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‘It’s been twenty one years, Arthur,’ Elsie Rivers sighed as her husband put on her 

coat.

	
 She had hoped this time around it would be different. And she couldn’t see the 

sense in this annual routine. Every January 31st for the last two decades, without fail, 

Arthur would dress up in whatever would keep him warm - the sea air never offered 

respite from the shivering temperatures at this time of year - and prowl up and down 

the coastline. Why, well, Elsie wasn’t even sure that Arthur knew anymore. Habit. 

Routine. In fairness, she didn’t know why she even bothered protesting herself. 

Maybe just routine on her part.

	
 After all, she knew why Arthur felt compelled to go through all of this again. 

Grief, after all, makes people do things they wouldn’t normally. That was what Elsie 

told herself, before realising that after all this time, this had become normal.

	
 ‘Won’t be long,’ Arthur said, tapping the door for Brandy, his enthusiastic 

golden retriever, to respond to the signal that it was time for exercise. As the dog 

arrived, Arthur opened and then closed the kitchen door behind him.

	
 There was something comforting and heartbreaking to Arthur about the 

familiarity of the beach; its ability to remain the same, untouched, seemed to present 

a worthwhile reason for visiting every year. Of course, he would visit here many 
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other days of the year, but it never quite felt the same; and the walk down the High 

Street, to and from the sand, always brought with it a depressing anxiety, with its 

landscape of a rapidly changing town which bore no compassion for the years it had 

left behind.

	
 On this walk, Arthur was making several pilgrimages, not just to the beach, but 

his sentimental memories of the past. As he passed Mablethorpe train station on this 

dour, rainy morning, he remembered its closure three years ago, and his thought that 

maybe that may halt visitors to the town. Why he’d hoped for that, he didn’t know. If 

he was honest with himself, it was probably because he hoped for some reversal of 

time, or had the impossible hope that if everything were paused as it was, it would 

make it easier for Jimmy to return.

	
 Arthur knew, when he thought about things in that real clarity, how ridiculous 

that would sound if he were to ever say it out loud. Not that it needed to be said to 

Elsie; she knew why he was doing this. It was the same as he did for forty six days 

and nights after 31st January 1953; from 4th February, when it was possible for him 

to do so, to walk along the sand and gaze out into the sea. Truth be told, he knew 

from 4th February 1953 how futile it was, but it didn’t stop him hoping and praying 

for the illogical. The miracle. If Arthur Rivers were completely honest with himself, 

the only reason to keep coming here - the only thing that would happen - was 
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indulging in the crippling guilt which always battled with the grief, and, perversely, 

also feel close to Jimmy. Or as close as he could.

	
 In the almost-blistering briskness of the coastal cold and wind at 7:30am, 

Arthur reflected that it must be guilt which compelled him to be here. Because it was 

hardly as if Elsie didn’t grieve. Every day without their only child was hollow; the 

pictures around the house a constant reminder of the purpose their lives had taken on 

while Jimmy was alive. They had always been country folk, but Jimmy had dreams. 

Yes, those dreams would change from one week to the next - sometimes it seemed 

that all he wanted was to be an actor, other times, he was as fascinated as his father 

about the stories about the Americans sending rockets into space. When Jimmy was 

washed away, nobody had any idea of where those experiments would end up - 

Arthur had kept track of the Apollo 11 mission and, when it was successful, he felt as 

if he were the only person on the face on the earth who wasn’t rejoicing about the 

human achievement. He felt as if Jimmy should have been on that mission, as 

improbable as that may have been. Whenever he felt as if he was exaggerating to 

himself - because he certainly wouldn’t have shared these feelings and thoughts with 

anyone - he reminded himself that Jimmy could have done anything. True, it may not 

have been so that he would have become a spaceman. If anything, that was a dream 

Arthur had developed for Jimmy over the years and at times he wondered if it was 

more of a coping mechanism. But what could certainly said to be true was that 
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Jimmy’s dreams were big, as those of a child should be. Too big for this small place. 

He would have been in London, or even America, now. And that would have been 

okay, because that was exactly what Arthur and Elsie had wanted for him.

	
 Arthur was never sure how long he stayed out here on these anniversaries; long 

enough to get lost in thought. Long enough for other long-serving residents of the 

town to make their own way up to the beach and lay flowers and wreaths in memory 

of their own lost ones. That was a suggestion that Arthur had been here for long 

enough, so he whistled for Brandy, and made his way past the few assembled sad 

faces, acknowledging each with a sombre, knowing, nod of the head, and one of 

those forced smiles which never quite makes it into a smile.

	
 ONE year later, Arthur Rivers went through it all again. The same walk 

through the same wet weather, the same thoughts, and the same sad faces on the way 

back, down High Street and towards the south part of Mablethorpe, in to the house on 

Sutton Road where Elsie would hopefully have his breakfast waiting for him.

	
 ‘Care to go for a drink later? At Sid’s?’ Elsie asked as Arthur sat at the table. 

‘Sid’ was Sid Lyon, a local gentleman who owned his own caravan park on the south 

side of town.

	
 ‘Yes, of course, though quite why you feel the need to announce what we 

always do is beyond me.’
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 ‘I was hoping we might be able to get some advice.’

	
 ‘Advice?’ Arthur’s interest was pricked.

	
 ‘Yes, I was... well, I’ve been...’

	
 ‘Out with it, woman.’

	
 ‘You know I went to the bank yesterday. And I was quiet last night.’

	
 ‘Yes?’ Arthur hadn’t really noticed the quiet. He thought the eve of the 

anniversary was just affecting Elsie the same way as it did him.

	
 ‘You know that you were still putting the money away. For Jimmy.’

	
 ‘Habit,’ Arthur shook his head, speaking between bites of his full English. ‘We 

get by, don’t we?’

	
 ‘Yes, but we could do better,’ Elsie said, her eyes fixed on Arthur, not bothered 

that she was interrupting his breakfast. ‘We could do better than get by. I was looking 

at the... we could probably afford to buy some land. Take over a park. And we’d still 

have enough left to allow someone to run the park for a year. We could retire early 

and have a nice...’

	
 ‘That money’s for...,’ Arthur started, before stopping himself and simply 

saying, ‘I don’t want to retire.’ It was the truth. Arthur liked to keep himself busy. It 

was okay for Elsie, sat by herself at home every day.

	
 ‘Arthur, please say you’ll think about it.’
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 ‘Hmm.’ He ate the rest of breakfast in silence, but he knew that Elsie wouldn’t 

let it lie. His initial response, his internal one, was one of resistance to the idea, and 

Arthur was a man who trusted his own instincts. It wasn’t necessarily a terrible idea, 

but he’d never seen himself as a landowner, nor did he really wish to compete with 

friends for business. The town had pulled together in the aftermath of the flood and 

many of his friends - Sid being the closest - were all just about getting on their feet 

again. It had taken so long. And, even then, there was no guarantee that tourism 

business would pick up. What if they bought a park, paid someone to run it and then 

nobody came? They’d be left with land, vulnerable land at that. And a lot of angry 

people who had been friends. Arthur had no intention of moving, and no intention of 

retiring, though the thought of running a caravan park by himself seemed like too 

much maintenance.

	
 That evening, he entertained the conversation with Elsie and Sid Lyon at the 

pub on the premises of Sid’s caravan park, imposing his own telling glance every 

time Elsie spoke enthusiastically of her ideas - a glance to said which said, don’t take 

her too seriously. At 7pm, Sid said he was knocking off and going to make some tea - 

and so Elsie and Arthur said their goodbyes and began to make their way home.

	
 As they reached the beach, and the effective ‘T-junction’ that the seafront 

provided between Mablethorpe town centre and Trusthorpe, Arthur felt in the mood 

for another drink.
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 ‘How about we head down to the Merry Fisherman for a nightcap?’ he asked.

	
 ‘Brandy needs feeding...’

	
 ‘Surely the old girl can wait an hour,’ Arthur suggested, but Elsie’s expression 

suggested that was out of the question.

	
 ‘Why don’t you go for one. But no more than two, Arthur Rivers,’ Elsie said, a 

comment Arthur always took to mean ‘no more than three.’

	
 ‘The usual?’ Phil, the owner of the Merry Fisherman, asked Arthur upon 

noticing his arrival at the bar.

	
 ‘Aye, aye lad.’ Arthur’s expression gave away the fact that he had things on his 

mind, and so, in time honoured tradition, he shared the story of the day with the 

landlord.

	
 ‘And, so, what’s the problem?’

	
 ‘Well, it’s just... I can’t sit having a drink with Sid Lyons one day and then go 

to putting my hand in his pocket the next. I can’t do that.’

	
 ‘Why don’t you head on down to Chapel? Or even Skegness?’

	
 ‘I like it here. Not for moving now, Phil.’

	
 ‘The money’s down there, you know. If I could, then...’

	
 Phil trailed off, sighing, and then went to collect some empty glasses before 

returning to behind the bar.
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 ‘If you could what?’ Arthur asked, continuing the conversation. He had 

pondered on those last words, and they had formed the seed of an idea.

	
 ‘Eh?’

	
 ‘You said, if you could... the money’s down in Skegness.’

	
 ‘Nothing, really.’

	
 ‘Go on.’

	
 ‘It’s... it will never happen because we’re only just about keeping our heads 

above water here. You know, we need investment and... I just don’t think we could 

afford to sell. But if we could I’d move Maggie and the kids down there like that,’ 

Phil said, snapping his fingers.

	
 ‘How much are you talking?’ Arthur asked, openly. Phil was conscious of the 

other drinkers at the bar and shook his head; Arthur gestured, with a shake of his 

hand, for him to write down the figure. The landlord agreed, putting down a sum on 

light coloured beer mat after looking for something suitable to write on, and pushed it 

over to Arthur.

	
 Arthur took a look and made a beckoning motion with his hand, for Phil to 

give him the pen; he did, and Arthur wrote down a figure that was 20% more than 

what had previously been written. At first, Phil was confused, and then when his eyes 

met Arthur’s once more, he realised what he meant.

	
 ‘What. Are you serious?’
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 Arthur nodded.

	
 ‘I didn’t know working on the bins brought in such a packet,’ Phil exclaimed. 

‘You are serious. My god. But... why?’

	
 ‘It’s perfect. Really. Gives us something to do... so that will get Elsie off my 

case... and it brings in money.’

	
 ‘Oh, Arthur, I couldn’t. I’m not going to lie to you. It would take a lot of 

money to turn it around.’

	
 ‘Well, we’ve got money.’

	
 ‘No... no, I couldn’t in good conscience. You’re a good friend. You know, 

there’s a reason it’s difficult to sell. I don’t want you doing me any favours. I don’t 

need charity.’

	
 Arthur then realised the implication of how his offer may have come across. 

Phil, like all men, really, was proud. And he wasn’t wrong. There were plenty of 

reasons why people wouldn’t make an offer for the pub - its position, pride of place 

right on the top of High Street, on the sea front, would be perfect in any situation 

other than this one; a town still recovering emotionally and economically from the 

effects of the flood. But, in a roundabout way, Arthur was only inspired to insist 

further. It had only been an idea, and had only come to being just a few moments ago, 

but it felt perfect.
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 ‘If anyone would be doing anyone a favour, Phil, it would be you doing me 

one,’ Arthur insisted. ‘Ever since... well. You know. Being here would be like being 

with Jimmy.’

	
 Phil sighed. It was a sentimentally loaded point and had completely turned the 

tables; so much so that he now felt obligated to accept the offer. ‘Well... I’ll need to 

talk to Maggie.’

	
 ‘And I Elsie.’

Elsie, as it turned out, was not enthusiastic about the idea whatsoever. Arthur had 

done as she had; waited until breakfast to bring the subject up.

	
 ‘Why am I not surprised you want to buy a pub?’ she said, her eyes rolling.

	
 ‘It was your idea to do something with the money.’

	
 ‘It’s a full time job. You’ll be working harder than you are now.’

	
 ‘Not necessarily. It’s cheaper than buying a park, and, well... so we can get 

staff.’

	
 ‘I’d really rather not.’

	
 ‘I insist that we should,’ Arthur said, firmly.

	
 As the weeks moved on, Arthur continued with his plan - at first, Phil eagerly 

enjoyed and embraced the idea, but, learning of Elsie’s resistance, he became more 

cautious, asking his friend whether it was wise to proceed. Arthur insisted it was right 
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and became more enamored with the idea, seeing it as a sign, and whilst completely 

reluctant, Elsie felt unable to provide ultimate opposition. After all, Arthur had 

worked and provided for the family his whole life, when Jimmy was here, and even 

when he had gone. Elsie had never really had to work, and so she felt a little bit 

intimidated at dictating how their savings should be spent, even after all of these 

years of marriage.

	
 And in July that year, everything was made official - Arthur and Elsie Rivers 

were the new owners of the Merry Fisherman, while Phil Jackson, his wife Maggie 

and their two children took over a pub in a great location just outside Skegness.

	
 Arthur wasted no time making improvements, getting an extension built on to 

the pub that could house an amusement arcade for children, and making other minor 

changes to the interior at Phil’s suggestion. Business was good - thriving in fact - 

from then until the end of the season, and even the reduced custom over the late 

winter and Christmas period did not deter Arthur from feeling optimistic.

	
 When January 31st came around, Arthur felt more relaxed than he had in years. 

Since, probably, he had before January 31st, 1953. He had long since come to terms 

with the probability that he may never fully get over the loss of his child; after all, 

how does one get over such a thing? Particularly when Jimmy’s was the only body 

never recovered. This year, however, as he walked out of the pub and stood 
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immediately on the embankment overlooking the sea front at 5am, he felt a stronger 

sense of contentment than he had in some time. It was dark, and would be some time 

until the sun came up, but this could be the start of a new tradition, Arthur thought.

	
 He was feeling positive as he returned to the upstairs living area above the pub, 

trying to be careful not to make a noise as he sat in the lounge. Shortly after he’d sat 

on the sofa, Elsie came into the room.

	
 ‘You’re up early, love,’ Arthur observed.

	
 ‘Couldn’t sleep.’

	
 ‘Sorry, did I wake you?’

	
 ‘No, it’s okay.’

	
 ‘Well... seeing as you’re up, I think I might have a bath. Get it out of the way 

first thing, you know.’

	
 ‘Okay love,’ Elsie said. ‘I’ll put the kettle on.’

	
 Elsie Rivers sat at the table in her kitchenette, waiting for the steam of the 

kettle, and the whistle to let her know it was boiling. That sound was complemented 

by the heavier splashing of water being drained into the tin bath in the bathroom next 

door. A lot of noise for this time in the morning.

	
 She thought about today; whether this would be the day she would finally 

embrace the sea front, embrace those memories about Jimmy. For years, and years, 
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she had left Arthur to his own devices, at first, too traumatised, and then, too 

indoctrinated in the routine. She, too, had of course ventured down to the beach on 

summer days, but there was something completely different about this day. Now, with 

the closeness in proximity, Elsie felt as if she was being forced in to certain things. 

The first thing, to confront why she had felt this way for so long.

	
 It was good for Arthur that he was able to indulge in something cathartic but 

his absence only made the silence and isolation all the more depressing for Elsie that 

morning. She was used to it, now. Arthur would go to work, return early afternoon, 

but mornings were the worst. Long. With the promise of a fresh start for everyone 

else, the promise that each day delivered, came the painful reminder that it was a new 

day of the same for Elsie. Now she lived effectively on the beach, there was no 

hiding place. Even if she tried to, she knew a glance out of the window would bring it 

all back. 

	
 As the kettle whistled, Elsie’s thoughts turned to how she had seen Arthur grow 

in confidence over the last few weeks and months. He had taken to his role as local 

entrepreneur, a figurehead in the community. It could be said that moving to the 

Merry Fisherman had been the making of him. And so, she thought, it could be the 

making of her, too. Perhaps if she were only brave enough to embrace the sea, to see 

it as Arthur had on these days, she too could find something therapeutic from it.
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 Elsie carefully crept out of the apartment and down the steps; the kind of 

tentative move you naturally make on a morning when it is still dark, even if others 

are awake. The water was still running in the bath, so Arthur would not have heard 

anyway.

	
 The first thing that struck Elsie as she stood outside was the cold. It was so, so 

cold. And she was transported back to 1953, and the idea that it was probably even 

colder for Jimmy. This atmosphere, as it was, could be unsettling in its isolation to 

some, but you would need to amplify that considerably before getting anywhere close 

to the mortal terror that must have been felt by those fighting in vain to save their 

lives. Elsie’s guilt would always be there, asking the question, why did she let him 

stay over at the Chapman’s? They had all perished. She had no idea of knowing 

Jimmy’s final words, his final movements. His struggle. Things that a mother ought to 

know.

	
 Before she even realised it, Elsie was halfway down the beach, walking 

towards the sea. In the dark of the morning sky, nobody was there to stop her as she 

joined her son.

*
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Only when the body of Elsie Rivers was dragged to shore, and she was declared 

deceased by the paramedics, did Arthur Rivers truly believe what had happened to his 

wife. In those frantic hours when her presence was unaccounted for, he tried to 

believe that she had just popped out somewhere, for a walk - even without Brandy - 

for something, even with that anchoring sense of the inevitable which provoked him 

to call the emergency services. He knew, but did not wish to admit. 

	
 Elsie’s death forced him into a temporary catatonia, so much so that the doors 

were shut on the Merry Fisherman for some time. Out of concern for him from the 

locals, the new local Constable, Charles Doyle, broke into the pub, to find Arthur laid 

on the sofa, dressed in his nightclothes, as if he hadn’t moved for weeks. It was a 

miracle that he was alive at all.

	
 While he convalesced in hospital, Doyle led a help committee, where many 

local residents and business owners came together in order to complete the 

renovations of the pub, so that when Arthur was fit to return, he was greeted with a 

modern watering hole with bells on - it was sure to be the central attraction for 

anyone who wished to unwind after (or, for the mums and dads, even during) a long 

day at the beach.

	
 Motivated by the unity and help he had been offered by people he had 

considered acquaintances but never friends, Arthur found a new spirit and zest for life 
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(despite the tremendous sadness he had to carry with him), and dedicated his days to 

helping the community of Mablethorpe.

	


The End

Did you enjoy Trusthorpe? Then order Mablethorpe now!

http://www.rudlinghouse.com/books/fiction/mablethorpe-by-w-s-barton/
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