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			ONE

			When the hearse pulled up outside the house, Cerys knew it was real. Gwen was gone. Until it appeared she hadn’t been sure, but that’s the way of an unexpected death. The grief muddles usually-clear thoughts. Before Cerys saw the brown wicker box inside the glossy black car, she’d thought it must all be a terrible mistake and she would definitely get to see Gwen again, one day. 

			She wished the front room was empty so she could fall to her knees and weep like a lady in a film from the olden days when hair was hot-ironed into waves and people were slim because of the war, the walking everywhere, the home cooked meals rather than the fast food fat burgers and sugar, sugar everywhere. But it was the new days so she stayed standing up. Her knees buckled. Nausea rose which she swallowed down, so well-practiced at keeping things just about under control. 

			People chatted quietly behind her. They ate biscuits and drank tea, saying how sad it was, how much they’d miss the old lady. Not that old. Wrinkles spread like fireworks from the corners of her eyes, but she hadn’t reached an age where you expected a person to die from natural causes. Cerys closed her eyes, bowed her head, and let the sun fail to soothe her through the blinds.

			~

			The guests sat in their cars, ready to follow the limousine which was parked behind the hearse. Cerys got in last, after Seren and Seren’s husband, Mark. Their two young sons were at home. Cerys was glad. She found her nephews whiney and full of tantrums. A few hours in their company made her relieved she didn’t have to spend all of every day with them. She pinched the skin between her eyebrows to stop herself thinking bad things when someone so good was being buried. Gwen would be ashamed if she saw the inside of her brain, tut-tut at the meanness.

			~

			Mourners were clustered at the edges of a square room. No incense like in church, just a whiff of various perfumes, their scents clashing. Chairs were lined up round the sides, their wooden backs against the walls, but people were standing stiffly rather than sitting down. Even the elderly lady with wide ankles, clumpy veins and a walking stick chose to stand. There was the odd mumble or murmur but little chat. That was the love, the shock, the disbelief that Gwen’s dead body lay in the room next to them.

			An old man in a black suit smiled at her. She nudged Seren. ‘Who’s that?’

			‘Mark’s Uncle Tom, her brother. Jesus, Cerys, how many times have you met him?’

			A man with a full head of silver hair came over to Mark.

			‘Would you like to view the coffin?’

			‘No. Thank you.’

			Seren squeezed her husband’s arm in support but he didn’t acknowledge her. Cerys hadn’t realised that was an option. What was it like, seeing a dead body? She never had, not once in her life, never in all her years. It might make her accept the finality of the death if she saw her. 

			‘I would.’ 

			Seren tilted her head as she and Mark looked at her. They didn’t realise how much Cerys had loved her brother-in-law’s mum. 

			‘Please. If that’s okay? I don’t want to…’

			Mark shrugged as if it didn’t matter to him. Seren frowned in the same way her husband had a few minutes earlier. Cerys knew she’d have got a sharp no if they hadn’t been in front of people. The funeral man smiled kindly at Cerys, making her want to hug him, but instead she followed him through a door that led to the room the service would be held in. 

			They walked past rows of red velvet chairs to the coffin. Cerys felt sick. She nearly turned back but the lady, the humanist who was sitting next to the open casket, gave Cerys a look of such absolute understanding that it pumped the courage she needed through her veins and propelled her forwards. 

			Her stomach scrunched up tightly as Gwen’s head came into view. It was nearest the seats. The top of her head faced the congregation, the soles of her feet pointed to the wall. Cerys had imagined her facing the other way, looking towards the room when it was full of her friends, family and work colleagues. A muslin cloth covered her face making her a ghost at her own funeral, features blurred before the mourners, not quite forgotten, not yet. Her green eyes were closed, curly hair styled flat in a way she’d never have worn it when alive and her lips were coated in a matt pink lipstick, bright, so bold it took attention away from the rest of her body. Cerys crumbled. She held onto the table the coffin rested on, couldn’t take her eyes off Gwen’s lips. It was a colour she’d never have worn. She liked mascara, not lipstick. She thought her lips were too old, too thin, didn’t feel confident enough for colours that brought attention to her face, to what she was saying. 

			Cerys wanted to wipe the lips clean. A noise escaped from her mouth. So loud, making primal, desperate noises. The humanist sat still, gazing at her hands that rested on her thighs, unfazed by the grieving banshee. Cerys swayed from side to side. The fact that Gwen couldn’t tell them no, I don’t wear that colour, I don’t like pink, that’s not me... It was wrong, so awful that she’d had no choice over what they did to her body. Even if it wasn’t to be mean. It was a kind gesture but they’d made such a terrible mistake. Cerys should tell someone before the service started, get them to change it. She looked around the room for the man who was in charge. 

			‘Are you alright?’ asked the humanist.

			‘It’s so unfair isn’t it? She was such a good person. One of the nicest, kindest people you could meet. She was so lovely. It’s not fair she’s dead. Sixty-three’s too young.’

			She would let it be. Gwen was more than the colour of her lipstick.

			~

			The seats filled up, every single one full of love for Gwen. So many people wanting to say goodbye. Cerys sat down in the second row from the front. She hoped the silver lining to the vast cloud that had hung over her since the phone call with the terrible news, was that the full room meant Gwen was getting a proper goodbye, whereas if she’d lived until the ripe old age of ninety-nine who knew which mourners would have made it. Cerys’s brow furrowed as she tried to imagine her own death, her method of passing.

			‘Okay?’ Seren mouthed to her sister.

			No. Yes. Just about. Cerys nodded, then focused her attention on the circle of cream and white roses resting on the now-closed coffin.

			Seren turned to face the front. She was glad she didn’t have to comfort the older one. They weren’t close, as in sisters-hugging close. They’d never been for a coffee or enjoyed a meal out just to catch up, how are things, you look well, did you get your hair done? Which was fine. Their friends found it odd but Cerys and Seren were used to it. And why pretend? Not every set of siblings was destined to be secret-and-problem-sharers, especially after big things happened. After dramatic events people could go either way: close, so close, too close, or really rather distant. Seren and Cerys had chosen the latter as their lives had veered in opposite directions. They each enjoyed the company of their friends and neither of them was desperate for their sibling relationship to be different. They didn’t dislike each other. They simply weren’t similar, or keen on becoming over-familiar. 

			Seren’s voice wobbled through the first reading. She managed to hold in her tears and get the words out. As she walked back to her seat Cerys mouthed well done. Seren sniffed as she got a tissue from the sleeve of her black top. She blew her nose, then got another tissue from her bag which she used to wipe the tears off her cheeks, smearing pale patches through her blusher, making her skin like a sunset sky with airplane trails running across it. 

			Mark began to read his mother’s favourite poem. Even though she was watching him intently, all Cerys could picture was the body with the wrong lipstick on the dead lips and her being so quiet. That was wrong. Gwen had a warm laugh that made others giggle. Cerys stifled a laugh at the memory, which turned to full-on crying when the humanist said ‘her daughter-in-law’s sister, Cerys’ as one of the people Gwen loved. That was kind of Mark to have included her. She reached forward, squeezed his shoulder, and when he turned round she mouthed thank you. She hadn’t expected to be name-checked, though it was true. Gwen had loved Cerys, Cerys had loved her back, and to feel the love of a mother when yours was gone, that was precious, not taken for granted. 

			She shouldn’t worry about the lipstick. Gwen wouldn’t, because according to her there was no afterlife. Ghosts and spirits didn’t exist. There was no high-and-mighty maker as far as Gwen was concerned, hence a humanist giving the eulogy, so no need for Cerys to fret. She felt hands on her shoulders, pushing down, stroking her collar bones as they let go. The weight was lifted.

			~

			Teenagers dressed in black trousers and white shirts carried empty plates and glasses through swinging double doors marked staff only. Cerys bit back more crying when she heard Seren ask the receptionist to call their taxis. Gwen was gone and that was that. She was over. It was over. They were over. 

			Seren sat down next to her.

			‘Could you give us a lift tomorrow, to the solicitors? I’m not up for driving and Mark keeps drinking so much the alcohol will be in his blood for days. He needs to see them before we go back. They all do.’ Mark swayed between his brothers. ‘There’s lots of paperwork. They’ll have to sell the house. No-one lives near enough to look after it. God, that’ll be weird, horrible. We always go there for Christmas. It’s where everyone gathers, you know. Wales is the good place, her house the one everyone looks forward to visiting.’ Her lower lip wobbled.

			Cerys touched her sister’s arm for a second, ashamed that was all the physical reassurance she could offer, wishing for a moment they were like normal people and her instinct was to give her a hug, have the hug accepted, squeezed back even stronger, to stroke her hair and kiss her cheek, maybe.

		

	
		
			TWO

			Not many people want to visit a remote Welsh beach in the rain, when the drop in temperature proves that the warmth enjoyed over the last few days was merely a passing moment. Winter still owned the air, the soil, the sea. But that didn’t matter to Cerys. 

			She drove slowly down the single-track road. The muscles in her arms loosened with relief when the lane opened up so there was enough room for cars to pass each other without the risk of scraped edges, battered wing mirrors or, even worse, having to reverse down the road to let another car pass, swerving from left to right as she swore like a bastard. 

			Seren tutted in the back seat. Mark was silent in the front. They’d both agreed to the trip, some coastal air to clear their heads following the meeting with the solicitor but, as Cerys turned into the car park, her passengers wished they’d made their own way back to the house where Mark’s brothers had gathered. They needed to seethe, rant, question why Gwen had funded three cruises and five holidays with an equity release scheme, meaning there was little to be shared once the house was sold. The percentage of the property the family owned was tiny compared to the amount a company registered in Leeds would be getting.

			~

			The solicitor shifted in his seat, resisting the temptation to fill the silence. Let it sink in. Give them time to process what he’d told them.

			‘I’d have lent her some money. We all would have,’ Mark exclaimed. His siblings nodded in agreement. ‘Or I’d have told her to live within her means. Jesus.’

			The brothers were glad Mark had said what they were thinking, what they and their wives were all thinking. The solicitor pursed his lips, sympathetic. The shock for the children, on top of the grief. It wasn’t a good thing. Now there was anger mixed in with the love, memories tainted, creating a painful confusion. A poor decision. Why hadn’t she spoken to her sons if she needed money, advice about her finances? And the assumption that the house would be left to them, that was fair. What parent wouldn’t want to help their children?

			Gwen’s boys sank down in the faux leather chairs. Tim, the youngest, looked like he wanted to punch something as he tapped his heel up and down. The realisation that some company would be getting what their parents had worked all their lives for, what their father had worked for, because let’s be honest Gwen had only been a housewife… To think that strangers would be given all their dad had worked forty-five years for, passing away before he got the chance to enjoy even a day of his retirement, it was diabolical. 

			‘You’ll need to put it on the market as soon as possible I’m afraid. And empty it of all her things. I’m so sorry, but these companies are pretty ruthless once the person who signed the contract is no longer with us.’

			~

			Cerys turned on the engine when she saw them emerge single file through the glass door onto the high street. Mark slammed the passenger door shut. 

			‘Don’t ask,’ Seren said as she clicked her seatbelt on in the back.

			‘Hang on a minute.’ Mark ran into the Spar, returning with a packet of cigarettes and a purple plastic lighter. His wife didn’t tell him off for buying them like she normally would.

			Cerys took her sister at her word and kept quiet, biding her time. As soon as they were on the dual carriageway it started.

			‘I mean for fuck’s sake. Really? What was she thinking?’

			‘Don’t,’ said Mark. 

			She was his mother. She was dead. You weren’t meant to talk ill of the dead. Though why not if they’d been stupid?

			‘You know I loved her. I really did. We all did but honest to God, that was such a silly, selfish thing to do. And for what? To sit around the same pool each day then get ripped off when she disembarked, paying even more money for three hours on a guided tour of some busy, shitty city. And destroying the planet. Totally unsustainable. We’d have taken her on holiday with us. It would have cost a hundredth of the amount she’s given that company.’

			Mark wound down the window and lit a cigarette. Cerys didn’t dare ask him to please not smoke in the car, it’s a hire car, you’re not meant to. Angry grief changed the rules. She checked Seren in the rear-view mirror. Her sister was staring at Mark whose eyes were pinched as he watched the fields, sucked hard on the nicotine.

			‘What happened?’

			‘Gwen did one of those equity release schemes. You know the ones you read about all the time in the Money pages where they warn you not to do them because they’re a total rip-off. Seventy per cent of the house is gone. Some company in Leeds owns it and wants it sold asap. So most of what she had is gone. On nothing.’

			‘Not on nothing,’ said Mark. ‘On holidays. On memories. She really enjoyed them.’

			Seren bit back the swearing she wanted to throw at her husband. She’d loved Gwen, hadn’t ever wanted her to die but for Christ’s sake… She pinched her fingers together, ashamed of her fury, that it showed up the fact that in the back of her head she’d thought when her mother-in-law died, not yet, many years in the future, there’d be something for the family. A little sum to ease the loss and help with the onward march of the mortgage, the bills, the kids. Not too little, enough to erase some of the worry. And they’d have handed most of any inheritance straight to their boys because god knows how they’d ever be able to afford their own home. Seren burst into tears at the madness of it all. Mark lit another cigarette.

			~

			Cerys checked the parking machine and decided to risk not paying the Welsh Woodland Trust four pounds, because who’d be checking windscreens for stickers at this time of year. She opened the driver’s door and leaned in.

			‘Coming?’

			‘No,’ said Mark.

			‘Me neither,’ said Seren. ‘It’s going to piss down with rain. Look at the clouds. That’s the problem with Wales. It always bloody rains.’

			Cerys was glad. She didn’t want their bad energy weighing her down. She understood why they were upset but needed to not be a part of it. When she looked back Seren was talking nineteen to the dozen at Mark whose eyes were shut, his forehead resting against the closed window.

			As she crossed the road that separated the car park from the fields, Cerys put her hood up to keep off the sideways drizzle that had started to fall. Always. Always as soon they got out of the car the rain that had been threatening to fall on the journey would come down and soak them, a running joke from their childhood holidays. 

			She stood at the start of the path to take in the view of the church to her left and the hill to the right, behind it. It was a hill she’d always found too steep to climb, too scary the way its edges disappeared over the cliff with nothing to save you from falling. Between the church and the hill was a pale brown path that led to the beach, just as she’d remembered it. Oh happy melancholy.

			The path curved left then right, tipping Cerys gently towards the cove, the sand, her beach with no-one else on it. The best body-boarding, the best cave for exploring, the best place to feel the wind race around you, wrap around you. And so few people. Even on the hottest days of summer there would only be seven or eight families with what felt like miles of sand separating them, which was the way with Welsh beaches. They gave a person peace and space, unlike the South Coast sandy beach she’d visited once and never again thank you very much. The crowds had made her want to scream, made her feel like she was stuck in a page from one of her nephews’ Where’s Wally books.

			Cerys walked towards the water, her arms raised in the air like Jesus talking to his dad, showing off to his people. 

			‘Peace be with you,’ she called out, thrilled at her eccentricity. 

			She breathed in more deeply than at any yoga class, that fresh salty air. The joy of being alone after full rooms at Gwen’s house. Thank God, if there was one. From the tide’s edge, Cerys looked out to sea. Was there a more soothing sound than the water as it rolled in and out again? It was reassuring, the planet carrying on, ignoring the nonsense of all the humans.

			She strode to the cave that was moulded into the cliff face, clambered on all fours over the seaweed-covered rocks to reach it, wiping her wet hands on her jeans as she peeked in the entrance. When she was little it had seemed huge. Now it looked more like a deep dent in the side of the cliff rather than an actual cave. She climbed back down, slowly, jumping onto the sand, walking the whole way across the beach to the other rocks, her rocks, their rocks, the ones they’d always run to and bagsy because her family were regulars. They knew there was a patch behind them where the wind wouldn’t get them, and when the sun shone it was as warm as being on a foreign holiday. Your damp towels dried out in a jiffy. 

			‘Who needs aeroplanes and tummy bugs when you’ve got this?’ their mum would ask.

			At that moment Cerys would agree, sitting on a warm rock eating a mint choc chip cornetto. 

			‘It would be nice one day though, Mum. Everyone else does it,’ said Seren. ‘Lucy’s gone to Corfu. She said they’ve got three swimming pools to choose from and one even has a bar in it like in a film. You’d like that, Dad.’

			Cerys had tried to imagine such opulence. They’d never been on holiday anywhere with a pool, had never flown in an aeroplane. Their mum sniffed and turned her nose up. 

			‘You can’t beat Wales,’ she said. ‘It’s the most beautiful country in the world. Why would you want to go anywhere else? Sometimes I don’t understand you.’

			~

			The sun came out. Joy. Proof it was right that Cerys was there at that moment in time. She pulled the bottom of her coat under her bum and sat on the edge of a rock. So. Many. Memories. How had life passed by so quickly? There was Gwen, gone in a moment with no warning. She didn’t drink, had never smoked, which showed it could happen to anyone. To Cerys even. So what was she doing? Why did she live where she did, in an expensive flat, spending fifty hours of her week working in a job that was stressful, awful on a bad day and meh on a good one? 

			‘Hey.’ Seren sat next to her but far enough apart that they wouldn’t happen to touch one another. ‘Sorry about that. Being so angry. It’s just all so shitty.’

			‘Don’t worry. No problem.’

			They both closed their eyes to let the sun momentarily heal them. Drizzle replaced the rays. When it turned to rain, they walked back to the path. Cerys raised her head. There was a man standing on top of the hill, his red windcheater puffed up by the breeze as he looked right at them. She waved. He didn’t wave back.

			‘Is that Mark?’

			‘Where?’ Seren followed Cerys’s gaze. ‘I can’t see anyone.’

			Gone in an instant. No-one there now.

			‘Let’s go to the church,’ said Cerys.

			‘Can we not? We’ve been here ages.’

			‘It’ll only take a few minutes. Please. Remember how much we used to love looking at the gravestones, how Mum would always look for the oldest one and—’

			‘You go. I’ll head back to the car. Mark’s shattered; it’s been a tough few days. Don’t be too long, yeah?’

			Seren dipped her head and hunched her shoulders forwards as she stomped over the field. Cerys turned through the gap in the wall where once there was a gate, into the graveyard. She checked for recent flowers on the graves of the local people, going back hundreds of years, their marriages, children, wives, husbands. She found the children’s graves the saddest: Bronwyn, one year and seven months. Heart breaking. Rhiannon, four years and three months, too little. David didn’t even make it to a year. But it must be nice being part of a community where everyone knew you, so different to the sprawling mass of London.

			The circular metal handle on the church door groaned as she turned it, lifting the rusted latch. She pushed on the heavy wood, tempted to hug the worn flagstones before her. It was part of her, that place. Powerful, full of memories she rarely let herself think about. A visitor book lay on the table opposite the door, bound in brown leather, attached to the dark wooden table with a chain, a shabby string of red silk marking the open page. There was comfort to be found in nothing changing.

			‘The most beautiful church we’ve ever seen.’ Doris and Michael from Dorset.

			‘Thank god it was open to keep us dry from the constant rain!!!!!!’ Lauren and family.

			‘Preety. Niceeee.’ No name, instead a row of black biro love hearts.

			Cerys smiled, agreeing it was the most pretty, the most niceee. She flipped back through the years but the book started in 2015, long after her childhood. She looked under the table and on the shelf in the alcove but there were no other books full of names and compliments. She walked down the aisle, soaking up the musty smell that was wiped away sporadically by the sea air that blew through the door when it was open, that seeped between the gaps in the leading of the ancient windows. The whitewashed walls meant the room was bright and they were so thick that even on a wild winter’s day it was warm inside. She stood still and looked up at the wondrous stained glass window above the altar she loved. The altar that made everyone gasp when they saw it. Good. Welsh. Slate. A good Welsh slate altar. That’s what her dad used to say. And that’s what she’d come for. She needed to touch it, to feel the cold, smooth stone beneath her palms to see if it channelled her mother and her father, the innocence before the bad thing happened, which she never usually wallowed in but today she’d let herself think about it. The death of Gwen had made her feel like it was the right time to indulge in some sadness. It was as if the planet was all powerful around her and she was merely on it, a fool to think she was ever in charge of her own destiny. She needed to embrace the altar. But in front of it, between her and it, was a metal stand that wasn’t usually there, and on top of that, sat an open coffin.

		

	
		
			THREE

			Cerys held onto the back of a pew as she retched. She should leave. The mourners might arrive any minute and she’d be in their space, destroying their private moment. But the altar. She’d come so far to see it. Would it be wrong to sneak past the coffin? Would that be selfish? If only there was a lid on it. She didn’t want to go from never having seen a dead body to knowing what two look liked in the space of twenty-four hours. 

			Death was exhausting. And this was a person she didn’t even know, had no connection with to be wounded by. Which made her curious. Was it a man or a woman, old or young, some tragedy perhaps? If they were being buried in this graveyard it must mean they were local. You couldn’t ask for a more beautiful spot. She’d like that, for her final resting place to mean she was nestled behind the stone wall, able to hear the sea, smell its freshness. That had to be a good start to a death, knowing your last spot on earth was somewhere so divine, your friends and family able to mix a visit to your grave with a day at the beach, a walk along the craggy coastline. And when tourists visited as daylight lasted longer each day, your ghost could watch them, so there was entertainment as well as peace when you needed it. Presumably you wouldn’t be cold when you were dead, so the rain, the biting winter wind, more rain, always the rain just as you thought the clouds were clearing, that wouldn’t bother you. People wouldn’t bother you. She shouldn’t bother the body.

			Cerys walked on tiptoes as if sneaking up on a living person. Quietly. Toe to heel of her rubber soled trainers so she made no noise. She held her breath without meaning to. She’d make a good ninja warrior. Ankles sank into polished black shoes, a man’s pair of shoes. She saw a dark grey suit leg and the hem of a matching jacket. He was facing the same way Gwen had been. That must be a thing then, facing the altar and God rather than the congregation. Who knew? She went to the side of the coffin. There was no muslin cloth. He wasn’t scary though. It didn’t feel like he was about to come alive and grab her. And he was old, which was a relief. He’d had his years and his time, proven by the deep wrinkles, the skin sagging under the sides of his chin as he lay down. His arms were by his sides rather than resting on his chest like Gwen’s had been. Cerys nearly put her hands on his as a blessing but the thought of germs and diseases stopped her. Who knew what he’d died of? There were no marks on his body. Could be a heart attack, an aneurism, cancer, or quietly in his sleep like everyone on the planet wanted. Should he have a cloth over his face? It seemed odd that he didn’t when Gwen’s had been covered in one. No lipstick. No make-up on the man to cover the dark shading under his eyes that looked bruised, like he hadn’t slept in days or weeks even. Blood spots contrasted with his paleness. His nails were neatly manicured, nicotine stains between the second and third fingers of his right hand.

			A loud bang of a door made her jump, the door that separated the main part of the church from the entrance. The noise quietened as it increased in frequency, as it settled down to resting shut. The wind. The strong sea breeze. Goosebumps erupted over her arms.

			‘Shitting hell. Sorry. Sorry, don’t mean to be rude. I’m so sorry. I hope you’re okay now, at peace, and that it didn’t hurt when you died. Rest in peace and God bless you.’

			Cerys didn’t like pain, for her or for anyone, couldn’t bear to see people suffer. She stepped away from the dead man and ran her fingers over the altar. That chilled, dark grey, smooth Welsh slate. She laid both her hands on it to soak up the coldness. Though cynical of hocus pocus psychic feelings and the like, she closed her eyes as if she was a witch in order to let the power of it in, in order to make sure the history of it flooded her soul. The church had seen so much, felt so much for so many hundreds of years. She liked to think it was cocooned from the horrors that had been played out over the hills and inland. It was hidden. People didn’t know to visit it unless they were told of its existence. And that was in this day and age when roads had been built. In years gone by strangers would have had to ride a horse for days over mountains and moorland to reach such a remote cove. She hoped the locals had been kept safe by their isolation, able to grow the crops they needed, catch fish they could cook over their fires, and sleep peacefully at night, sitting in the small, bright white church for a rest every Sunday. She remembered her childhood. She remembered the funeral. She remembered the prayer they’d memorised, a line each at the front of the church, all the adults crying, saying how brave they were. She recited it for the stranger.

			Eternal rest grant unto them,

			O Lord, and let perpetual light

			shine upon them. May the souls

			of all the faithful departed, through

			the mercy of God, rest in peace.

			The door that had been shut by the wind flew open.

			‘Cerys! Come on. For Christ’s sake. We’ve been waiting ages.’ Seren stopped halfway down the aisle. She made a sign of the cross and murmured Rest in Peace. ‘Come on. Hurry up. Mark needs to get back to his brothers.’

			Cerys wanted to stay there, to hug the altar, sit in a pew, relish the quiet time, but instead she hurried down the aisle. She stopped behind Seren in the entrance. A second book was now sitting next to the main visitor one, even older looking, the open page crinkly, faded yellow paper like the scrolls they had to make for school projects when they’d soaked the paper in tea, the teacher’s top tip for ageing it. The lines on this book were the palest grey, barely visible, and a navy ribbon lay down its centre separating four columns on the empty right hand page with the headings Name, Address, Prayer of Remembrance, Message, and to their left, a note in the most elegant, old-fashioned style of handwriting though the words were modern, easily legible. 

			‘This is the body of Thomas Morgan. He died with no friends or family alive. If you have been kind enough to say a prayer for him, please leave your details so he and the church may be forever grateful. Respectfully yours.’ Cerys couldn’t read the signature. Her shoulders drooped, her heart weighed down with sadness. That was so awful, not having any friends or family alive, the opposite of Gwen’s funeral yesterday. Was it because he’d never married, not had children? Was he an only child so there were no nephews or nieces? Or he could be so old that all his friends had died before him. That must be it. No-one could have absolutely nobody to care whether they were alive or dead. That would be so wrong. It was all about the timing.

			‘Cerys, come on. Honest to god, Mark’s going mad. It’s not fair. He needs to get back. Please. It’s not right. If we’d known how long you were going to take we’d never have come with you.’

			Look at all the support Mark and his brothers had compared to the old man. They had each other plus their children for hugs plus their partners, even their neighbours had brought round food in big silver casserole dishes, lasagnes all snug in stainless steel platters. Look at them with their whole chain of carers. 

			‘He died all alone Seren. It’s so sad.’

			Her sister shrugged. In that moment Cerys hated her, the lack of empathy. Psychopathic nutjob. She picked up the pen and filled in her details, just the name of the prayer rather than all the words plus a message Thomas could take to the afterlife he believed in.

			Dearest Thomas, 

			I hope you are at peace and having a wonderful time in heaven. You look very smart in your suit and this is the most beautiful place on earth I can imagine for a final rest. I feel honoured to have seen you, to have prayed for you. Know you are loved. Rest in peace and take lots of care. Cerys. x

			She didn’t know him to love him but she did want to send him all her love in that moment. She would have hugged the dead man if he was alive. She absolutely meant it.

		

	
		
			FOUR

			The postman rang the doorbell. And again. He walked down the path, squinting when the sun hit his eyes as he put the envelope back in his satchel.

			‘I’m in. Sorry. I’m here. Hi! Sorry. So sorry.’

			Cerys had to run down the two sets of stairs from her bedroom to the front door, always a rush when she heard the bell ring. The postman sighed and turned back, holding out a brown A4 envelope with an orange label. She wedged it under her armpit as she signed the screen of his black electric box with the black plastic stick that was attached to it.

			‘Thank you so much.’ The postman nodded. ‘Have a good day!’ 

			She wanted him to think she was a polite customer, someone he should like because she was nice, said please and thank you. She wasn’t one of those rude, expectant people who looked down on others.

			Cerys sat at her dining table and looked out over the parked cars. The hours she’d whiled away watching people, buses, cars, knowing they couldn’t see her. It was the best view. If only she’d bought the flat when she’d had the opportunity. Look at her thinking it was expensive all those years ago. Fool. Stupid idiot. Seren had. She’d bought a place in Zone Two. She’d told Cerys buy now, then in twenty-five, thirty years, you’ll have no rent to pay and know you’ve always got a roof over your head. It’s important. Do it. But Cerys hadn’t bothered. Because who knew if she even wanted to stay in that area, who wanted to be tied down, who knew where life would take her? Nowhere. That’s where. She still lived in the same flat in the same borough, worked in the same job and, every day, wished she’d listened to her little sister.

			The kettle clicked off. She filled the cafetière with Marks and Spencer’s Italian coffee, thirty-five pence more than the one in Sainsbury’s but worth it to her for a perfect flavour. Leaving it to rest in the sink, she took a white mug from the cupboard then pushed the plunger down, poured, added two sugars and to her shame, the secret ingredient she enjoyed when no-one else was there to witness it: a large scoop of double cream whipped to a soft peak, never mind the heart disease, twenty seconds in the microwave to transform it into a bubbly white coating that sat on top of her drink, quick stir, big sniff, her favourite smell, there we go. Her morning comfort.

			She pulled down the sash window ready for a warm day. She’d go for a walk round the park sooner rather than later and try not to get cross with all the people, so many children on scooters. She remembered the years when it was virtually empty. No-one had heard of Victoria Park. They’d sneer where scathingly when she told them it was in Zone Two but there wasn’t a tube station. Now they didn’t sneer. Now their eyes opened wide as in what are you doing living there, you’re old, not a trendy one but you must be rich, living in such a place, lucky you to have bought all those years ago. Sometimes she’d admit she rented, usually after a third glass of wine, but that would turn into a bitter rant of I should have bought, why didn’t I buy, I should have bought, ninety-seven grand they offered me the flat for. The thought of it made her feel physically sick. At other times she’d keep quiet, say nothing, make out as if she did own somewhere, let them think she was a cool cat hipster from the old days before E9 prices rocketed.

			First coffee finished, she made another. Two coffees got her going and no food until midday helped her stay slim. At least these days there were no cigarettes. She was healthier than some. And she hardly drank, really. Plus she was virtually a vegetarian. Tick, tick, tick, cross for the double dose of cream and caffeine, huge tick for the rest of her lifestyle. Surely she was due that and if she did die young, younger than most people, so what. She didn’t have children she needed to live a long time for, to see married, pay through college, cuddle grandkids with, to offer to babysit for. She had no partner to love, miss, travel the world with. And she’d travelled herself. Years going back and forth to South-East Asia in her twenties and early thirties, hence not buying the flat. Idiot. Idiot, idiot. Now she took an annual two week holiday in Europe. That was her lot. So if cream made her happy, why not? She could even start smoking again. What was there to stop her?

			Cerys put the fresh coffee on the table. She opened the brown envelope, expecting a life insurance letter, an energy company offering her a better price per kilowatt, or one of the broadband companies desperate for her to switch. Maybe she would. It always cut out at three in the afternoon, whirring, whirring, whirring as it failed to take her anywhere.

			The paper was thick. Cartridge paper. That’s what it reminded her of – her mum had balked at the price of it but Cerys had insisted that was what everyone was using for the school project and if she didn’t have that particular one people would think they were poor, and did her mother want other children and parents thinking that of them. The shame. Awful child, poor mother for having her. 

			There was a watermark on the letter like the cream Basildon Bond paper she used to write thank you letters on to her Nana every Christmas.

			Dear Cerys Jones…

			Her coffee went cold. Oily patches of cream floated on top of the brown liquid. She stared at it. Was that what was happening to her insides? Cream and oil clogging up her arteries, making her primed and ready for a premature heart attack. Was that why the doctors and nutritionists said it was bad for you? She would have to find a way to wean herself off it, now she had a reason, a reason to care about whether she lived or died. Hundreds of reasons, thousands, millions maybe. She reached for her cup. Her hand shook and her heel bounced off the beige carpet as it tapped up and down. Too much caffeine. Too much adrenaline. The two mixed together. She started to laugh then burst into tears as she re-read the letter. My. God. Who would she call, apart from the signee on Monday, as requested. She wouldn’t leave the flat until then in case that made it not true, made it not happen. Which friends would she tell? Sam, Ellen, Frankie, Jim, Lucy. Or Seren. This was a life changing event and blood was thicker than water. For some reason hers was the name that kept jumping to the front of Cerys’s brain. She’d do it. She’d follow her gut instinct and telephone her sister.

		

	
		
			FIVE

			Cerys put down the phone, her joy flipped to shame. Not the reaction she’d expected. Scathing. Cynical. Bitter. Was it jealousy or was Seren right to think it was a joke, a scam? If it had been an email Cerys would have spotted the dodgy address it had been sent from and clicked the phishing button. But the letter hadn’t asked for her bank details. All they’d asked was that she call them.

			‘Yes, but it’ll be one of those numbers that costs four pounds a minute or something,’ Seren said. ‘I’ve read about them in the Money section of the papers. You must have too. You can’t be that stupid, not stupid but you know what I mean. You mustn’t fall for it. Whatever you do, don’t call them.’

			Cerys hadn’t thought of that. People were so cruel, getting someone’s hopes up then scamming them out of their hard-earned money. What was the world coming to? She would call them but from work so it was her company’s risk of a big phone bill, astute rather than foolish.

			~

			The screen outside the meeting room said it was free for the next half an hour. Cerys went inside and sat facing the glass so she could see colleagues approaching. She opened her work notebook as if she was doing very important business then took the photocopy of the letter she’d made at the newsagent’s on Saturday, scared that she might lose the details, her rare chance of a different future. The original letter was safely hidden in her jumper drawer wrapped up inside the navy Argyle sweater she never wore because she always got too hot in it but wouldn’t give to charity because it had cost forty-nine pounds, an amount that shouldn’t be squandered.

			The phone was answered on the third ring by a lady’s Welsh lilt, which made sense because Cerys had googled the telephone code and it had said Carmarthen, same as the address on the header, same as the postcode. They were clever thieves, all bases covered.

			‘Hi. Sorry. I wonder if you can help me. I received a letter and was asked to call you.’ 

			The lady waited for Cerys to say more. Cerys waited for her to ask something.

			‘Hello?’

			‘Yes, I’m here,’ said Cerys.

			‘Lovely. Thought I’d lost you,’ the lady laughed. ‘The letter. What did it say? Which solicitor was it from?’

			‘Oh. Sorry. Of course. Sorry. It’s from a Mr Kendrick. Mr Stephen Kendrick. And it says it’s relating to the last will and testament of a Mr Thomas Morgan.’

			‘Lovely. I’ll just see if he’s available.’

			He was. 

			And it was real. 

			Could she please come down come to their offices, not a dodgy rendezvous in a car park or down an alley, but to 37A The High Street, to sign some paperwork and please bring her passport plus two documents as a proof of address – a council tax bill, an energy supplier bill, a bank statement, you know the sort of thing. 

			‘You might want to sit down Mrs Jones. It is Mrs?’

			‘Ms. I am already. I’m already sitting. I’m sorry but why do I need to visit you?’

			Her head spun as her heart cha-cha-cha’d. She could get a day off work, hire a car and drive all the way there or get a train as close as she could so it was a more relaxing journey and she only had to drive the last bit. Expensive though. Last minute train tickets were extortionate.

			‘Right. Lovely. Well then. The reason you’ve been sent the letter is we believe you wrote your name in the book at the church, that you said a prayer for Mr Morgan?’

			‘That’s right, yes. But I’m afraid I didn’t know him.’ 

			She had to be honest in case it was a mistake. Doing bad things meant you brought bad luck upon yourself.

			‘No, that’s fine. That’s unimportant. Well now Ms Jones. Mr Morgan, Thomas, he stated in his will that all his assets should be divided equally between those who prayed for his soul when he was resting in the church. He had no siblings, no family alive, God rest his soul, and he was a kind gentleman, always wanted to help others.’

			‘Wow. Really? I—’

			‘So. As his solicitor I need to make sure that happens and as your name was in the book, legally that means you, Ms Jones, are a beneficiary of his will.’

			She wanted to ask what she’d be getting but that would be rude and callous considering someone had died. Uncouth. Greedy. Grasping. And he’d said assets not money so it was probably an old car or a watch, a kayak as he was from the coast, a chunk of land from a field he’d farmed since he was a boy.

			~

			No-one was free to go with her. Friends had work, they were tired, they had kids, there were things on and they’d love to but you know busy, busy, busy. There was the swimming, the tennis, the gym class, the football. Fair enough. She got it.

			Cerys didn’t mention the trip to Seren. She didn’t want a lecture, couldn’t bear the questions: why are you spending so much money on a train ticket to go on a wild goose chase where you could end up dead in a ditch, an item on the news, that’s what you want is it? Jesus, Cerys.

			She didn’t want the joy sucked out of the fun her imagination was having as it played what if, like when she bought lottery tickets and didn’t check the numbers for days, weeks, months sometimes. Instead she’d look out of the bus window on her journey to and from work, imagining she’d won from one million to fifty million pounds, always enough to own a flat, her flat. There were the big things she’d buy – homes for her and her friends, a place in Wales because that’s where her soul felt wisest. If it was fifty million she’d give up work and spend her time flitting between Wales and London which would be bliss, absolute perfection. January and February were her least favourite months so she’d spend those abroad somewhere warm because as a lottery winner she could afford it. Somewhere luxurious with pristine sheets and an ensuite, a hotel room big enough that it had a sofa and chairs in it. An immediate thing she’d do was go to John Lewis to buy new towels that were fluffy and sheets that were soft rather than thin and faded, plates that weren’t chipped, new mugs just because she liked the colour of them, not because they were needed. Just like that. Check amount due, press enter. So much stuff that she’d need to get a taxi home, where she’d then have so much fun unpacking. She’d worry how much of the imaginary money she should gift to her family and friends. She’d keep the actual amount she won a secret or lie, tell everyone she’d won just enough to buy her flat and have money left over to live on as long as she was frugal. Sam had laughed so much when Cerys told her she’d lost sleep over it.
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