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Praise for Nosy Neighbours




‘Touching, entertaining and deeply compassionate, Nosy Neighbours is a tribute to the power of unexpected community and a portrait of two women who take the risk of healing.’


—Shelf Awareness







‘Freya Sampson is a master at creating complicated, nuanced characters you care deeply about, and Nosy Neighbours is no exception! While a mystery is the central engine of the book, the true story lies in the mundane lives of the residents of Shelley House and the pain each person carries within them. A fun and beautiful book about the devastating power secrets can have on our lives and the many ways community can help you heal.’


—Mia P. Manansala, author of the Agatha, Anthony and Macavity Award-winning Arsenic and Adobo







‘Sampson delivers a lovely cosy crime mystery! A pair of mismatched sleuths cleverly unites their mistrustful London apartment building community in a story of found family that brims over with warmth and charm.’


—USA Today bestselling author Sherry Thomas







‘Nosy Neighbours is addictive reading. Freya Sampson has a wonderful talent for creating characters that feel vividly true to life, and it really shines here. This warm and moving novel is layered with mystery, emotion and heart as it explores its powerful themes of guilt and community. I just know readers are going to love it as much as I do.’


—India Holton, international bestselling author of The Geographer’s Map to Romance







‘A fun, heartwarming community caper, this book reminds us that while we can’t choose our neighbours, we often end up with exactly the ones we need – even if they infuriate us at first.’


—Mikki Brammer, author of The Collected Regrets of Clover







‘A sweet, uplifting story that explores how a group of strangers can ultimately become a community – and perhaps solve a mystery or two along the way!’


—Nikki Erlick, New York Times bestselling author of The Measure







‘Nosy Neighbours is an utterly adorable novel filled with heart and mystery. Freya Sampson gets better and better.’


—Clare Pooley, New York Times bestselling author of Iona Iverson’s Rules for Commuting







‘Freya Sampson never fails to make me cry in the best possible way, and Nosy Neighbours is no exception. While the characters try to solve a mystery in their quest to save their beloved home, it becomes apparent that the real mystery is how they ended up in that situation in the first place – a mystery Sampson slowly unravels with the utmost care for their humanity and abundant charm. It’s impossible not to root for Dorothy, Kat and even Shelley House itself.’


—Tori Anne Martin, USA Today bestselling author of This Spells Disaster







‘Nosy Neighbours is a real hug of a book, full of dynamic characters, intrigue, courage and kindness. I loved it!’


– Hazel Prior, bestselling author of How the Penguins Saved Veronica







‘Touching and thrilling all at once. I loved this clever mystery about friendship, loss and the power of community. Highly recommended!’


—Tess Amy, author of The Confidence Games







‘The ultimate cosy mystery. . . . If you love Only Murders in the Building, you’ll love this.’


—theSkimm







‘A story that will make you laugh, make you try to guess whodunit, and also feels like a warm hug!’


—Chick Lit Central







‘Sampson once again presents a charming story about intergenerational friendship leading to healing. . . . This heartwarming tale is full of subtle humour and rich characters.’


—Booklist







‘The tenants are as crafty and charming as the house in this all’s‑well-that-ends-well tale.’


—Kirkus Reviews








Praise for The Girl on the 88 Bus




‘It’s as sweet as it sounds – a literary cup of cocoa. Sampson reminds us that there’s value in the “failures” in life – missed connections, broken relationships, unattained college degrees. They may, inadvertently, set us on the right path. Same for small daily interactions like a conversation on public transport. . . . If you’re looking for a little hope, or a reminder of how chance encounters can change life for the better, this is the ticket.’


—USA Today







‘A heartfelt story about chance, loss and ageing, populated by messy characters you will root for in this delightful ride.’


—Montecito Journal







‘Freya Sampson’s writing is like a feel-good magical potion made of everything that’s beautiful in life: a hug, a cup of tea, a warm blanket, a puppy. The Girl on the 88 Bus is the perfect sophomore novel: the descriptions of London are whimsical and immersive; the characters are relatable and lovable; the story is uplifting and romantic, full of emotions and heart, celebrating the importance of making human connections and embracing our dreams. This book is my happy place! Whatever Freya writes next, I’m on board.’


—Ali Hazelwood, #1 New York Times bestselling author of Deep End







‘It’s hard to think of another book quite as delightful as this one. The Girl on the 88 Bus is basically the best hug in the world in book form. It’s a story about love and second chances and the best kind of unlikely friendships. Pick up this book if you’re yearning for some joy in your life!’


—Jesse Q. Sutanto, USA Today bestselling author of Vera Wong’s Guide to Snooping (on a Dead Man)







‘The Girl on the 88 Bus is one of the loveliest novels I’ve read. Gorgeously written, it’s brimming over with hope, inspiration and endearing humour. I completely adored this wonderful, warm hug of a book.’


—India Holton, international bestselling author of The Geographer’s Map to Romance







‘Freya Sampson’s The Girl on the 88 Bus is an unputdownable masterpiece of heart, hope and humanity. I cheered, swooned and gasped with each turn of the plot, staying up well past my bedtime because I needed to know what would happen next. Sampson’s lovable cast of characters will steal your heart, lift your spirit and make you wish you were a passenger on the 88 bus. Do yourself a favour and buy this book; you won’t regret coming along for the ride.’


—Sarah Grunder Ruiz, author of Last Call at the Local







‘A gorgeous story that’s equal parts heartbreaking and heartwarming. A reminder that love is unwavering and ageless and will always carry us through. Freya Sampson is a brilliant writer.’


—Lia Louis, author of Better Left Unsent







‘In these chaotic times, this is a much-needed story about kindness, the importance of friendship and the wonder of hope. The Girl on the 88 Bus is a delight, a beautiful example of how the ripples from one chance encounter can change many lives for the better. I loved it. Everyone should read this book!’


—Jenny Bayliss, author of Kiss Me at Christmas







‘Sampson’s true gift is bringing to life an improvised family of three-dimensional characters with real struggles and real humanity. In a way, The Girl on the 88 Bus is the ultimate literary British Invasion, uniting the Beatles’ “With a Little Help from My Friends” with the Rolling Stones’ “You Can’t Always Get What You Want”.’


—BookPage







‘Sampson has done a masterful job of misdirection, offering tidbits of information that seem to lead one way but then are shown to have been leading somewhere else altogether. This is an engaging read that touches on ageing and the physical incapacities it brings, lost and misplaced love, the power of accepting people as they truly are, finding the reliance to build a life on one’s own, and the family that can be forged in friendships. A warming story of love and happiness found despite hardships, difficulties and the passage of time.’


—Kirkus Reviews








Praise for The Last Library




‘A wonderfully warm and uplifting story of kindness, community and love that made me laugh, cry and cheer.’


– Clare Pooley, New York Times bestselling author of Iona Iverson’s Rules for Commuting







‘The Last Library is a heart-squeezing and charming story about grief, love and the power of community. An absolute delight.’


—Colleen Oakley, USA Today bestselling author of Jane and Dan at the End of the World







‘The Last Library is absolutely irresistible! Curl up and indulge in Freya Sampson’s charming novel about a shy librarian in a small town with a great cause. You’ll have such a good time, and you’ll love the unexpected twist at the end!’


—Nancy Thayer, New York Times bestselling author of Summer Light on Nantucket







‘Both spellbinding and tender, The Last Library is a gorgeous love letter to books, a celebration of the characters that make a community, and an inspiring call to muster our courage and fight for the things that matter. Simply put, this book is sublime.’


—Libby Hubscher, author of Play for Me







‘Sampson has created a gem of a book populated by vivid personalities and a story that weaves together heroes and villains, love and loss, mourning and growth, as it follows June and the Chalcot community as they seek to save their library – which offers so much more than books. A delightful exploration of personal growth, inner strength and the importance of family, friends and love.’


—Kirkus Reviews (starred review)







‘Fans of libraries and heartfelt, humourous women’s fiction with a powerful message and a hint of romance won’t want to miss this one! It’s so good that readers may very well devour it in one sitting.’


—Library Journal (starred review)







‘A sweet testament to the power of reading, community and the library.’


—Booklist







‘With The Last Library, British author Freya Sampson delivers a refreshingly feel-good first novel about the sustaining power of books and how libraries unite communities and forge lasting relationships that improve lives. . . . The Last Library unravels with great wit and tenderness. Sampson assembles clever, funny scenes where June transforms from a wallflower into a take-charge, crafty young woman who is forced to handle difficult people and navigate situations that enlarge her ingenuity. Readers will eagerly invest in the cause to save the library and be greatly amused by plot twists that play out with pleasant surprises and heart-tugging twists.’


—Shelf Awareness












Prologue


Nova


I call this emergency meeting of the St Tredock Community Book Club to order,’ Phyllis said, rapping her knuckle on the desk.


‘Hang on a sec, who put her in charge?’ Arthur grumbled.


‘Technically, Nova’s our chair, so she should start the meeting,’ Ash said.


‘Can you all stop arguing, please!’


Nova looked at the ragtag group in front of her. Phyllis had clearly come straight from bed, as she was wearing an old-fashioned nightie under her coat and her hair was held in place by rollers. Arthur’s weathered face was still red and puffy from all the crying he’d done during his confession earlier, and Ash was tapping away on his phone, his teenage brow furrowed in concentration. When Nova had set up this book club, it never occurred to her that one day she’d be holding a late-night meeting with this motley crew. But then again, it never occurred to her that one day they’d be investigating a murder either.


‘Are you sure your theory’s right?’ Ash asked, looking up from his phone. ‘It just seems so unlikely.’


‘I know it does, but how else do you explain all this?’ Nova signalled to the evidence laid out on the desk in front of them.


‘It’s all very well knowing who did it, but how are we going to prove it?’ Arthur said. ‘This lot doesn’t mean anything unless we can get a confession, and that’s hardly likely to happen.’


Nova glanced at Phyllis, who had gone quiet. Too quiet. ‘You’ve got a plan, haven’t you?’


‘Of course I have,’ the older woman said indignantly.


‘Let me guess; is it inspired by an Agatha Christie novel?’ Ash asked.


‘Haven’t I said all along that she’d have the answer?’ Phyllis said. ‘Now, Nova, how would you feel about having a couple of extra guests at your wedding?’


Nova swallowed; in all the drama of the past hour, she’d barely thought about the fact she was getting married in little more than twelve hours’ time. Assuming the wedding went ahead and she wasn’t arrested before then, of course.


‘Craig’s parents have invited most of the village to the church, so I suppose a few more guests won’t make any difference.’


‘Excellent!’ Phyllis turned to Arthur and Ash. ‘I hope you’ve both got clean suits, because tomorrow we’re going to catch a criminal: Miss Marple style.’









Chapter One


Nova


NINE DAYS EARLIER


Nova Davies closed her eyes and thrust her arm into the murky depths. She could feel the chill of the water through her rubber gloves as she groped around, reaching for the body.


‘Any luck?’ her colleague, Lauren, asked behind her.


‘There’s something here, but I can’t get a proper grip on it.’


‘Try and grasp a leg, that might give you something to pull on. Or else the hair.’


Nova delved further, trying not to think too hard about what else might be down there. Finally, she managed to close her fingers round a foot, and she yanked her arm back hard, freeing the victim with a loud splash.


‘Got her!’


She stood up from the toilet and turned round triumphantly, a soggy plastic doll in her hand.


Lauren shook her head as she opened the black bin bag she was holding. ‘I bet it was that Daryll Robins. I saw him lurking round the toilets earlier with an evil smirk on his face, plotting our downfall.’


‘The boy’s only six! Here, take Toilet Barbie while I wash my hands.’ Nova dropped the offending doll in the bag, along with her rubber gloves, and crossed to the sink.


‘Man, we do not get paid enough to deal with this nonsense,’ Lauren said with a dry laugh.


‘Good thing we love what we do, hey? And thanks for staying to help.’


‘No problem. You know St Tredock Community Centre rule number 17: never leave a comrade to face a blocked toilet alone!’


They headed down the corridor together, and Nova stopped outside the small meeting room, sighing when she saw the circle of empty chairs inside.


‘No one’s coming tonight, are they?’ she said.


‘Of course they will; you still have a few minutes.’


‘I’m not so sure. There were only four people last month, one of whom looked like he’d gotten lost on the way to the pub. Honestly, this book club is a disaster.’


‘Don’t be so defeatist. I once ran an over-sixties yoga class here for more than a year and it only ever had one member, and I don’t think he even mastered a downward facing dog. Now, that was a disaster.’


Nova smiled. ‘Thanks, that makes me feel a bit better.’


‘Just give it time. I’ve told you, this lot are deeply suspicious of anything – and anyone – new, but they’ll come round to you eventually.’


‘This lot’ was how Lauren referred to the residents of St Tredock, the small, picturesque Cornish village where the two women worked. Nova had moved to the area five months ago, but Lauren had lived here her whole life and took great pleasure in affectionately mocking her fellow natives.


‘I’m sorry I can’t stay and give you moral support, but Sam will never forgive me if I miss tonight’s pub quiz. I’ve got a parting gift for you though.’ Lauren reached into her rucksack and pulled out a packet of digestive biscuits. ‘I know what Phyllis is like, and your evening will be considerably easier if you have snacks.’


‘Oh, thank you. I meant to buy some earlier but forgot.’


‘No worries. Also, I’ve never been to a book club before, but don’t you need a copy of the book?’ Lauren’s eyes scanned the empty chairs, and Nova grimaced.


‘Ah, yes. Ideally you do, but I can’t find mine anywhere. I must have left it at home.’


‘It’s Where the Crawdads Sing, right? I’m sure I saw it on your desk this morning, under a pile of papers.’


‘Really? You’re a lifesaver!’


‘Right, I’d better get to the Anchor,’ Lauren said. ‘ Will you join us later?’


‘I’ll see how it goes here. If I don’t make it, tell Craig I’ll see him at home.’


‘Will do. Good luck with your crawdads!’


Lauren headed towards the front door, and Nova glanced at her watch; 6:59 and there was still no one here. She walked down the corridor, her footsteps echoing through the empty community centre. Nova hated being here alone, and she hummed as she unlocked the door and flicked on the light. The office was really a glorified cupboard, with barely space for the desks of her, Lauren and their boss, Sandy. Nova’s was nearest to the door, its surface invisible under assorted junk modeling from the after-school art club, some wilting potted plants she was trying to resurrect and several dirty coffee mugs. No wonder she kept losing things; she really must keep it tidier. Nova located her copy of Where the Crawdads Sing, which as Lauren had said was under a teetering pile of papers, then put on a slick of red lipstick and grabbed a plate for the biscuits.


She flicked off the office light and stepped back out into the corridor. As she was locking the door, Nova heard a sudden bang to her right. Her heart leaped and she swung round, adrenaline coursing through her veins as she prepared to defend herself.


‘That wind! There’s a storm coming tonight, Craddock, you wait and see.’


Phyllis Hudson was stepping into the entrance foyer, untying a plastic rain-hood from under her chin. The septuagenarian was a familiar sight at the community centre. Nova saw her squat figure and distinctive blue-rinsed perm at the knit and natter group on a Monday, at the Silver Swans senior ballet class on a Thursday and at the food bank on a Friday. In fact, she was such a regular that Nova had been told to turn a blind eye to Craddock, the elderly, arthritic English bulldog that accompanied Phyllis at all times, in blatant contravention of the centre’s no‑animals policy. The dog was lumbering in through the door now, wheezing like a sixty‑a‑day smoker.


‘Evening, Phyllis,’ Nova said, fixing a smile on her face.


‘What’s wrong with you? You look like you’ve witnessed a murder.’


‘Nothing, I’m fine. Come on in, I’m just setting up.’


Nova hurried to the meeting room and began laying out the biscuits. As she did, she took a deep breath, trying to slow her racing heart. It was just the door banging in the wind.


‘Digestives?’ Phyllis wrinkled her nose as she fed a biscuit to Craddock. ‘If you want people to come to your book club then you need to do better than this.’


‘Sorry, I’m afraid these are all I’ve got today.’


‘They’re not even McVitie’s ones. Beryl used to get us shortbread from M&S.’


Beryl had been Nova’s predecessor at the centre, a St Tredock local who’d been in the job for thirty years until Sandy caught her drinking whisky out of a coffee mug during the Under-Fives Stay and Play. Although Nova hadn’t even been living in Cornwall at the time, she was pretty sure there were some who blamed her for Beryl getting sacked, Phyllis included.


‘Next time you want to get some proper biscuits, like a Hobnob,’ the older woman continued. ‘But not the chocolate ones, mind, as Craddock can’t eat those.’


‘Noted, I promise,’ Nova said.


Phyllis sat down in a chair and Craddock lay heavily at her feet, farting with the exertion. Nova glanced at the clock and saw it was almost 7:05. Please, please let someone else come so it wasn’t just her and Phyllis for the next hour. They sat in silence for several minutes, the only sounds Phyllis munching biscuits and the snuffling snores coming from the dog’s direction.


‘Right, well it looks like it’s just us tonight, Phyllis. Shall we—’


‘Evening all, sorry I’m late!’


The door flew open and in strode Arthur Robinson, a giant of a man dressed in a thick woollen jumper and a pair of green corduroy trousers, his white beard in stark contrast to his ruddy, weather-beaten face. He was followed by Ash, a gangly teenager who was clearly still adjusting to his new height as he bumped into both the doorframe and a chair while crossing the room. He sat down at the far side of the circle and gave Nova an embarrassed nod of greeting before hiding behind his long, dark fringe.


‘Good evening both of you,’ Nova said, trying not to smile at Arthur. Although she knew she shouldn’t have favourites, she was always delighted to see the pensioner. He’d stumbled into her first book club meeting by accident, when there was a room mix‑up with the Carers Support Group summer social, and the eighty-one-year-old retired dairy farmer was now Nova’s most enthusiastic participant. Or rather, her only enthusiastic participant.


‘You look lovely tonight, Nova,’ Arthur said, nodding at her 1950s gingham swing dress. ‘You always bring a touch of glamour to the community centre. Oh, digestives, my favourite.’ He helped himself to a biscuit and sat down. ‘I’ve been looking forward to tonight all week. A hell of a book pick, I have to say.’


‘You enjoyed it, then?’ Nova said.


‘Absolutely! What a cracker, a real page-turner. Esi and I stayed up well past our bedtime to find out what happened.’


‘What did she think of it?’


‘She loved it, especially the bits with Tate. You know how my wife enjoys a proper love story.’


Nova had never met Esi Robinson, but Arthur had told her all about the woman. They’d been married for almost sixty years and lived on a farm a couple of miles inland from St Tredock. Esi was now housebound and Arthur was her carer. The woman apparently loved romance novels but was no longer able to read them herself, so Arthur read aloud to her every day. Part of the reason Nova had picked Delia Owens’s book was because she hoped Esi would enjoy the romance plot.


‘I didn’t think much of it at all,’ Phyllis said with a sniff. ‘Far too slow.’


‘I thought you might appreciate the whodunit part?’


‘I would if the story had focused on that, but instead there was all that nonsense about insects and birds. Honestly, reading it was like getting stuck behind Jimmy Wallis in the post office queue, waffling on about his twitching holidays.’


‘Esi and I loved all the nature bits,’ Arthur said. ‘Although I’ve never been to America, I felt like I was there among the herons and fireflies of the North Carolina marshes.’


‘What about you, Ash? Did you enjoy the book?’ Nova smiled encouragingly at the teenager, who looked panicked at being addressed directly.


‘Erm . . . eh . . . yeah? I mean, I’ve not really read anything like it before, so, I don’t know . . .’


‘You’re right, lad, it was different, wasn’t it?’ Arthur said, and Nova saw relief flash across the boy’s face before he retreated behind his hair. ‘Esi and I thought the same, that we weren’t sure we’d read anything quite like it.’


‘It wasn’t even a proper murder mystery,’ Phyllis grumbled. ‘I worked out who did it by chapter three. And where were the red herrings? The misdirection and twists? And don’t get me started on that terrible ending. When he—’


‘Before we discuss the ending, why don’t we chat about some of the themes in the book?’ Nova said. ‘I thought we could start by talking about Kya’s abandonment, which is a running theme starting from—’


She was interrupted by a loud creak as the door swung open. Nova glanced up to see the miserable-looking man who’d come for the first time last month, and who she’d been sure wouldn’t come back. His expression was even unhappier this evening, exhaustion etched around his eyes, and there was a large splatter of ketchup on the front of his shirt. He had a bulging bag slung over his shoulder and was clutching a copy of Where the Crawdads Sing.


‘Oh, hi . . .’ Nova faltered, trying to remember his name.


‘Michael,’ the man said quietly.


‘Of course, lovely to see you again. Come on in, we’ve only just started.’


He hovered in the doorway for a moment, his eyes flicking around the occupants of the room. There were two free seats between Arthur and Phyllis, and he took the one next to the older man.


‘I see you’ve got the book with you,’ Nova said. ‘Did you enjoy it?’


Michael looked at the book in his hands as if only just realising it was there. ‘I only read a bit.’


She waited to see if he’d elaborate but he just stared at the cover.


‘Right, well we were about to discuss Kya’s abandonment by her family,’ Nova said. ‘I was interested to know what impact you all thought this had on the young girl, and how it shaped the woman she became?’


She looked round the circle, but the only person willing to catch her eye was Arthur. She gave him a small nod.


‘I thought it was heartbreaking. Especially her being left by her own mother aged just six. It made Kya think she was unlovable, and she carried that her whole life.’


‘It wasn’t the mother’s fault,’ Phyllis said, squinting at Arthur through narrow eyes. ‘That husband of hers was a violent thug who drove her away and threatened her kids if she ever came back.’


‘That’s true,’ Nova said. ‘Clearly Kya’s mother was terrified of her husband and—’


‘That’s no excuse,’ Michael interrupted.


They all turned to look at him; at the last meeting he’d not uttered a single word.


‘How do you mean?’ Nova asked.


‘Given she knew how awful life would be for Kya when she left, why didn’t she take her daughter with her? What kind of a monster abandons her own child like that?’


‘Hang on a second,’ Phyllis said, crossing her arms. ‘The book tells us the woman had a nervous breakdown, and yet somehow you’re blaming the poor bird for everything. That’s typical bloody men!’


‘Here we go again,’ Arthur muttered to Nova. Last meeting, Phyllis had taken umbrage when Arthur had made a critical comment about Agatha Christie’s The Murder at the Vicarage, and she’d spent fifteen minutes berating the man.


Nova cleared her throat to cut Phyllis off before she could launch into another rant. ‘I thought it was interesting how Kya uses examples from the animal world to try and understand the behaviour of humans. Did anyone else pick up on this?’


‘Like that mother fox who abandoned her babies for her own survival,’ Michael said with a grunt. ‘Kya’s mother did the same, leaving her kids in danger to protect herself like a—’


He stopped as his phone pinged. Michael pulled it from his pocket and looked at the screen, the colour draining from his face as he read the message. He thrust it away again and closed his eyes. Nova was about to ask if he was okay when Ash spoke up.


‘I don’t think it was the mum’s fault,’ he said, his voice so quiet Nova had to strain to hear him. ‘I think even Kya comes to understand her mum’s actions.’


‘Kya could empathise but these two clearly can’t,’ Phyllis snapped, nodding towards Michael and Arthur.


‘Okay, shall we move on?’ Nova said quickly. ‘The residents of Barkley Cove treat Kya as an outsider, and I wondered—’


But she didn’t get to finish her sentence, as at that moment Michael jumped up so abruptly that his chair fell over with a crash, grabbed his bag and ran out of the room.









Chapter Two


Nova


For a moment no one said anything as they all stared at the open door. Arthur was the first to speak.


‘What do you suppose is up with him?’


‘I don’t know, but something fishy is going on there, you mark my words,’ Phyllis said.


‘I’m sure he’ll be back any minute,’ Nova said. ‘Shall we carry on?’


They continued discussing the book, but after Michael’s sudden departure, all the energy seemed to have disappeared from the room. Ash had retreated into silence and Phyllis only piped up to disagree with Arthur. Nova tried to get the conversation going again, but her efforts fell flat, and after twenty minutes of stilted chat, she decided to admit defeat and wrap the meeting up early.


‘Before we head off, shall we pick our book for next month?’


No one answered, and Nova’s heart sank. This was the moment they were about to tell her they weren’t coming back again, and she could hardly blame them.


‘I’m happy to make a suggestion if no one else wants to,’ Arthur said.


‘If you’re sure, that would be great.’ Nova gave him a grateful smile. ‘You’re a fan of biographies, aren’t you? I don’t read much non-fiction so it would be great to try something new.’


‘Actually, I was going to suggest some fiction . . .’ He paused, and Nova saw his cheeks were even redder than normal. ‘As you know, my Esi loves a good historical romance. And while they’re not my cup of tea, I thought maybe we could read one of them for her?’


‘Oh, for goodness’ sake, not another soppy love story,’ Phyllis said, rolling her eyes. ‘In Beryl’s day we used to have a proper rota for who chose the books.’


‘I think that’s a lovely idea, Arthur,’ Nova said, ignoring Phyllis. ‘Do you think your wife might be able to join us at the next meeting?’


‘Oh no, I don’t think so. She finds it difficult to leave the farm these days, her eyesight’s gone and she’s not so steady on her feet. But I always read our book choice to her, and she loves hearing what everyone has to say about them.’


‘And is there a particular book Esi would like us to read?’


He gave an embarrassed cough. ‘Well, she loves those Bridgerton books. They’re all codswallop to me, but she likes all the corsets and balls and the like. So, I thought maybe we could read The Viscount Who Loved Me, which is her favourite.’


‘That sounds great, thanks Arthur,’ Nova said, over Phyllis’s exaggerated groan. ‘Thanks for coming tonight, everyone. Our next meeting is on twentieth November, so I’ll see you then.’


There was the sound of scraping chairs as they all rose. Arthur and Ash said good-bye while Phyllis muttered under her breath and Craddock waddled behind them out the room. Once they were gone, Nova began tidying. As she straightened up the fallen chair, she found Michael’s copy of Where the Crawdads Sing abandoned under it. In his haste to get away, he must have forgotten it. She opened the book and flicked through the pages, but there was only an ancient-looking leather bookmark with faded lettering saying something about lizards. Nova shut the book and put it in her bag to leave in the lost property drawer tomorrow. Not that she imagined Michael would ever come back to get it.


The community centre was eerily quiet as Nova switched off the lights, and she hurried to lock the front door and run across the rain-lashed car park. It wasn’t yet eight, so she still had time to join Craig at the pub quiz, yet as she climbed into her rusty old Fiat, all Nova wanted to do was drive back to the house, put on her pyjamas and curl up with her current Kiley Reid novel.


It wasn’t that Craig’s friends and family wouldn’t make her feel welcome at the Anchor. Everyone had been friendly to Nova since she moved down here, especially Lauren and her boyfriend, who had been best friends with Craig since primary school. Yet despite their efforts, Nova still felt like the odd one out when she was with his friends: the city girl who wore colourful vintage clothes, liked old-fashioned music, and couldn’t join in any of the in‑jokes or old stories that bandied around. She knew it would get better with time: that at some point she’d stop being seen as ‘Craig’s quirky girlfriend from London’ and just be ‘Nova’. But right now, after a ten-hour shift at the community centre, all she wanted was a few hours alone with a good book.


Thankfully, no one was standing outside the Anchor in tonight’s storm and Nova was able to drive past unnoticed. In fact, she didn’t spot a soul as she wound her way through the steep, narrow cobbled streets down to the harbour. When she’d first moved to St Tredock, back in May, the place had been bursting with life: the pavements crowded from morning to night with hordes of holidaymakers visiting the fishing village’s pretty beach and old-fashioned, picture-postcard streets. But now it was mid-October and the tourists had all gone home, many of the shops and restaurants had closed up for the winter, and the village felt like a ghost town.


It was only a three-mile drive along the coastal road back to Craig’s parents’ house, but Nova took it slowly as the rain and wind lashed her ancient car. The lights were all off when she pulled into Craig’s parents’ driveway; the Wednesday night pub quiz was a sacrosanct Pritchard family tradition and they’d all be there until closing. Nova let herself in and walked through the silent rooms, each decorated in muted shades of cream and beige, to the huge modern kitchen that ran along the back of the house, overlooking the sea. She always felt nervous cooking in here, as she was a notoriously messy chef and Pamela Pritchard liked her kitchen pristine, so Nova made herself a simple cheese sandwich, put her favourite Billie Holiday album to play on her phone, and sat down at the glistening marble island to eat.


She was a few mouthfuls in when her phone rang, interrupting the music. She assumed it was Craig, who liked to check in with her when she was alone, but when she lifted up her mobile, she saw it was her mum. Nova pressed answer and her screen was filled with her mum’s tanned, grinning face.


‘Buenas noches, Nono!’ Maddy had to shout to be heard above the background noise.


‘Hey, Mum! Where are you? It sounds like you’re at a rave!’


‘Sorry, hang on, let me go outside.’ There was a blur on the screen as she moved, and Nova caught flashes of what looked like a beach bar, with a sandy floor, bamboo walls and colourful flags lining the ceiling. Then there was a sudden brightness as her mum stepped outside, and the background noise died away.


‘Sorry about that, darling, that was louder than I thought.’ Maddy’s face was back on the screen and Nova drank it in. Her mum’s hair had gone lighter in the South American sunshine, and she had a new silver ring in her nose. As she sat down, Nova heard the familiar jangle of bangles that her mum wore clustered on both wrists.


‘How are you, Mum? Adopted any more stray cats lately?’


‘I’m good, thanks, and I have! She’s a little tabby who reminds me of that kitten we found in Goa when you were seven or eight; the one you wanted to smuggle back to London in your rucksack. Do you remember?’


Nova tried to place the incident, but her childhood memories were a blur of sandy beaches, vast blue skies and friendly stray cats. Her parents were lifelong travellers, and so while Nova’s friends had spent their holidays in places like Wales or Spain, her childhood getaways had always involved backpacking on a budget in far-flung places. They had been some of the happiest times of her life.


‘How are you feeling about leaving next week?’ Nova asked.


‘Oh, a bundle of emotions. It’s gone so fast, and there’s still so much I want to do here. But I can’t wait to see you, eat Marmite on toast and drink Yorkshire Tea again!’


Maddie’s face radiated happiness as she spoke, and Nova felt a surge of love for her mum. It had been almost seven months since they’d last seen each other in person, when Nova had dropped Maddy at Heathrow airport to send her off on her work secondment for an NGO in Colombia. They video-called every week, and Nova had watched as her mum had slowly transformed from a gaunt, grief-stricken widow to the glowing woman she was now.


‘How are you, Nono? How are things at the community centre?’


‘It’s good. I think I’m really starting to fit in now and forming some good relationships with the visitors.’ Nova took a sip of water; she hated lying to her mum, but she also didn’t want to worry her by admitting just how hard she was finding it to settle in here.


‘That’s fantastic! I knew they’d all fall in love with you quickly, everyone always does. And how’s Craig?’


‘He’s great. He’s out at the pub quiz tonight; I’m just on my way to join him. And Pamela and David send their love.’


‘Ah, give them my love, too, and tell them I’m looking forward to seeing them. I can’t believe it’s just ten days now, it’s so exciting!’


‘I can’t wait either,’ Nova said, a sudden lightness in her chest at the thought of being able to hug her mum again. ‘I’ve got so many fun things planned for when you get here. I want to do some big coastal walks and maybe take a boat out and see if we can spot any seals. Craig told me there’s a colony just down the coast, but we’ve not had a chance to go and look yet.’


‘That all sounds perfect. Although there’s something else pretty exciting we have to do first . . .’ Maddy grinned and Nova laughed.


‘Yes Mum, don’t worry; it’s not like I can forget about my own wedding.’


‘How’s all the last-minute planning going?’


‘Yeah, all good. Pamela has everything under control so it’s really not that much work for me. I just have to turn up and say I do!’


‘I’m so glad she’s been able to help you with everything.’ Maddy paused and Nova saw something cloud her face. ‘You don’t mind that I haven’t been able to help more, do you? I know it’s not been great timing with me being the other side of the world right before your wedding.’


‘Of course I don’t mind, I’m delighted you’re travelling again, and this job was an amazing opportunity. Besides, no offence, but you’d be shit at organising a wedding. If it was up to you, I’d be getting married in a field wearing a bikini and no shoes.’


‘There’s nothing wrong with getting married barefoot, your dad and I did it in Thailand!’ Maddy laughed, but then she grew serious again. ‘I just worry that maybe I should’ve waited until you were more settled. Maybe I left too soon after—’


‘Mum, stop it,’ Nova interrupted. ‘We’ve been over this before and you didn’t go away too soon. I’m absolutely fine.’


‘I know you say you are, but I still worry I abandoned you when you needed me most. After losing your dad followed by everything that happened with Declan, then moving to Cornwall and planning a wedding – these are huge things and I’ve not been there for you.’


‘You’ve been on the end of the phone whenever I need you,’ Nova said. ‘And I have Craig now too. He’s been the most amazing support, so it’s not like you left me on my own.’


‘He has been amazing,’ Maddy said, smiling again. ‘I know I had my reservations about you getting married so young, but I can see now that I was wrong. The life Craig is offering you in Cornwall – that stability and love – is a wonderful thing. And I know your dad would be delighted you’re so happy.’


‘He’d be delighted that you’re travelling again too. Remember he said he wanted you drinking ice cold beers on a beach the day after his funeral!’


As she said the words, Nova pictured her dad sitting in the tiny, cluttered kitchen of their old London flat, a glass of wine in his trembling hand and Duke Ellington playing in the background. I don’t want you two moping around once I’m gone, he’d said. You’ve wasted too much time already. The second I’m in the ground, I want you both out there, living your life in full colour, having adventures and causing trouble. Nova glanced around her at the large, spotless white kitchen she was sitting in now and felt a pang of longing for her dad so sharp she almost moaned.


‘I miss him so much,’ Maddy said, as if reading Nova’s thoughts. She paused before she spoke again. ‘I was thinking the other day, one of the worst things about his illness was that it didn’t just steal his life, it took both of ours too. For years we became side characters in the story of his disease. And so, while I miss your dad with all my heart, I can’t deny it feels good to finally be living my own life again; to have the sand under my toes and fresh air in my lungs. Does that sound awful?’


‘Of course it doesn’t,’ Nova said, swallowing the lump that had formed in her throat.


‘It’s all your dad ever wanted: for us to be the main characters in our own wonderful, messy stories. And in ten days’ time, I’m going to walk you down the aisle as you start this next amazing chapter of yours. I’m so proud of you, darling, and he would be too.’


Tears pooled in Nova’s eyes, and she wiped them away.


‘Right, enough of this moping!’ Maddy said, her face brightening. ‘I’m going to have a cold beer and dance on the beach, and you’ve got a pub quiz to go and win. But I’ll see you very, very soon. I love you.’


‘Love you, too, Mum.’


The screen went dark, and Nova was plunged into silence.









Chapter Three


Nova


The storm was still raging the following morning, and so after eating breakfast with Craig and his parents, Nova left the house and headed into work early. Wet days inevitably meant the community centre would be extra busy. As soon as the doors opened at ten, young families would start to arrive for the under-fives drop‑in session, the Tai Chi class would no doubt turn into an extended coffee morning, and the after-school club would be full of restless kids who’d rather be playing outside. Plus, there would inevitably be leaks to deal with; the centre’s ancient roof was in desperate need of repair and let water in whenever it rained heavily. Work to fix it was due to start the week after next, but until then, Nova knew that she and Lauren would have to spend the day emptying buckets around the building.


Sandy and Lauren were on the early shift and their cars were already parked up when Nova arrived at the community centre, as was a police patrol car. She ran inside, shaking the rain out of her curly hair as she walked down the corridor towards the office. As she approached, she heard the raised voice of her boss. This in itself wasn’t unusual; Sandy was a woman who’d been known to have emotional outbursts over everything from too many e-mails in her inbox to not enough sugar in her coffee.


‘I know it’s horrible to even suggest it, but Nova was the last one here.’


Nova ground to a halt a few metres from the open door. Why was Sandy talking about her?


‘Are you sure you didn’t take it home by accident?’ Lauren said. ‘Maybe you put it in your handbag without thinking and—’


‘Of course I didn’t! I put it in the tin before we locked up the office together. You saw me do it, remember?’


‘Did anyone else know it was here?’ This was an unfamiliar male voice.


‘Not a soul,’ Sandy replied. ‘I only collected it yesterday afternoon, and it was just me, Lauren and Nova who knew it was on‑site.’


Nova’s heart rate started to climb. She straightened her dress and stepped into the office. Sandy was sitting behind her computer, her face flushed and her curly grey hair even more chaotic than usual. Lauren was on her hands and knees on the floor, going through a drawer, and a young male police officer was leaning against Nova’s desk. They all turned to look as she walked in.


‘Morning. What’s going on?’


‘The roof money’s been stolen.’ Lauren’s eyes were wide, and Nova felt her stomach drop.


‘How? Did someone break in?’


The police officer shook his head. ‘There’s no sign of a break‑in, the windows and doors are all secure. I’m PC Yusaf Khan, by the way. You’re Craig’s fiancée, aren’t you?’


Nova nodded. ‘Yes, hi. How did the thief get in?’


‘We don’t know, but the office door was unlocked when I arrived this morning.’ Sandy made no attempt to hide the accusation in her voice.


‘It was definitely locked when I left last night.’ As she said this, Nova ran over the evening in her mind. She’d gone to get her copy of Where the Crawdads Sing from the office before the book club meeting, but she’d locked it afterward – she clearly remembered the key in her hand – and then she’d not gone back to the office again. ‘Someone must have come in after I went home.’


‘We’ve already checked the CCTV footage from the front door,’ Yusaf said. ‘Sandy left at 6:50 and Lauren at 6:59, after which the only people to enter the building were the four members of your book club.’ He consulted his notepad. ‘One of them, a guy none of us recognised, ran out at 7:24. Then Phyllis Hudson, Arthur Robinson and Ash Chalabi all left together at 7:46 and you left six minutes later. After that, there’s no one else on the CCTV camera until Sandy arrived at 8:35 this morning.’


‘Which means that the money must have been taken by someone during the book club meeting,’ Sandy cut in, staring at Nova with beady eyes. ‘Did you go back into the office last night?’


‘I did, but I promise I locked it again,’ Nova said, more emphatically this time. ‘How much was taken?’


She saw Sandy blink before she answered. ‘Ten thousand pounds. The first instalment for the roof repairs, to be paid to the builders up front today.’


‘Oh shit!’


The community had spent more than a year trying to fund-raise for a new roof, and they still hadn’t hit the full target. Nova knew that first ten thousand pounds had been vital so that emergency work could be done to stop the roof literally collapsing on them before the whole thing could be replaced. And now that money was gone. She looked at Sandy, who had slumped over her desk and was letting out a low moaning sound.


‘Nova, can you talk me through what happened during your book club?’ Yusaf said. ‘Where did it take place?’


‘In Tintagel, the small meeting room.’


‘And apart from when people arrived and left, did anyone go out of the meeting room during the book club, say to the toilet?’


‘No, we all stayed in the room.’


Yusaf studied his notepad. ‘Right, well Phyllis arrived first and on her own so potentially she could have broken into the office and taken the money then.’


‘No, I met her in the hallway,’ Nova said. ‘I was just locking the office when she came in and she and I walked to the room together.’


‘Okay, that’s helpful.’ He scribbled something down. ‘Arthur Robinson and the teenager, Ash, arrived together and they both left with Phyllis, which means that if any one of them stole the money, there would have been a witness.’
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