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Dedication

Tim, 
This one has to be for you, with love
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Author note

When The Reading Agency asked me to write a Quick Reads novella, my husband Tim was so excited that after ten years of me writing books, this would be the first one he could read.

Tim is dyslexic and although he has been so supportive of my career, neither of us thought he’d ever read anything longer than one of the short stories I write for magazines.

Until I wrote The Woman Next Door, that is.

Tim read, and loved, the very first draft and it was such a joy to hear his views on the characters and plot. Since then, we’ve bought other Quick Reads books for him to enjoy and because of these, he’s developed a real love of reading.

I hope you’ll enjoy reading The Woman Next Door too. Thank you for spending your precious time getting to know Ada and Meena. Do check out the other Quick Reads titles.

Happy reading!

Louise x




Prologue

Are you scared?

You should be.

Do you know that I think about you, every minute of every day?

Obsess about you.

The terrible things I’d do to you, if I ever found you.

Do you know that I’d do anything to find you?

Anything.




Chapter 1

Ada

Ada can’t help watching her.

The young woman who is moving in next door.

There’s no sign of any friends helping her, or any family. She’s alone as she lifts boxes from the boot of a white Ford Fiesta.

It’s a dry day. Warm. The sun shines as a breeze pushes fluffy clouds across the sky.

The cottages look their prettiest in the spring. Pink and purple flowers beginning to bloom. The small front lawns are a healthy shade of green.

The new neighbour doesn’t seem to have many possessions but perhaps a removal van will arrive soon. Thankfully there’s no sign of any pets. Ada’s own cat, a ginger tabby called Fred, doesn’t do well with change. But then, neither do a lot of people, do they?

The woman makes another trip to the car. Before she picks up anything else, she puts her hands on the small of her back and rubs it as though it aches. Then, she tucks her long black hair behind her ears before she lifts another load. She’s only taken a few steps before everything falls out of the bottom of the box. She can’t have taped it shut properly.

The woman drops to her knees and begins to gather the clothes spread over the front garden. None of the items are colourful. She’s wearing dark blue jeans and a navy t-shirt and everything she is picking up looks pretty much the same.

Clothes to help her blend in.

Go unnoticed.

Ada would go out and help but by the time she’s got her shoes on, the woman will have finished. Still, she opens her window and leans out.

‘Hello. Would you like a hand?’

The woman jumps at the sound of her voice.

She looks up at Ada, an anxious expression on her face.

‘No thank you.’

‘I’m Ada.’ Ada gives a bright smile.

‘Hello,’ the woman says as she grabs the last few bits from the ground.

‘Sorry, I didn’t catch your name?’ Ada calls.

The woman stands, hesitates before replying.

Ada tries to guess how old she is. She looks young, although now that Ada is in her sixties everyone looks young. It’s difficult to tell from this distance but early thirties, she would think. ‘Meena,’ the woman finally says. ‘My name is

Meena.’

‘Pleased to meet you. If you need—’ Ada begins but Meena has already hurried back through the glossy front door into her cottage.

There are only two cottages down this lane. Years ago they used to house farm workers. But after the farmer died and there was no one in his family to take over, the farm had been sold off in chunks. The cottages were now privately owned. The field at the bottom of the lane that used to grow corn is a tangle of weeds, overgrown and neglected.

Ada knows that Meena’s cottage has the same layout as hers.

Upstairs is one double bedroom and two smaller ones. A single bathroom.

The lounge is at the front. Ada has her favourite armchair by the pretty criss-cross leaded window.

Her binoculars on the coffee table within easy reach.

Ada likes to keep an eye on things.

On people.

She heads into her kitchen. There’s a door to her left. Behind it is a narrow staircase that leads to the cellar. She doesn’t go down there. She hopes she never needs to.

Instead, she opens her pantry. She always keeps a box of fancy biscuits, just in case. It’s not that she often gets visitors but Meena might appreciate a snack. Who doesn’t love a chocolate chip cookie? It will be nice to get to know her new neighbour properly.

Everyone has a story, don’t they?

But not everyone likes to share them.

From the window over the sink Ada can see that Meena is now in the back garden.

The gardens here are small but with the field at the bottom of the lane, and the woods behind the cottages, you don’t need much land. Between the two properties there is a fence low enough to chat over.

Rose, the last woman who lived there, had been friendly. Ada had thought they were growing close until she woke up one morning and Rose had left.

Vanished.

She looks out of her window again, watches as Meena treads the same path that Rose had.

It’s so pretty here, but tenants never stay in the cottage for very long.

Much like Rose, they tend to disappear.




Chapter 2

Meena

The cottage gives Meena the creeps. Almost everywhere she looks is an ornament of an owl. Some are bronze, some brass. They line up on the windowsill, on the mantelpiece, are crammed onto shelves. As if they weren’t creepy enough, there are stuffed owls too, once living but now frozen in time. Beady eyes staring at her.

She tries not to look at them as she organises the kitchen. Baked beans, carrots, fruit cocktail. Meena stacks the tins of food in her cupboard in alphabetical order, labels facing the front.

She drops a spoonful of coffee into a mug and fills the kettle and while she waits for it to boil she carefully folds a tea towel. First in half, before she folds again into three. She is just about to put it in the drawer when she realises that the edges don’t quite line up so she flaps it open and starts again.

By the time she has finished folding, the kettle is boiling. She is just pouring the water when there’s a knock on her front door.

Her heart skips a beat.

She stands still, unsure what to do when the knock comes again, louder this time.

Meena creeps down the hallway and into the lounge. Peers through the net curtains that are yellow with age. It’s a woman with grey curls and thick glasses. The woman from next door. What was her name, again? Agatha? Ava? Ada.

For a moment, Meena considers not answering. It’s been a long day and she still has the bedroom to sort out. The bathroom to scrub. But Ada knows she’s here and Meena doesn’t want to appear rude.

Meena opens the door.

‘Hello. I wanted to introduce myself properly.’ Ada smiles. ‘And give you these.’ She raises the box of biscuits in her hand. ‘Welcome to Ivy Cottage.’

‘Thank you.’ Meena tries to take the biscuits but Ada doesn’t let go of the box.

The lie springs to Meena’s lips. ‘I’m sorry I can’t invite you in for a cup of tea. I haven’t unpacked the kettle yet.’

‘That’s okay. If you wanted to come over to mine, then—’

‘I’m really sorry. I’ve such a lot to do here.’

‘Of course.’ Ada’s smile drops a little. ‘You didn’t seem to bring much with you? Not much to unpack?’

Meena feels the beginning of a headache forming behind her temples. The last thing she needs is a nosy neighbour.

‘Well, the cottage came furnished so I don’t need a lot.’

‘And you live on your own?’

‘Yes. Do you?’ The thing Meena has learned is that often the very people who ask all the questions are the ones who don’t want to answer them.

‘I do.’

‘No husband or children?’ Meena asks.

Ada’s eyes blink rapidly from behind her thick glasses and Meena hopes she hasn’t upset her.

‘I wanted
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