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For Joe, a much-loved and sadly missed friend.

For the happy times we shared.

God bless.


Prologue

She had to do it!

This was a chance that would never come again! Auburn hair streaming in a breeze that pressed a thin cotton dress against long colt-like legs, the slight figure ran across the open heath.

But if she could not make it happen!

If she were saddled with a child!

Thoughts clanged like the passing bell, the impact of them bringing the flying figure to an abrupt halt.

That would mean the end of everything. If this one opportunity were lost, this one straw Fate was holding out to her was allowed to pass her by, would be to condemn her to a life of misery, a life such as her mother had lived in a poky terraced house back to back with faceless rows of the same.

To live a lifetime as she lived now, sharing a yard with eight other houses, the families of four of them using the same wash-house, the same water pump... the one privy...

Looking to where the winding wheel of Spindrift Colliery rose black against the vermilion of a cloudless sky, Thea Maybury’s pretty young face twisted with repugnance.

That wheel rode the sky like the chariot of death and that was what it brought to many of the people living in its shadow; death to men choking their days away in the black bowels of that coal mine, children sleeping top to toe in beds shoved into rooms whose very air was laden with the dust of the coal they were forced to help drag from the earth, children who coughed with the sickness of the lungs that digging also brought. A life of torment and grime was what she would have, a life many women of Darlaston lived working until they dropped, then every night asking the Lord to keep them from falling with yet another child.

Breath catching in her throat, Thea’s nerves tightened. Spindrift Colliery! It was aptly named. Every dream dreamed by men who passed within its black mouth, every dream of women who toiled pulling coal-laden bogeys from the pithead soon spun away; drifting mists of dead hopes.

That was what the child would bring to her.

Staring at the spirals of smoke rising from the chimneys of the houses built simply to serve that colliery, Thea Maybury anxiously twisted the cloth of her cheap skirt.

It would ruin everything, bring an end to her own dreams; they too would be lost like spindrift melting in the first rays of a summer sun, taking with them all she had longed for every day of living in that hovel of a house, what she had prayed for every night – and now that prayer had been answered, the chance she yearned for was offered and to let it pass... !

Disturbed by her presence a bird flew up from among the rough tussocks of grass, its song spreading over the quiet evening as it rose to meet the sky. Watching it glide effortlessly, graceful wings etched dark against the brilliance of a setting sun, Thea felt her heart lift. Fate which had offered the dream now offered the solution.

Thea watched the bird, its wings feathering the air holding it where it wanted to be. As she must hold to what she wanted.

To let it pass... She smiled, beginning to walk on. No, she would not let it pass, she would not lose the dream... not even if it meant dropping the child down a mineshaft!

‘You’ve got to help me, ’Lyssa, you are the only one I can turn to.’

Thea Maybury watched incomprehension become disbelief on the face of the young woman sat on the edge of a narrow iron-framed bed.

‘You’ve got to, you do see that, don’t you, it’s the only way.’

Stomach nerves taut, Thea broke her pretence of a sob, threading the void of silence. ’Lyssa was not going to agree... she would not... but she had to be made to agree!

Beneath the cover of another sob Thea Maybury’s mind worked like quicksilver. The offer which had been made to her had come like a gift from heaven; it was all she had ever wanted, a new life in a new country. She would no longer live in near-poverty, no longer skivvy carrying things to market, making do with the cheapest of clothes. She would have her own fine house and all that went with it... Thea Maybury would live like a lady.

‘No one will ever know.’ Allowing yet another false sob she crossed to a corner of the tiny room where she rested her hand on a chest of drawers before proceeding. ‘Nobody will think twice, it won’t matter for you, after all it’s not like you have...’

Not like you have anyone interested in you. Alyssa Maybury finished the sentence in her mind. Alyssa the older sister, Alyssa the dowdy sister, Alyssa the girl a man never looked at once he had seen the pretty Thea.

‘You must see,’ Thea persisted, paying no mind to the hurt she saw before those other eyes were lowered, ‘this is the only way, the best way.’

Best for all of them or best for Thea? Alyssa could not prevent the thought rising beneath the hurt. Her sister had always been self-centred, the world must not simply revolve around Thea, it must revolve for Thea.

‘This way I can help more with Mother than I can by taking stuff into town.’

Stuff! Alyssa’s fingers clutched the bed’s cold iron frame. That was all it was to her sister. Not for Thea the stitching which helped keep a roof over their heads, not for her the back-breaking hours of tending vegetables they sold to the kitchens of Darlaston’s wealthy, and certainly not for her to assist in the caring of a sick mother.

Across the narrow space dividing the bed from the chest of drawers Thea felt the weight of hesitation. Alyssa had not answered, she hadn’t uttered a single word... and when she did would that word be ‘no’? But it couldn’t be... she would not let it be; there were ways and there were means and if one failed then the other must be tried.

‘Don’t say no, ’Lyssa, please...’

Breaking long enough to force a fresh sob, she pleaded. ‘This is what I’ve hoped and prayed for, you can’t let me lose it now, you can’t!’

You can’t! Refusing to be held back thoughts ran wild in Alyssa’s mind. This was the way it had ever been between them, Thea doing exactly as she wished, the blame for any mischief it might cause being left to lie heavily on her sister’s shoulders. Always the responsibility had been placed with her. ‘You should have watched her’... ‘You should have taken more care of her.’ That had been the way of their mother; she could never bring herself to accept there was any fault in her youngest child. But then Thea had always come first in their mother’s affections; the delicate, pretty red-gold-haired Thea must have the new dress, Thea lifted to a mother’s knee each evening, Thea who must not be burdened with any but the very lightest of chores, Thea who could do no wrong.

But Thea had done wrong and now in typical fashion looked to her older sister to take the blame, to carry the guilt. This though was too much. Alyssa’s fingers clutched even tighter against the cold iron. She could not do what her sister was asking. It was morally wrong, a sin against a child and a sin against God; she would not help, not this time.

‘No.’ Looking to where the slight figure waited, Alyssa shook her head briefly. ‘No, Thea, I can’t...’

The scarlet-gold of the dying sun filtering through the small square window caught the blue lightning flash of Thea’s eyes, her answer spitting the flame of anger.

‘Can’t!’ she snapped. ‘Can’t or won’t! Oh, I see why you refuse... you haven’t been offered the chance so why should I have it! That’s the truth of it, isn’t it? Oh yes, that’s the truth all right, you are jealous, you have always been jealous of me, admit it, Alyssa, you have always been jealous!’

Had she always been envious of her sister? Alyssa felt the mental slump as she acknowledged the grain of truth the answer to that accusation must contain. Yes, childhood had been a time of envy and so many times a sadness. Not so much an envy of the lovely red-gold curls and pretty face, not even of the new dresses with their ribbons and bows their mother had sewed. That she had learned to deal with but the sadness of not being shown that same love, that special love which had always been Thea’s. Yes, it was the love their mother had lavished on her younger daughter which the plain Alyssa had longed to experience; her mother’s love she had wept for in the dark hours of night, prayed for the length of each day, but when evening came it was Thea lifted to their mother’s lap, Thea held close to have her head stroked, hers the face receiving the last gentle kiss when put to bed: it was that, only that...

‘Admit it!’ Anger bruised the silence. ‘Admit it, Alyssa, give the devil his freedom!’

Sharp as a blast of cold wind stripping trees of the last of their leaves the outburst blew away the shadows of guilt and for the first time Alyssa faced that which she had known for so long, known yet refused to know: for Thea it was Thea, it would always be Thea and nobody but Thea; in her sister’s eyes only self was of any consequence.

‘Give the devil his freedom.’ Calm despite the emotions churning her mind, Alyssa looked at her sister, at the pretty face twisted now with temper and frustration. Always in childhood and even to this very evening she had drawn back from that look, allowed Thea her own way, but now all of that was gone. Thea must face her problems, own to her responsibility, accept the results of her actions. ‘Give the devil his freedom,’ she repeated quietly, ‘that is what you have always done, that is what you did a year ago...’

‘That’s not true, I was forced...’

‘No.’ Alyssa shook her head again. ‘Mother may have believed your story but I never have. You behaved then as you have behaved all of your life. You fulfilled your own desires, took what you wanted, gave freedom to the devil that sits inside you, the devil of selfishness; but you forgot that demon gives his own rewards and he has given you yours. You knew what you were doing that day just as you know what you are about now, what you are always about, Thea, getting your own way, making things suit you... but not this time. Yours was the sin and yours must be the carrying of it.’

Across the room a slant of sunset touched red-gold hair lending a halo of flame.

That was how saints had been portrayed in those pictures which as children she and Thea had been shown at Sunday school, holy men and women their heads crowned with haloes of gold.

For the briefest of moments Alyssa was back in the small rectory room of St Lawrence Church gazing in wide-eyed awe at the paintings of people spoken of as the Blessed Apostles, of Saint Anne and her daughter the Virgin Mother of Christ, their calm serene faces captivating her young mind.

‘I should have known that would be your answer...’

A toss of bright head threw a thousand gold-tipped slivers of light showering the gathering shadows like tinder sparks. The accusation snapped harshly in the gentle quiet broke Alyssa’s reverie and once again it was her sister she watched. No face of gentle saint, no tender loving smile painted those delicate features, they were the look of anger that part of aggravation which, from their earliest years, heralded a fit of the sulks should Thea be opposed in anything. Then as quickly as the storm of temper had threatened so it cleared.

But Alyssa had seen this same swift cessation of anger many times and always it had proved a prelude to another of her sister’s wiles. This was not an end of demanding; it was not in Thea’s nature to give up before gaining the last little bit of what she had set her mind to.

Across from Alyssa a fresh cascading of light danced like fireflies in the tiny room, a last gift of the disappearing sun touching a blessing to her sister’s head. Watching her now, the delicate features no longer wearing the mutinous look of aggravation, the tightness of temper no longer pulling at the pretty mouth, Alyssa thought again of the painted saints. Yes, her sister was beautiful but there was a saying about beauty being skin deep...

Alyssa caught the thought before it could go any further but she could not prevent the sudden rush of feeling in her heart, a feeling of pity. Why? She tried to reason the emotion; surely her sister, the strong-minded, beautiful Thea, needed no one’s pity?

‘I should have known...’ Fireflies fluttered with Thea’s brief shake of her head. ‘I should have known what you would say but despite your reason being pure jealousy, of your wishing to see my life ruined, of wanting me to lead the same life you will always lead, a soul-destroying poverty-ruled existence, I realise that... yes, it is best I clear this matter myself.’

Lowering her hand to a half-opened drawer of the chest Thea looked at the sister she had always been able to manipulate. The hair was the same, maybe a shade or two darker, the gold glinting among the rich heavy folds forever dragged back from the face which though not as pretty as her own, yet held a certain attractive quality; but it was the eyes, those dusky winter-violet eyes that had the real beauty, a beauty compelling enough to ensnare any man should her sister but try. But ’Lyssa did not try. ’Lyssa was not given to slipping away at every opportunity and she, Thea, had never encouraged her to. It served very well having her stay at home. Getting on with the business of earning their living meant no encumbrance on herself, instead it allowed that liberty which had ever been indulged to its fullest. In the softening shadows of approaching night the tightening of Thea’s mouth remained imperceptible. Liberty! That was the one thing she craved over all else, release from the yoke of living hand to mouth, to escape the smoke and dirt of Darlaston... of the new fetters threatening to bind her! Her hand closing on the edge of the drawer, she breathed the sharp breath of resolution. She would never wear those chains... never!

Alyssa had watched... was watching. Deep inside Thea laughed. The sister she had always so easily twisted round her finger would do her bidding yet again.

‘Thea!’

Edged with concern, the call merely had Thea’s inner smile deepen, yes, ’Lyssa would do as demanded.

‘Thea, what are you going to do?’

Lifting a blanket-wrapped bundle from the open drawer, Thea faced her sister and now that inward smiled etched her lips. The battle was almost won!

Eyes brilliant as the minute lances of light sparkling in her hair, Thea shook her head in affected sadness. ‘Do?’ she echoed. ‘Exactly as you said I should, face up to my responsibility.’

Concern becoming a needle-sharp prick of anxiety, Alyssa watched the smile, the cold glitter of eyes fastened on her own. This was a Thea she had not known before. A girl who had never accepted the results of her foolhardiness was now accepting consequence? No! A trip of nerves told Alyssa there was something else behind this sudden acquiescence, something infinitely alarming. Her sister had never tolerated denial and instinct warned she would not do so now.

‘But you of all people, ’Lyssa, should know what I am not going to do!’

The very quietness with which it was said, the calm, even tone smooth as frozen ice added frissons of fear to Alyssa’s tense nerves as she glanced at the bundle held in her sister’s arms then at the face which gleamed an awful triumph.

‘I am not going to allow this...’ Thea gave a shake to the bundle, ‘... this mistake to ruin my life, so I shall get rid of it. You have no need to worry, no one will ever find it... but should you find yourself thinking in those hours when sleep refuses to come, then remember I told you... I told you nothing would take this chance from me. Remember also that you were as responsible as I, for you sat there knowing all the time I would throw this... this nuisance... down the first pit shaft I came to.’


1

‘This nuisance down the first pit shaft I came to...’

There had been no hint of subterfuge, no attempt at deception, only that ice-bound hardness of the eyes, the look that had said I will do it.

Standing in that same bedroom Alyssa Maybury looked back as she had so many times on the happenings of that night three years ago, the night her sister had vowed to kill her own child rather than forgo the offer of a life of ease and luxury.

‘... the first pit shaft...’

Those words had rung with an undeniable truth, a truth she had not dared reject and one Thea had taken advantage of. She had simply placed the six-month-old baby back into its bed of a pillow laid in the drawer of the chest and walked from the room. With no other word, no kiss for the child, no goodbye to their mother, she had abandoned her son, turned her back on her family and left to join her new-found benefactor.

How could she have done such a thing! Deep in her secret heart Alyssa felt the bite of contempt she tried so hard to fight against. It was more charitable to ask how could Thea not have done as she had? Indulged by a mother, smiled on by a father too workworn and weary after hours of slaving underground at the coalface for twelve hours at a stretch to do anything else, she had come to expect her slightest whim must be fulfilled, using a sister to cover misdeeds that occurred more and more often as they progressed through childhood. But no sister could cover that misdeed which had left Thea pregnant.

Braiding her thick auburn hair Alyssa stared at her reflection in the ageing mirror hung on the wall above a rickety washstand, a reflection which as she watched seemed to change, to become the face of a younger girl; vital and alive it glowed with pleasure.

‘I can’t describe the feelings...’

Thea’s mouth laughed from the mirror, Thea’s eyes sparkled.

‘You don’t know what it’s like having a man hold you in his arms, to feel the warmth of him...’

A flush of heat accompanying the memory of those laughing words burned scarlet on Alyssa’s cheeks. How could Thea even think such things? But Thea had not only thought, wrong as such thinking was, she had spoken them and those words had lived on, they still came in the night whispering in the darkness, drifted in with the dawn, came with every unguarded moment of the day, reminding, embarrassing... shaming.

Yes, she felt shame... shame at having listened to those words and shame for the sister who had gloried in what they had conveyed.

‘... it was wonderful...’

Try as she did Alyssa could not fight off the onslaught. Fingers trembling, she let the braid of her hair fall to her shoulder, her gaze fastened mesmerically on the face laughing back from the speckled mirror.

‘I can’t tell you how wonderful, ’Lyssa, the touch of his naked body on mine, the thrill of his manhood entering me, there can’t be anything... not anything... to compare with what we both felt.’

‘But it is wrong, Thea, it is sinful—’

‘No... no it isn’t!’ Thea’s answer had cut away the reproof. ‘It is a delight, a rapture which sings in every vein; there is nothing more desirable than lying with the man who loves you.’

‘How can you be sure... how can you know he is not just—?’

‘Playing with me?’

Electric-blue eyes flashed confidence.

‘I feel it in his touch, in his kiss, I see it in his every look. There is no pretence, how could there be when we both feel the same pleasure? He loves me, ’Lyssa.’

‘Thea, please...’

Spoken aloud the half-sobbed words fractured the image and Alyssa once more stared at her own face.

She had been so sure. Braiding left unfinished, Alyssa turned to her bed. Her sister had been so certain, so trusting. But the man who had given so much of himself to Thea, given the pleasure she had said was so ecstatic had not given her his name; no marriage had followed their enjoyment of each other.

Cool against her flushed skin the worn cotton sheet provided some comfort but in her mind thoughts burned like braziers.

It had to be admitted as truth her sister may have thought her lover would marry her, had genuinely believed he would make her his wife, but the weeks had gone by with no mention of marriage.

Oh, why had Thea been such a fool! Alyssa’s fingers tightened on the sheet. Why could she not have seen that had marriage been his intention they would have wed in Darlaston, taken their sacred vows in the Church of St Lawrence with her mother and sister present to witness them? But he had insisted they wait and Thea had not questioned, blinded by the promise of a new life, a life which held the fulfilment of all her dreams. But had it? Or was the same thing happening again?

A little while longer, just two more rows of potatoes to hoe and she would rest. Head throbbing from yet one more sleepless night, her bones aching from hours of digging and planting vegetables, Alyssa wiped the back of her hand across her brow, brushing unruly curls from her eyes.

Life had been so different before...

Straightening she looked to where the huge winding wheel of Spindrift Colliery shadowed the huddle of houses.

Her father and brothers had worked there and though it was hard, demanding labour they had done it without complaint and the wage they brought home, though small, had been enough. Her mother had smiled in those days, had sung quietly as she went about her chores; they had been happy.

Then came the disaster.

Eyes half closed against the daylight, Alyssa looked again at the past, heard the cries of women, her mother among them, as they ran to the pit gates.

There had been an explosion deep underground. Standing beside her mother, twelve-year-old Alyssa had heard the terrified catch of breath, seen the blanching of the frightened faces as the news was broken to the waiting women.

Subterranean gas had been ignited, possibly by a spark from a pickaxe striking at the coal seam, and the subsequent explosion had caused some of the coalface to fall. But, ‘how much had fallen and whether any of the men were injured could not yet be ascertained’.

The explanation given by the colliery manager had sounded so impersonal, almost uncaring. Only years later had she come to recognise that calmness at that moment had been essential if the women were not to panic. And they had not panicked but had stood quietly, lips moving on silent prayer. Through the night and on into the day they waited, her mother telling her she must care for Thea until the rescue was completed and her father and brothers were home.

And they had come home.

In the near-distance the wheel began to turn. That was how it had turned that day.

So alive was the picture formed in her mind Alyssa felt again the fear which had vibrated throughout every household.

The wheel had turned all of that day bringing up fallen coal that must be cleared so survivors could be reached. Then men had been brought to the surface. Blackened head to foot, coal dust dried onto congealed blood, men and boys had stood in the iron cage with broken limbs. Cageload after cageload and finally her father and brothers.

They had come home.

Watching the great iron wheel slowly rotate, Alyssa remembered.

First her father. He had led his sons home as he had led them to work but this journey was different. There was no banter, no joking, no talking of the hoped-for favourite meal of faggots and peas; just a silence. Silence which followed along the street and into the house. On doors hurriedly taken from their hinges to act as stretchers, workmates still caked in the debris of that explosion had carried Thomas her father, Mark her eighteen-year-old brother, Luke just sixteen, Benjamin barely fourteen and then James the eldest at twenty. A girl he had hoped to wed had cried out at seeing the crushed figure but their mother had made no sound. Helped by neighbours she had washed broken limbs, sponged caked blood and dirt from each body and dressed it in Sunday clothes before placing pennies on closed eyelids and one more in their hand. For a week the five had lain in the shuttered fireless house, a week in which friends came to pay their last respects, and throughout it all their mother remained locked in her dark world of grief. Only at the graveside had that awful silence been broken, broken by screams as she threw herself at the plain wooden boxes which held her life. They were screams Alyssa could hear still, her mind was filled with them... but the laughter? There had been no laughter that day of the funeral so why was it here with her memories?

‘Stop...’

Had she said that? Was she so tired she didn’t know thought from sound? Frowning with confusion, Alyssa swept her brow again then her hand dropped to her side as she stared towards the house.

The laughter she had heard was real, the frightened cry had not been her imagination but that of a terrified child. Unable to comprehend the reality of what she was seeing she stood a few moments longer. It couldn’t be!

Her mind was playing tricks! But as the second cry rang on the quiet morning air Alyssa realised the truth and with the hoe she had been using gripped tightly in her fingers she began to run.

‘It be time to set the water to warming, Thomas and the boys will be wanting their meal when they comes from the pit.’

Oh, not now... please not now!

Nerves strung so tight they twanged, Alyssa turned from the child she had at last settled to sleep.

‘It’s all right, Mother, everything is ready.’

But it wasn’t all right, things would never be all right again. She must not cry! Fingers clenching ’til pain stung, she swallowed hard on the tears filling her throat. If she allowed them to start they may never stop.

‘Thomas be finishing of his wash... the meal must be set to the table.’

This was how it had been since the explosion at the mine had killed her father and brothers. The shock of it had been too much for her mother to bear and as a result her mind refused to accept the truth; she still lived in yesterday but her daughter lived in today... with all the pain and horror it held.

She must not think... must not give way!

‘The meal is all ready for eating, Mother.’ She crossed quickly to the thin worn figure reaching towards the kettle hung above the fire. ‘I did exactly as you said, faggots and peas with fresh baked bread.’

‘Thomas be coming...’

‘Soon, Mother... he will be home soon.’ Softly spoken the lie lay bitter on Alyssa’s tongue. But it was the one way she had found to soothe her mother’s fragile mind. ‘Rest for a while.’ She guided the fretful figure upstairs. Undressing her, slipping on her nightgown then settling her mother into bed as she would a child, she could no longer hold back the tears. Why must these things happen? Her mother’s mind broken with sorrow, herself...

Choking on the memory rising like a black tide she stumbled to her own room.

David... it had been David she had heard cry out, his small body huddled into itself as two men on horseback had cracked riding whips above his head. It had been their laughter she had heard, laughter which had rapidly become lewd.

She had run to stand beside the child, one hand holding his face hidden in her skirts, the other trying to ward off those whips with the hoe.

‘Leave him alone,’ she had shouted above the crack of leather, ‘he has done nothing to you.’

They had reined in the horses but a whip sang close against her ear.

‘He doesn’t have to do anything!’ One of the men had snarled, shaking the thin plait of leather about the shoulders of the trembling David. ‘His presence is enough; in fact it is too much... such as that should not be allowed to live, they are a blight to the eye, a scum to be got rid of.’

‘Then get rid of him.’ The second rider had smiled coldly. ‘You don’t have to put up with anything which displeases you; kill it as you would any vermin, the girl also, the world can only benefit by ridding it of whores.’

‘I am not a whore!’

The answer she had hurled had been countered with a sneering reply. ‘Not a whore... you who have a child clinging to your skirts yet no ring on your finger! I say you are a whore and that blind thing holding to you is your bastard.’

‘A whore!’ Brown hair glinting in the pale March sunlight, the first man had rested his whip hand on the pommel of his saddle, his eyes narrowing as they roved the length of her. ‘Now if that isn’t just what a man needs.’

‘If you want it then take it.’ The cold smile still played about the other man’s mouth. ‘How could a slut mind, after all you won’t be the first to ride her, a whore who takes all-comers will hardly refuse a man of quality.’

‘Well then, we mustn’t refuse her, must we?’

Stood in the shadows of her darkened room, Alyssa fought to curb the scene playing so vividly in her mind but still it came. What moments before had been amusing to those men had soon died, the laughter in their hard eyes had vanished leaving in its wake the heat of lust and they had both dismounted... dismounted and—

Pressing a clenched hand against the scream erupting in her throat she ran from the bedroom, her feet clattering on the bare boards of the narrow staircase, her mind aware only of the nightmare rising from the depths.

One rider, the taller of the two, had thrown aside the short whip reaching towards where she protected the child. ‘Go.’ She had pushed the boy from her. ‘Go, David.’

They had made no effort to prevent his stumbling towards the house, but her... Oh God... her... !

Trembling, each thought a fresh assault, she took the kettle, carrying it into the scullery, tipping its contents into the tin bath which she reached down from the wall. She had washed and washed again, scrubbing her body over and over, the sting of hot water and carbolic soap as nothing against the sting of memory, but for all the scrubbing the horror stayed with her; the smell of sweat in her nostrils, the touch of hands grabbing, kneading her breasts, the red-hot pain of hard flesh thrust deep into her.

The brown-haired man had caught her by the shoulder, his free hand knocking away the hoe then as she struggled he had hit her hard across the temple. Half unconscious from the blow she had fallen to the ground, her senses only fully returning as he had thrust himself into her.

Great sobs rising from her stomach, Alyssa rubbed the kitchen scrubbing brush between her legs, wincing at the bite of coarse bristle against lacerated flesh.

He had raped her...

Breath caught by choking sobs coughed back across the quiet night-bound scullery.

The brown-haired, hard-eyed man had raped her then had invited his companion to do the same. She had cried out, tried to rise but the brown-haired man’s boot had caught her on the chest, knocking her once more on to her back, a second kick at her ankles pushing her legs apart.

He had come to stand over her...

Eyelids pressed hard down Alyssa tried to shut out the picture.

Not as tall as his companion, his hair once dark was greying like mist over newly turned earth, but it was the eyes... they had not been filled with the carnal heat, the lust she had seen in the eyes of the first man; those of the second rider so dark they were almost black had glittered an insensibility, a cold, unemotional disregard of any suffering he was about to impose; his was a look of passionless cold-blooded cruelty.

They had stared down at her, those cruel, inhuman eyes, stared as he had reached down to grab one breast, squeezing it until she had cried with pain, then one boot lashing into her side had turned her face down, his companion laughingly urging him to enter her. Then she had felt the touch of him, of that same hard flesh being brushed back and forth across her buttocks. He would have raped her, brutalised her a second time had not a shout echoed over the stretch of open land.

Disturbed at their pleasure they had sworn loudly but had ridden away... ridden away leaving her to lie in their filth.

It had to wash away!

Sobs raking the silence, Alyssa dragged the stiff brush across her stomach and breasts, pressing it deep into raw bleeding flesh as if she would scrub her very mind clean of all memory of what she had been subjected to.

It had to wash away!

But she knew it would never wash away. What one man had done to her and that which a second man had intended would remain with her all of her days, a brand burned so deep nothing would ever erase it.

The thought hitting her like a stone, Alyssa’s trembling legs gave way and she slumped to her knees, water splashing over the sides of the bath to settle in puddles on the quarry-tiled floor.

‘A man of quality!’

He had said it as though rape by such a man was a mark of honour. But from this day Alyssa Maybury would be shown no honour, no respect. The shout which had driven those men from her had come from someone who, while she had run into the house locking the door behind her and therefore avoiding any meeting, had obviously witnessed her rape.

But was that how it would be reported in the town? Would the people of Darlaston believe instead that she had been a willing partner?

A whore!

Both hands covering her face, her body folding tight into itself, Alyssa gave way to the desperation inside her.
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