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			For Hector, may you be showered in Dreamies, 

			cuddles and have access to cool drinking water 

			directly from the tap, 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
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			Prologue

			Cat Camera

			The bathroom is blush-­pink. Everything in the room the colour 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, areola. The towels, too, fresh, fluffy, hotel-­soft.

			The scene looks like something from a glossy magazine, or a double-­page spread in a matt-­finished coffee-­table book. Everything about it is 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 beneath the surface. She looks like a mermaid. She looks beatific. Well, almost.

			Her gaze is forced up, to the left, as if she were 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 other 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.

		

	
		
			

			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 vocalised, 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-­and-­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 centre yet to be discovered.

			It would be mad to trust that first-­day nagging feeling, after all of the logistics that got you there: the endless house viewings, the offers and counter-­offers, the stamp duty and agreements on fixtures and fittings and the packing and movers and paperwork, changes of address, driving licence 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 and 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 themselves.

			Don’t say you wouldn’t. You would, you have. Or else 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 panelling to let them pass. I paid a little more for the premium service; I watch them carefully manoeuvre, 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 fully refurbished, two-­bedroom, turn-­key Georgian terrace in London’s exclusive De Beauvoir. All 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 endeavour and now the party’s moved on. It’s just me, party of one.

			I take in my new neighbourhood – 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 street’s well-­tended frontages: all 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 from beautifully appointed room to room, 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 of 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.

			So, 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 been.

			I made an offer on sight, and after a short, brutal bidding war, I won the keys to number 18 Northcroft Road. It’s the only remaining two-­bed on the street, thus gloriously skimming under the 1M bracket and making me the least financially qualified homeowner to be living on this street. If it hadn’t been for the very mixed blessing of redundancy and its consolation prize of shares, and a quite frankly life-­changing payout post-­divorce, then I would still be in a soulless rental in Ben’s home town 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 US company buying out the company I helped to build, from the ground up, for fifteen years. Our company, a prize boutique agency with a heritage client list, now acquired, subsumed, and relocated, almost everyone given marching orders, shares and a golden parachute into unknown territory.

			Divorce and 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 the cheapest house on this street, 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 the 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 show-­stopping, fresh floral display partly obscuring the double bed beyond, its plump and neat bed linen 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 on to the high ceiling. The sheer wealth manifest in this area – in its immaculate aesthetic, the perfectly appointed front gates, gardens, the symmetry of its precisely clipped lollipop bay trees, potted olives, and its blousy bursts of summer bloom, the half-­glimpsed curated rooms beyond – is oddly and profoundly reassuring. Life here, it telegraphs, is good.

			

			I wonder whether I am ordered enough to live here.

			I want to be. It took only one text message to destroy my old life. A life that took 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. There are a million versions of my life where I didn’t see it pop up on his screen. 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 year-­long 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 demeanour 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. You’ll be on the Underground and suddenly realise that you don’t have to be anywhere, ever again, because no one is expecting you.

			No one is waiting for me to return. And if anything happened, there is no one at the end of the phone. No one to come get me if I’m sick, or hold me close if the world gets too harsh. I’ve started wondering: if I slipped on the stairs or choked on a chunk of steak, how long would it be before anyone came in and found me, grey 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, alone-­ness feels like you’ve forgotten something – like you’ve come home and something important, like the kitchen, is gone, or the floors.

			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 putty-­pink curtains to see a black Bentley glide by, behind the wheel a good-­looking grey-­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, quarrelling children in tow. The nanny, a lighthouse of calm in a maelstrom of flaying 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 make-up 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 land upon this thought 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 towards the main road.

			I imagine my lovely neighbours 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 neighbourhood 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 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 towards my house. And then another. The man gesticulating is sweaty, in running gear, and 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 grey 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 towards my gate. The others’ voices rise in disapproval. He suddenly relents, chastened, as he rejoins them. The grey-­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 psychological pain, the loss of three pregnancies, being pumped full of hormone injections and IVF pills and lived through shuddering midnight rushes to A&E – and yet, when we divorced, Ben had 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 heart-­shaped blue-­grey deep-­furred face, and those warm amber eyes.

			He licks his paws then yawns at me luxuriously.

			But already I can’t get them 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.’

			Then 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 importantly, she is not one of the people I just saw arguing outside earlier. Her expensive ash-­blonde hairstyle lies in soft, barrel-­brush curls against her blouse, her light-­hazel eyes instantly affable and on the level.

			‘Welcome, neighbour.’ She laughs with disarming self-­awareness at the quaint social ritual she is performing. In her arms: a large 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 a 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 neighbours.’

			My neighbour 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, the non sequitur sudden. ‘Number 19. 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 past 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.’

			‘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 cosy,’ 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 have just asked the estate agent who was moving in. I’m unsure if that’s weird or normal behaviour; 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; it’s worryingly further 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? I’ll never see Ben again, or my old marriage and 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 straight away 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 just so great that someone’s finally moved in here,’ she says. ‘It was such a waste; such a beautiful building and it’s been 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 neighbours 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 realise 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 neighbourhood 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, apparently, 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 literally 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 on to 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 can 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 as they read the paper, or a cleaner hoovering, business-­like, beyond a basement 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 realise 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, since the night I confronted Ben about the messages and needed to block out his scatter-­gun rants that flipped dizzyingly from apologies to blame.

			But now, living alone, being alone, I can’t sleep for different reasons, 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.

		

	
		
			

			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, 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 bedroom door key tumbling down on to 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 three floors up here; how did he manage to get up?

			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, silo-­ing it into the not-relevant-to-me part of my brain.

			‘Oh my God,’ I mutter, turning to Blue, my relief waning. 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 back window, that moonlit scaffolding also wraps around the back of the neighbouring house as well as the front. It wasn’t up when I viewed the house, I have 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 want him to be happy.

			I gulp down a cool glass of water and watch him eat ravenously. You’d think he was 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: they are looking right back at me, as plain as day.

			It’s a woman, older than me. She gestures something with her hand, and I realise it’s a thumbs-up, a questioning thumbs-up. Am I OK? 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 quickly flick off 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.

			Before I settle back 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 back on, and twist his collar around. It’s half undone, the strap sticking up at an odd angle.

			

			I swivel it around further 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 further 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 slices and puckers the red leather to reveal the pale cream suede beneath:

			HELP ME
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