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      For my family, as always

      
   
      
      
      
Chapter One


      
      

      
      ‘It’s on days like these that I get really pissed off with this job,’ Hannah Durman muttered as she slammed the phone back
         on to its base before pushing her chair back and standing up. ‘I’ve got all these files to write up before I can leave, and
         there’s the inevitable end-of-day emergency and I really don’t want to tackle any of that crap right now. I hate social work!
         I want a job with no stress.’
      

      
      ‘Tell me about it!’ Her colleague Barry laughed and patted the teetering pile of files on his own desk. ‘Every day in every
         way the queue gets longer, the staff get fewer, and the file mountain gets higher  …  but at least you can never say it’s boring
         here.’
      

      
      Hannah snatched up a bulging diary and a notebook from her desk. ‘Actually, boring would be nice sometimes. Especially today
         when I shouldn’t even be here. We’re leaving for the airport at five tomorrow morning and I haven’t packed yet  …’ She paused
         and flashed a pleading smile in Barry’s direction. ‘I don’t suppose you want to go out and have a chat with young Cleo Riley, do you? She’s in reception. It’s the usual problem – her mother’s thrown her out yet again. I’m sure she
         can go to the emergency foster carers, they always take her when they’ve got the space, it’s just a couple of phone calls
          …’
      

      
      ‘Not a chance.’ Her colleague shook his head emphatically. ‘No, no, no. I’ve still got three home visits to do this afternoon
         as it is. Go on, get it over with, and then you can take off on your hols and forget all about the rest of us, slogging away
         here like the busy, busy worker ants we are!’
      

      
      Hannah shrugged her shoulders and laughed in easy acceptance.

      
      ‘How did I know you’d say that? Still, it was worth a try!’

      
      She walked quickly out of the cramped office that she shared with Barry and several tall filing cabinets, and into a long
         corridor, which led along to the dingy reception office where the clerks were protected by a toughened glass screen from the
         public waiting area. The front line.
      

      
      The grey building that housed East London Social Services office was a characterless four-storey concrete-and-glass box that
         would have been seen as cutting edge and ultra-modern when it was built in the sixties. Now it looked dated and tired with
         graffiti covering almost every solid external surface, cigarette ends and dried chewing gum littering the entrance and car
         park, and a palpable air of neglect hanging permanently over all the public areas, both inside and out.
      

      
      Hannah was constantly relieved that she no longer lived in the area of East London where she had grown up, but when she had
         been offered a job there a few months ago had made the decision to go back. It had meant a promotion, a large pay rise and
         the opportunity to work flexi-hours, so three days a week she drove in from the quiet village in Essex where she and her husband
         had lived for over ten years. The other two days she worked from the comfort of her own home. It suited her perfectly.
      

      
      Screwing up her eyes, she scanned the waiting area that looked just as crowded and noisy as she’d expected. Friday afternoons
         and Monday mornings were always hectic at the High Street office, and that particular Friday afternoon was certainly no exception.
         There were not enough chairs for the number of waiting clients so they just milled around aimlessly, spilling out into the
         corridor and growing angrier by the minute at having to wait so long. Children of all ages, bored with their surroundings
         and uninterested in the few battered books and torn magazines strewn on the table, ran around unchecked, bickering and shouting
         and creating mayhem.
      

      
      Above the general hum of boredom and irritation, Hannah had to shout through a gap in the glass screen to make herself heard.

      
      ‘Cleo? Cleo! Go along to interview room two, I’ll meet you there in just a moment  …’
      

      
      As the teenage girl jumped up and pushed her way out into the corridor, another female voice rose above all the others, loud
         and strident.
      

      
      ‘Oi! That is so not fair! I was here long before her. I’ve been waiting for over two fucking hours and I want someone out
         here to see me now. Now! Or else I’m really going to lose it. We’re not pigs in a pen out here, you know, we’re human beings, all of us  …’
      

      
      Hannah had already turned away but something familiar in that voice and intonation made her stop in her tracks. She thought
         she recognised it. She was sure she did. But rather than turn back to look, instinct made her move to the far end of the desk
         and position herself to one side of a cupboard, where she could see the people in the waiting room but hardly anyone there
         could see her.
      

      
      The waiting throng, some wary of a confrontation and others relishing the thought of it, had quietened and parted slightly,
         leaving the woman who had spoken out standing in an aggressive pose in the middle of the room, hands on hips, glaring venomously
         through the glass.
      

      
      She was tiny, probably only just touching the five foot mark, and skeletally thin, with a straw-coloured ponytail pulled through
         the back of her baseball cap and several gold ear-rings in each ear. There was also one in her left eyebrow, and a huge stud just under her bottom lip. Over-tight faded jeans skimmed her bony hips and there
         was the statutory band of pale bare flesh around her midriff. Her whole persona was one of youthful arrogance coupled with
         a blatant defiance of authority.
      

      
      At first glance she looked like a stroppy teenager mid-tantrum, but when Hannah screwed up her eyes and looked more carefully
         she saw that the fine-featured angular face half concealed by the peak of the cap was pale and lined in contradiction to the
         youthful body stance. Her face showed she was a good twenty years older than she first appeared.
      

      
      Angrily, she looked around the room for support, and Hannah could feel the woman’s rage and frustration seething in her just
         under the surface. She was teetering at the limit of her self-control, and at any second could lose it and attack someone;
         anyone. Hannah knew all too well that that level of anger and frustration could be very infectious.
      

      
      ‘I think you need to call security, Pat, just as visible back-up, and so there’s someone on the spot if it all kicks off.’
         From her obscured vantage point, Hannah spoke quietly to the desk clerk. ‘That woman out there, winding everyone up and making
         all the noise  …  what’s her name? Is she known to us?’
      

      
      ‘Oh, heavens, yes, she’s known to us all right. Her name’s Julie Grayson. She’s not one of the real regulars to the office, but when she is here she likes to stamp and shout and generally make her presence felt. It’s lucky
         she’s on her own today. Makes it easier for us.’
      

      
      ‘Why’s that?’ Hannah tried to keep her voice professionally calm.

      
      ‘Well, she has a lot of problems to deal with, I admit, but when she has her kids with her, especially the boy, it’s instant
         chaos. Though, to be fair, she’s right about today. She has been waiting reasonably quietly for ages for someone to see her.’
         The middle-aged woman smiled at Hannah hopefully. ‘Everyone is so busy today and two duty workers are out on calls  … maybe
         you could see her after young Cleo? I know you’re not on duty but I’m sure it won’t take long. It’ll be to do with her son,
         I’m sure  …’
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry, Pat, I really can’t, I’m well into overload already, but if you try and catch Barry he might just help out if
         he’s still in the building. He was in our office a few minutes ago. Explain the situation to him.’
      

      
      Shrugging apologetically, Hannah turned away and only then did the smile slide from her face. She forced herself to take shallow
         breaths to stop herself from hyperventilating at the shock of seeing Julie Grayson.
      

      
      Julie Grayson?

      
      Hannah didn’t recognise the surname but she knew the Christian name and she certainly recognised the voice, the tone, and
         the basic facial features. As well, of course, as the obvious raging fury bubbling away inside.
      

      
      She knew without doubt that the woman called Julie Grayson, who was still shouting, swearing and making threatening gestures
         in reception, was Julie, her own younger sister, the runaway she hadn’t had any contact with for around twenty years.
      

      
      The interview with Cleo passed in a haze as Hannah went through the process of making the usual arrangements for her on auto-pilot.
         Normally she had a soft spot for this pretty young girl who was part of one of the most dysfunctional families on her caseload,
         but this time Hannah just wanted to get away from the interview room and back to her own office.
      

      
      As she walked past the reception area she glanced in sideways. Julie was no longer there and Hannah wasn’t sure whether she
         had been sent packing or was being seen by someone else. She also didn’t know if she was relieved or disappointed. Suddenly
         it was imperative that she should get back to her desk and computer so that she could surreptitiously look up the records
         and address of the woman she knew only as her little sister, Julie Beecham.
      

      
      The next morning, after a long and sleepless night, Hannah stared out of a window in the plane at the clouds below and carried
         on pondering the unexpected events of the day before.
      

      
      The initial shock of seeing her long-estranged sister had quickly been replaced by a resurgence of the buried sadness of her
         childhood. As soon as she had got back to her office, Hannah had pulled up the Grayson records, read the potted family profile,
         and slowly digested the information that flashed up on the screen. Scanning her way through the details, she couldn’t believe
         that this troubled and angry-sounding person with such a fearsome reputation was actually her sister Julie, her own flesh
         and blood.
      

      
      It had made uncomfortable and guilt-inducing reading for Hannah.

      
      Despite its being strictly against all the rules, she had printed out as much of the file as she could and quickly tucked
         the pages away in her briefcase before leaving the office for her holiday. Once home, she’d surreptitiously transferred the
         pages to the inside pocket of the suitcase now stored away in the hold of the aircraft. She was hoping for some time to herself
         while she was away so that she could study the information properly.
      

      
      ‘Are you with me or is your head still in that shit-hole of an office of yours?’ Her husband nudged her sharply with his elbow
         and turned his head to look at her. ‘You’re very distracted for someone just off on a fabulous holiday. I mean, come on, I’ve managed to switch off and my job is far harder to leave behind than yours. Now you have to do likewise.’
      

      
      The sound of his irritated voice brought Hannah back to the present and she forced a smile before leaning her head against
         his shoulder. ‘Sorry. Yesterday was so chaotic it’s taking longer than usual for me to forget about it. I’ll be okay by the
         time we get there. But it’s no bad thing, you know, sweetheart – it’s the horrendous stuff like that that makes me realise
         how lucky I am in my own life. With you.’
      

      
      Ben kissed the top of her head. ‘Good! That’s what I like to hear, a bit of appreciation from the missus! Now I’m going to
         close my eyes and relax, and so should you. I want us both to be fresh and ready to hit that beautiful reef. I’ve been in
         scuba withdrawal for six long months.’
      

      
      Straightening himself away from her dismissively, he reclined his seat as far as it would go then, leaning back with an exaggerated
         stretch and a deep sigh, linked his hands across his rounded stomach and closed his eyes. Hannah obediently followed suit
         but she only feigned sleep; her nerves were wired and she wanted to try to get her thoughts clear before they arrived in Egypt.
         She knew Ben would be angry if she was distracted on the holiday.
      

      
      Her husband knew nothing about the disturbing events of yesterday; she had decided, after some thought, that it wouldn’t be
         fair on him to have the spectre of a dysfunctional sister-in-law he had never met, and knew very little about, overshadowing
         his much-needed break. After all, she and Julie hadn’t even spoken and there was no certainty that they ever would so it really
         wasn’t worth upsetting him over something that might never happen.
      

      
      Shifting carefully in her seat so as not to disturb him, Hannah peered through her lowered eyelids and studied her sleeping
         husband.
      

      
      Benjamin Durman was dynamic and fiercely ambitious, and these combined qualities somehow implied a physical stature he didn’t
         actually have. He was only five foot nine, a similar height to his wife in her bare feet, with thinning light brown hair and
         a slightly paunchy body; but he was always well-groomed, snappily dressed, and supremely confident in himself. His strong
         Estuary accent and over-loud voice could often intimidate, even scare her, but he was the only man Hannah had ever been with
         and she loved him totally, admired him absolutely, and always deferred to him.
      

      
      Spending her working life with so many unfortunate and dispossessed people of all ages made Hannah appreciate her own good
         fortune in having a motivated husband who worked hard and wanted the best for them both. Even when he was being mean-spirited
         and self-centred, as he sometimes was, she still felt lucky to have a successful marriage to someone who cherished and protected
         her. Because of her own shattered childhood, she desperately wanted her marriage to last for ever and for it to be a success. The thought of it ever failing, for any reason, was just unbearable. Trying to relax, Hannah let her mind continue
         to roam.
      

      
      It had been such a shock just seeing Julie again after so many years. But after having gone back to her office and skimmed
         the available information about her sister and her family, a great weight of guilt had pressed down on Hannah, forcing a surge
         of panic-stricken adrenalin through her whole body. A day later she could still feel it as she thought about her sister strutting
         angrily around the waiting room. In that respect Julie hadn’t changed a bit.
      

      
      Hannah hadn’t ever forgotten about her, of course she hadn’t; over the intervening years, on certain dates and at certain
         events, she had occasionally wondered how her sister was doing, whether she was married, had children, where she was living.
      

      
      If she was happy.

      
      Hannah knew that Julie could always have contacted her in the early years, if she had really wanted to. The fact that she
         hadn’t meant, of course, that she didn’t, and Hannah had never tried to find her because she had known it would upset Ben.
         Despite being the younger sister, Julie had always been the more forceful and determined of the two. It had simply never occurred
         to Hannah that her sister’s life would have turned out to be so dysfunctional and tragic, so completely the opposite of Hannah’s
         own.
      

      
      For not even considering that, she suddenly felt very selfish.
      

      
      Despite the sisters being close during the pre-pubescent years of their disrupted and unhappy childhood, the onset of adolescence
         had sent the two disparate personalities in completely different directions. The day that eighteen-year-old Hannah, full of
         high expectations for her future, had set off for University had been the day their sibling relationship had ended.
      

      
      Looking back, Hannah was ashamed to realise how little insight she had had at that moment. Fifteen-year-old Julie had made
         a big thing about bouncing around and looking overly happy as she stood at the edge of the kerb and waved her elder sister
         off with a wide grin and a V-sign.
      

      
      But the next day, while their aunt was out, Julie had quietly packed up her own sparse belongings, written two angry notes,
         one to her aunt and one to her sister, and had disappeared. With the benefit of hindsight, Hannah couldn’t believe she hadn’t
         taken more notice of Julie’s air of bravado on that last day; the same display of devil-may-care high spirits had always preceded
         her doing something out of the ordinary.
      

      
      From that moment on, Hannah had known nothing of her sister’s life until she had spotted her in the office.

   
      
      
      
Chapter Two


      
      

      
      ‘I don’t know what’s up with you but you’re starting to really piss me off,’ Ben snapped. ‘This is the first time this year
         I’ve had the chance to chill out and you’re moping around with a face like a smacked arse and spoiling it all for me.’
      

      
      Without making eye contact, he rubbed angrily at his hair with a beach towel while at the same time slipping his sandy feet
         into flip-flops. ‘And, of course, being you, you won’t tell me why. I just don’t understand you.’ He carried on ranting sarcastically
         as he flicked his wet hair into position. ‘Most wives would be thrilled to have the opportunity to spend a week scuba diving
         in the Red Sea plus staying in a five-star hotel. But, oh, no, not you  …’
      

      
      He flung the towel down on the sand right next to where she was leaning back on a padded wooden sun-lounger, sending spirals
         of grainy sand flying all over her oiled body. ‘You’re one ungrateful bitch lately!’
      

      
      ‘I’m not ungrateful, darling, really I’m not and you know that, but I am sorry if I’ve upset you.’ Hannah smiled apologetically and reached out to touch his leg affectionately,
         aware of the attentive ears of others on the beach who were staying at the same hotel.
      

      
      ‘Really, I am sorry, Ben, but I just didn’t have the energy for snorkelling this morning. I guess I’m still a bit under the
         weather after my surgery. They say it can take up to a year to recover fully and get back to normal  …’
      

      
      ‘Well, I wish they’d explained that properly beforehand. I’d never have agreed to you having it done if I’d known the disruption
         it would cause to our personal life. It’s ridiculous! It’s like being on holiday with an ageing granny.’
      

      
      Hannah was both embarrassed and hurt; she always felt bad when her husband was being unfairly angry with her. Nonetheless
         she bit her tongue and smiled. She knew he had a big problem with feelings and emotions so, telling herself that he didn’t
         mean to be unkind, she rarely ever confronted him.
      

      
      Jumping up, she looped her arm into his. ‘It’s nearly lunchtime. Shall we eat at the hotel or in town? How about that little
         restaurant we found last time we were here? The one with the gorgeous honey desserts.’
      

      
      ‘Not a chance. I’m not in the mood for an overpriced glorified beach café. We’ll eat here,’ he stated dismissively. ‘I’m going out on the dive boat this evening so I’m going to have a rest this afternoon  …’
      

      
      ‘That sounds good to me. It’s what being on holiday is all about: sun, sea and long siestas!’

      
      ‘I said I need a rest. I wasn’t including you. You’ve been lolling around all morning doing bugger all, the last thing you need is
         a siesta  …’
      

      
      Her husband pulled his arm away and marched up the beach to the hotel, leaving Hannah to trudge through the sand behind him
         like a packhorse carrying everything, including his snorkelling gear. But she didn’t mind, not really; not if it kept the
         peace. And of course he was right, the holiday was expensive and she had been distracted.
      

      
      No matter how hard she tried to enjoy herself, thoughts of Julie were never far from her mind, even during the night; Hannah
         tossed and turned constantly, and the resulting lack of sleep meant she was overtired and emotional the rest of the time.
      

      
      Although she wouldn’t have dreamed of telling him so, she was pleased that Ben was going out on the night boat; it would give
         her time to sit and relax on her own, and also to study carefully the paperwork she had brought with her.
      

      
      That evening Hannah stood under the illuminated entrance to the sumptuous five-star hotel and waved as Ben climbed aboard
         the trolley bus that would take him and several others round to the local dive centre. His earlier bad mood had dissipated and he waved happily back to her as the trolley chugged off up the drive.
      

      
      Relieved that he was happy again, she went through to the air-conditioned lounge and settled herself into a wide leather armchair
         that was tucked away in a quiet corner. After ordering a pot of coffee, she pulled a magazine out of her bag and opened it
         carefully. At the centre she had hidden the printout that gave her the potted life history of her sister Julie Grayson.
      

      
      First, she skimmed quickly through all the pages and then she flipped back to the beginning to reread them. Slowly and carefully,
         Hannah read and digested every word of the case history and notes that covered the bare facts of her sister’s tangled life.
         When she had finished she signalled for another pot of coffee and, after carefully closing the magazine with the reports still
         inside, sighed deeply and tried to understand how so much could have happened without her knowing about any of it.
      

      
      As she pondered what she now knew, events that she had promised herself she would never think about again, events that she
         had long since consigned to history, gradually came back to her  … along with the heaviest sense of guilt imaginable.
      

      
      Hannah knew without a doubt that she had let her sister down.

      

      
      Thirteen-year-old Hannah lifted the sash window just far enough to be able to slide her head underneath once she’d turned
            it to one side. The autumn air was damp and misty, and it took a few moments for her eyes and ears to adjust to the sights
            and sounds of the unusually dark, moon-free night.

      
      But the sound that she was listening for wasn’t one of the normal night-time sounds, it was the all too familiar angry sobbing
            of her younger sister.

      
      ‘Julie,’ she whispered loudly. ‘Julie, can you hear me? Call her and tell her you’re sorry  …  please say you’re sorry and then
            she’ll let you back indoors  …  I’ll go and tell her you’re ready to say sorry. It’s so cold tonight, you can’t stay out there
             …’

      
      ‘I’ll stay here as long as it takes. Why should I say sorry?’ Julie shouted back angrily. ‘I didn’t do anything.’

      
      ‘You did, you defied her and answered her back. You know she hates that. Please tell her you’re sorry.’

      
      ‘I’m not saying sorry to that old witch!’ Julie’s tearful but nonetheless defiant voice floated up to her. ‘I don’t care if
            I freeze to death out here, I won’t say sorry to her. Ever. I haven’t done anything.’

      
      ‘Please, Julie, do it for me? I hate it when you’re out there.’

      
      ‘Oh, just fuck off, Miss Goody Two Shoes. Go on  …  get your head back in the window and shove it up that bitch’s arse! Like
            you always do. You never even try to stick up for me.’

      
      Hannah sighed and pulled her head back in but wedged the window up just far enough so she could keep an ear on what was going
            on; she wanted to be able to hear when her aunt went back out to release her sister.

      
      It had all started at supper when Julie had refused to eat the sodden greens that swam in liquid like pond water on her plate
            and invariably made her gag. It ended up, as it had done so many times before, with their aunt slapping her several times
            around the head and face, dragging her forcibly into the garden by her ponytail, and bolting her in the outside toilet as
            punishment.

      
      These confrontations happened regularly and Hannah could never understand why her sister couldn’t just be submissive, at least
            on the surface, and let Aunt Marian, their guardian, have her own way.

      
      All they had to do was behave exactly as they were told; as long as they were totally obedient and submissive, she would leave
            them alone. But Julie would always argue, and invariably ended up suffering one of the cruel punishments that their aunt loved
            to come up with for her.

      
      Hannah snuggled down in her bed, intending to wait for Julie to be allowed back in, but it was cold and dark in the bedroom.
            She dropped off. It was dawn before she woke and realised the bed next to hers was still empty.

      
      Grabbing her dressing gown, she ran downstairs and straight out by the back door. She pulled back the heavy bolt that Aunt
            Marian had pushed across to bar the toilet door and tried to push it open, but it wouldn’t budge.

      
      ‘Julie, it’s me! Let me open the door.’ She pushed harder and, when it wouldn’t shift more than a few inches, kneeled down
            and peered under the gap at the bottom. She could just make out an unresponsive Julie lying on the concrete floor, her body
            curled around the pedestal of the toilet.

      
      ‘Aunt Marian,’ she shouted, ‘Julie is unconscious on the floor! I can’t move her. She might be dead  …  you’ve got to do something!
            Aunt Marian, Aunt Marian  …’

      
      After a good five minutes, during which time Hannah became increasingly hysterical, a half-asleep Marian Beecham appeared
            at the back door, pulling the belt tight around her quilted dressing gown.

      
      The woman was tall and broad-shouldered with thick wiry hair that constant dyeing had turned orange; she always wore it the
            same way, piled on top of her head and secured with a wide tortoiseshell comb, adding to her height. Borderline obese, she
            knew exactly how to use her bulk to intimidate. Tiny Julie would often win a battle of words but never stood a chance when
            a confrontation became physical. Which it usually did.

      
      Marian paused on the back step long enough to light a cigarette and take a couple of deep drags before marching the few paces
            to the toilet door where Hannah was crying and hopping from foot to foot in a panic.

      
      ‘She’s just acting up’, the Aunt sighed, pulling Hannah aside by the arm, ‘same as always. Now you get yourself indoors and
            leave that little primadonna to me.’

      
      The woman kicked the door once, and then kicked it even harder.

      
      ‘Don’t!’ Hannah screamed. ‘She isn’t acting up. I looked under the door, she’s really sick. What if she’s dead? Oh, my God,
            she’s dead  …  you’ve killed her, you’ve killed her!’ She started screaming hysterically and pushing her shoulder against the
            door.

      
      ‘Stop it! Just stop all that nonsense right now, you silly child, and go indoors before you break her legs. I’ll deal with
            Julie and her histrionics  …’

      
      As she angrily pushed Hannah aside, a worried face appeared over the high wooden fence that divided the two small semi-detached
            houses.

      
      ‘Hannah love, is everything okay? I heard you screaming. What’s going on?’

      
      Marian Beecham’s whole persona changed in an instant. Her tense shoulders loosened and the deep frown lines that criss-crossed
            her angry face faded into a smile. ‘Oh! Good morning, Gerald. I’m sorry if the noise disturbed you, it’s just Hannah getting
            herself into a state again. Julie must have gone out to the toilet during the night and got herself locked in. Heaven knows
            why the girl gets herself into these situations  …’

      
      ‘Oh, my Lord,’ the man exclaimed loudly as he shook his head from side to side. ‘The poor baby must be frozen if she’s been
            out there all night. Hannah, you go and unbolt the side gate and I’ll come round and see what I can do.’

      
      By the time Gerald Kelly made it through the gate, Marian Beecham had nipped indoors, tidied her hair and flicked cold water over her face. Then she pinched Hannah sharply in the bony area of her ribs as a warning.

      
      ‘I think I’m going to have to take the door off its hinges if we’re to get her out. Then we can see how she is, she may need
            to go to casualty,’ Gerald said cautiously. ‘I hope she’s not got hypothermia  …’

      
      ‘Oh, she’ll be fine. Let’s just get her indoors in the warm, she’s only cold. Honestly, sometimes I despair of that girl’s
            stupidity! I swear she’s got mental problems, that one.’

      
      As Gerald pulled the door away, Hannah pushed past him and her aunt and tried to pull her sister’s head forward, away from
            the lavatory bowl. Almost immediately Julie sighed and fluttered her eyes. Her naturally pale skin looked almost translucent
            from the cold that had seeped right into her body.

      
      ‘See?’ Marian smiled triumphantly as she peered over Hannah’s shoulder. ‘She’s fine. Let’s help her indoors and sit her by
            the fire in the sitting room. Hannah, you turn it on. She’ll be right as rain in a few minutes, then you can both get ready
            for school. I could do without this, you know.’

      
      Gerald swept the little girl up in his arms and carried her into the house.

      
      ‘How did you get stuck in there, Julie?’ he asked once he had put her in an armchair and she had fully come round.

      
      ‘She locked me in there  …  she locked me in and left me there all night just ’cos I wouldn’t eat her rotting, rancid greens
            for supper!’

      
      Shaking her head in disbelief, Marian laughed out loud and looked at Hannah. ‘Oh, dear. There she goes again, head in cloud
            cuckoo land  …  that wasn’t what happened, was it, Hannah? You were there. It’s Julie’s own fault she got stuck in there, isn’t
            it, Hannah?’

      
      The emphasis on her name brought Hannah out in a sweat. She knew what would happen if she sided with her sister; the bamboo
            cane that should have been supporting runner beans but which stood concealed behind the kitchen door would be brought out
             …  She paused for a moment. She could practically hear the swishing sound, feel the vicious cane cutting into the palms of
            her hands or her buttocks, depending on her aunt’s mood. It had only happened to her once but the unspoken threat of another
            dose was enough to make her feel faint from fear, especially as she had seen Julie on the receiving end of it so many times.

      
      Hannah Beecham was ashamed to find she was nowhere near as strong as her younger sister; she simply couldn’t face it.

      
      ‘Yes, that’s right. I think Julie’s got a bit muddled ’cos she’s so cold. She went out to the toilet and just got stuck in
            there. The door’s a bit dodgy when it’s damp, and because I was asleep I didn’t notice she was missing’.

      
      Her aunt smiled. ‘Come on, Gerald, come through to the morning room and I’ll make you a nice cuppa as a thank you. And I’ve
            got some shortbread. Honestly, those girls  …  I gave up everything to look after them and this is the thanks I get. Lies and
            lies. All the time it’s lies  …’

      
      ‘My pleasure, Marian, my dear, but then you must let me fix the door safely back on. We don’t want this happening to anyone
            again, do we?’

      
      ‘Thank you so much, Gerald.’ Their aunt folded her arms under her enormous bosom and twittered girlishly, ‘You really are
            a wonderful friend and neighbour! Whatever would I do without you?’

      
      Hannah looked at her aunt and wondered at her ability to pull the wool over everyone’s eyes; she despised this woman, hated
            her, but more than that she despised herself for not standing up to her, especially when she glanced at her younger sister
            and saw the venomous anger in Julie’s eyes.

      
      But although she felt guilty for not supporting her sister, she was also furious with Julie for not complying and making life
            easier for them both. Marian Beecham wanted to be in control. She could so easily be appeased if Julie would just not fight
            against every little thing.

      
      ‘Well, it was your own fault!’ Hannah told her later, when they were on their own. ‘Why couldn’t you have just eaten your
            dinner like I did? It might be vile but it won’t kill you like being out in the cold all night nearly did. You are so stupid
            sometimes.’

      
      ‘What? Eat that shite she keeps bringing out every mealtime because she knows I hate it? Every dinnertime it’s scraggy greens
            sloshing around in toilet water or else it’s boiled cabbage. I can’t eat it without gagging and she knows that. So do you.’

      
      Julie’s teeth were chattering loudly as she shivered nonstop, despite being as close to the gas fire as she could get.

      
      ‘Yes, that shite. If you’d just eaten it in the very first place without moaning, we wouldn’t get it almost every day now.
            I hate it too, but I have to eat it because of you! Why do you have to do this all the time? I’m sick of it. You make everything
            into a war and then drag me into it. Now I’m going to get ready for school. Are you coming?’

      
      Julie shook her head. ‘You’ve got a nerve, Hannah. Just piss off and leave me alone. I hate you! And Mum and Dad would have
            hated you as well, for being such a coward.’

      
      The words cut right through Hannah because she knew her sister was right.

   
      
      
      
Chapter Three


      
      

      
      The moment they reached the baggage hall at the airport, Ben Durman pulled his mobile phone out of his pocket and switched
         it on. Instantly it started beeping madly. While Hannah grabbed a trolley and went over to the carousel to look for their
         suitcases, Ben sauntered over to the line of seats at the opposite end of the hall with the phone clamped to his ear and sat
         down. Although Hannah was used to it, she was once again disappointed that he couldn’t wait another couple of hours until
         they actually got home before dealing with his messages.
      

      
      The luggage carousel, piled high with bags of all shapes, sizes and colours, lumbered around noisily and she tried to watch
         both ways at once, checking for their own familiar cases while also watching Ben. She knew she shouldn’t feel so resentful,
         especially as it was the same routine every time they returned from a holiday, but she did. The moment the wheels of the plane
         touched the runway Ben would start shifting his feet and fidgeting with the phone in his pocket, the holiday already gone from his mind.
      

      
      As she looked back and forth from her husband to the carousel, a man standing beside her caught Hannah’s eye and smiled.

      
      ‘This is the worst part, isn’t it? Everyone hanging around, playing spot the bag. It’s like trying to find your coat at the
         end of a party. You just want to grab it as quickly as possible and get away.’
      

      
      In her job Hannah was used to making quick evaluations of people and it was a hard habit to break. Ben called them snap judgements
         and instantly she made one. This man was in his thirties, blond and tanned with an easy grin; tall and lithe; wearing slightly
         scruffy surfer-boy clothes.
      

      
      Her instant thumbnail assessment was Idle Beach Bum. She had met so many like him over the years on their scuba-diving holidays.
         Their lives revolved around the next dive and the pretty girls in bikinis who flocked around them adoringly. It was the same
         in every resort they went to.
      

      
      ‘Yes, it’s the depressing proof that the holiday is over and we’re back in the real world.’ Hannah smiled at him politely.

      
      ‘How did you like the über-exotic Blue Gulf Hotel?’ He paused for a second and then laughed as she frowned in surprise. ‘Oh,
         it’s okay, I’m not a stalker! I only know where you were staying because your husband and I are both scuba junkies. We went out on the same night dives and I spotted you both together on the plane. Great
         guy, Ben.’
      

      
      Hannah smiled with relief. ‘Yes, he is, and yes, we both love that hotel. We’ve been there before – twice, in fact. It’s not
         as expensive as it looks actually, and we love the peace and quiet of being slightly away from the crowds. And the scuba,
         of course, but I haven’t done any this time. Just some minor snorkelling off the reef.’
      

      
      She broke off as she recognised one of their cases, but as she leaned forward and grabbed the handle, so did he.

      
      ‘Here. Let me get that.’

      
      He dragged it from the moving carousel and lifted it effortlessly on to her trolley before reaching forward again and snatching
         up a battered canvas holdall that he dumped on the floor in front of his feet.
      

      
      ‘Where were you staying?’ Hannah asked.

      
      He smiled widely. ‘I was in the centre of town at the no-star, no air-con Riviera Club. Contradiction in terms calling it
         that – it wasn’t a club and was nowhere near any Riviera – but it was fine for me. I just wanted to dive so all I needed was
         a bed and a bar. And of course we had a few good parties. But now it’s over and I’m back to saving up for the next trip. Scuba
         is an exorbitantly expensive hobby, as I’m sure you know!’
      

      
      Hannah smiled again but kept one eye on her husband. Ben had flipped the phone closed but still stayed where he was. She tried
         to catch his eye to beckon him over but he was too busy looking at himself in the glass doors and finger-combing his gelled
         hair to notice.
      

      
      ‘A bit of a high flyer, your old man. He told us all about his job and how he travels constantly around the country. Not my
         choice of stress level but he seems to love it  …’
      

      
      Hannah reached for the second case and again the man took it.

      
      ‘Yes, he does, that’s why he’s over there on the phone already. He’s a complete workaholic. At it twenty-four/seven.’

      
      ‘And you?’ he asked, looking at her curiously. ‘Are you a twenty-four/seven workaholic?’

      
      ‘No,’ she laughed. ‘I like my job, of course, but as Ben says, it’s just a job.’

      
      She turned the trolley sharply and pushed it away from the throng. ‘Anyway, nice meeting you  …  er, sorry, I don’t know your
         name. I’m Hannah, by the way.’
      

      
      ‘Hi, Hannah. I’m Declan. Declan Taylor. But I’ll be seeing you again, I’m sure. Ben and I are going to keep in touch. Maybe
         go diving in Dorset in the summer.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, great. That’ll be fun for you both. I’m a fair-weather diver, I only do the warm seas.’

      
      Hannah smiled widely and held out her hand. She knew it would never happen. Holidays were one thing, but at home Ben only
         socialised with useful people and she couldn’t see Declan Taylor, with his bleached khaki shorts, faded sweatshirt and raggedy
         holdall, coming under that heading.
      

      
      Declan smiled back, his eyes holding hers. Suddenly Hannah felt over-dressed and a little prissy in her flat patent pumps,
         non-crease navy slacks and pristine white jumper, the clothes that had hung in the hotel wardrobe while they were away, waiting
         for the trip home. For the flight she had pushed her collar-length bob back with an alice band and suddenly wanted to rip
         it off and shake her hair loose; prove she wasn’t frumpy at all.
      

      
      Just as Declan reached out to shake her hand Ben sauntered over, a wide grin on his face. ‘Ah, you’ve already collected the
         cases – I was just going to do that. You shouldn’t be so impatient, you know, they keep going round, that’s why they call
         it a carousel  …’ His smile faded and he raised his eyebrows curiously as he looked from his wife to Declan and back again.
         ‘I didn’t know you two had met  …’
      

      
      ‘Only just, we met over the suitcases.’ Hannah’s tone came across slightly cooler than she’d intended but she was tired and
         upset at the way Ben had once again left her to do everything. ‘Declan here very kindly dragged them off the belt on to the
         trolley for me.’
      

      
      Ben turned down the corners of his mouth, rolled his eyes and made a big display of looking sheepish. ‘Ooops! Looks like I’m
         in the doggy-doo-doo again, Dec my man! The joys of being married, eh? I told you, I can never do anything right.’
      

      
      ‘I wouldn’t know, I’ve never got into that myself.’ His tone non-committal, Declan shrugged and picked up his bag. ‘Must go
         or I’ll miss my train. Call me when you want to give the Dorset dive a go – it’s so cool! ’Bye, Ben. ’Bye, Hannah. Nice to
         meet you both.’
      

      
      With a casual wave he disappeared off through the ‘nothing to declare’ channel.

      
      ‘Good bloke that – and such good company on the boat. A really cool guy  …  and a great dive buddy. Appearances can be so deceptive,
         you know? He looks like he’s a real loser, doesn’t he?’
      

      
      Ben took the trolley from Hannah and headed in the same direction as Declan. ‘Right, let’s go and find the driver, he should
         be waiting at the exit. Look for the board, will you?’
      

      
      ‘You know, I wish you could have waited until we got home to deal with those calls,’ said Hannah, failing to hide her irritation.
         ‘Another couple of hours wouldn’t have hurt. I felt silly having that Declan bloke I didn’t even know help me with the bags
         while you were just sitting there on the phone.’
      

      
      Ben stopped in his tracks and looked at her reproachfully. ‘Well, pardon me for trying to keep my career on track and money in the bank for us to live on! Time is money
         in my business and there were things to be done as soon as poss. You should know how it works by now. As soon as I set foot
         in the country, I’m back to work with a week’s worth of calls to deal with. We don’t all have the luxury of “work when you
         want” hours!’
      

      
      His voice was loud and his tone sarcastic. Hannah cringed, aware that everyone nearby could hear; she also noticed Declan,
         who was striding ahead of them, slow his step slightly. She prayed he wouldn’t turn round and compound her embarrassment.
         Hannah looked down at the ground and didn’t respond to her husband. She wanted to retaliate by saying that, despite his promising
         not to work while they were away, she had seen him getting his phone out of the hotel safe several times before disappearing
         off on some pretext or other. But she didn’t. Instead she told herself again that he was working for both of them, and of
         course she herself had been distracted.
      

      
      ‘Hannah? Are you listening to me?’

      
      ‘Yes, I am listening. You’re right, of course, and I’m sorry. I’m just so tired after the flight. I really didn’t mean to
         be critical, I know how hard you work and I appreciate it.’
      

      
      He smiled and put an arm around her waist. ‘And I know you didn’t mean it, so apology accepted. Come on then, let’s hit the road home and see what’s been going on while we’ve been away. I’m anticipating hundreds of emails and
         a mountain of post. I hope the old bat next door remembered to check the house every day.’
      

      
      ‘I’m sure she did, Fliss is  …’ Hannah stopped mid-sentence. She didn’t want to get into another argument.

      
      ‘How was the hol? You look all fit and healthy and sickeningly tanned.’ Barry grinned as Hannah dumped her briefcase on the
         desk. ‘Fancy a cuppa and a catchup before you look at your in-tray? The two agency staff have upped and gone to earn their
         pennies in a better catchment area and there’s no one to replace them yet. Basically you and me are stuffed. Again.’
      

      
      ‘Lovely. Just what I wanted to hear after a week off,’ Hannah laughed. She was actually pleased to be back at work in the
         office where she was both valued and needed. Much as she loved Ben, she hated the way that he constantly put her down and
         made her feel inadequate and irrelevant.
      

      
      The same way Aunt Marian had done all those years before.

      
      As quickly as the thought had popped into her mind she dismissed it again. Ben loved her; Aunt Marian didn’t.

      
      ‘A large strong coffee would be good,’ she continued quickly, ‘a bit of a caffeine hit before I get back into the swing of things. No milk, though, and certainly no chocolate
         digestive. I have to lose all this weight I’ve put on on my hips. Ben says I was lucky not to have been harpooned when I was
         out in the sea. He kept on joking about whaling factory ships heading my way.’
      

      
      Hannah laughed along with her workmate the way she always did, but she was inwardly distracted. All she really wanted to do
         was fire up her computer and see what, if anything, her sister had been up to during the week Hannah had been away, but she
         had to wait until Barry was out of the office.
      

      
      It was against all the confidentiality rules to look up a family member’s files and the last thing Hannah wanted was to lose
         the job she loved, the one part of her life that was all hers.
      

      
      Barry put the mug down beside her and smiled gently. ‘So, Hannah, is everything okay with you? I mean really okay with you,
         you  …’
      

      
      ‘Of course, whatever makes you think it isn’t?’ She shook her head and laughed. ‘Well, okay, apart from the fact I’ve just
         come back from a glorious holiday on the shores of the shimmeringly gorgeous Red Sea to an office in total chaos with no staff!’
      

      
      ‘I just wondered, thought you looked a bit down,’ he said. ‘But, you know, if you do ever want to talk, I’m a damned good
         listener. I’ve learned well after so many years living in a female-dominated house, with a wife and three assorted daughters, not to mention the nearby mother
         and mother-in-law. I mean, I couldn’t get a word in even if I wanted to. I’m an elective mute at home.’
      

      
      Hannah looked at him and hesitated for a few seconds. Barry was a good man and workmate, he was also very perceptive, but
         even so she decided against confiding in him right away. It would be unfair to put a colleague on the spot like that, especially
         as, if she kept quiet, she could keep an eye on her sister from a distance without actually getting involved.
      

      
      ‘I’m fine, Barry, really, but thank you for asking. I appreciate it. I’m just a bit deflated  … post-holiday blues  … you know
         what that can be like. Suddenly you feel as if you’ve never even been away, and the next holiday is so far in the future it’s
         not even worth thinking about.’
      

      
      ‘Okay. It’s your shout. But if you do ever want to talk, about anything, my door is always open. Well, it would be, wouldn’t
         it? It’s your door as well!’ Barry laughed and swung round on his chair. ‘But now I suppose we’re going to have to talk about
         all these cases  … we’ve got to figure something out staff-wise, there’s no way we can manage this lot on our own. We’ll have
         to contact the agency  …’
      

      
      Before he could finish talking his phone starting ringing and the ensuing conversation gave Hannah a few moments to gather herself together. When he’d been looking at her quizzically she had been worried for a moment that he
         had found out about her relationship to Julie; that he knew about her printing out confidential files that weren’t connected
         to anyone on her caseload, and taking them out of the office. She knew it was probably just her own guilty conscience in overdrive,
         but still she was concerned.
      

      
      Barry Ryman was a huge bear of a man who at first glance looked quite intimidating, though he was actually one of the gentlest
         men Hannah had ever met. His perfectly round, shaven head gleamed like ebony under the fluorescent lights of the office, and
         when he walked into a room he filled the doorway with his six-foot-six, twenty-stone bulk that was a combination of healthy
         muscle and lots of rich Caribbean home cooking.
      

      
      Hannah was tall and naturally big-boned with wide shoulders and hips and large hands and feet, but when she stood alongside
         Barry she felt small and feminine, the way she had longed to feel all her life.
      

      
      The way her sister had always been.

      
      Even when they were very young, Hannah had always been aware of being the big sister in every sense of the word. Julie was
         the dainty doll-like child while Hannah had always felt large and ungainly by comparison. Even when she had been asserting
         herself in the reception area, Hannah had been aware that her sister was still tiny and flat-stomached. Despite having had three children.
      

      
      As she flicked through her overflowing in-tray, Hannah’s thoughts kept drifting back to Julie’s current situation and her
         own dilemma. Although her job involved solving everyone else’s problems, she didn’t have a clue what she was going to do about
         her own.
      

   
      
      
      
Chapter Four


      
      

      
      ‘Just give me a break, Seb. If you shut your fat mouth for five minutes then I can think about what I’m going to do.’

      
      With her arms clamped tightly around her skinny midriff, Julie Grayson paced the kitchen floor; or rather she tried to, but
         the debris spread everywhere made it seem more like crossing an assault course.
      

      
      ‘Can’t you make yourself useful and clear some of this crap up off the floor? Or at least take your daughter out somewhere
         so that I can do it?’ she continued aggressively. ‘I have to get this sorted today. There are no bedclothes for Jethro – he
         drenched two lots of sheets last night and the others are trapped in this fucking useless machine.’
      

      
      Toys lay scattered everywhere and a pile of urine-soaked bed linen was stacked in front of the broken washing machine that
         was slowly oozing grey scum from underneath. The spreading pool had nearly reached the rubbish bin that had recently been
         knocked over by the dog, spilling cans and fast-food wrappers from the night before all over the backdoor mat.
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