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To James, for showing me the pros and cons of rural living.









PROLOGUE


Last night, I dreamt the house tried to kill me. In the dream, I am standing on the dark landing, stricken with fear. A deep voice behind me calls my name and I can almost feel his breath on the back of my neck. My legs refuse to move. The paralysing terror roots me to the spot, despite my desperate urge to run. I often have dreams like this, when I’m frozen in shock instead of running for my life. I can’t even cry out, and no one would hear me scream anyway.


A different voice comes through the darkness; the ghostly whisper I’ve heard before. At last, I’m able to run or at least stumble downstairs, lurching between the wall and the banister in the dark. Every step is fraught with danger, the house alive with hidden threats.


The front door is within reach and I lunge for it, claw at the handle, but it won’t budge. No key, no chain, nothing. Blind panic closes in. I gasp for air but the blackness seeps into the edges of my vision. I shut my eyes, willing the nightmare to recede. For that’s what it must be, a nightmare. I will wake in a fevered sweat and wonder how a dream could have felt so real.


One thing I’ve learnt from all this is that it’s not just houses that are haunted. People can be haunted too: haunted by the past, haunted by their fears. Even before everything went wrong, home was no longer a haven and I was scared to turn the lights off. I try to wake up but nothing happens.


There is only blackness.









CHAPTER ONE


Two weeks earlier


There’s a chill in the air as I lift the easel inside the house and kick off my trainers. The underfloor heating seeps through my socks and I close my eyes to the warmth. I never expected us to live somewhere so grown up. We could have found an easier renovation, but we’d set our hearts on this one. Once we knew Chilwood Cottage was ours, we celebrated with gin and tonics, heady with plans of how to make it work on our tight budget, and we’ve done it. We have a home and just need to settle in. Now the work is finished, I’m painting it to put our stamp on this dream come true.


I scroll through my playlist and activate the home audio by tapping on my chill-out mix. Music pipes through the downstairs space, stirring memories of bliss from my first holiday with Joe, our sunny week in Ibiza on the quiet side of the island where we swam from a sandy beach in a deserted little cove. Basking in the warmth of the sun, Joe turned golden brown and looked even more gorgeous. We’d been together for three months and I already wanted to spend my life with him.


In the kitchen, I stand back and assess the canvas. Artistic licence has crept in with a dramatic sky in manganese blue above the slate roof, silver-grey as it catches the autumnal light. I’d wanted something soft and pretty, but somehow the colours have come out murkier, darker than intended. Painted branches reach towards the house like grasping bony arms with gnarled twigs for fingers.


Never mind, I’ll soften it next time. The brick and flint walls are ready for warmer shades of sienna, which sounds too sun-baked for our little patch of Sussex countryside. It felt good to be out in the autumn air, trying to keep pace with the colours altering in the light. It’s a welcome change, when earning a living from portraits means that I rarely choose what to paint, since commissions come first because we need the money.


It’s nearly time for Dora’s walk before dark. I’ll add her to the painting later for some light relief, sunning herself on the front lawn. Dora’s rich conker-brown coat will shine in the mellow light, and I want to capture her chocolate drop eyes and guilty dachshund expression. Animal portraits are my niche, commissions of beloved pets. I’ve even done a large-scale painting of a coiled green python in gold leaf for a Hong Kong businesswoman. Today though, I allowed myself time to paint the cottage.


I hum along to the music, cleaning paintbrushes in the kitchen sink. The colours merge and create a storm cloud grey that swirls down the plug. Joe doesn’t know yet, but I’m painting the house for him as a Christmas gift. I could paint Dylan playing with Dora on the grass, to help him feel a part of things. He’s Joe’s son and we want him to be at home here, even if he prefers living with his mum. He might stay over now the work’s mostly finished. That’s what Joe hopes, after Dylan’s troubles at school. It hardly seems like eight years since that cherub-faced five-year-old came into my life and we became a family of sorts.


The music jumps and then judders as if stuck. I dry my hands on my jeans, smearing water down the pale denim, and tap the screen of my mobile. The music stops and I press play via the app that Joe set up to control the sound system. It plays again, clear this time.


I’m not at home with technology, but technology is at home with us. It’s built into the smoothly plastered walls. It can lock the doors at the touch of a button, and will turn on the oven when we’re not home.


‘You’ll get used to it,’ Joe said when he first showed me how it worked.


‘We’ll see,’ I replied, because I’m trying to get used to it. We started the renovation eight months ago, but the smart features are more recent.


It began with him wanting a seamless sound system and has evolved into controlling all the gadgets via an app on our phones. Joe is in his element with the smart home. He loves the fact that we have audio everywhere at the touch of a keypad without visible speakers, remote controls or wires dangling down. As for me, I like to see the root of a thing, its origin. If you know its life-source, you can control it.


The paint is dry enough for me to hide the portrait in my studio out the back. Joe won’t find it there. Then I go to the hall cupboard for my jacket and tighten a scarf around my exposed neck. I whistle for Dora and hear the clip-clip-clip of her paws as she patters across the tiled kitchen floor.


‘Come on, little one,’ I say, rubbing behind her ears. ‘Let’s walk you before it’s too dark.’


Dora and I take the route round the edge of the field as dusk falls. It’s cold now the sun has dipped behind the trees. The hills in the distance are a watercolour wash of muted grey-greens. It’s a lonely place, but the surroundings make up for that. Night-times are pitch black out here. On a clear night, the sky is a midnight blue blanket of stars, but the nearest streetlight is a mile away.


I skirt back round the woodland, Dora barely straying from my ankles. We make our way along the grassy track studded with flint rocks and chalky stone, towards our nearest neighbour’s house. Mitchell owns an imposing property on three floors that broods over ours. Chilwood Manor looks grand from a distance, but come closer and you can see the flaking paint on the Georgian sash windows. The paint is the colour of bone. It must be cold in there in wintertime. A tangle of ivy creeps over his low garden wall. The place reeks of neglect, much like its owner.


We’ve had our run-ins with Mitchell over the building work. I catch sight of him in his garden, wearing an old olive raincoat. He’s stooped and battered by age but was probably tall and good-looking way back, with strong features and thick hair. He stands alongside a white stone statue of a woman with no arms. Another statue on a plinth nearby is of a female body cut off below the torso. ‘Do you think they’re women he’s turned to stone?’ I said to Joe when we first saw them.


‘Doesn’t bother me,’ he’d said, passing it off as another of Mitchell’s quirks.


Mitchell stares hard at me now, flanked by his dismembered statues. I hunch into my padded jacket and look the other way, but I feel his eyes drilling into me. Nearly level, I look towards him and attempt a stiff smile.


‘That dog barks a lot,’ he says, squinting past me as if he sees something that I can’t.


‘She doesn’t. Not really.’


‘I hear barking at all hours.’


‘Must be another dog.’ I keep walking.


Dora has a yappy little bark, but she’s easily quietened. After years of city living, we’re attuned to not hacking off the neighbours. Mitchell is easily hacked off, though. Dora quickens her pace now the cottage is in sight. I speed up too before the darkness spooks me. As a child, I had a night-light for years, unable to wean myself off its glow of reassurance. It wasn’t until I left for art school at eighteen that I felt I’d conquered my fear of the dark, and even then, I was wrong. It was still there, lurking, waiting for the trigger. Now we use the app for mood lighting at home, but here in the quiet gloom, the gathering darkness leaves me exposed.


We reach home and I delve into my jacket pocket for the key. Joe calls me ‘analogue’ for sticking with a door key instead of tapping in the keycode. Soon after we moved in, I locked myself out and had to phone him for the code. He’s always changing it and I struggle to remember pin numbers and passcodes. Before I can insert my key in the lock, the door swings slowly open without me touching it. No one’s there.


‘In the kitchen,’ Joe calls through. ‘I saw you coming.’


‘Jesus Christ, Joe.’ I come inside. ‘Don’t do that. It’s like a haunted house.’


‘All right, Morticia?’ He comes through to the hall and kisses me, then he leans down to ruffle Dora’s coat. ‘And Cousin It.’


He’s set the lighting to a soft lavender blue, and acoustic guitar plays in the background. We go in the kitchen and Joe pours his favourite Chablis into oversized wine glasses.


‘Mitchell says Dora barks a lot.’ I take a sip of wine.


‘And Mitchell complains a lot. Rise above it, Dora,’ he says to her. She cocks her head and wags her tail.


I go to boil the kettle for the steamer. ‘How was your day?’


‘Okay, thanks. Did you forget something?’ He motions towards the tap over the sink.


‘Oh yes.’ Instant boiling water. Joe’s embraced all the conveniences of our new home, but it’s taking me longer. The traditional copper kettle looks good on the hob, otherwise it would have been banished.


‘I’ve been flat out,’ he says, ‘getting ahead so I can focus on the tour tomorrow. You’re here for it, yeah?’


‘Sure.’ Not that I’ll be any use, but Joe’s keen to show people around. He arranged it with our architect, something about best practice in smart homes. Joe’s interest has taken over his life now that he’s setting up a smart home business, using this place as the prototype. He’s packaged it as a user-friendly system that anyone can operate. I tell myself this tour is his equivalent of an exhibition of my artwork for me.


‘I’m dreading us having a power cut or something.’


A power cut would prove we shouldn’t rely on the technology, but I don’t say that. I won’t trample on his love of technology any more than he’ll rubbish my need to be creative. We cook linguine in a creamy garlic mushroom sauce, weaving round each other in our easygoing way. The acoustic guitar picks up pace with a Latin vibe and Joe takes my hand for some salsa dance moves. We sway and swirl in time with the music. The pan bubbles and he spins and dips me, and I can’t help laughing.


When we’re eating at the table, he asks what painting I’m working on.


‘I’m starting a new one of a horse, for a couple in Harting.’ I don’t mention the cottage watercolour.


Later, we go to bed and Dora makes hers by scratching at her beanbag and turning in circles before flopping out. Joe’s arms encircle me and he falls instantly asleep, as he always does after drinking wine. We should break the habit of alcohol on weeknights, even though he’s keen for a drink when we start cooking in the evening. Booze or not, I sleep badly here. When we finished the building work, I thought the countryside would lull me to sleep, but it takes ages to drift off.


I wake with a start in the night. The bedroom light flickered on and off, jolting me awake, unless I dreamt it. My heart’s racing. Joe’s gone from the bed. The en suite’s in darkness and I can’t hear him anywhere. It’s not like him to get up in the night. I turn on the bedside lamp and check the time on my phone. It’s 2.57 a.m. The night is silent, and I go downstairs to look for him. He’s at the kitchen table, hunched over his laptop and the only light comes from its screen.


‘Joe?’


He looks up at me. Shadows fill the room and the stark light of the screen gives his face a haunted look.


‘What’s up?’ I sink into the chair beside him and rest a hand on his shoulder. He closes the lid of his laptop and jabs at his phone screen for a muted grey light to fill the kitchen.


‘I couldn’t sleep.’ He rubs his eyes and gives me a tired smile. ‘And now I’ve woken you up. Sorry.’ He reaches for my hand and our fingers entwine.


‘Why can’t you sleep?’


‘Must be the tour today. I want it to go well. Be good to get feedback from people in the know.’


‘It’ll be fine.’


It’s not like him to worry about something like that, but he’s keen to move away from his property maintenance work for landlords. There’s often someone ready to charge less, and we won’t always have the stamina for hard grafting. We’ve talked about it, our plans for when we’re old and grey, although we’re still in our thirties. We used to live next door to an elderly couple who always went out together holding hands, the man carrying the shopping bag. I want us to be like them, still holding hands in our old age.


Joe looks troubled, staring at the laptop.


‘Is there something else?’


He clasps my hand more firmly. ‘No, nothing … it’s just, I don’t know, I guess I’m a bit worried about Dylan.’


‘Oh, okay.’


‘Since all that hassle with the school, I feel I can barely get through to him.’


Joe does his best with Dylan, including designing him a high-tech bedroom to tempt him to stay here at weekends. We fell into doing up properties when we couldn’t afford a two-bedroom home, needing the second room for Dylan to stay over. We took on a complete dump of a flat with mould spreading up the walls, renovating it on a shoestring to make it habitable for the three of us. Dylan refused to stay over, so Joe said, ‘Let’s buy another wreck.’ This is renovated wreck number seven and Dylan will be taller than me soon. He prefers sleeping in his own bed at his mum’s place every night, but Joe hopes that will change.


I rub his back with one hand. ‘You’re on top of it. He knows you’re here for him.’


He leans over to kiss me. ‘Are you okay living here?’


‘Of course I’m okay. I love it here.’


‘It’s just that you seem a bit on edge, as if you’re scared of what’s out there.’


Joe’s eyes search mine. I don’t like the concern in his face. My gaze drifts towards the garden and the dark silhouette of trees, their branches swaying in the October night. We don’t have curtains downstairs because the smart glass function turns the windows from transparent to opaque. It cost a fortune but Joe wanted it. I don’t turn the windows opaque now as it will prove his point, but anyone could be out there watching us and we wouldn’t even notice. A tingle runs down my neck and I shiver. Joe reaches for his hoodie and helps me put it on. I tug the long sleeves over my hands.


‘We’re still settling in. Give it time. We’re lucky to be here.’


‘Love you.’ He pulls me into a hug and nuzzles my hair. The first night we met, he hugged me and it felt so natural, as if we fitted together, which we have done ever since. ‘Sorry for dragging you down here to find me. Let’s go on up.’


We return to bed and Joe falls asleep again. I stay awake through the early hours, unable to forget him saying that I’m scared of what’s out there. Maybe I am scared, but I won’t tell Joe. He has enough to worry about.









CHAPTER TWO


In the morning, Joe makes the place presentable for the tour. He’s obsessive in the detail, needing everything to be faultless for showcasing his packaged smart home solution. He sets the robo-vac to clean the floor. When we first got it, we tried coaxing Dora to take a ride as it buzzed around, but she just runs and hides.


The robo-vac trundles around the open-plan space. The study and lounge area at the front leads into the kitchen and dining space at the back, where we’re clearing away the worktop clutter. When the kitchen was first installed, we put everything away in its proper place, but we’re more relaxed now about leaving out the coffee pot, the stoneware storage jars and assorted everyday things. Minimalism doesn’t suit me, but clearing the clutter means our visitors can focus on the sleek look of the house.


I take a moment to savour the perfect calm of our pristine home. We’ll take photos before the tour to go on the blog for Joe’s fledgling company and show the property looking at its best. I jump at a movement outside. Someone’s out there. A man in a dark fleece walks past the kitchen window.


‘It’s only Kev,’ Joe says. ‘Come to fix the outside light, a week later than he said.’


I recognise him now from the salt-and-pepper dusting of his scruffy hair. Joe lets him in through the back.


‘Doorbell’s not working,’ Kev says, holding his electrician’s toolbox and wiping his feet on the mat.


‘Are you sure?’ Joe goes through to check.


‘Mate, I rang the bell and nothing happened.’ Kev’s either cultivating designer stubble or hasn’t bothered to shave for days. ‘All right, Lauren?’


He follows Joe. ‘Must be a connection problem.’


‘It’s a good connection.’ Joe sounds rattled. ‘Maybe it’s the sensor.’


‘The wiring was fine when I did it. Might be an IT issue.’ He says it in a snippy way.


We’re used to tradesmen passing the buck and blaming whoever else touched the job. Joe and I shoulder most of the renovation work, shovelling rubble, shaking plaster dust from our hair, but we leave the electrics to Kev.


The two of them work on the doorbell and the app connected to it. We can see who rings the bell through our phone screens, and talk to them via the sound system whether we’re home or not. The control panel of the doorbell and intercom lies discreetly against the wall. It lights up when you approach the door and then fades back once it’s been used. Give me a basic doorbell that actually works and I’d be happier, but I don’t say that, especially not today. I make Kev tea with two sugars, and they get it working again.


‘I’ll do the light outside the garage,’ Kev says.


‘Not today,’ Joe says, ‘not with the visitors coming, but can you check everything else is working?’


Kev takes the mug that I hand him. His face is pasty, probably from fast food, judging by the burger packaging that piles up in the front of his van. I haven’t seen him for a month or so. I tend to leave Joe to deal with him while I’m in the studio. He used to be in good shape, but now his fleece strains over his ample stomach. Joe said his wife left him in the summer, so maybe he’s not adjusting to single life.


‘It’s nothing obvious with the doorbell, so you’ll have to call your IT lady.’ He takes a gulp of tea. ‘All that money to turn up with her laptop. I do the hard work with the cabling and she presses some buttons and charges a fortune.’


‘She didn’t charge a fortune,’ I say. She didn’t charge anything because Joe and Nicole are in business, combining her computer skills with his property experience.


I met Kev seven years ago, after we’d sold our first flat and had a loan to buy a vermin-infested house. It took several attempts before I could go inside without gagging. Kev pulled up in his white van. The digger partly blocked the drive, so I jumped in and reversed it to give him space to park.


‘Not bad, for a woman,’ he said when I climbed off the digger. I should have hated him on first sight.


A few weeks later he showed me the spotlights he’d fitted in the kitchen.


‘Not bad, for a man,’ I’d said. It’s been an in joke between Joe and me ever since. Not bad, for a woman, Joe will compliment me with a wink. Then he’ll grab me and plant kisses on the ticklish part of my neck until I squeal and slap him away. Joe likes Kev’s workmanship and he doesn’t charge a fortune, so I leave them to it.


I turn to go. ‘I’ll be in the studio.’


‘Half day, is it?’ Kev says. ‘Off to do your drawings.’


‘Paintings. I’m working on a commission for a client.’


‘Yeah, your pet pictures. Can’t pay much, can it?’


He’s such an idiot, the things he comes out with.


‘That’s where you’re wrong, mate,’ Joe says. ‘Her daily rate’s higher than yours.’


He looks sceptical.


No wonder his wife left him. I walk away since I can only take so much of Kev. Dora trots outside after me. The wind’s fierce but it’ll be okay in the studio. My first-ever artist’s studio is a summerhouse in the garden, positioned for the natural light. The upside of being in the country is more space and better quality of light. It’s raised, with four steps leading to the door, and my heart lifts every time I come inside.


I laid the reclaimed brick floor, and chose the slate tiles beneath the quirky little wood-burner to match the roof tiles. The walls are painted in my favourite shade of Prussian blue. My latest watercolour waits on the easel. The paints and brushes are laid out with photos of the sleek black horse, resplendent beside its stable with lush summer foliage behind.


I mute my phone and press play on my CD of The Sundays. It reminds me of my childhood, Mum playing indie music like The Cranberries, and my brother strumming his guitar. Joe has our music online, but the CD player is all I need out here. Low tech suits me. I’ve drawn the line at some of his innovations. When he set up the voice activation, he demonstrated how it changed to a soothing tone at night-time. A woman’s voice whispered ‘lights out’ and a cold shiver went through me.


‘Joe, that’s horrible,’ I’d said.


‘Really? I like it.’


‘A whispering voice? It’ll give me nightmares.’ We agreed to ditch the disembodied voices, thank God.


I wrap myself in the homely nostalgia of the music and work on the horse painting. People like Kev assume my ‘pet pictures’ are a hobby I make money from, but it’s so much more. I see each animal through the owner’s eyes, capturing their affection. Sometimes I imagine myself as the animal, inside their skin; in this case, standing proud and powerful. If I paint birds in flight, I imagine how it would feel to soar and swoop in the air. I love the times when it’s just me and the painting and it comes together. When I’m immersed, there’s no space for anything else. But today it’s difficult to get fully in the zone when the visitors are arriving soon.


With an hour to go before they arrive, I lock the studio and return indoors. Kev’s gone and Joe is using his spirit level app to check the big canvas print in the living area is straight. I go out the front to clear rotting leaves and fallen petals from the crimson velvet roses. I’ll get up early tomorrow to finish the painting, since it’s better in natural light, and it’ll be dusk when the tour’s over. I bring in the wheelie bin from the road and yelp in shock. A windswept man appears from behind a hedge as if lying in wait. It’s Mitchell in his stained raincoat and mud-caked wellies.


‘Why is your bin out here?’ he snaps. His thatch of grey hair looks even wilder than usual.


‘It’s bin day.’ I pull it in front of me, as if warding him off. ‘You scared me.’


He keeps glaring. ‘They were emptied hours ago.’


‘I’ve been working. Why are you standing out here?’


‘This is a public highway. I’ll do as I please.’ He cranes his neck past me at our garage that he complained so bitterly about, even though it blends with the house and he can’t even see it from his place.


‘Jeez.’ I turn and march the bin round the back, my heart pounding. If it weren’t for our visitors arriving, I’d have left it out there to annoy him.


I don’t want to be unkind to Mitchell because he lives alone and it’s isolated out here. If he wasn’t so hostile, I’d look in to say hello and check if he needed anything. He introduced himself as Mitchell when we first met him. We thought that was his surname, but when he objected to our planning application, the documents named him as Mitchell Unsworth. His letters of complaint to the council slowed down the already sluggish bureaucratic process. Our renovation plans stalled because of his objections, combined with probate hassles and drawn-out land issues over who owned what.


I go inside and tell Joe. ‘Does he talk to you like that?’


‘No. He complains about the garage. He was probably having another nose around to check we’re not building anything else. I’ll swap you the garage complaints for the bins. They’re easier to deal with.’


‘I don’t want to talk to him about anything.’


‘Don’t then. You can’t reason with him.’


My heart still hammers in my chest. It’s okay, I tell myself. It’s only Mitchell. He doesn’t mean any harm. Joe and I are returning to how it used to be, or that’s the plan. We even talked about going back to Ibiza, which wouldn’t be a big deal for most people, but I’m not quite ready.


I call up the CCTV on my app and tap the screen that shows the doorstep and drive. Mitchell’s gone and no one’s there. Joe installed CCTV outside to keep me safe, but foreboding creeps over me when I check it on my phone. It always looks ominous, as if I’ll see something bad if I stare for long enough.









CHAPTER THREE


We’re ready for the house tour visitors, who are due to arrive any minute.


‘Isn’t Nicole coming?’ I ask Joe.


‘It’s not her thing,’ he says. ‘She’d rather do the technical stuff and leave me to deal with the people. She thinks the older punters won’t take her seriously, since she only looks about eighteen.’


‘She’ll gain confidence as it progresses. How old did you say she is?’


‘Twenty-three.’


I don’t blame her for leaving it to Joe. It’s his brainchild and he has the majority stake. Nicole has agreed a thirty per cent share in return for the IT development.


A pair of black Range Rovers pulls up, driven by our architect and his business partner, and filled with the visitors. They’d met at the architects’ office for a car share. Joe lingers in the entrance hall.


‘Are you going to let them in?’ I ask.


‘I’ll do it through the app. I want them to use the door entry system.’


When they ring the bell, Joe releases the lock so the door opens in a smooth motion to an appreciative audience. Load of bollocks, I think, pasting on a smile and standing back for him to welcome them in. I nod ‘hello’ to everyone and shake hands with the two architects.


Joe leads them to the utility room to show them the home hub, even though it’s the least interesting part of the house. I hang back as there isn’t space for us all. They stand with their backs to me while Joe explains the set-up to the nine of them, all men.


I’d expected the architects to invite property developer clients or people wanting their own smart home, but judging by the impressed murmuring over the smart hub’s touchscreen, they’re techies. Shame that Nicole isn’t here, in that case. I stand against the wall, uneasy about these men looking over the control panel for our home. But I’m being silly when Alistair knows them all.


Joe’s in his element, showing the place off, his boyish enthusiasm shining through. He deserves some recognition for all his hard work. He’s smiling a lot, his cheeks dimpling. Nicole’s not the only one who looks young. Joe could pass for ten years younger than his actual age of thirty-eight. He’s nervous and keeps running a hand through his short chestnut hair, his usual comfort gesture, laughing at every little thing, trying to keep everyone onside.


They emerge into the kitchen and I give Joe a smile of reassurance. He makes everyone hot drinks with the instant boiling water on tap, having hidden the kettle in a cupboard. I could do it, but he likes demonstrating how easy everything is.


‘No more boiling kettles for you,’ a man in a black anorak says to me.


‘I’m the tea boy round here,’ Joe says. ‘I know my place.’


The men snicker. I show willing because Joe asked me, otherwise I’d have left them to it. I take milk from the fridge and reach into the cupboard for the sugar. Joe fires up the hob via the app, and taps again to turn the smart glass opaque on the patio doors.


‘Ready for bed?’ a woman whispers in a low, seductive voice.


There’s more snickering at her words, and I stiffen at the whispering voice that I’d objected to earlier. Joe didn’t mention turning the voice activation back on. The man in the black anorak gives me a lascivious glance, as if I’d been the one saying ‘ready for bed’ in a suggestive voice. I grit my teeth.


Joe takes them on the patio to demonstrate the smart glass from the outside. When they come back in, I keep my smile pleasant and turn my gaze from Joe to admiring the deep blue ceramic vase on the windowsill. Sunlight spills onto it and reflects off its shiny glaze. We bought it at a potter’s studio in the summer. He hands round the drinks and gives me a mug of tea.


Joe hits his stride, showing them his favourite toy: the sound system. I don’t blame Nicole for staying away, although she’d get a kick from the interest. The technology is seamless and user friendly, and Joe’s set it apart from the competition with some clever features.


‘ … It can be piped through the whole house or just selected areas,’ he says, tapping his phone. Soothing classical music begins to play. It’s not his usual choice, but the gentle piano melody resonates around us. Everyone agrees that it’s perfect sound quality.


‘It’s a guy thing,’ one of them says to me, a hint of pity in his voice. I raise my eyebrows in response and sip my tea.


‘Lauren loves the sound system too,’ Joe jumps in. ‘I can be listening to my playlist out here and she could be in the bath with an audio book.’


It’s not true, since I don’t listen to audio books, but for some reason, I picture myself alone at night, scaring myself with a supernatural thriller. The man in the black anorak looks at me with a furtive leery expression, possibly thinking of me in the bath. I return his stare, and he looks away.


Joe shepherds them upstairs. ‘Anyone can have multi-room audio, but we wanted to show you this system because it’s seamlessly integrated in one user-friendly app. The hub is out of the way and there aren’t clunky speakers and wires, or remote controls.’


‘What advice would you give someone wanting this system?’ Alistair prompts him.


Don’t bother, I nearly call after them. What’s wrong with me? Maybe I’m tired from being awake half the night. I love Chilwood Cottage more than anywhere I’ve ever lived. It’s a world away from the dump of a flat we first bought to do up, but Joe’s right about me being on edge. I need time to settle in. We’ve only just finished transforming it from a building site to a home over the last eight months, living in it the whole time, with most of our belongings in storage. It kept costs down and pushed us to make it habitable. Now I’m becoming used to it as a home instead of the latest cycle in our renovate-and-move-on way of life.


I click the blackout icon to reinstate the clear view of the garden. It won’t be long before the sharp cold brightens the landscape and turns it crisp with frost. I’ll grow veg next summer and we’ve talked about keeping chickens, both of us keen to collect warm eggs, fresh from the hens.


Dora’s come out of hiding now the robo-vac is back in the cupboard and she’s had time to satisfy herself it won’t make a reappearance. She flops on her bed with a heavy sigh. I hear the men’s voices overhead and go to clear up the mugs.


A shiver runs through me. Someone’s walked over my grave. My mum used to say that. A movement catches my eye: a man darts into the utility room. I go to investigate. The Anorak Man is back at the smart hub. He’s either studying it or fiddling with the switches. I avoid moving closer, not wanting to be in a confined space with him. Even with a house full of people, my instinct is to back away from a man I don’t know. I hear Joe answering questions upstairs, punctuated by his nervous laugh.


‘Can I help you?’ I ask the man.


He stiffens and turns to me with rabbit in the headlight eyes. Then he rearranges his face. ‘I couldn’t resist another look.’ He points to the control panel. ‘Fascinating, isn’t it? I’ve never seen it done so well.’


Someone must have cracked a joke as they all laugh upstairs.


‘Sounds like you’re missing out.’ I tilt my head towards the stairs. ‘Why don’t you go on up?’ I wave a guiding arm along the hall.


He goes back upstairs and I check the control panel, not that I’d notice anything out of place. Minutes later, they troop downstairs, talking animatedly about the ‘sensory experience’ in Dylan’s bedroom. The cuboid space-age room is fitted with fibre optics, lights that slowly change colour and a floor-to-ceiling glass tube of swirling white bubbles. Plus his Xbox, of course. To my relief, Joe opens the front door to let them out.


Alistair, our architect, is the last to leave. ‘You’ve done a beautiful job, Lauren.’ He holds my shoulders and kisses me on both cheeks. ‘I bet you don’t know yourself, settled here.’


He leaves with his car loads of visitors, and Joe and I are alone again.


‘How did it go?’ I ask.


‘They seemed to like it, but my phone was buzzing the whole time. There’s some crisis at Hawthorn Grove.’


I want to tell him about the man in the anorak, but he kisses me and rushes out to deal with his property maintenance work. He’s my counterbalance. Solid, dependable Joe, the voice of reason. He’ll say, don’t worry about the man, and he’ll be right. He’s always right.









CHAPTER FOUR


Joe comes home later and catches up with work emails while I grab some more painting time. When daylight fades, the portrait is more detailed and Joe is visible in the kitchen, talking on his mobile. Dora goes into the garden to pick up wildlife trails and I check on the shrubs we planted last month when the earth was still warm from summer. When I go indoors, Joe’s FaceTiming Dylan.


‘But I don’t like her touching me.’ Dylan’s voice comes through, awkward and petulant at having to explain himself.


‘I know,’ Joe says. ‘She likes you though, and she’s only little.’


‘She doesn’t like me. She likes playing on my tablet.’


‘What if you sit at the table with it?’


‘It’s too noisy. Peppa Pig drives me mad.’


‘Earphones?’


‘She pulls them off.’


When I first met Dylan, he was an adorably dimpled little version of Joe and I would want to scoop him up in a cuddle. He shrugged away any attempts at touching. Sometimes I’d forget and nudge against him or touch his arm to point something out, and he’d stiffen or recoil.


‘Can you remind your mum about turning down the volume?’ Joe says.


‘I’d like to turn down Harper’s volume.’


‘You can’t really do that with a three-year-old.’


I steer clear, not wanting to encroach, but I picture Dylan in a huff, his long dark fringe covering half his face; the fringe I always want to reach over and brush from his eyes. He has lovely eyes, not that you’d know. He’s big for thirteen but seems younger when he talks.


‘Dylan, I hope you’re not using it on your own in your bedroom? You know you’re not allowed to do that.’


‘I don’t have a choice.’


‘Dylan, we agreed—’


‘You don’t know how annoying she is.’ His fraught voice becomes a wail.


‘Listen to me—’


‘Stop picking on me.’


He’s getting louder, but Joe stays calm and rational. ‘I’m not picking on—’


‘It’s not my fault!’ he shouts.


‘Okay, Dylan, let’s calm things down. I’ll speak to your mum and we’ll talk again tomorrow.’ Joe knows he won’t achieve anything when Dylan’s wound up. ‘Love you.’


Dylan logs off in a huff.


Dora prances round my feet, wanting to be fed. I grab her bowl and add a measure of dried food. ‘How’s Dylan?’ I ask.


‘Forever on his computer.’


‘Where does he get that from?’


‘Tara’s still letting him use the tablet in his bedroom. The toddler tries to play with it if not, and we all know Dylan’s particular about his stuff.’


‘It’s a tricky one, blended families. The younger one takes all her mum’s attention, so Dylan gets to hang out in his bedroom.’ Blended families are tricky for me too, namely the other woman in the scenario. Joe’s ex-wife struggles with Dylan, who’s on a different wavelength. She struggles with me too, so I stay out of it.


‘We can’t risk him getting in trouble again,’ Joe says.


‘Are you still monitoring it?’ He downgraded Dylan’s laptop to a tablet and has remote access to everything he does online after Dylan shocked us by hacking his school’s mainframe. It was one of the few times I’ve seen Joe lose his temper with Dylan, prompting a monumental meltdown, but Dylan had to learn that hacking could land him in serious trouble.


We knew he liked online escapism, and Joe thought he was gaming. We worried that he might be an easy target online for anyone shady, so Joe once set up an internet pseudonym and tried to befriend him. Joe went to all the trouble of setting up a fake avatar to appeal to Dylan, but he refused to engage. I felt uncomfortable at the trickery, but Joe insisted the online persona would teach him ‘stranger danger’. As it turned out, we didn’t have to worry on that score, unaware back then that his solitary activities stretched to illegal hacking.


‘It’s not the same as being there,’ Joe says. ‘For all I know he’s got a second internet source. He could be up to all sorts.’


‘Do you think he would? He knows it’s not worthwhile, not since the fallout from what happened.’


‘I’ve talked to him about black hat hackers – the online criminals – and the white hats who try to stop them. I’m hoping he’ll want to be a white hat.’


‘Now I’m picturing hackers wearing black or white hats to show what side they’re on.’


Joe rubs his face tiredly. ‘Why’s life so difficult?’


He turns away to take a call and I put Dora’s bowl on the floor. I carry the laundry basket up to the bedroom and fold clothes to put away in drawers. I’m halfway through the pile when I hear Dora growling in Dylan’s bedroom. She must have wolfed her food and now she’s playing ‘growl and pounce’ with a chew toy, abandoned since Dylan last played with her in his room.


He hasn’t stayed overnight yet, but he chose the duvet and the paint colour, and Joe installed the sensory effects in the room. When Dylan comes for the day, the two of them lie on the bed and play Xbox games. It doesn’t fit the tranquil vibe but so long as Dylan’s happy.


Joe designed the smart home with sensory features to be calming for people with conditions like autism and anxiety disorder. It’s only installed in one room because of the cost, but he added a reclining chair so I can relax in there. The bubble tube is turned off now, but I’m often mesmerised by its luminosity as the soft lighting changes colour. The dreamy swirl of bubbles is like the lazy ripples of a jacuzzi. It’s nearly enough to lull me to sleep. Joe is aiming the smart home at families with special needs or people who want somewhere peaceful to de-stress.


I finish putting the clothes away with a strange sensation of being watched. I turn from the chest of drawers but no one’s there. No one can watch us through the smart home because Joe only installed CCTV outside. We agreed to no cameras indoors. The room’s turned cold, more like the outside temperature. I shudder and zip up my hoodie.


When I go downstairs, Joe’s finishing the call and Dora’s pushing her bowl round the kitchen, licking every last trace. I stop in my tracks. My mind had wandered and I’d forgotten about her playing upstairs just a minute ago.


‘Has Dora been down here the whole time?’


‘Yeah. Since you put her food down.’


‘But she was upstairs, growling.’


‘I don’t think so.’


‘I heard her when I was in the bedroom.’


‘Where was she?’


‘In Dylan’s room.’ It doesn’t make sense. Even if Joe didn’t notice her coming upstairs, I’d have heard her trotting down before me, her claws tapping on the wooden floor. ‘Was she growling down here?’


‘No. She hasn’t made a sound, apart from crunching kibble.’


‘Joe, this is weird. I heard her upstairs.’


‘Maybe it was an animal outside.’


‘It was Dora. I know her growl.’


Come to think of it, it was more of a fearful growl than a playful one. I should’ve investigated, but I’d thought nothing of it.


‘Is there something weird going on with the sound system?’ I keep on.


Joe shrugs as if it’s one of those things, so I let it go.









CHAPTER FIVE


The next morning, Nicole taps away at her keyboard in the utility room. She stands beside the control panel working on enhancements that Joe had delayed until after the tour. Her white blond hair is in a ruffled pixie crop that suits her heart-shaped face. I can picture her as a quiet, geeky child, her luminous emerald eyes lighting up at computer coding, the same as mine would from a box of paints.


‘Joe should be back soon,’ I say. ‘He’s catching up on some maintenance work after spending time on the smart home tour yesterday.’


‘No problem.’ Nicole keeps tapping. I hardly know her, since Joe took ownership of the high-tech stuff, but she arrived early. She has long eyelashes and light freckles sprinkled over her face. No make-up; she doesn’t need it. I imagine her as a cat person, since she ignores Dora.


‘Is it hard to update because the IT is hidden away?’


‘Not really. We’ve made the tech seamless, but it’s controllable. It’s the right approach for somewhere this beautiful. You don’t want speakers and wires spoiling the effect.’


That’s the upside Joe sold to me. We might have gutted the place, but we kept the original fireplaces and features, putting it back together with elegant, clean lines, reclaimed oak floors and neutral heritage paint on the walls.


‘The tour went well,’ I say.


‘Oh yeah. Cool. Joe emailed me.’


‘You might have liked it. They were enthusiasts.’


‘It’s not my thing.’ She wrinkles her nose apologetically. She’s a good ten years younger than me, but I could be friends with her. ‘I’m better behind the scenes. It’s a great side hustle though.’


A side hustle. It’s the same for Joe, fitted around his day job since it’s not making money yet.


‘I look so young that people think I’m doing work experience. Joe’s the front person. He can refer to me as the IT team.’


‘It doesn’t matter how old you look. You know your stuff and you’re enthusiastic. That’s important in business.’


She deserves more than staying in the background, not that I’m in a position to lecture, given my own reluctance to be around other people since my confidence was knocked.


‘I heard something strange last night,’ I say.


She looks expectantly at me and I tell her about hearing Dora growling in the bedroom when she was downstairs with Joe.


‘I honestly don’t know how that could happen,’ she says.


‘I was kinda hoping you’d tell me the growl was recorded and played back.’


‘There’s not a function for recording sound and playing it back, so you can’t activate it by accident. Perhaps there’s weird acoustics here and the dog was growling somewhere else but sounded closer.’


I shake my head, because that’s not the case. Her phone lights up with a message, which she instantly checks, taps out a quickfire reply and returns to the job in hand without skipping a beat.


‘How are you finding it out here? It’s a bit remote.’ Nicole looks as if she suits an urban environment. She’s in a battered khaki utility jacket and boyfriend jeans with chunky boots.


‘I like the peace. We’ve been working up to a home like this for ages.’


‘See that massive spider in the corner?’ She eyes it dubiously.


‘Ha! That’s the downside of living in the country. The first house we bought was rat infested, so we’re used to sharing with the locals.’


‘I couldn’t live somewhere this remote. Doesn’t it creep you out?’


‘A little. I couldn’t live here alone.’


‘That weird man stood out there staring at me.’


‘What man?’


‘Some shabby old guy with wiry grey hair.’ She waves her hands around her head to indicate our neighbour’s unruly thatch of hair.


‘Mitchell.’


‘What’s his problem? He was standing in the road. I slowed down and he moved over, then I opened the window to see if he needed help and he gave me this death stare.’ She looks pained. It’s not just me he has that effect on.


‘He’s complained about our planning applications.’


‘Why?’


‘To quote him, “You do know this is a national park? You can’t swan in and do as you please. There are laws to protect the natural beauty against your sort.” ’


‘He’s a charmer.’


‘I expect the building work shattered his peace and quiet. I feel sorry for him, rattling round on his own.’ I don’t tell her how he unnerved me by conducting our first conversation over my head, looking beyond me. ‘As if I’m beneath him,’ I said to Joe afterwards. Then Mitchell had turned and walked away mid-sentence, with a slight limp on one leg.


‘And what’s with the armless women?’ she says.


I almost smile at us sharing the same opinion. ‘The statues?’


‘Yeah. With the missing body parts.’


‘Joe calls them the naked ladies.’


‘At least he hasn’t got any heads on sticks.’


‘Yet.’ I smile.


‘So he’s your only neighbour for what, half a mile?’ Nicole looks unimpressed.


‘Yup. Chilwood has a population of three on this side of the woods.’


‘Wow. What if you had an emergency?’


‘I wouldn’t go to Mitchell, that’s for sure. But talking of random men, there was this guy on the tour yesterday … he broke off from the group and came in here to check out the control panel.’


‘Really?’ Her face clouds. She might look young, but she’s serious about her work. Her eyes are vaguely familiar when she scowls. Maybe she reminds me of someone from my student days. ‘Did he touch anything?’


‘I don’t know. He was peering at it and then he looked startled when I challenged him.’


She checks it over. ‘That’s not good. What did Joe and Alistair say?’


‘I didn’t mention it in case I seemed paranoid.’


‘Why would you think that?’ She looks at me and tilts her head.


‘He gave me the creeps, but he was probably harmless.’


‘I find it helps to listen to your gut instinct if you have a spidey sense about someone. If a guy gives me the creeps it’s because he’s creepy. I’m on Tinder so I know all about sketchy guys.’
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