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    This is a tale of modern family life with all its joshings and jealousies, told with humour and compassion.




    Catrin is just a normal Cardiff teenager looking forward to going to university when a shocking revelation rocks her world. Before she dies, Granny Lewis reveals that Catrin ‘is not blood’. This sets off a chain reaction, causing friction within the family, and forcing them all to re-assess their relationships.




    While the story revolves around the Lewis family’s home in Victoria Park, a comfortable area of Cardiff, the narrative also moves to Welsh-speaking West Wales and to the Rhondda Valley Through these trips we glimpse three very different Welsh lifestyles.




    The novel, while concentrating on Catrin’s quest to find out who she actually is, cannot but touch on very contemporary moral dilemmas – whether it is ever right to conceal truth, nature versus nurture, and boundaries within relationships.
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    Prologue




    November 2012




    Catrin loved winter afternoons like this, when the east wind forced the leaves to dance around the back garden and the rain lashed against the windows. And she liked them best of all when she was inside, snuggled up against the Aga in the kitchen, and the rest of her family were home too, doing their own thing maybe but there all the same. This morning she’d managed to complete all her homework and had done some sketches of her father, frowning as he read an article on diabetes in one of the GP magazines piled high on the kitchen table. Now she could look forward to a couple of free hours, before supper and Sunday night television, to look at the university prospectuses she’d kept to one side until she could give them her undivided attention.




    She could hear groans and the occasional ‘Yesssss’ as her father and brother practised their putting on the living room carpet and her mother’s ‘Oh yes,’ and ‘Oh no,’ as she sat on the stairs, cordless phone in hand, responding to a long account of her mother’s week. Catrin’s mother, Jane, spoke to Granny Olwen most days but this long Sunday evening chat was a ritual. Catrin’s other grandmother, Granny Lewis, lived with them. Catrin wondered why she’d been brought up to call her paternal grandmother by her surname and her maternal grandmother by her Christian name. She smiled to herself. No, really it was obvious. Granny Lewis was always kind but formal, distant, ‘stand-offish’ some might say, while Granny Olwen was warm and cuddly, full of hugs and laughter. A low rumble of thunder erupted somewhere in the distance. Catrin looked down as Lucky, Granny Lewis’s little spaniel, moved swiftly from his basket and tucked himself between her and the Aga.




    Durham. She’d start with Durham. This very traditional university seemed to do well in all the league tables. Catrin picked up the prospectus from the pile on the floor beside her and gazed at the gowned young people smiling on the cover. They all looked so happy, so confident, so convinced they were about to embark on glittering careers. Could that really be her in four years time? Another thunderclap, much closer this time, and the little dog’s body shook uncontrollably against her leg.




    ‘Dad, can you put some Mozart on please?’




    ‘Get in the hole!’ Tom, Catrin’s brother, roared.




    Catrin, realising she had no chance of being heard, dumped the prospectus on the floor and wandered through to the living room, closely followed by Lucky.




    ‘Dad – thunder. Lucky needs his music.’




    Lining up his putt her father did not look up. ‘OK, love, symphony or piano concerto?’




    Catrin shrugged. ‘Whatever Dad; who’s winning?’




    Her father said nothing until the ball made a pleasing clink, indicating that he’d hit the target. ‘I am now,’ he laughed, ‘so that means Tom’s making us all a cup of tea.’




    Catrin and the shaking Lucky retreated to the kitchen and settled once more by the Aga as the strains of Mozart’s ‘Piano Concerto No. 21’ filled the air. Lucky relaxed a little but still hugged Catrin’s leg as she again opened the prospectus.




    ‘Oh my God, it smells foul in here – leftovers of Sunday lunch with base notes of scared dog,’ Tom commented as he and their father joined Catrin in the kitchen. ‘Cup of tea, Catz?’




    ‘Please, Tom.’




    As Tom organised the tea, while surreptitiously scoffing a large piece of cherry cake, Catrin’s father, Ben, settled beside her on the big leather sofa. He pulled the Welsh tapestry blanket, that her mother had artfully thrown over it, around their legs and grabbed the pile of prospectuses. He chose the one for Bangor University.




    ‘This would be a great place to go Catrin, between the Menai Straits and Snowdon – ideal I’d say.’




    ‘Ideal for you, Dad, maybe not so great for Catrin.’




    Her father ignored Tom. ‘North Wales – you can’t get more Welsh than that.’




    Catrin continued flicking through the Durham prospectus.




    ‘Dad, you seem to think North Wales is more authentic than the rest of Wales; what’s that about then?’ Tom rolled his eyes as he put their mugs of tea on the Aga.




    ‘Well they speak the lingo there, don’t they? And that makes them very Welsh.’




    ‘Oh, Dad, people who speak that guttural gobbledegook aren’t any more Welsh than you – you were born in Cardiff, brought up in the city, you’ve lived here all your life; you can’t get more Welsh than that.’




    Their father frowned. ‘Sadly you’re wrong there, son. If your Granny Lewis had encouraged me to learn Welsh, as she did with you and Catrin, I reckon I’d feel more of a Welshman.’




    Tom laughed. ‘Oh don’t be ridiculous Dad; we’re all Welsh, end of. Anyway, now we’ve got our own government everyone who lives in Wales, whatever their ethnic origin, thinks of themselves as Welsh. Fact.’




    Her dad shrugged. ‘So how about Bangor, Catz?’




    ‘No, it’s a definite no, Dad; they don’t do a Fine Art degree – well, not a full-time one anyway.’




    ‘I thought all arts degrees were part-time by definition,’ Tom said, picking up the Bristol prospectus from the pile on the floor.




    ‘Oh very funny, Tom, and your Sports Science course involved a forty-hour week? I don’t think so somehow, or how could you play football every afternoon?’




    ‘OK you two, enough. Can we help you plough through these then Catrin?’




    ‘If you want, Dad,’ Catrin replied selecting another prospectus. Really she would far rather go through them on her own but she didn’t want to hurt her father’s feelings.




    Their conversation was interrupted by determined banging from the bedroom above.




    ‘The walking stick calleth, Catrin, I’m sure it’s your turn,’ Tom said.




    ‘Definitely yours, Tom, and anyway you’re already on your feet.’




    ‘And on your way take your mum a mug of tea will you, Tom? It sounds as if your other gran is telling her everything that’s happened in Treorchy, no, correction, the whole of the Rhondda Valley, for the past week.’




    Tom nodded, his mouth once more full of cherry cake.




    ‘Is there any cake left, Tom?’




    There was no answer for a few seconds as Tom gulped down his mouthful. ‘No, sorry Dad, all gone.’




    Their father sighed.




    ‘Really, Dad,’ Catrin said without looking up from the prospectus, ‘you should know by now that’s the price you pay for having Tom make you a cuppa; he always hoovers up the treats before they make it on to any plate.’




    ‘And they make me the sweet person I am,’ Tom said cheerfully as he headed off to deliver their mother’s cup of tea and to check on Granny Lewis.




    ‘I like the sound of Manchester, Dad,’ Catrin said hesitantly, ‘looks like it’s a very studenty kind of place.’




    Before he could respond her mother came into the kitchen clutching her Valleys Girl mug.




    ‘That was a quickie, love, a mere forty-five minutes,’ her father said, clearing some newspapers away to make room for her to sit.




    Her mum laughed as she settled herself in the armchair on the other side of the Aga and took a long sip of tea. ‘Thirsty work, your Granny Olwen. Oh and she says hello and sends you her love. And yes she wanted to tell me all about Mavis, next door’s new kitten, and how she’s been chasing grey squirrels away from the bird feeders …’




    ‘I’m surprised they let the kitten out so soon; don’t they have to have their jabs first?’




    ‘No, Ben, it’s not the kitten that’s chasing the squirrels, it’s Granny O.’




    Catrin smiled in sympathy. She was well used to the bemused look her mother gave her father to indicate that, brilliant as he may be, he sometimes did not understand the most basic of things.




    Her mother looked at the pile of prospectuses, took another gulp of tea and added casually, ‘Mrs Tanner from down the road says her granddaughter is really enjoying the Fine Art course here in Cardiff; she says the staff at UWIC are very friendly and the campus is brilliant, lots of night life too – you know Catz, it’s just off Newport Road.’




    ‘Gran’s fine; she just wanted her shawl,’ Tom reported as he rejoined the family in the kitchen. ‘You must get out of Cardiff, Catz. However good UWIC is you need to get out of Cardiff, get out of Wales; now’s your chance to escape.’




    ‘Why would Catrin want to escape? Cardiff’s a brilliant city, Tom,’ their mother said indignantly, putting the UWIC prospectus on the sofa next to Catrin. ‘And anyway you can’t hate Cardiff that much; you were quick enough to hurry home last June, two whole days after your final exams if I recall correctly and, hey ho, eighteen months later you’re still here.’




    ‘Needs must, Mum – no job, no dosh,’ Tom replied, picking up a banana as he passed the fruit bowl.




    ‘And you’re eating us out of house and home, Tom,’ his father teased.




    ‘Growing lad, Dad.’ Tom went back for an orange.




    ‘Actually, not, Tom; the average male stops growing at twenty-one.’




    ‘And since when have I been average at anything, Dad?’ Tom laughed, ‘Twenty-four and still growing, I tell you.’




    ‘Yeah, time you grew up,’ Catrin said, throwing a prospectus in his direction.




    Tom neatly dodged the missile and turned towards their mother. ‘So, let’s get this right; you want Catz to go to university in Splott. Hardly Cardiff’s most leafy suburb is it? And can I remind you that ‘Splott’ not only rhymes with ‘blot’ but means the same?’




    ‘It’s to be known as Sp-lo now that it’s becoming all gentrified,’ Catrin said.




    ‘And of course Cardiff’s got a very distinguished list of alumni,’ their father remarked.




    ‘Oh, yes, Dad; anyone in particular come to mind?’ Tom enquired with a laugh.




    ‘Look no further, son, look no further. I was one of the distinguished class of ’89 I’ll have you know. And one of our set, Arthur Pennant Jones, is now a medical advisor to the British Olympic team.’




    ‘Reflected glory, Dad!’ Tom scoffed.




    Catrin picked up the prospectuses and headed for the hall. ‘Well, thanks for your ideas, guys, but I like the look of Manchester, Durham, and Aberystwyth. I’m going to browse their websites to find out a bit more’.




    ‘You could do it down here Catz, on the laptop,’ her father suggested.




    But before he had finished his sentence she was already halfway up the stairs.


  




  

    Chapter One





    ‘Catrin, I …’




    Catrin leaned over Granny Lewis, who looked so small in the big white bed. Turned on her side and curled up like a little animal, her breathing was so soft that Catrin several times during the morning had put her hand on her gran’s back to check she was still breathing. Now, hearing the soft, raspy voice momentarily startled her.




    ‘Yes Granny, what can I get you? Will you take a little sip of water?’ No answer. Her gran had again slipped back into the deep sleep that had enveloped her for most of the past week. Minutes passed and Catrin was once more engrossed in the chaotic world of Katie Price’s autobiography when another whisper shook her. She leaned in close and gently stroked her grandmother’s thin hand.




    ‘Ben? Is Ben home?’




    ‘No, Gran, Dad’s still in Pontypridd at the surgery. Mum’s here, shall I get her?’




    The old lady’s eyes opened just a little but did not seem to focus on Catrin. ‘Your dad works too hard – good doctor.’ The watery eyes closed but the thin lips opened as if Granny Lewis was struggling to say something else.




    ‘Would you like a drink, Granny?’ Catrin got up to reach for the water on the other side of the bed but her grandmother placed her hand on Catrin’s arm and indicated she wanted her to sit down. Catrin sat and waited.




    The old woman’s eyes flickered slightly. ‘You’re a good girl and, and …’ Catrin held her breath as her grandmother fought to form the words, ‘so like me – as if – you were –my own blood.’ Her gran’s eyes closed again. Catrin sat completely still, staring at her grandmother’s pale, expressionless face, waiting for her to say more. Nothing came and the slight gurgle in the back of her grandmother’s throat indicated she was once more asleep.




    Catrin was stunned. ‘So like me,’ that part made sense. Catrin was blonde and her grandmother always claimed that she had been a strawberry blonde; at one metre seventy, or five feet seven inches, they were both tall for Welsh women; and, just like her father and brother, she had inherited Granny Lewis’s long nose, the feature Catrin disliked most about her own appearance. But why would her gran say ‘as if you were my own blood?’ Catrin felt panic rise inside her, as if a trapdoor had suddenly been opened and she was falling, falling out of control. Willing herself to think straight she struggled to make sense of her grandmother’s strange words. She pulled the blankets gently over the old woman’s cold hands and got up.




    She stood at the window looking out at the front garden clothed in November grey. A blackbird scuttled up and down the flower bed, scattering the fallen leaves in every direction as it foraged for the last of the windfalls from the big apple tree. Concentrate, she told herself, work it out; there has to be a perfectly obvious explanation. But her mind felt foggy, heavy. She silently repeated the words. ‘As if you were my own blood.’ She put emphasis on different words to see if it changed the meaning. It didn’t.




    Catrin could hear her heart beating loudly in the silence. She breathed deeply, willing herself to keep calm, and waited, desperate for her grandmother to say something else, something that would explain what she meant. Yes, that’s what Catrin would do. She’d concentrate on her breathing until her gran woke up again and could explain what she had said. In: one, two, three, out: one, two, three. In: one, two …




    She heard the big grandfather clock in the hall strike eleven. In the darkened room, its heavy curtains stealing the paltry November light, Catrin felt time was at a standstill. Outside cars passed with monotonous regularity, the whooshing of tyres on the wet road reminding her that city life was carrying on as normal. For a moment she was taken aback by the realisation. And then she thought of all the days that she’d gone about her business – walking to school, exercising the dog, doing the shopping – and on every one of those days there would have been someone looking out of the window, feeling as she felt now, their world turned upside down by some personal crisis. And she’d walked by totally unaware.




    She sat down at her grandmother’s bedside and picked up the book she had abandoned on the floor. Distraction, that’s what she needed, she thought, as she felt another wave of panic threaten to overwhelm her. Katie Price’s words now swam meaninglessly in front of her eyes, making her feel sick. She put the book down on the dark oak bedside cabinet, the cabinet which, along with the rest of the furniture in the room, her grandmother had insisted on bringing with her when she’d moved in with them some three years previously, following a stroke that had left her unable to care for herself. Despite Catrin’s father’s gloomy predictions Granny Lewis had made a good recovery and within months was again able to walk Lucky, the last in a long line of spaniels on which she doted, and irritate Catrin’s mother. Her gran was quite capable of recovering this time too, Catrin consoled herself. A lorry thundered by and the bay window shuddered. The clock struck half eleven. Catrin coughed, hoping this would be enough to wake her gran and prompt her to say more. No reaction. She got up and straightened the bedclothes, mopped her gran’s brow, put a little water on her parched lips. Eventually her grandmother moved very slightly.




    ‘Cariad.’




    Catrin leaned in close, her face almost touching her grandmother’s, eager to hear every word as clearly as possible. She felt the warmth of her grandmother’s shallow breath brush her cheek.




    ‘I’d like – to see – Lucky.’




    ‘Of course, Granny, I’ll get him.’




    Catrin rushed downstairs and into the kitchen where her mother was cleaning the cooker. ‘Granny wants to see Lucky,’ she blurted out as she picked up the old King Charles spaniel from his basket.by the Aga. Stroking him, she put him down and he trotted after her. Her mother wiped her hands on her apron and quickly followed them upstairs. The dog whimpered as he saw his mistress and tried in vain to climb on to the old metal bed. Catrin lifted him up and instinctively her gran held her hand out. Lucky licked it and then settled, without any fuss, tucking himself into the old woman’s side, laying his head gently on her arm. And then she slipped away.




    There was a knock on Catrin’s bedroom door and the handle turned. Instinctively Catrin held her breath.




    ‘Catrin? Catrin? I know you’re upset love but please unlock the door.’ Her mother sounded anxious. There was a pause and her mother said more quietly, ‘It’s natural to be upset about Gran love, we’re all upset, please just open the door.’




    Catrin did not reply and after a few seconds she heard her mother’s steps retreat along the landing. She was lying on her bed looking up at the aurora borealis she had painted on the ceiling – or her ‘psychedelic nightmare’ as her brother called it. Sometimes its deep blue base with bursts of emerald green, yellow, and red energised her; sometimes it made her feel relaxed. But now she wasn’t sure how she felt. On second thoughts she knew she felt angry. Angry with Granny Lewis for not explaining what she meant, angry with her for leaving it so late to say something so astounding. And guilty… Guilty for being angry with someone who had just died. Guilty too, because what was filling her head right now was how to make sense of her gran’s words, rather than sadness at her passing. Gran must have known what she was saying; she certainly wasn’t suffering from dementia. It was the cancer that had taken her and up until last week she had been herself, effectively ruling the roost from her bed. Catrin loved her, of course she did, she was her gran. But Granny Lewis hadn’t been the type to have long intimate conversations with, or big hugs, as she was accustomed to with her other granny; Granny Lewis was a doer rather than a talker. ‘Brisk and brusque’ was the way her father described his mother.




    Catrin cuddled the two teddies she’d had since she was a little girl and who still shared her bed. Absent-mindedly she stroked Little Ted’s bald head. Downstairs the front doorbell sounded a few times and the telephone seemed to be ringing continuously. Earlier she’d gone to the bathroom and had lingered for a while on the landing, wanting company, not wanting to be upstairs with Granny Lewis’s body in the next room, but yet not wanting to face her family. She’d heard snippets of a one- sided conversation – her dad saying, ‘yes, yes, very quickly in the end … we knew she was ill but … yes, just this last week really; thank you … so kind … I’ll let you know … yes, she was a character.’ And she’d heard his big voice threaten to crack and felt a surge of love for him.




    Catrin wasn’t sure how long she’d lain there but now the light was fading so it must be about 4.30 p.m. She’d repeated Gran’s words over and over in her head – she had literally thought of nothing else for hours. In an attempt to stop her mind going round and round in circles, she took a clean sheet of A4 and her favourite pen from her desk, writing the title in large capital letters, convinced that would bring clarity to the process.




    ‘NOT BLOOD’ – POSSIBLE EXPLANATIONS:




    1 Granny was confused?




    No. I don’t think so. Everything else she said made sense.




    2 I misheard what Gran said?




    No. She said it slowly, clearly. The room was quiet. I could not have misheard.




    3 I was asleep and dreaming?




    No. I remember reading about Katie Price’s horse immediately before Gran said those words.




    




    Catrin sat staring at the number four. If none of the above was likely what other explanation could there be? ‘Not blood.’ She turned the words slowly around in her mind. She tried to distance herself from the meaning. She considered what she would have understood from the words if she’d heard them in a television soap. Not related, surely that was the meaning. ‘So like me … as if … you were my own blood.’ How could she not be related to her grandmother? The white page challenged her to plaster it with explanation but her pen now rested on it forlornly, mocking the over-confident heading.




    As she began writing again she knew the explanation she was about to offer would have to be dismissed but for completeness she wrote it anyway.




    4 ‘Not blood’ because I am adopted?




    No, I’ve seen photos of mum pregnant with me and Mum, Dad and Tom holding me in hospital.




    So, there had to be a number five. She struggled to concentrate. Why was it so difficult? Hadn’t her teachers always said how logical her arguments were, how clear her reasoning? And now those skills were so needed, they seemed to have deserted her. Perhaps a diagram would help.




    




    5 Granny L > Dad > Me




    She felt the bile rise in her throat. She scribbled furiously as if getting it all down quickly would lessen its significance.




    




    Dad is not my father?




    She crossed it out. Just seeing the suggestion in black and white made it seem more real. Her mind was racing. If Ben was not her father then who was? In soapland an illicit fling would be the obvious explanation.




    




    Mum had an affair? were the next words she wrote.‘Impossible’ was Catrin’s first reaction. Her mum and dad really loved each other. For goodness sake, they embarrassingly still held hands when they walked down the street, hardly ever rowed and still laughed at each other’s jokes.




    Perhaps, of course, their relationship hadn’t been as perfect eighteen years ago. Tom would have been five years old and she knew her father had worked very long hours as the junior partner in the surgery; perhaps her mother had been lonely and … She let the thought go, did not want to visualise any likely scenarios. Instead she concentrated on the abstract. If that was the explanation and her mother had had an affair perhaps it had made their marriage stronger. Catrin had never actually believed that any affair made relationships stronger as so many erring celebrities claimed, but perhaps this really was true of her parents. Perhaps they had really worked at their marriage. Certainly she could never remember any serious problems between them but, perhaps, by the time she was old enough to be aware of any tensions they were back on an even keel.




    So instead of ‘Impossible’, she wrote ‘Possible’.




    Catrin looked again at the list. If what her grandmother had said was true she could think of no other explanation. And if it was true, did her father know she was not his? Or had Gran found out somehow and kept it from him? Surely he didn’t know. He looked so happy in those photographs taken with her as a newborn, holding her safely in his arms. She felt sick.




    ‘Catz, I’ve brought you a sandwich – open the door, Catrin love, please?’ Her dad sounded exhausted.




    Catrin got up slowly and turned the key. Her father was standing there in his old Aran cardigan holding a tray with a mug of tea and a round of sandwiches. He took one look at her, placed the tray on the floor and put his big arms around her. She smelled pipe smoke and felt herself smiling into his cardigan. At the first sign of trouble or stress he took himself off to his shed where, although he had officially given up smoking many years ago, he kept his emergency pipe and a packet of Golden Virginia tobacco hidden in an old cracked plant pot on the top shelf. Hiding it was unnecessary as his little smoking habit was well known to all the family but for some reason they all maintained the pretence that he had given up.




    ‘The doctor’s been love and the undertaker’s here now – he’s taking Gran to the chapel of rest. Why don’t you come down and have your sandwich with Tom in the kitchen?’ Catrin relaxed, reassured by the familiar embrace, and nodded into the scratchy Aran. She gently pulled away, picked up the tray and followed him downstairs. He joined her mother who was talking in hushed tones to two black-suited men in the living room.




    Tom was sitting at the table with a large plate of sandwiches and the newspaper open in front of him as Catrin came into the kitchen. He looked up and said gently, ‘You OK, sis?’




    ‘Mm,’ Catrin mumbled, taking a sip from her mug of tea. ‘Oh, yuck, sugar.’




    ‘Good for shock,’ Tom said through a mouthful of something with mayonnaise, his gaze already back on the sandwich.




    Catrin stared at him. Stocky and auburn-haired, everyone said he took after their father, and he did, but he had their mother’s bright blue eyes. Catrin had those eyes too and people said she looked like her mum, although taller and blonde to Jane’s dark. Come to think of it, had anyone, ever, said she resembled her dad in any way?




    Aware that she was studying him intently Tom mistook her interest for criticism. ‘Don’t look like that, sis, you know food is my way of coping with stress.’




    Catrin sighed dramatically. ‘Tom, food is your way of coping with everything.’




    ‘Good point well made, sis,’ Tom licked his forefinger and made an air-sign to indicate she had indeed scored a point.




    They sat in companionable silence, Catrin taking a few surreptitious glances at her brother as he studied the sports pages. Confident, secure Tom, who knew exactly who he was. She caught sight of her reflection in the back door. The bevelled glass had distorted her face. How appropriate she thought bitterly; she wasn’t what she seemed to be. The front doorbell rang and, seeing that Tom had just crammed another sandwich into his mouth, Catrin got up to answer it. On the doorstep stood a young man hidden behind a bouquet of white roses.




    ‘Looks like you’ve got an admirer – either that or someone has done something mega-bad and has to apologise big-time like,’ he quipped.




    ‘Thanks.’ She took the roses and closed the door sharply but not before she registered the startled look on the deliverer’s face. Dumping the flowers on the kitchen worktop she went back to her tea.




    ‘Yuck, this is gross,’ Catrin made a face and got up again to make a fresh brew.




    ‘Pretty flowers, who are they from?’ Tom asked.




    Catrin shrugged and passed the little white card to her brother.




    ‘“From Vera and Bertie Jones, No. 42, with deepest sympathy”. Wow, they were quick off the mark; must have got straight on to Interflora as soon as they heard the news. Impressive.’




    She sat down again and sipped at the scalding tea. Somehow it didn’t feel right to turn on the radio or to read the newspaper or a magazine or really to chat about everyday things. She thought they should talk about Granny but the only thing she could think to say was, ‘I don’t think Granny likes white roses’.




    ‘Liked,’ Tom corrected.




    He turned another page but Catrin could see he wasn’t really reading.




    ‘She had very definite ideas about what she liked and didn’t like,’ Tom said after a while.




    Catrin nodded. ‘She really liked you,’ Tom added. ‘You were definitely her favourite.’




    Catrin did not argue and said instead. ‘And I really liked her.’ Her chin began to wobble, a sure sign that she was close to tears. Tom went back to his newspaper.




    Eventually there was movement in the hall, followed by subdued conversation and then silence as the voices disappeared up the stairs. Minutes passed and Catrin could hear her heart pounding loudly; she wondered if Tom could hear it too. And then there were feet on the stairs again, heavier this time and slower. She heard the agonising squeak of a trolley and instinctively both she and Tom looked towards the hall. Tom got up and hovered and Catrin picked up Lucky from his basket and went to sit with him in the armchair by the Aga, burying her head in his thick coat. She felt the draught as the front door was opened and then listened to the sound of the trolley being forced along the gravel path. Granny Lewis being difficult right to the end, Catrin thought grimly.




    After a few minutes Jane and Ben came into the kitchen.




    ‘Lovely flowers.’ Her mum held the bouquet to her nose.




    ‘From the Joneses, number 42,’ Tom replied.




    ‘I’ll put them in water in a minute; they’ll look nice in that Portmeirion vase I’ve got. We won’t have enough vases though I’m sure; so many people send flowers now don’t they? Perhaps we can borrow some; what do you think, Ben?’




    ‘I’ll make us all a fresh pot of tea and then we’ll need to talk about what kind of funeral Granny would have liked,’ her dad said firmly.’ Catrin pushed back her chair and made for the door.




    ‘Catrin, we really need your help with this.’




    ‘Whatever Dad, I don’t care, you choose; it’ll make no difference.’ She let the kitchen door slam carelessly behind her.




    Jane opened and closed three kitchen cupboard doors before she managed to find the vase she was looking for. She filled it from the cold water tap and trimmed the stems as her mother-in-law had taught her to do, so that the roses could drink thirstily. Handling the prickly roses was a damn sight easier than handling a teenage daughter she thought. No, she was being unfair. Catrin was normally so easy-going and she and Ben had not had to put up with any serious teenage angst from her.




    ‘Catrin’s taken it really hard – I feel guilty now that I let her be there at the end. I should have seen it coming, Gran asking to see Lucky, she knew …’ Jane trailed off.




    ‘Come on love, don’t start blaming yourself; Catrin’s eighteen now, she’s an adult, you can’t protect her from life – or death – for ever,’ Ben said, putting the teapot on the table.




    ‘I can understand upset but she seems more angry somehow,’ Jane replied, feeling totally drained.




    ‘You know I’ve lost count of how many people I’ve had to break bad news to over the years and you never know how someone’s going to react – those you least expect to hold it together are usually the strong ones. Initially anyway.’ Ben gave Jane’s shoulder a gentle squeeze.




    ‘Oh Dad, I wouldn’t do your job for all the world – ill people, dead people, upset people. Hardly a bundle of laughs is it?’




    ‘It’s not all doom and gloom Tom; we see the other end too. Births are great – I just wish we were still called to attend home deliveries. When I started in practice I’d get to see half a dozen births a year – now it’s all done by the midwives.’




    ‘More blood and gore and screaming if the ones on the telly are anything to go by.’ Tom screwed up his nose. ‘And anyway Catrin’s just angry at Gran – it’s abandonment issues and stuff.’




    ‘Oh Tom, I think you read too many of Catrin’s magazines.’




    ‘And watch too much morning television,’ Ben added jokingly. Jane snatched away the salt her husband was about to add to the milk in his mug. As he started to pour the tea the doorbell rang again and the first of the visitors arrived. Ben was to make five pots of tea that evening as a succession of neighbours came to pay their respects. 


  




  

    Chapter Two





    More sympathisers arrived to offer their condolences at 9.10 the following morning. Seven more called during the day and there were four deliveries of flowers, three pies, one casserole, and five cakes. The family quickly fell into their respective roles – Jane sat in the living room and spoke to the visitors, Tom made the sandwiches (and consumed a good many of them), Catrin busied herself with making tea and washing up endless cups, and Ben disappeared for long periods to his garden shed.




    ‘Family conference,’ Jane called up the stairs when the last of the day’s callers had left and they were settling down to a warmed casserole at 10 p.m. Catrin slid into the kitchen and sat opposite Ben. Momentarily Jane wondered why Catrin had not sat opposite her as she usually did, but seeing the look on her daughter’s face decided not to comment.




    ‘Dad and I think that Saturday would be the best day for the funeral – so people don’t have to take a day off work – you both OK with that?’




    ‘Let’s just check we’re not in for a tornado that day,’ Tom said, tapping the keys on his phone to Google a weather site.




    ‘Tom – we’re not organising a picnic; it’s Gran’s funeral,’ Jane said, her voice rising in exasperation.




    ‘OK – Saturday it is, assuming that’s OK with the undertaker and everyone else involved,’ Ben said quietly, reaching out to rest his hand on Jane’s arm. ‘Now we’ve got to decide whether it should be a burial or cremation – Gran didn’t tell either of you what she wanted by any chance?’




    Catrin and Tom both shook their heads.




    ‘Well I think burial,’ Tom volunteered. ‘After all, she always buried her beloved dogs so that’s a good clue I think. Mind, I don’t know if it’s possible to cremate dogs, is it?’




    ‘I think burial too,’ said his father, ‘in Llangrannog – with Dad. And I think the service should be in the chapel in Llangrannog too; that’s where Mum was baptised and married.’




    The other three nodded.




    ‘The good news is BBC Weather says no tornadoes are forecast for Saturday; the bad news is there’s 90 per cent chance of rain,’ Tom said frowning.




    ‘I wish she’d said what she wanted though … I wish I’d asked her,’ Ben said quietly.




    ‘People don’t, do they. I mean, say what kind of funeral they want. Not unless they feel very strongly about it. I guess she just assumed she would have the same kind of funeral as your father,’ Jane said putting her arm around him.




    ‘I thought she might have put something in her will so I phoned the solicitors – the ones she used when she sold her house,’ Ben stalled.




    ‘And?’ Jane prompted.




    ‘She hasn’t made a will with them.’ Ben said flatly. ‘And I can’t imagine she’d have gone to any other firm; she was so full of praise for Thomas and Sons, and she knows – knew – a couple of the partners through chapel. “Trustworthy,” I remember, that’s how she described them.’




    ‘Oh that’s just typical; she never did go out of her way to make things easy did she? Jane blurted out and then stopped suddenly. ‘Oh Ben, I’m so sorry, I didn’t mean –’




    Ben smiled at her. ‘I know love, I know exactly what you mean, but the solicitor says it will be straightforward; everything will automatically come to me. To us.’




    Nobody said anything for a while. Lucky snored gently in his basket.




    ‘Well I think it’s a jolly good thing she didn’t plan her funeral,’ Tom ventured eventually, ‘you know what she was like, all practical, no-nonsense – she’d have us singing “Pack up your troubles in your old kit bag” or something like that.’




    Ben smiled and nodded.




     Catrin had been silent throughout supper, pushing the casserole around her plate. Ben now turned to her, ‘Catrin, you read beautifully; would you read in the service? It would mean so much to her and to me … read something in Welsh, love, Gran would like that.’ Tom rolled his eyes dramatically and Jane kicked him gently under the table. She noticed that her husband’s big brown eyes were filled with tears and she smiled gratefully at Catrin as she leaned over to kiss her father’s damp cheek.




    




    The day of the funeral was dank and grey. Ben drove his family westwards along the M4, very aware of the subdued silence. Such restraint was not normal for them but of course today was not a normal day. Now they were skirting Port Talbot, the rain lashing mercilessly against the car’s windows, the windscreen wipers struggling to cope with the downpour. Cardiff was half an hour behind them and Llangrannog still two hours away.




    ‘Dad, can you open the window a bit? I’m feeling sick.’




    ‘Catz, it’s pouring – we’ll get soaked.’ Ben opened his window anyway and the sulphur-like smell belching from the steelworks filled the car.




    ‘It would have helped if you’d eaten some breakfast, Catrin,’ Jane remarked.




    ‘Close the window, Dad, that foul smell is enough to make everyone sick,’ Tom moaned.




    ‘Why on earth do people have to live in such conditions in the 21st century? It can’t be good for their mental or emotional health,’ Ben muttered as he closed the window and shut out the stench.




    He was thinking how this journey had changed over the years. He’d been born and brought up in Cardiff where both his parents were teachers. But they were from Cardiganshire, or Ceredigion as it was now, and Ben had travelled this route with them every summer to spend the holidays at his grandparents’ home in Llangrannog. He’d loved those long summer holidays: six weeks of what had seemed like endless sun-filled days spent on the beach, messing about in the rock pools and racing the waves. He remembered the excitement of arriving home from school on the last day of the summer term and jumping into the car which his mother had loaded the previous night. His father had checked the oil and the windscreen wash and then driven to the local garage to check the tyre pressure and fill up with petrol. The car of course had changed over the years: the Hillman Imp became a Ford Cortina and ultimately a Ford Capri, but the ritual was always the same. Every year they stopped at Cross Hands for fish and chips and for Ben that really marked the start of the holiday. He remembered just how good those chips would taste on the way westwards. On the way back no one ever had an appetite.




    And for those six weeks his parents were very different from the way they were at home in Cardiff. They laughed more, they played with him, and they spoke to each other in Welsh. Everyone around them spoke Welsh too, the family and the neighbours, and by the end of the holiday Ben himself could understand quite a lot. But back in Cardiff he heard the language only in chapel on a Sunday and although he could still sing hymns in Welsh he’d never been able to hold a conversation in the language. Wryly he smiled to himself. As a grown-up a lot of things had irritated him about his mother but the main thing was her insistence he be brought up to speak English only. He remembered once, as an adult, asking her why she had chosen not to share her first language with him. She’d shrugged and said dismissively, ‘English is the language you need to get on in the world.’ He’d tried to argue that learning Welsh would not have harmed his English. He’d enjoyed telling her there was proof she was wrong, that scientific research had shown that people who were fluent in two languages had a higher IQ. But in her customary manner she had pursed her lips, the familiar closed look had come over her face and he’d known there was no point pursuing the matter. She had, however, eventually realised that he was right, though naturally she’d never admitted this; but she had encouraged both Tom and Catrin to learn Welsh and had even helped with their Welsh homework. She’d had to, he thought resentfully, as she was the only one in the family who could. Realising he was thinking such negative things about his mother, and this on the day of her funeral, he blushed, shifted in his seat and determined to think only good things of her for the rest of the day.




    ‘Dad, don’t you know it’s against the law to drive at under 30 mph?’ Tom quipped from the back seat. Ben realising he’d been sitting behind a slow-moving lorry for quite a while, moved down a gear, checked his mirror and indicated.




    Catrin too was thinking of the times she’d made this journey with her grandmother. For a week every August, until she was eleven, grandmother and granddaughter would have what they called their ‘girls week’ in Llangrannog, staying at the same little bed and breakfast on the quay every year. Her grandmother still had several cousins living in the area and would always visit them during the week, taking tea with one and supper with another almost every day. But Catrin knew it suited Granny Lewis to be independent, although she herself claimed she stayed at the boarding house to save her cousins from ‘going to any trouble’. The preparation for the trip would start on the first day of the school holidays in mid-July. There would be the outing to Howells’ department store to buy a new bathing costume for Catrin followed by a scone tea in the second-floor restaurant. Then they would head to the higgledy-piggledy, dusty bookshop in the Hayes, crammed with all kinds of treasures, the highlight of their afternoon. Her grandmother’s taste in books never changed and she’d choose a crime novel by P. D. James or Colin Dexter. But of course Catrin’s preferences had altered over the years and Granny Lewis had encouraged her to try different authors and different types of books. She remembered how her gran would often rummage about in her large handbag to find a crumpled review she’d cut out from a newspaper of some book she thought Catrin might enjoy. And then the day before they set off for Llangrannog there would be another trip, to Woolworths on Cowbridge Road, to stock up on sweets for the journey – ‘pick and mix’ for her and humbugs for Granny. Catrin had continued buying them both sweets from Woolworths until it had closed four years ago. That was the end of an era too.




    How they enjoyed their week by the seaside in Llangrannog. Whatever the weather. Actually Catrin had probably enjoyed it more when the weather was wet and the two of them would sit in the B and B looking out on to the beach and draw, play games and, of course, read their novels. Granny never let her win any game on purpose and so, when Catrin did win, the victory was very sweet indeed.




    In Llangrannog Granny spoke to her in Welsh, telling her it was good practice and would help with her schoolwork. Why that didn’t apply when they were at home in Cardiff Catrin never understood. At home her grandmother, glancing through the Situations Vacant section of the Western Mail, would often tut and comment how times had changed, how English used to be what was needed to get on in the world, but now, in 21st century Wales, Welsh seemed to be the passport to success. And getting on in the world was very important to Granny Lewis.




    Their week in Llangrannog always involved a visit to Catrin’s grandfather’s grave. Granny Lewis never seemed sad on these occasions, unlike Granny Olwen who always seemed wistful when she visited her husband’s grave. Familiar with Granny Olwen’s custom of never visiting the cemetery in Treorchy without being laden with flowers Catrin had once suggested they take flowers to put on the Llangrannog grave but her other grandmother had shaken her head, saying flowers were wasted on the dead. Catrin had been eight or nine at the time and shocked at the offhand response; now she knew her grandmother had not been uncaring; she was simply of a generation and personality not given to displays of sentimentality.




    Catrin wished she’d carried on going on these holidays with her grandmother for longer but, once she’d gone to senior school, sport camps and sleepovers and hanging out with her new friends had seemed more attractive.




    Ben turned the Volvo’s nose on to a single-track road. The signpost indicated there were three more miles to Llangrannog. Those three miles took them nine minutes as Ben was forced to reverse twice and perilously hug the hedge to allow a pick-up carrying several straggly, bleating sheep to pass. Now driving through Llangrannog village he could see Bethania chapel, the box-like grey stone building stark against the mountainside high above the village. A long row of cars was parked on the single-track road, clinging to the high hedge that separated it from the cemetery, which climbed the steep hill behind the chapel. He slowed down as he approached and parked in front of the undertaker’s gleaming black hearse. Despite its shine everything about the car was gloomy and Ben was glad he had chosen not to follow it in convoy along the motorway from Cardiff that morning. Immediately the undertaker, clad in black with a bright white shirt, opened the car door and busied them into the chapel porch. Ben checked his watch, quarter to two. There was a full fifteen minutes to go before the service started and he wondered what the rush was. But deciding that the undertaker would not take kindly to his authority being questioned, and anyway relieved that someone else was in control, he simply did as he was told and followed him into the chapel.




    Ben walked along the narrow aisle his eyes fixed on the slate flagstones a few feet in front of him, grateful to feel Jane warm and solid at his side. He could sense, without looking around, that the little chapel was full. The four of them squeezed into the front pew and sat, still and upright. The air was heavy with silence and the cloying sweetness of lilies. Ben could feel the back of his neck burning between his hairline and the stiff white collar of his new shirt, as if the eyes of everyone in the silent congregation were focused on that one spot. He put a forefinger inside the collar and gave it a little tug, easing it gently back and forth to see if he could loosen it. Eventually the minister coughed and got slowly to his feet. Ben pondered the full chapel, glad to have something to think about rather than the coffin filling the ‘sedd fawr,’ the large seat directly below the pulpit, usually occupied by the deacons. His mother had left the village some sixty years previously and, although he had a few distant cousins living in the area with whom he had virtually lost touch, he didn’t understand why all these people had come. But somehow, just by being there to share his grief, they made him feel better, stronger. And when they sang the first hymn, ‘Calon Lân’, the richness of their voices seemed to soar high above the small, stark chapel. Being a confirmed atheist he was surprised to find himself imagining their voices were accompanying his mother’s soul on the next part of the journey. What a fanciful thought he mused; what a strange effect death has on totally rational people.




    He tried to remember his father’s funeral here thirty-five years previously. The little chapel had been full on that occasion as well. But for Ben it was very different from today. Then he’d been in such shock, his father’s heart attack having been so unexpected, he’d been isolated in his grief and unable to take comfort from the support of the community. He remembered crying as he sat in this same front pew with his mother; she’d leaned over, ashen-faced, and told him to pull himself together. That night they’d driven back to Cardiff and, at supper time, she’d made him sit in his father’s chair at the table and told him firmly he was now head of the household. How bitter he’d been at her seemingly easy acceptance of their dreadful new situation, her determination to erase his father from their lives. It appalled him how within days she’d bundled his father’s clothes into plastic bags and dumped them at the local Salvation Army. The fact she’d crammed them into plastic bags – his father’s tweed jackets, thick corduroy trousers, checked shirts and woollen ties – had seemed to him disrespectful. Had she folded them neatly and put them in a suitcase for delivery to the Sally Army that he could have forgiven.




    Ben felt Jane nudge him as Catrin squeezed past. He watched his daughter read and did not attempt to understand but focused instead on willing her to be able to get through the piece. He saw her bite her lip and the minister put a reassuring hand on her shoulder as her voice quivered and she fought for control. And then with relief he realised she had finished and was walking back to the pew. As she passed him he caught her eye and touched her arm. She smiled back and he felt her strength radiate through his body. He got to his feet for the final hymn. The organist pedalled furiously and the little organ begrudgingly emitted the first tinny notes of ‘Cwm Rhondda’. For a moment it seemed to him wrong, the rousing chorus ‘Bread of Heaven,’ so beloved of the Welsh rugby crowd, replaced by less familiar Welsh words. Then he decided it was totally right. This was where the hymn belonged. In the pews behind him members of the local male voice choir were singing their hearts out. He wanted to join in but such rich voices singing in unison always moved him and today of all days he couldn’t be sure whether a sob or a song would come out. Jane nudged him again as the singing finished, and he saw the undertaker had opened the little door that penned them into their pew. He felt Jane’s hand, low now on his back, encouraging him to follow his mother’s coffin out of the chapel.




    The drains outside were blocked and the water was running like a river down the narrow road when they emerged at the end of the hour-long service to find the rain now coming down in sheets. In hushed tones the undertaker suggested to Ben they forgo the traditional reception line and head straight to the cemetery. Ben nodded and was glad only a few people chose to join them. The rest of the congregation dashed straight into the vestry for tea. The coffin was lowered and the minister said a few words of committal. Then Ben, flanked by Jane holding his hand on one side and a tearful Catrin clinging to his arm on the other, threw his mother’s favourite flowers – some sweet smelling freesias – into the grave and said a silent goodbye.




    ‘Let’s go, Dad; Granny would tell us all off for getting wet,’ Tom said.




    Approaching the vestry Catrin could hear laughter, which struck her as being entirely inappropriate. As the family entered there was a sudden hush and a few embarrassed coughs. Her mum and dad were immediately waylaid by a middle-aged man who Catrin presumed was a relative since he had auburn hair and that familiar family nose. He put his hand firmly on her father’s arm, ensuring her dad was rooted to the spot until the man had had his say. The noise level increased steadily again. Tom grabbed Catrin’s hand and bagged the two last seats at the end of the long trestle table, covered with all kinds of sandwiches and cakes. It was laid with white china embossed with a blue stamp indicating it belonged to Bethania Chapel. They both accepted the cup of tea offered by a smiling, rosy-cheeked woman, and Tom leaned across to fill his plate while Catrin ventured a look around.




    She was struck by the blackness. Everyone seemed to be dressed in black apart from her. She felt herself blush furiously. It was her parents’ fault – they should have known but the only guidance she’d got from them was ‘nothing too bright.’ Catrin knew her gran would have added ‘nothing too short or too tight’. In the end she’d chosen a dark green jumper over grey trousers, topped with her dark grey leather jacket. How wrong she looked, dressed almost casually compared to the locals and her parents. Even Tom had found his old black school trousers, a white shirt, grey pullover, and dark navy coat. Sitting there she felt she was somehow a second-rate mourner and had she heard someone in the chapel earlier whisper about ‘lack of respect’? Were they referring to her and what she now felt to be her garish clothes? A second flush washed over her.




    She listened to several conversations going on around her, glad Tom was concentrating on eating cake and not trying to talk to her. The locals were discussing the weather, what was happening in the local school, somebody’s engagement, the price animals were fetching at market and how the politicians were getting everything wrong.




    She kicked Tom under the table to divert his attention from the large piece of Victoria sponge at its far end. ‘I think it’s a disgrace; people are just talking about everyday things; nobody is thinking of Granny,’ she whispered.




    ‘They probably didn’t know her, Catz; I expect most of Granny’s friends are dead or have moved away.’




    ‘Then why are all these people here?’ Catrin persisted.




    ‘Perhaps they’re like me; they go anywhere there’s free food,’ said Tom ‘Or perhaps funerals are their only opportunity to get together, to socialize; there’s nothing else here is there?’ He grimaced.




    Catrin cast what she hoped looked like a casual glance at her neighbours to check they weren’t being overheard. But the fat man in his too tight suit and the ruddy-faced man sitting opposite him were loudly lamenting the unfair prices being paid by supermarkets for milk.




    ‘Oh don’t be ridiculous Tom; just because they don’t have cinemas and bowling alleys – the buildings that say something is happening.’




    ‘Well I’m really glad I haven’t got to hang around to join some crochet class, that’s for sure. It would be my worst nightmare, man, stuck in somewhere like this and to cap it all they all speak Welsh.’




    ‘Tom, you’re such a townie, and anyway you speak Welsh.’




    ‘Not any more Catz; the day I left school was the day I left all that behind me too.’




    Catrin gratefully accepted a second cup of tea and spent the rest of the afternoon making small talk with distant relatives who were at pains to clarify exactly how they were related, which generally involved complicated explanations revolving around the phrase ‘twice removed.’ Her father’s family were all either dark-haired or auburn and generally like her father in build, short and stocky. She desperately wanted to find a tall blond among them. There was none.


  




  

    Chapter Three





    As she awoke on the Sunday morning Catrin knew her life was about to change. She didn’t want it to and yet she knew she couldn’t just ignore what her grandmother had said. In the lead-up to the funeral she had decided not to think about it and she had managed to keep to that resolve. Instead she’d focused on finding something suitable to read at the service and in the end had settled for a Welsh translation of a Kahlil Gibran poem. Then there had been the task of deciding what to wear – which she’d obviously got so wrong. Now as she lay in bed she allowed her grandmother’s words to fill her mind – ‘So like me, as if you were my own blood.’ Catrin lay there for a while in the darkness, the grey November light failing to make any impact through the heavy, lined floor-length curtains. She let the thought that Ben was not her father consume her for some minutes and then consciously tried to grasp how this knowledge would actually change her life. Well, Ben would always be Dad; that was clear. But who was her real father? And could she find out? Catrin decided that although all this was awful, far more awful was her mother’s possible betrayal of Ben. How could she? And then how could she go on playing happy families after doing such a thing? Most of all Catrin felt deceived; she’d always thought their relationship as a family was built on truth. Hadn’t her parents always said to Tom and her there was nothing they could not ask them, nothing they could not discuss? Obviously truth was a one-way process in the Lewis household.




    Catrin reached for the bedside lamp. She needed to contact people, needed to talk. At least that was clear to her. For the past week she’d lived in a bubble, the strangeness of the pre-funeral period with its endless round of visitors and tea and cake somehow making it inappropriate to hang out with friends, to text, to Facebook, to chat on the phone. She realised she’d had no contact, apart from a few brief text messages, with anyone outside her family for almost a week and suddenly she felt almost caged. To be fair no one had actually said she shouldn’t meet up with her friends; it just somehow had seemed right to stay at home. But now she was desperate to talk to anyone who wasn’t family




    She got up and turned on her laptop to see who was online. An icon indicated Siân was up for a chat. Catrin was delighted her best friend was at her computer and did not bother to look at who else was currently logged on.




    OMG Siân, Thanx for your txt, but I really need to talk, babe .




    Catrin hit the keys with practised speed.




    Hi Catz, soooooooooooooo sorry bout your gran – your txt didn’t say much, you gutted ? came Siân’s immediate response.




    Yeah, but there’s something else, really need to see you .




    You worried about your lead role in “The Wizard of Oz”? Oops I mean “Dewin Oz” – no, sorry I’m sticking to “The Wizard of Oz,” sounds too strange in Welsh – well no need to worry; nobody’s stolen your part and the chorus is still a shambles!




    No, it’s not that, I’ll explain all later.




    No worries but going to have tattoo this morning, cute swallow, back of neck – guess with your needle phobia you don’t wanna come with me?




    No way babe, meet you after ?




    Cool, I’ll text you when I’m done, meet 4 hot choc in TG’s?




    Wicked x.




     Catrin pulled on her skinny black jeans, comfy Uggs, and favourite Jack Wills red hoodie and fleetingly considered whether she should tell Siân of her suspicions after all. Siân did spend a lot of time at her house and would find it virtually impossible to pretend to Catrin’s mother that she did not know or to hide her disdain. Catrin shrugged. Why should she worry about her mum? Hadn’t she cheated on her father? He may have been able to forgive but she couldn’t. Really her mother deserved any fallout that came her way.




    As she came downstairs she was aware the house was quiet. Lucky’s basket in the kitchen was empty; she guessed her parents had taken him out for a walk. Tom always played football on a Sunday morning, football being the one thing he took very seriously indeed. Losing a match really upset him – be it with his own local five-a-side team or when his beloved Cardiff City played. When they were younger Catrin had teased him endlessly that ‘it was just a game’ but by now she realised it was far more. She even felt it herself when Wales won or lost. A win meant a great night out was guaranteed and the nation’s collective good mood usually lasted at least a couple of days.




    She felt a bit spooked at being in the house on her own so she grabbed her coat from the understairs cwtch, checked she had her phone, key and purse, left a message to say where she’d gone posted on the fridge and pulled the door tightly behind her. She stood outside her home on Pencisely Crescent trying to decide which way she’d walk into town. Assuming Siân wouldn’t be done at the tattooist for at least a couple of hours she plumped for a longer route than necessary, turned right and headed for Victoria Park.




    The park was almost empty. A few Sunday fathers loitered by the swings, pushing their offspring half-heartedly, keeping one hand in their pockets. She turned left as she left the park and walked quickly to generate some heat. At the junction with Cowbridge Road, a house – every inch of which seemed to be decorated with flashing Christmas lights – demanded she stop. Flashing fairies, gnomes in Santa hats fishing for presents, a Santa hung precariously from the roof, and another Santa twinkling and waving at her from his present-laden sledge, vied for attention. A red neon banner instructed her to ‘Have Happy Holidays.’ It struck Catrin how different Christmas would be this year, so very different from last year when everything had been fine, uncomplicated – before her grandmother had been diagnosed with cancer and before the phrase ‘not blood’ had become so much part of her psyche. She hurried on, leaving the plastic Christmas trees and red and gold tinsel of the Cowbridge Road shops behind her, and turned into King’s Road in affluent Pontcanna where the boutiques were decorated in restrained shades of white.




    Crossing Cathedral Road she decided to walk along the river into town. The Sunday morning joggers breezed past her in their skimpy running vests; next she saw a couple of mothers multitasking – running with their buggies – while a third outdid them all as she had a buggy and a large, thin greyhound in tow. But Catrin paid them little attention as she tried to find the words to explain to Siân not only what her grandmother had told her but how she felt about it. She’d stick to the facts she decided; she needed to hear herself explain the situation, and then, maybe, how she felt about it would become clear to her.




    Catrin and Siân had known each other since the day they had both started nursery school and had been best friends ever since. Certainly they were very different; Catrin was tall and blonde, Siân, short and dark. Catrin was the thoughtful one, Siân the gregarious half of the pair. They had other friends, of course, but over the years those friends had come and gone depending on which class they were in at school or what hobbies they were involved in. But the friendship between the two of them never waned, even when one of them had a boyfriend. In fact, Jonathan, Siân’s current love, would often joke that he knew he came second to Catrin. He wasn’t really joking.




    There was no shelter along the river today as the wind blew bitterly through the skeletal trees. By the time she crossed the Taff Catrin felt almost anaesthetised. Her phone rang deep in her coat pocket and she struggled with numb hands to fish it out.




    ‘Hi, Catz, spring has arrived,’ a loud, cheery voice declared.




    ‘Hi Siân, what are you talking about?’




    ‘Doh! The Swallow, silly, it’s done.’




    ‘Ah, good, I think, where are you?’




    ‘In TG’s – how long will you be?’




    ‘With you in five and I need a large double choc with cream and marshmallows.’




    ‘Want or need?’




    ‘Need.’




    Catrin walked quickly past the castle and along the Hayes towards the glass-fronted St David’s II shopping centre. She took the escalator up to the first floor to the accompaniment of a cacophony of ‘White Christmas’, ‘Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer’, and ‘Jingle Bells’ escaping from the stores which opened onto the central hall. Catrin barely registered this, her head filled with what she had to tell her friend. Siân spotted her immediately and waved enthusiastically from the corner table of the busy cafe where she had just settled with two very large hot chocolates. Catrin could not help but smile. Siân’s exuberance was always catching and now her petite friend engulfed her in a big hug then promptly pushed her away so Catrin was at the optimum distance to view the new tattoo.




    ‘Oh, that looks painful.’




    ‘No pain, no gain my friend; isn’t she beautiful?’




    ‘Mm,’ Catrin mumbled non-committedly, sitting down and taking off her coat. She grabbed the hot chocolate in front of her, closing her eyes as its sweetness hit the back of her throat.




    Her friend nudged her. ‘Sooooooo, what’s your big news?’




    ‘You need to pinkie-promise first that you won’t tell anyone else.’




    Siân held out her hand and the two solemnly entwined their little fingers.




    Catrin leaned towards her. ‘Well, it’s something my gran said; just before she died.’




    ‘Whatever she said, Catz, I’m sure she wasn’t trying to upset you. You know what your Gran was like; she didn’t always have the edit switch on between her brain and her mouth.’ Siân put her arm around Catrin and gave her shoulder a little squeeze. ‘Remember the time when I spent all my birthday money on those black Goth clothes, had my hair spiked and everything, and she said I looked like Cruella de Vil?’




    Catrin smiled. ‘That was so typical of Gran. But this is different Siân.’ Catrin paused and needlessly lowered her voice so it was almost a whisper. ‘She said I was “not blood”.’




    For a second Siân was quiet amidst the cafe’s late Sunday morning chaos of lively toddlers, stressed parents, and giggling teenage girls. ‘Are you sure that’s what she said? Did anyone else hear her?’




    They huddled together as Catrin explained the scenario and her theory that it could only mean her mother had had an affair. Siân took a long sip of her hot chocolate and then gave it a vigorous stir to re-mix the milk and the chocolate which had begun to congeal at the bottom of the glass tumbler.




    ‘Your mum and dad are the most together oldies I know Catz; I can’t believe that’s the explanation.’




    They both sipped some more. Catrin could see Siân was thinking things through and suddenly she looked as she did in their maths class when she actually understood something that had long been a mystery to her. Her ‘light-bulb moment’ as she liked to describe it.




    ‘There is another explanation.’ Siân beamed.




    Catrin looked at her incredulously. ‘Which is?’




    ‘Far more likely your dad was adopted; that would explain what your gran said.’




    Catrin took a deep breath, paused for a second to check Siân’s explanation was plausible and then enveloped her friend in a hug which developed into a sitting dance. She then burst into tears. Siân’s shoulders absorbed most of the loud sobs but the clutch of girls at the next table stopped giggling for just long enough to glean they would not be finding out any time soon what had caused the outburst and then went back to their business. It was the toddler from two tables away tugging at Catrin’s sweatshirt who eventually stopped her sobbing. Catrin looked down at his concerned face as he held out a brightly coloured sweet to her. ‘Thank you,’ she said, taking it and smiling at him as he hurried back to the safety of his mother’s legs. Catrin briefly closed her eyes to shut out the audience that had just witnessed her little performance. When she opened them again Siân was the only one paying her any attention.




    ‘You OK?’




    ‘Totally, thank you so much; I’m so sorry, I don’t know what came over me.’




    Siân passed her a tissue from the pile at the bottom of her bag.




    ‘Oh Catz, don’t be so silly; you’ve had so much to deal with, what with your gran and then this stuff.’




    ‘Siân, you are brilliant, thanks sooooooooooo much,’ Catrin said, taking another mouthful of hot chocolate. ‘It makes so much sense too. That explains why Dad’s an only child.’




    Siân sat back and smiled.




    ‘I wonder why Dad never told us he was adopted?’ Before Siân had a chance to respond, she went on, ‘Oh my God, perhaps he doesn’t know! Or maybe he does and he didn’t want Gran to be embarrassed – she was like that wasn’t she, didn’t want to show any weaknesses. He would probably have told us eventually, now that Gran’s gone.’




    Catrin got up, finished her drink and, as she grabbed her coat, said quickly, ‘I’ve got to go home now, I’ve been really mean to Mum, ignoring her and being so quick to think the worst of her. I’ll make Sunday tea for everyone, flapjacks – Mum’s favourites. You want to come?’




    Siân wiped away the chocolate marks around Catrin’s mouth and replied, ‘Tempting, but I’ve promised to meet Jonathan in the Apple store to do some serious drooling and to show off my new swallow. I’ll call you later.’




    As soon as they parted outside the cafe Catrin began to run. Suddenly she felt lighter as if she wanted to skip down the street. She couldn’t wait to get home.




    Jane sat on her mother-in-law’s high metal bed and looked around the room. Lucky lay beside her, having wandered upstairs to investigate what she was doing. Jane knew the little spaniel sneaked in here whenever the door was left ajar. She stroked him gently. ‘I know, Lucky, you really miss her, don’t you?’ The little dog licked her hand in response.




    Well, Lucky might love this room, but to Jane it seemed not to belong to the rest of the house: its heavy oak chest of drawers, dressing table, and wardrobe, in contrast with the pale wooden furniture that was Jane’s choice for the other rooms, made it feel small and dark. And it smelled different – of lavender and talcum powder and boiled sweets. Now she could get rid of all that. Jane had secretly fantasised about this moment for much of the last three years – ever since her mother-in-law’s stroke had changed her household overnight.




    The old woman had won then. She’d shamelessly played the emotional card and that could not be trumped. Pleading not to be sent into a nursing home, reminding Ben of how she’d virtually raised him as a single parent and of the generous gift she’d given them towards the deposit on this house. And Ben had folded, assuring Jane it would only be for a few months, until his mother was well enough to cope on her own again. But Granny Lewis had insisted that she be allowed to move Lucky, her bedroom furniture, and her grandfather clock in immediately and Jane had known that was it. And it had been. Until now.




    So why was she not silently pleased? How Granny Lewis had irritated her in those first few months and Jane had struggled with yet another role – that of carer and caretaker of her mother-in-law’s empty home, added to being a wife, mother, shop-worker, housekeeper and cook. She had been overwhelmed, both by the thought and by the reality. Ben had promised he would do the bulk of the caring, but his long hours at the surgery inevitably meant that Jane was lumbered with seeing to his mother’s practical needs – the feeding, the bed-baths, taking her to the toilet.




    As her mobility and speech recovered Jane had fleetingly felt hopeful Granny Lewis might be persuaded to return to her own home. But she had pleaded to stay and Jane had succumbed, knowing she would have had no qualms about letting her own mother move in. Granny Lewis had quickly put her house on the market and the sale had gone through infuriatingly smoothly and quickly. Jane had believed things would get easier when Granny Lewis’s health improved; in fact they had got worse. Despite it being her own wish Ben’s mother was clearly frustrated about her loss of independence and sought to make sure everyone in her new household did things her way. Jane had found more and more reasons to stay out of her own home, until one night she found herself sitting on a park bench in the rain, waiting until either Catrin would be back from her drama class or the six o’ clock news would be on to distract her mother-in-law. That was the night when all her pent-up venom had been released and Ben, shocked at her distress, and equally shocked that he had been oblivious to it, had taken her in his arms and assured her that she would always come first; that he would always take her side. Immediately she had felt better. She had started standing up to Granny Lewis, encouraging her once again to visit her chapel friends and attend the Sunday services and the concerts she so enjoyed, giving Jane some much-needed time alone in the house or with her family. She’d also suggested her mother-in-law might like to help with the ironing and the cleaning. The ‘helping’ had turned into more than that and Jane had felt grateful to her mother-in-law for taking charge of two chores she detested. Granny Lewis had continued to tackle both until the cancer had weakened her barely three months ago.




    But still, sometimes, she’d resented having to share her home with her mother-in-law. How pathetic, how childish, she thought, as she started folding the clothes she had emptied from the wardrobe into a large suitcase. Jane had never expected to feel guilt or regret when it came to Ben’s mother. Hadn’t she given her a home, nursed her, attended to her physical needs? But, of course, she now recognised she could have done more, or at least done what she had done with more grace. Jane rubbed her eyes determinedly; she would not cry, that would be too self-indulgent. She would be crying for her own shortcomings rather than for Granny Lewis.




    A few moments later Jane heard the front door open and her daughter’s footsteps on the stairs. She called out. ‘In here love, I’m sorting Granny’s things.’ She blew her nose and tucked the tissue up her sleeve. Catrin entered the room and hugged her so unexpectedly and so hard Jane was taken aback. When she was allowed up for air she said, ‘What was that for?’




    ‘For being the best mum in the world.’




    Jane smiled at her.




    ‘Oh Mum, you OK? Your eyes are red.’




    Jane sniffed. ‘I’m fine love; better now that you’re here though.’




    Catrin nodded and stroked Lucky who was fast asleep on his old mistress’ bed.




    ‘Your outing has done you good; Siân OK?’




    ‘Siân is brilliant, Mum.’ Catrin tugged open one of the dressing table’s heavy drawers. ‘Right, let me give you a hand.’




    ‘Thank you Catz, that would make it much easier. I thought I’d do it while your dad’s out. He went to watch Tom play football this morning and then they were both going to the Cardiff City game. And if I sort Granny’s clothes out today I can take some with me to the shop tomorrow; I’m on the afternoon shift.’




    ‘Are you sure Oxfam will want this?’ Catrin laughed as she held up a flesh-coloured corset with stocking garters attached.




    Jane smiled, glad to have her daughter’s company and grateful Catrin seemed more herself than she had for days. She was also grateful for a little injection of humour into what she was finding to be an unexpectedly grim task.




    ‘Well, someone wanting to dress up as Madonna might buy it; we always have people coming into the shop wanting all kinds of strange things for fancy dress.’




    ‘It’s more Nora Batty than Madonna,’ Catrin said.




    They spent the next hour going through drawers of carefully folded clothes smelling of mothballs and lavender as Lucky snored gently on the bed.




    ‘Mum, do you think it would be OK if I kept this?’ Catrin held up a black and beige dress circa 1970 – the label stating proudly that it was from Marks and Spencer and 100 per cent polyester.




    ‘That’s from when Marks and Spencer was just that; not your trendy M&S,’ Jane said.




    ‘Mum, I can hardly believe you put M&S and trendy in the same sentence.’




    Jane laughed at her daughter’s exaggerated grimace and told her to keep anything she wanted.




    By the end of the afternoon Catrin had put aside the dress, a pussy-bow blouse, a Chanel-type jacket, a lavender-coloured wool cardigan that her grandmother had often worn, and a brooch shaped like a horseshoe made up of eight tiny creamy pearls.




    ‘You know vintage is really in,’ Catrin said from beneath a 1950s floral dress she was trying to pull over her head. ‘Granny must have been tiny then; this is about a size eight.’




    ‘I think people were smaller when your gran was your age; what with the war and rationing, and washing and cleaning everything by hand, I don’t think there were many overweight people around. Even I would have been thin if I’d been born earlier!’




    ‘Oh Mum, you’re not fat; you’re just cuddly.’




    ‘Oh, my goodness, look at this. This is what your gran wore to our wedding. Look at the size of the shoulder pads. Do you remember those videos of Dallas I used to have? Well, Granny Lewis looked like Sue Ellen and Granny Olwen – well she looked like Miss Ellie, all homely in a summer frock she’d bought in Ponty market. I tried to get them both to compromise but they were as stubborn as each other. Shoot me, please, if I behave like that when you get married!’




    ‘Mum, I think talk of my wedding is a bit premature; I’ve got to find a boyfriend first.’




    ‘And you will, love; all good things come to those who wait. And Catrin, love, I’ve waited a long time for a cup of tea.’




    Catrin went downstairs to make them both a drink as her mum settled to empty yet another drawer of unopened handkerchief boxes. The relief she felt at getting back to normal with her mother was immense. She wanted to tell her mum about her grandmother’s revelation that she was ‘not blood’. Now was a good time, she reasoned, with her father and Tom out of the way. But she was reluctant to bring up the subject for fear of spoiling the atmosphere. As she stirred two sweeteners into her mother’s tea she decided to broach the subject. Tomorrow her mother would be back at work, she would be in school, and communication would revert to a series of notes on the fridge saying where they had gone, what time supper might be, requests to get milk, or to feed or walk Lucky.




    Too late. She heard her dad and Tom at the front door. Tom was laughing; the Bluebirds had obviously won. They came into the kitchen.




    ‘Hi Catz, oh brilliant timing, you just making tea? Usual for me please.’




    Catrin threw two more teabags into the pot and topped up with water. Tom put a couple of overfilled shopping bags on the counter as their father cleared the piled up Sunday papers from the table to make room for their mugs.




    ‘Really, Tom, do we need to have three different Sunday papers delivered? That’s a couple of trees we don’t read every week.’




    Tom shrugged and shouted up the stairs. ‘Mum, tea’s ready. Are you coming down? It will be worth your while; Dad’s bought a very expensive cake.’




    ‘Oh, I was going to make flapjacks, but I can do them next Sunday,’ Catrin said, unwrapping the black forest gateau from its fancy box.




    Their dad turned towards Tom. ‘What happens on tour, stays on tour.’




    ‘No chance, Dad,’ Tom scoffed, cutting the cake and picking up a piece in his hand.




    Jane appeared with Lucky at her heels and gratefully took her mug of tea from Catrin.




    ‘What’s this about cake? You know you’re not allowed any, Ben. One word, Big Ben Lewis – cholesterol.’




    ‘Oh, come on Jane, a little bit won’t hurt, and anyway we’re celebrating the Bluebirds return to form, four-nil, back of the net!’




    Jane cut herself a slice of cake and placed it carefully on a plate. ‘Great, well done the boys,’ she said and closed her eyes as she took a bite of the gateau. ‘Mmm, this is seriously good cake and I deserve a treat.’




    ‘But why did you say very expensive cake, Tom?’ Catrin asked.




    ‘Oh you know what Dad’s like. We got to the till – can you believe it they had about twenty tills open and we still had to queue for ten minutes; you’d think people had better things to do on a Sunday afternoon. Anyway, at the till the cashier said the total was £11.23. And Dad, having done his usual thing of calculating how much the bill was going to come to unbelievably said, “I don’t think that’s right, it should be £21.98.” So embarrassing. If Dad had just paid up and shut up we’d now be eating free food.’




    ‘But that would be stealing, Tom,’ their father chipped in, cutting himself a very generous piece.




    ‘But it was their mistake, and anyway they’re a huge company; your £10 is nothing to them – it’s not like they are a small corner shop or anything.’




    ‘The principle is still the same, Tom, stealing is stealing whoever you do it from.’




    ‘And there’s no such thing as a free lunch, Tom,’ their mother added. ‘It would cost you – it would be on your conscience for evermore.’




    ‘Well I’ll have another piece anyway, seeing as it’s all free for me – whether it’s Dad or the supermarket paying for it!’ Tom grinned, cherry jam oozing out from the corner of his mouth.




    ‘Maybe, Jane, it’s time we changed the locks,’ their dad suggested, giving Tom a nudge. 
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