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Prologue
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Beyond the rolling hills, closer to the sea, a tartan picnic blanket adorned with daisy petals, clover and nut grass was quite fitting for the alternate, tightly knit extended family. Tambourines and several bundles of legs for the silky oak easels they were constructing, lay about their feet. The gentle breeze whispered its message through the spindly leaves of the pepper tree, encouraging two young cousins—a boy and a girl—to drape themselves over their respective mothers’ shoulders and hug them tightly.

‘Mummy,’ squealed the little girl, ‘This is going to be the bestest art exhibition ever! The wind told us so.’ 

Idolising his cousin, the little boy gave her a toothy grin. ‘Yeah!’ 

Swapping screws for tambourines, they sat cross-legged in a circle. The children either side of the mothers wriggled around until their knees touched. Swaying to the gentle count of three, their off-key harmony of a well-rehearsed folk song tumbled into the shade around them.

‘The gypsy rover came over the hill, down through the valley so shady.’
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Flabbergasted at the volume of tears she had once kept at bay, Yasmin rubbed her bloodshot puffy eyes and admitted she had held onto the false hope of him visiting her and loving her like he used to, for far too long. Now, the only reminder she had of Rudy—or Ru, her nickname for him—was the sense of absolute disbelief and an untouched half-full carton of clothes in his side of the wardrobe. 

‘What’s the point?’ she whimpered and shifted it into the spare bedroom’s oversized, floorless storage cupboard alongside the other boxes that belonged to his family. Yasmin stared at the accumulation. It wasn’t the day to decide what to do with them all. 

The tears fell again when she cradled the intricate Silky Oak carving, blindly tracing his flowing handwriting and murmured the quirky words etched into the love heart: Yasmin loves Rudy and Rudy loves Yasmin forever, even if she loves solving puzzles more!

The same age: except Rudy older by five months, they met at sixteen. By the time they were twenty, they admitted how very much in love they were, moved in together at twenty-two, then relocated to a new town at twenty-seven and started a new chapter in their lives. Reflecting on the years of fun and adventure they had shared while getting to know themselves; gave her little comfort. The inherited family cottage from her great aunt and uncle along with its deteriorating vineyard hobby farm in the South Australian foothills of the Mount Lofty Ranges, paved the way for the young couple to grow up quickly. It had taken a while to adjust to the major disparity from familiarity, yet individually they were on the road to success. 

During the first five years, Yasmin reestablished the Pestel’s name by growing and supplying edible flowers to the expanding boutique-restaurant market. Rudy, dedicated to the construction industry, followed the major projects landscape.  

Then tragedy struck and turned their world upside down. 

Morose, Yasmin dwelled on the devastating loss followed by the years of emotional isolation. It all stemmed from the longest snow season in history, flawed with the disastrous accident which instantly killed her best friend Emily, Rudy’s paternal twin sister, and left their parents clinging to life. The shock extinguished his vim and vigour. Laying his parents to rest after turning off their life-support systems during the second year of hope and prayers sent him into a downward spiral. 

Yasmin never fully comprehended why they had to die on the anniversary of his sister’s death. The beautiful Emily, dead at thirty-one. Rudy an orphan at thirty-three. Yasmin had mourned the loss of her best friend and learnt to live with the void. Sorrow eroded Rudy’s soul. He eventually quit his lucrative job and withdrew from everything and everyone around him.

The progressive detachment of her boyfriend became another constant in Yasmin’s already lonely life, lending her existence to be trapped in his web of pitiful isolation. Without completely succumbing to the woeful situation, she threw herself into maintaining her thriving business. Her emotional support never wavered, but when Rudy moved into her late grandparents 1950s caravan in the shed and lived like a recluse the day after his thirty-fourth birthday, it tore at Yasmin’s heart. Yet sheer determination drove her and eventually made the final payment of the inherited mortgage on her October birthday, three years later. And celebrated alone. Again.

Now, three days after her thirty-ninth birthday, Rudy was dead. The whole Craige family, dead. She slid down the wall and sat cross-legged on the floor in despair. Combo, her large, mixed-breed dog followed her progression with his intense eyes and sat beside her. With his brindle paw resting upon her knee, he lowered his rounded head and blunt nose into her chest anticipating the usual pretend-noisy kiss on the funny tuft of fur between his large ears. Except this time Yasmin bawled her eyes out drenching his multi-coloured fur and held her only friend close.
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Combo’s wet nose and the obnoxious clunk of the hour hand broke Yasmin’s sombre reverie.  Shuffling into the loungeroom, she bit back the tears at the memory of her mother’s firm rebuke telling her to pick up her feet or her bottom lip. One or the other, Yasmin Rose Pestel. Plonking heavily onto the settee, the timeless classic black rotary telephone returned her stare. How could a machine be the only form of stability which participated in sad conversations? 

Yasmin imagined her utterly devastated father sitting in the exact same chair bedside the exact same telephone table, thirteen years earlier. Great Aunt Rose, a widow and dove-like beautiful lady, one whom he treasured for his entire life had been taken unto the arms of an angel. How was a man, a father, to tell his youngest daughter that the woman she idolised was no longer on this earth? 

Hearing her dad’s voice in her head when she had asked him how he did it, Yasmin swiped at the fresh onset of tears. It isn’t easy and crying helps heal our heart. But the right people need to hear it from you directly. Remember that, should you ever be in this dreadful situation, my girl. 

Her slender index finger fitting in the hole snugly, pulled the corresponding digits on the dialler to contact the brotherhood. A fond term for Ru’s three life-long mates, Timmy, Mike and Bob. Always in that order. Always together. Always there for Emily and Rudy. 

Through trembling lips, Yasmin let out the breath she had been holding. Timmy answered after the first ring.

‘Yasmin, are you okay?’ he asked sincerely.

‘I-I am,’ Yasmin stammered, ‘But Timmy, I am the bearer of sad news. It’s—’

‘Oh hell. Oh no, really sorry you have to deal with this on your own. Listen, Mike and I are here in the hospital with Bob. He fell off the stepladder the other day and is a bit dinged up, just come out of surgery so is a bit groggy. Nothing unusual there.’ 

‘Sorry to hear that, please give him my best and for a speedy recovery.’

‘Yep.’

‘This is so hard ... have you guys got a sec?’ she asked quietly, frowning at the edge that had crept into her voice.

‘Sure thing,’ he sniffled. ‘I’ll put you on speaker.’

Waiting for the echo, Yasmin steadied her breathing. ‘My dear friends, so sorry to have to tell you this but our beloved Ru passed away yesterday. I’m sorry I haven’t phoned earlier but it’s been quite a dreadful time and there’s going to be police involvement, hence the delay in letting you know. When I learn of his wishes, I’ll let you know. I’m so sorry, Timmy, Mike and Bob, you have some beautiful memories ... draw-draw strength from th-them.’

Yasmin burst into tears and pressed the handset against her chest. 

Timmy’s demands finally reached her ears. ‘How? How did he die, Yasmin?’ 

With her emotions in utter turmoil, she found comfort in smoothing the tuft of fur between Combo’s ears. Feeling like her lungs were going to collapse described the last conversation the estranged couple held almost a year earlier. Rudy had told her the nasturtiums were tasty, and the lavender soil would eventually need turning. Shivering, she vividly recalled his lifeless eyes and the way he looked straight through her the whole time. Adding to the sad discovery in the cleared lavender paddock, he died on the anniversary of the death of his family. It had been such a bleak day too. The low clouds covered the tops of the nearby hills like a dull, drippy icing, yet the beds of blossoming French marigolds between the colourful snapdragons before the Queen Elizabeth rose garden reminded her of a lonely ray of sunshine bursting through a rainbow.

‘But that’s not how a rainbow works!’ Timmy reminded her.

‘You can see it, can’t you?’ She pleaded. No reply came. ‘But why anywhere near the lavender? He hated the stuff with a passion.’

‘So sorry.’ Hushed, snivelling voices echoed through the phone.

‘Ru lived like a hermit and avoided me after he moved into the caravan but left constant reminders of his presence by leaving the greenhouse door unlatched,’ she sniffled quietly. 

‘We know that—’

Mike talked over the top of Timmy and encouraged her gently. ‘Talk it out, Yas, we’re listening.’ 

‘Thanks Mike. Combo and I found him leaning up against the seventh row. He-he was facing the roses. His eyes were open but lifeless, just like-like the last time ...’ She wailed. ‘Why? Why did he leave me to discover his body in the cleared lavender paddock? That was just plain cruel. Why?’

‘We’re so sorry, Yasmin. Sorry you have to deal with this alone.’ Timmy’s voice trembled. ‘But how? How did Rudy die? You have to tell us.’

The men’s choked up voices and sniffles mingled with her own.

‘They suspect a heart attack, but the police will be back here tomorrow morning. I am just so sorry for you all. You guys have lost the whole beautiful family.’

After a long pause, Timmy whispered, ‘And our mother.’

Yasmin gasped. ‘No! Oh no, oh my heart breaks for you guys. I am so sorry for your loss. When?’

This time Timmy’s voice was distant. ‘A little while after we came to see you pair earlier in the year.’ 

‘Oh, that’s so sad and so cruel because Ru never even made his presence known ... oh guys ... I am so sorry ... oh, that’s so sad. But why didn’t you tell me?’

‘We couldn’t. Uh ... not without Rudy there. Yasmin, we’re going to have to have a longer chat at another time. The nurses need to do their checks.’

She quietly blew her nose and listened to the echoed sentiment.

‘Yas, you’ll be okay, I know you will be.’

‘Oh, Mike.’

‘Yeah, I know ... listen, we all caught up once a month since you guys left.’

Yasmin coughed and spluttered. ‘You what? Even Emily?’

‘Yes, it was a pact. Only sometimes with Emily. But all that’s for a conversation at another time. Listen, Rudy sorted out a lot of the business affairs and paid for mother’s funeral when he saw us. It’s awfully sad about him and our hearts go out to you, but we need to tell you some things, actually a lot of things but not everything right now. And you have to do something.’

‘What? You’re confusing me. You just said you couldn’t tell me about your mum because he wasn’t here when you visited? I don’t get it.’ She paused and tried in vain to wave away the emotional fog. ‘That’s why you guys never took off your sunnies! At least that part makes sense now.’

Since she was met with silence, continued with the threads of her thought pattern. ‘I’m glad he could help you guys out, don’t get me wrong. I distinctly recall him securing a large project around the time of his parents’ funeral, but afterwards he made me cut everything back in the paddocks, pay the rates in advance and go and see my family overseas, which left me with a few hundred bucks to my name and while I was away, he quit his job! He was so angry with the banks and the way they callously—’ 

‘You have to listen to us, Yasmin. You have to play Rudy’s game. You have to solve the clues. It’s crucial for our business that you do. You need to understand that.’

‘What game? What clues? Your business? Did-did you know he was going to die?’

‘We can’t do this now.’

‘You have to! And why are you telling me what to do, Timmy? Why? I hate that and you know it!’ reactively twisting the curly cord around her wrist.

He raised his voice for an instant. ‘STOP it, Yasmin. Listen, we were never as good as you at solving riddles and stuff. We know there are hidden things you have to find before the police—’

‘Hey? Illegal things?’

‘No, no, his story, Emily’s story, your inheritance, our connection. It-it’s all hidden. We know it’s so soon after and you’re going to be riding the monster grief rollercoaster for a while but try and put your focus on this. It is so very important to all of us. We have to go. The nurses are getting really impatient. We’ll phone you in a few days.’

Her mind was in a spin. ‘Why didn’t Emily write back to me?’

‘She did. We have to go, Yasmin.’

The call was suddenly disconnected. 

Numbly brewing a strong black coffee, the conversation birthed questions which bounced erratically in her head. What inheritance? What story? Where are Emily’s letters? How come they didn’t seem surprised? What connection? They saw Ru regularly? What game? Why all the deception?  She clutched at her stomach. Bewildered grief constricted every organ in her body. Self-doubt formed hands and closed around her throat. Why? What did I do to deserve this?

She sat down heavily, head between her knees and drank in mouthfuls of air. Her mind drifted back to the threads of financial despair after the hospital costs for the years of care and the considerably expensive joint funeral. The only information Rudy had shared was his parents’ last Will and Testament had bequeathed their meagre savings to their surviving son. He then expressed his disgust that the bank had foreclosed on the house and family business, thereby leaving no debt or proceeds. But from that date onward the subject of his family was taboo. 

The long-buried question followed by the answers exploded through the denial barrier.

‘Why? Because I was an outsider. Because I had taken him away from his home. THAT’S WHY!’
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The flashing light on the answering machine stabbed its way into Yasmin’s subconscious. Rolling her eyes, it was no wonder she hadn’t given the two-day-old message any thought and pressed the play button. A much older woman’s voice had left a message for a Rupert John Matson requesting his presence at the usual get-together at Moojie Hill. 

Only two people called Rudy, Rupert. Whether he was present or not. They were Leigh and Callum Jones. Not quite friends, but a married couple who called on them whenever they travelled through town. The last time they did, back in February, they and Rudy sheepishly transferred a cardboard carton from his caravan into the boot of their sedan. Yasmin distinctly recalled her bewilderment and confused anger after she innocently asked of the contents. The three of them denied all knowledge. Their blatant lie unsettled her for ages. Afterwards, Rudy became more aloof. The mutual dislike between Combo and this couple was pretty obvious, as was their obsession with her property. In particular the hundred-year-old Jacaranda tree in the front yard. Above all though, their fascination with Ru’s depression. 

But she had never heard of a Rupert John Matson and had no idea what went on at Moojie Hill. Or wherever the hell Moojie Hill was. 

All of a sudden, the find-the-word puzzle in the local newspaper popped into her thoughts. Rubbing her forehead in exasperation snatched up the paper, added another word to her growing list but remained stumped at solving the nine-letter word. Yawning loudly, put a line through the word that didn’t use the essential letter and tossed the paper onto the settee. Combo’s ears pricked with anticipation then lowered in realisation. His grizzle mirrored Yasmin’s mood, yet he never took his eyes off her.
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PULLING AN UGLY FACE at the answering machine, Yasmin rewound and replayed the message. The voice was not familiar, but the recurring questions of who and why, were. After cross-referencing her calendar with the date and time of the phone call, she mocked her own foolishness. 

Because the laundry door wasn’t possible to be locked and the cottage was still his home, Rudy had free access whenever he wanted, thus leaving her delivery schedule open to the world. It dawned on her then that he received his messages when she wasn’t at home, would delete them and she’d be none the wiser. Shaking her head forlornly, stared in the direction of the lavender paddock. Not this time, hey Ru? Or Rupert? Did you lead another life? Then, another thought crossed her mind. Was it a coincidence? Just a wrong number and not you at all? 

Nearly jumping out of her skin when the telephone jangled then abruptly stopped mid-ring, glared angrily at it and promptly ignored its next noisy interference. The new string of questions compounded a headache, so she brewed another coffee and let the cold water from the kitchen tap drench her face. Her head hurt, her eyes ached and her nose was red-raw. 

Moaning, gently dabbed at her face, ‘Quickly running out of soft paper, Combo!’

For the fifth time in a row, the telephone stopped ringing half-way through the third ring. Yasmin scowled at the apparatus over the top of her coffee cup. Steam and tears blurring her eyes. Several minutes later, it rang again and didn’t stop ringing until moments before it went to the answering machine. 

She swooped onto the handset. Emotionless, said, ‘Hello?’ 

‘Yasmin, it’s Leigh and Callum, we’ve got you on speaker. How are you, dear?’ The woman’s oily voice slid through the wire.

‘Getting by thanks,’ frowning at the unlisted telephone number. ‘Leigh, you left a message for Rupert Jo—’

‘Wasn’t me.’

‘Oh?’ Thinking quickly, Yasmin asked, ‘Are you coming to visit again?’

‘No.’

‘Aside from having a silent number, what’s changed?’

‘Um ... ah ... well—’

‘I’ve got another question for you two. Do you usually phone Rupert?’ 

A delayed reply elevated her annoyance. ‘Well? You always call him Rupert, so who do you know calls him Rupert John Matson?’

Leigh’s breath caught in her throat. ‘We only ever called him by his first name. Didn’t dare call him anything else.’

Her blood turned cold. ‘What? Why?’

In an unusually timid voice, Callum spoke swiftly. ‘Are you alone?’

‘I’m with my dog. Why?’

He groaned. ‘Eugh, dislike dogs. Anyway, listen very carefully. Rupert, although depressed and bordering on deranged, wasn’t who you thought he was.’

‘Really, Callum? Why the past tense?’

This time, he was smug in his reply. ‘Yep! Generous and clever too. Loved art, that’s where Leigh and I met him, long before we met you actually ... we’ll never forget his Monet collection. But going back to what we were talking about, the full name always brought about horrendous consequences and as time went on, we assumed your stepbrother was the boogey-man.’

Leigh’s loud sob wasn’t the only thing that instantly dried up Yasmin’s tears. My stepbrother?  In a choked whisper, asked, ‘The what?’ In the background, she heard the telltale signs of cigarettes being lit.

Leigh talked as she exhaled. ‘We don’t mean to scare you, Yasmin. But he changed. Sort of grew in size and aside from art, loved grey jackets and handlebar moustaches. Sorry, dear, we get that it’s pretty raw.’

‘Huh?’

Leigh sighed impatiently. ‘His death.’

‘How did you know?’

‘Via the grapevine.’

‘What grapevine?’

‘His friends weren’t yours. It happens sometimes. S’pose it doesn’t matter anymore, does it?’

The volcano of emotions erupted. ‘Is that all you’ve got? No condolences or any such thing? No can we do anything for you? Nothing?’ 

‘We are trying to help you!’ the woman exclaimed loudly. ‘What did you expect to hear?’

‘Something a lot nicer from people who have known us for so long. Instead, all I’m hearing are riddles! Lies even.’

‘He really wasn’t well. Surely you don’t need us to tell you that,’ Callum stated flatly. Leigh continued without so much as a pause. ‘It’s not our fault you couldn’t see it.’

Yasmin spluttered. ‘Back up a sec, are you accusing him of committing suicide?’

‘Well, he was depressed ... probably his big heart just gave out. Stress and depression can take its toll you know.’

‘Wait. You three were all lying when I sprung you loading that box into your car.’

Leigh spoke coyly. ‘Guilty.’

‘So? What was in it?’

‘We haven’t opened it yet. We had to wait.’

‘For what?’

Leigh changed the subject harshly. ‘Look, just let us know when you have thought about our offer.’

Yasmin scratched her head in confusion, then reached for her coffee. ‘What offer?’

‘To buy your joint.’

‘What?  You have got to be kidding me. I am not selling. How dare you?’ She swore under her breath as coffee slopped onto her hand.

‘How dare us what?’ Leigh challenged. ‘We’re sorry for your loss. There. Is that better?’

Hot tears slipped down Yasmin’s cheeks. Her downcast mouth stretched her eyes enough to make sure her mug was firmly on the table. ‘No, not really.’

‘Maybe you should take this opportunity to start your next chapter somewhere else. You’ll soon realise there’s nothing holding you back, except you.’

‘Leigh!’ Shocked, Yasmin held her face as if she had been slapped.

‘Uh ... that didn’t come out right. What I meant to say was—’

‘You know something? I don’t care to hear anymore.’ Furiously swiping away the tears, stretched the telephone cord to its extent and paced back and forth. Yasmin raised her voice for the first time in an awfully long time. ‘Leigh and Callum Jones, I DO NOT want to hear from you EVER AGAIN and DO NOT EVER, EVER come near me or my property. If you do, two things will happen. One, YOU WILL finally meet my dog and two, YOU WILL MOST CERTAINLY MEET THE POLICE.’ 

She slammed the receiver downwards, missed its target and promptly burst into angry tears all over again leaving the phone where it landed. Bawling loudly, Combo was instantly beside her. He cocked his head at each outburst. 

‘How dare they? How did they find out so quickly? My stepbrother? His Monet collection? Longer than ten years? And just how many times did they call in when I wasn’t there? And why had they always insisted on calling him Rupert? Even to his face!  Why?’

Yasmin stared at Combo while she reflected on the single occasion the Jones’ did stay for light refreshments, and distinctly remembered Rudy didn’t even correct them. He never corrected them about anything. Plonking herself onto the settee, she scratched her head. The boogey-man? Grey suit? Moustache? STEPBROTHER?
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Leigh looked at Callum with a stoned grin. ‘Jones? After all these years he never corrected her! At least the boogey-man’s curse can’t get us now ... still not gonna say his name but.’

‘Nope.’ Leaning over to his beloved, transferred the last of the putrid smoke during a kiss. Callum whispered and exhaled at the same time. ‘We finally get to open this box.’

‘Been waiting long enough. Hope it’s money!’ Leigh grinned.

‘That’d be nice. We’re running dry. Hey, the boys had better get their arse into gear for Moojie Hill.’

‘Give them a call after.’ Leigh tore the tape off the top slit of the packing box, ruffled through the packaging, then scoffed. ‘Look Cal, five of the arrogant bastard’s monogrammed plaques.’

He grunted, then lifted one out and gave her a toothy grin. ‘Feel the weight, Leigh! This is better than money. Even if it’s 14-Karat gold or as low as 9-Karat, they’re worth a few bob!’

‘But what about his initials?’

‘We’ll just melt these down!’

‘Clive’s furnace!’ they spoke in unison, chuckled excitedly and rifled through the green sheets until the box was empty.

‘Lousy bastard. Five? Five?’ Leigh moaned and reached for a skinny cigar. ‘My high has just crashed.’

She watched Callum retrieve the drug scales. Together they stared at the digits while he stacked the five plaques atop.

They both whispered, ‘Three thousand, five hundred and eighty-five grams.’

Leigh inhaled heavily, pulled Callum’s face into hers and exhaled into his open mouth. Relishing in the moment of the port flavoured smoke, they smiled sheepishly at each other.

‘Here’s to the boogey-man whose name shalt not be repeated,’ Callum murmured.

‘I feel real bad now. Poor Yasmin.’

He shrugged. ‘Lucky Yasmin, more like it. She had no idea who he was! Let sleeping dogs lie ... eugh, hate dogs, let him not haunt us! Now, put on your laughing gear and pack your prettiest dress, Mrs Johns, we’re going out for dinner. In Adelaide!’

‘Adelaide? That’s over two hours away!’

‘Yep! You pack for two nights, I’ll book!’

‘You’re the best thing that happened to me, Callum,’ Leigh ran her tongue around her lips, and squirmed while crushing out her smoke.

‘And I just love the way you do that!’
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Muttering under her breath, Yasmin refused to have the pair of horrible people consume any more of her mind. Instead, she reminded herself of the pending police visit the following morning. That and the information spilled from the recent telephone conversations raised her ire enough to start tying up loose ends. This time the phone’s handle did find its mark. No sooner had it settled, it rang. her look would have turned it grey if it were a living organism.

‘Yes?’

‘Uh, Ms Pestel?’

‘Who is this?’

‘Stan, The Real Estate Man. Have I caught you at a bad time?’

A fresh onslaught of tears slipped down her face. 

‘Please excuse my abruptness, Stan. I had not long hung up from a particularly rude and distressing phone call.’

‘Sorry to hear that, hopefully some good news will help. Congratulations! Settlement has been completed. You are the proud owner of both properties north and south of you. Your Pestel’s Edible Petals will surely make an even prettier vista if you expand!’

Sniffing back the bittersweet tears, ‘Thank you, Stan! Now to pay these off before I’m sixty, eh?’

He spoke philosophically. ‘Look at it this way. We don’t work for the banks, and they are a convenience. All conveniences cost money. However, we get one life and one life only, well, on this earth anyway! The land isn’t going anywhere, meet the repayments until you can’t then it’s the bank’s problem!’

‘I like the way you think!’ she murmured.

‘Sadly, Title Deeds aren’t a thing anymore, but I will e-mail through the entire suite of certified conveyancing documents. The fencing contractor has been paid out of the proceeds as agreed.’

‘Speaking of which, I love the job he did. The white is a happy contrast, well, when we’ve had rain, but whitewashing it is going to be exhausting and expensive!’

‘Not at all. It’s a new trend which will easily withstand our climate. It’s PVC here, or Vinyl in the U.S.’

‘Nice! Please include his details. I might have a project coming up.’

‘Will do. Oh! I almost forgot. As a show of goodwill given the late vendor was an employee of the Shire, they offset the family’s rates with the overpayments held in Trust.’

‘Oh, that is good news. May he rest in peace.’

‘Yes, and his family are grateful his land has gone to someone local and not the land bank or a foreign developer. Thank you for keeping our landscape pleasing to the eye!’

She let out a shaky breath. ‘And thank you for the good news.’

‘Are you okay?’ His genuine concern brought about another onslaught of sobbing.

Eventually, managed to answer. ‘I will have to be, thank you for asking. Thanks for ringing, Stan. I appreciate your call.’

‘Okay then. Congratulations on your amazing achievement. It does sound like you need to take care of yourself, so I’ll ring off. Bye for now and thank you for supporting my business.’

She murmured her thanks again and gently replaced the handset. Back on the mortgage merry-go-round!  

Her original jubilation of acquiring the adjoining properties disappeared over the tops of the rolling hills and her gaze settled in the direction of Rudy’s little caravan. Groaning loudly, the disaster zone had filled her with unease when she first opened its door. 

Even through blurry eyes, the scraps of blank notepaper torn into shapes or scrunched up and strewn everywhere was noticeable. The most peculiar thing was the rounded shapes of dolphins and whales. Even a mermaid! Rudy had never mentioned anything about the sea. But what was really macabre were the funeral notices covering the windows. 

Clicking her tongue and reaching for Combo’s treats, said. ‘Come on, boy, it’s not going to tidy itself up on its own.’
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The stepbrothers finished their regular arm wrestle with Giles letting his older and much stronger nemesis, Ivan, manipulate the outcome.

‘I win, you loser. Again!’ 

‘Yeah, yeah, whatever. What’s the plan for Moojie?’

‘You and Stu and not a cow named moo need to get pill-pressing, dude. Ha! Clever, eh? Eh?’ Ivan puffed out his chest.

‘Yeah, very clever. Any changes?’

‘Heard the bloody Kraut sausage truck’s gone gangbusters which may impact our customers again. Gotta be on our game. It’s expected to be a massive event this year. ‘

Hating crowds, Giles rolled his eyes. ‘Joyous.’

‘Quit being the drama-queen. You’ve never been invited to the yarn in the barn.’

‘Nor has your sprog!’

‘That’s right. It’s not for soft cocks.’ Ivan shadow-boxed him into the door of the fridge. ‘Don’t just stand there, get me a beer, then get together with Stu. The Johns are gonna be barking orders soon.’

Obediently, Giles wrapped his hand around the aluminium can failing to dent it.

‘Speaking of the devils,’ Ivan groaned and turned away to answer his mobile phone.

Seizing the opportunity, he violently shook the can and placed it on the counter. 

‘See ya later, mate!’ he called out over his shoulder, scooped the keys off the table and raced out the door.

Ivan’s abusively vile outburst was drowned out by the sound of Giles’s laughter and revving engine. He reprimanded himself silently. Idiot, he’s going to make you pay for that.
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Chapter 7
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Drawing in a steadying breath, Yasmin clipped open the caravan door. Desperately trying to slow down her thoughts while she collected up the pieces of paper lying nearby, she looked at the odd window covering and wondered how the man could have lived without fresh air. But it was the impeccably made bed that undid her resolve. For all his misgivings while they had shared an abode, Rudy had insisted on making the bed, only because she couldn’t make it so neatly. 

There was no trace of his aftershave or scent. Even Combo couldn’t smell anything and went and laid outside the door. Taking her time, she folded the bed linen all the while looking at the paper patchwork, and noticed every corner was rounded. Peering closely, some of the letters and digits had been traced over, but only on certain funeral notices. Letters in red ink, digits in black? 

She blinked a couple of times then glancing at nothing in particular noticed the colours actually depicted a type’s mountain range. Pausing momentarily, she checked out the similarly morbid assortment covering the kitchenette window. To her astonishment, the colours created a similar outline but with more peaks and less valleys.

Peeling the curved corners from the window frame, Yasmin laid the flimsy paper over the little dining table and peered more closely. At first glance, the red letters made up Emily’s name but paying more attention, several obits were in South Australian rural towns while others were as far away as Victoria, and a cluster in central New South Wales. She presumed the blackened digits were phone numbers but then noticed some of the capital letters had been blackened out. Mainly ‘E’ and ‘S’. Shaking her head dejectedly; it was just too much so she went back to stripping the bed. 

By the time the woollen underlay had been removed, Yasmin realised the mattress was brand new, and familiar. Then recognised the similarity to the ones they had bought twelve years earlier when they first moved into the cottage. Granted she had never stopped Rudy from going inside, with his whereabouts unknown except for the greenhouse left unlatched, but to have moved the mattress without her or Combo knowing about it, left her cold. 

With the collage of funeral notices from the little bedroom window atop the one on the dining room table, the emptiness around her was harsh. Laying down on the bare mattress she closed her eyes and willed for sleep to take over her exhaustion. The overwhelming sensation of standing at the foot of a mountain, desperately searching for the steep path to climb so she could feel the sunshine again swept over her like an icy breeze. Combo’s dejected sigh resonated deeply. 

Awash with numbness, the lads’ insistence rung loudly in her head. As did the thought of being a pawn. Although the urgency struck her as being odd, lying around feeling sorry for herself was not going to accomplish anything either. Gently wiping her eyes, she stared at the curved roof, and frowned. A yacht? Who would have drawn that? Why? Nobody had ever talked about being on water. The families had always been land lovers. Even in all the years of camping and exploring either with Emily and the lads or just themselves, they had never ventured anywhere near water. Ever. Taking a picture of the sketch, Yasmin shook her head in bewilderment. It kept moving from side to side when she slid open the drawers. Every compartment was empty. There wasn’t even any dust. 

Then she opened the simple wardrobe and stared, mouth agape. Hanging on a Silky Oak hanger, a long grey jacket shrouded a charcoal grey suit. Barely breathing, rested her hand against the lapel and turned it slightly. In addition to the emerald-green bow tie hanging around the hook, a fake handlebar moustache looked plain weird attached to the inside of the neck collar of the crisp white shirt. Yasmin shivered when she recalled the Jones’ description. The boogey-man?

Completely perplexed, she closed the wardrobe silently, sat down heavily on the bed and banged the kick panels with her heels in frustration. Crying out in fright, the entire bedframe collapsed. Dazed, she found herself still on the mattress, on the floor. Combo was at her side in an instant and nosed excitedly around the edges. He kept trying to get underneath the whole configuration. Gently shooing him aside, she manhandled the mattress and leant it up against the window-wall. Combo sniffed frantically around a brown envelope. She watched in fascination and almost jumped out of her skin when he barked. 

‘That’s a good boy,’ she spoke firmly and picked up the envelope.

The folded corners weren’t too dissimilar to every other piece of paper in the place. ONLY OPEN UPON MY DEATH was written in perfect capital letters.

‘Oh Ru,’ she sobbed. 

Sliding out the folded piece of paper with trembling hands, Yasmin had no idea why she was so nervous. He had never physically hurt her. What damage could his written word do? With that thought in mind, she unfolded the shaped piece of paper and gasped. It too looked like a yacht. Taking a deep breath and exhaling noisily, fought back the tears when she saw his impeccable handwriting. 

Yasmin,

I don’t know if I should have thanked you for staying, or made you leave. I couldn’t. I had nowhere to go. No family. The lads had their own lives. Just you in my space and sometimes in my face. I will thank you for the caravan.

I have to be burnt. Like Emily was. I felt her pain when I was forced to do that, so I have to suffer the same. Tell my three best friends, Timmy, Mike and Bob, I am glad we saw each other when we did. Thank them for the good times for me. I know you will, because that’s who you are. Always doing what you’re told.

You have to look everywhere. Even the floors.

I never told you the truth about my parents. They had a yacht that was in the family’s name. The last I heard it’d had a facelift and was still moored at Emerald Bay. Anyway, it was a family thing. When Emily left this world, it automatically became mine. Fat lot of good that does me when I’ll be dead, so you now own it but you have to share it with my three best friends. I know you will, because that’s who you are.

Also, my parents left me some money. Some of that’s yours now. It’s just not all in a bank. Imagine me shrugging my shoulders the way I used to do it. You remember? Well, I’ve just done that now. Your love of word games and mysteries always did my head in, I just hope you enjoy my game. 

You must listen to what Timmy says.

Yes, these are my wishes and lend to my Last Will and Testament. I want to be cremated.

I don’t have any feelings of anything. I just don’t want to live anymore. I made this choice. Now you will have to turn the soil in the lavender patch! I hated the stuff, but you grew it so well. You should have grown chillies too. It’s time for you to have a break.

I did love you, but how could I have kept loving you when I didn’t love myself or anything else? Go and have a good life, Yasmin. You can. I promise you that. You’re young enough to fulfil nearly all your dreams.

Good bye. Rudy.

In the cruellest moment, everything suddenly made sense. Yasmin slowly read the letter again, searching for clues. Nothing stood out. Absolutely nothing. So, she read it out aloud and frowned at ‘you have to look everywhere. Even the floors.’  Her frown deepened when she recalled Timmy and Mike instructing her to play Rudy’s game.

By now, Combo was ready to pounce onto something in the far corner. His tail swished slowly. His one usually large floppy ear joined its mate on high alert. Stacking the kick panels underneath the dining table, she dragged the mattress across the doorway and shrieked when he barked. Fearing it was a snake she grabbed at his collar. Combo shook himself free, sat, shimmied backwards until he laid splot-like and pawed playfully at a circular piece of turquoise fabric stuck to the floor. Laying on her stomach beside him, she bit back a loud sob. A pink fabric letter ‘Y’ had been sewn on the top. The basketball stitch as neat as anything. Trying to slide it off the floor wasn’t successful and eventually worked out it was attached to something. Sitting up, she pulled a length of PVC downpipe up through the floor, and peered into the void where it came from, recognising the aged concrete floor of the shed. She rotated the cylinder. It’s length of 350 mm marked. Anything about Rudy incorporated perfection, precision and compartmentalisation. Turning the it upside down, the linoleum pattern on the end cap attached by tape matched the caravan floor. An uneducated eye wouldn’t have been any the wiser. It was a perfect fit. What an unbelievably calculated mind.

Yasmin eventually worked out the order of timber planks to rebuild the bed frame. Sliding the mattress on top, nodded in self-satisfaction. Encouraging Combo to sniff the fabric on the container then commanding him to fetch, she watched as he thoroughly searched the inside of the little old abode before bounding over to the cottage. Wrapping the cylinder in the bundle of linen inside one pillowcase, she rolled up the collage of funeral notices tightly and stood them beside the tube with the envelope standing up behind them inside the other. Yasmin locked the caravan and slipped that key inside the bag of secrets. Catching up with Combo at the patio door, she glanced at the time as they entered the cottage. It was just gone noon. Sighing in relief that the day hadn’t slipped away, locked the door behind her. It was the first time in her life she felt exposed and vulnerable to the elements. And nervous. The feeling compelling her to close the curtains, turn on the air-conditioning and activate the security alarms.

A small smile felt oddly rewarding when she read her e-mails. After several attempts, managed to compose a message to the fencing contractor requesting a quote. Yasmin’s thoughts drifted back to the peculiar yet confronting warning about saying the full name. Then, just as swiftly, shoved the entire telephone conversation deep into her mind and slammed the door shut. When the image of Rudy’s grey suit popped into her mind’s eye, she did exactly the same thing.

Laying the pillowcase on the padded tablecloth atop the old Mahogany dining room table, Yasmin looked around and mocked herself for the state of affairs she found herself in. This time, reality struck her like a hammer. She had been living in the past for far too long. The furniture in the inherited cottage hadn’t moved for as long as she could remember. Even the big old clock had been noisy since she was a kid. Her mind ticked over ideas of repositioning the furniture in the living area but it all got too hard. She slumped onto the settee and sighed heavily. Staring blankly at the newspaper puzzle, she flicked it onto the floor and laid down.

Combo’s clicking toenails on the parquetry floor gave the usual sense of comfort as did the usual resting of his head on her knees. Instead, he lightly wrapped his jaw around her hand and pulled her gently while his tail wagged excitedly, leading them into the spare bedroom. For years they had walked past the room unsuspectingly. The only interior door Rudy permitted to be closed was the one that accessed the drab laundry with its horribly loud creaking door. But any attempt to address the matter had been quickly thwart. It was obvious Combo had had a lot of fun on the spare bed given the tousled-up edges of the dustcover. Traces of pink tissue poked out from holes in a makeshift mattress, bringing the tears to the forefront. It had been a very long time since she had seen so much of the stuff. The deeply buried memory surfaced, and the floodgates opened.

Rudy had always teased her about her love of Queen Elizabeth Roses, and at every opportunity would add to her horde of the same colour pink, except in tissue. Rudy’s 28th birthday. The first time they had ever celebrated his birthday alone. She had wrapped herself in sheets of it as his gift. The embarrassment, humiliation and gutted feeling washed over her all over again. She could still see his look of utter disdain. The spat-words of wanting to be back home and completely disinterested in any intimacy tore through her like bear claws. 

Gulping painfully, her shoulders sagged under the weight of the prolonged sadness. Turning to walk out the room, Combo blocked her path and nuzzled her wrist with his wet nose. She stared into his penetrating eyes and took comfort in the depths of the dark brown tenderness. They shifted from hers to the bed. Taking the hint, she ruffled the tuft of fur. He helped remove the dustcover in a gentle game of tug-o-war. A deflated sigh escaped at the mish-mash of curved overlapping shirts. That’s where your upper clothing got to!  With mouth agape and dustcover on the floor, several multi-sized white and brown rounded-cornered envelopes stared back at her. Another yacht? The white envelopes resembled the sail while the brown ones shaped the keel. Drying her eyes on the hem of her shirt, she reached for the largest of the lot. Lifting the flap and sliding out the manilla folder, scratched her head in bewilderment. Across the front was the family logo of their company. Their transport company? Combo whimpered at her strangled cry of frustration. She had always believed the family had been in the construction industry. Rudy could build things. Engineered things. Always. 

The four initials curled around the C of their surname, Craige. The A and M of his parents’ names—Adam and Milly—crested the top curve while the E and R of their adopted children—Emily and Rudy—were linked quite fancily around the bottom curve. The M and E linked with a flourish to represent their femininity. Underneath the monogram, was a simple yacht cut out of a newspaper. 

CREAM?

She admonished herself for finding the letters of the family members amusing. 

Alongside were clippings of dinky cars and an old-time pantechnicon. An actual black and white photograph of the entire family sitting on the bonnet of an unfamiliar truck had Yasmin scratching her head. Wiping at the sentimental tears, she realised she had never seen the family so young. 

Cautiously opening the folder, a single envelope remained inside. The moment she removed it two emeralds fell out. Yasmin gasped. The last time she had seen the jewels was on a three-strand pearl bracelet attached to three other emeralds clasped around Mrs Craige’s elegant left wrist. It didn’t feel right touching them. Using a sheet of pink tissue, slid them back to where they came from and closed the folder. 

Inside a smaller brown envelope, the last Will and Testament of his parents dated thirty years earlier. Yasmin didn’t even want to open the last brown bulky envelope and gathered up the remaining white envelopes, which were all empty. She rolled her eyes in frustration and did a double-take. Sketched onto that ceiling was the exact same image as the one in the caravan. An exact replica of the picture on the folder. She took another photo on her personal mobile and burst into tears. This was a horrible game.

Combo barked when she shrieked. Her business mobile phone rang for the umpteenth time that day. Again, it was the funeral parlour’s number and again, she ignored it. Burying her face into her companion’s fur, wept.

‘Leave me alone, Clive. I’ve got a feeling you don’t want to order flowers!’
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Chapter 8
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Making sure he was out of camera view; Senior Constable Carl Ramond sent the long-awaited coded message to his undercover cousin. 

Hey Cuz, your favourite test subject will be on point within 24-hours. 

Her immediate reply made his eyes water.

Thanks Cuz, give Pooch my unwavering love. I know it’ll be hard for you but make the most of this sad opportunity and enjoy your time with the K9s. Your efforts haven’t gone unnoticed. Will make contact when the time is right. Out.

He studied the photo of the then three-year-old motley-coloured dog hanging proudly in his harness against the body of his favourite cousin. Their parachute floating above them like a billowing cloud. They had just commenced their tenth jump, and it was impossible to tell who had the happiest face. 

Tears welled up again as he remembered how heart-wrenchingly difficult it was for them to leave Pooch with the former Special Ops pilot in the rolling hills on the outskirts of the neighbouring town. He on an entirely different mission, Pooch was left to follow a challenging trail, track a forever-changing scent and eventually walk into Pestel’s Edible Petals shed. Although Pooch was monitored the whole time and it took nigh on two years, no human interfered with his progress.

‘Amazing creatures,’ he whispered and closed the lid of their encrypted laptop.

***
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MEANWHILE, ON THE OTHER side of town Travis stared at the bleak interior of the Ford Transit van. The twins had been nagging him to clean it up ever since they rolled the boogey-man out of its rear doors. Just as they had nagged him to go after the dying man and remove his rucksack. He would have if the flower lady bitch hadn’t turned up. Groaning loudly, he toyed with the hole in the carpet. It had been getting worse after each trip and was beginning to smell. He yanked at the loose edging and removed every bit of the mangy floor covering. 

To his surprise, he found two small bags of green pills and several rolls of cash against the headboard. Stashing these into the front pocket of his denim overalls, followed a trail of round-shaped scraps of paper alongside the panel. 

‘What’s this then?’ he mumbled and tugged gently on a piece sticking out from where a pop rivet should be. 

Smoothing out the creases, his voice shook as he read it aloud. ‘Beware of the boogey-man.’

Eventually, the frown creasing Travis’ forehead dissolved. In its place, an evil thought crossed his mind and slipped out his mouth. ‘Hmm, maybe two can play this game after all.’
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Chapter 9
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Exhaustion smothered Yasmin like a heavy blanket. She flopped onto the recliner and prayed it was going to be the last of crying herself to sleep. Then argued with herself why she was crying. Grief? Yes and no. She’d grieved Rudy for nigh on eight years! Shock? Perhaps. Feeling sorry for herself? No. Frustrated? Yes. Angry? Getting there! Groaning loudly, the ringing bells of the landline dragged her out of her sad state. Laying there listening to it click over to the answering machine, she willed her eyes to close.

‘Afternoon Ms Pestel, Sergeant Pyers calling to confirm our scheduled appointment with you, at your premises, nine o’clock tomorrow morning.’ His serious tone softened. ‘No need to ring me back, we acknowledge it is a difficult time. Rest and be kind to yourself, there is no right or wrong way to grieve. We’ll see you in the morning.’

Yasmin swiped at the tears and tried to picture which of the policemen he was. Not giving it, or trying to sleep much more thought, brewed another strong black coffee. Mindlessly removing the PVC tube from the bag of linen and standing it upright on the padded tablecloth, ran her fingers over the perfectly stitched letter ‘Y’. 

Nodding slowly, muttered, ‘Righto, Ru ... bring it on.’

Easing off the top cap, plaited cords hung down its centre which lifted a separate internal tube measuring exactly 300 mm long, covered in soft pink crushed velvet with its own lid. She sniffled softly. This time, the lid was like a mini hat box. It was beautiful. It had to be Emily’s. Holding the tube between her knees, Yasmin unscrewed the covered lid and peered inside. It was like looking into a kaleidoscope, except the light fragments were thirty-one tightly rolled rolls of cash. She pried out and flattened out the notes of one roll consisting of every denomination and tallied up $1,605. The twins’ birth date. Doing the multiplication, her hand flew to her mouth. That was $49,755 on the top row alone. A little bit nervous to see just how many rows the cylinder contained, she withdrew the entire inner tube and unscrewed the bottom velvet covered end cap. 

Rudy was too consistent in his logic to combine items of different materials without a barrier. She had learnt that very early in their relationship. The plastic handled camping cutlery could not be in the same drawer as the stainless-steel. He had flipped his lid once too many times for her not to be more careful. 

Removing a fairly heavy draw-string bag in the same fabric that matched the original lid, she peered inside the container to see that it had filled the lower void and let out the breath she’d been holding. Laying it beside the cylinder with her finger halfway, she guessed the top half held two rows of rolled up notes. 

Gobsmacked, she quickly did the calculation. ‘That’s a lot of cold, hard cash.’

Way more than she had ever earnt in a single year and more than twice the amount she had in both bank accounts combined! Curiosity getting the better of her, carefully tipped the contents out of the fabric bag and stared in wide-eyed wonder. Unfamiliar heavy gold bangles, beautiful earrings, necklaces and pendants tumbled into a pile along with three smaller turquoise bags. Again, there was no compromise to the different material habit. Emptying the contents of each bag in their own space, Yasmin was staring at a pile of sparkling diamond rings and earrings, then three more emeralds. On its own, the three-strand pearl bracelet with five blank spaces and a broken gold clasp. 

Trying to steady her trembling hands, she also tried to steady her erratic breathing. Recalling Rudy’s letter, there was nothing to say whose was what and what was whose. Replacing the contents and the apparatus to its original condition, she prayed her knees wouldn’t fail as she went into her ensuite and stashed the container alongside the PVC pipework inside the vanity cabinet. A perfect match aside from the vastly different size. 

Combo met her outside the spare bedroom door and looked at her imploringly. He had been back on the bedframe and nosed around Rudy’s clothing. Picking up the clothes that had fallen onto the floor, Yasmin added the apparel to his other box of meagre belongings and wrote the letter ‘R’ on it. Looking at the almost empty room, it was actually larger than what she initially perceived. Perhaps this should be the office in future? It would certainly be cooler in summer but then I’d lose my view. Yasmin groaned in dismay. Not such a nice view now.

Sighing heavily, she stacked the box atop the others in the storage cupboard, gathered up the envelopes and teased Combo with them as they raced back to the dining room table. Contemplating her future, she half-heartedly emptied the bulkiest brown envelope to see a myriad of notes, letters and journals drop out. 

It wasn’t light reading by any stretch of the imagination. 

Ultimately, it would have been impossible for anyone to penetrate the tightly knit sibling unit. Rudy’s lifelong mates, Timmy, Mike and Bob, were at the same adoption centre as him and Emily, and inseparable since they were three years old. Mr and Mrs Craige adopted the twins at the age of four. At the same time, arranged for Mr Craige’s widowed sister-in-law to adopt the three boys. Until the boys all left home, they had lived beside each other; and Emily, so beautiful and well loved, was considered their sister too. The entire family, except the lads’ mother, celebrated their birthdays in May. Hers was in April. The five children all received a sound inheritance at their coming-of-age party. 

Yasmin had not been invited to their twenty-first birthday celebration and swiftly shoved the pained remnant back where it belonged. Her business phone rang just as she got up to boil the kettle. Recognising Timmy’s number, rolled her eyes at the uncanny timing, scanned the ceiling cynically then reluctantly answered the call.

‘Hi, Timmy.’

‘Yasmin, just checking in. An update on Bob is he should make a full recovery. Just going to take time, patience and if he’s a good boy, maybe a leave pass for a whole day!’

‘That’s a relief. I’m doing okay.’

He cleared his throat. ‘Listen, you said something about the cops. Uh, when’s that happening?’

‘Tomorrow morning.’

‘Have you found anything yet?’

‘Yeah, some things,’ she admitted coyly.

‘How are you now?’

‘Not sure.’

Coughing nervously, he replied, ‘Oh, okay.’

‘Timmy, what’s your take on why Rudy chose the lavender paddock?’ 

He scoffed loudly. ‘Probably the only clear paddock and he hated the stuff.’

Yasmin’s breath exploded out of her like she had been punched in the guts.

‘Sorry. Sorry, that was unkind.’

There was a scuffle with the phone, then Mike’s calming voice. ‘Yas, we all deal with grief differently and sometimes one’s behaviour leaves a lot to be desired. That is no excuse for being unkind but sometimes anger, stress, frustration and hurt all get in the way of manners.’

‘Yep, you can say that again. Lucky I’m the polite one, hey?’ She sighed heavily. ‘But sadly, he spoke the truth.’

‘You said Rudy’s last view was of your rose garden?’

‘Yes Mike, but what’s that got to do with anything?’ she asked meekly.

Subdued voices filtered through the phone line.

‘You remember that old knapsack you guys always had with you on the camping and hiking trips?’

‘Hell yeah!’ her watery smile must have come through her voice.

‘That’s our Yas!’ Mike chuckled. ‘Well, you have to find it. He slept with it when we last saw each other.’

‘And when was that?’

‘A couple of weeks ago.’

Yasmin gasped. ‘Can you describe his eyes for me, Mike?’

‘Empty.’ He and Timmy spoke at the same time.

‘Did you ever ask him what was going on?’

‘Yeah, of course we did, Yasmin. He just said he had died inside.’

‘Is that it? You didn’t push the subject?’

‘Oh, Yasmin, we have so much to talk about but not now. Find that knapsack. It never left his back all the times we saw him.’

She swiped angrily at the tears. ‘Fine. Thanks for checking in. I’m eating well, and drinking far too much coffee.’

‘Drink water too, young lady. We’ll talk soon, Yas, we’ve got to go.’

‘Yeah, me too.’ Shook her head and lobbed a ball of scrunched-up paper towel into the wastepaper basket.

‘Yeah, right-o. Okay, look, find that knapsack, Yasmin. Uh ... please?’

Timmy disconnected the call before she did and failed to even smirk at their old game of who would hang up first. She was tired and her head hurt. Staring at her toes, she took in a deep, steadying breath. Time for this pawn to start moving up the board.

‘Combo, we are entering level one of someone else’s game, so we best be on ours, my boy!’ His wet nose nuzzle on her hand was not the assurance she was seeking.

With almost three hours of daylight to play in before nature’s curtains fell, being cooped up wasn’t their style and only exacerbated the feeling of entrapment. Leaving the security alarms activated, she unhooked Combo’s throw-ball toy and wriggled it excitedly. Within a split second he was at her feet, sitting with a raised paw and a happy grin. Securely locking the patio doors behind her, they raced over to the packing shed. The notification on her phone chimed and she double checked it was them that had activated the alarms. She chided herself for the security paranoia, but Rudy’s death had also left her spooked.
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Chapter 10
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Sixty kilometres away, two men parted ways at the funeral parlour under a cloud of dispute. Closing the door, Clive threw dagger glances at the other bloke's broad back. 

Fuming, he dialled the main office’s number and voiced his complaint, only to be told by the secretary that it was in his best interest to comply with the on-boarding of a new employee. 

‘You could have at least warned me! The idiot who just left didn’t even introduce himself or let me ask any questions, just told me what his expectations were, and had the audacity to wipe his fingers along the window frame. Pompous sod.’ Clive seethed.

‘Was he a solidly built man in a fancy suit?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Well, that was your new colleague.’

‘Say what?’

‘Yep.’

‘This bloke didn’t even indicate that! What training has he had? Where’s his CV? Can you at least tell me his name?’

‘Whoops. Sounds like you’ve both gotten off on the wrong foot. His name is also Clive, so it’s going to be awkward, at least he’ll sort himself out with accommodation. You will need to share the company vehicle though. Look, I’ll send through his stuff soon ... sorry, but I have to run. The boss is really cranky today and on the warpath. Take care Clive, all the best.’

He hung up without uttering another word and set about straightening up his office.
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Chapter 11
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Pestel’s Edible Petals numbering system of the rows continued with tradition. The furthest elevated bed from the patio being the first row. With the two-foot-high mounds travelling in a north-south direction, the florae simply grew better. It also followed the flow of the rolling hills, which, before the present day, made for a stunning vista when one stood on the patio or sat in the office and looked westwards. 

Yasmin had taken Rudy’s dislike for lavender into consideration and planted it in the first eleven rows, therefore the furthest away from the cottage. The next five rows consisted of alternating snapdragons and French marigolds, then six rows of Queen Elizabeth Roses. This year, the last six rows were alternating white and mauve African daisies and red dahlias. All edible, all beautiful, and her best year to date. Particularly for the lavender, except the plants were old, woody and tired. Not taking any risks, and clearing the field a fortnight earlier—being the latter half of September—she hadn’t gotten around to levelling the mounds, turning the soil and replanting. 

Any vehicular traffic on the property was strictly walking pace to minimise dust particles, and with the frequent watering and constant back and forth in the four-wheeler and carryall, all paths were well compacted. Arriving at the barren section, the only thought on her mind was to retrace Rudy’s footsteps. It was easy to see where he had scrambled atop the first bed from the slightly overgrown
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