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For all my colleagues at Lyng Junior and Infant School with whom I shared so many happy years, and especially for Graham.

We shared the same sense of humour.


Chapter One

‘You be nothing but a trollop – a dirty, stinking, bloody little trollop!’

Leah Bryce’s already narrow face seemed to become even narrower, her sharp features more drawn, her usually colourless eyes blazing with old hatred and new spite.

‘Who have you been with? Lying out on the heath with some man, giving yourself like a whore! Or be it more than one? Be it that you have lain with so many you don’t know who has left you with his bastard?’

‘Mother, please, it wasn’t like that...’

Leah’s hand lashed out, catching her daughter’s face, hurling her sideways against the dresser, sending plates toppling from the shelves. ‘Wasn’t like that?’ she spat, thin lips drawn back in a snarl. ‘Wasn’t like that! Then what was it like?’ Grabbing the girl’s shoulders, she hauled her upright. ‘Don’t be telling me I’m wrong, that you don’t have a child inside you. There were no cloths from you last month and none the month before that. No show of blood for almost a three-month and you regular as night following day since you were ten year old. Ain’t nothing but a man causes that to stop, so don’t be telling me you don’t be carrying!’

Her shoulders slumping, the girl pressed her hands to her face, sobs shaking her thin frame.

‘I knew I was right!’ The vindictive gleam in her eyes changing to one of triumph, Leah drew a paper from her pocket, slamming it on to the table that half filled the kitchen.

‘I guessed what this was the minute I found it. I knew then that what I suspected was true. Well?’ Leah’s open palm came hard down again on the table. ‘Look at it. Look at the marks you yourself have made on it, then tell me those marks don’t number the days since last you had a flow of blood! Look at it!’ The last was screamed as she grabbed a handful of the girl’s hair, savagely twisting it about a closed hand, yanking her head back on her neck and forcing her to look up.

The pencil marks blurred into one long continuous line, the tears in Miriam Bryce’s eyes seeming to make it move and slide across the paper like a thick black worm. The paper had been hidden beneath the flock mattress of her bed, but not well enough from the prying eyes and poking fingers of her mother.

‘Yes, they mark the days sure enough.’ Leah pushed with the hand that was folded in the girl’s hair, throwing her once more violently against the heavy oak dresser. ‘But they don’t mark all the days of your sins, I’ll be bound! It’s my guess you’ve been at your dirty little games much longer than is written there.’

‘No!’ Eyes green as newly sprouted grass sparkling under dew, Miriam looked through her tears at the woman who not once in her memory had ever given her a loving word. Who since the earliest time she could remember had shown her only harshness – a harshness that since she had grown into a beauty had turned to spite. ‘I am not what you accuse me of being. I am not a whore.’

‘Then what would you call yourself?’ Both hands coming palm down on the table, Leah leaned forward, glaring at the girl who cowered on its other side. ‘You ain’t what I accuse you of, so what are you? Any woman who lies with all for the asking be a whore in my book, and in that of any other decent body.’

‘I do not lie with any man for the asking.’ Miriam’s head came up, sun slanting in at the room’s one window, sprinkling the rich russet of her hair with threads of gold. ‘There has been only one.’

Slowly drawing herself upright, Leah Bryce’s mouth curved into a cold, loveless smile. ‘So, there has been only one, and that makes you less than a whore! Go ask the priest at St Matthew’s if lying with just one man outside the marriage bed makes you less than a whore. Ask him if a seventeen-year-old girl with a bastard in her belly be any better than a trollop.’

‘Yes, I am pregnant,’ Miriam said with quiet dignity. ‘And I do not defend what we have done. We both know it to be wrong, but the child I carry will not be born a bastard. We are going to be married just as soon as the banns can be called.’

‘We?’ Leah’s thin lips tightened. ‘You say we. Just who is the man can’t wait for his pleasure but takes it afore placing a ring upon your finger?’

‘You know him well enough, we have loved each other since being children. We always intended to marry. His name is Saul Marsh.’

Across the table Leah Bryce’s eyes glittered above that cold smile, giving her narrow face the look of a fox with a fresh kill. Marsh! His mother was a widow the same as herself and she too had only the money her son earned to keep her from the workhouse. Now he was about to bring home a wife and soon a child. Two more mouths to feed and probably one more each year. Inside Leah the smile widened. Perhaps the workhouse would soon be called upon to take in more than one old woman!

‘Then Marsh knows about his love child, you have told him?’ She caught the look behind her daughter’s eyes, one that told her all she wanted to know. He had not yet heard of the child.

‘I... I shall tell him this evening, when his shift at the mine is finished.’

‘Then tell him this an’ all,’ snapped Leah. ‘You have four years before you be of the age to marry without my given word.’

Miriam’s eyes widened and her words tumbled out in a rush. ‘You... you would not deny us?’

Leah sank to the floor, gathering the pieces of broken china slowly into her apron. Behind the shelter of the table she heard the girl’s sharp intake of breath, and the smile that rose to her own lips was warm with the pleasure of spite. She wanted nothing more than to have the child she loathed taken from beneath her roof; nothing more except the satisfaction of seeing her suffer. The girl could marry, but only after her father’s dues had been paid.

The pieces collected, Leah rose to her feet, malice burnishing her dull brown eyes to the colour of beaten copper. ‘You will not have the condoning of what you have done from me,’ she said evenly, eyes fixed on the girl’s stricken face. ‘That which is in your belly will come out a bastard and that it will remain, till you be twenty-one. By that time Marsh may have another wench in the family way, one who can marry afore you.’

Her lovely face crumpling, Miriam stared at her mother. ‘Why?’ she asked, tears coursing down her cheeks. ‘Why do you treat me the way you do? What have I ever done to make you hate me so much?’

Holding the apron bunched about the broken china, Leah’s fingers tightened and her eyes flashed venom.

‘You lived,’ she said quietly. ‘You lived.’

Ralph Bryce placed the last of the numbered tokens on the tub he had filled with newly hewn coal then called for the donkey boy to push it along the rails to the shaft bottom. Using the strip of cloth wound about his neck to wipe the sweat from his eyes, he squatted on his haunches, leaning his bare back against the coal seam glittering like black diamonds in the gleam from his Davy lamp. It was well named ‘the deep seam’. Thirty feet thick and running for miles beneath the ground, it had yielded a rich harvest for the coal masters, and today he felt as though he personally had dug every ounce.

‘Another shift finished, Ralph lad.’

‘Arrh,’ he agreed wearily.

‘Then let’s be getting up above. We be spending that much time down here my old woman be getting to think I’ve got meself a fresh ’un!’

‘Now what could you be doing with another woman?’ Hands hanging tiredly over his knees, Ralph smiled, his teeth gleaming white in the pool of light cast by the lamp.

‘Not a lot, Ralph lad, not a lot for sure. It be all I can manage to keep my Sarah happy. Once a week it has to be, but I tells her that more than that sends you blind!’

Chuckling low in his throat, the other man gathered up the pick he had laid aside on the ground and, bent almost double against the tunnel that was less than half his height, began to shuffle his way back towards the shaft.

Pushing himself up from his haunches, the shovel with which he had loaded coal into the tub grasped firmly by its wooden haft, Ralph followed, his head almost on his chest to avoid striking the jagged outcrops of coal jutting from the roof only inches above it.

‘Will you be laying the dust along of Banjo’s?’ his workmate asked.

‘Not this shift,’ Ralph answered, spitting out the coal dust raised by the other man’s feet. Since the wage paid by the owner of the Grace Mary mine had been reduced by six shillings a tub, a tankard of ale at the beer house was one of the things he must do without. Keeping the house and feeding three mouths left Iitde over to pay for ale. Saturday evening was the one time he made an exception, and then two tankards was all he allowed himself.

Reaching, the end of the tunnel that the two of them had burrowed through the massive vein of coal over the months, they stepped into the iron cage, Ralph tugging the rope that rang the bell in the winding house.

Rising slowly through darkness so deep their lamps were helpless against it, both men held their silence, each feeling relief seep through him at the end of a fifteen-hour day.

‘You’ll be needing no bath tonight,’ the man winding the cage remarked as it reached the surface. ‘It be raining heavens hard.’

‘In that case, I reckon I’ll take the time to drink a second tankard at Banjo’s.’ Ralph’s shift mate grinned, blinking against the purple evening that both men found brilliant after the stygian blackness of the mine. ‘It’ll mean less time spent listening to my Sarah chuntering.’

‘That wife of your’n might do her share of grumbling, but you would come off badly without her!’ the winder called as they trudged across the yard towards the checking shed, hurriedly slipping on shirt and coat that had been removed at the coal face, their hob-nailed clogs squelching in the slimy clay of wet coal dust.

Removing the brass disc hung about his neck, Ralph handed it to another man who barely glanced at it before draping it over one of a line of nails driven into the brick wall and equally sullenly took the lamp, placing it on a long wooden bench that ran beneath.

Calling a goodnight that received no answer, they stepped from the shed, turning up their collars against the rain before setting off on the mile-long walk across the empty heath, following the track that would lead them safely past mines whose disused shafts lay open, ready to claim any who did not have the sixth sense born into miners.

Snap tins wedged under their arm, bottles that had held their drink of cold tea shoved into a coat pocket, the two bent their heads to the driving rain and trudged in silence, steps quickening as they reached the surer ground of Gypsy Lane. Passing the boiler-making works that loomed black and huge out of the night, they crossed Fishers Bridge spanning the canal.

Coming to the tramway that skirted the village, Ralph took his leave, turning in the direction of a house that stood some distance away across the heath while his workmate went eagerly in the direction of the beer house.

Glad to be alone, Ralph slowed his steps, lifting his face to the rain, wanting it to wash away the misery lodged like a stone in the pit of his stomach. He should be used to the pain of it by now, it had been with him for years, growing as he watched her grow. But the sting of it cut deeper with each new day that dawned; days that brought the fear of losing her to another man, the agony of thinking of her in someone else’s arms, in someone else’s bed. It was a fear and an agony that was ripping the heart from him, that made his life a living torment, yet it was a torment he could not end for what could come of the love that filled him, that kept sleep from him night after night, the deep needful love of a man for a woman? The love that no man should have for his sister.

Across the darkness of the heath the yellow glow of oil lamps spilled from the window of the cottage that had once stood surrounded by fields of crops and animals. But the dairy cow had long since gone, the plough horse been sold and the corn and wheat fields reclaimed by gorse and broom. Only the chickens kept by his mother remained of the life that used to be.

Would it have been more pleasant? he wondered as he walked on. Working by the light of day, seeing her go about her chores, watching her lithe young body as she brought his midday meal to the fields, sun glinting on her russet-coloured hair, seeing her lift her lovely face to smile into his eyes? Feeling the pain surge afresh in his chest, Ralph knew that way of life could only have worsened the hurt inside him. Far better for him to be shut away in the dark bowels of the mine; shut away with his shameful secret.

‘You be fair soaked.’ Leah turned from emptying a kettle full of boiling water into the tin bath set before the fire. ‘Let me take that coat from you.’ Placing the huge smoke-blackened kettle on the hob of the shiny blackleaded grate, she eased the wet coat from Ralph’s shoulders spreading it across the back of a chair drawn over to where the fire’s heat would reach it. She had seen many such nights as this and was well prepared. A bath to wash the dirt away and put warmth into her son’s bones, and lamb broth with suet dumplings to satisfy his hunger.

Taking the striped twill shirt as he pulled it off, she felt a surge almost of pride sweep through her. Her son was a fine figure of a man. There were those in Brades Village would be proud to have him as a husband. But he had shown no interest in any girl. She crumpled the shirt in her arms. None except...

‘There be cold water in the pail.’ She indicated a bucket stood in the hearth. The same cold fear gnawed in her stomach, one she had felt for the last ten years. ‘Give a shout when you be finished, and I’ll bring you in a clean shirt.’

‘Where’s Miriam?’

Leah’s heart sank. If she told him the girl had not been home all evening then Ralph would insist on going out to find her, out into the rain and cold again, and all for a dirty little slut.

‘We were out of flour and I need it for tomorrow’s baking.’ The lie came easily from a tongue long practised in the art and no blush stained her cheeks.

‘You sent her for flour... in weather like this!’ Ralph hesitated, one boot half unlaced.

‘It were not raining when her went.’

He lifted his eyes to his mother, experiencing the same rush of suspicion he always did when Miriam’s whereabouts were in question. Too many occasions in childhood on which he’d found his sister with weals red on her arms, or marked across her face, had taken the trust from him and even now they were both older it had not returned. There was something about his mother, something that caused her to hate her own daughter; he had seen it often in her face, heard it in the way she spoke to the girl. It was unnatural, and more than that it was dangerous. One day that hatred would become too strong, one day it would threaten all their lives.

‘What time was that?’ he asked, lowering his foot to the floor.

‘Not much after three.’

Ralph glanced at the enamelled tin clock on the mantelshelf. ‘That’s nigh on five hours ago. She should have been back long since.’

Leah saw the quick leap of concern darken his eyes and the coldness of her own fear mounted. They were both worried over Miriam but not for the same reason.

‘I asked her to look in on Martha Lloyd.’ She hitched the shirt in her arms before letting them come to rest under her flat breasts. ‘Her Isaac has not been at all well since Advent. The cold and damp plague his bones. It be likely they be pressing her to wait of their lad coming in from the pit so he can fetch her home.’

‘Happen you’re right.’ Ralph lifted his foot again, fingers busy with the leather bootlace.

‘Of course I be right. Give the lad time to wash the coal dust from his body and take a bite to eat and he’ll bring her.’ Turning towards the door that gave on to the stairs, Leah felt hope quicken within her, easing some of the cold fear in her stomach. The girl had been gone long enough for her tears to give way to hunger and cold, to have begun the return home, to cross the heath in the dark... With luck she was already lying at the bottom of some pit shaft!

He would come. Miriam drew her shawl closer about her shoulders, shivering in the damp night air. Saul would know where to find her. They often came to this hollow they had found at the foot of the straggling limestone hill, its entrance hidden by clumps of gorse. Here they could be together, and for a short precious time she was free from her brother’s watchful, suspicious gaze, and the acid tongue of her mother. Why was it that Leah hated her so? It had been that way ever since Miriam could remember. Many times after her father’s death she had cried herself to sleep, her back stinging from the bite of the belt he’d never used on her but which her mother had kept especially to beat her with. Often her mouth had bled from the sharp slaps her mother would give without the need for reason; blows she still inflicted whenever Ralph was not home.

Feeling the blood pound in her veins Miriam pressed deeper into the hollow, knowing the tremor was not solely due to the cold. Ralph had always defended her, protected her from their mother’s cruelty whenever he could, yet there was something in him that frightened her, something she did not understand but saw in his face each time he looked at her; a sadness that haunted the depths of his eyes. Yet when she smiled at him he turned from her as though she had struck him.

But would he defend her now, seeing the sin she had committed, or would his anger blaze forth as their mother’s had done? Would he too turn from her? But even should he not, he could only shield her from Leah’s vindictive spite when he was at home, and that was for just a few hours in the evening.

In the distance a vixen screamed, the sound ringing over the silent heath, and Miriam pressed a hand to her mouth to hold in a frightened cry. The folk in the village said the screams and calls heard on the heath at night were the spirits of men lost in the mines, trying to find their way home.

They were old wives’ tales, Ralph had said when he had heard her sobbing in the night. Told to frighten wayward children. There was no truth in what they said, there were no such things as ghosts and spirits. Nevertheless Miriam had stayed a long time awake, needing the reassurance of his arms holding her fast. But that had been long ago in childhood. Her hand closed over her mouth, her eyes wide with fear she pressed backward until her spine came flat against the rock, her stare fixed on the entrance to her hiding place, blood curdling in her veins as the fox screamed again.

What if Saul did not come? Sobs she could not hold back escaped through her fingers, echoing from the rock face, their sound joining together like the voices of some unseen choir, blending and rising, the noise filling her with terror, tracing her spine with icy fingers.

What if he did not truly love her after all, if he had merely used her and now wanted no more to do with her? Thoughts tumbled through her mind, adding fresh fuel to the fear that riddled her. Maybe he would refuse to accept that the child she carried was his. He too might think, as her mother did, that she had lain with others beside him. But she had not. Dear God, he must believe she had not!

But if he did turn his back, refuse to marry her? The thought refused to be banished. What would she do? Would her mother allow her to stay at home? And if she did, would the child be subject to the same cruel treatment that had been meted out to Miriam?

‘No!’ she cried aloud. ‘Don’t let that happen to our child. Please, Saul... don’t let that happen.’

Drawing up her legs to her chest, arms folded about them, she let her head sink down until it rested on her knees.

‘Please,’ she sobbed quietly. ‘Please send him to me.’


Chapter Two

Ralph Bryce glanced at the tin clock on the shelf above the fireplace. It wanted ten minutes to nine o’clock. Nine o’clock and she still wasn’t home! Martha Lloyd’s son had had time enough to wash and eat half an hour gone. What in the world was keeping them?

‘There be a fresh roly-poly with jam from the summer strawberries.’ Leah rose from the table, glancing at the half-eaten bowl of broth Ralph had pushed away. He had not taken near as much as a man working the pit needed.

Ralph shook his head. ‘I want nothing more.’

‘But you’ve eaten next to nothing, you need...’

‘I said, I want nothing more!’ he interrupted, both fists hitting the table, setting the spoons rattling against the dishes.

‘Roly-poly be your favourite pudding, that be why Miriam made it special this morning. Her feelings will be hurt if you leaves it untouched.’

It sounded casual enough but Leah knew what she was about. Chance was he would eat what Miriam had cooked. He ate less and less, each mealtime hardly worth the bother, and she knew why; she had trodden that same path many years since. She had known the yearning, the burning in the night, the long hours of the day when every glimpse of the loved one was a torment you longed for and a torture that clawed out your heart when that sight was denied.

‘I’ll cut you a piece, it be all ready.’

‘Leave the pudding, Mother!’ Ralph caught her wrist as Leah began to collect the used soup bowls.

Looking into her son’s eyes, she felt a tremor of fear touch her spine. Fear, anguish and misery swirled together in their dark depths, but more terrifying still was their utter desolation. A desolation that seemed to say he was a lost man already, one who need pay no heed to his actions.

‘But Miriam...’

‘Yes, Miriam.’ His fingers tightening, Ralph stared into his mother’s face, fighting the suspicion mounting in his mind. ‘Where is she, Mother? Did you really send her to buy flour and pay a call on the Lloyds, or is she out on the heath somewhere, nursing yet another of your hidings?’

‘I told you...’ Leah tried to break free but he pulled at her arm, dragging her halfway across the table, tipping over cups and milk jug put out ready for later.

‘I know what you told me...’

His voice was quiet, its very calmness bringing a fresh jolt to Leah’s nerves. He was her son, but he was a man grown, a man who flamed with desire for a woman in the knowledge he could never have her. It was enough to drive him to recklessness.

‘... and I know it be a lie. Tell me where she be.’ The hand that held Leah’s crushed it tight and his eyes became pits of fire. ‘Tell me true, Mother, or I swear before the Lord God Himself, I will do to you what you have done to her many a time. Have you raised your hand to her?’

‘Yes, I raised my hand to her!’ Rage and hatred burst out in a violent explosion, the strength of it dragging Leah free from Ralph’s grip. ‘The dirty, no-good little trollop! I raised my hand to her and will do the same and more the minute she shows herself in this house again.’

Slowly Ralph straightened, nursing calmness like a weapon in his hand. ‘Why do you call her a trollop?’

‘Why!’ Leah laughed derisively, the sound harsh in the quiet room. ‘What else would you call a wench with a babby on the way and no marriage lines in her hand?’

A child! Ralph felt the blood drain from his heart. Miriam with child? It was a lie... another of the lies dreamed up by his mother to cover her treatment of the girl. Yet the thought did nothing to still the drumbeats of dread hammering in his brain.

‘There – there be the evidence of her whoring.’ Drawing the slip of paper from the pocket of her skirt, Leah threw it across the table. ‘It were in her room, beneath the mattress of her bed. She thought it would be safe there, that her filthy goings on would not be found out. But it was. Look at it!’ Reaching across the table, she smoothed the paper then stood back, face triumphant. ‘Look at it. Each mark be a day of waiting – waiting for that which tells a woman there be no child in her womb. Count them,’ she crowed, ‘count them for yourself. There be more than makes up one month or two; near enough three. She be nigh on three months gone. Now what do you think to your precious Miriam?’

Ralph stared at the paper, seeing the pencil marks show black in the glow of the lamp, and felt each one strike him like an arrow to the heart.

‘Did she say these... these marks stood for days of waiting?’ He forced out the words which threatened to choke him. ‘Or is that the meaning YOU have put upon them?’

He had always taken the girl’s word over hers. Leah tasted satisfaction sweet on her tongue. But this time he would be forced to believe, and with that belief accept that the wish of his heart had been granted to another.

‘There were no need for my putting a meaning on them, that were already clear to see.’

‘But did she say what they stood for?’ His stomach tightening, Ralph looked at the smile curving his mother’s thin mouth, and in that instant hated her.

‘What else could her say?’ The smile widened, the faded eyes glittered. Cold and colourless as glass. ‘When faced with that paper, the truth had to be told, and that being a child be well on the way.’

‘Whose? Whose is it?’

It was a cry of torment as Ralph seemed to crumple, his shoulders sagging, his face turned away. A cry that should have wrung any mother’s heart, should have elicited only pity. But there was no room for pity in Leah Bryce’s heart, and there would be no mercy. There had been none for her, no mercy when her heart was breaking, and she would give none.

‘There could well be doubt about that.’ She watched the hand he lifted to the mantelshelf whiten at the knuckles as he gripped it. ‘The time her’s been at the game, who knows how many men have lain with her? There might be many along of Brades Village could lay claim, but many will keep a still tongue.’

‘You would be wise to keep your own still on that score.’ Ralph gazed into the heart of the fire that burned no brighter than his own bitterness.

‘Oh, arrh, keep quiet about that! Make no mention of the number of men having taken Miriam’s services. Well, that you might hush up but the result won’t be so easily set aside. In another month or so the signs will be there for all to read. For all to know her be no more than a dirty little trollop.’

‘Did she name the man?’

Leah read the emotions pent up in him, the despair and grief that in a moment could change to anger. Yet even knowing this could not curb the spite frothing inside her.

‘Her put no name to any of them,’ she lied.

A heavy silence settled over the room, seeming to swallow the very air. From her place beside the table, Leah watched her son’s other hand slowly rise to the shelf, ornamented with a crocheted runner and plaster figures won at the yearly Wakes; watched him lean heavily against it, eyes fixed on the fire.

‘There could be no more than one.’ The words came after long seconds, but he did not turn nor did he lift his eyes from the fire.

‘No?’ Leah laughed again, with a repellent mixture of bitterness and satisfaction. ‘But then, you would tell yourself that, wouldn’t you? You won’t believe the truth when it hits you like a ton of bricks. Her could never do wrong in your eyes. Well, you be going to have to face up to it now for it will soon be obvious not only to your eyes but to all in Brades Village. Your sister, the girl you have doted on nearly the whole of your life, your innocent little Miriam... where be her innocence now?’

‘She did not go to the village, did she?’ Ralph held on to the shelf, feeling that if he let go he would not have the strength to stand. ‘Tell me true, Mother. For if I find you lie, I’ll not be responsible for my actions.’

‘How am I to tell where her went?’ Leah answered, the threat of his words lost in the pleasure that suffused her, the satisfaction of seeing her own years of heartbreak brought to a fitting culmination. The man could not be made to suffer but his daughter could, and if her son suffered in the paying, then so be it. ‘I faced her with the paper lying on that table, faced her with the fact that near three month had gone by and there had been no discharge of blood. We won’t hide behind the niceties Ralph, you be old enough and wise enough to understand the meaning of my words. I asked if there were reason other than her carrying of a child and she admitted there were none, that she was near enough three month pregnant. When I asked who it were by...’

‘Careful, Mother!’ Dropping his arm, Ralph turned to her, his face a mask of pain. ‘Let your words be none but true, let them be hers and hers alone.’

It had taken long years for her revenge to reach its gathering, but now it had begun, she could await its harvest. Eyes on his, voice empty of all but a quiet vehemence, Leah answered him. ‘Her told me straight out and with no trace of remorse, no inkling of shame, that her were with child. When I said the baby would be born a bastard her denied it, saying a marriage had been planned.’

‘A marriage!’ Ralph breathed. ‘Then she does know the man?’

‘Her named one.’ Leah could not resist the barb. ‘One likely to accept the blame more readily than the rest, I shouldn’t wonder, though he be a fool if he does...’

‘His name!’ Ralph’s cry bounced off the whitewashed walls, setting the crystal pendants that hung from Leah’s prized lamp ringing with the reverberation.

‘Saul Marsh.’ Leah reached once more for the bowls in which she had served their broth. ‘Her said it were Saul Marsh.’

After carrying the bowls into the scullery, she returned for the kettle she had refilled and set it on the bracket swung over the fire. Her son disappeared for a moment then came downstairs, the blanket from his bed draped over one arm.

‘Where be you going with that?’

‘To find her.’ Dropping the blanket on to the table, he reached for his jacket, shoving his arms into the still-damp sleeves.

‘You’ll not find her at the Marsh house. Amy Marsh ain’t one to take kindly to her son’s fornication. Your sister will find no welcome there.’

‘I won’t find her at the Lloyds either, will I, Mother? Because you didn’t send her there. You didn’t send her anywhere, and nor did you try to stop her leaving. You drove her out with your slaps and your vicious tongue, out on to the heath whose shafts be ready to trap anyone without their wits about them, much less a girl blind with her own tears!’

‘No, I didn’t try to stop her!’ Banging the kettle on to the hob, Leah felt the hatred flow again, felt the wretchedness and misery of years rise in an unquenchable stream, let it pour from her as she turned to face him. ‘And I won’t try to find her and neither should you. The wench is a trollop, a dirty whore. There be no place for her here, I’ll take no bastard under my roof.’

‘There will be no bastard.’ Ralph tucked muffler ends under his armpits before buttoning the jacket. ‘They will be married as Miriam said.’

‘So, you think it’s to be done her way? Once again it be what her wants and no mind to me!’ Leah’s mouth thinned, drawing her face to a foxlike pointedness. ‘Well, you take heed of me, Ralph Bryce, for I be going to tell you what I told her. There be four years to go afore her can wed without my consent. That child in her belly will be born a bastard whether the man that put it there be willing or no, and it will remain that way for I will not give that word and you can’t!’

Ralph stared at the woman standing opposite him, one who had had the rearing of him, one with whom he had lived every day of his twenty-three years, yet only at this moment did he feel he really knew her. ‘You would let a child be born a bastard? Let it grow with that stigma hanging over its head?’

‘Her should have thought of that afore her opened her legs!’ spat Leah. ‘They both should, instead of giving way to their animal lust.’

Picking up the blanket, he turned towards the door.

‘You may find, her,’ Leah shouted as his hand lifted the latch, ‘but you’ll not bring her here. This be my house and it won’t see the rearing of a bastard. Marsh had the pleasure but it would be we had the paying of it, we the feeding and the clothing.’

‘And the love, Mother.’ Ralph’s hand rested on the latch. ‘You say nothing of love.’

‘I can feel no love for a bastard!’

‘As you have never felt any for its mother.’ He turned his head, eyes sweeping her face. ‘Why is that, I wonder? What turned you so sour you can’t stand the sight of your own child? What is it fills your soul so there is no room left for love?’

‘You love enough for two!’ Cold eyes glittering, Leah spoke with a viper’s tongue. ‘You have done all your life. Don’t think I don’t know. That I haven’t known these ten years. Yours don’t be the love of a brother for his sister, it be the love of a man for a woman. Yours be the feelings that should only be those of a husband. But that you can never be, for the woman you lust after be your own close kin. You be in love with your own sister!’

Head lowered against the stinging rain, Ralph walked on across the heath, trusting his long acquaintance with it to guide his feet to solid ground. The land all around Brades Village was riddled with mine shafts sunk by long-gone colliers who had left behind unhealed scars on the earth, black water-filled holes that could swallow a man without trace. Had one already taken Miriam? The thought stopped the heart in his body. He almost cried out. She could not be dead... she must not be dead. He would find her; he had to find her or stop living himself.

One hand holding the lapels of his jacket closed beneath his throat, the other supporting the blanket he had stowed beneath it to keep dry, he paused, eyes screwed up against the rain, trying to penetrate the shadows. But the cloud-bound sky held the secrets of the heath, allowing only Derby’s Hill to show itself, black and menacing against the moonless sky.

Would she have come this way? He had no way of knowing. Would she have gone to the Marsh house? Had she been there already and found the kind of welcome his mother had spoken of?

Looking behind him, his glance cut through the rain towards Brades Village and as he stared the steel foundries that formed its bones opened their furnaces, throwing the light of their fiery heart into a wide arc overhead. Crimson and scarlet it leaped into the sky, piercing the sable depths, lighting the ground about him with a luminescent blush.

Was she somewhere in that village, somewhere with Saul Marsh? His own thoughts a whip that cut deep into his flesh, the rain drove into his mouth as he moaned softly, ‘Why, Lord... why was this pain given to me?’

Like laughter from hell, the bark of a dog fox came clear and sharp from the shadowy hills and Ralph knew there would be no other answer to his question.

Scanning the heath beneath the fading glow from the sky, he searched for any glimpse of a figure moving among the gorse, but as the darkness closed in on him, he saw nothing.

‘Miriam!’ He hurled the cry into the night then stood still a moment, listening for an answer. When none came he moved on, steps turned away from the village and Brades Farm. Without Miriam he would not return again to that house. There could be no life for him there, no life for him anywhere if she were not part of it.

Carefully, each step not knowing what lay beneath, he walked on, every few minutes pausing to call her name; but each time the echo spent itself searching for an answer that did not come.

Reluctant to cease its assault the rain eased only slowly, resisting the efforts of a light breeze to sweep it away, grudgingly conceding only as the grey veil of dawn swept the horizon. Cold eating into him, Ralph sank on to an outcrop of limestone washed white by the downpour. It was useless to call any more, she would not hear; she would never hear anything again. The sister he loved was gone.

The sister he loved! Slumping forward, he rested his arms on his knees. ‘Yours don’t be the love of a brother for his sister...’ the words his mother had taunted him with rang in his head, words he had not denied ‘... it be the love of a man for a woman. Yours be the feelings that should only be those of a husband... you be in love with your own sister.’

No, he had not denied those words. How could he? They were true and he was trapped by a love he could never fulfil, a love the world condemned. A deep, heart-rending love for a girl, but that girl his own sister.

A few yards from his feet, flushed from the cover of bracken and grass, a partridge burst upward in flight, the beat of its wings and the startled ‘chirrick’ of its call shattering the silence.

Catching the flash of an orange throat, its feathers the colour of rust in the pale dawn, he watched the bird rise effortlessly into the sky, easily escaping the threat it sensed upon the ground. It was an example he should have followed long ago; he should have left Brades Farm and the threat it held for him. Even now it was not too late. Ralph laughed softly to himself. That was the biggest lie of all. It had been too late for the past ten years. It would always be too late.

His glance leaving the bird, he turned again to the clump of bracken that had sheltered it. What had caused it to break cover? A stoat, maybe, or a weasel. His eyes followed the line of rock to where it curved away into a natural half circle, then to the gorse growing thickly at its base. Derby’s Hill, part of the Ragley Hills which were filled with caves and hollows. Perhaps there was one there behind that screen of gorse? The lair of wild things... or perhaps the hiding place of a girl?

Leah Bryce glanced at the clock on the mantelshelf. It had been nine hours since Ralph had left the house, hours in which she had waited and prayed that the girl might be dead. If Miriam had never been born, none of this would have happened. Ralph would likely be married by this time, wed to some wench from the village. But had there never been a Miriam, would that have healed the wound in her own soul? Rising from the chair she had drawn to the side of the fire, Leah pressed her hands to her back, feeling the pull of aching muscles.

Had Ralph gone straight to the mine without coming home? His shift began at four which was three hours gone. Reaching for the poker, she raked the fire lying low behind the bars, drawing the blanket of ash into the steel pan set beneath the basket. Should she take a meal out to the Grace Mary? Fetching the bucket of coals kept beside the scullery door, she tipped it on to the fire then emptied the ash pan into it, sweeping the hearth with a small brass-handled brush. Unless she took food to the pit Ralph would go without eating for near enough twenty-four hours – too long for any man, much less one hacking away at a coal face.

Taking the bucket across the yard, she tipped the ash on to the heap, blowing down her nose at the film of dust lifted on the breeze. He must have gone on to the mine. Ralph was not one to miss his shift, he knew how much they depended on his work. As he knew there was always another ready to step into his shoes, ready to snatch the living from him.

One hand brushing away a loose strand of sandy hair that blew across her eyes, Leah stared at the tall foundry stacks, their thick black smoke curling into the rain-washed sky. There was precious little for any man in Brades Village. Here almost every life was sacrificed to coal or steel, every penny hard wrung from the owners. But one man had broken free, one man had gone, leaving behind a young woman who’d vowed revenge. Turning towards the scullery, Leah breathed a name, one that stung like bitter aloes on her tongue.

Once more in the house, she turned out the lamp she had kept burning all night. She would wash her face and tidy her hair then see to Ralph’s snap tin and filling a bottle with tea.

Her toilet finished, she bent to a chest set below the window of her bedroom, slowly pulling open a drawer. Tracing her fingers over heavily frilled white cotton pillow cases, she felt the old bitterness fill her. These had been part of her bottom drawer, the linen she had collected against her marriage. They had held her dreams, heard her whispered longings. Then she had come to Brades Village, a girl with eyes the colour of spring grass and curls shining like polished mahogany, and Leah’s dreams had died. It had wanted one week to her marriage day when they had left, and her dreams had been buried in this drawer. In their place had been born a desire stronger than love, a desire for revenge.

Glance lifting to the window, Leah caught her breath. There... coming from the direction of Derby’s Hill... Rubbing a hand over the glass pane, wiping away the mist of her breath, she looked at it more intently. A man and a woman. It was him. It was Ralph, and the woman with him... There could be no mistake. No other woman in Brades Village had hair the colour of dark fire. He had found her. Leah pushed the drawer savagely back into place. He had found Miriam... but she was still his sister.
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