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1

"Trust your father to ruin Christmas!" fumed Lilac McCoy.

"He hardly did it on purpose, Mum," soothed Sarah placatingly.

"Nonsense, of course he did! How long did he have terminal cancer for?" It was a rhetorical question, or rather a rhetorical rant, so Sarah kept quiet and settled for a mental eye roll. "Eleven months, that's how long. When he'd only been given a few weeks to live! But he has to hang on, and hang on, and then go and die just a few days before Christmas, doesn't he? Selfish old sod."

Sarah sighed. She loved her mother, of course she did, but the obnoxious old battleaxe made it incredibly hard at times. Like now.

"It's wonderful Dad got all that extra time with us," she pointed out, quite reasonably.

Lilac snorted her disagreement. "He's not going to need that present I bought him at the weekend, now is he?" To think, if she'd just waited a few more days. "That's a hundred quid down the drain. And only yesterday I paid out in full for our reservation for Christmas dinners at The Swan too. Would it have killed him to die last week?"

Sarah refrained from pointing out the irony of that remark.

"And another thing," Lilac's vitriol steam-rollered on. "When I phoned the solicitor, he said we'd have to wait for ten days to have the funeral because there were some people named in the will that he needed to contact. I wanted to get Dad buried before Christmas." Done and dusted and out of the way. "And what people, I want to know? Distant relatives thinking they'll get a share of the estate, I dare say. Well, they won't. I'm his widow. I get the lot."

Not necessarily, Sarah thought, but again wisely kept her counsel. Her parents had hated each other for most of their married life, but never got round to getting divorced. Lilac appreciated the good money Dominic earned as an architect, and Dominic appreciated Lilac's cooking and home-keeping skills. Theirs had been an old-fashioned union, but with very little love involved. It was mainly because of their only daughter on whom they both doted, Dominic much more overtly than Lilac, that they had stuck together, managing not to be too spiteful most of the time.

And Sarah also happened to know that her father had made a new will, not that long ago. Her mother might be in for a shock.
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2  

'You are invited to attend the funeral of Dominic Ignatius McCoy on Friday 29 December at St Mabel's Crematorium, Guildtown, at 11a.m., and afterwards to a meeting and finger buffet at the offices of Woodville-Leyton, Kensington-Harris and Snodkins, where you will learn something to your advantage.'

Ethel Porter frowned at the oblong of thick, cream card that bore this message in fancy script and which she'd just extracted, after a bit of a tussle involving the bread knife, from a matching thick, cream envelope. Who on earth was Dominic Ignatius McCoy? She'd never heard of him. She checked the name and address on the envelope again: yes, it was definitely addressed to her.

She sat down and poured herself another cup of tea, to which she added a splash of milk and three heaped teaspoonfuls of sugar. This had to be a wind-up, she decided, sipping her tea. For one of those programmes on telly where they make members of the public look like proper idiots before revealing that it's actually all been a bit of cruel fun. Ethel loved those shows and cackled mercilessly at the hapless victims, but now, when she possibly faced becoming a ridiculed stooge herself, suddenly found she'd changed her mind about them.

“Well, they won't make a fool out of me,” she pronounced fiercely to Charlie the budgie, who was perched on the handle of the teapot.

He chirruped his approval of such a sentiment, then hopped down onto the table and scuttled over to help himself out of the pot of strawberry jam. It was there for him. Ethel never touched the stuff.
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