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The characters

	Jasmine is the common denominator in the restaurant, the manager who knows each of her patrons. This is not her first choice of career; circumstances have forced her into the position. Our reader will come to see different sides of Jas but accept her various facets. 

	Jane is the long-suffering wife of Cyril, an early retiree. They are experiencing a common problem when the primary breadwinner retires and they have to re-discover themselves as a couple to share a new and final stage of their life cycle. The couple have been together for a lifetime – can they possibly be deciding that they are incompatible after all? An unexpected crisis is discovered which forces Jane to make some new decisions. 

	Every town has its local characters. Arthur is ours. He has dementia – with good days and bad days. In our town, our characters accept Arthur and treat him with tolerance and understanding. Except one – and there’s always one, isn’t there? We’d like our reader to realise that the illness is no reason to discard another human being as being of ‘no value’.

	Sydney is a young woman whose life is not travelling the path she expected it to. She is beginning to wonder what she’s doing wrong and starting to question whether she really wants to conform to the stereotype of marriage, home and family. 

	Our final primary character is Felix Bannermann – or ‘Slick Flick’ as he is commonly referred to around town. He is the epitome of corporate greed: selfish, grasping, greedy; indifferent to any needs outside of his own. The man everyone loves to hate.
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Chapter 1
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Jasmine straightens the chairs at table number five, flicks a stray blossom to the footpath, and turns to enter the front door of La Jazz Café and Restaurant. For a brief moment she allows her mind to wander, oblivious to her surroundings. 

If she were present, she would notice that the town is just starting to come to life. Athletic power walkers striding along the Marina Memorial Walk while not-so-fit social walkers – some with their doggies some with a friend – amble at a more leisurely pace through the park. She’d hear the distant sound of whistles shrieking from the sports fields where children of all ages were going through the motions of their weekend sporting activities. And she would see that the harbour was dotted with sails adorning small crafts that had already been out early and were returning to anchor. 

But Jasmine is lost in thoughts of where she could have been. Where she should have been. Life just wasn’t fair sometimes, was it? She knows only too well that circumstances can turn your life on a pin, in an instant. And when that happens you have choices that must be made. The choice she made was the only one that she could have lived with. So here she is in this town, in this life and at this time. She’ll do what has to be done. Until life changes again. And it will. Because nothing stays the same.

A horn in the Saturday morning traffic brings her back to the business at hand and her eye is caught by a figure in the distance. Here she comes, her tiny little figure with her tiny spiky hair, on her tiny little spiky heels, and her tiny little nose in the air with not a tiny little wrinkle to be seen on her face! Even though the woman is no spring chicken. Just goes to show what a difference money can make, doesn’t it? No, life just wasn’t fair sometimes.

But another familiar figure was about to demand her full attention. No time for mind wanderings this Saturday morning, her busiest day of the week. She enters the café and reaches for a menu just as the old man shuffles over the doorstep. 

‘Good morning, Arthur. Where would you like to sit today?’

Without breaking his shuffling gait, Arthur emits a grunt, followed by a terse, ‘Well, where do I usually sit then, eh? What’s wrong with yeh? Having trouble remembering stuff, eh? Must be getting old then. Don’t buggarise me around, I ain’t got all day to stand here chatting!’ 

His usual irascible temper then, thinks Jasmine, shaking her head at today’s fascinating fashion statement: carpet slippers with odd socks, a pair of trackie dacks that should’ve been consigned to the red bin at least five seasons back, a green t-shirt with a slogan on the front that reads Not Ready for the Mortuary...and on the back: YET!, plus a battered old fishing hat covered in competition badges, a few remaining fish scales, and a couple of suspicious looking stains. The hat looks like it was probably rescued from the red bin multiple times.

‘OK, OK then Arthur! The courtyard as usual then? Would you like the morning paper?’ 

Which results in another grunt and a steely glare as he makes his way through to the garden and his favourite comfy chair.

Jasmine follows him, picking up the morning paper on the way through and alerting the young waiter with a nod. He’s familiar with the routine and heads out to the kitchen to lodge the old man’s regular breakfast order.

It’s a familiar, habitual routine that is played out most mornings in La Jazz Café and Restaurant where locals meet frequently – daily for coffee or lunch, weekly for breakfast, sometimes twice weekly for dinner. It’s not that the café is the only one in town. But it’s a legend among the locals. The first of its kind in the town two generations ago, introducing new ideas, new cuisine, and educating the population about good food. While other cafés and restaurants have come and gone, La Jazz Café remains an institution where all the locals’ important life events are celebrated.

Once Arthur is settled, Jasmine returns to the floor to greet Jane who is waiting to be seated.

‘Morning Jane, nice to see you again. You’re looking lovely, and isn’t it a beautiful day? Would you like to sit in or out?’ 

‘Oh, out please Jas. It’s too nice to be cooped inside, isn’t it? Besides, if I’m not visible when Cyril gets here, he’ll just keep on walking, won’t even notice me. I’d have to get up on the table and do a fan-dance and, even then, there’s no guarantee!’ 

Chatting amiably, Jasmine and Jane head towards table number five, collecting menus and water as they go. 

‘Table number five, my favourite Jas because it sounds so much like my favourite perfume, Chanel Number Five.’ Jane takes her seat with a dainty swing and a cheeky grin. Jasmine simply chuckles, shakes her head, leaves her to it.

Meanwhile, local mover and shaker Felix Bannermann – mostly known as Flick due to his reputation for fast, slick, and often questionable business deals – doesn’t bother to wait for seating. He’s busy with a loud and heated phone conversation and takes himself to a six-seat table in the centre of the floor where he can impress anyone in earshot with his dominant male persona. 

‘Which bit of “I DON’T CARE” do you NOT understand? It ain’t my problem. What do you think I pay you for! I WANT that property and if his business goes under that’s just too bad so get yer finger out and serve him his notice.’ 

Flick finishes his phone call and pulls out his oversized iPad to work on.

Jasmine bypasses Flick’s table to take orders to the kitchen, pausing briefly to catch a mouthful of her rapidly cooling mug of tea and indulge in a quiet moment of brain space.

Could be another one of THOSE Saturdays methinks! What could I be doing if I didn’t have to work! I don’t remember signing up for this when I got married. I presumed I’d have a husband to keep me in the style I was born for. But, God-love-him, I ended up with a lovely man who needed a good woman to keep HIM in the style HE was born for. He’s an artist. 

Paints lovely pictures ... sigh!

I got a camera that does the same job – and it doesn’t require feeding, doesn’t procreate, and when it goes on the fritz I can chuck it out and get another one. Life never really turns out how you imagined, does it? 

She drops a CD in the player and hits the play button, then with pad in hand heads back out to the floor, taking a big breath before she has to deal with the bully boy Flick!

‘Good morning, beautiful day out there. What can I get for you?’

The alpha male doesn’t bother to make eye contact with staff.

‘It’s not a good morning, and I’ve been waiting forever! Is lousy service a specialty of the house then? Bring me a short black, make sure it’s hot, and make sure it’s quick!’

Jasmine gives a shrug, a formal, ‘Certainly,’ and turns to signal the order to her barista, just as she spies another regular, Sydney, taking the table next to Jane’s at the same time as Arthur is coming in from the courtyard.

‘Arthur! Where are you going? I’m just about to bring your breakfast out!’ 

Arthur pauses, looks at her in confusion, shakes his head as if baffled and continues to exit.

‘Well that’s just great,’ mutters Jasmine. ‘Never known Arthur to skip his favourite meal before! And what the heck am I gonna do with a breakfast all dressed up and nowhere to go?’ 

She heads out to greet Sydney, collecting and delivering Flick’s coffee on the way. The café is filling up. Sydney indicates she is waiting for someone to join her and as Jasmine returns to the floor she is almost trampled in Flick’s haste to exit, obviously on a mission to strangle somebody. 

‘Rude bugger,’ she mutters then notices that he hasn’t paid for his coffee either. ‘Rude and a penny-pinching crook to boot! Curse him, his long pockets and his lousy attitude,’ she snarls, as she snatches up his almost full cup and storms off to the kitchen. ‘I’ll charge him double next time!’
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Cyril is striding along to the café, spots Jane and gives her a wave. Jane pulls out a small pile of travel magazines from her tote in readiness for a firm conversation.

‘Don’t ask. No parking spots,’ says Cyril as he settles in the seat opposite her. ‘I’ve been around the block three times! We could have had breakfast at home and made it in time for an early lunch,’ he grumbles.

‘Oh, you eat too much anyway. Cyril, I’ve decided it’s time we took a holiday. These look good.’ She fans out the brochures as she hands them to him, forcing him to use both arms and all fingers to gather them up. 

‘Nepal!? Matchu Pitu Machu Picchu! The Amazon?’ he cries as he juggles the jumble of documents. ‘The Virgin Isles? What? You wanna take a walk down memory lane? We could do that by going back to where we had our honeymoon.’

Jane treats him to one of her I-might-just-kill-you death stares and three seconds of frozen silence before she speaks. ‘To Trial Bay! In a tent! And ye’ve still got to pitch a bloody tent! Thirty-five years later! I. DON’T. THINK. SO! Sounds like another jail term to me, Cyril!’ 

‘But I don’t NEED a holiday. I did too much travelling for work. I’ve retired!’

‘YOU travelled. I stayed at home and waited to hear the stories. I’m still waiting. I want to go and see for myself.’

‘Well, why can’t we go where civilised people go? Ettalong. Karuah. Or the Gold Coast. We can drive there. We don’t have to get on a plane.’

‘Drive! You drive me to drink, Cyril. If it wasn’t eleven o’clock, I’d have a double brandy for breakfast! Life was a lot easier before you retired, let me tell you!’ 

Cyril gives one of his long-suffering sighs, buries his nose in the brochures before this turns into a full-on confrontation. He’s become a master at avoiding these since retirement. In turn, Jane embarks on another monologue – with herself! These are becoming all too familiar.

I said to him, ‘Cyril, when you retire you need a hobby.’ Did he listen? No! Well he retired and got under my feet ALL day. Every time I turned around, he was behind me. Like a bleedin’ shadow he was.

So I made him take up lawn bowls. They asked him to leave the club – he spent more time polishing his balls and measuring the green than he did playing the game!

Then I got him into the local bee-keepers group and he rather liked that but he put the hives on the balcony in our apartment block and every time the bees swarmed, the neighbours rioted. 

So then we tried model trains – that’ll keep him occupied, I thought – and it did. So did the train tootling round the tracks all night long – through the kitchen, round the lounge room, in and out of the bathroom, under the bed, up and down the hallway. 

I wouldn’t have minded so much but the train whistle at two a.m., four a.m., and six a.m. just did me in. 

Finally, he’s taken up the ukulele. Any day now he’ll progress to two chords and three strings. I can’t wait!

My mother tried to warn me. ‘There’s nothing like a husband who’s retired,’ she used to say. Now I know exactly what she means. The days when I could please myself, what I did and where I went are long gone. I can’t believe I ran the household all these years without knowing the correct way to peg washing on the line. Never mind that I’ve been cleaning the toilet the wrong way all this time, too! Truly. I wish to God he’d go back to work. I’m even checking the positions vacant in the daily paper – anything to get him out from under my feet. 

Jasmine interrupts her mind-meanderings with a gentle cough, startling both Jane and Cyril. ‘Sorry about the delay, folks. Now what can we tempt you with this morning?’ As Jane picks up the menu, Cyril and Jasmine share a brief and uncomfortable eye contact. 

‘Um, hi Cy. How’ve you been? Enjoying that early retirement? And, er, how’s the uke progressing?’ Cyril responds with barely a murmur.

Jane chirps, ‘Make it two of the daily specials please Jazz. Cyril’s off his diet. Again!’ 

‘I never WENT on a diet!’ cries Cy with a pained hard-done-by look. ‘That was YOUR bright idea.’ He picks up his menu and continues, ‘Jeez, at this stage of life, a bloke’s earned a bit of peace and quiet – you’d think. Not me! I obviously married the perennial teenager.’ But he’s talking to thin air because Jasmine has already departed to the kitchen and Jane is obviously not listening. Her attention has been distracted by the travel brochures, and the young woman at a nearby table just thinks he’s an old bloke talking to himself! Sad. 

Cy continues his ramble to himself and the menu. ‘She turned fifty and started turning back time. At this rate I’ll be wheeling her ′round in a pram any day now, heatin’ up baby’s bottles and washing nappies! So, all right, maybe I could pop for a holiday. But bloody hell! Who needs thrills, and adventure, at this age? Climbin’ mountains and trekkin’ through jungles? Struth! A man gets a bad back and bunions just thinkin’ about it!’ 

He stares out at the passing traffic. More people looking for a park. He thinks, good luck with that! He notices an elderly gent in rather odd attire about to re-enter the café. ‘That looks like old Arthur,’ he muses out loud. ‘I didn’t know he was still around.’ 

Jane looks up from the brochure she is studying. ‘Listen to this Cyril ...’ 

With a sigh, he turns his attention to his wife.
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Sydney puts down the little volume of poetry she’s been reading and reaches for her phone yet again, notes the time and checks her message box. The beaming smile has gradually dimmed. He’s late. He promised he’d meet me here this morning. I’ve texted him. At least six times. He’s not replying. Should I call him? No, if I call him, he’ll think I’ve got him on a leg rope. Then there’ll be ANOTHER argument about ME being clingy. 

She taps out another text message and waits for a reply, thinking, I seem to spend my life waiting for boyfriends to return my call. 

She was hoping that this one might be the right Mr Right. Surely the law of averages says that the more men she dates the greater her chance of meeting the perfect partner? That’s just basic physics, isn’t it? Well her numbers are clocking up well into double figures, she’s keeping her side of the scales weighted down but not getting the results.

What on earth is a girl supposed to do! 

***
[image: ]


Jasmine has noted Arthur’s return to the courtyard – changed his hat apparently! – rescues his breakfast and delivers it to him on her way to serve bowls of fresh fruit, yoghurt and muesli to Jane and Cyril. 

‘Coffee’s on its way, folks,’ she announces and moves on to take Sydney’s order.

‘Morning, Sydney. Haven’t seen you for a couple of weeks. Don’t tell me! You’ve met Mr Almost Right – again?’ 

Sydney takes no offence at her friend’s comment; she knows her and her kind heart only too well.

‘Oh, I thought so, Jas. Well ... could be ... oh, I dunno! Wait ’til you meet him, see what you think.’ 

‘Don’t tell me, let me guess ...’ Jasmine effects a comic tone ‘... tall, very good looking, very fit, loves dogs and children, plays guitar, and meditates. That it? Did I miss anything?’

Both of them give a little giggle. ‘Pretty close. How did you guess?’ grins Sydney.

With a roll of her eyes, Jasmine replies, ‘Well honey, for the past two years you’ve been bringing your new fellas here on a Saturday morning. Half the time they don’t even turn up! Leave you waiting like yesterday’s custard tart. And those who do get this far, by the third or fourth visit you end up in tears, and they head out of here wearing a face that says, “Oh my god, was THAT a close shave”, never to be seen again.’ She screws up her nose, taps the side of her head with the palm of her hand, and mouths the word ‘crazy’.

‘Can’t seem to pick ‘em can I? Can’t figure out what I’m doing wrong.’

‘Well, can I suggest that you stop looking in the wrong places? Like the late opener pubs. And the Mardi Gras Parade! Want a drink while you’re waiting?’

‘Better wait ’til he arrives Jas, thanks.’ 

Jasmine returns to the floor and spies Arthur beckoning her to the courtyard; he doesn’t look happy. She heads off to deal with whatever is annoying him today. Yep, it’s another one of THOSE Saturdays. Must be the touch of autumn in the morning breeze, perhaps.

***
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Sydney is still mulling over Jasmine’s comments. ‘She’s right,’ she murmurs to herself. ‘I’ve picked some real dead-heads, it’s true. But I fall in love so easily! I fall like a tonne of bricks. Maybe there’s something wrong with my Dipstick Filter.’ 

She’s thinking about her current beau, Jason. We’ve been dating for a couple of months now, and there are times when I’d like to dip him in a barrel of ice water! Just to wake him up, startle him into action.

At first, he was all, like, ‘Oh Sydney, you’re so lovely!’ and ‘Oh Sydney, how sweet are you?’ and ‘Where would YOU like to go tonight, darling?’

Now it’s, ‘Bring us another beer, sweets!’ and ‘Let’s have a night in; there’s a good game on the telly.’ Or ‘You drive, babe, I wanna have a drink tonight’ meaning, he’s gonna get slathered, and ugly, and flirt with everything in a skirt – even if it’s a bloke in a kilt!

And I want to tell him to take a hike ... but then I think, well, there goes ANOTHER likely husband. 

Sydney closes her eyes and reflects back to her twenties when she was a young woman full of hopes and dreams. That one day, she’d be famous and her name would be in lights. That she’d travel around the world and wear designer-label clothes. That she’d fall in love, marry, and have babies, juggling career and motherhood with ease.

What happened to that girl, she wonders. When did those dreams get left behind in the reality of everyday life? Where was that white knight in shining armour who was going to make all her dreams come true? With a shake of her head, a last look at her phone, she decides he’s not turning up after all, picks up her poetry book and departs the scene of another humiliating no-show. 

Table five notices Sydney leaving. A shadow passes over Jane’s face; she checks her watch.

‘Better get a wriggle on Cyril. We don’t want to miss that tai chi class in the park.’

‘Oh, that’d be tragic, wouldn’t it? And I haven’t finished my breakfast yet!’

‘Never mind that. You’re supposed to be on a diet, anyway!’ replies Jane with the slightest hint of sarcasm as she scoops their brochures into her tote, leaves some notes, including a hefty tip, under her bowl and hustles Cyril away. 
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Chapter 2
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It’s a quiet Sunday afternoon, post-lunch trading, with a hint of chill in the air. The Sunday arvo jazz combo has packed up and bolted to their next gig at the Bowls Club, and the town seems like it’s on siesta-time. Few cars around means plenty of street parking near the café and its skeleton staff is sharing a coffee break in the courtyard dining area before they begin to prep for the evening bookings. 

‘Reservations aren’t heavy tonight, team. With a bit of luck, we’ll get an early mark,’ Jasmine informs them. 

Marcus, their new trainee, grins, ‘Didn’t you say that last Sunday, Boss? How’d that work out for us, then?’ 

There is general laughter as they recall the influx of a tour group making an unscheduled stop for dinner. And how after a day where nothing on the group’s itinerary went to plan, they made up for it with hearty appetites and lashings of the good wine on offer.

As they shared anecdotes and more laughs, no-one was paying attention to the alfresco dining area. If they had, they’d have wondered what on earth Felix Bannerman was up to.

In fact, Flick is inspecting the frontage of the café, noting the slightly worn condition of the cheerful umbrellas, the tables and chairs that are well past their youth, the original signage on the window that reflects its dated vintage, and the weary paintwork. 

Hands in his pocket, rocking on his well-shod heels, Flick muses. I’ve had my eye on this place for a loooong time. It’s had its day. It’s looking tired. 

I reckon I can pick it up for a song. Raze it to the ground. Whack up fifteen storeys of luxury apartments, in a hurry and on the cheap. Pick m’self up a sweet $10mil easy – a nice little earner. 

And that’s what it’s all about at the end of the day. How much y’ worth. How yer numbers stack up. And mine are clocking up at a rapid rate of knots.

Mind you, if it weren’t for all these bloody greenies and do-gooders nowadays, I’d be further ahead. Can’t believe the flak I copped over that last deal! I mean, nobody was using that shitty park, were they! Soon as they heard the bulldozers moving in, there were the greenies, chaining themselves to the bloody trees! Screaming about another high-rise! 

But I paid the boys quadruple time to work round the clock, and by the time the green army figured out what was going on, the brown bag was handed over, the place was razed, the footings down, the concrete poured, and the cheque was cleared! 

They gotta get up a lot earlier to get the better of me, let me tell ya.

The developer smirks as he takes a couple of photos on his phone but turns abruptly as Jasmine asks loudly and tersely, ‘Looking for something in particular, Mr Bannerman?’

Flick gives a guilty cough, uncomfortable at being caught unawares. ‘Oh, er, usual slow service I see. That’s par for the course, ain’t it! You can bring me a double shot, skinny latte, vanilla soy, extra froth, with a caramel drizzle. And pronto. I’m on a tight schedule!’ 

As usual, the man goes on the attack to cover his embarrassment. 

Jasmine waits silently until he takes a seat, nods and returns to the coffee station for his order, which she makes herself rather than call in her barista on his coffee break. She could, of course, have simply told him that the kitchen wasn’t serving at the moment but there was no sense in antagonising a patron. 

Tight schedule? Tight arse more like it! He thinks I’ve forgotten he didn’t pay for his last coffee. He’s ALL about the money, that bloke. Well, he’ll get more than a special coffee this afternoon: his bill will be presented with the cup this time.’

***
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Jane is heading for the café, too. She’s been shopping. It was the preferred alternative to sitting on the couch listening to Cyril snore through yet another afternoon nap. Now she’s looking forward to a quiet coffee and maybe a friendly chat – maybe even a cuppa – with Jasmine, if she’s not too busy. 

As she approaches the tables, she can see her usual number five is occupied by that awful man, Flick Bannermann. She doesn’t want to get into a conversation with HIM! She’d met him a few times over the years at business events she attended with Cyril. Such a bore. His only topic of conversation was money. How much he was making, how much he had, how much he’d paid for his various toys. ‘Money talks’ was the phrase he seemed to repeat over and over. Well, money might well talk but it wasn’t an interesting conversationalist!

She opts for a table not so close to the man, turns her back to him and settles to wait for Jasmine. 

Moments later, Sydney – who has had the same idea as Jane – reaches the café, spots Flick, and studiously avoids eye contact. He’s a very loud and a very rude man, Sydney thinks. She always feels rather intimidated by him. She notices all the other tables have a reserved sign on them so approaches Jane’s table and asks, ‘Is anyone else sitting here? Do you mind if I share your table?’

‘Ooh lovely! I was hoping for some company! I’ve seen you here before, haven’t I?’

Sydney flashes her beaming smile as she takes the chair opposite Jane. ‘Yes, I recognised you as a regular here, too. This is my favourite place to stop when I’m in town. Food’s good, and Jasmine is so friendly.’

‘True. I don’t usually come on my own. Mostly my hubby and I treat ourselves to a weekend breakfast. But I needed a bit of “me” time today. Get out of the house and away from the anchor!’ 

‘Been married a while then?’ 

‘Thirty-five years – and that’s thirty-four years too long! I’m on a flaming Merry-Go-Round! Round ’n round and going nowhere. AND I’m stuck on the grey horse!’

‘Sometimes I want to ride the teacup. Or I might want to get on the duck.

‘But no, same old merry-go-round, same old grey. Same old day.’

‘It’s like being in a goldfish bowl – your world is bound by the 360 degrees of the bowl. Doesn’t matter which direction or how fast y’r swimming, nothing changes.’

‘And the horse goes up and down. Nothing changes.’ Jane slumps back in her chair, breathless after her rare outburst. And with a stranger, too! She feels a little foolish as well. 

But Sydney is unfazed. In fact, she feels encouraged to speak her mind, too. 

‘Can’t say I’ve ever ridden a ... grey ... horse yet. I seem to keep getting on the Ferris Wheel ... up in the air, high as a kite in love, then a whopping dive back down to earth.’ 

‘Every bloke I get involved with is like the, well, the faulty seat-belt on the ride. I never know when it’ll break and I’ll tip out. I can’t imagine how lovely it must be to be married to someone that long.’ 

There is a brief pause and then a short bark of laughter. On a quiet afternoon their voices carry and that bloody man has been listening in! Well, how rude, is the unspoken message between Jane and Sydney! But Flick has the answer for Sydney.

‘Hey honey! Yer wasting yer time with blokes like that. Y’wanna hook up with a go-getter. Those losers yer seeing are never gonna take y’ anywhere cos they’re never GOING anywhere. You need a man with a plan, girl, or you’ll end up with an OLD bloke like him,’ indicating Arthur who is entering the café with an assorted collection of carry bags.

‘Look at him! Talk about wrinklies who’re past their use-by date! Absolutely no use whatsoever.’

‘In fact, everyone over the age of seventy is simply a drain on our limited resources. They use up all the fresh air. They don’t produce anything other than methane gas. It’s a perfect argument for mandatory euthanasia – when pigs get to that stage, we slaughter and BBQ them...we could do that with geriatrics. Solve the third-world hunger complaint in one fell swoop. AND do something useful with the old fogies’ properties.’ 

Flick roars with laughter at his unpalatable jokes and continues, while Jane and Sydney are momentarily speechless.

‘No, girlie. Take my advice. You look for a bloke with a big bank account. The size of his bottom-line is the only thing that counts. Love comes and goes but money is forever!’ 

As they find their voices and begin to protest at his rudeness and appalling views, they’ve missed their chance. Flick checks his watch and jumps up out of his chair.

‘Oh, bloody hell! Look at the time. I should’ve been gone now!’

He begins to leave, talking loudly all the while, ‘The service in this joint is pure crap. You wait, any day now I’m gonna buy the place and sack the lot of ’em. Turn this into a Maccas and make some REAL money.’

‘You rude man!’ 

‘What a cheek!’ 

‘How dare he!’

‘Dreadful man!’ The ladies express their distaste while Jasmine, coming from the kitchen with Flick’s coffee, has seen him exit while Arthur heads to the courtyard. Shaking her head, she follows Arthur and gives him the cup along with a gentle pat on the shoulder, ‘Freebie for you, Arthur. Then it’s time for you to toddle off home, mate.’

She returns to the kitchen and picks up a half empty bottle of white wine, left over from lunch, plus three glasses and heads out to join Jane and Sydney who are still spitting venom over Flick.

‘Can you BELIEVE that guy?’

‘Who the heck does he think he is?’

‘Never heard anything so outrageous!’ 

‘Oh Jas, you wouldn’t believe—’ 

‘Hmm, I missed all that ladies. Seems the kitchen wasn’t the only place where the action was happening. Sun’s over the yardarm; must be time for a little mother’s helper. Fill me in while I take a load off my aching feet.’ She proceeds to divide the leftover wine between the three glasses and join in the conversation. 
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Cyril wakes from his afternoon nap, surprised to find Jane is gone. Damn! That means he’s either forgotten they were going out together or she’s gone off in a huff. Either way, he figures he’d better go look for her and he knows he is likely to be in trouble again. The car keys are still here so she must’ve walked. Donning his favourite cap and a jacket – the sky has a grey look, it might be chilly – he sets off towards the shopping centre first. 

Damn the woman! Why shouldn’t he enjoy an afternoon snooze now that he was retired? Who knew it was going to be like this, for goodness’ sake? He’d been looking forward to slowing down after all the years at the helm of the company. He’d figured he deserved a long, quiet and relaxing retirement. Potter in the garden, catch up on some reading. Just ... doing nothing, really!

‘Who knew I’d be married to the energiser bunny! Mountain climbing! At our age! Gimme a break.’ 

He only realises he’s spoken out loud when a voice beside him says, ‘You OK, mate?’

With an apology, he steps aside and scans the mall. No sign of Jane. He’ll head down to the waterfront, might spot her there.

He continues to muse as he walks. Thirty-five years this year – makes a man think, don’t it. Only twenty-five years for a life sentence. I’d be out now, free as a bird! Nah, it’s not that bad really. She’s been a good woman. We had some fun in the early years. And I do – well, yes – I love her. And I haven’t always been an easy man to be around, I suppose. But bloody hell! Haven’t I earned a quiet life? And where the hell did this new surge of energy come from? Why the hell hasn’t SHE slowed down, too?

Cyril realises he’s not far from their regular café haunt and as he gets closer, he spots Jane at a table with another young woman and the café manager, Jasmine. Damn. This could be awkward.
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As the three women finish their wine, Jasmine rises to her feet, ‘Better get back to it girls, shall I bring you something fizzy to finish off your day?’ 

‘Oh, why not, it’ll be the only sparkle I get in my day! What do you say, Sydney? Join me?’ 

‘Sounds like a plan Jane, count me in!’

‘Right give me a few minutes, I’ll be back. Oh! By the way, are you coming to our celebration dinner next Saturday night? Fiftieth birthday, we must’ve done something right!’

‘Wouldn’t miss it Jas, I’ve already booked Cyril and I in for that – although he doesn’t know it yet! How about you, Sydney?’

‘Oh, I don’t know, I hate coming to these things without a partner and it looks like mine is on the rocks or off the boil.’

‘Well there’s no sense in you sitting home alone on a Saturday night either, sweetie. You just don your glad rags and come with us. It’ll be fun, we’ll look after you.’

‘You’re on then! Thanks Jane, I will.’

Jasmine returns to the bar to get a chilled bottle leaving the two women discussing what they’ll wear to the party. It’s then that Jane notices Cyril about to cross the road and gives him a brief wave.

‘Oh, I might have known he’d come looking for me! No, no,’ says Jane as Sydney starts to rise, ‘stay where you are, he could use a bit of fresh company. Truly Sydney, he lives in a world of his own now that he’s finished work.’

Cyril joins the group at the table and says accusingly, ‘I’ve been looking everywhere for you. You could have left me a note to say where you were.’ He notices Sydney and rises again, holding out his hand, ‘Hello there, we haven’t met. I’m Cyril, Jane’s other quarter.’ 

‘Quarter!’ Jane gives a terse laugh. ‘You mean half don’t you, Cyril? This is Sydney.’

‘Well, I used to be a half, Jane, but you’ve cut me down to size. Nice to meet you, Sydney.’ 

Jasmine arrives with the bottle and another three glasses, pouring as she observes, ‘Figured you’d join the girls for a glass to finish off the day, Cy. Enjoy the sip and the sunset folks,’ and she goes off, leaving them to chat. 

As she returns to the floor, she meets Arthur coming in from the courtyard. 

‘What’s for breakfast?’ he demands in a gruff tone. 

‘You had breakfast and you had lunch Arthur. Go home, honey. There’s a nanna-nap waiting for you,’ replies Jasmine and returns to the kitchen.

Arthur watches her go. With a puzzled look, he scratches the back of his head, muttering to himself as he heads out the door, ‘Funny, I don’t remember coming in here today. Don’t remember having breakfast either. Or lunch for that matter. Man’s going bloody mad! I gotta stop taking those afternoon naps. And those yellow pills! They’re affecting my memory.’ 
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‘Damn my feet are killing me. I need some new shoes.’ Jasmine gathers her bag, turns out the last light, and locks the door. It’s only a short walk home and she’s looking forward to kicking off her well-worn courts in favour of her cosy slippers. Hopefully, Dan will have fed the children and got them settled on the couch for some quiet time before bed. 

What a day it’s been, she muses, and thank goodness I was right tonight about an early mark! 

Managing a restaurant wasn’t high on Jasmine’s list of career choices. Not a lot of opportunity to apply her hard-earned arts degree here.

THAT degree was going to be her ticket to see the world, make a career in the arts. That was the plan, anyway. And it had been going OK for a few years – a scholarship to study in London, an interesting job for a year in Spain, a year’s contract as curator for a private art collection in Dubai. But the offer of a great job in Melbourne brought her back to Australia. 

And then at thirty-three, she met Dan while on a short break in Brisbane and the Love Bug bit her. She caught the bug – and the bug caught her! Two artists in the family, and eventually two babies to care for, meant a rapidly revised plan. Dan was already earning an income as a photographer – not that weddings and school photos were what he had in mind as a serious artist, either – his passion was nature photography, and he was so very good at that. 

But they both agreed that her career should take a back seat while the children were little. Jasmine just assumed that she’d pick up where she left off once they’d started school. Then family crisis happened. Her mum got ill, her dad fell apart – so did his business – and the choice was made to move back from Melbourne to help out. They’d no sooner lost her mum, when
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