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Dedication

 


To my sister
Violet for allowing me to use her name. She’s never been in any
trouble like Leah, but definitely shares her sense of fun and her
love of beautiful gardens. And I do know she was a tomboy as a
child. Now I come to think about it, this did get her into some
strife.


Chapter One

 


My given name
might be Violet but by no stretch of the imagination could I be
termed a shrinking violet. I may only be five foot two and a bit
and most men are inclined to think because of my size I need help
with everything, but one thing I never tend to do is back down from
trouble.

In fact all my
life I've gotten myself into a whole heap of trouble by being too
nosy, too pushy, and too keen to do everything for myself.

“What the hell
do you think you’re doing?”

Muttering an
oath, I turned. To face a hunk. The man who’d fired this question
at me wasn’t bad looking—if you like muscles that look as if they
are about to burst the seams of his shirt and blue denim shorts.
Personally, I go for the studious type. The hunk had a short beard,
dark to match his curly hair, and I have to admit I have a soft
spot for men with beards. They bring out the Viking in me.

“What does it
look like I’m doing?” Stupid oaf! Here I am with my spade in the
soil, and a truck with a pile of wood chips in back of it, sitting
in his driveway behind me.

“It looks to me
as if you’re about to dig over the wrong garden bed.” He waved a
hand about. Nice hands, too.

“Excuse me, but
is this number 99 Hallelujah Drive West?” I tried to sound
sarcastic and think I brought it off.

The hunk
nodded, looking perplexed. His mop of shining black hair nodded
with him. It reached his shoulders—very unfashionable. Most men
these days wear their hair cropped, and a lot had their heads
shaven. In fact, my brother Harry had his unruly curls shaved off
last week, but that was to support a charity for sick kids. I
digress. The hunk was definitely looking bewildered.

“Yes, but if
that’s the address you have, someone has misled you.” He scratched
absently at his head. “My garden does not need work done on it and
I don’t know where you were told it did.” He looked very flushed
beneath his tan.

Nice eyes.
Although they were flashing with angry indignation I could see they
were a lovely shade of brown. Like chocolate. I love chocolate, so
naturally like chocolate colored eyes. Perhaps if I didn’t like
chocolate so much I might have a lovely slim waist like one of
these models. But there you go, I’ve been told I have a good pair
of legs and a nice pert rear end—not to mention a handy pair of
boobs up top, so you can’t have everything.

I stuck my
spade in the soil with a decisive thunk, and sauntered to my truck,
sighing loudly to let him know I was annoyed. I took the clipboard
from the front seat, patted Josh, my golden setter’s, head and read
out, real precisely, “99 Hallelujah Drive West—property of Mister
Sean Russel, with one L.”

“Look, that’s
me…”

“Pleased to
meet you.”

He ignored my
outstretched hand and looked very harried. Surely this wasn’t that
hard to take in? “But I did not order work on my garden.”

I looked down
at my work sheet. “That’s right, a Mrs. Weston did the
ordering.”

I saw him
curse, although he kept it as quiet as he could. “My dear sister
had no right to do this to me!”

With that, he
stalked towards his house, a lovely red brick place with a verandah
around its sides, windows beneath its eaves, and a fantastic set of
double doors with lead light glass insets. I’d fallen in love with
it the moment I set eyes on it. That was when Mrs. Weston,
obviously Sean Russel’s sister, asked me to call round to give her
a quote on some landscaping for the garden I’d presumed was hers.
So now it turned out it was this guy’s.

My business
thrived on work in this leafy suburb. I’d been born not far from
here, in Mornington, and spent my childhood on a farm in the center
of the Mornington Peninsula. I went to high school near Melbourne,
when my mother’s sister came to Australia from England to care for
me after my parent’s untimely death when I was eight. Good old Aunt
Eliza, she taught me everything I know about botany, gardens, and
the pleasures to be gained by creating them.

Now what do I
do? If the house belonged to him I couldn’t go ahead and start
digging without his consent, even if his sister had already paid
me. Now there was a snag! I didn’t fancy giving the loot back, and
anyway she’d signed the contract. Another thing Aunt Eliza taught
me was to always make sure a contract was signed before I so much
as put my spade in the ground on anyone’s property.

I sauntered up
to the front door, which he’d left open. It was a lovely June day,
sunny, with a warm breeze blowing. Unusually warm for this time of
year in southern Victoria. I’d been looking forward to transforming
this unkempt block of land. Fabulous the house might be, but Sean
Russel’s sister was right—the garden needed a lot of work.

“What bloody
game do you think you’re playing at now?” He stood just inside the
hallway, blaring down the receiver of the phone that was clenched
in his fist. His hair was taking a real bashing from the other
hand.

Ugh, oh, I
guessed he was blasting his poor sister. I did not wish to be a
part of a family squabble. I turned about, ready to go back to my
truck.

“Wait!”

I stopped.
Presumably he was roaring at me. I put a hand to my chest and
raised my eyebrows as I faced him again. He was right in front of
me—his height slightly intimidating. That is if you were inclined
to be intimidated by large men—which I wasn’t. Well, not usually.
Those lovely chocolate colored eyes were flashing sparks at me and
the very sensuous mouth was held in a grim straight line. He rubbed
his forehead as if he had a pain there.

“Forgive me,
but my sister had no right to order work done on my property.” The
hands were now on his hips. “I’ll have to ask you to leave.”

“Sorry, can’t
do that.” I shook my head and my ponytail bounced from side to
side. I waved the clipboard at him. “I have a contract here, all
signed and sealed. And I’ve been paid to do this job.”

His big sigh
was heartfelt. “I don’t care a fig. I do not want a female digging
up my garden.”

“What have you
got against female gardeners?” Now I was getting annoyed.

“I have nothing
against females doing any job. That is not the point here. This
work was ordered without my knowledge or consent, and anyway what’s
wrong with the garden as it is?” He waggled his fingers as he
looked over my shoulder, which wasn’t hard for him to do seeing as
I barely reached his chin.

“Pardon me, but
if you think your garden doesn’t need work then you must be half
blind.” That was rude, I know, but this guy was beginning to rattle
me. Why the hell didn’t he just let me get on with the job I’d been
paid to do?

“There is
nothing wrong with my eyes.” He cast a glance up and down me,
making me feel like I did when Patrick, my live-in lover of three
years, walked out on me two years ago—on my 33rd birthday. The rat
went off to live with a mouse of a woman who had no spunk, no
energy, and no boobs. Stupid prat! They made a good pair, a rat and
a mouse. Last I heard she was pregnant—perhaps she’d give birth to
a chipmunk.

“Look, seeing
as I’ve already been paid by your sister, why can’t I just finish
this and then I’ll be on my way, out of your beard.” I gave the
whiskery chin a sneer. “And you can have it out with Mrs. Weston.
This is your problem, not mine.”

The beard got a
rub or two. The look in his eye said he was tiring of the whole
business. “How much did she pay you for God’s sake? My sister is
not a sane woman.”

“She paid me
the going rate. And I think she’s a very sensible person. At least
she appreciates the importance of a neat garden.” I glared at
him.

His snort said
a thousand words. He now rubbed his nape. He was doing an awful lot
of rubbing, drawing my attention to his hands. They were strong,
tanned, the fingers long and the nails clean. Obviously hands that
weren’t used to hard work. I put my work-soiled mitts behind my
back. I really should wear gloves more often to do the hard
stuff.

“What’s it to
be?” I hoped I sounded as fed up with the whole business as he
appeared to be. “I have a signed contract, but it’s against all my
principles to leave a job unfinished. My reputation would be at
stake.”

He sighed as if
he held the worries of the world on his wide shoulders.

“How hard can
it be to decide to let me finish what’s started? Your garden looks
like a wilderness now, and will look like a showplace when I’ve
finished with it.” I hope. Well, I was sure actually. I’d never had
a complaint—yet.

Those beautiful
eyes assessed me for a long moment. I shifted uneasily. I didn’t
like being assessed. When they settled on my breasts I folded my
arms so the clipboard was held across my front like a shield, and
gave him another glare meant to intimidate him.

He now looked
amused. “What possesses a woman like you to do this for a job,
anyway?” he stunned me by asking. I felt like flooring him with a
swift punch.

“How the bloody
hell do you know what sort of woman I am?” My cheeks had reddened I
know, and I cursed the fair coloring I’d inherited from my English
mother.

“Forgive me.”
He looked unrepentant. “Let me rephrase that. You’re not very big,
are you? And digging and that sort of thing is usually done by big
blokes with wide shoulders and not much brains.”

“Does that mean
then that you consider I’ve got brains? And my size has nothing to
do with anything. I consider that an insult to my mates in the same
game. I know some very intelligent landscapers. I love making
gardens.” Had loved it since I’d helped Aunt Eliza plan and remodel
the first one behind the big rambling house she’d bought when she
first came over from England to care for me and two year old
Harry.

“Okay, go ahead
and do your thing, if it makes you happy.” He wagged a finger
before my face. I frowned at it. “But let me tell you, Miss—” He
looked bewildered. “What’s your handle?” He glanced over to my
truck, then down at my left hand, at my ringless fingers still
clutching the clipboard in front of me. “Miss Violet Amelia
Connor.”

That was
printed on the door of my truck. I wasn’t too struck on either of
my names, but Aunt Eliza and Harry persuaded me my full name
sounded very professional and so ought to be emblazoned to show the
world I was a really capable worker.

“Call me Leah,
everyone else does,” I told him with a touch of defiance. I don’t
know why, but he brought out the worst in me.

“Okay, Lee-ah.”
He drew it out so he sounded like a Chinaman. “Get your work over
as fast as you can and get out of my hair. Right?”

My nose went up
in the air haughtily. “I do not rush my work. I will do exactly
what I have been paid to do. And as for keeping out of your way, I
will not bother you one little whit.”

I turned to
march off. My haughty exit was rather spoiled when I tripped over a
crack in the wooden porch floor and almost fell. Immediately he was
at my side, his hand on my arm, warm and strong. His touch
unsettled me, so I gave him another glare and he removed his
hold.

I waved my
clipboard at the offending crack. “You ought to get that fixed,
mister. Someone is going to sue you before long if they actually
fall and do themselves some damage.”

“I have a man
coming in tomorrow,” he said with the same air of hauteur. “Just
make sure you don’t trip over it again before he has time to fix
it.”

A spark of
mischief made me think for a moment of coming up here again when
he’d gone inside and deliberately tripping over it and faking a
cracked skull. But I said instead, “I’ll keep well off your porch,
Mr. Russel.”

With a quick
nod he went inside. I wandered back to my spade, and let Josh out
to have a quick run around. “Good boy,” I assured him when he’d
cocked his leg up the gatepost and come back for a stroke. “You sit
there and behave, and I’ll give you a treat when I have my morning
break.”

He wagged his
bushy tail and settled near the truck. My mind ticked over while I
worked. There were a lot of weeds to be got rid of, but I already
pictured the finished job in my mind. There was about a third of an
acre altogether to play with. Mrs. Weston advised me to put in
native shrubs and not to plant anything that needed a lot of
attention. Now I knew why—Sean Russel had no interest in his garden
so probably wouldn’t care for it. I would have to persuade him to
let me keep it up to scratch. Graham, my one paid employee, would
do that—if Mr. Russel with one L agreed on regular maintenance. On
second thoughts, perhaps I would take care of this job.

I was sitting
at the side of the driveway, perched on an upturned bucket,
drinking my morning cup of tea, when Mrs. Weston drove up in her
huge, shiny, and very expensive limousine. Obviously worth a
fortune, that one.

“Good day.” I
got up and brushed biscuit crumbs from my jeans.

She eyed Josh
warily as she climbed out of her car and came towards me. “Is he
all right? I don’t care much for big dogs.” The look on her face
made me want to laugh. But I didn’t. Mustn’t laugh at someone who
paid my bills. Another lesson learned from Aunt Eliza early on.

“Stay Josh.” I
put a hand on his head and he flopped down again, and went back to
chomping on his biscuit. “He’s a teddy bear, no worries.”

She glanced
toward the house. Her brother hadn’t emerged since our meeting.
“I’m sorry about Sean’s behavior. I knew he wouldn’t be pleased.
That’s why I didn’t tell you it was his house. He’s been in
Malaysia and I hoped you’d get the job finished before he got
back.” She nibbled her lip and waved a well-manicured hand. “He
didn’t harass you too much, did he?”

“No,” I lied.
“I must say I was taken aback by his attitude though. I don’t
usually have people so set against me beautifying their
garden.”

I was dying to
know what he’d been doing in Malaysia. In fact, my curiosity
concerning Sean Russel was far too aggravating. He was probably a
lawyer, although with that beard he looked more like an adventurer.
I know Sadie Weston was a widow because she told me, and her
husband had been a barrister, so it figured that her brother was
likely in the same line of work.

“I have to
admit, with Sean, it was more likely that he was annoyed with me.
He thinks I’m too interfering, reckons I should keep out of his
affairs.” Her sigh was long-suffering. Deep down I had to agree
with him. If Harry took it upon himself to organize something on
such a grand scale without my consent I would be really mad. But
Harry, bless him, never interferes in my life—and I never poke my
nose into his. Well, not often.

There was the
time, mind you, I went behind his back and booked a table in a
swish restaurant for him and Clare. That was simply because she was
head-over-heels in love with him and he was too stupid to see it.
He did thank me afterwards though—when he told me in no uncertain
terms that I should pay for the meal as he couldn’t afford it on
his trainee teacher’s pay. He and Clare taught at the same school.
It did all work out very well for both parties involved. They’ve
been married for three years now and their adorable two-year-old,
Jackson, is about to have a brother or sister in three months.

“Sean, I didn’t
expect you back so soon.” While I was ruminating, the master of the
house had joined us. Sadie Weston pushed at her coiffured hair in
an agitated way. Her hair was as dark as her brother’s and worn
short. She’d obviously been at the hairdressing salon just that
morning—or she kept it covered in bed. I could never hope to keep
mine so well groomed.

“Obviously.” If
a person could be said to growl, then that was exactly what the one
word sounded like—an unamused growl of dissatisfaction. “I’d like a
word with you if you’d please come inside.” He jerked a finger her
way imperiously. With a swift glance at me she followed him. The
arrogant devil hadn’t spared me a glance. Who cared? If Harry ever
adopted such an overbearing air with me I would tell him where to
stuff his finger.

I went back to
my digging. I could hear the rumble of raised voices but they
weren’t so loud I could make out what was said. Probably for the
best, eavesdroppers rarely hear well of themselves.

About fifteen
minutes passed before she came out again. Now she looked smug—so I
guess it went her way in there. With a tug on the jacket of her
beige, boring, designer suit she smiled at me. “Sean’s agreed that
his garden needs work. So you just go ahead and do what we agreed
on. You said it should take you about a week, right?”

“Yes.” I
nodded, feeling smug, too. “I’ll try and finish it before that—to
keep out of his hair.”

“Good. I’ll
call round in a day or so. Goodbye.” With another tug on her jacket
she went to her car. For all her wealth she didn’t have a very good
dress sense. Matronly was how I’d describe her outfit, even if it
probably cost her an arm and a leg. Aunt Eliza, at seventy, had
more idea of fashion than Sadie Weston.

I picked up my
spade and carried on with my work. About an hour later the garage
door opened and Sean Russel drove his car out. It wasn’t nearly as
large or grand as his sister’s. In fact it was a nondescript blue
sedan, unobtrusive. Not the sort of car you would expect a lawyer
to drive. But what did I know? How many lawyers did I come into
contact with? Not many. I concentrated on my digging so I didn’t
have to look his way as he drove off.

I guess he’d
been gone about fifteen minutes when I glanced towards the gate. A
scruffy, disreputable looking man, with a furtive air about him,
loitered on the footpath near the gateway. I eyed him. About
thirty, with lank hair, dirty jeans on skinny legs, and a
windcheater that looked as if it had been pulled out of the garbage
bin.

He saw me
watching him and slid away. Slid was the only way I can describe
the way he moved. I shrugged. Perhaps he was interested in
gardening. Although most people who were interested in what I was
doing stopped to talk, admiring my flair for design, and my spunk
for being a female in a dominantly male profession. Strange how
people pigeonhole everyone. I don’t think there’s anything the
least bit odd about what I do for a living. In fact to my way of
thinking landscape design is more of a woman’s forte.

* * *

 


I was having my
afternoon cup of tea when Sean Russel returned—or so I thought. I
looked twice at the driver. It wasn’t Russel, so it must be his
brother. But then why would his brother be driving the same
ordinary blue sedan? This man was clean-shaven, and his hair, as
dark as his brother’s, was shorter, although it still reached the
bottom of his nape. He gave me a funny look as he passed, then went
on to the garage.

After parking
the car he strode over to me. I was sitting on the ground, a hand
on Josh’s head. Josh wagged his tail—he did that to most people. I
stared. It was uncanny—his eyes were the same as his brother’s.
That adorable chocolate brown. I licked my lips.

“Hello,” I
said, all friendly. He didn’t return my smile. Good grief, were all
the men in this family serious? “Where’s your brother?” Nosy I
know, but it was strange how he’d brought his car back, without
Russel.

“Brother?” His
look said I’d gone insane. Then it dawned on me.

“Oh, it’s you.
You had your beard shaved off—but why, it suited you.” I bit my
tongue. Should have done it sooner.

“I only grow it
when I’m on holiday.” He shook his head and looked as if he
wondered why he’d told me that.

“Oh, I see. I
guess a lawyer has to look clean-shaven and spick and span.”

“Lawyer?” Now
his look clearly said I’d lost my marbles. “And what in heaven’s
name is spick and span?”

“Haven’t you
heard that expression? It means neat and tidy. I have an English
aunt who uses phrases like that all the time.” Some not as clean.
Aunt Eliza knew more swear words than any laborer.

“Oh, I see.” I
don’t think he did for he still looked puzzled as he turned and
strode away. Nice butt. In fact there wasn’t a lot about him that
wasn’t good to look at. Shame about his grouchy disposition.

I glanced
towards the gate in time to see the disreputable bloke hurry away.
Should I tell Russel there was a weird man loitering about? Nah,
perhaps the skinny creature liked the look of me, or just had
nothing better to do with his time. I came across a lot of peculiar
characters in my line of work—and most were honest.

When it was
time to pack up for the day I looked towards the house. I don’t
usually tell my clients I’m going so don’t know why I was even
contemplating telling Russel. “In you get, Josh.” I shut the truck
door after him and turned about. Sean Russel didn’t answer my first
ring of the bell. I was about to turn and go when he opened the
door.

“Yes?” He now
wore a maroon chunky sweater. He looked hunkier than ever. My mouth
began to water. And I felt very untidy in my dirt-stained jeans. At
least my sweater, which I’d just donned over my work shirt, was
clean, if not exactly elegant.

“Can I use your
bathroom, please?” What on earth possessed me to ask that? I was
desperate to see inside his house and that was the only excuse that
sprang to mind.

He looked
disconcerted, but opened the door wider. “It’s along there.” His
finger pointed to the back of the hallway, so I trotted off over
the highly polished wooden floor. The walls held an array of fine
watercolors and through a door that was ajar I could just see a
light beige leather four-seater sofa and masses of packed
bookshelves. I like to read and was rather partial to men who loved
books.

While I washed
my grubby hands I contemplated how I could wangle my way to see the
rest of the house. This might be the only chance I got. He didn’t
seem to find me as fascinating as I found him. In fact, he seemed
indifferent to me so I might as well grab the bull by the horns and
have a look round now rather than expect an invitation in
later.

I was drying my
mitts and making a face at my reflection when I heard raised
voices. Then it sounded like a scuffle. Good lord, what was
happening? I shrugged. It was more than likely the TV I’d glimpsed
through another door. But on second thoughts, it had been off.
Russel must have turned it on.

I opened the
door and bit back a curse. The loiterer and another, much bigger,
guy were holding Sean Russel up against the wall of the hallway. A
third man was about to punch Russel in the stomach. I’ve always
been known to act first and think second so that was probably why I
flew at them. I directed my fist at the one assaulting Russel, and
he looked completely stunned. His curse was not fit for ladies’
ears, but who said I’m a lady?

“What in hell
are you doing?” the basher asked, rather mildly it seemed in the
circumstances.

“Leave him be,”
I shouted. It did no good for he let go another shot and this time
it caught Russel right on his chin. Perhaps he should have left his
beard on—that might have given him some protection.

I kicked the
brute in the shin. It must have hurt for I had my work boots on. He
flinched, then dragged on my arm and shoved me so hard I landed on
my backside with a jolt; all the breath knocked out of me. My cap
fell off and my ponytail swished about my face. I did my own share
of cursing.

“Come on, let’s
go.” The brute eyed me as if I was a nut. “That’ll do for now.”
With another punch, this one aimed at Russel’s eye, he said, “We’ll
be back.” Then, they all turned and left.

Russel lay
where he’d dropped, and I crawled over to him. He looked
unconscious. Lord, what now? I patted his cheek and he groaned.

I ran to the
kitchen. It was lovely—good grief, what was I doing admiring his
copper pots and pans and timber cupboards? I found a bowl in a
cupboard and filled it with water and grabbed a small cloth from
the draining board.

He was still
groaning when I got back. “How are you?” What a stupid bloody
question. Why do we ask such inane things at times like this?

“Just bloody
wonderful,” he grumbled through his split lip. Who could blame him
for being pissed off?

“You look it.”
I dabbed at his split lip with the damp cloth and he flinched. “I’m
sorry.” I did what I could with the cloth, which wasn’t much, but
at least it stemmed the small flow of blood that had come from his
mouth. “You’re going to have a lovely shiner.”

Wasn’t that the
truth? The area around his left eye was already turning black and
blue. “I didn’t think lawyers got beaten up by thugs. What did you
do, lose a case for them?”

“I haven’t a
clue where you got the idea I’m a lawyer,” he mumbled as he tried
to rise. He groaned louder as he got onto his elbows.

“Well, I don’t
know—it seemed logical.” I put an arm about his middle as he
struggled to sit up. He was all muscle. I cringed when he made a
sound like a wounded bull. I’ve never been punched in the stomach,
but once ran into a post that knocked all the breath out of me, so
could imagine it was pretty painful.

“Logical? At
another time I will question your logic, but right now all I want
is to lie down.” He looked and sounded ill. “I know it’s an
imposition but do you think you could help me to my bedroom?”

He had to be
joking? Imposition? Not only was I going to get the chance to see
inside his private domain, but was also going to help him there.
With ill-concealed pleasure I helped him up.

It was a
struggle, but we finally made it. The room was pure masculine and
done out in blues and greens, my two favorite colors. His bed was
about the largest I’d ever seen. The chest and robes were mahogany,
obviously expensive.

I helped him
onto the bed, painstakingly lowering him so as not to hurt him any
more. As I bent to take off his shoes a strange sensation went
through me. It was two years since I’d been this close to a
man.

“Perhaps you’d
better get undressed,” I suggested, hopefully.

He winced as he
lay back. “Just help me off with my sweater.” I shrugged aside my
disappointment and did that. The soft shirt he wore beneath showed
a vee of dark hair on his chest. Not a lot, but just enough to be
pleasing. I’m not too keen on very hairy men, but don’t mind a few
to curl my fingers in.

I shook my
head—I must be going silly. I felt like a schoolgirl getting her
first glimpse of a male chest. He closed his eyes and let out a
long sigh.

“Would you like
anything?” My hopes rose, perhaps he wanted someone to cuddle and
comfort him.

“No, this’ll be
fine. Thanks.” My hopes were dashed.

I loitered.
“Shall I fetch a steak or some ice for the eye?”

“Thanks. Yes,
can you bring some ice from the freezer?” The hopes went up
again.

“Of course.” I
dashed out. I found a larger cloth in one of the drawers and
wrapped the ice in it. He looked to be dozing when I got back.
Gently I pressed it over the bruise. He opened the other eye and
peered up at me.

“Anything
else?”

“No, I’ll be
fine. You can go now.” I felt as if I’d been dismissed.

“Oh right. Are
you sure you don’t want me to stay? What if they come back as the
big brute promised.”

“I’ll be ready
for them this time.”

I guess he had
a gun under his pillow. He wasn’t too hot with his fists so would
sure need a weapon for protection.

At the door I
turned. “If you’re not a lawyer do you mind me asking what you are?
It must be something outlandish to have thugs bashing you up.
You’re not a private eye, are you?”

He peered
across the room at me through his good eye, the cloth pressed to
the other one. He looked very endearing lying there. “As it
happens, I am a private investigator. How did you guess?”


Chapter Two

 


“Well, Josh,
that was a turn up for the books. Fancy that—he’s a PI.” Josh gave
a pleased grunt as I drove away from Sean Russel’s home.

I was amazed at
that piece of news and couldn’t stop shaking my head all the way
home. I love PI shows on TV, and watch some of the re-runs
religiously. There’s something about a man who goes out and solves
crimes that is very exciting and adventurous. I admit I was pleased
Russel wasn’t a lawyer. Though Lord knows what difference it made.
As soon as I had his garden ship-shape I’d probably never see him
again.

I turned into
the driveway of the home I share with Aunt Eliza, and Josh let out
a couple of barks. How he knows we are home I could never work
out—but he does.

When I opened
the truck door, Josh jumped down, his tail merrily wagging as he
romped into his domain.

“Guess what?” I
went straight to the kitchen where I knew Aunt Eliza would be
preparing one of her not-so delicious meals. Botanist and expert on
everything to do with flora she might be, but cook she isn’t. Never
mind, I’m not so hot in the kitchen myself, so don’t complain.

“You married a
millionaire and are leaving for Hawaii tonight for your honeymoon?”
Spoon held aloft she faced me. Whatever she was cooking had taken a
lot of preparation. The kitchen looked like a war zone. She had a
knack for using every available pot and pan in the kitchen. Even
when she bought new ones she still used the old ones as well.

“Actually, yes,
I did get married, but we’re going to Italy—thought the weather
would be better at this time of year.”

“That’s nice.
But you should have invited me to the wedding.” She grinned, waving
the spoon over a shoulder as she went back to stirring a concoction
that bubbled merrily on the stovetop. “How did the day go—apart
from the wedding?”

I sat at the
table and cleared a small space to prop my elbows. “Well, this has
been a rather extraordinary day, Lizzie. First of all the client
didn’t want me working on his garden—his interfering sister booked
the job in his absence. Then he told me to get on with it and keep
out of his way. Which I was quite prepared to do, but then just
before I left the most extraordinary thing happened.”

“He asked you
to marry him?”

“Will you get
your mind off marriage? I have no intention of getting married in
the foreseeable future. No, he was beaten up by thugs.”

“Beaten up?”
That grabbed her. She flopped onto one of the chairs facing me and
gaped. “What do you mean?” The mess from the spoon dripped onto the
table, but she didn’t notice. She was too intrigued by my
story.

“He was being
punched when I came from the bathroom. I tried to go to his aid,
but they had a go at me too.”

“Oh dear, are
you all right?” Her gray brows met in the middle of her brow.

“I’m fine, but
Sean Russel isn’t. He got a nasty black eye and a split lip, and I
bet his tummy is hurting where it was punched.”

She looked
really shocked. Nothing like this ever happened in our lives.
Lizzie always found herself nice men—had been through a succession
of nice men, probably since she was a teenager, who’d courted her.
Although we agreed Patrick was an idiot, he had always been gentle.
In fact I doubt he had it in him to fight. No, I know he didn’t
have it in him.

“Why was he
beaten up? Did you learn?” She pushed the strands of her graying
hair back with her fingers. It always seemed to escape from the
coil at her nape, making her look permanently as if she’d been in a
strong wind.

“No, but he
must lead a very interesting life. He’s a PI.”

“PI?” Her eyes
sparkled with interest. “You mean like that dishy what’s his name?
You know, the one who makes my knees go to jelly. Jim Sallick? Tom
Sellett?” She watches all the really old shows on late-night
TV.

“That one. I
thought Sean Russel was a lawyer, for some reason.” It was my turn
to push my hair back. I tossed my cap aside. “I wonder just what
he’s done to get himself attacked like that. He’s only just got
back from a trip to Malaysia. Perhaps he got himself mixed up in a
drug haul, or something like that.”

Her face lit
up—I could almost see the cogs in her mind tripping over. “Yes, or
perhaps he likes women too much and has stolen someone’s
girlfriend. Or…” I sighed. When she was on a roll there was no
stopping her.

I let her ideas
wash over me as I pondered on Sean Russel, and what the real reason
was. I guess investigators tread a fine line, and it’s quite normal
to have someone after you. On the TV shows the PIs spend their days
being hounded by one crook or another and getting involved in
punch-ups at every turn.

As Aunt Eliza
went on with her cooking she continued with her surmising. She
really should have taken to writing—her imagination knew no bounds.
When she’d finished her long list of possible what-ifs, she said,
“I got this recipe from one of the women’s mags, hope you like
it.”

“I’m sure I
will, Lizzie.” I pushed myself up. “I’ll just go shower.”

When I came
back she’d set the table, and the dish containing her creation was
placed in its center. The draining board was now piled high with
used dishes and utensils. Thank heaven she wouldn’t let me wash up.
Loved to stand with her hands in soapy water and cogitate, she
said.

“It’s called
ratatouille Mediterranean.”

“Looks
delicious,” I lied.

As she sat
opposite me, she grinned. “Is he handsome?”

“Who?” I
feigned ignorance as I ate. “This is really good.” Another whopping
lie. I could not guess at the ingredients of the dish.

“Your PI.”

I sighed in
resignation. “He’s far from being my anything, Lizzie, and don’t
get that gleam in your eye.” I waved my fork at her. “I’m right off
men, I told you.”

The sound she
made sounded like a raspberry. “Don’t be daft. No woman, unless
she’s a lesbian, is off men. You might be going through an offish
patch, but as soon as someone interesting comes along, that mood
will pass. Well, is he?”

“If you must
know, he’s just about the best looking male I’ve seen in a long
time.” Wasn’t he ever!

“Hmm.” That
gave her something to think about. “Handsome, and interesting. What
a combination.”

Too right—a
combustible combination. Certainly enough to set my sex-starved
libido on fire.

 


* * *

 


I pulled on my
sweater. It was cooler this morning than yesterday. I’d left Josh
at home, to his disgust, as it looked like rain. I didn’t want him
sitting in the truck all day. He liked the rain too much, and would
splash happily about in the puddles until he was a muddy mess,
quite ignorant of the disorder he created.

Aunt Eliza’s
last words as I left the house echoed in my head. “Find out if he’s
married, and if not, go for it. Never let an opportunity pass to
get yourself an interesting man.”

She had this
thing about interesting men, and hadn’t liked Patrick much, which I
didn’t find out until the worm walked out on me. I’ll say that for
Lizzie, she hadn’t nagged me about Patrick’s many faults but
allowed me to learn them for myself.

I was sure Sean
Russel didn’t have a wife hidden away. If he did he wouldn’t have
asked me to help him. And that bedroom was a male’s domain through
and through. Was he divorced—separated? My stomach turned over at
that thought.

I pulled myself
together and decided to stop surmising about him. I really must
stop this nonsense; I was getting as bad as my aunt. Man
hungry.

There was no
sign of life in the house, but then again it was only eight am,
perhaps he was still in bed, nursing his bruises.

I tossed up
whether to go and find out if he was okay. It would be the right
thing to do. On second thoughts if he wasn’t the best he wouldn’t
want me poking my nose in. I decided to start work.

I’d barely put
my spade in the ground when Sadie Weston’s car came up the
driveway. She hopped out, looking quite harassed. “Have you seen
Sean this morning,” she fired at me without first greeting me,
which was not like her.

“I haven’t been
here long, and no, I haven’t seen a sign of him.” Her normally
immaculate hair looked as if she’d been caught in a stiff breeze. I
didn’t know her very well, but on our previous meetings she’d never
had a hair out of place. “Is something wrong?”

Her fingers
twisted together and she glanced about. “I’m not sure. I had the
strangest phone call a while ago. A sinister voice asked me how
well I cared for my brother.”

A shiver ran up
my spine. This was too much of a coincidence, him getting beaten
up, and then sinister phone messages. “Why don’t we go up to the
house?” I didn’t know whether to tell her about the beating. And
decided not to.

The door was
unlocked. She gave me a worried glance as she pushed it wide. We
went in. “He must be about. He wouldn’t leave it open if he’d gone
out.” She walked with what to me looked like stealthy steps towards
his bedroom. I trailed her. I expected him to appear at any moment
and sincerely hoped he wouldn’t be coming from his bathroom with no
clothes on.

Then again,
that would be a sight to see. I changed my mind, hoping we’d caught
him undressed. I really was becoming as bad as Lizzie.

“Sean.” Silence
greeted her call. “I wonder if he’s showering.” She asked the
question diffidently as we entered his bedroom. Her demeanor was
making me edgy. His bed hadn’t been made and the rumpled sheets
drew my attention. He was a fidgety sleeper if they were anything
to go by. So was I. I shook my head.

“Go and knock
on the door.” A premonition told me he wasn’t in the house. It felt
empty, except for us. And not the slightest sound came from the
bathroom. No singing, no splashing water. But perhaps he was a
quiet shower taker. In our house the bathroom was one of the
noisiest places. Both of us sang beneath the shower—loudly.

“Sean,” she
called again as she tapped on the bathroom door. She tapped harder.
Silence still reigned.

“Better look
in,” I suggested, hoping he hadn’t passed out, or worse still, was
suffering a concussion. They might have bashed him on the head
before I appeared.

With what I
thought was trepidation she slowly pushed the door open. I could
see the bathroom from where I stood, just behind her, and it was
empty.

“We’d better
take a look around the other rooms.” I was feeling decidedly edgy
now. This was creepy. Where could he be? I laughed with relief when
I heard the radio on in
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