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IS BLOOD ALWAYS THICKER THAN WATER?


Sally has lived in fear of her husband long enough. But after twenty years of suffering, she has been left with nothing of her own and no one to turn to – except her estranged sister, Alison.


When Alison agrees to help Sally escape, she knows she must return to the one place she was told never to show her face again – the family home – and confront her father once more.


But soon, Sally begins to suspect that all is not as it seems, and as she is forced to face the ghosts of the past, she discovers there may be secrets hidden in her own memory that are best left buried . . .









For Chris, who is always there to encourage and
support me whenever I feel like giving up.









Prologue


Friday 20th June


Sally’s eyes opened to complete blackness. Where was she? Did it matter? She was so tired, so very tired. She’d just close her eyes for another few moments and then try to work out what was happening. When she woke again, she was still in the dark. A voice in her head was yelling, trying to tell her something. What? Something crucial to remember about where she was, but she couldn’t grasp the thought. Maybe it wasn’t important. She just wanted to sleep, but the voice wouldn’t stop yelling.


Wake up! Wake up!


But it was too hard. She needed to go back to sleep.


Wake up! Wake up!


Sally attempted to sit up, but she couldn’t. She tried to move her hands, but they seemed to be tied together. She struggled to lift them, but they didn’t reach very far. Something was in the way. It felt like material. Was she wrapped in a blanket? The soft drowsy feeling crept over her again, so she closed her eyes. She’d figure everything out later, when she woke up properly.


Wake up! I must wake up!


Her eyes opened again. It was still dark. Where was she? Then she felt herself being dragged. Someone was moving her.


‘Help me!’ she cried, again and again as she was bumped over uneven ground. Suddenly, there was a falling sensation. The breath left her body as she landed with a jolt.


Sally screamed, ‘Let me out! Who are you? Why are you doing this to me?’


She could barely move. The blanket was all around her. She was in a cocoon. Who put her here?


Lifting her hands as far as they would go, she tried to rip her way through the material, but it wouldn’t give.


‘Oh no you don’t! You’re staying down there.’


Sally knew that voice. Her memories returned with sickening clarity. She had to escape now or she would die in this hole, but she couldn’t move. Couldn’t get her hands free.


And then she felt clump after clump of earth land on her body.









Chapter One


Two weeks earlier – Friday 6th June


Sally dropped the frozen peas into her trolley and re-adjusted her sunglasses. Pushing the trolley onwards, she prayed there wouldn’t be a long queue when she got to the checkout. Gordon never believed her when she told him she’d had to stand in line for more time than he thought was needed.


She picked up a sliced loaf and turned the corner of the aisle only to see her worst fear confirmed. Only two of the checkouts were manned and long queues stretched back from both of them. Which one to choose? She was sure to pick the wrong one. Heart pumping, she steered her trolley to the left and got in line behind an elderly couple. The woman glanced up and smiled. Instinctively Sally reached up to her cheek where she’d carefully applied extra make-up this morning before work. Had it worn off? Was that why the woman seemed to be staring at her?


Sally half turned and pretended to be moving the items in her trolley so that she didn’t have to make eye contact. Through a blur of tears and the darkness of her shades she lifted the bags of frozen vegetables and moved them from one spot to another.


Come on, come on, she urged silently as her queue showed no signs of moving, unlike the other one which was going forward at a rapid rate. She’d picked the wrong line. Gordon would be looking at his watch now, wondering why she was taking so long.


At long last her turn arrived. She rapidly packed the shopping and paid, almost running from the store in her haste to get to the car before Gordon got upset over how long she’d kept him waiting.


She needn’t have worried. As she approached the car, she heard Gordon laugh. It was one of his good laughs. Deep, throaty and carrying just a hint of flirtation. By the time she reached the sound, an elderly lady was looking up at Gordon as if he was her saviour.


He glanced over at Sally. ‘At last, hon,’ he said. ‘I was wondering where you’d got to. Fortunately, I was able to while away a few minutes with this lovely lady. I know you’re going to be jealous, but I couldn’t help myself.’


As he finished speaking, he lifted the last of the lady’s shopping bags from her trolley and put them into the boot of the car parked next to their hatchback.


‘I’ll just put this trolley back. Won’t be long,’ he said, then turned to grin at the elderly lady and winked. ‘As for you, try not to miss me too much.’


The lady watched him walk away before turning to Sally.


‘You’re so lucky,’ she said. ‘Your husband couldn’t have been kinder. There I was, struggling with my heavy bags and he leapt out of your car to help me. My Bert, bless his soul, even when he was young and fit, never lifted a finger to carry the bags from the car to the house, far less come shopping with me to make sure I didn’t have to do all the heavy lifting myself.’


Sally smiled. ‘He likes to help,’ she said, wishing she could tell the truth, but Gordon had charmed the woman so completely she probably wouldn’t believe it even if Sally uncovered her bruises, which she would never do.


The lady smiled as she got into her car. ‘I hope you take care of him. Good men like that are hard to find. Have a lovely weekend.’


She shut the car door and waved. Sally waited until the old lady had reversed out before opening the hatchback and picking up the first of her shopping bags, keeping a wary eye on Gordon as he walked back across the car park.


If he was in a good mood he’d help her. If he wasn’t . . . Don’t think about it, she told herself. He didn’t speak as he reached the car, opened the door on the driver’s side and got in. Sally put the last of the bags into the car, carefully closing the boot so that it didn’t slam. She wheeled the trolley over to the building and slotted it into the line of others and headed back to the car.


As she opened the door and saw his face, she knew whatever she said was going to be wrong. Maybe it was better to keep quiet.


‘Well?’ he said, holding out his hand for the credit card. ‘What kept you this time? Or should I say who? Come on, who were you talking to?’


Sally shook her head. ‘No one. There were only two checkouts open and long queues at both of them.’


He started the car. ‘You expect me to believe that? You are such a liar. Never mind, you’ll tell me the truth later. I’ll get it out of you one way or another.’


As the car moved out of the supermarket car park Sally began rehearsing in her mind what she could say to placate him. The truth wouldn’t work. He never believed her when she said she hadn’t spoken to anyone. Maybe if she pleaded stupidity, saying she’d picked up the wrong items and had to go and change them, he might accept that, or maybe she could say there hadn’t been the right coffee on the shelf and she’d had to ask one of the stackers to go and get some. No, that wouldn’t do. That would prove him right because she’d have spoken to someone. She’d go with the stupidity story.


The drive home was torture. She kept stealing glances at his face and could see how angry he was. Should she speak? No, safer to keep quiet and hope he’d come round by the time they reached the house.


Gordon turned into their drive and switched off the engine.


‘Get out,’ he said. ‘I’ll bring the shopping in. I don’t want to look at you until you’re ready to tell me the truth. Go on, get inside and wait for me.’


She climbed out of the car and walked to the house, legs trembling so much she stumbled as she reached the front door.


She heard him sigh. ‘Stupid clumsy bitch. I don’t know why I put up with you.’


Leaving the front door open for him to bring in the bags, Sally went through to the kitchen and tried to compose herself. Hearing voices, she moved over to the window and saw their neighbour, Janet, had pulled up on the adjoining drive.


‘Well, just look at you,’ Janet cooed, as she walked to stand next to Gordon. ‘If only I could get George to help bring in our shopping, but he’s probably asleep in front of the TV.’


Sally’s stomach heaved as Janet grinned and moved towards Gordon. Oh, dear God, no! she thought. Please don’t flirt with him. He’s already so angry.


Sally didn’t catch Gordon’s reply, but it must have been funny because Janet burst out laughing, moved up close, and put her hand on his arm.


‘You can come and lift my bags any time,’ she said and winked. ‘I doubt George would even notice.’


Sally could feel her heart pounding. Gordon hated women who acted like their neighbour. He said it proved that all women were whores at heart.


‘Now, Janet, you know very well I only have eyes for my lovely wife,’ Gordon said, smiling in a way that would once have melted Sally’s heart, but that now filled her with fear.


He turned away from Janet and walked towards the house, carrying two bags in each hand. Sally could see by the look on his face that tonight was going to be bad. She knew now there’d be no placating him. He had already been angry with her and now Janet had made it worse. But what had she done this time? Sally wracked her brains trying to work out what could have caused him to go from smiling at her and saying not to be too long as she climbed out of the car, to over-the-top fuming by the time she got back. It couldn’t just be the amount of time she’d taken to do the shopping. There must be something else.


She jumped as he spoke behind her.


‘Don’t stand there blocking the way. The least you could have done was pour me a drink. Why do I have to do everything around here? Isn’t it enough that I take care of you?’


He dumped the bags on the floor.


‘Well,’ he snarled, ‘aren’t you going to answer me?’


Sally panicked, not knowing which question to answer first. ‘Gordon, please, what have I done to upset you?’


‘Gordon, please,’ he mimicked. ‘What have I done? I’ll tell you what you’ve done, you cheating bitch, you’ve arranged to go out to pick up some man, that’s what you’ve done.’


She shook her head. What was he talking about? ‘I haven’t. I promise.’


He kicked at one of the bags and the shopping flew across the floor. A white haze filled the kitchen as the flour bag exploded.


‘Now look what you’ve made me do!’ he yelled.


‘I’ll clean it up,’ she said, turning to reach for the broom from behind the kitchen door.


‘Leave it!’ he snarled, pulling her back to face him. ‘When were you going to tell me about your night out?’


‘I’m not having a night out. I promise I’m not going anywhere.’


‘Oh, no, Gordon, I’m not going out,’ he said in a squeaky voice. ‘I promise! Except you’re a liar, aren’t you? Did you think you could keep it a secret from me?’


‘What?’ she begged. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about. I don’t keep any secrets from you.’


‘Really? What about this?’ he said, pulling her phone from his pocket. ‘This went ping while you were in the shop, so I read the message. “See you at 7:30,” it says. Who’s it from? Who the hell is CT and why is he sending you messages about going out? When were you planning to tell me?’


Sally relaxed slightly. He might not like what she had to say, but at least she could explain this. ‘That wasn’t meant for me,’ she said. ‘One of the girls at work, Carly Tanner, has arranged a night out for everyone. She set up a WhatsApp group and put us all on it. I’ve already told her I can’t go.’


‘I see,’ he said. ‘You told her you can’t go, not that you didn’t want to go.’


‘I don’t want to go,’ Sally said. ‘That’s what I meant.’


‘It’s not what you said though, is it? You said you can’t go. You wanted to, but you told her you can’t. Why did you want to go? So you can whore around with some other man?’


She shook her head. ‘No, Gordon, you’re all I want. All I’ve ever wanted. You know that.’ She smiled and reached out to touch his arm. ‘Let’s not fight.’


He pulled his arm away and shook off her hand. Throwing her phone to the floor, he stamped on it again and again until the pieces were mixed in with the flour.


‘Now you can’t make plans to go out and whore around with your slut friends. Get this mess cleaned up.’


‘I’ll just put the shopping away and then—’


He grabbed her, his hands circling her throat as he pushed her against the wall.


‘No! Get my dinner ready. I’m starving. You’d think a man working hard all day would be able to come home and relax, but no, you have to go and spoil our weekend before it’s even started.’


‘I’m sorry,’ she whispered.


He let go and looked her up and down. She could feel his eyes burning into her.


‘You always say sorry, but then you do something else that means I can’t trust you. Right now, I can’t bear to look at you. I’m going to watch the news. Call me when dinner’s ready.’


As she moved around the kitchen preparing the bolognese sauce and boiling the pasta, all Sally could think about was what had happened the last time he’d been this angry. That evening had ended with a visit to the hospital to set her broken bones. Maybe she should put the sleeping powder she’d hidden at the back of the drawer in his dinner and leave tonight instead of waiting until she’d saved enough money, but where could she go? She couldn’t contact her half-sister until Monday when she went back to work. She’d tried so hard to build up a running-away fund and Alison had offered her a temporary place to hide, but if she left tonight, without a phone she had no way of contacting her sister and nowhere near enough money even if she could get hold of her secret bank card, which she couldn’t because that was in her desk at work. Even if she could somehow get to the office, she had no way of getting in until the cleaners arrived on Monday morning.


‘That smells delicious,’ he said, coming up behind her and kissing the back of her neck, making her heart sink. ‘Are you having wine?’


She used to think Gordon being nice after he’d lost his temper meant the danger was over. She knew better now. She turned round and he waved the bottle, giving her one of his winning smiles, which disappeared when she shook her head.


‘Not tonight, thank you. I don’t fancy any.’


‘Yes you do,’ he said, moving to the table and pouring some into her glass.


She moved to the table and sat down, desperate to placate him, but couldn’t help giving a gasp of fear as Gordon reached across the table and patted her hand.


‘I’m sorry for yelling at you, Sal, but you make me so mad at times I can’t help myself. You never seem to learn, no matter how many times I put you right.’


Sally gave what she hoped was a forgiving smile.


‘Why aren’t you eating?’ he said.


Brought back to earth, she shrugged. ‘I’m not very hungry.’


‘You’re not sulking, are you?’ Gordon said, reaching out again but this time gripping her left wrist so tightly she knew there would be yet another bruise.


She picked up a fork with her right hand and moved the food around on the plate. ‘No, not sulking,’ she said.


‘Good,’ he said, letting go of her wrist. ‘Because you’ve got nothing to sulk about, have you? You’ve got a lovely home and a husband who adores you. What more could any woman want?’


Sally knew she had to head this off before it went any further.


‘You’re right,’ she said. ‘I’m one of the lucky ones. Would you like more bolognese?’


Gordon smiled and nodded. ‘That’s my girl.’


Sally moved across to the sauce. Keeping a careful watch on Gordon, she thought about opening the drawer containing the bag of crushed sleeping tablets, but her hands were shaking too much. She knew she couldn’t do it without him noticing. If he found the powder, he’d go berserk.


She took his full plate back to the table and watched as he refilled her wine glass, this time to the brim. She only took tiny sips, knowing she had to keep her wits about her.


‘Do you know what that stupid bastard said to me at work today?’


Sally stayed quiet. When Gordon was in one of these moods, it was safer not to speak.


‘He thinks just because he’s my foreman he knows it all. Well, take it from me, he doesn’t know his arse from his elbow.’


He swallowed the last of the wine in his glass, looked at hers and glared.


‘Why aren’t you drinking? You know I don’t like to drink alone. Are you trying to upset me? Is that what you want? Is it?’ he said, his voice rising on each question.


Sally shook her head and picked up the glass, taking a tiny sip before putting it back down again.


‘It’s bad enough I have to work with idiots without having to live with one. Why don’t you answer me? Cat got your tongue?’


‘I was listening,’ Sally said. ‘What did Mr Peters say to you?’


‘Ah, fuck you. I don’t know why I bother telling you about my day. You’re too thick to understand what I have to put up with.’


Sally knew this would go in one of two directions. Either he was going to lash out at her, as if his bad day was her fault, or he would decide she wasn’t worth the effort of explaining how unfairly everyone treated him. She breathed a sigh of relief when he got up and staggered through to the lounge without saying anything else, leaving her to clear away the dishes.


She waited until he’d gone, then turned to the shopping bags she hadn’t had chance to unpack. Each time she moved, she hurt. She had to leave soon, but with what money?


Shaking, she put the sugar into the container and threw the empty packet in the bin. Would she have more bruises to cover up before going back to work on Monday? Weekends were always the worst. At least during the week she could get away for most of the day. She loved her job and the women she worked with, but they were beginning to shut her out because she could never join in with the events they planned.


Gordon said she couldn’t go anywhere without him because other men would be after her, but he also didn’t want to spend time with her workmates. He said they were a bunch of tarts, which was unfair. All of them were either married or in a steady relationship. Their husbands and partners often went out with them in big groups. Gordon refused though because he said he loved her so much he wanted her all to himself. What was that old Tina Turner song? What’s love got to do with it?


When she’d finished packing everything away, she went through to the lounge to find out if Gordon wanted coffee.


‘Why the fuck would I want coffee when I’ve got this?’ he said, lifting his glass in her direction.


She saw he’d already had quite a few glasses as the bottle of brandy she’d bought in the supermarket was only half full. Knowing what would happen if he drank any more, she forced herself to speak.


‘I just thought you might like some coffee to go with the brandy,’ she stammered.


It was the wrong thing to say. He jumped up from the chair and lashed out. His fist caught her cheek and she fell backwards, landing in a heap against the wall.


‘You thought? You thought? You’re not capable of thinking. Too stupid to know when to speak and when to shut the fuck up,’ he yelled, reaching down to grab hold of her hair and dragging her back up from the floor. ‘Who are you to tell me what to do?’


‘Gordon, please,’ she pleaded. ‘I didn’t mean you should stop drinking. I thought you might like a coffee to go with the brandy. You like that sometimes, don’t you?’


Sally knew the next few seconds would decide her fate. He was either going to beat her to a pulp or apologise. Holding her breath, she forced herself not to move.


He smiled. ‘Sally, Sally, Sally, you drive me insane, but you know I love you, don’t you?’ he said, letting go of her hair. ‘You’re right. A cup of coffee with a slug of brandy in it would be perfect.’


She went back into the kitchen and made a cortado coffee. Strong, just the way he liked it. Then she opened the drawer and took out the sleeping powder, stirring some into the coffee. It was now or never! He was on the point of losing it completely. She couldn’t go through another night like the last time. He almost killed her then.


‘Aren’t you coming to sit with me?’ he asked as she put his coffee on the small table next to him and turned to go back into the kitchen. ‘You know I like you to be in here where I can see you.’


Sally moved to the couch and sat down at the end furthest from his armchair. Out of range – just in case he lashed out again.


‘Not there,’ he said. ‘Come up this end.’


She got up and moved closer to him, keeping a wary eye on his face for any sign he was about to make a sudden move, but he smiled and turned his attention back to the television. Sally sat, quietly watching as he downed the coffee in three quick gulps. Please make the powder work, she prayed silently. She had to get away!


Sally was so deep in thought that she jumped when Gordon started snoring. The level of brandy in the bottle was down around the one third mark. He’d knocked back nearly a full bottle of wine, two thirds of a bottle of brandy and a cup of coffee laced with sleeping powder. His mouth was hanging open and he was out for the count.


His wallet was on the small side table between the sofa and his armchair. Sally stared at it, wondering if there was enough money in there to cover a few days, hotel expenses. She only really needed enough to tide her over until she could get to work on Monday to pick up her bank card. Keeping a watchful eye on him, she reached out with a shaking hand and picked it up.


There was a thick wad of notes. Would it be enough? She looked wistfully at the bank cards, but there was no point in taking most of those. He’d never told her the PIN numbers for any of the cards, other than for the one she used in the supermarket once a week. She could take that and draw some money from a cash machine. Did she dare? No. He’d be able to track where she was if she used it.


Gordon twitched and shuddered. Sally froze.


What would he do if he woke up and caught her with his wallet in her hand? She knew the answer to that would be more broken bones and went to put the wallet back, but realised she might be giving up her only chance to escape. Placing the wallet on her lap, she slid the notes out and quietly stood up, shoving the money into the back pocket of her jeans. She’d count it later.


Gently she put the wallet back onto the table, then inched away from the couch so as not to disturb him. She should go upstairs and pack a bag, but he might wake up while she was doing it. If he caught her, he might be so angry he’d . . . what? She couldn’t bring herself to think about what he might do.


She crept to the front door and opened it, praying it wouldn’t make any noise. Standing on the doorstep, she hesitated. If only she still had a phone, she could call Alison to let her know she was coming. Go or stay? Did she really have a choice? She had to leave. Her half-sister had said she was welcome at any time. Sally could only hope she meant it.


She listened, relieved to be able to make out the rise and fall of Gordon’s snores. She softly pulled the door closed behind her, took a deep breath, and ran.









Chapter Two


Ten minutes later, gasping for breath, Sally slowed down to a walk. Even if Gordon had woken up, he wouldn’t realise straightaway that she’d left. It probably wouldn’t even cross his mind until he’d searched the entire house for her, she thought. But could she rely on that?


Sally looked at her watch. It was already nearly ten o’clock. Close to tears, she forced herself to think. Who would take her in around here? One of the girls from the office would probably offer her a bed for the night, but she had no idea where any of them lived. She just needed somewhere to hide until Monday when she could email Alison and arrange to go to her. Without her phone Sally couldn’t even search for a cheap hotel.


The last time she had seen her sister had been at their old family home in Rutland. Alison had wanted to help her then and had made it clear in her recent emails she still felt the same way. For weeks now she’d been begging Sally to come, saying there was no reason for her to stay with Gordon a moment longer. Even if Sally couldn’t let Alison know she was coming, she could still head over to Rutland and find a hotel to stay in overnight.


She had to go somewhere Gordon either didn’t know about or wouldn’t think to look even if he did know. At least in Rutland Sally would be miles away from Gordon and he wouldn’t have any idea where to find her. Feeling better now that she had a destination in mind, she looked around and realised she’d run in the direction of the train station. She could get a train to Oakham and a taxi from there if she had enough money. But did she?


Moving into the light shed by a streetlamp, she pulled the notes from her jeans back pocket. Opening her fist, she counted the money she had snatched from Gordon’s wallet. Just under £300. That was more than enough for the train and taxi. Gordon wouldn’t think to look for her in Rutland because he’d never wanted to know anything about her life before she became his. He said he’d spoken to her father on the phone once, but had never met him or Alison.


She choked on a bark of laughter and realised she must sound hysterical. Back then she’d been only too glad to lose contact with her family. All she’d wanted was for Gordon to love her. He’d made it clear she didn’t need family or friends. He was going to be her whole life.


Sally stopped as she thought about what she might find in Rutland. The house wasn’t her sister’s. It belonged to their father. Even though Alison had said in her emails that Sally could stay in the house, what if her father refused to let her in as he had once before?


Stop with the negative thoughts, she scolded. Move! Now, before Gordon comes to find you! Just the thought of him finding her sent shivers through her body. There was no time to waste. Whatever she found when she got to Rutland she’d have to deal with. The only thing that mattered tonight was to get away from Gordon. She began a brisk walk, but after a few strides she quickened her pace and ran.


When she reached Nottingham station, she realised she had no idea whether or not there would be a train to Oakham. The ticket office was closed, but there was a machine in the foyer. There were no direct trains to Oakham, but the last train to Peterborough was coming in five minutes. It was an hour’s journey, and then she could change at Peterborough for a train to Oakham. If she’d missed the last one, she would have to find a cheap hotel for the night. Sally keyed the details for the Peterborough train into the machine and fed a twenty-pound note into the slot. Once she had the ticket, she looked around for somewhere to hide until the train arrived, but there was nowhere. She edged backwards and tried to blend into the shadows against the station wall.


As the train came into view, she let go of the breath she’d been holding. Surely once she was on the train, she’d be safe. She waited until the doors opened before moving away from the wall and climbing into the carriage. Come on, come on, she silently prayed, as the train remained stationary. Then, with a jolt, it pulled away from the station, taking her to a new life.


Sally peered through the window, convinced she’d see Gordon striding onto the platform, but there was no sign of him or anyone else. Her reflection in the glass came as a shock. She’d forgotten to pick up her sunglasses and a new colourful bruise under her left eye showed vividly against the whiteness of her face. Maybe that would be enough to soften her father’s heart so that he would forget the past and allow her to stay for a while.


Closing her eyes, she leaned her head back against the seat cushion and tried to remember her early years in the Rutland house. She’d only been seven years old when she’d had the accident that had left her in a coma. She’d been told afterwards that Grandma Fletcher, her mother’s mother, had been at the hospital every day by her bedside, but not her own mother. When Sally had finally come out of the coma and was later able to leave the hospital, she went to live with Grandma Fletcher. Much later she found out that her mother had left home. She hadn’t loved Sally enough to take her.


Her grandmother died shortly after Sally had turned seventeen. She’d gone to her father’s house, hoping to be made welcome. She remembered him coming to Cornwall for tea each year on her birthday. Grandma Fletcher had always made excuses as to why he didn’t visit more often, probably to save Sally from feeling hurt. Or maybe it was to compensate for her own feelings of guilt because it was her daughter’s running off with a lover that had caused a rift in the family.


Sally had gone in all innocence that day to the Rutland house, expecting to be taken in. She hadn’t even made it over the doorstep. He must have seen her from the window as she walked up the drive because he refused to even open the front door, simply shouting at her from inside.


‘No, you can’t stay here,’ her father had said. ‘I’m sorry, it’s just not possible. You have to go back to your grandmother’s. I believe she left the house to you. She said she was going to do so and that you would have a comfortable allowance until you were twenty-five and inherited everything. You don’t need me.’


Sally had stood on the doorstep, stunned and unable to believe what had just happened. She heard a noise and looked up to see Alison leaning out of one of the upstairs windows.


‘Wait for me,’ she’d whispered. ‘I’m coming down.’


A few minutes later she’d appeared from around the side of the house.


‘We need to be quiet,’ she said, ‘so that he can’t hear us.’


‘Are you living here?’ Sally asked.


Alison nodded. ‘I’ve always lived with Daddy. Well, on and off.’


Sally felt again that punch in the gut. If Alison, who was only seven years older than she was, was allowed to live at home, why didn’t her father want Sally in the house? Almost as if she’d heard her sister’s unspoken question, Alison reached forward and clutched Sally’s arm.


‘You look like your mother, you know. That could be why he doesn’t want you here.’


‘Because she left him?’ Sally asked.


Alison nodded. ‘That was the day you nearly died. Daddy thinks you were running after your mother, maybe begging her to take you too,’ she whispered.


Sally felt bile rise into her throat. So her mother hadn’t wanted her. She’d guessed as much, but it hurt to have it confirmed.


‘Why don’t you wait in the boathouse while I convince Daddy to let you move in with us?’ Alison said. ‘Do you remember where it is? Round the back of the house at the far end of the lawn. I could bring you food and whatever you need. I’m sure I could get him to change his mind within a day or so. He always listens to me.’


Sally felt such a rush of gratitude she moved to hug Alison. As she did so, the front door opened and her father’s voice thundered out.


‘Alison, get inside. As for you, Sally, go away. I told you you’re not welcome here. Go on, go! And don’t come back! If you do, I’ll have you arrested for trespassing.’


Tears falling unchecked, she’d trudged into the village and found a pub where the landlord was kind enough to call a taxi for her. She’d returned to Grandma Fletcher’s house and lived alone until she met Gordon six months later. What had he called it? A whirlwind romance. He said he’d never felt about anyone the way he did about her. Gordon had dealt with probate for her and, after Grandma Fletcher’s house was sold, they’d moved away from Cornwall to Nottingham. She lost touch with everyone she’d known growing up. Gordon had said he wanted her all to himself. She hadn’t realised then how much he intended to keep it that way.


On the day she turned eighteen, three months after they had bumped into each other at the library, they were married.


In her emails, when Alison insisted Sally come to live in Rutland, Sally had reminded her sister of what their father had said when she’d last tried to move in, but Alison insisted it would be fine. Their father wasn’t the same man he was back then. As long as Alison lived in the house, Sally would have a safe refuge, for a while at least.


She barely remembered Alison from childhood but recalled her kindness that dreadful day after Grandma Fletcher had died and she’d gone to Rutland to find somewhere to live. Her sister must be about forty-four now. She’d never married. Alison had made it plain in her emails that she longed to get to know Sally now that they were both adults. She’d wanted her to come home from the hospital when she came out of her coma, but Sally had been sent to stay with her grandma instead.


Sally shifted in her seat, trying to find a comfortable position, but her bruises made it difficult to settle.


Would her father turn her away again? It was possible, she knew that, even though Alison said otherwise, but she had nowhere else to go. None of her old friends from her teenage years even knew where she and Gordon had moved to after they’d got married. He’d said it was to make a fresh start in life, but Sally realised now it was to isolate her. He’d only allowed her to go out to work because they needed the money after her inheritance from Grandma Fletcher had run out. Gordon had never earned a great salary. He always said it was because others at work were jealous of him and blocked the promotions he deserved.


He’d put a wall around the two of them and not allowed anyone in. She’d become completely dependent on him in every way. But not any more, Sally vowed. There was no way she’d ever go back to that life. Twenty years of fear was enough.


As the train pulled into Peterborough, the magnitude of what she was about to do hit home. She was relying on Alison to convince their father to allow her to stay. The father who not only didn’t want her around, but had threatened her with the police if she ever came back.









Chapter Three


Sally stood on the platform at Peterborough close to tears. There wouldn’t be an Oakham train until morning. The thought of trying to check in to a hotel without any baggage or identification felt like an impossible task, but she had to do it. She wandered outside, determined to find somewhere to stay the night. As she walked along Station Road, she saw an illuminated sign for a taxi rank. Of course, she had enough money to get a taxi. It would probably be cheaper than a hotel room and she wouldn’t have to explain to a stranger why she had no proof of who she was. Nor would she have to put up with pitying looks because of her bruises or try to make up a story for why she didn’t even have a toothbrush to her name.


Sally climbed into a taxi and gave the driver the Rutland address. As the car pulled away, she let out a sigh of relief. Whatever happened tonight, she wouldn’t have to worry about what kind of mood Gordon was in, or how much he’d had to drink.


As the car approached Rutland Water, Sally looked out, trying to pinpoint places she might have known as a child, but either it was too dark or she simply didn’t recognise anywhere. Eventually, the taxi slowed down and turned onto what was little more than a narrow track. It felt like forever before they stopped.


‘Is this the right place, love? It looks a bit deserted. Are you sure you’ve got the correct address?’


Sally looked out of the taxi window and saw why the driver was asking. The house stood a long way back from the track, surrounded by a large expanse of lawn. The driver had pulled off the uneven lane onto a long, paved drive which led up to the house. The building was in complete darkness.


Was it the right place? It was dark, and it was so many years since she’d been here. It looked forbidding and enormous in the moonlight. It was much bigger than she remembered.


‘Well, love, what do you want to do? I can take you back to Peterborough if you want, or into Oakham. It’s your choice.’


Either place would probably be better than getting out of the car if no one was home, but then Sally thought she could sleep overnight in the boathouse as Alison had suggested so many years before. She’d said it was at the back of the house, so Sally knew it wouldn’t be visible from the road.


‘Sorry to push you, love, but I can’t sit here all night.’


‘No, of course you can’t,’ Sally said. ‘I’ll get out. What do I owe you?’


‘That’ll be sixty pounds, love. Look, here, take my card. If you need me, give me a bell,’ he said. ‘I’m sure I shouldn’t be leaving you in the dark like this. Are you certain you don’t want me to drop you off in Oakham? No additional charge!’


Sally smiled and shook her head. She had no phone, so couldn’t call even if she wanted to, but it was good to know there were some decent men in the world after all. They weren’t all like Gordon. She handed over the fare and took his card in return, slipping it into her jeans pocket.


‘I’ll just wait here until you’re in the house,’ he said.


Sally shook her head. She didn’t even know if anyone was home.


‘No, thank you. You go. I’ll be fine,’ she said.


As the tail lights of his car disappeared down the lane, Sally thanked the heavens there was a partial moon. Without it she’d have been standing in pitch-black darkness. There were no street lights. She looked up at a sky so full of stars it felt like she’d stepped into a sci-fi film. Shaking herself, she looked around. There was another drive at right angles to her father’s with a house much closer to the track. She tried to remember who had lived there when she was a child, but her mind was blank.


She started walking along the drive. It seemed much further than when she had last come to her father’s house. Should she try to raise Alison? What if her father opened the door? What could she say? Would he know who she was? Alison had said in one of her emails that he was suffering from Alzheimer’s, so he might not even recognise her. No, it would be better to go round the back and hope the boathouse wasn’t locked.


She took a step off the drive towards the side of the house. There was no point in dithering. As she crept across the lawn, she suddenly remembered going into the boathouse as a small child and getting into trouble for it. How odd, she thought, for that memory to return when she had forgotten so much of those early years.


She turned the corner of the house and saw a dark structure at the end of still more lawn. Compared to their own tiny garden, with a minuscule patch of ground where Gordon grew vegetables, this felt as if she was in a park. Gordon complained about having to look after their garden. He’d have a fit if he had to tackle this. Maybe her father hired someone to care for the grounds. She tried to work out how old he must be, and realised he had to be about seventy-one. There must have been eleven years between her father and her mother because Maggie had only been twenty-two when she’d had Sally.


Reaching the boathouse, she saw it was more rundown than she’d expected. The house and grounds seemed to be in a much better state than the ramshackle wooden building in front of her. She tried the door, hoping it wouldn’t fall off its hinges. The handle moved with a squeak, and she instinctively turned to see if anyone in the house had heard the noise and turned on a light, but the building was still in darkness.


Sally opened the door. There was a hint of moonlight coming in through the Velux window in the roof, but the glass was dirty, as if it hadn’t been cleaned in a long time. The interior was too dark to make out anything other than vague shapes in the shadows. Worried that she might fall over something and wake someone in the house, she wished she still had a phone so that she could turn on the torch app. As she moved into the interior, she felt a rush of dread so overwhelming she started to retch. Leaning forward, she clutched her stomach until the nausea passed.


That earlier vague memory of coming here as a child grew stronger. She’d seen something bad, something that had frightened her, but what?


She turned back and closed the door. There was no boat to be seen, but she realised she hadn’t expected there to be one. Somehow she knew there hadn’t been a boat here for a long, long time. Probably since before she’d even been born.
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