, tall and solid in a tailored suit, a lethal-looking glass trophy in his hand and a ludicrously handsome smile crinkling his eyes. Then my eye catches something in the photo, or rather the absence of something.

			He’s not wearing a wedding ring.

			

			—

			The front doorbell chimes and I sit up sharply, snapped out of my deep dive. I need to stop getting lost online like this, slipping into rabbit holes and letting the hours slip through my fingers like sand. It is past 5 p.m.

			Unemployment is dangerous; the time somehow dissolves, days vanish.

			A knock follows the chime and I race downstairs to open the front door right as the visitor is turning to leave. It’s a very tall, very intense-looking deliveryman, his hair long and loose, his striking eyebrows fixed in concern. He turns back to me, clearly annoyed at having had to wait so long for an answer, a small, important-looking package in his hands.

			“Oh, I haven’t ordered anything,” I comment, as if he cares.

			Then a flicker of joy bursts inside me at the thought that one of my old friends back in the Cotswolds might have sent me a housewarming gift. The deliveryman immediately shatters that illusion.

			“You happy to accept someone else’s package?”

			It takes me a moment to come down from my excitement.

			“Oh, okay, for who?”

			“Twenty-one.” He points across the road at a butter-yellow front door.

			“Sure, no problem,” I say, careful not to sound too disappointed.

			He pops the stiff package into my hands. “Right. Name?” he demands, then looks up suspiciously when I do not immediately answer.

			“My name? It’s Frankie Green,” I answer; he taps an approximation of that into his device. It blips.

			“Done. They’re never in,” he mutters with a shake of his head. He clearly has a wellspring of opinions on that. “Packages every day and she’s never there.” He clicks his tongue sharply, pockets his device, and marches away.

			I push the door closed with my foot and place the Jiffy envelope carefully on the hall table. It rattles as I do so.

			I look down at it.

			“What are you?”

			Interest piqued, I scan it for a sender address, a clue to its contents, but there is none, and it is addressed to a Mary Lamb.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 7

				The Woman—24 Months Ago

			
			The young woman is waiting for Simon outside the cinema.

			She is early. She doesn’t come to this side of London often, and she wasn’t sure she’d be able to find the right entrance or level or cinema inside the overwhelmingly vast shopping complex; but here she is, and she is early.

			The smell of warm popcorn floats to her on an air-conditioned breeze. She wonders if she should go in, get snacks. But perhaps he’ll want to do that together.

			She imagines them nestled close in the darkness, his thigh warm against hers, and she decides she will wait for him. They can choose together.

			It’s funny—after her twenties flashed before her eyes, a parade of university friends wedding-down, buying houses, and decorating nurseries—she started to think that love might just be a trick you played on yourself, and each other, a long con.

			But after meeting Simon a month ago, she felt it almost immediately.

			That feeling you were supposed to feel: the one they wrote songs about, the one that movies crescendo up to, the feeling everyone mentioned in all those handwritten wedding vows she sat through.

			The feeling was simply this: she desperately wanted, no, needed, to be close to him, indefinitely. Forever. That was what it was, her feeling of love. When she wasn’t close to him, she thought about next being close to him—when that might be, how she might engineer getting closer still.

			And he felt the same.

			The closeness required touch, as much contact as possible, really—a biological pull so strong it was impossible to argue with. The achingly primitive biological imperative of it did not pass her by, but the point stood: love was real. And she had found it, finally, at thirty-two.

			She reassured herself that finding a partner on an app wasn’t embarrassing anymore. After all, she’d attended two weddings in the last three years where the couples had met that exact way.

			Sure, it meant that she had to have a few awkward drinks and coffees with some instant noes before she’d chanced upon Simon, but if anything, that had thrown him into relief.

			How-oh-how had she found Simon?

			He was better in real life than his pictures, genuinely handsome, not just okay from certain angles. She actually giggled when she first saw him through the coffee shop window.

			And it wasn’t only his looks. They hit it off immediately. He had that easy, friend’s-older-brother way about him—sexy but safe, approachable.

			Conversation came easily, and the way he looked at her—and listened to her, genuinely interested in the things she was saying, eager to hear more, everything about her: her friends, her past, her hopes and dreams—made her suddenly understand marriage, and kids, and the whole magnetic, cyclical sweep of it all.

			Her phone begins to vibrate in her coat pocket, distracting her from her reverie, a jolt of fear running through her at the idea that it might be him calling to cancel. That it might all be over.

			He could easily have met someone else on the app, he could have come to his senses and realized that she is not really in his league. She is attractive enough—she knows that. It is just everything else in her life that is the problem. She doesn’t have a career like he does, just an office job; she doesn’t have a house of her own, like he does; she just isn’t where she should be at thirty-two.

			In short, she just thinks she doesn’t quite seem like the kind of woman someone like Simon might be with. On paper.

			Her mother has a tendency to reference where she herself was in her thirties versus where her daughter now finds herself. It is meant to encourage her, she guesses, to chivvy her on, but it feels bad all the same because she hasn’t yet done the things a lot of other people have.

			Her phone vibrates on, in long, drawn-out writhes, in her pocket. She fishes it out, looks at the screen. It is her mother. She swipes the call away, and her phone stops vibrating. She’ll call her back later, though she still has absolutely no intention of telling her mother about Simon.

			Her mother will find a way to take the sparkle from it—she always does, though she would argue that this is never her intention.

			So the young woman will keep Simon secret, for as long as she can. She has found something of her own, something special, magical, even, and she doesn’t want to show her mother what she has found.

			Simon understands. He isn’t close with his family anymore, either.

			She checks the time. One minute to seven. He’ll be here soon.

			The mall around her hums with activity, young people, families out, late-night shopping. The lights of the stores are warm and inviting, the scent of freshly popped corn continues to waft out of the multiplex and the world feels full to bursting with possibility.

			She feels in the world in a way she hasn’t for a long time.

			Now that she has met Simon, she sees a path slowly, tentatively opening up ahead of her, a future like everyone else’s: a beautiful house, a wedding, a nursery, a wonderful and full life yet unlived.

			She might just get to do it all.

			Thirty-two is not old, she tells herself. It’s never too late to start your life.

			She feels his presence before she sees him, her eyes scanning the sea of bodies and alighting on him: his tall, strong frame, that smile that crinkles his eyes whenever he looks at her, like he’s coming home to her.

			A smile rises up from deep within her, and with it a leap of yearning in her chest as happiness, like a landslide, engulfs her.

			

			—

			She relives this moment over and over in her mind, the freedom of it, the possibility, the fact she could have so easily just walked away from outside that cinema, jumped on an escalator, and disappeared into the weaving shopping-complex crowds.

			He didn’t even know her address back then. She could have escaped so easily that day and never looked back.

			She will play and replay waiting for him outside the cinema and all the moments that tumbled after it and wonder: Would things have been different if she had just answered her mother’s call, if she had told anyone about this whirlwind romance? Would it have kept her from ending up here, in this room, or might it have ended up worse?

			She watches the window from her thin mattress bed, attentive, ready.

			When the fluffy gray cat first arrived, she panicked, unable to believe her luck. She could barely think straight, so desperate not to mess up this one chance. She fed him, scratched her message into the red leather of his collar, and let him go. Someone is going to see it, she promised herself. They have to.

			Someone will read her cry for help.

			Someone will come looking.

			The million-dollar question, though, is whether or not the very little she was able to scrawl was enough, and whether the cat will ever come back.
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			Day Three

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 8

				The Local Celebrity

			
			I wake up early, feeling refreshed and hopeful; this is a sensation I cannot recall having since before I discovered Ben’s affair. I can cleave my life in two this way: who I was before, and who I am after.

			But this is what your new life is all about, I tell myself, stretching out under the covers, yawning loudly and unselfconsciously: early to bed, early up, and all the time in the world to myself.

			I spring from the bed, Blue sleeping on, unbothered, beside my rumpled covers. He came home late last night; he must be exhausted. I shower, dress, and head down to the living room to open the shutters, letting the light stream in.

			Down the street, a shiny black Mercedes glides silently into an empty parking spot outside Number 21, a house with heavy purple wisteria drooping romantically around its buttery front door. The house whose package I have in my hall.

			I wonder if I should pop out and let them know I have it.

			But the idea vanishes immediately as a chauffeur gets out and leans against the car door.

			He looks up at the house, tapping out a message on his phone. He’s mid-twenties, with light-brown skin and short dark hair, and something about his posture and the tilt of his head tells me that he’s ambitious. And his calm, unhurried lean tells me he has picked up from this address before.

			My gaze rises up to the top window of the house. The curtains whip open; it’s a woman. The lights burst on, from window to window, with the resident’s progression through her home. She overslept; I can tell.

			I look back at him. He’s watching the light show, too, and smirking. He shakes his head indulgently and pops his phone back into his pocket.

			Then he turns and his eyes flick suddenly to me, squinting. His smile falters as we stare each other down. I feel exposed, mortified—like a voyeur, a peeping Tom. I don’t know what to do, so I smile like a crazy person.

			He frowns slightly and slips back into the car to fiddle with his radio. Could he even see me through the morning glare?

			The butter-yellow door flies open. The driver jumps out again and goes to open the car’s back door.

			She appears, and I recognize her immediately.

			I draw in a sharp breath, so tart is my surprise. When the estate agent mentioned a celebrity on the street, my thoughts immediately went to the usual suspects, the everyday celebrity faces found in supermarket-till magazines: presenters, boy bands, TV chefs—not someone properly famous, not someone in real movies and on the covers of glossy magazines. The owner of Number 21 is an actress, but not just any actress. She’s the one in the biggest show currently streaming globally—the owner of Number 21 is Aoife Doherty.

			Not Mary Lamb.

			I watch her, transfixed; she flashes the driver an apologetic smile, clearly flustered by oversleeping. I spy pajamas beneath the hem of her long coat. Yet even late, even disheveled, even with a baseball cap covering her trademark blond hair and no makeup there’s an inescapable glamour about her.

			What I wouldn’t give to take a peek inside Aoife’s house.

			She’s shorter than I expected, but she’s perfectly in proportion. A Renaissance beauty zapped into the future: cap, coat on, a mobile phone clutched firmly in hand. She bustles out her front gate to the waiting car and slips into the back seat. The driver gracefully closes her door. I watch her through the car’s glass roof: she leans forward and she and the driver fist-bump.

			The car pulls away, the actress diving instantly and animatedly into some kind of story.

			She looks fun. Her life looks fun.

			I wonder if we could become friends. I have her package, I guess, and when she, or whoever, comes over to collect it, I’ll give making friends a go. It can’t hurt. Though given who she is, I should definitely wait for her to come to me.

			I can see the friendship now: she could invite me to red-carpet events with her, we could go on shopping trips to New York. Maybe I could do set visits on her films, meet her family, have a roast with her mum—I bet she’s nice, too.

			I stop the daydream short; it’s getting a little weird. Maybe it’s best to make friends with someone more straightforward first, and not start with someone the whole world wants as their best friend.

			I head into the kitchen to make breakfast and stumble to a stop as I see it:

			The back door is open again.

			I stare at it in total disbelief. It was definitely closed last night when I took Blue up to bed.

			It stirs gently on its hinges, the morning breeze reaching me and ruffling my hair.

			Now the question is too real to ignore: Has somebody been coming into my house?

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 9

				The Problem Is Coming from Inside

			
			An emergency locksmith arrives within the hour. Another benefit of living in the city: there’s always someone willing to show up fast, if the price is right.

			He looks at the back door and tilts his head. “So, what exactly seems to be the issue with it?” he asks, waggling the perfectly functioning handle. The door is brand-new.

			I blow out a breath. I’m unlikely to ever meet this short, wispy-haired Welsh man, in his garment-dyed navy overalls, ever again. Who cares if he thinks I’m a nutcase?

			“Right, well,” I dig in with confidence, “I moved in three days ago and the last two mornings I’ve woken up to find the back door wide open.”

			He opens his mouth to comment but I know where he’s going.

			“Yes, the door is definitely locked at night when I go to bed; I triple-check it. Then it’s wide open the next morning.”

			He frowns, like I’ve essentially told him I believe in the afterlife.

			“And before you ask,” I interject as he opens his mouth to speak, “no one else lives here—it’s just me, no kids, no husband, no boyfriend, no flatmates. No one. Just me.”

			His frown deepens, he tuts, draws in a breath, the logic of my words impossible to him. I feel him consider the possibility I am pointing him toward an explanation of ghosts, which I unequivocally am not.

			He suddenly brightens. “You’ve got pets, though, right?” he says. I look behind me; clearly, he’s noticed Blue’s food bowl. Blue himself has been out since shortly after I discovered the open door, cat camera safe on, and recording, somewhere out there.

			“I have a cat, yes,” I respond, making sure to keep judgment from my voice. “But he, as far as I am aware, is incapable of unlocking doors, or using keys in any capacity.”

			“Well, he could be jumping up, you know, and nudging it somehow with his…”

			I just need a new lock. “Paws? Yeah, yeah, you’re right, could be that. But I’d just feel safer with a new lock and key. I don’t know who had keys before I moved in or anything.”

			He suddenly seems to recall that he won’t be paid anything unless he does something. He, too, gives up protesting.

			“Yep, okay. Right you are. I’ll pop a new barrel in and you’ll have a new lock and set of keys in the hour. Though I got to say,” he starts in again, “if someone’s been opening the door, they’ve been opening it from the inside of the house.” He points to the external side of the door. There is no keyhole there; the door only has a key and lock inside. “So if someone’s been opening it, they’ve been going out, not coming in.”

			A little shudder runs through me. “So you think there might be someone else inside my house, other than me, going out every night?” I ask.

			It rushes in, then: true-crime documentaries, people living silently in the rafters or between crawl spaces in the owners’ houses. I promise myself I’ll search every inch of the house once he is gone. And I need to make sure the windows by the scaffolding are always shut and locked, even if it means I boil in this summer heat.

			The locksmith looks mortified, unaware till now that this could have been in any way what he was suggesting. He works the logic back through his head and then he lets out a helpless, gallows-humor laugh. “God, let’s hope not, ey? If you put it like that.”

			A cost agreed upon, I leave him to it, heading upstairs to my emails.

			I grab my laptop, making sure the software for the cat camera app is completely downloaded, its new icon visible in the bar. The footage from Blue’s collar from yesterday is already up on the cloud, a little red notification dot in the corner of the icon.

			I pack up my laptop and headphones, tell the locksmith I’ll be back before his hour’s up, and head out to a coffee shop.

			Outside, the day is warm and blistering bright, summer in full tilt. The streets are quiet; a cool breeze ruffles the leaves high in the trees and whips my dress against my legs as I walk.

			I see no one until, several streets away from my own, my eye is drawn to someone leaving his house. It’s the first person I’ve seen since leaving the house, not so strange given it is work hours. The school drop-offs are long over, and the crowded commutes home are still hours away.

			I check the street name. They all look so similar around here; the Victorians built uniform villa squares when the empire was at its height and every man was king of his castle.

			Then I watch as the man, farther along, secures his front door, top and bottom locks, and proceeds to deposit a heavy-looking black bag into a bin before heading out of his low gate.

			I realize that I know him.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 10

				The Two-House Issue

			
			“Matt?” I call down the street, a little too familiarly, given our quite brief initial meeting. I need to be careful, in case I give myself away; I feel like I know him because I spent a whole day Googling him.

			I know what teams he was on, his battered old holiday reads—Love, Etc. by Julian Barnes and Starter for Ten by David Nicholls, thankfully not a tattered Philip Roth or Bukowski in sight—and his preference for skiing over snowboarding.

			He looks up suddenly, as if caught, and completely baffled as to who I am. I watch his eyes flick over my face before it finally clicks. Surely, I’m not that forgettable.

			A smile breaks.

			“Sorry—you threw me,” he hollers, heading in my direction, hands casually slipping into pockets, his easygoing vibe settling back in. “Fancy seeing you here.”

			He seems pleased to see me now. The realization makes me buzz.

			I smile, pause, and wait for him to get closer. It is only then I remember that this isn’t our street. He just came out of a house that isn’t his and double locked it.

			I feel my expression stutter as we reach each other.

			“Day off?” he asks me, his handsome eyes narrowing conspiratorially.

			I’m back-footed by the question. Every day now is a day off. But obviously I’m not going to tell him that: that I am terrifyingly unemployed, wandering the streets on a Wednesday morning looking for a café in which to surreptitiously watch cat camera videos. That I’m concerned something weird is up with my incredibly expensive new house, or this whole neighborhood.

			“Taking a half day, working from home,” I answer, giving him a flash of my laptop in my bag.

			“Nice, got to love WFH,” he says with a smile.

			“And you?” I ask.

			“Got a video meeting soon, so I’m off back home now; otherwise I’d be up for that coffee.”

			He’s on about the coffee again. And for the first time I get the feeling this is all about something else, not quite what it seems. The same feeling that I got with Arabella: that the person befriending me is just a little too eager, a hair’s breadth over what one might expect.

			“Oh, great,” I answer.

			“How’s it going with the new place?” he asks.

			Terrible, my head screams. It’s haunted. Someone’s living in my walls.

			“Yeah! Amazing. Love it. I’m almost unpacked, but there’s always those final few boxes, right?”

			“God, yeah. I don’t envy you that.” He pauses a moment before asking: “You spoken to anyone else on the street yet?” I detect a note of mild concern.

			“Not yet, no, but I took in a package for Mary Lamb?” The way I say the name indicates I’m not sure if that’s a real person.

			His eyebrows shoot up at the mention of the name. “Oh, yeah. Aoife. Yeah, I took a few packages for her early days. Met her a few times when she first moved in but she’s always jetting around, so…” That note of mild concern is there again.

			“Yeah, no one’s come to collect the package yet, so I haven’t actually spoken to her,” I begin, but he cuts me off with a little groan.

			“Yeah, a word to the wise: don’t get in the habit of taking her parcels. I had one of hers in my hall for over two months. She’s on the group, though. Drop her a message if she doesn’t show up. Peer pressure always seems to work around here.”

			“Noted.” I study his handsome, strong-jawed face as he checks down the street.

			“The house you came out of, is that…?” I begin, without knowing where the question ends, because I’m not even supposed to know what he does for a living.

			He winces before answering.

			“Yeah, mine, also. I’m doing a complete gut-out renovation on this one. My design and I’m project-managing. I’m an architect by trade.”

			I do not need to feign surprise at learning his occupation because I am genuinely surprised that Matt owns two houses in this neighborhood. “Wow, oh, that’s great,” I hear myself say.

			“This one is bigger than my place on Northcroft,” he clarifies, clearly embarrassed to have to be explaining this shocking excess. “The period details in this one are insane. My sister and brother-in-law are going to buy my old house once I’ve finished this one. Planning and permits took forever, but most of the structural stuff is complete now so…”

			Matt can afford two houses and full structural renovations. I try not to have a visible response to this.

			“Oh, that’s great, so you’ll just move out of Northcroft Road and in here when that place is ready?” I ask.

			“Yeah.”

			I nod. He doesn’t know that I already know everything the internet can tell me about him, among them his degree results, a first in architecture from the University of Edinburgh, and his childhood dog, who died when he was at uni—Purdy, an energetic-looking brown-and-white springer spaniel.

			“Well, I’d love to see the new place sometime,” I throw out. His embarrassment over the houses has weirdly afforded me more confidence.

			“Yeah, sure.” He flashes that boyish, white-toothed smile. “I’m a few months away, but sure. Coffee this weekend, though, yeah?”

			As I walk away, I try not to question too deeply why this man wants to get to know me so keenly. He has a family, a busy career, a house renovation, and while I totally get—and support—the idea that men and women can be friends, I struggle to think of a single straight male friend I’ve had who didn’t eventually try to sleep with me.

			But Matt doesn’t feel like a cheater, and since Ben fooled me, I have become a bit of an expert on that sort of thing. Matt isn’t Ben, I tell myself. And that is that.

			

			—

			When I get to the chic, almost Soviet-style 1960s Formica-clad coffee shop I had in mind, I order a coffee served in a ceramic canteen mug and slide into a quiet booth.

			Everything around here is curated. It has a theme, a mood board, will have been researched and sourced and is no doubt run remotely by artistically but also commercially minded people dressed in pieces from Dover Street Market or repurposed from Daddy’s old wardrobe. I should hate it here, but I love it. It all looks so good, tastes so good, feels so good to be on the inside of, now that I am on the inside of it.

			I pull out my laptop, slip on my headphones, and bring up the footage file from Blue’s collar.

			I click on the bleary thumbnail, and it occurs to me that I might get a look through some of the windows of the other houses on my street, and certainly their backyards. I angle the screen away from potentially prying eyes.

			I can see who has the nicest house. I can see who has a messy garden.

			I can get to know the people who live around me, even if I never actually seem to see them in real life.

			I realize, with an illicit thrill, how much more interesting this might turn out to be. The thought is delicious. I might see inside the movie star’s house; I might finally see Matt’s partner, beautiful and sparingly bejeweled, cashmere-clad, and as lithe as I imagine her. The feeling intensifies and shifts.

			Filming people in secret does sound like it might turn out to be illegal. Maybe a little.

			I scan the coffee shop. No one is looking. No one is interested in what I might be doing. I angle the screen away a little more. I press play.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 11

				Cat Camera

			
			Green flashes. We are at grass level, a strobe of it whipping as we travel fast.

			There is no sound.

			Edging the shot, above, is Blue’s blue-gray chin as it bounces in and out of view.

			We stop suddenly: an old moss-covered brick wall blocks our way. We tilt up; it is high.

			It is too high to jump—no human could from this low down.

			The camera jiggles with Blue’s wobble and suddenly we are airborne, propelled forward and rising.

			A scramble and jostle. Claws enter the shot, hauling us up the final stretch. Blue drags himself onto the top of the wall and then we are there.

			The view opens up, in all its glory, and it is incredible: the glowing backs of houses flare into view. Lights on, domestic scenes playing out as far as the eye can see: people preparing dinner in their kitchens, pans frying, kettles boiling, laundry on drying racks, televisions flickering with neon, wineglasses, garden conversations, a firepit, its flames lapping, and darkened windows.

			Affluence and less, side by side. Renters in the split houses, owners in the full houses.

			We are moving fast, past the backs of houses. Dipping, bobbing, catching details as we go—things I would have never seen but from this vantage point: the unkempt gardens, overgrown and tangled in weeds, or others grass bald, littered with abandoned rubbish. But overly tidy gardens, too, with their expensive lawns and unused lawn furniture, covered and weather-protected, flagstones immaculately power-washed, everything so neatly stored. And in others, evidence of life, of children—a wind-toppled slide, sun-faded and worn with use, a full wooden fort, a lap pool, then an outdoor gym, a topless man lifting weights.

			Then strings of warmly glowing garden lights, two women drinking wine on a patio in the fading evening light, one crying, the other topping her glass—all of these scenes visible in an instant, then gone. We are moving fast and fluidly along the high wall that backs houses.

			We see inside some homes, too, through lit windows. More little glimpses of lives: parents serving dinner, homework at the kitchen table, a young boy’s head and his mother’s bent at the same angle, an elderly couple’s backs as they watch television, a woman at a laptop with a glass of red in hand.

			Then, high above, a young woman vaping from her first-floor window, her intermittent, soft puffs billowing upward into the open sky. This building, its paint peeling, is clearly split into flats, while the others boast single-family homes.

			Blue dips low under vegetation, and then everything is green again.

			When the camera tilts up skyward, I see the scale of some of these villas in the area. The people inside these, no doubt, paid double or triple my home’s price tag. The sheer scale of them is eye-watering. How many rooms do they have? How many do they really need?

			All of us, residing quietly side by side, with no way of telling from the street how we live beyond those walls.

			The camera tilts up again, with Blue’s gaze fixing high above, as a pigeon takes flight from a Victorian chimney. The sunset streaks the evening sky with slashes of blue and pink.

			We reach a junction of walls; Blue weighs his options and suddenly we are curving fast away from where we have come. We whip over a mess of ivy, and onto another wall, a fresh set of houses flashing past on both sides as we fly on.

			We slow, approaching the back of a set of glass doors, inside a dark slate-and-marble kitchen, where a man works at a laptop. Around his neck an NHS lanyard still hangs from work.

			I haven’t seen this man before, but that’s not saying much. He’s about my age, maybe younger, with dark hair, and chic, clear-framed glasses. His face is set in concentration.

			We watch him through the glass as he works, his hand absentmindedly reaching for his glass of water. As he gulps the water down, he catches sight of us. The man looks momentarily confused, then he smiles at us and stands, making his way to the door.

			We dart away, back into the bushes edging the man’s property, the screen filling with green.

			I scrub forward to thirty-six minutes, the jolting screen making me feel dizzy.

			Gardens whip past, walls, fences, cars, then suddenly an open window.

			I stop scrubbing. There is one hour and twenty-one minutes left of the recording.

			We are walking up the low tiled roof of an extension, to the open first-floor window ledge. We rest on the ledge, the breeze ruffling Blue’s chin fur above us. After a moment, we dip to look into the room.

			A scented candle burns on a mantelpiece. I recognize the label, and it’s expensive. This is a bedroom, but the bed has been stripped, the naked duvet and pillows piled on the floor and a fresh set of linens awaiting.

			The room is beautifully presented, and sparse, a noticeable absence of personal effects. Perhaps this is a guest room.

			We crouch further and scan the empty room for danger, but no one appears to shoo us away, in spite of the lit candle and the evidence that someone intends to come back and continue making the bed.

			After a moment, we creep forward cautiously and, to my utter horror (and I admit glee), squeeze through the six-inch gap in the window, and bump down onto the soft carpet, slipping seamlessly and unseen under the stripped bed.

			A stray tumble-dryer sheet lies here abandoned, nothing else. We wait. No feet appear.

			Sensing no present danger, the camera crawls slowly forward out of our hiding place. We head, light on our feet, toward the open bedroom door.

			The hallway beyond is deserted; a landing table holds a fresh display of flowers and another, ludicrously expensive, lit, four-wick candle. Someone is obviously home, and keen to make things nice.

			We edge into the hallway, the camera swinging left, then right. The house is perfect, impeccably decorated, in earthy, muddy country tones and beautiful Victorian detailing. It’s uncluttered and well kept.

			A large abstract modernist painting covers the landing wall of the staircase, a curled black form falling, tumbling down into a gray void.

			We stand on the cusp of two staircases: up or down.

			The camera tilts up and we glide to the top, where a light glows through an ajar door.

			We stop suddenly on the penultimate step. The video has no sound but the abrupt stop makes it clear enough that there is sound coming from inside the room.

			We freeze mid-step, recalibrate, then continue, closer to the wall now. Slowly, warily, we approach.

			Through the gap we see a master bedroom. It takes up the entire top floor of the house, a modern loft conversion painted in the same earthy tones as the rest of the house.

			We see her first. She is in her mid-thirties, and statuesque; her soft chestnut hair hangs loosely about her shoulders, her pale skin blotched red with emotion. She is one of the women from the street I saw on the morning I moved in. She is crying as she listens, her body moving with it, as she gestures in agreement.

			Whoever is talking is not visible from here.

			The woman is half-dressed, in a tailored midi skirt and a silk camisole, the contours of her breasts visible through the silk.

			She’s beautiful, even though her eyes are wild and her mascara is smudged. She gesticulates suddenly in what looks like apology. It is desperate and exposing; she did not look like this when I saw her, the day I arrived, on the street. Back then, she was put together, in control. Now she is a raw nerve.

			The person she is pleading with comes into the shot, entering the frame as he interrupts her.

			Only the back of him is visible. He is tall, physically imposing, his hair short and ashy blond. I do not recognize him. It is clear that he is angry.

			I let the video play on, my attention glued to the screen.

			He is shouting at her—we can tell from the movement of his shoulders and back, the way he is gesturing, sharp and sudden. Tiny in his shadow, she nods timidly, alive to every word he utters.

			Help Me.

			It could have been her. But why not just leave, why not scream—but then I know the answer to that: changing your life is easier said than done.

			Whether she wrote the message on Blue’s collar or not, this looks bad.

			The woman’s focus on him does not waver. She is shaking her head softly.

			Suddenly, he appears in the shot again.

			We can see his face now, his blue eyes, his handsome features contorted with anger and ugliness. His hands grasping tight on her arms as he whispers something unseen, into her ear, before pulling back.

			She nods furiously, her eyes wild, her face flushed and strained.

			Her lips form three words; even at this distance I can read them.

			I love you.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 12

				The Moral Gray Area

			
			I’m aware that I should not have seen this.

			I scan the coffee shop again, feeling like my guilt must be glowing, a throbbing beacon that everyone can see.

			I cringe at the realization that I put Blue’s old ID disc onto the new collar, too, my phone number and his name emblazoned on it, though it would not have been immediately visible behind the camera fob.

			I need to remove the tag—that much is clear.

			I grab my phone from the table, remembering the “Missing” photo of Blue there, too, and I quickly scroll up past the offers of free secondhand dining chairs, baby bouncers, and last-minute concert tickets to the texts I sent about Blue.

			I delete them, closing and reopening the app to double-check they are all gone: Blue’s memorable blue-gray face alongside my contact details expunged from the neighborhood hive mind.

			I can only hope that the couple didn’t see Blue. They didn’t look at the camera. I check the group chat for the street, searching the members’ profile photographs until I spot a photo of the woman, smiling, standing on a tropical beach, a pink flower tucked behind her ear. Her name is Marina.

			My phone flashes in my hand with a call, making me jump. I answer, half expecting it to be the people from the video asking me what the hell I think I’m doing recording them, but it’s just the locksmith telling me that he’s finished and I should come back to take a look. I tell him I’m on my way, but when I hang up, I’m too shaken to burst back into a normal life.

			That woman looked broken. I knew who she was as soon as I saw her, she was the younger of the two women arguing outside my house with the man the day I arrived. What were they talking about—was it the same issue that caused her husband or whoever that man was in the video to shout at her? What had she done, or seen, or attempted?

			I think of the words: Help Me.

			I could talk to the police, as a concerned neighbor, I could even send them this video. She might not be safe.

			But I have no idea what I would I say: I’ve been filming my neighbors in their homes doesn’t sound great. The woman’s scared expression flashes back into my mind, like a warning.

			I quickly Google the legality of recording inside other people’s homes…and it does not look good for me; filming without consent in a non-public area is considered a criminal offense. It breaches the Data Protection Act and Article 8 of the European Convention on Human Rights Act. Such offenses can be charged as anything from stalking to harassment, extortion, blackmail, and criminal coercion.

			I take a breath; I am a criminal. That happened fast.

			Well, I definitely can’t report it, even if I want to. I’ve catch-22-ed myself. I’ve broken the law recording someone doing something that technically isn’t breaking the law in their own home.

			Full of nervous energy, I rise, down the last of my coffee, as if I need its jolt, and head back home.

			On the walk back, I wonder which house is theirs. It must be close; I could even run into them. Maybe he knows she wrote the message on Blue’s collar and he’s just waiting for Blue’s owner to show signs of knowing.

			I should most definitely not let Blue out with the camera on again—and yet what if she does need help?

			Back at the house, the locksmith hands me the new keys and waits patiently as I transfer the fee into his account.

			As I lead him out, he motions to a white plastic panel on the hallway wall as we pass.

			“That work, does it?” he asks.

			I notice it for the first time: an alarm panel. I recall finding the instructions on the kitchen counter when I first arrived.

			“I guess so—I haven’t tried it,” I admit.

			He sighs, clearly at his wit’s end with me. “My advice is to give it a try tonight. And don’t leave the new keys in the lock overnight. Pretty sure you’ll work out what the problem is, one way or the other.”

			It’s good advice. I decide I will take it.

			When he is gone, I flop down onto the living room sofa and try to relax. Lying there, I listen to the sounds of the street beyond. The footage keeps playing in a loop in my head.

			In the kitchen, I’m making a calming mug of tea when Blue appears at the back door. I let him in and he ambles over and jumps up onto my lap when I sit with my drink, his camera lens dangling to and fro. I realize he’s been out all morning, doing more recording. Shit. I can only hope no one’s seen him up close.

			He patiently lets me slip the ID disc off the collar, while he purrs and pummels my chest with his soft paws.

			My thoughts drift back to this morning, when I saw Matt two streets away, on Lockheath Road. I think of his second house, the one he and his baby and wife will all move into and how perfect it will all be. Then I realize that, for the life of me, I couldn’t tell you which house on Lockheath Road it was.

			I gently lift Blue and place him on the floor. My body feels too wired to be still, like my cells are vibrating, so I set about making a dent in unpacking the final remaining boxes.

			After dinner, I look out the glass of the back doors. I see only darkness and the glow of other lit back windows. Anyone could be watching from the darkened ones, and I would never know.

			Spooked, I make sure the back door, with its new lock and key, is secured, and I remove the keys. I head to the hall and arm the house alarm before heading, Blue underarm, up to bed. Upstairs I lock my bedroom door and sink onto the edge of the bed, with a sigh, and yawn, a new sense of security enveloping me.

			No one can get in. I am safe.

			My intentions were good. I need to remember that. I put Blue’s camera on for a good reason.

			I lean over and switch on the side light by my bed, then snuggle back into the pillows and pull my laptop onto my lap.

			On the screen the cat camera app shows another thumbnail with today’s footage.

			“What did you see?” I ask Blue. He blinks slowly in answer, then rolls onto his back, exposing his fluffy belly. I try not to think of the locksmith’s unintended suggestion of people living in my walls.

			Looking at the thumbnail on the screen an idea suddenly occurs to me about the back door. Watching footage from outside the house can wait until tomorrow. Instead, I head straight downstairs into the kitchen and find Blue’s collar in its charger; I swivel it around and I point the lens at the back door.

			If anything happens tonight, this should catch it.

			Whoever it is, whatever it is, for better or worse, I will see it.
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			Day Four

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 13

				All Very Alarming

			
			I wake up in pitch darkness, not in bed but standing in my own kitchen.

			I shiver.

			I must have wandered down here somehow.

			Then I notice an electronic blip sound coming from the hall behind me and I feel, then see, the little metal key in my hand.

			The entire house explodes with the skull-piercing wail of the alarm. My hands fly up to protect my ears, the key tumbling away.

			I run for the hall. Is someone in the house? Why was I in the kitchen? Why was I by the back door with the key in my hand when I’d hid it in the cutlery drawer?

			I tap in the alarm code numbers. The noise continues.

			I tap in the numbers again, squinting into the glowing screen.

			Instructions appear in the readout panel of the alarm unit.

			Call to Reset.

			No, no, no.

			The sound is too much. It is too loud to think, to function. I pat my nonexistent pockets for a phone but of course I do not have one. It is still on the nightstand, upstairs.

			I snap back to it and race upstairs, taking two steps at a time, the blare of the alarm shrieking into the night. I will be waking the entire neighborhood. The embarrassment and panic are unbearable, and inescapable.

			I skid into my bedroom, grab the phone, and race back to the alarm panel, jabbing the number shown onscreen into my phone keypad.

			I look out of the frosted glass of the front door and see neighbors’ lights flicking on along the street in the darkness. It’s happening.

			My call connects to the alarm call center, but I cannot hear, so I bound back to the kitchen, grab the key glinting in the moonlight, and burst out into the garden. I have to run all the way to the end wall before the noise fades enough to hear.

			As I wait, phone to ear, I notice other lights bursting on in the houses that back mine.

			My face is burning hot with panic in the darkness.

			My hands shake as I clutch the phone, anxiety prickling through my veins while the call connects.

			Breathlessly, I explain the situation to the cheerful-sounding Scottish woman on the other end of the phone.

			“I’m sorry, ma’am. It’s out of my hands, unfortunately. Once the call has gone through to the police, we only accept a disarm code from an attending officer,” she says. Her tone is sympathetic.

			“What?!” I yelp into the receiver. “The police are coming here?”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			“Oh my God.” I hang up and, utterly powerless, wait.

			In the dim light of the garden, the muffled alarm blaring on, I let the sounds of my awoken street wash over me: dogs bark frantically, back doors open and slam closed, windows slam shut, and concerned voices opine beyond distinct earshot.

			Blue pulsing lights finally appear, flickering all the way through the house, from front door to the deepest garden.

			Hands firmly over ears, I run back inside the house to the front door and swing it wide to reveal two police officers, one male, one female. I hope my embarrassment is palpable but their expressions do not soften at my wan smile.

			Beyond them I see figures in lit doorways along the street, arms folded. I try to block them from my mind for now.

			“Ma’am, is it okay for us to come in?” the male officer asks. It’s respectful but I get the feeling it’s not really a question.

			I press into the Farrow & Ball paneling and let them pass, closing the door behind them without a second glance back at the street.

			I watch as the female officer flicks on the hall light and disarms the alarm. They must have a special code. It stops instantly, a heavy buzzing replacing it in my ears.

			They both turn to me, waiting for me to speak, the silence oppressive.

			“It’s new. This is the first night I’ve used it,” I say preemptively. I can’t tell them I woke up standing in my own kitchen. “I just…I came downstairs to get a glass of water and I forgot it was there and…I’m so, so sorry—this is such a waste of your time. I tried to call them but—”

			The female officer gestures for me to stop with a warm smile, the male officer seeming less impressed. “That’s fine, ma’am,” she reassures me. “We just need to see some ID.”

			I feel my expression slacken.

			“Er, I’m sorry? What? Why?”

			“Because the property’s alarm was triggered and not turned off in time. And we have found you in the property, ma’am. We need to check your ID to make sure you’re the homeowner,” she explains.

			The officer behind her straightens, seemingly irritated by my surprise at being questioned.

			“You do have ID in the house, don’t you?” she asks, more as a social cue than anything else.

			I pause a little too long.

			“Yes. Yes, of course—I’ll just go get it,” I answer quickly, my eyes flitting between them, strangely uneasy about leaving two strangers alone in my hallway. “Just one second.”

			Upstairs, I rifle through my filing cabinet for my driver’s license, my hands trembling, my shame excruciating.

			Maybe they’ll be right somehow that I’m not who I think I am and will need to leave.

			After the divorce, I’ve tasted what it’s like to be invisible: a table for one, a room for one; and now that there is no one else here to corroborate my existence—I need physical proof that I am me.

			I find the license, its holographic sheen prismatic in the lamplight. I hustle back down to the hall, the officers breaking off their private conversation as I reappear.

			I hand over my DVLA license to the female officer, and again she gives me that pointedly patient smile as she angles it to the light and checks the photo, glancing back up at me and down again a few times to confirm a match. My hair is longer postdivorce, my IVF hormone water-weight long gone. She seems satisfied and is about to hand back the card when she stops and frowns. She passes the ID to her partner, who looks up, puzzled.

			“What’s your name, madam?” he asks without ceremony.

			“Francesca Green,” I answer, but as soon as the words are out of my mouth, I know I have said the wrong thing.

			“That’s not the name on this card,” he retorts.

			My stomach drops.

			“Um, no, but I mean the first name is the same, right. I’m clearly the same person. It’s just the card I got issued after I got married, and now I’m divorced, and I’ve gone back to my maiden name. Green.”

			“Yes. The homeowner’s name, according to the alarm company, is Green, but it’s not the name on this card, ma’am.” The female officer straightens, the male officer taking over now. “We need to see some valid ID with a matching name on it or I’m afraid we’re going to have to escort you from the property.”

			A shocked laugh bursts from me. “Seriously? This is my house. I have house keys. I clearly live here, I’m in my pajamas!” I manage, my cheeks flushing deeper with embarrassment and a little bit of outrage now, too.

			“Trust me, miss, we’ve seen stranger things than people breaking into properties wearing pajamas. We need some ID. Now.”

			I give in.

			“I don’t have any ‘valid’ ID. I’ve sent my passport off so they can change my surname. I just got divorced. I don’t want to be called by my ex-husband’s name for the rest of my life. I’ve gone back to my maiden name, which is Green.”

			They share a look, then the female officer nods at me. “Right, we’ll need to see something with the old name and the new name. Marriage certificate and the decree absolute paperwork? You have those, miss?”

			“I have,” I respond, dizzy with powerlessness.

			I wish I could say this was all incredibly unusual, but I had to take the same documents to the bank when I opened my new bank accounts. It is as if the world has never experienced female-sided divorce and cannot countenance the paperwork involved in simply being a woman. But I wasn’t expecting to have to do this here, now, in the middle of the night.

			“If you could go and get them. We can check the names match up with the alarm account holder,” she says nudging, her eyes everywhere but on mine.

			At this point I can feel her embarrassment on top of my own, as they wait for me.

			“And that’ll do it, will it? If you see those papers, that’ll be it, then?” Shame drips from me, at the idea that I am not who I say I am, that I do not own my own house, and the only way to prove I am me is by showing them a document with my ex-husband’s name on it.

			Funny, in a sense, that I could be so easily removed from my own life simply by not being able to prove I am me.

			The officer pulls a tight but polite smile. “Yep.”

			

			—

			Documents accessed and handed back, no apologies given, they nod, finally satisfied.

			“Okay, ma’am. Be a little bit more careful next time. We can’t come out every time you forget you’ve set the alarm.”

			I gulp back my desire to say something I’ll regret. “Um, great, nope, will do. Oh, and sorry for the left-field question but, can I ask you, seeing as you’re here, if one were to see something concerning recorded accidentally in someone else’s house on their pet camera, what should they do?”

			The male officer nudges the female. She sighs.

			“Ma’am, can I ask, have you been drinking?”

			“I’m sorry? What?! No.”

			My shame and outrage can go no deeper.

			“It’s just a courtesy question, ma’am, no need to take offense. Just, given the circumstances, with the alarm being triggered, and your recent…you seem a little…confused. We wouldn’t be doing our jobs if we didn’t check everything was okay here?”

			I drag in a mighty inhale. At this point all I want is them gone. “Oh, well, thank you for your concern but, no, I haven’t been drinking. I mean I’ve suddenly woken up to a blaring alarm and the police—so that probably explains any confusion. Right?”

			“No, you haven’t suddenly woken up, ma’am,” she corrects me instantly. “You told us a minute ago that you came downstairs to get a glass of water and then the alarm went off? Was it that? Or were you upstairs asleep when the alarm went off?”

			Oh God. I am so bad at lying.

			“Sorry—I meant before. I was asleep before. Then I came downstairs, then all of this happened. I’m really tired,” I concede with a defeated shrug.

			The female officer seems grudgingly convinced. “Right,” she concludes, then signals for the other officer to open the door. “Well, good night, ma’am. And try to get some sleep, yeah?”

			I am seeing them out when she turns back to me, as if an afterthought. “Oh, and in answer to your previous question: you should tell your friend to stop recording inside people’s houses. They’re breaking the law. It’s an arrestable offense.”

			I watch them head out to their car, my nullified marriage certificate clutched tightly in my hand. My broken dreams, and the receipts.

			Any plans to go to the police with footage, vetoed.

			Their car glides away, blue lights flickering silently across the edifices of the terrace houses as they go. I look to the glowing windows along the street and the few remaining concerned faces staring back at me. Some shake their heads, then turn back inside.

			I wanted to see my neighbors, and here they are. They know me now, though this wasn’t the introduction I hoped for.

			God knows what they think happened here: a burglary, a home invasion, worse.

			Across the street, I lock eyes with two women bundled up in their doorways chatting over the dividing wall—they don’t look as concerned as the other faces in the windows and seem to be chatting about something else in the predawn air.

			I realize with a start that it is the two women from the first day: the one with gray hair and the woman I now know as Marina, whose hair is tied back tightly in a bun. The older woman is swaddled up in a Dryrobe and raises a hand to me in silent greeting. I am sure now that she was the person I saw in the window opposite me on my very first night.

			I raise my own hand to greet her, an apologetic smile on my face for the chaos I have wrought on the street. As she catches my look, Marina frowns. She mutters something to the older woman, then, with a last glance, disappears back into her house. It is Number 15.

			Marina, whose husband thinks it is okay to scream at his wife, the woman who wanted to knock on my door the first day I arrived, lives in Number 15. Now I know where they live. I pause, my own selfishness burning, but then a little voice says, She looked fine, cheerful, even—until she saw me, of course.

			The older woman is still looking across the street at me, and when I catch her eye, she moves as if she might come directly over, but she thankfully changes her mind.

			Instead, she gives a sympathetic smile and disappears back into her own house, Number 17.

			The sound of a window thumping closed brings me back to the street.

			I scan along the windows, but most are dark now. No faces stare back at me.

			The lights of Number 15 flick off. He must be in there, too, the blond man, still sleeping or angry. I shiver against the early-morning air. I head back inside.

			In the kitchen I lock the back door and pull a kitchen chair over so it sits underneath, wedged under the door handle, before going back upstairs to bed.

			Blue slowly crawls out from under the bed as I lock the bedroom door.

			“Sorry, Blue-Blue. Mummy’s had a full psychotic break, I think,” I tell him.

			It’s meant to be funny and lighthearted and make me feel better, but Blue looks scared. I am, too.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 14

				The Ghost of Me

			
			I do not sleep well. I dreamt of flames again, of trying to leave and locked doors.

			At 5:30 a.m., I wake, and the events of last night come alive inside me.

			Blue nudges me and I remember the cat camera I trained on the back door last night.

			I grab my laptop and open the app. There is new footage, a thumbnail proudly informs me. The dark blur of my back door, in miniature, taunting me.

			I scroll through one hour and forty-six minutes of dark and empty kitchen—until, finally, something shifts in the darkness.

			I pause it, lean in, squinting at the screen. There I am, a ghost in my own home. I do not look like me. I’m a shadow of my former self.

			I watch the ghost of me move through the darkness like a computer game avatar, moving forward, adjusting. She heads to the door, as if this were what she came for.

			She stands for a long time, palms pressed against the back door’s glass. I scrub forward. She fumbles for the key but it is not in the lock. She heads directly to the drawer where the key is stashed, then seems to look inside. She is a different person. She turns the key in her hand and goes to the door, then stops, frozen to the spot. It must be the warning blips of the alarm, but the footage, of course, has no sound.

			Then she leaves my body. My own consciousness takes back ownership, and I am there again, in the room, cold and confused. I watch my hands fly to my ears as the alarm begins to wail.

			I stop the video; I know what happens next.

			It would now appear that I sleepwalk. The deep and dream-filled sleeps, the heavy tiredness that’s been dogging me—it all makes sense.

			You can think you’re doing okay, that you’ve slipped through something awful unscathed, but it will always find a way out: the pain, the sadness, the deep shift of identity ripped from a life and transplanted into a new one.

			I am out of control. I clearly can’t trust myself. Who knows what I’ve been getting up to while I’ve been sleeping? It’s a wonder I haven’t hurt myself, tripped on the dark staircase, electrocuted myself. I need to go to the doctor.

			A door slams outside on the street. It’s still very early, dawn light spilling in past the bedroom blinds.

			I check the nightstand clock: 5:56.

			Soon my neighbors will be starting their days after a night of broken sleep.

			I think of all the boardrooms, Harley Street private practices, Inns of Court, and skyscrapers that they’ll be yawning and rubbing their eyes in today, all because of me.

			I stretch to the window and peek around, a jolt flipping my stomach when I see who is leaving first.

			

			—

			It is Marina, now locking her front door, then adjusting the Goyard Artois bag slung over one shoulder, laptop and yellow notepads visible within.

			It feels unsettling seeing her in daylight, living her everyday life. She heads for her gate, lifts the latch, and swings out through it with a dancer’s poise.

			As with last night, though, she doesn’t look like she did in the video. Here, in the morning light, she looks strong, confident, staunchly professional in her bespoke suit and kitten heels. But people can mask anything, of course.

			She turns to look both ways before crossing the road, though it’s far too early for through traffic, her loose hair swishing as she does. She trots across and out of my field of vision. I wonder if I should try to engineer a meeting, to ask her if she is okay, gauge if she is safe, at least. I have the perfect excuse to catch her, after all: I need to apologize for disturbing everyone last night, and she can be the first. I am up and thundering down the stairs. But by the time I have opened the front door, she is a receding figure up the road, her heels click-clacking as she turns the corner toward the Tube station.

			From years of working in brand development, I’m good at clocking visual signifiers. The people around here are riddled with them.

			Arabella, Matt, Aoife, Marina, all of them.

			But social signifiers and the reality they hide are obviously two quite different things.

			Marina appears to be, demographically, an “affluent female financial decision-maker.”

			Her bag, light and laptop-friendly, ubiquitous but a statement of functional anti-trend.

			Her hair glossy and loose, makeup natural but flawless, the suit tailored, and that all-important extra lift in her shoes for rooms where she will almost always be the shortest one, though she will be careful not to appear unserious.

			The rest of the street is quiet. The buildings giving away nothing, but most cars are still here. This is the earliest I’ve been up since I arrived.

			When I had a job, I used to get up at six to get to the gym before starting work. Now I don’t even have a membership. Though I do constantly worry about the state, and direction, of my life, which seems to do more than Pilates ever did.

			I wonder if the older woman I saw again last night, Marina’s next-door neighbor, can hear the couple’s arguments through her walls. It can’t be only me who knows what happens inside their house.

			I think of the blond man, and I wonder if he is still asleep in the house now. I haven’t seen him in the flesh yet, which makes me wonder if he ever leaves the house. Or if their house has a back street entrance as well.

			Though if I do run into him at some point on the street, I’m not sure I’ll be able to act normally. The image of his muscular frame, his rage-filled expression, is seared in my mind. No amount of pleasant small talk between us could dislodge it.

			It sends a shiver through me—how easily he could have done more. How he might have in the past. And how no one might have seen it until me.

			Help Me.

			I push the thoughts away. I haven’t slept properly, and it would now seem I am wandering in the night.

			

			—

			After breakfast I call and request a doctor’s appointment. While on hold, Blue meows incessantly to be let out and though I haven’t even had a chance to check yesterday’s recording I am forced to slip on the camera collar again and let him out. I haven’t had a chance to buy a new collar yet. Legality will have to wait until after I have seen a doctor and sorted out whatever it is I’m doing in the middle of the night.

			I’m offered a same-day GP appointment and in less than two hours I am signing in to the appointment system at my local surgery.

			I sit on the bleach-scented vinyl seating and consider what I might need to tell this new GP to get help without sounding like a crazy person and having to tell them all about my divorce, my anxiety, and my new “illegal” filming activities. It’s odd to think of myself as an anxious person; I don’t feel that way on the inside. I feel like someone responding with exact appropriateness to a series of absolutely upending life events. I cling to this. My narrative for seeking help clarifies: I will blame the events and not myself. I will blame Ben for this disruption of my peace and mental health. I will blame the divorce.

			I promise myself I will not cry. I will not mention the affair or the miscarriages or any of it. I’ll stick to the basics.

			Twenty minutes later, a tissue in hand, and with hot, aching eyes, I am back in the waiting room, a pharmacist potting up a new diazepam prescription and passing it out through her hatch in the waiting room. Sleeping pills. I take the bag as if it contains something illicit, slipping it like something shameful into my bag. I’ve never taken prescription meds before in my life—well, except for antibiotics and IVF drugs. But these seem more robust, serious, these seem like something someone with a real problem might need to take, which makes me nervous.

			I have been put on a waiting list for a therapist, and these are just to help me sleep through in the meantime. I won’t be getting up in the night with these pumping through me, the doctor tells me. No more sleepwalking. What I’ve got is something called “autonomic dysregulation,” apparently; I’ve been on high alert for too long, and now my body can’t physically turn itself off at all. I feel like a broken household appliance, still in warranty.

			“Have a great day,” the pharmacist encourages me. I thank her, returning the sentiment and wishing more than anything for exactly that: a good day, a decent day.

			When I arrive back to my street, I feel a new hope dawning. Sleep will fix everything.

			I consider going straight in, taking a pill, and drifting away immediately. God knows I could do with a nap.

			I open the front door and call for Blue but then I recall I let him out earlier.

			I place the paper bag of medication on the kitchen island and leave the back door open, letting the cool summer breeze in. Then I sit at the kitchen table and open my laptop to check my morning emails. Outside, a bird in the back garden suddenly bursts from its hiding place into the air, taking flight. My heart leaps, then shame, at the false alarm, quickly takes its place. What I have is plain old anxiety. I tell myself what the doctor said: It’s perfectly understandable; I am under a lot of stress. I’m not losing my mind. Even so, I feel tears prickle my eyes.

			When I look back at my screen, I notice that Blue’s collar camera footage from yesterday is still unwatched. It’s the video from before I recorded my own sleepwalking.

			I’d forgotten all about it. I tap on the thumbnail; it enlarges to fill my screen, and I go to press play when the front doorbell rings.

			For a moment I consider not answering, pretending I’m not home.

			But then, a sudden flicker of fear: that it might be someone cradling Blue, his camera collar removed and gripped tightly in a fist. I quickly shut my laptop.

			I head to the hallway. A figure is visible through the glass, a figure I immediately recognize.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 15

				Every Day’s a School Day

			
			It is the older woman from Number 17, the house opposite mine.

			She runs a hand through her glossy silver hair and beams at me. I can tell from the sympathetic look around her eyes that this is not about Blue. It is about my song-and-dance last night with the police.

			A sharp slosh of anxiety splashes up inside me.

			Although clearly in her late sixties or early seventies, she is spry and athletic, dressed in joggers, a swimsuit visible beneath a half-mast, zip-up top. On her shoulder rests a large, battered gym bag, goggles and a towel peeking out.

			“Hello there, finally,” she says. “Only three days late. Pam, from across the street,” she tells me, pointing behind her, the creases around her eyes deepening in welcome. There’s a brusque twinkle in her eye that for some intangible reason makes me think she must have lived most of her life in the countryside.

			“I’m so sorry about last night,” I bluster. I can’t imagine anything else having motivated this face-to-face. “I put an apology on the group; I don’t know if you saw it earlier?”

			“Yes, of course. No, listen, don’t be silly. We’ve all been there. It’s just reassuring to know the police show up when an alarm goes off, isn’t it? No, no complaints here. I’m purely motivated by my own guilt at not dropping by sooner. As long as you’re all right?” she asks. It takes me too long to realize this is not a rhetorical question. “Are you all right?” she repeats.

			Strangers aren’t allowed to ask that, in any serious sense, are they?

			“Oh, ha, yes!” I say finally. “I am, thank you, that’s very kind of you to ask.” My cheeks are on fire. “I’m fine. It was just me being stupid. The alarm is a new thing for me and…I panicked.”

			“Ah, betrayed by the very technology we employ to protect us, eh? Yes, I’m there, all too frequently,” she sighs. “So many passwords and codes, and remembering to charge all the various gadgets, it’s ludicrous. And don’t get me started on the hideous cables. You can never find the right one.”

			She laughs and something inside me relaxes, a brief release from the underlying tension I realize that I’ve been holding so close.

			“I’m so glad you’re not furious,” I confess. “I thought I might have alienated half the street last night. People did not look happy.”

			Pam wafts a hand.

			“Oh, sod ’em. I’ve lived here ten years now and there’s a precious few I’d pull from a fire.”

			Her forehead creases deeply and she adds, “A theoretical fire, obviously; I’m not a monster.” She barks out another youthful laugh, and I feel myself relax for the first time in days.

			“Well, it’s good to know that no one was too put out. I thought I might have made myself a local nuisance already. You’re only the third person I’ve spoken to since I moved in.”

			Pam leans in, her voice lowered.

			“I have to say, as much as I’d thrive with it, we rarely mix. But that’s London for you, isn’t it? Everyone busy, compartmentalized, anonymous—the rat race and such.”

			She’s right—it’s what I used to love about the city when I was young.

			“Was that you, a few nights ago, at the window?” I ask her. She seems unfazed.

			“Yes,” she says, then adds, “I’m just glad he got back in.”

			“Who got back in?” I demand, panic spiking.

			“The lost cat. I was watching him go along the rooftops. I was so worried for you when I saw the message. I have a white Persian, Mouse. Don’t know what I’d do without the little handful. So I was so glad to see Blue back. He was making quite a racket up there, on the rooftop, that night. Thank goodness for the scaffolding, though. He’s very vocal, isn’t he?” she concludes.

			“He is, yep,” I admit, cheeks burning again.

			“Who else have you met?” she asks.

			“Um, Arabella, and Matt…and you,” I ramble. “Oh, and Matt’s baby, of course,” I add gingerly.

			She frowns and clears her throat.

			“Matt’s baby?” she repeats, sounding like she’s testing the idea. “Well, there you go. Every day’s a school day.”

			Either she has no idea who Matt is, which seems strange given how friendly he is, or she isn’t aware Matt’s wife, girlfriend, or whatever she is, has given birth?

			“Ah, but the lovely Arabella—she’s a trouper, isn’t she?” she continues. “No Greg, though?”

			It’s my turn to frown. Which one is Greg?

			“I don’t think so,” I say, then ask, keeping dread from my voice, “should I be expecting him?”

			“He bid on your house, too,” she confesses, a gleeful smile on her face. “He’s a very sore loser.”

			Ah, the mysterious other bidder. I can’t help but think of the man in running gear who clearly wanted to knock on my door the day I arrived. I have a feeling that was Greg.

			“Number Twelve. He’s in property, owns the ones either side of yours, here.” Pam points to the houses beside us, the one to our left recently renovated, the one to our right clearly a work in progress. The scaffolding wasn’t there when I first viewed the house. Greg must’ve rushed to put it up before I arrived, to avoid any objections.

			“Ah, I see. He sounds industrious,” I comment and am rewarded with Pam’s chuckle.

			“Oh, that he is. Well, I’m glad you’re here. Last thing we need is more empty houses.”

			Both of the houses that flank me are vacant: echoing rooms, bare floors gathering dust, something about it unnerving.

			Pam notes my concern. “Don’t let anything worry you,” she interjects quickly. “It’s a wonderful neighborhood. And I hear the company who renovated yours worked wonders. If you’re ever concerned about anything, or merely at a loose end, my house is right opposite, and I’m in most days. Only really out for the shops or the theater and my wild swimming. And even then, I’m never gone long. God bless retirement. I hope you don’t mind me asking: Am I right in thinking you’re living here alone?”

			It’s the first time anyone has actually asked me this in real life—most people have just inferred it—and now it hits me like falling masonry.

			“Yes,” I answer with pitch-perfect joviality, in spite of the gut-punch. “Just me, I’m afraid.”

			Pam scoffs. “Afraid, my arse. Me, too, yes. I tried having a man in the house—total waste of time. Let’s be honest, it’s extra laundry and terrible television, isn’t it?”

			I laugh, the sound, as much as the impulse, surprising me.

			“Yes, I had a narrow escape, too,” I confide.

			“Good for you, dear. It takes a lot to change everything, to go it alone. And we single ladies have to look out for each other, yes?” she says, more statement than question. “That’s the reason I’ve popped by,” she continues, aware she has my full attention now. “You see, I had a similar police situation a few years back: locked myself out of the house, had to break the side window and crawl back in. Rather mortifyingly the police arrived mid-maneuver, and laid it on thick, the full nine yards. Utterly shaming.”

			I want to grab her, hug her.

			“Pam, it was awful.”

			“Don’t I know it. Now,” she begins, another handbrake topic change as she pulls a bulky envelope from her bag, its contents jangling inside, as she hands it to me, “here are my spare keys. I’d like to trust you with them. Just in case I get locked out again, or, God forbid, lose my set. I thought it might be useful if we exchanged keys. Us both flying solo, so to speak. Marina and Chris, at Number Fifteen, had mine before; but I thought us exchanging might be more mutually beneficial,” she says, throwing me an inquiring glance.

			I look down at the package already in my hands, my mind scrambling for a polite way to decline the questionable privilege being offered. What-ifs are careening through my mind: What if she gets robbed and blames me? What if I somehow manage to sleepwalk directly into her house? What if she’s absolutely insane and these aren’t her keys and she just wants mine so she can sneak in here and murder me?

			But what slipped in past all the other noise in my head: Chris. The name of the man who made Marina cry.

			Pam is staring at me as my thoughts flash back over what she’s just said.

			“Sorry. You want me to give you a set of my house keys now, too?” I clarify.

			“That’s the idea, dear,” Pam answers, then, after another silence: “Trust me, it only takes one locked-out experience to change your mind about spare-key swaps. And in case you’re worried, I’m not going to use them to snoop around your house. All due respect, I couldn’t care less. Have a think, put them in a sealed envelope if you want to, and drop them round. Only if it’s something you want to do.”

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 16

				The Woman—23 Months Ago

			
			She likes the slow inexorability of their relationship; everything about it feels right, steady, grounded. It’s hardly too impulsive, by any stretch of the imagination.

			So that when he finally says the words she has been waiting to hear, she’ll know in her heart it is real, and isn’t merely a passing moment, or sudden flare of emotion.

			She has wanted to say it to him before now, but has been careful not to be the one to say it first, just in case.

			This evening, he met her outside work, down the road, in fact, not wanting to ambush her while with her work friends. She appreciated the gesture.

			She’s told her friends she is seeing someone, but only in passing, something in her wanting to keep him solely for herself, as if to prevent contamination.

			She still hasn’t told her mother. There no longer seems a point. She can already imagine all the things her mother would say about the relationship anyway, all the subtle barbs, barbs she would deny were even barbs.

			She knows her own mother does not see her as the shining trophy she wanted as a daughter.

			Simon walked her to the Tube, and told her to trust him; he was taking her somewhere special. They changed lines twice, and for the first time since being a kid, she didn’t even look at the Tube map. She let him take control.

			He gestured for them to get off at Hyde Park, where he led her deep into an open grassy space. Night had fallen, the Victorian park lights glowing like props in Mary Poppins. And there on the grass, in the middle of Hyde Park, he’d laid out a wool blanket and emptied his backpack: a picnic.

			Looking at the little spread, she felt treasured. By the ceremony, by his effort.

			Wrapped in his arms, she sipped Champagne and ate the strawberries and the chocolates he’d bought her in the cooling evening air, his body warm against hers. And that is when he said it.

			“I need you to know that I love you.”

			She wanted to say it straight back, her heart bursting, hot with it inside her. But instead, she held it a little longer and said with calm inevitability, “I feel the same way.”

			She was glad it came out like that. He squeezed her tight, the tickle of his warm breath on her ear.

			“I would do anything for you. Do you know that?” he told her. “To keep you close, keep you safe.”

			She’d smiled. She didn’t know yet what that might mean. She turned to him, kissed his nose playfully.

			“Have you ever said that before?” she asked.

			She caught the flicker in his eyes and berated herself for the stupid question, her mother’s voice whispering through her thoughts.

			But Simon smiled. “I said it once,” he answered, “but I was young, you know? We both were. I thought I knew what love was back then, but obviously I didn’t. This is it.”

			The words burst open, warm and comforting in her chest.

			After that night, he stayed over at hers almost every night. He had a house in North London, she knew, but she had yet to see it. Sometimes when her mother’s voice was particularly noisy in her head, she would almost convince herself that Simon already had a wife in that house, kids even, and that was why he never invited her back to his.

			After all, he had everything—this handsome, successful, career-driven man, with a home and that easy approachable way he had about him—it would almost make sense that she would only be a sideline to his real life.

			Her with her middle-management job, her rental flat, her work friends, and her thirtieth birthday already a couple of years behind her.

			It would be another four months before she sees inside his house and finds no second life. And she will be so impressed with his world, for a while. And for another six months, after that, they will be so happy, the stage seemingly set for their perfect future together.

			It will be a dream, until it isn’t.

			Until she wishes, more than anything, that she had told just one person the name of the man she had been seeing, that she had told one person where she was going, where he lived, or about the fact that sometimes her wonderful, handsome, funny, clever, incredibly successful boyfriend woke in the middle of the night screaming.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 17

				A Clear Warning

			
			After Pam is gone, I look down at the lumpy envelope in my hands.

			Upstairs, I wedge it in between mortgage papers and insurance details in my filing cabinet. I notice she has written her name on the back of the packet in tiny, neatly spaced letters: Pam Howden.

			I instantly Google her. Her LinkedIn fills the screen: she’s a retired GP, a former county rower, a local school trustee, and local wild-swim coordinator.

			Trustworthy.

			I pop my own keys in an envelope, jot a quick thank-you note to her for her kind offer, and head over to her house to post them through her letterbox.

			I trust her. And the little, anxious voice in my head reassures me that even if she’s secretly a psychopath, I have an alarm. I could quite easily physically overpower her.

			Package delivered, I head back to mine, and as I reopen my own front door, a message pings up on my phone.

			I do not recognize the number, a random string of unmemorable digits. For a gut-wrenching second, I wonder if it might be from Ben, somehow, one final insult or indignity, but then I realize it’s not an international number.

			My relief disappears as soon as I open the message and read.

			Got your missing cat back then, I presume?!

			I screenshotted your photo of him on the group, and your number. But I see you’ve now deleted them. Kindly stop filming my wife and me. Or we will contact the police.

			I stare, horrified at the message. A shot of adrenaline shoots through me.

			Whoever sent this could have seen me just now, going over to Pam’s. They could be watching from one of the windows. I slip back into my house, trying to show as little concern as I can. If it is Chris, Marina’s partner, he could well stride across the street at any moment and confront me. I quickly shut the door behind me.

			In the cool of the hallway, I swallow hard and force myself to breathe.

			I wait for the wave of panicky, jumbled thoughts to pass, then think the message through again. Who could it be? There is only a number, no photo or name. It could be anyone.

			The message, I realize, can’t be from Chris. There is no way either of them saw Blue recording their argument; they didn’t even look in the direction of the camera. I would have seen them see us.

			Unless Blue returned there today.

			I sit down hard on the hall floor. Oh God, that sounds like the kind of thing Blue could have done. But I won’t be able to see what Blue has done until he gets home tonight. Then I recall the footage I was about to watch before Pam arrived, the video Blue recorded yesterday.

			I bite my lip, then quickly block the number and delete the message. I definitely don’t want this person calling me.

			And while the message is gone, the issue, I know, is still very much there, even if I can’t see it.

			My phone instantly begins to vibrate in my hand, an incoming call. I drop it into my lap in horror. But it is a number my phone recognizes: a company I used to work with when I first started my career. I straighten instantly, pull myself together, and answer as if I weren’t sitting on my hall floor, my life in tatters.

			“No, no. I totally understand.” I am beaming into the phone five minutes later. “Of course, and I appreciate you saying that, Melanie. No not at all, it’s fine. I’m looking into a few more opportunities. Yes. Great to catch up, though. Okay, bye.”

			I hang up and stare into space, my soul absent from my body.

			Okay, I conclude after a moment. On to the next.

			With that, I head upstairs to the spare room and bloody-mindedly send off two new query emails to rival companies.

			

			—

			It isn’t until Blue returns home that night, as I’m tidying up the kitchen before bed, that I see the collar swinging from his neck and remember the unwatched footage.

			As always, watching him eat is oddly calming. I should watch the video, I urge myself, just in case. Just in case I bump into whoever it was who saw the camera and sent that message—though of course I am aware I could really do without any more drama. I am now a medicated woman. But if someone is threatening me and Blue with the police, I should probably find out who. I resolve to watch it upstairs in bed.

			Finally, Blue’s soft, furry features rise from his bowl, his belly full, his meow satisfied. I bend and remove his collar and put it on charge beside the microwave.

			He slurps water and ambles over as I collect my laptop and the paper pharmacy bag containing my new meds, which I’m more than a little apprehensive about taking for the first time tonight.

			That said, I am even more scared of waking up in the garden, or out on the street, after wandering around unconscious in my pajamas all night.

			Blue headbutts my legs, sensing my distraction.

			“Yep. It’ll be fine, I know,” I agree, filling a glass with water to take up with me. “Come on—let’s go to bed.”

			Once I’m safely tucked under the sheets, Blue sprawled out beside me, already half-asleep, his chest slowly rising and falling, I press play on yesterday’s video.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 18

				Cat Camera

			
			We are moving slowly along a wall, the camera swinging from side to side. This is our street; I recognize the backs of a few houses.

			A washing line, its bed sheets sailing in the morning breeze, then a garden dotted with raised beds, protected with gossamer bird-proof netting.

			We reach the next garden and catch sight of a human. We are only a few houses down from mine.

			We stop, sit, watch. It is a man in a sports cap, back to us, in gym gear. He is eating at a garden table, behind him the most enormous architectural glass extension I have ever seen. We rise and move closer. He is eating scrambled eggs straight out of a small Tupperware container that is raised so close to his mouth that he barely needs to fork it in, his face still partially obscured.

			His back door is open. We plop effortlessly down onto his grassy lawn, and I scrub forward until Blue does the inevitable and enters the house.

			We slip past the distracted homeowner, and the renovation rolls out before us, breathtakingly airy and light, the garden somehow seeming to mesh seamlessly into the vast glass back of the house. The footprint of this house is very similar to my own, though mine does not, of course, have this architectural wonder of an extension.

			Blue scampers behind the kitchen island and, once safe, turns back to look out at the man.

			Then I see, with a sudden bump of adrenaline, that the man on the terrace is Matt.

			I sit up fast, Blue looking over at me with mild displeasure. Back on the screen I see Matt’s house, only four doors along from me—the house I walked him to with the pram—not his renovation site a few streets away.

			Wait. Did Matt send me that threatening text?

			No, it can’t have been. I check the time stamp; I’ve seen him since this was recorded, and he seemed fine; he even asked me out for coffee again.

			Onscreen it is morning, a few hours before I met him near his second house. Matt has been to the gym, his T-shirt damp under the arms and on the chest, his skin glistening, his hair half-hidden under a cap.

			He looks good—I instantly get a kick of self-admonishment, the fact that I shouldn’t be watching this beyond evident. I should fast-forward and focus on who it was who saw Blue’s collar and sent me that message.

			I pause. Matt’s face is frozen on the screen. My fingers move to scrub the recording on, but instead I press play.

			The camera swoops, with dronelike ease, revealing the glass extension, its jutting, unexpected angles, its experimental form. I recall Matt saying he designed it himself, and if he’d invited me in that first day we met, I know now that the impact of it would have literally stopped me in my tracks. Without a doubt, this house is a lot more expensive than mine.

			Blue scans the kitchen: a large, family-friendly double fridge; expensive, luxury cooking appliances; a mixer for making all those cupcakes with his child when she gets old enough; a steamer to get in those healthy vegetables; a state-of-the-art sound system that will no doubt pump out “Bluey” and “Baby Shark” before too long, where it once no doubt played Radiohead and Eno.

			But then something snags in my mind. This kitchen is immaculate. There’s no mess here, and, more to the point, no actual baby paraphernalia, and no baby or evidence of a mother on maternity leave, just beautifully clean surfaces…not a sterilizer or bottle rack in sight.

			There is actually no evidence of a family except my own imaginings of one. I look again: a fully stocked wine cooler, and inside, a raft of expensive Champagne bottles: the pop of yellow of Veuve Clicquot, the signature green-gold shield on Dom Pérignon.

			The order here is breathtaking: lined up on the counter, beside a gleaming coffee-shop-grade coffee machine, a full array of syrups, and biscuits stacked artfully in matching glass jars, like a sweet shop, stormy swirls of Carrara marble running behind it all. If this is what his current house looks like, I can’t imagine what his renovation will end up looking like.

			We slink along the skirting, careful to avoid detection as we skip up the three steps into the hallway and safely out of the homeowner’s view.

			The hallway’s wooden floorboards look recently laid, their finish Scandinavian in style. On the antique wooden hall table, tall, lollipop-type dried flowers rest in a rough-hewn ceramic vase, beside that a large vine-tomato-scented candle from a well-known Spanish designer, and next to it a small stack of mail.

			By the front door, six sparsely populated hallway hooks hold only one, distinctly male, coat and an umbrella.

			I stop the video and lean in to the screen.

			One coat?

			I know it’s summer, but one coat is a little odd. No wife’s coat. And now that I think about it, no pram clogging up this whole beautiful aesthetic. Where is his family?

			Is he divorced, too?

			They’re probably just out—that would explain the absence of people, coats, and pram. They’re probably just out.

			I press play again.

			The stairs leading up into the house are unencumbered with shoes, or wet-wipe packets, the banisters free of draped sunhats and hastily whipped-off pram blankets. Instead, it looks recently hoovered, a chic jute runner tidily leading up into the rest of his quiet house.

			An odd feeling comes over me. I don’t think they are out. I don’t think Matt has a wife, or a baby.

			But I saw his baby. Didn’t I?

			I draw back as we look up to see a chandelier of origami birds dangling: the birds, like crystals, jostle slightly in the warm breeze blowing in from the open back door.

			The fixtures in here are intricate, beautiful, and expensive, almost like in a trendy hotel lobby rather than the home of a young parent. Matt’s house is not what I imagined, at all.

			Instead of the newborn bomb site I expected—what I remember heart-achingly from my friends’ early-parenting days, with their puree-smeared upholstery, unexpected and uncategorizable mess, the used plates of half-eaten toast, and babyproofed furniture—I am greeted by one of the most immaculate homes I have ever seen.

			I recall friends, who had been stylish and on top of life pre-baby, forced unwillingly into a chaotic world of mess and uncertainty.

			We enter the sitting room. It is white: white walls, white rug, and a white sofa.

			I pause the video again and stare at it.

			There’s not a stain on it. And the whole white room is spotless.

			This is not a baby’s house. It can’t be. Who is this man, and whose baby did he have?

			I restart the video.

			We approach a low glass coffee table that sits, like an island, at the white rug’s center. Blue rises and rubs his chin on the glass table’s angled edge. Books are stacked artfully on the table’s surface. The glass is clear and unsmudged, the books in mint condition.

			The table’s angled edges are lethal and at exact baby height. Sharp edges are everywhere in this room, everywhere in this house.

			We glide farther into the room. It is sparsely minimal, no toys, knickknacks, signs of any other people living here.

			There’s a chance Matt and his partner might have bought all this sharp, white furniture pre-baby, but how long pre-baby? Because the house looks newly decorated. I try to remember what Matt told me, but I realize he didn’t really tell me much; I just enjoyed his charm and the ease of the conversation.

			I scrub farther forward; we trot double speed up his jute-lined stairs and peep into a bedroom.

			There is no one there: a window open, the breeze ruffling the blind, a desk with the standard large Mac desktop. It is a home office: on its walls hang large, framed photographs of architectural buildings that loom down at us.

			I scrub forward, my curiosity piqued to the point of irritation. My frown deepens: another spare room. A bed, neatly made, a chair, a bedside table, and lamp. Nothing else.

			I scrub again, as we zip up another flight of stairs, to the final, and largest, bedroom.

			Light pours into the sparse, wood-floored room from the two large windows, the linen blinds fluttering.

			We scan the space: a double bed, covered in pastel-hued sheets and pillowcases. The room is pale, with floor-to-ceiling shelves on either side of the bed housing artful terra-cotta and ceramic pots.

			Only one side of the bed seems to be in use, with one bedside table with books, a clock, a neat charger tray, Tylenol, and a quarter-full glass of water. The other nightstand holds only a lamp.

			One wardrobe. One functioning nightstand. No baby. And a man eager to meet for coffee.

			But we do not stop to investigate further. In two bounds, we are up on the shelves and then the windowsill, dipping under the blind, and breaking out onto the sun-soaked roof ledge that connects all of the houses on our street.

			There is no crib in Matt’s house.

			Matt must live alone.

			My rational mind says that they must be divorced, separated, the mother and child living elsewhere, but I can’t help but think there is something slightly off here.

			I force myself to stop. Matt’s wife and baby are not locked away somewhere in this house, as he sits outside eating scrambled eggs. My thought spiral is now getting ridiculous.

			We glide along the ledge, the drop beside us a twenty-five-foot fall straight onto wrought-iron fencing, tarmac, or the parked cars beneath.

			Up here, windows flash past—other lives stored away inside.

			A gull passes low over the void beside us, drawing our eye, and the London skyline bursts into view through the simmering summer-heat haze.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 19

				Cat Camera

			
			Blue wanders along the rooftops. I scrub on: walls, trellis, trees, bushes, the backs of brick buildings…

			Suddenly I stop. A man is kneeling in his large back garden at an upturned bike, tools spread on a blanket. He is in his mid-sixties, pale-faced, and slack-cheeked, wearing a cap and a windbreaker. He’s in good shape for his age, with an athletic physique and a full head of thick gray hair, but from the look of the back of his house, his barbecue set, and tidily arranged plastic patio furniture, I can tell he doesn’t own a Bentley. And while not unattractive, exactly, there is a distinctly disappointed, tightly wound quality to this man, as if he might live several days in the space of one morning.

			I find myself wondering how far down our road he lives, and how far we have come to get here.

			The man’s face is hard-set, a frown of concentration firmly in place. After a moment, he leans back from his work on the bike chain, gingerly spins the back wheel, and watches intently as it circles.

			He reels back from it, apoplectic with rage, his face contorted as he lashes the bike frame to the ground, rises over it, and gives it a hefty kick. He turns from it and paces away from it, attempting, it seems, to calm himself, wandering now in wide circles, his hands rubbing over his irritated face.

			Becalmed, and clearly regretful, he heads back to the fallen bike and rights it.

			We shift along the wall warily, our gaze staying firmly on the man.

			His hands have come to rest on his hips now, and he sighs deeply as he takes in the bike, shakes his head, says what looks like: “For fuck’s sake.”

			The man’s head whips fast to the back door of the house, a woman in a bath towel, hair wet, having poked her head out to ask him something. He heads toward her; we cannot see his response.

			The woman smiles warmly, satisfied, before slipping back into the house. The man turns back to the broken bike and then suddenly looks directly up at us.

			He looks surprised to see us, then his face softens, and he squats and snaps his fingers, beckoning us over.

			I feel the muscles inside me tighten now, too.

			I brace for the full extent of what Blue may have recorded.

			After a moment of consideration, we leap down, the green of the lawn rising fast to meet us as we land softly and look at him. He is smiling, pleased to see us.

			We head toward him, the man extending his hand to bridge the distance. He scratches the chin above us, the footage shuddering with the vibration of Blue’s purr. He does not seem to notice the lens trained on him.

			He stands and beckons us into his house, holding open the back door.

			I feel the legally minded part of my brain kick into gear, noting the fact that this man literally invited my cat into his home.

			Once inside, we survey the space. It is very well ordered, but unlike Matt’s kitchen or my own, this is a prefabricated, fitted kitchen, without an extension. On the wall, by the back door, a cream-colored sign dangles, golden words spelling out the phrase Coffee Pairs Nicely with Silence!

			We watch as the man pulls a carton of full-fat milk out of his fridge. He pours it into a hastily sourced olive dish, which he places delicately onto the floor, its swirling floral design just visible above the surface of the white liquid.

			The furry chin above us lowers into the dish and we bob rhythmically, over and over, into the milk bowl, dark, light, dark, light, dark, as Blue drinks.

			I try not to think what the vet would say about what is happening, about what the full-fat milk will do to poor Blue’s diabetic blood-sugar levels and his digestion. At least he’s having a lovely time, I force myself to think, though my anger at this man is escalating.

			The bowl is empty, and the woman has reappeared and is crouching in front of us. She is dressed now, her hair tied back wet. She pets us, her smile broadening, as Blue leans in to it, her mouth moving, though her words are not audible.

			Then it happens: her eyes flick directly into the camera’s aperture. You can see the second it clicks in her mind, what she is looking at, what the glowing green light on the collar means. Her smile stutters to a stop. Her eyes narrow, all her softness instantly gone.

			She squints at us through the lens, her face a mask of disgust. She rises quickly, out of shot, and for a moment only her slippers and legs are visible, like in an old-time cartoon.

			This must be them, the husband and wife who sent the message. Not Marina and Chris at all.

			Suddenly, we are hauled up into the air. We are in the bike man’s arms as he bundles us back out into the garden.

			Above us, the sky is a cloudless cerulean blue.

			The man throws us down, we land deftly, and thunder away from the man and his house, leaping back up onto the garden wall in one fluid bound. We skip along fast, adrenaline pumping, the glowing windows and back doors of houses flashing past, a drop of milk still clinging to the furry chin above us, in spite of everything.

			We reach a junction of walls. We sit, the camera rising and sinking fast with Blue’s panicked, exerted breath. It takes a long time for the movement to slow, for him to calm enough to bend and lick his paws. Yesterday’s video ends.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 20

				Cat Camera

			
			I straighten in the bed. Blue shifts lazily beside me, displeased by the motion.

			So now I know who sent me that message.

			I try not to let my anger toward this man overpower everything—a man who lured my cat into his house, fed him something he shouldn’t have, and chased him away without any consideration to how scary that might be for a small animal.

			I need to sleep. I need rest, not stress—doctor’s orders.

			But there’s one unwatched video left.

			Today’s video.

			The thumbnail stares back at me enticingly. I click on it and ease back onto the pillows to let it wash over me.

			Lush emerald lawns, blue summer sky, red-brick moss-pocked walls, and half-open windows glinting blindly in the sunlight.

			Birds taking flight. I scrub on through, wondering whether to give up and go to sleep, but other than the run-in with the bike man, Blue’s life looks so relaxing, so carefree. I yawn, eyes batting closed, and lazily open.

			Onscreen, the sky judders into pavement, then thorny bushes, side walls, rooftops, the timer runs and runs as I near the end of the recording. I lose focus a little, and then a haunted face suddenly appears, filling the screen.

			“Fuck.” I pull back, fast, from the screen, slamming the pause button, the video freezing instantly.

			A person, a woman, her eyes frantic, wild with panic. My gaze whips over her frozen features. I am certain that I have never seen her before. I would remember if I had, because her face is heavily injured, large, blossoming bruises purpling her eye and cheekbone, her lip split and swollen. She stares back at me from her window.

			“Oh my God,” I whisper. “What is this, Blue?” I ask him, turning to look at him, but his warm, fluffy body does not stir; his breathing remains steady.

			I know the answer. The words from Blue’s collar scream out in my mind. This must be the person who scratched the words.

			This is the Help Me.

			Blue has gone back to her.

			“Oh God,” I chant over and over again, self-soothing.

			Finger poised over play, I hesitate.

			But I need to know more. Perhaps I’m misunderstanding this, misreading things, sleepwalking while awake.

			I lean in to the screen and drag the cursor back to the last shot of greenery before the face appeared onscreen, and I press play.

			We are in a garden. It is secluded, with tall bamboo screening out the back and side walls.

			We glide over well-tended grass toward a low, thin basement window, almost obscured by the tangle of a bush. We squeeze through the branches to where bright light is visible beyond the glass.

			We nudge on through the snagging, dense tangle, and the room inside comes into view behind a thick set of metal bars.

			A sickening dread rises up inside me. It looks like a prison.

			My stomach drops as I see inside the room. The floor is covered in gray carpet tiles, the walls clad in pale plywood, its rivets visible at every join.

			There is only a metal framed bed, a bare table, a wooden chair, a sink, a toilet, and a person. She hasn’t noticed us yet. She is lying on the floor, a pillow from the bed under her head.

			I cannot tear my eyes away. I scan for a door, to disprove the theory growing in my head, that this woman is trapped, but there is none. Or rather I cannot see one. I scan for the outline of one but we are too far away.

			It is a cell.

			The figure on the floor spins around fast, noticing something at the window looking in. She bolts up and dashes over to the window with a terrifying immediacy. Her movements are lopsided. She is injured—she cannot use her left leg properly. But it is clear that she is very pleased to see Blue as she moves closer.

			Now inches away, just behind the glass, I can see her more clearly. Her hair is roughly cut, short and uneven, her features beautiful but bruised purple and sickly green around her cheekbone, eye, and lip.

			She has locked sights on Blue, above her, tears forming in her frantic eyes. The clothes she is wearing look straight out of a packet—simple, anonymous—a bright-white T-shirt, black slacks, and white sports socks. She has no shoes.

			Suddenly, her head whips away from us, to look at the opposite wall, hearing something; someone is coming.

			Her face contorts in panic, and she raises her arms to shoo us away.

			We leap back and away as one of her hands bangs onto the glass.

			And we are running back into the bushes. I scrub on fast, looking for more, hoping that Blue will show me more. But there is no more of the woman, there are only gardens, grass, green blurring into brown, the backs of houses, walls, sky.

			The video ends.

			I blink at the blank screen, then swallow hard.

			Help Me.

			I click out of the video and check the time stamps: it was recorded this morning, somewhere in this neighborhood, beneath one of the houses surrounding me.

			I need to show this to the police.

			I head downstairs, leaving Blue fast asleep on my bed. I pace the kitchen for over an hour, weighing the pros and cons of taking the video straight to the police, before deciding that I have to.

			I will have to admit to illegally recording the video. I will face the consequences. If I am right, I could save her.

			But what if I’m not? I suddenly feel sick. I think of my new prescription meds in their paper bag on my bedside table upstairs. I think of the impossibly long day I have had, the even longer month and year preceding it.

			I look down at my pajamas, my bare feet, my hands trembling. I think of the way the police officers responded to me the night before. That was not good.

			What if I go to the police now, and I am wrong? God knows, it’s been a day.

			I should sleep first, rewatch the video in the morning, check that I am not going completely mad, and go first thing tomorrow, in the cold light of day. They can’t turn me away then.
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			Day Five

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 21

				Pics, or It Didn’t Happen

			
			All the footage is gone the next morning.

			I bolt up sharply in bed, dislodging the computer from my lap, just managing to catch it before it hits the floor.

			The footage of the woman in the basement is gone. Not just her footage, but all that preceded it: Matt, the bike man and his wife…gone.

			Blue stretches and yawns beside me, his breath warm and sweet.

			“It’s all gone, Blue,” I tell him. His warm golden eyes take me in impassively, before he lets out a hungry meow.

			Anxiety mounting, thoughts of the trapped woman pulsing through my mind, I search the app for an answer as to where the hell my evidence has gone. And finally I find the answer in all its infuriatingly bureaucratic simplicity: my three-day trial storage period lapsed at 4 a.m. this morning. I hadn’t signed up for the basic package so my footage was removed.

			Stricken with immediate panic I sweep out of bed, grab my wallet, pull out my card to desperately sign up for the £3.99 monthly basic package, my card shaking in my fingers.

			Subscription complete, I search the features to work out how to bring back the lost footage. Then finally, after prompting and re-prompting the app chatbot for several minutes, it informs me that unfortunately the footage was not permanently stored due to the lack of subscription plan and is no longer retrievable.

			It’s gone-gone. I collapse back onto the pillows, defeated.

			

			—

			Downstairs, Blue eats breakfast on the counter, while I sit at the table holding a coffee, staring into space, trying not to think about what an idiot I’ve been.

			There’s a grogginess even to my negative self-talk though, which makes me realize that perhaps my new tablets are stronger than I expected.

			If I want to be able to function in the mornings after taking them, I will probably need to stick to a half or single sleeping tablet instead of the recommended max of two that I took last night.

			But what smarts the most in all of this is that I have no idea if what I think I saw last night is even real. Not having it to check back this morning means I have no way of knowing.

			There’s a chance I drifted off to sleep momentarily while watching the footage last night and imagined the face, the room, the whole thing. I did feel my attention drift as I scrubbed the last video on. There could be no woman at all. It might be nothing more than my sleep deprivation and Ben’s true crime documentaries drifting into my half-sleeping mind.

			Moving here, starting again: this was supposed to be the bit where it all got better.

			I push my coffee away and stand abruptly.

			Blue looks over, sensing the shift. I pluck his camera collar from the charger and gently reattach it to him, as he sits patiently, chest puffed, letting me.

			“Just one more trip out, Blue,” I say, kissing his soft forehead. “Just so I know I’m not losing my marbles.”

			The black iris of the camera stares back at me, an all-seeing void. Recording. I open the back door and let him out, staying long enough to watch him disappear into the tall flower beds.

			

			—

			Ten minutes later, I’m at the chic local deli, standing in line for the raspberry pastel de nata Matt had recommended, in front of me cool twentysomethings, with their ecru trench coats, baseball caps, and Salomon sneakers, their laptops grasped in cases or slung in canvas totes. A sprinkling of thirty- and forty-year-olds, too, with clear-framed glasses and cashmere jumpers slung over shoulders, working remotely or chatting in small clusters at the few available tables; the women among them tap their cards at the register for takeaway coffee orders, their expensive bracelet stacks clattering.

			When I finally get to the front of the line, I order my pastry and a coffee, then take both to have on the outside seating, my nerves jittering as the sun warms my face. Around me, London seems to come alive for the first time since I moved back. I realize, unnervingly, that I feel safer here than on my own in my house.

			Voices mingle and shift; I sip my coffee, warm and pleasantly bitter. I am part of the crowd now, invisible but not alone. This is how animals must feel in the wild. Protection in numbers.

			I take a breath; everything is going to be OK.

			And then my sun is blocked.

			I squint up and see a man with his back to me chatting to a woman in line; I catch the name: Greg. So, this is the Greg Pam mentioned, and he is, as I suspected, the same man I saw in running shorts on my first day. This is the man who Pam told me had wanted to buy my house and owns the two either side of mine.

			I try to block out the noise of the café so I can isolate his words.

			“No, she doesn’t know. Obviously, there’s no way she’d be living here if she knew,” he tells the woman in the cherry-red cardigan. She frowns, clearly concerned.

			“But what if she works it out?” the woman asks, with a shake of the head at the imagined implications of that.

			Greg shrugs. “We’ll see, I guess. We had a scare the other day. The police arrived at her house, middle of the night. It was weird. Then nothing. I don’t know what’s up with her. Pam says to leave it be. I don’t know. But every day I’m thinking shouldn’t we just get on with it and—”

			He stops abruptly as a redhead with a large Irish wolfhound asks to squeeze past him. He smiles politely and lets her pass, suddenly turning in my direction.

			I spin away in my seat in case he catches a glimpse of my face. When I peek back around, they have disappeared inside. I blink, the sunlight suddenly blinding now that the shadow of the queue has moved on.

			I feel my face flush, and the deli I had momentarily felt calm and safe in now feels like a microscope slide I have been affixed to for examination. I pull out my phone, open the message app, and tap on Arabella’s name. We haven’t spoken since she came over but I feel like I could ask her, couldn’t I?

			But what would I say? What’s wrong with my house, Arabella? Heard Greg gossiping about it. But what if she’s in the same camp as Pam and she doesn’t want me knowing—whatever this is—either? I’ve spoken to both of them recently; they had ample opportunity to tell me whatever “this” is. If it was in their interest to tell me wouldn’t they have already?

			I down the remainder of my coffee, grab my bag, and slip from my seat, joining the anonymous street traffic and regaining my invisibility, London embracing me, hiding me with its usual, unsentimental hive mentality as I desperately try to make sense of everything.

			I walk from the café to the canal, then cut down and walk all the way to the river, my thoughts finally loose and free as I stride alongside the wide and choppy waters of the Thames: liners and water taxis glide beneath and cut white waves in its surface all the way to where the river bends and they disappear from sight, the gusting wind over the water battering those brave enough to be out on the sunny boat decks, cold spray spritzing them, their eyes squinting against it.

			As I walk back over Millennium Bridge from the Tate Modern, hair whipping my face, my mind finally begins to clear. The couple at Number 15. The angry bike man and his threatening message. Greg’s conviction that I would never have moved onto the street if I’d known.

			And the footage.

			Of the basement window.

			How the woman limped.

			I stop suddenly, someone bumping my shoulder as they rush past, and pull out my phone to open my internet browser.

			I tap the address of my new house into the search bar.

			Sales photos and listings for my house fill the screen, going back all the way to the 1990s: unflattering photos of it with old box aerial televisions on entertainment cabinets, Artex ceilings, and flouncy floral curtains.

			I scroll through two pages of internet searches before results morph from 18 Northcroft Road into 18 North Court Street, Edinburgh.

			I tap the street name alone into the internet search, then click on the news tab. Only the top result is relevant, an article about the street’s annual charity-fundraising party from the local gazette.

			Maybe Greg’s comment was about something pedestrian like my house being riddled with damp—which wouldn’t be ideal but would definitely not be as off-putting as anything else my thoughts have conjured.

			Just as they might currently be conjuring a nightmare happening somewhere else on the street, in a basement. Yet I know she is real, the video was real.

			All I need is to get her on film one more time and take that footage to the police.

			My thoughts stumble once more, doubt creeping into my still-bleary-around-the-edges thoughts: What if there is something wrong with my mind, if it’s not solely a question of sleepwalking? What if no matter how real what I saw feels, it wasn’t? There’s a chance I’m not right and there was no woman.

			I think of Blue out there now, collar on, filming, breaking the law, and wonder if perhaps I might have put myself in a very vulnerable position. A criminal caution would destroy my chances of getting the kind of job I want. I could so easily send myself down a track that is impossible to come back from, all on the basis of a feeling, the memory of something.

			

			—

			When I return to the house, Blue is not yet back. Doubt compounds inside me.

			I resign myself to the fact he might not be back until the evening. So there is no more I can do until then.

			I am about to head up to the spare room office when the doorbell sounds.

			I swivel on the bottom step and look at the unknown figure through the glass; there’s no pretending I’m not in, as I imagine they can see me as well as I can see them.

			The shadow waves at me through the frosted glass.

			I wave back.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 22

				The Woman—11 Months Ago

			
			“That’s what I’m trying to tell you: She wasn’t. My daughter wasn’t like that,” Cynthia tells the policewoman. Then quickly corrects her use of the past tense: “She isn’t like that. She’s not the sort of person to quit her job and suddenly take off.”

			The atmosphere is tense in Cynthia’s citrus-fresh suburban kitchen; this is her third warning from the local police.

			Since her daughter’s disappearance one month ago, Cynthia has made her presence felt at the local station, to the extent that she has been warned to “take a breather.”

			PC Mountford, the attending female officer, remains kind, dispatching having chosen her to attend for precisely this reason. “Try to see this from our standpoint, a legal standpoint, Mrs. Derwent. Your daughter isn’t responding to your messages or calls, but she still appears to be very active on social media, and she’s paying her bills, so she must have some means of income. Besides, no one else has reported her missing. Her friends are still receiving social media responses from her—and it appears she did warn them she was changing her phone number due to a family issue.”

			Cynthia pushes her dry palms to her eyes and lets out an unintentional groan. “I know all this, the stupid girls at her work think I’m the problem too. They hardly knew her. No one is listening to me: I’m her mother, and I am telling you. Look, she abruptly ended her tenancy at her flat and slipped off the face of the earth. Tell me that’s not enough to at least look into it? Let’s say this…if you just look into what I’m asking, that’s the last you’ll ever hear from me.”

			There’s a loaded moment in the room, the officers momentarily unsure if what she is asking is reasonable or, in some way, inappropriate.

			The policewoman’s face sets a little. “There’s no reason to open a missing-person case. Her landlord showed us her end-of-tenancy emails—it’s all perfectly legitimate. People make impulsive decisions. It’s not illegal to ghost people, even your own mother, I’m afraid. There’s no cause for police action here.” Then, on a personal note, she adds, “I’m sure she’ll get back in touch soon. These things tend to blow over. Were there any disagreements between you recently? Anything that might explain her not answering your calls?”

			Cynthia bristles at the question.

			“It’s nothing like that,” she answers carefully. “We never argued. We haven’t had so much as a disagreement since she was a teenager. She’s never been a particularly opinionated girl.”

			The “girl” Mrs. Derwent is discussing is thirty-two. PC Mountford clears her throat to speak. A clearer picture is beginning to emerge of this woman and her ghosting daughter. PC Mountford’s own mother’s words reverberating in her head: If you can’t tell who the arsehole is in the relationship, it’s probably you.

			“Have you tried to speak to her boyfriend/partner?” Mountford asks. “Perhaps he might be a good go-between for you to repair the relationship?”

			Cynthia hacks out a laugh, her features tightening. “She didn’t have a boyfriend! She was very much single.”

			There is a leaden silence. PC Mountford shares a look with the male officer standing by the kitchen door. He raises his eyebrows, then shakes his head. It is clear Cynthia is being let into something confidential.

			“Wait, what?!” Cynthia asks, incredulous. “You’re telling me she does have a boyfriend? When did he miraculously appear?”

			PC Mountford is still looking at the male officer, an unspoken exchange under way; he dithers, then shrugs at Mountford.

			PC Mountford turns back to Cynthia, clearly reluctant. “According to your daughter’s landlord, she’d been seeing him regularly for just over a year before she left.”

			Cynthia’s neck mottles as she reddens. She feels her credibility evaporating, but she refuses to go out without a fight. “A year? This is absolute fantasy; I mean, think about it! How would I not know she’d been seeing someone for a year?”

			The officers stare at Cynthia, the room pregnant with the answer to her question.

			“Oh, I see what you’re doing,” Cynthia rejoins. “You’ve convinced yourselves this is all down to me: the awful mother. I’m someone to be lied to and avoided, at all costs. A mother anyone would walk out on.” She looks between them. “Well, it wasn’t like that. I’m not perfect but I know her. And I know something is wrong. You should be out there looking for her.”

			PC Mountford lowers her gaze. The job can be depressing sometimes, she knows. People can be heartbreakingly myopic.

			“Mrs. Derwent,” the male officer chips in finally, “would it make you feel better if we went and checked on your daughter at her forwarding address?”

			Cynthia looks up. “There’s a forwarding address? Her landlord told me there was no forwarding address.”

			PC Mountford rolls her eyes at the male officer.

			“We can’t pass that on to you either without your daughter’s consent,” he clarifies, “but we can go and check to see if she’s okay.”

			Cynthia swallows her pride and acquiesces. This is the first action anyone has suggested.

			“Yes, yes, please. That would make me feel much better.”

			PC Mountford gives Cynthia a consolatory smile. “Right, okay, then. But if all is well with her, we’ll put a lid on all this, yes?”

			“If Anna’s safe and happy, of course. You’ll never hear from me again,” Cynthia agrees.

			“We’ll swing by there this afternoon,” the male officer promises. “We’ll be in contact, okay?”

			A sprig of hope lifts toward the light inside Cynthia, in spite of the fact that she knows, in her bones, that her daughter won’t be at this new address, because her daughter isn’t ignoring her; she is long gone. And the seventy-two hours they had to make the most of that knowledge passed weeks ago. Cynthia tries to push the statistics on missing persons from her mind.

			She knows she shouldn’t say what she’s about to say but she can’t stop herself.

			“And, if she’s not okay, if there’s no one there, at this new address? I think you should look into who this boyfriend is, because I’ve sure as shit never heard of him.”

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 23

				Putting a Name to a Face

			
			When I open the door, I see a movie star on my doorstep.

			Aoife Doherty turns and takes a heartbeat to size me up before giving me a breathtaking smile, an elegant dance of white teeth, sparkle, and instant intimacy.

			“Oh my God,” she burrs, in an Irish brogue that half the world must be familiar with. “I am so sorry about the package. Melvyn’s chewed my ear off. I’m a liability—what can I say? You’ve had my parcel clogging up your lovely new place since you moved in.”

			She looks genuinely mortified, and I wish old me, me from a few days ago, could be here to enjoy our much-anticipated meeting, but it takes everything I have left not to tell her in the nicest possible way to get lost.

			“Melvyn?” I ask.

			“Yeah, the postman, Melvyn,” she clarifies, like we’re old friends, and we know a lot of Melvyns.

			She suddenly grimaces. “Sweet Jesus, is he not called Melvyn? Have I just been calling him that? Where did I get fucking Melvyn from? Oh my God.”

			I bark out a laugh in spite of myself, in spite of, or maybe because of, everything.

			“I’m sorry if I woke you the other night, with the house alarm?” I feel unhelpful, embarrassing emotions rising up inside me and take a big breath to still them. Aoife studies me, and while I’m sure none of that was visible, she puts a hand on my arm.

			“Oh God, yeah. I heard on the group chat. That’s the last thing you need after moving. I was on location in Cumbria the other night. I didn’t hear a thing from up there.” She grins.

			I force a smile. “Maybe a drink is fine. I need some company. I think I woke everyone else, though. Look, I’m really sorry, but I need to go,” I say, gesturing back into the house, leaving her to fill in the blanks: a Zoom call, a boiling pan, a pet-based emergency. Aoife raises an eyebrow, and I realize she’s probably not used to people not wanting to talk to her. I grab the Jiffy packet from the hall table and hand it to her.

			“Oh. Sure,” she concedes, taking her parcel and sliding it into her bag. “Thank you for this.” She smiles, her chin dipping to look at it, causing her glorious hair to fall forward across her face; she gives it a gentle swipe to clear strands out of her blue eyes. “Look, if you need anything, or someone to chat to, give me a message—my number’s on the group.”

			And then she turns and leaves.

			I watch her cross the street. She looks so strong and healthy and happy, so unlike the woman I remember from the video.

			I think of that woman in the basement, her eyes wide. It is only when an older woman walks by pushing a buggy, a toddler inside carrying a yellow plastic toy mobile phone in its little hand, that I realize I don’t know how long I’ve stood here.

			Closing the front door, I move back to the kitchen. There’s still no sign of Blue, so I sit to wait.

			An email alert pulls my attention to my phone. I am surprised to see, for the first time in a month, a positive response to an application I have made. I grab my laptop and flop into an armchair next to the window in the living room.

			A branding consultant at a fledging fashion house. I have researched them and they’ve got incredible reach via socials and have even managed to get stocked in a well-known London designer department store without a proper branding/marketing team. It’s exciting. But I have to force myself to feel that. I know I’d be great at this job, and usually I’d be really pumped at the prospect of taking something from the ground up.

			I’m replying with possible interview and start dates when a car horn blares short and sharp outside. I instinctively rise in my seat, fingers still on keyboard, and look out over the top of my screen.

			Down on the road, Aoife’s driver has pulled up. Double-parked outside her house, he honks again.

			Aoife races out. She’s now resplendent in gold heels and a chestnut skirt-suit. She is followed out of her front door by a team of women in North Face fleeces and leggings with clear-plastic makeup bags strung cross-body.

			Even from high up, she looks ethereal, perfect, gold-leaf eyeshadow and a slash of brown lipstick over her full lips. As I watch, she grimaces, fumbles her keys again, and storms back into her house. The other women erupt in concern, flustered, until Aoife bursts again out the front door, holding a crackled-gold Fendi Baguette aloft, tags still on.

			As she relocks her door, a gust of wind blows her tumbling, glossy hair out of place.

			The women’s hands fly up as Aoife stops and very gently rearranges her hair herself.

			It’s at that moment she looks up at my window and our eyes lock. I almost pull away but a warm smile breaks across her features at the sight of me. I do not pull away from the window. Instead I wave, and find her beam is contagious, feel my own spreading across my face. She gestures to her getup, a comically unsure look appearing on her perfectly made-up face. Without thinking, I bust out a chef’s kiss hand gesture and I watch her cackle before giving a wavering thumbs-up. Even people like her get nervous, I guess.

			The women draw her focus back, ushering her into the waiting car without creasing or smudging anything, artists packaging up their masterpiece and sending it to a viewing.

			The passenger doors slam and the car pulls away.

			I sink back into my seat and focus back on my screen. Suddenly another noise issues from the street below my window. It’s the distinct rumbling sound of an old-fashioned motor as a London black cab pulls up. More action on the street.

			I rise again, curiosity piqued.

			Below, a man I have not seen before thanks the driver and gets out with a carry-on bag.

			The cab rolls away as the man extends his bag’s handle and wheels it along the street. He’s in his late thirties, with dark-brown hair, tidy little thin-frame glasses, and a strong jaw. He is in good shape but clearly jet-lagged. A long flight, I guess.

			I watch to see which house he will go into. He stops suddenly outside Aoife’s, searching for keys in his pocket.

			I didn’t consider Aoife might have a boyfriend who isn’t famous, and there’s definitely something about him, with that tidy, gentle, intellectual look. Though I’m not sure I could see her going for someone as buttoned-up as he appears to be.

			He walks on past Aoife’s, on past Arabella’s, before he stops and lingers at Pam’s gate.

			He could be a friend of Pam’s: a son, perhaps, though she didn’t mention having kids with the man she had lived with.

			The man looks up at Pam’s front door, seems momentarily baffled, then shakes his head and opens the next gate. Number 15. I watch, confused, as he mounts the steps to Marina and Chris’s house, slides his key into the door, and enters.

			My eye catches the gold wedding band glinting on his finger as he turns back to lift his suitcase over the step, then shuts the door behind him.

			I relax into the cushions again.

			Is this man with glasses Chris, Marina’s husband? If so then who was the blond man in the video I lost?

			I knew there was something wrong with what I saw. Suddenly I feel a wave of vindication. I’m not going crazy; my instincts do still work after everything.

			I’ve stumbled upon an affair.

			I know what it feels like to have your relationship shattered and splintered apart from inside.

			But I need to fact-check. I think of Pam. Then suddenly recall Greg talking about Pam, and how she suggested he not tell me whatever it was he wanted to tell me.

			Then I think of Matt.

			I tap out a quick message and send:

			Coffee?

			Three dots appear on the phone screen. I wait for his response:

			It’s 6:30! You drink coffee

			at 6:30? Maybe a drink? 15mins

			at Cantina Bianchi?

			Maybe I need some company now. Maybe I’ve spent too much time on my own.

			I reply:

			Yeah, sure.

			A thumbs-up appears above my words.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 24

				We Make a Good Team

			
			Matt is wearing a dark Aran wool sweater and cobalt-blue shorts when I arrive ten minutes later than we discussed, due to the weather turning and me spending a good five minutes searching for an umbrella and hoping Blue would return before the downpour escalated. If he returns before I do, he’ll shelter under the patio furniture until I get back, like he used to at the old house.

			I select a wine at the bar and join Matt.

			He stands as I approach, and I’m taken aback to see the pram is parked up behind him, silence coming from within it. He gives me a smile that seems to travel straight into me, making my chest tight and warm.

			“Sorry,” he says. “Turns out you can’t leave them at home alone until they’re over thirteen.”

			I blush. “No, I’m sorry I’m late,” I counter.

			“Thought you were going to ghost-ship me,” he says, pulling out a chair for me by stretching right over the table, in an unnecessarily complex but considerate maneuver. I note he is not wearing a ring, just like in the Instagram photo. I shrug off my hastily grabbed jacket and sit.

			“Ghost-ship?” I ask.

			“When the person who arranged the event doesn’t turn up themselves,” he explains as if this were a term everyone used. It could be; it’s been a while.

			“God, I think I actually do that a lot,” I admit. “I always have great ambitions, then I get tired around seven.”

			“Yep, we’re that age.” He gives a weary laugh, and I am reminded of how tired he must actually be, with an infant. But where does it live?

			“How’s it going with…?” I start and stutter to a halt.

			“Isla?” he asks, pointing back at the pram. “Good. Well, I say good. She’s only been asleep for twenty minutes, so let’s see….”

			“And your wife?” I ask, as nonchalantly as is humanly possible.

			Matt looks confused by the question. “My…what?”

			“Your…partner?”

			“I don’t have a partner.” He looks confused.

			“Sorry—I meant Isla’s mother,” I correct carefully, though at this point maybe he is being a little obtuse.

			He looks completely horrified. “Oh my God. You think I’m her—? Isla isn’t my baby. I’m not a…dad. Wow, it hadn’t occurred to me that people would actually think I was the parent.”

			Isla stirs in her bassinet and groans. Matt winces and whips a finger up to his mouth, adjusting his volume accordingly.

			“Sorry, no, I’m not anyone’s dad. Isla is my sister’s baby. I don’t even have a girlfriend—that sounds weird. I mean I’m between girlfriends right now. Bad breakup. I am definitely not in a ‘relationship space,’ let alone a ‘dad space,’ right now.” He shakes his head, seemingly baffled at how his life could have ended up this way.

			My relief is tectonic. He is actively helping a new mother.

			“Oh. I see,” I manage, as normally as I can.

			“Yeah. My sister, Grace, is not having a great time,” he says, almost to himself. “Her husband’s already gone back to work; she’s drowning in new parenthood. Her whole life has changed, you know, like that.” He snaps his fingers. “Before and after.”

			“Postnatal depression?” I offer.

			He considers a moment before answering. “I would have said that before, but having witnessed her actual life now, I’d say she’s reacting pretty appropriately to the raw facts of her situation, to be honest. I mean, anyone would feel shit, given what she’s doing 24/7. It looks awful. I mean, Isla’s great, of course, what a cutie, but Grace used to have a life and now it’s nothing but…childcare. Plus, Grace was a hundred percent certain, we all were, that her partner was going to be in it fifty-fifty. But he does nothing. He’s carrying on as before, no strike that, he’s pulled right back and does less. She does everything. I go round and she’s always doing laundry, in spite of her always wearing the same thing. I’ve never seen her do this much laundry in our entire lives, and it’s not just baby clothes she’s washing. She’s falling apart. She’s like a rundown servant, without pay, or shift changes.” Matt pulls up short. “Sorry, I have no idea why I’m telling you all this. Sorry.”

			“You say ‘sorry’ a lot,” I state.

			He laughs. “Do I? Must be the guilt talking. Just glad it’s not me, to be honest. I mean, my life would not fare well with babies in it.”

			“No, it would not,” I agree, his perfect white living room coming to mind.

			Immediately, I realize my error. I’m not supposed to know anything about his life. And that now sounds like an insult. He is frowning at me.

			“I mean, I feel the same about my life, right? No babies for me,” I clarify.

			His frown eases into a smile. “Ah, okay. I thought I might be throwing out terrible-parent vibes.”

			“No, actually,” I reassure him, “aside from the bringing a baby to a bar, I think you’ve been doing great.”

			He laughs.

			“Ha, hilarious. You know it’s still only seven p.m., right? And it’s hardly Berghain in here. Anyway, regardless of good uncle-ing or no, I’m very much hanging on by a thread. I take Isla on and off a day or two a week,” he says, sipping his wine, “so that my sister can sleep, wash, feel like a human person. God, it sounds like I’m equating having a baby to being held hostage…Sorry—I’m really tired,” he says, rubbing his face. “I don’t sleep when she stays over.”

			“The baby stays over with you?” I ask, a little too surprised. “She doesn’t live nearby and pick her up, then? Your sister?”

			He stares at me.

			“Sorry, that sounded—” I begin, but he waves away the apology.

			“She’s in Walthamstow. Bit of a trek at night, and she deserves a sleep. We’re all just making it up as we go along, right? Grace has started seeing a therapist. I don’t think that’s necessary. I think she just needs some more sleep and a divorce. But hey, I’m no professional.”

			“Well, I think you’re both doing a great job. I mean, bloody hell, I don’t know many uncles who would put in the hours you are.”

			He frowns. “Someone has to. It seems like a pretty common, pretty unbalanced thing. Now I see it firsthand, it all falling on the woman. And now that woman is my sister. It’s so incredible to me that we don’t know this happens until it happens to us, isn’t it?” He perks up suddenly. “Good God, I’m being utterly depressing. Let’s get some snacks,” he says, standing with a smile.

			I watch him head off to the counter, the twenty-year-old behind the till brightening as he talks to her, her eyes flickering across his perfect features, his smile, his warm brown eyes, as she talks him through the menu card.

			Watching the female bartender interact with him, I know he could pretty much have anyone. But he’s having wine with me.

			My postdivorce low self-esteem yawns. He’s basically admitted he can’t help but rescue women in need. Is that a male-savior complex, is he a misogynist, or is that admirable? I’ve been out of the loop for way too long.

			I watch his back as he jokes with the bartender, her eyes sparkling with a smile. The thought of him near me, touching me, is suddenly almost too much to bear. I feel my cheeks flush.

			My thoughts return to Blue, out there somewhere. The way the black eye of the lens swings around his neck.

			Matt returns with two small dishes: one of olives and one of cut cheese cubes in oil, with curls of lemon zest scattered on top and places them on the table. “The server’s recommendation: cicchetti. Italian tapas,” he says with confidence as he sits down.

			He gives me an inquiring look. “So, why has this meeting been called?”

			I have almost forgotten why I texted him. I weigh up how much to disclose.

			“I wanted to ask…It’s a bit weird, I know, but the couple at Number Fifteen? Do you know anything about them?”

			Matt scrunches up his face. “Er, Number Fifteen? Remind me?” He pops an olive in his mouth.

			“She’s early thirties, slim, brunette, very well dressed, works in the City, I think, quite standoffish,” I say.

			“Emily in Devil Wears Prada vibes?” he fires back.

			“Oof, good reference.”

			“Thanks.”

			“Do you know much about her, or them?”

			To my surprise, he nods enthusiastically, popping another olive. “Yeah, met them when they moved in, about…” He pauses, trying to remember. “Maybe five years ago now. Wow. I’m old.”

			“Did you meet both of them?”

			“Yeah, Chris and…Marina?”

			“Correct.”

			“Yeah, Chris seems nice. I mean they’re both fine. Why are you asking?”

			“Weird question, but what does Chris look like?” I ask.

			Matt smiles. “Can’t wait to hear the explanation behind this. Er, maybe five-ten. I don’t know. He isn’t as tall as me—I know that.”

			It’s my turn to smile now. “He isn’t as tall as you? Is that something you’re very aware of, your comparative height to other men?”

			He laughs. “Yeah, I’m a very insecure guy. Fragile masculinity. My understanding of the world is all height-based. Oh, and strength-based, obviously.”

			“Of course. What are we benching these days?” I joke.

			“Eighty-five kilograms,” he whips back at me, then grins, eyebrows whipping up. “Impressed?”

			It’s annoying that I am. I recall Ben making quite a song-and-dance about seventy-five kilograms.

			“I’m impressed that you appear to have no conversational filter,” I answer instead.

			“But impressed—then my work here is done,” he laughs, leaning back and making a show of eating a chunk of cheese.

			I remember what it was I was asking him about. “Chris, at Number Fifteen: now I know he’s not as tall as you but can you tell me what he actually looks like?”

			Matt considers. “Dark hair, glasses, sort of intellectual, not in a pretentious way. Reliable-looking, maybe?”

			“Ah. Okay, I see. Not blond?”

			“Nope—why?”

			“Marina and Chris.” I test their names in my mouth. “What’s their surname? Do you know?”

			“Carmine,” he answers, without a pause. “I remember because it sounded cool. Well, cooler than Whitby. God, I really am quite competitive, aren’t I?” he notes, with mock surprise.

			I laugh because he’s funny. “I’m not sure you’d be this honest if you were.”

			“Is that your professional opinion?”

			“As a DPhil in anthropology, yes. Yes, it is,” I say.

			He looks at me like I’m tricking him. “Seriously, that’s your job? You’re an anthropologist?” he asks, genuinely surprised.

			“God, no. I sold out, almost immediately. I only use my knowledge for evil,” I tell him. “I sell people things they don’t need. Shiny stuff. I work in branding.”

			Worked in, I correct in my head.

			Matt’s eyebrows rise again, and he gives a series of little nods. “Nice. Nice. Cool job. Branding. The dark arts. Very good. Very impressed.”

			I feel my cheeks flush, and for the first time in our conversation, I am self-conscious.

			I try to set us back on track. I need to know who that man was who shouted at Marina, and why.

			“So, Chris and Marina Carmine, Number Fifteen. What else do we know about them?”

			Matt snaps back to the topic. “Okay, let’s see. She’s in finance and he’s in…construction, in some way, works on corporate builds in Dubai and South Africa. This the kind of thing you’re after?”

			I confirm it is, and he continues.

			“I didn’t get the vibe that she wanted kids, but who knows? She seems to be pretty ‘structured,’ if you know what I mean.” He stops suddenly. “Why are you asking? Did something happen?”

			“I saw someone arguing with Marina,” I tell him. “A man who I assumed was her husband, Chris, but then I saw Chris today, and the man I saw arguing with her was definitely not him.”

			Matt looks at me, askance. “Hang on—are you spying on people?”

			I pull up short, unexpectedly exposed, but Matt’s expression softens.

			“No judgment—I get it—they basically live opposite you. It’s hard to miss stuff sometimes, working from home. Especially for an anthropologist, I’d imagine.” He grins. It’s a playful jibe but under it I see his slight concern that I might be fully mad.

			“So, this other guy?” he continues. “What did he look like?”

			I hesitate before answering. “He was bigger than Chris, taller, broader, ashy-light hair. Imposing, very serious-looking. They obviously knew each other well.”

			Matt’s eyes widen in interest. “Oh. Okay. So”—he pauses and shifts into a whisper—“an affair, you think? Wow.” His tone is suddenly serious. “Poor Chris.”

			I consider telling Matt that I have skin in this game, that I was in Chris’s position just months ago and somehow this all feels tied together in my mind. But I don’t.

			“Yeah, it looked like a pretty intense thing,” I confess, careful not to disclose too much.

			“A stormy affair, very salacious,” he mutters, before leaning in to say, “Yep. It’s hard not to pick up on weird stuff like this when you work from home. I’ll be honest—I’ve seen some stuff. Not that stuff, but…stuff.” He stops a moment, unsure whether to continue. “I know way too much about people here, without even trying. It’s nuts. So, freedom of information and all that: pretty much everyone our end of the street works in offices, or wherever, so out by eight, home by six or seven. Then you’ve got the school-run gang, some parents, but it’s mainly nannies or whoever. Arabella Number Nineteen works out of the house on and off, not clear on all that. Then you’ve got the retirees: Pam at Number Seventeen and Malcolm at Fourteen, and Gloria at Ten. But they’re usually out doing something or other during the day—wild swimming most mornings, park clear-up, ushering the fun run most weekends. Then there’s Aoife, Number Twenty-one, which is obviously a thing in itself; she’s mostly out. Then the Malones, at Nine, and Harrisons, Twenty-two—they are larger families, do weekends at the grandparents’, Sussex and Devon, in that order. Richard, Number Eleven, runs a hedge fund and has houses in Switzerland and Tuscany and New York, so you’ll rarely see him. He’s got a wife in one of them.”

			“Does he have a Bentley?” I interject.

			Matt nods. “Yes, Richard has the Bentley. And then there’s Greg, Number Twelve, who is kind of in the Richard bracket but with way more macho swagger and brown hair, not gray. He runs every day…bitchy vibes.”

			I nod deeply; I know Greg. “Apparently, he tried to buy my house?”

			Matt’s face drops suddenly. “What?” he says, as if he must have misheard. “How did you know that? Someone told you that?”

			He looks genuinely concerned by the revelation.

			“Pam mentioned it. I saw him arguing with her and Marina the first day I arrived, they seemed to be trying to stop him from coming over. He was angry, with me or them, not sure.”

			Matt’s expression has slipped from concern to thinly veiled anger.

			“Jesus. That guy. Wow, I’m surprised Pam told you that, though. She’s not usually…Anyway, I’d say stay away from Greg. He’s a loose cannon. What a dickhead, your first day. What was he even planning on saying?”

			“No idea,” I confess. “But I heard him talking to someone at the deli about how I wouldn’t have moved here if I knew something.”

			“Knew what?” he asks, genuinely curious.

			I’m relieved to see Matt doesn’t seem to know what the terrible thing is.

			I shrug. “I don’t know.”

			“Anyway, where was I…Oh, yeah, there’s also Lucy Kiefler at Number Twenty-three. Have you met her?”

			I shake my head.

			“She had a sort of…breakdown, so she’s having a year off. But she’s never in: cold-swimming with Pam around seven a.m., then you’ll see her volunteering at the church café, and then the charity shop next to the greengrocer, and pretty much everywhere, really. She does a lot of walking. She’s nice, but intense.”

			“You’ve basically got a running schedule of everyone’s lives.”

			“Not consciously. I’ve just lived here a long time now,” he says, with an uncharacteristic air of weariness. Then he taps both hands down on the table between us. “So, an intense affair at Number Fifteen. Kind of surprised I missed that. What’s your plan? Tell Chris? Storm into their bedroom, ‘gotcha’-style?”

			I snort a laugh and it feels good. “Imagine. Of course not. It’s got absolutely nothing to do with me. I plan to do nothing. Not my life,” I protest, hands up in surrender. “No. Each to their own. I’ve got quite enough on my own plate. I just want to know who I’m living around, I guess, who to trust.” I cringe internally at my own brutal honesty.

			Matt reaches out and high-fives me. “That’s the London spirit. That said, I would probably end up telling Chris if I was the one who’d noticed it—I see him at the gym every now and then and I’ve got terrible impulse control. Speaking of which, would you like to go on an actual date? With me.”

			I stare at his ridiculously handsome face, back-footed.

			“Sorry, what?” I ask, then quickly follow up. “I mean, I thought you said you weren’t in a relationship space right now?”

			He shrugs. “I don’t know. I just like hanging out with you,” he says, with a smile. “Thought I’d ask, just in case you felt the same. I feel bizarrely comfortable with you, have since the first day we met. Besides, we make a good team,” he says simply.

			“Team?”

			“Yeah, neighborhood-snooping team. Affair busters, or enablers, whichever, I’m easy. I don’t know—dinner tomorrow night? I’ve got a good feeling about this.”

			He gestures between us in a move that I’m pretty sure would look stupid coming from anyone else.

			“Okay. Yeah, let’s do it,” I say. “An actual date. And don’t you dare tell Chris any of that if you see him at the gym.”

			

			—

			When I get home Blue is not waiting for me at the back door, and suddenly I am worried for him.

			As I make myself a simple dinner of cold cuts, I think about the neighbors Matt mentioned earlier, a tapestry of my street emerging. Any of those houses could contain a basement like the one I saw.

			I think about all the people on the street, their lives playing out in the buildings around me.

			I try not to linger too long on the idea of Lucy Kiefler, and the breakdown that has led her to take a year of her life out, and how it seems a hair’s breadth from my own story.

			I can’t help but think of the blond man who is not Marina’s husband. Perhaps their argument was him threatening to tell Chris the truth, to ruin her marriage? Or could they have been arguing about something far darker?

			As I wash up my plate, a meow sounds from the back door and I see Blue’s eyes reflect holographically in the half-light.

			I open the door, and he cheerfully hops inside, heading straight to his food bowl.

			I watch him gobble down his food and then I gently remove his collar, placing it on the charger, the footage landing into the app as I do.

			I take my laptop into the living room and bring it up.

			If I watch any of this, then I have to acknowledge that I am stalking these people.

			I stare at the new thumbnail, and its blur of greenery and wall, and it looks so innocuous, as if I might see no more than back gardens and grass. And maybe I will—what a fittingly uneventful ending to my cat camera era.

			This really will be the last one, I tell myself, because in the real world, as with Matt and his niece, not everyone is hiding something terrible, and some lives really are what they appear to be.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 25

				Cat Camera

			
			My own face fills the screen as I flick on the camera, the footage from earlier this morning.

			It’s disconcerting, as unnerving as watching the sleepwalking footage, in many ways: my hair is as yet unbrushed, my pajamas baggy and unflattering, the angle of my face and intensity of my gaze not ideal, either. It’s not what I need to see after my drink with Matt.

			I fast-forward until grass blurs the screen.

			Suddenly we are up on the wall that runs along the back gardens. A whole other street of people. I try to follow his route, our route, as we bob and weave under branches, and over crops of climbing ivy.

			On the right of the screen, I think I recognize what looks like the back of the shop at the end of our street, but then we are leaping down and through various broken fence panels until I have no idea where we have ended up.

			We emerge into the back garden of a derelict building. Oil drums litter the ground and a ripped blue tarp covers an open rear section of the house.

			Perhaps someone ran out of money for their refurbishment? I think of wheeler-dealer Greg and wonder if this is one of his.

			But I am wrong. When we enter the kitchen, I see it has been burnt out, not renovated, sections of the kitchen and hallway black, the paintwork and wall bubbled and charred.

			I don’t recall having seen a burnt-out building on any of the surrounding streets but there are a lot of houses around here, and for all I know the house could look pristine from the front.

			Blue’s paws dip in shot, delicately hopping from one wobbling board to another as the floor drops away dramatically either side of us. We back up slowly, and find that beneath is nothing but rubble and rainwater.

			I fast-forward out of the burnt house, and other buildings flash past, taller and grander than our street. Who are these people—what do they do to afford all this?

			The glowing glass extensions here rise several floors up, mezzanines, balconies, giant artworks suspended over open multiuse areas. I feel a yawn of need inside me, desire for these houses, these lives. I fast-forward again, hoping for interaction or access to one of the showstopping houses. But then I find something even better.

			We are high up on the roof, the sky wide open, the clouds pink and peach, across London’s skyline. In the far distance, the red blink of the lights atop Canary Wharf just visible.

			We stare out at it all, our domain, the wind tousling the fur at the top of the screen. It looks so peaceful up here. Blue’s world is so peaceful.

			Our view jerks up, a seagull, flying low. We watch it, then the camera dips to look over the roof parapet, down at the street below.

			The view is sickening, three floors down to the pavement beneath, where a woman with an infant buggy passes by.

			I wonder if it is Matt’s sister, Grace, dropping off Isla. But Isla’s buggy is pink, not green.

			The street below looks familiar, but then they all do from this angle.

			I pause the video and scan the cars on the street below, looking for one I might know. Then I spot something I recognize, an old cream-colored camper van under a tree, in the bottom right of the screen. I walk past it on the way to the shops. That’s Gleeston Road. Two streets away.

			I press play and we continue our journey along the front of the top-floor windows of Gleeston Road.

			In the first window, a fifty-year-old woman works at her desktop in an oppressively bright home office. She does not look up as we pass.

			Two darkened windows go by, then a light: a top-floor playroom, toddler twins sitting cross-legged on a ladybird rug watching a Disney movie, mesmerized, their young mum asleep on a beanbag between them.

			I recognize her, having seen her several times making her daily trek to the park with her heavy-looking double buggy. No wonder she’s tired. I’m tired just getting up to feed Blue and letting him out. I promise myself I’ll say hi to her the next time I see her in the coffee shop queue. She looks like she could use an adult conversation.

			But we have moved on: an empty spare bedroom, just visible past the sun-reflecting window, which momentarily blinds me.

			Then the next window, a home gym, a large sepia wall print of a young, shirtless Arnold Schwarzenegger staring back at us. Weights sit in neat racks; a few machines are plugged into the walls.

			The window in the next house is open. Blue stops. Inside, lurid seventies chintz furniture, which is odd, given the design-conscious area we live in. I pause the video and inspect the image.

			This is one of the rare unrenovated houses in the area, I realize. The owners must have been in there since the seventies, and left it unchanged since then. A time capsule: the chintz faded, the carpet a bright pop of threadbare tangerine.

			I fast-forward, and we move on and down walls and through gardens until I catch another human face.

			I press play. It is a woman in her back garden. Early thirties. A small trowel in hand, gardening gloves on.

			We are watching her from back on the wall.

			She is bent over when she sees us but straightens to take us in. She smiles, says something, but we do not approach. She is amused by our stubbornness. She’s beautiful: long, curly dark hair, dungarees, cheeks red in the heat, with an Oxfam charity shop lanyard around her neck. This could be Lucy Kiefler, she volunteers at one of the local charity shops. Which would mean, if she is, that somehow we are back on our road, at Number 22. Our route was bizarre and entirely nonlinear.

			I pause on Lucy. She doesn’t look broken—she looks happy. I glance past her to the house; it is not in disarray, but in fact appears to be the coziest house on our street, with its quaint, cottagey design. I press play again and Lucy returns to her digging as we move on.

			I scrub forward, a road, another street, back gardens, a dog, trees, trees, trees, then I stop suddenly when I see something I recognize. It’s a low basement window. I shift forward. It wasn’t in my mind; this basement is real. Shit.

			It’s the window where I saw the woman with the bruised face. A burst of apprehension detonates inside me. I let the footage run.

			We approach the window. I grab the laptop screen and pull it close. Inside the basement room the woman has already seen us arriving.

			She smiles at us. I see now the full extent of her injuries. Her lip is split, the skin tight and pinched around the wound, but she is pretty.

			She has pale-blond hair, cut unevenly, and soft blond lashes, and blond eyebrows that almost disappear in the light as she moves toward us.

			She reaches the window, tapping her short fingernails on the glass. We headbutt the glass; we want to come in.

			She smiles at the eagerness. Her teeth are straight and white. She can’t be much more than thirty. Aside from her injuries, she is healthy. Her cheeks look hot with relief and excitement at seeing us.

			Except of course she has not seen us. She only sees Blue.

			She says something to him, unintelligible, then struggles with the latch on the small thin window to let us in. With a shudder, it opens inward, the external steel bars blocking it from opening outward.

			We slip through, where no human could, and she quickly shuts the window behind us.

			A chill shudders through me, at the realization that I was right the first time I saw this. I see as Blue scans it that the room doesn’t appear to have a door handle to leave via. Everything in the room looks purpose-built, a hotel room, but one you would never want to stay in. It looks like something from one of the Netflix documentaries Ben used to put on—a bunker of some kind. Where is this place? Which house is this beneath? I lean even closer to the screen.

			We drop down onto the floor of the basement room. As I had noticed before, the carpet is made up of office-grade tiles, easy to clean, easy to remove.

			We wander the space, the woman letting us roam. I study the walls as we pass them.

			The outline of a door is visible on the far-left-hand wall, but there is no handle on this side. There is no handle.

			Around the door are nail marks, and savage dent marks in the plywood, as if something has been repeatedly smashed up against it.

			We turn back to her as if she has said something. She is down on the floor, a pillow beneath her, her features soft, as she beckons us over. She is talking, her lips unreadable, but her expression calm and kind.

			It is only when we are face-to-face with her, at eye level, that she sees us and shoots up to sitting.

			Open-mouthed, she lifts Blue and stares directly into the camera lens, at first confused, then I see understanding drop in. Her eyes widen, her pupils flaring, as, with a sharp intake of breath, she bolts up to standing, setting us down.

			She is pacing, fast.

			She lurches back to us and lifts Blue again, the camera trained directly at her eye height, as she stares into it and mouths, “Oh my God!” her lips shaping the words, her eyes filling with emotion. “Oh my God! Oh my God.” Then an almost frantic, “Hello? Hello? Can you hear me?”

			She is shuddering with emotion, then seeming to realize Blue’s discomfort, his back legs, claws out, rising into the shot. She delicately returns him to the floor and fumbles off his collar.

			We are suddenly free of Blue’s neck and flying through the air in her hands.

			She places us down on the table, angled on her. She adjusts us, fingers shaking, her breath coming in high, tightly panicked snatches, her eyes flicking constantly, feverishly, to the locked door.

			She is talking fast, too fast. I have to scrub back to decipher from her lips what she is saying.

			“If you can see this: help me. You need to help me.”

			I slam the laptop shut and I am on my feet now, too, pacing just as she did.

			Oh my God. The words on the collar that first day were real. She scratched them into Blue’s collar. Blue found her. She needs help.

			I grab my phone and dial the police, but then stop. What do I say? I don’t know who she is or where she is.

			I place the phone back onto the coffee table and open the laptop again.

			The woman is inspecting the camera, then seems to realize there is no mic. She places us back on the table, and, raising a hand, signals for us to stay, wait.

			I hunch over the screen, waiting, my hand to my mouth.

			I watch as she hobbles away to the edge of the small room, and pulls up a loose carpet tile.

			She returns to the table with a splintered pen and some squares of toilet tissue.

			She lays them out methodically on the tabletop, blowing out calming breaths as she tries to stay focused, every now and again her eyes flashing up to the closed door.

			She bends and writes, her hand moving delicately, with intense determination.

			My eyes flit back to the locked door every time hers do, both of us expecting someone to careen in and restrain her, but they do not.

			Finally, the woman raises the tissue to the camera.

			Help me. My name is Anna Derwent.

			She holds it up for a long time, then writes again. I scrub forward to the next note.

			I have been here about a year.

			And the next.

			His name is Simon Hughes.

			And the next.

			I don’t know where the house is.

			I can only see the garden.

			The final square says, simply:

			Help me.

			She lowers it and looks to the door. It does not open.

			The woman’s attention snaps back to Blue; I can see him clearly now that we are not attached to him. He must be meowing; his whole body is shuddering with it.

			The woman looks over to a small shelf above the sink, where several small tins of food are stacked.

			She fetches one and opens the ring-pull can, placing it in front of the camera on the table. It is tuna.

			Blue leaps up in front of us and starts eating.

			The woman reattaches us to his neck as he eats.

			I scrub forward: the tuna is finished; she lifts us back up to the window and shoos us away.

			In the nondescript garden, we watch Anna Derwent seal the small window behind us. She balls up and flushes the tissues, rinses the tin of tuna. We turn away and gambol into the bushes.

			Her name is Anna Derwent, and his name is Simon Hughes.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 26

				The Police Station

			
			The police station doesn’t look like the ones on TV.

			Laptop clutched underarm, I wonder if the police stations I’ve seen on TV are just sets, or maybe regional stations, which must be cleaner, newer, with more funding—certainly more than this one, because this police station does not inspire confidence at all. It looks like the kind of place crimes happen, not where they are solved.

			The waiting area smells of urine and homeless clothing. It is empty. The front desk is abandoned.

			Behind me, back out on the street, through the large motion-sensor glass doors, an older woman is shouting loudly at her fabric shopping cart, as if it were a person. And from the vehemence of her garbled words, it is clear that she is angry with it.

			I watch as the automatic doors reopen every time she gesticulates toward the cart.

			I turn back to the reception counter, but it is still unmanned. I suddenly feel the tiredness of months inside me, perhaps awoken by the grogginess from the pills I took last night.

			The lobby is flooded with bright streetlight through the floor-to-ceiling glass frontage, which no doubt looked impressive when it was first installed, but is now riddled with scratched graffiti tags and smeared.

			At a loss for what else to do, I take a seat. The chair’s plastic squeaks loudly as I sit. I should have just called. I shouldn’t have come, I decide.

			But then I know there would have been no point in calling 999. I wouldn’t have been able to explain, or tell them where to go. Best to just show them the footage.

			I clutch my laptop tighter under my arm. They’ll be able to search for her once they see that she’s trapped, and have her name. They’ll be able to track the route or something, I reassure myself.

			But the panic and the urgency that got me out of the house and down to the station, my resolve, is now already beginning to sour.

			Because no one is here, so maybe I shouldn’t be here, either?

			It’s a little after eleven on a Friday night. Surely it should be busy here, or am I thinking of A&E?

			You spend your whole life thinking the police are ready and waiting at the end of the phone line to spring into action, and then you end up here, in an empty waiting room.

			I think of Anna, alone in her room, waiting somewhere so close, hoping someone saw her message. It seems crazy that I can’t just get her, can’t simply reach into the footage and free her.

			Simon Hughes. The name repeats in my head like I might otherwise forget it.

			Outside, the woman’s shouting escalates, becoming throaty and demonic.

			Suddenly, and without ceremony, a short, balding uniformed officer appears through a door behind the counter. He pops a mug down beside the front-desk computer system, seemingly oblivious to both the screaming and me.

			I stand and slowly make my way over to the counter. He doesn’t look up, even when I am directly in front of him, my presence unavoidable.

			“You all right there,” he singsongs, a little too loudly, given my proximity to him, still not looking up as he jabs away at the keyboard.

			“I need to report a crime,” I say, as if that weren’t the most obvious part of this entire situation.

			The short man finally looks up, his eyes quickly scanning over me, my clothes, hair, the sliver of MacBook under my arm. I almost see him slotting me into the not-drunk, not-dangerous, “middle-aged, middle-class,” female bracket. The hint of a smile creeps into his eyes.

			“How can I help, madam?” he asks, his smile tight.

			I sigh inside, but push myself on.

			“I believe someone is being held against her will in a house near mine. In a basement,” I say simply. “I know it sounds ridiculous, I sound ridiculous, the situation ridiculous, but I have a video of it, here, so…”

			The officer stares at me, and then blinks. “Okay.”

			“I’ve got evidence, of the trapped woman, I mean,” I clarify, but he doesn’t seem to be getting the urgency of this. “I’m pretty sure this is time-sensitive. She looked injured, and very distressed.”

			“Right,” the officer concludes, then winces as the woman’s voice outside, incredibly, rises an octave.

			His eyes flutter past me out to her, and her cart, which is still receiving abuse. He frowns deeply.

			“Okay, ma’am. Just one second, yeah,” he tells me, then lifts the edge of his reception-counter flap and heads out through the constantly opening and closing automatic doors to talk to the screaming woman.

			Their conversation is inaudible. There is a lot of pointing, nodding, and patting of shoulders, on both sides.

			To the man’s credit, the woman has stopped screaming now, and she looks surprisingly mollified as she begins to shuffle away, her cart in tow, in the direction the balding officer has suggested.

			He reenters, then, letting out a mighty sigh, proceeds to double-, triple-, and quadruple-pump hand sanitizer from the wall dispenser onto his waiting palms.

			He slaps his wet hands together loudly, gloopy droplets showering the floor, before he rubs the whole lot in, like a surgeon prepping. Then, flapping his hands dry, he ducks back under the reception barrier and turns back to me.

			“Sorry—say all that again.”

			

			—

			Twenty minutes later, I am led through the station’s security doors and the corridors beyond to a seat outside an interview room.

			As I wait, a familiar face pops around the corner of what looks like a break room along the hall, and my soul leaves my body.

			It is the female officer from the night my alarm went off. The one who knew I was lying about why the alarm went off, the one who asked if I was drunk, the one who told me it is illegal to record my neighbors.

			She clocks me, her surprise as acute as mine, though better masked. She abruptly bobs back into the break room, the voices inside suddenly dropping away to whispers. Shit. This does not bode well.

			After a few minutes I am called into the interview room by a nonuniformed officer in a suit, tie, and lanyard, which seems like a good thing.

			“Ms. Green, I’m DI Lee Cobham. Take a seat.”

			I do.

			“We had someone out to you earlier this week, is that right?” he asks, giving away nothing.

			“Yes, my alarm went off. I’d recently moved in.”

			He nods. “A stressful time in anyone’s life,” he notes, then looks down at his pad. “You’re Northcroft Road, is that right? Why is that name familiar?” he asks himself, pen tapping pad. The tapping suddenly stops, and he looks at me quickly, covering whatever his realization was. But I saw it. He refocuses. “Can you explain to me exactly what you told the officer outside?”

			I explain it again.

			A silence descends, then he clears his throat, looks back at his scrawled notes, and says, “Right, so let me get this straight: you’re alleging that a woman—who you don’t know—is being held hostage at an unknown location, by a man you don’t know, and you are telling me you know all of this because you have obtained video footage of the inside of this complete stranger’s private residence. And all of this has been recorded, I’m assuming, without anyone’s consent and is on your hard drive? Can you see how what you are telling me might raise a few flags for us here?” he asks.

			I am at a loss for what to say, so far is this from what I was expecting to happen here. He continues regardless.

			“Oh, and for background, Ms. Green, you should be aware that we received a call earlier this week from a neighbor of yours, a Roger Evans, complaining about your cat recording his wife after she’d come out of the shower.”

			I feel the blood drain from my face. Oh my God. The bike man. A flare of anger ignites inside me.

			“I’m sorry—what?” I explode. “He literally lured my cat into his house and then threw him out onto his lawn, after feeding him without consent, and possibly injuring him. And no, I did not film his wife in the shower—that’s a gross misreading of events.”

			“Then you watched the tape of his house?”

			I am silenced.

			DI Cobham leans back, seemingly satisfied by my outburst, his pen now tapping his paper. “And you’ve been filming other neighbors, and watching it, correct?”

			I hesitate a little too long. “Not…not deliberately. I was trying to find out who vandalized Blue’s collar.”

			I proceed to ramble out the entire thing now, from the beginning: the words on Blue’s collar, the reason I started using the camera, the footage, all the way back to the woman in the basement. When I finish, DI Cobham gives me a long look.

			“You need to stop filming, Ms. Green. Okay?”

			I take a deep breath in and I shake off everything that has come before.

			“Okay. Just listen. Forget all of that. The woman in the basement is real. She needs help. I completely understand that the fact I have the footage at all is bad, but if you’d just look at it, then you can go and—”

			“Ms. Green, can I just ask you what you thought was going to happen here this evening, exactly?”

			The answer to his question is so obvious to me that I can’t quite understand why he’s asking.

			“Well, that you’d…go and find her. Knock down the door. Save her.”

			He nods sagely, but doesn’t speak, so I continue.

			“Just, just, watch the video, please. Then you’ll see and you can go and get her out of there. I don’t know which house it is, but you must have a way to…Please watch it and you’ll see; I’m not making any of this up!”

			I immediately regret saying anything about making things up, because now it fully sounds like I’ve made all of this up.

			DI Cobham grimaces sympathetically, then straightens in his chair, presenting an amiable but authoritative front as he leans in to say, “Ms. Green, without the consent, tacit or otherwise, of this homeowner, and the parties involved in your recording, I am legally unable to watch it.” He taps his pen in a fast, arrhythmic burst against the notes in front of him.

			“I have the victim’s name, and the name of the man holding her against her will. She wrote them down and held them up.”

			DI Cobham looks up fast. “Okay, I’m listening,” he prompts, flipping his notebook back open.

			I feel a sudden rush of vindication. “Her name is Anna Derwent, and the man keeping her there is called Simon Hughes.”

			I watch DI Cobham scrawl out the names and underline them.

			“She’s been locked down there for about a year, she says, and she needs help.”

			DI Cobham nods, then looks up when no further information materializes.

			“Okay, and the address, location?” he asks, sensing what’s coming next.

			“I don’t know. I tried to work out the route but it’s impossible to follow. But it can’t be more than five, ten minutes from my house.”

			DI Cobham squeezes his eyes shut tight before saying, “You tried to work out the…cat’s route?”

			“Er, yeah.”

			“Right,” he says, in a way that signifies he dislikes himself at this point as much as he dislikes me. “Let’s wrap this up, I think.”

			DI Cobham blows out a long breath, his cheeks ballooning as he pushes the folder away from him.

			“Best I can do,” he says after a moment of internal conflict, “is run the names through the system. If anyone by those names is missing, or has previous, I’ll follow up. But other than that there is not much anyone can do…whatever it is you say you saw on your pet camera.”

			“Can’t you look up ‘Simon Hughes’ in the area and go and check his house?” I blurt. DI Cobham clears his throat loudly, otherwise maintaining the patience of a saint.

			“I cannot, no. I would need a warrant to search this man’s house, even if we knew where it was, and I would need reasonable cause to search, some kind of evidence—”

			“But we have evidence.”

			“No, we don’t, Ms. Green. Putting aside the fact that your video is totally inadmissible in court, it is a criminal offense to record members of the public within their own homes without their consent. And I’m just guessing here, but you don’t have their consent. Do you?”

			“Anna asked me to help her. She says as much in the footage—she wrote it down. Is that consent? I can show you.”

			“I’m not legally allowed to watch your illegally obtained video, Ms. Green.”

			I feel my jaw set. None of this is going at all the way I had anticipated.

			“If Anna Derwent’s name flags as missing on our system, or if there have been any reports of domestic violence involving a Simon Hughes, we will look into this. But I better not find that he’s an ex of yours, Ms. Green, or I will charge you with wasting police time. Is that understood?”

			I force myself to nod assent, instead of letting expletives fly from me. The idea that I might be doing this as revenge on an ex is beyond infuriating.

			“Also, Ms. Green, this”—he pauses, gesturing between us—“is not a movie. If there is an issue with the named individuals you have mentioned, your involvement in any of this ends here. Your part is over. We have a name. Thank you for that. Consider your involvement ended.”

			I stare at the man. “I’m sorry? That woman needs help. How will I know if you’re going to do something—”

			“You won’t; you’re not a member of the Metropolitan Police, Ms. Green. It’s not your business to know what happens next,” he explains. “I’m also issuing you with a formal police caution now, regarding filming members of the public in private residences. And I’m going to ask you to hand in your filming equipment and delete any illegally obtained footage you may have before you leave the station.”

			With that, he stands, takes the incident report with Anna’s name on it and gestures to the door. I rise quickly.

			“Wait, what? A formal warning. Do I have to disclose that to an employer—er, future employer?”

			He looks back at me, not without sympathy. “If they ask, yes. But I’m guessing people in your area of work probably don’t get asked. I’m sure you’ll be fine. It’ll be conditional, so it’s only on for three months. Conditionally.

			“Oh,” he adds as he walks me out, “and I’d advise you not to make copies; we can see from metadata if you have. Hand everything at reception; you’ll get your laptop back when we’ve confirmed it’s clear.”

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 27

				Anna—11 Months Ago

			
			Cynthia can’t believe her ears.

			Anna is safe and well, the voice on the phone tells her. Therefore, the police aren’t going to open a case. Everything is fine.

			“She wanted us to reassure you,” the officer relays, “that she’s okay, but to let you know that she’d rather not resume contact, at least not at the moment. I’m sorry.”

			There is a long pause before Cynthia speaks. She doesn’t believe a word of it.

			“Was he there?” Cynthia asks.

			“He?” the officer echoes.

			“The boyfriend? This man I’ve never heard a word about until today? Was he living there with her, too? This is coercive control.”

			The officer on the line is silent for a moment.

			“Mrs. Derwent. No one else was living at the rental property with your daughter as far as I’m aware.”

			By the time Cynthia hangs up, her decision is already made.

			The drive to Anna’s old flat is a long one. Anna always said she chose it because it was near her office but as Cynthia makes the journey there now, she begins to wonder if Anna took the flat to be farther from her.

			Cynthia knows she and her daughter weren’t close close. Certainly, they didn’t talk about personal things. She never knew how to deal with Anna’s tears when she was younger, and after a while Anna had finally stopped coming to her with them. Cynthia was her mother, after all, not her best friend.

			No doubt other mothers might do it differently but Cynthia herself hadn’t been raised that way.

			So there is a chance, Cynthia allows herself to acknowledge, as she turns onto Anna’s old road, Anna may have kept things from her, a boyfriend, even.

			Cynthia pulls her sports car into the spot she always used to park in, opposite Anna’s flat. She looks out at the run-down building.

			It needs a spruce, she thinks to herself, always has. Little weeds somehow grow from the ledge above the porch. It was okay inside, Cynthia conceded, but visiting her always got Cynthia down. So much to fix in there, and no one ever likely to do so.

			Cynthia always found it odd that Anna never had any real drive. Not like her. Cynthia married at twenty-one, and still managed a full career as a first-class air stewardess, and finally she had a baby. She has been a good mother; she knows she has. She “ran a tight ship,” Jim used to joke. She misses Jim, especially now.

			Anna didn’t seem to want her own house, career, or nice things, apparently happy just to wallow in her office job, Cynthia thinks, and every now and then date no-hopers.

			Cynthia shakes off the thoughts and pops her car door.

			The landlord answers the door on the first ring, but this man is older than the one she spoke to before—perhaps she’ll get somewhere this time, she thinks.

			“Hello, sorry to disturb you,” she apologizes, her smile warm. “I’m looking for my daughter, Anna Derwent, I think I must have spoken to your son before. Anna used to live here. The police told me she left a forwarding address with you?”

			Cynthia has often found in life that saying things in a calm, feminine manner and looking someone dead in the eye gets more done than anything else.

			

			—

			Forty-five minutes later, Cynthia is knocking on the door of the address roughly scrawled by Anna’s old landlord on the back of a pizza flyer.

			The woman who answers the door is not Anna, though she says she is. She is blond like Anna, about her height and body shape, but she is not bestowed with the natural Scandinavian good looks that Cynthia passed on to her daughter.

			Cynthia does not tell the woman who she is. She can see how the police might have been fooled; these days, people rarely look like their photos.

			But this woman is clearly not Anna, her clothes embellished with bursts of neon and sequins, her hair just the wrong side of clean, her voice betraying the throaty crackle of a smoker.

			After much persuasion and the offer of money, Cynthia is invited into the woman’s flat.

			Cynthia is given a watery tea at the woman’s kitchen table, and she puts down another fifty-pound note beside it on the table. The woman’s eyes flare.

			Cynthia slides it across to her, and watches it disappear into the folds of the woman’s tracksuit bottoms.

			“You aren’t Anna, are you? Do you know where she is?” Cynthia takes care not to spook the young woman, who looks up sharply. She grimaces, but Cynthia pulls another note from her wallet.

			“Okay,” the girl says quickly. “A guy came round here a month or so ago. I don’t know him. He just told me to say that was my name, if anyone I didn’t know came asking. But I haven’t seen him now for weeks.”

			She taps at her phone distractedly, with the speed and deftness of the young. There is a whoosh as a message is sent, and her gaze falls back on Cynthia.

			“I mean, he paid enough for rent for the next two months, so I mean you can’t blame me for doing it. He just told me him and his girlfriend were trying to get away from her mum. But I’m guessing that’s you and you seem fine.” The woman shrugs. “I was expecting worse.”

			“Do you know where they are?” Cynthia asks, sliding an additional note across the table’s pockmarked surface.

			“Nah, he never said.”

			Cynthia ignores the immediate setback and pushes on. “Would you be comfortable telling the police what you just told me? About all of this?” she asks.

			The woman absentmindedly pulls a cigarette from a crumpled packet on the table and lights it. As she inhales, she twists a long strand of her blond hair around an acrylic fingernail. Time stretches. Cynthia waits. Finally, the woman looks at her again and shakes her head.

			“No. Sorry. I’d love to help but he didn’t seem like someone I’d want to piss off. Plus lying to the police.”

			Cynthia pulls another note from her purse. It isn’t a fifty—she has no more of them.

			“Do you remember the man’s name?” she asks, sliding the money across the sticky table.

			The woman lifts it, and wafts it, clearly disappointed by the denomination. “Yeah, I do. Simon. But I don’t think it’s his real name, you know?”

			The woman’s phone pings, she glances at it.

			

			—

			By the time Cynthia leaves the woman’s flat, the light outside has faded.

			She crosses the street quickly, this neighborhood rougher-looking in the evening light.

			It is only now that Cynthia realizes how much her car stands out against the others on this road, and not in a good way. Its shiny paintwork and slick lines are gleamingly out of place.

			She usually likes the feeling of standing out, having nice things, but now Cynthia recognizes that people here might see her car as a display of wealth or superiority. A car like hers seems to demand something from the onlooker, but it also reveals perhaps too much about its owner.

			Cynthia does not like it here. As she reaches the car and depresses her key fob, her hand trembles. The sports car’s lights blink but when she pulls the door handle, it does not open. It is locked.

			She must have left it unlocked the entire time she has been inside. Or she must have pressed the button accidentally inside.

			Then she recalls briefly leaving her coat when she used the woman’s mildewed bathroom before leaving.

			Why had she done that?

			She hadn’t supposed the woman would be interested in her car, and she certainly couldn’t have had time to run outside and steal from it. Cynthia pops the key fob again and opens the door. She glances nervously into the car, her sunglasses remain in the cup holder, her tennis kit bag still in the passenger footwell, all seems well. She checks the empty back seats before sliding in.

			It is only once she has started driving, once she is well on to the M25 heading home, that she feels the air in the car shift.

			There is the creak of leather behind her, movement from the footwell at her back, up on to the rear seats, and then a voice comes close to her ear.

			“Hello, Cynthia. My name is Simon.”
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			Day Six

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 28

				No One Is Helping

			
			I lock myself in one of the cubicles of the police station bathroom and perch my laptop on top of the cistern.

			I don’t need to make copies of the video I have of Anna; it’s not on my hard drive, it’s only accessible through my app. I delete my search history and remove all the stored passwords and log-in information for the app and remove the app from my computer.

			At the station’s front desk, I pull the cat camera collar out of my handbag, plonking it down on top of my laptop. It seems crazy that I brought it thinking it might be needed for evidence once they’d rescued her. How naïve I was.

			There is a different officer at the desk. She fills out a form and bags up the camera collar, Sharpie-ing my name onto the plastic. She then takes my laptop away, and asks me to wait while they check it, then I can have it back and go.

			I sit in an empty row of the blue plastic seating. It’s a little busier now here, two sad-looking characters, one on each side of the waiting room: a drunk man, late twenties, hands in pockets, leaning way too far over to one side; and a very proper-looking pensioner in his seventies, a newspaper on his lap.

			While I wait, I Google Simon Hughes, but there are so many in London, there is no way of knowing which Simon I should be looking at.

			Next, I Google Anna Derwent. Again, multiple Anna Derwents appear, until I add the word police.

			Finally, an article appears, embedded deep in my results.

			
				Woman Found Dead in Croydon Home

				Named by Police

			

			June 27, 2024

			
				A 68-year-old woman who was found dead on Monday at a house in Croydon, South London, has been named by police as retired flight attendant Cynthia Derwent.

				Police and paramedics were called to the property on Westover Lane on Monday morning following reports of an unresponsive woman, with Mrs. Derwent pronounced dead at the scene.

				A postmortem examination found the cause of death was self-inflicted injuries. No drugs or alcohol were found in her body, and there appeared to be no third-party interference.

				Bridget Murphy, a neighbour and close friend of the deceased, described Cynthia as a “lively and bubbly woman with a lot of get-up-and-go.” Ms. Murphy added that Mrs. Derwent had “been dealing with a lot recently. She was on her own, a widow and recently estranged from her daughter.”

				Those close to the deceased believe recent personal setbacks may have been key motivators of the events of last week.

				Mrs. Derwent, an active member of a local tennis group, leaves behind a vibrant and supportive community that will grieve her loss immeasurably.

				Mrs. Derwent’s daughter, Anna Derwent, 32, was unavailable for comment.

			

			I look up from the article as the drunk man stands and looks around somewhat confusedly before unceremoniously walking out of the automatic doors and disappearing into the night. I wonder if we’re all sleepwalkers, in one sense or another, tumbling drunkenly into one life choice after the next, every choice we make a fabulous idea at the time—only having to deal with the hangover if we stop to take stock.

			I look back at my screen. Anna’s mother took her own life. I wonder if it’s more than that, somehow. Maybe Simon did it, made it look like a suicide. If Anna was only “recently estranged” from her mother, maybe her mother was asking too many questions.

			The article is from August of last year. Anna said she had been held in the basement room for about a year, so her mother must have died a month or so after Anna went missing. Could that just be a coincidence?

			Or, perhaps she was getting too close to finding her daughter? Perhaps I am, too…

			I feel suddenly very exposed. How has it not occurred to me until now that I might have put myself in danger by finding Anna? How did it not occur to DI Cobham, either, to mention I might be in danger?

			And yet I know the answer to that: he didn’t believe me, he didn’t think I’d actually seen anything. I’m just another strange woman of a certain age; I’m sure he was just glad I wasn’t screaming at inanimate objects.

			And I didn’t think this far ahead. I didn’t consider that the police would be absolutely no help. I didn’t think I’d have time to be in danger. I just assumed I’d report it, show them the video, and they’d find the house on some database, rescue Anna, and put Simon Hughes in jail.

			But none of that has happened. And now I just have video evidence of quite a serious crime, and for all I know, the criminal knows all about it, who I am, and where I live. If Roger Evans, the angry bike man, could track me down, I’m pretty sure an actual criminal can, too.

			If Simon Hughes knows that I’ve been filming his basement, I’m fucked. If Simon is even his real name.

			I think of all the men on my street, in my neighborhood: Matt, with his weird empty house—no, his two houses; and Greg, with his three houses; or Chris, who’s away all the time; or the blond man who verbally assaulted Marina; or the Bentley guy, Richard, with the mystery wife in Tuscany or Switzerland or wherever; Roger Evans, with the anger issues; or Arabella’s husband, who I’ve never even seen; or the GP I got diazepam from; or Malcolm, the old man who wild-swims with Pam; or the guy who works at the deli who I smiled at after he said he liked my jacket. Stop.

			I force myself to take a breath. The clock above the front desk reads 3:09. I really need to go home, take a diazepam, and go to bed. The relief that I don’t have to fear sleep now is there, but only under the buzzing reality that I haven’t helped Anna Derwent at all, not really.

			I get up and head to the unmanned front desk, the officer reemerging to meet me.

			“Sorry—I need to go,” I tell her. “Can I collect my laptop tomorrow?”

			She looks momentarily mortified. “Oh God, I’m so sorry. I thought you’d gone already. It’s all done. I’ll go get it.”

			I feel my soul plummet even farther. If they can’t find me in an empty waiting room, what chance does Anna—do any of us—have?

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 29

				Any One of These Houses

			
			I walk back home fast, the streets empty and still in the predawn darkness. I check behind myself as I go, my heart racing at the shadows just beyond the pools of the streetlights. My mood is now so low and my anxiety so high, it’s all I can do not to break into a run.

			The same thoughts circle and knot themselves back through my mind. What’s happening now is what has happened all my life. Things get out of my control. I lose a baby, two, three, I lose a husband, a job—it all slips from me the harder I grasp it. But if I let go, it goes even quicker.

			People say, What is for you will find you. But that isn’t true. It won’t, and if you wait for the world to do its thing, you’ll end up alone a lot sooner than I did.

			What is for you will not find you. No one will find you. No one is coming to find you.

			There is a woman in a basement. I saw her, I filmed her, she spoke to me. And the police won’t help her, or me. Now that I know about Anna Derwent, I could be in as much danger as she is.

			My fury twists and burns inside me, because I know this scenario would be the same if it were me trapped down there, too.

			No one would even look for me. No one would even know to look; I don’t even have a mother. Maybe Pam across the road would look, eventually?

			I need to find out where that room is. I just need an address to give them so that they will take this seriously.

			I turn the corner onto my street, nearly home, nearly safe. Suddenly, so close to home, I am scared. The street is silent.

			And I realize how much of a target I have made myself.

			I do not want to end up in that basement room.

			It occurs to me that I could just post the video of Anna onto the group, or put it on TikTok. If it is in the public domain, and has enough people behind it, we could force the police to do something.

			I’d be sued, or worse, I’m guessing, but they’d have to do something for Anna. The end would justify the means.

			People might think it was a prank, or AI—but they would have to check, surely. Wouldn’t they?

			And then I think, If Simon knows she’s found a way to ask for help, what will he do to her?

			A fox shrieks a street away, and I jump at the sound. There are no revelers this late in the residential sections of North London; it is only me.

			The windows of the houses stretch out ahead, dark, unseeing eyes.

			If I post the video, Simon will kill her and destroy the evidence in the basement. I’ve seen enough true-crime shows to know how these things work. In the time it would take to find her, she might be moved, or gotten rid of.

			If I were him, I’d make sure my basement looked nothing like the one on that video.

			I need a location to give to the police.

			It has to be one of these basements. She could be in any one of them, right now. They flash past me at ankle height as I stride along.

			Several houses ahead of me a front door opens, a fizzle of adrenaline zipping through me as the flash of reflected streetlight on its glass momentarily blinds me.

			It’s well after 3 a.m. People should be where they need to be by now.

			It’s a man, bundled up in a black coat, a baseball cap on, hefting a large holdall.

			A wave of lightheadedness rolls up through me. There is no body in the bag, I tell myself.

			Everything inside me tightens, but I do not slow my walk, anger and fear making me far too brave.

			The tension balled tight inside me bursts into flame when the figure at the gate turns and I see his face.

			It is the blond man, and he is coming out of Number 15.

			I don’t know why, but I know I need to do something. And suddenly I am certain that nothing can happen to me out here on the open street, where I know for a fact that voices at night funnel up and echo into every bedroom. Whatever happens here now will be heard in all of these houses.

			I speed up my walk and head straight for him.

			He looks up, surprised to see me approaching him with clear intent.

			“Hello,” I call out pointedly. “Sorry, hello there. You just came out of Number Fifteen there, yes?”

			The man stops, turns, gives a wan smile that barely covers his annoyance. But I don’t care.

			“Excuse me?” I say, again, louder. “Sir, you just came out of Number Fifteen, yes?”

			He looks at me as if I’m mad. “Er, yeah,” he answers, his accent hard to place, Dutch or Scandinavian.

			I smile warmly. “Great. It’s Chris, isn’t it? Marina’s husband?” I know he’s not Chris, of course, but I want to hear him say that, out loud.

			His face tightens almost imperceptibly. He stalls for a moment, then sees that he’s trapped.

			“No. No, I’m not Chris.”

			I feign surprise. “Oh, I’m so sorry. I didn’t realize anyone else lived with Marina and Chris.”

			“Ah, okay, night, then,” he mutters elusively. He goes to move away, but I am not going to let him do that.

			“So you do live with them?” I ask loudly.

			The man turns and frowns at me. “I’m sorry, what?”

			“I asked you if you lived with Chris and Marina,” I reiterate.

			“No, I don’t. I’m just a friend.”

			“What’s your name?”

			“What? Why?” he blurts, incredulous, before reining himself in. “I’m Eric. Why are you asking me?” he adds, genuinely confused.

			It’s a good question.

			“I have a package for Marina. If I give it to you, then I’d need to let them know who took it,” I fudge, with confidence.

			The corners of his mouth twitch slightly, as it dawns on him that I’m unhinged but in a harmless way.

			“Ah, I see. Well, it’s a bit late now for packages? Maybe she can collect it tomorrow?”

			“Maybe she can, Eric,” I agree, with a pleasant wave. “Frankie, Number Eighteen. You have a good night, yeah?”

			As I walk away, I feel his eyes bore into me until I disappear inside my house.

			

			—

			As soon as I get inside the house, I sit down in the hallway and plug in my laptop and look up Number 15 on Zoopla.

			According to the listing, Chris and Marina bought it five years ago. I scroll through the old sales photos until I get to shots of the house.

			There is a bright, airy kitchen that leads out to a garden rockery.

			I stare at the photos on my screen, the living room around me dark.

			There is no basement.

			I remind myself that it was never going to be that easy.

			Eric must, of course, live somewhere else.

			He could be holding Anna at his house.

			But what about Greg or Richard or Malcolm? Or Matt. What do I really know about him?

			I grab a pad from the hall table and jot down each of their house numbers, then painstakingly search the internet, one by one, for old sales shots of each house’s basement.

			The only basement I cannot find is Richard’s, as the sales agent seems to have, annoyingly, only listed stylized shots of the primary rooms.

			And then I remember Matt’s second home—but when I go to look it up, I realize I have no idea what number it is.

			I bring up the cat camera website on my phone and sign in. I tap on the footage of Anna. I need to track back through Blue’s journey again and try to work out what street she is on, at least.

			I watch it through again, scrawling anything of note onto the pad. I watch and rewatch until my eyes blur. And when I check the time, it is almost 5 a.m.

			I admit defeat. I need more to go on than this.

			In the kitchen, I notice Blue is meowing for food.

			I grab his food container and he darts past me to his bowl, while I set about refilling it with his breakfast.

			As he eats, I look out at the pre-dawn garden, the glow of the backs of houses, people waking up already, living their lives.

			I think of Anna somewhere out there watching her window, her door, praying for the cavalry to arrive, knowing in her heart that it might not.

			It is only when I shift in the moonlit kitchen that it catches the light—my keys illuminated in the moon’s silver glow—and the idea forms. They told me not to film, but they didn’t say anything about tracking Blue.

			Dangling from my keychain, the thin metallic disc winks at me, once, twice: the AirTag on my bunch of keys, wedged tight in its carabiner, stares back at me, offers itself up as the answer to everything.

			Buoyed, I double-check all the doors, set the alarm, and haul myself and Blue upstairs, flop onto my bed, pop half a pill, and root Blue’s vandalized collar out of the bin bag still in my room. I attach the carabiner to it and fasten it around Blue’s neck. We lie there for a moment—and without meaning to I fall asleep in my clothes.

			We’ll need all the rest we can get before the day starts.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 30

				Anna—12 Months Ago

			
			Anna started to look up the things Simon said in his sleep.

			At first none of it made any sense: random words, mumbled apologies, which obviously meant something to Simon but translated into nothing meaningful in the light of day.

			When she finally told him about his dreams, he was shocked to hear he lived a second life while he slept. Seemingly as baffled as she was, he would ask her endless questions about it, as if there might be more to what had happened than she was telling him. But she told him everything. At first.

			Sometimes when she woke, he would be looming over her in the darkness, still caught in the urgency of a dream, as she lay helpless beneath him, caught in that momentary paralysis that comes before full waking.

			She’d screamed, the first time, and he’d woken, seemingly shocked by the violence of her cries, completely unaware of what had come before to cause them.

			Simon always found it hard to go back to sleep on the nights of these dreams, Anna knew. She would feel him lying there beside her, awake but silent and unmoving. She could almost feel his thoughts looping over and over.

			But on the days after the bad nights, she was ashamed to admit he was wonderful, softer, more available, more loving.

			After a while, she stopped waking him from the dreams, interested to let them run their course and see how far his night terrors would go unchecked.

			She lay still as he loomed over her in the darkness. He reached softly down to touch her: her face, her cheeks, her hair; he even forced a finger into her mouth, though she found she could stop him without waking him by gently touching his arm. He would pull back from her tremulously, as if touched by a ghost.

			After a week of her letting the night terrors run, he started calling her “Lissa” in them.

			The name meant nothing to Anna.

			Simon had mentioned old girlfriends, and she had names and faces to put to them; and while he’d told her about having his heart broken young, he’d never mentioned anyone called Lissa.

			One morning, over breakfast, she considered asking him outright who Lissa was, but since talking about his nightmares had disturbed him so much, she rather selfishly did not want to have to reassure him, and he hadn’t said anything embarrassing or inappropriate, so she decided to stay quiet and listen more. After all, if Lissa had broken his heart, he’d hardly be keen on spilling his guts in the cold light of day, whereas he might in the soft, sleeping half-light.

			So she waited and listened, and slowly a picture did emerge in the darkness of their bedroom.

			Lissa had broken his heart. He was sorry about what had happened. He would change it all if he could. He would go back.

			He sounded different when he was speaking to Lissa, when he thought Anna’s prone body was hers.

			He sounded weak, though Anna hated the word. He would beg, cry, as he pleaded with her. His distress, its intensity, was so affecting some nights that Anna felt her own tears bubbling up and shuddering from her.

			She came to realize that Simon still loved this woman, that whatever had happened was very much part of him, a part Anna would never be able to touch.

			Whoever Lissa was, she had broken Simon. Anna had often wondered how she herself had wound up with Simon, and now she knew: he, too, was broken.

			Sometimes Anna would reach out through the dark and smooth his brow, as if she were Lissa forgiving him. She would kiss his forehead and tell him it was okay, and he would melt into her, forgiven.

			She was jealous of Lissa, of course, of how deep and indelible the mark she had left on Simon was.

			She might have never found out the truth. She might have lived and died feeling jealous of a woman she should never have felt those emotions for.

			But she did find out.

			Anna suggested they go on a walking holiday. She wanted to see the Lake District, to climb Scafell Pike, the highest mountain in England. If she could conquer that small summit, she might be able to conquer more, and maybe one day she might achieve all the things her mother had expected of her.

			Simon liked the idea of a hiking trip, and they made some notional plans.

			Simon then mentioned a three-day hike he had taken years before to the remotest part of Scotland. It had taken a slow two-day hike to reach Knoydart, with a one-day trek back. It had been hard, he told her. But worth it to get there, to be in nature so completely, just you in the world, just one foot in front of the other, until the rest of humanity, the past, the future disappeared.

			It sounded beautiful, almost like space travel, so Anna looked up Knoydart online, then she wondered if there might be any tagged photos on Facebook: a young Simon halfway up a mountain, rosy-cheeked but triumphant.

			Of course, nothing came up. There was no such photo. Frustrated, Anna wondered if there were no photos now because they had been deleted, perhaps someone else having been in them.

			So Anna tried another search, hoping for a solo shot, or perhaps just to finally put a face to the name.

			Lissa, Knoydart.

			Search results filled Anna’s screen, articles going back twenty years.

			Blurred photos of a clearing in a wood in Scotland, police tape cordoned. Other articles showing diagrams of blunt-force trauma. And finally, a school photo of a beautiful, eighteen-year-old, spiral-haired girl, in a school uniform, her head turning toward the camera, caught in the moment just before her smile turns into a laugh.

			Melissa Craig.

			Anna clicked on an appeal article from thirteen years ago.

			
				Mum Begs Police to Review New Evidence in

				Tragic Missing-Girl Case

				The mother of Melissa Craig, the 18-year-old schoolgirl who disappeared without a trace on her way home from school just over five years ago, is begging local authorities to investigate a new witness statement that has emerged after a recent appeal.

				The missing girl’s mother, Nicola Craig, 51, a former NHS worker and full-time campaigner, has secured enough signatures in a recent petition to have her request for action heard in the House of Commons this week.

				Melissa Craig’s father, Philip Craig, 53, said: “It’s just not right that some cases get this disproportionate level of interest, and police hours, whilst others seem to slip off the agenda without any follow-through. I understand funding is tight but new evidence requires new action.”

				And whilst the couple are no longer together, having recently divorced, it is clear that they will be a united force to be reckoned with in pushing for police hours on their case.

				“This new evidence is a big steer,” Nicola shared with us. “I think I’m able to say that our new witness, in fact there are two, can verify that Melissa was seen getting into a car near Canning Park, with an unidentified male. This throws everything we thought we knew about her timeline in the bin. We’ve been looking in the wrong places. She wasn’t travelling on foot—she was in a car. And she was with someone.”

				Neither Berkshire Police, nor Ms. Marie Lunting, the Craigs’ local MP, was available for comment on what action might be taken in the case next, if any.

				Comments: 9 comments

				EmmaLee33

				Staines-Upon-Thames, United Kingdom

				Such a sad story…feel for the family who just want closure [image: Frowning face emoji.]

				TarzanintheSun

				Brighton, United Kingdom

				Tory cuts, Labour cuts—and we wonder why this keeps happening??

				Zero funding. Poor policing. And criminals who know they’ll get away with it!!!!!!

				[image: Reply icon showing a curved left-pointing arrow.]  Reply

				Goldilocksbearz

				London, United Kingdom

				Nice attitude mate!

				TigerLily1415

				Southwold, United Kingdom

				How am I only just hearing about this missing girl now?

				AlfredtheGreek

				Haringey, United Kingdom

				Terrible article. Shoddy reporting, and policing here. Some news reports say she had on a black puffer coat the day she disappeared whilst others just say “a large coat” or even “a parka.” Which is it?! These things matter. If I was a parent, I’d be fumin

				OrionzOreos

				Behind you, United Kingdom

				Sorry but how did this “new” information not come out nearer the time? It’s been 5 years!?! Surely, they interviewed everyone in the area at the time? How does someone only just remember all this now? Very fishy.

				[image: Reply icon showing a curved left-pointing arrow.]  Reply

				Anon0005839

				Berkshire, United Kingdom

				Witness was probably under age at the time. Probably doing something they shouldn’t have been. Too scared to come forward. Saw appeal, felt bad. Not rocket science

				[image: Reply icon showing a curved left-pointing arrow.]  Reply

				OrionzOreos

				Behind you, United Kingdom

				Nice guesswork “Scott & Bailey.”

				[image: Reply icon showing a curved left-pointing arrow.]  Reply

				Anon0005839

				Berkshire, United Kingdom

				Great reference:/ Not guesswork though mate. Google it. Witness was: Gemma Barnet. She was 14 at the time. Skipped school with a friend and they didn’t come forward at the time. Too scared coz they shouldn’t have been there.

			

			Then Anna had tapped the next link, a more recent article, this one from just over a year ago.

			
				Berkshire Chronicle

				Human Remains Identified as Those of

				Missing Sixth Former Melissa Craig

			

			21.03.23

			
				Police have confirmed that human remains, found in the remote Scottish location of Knoydart earlier this week, are those of the missing Berkshire schoolgirl Melissa Craig.

				Craig, 18, missing for over 18 years, was last seen, according to witness statements, leaving Canning Park on foot before getting into a car with a white male, and heading north away from the park.

				The remains, found by former lifeboat service engineer Roger Thompson, 67, whilst hiking, were immediately reported and taken away for police analysis.

				“I stumbled on the area, to be honest, needed a comfort break and headed into one of the wooded areas. I’m not surprised no one’s found it for years. There’s not a lot of through-traffic up here, as you’d imagine. It’s lain undisturbed for quite some time. There had clearly been a fire there at some point. I went over to take a look at the charred area and that’s when I knew something wasn’t right,” Thompson told reporters.

				Berkshire Police, in conjunction with Fort William Police, have since confirmed that after DNA analysis the remains are those of Melissa Craig, a cause of death being registered as blunt-force trauma.

				Further analysis of intact bone fragments has allowed the police to piece together the tragic final moments of Melissa’s life.

				Berkshire and Fort William constabulary are calling for any new information, or any historical eye witnesses, to unusual behaviour in the Knoydart hiking area, to come forward.

			

			Anna stared at the screen for a long moment, a dread sinking down and down, like a stone, deep into the pit of her.

			Melissa. Lissa. Melissa. Lissa. The names pulsed in her head, dizziness threatening to overwhelm her.

			She sifted through the numbers, the dates slotting back through time. This missing girl and Simon would be almost the same age.

			Simon walked to Knoydart the year Melissa Craig went missing and her remains were found eighteen years later in the same spot.

			But why would Simon tell her he’d been to Knoydart, if he did this, why would he be so stupid as to mention the place, Anna asks herself, desperate for a reason to believe she’s mistaken.

			But then she remembered that Simon didn’t tell her about Melissa—he didn’t know she knew that name. The information he gave her wasn’t enough to find out any of this. He must have lied to her about where he grew up, too; he must have grown up where Melissa grew up.

			Simon hadn’t meant to tell her. But now she knew.

			The perfect, love-filled life Anna thought she would have with Simon darkened and crumbled, like the charred remnants of a fire.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 31

				Boyfriends and Husbands

			
			The knocking rouses me, bleary-eyed and dry-mouthed, from sleep. Sunlight pours in through my open curtains, the glare blinding.

			Memories of the police station, and DI Cobham, flood back. I feel a tumbling kind of hysteria growing inside me.

			The knocking begins afresh. I scramble up, straighten my crumpled clothing from the night before, flatten my bed hair into something vaguely presentable, and head to the stairs.

			The knocking is crowned with one soulful chime of the doorbell.

			I peer down the banister to the hallway, the silhouette of a woman visible beyond the frosted glass. For a second, I wonder if it might be the female police officer checking up on me but as soon as I swing open the door and see who it actually is, I wish it were the police.

			Marina is staring back at me, her eyes playing over my bed-mussed hair and creased shirt, before she remembers to pull a tight smile.

			“Morning,” she says crisply. It’s actually 12:17. “Sorry to bother you. I’m Marina, from across the road.” While she doesn’t look friendly, she does look good, her weekend getup effortlessly perfect: shorts, gladiator sandals, broderie-anglaise cami, and beads, her hair glossy and loose.

			“Number Fifteen,” she adds.

			“Oh, yes, hi,” I say.

			Is she here to tell me off for harassing her friend last night?

			Marina holds my gaze expectantly, an uncomfortable silence forming. She seems to be waiting for something, for me to do something.

			“Do you want to come in?” I ask, unsure what else to do.

			She frowns slightly, looks back at her house, then to me, and nods awkwardly.

			“Okay, I guess,” she mutters, before squeezing past me as I hold open the door.

			She looks into my living room as we pass it heading toward the kitchen.

			“You work from home, don’t you?” she asks, and I don’t know why, but I don’t like the way she says it.

			“I do.” It’s a lie I’ve said so often this week that I’m starting to believe it myself.

			“I’m so sorry for the inconvenience,” she rambles on, “bursting in on you like this on the weekend. What a pain. I can totally understand how that would be an annoyance—people assuming you’re always in and available,” she says.

			“Not at all,” I reassure her. “Can I get you a tea, coffee, water?” I am still unclear why she is here.

			She looks surprised at the question, before course-correcting. Her eyes scan my kitchen, my furniture, my appliances, my finishes, coolly appraising it all.

			“Oh. Okay. Sure,” she answers. “Coffee. If you’re making it.” She keeps her tone bright, noncommittal. “I just mean you must get a lot of packages, being in all the time, working from home.”

			The coffee machine thunders, then splutters to a stop.

			“What do you do?” she asks, her tone upbeat but awkward.

			“Luxury branding,” I answer, popping oat milk in her coffee—I know she drinks oat milk because I saw it in her transparent recycling bags.

			“I’m fixed-income macro trading, for my sins,” she says, without being asked. She flashes me a row of perfect white teeth.

			“Wow, interesting.”

			“Yep.” She takes the coffee I hand her, stares down into it, that appraising gaze again. Perhaps the oat milk was Chris’s or Eric’s, not hers.

			“Do you want to sit down?” I ask.

			She looks mildly horrified.

			“Oh, I’m so sorry. That’s so kind but I really only came over to collect my package. Sorry. Our package. I mean, thanks for the…coffee and everything but…” She stops and shrugs helplessly, then gently sets her coffee cup down on the table.

			I feel life drain from me as I recall the imaginary package I told Eric about last night.

			“Oh! Right! Yes. The package, okay,” I blurt, mortified, because of course there isn’t one.

			“Exactly,” she says, with a relieved smile. “Eric texted me this morning. He said you were very eager to get it off your hands.”

			I feel my cheeks fill with blood. “Yes, of course. I’ll just…go and get it. I think I put it on the bookshelf in the…I’ll be right back.”

			In the living room, I mouth a few choice swear words to myself before making “I’m looking for something” noises, my brain working overtime for an excuse. There’s no package, obviously.

			After opening and shutting a cupboard or two, I bite the bullet and head back to the kitchen.

			Marina is standing by the back door, fiddling with the lock, when I enter. She looks up suddenly when she sees me, hands raised as if I’ve caught her.

			“Sorry—your cat was trying to get out.”

			I spin around and see Blue, looking sheepish under the kitchen table, his old vandalized red collar that I rescued from the upstairs bin bag back around his neck with a large black AirTag carabiner dangling from it, the words Help Me just about visible to the keen eye.

			“Oh my God,” I blurt, pushing past her. “Don’t worry—I’ll get him. He hasn’t had breakfast yet.” I grab him and plop him back on the stairs and watch him trot up and away.

			“Oh my goodness. He’s beautiful. He looks so familiar,” Marina coos. “I must have seen him around.”

			Sweat prickles my hands. “Yeah, I put a photo of him on the group earlier this week. You probably saw him there.” I hope this puts an end to it.

			“I’d love to have a cat but I’m just not home enough,” she confides.

			“Couldn’t Chris, or Eric, look after it? While you are out?” I try, the opportunity too good to miss.

			Her forehead creases at the mention of their names.

			“Eric doesn’t live with us. It’s just me and Chris. And Chris is away a lot.”

			She absentmindedly rubs her face, smearing her mascara in the corner of her left eye.

			“Are you okay?” I ask.

			Marina’s attention snaps back to me. “Excuse me?”

			“I was just asking if you’re okay.”

			Marina instantly reddens at the question. She clears her throat and looks at her watch.

			“Oh my gosh. Sorry. Look at the time! I was only supposed to pop over here for a second. I left something…in the warming oven,” she adds. “Could I just get the package?” she asks, her hand outstretched expectantly.

			But there is no package.

			“I’m so sorry, the truth is…I thought the package I received was for you, but it was for a Mary Lamb, at Twenty-one. I can’t believe I mixed the names up. I’m so embarrassed after making such a fuss.”

			Marina’s veneer of charm drops slightly; she stares at me for a second. “I see. Right. Yes, of course, that happens. I was surprised to hear about it, because I haven’t ordered anything in weeks.”

			

			—

			From behind the curtains of the front window, Chris opens the door before she reaches it, his expression becoming serious as she speaks, his gaze flicking across the road to my house. I pull back from the window as the pair talk intensely.

			I wonder if she did recognize Blue.

			It’s then I realize that if Chris is home to answer the door he must have been home last night when Eric was there. Perhaps they are just all friends? But do friends argue the way Marina and Eric argue? Something is going on in that house, I know it.

			When I look back, I catch sight of Chris throwing one last concerned look at my house, before disappearing inside his.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 32

				Anna—12 Months Ago

			
			Anna knew she could not leave Simon straightaway after finding out about Melissa. It would be too unexpected; he would realize she had found out, and she couldn’t risk that.

			She needed a proper plan. There was still a chance she could avoid Melissa’s fate if she disappeared without a trace.

			But disappearing would be a very hard thing to do. He knew where she lived, where she worked, where her mother lived, everything.

			In the week that followed her discovery, she set about making an escape plan.

			He would surely work out that she knew quite quickly. She found it near impossible to act normal around him, to keep up the pretense of loving him; the energy it took to force everything back to the way it had been before was overwhelmingly exhausting.

			She knew she would slip up, given enough time. So she needed to act fast or she would end up as a scattering of bones in a wood somewhere, never to be seen again.

			Her first instinct had been to go to the police, of course. But she quickly realized that all she actually had to tell the police were things her boyfriend had said in his sleep and a possible connection to a hiking spot in the Scottish Highlands.

			Court cases and criminal convictions, Anna found after a little Googling, could not be won on evidence as ephemeral as “things he said in his sleep.” She had no physical evidence.

			She’d read every article she could find. If Simon had been at Lissa’s school he must have already been eliminated from the investigation twenty years ago. He, like every male in the upper years and on the staff, would have been interviewed, voluntarily DNA-sampled, and found to be of no interest to the case.

			Going to the police would only alert Simon and achieve nothing quickly, and she knew what he was capable of now.

			The day after she found out about Melissa, she called in sick to work and then spent the next week rearranging her life. She got a new SIM card and phone; she would toss her old one on the day she left. No one from her old life could know where she was going, in case he came asking.

			She knew disappearing meant she would have to break contact with her mother for a while, but was that so bad? she wondered.

			She would miss her friends, but she could make new ones, she argued to herself.

			She emailed her landlord to end her tenancy, apologizing, but offering to pay the remaining two months’ rent up front. Then she placed a cash deposit on a small one-bed flat in Brighton, on the day of the viewing.

			The hardest thing to leave was work. She handed in her notice to her manager and stopped going in, citing a change in situation, but the messages she received the next week from her work friends flooded in: Where was she going? What had happened? She made her excuses, blamed her fraught family situation, and told them she’d let them know her new number once she’d got settled. Of course, she knew she wouldn’t be able to do that. She couldn’t risk leaving a trail and besides, if she was honest, none of them had ever been that close. She would disappear easily—something she realized must have been a reason Simon had chosen to get close to her in the first place.

			It all would have worked out fine, seamlessly, if Simon hadn’t popped around to her flat while she was out.

			Anna’s landlord wished Simon good luck with the move—except Simon wasn’t moving.

			The night before she intended to leave, Simon invited her over for dinner.

			She was so close to being free of him it wasn’t worth raising suspicions by saying no. She told him she couldn’t stay over; she had an early start.

			He cooked for her, and she forced down the food, smiling in all the right places. It didn’t seem like he suspected anything, at least for a while.

			“I want to give you something, a present,” he told her, with a seriousness she found unnerving. He led her upstairs to his room, and sat her on the edge of his bed, before pulling a small green jewelry box from his bedside cabinet.

			Anna forced down a sudden wave of nausea at the thought it might be an engagement ring.

			She let him sink down onto one knee in front of her and raised the box. It seemed like Simon was proposing to her, that he was finally going to do what she had prayed for, yearned for, since they’d met, only now it meant something else entirely. The irony that it might be happening now, like this, was almost too much for her to bear.

			He flipped open the box.

			It wasn’t a ring but a necklace, a silver chain with a small silver heart gleaming from it, the heart edged with Art Deco spikes, like rays of the sun. It looked almost religious, was handmade and distinctive.

			Anna looked up from the gift to Simon, attempting to make sense of the timing, the sentiment of it.

			“Do you like it?” he asked, holding her gaze, studying her every microexpression.

			“I do,” Anna answered, with a grateful smile, though unnerved by his intensity.

			He watched her smile, watched it hold too long and twitch a little at the corners, then slowly fade.

			“Good,” he said, rising, leaning to fasten it around her neck. She touched its cold metal as it rested on her clavicle.

			He pulled back to take her in.

			“It was hers,” he said then, with such little buildup that Anna was momentarily baffled by his meaning.

			“Sorry, what?” she asked, moving, unaware, directly into the void.

			He slipped a hand into hers and pulled her close, part embrace, part restraint, and panic fizzed to life in Anna a microsecond too late.

			“The necklace. It was Melissa’s,” he told her simply. “I kept it.”

			Her eyes flew to Simon’s face. He knew. It was over.

			If she struggled, then she knew things would escalate very quickly, and she didn’t want that. She needed time.

			She forced love back into her eyes. He knew she knew, but he did not know how she felt about what he did yet. That was the only space she had left to live in.

			“I know it wasn’t your fault. You loved her, didn’t you?” Anna asked, as gently as she had ever asked any question.

			Simon pulled back a little, surprised, clearly not expecting this softness, this apparent lack of fear.

			He took in her guileless face, still filled with love.

			“Yes, I did love her. Very much,” he answered after a moment.

			He released one of Anna’s hands and touched her face, the flush in her cheek. He was gentle with her.

			Then his hand trailed down to the heart necklace, dangling against the delicate bones of Anna’s neck, his eyes filling.

			He kissed Anna, hard, the force of it, the need in it overwhelming. Anna held firm in her conviction, yielding to the kiss, to him, to all of it.

			More than that, she kissed back, as hard and desperate and needfully as him. A kiss that showed her intent, her acceptance, her loyalty. Because she needed time.

			Slowly, with her one free hand, she found the bedside table and the heavy water glass placed on top of it.

			Simon whispered in her ear, “We can make this work. Do you want to try and make this work?”

			“Okay,” she said, her voice docile, pliable, and as he pulled back to look at her, she smiled. He laughed with happiness and drew her back into a kiss.

			Anna’s hand finally gripped the heavy glass and she inhaled sharply as she slammed the blunt object into Simon’s temple, thick shards of it coming away in her hand, some embedded in her palm, some in his scalp.

			He reeled away, blood streaming from his head, and Anna ran for her life.

			She was almost halfway down the stairs before she felt his hands on her back, and then the ground disappeared beneath her—for a few moments she was suspended in nothing, and then she hit. The world turned black.

			On the hall floor she flitted in and out of consciousness, the sounds of his feet thundering down the stairs behind her, his face close, pain-stricken, drifting in and out of focus. She could not feel parts of her body, her legs, one arm.

			“It’s okay,” Simon told her softly, lovingly. “I’ll look after you. I’ll make this right. We’ll make this work, I promise you.”

			When she woke, she was in this room. She knew it wasn’t Simon’s basement, she had seen that before—this room looked new, built specifically for her.

			The necklace was around her neck, a bunch of fresh flowers on the plywood table.

			She found, when she finally managed to haul her body up, that everything ached. Her injuries from the fall seemed to be serious, though she felt little pain—just a dull throbbing, which she inferred must be due to some kind of pain medication he had given her.

			She shuffled over to the blooms on the table. She sat down on the plywood chair and caught her breath.

			She read the note on the flowers:

			To Second Chances.

			Anna stared at the words on the card for a long time before, with difficulty, she stood and started to look for a door.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 33

				Instructions for Anna

			
			Blue is meowing loudly on the stairs.

			He wants out, having finished the meager portion I put down in the kitchen and desperate to try his luck elsewhere. I take a breath. It’s now or never.

			I hope he’ll make a beeline straight back to Anna, especially after that tin of tuna she gave him yesterday.

			She’s clever—she must have given him something the first time, too, knowing he’d keep coming back for more.

			I take off his collar and head to the kitchen; he follows fast on my tail.

			I grab a pencil and tear a scrap from a pad, scrawl on it, and tightly fold it before taping it to the back of the tracker disc, just hidden from view.

			Instructions for Anna.

			Blue looks up at me, impatiently, his meow strong and insistent.

			“Right, young man,” I tell him. He stares at me with mild interest, hopeful for more food.

			“I need you to do something for me, Blue. Can you do that?”

			He meows, whipping around in tight circles, burbling in anticipation.

			I bend and secure the collar, with difficulty, as he continues to weave around. Once the collar is secure I open the back door, and he’s away into the bushes in three long, bounding leaps.

			On my phone, I watch the small blue dot of the tracker blink a route already forming. And now I wait.

			I pop on the kettle to make a tea, and that is when I hear a ruckus coming from out on the street: raised voices, the clatter of something hitting the ground.

			I head straight for the front door. Across the road, a few houses down, an estate agent is trying to hammer a For Sale sign in front of Richard’s expansive villa while Greg is shouting at and baiting him. The estate agent, clearly harassed, drops the sign again, the wood clattering down onto the tarmac.

			A minor scuffle ensues when Greg tries to physically grab the sign from the agent, a well-built young man in his late twenties. The pair briefly tussle, the younger man easily winning.

			Greg falls to the ground, then quickly bursts up, finger pointed, legal threats issuing forth. It would be funny if the power dynamics weren’t so grossly off and if Greg weren’t quite so angry. I find myself hoping that he is Simon, hoping I find the right house and it is his.

			Marina and Chris are also standing in their open doorway, watching, Chris’s hand protectively resting on Marina’s shoulder. They are too invested in the scene to notice me. But up the street Arabella spots me, our eyes locking, and she shrugs as if to say, “No idea.” It looks like she was unloading her car when the argument broke out, her boot still open. Daylesford Farm bags hang from each of her hands, and I realize she’s gone to and returned from a Saturday morning trip across the breadth of London in the time it’s taken me to get up and feed the cat.

			I wave at her and she smiles back, clearly as keen to be friends as she was the day she came over. She gestures with one laden arm for me to join her.

			Across the street, I notice that Chris is staring at me now, deeply suspicious, which is frankly ironic, given whatever is going on in his house. I’m on your side, I want to shout. Instead, I give Arabella a thumbs-up, then pop back inside and grab my house keys.

			When I lock the front door, Marina has disappeared back inside her house and Chris is out on the street, attempting to talk Greg down.

			The sign is now up outside Richard’s house, the estate agent pulling away in his logoed car. I wonder why he’s selling. His Bentley isn’t in the drive, so I suppose he must be in Switzerland or Tuscany with the mystery wife, lucky him. Lucky her. Either way, I doubt they care a jot about whatever it is that has made Greg apoplectic with rage.

			Perhaps Greg wanted to buy the property from them directly. He seems to be treating this area of London like his own mini–Monopoly board, with himself in the role of angry little top-hat man.

			Arabella pulls open her front door before I can raise my hand to knock.

			“Welcome, welcome,” she trills, stepping aside for me to enter. The hallway is spacious and suitably chaotic for a family of five. Raincoats have been haphazardly thrown on pegs, a few having even fallen into a heap on the Persian rug beneath, while tiny Crocs and sandals are piled higgledy-piggledy under the hall bench.

			Oil paintings of other houses and very old-fashioned-looking people line all visible walls.

			My parents were middle class, so I have no real idea if these are meant to be her relations or if they are important pieces of art. And I’m way too middle class to be gauche enough to ask.

			A large marble-topped hall table holds an impressive Atmos clock, its inner works in constant motion. Beside it is a large, yellow fresh-flower display and a hefty stack of mail.

			“Well, well, well, what a bit of excitement,” Arabella says, smirking, as she shuts the door on the tête-à-tête between Chris and Greg.

			Ten minutes later, ensconced in the drawing room, a fresh pot of tea and some hastily gathered provisions on the table in front of us, I dive straight in.

			“So, Greg’s not happy again. That seems to be quite a regular thing?”

			She emits a short, tight cackle. “I think you have a knack for nailing people down. Has anyone ever told you that?” She offers me a cup and saucer.

			“It comes and it goes. I’ve been known to get people wrong,” I confess. She acknowledges this solemnly, my divorce inference clear.

			“Well, love is blind. Don’t I know it,” she says with a little eye roll, and I wonder again where the hell Mr. Arabella is and why I’ve never seen him.

			“Oh, you, too?” I try, but instead of the confession of marital strife that I’m now half anticipating, she gives me an enigmatic smile and places a hand on her flat, cashmere-clad stomach.

			It takes me a second to work out that she doesn’t mean she has indigestion.

			“Three in school and now…one on the way,” she says, beaming. “Will likes even numbers—what can I say. Love is blind. Or has a short memory at least!”

			“Oh, my goodness, congratulations,” I enthuse, plastering on joy over the emotional sink hole that has unexpectedly appeared in our conversation. Suddenly all I can think about is the smell of the bakery department in Morrisons supermarket the last time I miscarried and how a shelf-stacker had to help me out to Ben’s car when he arrived to collect me. That won’t happen to Arabella, though; she has three healthy examples of the opposite already.

			I now know her husband’s name, though: Will, not Simon. That means nothing, of course.

			“Only mentioning it because the tea’s decaf,” Arabella says with a smile. “Anyway, back to Greg. Yes, all very intense. He’s a very competitive man.”

			Glad of the topic shift, I jump back on the disclosure. “Why is he angry about the sign?”

			“He’s not angry about the sign; he’s angry Richard is selling. Not sure how much I can say, but Greg’s got a lot of property in the area, home prices can fluctuate a lot, given certain circumstances, and he’d asked Richard to hold off listing until the new year. But as we can see, Richard did not listen. And has conveniently skipped town, as they say.” Arabella pops half a buttered scone in her mouth.

			“Did Greg actually think someone would wait to sell for his benefit?” I ask.

			Arabella nods, sips some tea. “Well, it would technically be for all of our benefit. We’re all dependent on house prices. It’s good to stay as liquid as you can right now—they’re constantly changing the tax rules on us. The children’s fees alone have gone up sixty percent in the last year. Switzerland or Dubai is looking pretty good at the moment. The children can always stay here and board. Will is keen to move, to be honest—he’s down in his office all the hours in the day. He’s finally agreed to cut back; after all, he can work anywhere.”

			The idea of Will being downstairs in his office all day sets alarm bells ringing in my head.

			I muster up the courage to ask the question that’s been on my mind since I heard it.

			“Is there something I should know about my house, Arabella?” I ask.

			Her eyebrows fly up, and she doesn’t answer immediately, seemingly confused by the question.

			“What do you mean?”

			“I overheard Greg saying if I knew something about my house, I never would have bought it.”

			She lets out a chuckle.

			“Maybe you wouldn’t have bought your house if you had known that Greg would end up being your neighbor, on both sides?”

			She’s deflected the question with humor. Or maybe she hasn’t; maybe Greg is worse than I thought.

			On the way to the restroom, I take a detour from the route Arabella described and land by the basement door.

			It has no lock and the door stands ajar, the sound of an air-conditioning unit whirring loudly down there, its cool air wafting up to hit my tea-flushed face.

			I hear a throat clearing coming from the kitchen. And, chancing my luck that Will is busy back there, I snap forward, emboldened as I creep down a few steps and peek into the basement room. It is an office. A desk takes up half the room, on it various computer screens with technical-looking scrub bars and time codes.

			I am about to straighten up and turn on my heel, when I suddenly notice another door, beside a coatrack, on the opposite side of the room. It has a lock, the large keyhole gaping.

			A shot of adrenaline pumps through me as I listen for noises from above. There are none, just the gentle whir of the air-con down here. I can always plead ignorance if someone catches me, I figure.

			I dart down the remaining stairs into the basement office, dodging furniture as I beeline for the door.

			I pull the handle but, just as anticipated, it is locked. Without thinking, I drop onto my knees and peer through the keyhole.

			In the pinhole darkness, I can make out the bobbled walls of a soundproofed cell—

			“Er, hello?” a sharp male voice comes from behind me. I promptly smack my face into the door, then turn, rising to my feet, hand to head. A smartly dressed man in a navy jumper, his shirt collar popping, is staring at me, a coffee mug in his hand, a vaguely irritated look on his face. “Can I help you?” he adds, clearly grateful I’m no longer on my knees. If I’m not beetroot red, it’s a miracle.

			“Oh God. Sorry—I was being nosy. Then really, really nosy. Sorry. I’m an awful person. Frankie, Number Eighteen.” I apologize, immediately, surrendering all sense of dignity and the will to live.

			His face contorts, then he lets out a laugh that comes off as a little rude.

			“Oh, a friend of Arabella’s. I think I’ve seen you around, yes. Welcome, Number Eighteen. I’m Will. Were you looking for anything in particular in my recording booth, or are you just a fan?”

			It’s a recording booth. I suddenly recall Arabella mentioning Will was a composer for film.

			I weigh my responses and hope for the best.

			“Just having a neighborly snoop, really.”

			“Ah, well, carry on—don’t mind me.” Will goes back to sit at his desk, flips off the air-con, pops on his headphones, and resumes work in spite of me still standing there right beside him.

			I linger momentarily after the mildly psychotic dismissal, then, when it’s clear he’s being serious, I slink out behind him, somewhat cowed.

			Back upstairs, deeply embarrassed, I fudge facts and tell Arabella I got lost and walked in on Will while he was working. I’m sure they’ll discuss it further once I’m gone, but thankfully I won’t be here for that.

			As I listen to Arabella tell me more about her children, her job in public relations, and her charity work, I take in the silver-framed photos that crowd the baby grand positioned by the front bay windows.

			My eyes pluck out the ones with Will, his look distant in almost all of them, his eyes cast off camera, away from where everyone else’s are trained.

			“Does Will have another studio?” I ask when the conversation finally loops back around. “A workspace somewhere else?”

			Arabella frowns slightly, as if the answer eludes her before finally landing on it.

			“Yes, he did rent one, not too far, a few years back. Before Stevie was born. But then we converted the basement so it seemed silly to keep it. Why?”

			“No reason,” I answer, knocking back the last of my tea. “I guess I just wondered if it’s strange always being in the house together?”

			“Oh, we aren’t. I’m only work-from-home every now and then days, mostly in the office or traveling for work. And he overnights every now and then in a hotel—to get the creative juices flowing.”

			By the time I leave Arabella’s, I have serious concerns that Will may still have a studio nearby. That and the absolute certainty that Arabella does know what Greg meant about my house, but is refusing to tell me.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 34

				The Worst Possible Timing

			
			Blue does not come home, but I watch his tracker dot bounce from garden to garden, street to street.

			All I need to find out where Anna is being held is for Blue’s tracker to stop moving for a decent amount of time, but when I open the tracking app, the blue dot is still bopping merrily along.

			I consider my plan again: once I have the address of where Anna is, I will take it to the police and lie if I have to; I’ll tell them I heard Anna screaming, if need be. The ends will justify the means, a little lie to save a life.

			My phone pings in my hand with a text message. It’s the address of a vibey new local restaurant. I frown at my screen until I figure it out: my “real” date with Matt. His words ping onto the screen beneath the first message.

			Still on for tonight? Table booked for 7:30

			I get an oddly contradictory burst of dread and embarrassment as I read it. I had completely forgotten.

			I could just text back and say I’m busy, but I just moved here. What, other than a job—which I’m going to have to admit to him at some point that I haven’t started yet—am I supposed to be busy with?

			I could go, and then leave if the tracker stops. I could even tell him; he could come with me to the police station. But then I’d have to explain the camera.

			I check Blue’s tracking app again. He appears to be batting back and forth in a garden a street or two away, with the tracker still in motion. Anna hasn’t got my message yet, clearly. I need to wait until I know she has it.

			I tap out an unimaginative reply to Matt. Staying here and waiting alone is not good for my stress levels.

			Great. See you there. x

			As I shower, images of Anna hobbling about her tiny basement room flood my mind. Her bruised face, her desperate eyes, the way she steadied herself on objects as she walked. Soon, I tell myself, soon she will be out, and safe. I just need to do this right, to be patient.

			I try not to think of what might happen if Simon finds the message that I wrote Anna on the back of the tracker—how much worse I could be making things for her.

			But what else should I be doing, could I be doing—other than waiting to find out where she is being held?

			The police can, will, must take it from there, surely?

			The timing of this date couldn’t be worse. But I’d rather be with someone right now than alone in this house.

			But I can’t tell Matt my concerns, obviously. Whatever happens, I can’t tell him about filming everyone, about the police caution, about a woman trapped in a basement.

			The room is full of steam when I finally shut off the shower and step onto the bath mat. I run a hand across the squeaking mirror to reveal myself.

			I think of Matt: handsome, easygoing, clever, funny, ludicrously handsome Matt.

			I check the tracker again. Blue weaves through the neighborhood. There’s nothing I can do until he stops moving.

			I dry my hair and leave it loose and wild, spiraling in thick auburn curls.

			I pop on a simple spaghetti-strap black dress and spritz some scent.

			I think of Matt’s eyes, the way he looks at me.

			Downstairs, as I grab my jacket and bag, I hear a throaty meow from the back door. Startled, I look back toward the kitchen, then back at my phone. Blue and the tracker are back home. Anna did not get her message.

			I head to the kitchen and let him in, bending to stroke him and check the tracker. The message is still firmly taped there.

			Damn.

			Blue didn’t go there today. I check the time, then slide his collar and tracker off, lock the back door, and place down a hearty dinner for him as he gurgles a thankful mew.

			I realize I can do no more here tonight, and I need to talk to another human being or I might go mad.

			“Blue,” I tell the cat, his eyes briefly flicking up to me. “Mummy’s going out, okay? I’ll be back in a few hours.”

			He resumes greedily chomping through his food.

			I think of when Matt hugged me goodbye after the drink we had yesterday, the warmth of his breath on my ear, his scent woody and clean, and the tired, loping quality his baby-induced exhaustion had on his strong athletic form.

			This is a good idea, I tell myself. Matt is one of the good guys.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 35

				Simon

			
			Simon dreams of Melissa, and it is always that day. That never-ending day.

			Her walking into the school gates ahead of him: her brunette spiraled hair caught in the breeze, her hand going up to push it away, out of her bright hazel eyes, as she talks to her friends.

			That smile, the conspiratorial narrowing of the eyes, her soft burst of laughter. It is how a class of twenty-nine kids, and a year of sixty, remember her still, though Simon sees none of them now.

			This vision of her will play out in their minds, and his, on and off for a lifetime: when their own children head out to school, then their grandchildren, Melissa will appear like a phantom in their thoughts—a reminder to hold things close in case they are taken.

			In his dreams Simon is back there in that day and the day that followed, always.

			

			—

			A large fire splutters and spits in front of him. He is tired, so very tired. The drive was long and filled with silence, only his thoughts for company, frantic, panicked thoughts and a weight of unearthly sadness.

			On the drive, he tried not to think of her, back there in the boot, the once-soft give of her skin hardened and cool to the touch. She was a thing now. Merely a thing tying him to another thing.

			The fire crackles in front of him.

			He looks up as the smoke coils and tumbles up through the tree canopy.

			He’s had to travel a long way to find somewhere this isolated. Ten hours in the secondhand car his grandparents passed on to him last year so he could go to his summer job.

			Ten hours to think, and then the overnight hike.

			More thinking time, planning time.

			In the fire, the outline of her rucksack, the structure still intact, though now no more than ash.

			This hadn’t been his plan this morning.

			He’d loved her, even though they say first love isn’t real love. She didn’t want anyone to know about them until after exams; her parents were against relationships. They were a distraction, apparently, although Melissa could have taken the exams while playing video games and got straight As.

			They had met outside a bar. Melissa was at a friend’s seventeenth. He never met the friend. Thank God. He’d been working in the bar’s kitchen when, on a break outside, she’d bumped into him.

			He’d noticed her before, at school, of course. She was considered, contained, perfect. Her laugh, her smile, the way she looked right into people when she talked to them—it was all a lot to take in for him.

			And she had looked right into Simon that night and seen something in him, too; she must have, he reasoned, because she’d given him her number. He let himself fall in love with her.

			For two months, his world was magical. They would meet after school, or on study days when they should have been revising, instead talking, touching, laughing, telling no one their secret.

			She was fun, she was beautiful, she listened to him when he talked, she liked the things he said. They shared everything. He told her his fears, his hopes, his dreams for the future; he gave her his entire self. For a couple of bright, intense, electric months it had been real and alive, true, incontrovertible love, the kind they wrote songs about, the kind people died for—and Simon would have died for her, for the idea of her.

			Everything had seemed so real, until out of the blue she told him it was over.

			He listened to her excuses: she was worried about falling behind in her coursework and they would be going to separate universities soon. At first, he thought it was a joke, but her features didn’t burst into joy—they slackened, telling him it wasn’t a joke, it was real. A sickening humiliation bedded down inside him, as if the feeling were him, that he was only “something being left.”

			He headed to the bathroom, the roaring rush of noise in his head threatening to topple him, as he began to wonder if maybe there was something wrong with him, deep down inside, deeper than even he could see, somehow, but she had seen it.

			He braced himself over the toilet bowl, quivering, spittle stringing from his mouth into the porcelain as the sickness left him.

			But the feeling would not go away; whatever he did, wherever he was, that sickly, sticky dread went with him. He thought of their phones: full of texts, full of photos, that he could not will back into nonexistence. He had loved her and she had ended it and everyone might find out.

			Admissions, secrets, proclamations, images achingly full of desire before were now veiled in horror. Each one evidence of how easily he had given himself away, each one a nail in the coffin of his future, each sentiment gone rotten, like bruised and leaking fruit.

			And that was before he considered the evenings they had spent together in his car, the windows fogged, how the thought of her beneath him had stayed with him through every waking hour since, her warm skin on his, the things she had said and done burnt into his brain, impossible to remove.

			He would have to trust that she would not tell anyone; she alone now had that power.

			He had done a stupid thing, trusting someone, loving someone, giving himself over to someone, and she had betrayed that, he concluded. He would need to fix his mistake; he would need to make her delete it all.

			The love he’d felt so sharply had morphed into its equal and opposite: fear.

			

			—

			He asked her to meet him to talk—he wanted to give her back the book she had lent him.

			And then, after he picked her up, the day had not gone the way that he had hoped.

			He had not planned on arguing with her, or crying and begging her to give him her phone. He had not anticipated her walking away, his chasing her and hitting her back when she struck him.

			And when she had started screaming, he had not planned to hit her again and again to make her stop. He had only meant for her to be quiet, but she stopped fighting back, stopped doing anything.

			He had not planned on bundling her up in the boot and driving for ten hours, or to buy supplies from a hardware store and hike for miles with a full load and start a fire—but one thing followed on from another, and he had.

			

			—

			He watches the last of the objects in the flames glow white-hot—everything in there was just a shape now. All abstract, nonthreatening, easily forgotten shapes.

			Terrifying that no one has stopped him, he thinks, that no one has come to check on the dark smoke tumbling up and up.

			Where are all the grown-ups? he wonders.

			And while he traveled hundreds of miles not to get caught, part of him is certain he will at any moment. If the wind changes direction, if some part of it all goes slightly differently.

			But the vast, rolling woodland around him remains quiet, only the breeze jostling the forest canopy high above and the crackle and pop of the warm fire.

			It is almost nice. If only it were slightly different.

			The firelight dances across his features, a large red scratch nicked into one cheek, a smear of mud across the other. He’s already decided he’ll need to buy concealer, then smash a glass when he is back at work, so it can be explained—he’ll have to make sure someone sees him doing it.

			Simon wipes his wet eyes with a sleeve, recalling her expression as she turned to walk away, and then when he ran to stop her, and she’d spun around, and struck him. The rest a blur until he raised the stone to hit her—that moment, that realization in her eyes. That look would be forever in his mind.

			If it weren’t for her parents, he knows, they would have stayed together forever, they would have married, had kids of their own, lived an entire life together.

			“I’m sorry,” he tells the flames, but they crackle on, unmoved.

			There is no way for Simon to go back and change things, no way to go back to their old school, his old life, even though he must. And he will.

			He needs to go back, he tells himself, and live a better life, try harder, for Melissa. Simon decides he must pay for what he has done.

			He promises the fire, the forest, the objects in the flames, that he will never, ever hurt anyone ever again.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 36

				It’s a Date

			
			The restaurant is achingly cool and everyone is a decade younger than me.

			Young women in their twenties, brimming with a joyful confidence that my generation never possessed at their age—busy with their lives, living out in the world.

			“Tough day?” Matt asks, noticing my wandering eyes. My attention snaps back to him, in his rumpled preppy outfit, and he laughs. “Tough day, I said?” he repeats gently, refilling my glass.

			“Sorry,” I say. “I was just thinking about how busy London is. You can get lost in it, can’t you? In the crowd.”

			His forehead creases, genuine concern in his eyes.

			“You okay?” he asks. “You regret the move?”

			I am not OK. And I am starting to think that I do.

			I shake my head and take a sip of my wine; it’s cool and tart in my mouth.

			“Everything just feels a bit confusing right now, you know?”

			“Your divorce?” he asks simply.

			I’m so surprised by the straightforwardness that I laugh. But using the divorce as an excuse for being distracted is not something I have a problem with.

			“I don’t know—in a way, I guess. The world just feels like a very odd place right now. A cold place. Do you feel that?” I ask, after a moment.

			I instantly regret saying that. I sound mad. Am I mad?

			My eyes flick up to his face, expecting to see a man sighing internally, but instead he is agreeing.

			“God, yeah,” he agrees, tipping back his glass.

			“Really?” I ask, still expecting him to pop his napkin back on the table and leave, with a work-emergency excuse, before the starters arrive.

			“Totally, I’m there, too,” he continues. “Boy, am I feeling it. Everyone I know is married, with kids. I swear I hardly see anyone. Everything is on a screen, meetings, family calls, friends, and when it’s not on a screen it’s everyone on their best behavior, no one’s honest anymore. All too scared, I guess. We don’t really know anybody anymore, do we? Not like uni, or your twenties; everything siloed at some point, and I didn’t get the memo. So, yeah, I get it. It’s frosty out there. And if you even try to break through the shell of surface interactions, then people get this look in their eyes, this fear, like ‘Why are you talking to me?’ Like we’ve all forgotten that is how you make friends.”

			“This is exactly it,” I respond, with sudden joy. “You try to be friendly, say hi, help someone, normal things that in the past would have been nice, and you’re suddenly suspicious.”

			“Yes! Like being friendly is definitely a long con. Hang on—maybe it is?” he says facetiously.

			“I don’t know. I suppose I just had this idea of the city, and it wasn’t that everyone was super friendly—but I thought people would be more civic I guess.”

			I catch the irony in my words, as no one I’ve met since arriving has been half as suspicious as I have.

			Matt sobers. “Yeah. I heard about Greg’s little outburst today.”

			“How?”

			“Lucy Kiefler texted me,” he says between sips, as if this needs no further explanation, him being in constant contact with a notably attractive woman post–mental breakdown.

			“Oh. Are you and Lucy good friend—”

			He puts a hand on my hand, and I stop short, the intensity of his warm skin on mine sensorially overwhelming. “I water her plants when she’s away and she gives me any extra veg she grows.”

			His eyes are locked with mine, a mildly amused crease in the corners.

			“I don’t know what happened with your marriage, but my ex cheated on me,” he says. “I’m not that guy.”

			The way he says it, its implication is so intense and honest that I’m aware my cheeks have flushed and my breath is quickening, a warmth growing inside me.

			“Okay,” I manage, then clear my throat. “Sorry, so, Lucy texted you.” I don’t know why but this new level of intimacy makes me brave. “Can I ask you, do you think Greg could be capable of something?”

			Matt’s eyebrows shoot up. “What do you mean?” he asks, then quickly masks his surprise at the question with a joke. “Like killing an estate agent with his own sign?”

			“No, like, do you think he might have a secret?” I push.

			Matt’s eyes flicker over my features, and I instantly regret asking this.

			But when Matt finally speaks, his answer is slow and considered, not at all what I expect.

			“I think everyone on our street has a secret, has made mistakes. Maybe on every street, but definitely on ours. I guess you’ve just got to hope they don’t make more or repeat the past.” His words hang in the air between us for a moment until a boyish smile breaks over his face. “Too much?”

			The tension breaks with laughter, his hand on mine again, and in that moment, his electric touch seems to pull every fiber of my being toward him with a sudden and fierce need. Suddenly I see snapshots of Matt in my mind: him at the end of a rugby match, wet with sweat, hair in his eyes; in a suit, almost surprised by his award; now, in front of me, warm-skinned, the crisp collar of his shirt against his neck, the soft cashmere of his sweater brushing my arm, the tenor of his voice vibrating right through me.

			I bite my lip as a waitress appears with two plates. Matt takes back his hand, and I gulp my wine.

			By the time dessert arrives we have moved on to our families. My parents now gone, his retired in Australia. He is alone, too, save for his sister, who lives half an hour away in Walthamstow with her nightmare husband.

			“And your ex?” he asks, pushing the remainder of the chocolate mousse in my direction. “Do you see him ever?”

			“Ben? God, no—he’s in the U.S.”

			“Not amicable, then?” Matt asks delicately.

			“Ha, no. He was as keen on us being friends as he was on being faithful. I don’t even know which state he’s in.”

			Matt acknowledges this, then grimaces. “I looked him up, I think. On your Facebook. I know that’s weird,” he confesses, after a moment. “And, full disclosure, he’s not what I expected.”

			“You’ve been stalking me?” I realize I’m a little too relieved.

			“I had a try. There’s not much to go on other than LinkedIn, but yeah. I’ve been stalking you.”

			“Okay,” I answer with a smile. “I deleted almost everything after the divorce. Wait—what do you mean he’s not what you expected?” The idea of him looking me up makes me feel giddy.

			He grins at the question. “You just look…and he looks, I don’t know, like an ordinary, middle-aged guy. Tired. Of life, or something. Is that awful?”

			I grin with my entire soul. “Oh, Matt, it’s so, so awful. Thank you,” I giggle, the wine buzzing through my blood. “I cannot tell you how good that is to hear: an ordinary, middle-aged guy.”

			He smiles, and beneath the table his knee brushes mine—he doesn’t pull away, one knee between mine. The feel of his trouser fabric on my skin, the heat beneath intoxicating.

			

			—

			On the walk back to our street, I am not concentrating as we amble down the dark residential roads, slipping from one pool of streetlight to the next as he leads me.

			I pull my coat tighter, the air chilly now with the sun long gone. Matt slips his warm hand into mine and squeezes it.

			When we reach the darkened square, he stops; and pulls me to him, delicately lifting my chin to let his lips meet mine.

			The scent of dessert wine mingles with his warm cologne as he kisses me.

			I lean in to the kiss, letting my lips part against his. A feeling I haven’t felt for years stirs inside me, a near-frantic need.

			He pulls back, our bodies hard against each other, desire aching inside me. I suddenly want him so much it hurts.

			His face inches from mine, he leans close to my ear, his breath warm on my neck. “I want to show you something. Do you want to come back to mine?” he whispers.

			“Yes,” I manage, my voice catching.

			“I want to show you the new house I’m working on,” he tells me, his lips finding my neck, tracing kisses down, his hand slipping between the front of my summer coat and finding my waist, my breasts.

			I want to moan in pleasure but we’re out on the street in summer, everyone’s windows wide open. I catch my breath and stop myself.

			“Do you want to come back with me?” he asks, his hand now sliding down between my legs.

			“Yes,” I manage. “Yes, please.”

			“Okay,” he says softly, pulling back, slipping his hand out of my coat and kissing me hard. “Okay. I’m going to show you what I’ve been working on for over a year now. I think you’ll be impressed.” His voice is thick with need, too, and I know as well as he does why we’re going back.

			He takes my hand, gently, and leads me away from our street, in the opposite direction.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 37

				Simon

			
			The soil on the grave has begun to settle, the turf overlaying it beginning to ease down, to bed in.

			The stone is up now. It is an angel.

			Simon has not seen any other cemetery visitors since he left the car park, and the graveyard is the largest in the county. It’s a wild, rambling, expansive place, its sightlines littered with statues and monuments. It feels safe enough, anonymous enough.

			He stands in front of Melissa’s angel, and what he feels is hard for him to fathom.

			She was so far away, out there, in the clearing in the woods, and now she is back here, with so much time having passed in between the two. Yet she is forever stuck in that day, like he is in his dreams.

			He places his tightly wrapped flowers down on the wet grass, a spray of cornflower blue now atop the green of her grave.

			Forget-me-nots.

			It seemed fitting, when the lady in the shop said the name, because he can’t forget her.

			Odd, he muses, the breeze licking his skin, that he drove her so far away, odd that he walked for so long over hills and streams, through woods and brambles, carrying her, just for them to bring her right back here again.

			He looks around, the gray pallor of suburbia on the horizon hitting hard against the shocking white-stone iconography of heaven.

			He kneels, jeans dampening, as if it will bring him closer to her long-extinguished magic, to her knowing smile, to her forgiveness.

			“I told you I’d get you back here in the end,” he says, and winces.

			He meant that to sound nice but it sounds awful. He was lying back then, and he’s still lying now. People in uniforms brought her back here.

			“I kept the other promise, though,” he tells the stone angel, her expression fixed, filled with sorrow. “I’ve been good. I haven’t done anything else.”

			He considers his choice of words, then nods at the truth of them.

			“I saw your parents, on TV. They’re okay now, I think. They got divorced, but they’re happy.” A crow shrieks above, drawing his eye up and away.

			In his peripheral vision, he spots a figure approaching in the distance. He decides to risk staying a little longer; he doesn’t intend on ever visiting again.

			“I just wanted to come, to say I miss you. Every day I miss you. And I’m sorry. It should have been different. I know it could have been different—we were too young. I was too— If it was now, it would be different,” he concludes, then falls silent.

			“Thing is, I’ve met someone, Lissa. I feel for her, as strong as I feel for you. I haven’t let myself until now. But now I know it’s safe to be with someone. I am safe.”

			The stone angel remains silent. Drizzle patters.

			“I knew you’d understand. I just wanted to tell you—to reassure you.”

			The figure approaching in Simon’s peripheral vision is now impossible to ignore. He rises and turns, scuffing down the front of his jeans.

			The figure is now about a hundred yards away, a man in his early fifties, short, rotund, cheerful. He looks up and smiles as he nears, then waves.

			Simon steps away from the angel and ambles back toward the main drag of the cemetery path, hoping the newcomer will not have made sense of which grave he has come from.

			“Don’t see many people out this side,” the cheerful man calls ahead. “You an old school friend of hers?”

			Simon’s blood freezes. The newcomer knows exactly whose grave Simon was at.

			The cheerful man draws nearer, coming to stop by Simon, bested by his long walk, hands keenly coming to rest on his hips as he catches his breath.

			“Sorry?” Simon answers, feigning ignorance.

			The cheerful man nods over toward Melissa’s angel. “Melissa Craig. You knew her?” he asks, with a sympathetic tone.

			Simon looks back at the stone angel, but she offers no help.

			“No, I never knew her,” Simon answers, after a moment. “I remember when she went missing, though. It was sad. Sticks in the memory.”

			The cheerful man grunts in agreement. “Yeah, you read so much about these things, don’t you? You almost feel like you do know them personally. I’m into my true crime, so I’ve looked at the cold case a bit. Weird one, for sure. Sad is right.”

			Simon nods, waits, then asks, “Who are you here for?”

			The cheerful man gestures along the path toward a large, sleeping stone lion.

			“The black cross next to the big lion. Dad. Always come on his birthday.”

			They both stare back at the cross. “Nice,” Simon responds, sympathetically.

			The cheerful man turns back to him suddenly, as if realizing something. He squints his eyes appraisingly for a sustained moment, studying Simon’s features. Simon’s skin bristles.

			“You look familiar,” the man finally says. “I think I might remember you from Leewood, actually.” The man chuckles, satisfied. “Yep, I never forget a face. I was substitute PE, lower years, for my sins. You still in the area?”

			Simon shakes his head. “Nah, London now.”

			“Oooooh, very swish. Ever think of coming back?”

			Simon lets out a laugh, relief flooding him. “God, no. Not my scene at all. Couldn’t get away fast enough.”
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			Day Seven

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 38

				Getting Lucky

			
			The front door of Matt’s renovation opens into a plaster-dust-covered, bare-boarded hallway that stops almost immediately with another makeshift, stud-wall door with a heavy-duty padlock and chain securing it.

			Matt is staring at me, amused.

			I’m going to ruin this if I keep thinking weird things, I remind myself, and shake it off.

			Matt leans past me and flicks on a clipped-up construction light, and the hall bursts into focus, its plaster dust, jagged edges, and all immediately exposed in one narrow beam.

			Matt shuts the white front door behind us, sealing us into the small vestibule between both doors. He wordlessly plucks a large ring of keys out of his coat pocket, angling one up into the light to check it’s the one he needs.

			The jangle of the keys, the wine in my system, and the thick steel lock conspire to send a shudder through me. I try to pry my thoughts away from basements, and bruised skin.

			Matt looks up at me, catching my gaze as it lingers on the heavily chained door.

			“Yeah, no, I just—” I mumble, aware I am a little giddy from the wine. “Safety first.”

			He leans past me to reach the large padlock, slipping the key into it, and for a second he is so close I have to push my body back into the wall, plaster dust powdering the shoulders of my coat.

			The padlock pops open, and Matt slips it from the door, releasing the heavy chain to dangle, scraping against the wood of the door as it swings from its mooring. He stores the padlock in one of his pockets, the weight of it pulling down on the coat’s fabric.

			Then he turns back to me, placing one hand on the wall beside my head, and leans his lips close enough to kiss. I move to do just that, but he pulls back, teasing me. I let my head rest once more on the wall, and he slips one arm back inside my coat, his hand finding the gap between my legs and pushing aside my panties. I gasp, my body arching in pleasure, my eyes batting closed, his lips finally finding mine. I moan in ecstasy as his fingers slip inside me.

			“Oh God,” I gasp, and he delicately moves his hand from the wall and places it over my mouth, my eyes immediately batting open at the dominance of it.

			“Shhh,” he tells me, his eyes holding mine, letting me know I am safe. “I haven’t soundproofed the hall yet. The walls are paper-thin out here.” He holds my gaze steadily, but the pleasure is too extreme.

			“If you want to make noise, we’ll have to go inside. Do you want to go inside?”

			He moves his hand from my mouth. “Okay,” I respond, my voice cracking, a shiver rippling through me.

			It has been a while since anyone has touched me like this, and even then, Ben did not know how to do what Matt is doing to me with such seeming ease.

			He unlatches the makeshift door and turns to me with that ridiculously handsome smile, his eyes taking me in. There is nothing dangerous about him.

			But then he stops and looks at me, suddenly unsure.

			“I need to tell you a secret,” he whispers, his arm still holding the door shut. “I’ve never shown anyone inside here. Do you promise not to judge me?”

			The question pulls me up short, a trickle of fear inside me.

			I stare at the door and suddenly I wonder if Matt is Simon Hughes. If he is the one who has Anna locked up, here, downstairs.

			There is a world in which Matt is a murderer, I realize, a world in which he is about to show me a hundred rooms, each with a padlock, each containing a girl. And yet surely I would get a feeling, an inkling. It just seems so unlikely.

			“I won’t judge you,” I say.

			He grins. “You know what? I really believe you wouldn’t,” he tells me, then opens the door and takes my hand, leading me into the darkness.

			Matt bends every now and then as we go along, flicking on more high-wattage clip lights angled through the hallway. Sections of brickwork and plasterboard burst into vision, the darkness beyond them instantly darker by contrast.

			“I haven’t made a start on the living room yet. I want you to see the back, though, which is pretty much done?” he asks, his hand tightly around mine. I feel safe, held by him, protected in the shell of this dusty transitioning building.

			We descend three steps and Matt pulls back two thick layers of plastic sheeting that block the doorway into the kitchen.

			I try not to think of American Psycho as he reaches through the plastic, and suddenly overhead lights burst on.

			An enormous, brand-new, immaculately designed kitchen pops into view.

			The vast extension is finished, everything in it still plastic-wrapped, but I can see how beautiful it is—will be—regardless.

			It is much larger than his current house, the design of the glass box sharper, more sculptural, the budget clearly much bigger. I remind myself not to compare it to his current house, as Matt has no idea that I’ve seen inside that one.

			“Oh my God,” I sigh in admiration. He smiles and releases my hand, letting me wander the vast floor space. My fingers trail over the cool, swirling marble. “It’s huge.”

			At the back of the building, the double-height glass orangery yawns out into the darkness of the garden.

			I look up, and above us hangs a mezzanine level suspended in the air, its glass rail glinting in the light of a sculptural chandelier.

			Out of the back windows, there is only darkness; trees must block out the neighbors’ lit windows here, because none are visible.

			I catch my own reflection in the glass, and Matt behind me watching me, studying every move I make.

			“It’s beautiful, Matt,” I call back to him. “What you’ve done here is astounding.”

			His expression is unreadable in the glass. “You like it?” he asks, forearms resting on the plastic-covered marble island.

			“I like it. Very much,” I say, turning back to him. I take him in, his muscular frame, his rumpled sweater, and those brown eyes with their hint of sexy sleepiness.

			“Do you want to show me the rest?” I ask. He smiles.

			“Don’t tempt me. I’d show you everything,” he says, moving away from me, hand stretched out. “Come on,” he coaxes.

			Upstairs, on the first floor, he pulls back more plastic sheeting from a doorway and flicks on a light to reveal the large open-plan mezzanine level.

			On the floor here lies a large picnic blanket, spread out. The walls are festooned with glimmering fairy lights, and velvet cushions dot the blanket’s edges.

			Beside the blanket is a bucket of chilled Champagne, the ice long melted but the metal still beaded with condensation.

			He planned all of this. He knew I’d come back with him before I even knew.

			The sexual confidence is oddly refreshing after nearly two decades of Ben, if not a little exposing.

			At the blanket’s center a ceramic platter is covered in blood-red, gleaming strawberries. I cannot hold back a smile.

			“Matt, look what you did!” I turn to look at him. “Not sure how you knew I’d come back with you,” I add.

			“Oh, a man’s gotta be prepared,” he jokes, with a boyish smile. He pulls me close into him, eyes locking in before he silences me with his lips. I melt into him.

			When he pulls away, he makes himself busy with the Champagne foil and cork, popping it deftly and filling two glasses.

			I take in the room, something about it sitting oddly with me, until I realize what it is: the walls are not plasterboard; they are textured, ribbed, the fairy lights only dimly revealing their contours. I wonder for a moment what the thick material is before Matt’s words from earlier return to me.

			Soundproofing.

			“Why have you soundproofed the house, Matt?” I ask, before I can stop myself.

			He looks up at me, surprised by the question.

			There’s a flicker of something behind his eyes; either he’s realized I’m an absolute mess of anxiety and intrusive thoughts, or he’s a psychopath and now he has to kill me.

			I push the thought away because Matt isn’t called Simon, and I’ve seen Matt’s online presence going back all the way to university, and people would know if Matt had changed his name or was pretending to be a Simon.

			He hands me a glass. “All the old Victorian and Georgian terrace-house renovations around here have soundproofing,” he tells me, gently helping me down onto the picnic blanket.

			I sip the Champagne, the crisp shot of it oddly steadying as the tart bubbles fizz against my nose and across my tongue.

			He touches my face, and I turn toward him.

			He slips his thumb between my lips, gently parting my mouth until I open it for him. He places a perfect red jewel of a berry on my tongue. “We don’t want them hearing us, do we?”

			I shake my head and bite down into the fruit, a burst of sugar filling my mouth.

			I swallow the strawberry and take another swig of the Champagne, my eyes wandering out to the glass balustrade of the mezzanine and the drop beyond it into darkness.

			I look down at my drink. It’s already half gone. I down the rest of the glass and hand it back to him, curious to see what comes next.

			“Thank you,” he says, placing my empty glass down on the hard plasterboard flooring.

			I sit down on the blanket, then slide back, looking up at the ceiling, as if I’m lying on the grass looking up at the stars, my coat falling open, my knees raised.

			But there are no stars here, just a bare light socket in a sea of white plasterboard.

			I shiver, the cold of the unheated house now working its way through my open coat.

			He leans over me, taking me in, his hand pushing my coat fully open.

			I shiver.

			“Are you cold?” he asks.

			“No,” I reply gently, unwilling to break the moment.

			Then, with one hand, he traces along the buttons that run down the front of my dress, my body arching toward him with each point of contact as he delicately undoes them.

			My entire dress now loosely open, he brushes the fabric to the sides to reveal my warm skin beneath.

			He leans back and looks at my half-naked body, lit by fairy lights, the delicate cream lace of my underwear only slightly obscuring my modesty.

			He lowers his lips to mine, his mouth warm and Champagne-scented. He slips a hand between my legs again and I break the kiss with a moan of pleasure. My need for him is now desperate and all-consuming. I give in to it, to him, as he leans over me, blood rushing to my cheeks, to my extremities, as his fingers find my wetness, my breath coming fast and hard until I dissolve into the pleasure, nothing left but him and me and need.

			He makes me come three times, my breath snagging, heart thundering, before he fucks me hard on the floor, my hands grasping him closer.

			We fuck until we can’t anymore, and still then, I want more of him, as if he and he alone can keep me safe. Even as I slip into sleep, I want more of him, his scent, his touch, his warmth.

			

			—

			I wake an hour or two later, needing the bathroom. We are wrapped in soft blankets on the floor, our warm bodies entwined.

			My back and hips ache, and the heat of my subsequent bruises already evident. My back must be covered in them.

			I stretch, letting myself luxuriate in the throb of them.

			I look over at him sleeping beside me. He looks so peaceful.

			I see my dress discarded across the floor, and my coat slightly closer. It might be a long, cold trek to find a toilet in this renovation.

			I manage to hook the coat with my foot, and drag it over, before I shuffle out from under his heavy arm. He sleeps on, as I slide back the blanket covering me, the cool air of the house hitting me instantly.

			I wrestle on my coat, trying not to knock over the glasses beside the picnic blanket, then head toward the darkened doorway on tiptoes, the floor gritty with building debris underfoot.

			When I reach the dark hallway landing, I fish out my phone torch and train its fluorescent beam first up into the plastic-covered ascending staircase and then down the descending one.

			The kitchen, I decide, must have a small guest toilet near it. I take a breath and head downstairs.

			There is only one door off the main room. I open it hopefully but am met by a bespoke pantry with a tea-making nook. I close the door softly and continue my search.

			Outside, there is a scream in the darkness. I freeze. I do not breathe.

			I tell myself it can’t be a person. It can’t.

			There is not a woman in the basement.

			The scream comes again, and I am right. It is almost human but not. A fox shrieking into the night. Sometimes they can sound so real.

			They say those screams, the ones that sound like humans’, are actually the foxes’ mating calls. I shiver off my misplaced fear and continue my search.

			But Anna is back in my mind, and I cannot shake her and the thought that terrible things happen every day, and nearly every house around here has a basement. Even mine, with its washer, dryer, and storage shelves.

			My thoughts stutter to a stop as I reach the staircase and see the steps leading down to Matt’s basement. There is a door at the bottom of the stairs with a key, ready and waiting, in its lock.

			I’ve already been in Arabella’s basement, I argue with myself. What harm is one more?

			I listen up the staircase for sounds of him waking. It can’t hurt to check. Then at least I can stop half thinking it.

			There are no sounds from the mezzanine. I shine my phone torch down into the stairwell and start to descend.

			At the bottom, I press my ear to the door, but there is no sound beyond.

			I look at the key; it definitely wouldn’t have been left in the lock if there was something terrible behind this door.

			I turn the key and lower the handle, carefully opening up the door.

			Darkness stares back. I shine my torch in and am met by more stretches of plastic sheeting, the breeze from the open door rustling them like ghosts floating in the blackness.

			I step into the basement and shine my torch in. The room flares into vision.

			It’s a cinema room, with red velvet seating vacuum-sealed in plastic, small, mirrored tables between each seat, for drinks and popcorn.

			The carpet is blood red and covered in a tight, sealed, protective plastic film.

			All the chairs angle toward the screen wall, where a projector at the back of the room is lined up to show films.

			There is no bunker, no basement of horrors, no Anna.

			But it’s clear for the first time exactly how much money Matt must make, how all of his architectural projects, all those sculptural buildings lighting up his grid on Instagram, must have paid for all this.

			I can’t help but realize that if our relationship goes anywhere, I might end up living in this house with him. The thought is terrifying in its unbridled optimism.

			I swing my torch toward another doorway I notice on the left-hand wall. I pad over to it. My bare feet squeak on the taut, plastic floor covering.

			I reach out a hand to the door handle and turn. It creaks open. I snatch a breath and pull it wide, shining my torch light directly into it.

			It is a narrow restroom.

			I stare at it for a second, pulse lowering, breath normalizing. But at least I’ve found a toilet.

			When I exit the toilet, I make it as far as the first row of cinema seats before all the lights in the room burst on.

			I squint through the bright glare, and make out Matt’s form filling the doorway. He’s just in his boxers, his muscular frame blocking the door. He holds my gaze, the smallest of frowns pinching his brows.

			“What are you doing down here?” he asks.

			“Bathroom,” I admit sheepishly, and it’s not a lie, exactly.

			He studies me a moment, then nods, the sound of the toilet cistern filling behind me evidence enough.

			“Oh. You know, there’s a toilet upstairs, too,” he says, turning back to the stairs and ascending, leaving me behind. “Come back to bed when you’re done—I’ll warm you up,” he yawns, the easy familiarity between us deeply reassuring.

			He doesn’t seem concerned I’m snooping around. And why should he; there’s nothing concerning down here at all.

			I follow Matt out, flicking off the lights as I pass, leaving the deep darkness behind me.

			I wake a few hours later to find him looking at me drowsily, his face across from mine, his arm draped heavily over me, and I feel more warm and secure than I have felt in years.

			He gives me a sleepy smile and pulls me close, kissing my forehead with gentle intimacy.

			“Thank you for last night,” he whispers, his voice so close and soft that it makes me shiver.

			

			—

			My house feels cold and empty when I return, in spite of the warm morning sun outside. A mournful meow echoes from the kitchen. I straighten. It’s Blue, waiting to be fed and let out, and the sooner I do that, the sooner we can find Anna. I fasten on his collar, check that the note is still there, and open the door.

			He didn’t even wait for breakfast. Which means he’ll be heading somewhere he knows has good food.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 39

				Anna

			
			Anna watches the window, the garden beyond the bushes that partially shield her view unmoving but for the stirring of the wind.

			Her stomach groans, but the emptiness is good; it is a reminder that all of this is coming to a head. She is hungry because she has fed the fluffy gray cat several tins of her canned supplies, and now she’s had to cut back herself to avoid being fully out when she is next resupplied.

			When she is free, she will cook a whole roast chicken, she promises herself, and eat the whole thing in one sitting with her bare hands.

			If she gets free.

			She hasn’t known the day of the week for certain since she arrived, but she knows roughly how long she’s been down here; she started counting the days when she woke up in the room, marking them off on the bare floor beneath the loose carpet tile at the foot of the bed.

			She doesn’t know how long she was unconscious after falling down at Simon’s house; she only knows that when she woke up, she was here, wherever here is.

			Simon visits every third day. He used to come every day but that has petered out.

			Some days their time together can look, sound, and almost feel like it did when their relationship was real. As if, Anna thinks, this were just their home and she were a trad wife but without a kitchen or floral dresses.

			Perhaps that was the dynamic that Simon always wanted.

			Anna knows to play nice, stay soft, loving—that is her only value here, the only thing keeping her alive.

			She listens attentively when he talks to her, she lets him kiss her, fuck her; and she kisses him back as if she means it.

			She has become very good at dissociating, playing her role. There are no visible seams in her performance. She has tried fighting him and the situation, and it always, always ends badly for her.

			Melissa’s fate, what he did to her, is no longer a secret between him and Anna. He talks about Melissa openly now. And Anna knows what her fate will be if she chooses to “end” their relationship.

			Sometimes Simon does not talk to her when he comes, he merely dumps a bag of supplies, and leaves; this scares her more than when he stays, because she knows he will eventually get bored of dropping off supplies and she will no longer be required.

			But that time has not come yet.

			Sometimes he stays for hours, to talk, or cry, in long, rambling, apologetic speeches. She listens and holds him through it because that is her function, trapped forever in this confessional booth where she can’t ever judge or leave.

			She knows no one is looking for her by now, apart from whoever owns the cat, and that to everyone she knew she has already slipped off the face of the earth; the next step into oblivion would simply be a question of logistics for Simon.

			She knows, because he reminds her, how easily she disappeared and that all she has is him.

			She fantasizes about ways to kill Simon. The edge of a can, ground glass in a drink. But the last attempt didn’t work, when she waited until he fell asleep after fucking her and hit him hard in the skull with the cistern lid. Head bleeding, he broke her leg and her collarbone, split her lip, and disappeared for a week.

			It was very hard to convince him she was sorry, that it was a moment of madness, that she still loved him. Very, very hard.

			She knows there will only ever be one more chance. She won’t survive another “almost.”

			After last time she couldn’t stand properly for two months, her leg broken or fractured—without an X-ray, there was no way to know. But she healed, even if she walks with a limp.

			She tried everything to escape in the early days: every method, every loophole, the door, the window, him; she screamed herself hoarse. When she smashed the window, he threatened to brick it up but she knew she’d go mad without being able to see outside. Her only view of the world was through that thin strip of glass that looked out onto a beautiful sheltered garden. No one heard her screams, anyway. She’s stayed alive this long by knowing how to read the room.

			And now she knows she was right: if she had kept trying the window, she wouldn’t have one now for a cat to get in.

			Simon doesn’t appear to have any suspicion, or if he does, then he’s gotten very good at hiding it.

			His recent visits have been blessedly uneventful. He has not been intimate with her, though he has been in high spirits. Anna can’t help but wonder if he knows about the cat or if he has met someone else and if either means her time is nearly up and someone else will be brought down here.

			Anna doesn’t know where this basement room is; all she knows is that this is definitely not Simon’s basement, that was a brick-lined wine cellar—besides, the garden view here is different.

			If her three-day estimate is still correct, Simon is due here today. Sometimes he comes in the daytime, sometimes late into the night, waking her. She never knows.

			The cat has not come back, even though she recorded the video two days ago now. She tells herself they are coming, they are trying to track her down, combing the surrounding streets and basements. She can only hope Simon doesn’t notice, doesn’t hear, or ask, or find out what is happening, but worries surface, as the hours bleed on, that no one is looking, no one is coming.

			Someone must have seen the recording, she tells herself.

			But the police are not smashing down her door, they are not spilling into her room, to wrap her in blankets, and tell her it’s all going to be okay as they lead her up to the daylight.

			There is a chance that no one has even seen what she recorded. There’s a chance no one will watch back the cat’s footage unless he goes missing and they need to find him.

			If the cat returns, then she needs to keep him here, she realizes, because then someone will come looking for him, and they will find her.

			Anna thinks of the cat: his soft blue-gray fur, his round face and warm amber eyes, how he fearlessly jumped down into the basement. She fed him a precious can of her tuna so he would stay and keep her company. His warmth, his trust, the living, breathing presence of him were enough to give her fresh hope.

			She’d scratched her plea for help into his collar, with the bent edge of a tin lid, a desperate afterthought, before shooing him away, terrified of Simon arriving and finding him.

			She knew, of course, what an incredible long shot it was—but it was something to do in a world of very limited options.

			And then, like a miracle, the beautiful cat returned a day later and she had needed to shoo him away to save being caught. Then he returned again on the fifth day and she had found the camera around his neck. The live camera.

			Someone saw her words, she knew it; someone was trying to help her.

			They have to find her. Simon cannot be allowed to be the last person to see her, to touch her, talk to her. It is getting harder for Anna to pretend that this isn’t going to end the way Melissa’s life did.

			She looks up sharply spotting movement by the window, a soft, round blue-gray face looking in. Around his neck Anna sees the camera is gone, her heart sinking. In its place is the cat’s old collar, with a carabiner that holds a small AirTag disc hanging from it.

			Her heart sinks. Tears, hot and stinging, rise and slide down her cheeks. Maybe they saw her video and thought it was a prank, threw the whole thing away.

			Anna looks to the door; Simon is not here yet. It might be safe to let the cat in, even just for five minutes.

			She heads over and cracks the window, and he slips in with a warbling meow, rubbing his soft fur against her ankles while she recklessly opens another tin of provisions for him. At the table, he eats as she tries to work out her next move, and if there even is one.

			As he eats, his cobbled-together collar disc thwacks against the tin. Anna notices something strange on it, peeling away from the back.

			She reaches over and turns the disc: taped onto its back is a tightly folded scrap of paper.

			A message. A message.

			Anna leaps up, quickly peeling the note from the disc, unfolding it to read:

			Will send police. Need location. Remove this GPS tag. Keep it there. You are going to be okay.

			Anna is gasping, sobbing, tears rolling down her cheeks, the note trembling in her hands.

			Someone knows. Someone is coming. It is almost over.

			She hastily wipes her tears away, practical thoughts flooding her brain: Simon could be here soon—today is visiting day.

			She fumbles the disc off of Blue’s collar and stumbles to the corner of the room, lifting the loose carpet tile to slide the thin disc underneath.

			Then, satisfied that no bump is visible, she carefully lifts the cat off the table, carries him safely back to the window, and deposits him outside the window’s bars.

			“Go home,” she whispers. “I love you but go home. No more food. Go.”

			She shoos him away and shuts the window, but the cat does not budge, instead licking the last of the food from the fur around his mouth.

			But Anna has no time. She turns back to the table, grabs the creased note, and pops it into her mouth, chewing vigorously, until she spits a white pulp ball out into her hand. She chucks it into the toilet bowl and flushes, the little wad disappearing in a swirl of water. She washes up the tin and places it in the trash, and when she looks back at the window, the cat is gone, too.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 40

				Found You

			
			Blue twists around my legs, eager to be fed. The carabiner around his neck is empty.

			I stifle a yelp.

			I quickly fill his bowl, feed pellets showering the floor and then swallowing hard, with trembling fingers, I open the AirTag tracker app, to check.

			It takes a moment to load, and then suddenly there it is again, the blue dot pulsing in one spot over and over.

			It worked!

			“Oh my god, Blue. You did it.”

			He looks up at me, unimpressed by the outburst.

			I look back at the pulsing dot. Anna read my message; she has the tracker. I’ve found her. But where?

			I squint down at the map. It’s only two streets away.

			“I’ve found you,” I tell the little pulsing dot. “I’ve found you!”

			I run to the hallway, grab my bag, and pull on some sandals, then I head to the door, my phone clasped in hand. Suddenly I stop.

			What if he has it? What if Simon’s waiting there for me to arrive?

			Blue tangles around my legs again as I dither by the door. He wants straight out again but that is not a great idea. I scoop him up and carry him upstairs to the spare bedroom to nestle in his bed there. He’ll be safe there until I get back. I pull the door to and head back down to the hall.

			The GPS app’s dot pulses in my hand. But another sudden wash of fear flashes through me at the thought of actually finding this house, and Anna and Simon and all of it.

			I can’t walk right up to it. I’ll have to walk past, note the door number, and go, making sure no one notices.

			I swallow hard, take a breath, and let myself out of the house.

			I look down at the dot and start walking calmly. It is only now that I zoom in to read the street name.

			I stop abruptly on the sidewalk, my thoughts instantly fluttering in panic.

			It is the street I spent last night on. The street with Matt’s renovation. Lockheath Road.

			Images of last night flash through my mind. I push away the dark thoughts now churning alive inside me. The blue dot is not coming from Matt’s, I tell myself.

			I have been in his basement. It’s a home cinema, not a plywood-lined cell, containing a woman.

			But the thoughts will not quiet. I turn onto his road, the dot pulsing ahead, a cold dread rising up inside me.

			I keep walking, fear fizzing through me as my fingers clench the phone tighter.

			Ahead, along the road, I see the construction boarding of Matt’s renovation looming, the blue dot drawing closer and closer.

			Whichever one it is, I’ll just walk past it, I tell myself. I’ll note the number and just keep walking.

			Then I’ll calmly go home and call the police. I’ll lie if I have to, to get them there. I’ll tell them I heard screams—whatever it takes. They will listen if I have an address. They will go and check, and they will find her, and it will be over.

			It’s not Matt’s, I repeat in my head. It can’t be Matt’s.

			I look down at the dot, and a massive wave of body-shaking relief floods through me. I smile—the dot is much farther along the street, and I am already about to pass Matt’s.

			I slip past Matt’s and continue. But when I look down again, the blue dot has jumped back. I have passed it. I stutter to a stop.

			No. No. No. No. It can’t be.

			I keep walking, terrified to stay stationary, to draw attention, in case someone is watching.

			I refresh the app and keep walking.

			The dot pulses on behind me; I need to go back.

			I make a little show of forgetting something and turn back abruptly, careful to keep my eyes fixed on my phone screen and not at the surrounding houses. The dot is approaching to my right once more, and then I am on it. I throw a quick glance to the building as I pass.

			It’s Matt’s. A wave of horror crashes through me. The disc is in Matt’s house.

			I look down again. No—wait—it’s not. It’s the building next door, with its overgrown pot plants and thorny bushes.

			The dot wavers again. Yes, it’s in that basement. The blue dot jumps again. Matt’s.

			Shit.

			It might not be Matt’s; it could his neighbor’s. And yet, it could just be Matt’s.

			A memory of last night flashes through my mind, Matt’s voice, spine-tinglingly close to my ear: “I’ve never shown anyone inside here. Do you promise not to judge me?”

			I shudder as I walk on, my pace quickening. Could Matt be Simon? I went in there with him. Thank God I didn’t tell him about the video footage.

			When I reach my street, I falter, as it occurs to me that the basement room might have its own cameras.

			Suddenly hope springs up inside me, fast and bright. There was a photo, on Matt’s Instagram grid, of him standing in a plywood room. If I can match the room in the photo to the one in the video, then I might just have something usable. I open the app and there it is, Matt sitting at a desk in front of a plywood wall but it could be anywhere. It’s hardly evidence.

			The sound of someone’s front door slamming a street away snaps me back to the now. I need to get in somewhere safe and work out my next move.

			I walk home fast, then break into a jog, then a sprint, but a wave of lightheadedness begins to sweep over me as I run: my hands tingle, my heart begins to flutter in my chest, the need to sink to the floor suddenly almost irrepressible. Another panic attack, just like the ones I had during the divorce. I know I will not reach my house in time and I will not be safe out here on the street.

			I race past the front doors of Northcroft Road, careening to Arabella’s door, but there is no answer. I pound again, but my knocks echo back to me.

			Next, I fly on to Pam’s door. I ring the bell, pound the door, my heart thundering in my ears. But there is no reply here, either—everyone is out. I turn sharply back toward my side of the street and I see that there is a person standing on the doorstep two down from me, staring straight at me.

			I stumble to a halt as we lock eyes.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 41

				Home Truths

			
			“Frankie?” Aoife Doherty is staring at me from her front door.

			I try to take a breath, but the ground seems to tilt beneath me. I grip the railing beside me, white-knuckle tight, and sink down onto Pam’s front steps, my breathing coming in tight little gasps.

			I’m having another episode. I haven’t had one since the last time I saw Ben. I pray that this time I don’t lose consciousness.

			To her credit, Aoife has the least dramatic reaction to the unfolding events that I could possibly imagine.

			She walks down her own front steps, along to Pam’s gate and up to me, sinking down beside me, and silently offers me her hand, my breathing jagged.

			I look to her, her face calm and accepting.

			“Go on, grab on. I used to have panic attacks all the time. Just ride it out. I’m here. No rush. Just breathe. We’ll do this one together.”

			I don’t know why, but I take her hand. She squeezes it and I close my eyes and breathe.

			I feel the dizzying panic rise, peak, threatening to eclipse everything, my throat burning with each rasped breath, as I teeter on the edge of the black void. But I push through, and slowly, breath by breath, it washes through me. I realize she has been talking to me throughout.

			I catch only snippets.

			“The second one was at a ballet recital. I was eleven, and, man, that one was bad. I peed my pants. Leotard, whatever. I swear my mam was more worried about me staining the community center carpet than she was about the rest of it. You doing okay, there?” she asks, suddenly breaking off.

			“Uh-huh.”

			“Good on ya, girl. Didn’t love being a kid,” she continues, her stream of consciousness grounding me. “Probably won’t have them. Not sure it’s for me. It’s a lot of work. Like getting a dog but they’re people, so you can’t leave them in the house alone or walk them on a lead, or train them, or, like, do anything you would do with a dog, really. So not like a dog. To be fair, though, I don’t want a dog, either. Can’t really have one with my job, you know. Sure, look at me—I can’t even collect my own bloody packages now, can I? What’d I be like with a living creature or a child?”

			“You’re funnier than I thought you’d be,” I manage finally.

			She smirks. “Oh, yeah, I’m a regular gas wagon. Hand me a microphone. Hang on—why’d you think I wasn’t funny?”

			“Because, I mean, you don’t need to be, I guess,” I say.

			She turns to face me with a wry smile. “Well, that’s a lot to unpack on the doorstep. Trust me—in my line of work a sense of humor is all that stops you from a murder spree.”

			I feel my face drop like a stone. She notes the change.

			“Oh Jesus, sorry. Right, I think we’ll get you inside your home, shall we? We’ll make a nice cup of tea.”

			“Okay,” I say. I make a move to stand but falter. She leans over to help pull me gently up.

			Safely ensconced in my kitchen, I watch Aoife busy herself about the counters, sourcing mugs and brewing tea; the sight of her doing such a mundane domestic task is infinitely soothing.

			My mind sorts fast through all my available options. I need her help but there are few ways I will actively be able to get it by being entirely honest with this woman.

			Finally, she places a mug down in front of me and smiles.

			“If there ever was a woman who looked like she needed a tea,” she says to me, sitting down opposite me at the table and sipping hers.

			I can’t tell her about Anna. She’ll think I’ve lost it—if the police don’t believe me, why would a famous actress? But I need help, I need someone to help.

			“Do you want to tell me about it?” she asks.

			“It’s Blue, my cat,” I tell her, this suddenly seeming like my best, most low-stakes-sounding option. Enough for her to help me without freaking her out. “He’s missing and I think the guy I’m seeing has taken him and is ‘holding him hostage’ in the house he’s doing up.”

			I know it sounds crazy, but it sounds “fun” crazy, not “closed-ward” crazy.

			Aoife smirks.

			“Brilliant. Sounds like you found a corker. God, I’ve been there.”

			I feel heat on my face. “To be fair, Aoife, I’m not sure it’s likely you’ve experienced a similar situation to this one.”

			“God, I hope not. I went out with a guy for three months who I found out planned to kidnap me and keep me locked up against my will in a ski lodge in Canada. So yeah, your situation is slightly different,” she muses and takes a sip of tea.

			I stare at her, aghast, yet oddly not surprised at the likelihood of this happening to her.

			“That’s horrible.” I can’t tell her how similar the two cases might be. Images of Anna, her bruised face, and her lopsided walk flash through my mind.

			“The guy I’m seeing lives on this street,” I begin, unsure how much of this I can and should disclose, “and I’ve only now found out that—”

			“Hang on.” Aoife stops me, hand raised politely. “You’re not seeing the shifty guy, are you?”

			“Shifty?” I respond, seeking clarification. So many of the neighbors around here could come under that banner. “I’m not seeing Greg. Or do you mean Eric, who keeps going into Number Fifteen? No.”

			Aoife frowns. “Eric? Eric’s not shifty, he’s harmless. Like, I don’t get the whole open-relationship situation they’re into over there, but he’s pretty straightforward. And he’s fine being her ‘second partner,’ so that’s that.”

			I stare at her. “What? How do you know about their relationship? You’re never even here!”

			I don’t mean it to sound judgmental, but it does.

			“Ha, yeah, fair point—it’s been a bit busy lately. No, but I do have a Christmas party every December and invite some of the least weird neighbors. It’s grand. You better be coming to the next one. No, but we had shrooms at the last one and Chris and Marina tried to rope me into a four-way with them and Eric.” She takes another gulp of tea. “I politely said no, thank you very much.”

			I frown deeply and Aoife stops talking.

			“But I saw Eric arguing with Marina, shouting at her.”

			Aoife shrugs. “I don’t know, Frankie, but I guess maybe it is a hard situation for him after all. I’d imagine someone’s always a third wheel—but what do I know? But come on, like, everyone argues in relationships,” she says.

			“Wait,” I blurt, recalling how we got on to all of this in the first place. “If Eric’s not the shifty guy, who is?”

			“Well, maybe not shifty but…like, keen, way too keen. The architect. Matt, is it? He’s just a bit too…I don’t know, too good to be true.”

			“In what way?” I ask quietly, my mind racing. Even though the blue dot from the AirTag is showing Matt’s house, even though I know it could be him, I still can’t quite believe that he could be Simon. But hearing Aoife say this now makes everything seem much more real.

			“Fair play if it’s him you’re seeing—I was totally into the attention, too. Until it all got a little much, like too friendly, too quick, you know. I’ve been out with love bombers, and it felt like that. Accidentally showing up all the time, you know? Just bumping into me. He said it was coincidence, so who knows—I’ve been known to overstate. Anyway, I made up some story about a boyfriend moving in. I got someone from the cast to stay over for a weekend. Never heard a peep again. Though to be fair, I saw him sniffing round after you moved in. Sorry—I should have come over on the day and said hi but I’m on this crazy shooting schedule right now and I’m doing press. I swear, they’re trying to kill me with the early pickups.”

			She frowns. It’s clear she wants to say something else.

			“What?” I ask. “Just say it.”

			“I thought it might be the house,” she says, looking at me expectantly, “that was creeping you out? You didn’t seem okay when we met a few days ago.”

			“The house? Matt’s house?” I ask, confused.

			“No, your house. Like I was surprised when I saw it was you moving in, a single woman, given everything.”

			I sit up straight. “Oh my God. There is something wrong with this house, isn’t there?” I snap, every instinct now confirmed, from the day I moved in until Greg’s overheard conversation in the deli.

			“You don’t know? No one told you?” she blurts, appalled.

			I shake my head. “No. I overheard something but I have no idea what it is. I’ve got a feeling it’s bad, though.”

			Aoife squeezes her eyes shut. “Oh, shit. I really shouldn’t have said anything, should I? I’m a fecking liability.” She rubs a hand over her tired eyes. “Crap. I dunno. Here.”

			She grabs her phone and taps something in, then pushes the phone across the tabletop to me.

			I look at the search bar—it doesn’t mention the house number or street. She has just typed in “Local Murder/Suicide De Beauvoir.” No wonder I didn’t find anything when I looked.

			Beneath it I see an unmistakable photo of my house, but from two years ago, the front door pastel-green, the front windows hollow, black charred streaks licking up the white paint of the front wall, ashy torn curtains visible through the window voids.

			The street in front of the house is littered with devotional candles, handmade cards, children’s drawings, and wilted bouquets in jam jars.

			I feel a wave of revulsion rise up inside me.

			“Oh my God,” I mutter, lifting the phone to read, a cold, awful realization dawning on me that something so very terrible happened in my lovely new house.

			“The couple who lived here—the guy who lived here,” Aoife explains, “he killed her, then set the house on fire to make it look like that’s how she died, but it took too long to go up; the house didn’t burn in the way he thought it would. We all heard the windows pop. We went outside onto the road, and he came running out. People on the street wanted to go in and save her, but, like, he knew she was already dead. So he went back in, and I guess he knew the game was up; the evidence wasn’t burning. He never came back out. They found them both in the kitchen. He killed himself, too.”

			I stare at her, then turn back to look at my perfect kitchen.

			My gaze flashes over my beautifully renovated counters, the intricately swirling marble splashbacks, the under-floor-heated, quarry-sourced slate. “Oh my God. It happened right here.”

			“Yeah,” Aoife sighs, as if a huge burden were finally being lifted.

			I swallow, my mouth suddenly dry. “Why didn’t anyone tell me? Why isn’t it in the article, the exact address? Why didn’t it come up when I Googled the house?” I ask, my panic rising.

			“That’s what we were all asking. They aren’t allowed to put exact addresses because messed-up people come, apparently. Evidence gets disturbed, the houses get robbed. They don’t put addresses. They don’t even put names until after hearings. Greg was on all this from day one with the implications to property values. He was sad for them, but he’s a machine.”

			“Oh my God,” I mumble, all the bizarre exchanges I’ve had since I’ve arrived now slotting into place. “No one told me. They sold me the house but no one told me. And then the day I arrived, I saw Marina, Greg, and Pam arguing…”

			Aoife sighs. “I guess the estate agent who sold you the house didn’t disclose; maybe the relatives asked them not to. Greg and a few others on the street wanted to know if you’d been told. They were worried you’d put the place back on the market at a low resale value and it’d have an effect on all of our houses. Some people wanted to tell you. Others didn’t want you to know, in case. You see, we all agreed not to sell until all the damaged houses were restored, after the fire, to avoid a mass exodus, you know; that’d make the area look undesirable and we’d all lose hundreds of thousands of pounds from our sale prices. Or more, in Richard’s case. But he’s clearly broken his agreement with Greg, so Greg bought up the fire-damaged houses either side of you to repair. He was counter-bidding you to inflate the sale price.”

			“But why did the relatives break the agreement and sell the house early?” I ask.

			“It was in trust. The solicitors acted for the next of kin overseas. We never met them, they’re in Hong Kong apparently. Greg tried to get their details but the solicitors wouldn’t disclose them. That’s why Greg wanted to buy your house. Everyone was terrified you’d find out what was wrong with it and lower your asking price or you’d find out after moving in and sell fast at a low rate.”

			I shake my head, the ins and outs of it all hard to take in. Aoife misconstrues my reaction.

			“I know. Someone should have just told you. The estate agent should have told you. I promise you, babes, if, like, I had known it was you moving in, on your own, I’d have said something to you the day you looked around. You were bound to find out eventually. And who’d wanna have to think about all that happening here while they eat their cereal every morning?”

			“I really wish you had told me before all this, Aoife,” I say, but as soon as I do I know. If I hadn’t moved into this awful house, perhaps Anna would never have been found. I look down at my phone, the blue dot still blinking. I need to go and find her. Now.

			“Aoife. Matt has my cat, in his renovation house basement, I think, look.” I spin my phone around so she can see the blue dot flashing on the map.

			“That’s Blue’s collar tag,” I tell her.

			She studies the screen, then looks back at me. “Wow. If it wasn’t for him looking after his sister’s baby, I would have serious concerns about this fella.”

			“Hang on,” I blurt, a terrifying thought suddenly forming. “Have you ever actually seen Matt’s sister?”

			“No, but Lucy Kiefler told me what he’s doing. It’s kind of sweet,” she adds, with a concessionary tilt of the head. “So, what’s the play? To get the cat back?”

			She hands me back my phone, the blue dot of the GPS blinking at me.

			“I’m going to go get him,” I say.

			“Okay, and what, like, you need a wing woman?”

			I’m surprised by her unquestioning willingness to help, but then she doesn’t quite seem like the average person. But she does sound like she’s been through a lot to get where she is—I have no trouble imagining that she’s been in stranger situations.

			“Yeah. I think I need to go in there and see if the signal is definitely coming from his basement, but I don’t feel entirely safe doing that,” I say, an idea forming in my mind. “If you could just knock on his door ten minutes or so after I go in?”

			“Yes,” Aoife agrees. “I’ll say I need you for something. I do actually need help moving an armchair upstairs.”

			I pause, momentarily wondering if Aoife is really the best choice to help in a situation like this. But Arabella and Pam aren’t home, and I realize, with a horrid thump, that the person I would have called is Matt.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 42

				The Plan

			
			I text Matt that I lost an earring last night at the renovation house and need to pop over to find it.

			Of course, 3? Be lovely to see you x

			His reply sends shivers down my spine. I try not to think about baby Isla in her pram, and the thought that Matt might not have a sister at all. There will be time for all of that after I have pulled my plan together.

			All I need is to find that room, or evidence of it, so that when the police check Matt’s basement, they don’t miss it, like I did the first time.

			I assume I’ll only get one shot at sending the police there before Matt destroys all of the evidence, and Anna disappears for good.

			I check my watch. If I am meeting Matt at 3 p.m., I have two hours until I get in there and find that room or any evidence of it. I could just call the police now and say I can hear screaming coming from there but I have already been down there and there is nothing. I need something: a locked door, a glimpse of the window, anything so they find her.

			I Google the nearest pet store, grab my car keys, and head out.

			Forty-five minutes later I am back in the house, a small pet store bag in hand as I head up to the spare room to find a still-snoozing Blue.

			He wakes as I enter and meows enthusiastically at the sight of the bag and what it may contain. He yawns and stretches, and heads over to me.

			“Listen, champ, I need you to put this on for me,” I say, pulling a box from the bag on my lap. I unpack the replacement camera collar, and then a cat treat. His eyes light up and he sits politely; his diet is clearly being thrown by the wayside, much to his excitement. I let him chew while I slip a fresh battery into the camera and pop the collar on him, fastening the strap. “This is for ‘just in case,’ okay?”

			He nudges me a few times, and mews mournfully. I give him another treat and he burbles a thanks. I know he’s desperate to go back out.

			Timing will be key on this. I want Blue to go back to Anna; I want him out there filming, in case this goes wrong and I end up down there in that room—because this time the footage on his collar is live-streaming onto an app to which there is a shareable link. If everything else goes wrong, people will have access to what has been recorded. Next, I send a very important, very time-sensitive email. Then I delete the cat camera app from my computer and my phone; now that I have paid my full subscription, all my footage will still be stored out there on the app account, but there will be no way to access it from my phone or laptop if they fall into the wrong hands. Just in case. I text Aoife with Matt’s address and the time she needs to get me out of there, and then I am ready.

			I dress, fix my hair from the mess of last night, and finally search through a still-unpacked moving box, labeled Old Uni Stuff. At the bottom, I find what I am looking for in a nylon drawstring bag.

			The objects clunk together as I lift out the bag. I delicately loosen the drawstring and tip them out onto my lap: a small aerosol can, and a small, chunky, red plastic key fob with a large button on its surface and a grenadelike pin emerging from its main body—a rape alarm and a palm-size canister of anti-attack spray.

			It’s not much, but Aoife will be there long before I’ll need these things, I’m certain.

			I pop out the alarm’s long-dead batteries and replace them. I have no idea if the rape alarm works, if it ever did. I’ve thankfully never needed to test it, and I can hardly do so now without giving the game away.

			I point the canister well away from me and depress the sprayer a little: a hissing mist hangs in the sunlight for a second before I waft it away.

			At least I know that works, though what twenty-year-old attack-spray might do to someone’s face, I have no idea.

			I slip both objects into my coat pocket and, nerves jangling, and temples pounding with a headache, I head to my bathroom to get some Tylenol.

			In the bathroom, my medicine cabinet door is ajar, and my pill bottle is not inside.

			I stare at the contents of the cupboard, perplexed, then notice my face cream has fallen down onto the floor beside the toilet. I bend and search for the sleeping pills and find a pot of nail oil and a lip balm that have fallen down here, too, but no pill bottle.

			As I rise, Blue meows behind me with what I can only assume is guilt at having caused all this mess last night while I was out.

			I grab my Tylenol and I hurry back downstairs, Blue hot on my heels. He watches as I down them with a glass of water, then, my hands jangling with nervous tension I open the back door and let him out. I need to calm down.

			When my phone alarm sounds at 2:50, I am ready. I straighten my hair in the hall mirror, plaster on a smile, and swing open my front door.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 43

				Finding Anna

			
			Matt’s hallway is cool after the afternoon sun, as he hefts the padlock and chain off and opens the partition door.

			I go to walk through, but his hand stops me. My heart is thumping fast and high in my chest in spite of my relatively cool demeanor.

			I smile, keeping everything under control, everything breezy and fun.

			“Not so fast,” he says, blocking my way with a boyish smile, as he did the night before, though now everything he does seems tinged with menace. “You haven’t paid the entrance fee yet,” he adds.

			I draw my eyes even with his—there’s still a chance he has nothing to do with this. “How much we talking?” I ask playfully.

			“I don’t know,” he says wryly. “Empty your pockets.”

			My blood runs cold. My pockets are full of anti-attack paraphernalia. If it isn’t him, that’s bad, and if it is him, then it is worse.

			My fingers brush against the rape alarm—I could just press it now if I needed to. If I set it off right here in the un-soundproofed hallway, I know it would be heard, but deeper into the house, I’m not so sure.

			“Sorry, Matt, I just really need to find the earring,” I say calmly.

			He studies me, unreadable for a moment, before answering. I’m beginning to doubt he buys my story now at all.

			“Yeah, sorry,” he says finally, a little surprised, then he smiles, breaking the tension. He takes my free hand and leads me into the dust-filled house, closing the door firmly behind us.

			“I’ll show you the rest of the house, too, if you like?” he adds.

			I balk internally at this, at the idea he might walk me right into a room just like Anna’s and I’ll have walked in of my own free will. But I remind myself that Aoife will be here in less than nine minutes.

			“I think maybe I just lost it in the basement when I used the bathroom,” I suggest, finally looking up at him.

			He studies me for a moment. “Yeah. Maybe you did,” he concedes, amused. “Why don’t we both go down and check the basement.”

			My blood runs cold at his words, or perhaps the way he says them, with such kindness and vulnerability. Something has changed in the air between us but I don’t know in what way.

			He leads me downstairs, then stops at the kitchen door, gesturing me to carry on downstairs alone while he goes through into the kitchen.

			“I get the feeling you’d rather take a look down there alone, wouldn’t you?” he tells me. “I’ll be in here if you need me.”

			I want to turn and run straight out of this house into the street and keep running. I force a frown, as if I have no idea what he is talking about.

			He smiles, then leans in and kisses the end of my nose. “Go on,” he tells me, “go explore—basement, garden, my bedroom—knock yourself out. I’ll pour us some wine.”

			I look past him into the kitchen; on the counter an open bottle of wine waits to be poured.

			“Okay.” I smile and turn away from him, against every instinct in my body, and head down to the basement.

			I know Anna’s room isn’t down there, I know that, and yet, I don’t know that. The blue dot says she is here. Fear bubbles up, unbidden, as I descend. I feel his eyes on me as I disappear from view.

			It occurs to me that he might lock me down here, even if it isn’t the room; that might be his plan.

			I catch my breath and try to refocus. I can do this, I remind myself. I look at my watch. It is already 3:07 p.m. Aoife will be here in three minutes to get me.

			I enter the basement room and flick on the lights. There’s only cinema seating and tables, covered in plastic coating just like the night before.

			I wander over to the only other door and open it; the white tiles of the toilet blink into view as I flick on the light.

			I pull out my phone and open the GPS tracking app. The blue dot appears ahead and to my right.

			I straighten. I’m not mad.

			I look up in its direction: it is to the right of the cinema screen wall. I head toward it and gently rap on the wall’s surface, checking for a hollow. My rap does not echo; the wall is solid.

			“How’s it all looking?” a voice comes from close behind me. “All structurally sound?”

			I jump, letting out a yelp. There’s no way to cover it.

			He frowns. “Was there anything in particular you were looking for in the walls?” he asks, his tone wry.

			In his hands, two glasses of red wine glimmer in the basement light.

			“Yes,” I say, doubling down on this odd new vibe. “I’m looking for the bodies.”

			He coughs out a surprised laugh, his eyes not leaving mine for a second. “Right. And? Any luck yet?”

			“No. But I haven’t finished looking.”

			Aoife will be here any minute now.

			He offers up either of the wineglasses for me to choose. I look between them, unsure which he wants me to pick. Both could be poisoned, of course.

			“You first,” I say, indicating the glasses.

			He shakes his head. “Wow. You’re being really silly—you know that, don’t you,” he says before taking a big slug from one of them and then another slug from the other.

			I reach out and take the second one. He laughs.

			I knock back my entire glass of wine, a splosh of red whipping out of my glass onto the vacuum-sealed carpet. When I come up for air, I tip the glass back toward him.

			“Refill, please,” I say, wiping my mouth on my sleeve. Now he has to go back to the kitchen.

			There’s a mild hint of concern around his eyes. “Frankie, I think we should probably—”

			At that exact moment the doorbell bursts to life upstairs, surprising us both, the air suddenly electric between us.

			“Shit,” he says, looking back to the stairs, then to me.

			The doorbell sounds again, followed by a flurry of loud, insistent knocking.

			Aoife.

			Matt frowns deeply. “Jesus Christ. Sorry, this is so weird. I didn’t even know that bell worked. No idea who that is. I’d better—”

			He turns to leave and I watch him disappear up the stairs to the front hall, where I hear him open the partition door, shut it behind him, then open up the front door. Then the sound of muffled voices.

			I have only a few minutes, tops. I whip a look around at the windowless room. She’s not in here. But if I can maybe find her window outside, if I can take a photo of it, it’ll be enough to take straight to DI Cobham.

			Aoife’s distinctive voice is audible as I bolt back up the stairs into the kitchen, my entire body loosening ever so slightly at the sound of her. I’m safe, almost safe.

			I burst out into the sheltered garden. There are no houses visible beyond its tall trees and bamboo.

			On my phone the blue dot blinks on, but it isn’t where I thought it would be in the garden. It is coming from the outer edges of Matt’s garden wall; I head over, but as I do, the dot skips over into the neighbor’s garden.

			I hesitate for a second.

			Anna isn’t in Matt’s house; the signal is coming from next door.

			There’s a chance I might just be able to see the window from back here. I clamber up onto the wall dividing both gardens and use my arms to part the bamboo enough to peer through at the neighboring property.

			But the house here is abandoned, the back doors broken, the paint peeling, weeds growing from the windowsills. And there is no window at basement level here.

			I check the tracker again. The blue dot is showing the next garden along.

			I heave myself over the wall and land in the unkempt scrub of the abandoned house’s garden and dash across to the next wall. The blue dot remains stationary. I part the prickly bush that backs the overgrown garden of the abandoned home and peer into the next garden.

			This one is immaculate, the lawn green and lush. And then I see it: the thin window, partially hidden, low to the ground, through the branches of a rosebush, the outline of Anna’s only window. Near it, set into the lawn, there is a narrow set of concrete steps disappearing down. The steps must lead to a door.

			Thank God I didn’t call in Matt’s house or his nonexistent neighbor’s. The police would have missed this, but now I know it’s here.

			A wave of vindication shoots through me, emboldening me. I check the back windows of the house for movement or inhabitants. The house looks so familiar, but I have seen so many recently, the memories blur and mix until I am not sure if this is a family home or a single man or woman’s house or anything at all.

			When I am certain there is no movement, I try holding back the brambles to take a snapshot of the window but I cannot do both at once.

			I push my way through the thick knot of it, scratching my hands and cheeks on the thorns, clothes snagging as I clamber down into the bushes behind the house, scraping almost every uncovered piece of flesh on my body in the process.

			I check the back of the house again before breaking cover and dashing for the low window, where I drop down and, with shaking hands, snap a burst of photos of it. That done, I quickly rise, my eyes catching the concrete staircase leading down to what I assume is the entrance to Anna’s room. Without thinking, I bolt for it, flying down the steps as fast as I can.

			At the bottom, I slam hard into a metal door, the clank of it echoing.

			I open my mouth to call to her then stop. I might put us both in danger and I can’t get her out now, I have no key. There is nothing I can do now but gather evidence and run.

			I raise my phone to snap the heavy metal door, and that is when I see him in the reflection of my phone screen, descending the steps behind me. I hardly have time to flinch before the blow connects with my skull and a white-hot explosion of pain sends the world into blackness.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 44

				She’s Gone

			
			Matt opens his front door to reveal Aoife Doherty, her hair and makeup red-carpet ready, clearly about to attend some sort of event or other. He is momentarily thrown. He’s seen her around, of course, but not for a while now, the woman who he has been trying to avoid.

			Every time he ran into her for a good three-month stretch after she moved in, she’d launch into a long stop-and-chat that she seemed to think he was initiating, and appeared to find exhausting and galling. Perhaps she was so used to people being interested in her as an actor that she assumed everyone was just that, interested. But, Matt concedes, a lot of people can’t tell the difference between someone just being polite and actively flirting with them. Finally, thankfully, she seemed to get a boyfriend and left him alone.

			But now here she is, and while he’s with someone he does actually like.

			“Hi,” she says, staring at him with suspicion in her eyes. “I need Frankie…she’s in there, right?”

			Matt suddenly gets it: Frankie has concocted a fake emergency to get her out of his house. Which explains how odd she was being just now. Matt infers Frankie did not actually enjoy their date yesterday after all, and may well have actually lost an earring and been forced to return for it. He cringes internally at the fact he offered her wine.

			Matt’s embarrassment curls around inside him and makes him wish he kept to the idea of not getting involved with anyone ever again.

			“You want me to go inside and get Frankie?” Matt clarifies, all of it sounding a little childish. “Could you not just call her?” he asks, eyeing the phone in Aoife’s hand.

			Aoife sighs and shifts in her mules.

			“Look, please just go get her. And for God’s sake, give her back her fecking cat.”

			Matt frowns. “Her cat? What are you talking about?” he asks, then relents. “You know what—don’t worry, I don’t need the whole story. Wait here. I’ll go get her.”

			Matt disappears back into the house, then reappears just minutes later.

			“Okay, so apparently she’s not here anymore,” he says with a tight smile. “She’s obviously snuck out. Which I imagine you know more about than I do. You can come in and check if you want. I don’t know what’s going on but I think maybe call her?”

			Aoife stares at Matt, then looks past him into the house, her view blocked by the partition door.

			“Seriously, come in and check if you like,” Matt repeats, patience wearing thin, as he opens the door wider for Aoife to enter.

			Aoife steps back. “No fecking way—I’m not coming in your house.”

			She looks past him again, then lets out a deafeningly shrill “FRANKIE?!”

			They both listen back into the house. No response.

			“You’re seeing her, Matt, and you didn’t think to tell her about the house?”

			A wash of self-doubt surges up inside him at the accusation, but he’s certain in his reasoning.

			“Seriously? You would want to know that happened in your house, would you? She’s in there alone. All these are Georgian…and Victorian houses, statistically someone’s died in all of them—think about it. It’s hardly something we all remind each other of, though, is it?”

			Aoife straightens, emboldened. “That’s different. Anyway, I told her. She knows now.”

			“What? Why? Why would you tell a recently divorced single woman that she’s living in a murder house? Are you crazy? How is she supposed to sleep in that place now?”

			“Ah, fuck you, Matt. I’d want to know,” Aoife mutters, a sliver of self-doubt creeping into her words.

			“Well, I wouldn’t.”

			Aoife shakes her head dismissively and turns away, descending his steps carefully, then striding off, her phone going to her ear.

			Matt watches her go, a quiet dread pitching inside him at the idea Frankie might think he cared more about his house price than her peace of mind.

			Matt closes the door and heads back inside, slipping his phone from his pocket and dialing Frankie’s number. It goes straight to voicemail.

			In the kitchen, he notices his back door is ajar. He considers how strange it is that Frankie left that way rather than walk out of his front door. She must have actually scrambled over the garden wall to get away from him. He rings her number again but it goes straight to voicemail.

			“Great. Well, that’s embarrassing,” Matt concedes, and closes the back door.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 45

				Simon

			
			Simon looks down at her prone body on the steps, her tumbled auburn hair half fallen across her face, across her closed eyes. She is more beautiful than he remembers even, something delicate about her, rare and untouchable, like an animal in the wild.

			He thought she knew the day she came into the surgery. He’d added her to his patient list as soon as he’d seen her address. He’d been interested to see who might end up in a house like that one. Someone who wasn’t bothered by the acts that had happened there or who was oblivious to them.

			But she didn’t know who he was when she met him, obviously. Or if she recognized him from the neighborhood she was a very, very good liar.

			She perched there, on the plastic patient chair beside his desk, and she’d let him touch her: her wrist, her arm, the skin warm and soft, her scent of jasmine and something warmer. She’d let him listen to her heart, strong and healthy in her chest, the sound of her lungs filling and emptying. Then she’d told him her problem, inches from him, her body so close; she’d talked about her sleepwalking, her move, the divorce, her need for medication. She’d been embarrassed, vulnerable, as tender as bruised fruit.

			He knew she was lonely and pretending not to be. He’d been a doctor for fifteen years and a liar himself for twenty.

			She needed the meds, that was clear. A recent divorce, a move, the changes involved in overhauling a life—medicine wasn’t rocket science.

			So, he’d prescribed some nice heavy meds, something she’d really feel. Something that might prove useful one day.

			He couldn’t believe how close he’d got to her, in those twenty minutes, without her even knowing.

			

			—

			Simon had first seen the cat, with the camera collar, five days ago, as it looked in through the kitchen doors at him while he was on his laptop. He’d seen the lens instantly, and after a moment’s confusion understood that it was trained on him.

			He’d smiled for the camera and gone to let the cat in to check for an ID disc. But the cat had fled and he had to work out who the owner was another way.

			It was potentially an issue; he knew that and he was going to have to take a lot more precautions.

			He’d easily found a photo of the cat on the neighborhood group, and its owner, Frankie. The woman he’d already added to his patient list, the one who had moved into the house on Northcroft Road. Her WhatsApp photo immediately told him what she looked like, and he started to watch her movements.

			She hadn’t left the house much since moving, she’d told him in her appointment. And that didn’t appear to change. He’d kept an eye on her on and off since the camera, since her appointment.

			But he saw her at the police station, through the tall glass front windows, which was more than a little concerning. But she walked away in the early hours looking disappointed. The good thing about working for the NHS is you can work at a laptop anywhere, at any hour, and as long as you have your lanyard on, the coffee’s discounted and no one bats an eye.

			She looked angry when she left the station, and scared, and he’d enjoyed watching her from the safety of the all-night coffee shop.

			No one came to his door the next day, no police asking questions. Which made him realize she didn’t know enough yet about Anna or what he was hiding—but she knew something and it might only be a matter of time.

			Either way, whatever she had seen clearly wasn’t enough for the police to get involved.

			But then she showed up on his video doorbell today, walking one way and then the other, stopping two doors down with her eyes wired, her features set.

			She had somehow now located him—Anna, the room, all of it—and Simon understood what that meant.

			Francesca Green must have video footage of the room, of Anna. He wasn’t sure how much, or how telling it might be, but that must be how she’d found them.

			He would have to tidy everything up—so while she was out in her car, he slipped up the scaffolding at the back of the empty house beside hers, all the way to the top where a window remained open a crack, and he went in. He took back the meds he had so kindly prescribed her, because that would be the best way to do it. And then he went back home and got ready.

			He had to end things with Anna now, of course, he knew that. All evidence needed to disappear. It was a shame; everything had worked so well with Anna down there. The transition from a relationship in the world to down there had been so easy.

			Of course, he would be lying if he said he hadn’t considered keeping Frankie, replacing Anna with her.

			He wanted Frankie, as much as he’d ever wanted Anna; he’d thought about her almost constantly since he’d taken her pulse in the surgery. It had been hard to keep neutral during her appointment.

			Frankie’s freedom, independence, that live spirit, like Lissa’s, was so refreshing after what Anna had become in captivity.

			Simon knew, in his heart, he and Anna were over now anyway; it had been slowly dying for a while. The spark, the excitement, gone. They both knew it, if they were honest.

			And it got him down, seeing Anna tirelessly trying to keep things alive. Simon had been putting off the inevitable for some time now.

			Everyone says it’s hard to end a relationship that’s run its course, but they really have no idea, Simon realizes. His relationships end with a finality that others don’t.

			Simon knows it will be painless; Anna won’t even know it is happening.

			He made a promise to Melissa, after all, that he wouldn’t hurt anyone else. And he won’t. Given the circumstances, he’s sure that Melissa would understand the urgency required here.

			What else was he supposed to do with Anna after she found out about his past? He couldn’t kill her.

			The problem was, she was supposed to want to be with him, like she said the night she fell—that was their dream, that was her dream. He had merely facilitated it.

			Anna had struggled to come to terms with the restraints of that.

			He’d explained, after the fall, that if she didn’t adapt to the flat, then they would have to end the relationship, and he explained in no uncertain terms what that would necessitate.

			In her heart, she must have known even then it would never work.

			Being a doctor had helped to an extent after the fall, but being a GP wasn’t being a specialist, and Simon was always honest about his capabilities.

			He had access to medications that could make things painless, but he couldn’t really fix them.

			He had needed to hurt Anna a few times since the fall, too, and while he knew it was not the way he would ever want to do things, the facts stood: she really did only listen to him when he hit her. If she hurt him he would correct that behavior, if she tried to endanger them both he would need to show her that it was not acceptable. Aggression was the only thing that seemed to get through to her when she got like that.

			And that first time he hurt her, the old Anna seemed to return overnight.

			She smiled, she let him get close to her again, she let him touch her, be near her, talk to her.

			She became the perfect woman. His perfect woman.

			Anna’s mother had been a problem obviously. The woman in West London sent him a text when Cynthia arrived at her door.

			But she had ultimately been easy to sort out; some people really were too easy.

			Simon moves Frankie’s body inside, and considers once more keeping her, moving her in. Once Anna was gone from the room, there would be space for Frankie.

			Frankie would learn to like it, eventually; he could tell she would be more resilient than Anna, she would adapt to her new life better than Anna ever had—for all Anna’s efforts, he could always see the sadness behind her eyes.

			But the logistics were too complex; he would need to get rid of Anna first.

			With a fizzle of interest, he wonders if he could keep both, together down there, but then that would be too dangerous; he would be outnumbered.

			No, he could not keep Frankie.

			And he would need to end Anna’s life now, too. It was all too risky. He’d sort Anna out then take her, small piece by small piece, to the hospital incinerator, on his out-of-hours shifts at the local emergency care unit.

			He could always find gaps there, patient lulls in the early hours before dawn, without too much fuss, turn the cameras away and do what he needed to do.

			Life was so much easier for him now that he was older, and had more control of logistics. In his late teens, with Melissa, he had to concede that luck had played the largest role in covering his tracks. Luck and a lack of modern technology.

			Now you could track everything.

			He’d watched Frankie search the street for Anna’s room, on the door camera, and go into Matt’s renovation house. Then she’d scaled two walls and the abandoned house next door to his to reach him, and Simon let her come, he’d waited for her to walk right in.

			It would be so easy to keep her. She’d already gone missing from another man’s house. No one had followed after her; he’d seen the actress on the man’s doorstep, heard Frankie’s phone ring after Aoife left.

			If someone were coming, they would have come quickly.

			He lifts Frankie’s phone up to her face and peels back her eyelids. The screen unlocks. He scrolls through her text messages. There are hardly any back-and-forths since she moved in nearly a week ago. The few there—group chats and work-related messages do not concern him—are all just polite, general, surface nonsense.

			He swipes through videos looking for the cat camera footage and finds a hastily recorded video, clearly taken from another recording. It shows the basement window, a blurry bruised Anna, her startled expression. He taps another: Anna holding up a message.

			Simon tuts. There she is, he thinks, the real Anna, the one who doesn’t want this anymore. But he knew that already. Simon deletes the recording, without watching more, then, raising Frankie’s eyelids again, opens the deleted folder and deletes it from there too. She will have the real footage on her computer at home, he concedes; he will deal with that when he gets to it. Whatever she has on her laptop, he’ll destroy. Next, he opens her emails, to see if she mentions any of her cat recordings to anyone at all, though his estimation of her psychology was pretty clear the day she cried in the chair opposite him and begged him for something to help.

			From what he can see, she has not disclosed any of this to anyone. A more in-depth analysis will follow, but he begins to wonder if he might actually be able to keep her, after all. It might be possible—safe, even.

			He could take her bank cards, as he did with Anna, use them here and there, continue to pay her bills. Well, some of them. Eventually the mortgage would lapse, the house would be repossessed. But people ran out on their lives all the time. It was clear from looking at her emails that she was in the middle of accepting a job offer; but he could simply change her mind for her. He would amend her medical record to suggest “concern for her well-being” after her appointment. And as with Anna, he would intermittently post to social media on her account, continuing in whatever style, in different locations, with flowers, coffees, old selfies, and then they too would peter out.

			He wonders what Frankie would be like if he kept her.

			She would hate him, at first, of course; she would miss her old life, and she’d desperately try to get back to it, but that would fuel her. Her hope would keep her going. Simon could use freedom as a lure and a threat, always available at hand.

			Simon wasn’t a bad person, not deep down, he knew that, even if the facts suggested otherwise.

			He feels sick that he does what he does; it haunts his dreams and mires every waking hour. He wishes he’d never met Melissa, that this had never started, but it did.

			Sometimes, he argues to himself that perhaps what he has done to Anna is not really so bad, in the great scheme of things—historically. Their living arrangement wasn’t so different really to what married men did to their wives in the 1950s, in Victorian times, in time immemorial.

			Simon thinks of himself as a feminist—in essence, he believes women are equal to men, better, even. But the thing is, he also wants to share his life with a woman, and keeping them like this was, unfortunately, the only way that could work for him, long-term, given his past and the things he has done.

			He wishes relationships could be easier; he wishes women would stay with him of their own free will, but they don’t, he knows that, they all eventually run.

			So, Simon considers Frankie and the choice of whether to keep her or get rid of her. Surely it is better to let someone live than kill them, isn’t it?

			But if he can’t keep her, she could be easily taken care of in the same way as Anna’s mother, he reasons—just another lonely woman, unhappy with the way her life had panned out. He has her pills already.

			People were so keen to believe the story that women give up all hope. Funny really—given in Simon’s experience, women almost never give up hope, even when there is realistically no hope left.

			But with suicides, you only had to frame the story right, and people would buy it: a coroner would sign off on it and that was that.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 46

				Aoife Is Late

			
			“I don’t know if I can just leave like this,” Aoife tells Jez, her driver, then groans, leaning against the car.

			Jez nods, gently testing the front tire of the black Mercedes with his foot.

			“Well, no rush from me,” he says finally. “Shall I call base and warn them? What time does the event start?”

			Aoife grimaces. “Five for the red carpet, then the dinner after.”

			Jez sucks in a wince. “Mayfair, this time of day? We’d make it if we left now. You’d make the photos and Gabby from Dior won’t go nuts.”

			Aoife springs up and down on the spot, chilled by the breeze in her Dior skirt-suit, and wrought by panicky nerves.

			“Shit-shit-shit,” she singsongs. “What do I do? What if she’s not okay, somewhere?”

			“Listen, we got to go now. Call her again.”

			“It’s voicemail. But like the guy said, she just ran off out the back door. It’s pretty bizarre, no? She might be in trouble. Maybe he’s chopping her up, you know?”

			“I doubt anyone’s chopping anyone up, Aoife,” Jez says. “Why did she need you to go there, again?” He makes an effort to keep judgment from his voice. This isn’t the first time he’s been with Aoife while she’s caught in the middle of something totally incomprehensible to him.

			“I don’t know, Jez. She was seeing him, but, like, she’s realized he’s a bit much. He lied to her; he stole her cat!”

			Jez raises his eyebrows. “That does all sound bad, yep, but maybe not our problem?” he offers. How people even get involved in situations like this astounds Jez. He just goes to work, goes home, makes microwave dinners, games for a few hours, and sleeps.

			Aoife is still not getting in the car; she is tapping out messages frantically on her phone.

			“You can message in the car—I’ve got a charger,” Jez tries again.

			Aoife looks up, not having heard him.

			“Just go knock on her door?” he suggests. “Make sure she’s okay, then we’ll go,” Jez offers, checking the time on his phone performatively as if he isn’t completely aware of the minutes ticking by.

			They gave him Aoife because she asked for him after the last job they did together; he knew what rubbed her the wrong way and what didn’t.

			Aoife’s eyes flash across the road to Frankie’s door. And, without a word, she sets off at a high-heeled trot across the tarmac and up the steps of Number 18.

			Her knocks echo through the hall, but no one comes, no stirring of feet upstairs, nothing. Aoife hammers on the door with the side of her forearm, just as the stunt coordinator on the first film she worked on taught her.

			Still no response.

			Aoife turns back to look across the street and her heart sinks when she sees Jez is now having a conversation on his phone, presumably with the producers, his back to her.

			“Shit,” Aoife sighs under her breath. She’s already caused a stink with them over a handsy sound guy and now another running late phone call. Aoife spins back to Frankie’s door, drops to her knees, pushes open the letterbox, and yells into the house: “Fran, it’s Aoife. I got to go. Text me you’re okay. I’ll call over in the morning. Text me back!”

			That done, Aoife rises, dusts down her knees, and walks apologetically back to Jez, who is holding the car door open for her.

			She slips inside. Jez slams the door and looks up to the heavens to mouth: Thank you, God.

			Inside the warm, leather-clad car, Aoife plugs in her phone and shakes her head at another near-miss disaster. “Okay, let’s do this,” she declares, refocusing and shaking Frankie and the whole situation off her.

			The car pulls from the curb and glides away, leaving the street empty and silent once more.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 47

				Simon

			
			He watches Frankie drift in and out of consciousness. The amount of medication he’s given her should have been sufficient to keep her under. He has had to wait several hours for the cover of dark to do what he needs to do next. But it has given him time to prepare.

			He is not keeping her, he has decided. She is too close to home—best to start fresh.

			He pours more of the mixture into her mouth.

			Her prescription will show up in her blood work, postmortem, an overdose, accidental or deliberate.

			She’ll be easier to manage in another ten minutes, he estimates, then he can keep her topped up for as long as it takes to get her where he needs her.

			As he slips an arm under her shoulder and lifts her to sitting, propping her against his kitchen counter, something in her pocket clanks onto the ground next to his foot. A small can of self-defense spray.

			Simon picks it up with a gloved hand and pops it into the bin bag beside him.

			He fishes around in her other pocket, pulling out the palm-size rape alarm. He flicks open the battery housing and tips out the batteries, then adds all of it to his bag as well.

			Getting her to and from the car will be the hardest part. But it is already past eleven on a Sunday night and it is finally dark now.

			Out on the quiet street, living rooms no longer flicker with Sunday-night TV.

			All Simon needs to do is walk Frankie out his gate straight into the passenger seat of his waiting car, drive her two blocks, and walk her into her own house. There he can stage her overdosing body and plant the meds.

			Once Frankie is propped up in Simon’s hallway, he heads out to the car and puts his bag of gathered evidence into the trunk.

			He scans the street. The sound of a stolen rental bike tick-ticking along a nearby street is audible, nothing else.

			He feigns rummaging in the trunk, waiting to see if anyone is around or about to exit their house, but no movement comes from the street.

			He knows these streets do not have CCTV. That is why the neighborhood-watch signs were placed at intervals on lampposts down the road, a consolation prize, the notion that someone was watching.

			But he got Anna here and kept her here for nearly a year with no one watching until Frankie turned up.

			

			—

			He emerges from the house with her, supported, one of her arms draped over his shoulder, her weight cantilevered against his waist. She is a doll, her lax limbs easily misconstrued as something amusing to behold. He makes a little show of talking to her, softly supportive, an empathetic friend to the inebriated.

			He gazes down the street, noticing everything, the high-pitched whine of a moped weaving down a neighboring street, a pigeon taking flight from a rooftop three buildings down, the sound of a car door slamming somewhere out of sight.

			He deposits her into the open passenger side of the car, the interior lights already disabled. He reaches over and pulls her seat belt across her body. She slips sideways in her seat and he repositions her. She lets out a long groan. He pauses, then clicks her seat belt into position.

			Frankie secured, he closes the passenger door and heads to his side of the car, slipping in beside her, a sense of near completion in his mind.

			There is no free parking space available directly outside Frankie’s house, much to Simon’s consternation.

			He has no choice but to pull into the next nearest spot, the space across the street, outside Number 17, Pam Howden’s house.

			The route across the road to Frankie’s front door is clear and accessible.

			Simon cracks his door and slips out, taking his time in the evening air while scanning the road.

			He knows this road as well as the last: each resident, their habits, their hours.

			Aoife’s house is unlit within; she will be out at some photo opportunity or other. She won’t be home until the small hours, and she won’t be up until midday, unless her driver shows up early and has to scrape her out of the house. Aoife won’t be a problem for Simon tonight.

			He pops the passenger door. Frankie’s head is propped up as if she’s been sleeping on the curved headrest. He leans in and she groans on the out breath as if in answer, barely audible.

			He rises and checks the windows in Pam’s house, but they are darkened, of course. Pam will have returned hours before from her regular Sunday trip to the discounted performances at the opera. Her upstairs curtains are drawn and no light bleeds out from within.

			Next door, Marina, Chris, and Eric’s top room blinds still glow at the edges. They are in, he assumes, but Eric doesn’t usually leave them until between three and four a.m.

			Arabella and Will’s, Malcolm’s, Greg’s, and Lucy’s bedrooms still flicker with TV light. They are all still up, or have fallen asleep by the light of the screen, but pose no direct threat.

			The Malones’ and the Harrisons’ houses are dark.

			Simon hauls Frankie out of her seat and up to standing, or an approximation of it. He nudges her left arm over his shoulder and kicks the passenger door shut behind them.

			They cross the street and reach the top of Frankie’s front steps, and Simon fumbles her house keys out of his pocket. They clank to the floor, and he bends to retrieve them. The weight of her is almost too much, the angle too extreme.

			He shifts just in time to brace her against himself—for a second it almost looks like an embrace, a kiss, but the angle of Frankie’s head is slightly off. It doesn’t matter, not really, because no one is there to see it.

			The key slides into the door like a knife into soft tummy flesh, Simon thinks. You have to cut a body up quickly or the flesh gets too hard. It takes so much longer, then.

			He will not have to cut Frankie up, at least. But he will have to cut Anna up.

			He hates this bit. Once is enough for it to stay with you.

			It is so hard to cut through the bone, like slippery wood. The blade dulls too quickly, and once your blade is dull, everything takes more strength, more time, to finish.

			And you vomit; when you cut up a body, you vomit.

			It was a surprise, for Simon, when he didn’t throw up during anatomy in his medical training. But it was different when you’d killed them, he conceded. The smell, the catch of blade on hardening skin, the shudder of bone as the saw snaggles through it.

			You have to factor in vomit breaks into the dissection time. It can be a DNA nightmare; everything has to be cleaned.

			He is not looking forward to dealing with Anna.

			He bends and hoists Frankie up over the threshold of her home, almost romantically, like a newlywed.

			What a waste, he thinks. Frankie having to die. He will find another one though; there are so many out there.

			He swings Frankie’s front door shut with his foot.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 48

				Simon

			
			He flicks on Frankie’s hall lights and looks down at the notional bride in his arms: her beautiful features, long lashes flickering, dreaming of who knows what, her lips slightly open, and her messy tumble of auburn curls. She doesn’t really look anything like Melissa, but there is an aura there: the curls, maybe, or the easy way her lips rise into a smile.

			He lowers his mouth to hers and places a delicate kiss there.

			“Come on—let’s get you all cleaned up,” he whispers.

			

			—

			Up in the all-pink family bathroom, he lingeringly removes each article of her clothing with his silicone-gloved hands and places them carefully into his plastic bag before lowering her into the bath and running the shower attachment over her body.

			He methodically washes all DNA evidence from her body—he knows the flash points he must scrub.

			She groans as the water flickers from warm to too hot under the jet. He adjusts the temperature dial and she settles. Then her breath snags in her throat oddly, almost a word, but not quite. It catches him off guard. But now she is still once more, only the sound of the shower water filling the room.

			“Almost done, Frankie,” he reassures her, and himself, as he continues. “You’ve been such a good girl. I wish I could keep you forever, but I can’t.”

			Once she is naked and clean, he shuts off the water and places the plug in the bath before turning on the cold-water tap.

			He stands on the toilet cistern and reaches up to the small window high above them and opens it. Cold night air whips into the room.

			When Simon climbs back down and leans in to check her, Frankie’s skin is already goose-bumping.

			“Cold is one of the best ways to go—it can be euphoric, apparently,” he tells her. Frankie remains silent, beatific, her eyes quietly twitching away under the thin skin of her eyelids.

			Her hair begins to buoy on the water’s surface as it rises around her, making her look like a mermaid.

			“And drowning is supposed to be peaceful, quiet,” he mumbles as he takes a few shots of her body in the water. He lowers the camera and considers.

			“Maybe we need underwear? It’ll look prettier,” he says, then disappears from the room. He searches her drawers and returns with a tangle of blush-pink lace and satin in his hands.

			He shuts off the cold tap, the water now level with Frankie’s nose, her nostrils just above the water line.

			Simon removes his jumper and T-shirt, then falls to his knees in front of the tub, dipping both arms into the water. He pulls the plug, then wrangles the delicate satin and lace of Frankie’s underwear onto her cold, wet body, his concentration intense.

			Once on, he dries his arms on his folded T-shirt and redresses.

			He showers her down once more, just in case he’s left a trace, then he refills the tub. He readjusts her body, one arm now jutting out of the water onto the bath rim, almost coquettish, beckoning. He takes a few more photos of her body, now draped in wet pink lace, her breasts just visible through the delicate pink filigree of her bra.

			He can keep these, or post them online and delete the originals. Whatever he wants, but it’s good to have them, he thinks. There is a place for everything online.

			

			—

			The room is cold now, the wind ruffling the surface of the water nearest the window.

			Simon takes in his work, places Frankie’s emptied pill bottle on the edge of the sink in plain sight, and gathers his things together.

			He takes one last look at Frankie in the water, then turns away and exits the bathroom, pulling the door closed behind him.

			The small turn-lock on the door clicks into the locked position, manipulated from the outside of the door. To all intents it looks as if Frankie locked herself in the bathroom.

			Simon slips his screwdriver back into his pocket, grabs the plastic bag, and heads down the stairs. He turns off the hall lights, drops Frankie’s wiped-down keys onto the hall table, and heads out the front door, disappearing into the night.
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			Day Eight

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 49

				Frankie Is Awake

			
			Six hours later, Frankie’s eyes burst open in the water.

			She is awake but she cannot move, her body numb and bluing. She cannot remember anything since the concrete steps.

			Around her is pink, the pink of home; she is not in a strange house, she is not trapped in Anna’s basement room, she is in her own home, in the main bathroom.

			A wave of relief courses through her. She is home. And yet—

			She cannot move.

			For a second, she wonders if she has sleepwalked herself here, into the tub. But then, with sinking dread, she recalls the reflection of the figure behind her on the concrete steps, the white-hot pain in her scalp. But the figure is a blur, a man certainly, but it was impossible to tell more.

			Frankie can barely feel anything, not her legs, nor her arms, nothing. Her thoughts slip and slide away from her as she tries to grasp them; they mix and meld, like a fever dream. Did the figure look like Matt, or Greg, or Richard, Will, Ben? No, Ben was her ex-husband….

			Her thoughts swirl away from her like the breeze from the open window on the water.

			Her eyes move to look at her body, or at least what she can see of it from the angle her head is cocked at: her skin is almost translucent; she must be cold but she cannot feel it.

			She notices she is wearing different underwear, something she bought herself years ago for Valentine’s Day. Nausea rises up inside her as she realizes she has no idea what has been done to her. Beyond the high window above she sees distinctly crisp morning light. There is a night unaccounted for—

			And where is Anna? What happened to Anna?

			She wonders if Anna is dead, if she herself is dead, here in the bath, and that is why she cannot move.

			No. This is not what death would feel like, she muses, her thoughts as fluid and strangely calm as the water around her. There must be a way out of this, she tells herself.

			And yet, she realizes, whoever did this would not have left her like this if there was a way out. Unless he is still here, and hasn’t quite finished with her.

			Her eyes roll to the door. The lock lever is pushed down, the door locked from the inside. Strange, she thinks. She stares at it for a long while, then blinks. He has locked her in, and made it look as if she has done it herself.

			Her eyes wander the rest of the room, looking for more.

			And then she sees it. Her missing sleeping-pill container is positioned prominently on the sink. Through the clear, brown plastic bottle, she can make out only one pill remaining inside.

			Horror, cold and sticky, fills her gut: the bottle was half-full when she got it four days ago.

			Her numb body, her evaporating thoughts, now make sense.

			She has woken during her own staged death.

			But that is good, she tells herself, before the building terror threatens to blind her with panic. It’s good that I’m awake, because if I am awake, there has to be a way out, she hollers back at the sickening reality screaming inside her head.

			The tap drips, she looks at the ripples on the water, and she blinks—her mind now blank. What was I just thinking about? It was important, wasn’t it? She cannot recall.

			If only she could focus her thoughts.

			A skittering noise from above suddenly draws her eyes upward, to the small, open window.

			She catches a glimpse of gray fur beyond the mottled bathroom window’s glass, the skittering beginning to have meaning; it is the sound of claws on guttering, guttering that runs the length of the roof’s edge.

			Someone has been out all night and is hungry. Someone is always hungry and always needs feeding.

			Blue squeezes his thick-set, fluffy body through the thin gap in the bathroom window above, and balances precariously on the thin window ledge before half tumbling, half leaping down into the room.

			He lands with an undignified, uncharacteristically panicked, scramble into the sink basin, sending the almost-empty pill bottle clattering to the floor.

			Blue catches himself and rearranges his position and leaps from the basin edge down to the floor where he begins to nonchalantly lick his paws. After a moment, his fall forgotten, he looks up at Frankie and meows resolutely. He wants her to get out of the bath, go downstairs, and feed him.

			Frankie does not move. Blue stands, circles, and leaps back up onto the sink edge to get a better view of her.

			Frankie feels emotion explode up inside her, her vision blurring, as her eyes fill and overflow. She cannot feel the warm tears that slide down her cheeks and mix with the cold bathwater.

			She blinks away the blur of it, eyes stinging, and, as her vision clears, she sees it: dangling from the fur around Blue’s neck is the gaping black aperture of the camera she put on him hours ago.

			In Frankie’s mind, the mist clears enough to allow in a wisp of clarity: the memories of what she set in motion before she left home for Matt’s house. The new camera collar, the time-sensitive email—it all comes flooding back to her with such force her pulse spikes and her eyes blur once more. There was a plan.

			Blue is filming her. The camera sees her. And if the camera sees her, then someone else can see her, too.

			A noise catches in her throat, low and animal, as Frankie realizes that she isn’t going to die here like the couple who perished in this house before her.

			Blue looks up from his paws at the unfamiliar sound. He looks at her, sniffs, and lets out a burbling meow of acknowledgment.

			Someone will come, she tells herself. Someone will come.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 50

				DI Cobham

			
			6:45 a.m.

			Lee Cobham lies in bed, clinging to the brief moments he gets between waking and forcing himself out of the warm, soft cocoon of his bed and into the shower to begin the exhausting, and only sometimes rewarding, process of living his life.

			He takes a moment to scroll through his Monday-morning work emails.

			Helena, his wife, shifts beside him, and he places a heavy, reassuring hand on her side: no need for her to get up.

			Her stirring ceases, her breath slowing once more, as she slips back to sleep.

			Something twists in his gut when he spots the email, sent early Sunday evening, with multiple-yellow-triangle “warning” emojis in the subject bar.

			It’s an external email, obviously—at work everything’s an emergency, so they don’t tend to use emojis to point that out.

			The urgency of the subject bar means only one thing: he’s going to have a busy day dealing with some “loon.” A brief glance at the sender confirms this.

			Lee inhales deeply, preparing himself for the incoming annoyance he knows is coming. He taps the email open.

			
				Dear DI Cobham,

				URGENT!! Re: ANNA DERWENT—MISSING PERSON

				If I have not contacted you again by 6 a.m. Monday, it means I am at HIGH RISK and am unable to call the emergency services. I am being held against my will.

				The address where Anna Derwent is being held is: 65 Lockheath Road. Or close by this address.

				The homeowner, and name of the person holding Anna hostage, is Matt Whitby AKA Simon Hughes.

				He is dangerous, and likely responsible for the murder of Anna’s mother, Cynthia Derwent. If you are unable to view the live stream (linked below) for legal reasons, then please immediately dispatch a unit to the address above.

				Live stream link: https//petprotectcam/BlueBlueElectricBlue.com

				Frankie Green

			

			Lee instantly hates himself for even opening the stupid thing.

			He is about to say exactly that to Helena before he remembers she is sleeping.

			He looks at the link and wonders if he should just go ahead and arrest the pet camera lady and be done with it—she’s already been cautioned.

			Or he could take a quick look and circumvent the hassle and the stress of sending a mandatory team out to check on this.

			No one would need to know he’d looked—he could even say he clicked by accident; he was over forty-five, people bought stuff like that.

			He remembers the cat lady well: divorcée, work-from-home busybody type no doubt high on true crime podcasts and the belief that any crime can actually be solved from a laptop.

			Most crimes can’t be solved, aren’t ever solved. Most court cases don’t even settle things—you still aren’t a hundred percent on the outcome, he thinks to himself. Oh, to have the confidence in the system that a civilian, or a child, does.

			The cat lady seemed appalled at how things actually worked, which annoyed him not inconsiderably.

			Lee’s Garmin watch beeps, his heart rate moving comfortably into Zone 2, assuming Lee has begun a workout, even though he’s just lying down being pissed off.

			He releases his breath, lets his pulse drop. It’s only 7:03 a.m., he’s still in bed, and he’s already stressed out.

			Screw it, he decides. If this woman has sent him a link to some peeping-Tom bullshit, he’ll go straight around to her house in person and arrest her himself.

			It’ll be cathartic, he concludes, and taps on the link.

			He waits for the screen to load, and when it does, he stares at it for a moment, brow creasing deeply, not entirely sure of what he is looking at. Then, all at once, his mind makes sense of it.

			Lee scrambles up to sitting, sending his duvet flying, Helena groaning beside him.

			“Oh, fuck,” he yells at volume. “Oh, my fucking fuck.”

			On the screen, the limp body of a near-naked woman lies propped up in a full bath, the head and arm cocked at a crazy angle.

			It’s the cat lady.

			He squints closer, until his nose is almost touching the screen glass, and then he sees it: her eyes are open, she is clearly in distress, but there is a spasmodic twitching in her fingers on the edge of the tub.

			She’s still alive, and struggling to stay that way.

			Lee frantically fumbles back to the email, memorizing the address written in it, dials the station number as he leaps out of bed.

			“Come-on-come-on-come-on,” he chatters, as it connects, grabbing his clothes, laid out by Helena the night before.

			The call is answered and he interrupts the speaker, talking fast.

			“Michelle, it’s Lee. Listen, high priority: I need two units sent out now to Sixty-five Lockheath Road. Get an ambulance there, too. Threat to life. Check neighboring houses. I’m heading there now.”

			Lee struggles to pull on his trousers with his one free hand, before wedging the thin phone between his cheek and shoulder and hoicking them on.

			“Suspect is male, name Matt Whitby or Simon Hughes, presumed dangerous. Caution advised. Distress call received from within the house. Check the bathrooms and basement. We’re looking for two women, Anna Derwent, possibly being held against her will, and Frankie Green, in need of immediate medical attention. Get them there fast.”

			He hangs up and wrestles his shirt from its hanger, which goes skittering across the wooden floor of the bedroom.

			“Lee, take a breath, my love,” says a well-meaning voice from the bed. “Breathe, sweetheart.”

			Helena is sitting up, concern imprinted on her features. “And, remember, no coffee till after eleven, yes?”

			Lee pauses with one arm in his shirt and makes a performative show of breathing deeply in and out. It’s passive-aggressive at first, but two in, he does actually feel the benefit.

			He nods in thanks and resumes dressing, his mood notably calmed.

			Clothes on, he darts across the room, grabs his car keys, kisses Helena on the forehead, and then thunders down the stairs and out the door.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 51

				Pam and Mouse

			
			Pam is woken every morning by the shaft of summer light that makes its way under the edge of her bedroom blind, gently warming a thin line of her right cheek and eye.

			She stirs, and her cat, Mouse, lets out a yawn before wandering up the duvet to Pam’s side for her morning snuggle.

			Pam pulls Mouse’s soft white fur close, like a child with a teddy, or, she imagines, a mother with a child.

			Mouse purrs and lolls her head against Pam’s pillow.

			“Monday, lovely Monday,” Pam singsongs. “Shall we have breakfast in the garden, Mouse? Looks like a nice sunny one.”

			The cat stands and mounts Pam’s chest.

			“Ouff. You’re getting heavy, treasure,” Pam puffs out, caught off guard.

			Pam lifts the cat off her chest and pulls back the covers to start her day.

			In her tidy, well-stocked kitchen, Pam prepares their breakfasts, then carries their respective dishes outside into the sunshine.

			Mouse leaps ahead past her, along the garden path, jumping up onto the sun-drenched bench against the back wall of the garden.

			They sit, Pam with her yogurt and muesli on her knee and Mouse crouched beside her, cracking through her kibble loudly before swallowing greedily.

			Sun-soaked calm descends.

			Then Pam’s thoughts move to her usual morning rituals. She ferrets out her phone from her pocket. She likes to check the door camera every morning; she has done so since the incident across the street. Things hit differently when you get into your late sixties.

			Lucy Kiefler, of course, experienced the worst of it, among the surviving street residents. As a former St. John Ambulance volunteer, she ran into Number 18 the night of the fire. She saw what she saw, and it obviously took a toll. The poor girl deserved a slowdown, all things considered.

			Pam brings up her motion-sensor doorbell videos from last night. Her camera isn’t one of the ostentatious ones; it’s very discreet, the bell and the camera separate devices. She didn’t want people on the street to feel like they were being watched.

			She’s tried not to get too interested with comings and goings and focus instead on the bigger picture, safety.

			The world is too swallowed up in its phones already, and she doesn’t want to go down that rabbit hole. But she has gotten used to the everyday drama on the street: the whirlwind of Aoife’s comings and goings, the mysterious new neighbor across the street with the handsome Persian blue cat and the budding romance with Matt, who it now seems is looking after his sister’s baby.

			Pam rations her viewing to only the time it takes to eat breakfast. Now she spoons cool alpine yogurt into her mouth and presses play.

			Yesterday’s activities unfold in short, motion-sensor-activated edits: the late post; Aoife arriving back home in a car and going into her house; then suddenly someone running down the street—there is an unmistakable urgency to the way they move. Pam places her spoon down in her bowl, no longer interested in breakfast. She leans in.

			

			—

			It is Frankie, running. Suddenly Frankie turns, runs straight toward the camera, and begins pounding on Pam’s front door, clearly in the grip of a severe panic attack. She sinks out of shot. Moments later, Aoife also appears at Pam’s gate and, having seen the commotion, sinks out of view beside Frankie.

			Pam watches, a hand to her mouth, as finally Aoife rises, helping Frankie up and back across the street to her own home, the pair then disappearing inside Frankie’s house.

			Pam skips the video on: Aoife leaves Frankie’s house, then Frankie leaves and drives away, returning forty-five minutes later. She leaves the house again on foot just before 3 p.m.

			Frankie does not return, but instead Aoife does, dressed for the red carpet. Aoife’s driver arrives, they talk, Aoife clearly agitated about something. Aoife pounds urgently on Frankie’s front door before kneeling to shout something through the letterbox. The driver, looking annoyed, chivvies her on and the two depart.

			Frankie still does not return.

			One hour and forty-four minutes later, Pam squints at the screen to make out a fox nosing around her bin store. She tuts.

			Pam watches herself return from the opera, oblivious to the earlier drama on the street.

			Half an hour later, Eric, the taller of the two men who, in some way, live with Marina at Number 15, walks past Pam’s house on his way to theirs, carrying a bunch of flowers.

			Pam infers an apology or an anniversary. She doesn’t particularly understand the situation in their house, but there are more important issues at stake.

			At 11:03 p.m., a car parks outside Pam’s house. Pam straightens. The car door opens but no interior lights switch on inside, which makes Pam squint into the screen again.

			A man exits the car, looks down the street, then turns. Pam sees his face. It’s Dr. Williams, Simon, the newest member of the medical staff at her old surgery. Simon started the same year she retired. He doesn’t live on this street—she knows that—he lives two roads over on Lockheath Road, if she recalls. She’s seen him walk by quite regularly, on the way to the clinic, she’s always assumed, but she’s never seen him visiting or interacting with anyone on Northcroft Road before now. It’s something that she’d remember. Pam recalls the few occasions she conversed with him. It was a feeling she had, nothing more, something slightly off about the way he was. He was very self-aware, very “on it,” almost too “on it,” his paperwork always immaculately kept and up to date: an A* student. But somehow not quite there.

			Pam leans in and watches him gallantly open the passenger door for someone. But there is something wrong with his passenger. They do not get out.

			Pam pulls the screen closer, her expression tight and tense.

			The mood on the sunlit bench has shifted, and Mouse, having finished her kibble, unceremoniously jumps down and dashes away into the bushes.

			On the screen, Pam watches as Dr. Williams scans the street, her own windows included, before helping a seemingly inebriated woman across the road. They mount the steps to Number 18 and Pam realizes the slouching woman must be Frankie.

			Frankie moved in only a week ago. How could she and Dr. Williams be this close already? And why was Frankie so overwrought earlier in the afternoon? Pam does not like the feel of any of this.

			The motion sensor triggers just under one hour later. Pam watches as Dr. Williams exits Number 18 again, a full black bin bag heavy in his hands. He deposits it in the trunk of his car and drives away.

			The next motion is at 5:30 a.m. Milk is being delivered; she watches the milkman place two red-capped bottles outside Frankie’s house.

			The footage flips to live, all recordings viewed.

			“Right,” Pam says, staring at the live screen. Frankie’s milk sits warming in the morning sun. A sickly, cloying feeling rises up inside Pam, just as it did two years ago, before the fire across the street.

			She gets up from the bench and strides back through her house and across the street.

			Pam rings Frankie’s bell and waits.

			Birds tweet in the surrounding trees and a dog barks a few streets away. Pam looks up and down the empty street, thoughts whirring.

			She rings the doorbell again. She waits thirty seconds…one minute. She knocks now, too, then makes a decision.

			She didn’t do anything that night two years ago. She heard the argument, and she did nothing, and look what happened. If she had knocked….

			You can tell yourself things aren’t your concern—she knows that—but they are if they happen in front of you and you do nothing. They all knew the Phillipses were having a tough time.

			She turns on her heels and heads quickly back to her house.

			In her study, she flicks through the three brown envelopes she keeps in her desk drawer, until she finds the one marked No. 18.

			Pam rips open the brown envelope and digs out the keys.

			

			—

			Pam enters Frankie’s house.

			“Halloo? Frankie, it’s Pam from across the road. I’m so sorry to have to do this but I’m a bit concerned. And I’d kick myself if I didn’t at least check on you. Can you hear me? Are you okay? Frankie?”

			Pam stops, stock-still, in the hallway. A noise is coming from upstairs. She listens, unmoving, as the noise comes again.

			It’s a throaty meow, loud and clear.

			Pam is caught in the uncharacteristic position of not knowing what to do: she both does, and does not, want to go upstairs.

			She is scared, of course, of what Dr. Williams was doing here and why Frankie was even with him, and she is scared of how he dragged Frankie’s limp body into the house a few hours ago.

			But most of all she is scared of what she might find up there, like Lucy Kiefler did.

			The cat’s meowing increases; it knows she is here. Pam lifts her phone, tapping the emergency services number in, ready, should she need it.

			She has seen dead bodies before, of course. She was a practicing doctor for almost forty years.

			Slowly, she ascends the steps. The noise is coming from the main bathroom, on the landing, and the door is closed.

			“Halloo, Frankie! It’s Pam from across the road. Just wanted to make sure you’re okay? Can you hear me in there?”

			Another noise, more resonant than the cat, a groaning, throttled sound. Pam’s breath catches in her throat.

			“Frankie?!”

			Pam races up the final steps to the landing. The noise comes again, haunting and insistent, and then the sound of something splashing into water.

			Pam grabs the bathroom door handle, but it is locked.

			The groan comes again, gasps, splutters. Pam realizes she has no choice.

			She throws her weight against the door, and the latch pops.

			Frankie is unconscious, her whole body trembling in the water. Pam immediately recognizes the signs of hypothermia. The room is cold. Pam locks the window as she runs to the bathtub.

			She hauls her from the water, out onto the floor like a beached mermaid, quickly blanketing her in thick pink towels.

			“It’s okay,” Pam mutters over and over, “it’s okay. You’re going to be okay. Just stay with me.”

			But Pam can see Frankie has quite advanced hypothermia. She couldn’t possibly say if Frankie is going to be okay.

			Pam continues to bundle her up in anything she can reach, a bath mat, towels, her own jumper.

			Frankie slips out of consciousness as Pam presses dial with a free hand.

			Downstairs an Irish voice rises to meet Pam: “Hello? Frankie? Are you okay? The door was—”

			“Up here. Quickly,” Pam shouts down, and moments later Aoife is sent to find blankets, as Pam’s call connects with the emergency line.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 52

				Simon and Anna

			
			Simon has not slept, but everything is now laid out:

			A large heavy-duty storage box, for Anna’s body parts. He will use it to transport them to his storage unit in Chingford, where three chest freezers wait. The key to any system continuing is always being prepared for the worst, having a Plan B ready to cover yourself, should the need arise.

			Beside the box is a large roll of plastic sheeting for the floor of Anna’s room, three fresh saw blades, one bolt cutter, one hammer, three large knives still in packets, duct tape, high-absorbency kitchen roll, air freshener, and two 2-liter bottles of still water, plus some sports glucose sachets, for energy and hydration.

			Next to the equipment for the second stage lies the equipment for the first stage: a box of Anna’s favorite chocolates injected with morphine. A last supper, of sorts.

			Chocolates can’t be a bad way to go, Simon reasons.

			She will have some of her favorite chocolates and fall asleep, while he, on the other hand, will not have nearly such a pleasant time. Simon knows it will be a long day, so he figures he might as well not have to spend it feeling guilty about Anna’s last moments.

			At 7:00 a.m. he enters her room; Anna is already awake, her energy edgy, expectant. She tries to cover her nerves at seeing him this early with a quick smile.

			She heard the bang on the door and the scuffle outside yesterday afternoon. She doesn’t know what it was but she heard him grunting and dragging it away. She can only pray whatever it was wasn’t a person.

			“I brought you something,” Simon tells her, kindness in his voice.

			“Oh,” she responds, surprised.

			He pulls the box of chocolates from inside his bag.

			Anna hasn’t tasted chocolate for months and as far as she knows there is no occasion this morning. The air thickens.

			Simon wonders if he’s played this wrong.

			He hands her the box, sitting beside her as she opens it. She hesitates. She knows they’re poisoned, he realizes. She’s clever. He has played it wrong.

			Simon picks up the irony of her being scared of the only good part of what is going to happen down here today.

			“It’s an apology, for being so distracted lately,” he tells her.

			He drops a hand into the chocolate box, grabs one and bites it in half, offering her the other side. He’s clever too. He didn’t inject two of them. He thought this through.

			“In case you were worried they were poisoned,” he says mirthlessly.

			Anna smiles, then chews her half chocolate. “You’re funny,” she says carefully, making a joke of it. “Thank you for my chocolates.”

			“Do you love me?” Simon asks her suddenly.

			Anna rearranges her face into surprise. She has been asked this question before, many times. The answer is always the same.

			“Yes. I love you. And I still want to marry you. One day.”

			Simon looks down at his hands. He is thinking about the smell of chopping up her body already. He hates the smell.

			“Anna. Stop. Just stop, okay.”

			Something falters, like a glitch, in Anna’s expression. But it doesn’t matter because Simon is not looking at her anyway.

			“What do you mean, honey?” she asks gently, rubbing his back.

			He lets her soothe him.

			“If I opened the door right now,” Simon asks, looking back to her. “If I opened the door and stood back, would you leave me?”

			Anna’s expression doesn’t know what to do with itself for a second before it lands on concern.

			Anna realizes that Simon knows about the cat. No one is coming to save her, she realizes, her stomach dropping. He is going to kill her.

			“Are you okay, Simon?”

			“Just stop!” he shouts.

			She stops abruptly.

			He continues. “The question I am asking you is: If I open the door, would you leave or would you stay in here?”

			He knows the answer, of course, but he wants to know if she’ll keep up the ruse to the end.

			The room is heavy with silence. Anna’s leg has started jiggling, her insides beginning to vibrate with fear.

			“Is this a trick, Simon?” she asks, almost a whisper.

			Simon walks over to the door and opens it with his key. He drags the chair from the table and props the door open, then he moves to the farthest corner of the room and kneels down with his hands behind his head.

			“Run. Go,” he says, his eyes locking with hers. “If you want to. Now’s your chance to get away. Do you want to stay here with me or not?”

			Anna looks to the open door and beyond it she sees the concrete steps rising up toward grass, sky, warm sunshine.

			She looks back to Simon, his route to intercept her blocked by various articles of furniture.

			And suddenly she is up and running, her movements not as controlled as she would like but her speed desperate.

			Her world blurs as she flies toward the door, her bare feet slapping up the stone steps that she has never seen before, and suddenly she is in the garden.

			She hurtles toward the glass back door of the house, and inside, her bare feet squeak over kitchen tiles, then up steps toward a hallway she definitely does recognize. The front door is only meters away.

			It is Simon’s old house, she realizes, it always has been.

			She grabs the latch of the front door and yanks it hard. It does not budge. She tries again. Nothing. Frantically she pulls and pulls, the latch rattling but not opening.

			It is locked.

			Again, and again, and again, she tugs, her whole body ramming back and forth against the frame.

			The sound of heavy footsteps behind her.

			The door will not open. It was all a trick, Anna realizes; there was never a way out of here. She should have scaled the garden wall but she didn’t think.

			But suddenly she is aware of movement beyond the front door, voices out on the street, people talking, the blurred outlines of figures, then she catches the flash of blue and red lights farther down the road. Without a second thought she screams and screams, fists pounding on the glass. They are so so close…if she could only get their attention.

			But he is behind her. She turns. He stands in the hallway looking at her. In his hand, a syringe.

			“I guess we know now, right?” he says, stepping closer, impassable, unstoppable.

			“What?” she whispers, almost inaudible.

			“That you don’t want this anymore. If you ever did.”

			She knows there are no words that can turn this around, that can give her another second; all that is left is to fight.

			And with that, an overwhelming rage boils up inside her that—after almost twelve months of torture, rape, and abuse—he gets to blame any of this on her.

			Without a second thought, she dips to the floor, grabs the nearest object, a wrought-iron umbrella stand, and runs full pelt at Simon, leveraging it with every ounce of momentum that her frame can muster.

			The heavy metal connects hard with Simon’s chin, the sound of metal hitting bone and teeth.

			Simon is knocked back hard. He stumbles back toward the three kitchen steps.

			He grabs the balustrade instinctively to catch his fall but she sees it coming and the second monstrous blow lands with a wet crunch on his hand, smashing bone, his grip releasing. He continues to fall back, grasping out for purchase, as he crashes down the three steps from hallway to kitchen, his head connecting first with the doorframe, and then with the kitchen’s stone floor, with one wet smack.

			Anna stares at his unmoving form for a moment, then turns back to the front door. She needs to get out of here before he gets up, but he has the keys.

			She looks down at Simon’s pockets.

			Like a nightmare, she imagines him bursting back up and grabbing her as she reaches for them. She is crying now, with deep, body-quaking sobs.

			She can’t have that, not ever.

			She tightens her grip on the metal stand and moves over to him, straddles his prone form, and brings the stand down one last time on his nose, his face, smashing the delicate, handsome features that she fell in love with.

			She collapses onto his static body, trembling hands searching his pockets for keys. She does not notice the sounds coming from the front of the house now, the people shouting, the banging. Behind her the front door implodes, uniformed police swarm in, and, like in a delirious dream, hands tear her from Simon’s barely breathing body.

			She lets them, allowing herself to become soft once more. The cat came through, she thinks to herself. The fucking cat saved me.

			Saved by the cat.

			She starts to giggle, then the giggles turn into a laugh, before slipping into heaving, shuddering gasps.

			She is alive and she is free.
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			Day Nine

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 53

				After

			
			Frankie wakes to the sight of a soft-featured nurse changing her drip bag, the glistening liquid inside filled with glittering bubbles that refract like jewels in the hospital light. All of that liquid, she notes, will soon be traveling into her aching body through a thin plastic tube.

			That string of thoughts alone, disjointed and beautiful, is enough to tell Frankie that the drugs Simon flooded her body with have still not fully flushed through her system yet.

			The nurse offers to get her some breakfast. Frankie’s stomach gurgles loudly, her last meal having been before heading to Matt’s house on Sunday afternoon. That meal, along with everything Simon drugged her with, was pumped from her body as soon as she reached the hospital.

			There is a swell of guilt over Matt, when her thoughts land on him. That she had been so sure he had Anna, so sure that she had sent DI Cobham to his house, granted it was to his renovation house, not his actual home, but still. She had been so sure when she’d sent that email.

			Frankie shifts in the bed, feeling having returned to her now, but with feeling came the ache of her bruises, the throb of her head, and the excruciating kidney and muscle pain the overdose Simon had given her had caused.

			Frankie recalls DI Cobham visiting her hospital room the previous evening, at least a portion of it; he had questions that were time-sensitive to the case. She gave him the passcodes for the stored cat camera videos on her online account, he called it in, then sat and talked her through the events of Monday morning.

			They had broken Matt’s renovation house’s front door. He of course had not been there but oblivious in his own home. They had found the cinema room and two empty unrenovated bathrooms. They had begun to spread out and search the neighboring buildings.

			Screams were heard coming from a house two down from 65 Locksheath Road. Entry was forced and Simon had been apprehended; Anna was safe but in hospital.

			Frankie had asked if Anna had been taken to the same hospital as her but DI Cobham was not at liberty to tell her.

			But Frankie feels a rush of vindication, like no other, a burst of joyful relief that stays with her because she finally knows Anna is safe, that everything that occurred over the last eight days was worth it, that she hadn’t gone mad, that she wasn’t alone, that Anna is free.

			Some of the things DI Cobham has told her are lost to Frankie’s mind for now, a soupy mixture of swirling images.

			Pam had come, at some point. Arabella too, flowing with apologies and promises for the future. And Aoife, with her driver, carrying a display of flowers larger than the bedside unit would allow, forcing Aoife to position them in an area that blocked a large section of the view from the wide fifth-floor window of her room. She held Frankie’s hand; she told Frankie what they had done when they found her, and though Frankie slipped in and out of following her words, she felt held by them.

			She was asleep when Matt visited; they told her when she woke. It was probably best, she thought, as she had too many things to say and nowhere near the focus to say them yet.

			Frankie takes in her flowers again, the sunlight glowing through their bright tropical petals, and beyond them summertime London, sprawling in heat haze, and she feels at home. For the first time in a long time, Frankie feels held by other people.

			There is a knock at the door.

			A woman with a bruised face tentatively looks in, her posture tall, proud, her hair cut unevenly.

			“Hi,” she says, her voice clear and unbroken, her eyes full of love.

			Frankie shifts up in bed, the pain sharp but unimportant. “Hi,” Frankie croaks, the lining of her throat stripped from the tubing and medication.

			“Can I come in?” the woman asks.

			Frankie acquiesces, words momentarily failing her as emotion surges up inside her fast and strong; she fumbles back her hospital sheets, the other woman already moving to meet her.

			The two of them wordlessly rush to each other, their bare feet on the cool hospital flooring. They embrace, silently, tightly, shuddering relief and effervescent joy bubbling between them.

			What they feel is beyond the words they currently have, as they hold each other, safely encased in a tangle of hospital wires, in a maze of corridors, in a city of people.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 54

				The Williams Case

			
			
				From Wikipedia, the Free encyclopedia

				The Williams Case was brought to light in 2025, when an unnamed neighbor of London GP Simon Williams submitted footage to the police believed to show a hidden bunker beneath Williams’s garden, where Williams had been holding a woman captive between July 22, 2024, and July 14, 2025. Williams was convicted and sentenced (May 22, 2026) for multiple crimes, including the rape, imprisonment, and assault of Anna Derwent as well as the murders of Derwent’s mother, Cynthia Derwent, and the 2005 missing schoolgirl Melissa Craig, whose remains were discovered in 2023 in Knoydart, on the west coast of Scotland.

				The woman in the basement [Edit]

				Upon arrest, the former NHS doctor Simon Williams was discovered to have been holding a woman, Anna Derwent, a former partner of Williams, captive in a purpose-built bunker beneath his home. Williams had planned to murder and dismember Derwent’s body using implements police found in a room on the property.

				Whilst the neighbor’s pet camera footage that initially alerted the police to a potential issue at the property was later declared inadmissible in court, it did lead investigators to raid the Williams residence and to the rescue of Ms. Derwent.

				The extended basement of the property, on Lockheath Road, did not appear on structural plans, or surveys, when bought by Williams in 2020.

				Around 2021, Williams, according to his own testimony, began uncovering and extending the existing underground space. By 2023 he began converting the modified space into a self-contained unit, installing a toilet, rudimentary wash facilities, a bed, table, chair, and storage for dry and tinned food.

				The room contained no television or radio, with the only connection to the outside world being a thin, partially obscured window. Both the window and the property’s large garden had been obscured from external view by tree and plant coverage, contributing to the late detection of the bunker.

				Anna Derwent, the key witness in the trial, gave harrowing testimony of daily life during her yearlong imprisonment: kept in solitary confinement, Ms. Derwent would be visited by Williams multiple times a week. During these visits he would bring food, and often gifts, in an attempt to uphold the illusion of a consensual relationship.

				When the property was finally raided by the police, on July 14, 2025, Ms. Derwent was found, injured, over the unconscious body of Williams, after a near-successful attempt at escape.

				Williams, having sustained severe injuries at the hands of Derwent in her bid for freedom, was rushed to hospital and, after a period of recovery, was subsequently able to stand trial for his crimes.

				After her liberation, Ms. Derwent disappeared from public life, reappearing only briefly for the trial. It is believed she now lives in a different part of the UK, under another name.

				The Murder of Melissa Craig [Edit]

				During the investigation of the Williams residence and after statements given by Anna Derwent, police discovered personal items belonging to the 2005 missing sixth former Melissa Craig, linking Williams directly to her murder. [24]

				Melissa Craig (born June 4, 1987), had met fellow student Williams whilst both were sixth-form students at Leewood High School. The relationship soured shortly after Craig’s acceptance into university.

				Melissa went missing in early 2005, at age eighteen, less than three months after starting a relationship with Williams, and was never seen again. [25]

				Her disappearance was initially believed to have taken place sometime between leaving school and returning home, the alarm being raised by Melissa’s mother after she failed to return home after scheduled music practice. [26]

				No leads in the investigation into Melissa’s disappearance were found at the time, though an ongoing appeal, spearheaded by Melissa’s parents, Philip and Nicola Craig, eventually brought to light new information five years after Melissa’s disappearance.

				It wasn’t until thirteen years after her disappearance that Melissa’s remains were discovered over 545 miles away in the remote Scottish location of Knoydart. [28]

				At trial, it was heard that after an argument between Craig and Williams, a scuffle ensued that resulted in Melissa sustaining blunt-force trauma to her skull.

				Fearful of consequences, Williams then ended Melissa’s life with repeated and systematic blunt-force trauma.

				In order to dispose of the body, Williams drove Craig’s remains over 545 miles toward the coastal peninsula of Knoydart, in the Scottish Highlands.

				Knoydart, only accessible via a two-day hike, is where Williams left the remains after burning them in dense woodland off the trail.

				Additional cases [Edit]

				After the discovery and liberation of Anna Derwent, an investigation was quickly opened into the believed suicide of Anna Derwent’s sixty-five-year-old mother, Cynthia Derwent, during Anna’s captivity.

				Mrs. Derwent, a former air stewardess, seemingly died of self-inflicted injuries in her Croydon-based home. Later it emerged that she, too, had been murdered by Williams in an attempt to stop further investigation into her daughter’s disappearance.

				Mrs. Derwent had repeatedly demanded the police open an investigation into Anna’s disappearance, citing the existence of an unknown boyfriend who she feared might in some way be involved.

				Williams was also tried, and convicted, for the attempted murder of an anonymous woman, Victim B, who maintained her right to anonymity throughout the trial and aftermath.

				It was heard that Williams drugged and staged Victim B’s death, after her discovery of the bunker on Williams’s property. The victim, who narrowly avoided death at Williams’s hands, was saved by an observant neighbor, who managed to rescue Victim B and perform lifesaving measures before emergency services arrived on the scene. [30]

				Sentencing [Edit]

				On May 22, 2026, Williams was sentenced to three consecutive life sentences with a whole life order, the most robust sentencing possible under UK law.

				The judge, Mr. Justice Landsborough, said that Williams’s crimes “show a complete disregard for female life, along with a chilling level of calculation after his crimes and a clear sadistic desire as a medical professional to play God with human lives.” Landsborough concluded that “I, in no way, sensed any remorse in the defendant, only a worrying level of self-perceived victimhood. I have no doubt that Simon Williams would kill again if not placed under whole life order.” [7]

			

		

	
		
			Epilogue

			Ben is happy enough in D.C., his job thrilling enough to have warranted the move and the life change, his new marriage a better fit, the power dynamic more manageable.

			He is happy, that is, until he gets a text from a friend back in the UK.

			He clicks on the link and reads:

			
				MailOnline | Showbiz

				Exclusive

				Aoife Doherty looks effortlessly chic as she enjoys coffee with a friend

				Irish beauty and full-time bonnet wearer Aoife Doherty, 29, who was caught up in the wrong sort of news last year when the Williams House murderer was revealed to be operating just streets away from her glamorous London pile, is now back in full press tour mode. And it’s safe to say, Aoife will soon be a fixture on our screens now that filming has completed on the final series of the international bodice-ripping hit drama The Making of a Lady, with more roles to come down the pipeline.

				The Daily Mail can reveal these latest shots of Aoife walking in the park with close friend, confidante, and the brand strategist behind Doherty’s new cosmetics line, Softest, Frankie Green, 40.

				Aoife stunned other Sunday walkers looking shapely, while showcasing her figure in trendy sportswear in an East London Park. Doherty’s hair was styled in an updo that wouldn’t look amiss at a “Fletchely Ball” in her binge-worthy show whilst Green favored a more relaxed look in jeans and a chic sweater.

				The pair are now frequently seen together since the arrest and conviction of former NHS doctor, rapist, and murderer Simon Williams, 39, in 2026, just streets away.

				And while Green may be newly engaged Aoife is currently taking time out from the dating scene. After being tied to several popular co-stars, and soon to appear in a certain comic-book franchise universe, Doherty appears to have given love the back seat over work for the time being.

				When asked about finding Mr Right, in British Vogue, earlier this month, Aoife’s response was adamant.

				“Listen, I think the last thing I need right now is to be worrying about all that.”

				But there’s hope still for all the men out there—if they’re tall, that is. “God, who knows,” she adds, “like, I’ll probably end up with some tall, moody fella with ten kids in a big country house. But right now, I like the peace of being single, you know?”

			

			Ben’s forehead creases as he scrolls back up to the photos at the top of the article. He wonders if Frankie always looked that good. He doubts it.

			He opens up Instagram and searches his ex-wife’s name, something he hasn’t done since long before the divorce.

			Frankie’s grid fills his screen, and a handsome man’s face smiles back at him from several frames.

			Ben scrolls through the photos, the captions; there are names he does not recognize: Matt, Pam, Arabella, the people and the tapestry of Frankie’s new life—and of course Aoife.

			There is a photo of an engagement ring.

			A wave of nausea hits Ben. Frankie will remarry, too.

			He clicks on a photo of the couple’s new house, the scale of it hitting him.

			He feels an odd dread filling him up as he clicks on Matt’s account: his full name, his work, Frankie.

			Ben frowns at the screen. This is pointless, he tells himself.

			Ben blocks Matt. Then he blocks Frankie. Then he blocks the friend who texted him the article in the first place.

			And just like that, they’re gone.
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