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LINCOLNSHIRE, JANUARY 1953





‘So this is ya bastard.’


Ella Hilton scowled at the old woman standing in the 

doorway, hands on hips, looking down at her. Beside her, 

she heard her mother draw in a deep breath and the hand, 

resting on her shoulder, stiffened as Kate snapped back, 

‘Well, if that’s the way you greet your granddaughter the 

first time you meet her, Mam, we’ll turn right round and 

be off back the way we came.’


Shocked, Ella gaped up at her mother; Kate Hilton 

rarely lost her temper, but she was angry now.


The woman still stood there, barring their way into the 

house. ‘I told you ten years ago I didn’t want you here, or 

ya bastard, and I still don’t. Nothing’s changed.’


The young girl clenched her fists. Even at ten years old, 

Ella knew what the name meant; she had heard it often 

enough shouted after her in the playground.


‘Oh I see,’ Kate was saying. ‘So I can’t even come back 

for my grandad’s funeral? Well, Mam, no one’s going to 

stop me; not even you. We’ll stay at Rookery Farm . . .’


‘With the Elands? You’ll do no such thing. I’ll not have 

you staying there – with them.’


Ella felt the anger drain out of her mother now as Kate 

said, sadly, ‘The family feud still going on, is it? Can’t you 

ever forget or forgive anyone, Mam?’


With a sniff, the older woman turned away. Sighing, 

her mother gave Ella a gentle push, but the girl held on to the door frame, refusing to enter. ‘No, Mum,’ she whispered. 

‘Let’s go home. I don’t like it here and . . .’ Her 

wide eyes followed the rigid back of the woman and the 

unspoken words hung in the air, ‘. . . and I don’t like her.’


Kate, once more the gentle mother Ella knew, said, ‘It’s 

all right. Come along,’ and she urged the reluctant child 

through the back scullery and into the warm kitchen of the 

farmhouse.


‘Sit in the chair near the range, Ella, and warm your 

hands. Poor child’s perished,’ Kate explained. ‘The train 

was freezing. I thought me dad might have met us at the 

station.’


The woman thumped her rolling pin down on to the 

pastry. ‘Ya dad’s too busy with the ploughing to be meeting 

trains.’


Ella perched herself on the wooden seat of the spindly 

chair at one side of the huge black range. Logs crackled in 

the grate and the kettle on the hob gently puffed steam 

from its spout. The warmth hit her cold cheeks, making 

them burn. Flexing her white fingers, she stretched out her 

hands towards the glow. Tiredness swept over her in 

waves; like the waves she had heard distantly as they had 

walked along the lonely lane following the line of sand-dunes 

all the way from the town to this remote farmhouse.


They had walked for miles, it seemed to Ella, whose 

legs had begun to grow tired. ‘Can’t we wait for a bus, 

Mum?’


Kate had smiled. ‘You’d wait a long time, love. They 

don’t come out this far.’


‘No buses!’ the girl had exclaimed, her skipping stilled 

for a horrified moment. To their right the fields, brown 

and flat, stretched westwards as far as the distant horizon 

with only a lonely farm, or a line of trees here and there, 

to break the monotony.


Then Ella was skipping again, taking little running 

jumps and stretching her neck, trying to see over the sand-dunes. 

‘Where’s the sea, Mum? You said we were coming 

to the seaside. I’ve never seen the sea.’


‘Beyond the dunes and across the marsh, love,’ Kate 

had answered, waving her hand absently to the left. ‘You 

can go and look at it later.’


Now, sitting in the kitchen that must once have been 

her mother’s home, Ella looked about her at the peg rug 

on the hearth, the brick walls painted red, the pots and 

pans lining the shelves and a ham hanging from a hook in 

the ceiling. Then her gaze came back to the woman 

standing behind the scrubbed table peeling and coring 

apples and laying the slices in a pastry-lined, circular tin.


Ella studied her. So this woman, who had called her 

that dreadful name, was her grandmother.


Although old in the girl’s eyes, Esther Godfrey’s hair 

was thick and still a luxuriant auburn colour though there 

were strands of grey at her temples. It was piled high on 

the top of her head and two combs thrust into its thickness 

held it in place. Only the curls on her forehead and 

escaping tendrils softened the severe style. Her skin, though 

tanned through working outside in all weathers, was 

smooth and remarkably unlined for a grandmother. The 

woman’s green eyes glanced up briefly and for a moment 

met Ella’s blue gaze. ‘Dun’t stare, Missy. It’s rude. And 

stop kicking ya Grandpa’s chair; ya’ll scratch it.’


Unflinching, Ella glared back, deliberately widening her 

eyes but she stopped swinging her legs; not in obedience 

but because it was Grandpa Godfrey’s chair. Ella loved her 

Grandpa Godfrey. He visited them in Lincoln three or four 

times a year and had done so for as long as Ella could 

remember, but her grandmother had never once come with 

him. Ella had known about her, of course; had listened as Kate always asked, ‘How’s me Mam?’ but the young girl 

knew too that her mother and her grandmother had 

quarrelled years ago. Now, today, she had witnessed for 

herself the depth of bitterness between them. Ella put her 

head on one side and stared at Esther Godfrey, pondering 

what could possibly have caused a quarrel so dreadful that 

a mother did not ever want to see her daughter? The girl’s 

gaze flickered towards Kate and for one awful moment 

Ella imagined how devastated she would feel if, for some 

reason, she were never to see her own mother again.


Her grandmother’s voice interrupted her wandering 

thoughts. ‘Wipe ya chin, Missy. Ya’ve got summat on ya 

face. Just here . . .’ The woman touched her own cheek, 

leaving a dab of flour.




Ella stuck out her chin, thrusting the tiny port-wine 

stain on her left jawline towards the woman. ‘It’s a 

birthmark. I can’t rub it off.’


Kate’s voice came softly. ‘Don’t you remember, Mam?’


For a moment the older woman looked startled and 

stared at Kate, her mouth slightly open. She glanced back, 

just once, at Ella and then dropped her gaze.


‘Can I mash a pot of tea, Mam?’ Kate said, as if trying 

to change the subject. ‘I’m parched. We’ve had nothing 

since leaving Lincoln.’


Esther’s shoulders lifted in a shrug. ‘Ya know where 

everything is,’ she said, neither granting permission nor 

withholding it.


‘Is he – is he still here?’ Kate asked as she moved 

between the shelves along one wall and the table, laying 

cups and saucers and spooning tea into the brown pot. 

Esther nodded and jerked her head towards a door leading 

out of the kitchen further into the house.


‘In his room,’ was her only reply.


Seeing Kate move towards the door, Ella jumped up.


‘No, love, you stay here . . .’


‘I’m coming with you . . .’ she began.


‘Do as ya mother tells ya,’ the older woman snapped, 

but Ella took no notice and moved towards her mother.


‘It’s all right, Mam,’ Kate said swiftly. ‘She can come 

with me.’


‘Lid’s off,’ Esther said bluntly, mystifying the young girl 

even more. Ella watched her mother’s eyes widen and saw 

her swallow hard, hesitating for a moment, but then she 

took Ella’s hand, opened the door and together they 

stepped out of the kitchen and into a living room.


Heavy blue velvet curtains shut out most of the light 

and Ella had only a shadowy impression of dark, solid 

furniture and the gleam of fleshy green leaves on a plant 

standing in a blue and white pot on the plush-clothed 

table. Not wanting to disturb the solemn tick of the 

grandfather clock in one corner, the girl found herself tiptoeing 

across the room and into the small hall beyond.


Immediately before them was another door, but Kate 

paused, her hand on the knob, and looked down again at 

Ella. ‘You wait here love, just a minute ’til I see how he 

looks.’


Her mother opened the door and disappeared into the 

room leaving Ella standing in the cold, dingy hall. She 

stood first on one foot then on the other. The minutes 

passed and Ella became impatient. She pressed her ear to 

the door but she couldn’t hear anything. Holding her 

breath, Ella slowly pushed the door open.


In the centre of the room was a black iron bedstead 

with a black and white striped mattress. There were no 

bedclothes on the bed and on top of the bare mattress lay 

a coffin with brass handles. The lid stood on its end against 

the wall and her mother was leaning over the coffin almost 

as if she were talking to someone.


Ella bit her lip, her whispered ‘Mum!’ echoing in the 

silent room. When Kate half-turned round, Ella saw, with 

a shock, that there were tears in her eyes. Although Kate 

brushed them away quickly with the back of her hand, the 

child-like gesture disconcerted the young girl. Ella tiptoed 

into the room. ‘What’s the matter, Mum?’ she whispered.


Her mother put out her arm to draw her closer. ‘Don’t 

be frightened, love. He looks real peaceful.’


‘Let me see.’


‘I don’t think . . .’ Kate began.


‘Please, Mum.’


As her mother lifted her up, Ella looked down at the 

man lying in the coffin. ‘Is that your grandad?’ she 

whispered.


Pressing her lips together, Kate nodded.


Like a figure lying on a cathedral tomb, smooth and 

marble cold, his hands rested upon his chest, fingers curling 

in natural repose. He was dressed in a long, white nightshirt, 

his head on an embroidered pillow.


Ella shuddered. ‘Let me down . . .’ and her mother’s 

hold loosened and Ella was standing on the floor again, 

the silent, lifeless figure gone from her view.


‘Go back to Nannie,’ her mother said absently. ‘I’ll be 

back in a minute.’


Determined not to go back into the kitchen without her 

mother, Ella waited in the hall. She glanced up the narrow 

stairs and then began to climb, pausing to listen every time 

a step creaked. She reached the top and stood on the tiny 

landing between two doors. Glancing just once over her 

shoulder, she lifted the latch, pushed open the door to her 

left and stepped into what was obviously her grandparents’ 

bedroom, for in the corner on a stand was Grandpa 

Godfrey’s best Sunday suit.


Like the rooms downstairs, the furniture was old, but 

solid and lovingly polished to a rich dark mahogany 

colour. A picture of the Virgin and Child was the only 

ornament on the stark, white walls. Ella ran her fingers 

along the multicoloured patchwork quilt covering the iron 

bedstead and her feet made no sound on the thick peg rug 

at the side of the bed. In the far corner, a green-patterned 

bowl, huge jug and soap-dish stood on a marble washstand.


Ella’s darting glance came to rest on a line of silver-framed 

photographs on the pink-painted mantelpiece 

above the fire-grate. She tiptoed forward and bent closer 

to look at them. One was of a little girl with long flowing 

hair; that must be her own mother, Kate, as a child. She 

knew now, since meeting Esther Godfrey, that Kate had 

inherited her hair colouring from her own mother, but 

where did Ella’s own colour come from then?


‘Such a pretty strawberry blonde,’ the hairdresser 

always said as she trimmed Ella’s tightly curling hair. ‘But 

I do wish you’d let her grow it a bit longer, Kate. It’s so 

pretty . . .’


‘It’s not my fault,’ Kate would laugh. ‘There I was 

thinking I’d get a little girl I could dress up in pretty dresses 

with long, golden curls, a bit like Alice in Wonderland, 

and what do I get . . .?’ By this time Ella would be laughing 

with her mother, knowing what was coming next but 

knowing, too, that it was gentle, loving teasing. ‘A tomboy 

with short hair who’d spend her life in trousers and shorts 

given half a chance.’


Ella’s wandering thoughts came back to the pictures in 

front of her. There was another of a young woman in a 

uniform. That was definitely her mother, because Ella 

knew she had been in the WAAFs in the last war. Kate’s two best friends from those days – Mavis and Isobel – still 

visited them quite often and they were Ella’s godmothers 

too.


Another photograph showed a small child with straight, 

mousey hair and a sulky face. Perhaps that was her 

mother’s younger sister, Lilian. Ella couldn’t be sure, for 

her aunt lived away and they had never met.


The last photograph stood at the very back of the shelf, 

half-obscured by a letter propped in front of it. Curious, 

Ella pushed the envelope to one side and found herself 

looking at a fading, sepia photograph of a young man in 

uniform. He was standing stiffly, as if he was hardly daring 

to breathe and in his eyes there was a look of – not exactly 

fear, Ella decided, he just looked sort of – lost. The girl 

frowned thoughtfully and put her head on one side, 

pondering. He looked strangely familiar, but she knew it 

wasn’t her Grandpa Godfrey as a young man because the 

man in the photograph had black curly hair and dark eyes 

whereas Jonathan Godfrey had fair hair, turning grey now. 

He was not very tall either, certainly not as tall as 

Grandpa . . .


‘What are you doing in here, Missy? Nosing into things 

that dun’t concern ya?’


The voice made her jump and she swivelled round to 

see her grandmother standing in the doorway. Ella had 

been so intent upon the family pictures that she had not 

heard footsteps mounting the stairs.


The excuse came easily to her lips for although it had 

not been the initial reason she had ventured upstairs, it 

was now the truth. ‘I wanted the lav, Nannie. I can’t find 

it.’


The woman gave a snort of laughter. ‘We dun’t have 

such fancy things as an indoor lav in the country, Missy. 

It’s outside.’


‘So’s ours at home. It’s across the back yard,’ Ella said 

and began to cross towards her grandmother and the door, 

making no apology for having been caught in Esther’s 

bedroom.


‘And dun’t call me “Nannie”’ Esther said. ‘Meks me 

sound like a goat. You call me Grannie.’


Ella stared at her and then suddenly the young girl’s 

face broke into an impish grin. Her blue eyes danced with 

mischief. ‘All right – Gran.’


It was a half-way concession without being complete 

capitulation.


Her grandmother’s green eyes flashed fire. ‘Grannie.’


Boldly, the girl’s gaze never faltered. ‘Gran,’ she said, 

calmly but decisively.


The battle of wills had begun.




 





Two


Her grandmother’s strong fingers were digging into Ella’s 

shoulder as she found herself being propelled down the 

narrow stairs, through the living room, kitchen and scullery 

and out of the back door. Turning to the right towards smaller 

brick buildings attached to the main house, they passed 

one door and came to a second. Esther flung this open.


It was nothing like the lav across the yard back home in 

Lincoln. There, it was a proper flush toilet with a chain to 

pull; here, it was a wooden bench fitted against the wall 

with a hole in the centre. Dangling from a hook on the 

wall a loop of string held squares of neatly torn newspaper. 

Ella wrinkled her nose at the sour smell in the gloomy, 

confined space, the only light coming from the draughty 

gaps above and below the wooden door. Perched on the 

seat, her feet swinging above the rough-set cobbles of the 

floor, Ella shuddered and was glad to jump down, yank up 

her knickers and push open the door. It crashed back 

against the brick wall.


‘What are you doing, child? Ya’ll have the door off its 

hinges.’


Blinking in the sudden light, Ella saw her grandmother 

coming across the yard from the barn. The girl breathed 

deeply in the fresh air. ‘It pongs in there.’


Esther sucked her tongue against her teeth in a sound of 

exasperation and pointed towards the back door. ‘Into the 

scullery with you and wash ya hands.’


Pushing up the sleeves of her jumper, Ella frowned. In 

the deep sink there was a white, enamel bowl and on the 

window-sill, a dish and soap. But where were the taps? To 

the side of the sink, there was a huge sort of spout and a 

big handle, but there were no taps.


Ella opened her mouth and shouted, ‘Mum. Mum!’


 But it was her grandmother who appeared again in the 

doorway to the kitchen. ‘Now what’s the matter?’


‘Where are the taps?’


They glared at each other once more. ‘Taps? What do 

ya think this is? A posh hotel? Work the pump, child.’


 Ella blinked. Pump? What on earth did this old woman 

mean? What pump?


‘Dear, oh dear. What has your mother been doing? 

Dun’t you know anything?’


Impatiently, the woman pushed past Ella and grasped 

the big handle. She worked it up and down and water 

splashed from the spout into the bowl. ‘There, see how to 

do it?’


The girl said nothing, but plunged her hands into the 

bowl, only to pull them out again quickly.


‘Ugh! It’s cold.’ She twisted her head round and looked 

up at her grandmother resentfully.


‘Course it’s cold. None of ya namby-pamby ways here, 

Missy. We always wash in cold water, night and morning.’


Thinking with longing of the steaming hot water gushing 

from the taps at home, Ella stared up at her grandmother. 

‘You don’t bath in cold water, do you?’ she asked 

incredulously, although she was beginning to think that 

anything might be possible in this place.


‘Bath night’s on a Friday night in a tin bath on the 

hearth in the kitchen. Every drop of hot water comes from 

the side boiler in the range.’
 

Ella gawped at her again, trying to imagine bathing in the kitchen in front of the fire instead of in the white 

enamelled bath at home.


‘It seems,’ Esther Godfrey remarked drily, ‘that you’ve 

been spoilt by city life, Missy. You’ve a lot to learn . . .’


‘I don’t think I want . . .’ Ella began and then the sound 

of hob-nailed boots in the yard made her glance out of the 

scullery window. Suddenly everything was all right, for 

coming across the yard was someone she knew – knew 

very well – and loved dearly.


‘Grandpa. Grandpa!’ she cried, and, shaking the icy 

droplets from her hands, she ran out of the back door.


‘Just a minute,’ her grandmother began, ‘you haven’t 

finished washing your hands properly . . .’


But Ella was gone, scampering across the yard towards 

the tall man whose blue eyes crinkled with laughter when 

he saw her. Knowing her grandmother must still be watching, 

Ella flung her arms wide in greeting, inviting him to 

catch her and swing her up into his arms.


‘My, you’re getting a big girl,’ Jonathan Godfrey said, 

pretending to puff and pant under her weight.


Casting a sly glance back towards where her grandmother 

stood, hands on hips, watching, Ella wound her 

arms around her grandfather’s neck and pressed her cheek 

close to his bristly face. Seeing the frown on her grandmother’s 

face, Ella was triumphant.





‘Have you given Kate her letter, Esther?’ Grandpa Godfrey 

said as he pulled off his cap, unwound the long woollen 

scarf from his neck and kissed Kate’s cheek in greeting.


‘Letter? For me?’


Ella saw her mother’s puzzled expression. ‘Why should 

a letter for me come here? I haven’t lived here for years.’


With a work-worn hand, the purple veins standing out against the tanned skin, he swept back the untidy lock of 

greying hair that fell across his forehead and shrugged. 

‘Well, it did. Last week. I was going to send it on to you, 

but knowing you’d be coming for the funeral . . . Where is 

it, Esther?’


‘On the mantelpiece in me bedroom.’


A few moments later Jonathan was handing it to Kate.


‘Who’s it from, Mum?’


‘I . . .’ Her mother’s fingers were trembling. She was 

staring, mesmerized, at the envelope in her hand.


‘Open it, Mum,’ Ella urged, hopping up and down. 

‘Who’s it from?’


‘Be still, child. Leave ya mother be . . .’ her grandmother 

began.


‘Come outside with me, Ella,’ Grandpa Godfrey said.


‘But I want to know . . .’


‘Come along. Put your coat on.’ Though his voice was 

gentle, his hand on her shoulder was firm and would allow 

no argument. ‘We’ll go and feed the pigs.’


‘Mum . . .?’ Ella began again, but her mother was not 

listening. Instead Kate was now hurrying towards the door 

leading into the privacy of the living room, everyone else 

in the kitchen forgotten . . .







‘Where are we going, Mum? Are we going home now?’


They were walking back the way they had come along 

the lane, but this time towards the town. Ella, never still, 

skipped and danced and hopped beside her mother. The 

late January day was blustery and cold. The icy wind stung 

the girl’s cheeks.


‘No. We’re going to Rookery Farm.’


‘Who lives there, then?’


Her mother’s voice was soft. ‘Uncle Danny.’


Ella stopped her skipping and stood still for a moment, 

her eyes shining, a grin stretching her wide mouth. ‘Uncle 

Danny?’ she squeaked with delight. ‘Really?’


Her mother nodded. Before they had gone very far, 

Kate said, ‘This way, Ella,’ and they turned to the left off 

the coast road, taking a lane leading inland. Ahead of them 

in the distance, Ella could see tall chimneys poking skywards 

from a clump of trees.


‘Is that it? Is that where Uncle Danny and Aunty Rose 

live?’


Kate smiled. ‘No, love. That’s the old squire’s place. It’s 

empty now, I think.’


‘Why?’ Ella jumped over a puddle at the side of the lane 

and back again, but the heels of her sturdy, lace-up shoes 

caught the edge and spattered her grey knee-length socks 

with muddy water.


‘Oh, darling.’ Kate sighed. ‘Do walk properly.’


Ella came and walked sedately beside her mother for a 

few moments. ‘Why’s the house empty, Mum?’


 ‘The squire died a few years back and his son lives in 

London.’


Ella, skipping once more, glanced across the expanse of 

open fields all around her. Shuddering, she pulled her scarf 

closer around her neck and muttered, ‘Don’t blame him.’


She felt her mother look at her. ‘Don’t you like it here, 

Ella? It’s our home.’


‘No, it isn’t. Lincoln’s our home.’


‘Well, yes, I suppose so. But our roots are here. This is 

where all our family are . . .’


‘Aunty Peggy’s our family,’ Ella retorted stoutly. She 

and her mother lived with Peggy Godfrey, Grandpa Godfrey’s 

sister, in a terraced house in Lincoln; it was the only 

home Ella had ever known. ‘She wants us,’ the young girl 

added pointedly. ‘Gran doesn’t.’


She heard her mother sigh and looked up to see the 

expression in Kate’s green eyes that said, You’re too sharp 

for your own good sometimes, young Ella Hilton. It was 

what Aunty Peggy often said to her when she asked too 

many questions. ‘Is that why we’ve never been here 

before?’ the girl persisted now. ‘Because you and Gran 

quarrelled?’


Kate looked away again, her glance roaming over the 

flat fields all around them. ‘I suppose so.’


‘What was it about?’


‘It’s a long story, love.’


‘Tell me?’


‘Not now. We’re getting near Rookery Farm.’


To their right, Ella saw a long, low farmhouse with 

white-washed walls surrounded by buildings, sheds and 

barns. Her mother was bending towards her. ‘You’re not 

to ask awkward questions when we get there, Ella. D’you 

hear?’


‘Why?’ The girl’s candid blue eyes demanded an 

explanation.


‘Because . . . Oh I can’t explain it all now.’


‘Tell me!’


‘No, not now.’ Her mother was firm as she said again, 

‘When you’re older, I’ll explain everything.’


‘Promise?’


‘I promise.’


Ella Hilton was an intelligent child with an understanding 

and perception which sometimes exceeded her years. 

But at this moment she was beginning to feel, disturbingly, 

that there was a great deal she did not know or understand 

about her own family. As soon as another thought came 

into her head, it came out of her mouth. ‘That old man in 

the coffin? Your grandfather . . .’


‘He was always so good to me,’ Kate murmured, tears in her voice. She seemed to be thinking aloud, not really 

talking to Ella so much as reminiscing to herself.


Ella tugged at her mother’s sleeve. ‘He’s not – he can’t 

be – that old woman’s father.’


Kate stopped and stared at her daughter. ‘Old 

woman . . .?’ Laughter bubbled up inside Kate, banishing 

for a moment her melancholy memories. Child-like, she 

clapped her hand over her mouth. ‘Oh Ella, she’d box your 

ears if she heard you call her that. My mother, Esther 

Godfrey, an old woman!’


Ella was laughing too, dancing around her mother in 

the lane. She watched Kate take a deep breath, revelling in 

the breeze ruffling her long, shoulder-length auburn hair; 

saw her close her eyes and lift her face to the sky, a small 

smile curving her mouth.


‘Oh, it’s so good to be back,’ Kate murmured. ‘I hadn’t 

realised just how much I missed this place.’


Ella’s laughter died. She was suddenly, uncomfortably, 

aware that back here in the place she still called ‘home’, 

her mother did not share her feeling of belonging in the 

city. To Ella, these wide open spaces and glowering grey 

skies were awesome and lonely.


‘I don’t like it here,’ she muttered as Kate pushed open 

the farmyard gate and two sheepdogs near the back door 

of the house began barking. ‘I don’t like that tiny bedroom 

I had to sleep in last night. I bumped my head on that 

sloping ceiling and it was all – all creaky in the night.’


Kate laughed. ‘It’s only the wind. There’s nothing to 

hurt you.’


‘There was a funny rustling in the roof,’ Ella insisted.


‘Only birds, I expect,’ her mother murmured.


‘Well, I want to go home.’


‘Don’t you want to see Uncle Danny and Aunty Rose 

again?’ Kate paused, her hand resting on the gate. Even though Ella had never visited Fleethaven Point before, she 

knew Danny and Rosie Eland. Like Grandpa Godfrey, 

they visited Kate and her daughter in Lincoln, usually at 

the beginning of December when they came to the city to 

do their Christmas shopping. It was a time she looked 

forward to, when the tiny terraced house was filled with 

laughter and presents.


Ella was quiet for a moment, torn between wanting to 

see them again and her desire to leave this place. ‘Well, 

yes . . .’ she began, trying to weigh her dislike of these 

windswept fields against the pleasure of seeing the Elands. 

Then her expression brightened. ‘Will Rob be here?’


‘Rob? Why, yes, I expect so.’


The smile on the girl’s face was impish now. ‘Good. 

He’s about my age, isn’t he? But I’ve never met him.’


‘No, you haven’t. I was forgetting that,’ Kate said, 

smiling as she added, ‘They’ve always left him at home 

with his grandma so they could do their shopping in 

peace.’


Ella was marching eagerly through the farmyard gate 

now but as the dogs came loping towards them, she 

hesitated once more. The two animals bounded around 

them, wagging their tails in welcome and shaking their 

long black and white coats. Ella began to sneeze. ‘Do 

something, Mum. You know I – atishoo – don’t like 

dogs.’


The back door of the farmhouse opened and as Ella 

heard a squeal of delight, she looked up to see Rosie 

running towards them, her arms stretched wide in welcome. 

‘Kate, oh, Katie, and little Ella, too.’


Ella frowned momentarily at hearing herself described 

as ‘little’ when already she came up to her mother’s 

shoulder. But then finding herself clasped against the 

woman’s soft bosom and her face showered with kisses, she couldn’t help smiling. At least Aunty Rosie’s welcome 

was better than her grandmother’s.


‘Hello, Rosie,’ her mother was saying and submitted to 

being clasped in a bear-hug too.


Rosie Eland was plump, but not fat. Her hair was a 

fluffy cloud of shoulder-length blonde curls, swept back 

from her face by two combs on either side of her head, 

with a huge roll curl on the top. She wore a paisley 

patterned wrap-over apron and the sleeves of her blouse 

were rolled up above her elbows. Her blue eyes sparkled 

with her obvious delight at seeing them and her smooth 

skin shone with sweat. ‘I was up to me elbows in soap suds 

in the wash-house, when I heard the dogs barking and 

came to see what all the racket was about. Oh, it’s so 

lovely to see you and Ella. Come on in. I knew you’d come. 

I told Danny so . . .’ Rosie chattered on. ‘“Kate will come 

for her grandad’s funeral”, I told him, “whatever her mam 

ses, she’ll come”. I was right, wasn’t I, Katie? I knew you 

wouldn’t stay away from poor old Will Benson’s funeral. 

Eh, but it’s good to have you back home after all these 

years, even if the reason for you coming is a sad one.’


Rosie Eland linked her arm through Kate’s and, putting 

her other arm about Ella’s shoulders, she urged again, 

‘Come along in. I’ve got the kettle on and we’ll mek a pot 

of tea and have a good old gossip before the boys come 

home.’


Ella hung back a little and, feeling her reluctance, Rosie 

said, ‘What is it, love? Don’t you want to come in?’


‘It’s the dogs, Rosie . . .’ Kate began.


‘Oh don’t be afraid of Bunty and Bess. They mek a lot 

of noise, but they won’t hurt you . . .’


‘I’m not afraid,’ the young girl said stoutly, ‘but they 

make me sneeze.’


Rosie looked puzzled until Kate explained. ‘She has some sort of allergy to dogs and horses.’ Her voice dropped 

so that Ella scarcely heard. ‘I think it’s hereditary.’


Rosie stared at Kate and then blinked. ‘Oh. Oh, I see.’ 

But even to the ten-year-old girl, it was obvious that Rosie 

did not quite see. Then she said, ‘Wait a minute, I’ll tie 

them up near the barn. They’ll be well out of your way 

then.’


The two dogs followed her reluctantly, their tails drooping, 

and submitted to being tied to a ring in the wall of the 

barn. Soulfully they eyed the visitors until Ella said, ‘Oh, 

I’m sorry. Poor things. Let them go, Aunty Rosie . . .’


Rosie put her arm about the girl’s shoulders once more 

and hugged her. ‘Don’t worry, love. They’ll be all right just 

while you’re here. Fancy you sneezing your head off every 

time you come near animals. And there I was just going to 

show you some pretty little kittens our cat’s just had.’


‘Oh, cats don’t bother me, just dogs and horses.’


‘Really? Oh, well then, come and look at them while 

me and yar mam have a good old chin-wag.’


Near the back door of the farmhouse, set to one side, 

was a long triangular-shaped chicken coop. Rosie lifted 

one of the lids and there, nestling in a bed of straw, was a 

tabby cat with four kittens, who were crawling around the 

straw, mewling blindly.


‘They’re not ever so pretty yet,’ Rosie said. ‘Not until 

they gets their eyes open.’


The mother cat was licking one of her offspring so 

furiously that she rolled it over on the straw. Ella knelt in 

front of the coop, so fascinated by the little family that she 

hardly noticed Rosie and her mother move away and go 

into the house.


Ella lost track of how long she stayed there, stroking 

the mother cat’s head and watching her suckle her four 

kittens, purring loudly. She heard the click of the farm gate and looked up to see her uncle Danny limping across the 

yard. His left leg was held stiffly, as if he could not bend it, 

and he swung it outwards as he walked. Ella knew he had 

been injured during the war when the bomber in which he 

had been a rear gunner had crashed.


‘It’s a miracle he wasn’t killed,’ her mother had 

explained when Ella had once asked about Uncle Danny’s 

‘poorly leg’. ‘The whole rear turret of the plane fell off and 

landed in a tree. That tree saved his life.’


As he crossed the yard towards her, Ella scrambled up, 

but at that moment her mother appeared in the doorway. 

Ella hesitated, seeing the look that passed between the two 

adults, a slow smile curving both their mouths. They 

moved towards each other, into each other’s arms. Whenever 

they met, Ella thought, it was always the same; the 

look, the smile, and then the embrace that seemed to last 

for a long time, her mother resting her head on Danny’s 

shoulder, and he, his hand stroking her hair, murmuring 

softly, ‘Katie,’ before they pulled back and looked into 

each other’s eyes. And it never seemed to matter who was 

there at the time, they made no attempt to hide their 

obvious affection for each other.


Then, as always, Danny turned to Ella and held out his 

arms. Now she ran to him to be swung up into the air and 

round and round until she laughed and squealed that she 

was dizzy.


Pretending breathlessness, Danny panted as he set her 

on the ground once more. ‘My, you’re getting heavy and 

so tall too. She’s nearly as tall as our Rob, and he’s like a 

streak of pump water.’


Kate smiled. ‘Where is he, anyway?’


‘On the marsh or in the dunes, just like we used to be, 

Katie,’ he said softly. ‘He nearly lives out there when he 

can get out of doing his fair share of the work.’


Kate laughed, her head thrown back, her hair ruffled. 

‘We used to do our share of disappearing at milking 

time . . .’


Ella looked up at them, her glance going from one to 

the other. ‘Were you friends then? When you were my 

age?’


They looked down at her, startled by her question, 

almost as if, for a moment, they had forgotten she was 

there.


‘Oh yes, Ella love,’ Danny began, ‘we were friends all 

right . . .’ Suddenly, there was the noise of rubber tyres 

skidding on the loose gravel at the edge of the lane and 

they all turned to see a boy, a few months older than Ella, 

riding his bicycle at breakneck speed into the farmyard, 

narrowly missing the gatepost. The brakes squealed as the 

bike slithered to a halt a few feet from them.


‘Talk of the Devil,’ Danny murmured. ‘Here he is.’


It was like looking at a much younger version of her 

Uncle Danny; the same black curly hair, the same wide 

grin and laughing, cheeky, brown eyes.


At her side, Ella heard her mother gasp. Kate was 

gaping at the boy and her face was suddenly, strangely, 

pale. ‘Heavens! He’s the spitting image of you and – 

and . . .’ Her voice faded away and Ella saw the glance 

that passed between her mother and Danny.


Slowly the man nodded. ‘I know. I’m not going to be 

allowed to forget who my father was, am I, Katie? Not 

while young Rob’s around?’


Kate shook her head, her gaze coming back to rest on 

the boy.


Curious, Ella stared at him too. So this, she thought, 

was Rob Eland. Ella watched as the boy propped his 

bicycle against the barn wall and walked towards them, a 

swagger in every step.


‘One of these days,’ Danny was saying to his son, ‘you’ll 

come such a cropper off that bike.’


But the boy’s grin only widened, the brown eyes full of 

mischievous daring.


Danny put his arm about Ella’s thin shoulders, drawing 

her forward. ‘This is Ella, Rob, and her mam . . .’ Again 

the swift glance flew between the two adults, before he 

added, ‘yar aunty Kate.’


Ella was still staring at Rob. He was slightly taller than 

she was and just as thin, but, she guessed, wiry and strong. 

His short, coal black curly hair glistened wetly and even 

though it was a wintry January day, he wore only a 

sleeveless pullover over his shirt, short trousers and knee-length 

grey socks that were apparently permanently wrinkled 

around his ankles.


‘Hello,’ he nodded towards Kate and then his gaze met 

Ella’s fixed stare.


‘Rob, show Ella around the farm while I have a talk 

with her mam,’ Danny said.


There was a fleeting expression of irritation on the boy’s 

face, but Ella noticed that he hid it valiantly from his 

father. As Danny turned away, he put his arm around 

Kate’s waist and led her into the house. Ella watched Rob’s 

brown eyes darken as he stared after them. Then his gaze 

flickered briefly towards Ella, an unspoken question in 

their depths, then back again to the doorway through 

which the adults had disappeared. She saw him lift his 

shoulders fractionally, shrugging off something he could 

not understand.


‘Come on, then,’ he muttered, and marched ahead of 

her towards a line of brick buildings, kicking a stone as he 

went, sending it rattling across the cobbles of the yard. 

‘We’ve got a calf in here. Like to see it?’


Ella nodded.


He showed her all round the farm; the huge sow with 

her litter of seven piglets. ‘One died,’ he told Ella, ‘but 

she’s rearing the rest.’


Then he took her to a low wall at the bottom of the 

yard overlooking the vast expanse of flat fields, the newly 

ploughed brown furrows stretching straight true to the 

horizon. ‘We farm all this.’ He waved his hand seeming to 

encompass all the land as far as they could see. Showing 

off, Ella thought, just like a boy.


‘As far as that line of trees. See? Then it’s your grandmother’s 

farm.’ He turned round to look at her and there 

was a definite note of admiration in his voice as he added, 

‘She owns all her farm.’


‘Don’t you?’


He shook his head. ‘We’re only tenants of part of the 

old squire’s estate.’


Ella stared at him and her eyes grew large with surprise 

as he went on. ‘She’s great, your grannie. I like going to 

Brumbys’ Farm. We often go over and help ’em out at 

harvest time. And your grandpa, Mester Godfrey, he’s a 

whiz with engines and stuff. Me dad’s good, but he always 

ses himself he’s not a patch on your grandpa.’


Ella swelled with pride because she loved her Grandpa 

Godfrey dearly, but as for her grandmother . . . ‘You 

actually like her?’ The words were spoken before she could 

stop them escaping her lips.


Rob blinked. ‘Yeah, ’course I do. We’re great pals, me 

an’ her.’ The grin widened, showing a perfect, even line of 

white teeth. ‘She calls me “Boy”.’ There was pride in his 

voice. To him, her nickname for him was an endearment.


‘Well, I don’t like her. I think she’s a horrible old 

woman.’


He gaped at her for a moment. ‘You’re a right little 

spitfire, aren’t ya? I bet she puts you in ya place.’


‘Ella, Ella, where are you?’ It was her mother’s voice 

calling.


‘Race you back,’ she challenged him, turned and began 

to run.


She heard the pounding of his boots behind her and as 

they rounded the corner of the farmhouse and saw the 

three grown-ups in the yard – Kate, Danny and now Rosie 

too – they were neck and neck. Ella, taking the inside line, 

nearer the corner, gained a few valuable strides and she 

reached the adults first, slowing down as she passed them 

and turning to grin triumphantly at the boy behind her.


‘I’ll get you next time,’ he stabbed his finger at her, but 

Ella only threw back her head and laughed aloud. ‘I’ll beat 

you any day, Rob Eland.’


As they joined the adults, Ella heard Danny say softly 

to her mother, ‘My, that takes us back a bit, dun’t it, 

Katie? I could never keep up with you, could I?’


Kate smiled down at her daughter and ruffled her short 

curls. ‘She takes after me in some things, right enough. But 

she’s a lot of me mam in her too.’


Ella looked up at her mother, her blue eyes sparking 

anger. ‘Don’t you say I’m like her,’ she spat, and she turned 

and marched away without even bidding Danny, Rosie 

and young Rob ‘goodbye’.


Faintly, she heard her mother sigh and say, ‘See what I 

mean . . .?’


Without waiting for her mother, Ella walked out of the 

farmyard and up the lane, deliberately keeping her gaze 

straight ahead.




 





Three


The funeral on the following day was at a village called 

Suddaby, some thirteen or so miles inland from the coast.


‘I promised him he’d be buried between ’em,’ Esther 

Godfrey informed her family, ‘so that’s where he’s going. 

But I ’spect it’ll set all the tongues wagging again.’


‘Oh, come, Esther love,’ Jonathan Godfrey said in his 

deep voice, his gentle smile creasing the lines around his 

eyes. ‘It’s all so long ago. No one will remember now . . .’


‘Huh, dun’t you believe it,’ Esther countered. ‘Village 

folk have got long memories, ’specially when it’s a nice bit 

o’ scandal. ’Sides,’ she added, resentment in her tone. 

‘They’ve got a more recent juicy morsel. Like grandmother, 

like granddaughter, ain’t it?’ Esther pursed her lips and 

glanced briefly at Kate, but when her glance came to rest 

on Ella, the young girl was surprised to see the hard 

expression in the older woman’s eyes soften. ‘Aye, an’ you 

an’ me are the innocents in it all, ain’t we, Missy?’


Ella opened her mouth to ask what she meant, but one 

glance at her mother’s face, flaming red with embarrassment, 

was enough to make the girl bite back her searching 

question.


The mourners travelled in a convoy of cars behind the 

hearse, a huge black gleaming vehicle with glass windows, 

the coffin covered with three wreaths; one from Esther, 

one from Kate and Ella and one with a card which read 

‘From all the Eland Family’.


As the vehicles drew to a halt outside the gate of the 

tiny church, there were only two more people who were 

still strangers to Ella. One was helped out of the car driven 

by Danny and bringing Rosie and Rob too. She was an 

older lady, with a gentle, rather sad, face, Ella thought. 

Her grey hair, white at the temples, was pulled back from 

her face into a round bun at the nape of her neck. She was 

very stout and waddled a little as she walked, as if her legs 

hurt her. Her round face had hardly any wrinkles, except 

for a few faint lines around her eyes, though the fold of fat 

under her jawline made it look as if she had two chins. Her 

smile as she came towards Ella and her mother was gentle, 

and, to Ella’s amazement, loving.


‘Oh, Kate, my little Kate.’ Her fat arms enveloped Kate 

and then she bent towards Ella. ‘And this is Ella. What 

pretty hair . . .’ She reached out and touched the girl’s 

curls. Usually Ella would have drawn back from such a 

display from a stranger, but she knew instinctively that this 

woman’s affection was genuine and that to rebuff her 

gesture would hurt her.


And if anyone knew what that felt like, then Ella Hilton 

did. So she smiled at the woman and submitted to being 

hugged to the ample bosom.


‘This is Mrs Eland, Ella. Rob’s grandma,’ Kate said.


‘Oh, call me, Grandma Eland, love,’ the large woman 

said, ‘everyone else does.’


The other stranger was waiting for the funeral party in 

the church porch. A tall, thin woman, with short, dull-coloured 

hair. She wore glasses on her thin nose and her 

mouth was so pinched that she scarcely seemed to have 

any lips at all.


‘Well now, fancy her coming,’ Ella heard her grandmother 

murmur as they walked up the pathway towards 

the church.


‘Who is it, Mum?’ the curious girl whispered.


A wry smile twitched at the corner of Kate’s mouth. 

‘Someone I thought you’d never meet, Ella. My sister – your aunty Lilian.’


Ella watched, wide-eyed, as her grandmother greeted 

the woman. ‘So, you found time to come to yar grandad’s 

funeral, then?’


The thin woman sniffed and leaned forward to kiss 

Esther, though the action was one of duty rather than of 

affection. ‘Hello, Mother,’ she said stiffly.


The stranger was greeted by each member of the family 

in turn.


‘This is a surprise, Lilian,’ Ella heard her mother say. 

‘How are you?’


‘I’m very well, thank you, Kate.’ The polite enquiry was 

not reciprocated and then Ella found herself standing 

before the woman looking up into the coldest eyes she had 

ever seen. She was holding out her slim fingers towards 

Ella. ‘And I suppose this is your – er – daughter. How do 

you do, Danielle?’


Ella was hardly ever called by her full name, not even 

by her teachers at school, so it was quite a shock to hear it 

used so formally and, it seemed somehow, with deliberate 

emphasis.


That shock appeared to be shared by her mother, for 

she heard Kate gasp. Above the girl’s head, the two sisters 

glared at each other until Jonathan Godfrey said gently, 

‘Come along, it’s time we were going in.’


Putting his arm around Esther, he led her forward to 

enter the church behind the coffin leaving the other members 

of the family to arrange themselves and follow. With 

obvious reluctance, Kate and Lilian walked beside each 

other and Ella found her hand being taken by the large, 

kindly Grandma Eland. ‘You walk with me, lovey. Yar mam’s got to sit up the front. But you sit with me and 

young Rob.’


Once again a brief look of disgust crossed the boy’s face 

and Ella grinned inwardly. Boys of his age didn’t like being 

made to sit with girls, but there was not a thing he could 

do about it.





After the service in the church the party moved into the 

graveyard, making their way amongst the gravestones 

towards the place where a deep hole had been dug between 

two identical existing headstones. Standing, shivering, 

between the large lady and Rob Eland, Ella read the two 

inscriptions whilst the vicar in a monotone rattled through 

the words of the interment. ‘. . . Ashes to ashes . . .’ flowed 

over Ella’s head as her mind dwelt on the words on the 

two simple white marble headstones.


To the left of the newly dug grave, the inscription read: 

‘In loving memory of Rebecca Benson, beloved wife of 

William Benson, departed this life 30th March 1919, aged 

62 years. Her reward is in Heaven.’


That must be the old man’s wife, Ella thought. What a 

long time ago it was since she had died. She did quick 

mental arithmetic; it was over thirty years. But then she 

knew her great-grandfather had been over ninety.


Her glance went to the grave on the other side of the 

hole. ‘In loving memory of Constance Everatt who fell 

asleep 9th June 1893, aged nineteen years. The Lord giveth 

and the Lord taketh away.’


She felt sad to think that someone should die so young. 

She imagined it could be Will and Rebecca’s daughter, but 

her name was funny – not Benson. Everatt? It was not a 

surname Ella knew and yet the girl was buried so close to Will and with a headstone to match the one at the head of 

where Will’s wife lay.


The vicar’s voice faded away and the grown-ups were 

beginning to move away from the side of the grave. Ella 

pointed at the headstone on the right and asked, ‘Who’s 

the girl who died young?’


In the silence her voice sounded shrill and intrusive. The 

moment she had spoken, Ella knew she had said the wrong 

thing. At her side Grandma Eland squeezed her hand and 

bent towards her to whisper softly, ‘It’s some relation of 

your . . .’


‘Children should be seen and not heard,’ Esther snapped, 

though her forbidding gaze was not on her inquisitive 

granddaughter but on Grandma Eland. Ella looked up to 

see the large woman’s cheeks turn pink. She was biting her 

lip and even though Ella whispered again, ‘Who? Who is 

it?’ Grandma Eland shook her head and muttered, ‘I’d best 

say no more, love.’


Esther, tucking her arm through her husband’s, turned 

away, pausing only to glance towards Kate and add, ‘Can’t 

you control your . . .’


Ella held her breath. In the stillness it seemed as if 

everyone present was waiting and listening. Then she 

saw her grandpa place his hand over Esther’s where it 

rested on his arm. ‘Steady on, love,’ he said quietly. 

‘Think about the child. You should know how it feels.’ 

Esther’s gaze swivelled swiftly, her mouth open to utter a 

sharp retort. But meeting his concerned, loving eyes, that 

gentled his censure, instead, a small smile played on 

her mouth and she gave a tiny nod as if understanding 

exactly what he meant. Ella saw her grandmother glance 

briefly at the grave of the young girl and then she looked 

again at Ella, who returned her stare, though knowing her own face was growing red. The girl dipped her head to the 

left; it was a self-conscious habit, though she was scarcely 

aware of it herself, to hide the tiny birthmark on her 

jawline.


Surprisingly, the older woman’s eyes softened as she 

seemed to be seeing her granddaughter properly for the 

first time. She took her hand from Jonathan’s arm and held 

it out towards Ella. ‘Come and walk with me an’ yar 

grandpa,’ she said. Suddenly, like the sun appearing from 

behind a black cloud, Esther Godfrey smiled.


Feeling Grandma Eland release her hand and give her a 

gentle push, Ella moved forward to walk between Esther 

and Jonathan.


‘Well,’ her grandmother remarked. ‘We’re the oldest 

now, Jonathan. Head of the family . . .’ she snorted with 

wry laughter and above Ella’s head glanced at her husband. 

‘For what that’s worth.’


Ella heard Jonathan’s deep chuckle, but her head was 

turned to look up at Esther. The broad-brimmed hat 

almost hid her grandmother’s lovely hair; only the wisps 

of grey at the temples were visible. The black tailored coat 

hugged her slim figure and she marched along with 

sprightly, determined steps as if eager to get back to her 

farm and its never-ending work.


‘The farm’s my mother’s life,’ Ella had often heard her 

mother say to Peggy, even before she had met Esther 

Godfrey. ‘That and, of course, Dad.’


And Peggy would smile and say softly, ‘I think if it came 

to a contest, though, my brother would win, Kate.’


‘Without a doubt,’ Kate would laugh. ‘Hands down.’


Now as she walked along between them, their conversation 

flowing above her head, Ella could feel the affection 

between the couple. The ten-year-old girl could sense, 

though perhaps not rationalise, that these two people were all in all to each other and, suddenly, she felt left out, an 

intruder between them.


Her grandpa said, ‘Perhaps Rob will take you on the 

beach when we get back, Ella.’


She shrugged. ‘I don’t think he’ll want to.’


‘Course he’ll take you,’ Esther said sharply. ‘If I ask 

him.’


Ella saw the look that passed between the adults. ‘She’ll 

be all right with him,’ her grandmother murmured, ‘Rob’s 

a good lad. Can’t do any harm . . .’ There was a strange 

melancholy in her voice and she sighed as she added, ‘Not 

this time.’


Jonathan nodded and then his work-roughened, yet still 

gentle, fingers rested briefly on her curls. ‘You listen to 

what Rob tells you, Ella. He knows the sea and its moods. 

The beach can be a dangerous place if the mists come up 

suddenly.’


She heard her grandmother’s stifled laughter and her 

murmured, ‘Oh, you rogue!’ Then they reached out 

towards each other and, behind Ella’s back, held hands 

like a young courting couple. Perceptively, Ella guessed her 

grandfather’s words had revived a secret memory that 

brought an impish smile to Esther Godfrey’s mouth and 

excluded the young girl walking between them even more. 

Tired of feeling an interloper, she ducked under the loop 

of their joined hands, saying, ‘I’ll wait for Mum.’


But when she turned back to look for Kate, she saw her 

mother and Danny walking together.


‘It’ll be all right for me to borrow your car on Saturday 

afternoon, then?’ Kate was asking.


‘Of course ya can. Where are you going?’


Kate tapped his nose playfully. ‘Ask no questions . . .’


‘. . . told no lies,’ they both finished, laughing together, 

their heads bent towards each other, almost touching.


‘I thought you were going back tomorrow?’ he said, 

probing again.


Kate’s eyes sparkled suddenly. ‘There’s been a change 

of plan and don’t ask me why, because I’m not telling 

you.’


‘Oh, Mum,’ Ella complained petulantly. ‘We’re not 

staying here any longer, are we?’


‘Hey.’ Danny looked down at her, feigning an 

expression of hurt pride. ‘Don’t you want to stay here with 

us?’


Candidly the girl said, ‘If we could stay with you, yes.’ 

Her glance flickered meaningfully towards her 

grandmother.


Danny raised his eyebrows and his mouth rounded in a 

silent ‘oh’.


‘Run and find Rob, there’s a good girl,’ Kate said, and 

turned back to talk to Danny.


Ella glanced about her. Behind them, Rosie was helping 

Grandma Eland down the pathway back towards the 

waiting cars. As for her aunty Lilian, she had preceded all 

of them from the churchyard and was walking swiftly 

along the road towards a brand new car parked a little 

way beyond the church. The thin shoulders were hunched 

as she hurried along, as if she couldn’t wait to get away 

from this place. Ella felt ignored by everyone and she was 

annoyed now to think that she must spend yet another 

night in the horrible little room. It was no better than an 

attic.


‘Where is Rob?’ she demanded in a loud voice. Her 

mother and Danny turned to look at her, staring at her as 

if, in the space of a few moments, they had completely 

forgotten she was still there.


‘Oh – er . . .’ Danny glanced about. ‘I don’t know. He 

was here a minute ago . . .’


Behind them they heard the rustle of leaves and the 

smack of wood on wood and Ella turned to see the boy 

flinging a stick up into a tree.


Ella turned and was jumping and skipping over the 

graves to reach him.


‘Ella – Ella, don’t do that!’ Kate called.


Then she heard her grandmother’s sharp voice. ‘Danielle 

Hilton! Come back here this instant.’


But Ella pretended not to hear and ran on.




 





Four


‘Never seen the sea!’ The boy couldn’t believe it.


‘So what?’ Ella retorted defensively. ‘You ever seen the 

city?’


‘Course I have.’


‘Have you been to the very top of the tower of the 

cathedral, then?’


He stared at her, shook his head, then smirked. ‘Bet you 

haven’t.’


‘Yes, I have. So there.’


‘When?’


‘Last summer, with Mum.’


‘I bet,’ he scoffed.


‘Ask her. Go on, then, ask her.’ She gripped his arm 

and, fury lending her strength, she dragged him towards 

where her mother and Danny were at the kitchen table 

pouring out cups of tea and handing them round.


‘I thought our Lilian might have come back to the 

house,’ Kate was murmurmg.


‘Couldn’t get away fast enough, could she?’ Danny 

replied. ‘It’s a shame for ya mam and dad.’


‘Mum, just tell him, will you, we went up the cathedral 

tower last summer. He doesn’t believe me. Tell him, Mum.’


Kate smiled. ‘Yes, Rob. Right to the very top.’


‘There, I told you so,’ Ella said triumphantly. ‘I never 

tell lies.’


‘I’m pleased to hear it, Missy,’ remarked her grandmother, coming into the kitchen at that moment. ‘Mind ya 

never do. Now then, off you go, the pair of you, and give 

us old ’uns a bit o’ peace. Rob, tek Ella on the beach, will 

ya?’ And when the boy looked disgruntled at once again 

being asked to ‘look after’ Ella, her grandmother, with an 

impish smile on her mouth, added, ‘Time we educated this 

townie, ain’t it?’


As the boy laughed with her at Ella’s expense, Esther 

ruffled his black hair. ‘Off ya go then, Boy.’


Ella caught her uncle Danny’s eye and, giving her a 

broad wink, he said, ‘Well, if Ella’s a “townie”, I reckon 

we’re a load o’ country bumpkins.’


She gave him a swift, grateful smile and, grabbing a 

sausage roll from the table piled high with ham and tongue, 

pastries and cakes, and stuffing it into her mouth, followed 

Rob out of the back door.


The wind whistled through the elder trees as they 

climbed the dunes. Pushing their way through the bushes, 

Ella drew her hand back quickly. ‘Ouch!’


The boy looked round. ‘That’s a buckthorn. They’ve 

got very sharp prickles.’


She glowered at him, ‘You might have said,’ she muttered, 

but he only grinned and went on ahead.


There was a sudden rustle in the thick grass and a blur 

of grey fur scurried over her feet and bounded down the 

sandy slope. Ella screamed. ‘What was it?’


‘Only a rabbit. The sandhills are full of ’em.’


Hugging her arms around herself, her eyes darting to 

left and right, they climbed to the top of the dunes. She 

stood and looked about her whilst Rob pointed westwards. 

‘There’s yar grannie’s farm and all her land right to the 

river and beyond. That’s our place over there . . .’ She 

followed the line of his finger and saw the long low 

farmhouse and the farm buildings clustered around it. ‘And those chimneys ya can just see above the trees, that’s 

the Grange. And right over there,’ he pointed to the southwest 

now, ‘that’s Souters’ Farm, but it’s a bit far away to 

see it properly from here. My best mate, Jimmy, lives 

there.’


‘Mum said that big house is empty now,’ Ella 

murmured.


‘That’s right, but I’m going to live there one day.’


‘Now who’s bragging?’


He turned his dark brown eyes upon her, his face 

serious. ‘Oh, I aren’t bragging, Townie. I mean it.’


Conditioned to crueller taunts, Ella laughed. ‘All right, 

Country Bumpkin. I believe you.’


Still not content that she really did believe him, Rob 

added, ‘I aren’t ever going to leave here. I’m going to be a 

farmer like me dad, and one day I’m going to buy the 

Grange and live in it.’


He was gazing out across the flat wintry fields, a small 

smile playing on his mouth. He wasn’t being arrogant, she 

realized. He loved this place, his home, the land and if it 

was his ambition to live in the big house, then at this 

moment she could believe he would make it come true.


‘Fleethaven Point’s over there.’ He gestured, much 

closer now, to their left. ‘We’ll come back that way.’ He 

swivelled round and she followed. Now they faced eastward, 

but even yet she could not see the sea. Before them 

lay a flat expanse of marshland, a sea of green grass 

through which tiny rivulets meandered secretly, lying in 

wait for the unwary. The vast openness unnerved the city 

girl, used to noise and bustle and people. At home, even at 

night, there was always the distant hum of a passing 

vehicle, whilst here, in the tiny bedroom with its sloping 

roof, there was only the wind whistling around the remote 

farmhouse and a disconcerting rustling of birds – or worse – in the roof. Ella shivered. She felt vulnerable and knew, 

alone, she would soon get completely lost. But Rob, her 

guide, knew every inch of this marsh. It was his playground. 

Grudgingly she had to acknowledge that what her 

gran had said was true; while she was with Rob Eland, she 

was safe.


‘Come on,’ he urged her. ‘The sea’s beyond that second 

line of dunes. This part of the coastline keeps getting built 

up by the currents sweeping the sand down the coast and 

because we’re at the mouth of the Wash it settles here.’


She listened, amazed at his knowledge. As they crossed 

the marsh, jumping the streams, he paused every so often 

to point out a plant or a gull soaring above them. ‘That’s a 

black-headed gull and that’s a common gull and that’s a 

great black-backed gull.’ There seemed to be a flock of 

birds wheeling above their heads now.


‘How can you tell the difference?’ she asked. ‘They all 

look alike to me.’


‘’S easy. The common gull has a grey back and no red 

spot on its beak, unlike the others. The black-backed gull, 

like its name, is black right across its back and wingspan. 

And there’s a red dot on its beak. I wish we’d got me dad’s 

binoculars with us. You’d see it then. He’s got some 

massive binoculars.’ Rob laughed, the sound bouncing on 

the breeze. ‘First time I used ’em, it brought everythin’ that 

close, I thought a gull was diving straight at me.’


‘And I suppose,’ she said sarcastically, ‘the black-headed 

gull has a black head.’


‘How very clever of you,’ he mocked her cheerfully in 

return. ‘Right, close ya eyes now.’


‘What for?’


‘I’ll take you to the top and then you can open ’em and 

see the sea.’


She did as he bid and felt him grasp her elbow to steer her up to the top of the dune. Now she could hear the 

waves plainly.


‘Right, stand still. Now – open ya eyes.’


She gasped at the sight of the vast expanse of grey 

water. Huge breakers came rolling towards the shore, their 

tips foaming white even before they reached their final roll 

to come crashing on to the sand.


Ella took a step backwards. ‘I’m not going in that 

lot!’


Rob laughed. ‘You should see it when the wind’s in the 

right direction. We get some magnificent rollers then.’ He 

stretched up his hand skywards. ‘Big as a house sometimes, 

they are.’


Ella shuddered.


‘Ya dun’t get owt like that in the town, d’ya?’ he 

goaded.


She turned to go back, but he said, ‘Come on, let’s go 

right to the edge.’


She hesitated a moment too long, looking doubtfully at 

the angry sea, suddenly afraid of its power. It looked as if 

it could engulf her and sweep her away . . .


Slyly he said, ‘Scaredy cat. I dare ya.’


That did it.


Suddenly, she found herself running across the sand 

towards the waves, with Rob pounding after her.


They played ‘catch me if you can’ with the waves until 

Ella failed to skip out of the way quickly enough and the 

swiftly flowing wave caught the toes of her brown leather 

shoes.


‘That’ll ruin yar shoes. Now you’re for it.’


Ella shrugged. ‘Mum’ll just sigh and say, “Oh, Ella,” 

but she’ll not get mad.’


‘Mebbe not. But yar grannie will,’ Rob reminded 

her.


Ella snorted. ‘I don’t care what she says.’


The boy stared at her. ‘Well, you ought to. She’s 

nice, your gran.’ And with that, he turned and marched 

away from her along the beach, leaving Ella staring after 

him.


She caught up with him as he skirted round the land 

that formed the Point itself. As she drew level he gestured 

towards a long promontory of land jutting out into the sea 

as it swirled around the Point, and said, ‘That’s the Spit. 

Yar gran loves that place. She walks right along the bank 

and stands at the very end, just watching the sea and the 

sky.’


It was obvious that her grandmother figured largely in 

his life, as if her very presence in this place touched the 

lives of all those who lived here.


‘Come on, I’ll show you where both my grandmas live 

in the cottages over there.’


They were following the curve of the coastline and 

coming to the triangular piece of land which lay between 

the marsh, the mouth of the river and the sea. They came 

first to a dilapidated building, only half-standing, the rest 

crumbling into ruin.


‘What’s that place, then?’


‘Oh, that was the pub, the Seagull. It was bombed in 

the war. My grandad Eland was killed in it.’


‘Oh how awful!’


‘Me grandma Eland lives on her own in that cottage 

second from the far end, and me grandad and grandma 

Maine live in this end cottage.’ Rob was indicating a line 

of four cottages in front of which lay a stretch of grass and 

then the river which flowed into the sea and helped to form 

the Point which gave the place its name. He turned and 

looked at her. ‘Where’s your other gran live, then?’


‘Eh? Oh – I haven’t got one.’


‘Ya must have. Ya dad’s mam. Everybody’s got two.’


Ella shook her head. ‘Well, I haven’t.’


He was leaning closer. ‘Ain’t you got a dad?’




‘He was in the war.’ It was the answer she always gave, 

trusting to luck that it wasn’t really a lie. Nearly all the 

men had been in the war at the time she had been born; 

there was every chance he really had been in one of the 

services, whoever he was, she always thought bitterly, but 

would say no more. From her curt answer, she allowed 

people to guess for themselves what might have happened 

to him. Deliberately changing the subject, she put her head 

on one side and said, ‘Well, I like your gran. Shall we 

swap? I’ll have yours and you can have mine.’


He laughed, but insisted, ‘She’s all right, your gran, 

when ya get to know her.’


He turned and led her towards where the road rose 

steeply over a natural bank and dipped down the other 

side.


‘Oh,’ Ella said, as she stood on the top of the rise. ‘I 

know where we are now. This is the road back to town, 

isn’t it?’


‘Yeah. Come on, we’d best be getting back.’


They ran down the incline and, only a short distance 

along the lane, they turned into the gate of Brumbys’ 

Farm.


Her grandmother met them at the back door. ‘Just look 

at your shoes, Missy.’


‘It weren’t her fault, Missus. She didn’t know the salt 

water would mark ’em.’


‘Don’t try and mek excuses, Boy. She should have 

known better.’


Unabashed by Esther’s tirade, Rob said, ‘She can’t help 

being a townie, Missus.’


He grinned up at Esther Godfrey and she, despite her irritation, had to smile. ‘You young rogue! Why is it I can 

never stay mad at you for many minutes? You soon have 

me laughing in spite of mesen.’ She pulled the door wider 

open and, with one last, despairing glance at Ella’s shoes 

where the sea water had left an uneven white line of salt 

across the toes, she sighed and said, ‘Come on in and get 

those wet shoes off. Mebbe yar grandpa can get the stain 

off.’ She tutted disapprovingly as the two youngsters 

trooped past her into the living room where the other 

adults were still gathered.


Ella’s glance went at once to her mother. She was sitting 

beside Danny, her head inclined towards him listening to 

him, her gaze upon his face, a small smile playing on her 

gentle mouth. He must have said something which amused 

them both, for they laughed softly, swaying towards each 

other, their heads, for a second even closer, almost touching. 

By her side, Ella was aware that Rob was staring at 

his father too, a puzzled frown creasing his young forehead. 

They hadn’t even noticed them enter the room until 

Esther said, ‘She’s ruined her good shoes, Kate. She’d be to 

her bed with no supper if I had owt to do wi’ it.’


Kate looked up and held her hand out to Ella, drawing 

her closer. Glancing down at her daughter’s feet, she sighed 

and said, ‘Oh, Ella . . .’


Behind her, Ella heard Rob stifle a giggle as her mother, 

predictable as ever, had said exactly what Ella had said she 

would.


The girl grinned at her mother, love for her gentleness 

flowing through her. ‘I’m sorry, Mum. Honest. I didn’t 

know it would make such a mark. I thought it’d just dry 

off like when I get them wet in a puddle.’
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