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Praise for Little Sister

‘A missing baby girl, a marriage ravaged by mistrust, a sibling rivalry with a very dark heart: Little Sister had me gripped from start to finish.’

Louise Candlish, author of The Swimming Pool

‘Isabel’s fantastic writing constantly had me changing my mind, guessing, then reevaluating everything I’d read. I adored this book.’

Lisa Cutts, author of Mercy Killing

‘Couldn’t put it down … darn thing kept me up until 2 am! Brilliant gripping read.’

Liz Fenwick, author of The Returning Tide

‘Excellent twists and turns.’

SJI Holliday, author of Willow Walk

‘Addictive and brimming with dark surprises.’

Juliet West, author of The Faithful

‘Fragile relationships, fraught with jealousy and desire, become ever more strained when a young child goes missing. Exploring the darker side of sibling rivalry, Isabel Ashdown, her writing as perfect as ever, skilfully unpicks this tangled web of mistrust to give us a story that grips hard from the start.’

Amanda Jennings, author of In Her Wake

‘With family secrets, lies and betrayals at its dark heart, it’s my kind of thriller, and it thrums with suspense – I had to stay up late into the night to finish it.’

Jane Rusbridge, author of Rook


For my sister, Bec, with love
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‘Whoever is careless with the truth in small matters cannot be trusted with important matters’
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Prologue

You were perfect; unblemished. Innocent of ill thought, with a light that radiated from you like sunlight. You brought meaning to everything, and, with you in it, my world had become a warmer place. Until I went and ruined it all.

The house was silent, and for a while it was just you and me, alone, without the distractions and noise of the others to unsettle our peace. You were special, and from the first time I held you I knew we had a connection that could never be put into plain words or easily broken. Everyone said I was spoiling you, that I should stop with all the little presents – spend my money on myself instead – but they didn’t understand that all I ever wanted to do was make you happy. And to protect you. That evening I sat in the lounge for an age, staring beyond the muted movements of the television screen, willing you to wake for a while, so I could fill my eyes with your love, feel the reassuring thump of your heartbeat against mine.

‘Try not to wake her,’ James had said as they headed off for their party earlier that evening, dressed up in their black-tie best, looking quite the glamorous pair. ‘Just pop your head in every now and then – but don’t pick her up straight away if she wakes! She’ll drop off again if you leave her for a few minutes.’ At the front door I saw her button up her neat fawn coat and whisper something to him – and he’d rushed back in with a tub of chocolates, sliding them across the coffee table towards me. ‘Babysitter’s perks!’ he’d said, and, checking his reflection in the mantle mirror one last time, he’d dashed from the room and out into the night.

At some point it felt as though hours had passed, but I’d started to feel strange by then, and it was hard to know if my sense of time was out, as so often happens. The clock said it was gone one in the morning, but that couldn’t be right, could it? Surely I hadn’t been sitting here alone for that long? I was certain I had heard you cry out, and, although I remembered your dad’s words and knew I mustn’t go to you yet, I couldn’t help myself and I rushed up to fetch you down. You were so pleased to see me, waving your soft arms and grabbing at the air, and I scooped you up and brought you into the kitchen, strapping you into your high chair so you could watch me make up your warm milk. I dropped a couple of bread sticks on to your tray and you babbled and waved them in the air, and I felt light-headed with the joy of you. I was hungry too, and as your milk warmed in the bowl I made myself a sandwich, carving the last of the turkey breast from the Christmas joint, and laying it out in a slow, careful pattern on a slice of the crumbly organic loaf that James always insisted on. I often wondered if he’d be so popular with the women if they knew what a fusspot he really was – and in an instant I lost my appetite and I tossed the sandwich at the dog bowl, where it flopped open and spilled messily over the polished floor. The kitchen lights overhead felt suddenly too brash and I flinched, swallowing my anger as I snatched up your bottle and slopped milk across the counter. I was so cross, I reached over to the light switch, flicking them off so I didn’t need to squint any more, and as I did so my arm swept across the worktop, sending the breadboard and meat knife hurtling into the sink with a clatter. When I heard you gasp in the dimness, I was sorry again, so sorry, and I reached out to put my hand on your shoulder, to soothe you and let you know I was there. I paused, my pulse racing, as I listened out for any signs of them coming home, as by now I had no grasp of time and it seemed possible they could be back at any moment, ticking me off for getting you up, for waking you unnecessarily. But the silence remained, broken by nothing more than the gentle whistle of wind passing the windows that looked out across the drive. They wouldn’t understand: all I wanted to do was hold you. I felt shaky as I stood beside your high chair in the half-light, watching the whites of your eyes blinking up at me, marvelling at the porcelain perfection of your dimpled fingers and rounded cheeks. And then, as I went to lift you up, I heard the sound of tyres on the gravel outside and the room grew instantly brighter, briefly bathing you in light, and in the seconds before the lights dipped I saw your closed eyes and the blood on your sleep suit – fresh blood, bright and wet. I cried out – screamed – staggering in my panic to get to you, to save you. But I couldn’t save you, could I?

The great gulf of darkness opened up again like a silent roar, wrapping its weight around me and crushing my breaths as I went under.


PART ONE
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1. Jess

Emily is across the room, her shape made silhouette by the earthy glow of lamplight beyond the front window. There’s someone with her; their head is tilted in concern, their hand resting on her shoulder, and even through the vapour of my dazed mind I can see that she is crying, from the way her chest rises and falls with each shuddering breath. It’s a tiny movement, but one I remember from earliest childhood, the way she’d turn inwards as she tried to keep it together, tried to hold it all inside. I see her now, aged four or five, casting aside her new red scooter, wanting instead my purple one; I was bewildered as she turned her back to me and stood at the low garden wall, unspeaking, taking these same shallow breaths, trying to contain herself. Like a volcano, that’s what Dad used to say. She’s about to blow.

The paramedic tells me to stay still for a while, and I’m so tired I don’t argue. I just close my eyes and drift, and wait for them to tell me what to do next. I’m rocking, standing alone on the deck of the ferry, seeing the island for the first time, the sea sunglass-bright, sailing past cheerful yellow buoys and bobbing yachts as the densely wooded land and stony beaches come into clear view, a picture-postcard setting for idyllic grand houses and country-quaint cottages. Behind me, beyond the white spumed wake of the vessel, dark Napoleonic forts rise up through the distant waters, and I’m afraid. What is this, I wonder, this strange meandering train of thought? I can feel the hard surface beneath me, and my fingertips move listlessly, recognising the rough furrows of the kitchen floor tiles. Am I drunk – or dreaming – or dying even? My head feels submerged, as though I’m looking up through water, yet at the same time there’s a feeling of clarity that frightens me. I feel the weight of a hand on my wrist, of fingers tugging at my eyelids, the assault of bright light on my retinas, and I gasp for air, my memories suddenly, horrifically breaking through the surface: awake, aware, remembering.

‘There’s a doctor on the way,’ the plain-clothes officer says as she passes me a glass of water, indicating that we should move into the living room. I’ve been perched on a chair under the archway of the open-plan kitchen, a blanket draped around my shoulders as I gaze out into the dining room where James and Emily answer questions, their eyes drawn back to me from time to time, their faces distraught. ‘Are you sure you wouldn’t rather have a tea or coffee?’

I shake my head, almost afraid to speak, as I attempt to take in the reality of the situation. Daisy has gone. Gone? I want to feel more, but I can’t, my senses deadened by the impact of the fall, my thoughts and emotions slow to respond. It seems impossible that life can change so swiftly, so entirely, from one moment to the next. Already my mind is crawling over what I can remember – and scrabbling for what I cannot – and I pray to God that I’m not responsible for this in some way, that there wasn’t something I could have done to prevent it.

As we leave the clean light of the kitchen and pass through the dining room, I glance back at Emily and James, now seated around the family table with two other officers, a photograph of Daisy placed starkly in the space between them. Emily’s neat dark bob has lost its party sheen of the night before, and she looks tiny beside James, whose posture is like that of a great wide-shouldered boy. His youthful peaks of hair seem incongruous in contrast with his abruptly aged expression. ‘What now?’ he asks the officer opposite him. His voice is husky, his tone softly urgent. ‘What happens now?’ The pain that exudes from him and Emily is unbearable. They look drained of life, transparent beneath the bright glare of the dining room lights, and I know she’s aware of me standing there, but my sister won’t look up, she won’t meet my eye.

‘It doesn’t look as if anything’s broken.’ We’re in the living room, an open doorway separating me and my traumatised sister, and the woman is looking at me for a response. She points to the sofa, and I sit.

‘What?’

She gestures towards my bloodied shirt as she takes out a notebook. ‘It looks like a nosebleed to me. But we’ll get you checked out all the same. So, Jess, I’m DCI Jacobs,’ she enunciates carefully, and I realise she’s told me this already, that she’s not sure if I got it the first time.

They don’t always send a detective out straight away, do they? But what do I know? I have no idea what’s normal, or who arrived here in what order tonight. My gauge of time is completely out. I look beyond the inspector, out into the empty space of the doorway towards the dining room as another officer passes by. The place is thrumming with people. Did they all arrive while I was lying on the kitchen floor? Or did I just not notice them turning up as I sat on that hard chair, trying to bring my mind back into focus?

‘Jess?’ the inspector repeats, and I snap to attention, trying to blink myself towards some sense of clarity. She’s older than me, maybe nudging fifty, and her hair is cut in a close ear-tucked style, entirely grey. She’s not vain, I can tell, but there’s an attractive energy in her dark eyes, a sparkle of life. She stares back at me, as though trying to work me out, and then the questions come. Were you alone all evening? Did you hear or notice anything unusual? Was the back door locked? Are you certain? When did you last see your niece Chloe? How old is she? Fifteen? What time did she go out? Are you sure? Do you get on well with your sister? And your brother-in-law? When did you last look in on Daisy? When did you last see Daisy? I try my best to answer them all, but I’m sure I must come across as guilty in some way, because I can’t quite seize all the details, and even in my confused state I can see how some of the gaps seem oddly placed.

‘So you can’t remember anything from around 7pm until your sister and brother-in-law returned home together at 2am? Did you speak to anyone on the phone? Or maybe you watched something on television?’

I turn my head towards the TV and close my eyes, recalling a remote image, barely a memory at all. ‘There was something with a dragon in it,’ I say. When I open my eyes she’s looking at me as if she doesn’t believe me, or else she thinks I’m insane. ‘A film, I think,’ I press on. ‘Animated. But I wasn’t really watching it. It was just background noise. I remember thinking I was hungry. Maybe I made a sandwich.’

Her brow crinkles as she scribbles in her notebook. ‘What kind of sandwich?’

I think for a moment. I’ve no idea what kind of sandwich; I just said it, for something to say, to make her stop looking at me like that. Shit. Why do I do this? Why do I keep getting it wrong? ‘Turkey?’

After making another note, Jacobs rises and returns through the dining room into the kitchen, and I trail behind her, wishing I could shrink myself down to nothing and slip away through a crack in the floor. I hover in the entrance as she takes a tour of the kitchen, peering at the few dirty items in the sink, opening the fridge and scrutinising the contents. On the kitchen wall beside me an old photograph of Chloe looks down – not the funny, fawn-legged Chloe of today, but the little Chloe of years ago, long before I ever knew her. Her eyes are the same eyes, the exact startling blue of her father’s, but here they are unadorned, not yet blackly lined and painted like those of the teenager I’ve come to know so well. My heart lurches at the thought of her, of the pain she has yet to feel, of the gaping hole that’s about to open up in her world. She adores her baby sister, loves spending time with her on the play mat, an unspoken return to toddlerhood. She’ll pile up the bright wooden blocks, higher, higher, until Daisy can resist no longer, reaching a chubby hand forward to send the tower toppling. ‘Daisy, you dodo!’ Chloe will cry out in mock surprise. Emily hates that. ‘Don’t call her a dodo, Chloe! It’s horrible!’ I have to cover my mouth and turn away, and Chloe will catch me and shoot me a little smile as she scoops Daisy into her arms, allowing her baby sister to tug at her long copper-dyed hair with softly grasping hands. I love those girls.

DCI Jacobs leans out to speak to Emily and James, who are still being interviewed at the dining table. ‘Sorry to interrupt … Mr and Mrs King, do you have any turkey left over from Christmas?’

Emily looks confused – offended even – and shakes her head. ‘We threw the last of it out a few days ago.’

‘Thank you,’ the officer replies, and she jerks her head for me to return to the living room with her. ‘So,’ she says when we are seated again, her voice low and controlled. She rests her elbows on her knees, and leans in so I can hear and see every word formed on her narrow lips. ‘Let’s start again. And this time, if the answer is I don’t know, then you say I don’t know, OK? There is a one-year-old child missing, and I’m keeping my voice down for the sake of your sister out there but in child abduction cases time is of the essence. The baby isn’t walking yet, so we know she hasn’t simply wandered off. She’s been taken.’ She pauses, staring at me closely, making sure I’m getting the severity of the situation. ‘Everything you tell me will be followed up on, and we can save a lot of time if you can resist the urge to make up what you don’t know. Do you understand?’

Her voice is solid and reassuring, and I feel her eyes drilling right down inside me, as if she’s lifted the top off my head and peered in. She’s giving me a second chance.

‘I’m sorry,’ I stammer, and my voice sounds pathetic. ‘I just – I just panicked. I’m trying to remember, honestly. But I was out cold earlier. It’s a heart thing – they call them “episodes” – and I haven’t had one for years, and I thought I was over them, but they – they can hit me like a sledgehammer. And afterwards, there are these small chunks of time missing, and my mind feels like sludge, and I thought if I didn’t say anything you’d think I had something to hide, and Daisy – Jesus, Daisy—’

And that’s when it really hits me. My niece is gone. Sweet, beautiful Daisy is gone.


2. Emily

She hadn’t expected to see her at the funeral. After all these years, Jess had faded until she had begun to take on the sepia tones of a distant memory or of a film watched long ago, the images patchy and incomplete. It wasn’t that Emily never thought of her; she was aware of her in the world, but just – during the past sixteen years at least – not in hers. And so it took her by complete surprise, the lurch of yearning affection she felt when she spotted the unmistakable outline of Jess sitting alone at the far end of the empty front pew. From the doorway, she appeared unchanged, the sharp downward light from the stained glass windows outlining her narrow shape. Emily would have known that shape anywhere: the sun-streaked hair that bordered on messy, the modest tilt of her head, the delicate frame of her shoulders still evident beneath a heavy mannish coat. How must it be for her, returning to their gentle home town after all these years away? Emily finds it strange enough on her yearly visits, but to have been absent for the best part of two decades? It must feel like walking among ghosts.

Instinctively Emily reached for James, slipping her arm through his as she scanned the farther rows of the small church. Chloe trailed awkwardly beside them, visibly shivering in the cold stone building, the cuffs of her coat pinched down into tight fists. Emily searched for familiarity in the faces of her mother’s friends and neighbours, and her glance lingered briefly on her old schoolfriend Sammie Evans over on the far side, but apart from her she recognised no one. Many of them seemed to know her, though, to nod and smile sympathetically as she, James and Chloe passed mutely along the aisle towards the front seats, reserved for immediate family, reserved for them. That’s Emily, they’d all be thinking. That’s Emily with her widower and their baby, and that’s the teenage stepdaughter. SO sad; the mother died when she was just a tot. SO sad. Amazing how Emily took them on. He runs his own business, you know. Oh, yes, they’d all know who they were: Mum would have shared every proud little detail, passing it on over church tea and cake, her talk of them a poor substitute for the visits they should have made more often. When did all these people get so old? Emily wondered, her eyes taking in the sea of silvered hair and mourning grey, not one of their faces recognisable as the younger versions from her childhood. Is this the way it will go, for all of us? Daisy wriggled on James’s shoulder and he extricated his arm from Emily’s to soothe and reposition her. Even the baby was silent, as if she understood the gravity of a funeral, the need for solemnity in the House of God. That was what Mum and Dad used to call it, the House of God, and Emily and her sister would try not to smirk or roll their eyes or any of those other things that teenagers falling out of love with religion so often did. Mum never got used to the idea that neither of her daughters wanted to carry on in the Catholic faith, and Dad, though silent on the matter, was saddened by it too, missing the presence of his daughters by his side at Sunday mass. Of course, Jess was gone long before Emily had the courage to pull away completely, but over the years she and her parents found a way to skirt around the subject, to avert their eyes from the disappointment in the room. Not that it mattered any more, because now both their parents were dead. Perhaps that was why Jess felt able to come back; perhaps it’s always easier to face our loved ones once they’re gone.

Daisy reached out towards her and Emily felt a pang of regret that she hadn’t brought her to see Mum in the past six months or so. She had only been three or four months old the last time Mum saw her, and she probably wouldn’t have recognised Daisy now, her early wisps of dark downy hair having morphed into soft blonde curls; they change so quickly in that first year. People are always saying that, aren’t they: make the most of these early days, they’ll have grown up and left home before you know it. When Mum last saw her she was barely rolling over, and now she had a whole world of her own: favourite toys and television shows, best friends and funny little habits. Only last week she had them all in stitches when they caught her leaning out through the old cat flap, desperately grasping for a dropped toy she’d spotted on the other side. Mum would have loved that story. Emily thought of all the other things they’d never discussed. Jess’s disappearance. Dad’s indiscretions. Emily’s desperation to break away. Should she feel bad about these things? These missed opportunities to know her mother better, to love her more? Maybe it was just being in church again, the source of this guilt. Or maybe it was seeing Jess, sitting there, so alone, without family or friend by her side. Of course, she thought, we Catholics do a good line in those things – shame, anxiety, remorse. In reality, Emily didn’t think of herself as someone too blighted by these emotions, but even as they drew closer to the front of the church, towards the elevated coffin at the centre of the aisle, she wondered if God had been watching when she shuddered in disgust at her mother’s request for burial, still wedded as she was to the old Catholic rites. When drawing up their own family wills, Emily had firmly stipulated cremation for herself and James (along with a hilltop scattering, to go the whole hog), and she wondered what God thought of that – or what he thought as she popped her daily contraceptive pill, and consciously supported the concept of a woman’s right to choose. Bless me Father, for I have sinned – it has been twenty-one years since my last confession, and I’ve broken all the rules.

She started to worry what the rest of the congregation would think if she didn’t join them to receive communion, and as they drew closer to the coffin she became aware of the force of her breath pushing against her ribcage, straining to be released. She exhaled, slowly, silently, and when they came level with the front pew Jess turned and looked at her, as if she’d known she was there all along and could sense her anxiety. Jess smiled, gently, and Emily slid into the seat beside her and, without thought, slipped a hand into hers. And that was how easily they glided back into each other’s lives: a simple moment of understanding, a shared point of grief in their adult lives.

And now here they are, three months later, in what feels like a scene from a nightmare parallel universe, small clusters posed around the house in the soft rising light of morning. They gather like portrait studies: the devastated parents bent over the dining room table, a police officer on either side; the huddle of strangers through the archway, poised to photograph the island worktop, the bloodied kitchen floor; the barely functioning aunt, a blanket around her shoulders, hovering in the doorway to the living room. Emily glances at James before she replies to the officer’s question, giving an answer that accurately matches his. ‘We arrived home together. At around 2am. That’s when we found Jess on the floor.’

She can feel her sister’s eyes on her; she feels the need in them, the way they implore her to turn in her direction, to look up and offer her hope. But she won’t do that, can’t do that. She stares at a dark knot in the wood grain of the table, focuses on the streaks and whorls of it, until she hears the faint tone of Jess from the other room, answering the inspector’s questions in an oddly blunted voice. Now feeling strangely composed, Emily knows she only has herself to blame. She brought Jess back into this family, despite everything that went on before. She trusted her. She forgave her.


3. Jess

I’m sitting in the interview room at Newport police station, and all I keep thinking is, do they suspect me? Am I under arrest? The officer said not, that they just thought it was better to continue our interview at the station, out of respect for Emily’s and James’s feelings. But still, they bagged up my clothes, ran a pick beneath my fingernails and took my fingerprints.

‘We’ll be doing the same with James and Emily,’ DCI Jacobs says. She has barely left my side since we departed Emily’s house, helping me as I signed in at the police reception desk, busy as it was in the murmuring, restless aftermath of New Year boozing and brawling. She’s told me she’ll be in charge of the investigation. Investigation.

‘You’ll be bagging up their clothes?’ I ask.

‘Well, no. But then their clothes weren’t covered in blood. It’s all straightforward procedure. We need to analyse yours to establish whether that’s your blood, Jess – or someone else’s – or Daisy’s.’

I feel sick every time they mention her name, every time a suggestion floats into the air, an unspoken implication that she could be hurt, or worse …

Another officer enters the interview room and places a cardboard cup of coffee on the table in front of me. I take a sip and wince: no sugar. I have a vague sense of him, a tall man in his forties, bearded, but my attention is focused on DCI Jacobs. She’s the one I have to convince. He takes a seat beside her and fiddles with the recorder as she turns to a fresh page in her notebook, jotting down the date and some other words I can’t make out from my position across the desk. And so the interview begins, going over all the same questions as before, and all the while I do my best to follow DCI Jacobs’ advice, slowing down my thoughts before I answer, trying to visualise the scene. But it’s hard, so hard, with these great slices of it missing.

‘What time did James and Emily leave for their party?’ DCI Jacobs asks, seamlessly returning back to the beginning again. Her expression is unreadable, the sharp lines of her face showing no clues as to what she really thinks of me, what she believes might have happened here.

‘Just after seven,’ I reply.

‘Do you know where the party was being held?’

I look back at her blankly. ‘No. I mean, I know it was at Marcus and Jan’s house, but I’m not sure exactly where they live on the island. Somewhere near Shanklin, I think? Fairbrother. That’s their surname.’

The inspector makes notes, even though the lights on the recorder show it is all being captured on tape. ‘And how do your sister and James know Marcus and Jan Fairbrother?’

‘He’s one of James’s oldest friends. And they’re business partners – they joined their two IT companies together a few years back, I think. You’d have to ask James for the exact details.’

‘So, you say they left for the party at 7pm? How can you be sure of the time?’ She’s clearly checking how reliable I am with the simple information, because she’s asking so many of these kinds of questions.

‘It was definitely close to 7pm – I know that’s right because Emily had been stressing about leaving on time, and Daisy was still not quite settled. I was in the kitchen, and James was putting on his coat and locking the back door. Emily was standing at the foot of the stairs, complaining that Daisy was still babbling away in her cot, and I told them to get on their way, that she’d be fine with me.’

DCI Jacobs nods for me to continue.

‘I’ve been looking after her since October, so I’m used to getting her to sleep.’

‘Three months ago. So, that was when you first moved in with your sister’s family?’

‘Yes. Emily only recently went back to work. She’s a teaching assistant at the local primary school. She’d interviewed lots of nannies and childminders but she hadn’t found anyone she was happy with, so when I offered she jumped at the idea.’

‘Are you a qualified childminder?’

My stomach lurches at the question; surely they suspect me, if they’re asking questions like this? ‘Not as such. But I did a bit of nannying on my travels, and I’m Daisy’s aunt, so I guess Emily felt she could trust me –’ The bit about nannying abroad is a lie and I flush hotly, wondering if they can tell. Suddenly the initial fib I told to Emily seems enormous, at once of great importance, but of course it’s too late to go back on it now, all these months later. What would Emily think?

‘And you say Emily hadn’t been able to find a suitable childminder – why was that?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘What reasons did she give for their unsuitability?’

‘Oh. I don’t know – she’s got quite high standards – dietary requirements, weaning plans, that kind of thing – and I guess some of them felt they couldn’t work with that; and others just weren’t, well, her cup of tea, I suppose. She’s a really good mum, really conscientious. You’ve got to click with the person who’s looking after your children, haven’t you? You’ve got to be able to trust them.’

DCI Jacobs nods slowly. ‘Have you ever had children of your own, Jess?’

I shake my head, finding it hard to meet her eyes. I don’t like the feel of these questions at all.

‘And what about Emily’s stepdaughter, Chloe? She’s, what, fifteen? I understand she was out for the night. How do you get along with her?’

‘Chloe? She’s a great kid, I love her. We get on really well.’

DCI Jacobs refers to her notes. ‘I believe Chloe’s mother died when she was very young – and Emily and James got together a year or so later?’

‘Yes. I think Chloe was maybe two or three?’

‘Does Chloe get on well with your sister – her stepmum?’

Is this a trick question? ‘Yes,’ I reply, but she registers the pause in my voice and instantly I feel as though I’ve betrayed Emily. I’m so bloody exhausted and I know I’m getting it all wrong; even when I’m telling the truth, my voice says I’m lying. How am I supposed to behave? How are you meant to arrange your hands on the desk – to focus your gaze – to pitch your tone of voice – when all the while you know they’re on the lookout for tiny signs of nervousness and deceit? The despair washes over me and for a moment I can’t even remember what she was asking me.

‘Emily and Chloe?’ DCI Jacobs’ eyes widen slightly, urging me to elaborate.

‘They’re just a normal family – they get on one minute, fall out the next. I was the same at that age. Chloe’s a teenager, it’s what you’d expect!’

‘But Chloe gets on well with you?’

‘Yes, of course, but I’m not her mum, am I? It’s easy for me. I try to spend a bit of time with her at weekends, to give Emily some space with Daisy. Em gets really tired; it’s hard going back to work after having a baby.’

‘How is she when she gets tired? Does she ever lose her temper?’

‘No!’

An expression of disbelief is fixed on DCI Jacobs’ face. ‘Never?’

I want to scream, the way she’s turning me in circles. ‘Well, of course she does sometimes,’ I reply, irritation showing in my voice. ‘She’s not a robot! But not with Daisy, if that’s what you’re suggesting. Daisy’s such an easy baby, Emily would never have cause to lose her temper with her. She’s a baby, for God’s sake! Ems might occasionally lose her temper with James or Chloe – me even – but never with Daisy.’

The questions keep coming. ‘And what does Chloe think of Daisy? Is it possible she might feel a bit sidelined?’

I laugh, and I can tell from their expressions that it’s not appreciated. ‘No! If you think Chloe has anything to do with this …’ I can hardly believe what they’re implying. ‘Chloe loves her sister! And anyway, she was staying with a friend last night. She wasn’t even there. She was at Beth’s house.’

The other officer jots down a few notes.

‘So,’ DCI Jacobs continues, ‘let’s get back to last night. After Emily and James left, did you check on Daisy at all?’

I think hard, walking myself


















PART TWO
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Epilogue

Jess

September

I love this new stretch of the island, so far away from the tourist trail and tricky to reach unless you’re familiar with the hidden coastal paths. The tide is way out, the sun low in the sky, casting long shadows of the smallest shells and lugworm trails, dappling the glistening sand like a soft oil colour. I live for these moments alone, these hours of calm contemplation and movement, when I can make sense of all that has happened and be thankful for all that I have.

In the hours that followed Daisy’s return, so much altered for all of us that, looking back now, it takes on a dreamlike quality, like a film, or a story belonging to someone else altogether. That night, when Avril was apprehended, she brought with her the strangest revelation, in the form of James’s mother. It emerged that, after James had left his old life behind, his mother had remained steadfastly loyal to her daughter-in-law, visiting her at the psychiatric hospital until she was finally approved as recovered, and released into the community. I liked James’s mother, Alicia – or Lily, as she prefers – from the moment I met her. I love her quietly efficient little ways, and I love the wisdom with which she leads her life. James sobbed when she reached out to embrace him at the quayside, she so tiny and steadfast, he, in contrast, vast and needful.

Lily told us she had been searching for Avril since her release a year ago, and about how shocked she was on arriving home late at night from a long holiday abroad to find a message on her answerphone. In the message, Avril was almost incoherent, but Lily was able to make out that she wanted to meet her the next afternoon before she travelled to the island – and thank God, Lily decided it sounded important enough to drop everything and go. When she turned up to meet Avril at the ferry terminal in Lymington, she had no idea about James and his missing daughter – or that Avril was wanted by the police – until she picked up a newspaper in the waiting room and saw their faces on the front page. When she spotted Avril approaching with Daisy, she quickly alerted the security staff, and, on their instruction, held back to allow Avril to board before her while they organised backup.

It seems that lying runs in the family; Lily had convinced the nurses at Avril’s hospital that she was someone else altogether, but her deception came from a good place, a place of compassion after James had himself suffered a breakdown and taken Chloe with no forwarding address. Amazingly, Lily had been funding Avril’s private care at Buddleia Hill for the five years before she left, paying out a small fortune every month for the care of her beloved daughter-in-law. All these things we withhold from each other; so many secrets we tie ourselves up with in the keeping.

Avril is in a secure unit now, just across the water where Chloe can visit her, and often Chloe will take the hovercraft with Grandma Lily, who now lives on the island, just a few miles along the coast from the new family home. For years Lily had waited in hope that James or Chloe would find her again, invite her back into their lives, and now here they are, together, as close as a family could be. Chloe’s visits to Avril are going well, and slowly she is filling in the history that her mother has missed out on, taking bundles of photographs and scrapbooks with her each time, excitedly returning home with the excavated tales of her parents’ old lives. A few times, I’ve visited with her; they’re so alike, Chloe and Avril, it’s uncanny. Avril’s doing just fine. She feels safe where she is, she’s well cared for and monitored, and she has Chloe in her world. ‘That’s all I ever wanted,’ she told me the last time I went along.

And Emily – well, she’s gone. When James discovered that it was Emily who had made contact with Avril, encouraged her to come, any traces of love he still had for her vanished entirely. She tried to tell him about finding the letter he’d hidden, the letter signed ‘A’, to tell him that she hadn’t known, couldn’t have known who she was writing to – who she was inviting into their lives. ‘I just wanted to see her – this other woman,’ she pleaded. She tried to tell him that she’d thought he was having an affair, that she was only trying to put a stop to it, but James wouldn’t hear another word. She was the one who made this happen; she was to blame for the agony of Daisy’s disappearance; she was the one who had put them through the nightmare that no parent should ever face. And, almost worse still, she had tried to implicate Chloe in order to deflect suspicion from herself. That, he said, was unforgivable.

Of course, James doesn’t know that it was me who moved the letter from his coat pocket to his desk drawer so that Emily was likely to find it, and I’m sure he would never have detected the hint of uncertainty I allowed to slip into my tone as I reassured my sister that her husband couldn’t possibly be having an affair. Such subtle shifts in tenor are barely audible to most; perhaps it’s the kind of nuance only a sister would pick up on.

After much soul-searching, Emily agreed that she’d rather take some time out than have her involvement exposed to the police, and I gave her the details of my ashram in North Wales. It’s been more than seven months now, and we haven’t heard from her at all. It must be doing her good, some valuable time to reflect and heal. We all need that, don’t we? Time to think things over.

Now as I ascend the sandy path towards my sun-bathed little cottage, I pause a moment to catch my breath, to cradle the tightening corset of my growing belly. I must slow down, I remind myself; it’s only a matter of days until my due date. My thoughts are drawn back to that faraway night in December, when we were not much more than strangers, James and I, just the two of us together beneath the newly strung Christmas lights, sharing a bottle of wine as the rest of the house slept overhead. I’d never meant that to happen, but there you are. Life is full of surprises. From here I can just make them out, gathered in the evening light of the wildflower garden: James, his head tilted in concentration as he tends the smoking barbecue with Max; Chloe, tall and willowy as a flower herself, pushing little Daisy on her new wooden swing, causing her to laugh in high breathless squeals. I inhale the smoky warmth that catches on the air and marvel at my family. If Emily were here now I’d tell her how right she was all those years ago, how wise her words.

Life really does have a way of working itself out.


Reading Group Guide

Topics for discussion

  1. What is the effect of hearing the story from both Jess and Emily’s point of view? Could you keep track?

  2. The Isle of Wight feels like an extra character in the novel. Discuss how the island setting is used in the story.

  3. Do your feelings about Jess and Emily shift throughout the novel? If so, how do they change?

  4. How does the author pull the wool over the reader’s eyes in preparation for the first major twist? Did you see it coming? Or was it a surprise?

  5. Discuss the relationship between Emily and James, and how it changes after Jess’s arrival.

  6. The title Little Sister could relate to Jess and Emily or Chloe and Daisy. How are their relationships different from one another?

  7. Did you suspect who was behind Daisy’s disappearance? Was each character responsible in their own way?

  8. The ending is intentionally ambiguous: what does life hold for those characters? Do you think it was the right ending?

  9. The relationship between sisters has often been explored. Share your favourite films/TV programmes/books about sisters.

10. What did you enjoy most or least about Little Sister?


Author Q & A

with Isabel Ashdown

1) Why did you choose to explore the relationship between sisters? What makes this relationship unique?

I have a little sister (who I love very much) – and, I have a big brother (ditto) – and I’m sandwiched between them, middle child of three. Neither of our parents had a sister, so in a way mine and Becky’s relationship was our own to create, uninformed by strong sister role models. There’s no doubt it’s unique, special, and peculiarly different to relationships with other female friends and relations. There’s an unspoken quality to it – you feel each other’s joy and pain more intuitively – and so it seemed to me, in a story of secrets and betrayal, you might feel each other’s darkness more clearly too.

2) The novel opens with a missing child. How does this event affect each family member?

How can we ever begin to imagine the horror of losing a child? In Little Sister, baby Daisy goes missing whilst in the care of her aunt, Jess. Unsurprisingly, guilt and blame are strong emotions at work – and with Jess and her sister Emily only recently reunited after years apart, it’s only a matter of time before those emotions break through and old resentments show themselves in new ways.

3) How does the setting – The Isle of Wight – shape the story?

The Isle of Wight is a place I have great affection for. Over the years I’ve spent much time there, either holidaying with the family, or retreating there to walk, write and research. Little Sister is the second book I have firmly located there (the other being Summer of ’76), and in both cases I felt that the island location lent something powerful to the unfolding of drama. I grew up in a small seaside town, and I guess small islands are similar in their way – when big things happen, perhaps they seem even bigger, magnified within the boundaries of the ocean, adding to the sense of claustrophobia and panic that courses through the characters at the heart of the story.

4) Tell us about your fascination with the idea of distorted memory.

Like many of us, I’ve spent much of my life being different things to different people – sister, daughter, mother, partner, friend – and I’m endlessly fascinated by the complexities of family relationships, and the weight of their power. We like to think we are most ourselves with family, but who’s to say which version of us is the best version, the truest version, the most reliable version even? As a writer I’m often drawn to the shadows of family histories – my own included – and find myself wanting to explore the ways in which the memories and consequences of shared events can differ so wildly from person to person. That, in part, is what inspired Little Sister, the idea of inconsistent memory – of distorted memory – ultimately the idea of unreliable truths.

5) You move from present day into flashback in each chapter. What made you choose this style? Was it easy to keep track?

From the first word, I knew the shared histories of Emily and Jess would be fundamental to the telling of this story – it would have been impossible to relate their present day events without filling in some of the gaps of their childhood together. They were born less than twelve months apart, schooled in the same year group, competing over the same friends and attentions. I wanted to know who they were before these altered adults they had become – and so the flashbacks were a vital part of the process. It was surprisingly easy to keep track; the more I wrote about them, the more they grew in strength and clarity, a kind of organic blooming of character and feeling.

6) The book is filled with twists and turns. Did you know how the story was going to end? Or did it surprise you?

When working on a new novel I usually have a good sense of how it starts, what the big (if initially blurry) picture appears to be, and more often than not, a strong idea of where it will end. The hard bit tends to be the eighty to ninety thousand words in between! There are unsettling periods, when you’re not sure where your writing will take you – and then there are those gloriously unexpected moments in the sun when a new twist or revelation shows itself to you, and your heart leaps – and you know it is a better book for it.


If you enjoyed Little Sister,
turn the page to read an extract from
Isabel Ashdown’s second thriller

Beautiful Liars

When two must keep a secret,
three’s a crowd …

Out April 2018


Prologue

It wasn’t my fault.

I can see that now, through adult eyes and with the hindsight of rational thinking. Of course, for many years I wondered if I’d misremembered the details of that day, the true events having changed shape beneath the various and consoling accounts of my parents, of the emergency officers, of the witnesses on the rocky path below. I remember certain snatches so sharply – like the way the mountain rescue man’s beard grew more ginger towards the middle of his face, and his soft tone when he said, ‘Hello, mate,’ offering me a solid hand to shake. Hello, mate. I never forgot that. But there are other things I can’t remember at all, such as what we’d been doing in the week leading up to the accident, or where we’d been staying, or where we went directly afterwards. How interesting it is, the way the mind works, the way it recalibrates difficult experiences, bestowing upon them a storybook quality so that we might shut the pages when it suits us and place them safely on the highest shelf. I was just seven, and so naturally I followed the lead of my mother and father, torn as they were between despair for their lost child and protection of the one who still remained: the one left standing on the misty mountain ledge of Kinder Scout, looking down.

At first I didn’t speak a word. I can see the scene now, if I allow myself to return to that remote place in my memory. I watch myself as though from a great distance: small and plump, black hair slicked against my forehead by the damp drizzle of the high mountain air. And there are my parents, dressed head-to-toe in their identical hiking gear: Mum, thin and earnest, a startled librarian-owl of a woman – and Dad, confused, his finger pushing his spectacles up his florid nose as he interprets my gesture and breaks into a heavy-footed run. Their alarmed expressions are frozen in time. There is horror there as they register that I now stand alone – no younger child to be seen; that I’m pointing towards the precipitous edge, my eyes squinting hard as I try to shed tears. There are no other walkers on this stretch of path, no one to say what really happened when my brother departed the cliff-edge, but the sharp cries of distress from the winding path far below suggest that there are witnesses to his arrival further down.

It wasn’t your fault, it wasn’t your fault, it wasn’t your fault. This was the refrain of my slow-eyed mother in the weeks that followed, while she tried her best to absolve me, to put one foot in front of the other, to grasp at some semblance of normality. ‘It wasn’t your fault,’ she’d tell me at night-time as she tucked the duvet snugly around my shoulders, our eyes never straying to the now-empty bed inhabiting the nook on the opposite side of my tiny childhood bedroom. ‘It was just a terrible accident.’ But, as I look back now, I think perhaps I can hear the grain of uncertainty in her tone, the little tremor betraying the questions she will never voice. Did you do it, sweetheart? Did you push my baby from the path? Was it just an accident? Was it?

And, if I were to speak with my mother now, what would I say in return? If I track further back into that same memory, to just a few seconds earlier, the truth is there for me alone to see. Now at the cliff-edge I see two children. They’re not identical in size and stature, but they’re both dressed in bright blue anoraks to match their parents, the smaller with his hood tightly fastened beneath a chubby chin, the bigger one with hood down, oblivious to the sting of the icy rain. ‘Mine!’ the smaller one says, unsuccessfully snatching at a sherbet lemon held loosely between the older child’s dripping fingers. This goes on a while, and in my rational mind I think that perhaps the sweet did belong to the younger child, because eventually it is snatched away and I recall the sense that it wasn’t mine to covet in the first place. But that is not the point, because it wasn’t the taking of the sweet that was so wrong but the boastful, taunting manner of it. ‘No!’ is the cry I hear, and I know it comes from me because even now I feel the rage rear up inside me as that hooded child makes a great pouting show of shedding the wrapper and popping the yellow lozenge into its selfish hole of a mouth, its bragging form swaying in a small victory dance at the slippery edge. The tremor of my cry is still vibrating in my ears as I bring the weight of my balled fist into the soft dough of that child’s face and see the sherbet lemon shoot from between rosy lips like a bullet. ‘No!’ I shout again, and this time the sound seems to come from far, far away. Seconds later, he’s gone, and I know he’s plummeting, falling past the heather-festooned rocks and snaggly outcrops that make up this great mountainous piece of land. I know it is a death drop; I know it is a long way down. I can’t say I remember pushing him – but neither can I remember not pushing him.

So you see, I’m not to blame at all. From what I recall of that other child – my brother – he was a snatcher, a tittle-tattle, a cry-baby, a provoker. Even if I did do it, there’s not a person on earth who would think I was culpable.

I was seven, for God’s sake.
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