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About the Book

A heart-rending tale of bitter loss and buried secrets.

Kate Clearly feels no sorrow when her brutal father dies. At last she will be free from him, even though she and Nuala, the sister who depends on her for everything, must now leave his miners cottage. Then Kate discovers they have an aunt in the Midlands whom their father had kept secret, and who now offers them a home.

Despite leaving her heart in Durham with Matthew, a young artist, Kate feels loved and safe with Aunt Beth. But her peace is shattered by an astonishing revelation from Nuala, and a series of brutal attacks on the women of Nuneaton. Kate turns to a handsome widower, Martin Denby, but is his kindness too good to be true?
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Prologue

Nuneaton, February 1954

‘Right then, Mam. I’ll see you on Thursday.’

‘Are yer quite sure as you’ll be all right goin’ down that lane all alone, our Diane?’ her mother murmured, her voice husky with concern as she stood at the door.

‘Oh Mam, stop worritin’,’ Diane Dorkin laughed. ‘I’ve been down there so often I know it like the back o’ me hand.’

The mist of early evening had thickened into a fog so dense that the older woman could barely see the end of the path that led from the front door of her tiny terraced house to the gate. She watched as her daughter switched on the light that perched precariously above the basket on the front of her bike before turning to peck her mother affectionately on the cheek.

‘I really ain’t so sure that yer should be venturin’ back in this. It’s a real peasouper,’ she fussed, but Diane only laughed.

‘You get yourself inside now, it’s enough to cut you in two,’ she urged. ‘And don’t get frettin’ about me. I’ll be back home with Colin and the kids before you’ve even had time to make your cocoa.’

Pushing the bike to the gate, Diane gave a final wave, clambered on and set off. Within minutes she was sweating despite the harshness of the night as she pedalled up the hill. Soon the Lord Nelson public house came into sight and she grinned as the strains of Doris Day singing ‘Secret Love’ floated out into the night. Now the ground levelled out and she was cycling around the roundabout that led to Ansley Lane and home. She smiled to herself. No doubt Colin, her husband, would have a hot cup of tea all ready for her. Her two young daughters would be tucked up all warm and cosy in bed. Her legs pushed harder on the pedals in her haste to be home. The lights of Ansley village soon faded and she was in total darkness save for the dim glow of her bicycle light, which did little to penetrate the all-enveloping fog. The lane was deserted and when an owl suddenly hooted from a nearby tree, she jumped. Swerving, she cursed softly, but then quickly righted herself and concentrated her efforts on the road ahead.

For no reason that she could explain, a sense of foreboding settled over her. It was almost as if the fog had swallowed up every sound and the only thing she could hear was her laboured breath as her legs pumped the pedals. The mist from the ditches that ran either side of the lane swirled around her feet, making it impossible to see the road beneath her, and for the first time she wondered if she should have taken her mother’s advice and stayed the night. It was then that the front wheel of the bicycle suddenly hit something and she tumbled across the handlebars to land in an undignified heap in the road.

‘Ouch! Sod it,’ she muttered aloud as she rubbed at her ankle. The bike light had gone out, but for now she was so winded that she could do nothing about it. After sitting there for some seconds she pulled herself together enough to drag herself across to her bicycle to inspect the damage. It was impossible to see, so tentatively she felt along the ground.

‘Ugh!’ When her hand sank into something soft and cold she recoiled, but as her eyes adjusted to the light she saw the cause of the accident. A dead rabbit lay beneath the bicycle wheels. She shook her head sadly. Dead rabbits were a common sight lately since the disease myxomatosis had swept the country. In fact, she vaguely recalled reading in the newspaper that almost ninety per cent of the burrows in Southern England alone were infected.

However, she didn’t linger long on the fate of the dead rabbit as her thoughts turned to the predicament she herself was in. As she ran her hands along the bicycle she could tell that the front wheel was badly buckled. She wouldn’t be riding that again tonight, that was for sure. The bicycle light was broken too, so what was she to do? Chewing on her lip, she looked ahead and behind her. It seemed that she was as bad burned as scalded as she estimated that she was somewhere about halfway between her mother’s house and her own.

Hauling herself painfully to her feet, Diane winced as the pain in her ankle shot up her leg. She didn’t think it was broken because she could still stand on it, just about, so she decided that she’d probably just sprained it. Looking down on the useless bicycle, she knew that she couldn’t just leave it there in the road where it might cause yet another accident, so yanking it up she began to limp along, leaning heavily on the handlebars for support.

It was then that she heard the sound of a car coming behind her. Instantly she made a decision. It would take her hours to get home at this rate, by which time Colin would be frantic with worry, so she would throw the bicycle into the ditch until he could fetch it tomorrow, flag the car down and beg a lift.

She stopped and looked back, to be rewarded with the sight of headlights faintly slicing through the fog. The car was only a matter of a hundred yards away from her when suddenly it stopped. Waving frantically, she cried, ‘Hello! Hello there! Can you hear me? I’ve had an accident and I wondered if you could—’

The throb of the engine suddenly cut out, and at the same moment the lights on the car were extinguished.

Again the sense of foreboding settled on her as she stared nervously into the darkness.

‘Is … is anyone there?’ There was no answer. As she stood indecisively, wondering what to do, she heard the car door open and shut.

‘He … hello?’ Again there was no answer and now panic gripped her. She started to wheel the bicycle away, trying to ignore the pain that was rampaging up her leg with each step she took. Her shoes were making a tap-tapping sound on the cold tarmac beneath her feet. It was then that she suddenly heard the sound of heavier footsteps behind her. Gulping, she stopped to stare back, but whoever was there was cloaked in fog. The footsteps stopped as abruptly as hers, and again she implored: ‘If you’re there, will you please help me?’

Nothing … save the freezing air that floated around her like a shroud. She began to half run and half hop in the direction of home, and once again the footsteps began to follow her. Tears rolled unchecked down her cheeks as hysteria gripped her. She began to pray, ‘Our Father, who art in heaven …’

The hairs on the back of her neck stood to attention as the footsteps grew nearer. Sobbing, she stumbled on. There was nowhere to run or hide now, the footsteps were right behind her. And then, someone suddenly grasped her shoulder and she was swung around to stare into dark smouldering eyes. The bicycle clattered to the ground as he dragged her across the ditch. Visions of her children’s angelic faces floated before Diane Dorkin’s eyes as the icy water penetrated her clothes, and she tried to focus on that, rather than what was happening to her. She didn’t fight; she knew that her strength would be no match for his. Thankfully she had fainted into a welcoming darkness long before his cold fingers closed around her slender neck in the icy field behind the hedge.


Chapter One

Durham, June 1954

The sound of the woman’s shoes echoed on the cobbled street between the rows of terraced pit cottages. Her lungs felt as if they might burst, but she didn’t pause until the house she was making for came into view. At last she was standing on the polished red step, and without waiting to draw breath she began to hammer on the door. Almost immediately it was opened by a slender dark-haired young woman who raised her eyebrows questioningly when she saw who it was.

‘Why, Mrs Wickes, whatever’s the matter?’ Her dark eyes were kindly and full of concern, but ignoring her question the much older woman flapped her hand at her as she tried to catch her breath.

‘Kate – you have to come straight away, pet. It’s yer da. There’s been an accident down at the pit. I don’t know how bad it is, but—’ She had no time to say any more, for already Kate had turned to snatch a cardigan from the back of a chair.

‘Nuala!’ she called as she stepped out into the street, and the note of urgency in her voice made the young woman sitting inside at the table sigh. She had just been about to tuck into the large plateful of pease pudding that Kate had put in front of her, and as it happened to be one of her particular favourites she was none too pleased at being disturbed.

‘What?’ she said resentfully after dragging her plump body to the door.

‘Nuala, we have to get down to the pit. There’s been an accident and—’

‘It’s Da, ain’t it?’ Nuala’s voice was expressionless, but for once Kate had no time to pander to her as she normally did.

‘Yes, it is,’ she snapped. ‘Now pull the door shut and come along.’

Without a word the three women began to hurry down the street. As they reached the end of it, an ambulance sped past them with its bells clanging. The sound lent speed to Kate’s feet and soon she was way ahead of the other two, who were impeded by age and weight.

In the small village of Heseldon in Durham where she lived, numbers named the streets, and soon she had run along Third Street, Second Street and First Street. After turning a sharp corner, the pit where her father worked came into sight. A small crowd had collected at the gates but Kate elbowed through them and spoke to the gateman who was desperately trying to keep the crowd at bay.

‘It’s me da,’ she gasped, and nodding sympathetically he let her pass without comment. Slowing now, she headed towards the ambulance that was parked at one of the entrances to the pit.

A sombre-faced man whose white teeth stood out in stark contrast to his soot-blackened skin was leading a huge pit gallower, as the pit ponies were called, from the shaft, and behind him she could vaguely see two ambulancemen carrying a stretcher, upon which lay the still figure of a man. Instinctively she knew that this figure was her father and she also somehow knew that he was dead. The snow-white sheet that covered his face confirmed her feelings as the men carried him out into the bright sunshine.

A short, bald-headed man who was standing wringing his cap in his two hands crossed to Kate and without thinking, slung his arm around her shoulders, covering her cardigan in coal dust.

‘Eeh, Kate pet. I don’t rightly know what to say to yer. It seems that one o’ the pit props collapsed, an’ yer da …’

‘It’s all right, Mr Wickes.’ Kate felt numb as she smiled at him. This kindly man was married to the woman who had fetched her. He had worked as a putter at the pit for as long as Kate could remember and he was, or had been, one of her father’s drinking chums.

His arm fell away and he looked at her helplessly. He had always had a soft spot for Kate and for more than one reason. Firstly because of the way she had cared for her younger sister, who was what you might call ‘a bit slow’, in the absence of a mother; secondly because of her gentle voice – so different from the broad dialect of the other girls in the village. Of course, there was no doubt that this was due to Miss Frost, the spinster teacher at the village school, who originated from London. She had taken Kate under her wing and given her elocution lessons from day one of Kate starting school, possibly because she knew the child was motherless. At one stage, Miss Frost had tried to do the same with Nuala, but she had soon given up and Mr Wickes could see why. Not even Miss Frost could make a silk purse out of a sow’s ear. Not that Kate’s soft-spoken voice would help her now; everyone knew what happened to families whose loved ones died down the pit. Sighing again at the injustice of it all, Mr Wickes turned to watch his drinking chum being loaded into an ambulance.

There was nothing to be done here now, and Kate felt the need to be alone. Dry-eyed, she pushed her way back through the crowd, ignoring the murmurs of sympathy. She could see Nuala and Mrs Wickes still labouring their way up the steep incline towards the pit gates, but turned the other way and headed for the sea.

Soon the pit was far behind her and she stood on the sand letting the sea breeze ruffle her hair and cool her hot face. Further along the beach, huge pipes spewed the pit waste into the ocean and she could see people with prams and bicycles picking through the waste in the shallows as they hunted for coal. Leaving them, she headed along the beach towards Black Hall Rocks. It had always been one of her favourite places; there the sea was clear and blue rather than soot-coloured as it was in her hometown. She stopped briefly to take off her shoes before walking on in a daze.

Eventually the black sand gave way to white and her footsteps slowed as she let the quiet beauty of the place wash over her. She made for the cliffs that rose majestically into the clear blue sky, and there she sank to the sand and hugged her knees as she watched the sunlight reflecting on the sparkling blue water.

He was dead. Her father was dead. The words throbbed in her head, yet strangely she couldn’t take them in. At home his favourite meal was cooked and ready for him. The tea was stewing in the pot just as he liked it. But he would never eat or drink again. He would never shout at her because the tea was too weak or not sweet enough or not hot enough. She would never again have to get between him and Nuala when he came in drunk from the pub and took his belt to her younger sister. Nuala was what the kindly people in the village called ‘slow’. Her father had other, less kindly expressions for her, such as gormless, backward and mad.

Kate started to laugh, a weird unearthly laugh that made two seagulls that were waddling along the beach not an arm’s length from her take flight. Eventually the laughter turned to tears and then to harsh racking sobs that shook her slender frame. But they were not tears of regret. They were tears of relief. Her father had been a drunken bully, but now he could never scare or hurt her or Nuala ever again.

She sat there until the sun began to sink into the sea, then wearily rose and after brushing the sand from her crumpled clothes, slowly made her way home.

It was strange, she thought, as she walked along the familiar streets, that everything looked just the same. The children were still playing hopscotch and kicking footballs up and down the cobbled alleys. The rows of back-to-back, two-up two-down terraced houses remained as they had been; the women still standing on their doorsteps, their heads bent together as news spread of the tragic accident up at the pit. The men were returning from work, their snap boxes tucked under their sooty armpits. And yet – nothing was the same, nor would it ever be again. Now that she had got over the shock of her father’s sudden death she would have to look after Nuala all on her own. But then, hadn’t she always done that? Their mother had died when both girls were little more than babies and Nuala had relied on her for every little thing ever since. Before, Kate had looked after her father too. Realistically, now that there was just Nuala to care for, life should be easier.

Guilt washed over her. She knew that she shouldn’t have run off and left Nuala as she had earlier on, but the need had been on her to get away, far away from everyone. Now she felt stronger and ready to cope with her sister’s grief, so resolutely she pushed open the door to their little terraced house.

Nuala was sitting at the table that took up the whole of the middle of the kitchen, softly crying into a clean white handkerchief, and Mrs Wickes was just emptying the last of the untouched meal into the pigswill bin.

‘Eeh, pet. We’ve been worried sick, what wi’ you runnin’ off as you did,’ she scolded softly. ‘But never mind. You’re here now so sit yourself down an’ I’ll mek you a nice strong brew. There’s nowt like hot sweet tea for shock, so they say.’

Before Kate could object, the kindly little woman had pottered away to fill the kettle at the deep stone sink, so she turned her attention to Nuala. ‘Are you all right?’ she asked.

Nuala broke into a fresh torrent of tears. ‘Oh Kate, what are we goin’ to do? The pit boss has already bin round an’ said as he’ll call tomorrer to discuss the funeral. But then we’ll be given notice to quit the cottage. Where will we go, an’ what will we do? An’ me da …’

Kate was shocked to hear the genuine grief in Nuala’s voice. She had expected her to feel relief at his passing as she did, and yet Nuala was inconsolable, which was strange as the younger girl had always taken the brunt of their father’s wrath. Kate had lost count of the number of times he had come in drunk and taken his belt to her for no reason at all. Not that she herself had escaped scot-free – until she had begun to stick up for herself, that was, and from then on things had been easier for her and he had directed his temper tantrums at Nuala.

Her sister’s pale grey eyes were red-rimmed and swollen from crying which, added to her spotty face and plump body, did nothing to enhance her looks at all. Kate’s heart went out to her. Poor Nuala. She was suffering from a severe case of puppy fat and an even more severe case of lack of confidence, but once again Kate blamed her father for that. How many times had she heard him scream at Nuala how she would die in Grange Gorman, the mental hospital that nestled in the mountains of Ireland, as their mother had?

As babies they had lived with their parents in Ireland in a small village called Glencree on the outskirts of Wicklow, but following their mother’s untimely death, Liam Cleary had moved them all to Durham where they had lived ever since.

Kate had no recollection of her mother, and as her father had always refused to talk of her apart from to tell them that she had been a raving lunatic, it was unlikely now that she ever would. She didn’t even know where her mother was buried, which saddened her every time she thought of it. But now was not the time for brooding on the past. Now, as Nuala had rightly pointed out, she would have to look to their future. Suddenly weary, she dropped into a chair.

‘Don’t get worrying, pet,’ she comforted her sister. ‘We’ll be all right, you’ll see.’

‘Well, there’s nowt so sure as that,’ Mrs Wickes agreed. ‘I’m a firm believer that when one door shuts another door opens, so let’s just get these next few days over wi’, eh? An’ then we’ll ’ave to see what’s to be done.’ She placed a steaming mug in front of Kate.

Mrs Wickes left as darkness was masking the sooty rooftops of the town, with promises that she would be back first thing.

Nuala had barely said a word following her outburst when Kate first came back, but now she gazed at her sister from frightened eyes.

‘Where will we go, Kate? An’ what will we do? The pit boss won’t let us stay here now that Da’s … gone.’

‘There’s plenty of time to worry about that,’ Kate told her with a confidence she was far from feeling. ‘But for now, I think we ought to get ourselves off to bed. There’s nothing more we can do tonight, an’ after a good night’s sleep we’ll see things differently.’

Nuala sniffed and dragged herself up from her chair. ‘I’ll go up then. Are you comin’?’

‘Yes – yes, o’ course I am. I’ll just lock up an’ I’ll be right behind you.’

Nuala nodded as she headed for the stairs door and Kate was finally left alone to gaze around the kitchen in the only home she could remember.

For the first time in her life she realised how very little they had. The house, as Nuala had quite rightly pointed out, belonged to the pit and now that their father was dead it was highly unlikely that they would be allowed to stay there. Every stick of furniture inside it was second-hand, shabby if she were to be honest, although everything shone from the care with which she had polished it. The table was oak, almost white from the many times she had scrubbed it, and standing around it were odd chairs that her father had picked up from here and there. At the side of the fireplace was an old overstuffed armchair. The headrest was stained from the Brylcreem that her father used to flatten his hair with, and which no amount of scrubbing would remove. He would stagger in from the pub each night and collapse into it; sometimes even stay there all night because he was too drunk to negotiate the narrow staircase that led to the two tiny bedrooms above.

Kate shuddered involuntarily, as if thinking about him might conjure him up from thin air, but then she pulled herself together with an effort. He would never stagger in again. Crossing to the back door, she quickly shot the bolt home, and then after switching off the light she took herself away to bed. Tomorrow would be soon enough to worry about what would become of them; she had had more than enough for one day.

After patting her dark shoulder-length curls into place and pulling on her cotton gloves, Kate smoothed her full flowered skirt into place. She should be wearing black as a mark of respect for her father, but as she hadn’t had time to go shopping for anything of that colour for either herself or Nuala as yet, she supposed that this would have to do for now.

‘Are you ready?’ There was just the slightest hint of impatience in her voice as she glanced across at her sister. Nuala scowled; Kate looked stunning as usual, which only made her feel plainer still. Her own dress, although a similar style to Kate’s, was a dull drab brown colour and did nothing at all to compliment her; in fact, the cinched-in waist emphasised the roll of fat around her middle. Normally Kate would have been fussing around her, trying to tease her limp mousy hair into some sort of style and reassuring her that she looked fine, but today she was too preoccupied to bother about such things.

‘Nuala, we do have to be at the solicitor’s in less than an hour, you know? And if we miss the bus into Durham and have to wait for the next one, we shall be late.’

Sulkily lifting her handbag, Nuala followed Kate to the door. Many of the women from the neighbouring houses were standing outside on their doorsteps, talking in hushed voices. The girls had barely set foot out of the door when Mrs Gleeson, their next-door neighbour, pounced on them. Mrs Gleeson was heavily pregnant, not that this was any surprise; she had turned out a baby a year for the last nine years. Sometimes Kate was amazed at how the poor woman managed to cram so many bodies into a tiny two-up two-down house, not that she was a rarity: in the house that joined the other side of them, Mrs Thomas was already up to six, and she too had another on the way.

‘Eeh, Kate pet!’ Mrs Gleeson exclaimed. ‘It’s right sorry we all are to hear of your da’s accident. I know he weren’t always the best da in the world, but still, he were the only one you had an’ if there’s anythin’ we can be doin’ for you, you only need to ask.’

‘Thanks, Mrs Gleeson.’ Kate felt the colour rushing to her cheeks as she found the women’s eyes tight on her. ‘I … er … Don’t think I’m being rude but we have an appointment with me da’s solicitor an’ if we don’t hurry we’ll be late.’

‘You get yerselves away then, pet,’ Mrs Gleeson said kindly, patting her on the shoulder. ‘I’ll pop round when you get back an’ see if there’s anythin’ I can be doin’ to help wi’ the funeral arrangements an’ whatnot.’

Kate inclined her head and grasping Nuala’s elbow propelled her down the street towards the bus stop at a pace that had the younger girl almost running to keep up with her.

They reached the solicitor’s office in Durham with only minutes to spare and were promptly ushered into Mr Granger’s office. Immediately, a grey-haired gentleman with a pair of gold-rimmed spectacles perched on the end of his bulbous nose rose to meet them. He shook their hands solemnly and once they were seated, he smiled at them sympathetically. Nuala was clinging tightly to Kate’s hand, but Kate’s chin jutted proudly as she held her head high and looked calmly back at him. It struck the solicitor how different the sisters were in all ways. Kate, at nineteen and only three years older than Nuala, was obviously the strong one, which was probably just as well; after what he was about to tell the girls he could only think that she would need to be.

‘Before we begin,’ he cleared his throat, ‘I would just like to express my condolences. I cannot pretend to have known your father well. In fact, I only met him on a limited number of occasions, the first being when he moved to Durham. You were both little more than babies then. Your mother left a sizable inheritance. She came from a good family and I advised your father on how the money should best be spent, as well as encouraging him to make a will. I believe that your home was tied to the pit whilst your father worked there. Would I be right in thinking that?’

When Kate nodded, he frowned. ‘I see. Then I imagine that you will be asked to vacate the premises now. Do you have anyone you could go to? A relative, perhaps?’

‘No, we don’t,’ Kate told him. ‘But if my father has left us any money, we are intending to rent or perhaps even buy somewhere.’

Without another word he bent his head to the Last Will and Testament of Liam Cleary and as he read it aloud, Kate’s eyes filled with despair and Nuala began to snivel.

‘So, I’m afraid that’s about it, my dears,’ he told them gravely when the reading was finally done. ‘I wish I had better news for you. Over the years your father dipped into the money at an alarming rate, so much so that I once visited him to suggest some investments, but he wouldn’t hear of it.’

Again determination flared in Kate’s eyes. ‘We’ll manage,’ she declared. ‘From what you’ve just told us, the small amount of money my father left will at least bury him. Later today, the manager from the pit is coming to see us. I believe that in cases of accidents such as this they give a small amount of compensation to the remaining family, and with that we’ll be able to look around for somewhere for us to live.’

Mr Granger nodded. It troubled him to see the girls in such a dire situation. The first time he had met them, they had been little more than babies and had just arrived in Durham with their father. The second time, he had had cause to visit them at their home and it had been immediately apparent that Kate had taken on the role of their dead mother, although she had been little more than a child herself. This had saddened him to the core, but it explained the obvious bond between the sisters now. Silently he cursed the selfish man who had placed this heavy burden on such young shoulders whilst he drank his life away in the Hardwick public house. Still – there was nothing more that he could do for them now, so standing, he extended his hand.

‘Goodbye, my dears. I wish you well for the future. If only I could have given you better news.’

Kate shook the proffered hand as she pulled Nuala to her feet with the other. ‘Thank you, Mr Granger. Goodbye.’

He watched them walk to the door and after a few moments crossed to the window of his first-floor office and followed their progress along the busy street of Durham town. Noting that Kate had her arm protectively around her younger sister’s waist, he cursed Liam Cleary.

‘I told that idiot to put his house in order and make some sort of provision for his children,’ he muttered to himself, but just then the bell on his desk tinkled, heralding the arrival of another client, and Kate and Nuala were pushed to the back of his mind. He wished with all his heart that he could help them, but there was client confidentiality to be considered – and although Liam Cleary had drawn his last breath, that must still be respected. How could he have told them that the money their mother had left had been intended for them?

The sunshine had disappeared behind a bank of grey clouds and as the two girls caught the bus that would take them home, a fine drizzle began to fall. When they arrived in the small pit village where they lived, they hurried through the streets past the rows of terraced cottages. Every one looked the same, with only the colours of the paintwork and the patterns of the curtains at the windows to distinguish one from another. The doorsteps and the small, shared backyards where the women usually stood to gossip as they strung their washing on the clothes-lines were deserted now; everyone was inside, out of the weather.

After fumbling with the key and unlocking the door, Kate pushed Nuala before her into the small kitchen-cum-sitting room. The rain had penetrated their clothes and they were shivering, so Kate struck a match and put the kettle on to boil before pressing Nuala into a seat.

‘Come on,’ she urged. ‘Don’t look so worried. We’ll get by.’

‘How?’ Nuala asked bluntly. ‘Mr Granger just told us that Da left barely enough for us to bury him. An’ even if the pit bosses do give us a bit, how will we live when that’s gone? We won’t survive on the money you earn at the pickle factory an’ the bit I earn deliverin’ groceries, that’s for sure.’

‘Oh yes, we will,’ Kate told her confidently. ‘A full-time job will crop up for you in time an’ then we’ll be fine with two proper wages to live on.’

‘Huh! There ain’t much chance o’ that,’ Nuala commented. ‘You know as well as I do that jobs are like gold dust round here. You only got your job ’cos old Mrs Chitty got too old to carry on goin’. I have tried since I left school, you know I have.’

‘Of course I know you’ve tried,’ Kate assured her. ‘But I think we ought to just take it one day at a time at the minute. Let’s get the funeral over with and then we’ll worry about what’s to become of us.’

Nuala’s face suddenly crumpled as fresh tears spurted from her eyes. ‘You won’t leave me, will you, Kate?’

‘Of course I won’t!’ Kate had covered the distance between them in no time to snatch Nuala into her arms. ‘You and me will always have each other. We’re sisters and we’ll stick together, no matter what.’

Staring off into space she cradled her heavy sister in her arms. She was just nineteen years old and yet she felt as if she had the weight of the whole world on her young shoulders.


Chapter Two

Hand-in-hand, Kate and Nuala walked away from the graveside in the tiny cemetery on the cliff top. Behind them, two of the men from the village were already beginning to shovel earth onto their father’s coffin and the sound followed them, echoing hollowly on the still air. Now they must endure the funeral tea that Mrs Wickes had prepared for the mourners back in the cottage.

It was a beautiful day with not a cloud in the sky, and in the distance the surface of the sea was as still as a millpond, twinkling in the bright morning sunshine. Overhead, seagulls wheeled in the sky and the dark clothes of the mourners seemed strangely at variance with the colourful wildflowers that peeped from the hedgerows.

It was a solemn procession that wound its way back through the cobbled streets and Kate found herself wishing that this day could just be over. It was four days since their father’s death and during all that time she had put on a brave face for Nuala, but now the strain was beginning to tell.

Immediately following the funeral tea the pit manager would give them notice to quit their cottage. According to custom, he would also give them some money. But would it be enough to set them up somewhere? Kate doubted it, although she hadn’t dared to say as much to Nuala.

The people of the village had been marvellous to them, popping in with kind words and posies of flowers. But flowers and kind words would not pay their rent. Her gloomy thoughts were interrupted when someone placed their hand on her arm. Looking up, she found herself staring into the eyes of Matthew Williams, a young man who lived in the next street to hers. Her heart flipped as he smiled at her sympathetically before asking, ‘Do you mind if I walk along with you?’ When Kate shook her head he fell into step beside her. ‘I know at a time like this words mean nothing,’ he said quietly. ‘And I also know there’s nothing I can say that will bring you any comfort, Kate. But what I will say is, if you need anything – anything at all – you only have to ask. I have a few pounds put by and if it will—’

‘No, Matthew,’ Kate interrupted proudly. ‘Thanks all the same, but the money you’ve saved is going to take you to art school. You’ve worked so hard for it.’

Feeling strangely embarrassed, he shrugged. Kate always had that effect on him. There was something about her that set her apart from the other village girls. However, before he could say any more, Nuala sniffed loudly.

‘We are going to need every penny we can get,’ she argued as Kate glowered at her. ‘Me da barely left us enough to bury him an’—’

‘Nuala!’ Kate’s nerves were at breaking point, but her pride was still intact. ‘We are far from charity cases just yet, and as I said, Matthew has been working his fingers to the bone to get to art school for as long as I can remember. We’ll get by just fine without handouts from anyone.’

She glanced at Matthew apologetically. ‘She’s upset,’ she said, covering up for her sister. ‘But I meant what I said. You must get to art school. I’ve never known anyone as gifted as you when it comes to painting.’

Colour began to climb her neck and seep into her cheeks as he smiled. Thankfully, by now the cottage was in sight and Kate was saved from having to say any more as Matthew shepherded them inside.

Mrs Wilkes had done them proud. In the centre of the room the table was laden with food, some made by her and the rest supplied by friends and neighbours as was the custom in the village, and Kate wondered how they had managed it with the food rationing. There was a great dish of pease pudding, one of her father’s old favourites, a leek pudding in a tasty suet pastry supplied by Mrs Gleeson next door, split peas and ham, and copious amounts of lardy bread and a big dish of Oxo gravy for those that wanted it. Despite her grief, Nuala filled her plate in a jiffy and retreated to a corner where she could enjoy her feast. Kate felt that if she tried to eat anything it might choke her, so she hurried to the walk-in pantry to fetch the jugs of homemade ale from where it had been keeping cool on the thrall and began to fill the men’s glasses. Many of them had taken a day off work from the pit to pay their respects. They were all dressed in dark suits and ties with dazzlingly bright starched shirt collars. Kate had no doubt that their women would have been up early, boiling water to fill the tin baths that hung on the outside wall of every cottage. Yet despite their Sunday best the coal dust was ingrained in the skin of their faces and hands, and no amount of washing could ever remove it. Only the manager of the pit, who remained quietly to one side, stood out from the rest, his soft white hands looking out of place amongst those of his workers.

As the jugs were emptied the hushed tones became louder and the atmosphere lightened.

‘Ain’t no doubt about it, the cricket team won’t be the same wi’out Liam Cleary to bat for us.’ Mr Wilkes shook his head sadly as his wife frowned at him. That was the third pint she had seen him down in almost as many minutes, and if the silly old sod kept it up she had no doubt that she would be putting him to bed before dinnertime.

The food kept appearing as quickly as the men ate it, supplied by red-faced women who had spent the entire morning and most of the day before, preparing it.

As morning gave way to afternoon, the day began to take on an air of unreality for Kate. She was more grateful to her neighbours for their support than she could say, but now the need was on her to be alone again.

Nuala, who had barely moved from the chair in the corner since they arrived home, was watching Matthew as he moved about the room, her eyes like those of an adoring puppy. Kate sighed.

Matthew had made it more than obvious for some time that he liked Kate, and she knew without a doubt that she could easily have returned his feelings. But there had always been too many things standing between them, the first being the fact that her father had always been violently opposed to her courting anyone. Kate would have gone against his wishes, but it would have meant leaving Nuala alone with him while she was out with Matthew, and Liam would then have taken his displeasure out on her poor sister.

And now her father was dead and the obstacles that had been in their way had been removed. But had they? She doubted that Matthew would want her now. After all, what could she offer any man? She could never leave Nuala to fend for herself, and not many men would want to take on the responsibility of a wife with a younger, quite difficult sister in tow. Scolding herself, she guiltily pulled her thoughts back to the present. What was she doing, thinking of herself, today of all days?

The mixture of the warm weather, warm food and numerous bodies had made the room stiflingly hot. Many of the men had spewed out onto the pavement, their ties and even some of the stiff collars long since discarded, their shirt sleeves rolled up to display their white hairy arms. All the doors and windows had been flung open, and as Kate glanced around she caught the eye of the pit manager. She nodded towards the front parlour.

‘Would you like to come through there?’ she asked, sensing his impatience, and he nodded gratefully.

They weaved their way through the remaining mourners and the women who were distributing the last dregs of ale left in the jugs. Once inside Kate quietly closed the door behind them, studiously avoiding looking at the table where only a short time ago her father’s coffin had lain.

‘Shall we get this over with then?’ she asked without preamble. She had no doubt that now the formalities were over with, he would want to get back to work.

Nodding solemnly, he handed her a brown paper envelope.

‘May I say, Miss Cleary, how very sorry myself and the pit owners are about this unfortunate accident.’

As Kate took the proffered envelope he found himself admiring her courage, as she stood straight-backed, her head held high.

‘Thank you. But I think everyone in Heseldon knows the risks of working down the pit. May I ask how long my sister and I may have before we have to vacate the cottage?’

Coughing uncomfortably, he shuffled from foot to foot. ‘You … er … have a month from today. You will find your notice to quit in there along with a sum of money that we hope will tide you over for a short time. If, after a month, you and your sister have not found anywhere suitable to go, then of course we will—’

‘A month will give us more than enough time to find alternative accommodation, thank you,’ Kate told him, her dark eyes holding his. ‘Now – if there’s nothing else, I’m sure that you will be wanting to get back to work. Thank you for attending the funeral.’

Words momentarily failed the man and he found himself wondering how Liam Cleary could ever have managed to turn out a daughter like this. If he were to be honest, he personally had never been that keen on Cleary. From what he had seen of him, he had appeared to be a big man with an even bigger mouth. But then, he had also been a good worker, so the manager had turned a blind eye on more than one occasion when Liam had rolled up for work the worse for wear from drink the night before.

As he backed towards the door, Kate had to restrain herself from laughing aloud. He looked so awkward, but her good manners stopped her and instead she inclined her head politely as he shuffled away.

Alone with her thoughts, she stared down at the brown envelope in her hand. This was it then, a few measly pound notes and notice to quit the cottage. But then she had known it was coming. She thrust the envelope deep into the pocket of her dress. There would be time to open it later, but for now she had guests who needed attending to.

Thankfully, when she re-entered the kitchen, she saw that the mourners had considerably thinned out, probably due to the fact that the ale was running dry. No doubt they would continue their wake down at the Hardwick, as was the custom following a funeral in the village.

Mrs Wilkes was at the sink, scrubbing the dirty pots, and several other women were emptying the table and tidying away as best they could. Kate felt a lump form in her throat. They had always been so kind to both Nuala and herself, probably because they knew how aggressive their father could be. At least that’s what she supposed it was, for how could they have failed to hear the rantings and ravings and Nuala screaming like a stuck pig when he had come home in a drunken stupor and clouted her?

As her eyes travelled around the room she saw that her sister was missing.

‘Has anyone seen Nuala?’ she asked anxiously.

Rubbing a soapy hand across her sweating face, Mrs Wilkes looked up from the sink full of pots and nodded. ‘Ah, last I saw of her she were headin’ for the outside lavvy wi’ her hands clapped across her gob.’

‘Oh no!’ Kate’s face puckered in a frown. ‘Nuala always gets sick when she’s anxious.’

Mrs Wilkes snorted with derision. ‘Anxious? More like she’s overeaten, if you ask me. Why, she’s put enough food away this afternoon to feed a whole cricket team!’

Kate swallowed the hasty retort that sprang to her lips. After all, she didn’t want to upset Mrs Wilkes after everything her neighbour had done to help them. She turned on her heel and was heading for the back door when Matthew took her elbow.

‘Why don’t you leave her to it, Kate? Come and sit down for a while. It’s been a big day for you too and you look all in.’

Reluctantly she allowed herself to be led to a chair. She had just sat down when Nuala, who was the colour of uncooked pastry, entered the room wiping her mouth on the sleeve of her cardigan.

Instantly her eyes settled on Kate and Matthew and she pouted at them.

‘Nuala, it’s been a long day and you don’t look at all well. Why don’t you go and have a lie-down for half an hour, eh? I’ll see to whatever else needs to be done,’ Kate suggested kindly.

Frowning, Nuala swung about and marched from the room, slamming the door that led to the stairs resoundingly behind her.

Matthew looked ruefully at Kate. ‘Someone’s in a bad mood. Right – I’d better be getting off now. That is … unless there’s anything you want me to do before I go?’

‘No, I’ll be fine. But thanks for coming, Matthew.’

Their eyes briefly locked and for a moment they might have been the only two people in the room, but then Matthew turned abruptly on his heel and marched from the room into the sunlit street outside. Kate heaved herself wearily from the chair and set to, and within another half an hour the house was back to rights and the neighbouring women were ready to leave.

‘Thank you all so much. I really couldn’t have done it without you all,’ Kate told them, and then they were gone and she was finally alone. Sinking onto a hard-backed chair she slowly withdrew the envelope from her pocket.

From her bedroom window, Nuala watched Matthew stride away down the cobbled street, his head bent and his hands thrust deep in his jacket pockets.

She scowled. It really wasn’t fair. Why did Kate have to have all the looks while she was so plain? Everyone had always preferred Kate to her – even her father. He had never beaten Kate for the least little thing. He had never hurled as much abuse at Kate as he had at her. And yet, for all that, Nuala had still loved him – not that her love had ever been returned. She remembered back to when she was younger. She would wait for a sight of him returning from work from the small front window, and when he appeared she would rush to the door to meet him. She would help him drag the soot-blackened boots from his feet and run to fetch his slippers, and then she would plump up the cushion in his favourite chair at the side of the fireplace. But he had never, looking back, so much as acknowledged her efforts, let alone given a kind word.

And then she had started to grow and the abuse had started. Nothing she ever did was right for him. He would look at her with loathing and tell her that she was as useless as her mother before her had been, but he had never said that to Kate, not once in all the time she could remember. And now he was gone and there was only her and Kate left. Although at times she was envious of Kate, she was terrified of being without her. For as long as she could remember, Kate had been like a mother to her. It was Kate she had run to as a child if she tumbled and hurt herself. It was Kate who had tucked her into bed each night and told her a story, even though Kate had been barely more than a child herself. But Kate was so beautiful and so grown-up now. What if she and Matthew …

Nuala gulped as tears pricked at the back of her eyes. What were they going to do? She had seen Kate disappearing off into the front parlour with the pit manager and had guessed why. She had seen it happen to other families, following the death of someone who had worked at the pit. He would have given Kate notice to quit the cottage and a small sum of money to tide them over until … until what? Sighing, she dropped onto the bed she shared with her sister and after crossing her hands behind her head she stared up at the cracks in the ceiling. Her thoughts went back to what Mrs Wilkes had said: when one door shuts, another door opens. She could only hope that she was right, or what was to become of them?


Chapter Three

‘Kate – I don’t think I can do this.’

Kate sighed as she buttoned her coat and turned from the mirror above the mantelpiece to look at Nuala.

‘I have to go to work,’ she pointed out. ‘At the moment we need every penny we can get our hands on, and I can’t be there and here sorting Da’s things at the same time, can I? If I don’t get back soon they’ll give me the sack, and then where will we be, with no money at all coming in?’

Nuala’s lip quivered. ‘Well, what am I supposed to do with his things then?’

Kate pointed to some bags she had put on the table. ‘I’ve already told you. Empty his wardrobe, go through any pockets and put his clothes in those bags. He didn’t have that many and they weren’t up to much, but the Salvation Army might know someone who will be glad of them. It will give you something to do.’

When Nuala shuddered and pulled her cardigan more closely about her, Kate strode towards the door.

‘Will you be home for dinner?’ the younger girl asked hopefully.

Kate shook her head. ‘No, I won’t. In my dinner-hour I’m going to scout round to see if there are any flats or anything that we can afford to rent. I know we’ve still got almost three weeks but it’s no good leaving it until the last minute. Mrs Gleeson was saying that the flat above the corner shop might be coming up for rent soon, so I might go and try there.’

‘But that flat ain’t been lived in for years,’ Nuala objected. ‘It’s been used as storage an’ I’ve heard it’s damp an’ dirty.’

Kate shrugged. ‘Beggars can’t be choosers,’ she replied. ‘And at least it would beat being out on the street.’ She smiled at her sister wearily before slipping away without another word.

By lunchtime a row of brown paper carrier bags with string handles was lined up along the tiny landing. Inside them was every item of clothing that Liam Cleary had possessed. Nuala had carried his work clothes out to the dustbin in the shared yard, all apart from his steel-toe-capped boots that was, and Mr Gleeson next door would probably be glad of those. She had folded the rest, which was pathetically little, into piles: shirts and starched white collars in one bag; his Sunday best suit in another; pyjamas and long johns in yet another and so on. Wiping the sweat from her brow she decided that it was time to take a break. Kate would be pleased with her efforts, she was sure of it, and after dinner she would start to empty the drawers.

As Kate left the gates of the pickle factory, she paused. She knew that she should get straight home to Nuala, but suddenly she felt the need to feel the wind on her face after being cooped up in the factory all day. Her job was monotonous at the best of times, filling endless glass jars with pickles and screwing the lids on, but today, with everything else she had on her mind it had been worse than normal.

‘Night, Kate, see you tomorrer.’

Turning, Kate waved at the girl who sat next to her in the factory before setting off for the cliffs. Without really thinking about where she was going she found herself heading for Crimdon Dean. It was a good walk from Heseldon but the sandy white beach and the glorious views from there had always drawn her like a magnet. As a child she and Nuala had gone there often with other children from the village. One summer they had made a raft from pieces of driftwood that had been washed up on the beach and ever since, the place had held happy memories for her.

She strolled along the shore, enjoying the feel of the warm sand as it trickled through her toes, her sandals swinging from one hand. There was nothing to be heard save the sound of the seagulls wheeling overhead and the surf crashing on the beach, and slowly the tension that had built up in her like a festering boil drained away. She passed through Monk Heseldon where the cliffs surrounding the beach were dotted with caves. One of them was reputed to run right the way through the cliff to the church, and it was whispered that the monks had used to hide in it in days gone by, but try as she might as a child she had never managed to find it.

The sun was turning the froth on the waves to silver when she reached the beach at Crimdon Dean, and just as she had known he would be, there was Matthew. He had his back to her and was leaning across a canvas that was propped against a homemade easel as his brush flew furiously across the picture.

Silently she crept up behind him, her bare feet making no sound on the warm sand. The painting he was working on was breathtaking. It was almost as if he had taken the scene before him and magically transferred it onto the canvas. Sensing her presence he quickly turned and when he saw her, his face lit up.

‘Kate.’ He made to stand up but she pressed him back onto the tiny stool.

‘No – don’t stop, please. Just carry on as if I’m not here. I like to watch you work.’

Flushing, he turned back to the canvas but his concentration was broken and after a moment he shrugged and began to wipe his brush on an oily rag.

‘It’s almost finished anyway.’

On the horizon a fishing boat slumbered on the waves, its mast gleaming in the early evening sun, the sea around it glittering like a million shattered diamonds.

The scene was mirrored in his seascape and Kate sighed with admiration. ‘It must be nice to be so talented,’ she remarked softly.

Looking slightly embarrassed, Matthew began to stuff his paints and brushes into an old rucksack. ‘What brings you here at this time then?’ he asked.

Dragging her eyes away from the painting, Kate sank to the sand and hugged her knees. ‘I came out of work and just felt the need for some fresh air.’

‘Mm – first day back, was it?’

She nodded as he sat beside her.

‘Have you had any luck finding somewhere for you and Nuala to live yet?’

Her head wagged from side to side. ‘No, not yet. I went to look at the flat above the corner shop in my dinner-hour. It’s in a pretty bad state, to be honest. But then I suppose if nothing else crops up it would do at a push. Not that Nuala is very pleased at the prospect.’

He chewed on his lip. He had loved Kate for as long as he could remember, and yet somehow they had never got beyond passing the time of day although he had often been tempted to tell her how he felt about her. The words were there, hovering on his tongue like a bird about to take flight, but they refused to pass his lips. The whole village knew how possessive Liam Cleary had been with his elder daughter. Added to that was the fact that Kate was fiercely independent, and Matthew had been afraid to speak in case she didn’t feel the same way. And now Liam Cleary was gone and to all intents and purposes the road was clear and he could have risked telling her how he felt. God knew he wanted to, but some inner voice warned him that this would not be the right time. If he spoke up now, she might think that he was offering his heart out of pity because she had nowhere to go. He had to bide his time so that when he did tell her how he felt, she would know that it was because he loved her with all his heart.

Lapsing into a companionable silence they let the peace of the place deeply relax them until eventually Kate rose and brushed the sand from her skirt as she told him, ‘I ought to be getting back or Nuala will be wondering where I’ve got to.’

Collecting his things together and holding the still-wet canvas carefully, he fell into step beside her and the two of them made their way back to Heseldon. When they reached the village, Kate put her sandals back on and smiled at him. ‘Right, I’ll be off then and you should do the same,’ she said. ‘No doubt your ma will have your tea on the table and I don’t want her blaming me for it spoiling.’ Her eyes were twinkling and appeared almost black in the light of the sun. Matthew watched as she hurried away, then turning slowly he made his own way down the road that ran next to hers.

Beryl Williams, Matthew’s mother, was a small plump woman with a ready smile and a big heart. Just as Kate had said, the instant her son set foot through the door she began to dish up his evening meal, glancing at his painting as she passed.

‘Have a good session, did you?’ she asked, smiling her approval at what she saw. She had been widowed some three years before, but fortunately because Matthew also worked at the pit as well as his father before him, she had been allowed to stay on in the cottage.

‘Aye, I did.’ Smacking his lips, he stared in anticipation at the laden plateful of shepherd’s pie she placed before him.

‘Wasn’t that young Kate Cleary I saw you with a moment gone at the top o’ the street? I was putting the milk bottles out an’ I couldn’t help but notice you talkin’.’

She saw the flush that spread up his neck and into his cheeks, and knew that what she had suspected for some time was true. ‘A bad do that was,’ she went on, and clicked her tongue. ‘The poor lass – losin’ her da like that. Not that he was the best da in the world, if rumour has it right. By all accounts she’s had it rough. Brought that younger sister of hers up like a mother since she were knee high to a grasshopper. Still – I suppose she’ll make someone a good wife wi’ all the practice at housekeepin’ she’s had. An’ she’s a pretty lass and kind-hearted into the bargain, ain’t she?’

When he didn’t answer but kept his head bent over his plate, she frowned. Deciding that she needed to say more, she continued, ‘Matthew, a blind man on a gallopin’ horse could see that you’re struck wi’ the lass. Here’s you an’ me rattlin’ round wi’ this house all to ourselves. Me an’ your da always planned to fill it to the rafters wi’ children, but after you there were no more come along. Not that I’m complainin’, o’ course. You were a gift from God an’ there ain’t a day goes by as I don’t thank Him for you. But her an’ that sister o’ hers will be chucked out on their ear now, an’ where will they go? If you do think anythin’ of her, ain’t it time you told her so? I’d have ’em here like a shot, so if it’s me you’re worryin’ about – don’t! Tell the lass if you have feelings for her, for Christ’s sake.’

‘It ain’t as simple as that, Mam,’ he muttered miserably.

‘Why ain’t it?’ she demanded.

‘Well, what if I were to tell her how I feel an’ she don’t feel the same way? An’ also – wouldn’t she think I was tellin’ her now ’cos I feel sorry for her?’

‘Huh! You men! Sometimes I wonder if any of you have a brain. The lass is rock bottom at present. She’ll be out on her arse wi’ nowhere to go soon – an’ then how will you feel? What’s up wi’ you? Scared of havin’ your pride hurt, are you? Well, think on. What if she can’t find anywhere to rent round here an’ she moves away? You’ll have missed your chance altogether then, won’t you? If it’s two women sharin’ one kitchen you’re worryin’ about, then don’t! Your Aunt Aggie in Bournemouth has been on at me for ages to go an’ live with her, an’ if I could see you settled I’d be gone like a shot. But that’s enough said on my part. It has to be what you want. All I’m doin’ is tellin’ you that if you want the lass, then you have my blessin’. Now you make up your own mind, but think on. You don’t want to miss your chance, do you?’

So saying, she shuffled away, leaving Matthew to think on her words as he stared off into space.

‘Where have you been, Kate? I’ve been worried sick!’ Nuala’s tear-filled voice sent guilt raging through Kate the second that she set foot through the door. Glancing at the clock, she was shocked to see that it was almost seven o’clock. No wonder Nuala had been fretting.

‘Sorry, pet.’ Dropping her bag onto the nearest chair, she smiled at her sister apologetically. ‘When I came out of work I felt the urge for a walk and a bit of fresh air and I lost track of time.’

‘With Matthew, were you?’ Nuala asked accusingly, but pointedly ignoring the question, Kate glanced at the rows of bags that had been carried downstairs and stacked neatly at the side of the door. Her annoyance forgotten for now, Nuala flapped her hand at her sister.

‘Come an’ look at what I found in one o’ Da’s drawers. They were tucked right under his socks an’ I don’t know quite what to make of ’em.’

Grabbing Kate’s arm, Nuala dragged her to the table and pointed at a pile of envelopes.

‘What are they?’ Kate frowned as Nuala snatched up the card on top of the pile and waved it in her face.

‘They’re letters an’ birthday cards – an’ they’re all addressed to you!’ she informed her.

‘All addressed to me? Who are they from?’ Kate was bewildered and beginning to think that her sister had taken leave of her senses.

‘They’re all from someone who calls herself Aunt Beth. Apparently she lives in a place called Nuneaton. Look – this one says Happy First Birthday. There are letters too, though I ain’t read them ’cos they’re sealed. Some of ’em are addressed to Mammy an’ some of ’em are addressed to you. There’s a birthday card fer every year until you were three, but then they stop. Ain’t that when we moved from Ireland to here?’

‘Yes, it is.’ Kate was totally bemused. Sinking onto the nearest chair, she took the card from Nuala and turned it over in her hand.

‘There are none addressed to me,’ Nuala said petulantly. ‘An’ it seems that they stopped when Da brought us to Durham.’

‘That’s strange. Da never mentioned that we had an aunt. And why aren’t there any cards or letters for you? Perhaps this aunt didn’t know about you.’

Nuala shrugged. ‘That’s the way it seems. But anyway, I’ll make you a brew while you start to go through ’em.’

When Nuala hurried away to put the kettle on, Kate stared at the card in her hand. To Kathleen with lots of love from Auntie Beth, it said. But who the hell was Auntie Beth, and why had their da never mentioned her?

Lifting one of the sealed letters, she opened it and began to read. She then opened one that had been addressed to their mother and after reading that too, she looked across at Nuala, who was watching her expectantly.

‘It appears that this lady was our mother’s sister,’ she told her incredulously.

Nuala’s eyes stretched wide. ‘So why didn’t Da ever tell us about her then?’

‘At the moment I haven’t the foggiest idea,’ Kate admitted. ‘But perhaps after I’ve worked my way through this lot we’ll be a little wiser.’

‘Is there an address on any of ’em?’ Lifting the letter that Kate had just read, Nuala pointed exultantly to an address. ‘Yes, there is. Look, here it is – Home Park Road, Nuneaton, Warwickshire.’

Kate chewed on her lip thoughtfully for a second before remarking, ‘I believe that’s where the novelist George Eliot came from. I learned all about her at school.’

‘Well, now we know we’ve got an auntie, what are we going to do about it?’

Kate shrugged her slight shoulders. ‘I’ll tell you that tomorrow when I’ve had time to read through all these, but for now my stomach thinks my throat’s cut, so let’s have some dinner, eh?’

Long after Nuala had gone to bed and deep into the night, Kate sat at the kitchen table reading through the letters and cards that Nuala had stumbled across. They didn’t paint a nice picture of the life that their mother, Jenny, had lived with their father, and Kate was deeply troubled. From what she could judge, their mother had written regularly to their aunt, but the replies that lay before her unopened must have led her to believe that Aunt Beth had never replied, for they had obviously been intercepted by Liam.

Pushing them into a neat pile, Kate banked down the fire and locked the door, then crept upstairs to the small bedroom that she shared with Nuala. Her sister was curled into a ball beneath the blankets, smelling faintly of vomit. Kate sighed. Ever since Nuala had been a little girl the least stress had had her rushing to the toilet to be sick, and this week she had been worse than ever, not that it was surprising after the shock of losing her father.

Dragging her eyes away from her sister’s slumbering form, Kate’s thoughts returned to the letters. There was no mention of Nuala in any of them, which led her to believe that Aunt Beth possibly didn’t even know of her existence. She slithered carefully into bed beside her sister and turning on her side, stared at the pool of silver moonlight that was reflecting on the bare wooden floorboards through a chink in the curtains. What was she going to do? They had less than three weeks left to vacate the cottage now, and apart from the small flat above the corner shop, which was hardly fit for human habitation, she had nowhere for them to go. Perhaps it would be worth writing to this Aunt Beth. She might be able to help them. But would she still live at the address on the letters – or even still be alive, if it came to that? Kate tossed and turned until eventually she fell into an uneasy doze.

Lifting the letter from the doormat some days later, Elizabeth Summers frowned. The handwriting was neat but unfamiliar, and the envelope bore a Durham postmark. She racked her brains trying to think of anyone she might know in Durham, then carrying it into the sitting room of her neat semi-detached house she poured out a cup of tea from a bone china teapot and slit it open. As she began to read, her face paled and her hand flew to her throat.

So Liam Cleary was dead. Good riddance to bad rubbish, as far as she was concerned. As thoughts of her sister flooded into her mind, tears pricked the back of her eyes. Liam Cleary had been a bad man, a cruel man. She had never liked him, but her sister had been besotted with him and would not have a bad word said against him. In the beginning, that was …

Her thoughts drifted back over the years. Liam had been a good-looking devil in those days, before drink got the better of him. Jenny had met him when he had come to work for a time in Nuneaton and he had swept her off her feet. Their mother had been alive then, and she, like Elizabeth, had had grave misgivings about him, but Jenny was adamant. He was the one she wanted and he was the one she would have.

Their wedding at the register office had been a quiet affair before he whisked her away back to Ireland, and for a time the letters she wrote home had been ecstatic. But then she became pregnant with Kathleen and Liam had begun to show his true colours. Their mother had visited her unexpectedly and had been appalled at what she saw. Jenny was a mere shadow of her former self, although she insisted that the bruises and the black eye had been caused by a fall. Their mother was no fool and had begged Jenny to come home, but she was loyal and certain that this was only a bad patch they were going through. Liam would soon revert to the charming man she had married, Jenny had assured her, but he never did, and the poor young woman’s life had become hell on earth.
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