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1

‘I told you the first time you came here, your sister died of pneumonia and the brat of a brother up and ran away.’

‘I can’t believe...’

‘Who gives a damn whether you believe!’ Uriah Buckley slammed a closed fist against a glass-fronted bookcase, shattering several small diamond-shaped panes, and as the shards fell about his feet rounded on the young woman he had kept standing before his large ornate walnut desk. ‘What difference does your believing or not believing make?’ He snarled. ‘I say it were sickness of the lungs, I say it and what Uriah Buckley says be what matters and not what you believes.’

Nerves fluttering like falling leaves, Amber Neale stared calmly at the red angry face.

‘No,’ she said quietly. ‘That is not all which matters. My brother was no more than a child when I left him and my sister in the care of this house and though he was no doubt heartbroken at the death of Bethany he was no coward; Denny would never have run away, he would have waited for my return.’

Across the desk heavy-lidded eyes glinted cold and menacing as dark ice, thin lips drawing back in a vulpine snarl; the voice which a second before had been loud and harsh fell to a sibilant hiss. ‘Are you calling me a liar?’

Was she? Amber’s heart somersaulted in her chest. Was she calling him a liar? Uriah Buckley was a powerful man in Darlaston, powerful enough to reduce her life to ashes, to make it so it wasn’t worth living should she cross him; but then Bethany, that beautiful wide-eyed ten-year-old girl, was not living and it appeared the Lord alone knew whether Denny lived or not. But the Lord was not alone in that knowledge, every fibre of her body, every beat of her heart told her so, told her the man glaring at her also knew.

Breath quivering in her chest, Amber met the venom poisoning that remorseless gaze, her veins throbbing as if the fangs of death had already bitten into them. She should leave now, go before she angered this man further; but even as the warning sounded in her brain she answered quietly.

‘Yes... yes, I am calling you a liar!’

Candles and oil lamp forgotten and unlit Amber Neale sat staring into the darkness of her bedroom. Why had she agreed to go, why had she agreed to leave her brother and her sister and why had she trusted Uriah Buckley?

Across the deep silence of night the past reached out, touching her, drawing her back into itself, whispering of things she could not change.

‘Don’t go please...’ The frightened words of a ten-year-old girl cried in her soul. ‘Don’t leave Denny an’ me. I don’t like this house, it fears me.’

She had laughed at that. Trembling now with the memory she could almost feel the thin shaking body of her sister as she had gathered her in her arms.

Had they not been comfortable here at Bescot Lodge? She had said, stroking that almost golden hair. Hadn’t they got food and a warm bed, were not the other servants friendly to them, hadn’t they been kind? There was no need to be fearful; within a year, likely less, she would be back and the three of them would be together as they had always been.

A year! Amber felt the air choke in her throat. If only that was all it had been!

She had assured them both constantly through the month of preparations. It was a big step from upstairs maid to becoming the personal maid of Joanna Buckley, the granddaughter of the master of Bescot Lodge; it would mean a rise in salary, maybe even twelve pounds a year, think how they could live on that. But all her comforting had made no impact on Bethany’s fear and the dread which showed in her lovely golden eyes grew more visible with every passing day.

Why had she not heeded that fear? Fingers twisting together, she stared into the darkness. Why had she not refused to accompany Joanna Buckley on that journey? The answer to that was simple, easier to understand than was the reason for her sister’s distress. To say no would be to forfeit her place at Bescot Lodge, to be put out on the streets with a younger brother and sister to care for. There were no relatives to whom she could turn for assistance, no place she could find them shelter... hard as the decision to leave them was it was not possible to tell the master he must find some other person to travel with his granddaughter.

Joanna had returned from finishing school less than two months when the letter arrived. The girl had been so excited, dancing and whirling about the huge bedroom flinging gowns and lingerie onto the ornate four-poster bed, blue eyes glistening and fair hair flowing out like a gauze mantle from her shoulders. Her parents had sent for her; she had sung the words, her clear voice sending them ringing around the room: they wanted her to join them to India.

‘Think of it,’ she had trilled, ‘all those handsome officers in their regimental uniforms, afternoon teas on the terrace and those wonderful balls... Oh Amber, won’t it be absolutely perfect!’

Absolutely perfect. Tears squeezing onto her cheeks, Amber let the past replay. That was how it had seemed, but only for Joanna Buckley. She had thrown herself into a mad round of fittings for morning dresses, afternoon tea gowns, ball gowns that were clouds of pink, white, lemon, blue... a rainbow of delicate silks, lace and tulle; dressmakers coming and going like so many twittering sparrows. Then of course she had needed bonnets, and this had meant hours at milliners’ shops followed by visits to the glovemaker, bootmaker and of course a parasol-maker. It had left her exhausted but whilst the granddaughter of the house had flopped onto her bed with a refreshing tray of tea to rest and restore her strength in time for dinner, she, the lady’s maid, had to carry on with her duties.

But all of this would not have been nearly so hard had it not been for the increasing fears of her sister. Every night as she plaited the child’s hair for bed came the same heartrending plea, ‘Don’t go, Amber, don’t leave Denny an’ me alone, I be feared of this house.’

She had not thought to ask why Bethany was so afraid.

‘Why did I not ask?’ Fingers twisted so tightly they ached, Amber left the thought whisper into the darkness. ‘Oh my God, why did I not ask?’

There had been no sound of footsteps; only the delicate perfume accompanying the slight figure of the Indian girl betrayed her presence. Now she moved closer, a gentle hand reaching to those of Amber knitted together in her lap.

‘You have been there again, you have been to the house of him who was once your master?’

‘Yes.’ Amber’s answer was a murmur in her throat.

‘But you have learned no more of your sister and brother?’

‘He told me only what he said on my first visit, that Bethany had been taken with a summer chill which had rapidly turned to pneumonia and that Denny had run away the day she was buried and had not been seen at Bescot Lodge since.’

‘But that is not what you believe?’

No, she did not believe the words of Uriah Buckley. He had looked directly into her eyes as he had spoken them but beneath that ice-bound menace something else had gleamed. She had been shown into his study to be kept standing throughout the brief moments he had suffered her to stay and not in any one of those moments had he expressed regret for her loss nor shown an atom of sympathy for the child who had died beneath his roof. No, there had been no word of condolence, no sign of compassion, but behind the venom spitting from that cold glare, despite the threat in the demand hurled across the desk, she had seen the shadow flit across his eyes, seen the quick working of that thin mouth.

Uriah Buckley had shown no sign of pity for her sister or concern for her brother; contempt and intimidation had been his answer to her questions but underlying that had been that something else, something his anger could not hide or the malevolence of his glare disguise; the something she now recognised. Uriah Buckley was a man in fear! Was it a shadow of his past? And was that shadow cast by her brother and sister?

Movements as sure in the half-light as in daytime, the girl crossed the room to light the lamp and as the lambent glow filtered through the shadows turned to look at the seated figure of the young woman who had saved her life, a life she would gladly give now if it would lift the sorrow from those shoulders, wipe the sadness from that pale face. But it would not; she could only try to give comfort.

‘You have seen where she who was your sister lies, the words on the stone that covers her; do they not say, as he did, that she died of pneumonia? The Church of your faith, would it permit a lie, would it allow a non-truth?’ Soft cloth whispered with each movement as the slight figure returned to kneel beside Amber’s chair. ‘Man and stone say the same thing so why do you not believe?’

She could not give voice to the doubt inside, she could not put reason to the feeling; she only knew its certainty.

‘Stone cannot lie.’ Amber’s eyes closed but opened quickly against the sight of eyes that could have been chiselled from ice. ‘But the words carved upon it are the words of man and not every man speaks the truth either with his tongue or his hand.’

‘But you believe your sister lies in the ground!’

‘Yes.’ The answer sighed in the quiet room. ‘Yes, I believe Bethany is buried in that churchyard but that is all I believe except Uriah Buckley is a liar. His eyes tell he is hiding a secret, that his heart knows a truth too terrible to tell.’

Rani had helped her to bed, sitting beside her until she thought her asleep, then had slipped silently from the room. But sleep was far away. Her glance going to the window, the curtains open to the beauty of the silvered night, Amber’s mind crossed the boundary of time. India! How she had romanced the thought of that country during the long weeks of the voyage, lived out a fairy tale of imaginings. It would be bright and colourful; warm days in the shade of an awning chatting to others like herself, companions to officers’ wives and daughters; exotic nights when the perfume of a thousand flowers turned the air to heady scent and young men paid her compliments. But dreams were all they had ever been. Helen Buckley, Joanna’s mother, had taken the fever, dying before ever they had reached Meerut. The girl had been distraught, lying in her bed days and nights on end until her father had said she must return to England. That and only that had snapped her from her misery. She would not return to England; she would stay where she belonged, with her father, and Amber must stay with her.

She had tried to reason with Joanna. Amber watched the memories take on shape, emerging from the shadows like living phantoms. There was no earthly reason for her to return home. The girl had been adamant. Were her family not in the care of her grandfather... would he not care for them, keep them safe? Her father too had thought the same: his daughter needed a companion. There could be no further argument and without money of her own to buy passage back to England she had been trapped. She had written home explaining to Bethany and Denny what had happened, promising them she would return as soon as possible. Days had become weeks and weeks turned to months and still her promise had not been kept. With the attention of a handsome lieutenant Joanna had gradually returned to the smiling girl she had been in England. Though she visited her mother’s grave regularly the sorrow of her loss seemed to fade a little more each day until she had finally felt ready to visit the local bazaar.

Colonel Buckley had smiled when, dragging Amber behind her, Joanna had gone to where he sat taking tiffin, the afternoon refreshment, on the low white-painted veranda.

‘Sit down, Joanna,’ he had said, flicking a raffia fan, ‘your energy is too much for an old man!’

Landing a kiss on his cheek before curling herself at his feet she had laughed. ‘Age would never dare attack my father.’

‘But youth would attempt to charm him.’

Memory showed Amber the grey-streaked head turning towards herself, the blue eyes smiling.

‘Tell me, Amber, what is it this time?’

‘The storyteller, Father,’ Joanna had answered first, excitement dancing in her voice, ‘the storyteller has come to the bazaar, please may we go to listen to him?’

‘And who is it says the storyteller has come to the bazaar?’

‘Everybody says so, the servants... Narinder... just everybody.’

Joanna had half risen, placing her hand on his knee like an adoring dog. ‘Can we go, Father... please?’

His eyes had shown any thought of rejection was lost yet he had tried to retain some modicum of restraint. ‘Is this so, Narinder?’ he had asked the Indian nurse stood apart from them, her sari curling with the touch of a slight breeze. ‘Has the storyteller come to the bazaar?’

The figure Amber knew was simply a projection of her mind nodded its head, the woman’s voice sounding softly in her ears. ‘It is so, sahib.’

‘And does he stay?’

Amber watched the chestnut eyes rest momentarily on those of the colonel then dropped before she replied.‘Only for this day, sahib.’

‘And tomorrow?’

‘He goes, sahib, to who knows where.’

‘I see.’ Jervis Buckley touched his fingers to the head of the girl crouched at his feet. Hair and eyes the colour of her mother’s, the face upturned to him so like Helen’s. ‘If this wonderful storyteller is staying in Meerut for only one day then I suppose I must let the both of you go and hear his tales. But remember,’ he had looked from Joanna’s face to Amber’s, ‘the bazaar gets very crowded and with the storyteller being there this evening, it will be more so; everyone will come from the villages to listen, you don’t need me to tell you how fond these people are of their stories, so be sure you stay close to Narinder and when she says it is time to return here you obey her!’

If only there had been the chance to obey! Amber closed her eyes, pressing the lids with her fingers to wipe out the pictures. If only she had listened to Narinder; Joanna’s ayah, the Indian nurse assigned to look after Jervis Buckley’s daughter, had attempted to dissuade the girl. The heat... the flies... the beggars... she had tried each argument in turn, her use of English giving way more and more to her native tongue. The bazaar was not the place for an English memsahib, it was unseemly, there would be the charmer of snakes with his basket of cobras, did they want to see such creatures... then there would be the donkeys, the smell of dung, did they want the stink of that in their nostrils?

She could have done more to help Narinder, she could have added her voice to those pleas, said she found the idea of a trip to the bazaar frightening, that she had no wish to go there. Joanna would have listened. She would have been disappointed but she would have listened.

But she had said none of those things! Amber’s breath trembled on a sob. She had said nothing and Joanna Buckley had lost her life!
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Uriah Buckley stared out of the window of the room he grandly called his study. Study, pah! He snorted through his nostrils. He’d never studied anything more than a pick and shovel in his life. His hands were what had earned him his living, bloody hard graft for twelve hours at a stretch digging coal from the entrails of the earth. Neither hands nor brain had brought Uriah Buckley up from the regions of the damned, the mines in which hundreds were doomed to spend their lives to make a few men rich. Yet he had used his brain... but the plan had needed no studying.

Across the expanse of lawn interspersed with beds of flowers a border of tall sorbus trees nodded in the warm breeze, their leaves a constant ripple of silver green.

It had been at Sunday Service he had first noticed. Verity Deinol, the only child of Samuel Deinol, the owner of the New Hope deep seam coal mine running beneath Darlaston, Old Park and King’s Hill and on into Wednesbury had smiled at him over her prayer book; but the prayer she murmured had been not for salvation but for satisfaction. And he had given her that! The smiling had gone on, the invitation deepening in the eyes that peeped above the hymn book, all cunningly hidden from her parents but the offer nonetheless there. It had needed no one to explain to him what was being presented and definitely no explanation of what could be the result could he but take up the offer.

It had come the following May Day. Carts decked in flowers and drawn by heavy dray horses, their manes and tails plaited with coloured ribbons and horse brasses gleaming like new gold in the spring sun, had taken the New Hope miners and their families on the yearly picnic provided by Samuel Deinol.

She had been there, pretty as a picture in white organdie, her smile innocent as an angel’s; but it was no angel smile flashed in her eyes whenever they caught his and it was no angel eventually slipped beneath him in that copse of trees. She was hungry, she had whispered as they ran, hungry, but not for sandwiches and cake; she hungered for him. They had found a place, the open mouth of a disused drift mine now covered with fern and foxgloves. He might have been shocked by the way she had run her hands over his body, pressing her fingers to the hard bulge in his breeches, except his mind was too besieged by the passion now driving all else before it, surmounting every sense bar that of quenching the fire burning in his veins, of slaking the thirst that threatened to choke him, of taking what he wanted. And she had given it, the fever of desire as strong in her as in himself. ‘Now!’ she had cried the word as she snatched open the buttons of his clothing, ‘Now!’ as he had lifted her skirts, ‘Now!’ as they fell together on that bed of soft sweet-smelling fern. Twice more his flesh had hardened responding to the touch of her lips against it, the brush of a moist tongue over its throbbing head, and each time he had thrust it deep into her, answering the desire of his imprudent partner in lust. But, his own lust satiated, he had performed the second and third time with a purpose fuelled by a different lust, a very different desire. A child in her belly, his child, that would bring him the New Hope mine! And so it had. Samuel Deinol had possessed the good sense to realise his daughter’s proclivity; what she had done once she might well do again and short of locking her away in a convent he might be unable to prevent it; and a daughter given to the Church would mean no grandson to inherit.

He stared at the patterns of sunlight dripping through the trees sprinkling the lawn with speckles of gold. Verity had delivered that grandson and in the agony of doing so had lost all appetite for lovemaking. But that had given him no grief, he had what he wanted, the New Hope mine... and a bedfellow? Those had been bought easily enough.

And the son? The product of that May Day afternoon? He had been provided with the best education his grandfather’s money could buy, an education which had turned him into a dreamer. But dreaming could not run a coal mine, it would not build the empire Uriah Buckley intended to construct. So he had purchased him a commission in the Army; let him study Victoria’s Empire, find out the hard way how they were come by, then Jervis would be only too willing to devote himself to helping build one for himself. But it had not gone that way. Jervis had liked the military life; as a major it was not strenuous, he had no tiresome parade-ground duties. In fact it seemed it afforded him every opportunity to dream. Even marriage to Helen and the birth of a child had not cured him of that. Yes, Jervis had sired a child, but that child had been a daughter. A daughter! Uriah felt the anger he had felt on hearing the news. A girl! What bloody good was that, a girl couldn’t manage a coal mine, much less the iron foundry! He had told Jervis as much, urged him time out of number to get himself more children, get himself a son... but there had been no son, no other children, and now Jervis was gone with his company to India... India which had killed his wife and daughter.

Why! Uriah felt his jaw harden. Why had his fool of a son gone to that accursed country? Why had there been no more children and why had it been Joanna killed in that bazaar and not that bitch Neale? But it was not too late; Jervis would see he had to return to Darlaston, take over the New Hope mine and the iron foundry, beget a son to carry on the name.

Turning back to the desk Uriah snatched open a drawer. He would write to Jervis... yes, he would write and Jervis would come home.

She would have to find some way of supplementing the money Greville had left her. Amber stared at the household accounts she had already checked several times. It had seemed a large enough amount when she had first been told of it by the solicitor at his office in Waverley Road, but it would not last indefinitely, a deal of it having been spent buying this house, small though it was; then there had been the need to furnish it and though all but beds and bedlinen had been bought second-hand the money spent meant a considerable drop in the four hundred pounds which had been Greville’s life savings.

Her head tipping backwards to rest against the high-backed chair, Amber let her eyelids close while her inner vision looked into a pair of blue eyes, their colour heightened by the bronze of years spent in the sun. Sergeant Major Greville Neale had taken her from that crowd, rescued her from a life of nightmare and had eventually married her.

It had not been a marriage born of love yet there had been love in it. She had been allowed to live on the regimental site based at Delhi, the thought of Meerut and what had happened to Joanna being as painful to her as all that had followed that savage attack; but the other European women, the officers’ wives and their companions, had shunned her turning their backs whenever she appeared, making it infinitely clear they wanted no dealings with a woman ‘gone native’; and the men, some privates and no doubt a few of their betters who would normally have seen her as a prime target, kept their hands to themselves and a civil tongue when having to speak to her. In their eyes she was Greville Neale’s ‘bit o’ fancy’ and no one crossed Sergeant Major Greville Neale.

But she had been no ‘bit o’ fancy’. Though Greville had seen her housed and fed, though he had sometimes called to enquire after her welfare, he had never spoken in any but the most polite of terms and not once had he attempted to touch her. He had listened to her story, piecing together the sobbed broken sentences, the whispered sketchy narratives that told the saga of those lost years; and there had been no condemnation in his eyes. Then, a few months after bringing her to Delhi, he had told her he was leaving India, he was being returned to England. The news had devastated her. She had come so much to value his friendship; how would she ever manage without it?

Tears lumping in her throat, Amber seemed to see again the bronzed face watching her, the sadness in the blue eyes holding her own, the quiet voice saying she could return home with him: as his wife the Army would have to repatriate her.

His wife! Amber remembered the incredulity which had swept over her, the disbelief which had turned to tears in her own eyes.

‘I cannot be the husband you would want,’ he had said when she had sobbed her acceptance, ‘the husband a wife could expect. I can care for you, I can love you as indeed I do now, but never in the physical sense of the word; I am impotent ... understand, Amber, it is beyond my capabilities to be the lover you deserve.’

He had apologised to her! Even now the memory of his sadness tore at her heart. As if that could affect what she felt for him. But Greville was wiser than herself. Life had equipped him with knowledge as yet not given to her and he had feared that one day she would desire more than a husband in name only. But time had not allowed for that. A week out at sea Greville had developed an acute pain in the stomach, a pain which deepened over the next long hours, and in two days her husband of a month was dead. The surgeon attached to the ship had tried all he knew, had carried out an operation to remove what he had called the appendix, but it had not saved Greville. Things had gone too far, the doctor had said when informing her of Greville’s passing, her husband had been beyond help.

Dear, kind Greville. Amber swallowed the gathering tears. Nothing to show for a life of fifty years, not even a stone to mark his grave, only the deep ocean to hold his body; yet his memory would live as long as she did.

‘I have brought tea, memsahib.’

Like quiet music the softly spoken words drifted into Amber’s mind and for a moment she was back in the hot sultry garden of that tiny bungalow with the scent of roses and jasmine, of delicious Indian pinks and the gentler carnation, a little world of flowers, and over the heady perfume of them all the fragrance of the beautiful lotus.

‘Will I pour for memsahib?’

It was quiet and musical as before but it snapped the invisible cord holding Amber to the past and her eyelids flew open.

‘There is no memsahib here, Rani.’ Amber smiled but her tone was firm. ‘We left that behind in India. Here in this house we are not mistress and servant; have I not yet made that clear for all the many times I have told you? We are friends, you and I, equals in all ways, and that is what we will always be.’

Large brown eyes smiled from a pale coffee-coloured face. ‘You have told me many times but my mind is dull, it does not accept.’

‘Your mind is not dull, Rani, it is just so very used to accepting an European as your master. That was only one of the things I saw as wrong in your country and one I pray heaven will soon be changed; but here at least it is already changed.’

‘In this house, yes, here I am treated as an equal, but out there in the streets of the town I am... how do you say it?... a freak... a fairground attraction. Women stare and whisper behind their hands, men let their eyes say what their tongues dare not, while young children run away in fear. No, Amber, the Asian and the European are not yet equals and I think your heaven will remain deaf to your prayers.’

Had she done right in bringing this gentle girl to England? Amber watched the delicate hands lift the china teapot. Greville had advised she have a maid for the voyage home but he had not insisted. She could have said no, some other officer’s wife would have given the girl a place in her household, but wisely or not she had wanted Rani with her, thinking that to bring her to this country would somehow repay the debt she owed her. Had that been so wrong, was it a mistake? But then she was bound to feel strange; it took time to settle in a foreign place.

‘Darlaston is a very small town, Rani.’ Amber took the cup passed to her. ‘People here are not like those we encountered in London, they are not accustomed to seeing the people of other countries, but they are not unkind; you will find that for yourself once they become used to you.’

‘I shall pray that is so.’

And I shall add my own to them. The thought silent in her mind, Amber sipped the hot liquid before speaking.

‘I was looking over the accounts; we shall need to find a way of supporting ourselves and before you say you are a liability I say that you are not. We will find a way and we will find it together.’

Washing teacups and pots, handing them one by one to Rani who dried them, Amber thought again of their conversation about finding a way together. Words! She stared at a cup, its border of blue flowers bright against the white china body. They were always so easy to say but how easy would it be to implement them? Darlaston was a town built on coal; iron was its bones and steel its flesh and she had no knowledge of either. All she had ever known had been the tiny cottage set in one of the fields belonging to Selman’s farm. She and her mother had been allowed to continue living there after the death of her dairyman father, her mother earning a living as laundry woman at Wallington House, Bay Tree House and The Hills, the large important houses of Bloxwich. The work had been hard and her mother was often exhausted despite the willing help of a six-year-old daughter. Then had come the day her mother had told her she was to marry again. She had gone with her mother to the Church of All Saints at Elmore Green, listened to the priest saying words she did not understand, watched the tall fair-haired man kiss her mother then turn to smile at her. She had not seen him from that day. Strange she had not thought of that before. But then a child as young as she had been did not think of asking questions; her new father was a travelling salesman whose employment took him all over the country and on the rare occasions he came to the house she was fast asleep in bed. In the mornings he was gone, only a toy or a bag of sweets to say he had been.

A little over a year later Bethany had been born and in two more years had come Denny. There had been more money which had meant her mother need not work so hard but there had also been a shadow over that much-loved face, a shadow which later she, Amber, had come to recognise as the mark of deep unhappiness. Why had her mother been so unhappy? Could it have been her marriage... was that somehow the cause, was her new husband not what she hoped for? But it was too late for questions. The teacups finished, she carried the bowl of water into the yard. It had long been too late. Four years after Denny’s birth her mother was dead.

In the weeks which had followed she had looked for the man she had never learned to think of as her father, waited for every day to bring him, but he had not come. The people of the village had rallied to help her but they had families of their own to keep; it was impossible to feed three more. Then one Sunday following evensong she had overheard the master of Wallington speaking with the vicar.

Slivers of sunlight gleamed on the surface of the water in the bowl, turning it into a mirror which seemed to Amber’s tired mind to show that quiet churchyard bathed in the glow of a setting sun.

‘... the older girl...’ The words of so long ago echoed in her brain. ‘The one called Amber, she we can settle in one of the houses hereabouts, maybe my wife can find her a post as scullery maid, but the others, the younger girl and the boy, well I fear they are too young, the workhouse is the only place for them.’

The workhouse! It had terrified her. Folk in the village had sometimes talked of a place by that name, crossing their forehead and chest as they asked the Lord to keep them from it. They had spoken of it as a house of sorrow; death would be better than going there.

All that night fears of what it would mean for Bethany and Denny had plagued her mind until, well before dawn, she had wakened her sister, helping her dress, then bundling up the sleeping boy had slipped with them into the night. Somehow she had managed to feed them, begging a piece of bread or a cup of milk at every farm they passed, sleeping with them clutched tight against her in a barn or under a hedge, but always together. Then she had called at Bescot Lodge and there had been taken in. Her hands shaking with the memory of it all disturbed the water and the illusion faded. It had all been so long ago and now both sister and brother were lost to her. Tipping the water into the open drain which ran across the yard Amber watched it disappear, slip away as those two children had slipped from her life leaving her with nothing but memories, memories and regret.
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