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You have one new voicemail message.

Message left: today, 3.36 p.m.

Lucy, it’s Bethany. I’m running late, stuck on another viewing. Crazy day. And, listen, I know you said you weren’t keen to show people around your place by yourself but would you mind just starting the tour before I get there? The buyer’s name is Donovan, he’s highly motivated and I think your house could be perfect for him. And in this market . . . Well, if you do want to sell . . . So . . . Call me if you have a problem with this and I’ll try to reschedule with him but if I don’t hear from you I’ll get there as soon as I can. OK? OK. Good luck!






1

Paranoia stalks me when I’m vacuuming the house and Sam is out. I get spooked that I’m not alone – convinced a stranger is creeping up on me when my back is turned.

My spine prickles. I tense.

And then I turn.

I always turn.

Even though I know nobody is there, or can be there, because I watched Sam leave, heard him lock the front door behind him, waved him goodbye when he paused and smiled back at me from the gate at the end of our path.

And there never is anybody there.

It’s always just me, on my own.

And so I go back to the vacuuming and the cycle begins again. The deafening roar of the vacuum. The tingles down my spine. The niggling fear that if I don’t look, well . . .

It’s not rational. I get that. And I’ve talked it through with Sam, of course. Not that he’s in any way surprised. We’ve spoken about what happened to me so many times – too many times, I sometimes think. Sam likes to joke that it’s an occupational hazard for him.

I stopped the Hoover. Held my breath. Straightened my back – and yes, checked behind me again – then sighed with relief and glanced up at the skylight overhead.

I was in the rear attic bedroom, which was one of my favourite rooms in the house. It was nearly always flooded with light, even on a dreary and windy day like today. And with the off-white walls and the thick, pale carpet, I felt like I could think better up here. It gave me a sense of calm and clarity I couldn’t always find.

A safe space.

Shaking the nerves from my body, I tucked the vacuum away into its spot in the cupboard under the eaves before taking my phone from my jeans pocket and checking the time.

I was planning to go to a nearby cafe while the viewing was on. I’d take my book, order an Earl Grey tea with lemon, try to relax. When the viewing was over, Bethany would call and tell me how things had gone. If we were lucky, maybe today would be the day when we received an offer we could accept.

That’s when I saw the voicemail that was waiting for me and a twist of anxiety corkscrewed inside my gut.

Even before I dialled, I had a bad feeling about it, and when I listened to Bethany’s message, it grew worse.

I hung up, a sticky flickering in my throat, my hands beginning to buzz and hum.

Easy, Lucy.

Fifteen minutes until the viewing.

I couldn’t cancel now.

Or maybe I could, I supposed, but it would be rude and I knew we couldn’t afford to put a potential buyer off.

My mouth had gone dry. I pressed the heel of my hand to my head and tried to keep the panic at bay.

Our debts were spiralling. There were the loans Sam had taken out to cover the renovation costs, and when those capped out, the credit card bills that increased every month. Sam hadn’t been sleeping because of it. And there was so much more wrapped up for both of us in the idea of selling this place and leaving London for good. A clean slate. Starting again.

Bethany.

I liked her, even if she was your typical estate agent in most respects. She could be pushy and brash, and she’d lie as easily as breathing, but at least she was open about it, which was a kind of honesty in a way.

At night, when Sam tossed and murmured and I listened in the ringing darkness to the brittle click of the lock on a bathroom door – the metallic rasp of an unknown voice – what saved me was remembering the way Bethany had arrived at our house that very first time in her expensive coat and statement spectacles, sweeping inside to talk valuations, telling us how tastefully we’d decorated and how desirable we’d made No. 18 Forrester Avenue.

I trusted her – in as much as it’s possible to trust any estate agent – and lately I’d found myself hoping that we might stay in touch after we’d sold our house, but it was hard to shake the suspicion that she could have warned me earlier that she was running late; that she’d ambushed me knowingly.

And? You have to make the best of it now.

Hurrying downstairs, I rushed along the first-floor landing and down again into the main living area, my gaze darting around, searching for anything I’d overlooked.

The lights were on throughout the house. I’d brought home fresh lilies from our local florist and arranged them in a ceramic vase on the marble coffee table. The honey-coloured floorboards gleamed. Only this morning I’d dusted every single blade of the pale wooden shutters we’d fitted in the bay window.

OK. All good.

I spun and looked towards the kitchen area, which was sunken and lowered by several steps. I hadn’t brewed coffee. Bethany had warned us it was too much of a cliché. But I’d made sure everything was spotlessly clean.

During the renovation process, we’d knocked through most of the downstairs walls to create one large, open-plan space that ended in a set of industrial-style Crittall doors giving access to the modest back garden. We’d done nearly all the work ourselves, swinging sledgehammers, plastering walls, but the kitchen had been professionally installed and it was sleek and high-end. Expensive cabinetry, top appliances. The granite on the countertops and the expansive kitchen island had cost as much as a new car.

It’ll be worth it, Sam had told me, looking up from his spreadsheets with red-rimmed eyes and a coating of dust and grime matted in his wayward hair. At the time, I hadn’t been sure which of us he was trying to convince. It’s expensive now but it’s what buyers of a place like this will expect. It’s the best way to protect our investment.

My head swam.

I wondered what Sam would say now if I could tell him I was considering showing a stranger around our home by myself. He’d probably fall silent, think carefully, then wrap me in a gentle hug, rub my back and tell me that perhaps it was time to confront my fears.

Not that I could ask him. Sam would be finishing up a lecture and getting ready for his support group. His phone would be switched off.

And anyway, Bethany had said she was definitely on her way. I wouldn’t be on my own for long.

I chewed the inside of my cheek and glanced at my coat and scarf – I’d draped them over the back of the green velvet sofa ready for my exit – then swept them into my arms, carried them upstairs and hung them in the walk-in wardrobe we’d carved out of what had previously been the spare room next to our bedroom.

When I stepped out, I drifted towards our bed, smoothing my hands over the pleated throw I kept to one side especially for viewings. There were multiple pillows and cushions at the top of the bed, resting against the oversized headboard I’d upholstered as part of a days-long project.

The headboard was bolted to a privacy wall that shielded the en suite bathroom, and taken together, it created the impression of a fancy suite in a boutique hotel. I hoped it looked like a restful and calming place to sleep, even if it hadn’t always been that way for us.

Please be the one. Please be the one.

I caught sight of my reflection in the full-length mirror by the doorway. A pale, undeniably frazzled woman in her early thirties. Hair loosely tied back. Baggy Aran sweater and comfortable jeans. Worry lines around my eyes and mouth.

Perhaps I should change, give a different impression?

But before I could act on the impulse, the doorbell rang.
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He was early.

Not by much but it was enough to throw me.

The doorbell app on my phone pulsed and buzzed.

I could dismiss the notification from the app. I knew that. I could go downstairs, open the front door and welcome him inside with a forced smile.

But instead I hesitated, took my phone out of my jeans pocket and stared at the image of the man on my doorstep.

My fingers trembled. A coppery taste flooded my mouth.

I couldn’t see him clearly because his face was down. All I could really see was the crown of his head – he had wavy grey hair, neatly styled. The collar was up on his dark woollen overcoat. His hands were loosely clasped together in brown leather gloves. He had broad shoulders and looked athletically built.

I wish I could see his face.

I glanced towards the shutters that were tilted open in front of the windows, then made a quick decision and hit answer on my phone.

‘Hello?’

I said it as casually as I could, as if I was expecting a parcel delivery, and the man looked up into the doorbell camera with an easy smile.

Not someone I recognized, though that hardly helped.

He was handsome in a roguish way. A prominent brow over startlingly blue eyes. Jaw shaded in stubble. He had on a fawn turtleneck jumper under his coat.

He looked a little jaded, and for a second it made me think of him as a lounge-room singer, tired and possibly hung-over after a long night of crooning.

‘My name’s Donovan.’ The skin around his eyes crinkled as he moved to one side and motioned towards the ‘For Sale’ sign in our front yard. It had been fastened to the painted metal railings running along the top of the low side wall we shared with the neighbour to our right. The rest of our front yard was shielded by the formerly scrappy box hedge we’d tamed and kept for privacy, itself hemmed in behind more barbed metal railings. ‘I’m here for the house viewing.’

‘One second.’

Snapping a hasty picture of him on my phone, I quickly attached the image to a message to Bethany.

Just checking this is the man who made the appointment with you? Mr Donovan?

I knew Bethany would probably think it was a strange, possibly neurotic, thing to do, but right then I didn’t care. I needed reassurance if I was going to show him around by myself.

Three dancing dots appeared, and while I waited for Bethany’s reply to reach me, an anxious ache bloomed inside my chest and I swiped back to the video feed from the doorbell again.

The man had stepped back and he was leaning sideways, inspecting the stonework around our bay window, glancing up towards the roof.

Behind him, I could see a fish-eye view of Forrester Avenue. The terrace of painted and red-brick Victorian villas opposite our own. The wizened old plane trees that lined the road. Cars and tradesmen’s vans were parked bumper to bumper along both kerbs with drifts of autumn leaves scattered across them. Nearly all the cars were BMWs and Range Rovers. A few were Porsches.

There was no passing traffic but a young girl in the red and grey uniform of the local primary school was rolling along the nearside pavement on a scooter, pursued by a woman in a raincoat who was striding after her while staring at her phone, the girl’s school bag banging against her hip.

Bethany’s reply popped up at the top of my screen.

Yum! Donovan is his first name. Feel free to mention that I’m single and . . . enjoy!

I let go of a lungful of air as I tapped out a fast reply.

OK, thanks. How long until you get here?

But this time, she didn’t respond.

Slipping my phone away in my pocket, I closed my eyes for a dizzying second and told myself I could do this, that everything would be fine, then I curled my hands into fists and moved towards the stairs.

I was halfway down when I heard the shriek from outside.
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I opened the door to find that the man who’d introduced himself to me as Donovan had vanished.

But only for a second.

When I slipped on some shoes and ventured beyond our box hedge I found him kneeling on the pavement in front of our house. His back was to me. I moved closer and that was when I spotted the schoolgirl lying on the ground.

She’d fallen off her scooter and she was howling in pain. Her scooter was toppled over on its side nearby, its wheels still spinning.

‘Hey,’ Donovan said to her softly. His voice was deep and gruff. ‘Hey, it’s OK.’

He was gently cradling the girl’s wrists in his gloved hands. She’d skinned one palm and the bloodied graze was pebbled with grit, her upper body shaking. One knee of her grey school tights had been torn through and her shoe had come off. Her face was a tangle of tears, eyes huge and trembling.

‘Where did you learn to do a stunt like that? Because I have to tell you, that was impressive.’

She blinked up at him, lips wobbling, breath hitching. The air was so damp and chill that her breath formed misted plumes.

‘Oh, darling,’ cooed the woman crouched beside them, who I took to be the girl’s mother. ‘I told you to be careful.’

‘I don’t think it’s broken,’ Donovan told her. ‘Just a bruise.’

I wondered if he was a doctor. Close up, his eyes looked puffy with fatigue, his movements slack and weary. Perhaps he’d just finished a shift at Charing Cross Hospital, or Queen Mary’s. Maybe that was why he was hoping to buy in this area.

He must have sensed my presence because he looked up at me with a slow but spreading grin and I felt myself blush.

‘I’m from number 18.’ I pointed towards my open front door. ‘Lucy.’

‘Hi, Lucy.’ A flash of concern crossed his face as he looked at the girl again. ‘I don’t suppose you have a clean cloth, or some tissues, or . . .?’

‘Of course. Let me fetch something.’

I hurried inside and removed the first aid kit from under the sink, taking out a couple of wrapped antiseptic wipes and a sticking plaster. By the time I was back outside again he was fitting the girl’s shoe back onto her foot and the woman was thanking him profusely, placing her hand on his arm, fixing him with a lingering look.

‘Here.’ I thrust the wipes and the plaster at her and she took them, seemingly irritated by the interruption.

She had long blonde hair, recently styled. Immaculate make-up. She was slim and fashionably attired in a close-fitting dress over knee-length boots. I’d seen a lot of women dressed just like her dropping their kids at the school gates, driving by in luxury SUVs.

Not for the first time, I felt mismatched with the area – out of keeping with the otherwise wealthy residents of Putney.

Sam had inherited the house we lived in from his grandparents on his mother’s side. There was no way we could have afforded to live here otherwise. We’d had to stretch ourselves and dig perilously deep to modernize the place for sale.

As the woman tore open one of the wipes and used it to swab the girl’s knee, I folded my arms across my chest and looked up at our house. It was three storeys high with a mansard roof and a pair of French doors set into one of the dormers on the top floor that opened onto a small balcony concealed behind a triangular parapet. The brickwork was painted lemon yellow, the windows a crisp white. The front door was a deep, glossy red.

‘Thank you again,’ the woman said to Donovan. Her voice was husky and soft. ‘You’re incredibly kind.’

‘It’s nothing, really.’

Donovan helped the girl to her feet and righted her scooter, and as she hopped and winced, he stepped clear, cupping a hand to the back of his head, suddenly sheepish.

‘Well, take care.’

‘Oh, we will,’ the woman said. ‘It was so lovely to meet you.’

We watched them go – the woman still hadn’t really acknowledged me – and as she glanced back at Donovan one more time, the awkwardness built between us until he finally broke it by saying, ‘Sorry about that.’

‘No, you did the right thing.’

He gazed closely at me, as if my opinion genuinely mattered to him, and for a second I felt the full force of his charm, his looks, everything.

‘You’re the owner?’ he asked.

‘My boyfriend is.’

‘Ah.’ Another slow smile. ‘And is Bethany inside?’

I frowned. ‘She didn’t call you?’

‘About what? Oh, no!’ His eyebrows shot up and he patted his coat pockets, as if searching for his phone. ‘Has she cancelled on me? Have you already accepted an offer?’

‘No, it’s nothing like that,’ I told him, and then I explained about how Bethany was running late and had asked me to begin the tour in her absence.

There must have been something in the way I said it – some hint of my reticence or the discomfort I was trying to conceal – because he paused, then angled his head to one side.

‘And are you OK with that?’

‘I’m—’

‘Because if you’re not, I can wait. I don’t mind. I should probably warn you, though, that I have to be on my way in about half an hour. Did Bethany mention how long she’d be?’

She hadn’t. And my phone hadn’t pulsed from a reply to the text I’d sent her. I hoped that meant she was almost here but it was getting late in the afternoon, the October light was beginning to dim, and I knew that traffic in the area could be bad.

Instinctively, I went up on my toes, as if I might spot her racing our way in her branded company Mini, and that was when I felt a twinge in my chest.

There were two other ‘For Sale’ signs in our street. Sam and I had looked both properties up online the moment they’d come on the market. The first house had a fancy glass extension. The other had an extra bathroom and was competitively priced. There were also a number of other houses surrounded by scaffolding and plywood screens where teams of builders and tradesmen were at work. It was an easy guess that some of them would go on the market before long.

I sensed Donovan tracking my gaze, perhaps reading my thoughts, and in that moment I knew what I had to do.

‘No, don’t wait,’ I told him. ‘Please. Come inside.’
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Sam

The distance from No. 18 Forrester Avenue to the London School of Economics – located between Covent Garden and Holborn – was close to six miles. It was possible to walk there in a little under two hours, though today Sam had taken the Tube. The District Line from Putney Bridge to Temple. A ten-minute stroll after that. He’d delivered his foundation lecture on perception and memory to a group of half-awake and semi-interested first-year undergrads and now here he was, contemplating the four strangers seated in front of him.

The first-floor seminar room was unremarkable in most ways. It had the same grey hard-wearing carpet, whitewashed walls and suspended ceiling tiles as nearly every other seminar room in the university complex. There was the same interactive whiteboard. The same stained board rubber and pens. The same U-shaped arrangement of tables and chairs.

With two main differences.

The first was outside the room, where beneath the number fitted next to the door – 22A – was a small screen on which Sam had input the words PRIVATE MEETING.

The other was inside the room, where Sam had placed six chairs in a circle in the middle of the space. Six for now, because there was no predicting how many more people might respond to the ads he’d posted online and around the university complex.

Do you have a crippling fear or phobia?
Would you like to talk about it in a
supportive group environment?

‘How is everyone feeling about being here?’ he asked.

The strangers smiled nervously, exchanged hesitant looks, glanced down at their hands. A short silence passed before a stylish woman in a denim smock, colourful necklace and dark leggings broke the ice.

‘A bit nervous?’

‘I’d have to say it’s the same for me,’ agreed the tall, muscular young man dressed in athletic gear who was seated next to her. He had a cut-glass accent, excellent posture and a full head of curly blond hair. The long-sleeved training top he had on over a pair of gym shorts and leggings featured the insignia for the LSE rowing club over his left pectoral.

‘I’m just hoping for some help,’ said a willowy girl with dark eyeshadow, purple lipstick and jet-black hair, whom Sam guessed was probably a final-year student. There were multiple piercings in her ear, a ring in her lip. The black leather bag on the floor next to her was open with binders and textbooks spilling out.

‘I don’t really know what to expect.’

This last answer, spoken almost inaudibly, was from the gaunt and bug-eyed guy in the slim-fitting V-neck jumper and skinny grey jeans who hadn’t stopped fidgeting since he’d arrived. Sam recognized him and felt a tug of sympathy. He’d seen him working behind the main counter in the university library, although it was no surprise that he’d removed his staff lanyard before coming here today.

‘OK, good.’ Sam nodded and smiled, as if they’d said exactly what he’d expected them to say. ‘The first thing I want you all to know is that this is a safe space. You’ll have submitted your consent forms, which I myself don’t see, and you don’t need to tell anyone here your names. You don’t need to give any identifying details.’

Aside from the crippling anxieties and fears you’ve come here to share.

Because, let’s face it, Sam could recognize the signs. The edgy restlessness. The dry skin and haunted eyes and cracked lips. The pained smiles and the wary reluctance to meet his gaze, as if they were each burdened by something shameful.

This wasn’t the first support group Sam had organized. Over the past three years he’d run similar groups that had helped him to meet the community engagement requirements the university imposed on all academic staff, as well as offering him an opportunity to give back.

And – being honest – the groups had also uncovered some interesting research opportunities, which is where Sam’s real passions lay. With the way his career had begun to stall, not to mention his heavy teaching load, his opportunities for pure research were getting fewer and fewer, and that was one of the reasons he could feel a frisson in the air. The neat thing about phobias was you never quite knew what you might be presented with. And if some of the participants here today were willing to consent to further assessment down the line . . .

‘No names at all?’ the well-spoken young man asked, bringing him back to the room.

‘For now,’ Sam said, and as he scanned the faces in front of him, he could detect clear signs of relief. ‘This is our first session. Let’s see how everyone feels next time around.’

If everyone turned up, which Sam also knew from experience not everyone would.

The anonymity would help with that, though. And not just because it encouraged the group members to relax. Truth was, Sam also had to be careful not to become too invested in the lives of the people who came to him for guidance. It was vital he kept some scientific distance, where possible, aiming to think of them as potential case studies, not people. And sure, part of that was because he needed to maintain some academic rigor, while the rest was pure self-preservation.

Not that it stopped him from assigning them all his own private labels. The librarian could be, well, the Librarian. The woman in the denim smock and colourful beads could be the Artist. The female student with the pale skin, dark hair and piercings could be the Lost Girl. Which left the young man in the athletic clothing and pristine training shoes to be the Athlete.

‘We’ll give it another minute,’ Sam said, taking his phone out of his pocket to check the time and seeing the little aeroplane icon in the top corner of the screen. ‘If you could all turn off your phones or switch them to airplane mode, I’d appreciate it.’

There was a rustle as they reached into pockets, backpacks and handbags to comply.

That was when the door to the room swung open and a balding, ruddy-faced man thrust his head inside. He was thickset with a crumpled nose that had obviously been broken at some point in his youth.

‘Is this the place for people going out of their minds with crazy thoughts?’ he asked, in a voice that was deep and hoarse.

The Boxer, Sam decided.

‘That’s not quite how I’d put it,’ he told him. ‘But come on in. Sit down.’
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‘Wow!’ Donovan said. ‘This is incredible!’

A tentative buzz of relief pulsed behind my breastbone. I eased the front door closed behind me, then turned and kept my back to the wall as Donovan stepped forwards into the open-plan living area, unbuttoning his coat with one hand.

I was alone with a strange man in my house.

I was having difficulty wrapping my head around that.

My heart began to race. I could feel the knot in my stomach beginning to tighten.

Taking a slow, deep breath, I glanced again at the front door. It was still right there. Still within reach.

I could let myself out any time I needed to, even if my brain was right now doing everything it could to convince me otherwise.

‘Do you like it, then?’ I asked.

‘It’s stunning.’

I tore my gaze away from the door, my scalp tingling not unpleasantly despite my anxiety, the same way it sometimes does when I’m in the salon having my hair cut and styled.

It was a nice thing to hear. Bottom line, we had to sell, but secretly I wanted whoever bought this place to love it as much as we did. I knew we couldn’t afford to be picky, but it would mean something to me if we could find a buyer who appreciated all our hard work.

‘This colour?’ He pointed to the walls and for the first time I took a small step forwards, circling my thumb and forefinger around my left wrist to stop myself from scratching nervously.

‘It took us ages to find the right shade of white.’

‘It just . . . lifts the whole space.’

‘We like to think so.’

That had been one of the biggest challenges of the renovation process. The house had been so dark before. The sash windows were cracked and grimy. The walls were covered in layers and layers of dark floral wallpaper. The coving and cornices were crusted and damaged, and had been painted a strange mottled brown that had the appearance of nicotine stains.

I’d wanted to change all that. Breathe fresh life into every room.

‘Is this fireplace original?’

‘Yes.’ Another small step forwards. ‘I really love the veins in the marble,’ I told him.

‘And the tiles?’

‘They’re replacements. The original tiles were too damaged to keep but I took pictures and sourced the ones you can see in a reclamation yard. We wanted any changes to be as sympathetic as they could be.’

‘Original floorboards?’ he asked, flexing on the balls of his feet.

‘Yes. Every one of them.’

And didn’t I know it. The floorboards had been a true labour of love. I’d lifted the tattered carpets that had concealed them, then sanded the boards back, cleaned them, varnished them, filling every crevice of the house with dust. I’d worn safety goggles and a mask for the sanding work but it hadn’t stopped me from being plagued by a dry cough for weeks afterwards.

Donovan squatted and smoothed his gloved fingertips over the finish before looking up at me for a lingering moment.

‘Listen, if I don’t end up buying this place, will you give me the name of your builders? The care and workmanship that’s gone into this is really something.’

I teetered.

‘I could,’ I told him, ‘but it wouldn’t help you. We did nearly all of it ourselves.’

‘Seriously?’ He looked amazed. ‘Is your boyfriend in the trade?’

‘No.’ I actually laughed. ‘Sam’s a lecturer in psychology and behavioural sciences at LSE.’

And he would be the first to admit he wasn’t a natural at DIY. Sam was tall and gangly with a head of spiky, permanently unruly dark hair. I loved him, but he was much more suited to ordering smashed avocado on toast and an oat milk macchiato at our local hipster cafe than he was at putting up a set of shelves. It had sometimes been excruciating to watch him struggle to heft bags of damp plaster and rubble out to one of the many skips we’d had deposited in the street outside.

‘And you?’ Donovan asked.

I lifted my shoulders. ‘It’s amazing what you can learn by reading books.’

‘Why does something tell me you’re being too modest?’

‘Well, I do have a bit of a background in interior design.’

‘Ah. That explains it.’ He glanced around again from his crouched position, the soles of his tan brogues squeaking against the floor.

‘But we didn’t cut any corners, if that’s what you’re thinking,’ I said quickly. ‘Refurbishing this place has been my life for the past couple of years.’

There was more truth to that than he knew. Probably more than I wanted to admit. For a long time I’d felt bad that I wasn’t earning a wage and paying my way because my fledgling interior design business had failed to take off. Gradually, though, Sam had convinced me I was the one doing him a favour. I could oversee all the renovation and design work for him and I could help him save on labour costs. And when we were finished, he could apply his photography skills to take shots of the finished house for a design portfolio I could present to future clients. Supposing I could ever summon the courage to put myself out there again . . .

‘Did you buy the house as a project?’

‘No. It belonged to Sam’s grandparents before us. They lived here from the early sixties, but obviously the house is Victorian originally.’

‘Right.’ Donovan rose up and advanced towards the bay window, carefully separating the shutter blinds we’d installed and analysing the sash units they concealed. ‘May I?’

‘Please.’

He unscrewed the security bolt holding the nearest window shut and eased the sash upwards. It glided freely on the hidden counterweight system until it hit the buffer about two-thirds of the way up.

‘You had these replaced?’ he asked, rubbing the timber.

‘In the end we did. We went backwards and forwards on it, but ultimately we decided it would be better to have double glazing installed rather than keeping the original single-pane glass. We paid good money for authentic frames.’

A rush of noise swept in from the street. The drone of a passing car engine. A shout from one of the builders nearby. The repetitive chirp of a warning signal on a reversing vehicle.

The backbeat to the city.

It was always reassuring to me that there were so many people and so much going on around us. But even so, it was gratifying to hear how muffled the sounds became when Donovan closed the window and retightened the bolt.

I watched him gently swing the shutter blinds back into position, tilting the blades, admiring the mechanism, humming to himself. His eyes seemed to go inwards for a second, as if his mind was elsewhere.

‘All this work.’ He turned to face me, adjusting the fit of his gloves. Perhaps I should have set the thermostat a degree higher. ‘Why are you selling, if you don’t mind my asking?’

Because we have to.

But instead I summoned a smile and gave him the prepared response – the one we’d given to Bethany.

‘We love the house, and it’s been tough to put it on the market, but we made the decision that it was time for us to leave London as a couple.’

He nodded slowly, his lips parting slightly, as if he was about to ask more, then he drifted towards the shelves beside the fireplace. He leaned closer as he looked at a framed photograph of Sam and me.

Sam had snapped it using the timer on one of his old cameras. We’d been sitting at a picnic table outside our local pub last summer. In the image, Sam had his arms wrapped around me. I was leaning back against him wearing a Breton top with my sunglasses on top of my head. I looked happy and relaxed but it was easy for me to remember how shattered I’d been.

There were other photographs, too. Most were candid black-and-white shots of me around the house, carrying out different projects in my decorating gear. There were pictures of me tiling the bathroom, painting our bedroom ceiling, hanging wallpaper. Sam had been a keen amateur photographer since he was little. It was a passion he’d picked up from his grandfather, whose equipment he’d inherited along with the house, later adding to it with several more expensive cameras and lenses of his own. I felt a twinge of guilt as I thought about how Sam had been forced to sell everything on eBay six months ago to help fund the new bathroom suite we’d installed.

‘Where are you heading once you leave London?’ Donovan asked.

I held off on answering, my pulse fluttering in my throat. When he glanced at me for my answer, he gave no indication that he might have overstepped the mark.

‘We haven’t decided yet. The current plan is to go travelling for a year. See the world. Sam is set on Canada. I mostly want to lie on exotic beaches and swim in the ocean.’

A muscle twitched in his cheek. ‘Sounds like an adventure.’

‘Would you like to see the kitchen?’
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Sam

‘So listen,’ Sam said, looking at each of the five people in front of him in turn, ‘I thought I should begin by telling you a bit about me. The first thing to say is that I’m an Assistant Professor here in the Department of Psychological and Behavioural Science. Some of my main research interests are in how we quantify happiness and how we can help people to change their behaviour and make positive choices to lead happier and healthier lives, but – and this is where you all come in – I’m also fascinated by phobias. And yes, I get my kicks from the really weird ones.’

The Artist and the Lost Girl humoured him with smiles. The Athlete straightened in his chair, alert and attentive. The Boxer scowled, scratching at his swollen belly, while the Librarian kept glancing towards the door as if he was contemplating leaving.

‘What I’m really saying is you can relax. Or try to relax. Because whatever fears you’ve come here to share today, I will probably find you super interesting. But more than that – and I hope you’ll all see this as reassuring rather than a challenge – you should probably also know how unlikely it is that you’ll tell me anything that will surprise me. There are a whole host of recognized phobias, and numerous recurrent and recognized patterns with phobias, and over the years I’ve probably heard them all.’

Sam paused to take the temperature in the room. Most of them seemed to be with him so far. He would have guessed the Boxer would be guarded and hard to win over, and he wasn’t altogether surprised by the Librarian’s skittish vibe. But experience had taught him how vital it was to lay out his credentials and his expectations in order to build a foundation of trust.

Leaning forwards, he rested his elbows on his thighs and pressed his fingertips together. A little stagey, but it worked.

‘A quick primer on phobias,’ he continued, ‘because you may be wondering if you really have one, and if you do, if it’s even that big a deal. And it may not be, but it could be, and if it is, I want you to know that I am here to help you. I can give you some strategies to think about, some exercises to try at home, and I can also recommend specialist therapists if that becomes appropriate.’

‘What kind of exercises?’ the Boxer asked.

‘I’ll explain more a bit later, if that’s OK?’

‘What if they don’t work?’

‘Odds are they will. In fact, the odds are very good that they’ll work comprehensively. A lot of the people who have come to these support groups in the past have found them hugely beneficial.’

‘Well, that’s reassuring.’ The Artist smiled, hunching her shoulders.

‘Good,’ Sam said. ‘The other thing I think it’s important to make clear early on is that we all have fears and stresses in our lives. That’s perfectly normal. For example, right now I have a house that I’ve inherited and am trying to sell, and while that should probably be a good thing, it also comes with a lot of baggage. Financial worries. Stress. Guilt. Will I be able to sell it? When will I sell it? How? But even though it’s keeping me up at night, that’s really a regular worry. It’s part of the stresses and strains of normal life. With phobias, what we’re talking about is a persistent, unreasonable and excessive fear that can become all-consuming, sometimes overwhelming.’

He paused again, aware of the watchful silence in the room, the way all five of them were now hanging on his words as if maybe – just maybe – he really did hold the key that could unlock them from the mental cages they were trapped in.

‘Left untreated, as I’m guessing some of you have been finding, any phobia can make going about your normal life increasingly challenging.’

The Boxer grunted. ‘Try impossible.’

‘Then why don’t you go first?’ Sam said to him. ‘Can you tell us about what you’ve been experiencing?’
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Donovan went ahead of me down the trio of steps towards the vast kitchen island. We’d had bookshelves built into the near end and there was a sink in the middle. Three wooden bar stools were arranged along the right-hand side, facing across the island towards the range cooker that was fitted amid the run of grey Shaker-style cabinets butted up against the opposite wall.

I hung back, keeping my distance.

‘I can see you went all-out on this,’ Donovan said, bumping his fist on the granite countertop.

‘We did.’

It was almost embarrassing that the kitchen was so grand when most of the meals we ate in it were modest. Sam and I rarely cooked anything fancy. And not simply because we couldn’t afford it right now. Our tastes were pretty basic, which was something Sam liked to joke about. Only last week he’d made a big, goofy production out of serving me soup and a sandwich by candlelight.

‘When was it fitted?’

‘Just under three months ago. There are still some cupboards we haven’t put anything in yet. It was one of the last jobs we completed. They’re all top-quality appliances. There’s a steam oven. The American fridge-freezer. A built-in coffee machine. Sam talked me into getting two dishwashers.’

‘Two?’

‘When one is working, you stack the other one. It keeps the surfaces clean and uncluttered.’

‘Huh. And is that important to Sam?’

A flicker of irritation.

‘To me as well.’

He nodded as if that made sense and reached out to release a steaming jet of water from the brass boiling-water tap over the sink. When he switched the tap off again, he hummed in appreciation.

‘This whole place is immaculate.’

‘We like to keep things neat.’

‘Wish I could say the same about my place. Is it always like this, or have you styled it this way for selling?’

His tone was casual but I sensed the real question lurking beneath it. I got the impression he was trying to gauge how eager we were to sell.

Careful now.

‘Honestly, it’s a bit of both.’

‘I noticed that nearly all the photographs you have on display are of you working on the house. Is that something Bethany suggested?’

I felt my guard go up. I thought I understood what he was driving at. Common wisdom had it that you should remove personal touches, such as photographs of family and friends, if you wanted a buyer to be able to picture themselves living in your home. But the reality was our decision to feature photographs of the renovation process had nothing to do with Bethany or any advice she might have given us.

Unsurprisingly, though, I wasn’t about to tell a complete stranger that the reason I had no wider family photographs up was because I had no family to appear in them. Or that when I’d moved to London a few years ago, it was shortly after I’d discovered that my ex had been sleeping with my best friend. I’d cut myself off from them and nearly all the people back home who reminded me of my past life because I’d been determined to make a fresh start in the city.

It was a similar story for Sam. Seeing pictures of his parents around the place would just cause him pain. They’d died when he was a teenager, long before we’d met. His grandparents had taken him in. It was another reason this house meant so much to him.

‘Sorry,’ Donovan said, waving a hand. ‘Not my business.’ He moved on to the end of the island, where he ducked and looked under the counter. ‘Nice wine cooler.’

‘Thanks.’

‘Who’s the Sauvignon blanc fan?’

‘That’s mostly me.’

As it happened, Sam was generally a lager drinker on the rare occasions when he drank at all, whereas I had a glass of wine most nights. Sometimes, when the fear and paranoia got its hooks in me, I secretly drank in the afternoons, too.

‘What can you tell me about the neighbours?’ Donovan asked, straightening up and crossing towards the Crittall doors at the back of the kitchen space, next to the wall of brickwork we’d exposed and the oak dining table and the benches that I’d draped with sheepskin throws.

I watched as he put his face towards the glass, craned his neck and gazed up at the terraced properties on either side of us.

‘One side is a couple with teenage kids. They’re lawyers in the City. The kids are out at school most of the day.’

‘They don’t play the drums, do they?’

‘Luckily, no. They’re away right now on holiday. The kids are at private school, so it’s half-term for them. They have a second home in Cornwall.’

‘And the other side?’

‘John. He’s retired.’

‘And them?’ He pointed to the rear of the terraced house that overlooked our back garden. It faced onto the next street along.

‘No idea, I’m afraid. London.’

For a second, it was as if he hadn’t heard me. His attention remained locked on the back of the house and I realized I should probably say something more if privacy was important to him. In my head, I tried to think what Bethany might say.

‘But I can tell you they’re hardly ever out in their back garden. You’ll see from upstairs that it’s a bit of a mess, so they don’t use it often. And really, it’s only the bathroom window and that one bedroom window that overlooks us, so we’ve never had any concerns.’

He remained silent, weighing that up, before pointing to the key in the lock by his hip.

‘Can I take a look?’

‘Of course.’

He turned the key quickly and pushed the door open, stepping through into our back garden. My little oasis.

The space was only modest, so I’d kept everything as simple as possible. The porcelain patio tiles were a modern bluish-grey that shimmered like ice on a rainy day. We’d laid them at the exact same height as the floor inside to give the impression of a seamless transition between inside and out, and we’d hired an electrician to wire in some discreet uplighters. I’d whitewashed the brick walls and then Sam and I had worked together to fit contemporary slatted fence panels along the tops. In the far corner I’d designed a seating area with a shade sail above it. It was surrounded by raised beds and pots with a collection of topiary, lavender and kitchen plants to give some greenery and structure.

As Donovan took it all in, I ventured towards the open doorway, seizing hold of the metal frame for support and leaning my upper body out into the cool, damp air.

Another recent memory came back to me. Late at night and not so very long ago, I’d slow-danced with Sam out here to the music playing on our kitchen radio. Sam was a truly terrible dancer, but he’d slowly relaxed into it and I’d relaxed into him. It was a reminder that it wouldn’t only be our blood, sweat and tears we said goodbye to when we sold this house. It would be a lot of sweet moments, too.

‘What do you think?’ I asked Donovan.

He was gazing up at the neighbouring properties again, eyeing them carefully. ‘There’s no rear access?’

‘None. Our neighbour’s back garden is the other side of that wall. There’s no alley running between us.’

‘Has that been a problem?’

‘Not for us. It’s better for privacy. And security.’ I instinctively raised a hand to my throat, then covered up the move by pointing towards the cafe table and chairs in the corner. ‘It can be a really peaceful spot. Lovely in the spring and summer.’

‘Mmm.’

It bothered me that he wasn’t showing much interest in the seating area. I’d been really pleased with how it had turned out. Instead, he tipped his head back, cupping his hands around his eyes as he studied the back of our house.

‘The roof is new,’ I told him. ‘Getting the tiles replaced was the first job we tackled.’

‘You’re saying all the right things, Lucy.’

‘Am I?’

‘When Bethany gets here, I’m going to have to tell her she’s in danger of being out of a job.’ He dropped his arms and gave the rest of the garden a cursory once-over. ‘Did she say when she was hoping to make it?’

‘No. Just as soon as she could.’

He stared at me without breaking eye contact – almost as if he was looking through me – and that was when I felt it. The tingles in my spine. The prickles on my skin. The strange and nervy sensation that someone was sneaking up on me.

Not now.

But I couldn’t resist.

Using his question about Bethany as an excuse, I spun around, making a show out of leaning to one side and gazing through the kitchen towards the front door.

A flush of relief.

Nobody was there.

‘Basement next?’

I startled and whirled back to find him standing right next to me.

‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘I didn’t mean to make you jump.’
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Sam

‘With me, it’s about being sick,’ the Boxer said.

‘Actually, I have the same problem,’ the Athlete cut in. ‘I’m a hypochondriac, too.’

‘Nah, not like that. I’m talking about being sick sick. Like . . .’ The Boxer stopped himself and raised a closed fist in front of his mouth. His cheeks and eyes bulged. He was wearing a faded polo shirt and Sam watched with some concern as he cupped a pudgy hand over the emblem of an alligator that covered his heart.

‘It’s OK,’ Sam told him, aware of the others in the group backing away. ‘Take your time.’

The big man nodded and bowed his domed head, keeping his fist clamped to his mouth, looking down at the ground. He blew air through his cheeks some more. The back of his neck was flushed. When he looked up, his complexion was florid, his eyes damp and blurred. He wiped his lips before speaking.
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