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PROLOGUE
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She turned both taps on all the way and watched the old claw foot bath fill with hot steamy water. Then she went out to the garden and picked up handfuls of the rose petals that were drying on the ground. She sprinkled them into the water and they covered the surface with a blanket of red.

She pressed the play button on the portable CD player and undressed, putting all her clothing into the cane hamper in the corner. Steam filled the room and she could no longer see her image in the little mirror over the basin.

She eased herself into the bath. It was very hot. Just a little at a time. Finally she was able to sit down in the water, surrounded by rose petals. The perfume soaked into her pores and into her nostrils.

Was that a woman’s laughter she heard as she picked up the knife from the edge of the bath? It didn’t matter now. Nothing mattered now. She pressed the knife onto her right wrist. The pain in her damaged hands was forgotten, swept away on a morphine wave, and she watched from the ceiling as the woman in the bath slashed the knife along her arm, along the vein.

It didn’t take long. She didn’t rest before she cut the other arm. Best to get on with it, before she became too weak to hold the knife. She smiled as she watched the blood flow. At last. A job well done. She closed her eyes and listened to the music, waiting for the final note to sound on her life.  
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CHAPTER ONE
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Jo had slept in that morning, the morning that was to change her life forever, and was in a rush to get to work on time. Tim was up, surprisingly, and even had toast and coffee waiting for her.

‘Thanks, love,’ she said. ‘I’m running so late. Why didn’t you wake me? How come you’re up so early?’

‘You needed the sleep. And I ... couldn’t sleep. I’ve been up all night, Jo.’

She looked at him. ‘What’s wrong?’

He stared at his hands, folded on the table. ‘I think we need a break.’

Jo wondered briefly just what Tim needed a break from, since he hadn’t worked at all for the past year, but she could see he was serious. ‘Sure, honey, but I’m so busy at the moment on the new account. Maybe we can get away for the weekend ...’ She got up and put her cup and plate in the sink.

‘No. I mean we need a break from each other. I need a break.’

‘What?’ She couldn’t believe what she was hearing. ‘You need a break from me? You mean you want us to split up?’

They’d been together for eleven years. Jo had supported Tim in his early struggles with his acting career, and again when the bubble burst and he was washed up as an actor, at the age of thirty-five. At six foot tall, Tim had had the kind of looks that soap opera producers loved. His blue-black hair had just enough curl to make him look boyish and provide a frame for his light blue eyes. Jo had been lost from the time she first looked into those eyes, and her own unruly red curls and green eyes had seemed to charm Tim as well.

For a few years after the soap producers discovered him Tim’s career had gone from strength to strength. After a failed attempt at the ‘big time’ in Hollywood the Australian soaps welcomed him back with open arms and he was once again successful and popular, away from the humiliation he’d suffered in America. But it couldn’t last.

Jo worked at one of the more prosperous advertising agencies, Hoffman and Leonard. She had started her career there straight from university thirteen years earlier and was now running the company, in all but the name and the salary, both of which were collected by John Leonard. It had not been difficult for her to find roles for an ex-soap star in television commercials and for a year or two Tim had had a resurgence of his career. He even convinced himself that this was more honest work – it didn’t pretend to be reality, after all. But as the producers he worked with got to know him and as he became more confident and more demanding, less and less work came his way. Jo had supported him almost entirely for the last two years and she had lost hope of him ever working again. 

She couldn’t believe he could actually want to walk out on her. ‘What on earth will you do? Where will you go?’

‘Well, I was actually hoping you could find somewhere else,’ he said tentatively. ‘Only the lease is in my name and it would be simpler all around ...’

‘But how will you pay the rent? And why? Why do you want me to leave, Tim? What’s happened?’

He looked down at his hands again and she followed his gaze. His hands were perfect, she thought stupidly. Just like the rest of him. Maybe he could do some hand commercials ...

‘I’ve fallen in love with someone else,’ he said finally. ‘She’s going to move in and help out until I find some work. She believes in me.’

Jo was stunned. ‘She believes in you? I’ve supported you for years! I’ve found you jobs, begged producers to give you another chance! And she believes in you?’

‘You don’t, Jo, not any more. You know you don’t.’

She sighed. That was something she couldn’t deny. She felt tired, drained and emotionless suddenly. ‘Who is she?’

‘Her name’s Catie.’ He suddenly became animated and enthusiastic. ‘She’s an actress. She’s on Flights from Heaven. Only a small role at the moment, but she’s great and her role will get bigger. She’s such a gorgeous girl.’

‘Girl? How old is she, Tim?’

‘Twenty, well, nearly. She’ll be twenty in June.’

‘You’re screwing a nineteen-year old! Tim, she’s just a child!’

‘Hardly! She’s more of an adult than I am!’

‘Yes, she probably is, but that’s not saying much.’

He looked hurt. ‘There’s no need for bitchiness, Jo. I was hoping we could be civilized about this.’

‘Yes, I’ll just bet you were. And were you hoping I’d take the day off and pack, or were you planning on doing that for me? Perhaps you’ve already done it?’

‘Of course not! I wouldn’t ... we have to sort out who gets what.’

‘Well, it’s virtually all mine, isn’t it? I don’t recall you buying any furniture, or anything else except your clothes and I certainly don’t want them!’ 

‘But I did pay some of the lounge suite and the dining set as well. And ... well, Catie rather likes them.’

‘Oh, does she now? She’s been around here eyeing off the spoils has she?’

‘No, of course not. She was just here ...’

‘Oh God! You brought her here to ...? You were screwing that girl in our bed?’ Jo was devastated. The picture of Tim and some young thing in their bed was just too much. The bed that they’d bought together, giggling as they tested it out in the store. The bed that they’d baptised with champagne. And love. 

‘Just take everything. I don’t give a shit.’ She walked to the door. ‘I have to go to work. I’ll be back for my clothes.’

Tim hurried after her. ‘But where will you go, Jo? Your mother’s?’

She turned to face him. ‘That is none of your business. You are now officially out of my life. Please have the decency to spend the night somewhere else. I’d like the place to myself tonight – I’ll be gone for good tomorrow.’

‘What about Busker and Chelsea? We need to discuss things, Jo!’

She closed her eyes. She was determined not to cry in front of him. Once she started she might never stop. ‘I’ll take Chelsea. I can’t have a dog; I don’t know where I’ll be living yet.’

‘That’s okay. Catie likes Busker – she thinks a big dog is good for security, and she’s allergic to cats. So that’s perfect, really. I’ll miss Chelsea, though.’ For a moment he looked worried, as though he were having second thoughts. ‘Jo ...?’

She shut the door in his face and ran to the car. 

She wondered later how on earth she’d made it safely to work that day. Tears ran down her face all the way in and she barely took any notice of what she was doing, running on autopilot. But she did make it. She went immediately to the restroom on the ground floor of the building and fixed her makeup. She was already twenty minutes late, so she decided she might as well take some extra time and have a cigarette. She put the lid down on the toilet and sat in the cubicle smoking. She felt a little like a naughty schoolgirl and her thoughts drifted to her parents.

Her mother had been charmed by Tim, as most women were, although her father had never liked him. He would be pleased, she knew. Even when Tim was successful as an actor, her practical accountant father was unimpressed.

‘When are you going to get a real job?’ was his inevitable question whenever they met. It got to the stage where Tim would no longer go with her to visit her parents at all, and she hadn’t blamed him for that. She’d always been on his side and when the work stopped coming in and her father had been constantly asking ‘Is that bloke working yet?’ her own visits had become much less frequent.

Her mother had nagged her as well, not about Tim working, but about marriage and children. As if Tim could ever be a father, she thought now. The whole idea was ridiculous. He was still a child himself. And marriage terrified him. They had had a kind of commitment ceremony ten years ago and celebrated the anniversary of it every year. They had exchanged rings and sworn vows to each other. To love each other and be honest in their relationship, until ... she couldn’t remember the exact words now. Maybe it was until someone better came along, she thought. Someone younger. They had even made out wills and insurance policies naming each other as beneficiary.

Well, she thought, that’s that! It’s all over now. She washed her hands and checked her makeup again and practised an emotionless expression in the mirror. She studied the tiny lines around her eyes and ran her fingers through her short curls. Satisfied her face betrayed nothing of her feelings, she at last went up to her office on the fifth floor, sticking her head briefly in to John Leonard’s office to let him know she was there. 

‘Joanne! Where on earth have you been? We have a meeting at ten. I’ve been trying to ring you. Tim said you’d left ...’

‘Sorry, John. I had some car trouble and I left my mobile phone here yesterday. I’ll just get the paperwork and meet you back here.’

The rest of the morning went by in a rushed blur. She did all the right things automatically – said all the right things to all the right people. The clients loved her; she had a reputation for creative flair and reliability, a rare combination. After thirteen years it was all too easy, and she had sometimes longed for something more, something with a bit more challenge, but she’d just drifted along. Easy-going Jo – just go with the flow. Too bloody easy-going, she thought. I let them all walk all over me. If I walked out of here right now, I’ll bet I could take ninety percent of the client base with me. Any competitor would welcome me with open arms. She’d had plenty of offers over the years, but the security-consciousness she’d inherited from her father had kept her with Hoffman and Leonard. They were the biggest, the most secure. 

It occurred to her suddenly that she should set up on her own. She had to move anyway. Her expenses would be much less without Tim to support. She could get a little flat for a while; she wouldn’t need an office, she could go and see her clients at their offices. All she needed was a good computer set-up and she already had that. 

She had her lunch at her desk as usual; unless there was a business lunch she always had one of the staff grab her a sandwich from her favourite café on the first floor. She heard the phone ring in her secretary’s office and her intercom buzzed.

‘I know you’re having lunch, Jo,’ Julie said, ‘but it’s your mother and she says it’s important.’

‘It always is, isn’t it? Okay, thanks Julie.’

She took a deep breath. She wondered if her mother knew already. Tim wouldn’t have rung her, surely, but if she’d rung home looking for Jo ... no, she’d have known she would be at work. ‘Hallo, Mum. How are you?’

‘Jo. I’m a bit upset, dear. Uncle Teddy’s died.’

‘Oh, no! Poor Uncle Ted. What happened?’

‘I don’t know yet. I have to catch up with your Grandma. She’ll know. I just had a quick call from Pop. You know what he’s like.’

‘Yes. The opposite of Uncle Ted! Teddy is ... was ... such an organised person. It’s ages since I’ve seen him and I was so fond of him.’ 

‘Yes, he thought a lot of you too, dear. In fact, they want you to come to the reading of the will on Tuesday. Can you manage that?’

‘When’s the funeral? I’ll want to come to that.’ 

‘That’s going to be Monday. Perhaps you could come for the weekend, dear. We’d love to see you and Tim.’

‘Tim. Umm, Tim won’t be able to come ... he’s very busy at the moment.’

‘Busy? Doing what, dear? Tim doesn’t actually do anything, does he?’

‘No ... the truth is, Mum, we’re splitting up. He has another woman, girl really ...’ She tried to get it out as quickly as possible and leave her mother nothing to ask her about. ‘I’ll be moving out, and leaving the house with Tim and ... Catie, his new girlfriend. She’s nineteen and she’s an actress – she’s on ... Flight to Heaven or something. That’s all I know. I’ll move into a motel for a few days till I get sorted. I don’t know anything else, so please don’t ask. I’ll come for the weekend.’

‘Oh, Jo, I’m so sorry. Is there anything we can do? Do you think if your father had a chat with Tim, you know, man-to-man? Obviously it can’t last. A nineteen-year old? It’s just a fling, dear. He’ll be back. And then you should get married – that’s what’s missing. A real commitment.’

‘Mum! We’re not getting married! I wouldn’t have him back now if he begged me. He had that girl ... in our house, in my bed!’

‘Oh dear! I’m so sorry ...’

‘I have to go, Mum. I’ll see you at the weekend.’

***
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JO PACKED UP HER CLOTHES that evening and, with the aid of most of a bottle of red, got through the long, lonely night. In the morning she loaded up her car with her computer and several cases, as well as a basket with a very worried cat. Chelsea had long hair, mostly grey, with a ruff of white fur on her neck, and white feet, rather like a collie dog. She was a moggie with the personality of an aristocrat, and usually got her own way.

‘It’s all right, baby, we’re not going to the vet, honest.’

Chelsea looked distrustfully at her owner and attempted to get out of the dreaded basket. Jo closed the lid and secured the clasp. ‘Sorry, girl. We all have to put up with things we don’t like sometimes.’

After several phone calls the previous night she had found a motel, with reasonable weekly rates, that would accept a resident with a cat, as long as it didn’t disturb the other guests. It was old and dingy, but clean and quiet. She took everything to her room and tried to settle Chelsea in. The room was as bland as most motel rooms, with a view behind the heavy curtains of another motel on the opposite side of the busy suburban street. The double bed was hard and the pillows were harder. There was a small television set on a bench, with room beside it for a suitcase. It was fortunate that it was quite a large room, because by the time all her cases and her computer were brought in, Jo had just enough space left to squeeze her way through from the bed to the bathroom. It will do for now, she thought. She flopped down on the hard bed. Today was Thursday; tomorrow she would go to her parents’. That would be a nightmare, but it would be good to get it over with. Her father would be happy and once her mother got it through her head that there was no going back, she would probably be especially nice to her.

Chelsea refused to settle in the strange room and Jo decided to take the cat to work with her. Julie would look after her while Jo was with clients. ‘If John Leonard doesn’t like it, he can lump it, Chelsea-girl. Let’s go to work!’

Julie was happy to look after Chelsea and the fidgety feline became a placid and well-behaved cat under her ministrations.

‘She’s just showing off. She doesn’t usually behave nearly that well.’

Chelsea, happily lying across Julie’s ample lap, ignored her mistress’ insults, and got down to the important business of sleep.

‘Are you going to tell me what’s going on, Jo? You look like shit,’ Julie said.

‘Tim and I have split up. He’s been having an affair.’

‘Oh, no! Who ...?’

‘Oh, some nineteen-year old. An actress.’

‘That figures. Someone as obsessed with looks as Tim is ...’ 

Julie was one of the few women oblivious to Tim’s charm and he had soon realised that and written her off as ‘Jo’s dumpy secretary’. She was a shrewd young woman who looked beyond the obvious and had always felt that Tim was nothing but a weight around Jo’s neck.

‘Don’t tell me I’ll be better off, Julie, please. I don’t need to hear that.’

‘All right ... but you will,’ she said quickly. ‘He would never have lasted as long as he did in the business without you, you know that.’

Jo sighed. ‘I know. But he tried. What about that time he went to Hollywood? He did great at the soap auditions there. They said the camera loved him.’

‘Yes, but he didn’t want to do soaps did he? Wanted to make movies. Hollywood’s full of gorgeous guys the camera loves, but some of them can also act!’

‘He did okay in the soaps here. They welcomed him back with open arms after the Hollywood thing.’

‘Sure they did, till he got past it.’

Jo remembered only too well when Tim had noticed the first lines around his spectacular blue eyes, followed far too quickly by the first grey hairs. The grey he’d got rid of very quickly, but then he’d been even more horrified to find his hairline was receding. He’d looked around at the various options available – the hair transplants, the extensions. He’d thought they were all awful and decided to take the other option and shave it all off.

The soap producers had not been happy. He’d been written out in the next episode – given a brain tumour to account for the shaved head and killed off during the necessary surgery. His contract was void because he had ‘wilfully and without notice radically altered his appearance’. When it was all over, the producers had been actually quite relieved, as they’d realised he had been getting a bit old to play a leading role and he had given them an easy way out of the contract.

***
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THE REST OF THE DAY went by with no major problems and it was nearly time for Jo to leave when Tim rang.

‘Jo? Are you okay?’

‘What do you care?’

‘Don’t be like that. Can’t we be friends?’

‘No, Tim. I don’t want to be your friend. What do you want?’

‘Is Chelsea okay?

‘Of course. Busker?’

‘Yes. He misses you. He’s looking around for you.’

‘Well, Chelsea’s fine. I have to go now.’

‘I’ll ring you again next week.’

‘I’d rather you didn’t.’

‘Jo, I still care about you.’

‘No, you don’t. I don’t think you care about anyone really. Just yourself.’

‘Oh well, if you’re going to be bitchy again ...’

‘That’s me, the bitch of the west.’

‘I’m going to hang up now ... ’

Jo hung up the phone before he finished the sentence.  
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CHAPTER TWO
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The drive to her parents’ home wasn’t nearly long enough. Jo nervously opened the front door and called, ‘Mum! Dad!’

Her mother came rushing out. ‘Jo! How are you? You look haggard. Come and have a cuppa. Owen!’

Jo’s father was in the kitchen and had the tea well underway. He held his arms open and Jo went to him. With her father’s arms around her, her resolve broke down and she sobbed against the rough old jumper he always wore for gardening and what he called odd jobs. He smelled of fresh earth and Old Spice.

Her mother bustled around the kitchen, getting biscuits out of the overstocked pantry and the second-best cups from the cupboard. Jo was hardly a visitor, but this was a serious occasion. The very best cups were reserved for very special visitors and were rarely used.

‘I think we might have a brandy, Jean,’ Owen said at last, releasing Jo.

Jean looked at him and appeared to be about to object, but thought better of it. The brandy bottle was brought out from the very back of the top pantry shelf and Owen got the good glasses from the dining room.

When they were all seated at the kitchen table and Jo had collected herself a bit, she said, ‘It’s good to be here.’

‘You’re always welcome, dear,’ said Jean. ‘You know that. Why not stay for a while? Take some time off work. You work too hard.’

Jo held the glass up to her lips and breathed in the fumes before taking a sip. She didn’t drink brandy as a rule and didn’t like it much, but she quickly felt it warming her inside and relaxing her. 

‘Thanks, Mum. Really. I appreciate the thought, but I need to work. If I sit around doing nothing I’ll just get morbid – you know, dwell on things too much.’

‘It’s not the end of the world, love,’ Owen said. ‘I know it seems like it now, but in a few weeks you’ll realise it might not be such a bad thing at all. You’re far too good for that bloke. Hasn’t worked at all for the past year, has he? Just sponged off you?’

‘Well, yes, but he’s quite handy around the house you know. And I hate housework. He’s a much better cook than me. And I still love him.’

‘Love’s all very well, but it doesn’t pay the bills. And you shouldn’t have to work to support some bludger just because you’re fond of him. Those sort of men are only for decoration. You need a real man. Next time look beyond the pretty face. I’m just surprised it wasn’t a man he ran off with!’

Jo had to laugh at that. ‘Oh, Dad, Tim’s the most homophobic person I’ve ever met!’

‘Yes, well, some say that’s just a cover-up, too,’ he said.

‘Tell me about Uncle Ted. What happened?’

‘He just keeled over in the garden,’ said Jean. ‘Heart, they said. His friend was there and tried CPR, but it didn’t work. Such a nice man, Sid. He was so upset. They were like brothers, those two.’

Jo and Owen exchanged glances and Jo smiled. ‘Yes, I remember Sid. Is he living in Ted’s cottage?’

‘Good Heavens no. Ted couldn’t live with anyone. That’s why he never married – liked his own company too much.’

‘I guess he had a point there. Maybe I’ll like living alone too when I get used to it.’

‘Where are you going to live, do you know?’ asked Owen.

‘I’ve been thinking ... since I have to find somewhere else to live anyway ... I know Hoffman and Leonard is the safest career option, but maybe I could ...’

‘Set up on your own? That’s a great idea! Now you’ve got rid of the millstone around your neck there’ll be no stopping you!’

‘On your own?’ Jean said. ‘But how can you afford to? Surely you’d be better off staying with Mr Leonard? He’s been good to you, Jo.’

Jo hadn’t been expecting such enthusiasm from her father and was not at all perturbed by her mother’s reaction. ‘Actually, Mum, he hasn’t. It was old Mr Hoffman that gave me a start and John Leonard has taken advantage of me ever since. I do the work and he collects the money.’

‘It’s obvious to anyone you’ve been running the place for years,’ said Owen. ‘Ever since Hoffman retired, I would think.’

‘Yes. And John Senior died around the same time. I don’t mind doing the work, but I think it’s time I got some recognition, not to mention cash!’

‘But how will you manage, dear?’ asked Jean. ‘It’s so expensive setting up a business.’

‘I’m sure we can help out, Jean. We’ve got a bit put aside – we’re not going to need it for anything as far as I can see.’

Jo put Jean’s fears to rest. ‘Actually I don’t think it’s going to take very much at all. I do have some shares I bought a few years ago and I have a good computer. All I really need for now is a little flat. I’ll see all my clients in their offices.’

‘Like a mobile hairdresser?’ Jean said. ‘Molly’s daughter does that. You remember Susan? Chubby little girl? She’s doing quite well, Molly says ... ’

‘Yes, Mum,’ Jo smiled. ‘I’ll be just like a mobile hairdresser.’

‘Carrying your office with you wherever you go,’ said Owen. ‘Your desk on the front seat and your computer on the back.’

Jo laughed. ‘Don’t forget my cat ... shit! Chelsea’s still in the car!’ She rushed out to rescue a very disgruntled cat and brought her into the warm kitchen.

Jean fussed over her and poured her some milk. ‘You poor thing! Fancy forgetting about you!’ She bent over the cat and stroked her while she drank her milk and Chelsea was soon purring and smooching around Jean’s legs.

‘He kept the dog, did he?’ Owen asked.

‘Yes, they wanted Busker, and I thought ... I don’t know where I’ll be living ...’ Her eyes blurred for a moment. ‘I miss him though.’ She wasn’t sure if she was talking about Busker or Tim. 

Jean patted her hand. ‘Never mind, dear. It’ll be okay. Tell us more about your business idea.’

‘I haven’t thought that much about it yet.’

‘You know, the mobile thing is fine,’ Owen said, ‘but I shouldn’t think you’d even have to do that very often, would you? I mean, so much business is done over the net these days. You could email them your ideas, couldn’t you?’

‘That’s right! You’re right, Dad. I could do most of it by email and offer a cut rate. I’d see them for the initial meeting of course, but most of them know me anyway. I think a lot of our regular clients would come with me.’

Jean picked up Chelsea, who was still curling around her legs, and settled her on her lap. ‘Well, of course they would, dear,’ she said. ‘Why ever wouldn’t they?’

Jo watched Chelsea knead Jean’s thighs before curling up and going to sleep. ‘She seems to like your lap a lot better than mine. She hardly ever sits on my knee.’

‘That’s because there’s nothing to sit on,’ Jean replied. ‘You need a bit of meat on your bones. You’re wasting away.’

‘I’m sure I’ll put on plenty while I’m here. I just get so busy, sometimes I forget about food. And now Tim’s gone ... ’

‘You’ll have to start looking after yourself, Jo. You’re not helpless. You know how to cook. I taught you myself.’

Jo sighed. ‘I know. You’re right, Mum. I just can’t be bothered. It’s easier to grab something in town if I get hungry.’

‘Well, try and grab something decent.’

‘Let Jo settle in a bit before you nag her, love. Wait till tomorrow, okay?’

Jean smiled. ‘Sorry. I can’t help worrying.’

Jo squeezed her mother’s hand. ‘It’s okay, Mum. I know.’ 

‘I’ve made up your old room,’ Jean said. ‘We had it painted a while ago and I made new curtains and doona cover to match.’

Owen got up. ‘I’ll get your things out of the car.’

‘I’ll give you a hand,’ Jo said.

‘Nonsense. I’m not that old that I can’t carry a couple of cases

in ... you do have just a couple, right?’ He smiled.

Jo laughed. ‘Only one, and it’s got wheels, so use them. Can’t have you hurting your back.’

‘Yes, dear,’ Owen said and winked at Jean. ‘You know you’re getting old when your children start nagging you.’

Jean put Chelsea down and rinsed the glasses while Owen took Jo’s case to her room. 

When he returned he said, ‘There was a plastic bag I brought in too. Did you want that?’

‘Oh thanks. Yes, Chelsea’s litter tray.’

‘Okay. Just as well, then.’ He yawned. ‘Time for old folks like us to go to bed. What about you?’

‘I’ll just sit outside with Chelsea for a minute. I’ll set the litter tray up in my bathroom, but she really hates it – considers it undignified.’

‘And that’ll give you a chance for a smoke, I suppose,’ Jean said. ‘Still smoking, are you?’

‘Leave the girl alone, dear. Come on, bed-time.’ He kissed Jo on the cheek. ‘’Night, love.’

‘Goodnight, Dad. Goodnight, Mum.’

She kissed them both and took Chelsea outside. It was chilly and she shivered as she sat on a plastic chair and lit a cigarette. Chelsea strolled around the yard looking for a suitably discreet position and soon disappeared behind some roses. ‘That’s it, girl, nothing but the best,’ Jo murmured.

Wishing she’d thought to put a jacket on, Jo sat and thought about Tim. How could he, after so long together? Would it have been different if they’d married? No. At least they had no children. It was hard enough to split up Chelsea and Busker! Did that little bitch know about me? Of course she did. She was in our house! What did he say to her? That his ‘partner’ didn’t understand him? That they didn’t sleep together any more? Of course, she realised suddenly. It would have been the ‘she doesn’t believe in me any more’ line. Poor Tim. Poor handsome charming Tim. How eager the little slut must have been to comfort the poor misunderstood man. 

Jo butted her cigarette out viciously, and immediately lit another. She wished she’d trashed the place last night. She remembered reading about some woman who’d cut up every item of clothing in her husband’s wardrobe when he’d dumped her for another woman. Then there was the famous case of the amputated penis ... that made her smile, even now. Of course she’d never do anything like that, but it galled her now that she’d just walked away and let them have everything, made it so easy for the little bitch. Just move in, take over. Here, take it all. My man not enough? You’d like my bed, too? And my dog? Why not take all the furniture? Oh, you like the house too. Please feel free, take everything I’ve got. Suddenly she was crying again. Not gentle ladylike tears, big gut-wrenching snotty sobs. She put her head on the cold plastic table and let it all out.

She felt better when a furry tail curled around her head. She looked up and Chelsea smooched her face and licked her cheek. ‘Oh, Chelsea.’ She buried her head in the soft grey fur and sighed. 

‘Come on,’ she said at last. ‘Let’s go to bed.’

She thought she wouldn’t sleep a wink. She hadn’t slept much since she’d moved out and her mind was churning with regrets and ideas and memories, all mixed up together and fighting for space in her head. There was something so secure and so safe about being back in her childhood room though, that she dropped off to sleep almost as soon as she pulled the doona over herself. 
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CHAPTER THREE
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The weekend was, after all, a pleasant interlude in Jo’s hectic life. Her mother was on her best behaviour and hardly nagged at all. She did, however, invite an unattached man to Sunday brunch, which was an excruciating experience for Jo and the man in question, Adam.

Jo hid in the kitchen after the awkward meal, insisting on washing up. Her mother followed her, protesting, ‘No, you can’t wash up, Jo, you’re a guest! Go and sit with Adam – take him for a walk around the garden.’

‘Mum, how could you?’ she hissed. ‘What on earth made you think I would want to meet another man already? This is the worst thing you’ve ever done to me!’ She threw the dish mop into the sink and slammed the door on the way out. She found her father and Adam outside in the garden, Adam smoking a cigarette as Owen proudly showed off his new crop of vegetables. 

She had to admit he was an attractive man. Not perfect, like Tim. Certainly no ‘pretty boy’. He looked like he’d lived, and was enjoying his life to the full. His hair was a kind of nondescript mouse-brown, short and neat, in a no-nonsense style. He was average height, just taller than Jo, and a little on the thin side. But there was something about him – when he smiled, he looked directly at the person he was smiling at. Watching him with her father, who was prattling on about his garden, she believed he was really listening, giving his full attention to the old man. He was someone who genuinely cared about people and she realised he was perhaps not such a bad idea of her mother’s after all. She could use a friend. 

‘There you are, Jo!’ Owen called. ‘Come and have a look at this corn.’

She duly admired her father’s vegetable garden and strolled around between him and Adam until Jean called out from the kitchen window. ‘Owen, can you come and give me a hand please?’

Owen looked at Jo and Adam and said, ‘Must see what Jean wants. Show Adam the gazebo, Jo.’

Jo smiled as he scurried off to the house. ‘Sorry about this. I had no idea what they were up to, or I would have put a stop to it.’

‘Oh, that’s nothing. Ever since my wife died, almost everyone I know has been trying to match me up. I just enjoy the meals and ignore the rest. I mean ... I don’t mean I’ve ignored you. It’s just very obvious you’re not interested in jumping into another relationship just yet ...’

‘Hardly! I could use a friend though.’ She held out her hand and he shook it briefly. 

‘Friends!’

‘Mates!’ she said.

‘Pals!’

‘Buddies!’

‘Should we spit on our hands and then shake?’

She laughed. ‘I think we can forgo that little custom, thanks just the same.’

They both relaxed and began to enjoy each other’s company as they walked to the gazebo at the end of the garden. It was a sunny day and although there was a cool breeze, most of the garden was sheltered by the tall eucalypts growing around the edges. Owen didn’t like them too close to the house as they had a habit of dropping branches in windy weather, but the house sat on an acre of land and what wasn’t used for vegetables was planted to native trees and shrubs. Bottlebrushes and wattles grew nearer the house and the eucalypts flourished at the back. 

The front garden was Jean’s project, and although she stuck mostly with native plants as well, she combined them with other plants that she particularly liked, so that there was something flowering almost all year round.

The gazebo had been built very soon after Jo had left home and she suspected her mother had thought it would have been far too inviting and private a place for Jo and boyfriends if they’d had it when she was at home. As she sat there now with Adam, she smiled at the thought.

‘You look quite contented.’

‘Mmm, it’s nice sitting here in the sun, isn’t it? Sheltered from the wind.’

‘Sheltered from the world too?’

Jo looked at him. ‘Yes, I suppose it is a bit like that. Mum and Dad have been great, apart from inviting you ... oh hell, that didn’t come out right!’

Adam laughed. ‘It’s okay. I understand, really. Do you want to talk about it? I’m a good listener.’

‘Yes, I believe you are. I don’t know. It’s just ... I suppose I feel I’ve wasted the last eleven years. Such a big chunk of my life. I could have been married, had kids, if I hadn’t wasted my time on that ... that ...’

‘Pig? Arsehole? Bastard?’

‘All of the above. And some. How could I have been so dense? I’m not a stupid person. Believe it or not I’m actually quite intelligent.’

‘We’re none of us intelligent when it comes to love.’

‘What am I going to do with my life? What is my life without him?’ She blinked back tears and groped in her pockets for a comforting cigarette.

‘Here, have one of mine.’ He lit them both and passed her one. ‘Nothing like sitting in the fresh air breathing in poisonous fumes, is there?’

She laughed. ‘I’ve tried to quit so many times ... this is not the time to worry about that.’

‘No. I actually gave it up for eight years.’

‘You idiot! You started again after eight years! What on earth for?’

‘Well, my wife got cancer and ...’

‘Oh Adam, I’m sorry. Of course I knew your wife died.’

‘I suppose that should have been some incentive to stay off the fags, shouldn’t it? But I didn’t really care about my life then. I just had to see her through that last year. I used to sneak out the back for a smoke and then gargle with breath freshener. Didn’t want her to worry about me. I think she knew though.’

‘When did she die?’

‘It’s nearly three years ago now. In August. Twenty-third.’

‘What do you do on that day?’

He looked at her. ‘I sit and stare at the wall, mostly.’

‘Make me a promise, Adam. Come and visit me on the twenty-third. We can stare at the wall together. Buddies, remember?’

‘Okay. Why not? Your wall might just be more interesting than mine.’

‘It might. I have no idea where it will be yet!’

‘You won’t have any trouble finding a place, will you? There’s plenty in the city.’

‘Sure. It’s just such a hassle, finding the right place.’ 

‘You could live anywhere really, you know. You don’t need to be right in Melbourne if you’re going to do most of your business by email.’ Owen had mentioned Jo’s plans for her new business and Adam thought it was quite feasible. He was an accountant, who worked at the firm her father had been with until his retirement.

‘I’ve often thought of setting up on my own myself, but I just haven’t been very motivated since Karen died. And Andrews is not a bad company to work for.’

‘No, Dad was always happy there, I think. I didn’t know how he’d cope with retirement, but he seems fine, doesn’t he?’

‘Your dad will always find something to do, that’s why. He’s not the sort to sit around growing old.’

‘No, you’re right. He and Mum both have an active retirement. They’ve always been busy people.’

Adam looked at his watch. ‘I really have to get going. I’ve got some work to do at home.’

‘Okay. Don’t forget – the twenty-third of August, my place.’

He handed her a business card. ‘Don’t you forget to let me know where your place is!’

‘Absolutely. I’ll be sure to find a place with at least one wall, to stare at.’

‘What a good idea. While you’re at it, try to get three more. It’ll help to keep the roof up.’

‘Mmm, could be handy.’

‘Just in case it rains.’

Jo smiled and gave him a brief hug. She watched him walk back to the house to farewell her parents. She felt so much better. Neither of them was interested in the sort of relationship that Jean had no doubt had in mind, but he was a lovely man, she decided, and it was nice to have a new friend. It had been a long time since she could make a friend without having to worry about whether Tim would approve. And he certainly wouldn’t approve of Adam Thomas. He was of no possible value to Tim’s career and was a single man. Totally useless.
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