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‘A clever and compelling debut thriller’
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‘Just when you think you’ve worked out who the killer is, another twist has you rethinking everything’
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‘Secrets, lies and red herrings keep neighbours second-guessing relationships and the pages turning’

Daily Telegraph

‘Emma Babbington’s debut thriller is the perfect read’

That’s Life

‘With its delicious twists and turns, The Neighbours kept me on the edge of my reading chair right the way through. Emma Babbington absolutely delivers in this savvy and compelling debut’

Hayley Scrivenor

‘Tense, compelling and oh-so-twisty, Emma Babbington’s debut is perfect for anyone who has ever suspected that their neighbours might not be as perfect as they seem’

Pip Drysdale

‘Juicy family secrets, badly behaved neighbours and a mother who will do anything to protect her child, The Neighbours has all the ingredients for a killer read. This is such a compelling debut from Emma Babbington with a climax that has more twists and turns than a bush track. If you like Lisa Jewell mixed with a little Liane Moriarty, The Neighbours is the book for you’

Cassie Hamer

‘A brilliant debut novel that excavates a close-knit family and neighbourhood to reveal all their dirty secrets. The Neighbours has compelling characters, a vivid setting and themes that resonate. I couldn’t stop reading’
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To John-Paul

   


Before

I first realised everything was a lie on my fifteenth birthday. How the whole point of Chisledown – a supposedly scholastic community dedicated to furthering the study of communal living and its effect on childhood development – was complete and utter bullshit.

It was also the day I realised that no matter how hard I tried to fit in, my peers hated me.

I’d always been aware of their coolness towards me, but that day and the way they chose to communicate their true feelings seemed particularly cruel. Chisledown only had one single nod to birthdays. We didn’t get presents, cards, cakes or parties, but we got one symbolic gesture: the flower crown.

The same piece of wire was used every time, just made bigger or smaller, depending on the recipient’s age and size. Then it was decorated with blooms from the garden if it was flowering season; heather, holly or even just twigs and old dried flowers if it was the depths of winter.

We’d wear it for the day, the ridiculousness of it announcing that it was the anniversary of our arrival into the world. Then, at eight in the evening it would be taken away and stripped bare. The leaves and flowers would be tossed on the compost heap and the wire would be packed away until the next child’s birthday. Our brief moment of glory done with.

Of course, as we got older, we became increasingly vocal about what we thought of this tradition. It was so babyish, so silly, embarrassing, we’d tell each other. But really, it was a thrill. And every year we’d be excited to see what our peers had created for us. What the design said about our status in this small, odd grouping of children whose ages spanned between four and sixteen at that stage, living in a closed community in the wilds of the New Forest.

So that day I was hopeful that my crown would tell me that I was at least noticed by the others. But my flower crown was drab, as it had been every year. This time I’d also felt a tingle of pain within moments of placing it on my head.

I already suspected who was responsible but instead of giving him the satisfaction of knowing I knew, and that I was suffering, I remained stoic. Lillian noticed something was off immediately, mouthing, ‘You okay?’ as we filed out of the dining room. I smiled at my only ally and nodded, not wanting her to see that I wasn’t.

But after breakfast I took myself off and found an empty bathroom, removed the crown and found the offending cluster of stinging nettles tucked in among the other cuttings. There were just a few sprigs but whoever had put them in place had done so skilfully, winding them around the wisteria so they were barely visible even on close inspection.

I flushed the green leaves, along with some parts of the wisteria buds I couldn’t disentangle, down the toilet. Then I washed the side of my face where there was now a series of livid marks along my temple and behind my ear.

There weren’t any ointments or balms in any of the communal toilets and I knew if I went outside to find a dock leaf, the culprit would see. And I didn’t want to give him the satisfaction of knowing I had been affected by his trickery. I never wanted anyone to know when I was suffering.

So instead, I went upstairs, aiming to find something in one of the adult bathrooms which had small medical cabinets out of reach of the little ones’ hands. And if I didn’t find an ointment or something to soothe my face, I decided I would take the back stairs and head outside via the kitchen and find a dock leaf there, where hopefully no one would see me.

But on my way along the upper corridor, I saw that Mary’s office door was wide open and I stopped in my tracks. The door was usually locked.

The pull of curiosity was irresistible – everyone wanted to see inside this room – and I hovered at the entrance. It was just after nine in the morning, so I knew the adults would be downstairs, busy with their daily duties, whether they were rostered on for the kitchen, garden or whatever building works were going on. Mary and her female attendants, her Canons, would be in the meditation room. The other children were in class.

No one was around. No one would ever know. My heart racing, I moved to the open doorway and looked inside – the first time I’d ever done so.

You have to understand the significance of this room to all of us children at the time. We’d built it up in our minds to be a forbidden cave, full of exciting items that we had maybe heard about or seen images of from the adults or visitors who came for the workshops but had never touched. Bars of chocolate and bags of sweets. A record player. There were even rumours that someone had seen a TV, tucked away inside a cupboard.

My breath catching, I took a step closer to the open door and saw the room was large and light-filled, with floor-to-ceiling bookshelves and various filing cabinets and low cupboards. A large desk in the middle of the room was covered with paperwork and there was just one piece of art behind it: a landscape of Chisledown in oils, which I recognised as being painted by one of the resident artists.

Then, flower crown clutched in my hand, I stepped inside and as I looked around, saw the rumours were true. Firstly, yes, there was a television. Not even hidden, but in plain sight on a low table in front of a high-backed armchair. Looking just as I’d heard people describe it.

Secondly, there was a collection of books on the shelf near Mary’s desk which were absolutely not the kind usually prescribed to community members. Instead of having titles like The Ego and Childhood Development or The Whole Brain Way, these slim paperbacks had names like The Servant’s Quarters and The Master’s Key on their black spines.

I ran my finger along a shelf and pulled one out – His Awful Revenge – and as I stared at the front cover my face flushed warm. 

It was an image of long-haired blonde woman with lips parted, wearing a low-cut bodice, her shoulders bare. Transfixed momentarily, I studied the image, aware that I was looking at something possibly forbidden but also thrilling.

Then, remembering where I was, I returned it to the shelf and turned to the desk and began sifting through a pile of child psychology magazines. That’s when I saw that, lastly, those rumours that had been shared in low whispers among the older children were also apparently true: Mary had lied about her academic achievements.

Tucked in the middle of the pile were two framed certificates. One showing that Mary had been awarded her undergraduate degree in English literature from the University of Surrey in 1971 and another from a place called the Eastern Life School of Counselling and Growth Psychotherapy, stating that in December 1977, Mary Anne Laurence had received a merit for a certificate in therapeutic counselling. At the very bottom of the page was its Oxford-based address which made it very clear, as if it needed to, that the Eastern Life School was not part of the famous university she claimed to have attended.

I let out a small laugh, then realising it sounded out of place in the silence, quickly glanced up to check no one had heard. That no one was there.

This was all too risky, I realised, so hands trembling, I put the certificates carefully back where I’d found them. Then hesitating for just a split second, I returned to the bookshelf, slid His Awful Revenge from its home and stuffed it under my shirt, then quickly exited the room and returned down the rear stairs. Then, in case someone saw me, I backtracked to the front of the house and returned to the ground floor via the main staircase.

I remember thinking the whole way how I couldn’t wait to tell the others what I’d discovered. That they were going to be so impressed and that this might finally give me enough cachet to be accepted into their inner sanctum. That we would all be clutching our sides laughing over the fact that our so-called beloved leader Mary, or Mother, as she liked us to call her, was not the highly decorated intellectual she pretended she was. Not an academic thinker nor a celebrated psychotherapist. She probably didn’t even have a doctorate as she claimed. And although there was so much we didn’t know about the outside world, academic snobbery had been bred into us. I knew the significance of what I had seen.

I probably still had the excited expression on my face when I rounded the corner and slammed straight into Jacob. My hand automatically went to my stomach where the stolen book was hidden and my face reddened with guilt.

‘What are you up to? Why aren’t you in class?’ he asked, surveying me with suspicion.

I managed a quick ‘Needed the bathroom,’ but he was clearly unconvinced.

‘Well, as you well know, the boys’ bathroom is downstairs,’ he said tartly, and I nodded, heart pounding. ‘Come on, then, back to it. It’s your birthday so I’ll pretend I never saw you.’

And that’s when I felt the creep of pure hollow dread spread through my limbs.

Because in the excitement of what I’d discovered, I had completely forgotten it was my birthday. And that I’d left the flower crown in Mary’s study.




Chapter 1

Jess

After hearing the detective’s voicemail that morning, I had dressed and walked through the drizzly rain to the clifftop park and headed to my usual spot. The northern end of Coogee beach, looking out to the ocean across the vast Australian sky, where I always come when I want to be alone with my thoughts. But also, where I particularly like to come to think about Nina. To tell my sister all of my news, the good stuff and the bad.

The message, which had been left at two in the morning Sydney time, was from a Detective Inspector Sandhu in London. The woman had explained, her tone kind but efficient and businesslike, that human remains had been found by landscapers doing work at the back of 14 Willow Gardens where I had lived in the middle flat with my family for decades.

It was likely the remains had been there some time, perhaps decades, the detective continued. They’d been found in an area in the upper part of the shared back garden which had been covered with a large greenhouse until its recent removal.

‘Given that your sister, sorry, your half-sister, remains a missing person, we’d like to check if there’s a familial link.’ The detective had paused as if anticipating the adrenaline that would, at that very moment, be rushing through me with the shock of this news. She continued, ‘It would mean you providing a swab for a DNA comparison. But we can arrange for this to be done locally, in Sydney.’

At the cliffs, on that cool morning, I’d stared out at the slate grey water and replayed the detective’s words in my head as the wind whipped at my face. I was vaguely aware that I should probably be crying and wondered why I wasn’t. But honestly I was too numb for emotions at that point, having barely absorbed what I’d been told.

So, I just stared out at the grey, churning water, oblivious to the tourists as they moved around me, taking selfies, gesturing towards small flurries of spray, wondering out loud if it was one of the whales they’d heard pass through these waters in June.

It was only when a teenage girl nudged my side, and then quickly smiled her apology, that I’d felt a sudden weakness in my legs as my brain finally caught up.

There was a body buried in our London garden.

It could be Nina.

Missing since the summer of 1992 and now, perhaps, forever eighteen.

The possibilities of how my sister got there rushed through my thoughts. Some kind of inexplicable accident? Was that what had happened? How else does someone get buried underneath a layer of concrete and shed? My stomach roiled at the thought. At the horror of it.

That, after all this time and the searching and the questions and sadness and waiting, the answer had been there all along. In the back garden of the house where I grew up. Where Nina and I had grown up.

As the awful realisation thudded into place, I must have let out a small cry because another tourist’s head swivelled in my direction. An older woman, clearly alarmed.

I heard her words – ‘Is she okay?’ – as I turned from the Tasman and crossing the damp grass, broke into a slow jog. I managed to hold out until I was on the corner of my street. That’s when I bent over, hands on my thighs, as the emotion overwhelmed me and my body heaved with sobs.

So, what – you were there all along? How could you have been there all along, without us knowing? Just a few metres from where we carried on with living, carried on wondering. Carried on hoping you’d come back to us one day.

That evening when I called her back, DI Sandhu had got straight to the point.

‘The remains appear to have been there for quite some time,’ the detective explained, her tone softer and infused with a kindness I wasn’t prepared for. ‘We haven’t got a timeframe yet but other items found alongside the deceased suggest they were buried in the past forty years.’

The deceased.

Those two words would repeat over and over in my thoughts for the next forty-eight hours. The beat of them tapping out in time to my feet hitting the ground whenever I moved, turning more staccato as I sliced an apple and then in a kind of fever dream swirl on the long, seemingly endless flight to London.

‘What items were found?’ I asked, then ever polite, ‘If you’re allowed to say.’

‘I’m afraid I’m not.’ Her tone was heavy with sympathy. ‘Not yet, anyway.’

‘But you know it’s a woman?’

‘Yes, but nothing else at this stage. I’m very sorry, Jessica, but I should be able to give you more details in the coming days.’

‘I’m flying over,’ I said, not even realising I’d made this decision until the words left my mouth. ‘As soon as I can. I’ll give my DNA sample there, in person. I can come and meet you.’

‘Oh, I’m not sure there’s any need,’ the detective had begun but I cut her off.

‘If it’s my sister. If it’s Nina, then I need to be there. There’ll be things to … arrange.’ A pause. ‘I want to be there.’

When the call ended, I looked across the kitchen at Mum, who had been listening to the call which I’d put on speaker phone, her expression anxious one moment, grief-stricken the next.

‘Is it really her, do you think?’ she whispered.

I offered a gentle shrug. ‘I don’t know. But it could be a good thing, after all these years, if it is. At least we’ll be able to finally lay her to rest. Say goodbye properly.’

Mum stiffened a little and I knew she didn’t agree. She didn’t want to say goodbye to the possibility that her stepdaughter was still alive. And, of course, nor did I. But these platitudes felt like the ones you said at a time like this. They were all I had.

It is now sixty-eight hours later and I’ve travelled across oceans and continents and cities and islands, and I’m now blinking at the red-bricked façade of 14 Willow Gardens. Home for the first eighteen years of my life and now a crime scene.

It’s as familiar as the back of my hand: this grand Victorian terrace with a gable trim around the portico, high-pitched slate roof and the hydrangeas Mum planted years ago already in full bloom in the front garden bed. I’ve become used to the mostly mismatched, smaller houses of Sydney and standing before my childhood home I’m struck by how imposing, how grand, it seems. How charming.

I glance over my shoulder, giving a brief smile to my son who is waiting patiently for me to move beyond the front path. But my attention is momentarily diverted across the road, to the wrought-iron gate opposite which leads into the central, private residents’ garden this street wraps itself around. The other garden Nina and I spent so much time in. Which framed my last ever glimpse of her, on Saturday, 29 August 1992.

I relive the moment in my mind’s eye. How my sister had turned to look up towards my bedroom window, given a cheery wave and then stepped into the garden and was gone. How in that moment, I had no idea it would be forever.

‘Can we go inside now?’ Ollie asks, his Australian accent jarring now I’m back in London. I smile and nod. ‘Come on, then.’

At the front door, Ollie watches me, leg jiggling impatiently as I wrestle with the always tricky lock before taking over and managing to turn it immediately with a flash of a triumphant grin. A flight of stairs later and another difficult lock wrangled by Ollie and we are inside flat B.

Home. I am finally home.

‘It smells funny in here.’ Ollie wrinkles his nose as he passes me the keys which I automatically drop into the large glass bowl on the sideboard.

‘It’s just a bit musty,’ I say as I take in all the ephemera in the bowl. Matchbooks from back when restaurants gave them away, corks, pens, batteries. Stuff my father collected wherever he went and always drove us crazy, but now just makes me miss him all the more. ‘It’ll be okay when we open the windows up and get some air through.’

I look around the dark, narrow hallway, still lined with the cardboard boxes Mum and I half filled and then abandoned after Dad’s funeral. All the little details I’d forgotten about that now make me feel absurdly nostalgic. The frayed carpet next to the doormat, a chip on the decorative moulding that surrounds the hall light, the framed prints of Dad’s book covers along the wall.

‘So what do we do now?’ Ollie asks.

‘Unpack? Rest? I don’t know.’

My hand brushes a cardboard box and with it I feel a wave of guilt for abandoning this place and not finishing the job of packing it up properly. I should have swallowed my own grief and sorted everything out when Mum said she couldn’t cope with it, not readily agreed to return another time. Not made the excuse that Mum needed accompanying to Sydney, back to her home country.

‘Will we go out later?’ he asks.

Ollie always likes to have a plan. When he was little I’d have to make up an activity for the next day even if I didn’t have one, otherwise he’d refuse to go to sleep until I did. ‘What’s next Ollie’ I used to call him.

‘I’ve got that appointment at the police station at eleven. After that we can go and get some food. But maybe try and get some sleep now.’

Ollie makes a face at this suggestion. He slept on both legs of the flight and looks as fresh as he did when we began this journey more than thirty hours ago. Meanwhile, I feel and probably look wretched. I’ve no idea if I slept just a few minutes or for hours. All I do know is I feel like I spent most of the flight hovering in that strange in-between world of sleep and consciousness. Thoughts and dreams filled with images of Nina and of gardens and white bones buried in earth.

‘Right.’ I switch to my default action mode before the heavy weight of ruminating settles. ‘You can have the study. Do you remember where it is?’

But Ollie is already heading down the corridor before I finish the sentence.

‘What’s the Wi-Fi password?’ he calls out, pushing open the door.

‘There isn’t one. It got disconnected.’

He looks back at me, alarmed and before he can say the words, I get in there first.

‘Don’t hack into the neighbours’. Just, figure out how to get some more data if you need it and I’ll pay you back.’

I follow him into the room and watch as he goes over to the single bed which is surrounded by more cardboard boxes and piles of books and flops down on it.

For a split second I picture Nina there at Ollie’s age, lying in the same position, but with a book in her hand instead of a phone. The dull ache of longing for that sweet, kind, dark-eyed, curly-haired teenager, and the fifty-two-year-old she would be now gnaws at me.

‘You’ll unpack?’ I ask Ollie and he nods, but I know he won’t until he needs to.

It won’t be you, Neens, I think as I turn away and head to the living room. You’re still out there somewhere. We just don’t know where.

The living room isn’t as messy as the study. Mum and I decided to leave it until last so there are just a few cardboard boxes lined up by the doorway. I pause next to them, taking in the familiar scene – the big sofa, a wall of bookshelves, Dad’s desk and leather armchair. The faint tang of Dad’s pipe tobacco he was meant to have given up years back but never did hangs in the air and it’s as if he’s here, willing me on. Telling me to be brave as I steel myself for what’s to come.

And then I see it, before I’m even halfway to the window: the large forensic police tent.




Chapter 2

Jess

The tips of my fingers rest on the windowsill as I take in the scene below, my skin growing cold despite the warmth of the sun streaming through the glass. Police tape has cordoned off the whole area surrounding the tent, down to the patio where stone steps lead up to the raised, top section.

It’s almost unfathomable to me that a body was there until a few days ago. Just under the greenhouse. And only found because the neighbour downstairs decided to landscape. If it weren’t for Adam Langley and his very deep pockets, the body would have remained hidden and covered for who knows how many more years.

I have a vague recollection of promising to deal with an email Mum forwarded on from Adam a few months ago but I’d forgotten about. Something about emergency works being needed as a result of drainage and pipe issues. Then another a few weeks later about minor landscaping upgrades. I hadn’t replied to either. I open the window.

Mum would be devastated to see what her beloved garden looks like now, not taking into account the police tent. The whole area has been stripped back and everything green and growing has vanished – the grass, the trees, the shrubs, Omar’s roses, Mum’s herbs, the compost heap, the garden furniture. It’s all gone.

Then doubt hits me with brute force. What was I thinking? Is it total madness to come back here; to stay just metres from this crime scene? I should have booked us into a hotel.

I’m still pondering whether I should try and find somewhere else for us to stay, when there’s a sound. A slight figure appears on the patio below; an elderly man dressed in blue cotton pyjamas. He is barefoot and while I can’t see his face, his stance and apparent frailty tell me he’s in his late eighties, perhaps older.

‘Come on then, let’s get inside,’ a clipped male voice says and then a beat later a middle-aged man appears. He is bald and ruddy, like the nub of a thumb, wearing shorts and a collared t-shirt, deck shoes without socks. Adam.

I take a step back so neither of them see me. I can’t deal with Adam when I’m this wrung out with exhaustion. I can’t face the inevitable conversation he’ll want to have about the police investigation and his saccharine sympathy if he’s heard the body might be my sister’s. And I really don’t have the energy for the inevitable anger I’ll be unable to suppress about the back garden being transformed into this stripped-back wasteland.

‘No one’s allowed up there,’ Adam is saying to the older man. ‘Remember? Not even me.’

But the man doesn’t move. He appears to be staring in the direction of the blue tent and then begins to climb the steps determinedly, apparently heading towards it.

‘No,’ Adam says, voice surprisingly sharp, moving quickly to grip the old man’s arm. ‘I told you. Come on, back inside.’

The older man says something but too quietly for me to make out.

‘No, there aren’t any tomatoes. Not anymore,’ Adam replies, this time sounding less impatient. ‘No herbs either.’

The older man finally turns and for a brief moment he looks up and meets my gaze. In that split second I take in his high cheekbones and rheumy eyes before taking a quick step back. Then, a few moments later, I hear the sound of a door closing below and when I move back to the window they have gone.

The swab from my inner cheek is taken by a uniformed constable whose name is either Simon or Steve, I didn’t catch it. Apparently, DI Sandhu is unavailable today. This policeman speaks in a quick, almost dismissive tone that leaves little space for any questions I might have. And I have a lot of questions. He answers each briskly and without additional information, so I give up.

Then, perhaps sensing my irritation, Simon or Steve explains at more length how it might take up to two weeks for the DNA results to come through due to an unforeseen backlog. I want to ask what kind of backlog. An everyone’s-gone-on-holiday backlog or one caused by a surprise run on people finding old bones buried in gardens? But his expression stops me. This man is clearly not very invested in his job today, or me, and his manner transports me back in time to the dismissive officers my parents dealt with in the months and years after Nina went missing.

‘I think you’ve been asked already, but if you can have a look for any personal items that belonged to your sister – an old hairbrush or toothbrush?’ His eyebrows rise pointedly. ‘It would have been helpful if you had anything to bring today.’

I bristle. ‘I only landed a few hours ago so I haven’t had a chance to look,’ I say and he immediately backtracks and forces an awkward smile.

‘Of course,’ he says. ‘Well, let us know when you’ve had a chance to look? People often keep mementoes.’

This would be true – Dad kept every memento even if Mum railed against him for doing so – except Nina never seemed to have any possessions. When she came to stay in the months before she went missing, she would usually only have the clothes she was wearing and just borrow mine when she needed to. She’d use my hairbrush and, even, to my horror, occasionally my toothbrush. Apart from family photos and the occasional postcard or letter, she’d barely left anything behind.

‘And there’s been no luck with cross-referencing dental records?’ I ask.

‘Not any that match any records we have access to.’ He sifts through some paperwork on the table in front of him. ‘We’ve been in contact with the practice you suggested but the owner retired some time ago and files went missing when another dentist took over. They thought everything was digitised so they disposed of old files. Then it turned out that not everything had been copied.’ He shrugs. ‘Human error makes it harder to follow a trail.’

A trail? My sister isn’t a trail, I want to tell this bored, disinterested man. But instead I ask, tone clipped, ‘So do you actually know anything concrete at this stage?’

‘Actually, we do. And I’ve been authorised to pass that information on to you.’ There’s a brief pause. ‘As you know, the deceased was female.’

I nod.

‘So we’ve also had confirmation that the woman found was under twenty-five years old and there are signs of trauma to parts of the skeleton.’

I feel my stomach once more turn to liquid. ‘What trauma?’

‘We can’t share any more details than that, as yet, but I’ve been asked to show you something to see if you recognise it.’

He reaches for a manila folder and takes out an A4 photograph. I can’t make out what it is at first but when it’s turned around and placed in front of me, I see it’s a photograph of two boots, bent and battered-looking. Blood rushes to my ears.

‘To be clear, these are size six Doc Marten boots. Black leather.’ A pause. ‘Do you happen to know what size shoe your sister wore?’

I fight the urge to stand, cross the room and leave. I want to be as far away from this small room and this photograph as possible. From the possibility that these boots were worn by my sister until they were no longer attached to flesh. Until her body turned to bone.

But instead I finally reply, voice almost inaudible, ‘Size six.’

‘And do you remember if she had boots like these?’

‘Yes. Yes, she did.’

‘Obviously the leather’s been degraded but these boots have been matched to ones that were manufactured between 1986 and 1993 but were available to purchase in shops until 1997.’

The policeman regards me a moment and then removes the photograph and places it back in the folder. My instinct is to snatch it back. Despite wanting to bolt from the room a moment ago, I now want to keep and pore over this image and try to find some kind of evidence that these bits of leather and rubber weren’t Nina’s.

‘Over the next week our team may need to continue the excavation of the garden so that will remain off-limits for residents,’ he is saying. ‘Our forensic and pathology teams will be working out a range for date of death and a timeframe for how long the deceased was buried there. As I said, we’ll let you know when the DNA results come through.’

‘And then you’ll know if it’s my sister?’ I ask, hating how desperate I sound.

He nods. ‘Regardless, we’ll let you know as soon as we hear anything.’ He holds out a card. Detective Constable Steve Simpson. ‘That’s got all my details so if you have any questions, you can call me. But DI Sandhu will be in touch to get some more details. She apologises for not being here today.’

I stare at the card. ‘What will she want to know?’

DC Simpson stands, reaching for the paperwork and the plastic bag which contains the swab of my DNA. ‘We’ll need to go over Nina’s last known movements. When you and your family members last saw her. What was going on in her life at the time she went missing.’ He gives a small, businesslike smile and a flash of anger rises in my chest.

‘My mum and dad told the police everything they knew at the time. That should all be in a file somewhere.’

‘Well, it’s always good to go over things again. Memories get dislodged over time. People remember new things.’ He considers me a moment. ‘And you were only young then, weren’t you, when your sister went missing?’

I blink. ‘Sixteen.’

He nods as if to say well there you go, then opens the door, making it clear this meeting has concluded. I don’t move.

‘And if it’s not Nina?’

A slightly more forced smile. ‘Then we will do our very best to ensure another family discovers what happened to their loved one.’

‘And will you reopen Nina’s case and try and find out what happened to her?’

‘Missing person cases remain open and are subject to periodic investigative review,’ he replies, his words straight out of a textbook. ‘But you might want to get in touch with the charity Missing People if you haven’t already. They can provide advice and support.’

I barely suppress my eyeroll as I watch DC Simpson search his folder and then pull out a leaflet which he passes to me, a self-satisfied look on his face.

It appears nothing has changed in the Metropolitan Police since 1992.




Chapter 3

Jess

‘Did you order?’ Ollie says by way of greeting when he arrives at the café and sits down on a stool opposite.

‘On its way.’ I smile. ‘You okay? Found your way all right?’

‘Yeah, course. How was it?’

‘Weird. Upsetting.’

I fill him in on what I’ve been told as he brings his phone to life and starts typing. He started doing this on the flight over, making notes whenever I said anything about Nina, getting me to repeat exactly what Sandhu had told me and even listening to the detective’s original voicemail message. Since that call he’s been researching missing people and police investigations and what happens when historic remains are found. I’d been a little taken aback and then concerned, but now I’ve decided his interest can’t do any harm. And besides, this is Ollie’s way. A walking compiler of information and facts. Last month it was asteroids.

‘Do you think we could be here longer than two weeks?’ he asks when we’ve finished eating. The way he frames the question makes it sound casual, but I know what he’s really asking.

‘I don’t know honestly,’ I say. ‘I think we’ll just have to take it day by day.’

‘Term starts on the twenty-first.’ He flicks a hair from his face, which is his little tell when he’s trying to pretend he doesn’t care but really does. Starting a new school halfway through the year won’t be easy.

‘I know. And we’ll be back by then.’ I smile reassuringly. ‘Promise.’

But Ollie doesn’t look reassured. We finish our food in silence and while I’m finishing my coffee he goes on his phone. I watch the shoppers and tourists and families pushing prams and kids on scooters.

Hampstead High Street is gridlocked with big, expensive cars designed for muddy country roads, not London, and there are parking inspectors heading determinedly towards anyone attempting to double park. But there are also pretty hanging baskets overflowing with petunias and fuchsias strung up outside the pub on the corner and the smell from the pancake stand is mouth-watering. It is peak Hampstead in the summer. Twee, ridiculous and pleased with itself but I feel a stab of wistfulness for being back here, where I grew up. Being back at a home which is no longer my home.

I’m in the middle of telling Ollie how I need to order more boxes so we can start packing up the flat now Mum’s almost agreed to put it on the market when he suddenly stands, his attention elsewhere.

‘It’s a Lamborghini Revuelta,’ he says as he lifts his phone to film a yellow sportscar cruising slowly along the road, revving its engine ostentatiously in case anyone’s missed it.

‘They’re like a million bucks,’ he says, returning to the table when the car has disappeared around the corner. ‘Top speed is 350 kilometres an hour, acceleration from nought to one hundred in two point five seconds. A hybrid electric.’

While Ollie plays back the video, my gaze travels across the road and comes to rest on the people standing opposite at the bus stop. The normal people who travel by public transport rather than luxury supercars. One man stands out, mostly because he’s so much taller than the tiny elderly woman standing a few feet from him. And also, I realise, because he appears to be looking straight at me. I automatically avert my eyes, smiling at a nearby waitress and managing a quick, ‘Please can we pay?’ before my attention’s drawn back to the man, my skin prickling a little under his intense stare. He is white and skinny, and has a close-shaved head streaked with grey, around my age, possible a little older. But more significantly, there is something familiar about him that nags at me. Do I know him? Is he an old London friend?

‘Cash or card?’ the waitress is saying and I tell her card, and while she rings up our bill, I look back across the road. A bus is almost at the stop and the man has moved a little closer to the kerb. Just before the bus swings in, the man looks back at me, waves and then holds up something I can’t quite make out. Something red. His bus pass? Wallet? He smiles and then a moment later the bus blocks my view.

That smile. I know that smile.

‘Mum, wake up,’ Ollie is saying and I see the waitress is holding out a card payment machine.

‘Sorry, sorry,’ I say, quickly reaching down to the ground and into my bag. I rummage around and then lift it onto my lap, checking again. But I’m not mistaken. The wallet isn’t there. I blink at the waitress, confused, and she shifts slightly, the card payment machine still hovering in the air between us.

‘My wallet’s gone,’ I say rummaging inside my bag again as if it will suddenly appear. ‘Shit. I think it’s been stolen.’

Ollie lifts his phone and taps the outstretched machine without comment and the waitress nods her thanks and waits for the machine to spit out a receipt which she hands to him.

‘Maybe you left it back at the flat?’ he offers, apparently unconcerned because he’s of the generation who rarely carries a wallet.

But panicked heat spreads through me, swiftly followed by the dull thud of realisation. The man at the bus stop was likely holding up something red. My wallet is red.

I stand, ready to run down the hill, but the traffic is moving quickly now and the bus is long gone. And, along with it, the man and, presumably, my wallet.




Chapter 4

Jess

Back at the flat I spend a miserable hour on the phone to the bank in Australia, explaining what’s happened, arranging for a new card to be issued, and then transferring money to Ollie’s account so we can use his in the meantime.

I log the theft online with the Metropolitan Police and then try to figure out how to report my Australian driver’s licence stolen but quickly give up. If the thief is hoping to steal my identity I’ll deal with the repercussions when I’ve had more than two hours’ sleep in two days.

But despite my exhaustion, I’m too wired to nap. I unpack and make up my bed, sipping at what is now my third cup of coffee. A while later, Ollie finds me standing at the living-room window, where I’m once again staring out at the forensic tent.

‘I think it’s a SOCO police marquee concertina shelter,’ Ollie says reading from his phone. ‘Used for general scene management, to shield the immediate area from public view and provide a general shelter from the elements for forensic investigators. They cost £575.’ He glances up. ‘Do you think they had it under twenty-four-hour guard at first? It would have taken a while to do the forensic dig and remove all the bones.’

I flinch and turn abruptly from the window and cross the room to the mantelpiece where there are three framed photos. The one of Nina is a school photo taken when she was about twelve, curls swept back, a shy smile and those big brown eyes.

The woman found was under twenty-five years old and there are signs of trauma to parts of the skeleton.

I pick up the next one: Mum and Dad on their wedding day, the faint curve of Mum’s belly hinting at my arrival six months later. And then I study the last one: our first meeting with Nina. I am grinning, aged around four, clutching the hand of Nina, two years older, looking a little more solemn, a little uncertain about this new family.

Treasure one and treasure two, Dad always called us.

‘I’m going to start searching for anything that might have Nina’s DNA on it,’ I say, forcing myself into action, aware I need something to focus on to stop myself spiralling.

‘I’ll help,’ Ollie says, his expression eager.

We agree to tackle different rooms. I’ll search my bedroom and bathroom; he can do the study.

The bottom drawer of my bedroom wardrobe is still filled with all the ephemera I left behind when I moved out. Notebooks, old mix tapes, concert tickets and bus passes. A printout of an old essay and the bound script for a TV show I did work experience on during one of my university summers, organised by Dad. I sift through it all, pushing aside packets of stamps, dozens of pens and pencils, a small, embroidered bag and a couple of old diaries I’d never written in beyond the second week in January. But there is nothing of Nina’s. No old hairbrush or hairband. No trace of her at all.

At the very back of the drawer I see a small glass bottle. Nina’s beloved white musk perfume oil from The Body Shop. She had received it for her fourteenth birthday and I’d been wide eyed with wonder at the sophistication of my big sister being given perfume.

Ollie appears in the doorway. ‘I can’t find anything,’ he says. ‘Just a lot of Grandma’s old clothes. Can I stop now?’

‘Sure,’ I say, twisting the bottle open and lifting it to my nose. It’s empty of course but I’m sure I can smell the faint trace of the scent. It’s just enough to take me back through time to the late Eighties and I summon an image of Nina at that time. Her big goofy smile, curtained by her dark curly hair. Not aloof or withdrawn like other teenagers, still happy to hang out with her little sister, offering advice when I went through tricky times with friends or school. Always glancing to check I was okay whenever we were out together or even just at home, watching TV.

‘Good?’ she’d ask, eyebrows raised and I’d nod. I was always good when it was a Nina weekend. I got so few of them. Just once a month in term time; a long weekend at half term and maybe a week if I was lucky over the big holidays.

The bottle is sticky to the touch so I take it to the bathroom where, after checking the screw top is firmly in place, I rinse its exterior gently until the frosted glass is clean. By the time I’ve dried the bottle on a hand towel, my face is wet with tears.

‘She went to the police station and did the DNA swab,’ Ollie is saying as I travel down the hallway towards the kitchen. ‘A few weeks. Dunno. Yeah, she’s okay. Tired.’

Don’t tell her about the wallet, I will him as I step into the kitchen and see Ollie at the table, laptop open in front of him.

‘You must be shattered too, Ollie. Make sure you get an early night,’ Mum says from the other end of the video call.

‘You’re up late,’ I say as I sit down, smiling my greeting. Then I take a deep breath and explain everything that happened at the police station and the situation in the garden. I leave out the part about her beloved plants and trees being razed to the ground. But then, without considering her reaction, I explain how the police will want to talk to her about Nina at some point and alarm floods Mum’s face.

‘Why? Why do they want to talk to me? Your father and I told them everything we knew back in 1992.’

I nod. ‘I know but they’ll probably want to go over it again. Your memories of Nina; what her movements were, anything you remember that might be helpful.’

‘Helpful like they were back then?’ She scoffs. ‘And how’s that going to work when I’m here and they’re there.’

‘Via video, I expect. Zoom or something. Like this.’ I gesture to the screen.

‘But I haven’t got Zoom.’

‘You have. I downloaded it onto your iPad before we left. Honestly, Mum, it’ll be fine. And it might help. If it’s Nina, or even if it isn’t, then the police will be investigating how the body got in the garden. They’ll have to figure out who did it.’ A loaded pause. ‘Who put her there.’

She blinks rapidly. ‘But I don’t know anything about that. Why on earth would they think I did? They need to speak to the builder. The man who put up the greenhouse. Jim Anderson and his son. Maybe they had something to do with it if the remains were found under the concrete slab.’

‘The foundations had already been dug out by that long weekend Nina went missing, right?’

‘Yes, everything was ready to go for weeks by then. We were just waiting on Jim to pour in the concrete. He kept putting it off because he had other jobs. Bigger jobs, probably.’

My brain scrambles to remember the timeframe. The last time I saw Nina was late afternoon on the Saturday of the August long weekend in 1992. A few hours later I went over to a friend’s house whose parents were abroad, and ended up staying the night. Mum and Dad were also away for the weekend, at the cottage in Suffolk.

‘And when did the concrete go in? I was there but I can’t remember. The Tuesday?’

‘I presume so. All I know is it was all done when we got back from the cottage on the Wednesday.’

None of us had known Nina was missing by that Wednesday. We all assumed she’d gone back to her mum’s – she lived there most of the time. Besides, she was eighteen and didn’t check in with us regularly by then. And it was a time before mobile phones when you didn’t always know other people’s movements, even if they were a family member.

‘So whoever it is – whoever was buried there – must have been put there some time on the Saturday night,’ I say. ‘Because I came home on the Sunday morning and I didn’t see anything. Or maybe it happened long before. Before the foundations were even dug out.’

Mum blinks. ‘I just don’t understand how this could have happened in our garden. How could someone end up buried there?’ Her face crumples. ‘Who would do such a thing?’

Later, I try to run through all the events that I can remember from that week
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