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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.
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