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Chapter One

Nuneaton,
September 1860

‘Shall I stay behind and help you to clear up, lass?’ Blanche Jacobs asked kindly as she closed the cottage door on the last of the mourners.

It had been a long day and Ginny looked exhausted. And it’s no wonder, Blanche thought grimly. This was the second family funeral in less than two weeks the poor little soul had had to live through. The terrible flu epidemic that had swept through the town had claimed four of the Thursday family now. Strangely it had been eight-year-old Charlie – who Ginny’s mam had worried the most about, for he had always been the weakest of her brood – who was the first to come down with the infection. Yet against all the odds he survived, and it was Betty, Ginny’s younger sister by three years, who caught it next and was dead within twenty-four hours. Poor Betty was closely followed by three-year-old George and, soon after, four-year-old Tim. A heartbreaking toll. It was from that moment on that Emily Thursday seemed to lose the will to live. Now, less than two weeks later, she too had been laid to rest with three of her five children in St Paul’s churchyard

Charlie, meanwhile, had begun to recover, but the family would never be the same again.

Blanche’s eyes found him now, sitting stiffly on the hardbacked kitchen chair, his pale face looking completely bewildered. He was a scrawny little lad, small for his eight years and prone to attacks of coughing caused by his weak chest. Her gaze then moved to Seth, their father, who was a broken man. Seth had worked for Blanche and Wilf, her husband, since bringing his wife to the cottage as a bride, and over the past twenty years he’d become Wilf’s righthand man. Seth Thursday had always been a hardworking, gentle soul – but now he looked for all the world as if he had nothing left to live for.

‘It’s all right, missus. I can manage, thank you.’

Ginny’s brave young voice made Blanche’s heart swell with pity. Poor little lamb, at just sixteen years old she would have to become the woman of the house now and it seemed a huge responsibility to place on such slender shoulders. Thank God the epidemic had run its lethal course.

‘Very well then, just give me a shout if you need owt . . . and Seth, the mister said you’re not to trouble about turnin’ in to work fer the next couple o’ days. Yer need a little time to yourself. God knows we’ve another funeral to face tomorrow when they lay the Blights’ two little ’uns from next door to rest.’ She made the sign of the cross on her chest and a tear ran down her cheek. Two of the children in the neighbouring cottage had succumbed to the scourge of the influenza too, God rest their innocent little souls.

Seth was staring blankly off into space and was clearly locked away in a world of his own so when no answer was forthcoming, Blanche quietly slipped away.

‘Right, I’d best get this lot tidied up.’ Ginny rose from her seat and began to collect the dirty pots that were strewn about the place. It occurred to her then that she hadn’t thanked Blanche for the lovely spread the woman had laid on for the mourners who’d wished to come back to the cottage following the service at St Paul’s. Blanche and Rita Bradley, who lived in the adjoining cottage on the other side of them, had done a grand job – but then the girl supposed she could always thank them tomorrow.

Ginny was slim with long black hair that was unfashionably straight and hung down her back like a silken cloak. Her eyes were a curious dark blue-grey colour, exactly like her father’s, whilst Charlie had curly blond hair and blue eyes like their mother’s. She smiled at her brother reassuringly as he lifted Ginger, their cat, on to his lap and buried his face in his fur. Charlie was overwhelmed by all that had happened during the last two weeks and had clung to Ginny like a limpet ever since the day they had carried his mother from the cottage in a plain pine coffin. It was very hard for an eight year old to understand the finality of death and he was struggling to come to terms with the fact that he would never see his mother, or his sister and brothers, again. Ginny had gently explained to him that they had all gone to a place called heaven but he didn’t want to accept it. He’d much rather they’d have stayed at home with him.

Ginny had almost finished clearing the mugs and the glasses from the table when Seth suddenly rose and, snatching up a half-empty bottle of whisky from the table, told her, ‘I’m going up for a lie-down. Call me when the evening meal is ready, would you?’

Ginny bit her lip and nodded. She’d never known her dad to drink, apart from social occasions like Christmas or the harvest supper. But then she decided that if a drink would help him there could be no harm in it.

By the time she climbed the stairs to wake him later that day, the cottage was once again neat and tidy, as her mother would have wanted it to be, and a rabbit stew was bubbling away on the range. Ginny had made the fire up and closed the curtains against the chilly September night, and in the glow of the oil lamp that stood in the middle of the table everywhere looked warm and cosy but – empty. Normally at this time the younger Thursday children would have been playing with their toys, and Betty would have been telling Emily, her mam, about all she had done at school that day . . . Tonight, however, the cottage was deathly quiet.

Upstairs, Ginny shook her father’s arm. ‘Dad, your dinner is ready,’ she whispered. Seth was lying across the bed still dressed in his Sunday best suit and she was alarmed to see that the bottle of whisky he had taken upstairs with him now lay empty on the eiderdown at the side of him.

‘Wh . . . what?’ Seth started awake then groaned as his hand rose to clasp his forehead. He was going to have a terrible hangover the next day but at least the drink had dulled the pain in his heart for a short while.

‘Your dinner,’ Ginny repeated. ‘It’s almost ready. Will you come down for it? And perhaps you’d like to get changed first?’

‘Aye, aye I will,’ he mumbled as he felt his way towards the edge of the bed. There was a hammer in his head battering away at the back of his eyes and as he stood up, his legs turned to jelly. Serves me right for drinking, he reproached himself as Ginny left the room.

None of them ate much of their evening meal and Ginny was relieved when she’d tucked Charlie into bed and her father had retired for an early night.

Only then did she allow the tears she’d held back all day to flow as she rocked to and fro in her mother’s chair. Although she was only sixteen she knew that her life was never going to be the same again. Girlhood was over, and somehow she must become the woman of the house now and take care of her father and Charlie.

The next morning, Ginny was unable to rouse her father but she wasn’t overly concerned. The Blights’ children’s funeral wasn’t until later in the afternoon so she would have plenty of time to press his suit when he did decide to get up, and the master up at the farm had said he wouldn’t be expected into work so there was no harm done. When he did get up shortly before lunchtime, however, he looked dreadful and to Ginny’s horror he began drinking again.

‘Dad . . .’ she said tentatively. ‘Perhaps you should get out of your suit so that I can iron it for you, and get yourself washed. The children from next door are being buried at three o’clock and it would look disrespectful if you weren’t ready.’

‘I shan’t be going to the funeral,’ Seth growled in a completely uncharacteristic manner. ‘I’ve had enough of funerals to last me a lifetime.’

‘But Dad—’

‘I’m not going! Didn’t you hear what I said?’

Ginny looked stunned and Charlie’s eyes welled with tears as Ginny placed an arm about his shoulders.

‘Shall I go and tell them you’re not well enough to attend then?’ she suggested timidly.

‘Tell them whatever you like,’ he grunted as Ginny scuttled away. By teatime he barely seemed to know where he was as he alternately cursed and sobbed, and once again Ginny packed Charlie off to bed early and kept out of her father’s way.

It was four days after the funeral when farmer Wilf came hammering on the door. Ginny answered it and he instantly noticed her red-rimmed eyes.

‘Why hasn’t your dad turned in to work, lass?’ he asked. ‘I know I told him to have a couple of days off but there’s jobs as need doin’ an’—’

‘Me dad isn’t well,’ Ginny answered hastily, holding the door tight to her side so that the man couldn’t see into the room beyond. She dreaded to think what he’d say if he saw the state her father was in. He hadn’t been sober since the funeral.

‘Aye well . . . tell him I’ll expect him tomorrow then,’ Wilf said gruffly, and set off back the way he’d come, much to Ginny’s relief.

Once she’d closed and bolted the door, Ginny went to her father’s side and said, ‘Dad . . . can you hear me? The mister’s just been and he says you’ve to turn in to work tomorrow. Why don’t we get you washed and shaved, eh? You’ll start to feel better then.’

His head lolled senselessly to one side as Ginny hurried away to fill the tin bowl with water that was heating on the fire. He’d neither washed nor changed his clothes since the day of the funeral and now stubble was sprouting on his chin and the rank smell of him filled the room. Gently, she washed his face with a length of coarse huck-aback then shaved him carefully, and slowly he began to come to his senses as Charlie looked on from frightened eyes. He’d never seen his father like this before and Ginny prayed that he never would again. Thankfully there was no liquor left in the cottage now, so Seth would have no choice but to sober up. The night before, as he slept, she had poured any spirits she could lay her hands on down the deep stone sink.

‘There,’ she said eventually, as if she was speaking to a child, patting him dry. ‘That must feel better. Now why don’t you go up to your room and get changed. I’ve laid your clean clothes out on the bed.’

‘Aye, lass, I will.’ Seth staggered to his feet, swaying, and catching his arm Ginny led him over to the foot of the stairs.

‘Now, I’ll get us some breakfast, shall I?’ Ginny turned with a bright smile plastered on her face for Charlie.

The boy nodded solemnly as she hurried across to stir the porridge that she’d had simmering on the stove. After ladling some into a dish she spooned in some honey, noting that it was almost gone, and carried it to the table for him.

‘There,’ she said encouragingly. She knew that she should have walked Charlie to school, but she hadn’t wanted to leave her father in the state he was in. But I will get him there tomorrow, she silently promised herself. Once he’s back into some sort of routine he might start to feel better.

Thankfully, as the day progressed her father managed to sober up and the next morning, much to Ginny’s relief, he went to work at his usual time. She herself walked Charlie to the little school in Stockingford then hurried to the farm to begin her own chores, which would start with milking the cows.

‘I see yer dad turned in today,’ Blanche commented approvingly later that morning when she fetched her a mug of tea.

Ginny released the cow’s udder and turning to look at Blanche from her three-legged stool, she nodded.

‘Well, happen things will start to get back to some sort of normality now,’ the woman said kindly before bustling back to the warmth of the farmhouse kitchen. Ginny sighed. She doubted if life would ever be normal again but for now she just had to try and get on with things.


Chapter Two

It was one evening in early November when things took a turn for the worse – although Ginny wouldn’t have believed that they could get much worse!

It was a Friday night and although she had waited up till gone midnight there was still no sign of her father returning home. The last few weeks had been difficult. Since his first day back he’d missed many other days off work and staggered home late from the inn once he had been paid – but he’d never not come home before.

He’s probably having a game of cards somewhere, the girl tried to convince herself, and after banking down the fire she made her way to bed where she lay shivering and fretting beneath the blankets until sleep finally claimed her.

The next morning she rose early, expecting to find her father sleeping in the chair, but there was no sign of him. It was a Saturday and as there was no school she let Charlie sleep in as she peered into the cupboard to find something she could make him for breakfast. Their food supplies were dangerously low and she needed Seth to give her some housekeeping money so that she could go and do some shopping. The little her mother had kept by for emergencies in the spare tin on the mantelshelf had gone some weeks before. As she thought of her mother, tears pricked at the back of her eyes. Emily had been able to conjure up a tasty meal from almost anything – but Ginny wasn’t finding it so easy, especially as most of her father’s wages seemed to go over the bar of the Prince Inn, these days.

She had just carved the last of the loaf to toast it for Charlie when there was a loud banging on the door. It would no doubt be the farmer, come to find out why Seth hadn’t turned in to work again.

‘He . . . he isn’t here,’ she told Wilf once she’d opened the door.

The large man frowned. ‘Drunk again, is he?’

Ginny shook her head. ‘N . . . no, it’s just he didn’t come home last night and I’ve no idea where he is. But I’m sure he’ll set off for work as soon as he does get home,’ she ended desperately.

The man softened as he saw her distress. ‘Aye, well, let’s just hope as he does, lass. This state of affairs can’t go on, can it? I need reliable workers to keep the farm runnin’ smoothly.’

He turned and strode away as Ginny quickly closed the door and leaned against it with her heart hammering, only to find Charlie standing in the middle of the room looking apprehensive.

‘So where is me dad then?’ he asked.

‘I don’t know,’ she answered truthfully, crossing to the table and stabbing the toasting fork into a slice of bread. ‘But I’m sure he’ll be home soon. Now you come and sit by the fire and hold this for me while I get the butter.’

Charlie obediently did as he was told as Ginny went back into the pantry, only to find that the butter was all gone. She knew that Blanche would give her some from the farm if she were to ask, but pride forbade her from doing so.

‘We’ll have to have dripping on our toast this morning,’ she said cheerily, placing the earthenware dish on the table. ‘It’s good for you.’

Charlie grimaced. He hated dripping, as Ginny well knew, but it was better than nothing.

‘Soon as Dad gets home with his wages I’ll walk up to the farm and get us some more butter,’ Ginny promised. If there are any of his wages left, she thought bleakly.

But Seth Thursday didn’t come home that day, or the next – and Ginny began to panic. What if something had happened to him? What if he was hurt and lying somewhere with no one to help him? She went about her duties at the farm as usual and said nothing to anyone, although she knew that Blanche must be wondering what was going on. Blanche was well aware that Seth hadn’t turned in to work but she didn’t comment on it to Ginny. The way she saw it, the poor girl had enough on her plate with trying to look after her little brother.

By Wednesday, things were desperate and Ginny knew that she was going to have to take drastic action if she and Charlie were to eat.

‘Wrap up warmly,’ she told him late that afternoon. ‘We’re going into town to the market.’ She’d seen women shopping late in the day when there were bargains to be had and she’d also seen them picking up the food that was discarded beneath the stalls. She had never thought that she would be reduced to such measures, but the fact was, she had no choice. It was either that or she and Charlie would have to go hungry until their father came home.

Charlie meekly did as he was told. It was a good step into town from Whittleford, where they lived, and Ginny talked to him all the time to try and take his mind off it.

At last the market was in sight and Ginny positioned him in a shop doorway, saying, ‘Just stand there and be a good boy, Charlie, I shan’t be a minute.’

The girl flashed a reassuring smile at her little brother as she darted forward to snatch up a bruised apple from beneath an empty stall. Many of the stalls had been emptied now, although the market was still busy as some stall-holders were packing their wares on to carts as the horses stood patiently in front of them munching on their nose bags.

Other women were also scrabbling about beneath the stalls and Ginny avoided their eyes as shame and despair pulsed through her. This was the first time she had ever been forced to do this and she hoped it would be the last. Then suddenly someone tapped her arm and, straightening, Ginny found herself staring into the spiteful eyes of Sally Moreton.

‘Well, blow me down! I never thought I’d see you lower yerself to doin’ this,’ Sally crowed. ‘But then I dare say you ain’t got no choice now your dad’s locked up in the clink.’

‘My dad isn’t in the clink,’ Ginny retorted furiously as tears pricked at the back of her eyes.

‘Well, he is accordin’ to what folks are sayin’.’ Sally was clearly enjoying herself and Ginny wished herself a million miles away. ‘This is a far cry from the posh carryouts yer used to bring into school every day, ain’t it?’

A little crowd was assembling to listen now and Ginny felt her cheeks flame with humiliation. She lifted her chin. ‘Are you on about the carryouts I used to share equally with you when you had nothing to eat?’ she said steadily.

Sally looked suitably shamefaced as Ginny turned away and continued to hunt beneath the stalls.

Charlie stood patiently in the shop doorway watching his big sister dart from one stall to another looking for fruit and veg. The afternoon was darkening, and a bitter wind whipped through the marketplace. Charlie shivered and stifled a sob. He hoped that they would be able to go home soon, for he wasn’t used to crowded places and after the long walk into town his legs were tired. He seemed to stand there for a very long time, his eyes following his big sister’s every move, but at last she came towards him clutching her precious wicker basket full of treasures.

‘We’ll eat well tonight, Charlie,’ she told him, forcing a note of cheerfulness into her voice as she took his hand. ‘I found a couple of carrots, an onion and a whole cabbage as well as some odd bits of fruit. I’ll make us a nice pan of vegetable broth just as soon as we get home. I’ve got a bit of dripping left so I can add that to it an’ all so it’ll be nice an’ tasty, you’ll see.’

Keen to get away, Ginny quickened her pace.

Charlie’s eyes darted about as the noise assailed him from every side. Loud bangs as the stalls were dismantled until next market day, men shouting and women haggling noisily over the last few items.

‘What did that girl mean when she said our dad was in clink?’ he asked breathlessly as he tried to keep up with her. ‘What’s a clink and who was she?’

‘Oh, take no notice of her, she doesn’t know what she’s on about. She’s just someone who used to be in my class at school.’ Ginny didn’t even try to explain what the clink was; hopefully he’d forget all about it. Sally had made it up, she must have. They’d probably get home to find their dad waiting for them, but then she’d been saying that for the last four days now and he hadn’t shown up as yet.

As they neared the end of Queen’s Road and began the steep climb up the Cock and Bear Hill the noise of the town abated and Ginny slowed her steps. Charlie was wheezing and she was fearful that if he became over-tired he would have one of his attacks. It didn’t take a lot to bring one on, and that was the very last thing she needed to deal with at the present time. With Charlie trotting along silently behind her, Ginny allowed her mind to go back in time. Could it really be just a few short weeks since all their lives had changed so drastically? This time last year her mam had still been alive, and so had George, Betty and Tim . . . but now they were all gone. Ginny still found it hard to believe that she would never see any of them again, and she struggled with the pain of that knowledge every single day. Strange how the one they had all feared for most, Charlie, was still there – although she thanked God for it.

Her mind drifted to her mother’s grave, right next to those of their three siblings in St Paul’s churchyard. Now the farm labourer’s cottage where they had always lived no longer rang with laughter and Seth Thursday had become a changed man.

‘You’ll have to be the woman of the house now,’ he had told Ginny curtly the day following his wife’s funeral, and she had never gone to school again from that day to this – apart from to explain to her kindly teacher why she was unable to continue. Ginny had officially left school at the age of fourteen but had stayed on, training to become a teacher. Emily Thursday had been so proud of her . . . but that dream would have to be put to one side, for now at least.

Ginny sighed as her thoughts returned to her father. Seth had always been such a wonderful father, but these days he flew off the handle for the least little thing, only to sob helplessly and apologise profusely when the rages passed. On the rare occasions when he did go to work Wilf Jacobs had had to come to the cottage and practically drag him there, and Ginny was concerned that the farmer, never the most tolerant of men, was at the end of his patience. Ginny rightly guessed that it was only Blanche who had managed to keep Seth’s job safe for this long, but it couldn’t continue this way for much longer. Things had slowly gone from bad to worse but Seth had never stayed away from home before and now Ginny was really worried, especially after what Sally had said, although she didn’t believe for one moment that her father was in jail.

By the time the farm cottage in Whittleford came into view, Ginny was having to almost carry Charlie. Her brother had no strength left.

‘Nearly there,’ she puffed keeping her eyes firmly fixed on their home. It was then that she saw the farmer and his wife emerge from the kitchen door, closely followed by a young man and a woman, and heedless of Charlie’s protests, she ran ahead of him. What had those strangers been doing in their home? She saw the couple climb on to a small cart pulled by an old nag and then the farmer strode away. Blanche had spotted Charlie and Ginny by then and she waited by the door with an anxious expression on her face.

‘What’s going on?’ Ginny demanded breathlessly when they were within earshot. ‘What were you all doing in our cottage? Is me dad home yet?’

‘Ah, that’s what I need to talk to you about,’ Blanche replied with a sad smile. She’d always had a soft spot for Ginny, and what she was about to do was almost breaking her heart but she daren’t go against her husband. As she ushered them inside Ginny was pleased to note that the fire was still in. At least keeping warm was one thing they didn’t have to worry about. There was an abundance of fallen branches in the nearby woods and every day she went out and dragged enough back to keep the fire burning. Also, Seth had kept a good supply of wood in the small shelter outside.

With the door closed against the biting wind, Ginny dropped the heavy basket on to the table and pulled the shawl from her head, revealing her long sheet of black hair. Blanche meantime stood nervously wringing her hands, saying, ‘I’m afraid I have some rather bad news fer yer, pet.’

Ginny’s blue-grey eyes stretched wide with terror. ‘Why, has somethin’ happened to me dad?’ she asked.

Blanche, a rosy-cheeked woman who was almost as far round as she was high, shook her head. ‘He’s not hurt, if that’s what yer askin’ but . . .’ She gulped before making herself go on. ‘But he is in bother . . . What I mean is, he was in a fight a few nights back and the man he hurt is seriously ill in hospital.’

The colour drained out of Ginny’s face as she listened.

‘They’ve got yer dad locked up at the police station an’ they’re sayin’ that if the chap he hurt should die, they could charge him wi’ murder.’

Sally Moreton’s words suddenly rang in Ginny’s ears again. She asked in disbelief: ‘B . . . but what happened?’

Blanche sighed. ‘It was some kerfuffle as they left the Inn, apparently. Yer dad hit the bloke and he fell an’ cracked his head badly on a rock.’

‘So what will happen now?’ Ginny’s voice was wobbly and Blanche took her hand and patted it as Charlie started to whimper. He didn’t quite understand what was being said but he knew that something was badly amiss by the way his big sister was reacting.

‘Even if the chap survives, yer dad is likely to go down fer a long stretch, an’ the trouble is . . . Well, yer must understand we need a reliable worker at the farm. The people who you just saw leaving will be movin’ in here next week. He’s to be the new farm labourer the mister’s set on.’

‘In here? Into our home?’ Ginny was horrified. ‘But then what will happen to me an’ Charlie?’

‘Aw, well . . .’ Blanche looked towards Charlie and her teeth clamped down on her lip. She gently led him to the fireside chair and beckoned Ginny over to the deep stone sink out of earshot.

‘The thing is,’ she said uncomfortably, ‘my Wilf needs to let whoever is workin’ fer us live in this cottage. None o’ this is easy fer us, pet. I hope yer know that, ’cos I fair thought the world o’ yer mam, God bless her soul. An’ Wilf were more than happy wi’ yer dad an’ all, when Seth were himself. But you know as well as we do how he changed after he lost yer mam, an’ me an’ Wilf have been all but carryin’ him – turnin’ a blind eye to the days when he didn’t come to work an’ what not. So now . . . well, the long an’ the short of it is we’ve decided you can move in wi’ us. Yer a good little help about the farm an’ I’ve no doubt you’ll more than earn yer keep, lass.’

‘But what about Charlie?’

Blanche avoided Ginny’s eyes as she answered. ‘I’ve had a word wi’ the Guardians an’ they’re willin’ to take him into the workhouse. It stands to reason he’d be no good on the farm, he’s only a weak little chap an’ sadly we can’t afford to keep them as can’t earn their keep. At least in there he’ll get three square meals a day an’ be looked after.’

‘What? The workhouse? Over my dead body,’ Ginny vowed, her blue-grey eyes flashing.

‘I know it ain’t ideal – but what else is to become of yer both?’ Blanche was clearly upset but nowhere near as much as Ginny was.

‘And when is all this supposed to be happening?’ The girl’s eyes were as cold as black ice now.

‘We thought the weekend comin’ would be the best time. The Guardians said yer could take your brother to the workhouse on Saturday morning. They’ll be expecting him. Meantime I’m sure if yer were to call at the police station they’d likely let yer see yer dad fer a few minutes.’

Drawing herself up to her full height, Ginny nodded, her mouth set. ‘Thank you, I’ll do that tomorrow.’

Feeling as if she was being dismissed Blanche backed towards the door, glancing about her as she went. Once there she paused to say, ‘The folks as will be moving in here said to tell you they’d be more than happy to make you an offer fer the furniture an’ yer pots an’ pans. Unless yer want to sell ’em yerself, o’ course. They’re newly-weds, see, so they ain’t got much yet.’

Ginny did not respond. She turned towards Charlie without another word and, glad to make her escape, Blanche slipped away, tightening her shawl about her plump shoulders as the wind snatched at her skirts.

It was only when she was quite sure that the woman had gone that Ginny’s shoulders slumped and feeling her way across the room she dropped heavily on to a chair. Her mind was in a whirl. In the space of just a few minutes her life had been turned upside down – yet again. She was to leave the only place she had ever known as home, and as for Charlie . . . the thought of her dear little brother, the only sibling she had left alive, being shut away in the dark forbidding workhouse made a lump form in her throat that threatened to choke her. Everyone knew that most of the folks who were incarcerated in there never came out again.

Oh Daddy, what have you done? she cried silently as scalding tears began to slide down her cheeks. But then Charlie placed his small hand on her arm and she brushed them quickly away.

‘What’s happenin’, Ginny?’ His eyes looked too large for his pale face as she patted his bottom and forced a smile.

‘Nothing fer you to worry about, pet. Now go back an’ sit by the fire an’ keep warm while I get these vegetables peeled.’

Docilely he did as he was told, but she could tell he knew that something was wrong. I’ll wait until he’s in bed before I try to have a proper think and make some kind of a plan, Ginny promised herself as she began to prepare their meagre meal.

Two hours later, when Charlie was snoring softly in his bed, his tummy full of wholesome soup and a bowl of stewed apple, and the cottage was tidy again, Ginny sat in her father’s chair and looked around the room. An old dresser stood against one wall, covered in Emily Thursday’s somewhat mismatched but treasured china, along with her best tea set, used only on high days and holidays. To either side of the fireplace were two wing chairs. If the girl closed her eyes, she could still see her parents sitting in them in happier times, her mother contentedly darning and her father reading the newspaper. The flagstone floor was covered in colourful peg rugs that Emily had worked on over many months, and in the centre of the room was a large scrubbed oak table surrounded by six wooden chairs. Gleaming copper pans were suspended above the fireplace and on another wall hung the mirror where her mother would stand each morning twisting her long blonde hair into a thick plait that hung almost to her waist. Charlie with his soft fair curls reminded her of their mother every time she looked at him.

She supposed that she’d had a happy childhood compared to the children like Sally Moreton who had been brought up in the tiny courtyards in town where rats were frequent visitors and illness was rife.

Out here in the countryside on the edge of Nuneaton she and her siblings had enjoyed clean fresh air and plenty of good, nutritious food. Their mother had always worked tirelessly to keep her five children respectably dressed too, and they had never been infested with head lice, or ‘nit-ties’ as they were known locally – Emily had made sure of that. She had also insisted on them all attending school, and would sit with them at night by the light of the oil lamp helping them to improve their reading and writing. But none of this had prevented the terrible disease from picking them off one by one, and now this business with her father was the final straw. Murder . . . that was what Blanche had said; if the man her father had fought with died, Seth Thursday would be facing a murder charge. Ginny shuddered, for she knew only too well the sentence that was passed on murderers. They were hanged by the neck until they were dead! Ginny shook her head to try and rid herself of the mental image of her beloved father dangling there with his tongue lolling out and his legs jerking sporadically as the life oozed out of him. Then the tears came again – so fast that she felt as if she couldn’t breathe. Eventually they slowed and, worn out, she threw some slack on to the fire and locked the cottage door. She was just too tired to think about anything any more tonight. She would try again in the morning.
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