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The funeral took place three days ago, it's taken me that long 

to pluck up courage to come and do this. Her 'effects' are 

being taken care of by so many people; none of them really 

close family, or friends for that matter. I feel hugely 

responsible even though I'm not really any closer than them; I 

must get on.

I unlock the front door of the flat and push it gently 

open, feeling a little nervous. I haven't been here since she 

died. There is nothing going on. Usually the TV was on, or the 

radio and her voice as she heard the door - “is that you 

darling?” - a standard question to anyone who entered. The 

silence is unfamiliar. 

The muttering: so persistent, following the greeting and 

filling the air with agitation, is of course also gone and 

that is a relief. I take a small breath, step inside and shut 

the door behind me. For no apparent reason I also put the 

latch on... you never know when someone might pop in 

unexpectedly.

There are three jobs to do, I take a look round first and 

see how the others have made some progress with sorting out. 

The flat is old, a ground floor apartment in a handsome 

Georgian building. There are many built-in cupboards and an 

old dumb waiter with a pulley still in place. The flat itself 

is probably in what used to be the dining area and parlour of 



the original house, retaining a little of its original 

grandeur. My first job is to take a simple inventory of her 

books and documents, something I had some responsibility for 

when she lived. Simpler than it sounds, I know she has over a 

thousand books and the 'documents' include diaries and 

personal bits of paper. Thankfully, while she was still compos 

mentis we had some time to look at this lot; I do at least 

have an idea of where to start. 

I've just realised the time and that I am hungry... 

something about getting 'stuck in'. I've been so stuck in that 

I haven't kept track. Things are starting to take shape though 

and getting on with something familiar has taken the edge off 

the weirdness. Having the radio on has helped and I am 

relieved to find that I did remember to bring my lunchbox 

after all. 

Turn on the telly, radio off, sit down in the familiar 

chair, the one I always used when we ate together... 

“That's right dear, you sit there, we can see each other 

better”; proper, tidy, well spoken. The weirdness returns as I 

look to where her wheelchair used to sit. The service people 

took it, along with the hospital style bed the day after she 

went. I thought this was a blessing but a bit unfair at the 

same time: so quickly to remove things so fundamental to her 

life for so long. 

I move to the sofa and watch lunchtime inanity for a 

while, munching and relaxing a little. It is not long before I 

lose interest in this and my attention wanders around the 

room. Still tidy, still with most of the personal bits and 



bobs in place; pictures on the walls, an excess of cushions on 

all the chairs. The black bin-liners are a dark and starkly 

present reminder of things not as they were. There are 6 of 

them, all stacked against the cupboard where her porcelain 

lives. I imagine that this is deliberate, the crockery is all 

valuable and likely to be sold off with some of the antiques; 

the bin-bags form a dark defensive wall.

The two other tasks are slightly more personal: I am 

entrusted with sorting out her bead collection. It surprised 

me to be asked - as a carer I rarely get to handle anything 

very valuable - but as P.A. my role was one of considerable 

responsibility. I always treated her belongings with respect 

and, give them their due, that was noticed. 

“Shall we look at the millefiori again darling, you know 

how I love the colours?” We'd often get the box out, until she 

started to forget...

I'm saving this job until later; handling these beautiful 

and personal things is a sadness... and a reminder of simple 

pleasures we shared; the other jobs are a chore. The last will 

be when I finish  at the end of the week and have to take all 

the books and any remaining legal looking documents to her 

Nephew and go through them with him. He and his wife have been 

the most involved, but still have little time, with their busy 

lives and such. I shall be relieved to finish. I'm off on 

holiday after the weekend. Time with my husband and his 

beautiful photography. It will be a welcome antidote to this 

maudlin task.

It seems like hours and hours. It is a three day job and 



that's what I'm being paid for. The more I do, filing, 

sorting, boxing stuff up, I realise I feel such resentment. I 

sat with her for hours and hours unpaid... listening to her 

stories at first but then towards the end just holding her 

hand. The stories were sometimes entrancing, sometimes 

unfinished but the importance of listening, of keeping company 

with her, overrode the boredom. Now, nobody will hear them. 

Now, I'm being paid at ten percent over my contract fee for 

this job... it feels like 'little' and not enough for the 

richness of the experience of her life, nor for my trouble. I 

can't shake the feeling and for the next day and a half almost 

everything I touch feels paltry, dried up, worthless... I am 

not even looking forward to the bead box. 

No one knows I am here. Nephew is far away, 'Old Friend' 

who used to listen to music with E seems to have disappeared, 

having claimed the record player and old collection of 

Seventy-eights without any fuss from her Niece, the 

'executor'. This irks me even more! A little extra money, a 

chance perhaps to say 'goodbye' through taking good care... 

well that's what I do! I 'take care' and don't take enough 

bloody reward. Ten percent! I know the old lady wasn't rich, 

but she was worth a few bob and both the Nephew and the 

executioner...that's not kind I know, but the Niece would have 

put a pillow over her face if it would have got things done 

more quickly...

I realise I have got very flustered with all this. I take 

a break, a deep breath and go to the loo, which still smells 

of her soap. Splash my face with some water and look into the 



mirror, trying to compose my face to reflect at least a 

diligent worker, rather than an embittered non-relative of 

little importance. Make a cup of tea, stare out of the window 

at light drizzle on Magnolia blossom... start to calm down.

“Is the Magnolia in flower now dear? So lovely, such a 

lovely scent. I used to have skin like a Magnolia blossom 

y'know...” Then she'd giggle at me, I would tell her that yes, 

that Magnolia was in bloom... no matter if it was midwinter.

No one knows I am here... I said it would take three 

days, that it would be before the end of the month and was 

that ok. They were all happy with that, no one is coming to 

collect stuff for at least a fortnight, as there are holidays 

and other 'important' jobs to be done. I have already been 

here four days in a row and feel somehow as though I don't 

want to leave... 

Her things are all imbued with her life and her stories. 

There were things I felt privy to, not knowing who she had 

told. Her stories, but now somehow mine. Perhaps they are the 

bequest, my inheritance maybe...

The books are all away, some already in the hallway ready 

for me to pack into the car. I am walking here each day, it's 

not far really and nicely limits how much I can take out 

daily. It delays the inevitable which is to empty nearly a 

whole room and leave it so sterile, so empty after 40 years of 

occupation. I don't think it is my last day yet... the bead 

box is calling me and the job feels more positive today. So, 

perhaps a little more general tidying and checking cupboards 

for things no one has yet noticed. 



And that is what I do. The flat is spacious; living room, 

bedroom, kitchen, dining room, bathroom and a box room which 

is lined on two walls with cupboards. Those beautiful Georgian 

proportions making even the small rooms feel spacious. 

The living room has bookcases and shelves which look very 

empty now, making the room less cosy and more functional. 

Perhaps  reducing the attachment. The dining room has some 

glass cupboards, but little in them as the china is stored out 

of sight (black bin-bags on guard). I have covered the table 

with documents and files, ready to box up. The bedroom has 

pretty much been cleared, bed gone almost immediately as the 

Niece thought it smelled bad. 

Come to that she had always muttered to me that her Aunt 

smelled bad, which was untrue. Perhaps the Niece found 

Magnolia offensive. She certainly didn't like the paint colour 

by the same name - she used to call it 'Mongolia'. Perhaps 

there was some humour there after all. 

Maybe she felt more than she would ever show to me, only 

'the carer'. I am delaying entry into the box room. I know 

what is in there...

The boxes are full, the bead box has still to be looked 

at but I am saving that for tomorrow: three days work spread 

over five... my extra ten percent is taken up in delaying 

tactics. I am standing in the box room and I know what is in 

the tall cupboard adjacent to the window. There has always 

been a small chest of drawers against the cupboard door, but E 

showed me what was inside early in my time with her. The story 

was so sad.



The Chest of drawers turns out to be full of socks... 

men's underwear, hankies, a few notebooks... nothing important 

to the Nephew or Niece, so I leave it all for the others to 

deal with. It is heavy though, one of the 'antiques' I think, 

made of oak or something.

You see, she never married. The love affair of her youth 

turned sour... He felt obliged to marry money it seems. Her 

devotion and sympathy let him off the hook. Hmph. 

I have opened the cupboard door - it is stuck quite fast 

with paint - and am unprepared for my own reaction to the 

content. There it is, hanging full length encased in the thin 

plastic of a dry-cleaning bag. It glimmers in the light 

falling from the window, a shimmering ghostly sort of husk: it 

is a wedding dress. It has been all of three years since 

E showed it to me and told me the story behind it, I had 

forgotten its' beauty.

Circa 1944, satin and pearls, somewhat redolent of the 

'shepherd girl' styles of some nursery rhymes; with a perfect 

sweetheart neckline: demure but spot on for cool style of the 

time.

“Darling, it took three months to make.” She had told me, 

looking up at the dress from her wheelchair. She never wanted 

to touch it, we looked at it twice in the first year I knew 

her. That was before her memory started to fail and the 

Magnolia began to outstay its season.

I reach tentatively up to the hanger and gently lift it 

out. I push the cupboard door to, and hang it from the handle, 

which doesn't do it justice. I take it down carefully, carry 



it into the living room and lay it on the sofa, still in its 

wrapper. The thing is so, so lovely and I know it is unworn. 

The seed pearls at the neck and the crystals that adorn the 

bodice are real and probably quite valuable. 

The whole bloody thing is quite valuable! I am feeling 

cross again, the dress is lying on the sofa, the books are in 

the hall, nothing left to do but... 

I am unable to bring myself to sort through the beads. 

But the dress has never been mentioned, no one appears to have 

known that it has been stored in that cupboard for all those 

years...

And now it is in a large paper bag, the sort we get given 

in up-to-the-minute eco-worthy clothes shops. Rigid paper with 

thick string handles. It is my bag and I have brought it each 

day... folded up inside my rucksack. I had no idea why until 

now. The dress, still in its plastic coat is gently folded 

into the bag, my own scarf laid over the top, not to hide 

it... just to prevent that light drizzle getting in there.

I came down with the car this morning, packed it up, 

emptying the flat of all the written evidence of E's 

existence. I drove home and left the car there ready to drive 

over to the Nephew. Back at the flat now though; still the 

beads are unsorted. My instruction was to go through them, 

sift out any collectors' pieces (I have a good eye apparently) 

and if in my 'three days' I had time, to invite the local 

jeweller to come and see if there was anything of value. It 

wouldn't matter if I got it wrong, the sorting was only to 

help things along a bit. The box is quite big and I know it is 



stuffed to the gunnels... My three days has already become 

five; I'll pass on that job now.

I pick up the bag with the dress in it. All my feelings 

are quiet as I walk through the rooms again, taking in the 

emptiness. I walk out of the door and lock the flat behind me, 

I don't have my rucksack this time, only the bag.

No one knows about it. It must be valuable. I have a 

twenty minute walk home, the weather has perked up, there is 

faint sun behind the pale grey of the clouds. I take a deep 

breath, walk the few yards to the front gate, step through and 

swing it shut. It is one of those left-over iron gates not 

used for munitions during the second World War; a rarity no 

doubt. Like the contents of the bag. The paper bag is 

surprisingly heavy. The dress is substantial. 

As I walk away, I am compelled to look back at the 

building. There is nothing unusual about the view, no sign of 

the memories or emptiness of the rooms within. I carry on and 

set off home. No one knows I have been there, there are no 

passers by, no one familiar is about. I have a valuable 

antique frock in a paper bag. It is heavy and I am surprised 

by the weight as I get into my stride. I walk to the corner of 

the street and cross the road, but as I raise my foot to step 

up onto the kerb I falter and momentarily lose my balance. 

Another step puts it right but somehow I am unnerved... the 

bag seems uncommonly heavy as I swap hands. No one knows about 

the damned thing! No one cares! Ten percent extra doesn't go 

near the work I have put in... I march faster and the bag 

swings uncomfortably around, not built for swift carriage, 



more for leisurely showing off. 

My breath is coming harder, I start to feel hot. 

“Is the Magnolia in flower..?” I pass another tree, just 

coming into bloom, I hurry awkwardly by.

The sun is peeping through and I feel overdressed for the 

weather. I stop for a moment, panting slightly, shift the bag 

again, then give up using the rubbishy string handle and fold 

the top over, stuffing the package under my arm. There is an 

antique clothes store on the way - or at least not far out of 

the way - to my home. I didn't intend this! Really I didn't, 

but I've done so much for the old dear, she'd have wanted me 

to have it...

I set off again, at a quick pace. There are more people 

visible as I round a corner; I pass a bus stop, a post box, a 

child on a bike. A man mutters 'afternoon' at me, I mutter 

something back, avoiding his gaze... I am so hot and now 

feeling really sweaty. The bag feels so heavy and there are 

tears pricking my eyes, confusion and guilt sending my body 

into anxious overdrive.

Life seems to slow around me, I round a corner into the 

high street, there is bustle and noise all of a sudden. I can 

see the antique shop on the other side of the road, a hundred 

yards or so away; it is a high class place, fashionably 

'vintage' really. The clothes within are all first rate stuff: 

like this frock. My internal heat, sweaty armpits and fast 

breath are completely at odds with arriving in a posh antique 

place, run by tastefully dressed ladies! 

I am utterly overcome with my own feelings. What do I do? 



I am still walking fast, I realise, as the damned shop is 

getting closer. Someone else has spoken to me too, someone 

familiar, I manage a smile and mutter something about 'hurry'.

I'm trying to stop the tears of shame, guilt, anger, 

anguish... There is a small park on this side of the street 

and I head there, briskly with head down, avoiding yet more 

familiar faces.

The park has a few benches and I walk to the one farthest 

from the street. It is shaded by a big conker tree which 

affords a little privacy. I sit down and give in to the tears. 

The bag is still under my arm, I bury my face in my sleeve. 

E was a dear, I hadn't realised that I loved her until it 

was too late for her to understand me. She reminded me of my 

own 'maiden aunt' who used to give me boiled sweets to suck 

secretly when Mum wasn't looking. She had shown me the dress, 

pointing me to the cupboard saying: "You know dear, I looked 

like you once, a long time ago..." She had smiled and chuckled 

slightly then added "you should be proud of that waist, it 

won't last!" 

We had both laughed as I opened the cupboard then stood 

gaping. It barely entered my mind then that the dress might 

even suit me...

It had never once occurred to me to keep it. Covertly 

giving it a new home, perhaps for a bit more than my ten 

percent seems callous now; it dishonours the relationship we 

had. I am already married too, so no point in saving it for my 

own wedding...

I don't really recall arriving home, or buying the 



flowers.

The dress looks too... beautiful. 

I stand on tiptoe in front of our long mirror, twirling 

gently and trying to keep my balance. I can barely look at 

myself; it really is so flattering. The neckline is quite 

high, a far cry from the bare shouldered styles so common 

today. It doesn't look like a meringue either, falling instead 

in soft satiny folds around my bare legs. The whole thing says 

demure and tasteful; softly shining, real silk-satin with 

twinkles from the pearls and crystal. No bling, no 

ostentation... except in the quantity of fabric, which for the 

time is a lot. 

“The silk is lovely isn't it darling? Aunt brought it 

back from India, she kept it in a chest for years. Never got 

married herself you see.” E chuckled then at the irony of her 

own spinsterhood. 

It is lovely... I set up the camera for one last shot. It 

has taken ages to do my make-up and hair. E would approve, she 

always liked my hair up, said it made me look a bit like her 

when she was young. Magnolia skinned, tight waisted... 

My Husband wasn't expecting the job of developing another 

film just before we go on our holiday, but seeing me in the 

dress swayed him. He also wasn't keen on putting a sepia tint 

on the prints, more chemicals, lots to do before leaving...

Back now at the flat again, it is the weekend and no one 

has been in since I left. I have returned the dress to the 

cupboard, in a new plastic bag. I feel that taking good care 

of it, handing it safely over to fate is the best my 



conscience will allow. So, a few mothballs go in the bottom of 

the bag, just for safe-keeping. Someone will find it 

eventually, perhaps love it too...

I have placed the photograph in a simple antique silver 

frame that I bought one Christmas, the first E and I spent 

together. 

"Put a picture of yourself in it darling,” she had said, 

smiling; “you are so lovely and it will keep me company." 

Well, now it is there. 

The sepia tint provides a touch of authenticity - for the 

image of a bride of the 1940's, holding a simple bouquet and 

standing in front of a large window. She is smiling gently.

Through the window, a Magnolia tree is visible. It is 

just coming into bloom.

***


