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			Epigraphs

			Mr Darkwood, once so interested in romantic love and whatever anyone had to say about it, was now thoroughly sick of the topic. Why did these lovers always repeat themselves? Didn’t they ever get tired of hearing themselves talk?

			Eve Ottenberg, The Widow’s Opera

			Like all addicts, signature killers work from a script, engaging in repetitive behaviour to the point of obsessiveness.

			Robert D. Keppel and William J. Birnes, Signature Killers

			We may say that the patient does not remember anything of what he has forgotten and repressed, but acts it out. He reproduces it not as a memory but as an action; he repeats it, without, of course, knowing that he is repeating it.

			Sigmund Freud, Remembering, Repeating and Working-Through

			My fascination with letting images repeat and repeat – or in film’s case ‘run on’ – manifests my belief that we spend much of our lives seeing without observing.

			Andy Warhol
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			1. Please make a list of every possession you consider essential to your life.

		




		
			Then: Emma

			It’s a lovely little flat, the letting agent says with what could almost pass for genuine enthusiasm. Close to the amenities. And you’ve got that private bit of roof. That could become a sun terrace, subject of course to the freeholder’s consent.

			Nice, Simon agrees, trying not to catch my eye. I’d known the flat was no good as soon as I saw that six-foot stretch of roof below one of the windows. Si knows it too but he doesn’t want to tell the agent, or at least not so soon it’ll seem rude. He might even hope that if I listen to the man’s stupid patter long enough I’ll waver. The agent’s Simon’s kind of bloke: sharp, laddish, eager. He probably reads the magazine Simon works for. They were exchanging football chat before we even got up the stairs.

			And here you’ve got a decent-size bedroom, the agent’s saying. With ample—

			It’s no good, I interrupt, cutting short the charade. It’s not right for us.

			The agent raises his eyebrows. You can’t be too choosy in this market, he says. This’ll be gone by tonight. Five viewings today, and it’s not even on our website yet.

			It’s not secure enough, I say flatly. Shall we go?

			There are locks on all the windows, he points out. Plus a Chubb on the door. You could always install a burglar alarm, if security’s a particular concern. I don’t think the landlord would have any objection.

			He’s talking across me now, to Simon. Particular concern. He might as well have said, Oh, is the girlfriend a bit of a drama queen?

			I’ll wait outside, I say, turning to leave.

			Realising he’s blundered, the agent adds, If it’s the area that’s the problem, perhaps you should have a think further west.

			We already have, Simon says. It’s all out of our budget. Apart from the ones the size of a teabag.

			He’s trying to keep the frustration out of his voice, but the fact that he needs to riles me even more.

			There’s a one-bed in Queen’s Park, the agent says. A bit grotty, but . . .

			We looked at it, Simon says. In the end, we felt it was just a bit too close to that estate.

			His tone makes it clear that we means she.

			Or there’s a third-floor just come on in Kilburn—

			That too. There was a drainpipe next to one of the windows.

			The agent looks puzzled.

			Someone could have climbed it, Simon explains.

			Right. Well, the letting season’s only just started. Perhaps if you wait a bit.

			The agent has clearly decided we’re time-wasters. He too is sidling towards the door. I go and stand outside, on the landing, so he won’t come near me.

			We’ve already given notice on our old place, I hear Simon say. We’re running out of options. He lowers his voice. Look, mate, we were burgled. Five weeks ago. Two men broke in and threatened Emma with a knife. You can see why she’d be a bit jumpy.

			Oh, the agent says. Shit. If someone did that to my girlfriend I don’t know what I’d do. Look, this might be a long shot, but . . . His voice trails off.

			Yes? Simon says.

			Has anyone at the office mentioned One Folgate Street to you?

			I don’t think so. Has it just come on?

			Not exactly, no.

			The agent seems unsure whether to pursue this or not.

			But it’s available? Simon persists.

			Technically, yes, the agent says. And it’s a fantastic property. Absolutely fantastic. In a different league to this. But the landlord’s . . . To say he’s particular would be putting it mildly.

			What area? Simon asks.

			Hampstead, the agent says. Well, more like Hendon. But it’s really quiet.

			Em? Simon calls.

			I go back inside. We might as well take a look, I say. We’re halfway there now.

			The agent nods. I’ll stop by the office, he says. See if I can locate the details. It’s been a while since I took anyone round, actually. It’s not a place that would suit just anyone. But I think it might be right up your street. Sorry, no pun intended.

		




		
			Now: Jane

			‘That’s the last one.’ The estate agent, whose name is Camilla, drums her fingers on the steering wheel of her Smart car. ‘So really, it’s time to make up our minds.’

			I sigh. The flat we’ve just viewed, in a run-down mansion block off West End Lane, is the only one in my price range. And I’d just about persuaded myself it was all right – ignoring the peeling wallpaper, the faint smell of someone else’s cooking seeping up from the flat below, the poky bedroom and the mould spattered across the unventilated bathroom – until I’d heard a bell being rung nearby, an old-fashioned handbell, and the place was suddenly filled with the noise of children. Going to the window, I found myself looking down at a school. I could see into a room being used by a toddler group, the windows hung with cut-outs of paper bunnies and geese. Pain tugged at my insides.

			‘I think I’ll pass on this one,’ I managed to say.

			‘Really?’ Camilla seemed surprised. ‘Is it the school? The previous tenants said they rather liked the sound of children playing.’

			‘Though not so much they decided to stay.’ I turned away. ‘Shall we go?’

			Now Camilla leaves a long, tactical silence as she drives us back to her office. Eventually she says, ‘If nothing we saw today took your fancy, we might have to think about upping your budget.’

			‘Unfortunately, my budget can’t budge,’ I say drily, looking out of the window.

			‘Then you might have to be a bit less picky,’ she says tartly.

			‘About that last one. There are . . . personal reasons why I can’t live next to a school. Not right now.’

			I see her eyes going to my stomach, still a little flabby from my pregnancy, and widen as she makes the connection. ‘Oh,’ she says. Camilla isn’t quite as dim as she looks, for which I’m grateful. She doesn’t need me to spell it out.

			Instead, she seems to come to a decision.

			‘Look, there is one other place. We’re not really meant to show it without the owner’s express permission, but occasionally we do anyway. It freaks some people out, but personally I think it’s amazing.’

			‘An amazing property on my budget? We’re not talking about a houseboat, are we?’

			‘God, no. Almost the opposite. A modern building in Hendon. A whole house – only one bedroom, but loads of space. The owner is the architect. He’s actually really famous. Do you ever buy clothes at Wanderer?’

			‘Wanderer . . .’ In my previous life, when I had money and a proper, well-paid job, I did sometimes go into the Wanderer shop on Bond Street, a terrifyingly minimalist space where a handful of eye-wateringly expensive dresses were laid out on thick stone slabs like sacrificial virgins, and the sales assistants dressed in black kimonos. ‘Occasionally. Why?’

			‘The Monkford Partnership designs all their stores. He’s what they call a techno-minimalist or something. Lots of hidden gadgetry, but otherwise everything’s completely bare.’ She shoots me a look. ‘I should warn you, some people find his style a bit . . . austere.’

			‘I can cope with that.’

			‘And . . .’

			‘Yes?’ I prompt, when she doesn’t go on.

			‘It’s not a straightforward landlord–tenant agreement,’ she says hesitantly.

			‘Meaning?’

			‘I think,’ she says, flicking down her indicator and moving into the left-hand lane, ‘we should take a look at the property first, see if you fall in love with it. Then I’ll explain the drawbacks.’

		




		
			Then: Emma

			OK, so the house is extraordinary. Amazing, breathtaking, incredible. Words can’t do it justice.

			The street outside had given no clue. Two rows of big, nondescript houses, with that familiar Victorian red-brick/sash-window combo you see all over north London, marched up the hill towards Cricklewood like a chain of figures cut from newspaper, each one an exact copy of the next. Only the front doors and the little coloured windows above them were different.

			At the end, on the corner, was a fence. Beyond it I could see a low, small construction, a compact cube of pale stone. A few horizontal slits of glass, scattered apparently at random, were the only indication that it really was a house and not some giant paperweight.

			Wow, Simon says doubtfully. Is this really it?

			Certainly is, the agent says cheerfully. One Folgate Street.

			He takes us round the side, where a door is fitted into the wall, perfectly flush. There doesn’t seem to be a bell – in fact, I can’t see a handle or a letter box either; no nameplate, nothing to indicate human occupation at all.

			The agent pushes the door, which swings open.

			Who lives here now? I ask.

			No one at the moment, he says, standing aside for us to go in.

			So why wasn’t it locked? I say nervously, hanging back.

			The agent smirks. It was, he goes. There’s a digital key on my smartphone. One app controls everything. All I have to do is switch it from Unoccupied to Occupied. After that, it’s all automatic – the house’s sensors pick up the code and let me in. If I wear a digital bracelet, I don’t even need the phone.

			You are kidding me, Simon says, awestruck, staring at the door. I almost laugh out loud at his reaction. For Simon, who loves his gadgets, the idea of a house you can control from your phone is like all his best birthday presents rolled into one.

			I step into a tiny hall, barely larger than a cupboard. It’s too small to stand in comfortably once the agent has followed me, so without waiting to be asked I go on through.

			This time it’s me who says wow. It really is spectacular. Huge windows, looking on to a tiny garden and a high stone wall, flood the inside with light. It isn’t big, but it feels spacious. The walls and floors are all made of the same pale stone. Notches running along the base of each wall give the impression they’re floating in the air. And it’s empty. Not unfurnished – I can see a stone table in a room to one side, some designery-looking, very cool dining chairs, a long, low sofa in a heavy cream fabric – but there’s nothing else, nothing for the eye to catch on to. No doors, no cupboards, no pictures, no window frames, no electric sockets that I can see, no light fittings or – I look around, perplexed – even light switches. And although it doesn’t feel abandoned or unlived in, there’s absolutely no clutter.

			Wow, I say again. My voice has an odd, muffled quality. I realise I can’t hear anything from the street outside. The ever-present London background noise of traffic and scaffolding riggers and car alarms has gone.

			Most people say that, the agent agrees. Sorry to be a pain, but the landlord insists we remove our shoes. Would you . . . ?

			He bends down to unlace his own flashy footwear. We follow suit. And then, as if the stark, bare emptiness of the house has sucked all his patter out of him, he simply pads about in his socks, apparently as dumbstruck as we are, while we look round.
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