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  ONE


  Lucy Cassidy saw Clara O’Leary for the first time that she could remember that dull Sunday morning in late October as they were leaving the Sacred Heart church in Mountcharles, County Donegal, after early Mass. Clara was her mother, Minnie’s, oldest friend.


  ‘Since we were girls,’ her mother had told Lucy. ‘Even after we married we were friends, and then when you were born just a fortnight after her daughter, Therese, we were so happy to be young mothers together.’


  Then Clara’s husband, Sean, developed typhus. He was a strong man, however, and was fighting the illness, but Therese caught it from him, quickly grew very ill and died on Lucy’s birthday.


  ‘Every year I think of that,’ Minnie said. ‘Sean had got over the worst and was recovering, but at the death of his small daughter it was as if he had given up and a fortnight later he died too.’


  ‘And that’s when her brothers took Clara O’Leary back to England?’ Lucy would prompt, though she knew the story well.


  ‘After Sean’s funeral,’ Minnie said with a nod. ‘And she’s never been back until now. Of course, it was a terrible tragedy and I don’t think you ever really get over a thing like that.’


  Lucy thought privately that Clara O’Leary looked as if she had got over it well enough, for she was so elegant. Only the few very rich in Mountcharles’s parish could afford such clothes as she wore. She even had fur mittens to match her hat. How Lucy, whose gloveless fingers would throb painfully in the winter months, envied her those. Clara’s grey melton coat had the same black fur around the collar and cuffs, and Lucy gave a little gasp when she caught sight of Clara’s warm-looking, snug-fitting boots. Any boots Lucy had were either too large or toe-pinchingly small, often leaky and always heavily cobbled. She looked down with a sigh at the battered boots that she had thrust her benumbed and stockingless feet into that morning before Mass.


  Lucy could hardly believe that this woman was the same age as her mother. She looked years younger. She was a little plumper, and she had a kindly face with pink-tinged cheeks and bright blue eyes. Her hair wasn’t grey-streaked but dark blonde and caught up in an elaborately woven bun at the nape of her neck, fitting so tidily under the hat.


  As Clara drew nearer, Lucy saw her blue eyes widen with surprise as her mother introduced all of them: Lucy herself, and Danny, who was two years younger than she was, her nine-year-old sister, Grainne, and her two young brothers, Liam and Sam, who were seven and five.


  Clara, observing her friend’s eldest, wasn’t merely surprised, she was totally shocked because Lucy was so thin and small, the size of a child of ten or eleven. She had seen her standing with the others, but had assumed she was a younger sister to the child she remembered. Lucy’s tawny-coloured hair was thin and straggly, and her deep brown eyes stood out in a face that was so gaunt it was like looking at a very old woman.


  Lucy shifted her feet a little at Clara’s scrutiny, well aware that though she was wearing the smartest clothes that she possessed, her coat was far too short, the sleeves barely reaching her bony wrists, and she had a struggle to fasten it across her chest. Beneath the coat was a thin dress, which was also far too short, and with all the goodness washed out of it, totally unsuitable for the weather, even with the threadbare, darned cardigan she wore over it.


  Clara took all this in, noting as well how the arms and legs of all of the Cassidy children were stick thin, and pity washed over her. But she pushed it away before she addressed herself to Lucy in a cheery way. ‘Well, well, Lucy, I last saw you as a toddler, running and tumbling about the place, and here you are, almost a young lady. You will be fourteen now, won’t you, my dear?’


  Lucy gave a little bob of her knee and tried to smile at the woman her mother set such store by, and it tore at Clara’s heartstrings as she said, ‘Yes, Mrs O’Leary, just last week.’


  Clara knew that Minnie’s husband, Seamus, had died six months before, for the old friends wrote to each other often, and Clara knew too that she should have come home and not just sent a Mass card, but she never dreamt that the family would be reduced to such penury so quickly. She also had a sense of unease when she saw the shabby state of the sparse cottage, which was none too warm, though Minnie soon poked new life into the fire and threw on more turf, causing a flickering glow to develop under the porridge she had left cooking in a large double pan.


  ‘Take off your coat,’ she said to Clara, ‘or you’ll not feel the benefit when you go out – Lucy will lay it on the bed in the room – and then come up and sit here before the fire. I will have it ablaze in a moment.’


  Clara did as she was bid and watched Minnie swinging the kettle above the heat of the fire as she took the porridge pan off the hook. Clara was shaken by how little of the thin porridge was ladled into the children’s bowls laid ready. Minnie had none herself but she made tea for them both.


  ‘And I have some soda bread too,’ she said. ‘It would be a poor day altogether when someone is offered a bare cup of tea in my house.’


  Lucy’s mouth watered at the thought of soda bread spread with butter, for the porridge did little to fill her up. She knew that’s all there was, though, and she suppressed the sigh and watched her mother making tea and slicing and buttering the precious loaf.


  Clara heard the slight release of breath and saw the children watching her, the younger ones, eyes alive with hunger, but when she tried to refuse the bread, Minnie turned from the fire and looked at her friend steadily.


  ‘Leave me some pride, for pity’s sake,’ she said. ‘God knows, I haven’t much else.’


  Clara dropped her gaze as she mumbled, ‘I’m sorry, and you’re right. A cup of tea and some soda bread would be lovely.’


  She said nothing more until this was set before her. Then she said, ‘First of all, Minnie, let me say how sad I was to hear of the death of Seamus. It must have been a heavy blow for you with five children to provide for.’


  Lucy caught her breath. She still grieved for her father and her heart had an ache in it whenever she thought of him.


  Her mother replied in a thin, watery voice, ‘It was, but, you know, in the end his death was a blessing because he was suffering so much. And he had been ill for such a long time.’


  Lucy knew that only too well.


  Casting her mind back while Clara and her mother spoke together, Lucy remembered that when she had been a small child, her father had seemed to be the strongest man in the world. He worked for Farmer Haycock and he was a hard worker and always gave of his best. He was made up to head cowman, and would have been given a cottage too, but Minnie had inherited one from her parents when they died and as it was only a couple of miles away from the farm they decided to stay there. Many times Minnie was thankful for that decision, for once Seamus grew too sick to work, they would have had to leave any farm cottage so another cowman could live in it.


  Lucy was not aware of this at the time; she came to that realisation as she grew. As a young child she knew only that when her father came home from work the house became alive. She would fall upon him as soon as he was through the door, and in time Danny did too. Their father would toss the children in the air with ease and they would scream with delight. There was a lot of laughter in their house then, and a lot of singing. Both Seamus and Minnie loved the old songs they had learnt from their parents, and Lucy loved to hear them because it made her feel happy, safe and secure.


  ‘It was when I was expecting Sam that I first realised that the cough Seamus developed after a bad cold was still bothering him,’ Minnie said. ‘I didn’t take that much notice at first. Seamus always claimed he was fine and, as he said, everyone has a cough now and again, but his didn’t clear up and he would be grey-faced when he came home from work. The children were confused because he wasn’t able to play with them any more. All you could hear in the evening was the rasping sound of his chest and the relentless cough but we had no money to spend on doctors. I started to grow vegetables in the back garden because I couldn’t think what else to do. My priority was feeding the children and keeping the lot of us out of the poorhouse. By the time Sam was born, Seamus was too ill to work and in the end I had to find the money to have the doctor in.’


  Lucy remembered the night the sounds from her parents’ bedroom wakened her and she had slipped out of the bed that she shared with her sister and ran across the landing, soon joined by Danny, still flushed from sleep, his hair tousled. Minnie was standing in the bedroom doorway, her hand to her mouth, her eyes wide with shock, and Lucy saw there were splashes of blood on her threadbare nightgown. Then she saw her father on the bed making guttural noises as the blood pumped from him in a scarlet stream. The spasm was over when the doctor arrived, but the evidence was there for him to see.


  Lucy heard him tell her mother that her father’s first haemorrhage was unlikely to be his last because he had TB, which was highly infectious.


  ‘Keeping him at home any longer is madness,’ the doctor had barked. ‘You are risking your own life and that of your children. You must agree that Seamus is taken to the sanatorium immediately or you are risking your whole family being wiped out with it.’


  ‘Seamus said he must go when he heard what the doctor said,’ Minnie told Clara now. ‘None of the children saw him again and he lasted only six months after that.’


  ‘Ah, yes,’ Clara said in agreement. ‘It’s hard to see them suffer.’


  ‘Well, you would know about that, of course.’


  ‘Yes,’ Clara agreed, ‘and the memories were raw in the beginning, but I wasn’t the only one to suffer a loss. There is only one thing to do and that is to go on as you are doing and fulfill your intention of keeping the children alive and out of the poorhouse.’


  ‘Aye, so far,’ Minnie said. ‘Sometimes, though, I feel as if I’m balanced on a knife edge. You went to Birmingham and made a new life for yourself – made up from lady’s maid to housekeeper within three years.’


  ‘The aftermath of the Great War helped me there,’ Clara said. ‘The war had given women and girls greater opportunities and after it fewer girls were looking for “in service” work.’


  ‘Did you not mind going to live with strangers?’


  ‘Not really,’ Clara said. ‘My brothers were very kind to me but I knew I couldn’t be beholden to them and their wives for ever. By taking a job in service I had a roof over my head, clothes on my back and plenty to eat, and though the wages weren’t much to start with, they have improved with time. And that is where I can help you, Minnie, I am looking for a new scullery maid and your Lucy is of an age to work.’


  ‘In Birmingham?’ Minnie cried. ‘I could never countenance her being so far away.’


  ‘Now would I ask you to?’ Clara said. ‘I know how precious daughters are. But this is the beauty of it. The Master of the house where I work, Lord Charles Heatherington, was a general in the army and was recently badly hurt in a skirmish in India. He spent months in hospital and eventually insisted on being shipped home where he said he could be nursed just as well. I would say he was right, too, because he is cared for by his batman, a man called Rory Green, a taciturn Scot who is devoted to the Master. Anyway, the Mistress decided that a change of scene and peace and quiet are what her husband needs now and they have taken charge of a large house in its own grounds, a place called Windthorpe Lodge, just outside Letterkenny.’


  ‘Donegal Town is a long way from there.’


  ‘That doesn’t really matter,’ Clara said. ‘All the positions are “live in”, you see. I have a housemaid and a kitchen maid, both a bit older than Lucy, and I am short of a scullery maid.’


  Clara knew that she didn’t need to be short of a scullery maid, that she could have filled the post ten times over, but though in her letters Minnie never moaned, Clara had known things would be tight after Seamus died and she often worried that she could offer her friend no help. Then Lady Heatherington started making plans to decamp to the North of Ireland for a while and Clara thought straight away of helping her old friend by offering Lucy employment.


  ‘I never thought of Lucy doing that kind of thing,’ Minnie said.


  Clara hid her impatience and asked instead, ‘What had you in mind?’


  Minnie shook her head. ‘You lived here,’ she cried, distressed. ‘You know there is little employment for young girls.’


  Clara put her hands over Minnie’s agitated ones and said, ‘Please, listen to me, Minnie. Lucy’s job could lift you out of the extreme poverty you are in at the moment. You would have one less child to feed or find clothes for, and she will be paid eight shillings a week, a goodly portion of which I know she will want to send to you.’


  Minnie cast an anguished glance at Lucy as if she could hardly believe what she was hearing. ‘But when will I see her?’ she cried.


  ‘Well,’ said Clara, ‘in Birmingham the scullery maid has two half-days a week off and one full day every month. It will probably be the same here. Not that she’ll be able to see you on her half-days.’


  ‘Not on her full day either,’ Minnie said. ‘Letterkenny is a fair step from here.’


  ‘But the rail bus goes all the way,’ Clara said.


  Lucy knew what she was talking about: the little bus that ran on rails, which she had seen many a time, though she never thought that she would ever have the opportunity to ride on it.


  ‘Lucy’s never been on a rail bus,’ Minnie said. ‘None of us has.’


  ‘Well, that can be remedied,’ said Clara with a smile. ‘That’s how I travelled down and how I will go back in a day or so. And remember that while Lucy will be far from home, I will be there to look after her as if she were my own daughter. What d’you say, Lucy?’


  Lucy knew what she wanted to say: that she didn’t want to go so far away from home to work. What Clara said was a shock and not just to her but to all her siblings.


  Sam’s eyes had filled with tears because Lucy had done a lot of the rearing of him. ‘Lucy’s not to go anywhere,’ he cried to Clara in protest. ‘She’s not to. She lives here with us.’


  Danny thought the same. He and Lucy were very close, but he knew when adults decided something that was that. Grainne was dismayed that she would be losing the big sister that she looked up to so much and left with just the boys for company, and even Liam felt a bit sniffy at the thought of Lucy going away.


  Clara looked at the saddened faces around her, Sam’s still red with temper and Lucy’s eyes sparkling with unshed tears, and she said, ‘I see that wasn’t a very popular thing to say.’


  ‘You shan’t take Lucy away,’ Sam said belligerently. ‘You shan’t because I’ll not let you.’


  ‘That will do, Sam,’ Minnie said.


  ‘But—’


  ‘Enough, I said. You are being rude.’


  ‘Lucy must work someplace, you know, now her school days are over,’ Clara said to the children. She went on to describe the big house just outside Letterkenny and the benefits for them all if Lucy were to take a job there.


  As Clara spoke, things became much clearer to Lucy too. She was no keener to leave home but she knew that for all their sakes she must go and be a scullery maid at this house and lift some of the burden from her mother.


  For years Lucy had listened to Minnie in the garden from early morning till late at night, digging, planting, hoeing, weeding, watering and then harvesting. Any surplus was exchanged for oatmeal, flour and fats and candles at the shop, and Lucy knew that it was time now for her to contribute to the family. She nodded her head to Clara. The younger children stared at her open-mouthed, but Danny had known all along what the outcome would be.


  Then Clara asked Lucy, ‘Is that your best dress?’ She knew the answer really. She had seen how the others were dressed.


  Minnie’s face flamed with embarrassment but she answered firmly enough. ‘Sometimes there is barely enough money to put food on the table and there is none to spare for new clothes. St Vincent de Paul come round with a bundle of things sometimes, but ours is not the only poor family in Mountcharles. There has been nothing suitable for Lucy in the bundles lately.’


  Clara knew that she would have to tread carefully. Minnie set a great store by pride. ‘Don’t fret about it,’ she said. ‘The family will provide Lucy’s uniform – a grey dress and various aprons – though they will have to be altered to fit.’


  ‘She’s handy with her needle,’ Minnie said. ‘I have taught her that much. But if her uniform is provided why does her normal dress matter?’


  ‘Lady Heatherington expects a certain standard of dress among her staff,’ said Clara. ‘So that if they should choose to walk about the town on their time off and certainly on Sundays when we go to Mass we shall not disgrace the house.’


  ‘Then I don’t know what is to be done.’


  ‘Let me buy Lucy a couple of dresses.’


  Lucy caught her breath in a gasp of pleasure, for she could never remember having new clothes before. However, Minnie was shaking her head. ‘I couldn’t possibly let you do that.’


  ‘Why not?’ Clara demanded. ‘Stiff-necked pride again?’


  ‘As I said before, it’s all I have.’


  ‘You are denying Lucy a chance in life,’ Clara said angrily. ‘And denying all of them the opportunity to make their lives even the tiniest bit easier because of some crackpot notion you have. Have you the right to do that?’


  Lucy saw her mother was wavering and so did Clara, and she went on more gently, ‘Minnie, you said you will miss Lucy sorely when she is gone from you and I am sure you will, but I would give my eyeteeth to be in that position and able to see my daughter every month. Now you are my dearest friend, and it would ease my soul to buy the clothes needed for your daughter. Surely we have been friends too long for you to feel awkward about it?’


  There was only one way to respond to that, and when Minnie inclined her head, Lucy let out the breath she was unaware she had been holding.


  ‘But how will you get the things so quickly?’ Minnie asked. ‘You’ll have to choose the material and contact the dressmaker.’


  ‘There is no need for that now,’ said Clara. ‘You can buy things off the peg.’


  ‘Not in Mountcharles, you can’t.’


  ‘No, but we’ll probably be able to in Donegal Town,’ said Clara. ‘There is a large store called Magee not far from the Abbey Hotel where I am staying.’


  The whole family looked at her, stunned. Though Donegal Town was only three or four miles away, none of them had ever been there. In fact, Lucy hadn’t been further than Mountcharles all the days of her life, and here was Clara talking blithely about a hotel in the town where she was staying and taking her to a big store to buy her clothes. It was totally beyond her understanding.


  ‘How will you get there?’ Minnie asked. ‘Walk?’


  ‘No,’ Clara said, ‘I thought we’d take the rail bus. They have really opened up the North of Ireland. We can pick one up at the halt in the village and be in Donegal Town in no time at all. Now,’ she said to Lucy, ‘I will be here bright and early tomorrow because I must leave on Tuesday. The family are arriving at the weekend and it’s my job to make sure everything is ready for them.’


  Lucy knew Danny would have given his eyeteeth to be the one travelling on the rail bus the following morning. She would never admit it to him or anyone else, but at first she had been a bit worried that the rail bus would jump off the tracks and that she would be thrown out of it, especially as it seemed to go at such speed.


  However, she soon got used to it and watched the countryside flashing past as Clara told her all about the people she would be working with.


  ‘It’s not a large household,’ Clara said, ‘and some have come with us from the house in Birmingham, like the General’s batman, and the butler and footman. Now, the footman goes by the name of Jerry Kilroy. He has a shock of ginger hair, and green eyes like a cat, and he usually has a large grin on his face, remembering some devilment he has been at. He is an impudent scamp, not averse to pinching the girls’ bottoms.’


  Lucy’s eyes opened wider. Clara said, ‘I think we won’t tell your mother that and I’m sure you can deal with him very effectively. You may have to join forces with Clodagh Murray – she’s the new kitchen maid that I have engaged – or Evie McMillan, the housemaid. Between you all I’m sure you will teach him a lesson he will not forget in a hurry.’


  ‘Yes,’ Lucy said, but she said it uncertainly; then added, ‘So, Evie is new too?’


  Clara nodded. ‘The parents of the younger girls didn’t want them so far away,’ she explained. ‘The cook, Ada Murphy, came with us, of course, and Norah Callaghan, Lady Heatherington’s personal maid. But come on,’ she said as the rail bus pulled into Donegal station, ‘we’re here.’


  Lucy knew straight away that Magee was the type of establishment that wouldn’t welcome the likes of her through the doors. She saw one saleswoman’s sidelong look at another as Clara pushed open the big glass doors and stepped inside. Their attitude turned completely, however, when they realised that Clara was actually going to spend money. She soon chose two winter-weight dresses for Lucy. One was in a plaid design with fancy buttons up the bodice and what the assistant described as a Peter Pan collar, and the other was navy blue with a cream trim and the skirt pleated all the way round. To wear underneath she bought two flannelette petticoats and three sets of underwear, also three nightgowns and three pairs of stockings, and a navy cardigan because she said the attics in the big house could get very cold.


  ‘Oh, Mrs O’Leary …’ Lucy gasped, almost overcome with pleasure.


  However, Clara wasn’t finished, for she bought Lucy boots made of the softest leather, which fitted snugly around her ankles, and a navy-blue coat and matching bonnet, scarf and gloves. She insisted Lucy wear the new coat and the bonnet, scarf and gloves while the assistant wrapped up the old shabby old coat and packed it with the other things into the new case that she had also bought. She had known that there wouldn’t be one in the house because the Cassidys would have had no need to buy one and, as she said to Lucy, she couldn’t go to her new place of work with her new clothes wrapped up in newspaper.


  ‘Now,’ Clara said, standing Lucy in front of one of the many mirrors in the shop, ‘don’t you look a picture?’


  And Lucy did look a picture. In fact, she couldn’t believe that the figure in the mirror was her, and she turned to Clara with her eyes shining. ‘I … I don’t really know what to say,’ she said. ‘I mean, thank you, of course, but that doesn’t seem half enough for what you have done for me.’


  ‘All I’ve done is buy you a few clothes,’ Clara said as they left the store. ‘And I have enjoyed it probably as much as you have. Now, I don’t know about you but I am starving and so I say we find some place to have dinner. That all right by you?’


  Lucy’s mouth had dropped agape, for she had never eaten out before. ‘You … you mean dinner in a café somewhere?’


  ‘That was the idea, yes.’ Clara’s smile was warm.


  Lucy felt as if she had died and gone to Heaven a little later, after a meal of steak-and-kidney pie, with potatoes, carrots and cabbage and lots of gravy, followed by treacle tart and custard. Clara thought she had never treated anyone who was so appreciative, and she smiled with satisfaction.


  Before they made for the rail bus, she bought a large cooked ham at the butcher’s, two loaves of bread, creamery butter, a pot of jam, a huge slab of cheese, proper milk and tea.


  Minnie cried when she saw all Clara had bought – the bountiful food on the table and the clothes and suitcase – and when Lucy tried on the clothes for them all to see, she cried afresh and burnt with shame that she had not been able to dress her own daughter or any of them half as well.


  ‘Now, that will do,’ Clara chided Minnie gently. ‘I have no daughter of my own to spoil and it’s the God’s honest truth that I enjoyed every minute of the time I spent with yours. Now, are we going to sit here weeping, or eat this fine food, for the children’s eyes are standing out of their heads as if on stalks?’


  The young Cassidys had never smelt, never mind tasted, such wonderful food, and they did give full justice to the meal.


  ‘Now remember, I return tomorrow,’ Clara said to Minnie as she prepared to leave. ‘And Lucy must be on the first rail bus next Monday morning. The other two girls are starting this Wednesday because we really want them licked into some sort of shape before starting anyone else new.’


  Lucy nodded but, when Clara had left, she was filled with doubt that she would be able to do the job of scullery maid. But she also knew that she had do her best, for the family would be relying on her, and she sighed, suddenly feeling the burden a heavy one.


  TWO


  The last days at home seemed to fly past and at last it was Monday morning, bleak and icy. Lucy woke early as she usually did. She lit the stub of the candle that was stuck in a saucer and began to dress in the clothes Clara had bought her, which she had laid ready on the rickety chair by her bed. It was the first time she had worn them, wanting to keep them all nice for her first day at Windthorpe Lodge, and she loved the feel of the new vests and knickers next to her skin, and the delicious warmth of the flannel petticoats, followed by the plaid dress and cardigan. Then she donned the stockings and boots, brushed her hair with the old ragged brush with very few bristles and took the candle up to look at her reflection in the mirror.


  ‘You look lovely,’ Grainne suddenly said from the bed, and Lucy saw that she had woken and was staring at her with her large dark brown eyes. She sighed. ‘Those clothes Mrs O’Leary bought you are so beautiful. I wish I had something half as good.’


  Lucy did feel guilty about being dressed so well, but to say so would not help. Instead, she said, ‘I know, but don’t fret. By the time it’s your turn, I will have been working some time and I will get your clothes together and I will make sure they are just as lovely as these.’


  ‘Will you, really, Lucy?’


  ‘I promise.’


  Grainne sighed again. ‘I wish you didn’t have to go away, though. I’m going to miss you ever so much.’


  Lucy crossed the room and gave her sister a hug. ‘I’m going to miss all of you, but, however we feel, all the moaning and whining in the world will make no difference. Now,’ she said briskly, ‘as you’re awake you may as well get up and I will go and help Mammy with the breakfast.’


  ‘I was going to anyway,’ Grainne said. ‘This is your last breakfast at home probably for ages and ages so I wanted to share it.’


  The others felt the same, Lucy realised as she went into the kitchen to find the boys already there, Danny doing up the buttons on Sam’s shirt, which had defeated his small hands. When he saw Lucy he tore away from Danny, buried his face in Lucy’s dress and burst into tears. Lucy hugged the child tight, urging him not to get upset, though her own stomach had given a lurch when she had seen her case packed ready, and knew when she next opened it she would be far from home.


  Minnie, coming into the kitchen at that moment, gently pulled Sam from Lucy as she said, ‘Now, now, you will mess up all Lucy’s good clothes with your carry-on. And dry your eyes, too, because she doesn’t want to remember a row of mournful faces when she thinks of her home.’


  Lucy swallowed the lump in her own throat while Sam scrubbed at his face with his knuckles and made a valiant effort to stem his tears, but it was a dismal group that sat down at the table a little later. They were too miserable to keep any sort of conversation going, although as a treat for Lucy’s last morning, Minnie had made soda bread for the children to eat after their porridge, and they fell upon the extra food eagerly.


  ‘Have a slice,’ Minnie urged her eldest daughter. ‘I don’t want you arriving starving at the place.’


  But Lucy shook her head. She had seen the faces of her siblings and she couldn’t take any of the bread, knowing they would have less, so she answered, ‘I have butterflies in my stomach, from nerves, I suppose, and couldn’t eat anything else.’ She didn’t know whether her mother believed her or not, but she didn’t press her again and Lucy knew she wouldn’t because she had allowed herself only a meagre amount of porridge and had no bread either.


  There were many tears at the parting, and even Danny’s voice was choked as he submitted to a hug from his sister.


  ‘Look after yourself and don’t worry about us back here. I will see to Mammy and all,’ he said.


  ‘I know,’ Lucy replied. ‘Goodbye, Dan.’


  Despite the cold they all stood at the cottage door, and the sorry sight of them brought tears to Lucy’s own eyes, but with great resolve she refused to let them fall. She shivered despite her good clothes because the thin porridge had done little to warm her.


  She hadn’t long to wait for the rail bus. She was the only passenger to get on at Mountcharles and she was so glad of the trip to Donegal with Clara because she was able to board the rail bus confidently as if she had been doing it for years.


  By the time Lucy reached the level crossing just before Donegal Town she was able to see the gates tightly shut because the gatekeeper, swinging his lantern, came out to wave as the rail bus passed. Clara had told her that just the other side of Donegal Town the track ran along the side of Lough Esk, but she could see nothing outside and the rail bus was approaching Barnes Gap before Lucy noticed the sky had lightened just a little. As the rail bus chugged its way through the Gap, the austere and craggy hills loomed upwards on each side like threatening, grey monstrosities. Lucy remembered the tales she had been told as a child, of the highwaymen who used to hide in the hills and swoop down on the coaches in bygone years.


  The darkness receded further so the journey became less tedious as she was able to see more. When the track ran alongside Lough Mourne, Lucy could see the gleam of water. She knew that Letterkenny was still some distance away, and Clara had warned her that before that she would have to leave the rail bus at Lifford because it was a border post, and that sometimes they opened people’s cases.


  ‘Why?’ Lucy asked. ‘What are they looking for?’


  ‘In case you are carrying something you shouldn’t, I suppose,’ Clara said. ‘But you won’t be doing that, so there will be no problem.’


  Although it was full daylight when they eventually pulled to a stop at Lifford station, heavy grey clouds made the day a gloomy one. There were not that many passengers, Lucy noted, and she followed the others to the customs shed, which was down the platform, next to the stationmaster’s house. The unsmiling customs officer asked Lucy where she was coming from and where she was going to and then whether she had anything to declare.


  ‘Like what?’ Lucy might have said. However, she thought it more sensible to say nothing and so she just shook her head, was signed through and was glad to get back to the relative warmth of the rail bus.


  Clara had told her that Letterkenny wasn’t all that far from Lifford, and Lucy was glad because nerves had driven sleep away the previous night and she suddenly felt very weary. She leant back against the seat and closed her eyes, and when she opened them again the train was stopping. She sat up straighter and read the name: Letterkenny. She climbed out onto the platform.


  It was a very busy station with many people milling around, but Lucy was intent only on following Clara’s instructions, which were to go up the hill she would see on leaving the station and then cross over Main Street and on down the road leading out of the town. She remembered Clara saying that Windthorpe Lodge was only about one and a half miles out. ‘Not far,’ she’d reassured Lucy, ‘and you won’t be able to miss it.’


  As Lucy trudged along she reflected that places not far away seemed much further when a person was carrying a case, and she really hoped Clara was right about not being able to miss it.


  Windthorpe Lodge was set back from the road, but the name was written on a plaque in huge golden letters attached to black-and-silver steel gates with spikes on top. These were supported by two massive honey-coloured stone pillars with a lion atop each one. Lucy knew she never would have the courage to walk through those gates, but luckily she didn’t have to because Clare had said that set into the wall on the right-hand side, but well away from the main entrance, was a door to the path the servants used.


  She located it and stood for a moment in front of it. It was Monday, 4 November 1935 and she knew she was beginning a new phase in her life, that once through that door nothing would ever be quite the same again. She swallowed the lump that had risen in her throat and she resolutely turned the handle. She was so glad to see Clara O’Leary there, waiting for her, wearing a thick woollen shawl over a shiny black dress, and she gave her a hug.


  ‘You got here all right then?’ she said unnecessarily. ‘And you made good time because I have just got here myself. Let’s away in, for they are all looking forward to meeting you.’


  Clara led the way along the track to the house and Lucy, behind her, did her best to avoid the puddles caused by the recent rain, not wishing to arrive with excessively muddy boots. She thought she might catch sight of the house, but it was partially hidden from view behind a high hedge.


  ‘How do we get in?’ she asked, for the hedge seemed impregnable.


  ‘Well, not through the front door,’ Clara said. ‘Oh, dear me, no, that would never do. In houses such as these, Lucy, servants always go in to the back of the house and always use the back stairs.’


  ‘They have two sets of stairs?’ Lucy asked incredulously.


  ‘Oh, yes,’ Clara said with a wry smile. ‘You will find people like the Heatheringtons like to have everything done for them, but never like to see much of the servants that do it. Still, as long as they stay as lazy as that we all have jobs – that’s how I look at it, anyhow. Now here we are at the kitchen door and this is the way we go into the house.’


  She swung open the door as she spoke and Lucy noted with surprise that only the bottom half of it was wood, while the top was two panes of frosted glass. However, when she stepped inside that enormous kitchen, where rows and rows of copper pots and pans gleamed on the shelves, welcome warmth enveloped her. So did delicious smells, and Lucy’s nose wrinkled in appreciation as she realised how hungry she was.


  ‘Leave the case here and it can be dealt with later,’ Clara said, pulling off her shawl. ‘And take off your coat or you will cook in here. There are hooks behind the door for the moment, though it must go up to your room later.’


  Lucy nodded, laying down the case with a small sigh of relief and taking off her outer clothes. As she descended the three steps after Clara she realised that the warmth was coming from the long shiny black range that ran almost the entire length of one of the walls. There was a sink fitted in beside it, where a girl was washing pots, a huge, very solid-looking scrubbed table in the middle of the room, and a range of wooden cupboards along the side wall.


  ‘Now, Ada, here’s the help in the kitchen I was telling you about,’ Clara said.


  The woman turned from the range where she had been stirring something. She still had the long tasting spoon in her hand, and Lucy couldn’t help feeling that if it tasted as good as it smelt it would be delicious.


  ‘This is the cook, Mrs Murphy, Lucy, and she will explain your duties to you.’


  Cook’s eyes widened as she surveyed Lucy, but she didn’t speak, and Lucy was little unnerved by her stare and her stance because she was a hefty-looking woman. A stained apron was tied around her ample waist and the sleeves of the striped dress that she wore beneath it were pushed up to reveal forearms bulging like two pink hams. Added to that, her round and slightly podgy face was more than pink, and above her bulbous lips, brown eyes like two currants sank into her face. A white cap sat on the top of her mop of brown frizzy hair, which was liberally streaked with grey.


  Clara went on, ‘Her name is Lucy Cassidy. Now, Lucy,’ she said, indicating the girl at the sink, ‘this is Clodagh Murray, and you will see a lot of her because you will be working together in the kitchen.’


  Clodagh gave Lucy a tentative smile as Clara continued, ‘If you will excuse me, I must see her ladyship. I said that I would let her know immediately Lucy arrived.’


  Barely had the door closed behind Clara than Cook almost barked at Lucy, ‘Are you sure you are fourteen?’


  ‘Yes,’ Lucy said.


  ‘Yes, Cook,’ Ada snapped. ‘That’s how you answer me.’


  Lucy gulped. ‘Sorry, Cook.’


  ‘So when were you fourteen?’


  ‘Nearly a month ago, Cook,’ Lucy said. ‘The school said I could leave if I had a job, and I have brought my birth and baptismal certificate for you to see, er, Cook,’ Lucy went on, glad that Clara had advised her to bring these with her just in case. She wished wholeheartedly that Clara had not left her in the kitchen with this woman to go and speak with her mistress.


  ‘Well, I have never seen a child of fourteen as small as you are,’ Ada said to Lucy. ‘And Clara had no right to have it all signed and sealed you working here without me even being consulted. She might think she is in charge here, but let me tell you, I make the decisions as regards the kitchen and I’m not at all sure that a person so small would be capable of the work here, whatever age you are.’


  ‘I’m very strong, Cook,’ Lucy said. ‘Much stronger than I look.’


  She knew that wasn’t true, strictly speaking, for she often felt weak and faint, but that was usually because she was so hungry, and she was suddenly apprehensive because she didn’t know whether the disapproving and formidable cook had more sway than Clara. Her eyes suddenly met Clodagh’s sympathetic ones across the kitchen.


  In the few days Clodagh had been there she had learnt that Cook’s bark was far worse than her bite, as long as you were prepared to work hard.


  Lucy, however, didn’t know that yet. She felt tears stinging her eyes just as Clara O’Leary opened the door she had gone out of at the opposite end of the kitchen and beckoned to Lucy.


  ‘The Mistress wants to see you,’ she said. ‘Come along.’ Lucy followed Clara through the first door, along a small corridor that she was to find led to the butler’s pantry and back stairs, and through another door covered in green cloth that closed with a sort of sigh. ‘This is the door that leads to the other part of the house where the Family live,’ Clara said, and she pulled out a comb she had secreted up her sleeve and set about tidying Lucy’s hair, retied the bow on her dress and pulled the bodice straighter. Her attentions made Lucy more nervous than ever.


  ‘What’s the matter?’ she cried.


  Clara smiled. ‘Nothing,’ she said. ‘You’ll do.’


  Lucy wasn’t at all sure if she was right, and she could feel her stomach churning as they walked along the corridor.


  ‘Lady Heatherington is seeing you in the library,’ Clara said.


  ‘Do I call her “Lady Heatherington”?’ Lucy asked.


  ‘No, you will just call her “my lady”.’ Lucy looked up at her apprehensively. ‘Now come on,’ Clara said. ‘That’s not so hard, is it?’


  ‘S’pose not.’


  ‘And she doesn’t bite,’ Clara said. ‘Well, not on Mondays, anyway.’


  A ghost of a smile touched Lucy’s lips as she said, ‘I don’t think that cook, Mrs Murphy, likes me very much.’


  ‘Oh, I’ll deal with Cook,’ Clara said. ‘Now, I have recommended you to the Mistress and she values my opinion, but the final decision is hers and she wants to meet you as she does with most of the staff, the indoor ones, anyway. It’s not unreasonable.’


  Lucy shook her head. No, none of it was unreasonable except for the fact that Lucy didn’t want to be here at all. And then Clara was knocking on a cream door with a shiny brass handle. They were bade enter and as Clara stepped into the room, Lucy, following behind her, felt as if a leaden weight had settled in her stomach.


  ‘I’ve brought the girl, my lady,’ Clara said, ushering Lucy forward, bobbing a curtsy and bidding Lucy do the same.


  As she was doing this, Lucy had a swift look around. A great many polished wooden shelves were fitted floor to ceiling and filled with books of every shape and size, yet the room was light and airy with the light coming from the large windows at the back.


  ‘Thank you, Mrs O’Leary,’ Lady Heatherington said.


  At her words, spoken in a languid, almost bored way, Lucy swung her eyes away from the books to study the woman in front of her, who sat in a black leather chair behind a gleaming wooden desk. ‘You can leave us,’ she said with an imperious wave in Clara’s direction and her eyes met Lucy’s as she looked her up and down.


  For Lucy’s part, she saw a very beautiful woman, which surprised her because Lady Hetherington wasn’t young. Yet her dark brown hair was dressed beautifully with combs and ribbons, and though most of it was caught up, curls still framed her oval face, which was as white and smooth as alabaster. Her dark eyes matched the colour of her hair, her long nose looked quite haughty and her mouth was like a perfect rosebud.


  Amelia Heatherington, on the other hand, saw an undersized, stick-thin girl who looked far younger than fourteen and far too frail to be of any use to anyone. She smiled at Lucy, though the smile didn’t reach her eyes, and she fingered the mother-of-pearl brooch at the neck of her navy-blue woollen dress as she said, ‘Well, Mrs O’Leary said you were small and I must say I agree with her.’


  Lucy thought it better to agree with the woman. ‘Yes, my lady.’


  ‘Mrs O’Leary also said you have trouble at home. That your father is dead.’


  Lucy nodded. ‘He had TB, my lady,’ she said. ‘But he had been ill a long time before he was taken to the sanatorium.’


  Her eyes clouded suddenly at the memory of him and Lady Heatherington saw this. ‘I understand that things have been very difficult, but yours is not the only family to have hit hard times,’ she said.


  ‘No, my lady.’


  ‘And I am not running a charity.’


  ‘No, my lady.’


  ‘Mrs O’Leary has said that you come from a hard-working family and that you are respectable and honest.’


  Lucy didn’t know how to answer this so she stayed silent and Lady Heatherington continued, ‘And while they are honourable qualities and ones I would expect of all those in my employ, I am worried that one of your stature would be unequal to the work in the kitchen. Are you not concerned about that?’


  Lucy was very concerned, but for her family’s sake she had to have this job and so she answered firmly, ‘No, I’m not, my lady, because I am a lot stronger than I look.’


  ‘Hmm,’ Lady Heatherington said. ‘I am not at all sure.’ She sighed and stared at Lucy as if deliberating, and she then burst out, ‘Oh, all right then. For Mrs O’Leary’s sake I am willing to give you a trial, but I will be getting regular reports from our cook, Mrs Murphy, and if she’s not happy then you must leave.’ A faint smile touched her lips for a moment as she said, ‘I have learnt to my cost it doesn’t do to offend one’s cook.’


  Lucy suppressed her sigh of relief and said, ‘No, my lady. Thank you, my lady.’


  ‘Now, you will take your orders from Mrs Murphy direct and you must do whatever she tells you. She is in charge in the kitchen and you are under her jurisdiction.’


  Lucy nodded. ‘Yes, my lady.’ She had no intention of doing anything to upset the woman she was already nervous of.


  ‘Now, as for uniform,’ Lady Heatherington said, ‘you will be given a grey dress and apron that you will wear at all times, and any we have will have to be altered to fit you. Can you sew?’


  ‘Oh, yes, my lady.’


  ‘Good,’ said Lady Heatherington. ‘Then you will attend to your uniform immediately in your spare time, for I will not have anyone slovenly attired in my household.’


  ‘No, my lady.’


  ‘All right, Cassidy. You may return to the kitchen.’


  ‘Thank you, my lady,’ Lucy said, bobbing another curtsy before she made for the door. She was glad to find Clara outside ready to escort her back. Lucy told her what had transpired in the library and she nodded.


  ‘You’ll soon settle in,’ she said, ‘and if you work hard you and Cook will soon be the best of friends. Now, first things first,’ she continued as they reached the kitchen again. ‘Young Jerry here will take your case up to the attic you will share with Evie and Clodagh.’


  Lucy remembered what Clara had said about Jerry Kilroy and so she wasn’t surprised when, catching her eye, he winked at her. A man had never winked at Lucy before and she blushed slightly and was suddenly glad she had a decent case for she would have hated to have been shown up in front of this cocky footman.


  Clodagh, though, was different altogether. She was sixteen and Lucy thought she looked really pretty with tight brown curls framing her face and a smile of welcome shining out from her brown eyes, and she was glad that she would see a lot of her. She had come from Ballintra, outside Donegal Town, a place not that much bigger than Mountcharles, which made another thing they had in common.


  Evie, who was seventeen, came from the Donegal Town itself and she was just as pleasant as Clodagh, and as pretty, with her dark blonde hair and eyes of deepest blue.


  ‘You won’t see quite so much of me because my duties are in the house, you see, and so I don’t need to come into the kitchen much,’ she explained to Lucy. ‘I came in today to meet you when Mrs O’Leary told me you had arrived.’


  ‘You’ll see her at mealtimes,’ Clodagh said. ‘All the servants eat together.’


  ‘Yes, and we will all share the attic, though I don’t suppose that will bother you.’


  Lucy shook her head, for she had never had a room or even a bed to herself in the whole of her life. ‘No. Not at all.’


  ‘Well, there you are, then, and in no time at all I’m sure we will be the best of friends.’


  Lucy hoped so, for she had never really had a friend before and after meeting both girls she felt far more positive about working in Windthorpe Lodge.


  Even Cook spoke to her far more civilly when she said, ‘Clara was saying that your father died six months ago, but she said he had been bad for some time.’


  Lucy nodded. ‘Ages. He had TB.’


  Cook knew about TB, that insidious illness that could wipe out whole families. Clara had told her of the poverty the family lived in because Seamus hadn’t been able to work for some years before he died, and certainly, Lucy Cassidy didn’t look as though she had ever had a decent meal in her life. So Cook said, ‘Well, though we will all eat later, I will not put anyone to work on an empty stomach. So how about-you go to the attic with Clodagh and put your uniform on, for all it will drown you for now, and I will cook you some eggs and bacon to keep you going?’


  Eggs and bacon! Lucy’s mouth watered at the very thought of it and she nodded vigorously. ‘Yes, oh, yes. Thank you.’


  The cook smiled at Lucy’s enthusiasm, and Clodagh said, ‘Come on, then.’


  She led the way up the


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  THE AFTERMATH


  The war was over. Hitler committed suicide in a bunker and the conflict in Europe was finished. Church bells rang out the joyful news and Churchill ordered a national holiday called Victory in Europe Day, on 8 May. Street parties were organised, and bonfires had been building up for weeks, but all this gaiety just seemed to emphasise Lucy’s acute aloneness. She would have preferred to have been at work, but Matron had insisted she take time off as she had worked so many hours, and she said she would be too tired to be of any use to anyone if she didn’t take a break.


  A break was the last thing Lucy wanted, though. She intended going into her house and hiding away until the festivities were all over. She had lost too many people to feel any sort of happiness.


  So when the knock came at the door she was surprised, and even more surprised to see Babs and Jenny on the doorstep. Lucy stood and stared at them for a moment or two until Jenny said, ‘You going to ask us in or what?’


  ‘Oh, yes, yes, of course,’ Lucy said, opening the door wider. ‘But what are you doing here?’


  ‘Waiting for you to put your glad rags on because we are going out to celebrate.’


  ‘Oh, you go,’ Lucy said. ‘That sort of thing is not for me.’


  ‘Don’t talk so wet,’ Jenny said disparagingly. ‘This is the day for everyone to let their hair down. Flipping heck, Lucy, there isn’t ever going to be another day like this.’


  ‘I’m no fit company for anyone at the moment.’


  ‘Then get a grip on yourself,’ Jenny snapped. ‘Crikey, Lucy, you aren’t the only person who lost someone, you know. My brother, George was killed on D-Day, and you know that full well. We used to scrap, but we loved one another and I will always miss him. I felt so sorry for our parents because for all their lives they worked themselves into the ground so that we wouldn’t have to, so that we both could train for good jobs. It’s all they cared about, and now my brother is dead. But they are going to a street party, and do you know why, Lucy?’


  Lucy shook her head and Jenny said, ‘They said they were going to celebrate George’s life, short though it was, and the lives of all the other young men who will never grow old, and to give thanks that the world is at peace now, and we must all go on and meet it.’


  The words brought tears to Lucy’s eyes, and Jenny’s voice was husky as she went on, ‘That’s true courage, that is. You can’t just curl up and die, Lucy. I know you miss Gwen and Chris, but would they want you to be like this?’


  Lucy looked at her good friends. They lived in different places now, and often had different shifts, so they no longer saw that much of each other, but the bands of friendship were as strong as ever. They had come to find her, not just gone off by themselves, and she couldn’t reject friendship like that.


  ‘No, they most certainly wouldn’t,’ she said in answer to Jenny’s question. ‘And what you have said about your parents has made me slightly ashamed. If you wait a few minutes I will get myself ready and we can go.’


  They went to Harrison Road in Erdington, where Jenny’s parents lived, and where a street party was in full swing. Food Lucy had never seen the like of all through the war years was laid out on trestle tables.


  ‘Where did all the food come from?’ She asked.


  ‘Don’t ask,’ Jenny advised. ‘Just eat, drink and enjoy.’


  And Lucy really did try to get into the party mood. She ate and drank with the rest, and belted out the songs from the music halls, and laughed and joked and made every appearance of enjoying herself. But she was playing a part.


  And then someone sang ‘I’ll Be Seeing You’, and when this was followed by ‘White Cliffs of Dover’ and then ‘We’ll Meet Again’, the memories of that dreadful war came tumbling into Lucy’s mind and with it came sadness. She had a sudden urgent need to be on her own for a while. She glanced back, but Jenny and Babs were enjoying themselves too much to miss her and she wandered out on to the High Street. Once there she decided to go to the Abbey and say a prayer for all those who would never come back


  The High Street was full of laughing, joking people, and sounds of joy and merriment were everywhere. The weather helped the mood because it was a beautiful spring day with only a gentle breeze, the sun shining from a cornflower-blue sky, the only clouds fluffy white ones. The beauty of this was lost on Lucy, though, as she walked down the street so deep in thought with her head lowered that she almost walked into a man coming the other way.


  ‘Sorry,’ she said, lifting her head, and then the words died in her throat as she stared at the man.


  ‘Hello, Lucy,’ he said.


  All the nerves in Lucy’s body started to jangle. ‘Hello, Clive.’


  ‘It’s good to see you,’ Clive went on, and the tone of his voice sent the blood pumping wildly through Lucy’s veins. ‘But what are you doing here? I thought you would be celebrating.’


  ‘I was,’ Lucy said. ‘I was invited to a street party and I did go, but then I just wanted to be on my own for a bit.’


  ‘Me too.’ Clive said. ‘There’s a lot to reflect on.’


  ‘Yes, there certainly is.’


  ‘Were you making for anywhere in particular?’


  Lucy nodded. ‘The Abbey.’


  ‘Mind if I walk along with you?’


  Lucy did mind very much because the man’s nearness was making her body act in very strange ways, but she could hardly say so, and so she shrugged. ‘If you want.’


  She noticed the limp straight away and he said, ‘If you’re wondering why I’m not in uniform it’s because I failed the medical. They did wonders with my leg but I will always walk with this limp. That’s why I missed out on D-Day.’ He sighed and went on, ‘It doesn’t matter now the war is over. I expect you are looking forward to Chris coming home.’


  Lucy shook her head. ‘Chris didn’t make it. He died in the camp, of dysentery, just before the Allies reached them.’


  ‘Oh, Lucy, I am so sorry.’


  Lucy nodded, unable to speak for a moment. Then she recovered enough to say, ‘Chris’s mother, Gwen, who I lived with, fainted when she read the letter. She hit her head, fracturing her skull and never recovered consciousness.’


  ‘Oh, Lucy,’ Clive said. ‘You must have felt so alone.’


  The sympathy in Clive’s voice was Lucy’s undoing and the tears flowed from her eyes. Clive’s arm went round her shoulders and it was as if an electric current had run between them. They looked at each other in amazement and Clive pulled her closer to him as he said, ‘I know what that loneliness feels like.’


  ‘Your parents?’


  Clive nodded. ‘The old man had a heart attack last year and my mother just seemed to fade away without him.’


  ‘I am so sorry,’ Lucy said. ‘I thought a great deal of your father.’


  ‘I missed them more than I thought I would,’ Clive admitted.


  ‘And what about Mr Carlisle and Norah?’


  ‘I pensioned them off.’


  ‘And you divorced your wife?’


  ‘No, but she was divorcing me,’ Clive said. ‘And she’d gone down to London with this man she was running away with, but they were both killed by a doodle bug. Rough justice or what? That was just before my parents died. It’s a lonely place I am in, especially as I wasn’t allowed back in the army.’


  ‘That must have been a blow.’


  ‘In a way,’ Clive said. He paused before going on, ‘I suppose in a way it was my bolt hole. Jessica was having affairs almost since the day we married, and her tempers had to be seen to be believed.’


  ‘Huh, I can imagine that.’


  They had reached the lich gate and, as they began walking through the graveyard towards the church, Clive said, ‘Can I ask you something?’


  ‘I suppose so.’


  ‘In the hospital you said I had killed your love for me.’


  ‘Yes,’ Lucy said. ‘What did you expect?’


  ‘Nothing more, really,’ Clive said. ‘I wanted to apologise for the harm I did you but I never saw you after that night when I told you how I had survived Dunkirk. Where did you go? I looked for you for ages and in the end I asked the nurse in charge where you were; said we were old friends. She said you had been transferred.’


  ‘That’s right,’ Lucy said. ‘It is what happens in hospitals. You are drafted in where you are needed.’


  ‘Oh.’


  ‘What?’


  ‘I … I thought you might have asked for a transfer because of me,’ Clive said.


  They had reached the door of the church and Lucy mounted the steps, leaving Clive at the bottom before turning and saying, ‘My God, you have got an inflated idea of your own importance. You Heatheringtons are all the same.’


  Clive sprang up the steps and grasped Lucy’s hands. ‘No, really, I am not like my parents,’ he said earnestly. ‘I know now Jessica married me for the title I have now inherited and the chance to be mistress of a big house. Well, I can’t do anything about the title, though I have no intention of using it, and if anything is left of the house when the military have finished with it I will take advice on how to get rid of it because I have no intention of living in a mausoleum like that.’


  ‘Why are you telling me this?’


  ‘Because the very things that attracted Jessica – all the trappings of wealth and influence – were the very things that made you uncomfortable. All I am saying is that I am disposing of all I can.’ Lucy looked into Clive’s eyes, and he pleaded, ‘Give me another chance, Lucy. I once said that I loved you, would always love you till the breath leaves my body, and that is true. Let me show you how much, and now that we haven’t got to please anyone but ourselves let me try and win your love back?’


  Lucy’s eyes glistened and she brushed the tears away as she said, ‘I have never stopped loving you, Clive. I realised that a long time ago.’


  ‘Oh, my darling girl,’ Clive cried, enfolding Lucy in his arms.


  It felt so right and very, very comforting. She didn’t need to speak, but as she snuggled deeper she heard his sigh. They stayed locked together on the steps of the church for some time.


  ‘Lucy,’ said Clive gently, and she lifted her head and saw his eyes filled with love for her. When Clive’s lips descended on hers, she gave herself up to the kiss, and as the heat flowed through her body she knew at last she was where she belonged, and neither of them would ever feel alone again.
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