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         CHAPTER 1 

         
            November 1976, Bamiyan, Afghanistan 

            

         

         
            Cassidy 

            He woke to the smell of wood smoke and the sound of someone stoking up the stove.  Packed around him on the teahouse floor, cocooned in sleeping bags, were his passengers.  They snored and scratched at bites in their sleep.  The young Hazara boy tending the stove grinned and pointed at the teapot on top.  Cassidy nodded, his temples thumping from last night’s cheap brandy. 

            ‘Thanks bonny lad.’ 

            Yesterday’s drive up from Kabul had been tortuous, the dirt tracks already icy in the shade; he had only just held it on that hairpin bend.  Marcus had made a big fuss, ordering everyone off the bus and making them push.  Typical bloody Posh Boy trying to undermine him with the group.  Marcus: there was something about his co-driver that nagged his aching head, but he couldn’t think what.  Cassidy took his tea outside, trying to shake off a feeling of foreboding.   

            The freezing air stung his cheeks and made his eyes stream.  Someone was already at work, hammering.  The sound bounced off the cliffs behind where the massive Buddha statues sat faceless in their rock niches.  As Cassidy slurped off his tea, the hammering took on a jarring under-beat: the sound of boots running down the road.  Juliet, arms waving, came tearing out of the half dark. 

            ‘Gone,’ she panted.  ‘They’ve gone – no sign – have you seen them?’ 

            ‘Gone? Who?’ 

            ‘Marcus and Ruth.’  She skidded to a halt, dust rising between them.  ‘They’re not at the other chaikhana, I’ve checked.’  

            Cassidy felt his teeth clench.  ‘Well, they can’t have gone far at this time in the morning.’ 

            ‘They’ve left their foam mattresses.’ 

            ‘There you are then – gone for a stroll.’ 

            ‘But taken their sleeping bags.’   

            Juliet grabbed his arm.  ‘We need to start looking – I’m worried about Ruth – you know what a state she’s been in.  What if she’s-?’ 

            ‘What?’  Cassidy felt alarm; it wasn’t like Juliet to get panicky. 

            ‘Something’s happened.’   

            ‘No it hasn’t.’ 

            ‘How do you know?’  She fixed him with troubled brown eyes.  ‘We shouldn’t have argued with them like that.’ 

            ‘Like what?’ 

            ‘Last night, remember?  You telling him what a waste of space he was and me accusing them of stealing.’ 

              Cassidy rubbed a hand over his face.  He had only a vague recollection of the Londoners teaching the Germans the words to American Pie while he drank the last of his Turkish brandy.  And Devon and Kurt had been discussing recipes for hash brownies like a couple of old housewives, but he didn’t even remember Marcus being there.   

            ‘Where did we have this argument?’ 

            ‘Over in their chaikhana.’ 

            Now it was coming back to him: Marcus and Ruth splitting off from the group and kipping in a different tea shop. He had a hazy memory of lamplight on a wooden table and two hands; Marcus’ thick and calloused fingers entwined with Ruth’s pink slim ones.   

            ‘Then I stormed out,’ Juliet reminded.  ‘Me and my big mouth, I shouldn’t have said those things.  Was Ruth okay?’ 

            Cassidy had an image of Ruth: blonde hair falling into her eyes, her face pale and anxious.  ‘She was all right,’ he said. 

            ‘So they never said anything about taking off?  Cos you must’ve been the last person to see them.’   

            Despite the cold, Cassidy felt his back prickle with sweat.  He remembered now: the money on the table. 

            ‘They never said.  But you know Marcus – he takes off when it suits him.’ 

            Juliet gave a helpless shrug.  He swung an arm about her shoulders.  ‘They don’t deserve your worry – not after the way they’ve treated you.  Would it be the end of the world if they didn’t come back?’   

            ‘You don’t mean that.’  

            He sighed, ‘No, course not.’ 

            ‘Help me look for them, Cass.’ 

            He liked it when she called him that.  ‘Aye, come on, we’ll check out the bus first.’ 

            *** 

            The morning was spent in fruitless searching.  They asked around the cay shops and open-fronted stalls.  Owners beckoned them to sit on carpeted verandas and take tea.  German Kurt, who could speak Dari, talked to the boys left in charge of the merchants’ ponies and carts.  The horses stood patiently in their shafts, heads dipping into sacks of feed.  No, there had been no blond-haired foreigners asking for lifts.   Some of the Australians climbed around the honeycomb of caves that had once been cells for the Buddhist monks, but found nobody. 

            Cassidy, despite liver salts and gallons of tea, was feeling increasingly unwell, his stomach cramping with anxiety.  He drove the bus further up the valley but there was no sign of them.   

            ‘Perhaps they’ve gone on to the lakes at Band-e Amir,’ he suggested to Juliet. 

            ‘But how?’ 

            ‘Marcus would find a way.’ 

            ‘Can we go up there?’ 

            Cassidy sighed.  ‘Not in this bus, it’s too risky this time of year – we’d probably get stuck.  I’ve got all the others to think about.  We really should be down the Shibar Pass before its dark.’ 

            She didn’t argue.  He knew she was feeling guilty about last night’s row, but what else could he do?  He had a trip to run and over twenty other passengers to look after.  Back at Bamiyan they found Devon and the Australians playing a hybrid game of football with some local boys, their shrieks and calls ringing around in the clear air.  It took him a further hour to gather up all his passengers, dragging them out of teashops and from sunny spots under the golden poplars.   

            ‘Listen guys,’ Cassidy said as they grouped around the dusty bus.  ‘My guess is they’ve headed on to the Lakes.  The point is: do we hang around here a bit longer or go back to Kabul and wait?  I’ve only got a week’s visa for the bus, so time’s limited.’ 

            Arguments broke out. 

            ‘Not here, it’s too cold.’ 

            ‘But we can’t just leave them.’ 

            ‘They should’ve said where they were going.’ 

            ‘Bet we’ll find them back in Kabul.’ 

            ‘We’re already two weeks behind schedule, let’s go!’ 

             ‘But Ruth’s only twenty, we shouldn’t go without her.’ 

            ‘They’re both adults.’ 

            Juliet suddenly piped up.  ‘Let Cassidy decide, he’s in charge.’  She turned to him.  ‘Tell us what we should do.’ 

            Before he could answer, Kurt came running up the street with a youth dressed in shalwar kameez and a faded pinstriped jacket. 

             ‘Listen, listen!’ said the German. 

            The boy had seen a foreign couple boarding a truck just before dawn, at the call to prayer.  He pointed back through the village and the mountains beyond. 

            ‘Up, up!’ said the youth. 

            ‘To Band-e Amir?’ Juliet asked.  He nodded. 

            ‘What sort of truck?’  

            The boy swivelled and pointed at the sheep grazing under the trees. 

            ‘Struth!’ an Australian snorted.  ‘They’ll stink.  Have to hose ‘em down before we let ‘em back on the bus.’ 

            ‘Do you think it’s them?’ Juliet said. 

            ‘Who else is mad enough to take off that early in a sheep truck?’ asked Cassidy. 

            ‘Yea, the guy’s a loony,’ said one of the Londoners. 

            Kurt asked the boy to describe the couple, and then translated.  ‘The woman was dressed in jeans and coat and a pink woollen hat.’ 

            ‘Yes, pink,’ the boy nodded in understanding.  ‘Lady pink.’ 

            A group of children were gathering quickly around the bus, laughing at the older boy’s attempt at English. 

            ‘The boy says the man had a red beard and was dressed like a Pashtun,’ said Kurt, ‘except he wore a veil like a woman.’ 

            Cassidy grunted, ‘His keffiyeh; that’s our Lawrence of Arabia all right.’  He turned to the local boy and fished out a ten Afghani note from his jeans.  ‘If they come back this way, tell them we’ve gone to Kabul.  We’ll wait till Wednesday then we’ll have to push on to Pakistan.  They can catch us up in Lahore.’ 

            Kurt translated for Cassidy; the youth nodded and smiled.  The other children giggled and pushed against him. 

            Cassidy herded his group back on board.  There was a hasty shoving of rolled up mattresses between the seats, ducking under strings of overhead washing and a noisy settling down.  Maggie, the Irish nurse, pushed past to rummage through the box of cassette tapes.  Juliet and Kurt were the last to mount the steps.  

             ‘They’ll be all right,’ Cassidy said.  ‘Some people just aren’t suited to group tours – that’s their choice.’ 

            Juliet gave him a tired smile and offered him a squashed toffee from her pocket.  He took the sweet hoping she’d sit down at the front, but the card players at the back shouted that it was her turn to deal.  Kurt followed like her shadow. 

            Cassidy revved up the engine.  Maggie slammed in a cassette and plonked into the front seat beside Devon.  ‘Well at least we won’t have to put up with Marcus and his feckin’ poetry,’ she said.  ‘Rustum this, and Rumi that.’ 

            Devon gave a soft chuckle.  ‘Hey man, I liked his poetry.’ 

            Cassidy swung the bus into a three-point turn, juddering over the rutted road.  

            ‘And Ruth,’ Maggie said, ‘well, she gave me the creeps - all that screaming in the desert.’ 

            ‘I think Ruth’s kinda cute.’  

            ‘Mad as a fish, you mean.’ 

            Electric piano burst from the cassette deck as the bus jolted forward.  Picking up speed, they bumped across the plateau towards the swirling green waters of the gorge, raising clouds of dust to the thump of Steely Dan.  Shadows were already creeping across the valley and the tension returned to Cassidy’s shoulders at the thought of the hairpin descent.   

            A fragment of memory from the night before surfaced like a shard of glass.  ‘Dare to die, Cassidy!’   
            

            Marcus, his bearded face mocking in the lamplight, had leaned towards him and whispered, ‘Dare to die, Cassidy!  That’s the meaning of life.’ 

            And Cassidy had thrust the money at him and shouted, ‘Fuck off and die then!’ 

            Cassidy’s hands were clammy as he gripped the wheel.  The pair of them were gone.  He’d got what he wanted, hadn’t he?  He tried to rid his head of Marcus’s taunting voice and Ruth’s frightened pinched face.  But they haunted him all the way back to Kabul. 

         

      

      

   
      
         CHAPTER 2 

         
            County Durham, England.  The present. 

            

         

         
            Amber English 

            The chapel door banged open and shut, bringing a blast of cold, damp air.  Amber glanced round to see who had arrived late to her grandmother Sarah’s funeral.  A man in a battered old Barbour jacket and wild grey hair squeezed in behind the throng of elderly farmers and neighbours.  Amber’s father caught sight of him and cursed under his breath. 

            ‘Who is he?’ Amber whispered. 

            ‘Souter - bloody reporter,’ Daniel hissed.  ‘Don’t stare.’  He dug her in the ribs as if she were still a child, not twenty-three.  ‘And don’t you dare speak to him.’   

            Amber’s eyes smarted as she turned to the front.  She was feeling emotional enough without her dad being so touchy.  She knew her father would rather be anywhere but paying respects to his dead mother; it was Amber and her mum who, coming all the way from London, had shamed him into attending.  After the divorce, it was Helen who had continued to bring Amber up on holiday to stay with her gran and help out on the smallholding.  The three of them sitting together: how rare was that?  Gran - such a family person - would have loved to see it.  Amber swallowed tears.  She should have made more effort to come north and visit when old Sarah had moved into the care home; now she would never see her beloved gran again. 

            As they stood for a hymn, Amber blew her nose and took another glance round.  The journalist was staring right at her.  What was he doing here?  There was no story in an old woman’s death, except that Sarah had once had a daughter who had gone missing and never returned.  Her stomach clenched.  Could his coming here be in any way connected to her tragic Auntie Ruth: the blonde girl in the picture on Gran’s mantelpiece who had vanished in Afghanistan ten years before Amber was born?  ‘They think she took her own life,’ her mum had been the one to try and explain.  ‘No one can be sure, but that’s what the police thought.’ 

            As a girl, Amber had been fascinated and appalled at the idea of the teenager in jeans smiling from behind a curtain of fair hair, going off to a faraway land to kill herself.   She had envied Ruth’s pretty looks and in early teens had tried to straighten her wavy black hair and dye it blonde.  No one had ever properly explained to her what had happened though she had longed to know.   

            Twenty minutes later they were filing out after the coffin and heading up the steep hillside to the small burial ground.  The rain had eased but the wind blew them sideways and the old women who followed clung onto their hats.  Amber watched her father take one of the cords and help lower the coffin into the ground, wondering if he felt any regret at the long years he had cut his mother out of his life.  She couldn’t imagine being that angry with anyone for so long, let alone her lovely gran.  She knew it was about him being adopted but not finding out till he was almost grown up.  ‘Never forgave his parents,’ Helen had told her.   

            But Amber thought it also had to do with the Ruth tragedy and her dad blaming his parents for something.  Beyond the tract of brown heather and dead bracken, the valley below disappeared into mist. 

            Amber’s father raised his voice, ‘you’re all welcome back at the Bull’s Head for a drink and a sandwich.’ 

            The nearest pub was half an hour away in St John’s Chapel.  Most of Sarah’s elderly friends paid their respects at the cemetery and left.  Back at the pub, a dozen mourners stood in self-conscious huddles, among them Sarah’s care workers, neighbour Neil Timpson and the Cleggs who were renting Sarah’s smallholding.  Daniel knocked back two whiskies and went to speak to the Cleggs. 

            While her mother turned to Neil, Amber chatted to Dorothy and Sharon from the care home, topping up their wine to get them talking.  They reminisced about Sarah’s love of game shows on television and her habit of wandering out of the building to chat to people passing the gate. 

            ‘She used to call me little Miss Chatterbox,’ Amber smiled, ‘but she was Olympic standard.’ 

            ‘We’ve got her things in the boot of the car,’ said Dorothy, ‘there wasn’t very much.’ 

            ‘Was there a photo album?’ Amber asked, remembering how she used to encourage Sarah to get out family photos so she could gaze at fuzzy instamatic snapshots of the leggy Ruth with her quizzical smile.   

            ‘Yes,’ Sharon said.  ‘She often used to look at that.’ 

            ‘Yeah she did with me too; used to like talking about my Auntie Ruth as a girl.  Did she mention her at all?’ 

            The women exchanged glances.  ‘She got very confused towards the end,’ said Sharon.  ‘Poor old soul thought your aunt was coming back – used to go out and look for her.’ 

            Dorothy said they had to be getting back to the home.  Amber went out to help them unload her grandmother’s boxes.  They seemed apologetic; it was mostly old clothes and a portable television. 

            ‘Keep the TV,’ Amber told them, ‘One of the residents can use it, yeah?’ 

            Sharon gave Amber a hug.  Dorothy said, ‘I’ve some paperwork to tie up.  Perhaps you or your parents could pop in before you leave?’ 

            Amber nodded.  ‘I’m gonna stay around for a couple of days anyway.’ 

            ‘Excuse me!’   

            A man moved out of the shelter of the pub wall, grinding a cigarette under his walking boot.  The man in the Barbour.  ‘Can I have a word?’ 

            ‘Leave the lass alone,’ Dorothy scolded, ‘it’s her grandmother’s funeral.’ 

            ‘Souter,’ the man said, ignoring Dorothy’s remark and stretching out his hand.  ‘I’m just here to offer my condolences.’ 

            ‘Sniffing for a story, you mean,’ Dorothy said.  ‘The old girl’s dead, for goodness sake.  Let her rest in peace.’  She turned to Amber.  ‘You don’t have to speak to this man; he only wants to rake up the past.’ 

            ‘Charming as ever Dorothy.  Let me help with those,’ Souter said, piling up and lifting the boxes. 

            Amber nodded.  ‘It’s okay,’ she assured Dorothy.  ‘I’ll see you tomorrow.’ 

            Souter followed as Amber unlocked the hire car she and her mother had driven up from Durham station. 

            ‘Sorry about your grandmother,’ the journalist said.  ‘Makes you think doesn’t it?  That a life can be packed into four boxes after all those years.  How old was she?  88, 89?’ 

            As Amber stacked them in the boot she tried to place the man’s accent: not local.   

            ‘Thanks, but why are you interested in my gran?’ she asked, locking the car. 

            ‘Just paying my respects.’ 

            ‘You’re a reporter, right?  Bet you’re itching to have a look through those boxes.’ 

            Souter’s putty smoker’s face broke into a grin.  ‘Very sharp.’ 

            ‘What you expecting to find?’ 

            ‘Not much after all this time.’ 

            Amber eyed him.  ‘Is this to do with my auntie disappearing?  Cos if you want info on all that, you’ve come to the wrong person.  I’ve been kept in the dark for years.’ 

            Souter considered her, and then nodded towards the public bar.  ‘Let me buy you a drink.  I promise not to grill you about your family.  I really was fond of your grandmother.  And maybe I can tell you a thing or two – if you’d like to know?’ 

            Amber’s insides twisted; the absent Ruth had hung like a spectre over her growing up.  ‘Yeah, I really would.’ 

            *** 

            The low-ceilinged bar, with its horse brasses and copper warming pans glinting on dark-panelled walls, was almost deserted.  Two youths in paint-splattered overalls, who were playing pool at the other end, stopped to eye the newcomer with her tall athletic figure and large blue eyes. 

            ‘I’ll have a pint of cider, thanks,’ Amber told Souter.  Choosing a table by the window, she kicked off the high heels she had borrowed from her mum and sank back. 

            ‘Spill the beans then,’ she said with a tired smile, pulling back her long wavy hair. 

              ‘I covered Ruth’s story from the beginning – came up from London and never got away again – this place can do that to you.  Got friendly with your grandparents.  I think they hoped I might be able to uncover something that others had missed.’ 

            ‘And did you?’  Amber could not keep the eagerness out of her voice. 

            The reporter shrugged.  ‘Not much.’  He gave Amber a shrewd look.  ‘I noticed you talked of your aunt “disappearing”.  Does that mean you don’t believe your aunt killed herself?’ 

            She shrugged.  ‘Don’t have an opinion.  My dad only spoke about it when he was drunk – said he thought some guy had murdered her – the one she went off with.  Used to give me nightmares thinking about that.’ 

            Souter nodded.  ‘Sarah didn’t believe it was suicide either.  She didn’t believe Ruth died at all.’ 

            Amber felt her stomach flutter.  ‘What would make her think that?’ 

            ‘Call it a mother’s intuition, but she never gave up thinking she would walk back through her kitchen door, never.’ 

            Amber felt her hopes deflate.  A hunch was hardly grounds for a case against the suicide verdict or her father’s wilder accusations of murder.   

            She took a sip of the sweet cider and asked, ‘and what d’ you think?’  

            ‘I probably lost a bit of perspective too,’ he admitted.  ‘I went out to try and find her.’ 

            Amber spluttered over her drink.  ‘You did?  Wow, to Afghanistan?’ 

            ‘Yes, after your grandmother and father returned none the wiser.  Did your father not tell you that?  No, I suppose he wouldn’t.  He resented me for it – muscling in on private family grief as he saw it.  Not that he had much contact with his parents by then – he was away at sea a lot – and his relationship with his old man was worse than putrid.’   

            ‘Did you find anything about Auntie Ruth?’ 

            Souter shook his head.  ‘Not a trace.  That’s what made it worse – there was no body to bury, no way of saying goodbye and drawing a line under things.’ 

            ‘Were the Afghans the problem - maybe hiding something – like my aunt being murdered?’ 

            Souter gave a snort of indignation.  ‘Your father’s idea?  He thought everyone was to blame.  It suited him to dismiss them as bumbling or untrustworthy foreigners.  But the fact is the Afghans couldn’t have been more helpful and kind.  They treated your grandmother with respect and went to great trouble to take her to the area in the mountains where Ruth and the missing man were last thought to have been.’  He took a swig of beer and wiped his lips on the back of his hand.  ‘But we drew a blank.  All the police could go on were suicide notes left in their backpacks in Kabul.  They were only discovered weeks later, when the alarm was raised.  Ruth was supposed to be going to help at a mission orphanage in India, but never turned up.’ 

            Amber had a sudden thought.  ‘What else was found in the backpack?  What about her clothes and stuff?  Did she keep a diary?’ 

            Souter flashed a look.  ‘Ever thought of becoming an investigative journalist?’ he grunted.  ‘There was a diary; didn’t tell a great deal.  She wasn’t much of a writer.  And there were two rolls of film.  The police had them developed.  Nearly broke your grandmother’s heart – seeing her daughter in drunken poses with all these bearded hippy types, smoking goodness knows what.  Up till then Sarah thought Rainbow Tours was some sort of church group doing the religious sites through the Middle East.  Old John told her to destroy the photos.’ 

            ‘And did she?’  Amber’s blue eyes were wide with curiosity. 

            ‘No.’ 

            ‘I’ve never seen them.  Are they in Gran’s boxes?  Is that what you’re after?’ 

            Souter gave an impatient sigh.  ‘I’m not after anything.  I know as much as we’re ever likely to know.  I admit it did cross my mind to do a small piece about the funeral, just to acknowledge your grandmother’s love for her daughter and how she never gave up hope.  But to be honest, no one’s interested any more in what happened to a couple of hippies over three decades ago.  It’s ancient history.  Dorothy’s right; your grandmother should rest in peace.’ 

            Amber felt a fresh wave of grief that her gran was gone and that she would never again get a hug of welcome at her cottage door.  She gulped at her drink; Souter had nearly finished his. 

             ‘Can I buy you one now?’ she asked, wanting to keep him there talking.  He shook his head.  ‘Did Grandma ever say anything about me?  I used to love coming up here and helping out with the hens and stuff.’ 

            ‘Yes.  She was very fond of you – and your mother.  Your visits were the highlight of the year after your grandfather died.  I think it made her feel a bit closer to your father too.  At least she could hear news of him from you.’  Souter drained his glass. 

            ‘Yeah, I tried to get him to visit – he only lives in Berwick – but you can’t tell Dad what to do.’ 

            Souter grunted and reached for his coat. 

            ‘So,’ Amber asked quickly, ‘how do y’ know those photos of Ruth’s weren’t destroyed?’ 

            Souter glanced at the door and lowered his voice.  ‘Because I’ve got them.’ 

            Amber stared at him.  ‘Oh my God, how - ?’ 

            ‘Sarah gave them to me for safekeeping – ages ago when there was first talk of her going into the home.  I think she worried that Daniel would throw them out.  Your father’s way of dealing with the whole thing was to pretend it had never happened – wipe out all the painful traces – least that’s the way I see it.’ 

            From his musty-smelling Barbour, Souter pulled out a battered brown envelope.  ‘Sarah would have wanted you to have these.’ 

            Amber gawped at the package that lay between them on the table.  ‘That’s them?’ 

            The reporter nodded.  ‘Not just the photos, the diary too.’ 

            Amber felt her insides somersault.  Here were the last links to her mysterious aunt and the fatal bus trip she took so long ago.  What would it tell her? 

            ‘Sarah was right,’ Souter said, zipping up his coat, ‘you’re a lovely girl.  I’m glad to have met you at last.  But better get going before your dad finds you consorting with the enemy.’ 

            ‘Why are you the enemy?’ Amber asked, reluctant to see the man go when she had so many questions. 

            Souter shrugged.  ‘For befriending Sarah and taking your father’s place?  I dunno.’ 

            Amber stood too, clutching the envelope and grabbing her shoes.  ‘But I want to know more.  Did anyone go back to Afghanistan again?  Did Gran?’ 

            ‘She wanted to, but after the Russians invaded in 1980 it was impossible.  And your grandfather got cancer, so she had to look after him.  Old John hadn’t been well for a long time – but I think the shock of it all finally ruined his health.’ 

            Amber walked outside with him in her stocking feet.  ‘What about the articles you wrote at the time – do you have copies I can read?’ 

            Souter pulled out his cigarettes and offered one.  Amber shook her head and Souter put his back to the wind and lit up.  ‘Yes, I’ve copies.  I’ll send them to you.  Give me your address.’  He tore off part of the cigarette packet and got Amber to write it down with a pencil stub from his pocket.  He must have sensed her eagerness and frustration – perhaps it mirrored his own from years before – because he put a hand on her arm. 

            ‘If you really want to find out more about the trip Ruth went on, I could probably put you in touch with Cassidy.’ 

            ‘Cassidy?  Who’s he?’ 

            ‘Your dad really hasn’t told you anything has he?’  Souter’s look was pitying.  ‘Cassidy was the bus driver.  I reckon he might talk to you if we can find him.’ 

            Just then, someone rapped hard on the pub window.  Amber saw her father’s flushed face mouthing angrily. 

            ‘Time I went,’ Souter said, hunching into his weathered jacket.  He thrust a grubby creased business card at Amber.  ‘You can get me on this number.  Ring in a couple of days and I’ll see if I can run Cassidy to ground.’ 

            ‘Cool,’ Amber smiled, ‘and thanks so much.’ 

            Souter nodded and turned into the gale.  Amber watched him being buffeted towards the car park.  Something made her shout after the journalist. 

            ‘Hey, what’s Cassidy’s take on it all?’ 

            Souter turned and shouted against the wind.  ‘It’s a long story – but he thought that one of the other women on the trip knew more than she ever let on.’ 

            ‘What woman?’ Amber called. 

            Daniel banged again at the window and beckoned her inside.  Amber just caught Souter’s reply. 

            ‘Juliet – Juliet Forbes!’ 

         

      

      

   
      
         CHAPTER 3 

         
            
               ‘Requisites for Travelling: An umbrella is required, not only as protection from the rain, but from the sun; it should be of double silk.  A straw hat with a wide brim is the best in hot countries.  A green veil or blue spectacles are useful as a protection from the glare of the sun.  A small tent, a hammock, and a small carpet …A basin of block tin, a looking glass, table cloths, sheets and towels, a thermometer, a case of mathematical instruments, a telescope, drawing paper, pencils, Indian rubber, a camp stool, measuring tape, and pedometer should be taken.’  
            

            
               
                  Handbook for Travels in the East, 1840 
               
            

         

         
            London, September 1976 

            

         

         
            Juliet Forbes 

            She put all her weight against the large suitcase, straining to get the metal catches to click into place.  Outside, in the dark, a car went past playing The Beach Boys.  It was five in the morning but she couldn’t sleep.  The hotel room was too stuffy and she was too excited.  In two hours she would be on her way to India!  She felt she had been in preparation for this moment all of her thirty-one years – even before - when the shock of her father’s RAF plane crashing into the mountains of Baluchistan had caused her mother to go into labour. 

            Opening the case again she wondered what she could bear to leave behind: the yellow maxi cheesecloth skirt or one of her travel books. 

            ‘You’re never taking all of those?’ her friend Joan had asked incredulously. 

            ‘Why not?  They’re old friends.’   

            Her father had collected travelogues – outdated and out of print - and they had been her escape from the kindly boredom of her paternal grandparents’ house where she had grown up.  Smoking illicit cigarettes in the garden shed she would roam Persia and the Levant with Gertrude Bell and Freya Stark.  At school she had learned about reincarnation from her German teacher, and became obsessed with the idea that in a previous life she had been an Edwardian explorer.  Why else did she so strongly identify with these women and their thirst for travel?  She called her reincarnated self Grace – after her favourite traveller Grace Ellison – and knew one day it was her destiny to go east. 

            Her Pop and Nan discouraged such ambitions, and saw no need for Juliet to venture any further than her job at the motor tax department at county hall.  To alleviate the monotony of processing tax discs, Juliet taught herself graphology, delighting her fellow clerks by analysing their handwriting and those of their boyfriends to see if they were compatible.  Her strange hobbies and fanciful conversations had baffled Pop and Nan, but now they were gone and Juliet felt no obligation to stay in Durham.  From their modest legacy (the house had been rented since 1920 and so yielded up no capital) she managed to scrape together enough to go travelling. 

            She had never been further than a school trip to Paris, so yearned to strike east and see for herself the treasures promised in her books.  More than this, she wanted to explore the lonely deserts of Baluchistan described in the last letter her father had ever sent home.  He had flown over serrated mountaintops, camel trains a mile long and seen a coastal island that rose and fell in the sea like magic.   

            Then, with the war nearly over, his plane had gone down in a storm, Juliet had been born and her mother had died of ‘complications’ as her stoical grandmother had put it.  A year later, a parcel had turned up via various air bases with a present of a child’s waistcoat - embroidered velvet and studded with tiny mirrors - and a letter from a merchant called Aziz Baloch.  Juliet’s father had commissioned the garment for his unborn baby but never returned for it. Mr Baloch had heard with great sorrow of the death of Sahib Forbes.  As a friend and a brother, Aziz Baloch was sending the waistcoat and sought no payment for it.  He hoped the family Forbes were well and comforted by God.  Inshallah! 

            Juliet’s grandfather had sent back a polite note to the address in Quetta with a photograph of baby Forbes.  Occasional postcards, smelling faintly spicy, would arrive from Pakistan sending greetings and blessings to the family Forbes.  When Juliet began to plot her route east, she hoped to visit Quetta and possibly make contact with Aziz Baloch, though his postcards had stopped several years ago and he had not replied to any letters since her grandparents’ deaths. 

            *** 

            The man in the specialist travel agency seemed amused by her enthusiasm for Asia Minor. 

            ‘When do you wanna go?’ 

            ‘I’m told the autumn’s a good time to go east.’ 

            ‘Yea, avoid the monsoon and the shits,’ 

             he grinned.  ‘Camping or hotels?’ 

            ‘Got to be camping,’ she smiled, thinking of the romance of tents in the desert. 

            ‘Buses are more comfy than trucks.  How about Rainbow Tours?  They’re reliable and not too pricey.   Three months to Kathmandu: accommodation, meals and entry to historic sites, all in for £250.’ 

            Fifteen minutes later Juliet had left the shop having signed up for the overland bus leaving in late September. The world lay beyond, mapped and beckoning.  She would shed her possessions and stride out towards a new life with just a sleeping bag and a handful of clothes. 

            *** 

            And a suitcaseful of books.  Juliet sighed as she stared into the case that would not shut. She opened the case, took out the cheesecloth skirt and a large box of sanitary towels.  Travel could make periods stop, so she had read somewhere, or maybe her friend Joan had told her.  Joan had been full of dire warnings and grisly tales of rapes and deaths and mutilations along the hippy trail.  But then Joan lived in daily expectation of being mugged on the Number 24 bus and always wore her handbag slung across her chest like a bandolier to prevent someone snatching it.   

            Juliet grabbed her suede coat and hauled her luggage onto the landing.  The suitcase was impractically heavy.  She piled her overnight bag and sleeping bag on top and shoved them along to the lift.  Grinning inanely at the desk clerk, she went outside to wait for the taxi.  The dawn air was chilly and London strangely quiet.  Sunday morning. 

            *** 

            On Earl’s Court Road a huddle of figures, wrapped in jackets and hats, squatted on the pavement beside heaps of rucksacks and cases.  A small van was parked in the empty road.  Juliet could just make out the fat curly lettering of Rainbow Tours.  The taxi driver heaved out her luggage. 

            ‘You sure this is it?’ 

            ‘Well I hope we’re not going in that,’ she nodded at the van and laughed, ‘or some of us will be running along behind.’ 

            She paid him off, and then took a better look at the group.  They looked half-asleep, blank-faced and subdued.  How could they not be feeling as excited as she was?  Someone tapped her on the shoulder and she glanced round startled.  A young girl in a pink woollen beret, hunched under a huge pack, gave her an anxious smile. 

            ‘Excuse me; are you waiting for the bus to Kathmandu?’  She had a soft voice and a Durham accent that Juliet recognised immediately. 

            ‘Yes,’ Juliet laughed, wanting to hug her. She looked far too young to be travelling to India.  

            The girl blushed. ‘I know it sounds daft but I’m worried about getting on the wrong one.’ 

            ‘Yeah, me too.  It would be a bit humiliating to end up in Bermondsey instead of Istanbul.’ 

            ‘Nuffin’ wrong with Bermondsey,’ a London voice piped up from the pavement. 

            ‘Even better now you’ve left it,’ said another.  They looked like brothers. 

            The human luggage pile began to stir and yawn and chat.  As the sky lightened, an old-fashioned blue Bristol bus chugged into view with a bang and a cloud of black exhaust smoke.  It came to a juddering sigh beside them, the same garish rainbow pattern and yellow lettering as on the van.  Juliet thought how Joan would panic; it made the Number 24 look like a royal carriage.  The door hissed open and out jumped a stocky man with long brown hair and a droopy moustache.  Despite the cold morning he wore only a pair of threadbare beige cords and a washed-out black t-shirt.  He grinned at them with all the relish of a sergeant for a group of raw recruits. 

            ‘Morning travellers!  All right?  I’m Cassidy your driver.  We’ll do introductions later.  Let’s get busy, eh?’ 

            He banged on the window of the van.  ‘Wakey wakey, you lazy Kiwi bastard.  I’ve got a ferry to catch.’  

            A lean balding man with long sideburns tumbled out, loudly cleared his throat and spat on the pavement.  Cassidy whistled tunefully as they unloaded the van of cooking equipment, boxes of food, tents, jerry cans and foam mattresses.  He swung up onto the roof of his vehicle and began loading the roof rack with supplies.   

            ‘All the main cases and rucksacks go on top,’ Cassidy called down.  ‘Anything you need for the next week you put in your hand luggage.  You won’t be seeing your suitcases till Venice, okay?’ 

            There were murmurs of discontent and a sudden scrambling into rucksacks. 

            ‘Told you in the bloody brochure,’ the New Zealander grunted.   

            ‘Aye and they told us we’d be travelling in a feckin’ bus,’ retorted a dark-haired Irish woman in a long multi-coloured scarf, ‘not something out the steam age.’ 

            Cassidy snorted with laughter, leaping down in two agile moves and began chivvying his troops for their luggage.  ‘Haway, we want to get to Kathmandu before Christmas.’ 

            Juliet’s stomach twisted in excitement at the exotic name; this was really happening!  The New Zealander reached for her case and balked at the weight. 

            ‘Fuck.  What you got in here – gold ingots?’ 

            ‘Sort of, yes.  They’re my travel books.’ 

            He rolled his eyes.  ‘Well, sort of they’re too heavy.  You’ll have to throw some out.’ 

            Juliet stood her ground; trying to win him with her broad smile.  ‘My case isn’t as big as some of the others here.  Can’t you just squeeze it in?’ 

            Cassidy intervened, reaching for the offending case.  ‘It’s nothing a man can’t handle.’  He winked at Juliet.  ‘Get yourself on board, pet.’ 

            He’s a Geordie; she was comforted by the familiar accent.   

            Juliet picked up her tartan overnight bag and sleeping bag and followed the Irishwoman – ‘I’m Maggie, you can stick with me’ - who was already pushing her way past the others to reach one of the tables at the back of the bus.  The seats were worn and musty smelling and the floor sticky.  She squeezed past three tanned and freckled young women with Australian accents and a plump middle-aged American couple in matching waterproof jackets. 

            ‘Chuck honey, can you get down my bag again, I’ll need my bifocals.’ 

            ‘Sure thing.’ 

            A row of seats on either side of the aisle had been removed to accommodate two tables, and the rows in front reversed.  Maggie had already commandeered two table seats facing forward and stored away her luggage in the overhead rack.  Juliet quickly shoved her bag down behind the reversed seats and plonked herself next to Maggie. 

            It was a scene of chaos, people struggling with bags, coats, blankets and sleeping bags, trying to find places for them in racks or under seats.  The young girl with the pink hat looked lost, so Juliet waved her over.   

            ‘There’s a seat here if you don’t mind travelling backwards.’ 

            ‘That’s fine,’ she smiled, pulling off her hat and letting blonde hair tumble.  Her eyes were an intense blue.  ‘I’m Ruth, by the way.’ 

            ‘Struth this floor’s filthy!’ complained one of the tanned Australians. 

            The New Zealander came elbowing his way up the aisle and started removing bags from behind the table seats, including Juliet’s. 

             ‘Can’t leave ‘em here.  Foamies go here.’ 

            ‘What are foamies?’ 

            ‘Mattresses.’  He dumped her bag on the table.  ‘Feels like you’ve got another bookcase worth in here.’ 

            Before she could ask him where it was to go, he was rowing his way back down the bus with his elbows.  Shortly afterwards Cassidy came round making sure everyone had stored away their luggage and had a seat.  He read out a list of names, checking them off like a school register.  There were twenty-two.  Two more were to be picked up in Paris.  One hadn’t turned up. 

            ‘Devon MacPherson?’ he called out again. 

            ‘Is that a place or a person?’ quipped one of the Londoners. 

            The New Zealander muttered, ‘Well if he’s not here in ten minutes you’ll just have to go without him.’ 

             ‘He’s beginning to piss me off,’ Irish Maggie complained. 

            ‘Don’t worry,’ Cassidy grinned, ‘Mr Sunshine isn’t coming with us.  He’s taking out the trip in two weeks time.’ 

            ‘That’s a relief,’ said Juliet, ‘I thought he was the second driver.’ 

            Cassidy pulled a rueful smile.  ‘At the moment there isn’t one.  Lad went down with hepatitis.  But we should have another by Italy.  Don’t worry.’ 

            Cassidy smoked outside as he waited for his last passenger, but no one came.  Climbing aboard, he switched on the engine. 

            ‘Got any tunes, mate?’ someone called out. 

            ‘Sorry, tape deck’s not working.’ 

            Several people swore at once. 

            ‘How can we get to Nirvana without Led Zep?’ shouted a young man with lank fair hair. 

            ‘You hum it and I’ll whistle,’ Cassidy said, revving the engine and closing the door.  As he eased the bus away from the curb he began to sing.  Just then, Juliet caught sight of a gangling figure with an Afro and a goatee, loping along the pavement with a guitar strapped to his back.  He grinned up at them and gave a peace sign. 

            ‘I think someone wants us to stop,’ she called out. 

            ‘Must be Devon,’ Maggie said, ‘he looks a dish.  Stop the bus, Cassidy.’ 

            But the driver was singing so loudly as the bus trundled forward that he didn’t hear.  The lanky man picked up speed alongside, waving more vigorously. 

            A chorus of ‘stop!’ rippled down the bus.  When Cassidy realised they weren’t protesting at his singing, he banged on the brakes and they lurched to a sudden halt.  He jumped up and opened the door.  Devon reached it and climbed aboard.  Apart from the guitar he only carried a small haversack and a colourful blanket slung over his shoulder. 

            ‘Greetings earthlings,’ he smiled. 

            ‘You’re late,’ Cassidy said, ‘and you interrupted my singing.’ 

            Devon chuckled and gave him a mock salute.  ‘Carry on, my leader.’   

            Cassidy returned the gesture.  ‘Grab a seat, eh?’ 

            ‘Room at the back!’ called Maggie.  ‘You can budge up, Ruth, can’t you?’  

            The girl was gazing out of the window and didn’t seem to hear.   She brushed a tear from the corner of her eye.  

            ‘I’ll move round,’ Juliet offered.  She touched Ruth on the shoulder, manoeuvring her into the window seat and sat beside her.  ‘Homesick already?’ Juliet murmured, pressing a handkerchief at her. 

            Ruth blinked away tears and smiled.  ‘No, I’m happy, really happy.’ 

            Devon joined them.  ‘Wow ladies, this is gonna be a blast!’ 

            Then the bus was accelerating up the road and heading out of London. 

         

      

      

   
      
         CHAPTER 4 

         
            Ruth’s diary 

            

         

         
            Sunday 26th September – Day 1! 

            We’re started for India!  No going back now.  Felt sick with nerves getting on the bus.  Nice woman called Juliet found me a seat at back table – she’s from Durham way too. Crossing dead rough, hated it but had nice chat with Peach – she’s American and quite old and she’s got a daughter a bit older than me called Sherrie and says I remind her of her girl.  Poor Juliet was standing in the queue at the duty-free and this drunk guy with red hair spewed all over her denim skirt!  Me and Peach tried to clean her up but she still stank! 

            Oh boy, did she get teased on the bus!  Paul (he’s got long greasy hair and is dead funny) told her she shouldn’t have had that second pint! (She doesn’t even drink beer).  Maggie made a big fuss (God, she’s a pain) and made her take off her skirt and tights and hang them out the window.  Juliet was going to sit there in her knickers (she doesn’t give a monkeys that there are lads around) but Devon leant her his Indian blanket and Peach gave her a snakeskin belt to keep it tied so she looked like she was wearing a huge kilt!  Cassidy (he’s our nice driver) said he’d get her case down in Paris. 

            Folk at my table – me, Juliet (really nice, quite pretty for someone over 30, chatty) Maggie (Irish, dead pretty but thinks she’s God’s gift to men, flirts a lot) 

            Devon (black American guy, friendly, been busking round Britain, has stickers all over guitar case). 

            At the other table – Gino from Australia (curly dark hair) and likes to play cards – asked Juliet if she wanted to play strip poker while she only had a couple of things on.  I think he fancies Maggie. 

            Catriona (plump, friendly, Scots and knows one of the boys in Bay City Rollers!) 

            Ron and Denis – two brothers from London (not sure which is which yet), very strong accents, laugh a lot at each other, love to play cards too. 

            This afternoon was a real laugh – driving through France (flat, boring, like south of England) singing You are my Sunshine and Waltzing Matilda with the Australians, and Juliet’s skirt flapping at the window.  Didn’t think about home at all. 

            Later – writing this by torchlight – am sharing tent with Juliet, Catriona and Maggie.  Went into Paris with Peach and Chuck.  They spent time trying to put call through to Sherrie in Tucson – wish I’d gone drinking with the others.  Juliet’s just come in wearing men’s pyjamas – feel safe with her around.  Maggie not back yet – saw her snogging with Gino at the back of the bus. 

         

      

      

   
      
         CHAPTER 5 

         
            Berwick 

            

         

         
            Amber 

            Two days after the funeral, Amber drove with her father back to Berwick, wondering why she had agreed to do so.  Her mum had told her it would be a good opportunity to talk.  Growing up, Amber had only seen her dad for sudden weekends when Daniel was home from working on the rigs or the statutory two weeks in the summer holidays when her mum insisted that he take her.  She had longed for those times when he took her sailing in his dinghy, cooked fresh fish on the beach and scrambled the Berwickshire cliffs.  But as she got older, awkwardness had grown between them and the holidays dwindled.   

            Since leaving school Amber had hardly seen him, except during one summer vacation when she’d been on a dig along the Northumberland coast excavating a Mesolithic site.  They’d met a couple of times for a drink with her student friends and he’d been shocked to find her drinking pints and wearing a nose ring.   

            Her dad’s house was an ’80s semi on the fringe of the town: boxlike with small square windows and an unkempt pocket of garden.  Amber’s mother had said being left for weeks on end with a toddler on an estate where everyone else went out to work and Daniel was on the rigs, had driven her demented.  An hour after arriving, the daylight went. 

            ‘I’ll do your garden tomorrow,’ Amber offered, ‘if you like.’ 

            They were the first words spoken between them for an hour.  But the previous two days had been full of stormy accusations about Amber sneaking off to talk to the reporter, of arguing over what to do with her grandmother’s boxes, and of Sarah’s will that had left the cottage and smallholding to Amber.  She’d been tearful at her gran’s generosity, yet awkward at the unexpected gift. 

            ‘We could share it Dad, couldn’t we?’ 

            ‘I couldn’t care less,’ Daniel had snapped.  ‘I’d never live in it.  Sell it and make some money.’ 

            ‘I think I might hang onto it,’ Amber had said. 

            ‘Why would you do that?’  

            Amber shrugged.  ‘Keep renting it out.’  She didn’t want to say that she felt more at home in the place than she ever had in London or Berwick. 

            ‘A nest egg,’ her mother had nodded in encouragement. 

            Daniel had given Helen an angry look as if it had been her suggestion.  ‘Well, if the lass isn’t going to get a proper job or marry someone who has, she’ll need something to live on.’ 

            ‘Dad, you’re a Neanderthal.’ 

            Helen had given her that warning look that said it wasn’t worth making an issue over.  What was so wrong with working in a garden centre?  At least she had a job.  It kept her fit and she loved working outdoors; dirt under the fingernails was a small price to pay.  

            ‘We’ll get a carry-out,’ Daniel said, ‘and a fish supper.’  There was no food in the house. 

            ‘How about going into town and having a pub meal?’ Amber suggested, balking at the thought of a long strained Friday evening ahead. 

            ‘Suit yourself.’ 

            Cheery lights beckoned across the bridge in the walled coastal town, promising warmth and escape.  Amber chose a lively tapas bar and ordered chorizo stew, pork, salads and beers.  Daniel looked in amazement across the rough wooden tables at the animated guitarist and singer. 

            ‘Didn’t know Berwick had such a place.’ 

            After her father had downed three beers, Amber pushed back her unruly dark hair and asked, ‘what were you doing at my age - like before you met Mum?’ 

            Daniel shot her a suspicious look and then shrugged.  ‘By your age I’d been at sea for four years.  South America and back three times.’ 

            ‘Cool.  Did you enjoy travelling?’ 

            ‘Ports are much the same the world over.’  He paused.  ‘The sea; it was the sea I loved.’ 

            ‘So you never wanted to be a stonemason like granddad?’ Amber asked. 

            ‘Maybe as a boy.’  Daniel’s face tightened.  ‘Until I found out my so-called parents had been lying to me all my life.  Then I couldn’t wait to get away.’ 

            ‘You mean when they told you about being adopted?’ 

            ‘They were never going to tell me,’ he said bitterly.  ‘I only got to know when I applied for a passport and needed my birth certificate.’ 

            ‘What did it say?’ 

            Daniel’s mouth twisted.  ‘Can’t remember.’ 

            Amber didn’t believe him, but knew not to press further. 

            ‘Tell me about South America.  I’d love to go there some day.’ 

            ‘I’m no expert.’  

            They walked out into the cold dark.  On the way home, Daniel led the way into a neon-lit bar near the station.  He ordered her a cider; a pint and whisky chaser for himself. 

            Deciding to risk a rebuff, Amber asked, ‘Do you think that’s why Auntie Ruth wanted to travel too - cos you went to far away places?’ 

            ‘It wasn’t me put the daft idea in her head,’ Daniel growled.  ‘It was some busy-body missionary.  I’m surprised her parents let her go.’ 

            ‘She was twenty,’ Amber pointed out, ‘they could hardly stop her.’ 

            ‘Oh, they could get her to do whatever they wanted,’ Daniel contradicted, ‘specially the old girl.’ 

            ‘Maybe that’s why she decided to go so far away, then, to get away from them?’ 

            Daniel knocked back his whisky.  ‘I encouraged her to go to catering college in Edinburgh – cut the apron strings.  They smothered her.  She was the child they’d prayed for and thought they couldn’t have.  That’s why they adopted me.  Then bingo, a miracle girl is born.  I was only four but I can remember the day; it’s the only time I ever saw the old man cry.’  He quaffed his beer.  ‘But Ruth was happy in Edinburgh.  I would see her when I got leave and she was a different girl – liked a drink and a party – really living at last.  Then suddenly she got this idea in her head about orphans and she was off to India to save the world.’  He shook his head in incomprehension. 

            ‘Did you see her before she went?’  

            Daniel gripped his glass.  ‘Briefly.  My ship was in Glasgow.  She came to say goodbye.’ 

            Amber said, ‘It must’ve been bad going out to Afghanistan to look for her – for Gran too.’ 

            Daniel gave her a fierce look.  ‘It was a waste of time.  I knew something terrible had happened when I heard she’d gone off with that man.  She was that naïve with boys – too trusting.  Sarah kept kidding herself – she couldn’t admit it was her and the old man that had driven her away.  She just thought she could fetch her back like she’d missed the school bus or something.  That Souter kept egging her on, keeping her hopes alive just so he could get a juicy story out of it.  The sick bastard.’ 

            Amber saw his agitation, but knew this might be the only time they talked about such things. 

            ‘What did Granddad think?’ 

            Daniel stared at his pint.  ‘Blamed Sarah for filling Ruth’s head with religion and letting her leave England.  His religion was patriotism – England for the English, he used to say.’  

            ‘God, I remember Gran telling me that,’ Amber said, ‘but I always used to think it was a joke about our family name – cos of us being called English.’ 

             ‘No, he never joked about that.  He was a POW in the Second World War and never got over it – hated the Germans.’  Daniel drained off his beer.  ‘He could be a poisonous bastard.  Made everyone’s life a misery.’   

            Amber was shocked by the savagery of his words and let the matter drop.  There must have been so many painful accusations flying around about whom was to blame; no one could have predicted such a tragedy.  Why couldn’t it have brought them closer together, rather than stirring up this bitter brew of hatred?  As a little girl, the only thing she’d really wanted was for them all to live happily together at Gran’s house. 

            On the way home, she slipped her arm through her dad’s and was pleased when he didn’t pull away.  When they got back to the house, Daniel brought out a whisky bottle.  Amber hoped they would talk more, but her father turned on the TV. 

            She must have fallen asleep on the sofa, because the next she knew, Daniel was shaking her shoulder.   

            ‘You want to know what she was like?’ he slurred and sat down heavily.  ‘Here.  Look.’   

            Daniel thrust a narrow box at her, the kind that might once have held a necklace.  Amber squinted and sat up.  Inside was a wodge of tissue paper.  Amber unwrapped it. 

            ‘Careful,’ he said. 

            A thin swatch of hair, so pale it was hard to see against the yellowing paper, lay tied at one end by a baby blue ribbon.   

            ‘Oh my God,’ Amber gasped, electrified.  ‘Ruth’s?’   

            Daniel nodded solemnly.  Amber ran her finger along its length.  The hairs were very fine, blonde and soft to the touch; the kind she’d always dreamed of having as a teenager. 

            ‘When did she … ?’ 

            Daniel’s eyes glittered.  ‘She cut it off as a keepsake,’ he mumbled, ‘before she went to India.  So I’d never forget her.’ 

            Carefully her father re-wrapped the pelt of hair.  He stood unsteadily and left the room without another word.  Amber sat staring after him.  Just touching the hair brought Ruth alive for her more than any amount of photos or diary.  It had been part of her aunt when she had lived and breathed. 

            She went to bed and called Souter on her mobile.  ‘It’s Amber English.  Sorry it’s late but - ’ 

            ‘I thought I’d hear from you,’ the reporter said cheerfully.  ‘Everything okay?’ 

            Amber told him about the lock of hair, then immediately regretted it.  This man might still be after a story.  But Souter was eager to tell her about tracking down Cassidy. 

            ‘He’s still in Newcastle.  I rang his old home number and he’s only moved five doors up the street.  He’s not on the phone, but you can leave messages at Ali’s Bazaar - it’s a grocer’s apparently.’ 

            Amber added the address to her mobile.  ‘Thanks a million.’ 

            ‘Will you go and see him?’ Souter asked. 

            ‘Yeah,’ Amber made up her mind on the spot.  ‘On my way back to London.’ 

         

      

      

   
      
         CHAPTER 6 

         
            
               ‘Nowhere can you more easily dispense with man’s society than in your tent, after a long day’s fatigue.  It is a pleasure, which words cannot tell, to watch that portable home, everywhere the same, spreading around its magic circle … as cord by cord is picketed down, it assumes its wonted forms, and then spreads wide its festooned porch, displaying within mosaic carpets and piled cushions.  There the traveller reclines, after the labour of the day and the toil of the road …’   
            

            
               
                   The Spirit of the East: Journal of Travels through Roumeli during an Eventful Period, by David Urquhart, 1838 
               
            

         

         
            Juliet 

            In the Bois de Boulogne that evening, they pitched the orange tents for the first time.  Cassidy ordered them to find camping companions, except for the married ones: Americans Chuck and Peach, and a young New Zealand couple called Shane and Lucy, who got tents to themselves.  Juliet found herself being commandeered by Maggie – ‘you look like the girl guide type who can put up a tent in two minutes’ – and joined by the amiable Glaswegian, Catriona. 

            ‘Can I come in with you three?’ asked Ruth. 

            ‘No room,’ said Maggie. 

            ‘I’m sure there’s space for a fellow Durham girl,’ said Juliet.  She glanced around.  The other women had teamed up easily – three Australians who were travelling together and four middle-class Brits with plummy accents who had gravitated towards each other like magnets.  Cassidy had already nicknamed them the Poshettes. 

            ‘Are you any good with a mallet?’ Juliet asked. 

            ‘Yeah,’ the girl grinned.  ‘Me and my brother were always camping out on the moors as kids.’ 

            Juliet smiled and threw her the hammer.  ‘Get pegging then.’ 

            Maggie gave a loud huff.  ‘Fine.  You get it sorted.  I’ll take a shower.’  Grabbing her wash-bag and towel, she sauntered off towards the shower block, stopping by the London brothers’ sagging tent to make a bawdy quip about slow erections. 

            ‘Don’t mind madam,’ Catriona winked at Ruth.  ‘I’ll bet you five francs she’ll be out of our tent in a week, shagging her way round the boys.’ 

            Ruth went pink and busied herself with pegging into the hard ground.  By the time Maggie had returned, wet-haired and gleaming, they had the tent up, the mattresses and sleeping bags unfurled – three in a line and Ruth’s across the top – and their bags piled in the entrance. 

            Cassidy issued them each with a pink toilet roll and cooked up hot dogs and beans from a portable gas stove.   

            ‘From tomorrow, you get into shopping and cooking groups – three in each means you do it less than once a week.  I keep charge of the kitty.’ 

            He offered to get Juliet’s case down from the bus roof. 

            ‘Mind you, that blanket suits you,’ he winked, can of beer in hand.  ‘Sort of Dorothy Lamour meets Stanley Baxter.’ 

            ‘Not quite the image I’m after,’ Juliet laughed. 

            While most of the group went into Paris for the evening, she stayed and washed her smelly clothes, changing into her pyjamas – comfortable cotton men’s striped ones – and a baggy woollen jumper that she had packed instead of a dressing gown.  She returned Devon’s Navaho blanket along with a bar of Swiss chocolate, placing it inside the tent he was sharing with two Germans.   

            A cultured voice from the back of the tent said, ‘My mother always told me that washing with vinegar was good for taking out bad smells.’ 

            Juliet stared into the gloom; she had thought the tent empty.  The older of the two Germans with a tanned chiselled face, spectacles and untidy greying hair was propped against a faded canvas bag reading by torchlight.   

            ‘Now you tell me,’ Juliet said with a cautious smile. 

            He gave a soft laugh and put down his book.  ‘Cigarette?’  He pulled out a battered packet of Galois. 

            ‘Great idea,’ she answered with only a moment’s hesitation, squatting down on Devon’s blanket in the entrance.  They lit up and he introduced himself as Kurt.  Juliet felt contentment settle inside at the first aromatic whiff of smoke.  ‘Umm, the smell of France.’ 

            ‘A Francophile,’ said Kurt. 

            ‘Isn’t everyone?’ she murmured, and then gave him an embarrassed look.  Maybe this man had fought on French soil?  The war had ended barely thirty years ago and he looked in his fifties.  Or what if he had been in the Luftwaffe and had flown against her father?  She felt the burden of history lying between them like a dead weight. 

            ‘France is beautiful,’ he nodded, ‘but I prefer to go east – Turkey, Persia – it is all so interesting, so full of the past.  So many cradles of civilization, yes?’ 

            ‘Oh, I agree.  I’m very excited about the whole trip.  I’ve been reading about these places half my life in old travel books and biographies.  I tell you, those Victorians knew how to have adventures – quite fearless - even the women.’ 

            ‘Especially the women,’ Kurt chuckled. 

            ‘How is your English so good?’ 

            ‘I worked at the British Museum for three years in the ‘60s.  I’m an archaeologist.  I like London and go back often to see friends.’ 

            ‘Is that your son you’re travelling with?’ 

            Kurt shook his head and blew out smoke.  ‘Tomas is a friend – a doctor.  He works too hard.   He wanted to take time off and asked me to show him some of the wonders of the world.  When his spirit is refreshed, then he can go back to treating bronchitis and piles.  And you?’ 

            Juliet hesitated.  Motor tax department sounded deadly dull; graphologist would be lying.  ‘I’m a reincarnation of an Edwardian traveller, Grace Ellison.  I’ve returned as Juliet Forbes because there’s so much more of the world to explore – places to see, people to meet.’ 

            His cigarette glowed in the dark.  ‘How interesting.  We are similar I think.’ 

            Juliet snorted with laughter at his unexpected reply.  ‘In what way?  Are you reincarnated too?’ 

            ‘I don’t think so.  But we are both nosey about people and what makes them – how you say? – tick?  You are interested in the living and I look for clues about people who have been dead for centuries.’ 

            Juliet liked him.  ‘Tell me more about what you do.’ 

            Kurt spoke of his work on early Buddhist iconography.  She listened enthralled as he described the ebb and flow of cultures and empires that had shaped central Asia from Alexander the Great to Babur of the Mughals. 

            ‘Buddhism spread north and east from India along the old trade routes.  Then monks and pilgrims came in the opposite direction from China and Korea and settled in remote mountain caves.  They left rock carvings – petroglyphs – to show the way.  Many sites lie unexcavated in remote parts of Afghanistan and Pakistan.  I dream of discovering whole ancient worlds out east.’  He laughed at himself.  ‘Tomas says I am too interested in dead things – he only cares for the living.’ 

            ‘It’s possible to care for both, I’m quite sure.’  Juliet finished a second cigarette and got up.  ‘It’s been really nice chatting to you.’ 

            ‘I hope we can do so again.’    

            ‘Yes.’  She glanced out of the tent to see who might spot her coming out in her pyjamas. 

            He added, ‘Why don’t we get the German question out of the way now, then we can relax and be friends?’ 

            She looked at him startled.  ‘What do you mean?’ 

            ‘I see the way you look at me, Juliet.  You are thinking; this man is old enough to have fought in the war.  Did he fight against my father, or my uncle?  Did he drop a bomb on Coventry?  Was he a concentration camp guard?’ 

            Juliet went red.   

            ‘I was a student for most of the war,’ Kurt said levelly.  ‘In 1943 I was conscripted into the army but my eyesight was too bad for fighting, so I ended up as a clerk in Eastern France and was taken prisoner by the British.  That is when I learnt my first words of English - and how to make a cup of tea.’ 

            Juliet held onto the tent pole, overwhelmed by a desire to confide.  ‘My father was in the RAF.  I was born a month after he died.  His plane crashed in a storm somewhere over the mountains in Baluchistan.  That’s another reason why I want to go east.  I may never find where it happened, but I might feel nearer to him somehow.’  She swallowed.  ‘There’s an emptiness – not knowing him – but liking what I heard about him.’ 

            Kurt nodded. 

            Outside, noise erupted as a Contiki Tours bus returned and disgorged some of the Rainbow passengers too.  Juliet did not want to be caught lurking in her pyjamas and turned to go. 

            ‘Baluchistan,’ Kurt said.  ‘Some time I must tell you about the Buddhist petroglyphs found near Seistan.’ 

            Juliet smiled.  ‘Anyone would think you were trying to chat me up.’ 

            His quiet laughter followed her retreating footsteps. 

            *** 

            Ruth babbled incoherently in her sleep.  Catriona snored in a rising crescendo, stopped abruptly as if she had ceased breathing, then let out a long low sigh. Just after Juliet had dozed off, Maggie came back in the early hours, stumbling in the dark.   

            ‘Am I in the right tent?  Who’s that in my bed?’  

            ‘Yours is over here,’ Juliet whispered. 

            ‘Thanks,’ Maggie slurred and fell over Juliet.  She collapsed on top of her sleeping bag and went straight to sleep. 

            It seemed only minutes later that Cassidy was banging a pan lid and telling them it was breakfast.  Juliet crawled out of the tent into a chilly overcast morning.   

            Over bread, jam, fruit and tea, Cassidy introduced them to two guys from Liverpool who were joining the trip.  One made a beeline for Ruth.  She seemed bemused by the attention.  It struck Juliet that Ruth had no idea how attractive she was.  There was nothing artful in the way she shook back her hair and smiled, revealing pearly slightly crooked teeth.  Juliet had a stab of disquiet: an innocent abroad.  She would have to keep a protective eye on the girl from the Durham Dales. 
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