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To the brave boys of Bomber Command




Chapter One

Ellie raced along the jigger, her bare feet sliding painfully over the rain-soaked cobbles, her hair smeared to her face by a mixture of rain, sweat and blood. There was a flash of lightning, followed closely by the booming rumble of thunder. Clutching her coat and boots to her chest as she ran, she reached the end of the jigger before turning on to Blenheim Street, not daring to check for signs of pursuit as she raced on. Despite the lashing rain there were still people about and she was halfway up Limekiln Lane when she narrowly missed a collision with a courting couple.

‘’Ere, Dora, look out. It’s Wee Willy Winky,’ the man guffawed.

His girlfriend giggled, nodding her head towards Ellie’s departing figure as she called after her, ‘I’ve ’eard of sleepwalkin’ before, but never sleep runnin’.’

Yelling a brief ‘Sorry’ over her shoulder, Ellie continued to run until she came to a covered doorway at the end of a row of shops. Panting hard, she ducked into the doorway and waited for a moment or two before risking a peep down the road. To her relief there was no sign of a pursuer. Placing her boots on the ground, she winced as she shoved her wet feet into the dry leather. Why on earth had the young man called her Wee Willy Winky? A sheet of lightning illuminated the shop doorway. To her horror a ghostly white figure stood before her in the shop’s window. Stifling a scream, she hastily began to pull the sleeve of her coat over her arm, noting out of the corner of her eye as she did so that one of the spectre’s arms disappeared. Another flash of lightning brought Ellie to a realisation. In her haste to escape Lavender Court she had forgotten that she was still in her nightie. She shook her head ruefully. ‘That’s what happens when you let your imagination run wild, Ellie Lancton. You’re jumping at your own reflection now. No wonder that chap called you Wee Willy Winky,’ she murmured.

With her coat buttoned up, Ellie peered cautiously round the shop doorway, and finding the coast to be clear she stepped out on to the street, only this time she continued at a more leisurely pace. She was heading towards the house of her best friend, Arla Winthorpe. She won’t mind me coming round in the middle of the night, Ellie reassured herself, especially when she knows what’s happened. Shoving her hands into her pockets, she ducked her head against the wind and reflected on the evening’s events which had brought her to this point.

It had been nearly two months since the passing of her mother, and whilst Ellie had managed to pay the rent every week, her payments were nearly always a day or so late.

‘Sorry, Mr Crowther. I know I owe you the money and I promise you’ll get it, but Mrs Wardle, the one I do laundry for, well she says she’s still waitin’ to be paid by the folk what give her the laundry, and she reckons she can’t afford to pay me till she’s been paid herself, you see.’ Ellie had looked nervously at her landlord. ‘I did tell her I owed you the rent, and she said she would definitely pay me tomorrer, or the day after at the very latest. Sorry.’

Sid stood, arms folded, glaring. ‘And how’s that meant to be my problem? You’re the one who owes the rent and you should make sure you get it to me on time. I don’t care how you do it, just make sure you do. No one I know lives rent free, and even if they do they sure as hell don’t do it my ‘ouses, not when I’ve bills of me own to pay.’

Heading out into the court, he had slammed the front door behind him whilst Ellie retreated to her room and padded over to the window. Her heart sank as she watched her landlord enter the Cock and Bull public house. He was already in a bad mood, but throwing alcohol into the mix would be like pouring petrol on to an already blazing fire.

Turning from the window, she went to the small cupboard which she used to store food and cutlery, and pulled out a rather stale end of bread which she managed to half cut, half tear into two pieces. She glanced round the bare cupboard, wishing there was a small jar of dripping or jam in there, and put one of the pieces back on the shelf before biting down into the other and beginning to chew.

When war had first been declared, Ellie had asked her mother if she might leave school and get a job working in one of the munitions factories, but her mother had been against the idea.

‘You ain’t leavin’ school, so there’s no point in arguin’. Get your certificate first and then you can get a better job; only stands to reason.’ Seeing the disappointment on Ellie’s face, she had softened. ‘I know you want to do your bit, but you’d be better off waitin’ till you’re sixteen. That way you can apply for one of the services, then you’d get a proper job, like one of them secretaries what do the shorthand and type stuff up – you know the sort of thing. Summat that’ll set you up for life. You won’t get that if you work in a munitions factory, even if you don’t get blown up first.’

This conversation had taken place one Saturday whilst Ellie helped her mother scrub sheets in Mr Wong’s Chinese Laundry. One of the women working opposite them had voiced her opinion.

‘Our Reenie works in the Royal Ordnance factory in Kirkby and she’s turned as yeller as a daffodil. It don’t come off neither, no matter how hard she scrubs. You don’t want to work in the one in Fazakerley neither. That poor Billy from Maple Court will never be the same again, not since the accident.’

Ellie had sighed. She knew they were right, but she would not turn sixteen until the following December, which was over a year away.

When her mother had died Ellie had reconsidered applying for one of the factory jobs, which would bring better wages and regular work. It meant she wouldn’t have to worry over such things as rent, but it would also mean going against her mother’s wishes, and that was something Ellie could not bring herself to do, no matter how hard the going got. She already felt guilty about having left school immediately after Millie’s death, but that had been necessary and she knew her mother would have understood.

She drew the threadbare curtains closed and padded over to the washstand, dipped her flannel into the ice-cold water, then took a deep breath and gingerly drew the flannel swiftly across her face and hands. Shivering from her brief wash, she pulled her thick nightie over her head, then laid her clothes on top of her bed and climbed carefully between the sheets.

Curling up into a ball, she blew on her hands as she rubbed them together. They were halfway through spring, and even though the weather outside was mild the inside of the glass window was laced with frost and the room itself was icy cold.

‘These bloody courts want knockin’ down,’ Mr Rogers, one of Ellie’s oldest neighbours, had commented as they queued for the water pump which stood beside the privies.

Mr Turnbull had nodded his head in agreement. ‘I reckon they should shoot the bugger who built ’em in the first place,’ he tutted disapprovingly. ‘Who in their right mind would build houses what was always in the shade? Stands to reason they’ll allus be damp and mouldy. My missis is hackin’ up summat awful, mornin’, noon and night. And fancy stickin’ the water pump next to the lavvy. It’s a wonder we ain’t all got cholera, especially when the bogs get bunged up.’ Behind him there had been a general mumur of agreement.

Ellie turned her thoughts back to the problem of the overdue rent and how her landlord had reverted from the understanding man who had told her not to worry to the surly man who claimed he had been mistaken about her mother’s payments.

‘Dunno ’ow it ’appened, but I were wrong about your mam being a month’s rent in advance, I noticed it when I were checkin’ through me books, so you see you ain’t got the time I thought you had.’ His furtive glances and shifty stance had left Ellie in no doubt that the man was lying, but she had no proof. Sid insisted on keeping everyone’s rent book in his room, so he could easily change any entries previously made. Asking to see her mother’s book would be a waste of time.

It was shortly after this revelation that he had started hassling her for the money, making vicious, spiteful remarks if she was late with payments. So far, however, she had never been subjected to his violent temper. She had heard from her neighbours that he was known to fly into blind drunken rages, smashing windows or kicking in doors; then the next day, when he had sobered up, he would demand payment for the damage, reasoning that if they had paid on time in the first place he would never had got so angry. Of course it was unfair, but you were given two choices: pay or leave.

Ellie froze as she heard someone shouting outside, then relaxed again as she recognised the voice of an ARP warden ordering someone to ‘put that light out’. It was Arthur Byrnes, Archie Byrnes’s father, who lived in the same court as Arla. Ellie smiled as she remembered the last time she had seen Archie. She had gone to visit Arla and the two girls had been chatting whilst Arla waited for the privy.

‘One pump and two lavvies between ten houses ain’t enough!’ Arla had said, as she hopped from one foot to the other. She had hammered her fist on the wooden door of the toilet. ‘Archie Byrnes, you’ve been in there for the last five minutes, and you know full well the other one’s busted. Stop bein’ selfish and get your backside out here. Some of us is bustin’.’

‘Sod off!’ had come the reply from behind the wooden door. ‘I told you already, I can’t go wi’ you standin’ there with yer ear pressed to the door listenin’.’

Arla had rolled her eyes. ‘I have not got my ear pressed to the door. Who wants to hear that?’ She had turned to Ellie. ‘When we join the WAAF it won’t be like this. They’ll have proper fassi – fassilli – lavvies, and more than one, no doubt.’ She had grimaced at Ellie as she tried to stop nature taking its course. ‘Remember when Miss Siege came back into school to show us her uniform? It was really smart; much nicer than anythin’ we got. I think it’d really suit me.’

There was a rattling noise followed by the sound of rushing water and Archie Byrnes opened the toilet door. Wafting a hand in front of his face, he had winked at the girls. ‘I’d give it a minute or three if I were you. I reckon this ’un’s on its way out an’ all.’ Walking past Arla, he had grinned mischievously. ‘They won’t let you in the WAAF, not till you’ve got rid of them nits.’

Arla had balled her hand into a fist, ready to give Archie a good thump, but nature was calling, in fact it was yelling at her to get into the lavatory, so instead she had stuck out her tongue. ‘I ’aven’t got nits, Archie Byrnes, but if I did it’d be you what give’m me in the first place.’

Lying as still as she could so as not to come into contact with parts of the sheets not yet warmed by her body, Ellie grimaced as a sheet of lightning penetrated one of the many holes in the curtains. She slid out of her bed and trotted across the cold floorboards to pick up her wash towel and hang it over the top of the curtains. From outside there came the sound of male voices. Pulling the towel delicately to one side, she peered through the gap, and watched as a couple of men, neither of whom was Sid, stumbled their way down the road. With a bit of luck, she thought, he’ll be as drunk as a lord by the time he comes out, and at least that way he’ll be too tired to pick a fight. She had been about to turn away when the pub door had swung open again and another man had left the pub. Her stomach lurched unpleasantly. This time it was Sid, and judging by the way he was holding on to the lamppost for support he was very drunk indeed. Ellie’s brow wrinkled as she tried to make out what he was doing, until, to her disgust, she realised he was relieving himself against the lamppost. ‘No better than a dog,’ she had muttered, shaking her head reprovingly, and then Sid had tilted his head back and stared straight into her room. Their eyes had locked momentarily before Ellie let the towel fall. Chastising herself for being caught spying, she had climbed back into the small bed and pulled the mixture of sheet and clothes up around her ears, closing her eyes and praying that Sid had been too drunk to focus. There was another flash of lightning and she waited for the inevitable clap of thunder, then jumped as it boomed loudly before rumbling into the distance. The front door slammed shut and she held her breath, her heart sinking as she heard Sid mount the stairs. She lay motionless as the door to her room creaked open. Taking a deep breath she listened intently, but the only thing she could hear was the beating of her heart, which seemed to grow louder and louder until she felt sure he must be able to hear it. She had been wishing him far away when, to her relief, she heard the bedroom door click shut. Letting her breath out in a big whoosh, she was about to turn over when a voice from beside her bed broke the silence.

‘Spyin’ on me, were ya?’ Sid had hiccuped, the foul odour of alchol filling the room. Lying still, Ellie was wondering whether she should pretend to be asleep when Sid gave the leg of the bed a vicious kick, causing it to scrape across the floor. ‘Don’t ignore me, you bloody tart,’ he slurred. ‘I seen you tryin’ to tek a peek at me … me manhood.’ Grabbing her roughly by the shoulder, he turned her over.

Ellie had rubbed her eyes in a pretence of waking. ‘S-s-sorry,’ she stammered. ‘I was asleep … what did you say?’

Swaying, he leaned down in front of her until their noses were inches apart. ‘Now then, you mustn’t be coy. I seen you through the winder.’ He screwed up his eyes in an effort to focus. ‘Fancy a bit o’ me, do ya?’

Despite her fear Ellie had eyed him in horror. ‘You’re old enough to be my dad …’ she had begun, but Sid, clearly offended by her statement, leaned back and struck her with the back of his hand. Blood spurted from her nose.

‘You cheeky, ungrateful … who’s been lookin’ after you since your ma died, eh? Kept a roof over yer ‘ead, promised to keep you on?’

Ellie had clasped her sleeve to her nose to stem the flow of blood. Wiping a few drops from his cheek, Sid placed his hands on her knees and leaned unsteadily forward. Staring hard into her face, he raised a hand, but this time instead of striking her he smoothed her hair back.

‘Now I come to think of it, it’s not such a bad idea is that. You’re allus havin’ trouble payin’ the rent, and I remember you sayin’ we could work summat out if you had difficulties, and I agreed. So the way I see it, two birds with one stone …’ He dropped his gaze to her chest. ‘You know, I ain’t noticed till now, but youse ain’t a child no more, are ya?’ Ellie clutched the neck of her nightie as Sid pressed his mouth close to her ear. ‘You keep me satisfied, and I reckon we can turn a blind eye to the rent …’ As he spoke, he gripped hold of her nightgown with one hand whilst the other fumbled with the crotch of his trousers.

Fearing the worst, Ellie had balled her hand into a fist and punched him as hard as she could. As both hands flew to his nose, his trousers dropped to his ankles and he sprawled backwards, unable to keep his balance. He fell to the floor with a thud, his head knocking into the legs of the washstand as he went, and the ewer teetered briefly on the edge before plummeting towards his thick skull.

Leaping to her feet, she had looked down at her agressor. His eyes were shut and the broken ewer lay in pieces over his cut and bloodied face. Without further hesitation, she had grabbed her coat and boots and descended the stairs two at a time before heading into the stormy night.

Dodging to one side as the mud cascaded back down towards her, Ellie took careful aim with another handful of dirt just as a rather annoyed and sleepy-looking Arla lifted the sash window and squinted down at her.

‘Bugger off, you little sod, else I’ll report you to …’ She paused briefly. ‘Ellie? Hang on a mo.’

Within a few seconds Arla appeared at the front door. Standing aside, she placed a finger to her lips and ushered her friend in. ‘We can talk in my room. Go quietly – I don’t want to wake me mam and dad.’

Closing the bedroom door silently behind her, she whispered, ‘I thought you was Willy Johnson from down the court. His mam lets him stay out till all hours and he’s a habit o’ wakin’ folk up whenever he gets bored.’ Turning to face Ellie, she gave a small shriek and clapped a hand over her mouth. ‘What happened? Are you all right? Do you know you’re covered in blood?’ She pointed to the bed. ‘Sit down, and I’ll fetch a cloth to clean you up. Just make sure you don’t sit on our Sally.’

Ellie looked at the double bed which contained all three of Arla’s sisters, and carefully positioned herself on the edge. Arla dipped a flannel into the bowl and began to carefully wipe the concotion of blood, mud, sweat and tears from Ellie’s face. ‘So come on, what’s happened?’ she repeated.

Taking a deep breath, Ellie told Arla about Sid, his repulsive suggestion, and the ewer. ‘Mrs B warned me about him. She told me to be careful, said I should go to her if I ever needed help. I think she suspected summat like this might happen.’ She looked at Arla through tear-brimmed eyes. ‘All I wanted was for him to leave me alone, but instead he’s flat out on my bedroom floor, covered in blood. If he’s dead the scuffers’ll blame me.’ She covered her face with her hands. ‘It’s not fair, Arla. I didn’t do anything wrong. I just wanted him to go away.’

Kneeling down, Arla rubbed Ellie’s shoulder with a comforting hand. ‘Don’t go worryin’ about the likes of Sid Crowther. It’d take a lot more than a ewer to kill him off. You said he was drunk, so you’ve more than likely just knocked him out.’

There was a snort from one of the occupants of the bed. ‘No one would give two figs if you had killed him. Everyone hates him, and once they find out what he’s done to you—’

Ellie turned sharply. ‘You mustn’t tell anyone. You know what folk can be like – he’s bound to twist things, make it look as if it was all my fault, or I’d led him on somehow. I’d be so ashamed.’

Sitting up on one elbow, Sally gazed into Ellie’s frightened eyes. ‘No one who knows you would ever think such a thing, Ellie luv, and you’ve nowt to be ashamed of either. It’s him who should be ashamed, not that he will be, of course, but you needn’t worry. If you don’t want me to say owt I promise my lips are sealed.’ Looking round the dimly lit room, she frowned. ‘Where’s your clothes?’

Ellie looked down at her nightie. ‘I’m afraid this is it.’ She let out a small groan. ‘I’ve just remembered. All my money, the photos of me mam, everything I own is back in Lavender Court, so like it or not I’m goin’ to have to go back at some stage.’

Arla jutted her chin forward in a determined fashion. ‘You’re not goin’ anywhere near that foul beast of a man. I’ll go for you.’

‘Sidney Crowther would hit you as soon as Ellie,’ Arla’s older sister informed her brusquely. ‘Why don’t you go and see Connor Murray? I bet he’s as tall as Sid.’ Sally lay back down in the bed and yawned sleepily before adding, ‘We all know Sid’s a coward when it comes to confronting men, and I know wild horses wouldn’t stop Connor if he knew Sid’d hit either of you.’

Ellie looked uncertain. ‘I don’t want to go getting Connor involved. He may be tall but he’s a lot younger than Sid, so Sid might well hit him. Besides, I don’t want to tell anyone about … about what happened.’

‘You don’t have to go into all the ins and outs, just tell him the first bit, how Sid hit you and you hit him back. You can leave the middle bit out.’ She smiled reassuringly at Ellie. ‘You’re goin’ to have to tell folk summat, luv, ’cos you’re right about one thing: Sid’ll want to get his version across first and it won’t be the real one. So you’re better tellin’ folk the truth before he gets a chance to muddy the waters, as it were.’

Ellie nodded. ‘I’ll go and see Connor first thing, but in the meantime is it all right if I kip here, just for tonight?’

Throwing back the blanket, Sally shifted over. ‘Course it is, but you’ll have to get in here with the rest of us. There won’t be much room, but with a bit of luck you’ll not fall out too many times.’

The girls had only been in bed a few hours when the air raid siren wailed across the night sky. As they headed for the shelter of the school in Bond Street, Arla reassured Ellie that she wouldn’t look out of place, as everyone was still in their nightwear with coats or dressing gowns hastily thrown over the top; nor would anyone question her presence. The people who lived in the courts were known for their hopsitality, and Arla’s parents did not raise a single brow when they saw Ellie tucked up next to Arla on one of the wooden benches.

‘’Ello, Ellie! I didn’t know you was sleepin’ over. Budge up, won’t you, love?’ Mrs Winthorpe joined them on the bench, while her husband, a cheery-looking man with a dark-stubbled chin, squinted down at Ellie.

‘’Ow’s it goin’, queen? Good job the missis woke me up; I thought Moanin’ Minnie were more thunder.’

When Ellie woke some time later it was to find Betty Winthorpe kneeling in front of her, a look of concern on her face. ‘You’re all right, Ellie luv, you’ve just had a bit of a nightmare, that’s all. You sounded real scared.’ She glanced up at Arla. ‘The all-clear’s sounded, so I think it’s best if you take Ellie back to ours and sort her some brekker out. Me and your dad’ll see if anyone wants help in the city before we come back. I heard a couple of explosions, but let’s hope there was no one inside when they hit.’

On the way back to the court Arla explained to Ellie that she had been shouting out in her sleep. ‘You was shouting “Bugger off, you filthy devil” at the top of your lungs. I managed to convince Mam that you must have been shouting at the Luftwaffe; she did look a bit doubtful at first but I think she believed me in the end.’ Entering the room in which they slept, Ellie filled the kettle whilst Arla fished some bread and jam from the storage cupboard. ‘Do you want me to see if I can get summat to fit you, or will you be all right with that old coat of your mam’s over the top of your nightie?’

‘It’s still a bit too big for me, so folk shouldn’t be able to see what I’ve got on underneath. Besides, if Connor’s home it shouldn’t be too long before I can get my own clothes.’

‘Right you are. We’ll head off as soon as we’ve drunk our tea. I know it’s still early, but with luck we can catch him before he goes off with his mates.’

Ellie and Arla had first met Connor at the youth club on Latimer Street, when Robert Green, a bully of a boy, had decided to cause trouble. It had been a couple of weeks before Christmas and Ellie had been making paper chains to decorate the room when Robert had snatched them out of her hands and begun wrapping them around her.

‘Paper chains is for little kids,’ he had sneered. ‘I reckon you’re slow, an’ they give you this to do’ cos you’re too thick to do owt else.’ His eyes shone malevolently as he started to pull the chains tight around her.

Hearing the paper start to tear, Ellie had held her breath. ‘Pack it in, Robert. These are for the Christmas party. Surely even you look forward to Christmas?’

Robert had snorted. ‘In this dump? Not with you and all the other dunces—’ He had flinched as a hand slapped down hard on his shoulder. ‘Gerroff or I’ll punch your lights out,’ he had started, releasing his grip on the paper chains and spinning round. He stopped abruptly as his eyes settled on the tall dark lad who had come up behind him. ‘Oh, I didn’t realise it were you. I were only ’avin a bit of fun.’

The newcomer had raised an eyebrow. ‘I don’t think she finds your idea of fun very amusing, so it’d be best all round if you ran along.’

They could hear Robert muttering under his breath as he walked stiffly away from them. ‘Run along? Who the hell does he think he’s tellin’ to run along? It’s a good job I kept my temper, that’s all I can say …’

Ellie had smiled shyly at the other boy. ‘Thanks for that. I’ve complained about him loads of times, a few of us have, but they just tell us to ignore him because he’ll soon get bored.’

Connor held out a hand. ‘I’m Connor Murray.’

Shaking the proffered hand, Ellie smiled at her saviour. ‘I’m Ellie Lancton. Nice to meet you, Connor, and thanks again for gettin’ rid of Robert. I don’t recall seein’ you around here before, but he seemed to recognise you.’

Connor had placed his hands in his trouser pockets. ‘My family’s not long moved here from Bootle. Me and Robert go to the same school, and someone in my class suggested I might like to pop down here and make new friends.’

Now, as the two girls approached the large terraced house on Bevington Street, Arla turned to Ellie. ‘Do you think we might be too early? You don’t suppose they’re still in bed, do you? It is the weekend, after all.’

Ellie, who was doing her best to hide her nightie under her coat, slid behind her friend. ‘You should’ve said summat before we got here. I can’t go hangin’ about. What if people see me standin’ ’ere in me nightie?’

A voice spoke from behind them. ‘Why are you still in your nightie?’

Ellie jumped, knocking Arla against the front door. ‘Connor!’ Ellie hissed, whilst trying to stifle a giggle. ‘You nearly sent me to an early grave.’

‘Well, you nearly sent me straight through the flamin’ door,’ Arla said crossly, rubbing her forehead.

‘So how come you two are up and about so early?’ Connor said. He pointed accusingly at Ellie. ‘And go on – why are you still in your nightie?’

Ellie shushed him. ‘Can we talk somewhere else? I don’t fancy discussin’ the whys and wherefores on your front doorstep.’

Connor looked intrigued. ‘We can talk in the kitchen.’ He gestured for the two girls to go ahead of him. ‘You needn’t worry, there’s no one in. Mam and Dad have gone into the city, and me brothers are down the rec playing footy. I was there too, but I forgot the money I owe Lofty for his old boots, so I had to come back for it.’ Entering the small kitchen, he invited the girls to sit down. ‘Well?’ he said, his gaze settling on Ellie. ‘Spill the beans, as they say.’

Taking a deep breath, she told Connor the whole story, ending, ‘It was a gut reaction. I only hit him; the rest was an accident.’ She looked pleadingly at Connor. ‘You don’t think I could’ve killed him, do you?’

Connor pushed his thick fringe of dark hair back from his forehead and shrugged. ‘I wouldn’t have thought so. I reckon Arla’s right: if he was really drunk, he probably passed out when he hit his head. There’s only one way to be sure and that’s to go back and see for yourself, only if he catches you there’ll be hell to pay.’ He pulled a face. ‘The way I see it, you’ve got a double dilemma. First you have to get your things out. No problem there; I’ll help you with that one.’ Sitting upright, he puffed out his chest. ‘I don’t think Sid would be stupid enough to take me on. I’m younger and fitter than he is, after all. And second, no matter what the outcome, I think it’d be best if you kept your head down for a bit, just till the dust settles. I’ve got an uncle who rents a farm near Oxton. He’s always looking for extra help, so you’d be doing each other a favour, if you see what I mean.’ He paused, waiting for her response, but when none came he added, ‘I’m suggesting you go and live on my uncle’s farm for a bit. What d’you reckon?’

Ellie stared at Connor, hardly daring to believe that he had just offered her the opportunity to leave the courts and work on a farm, with fresh air and lots of animals – maybe even horses – and it was still a few moments before she found her tongue. ‘I reckon yes, yes, and yes again!’ She clapped her hands together. ‘But are you sure, Connor? Perhaps your uncle has enough workers, or maybe he won’t want me. I don’t know anything about farms.’

Connor raised his brows. ‘Course he’ll want you. Who wouldn’t want an Ellie in their lives? Besides, I’m his favourite nephew. If I say you’re good enough, that’ll do for him.’

A thought occurred to her. ‘Connor Murray, you’re a marvel, and I really appreciate the offer, but won’t your uncle wonder why I need to go there? We all know Sid’s a pig of a man, but I do owe him rent, and even if I didn’t I still couldn’t afford to pay your uncle.’

Connor shook his head. ‘It’s not as if you weren’t intending to pay Sid, you were, so if anything my uncle’ll be impressed you managed to keep your head above water for so long, especially under the circumstances. And you needn’t worry about paying him rent: your hard graft’ll cover any living expenses.’ He glanced at the clock on the mantel. ‘I’ve got to go and give Lofty his money before he sells his boots to someone else. How about we meet at Lavender Court early tomorrow morning?’

Ellie looked downcast. ‘Tomorrow? But what am I meant to do in the meantime?’

Arla cut in. ‘I’ll lend you summat. With four of us girls – five counting you – all wearing each other’s stuff half the time I doubt mam will even notice. I’ll explain you’re gonna be stayin for a couple of nights, and that should buy you enough time to get yourself sorted.’

Ellie beamed at her friends. ‘You two are the bestest pals a girl could wish for. I’m so lucky to have you.’

Connor gave her a friendly wink. ‘Any time, chuck.’ Glancing at the clock, he stood up. ‘Sorry, girls, but I’m gonna have to turf you out. I’ll be at Lavender Court for six o’clock tomorrow, Ellie. See if you can borrow a scarf or summat so’s you can hide your face a bit. That way if Sid is around he won’t recognise you.’

Walking cautiously towards Lavender Court, Ellie wrapped the scarf that she had borrowed from Arla’s mother around her face. She peered at the figure that was leaning against the wall of the Cock and Bull. Straightening up, Connor walked towards her. ‘Sid went out a couple of minutes before you got here, so the coast is clear, but even so we’d best be quick.’ He grinned. ‘I must say, he didn’t look too good. His face was covered in cuts.’

Ellie breathed a sigh of relief. ‘At least I ain’t goin’ to get done for murder. Let’s get a move on and get my stuff out of there before he comes back.’ Sliding her hand through the letterbox, Ellie gave a satisfied smile as she felt the weight of the key on the other end of the string. ‘You’d think he’d have had the sense to move it in case I came back,’ she said, fitting it into the lock.

‘He probably thought you’d be too scared to come back. Just goes to show what he knows.’ Connor grinned.

Ellie locked the door behind them and pointed towards the stairs. ‘Up there,’ she whispered.

Connor raised his brows. ‘Why are you whispering? I told you I saw him leave.’

Ellie giggled. ‘I’m as nervous as a turkey on Christmas Eve.’ Gingerly, she pushed open the door to her room. The ewer still lay in pieces on the floor, along with a great deal of dried blood.

Connor gave a low whistle as he picked up some of the broken ewer. ‘Blimey, queen, I see what you mean. It’s a chunky old thing to have smashed over your head.’

Ellie nodded as she started to lift up the loose floorboard that hid her purse. ‘My old school satchel is hangin’ up behind the door. Can you empty all the books out, except for National Velvet and Black Beauty? They belong to my old teacher, Miss Siege. She lent them to me before she joined the WAAF.’

Connor retrieved the satchel whilst Ellie rooted around beneath the floorboard. Placing her few possessions in the bag, she took one last look round the small room before swinging the satchel on to her shoulders and jerking a thumb towards the stairs. ‘I’ll get changed at Arla’s. No point in stayin’ here any longer than we have to.’

At the foot of the staircase Ellie stopped abruptly, causing Connor to cannon into the back of her.

‘Steady on …’ he began, but Ellie was pointing at the key which was dancing on the end of its string as it slid up the door towards the letterbox.

‘It’s him,’ she whispered. Grabbing Connor’s wrist, she shouldered the door into Sid’s room and was surprised to find it gave way with ease. She pulled Connor in behind her just as the key disappeared through the letterbox with a snapping sound.

Putting a finger to her lips she pointed towards the small window. ‘Quick, through there,’ she mouthed. Connor lifted the sash and they disappeared through its aperture just as a bewildered-looking Sid entered the room.

‘What the hell?’ he bellowed.

Thinking on her feet, Ellie ran to the front door and pulled up the string. Locking the door, she yanked the key, snapping the string, just as Sid’s body barrelled into the wood. The pair leapt back, watching the door handle bounce wildly as Sid tried to force it open. He gave an enraged howl. ‘Open the bloody door,’ he roared. ‘You’re as bad as your bloody mam, you dirty, murderous, thievin’ tart—’

‘Don’t you dare talk about my mam like that.’ Ellie, her fists clenched by her sides, stared at the wooden door. Her words cut through the air like a hot knife through butter. ‘She were ten times the person you are, Sid Crowther. She were the kindest, most caring person in the world. If it weren’t for your stinkin’ house she’d most probably still be alive today.’

The thumping ceased and Connor pointed to the sash window, where Sid’s face, red with rage, was beginning to turn purple as he tried to force his shoulders through the frame. ‘There’s nowt wrong wi’ these houses, and if you don’t wanna foller your ma to an early grave you’d best mek sure I never see your face around here again.’

Watching the bully of a man as he struggled to get to her, Ellie’s fear left her. She strode forward, and leaned down until her eyes were on the same level as her former landlord’s. ‘You’re nowt but a dirty, fat old man, and I’d rather be dead than come anywhere near you again, Sidney Crowther. The day me mam moved into this pit were the worst day of her life, and one day,’ she lowered her voice, ‘one day you’ll get your come-uppance and I hope to God I’m there to see it when you do.’

Connor pulled at her elbow. ‘C’mon, queen,’ he said urgently. ‘We’d best get goin’ before all his yellin’ attracts the scuffers.’

Trembling with rage, Ellie nodded. ‘I’m not runnin’ this time, though,’ she said as they headed across the court. ‘I’m leavin’ with my head held high.’ She glanced towards the house where Mrs Burgess lived and saw the old woman, a worried frown on her face, standing in the doorway. ‘Don’t worry about me, Mrs B, I’m goin’ to be just fine from now on.’ A broad gappy smile of relief appeared on the old woman’s face, and she gave Ellie an approving nod.

The two friends walked in silence until they reached the end of Arla’s road. ‘It’s true, you know,’ Ellie said quietly. ‘Those courts need demolishin’. They’re filthy, and there’s rats everywhere.’

Connor nodded. ‘I know. Everyone does. Sid Crowther’s an ignorant pig and one day he’ll get his just deserts.’

Ellie raised a warning eyebrow. ‘Not from you, Connor Murray. I don’t want you gettin’ into trouble over that lowlife. You and Arla are the only family I’ve got. At least, you feel like my family.’

Connor tousled the top of her hair. ‘Don’t you worry about me, queen, I’ve more sense than to do time because of that poor excuse for a man.’

‘Are you comin’ in to Arla’s, just to say hello?’

He shook his head. ‘I was thinkin’ of goin’ to Paddy’s Market to see if they’ve got any rotten tomatoes. If Sid’s still stuck in the window I could charge the kids a penny a throw, probably make a bob or two.’

Ellie laughed. ‘I reckon you’d make a small fortune.’ Standing on tiptoe, she gave Connor a peck on the cheek, then clapped a hand to her forehead as a thought struck her. ‘I completely forgot to ask! Have you spoken to your uncle yet?’

Connor nodded. ‘He’s ready for you any time, so I said we’d go there tomorrow. My cousin’ll meet us off the bus.’

Swinging her satchel off her shoulders, Ellie pulled out her purse and tipped the contents into the palm of her hand to show Connor. ‘Will that be enough? To get me to the farm, I mean?’

He closed her fingers over the loose change. ‘Don’t you go worryin’ about money. I took the liberty of visitin’ Mrs Wardle, explained how her tardiness had got you into a rare bit of trouble, and that a businesswoman of her standin’ couldn’t afford to be accused of swindlin’ workers, so …’ He opened the palm of his hand to reveal several coins. ‘I told her, and the people at Mr Wong’s too, that you wouldn’t be available for a while, so you mustn’t worry about that either.’

Ellie flung her arms around his neck. ‘Thanks, Connor you’re a real pal, and one of these days I’ll find a way to repay you.’

Blushing, he tipped the money into her hand. ‘It’s no more than you deserve. You’ve gone through enough this year; it’s about time you had a bit of good luck, and I think the farm’s just the place to start.’

She smiled gratefully. ‘I can’t wait to meet your uncle. Does he have any horses?’

Connor laughed. ‘Yes, and pigs and cows! I know how much you love animals, so you should fit right in.’

‘You’re right there, but horses are my favourite. The only one I get to see round here is Billy, the old carthorse that pulls Mr Spooner’s milk wagon.’ She smiled reminiscently. ‘He’s got big fluffy feet and a long nose, and he wears these things on his ears in the summer to stop the flies annoyin’ him.’

Connor chuckled. ‘And what does Billy look like?’

Ellie punched him playfully on the arm. ‘You know full well I was talkin’ about Billy,’ she said, although she couldn’t help giggling as a picture of Mr Spooner with big fluffy feet, a long nose and big ears formed in her mind. She linked arms with Connor. ‘Night before last I thought my whole world were coming to an end, but thanks to me two bezzies my life’s finally taken a turn for the better.’


Chapter Two

Standing with her back to the Mersey, Ellie blinked at the magnificent stone statues that adorned the top of the Liver Buildings. She pointed upwards. ‘Is that Bella or Bertie? I can never remember which is which.’

Connor squinted at the copper statue with its huge wings stretched out as if it was about to take flight. ‘That’s Bella. She’s lookin’ out to sea, searchin’ for handsome sailors comin’ into dock.’ He turned and indicated the other statue. ‘The one facin’ the city is Bertie. He’s lookin’ to see if the pubs are open.’

Ellie sighed blissfully. ‘Wouldn’t it be wonderful if you could sit on their backs and fly out to sea?’

Connor feigned shock. ‘But if that were to happen the city would fall! Don’t you know anything?’

Ellie nodded. ‘Of course! That’s why they’re chained to the domes, just in case they should spring to life and leave.’

Connor’s green eyes twinkled. ‘Silly, really. After all, if a thirteen-foot statue came to life I think we’d have a bit more than the city falling to worry about. I’ve seen the mess seagulls make … Ah, it looks as though they’re ready for us to board.’

Chuckling, Ellie linked her arm through his and they handed over their tickets. Once aboard, Ellie headed for the railing and leaned against it. Shading her eyes with one hand she watched similar-sized vessels coming into dock. ‘It must be wonderful to own a ship and go to all sorts of strange and exotic lands.’

‘Not with a war on it mustn’t. Think of all the mines and U-boats. I think I’d rather keep both feet on dry land, thank you very much.’

Ellie turned sharply. ‘I hadn’t thought of that! There’s no danger of us hitting a mine, is there?’

Connor shook his head. ‘The authorities are checking the Mersey all the time. They’d know if there was anything lurking in the water.’ He pointed towards the brown paper bag that Ellie carried and raised his brow hopefully. ‘Did you say that Arla’s mam had given you some grub for the journey?’

Ellie chuckled. ‘Connor Murray, we’ve not even left the harbour.’ Fishing around inside the packet she pulled out a couple of jam sandwiches, one of which she handed to Connor. ‘You’d think we was goin’ to Timbuktu with all the food Arla’s mam and yours gave us. Just as well with your appetite.’

Connor patted his stomach. ‘An empty sack won’t stand up, and it won’t take long to get through this little lot. Let’s have a look and see what we’ve got.’

Ellie counted the items off on her fingers. ‘Two jam sandwiches, two Spam rolls, two fairy cakes, four scones and a bottle of ginger beer.’

Connor frowned. ‘I’ll need fresh supplies for the journey home tomorrow, but if I know Auntie Aileen, she won’t let a growing lad go hungry.’

‘Do you ever think of anything else—’ Ellie began before a loud blast from the ferry’s horn drowned out the rest of her sentence. ‘Dear God, I nigh on left me own skin then!’ she said, much to Connor’s amusement. ‘I forgot they did that.’

The ship’s engines roared into life and Ellie watched the waves break against the side of the ferry, trying to remember how long it had been since she last made this journey. Her mother had taken a rare day off work and treated her to a day at New Brighton. Millie, who hated being cold, had cautiously dipped her feet into the water.

‘Crikey,’ she had gasped as the icy water lapped around her bare ankles. ‘If I stay in here too long I’ll be blue!’

The water temperature, on the other hand, did not perturb Ellie, who swam out happily, turning on to her back and calling back to her mother, ‘It’s a lot colder’n the Scaldy, but it’s a lot cleaner too.’

‘You’re like one of them mermaids. But you mustn’t stay in too long else you’ll be like a cube of ice.’

On their way home they had bought fish and chips to eat on the ferry. Breathing in now, she tried to remember the scent of that long gone fish supper.

‘Penny for them?’

‘Hmm?’

‘Penny for your thoughts. You’ve been lookin’ across that water with a big old smile on your face ever since we left the Pier, so what’s made you so happy?’

‘Oh, you know, just thinkin’ of the old days when me and Mam used to cross the Mersey,’ Ellie said. ‘I never dreamt I’d be comin’ over the water with you one day, nor that I’d be so pleased to get away from Liverpool. It feels odd that I should be so happy to leave a place that’s meant so much to me.’

‘You’ve had a bad time of late. It’s only natural you should want to get away for a bit.’

Ellie watched as the tobacco warehouse and its chimneys grew smaller whilst the town of Birkenhead grew larger. ‘It’s not just that. Ever since she died it doesn’t really feel like home any more.’

Connor shrugged. ‘My dad always says that life’s a journey, and we have to think carefully about which path we choose.’ He smiled at Ellie. ‘Looks like you’re about to start on the second part of your journey, chuck. Workin’ on the farm is about a million miles away from life in the city, so I hope it’ll help you decide which way you want to go next … Oh, look out, we’re comin’ into dock.’

Ellie felt her tummy lurch with anticipation. So this was it, the start of her new life. Holding firmly on to the ship’s rail, she prepared for the slight bump as the ferry joined the dockside, and turned her thoughts to the conversation she had had with Arla earlier that morning.

‘We are still goin’ to join up, ain’t we? Only if we go together there’s a good chance we’ll get the same postin’. Life’ll be a lot easier if I’ve got me bezzie by me side. I know you’re gonna be sixteen before me, but I’m only a month after you, and … oh, please say you’ll not join before me,’ Arla pleaded.

Ellie had smiled reassuringly. ‘As if I’d join up without me bezzie! You just make sure that you’re up and dressed ready for the off, and in the meantime I promise to write whenever I can, so stop worryin’ your head.’

Her knuckles whitened as the ship bumped against the side of the dock. If Connor’s right about life being a journey, what will happen if I decide I don’t want to join the services, she thought. What if my journey puts me on a different path from the one Arla intends to travel?

Connor interrupted her thoughts. ‘Come on.’ Taking her by the hand, he led her down the ramp and on to the dockside. ‘The bus stop is just over there. Of course, there aren’t so many running now, what with the war an’ all, but we shouldn’t have to wait more than an hour at the most.’ He studied the timetable. ‘We need the number 3. Accordin’ to this it should be along in fifteen minutes or so, then once we’re on it’ll be about forty-five minutes before we get to Oxton. Aidan said he’d pick us up at around five o’clock, so …’ he glanced at the small watch on his wrist, ‘that should be about right.’

Ellie sat on the small wooden bench and pulled out the bottle of ginger beer. ‘Fancy a swig?’ she said.

Taking the bottle he uncorked the top. ‘D’you reckon Sid’s still stuck in that window?’

Ellie giggled. ‘Could you imagine? My mam would’ve laughed fit to burst if she’d seen the look on his face. I thought he was goin’ to pop like a balloon the way he carried on.’

‘Serve him right if he had, especially after all the nasty stuff he were sayin’ about you and your mam.’ He offered the bottle to Ellie, who shook her head. ‘I hope he’s still stuck in that window and I hope the Nazis—’

Ellie shot him a warning look. ‘I don’t like him any more than you do, but you shouldn’t go wishing that lot to target dear old Liverpool.’

Connor pulled a face. ‘I wasn’t. I was wishin’ for them to hit him, and his stinkin’ court. Get everyone else out first, use his big red face as a target and then … BOOM!’

Ellie stifled a giggle. ‘Two birds with one stone. Connor, when you were talkin’ about journeys earlier, it made me think, do you know what path you’re goin’ to take? D’you reckon you’ll join up?’

Connor nodded enthusiastically. ‘Too right! Soon as I’m eighteen I’m off to the RAF. Don’t get me wrong, there’s nowt wrong wi’ the Navy nor the army, but all the girls want to date a pilot. Don’t ask me why, but I believe it’s summat to do wi’ the uniform, so when I’m not up in the clouds fightin’ for me country I’ll be fendin’ off the ladies … well, it just can’t come soon enough is all I can say. Only don’t mention it to me mam. She’ll only worry.’

Ellie’s heart sank. Whilst none of the services was thought to be a safe option, being a pilot was considered to be one of the most dangerous choices and she could see why Connor’s mother was so concerned.

He sat down on the bench beside her. ‘I saw your face just now when I mentioned the RAF, but you mustn’t worry about me, Ellie. I’ll be one of the lucky ones. I’ll be up there in the clouds, swoopin, duckin’ and divin’ out of the Luftwaffe’s way, then turnin’ round and shootin’ the blighter in the rear.’

Ellie forced a smile. ‘If anyone can send Jerry off with his tail between his legs, then I’ve no doubt it’s you. Did you say our bus was the number 3? I think this is it comin’ now.’

The green and cream double-decker chugged slowly to a halt alongside them. Getting to her feet, Ellie swung her satchel on to her shoulder.

Connor pointed to the upper deck. ‘Come on, you can see for miles from the top.’

They had just managed to sit down when the bus lurched forward. Glancing at his wristwatch Connor raised his brow. ‘He’s a couple of minutes early. Still, I can’t see anyone running.’

An elderly conductor appeared at the top of the stairwell, one weathered hand gripping tightly on to the rail whilst the other tried to keep his cap from falling off his head. Ellie resisted the urge to leap to her feet as the doddering old man weaved his way unsteadily down the aisle towards them. ‘Fares please,’ he said, half falling, half sitting in the seat in front of them. Ellie opened her mouth to reply, then looked helplessly at Connor. ‘Gosh, I’ve just realised I don’t know where I’m goin’!’

The conductor gave Connor a wry smile. ‘Wimmin! Never mind, little lady, I ’spect your boyfriend ’ere knows where you’re headed for.’

Ellie furrowed her brow. ‘He’s not my boyfriend, and I should jolly well hope he does know where he’s goin’ ’cos it’s his uncle’s farm.’

‘’S not my fault you dunno where you’s goin’.’ Sniffing, the conductor turned to Connor. ‘Where to?’

‘Oxton, please. I’ll pay for us both—’ he was beginning, but Ellie cut him off mid-sentence.

‘If I’ve enough I shall pay the fares, thank you very much.’ She addressed the conductor through pursed lips. ‘Two tickets for Oxton, please!’

The conductor reeled off the tickets and tottered back up the aisle, muttering as he did so, ‘I’m sure as I don’t care who pays for the fare as long as someone does.’

Connor’s mouth twisted as he tried to hide his amusement. ‘I heard you and Arla talkin’ about joining the services together?’

Ellie nodded. ‘Why?’

‘After seeing the way you put that conductor in his place, I reckon you’ll make corporal in no time. In fact, it wouldn’t surprise me if you ended up in charge of your own regiment.’

The bus had travelled down what seemed to be an endless maze of country lanes with high hedgerows before finally stopping at a small village green.

Connor yawned. ‘This is where we get off.’

Ellie brushed the crumbs from her dress on to the palm of her hand. ‘Can you see your cousin any-where?’

Connor laughed and pointed to where a young man sat in the driver’s seat of a pony cart. ‘Bit hard to miss him, wouldn’t you say?’

Ellie’s mouth dropped open and the delight on her face was clear to see. ‘Oh, Connor, is that him? Are we really goin’ for a ride in a cart?’

Connor grunted as he stretched his arms and legs. ‘We ain’t goin’ to walk along at the back of him, if that’s what you were thinkin’. How else did you think we were goin’ to get to the farm? I did tell you he was comin’ to meet us.’

Ellie nodded vigorously, and as they walked up the aisle of the bus she kept her eyes fixed on the ride that awaited them. ‘I know, but I thought he was comin’ to meet us on foot and we were gonna walk to the farm.’

Connor chuckled. ‘You don’t know Aidan, do you? I thought I might have mentioned him in the past, but all will soon become clear.’

The two friends got off the bus and headed towards Aidan, who was waving merrily at Connor. ‘Come on, kid, get a move on. I told me da that we’d be back for supper.’ He rolled his eyes dramatically. ‘Mam said they wasn’t to start eatin’ till we get back, so he’s chompin’ at the bit.’

As Connor swung Ellie’s satchel up towards his cousin, he showed Ellie how to get on to the cart. ‘One foot on the step and then … heave!’ he said, giving her a hefty shove from the rear. Landing in Aidan’s lap she blushed hotly, and mumbled a quick apology as she scrambled back off his knees and sat down on the wooden seat beside him. Indignantly, she turned to Connor. ‘Steady on. You nearly sent me over the other side!’

‘’S not my fault you’re lighter than a feather!’ Connor retorted, sitting down beside her.

Smiling, Aidan held out a hand. ‘Hello, Ellie. I’m only guessing that you’re Ellie, of course, and that our Connor here hasn’t a whole host of women wantin’ to flee the city?’

Shaking his hand, Ellie felt her blush racing towards her hairline, which seemed to amuse Aidan, whose lips curled behind his beard. ‘Don’t worry, queen, I was havin’ you on.’ He looked across her to Connor. ‘How’s things wi’ you, coz? Me da says you’ll be stoppin’ the night?’

Connor nodded. ‘Just to make sure Ellie settles in okay. And to see you all, of course.’

‘Of course!’ Aidan laughed. He clicked his tongue and the brown pony started to walk forward.

Ellie’s stomach gave a small lurch, but the smile that spread across her face left no one in any doubt as to how she was feeling. She addressed Aidan without moving her gaze from the pony’s back. ‘What’s the pony’s name?’

‘Pony. We’ve only got the one so we thought it wasn’t worth while tryin’ to think up a name for him.’ He chuckled at Ellie’s reproving face. ‘Blimey, you’re an easy one to tease. His name’s Spud.’ He wagged a finger at Ellie. ‘Don’t look at me like that. It was me da’s fault. He asked me little sister Cassie to name him when she was helping Mam to peel potatoes in the kitchen, and she said she wanted to call him Potato because he looked like one: round, brown and covered in dirt. I told me da there was no way I was goin’ into Coin Meadow and shoutin’ for a potato, so we compromised and called him Spud instead.’ He gazed wistfully at Spud’s back. ‘It could’ve been worse. We could’ve been mucking out.’

Ellie stifled a giggle, and Aidan smiled. ‘If you think that’s funny, wait till you get introduced to the rest of the animals that Cassie was allowed to name.’

She looked fondly at the small pony as he plodded methodically down the lane. ‘If I had been allowed to name him I’d have called him Winnie, because he reminds me of a fluffy teddy bear.’

Aidan shook his head. ‘It must be a girl thing, calling animals by soft names.’ He looked at Ellie, who was pulling her sleeves down over her wrists. ‘Are you cold?’

‘Just a little bit. I reckon it’s after being in that warm bus—’ She broke off as Aidan passed her the reins.

‘Hang on to these a mo’,’ he instructed. ‘I’ve gorra blanket in the back somewhere.’

Stunned by his actions, Ellie held the reins in a rigid grip whilst Aidan turned round on his seat and started to root about in the back of the cart. Connor started to laugh. ‘You should see the look on our Ellie’s face. Her eyes are as big as a couple of saucers.’

Turning back, Aidan spread a thick patchwork blanket over her knees. ‘There you go, snug as a bug.’ He took the reins back and started to whistle a soft tune.

Ellie peered curiously at him from the corner of her eye. He had the same piercing green eyes and black curly hair as Connor, but that was where the resemblance stopped. Unlike his cousin, who was clean cut and well presented, Aidan had allowed his hair to grow into a thick bushy mop; his beard, if you could call it that, was thin and patchy; and whilst his skin appeared tanned she wondered after a glance at his stained overalls whether it was, in fact, just dirty.

She glanced at Connor, who, to her dismay, had seen the way she had eyed his cousin. He gave her a large wink and leaned towards her. ‘Like peas in a pod, aren’t we?’

Ellie blushed. ‘There’s certainly some family resemblances.’

‘What?’ said Connor. ‘Are you tellin’ me I look like Worzel Gummidge?’

‘Connor! Don’t be so rude,’ Ellie chided him.

‘Don’t worry yourself, queen; he’s only jealous. What I lack in looks I make up for in brains.’ Aidan chuckled. ‘Looks of a scarecrow, brains of a genius, that’s me. After all, what farmer in his right mind dresses in his Sunday best to work the land?’

As they rounded the corner Spud’s little hooves picked up speed and Aidan’s attention was redirected towards the madly trotting pony. ‘Little beggar,’ he said as he pulled gently on the reins. ‘Can’t get the blighter to budge half the time, but as soon as he smells his hay he thinks he’s a racehorse!’

Looking ahead, Ellie saw a large wooden farm gate, and as they got closer Aidan pulled Spud to a stop. ‘Connor, be a pal …’

Jumping down from the cart, Connor opened the gate, and without waiting for instruction Spud walked forward.

Ellie stared in awe as a large stone house with deep-set windows and a thatched roof came slowly into view. A climbing rose of palest pink crept its way around most of the windows, and bees leisurely made their way from one flower to the next. A wisp of smoke trickled lazily out of one of the chimneys. The cobbled yard they were crossing was enclosed by stone stables on two sides.

‘It’s beautiful,’ she breathed. ‘I bet it’s at least three times the size of Lavender Court …’

One of the stables had a net full of hay tied up on a ring outside the doorway. Spud strode determinedly towards it, only stopping when his lips were close enough to pull the hay out.

Aidan shook his head and chuckled. ‘Typical pony, always thinkin’ of his stomach!’ Placing the reins by his feet, he rummaged underneath the seat. ‘Aha, found you,’ he said as he pulled out what appeared to be a large stick.

Ellie’s eyes rounded as Connor helped her down from the cart. ‘What on earth are you going to do with that?’

‘I’m not goin’ to beat Spud with it, don’t worry. Blimey, I know some farmers think that kind of thing’s acceptable, but not us Murrays.’ He paused. ‘Didn’t Connor tell you?’

Ellie shook her head. ‘Tell me what?’

He raised his brows. ‘That I’m a cripple.’

Ellie gasped at the words. ‘No. I mean, I – I …’

Seeing her discomfort, his face softened. ‘Sorry, Ellie. I was only joking. Well, partly anyway.’

Ellie turned to Connor, her brows raised in the hope that he might say something to break the awkward silence. He smiled ruefully. ‘Sorry. It didn’t cross my mind to say owt. I’ve known Aidan all my life and I never think of him as bein’ any different from the rest of us.’

Aidan laughed. ‘I wish they saw me that way down at the recruiting office.’

‘Which of the services have you applied for?’ asked Ellie innocently.

Aidan clambered awkwardly to the ground and turned to face her. ‘None of them. They wouldn’t let me, though I tried to get into the RAF. Our granddaddy flew in the last lot and he taught me a lot about the controls, so I know you have to use your legs, but I know I could manage if only they’d give me a chance.’

‘If you really want to do it then you must keep trying, although I must admit I think you and your cousin are mad for wanting to go up in one of those aeroplanes. If it were me I’d be scared senseless. I’d far rather keep both feet on the ground, and I must say, given the choice between working on the farm or risking all in the clouds, I’d choose the farm every time.’ She patted Spud’s rump as she spoke, then hastily removed her hand. ‘He won’t kick me, will he?’

Aidan laughed. ‘Spud? Nah, he’s too lazy to kick anyone. It’s just about all we can do to make him put one foot in front of the other when he’s in the cart.’ Taking his stick, he walked round to the pony’s head. ‘Would you like to give him an apple? He’ll be your friend for life if you do; they’re his favourite.’

Ellie nodded eagerly. ‘You’re ever so lucky to have a pony. I love horses. My dream has always been to ride a big white horse on Seaforth Sands.’

Aidan patted Spud’s neck. ‘You’re not her colour, pal, but we could











































































































OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
She has lost
her mother

but she will
find hope

T/ A Zl=ad T

AN Ad A AT EENEFA N





OEBPS/prh_core_assets/fonts/symbola.otf


OEBPS/images/title_page.jpg
%ﬂ%ﬁo’&é@vm
KATIE
FLYNN

CCCCCCC





