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			It is so still and transcendent, the cypress trees poise like flames of forgotten darkness, that should have been blown out at the end of the summer. 

			D. H. Lawrence
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			Chapter 1

			Marilyn 

			1965

			It was a warm, sunny day in July and Marilyn was sketching on Burton Beach. 

			There was a certain place, a nook, in which she could stretch out her legs, have her back to Burton Cliff and see the coastline snaking effortlessly past Cliff End and Burton Mere all the way to Portland. The shore in front of her was a mixture of sand and the small pea-­pebbles of Chesil Beach, the rolling waves beyond steaming in as if they intended to take over the world. She watched them frothing over the stones in perfect arcs of foam which dissolved into the air, were absorbed into the sand, and then were gone – while the tide drew back, rushed forward, inexorably, wave after wave. Somehow, it was this she must capture on her page. 

			At the shoreline, two children were playing in the shallows and Marilyn had sketched them too, in silhouette, searching for the loose, cheerful movement of their young bodies, the elasticity of their limbs as they ran into the sea, jumped, shrieked, then streaked out again, holding hands and laughing with delight. It was a challenge – to somehow find the carelessness, the joy, the lack of inhibition, simply through the lines of the pencil and the delicate shading on paper. Later, though, with watercolours, the curl of the brush, the flow of the paint might help her.

			
			

			As Marilyn continued to sketch, someone else wandered into the frame, as people always would do, down by the water’s edge. Marilyn narrowed her eyes so that he became less real, more of a moving blur than a man, as she followed his progress. He was walking barefoot, scuffing at the pebbly sand, allowing the water to lap over his toes, pausing to watch the waves.

			Should she include him? Marilyn put her head to one side and considered his worth. It seemed a shame not to. He looked interesting and was clearly not from around here, and yet she sensed he had an affinity with the sea. He was young – about her own age, she supposed – of medium height, and his dark curly hair was damp and seemed to gleam in the sunlight. He was wearing baggy shorts and a T-­shirt, once red perhaps, but now faded to a light rose. He walked with a slow and relaxed gait, swinging his sandals in his hand, as though he was confident, as though he had no particular place to go.

			Marilyn glanced at her watch. She had thirty minutes of her lunch break left and the hotel was only a five-­minute sprint away. There was time. She squinted towards him and made a few strokes. It was difficult, though, because he was walking out of the frame and up the beach. In fact, she realised, he was walking towards her – and quite purposefully now – so perhaps he had twigged what she was doing and was coming over to object. 

			She just had time to turn the page of her sketchbook before he was upon her. She blinked up at him. He had dark eyes and a full mouth – he was, in fact, good-­looking, she saw – and he didn’t seem like the objecting type. But he didn’t say a word and so Marilyn gave a little nod. 

			
			

			He nodded back. 

			Hmm. She definitely hadn’t seen him before. He was unshaven and his skin was a rich olive, his eyes a dark brown. Was he Spanish perhaps? Or French?

			He lifted his free hand. ‘Hi,’ he said (with an accent, she noted) and smiled. 

			Gosh, thought Marilyn. That was some smile. ‘Hi,’ she replied. 

			He pointed to her sketchbook. ‘You . . . ?’ He mimed drawing.

			‘Draw? Yes.’ She’d always drawn, always painted. It wasn’t even anything she thought about much – she’d just done it. She smiled back at him. He obviously didn’t speak much English. And he probably wouldn’t mind appearing in her sketch; people mostly didn’t – she supposed it was flattering.

			‘I see?’ He sat down beside her with that easy confidence she’d noted earlier.

			‘Sure.’ Marilyn flipped over the page. 

			‘Ah, good,’ he said. ‘Very good, yes.’ And he stared at the drawing for much longer than people usually did. Sometimes it would be a cursory glance, sometimes a smile of approval (often a fake one, Marilyn suspected), most often a non-­committal nod, or if it was her boss, he would tell her to put that thing away and find something useful to do. But that was one of the advantages of working on the reception desk at the Cliff Hotel – Marilyn could observe the comings and goings and, if she wasn’t too busy, she could draw them too. 

			
			

			Once, she had hoped to be a professional artist – in some capacity, at least. But her parents had given the idea of art school short shrift. ‘Drawing’s just a hobby. If you’ll take my advice, you’ll train for something practical,’ her no-­nonsense mother had told her. ‘Look at Glenda – she’ll always have her secretarial training to fall back on.’ 

			That was how it was, Marilyn thought now. A secretary or a mother . . . But increasingly, there were other choices, and she knew her chance would come. If her parents wouldn’t help her, she would save until she had enough to train for something she really wanted to do. And in the meantime . . . Since Marilyn still lived at home, since she must make a financial contribution, she had drifted into this job at the hotel instead and, almost to her surprise, was still here several years later. It was easier sometimes, Marilyn had found, to drift through life. But she was only twenty-­five; something exciting would surely happen to her soon.

			‘Are you Spanish?’ she asked the young man now sitting next to her, stretching out his legs beside her own in a way that was strangely intimate. 

			He shook his head. ‘Again?’

			‘Try again?’ She laughed. ‘Okay, French then?’

			‘No . . .’ 

			Come to think about it, he looked a bit Roman, Marilyn decided. In profile, his nose was definitely aquiline. ‘Italian,’ she concluded. 

			‘Si, si.’ He looked disproportionately delighted that she’d got it right, considering it was her third guess. ‘Yes,’ he said. 

			‘And why are you here in Dorset?’ Because he couldn’t live here. If he lived here, surely he would speak better English? And surely she would know about it? 

			
			

			Marilyn wished more people from overseas came to West Dorset; she would love the chance to talk to them about wherever it was they came from, learn more about the world and maybe decide where she would travel to – when she got the opportunity or when the exciting thing she was waiting for actually happened. But so far, Dorset had remained depressingly British. 

			He frowned. Clearly, he didn’t understand.

			‘Why . . .’ Marilyn gave an exaggerated spread of the hands, accompanied by raised eyebrows. ‘You.’ She pointed at him. ‘Here?’ She gestured to the beach, then swept her arm around to encompass the entire area. She hadn’t expected to be doing this at lunchtime, she found herself thinking. It was different. And it was quite fun. 

			‘Ah.’ He nodded enthusiastically, said something in Italian, then, ‘I work in Bristol.’

			‘Now?’ 

			‘Not now.’

			‘Right.’ Marilyn felt they were getting somewhere. ‘You were working in Bristol,’ she said. ‘And now . . . ?’

			‘Now I come here.’ He grinned. 

			They continued like this for another ten minutes. Marilyn explained that she lived nearby and worked in the hotel. She turned to point; the building was visible, white and looming on the cliff to the west of their position on the beach. He told her that his work – building work; here he mimed brick-­laying and decorating rather vividly, she thought – had finished earlier than expected (he’d been laid off, she assumed) and so he had come to Dorset for a few weeks to take a look around. 

			‘To see the world,’ he added. 

			Marilyn laughed at the idea that West Dorset was in any way ‘the world’ and he nodded as if he understood. 

			
			

			‘But it is beautiful,’ he said, and she had to agree. It was her home and she loved it, despite her longing to get away from it sometimes. 

			‘Tell me about Italy,’ she urged.

			And as he began to speak, she watched him, wishing she could draw him as he talked – half in Italian, half in English – about his home town, a dreamy and passionate look in his dark eyes. 

			Eventually, she could resist it no longer. ‘May I?’ she asked him, and she pulled her sketchbook back onto her lap and tried to capture the essence of this unexpected and attractive stranger on paper in just a few quick strokes of her pencil. 

			He laughed and watched her and talked some more. Marilyn could listen to his voice all day – it seemed to contain everything she longed for. It was soft and had a lilting rhythm that was like a song; it was different, sexy, exotic even. She could close her eyes and simply float off into another world, she decided. 

			‘It is good,’ he said when she’d finished the sketch. He looked surprised. ‘It is me.’

			She laughed again, ripped out the page – although slightly reluctantly since she’d quite like to keep it – and offered it to him. ‘Do you want it?’

			‘Oh, yes, si si.’ He took it almost reverentially. ‘Thank you.’ 

			Their eyes met. Marilyn found it hard to look away, until a thought struck. She glanced down at her watch and jumped to her feet. ‘Oh my Lord, I’m late.’

			She swept her pencils and sketchbook into her shoulder bag. ‘I must go. Pronto.’ She looked at him and they both laughed this time. 

			‘Okay.’ He too got to his feet, still carefully holding the sketch she had given him.

			
			

			Marilyn smiled and sprinted towards the cliff path. To her delight, he didn’t hesitate – he went with her. 

			‘But your name?’ he puffed as they ran. ‘What is it, please?’

			‘Marilyn.’ She too was out of breath.

			‘Marilyn.’ He seemed to taste it on his tongue. He gave the last syllable a long, delicious length with another vowel at the end – linnne. ‘I see you again, yes?’ He glanced across at her.

			The wind was in her hair and the sound of the sea roared in her ears. They were climbing the cliff path now and the grassy sandstone was soft underfoot. Marilyn came to a sudden decision. ‘Yes!’ she shouted into the wind. 

			She stopped a little way up the path by the low wooden gate that led up to the Cliff Hotel and he stopped with her. ‘There is a dance,’ she said. She added a quick mime. ‘Tonight. At the village hall. I could see you there?’

			He had his head to one side regarding her intently. Marilyn wasn’t sure if he had even understood what she’d said. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Tonight.’

			She nodded, unlatched the gate. ‘See you later then,’ she called. And ran. 

		

	
		
			
			

			Chapter 2

			Lily

			2018

			Lily rang the doorbell. She had a key, but she hadn’t told her mother she was coming and she didn’t want to just barge in. Her mother wouldn’t like it, she knew.

			As she waited, half listening for her mother’s step on the stairs, her voice wafting down the hall, Lily looked around her. The front garden was more unruly than usual – though that had been her father’s area of concern rather than her mother’s – and she noticed a general air of neglect: the windows clearly hadn’t been washed for a while and white paint was flaking from the wooden frames, although in the flower bed a few early daffodils were putting on a cheery face at least. 

			Lily hadn’t been back here for months. Since her father’s death two years ago, it hadn’t felt like home – how could it? She and her mother spoke on the phone from time to time, but it was always a brief and awkward conversation and Lily tended to be relieved when it ended. Visiting . . . well, that was even worse.

			
			

			Lily peered through the glass in the front door but couldn’t see much beyond the oatmeal carpet. She rang the doorbell for a second time. She supposed that home was now Hackney since she lived there. Only . . . She sighed. Hackney had never really seemed like home either. And would she even be living there in a month’s time, now that Cate was moving out? 

			As for Jack’s suggestion . . . Lily had told him she would think about it, but really, she didn’t need to. And besides, she had other more pressing things to consider. Such as why Auntie Glenda had been so determined that Lily should visit her mother, and why she needed to come right away. 

			‘I know you two have had your differences,’ Glenda had said. 

			Her aunt didn’t know the half of it, thought Lily. 

			‘But you need to get yourself down here to see her, love.’

			Lily frowned. ‘Why the sudden urgency?’

			But Glenda refused to say. 

			Her mother had told Lily she was fine the last time they’d spoken. So, what was the problem? Lily supposed that her mother must be having one of her dramas. She sighed again. 

			And where was she? Should Lily let herself in? Or maybe phone her instead? Lily felt pulled back into childhood. Nowadays, she liked to think of herself as decisive. In her work, she was firm; she was good at telling people financial truths about their businesses which they didn’t always want to hear. But when it came to her mother, Lily reverted to dither mode. 

			Now that she was about to ring the doorbell a third time, though, she heard a shuffling in the hall. It couldn’t be her mother. Her mother didn’t shuffle. And then the door slowly opened. 

			‘Mum?’ Lily stared at her and her mother stared back. Her face was gaunt, her blue-­grey eyes dimmed and confused. ‘Mum?’ Lily was shocked; she couldn’t hide it. Her mother looked as if she’d had all the life sucked out of her.

			
			

			‘Lily!’ At least she seemed pleased to see her. She even smiled. ‘You didn’t tell me . . .’ She glanced down at Lily’s weekend case. ‘You’re staying for a few days? How lovely.’ Even her voice had changed. It sounded dry and brackish, and she was hanging on to the door frame as if she needed the support. 

			‘Mum.’ Lily touched her arm, loosened her mother’s hold on the door frame, took her hand. Her mother’s skin looked wrinkled, old and pale with a bluish tinge as if it hadn’t seen sunlight for a while. When had she last held her hand? Lily had no idea. And she’d never seen her look like this. Her mother seemed so frail and she wasn’t wearing a scrap of make-­up, which was unusual in itself. ‘What is it? What’s wrong?’

			‘Oh, I’m just tired.’ She slipped her hand from Lily’s grasp. It felt both evasive and insubstantial; her mother had lost weight, there was nothing to her. ‘Come in, darling. It’s cold out there.’ 

			‘Yes.’ Although it wasn’t, not really. It had been very mild for February.

			Lily picked up her case and followed her mother inside. The house smelt different too. It used to smell of cooking (Lily’s father had been a keen amateur chef) and it used to smell homely. Now, it smelt medicinal and harsh and the central heating was on so high that Lily could barely breathe.

			You should get yourself here to see her, Glenda had told her on the phone. 

			And now Lily could see why.

			 

			Once inside, her mother went back to bed. That was a shock. The bed was downstairs in the living room and Lily stared at it, this piece of further evidence. Someone had brought it in, her mother told her, waving her hand as if it was of no importance either way. It was a proper hospital-­type bed, which was useful, no doubt, but seemed profoundly depressing to Lily. Presumably, her mother couldn’t even manage the stairs. 

			
			

			And then, when Lily sat beside her, not knowing where to go or what to do, her mother told Lily that she had cancer. Actually, she was dying, she said. 

			The bald statement seemed impossible to take in. Lily stared at her, confused, speechless. They had never been close, but now Father was gone, there was only Lily. Apart from Auntie Glenda, of course. How could her mother have not told her she was so very ill?

			‘I don’t understand,’ she heard herself saying.

			Her mother closed her eyes for a moment as if it was all too much. And then she spoke again.

			She’d undergone courses of both chemo and radiotherapy, she told Lily in a weak but matter-­of-­fact voice that was also horribly new. Glenda had taken her to the hospital for these. Lily’s aunt had been very good, apparently. Her mother spent most of the day in bed now, she said; it was easier that way.

			Easier . . . Hesitantly, Lily reached out to stroke her mother’s hair from her face. Her hair had always been fair and shining, though latterly showing streaks of grey, but now it was sparse, brittle and dry to the touch. This too was painful; Lily could hardly look at it. She took her hand away.

			‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ She felt hurt and angry. And in these circumstances she didn’t know what to do with either emotion. ‘I only spoke to Glenda last week. Why didn’t she say?’

			A soft sigh. ‘I asked her not to.’ 

			‘But why?’ Again, Lily felt shut out. Again, she felt that familiar sense of rejection. Even when her mother was dying, she didn’t want her near . . . Lily gritted her teeth. But this wasn’t a time for being self-­absorbed, she reminded herself. She reached for the glass of water on the bedside table and offered her mother a sip from the straw. 

			
			

			‘There was no point,’ her mother said. ‘I didn’t want to worry you, didn’t want to make you feel you had to come rushing back to Dorset.’

			Was that it? Had she been thinking of Lily after all? ‘But you need looking after.’ Lily felt helpless. It was all-­consuming. Everything she’d been worrying about before was inconsequential compared with this. 

			‘People come in.’ Her mother was getting tired now, Lily could tell. ‘They want to move me to a hospice.’

			Did that mean that time was short? Lily swallowed the lump in her throat. ‘And you, Mum? Where do you want to be?’ 

			But she did not reply. Perhaps she couldn’t. Perhaps it was just too much effort. 

			Lily too remained silent now. She was trying to compute everything. She was trying to match this weak and frail woman, this dying woman, with the mother who had whisked around the house as if she always had somewhere more important to be, something more important to do – which quite often meant escaping to her art studio in the garden and a painting she was working on at the time. 

			Once, Lily had craved her attention. But at some point, she had given up. It wasn’t so bad. She’d had her father and he adored her – she counted herself lucky for that. But when he died . . . Lily shifted in her seat. She still found it hard to think of. When he died from a sudden and severe stroke, her mother had crumbled. She spent more time in her studio than ever and Lily hadn’t been able to get through to her at all. But she didn’t paint a thing.

			
			

			Lily had tried her best to support her. But it was as if only her mother was allowed to grieve. Lily’s grief – that dark and bottomless pit that could open up anytime day or night and suck her in – was given no importance, no acknowledgement, nowhere to go. Perhaps she and her mother should have grown closer, but in fact, his death caused them to drift even further apart. They grew cooler towards one another as they became more distant, as if Lily’s father had been their anchor, and without him they were unmoored, free to go their separate ways. He was the one who had made them work as a family, Lily realised. Without him, they didn’t seem to belong together at all. 

			After his death, Lily had stayed here at home for a while. She and her mother had circled around one another, awkwardly, like the rivals they had always been. Her mother drank; Lily went for long walks on the grass-­topped ginger cliffs of West Bay and Hive. They argued too and eventually Lily had packed her bags and gone to Hackney to move in with her friend Cate, also from Dorset. Lily worked freelance as a financial business consultant and accountant and there was more work for her in London. It would be a new start with fewer reminders of what she had lost – and there was no reason to stay.

			Now, while her mother slept, Lily prowled around the house. Her own bedroom was as empty and impersonal as she’d left it; she could sleep there. Her parents’ bedroom was frozen in time, as if her mother had just walked out of the room one morning: bed unmade, the lid off a jar of loose powder on her dressing table, curtains half drawn. Even her mother’s nightie was draped over the foot of the bed, where she might have carelessly thrown it that same morning. The room smelt of her mother’s perfume – Chanel No 5. What had happened on that day? Lily wondered. What had her mother been feeling? Would she have known that she would never come back up here again?

			
			

			Lily phoned her aunt, who lived nearby. ‘I’m here,’ she said. ‘Auntie Glenda? Why didn’t you tell me she was so ill?’

			‘I promised her.’ She heard her aunt’s intake of breath. ‘But you’re there now, love. How is she?’

			‘In pain. Exhausted. Asleep.’

			‘She only has a short time left, Lily,’ her aunt said. ‘Can you help?’

			Lily thought of the flat in Hackney. She had to be gone in a few weeks. She thought of Jack and how he was waiting for the decision she’d already made but had failed to tell him. She thought of her mother and how it had always been between them. And she thought of her father and what he would have wanted. ‘I’ll stay,’ she said. ‘If she doesn’t want to go into a hospice, I’ll stay here with her, until . . .’ Her voice broke. Saying it out loud was hard. It made it real.

			‘Good girl.’ Lily heard the relief in her aunt’s voice. ‘I know things haven’t always been easy between you. And God knows, since your father passed away, she’s been away with the fairies even more than ever. But she needs you, love.’

			‘Yes.’ Her aunt was right. However difficult things had been between them, whatever resentments Lily still harboured, however separate and distant they had become, she was still her mother. 

		

	
		
			
			

			Chapter 3

			Marilyn

			1965

			He was already at the village hall when Marilyn arrived at the dance, standing near to the door, looking dark, brooding and interesting. Marilyn felt the skip of excitement. And she didn’t even know his name.

			‘Hi,’ she greeted him. He looked even better than he had on the beach. He was wearing navy trousers and a crisp open-­necked white cotton shirt with a dark blazer, and his wild curly hair had been brushed back and tamed. 

			‘Marilyn.’ And without any hint of self-­consciousness, he bent to kiss her on both cheeks.

			Instantly, she was charmed. She had never been kissed that way before and she liked it. He smelt of something clean and citrussy. His lips were warm and she could feel the intimate graze of stubble on her skin. He hadn’t shaved then, she found herself thinking. And she was glad. 

			The band, who were dressed smartly in suits and ties, lived locally and were regulars at the weekly dance. They had been good on beat music and now had moved into pop, playing songs made famous by The Beatles, The Dave Clark Five and others, doing their little moves as they sang and played guitar. 

			
			

			To Marilyn’s relief, her Italian stranger liked to dance and she did too. 

			‘You haven’t told me your name,’ she said at the end of the first song. It was a twist, a number by Chubby Checker designed to get everyone on the dance floor. Already they were both slightly out of breath. The hall was buzzing with noise and she had to lean in close in order to be heard.

			He frowned. 

			She indicated herself. ‘Marilyn.’ And pointed at him. ‘You?’

			He smiled. ‘Bruno.’ 

			‘Bruno,’ she repeated. 

			The band started playing once more. It was a slower song and, with no hesitation, he took her in his arms. It felt good. It felt right. It was exactly where Marilyn wanted to be. 

			They spent the entire evening together and this had never happened to Marilyn before either. Other boys she knew tried to claim a dance – including Tom, who she was friendly with because they both worked at the hotel – but Marilyn didn’t want them. She only wanted this handsome Italian stranger. She couldn’t take her eyes off him and it seemed to be the same for Bruno. His steady gaze pulled her towards him like a magnet. Plus, he was a great dancer – whatever the song, he had a natural rhythm and none of the inhibitions she’d seen from a lot of the men around here. 

			The band moved seamlessly from one song to another and there was barely chance to catch breath, let alone talk in between. But when the band took a break, he went to fetch them glasses of lemonade, and they took their drinks outside to get some air. If dancing with this man was intoxicating, then the breaks were a sweet relief. They talked – in the mix of mime and simple English that they’d used on the beach – and she found out that, like her, Bruno lived by the sea and that he had a sister and lots of other relatives from the sound of it. ‘Family – it is big in Italy,’ he told her. 

			
			

			Marilyn thought of the small terraced house where she lived with her parents, her sister Glenda, Glenda’s husband Ted and their toddler. ‘It’s pretty big in England too,’ she told him. ‘Or at least it is where we come from.’

			And then, the band started up again. They glanced at one another and drifted back inside, drawn by the music, by the compulsive beat, by the chance to feel the heat of the other’s body once again. He smiled as he led her to the dance floor and as they danced, they moved in sync, in what seemed to Marilyn to be a natural harmony. She felt that she could dance like this for ever. 

			Marilyn glanced shyly up at him. This man, this gorgeous Italian man, seemed to represent everything different that she’d ever ached for. There was a spark between them, a connection when he looked into her eyes, when he touched her arm, when he held her close and she breathed in the scent of the clean citrus mingled with the male smell of him. It was a revelation.

			By the end of the evening, he was no longer a stranger. They had danced away most of the night and talked away the rest of it and Marilyn had come to realise that if English should fail them, there was another language they could both share and understand. 

			It passed through the hands, the feet; it was in the brush of their bare arms. It glimmered within a smile, the breath of laughter, a certain look in the eye, a whisper. After he walked her home, when he kissed her under the lamplight outside her parents’ house, Marilyn didn’t want whatever was happening between them ever to end. She felt so drawn to him; already she felt she knew him better than any man she’d ever met. 

			
			

			And that was just the beginning . . .

			 

			Over the next two weeks, Marilyn met up with Bruno in every free minute of her time. They went for long walks from Burton Beach along the cliff path, past the coastguard station to Cliff End and on towards the fringes of reeds around the Mere where sea campion and sea kale with creamy white flowers grew in clumps out of the pebbles. Here, they were alone, apart from the occasional fisherman who paid them no mind. And they shared picnics on the stony beach or in the grassy meadows still full of buttercups – hunks of bread and cheese with tomatoes, which they ate while feeling the warmth of the summer sun on their faces and bare arms and legs, and listening to the joyful skylarks above. 

			She drew him – often – and sometimes she ripped out the page of her sketchbook and gave the drawing to him. Sometimes not. But she could never capture him, she felt, not entirely. They talked incessantly in their strange broken language, they walked for miles hand in hand, to West Bexington and back, and they swam – not on busy Burton Beach or at West Bay, but in more deserted spots along the way where he would lift her out of the water and she would hold on to his shoulders and twine her legs around his waist, skin to skin. He kissed her with salty lips while Marilyn twisted her fingers through his damp curly hair. 

			They made their arrangements to meet and, if he needed to, he could come to the hotel. Marilyn knew her parents wouldn’t approve. What’s wrong with the lads round here? That was what they would say.

			
			

			During this time, the passion simmered between them like a slow fire. She knew that he respected her; he did not ask for more. But Marilyn recognised his desire and she too wanted it. She was hungry for all of him.

			It was very warm that July – summer was in full thrall. They often walked on the beach in the evenings too, and one time, they met after Marilyn’s evening shift. It was late, the sky was soft and dark, lit only by a waning half-­moon, and they strolled slowly eastwards along the gentle cliff path until they were quite sure that they were alone. 

			As one, they sank down onto a grassy mound. He held her close and she clung to him. His kisses seemed more urgent tonight. Or maybe it was the soft, delicate moonlight, the sigh of the reeds nearby, the soft rush of the sea back and forward, in her ears, in her head, echoing the pull of her heart, it seemed.

			Marilyn undid the buttons of his shirt, slowly, one by one.

			‘Marilyn.’ His voice was husky. 

			‘I want to be with you,’ she said. ‘I want to be with you properly. Now.’ She looked at him expectantly. She knew he would understand. 

			‘You are sure?’ he asked her. His hands were on her waist. 

			‘More than I’ve ever been in my entire life,’ she told him. 

			She wasn’t an immature young girl – Marilyn was twenty-­five and there had been two others before Bruno. 

			The first was a boy she’d grown up with and experimented with when they were only sixteen – a fumbling encounter that turned out to finish their relationship before it had properly begun. The second, though, she was a little ashamed of. Two summers ago, a man had been staying at the hotel. He was a salesman and he knew the right lines to say. He’d flattered her into bed – Marilyn could see that now – and she’d later found out that he was married. (Of course, he was; what had she been thinking?) 

			
			

			There had been other, more casual boyfriends, but they hadn’t lasted long either. So you could say her love life had been something of a disappointment so far. Until now. Marilyn had always believed that somewhere, there was something more for her – and now she thought she knew exactly what it was. 

			Bruno looked worried. ‘I have nothing,’ he said, patting his pockets as if a packet of condoms might suddenly appear. 

			Marilyn shrugged. At this moment in time, she couldn’t give a damn. She just wanted him, that was all. 

			‘I take care,’ he told her solemnly. 

			‘Okay,’ she said. She trusted him. He was the only person in her world who meant anything to her right now. Somehow, he had come to mean it all.

			They made love on that grassy mound sheltered by the slender, rustling reeds. It was magical. He was gentle, tender and passionate. And that’s when he told her he loved her. Marilyn knew it already, though – she’d seen it in his eyes, heard it in the lilting rhythm of his words, felt it in the space between them that they always had to fill . . . And she knew already that she loved him too. 

			They were the best days of Marilyn’s life. Talking, walking, swimming, making love . . . But she knew that one day, it would end. 

			 

			One afternoon, she went to meet him on the beach. He was sitting disconsolately chucking pebbles into the sea, his dark brows drawn together in a frown.

			
			

			‘Don’t be sad,’ she told him as she sat beside him on the stones.

			He reached for her hand, kissed her gently on the lips. ‘I am not sad,’ he said. ‘Not now you are here.’ 

			‘But you must leave soon? Is that it?’ And when he frowned again. ‘You must go back to Italy?’ He had talked so little about his family, about his life there. Their love had kept them in a bubble; it had sheltered them from reality. But she knew that he had a life there. She had always known that he would not stay for ever. 

			‘Si.’ He twirled a strand of her hair around his finger. ‘But I come back.’

			‘For me?’ She’d hardly dared hope. Marilyn had imagined there might be a girl waiting for him at home; she sensed this was the case. But she also knew that what they had, it was maybe once in a lifetime. It was special. 

			‘For you,’ he agreed. ‘I work, I gather money . . .’

			‘Save,’ she said. 

			‘Save,’ he agreed. ‘And I come back. For you.’

			Marilyn rested her head against his shoulder. ‘How long before you come back?’ she murmured. She counted the weeks (or more probably months, she guessed) on her fingers and held her hand up to show him. ‘One month, two, three, four?’

			‘Maybe longer,’ he said.

			‘Longer?’ Her spirits dipped. That was a very long time.

			He put his arm around her. ‘I come back,’ he said again. ‘And I write to you, yes?’

			‘Yes,’ she nodded. Her parents would see the letters and they wouldn’t like it, but they would have to know eventually. Marilyn knew that with time, she could make them understand.

			
			

			From his pocket, he pulled a small package. He unwrapped it.

			‘What is it?’ 

			Bruno pulled it free. It was an orange stone – a gemstone, she supposed – shaped like a tiny pyramid with horizontal lines etched into it. As it caught the sunlight, it shone like a flame.

			‘I have no ring,’ he said. ‘But this stone – she is special to me . . . She is mined in Italy. She is from the air.’ He gestured. ‘And from the heart.’ 

			‘It’s beautiful,’ she breathed. The colour was deep and ancient. She had never seen a gemstone like it before. 

			‘It is for you, Marilyn. For the good luck. For the . . .’ – he frowned – ‘hope?’ 

			‘Is that what it represents? Hope? And the element of air?’

			He nodded, gesticulated between them both. She saw the frustration in his eyes and knew that he wanted to say more but lacked the means. 

			‘It is to keep you . . .’ – he sighed as again he searched for the right word – ‘safe.’

			‘Thank you.’ She kissed the stone. She already loved this Italian flame. And who needed a ring? This was the most romantic gesture she could ever have imagined. 

			‘Will you wait, Marilyn?’ he asked her. ‘Will you wait for me, my love?’

			‘I’ll wait for as long as it takes, Bruno,’ she assured him. Because he was her future, she knew. ‘Even if it takes for ever, I will be here.’ 

		

	
		
			
			

			Chapter 4

			Lily

			2018

			The next day, when Glenda came round to see her sister, Lily took a break to go to the beach. She’d practically lived there as a child. She wandered down to the shore, taking a moment to watch the waves, to remember . . . Being here in Dorset again was strange, like going back in time. But everything had changed.

			After a few minutes she turned back and began to make her way up the steep pathway of the cliff. She needed to walk; to try to recover her sense of equilibrium. Because everything had indeed changed, and not just the awful deterioration of her mother’s health, which had shocked Lily to the core. There had been more rockfalls since her last visit: two huge piles of ginger rubble at the base of the cliff had spread out onto the sandy beach and were slowly being swallowed up by the sea. Erosion, she thought. Loss. Always loss. Loss was the hardest part. 

			As she climbed the cliff, Lily relished the feel of the fresh air on her skin. There was nothing quite like a sea breeze. She looked around her. It was too early for the wildflowers – purple thrift and gangly daisies would bloom here in in the spring – but at least the grass had an end-­of-­winter freshness after rain and some weak and hesitant sunshine. 

			
			

			Despite what she had found when she arrived, despite her mother’s illness and how hard that was, it felt good to be here. This was a surprise. Despite everything, she found Dorset soothing after the hurly-­burly of London. She must have bonded with the landscape when she was a girl – taken it for granted, she supposed, but bonded with it much more than she had realised. 

			But there was something else she must do today. Lily pulled her mobile out of her pocket and called Jack. It would be a difficult conversation, but better to do it sooner rather than later, she thought, what with everything else that she now had to think about. ‘Hey.’

			‘Hey.’ He sounded upbeat, but then Jack usually did. 

			They hadn’t been together very long and had drifted into a relationship – mainly, Lily suspected, because Jack was a close friend of Travis’s and Lily was equally close to Cate. A foursome built on convenience, she supposed. Jack was fun, but even before he made his suggestion, she’d already been wondering how she could extricate herself from the relationship without upsetting anyone. She’d come to believe that Jack might want more from her than she was willing to give, and now she was certain. 

			Lily sat down on a bench to focus on the call. ‘Jack . . .’ She was about to tell him about her mother, about what she’d found when she arrived in Dorset, but he gave her no chance, he was already on it. 

			
			

			‘Have you made up your mind, Lily?’ he asked her. ‘I know it’s a bit soon, but . . .’

			Oh dear. She should have told him straightaway, but he’d taken her by surprise. It had never been a realistic option for Lily. Yes, it was too soon, but that wasn’t the reason she wouldn’t be moving in with him. 

			‘With Cate moving in to Travis’s place, surely it’s the ideal solution?’ he added. ‘And I’ve got loads of space.’

			Lily sighed. She would have to let him down gently. ‘I’m not looking for a serious relationship, Jack,’ she said. ‘I’m sorry.’

			‘It doesn’t have to be serious.’ 

			But it would be. Moving in with Jack would solve the problem of where to live, but Lily shuddered to think how many other problems it would create. She valued her independence. And besides, Jack was good company and a nice guy, but he wasn’t her nice guy. She had to face it – he wasn’t even close. 

			‘You have to move out of your flat, don’t you?’ 

			‘Uh, yes, I do.’ 

			He laughed uncertainly. ‘So, we could at least give it a try.’

			‘I’m sorry, Jack,’ she said again. ‘I don’t think it’s a good idea.’

			‘But when you get back from Dorset . . .’

			‘I’m not coming back,’ Lily said. She thought of her mother – but she didn’t want to talk about that now. ‘At least not for a while.’

			Nearby, in a field bordering the cliff path, nonchalant-­looking sheep chewed the grass, some early new-­born lambs gambolling among them, leaping and bounding in that way that only lambs could. Below the golden cliffs, the water was smooth as silver. ‘I’m staying here for a while, Jack,’ Lily said. ‘That’s what I called to tell you.’

			
			

			‘I see.’ He was silent for a moment. ‘It feels like you’re saying goodbye. Have I been dumped for Dorset?’

			She had to laugh then, but at least she knew he wouldn’t be suffering with a broken heart – it was early days for both of them. ‘Not really,’ she said. ‘But I seem to be at a bit of a crossroads.’

			‘Okay.’ He let out a sigh. ‘Big shame, but I can take it. Stay in touch, Lily. Let me know how you’re getting on.’

			‘I will.’ 

			Maybe she would and maybe she wouldn’t . . . He had let her off lightly, she realised, as she ended the call. She hadn’t told him about her mother and she’d never told him about her childhood either. She hadn’t confided in Jack much at all. Which said a lot, when you came to think of it.

			As she continued her tramp over the cliff, heading now for Freshwater Beach where the River Bride pooled and found a way through the shingle bank in order to flow in a stream into the sea, Lily settled into the rhythm of walking. She counted her paces too, in groups of four, which had always been calming and helped her breathe more steadily. She needed to be calm and steady in order to deal with what had been waiting for her here at home.

			As a child she’d always counted things; she couldn’t remember a time when she hadn’t. Her stuffed animals, lined up on top of the bed; the number of tiny outfits Barbie possessed; even the number of peas on her plate at dinner time. She couldn’t help it. It had seemed impossible to curb the impulse. And then there were the dreams . . . 

			Lily forged on towards the highest point of the cliff. To her right in the distance, and beyond the river which ran parallel to the cliff at this point, were the buildings of Burton Bradstock, the church tower and thatched roofs as familiar to her as her own skin.

			
			

			That was the thing about coming home: it brought your childhood back in full force. Those dreams had been nightmares really, she supposed, and for a while she’d had them almost every night. In the dreams, she couldn’t stop counting and she’d wake up weeping because there was no end to it, only the certainty of infinity. Not that she’d known much about infinity back then; she only knew that numbers seemed to go on for ever.

			It was her father who had talked her down from those dreams. ‘You don’t have to keep on counting, my darling,’ he had said to her. ‘You can let it go. You can stop.’ 

			It hadn’t been easy. But the dreams had faded, even though numbers had continued to be Lily’s thing – in a good way – as time went on. Her father had listened as she’d talked about them – their shapes, their patterns – long before she fully understood how they could be used. They just made sense to Lily, though she couldn’t really explain why. They were another language, she soon realised, and it was a language that Lily was inexplicably drawn to. 

			It was different now. Since then, Lily had learnt how versatile and useful numbers could be. They could mean so much. They could represent quantities, measure properties and describe patterns. They could be used to create mathematical models and to predict outcomes. Although Lily now worked with numbers almost every day of her life, they had never ceased to fascinate her, and she had never lost that early sense of wonder. 

			Back then, though, her mother thought that she was crazy. Her father, however, started teaching her mental arithmetic even before she learnt to read. That, she reflected, as she reached the top of the cliff, was just one of the differences between them.

			
			

			Lily looked down at the landscape of her childhood, at the golden beach and the waves curling in to shore. Her mother had never been easy. Even so, Lily knew what she had to do next. She had to make her mother’s last few months on this earth as painless and pleasant as possible. However hard that might be, Lily had to find a way.

		

	
		
			
			

			Chapter 5

			Marilyn

			1965

			Marilyn waited. It wasn’t something she’d ever been good at doing and she wasn’t good at it now. She worked, she mooched around the beach going to all the places she’d gone with Bruno, as the gap he’d left in her life grew ever wider. She drew, she painted and she waited. She had no address for him. He had hers. He was supposed to write first – that was what they’d agreed. How long before a letter might come? She counted the days. 

			When Marilyn missed her first period, she barely registered the fact. It was still busy at the hotel in the height of the summer and she’d never taken much notice of her dates. 

			When she missed her second period, she thought, Hang on, it’s been a while since . . . and she did a rapid calculation. Had she even had a period since Bruno left?

			Summer blues slipped into the grey and yellow skies of autumn and Marilyn was almost surprised to see the coppery tones in the leaves on the trees, the burnished conkers on the ground wrapped in their spiky coats, the grass on the cliff flat and muddy from the rain. There were few summer visitors now. She felt tired and nauseous – not just in the mornings but at other random times of the day – and she became adept at covering it up, at strolling almost nonchalantly to the bathroom and silently retching. No one noticed – there was too much going on at home. And still she waited. 

			
			

			By the end of October, she knew for sure. They had been careful, of course. But maybe once or twice they had not been quite so careful, had got carried away. It hadn’t seemed to matter too much back then. But it mattered now. 

			Marilyn veered between pretending nothing was wrong and pure panic. With every day that went by, she thought, He’ll write tomorrow. He must write tomorrow. Only he never did. What could be taking him so long? Marilyn wasn’t showing yet, but she soon would. It had been three months now since he’d left and she hadn’t heard a thing. Her heart was still with him, her soul still trusted him, but she was scared.

			Perhaps if she could write to him? But how could she find out where he lived? The only clue she had was that he had stayed at Mrs Briggs’ B & B. Might she know? At the hotel they kept a guest ledger that required a home address, so it could be the same at the B & B. If Marilyn could only get word to Bruno, she felt that somehow everything would be all right. 

			She went round there the following day. Mrs Briggs was a dour woman who rarely had a smile for anyone, but Marilyn was desperate. 

			‘Yes?’ the landlady snapped when she opened the door and saw Marilyn standing there.

			Marilyn knew she should have rehearsed what to say. ‘It’s about Bruno,’ she began.

			
			

			‘Who?’

			‘Bruno. He stayed with you in July – for three weeks.’ She must remember him, surely?

			The woman’s eyes narrowed. ‘What of him?’

			‘I need his address,’ Marilyn blurted. ‘That is, he gave it to me and I lost it and now I don’t have any way of getting in contact with him.’

			‘Oh, don’t you now?’ She looked Marilyn up and down. 

			Marilyn blushed. The woman’s expression was making her feel cheap. She knew something. At least she knew that they had been together, even if she couldn’t know the rest of it. But Marilyn wouldn’t be ashamed of what they had. How could she be? She straightened her back. ‘So, I was wondering if you could give it to me?’ she asked. 

			The woman sniffed. ‘There is such a thing as confidentiality,’ she said. ‘My guests expect it. I couldn’t possibly let them down. This is a respectable establishment, you know.’ 

			‘He would want me to have it.’ Marilyn spoke in a rush. 

			‘Then why didn’t he tell you it himself?’

			‘He meant to, but—’ Marilyn immediately realised her blunder. She hadn’t even been able to stick to her story. ‘It’s important,’ she said. 

			‘Important, is it?’ The woman stared at her – yes, again, as if she knew. And her gaze was triumphant.

			Marilyn stood her ground. ‘Yes.’

			The woman smiled thinly. ‘Then I’m sorry to disappoint you,’ she said, ‘but I don’t have it.’

			‘You don’t have it?’ Should she believe her? This had been Marilyn’s one hope. 

			‘I don’t have it,’ she repeated.

			
			

			‘But in the guest book . . .’ Marilyn hesitated. She didn’t like the woman but she could hardly call her a liar.

			‘The young man merely wrote Italy.’ She shrugged. ‘But if he wants to get in touch with you . . .’ – the inference was clear – ‘I’m sure that he will do. Goodbye.’ And she shut the door in Marilyn’s face. 

			Marilyn stood on the doorstep. What now? Bruno hadn’t even told her the name of the town he lived in. What hope did she have of getting a message to him? But surely he would write soon? He had to. Marilyn put her hand to her belly. She didn’t know how long she could keep it quiet. 

			Glenda sussed it soon afterwards. Marilyn had been trying to vomit quietly in the bathroom and her sister had practically beaten the door down. 

			‘What’s going on with you?’ she hissed when Marilyn opened it.

			Marilyn turned to look in the bathroom mirror and saw her own white and terrified face staring back at her. It was obvious, she knew. 

			‘Bloody Nora,’ said Glenda. ‘You’re not . . . are you?’

			Marilyn eyed her warily. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I think I must be.’ She hung her head. 

			‘You little idiot.’ But Glenda took Marilyn in her arms, held her close as she sobbed her heart out, and Marilyn felt just a bit better now that somebody else knew.

			‘There,’ said Glenda. ‘Accidents happen. And not just to you, you know.’

			No, but this was small consolation. 

			‘It was that Italian, I suppose?’ Glenda asked. She was the only one at home who had known about Bruno.

			
			

			Marilyn nodded. ‘I love him,’ she said uselessly. Because that was immaterial now. Bruno still hadn’t written to her and almost four months had gone by. She knew what that meant. She had made a very big mistake. 

			‘And no one knows?’

			‘No one knows.’

			Glenda let out a sigh. ‘So you’re what . . . four months gone?’ 

			Marilyn nodded miserably. 

			‘Have you tried to . . . you know?’ she said. 

			‘What?’ She was her older sister. She had two children of her own now. Marilyn just wanted Glenda to tell her what to do.

			‘Have you tried to get rid of it?’ Glenda whispered. 

			‘No.’ But the thought of getting rid of their baby – that hurt. And wouldn’t it be too late now?

			‘You have to try.’ Glenda seemed very sure. ‘Well, you can’t actually have it, can you? I mean, does he even know? And where is he?’ She looked around the bathroom as if Bruno might suddenly materialise from the airing cupboard.

			‘But he said he’d come back.’ Marilyn was floundering. ‘He said he’d write.’

			‘And has he?’ Glenda stood, hands on hips.

			‘Not yet, but—’

			‘That’s crazy talk.’ Glenda shook her head. ‘He clearly isn’t coming back – not in time to look after you anyway. And if he hasn’t written, well . . .’ Her voice trailed. She looked at Marilyn with pity. 

			‘Well, what?’ Marilyn bridled. 

			‘Well, he’s probably not going to.’ Glenda sighed. ‘You’ve always been such a dreamer, Marilyn. When are you going to realise? That’s what it’s like for us women.’

			‘What do you mean?’ Marilyn had never thought of her sister as wise, but now she seemed to know everything and Marilyn felt very ignorant indeed. 

			
			

			‘They get what they want, don’t they? Men. While we get left with the baby.’ Glenda looked pointedly at Marilyn’s belly. ‘Literally.’

			‘But . . .’ It wasn’t like that. That’s what Marilyn wanted to say. He wasn’t like that. But she had to admit, right now, that was what it looked like. Even so . . . ‘I don’t want to get rid of it.’ She stood up straighter.

			Glenda clicked her tongue. ‘You haven’t thought it through.’

			‘I have.’ Because she had thought of nothing else. ‘And—’

			‘What do you think Mum and Dad will say?’ Glenda’s eyes were wide. ‘My God, Marilyn, they’ll go bonkers!’

			Marilyn supposed that she was right. She groaned at the thought.

			‘Here’s what we’ll do.’ Glenda leant closer. ‘And if we do it right, no one will be any the wiser.’

			Marilyn didn’t want to do any of it but she was desperate by now. 

			 

			But they hadn’t done it right, or at least, nothing worked. They tried a scalding bath, which took Marilyn’s breath (but nothing else) away. They tried castor oil, which made her sick, and they tried gin sneaked from a dusty bottle in the sideboard. It tasted foul and Marilyn was violently sick again. But she remained as pregnant as ever. Even Glenda had run out of ideas. 

			‘You’ll have to tell them,’ she said eventually. ‘They’ll see for themselves soon enough.’ She eyed Marilyn’s waistline. ‘Everyone will see soon enough.’

			 

			
			

			At first, Marilyn couldn’t do it. Glenda was busy with work and with her family, so she didn’t push it either, although she did give Marilyn long significant looks from time to time and muttered, ‘What are you waiting for? Christmas?’ whenever they were alone.

			October had already barged noisily into November with harsh winds and rain, and now the days grew shorter and colder as the great gales attacked and eroded the coastline. Soon it was too windy and cold to spend time on the beach. The people who lived here in West Dorset retreated into their homes with their comforting Agas or woodburning stoves and the beaches were near deserted apart from the regular dog walkers and fossil hunters. 

			And so, November passed in a blur of waiting and hoping. If he would only write to her, somehow things might become bearable again. Marilyn was always first to get the post. But there was nothing. What could be taking him so long? Her smocks and loose-­fitting coat wouldn’t hide her expanding belly for ever. 

			Marilyn put it off for as long as she could. In the end, she told her mother when she was making their tea – as if the grilled herrings might prove something of a distraction. 

			‘I need to tell you something, Mum,’ she began.

			Her mother pulled out the grill and began turning the herrings. ‘Don’t tell me you’re in trouble at work?’ she said. 

			If only . . . ‘It’s worse than that,’ Marilyn said. 

			Her mother shoved the grill pan back under the heat. She turned around. ‘You’ve not lost your job?’ 

			‘No. I’m . . .’ How could she say it? The words were impossible. ‘I don’t know what to do, Mum.’ And she burst into tears. 

			Her mother stared at her. ‘What is it? What’s happened?’ 

			But Marilyn still couldn’t say it. She couldn’t stop crying. 

			
			

			Her mother wiped her hands on her apron and came closer, herrings forgotten. ‘For heaven’s sake, girl,’ she said. ‘It can’t be that bad. It—’

			‘She’s pregnant.’ Glenda came into the kitchen. She sent Marilyn a sympathetic glance. 

			‘What?’ 

			‘It’s true,’ Marilyn managed to stutter.

			‘Pregnant?’ As predicted, Marilyn’s mother looked furious. ‘Pregnant?’

			She seemed lost for any other words. She stared at Marilyn, shook her head, marched over to the cooker and pulled the herrings out from under the grill where they were already blackened from the heat. She seemed torn between needing to tend to them and coming back to Marilyn. ‘How could you?’ She looked back at Marilyn. ‘Who was it? How could you?’

			‘His name’s Bruno,’ Marilyn told her. She glanced across at Glenda, who rolled her eyes, made another sympathetic face and left the room. Marilyn didn’t blame her for getting out of the firing line. She would too if she could. 

			‘Bruno? Bruno, you say?’ Her mother started flicking bits of blackened skin from the herrings. She frowned. ‘Bruno?’ She gave his name such a withering tone that Marilyn rocked back on her heels. ‘He’s not from round here then, I take it?’

			‘No.’

			‘The shame,’ her mother muttered. ‘How could you?’ And she turned to look at Marilyn once again – as if she no longer knew her, Marilyn thought.

			There was nothing Marilyn could say in her defence. All she could do was watch her mother resuscitate the herrings, while turning back to stare at Marilyn as if she could not possibly be any daughter of hers, repeating it over and over. ‘The shame.’ And, ‘How could you?’ She kept saying that, tutting and shaking her head, until Marilyn wanted to scream.

			
			

			‘He’s in Italy,’ Marilyn told her mother.

			‘Oh, that’s helpful.’

			‘But he’ll come back for me.’ Marilyn thought of the fiery gemstone. Hope, he had said. Air and the heart. Weren’t they as good as engaged?

			‘Don’t be so stupid, Marilyn.’ Her mother sounded like Glenda now. 

			‘But—’

			‘You listen to me, my girl.’ And finally, her mother left the herrings and came over to where Marilyn was standing by the door. Her mother grasped her by the arm so tightly that it hurt. Marilyn realised that somehow in what had happened to her, in what she had allowed to happen to her, she had lost her voice, her right to reply. ‘You’re stupid for getting pregnant and you’re stupid if you think he’s ever coming back.’

			‘You’re wrong,’ Marilyn whispered. Though it was getting harder and harder to believe. She told her mother about the gemstone. ‘It’s to keep me safe,’ she explained. 

			‘Well, that didn’t work then, did it?’ Her mother’s lips were pursed into a thin line of disapproval. ‘You’re even more of a fool than I thought, if you believe all that silly romantic nonsense. Don’t you know that real life is built on practicalities? Not pretty words and poetry.’

			Marilyn flinched. She felt a surge of protectiveness towards this, her unborn child. ‘The baby—­’ she began.

			Her mother glared at her. ‘You can’t keep it, can you? Where would you live for starters?’

			‘But couldn’t I stay here?’ Marilyn wailed. ‘Me and the baby, I mean? Glenda and Ted are here, and—’ 

			
			

			‘Glenda and Ted are married,’ her mother snapped. ‘There’s no spare room here anyway. And no spare money either. If you can’t think of the rest of us, then for God’s sake think of the child.’

			The child . . . the child . . . Marilyn put her hands on her belly. What sort of an upbringing would he or she have if she kept it? What was Marilyn bringing their child into? If they were right and Bruno wasn’t coming back, then Marilyn would be a single parent and her child would be illegitimate. Marilyn still had a job – just – but who was going to look after the baby? Not her mother by the sound of it. And how would they manage for money? There was no spare cash in this house, she knew that was true. Not enough anyway, to feed and clothe another child. 

			‘What can I do?’ she asked her mother. Marilyn needed her help. She needed her support. She couldn’t do any of this alone.

			‘How far gone are you?’ Her mother was frowning again. 

			‘Five months, I think.’ 

			‘You should have told me before.’ Her mother sighed.

			‘I know. I was waiting for him to write. I . . .’ What more could she say?

			‘You’re not the first girl to get herself into this situation.’ Her mother seemed to soften slightly, though she didn’t take her in her arms as Marilyn wanted her to. ‘And you won’t be the last.’ She gave her one last sorrowful look. ‘Leave it to me.’

			And so Marilyn did. 

			Meanwhile, the hotel was getting ready for its Christmas visitors. The casual staff had been let go at the end of the season, but Marilyn’s position was permanent. That was something.

			It was her mother who talked to the hotel manager after Christmas and persuaded him that giving Marilyn three months off from mid-­February would be beneficial for them both. He grumbled a bit because Easter was early that year and there was no way Marilyn would be back for that, but her mother said that it couldn’t be helped and that Marilyn would make up for it when she returned in May. It was her mother who arranged things with the social worker and the C of E mother and baby home in Sussex and with a distant aunt who lived nearby. But it was her father who took her there in February, stony-­faced and silent.

			
			

			Valentine’s Day. The irony was not lost on Marilyn. She had not quite given up on him, despite all evidence to the contrary. And still, she looked for a card that was never going to come. 

			The cover story was that the distant aunt needed some help in her guest house while she was recovering from an operation, and the entire family was sworn to secrecy. 

			As for Marilyn, she did what she was told. In part, she was relieved to be away from the oppressive atmosphere in the family home, and at least where she was going there would be others in the same boat, others who would understand. As for the fact that she would be giving her child up for adoption . . . She felt she had no choice. Perhaps they were all right in assuming that Bruno had never intended to return for her. Perhaps she had been a fool to believe him. It didn’t look as if he would ever write to her. It didn’t look as if he was ever coming back. 

			Which left Marilyn feeling alone and angry. She didn’t think she would ever trust a man again. How could he have deceived her like that? How could he have let her think that he loved her? How could he have used her and discarded her and left her so terribly alone? 

		

	
		
			
			

			Chapter 6

			Lily

			2018

			Lily was working on some accounts at the dining table, glancing across every few minutes at her mother, asleep in the bed, occasionally shifting slightly, or letting out a small gasp or a soft groan. It was difficult to concentrate. Lily was trying to keep her freelance work to a minimum, so that she had more time to care for her mother, but sometimes work was also a welcome distraction from just sitting beside her and thinking. 

			Lily hoped she wasn’t in pain. The doctor had assured her this wasn’t the case, but who really knew? And was she even asleep? From time to time, Lily got up, went over, smoothed wisps of her mother’s hair from her forehead. And as she watched her, she was unable to stop herself from thinking of how it had always been. 

			It was the contrast that shocked her the most. From the mother who never had time to spare, who dashed around, who seemed to live on a slightly different plane, never quite with them, never quite there . . . to this. An elderly lady, trapped in her bed, barely moving, waiting to die.

			
			

			Sometimes, Lily actually couldn’t bear it. When her mother’s eyes were open, Lily talked to her, she smiled, she made her as comfortable as she could. And when her mother’s eyes were closed, she left the room and she cried. 

			She wasn’t crying for the imminent loss of her mother even, Lily supposed – because she’d never had her, not really. Perhaps she was crying for what might have been. 

			Glenda came through from the kitchen with two mugs of tea. ‘You need to take a break, love,’ she said. She had been amazing; Lily was so grateful to have her here. She called in every day, sat with her sister, tidied up, made tea, and persuaded Lily to take a bit of time out. 

			‘I’m fine.’ Lily broke off from her work. ‘But thanks. You’re a marvel.’

			Glenda pulled a face. ‘I know what it’s like. My Ted . . .’

			Lily nodded. Her uncle had been ill for more than two years before he finally passed away and Glenda had been his primary carer. Lily wished she had thought more about helping her aunt when she was still living in Dorset. But she had been much younger then, and selfish too, she supposed. 

			‘Why not take your tea into the garden, love?’ Glenda glanced out of the window. ‘It’s a bright day.’ She went to sit by the bed. ‘I’ll sit with her for half an hour.’ And then when Lily hesitated, ‘Go on now.’

			Lily did as she was told. She stood in the back doorway and breathed in the fresh early-­spring air. No matter how much she opened the windows, the medicinal smell, the smell of illness, lingered, and it was a relief to escape it, if only for a short time. 

			She took a few steps into the garden. Something would have to be done to tidy it up a bit – it had run wild. Another task to add to the list, she thought. The first perennials were trying to push through, but the weeds had taken over their patch and the grass was more like a meadow. It was rather nice, she thought, with bright buttercups and dandelions scattered among the tall grasses. But it would take a while to make everything presentable again.

			
			

			There was such a lot to do . . . Lily closed her eyes for a moment and lifted her face to feel the warmth of the March sunshine. She held her mug of tea cradled in her hands. Not just work – she was setting her alarm for six a.m. every day so that she could get a few things done before the morning properly began – and not just the house. But her mother . . . It was the constant watching, she supposed. The constant worry, the burden of care. 

			Her mobile rang and, seeing it was Cate, Lily answered it. They’d already talked about Jack, and Lily’s decision not to move in with him. Thankfully, Cate didn’t blame her in the least, which was a relief. She was sad to lose the perfect foursome, Cate had told her, but she’d never thought Jack was quite the right fit. Who might be the right fit, her friend didn’t speculate on. 

			‘Hi.’ Cate’s voice was warm. ‘Is it an okay time?’

			‘Definitely.’ It was good to hear her, even though she was a reminder of a life that seemed a long way from Lily’s reach right now. ‘How are things?’

			‘Oh, things here are pretty good,’ Cate said. 

			Lily knew she’d be busy sorting out her stuff and getting ready to move to Travis’s. She would be happy and excited and yet her friend had still found time to call her.

			
			

			‘But more to the point, how are you, my lovely? And how’s your mum?’

			Lily sighed. ‘She sleeps a lot of the time,’ she said. ‘I don’t know how much longer . . .’ Her voice trailed. She wasn’t even sure what she was going to say. How much longer before her mother passed away? Or how much longer Lily could go on?

			‘Oh, Lily.’

			‘Yeah, I know.’ Lily felt the tears surfacing again. Sympathy. That always started her off. 

			‘But you’re managing?’ Cate was trying to sound bright and positive and Lily loved her for that. She was a good friend and Lily would miss living with her. 

			She sniffed. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Of course.’

			‘And you would tell me . . . ?’
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