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			Welsh words and phrases in The Hourglass

			bach – little one

			cariad – darling

			cwtch – cuddle

			Duw – God

			hiraeth – similar to homesickness, but a sharper longing

			Mae’n ddrwg gen i – I’m sorry

			mochyn – pig

			twp – stupid
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			Prologue

			Sometimes, you have to ask for what you want.

			The old woman rose from her bed in the deepest watches of the night. She’d always liked that phrase – the watches of the night – suggestive as it was of vigil. It made her feel as though someone, somewhere, was witnessing the passing hours and minutes of her life, and cared. She struggled into her robe. It was yellow and fluffy, making her feel like a newly hatched chick, when actually she was at quite the opposite end of life’s arc. Never mind slippers. She couldn’t sleep and the time had come.

			She flipped her hair out from her collar and pulled it over her left shoulder, a gesture that had been with her many years. She drew a deep breath, pressing her hands to her cheeks. They were soft as tissues, their plump resilience long gone. All the more reason, then, to make her demand. She didn’t like the idea of demanding, but then a request was too soft, and this was important. Utterly unaccustomed to asking for anything for herself, she wasn’t sure how it would feel, how it would be received. But she had decided. She’d lain awake too many nights now. Well then.

			She moved through indigo shadows to the window and drew back the curtains on a glittering sky. Despite her trepidation, she smiled. The stars were scattered across the blackness like breadcrumbs; it filled her soul to see them. Fields stretched in every direction, dark and empty. At least, they looked empty but she knew that out there foxes moved, owls hunted, mice crept.

			She knelt down – that hurt – and rested her forearms on the windowsill, hands clasped together. The silence was indigo too.

			‘Dear God,’ she began, but her voice was soft, tentative, her usual voice.

			‘Dear God,’ she said again in the voice she saved only for very rare occasions. She had used it long ago when the teacher wrongly accused one of the children of mischief. She had used it when the boys reached their troublesome teens and needed to be told ‘no’, in no uncertain terms. She used it for speaking to the doctor.

			‘I thank you as always for all my blessings, Lord. You have granted me a long life filled with many good things and I have been grateful, you know that. But Lord, I cannot bear this situation now and I want an end to it.’

			Her eyes filled with tears as she looked into the fathomless night, her own reflection a faint imprint upon the window, a familiar-strange overlaying of elderly woman and young girl.

			‘It hurts too much, Lord, that’s the thing. I’ve never asked you for anything for myself, only for the family. But there’s a first time for everything, they say, and this prayer is for me. I’m not pretending otherwise. All for me.

			‘I’ll be honest, I can’t see why you wouldn’t grant it. We both know I’m not going to be here much longer. But I think you should and I trust you will and I’ll . . . I’ll accept nothing less, God. Enough, now. In your infinite mercy and might, you can make this happen. Somehow.’

			She hesitated. But sometimes, you have to ask for what you want.

			‘So please, Lord, before I go, bring my girls home to me. That’s all I want now. Bring my girls home. Amen.’

			The tears trickled free. Her words drifted into the dark corners to settle like dust, and shivered through the glass to float over the inky plains of the night sky. There was no sound or movement. If God had heard, He sent her no sign.

			Still, as she leaned heavily on the windowsill to struggle to her feet, she felt she had made her point. She felt she had been very clear.

		

	
		
			Nora

			December 2014

			After Nora had been in therapy for a while, things did start to change. It’s just that they didn’t change in any of the ways she’d expected. Before her first session, on a dusty evening back in June, she had made a list of all the ways she hoped her life would improve. Never having had counselling before, she didn’t want to be underprepared.

			For a while life had continued as usual, except for these once-weekly trips to Belsize Park to see Jennifer. Then, after about three months, the nightmares became more persistent, her anxiety intensified and her relationship with her mother got much worse. She also split up with her partner, Simon, just months before her fortieth birthday. None of these things had been on her list.

			Now, on a frosty evening in December, she stood at the window of Jennifer’s cream waiting room, staring into the clear darkness of a quiet North London street. One or two faded leaves ghosted past on a winter wind, drifting through a beam of lamplight. Nora didn’t mind the wait. She was too busy wondering how to explain to Jennifer what she’d done now.

			‘I resigned today!’ she blurted out, forty minutes later. Jennifer had commented that she often did that – bit her tongue over something really important until late in the session so there was no time to discuss it properly. Usually Nora didn’t recognise how significant these omissions were until Jennifer seized on them like an archaeologist examining an apparently ordinary bit of stone and pronouncing it an arrowhead. But even Nora knew this was important.

			She would have loved to put off the revelation for another week but if she couldn’t say it to Jennifer, who was trained to bear witness to the vagaries of human motivation, how would she tell her staff at the office? How would she tell Simon (who still kept in touch even though she had broken up with him)? And – oh God – how would she tell her mother?

			‘I see. Would you like to say a bit more about that?’ asked Jennifer, betraying none of the alarm Nora was certain she must feel. Jennifer had a shock of auburn hair and lovely creamy skin. She was probably only ten years older than Nora at the most, but she seemed somehow aeons ahead. Wise? Motherly?

			‘Um, well, I did it after lunch,’ said Nora, then grimaced. That was not what Jennifer meant, clearly. ‘Olivia was really surprised but quite nice about it. I don’t know why I did it. Um . . . I saw a beach.’

			‘A beach?’

			Nora sighed. There was no way to explain this without sounding barking mad. She probably was. People didn’t just quit their jobs because they wanted to go to the beach!

			‘Yes. In my mind’s eye. I know it sounds crazy. I . . . I don’t know why I did it,’ she repeated.

			How could she ever explain? Surely it had been nothing more than an idle daydream . . . but she wanted to call it a vision. It had felt almost breathtakingly significant. Sudden, diamond-bright and impossible to resist, it made her feel something unfamiliar and buoyant. Hope, perhaps. But now, on top of everything else, she would soon be unemployed. Jennifer had said that when a person started therapy things often got worse before they got better. She wasn’t kidding!

			‘We’ve only got a few minutes left, Nora . . .’ Jennifer began. A therapy hour, for some reason, was fifty minutes long. She hadn’t glanced at her watch and the only clock in the room was above her head, but Jennifer seemed to have time running through her veins. ‘However, I’m happy for you to stay an extra few minutes if you’d like to explore it a little further.’

			‘Really?’ Jennifer never ran over. Perhaps she was more shocked than she appeared. ‘Thank you.’

			‘Then why don’t you tell me exactly what happened today, as if it’s unfolding now?’

			Nora nodded. She closed her eyes as Jennifer had taught her and took herself back to a memory of earlier that day. Just like that she was back at work: lunchtime. The rest of the department had gone out but, as usual, she was eating at her desk. She could see the filing cabinet’s grey metallic gleam out of the corner of her eye, the white glow of her computer monitor and the black stapler ranged neatly behind the keyboard.

			‘It’s lunchtime,’ she began. ‘I’m in the office. I’m telling myself I’m lucky because my office has two windows. Except, when I look out of one of them, I see the corridor. And the other one looks over the indoor courtyard. What’s the point of an indoor courtyard? But at least there’s greenery – some ferns growing over some rocks . . . Remember you said last week that—’

			‘Concentrate, Nora,’ Jennifer’s voice murmured. ‘You’re in the office . . .’

			‘Oh, yes. So I decide to go down to the courtyard to stretch my legs. I go over to the ferns and I touch them and . . . they’re plastic.

			‘I feel completely betrayed. So I get a Kit-Kat from the vending machine and go back to my office. I think, no wonder I never look up from my desk – I’ll just get on with my work. But when I sit down again all I can see is this beach . . .’

			And she could still see it. It hadn’t really left her the rest of the day. A cool, clear sweep of beach, golden sand turning oyster coloured in the pale, clear light, miles of walking, under a silver sky.

			‘I mean, I can see it – as clearly as if it’s the actual view from my window! And it’s beautiful . . . It’s winter, but the sky is bright and the wind is blowing . . . and I’m filled with this yearning . . . It’s not just that it’s beautiful, it’s the feeling it gives me. It’s a feeling of freedom and of something . . . real . . . I want so badly to be there. And it’s not just that I want to be somewhere beautiful, though I do. It feels . . .’ Nora sighed again and shook her head. ‘It feels as if I’m meant to be there, like it’s calling me. Commanding me, actually. As if it holds the key to a great secret – though I didn’t even know there was a secret!

			‘Then Nick comes back from lunch. He’s my assistant,’ Nora added, opening one eye, in case Jennifer had forgotten. But she hadn’t, of course; she just motioned for Nora to continue.

			‘He bursts through the door – the office doors are hideous by the way, this really horrible shade of green. I mean, who saw that colour paint and thought, Yes, let’s go for this one? Anyway, so Nick bursts in and I look at him – I mean, really look at him. His hair’s untidy, so I realise it’s windy out, but I wouldn’t have known otherwise because I’m in this hermetically sealed building. I’m never outside. I’m either at the office, or the gym, or on the Tube, or in the flat . . . He’s holding his battered old satchel. It’s always crammed with those black Moleskine notebooks because he’s attempting to write the great British novel. And I realise that my bag contains absolutely nothing I’m passionate about. Only my purse and phone and make-up – essential stuff. Then Nick gets back to work and I can still see the beach. It’s clamouring at me. So I walk down the corridor and knock on Olivia’s vile green door, and tell her I’m leaving. Oh, I gave a month’s notice, of course, I wouldn’t leave them in the lurch. But after that . . .’

			Nora opened her eyes. Jennifer was nodding slowly. ‘Your wish for a life of your own making is calling loudly now,’ she said at last. ‘It doesn’t seem as though you can run from it any more.’

			‘Nowhere to run, nowhere to hide,’ Nora laughed nervously. ‘I’ve left Simon and I’ve left my job and I don’t know what I’m going to do.’ And God only knew what her mother would say – for so many reasons. Yet Nora couldn’t help but feel that somehow Jasmine was at the heart of all this, an impression that made no sense at all. This was the last course of action that her mother would ever have advised and that beach would be the last place she’d ever want to go, yet the feeling persisted, irrational and worrying.

			Jennifer was still looking thoughtful. ‘And how have you been feeling since you resigned?’

			They exchanged a wry smile. They had shared a little joke, that first day in June, about the cliché of counsellors asking ‘And how does that make you feel?’ Jennifer agreed it was a dreadful question – yet sometimes unavoidably useful.

			‘Disbelieving! I mean, me without my job . . . what is that? And also, I feel like a little kid playing truant. I’m scared someone will find out and shout at me.’

			‘Someone?’

			‘Someone in authority. A teacher or something.’

			‘But there are no teachers, Nora. You’re not a child and your decisions are your own. The only person you’re accountable to in this situation is your boss, Olivia, and you’ve already told her.’

			‘All right then, my mother.’

			‘And what do you imagine she’ll say?’

			And just like that, Nora found herself tongue-tied. Predicting anything about her mother had become impossible lately. A distance had somehow grown up between them over the last twelve months. Nora would never have imagined that could happen, close as they’d always been, but she could remember noticing it vividly last Christmas. She’d asked Jasmine repeatedly what was wrong but Jasmine had told her she was just being oversensitive. And Nora’s own troubles had started around the same time.

			Then Jennifer did look at her watch. ‘We need to stop now, Nora, so perhaps that’s something you can think about for next time. Meanwhile, just a quick question. Did you recognise the beach? Is it imaginary, or somewhere you know?’

			Nora gave a bleak laugh. ‘Oh, I know it. Thank you, Jennifer.’

			She gathered her things and headed out, back to the dark street that led, as all streets must, to Starbucks. She really needed a latte. Oh yes, she knew where that beach was. And she’d be more reluctant to tell her mother that than anything.

		

	
		
			Chloe

			July 1953

			‘Joy has a colour! And it’s bright blue, like this summer sky!’ cried Chloe, spinning around, her face tilted up to the sun, her palms outstretched.

			Her new pleated skirt – mint-green and grey check – lifted about her legs and spun with her. It wasn’t new really, she’d inherited it from Margaret Matthews (who was seventeen now, and gone away to Swansea) but it was new to her and quite the most grown-up piece of clothing she possessed. Her mother said maybe she should save it for best, but Chloe could think of no ‘best’ that could better this, the start of her annual summer holiday to Tenby.

			Tenby! The very name filled her with elation. It smacked of adventure, of endless sunny days on the beaches, of romance and hidden treasure . . . She would see her glamorous Aunt Susan and her Uncle Harry – as they were calling him now. She would see her cousins, Megan and Richard, who were sixteen and eighteen. Their ages alone conferred upon Chloe a vicarious glamour that she wore like new gloves when she went home. She would see Mr Walters in the ice cream shop and Mrs Isaacs in the paper shop. She would go to the Fountains Café and the picture house and the caves and the bandstand. And above all, oh! Above all, she would see Llew.

			‘Chloe Samuels! You stop that twirling now!’ the repressive voice of Auntie Bran cut across her spirals. ‘Enough to make the cat dizzy you are! Come and sit down nice, now. What would your mam say?’

			Chloe did not retort that there was no cat, since they were waiting at the bus stop in Carmarthen. The very mention of her mother was enough to turn her happiness to homesickness. Before she had even left the county! Her parents had put her on the bus in Nant-Aur and, fifteen miles later in Carmarthen, here was Auntie Branwen to meet her off it and make sure she caught the Tenby bus. Oh Mam, Dad, she thought, how can I leave you for three whole weeks?

			Chloe and Auntie Bran subsided into side-by-side silence. Auntie Bran was satisfied that, by invoking Chloe’s mother, she had effectively quashed her thirteen-year-old niece. But the truth was that Gwennan was as excited as anyone about Chloe’s holiday. If she had been here, she would have been twirling too. She had packed her daughter’s suitcase, layering tissue paper between the worn jumpers, skirts and blouses as carefully as if they were the finest Parisian silks. There was nothing Gwennan would not do for the happiness of her first-born child and only daughter, but she and her husband, Daf, had little to give. So they made do with this: parting with Chloe for three weeks every summer so she could have the time of her life in Tenby.

			The red Tenby bus arrived in a puff of dust and a crunch of wheels. Chloe’s aunt swung the battered brown case (another Margaret Matthews cast-off) up the steps and gave Chloe a quick, sharp kiss on the cheek. She stepped back as the bus ground into motion again and then, without a wave or further glance, she trudged away.

			The three sisters were completely different, thought Chloe, watching her aunt stump off down the road. Branwen, the eldest, had never married and lived alone in her little cottage in Blue Street. This situation might have lent itself to all kinds of fun and adventures, had not Auntie Bran been the kind of person who chased away fun and adventure with a stiff broom. Pale and unbeautiful, with eyebrows that sprouted where eyebrows really had no business to go, Auntie Bran, it was safe to say, was Chloe’s least favourite.

			Then there was Susan, the ‘middle child’, a designation that seemed to imply all sorts when Chloe heard it muttered among the neighbours. She was tall, rather glamorous and had almost gone to university! In fact, Chloe had not known she even had an Auntie Susan until four years ago – there had been some sort of family feud during the war, when Chloe was a little one. But in 1950 Auntie Susan had ‘mended fences’. She wrote to Gwennan, the softer-hearted of her sisters, saying it was a new decade; they should put the past behind them. She wrote that she was settled in Tenby now, and that if Gwennan was happy for Chloe to visit, they would look after her very well.

			Gwennan, the youngest of the sisters, was Chloe’s mother . . . but no. Chloe loved her mother so much, and it was too soon in her holiday to be able to think of her without crying. It would be worst tonight, she knew, when she spent her first night in the camp bed at the foot of Cousin Megan’s bed. Then she would remember her mother’s worried expression as she checked and checked that Chloe had everything she needed. Such love . . . A parting, even for just a holiday, made such love a double-edged sword.

			But tomorrow she would wake to the screaming of gulls and the promise of long, sunlit days of liberty. The days would pass and Chloe would be happy, writing home in instalments, posting the letters once a week; the hiraeth would ease. She knew well the pattern of the days now, for this was to be her fourth summer holiday with the other branch of the family, the ‘posh’ branch.

			And this would be the best holiday yet because she was thirteen! And that meant – her stomach turned over just thinking about it – that this year, for the very first time, she, Chloe Samuels, could attend the Tenby Teens summer dance! How could a person stand this much excitement and live?

			Forcing herself to sit still, she dug in her coat pocket for a gob-stopper.

			Enjoy, now, cariad! Enjoy every minute! The memory of Gwennan’s kind, lovely voice made Chloe miss her mother all the more, so she thought about Llew instead.

			Chloe had met Llew that first summer in Tenby, three long years ago now, and he was her best friend in all the world. Of course, she didn’t say that to Bethan Hill, who was her best friend in Nant-Aur. She didn’t want to hurt anyone’s feelings. BUT.

			Llew was special. He was two years younger than Chloe, the same age as her brother Clark. If he had been anyone else, Chloe would have considered him a child. But he had an ‘old soul’, Auntie Susan said, not necessarily meaning it as a compliment. Chloe agreed, though; she could see it in his greeny-browny-yellowy eyes, and when he talked she felt as if she were with someone older, not younger. He was as tall as she was, too, and everyone knew boys grew slower than girls. Then again, Chloe had never been tall – she followed her mother like that. She worried she would end up stout like her too. No sign of that yet, though. Chloe was as slender as a daisy stem.

			Llew thought a lot, and read poetry. Chloe teased him for this but secretly she was impressed. He was going to be a famous photographer when he grew up and take pictures of all the famous people of the day – the actors and actresses, the writers and dancers and inventors. He was never seen without his Box Brownie slung around his skinny neck. He was completely unafraid to accost fishermen, holidaymakers, lifeboat men, usherettes at the picture house . . . and ask them to do this, that or the other that he thought would make an interesting photograph. Even when Red Sam the lobsterman roared at him and chased him off, Llew was undaunted. Red Sam scared Chloe with his hands and feet like anvils, the drinker’s complexion that gave him his name and his beard thick as a blackberry bush, but Llew danced away over the rocks and laughed at him.

			Red Sam was a dramatic exception, though. More often than not people seemed flattered, or at least amused, and Llew got his picture. Occasionally they swore at him and told him he would be a waster when he grew up, like his old man. Chloe couldn’t have borne being rejected like that but Llew only shrugged.

			‘They’ll be sorry one day,’ he always said. ‘They’ll be begging me to take their picture, but they won’t be able to afford me.’

			Llew would take Chloe’s picture in the future, he said, because she was going to be beautiful. He said it quite matter-of-factly, the way you might say that a ladybird has spots or a butterfly has wings, but Chloe was thrilled. He was the first person besides her mother ever to say so, and she badly wanted to be beautiful because then, when she grew up, men would fall in love with her and she would have a magical life . . . Chloe was determined to have a magical life.

			It was hard, in Nant-Aur, to imagine how that could ever happen. Not that Chloe didn’t love her home; she did. She adored her parents, tolerated her brothers better than she let on (she would never, ever admit that she loved them) and she couldn’t imagine surviving for any length of time without waking up to the sight of the mists wreathing the bryn.

			But Nant-Aur was a village. She knew everyone in it and, if there was greatness in her, no one there was going to see it, apart from maybe her mam. To everyone else she was just ‘the Samuels girl’, too flighty by half, but a pretty enough little thing, if only she filled out a bit.

			As for men . . . besides her brothers the village boasted only twelve boys close to her in age. Even allowing for great improvements in their looks and manners when they grew, Chloe couldn’t see herself falling in love with a single one of them. They were unimaginative souls, dense as lumps of coal. Whereas Chloe wanted . . . well, in truth, she didn’t know what she wanted, and that was part of the problem with Nant-Aur. Apart from the piano teacher and the church caretaker, both of whom were spinsters (a word that caused Chloe to shiver), all the women were mothers, wives. They kept house, they did laundry. They didn’t present a wide range of options for Chloe to choose from.

			An excited chant rose from the children on the bus, rousing her from her reflections.

			‘Oneby, Twoby, Threeby, Fourby, Fiveby, Sixby, Sevenby, Eightby, Nineby, TENBY!’ they hollered, voices rising with every count, before collapsing in gales of giddy laughter.

			Some of the old people tutted, others smiled indulgently. Chloe raised her eyebrows as Megan might have done. In previous years she had joined in, but she was a Tenby Teen now! No need to be childish like the little ones.

			It wasn’t that she didn’t want to get married and have children; it was just that she didn’t want to do it Nant-Aur style. She didn’t want to wrap herself up in an old pinny six days a week and wear a patched dress to church on Sundays, then hurry home to cook a massive roast with all the trimmings while her family snored by the fire. She wanted . . . something else, as well.

			It was only in Tenby that she glimpsed alternative ways of arranging things. Aunt Susan, for example, had a husband and children, but she wore beautiful clothes from her London days. She frequently lunched with female friends and spent a great deal of time gazing at the sea, tapping her cigarette holder against her teeth and painting her nails a gorgeous holly-berry red. Chloe felt that if she had nail polish and pretty things to wear and time to giggle with friends, she could be happy. Her own mother had none of these things yet Gwennan was always happy, and Chloe couldn’t think why. The only person she could talk to about such things was Llew, and he said that there were as many different ways to be happy as there were people in the world or pebbles on the beach.

			‘How do you know?’ she had demanded, looking at him askance. ‘You’re ten!’

			But whether he was right or wrong, Chloe liked the thought of finding her own way to be happy. She didn’t want to be like her mother, nor quite like Auntie Susan, and she certainly didn’t want to be like Auntie Bran! So she would just have to blaze a new trail. One thing she knew for sure: if there was magic to be found anywhere in the small, ordinary life of Chloe Samuels, Tenby was where she would find it.

		

	
		
			Nora

			The anxiety was as bad as ever. At least it was Saturday, so she didn’t have to go to work. So far, the big achievement of Nora’s day had been getting out of bed, making a mug of tea and transferring herself to the armchair by her bedroom window. She hadn’t managed to dress yet but thanks to the hot radiator, a fleecy blanket and a pair of purple bedsocks, she was warm. Even so, she couldn’t stop shivering. Jennifer said when this happened to ‘sit with it’ and ‘breathe through it’ and to ‘watch it with curiosity and compassion’. Mindfulness. Nora was trying. Not so much because she had faith in it as because this felt so bad – so bad – that she would entertain any technique, any perspective, that might one day make this cold grey paralysis go away. If the people in work could see her now, they wouldn’t believe it.

			Nora was – for another four weeks anyway – the office manager for the Faculty of History in the School of Humanities at the University of Greater London. She oversaw a team of nine administrators (a little faculty joke: why employ one person to do a job when three can do it half as well?) and supported eight academics, making sure their working lives ran like clockwork. She used to think of the morass of university procedures, paperwork and protocol as a dense jungle and herself as a mighty explorer slashing a way through with a machete. Because of the unflinching way she rampaged through a to-do list that would make lesser mortals quail, Simon used to call her the Achiev-o-meter. It wasn’t exactly the sexiest thing a man had ever called her.

			But it was true that Nora was a consummate professional. She was never seen with a hair out of place. She had never known what it was to cower under a blanket. But about a year ago, vague, unspecified fears had started to plague her. She’d begun to wake up crying from nightmares she couldn’t remember and, sometimes, from erotic dreams so sharp and insistent, so at odds with her waking life, that she found those the most unsettling of all.

			The view from the back of her one-bed flat in Kingston was a jumble of roofs and corners of buildings, a couple of drainpipes and a cracked gutter with lavish weeds springing forth like some kind of deconstructionist hanging basket. Nora sat and stared, the mug cooling between her hands.

			What was she going to tell everyone at work on Monday? She had been there nine years; she was ‘part of the furniture’, as Dr Menna Brantham (Gender and Narrative 1765–1857) often said. (She meant it as a compliment.) She wasn’t remotely ready to answer the questions that were sure to follow. Like, Why?

			Maybe Simon was right. Maybe she was losing the plot. It was a moment of pure impulse, brought about by the contrast of the image of the beach with those green-painted doors and that damn plastic fern. A sudden vehement rejection of everything they symbolised about her life. But she couldn’t say that to her colleagues.

			Her brain kept telling her that she had just made a catastrophic mistake; her job really could be worse. But, some rebellious, unacknowledged part of Nora whispered, it could be a lot better, too.

			What would she do when she finished? Spend every day like today, playing dead to an invisible predator, shrinking from life? Would she go really properly crazy? The possibility had never been anywhere on Nora’s radar before. She was clever. Practical. Dedicated. ‘A very together young woman,’ Dr Wendham Windsor (Twentieth-Century Politics and Sociology) had commended her, once.

			Her mug was now stone cold. Nora set it down on the windowsill and the roofscape before her eyes reconfigured itself into the beach. Long and clean, sparkling like champagne, it was edged by froth and floodlit by a winter sun. Nora groaned. Did she now have to add hallucinations to her list of difficulties? It was just a place in Wales that she’d visited once as a child.

			Nora and Jasmine had been staying with Gran, who suggested a day out in Tenby. Jasmine wouldn’t go, of course, so Gran took Nora. Nora probably hadn’t thought about that day in twenty years – until the beach, improbably, flashed into her mind in the office yesterday.

			And why that beach specifically? Tenby had two or three lovely beaches if Nora remembered correctly. It was only briefly, at the end of the day, that they’d gone to see the South Beach. When Gran asked her if she wanted to go down there to walk, Nora shook her head; she was tired. So they went back to the car. It had been a pretty place, a happier time, but nothing remarkable had happened there. It didn’t hold any special significance for her. It was ridiculous. You couldn’t be haunted by a beach. But the more Nora tried to push the image away, the stronger it grew. And the strangest thing was, whenever she saw the beach, the anxiety faded.

			The worst thing about having a nervous breakdown, or whatever she was having, was how disconnected it made her feel. Last night, on her way home, she had seen Glen the homeless man outside the train station. He was clutching a lead with no dog attached to it. When he saw Nora he seized her arm.

			‘Have you seen him?’ he asked, his eyes wide and imploring.

			‘Seen who?’ asked Nora. ‘Your dog?’

			He frowned at her. ‘No, I don’t have a dog. My self. I can’t find my self. Have you seen him?’

			Nora had bought him coffee and cake from a nearby café and sat with him for a while. She felt the same way, as though all the things that had once made up ‘Nora’ were coming apart and floating off. It was scary and very lonely.

			Nowadays the slightest thing could rattle her. Like the prospect of this evening: she had to go to her mother’s for dinner. Well, she didn’t ‘have to’ – Jennifer was forever pulling her up on vocabulary like that. Her mother had simply issued an invitation that Nora had been free to accept or decline, Jennifer insisted. So, Nora had chosen to accept her mother’s – forcibly worded – invitation, hoping that this time it would be the way it used to be.

			It was an effort to haul herself into the shower, get dressed and blow-dry her hair. But her mother would have a fit if she saw Nora sporting her blanket and bedsocks look, so it had to be done.

			‘OK, OK,’ muttered Nora to Jennifer-in-her-head. It didn’t have to be done. But she chose to make herself presentable to avoid getting grief. It was probably a good thing: sitting unwashed in a chair all day was hardly uplifting.

			By the time she left the flat, Nora looked pale but almost normal in black jeans, a purple shirt and flats. She fastened on crystal earrings and a bracelet. Her brown hair gleamed around her heart-shaped face, neatly styled in the ‘Rachel’ cut that had been popular all those years ago. Nora had always loved Friends. She brightened up her wide grey eyes with a lick of mascara and gave herself a quick spray of La Vie Est Belle. She put the perfume bottle back, next to her mother’s old hourglass. It was pretty, with a mahogany stand and duck-egg blue sand. She had loved playing with that thing as a child. Now it stood neglected among the clutter, the glass dimmed by a film of dust. Feeling oddly guilty, Nora gave it a quick swipe with her sleeve.

			She felt a little better as she stopped to buy pink roses – her mother’s favourite – and caught the bus. And if she was seized with a great urge to stay on the bus to the end of the line at Richmond, well, that didn’t have to mean anything, did it? You couldn’t always be in the mood to visit your mother, could you? Except that once upon a time Nora always had been.

			Her dad, Steve, had run out on them when she was small – on Nora’s first birthday, to be exact. Jasmine had never remarried. It was just the two of them and they hadn’t wanted anyone else. They were close as close; that’s what Jasmine always said when people expressed admiration that she coped so well.

			‘We’re close as close,’ she would smile, shaking her head. ‘We’re just fine, aren’t we, Nora?’ And they were. Their best-friendship had thrived even when Nora went to university, then went to live with her first boyfriend. Until last year they had still been each other’s favourite person to spend time with, close as close.

			Nora didn’t know why it had changed. Nothing dramatic had happened. Nora’s fault? Jasmine’s fault? Or completely natural and inevitable? Perhaps no one stayed that close with their mother forever. Things were still OK, it wasn’t as though they didn’t speak or anything, but . . . There seemed to be constant tension between them, aggravation. The simplest conversations became landmines of misunderstanding. They were too close perhaps.

			On the top deck of the bus to Petersham, she muttered affirmations under her breath. This wasn’t Jennifer’s suggestion; Nora had got the idea from one of the self-help books she had accumulated over the last few months. They did calm her down a bit.

			All my relationships are harmonious and satisfying. I am a confident, capable adult. I am free to make my own choices.

			*

			Jasmine’s house was a tiny eighteenth-century cottage at the end of a lane that now led off a modern housing estate. Nora found herself hesitating on the doorstep. She would certainly tell her mother her news. That’s what Nora and Jasmine always used to do. Nora would come home from school and tell her mother every last detail of her day over hot chocolate and Jacobs crackers. Jasmine would come home from work and tell Nora about her day at the office while she sipped a glass of wine. Nora wanted it to be like that again. So she had resigned for no discernible reason and with no job to go to. She should still be able to tell her mother, shouldn’t she?

			All my relationships are honest and open. I am a strong, independent adult.

			The door flew open and Nora jumped. ‘Are you going to stand there all night talking to yourself?’ her mother demanded. ‘I’ve been watching you from the upstairs window. Anyone would think you didn’t want to come in!’

			‘Of course I want to come in!’ Nora flushed and thrust the flowers towards her mother, whose eyes gleamed with pleasure.

			Jasmine had long dark hair, as she had ever since Nora could remember. Of course, now that Jasmine was in her seventies, the colour was bottle-assisted, but it was beautifully done and the colour still suited her, with her striking blue eyes and elfin bone structure. Her skin was soft as silk, and she was annoyingly petite – it made Nora, who was five foot nine and curvaceous, feel rather giantesque next to her. Apparently she took after her father.

			‘Thank you, darling, they’re beautiful. You are good. Now come in, come in. What’s that awful mess on your shirt?’ She brushed at Nora’s arm none too gently.

			Nora looked down at a smear of dust from the hourglass. ‘It’s just dust.’

			‘Honestly, darling, it wouldn’t hurt you to pay a cleaner once in a while. Oh! I think the soup’s boiling. It’s not supposed to boil!’

			She hobbled off and Nora followed her mother to the kitchen. It was small and warm with oak cupboards and a terracotta floor. The sweet smell of parsnips billowed through it like a cloud. She leaned against the doorframe, watching as Jasmine fiddled with the flame on the hob and stirred the soup. She was elegantly dressed, as ever, in black silk trousers and a cream chiffon blouse. Jasmine didn’t hold with aprons. For a moment she looked exactly as she always had. It was only when she moved around that you saw her age – her stiff joints and awkward bending and reaching. Nora savoured the illusion that she was a child, and her mother in her forties, and they could pour their hearts out to one another over parsnip soup.

			‘Sandy’s joining us for dinner,’ said Jasmine while Nora filled a jug and cut the rose stems.

			Nora’s heart sank. It had become hard enough talking to Jasmine at the best of times. With social Jasmine it was impossible. ‘Oh.’

			‘What’s the matter? You like Sandy.’

			Nora did. Another roving septuagenarian, Sandy always stayed in the cottage when Jasmine was out of the country on one of her increasingly frequent jaunts to Thailand or Canada or Malawi. Did this mean her mother was going away again?

			‘Will you be here for Christmas, Mum?’ she blurted. Surely she wouldn’t disappear over Christmas, now that Nora had left Simon?

			Jasmine turned from the stove to frown at her. ‘Well, of course I will!’ she said, in a tone that was nothing short of impatient. ‘Don’t get silly now, Nora.’

			‘I was only asking.’

			‘Well, don’t ask pointless things! Oh, there’s Sandy. Go and let her in, will you?’ Jasmine bent down with some effort to open the oven door, releasing the stomach-teasing tang of garlic bread. In her giant oven mitts she looked like a child wearing her father’s shoes. Nora bit her lip, torn between love and frustration, then, hearing the crunch of Sandy’s walking stick on the gravel, she went to the door.

			*

			Nora found herself relaxing as the evening progressed. Perhaps it was good that Sandy was here. She didn’t really need to tell her mother her latest development tonight. It could wait.

			‘Nora’s still seeing that counsellor woman,’ said Jasmine, over lemon meringue pie. ‘It bothers me. All that digging around in the past, and the waste of money. We didn’t do it in our day, did we?’

			‘Don’t forget, Jasmine,’ said Sandy, ‘times are different now. Young people are under a lot of pressure these days. Sorry, Nora, I don’t mean to sound patronising. I do know you’re quite grown-up. It’s just that anyone under sixty seems young to me these days.’

			Nora laughed. Sandy was wiry and strong. Her thick grey hair was pulled back in a ponytail and she wore her usual jeans and a polo neck. She was lively and interested in people. She was a good advert for seventy-something.

			‘So everyone says,’ scowled Jasmine. ‘You should hear them all on morning TV. Moaning on about noise pollution and time pressure and social media bullying . . . Everything has to be a big deal.’

			Rather than start a row in front of Sandy, Nora excused herself and went upstairs. Jasmine used to pride herself on being so open-minded. How on earth had she changed so much? In the bathroom, tea lights flickered on the windowsill and the boiler hummed. Nora felt nostalgic. She missed living here, young and optimistic, catching the bus along the river to school. She missed her mother, for heavens’ sake! Quite how she could miss someone who was sitting downstairs at this very moment she didn’t understand. Especially when that someone had been driving her mad for the last two hours. It was how her mother had been that she missed. How it was between them in the old days.

			On the landing she saw that the loft ladder was pulled down – Jasmine had mentioned that the annual exhumation of the Christmas decorations was in progress. Nora felt a sudden hankering to look through her mother’s old photo albums. When Nora was young, and utterly in awe of her beautiful, adventurous mother, she had spent hours poring over them. Jasmine sat with Nora on many a winter’s evening, turning the pages and telling the stories behind the pictures.

			Nora had been mesmerised, believing her mother to be the woman that anyone, surely, would want to be. But now, with her mother so changed, Nora found herself wondering what life had really been like for Jasmine, behind the bright images.

			‘Mum,’ she called, ‘I’ll be a few minutes. I need to look through my old books.’

			‘OK,’ her mother called back. ‘Do you want me to cut you another slice of pie for later?’

			‘Yes please.’

			‘Really? I thought you were trying to lose weight?’

			‘Well, why did you offer it then?’ muttered Nora, rolling her eyes and refusing to answer.

			Quickly she climbed into the loft and switched on the light. Boxes of Christmas decorations were piled in the middle of the floor, tinsel tails straggling out. Nora picked up the torch that lived next to the loft hatch and shone it on the various objects – her school reports and projects, suitcases, the guitar that neither of them had ever learned to play . . .

			She spotted the ornamental chest that held the albums and opened it. There was no mystery to uncover; she knew she would find no secret letter, or previously unnoticed inscription on the back of one of the photos, because she knew those albums inside out, back to front, cover to cover. She just wanted to look at them again. She pulled out the top album and opened it at random. Nora smiled. She hadn’t seen these pictures for years . . . First, there was Jasmine’s go-go girl phase. She’d been a model in London in the sixties, and the photos showed her with sooty eyelashes, mini-skirts and clunky, knee-length boots, her long dark hair backcombed high on her head.

			A hippy phase in the seventies had followed – flowing tie-dyed skirts and crocheted ponchos, hair loose and longer than ever. That was the phase that had resulted in Nora.

			Then she’d had what Nora always thought of as her Melanie Griffith phase in the eighties, after Steve left. With bills to pay and a child to support, she’d trained as a paralegal and then become a solicitor, succeeding as a single mother in a tough field where women were still a relative minority, then. But if she resented this further lifestyle change that had been thrust upon her, she never showed it. The photos from this time showed her with huge, Dynasty-esque hair, lashings of blue eyeshadow and gold power jewellery.

			Nora had never known go-go Jasmine and she only had dim, rather angelic memories of hippy Jasmine – the brush of soft fabrics, the smell of incense. It was ‘working mother’ Jasmine that Nora remembered, was influenced by.

			But Jasmine had made being a career woman look sexy, fascinating, dynamic; Nora couldn’t help but compare herself at a similar age. A very together young woman. The Achiev-o-meter. Part of the furniture. They weren’t the sort of compliments that made a girl glow. Nora had once told Jennifer that she felt as though her mother’s life was made of large, colourful building blocks, and all that was left over for Nora were the cramped, dusty spaces in between. She felt like the negative image of a photograph, the colourless, smudgy patches left over from Jasmine Banquist’s remarkable life.

			She flicked through the pages for a while then shut the albums and put everything back. She braced herself to return to the dinner table. And damn it, she would have another piece of pie.

		

	
		
			Chloe

			July 1953

			When the bus passed the gypsy encampment near Kilgetty, Chloe really felt she was on her way. This was her special landmark. A cluster of Romany caravans stood about on a patch of common land. Open fires flickered, kettles and pots hung above them. Horses ambled and dogs streaked through the little community; women hung washing on lines and children played in noisy gangs, their shrieks of laughter reaching Chloe over the noise of the bus’s engine. Every summer, Chloe waved at them, captivated. They never saw her. But from that point on, the winding roads and high hedges held only one promise: Tenby.

			As the encampment disappeared behind them, the children started chanting again: ‘Oneby, Twoby . . .’

			Chloe sat feeling superior until her excitement overcame her. ‘Eightby, Nineby, TENBY!’ she yelled. They were nearly there!

			At last, the road curved round to the right and there was a brief flash of shimmering turquoise sea before the bus went downhill, past the grey railway bridge. Then it climbed, straining and chugging, to the Five Arches, where its magical journey reached an end. By now, Chloe was bouncing in her seat.

			‘Fidget,’ muttered an old woman in the seat opposite, shooting her a black look.

			And there, beside the railings, was Auntie Susan, looking like a colour picture out of one of her own magazines. Chloe waved frantically, knocking the hat of the gentleman in front of her over his eyes.

			‘Oh, I’m sorry! Mae’n ddrwg gen i,’ she gasped, ignoring the tutting of the old lady opposite. As she clambered out of her seat Chloe frowned, noticing the scabs on her knees – she’d fallen over last week playing hopscotch. She always wanted to be elegant for Tenby and scabby knees weren’t exactly this summer’s must-have accessory.

			She scrambled out of the bus, into sea-salt air so clear it rang like bells. Gulls screamed, a warm breeze blew and Chloe was enchanted all over again.

			‘I’m here!’ she cried, dropping her case and flinging her arms wide.

			Auntie Susan smiled and stepped carefully towards her on high heels that set off her wonderful hourglass figure and slim waist. She wore a pale blue dress with a round collar, a skinny white belt around her middle and a pencil skirt so tight it might have been moulded on. No one in Nant-Aur would ever show off their figure like that. Most wonderful were her shoes and the matching small hat that sat on the crown of her perfectly waved brown hair. They were white with dark pink flowers all over them. Chloe instantly yearned to have shoes just like that. (She wore her brown school shoes, unattractive but polished to a proud shine by her father.)

			‘Chloe darling, welcome back,’ said Auntie Susan, bending to kiss her niece lightly on the top of her head. ‘What a pretty skirt.’

			Engulfed in perfume, Chloe had to catch her breath for a moment before she could answer. ‘Thank you! It’s new. New to me, I mean, not new from the shop. I love your shoes! I’d give anything for shoes like that.’

			‘When you’re older a nice heel will do wonders for you. You need the height. Still, you’re a pretty girl. And how is your mother?’

			‘Mam’s very well, thank you, Auntie Susan, and she says to send you and Uncle Heinrich her love.’

			‘Oh, he’s Harry now, dear, remember? And how is Branwen?’

			Chloe hesitated. It was awkward, because Branwen refused to acknowledge the cessation of hostilities with Susan. The war was over but Branwen loved to hang on to a grudge. ‘Ummm, she’s all right. She’s . . . as she is,’ she concluded, borrowing a phrase often used among the neighbours, and nodding wisely as she had seen the grown-ups do. ‘How are Megan and Richard?’

			‘Oh, Megan’s quite the young lady. Growing up fast. She’s gone out with her friends but you’ll see her at tea. Richard’s busy with his studies. Bookkeeping, you know. He’s hoping to work in one of the hotels.’

			Chloe screwed her face up at the thought of bookkeeping during a Tenby summer. And it was mean of Megan not to have waited; she must have known that Chloe would love to go with her. Megan’s friends were fizzy and fun like sherbet.

			They set off, Chloe craning her neck to drink in the view of the Five Arches. The old town walls were castellated and chunky against the bright blue of the sky, pink flowers springing from the cracks. They always made her feel that she had landed in a storybook: Princess Chloe of Goldenstream . . . She didn’t seem to have grown out of it yet.

			She couldn’t see the sea from here but she could smell it; she could hear it too, in the cries of the gulls that soared past on silver-white wings like blades. She smiled as they screamed out their stories of ransack and high adventure on the waves – airborne pirates, Llew called them.

			They walked past the bowling green through streets of houses until they reached number twelve Kite Hill. It was a neat, medium-sized house with a pointed porch with lacy wooden edging.

			Megan may have forgotten her, but Llew hadn’t. He was sitting on the doorstep waiting for her. There would be escapades this afternoon after all!

			Chloe had met Llew on her first ever holiday at Auntie Susan’s – thus, Tenby and Llew were forever inseparable in her mind. She quite literally stumbled upon him one night. She had been spying on the summer dance for Tenby Teens; Megan was in there, of course, with Alma and Evie and Christine. Chloe thought they might have smuggled her in but they hadn’t suggested it.

			Only three years too young – she had kicked the wall of the Fountains Café in frustration. Megan and her friends had talked incessantly about the dance until Chloe felt that life was completely and utterly pointless and drab for anyone who couldn’t go. She watched them arrive, the boys with their slicked-back hair and the girls in the new circle-skirted dresses, pouring down the path from the Esplanade like a rainbow. When they were all inside, and Chloe outside, she trudged off into the dunes, strains of Nat King Cole and The Andrews Sisters blowing after her like bubbles. And she tripped over what she thought was a branch, but turned out to be an outstretched ankle. She went sprawling face first in the sand.

			‘Watch out,’ murmured a dreamy voice.

			‘You tripped me up!’ she replied indignantly, sitting up and spitting out sand.

			The ankle turned out to be attached to a very thin boy lying on his front and holding what she thought at first was a pair of binoculars.

			‘Ah, he’s gone now,’ he said. ‘Never mind. Are you all right by the way?’ He sat up, turned round and saw her. ‘Oh, you’re pretty,’ he added. ‘Mind if I take your photo?’

			Chloe saw that it was a camera, not binoculars, that he pointed at her.

			‘Well, not like this!’ she said crossly, starting to brush the sand off her face and tidy her hair.

			‘No, don’t! It’s like that I want you – it’ll make a great photo, trust me,’ and click went the shutter.

			‘That’s enough, I must be a mess!’ said Chloe. ‘What were you doing, anyway? Who’s gone?’ The boy was wearing shorts and a blue and white striped shirt. The cuffs were frayed and he could do with a good wash, Chloe noted. She wasn’t her mother’s daughter for nothing. He had quite long, light-brown hair and striking eyes, somewhere between sepia and green, like the fields at home in February.

			‘Who’s gone?’

			‘Yes. Just a minute ago you said, “He’s gone.”’

			‘Oh! There was a gull on that bit of driftwood.’

			Chloe was unimpressed. ‘There are gulls everywhere! That’s not a very interesting picture.’

			‘Oh, it was. Come and see.’ He reached out a hand and pulled her beside him. Flat on her stomach, Chloe could see it straight away. A few tall grasses framed a low horizon and a beautiful piece of water-swirled driftwood. It wasn’t a view you would normally see. It was pretty.

			‘There was a huge gull just in that space,’ the boy explained. ‘Filling it, he was. Looked like a giant bird. It was a good angle.’

			Chloe could imagine. Still. ‘Sorry I frightened him off, falling down like that. So inconsiderate of me.’

			He grinned at her. ‘That’s OK. Sorry for tripping you. I’m Leonard Jones by the way.’

			‘Chloe Samuels. Oh! Wait there! Don’t move!’

			‘You’re going?’

			‘I’ll be back now in a minute!’

			Chloe had a half-eaten packet of crisps in her cardigan pocket. Her cousin Richard was forever getting bored of meals and treats halfway through and passed them over to Chloe, who was always hungry.

			She ran to the driftwood and sprinkled a few crisps over it, then darted back. She resumed her place beside Leonard, with their sniper’s-eye view of the driftwood.

			‘Crisp?’ She offered him the bag.

			While Leonard rummaged in the packet, two greedy seagulls flew down to feast on the crisps.

			‘Ah, clever you!’ He pushed the crisps back at her and grabbed his camera. ‘Move, you buggers,’ he muttered, and Chloe was appalled and delighted by his language. ‘Turn around a bit! No, it was better when there was one. Bugger off, you scrawny one . . .’

			Chloe felt like a naturalist on safari as she lay in the sand munching crisps, watching Leonard frown and fiddle with his camera. She half closed her eyes, pretending the strands of marram were long jungle grasses and she was waiting for a lion to stalk past the camera . . .

			A lion. That’s what Leonard reminded her of, with his mane of tawny hair and intent eyes with their golden lights. Given the way his ribcage protruded through his shirt, he reminded her of a lion who hadn’t caught a zebra in a while. She smiled. Didn’t the name Leonard mean lion too? Like Llewelyn in Welsh.

			‘I’m going to call you Llew,’ she said. ‘It suits you better.’

			The smaller gull flew away while the other turned right towards them and glared.

			‘Gotcha!’ he said with satisfaction and turned to Chloe with a smile. ‘Thank you, Chloe Samuels, I think that’ll be a good one. What did you say just then?’

			‘I’m going to call you Llew. It’s better than Leonard. And you look just like a lion.’

			‘Llew,’ he repeated. ‘I like that. Mind you, you got the seagull to come back so I owe you. You can call me what you like!’

			Chloe giggled. ‘Can I call you Toilet-Face?’

			‘No.’

			‘Can I call you . . . Mochyn-Chops?’

			‘No!’

			‘Can I call you . . . ?’ and they carried on like that until they were both laughing so hard that Chloe’s stomach hurt.

			After that, they roamed around until it was dark. When the tide came in they moved from the beach to the town and Llew showed Chloe all sorts of interesting corners she hadn’t seen with Megan.

			He showed her round the town walls, pointing out the niches where statues had once stood, the arrow slits and oillets.

			‘Oillets? What on earth’s an oillet when it’s at home?’ demanded Chloe, aghast at how many words this boy knew.

			‘They fired cannons through them,’ Llew explained, eyes alight at the thought. ‘Can you imagine? Boom!’

			Then he took her to see the old bathhouse in Castle Square and the strange inscription above the door. ‘What are those squiggles?’ Chloe wondered.

			‘Ancient Greek, my dad says. Don’t ask me what it means, though, I’ve forgotten.’

			‘Why did you want to go to the dance anyway?’ he asked when they passed one of the fine hotels on The Croft. Through the gauzy drapes, they could see shadows dancing. ‘Dancing’s stupid!’

			‘It is not!’ Outrage stopped Chloe dead in her tracks. Perhaps they couldn’t be friends after all. ‘Dancing is the most wonderful thing in the whole entire world and when I grow up I’m going to be a famous dancer.’

			‘Are you?’ Llew looked interested. He didn’t scoff and say, Yes, and I’m the King of England, or, Well, you fancy yourself a treat, don’t you, Chloe Samuels! as the people back home all said. So Chloe instantly forgave him. ‘What kind? One of those prancy ballet ones?’

			Chloe sat on the wall overlooking the North Beach, the wind blowing her hair across her face. ‘You have to train for years and years to be a ballerina, and we can’t afford lessons. There isn’t even a ballet school in Nant-Aur for me to spy on.’ She felt sad for a moment, despite the moonlight on the water and the whispering palm trees. ‘But I thought what I could do is be a dancing girl with a band or something. Nothing common, mind you, nothing unladylike.’

			‘Don’t you need to train for that then?’

			‘Probably. But not as much as ballet, I don’t think. See, I’m ten, so it’s too late for that. But it might not be too late for the other sort. I don’t even know anyone who can tell me.’

			Leonard looked down at his feet and kicked his already falling-apart shoe against the wall. ‘I’m eight,’ he said.

			‘Really?’ Chloe was surprised. ‘I thought you were older.’

			‘Everyone says that. It’s because I’m on my own so much. And my dad talks to me like a grown-up. I think it makes me better company for him. See, my mam’s gone.’

			Chloe grabbed his hand. ‘Oh Llew! I’m so sorry! When did she die?’

			‘Oh, she’s not dead. She left. My parents are divorced.’

			‘Divorced?’ She had never heard the word.

			‘Yes. It means they’re not married any more.’

			She frowned. ‘But I thought marriage was forever?’

			‘Yes. Well. It’s supposed to be. But my mam changed her mind. When I was five. She lives in London now.’

			‘Oh! But . . . but . . . do you ever see her?’

			‘Once a year, sometimes. A little bit, yes.’

			‘But . . . why did she change her mind?’

			Llew looked at her with eyes full of confusion and hurt. ‘I don’t know. I always wonder . . . if I did something wrong.’

			‘No.’ Chloe was very firm, very decisive. ‘You couldn’t have. You didn’t. I promise.’

			He cocked an eyebrow at her. If the obvious retorts were going through his mind – that she’d never met his mother, that she didn’t really know him – he didn’t voice them. He just nodded slightly and looked out to sea.

			‘You know, you could have watched the dance,’ he said after a while. ‘There’s a trellis between the dance floor and the café so people can sit and watch.’

			‘Oh, I didn’t know that. Megan’s never taken me there. I might have learned some steps if I’d watched. But if I’d done that, I wouldn’t have met you.’

			‘That’s true.’ He smiled and gazed out to sea again, the wind ruffling his lion’s mane and his threadbare shirt. Chloe liked his silences. Her brothers never shut up gabbing, not for one minute.

			When the town clock had struck ten Chloe suddenly remembered her promise to be back by nine. She didn’t want to annoy Auntie Susan and never get invited back to Tenby. So, like Cinderella before her, she fled. But that was not the last she’d seen of Llew.

			He called for her the following morning, looking more like a sparrow than a lion, with his stick-thin legs and ruffled brown hair.

			Auntie Susan, with her impeccable manners, invited him in while she called Chloe, who was meant to be spending time with Megan and Megan’s friend Alma. In fact, she was sitting on the landing reading Megan’s Famous Five books. The other two were curling each other’s hair and talking about older-girl things. Chloe wouldn’t enjoy it, they told her, shutting the door in her face.

			She ran downstairs and saw Uncle Heinrich and Auntie Susan looking at her visitor with a mixture of disapproval, curiosity and pity. Llew stood with his chin in the air and his hands in his pockets, legs akimbo, hair sticking out everywhere. Chloe thought he looked rather splendid. When they escaped, with a firm injunction for Chloe to be back by three, Llew told her he had something to show her.

			‘Brilliant!’ beamed Chloe.

			‘You still want to be friends with me then?’ He looked at her sideways.

			‘Of course! Why not?’

			‘Because of what I told you last night.’

			At once she knew what he meant. The divorce thing. Did that mean other people wouldn’t be his friend because of it? She must ask her mam about divorce when she got home. She didn’t really understand it. All she knew was that she ached to take Llew back to Nant-Aur with her when she left. Her mother would smother him with kisses and food. She would scrub him to within an inch of his life. She would fuss over him and read him stories till he fell asleep with his head on her leg, as Chloe did. His mother must be a bad woman to leave him. Unless his father was a horrible man. But then, why hadn’t she taken Llew?

			He took her to his house, which was near the railway bridge. They went down a narrow lane between houses, echoes of their footsteps bouncing around them, and in through a peeling side gate. In a long, weedy garden, a tatty old shed creaked next to a dilapidated greenhouse with weeds running rampant inside it. The green, tangy smell of tomatoes rose on currents of sunny air.

			‘This is my darkroom,’ Llew explained as he unlocked the padlock on the shed door with a key he wore inside his shirt on a piece of string. ‘I’ve developed the pictures we took last night.’

			They stepped inside and the shed rocked slightly. Chloe wrinkled her nose at the spiders and cobwebs, and the cloying smell of chemicals overlaying the musty air. Rectangular white tubs sat to one side and there was a line made out of string fastened to nails in the wood. Squares of paper hung from it, held in place with clothes pegs. Llew gestured for her to step closer and Chloe grinned in delight for there, pegged to the line, was last night, all over again.

			There was the sea, rolling endlessly towards them, and there was the couple they’d seen kissing outside the dance. There was an upturned lifeboat and there was the gull on the driftwood, a proud gull-king on a plinth, framed by long grasses.

			‘That’s a wonderful picture!’ said Chloe. ‘I don’t know what it is about it – it’s only a gull – but it makes me want to keep looking at it.’

			He hardly allowed himself a smile, but she could tell that he was pleased. ‘This is the best one,’ he said, passing her the last photo, holding it gently by the edges.

			Chloe held it the same way and looked at her own likeness. She was sitting in the sand dunes with her skirts all messed up, covered in sand. Sand crystals glinted on her face and there was sand in her long hair, which was snaking every which way. Her eyes looked clear and bright and her hair was the colour of sand too – the dry, pale sand at the top of the beach. He was right, it was a far more striking photo than if she had tidied herself up and smiled for the camera, like the girls in Auntie Susan’s magazines.

			She remembered that he was only eight. Amazing. There wasn’t a single boy of any age in Nant-Aur like him. Even Bethan wasn’t half so interesting and she had won a prize for recitation in the Eisteddfod. ‘Did you do all this yourself?’ she asked, waving a hand at the plastic tubs, the old blackout curtains at the window, the teetering shelf.

			He nodded. ‘My dad helped me. He put the shelf up. He got me my camera too, for my birthday last year.’

			Chloe heard the warmth in his voice when he spoke of his father.

			‘That was good of him,’ she said, not knowing how to ask what she really wanted to know: What kind of man is he? Could it be his fault your mother ran away?

			Of course, that was ages ago, when Chloe was ten. Now that she was older, and knew Llew better than anyone, they could talk about anything. She knew his father was a kind, highly educated man who loved his son and missed his wife. He had never really recovered from losing her and, soon after, had lost his job too. Llew said he couldn’t stop his mind wandering off after her and started making lots of mistakes. Their household was tainted with regret and that was why Llew was like an adult in miniature. His mother wasn’t a bad person, Llew assured Chloe, just not really interested in living in a remote seaside town with a vague, sighing academic and a small grubby boy.

			‘You have to find your own happiness.’ That was the first time she had heard him say it. ‘She’s happy in London. I just wish I could have made her happy,’ he added with a tiny shrug as though a puff of wind had tugged him.

			And now, here was Llew again, his camera around his neck as always, a big lion-grin on his face when he saw Chloe.

			‘Leonard Jones, what are you doing cluttering up my doorstep like a tramp?’ demanded Auntie Susan. ‘You really are the most outlandish boy.’

			‘Sorry, Mrs Schultz. I was waiting for Chloe.’

			‘Well, can’t you knock on the door and wait inside like a normal person? Richard is at home. He would have let you in.’

			‘I don’t like to be inside, Mrs Schultz,’ Llew explained.

			He was eleven now, longer and thinner than ever. He was a little cleaner than when Chloe had first met him but never truly gleaming and never seen in a tie! Chloe stole a glance at her aunt, who was rolling her eyes. Something about Llew always made her roll her eyes. She grinned at him and dropped her case. They exchanged a quick, bright hug and Chloe looked at her aunt hopefully.

			‘Oh, very well,’ said Auntie Susan. ‘I suppose you want to be outside too. I suppose you don’t want the boiled egg sandwiches and chocolate cake I’ve prepared for your lunch . . . ?’

			Chloe hesitated, biting her lip. She loved boiled egg sandwiches and chocolate cake. It was a question of loyalty. Llew or food? Llew or food . . . ?

			But Auntie Susan laughed. ‘Oh, all right, I’ll pack a picnic for you both. You look half starved, Leonard. Isn’t your father feeding you?’

			Llew looked fierce. ‘He does his best. He’s not too good at cooking, though . . . Nor am I,’ he admitted.

			Her face softened. ‘Of course, it can’t be easy for him, a man alone. Well, can you bear to sit in the kitchen while I pack up the sandwiches?’

			Llew couldn’t, so he went to wait for Chloe on the bench on the corner, where he amused himself by snapping passers-by. Inside number twelve, Chloe was greeted by the sight of fresh pink roses on the hall stand and the smell of baking.

			‘It’s lovely to be back,’ she sighed. ‘Thank you for having me again, Auntie Susan.’

			‘You’re very welcome, Chloe, we enjoy having you. Now, I want you to be back by five o’clock at the latest. Megan is bringing Alma for tea and Richard has a friend coming too so I want us all sitting down at a sensible time.’

			Chloe’s heart sank a little. Alma. The meanest of Megan’s friends.

			When Chloe had changed into shorts and an old blouse she went to say hello to Richard, who blinked at her in a distracted sort of way, then she flew down the stairs and took the satchel that her aunt handed her. It was bulging with sandwiches and cake, all wrapped up in greaseproof paper. There appeared to be enough for ten children. Whatever the differences between the three sisters, they all had this in common: they could never be accused of underfeeding guests.

			‘Thank you, Auntie Susan!’ Ecstatic to be back, she threw her arms around her elegant aunt. Susan patted Chloe on the back and pulled away, smoothing her perfect hair. That was one way in which Susan and Gwennan were very different: cwtches and kisses were trademarks of the Samuels household, but in Tenby things were more formal. Auntie Susan might look perfect, with her lovely clothes and painted nails, but Gwennan felt like a mother should feel, and nothing could change that.

			‘So you’re a Tenby Teen at last!’ Llew teased when she joined him. He hefted the picnic satchel over his shoulder and they walked without discussion to the South Beach. It was where they started every holiday. The Fountains Café sat right on the sand and Chloe’s stomach gave a roll when they passed it. One night very soon, she would be dancing in there with Megan and Alma, Evie and Christine and Pam . . . Even though, if she were honest, she was no more a part of the gang now than she had been that first holiday.

			‘I am. And just you wait till you see me dance, Llew Jones! I’ll make you tired just watching me. I’m going to dance to every song. I’ll dance with anyone who asks me, even if they’re fat and sweaty, just to get the practice.’

			‘What if no one asks you?’ he demanded, fixing his greeny-amber eyes on her.

			‘Pfff.’ Chloe shook her silver-blonde hair over her shoulders. ‘Of course they’ll ask me. And if they don’t, I’ll dance on my own and make them wish they had.’

			‘Duw, there’s vain, you are, Chloe Samuels,’ he teased, in a quavery, old lady voice.

			She thumped him on the arm and threw herself onto the sand. ‘Oh blast, I forgot my Astral!’ In her hurry to get to this exact spot, the spot she dreamed of the other forty-nine weeks of the year, she had left the cream in her suitcase. ‘I can’t get sunburnt, not with the dance coming up!’

			‘Oh yes, life or death, your complexion,’ commented Llew. He unbuttoned his shirt and threw it over her head. ‘There you are, you won’t burn now.’

			‘Piw, you stink, Llew Jones. Get your nasty boy-shirt off me!’ squealed Chloe, wriggling free and throwing it back at him. ‘I was wrong, you aren’t any better than my brothers. Give me that cake!’

			Of course, it was well past five before Chloe remembered the time. But by now Auntie Susan knew how it was when Chloe went out with Llew. Chloe left the beach reluctantly but it was a happy sort of reluctance because she knew she could come back tomorrow, and the day after, and the day after that . . . That was the magic of holidays: only three short weeks, but they felt never-ending, every time.
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