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			PROLOGUE

			It was a mistake moving to Silverleaf Heights.

			She’d felt it in her bones the second she stepped through the wrought-­iron gate and heard the clink as it closed behind her like a prison cell. Back then, she’d had no idea that’s what this place would become. Beautiful, terrifying confinement. Just like everyone else who lives here, she’d fallen for the dream. But now she knows that there’s a line as thin as thread between dreams and nightmares.

			On the expansive, freshly cut green, she looks at each of the houses encircling it. They seem to mock her with their pristine splendour: immaculately painted walls, not a blade of grass out of place on each lawn, flowers that never seem to wilt. Picture perfect. But she knows the truth. Behind all those walls, nothing is how it looks from the outside. The flawless facade withers and dies.

			She’d better get back soon. She was only supposed to be out here for a few minutes.

			A sound startles her – heavy footsteps and the rustle of clothes – and her pulse races as she holds her breath and squints into the darkness.

			

			‘What are you doing out here?’ a voice she recognises calls. ‘Bit late, isn’t it?’

			Her breath catches in her throat when he steps out of the shadows, even though she already knows who it is. Confusion clouds her brain; he’s not supposed to be here. 

			‘I was just . . . getting some fresh air,’ she says, standing. ‘I need to go in now.’

			‘Wait,’ he says softly. ‘Come with me. I want to show you something.’

			She backs away. ‘I can’t. I’m really tired. I need to get to bed.’

			He steps closer. ‘I think you should come with me.’ He pauses, a smile flickering on his lips. ‘You don’t want people to know what you’ve been doing, do you?’ Even though he’s whispering, his voice seems to echo across the green.

			The air is sucked from her lungs and she stares at him, unable to form a coherent sentence. This is when it all comes crashing down. She glances around; there are no lights on in any of the houses – no one is watching them.

			He grins. ‘Are you coming, then?’ His voice devoid of emotion. A stranger, even though she knows him well.

			She’s never heard him like this before, and she glances at her own house, her chest tightening. ‘I . . .’

			And then she runs, fumbling in her pocket for her keys. But she stumbles and falls, her wrists slamming into the ground. Before she can move, he grabs a fistful of her hair and yanks her up.

			‘Get off me!’ she screams, turning to the dark, silent houses, as if this place can somehow save her. How is it possible nobody is awake? That no one can hear them?

			

			She meets his eyes and knows without a doubt that she’ll get her wish to leave Silverleaf Heights after all.

		

	
		
			

			ONE

			My eyes snap open and suffocating fear courses through my body. Something is wrong. I feel it before I’m fully aware of my surroundings. Harsh sunlight streams through the gaps in the shutters, and melodious birdsong drifts through the open window. Other than that, everything is quiet.

			Leo isn’t next to me. I pull myself up and glance at the Echo Spot on his bedside table; it’s four minutes past six. My husband rises like clockwork at five thirty, and is showered and dressed in a designer suit and downstairs making coffee by ten to six. Leo would never risk being late to the hospital. He gives himself time to prepare for the day before he sees his first patient. And I know it’s more than just the need to be organised; he cares about his patients and his reputation.

			By now I should be accustomed to waking up with this overwhelming sense of dread; it’s happened since we moved to Silverleaf Heights two weeks ago, to this dream home in this exclusive and stunning gated community. Just five houses. Safe and secure. No one allowed in unless they’re invited. Leo says we are the lucky ones, yet I’ve never felt so on edge.

			

			I pull on my silk dressing gown; Leo bought it for me on a whim because he knows I like blush pink. The truth is, I feel self-­conscious wearing it and I miss my old towelling aqua-­green one – this one may caress my skin, but it’s far too expensive and extravagant. It’s just not me.

			At the bottom of the stairs, I marvel again at how large this house is – far too big for just two of us. But I will never say that to Leo. Buying this place in a sleepy village in the Surrey Hills was his dream, and he’s worked hard to make it happen. I catch only glimpses of what his life as a surgical oncologist is like beyond these walls. Leo specialises in bone tumours, and there’s a lot of pressure on him. But he loves working at University College Hospital in Euston, and he relishes the moments of joy when he can deliver the good news to patients that their cancer is in remission, or that their tumour was removed successfully. But they sit alongside the devastation his words reap when the news isn’t good.

			Before I’ve reached the kitchen, the smell of freshly ground coffee awakens my thirst buds, and when I step inside, Leo is sitting at the table, engrossed in something on his laptop. Probably work emails or research papers; he never stops. His dark hair falls slightly across his forehead, and he runs his fingers through it absent-­mindedly.

			‘Morning,’ he says, looking up, his blue eyes so bright for this hour of the morning. ‘Hope I didn’t wake you? I know you didn’t sleep well again last night.’

			Every night is the same; I wake up and, unable to lose myself to slumber again, I get up and somehow sit through the empty hours of isolation while everyone else’s bodies recharge and prepare them for the day ahead. I nod and lean down to kiss him. ‘Those pills aren’t helping at all.’

			

			Leo frowns. ‘I was so sure these ones would help.’ He gets up and pours me coffee from the Miele built-­in coffee machine. The coffee it makes tastes wonderful, but I almost choked on my drink when Leo pointed out how much it cost. ‘Maybe give it a little longer?’ Leo suggests.

			‘Yes, Doctor.’ I smile to show him I’m not mocking him.

			Leo laughs. ‘Sorry. You know I find it hard to switch off sometimes.’

			‘I know medication can take a while to work,’ I say. Yet I’ve lost count of how many different pills I’ve tried, none of which have cured my insomnia. Leo and I have discussed how this could be due to anxiety – that after what happened to me, it’s logical I’d be suffering some form of post-­traumatic stress, even though I remember nothing. Even the time leading up to it has been erased from my memory as if it never happened. Everything I know about it comes from the mouths of other people.

			‘You’re the strongest person I’ve ever met,’ Leo always says. ‘You got me through the hardest times in my life.’ He doesn’t believe for a second that I will allow what happened to dictate the rest of my life. And I swallow his words and let them fuel me. I’ve always picked myself up, carried on through whatever life throws my way, so I won’t let insomnia get the better of me.

			‘But if these pills are making no difference at all, maybe we should try a new prescription,’ Leo suggests, appraising me as if I’m one of his patients. He really can’t switch off. But any patient of Leo’s is lucky to have him; he has a warm manner, an ability to make people believe he will fix them. Even when he can’t. ‘Might be worth seeing the GP again.’ Leo hands me my cup and I join him at the table.

			

			‘I think it’s time to try natural remedies,’ I say. Not words a doctor wants to hear.

			He raises his eyebrows. ‘Oh? Okay. Like what?’

			‘Yoga, for one. I haven’t done any since the accident. Maybe some of the neighbours might join me. I could show them if they’ve never done it before. I need something to do while I’m having a break from teaching.’ Sometimes, when I’m alone with my thoughts in those cruel, empty hours of night, I wonder if I’ll ever be able to set foot in a classroom again. I loved the primary school I taught at in Canning Town, but I haven’t been able to face going back. A temporary blip, Leo assures me. But as skilled as he is, there’s no way he can know that. He might not see it, but I’m not the person I was before it happened.

			Leo smiles. ‘That’s a great idea. You’ll be great. You always are.’

			‘Let’s hope so. Maybe I could just run a class in the garden? It would help me get to know them better, too. But I’ll start with inviting them for coffee. I’ve barely spoken to Eleanor at number five. And Georgia’s said hello a couple of times but never seems to have time to stop and chat. She’s number one, right?’ It’s taken me weeks to assign names to house numbers, whereas Leo got to grips with it quickly. I sip my coffee; it’s far too strong so I go to the fridge and pull out the milk.

			‘Yes, that’s right,’ Leo says. ‘But don’t worry about not knowing people well, yet – we only moved in two weeks ago. It takes time.’

			

			‘You seem to be doing all right,’ I say.

			Despite Leo working long hours, he’s somehow found time to bond with our neighbours. Of course people want to know my husband – he’s a successful surgeon; people who live in places like Silverleaf Heights are desperate to attach themselves to someone like him. And this is only the beginning of his career – Leo has big plans for his future. Our future, as he always corrects me.

			‘That’s because everyone seems to have a medical query,’ he says. ‘But, look, no one blames you for not being that sociable yet.’ Leo walks over to me and gently massages my shoulders. ‘You’re really tense,’ he says. ‘Normally it’s me needing to relax.’

			I rest my head against his chest and close my eyes. 

			‘Speaking of the neighbours – they’ve all been asking about you,’ he continues. ‘Sending their best wishes.’

			I wonder if this is true, or whether Leo just wants it to be. I picture Eleanor McKinney when I crossed paths with her yesterday at the gate – she didn’t seem like a woman who wanted to wish me well. In fact, she barely acknowledged me.

			Georgia Murphy, though, seems friendly. And if there’s only one neighbour I can bond with, then that’s fine with me. I’m never going to pretend I want to live here, surrounded by superficial affluence, far removed from the real world. I feel a twinge of longing for London, for my cosy flat in Canning Town, despite what happened there.

			‘I’m sure yoga will help me bond with them,’ I tell Leo, glancing through the bifold doors that span the length of the kitchen wall. The beautifully manicured grass shimmers in the sunlight, stretching endlessly to the fence separating our garden from the fields beyond. Every inch of Silverleaf Heights is stunning. Safe. Luxurious. Perfect.

			

			But I know that perfection doesn’t exist. And I try not to think of how isolated Silverleaf feels, surrounded by heath and woodland for acres.

			Leo frowns, tilting his head to the side. ‘I know you’re finding it hard being out of London.’ He takes my hand. ‘I am, too. It feels odd to me, even though I still work there. But we’ll be okay here, Ria. I know it. A fresh start.’

			‘Yes, you’re right. I’ll be okay. And meditation and mindfulness will work, I know it.’ I flash him a smile and finish the rest of my coffee.

			He raises his eyebrows; he’s never been convinced by my insistence that yoga and mindfulness can cure a multitude of ailments. It’s always science first with Leo – and there’s no space for anything else. 

			‘I will get the better of this insomnia,’ I say, playfully jabbing his arm. ‘Then you’ll owe me.’

			‘I don’t mind owing you,’ he says. His smile reaches the sides of his face, as it always does, a genuine gesture of warmth. It’s what made me fall for him five years ago. ‘So what will you do today?’ Leo asks, straightening his tie and pulling his suit jacket from the back of his chair.

			‘No time like the present – think I’ll invite Eleanor and Georgia round for that coffee. Might even bake some cookies.’

			Leo laughs. ‘I give it a week before you’re itching to get back in the classroom,’ he says, a hint of hope in his tone. ‘You’re not really a homebody, are you? Can’t see you being happy rattling around the house for too long.’

			

			Despite Leo being right about this, my body freezes. I ­haven’t told Leo I’m worried I’ll never go back to teaching. ‘I’m sure you’re right,’ I say, pulling him towards me, breathing in his scent to ward off my sense of dread. Being alone in this sprawling house puts me on edge, but I can’t explain why. We’re safely tucked away behind a locked gate. What is it I fear?

			‘Eleanor and Georgia will love you,’ Leo says.

			And with his words, I realise that he wants that to be the case more than I do.

			 

			It’s barely 9 a.m. by the time I’ve showered and dressed. Determined to practise yoga today, to find the missing part of me that must still be there, I’m dressed in leggings and a training top. My long dark hair is pulled back in a ponytail and my trainers sit by the door, neatly arranged with the other shoes in style order. I smile. It’s a thing I do to make fun of how fastidious Leo is, as organised and methodical at home as he is at work. Everything in its place. Before I met Leo, my shoes would have been strewn across the mat.

			I grab my keys and shut the door behind me, taking in my surroundings before I head down the drive. The huge communal lawn sits in the middle of our crescent-­shaped road, with three freshly painted white benches evenly spaced around the edges. Although every house is identical, the gardens and cars parked in front of each one show the different tastes of each occupant. I go through my list again, reminding myself who lives in each house. Number one is Patrick and Georgia Murphy, and their twenty-­one-­year-­old son, Declan. Leo told me he has a twin sister, who’s away travelling and apparently rarely comes home.

			

			Giles Barton owns the second house. The architect behind Silverleaf Heights, he was the first one to move here, and it was his property development company that built these five houses. His wife died not long ago at only forty-­eight, and she was one of Leo’s patients. There was one more plot left for sale, and Giles was keen for Leo to have it.

			And then there is Leo and me; number three, right in the middle of the crescent. It should make me feel safer to be nestled in between the other houses, but instead it makes me feel claustrophobic, despite the vast space separating each house. That’s just another inexplicable thing about this place I can’t begin to understand.

			On the other side of us is Xander Gould. His wife left him around a year ago, but Leo seems to think he’s dating again.

			Eleanor and Rufus McKinney live in the last house, number five, which is where I head now. If Eleanor has seemed distant, it could be the thought of what happened to me; it’s bound to make some people wonder how to behave. I can’t judge her so hastily. Once I’m standing on her doorstep, we’ll have the chance to talk properly. I won’t be made to feel invisible.

			I press the doorbell, and can’t hear it ring. No surprise when the walls are so well insulated. It’s several moments before the door opens and Eleanor stands there, a tall, thin woman with high cheekbones and shoulder-­length ash-­blonde hair. I can’t recall how old Leo said she was, but she must be at least late thirties. Her black tailored jumpsuit and gold belt make her look too dressed up to be spending the day at home, so I’m sure she’ll decline my offer of coffee. Leo had mentioned she’d recently sold her business and was taking some time out, but that doesn’t mean she isn’t filling her hours.

			

			‘Hello,’ she says, glancing past me to the Murphy house opposite.

			‘Hi, I’m Ria. From number three.’ I gesture to my house, as if she isn’t familiar with it. Of course she is; our house stood empty for a while before we bought it, so I’m sure all the neighbours paid attention to who would be the last to move to Silverleaf. Standing on Eleanor’s doorstep is making me nervous; I’m not as nonchalant about this encounter as I’d assumed I would be. ‘We haven’t met properly.’

			‘Leo’s wife,’ she says, a vague smile on her face as she turns her gaze back to me. She studies me, taking in my yoga clothes, probably making silent assumptions.

			‘Yep, that’s me,’ I say. ‘Um, I thought I’d see if you and Georgia wanted to come over for coffee this afternoon. If you don’t have other plans?’

			Her eyes widen. ‘Oh. Did you come over just to ask that? Did you know there’s a WhatsApp group? It’s generally how we all communicate. Much easier that way.’

			I almost lose my train of thought. ‘I just . . . I wanted some fresh air so thought I’d come and ask in person.’ I’m overexplaining, and it makes me uncomfortable.

			Eleanor shrugs then frowns, again glancing past me. ‘I don’t know what Georgia’s doing, but I’ll message her and check.’ She turns back to me, still frowning. ‘It will save you the trouble of knocking on her door. What time were you thinking?’

			

			‘How about two?’

			She stares at me as if she’s about to refuse, but then nods. ‘Okay.’ She gestures towards my house. ‘Will Leo be there?’

			‘No, he’s at work.’

			Eleanor nods again. ‘Well, I’d better go. I need to make some calls.’ She smiles and closes the door before I have a chance to say goodbye.

			 

			By ten past two, there’s still no sign of Eleanor or Georgia. I’ve changed into a sleeveless knee-­length summer dress, but now regret my decision, wondering if I’m giving the impression of trying too hard. Checking my phone and finding no messages, I give up waiting by the window and head to the kitchen. The smell of baking reminds me the chocolate-­chip cookies were ready to come out of the oven minutes ago. I curse out loud and rush to rescue them. Pulling out the baking tray, I stare at the charred, misshapen biscuits, wondering if I can do anything to make them look more appealing. Deciding I don’t care how they look as long as they’re edible, I bite into one. Rather than being soft, it’s crispy, but it still tastes good.

			The doorbell rings, making me jump. I smooth down my dress and check myself in the hallway mirror. It’s not fixed to the wall, but leans against it, patiently waiting for one of us to sort it out. Staring at my reflection still catches me off guard, even though my bruises have faded now, the scarring only visible if someone is aware of it. On the outside, no one would know.

			

			I pull open the door, surprised to see only Georgia standing there, holding up a bottle of wine. 

			‘Hi,’ she says, smiling as she hands it to me. ‘Eleanor said you’d invited us over. Super kind. I’ve been meaning to pop over and . . . you know, life just gets in the way of everything, doesn’t it?’ She looks past me. ‘Um, Leo not home?’

			‘No. He’s working. He tells me you’ve met?’

			Georgia steps inside. ‘Oh, yes, he came and introduced himself to all of us. Before you moved in. Sorry, Eleanor couldn’t come after all. She’s got caught up in something. Hope it’s okay if it’s just me? I’d love to come in and see what you’ve done with the place. I know these houses are identical outside and in the layout, but people make them their own in such different ways.’ Georgia gestures to the bottle she’s just given me. ‘It’s early, but no harm having a cheeky one, is there?’

			I close the door, marvelling at her ability to not pause for breath, and take in her appearance. She’s dressed in jeans and a smart light blue blouse with large buttons down the front, her red hair hanging in loose waves around her shoulders. Hazarding a guess, I’d say she’s a similar age to me.

			‘We haven’t actually done much yet,’ I say, gesturing around. ‘I’ve barely had a chance to unpack. Not that I have much. We lived in a two-­bed flat before moving here.’

			Georgia follows me to the kitchen, her eyes widening. ‘A two-­bed flat? You’ve done really well to get this place, then. These houses were highly sought after when they came up for sale. I don’t think they were even advertised with estate agents.’

			

			‘Really? I didn’t know that – Leo knew the property developer and we bought directly from him.’

			‘Ah, yes. Giles Barton.’ Georgia smiles. ‘Handsome guy, but don’t tell Patrick I said that. Not that he’d have anything to worry about – Giles is in his fifties. Not that age matters, but . . . anyway, he’s a decent man.’ Her words flood from her mouth and I wonder if she’s rambling because she’s nervous.

			While Georgia settles on a bar stool at the island, I search the cupboards for the corkscrew, wondering how I can politely decline her wine. ‘I’m really sorry,’ I say. ‘I have nothing to open this with. We definitely have a corkscrew, I just don’t know where it is. And I’ve unpacked all the kitchen things.’

			‘Not to worry,’ Georgia says. ‘It’s probably too early for wine anyway, and I promised I’d drop my car to Declan so he can use it after uni. Best I stick to coffee. I’m not a good driver when I’ve had even a sip.’

			I put the wine bottle in front of her. ‘Thanks for bringing this, though.’

			She slides it towards me. ‘Oh, please. Keep it for you and Leo. Think of it as a housewarming gift.’

			While I make the drinks, Georgia tells me how she can’t get used to the coffee machine. ‘And I’ve been living here nearly two years. It’s just so . . . faffy!’

			I laugh. ‘I know what you mean. Makes nice coffee, though, even if I have to add a litre of milk to it.’

			When the the drinks are ready, I join her at the kitchen island, offering her the tray of cookies.

			‘These smell delicious,’ she says, picking one up and biting into it, a shower of crumbs falling to the table.

			

			‘Just ignore how they look – I didn’t have much time and they’re a bit overdone.’

			‘Did you make these especially for me and Eleanor?’ Georgia asks. ‘So kind of you. Shame she’s missing out.’

			‘Take some for her,’ I offer. ‘And for yourself. I’m sure I’ve got a couple of tubs somewhere.’

			‘Thanks.’ Georgia finishes her cookie and cradles her cup in her hand. ‘So how are you finding Silverleaf so far? Bit different from London, right?’

			I rest my elbows on the kitchen island. ‘I know it’s beautiful here,’ I say, carefully selecting my words. ‘But I was really happy in London. Our flat wasn’t huge, but it was cosy and warm. It felt like home. Sometimes places just feel right, don’t they? And even when Leo moved in and we got married, it never felt cramped.’ I pause, thinking of all the small comments Leo would make about it, seemingly in jest. I gaze around the kitchen. ‘He was so excited about this place. And after . . . what happened, well, it made sense to have a fresh start. I just had no idea it would be somewhere like Silverleaf Heights. Somewhere so . . . isolated.’

			Georgia nods. ‘I know what you mean, but that’s what I love about Thursley. Not too many people around.’ She appraises me. ‘I get that it must have been hard to sell up and give up your home, though.’

			‘Actually, I didn’t sell. I’m renting it out to an old friend of mine. Leo thought it might be better to get rid of it, in case it was hard for me to keep living there, but I couldn’t do that. And it’s an income stream for me, so . . .’

			‘I can understand why you’d keep it. And yes, Leo told us what happened. It must have been awful. Are you okay now?’

			

			My answer is already prepared, delivered with the smile and nod I’ve perfected to smother my anxiety. ‘I’m fine now.’

			‘Good,’ Georgia says. ‘That’s good. And you’ll fit right in here, I’m sure. We’re a nice bunch. Lucky, really – I mean, you hear all kinds of horror stories about people having awful neighbours. Silverleaf is like a dream community. Small and perfect.’ She smiles and lifts her cup.

			I nod, wanting to ask exactly what she means by fitting in, but I hold back my words. I’m supposed to be making friends, not alienating people. Leo will be pleased that I’ve bitten my tongue for a change. He often teases me that I have no filter, but what he doesn’t understand is that I just value the truth above all else.

			‘Shall we sit outside?’ I suggest. ‘It’s a beautiful day. I’m not one for being cooped up indoors, even when it’s cold. And Leo spent a fortune on the garden furniture. He even had it set up before we moved in, just because he knows how much I like to be outside.’ I gesture to the rattan modular sofa with wide, overstuffed cushions, still astounded that it could have cost so much.

			Georgia glances through the window. ‘You’ve got a good husband, there,’ she says. ‘Um, would you mind if we stayed in here? That sun is lethal for my skin.’ She gestures to her face. ‘Look at my pale skin and freckles. Best if I don’t let myself burn.’

			‘Of course,’ I say, trying to hide my disappointment. ‘Tell me about your family,’ I say.

			

			Georgia beams. ‘Declan’s studying to be a human rights lawyer. He wants to start his own firm one day.’

			‘I hope this isn’t rude,’ I say, ‘but you seem very young to have a twenty-­one-­year-­old son. I think we look around the same age. I’m thirty-­five.’

			She smiles. ‘Close. I’m thirty-­seven. Let’s just say Declan and his twin sister, Ciara, were a happy accident when we were living back in Dublin.’ Her smile fades. ‘I miss my daughter. She loves animals and was studying to be a vet until she decided to take time out to go travelling. I was hoping she’d move here with us. It doesn’t feel right without her. Oh, I know they have to grow up and fly the nest, but knowing that doesn’t make it easy.’

			‘That must be hard.’

			She nods. ‘Well, at least she FaceTimes all the time. You know, Patrick and I have been together since school. How many people can say that? And look at us now.’ She gestures around. ‘Never thought we’d be able to afford a place like this. To be honest, I feel like we kind of cheated. Patrick’s in property development – that’s why we moved over here, and how he met Giles. I’m sure we wouldn’t have got this place otherwise.’

			‘Do you ever . . . feel like you don’t fit in?’ I ask, lowering my voice even though we’re alone.

			Georgia stares at me. ‘Oh, no. Things have changed, Ria. People from all kinds of backgrounds have money now. These days nobody cares how you got it.’

			I wonder if this is true, but don’t say anything.

			She studies me. ‘I think if I didn’t know everyone so well, then maybe I’d feel a bit out of place. But they’re such lovely people. If you’re worried, the best thing you can do is get to know everyone.’

			

			‘You’re right,’ I say. ‘I’m just not sure this place is me.’

			Georgia appraises me. ‘Well, that’s honesty. I like that. Not enough of it around today.’ She leans forward. ‘Want my advice?’

			I nod, even though I’m not sure I do.

			‘Just keep your head down. Everyone here is lovely, but what people want when they move to a place like Silverleaf Heights is privacy. To know that they’re not being watched. Or judged.’ She lifts her cup again but puts it back down without taking a sip. ‘I’ve learned that pretty quickly. And don’t you just feel safe here? It’s not like London.’ She smiles. ‘Just focus on you and Leo, and you’ll be fine.’

			‘Yes,’ I say, wanting her words to fuel me with hope.

			But the constant gnawing in my stomach continues long after Georgia leaves.

			 

			I wake in the night, turning to Leo’s side of the bed. It’s empty. It takes me a moment to remember he’d messaged in the evening to say he was staying at the hospital; he’d been called in for an emergency surgery and was unsure when he’d be finished. I exhale a deep breath. My mind has taught itself to expect the worst, but I push back against it and smother my paranoia. It’s 3 a.m., and I know there’ll be no more sleep for me tonight.

			Slipping out of bed, I head to the spare room across the hall. It’s the smallest bedroom in the house and is set up as my art studio, when I can bring myself to paint again. For now, it’s where I come when I’m wide awake in the dead of night, and as usual I cross to the window, desperate to focus on the nature outside, anything other than these blank neutral walls. The large communal green outside glistens under the soft glow of moonlight, and I try to focus my mind on it, to shut out all other thoughts.

			

			I turn away, contemplating finally picking up my sketch pad again, when a scream from outside shatters the silence. I turn back to the window, convinced I’ve imagined it, that it’s just another cruel trick my mind is playing. But there’s definitely someone out there: a blonde-­haired woman in a long white skirt and dark top, running across the green. Stumbling. There’s a figure behind her, in a dark hooded top and joggers, and when she trips and falls, I’m relieved that he’s there to help her. But I’m wrong. Instead of reaching to help her up, he grabs a fistful of blonde hair, dragging her up before shoving her backwards. She falls to the ground again, putting her arms up to shield herself.

			My stomach lurches, and I scan my desk for my phone before I remember it’s still in the bedroom. I reach for the window, scrambling to open it, but I freeze when I see the man’s arms around her neck, and that he’s not letting go.

			I throw open the window and scream for him to stop, but I’m too late. Her body shudders then falls still.

			And everything is silent.

		

	
		
			

			TWO

			Barefoot and clutching my phone, I rush outside to the green, but there’s no one there. There’s a fresh chill in the air as I scan the cul-­de-­sac, but I am alone and the front gate to Silverleaf Heights is closed. My pulse races as I cross the grass to the far side, where I saw the blonde woman. I scan the ground for evidence of what I saw. Anything. But it’s too dark to see clearly and my phone battery is dead. Confused, I stand still and try to work out what’s happened. I made it out here within seconds of seeing a woman being strangled; there was no way her killer had time to drag her body away.

			All around me, the other four houses are dark and silent, and a chill slithers through my body. I need to call the police, even though both the man and the woman have disappeared. I rush to number four, one of the houses next door to ours, and press on the doorbell, pounding on the door with my fists.

			It’s several moments before a light flickers on and Xander Gould opens his door. ‘What’s going on?’ His light brown hair sticks up and he smooths it down as he stares at me, frown lines spreading across his face. ‘Ria? Are you okay?’ He’s wearing a navy dressing gown and cream-­coloured pyjamas. ‘Are you locked out?’

			

			‘I’ve . . . I’ve just seen someone on the green,’ I begin, when my words eventually come. ‘A woman . . . and a man . . . he . . . he strangled her.’ My words sound farcical as I say them, and I can only imagine what Xander must think. But I saw it. A woman being murdered right there. I can’t bring myself to turn back to the green.

			Xander’s mouth hangs open, but he quickly recovers and looks past me. ‘Stay here,’ he says. He slips on grey Nike trainers, and I glance at my bare feet, fully aware of how crazy I must look.

			Ignoring his request for me to stay put, I follow him on to the green, watching as he goes through the motions of humouring me. He scans the road and walks round to each house, checking all the side gates. It takes a while for him to inspect all five houses, and all the while I stand in the spot where the woman fell to the ground. Where there’s nothing but the grass.

			When Xander gets back to me, I know what he’ll say before he opens his mouth.

			‘I’m sorry, Ria, I just can’t see anything.’ He hesitates. ‘Are you sure you weren’t . . .’ He lets his unfinished thought hang in the air.

			‘I didn’t imagine it!’

			The sympathetic smile on his face provides little comfort. ‘Were you asleep?’ he asks. ‘Could it have been a bad dream? Sometimes I have them and they feel utterly real.’

			‘No,’ I insist. ‘I was wide awake. I . . . I don’t sleep well.’ I point towards my window. ‘I was in my studio. I was about to do some sketching when I heard a scream. I looked out of the window and saw a woman. She was running from someone. A man. And . . . he killed her – I saw the whole thing.’ Even to my own ears, I sound hysterical.

			

			Xander frowns. ‘Okay. Um, where’s Leo?’ he asks.

			‘At the hospital. He had a late surgery so he’s staying there tonight.’

			‘Right. Well, I’ve looked around everywhere and I didn’t see anything.’

			‘She was out there,’ I say, barely listening.

			If Xander’s offended by my abruptness, he doesn’t show it. ‘Listen, Ria. Leo told me what happened to you. I can’t imagine what that was like. Do you think it’s possible . . . you just thought you’d seen something?’ He holds up his hands. ‘I’m so sorry, I’m no medical expert, but it makes sense.’

			‘Xander, I was not imagining things,’ I snap. ‘I saw a woman being murdered, right here!’ I dig my heel into the ground.

			His shoulders sag. ‘Okay, okay.’ He kneels down and runs his hands over the grass. ‘There’s nothing here. I don’t know what else to say. I’m sorry, Ria.’

			‘I don’t understand. How could he have moved her body so quickly? It only took me seconds to get outside.’

			Xander scans the green. ‘Did you recognise the woman? Or the man?’

			I shake my head. ‘They were too far away. I couldn’t see their faces clearly. But she had long blonde hair. And a long white skirt. Dark top. A vest top, I think.’

			

			Xander sighs. ‘Giles set the lights up out here so they go off at midnight. That way they don’t disturb anyone when we’re trying to sleep. How old do you think this woman was?’

			‘Why are you asking me that when you don’t believe me? Can I borrow your phone? I need to call the police.’

			‘It’s inside. Look, I’m just trying to help.’ Xander looks around again. ‘There are cameras,’ he says. ‘We all have them at the front of our houses. Nothing can happen around here without the residents knowing about it.’

			I stare at him, unblinking.

			‘Oh. Didn’t Leo tell you?’

			I try to recall if he did, but can’t. He talked so much about the house that it’s possible he mentioned it and I didn’t take it in. I turn and study the front of our house, but can’t see anything resembling a camera. ‘Where are they?’

			‘Oh, they’re very discreet,’ Xander explains. ‘You’d only know they’re there if you look hard. See that black round dot above your door? That’s it.’

			I look where Xander’s pointing, and sure enough, there is a circular black object that could be a camera. Leo must have mentioned it; he’d know I’d want to be reassured that our house is secure.

			‘Giles is very security-conscious,’ Xander continues. ‘Rightly so – we’re in the middle of nowhere here. Shall we look at the footage? That way you’ll know for sure nobody was out here.’

			I follow him to his house, fuelled with hope. The cameras will have picked up what I saw, and then I can call the police.

			

			Inside Xander’s home, the layout is identical to ours; the only thing different is the decor. Ours is still largely unfurnished; Xander’s is minimal and uncluttered.

			‘I’ll just get my phone,’ he explains. ‘I left it upstairs when I rushed to see who was breaking down my door.’ He laughs, but beneath it, I sense he’s growing impatient with me interrupting his sleep.

			Alone in Xander’s kitchen, I scan the room. Other than a few plants, there’s not much in here that makes it feel homely, and I wonder why he wants to live alone in such a huge house. Especially after his wife left him. He has no children and I know he’s an investment banker so probably isn’t at home much, but still I wonder why he stays.

			‘Okay,’ Xander says, swiping on his phone. ‘Let’s watch. What time was it you saw them out there?’

			‘It was literally just before I knocked on your door.’

			He checks his phone. ‘It’s three twenty-­two now. So around three?’

			I nod. ‘That’s when I woke, and I went straight to my studio, so start from there.’

			Xander scrolls through his phone. ‘Right, let’s watch.’ He sits at the kitchen table, and I do the same, my chest constricting as I prepare to see the woman being strangled again. He holds out his phone and we both stare at the screen. The time frame says 3 a.m., and I’m looking at a silent green, where there’s no hint of even a bird.

			Minutes tick by, and beside me, Xander shakes his head. ‘There’s nothing on here.’

			‘Wait. We need to keep watching.’ But by the time it reaches ten past three and I come into the frame, I know the people I saw won’t appear. I check the date stamp – today’s date and time, and Xander wouldn’t have had a chance to make any changes.

			

			‘I don’t understand,’ I say, standing and clutching my temples to ease the throbbing in my head.

			Xander closes down the security camera app and gets up, placing his phone on the kitchen island. ‘Ria, I really don’t know what to tell you.’ He clears his throat and gestures to a chair. ‘Please, have a seat. I’ll get you some water.’

			‘I don’t need water,’ I say, folding my arms and remaining where I am. ‘I saw that woman. She was right there on the green. And she was running from someone . . . then he killed her. She looked terrified.’ I think of how I flung the window open and screamed out but neither of them heard me. I will keep that part to myself.

			Xander shrugs. ‘I could go out and have another look if it will help?’

			‘No, it’s fine. Thanks, though. I’ll let you get back to bed,’ I say. ‘And thanks for checking the camera.’

			Xander walks me to the door. ‘Ria, are you sure you didn’t recognise the woman? At least that way we’d be able to check if whoever you thought it was is okay.’

			‘No, I don’t know who she was. But I can picture her face. I couldn’t see the man’s face at all.’ As I say this, I wonder if it even was a man. I’ve been assuming it was as the person was dressed in a loose hooded sweatshirt and dark joggers. And the person was taller than the blonde woman. But I shouldn’t make assumptions.

			Xander nods. ‘I’m sorry. You must have been terrified, thinking you saw that.’

			

			I open my mouth to tell him I didn’t think I saw anything but decide against it; nothing I say will convince him I’m telling the truth.

			Back in my own house, I once again stand by the window in what is supposed to be my art studio, watching the green before tiredness finally begins to pull me under and I retreat to bed. And as my head sinks into the soft pillow, I make a silent vow to myself: no matter how many people doubt me, and even if I start to question myself, I can never let anyone convince me I didn’t see a woman being murdered.

			 

			When my eyes shoot open, Leo is sitting at the edge of the bed, smiling at me. He’s wearing his dark grey suit from yesterday, and his blue tie hangs loosely around his neck. I rub my eyes to disperse the blurriness and pull myself up. 

			‘What time is it?’

			‘Just gone seven. I didn’t want to wake you. Just got home.’ He strokes my arm. ‘Are you okay?’

			I’m about to tell him I’m fine until I remember the woman being strangled. ‘Leo, something happened last night.’

			‘I know. I had a message from Xander Gould on my phone when I woke up. What exactly happened?’

			I tell him the details, then insist I wasn’t imagining it. Silence folds around us, and I know convincing Leo it happened won’t be easy, not when there’s no evidence on the camera. I even checked ours, but there’s nothing. ‘I can’t explain it. But somehow that man must have got rid of her body. Quickly.’ Even though I can’t know for sure, I’m definitely thinking of her attacker as a man.

			

			Leo moves closer to me and places his arm on mine. This gesture, and the warm feel of his skin, is something I’d usually find comforting, yet this morning it only irritates me. ‘I really need you to believe me,’ I say. ‘There’s no way I imagined it. And please don’t tell me it’s resurfacing anxiety about my attack. This was too real. They were out there.’

			Leo takes a deep breath, as if he’s about to deliver bad news to a patient. ‘Ria, I do believe you, I just . . . I have to go with the evidence. I just can’t understand how it’s possible someone did that and the cameras didn’t pick it up.’

			Leo is right, and I can’t explain any of it. ‘I’ve never imagined anything like that before. Why would I now? It’s been a year. Why would I start . . . what? Hallucinating?’ The troubled look on Leo’s face adds to my anguish.

			‘I don’t know,’ he says. ‘Xander said you both checked outside and there was no evidence of anything. How would they have got out? Did you see the gates open?’

			I bristle at his words, even though Leo delivers them with kindness. ‘He could have hidden in one of the gardens and waited for us to go back in. Or . . . or it could have been someone who lives—’

			‘Ria, even if it was someone in Silverleaf, I really don’t think they could have dragged a body into their house or garden without being noticed. Besides, I think the neighbours are good people – Giles Barton had such a strict selection process. The whole point of this community is that it’s safe for everyone.’

			Leo has told me before what it took to be able to buy our property, but it had made me uncomfortable and I had been focusing on healing, so I’d packed it away, to process another time. Told myself that at least the neighbours should be decent people if they’d been personally selected. 

			

			‘I know! I can’t explain it. I don’t know how it happened, but—’

			Leo kisses my cheek. ‘Okay, I’ll go and have a look out there now. It’s light so I might see more than you did last night.’

			I sigh. ‘I don’t need you to humour me – I need you to believe me.’

			He searches my face, and I imagine how hard it is for him to find the right words. If it was Leo saying he’d seen a woman being strangled on our green, what would I think? 

			‘I’m not humouring you, Ria. I believe you think that’s what you saw,’ he says. ‘And that it was real to you. I’ll do whatever I can to find out what’s going on.’

			‘You can’t always fix everything, Leo. I can work it out myself. Just please don’t tell me I imagined it.’

			Slowly, he nods. ‘Okay. But you need to do something for me, too. Will you please make an appointment to see Ethan? I’m worried.’

			Ethan Vance. Leo’s close friend from medical school and the neurologist who took care of me after my accident. As much as I like him, I know there’s nothing wrong with me and I’d be wasting his time. 

			‘Leo, I know you’re just looking out for me, but I really don’t need to bother Ethan with this. I’m fine.’ I flash him a smile, as if that will prove it and show him my strength.

			Leo tilts his head and gives me a defeated look I’ve never seen on his face before. I can’t bear it – moving here was his dream, and now I’m turning things upside down. ‘Maybe you’re right and my mind was messing with me,’ I say.

			

			His shoulders relax and he lets out a deep breath. ‘We should at least consider that.’

			‘But it wouldn’t do any harm to find out if anyone’s gone missing around here, would it?’

			‘Ria.’ Leo sighs.

			‘I’m sure it will come to nothing,’ I say. ‘But I need to do this.’

			‘Nothing I can say will stop you, will it?’

			‘Nope.’

			‘Just see Ethan. Please?’

			I put my arm around him and kiss his neck. ‘If it makes you happy, then I will, but you don’t need to worry about me, Leo. There’s nothing wrong with me.’ I pull him towards me. ‘Shall I prove it to you?’

			He grins and kisses me, and I try to lose myself in him and force the image of the blonde-­haired woman in the white skirt to the back of my mind. But I already know how brief this respite Leo provides will be.

			 

			The day looms ahead of me, full of empty hours longing to be filled. Leo has gone back to work, and the time spreads before me. True to his word, he checked outside before he left, scanning the green for evidence of a crime, but of course he found nothing.

			Ignoring the urge to glance out of the window, I sit at my desk, determined to lose myself in art, to prove my creative flow still exists. I won’t let what happened steal that from me. But it’s hard not to feel as though I’ve taken a backwards step. After months in hospital, I’d hoped to get back to some semblance of my normal life. But the aftermath of the attack made that impossible – searing headaches, memory loss, panic attacks . . . all supposedly ‘normal’ after a serious head injury. Still, they made going back to work – to the school I loved – impossible. Not to mention the trauma of knowing my attacker might have been an ex-­colleague.

			

			I’ve spent the last year trying to recover, keeping myself busy with reading and drawing. But there’s only so long we can survive on Leo’s salary. Besides, I miss work – I miss teaching. I just want to get back to the person I was. It’s part of the reason we moved – a fresh start, a chance to heal. But my recovery feels further away than ever.

			Pushing the thought away, I reach for a charcoal pencil and begin sketching: long strokes of hair, blending them with my fingers to create texture. An oval-­shaped face, prominent cheekbones, large, frightened eyes. Her long skirt and vest top. A depiction of the woman I saw last night.

			When I’ve finished, I sit back and scrutinise my drawing – it’s rough, far from perfect, and I can’t be sure I’ve got all her features correct, as I’d only seen her from a distance. But at the very least, it’s a sense of her. Clutching it to my chest, I head outside and prepare to become persona non grata in Silverleaf Heights.

			We’re having an early heatwave – prematurely soaring temperatures that are far too hot for May – and the sun scorches my skin within seconds of stepping outside. Across the green, the door of Georgia’s house opens and Declan Murphy steps out, hoisting a backpack on to his shoulders. I haven’t met Georgia’s son before, but I hurry over to him, clutching my drawing to my chest.

			

			‘Hi,’ I say, before he reaches the end of his driveway. With dark hair and tanned skin, he doesn’t look much like Georgia, until I get closer and see they have the same large eyes and small, upturned nose.

			He looks up from under his long fringe and gives a broad smile. ‘Hi.’

			‘I’m Ria, from number three.’

			‘Yeah,’ he says. ‘Declan. From number one.’ He laughs. ‘Um, you all right?’ His pleasant Irish accent is identical to Georgia’s.

			‘Yes, thanks. I’m good.’ I look up at the Murphys’ house. His bedroom could be the one overlooking the green, in the same position as the room I use as my studio. ‘Did you hear anything strange last night? Out here on the green.’ I gesture around.

			As Declan frowns, his nose scrunches. ‘Like what?’

			‘I thought I heard arguing out here. A man and a woman. I don’t sleep well so I was up at 3 a.m. Like always.’

			His eyes widen, then he shrugs. ‘I didn’t hear anything. But I did fall asleep at my laptop.’ He yawns. ‘Had this long assignment to finish.’

			I nod. ‘I hope you got it done.’

			‘Yep.’ He points towards the metal gates. ‘If anyone was out here, it would be picked up on that beast.’

			I turn to look at the large cameras on the gate post.

			‘Personally, I don’t like those things,’ Declan continues, thrusting his hands in his pockets. ‘Think it violates our human rights.’ He rolls his eyes. ‘But who am I to question Giles Barton’s great wisdom?’

			

			‘Isn’t he just trying to make this a safe community?’ I say, echoing Xander’s words from last night, each one lodging in my throat as I think of what happened right here on this green.

			Declan glances back at his house. ‘Yeah, but isn’t it weird how he only put the security gate camera up after his wife died? Not when the homes were being built. Not when people were scrambling to buy them. I’m sure my dad would never have . . .’

			‘Never have what?’

			He glances back at his house. ‘Doesn’t matter. My parents don’t like me saying negative stuff about this place. They think it’s blasphemy or something to criticise Silverleaf Heights. Look, I just don’t agree with surveillance. I’m studying human rights law at uni so I know what I’m talking about. There’s just no privacy any more for anyone. Where does it all end?’

			I nod. Part of me agrees with Declan – are we going too far with our incessant need for everything to be caught on camera?

			‘Anyway,’ Declan says, ‘I have to go or I’ll be late for my lecture.’ He walks past me. ‘Nice to meet you.’

			‘Wait, can I show you something?’ I hold out my sketch. ‘Do you know this woman?’

			He turns and walks back to me, taking the sketch and studying it. His eyes widen. ‘Wow, this is awesome. Did you do
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