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sensitive and big-hearted; Rose uptight and controlled and Fleur the
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squabbles and misunderstandings. Can they grow up for once and see
that Iris’s bucket list was about so much more than money...
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1

Tuesday 1 September

The offices of Wilson Richardson solicitors were on the first
floor in a block on the main road through Chiswick in London.
The carpeted stairs smelt musty and I noted that the reception
area on the first floor was in need of a lick of paint. Rose, my
neat, petite sister, was already there, not a hair of her dark bob
out of place and still dressed in black though it was almost eight
weeks since Mum had died. I'd decided against funereal clothes
and, it being a warm September day, had dressed in grey trousers
and a pale green kaftan top. We were spared the awkwardness
of our meeting because we barely had time to greet each other
or sit before we were ushered into Mr Richardson’s office by
a receptionist with blonde hair pulled back severely from her
forehead. My youngest sister, Fleur, used to call the style the
Dagenham facelift, back in the days when we were still speaking
to each other.

A tall, bald man with glasses was seated behind a heavy oak
desk. ‘Mr Richardson,” he said.

‘I'm Rose and this is Dee. You may have her written down in
your papers as Daisy,’ said Rose.

‘I am here and can speak for myself,’ I said.

Rose sighed. ‘Go ahead then. I was only being helpful. Your
two names can be confusing for people.’
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I focused on Mr Richardson. ‘I'm Daisy, Dee. Most people
call me Dee but my mother liked to call me Daisy.’

‘As I said,’ said Rose.

Well this is a great start, 1 thought, as the solicitor gestured
to three chairs that had been placed opposite the desk for the
reading of Mum’s will. ‘Please, have a seat,” he said.

‘My sister Fleur will be with us shortly,” said Rose as she sat
down.

‘She’s always late. She’ll be late for her own funeral,’ I said,
then half coughed and cursed myself.

As we waited, I felt as if I was back at school and had been
called in to see the headmaster. I wanted to get the reading over
with and get home. Rose’s left foot was twitching so I reckoned
she was feeling the same. She was the most in-control person I
had ever known, but that foot gave her away; it always had, as if
she wanted to be up, out and anywhere else. Out and away from
me, away from Fleur, I imagined.

I don’t know about her life at all any more, 1 thought as
Rose checked her watch. I wonder if she’s happy. How are she
and Hugh getting on? What will she do with her share of the
inheritance, and does she need it as badly as I do? Probably not.

We already knew that Mum would have left us equal shares of
her money; she’d told us all years ago. The house in Hampstead,
where we grew up, had belonged to Dad’s parents back in
the 1950s and Mum and Dad had inherited it when they
died. Victorian, four bedroomed and near the Heath, it had



accumulated in value over the years. Mum did shabby chic before
it was trendy, and the house had an old-fashioned charm about it,
with original features, fireplaces and wooden floors so, despite
being in need of modernization (the estate agent’s word for
falling down) and the ancient plumbing and life-endangering
electrics, it still went for just over two million when Mum sold
it and moved to a retirement village. My share would be more
than enough to sort out my finances, have a good pension pot and
some to help my daughter, Lucy if she needed it. No substitute
for having Mum here, though, 1 thought as a wave of grief at her
loss, still so raw, hit me.

We didn’t have to wait long. Five minutes later, the
receptionist ushered Fleur in. Her skin was brown and her hair
a sun-kissed blonde as if she’d been away. She had also decided
against black and was dressed in a crepe summer dress with tiny
coral and cream flowers and red kitten heels that looked like they
cost a bomb. I tucked my scuffed M&S loafers under my chair as
Mr Richardson indicated that Fleur should take the empty seat.

‘Traffic was awful ...” she began but didn’t continue when
Rose sighed heavily to express her disapproval. Part of Rose’s
anal personality was that she was obsessively punctual and
disapproved of anyone who wasn’t on time. Fleur must have
realized that we’d heard it all before, even if it was a long time
ago. She took a seat with a brief nod to me.

Mr Richardson cleared his throat and picked up some papers
from his desk. ‘So let’s get on, shall we? Your late mother, Iris



Parker, instructed me to invite you all here today. She left her
will, which T'll get to, but she asked that I read a letter to you
first. Shall I go ahead?”

Rose glanced at Fleur and me. ‘Letter? When was it written?’
she asked. She was clearly put out that she didn’t know about this.
Hah, 1 thought, good. Though I hadn’t known about it either.

‘April of this year,” Mr Richardson replied.

‘Three months before she died,” Rose commented.

Mr Richardson nodded. ‘That would be about right. Shall 1
begin?’

‘Please,” said Rose. Answering for all of us, I thought. Nothing
ever changes.

Mr Richardson began to read.

““My dearest girls, for girls are what you will always be to me.

“I'm writing a few things I want you to know when I am gone.

“First of all, remember me but don’t be sad. I've grown weary
of late and am ready to go and be with your father, who I am sure
will be waiting for me. Remember me but think of me with you
as [ used to be when I was in better health and let those memories
bring you comfort.

“Secondly, don’t feel guilty about my last chapter. It’s a waste
of time. I tried to tell you all but you were all so wrapped up in
it that I don’t think you heard. Guilt is an indulgence and — like
anger — it eats away at you. Let it go. Hear what I have to say
next and take it in. I was happy to go to the retirement village.
I made good friends there, had good care and maintained my



independence, which was important to me. Much as I love you, I
think we’d have driven each other mad if I'd come to live with any
of you. We're all grown women and each have our own way of
doing things. To sell the family home and move was my choice.
Mine. I'd outgrown that lovely old house in Hampstead. It was
way too much for me to manage. I wanted to simplify my life
and my responsibilities and had felt that way for some years. So
despite all your thoughts about my best interests and where you
thought I should have been, let it go. I was where I wanted to be.
“Daisy, you especially. What would I have done in Cornwall?
I don’t know anyone down there, apart from you. It would have
been like living in a foreign country for me, and I'd have missed
my dear Jean and never have met Martha, who has become such
a good friend these last few years. It turned out for the best.
“As I write this, I don’t know when I'll go or which of you
will be with me, if any of you so I wanted to say, so all of you
can hear this and take it in, that most of us can’t choose the
time or circumstances of our passing. Don’t feel bad if you don’t
make it to my side. I have a lifetime of memories with each of
you, as you do of me. Remember and cherish those and don’t
cling on to my final weeks or months. They are only part of my
journey. Remember the whole. I've had a good and full life. Let
me go. Just as with birth, none of us can predict how the end
will be. Remember, Daisy, you had your plans for a home birth
with Lucy. You had the birthing pool, your CD of that god-awful
music with dolphins squeaking in the background (heaven knows



how that was supposed to relax you) and your aromatherapy oils,
and Andy was supposed to be there to support you and rub your
back. Hah. Remember? Then you had to have a Caesarean in
a hospital and not a dolphin in sight. Rose, you’d planned it all
too, practical as ever, and booked into that lovely private hospital
— and what happened? You gave birth in the back of a taxi. I
wonder if the driver ever recovered.”

I glanced at Rose. This was the perfect moment for us to
acknowledge each other and our past with some affection, but
she kept her eyes on Mr Richardson, her back and posture stiff.

“Whatever got us down here when we were born,” Mr
Richardson continued reading, ““will get us out; but, like with
birth, it might not be the smooth transition or perfect time we
have planned or hoped for. I believe some force or power will be
there to guide me out just as it guided me in. So don’t worry if
you’re not with me, or stress over the circumstances if it appeared
to be a bumpy exit. When it’s my time, it will be my time.

“Remember I love you and am proud of you all, my dear
independent, individual flowers. Be proud of who you are and
what you’ve achieved and don’t compare yourself to each other.
Each flower has its own beauty. Know that and be who you are.
Be yourself.

“And so, I know you will have come expecting to hear my
will. As I always said, whatever 1 had will be divided equally.
No arguments. I know Fleur that you're comfortably off but
circumstances in life can change. The rich become poor, the



poor become rich. And Daisy, you never know, an agent might
discover your wonderful paintings, sign you up and make you a
fortune. And Rose, you and Hugh have your jobs and your family
and might not feel you need the inheritance that I will leave, but
it is yours by right. Long before your father died, we had agreed.
Everything we have will be divided equally between you, a third
each. But not until a year after my death.”

‘A year? I gasped.

Mr Richardson looked up. ‘Do you need a moment?’

‘Did you say a year?’ I asked. ‘From now?’

Mr Richardson nodded. ‘Yes.’

I groaned inwardly. Unlike Rose and Fleur, I was struggling
to make ends meet, work teaching art was sparse where I lived
and the sales of my paintings had decreased, mainly due to the
fact that I’d felt uninspired of late.

‘Shall I continue?” asked Mr Richardson.

Rose gave a curt nod.

‘Please,” we chorused.

Mr Richardson went back to the letter.

“In that year, I have something I want you all to do. A
condition of my will. I've thought about this long and hard and am
acting in your best interests, although you might not believe me
at first.” Mr Richardson looked up at us. I stole another glance
at my sisters. Rose’s expression was tight, Fleur’s curious. Mr
Richardson rustled the papers on his desk, then began to read
again.



“Dear ones, my friends, Martha and Jean, and I all know we
are in our last chapters. We talk about it a lot. What we’ve done
with our lives, what we believe about death. Some of the elderly
people here at the village talk about bucket lists — what they
would have liked to have done if they’d had the time, or what
they managed to do before they had to come and live here. I've
had a happy and full life. I got to do everything I wanted. I had
no need of a bucket list. I've had many experiences, known joy,
love, as well as sadness, which is part of life; but I do have one
regret and that is that you, my girls, are no longer in contact with
each other and that I, your mother, didn’t do more to remedy
that. Don’t think I don’t know that your visits to me were separate
by design so that you didn’t have to see each other, and not, as
you all claimed it was, because of geography or just life taking
over. I might be in my late eighties but I'm not daft. At first,
I didn’t know how to get you back together again. I know how
stubborn you all are, but then, talking things over with Jean and
Martha, a plan began to hatch in my brain. A kicking the bucket
list! A bucket list is something you do while you still have time.
A kicking the bucket list is for when you don’t. I may not have
much time left, but you three do. So I have devised a list that I
want you to follow. I've made this request a condition of my will
so that I'll hopefully achieve with my death what I didn’t manage
in life, and that is to get you all back together. And how is this
going to be achieved? Well, first of all, I'm going to ask that, for
the next year, you spend one weekend every other month with



each other.”

Beside me, Rose had clenched her fists. Fleur looked over at
me and raised an eyebrow.

“I'm going to ask that some of the weekends are spent at each
other’s houses — so dust off your spare rooms, I know each of you
has the space now; but not just to visit each other, no, that would
be far too boring. Sitting opposite each other drinking tea? No.
I have organized a quest of sorts. I'll tell you more about it later,
but I want you to have shared experiences. Don’t worry, it’s all
organized, and Mr Richardson will explain what I want you to do.
With this plan, I can rest in peace, knowing that I have done all I
can. There won’t be tasks like climbing Machu Picchu, learning
how to line dance, etc. Oh no, mine will be much more fun, but
maybe not in the way that you’d imagine. Just pencil in the second
weekend of every other month and follow the instructions that
you’ll be given. If any one of you fails to take part, no one gets
their inheritance, so every second month, Mr Richardson will ask
for your signatures saying you’ve all done as I asked.

““Oh, I wish I could see your faces now. How are you going
to refuse the last wish of your dead mother? I thought the ‘I shall
rest in peace knowing I have done all I can to bring you back
together’ bit is particularly good. Yes, I suppose it is blackmail
of sorts. Not something I would normally adhere to, but I'll be
gone by the time you hear this letter, and won’t be around to hear
you complain.”

Fleur burst out laughing and Rose shook her head, as though



she couldn’t quite believe what she was hearing. I could. I
could easily believe it, and imagined Mum’s eyes twinkling with
mischief as she wrote the letter.

“In the meantime, I'd like you to try talking to God or
whatever power you believe in,” Mr Richardson went on. “I’ve
read that meditation is listening to God and prayer is talking, so
have a word. Talk to the wall if you prefer, like Shirley Valentine
did. You don’t have to believe or do it every day, just now and
then, when you feel like it or if something’s troubling you. I think
it puts you in touch with what’s going on inside of you and that’s
never a bad thing. In the hustle and bustle of life, we can often
ignore what our hearts are telling us and I've found it makes me
feel better so see where it takes you. If you don’t, I'll come back
and haunt you. Only joking Daisy. Don’t worry.

“Rose, Daisy, Fleur — all I care about is your well-being, and
that you're happy in your lives. What mother doesn’t want that for
her children? I hope that this condition and my kicking the bucket
list will go some way to helping you attain that. Goodbye my
darling girls, God bless. With love as always, Mum. Deceased.
Dead. Departed.”

I let out a deep breath. ‘Holy shit.’

‘Exactly,” Fleur agreed, then chuckled. ‘The sly old fox.’

Rose looked as if she’d sucked a lemon.
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Tuesday 1 September

I stared out of the window and tried to absorb what we’d just
heard while Mr Richardson went to make copies of Mum’s will
and letter for us.

Rose and Fleur occupied themselves on their mobile phones.
The atmosphere was uncomfortable, the air thick with unspoken
resentment. No change there, 1 thought. Rose, Fleur and I had
hardly spoken in three years, not since a row that had driven us all
apart. The argument had been about what we all thought was best
for Mum when it became obvious that she needed care after her
stroke. Before that, I'd been on reasonable terms with both my
sisters, though we weren’t exactly close. It had been over thirty
years since we’d lived together as children, then teens. We had
drifted in and out of each other’s lives in our twenties and thirties,
then slowly grown further apart in our forties. Fleur was often
abroad and Rose occupied with her job and family. We got on
well enough when we did see each other, falling back into old
roles and familiar teasing when we met up at Christmas, for big
birthdays or family gatherings, but that was all.

For the last three Christmases, we’d made our visits to Mum
separately.

When Mum had moved to the retirement village, Rose had
suggested that we spread time with her over the festive period,
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so that Mum had three visits to look forward to instead of one.
The arrangement suited me because the train companies often
did engineering works over Christmas, making travel difficult
from where I lived in the south west, but it also meant that |
didn’t see my sisters — not that either complained. Years ago,
Rose had commented that, ‘[ wasn’t really in her life any more.’
It had stung. I had thought differently — that we were family,
sisters, and always would be, despite time apart, but I knew what
she meant. [ wasn’t involved in the ordinary everyday events that
made up a life. What she said had hurt all the same, but then Rose
had always been able to do that to me. She’d been dismissing me
since we were little — not including me in her gang when we were
in junior school, shooing me away in our teens when her friends
were over. [ was always too young, not cool or clever enough to
be in with her crowd.

All of us were worried about Mum. Even though she’d made a
good recovery from the stroke, apart from a weakness down one
side of her body and difficulty walking sometimes, her doctors
warned that it might happen again. Rose, Fleur and I agreed on
one thing. We wanted the best for her last chapter in life. Rose
had a demanding job in publishing, a husband, her children, still
at school then, and no spare room. Fleur was living in California
at the time and there was no way Mum was going to uproot that
far. I'd been the obvious choice to take care of her. I'd lived alone
since my daughter Lucy had flown the nest almost six years ago.
She’d gone first to live with her aunt on her father Andy’s side,



in London, then later with her boyfriend to live in Australia near
Andy, so I had her old room on the first floor that could be used.

‘Dee, you could go and live with Mum and take care of her,’
Fleur had suggested.

‘You can work from anywhere,” said Rose. ‘There’s loads of
room in the old house for you to paint.’

‘But my life is in Cornwall. I don’t want to uproot any more
than Mum does, and if I let go of my house, I'm unlikely to
ever find such a place to rent again. My landlady will find a new
tenant, and when Mum does pass, the family home will have to
be sold and I'll be homeless.’

‘Don’t be overdramatic,” said Rose.

‘It's OK for you two. You have your own homes. I don’t own
mine.’

‘And whose fault is that?” asked Rose.

I’d chosen to ignore her jibe. “‘What would I do with Max and
Misty?’

‘Mum’s allergic to cats,” said Rose, ‘so if she came to live with
you, you'd have to put them in a rescue home.’

‘Forget it. I can’t — won’t — abandon them. I can’t believe you
can even suggest that. And what about Lucy when she comes
home?

‘She only visits every couple of years,” said Fleur. “There’d be
room at Mum’s.’

‘Summer Lane is her UK home as well as mine.’

‘You’re being selfish and uncaring,” said Rose.



Tam?

‘And putting your cats before Mum,” added Fleur.

I was outraged. ‘I do what I can. Neither of you have ever
appreciated the distance I have to travel to visit, never mind the
cost. Door to door can take seven hours, and that’s if the buses,
ferry and train run smoothly, which more often than not, they
don’t.’

‘Oh stop moaning,’ said Rose.

‘It’s all right for you, Rose. You live less than an hour away
in Highgate.’

‘I don’t though,” said Fleur. ‘I live in California, yet I still
manage to get to see Mum.’

‘You let her down more times than you turn up, though,’ said
Rose. ‘Don’t you know she marks the date in her calendar when
you say you're coming? She likes to anticipate a visit, gets food
in, bakes for you, then you cancel and turn up out of the blue
with your expensive presents to make up for your absence.’

‘Fuck you, Rose. I like to spoil her. What’s wrong with that?
Stop trying to make me feel guilty. I do what I can,’ said Fleur.

‘Yes, but you have property in London so it’s not a big deal to
visit when you’re in town,’ I said.

‘Dee, you're the best option,” said Rose.

‘I am not. Stop trying to control me and take over my life.
Both of you are being insensitive to my situation and to suggest I
give up my home is the last straw. And anyway, it’s up to Mum.
We should ask her what she wants.’



While we’d sulked and seethed at each other, Mum did her
research online then went ahead with her own plans. The three
of us, smarting from our wounds, withdrew from one another.
We visited Mum separately. It was easy enough to do without
dragging her into our quarrels, and actually it was nice to have
time alone with her when I did visit. I could fantasize that I
was an only child. Mum’d reassured me that she was fine about
not coming to live with me, or me coming to live with her —
she understood and not to feel bad about it, but of course I felt
dreadful. I felt I'd let her down when she needed me.

*

Mr Richardson reappeared and handed each of us an
envelope. ‘It’s all in there. Do feel free to call if you have any
questions.’

‘Thank you, we will. In the meantime, I have to dash,” said
Rose as she put away her phone and got up.

Fleur and I left soon after and went our separate ways. I didn’t
mind. Mum might have made plans to get us back together but I
couldn’t see it happening, not in a million years.

As I headed for the train station, I decided that after we’d done
whatever Mum had requested, I'd have nothing to do with either
of my sisters. I had a feeling that they felt the same.



3

Wednesday 2 September, morning

I picked up my bag from where I'd left it when I got home
last night and pulled out the envelope that Mr Richardson had
given me. As I put it on the bedside cabinet to read again later, I
remembered Mum’s request that I talk to God.

I sat on the bed and looked up at the ceiling. ‘OK Mum,
no time like the present so here goes. Dear God, my mother’s
suggested that I talk to you. I know, it’s been a while — that’s
because I'm not convinced that there’s anyone listening and, if
there is, speaks English. How does it work? Do you have a
Google Translate system on your cosmic exchange for incoming
prayers? Er ...” Why am I talking to the ceiling? 1 wondered as 1
noticed a damp patch in the left corner above the door. If God
is omnipresent then I could just as well talk to the floor. 1 looked
down and there, as clear as daylight, was a message from God,
spelt out in cat hairs and toast crumbs. It said, Dee McDonald,
your carpet needs hoovering. ‘So ... God ... I'd be interested to
hear what you have to say about wasps and why they exist. And
why is there so much trouble and hatred in the world? What do
you have to say about that?’

No reply. Just the ticking of the clock by the bed and, in the
distance, the sound of an occasional passerby going about their
business outside. In the dressing-table mirror I could see a slim
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woman propped up against a pile of teal blue velvet cushions on a
cast-iron bed, a silver grey cat sleeping by her side. Me, dressed
in jeans and a pale blue top, chestnut-coloured shoulder-length
hair loosely tied back. My roots needed doing. I made a mental
note to get some wash-in-colour on my next visit to Boots.

I jumped at the sound of the phone ringing, got up and went
to answer.

‘Is that Daisy McDonald?” A man’s voice. Not one I knew.

‘It is,” I replied, adopting the same solemn tone.

‘William Harris here. My mother, Eleanor Harris, was your
landlady.’

‘Was?

‘Yes. I'm sorry to be the bearer of bad news but am calling to
inform you that she passed away last week.’

I sank back on to the bed and listened to the rest of what he
had to say, whilst at the same time trying to quell my rising panic.
Letter in the post to me, confirming it all. Oh god, I know what
that means. He'll want me out, 1 thought as I made myself focus.

When he’d finished, I put the phone down. Mrs Harris had
been elderly so it was a call I'd been expecting and dreading for
a few years. Hard to take in now that it had actually happened.
I didn’t know her well, but it was a blow all the same. We’d met
when [ first came to the southwest just over twenty-eight years
ago, fresh out of art college, my head full of dreams of a studio by
the sea. She came to my first exhibition in the Clock Tower down
by the bay and liked my paintings. When she heard I was looking



for somewhere permanent to live, she’d offered me a house at
the back of the village. I could hardly believe my luck when I
saw it, especially as the rent she asked for was ridiculously low
considering the size of the place and the location. It was a mid-
terrace with three floors, a loft up top with great light where 1
used to do my paintings, two bedrooms on the first floor with
an ancient but adequate bathroom, a kitchen, living room, loo
on the ground floor, and at the back was a wrought-iron veranda
that led to a small neglected garden that I'd brought back to life
over the years, planting roses, lavender and wild geraniums.
Mrs Harris said that all she wanted was a good tenant, a
caretaker. She wasn’t bothered about getting the best price, as
long as the house was looked after. It had belonged to her parents
and was still full of their dark mahogany furniture, faded velvet
curtains and threadbare rugs. She’d grown up there, so wanted
it to go to the right person, someone who was going to stay in
the area; not a holiday let, which would mean never knowing
how long anyone was going to stay or who they were. The house,
though smaller, reminded me of my old family home so I felt like
I belonged there from the start. It worked well. I rarely saw her
because she lived in Truro and visited once a year, when she’d
come in June and nod appreciatively at my roses and the fact I
hadn’t tried to change the décor. I paid my rent into her account
on time, kept up with repairs, and filled the house with books,
artefacts from my travels and friends’ paintings, giving it a cosy,
bohemian and lived-in feel. It was my home. Mrs Harris’s death



would mean the end of our arrangement.

Wednesday 2 September, afternoon

‘Dear God, me again,’ I said, as I hacked down shrubs in the
back garden as if it might solve my problems. ‘Sorry we got cut
off this morning. Life took over, 'm sure you understand, being
omniscient and all. Anyway. Home. I might not have one for
much longer. Can you help? Or should one not put in personal
requests?’

As if in response, the phone rang. I ran in to the kitchen to
answer. ‘Hello.’

‘Is that Dee McDonald? A man’s voice again. Well spoken.
Not William Harris.

Ttis.

‘Michael Harris here.’

Ah, the elder brother, 1 thought. I'd met him once briefly, years
ago, when he was passing through on his way to visit his mother.
He was about my age, a handsome, solid-looking man, and very
sure of himself in that way the privileged and privately educated
often are.

‘Sorry to spring this on you, but I'm just round the corner and
I ... I believe my brother called.’

‘He did. I'm sorry for your loss.’

‘Thank you. I ... Would it be convenient to drop by?” Christ!
He and his brother don't waste any time, 1 thought as I caught
sight of myself in the hall mirror. I was wearing my gardening
clothes, had no make-up on and looked flushed from the exertion



of weeding. I brushed back strands of hair from my face with
my free hand, then rubbed away a smudge of earth from my
forehead.

‘I won’t stay long,” he continued. ‘But I'd like to speak with
you rather urgently.’

I hesitated for a moment, then decided: best get it over with.
‘Sure, just give me five minutes.’

I raced to the cloakroom, splashed my face, applied a slick of
lipstick and smoothed my hair. Why the effort? 1 asked myself.
Id given up on men a long time ago, but old habits die hard, and
from what I remembered of my brief encounter with Michael
Harris, I'd felt intimidated by him.

On the dot of five minutes, he knocked on the door. He was
still attractive: eyes the colour of polished conkers, a full head
of sandy hair flecked with grey. He looked a kind man, the type
who could be relied on, probably due to his tall stature and broad
shoulders. He’d put on a bit of weight around his middle, which
I felt gratified to see. It made him look more approachable.

‘I expect you're calling about the house,’ I said as I let him in
and ushered him into the front room.

He nodded as he looked around, appraising the place. ‘I'm on
my way to Truro. Funeral arrangements and so on.’

‘Of course. I'm so sorry ... my condolences. I ...’

He nodded again briefly and I got the impression that he didn’t
want to talk about the death of his mother. ‘I'm sorry not to have
given you more notice, but my brother called me to say he’d



spoken to you earlier and as I was driving this way I ...” He had
the decency to look faintly embarrassed. ‘I wanted to call in. I
know it’s been your home for so long but—"’

‘I can pay the rent if you give me your details. I've never
missed it.’

‘I know. It’s not that. I ... that is my brother and I, now that our
mother has passed, well, we’ll be putting the house up for sale.
I know William has put it all in a letter but I felt that was rather
formal in the circumstances which is why I thought I'd take the
opportunity to speak to you in person.’

‘Circumstances?’

‘You having been here so long.’

My stomach constricted. This was my worst nightmare, but I
did my best not to let my reaction show on my face. Of course,
they want their inheritance. The house must be worth at least five
hundred thousand. Can't blame them, though he doesn 't look short
of money, I thought as I took in the navy cashmere pullover, well-
cut chinos and brown leather brogues. Michael Harris had a gloss
about him that said he lived well. He smelt expensive, too: Chanel
for Monsieur. I recognized the scent, woody with a hint of citrus.
It had been Dad’s favourite. Mum had kept a half-used bottle of
it for years after he’d died. The familiar fragrance always stirred
up sadness — as if Dad was there for a moment, but of course,
like the cologne, the scent of him soon evaporated into nothing,
leaving me with a sense of emptiness at his absence in my life
and a longing for something or someone to fill it.



‘I wanted to let you know that we’ll give you first option on
the sale,” he continued, ‘that’s the least we can do.’

I laughed and Michael looked at me quizzically. It struck
me that if Mum hadn’t made the condition that delayed my
inheritance for a year, I’d have been in a position to buy the house
immediately. However, I didn’t want to tell him about Mum nor
the will, not until I'd had a chance to talk things over with my
friend Anna.

‘I am sorry,” he said again.

‘T'll have to go over my finances. Can I get back to you?’

He looked surprised. ‘Of course, er ... in the meantime, we
need to have the house valued — estate agents. Only fair to you
and us. We’d want three valuations.’

‘That would be sensible. Just let me know when they want to
come.’

He glanced, disapprovingly, I thought, around the living-room
artefacts. There were rather a lot of them and most of them had
a story — a memento from a holiday or a gift from a friend. His
glance rested for a second on the bronze Greek statue with an
oversized penis on the mantelpiece. Anna had given it to me five
years ago after a date had gone disastrously wrong and I had told
her I was giving up on men. Anna brought the statue to make me
laugh. And it did.

‘Satyr with penis rectus, a classic example of the ithyphallic.
Some say it was Dionysus, others that he was one of the wood
satyrs said to have been a companion,’ said Michael. ‘In contrast



to the sleek beauty of so many Greek statues, its vulgarity
conveys a strong image, don’t you think?’

Stuck-up prick, 1 thought, then almost got the giggles when I
realized how apt that was in the circumstances. ‘Also known as
the wahey, look what I've got,’ I blurted. I don’t know what made
me say it, but he had sounded so pompous.

He didn’t laugh or ask to look around any further, and I was
glad to see him to the door.

‘T'll be in touch to arrange valuations,” he said after he’d taken
my email address and I his. He made his way through the small
front garden and out to his car, a black Jaguar which was parked
opposite, outside Anna’s cottage. Before he got in, he turned back
to take another look at the house, but saw me still standing on
the doorstep. ‘Er ... good to have met you again.’

Yeah sure, 1 thought. You just want me out and your money
in the bank. ‘And you,’ I said and gave him my most charming
smile. With knobs on. Greek ithyphallic ones.

*

I went through to the kitchen, sank into a chair and blinked
away tears. This wasn’t my home any more, it belonged to the
Harris brothers. My ginger cat, Max, stared at me from his place
on the windowsill. An image of the Buddha looked down at me
from one of the many postcards and photos I'd pinned to a notice
board next to the cooker. He was half smiling, eyes closed, his
expression serene. Smug bastard, 1 thought. I don'’t suppose you
had to pay rent for your spot under the banyan tree.



A montage of my life was pinned up on the board: my
daughter, Lucy, as a toddler in a red bathing suit, paddling in the
sea in Goa, again at nine years old dressed as Charlie Chaplin
for a fancy dress party, a wedding photo with Andy, my first
husband and Lucy’s father — the twenty-four-year-old me at our
wedding wearing a crown of cream rosebuds. Another photo
showed Nick, handsome, adventurous, the free spirit. Everyone
had adored him, but neither family life nor commitment were
for him — at least not with me. Halfway down the board was
a photo with someone cut out — that would have been John,
my last partner. We were together for six years until I had an
epiphany at a dinner party. He was a well-regarded local artist
and was rattling on in his usual superior manner and it was like
the blinkers came off and I saw him for what he really was —
a pompous bore who had sponged off me all the time we were
together. I later found out that he’d never been faithful. Back then
I took the prize in the ‘Love Is Blind’ contest. I'd had a symbolic
cutting up of all his photos, then I'd burnt them with Anna’s help.
I'd felt like an old witch as I watched his self-satisfied face shrivel
and disappear into flames then ashes.

Further down the board, there was a photo showing my cats,
Max and Misty, wearing Santa hats; lots of photos of Mum over
the years, some in fancy dress — she loved to dress up for any
occasion. She wore reindeer jumpers at Christmas, dressed as a
fairy princess on birthdays, the Easter bunny in spring and, one
Halloween, she put a sheet over her head and pretended to be a



ghost. I was only six and screamed the place down. My dear mad
mother. Other photos showed friends at barbecues, dinner parties
over the years. Most of the photos were taken at No. 3 Summer
Lane: my home, my safe place, through good times and bad.

It isn’t just the house I love, 1 thought as I gazed out of the
window, it’s the whole area and the people in it. 1 knew everyone,
was friends with most of them. I couldn’t go out to the postbox
without meeting someone for a chat and a catch-up. We were a
community who supported each other through all weathers.

I fell in love with the Rame peninsula the first time I came
to attend a music festival up on the cliffs. It’s a hidden gem just
over the River Tamar on the other side of Plymouth. There are
the twin villages of Kingsand and Cawsand, both picture perfect,
with narrow lanes lined with cottages painted pink, blue and
ochre, leading down to the three beaches in the bays, all easy
to get to for holiday-makers wanting an ice cream, pub or pasty
to follow. On the other side of the peninsula is wild, unspoilt
coastline with beaches that are harder to reach without a long
climb down a winding cliff path. At a third point i1s Cremyll,
where the small passenger ferry docks. It’s a wonderful way to
enter the area, the boat chugging in through the yachts moored on
the Plymouth side, to see the stately home of Mount Edgcumbe
up on the hill with lawns in front stretching down to the sea.

‘Dear God,’ I said. ‘I need five hundred thousand pounds and
I need it fast.” I turned to Max. ‘Where am I going to find money
like that in the next few weeks or months? I can’t wait a year



until I've fulfilled Mum’s requests whatever they may be.” Max
blinked and turned away. God was probably bored with requests
like that too.

At least I had the presence of mind to ask Michael Harris
for time, 1 told myself. I'd learnt the ‘can I get back to you?
trick years ago from Rose though, being the people-pleaser I am,
usually forgot to put it into practice. I didn’t need to go over
my finances at all. I knew exactly what I had — four hundred
pounds in the bank. I had a part-time job teaching art at the
local secondary school and I ran workshops in the evenings in
the winter months. Both jobs paid a pittance. I earned enough to
pay my bills and, with the occasional painting I sold, have some
sort of a life. Though in recent months, I'd had no new ideas or
inspiration to do my own work. I had no pension plan or savings
either; like so many of my generation, we thought we’d never
get old. Of course, I'd get my inheritance in a year if my sisters
agreed to go along with it but would the brothers Harris wait?
Somehow I thought not.



4

Wednesday 2 September, late afternoon

‘Genius,’ said Anna when she’d finished reading Mum’s letter.
‘Have you any idea of what you’ll have to do?

We were sitting in her kitchen and catching up over a pot of
Earl Grey tea. Like me, Anna had been out gardening and was
dressed in an old T-shirt and jeans, her short dark hair tucked
away under a blue and white polka dot hair band. I'd known her
since art college and been friends ever since. She shared my love
of Cornwall and when the cottage opposite came up for sale ten
years ago, at the same time she was separating from her husband,
she didn’t waste any time buying it with her divorce settlement.
Her proximity was one of the many reasons I didn’t want to move.
I couldn’t imagine life without her. We even had keys to each
other’s house so we could drop in on each other anytime.

I shook my head. ‘None. Just that we have to meet some man
that Mum hired as a PA to organize it all. He’ll give us our
instructions at the beginning of every other month.’

‘Starting when?” she asked as she cut a slice of her home-baked
lemon drizzle cake, put it on a plate then handed it to me.

‘Next month. October. Mr Richardson will let us know where
to be, when and what with, then this mystery man will take over.’

‘Exciting.’

‘God only knows what she’s devised for us all.’
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‘I can just imagine her glee when she was thinking this up.
How’s it going to be funded?’

‘All taken care of from funds from the sale of the family
house.’

‘So while you thought your mother was living a quiet life
and letting you get on with yours, she was busy scheming up a
“kicking the bucket list” for her wayward daughters.’

‘With the help of her friends, Martha and Jean. Fleur’s already
called them to see if she could get anything out of them, but
neither will spill the beans.’

‘How are you feeling about 1t?’

‘Mixed. It was a shock to all of us. Curious to discover what
Mum’s planned, but mainly still sad. I miss her so much and can’t
bear that I'll never see her or hear her voice again.’

Anna looked wistful. “That never goes away.’

‘And I feel bad I didn’t get up to see her more often.’

‘You went every six weeks. She understood — distance,
money.’

‘Rose dropped in twice a week.’

‘Well she could, couldn’t she? She lives in London. Don’t
beat yourself up about it. Guilt is a waste of energy.” Anna
glanced back at the letter. ‘Have you been talking to God as she
requested?’

I smiled. ‘A couple of attempts. I asked where I was going to
get the money to buy the house but I reckon if there is a God,
he’d think I have more than many and should be grateful.’



‘Possibly but remember that quote from Matthew in the Bible?
The one about not worrying about your life? “Look at the birds
of the air, that they do not sow, or reap nor gather into barns, and
yet your heavenly Father feeds them. Are you not worth much
more than they?”

‘That’s exactly the sort of thing Mum would have come out
with. She was always sending me happy quotes in her last few
months. She had one for every occasion, as for your Bible lines, if
you lived with two cats and saw what they brought in, that would
be the end of the “look at the birds of the air” theory, because
they’re not in the air, they’re lying dead on my kitchen floor with
their heads chewed off.’

‘Cynic,’ said Anna. ‘Do you think your sisters will try talking
to God?”

‘Fat chance. Rose is an atheist and Fleur thinks she is God.’

Anna laughed.

‘Mum hated me saying anything critical about either of my
sisters. She refused to acknowledge that we’d fallen out or
that we only spoke to each other if completely necessary. She
always chatted away about Fleur and Rose as if nothing had
changed between us, and gave me their latest news and what was
happening with Rose and her writers in the publishing world,
how Fleur’s property portfolio was going. I'd nod and listen and
imagined that Rose and Fleur did the same.’

Anna pointed at the letter. ‘She might not have acknowledged
it to you but clearly she was more than aware how things were



with you and your sisters hence this brilliant plan to get you
back together. She’d obviously been doing a lot of thinking and
scheming in her last months.’

I nodded. ‘Her letter reflected a lot of what was going on in
her head before she died. She was death obsessed. On my last
visit to her, she said she was researching what she could about the
next stage of the journey. Where we go when we die, what life’s
been all about, that sort of thing. She said she wasn’t afraid and
was convinced that there’s something after life, something good.’

‘We'll probably have the same curiosity when we’re in our late
eighties. When I was in India in my twenties, I asked a guru
if there was an afterlife. “Only one way to know for sure,” he
replied. “Die and find out.”™

‘Sounds like good advice. Mum was never what I'd call a
religious person in a church going sense but she was spiritual. On
her shelf, she had a wide range of books — the Bible, The Tibetan
Book of the Dead, Bhagavad-Gita, Richards Dawkins, There is
No God, all Elizabeth Kubler Ross’s.”

‘She was always open-minded, wasn’t she?’

‘She was, right up to the end. She had great attitude and
embraced death’s inevitability with the same enthusiasm she did
every other part of her life. Last time I went to see her, it was like
listening to someone who was making holiday plans, checking
out the reviews of the destination before they set off. She said it
would be like an adventure, like going to the airport, aware she
was off somewhere, just not knowing where.’



‘Knowing that she wasn’t afraid must give you some solace.’

Tears welled up in my eyes. ‘Sometimes. Some days I think I
can handle it; other days I can hardly breathe and don’t want to
see anyone or do anything.’

‘Of course there will still be times like that. It’s only been a
couple of months since she died. Grief is like standing on the
edge of the ocean. Some days, the water laps around your feet;
you know it’s there, it’s manageable. Other days, from nowhere,
it blasts in like a tsunami and knocks you right over. They say it
takes two years to even feel normal again.’

‘I can’t imagine ever feeling normal again.’

‘You will, although you’ll probably always feel her loss. I know
I do of my parents.’

‘A day doesn’t go by when I don’t think of her. I catch myself
thinking, oh I must tell Mum that, or see a programme in the
TV guide that I think she’d like, or hear an interview on Radio
Four and think I must give her a ring — then I remember, I can’t.
I miss that she’s not there to talk things over with — like now, the
fact that I might lose my home and so have no place to curl up
and hide away on the tsunami days when I miss her most. She’d
have been so reassuring. She always had such good solid advice
to give. [ miss that and her kindness and care.

Mainly, though, I'm in awe at Mum having thought up her plan
for us and never saying a word. I need the money, yes, but it’s
not just that, in fact, even thinking about that seems mercenary.
I mainly want to do this list of hers because it will give me some



extended contact, in the sense that she’s gone but left this legacy,
mad though it may be.’

‘And you will get your inheritance in the end.’

‘Not necessarily. There’s no guarantee that one of my sisters
won’t refuse to take part or back out at some stage. In devising her
plan, Mum’s made me completely dependent on the two people
I'd choose not to need anything from. That’s the bit I'm not happy
about, and I'm pretty sure they feel the same.’

‘Clever old bird,” said Anna. ‘She was right. How could any of
you refuse to carry out her last wish? You never know, it could
be an adventure.’

‘With Rose and Fleur? I doubt it. More like one long
argument. Rose can be quite contrary when the mood takes her
and Fleur isn’t always easy either. If it was with you, it would be
different. But the bottom line is that it was Mum’s last wish. This
condition mattered to her and so it matters to me. I want to do
it for her.’

Anna reached out and squeezed my hand. I felt a rush of
affection for her. It had been her who’d picked me up the day
that Rose’s husband, Hugh had called to tell me that Mum had
died of a massive heart attack. I never knew anything could hit
so hard and went to pieces, numb with shock and disbelief. Not
that death was new to me, of course it wasn’t — aunts, uncles,
cousins, friends had all gone over the years. My father had died
when I was aged six and though too young to really understand
at the time, I mourned for him and what could have been rather



than what was. With other deaths, I felt for their family and close
ones rather than how it affected me. It all depended on what the
person had meant. Mum was not only my mother, but one of my
favourite people on the planet and with her passing, I felt that
my heart had broken. Well meaning friends called, brought cards
and flowers, those that had known her offering condolence or
advice. But what could they say? In the days immediately after
her death, I felt full of cut glass and it hurt like hell.

Anna had nursed me like a child, bringing food, dealing with
post and emails.

Some mornings I'd wake up, feel normal for a brief moment,
then remember Mum had gone for ever and weep. It was so final.
I’d never see her dear and familiar face again, see the kindness
and concern in her eyes, hear her voice, her laughter, have her
there to turn to.

Anna had understood. ‘The loss of a parent is immense and
the pain you feel at their passing is exactly equal to what they
meant to you,” she told me. ‘If you loved someone deeply, you
will suffer deeply. Don’t deny it, suppress it or feel you should
get over it; feel it and know it is evidence of how much you loved
her.’

On the bad days, I would lock myself away and pore over
photograph albums just for a glimpse of Mum, something to
hold on to. I wore an old cardigan of hers that she’d left behind
after one visit and inhaled deeply to try and catch the scent
of her. I called her mobile to hear her voice and the message



she’d recorded that she’d thought was so hilarious. ‘Hello. Iris
Parker here, I'm avoiding someone I don’t like. Leave me a
message and if I don’t call back, you’ll know it’s you.” I found
and read everything I could about life after death in the hope that
somewhere she continued and that, although her body had gone,
her consciousness and spirit lived on. But mostly I was aware
that the phone no longer rang. She’d gone somewhere I couldn’t
follow and she wasn’t coming back.



S

Friday 4 September

I was in the front garden, enjoying the sun on my bare arms
and face when Anna appeared at the gate. She was wearing a
peacock blue vintage halter-neck dress, a chunky green glass
necklace and her hair was glossy from blow-drying.

‘Why are you all dressed up?’ I asked.

‘Lunch with Ian.’

‘Shows off your figure.’

Anna did a twirl. “Ta. So. Have you spoken to either of the
Harris brothers?’

‘I have. I decided not to put it off and emailed Michael Harris
first thing this morning to say that I won’t be able to buy the
house for at least a year. I told him that Mum had died and that
I'm going to have to wait for my inheritance to come through.
He must have passed it on to his brother William because he got
straight back. As I expected, they aren’t prepared to wait that
long and are sending the estate agents in the next few days.’

‘Wow, they don’t waste any time. You'd have thought they’d
have understood, seeing as they’re in the same position, having
just lost their own mother.’

I shrugged. ‘Yes, but they don’t know me or owe me anything.
I'm just a tenant in their late mother’s house. Why should they
wait any longer?’
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‘Out of the kindness of their hearts and because you’ve been
here so long. What difference would a year make? Did you tell
them about the kicking the bucket list?’

‘No way. It wouldn’t have helped.’

‘Want me to help you clear up for the estate agents?’

I sighed. ‘I suppose.’

‘It’s not over yet Dee. Houses don’t always sell straight off.
First of all, it can take weeks for the agents to do the photos
and copy for the brochure, then it has to be approved and so
on. And we’re going into the autumn. It’s September. Everyone
knows the housing market is best in the spring. See if you can
talk them into waiting until next year. Appeal to their business
sense. Who wants to buy in the winter down here? You’ve got a
good argument, especially being where we are. Everything looks
better in the spring — your garden, the area. If they’re prepared
to wait a while, it might buy you some more time.’

‘Worth a try I guess, though — as we both know — September
and October are fabulous months down here, especially if there’s
an Indian summer.’

A mischievous expression crossed Anna’s face. Tve had
another idea. Don t clear up for the estate agents, nor any viewing
you get when it goes on the market. If you can put people off for
a year, you'll be in a position to buy again.’

‘But how? This house is lovely and the area is so picturesque.
What could possibly put people off?’

‘Ghosts. Tell them it’s haunted. By your mother or, even



better, by theirs!’

I laughed. ‘Good idea.’

‘Or casually mention a problem with the sewage and flooding.
We’re near enough to the sea to make people worried.’

‘And we could get the lads from the pub to come over and
smoke in the living room. Nothing smells worse than the smell
of stale cigarette smoke—’

‘Yeah. Make it smell like an old pub. But best of all,” Anna
pointed to herself, ‘tell people about the noisy neighbours. I'll
turn up the CD player with some obnoxious music and you
can sigh in a long-suffering kind of way and say, yes, I've tried
everything but that woman over the road won’t turn it down. She’s
very difficult, I think she has mental problems. She has four kids
too, they’re just as bad, the eldest has a drum kit and the youngest
1s teething, poor thing, cries all night.’

‘Ever thought of writing, Anna? You've got a good
imagination and you’re right, the options are endless.’

‘lan and I could pretend we’re drunk and make a racket when
you’ve someone booked in for a viewing.’

I sighed again. ‘It’s a good plan, Anna, but you know I'll never
do it. It would feel dishonest.’

‘Oh, forget that. It’s your home. You have to fight for it. You’re
too nice, that’s always been your problem. Don’t let people walk
all over you. Don’t be such a wimp.’

‘OK. Maybe.’

‘Maybe? I know you won’t.” Anna regarded me for a while.



‘It'll be all right, Dee.’

‘Will it?

‘Course. As I said, it’s not over yet.’

Thursday 10 September

I popped into the local shop for milk and cat food. My days
are filled with glamorous events such as this. Sometimes I go a
bit mad and buy a tub of organic rhubarb yoghurt, the kind with
probiotics. No stopping me when I'm in a wild mood.

While waiting to be served, I listened to customers discussing
the good weather we were having, then I spied the display of
scratch cards next to the till. Waste of money, I normally think.
I’'m not a gambler, but there was one for five pounds that had a
prize of five hundred thousand pounds. It seemed to be calling to
me in the same way that Hdagen-Dazs Salted Caramel ice cream
sometimes does. Buy me, buy me. 1 could hear it, clear as day.
Someone has to win, 1 thought as I found a fiver in my purse and
asked for the card.

‘Fancy your chances then, do you?” muttered Mrs Rowley, as
she handed me the card.

‘I do,” T replied. “You’ve got to think positively don’t you
agree?’

Mrs Rowley grimaced. ‘Not necessarily. I want to punch
people who are too cheerful, especially first thing in the
morning.” She was a miserable old sod, but popular in the village
because she made the rest of us look like a happy bunch. ‘Let me
know if you win and you can buy a round in the Bell and Anchor.’



‘I will,” I said and turned to go. I glanced at the queue behind
me, all of whom had been listening. There were no secrets in this
village, and normally I didn’t mind my neighbours knowing what
I’'d bought or not, but who was first in line after me? Michael
blooming Harris, who had an amused look on his face. Damn.
He'll think I'm desperate and he wouldn’t be far wrong, 1 thought
as I shoved the scratch card into my bag. ‘Not for me,’ I said.
‘For my friend.’

‘Friend? That’s good of you.’

‘That’s me. Lady Bountiful. Anyway, back again so soon?’

He nodded. T'm meeting with the estate agents later today.
I always like to meet them face to face, know exactly who
I'm dealing with.” He had a very direct gaze, which I found
disconcerting, and ... was I imagining it or was there a charge
of electricity between us? No, couldn’t be. Must be the prunes I
had with my porridge this morning. I hated him. He was going to
take my home and, besides, men like him went for thirty-year-
old blondes with breasts that point north, perfect nails, and who
have done fancy cooking courses in the south of France. They
don’t look at middle-aged women like me with a body on the
slow journey south.

Michael Harris only stood out because there was a shortage
of decent men in the village. The only single men around my age
were Ned and Jack who pretty well lived in the pub, Arthur who
smelt of stale biscuits, Joss and Paul, who spent most of their time
smoking weed and, anyway, were too young for me, and Harry,



who was a bit of a worry and liked to hang out in the cemetery
and flash his bits when anyone went past. lan was the only decent
single man, but Anna had bagged him and had been seeing him
for the last year. Luckily he wasn’t my type, so we hadn’t had
to deploy hairdryers at dawn over him. Michael Harris stood out
purely because of statistics. I dismissed the thought of him being
attractive before it could take root and make me feel inadequate.

‘Just let me know when you want them to come,’ I said as I left.



6

Thursday 10 September

When I got home, I went into the kitchen, sat at the table and
got out my scratch card. ‘OK God, you’re omnipresent — or, as
they’d say in the Godfather movies, you're connected — SO now’s
your chance to show what you can do and save my bacon.’ |
scratched the card. Amazing! I'd won! Hallelujah. Two quid. All
my troubles were over.

The phone rang, disturbing my reverie of what to do with my
winnings. It was Fleur.

‘Not good news I'm afraid,” she said. ‘Rose called earlier. She
says she won’t be party to Mum’s condition and is going to contest
it

My heart sank. ‘Can she do that?’

‘She can but she won’t win. I've already spoken to a lawyer
friend of mine. He said if she doesn’t have a valid reason to not
meet the conditions of Mum’s will, she won’t get any inheritance.’

I groaned. ‘And neither will you or I. We all have to sign. If
she doesn’t go along with it, that means no inheritance for any
of us. She’s so selfish. She must know what her decision would
mean for me.’

‘I know. I’'m sorry Dee.’

*

I tried to call Rose but got the answering service. I felt so
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angry, [ went straight over to Anna’s with a bottle of Pinot Grigio
and the intention of getting very drunk.

‘Why did Rose call Fleur and not you?’ she asked on hearing
the latest.

‘No idea.” I found wine glasses in Anna’s cupboards and
poured us both a large drink. ‘Maybe it was because she knows
it wouldn’t be the end of the world to Fleur if she didn’t get her
inheritance either. Fleur has her own money and so does Rose.
Rose probably knew I’d give her a harder time for not taking
part.’

‘They’d seriously let an inheritance like that go?

‘Maybe, if it didn’t fit in with their plans.’ I knew that finances
were hard for Anna too, and the thought of my two sisters waving
goodbye to a life-changing sum was hard to take in.

Anna looked at me sympathetically. ‘T am sorry, Dee. Do they
know how much you need the money?’

‘Fleur does now. I filled her in when she called about Rose.’

‘Get her to tell Rose.’

‘Rose won’t care. She only cares about herself and her family,
and with both she and Hugh being high earners, I guess she can
afford to say no. Either that or the thought of spending time with
Fleur and me is so abhorrent to her.’

‘But you're sisters. They can’t be that unfeeling.’

I took a gulp of wine. “‘What I feel or need doesn’t matter to
either of them.’

‘Want me to make voodoo dolls of them both and stick pins



in?

‘Yes. No. We haven’t even begun Mum’s tasks and we’re
already at war with each other.’

‘You’re going to have to call her Dee. Call her up and tell her
how much it means to you.’

‘You mean beg. No. Never. You know what she can be like —
what both of them can be like.’

Anna nodded. ‘You mean the funeral?”

‘And the reception. If we couldn’t be supportive of each other
at times like that, it’s not going to happen now.’

*

It was back in July. I'd stood outside the open doors of the
chapel in the blazing sunshine, Anna by my side, and watched the
swarm of people go in and settle into their places. Some had been
familiar, the last surviving friends of Mum’s; some family, distant
relatives that I hadn’t seen for years. Rose, with Hugh and their
two children, Simon and Laura, went in. I remember thinking
that Simon would be in his third year at university; Laura, tall like
her father, and stunning, in her first year. They’d grown so much
since I'd last seen them. Rose was the petite one of my sisters,
taking after Mum at five foot three. Hugh had put on weight and,
with his thinning silver hair and rotund chest and belly, resembled
a plump pigeon. Rose had got thinner and looked strained, but
she was immaculate as always in a black dress as well cut as her
hair. They didn’t see me on their way in.

Anna nudged me when she saw Rose. ‘Have you spoken to



her lately?

I shook my head. ‘She called a couple of times to talk over
funeral arrangements and rub in how she was having to organize
it all. Mum wrote out what she wanted years ago, even the
hymns and prayers, though she wouldn’t reveal what. She’d said
she wanted it to be a surprise and that she might get Jean to
sing “Ave Maria”, which she would do magnificently out of
tune, and Martha could throw away her walking stick and do
some interpretive modern dance, like Marina Abramovi’'c, the
Yugoslavian performance artist who likes to fling herself at walls
in her birthday suit. “That would make the vicar sit up,” she said.

‘And that wasn’t all. She said she might have “Ding Dong, The
Witch Is Dead” and an entourage of male strippers to carry her
mn.’

Anna laughed again, causing an old gentlemen to frown at us
on his way inside. ‘I loved your mother.’

‘Despite her jokes, I am sure it will all be dignified and
appropriate. Although eccentric at times, Mum had class and
knew how to behave in public.’

‘Unlike us,” said Anna, as the elderly man found a pew but
turned and continued to stare.

‘When Rose called, she didn’t ask about my life at all. You'd
have thought after so long she’d have had some interest.’

‘And did you ask about hers?’

‘I suppose not.’

‘Then you can’t be too pissed off at her.’



I gave her arm a gentle pinch. ‘She made me feel crap for not
sending Lucy the airfare to come from Australia, but she couldn’t
have come even if I'd had the money — or maybe she could have
but not for long enough to merit the cost of such a journey. Lucy
likes to stay for weeks when she comes, have a proper stay. She’s
got that planned for next year, after we’ve both had time to save
up. I'll send her what I can towards her fare. I always do. It's OK
for Rose, she and Hugh earn loads between them.’

‘You don’t have to defend yourself or Lucy to me, Dee.’

‘I know. Sorry. Guess we’d better go in.’

We went inside and took our places behind Rose and her
family who were on the front pew. None of them turned around.

Fleur hovered at the back of the chapel when she arrived, but
was soon ushered up to the end of our bench. Even in the tense
atmosphere of the crematorium, people couldn’t help but turn to
look at her. Like the rest of us, she was in black, a knee length
A-line dress and cowboy boots.

‘Very rock chick,” Anna commented.

‘That’s Fleur,” I replied. She looked great, ten years younger
than her forty-six years, like she’d been cracked fresh out of
a polystyrene pack that morning, her body and legs toned
and tanned, blonde hair just past her shoulders, beautifully cut
and highlighted and her skin glowing — which was surprising,
considering the amount she’d drunk and smoked in her life.

Glancing around, Fleur spotted me and we nodded, polite.
Fleur stared at Anna, though. She too stood out in a crowd, but



more because of the fuchsia-pink highlights she’d had put in last
week. Today her funeral black dress was accessorized with ruby
red lace-up boots and a pink pashmina.

It had been strange to see Fleur and Rose for the first time in
three years, so familiar and yet so removed from my life now.
Both of them looked like Mum and had her blue eyes and fine
features, though Fleur was a couple of inches taller than Rose. I
took after Dad, with the same honey-brown eyes and height.

‘Do I look like Morticia Addams?’ I whispered to Anna. |
was wearing a long black dress and kimono-style black devoré
jacket. I'd thought it looked appropriate but, next to my sisters,
I wondered whether it was more fitting for a Goth party than a
funeral.

‘From the movie? No. More like Lurch,” Anna whispered
back. ‘Stop worrying. You look fine.’

Anna was an only child and never fully got my feelings of
inadequacy when faced with Rose or Fleur. They’d both had their
place in our family clearly defined. Rose, the eldest, the brains;
Fleur, the youngest, and with her perfect heart-shaped face, the
beauty. When we were young, Rose was the quiet, studious one —
secretive, even. Fleur was an open book, bouncing off the walls
with energy and crazy ideas. When Mum talked about me, she’d
smile and say, ah Daisy, my middle child; well she’s different,
she’s the dreamer. I certainly felt like I was dreaming that day.
Saying a final goodbye to Mum didn’t feel possible or real.

‘A good turn-out,” Anna whispered as she looked around.



‘There must be well over a hundred people here, and it’s standing
room only at the back.’

‘I don’t know who they all are. A lot of Mum’s friends have
already died,’ I replied.

‘Good,” said Anna, ‘then she’ll have someone she knows to
show her round when she gets to the other side.’

‘Maybe,’ I replied. I was glad that I'd talked about death with
Mum and knew that she didn’t fear it. She was always a positive
soul, endlessly curious, her nose often in a book and — in latter
years — her laptop. She was very computer savvy, Queen of
the Silver Surfers, forever googling, ordering on line, booking
weekends away in foreign resorts or spas until she was no longer
able to travel. Every autumn, she’d signed up to learn a new skill.
Over the years, she’d done life drawing, learnt Italian, flower
arranging, Indian cookery, tango, yoga, meditation, to name a
few. When she wasn’t doing one of her courses, she played piano,
painted watercolours, created a wonderful garden and home to
entertain her large circle of friends and pursue her many interests.
I wished that I was like her in that way, but I knew I'd felt jaded
of late, disappointed in some aspects of life which had made me
cynical and, at times, rather sad.

Music began to play, Adagio by Albinoni. The hum of
conversation faded and everyone stood as the pallbearers began
to make their way up the aisle carrying Mum’s coffin. It was
covered in masses of white roses and gypsophila, her favourites.
It was the most poignant sight I'd ever seen and, with it, the



finality of her death hit me hard. My knees buckled and Anna
put her arm around me, steadying me.

The vicar took his place at the front and signed that we should
all sit down. As I looked at the closed coffin, I felt wracked with
grief that I couldn’t see the dear being that was in there for just
one more moment. I wished that I'd been with Mum at the end,
been able to hold her hand one last time. I told myself again that
there was no way I could have made it, but it gave me little solace.
Too late, 1 thought, as an avalanche of emotions engulfed me:
guilt, loss, sadness, anger but also, somewhere in there, relief that
Mum wouldn’t have to suffer years of decline and incapacity.
She’d been frail the last time I saw her, struggling to see as well
as walk. ‘Old age isn’t for sissies,” she’d said.

Rose had asked if I wanted to do a reading but I’d said no.
I didn’t think I could have kept it together. Clearly Rose and
Fleur felt the same, because it was Hugh who got up and read
‘Miracles’ by Walt Whitman, in his confident public schoolboy’s
voice, followed by Martha, the friend Mum had made in the
retirement village.

‘Who’s she? Anna whispered as she walked to the front with
the help of an expensive-looking walking stick. Although elderly,
she was a tall, striking woman, impeccably turned out, her hair
dyed a subtle ash blonde, her nails a not-so-subtle red.

‘That’s Martha.’

‘She’s fabulous. Looks like she might whack anyone who got
in her way with that stick.’



I didn’t know much about her, apart from the fact she’d been
a Bluebell Girl in Paris when she was younger, then married a
consultant and lived in the Far East until her return to England
ten years ago to be nearer her son and daughter.

Martha read ‘A Song of Living’ by Amelia Burr then, finally,
Mum’s oldest friend and neighbour, Jean, got up and read ‘Do
Not Stand at My Grave and Weep’ by Mary Elizabeth Frye. I'd
known Jean all my life; she was like a sister to Mum. I was moved
to see the effort it took her to walk up to the front then talk about
Mum in her familiar Scottish accent. An image of her as a young
woman in tennis whites popped into my mind. Mum was mad
about tennis too, and she played most weekends with Jean and
her late husband Roy, whilst Rose, Fleur and I sat on benches
by the courts and stuffed ourselves with cucumber sandwiches
and lemonade. I'd always liked Jean. She was full of life, shared
Mum’s sense of humour, but was smart too. As well as bringing
up her family, she’d studied gardening, ran a very successful
landscape design business and written and sold many books on
all aspects of the subject long before it became fashionable. Now
here she was, an old lady with white hair, slightly bent with age.

After the reading, she went on to speak fondly about Mum, her
sunny outlook, her love of her daughters, and for a few moments
she brought Mum’s image, sharp and bright, into the chapel. A
memory from when I was little flashed into my mind as Jean
spoke of Mum’s lifelong love of pranks. If ever Rose, Fleur or I
went out of a room to get something, Mum and Jean thought it



hilarious to hide behind the curtains or sofa, so we’d return to an
empty room and wonder where everyone had gone. They were
still doing it when we were teens, much to our embarrassment.

And then it was over. Twenty minutes and time’s up. Twenty
minutes to sum up a life, then she’s out and the next one’s in. That
can'’t be it, can it? I'd thought. Eighty-seven years of a full and
well-lived life ends with a few readings, a bit of music, a eulogy
and a couple of lines from the vicar.

Doors at the back were opened and sunlight streamed back in.
As the ushers motioned us to leave, a track began to play over
the loudspeakers. “‘Wish Me Luck (As You Wave Me Goodbye.)’
Typical Mum. She would have wanted to leave us laughing, and it
was that reminder of her sense of humour that brought the tears.

*

The gathering after the funeral was held at an old pub near
Hampstead Heath where Rose had booked an upstairs room.

‘Weird to have a party where the guest of honour is missing,’
said Anna as we walked into the bar area, where a buffet had been
laid out and which was already full of people drinking, talking,
catching up.

‘True, and Mum did like a party. She’d have liked this, to have
seen all her nearest and dearest in one place,’ I said. I wasn’t in the
mood for making idle chatter, though: my sole aim there was to
find Rose and Fleur. I knew that they would have been grieving
as [ had, and hoped that we could be some comfort to each other.

Rose was on autopilot on the other side of the room by a



window, organizing, greeting, making sure people had drinks. I
glimpsed Fleur over at the bar on her own, her back turned. I
tried to make my way over but was waylaid by various people
offering condolences and sandwiches for which I had no appetite.

After a short while, I saw Rose go out in the corridor.

‘I'm going to go and find Rose,’ I said to Anna.

‘Good. I'll wait here,” she replied, and she plonked herself
down next to an old dear who looked like she didn’t know a soul.

I found Rose alone in the kitchen area. ‘Rose, can we talk?’

She barely looked at me. ‘Not the time or place,’ she said, then
proceeded to issue an order to a waitress. I felt gutted by her
response.

I went back into the main room and looked for Fleur at the
bar, but she’d disappeared so I went back to Anna.

‘Any luck? she asked.

I shook my head. ‘Rose is too busy and I think Fleur may have
gone. She never was one for family gatherings, unless she was
the centre of attention.’

Anna squeezed my arm. ‘Don’t take it personally. Funerals are
odd events. Nobody is ever quite themself.’

I wasn’t so sure. Rose and Fleur had acted exactly true to form
as far as I'd seen. Not wanting to hang around any further, I'd
looked for Rose to say goodbye and explain that I had a train to
catch. She had been occupied serving tea to guests and seemed
indifferent to me leaving before the gathering had dispersed.
I'd left feeling hollow and sad that I'd found no solace with my



sisters. You can choose your friends, but not your family. Who
needs sisters? Not me, I'd thought as Anna and I headed for the
station.

*

Anna poured more wine. ‘I know the funeral was hard for you
Dee but it was difficult for all of you. Whatever your mum has
planned for the next year is bound to be very different.’

‘True but maybe Rose has got the right idea,’ I said. “‘Why put
yourself through it?’

‘Stop being so negative. Only the other day you were telling
me that you wanted to follow your mum’s wishes so that you’d
have extended contact with her. I can’t believe you'd give up so
easily.’

‘I'm not the one giving up, Rose is.’

‘You are too if you don’t at least try and persuade her to
participate.’

‘Rose can be stubborn and unmovable if she makes up her
mind about something.’

‘So can you.’

‘You’re supposed to be my friend.’

‘I am and if I can’t tell you to snap out of this defeatist mood
and try and get Rose on board, who can?”’

‘You don’t know her like I do. If she’s decided not to do Mum’s
list then there’s little I can do to persuade her.’

‘You're being pathetic,” said Anna.

‘And you're being horrible.’



‘No I'm not. I'm telling you the truth. Call her when you get
home.

‘Maybe.’

‘Call her. Don’t be such a wimp.’

‘I hate you. You’re mean.’

‘I hate you more. Now. Would you like another glass of wine
to go with your misery?’
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Saturday 12 September

The agent from Scott Frank came just after breakfast. A
young man with rosy cheeks, dressed in a sharp suit. “This will
be an easy sell,” he said after he’d been around the house leaving
a trail of strong aftershave. ‘We’ll have a buyer in weeks.’

‘Are you certain? I thought this was a slow time for the
property market,’ I said.

‘Oh no. I already have a waiting list of buyers in London
looking for properties down here, especially ones as charming as
this.’

*

Taylor and Knight came just before lunch. A middle-aged
blonde woman in a navy trouser suit and silver jewellery. ‘It will
get snapped up,’ she said, then sighed, ‘you’ve made it lovely. I'd
buy it myself if I could.’

‘This won’t be on the market long,’ said the man from
Chatham and Reeves who’'d arrived early afternoon. He had
an old-fashioned manner about him, was dressed in a tweed
jacket and corduroy trousers and smelt slightly of burnt sausages.
‘Character, original features and the garden is established, perfect
country-cottage style. Just what our buyers are looking for in
locations like this.’

Nooooooooooooooooo, 1 thought.
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*

Michael telephoned late afternoon. ‘Just to let you know that
I'm going with Chatham and Reeves. They want to send a
photographer round the day after tomorrow if that’s all right?

‘T have no choice, have 1?7’

There was a silence on the other end of the phone. ‘I am sorry,
Dee, but I hope you understand.’

‘I understand perfectly,’ I said as I looked at my Greek statue,
which was still resplendent on the fireplace. A vision of where I
could shove it came to mind as I hung up the phone.

*

Anna came over immediately on hearing my news.

‘You can stay in my spare room if the house sells quickly,” she
said.

I was touched by her offer, but I knew she used her spare
room to store the vintage clothing she put up for sale on the
Internet, and to make the jewellery she sold. Her daughters also
slept there when they visited, which was often, plus she had a
constant stream of visitors. I'd cramp her style if I lived there
with her. ‘Thanks, Anna, but you use that room,’ I replied, ‘and
much as I love you, we might drive each other mad if we lived
together. I don’t want to run that risk. I'll find a room in the
village when the time comes: that’s my best option.’

‘But not yet,” said Anna. ‘House sales take months, and that’s
if there’s a buyer straight away. Come on Dee, buck up, you're
acting like a victim. You do have a choice. We always have a



choice.’

‘Stop being so positive. It’s annoying.’

‘Now you’re talking like Mrs Rowley in the shop,” said Anna.
‘You know I'm right. You have to fight. Don’t just roll over and
accept what’s happening like you have no say in it. Fight to get
Rose on board. Fight to keep your house.’

‘OK. How?

Anna looked blank. ‘T don’t know. I'm just full of lines from
self-help books that I've read over the years. They never covered
specifics. You know the kind — Feel the Fear and Do It Anyway.
How To Stop Worrying and Start Living. Kick Your Crutch and
Walk Free. Those kind of books.’

If nothing else, Anna always made me laugh.

*

‘Dear God, grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot
change, the courage to change the things I can, and the wisdom
to know the difference,” I said to the ceiling when Anna had
gone. She was right, I thought. I have to fight for my home. If 1
can just keep any prospective buyers at bay for a year, I will get
my inheritance, be able to stay here and all will be well. In the
meantime ... My thoughts were interrupted by the sound of a text
coming through. I looked at my mobile but didn’t recognize the
number. It read: “‘Winner or loser? Hero or victim? Your choice.’
Must be from Anna, 1 thought. She forgot to take her mobile out
and is using lan’s to tell me to call Rose. Well, that’s me told and
she’s right, I do have to snap out of feeling defeated and fight, so



OK, Anna, message received and I choose to be a winner.

I took a deep breath, went into the hall and called Rose’s
number. Hugh picked up.

‘Dee. Oh yes, er ... Rose can’t come to the phone at the
moment.’

My stomach tensed. Just as I thought she would, she was
shutting me out. ‘I guess you know all about the condition of the
will?” T asked.

‘I do,” said Hugh.

‘So why doesn’t she want to go ahead with it?’

I heard Hugh sigh. ‘She’ll have to tell you that herself,” he said.
He was never one to get involved in family squabbles. ‘Tl see if
I can get her to come to the phone.’

The line went quiet and I really wanted to hang up. I was
too old for this lark, but Anna’s words kept echoing: you have a
choice, don’t just roll over. A few minutes later, Rose came on
to the line. ‘Dee. How can I help?’

She sounded so official. ‘This is Dee, Rose, not one of your
staff. And I think you know how you can help. You can do
what Mum asked us to. Her last wish.” I might not have been in
touch with Rose for years, but I knew what mattered to her. She
was always the good daughter, never disobedient, always seeking
Mum or Dad’s approval.

‘Plus you need the money,’ said Rose.

‘I do, but regardless of that, it was still Mum’s last wish that we
get together and do whatever she’s programmed. She’d thought



this out, Rose. I think the least we can do is go along with what
she wanted. What if she’s still watching us from somewhere?
What if there is an afterlife and she can see that you intend to
disregard her wish and not hear how much she regretted us not
talking.’

‘Oh for God’s sake, Dee, there is no such thing as a ghost or
an afterlife. You live, you die. Mum’s gone.’

OK, 1 thought, I knew that might not work. Time to try another
factic.

‘Youre probably right,” I said. ‘But part of her will live on
with her kicking the bucket list. We know from the letter that she
put time and thought into it. If we don’t do it, we’ll never know
what was really on her mind these last months. I knew she’d been
thinking a lot about death. You probably knew that, too — all
those books in her room. I want to do it, for her but also for me,
because in a way it will help me hang on to her a little longer, like
she will still be there, telling me what to do every other month.’

Rose was quiet.

Enough said, 1 told myself, don't push her.

‘I suppose there’s nothing to lose if we at least see what she
wanted,” said Rose finally.

‘Exactly,” I agreed. ‘Step at a time.’

‘I might drop out if she’s dreamed up something completely
insane. You know what she was like.’

‘Your prerogative, but I think we owe it to her to at least give
it a chance.’



‘Let me think about it,” said Rose. ‘T'll get back to you.’

I'sighed. Blooming Rose. She’d not changed. She never agreed
to anything easily, it was always: let me think about it. She’d
played the Tl get back to you’ tactic perfectly, like she always
had: taking control and leaving me hanging, at her mercy and
wondering what she’d do.

Rose

Saturday 12 September.

‘What did you say to Dee?” Hugh asked after I'd put down the
phone.

‘That I'd think about it.’

‘Fleur?”

‘Fleur’s in.’

‘I think you should do it, Rose. It might be just what you need.’

‘I probably will ... just ... I'still feel so angry with them both.’

‘Over the funeral?’

‘They’re both so selfish, always have been and now they expect
me to turn the page on the fact that neither of them offered to
help and just carry on like it never happened. Someone had to
settle the bill, see the last people off, book taxis for the out-of-
towners.’

‘It was their mother’s funeral. They probably didn’t even
think.’

‘Exactly. They never think and they’re not the only ones who
lost a mother. Fleur didn’t even say goodbye at the wake. I know.
I should let go but I can’t. Not at the moment.’



‘To be expected when youre going through what you are.
It’s one of the stages. Denial, anger, depression, acceptance,
something like that.’

‘Well I'm stuck in the anger stage.’

‘The funeral was back in July,” said Hugh. “You can’t keep
carrying this. You have to let it go.’

‘I know and I know it’s not really about them but anger is an
emotion I can deal with at present so I'm sticking with it.’

Hugh smiled. ‘Anyway, it was probably easier that you did it
yourself. I've often heard you say that neither Fleur or Dee are
great organizers.’

‘Stop being reasonable and nice. I want to rage about
something and they happen to be in range.’

‘Fine. Rage away,” said Hugh.

I had wanted to speak to both of my sisters at the funeral
before they left but it had been full on from six in the morning,
then Dee’d picked the worst possible time to try and talk to
me. She probably took it the wrong way, prickly as always. She
was always oversensitive. And Fleur just disappeared, probably
wrapped up in her grief like she was the only one who existed.
I meant to make it right at the will reading then but got a call I
couldn’t ignore. I had to go and it’s all been crazy since then. Life
takes over, appointments, people to see, plans to make.

‘So much for sisters,’ I said.

Hugh came over and gave me a bear hug. “You have me, Rose,
you always have me.’



That much was true. I had Hugh. Neither Fleur nor Dee had
partners. I was being mean and not thinking straight. I'd call Dee
and let her know I'd do the programme. Of course 1 would, but
not today; tomorrow, I'd call her tomorrow.
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Saturday 3 October

Two envelopes arrived in the morning post.

Train tickets to Somerset from Mr Richardson, with an
address and instruction to pack a case for Friday and Saturday,
9 and 10 October, and to meet our list organizer, Daniel Scott,
on Saturday morning at nine a.m.

I looked up the address and sighed with relief. Greyshott
Manor Hotel and Spa just outside Taunton. Dear Mum. She'd
arranged a weekend of pampering, 1 thought. Why did I ever
doubt her? What a sweetheart. And sensible. If Fleur, Rose and
I could relax in each other’s company, maybe we could begin to
mend some bridges.

The other envelope contained an official looking letter:

Dear Ms McDonald,

Regarding the matter of my late mother’s house, as you know,
I have given the estate agent the go-ahead to start marketing. If
there is any change in your circumstances and you find yourself
in a position to proceed, please let me know as soon as possible.
I respect that you were a good tenant for my mother for many
years, so you have until the end of the month to give me your
decision,

Regards,

Michael Harris


#ulink_90a2f27c-72c9-5251-a544-56fb1019f055

At least he was proposing to give me more time. Maybe a
miracle would happen. I texted him back: I will be in touch after
this weekend :). If 1 was right about the kind of man he was, the
smiley would annoy him. Good, 1 thought.

Friday 9 October

I had an easy train journey, read a book and arrived at the
hotel early Friday evening. It looked lovely. An old manor house
set in acres of parkland.

Inside was a wide reception hall with oak floors, wood-
panelled walls, tasteful antiques and the scent of lavender
beeswax polish in the air. I was shown to the first floor by a well-
spoken young woman with a ponytail called Felicity, who was
eager to let me know all about the facilities of the hotel. When I
saw the beautiful room with heavy drapes and king-size bed with
velvet and brocade cushions, and the enormous bunch of country
garden flowers, I felt myself tearing up at the idea of Mum having
arranged such a treat for us. [ hadn’t had a spa weekend in years,
and was really looking forward to whatever treatments Mum had
planned.

‘Have my sisters arrived? I asked. ‘Rose Edwards and Fleur
Parker?

‘Ms Edwards has arrived. I believe she’s having supper in her
room,’ said Felicity. ‘And Ms Parker called this afternoon to say
that she would be checking in later and didn’t require dinner.’

Fine, if that’s how you want to play it, | thought after Felicity
had left me alone. I was glad to have some time to enjoy where



I was. I ran a bath in the marble bathroom, poured in all the
Molton Brown white sandalwood products from the shelves, then
lay in it for half an hour, inhaling the woody scent and feeling
utterly spoilt. After my bath, I put on the enormous fluffy white
courtesy robe, ordered a chicken Caesar salad and a half-bottle of
Sancerre. Bliss, I thought as I sank back into the plump cushions
on the bed. All I need now is a handsome hunk with a thing about
older women to share it all with. Maybe not. I'd feel self-conscious
after so long. Maybe a long-sighted hunk? And can I really be
bothered? It’s been a long time, years, since I've had a lover. I'm
not sure I remember what goes where any more. 1 flicked on the
telly. A romantic comedy was starting. Before Sunset.

If a man was with me, 1 thought, the channel would be changed
and football put on. The duvet would be nicked in the night; I'd
be kept awake by his snoring. No thanks. Sometimes it’s good to
be single. I can watch what I want, sleep spread-eagled across the
bed with no one to consider and no one to try and please.

Fleur

Friday 9 October, 11 a.m.

I called Rose’s house to suggest we drive down to the hotel
together. 1 thought it would be a good chance to re-establish
contact, find out how she’s doing. No one home. Left a message.
Am packed and ready and looking forward to the weekend.
Perhaps we could all have supper together this evening, break the
ice, start things on a positive note.

1 p.m.: Texted Rose’s mobile. No answer.



5 p.m.: Tried Rose’s landline again. Still no one home. Might
as well set off.

6 p.m.: Rose replied to my text. She’s already at the hotel. The
mean cow. It clearly didn’t even occur to her that we could drive
together. That’s how much she wants my company. So much for a
cosy pre-programme supper —no way that’s going to happen now.
Let it go, Fleur, let it go. Oh well, I don’t have to be there until
the morning so I'll get there in my own time when I'm good and
ready and I'll go straight to my room. Bugger the pair of them.

Dee

Saturday 10 October

Rose and Fleur were already in the lobby, seated at a low
table, when I came down in the morning. Rose was dressed in
her preppy casual look — jeans, a white shirt and pearls; Fleur, in
pale pink cashmere and white jeans, looked as feminine as ever.
I was in grey leggings and a loose T-shirt. We were at a spa, after
all, and here to relax: who cared what we looked like? Not me.
I'd had a good night’s sleep, a delicious room-service breakfast
of scrambled eggs, smoked salmon and soda bread, and felt in a
positive mood, looking forward to whatever Mum had planned
for us. Maybe an aromatherapy massage? A facial? Reflexology?

‘T've already googled him,’ said Fleur, looking at her phone.

‘Who?" I asked.

‘Daniel Scott,” she replied and held up her phone screen for
Rose and me. It showed a man with silver grey hair and smiling
eyes, possibly in his fifties.



The photo looked like a professional PR shot but the man in it
looked interesting. Damn, 1 thought. And I look like a bag lady.
I was just wondering whether to run upstairs and change when
the real-life Daniel appeared. He clocked immediately that Fleur
had his face on her phone.

‘Been checking me out?” His eyes twinkled. So did Fleur’s.
Not mine, though, when he glanced at me. I felt myself sag inside.
I felt sixteen again. Sixteen and I'd met a boy I liked, then along
would come my younger sister and I'd become invisible. Game
over. A memory from that time came to mind. I'd had a crush on
a boy called Jimmy Nash and had gone to a local sport’s club with
Fleur to watch him play football. The pitch was full of boys; as
soon as they spotted Fleur, I'd watched with dismay as a ripple of
male nostrils, Jim’s included, rose and fell like a Mexican wave
in recognition of the scent of fresh and beautiful bait. My sister.
She always had that effect on men.

‘Of course,’ said Fleur. “‘We want to know what we’re in for.’
She flicked a lock of hair and gave him a cheeky smile.

‘Good for you,” said Daniel as he pulled up a chair to sit with
us. ‘Always best to do your research.’

‘Exactly,” said Fleur. When he turned away, she looked over at
me and raised an eyebrow. She wanted us to be teens checking
out the talent again, but I didn’t feel like playing along. Decades
on, it would still be game over.

Rose looked less impressed. ‘1 agree too. Who are you and
what qualifies you for this job?’



Daniel appeared unfazed by her hostile tone. “Why don’t we
go into the library area, then I can answer all your questions,” he
replied, then turned to me. ‘And you must be Daisy.’

‘Dee. Only my mother called me Daisy.” I smiled at him.
I wanted him to know that — unlike Rose — I was friendly; a
friendly, saggy bag lady.

He led us into a snug room at the back of the hotel. It smelt of
a peat fire, had old leather gentlemen’s armchairs and walls lined
with books, the kind of place you could curl up and spend hours
reading. Rose, Fleur and I sat around a coffee table in front of
the fireplace.

Daniel closed the double doors and came to sit with us. ‘We
shan’t be disturbed in here. So. Allow me to introduce myself.
I'm Daniel Scott and—'

‘How do you — or rather did you — know our mother?’ asked
Rose.

‘Rose, I take it,” said Daniel, then looked at Fleur, ‘and you
must be Fleur.’

Fleur nodded. ‘Yes. Sorry, how rude of us,” she gave Rose an
accusing look. ‘Rose, Daisy ... Dee, and Fleur. Daughters of Iris.’

‘She named us all after flowers,’ I said, then cursed myself for
saying something so obvious.

‘Iris did tell me. I think that’s charming. Now, I know you
must be wondering what you're in for. It must be strange to be
in your situation and wondering who the hell I am. Your mother
got in touch with me last year to ask if I would meet with you



all when the time came ...’

As he spoke, I had a chance to appraise him properly. He
looked fit, not rugby fit, more yoga fit, lean and long limbed, and
he had an elegance about him as he sat back in his chair, at ease
with us and with the world. A man with nothing to prove. White
hair slightly longer than in his PR photo, a pale blue linen shirt,
jeans, three rubber bracelets on his right wrist, orange, yellow
and green — the kind that say you support a charity, a woven-
thread Indian bracelet on the other wrist. His face showed his age
and was slightly craggy, lived in, but not in a weary way; he had
laughter lines around blue eyes that looked intelligent. He also
looked amused by what was happening. But is that by us or by
the situation he’s in with us? 1 wondered. Whichever, 1 decided,
Daniel Scott is a very attractive and charismatic man.

‘So you met our mother?’ asked Rose.

‘1 did,” said Daniel. ‘On several occasions. She came to one of
the meditation centres I oversee. She studied with the swami at
the centre for many months about eight years ago and then again
in her last year.’

‘Swami Muktanand. I remember her telling me about him,’ I
said.

Daniel nodded. ‘That’s right. She was a true seeker, your
mother, very open minded. We kept in touch.’

‘Did you visit her at the home?” asked Fleur.

‘Tdid”

‘Did she contact you or you her?” asked Rose.



‘She contacted me.’

‘When?

‘March or April this year — yes, late March I think it was. She
said she’d been thinking a lot about her life, what she’d achieved
and what she hadn’t.” He stopped for a moment and regarded us
all, each in turn. ‘She cared deeply that you should all be happy
in your lives, and she regretted that you are no longer close.’

‘Yes, yes, we know all this. We’ve had the letter,” said Rose.

‘Rose, no need to be abrupt,” said Fleur. ‘Let the man speak.’

‘I just want to get on with it, whatever it is,” said Rose.

Daniel nodded. ‘T understand. I also understand that this must
be unusual for you all — not what you expected.’

‘You can say that again,” said Rose.

Daniel gave her a brief nod. ‘T'll do my best not to waste your
time. In short, she devised a list of activities for the year. She did
it with her friends, Jean and Martha,” he looked at Rose again,
‘but I expect you know that much. She asked that I bring it to
life, like an events manager — that’s my part. No more. I'm not
here to comment or prove anything to you or to advise, merely
to put her programme in place. Whatever else happens is strictly
between you and your late mother.’

‘So what’s first?” asked Rose.

Daniel reached into his briefcase and pulled out an Apple
MacBook Air, which he placed on the table in front of us. ‘A
recording from your mother.’

There was an audible gasp from all of us. “‘What! From Mum?’



I asked, ‘I mean with Mum in it?’

Daniel smiled and nodded. He really did have a nice smile. I
smiled back.

‘That’s wonderful,’ I said.

Rose let out a breath. ‘Let’s hear what she has to say first.’

‘I think it’s wonderful too,” said Fleur. ‘We never thought we’d
hear her voice again.’

‘It’s not just her, Martha and Jean have taken part too,” said
Daniel. ‘Shall I turn it on?’

‘Please,” said Rose, as if giving a command to a waiter.

I wished she’d lighten up a bit. Don't shoot the messenger, 1
thought.

‘OK. Here we go. Don’t shoot the messenger,” said Daniel as
he pressed his keyboard and found a folder.

‘I was just thinking that,” I said and laughed.

Fleur rolled her eyes. ‘Yeah sure.’

‘Twas.’

Any further conversation was cut short when an image of
Mum appeared on the laptop. My eyes welled up with tears at the
sight of her. A little bird, she’d become so frail in her last year,
her white hair tied up in some sort of red polka-dot turban. She
was sitting on a sofa in her living room at the bungalow at the
retirement village, and by her side were Jean and Martha. Three
little birds. They were all grinning like kids who were bursting
with a secret to tell.

‘Is it on?” Mum said to someone off screen. Daniel, I assumed.



‘Yes. Right.” She turned, looked directly into the camera and
beamed at us. I couldn’t help but beam back. I was so pleased
to see her. ‘Hello dollies,” she said, using her old term of
endearment. ‘Met Daniel have you? Don’t shoot the messenger,
especially you Rose. Don’t give him a hard time. He’s only doing
his job.’

I glanced at Daniel and our eyes met. Twinkle.
Acknowledgement. Nice. Take that Fleur, 1 thought as I turned
back to the screen. I looked closer and saw that the three of them
had knotted their scarves on top of their heads, like housewives
from the 1950s. Mum had a mop in her hand, Jean had a duster,
and Martha a can of furniture polish. They held their items up
near their faces in the manner of women in post-Second World
War advertisements, then they all did a cheesy smile.

I laughed. Fleur gave me a look as if to say, what the ...?7

‘So, our outfits,” said Mum as she looked back to the camera.
T get to that in a moment. By now, you’ll have had my letter
from Mr Richardson and know that I want you to follow my list
for a year. Oh, I do hope you’re all there and one of you isn’t
being awkward. It might seem a bit odd, but I am doing this for
you, really I am.’

‘We want to pass on a wee bit of what we’ve learnt in our lives,’
said Jean.

‘Our very long lives,” Mum added.

‘Yes, true,” said Martha. ‘We’re all in our eighties now. None
of us knows who will go first, but one knows that it’s inevitable



that it might be soon. As the saying goes, nothing more certain
than death, nothing more uncertain than the hour.’

‘Wuhooo00,” said Jean, and lifted her hands up into the air as
if mimicking a spirit rising.

‘Cheerful,” said Mum.

‘I know, that’s me,” said Martha with a smile, ‘but it’s a fact.
Anyway, as you probably know from Iris, we’ve all been reading
up about the afterlife and what’s next—’

To her side, Jean slashed at her neck with the tips of her
fingers, acting out having her throat cut, then she shut her eyes,
let her head loll to one side and stuck her tongue out.

Fleur and I burst out laughing, and even Daniel chuckled. Jean
was always mucking about when we were growing up. It was
good to see she hadn’t changed in her later years.

‘But I felt more concerned about this life,” Mum interrupted.
‘T want no regrets when I go, and my major regret is you three
not getting on. And I wonder if you're all happy with the choices
you’ve made. I know the world news is grim at the moment, it
breaks my heart to hear what man is doing to man, and I worry
how my girls are going to survive through it all, the anger and
hatred you see every time you turn on the TV. That’s partly why
I want you to follow my list. Sometimes you have to work hard
to rise above the sorrows of the day, with what’s happening to
you as individuals, but also what’s happening on a grander scale
in the world at large. What I propose in the programme we have
devised is my true legacy — not the money, though you will get



that later, but ultimately it can’t buy what I want for you.’

‘It can pay the heating and health bills, though, so we’re not
knocking it,” said Jean.

‘Happiness doesn’t come from possessions or the material.
One has to go deeper,” added Martha.

I glanced over at Fleur and wondered how she felt about what
they were saying. Her face gave nothing away. Rose’s left foot
was twitching as it always did when she was uncomfortable.

‘I'm leaving this list so that you can explore, to a small degree,
where happiness lies. To go forward with hope in your heart.
Hah. If T was in better voice, I'd cue to a song right now.’

‘Dance on through the din, dance on through the pain—’ Jean
sang blissfully out of tune.

Martha crossed her eyes and pulled a horrified face.

‘Wrong lyrics, Jean,” said Mum. ‘But you know what we’re
saying. Listen to songs that lift your heart, be with people who
inspire you, go to places where you feel peace, cherish the ones
you love.

‘Indeed. Choice not chance determines destiny,” said Martha.
‘And if you’re in a good frame of mind, if you’re happy, then it
is easier to react to whatever life throws at you.’

‘So choose happiness when you can,” continued Mum, ‘and |
hope the methods we’ve arranged for you to look at in the coming
months will go some way to help you do that.’

‘I've known you all your lives,” said Jean, ‘since you were wee
girls. What we want to say to you is: don’t waste your time with



arguments, don’t miss out on the friendship of sisterhood because
of petty disagreements or distance or whatever it is you tell
yourselves to keep you all apart. I remember you when you were
close when you were younger, even if you don’t. Give yourselves
a chance to be close again.’

Mum nodded. ‘And follow your dreams. Make time for them.’

‘Do any of you have dreams, goals, things you’d still like to
do? asked Jean. ‘Regrets about things you never did or said?
Make time while you still have your health and movement. You
don’t appreciate it until it’s gone. To have a healthy body means
that you are free. Don’t underestimate that freedom.’

All three of them nodded at that. I thought about my dream —
to be a successful and respected artist. I'd started out with such
enthusiasm, but in recent years settled for just getting by.

‘The list looks at some of the different approaches to finding
happiness,” said Martha. ‘Of course, that happiness can be
random, just comes across you some days out of the blue—’

‘Days of grace,” Jean interrupted. ‘That’s what I used to call
those times.’

‘But there are times when one needs a helping hand,” Martha
continued.

‘Yes,” said Mum. ‘Like Rose: you work so hard, but I wonder
if you ever get to enjoy the lifestyle you’ve worked to create. Kick
back, baby girl, don’t always feel you have to be in charge. Enjoy
time with Hugh and your children and let some of your feelings
out before they make you ill. You know the saying — disease is



really dis-ease. Learn to be at ease, Rose. And you Dee, you
keep so much of what you’re feeling inside. You were always
the peacemaker, but at what price? You’ve hidden away much of
your true potential. Be the expressive soul you were meant to be.
Bugger what the others think. Fleur, you took flight so early into
a bad marriage and to live abroad. But where are your friends
now? I rarely hear you speak of them.” She looked at Martha and
Jean with such tenderness. ‘Friends are priceless; as everything
else slips away and no longer seems to matter, your friendships
will. Cherish them, nurture them. You three have sisters, find the
friendship you had with them again.’

‘No pressure then,’ said Fleur.

‘Shh,” whispered Rose. I noticed her eyes were shiny, wet with
tears, which was unlike Rose who, as Mum had said, was so in
control of her emotions as well as everything else.

‘So. Cleaning, Mum continued from the screen. She
brandished the mop. ‘That’s what this first weekend is about.
Don’t worry, you don’t have to do any. It’s about giving the insides
a clean, and we thought three different methods would be a good
start to kick off with. The three approaches are: the emotional,
the physical and the spiritual. First you will be starting with a
session with a counsellor to get you all talking to each other.
Clean out what you’ve all been holding back.” She brandished
her mop.

Rose and Fleur groaned.

‘No, don’t groan,” said Mum.



I laughed nervously. This is spooky, 1 thought, like she’s here
in the room.

‘You’ve got a lot to say to each other. You’ve all been bottling
it up inside. Get it out, get rid, you’ll feel better for it,” Mum
continued.

‘Session two is colonic irrigation,” said Jean.

‘What? gasped Rose.

‘Martha’s idea,” said Mum with a chuckle. ‘Clear the crap.
Great for the skin apparently.’

‘And lastly, tomorrow,” said Martha, ‘a meditation session to
clear out the negative thoughts, or at least go beyond them to find
some peace inside. I found it very helpful when I was younger
and living in India.’

‘Me too. But not in India,” said Mum. ‘T know, this is probably
not what you expected, but none of the weekends will be. We've
tried to make it a varied programme with a few surprises. And the
reason we want you to explore the different ways to be happy is
simply because we wish you happiness. So. That’s it, I think.” She
looked at her friends. ‘Anything to add?” They both shook their
heads so Mum turned back to the camera. ‘OK. Good. Excellent.
See you in a couple of months.’

The three of them went back into their 1950s ad pose, held it
for a moment, then the screen went blank.

Daniel turned to Rose, Fleur and me, then handed us each a
sheet of paper. “Your schedule for this weekend is on there, as
well as my mobile number. Please call if you have any further



questions. Oh and I must mention that, as well as the weekends,
Iris asked me to send you the occasional message—

‘From you or her?” asked Rose.

‘From her. You should have already got one — about being a
winner not a loser?’

‘I wondered who that was from,’ said Fleur.

‘I thought it was from Anna,’ I said.

‘Rose? asked Daniel.

‘I got it. How many will there be? What are they about?’

‘I'm afraid I'm not at liberty to disclose that. Iris wanted them
to be a surprise.’

Rose let out a heavy sigh. ‘I hate surprises.’

‘I don’t,” said Fleur. ‘I love them.” She looked at Daniel
flirtatiously but it was hard to read his reaction.

‘If you could confirm I have the right email addresses too,
please. Apart from that, your first session today is at eleven,’
Daniel continued. ‘Second is at two this afternoon. The evening
is for relaxation and leisure, and tomorrow the meditation session
starts at ten.” He stood. ‘I know it’s a lot to take in, so I'll give
you some privacy to talk about the recording. Have a nice day
and I'll see you tomorrow morning — and may I say how much
I am looking forward to working with you on your mother’s last
wishes.” He picked up his laptop and briefcase and gave us a slight
bow. ‘Until later.’

*

‘And may I say how much I am looking forward to working



with you,” said Fleur in a perfect impression of Daniel’s south
London accent after the door had closed behind him. She’d
always been a good mimic, another talent to add to her already
long list.

‘I take it you didn’t like him?’ I asked.

Fleur gave me a look to say, isn’t that obvious? “Too silky
smooth. I bet you do, though. He’s just your type.’

‘He is not. Why do you say that?

‘I know you. He’s Mr Touchy-Feely.” She went into her Daniel
impression again. ‘I'm an emotionally intelligent man. Oh, I
understand, let me give you some privacy, I am so sympathetic.
Your type.’

‘You were the one flirting with him.’

‘It’'s always good to keep in practice but, seriously, not
interested.’

‘Sounds like the lady doth protest too much.’

‘No, really. I mean, did you see those rubber wristbands? So
pretentious. You don’t even have to believe in the cause because
your bracelet says it for you. They say I support charities. I
support meaningful causes. Right on, brother, and all that.’

‘What’s wrong with that?’

‘I think the people that really do something don’t flaunt it.
They just do it, quietly, sans bracelet, sans advertisement to the
world that says they are one of the good guys.’

I didn’t tell her that up until a month ago I’d worn two bracelets
from charities I supported. ‘No more than wearing a pink ribbon



for breast cancer awareness or a poppy on Remembrance Day.’

‘Oh knock it off you two,” said Rose. “‘What does it matter if
he wears bracelets? As Mum said, don’t shoot the messenger.’

‘What did you think of him, Rose? I asked.

‘It doesn’t really matter what I think, does it? We’re doing this
for Mum, though I did think he was a bit full of himself. Smug.
Probably because he knows what we’re in for.’

‘Your type?” asked Fleur.

Rose gave her a withering look by way of reply.

‘And what about Mum’s programme of events?’ I asked.

‘Ridiculous. Colonic irrigation as a way to explore happiness?
Seriously? said Rose. ‘I think perhaps Mum was on some
weird medication when she thought this up, because frankly it’s
bordering on insane. I mean, come on, a dead woman sends her
three daughters to have colonic irrigation as one of the conditions
of her will. I’s mad.’

Fleur laughed. ‘I agree, it does sound a bit bonkers when you
put it like that. I thought we’d be doing happy things, seeing as
it’s supposed to be an exploration of how to be happy.’

‘Like what?’ I asked.

‘What makes anyone happy? Looking at flowers. Skipping
in sunlit fields. Eating cupcakes. Drinking champagne. Buying
shoes.’

Rose looked at her as if she was deranged. ‘Buying shoes?”’

‘Oh, I don’t know, but having a colonic would definitely not
be top of my “how to be happy” list.’



‘Maybe she’s punishing us for not seeing each other? I
suggested.

Fleur suddenly burst out laughing.

Rose turned to her. “‘Why is that funny?’

‘T've just realized the inference. Why she’s done it. Mum was
saying we’re full of shit.’

Fair point, 1 thought.

‘In that case, our mother might have been eighty-seven but she
was surprisingly immature,” said Rose. ‘I suppose she thought it
was funny too.’

‘She probably did,’ I said.

‘Don’t worry,” said Fleur. ‘I've had colonics. They’re not so
bad. Your skin will glow and your eyes will sparkle. Doesn’t hurt.
Might even do us some good.’

‘And this is supposed to bring us together how?” asked Rose.

‘I can see the sense of it, sort of,’ I said. ‘A clear-out is always
a good thing. Like clearing the leaves out of drains, get rid of the
rubbish and you get to the clear water underneath.’

Rose raised her eyes to the ceiling. “Typical of you to say
something like that. Did you hear it at one of your New Age
workshops down in Cornwall?’

‘No, but I do tell my art students that when they feel that their
work isn’t going well. In any creative venture, you always have to
clear the gunk first. Don’t you tell your writers that?’

‘No. I tell them to rewrite.’

‘Same thing, sort of .’



But I’d lost Rose’s attention. As far as she was concerned, she
was the only one whose opinion mattered when it came to being
creative. She glanced at her watch. “There are so many other
things I could be doing with this weekend. I'm going to my room.
I'll see you for the first session at eleven.’

With that, she turned and walked off.

Fleur sighed and took the paper from me. ‘Ah. Happy days,’
she said as she glanced at it, then left the room and took off in
the direction of the bar.
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Saturday 10 October

At 11 a.m., the three of us trooped back to the library for
the first session, where our counsellor was already waiting. She
looked to be in her sixties, a large woman with silver hair past her
shoulders, chunky amber jewellery, layered clothes the colours
of autumn: ochre, brown and orange, and a pair of wide, comfy
shoes, the kind bought by older people with bunions. Fleur would
probably comment later on her bosom and need for a good bra
— an over-shoulder boulder-holder, she used to call them.

The counsellor introduced herself as Beverly. She spoke with
an American accent, East Coast — possibly a New Yorker. ‘I met
your mother on several occasions when she came and stayed here
in her younger days,’ she said.

‘Our mother actually came here?” asked Rose.

Beverly nodded. ‘She did. She attended a few of the workshops
I'ran over the years. She contacted me earlier in the year and told
me she was putting together a list of activities for you and asked
if I would meet with you as part if it. I suggest that we begin by
introducing ourselves. Would one of you like to start?’

‘We're sisters,” said Rose. “We grew up in the same house. We
don’t need any introduction.’

Beverly regarded her for a few seconds. She had a very direct
gaze. ‘I do this with all my clients, even the married ones. We
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so often think we know each other, but actually there’s always
something new we can learn. Rose, why don’t you go first? Tell
us a little about yourself.’

Ha-ha. Take that Rose, 1 thought.

Rose gave a tight smile and, without looking at Fleur or me,
began to speak. ‘My name’s Rose Edwards. I live in Highgate,
London. I'm fifty-one years old. Two children. One husband. I
work in publishing.’

‘Speak to Fleur and Dee, Rose.’

Rose turned in her seat. “‘What do you want to know?" she
asked through gritted teeth.

‘How do you feel about being here, Rose?” asked Beverly.

The look Rose gave Beverly almost made me laugh. I knew
it so well. Her ‘I won’t be bossed around and you watch your
step missie’ face. Beverly reflected it right back. This could be
fun, I thought as I settled in my chair as Rose continued. ‘I feel
frustrated. I don’t want to be here. I have better things to do with
my time.’

‘Good,’ said Beverly. If Rose was expecting an argument, she
wasn’t going to get one. ‘Now you Daisy.’

I turned to look at Fleur and Rose. ‘Mum was the only one
who called me Daisy. I'm Dee McDonald. Forty-nine. Divorced,
presently single. One daughter, doing well, and thanks to both of
you for asking about her. OK, we might have fallen out but she’s
still your niece.’

‘Mum always let us know how she’s doing. Anyway, we'’re in



touch on Facebook,’ said Fleur.

‘You are?” Ouch. That was news to me and hurt. Lucy hadn’t
accepted me as her Facebook friend, but then ours had never
been an easy relationship and we’d often been at war with each
other when she was growing up. We weren’t close like Mum and [
had been, though I hadn’t given up hope that one day we might be.
Lucy was wilful and stubborn as a child, ran wild in her teenage
years, and her opinions often clashed with mine. As soon as she
left school at eighteen, she was out the door and went to get a job
in London and live with her aunt, Andy’s sister. She’d lasted less
than a year there, then went to live in Byron Bay in Australia,
near her father, who she adored and who could do no wrong. We
Skyped regularly, but letting me see her Facebook page was a
no-no as far as she was concerned.

‘Yes. She often messages me,’ said Fleur. Turn the knife, why
don’t you Fleur? 1 thought.

‘Let Dee speak,” said Beverly. ‘How do you feel about being
here Dee?”’

‘I was feeling great, but now I feel insulted that my sister Rose
feels she has better things to do with her time than be here with
Fleur and me. I think the least we can do is try to approach things
with a positive attitude.” What I didn’t say was that I was gutted
that Lucy and Fleur were friends on Facebook and I'd been left
out. It felt too familiar, reminiscent of times with Fleur and Rose
when I’d been excluded from their various groups of friends.

Rose rolled her eyes.



‘Good,” said Beverly. Good? Is she mad? 1 wondered. You
could cut the atmosphere in here with a knife. ‘And lastly, Fleur.’

‘Fleur Parker. Youngest. Married twice. Presently single.
Nicest of the three.” She grinned at Beverly.

‘Don’t hide your feelings behind jokes and charm, Fleur. How
do you feel about being here?

‘Actually I feel good,’ she replied, and turned to look at Rose
and me. ‘I think the stupid standoff has gone on long enough and
it’s time to make up. We’ve just lost our mother. It’s a time to
be with family.’

If it’s not too late, 1 thought.

‘We were never close,’ said Rose.

‘Yes we were. We were. I remember loads of good times with
both of you. You have a selective memory, Rose. I've missed you
both.’

I was surprised to hear this. Fleur had always been so
independent, and never appeared to need anyone, except in her
thirties when she’d gone through a bad patch with alcohol. She
used to call in the early hours of the morning when she’d been
drinking to bemoan about some relationship or other, but mainly
to berate me for not being there for her, as if she was the only one
who ever had problems. Rose had had many years of the same
phone calls, and both of us had grown weary of them and taken
to putting the answering machine on after ten in the evening.

‘I do have a selective memory,” said Rose. ‘And that is why
we’re not close — because I remember what you can be like.’



Beverly nodded. ‘Fleur’s turn, Rose.’

‘People change,’ said Fleur, ‘conquer demons.’

‘Do they?” Rose replied.

‘Not you apparently,’ said Fleur.

‘Meaning?’

“You haven’t changed at all. Still judging, sitting on your high
and mighty throne with no compassion.’

Ooh, that’s harsh, 1 thought, though had to agree. Rose could
be heartless.

‘OK, good,” said Beverly. ‘We’ve broken the ice a little. Now
I want each of you to use three words to describe your sisters.
Positive words. This time we’ll start with you, Fleur. Three words
about Rose.’

Fleur looked at Rose then back at Beverly. ‘Three?”

Rose looked indignant at the insinuation that three positive
words were going to be hard to find. I thought it was just Fleur
trying to be funny and have a dig at the same time.

Beverly nodded. ‘Three.’

Fleur hesitated. ‘Can Dee go first?’

‘Can you, Dee? asked Beverly.

Rose sighed heavily, looked at her watch, crossed her arms
and legs and the left foot began to twitch.

‘OK.,’ I said, and looked at Rose. If I was to be honest, I'd
say uptight, anal and patronizing for her, and self-obsessed,
impatient and frivolous for Fleur, but I'd been in therapy and
knew how to play the game. They get you to start positive



then bring out the knives later. ‘OK. Rose. Hard-working.
Conscientious. Focused.’

‘Conscientious and focused are almost the same, can you give
us another word?” asked Beverly.

I'looked at Rose again. ‘Stylish. She always looks immaculate.’
Rose shifted in her seat but didn’t look displeased.

‘Good,’ said Beverly. ‘And for Fleur.’

‘Beautiful. Light-hearted. A free spirit,” I said. Free spirit
meaning she does exactly what she pleases, but Beverly wouldn’t
know that and what I'd said seemed to have worked. The
atmosphere had lightened a tad.

‘Fleur, your three words for Rose,’ said Beverly.

Fleur had a mischievous look. ‘Five foot three.’

I couldn’t help but laugh. Rose rolled her eyes again.

‘I get the feeling you’re not taking this seriously, Fleur?’

Fleur gave her a ‘duh’ look. Beverly gave it back to her just
as she had returned Rose’s look earlier. ‘[ am taking it seriously,’
said Fleur. ‘Doesn’t mean we can’t tease each other. That’s all
it was.” She shrugged, then turned back to Rose and appraised
her. Rose looked bored and turned to look out of the window.
‘Capable, organized, efficient.’

Rose turned back. ‘That makes me sound like a bank clerk.’

Fleur raised an eyebrow as if to say, And your point is? ‘She’s
a great mother too,” she continued, ‘and highly intelligent.” Rose
visibly relaxed a little. She’d prided herself on her high 1Q and
top grades all through school and university. ‘Bossy as hell. Hah.



There are another three good words for her.’

‘Positive Fleur, keep it positive for now,” warned Beverly.

‘OK. Um ... great cook. She does a mean Sunday lunch, or
rather did. I haven’t been invited for over three years and, yes, |
am doing fine thank you very much, thanks for asking.’

Typical of Fleur. Making up her own rules as usual, 1 thought
as I counted her words to describe Rose. A lot more than three. 1
glanced at Beverly. I suppose she saw people like us every day in
her line of work. I wondered if she ever got sick of it, listening to
people moaning on and having a go at each other. Her expression
gave nothing away.

‘OK, now Rose, three words for Dee.’

Rose glanced at me. ‘New Age hippie.’

‘Is that said in a positive way?’” Beverly asked.

‘And I am not a hippie,’ I objected.

‘You went to art college,” said Fleur. ‘You drink herbal tea,
wear Eastern-style clothes.’

This time it was my turn to roll my eyes. “That does not make
me a hippie. And I rarely drink herbal tea these days — that was
a phase, not that you’d know.’

‘Let Rose speak,’ said Beverly.

‘It wasn’t meant in a negative way, said Rose. ‘I meant she’s
idealistic, romantic, child of God, you know, Woodstock and all
that. Creative. Talented. There.’

‘And Fleur, what would you say about Dee?” asked Beverly.

Fleur pouted. ‘Rose nicked my words. I was going to say



creative, talented.” I almost laughed again. Half a day in each
other’s company and we’d reverted back to being nine-year-olds;
Fleur sulking because someone had used something of hers. I
remembered endless tantrums if anyone dared to touch anything
that belonged to her, and God forbid if either of us ever tried to
borrow any of her clothes.

‘I'm sure you can think of some others, Fleur.’

Fleur looked at me. ‘Er ... happy. Yes, you’re a happy person
Dee, sunny, or you were ... Er ...

Yes, I was, I thought. I felt flattered she’d used the word happy
to describe me, but also sad that I didn’t think it applied any more.
I wondered if Beverly would ask us to use three words to describe
ourselves. Mine for me would be: wrinkly, disappointed, broke.

Fleur looked over at Rose. ‘I know two good words for Dee.
Animal-lover.’

Rose laughed but it came out as a snort. Beverly looked at her
quizzically.

‘Family joke,” said Rose. She looked annoyingly pleased.

‘Not a joke shared by me,’ I said. I knew they were referring
to Max and Misty and probably saw me as a mad old cat lady.

‘OK, let’s stay focused,” said Beverly. ‘Now we’re going to
say what you don’t like. Dee. Why don’t you go first again, and
remember to speak to them, not to me.’



Konen 03HaKOMUTEJLHOI'O
¢dparmenra.

Tekct npenocraBieH OO0 «JIutPec».

[IpounTaiiTe STy KHUTY LIEJIMKOM, KYIIUB TOJIHYIO JIETATbHYIO
Bepcuio Ha JIutPec.

Be3ormacHo oriaTuTh KHATY MOKHO OaHKOBCKOH KapToit Visa,
MasterCard, Maestro, co cuyera MOOMJIBHOTO TesiehOHa, C TiIa-
Te)KHOro TepMmuHaia, B cajoHe MTC wmm Cesa3HoOHM, uepe3
PayPal, WebMoney, Aunexc./lensru, QIWI Komenek, 60Hyc-
HBIMU KapTaMu WK APYTUM YI0OHBIM Bam crioco6om.



https://www.litres.ru/cathy-hopkins/the-kicking-the-bucket-list-the-feelgood-bestseller-of-2017/
https://www.litres.ru/cathy-hopkins/the-kicking-the-bucket-list-the-feelgood-bestseller-of-2017/

	Copyright
	Dedication
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8
	9
	Конец ознакомительного фрагмента.

