
ONE

Once, a long time ago when she was very much younger, Bonnie
had had sex for money. In fact, it wasn’t just once, it was quite a
few times – but she preferred to think of it, the whole episode, as
once. It wasn’t anything sordid, of course: no soliciting, no kerb-
crawling punters, no cash on the dressing table of some grubby
motel, nothing like that. It was more of an investment strategy,
and at the time it seemed perfectly reasonable. She was young,
single, a newly qualified accountant and she had grown up with
money; now she wanted financial independence. He was older,
married, a banker and very rich.

‘You should get yourself a share portfolio, Bonnie,’ he told her
a few times. ‘I’d be happy to advise you.’ And he slid his hand
down the side of her skirt and it settled on the curve of her rather
shapely bottom and stayed there.

Bonnie, always a realist, understood that a comparatively
short-term investment of her body could be the key to a lifetime
of financial security. ‘After all, it’s not as though he’s revolting,’
she told her flatmate. ‘And – well, he’ll be getting something he
really wants, so I might as well get something I want. He’s not
totally unfanciable; in fact, he’s quite sweet. Sex is the seed capi-
tal for my security.’

The flatmate, who had just completed an arts degree with a
double major in philosophy and ethics, rolled her eyes and sug-
gested that Bonnie invest in some condoms.

It proved to be a highly satisfactory joint venture. The banker
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deposited his seed, and Bonnie’s assets in blue-chip shares grew,
until the awkward moment when even the prospect of adding
a few shares in a West Australian gold mine no longer seemed
sufficiently attractive and she cut out of the deal and began bank-
ing elsewhere. These days Bonnie rarely gave it a thought, unless
it was to contrast her first pragmatic sexual encounters with the
subsequent thirty-plus years of satisfactory monogamy with Jeff.
The only two men she had ever slept with were bankers, the first
for investment purposes, the second when she fell in love and
married; the irony was not lost on her and doubtless some femi-
nist therapist could come up with an interesting theory about this,
but Bonnie preferred not to know. There was, she thought, a bit
too much interest in finding out about oneself these days and
a person could easily overload on insight.

But that first adventure in investment did run through her
mind now, as she sat at the dressing table putting on her mascara
and wondering if she had dressed up too much for this reunion
with her old school friends. It bounced back into her conscious-
ness because the last time she met them she had been building
that investment portfolio one night a week in a very comfortable
city apartment, which was the banker’s weekday residence. Not
that she’d mentioned it to Fran and Sylvia at the time, of course.
They had stopped sharing all their secrets three years earlier
when they graduated from the convent. Since that day the ties of
sisterhood, forged in the shadowy corners of the locker room and
the bleak alcove at the back of the hockey hut, had been strained
by distance and the discovery of the wider world outside.

The mascara wand slipped and one eye suddenly acquired a
Dusty Springfield look. Bonnie leaned back surveying her face
from all angles and decided that she’d put on too much make-up
anyway. Here in Australia her face seemed different, the features
too small and neat; she’d always wished for fuller lips, and now
they seemed thinner than ever. She’d considered collagen injections,
and those permanent tattoos that built a firm but unobtrusive lip
outline like permanent lipstick, but she feared ending up with
an obtrusive pout from the former and the agonising pain that
would certainly be attached to the latter.
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She peered again – perhaps it was just that her face was
thinner? She had lost about five kilos since Jeff died. She began
removing the make-up with a cleansing pad designed for mature
skin. Less make-up seemed to be the thing here: in the three
months she’d been back she’d noticed that older women seemed
to favour a more natural look than European women. Bonnie
didn’t want to look false, or dated; on the other hand, she didn’t
want to turn up looking older than the other two. They would all
turn fifty-six this year, but you just couldn’t tell with women.
These days, fifty-five year olds could look like forty or seventy.

She stared at her now half-naked face in the mirror, wishing
she hadn’t organised the reunion, wishing she’d never discov-
ered the wretched website where you could contact your old
school friends. They’d left St Theresa’s convent in 1964, gone their
separate ways, staying in touch but at a distance, until two years
later there had been the invitation to Sylvia’s wedding. What a
surprise that had been. Bonnie and Fran had been at a total loss to
understand how it had happened; how confident, self-contained
Sylvia, destined for a brilliant career in fashion design, had sud-
denly decided to marry a handsome but poverty-stricken PhD
theology student whose ambition was to become a minister of
religion. It hadn’t become any clearer at the wedding, when
Colin, despite his good looks, appeared to be a well-meaning but
tedious young man, prone to sulks and lacking in humour. A year
later they had met again for a farewell drink before Fran set off
for London with a backpack and not much else. And now it was
thirty-seven years, almost to the day, since they had sat in the
St Kilda bar where the music was too loud and some oaf spilled
his beer all over Bonnie’s new blouse.

She looked at the blouse she was wearing now, adjusting the
collar, turning side-on to the mirror. She looked like a corporate
wife, a corporate European wife, which was, after all, what she
had been for more than thirty years. Now she was a new widow –
is that how one described it? ‘Recently widowed’ sounded better
– a recently widowed woman in her mid-fifties, back in Australia
again, alone, displaced, confused . . . Bonnie stopped herself. This
was not what she needed. Meeting the others again she needed
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to look chipper, that’s what Jeff would have said – chipper. Silly
word, really, but it used to sound all right when he said it.

Bonnie got up from the dressing-table stool and took off the
Chanel suit. Even in Zurich she had sometimes thought it made
too much of a statement, but it had cost a bomb so it was almost
criminal to get rid of it. She dropped the skirt on the bed; maybe
there was a recycling shop nearby. Something casual might be
better, linen perhaps; it was surprisingly warm for April. Yes, the
cream linen top and skirt would be more suitable, and very flat-
tering. They made her look taller, stretched her out a bit; she
could do with that.

Bonnie was in good physical shape, especially since she had
lost those few kilos, but she’d always battled the solid frame
inherited from her father. It translated into a tendency to look
chunky, and she’d become skilled at countering it with carefully
chosen clothes. She stepped into the skirt, smoothing it over her
hips, taking a deep breath to calm the butterflies. She was home
but it felt like a foreign country. On previous trips back over the
years, Jeff had been with her, but this was different: Jeff was gone
and she had turned her back on the comfortable life in Switzerland,
sold everything and come home to Melbourne for good. She’d
thought it would feel better, that she couldn’t live on in the places
they had shared, but it seemed that when Jeff died Bonnie’s
confidence had died with him, and here she was, alone, feeling
like a stranger – and it was very scary.

She twisted around in front of the mirror checking her appear-
ance. What would the other two be like now? Fran apparently had
some chaotic freelance food writing work, which sounded totally in
character. She had always seemed to lurch from one drama to the
next, rushing everywhere at the last minute, doing more than any-
one else and somehow staying cheerful about it. And Sylvia? Neat
probably, neat as ever. Miss Understated, they’d called her, until
they’d changed it to Miss-understood when she’d married Colin.
Bonnie reapplied the mascara, very lightly this time, and then a
bronze-toned lipstick; better, definitely better and, satisfied with
the way she looked, she picked up her bag and ran down the
stairs.
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‘I’m off now, Mum,’ she said, popping her head around the
door of the living room. ‘Lunch with Sylvia and Fran, remember?’

Her mother looked up from the newspaper. ‘Yes, dear, I do
remember, you’ve already told me where you’re going, three
times at least.’

‘There’s some of that quiche left in the fridge . . .’ Bonnie
began, ‘it only needs to go in the microwave.’

Irene put down the paper and took off her glasses. ‘Bonita
dear, it’s wonderful to have you home but your arrival hasn’t ren-
dered me incapable of looking after myself. For heaven’s sake,
stop fussing, enjoy your lunch and give those girls my love.’

‘Right then,’ said Bonnie with a weak smile, ‘right . . . well, I’ll
go then.’

‘Yes, dear. You look very nice, by the way, and stop worrying;
they’re your friends, not the Spanish Inquisition.’

Fran was running late. Nothing unusual in that, but it was the
last thing she needed. She had wanted time to prepare, to make
sure she looked her best, and that meant getting dressed and
undressed at least half a dozen times until she found something
that made her look thinner. A waste of energy because nothing
really made her look thinner; just sometimes she would discover
the odd garment that made her look a little less fat. For the last
month, in anticipation of this reunion, Fran had redoubled her
efforts at the gym in the hope of doing one of those Catherine
Zeta-Jones–Renée Zellweger sudden weight loss things and end-
ing up ten kilos lighter in four weeks. She knew it was
hopeless but panic compelled her. She had just completed an
agonising forty minutes on the treadmill, with an incline factor of
two-point-five, and an even worse fifteen minutes of torture on
the cross-trainer. Fran hated the cross-trainer, and often mused
that it would be nice if, at her funeral, there could be a ritual burn-
ing of the cross-trainer, which she was pretty sure would be the
cause of her death.

Still sweating and beetroot-faced from the gym, she pulled
into the driveway and stopped behind a yellow VW Beetle, which
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meant Caro was here. That was the last thing she needed with
only two hours between her and this wonderful, intriguing, terrify-
ing reunion with her school friends. Caro was lying on the sofa
talking on her mobile phone when Fran let herself in through the
back door; she waved a hand and a foot in unison at her mother
and mouthed a smiling ‘hello’. Fran waved, kicking off her shoes
and heading for the shower.

The last four weeks at the gym didn’t seem to have had much
effect, she thought, standing naked in front of the bathroom
mirror; maybe because she invariably came straight home and
tucked into a huge plate of something delicious to reward herself
for surviving the workout. Was it actually possible to be a food
writer and not be fat? Even Nigella was comfortably rounded –
voluptuous, actually, and statuesque. Of course, voluptuous and
statuesque would be fine, wonderful. Podgy was not. Podgy with
great hair would have been better, but Fran had been allocated
very fine, silky, pale hair which defied any colour definition. Ah
well, she thought, stepping into the shower, at least they’d easily
recognise her; she’d always been podgy, now she was just older
and podgy. It was what they used to call her: Podge, Podge
Whittaker. ‘I may have to kill the first one of them who calls me
Podge,’ she sighed, turning on the taps.

When Fran came out, Caro was lying sprawled across her bed.
‘Wear that rust-coloured silk shirt!’ she said.

‘Does it make me look thinner?’ Fran asked.
‘Well, you’re not exactly a thin person, are you, Mum?’ Caro

said. ‘But it is very flattering and it suits you. I would say it
certainly makes you look younger, especially with the black linen
three-quarter pants. And with those chunky black sandals – good!’

‘You’re sure?’
‘I’m sure. What’re you so worried about, anyway? It’s only a

couple of old school friends. They won’t care what you wear.
Nobody cares what friends wear these days.’

Fran slipped her arms into the sleeves of the shirt. ‘You wouldn’t
understand,’ she said. ‘We’re a different generation. They’ll be
sizing me up, working out what my life’s been like, how I’m
doing now.’
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‘You mean you’ll be sizing them up,’ Caro said with disturbing
insight. ‘No one’s as neurotic about how they look as you are,
Mum, honestly.’

Fran straightened her shoulders and buttoned up the shirt.
‘You’ve no idea what it’s like,’ she said. ‘How could someone of
twenty-eight, with a taut midriff and a ring in her navel, have any
idea what it’s like to be fifty-five, short, and twenty kilos over-
weight? You know nothing, Caro, so shut up!’

‘Well, I won’t have a taut midriff much longer,’ Caro said,
smiling and smoothing her hand across the area in question.

‘What d’you mean?’ Fran asked, searching now for a particu-
lar pair of gold hoop earrings. ‘What did you come for, anyway?
I can’t hang around for long or I’ll be late.’

‘I came to tell you,’ Caro said, stretching out among her mother’s
discarded clothes with an infuriating air of satisfaction, ‘that
I won’t have a taut midriff much longer because I’m pregnant.
Mike and I are having a baby.’

In the restaurant car park Fran stared at herself in the driving
mirror. Her face was still essence of beetroot; the gym, the unsea-
sonal heat, her own bad timing and Caro’s news had all conspired
to ensure that she would arrive looking like one of those rosy-
cheeked Russian dolls that were as broad as they were tall and
contained two other dolls within them. Surely the air condition-
ing would be good here? She’d reviewed this place once years
ago for Eating Out magazine, and remembered saying it was pre-
tentious and overpriced, but did that also mean cool?

Fran felt a mix of excitement and anxiety. It wasn’t that she
didn’t want to be a grandmother, but it had come as such a sur-
prise – a shock, really. And while part of her was thrilled at the
prospect of a baby, she couldn’t help wondering if her daughter
was really ready for motherhood; maturity seemed to be a long
time coming. Caro and Mike had met ten years ago when they
were both eighteen, and they’d been together ever since. Fran was
constantly surprised that the relationship had survived the
residual streak of adolescence that was a particularly annoying
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aspect of Caro’s personality. She foresaw chaos, more chaos than
usual, and that was really saying something.

She pressed a cooling Wet One on her forehead and glowing
cheeks, wondering if she had arrived last or if she’d wait a bit
longer in the car before going in, wondering what Sylvia would
be wearing; something tailored probably, subtle colours, and not
new. Even at school she’d had just a few carefully chosen and
well-cared-for outfits that never seemed to crease. She’d never
had any money to spare but her mother had been a dressmaker,
and Sylvia had started designing and making her own clothes at
the age of thirteen and had always looked good. As for Bonnie,
she’d probably be wearing one of those classic suits, with an
edge-to-edge jacket, very European and costing a fortune. Ah
well, that was Bonnie, the rich widow now, which was probably
why she picked this restaurant, with no idea how ill-equipped
she and Sylvia were to pay for it.

A silver grey BMW slid into the shade in the far corner of the
car park and Fran’s heartbeat quickened. This was the sort of car
that Bonnie would have, not a middle-aged Camry stuffed with
old issues of Gourmet Traveller and Eating Out and Eating In and a
bin bag full of clothes she ought to drop off to the Salvos. A man in
a dark business suit got out of the BMW and strolled into the
restaurant. So it wasn’t Bonnie’s, after all. A trickle of sweat crept
down the middle of Fran’s back. It was too hot to stay in the car.
She swung the door open and stepped out, looking anxiously
towards the restaurant. There was still time to pop into the toilets
to check her appearance. And at least she’d have exciting news,
something more interesting than the usual sagas about the agonies
of freelancing, attempts at weight loss, and buying clothes that
might one day fit but never actually did. She wondered if Sylvia
was a grandmother yet. A grandmother! Now, that was dignified.
No reasonable woman would refer to a grandmother as Podge.
Fran locked the car and headed up the steps into the restaurant.

Sylvia had arrived at the restaurant twenty minutes early and
was relieved to have time to sit alone at the window table that
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Bonnie had reserved, gazing out over the river, trying to calm
herself. The morning had been so appalling that she had barely
given a thought to meeting the others again. She had thrown on
her black linen dress and stormed out of the house, leaving Colin
standing open mouthed in the bedroom, almost white with shock.
Sylvia could see it all in her mind like a scene from a movie; she
was in the bedroom searching for something to wear and Colin
had wandered in to change for the Dean’s lunch.

‘We should leave at twelve,’ he said, stepping into his black
trousers and watching himself in the mirror as he did up his fly.

‘I told you last week,’ Sylvia said, ‘I’m not going. I’ve got other
plans.’

He looked up in alarm. ‘But whatever will they think? After
all, Bill is the Dean and this lunch is especially for the senior
clergy and their wives.’

‘I’m sure they’ll understand,’ Sylvia had said, containing her
impatience by brushing her hair vigorously, twisting it up and
fixing it at the back of her head with a large tortoiseshell clip. ‘Just
explain that I’ve a previous arrangement for lunch with friends
whom I haven’t seen for thirty-seven years.’

‘But they’re expecting you.’
‘They’re only expecting me because you accepted the invita-

tion on my behalf after I’d told you that I was meeting Bonnie and
Fran. This reunion has been arranged for four weeks, it’s been
marked on the kitchen calendar and the one in your study, but
you ignored it thinking you could pressure me into going to this
thing at the Deanery. Well, you can’t!’

Colin, struggling to fix the stud on a clean dog collar, adopted
the injured, sulky look that he had perfected for occasions when
he wanted to pressure her into doing something he considered
was the province of a Canon’s wife. ‘That thing in your hair looks
like a giant bulldog clip,’ he grunted. ‘You are so unreasonable,
Syl. Why can’t you come to lunch today and meet your friends
another time? Surely it’s not too much to ask?’

It was at this point that the mind movie went into slow motion
and Sylvia saw herself swing round, grab the Lladro shepherdess
and hurl it across the room so that it hit the door frame and
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smashed onto the floor. She had never actually thrown anything
before, although frustration had often taken her dangerously
close to it. She wasn’t sure now whether she had meant just to
throw it, or to throw it at Colin. The moment, thirty-two years
earlier, when he had given it to her for their fifth wedding
anniversary, flashed briefly before her eyes as they both gazed at
the shards of pale blue, grey and white porcelain scattered across
the polished floorboards.

‘Yes, it is!’ she said in a low and dangerous voice. ‘It is too
much to ask. I spend every damn day being Mrs Reverend Canon
Colin Fleming. Well, today’s different; today I’m Sylvia, Sylvia
Lowry, and I’m doing something I want to do, so you can just
stuff the Dean’s lunch wherever you wish to stuff it.’ And reach-
ing out for the string of amber beads, she slipped them over her
head. ‘I’ll be back late this afternoon, and you can tell the Dean
and his apostles that it’s your own stupid fault that led them
to expect me in the first place.’ And, grabbing her bag from the
bedpost, she swept out of the bedroom.

‘What about the Lladro?’ Colin called lamely. ‘I bought you
that.’

‘Yes, and you can clear it up,’ she said, slamming the front
door behind her.

The restaurant was deliciously cool with pristine white linen,
sparkling crystal and deferential waitstaff who kept refilling her
glass with iced water. It was much more formal and expensive
than the sort of place that Sylvia usually went to eat, either with
Colin or with friends, and the calm elegance was just what she
needed. Trust Bonnie to book somewhere like this. Normally
Sylvia would have balked at the price but this was a special occa-
sion, more special, actually, since the Lladro incident. Bonnie had
probably given little thought to the cost, anyway; she had doubt-
less spent much of her life in expensive European restaurants
while Jeff was alive.

Sylvia wondered briefly what it felt like to be a widow and
flushed at the realisation that the only emotion she could summon
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at the prospect was one of relief. Surely she didn’t wish Colin
dead? No! No, of course not, she just wished that she wasn’t mar-
ried to him and to the tedious, seemingly endless responsibilities
of a clergy wife. Smashing the Lladro was a reaction to more than
three decades of faithful, albeit resentful, service to his career
choice – or vocation, as he liked to call it. The waiter filled Sylvia’s
glass again and she smiled her thanks, sipped the icy water,
and then took a long deep breath and exhaled slowly, trying to
breathe away her tension and concentrate on the occasion.

Bonnie and Fran, what would they look like? She often read
Fran’s column in the newspaper and it had a small, grainy por-
trait at the top. A few times Sylvia had considered calling her or
sending a note to her at the newspaper but had always backed off.
Fran was obviously successful and busy and probably wouldn’t
want to be bothered, and Sylvia dreaded the prospect of being
ignored or getting a dismissive response. But she’d really longed
to make contact. They’d been best friends, after all, and that was
why she’d registered with the website; maybe, she thought, one
of them would go online and register too. It took almost two
years and she’d forgotten about it until a few weeks earlier, when
there’d been a message from Bonnie.

Bonnie – elegant as ever, no doubt, oozing European chic. Jeff
had made a fortune and his death in January had been all over the
business pages, alongside incomprehensible graphs showing
what effect it was having on the share prices of the international
merchant bank he had headed. And now here was Bonnie, a
widow, presumably a very rich widow, home in Australia, living
with her mother in that lovely old house in Gardenvale, where
the three of them used to sit in the apple tree and speculate about
which one would be the first to get a proper tongue kiss.

Sylvia leaned back in her chair feeling a little more relaxed.
It was twelve-thirty, they’d be here any minute – well, no, not
Fran of course, she would be late. Fran was always late. And as
she glanced up, Sylvia saw a woman hesitate at the entrance to
the restaurant; a woman of medium height, with short, beauti-
fully cut dark hair, dressed in cream linen. Sylvia gasped in shock
because the woman was in her fifties and she had been expecting
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someone in her twenties. She stood to greet her and saw the same
time-lapse surprise cross Bonnie’s face as she made her way to
the table.

Irene Masters sat in the living room in her favourite chair, listen-
ing as her daughter started the car, reversed down the drive and
out into the street. She sat tense and upright, waiting for the
pause as Bonnie changed gear and accelerated up the hill, then,
with a sigh of relief, Irene leaned back and closed her eyes, relish-
ing the stillness of the house. She had the place to herself at last,
for – what? Three hours at least, maybe more. It seemed like the
greatest luxury. Irene thought ruefully of the selfishly peaceful
years she had spent alone in this house, reading, sewing, potter-
ing around doing jobs, listening to music, playing the piano,
entertaining her friends, without ever fully appreciating the joys
of solitude. But in the three months that Bonnie had been home
Irene never seemed to get any time to herself.

It wasn’t that she didn’t love her daughter, and she was
delighted to have her back after all those years on the other side
of the world. It just seemed that Jeff’s death had led Bonnie to
embark on a mission of looking after her mother. Perhaps it was
to be expected, Irene reflected; for years Bonnie had focused her
efforts on looking after Jeff, providing the sort of home where
staff, business associates and clients could always expect a warm
and gracious welcome. Now that he was gone she clearly needed
another target for her energy. Once the funeral was over she had
put the apartment in the hands of an agent and announced she
was coming home to live.

Bonnie hadn’t actually asked if she could come home but that,
Irene thought, was understandable; it had been the family home
for decades. She and Dennis had inherited it from his parents,
their children had been born and lived here until Simon left at
twenty-one, and two years later, Bonnie, by then also twenty-one,
graduated from her accountancy training and moved into a shared
apartment. The two of them had always treated it as home,
coming and going when it suited them, until Bonnie married Jeff
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and went to Hong Kong and then to Europe. Simon had moved
back when his marriage broke up and he had to sell his house. He
was in his forties and ended up staying a couple of years. So it
was natural for Bonnie to assume she could come back, and Irene
had not been averse to the idea of their living together while
Bonnie sorted out her future. But in the last few weeks it had
become clear that Bonnie was home to stay.

Irene got up, found her favourite CD, and skipped to the
second movement of Rachmaninov’s second piano concerto. It
always sent a shiver down her spine, transporting her back to the
first time she heard it with Dennis, in the cinema when they went
to see Brief Encounter. The trouble with Bonnie, Irene thought,
was that she had never learned to love classical music. She treated
it as background sound, turning the volume low and then talking
over it. Sacrilege as far as Irene was concerned, and she turned
the volume up now, letting the music take control of her, letting it
blot out everything else until the concerto finished.

What was she to do about Bonnie? Irene knew it made sense
for them to share the house; she was, after all, eighty now and
before long she might actually need to be looked after. But this
wasn’t right, she wasn’t ready for it yet, and it wasn’t right for
Bonnie either. She needed a life of her own. Irene knew several
women of Bonnie’s age who were dreading the day when they
might have to take on the care of one or both parents. But here
was Bonnie hurling herself into it well before it was necessary. If
Bonnie could live her own life while sharing the house Irene
would have been delighted to have her there, but not like this;
not this uneasy, unnecessary care relationship that Bonnie had
established as soon as she set foot in the place.

‘It’s driving me right round the bend,’ Irene had told her friend
Marjorie the previous day on the way home from their art class.
‘She won’t leave me alone, wants to cook for me, keeps asking me
if I’m all right, wants me to go shopping with her. She’s never out
of the house for more than an hour at a time and when she gets
back she looks at me as though she’s wondering if I contracted
some fatal disease while she was out. I just don’t know what I’m
going to do.’
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‘It’s early days yet,’ Marjorie said, pulling into the café car
park. ‘Let’s go and have a cuppa. Sounds like she’s displacing the
loss of Jeff onto you.’

Irene nodded. ‘Yes, no more Jeff to look after so she’ll look after
me instead.’

‘More than that,’ Marjorie said thoughtfully, locking the car
door. ‘She’s lonely and frightened. Jeff’s been ripped away from
her, now she’s worried that you’ll be next. Fairly natural, really, if
you think about it. Simon’s dead, and Dennis, and . . . and she
doesn’t have children of her own. And now Jeff. But the over-
protectiveness must be a nightmare for you.’

‘It is, and I do understand the reasons,’ Irene said. ‘But you’re
the analyst, what’s the answer? What am I to do?’

‘I was the analyst,’ Marjorie corrected her. ‘I’m retired
now.’

‘You’re a Jungian, they never retire. Tell me what to do.’
‘We don’t tell our clients what to do, we encourage them to

find their own solutions.’
‘Encourage me, then.’
‘Well,’ said Marjorie, selecting a corner table, ‘I think the

answer could be in the Greek tour.’
‘The Greek tour?’
‘Yes, it’s twelve weeks and it is something you’ve always

wanted to do. In fact, you only cried off because Bonnie was
coming back and you weren’t sure how she’d be.’

‘You mean go on the tour after all and leave her in the house
alone?’

‘Exactly. Come with us as planned. It’s enough time for her to
feel the pinch and kick-start herself into something else, but not
so long that she’ll get depressed.’

‘It seems a bit unkind,’ Irene said, ‘bearing in mind what you
said just now. I am her mother, after all, maybe she needs me right
now. Especially if she’s lonely.’

‘By the time we leave for Athens, Jeff will have been dead for
five months, time enough for her to start to get a grip on her
own life. This is not healthy, Irene, not healthy at all. You’re not
geriatric yet, and you’ve been wanting to do this trip for years.
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It was your idea in the first place. Give yourself this chance, and
you’ll be giving Bonnie a chance to find her own way too.’

Irene hit repeat on the remote control and the concerto began
again. Maybe Marjorie was right. Time alone might well be just
what Bonnie needed, and the tour was certainly what she needed
for herself. She had suggested it to the historical society and it had
been planned at the pleasant meandering pace that would suit
her perfectly. No one else had stepped up to fill the place she’d
relinquished when Bonnie had called to say she was coming
home. Maybe tomorrow she’d call the secretary and pop in with
her deposit. Meanwhile, though, she’d make the most of having
the house to herself for another couple of hours, make something
for supper without Bonnie looking over her shoulder, trying to
take over.

Outside the window she could see the apple tree where Dennis
had built the platform for them to sit and they had draped the
surrounding branches with old curtains. Sylvia and Fran – such
nice girls. Maybe they’d get Bonnie involved in something if Irene
wasn’t around. The more she thought about it, the more Irene felt
that the Greek tour might be the answer to her present delicate
situation.

‘I’m home, Mum,’ Bonnie called. ‘Sorry to be so late . . .’ Her voice
faded away as she popped her head around the living room door.

‘Mum! Mum? I’m home, where are you?’
The house was incredibly still. The red light flashing on the CD

player indicated that Irene had been listening to music and the
frame that held her tapestry was pulled close to her chair. Bonnie
felt the anxiety grip her as she ran through the dining room to the
kitchen, and then up the stairs. She paused outside her mother’s
bedroom door, wondering if she might be asleep, and then tapped
gently. There was no sound. Bonnie opened the door slightly to
find the room empty, the bed smooth and unruffled. She called
out again, but as she ran back down the stairs, past the window
on the half-landing, she noticed movement in the garden. Irene
was picking her way over the stepping stones through the rose
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bed to the herb patch at the rear. Bonnie sighed with relief. Of
course she was fine, just look at her now. Thank goodness she
hadn’t rushed out there in a panic calling her – that wouldn’t
have gone down at all well. She went on down the stairs and into
the kitchen to switch on the kettle.

‘So, how was your lunch?’ Irene asked, putting some parsley
and a few sprigs of rosemary on the kitchen table.

‘Wonderful,’ Bonnie said, not turning around, concentrating
on pouring tea. ‘It was great to see them again, hard to believe it’s
been so long. I thought it might be awkward at first but after the
first glass of wine we were well away, just like old times.’

Irene nodded, reaching out for the cup Bonnie handed her.
‘Good, that’s splendid. You must have enjoyed it, you’ve been
gone for ages.’

‘Yes, I’m sorry, but after lunch we went to the kiosk,’ Bonnie
said, sitting across from her mother. ‘You know, the grotty little
place at the boatshed we used to go to for hot chips when we were
kids. It hasn’t changed much. Now that the boatshed’s not used
any longer I don’t suppose it’ll be able to keep going. But we had
a lovely walk along the beach. Sorry I was gone so long. Were you
all right?’

Irene gave herself a mental kick for referring to the length of
Bonnie’s absence. ‘I was fine, Bonnie dear,’ she said, reaching
across the table to pat her daughter’s hand. ‘Absolutely fine. You
must stop fussing about me. I’m used to living alone and not see-
ing people for ages.’

Bonnie looked down into her tea and nodded. ‘Of course; yes,
of course. Well, I thought I’d make us some pasta for tonight . . .’

‘No need,’ Irene said. ‘I’ve made some leek and potato soup, I
was just out in the garden getting some parsley to pop in it. I’m in
charge tonight, Bonnie. Go and put your feet up and watch the
news.’
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