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About the Book

A compelling tale of the power of love, friendship and betrayal.

One night in July 1870, tragedy strikes the families of Tuttle Hill. For sweet-natured Sassy, life will never be the same. Her father’s remarriage to a wealthy widow, who is jealous of Sassy’s growing beauty, means a new world where she is both unwelcome and out of place.

Sassy has long worshipped wayward Thomas. For him, though, the allure of visiting gypsies is irresistible. His escape to them leads him into the violence of bare-knuckled fighting, and then across an ocean to join the American Gold Rush. His return home will bring Sassy more heartache, but also hope …
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PART ONE

Nuneaton, July 1870

A Ring o’ Roses


Chapter One


A ring, a ring o’ roses,

A pocket full o’ posies

Atishoo, atishoo,

We all fall down!



As the voices of the children wafted through the partially open bedroom window, Clara Mallabone wiped the sweat from her brow with the back of her hand. Then, wringing out the rough linen cloth in the dish of cold water at her side, she again sponged the feverish forehead of the poor soul lying in the great brass bed.

Clara’s back felt as if it was breaking. It had been the early hours of the morning when Arthur, Sarah Churm’s distraught husband, had woken her with his banging on the cottage door and, since then, Clara had scarcely left Sarah’s side.

Clara had delivered many a little soul into the world, but now she was gravely concerned. Something was wrong. Sarah’s baby should have been born long ago.

The terrible screams that had rent the air as darkness turned to light had now quietened to dull whimpers, and as each new contraction wracked Sarah’s poor body, her grip momentarily tightened on Clara’s wiry hand. But still no baby was forthcoming. When Clara realised that there was nothing more she herself could do for Sarah, she had sent Arthur, who was terrified now, in search of the doctor. There was no clock in the bedroom and so Clara had no way of knowing how long he had been gone, but to her tired mind and body it seemed like hours. She offered up a silent prayer that the doctor would come soon, for Sarah was almost at the end of her endurance.

For now, the young woman seemed to have slipped into a fitful doze, so gently untangling her thin fingers from the clammy grip, Clara crossed to the cottage window and, stretching her aching back, gazed hopefully up the lane that skirted the quarry. There was still no sign of Arthur or the doctor’s pony-tub cart. She tutted to herself, but then as her eyes fell on the children playing unconcerned on the grass outside the cottage, a smile twitched the corners of her lips.

There was her firstborn, Thomas, the ringleader as usual. He made a handsome sight with his springing dark curls and deep blue eyes. At twelve years old he was a rough and tumble sort of lad, always into scrapes and mischief, with the confidence to survive anything. Sometimes she worried about him. Although she loved him dearly, she was also honest enough to admit to herself that Thomas had a selfish streak. On the other hand, Jack, her youngest, was Thomas’s opposite and gave her constant cause for concern for another reason: if anything, he was too much the other way and would have given away his last penny. Her eyes searched amongst the children until she found him; as usual he was close to Melissa. Melissa Churm, or ‘Sassy’ as she was affectionately known, was Sarah’s eldest child, a beautiful eight year old with dark hair, deep brown eyes and the looks and nature of a little angel.

Jack totally worshipped Sassy and followed her around like a little lap dog, but even at Sassy’s tender age it was obvious where her affections lay. She idolised Thomas, and although they were only children as yet, this bothered Clara. Jack was much quieter and more slightly built than Thomas, although to her mind he was equally as good looking, but because of his limp and shy personality he lacked Thomas’s confidence.

Close to Sassy’s other side were William and George, the girl’s two younger brothers. Sassy was like a little mother to them, constantly wiping one runny nose or another or tending to some minor scrape or bruise. Clara had a huge soft spot for Sassy. One of the greatest regrets in her life was that she had never been blessed with a daughter, but if she had, she would have wished her to be the mirror image of Sassy in body and mind.

A sudden cry from behind her pulled Clara’s attention back to the room, and hurrying over to the bed, she found Sarah awake again.

‘There, there, lass,’ she soothed, wiping the damp curls from the woman’s sweating brow. ‘Happen the doctor will be along any minute now, I’m thinking.’

Sarah’s sunken eyes seemed to be silently pleading with Clara to end her torment.

Pulling back the sheet from the young woman’s enormous bulging stomach, Clara offered up yet another prayer, but this time one of thanks for, at last, the baby’s head was just beginning to show. But her thanks quickly turned to panic, as Sarah’s body suddenly seemed to lift from the bed as another mighty contraction ripped through her. Her eyes were rolling back into her head and Clara knew that she could wait no longer. Quickly now, she seized the knife from the dish at the side of the bed.

Taking a great breath to compose herself, Clara then leaned over Sarah and did what had to be done.

Almost before she’d had time to return the bloodied knife to the dish, the child slithered from Sarah’s body. It was a boy! And a bonny one too, but no newborn cry filled the room. Grasping the infant by the ankles and taking up the knife again, Clara quickly separated the child from its mother, then holding him aloft she delivered a resounding slap on his backside. There was still no sign of a cry, and despairing now, she laid him at his mother’s feet and frantically began to blow her own breath into his tiny lungs. After what seemed like hours, he suddenly coughed and let out a thin wail. Great tears of relief began to roll unchecked down Clara’s work-worn cheeks, and after wrapping him quickly in a clean white towel she had laid ready, she placed him in the crib to the side of the bed. Now that he had drawn breath, she must turn her attention back to Sarah.

It was just then that the door flew open and Arthur and the doctor rushed into the room. Clara had never been so grateful to see anyone in her whole life. She had great faith in Dr Massey. He was scarcely taller than herself – small and thin with a handlebar moustache and greying hair – but as Clara had been heard to say on more than one occasion, ‘He has a heart as big as a bucket.’

Scarcely glancing at the child in the crib, Arthur made straight for his wife’s side, for it was obvious to all present that Sarah was very ill.

Patting Clara kindly on her shoulder, murmuring, ‘Well done, my dear,’ Dr Massey quickly washed his hands then began to press gently around Sarah’s still swollen abdomen.

Frowning now, he turned and suggested tactfully, ‘Perhaps you should take Mr Churm downstairs and make him a good strong brew?’ Nodding at the now unconscious form upon the bed, he said quietly, ‘If I’m not very much mistaken, there will be another birth in this house today.’

Clara’s mouth dropped open in amazement but, quickly composing herself, she took Arthur gently by the elbow and led him from the room. Within minutes she was back up the stairs to help the doctor, but it was almost an hour later before the second child, a beautiful little girl, was born.

As she slipped lifeless into the world with the cord wrapped tightly around her tiny neck, it was obvious to them both that no amount of smacking or blowing could bring life back into this tiny being. Taking her from the doctor’s hands, Clara held the still little body to her breast, her warm tears splashing down onto the perfect little face.

But for Sarah, the ordeal was not over. She had lost a tremendous amount of blood, and although Dr Massey worked with a will to stem it, still it gushed from her relentlessly.

Exhausted now, he at last stopped his efforts and sank onto the side of the bed.

Clara placed a comforting hand on his arm as he sadly shook his head.

‘There’s nothing more I can do.’ He knew when he was beaten. ‘Her life is in God’s hands now. Please will you fetch her husband up to sit with her?’

Clara made her way down the steep wooden staircase and sent Arthur up to his beloved wife, then composing herself as best she could, she dashed round to her adjoining cottage to prepare a hasty meal for Walter, her own husband, and the children. After swiftly chopping some vegetables and a scrag end of beef, she placed them all in a large metal pot, added water, herbs and barley, then flinging some more logs onto the now dying flames, she placed the pot into the heart of the fire.

When Walter came in some half an hour later and began to sluice himself down from the bowl of water Clara had ready for him, the table was laid, not just for their own family, but for Sarah’s children too. A crusty loaf of bread was sliced ready in the middle of the table, next to a frothy jug of milk.

Walter was thick with grime from his shift at the Haunchwood Colliery, and tired to the bone, but at the sight of Clara, his face broke into a loving smile.

There were those who said that Clara and Walter made an odd couple, and happen they did, for Walter was a great bear of a man, whilst Clara was a mere scrap of a woman. But for all that they shared a solid, loving marriage. Walter totally adored his Clara, for what she lacked in stature she more than made up for in kindness.

‘I’m going to have to leave you to feed the bairns,’ she told him with a tremor in her voice. ‘Sarah is very ill. She gave birth to twins this afternoon. One of each, but the little girl were stillborn.’

Walter’s smile was instantly replaced by a look of great sadness. He was fond of the Churm family and could only imagine how devastated Arthur must be feeling.

Patting her bottom with a gentleness that belied his great strength he said, ‘Then off you go, love. I’ll serve up all the children and put ’em to bed here if need be.’

Clara needed no second bidding, and almost flew next door. Arthur was where she had left him, hunched in the chair at the side of the bed, his eyes fast on Sarah’s face. He looked like a soul in torment and was grasping his wife’s pale hand tightly in his own as if he were trying to pour his own strength into her.

Lifting the crib, Clara carried the tiny boychild downstairs into the small scullery. There she washed and fed him with a drop of milk from a pap bag, then with the newborn’s comforts seen to, she made Arthur and herself a strong brew of tea. After carrying his upstairs to him she placed it carefully at his side, but he was unaware of her presence. His eyes never once left Sarah’s face, and the tea remained where Clara had placed it, untouched, as she slipped away to wait by the fire should he need her.

It was deep night now. Dr Massey had long since departed but still Arthur sat at Sarah’s side, gripping her hand, willing her to live as she fought the battle between life and death.

Clara had settled all the children into her own cottage with Walter watching over them. She fed and changed the newborn and then washed his tiny, lifeless sister before laying her in a drawer in the front parlour.

Clara’s heart was heavy as she settled into the fireside chair and began to doze. Sleep was just coming to claim her when suddenly a heartrending wail filled the air. It was a cry of such torment that Clara knew that she would never forget the sound for as long as she lived.

Hot stinging tears welled in her eyes and ran unchecked down her cheeks. She had no need to climb the stairs. She already knew that for Sarah Churm the battle was over, and Death was the victor.


Chapter Two

The skies above the cottages perched high on Tuttle Hill were leaden and overcast, and a misty drizzle had begun to fall, almost as if the heavens wished to join their tears to those of the mourners assembling in the lane for Sarah Churm’s funeral.

All morning, neighbours had been in and out of Clara’s cottage, bringing homebaked pasties and pies as their contribution to the funeral tea. Inside, all was hustle and bustle, with every available surface seemingly covered with food.

In the adjoining cottage, Walter was nailing down the lid of the simple wooden box that served as poor Sarah’s coffin. The remaining mourners were now waiting outside after having entered the small parlour one by one to pay their last respects.

It was Walter who had contacted Bob Capener, the local carpenter, and instructed him to make the coffin, for Arthur was in no state to organise anything.

The sight of Sarah lying in that cold box had affected Walter mightily. Sarah had been a beautiful woman and death had failed to rob her of her beauty, and the sight of the tiny baby tucked close to her side only added to his sadness.

All through the night of her death, Arthur’s heartrending sobs had echoed in the lane and into the deep quarry bordering the cottages, reaching even to the canal beyond that ran through the green leafy fields of the Warwickshire countryside, but come morning the sobs had stopped abruptly and since then Arthur had sat, like a man possessed, in silent torment.

As he banged in the last nail, Walter had an uncanny feeling that Arthur wished he could have passed on too, to be with his wife.

Clara herself had laid Sarah out before reverently closing her eyes for the very last time and placing two shiny pennies on her eyelids. And now the tiny infant, whom Sarah had never held in life, lay alongside her mother in death.

Passing Arthur, who sat, as he had for days silently next to the coffin, Walter paused, but unable to find the right words, he squeezed his shoulder and made his way next door to change into his Sunday best.

All along the row of cottages, the curtains were drawn together as a mark of respect, and although a small crowd was now gathered, silence prevailed; even the birds had stopped singing as if they too sensed the deep air of sadness.

A huge pile of simple wild flowers had been placed outside the cottage door, ready to go with the horse and cart that would carry Sarah and her baby to their final resting-place.

Entering his own cottage, Walter found the mood no brighter. The children were seated on the wooden settle, alongside the fire, confused and silent. As his eyes met Sassy’s, his big heart went out to her. She was holding her new brother, still as yet unnamed, closely to her. Arthur had refused to even look at the child, but Sassy had hardly let him out of her sight since the morning following his birth, and her great sad eyes touched Walter deeply.

Clara would not be attending the funeral, preferring to stay and look after the children whilst it took place. She also had the task of transferring all the food into next door, once Sarah’s body was removed from the parlour, and laying out the funeral feast in readiness for the mourners when they returned.

Grandmother Cox from the end cottage was also staying to help, as the two-mile walk to Chilvers Coton Church would have been too much for her old legs.

Thomas had gone out early this morning with strict instructions to be back in plenty of time but, as usual, he was late. After glancing at the mantel clock, Clara tutted in annoyance. The procession was almost ready to begin and still there was no sign of him. He was probably off playing with the gypsies who were at present residing in the aptly named Gypsy Lane, and if she knew anything about him, he would have lost all track of time.

‘Eeh, that lad,’ she muttered, for although she loved him dearly, her elder son was a law unto himself.

Just then, the clip-clop of the horse’s hooves on the hard-packed earth of the lane was heard. The children’s heads all turned to stare at Clara and she hurried over to them with her arms opened reassuringly.

‘Is that the cart come to take me mammy to the churchyard?’ whispered William, his frightened, bewildered eyes tight on Clara’s face.

Her heart seemed to twist in her chest. ‘Aye, it is, pet,’ she answered gently as she gathered the child to her.

‘Tell me again where heaven is, Clara.’

Clara had to swallow the great lump that had once more formed in her throat before she could answer him. This was another job that had fallen to her, to explain to Sarah’s children about their mother’s death.

All eyes were upon her as for what seemed like the umpteenth time in these last days, she began to explain as best she could.

‘Well, as I told you, your mammy was very poorly and in a lot of pain, so God took her home to heaven and now she’ll be a beautiful angel in the sky.’

Although William quite liked the idea of his mammy being an angel, he would much sooner she was here with them.

‘How long will she be gone?’ His eyes were full of unshed tears that glistened on his lashes.

‘I’ve already told you, hinny,’ Clara soothed. ‘Once you go to heaven, you can’t come back.’

The tears that had threatened now began to pour down his pale cheeks and soon young George’s sobs joined with his brother’s.

Of all the children, only Sassy remained dry-eyed as she sat cradling her tiny brother, for she was the only one amongst them who could even begin to comprehend the terrible finality of death.

Grandmother Cox was moving amongst them all like a mother hen, a huge white hankie flying from the runny little noses to the wet cheeks.

‘Happen death is a lot for these little ’uns to understand,’ she said, and Clara nodded wearily in agreement.

By now, Sarah’s coffin had been respectfully placed upon the cart, ready to begin its journey to the pretty village church in the parish of Coton where the young woman had been born and bred. By the time all the flowers had been placed on and around the coffin, hardly an inch of wood was showing, and as the cart moved off, the mourners formed a train behind it and fell into solemn step.

William and George’s sobs had now subsided to whimpers.

Clara’s eyes caught those of Grandmother Cox across the heads of the children. ‘Eeh, this has been a rare week an’ no mistake,’ she muttered.

The old woman’s head bobbed in agreement, but then she declared optimistically, ‘I’m thinkin’ things can only get better now, for surely they couldn’t get any worse?’ But almost before the words had left her mouth, the door was suddenly flung open with a force so great that it almost danced from its heavy metal hinges, and the little cottage seemed to shake.

Every head in the room snapped up as one. The sight that met their eyes caused old Grandmother Cox’s mouth to gape so wide that the wrinkles in her ancient face almost disappeared.

Thomas’s shaking body filled the doorway. His eyes were bulging from his head, and from where Clara stood it appeared that every hair on his head was standing on end. His breath was coming in great shuddering gasps, and though his lips stretched from his teeth and his mouth repeatedly opened and shut, not one sound escaped from him.

Leaping across the room, Clara grasped her firstborn by the shoulders. ‘By, lad,’ she scolded loudly, ‘you gave us a rare old turn then and no mistake. What in God’s name is wrong with yer?’

Obviously deep in shock, Thomas could only shake his head. Although Clara alternately begged and threatened him to tell her what was wrong, still he stood, his great blue eyes staring ahead as if incapable of speech.

It was apparent now that the boy was hysterical, and realising that she must bring him out of this state, and quickly, Clara brought back her thin arm and swung it forward with a vengeance, to land a resounding smack on her son’s cheek. The poor lad’s head rocked on his shoulders, and his whole body seemed to jerk. Then, with a great sob, he threw himself into Clara’s arms.

Grandmother Cox hastily pushed a glass of water into Clara’s hand and, raising it quickly to Thomas’s lips, his mother attempted to pour some into his quivering mouth. Most of the cold liquid dribbled down his chin onto his rough linen shirt, but some found its mark and, coughing and spluttering, Thomas leaned against his mother until the sobs began to slightly subside.

Clara clutched him to her protectively, then as he quietened, she held him at arm’s length and looked deep into his eyes. ‘Now then,’ she soothed. ‘Calm yourself and tell me what’s wrong.’

He pointed shakily to the open doorway.

‘It were there, Mam. I saw it!’ His expression pleaded with her to believe him.

‘All right, all right, lad, calm down. What did yer see?’

Gulping deep in his throat, he attempted to explain. ‘I knew I were late back, so when I arrived and saw them putting the coffin onto the cart, I hid behind the bushes across the lane.’ When no scolding was forthcoming from Clara, he licked his dry lips and continued, ‘I knew you’d be sore at me for not getting back afore the funeral started, so I stayed put till the cart moved off.’

Clara nodded encouragingly.

‘Well, it was then I saw it.’ He was visibly trembling again now.

‘Saw what?’ A note of impatience had crept into Clara’s voice.

‘It was an angel, Mam.’ And seeing the look of disbelief cross her face: ‘It were, Mam – it were, I swear it! As the men carried the coffin out, an angel suddenly swooped down and flew across it.’

Clara stared at her son incredulously as Thomas grasped her shoulders in frustration.

‘It’s the truth, Mam. She were wearin’ a white dress and she had great wings, an’ after a moment of hoverin’ above the coffin, she flew up into the sky wi’ Mrs Churm in her arms.’

‘Happen you’ve been listening to me talking to the little ’uns,’ Clara said kindly, untangling herself from his trembling fingers, but Thomas was adamant.

‘No, Mam, no!’ he stated. ‘I swear it were an angel.’

Clara was just about to begin arguing the point again when she felt a firm hand grip her elbow. With a strength that belied her wizened old frame, Grandmother Cox then unceremoniously dragged her across the room to stand beside the deep stone sink.

The old woman’s eyes seemed to be flashing fire. ‘You just go steady on him, me gel,’ she said, and Clara glared back indignantly.

‘But didn’t yer hear him?’ she demanded. ‘As if we’ve not enough on our plates this day, without all this wild talk and a hysterical son to deal wi’.’

‘You just listen here.’ The old lady’s bony finger was wagging furiously, almost in Clara’s face. ‘You are Yorkshire born and bred, an’ have different sayings and beliefs to us as were Warwickshire born.’ Drawing herself up to her full height, she tapped the side of her nose. ‘Happen that lad did see an angel, for there’s many a strange thing happens ’twixt heaven and earth as we can know nowt about, so you just go easy on him now.’ And then turning from Clara, she snatched up a huge meat pie and without another word hobbled from the room to take it into the cottage next door, leaving the younger woman with her mouth agape and speechless for one of the very few times in her life.

Thomas meanwhile was standing with his head bowed. He knew what he had seen, and from that day until the day he died, no one would ever convince him otherwise.

The mourners stood at the side of the grave, the misty drizzle lending a chill to their bodies that matched the chill in their hearts. Walter held fast to Arthur’s elbow, for he had a feeling that if he should release his grip, then Arthur would surely leap into the open grave to join Sarah.

‘Ashes to ashes, dust to dust,’ the vicar’s voice droned on. But so concerned for this placid, kindly neighbour standing close to his side was Walter, that the words of the service were lost to him. Although he stood in the pretty churchyard of Chilvers Coton, Walter’s thoughts were back in the cottage sat high atop Tuttle Hill with Arthur’s children and Clara. Closing his eyes he offered up a silent prayer, not for Sarah this time but for the poor motherless mites, for what was to become of them, if Arthur didn’t pull himself together?

His thoughts turned to Clara. If he knew anything about it, his wife would be running around like a headless chicken by now, preparing the funeral tea. And he had no doubt it would be a feast to be proud of. His Clara was renowned for keeping a good table and was able to make a meal out of scraps. So lost in thought had he become, that when he pulled himself back to the present, the service was over and the mourners were leaving the graveside.

Vicar Rigby walked solemnly around the grave to offer his condolences and shake Arthur’s hand to which Arthur responded woodenly, his eyes never leaving the simple coffin in which lay the love of his life. With a kindly nod at Walter, the vicar too then strode away towards the church.

It was time to begin the journey back, and as Walter spotted the gravediggers coming across the churchyard towards them, shovels in their hands, he guided Arthur away and led him back to the waiting horse and cart.

Surprisingly, as the mourners plodded back to the cottage, the drizzle stopped and a watery sun appeared in the sky. It was almost as if, now the summer had also paid her respects, she wished to return to her full glory.

The procession moved slowly, skirting Nuneaton town centre and passing into Swan Lane, where the homes of the town gentry were built. As they went past one such house, a curtain was pulled aside and Walter spotted the doctor who had attended Sarah gazing out at them.

When Walter caught his eye, Dr Massey smiled sadly at him. Clara had told Walter how hard he had fought to save Sarah’s life. Dr Massey was a much-respected and well-loved member of this close-knit community, and Walter knew that there had been many a time when he had waived his fee to help those who had fallen on hard times. Raising his hand in salute, the doctor then let the curtain fall back into place, and the procession moved on past the Old Abbey before turning to begin the final lap of the journey.

As they finally approached the cottages after the last steep uphill trek, a haze rose from the fields and flowers, and summer returned as if rejoicing that on this day, 12 July 1870, Sarah Churm was finally free of earthly pain.

The funeral tea was one that would be talked about for many a long day, and now some two hours after the return of the mourners, the tables, which had almost sagged beneath the weight of the food, were covered with empty platters and crumbs.

Most of the people had departed after offering their final condolences to Arthur. Outside in the lane, the men who still remained were enjoying a smoke of their pipes and a glass of home-brewed ale, while in the small parlour the women drank tea and gossiped quietly amongst themselves.

At present, Clara was back in her own scullery, and Grandmother Cox had long since departed to the comfort of her rocking chair, for a well-earned late-afternoon nap. It had been a long day for the old woman, just as it had been for Clara, but for the latter it was far from over yet. Her arms were deep in the stone sink, washing up the many dirty pots that Sassy was carrying in to her from next door, a trayful at a time.

Miriam, Arthur’s sister, was seated in the comfortable old rocking chair in the corner of the room, cradling the newborn baby in her arms and rocking to and fro. Raising her arm from the sink to wipe the sweat from her eyes, Clara glanced across at her and her gaze softened. They made a pretty picture, this childless woman and the innocent infant, and yet again, for the countless time this week, Clara had to question the unfairness of life. Here was Miriam, a gentle-natured woman, to all intents and purposes far better off than herself or indeed any of the folks in the cottages, but without the one thing she craved most in the whole world, a child of her own. And there was Arthur with a bonny newborn son, at whom he couldn’t even bear to look. Even as she pondered on this, an idea was born in her mind, and returning to the dirty dishes she chewed on her lip thoughtfully.

Next door, Ben Ratcliffe, Miriam’s husband, was pouring himself another glass of ale from the stone jug at the end of the table. He then cut some wedges of apple pie from the remains of the food and pressed them into the hands of George and William. ‘There now, lads,’ he said kindly. ‘Happen that’ll fill a hole till teatime.’

The two little boys stared back at him, subdued.

‘Come on now,’ he encouraged. ‘Get yerselves off outside to eat your pie. A bit o’ fresh air will do you the world o’ good.’

It seemed wrong somehow to keep them in any longer, for after the miserable start, the sun was once again gloriously hot. Ben had a great fondness for his nephews and he stood in the open doorway watching them walking slowly down the lane, their small shoulders stooped with sorrow. They were good lads. One of the biggest regrets of his life was that he and Miriam had never been blessed with a child, particularly a son. Still, he supposed if it wasn’t meant to be then it wasn’t meant to be. He was well aware that he did still have a lot to be thankful for. He had a fine wife and was the owner of a handsome smallholding in Bermuda village, some three miles from Tuttle Hill. Although he worked long hours, he enjoyed being his own master and his hard work was paying off, for his business was thriving.

As the boys disappeared around the bend in the lane, he sighed heavily then left the doorway and went to join the men assembled outside.
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