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Praise for The Stranger Next Door:


‘Twisty, compelling and incredibly pacy, The Stranger Next Door will keep you on the edge of your seat from the first page to the last’ Phoebe Morgan


‘A fascinating and unputdownable thriller with a devious twist’ John Marrs


‘I read it over two nights. . . it had a good twist at the end that I wasn’t expecting’ Patricia Gibney


‘I tore through this perfectly plotted tale of secrets and lies’ Victoria Selman


‘A superb domestic drama that smoulders the whole way through, stoked by a set of central characters who are so well imagined they really could be living next door’ James Delargy


‘After the intriguing opening, the vividly-drawn characters and the situation they found themselves in had me turning the pages at speed. Several times I was shouting at my Kindle, trying to warn Imogen. With every chapter, the suspense grew until I could hardly breathe and the explosive ending had me gripped. And just when I thought I could relax and it was all over, Adam Southward blew me away with the masterful twist at the end. The Stranger Next Door has all the very best ingredients for a perfect thriller! I thoroughly recommend it’ Samantha Hayes


‘It was completely addictive! I was hooked from the unsettling prologue, and the relentless tension afterwards meant that I hardly put it down until I’d finished. It was deliciously frustrating to never quite know what was really happening or who to trust, and the twist at the end was genuinely (and I don’t get to say this all that often) unexpected’ Elle Croft
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About the Book


When Matt and Imogen move out of the city, they’re hoping for a much-needed fresh start. Matt throws himself into his new job, but Imogen struggles to adjust to life in quiet Surrey. She’s grateful for the kind welcome from new neighbour Nancy, and they soon become close friends.


So when Nancy makes a shocking accusation, Imogen doesn’t know who to trust. This isn’t the first time Matt has found himself on the wrong end of a false accusation. . . but is Nancy hiding secrets of her own?


As simmering tensions threaten to boil over, Imogen is in more danger than she realises. Can she uncover the truth before she loses everything?
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After


My stomach heaved. I coughed, hacking up smoke and soot, wheezing with the effort, my eyes watering in protest as the first body bag was zipped and tagged. The paramedics didn’t look at me. I wasn’t hurt. Not badly. I heaved again.


The stretcher caught on the kerb, the wheels snagging, lurching to the left before righting itself. The paramedics yanked it free, cursing as they pulled it on to the road.


Smoke billowed from the rear of the house. The firefighters ran in and out, unpacking more equipment, rolling hoses across the front lawn, shouting at each other with controlled urgency. The noise swept over me. I couldn’t process it. Just another wave of chaos.


I resisted the urge to run to the ambulance, to jump inside and beg. My legs were frozen, rooted to the ground. The grief was overwhelming; the relentless build-up of the last few weeks seizing my every muscle.


A second stretcher appeared, a second body bag, wheeled more carefully, missing the kerb. The paramedics lifted this one easily into the vehicle. The bile caught in my throat this time. I coughed again, my saliva thick with ash.


How did it come to this? How could it? This was my house, my family, destroyed by reasons too hurtful to contemplate. I sank to the ground, hugging my knees to my chest, thoughts spinning with pain as the shivers took me.


The air was electric, the storm gathering pace. The rain hadn’t arrived yet, but the wind howled through the street, taking my breath with it. Jake barked from a neighbour’s garden – he’d got out, scared but unhurt, not even a mark on his golden fur. A firefighter had taken him to calm him down. His barking cut through my shock, keeping me from the brink. Beyond, there was only darkness.


I shook my head, blinking to clear my vision and my mind. The curtains were still drawn in Ashley’s windows, untouched by the blaze. I pictured the neatly made bed, patterned with hedgehogs – Ashley’s favourite – and the patchwork quilt rolled up at the end. It would fall on to her dolls’ house, knocking the delicate figures over. Ash moved them around inside the dolls’ house every day, a wonderful cycle of disorder in which only a child could delight.


My Ashley. Perfect. Vulnerable, as all children are.


I turned to Nancy’s house, standing untouched, separated by the flawlessly trimmed hedge and picket fence. Nancy’s house would never be the same, either. It might not burn, but it was damaged beyond repair. Some wounds would never heal.


The shivers increased. A paramedic sauntered over, pulling a silver blanket from his bag. I took it but refused to move. He backed away, promising to return.


Thoughts of Matt spun out of control, refusing to settle, refusing to make sense. Imogen and Matt Roberts, the perfect couple. My perfect husband, and now what? I knew it would get worse before it got better, but I struggled to tear myself away from this moment, where time had stopped, a period of respite between the pain of before and the pain yet to come.


There was a roar as the first police car entered the road. It was followed by a second. They disappeared from view behind the fire trucks and the sirens stopped. The doors opened, slamming shut a second later. My heart missed a beat.


I’d expected to see them, but it didn’t reduce the shock. Or the fear.


Three short months.


And it still wasn’t over.









Matt


Three Months Earlier


Matt drew several deep breaths, savouring the smell of cut grass and a multitude of other garden scents, of tree pollen and shrubs and wildflowers. The tension of the last few months seeped away. He could feel it in his shoulders and neck, a distinct shift in his posture. So this is what relaxed feels like. The physical relief was palpable, and he allowed himself a smile. London was behind them, and the country sun beat down as he turned to Imogen. She squinted, pecking him on the lips.


‘See,’ she said. ‘I was right.’


‘As usual.’


It was a great house. Old and detached with four bedrooms, a hundred-foot lawn and a block-paved driveway. He’d viewed it only once, trusting Imogen to make the final decision. Now they were moving in, it was even better than he remembered.


‘Have we really bought a house in a private country estate?’ he said.


‘Village community,’ said Imogen.


‘What’s the difference?’


‘The price, I think,’ said Imogen.


It had been rather high, on their financial limit, but he’d convinced himself they’d manage – and they didn’t have a whole load of options, given the timescale. His new job paid quite well, all things considered, plus the cost of everything else would be lower outside London. Besides, it was perfect for Ashley. The primary school on the main road was highly rated, and they already had a place for her, starting in the autumn term.


‘You did well,’ he said, nudging her gently in the ribs.


‘I know,’ she said. ‘These places never come on the market. Can you believe it?’ Her dark hair fluttered around her face and she swept it out of her eyes, tucking a few strands behind her ears. Her smile was infectious and Matt grinned, reaching out to her.


Imogen squeezed Matt around the waist, her hand fidgeting like it always did when she was nervous or excited. He suspected a little of both. He was nervous too, but he hid it better. More practised, perhaps. They looked left and right at the neighbouring houses, then back to theirs – standing proud in prime position at the end of the cul-de-sac.


‘Number thirteen,’ she said. ‘It’s lucky we’re not superstitious.’


There were only thirty-one houses in the community, bordered by a natural treeline and a security gate on to the main road. Tucked into the northeast corner of the village of Albury in Surrey, it was as idyllic as it got. Paintings were made of such villages, stories were told. People retired in places like this to get away from it all.


Matt knew he was lucky to live here. Lucky to get a second chance.


‘What do you think the neighbours are like?’ said Imogen.


‘I’m sure we’ll find out,’ said Matt. ‘But probably just like us. Perfect in every way.’


Imogen gripped him a little tighter. ‘It’s nice you think that,’ she said.


They enjoyed a few moments of silence, arm in arm, before a scream erupted from the car.


‘Mummy! Daddy!’


Ashley was bouncing in her seat, hammering on the window, her pigtails bouncing around her face, her brown eyes wide with excitement.


‘Somebody’s awake,’ said Imogen, breaking away. She opened Ashley’s door, trying but failing to stop Jake leaping out. He barged past Ashley and sprinted off into one of the neighbours’ front gardens, sniffing a small cherry tree before cocking his leg against it.


Ashley stretched, blinking several times before dancing over to Matt, burying her head against his stomach. Matt pulled her into a hug, gripping her small shoulders, reaching around to tickle her gently on the neck. She giggled, writhing away, but still too tired to escape. He wondered what she thought about the move, what questions might be bubbling around in her tiny head. She seemed to take it in her stride, her normal happy self – she was a perpetual daydreamer, often lost in her own little world, which was almost certainly a good thing. A more inquisitive personality might have asked more awkward questions by this point.


‘Is that our new house?’ she said, yawning. She looked puzzled. ‘I thought it would be blue.’


Matt stared down at her, her skinny body wrapped in denim dungarees and pink trainers, white socks pulled up to her knees. His chest tightened, a warm squeeze reminding him of what he had, what he could have lost. But he’d fixed it, would fix it. Just a few more loose ends, and everything would be sorted.


‘Blue?’


‘I had a dream,’ she said. ‘It was blue.’


Matt laughed, ruffling her hair. ‘That,’ he said, pointing to one of the upper front windows, ‘is your bedroom. Want to go and check it out?’


Ashley’s eyes widened. ‘Yes!’


‘I’ll open up,’ said Imogen. ‘Can you grab Jake?’


Matt nodded, emptying the boot of the car on to the driveway, keeping an eye out for the removal lorry. He scanned the road, taking in the mature leafy green gardens and the neatly trimmed hedges. He hadn’t paid much attention to the outside of their old house in Bermondsey – they always had at least one broken fence panel and a tree in need of lopping, weeds sprouting all over their driveway – but things were clearly different here, with each house exquisitely manicured. He suspected most of the neighbours were retirees with nothing to fill their time except hedge trimming. Perhaps they’d do his as well. Either that or he’d have to find a gardener. He certainly wasn’t going to do it himself.


He turned back to the car as his phone rang.


‘Happy moving day!’ It was Shelley, the editorial director at the Guildford Press – his new boss.


‘Shelley, hi,’ he said, not expecting a work call. He didn’t start for another week, taking the opportunity for some time off to unpack and wade through all of the moving paperwork.


‘Chill out,’ she said, ‘I can hear the tone in your voice. This isn’t work, it’s just a welcome to the area. Making sure you haven’t changed your mind, et cetera.’


Matt smiled. ‘No. Not changed my mind. I’ll be your new editor, right once I’ve finished unpacking my entire life’s belongings. Though the lorry hasn’t arrived yet, so this might be it.’


She laughed. ‘Don’t worry. If they don’t turn up, I have a blow-up bed you can borrow.’


‘Good to know,’ he said.


‘Just one thing,’ said Shelley. ‘HR tell me they’re still waiting on a reference, from your previous director, a Mr . . . let me see . . .’


‘Mr de Vries,’ said Matt. Damn. He’d hoped one reference was enough.


‘That’s him,’ said Shelley.


‘I’ll chase it,’ said Matt. ‘You’ll have it asap.’


‘Brilliant,’ said Shelley. ‘In which case, see you soon, Matt. And welcome – you’ll love it in Surrey. I promise.’


Matt tucked his phone into his pocket and forced away the faint unease that threatened his good mood. It would all come together. He’d work hard, and he’d try to make Imogen happy. She’d given up a lot to be here.


He’d promised he would make it worth her while.


‘Do you remember the first time we did this?’ said Matt, checking his watch. They’d been unpacking for almost three hours, and he was ready for a chilled glass of wine, or at the very least a warm one. His romantic suggestion of spending the first night sitting on boxes with takeaway pizza had been quickly dismissed by Imogen, who said she couldn’t relax until they’d made some headway. She’d barked orders until Ashley was in bed and all the essentials were unpacked. Jake was confined to the utility room until he calmed down, after which he lay in front of the fireplace, watching them both and yawning.


Imogen kept insisting unpacking was fun. Matt reluctantly played along, knowing that if it was left to him, they’d be sitting on boxes until they grew old and withered, their belongings preserved forever in bubble-wrap and cardboard.


‘We had less stuff the first time,’ said Imogen, shoving a box across the floor with her foot.


They’d moved immediately after their wedding, fifteen years ago. Matt remembered the stress of not only planning the big day but also coordinating the house, which was to be ready on their return from their honeymoon. Their new life together in London would be sealed.


‘We had cheaper stuff,’ he said.


Imogen shrugged. ‘Stuff is stuff. It’s not . . . you know.’ She kicked another box, turning away.


Matt paused, watching her linger in the doorway, facing away, through the kitchen-diner towards the garden. She’d loved their little garden in London, the outdoors, getting in touch with nature – she told him it was a necessary contrast from the clinical confines of the hospital. She used to drag him for long walks in the parks, out of the city for a few hours and into proper countryside. She’d sometimes take her trainers and go for a jog. Matt would make an excuse, feign an injury, trail behind. They used to run together, years ago. He couldn’t remember the last time they did.


He watched her now, the way she wrapped her arms around herself, holding her body tight. Perhaps they could again.


‘It’s not what makes a home,’ he said.


She turned, her face breaking into a surprised smile. He walked over, slipped his hands around her waist.


‘But I know what will,’ he said.


‘Oh?’ Her voice was soft. Not sad, but thoughtful.


‘You and Ash,’ he said. ‘That’s all it’ll take. We don’t need stuff.’ He kicked out, catching the nearest box with a dull thud.


Imogen chuckled, her breath hitting his cheek. She sighed. ‘You mean that? You really mean it?’


‘I mean it,’ he said, staring into her eyes, not blinking, not flinching. She had to believe he really meant it, or all of this was for nothing.


She held his gaze for a few moments before leaning in, kissing him firmly on the lips, causing a warm rush of excitement, of longing. He pulled her body against his. She tensed, for just a moment, before relaxing, pushing her arms against his chest, her fingers creeping up to undo his top button.


‘I believe you,’ she said, breaking away.


‘Good, then—’


But she shook her head, putting a finger to her lips. She kept her eyes on him, tiptoeing across the wood, biting her lower lip in the playful way that meant trouble. She stopped at the foot of the stairs.


‘Come on,’ she said. ‘It’s nearly midnight. Work’s over. Time for play.’


They lay on the mattress, catching their breath, Matt’s feet still tangled in the sheets. Imogen reached over and grabbed her wine glass from the floor. She sipped at it, her face glowing. Matt watched her lips, followed the curve of her neck down to her body.


‘Poor thing,’ she said. ‘Did I break you?’


‘Nearly,’ he said, pushing himself on to his elbows, ‘but I’ll survive.’


She passed him the glass and swung her legs off the mattress. ‘Good, because there’s plenty more work for you tomorrow. The kitchen door sticks, and so do the French doors. The dishwasher’s broken, oh, and there’s something wrong with the boiler.’ She winked and jumped up, grabbing her robe from the chair, slipping it on.


Matt laughed and sank into the pillow, listening to the shower start up. The door to the en-suite clicked shut and Matt closed his eyes, absorbing the sounds of the new house – the vibrations of water against the bath, the creak of pipes expanding, the whistle of the breeze through the window frames, and the most striking thing of all – the silence outside. He raised his head off the pillow, straining to hear the sound of a car, or a siren, or a group of teenagers shrieking on their way to a party.


Nothing. Not a peep of human activity. It would take a little getting used to.


He slid off the mattress and went to the window overlooking the back garden. He flicked the light off so he could see more than just his own reflection.


The gardens were dark, most of the houses darker still. Over the back fence was another row in the estate, all of the buildings silent and sleeping. Beyond was the main village, and then countryside for miles. He looked at the garden to the left. In the dim moonlight he could make out a large patio with a long table and chairs, ordered and neat.


To the right, the other neighbour’s garden looked more overgrown, not messy, just mature, large clumps of black hiding the lawn underneath. His eyes moved towards the house and he jumped – there was a figure near the back door. He squinted. An old man, wearing a bathrobe. He raised his hand to his mouth. Matt saw the ember of a cigarette glow bright orange, then fade.


Matt checked the time: 1 a.m. He didn’t know why the sight of the man had surprised him; he’d expect to see people in London this late. He leaned in against the window and realised the man was facing his way, staring at the house. He wondered whether to wave but decided it would look ridiculous, plus he was naked, albeit most of him was hidden beneath the windowsill.


The neighbour took another long drag of his cigarette before stubbing it out on the ground, the ember dying in a shower of sparks. He paused, staring at Matt’s window. Matt could have sworn he saw the man shaking his head, before he turned and disappeared into the house.


Matt didn’t mention it to Imogen. She’d tell him not to stare into people’s gardens, which, at this time of night, would be fair enough. He took a quick shower and they both collapsed on the mattress, sleep taking them quickly.


Matt found himself restless, in and out of the same, strange dream for hours – walking barefoot through his neighbour’s garden, late at night, high walls on each side, darkness at the end. He broke into a run, but it was never-ending. He stopped, his legs locked, unable to move another step. He turned around to find the old man in front of him. The man took a long drag of his cigarette, then flicked it through the air. It landed by Matt’s feet and extinguished.


The dream played on repeat until the early hours, when the silence of the countryside was broken by the sounds of his family. The welcome, noisy sounds of a young girl wanting her breakfast, and a dog wanting the same.









Imogen


I waited until Matt fell asleep before I slipped out of bed and sat on the toilet, staring at the wall. The black and white mosaic tiles stared back – the tiles Matt had already said he’d replace with something more modern. I supposed I’d chosen the house, so he got to choose the tiles.


The insomnia was biting. My mind was racing, exhausted. My parents were right. They’d said moving was one of the most stressful things you could do in life. More than the other stuff. Moving away from them, our friends, from our hometown, only added to the pressure. Were we sure we needed to go?


Yes, I was sure.


An emotional rush. A sense of loss, or perhaps a premonition, something primal. A flicker of unease.


But we’d done it, hadn’t we? A perfect new beginning. The unease would be transient, the sinking feeling would rise. The simmering would dissipate and happiness would return.


It was just moving nerves. Matt was convinced of it.


I was trying. God, I was trying.


I put my mood down to the stress, the wine, the sex. The relentless positivity and smiling. Yes, dear, it’s perfect, and so are we. Let’s unpack, eat, drink, fuck like we’re newlyweds again. I was exhausted.


Focus on the future.


That meant not hiding in the bathroom all night. I tiptoed back into the bedroom, pausing at the door. I stared at Matt. He was out for the count, snoring with the annoying nasal hiss he saved for when I was too tired to complain.


I crept along the side of the bed, discovering the creaky floorboards, wondering why it mattered. If Matt woke up, we’d talk, we’d cuddle, we’d get frisky again and pretend we were fine. Matt was trying, too, I had to remember. This wasn’t easy on him, either. His enthusiasm hid the weight of the responsibility he carried.


Past Ashley’s room, I poked my head in. Fast asleep, duvet tucked around her shoulders, mouth hanging open. She was still too young for any of this to really affect her. That’s what I hoped, anyway.


The ground floor was alien in the dark, unfamiliar shadows, the dust still hovering. I heated some milk and stirred in hot chocolate. It was my comfort drink, the one my dentist told me I shouldn’t have in the middle of the night. But that was my old dentist. The new one might be more forgiving.


The garden was black, the sky lit with stars. I followed a few, trying to remember the constellations, racking my brains. What were you supposed to do? Use Orion’s Belt as a marker, trace the rest of the hunter’s body, working outwards. Matt had taught me that, lying on a beach in Brighton at 3 a.m., the alcohol making the sky spin until I couldn’t even find a streetlight without heaving. Matt had held my hair while I threw up on to the damp sand. I fell asleep in the taxi on the ride home. The stars were worth it, though. It was the only thing I remembered from that night.


My gaze fell. Our garden was huge. I loved it. You didn’t get gardens like that in London, not where we’d lived, anyway. The grass stretched away into the pitch-black, the magical secrets of the garden hidden from us mortals. The neighbours’ houses were out there somewhere, beyond the hedgerows, full of strangers. Full of opportunity.


The dregs of the hot chocolate were sickly sweet. I licked the inside of the mug, imagining Ashley scream, ‘Mummy, you’re not allowed to do that!’ I smiled, ran my tongue over my lips, and placed the evidence in the dishwasher.


Matt’s phone was on the worktop, on charge. The LED was flashing. Message. Email. Some banal social media notification. Or something else.


My stomach sank, just a little. It would fade, and there was really nothing for it to get itself in such knots about. I was clear on that.


I wouldn’t be here otherwise. I wouldn’t be trying this hard.


My heart fluttered, but I resisted. The phone would be locked, and I didn’t know his passcode. Why should I? I didn’t need to know it.


It was the dead of night, Matt was asleep, and trusting wives don’t check their husband’s phones.









Matt


The first few days passed in a frantic blur, the grotesque quantity of their material possessions laid bare as they struggled to shift them around the house, shoving toys into cupboards, clothes into wardrobes, pushing shoes under the stairs. Several boxes were hidden in the shed, perhaps ready for next time.


Matt ducked into the study while Imogen took Jake for a walk, something she did frequently to clear her head. Ash went with her, wanting to explore the village and look for sweet shops. ‘I’ll bring you back some bon-bons, Daddy, and perhaps some liquorice, if you’re good.’


Being good had dropped a little way down Matt’s list at the moment. He spun back and forth on his swivel chair, staring at the laptop screen. The early evening sun had dipped below the window-line, causing him to squint. Fitting blinds was a long way down the list.


The two paragraphs of text stared back at him. They weren’t quite right, but they’d have to do. Tinkering with it wouldn’t help matters. He had the headed paper, and the envelope ready to post. His gut sank with what he was doing. He’d already been offered the job. They wanted him. But the reference was the final hurdle, one which he’d hoped in vain would magically appear from his previous employer, no questions asked.


Except it was a personal reference, and the silence said it all.


His eyes drifted to the wedding photo Imogen had unpacked on to his desk, angled so he could see it from any position in the room. He smiled, both at the photo and the gentle nudge to his memories.


Their wedding had been lavish, Imogen taking her parents’ offer of a blank cheque at face value. Matt felt out of place for much of the day, scared to touch the bouquets, each costing more than his shoes, or ruffle the napkins that had each taken ten minutes to hand-fold. To be fair, Imogen didn’t care for any of that stuff either, but told him it was part of the experience – for the guests, not for them. Regardless, Matt drifted through the day in quiet contentment, watching Imogen beaming. She was happy, so he was happy. He couldn’t have wished for more.


She bought him a leather-bound writer’s notebook as a wedding gift, which he intended to keep in the top drawer in this very study. He’d never used it, scared to mark the soft material. Once used it would become just another notebook. Imogen had written a note on the first page: Stay faithful to the stories in your head. She’d taken it from a novel, although Matt could never remember the name of it. She added her own note below: Write your dreams. I hope I’m in them.


And she was. But fifteen years is a long time, and things were different now.


He huffed, struggling with the closing sentence, deleting and re-typing it a couple of times. Would they check? Did anybody check? He shouldn’t have to do this. He was innocent of any wrongdoing – had sworn it was all a misunderstanding, a lie – but they’d closed the door and that was that.


Imogen believed him. That was all that mattered.


Except he still needed the damn reference.


His fingers danced over the keys, interrupted as his phone buzzed, shuffling across the desk. He checked the caller ID and closed his eyes for a second, taking a deep breath before answering.


This was all he needed.


‘I can’t,’ he said, picturing his bank balance, the glaring red of his overdraft, the mess of credit card accounts.


A moment of silence. ‘You promised.’


Matt sighed. ‘I’ve just moved house. You know that. I don’t have it.’


A grunt. ‘I’m not asking for much. Just the usual.’


Matt closed his eyes, clenched his jaw. ‘It all adds up. I simply can’t right now.’ He paused. ‘I’m sorry, I really am. Maybe in a few months.’


He listened to the rapid breathing on the end of the phone.


‘I need it by the end of the week,’ came the reply, ‘or I don’t know what I’ll do.’


‘Look, I—’


The line went dead.


Matt stared at the screen for a few moments, waiting for his pulse to settle. It was an old threat, tired, worn out. He was certain of it.


Almost certain. The flutter in his chest said differently. But what could he do? He was being truthful, and he was damned if he’d let some empty threat distract him. There was no money left in his accounts, threat or not.


He tried to put it out of his mind, returning to the document he’d been working on, scanning it over one last time before hitting the print button. He took a deep breath and signed at the bottom, using long, sweeping handwriting, and folded the page carefully. He sealed the envelope, and with it, that period of his life. The period where he’d nearly come unstuck; nearly lost everything.


He tucked the envelope into the side pocket of his work bag, carefully out of sight.


This time would be different.


Matt took a deep breath, stretching his back, casting his eyes across the lush gardens to the front of the house. The spacing between the houses was generous, assuring privacy, the low fences bolstered by mature shrubs and trees overhanging the gardens and road. Through a small gap he spied Imogen, back from her walk. She was at the neighbour’s house to the left, standing in their front garden with Ash and Jake, chatting to a dark-haired woman dressed in a floral blouse and long pink skirt, apron tied at her waist.


Imogen said something and the woman laughed, waving her hands animatedly.


Matt had been expecting this. Getting to know the neighbours was something Imogen had been looking forward to. She’d made a point of stressing how important it was, that the faceless anonymity of London wouldn’t be acceptable here. It would be good for him, she’d said. Time to work on his people skills.


Perhaps, but Matt didn’t need to address it quite so rapidly. He stepped back from the window, keeping out of sight until Imogen broke away, heading home.


He watched her stroll up the garden path, swinging Ashley’s hand in hers, the optimism flooding back again, sweeping aside the nagging doubt.


His beautiful wife and daughter. He didn’t need anything else.









Matt


‘I think we need a new coffee machine,’ said Imogen, pouring a cup down the sink. It was Saturday morning and she fussed around the kitchen, examining her freshly baked lemon drizzle cake from every angle.


Matt agreed, but it was another item on the can’t afford list, as far as he was concerned.


‘What does the bottom of it look like?’ said Matt, eyeing the cake and his watch. ‘I still have time to nip to the shops.’


‘It’s not funny,’ said Imogen. ‘First impressions count.’


‘What’s her name again?’


‘Nancy,’ said Imogen. ‘Number fifteen. She’s lovely, and, well . . .’


‘You want to make a good impression,’ he said, ‘I get it. Although if she judges us by your cooking, I think we’re screwed.’


‘You could have helped.’


‘Then it would be even worse.’


‘Mum,’ said Ashley, ‘are we going yet?’


‘Not until this afternoon,’ said Imogen. She passed Ashley the paint brochure. ‘Why don’t you pick a colour for your bedroom?’


‘I don’t know why you’re pretending,’ said Matt. ‘Neither of us can cook. We almost put it in our wedding vows – until starvation do us part.’


‘Because,’ said Imogen, waiting until Ashley was out of earshot. ‘Because while you’re in the office all day, I’ll be here. Until I get some work sorted, I’ll be surrounded by these people day in, day out. It’s important to me, Matt.’


Matt nodded. He understood, though still felt she was trying too hard. He had to keep reminding himself this wasn’t London, where you could get on with your life and ignore everyone around you.


‘How old is she?’ he asked, feigning interest. ‘We’re not doing dinner, are we?’


Imogen shrugged. ‘A little older than us. I don’t know. I’m going for tea, Matt. You don’t have to be involved.’


Matt smiled his relief. ‘Husband?’


‘No idea. A daughter. Teenager. Ruby, I think.’


Matt stared at the cake, nodding, thankful he had a list of things to do at home.


‘I think it looks tasty,’ he said, ‘honestly.’


Imogen poked the cake a few more times before throwing him a desperate look.


‘The bakery’s open until one,’ she said. ‘Go and fix this.’


Imogen headed to Nancy’s a couple of hours later, with Ashley in tow and a boxed cake from the village bakery. Matt remained at home with Imogen’s task list.


It gave him a chance to catch his breath, take a mental break from the over-excitement of the move, the very deliberate enthusiasm with which he and Imogen were throwing themselves into the days ahead. He loved her for it, the way she fussed around the house, organising, nesting, even getting to know the neighbours – giving it a sense of permanence that he worried might be lacking.


But no, he needn’t have worried. Imogen was true to her word, and he would be to his. This was going to work, and the other problems . . . well, he’d deal with them.


He gave the boiler a wary look, rocking it back and forth, watching the gas pipe twisting, something he was sure it shouldn’t do. He couldn’t get at the fixings without taking the cover off, so he gave up and called the village plumber, who promised to pop over in the next day or two. Matt had a brief sinking feeling about the cost of a major plumbing repair, wondering if he could just take the advice and do it himself. He checked it off his list and moved to the dishwasher, examining the door. His phone buzzed on the worktop.


‘Rob, hi,’ he said, jamming the screwdriver into the hinge. Rob was a joint friend, although closer to Imogen – they’d gone to university together; now he lived somewhere in south London with his eccentric Serbian girlfriend. Rob was a writer, unpublished, as yet, and frequently asked Matt for editing advice, despite not appreciating the world of difference between a newspaper editor and a fiction editor.


‘Hi, Matt. How are you? I just called to see how the move went.’


Matt wiggled the screwdriver. ‘It went great, thanks. Imogen’s out at the moment. I can get her to give you a call back?’


‘Ah, it was you I was hoping to catch. Do you have five mins? I’d appreciate your editor’s eyes on something.’


‘Umm.’ Matt wrenched the screwdriver out and dropped it on the worktop.


‘Imogen suggested you might take a look,’ Rob continued. ‘I’m submitting a manuscript to a big agency and I want to nail it. If I emailed you my letter and synopsis, would you give it a quick review? Just sense-checking, really.’


Matt stared at the dishwasher.


‘Imogen said you had a week off? I know you’ll be mega busy unpacking, but . . .’


‘Yeah,’ said Matt. ‘That’s the thing, Rob. I have to go into work Monday.’


Impossible, even if the reference arrived over the weekend. The thought of it caused an unpleasant lump at the back of his throat, visions of it being rejected, queried, What is this, Matt? Mr de Vries says he never offered such a reference. In fact . . .


Matt shook the thought out of his head. It would be fine. Ninety-nine percent of the time it was just a formality.


‘Sorry,’ he added. ‘Plus my boss has sent me a bunch of stuff to read beforehand. I’d love to help, but I’m snowed under. I’m in the middle of it now.’


‘Oh,’ Rob’s voice was full of disappointment. ‘Oh, well, of course.’


‘I’m sorry, Rob. Any other time would be OK. But I’ll be working most of the weekend . . .’ he let it hang.


‘No problem,’ said Rob. ‘I understand. Sorry to have called.’


‘Don’t be silly,’ said Matt, ‘don’t apologise. Take care, yeah? We’ll speak soon.’


Rob hung up. Matt stared at the phone for a few seconds, wondering if Rob would call Imogen. It would be awkward, but it wasn’t as if they’d see much of him from now on.


He prodded the dishwasher a few more times before trying the coffee machine. He produced a rather dubious-looking latte before approaching the kitchen door, through the utility room. The door opened to the side of the house but looked hardly used. The lock was rusted and jammed, and would require replacing altogether. Rather dissatisfied at his DIY failures, he settled on the sofa, not planning to move until Imogen returned.


As he was about to close his eyes, his phone vibrated again. He pulled it out of his pocket. Rob again? No. A text message. He recognised the sender.


He stared at the notification for a few seconds before deleting it, unread.









Imogen


Nancy’s invitation had caught me a little off guard, but it would have been rude to decline, and I was keen to make my first friend in the street. I’d seen her watching me from her garden as Ash and I strolled back from the village. I was slightly in awe of her house – it was perhaps the best in the street, with neat flowerbeds bursting with colour and a lawn that could double as a golfing green. On her driveway sat a gleaming yet dated Mercedes saloon. It looked like it belonged in a classic car showroom.


She’d introduced herself by leaning over the front fence, beckoning us towards her. I smiled and we diverted off the path on to her driveway.


Nancy White. Friendly in a grown-up, we’ll look after you, kind of way. She couldn’t have been much older than me, perhaps mid-forties, but she dressed older – refined. Matt would call it old-fashioned, frumpy. She looked at me like she actually wanted to know me. Her expression froze slightly when Jake started barking, but I held him tight against me, keeping him from one of his exuberant presentations of affection, even tighter when Nancy’s daughter strode out of the front door. I double-took, such was the contrast to her mother. Long blond hair with a Lady Gaga T-shirt, tiny ripped denim shorts and clumpy purple Doc Marten boots at the end of slender legs. Her face was pale and clammy, her skin almost white. She strutted halfway down the path and stopped when she saw us, giving Ash and me the briefest of smiles before disappearing through the back gate.


For our coffee date, I left Jake behind, and the polite relief was evident on Nancy’s face when she opened the door. She looked at me with the calm demeanour of a mother looking at one of her brood, sweeping Ashley and me inside, ushering us through to the rear of the house. Her house smelled of citrus, light, warm and relaxing. I caught a whiff of something else as we passed the stairs, cleaning products, bleach. I hoped she hadn’t cleaned on my account.


We went through to the kitchen-diner. The doors were open to the garden and the summer breeze wafted in. Nancy hugged me, kissing me softly on each cheek. She wore a perfume I recognised, from Calvin Klein.


‘I like your scent,’ I said.


‘Ah, it’s Ruby’s,’ she said. ‘Don’t tell her, but I sometimes sneak some. Only on special occasions.’


She laughed. I was flattered. A special occasion, it seemed.


Nancy took the cake box, placing it on the worktop next to a baking tray covered in bright cupcakes. They were pink and yellow, the icing still glistening as it set. The sight was too much for Ashley, who stared at them like a hungry puppy.


‘Would you like one?’ Nancy asked.


Ashley nodded furiously.


‘How about two?’


Ashley’s eyes widened in delight.


‘Pick whichever ones you like,’ said Nancy. ‘And why don’t you take them out to the garden? I’ve set the rug on the lawn with some of Ruby’s old figurines – I don’t know what you call them . . .’


Ashley stared through the open door.


‘Sylvanian families!’ she shrieked.


Nancy beamed as Ashley grabbed a cupcake of each colour and ran off. I watched Nancy’s face. The face of an experienced mother. The face of someone who cared until they were worn out, then cared some more. We said nothing about my shop-bought cake, and for that I was grateful.


‘I’ll bring you out some lemonade,’ she called, before turning to me.


Nancy was slim, her hair cut into a neat bob, her make-up subtle. Her eyes were tired but resilient, her face locked in a smile which looked real but practised. I knew the look because I’d spent a good deal of time perfecting it myself. Part of the façade we all wore in order to survive life’s troubles. It gave me an immediate sense of connection. An affinity.


‘Tea?’ she asked.


‘Yes, please.’


While Nancy busied herself, I spied a wall full of photos. I walked over to take a peek.


‘Wow,’ I said, pointing at a portrait of Nancy holding a brace of pheasants, with what looked like a shotgun slung over her shoulder. ‘Is that you?’


Nancy glanced over. She smiled. ‘Many years ago,’ she said. ‘I was a proper country girl, back then.’


The scene was alien to me – we didn’t hunt much in London, unless it was for the last slab of Manchego cheese at the Waitrose deli counter.


‘Still do it?’


‘No,’ she said, her smile fading, ‘not any more.’


We sat on wicker chairs on the patio, watching Ashley play for a few minutes. The silence was comfortable, although I prepared myself to start asking the usual questions; the get to know you questions. She got there first.


‘What do you do, Imogen? You look like a professional woman.’


I smiled, more inside than out. ‘I’m a nurse.’


Nancy’s smile wavered, ever so slightly. It wasn’t uncommon. Many people got nervous in the presence of doctors and nurses.


‘Geriatrics, mainly,’ I said. ‘But I’m not working at the moment. Maybe in a few months I’ll go back to it.’


‘Ah,’ said Nancy. Her face relaxed again. She reached over and filled my cup from the teapot. It was fine china.


‘Do you miss it?’ she asked. Her eyes were sympathetic. She already knew. Nursing is a vocation, part of my identity. Without it, and the routine that went with it, I already felt a part of me was missing, a huge chunk carved out. I was still a nurse, but without any patients.


It was temporary, I kept telling myself. In the new year I’d approach the local hospitals, public and private. There were always thousands of nursing vacancies – it was a job for life. I could go back when I was ready. When we were ready.


I nodded. ‘Yes. But . . .’


‘But you did what you had to do,’ said Nancy. ‘I understand. You moved for Matt’s job.’


Matt’s job. Of course. Standing in her front garden, when I’d introduced myself, that’s what I’d told her. Blurted it out, like I had to give an excuse for moving into her street.


We watched Ashley. Listened to her small voice carry across the air. Marvelled at the sight of such a bundle of love and enthusiasm. My bundle.


‘It’s a lovely age,’ said Nancy. ‘Once they hit the teens, they lose this magic.’


‘How old is Ruby?’


‘Fifteen,’ said Nancy, ‘with enough hormones for the both of us.’


I laughed. Ash bounced up from one end of the rug and jumped to the other.


‘I wish I still had that much energy,’ said Nancy.


‘Me too.’


‘So how are you settling in?’


A great question. I didn’t know her well enough to give her the truth, but my eyes would betray me if I said all was rosy.


‘So far, so good,’ I said, honestly. ‘It’s going to be a big adjustment.’


Nancy nodded, leaning in. ‘You look tired, Imogen. Forgive me for saying so.’


She topped up my tea again. I noticed she hadn’t touched her cake. I’d devoured mine and would be quite happy to eat hers as well.


‘I’m fine,’ I said. ‘Tired, yes. Weary. But fine.’


Nancy nodded. ‘Moving to a new house is stressful. It places all sorts of strains on your body and mind.’


I nodded. Our eyes met.


‘Does Matt look after you?’


An odd thing to say, like she’d seen into my soul and plucked at the splinter.


‘Of course,’ I said, instinctively. I barely knew the woman. ‘He’s my husband.’


I wanted to tell her more. It should have felt awkward, but her eyes were genuine. I desperately thought of something else to say.


‘Are you married?’ I asked.


‘I was,’ she said. ‘He’s not here any more.’ Her expression suggested it was a no-go area. Not here. Gone? Divorced? Dead? I didn’t dare to ask.


Nancy stood abruptly; her eyes left me. ‘I must get you another cupcake,’ she said.


When Nancy returned with the tray, I helped myself. Ashley looked up expectantly, and I shook my head with a smile.


‘Where is Ruby?’ I asked, changing the subject.


‘Upstairs,’ said Nancy, settling back into the chair. ‘She hasn’t been so well today.’


‘Oh, I’m sorry. What’s wrong with her?’


Nancy took a deep breath, letting it out slowly. I thought I saw her eyes well up. She fingered the fabric of her skirt. ‘Well . . .’


I’d touched something. ‘You don’t need to explain. It’s none of my—’


‘Don’t be silly,’ said Nancy, shaking her head, looking up at me. ‘I know we’ve only just met, but I have a feeling we’re going to be good friends, Imogen. Of course I’ll tell you what’s wrong with Ruby.’


Nancy talked and I listened, with shock and increasing sympathy as she described what turned out to be the centre of their lives – not a minor ailment, as I’d naively assumed, but a debilitating and chronic illness. I got the feeling she held a lot back, but it became rapidly obvious that describing such sickness in one’s offspring is not an easy task. Ruby had a blood disorder. A hereditary condition. Fatal? I had no idea, and didn’t ask. Fluctuating symptoms and both of their lives turned upside down.


No, she didn’t need to tell me, but I was glad she did. It felt like a bond, a hook she’d cast towards me to see if I wanted to be part of her life. I nodded my acceptance.


My problems paled in comparison, or at least, faded – they couldn’t be erased that easily. Nancy insisted that we didn’t dwell on it. She’d adjusted and Ruby’s life was her life – their mother–daughter bond even closer as a result. They lived through the illness together, fought together. Nancy laughed that they’d probably die together, but I struggled to laugh with her.


‘You don’t have to say anything,’ said Nancy, clearly seeing and sensing my discomfort. The tears had gone and her beaming smile was back. ‘We’re neighbours – it’s useful that you know about Ruby, but please, I don’t want you treating her any differently. She’s a teenager. An innocent one. I want her to stay that way, at least for a little longer.’


I reached out, took her hand, gave it a squeeze. I saw her eyes flicker before she turned away, taking the teapot, arranging the cups, busying herself once again.









Matt


The weekend disappeared. Monday morning was cloudy and grey, so Matt headed into Guildford to pick up more supplies. He drove the long way home, through the village, slowing along the main road, past the village hall and an old church whose flint wall ran alongside the kerb. A family waited to cross and he stopped, watching the two young children bounce across the road, their parents waving to him as they followed.


He still couldn’t get over how small the place was. Two pubs, four churches, a village hall and a gin distillery, which was a peculiar thing to have in a village of fewer than one thousand residents. Imogen liked gin; Matt didn’t.


He sped up, turning towards their estate, fumbling for the key fob.


The black gate slid across and Matt eased the car forward. It gave an odd sense of protection, like entering a new country, with its own rules and laws. A community isolated by a single fence and a locked gate. A security company waited on the end of the phone, but as far as Matt knew had never been called. There was nothing that would warrant such security, inside or out. Everyone was safe, locked in, protected from the village bogeyman.


An elderly couple at the entrance to his road watched him pull in. He opened the car door and gave them a wave. They nodded politely but turned back to their conversation, not offering any indication they wanted to meet him or say hello. Matt smiled to himself as he unloaded the car, thinking that those were exactly the kind of neighbours he liked.


He carried the bags into the kitchen. The plumber’s estimate still sat on the worktop. He’d left before lunch, taking just twenty-five minutes to condemn the boiler. He assured Matt he’d be in touch with a quote for a complete replacement of the heating system. In the meantime, use it, but don’t touch it. If it fell off the wall it would cost considerably more in emergency work.


Matt had filed his advice away, deciding he wouldn’t ruin Imogen’s day by announcing the first huge bill for their otherwise perfect house. She’d gone into the village with Ashley to buy some accessories for Ashley’s bedroom, promising not to rush back. She’d said that if Matt wanted to start painting the dining room, she wouldn’t mind in the least.


He slipped on his painting jeans and a grubby T-shirt before heading to the shed. The air was fresh and warm, the sun breaking through the morning cloud. He stretched, feeling the kink in his back from so much lifting and moving over the last few days. He twisted, casting his eyes over the back of their house, then over to Nancy’s. As expected, it was orderly, neat, a flowering wisteria snaking between the windows and up to the roofline.


The curtains were drawn in all but one window, where a young woman stood with her back to the glass, a towel around her body. She was pulling her hair back, fastening it into a ponytail. Ruby, he presumed. It must have been her bedroom, and Matt was just about to look away when she turned and saw him looking up. He raised his hand in an awkward wave. She smiled and waved back, pausing a moment before disappearing out of sight.


‘Matthew?’ The voice startled him so much he dropped the keys. He retrieved them from the grass, already overgrown and unkempt, and found Nancy staring through the trellis at the top of the fence. She was wearing a summer hat, tied under her chin. Sensible. Prim. She couldn’t be much older than him, but it was like something Imogen’s mum would wear.


‘Nancy,’ he said. He fumbled with the keys, tucking them in his pocket. ‘Lovely to meet you.’ He peered through the trellis. ‘Even if only through the fence.’


Nancy laughed. ‘Likewise.’


Matt glanced back up at the house. Nancy followed his gaze.


‘It’s a lovely day,’ she said. ‘Keeping busy?’


‘Painting,’ said Matt. ‘There’s a lot to do.’


Nancy nodded. ‘Are you helping?’ she asked.


‘Helping?’ said Matt, thinking of Imogen in the village, probably drinking hot chocolate with Ashley in some gastro café. ‘Yes,’ he smiled. ‘I’m doing my bit.’


‘Good,’ said Nancy. ‘Imogen and I had a wonderful chat yesterday. You have such a lovely wife.’


‘Thank you,’ said Matt, ‘we—’


‘She looked quite peaky,’ continued Nancy. ‘She mentioned how stressful the move was. Is she OK?’


‘I . . .’ Matt cleared his throat. ‘Yes. I think so. We’re both very busy,’ he added. ‘Things will calm down in a few weeks. Imogen’s fine. Thank you for asking, though.’


Nancy sighed. She pointed at the garden. ‘It needs a bit of work, doesn’t it? It grows so fast at this time of year. I don’t know how you’ll manage it.’


Matt stared at the vast lawn and shrubbery. She was right – not that it was any of her business. This was why he wanted to leave the neighbours to Imogen – Matt had no intention of maintaining a running dialogue with somebody who picked him up on such things. He sighed, biting his tongue, thinking of Imogen. Be nice, he heard her say. While you’re at work, I have to live around these people.


‘Do you have a gardener?’ he asked, renewing his smile.


‘I do most of it myself,’ she said proudly. ‘I have a man you can call, though – if it gets too much.’


‘That would be useful,’ Matt said. ‘Thanks.’


Nancy matched his smile and upped it. ‘We wouldn’t want Imogen tiring herself out doing it.’


A few seconds of silence passed. The birds started singing in the tree behind him. Perhaps they sensed the awkwardness.


‘Imogen tells me we’re coming around on Thursday,’ he said, changing tack. Imogen had been quite emphatic about the date, although Matt hadn’t paid much attention to the reason. ‘A fundraiser?’ Something about Ruby. Imogen had told him some of the details, but seemed keen that Matt talk to Nancy himself, introduce himself, get to know her. This was his chance.


‘Yes,’ said Nancy. She cleared her throat. ‘I told Imogen about it all . . . it’s for Ruby’s medication. She has a rare illness. We’re seeking new treatment.’


‘Oh,’ said Matt. He glanced again at Ruby’s empty window. She was sick, that’s right, Imogen had said something. Hereditary, chronic. ‘Oh, God,’ he said. ‘I’m so sorry.’


‘Don’t be sorry,’ said Nancy. ‘She’s had it all her life. It’s hard, but we manage. The struggle is for the newest medications, hence the fundraiser. There are some stem-cell treatments coming out of America which might help.’


Matt nodded. He’d covered a stem-cell treatment for Parkinson’s disease not so long ago for an article. An old friend was working at King’s on a research project and had asked if he wanted some inside knowledge. It was a fascinating area, although he could hardly claim any expertise on the subject.


‘It sounds like a very worthy fundraiser,’ he said, wondering whether it would be polite to ask Nancy about the illness. But she must have told Imogen – he’d ask her later. ‘Count me in.’


Nancy’s smile reappeared.


‘And for what it’s worth,’ he added, ‘I think it’s criminal that these experimental treatments aren’t available on the National Health Service.’ He thought back to his Parkinson’s article. ‘Have they turned this one down nationally? Have you tried a different hospital? Sometimes the area you live in makes a difference.’


Nancy seemed to stiffen again. ‘The NHS can’t help us, Matt,’ she said. ‘We’ve been there and tried it.’


Matt nodded. ‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘Of course you have.’


A sick teenage daughter to care for, all on her own. It must be awful. He tried to imagine Ashley in the same position, the stress and anguish it must put a parent through. It didn’t bear thinking about.


He had an idea.


‘I’ll tell you what,’ he said, ‘I’m not sure if Imogen told you, but I’m the new editor at the Guildford Press.’


Nancy nodded, smile fixed.
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