

CHAPTER ONE

The first time I ever laid eyes on a dead person, I was six years old. And then it was never meant to happen.

Growing up, I was never fazed by death. For me, it had been a natural part of my not entirely conventional upbringing. My summers, and indeed every school holiday until the age of twelve, were spent in Anglesey, in North Wales, in the care and company of my slightly eccentric but kind-hearted Auntie Gwyn. And Auntie Gwyn owned a funeral home. 

It did not occur to me at the time that it was an unusual thing for my parents to pack me off at every opportunity. Thinking back now, there was no earthly reason, other than the fact they didn’t want me around, for them to send me away as they did. It dawned on me later that I was something of a burden to them, my mum in particular; my presence an unfortunate inconvenience. To feel unwanted as a child has a lasting effect and it has definitely moulded the person I am today. 

Ty Coed Pinwydd was an imposing grey stone building, built, as far as I’m aware, at some point during the eighteenth century. It stood alone and somewhat aloof, the last house on the narrow road to the cliffs, the periphery to the rear teetering dangerously close to the crag and the sheer drop to the rocks beneath. The approach was set back from the main road behind low wrought-iron gates, which opened from the centre of a sturdy stone wall. The property itself was surrounded on three sides by a large lawn flanked by a copse of tall pines, a natural wind-break to shield it from the exposed grassy headland that stretched into the distance. From when I was tiny, I remember being warned time and again never to venture from the confines of the garden, and moreover the screen of pine trees, concealing the precipitous cliffs beyond. Often, I would play in the enclosed walled area to the rear of the house, entered via an old ivy-covered wooden gate beneath an arch. It was tucked into the right-hand corner and I always liked to think of it as a secret garden, like the one in the children’s book. There was a tool shed, and herbs and vegetables grew in neatly tended rows, providing much of the food served at mealtimes. From here, the sound of waves breaking on the rocks could be heard on a still day, but the swaying sea of foliage visible above the wall provided an effective barrier much of the time, and it was easy to forget about the cliffs that lay on the other side.

On a marble pedestal in the centre of the immaculate turf of the main garden, a fountain surrounded the statue of a small angel, its head bowed in prayer. The gravel drive led to a turning circle before the large oak front door, which was accessed through a glass-fronted and rather incongruous twentieth-century veranda, a ferocious lion’s head holding the brass doorknocker between its gaping jaws. The fanlight above was etched with the name of the property in gold capitals. 

‘The Deceased’ that Auntie Gwyn and her workforce referred to with such reverence – I did not realise initially that they were, in fact, people who were no longer in the land of the living – would arrive, concealed from prying eyes by the blacked-out windows of a private ambulance, and be whisked through to the back of the house and into the mysterious ‘preparation room’, the large handwritten sign on its sliding doors declaring it ‘Strictly out of bounds to anyone below the age of sixteen’, installed no doubt for my benefit. Here, I would learn in time, the dead were washed and dressed, and made as presentable as they could be under the circumstances, before being put into refrigerators until grieving relatives came to pay them one final, emotional visit in the little chapel of rest at the back of the property. Or there were those poor unfortunates without family or friends to mourn them that were despatched post-haste to the local chapel for a quiet and lonely send-off. Taking her role very seriously, Auntie Gwyn always made a point of attending such services and would later impress upon me the importance of treating everyone in death with the respect and compassion they deserved, regardless of social standing or how they had lived their lives.

‘God is our judge, Lowri,’ she had told me. ‘And in the eyes of the Lord we are all equal. Even Mr William Probert.’ Her eyes widened and she raised a greying eyebrow to emphasise the point.

I had seen Mr Probert only twice that I could recall; once when he entered the local post office, where I had been buying stamps with Elis, bringing with him an overpowering waft of stale urine, and on another occasion when he had staggered in a loudly inebriated state past the front of the house when I had been playing in the garden. He had lived alone on the edge of the village, shunned for the most part by the community amidst rumours of drunken wife-beating (his long-suffering spouse had passed away over a decade earlier), and the theft over time of several sheep belonging to a local farmer. He had lived like a recluse for the last few years of his life, toothless and wild-eyed, his beard long and matted, his clothes as filthy as the language he used to see off unwanted callers to his home. Years later, I learned that, after suffering a fatal heart attack, he had lain undiscovered, surrounded by rubbish on his kitchen floor for almost three weeks, his poor starving dog having chewed off half of his arm. 

It was the smell which piqued my curiosity. You’d have thought such a repugnant odour would have deterred me from investigating further, but no; that was me all over. A nosy little girl. Too nosy for my own good. 

Atop the trolley in the hallway lay a zipped-up black bag. I had heard a kerfuffle some minutes earlier, as the men who drove the ambulance brought something over the threshold and stopped to chat with Auntie Gwyn at the door before departing noisily. 

The bag contained an unidentifiable long, undulating mound. I was en route to the kitchen, having padded down the stairs in my nightie, looking for a drink and trying not to alert the adults in the house to my presence, since I should have been fast asleep several hours earlier. We had only arrived that Friday evening, the start of the long summer break. My parents were staying overnight before returning home to the Midlands (without me, of course) the following day. I could hear the hum of conversation from the living room which led off the hall to the left, the kitchen straight ahead of me and down a short flight of worn stone steps. Here the hallway forked to a dark, uninviting passageway on the right, leading ultimately to the preparation room. I didn’t generally venture beyond the kitchen, more because it felt several degrees colder in that part of the house than for any other reason. On a breezy day the wind would whistle and moan eerily through the passage, never failing to send a shudder through me.

My mum and dad were essentially good people, just not ideal parents. They were devoted to one another and, while they were never cruel, I always felt like an intruder in their home. I say ‘their’ because it didn’t feel like mine. My dad was warmer towards me, but perhaps too placid and easy-going, and I suspect he would just have gone along with whatever Mum wanted in order to keep the peace. 

I was fed and clothed, and wanted for nothing materially, but I craved affection and attention, and neither were things my mother seemed able to offer. Thinking back now that I have a child of my own, her attitude towards me, finding fault aside, was generally one of shocking indifference. When I was small the only thing we ever really did together without my dad was go to church. Looking back now, I feel quite bitter about it – it was like a great outward demonstration of good character on her part. She would sing the hymns with such gusto. The meaning of the words meant little to me at the time, but thinking back to the lyrics ‘slow to chide and swift to bless’ of one, nothing could have been further from the truth where my mum was concerned. She seemed particularly fond of the commandment ‘Honour thy father and thy mother’ – with the unspoken ‘or else’ as an addendum. 

Without fail, as soon as school broke up for the holidays, I would be driven over a hundred and fifty miles to stay with Auntie Gwyn in that huge, rambling old pile. I never questioned this arrangement; I had never known anything else. 

The house’s remote, lonely setting seemed somehow accentuated on a grey, cloudy day; the screams of gulls and rush of the waves beyond amplified. But even on a bright day, my abiding memory is of being plunged into varying degrees of gloom wherever I wandered: the vast hallway and landing were permanently cold and dark, their walls painted burgundy; the sprawling living room, with its huge stone fireplace, heavy brocade drapes and Chesterfield settee, a sombre bottle green. The kitchen was tucked away below ground level, with scant illumination from a small single pane of glass above the sink. Even the sash window in the bathroom was of obscure amber-coloured glass, washing everything in a peculiar orange-tinted light. With hindsight, perhaps it was the nature of Auntie Gwyn’s occupation which had influenced the décor and feel of the house. Which, on reflection, was austere and forbidding. But I never really dwelled on it; to me as a child, it felt like home.

One room at the far end of the landing was kept permanently locked and its contents a mystery. Of course, a locked door was a source of fascination to me. I would imagine the treasures it must conceal, and often tried to lift the little metal cover that swung over the keyhole and peep through. Frustratingly, curtains hanging at the huge windows on the other side were kept closed, the darkness masking whatever secrets lay within. I had asked Auntie Gwyn more than once why the room wasn’t used but, thinking back, she had been evasive. One day she told me that the floorboards were rotten, and until she was in a position to pay for their repair, she intended to keep it locked for everyone’s safety. 

‘We don’t want you or anyone else crashing through the ceiling now, do we? There isn’t anything interesting in there anyway – just a few old sticks of furniture. Nothing for little girls to play with.’

It had once been a family home: my father, Aron, had been one of five children and his paternal grandparents also shared the house when he was a boy. But sadly, two of his older siblings had met their maker as children; his much younger brother, Dafydd, whom I remembered only vaguely, had emigrated to Canada a couple of years earlier.

Auntie Gwyn would sometimes take out the old photograph album, introducing me to a family who were now a distant memory, with fading black and white pictures of a slight, smiling boy of around ten with tousled red hair (I knew this as Auntie Gwyn would always pat my own head and sigh, saying mine was the same shade), and a serious-looking girl of a similar height, with a mass of long, unruly curls like my own. Hogan bach o’r coed – that’s what my dad teasingly called me when I was small. The little girl from the woods. I liked to look at the photographs. Having no siblings, I wondered what it would be like to be part of a large family, for them to have been my big brother and sister. Particularly as Carys, the girl, looked a lot like an older version of me.

I learned that the two were twins and their destinies had been equally tragic. Sionyn, the boy, had been caught in a rip tide and drowned while swimming in the dark waters beneath the cliffs at Llanbadrig church, and Carys had succumbed just two years later to viral meningitis at the age of thirteen. It was a curious thought to me that they had never grown up. Auntie Gwyn spoke of them often, Sionyn particularly. He was a sensitive, caring child and loved animals. He had rescued a young chaffinch with a broken wing and nursed it back to health. The bird refused to leave him even when given the opportunity to fly away, and would perch on his shoulder as he sketched in his room, and on his bedpost as he slept. When he died, the little bird pined and followed soon afterwards. Sionyn’s bereft parents had the finch stuffed and mounted on a twig beneath a glass dome, lined with black velvet. Auntie Gwyn would take it out of the cupboard to show me sometimes, and I would lift the glass and carefully stroke its tiny head. The thought of how heartbroken it must have been would make me cry. 

Carys and Sionyn had been very close, and would often be seen playing together in the garden, throwing a ball, or playing hide and seek in the copse. They somehow became immortalised in my imagination, as though they must still have been on some other plane of existence within the house, frozen in eternal youth, watching the comings and goings from beyond the grave. I understood little about death, only that it was supposed to be something that happened to old people. It didn’t really occur to me at the time how sad their loss must have made Auntie Gwyn and the rest of the family.

My father had no interest in the funeral business and left home at eighteen to pursue a career in the motor manufacturing industry, taking him to the Midlands. It was here that he had met my mother some two years later. With their parents and grandparents long gone, only Auntie Gwyn and her two assistants were now left to rattle around in a property that could easily house twenty people. 

The business had been in the family for decades, started by my great-great-grandfather, or hen hen Taid. Originally, the dead would have been transported by a horse-drawn hearse, a large sepia photograph of which hung in the entrance hall, with my hen hen Taid looking suitably sombre, holding the reins of one of two black horses wearing blinkers and black plumed bridles. 

When she first took over the business, Auntie Gwyn had invested in a private ambulance – a large van with blacked-out windows, used to collect the bodies of the newly deceased. But only in recent years had she traded in the ancient Austin Princess black hearse, which had been her grandfather’s pride and joy, for a second-hand 1980s Daimler model. Now in her fifties, she had never married and had devoted her entire adult life to serving the community in their hour of need. Various employees came and went over the years, but the two constants had long been Elis and Awel, a local brother and sister and distant cousins on my Nain’s side. Both in their forties, they ‘lived in’, residing in two large bedrooms on the second floor, and helping with all aspects of the business. I was a little intimidated by the strange and hostile Awel, her straight, dark hair and unnaturally pallid skin reminding me of a witch in a book I had read. My presence seemed to be a source of perpetual irritation to her, and the door to any room she occupied would close abruptly as I passed by – not that I would have wanted to enter when she was on the other side. Elis, on the other hand, was warm and friendly, and would try to make me laugh by pulling funny faces. He was a huge bear of a man with wavy brown hair and hands like shovels, profoundly deaf since childhood as a result of the same outbreak of meningitis that had taken Carys, and as his diction and intonation had become harder for most people to understand over time, communicated usually by signing – something Auntie Gwyn had made it her business to learn and was keen to impart to me. 

‘Not everyone is like us, Lowri,’ she had once informed me. ‘Always make the effort to learn someone else’s language, whatever its form. We are not the be-all-and-end-all.’ I didn’t fully comprehend the ‘be-all-and-end-all’ she spoke of, but got the gist of what she wanted to convey. 

On the other side of the door, the adults were clearly oblivious to my presence. I could hear muffled voices, my dad breaking into his mother tongue as he always did when we had travelled west of the border. Everyone generally spoke English for the benefit of my mum and, while I understood the rudiments of the Welsh language, I wasn’t fluent myself. I did wonder later if not teaching me had been a deliberate ploy, so the adults could discuss sensitive issues without worrying I was listening in. 

The terrazzo floor of the hallway was cold beneath my bare feet. I stood for a moment staring at the mound on the trolley, which was at shoulder height to me. I had to know what it was. Gingerly, I stood on my toes and reached out, my hand trembling in anticipation, and unzipped the bag. The rancid potency of the smell released almost knocked me back. Stringy grey hair, yellow from years of exposure to tobacco smoke and lack of shampoo, trailed from a roughly bearded human head, its transparent, blueish skin stretched taut over a wizened face. The angular cheeks were lined with blackened veins, the lips dark and bloodless. I suddenly realised something was moving – no, crawling – from the corner of the mouth yawning through the beard: minute, creamy-coloured vermicelli. Maggots. 

I let out an involuntary shriek. Bizarrely, now I think back, it was the sight of the teeming maggots rather than the rotting corpse which startled me more. The living room door flung wide and Auntie Gwyn rushed out to see what had happened. My parents stood in the doorway, casting each other knowing grimaces. I jumped back guiltily, thinking Auntie Gwyn might be angry, but calmly she re-zipped the bag and took me by the hand.

‘And what might you be doing down here, young lady? We’d better get you back to your bed.’

The need for a drink completely forgotten, I nodded mutely as she took me by the hand and led me back upstairs. My parents had retreated silently into the living room, the door closing behind them. I looked back over my shoulder at the lump that had been Mr Probert. One or two maggots had fallen to the ground and were writhing on the black and white tiles next to the trolley.

‘Mr Probert has gone to sleep forever,’ Auntie Gwyn explained as she tucked me back into bed. ‘He was a very old man and it was his time to go. We all have to leave this earth one day, some of us sooner than others.’ She hesitated. ‘The body we leave behind is of no use any more, and it starts to decay very quickly after our soul leaves. While we live, we’re like a lump of fresh meat, if you want to think of it that way. Have you ever seen – or smelled – a piece of meat when it has started to turn bad?’

I thought for a moment, screwing up my face at the memory. ‘Mummy found some bacon she’d forgotten at the back of the fridge that had started to turn green. It was horrible and really smelly.’

‘Exactly. It had gone off. And to be blunt, that is basically what happens to a person once their heart stops beating. Very quickly, their body starts to rot. And that is why we must bury them. Then they can return to the soil, where they came from, and feed the worms, who clean all the bad meat away and enrich the earth, so that vegetables can grow and feed the people who are still living, until one day it is their turn to go to sleep. And so it goes on. The circle of life.’

This was a lot of information to digest. ‘So, one day I will go to sleep forever and then the worms will eat me?’ I felt suddenly panic-stricken at the thought.

‘Not until you are an old, old lady. And when people are really old, they get very tired, and they’ve had enough of life anyway. It’s the nature of things.’ 

‘But what about Sionyn and Carys? They weren’t old.’

She sighed. ‘They were just very unlucky. But their souls are in a better place now.’

‘What does a soul look like? Where do they go? Has Mr Probert’s soul gone to the same place?’

‘A soul can’t be seen by the human eye. It’s what makes us who we are, and it’s a wonderful thing that it’s freed once our bodies are worn out and useless. But how we behave during our lives will help God decide where the soul ends up once it has left us. And that’s why we must always try to do good in this world.’

She patted me gently on the head. ‘You go to sleep now, cariad. These are all things that you don’t have to worry about, not for years and years.’ She hovered briefly in the doorway as though about to say something else but thinking better of it.

‘Nosdawch.’ The light went out and the door closed behind her, leaving me in total darkness. I wriggled down beneath the covers, my mind whirring with what she had told me. When I think back now, I’m surprised I didn’t have nightmares about Mr William Probert and his invisible soul, and the fact that one day a similar fate was waiting for us all. 

And if our luck ran out, it might be sooner rather than later.




CHAPTER TWO

Present Day, July 2014

Ruby sat in the bath staring at the wall in front of her, wet auburn curls trailing down her back, her skinny little knees drawn to her chest. She looked utterly wretched, her pale, freckled face etched with misery. I felt overcome with guilt. Yet another occasion when I’d had to try to let her down gently; one more missed school trip that I’d never be able to pay for.

My heart plummeted as I looked at the tarnished taps, an unsightly blue-green dribble staining the area beneath the overflow of the chipped cast-iron bathtub; the patch of mould spreading from one corner of the ceiling that no amount of bleach seemed able to deter. The whole house was falling to rack and ruin and I had neither the means nor the energy to tackle any of it. Only that morning, the washing machine had given up the ghost; thankfully, my saviour Nina had come to the rescue and taken the drumful of sopping wet sheets and towels home to rinse and spin. Something else to add to the ever-increasing ‘to-deal-with-urgently’ list. All thanks to my ex, Darren, or That Bastard as Nina preferred to refer to him, who had left me high and dry with bills coming out of my ears and a bruised ego. 

In spite of the fact he’d finally left for the arms of another woman, I was actually glad to see the back of him. Whoever she was, the unfortunate soul was more than welcome to him. I wondered if she had any inkling of what she was letting herself in for. As the saying goes, marry in haste, repent at leisure. And believe me, I was extremely repentant. I should have listened to my gut instinct when I’d recognised his worrying fondness for alcohol, and blasé attitude to spending money he didn’t have. My money, for the most part. But I had been so lonely after I lost my beloved Jonah, and desperate for a father figure for Ruby. Initially, Darren had seemed so good with her; so attentive to me. I persuaded myself the drinking wasn’t really an issue, nor the late-night poker games. But almost as soon as the ink had dried on the marriage certificate, his true colours started to seep through. Naïve, stupid me. 

Right from the start, he began systematically chipping away at my bank balance and my self-esteem. He would pick fights over nothing at all, seemingly to give him a legitimate excuse to go out for the night. At first, I tried hard to please him, but it became apparent that my efforts were futile. Eventually I would heave a sigh of relief each time the door closed behind him as he left the house for yet another late-night drinking session with his mates. I could do nothing right; he criticised the way I was bringing Ruby up; the food I prepared; the way I dressed and how I wore my hair. Shortly after we were married, I was undressing for bed one night and he had stared in disgust at my stretchmarks, the almost inevitable legacy of a pregnancy with twins. 

‘Can’t you do something about those?’ he had asked, screwing up his face. He made me feel unattractive and pathetic. Jonah by contrast had always done his utmost to bolster me, and even though they were undeniably unsightly, especially immediately after I’d given birth, told me he loved them because they were a part of me and our shared history. I soon realised too that Darren had no interest in replacing Jonah where Ruby was concerned, when he was quick to correct an old neighbour of his mother’s that we bumped into in the street one afternoon.

‘Never thought you’d settle down with a kiddie,’ the elderly man had remarked with a wry smile, indicating Ruby. 

‘Oh no – nothing to do with me,’ he had quipped. ‘I’m just Uncle Darren.’ He and the man had laughed, but I didn’t find it funny. Especially since he had pulled Ruby up with a caustic remark when she called him ‘Daddy’ one day. 

‘I’m not your daddy. Don’t call me that again.’

She looked utterly crestfallen. This thoughtless rebuke of my sweet little daughter hurt and incensed me more than anything he could have said or done to me. At that moment I totally despised him. 

I got used to sleeping alone again, whether because he had stayed out all night or had chosen to sleep on the sofa rather than lie next to me. I’d begun to prefer it that way. Sex had quickly become purely functional, never an expression of love as it had been with Jonah. I felt like an object, there to fulfil an urge and nothing more. The marriage lasted a miserable eighteen months but, in all honesty, the blinkers had dropped from my eyes within weeks. All he made me feel now was anger – and much of that directed at myself, for entering into something so blithely when in truth my heart wasn’t entirely in it. Maybe I just got what I deserved. After the divorce, I wasted no time in reverting to my previous married name – Morris – and tried to put all thoughts of him out of my mind.

If nothing else, it had taught me a valuable life lesson. I would be extremely cautious before getting involved with anyone in future. Ruby was my priority, and I was determined to love her enough for two parents. She had been so young when Jonah died that she barely remembered him, which was bittersweet – she could never miss him in the way that I did, but it was so sad, too, that she didn’t have memories of her wonderful father, and would never have his steady, calming influence in her life. My heart ached for her; that I couldn’t afford to buy her nice things or give her a more presentable home. She never complained, but some days it got to me more than others, knowing that her schoolfriends had the latest toys and pretty new clothes. She was a kind, thoughtful child, and it seemed so unfair.

I perched on the cork-topped stool next to the bath, trying desperately to think of something that might cheer her up.

‘We could go to the park on Sunday – take a picnic, feed the ducks. The weather’s going to be really warm, according to the forecast.’

She turned to look at me with her huge green eyes and squeezed out a smile. ‘Okay, I guess so. Can we take Mickey?’

Mickey was Nina’s four-year-old retriever-cross, the sweetest-natured dog you could ever meet, and Ruby adored him. We regularly took him for walks, an arrangement which was mutually beneficial, as I couldn’t commit currently to having the dog Ruby so badly wanted, and Nina was often exhausted after a long day on her feet at the little café she ran with her partner, Ronnie. 

‘Of course. I’ll bake some brownies and you can choose the sandwich fillings. No peanut butter, though,’ I added, mock sternly. When Ruby was still tiny, we had discovered quite by chance that she had a severe nut allergy, which meant she could easily go into anaphylactic shock even from being close to someone eating nuts. I remembered Auntie Gwyn once telling me that Elis had a similar issue, although maybe not to the same extent as Ruby, but Awel was still always very careful about what she gave him to eat. He was a fairly distant relative, but I did wonder if it was something that ran in families. Ruby’s allergy was a constant source of worry to me, although she took it very much in her stride and had learned the importance of carrying her Junior EpiPen. That she was sensible about it was at least one consolation.

She nodded and rolled her eyes. ‘I know. I’ll remember my EpiPen. For emergencies.’ 

‘Good girl.’ I gave her what I hoped was an encouraging smile. ‘It’ll be lovely.’

She seemed to brighten a little and my spirits lifted momentarily. But I knew that as she got older, she was unlikely to be mollified by excursions to the park and home-made treats. I desperately needed a cash injection, and a turn for the better in my luck.

‘Come on, let’s get you out of there – that water must be getting cold.’

She rose and clambered from the tub, dripping onto the mat. I wrapped her in a towel, rubbing her angular shoulders. She was seven years old, but small in stature and as light as a feather, her limbs pitifully thin and delicate. I felt a stab of emotion as I watched her and wondered what her twin sister would look like now; even though they had not been identical, how much she would resemble this little dot who was the centre of my universe. 

It would hit me like that sometimes, completely out of the blue. Amber had been the bigger of the two: my two beautiful babies. Ironically, she had seemed so much more robust. One tiny fist would punch the air defiantly, while the other arm wrapped protectively around her sister as they lay side by side in the incubator, Ruby curled into a passive, timid ball. No one could have predicted what happened. A tight knot formed in my throat and I pushed down the thought. I couldn’t allow myself the luxury of wallowing, for Ruby’s sake more than my own. Some things were just too painful to contemplate. The smallest spark of misery could lead to an inferno of grief which would engulf me; I knew that all too well. The last thing she needed was for me to become maudlin and get dragged back down, and there was always that danger if I began to reminisce. 

‘Right then, miss. It’s getting late and you’ve got school in the morning. Hot chocolate and bed.’

‘Can I have a story? Please?’ she pleaded, pulling on her pyjamas. 

‘Just a quick one, then. Go and dry your hair and I’ll bring you up a drink in a minute.’

Once dried, Ruby’s wild auburn tresses made her look like Merida, the girl in the Disney animation. She’d been highly delighted when Nina pointed this out. The fact she was so slight only accentuated the mass of her curls. Her bedroom had become something of a shrine to her flame-haired heroine. She sat upright beneath her Brave duvet cover, sipping the hot chocolate with eyes like saucers as I read a chapter from Roald Dahl’s The Witches.

‘Are there really witches, Mummy?’ she asked anxiously as I closed the book, reaching to switch off the bedside lamp.

‘No, sweetheart, only in stories. Nothing for you to worry about.’

Clutching Benjy, her much loved floppy-eared, and now slightly saggy, stuffed rabbit, she snuggled down under the quilt, a look of relief on her face. ‘That’s good. I don’t think I’d want to meet one.’

An image of Awel flashed through my mind, and I wondered what Ruby might have made of her. In spite of my general boldness as a child, the woman had certainly unnerved me. If I were to sum her up with one adjective, it would be forbidding, in every possible sense of the word. I hadn’t thought of her for many years and my memories of her were generally negative. She had tried to put the fear of God into me once, when she caught me innocently helping myself to a freshly baked biscuit left to cool on a rack in the kitchen. 

‘Did anyone say you could have that?’ she snapped. 

I felt heat rising in my cheeks. ‘Well, no – I …’

‘That’s stealing, you know. Taking something without asking.’ She narrowed her eyes. ‘Remember what happened to the thief at Llandyfrydog church.’

The story was one I knew well: Elis had taken me to the old church in the village once and showed me an unusual-shaped standing stone in a neighbouring field. Legend had it that a man had robbed the church of its silver one night, carrying it in a sack slung over his shoulder. God had apparently wreaked vengeance upon the culprit and turned him to stone as he fled the scene. Whatever the truth of it, the strange monolith served as a solemn deterrent to anyone of similar inclination and the church remained confidently unlocked thereafter. 

I felt my lip begin to wobble as I replaced the biscuit and mumbled an apology, then ran from the kitchen in tears. Awel had a knack of making me feel bad and far smaller than I actually was. 

She would be well on the way to old age now, her brother Elis, too; and Auntie Gwyn must be in her mid-seventies. I felt guilty that I hadn’t kept in touch with my aunt, but events had conspired against me in a way and, as the years passed, I had become entrenched in my own problems; my own grief. But I’d lost my address book in the move to Dunswarton, and no longer had her telephone number. Maybe I should write her a letter, just to let her know I hadn’t forgotten her completely. 

I never found out what had gone on all those years ago, why my parents had stopped sending me to stay in Llanbadrig. There had been a major falling-out, that much I knew; Auntie Gwyn didn’t even come to my dad’s funeral. But nothing had ever been explained to me. It was as though a whole chapter of my life was closed without ceremony, with no thought as to how it might affect either me or my aunt, who had been more like a mother to me than my own ever was. It was never discussed. But I had been twelve and resilient, approaching the turmoil of adolescence and the irresistible appeal of boys, and soon I had moved on. I hoped now that Auntie Gwyn had been able to do the same.







Shortly after Ruby started at the little primary school in Dunswarton, I had begun working in the school kitchens as a dinner lady. It was here that I first met Nina. She was almost twenty years my senior, her own three children having grown up and flown the nest, and was bubbly and friendly. We’d hit it off immediately. When her husband Ronnie was made redundant, they ploughed his pay-off into setting up a little café, which stood along the main high street. Word quickly got round about Nina’s mouth-watering breakfasts and afternoon teas, and business was soon booming. I was so glad for them both – they were such a decent, kind couple. With my finances being so tight, Nina often gave me the odd shift at the café (and the occasional free meal for Ruby and myself), and had been a real rock since the breakdown of my marriage to Darren. 

Although we had never been close, it hit me hard when my parents died within months of one another. Losing Jonah had left me reeling, and although they’d never been especially supportive in the past, they did rally to my aid to an extent when they realised how much I was struggling mentally. Ruby was only two, and I think it was more her welfare which concerned them, if the truth be told. She was the most endearing, affectionate little soul and I think that, despite their relative indifference to me, she had captured their hearts, even though they had only seen her on a few occasions. On their last visit, shortly before Jonah’s fateful accident, I had gone to make tea and came back into the room to find that Ruby had clambered unselfconsciously onto my mum’s lap. She was gazing up at her, singing ‘Row, Row, Row Your Boat’ sweetly with a huge smile on her face. My mum looked up and I could see tears in her eyes. I felt choked. I was so glad that she had bonded with Ruby, but doubted that she’d ever looked at me like that when I was small. I wondered whether she felt a stab of remorse, or sorrow, even. I was an adult now, and had my own life, but still wished we could have been closer. Sadly it was never to be.

Newly widowed, I had become almost reclusive; obsessively fearful that something terrible might happen to Ruby, and then terrified that something could happen to me, leaving her with no one to care for her. I was a mess.

Maybe my parents felt duty-bound after the lack of care they had shown me over the years. They encouraged me to move to be nearer to them – not too close, however – and found me a little terraced house to rent in Dunswarton village, only a couple of miles from their home in Warwick. They actually organised a removal van and did pretty much everything: arranging our belongings, even stocking the fridge and store cupboard for when we moved in. 

To my shame, I didn’t have the energy to feel grateful. Looking back, even when I eventually started to venture out a bit more, I had still been so depressed and apathetic, I just allowed them to take control. I was swept along with everything, leaving behind the home that Jonah and I had set up together. In my right mind I’d have resisted, but frankly I was just glad to relinquish responsibility at the time. I think that without their input and support, I’d have ended up being sectioned.

But within twelve months of Ruby and I moving to Dunswarton, tragedy struck when my mother was killed by a speeding driver running the red light at a pedestrian crossing. The stress of losing her so suddenly clearly took its toll on my dad, who collapsed one morning with a fatal heart attack and followed her to the grave, a mere four months afterwards. I found myself living in an area where I knew no one, a young widow with no job and no support network. I was desperately lonely and vulnerable. 

And gullible with a capital ‘G’. Darren must have seen me coming.




CHAPTER THREE

I came down the stairs, my head dull from yet another disturbed night, tossing and turning with the worry of my financial situation and what the future held for Ruby and me. Just as I reached the bottom, the post appeared through the letterbox and slapped onto the mat. My heart sank, wondering what further bills would greet me. I bent down to pick up the pile, shuffling through them as I made my way to the kitchen, and dropped them onto the table. Ruby was still sleeping, so I made myself a strong coffee and sat down to go through the bundle of letters. There was the obligatory dross: takeaway leaflets and notification of special offers in the local supermarket; a glossy invitation to purchase one of the huge four-bedroomed detached houses on the exclusive new development at the outskirts of the village (in my dreams); two final demands for the gas and electricity respectively, and a letter for Darren, marked Private and Confidential. I had no forwarding address for him and was tempted to drop it back into the post box marked Return to Sender, but thought I’d better text him to let him know, in case it was anything important. I dropped the junk mail into the bin and set aside the bills and Darren’s mail to deal with later.

At the bottom of the pile was an official-looking envelope, addressing me by my maiden name. I examined it for a moment, then ripped it open. Inside was a letter typed onto heavy cream paper, headed with the address of a solicitors’ firm in North Wales. 

‘Dear Miss Owen,’ it began. 

I hope this finds you well. I regret to inform you of the passing of your aunt, Gwyneth Hughes Owen. Please accept my sincerest condolences at this distressing time. My company is representing Miss Owen and I would like to invite you to the reading of her last will and testament, which will take place at our office in Bangor the day following her funeral, which is scheduled for Friday 25th July at 12 p.m., in Llanbadrig church. Should you have any questions regarding the arrangements, please do not hesitate to contact me via email or on the telephone number beneath the letterhead. If you could please also confirm whether you will be in attendance, I should be most grateful. 

Yours sincerely, 

Meredith Williams

Stunned, I turned the piece of paper over in my hands. It was watermarked, and certainly looked genuine. And why would anyone lie about such a thing? I assumed that, as I had been notified about the will, there must be some mention of my name in there, but even if there was a small bequest coming my way, it would be bittersweet. 

The stinging memory of Auntie Gwyn’s words to me came flooding back. I’d have been about eight. We had been sitting on the veranda at Ty Coed Pinwydd one Saturday, eating cake and drinking tea, looking out into the garden. It was a beautiful summer’s afternoon, the sun streaming through the shimmering trees and the flowers in full bloom. 

She had turned to me suddenly and said, ‘One day this will all be yours, my lovely. When I’m dead and gone, and grass is growing on my grave.’ And I began to cry, flinging my arms round her neck; telling her I didn’t want the stupid old house, I only wanted her and she must never leave me. 

I felt overcome with guilt now. Auntie Gwyn really was gone, and I would never see her again; never be able to explain why I hadn’t been in touch, or that she had so often been in my thoughts; that those long weeks spent with her had been the bright spots of a largely miserable childhood. My head began to spin. Without stopping to think, I picked up my phone and tapped out an email to Meredith Williams, asking if he had contact details for Awel. I had to speak to her, to find out what had happened to Auntie Gwyn. And even if I was too late, I felt an irresistible pull to return to the place I had once thought of as home. 

After taking Ruby to school, I dropped Darren a text to let him know about his letter, then went straight round to see Nina at the café. I badly needed to talk to someone about Auntie Gwyn, and she was the only real friend I had. And I desperately needed a hug, something Nina was very good at. I suspected she thought of me as a surrogate daughter and I was only too glad to take on the mantle. 

I helped her serve breakfasts to a group of workmen who came in regularly. They were generally pleasant enough, if a little rowdy, but I was in no mood for banter. My woes must have been etched onto my face as I placed pots of tea onto their table.

‘Cheer up, love, it might never happen,’ one remarked. I emitted a strangled sob and rushed through to the kitchen to compose myself. I heard another of the men make some quip about how that was the effect his mate always had on women and there was a roar of laughter. Nina told them to pipe down and came out to see if I was okay. By now, I was a blubbing mess. She gently relieved me of the tray I was still clutching and told me to stay put until they had gone.

When there was a lull, we sat at a table near the till and had coffee. It all came pouring out: how kind Auntie Gwyn had always been, and how bad I felt for not trying harder to contact her again. Too little, too late. It was the story of my life.

‘It’s very sad, I know,’ Nina agreed. ‘But you mustn’t torture yourself
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