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			  Duelling Do-Gooders 

			  By Priscilla Simcoe

			  Priscilla’s Socials, The Age

				Two of Melbourne’s do-good darlings are set to go head-to-head to prove which one has the greatest fundraising flair. Who will be the Charity Scene Queen after next Saturday night’s function face-off? Priscilla Simcoe has more.

				Dame Frances Davenport and celebrity spin doctor, Gemma Bristol are going cheek-to-cheek in a charity face-off like nothing this town has ever seen. The fur will be flying and the white silk gloves thrown down next week when the all-important question will be answered: who is the Scene Queen? The Leader of the Party Pack? The Champion Charity Gal?

				So, how do you prefer to help the poor? Perhaps you pop money in a collection box at the bank, or post a cheque to the African kiddies that are wedged between episodes of Ellen and Oprah? Or maybe, like thousands of other Melburnians, you like to frock up and pay a hefty fee for a goody bag and a night on the town. 

				Two of Melbourne’s most prominent identities come up against each other next weekend in the best dressed version of Clash of the Titans as they each host their own event in direct competition to one another. 

				Dame Frances Davenport, having held the title of matriarch of the city’s charity scene for fifty years, was knighted by Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II in ’93 for her fundraising efforts when underprivileged kids charity, UP-Kids, hit the five-million-dollar mark. The Dame, as she is known around the traps, will be hosting her annual charity fundraising ball, this year called the Rum Ball, sponsored by Terry’s Chocolate Orange, next Saturday night.

				And in the other corner of town, well-known PR guru Gemma Bristol, new to the charity scene, has also embraced the chocolate theme and will be hosting the provocative Mal-Teaser on the same night. 

				It’s no secret the women don’t get along. The paparazzi have enjoyed a grand old time of late watching the squabbles erupt when Ms Bristol hopped into Dame Frances Davenport’s limo outside the Park Hyatt after a black-tie function for AIDS Awareness. Seemingly in retaliation, the Dame ensured she was placed on a higher table number than Ms Bristol at Cosmopolitan’s Women of Influence luncheon. 

				The confrontation all started back in July when, reminiscent of the Greek gods themselves, the women had been allies, working peacefully together on the committee, united in their good works. Then, as was well publicised in HELLO! Magazine, a nasty catfight broke out: names were called, nails were broken, feelings hurt. 

				The committee split and the line was drawn in the sand. The challenge was set that on the first Saturday night in December she who raised the most funds would emerge victorious.

				Melbourne society is agog. Families are divided. Marriages are strained. With whom does one’s loyalty lie? The grande dame who represents Melbourne establishment, Dame Frances? Or the young, hip modern-day rock star royalty, Gemma Bristol?

				Personal assistants to both women are tight-lipped. When questioned, Dame Frances’s PA, Julian Goodstead declared, ‘May the best lady win,’ while Chantelle Portsmouth, the assistant in the other camp, took advantage of the PR opportunity and explained at length the glamour of their upcoming event. Who will take the crown, at this stage we can’t say. But we do know it’s a kicker of a tale. 
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		      Eight months earlier, March

				Something was wrong. There was always something. Missing napkins, floral arrangements slightly askew or the dietary requirements of a vegan, gluten-intolerant guest overlooked.

				Gemma Bristol scanned the room one more time, mentally ticking off the evening’s requirements. As a PR professional, she had run hundreds of such events and knew from keen experience that there was always a tiny oversight that she needed to catch now before it could mar her impeccable planning.

				It was this meticulous attention to detail that had made Gemma one of Australia’s most sought-after PR professionals. If you wanted the world to take notice of your new product, if you wanted A-list celebrities at your event or someone to mop up a public scandal, Gemma was the go-to girl. Her iPhone held gigabytes of local and international contacts. Hugh and Deborra-Lee depended on her for launches and fielding their domestic media requests, Kylie trusted only Gemma when she was at home, and Russell had been known to call at three in the morning for crisis control.

				Gemma had worked long, hard hours to get to her position, missing her teenage son and testing her marriage, and knew that in her industry she was only as good as her last high-profile function.

				From her vantage point at the top of three polished granite steps, she flicked her eyes over the space, her brow furrowing with concentration. Once she would have worried that all the invited guests may not show, but such concerns were a thing of the past. An invitation from Gemma Bristol was a social triumph not to be ignored. Except of course by the one person who consistently declined her invitations, her husband, Stephen. It was years since he had attended any of her events. As a sales manager at BeBop Radio, a mid-rating FM oldies’ station, he had his own corporate events to attend, besides Gemma’s work bored him and it wasn’t as if the couple even had much in common anymore, except their son, Tyler.

				Gemma leaned her slight 165-centimetre frame against the black wooden balustrade, her green eyes sweeping the room. She was a picture of studied professionalism in a high-waisted Easton Pearson skirt teamed with a chiffon blouse. A smooth chestnut bob skimmed her long, pale neck.

				She tapped her fingers in annoyance as she surveyed the space one more time. The showroom was a glistening testimony to minimalism. Only days old, it sparkled with shiny aluminium window frames, glimmering floor-to-ceiling windows and polished granite floors.

				The shimmering space provided a perfect backdrop to the evening’s stars: two limited-release Porsche models, a convertible and a four-door 4WD, both only available in a sleek blue-black. 

				The waiting staff was swathed in head-to-toe black including goth-black lips and nails. Even the food and drinks – squid-ink pasta, caviar and seaweed-encased sushi teamed with Black Russians – fitted with the black theme of the evening.

				‘Chantelle,’ Gemma called to her good friend and sometime assistant who was making last-minute adjustments to a floral arrangement.

				Chantelle turned towards her, her pale pink lips gleaming from her over-tanned face in a wide smile. She scuttled over in perilously high Ed Hardy Sky Shoes, shaking her honey-blonde extensions out of her eyes. Strands of hair fell beneath her shoulders; other random lengths were caught up in barrettes on her head. She was a beacon of hot pink in the otherwise colourless surroundings. 

				‘Awright then, luv?’ she asked in her thick Essex accent as she approached. The women had worked together and been close friends for many years. They’d met when Chantelle worked as a receptionist at IQPR, the PR firm where Gemma worked. Chantelle had left the job after marrying up and now only worked for Gemma as an occasional favour.

				‘What’s missing?’ Gemma asked.

				‘Lip gloss,’ Chantelle replied, reaching in her pocket for her emergency supply.

				‘Not personal, the function,’ Gemma said. She smiled at Chantelle’s predictable response.

				Chantelle surveyed the room. She counted on her long manicured fingers. ‘Flowers, check; nibblies, check; booze, check. Hmmm. Tunes, mic, speeches, check, check and check. Didja send out the invites, then?’

				‘Check. I can’t place my finger on it but I know there’s something.’

				Gemma scanned the room one more time, taking in the lavish floral art sculptures in vases almost as tall as she was.

				She felt her heartbeat increase and her breath tighten as she tried to pinpoint the missing link. She breathed deeply to calm her anxiety and lifted her chin defiantly. For God’s sake, she thought to herself, I’ve done this a million times. Why am I stressing? The shortness of breath, palpitations and tension in her chest had happened a few times lately, over even the smallest things, and it was beginning to worry Gemma. She’d always been in perfect health and usually shrugged off the stresses of her high-powered job easily.

				She took a second deep breath as the owners of the dealership and the bigwigs from head office arrived in the showroom just as local music legend, Barry Northey, began playing the black grand piano. 

				Mario Farese, the dealer principal, led the group, moving panther-like in his charcoal Versace suit with black shirt and tie, a predatory glint, as always, in his eyes. 

				He stretched out his gold-dappled right hand. ‘Gemma, stunning work.’

				‘Perrier,’ Gemma said in response. 

				‘Sorry?’

				‘Oh, Mario, I beg your pardon. I just remembered something. The guests will be arriving any minute now. I need to chase up one more thing then I’ll meet you at the front door.’ 

				Another of Gemma’s winning PR skills was her ability to pinpoint the right crowd for the right event. Tonight, for example, she’d invited only the new money. The young entrepreneurs whose ongoing business dealings had helped prevent Melbourne from succumbing to the worst of the global recession. Mobile phone kings, property developers, other car dealers and cashed-up IT gurus were among the guest list – the sorts of people who would happily put their hands in their pockets for a gleaming new Porsche.

				Gemma darted from the room as fast as her gladiator stilettos would allow. She zipped past the sales offices and out to the walk-in fridge the caterers had installed in the car park. Underneath platters of sushi sat six boxes of Perrier. 

				She touched the side of her head to activate the earpiece. ‘Bar staff, this is Gemma.’ 

				‘Bar here.’

				‘Please send a waiter to the caterer’s fridge to carry the Perrier to the bar.’

				‘Sure, boss,’ young Zac said and signed off. 

				Gemma straightened her black pencil skirt until the ruffle skipped out over her knee. That was the problem with hiring kids as bar staff, she thought. They’d soon notice if the grog hadn’t been delivered, but water was off their radar.

				Gemma met Mario at the front door and gave him a thumbs up as the guests began to arrive. Mario greeted his first guests with vigorous handshakes and back slaps. Gemma caught his eye as he grinned happily. The night would be a huge success.

				The back seat of the limo was awash with magenta ruffles. Julian could barely see his boss’s face over the clamour of fabric. He slid across the leather seat to the opposite corner of the car to check his notes one more time.

				Dame Frances Davenport patted down some rogue ruffles that were obscuring her vision. Like a hawk seeking prey, she scouted the scene from the limo’s tinted window. 

				‘Both newspapers have confirmed?’

				‘Yes, Dame Frances.’ Julian straightened his white bow tie for the third time since getting in the limo. He’d spent hours searching for an evening shirt with just the right number of pleats for tonight. He felt most Rock Hudson in his favourite tail coat and spiffy white vest, which were offset splendidly by black trousers featuring a sleek silk stripe down the outer leg. A white rosebud in his buttonhole added an air of occasion to his outfit. Dressing up was one of his favourite parts of his job as assistant to the Dame. What he didn’t like was moments like right now, he thought, rubbing his bald head anxiously as they drew closer to their destination. 

				This was always the worst part of a function. All the what-ifs, the maybes, the last-minute rushes. He loved it best when the function was over and he could curl up at home on the couch with his partner, Oscar, cosy in his favourite Peter Alexander PJs, and indulge in some PFD (post-function debrief). He’d describe all the fashion triumphs and faux pas of the night, showing Oscar images he snapped on his BlackBerry. He’d usually sneak home a snack box of catered goodies such as canapés and tiny dessert morsels, which looked ridiculous in Oscar’s huge hands. 

				For Dame Frances the pinnacle of any event was making her grand entrance, and for it to be a success, split-second timing was crucial. It was essential that the venue was perfectly ready down to the last teaspoon, the media lenses were pointed in her direction and all the other guests had arrived, but not have been there long enough to have too much fun without her.

				In the fifty years she had headed her charity committee, Dame Frances had raised millions of dollars for Melbourne’s underprivileged children by fundraising exclusively for an organisation called UP-Kids. Known as a tough, no-nonsense matron who didn’t suffer fools, she was both admired and reviled. 

				‘TV?’ the Dame demanded of her assistant, checking her lipstick in a gold compact.

				‘Channel Nine for exclusivity,’ Julian replied, scanning his notes.

				‘Good.’ Dame Frances nodded. ‘Lara, Pia, Lavinia, Lauren – all definites?’ Her pencilled eyebrows rose questioningly and Julian simply nodded in reply. 

				She’d achieved a minor coup in attracting a quartet of Melbourne’s top pretty young celebrities to the function – especially when a glitzy film premiere across town beckoned. But they had been swayed by the calibre of the media covering the UP-Kids extravaganza. Dame Frances and her committee contributed more than sixty per cent to UP-Kids’ annual revenue. Not one to miss a fundraising opportunity, Dame Frances charged $300 per person, but the event boasted goody bags bulging with designer freebies and top-shelf samples.

				Tonight was the fiftieth anniversary of the Dame’s first UP-Kids event. It was a black-tie dinner in celebration of the Dame’s incredible achievements over the past half-century. It was only fitting that Dame Frances be recognised for her tireless work and she’d had a devil of a job to find somebody to host it for her. Of course it had been her brainchild and she’d organised the entire thing, but she could hardly be seen to be putting on her own celebration, now could she? Thankfully she’d finally convinced the Mayor of Melbourne to put his seal on the invitation, so it appeared to all intents and purposes the City was bestowing this honour upon her. Dame Frances Davenport would reign supreme as the guest of honour and the matriarch of the old-school Melbourne social scene. Thus all was right with the world.

				As the limousine approached the building, Dame Frances grabbed Julian’s arm.

				‘Who’s that? Julian, who is that? Can you see who’s getting out of that car?’

				‘Oh, yes . . . I believe it is Jo and Stephen Silvagni.’

				‘Go around, go around,’ Dame Frances shrieked at the driver. Damn, they were on time in the end. There was no way she was going to get enough media attention arriving directly behind that golden couple.

				At its second approach the limousine pulled up at the Windsor’s now-vacant red carpet. The liveried doorman opened the Chrysler’s back door. 

				The Dame waited until Julian came around to offer his arm so she could alight elegantly from the vehicle. Her silver dragon-headed cane emerged from the car first, followed by the magenta silk ruffles of her Linda Britten gown. Her silver chignon was clasped with a long diamond barrette that matched the heirloom five-carat diamond necklace draped around her ageing throat. 

				On the street a group of tourists stood clicking away on their cameras, hoping to get photos of celebrities to show their friends back home.

				After assessing the lobby and reassuring herself it was up to scratch, Dame Frances paraded to the formal drawing room where the pre-dinner drinks were being held. Julian had already ducked in to announce her impending arrival to the press. 

				Dame Frances paused at the door and surveyed her mini-kingdom as three newspaper photographers rushed up to her and the group of Melbourne’s elite assembled in their tiaras, cravats and morning suits to toast her achievement. These people represented old money, the old school and the Dame’s well-preserved contact list.

				The cameras began clicking as Dame Frances stood with a regal smile accepting the congratulations and accolades of the room. 

				*

				Oh my God, this is freaking boring, Laura Gillespie thought and leaned back against the flocked wallpaper. Where was that waitress with the canapés?

				The movie premiere was a big deal. She knew that. She knew she should care. But she just didn’t. She’d done so much of this sort of stuff before. Already tonight she’d had to cover some snobby charity event and now she had to contend with this bunch of celebrities and tragic hangers-on, all desperate to get their faces in the paper. 

				All through her twenties Laura had worked as a newspaper photographer, shooting everything from protests and anti-abortion rallies to car accidents and Christmas pageants. 

				After her son Matty was born, she’d been happy to work as a freelancer, taking a more creative, artistic approach rather than chasing news stories. She’d had a few small exhibitions of her work and was published fairly regularly in international magazines, and that was enough for her. She wasn’t after fame or money, just personal satisfaction. 

				But then, two years ago, her beloved husband Louis had died suddenly of a heart attack while riding his bike. As motivated by art as she was, he had left no money to provide for his wife and son from his eclectic career as a writer and script editor. All Laura had was his unfinished manuscript, a wall of books and his crazy collection of hats to remember him by. Not that she wanted to remember. She had packed up everything he owned and put it in her parents’ garage the day after the funeral.

				A week after his death Laura received a letter from a man who was there when Louis died. The man had worked with other passers-by to start Louis’s heart again, to breathe air into his empty lungs. She imagined the peak-hour traffic whizzing past and the cold rain of a Melbourne winter soaking through their clothes, chilling their skin as they fought in vain.

				Laura had never written back. She’d ripped the letter in two after quickly skimming the words and thrown it away. ‘Fucking interfering busybodies who want to pat themselves on the back for watching him die. They can fuck off,’ she’d shouted angrily, tears streaming down her face as she’d opened the lid of her wheelie bin and tossed the shreds of paper inside with the rotten food and the broken bird corpse which Louis had found in the garden the week before. The sight of the shattered bird had made the ache in Laura’s chest deepen till she’d thought she might die too, right there on the driveway. As she’d thumped the lid of the bin closed, she noticed the blind of Matty’s upper-storey bedroom window drop down. She stalked inside, the soles of her cherry-red Doc Martens slapping on the concrete.

				A few months later, as the bills piled up, she’d called the picture editor at The Age and begged for work. But work was scarce in the local media, newspaper circulation was dropping and mass redundancies had recently slashed The Age’s staff. 

				All the editor could offer her was Weddings. A couple of shifts a week shooting society weddings. Laura hated it, but stuck at it. It was a job, and it would help with the private-school extras. Thank God Louis’s parents had stumped up for the school fees. Fat lot of good the posh school was doing, though. 

				At sixteen Matty was withdrawn, sullen and had slowly transformed from an easygoing twelve-year-old with tousled blond hair and bright blue eyes, to a grunting goth with body odour and tufts of facial hair sprouting between his acne colonies.

				She and Matty lived like strangers, each retreating to their own corner of the tiny flat she’d rented for them. Laura had been forced to sell the house that she and Louis had worked so hard to restore. Together they’d scrounged old country houses earmarked for destruction for beautiful old timbers, stained-glass panels and an array of timber doors that added charm and interest to the place. They’d only just installed a cast-iron pot-belly stove they’d found at a garage sale while on holiday in Tasmania when Louis died. Losing the house a year after his death was like losing Louis all over again, but Laura didn’t cry once. 

				Her jaw ached for months from grinding her teeth hard in her sleep, but the pain was at least a small distraction from the agony inside her. And now, two years after his death, she still hadn’t really spoken with Matty about his dad. Thinking it was for the best that they not dwell in the past, she bound her pain tightly within her and strode through life, frightened that if she paused too long the agony might consume her.

				After a year on the wedding circuit, Laura was finally freed and offered work shooting society events with the paper’s resident social columnist, Priscilla Simcoe, whose column, Priscilla’s Socials, ran daily in The Age. 

				Funny how the paper had once considered itself highbrow, Laura laughed to herself as she grabbed a slice of wafer-thin Wagyu beef from a passing waiter. Economic viability had seen it fill up its pages with this sort of empty-headed nonsense, and Laura now spent her nights snapping vacuous socialites who cared more about their latest hair extensions than world affairs.

				Stifling a large yawn, Laura tried to shake off the boredom and wondered briefly if she might get a chance to nick out the front to bot a quick fag. She didn’t smoke much, usually only when she was suicidally shit-bored, like right now. 

				Priscilla rushed over, her bleached blonde hair gleaming in the spotlights. Laura could see she had applied her make-up with a trowel again and was wearing stiletto sandals with gold leather straps that wound around her tanned legs up to the knee. A gold lamé minidress completed the socialite’s look.

				‘Laura, what are you doing?’ Priscilla said, her voice high-pitched with panic. ‘Nicole Kidman just walked in, where have you been?’

				She shepherded Laura towards a noisy throng at the front door. ‘Hurry, is the camera on? Get a shot of me with her.’ She straightened her dress and foofed her hair as she jostled herself into position.

				‘Nicole, just a quick pic for The Age, darling,’ Priscilla gushed, pushing herself nearer the star and baring her teeth at the camera as Laura clicked away.

				The film being launched, Banjo, was touted as the greatest feature Australia had ever produced. The darlings of the nation’s film industry were here tonight to celebrate their success.

				The photo wall dazzled as the superstars of the event posed in their glamorous outfits before the paparazzi. Laura grabbed a goat’s cheese soufflé from a passing tray and, jamming it in her mouth, sank into the fray. 

				Mercedes Fiorucci was excited. She always was excited to attend IQPR events as Gemma’s guest. As the cab wound through St Kilda, Mercedes watched the usual Saturday night crowds that were milling around the funky suburb, eating pasta at pavement tables, enjoying twilight picnics on the beach and sipping coffee in fashionable Acland Street.

				As the cab drove up to the venue named on her invitation, Mercedes was surprised to see there was no crowd outside the hotel. She checked her watch. Perhaps punctual was early in the literary world. 

				When Chantelle had called and offered her a ticket, Mercedes had automatically presumed that she’d be Gemma’s handbag. She’d been a bit miffed when she found out that Gemma wasn’t accompanying her to tonight’s book launch. She knew Gemma’s husband, Stephen, rarely accompanied his wife to the many social events she was invited to, which meant Mercedes scored plenty of freebies.

				But tonight Gemma was at some boring car thing, so Mercedes was flying solo. She inspected her perfect talon-like nails. Oh well, she decided, flicking her long chestnut-highlighted hair over her shoulder, it was an event, a night out, a place to be seen and to mix with the beautiful people. And a book launch too, she thought with an impressed smile; she’d never been to one of those before, but it sounded pretty posh. No doubt it would be a glittering affair crowded with press and celebrities. She smeared an extra coat of lip gloss over her Restylane smile and smacked her lips with satisfaction. Who knew, she might even meet the next Mr Right-Now.

				Mercedes was a serial monogamist always on the lookout for the next target. Well, mostly monogamist.

				She handed a twenty-dollar note to the driver and climbed out of the cab. 

				The Prince’s foyer was stunning. The reception desk, stairs and even the lounge suite were slabs of charcoal that seemed to hang from the neutral backdrop. Above, rusty Moorish screens offered glimpses into the mezzanine courtyard. 

				Mercedes veered left and made her way up to Circa, one of the funkiest restaurants in the city. She stopped at the bar to register. 

				‘Mercedes Fiorucci?’ the girl said, scanning the list. ‘I don’t see you.’

				‘What about Gemma Bristol? I’m her guest,’ Mercedes asked.

				‘Oh, yes, of course Gemma’s on the list,’ the girl said, handing Gemma’s name tag to Mercedes, ‘I’ll just make one for you,’ and scrawled Mercedes’s name on a sticker. 

				‘Thanks,’ Mercedes said. Turning, she pocketed her paper tag and pinned Gemma’s name onto her Donna Karan stretch-silk jacket. She’d spent a small fortune on the outfit especially for tonight. 

				‘I can be Gemma for the night, what fun.’ She grinned at her own cleverness as she walked into Circa. 

				‘Oh, no,’ the girl said, ‘the launch is not in the restaurant. It’s in the conference room upstairs.’ 

				That was strange, Mercedes thought. She trooped up the narrow stairs at the side of the bar and entered the room.

				There had clearly been a terrible mistake. 

				While little could detract from Circa’s slick decor and chic beauty, this crowd came close to overwhelming the style of the room with its sheer dullness. A bunch of dowdy, bespectacled women in orthotic shoes milled about. Muted conversation competed with the low tones of Michael Bublé on the sound system.

				An extremely plain-looking person of indeterminate gender bustled over. The person wore black trousers with a suspiciously polyester sheen and a rather festive jumper and sported thick-rimmed glasses atop a wiry grey crew cut.

				‘Gemma Bristol, I am so honoured that you are here! We never believed you’d come. Can I get you a drink?’

				‘Er, yes, please, a Rosetini, thanks.’

				‘Oh, the bar is just white wine or red.’

				‘Okay, a sauvignon blanc then.’

				A bored-looking waitress slumped by and the person grabbed a white wine. 

				‘I don’t know what this is. Here. It’s white and quite lovely, although I’ve had my one for the day.’

				‘Thanks.’ Mercedes took a sip then quickly put the glass down onto the table next to her, her mouth pursed in distaste. The wine was obviously not from the hotel’s wine cellar.

				‘I’m Mary Patterson, the author and self-publisher of my book,’ her host announced, sticking out a small, freckled hand.

				‘Oh, great,’ Mercedes said, her fingers briefly making contact with the outstretched hand. She hadn’t even bothered to look at the title of the book. But there it was on a poster at the front of the room: The Many Pauses of Menopause.

				Shit.

				‘Today I was on community radio. I was so lucky to get that gig, let me tell you,’ Mary babbled on, as she pulled the errant strap of her handbag back onto her shoulder. ‘And tomorrow a journalist is calling me from the local paper. It’s all very exciting. I don’t know about this venue, though; it’s a bit “trendy” for me.’ Mercedes cringed as Mary held her fingers up to use air quotes. ‘But my sister-in-law had a contact and I do hate to say no.’ 

				Mercedes racked her brain for an escape plan as a plate of sad-looking fried dim sims was carried past. Mary followed her eyes. ‘To save on the room rental, I did my own catering,’ she explained.

				The squeal of a cheap mobile PA system interrupted them. Another grey-haired woman in sensible shoes was grinning at the crowd. Perhaps it was the sister-in-law in question.

				‘My dear friends, it’s an honour to have you all here this evening to celebrate our chum, our sister, our compadre in her great publishing achievement.’

				Mercedes took a tiny step back towards the exit.

				Mary linked her plump little arm around Mercedes’s and whispered, ‘I want you to come up the front with me so that all my friends can see that you’re here.’

				Mercedes’s passion for her soft grey, stretch-silk, taffeta double-layer Donna Karan skirt was the only thing that prevented her from diving headfirst from the first-floor French windows that opened onto St Kilda Road. 

				She joined Mary at the front of the crowd and was forced to listen to the self-congratulatory speech about years of research and writing. Then she endured the terrible menopause gags (‘Is it hot in here or am I just having a flush?’). It was the longest forty-five minutes of Mercedes’s life and a sinful waste of fashion, she decided sadly.

				As soon as the speeches were over, Mercedes spun to leave, only to come face to face with Mary again. The woman seemed to have the stealth and speed of a menopausal ninja.

				‘There are some people I want you to meet. This is my mother-in-law, Doreen.’

				Mercedes had had enough. She scrabbled in her bag and grabbed her silent mobile. ‘Hang on, Mary – sorry, this is important.

				‘Hello? Yes, immediately, I understand. Bye.’ Mercedes made a show of ‘ending’ the call. 

				‘Mary, many apologies but I must go – crucial, er, PR emergency has sprung up.’

				‘I understand, you’re very busy. But I thank you so much for your time. It’s meant the world to me, your coming. And . . .’ She pressed a copy of her book into Mercedes’s hands. ‘This is for when your time comes, dear. We all know what it’s like.’ 

				Mercedes threw the book into the first bin she found on St Kilda Road, horrible, disgusting thing that it was. She adjusted the collar of her new jacket as she sat in the safety of a cab, driving away from that twilight zone where women wore Kumfs and discussed their bodily functions in public.

				What on earth had Gemma been thinking? Mercedes wondered with a shudder as she dug in her bag for hand sanitiser to kill off any lingering traces of the night.
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			  ‘Oh, do I ever need this!’ Gemma said and slumped back into the chaise, collecting the white robe around her outstretched legs. The soothing tones and luxurious textures of the day spa’s waiting room nurtured the women.

				‘Mmm, I know what you mean,’ murmured Chantelle as the imminent pleasures of the Plethora Day Spa tipped her already relaxed personality a little further towards catatonic.

				They had all been working so hard lately: Mercedes at her hair salon, Gemma in the demanding role of temporary CEO of the Australian branch of IQPR, and even Chantelle – in between bouts of retail therapy. So when Mercedes suggested spending a Saturday enjoying Plethora Day Spa’s latest indulgence – The Ancients – Chantelle and Gemma had quickly agreed.

				First all the hair from their bodies, except some eyebrow hair, would be removed with the Middle Eastern art of threading – fine cotton lines twisting and rubbing over the flesh. Then they were to be wrapped in desert mud while a therapist performed soothing Paudi scalp massages and applied a nourishing hair mask. Finally they would undergo a ritualistic rock treatment where ancient polished stones were stacked upon their bodies.

				Mercedes lay on the chaise across from them, fussing with her robe. ‘These things are so unflattering,’ she complained, pulling the towelling closer around her scrawny frame. ‘They’re always so shapeless and would it kill the owners to offer them in extra small? I have darling robes at my salon. They’re designer, they’re figure fitting, and they look delightful. Of course, we have to supply this kind of shit for our more sizeable clients, but my thin clients look fab.’

				She stopped her fussing and sat bolt upright. ‘By the way –’ Mercedes stuck her hand on her hip in anger.

				‘What?’ Chantelle and Gemma said, looking at her in surprise.

				‘What the bloody hell were you thinking, sending me to that lame-arse book launch last week?’

				Gemma looked at her blankly. ‘What do you mean?’ she asked.

				‘That menopause lady, she was a nightmare! The whole thing was a nightmare. How could you, Gem? I thought for sure you would be coming with me, which is the only reason I said yes.’

				Gemma pursed her lips and worked it out in a second. Chantelle, the little minx. She glanced at the suspect who had lain back and closed her eyes in a faux meditation on her other side. Yep, Gemma thought. Guilty. It hadn’t been the first time. There was the other incident when Mercedes had been so excited to attend the UGG Australia launch and had hurried off expecting Pammy Anderson, great nosh and free boots only to find it was the launch of the new sole cutter at the manufacturing plant, and she’d had to endure an hour of deafening machinery, ear protectors that flattened her curls and free samples of rubber. 

				Rather than dob in Chantelle, although she deserved it, Gemma covered for her.

				‘Oh, that. So sorry, darling, I just had to be represented at that do, for strategic reasons, and I knew you’d be the girl for the job.’

				‘Hmph, well, warn me next time,’ Mercedes said in a sulk. 

				A therapist in wide-leg chocolate linen pants and taupe tunic top placed steaming glasses of herbal tea at each side table. 

				‘Do you have any espresso?’ Gemma asked with hope. 

				‘I’m afraid not,’ the girl said with a gentle smile. ‘We promote holistic health: mind, body and spirit here at Plethora.’

				‘Never mind,’ Gemma said, running her hands distractedly through her bob. She sighed deeply. ‘I guess I’m just a bit hooked on my regular caffeine hit,’ she added, her voice apologetic.

				She turned to Chantelle. ‘I’m just so exhausted lately,’ she said, ‘but it’s weird; no matter how tired I am, I can only seem to sleep for about four hours a night.’

				‘Of course you’re tired, luv,’ Chantelle said as she reached out to pat her friend’s hand. ‘How’s work? Any better?’

				‘It’s a freaking nightmare,’ Gemma said. She leaned her head back onto the bolster and shut her eyes. 

				‘You should do a line of cocaine. It works wonders for balance,’ Mercedes offered, her head also back with eyes closed.

				‘You know I don’t do that shit, Mercedes,’ Gemma said, sitting up again to continue her conversation with Chantelle.

				‘You know how Wally left?’ Wally Robinson had been the ineffective CEO at Gemma’s firm for the past five years.

				‘A coupla months ago, yeah?’ Chantelle sipped her herbal tea.

				‘Well, the powers-that-be in bloody New York have been dragging the chain on hiring a replacement.’

				‘So who’s running the place then?’ Chantelle asked. 

				‘Me! That’s who. The bastards are so cheap they’ve got me doing twice the work on half the salary of the CEO because, unlike the useless Wally Robinson, I don’t have a me to help me. If you get what I mean.’

				‘So why don’t they make you the permanent CEO?’ Chantelle asked.

				‘No chance. A: I’m not male, and you know how “glass ceiling” PR is. And B: I’m far too young. I’m a good ten years off being considered.’

				‘Can’t you, like, ask them anyway?’ Chantelle asked. ‘You could do that job in handcuffs, you’re so good. And what about that Peter bloke? He’s beautiful, he’d support you. I think he fancies you.’

				Mercedes sat upright, interested now that the boardroom gossip had ventured a little closer to the bedroom.

				‘Ooh,’ she teased, ‘you got an admirer, have you? What would your Stephen say?’

				‘Oh, shut it, Mercedes. He’s IQPR New York’s CEO. We’re colleagues; of course we have to get along. Get your mind out of the gutter.’ She turned back to Chantelle. ‘You’re a troublemaker.’

				‘He does, but. I saw him looking at you at the IQPR Down Under conference last year. He’s a bit chunky but so loverly and all.’

				‘Thanks, Chantelle. But you’re right, though; I do need to call him about this situation, to find out when a new CEO will be appointed so I can stop working so damn hard.’

				Mercedes piped up again. ‘Oh, any excuse will do to call your mystery Yank.’

				Gemma just rolled her eyes at her and continued to talk to Chantelle. 

				‘I figured that if I just kept the company running smoothly, the recruitment process would kick in eventually, but I think I’m going to have to start making some noise.’

				Mercedes was back in coma pose but mumbled, ‘I bet Peter would like to make some noise with you.’

				‘Mercedes, just drop it,’ Gemma snapped angrily.

				Mercedes’s bottom lip stuck out slightly and she turned her head away from the others. 

				Gemma felt immediately guilty. My God, she was on edge. Mercedes was giving her the shits big-time, but such good-natured teasing never normally bothered her. And today her heart was racing, her hands were shaking and she was finding it difficult to get her breathing into the deep, slow rhythm that Plethora usually commanded. 

				Chantelle’s eyes continued to rest gently on her friend. ‘And I know things haven’t been easy at home, either,’ she said. 

				Gemma just sighed in response. ‘Where do I start?’

				‘Well, how are things going with Tyler these days, then?’ Chantelle asked.

				Gemma rubbed her hand across her forehead. ‘I know teenagers are supposed to be hard work, but he does seem to go out of his way to give me grief. I’m so worried about him.’

				‘Kids. It’s just a phase; he’ll be fine,’ Mercedes said as she stood to follow the therapist into a treatment room. ‘Ciao, girls. See you in the massage room when I’m plumped, pricked and polished.’

				Another therapist guided Chantelle and Gemma into a second room. The ladies nestled into their heated cocoons as the threading and plucking began. 

				‘Oh, that’s a shame, that is, about your boy, darling,’ Chantelle said. ‘He’s brill, that kid. What do you think went wrong, Gemma? He seemed so great a couple of years back.’

				‘He was doing so well, but since halfway through last year he’s just become more miserable and withdrawn.’

				‘Do you think it’s the stress of Year Eleven, maybe?’ Chantelle asked.

				‘I don’t think so. He just seems to have lost interest in everything and seems so angry all the time.’ A tight ball of tension formed in her chest as she thought about her son. ‘Do you know he’s even stopped playing guitar?’

				‘I didn’t know that,’ Chantelle said. ‘That’s terrible.’ She squeaked as the threading came close to her upper lip. ‘Is there any chance he could be, you know, acting out because of the distance between you and hubby? I know that’s quite bad at the moment.’

				Gemma folded her arms across her chest. ‘He’s one of the lucky kids whose parents are still together. That’s a rare thing these days, you know, even if we’re not crazy in love anymore. At least he’s not damaged from coming from a broken home.’

				Chantelle’s voice was gentle as she responded. ‘Sometimes being in a home with both your parents is not the ideal situation though, luv.’

				‘I suppose if Stephen and I were screaming and yelling at each other all the time it might affect him, but we want Tyler to have a real family,’ Gemma said.

				‘The way I see it, darl, is that families come in all shapes and sizes these days,’ Chantelle said. ‘My dad left us, but still my childhood was happy and I turned out all right.’

				Gemma thought for a second about Chantelle’s fondness for father-figures in her romantic life but kept the observation to herself.

				‘I guess everyone’s different,’ Gemma said. ‘I just want the best for Tyler. Stephen and I are okay.’

				‘Really?’ Chantelle raised her perfectly shaped eyebrows. ‘Do you laugh together, have lovely chats, share hobbies and stuff?’

				Gemma snorted. ‘What? Are you high? We’ve been married so long – all the conversations are done, the laughter has finished and as for hobbies, he has his model kits, his sailing, his golf, his drinking buddies, and I have my . . . er . . .’

				‘Yah, luv, go on then,’ Chantelle prodded. 

				‘Well, I don’t really have time for hobbies, what with IQPR being so busy. We’ve got the recent bloody scandal with that feral, Johnny Jackson – why those footballers cannot keep their pants on, I don’t know. Then there’s the Porsche awards night coming up, not to mention the Barry Humphries tour. He’s a beautiful man, but God, that Dame Edna can be a real bitch!’

				Chantelle sat quietly and watched Gemma who was staring at the ornate crystal chandelier.

				‘I should have invested way more time in my marriage over the years, Chantelle, I really should have. But I was so focused on university, my career and raising Tyler, I put Stephen and me at the bottom of the list.’ 

				‘You were pretty young when you had Tyler.’

				‘Yes, we got pregnant right in the middle of our Arts degrees. Stephen did the wrong thing and proposed. Then I did the wrong thing and accepted.’

				‘The wrong thing?’

				‘Yeah, we were too young. Who says you have to be married to have a baby? We should have just stayed a couple and seen where it went. We were so great together but honestly, parenting puts so much strain on a marriage. Then it went pear-shaped when Stephen got a sales job at the radio station to support me while I was at home with Tyler. I think he still resents the fact that he never finished his degree.’

				‘But you got your degree in the end?’ Chantelle asked as she inspected her face in the mirror proffered by the attendant.

				‘Of course I did, with a combination of summer school and night school. It was important to me.’ She felt a catch at the back of her throat and gulped in a deep breath to calm herself down. Not again. She was getting weepy over the most ridiculous things lately. Just yesterday when the admin coordinator had announced she was pregnant, Gemma had run to the toilet to hide an unexpected wave of emotion.

				‘Well, if it was so important to Stephen, he could have done the same thing,’ Chantelle said. ‘Is it fair that he resents you for that? He should get over himself.’

				‘Yeah, I know, Chantelle.’ Gemma swung her legs around and sat upright. ‘I guess things have been a bit ugly at home lately. Stephen and I snarl and snap at each other like pit bulls sometimes. It’s easier to stay at work.’

				‘Darl, if you think Tyler can’t sense the tension at home, you’re a bit of a nuffer,’ Chantelle said.

				Gemma sat with her forearms on her knees and her hands clenched. 

				‘Yeah, maybe,’ she said, her voice a strained whisper. ‘And you know, the other thing that’s really bothering me is all this.’ Gemma swept one arm around the room, encompassing the high gold ceiling, the heavy antique sideboard that held glowing tea lights, the cabinetry that groaned under the weight of expensive creams that were probably all tested on baby animals. 

				‘What do you mean, then?’ Chantelle looked around, her big blue eyes blinking in wonder as if taking it all in for the first time. 

				‘The luxury, the money, the excess. It’s really got me thinking.’

				‘Thinking what?’ Chantelle asked.

				‘Thinking about what it all means. Wondering what the point is to it all. We live such a pampered, indulgent life. Yet all over the world people struggle just to feed their kids. I can’t stop thinking about it lately, about the amount of money wasted on publicising an event so some company can sell people a whole lot of crap they don’t need. It just all seems so fake and meaningless.’ She took a big breath after her tirade.

				‘Wow,’ Chantelle sat back on the chaise, ‘but that’s how you’ve got where you are, by being a part of that world. Might seem a bit hypocritical to question it all now, luv. And anyways, what can you do to change it?’

				Gemma shook her head. ‘I just don’t know,’ she said.

				She tried to fill her lungs, but her breath was strained and tight. She gulped in air and tried again. And then again, with one hand on her shuddering chest. It was no good. She tried to lie back against her lounge and relax.

				‘Would you like to come through?’ the therapist asked, and led Gemma and Chantelle into a treatment room that Mercedes was already muddily ensconced in. 

				Gemma lay on the bed and tried to tune into the rainforest music. 

				The therapist began to apply the face mask, a mixture of minerals from Lake Dumbleyung, a salt lake in Western Australia. The music was soft and soulful, the quiet murmur of her friends’ voices next to her, reassuring. Everything was drifty and delightful. 

				But then an insidious kernel of a question started to nibble at her subconscious. Do you deserve this? it said. 

				Shhh, Gemma’s conscious mind retaliated and pushed the troubling thought away. But like watching a microscopic video of cells dividing, the thoughts increased in size and doubled in weight. What do you think you’re doing? Why are you here? Shouldn’t you be with your son? It’s Saturday sports. What about the house? There’s a thousand jobs that need doing at home. You could try spending some time with your husband for once and maybe your marriage wouldn’t be so hollow. How much money did you send to the World Vision kids last month? Just the standard amount? Why not more? What’s a hundred bucks to you anyway? Maybe the kid would appreciate a card? A communication? Something that acknowledges that they’re flesh and blood and not merely a Western guilt-assuaging device.

				The thoughts were whirling, dizzying her mind, and her breathing began to get shorter. Her throat constricted. She reached up to remove the thing that was choking her, but there was nothing there, the soft terry of the robe was loose at her bust. The therapist, unaware of Gemma’s inner turmoil, placed a warm towel around her client’s face to cleanse away the mud. The towel seemed to take on a life of its own, suffocating her like a great O2 pillow sucking the air from her lungs. The blockage in her throat slammed shut. She sat bolt upright, clawing at the face towel, desperate for oxygen and release from the claustrophobic threat. Her breathing was short, sharp and jagged. She had to get away, she needed to run; she was sure she was going to die from this feeling.

				She leaped from the bed in agitation, her mind a terrifying spiral of panic. 

				Oh God, she thought, maybe I’ve lost my mind; I’ve gone mad.

				She threw her arms out in terror, trying to steady the world that whirled around her, and swept a tray of tiny glass aromatherapy oils to the ground in a noisy crash.

				‘What the hell?’ Mercedes and Chantelle sat up, shocked. 

				‘Wow, good detox!’ Mercedes exclaimed.
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			  Gemma sat rigid in the vinyl waiting-room chair. She clasped her handbag tightly on her lap. She stared unseeingly at the posters for STD and H1N1 prevention, and others urging patients to have mammograms and Pap smears. Her head was still aching and her body felt bruised all over. The panic had subsided, but she still didn’t quite know what had happened to her.

				Chantelle had insisted on bringing her to the doctor after her bizarre behaviour at the spa. She sat next to Gemma absently stroking her arm whilst she devoured an old copy of HELLO! Magazine.

				Gemma felt tears pricking her eyes. She felt so stupid, and so frightened. The sense of building pressure had happened a few times of late, but nothing as bad as today. Life had just been so full-on recently, with the increased responsibility at work and the unpleasantness at home. The more her marriage splintered at the edges, the more she thought back to her own parents’ dysfunctional relationship with a sense of impending and inevitable doom.

				They’d split when Gemma was fourteen and had never spoken a civil word to each other since, not even managing to be in the same space long enough to see their only daughter married or only grandchild christened. Their hatred and bitterness towards each other had barely waned in the decades since they had stormed and raged at each other as their daughter cried herself to sleep. Their split had only created more pain – at least there was less shouting when they were apart – but each parent had used Gemma as a pawn to score points against the other, constantly deriding the other to her, always in competition to buy her the most expensive gifts or designer clothes. Gemma’s teen years were spent being ferried from one angry parent to the other, listening to each catalogue the faults of the other. It was exhausting.

				She was determined that things would be different for Tyler; he would have stability and never be caught in the ugly place her parents had forced upon her.

				She thought back to the incident of this morning and the look on the spa therapist’s face when the panic finally ebbed away and Gemma was left breathless and shivering.

				You’re a mental case, the look had said.

				Gemma’s doctor, Kerryn Davis, stepped into the waiting room and motioned her to follow her into her surgery.

				Kerryn was a trim woman with a very quiet voice who immediately instilled confidence.

				‘Thanks for fitting me in at such late notice,’ Gemma said.

				‘It was good timing, actually. I just had a cancellation. Now what’s going on with you?’ Kerryn enquired gently, sliding a box of tissues towards her patient. 

				Right on cue, Gemma grabbed a tissue and her will faltered. Heavy tears fell down her cheeks. ‘I know it’s silly, but I just can’t control my emotions at the moment. I cry over everything, and then today, I’m not sure what happened; I think I had a panic attack.’

				She described how she’d felt at the spa, the terror and the fear that seemed to have come from nowhere.

				Kerryn nodded sympathetically as she jotted down some notes on Gemma’s file.

				‘And work is so stressful. I’m acting CEO at the moment until they hire someone. Which means I have to go to the States for a conference but I can’t leave my son – he’s going through a hard time. And my marriage is in ta-a-a-a-attterrss,’ she sobbed finally.

				‘Is it?’ Kerryn asked. ‘Tell me more about your marriage being in tatters.’

				Gemma looked up. Had she said that? She wondered, again, if she was going a little bit loopy. She did a complete flip. ‘Oh, look, it’s not; it’s fine. We’re fine. I’m quite mad to have even said that.’ She was beaming through her tears, aware that this watery Cheshire cat impersonation was only making matters worse. 

				A few more sobs from Gemma and a few more gentle probing questions from Kerryn followed: about previous episodes (a few minor ones), her alcohol use (probably one glass too many each night) and her general diet (healthy if erratic). 

				‘Hmmm, okay, and do you drink much caffeine?’ Kerryn asked. 

				‘Oh, I’m rather a caffeine junkie,’ Gemma gave a small smile, ‘I’d had about four cups before reaching the day spa.’

				‘Okay,’ Kerryn murmured thoughtfully. ‘Well, there are some investigations we need to do then. I’d like to do a blood test to rule out an overactive thyroid, and I’d like you to come back and see me again next week. In the meantime I’d suggest you cut back on the coffee, and maybe consider some ways to manage stress better. Have you ever tried meditation or yoga? Deep-breathing techniques can also help.’ She reached for some brochures in her desk drawer. ‘Here’s some information on panic attacks and some hints for dealing with them.’

				Gemma scanned the brochures quickly and sighed; she really didn’t have time to cope with this at the moment.

				‘It’s important that we monitor your moods over the next week, so I think it would be useful to keep a note of how you feel each day, just a simple description in your work diary will do. Maybe try ranking your mood out of ten, with ten being the best feeling, and one being the worst.’

				‘Okay.’ Gemma nodded reluctantly.

				‘That way we can get a clearer picture of your emotional state. I want to rule out depression.’

				‘Thanks.’ Gemma shook hands with her doctor and stood to leave.

				‘You have a lot on your plate at the moment, Gemma. Try to cut back where you can.’

				‘Thank you, Doctor, thank you so much.’ 

				Chantelle stood up in concern as Gemma came back to the waiting room.

				‘Thanks for waiting,’ Gemma said and gave her friend a hug.

				‘Of course,’ Chantelle assured her. ‘Are you okay?’ 

				‘I will be. I think I just need to go home now.’

				‘Want me to drive you?’ Chantelle offered.

				‘Thanks, but I’d like to just be alone.’ Gemma paid her bill and the two left the clinic.

				‘Okay, well, you take your car and I’ll grab a cab back to the spa to get mine.’ Chantelle searched her huge bag for Gemma’s keys. She passed the keys to Gemma then lay her hand on her friend’s arm. ‘Are you sure?’ Her eyes searched Gemma’s. 

				Gemma smiled in reassurance. ‘Thanks so much for being here for me, but I really just want to go home and relax now. I promise not to go mental again.’

				‘Well, thank God for that,’ Chantelle said with a smile. ‘But seriously, you know where I am if you need me, and you did not go mental. Your poor head just let you know it needs a rest, so listen to it,’ she waggled a manicured finger in Gemma’s face and grinned again, ‘or else.’

				Chantelle gave her a last squeeze and teetered off to flag down a passing cab. 

				How ridiculous, Gemma thought on the way home through the leafy Hawthorn streets. I’m not depressed. How could I be? I don’t mope about the house all whiny, moaning about how unfair it all is. I’m a go-getter, a doer. Depression. Rubbish. But as Gemma got closer to where her house lay nestled among English greens and perennials, a rush of guilt rose within her again. 

				She pulled up in the driveway, her finger poised over the triple-car garage door button. What was she doing with her life? She stared at their French provincial mansion. A tennis court-sized front lawn sprawled before her. It was lush and perfect, thanks to their loyal weekly gardener. 

				She normally felt great pride in the beautiful house that she and Stephen had worked so hard to build and maintain. But tonight was different. She felt melancholy somehow. A little embarrassed and ashamed. She shook herself, pushed the button on the remote and drove the car to its resting place. She was being ridiculous. 

				But later that night as she lay in the bath, hoping to soak off the remnants of the day’s mud wrap with the day’s anxiety, she wondered if maybe her guilty feelings were justified. She stared, with despondence, at the bathroom countertop. For God’s sake, she had a cut-crystal Tiffany box to store her cotton balls in. How spoilt was she? 

				It was all such a waste. She couldn’t go on doing this anymore, throwing extravagant party after extravagant party, each more over the top than the last, for clients more spoilt than the last, for pointless, empty products. She had to do something. Something meaningful. Something more than attending a black-tie charity event, something more than buying a book of raffle tickets for the school’s latest fundraiser. Gemma decided that she wanted to make a difference. But how?
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			  ‘What is taking you so long?’ Dame Frances’s rasp cut through the kitchen counter’s plantation shutters. Julian squeezed enough orange juice into the glass to get an authentic-looking pulp then topped up the rest from the juice container in the refrigerator. 

				‘Sorry, Dame Frances.’ He hurried in with a tray bearing the glass of juice. 

				He placed the drink in front of his boss then sat down, pulling his chair up to the ornate Louis Quatorze dining table that was their workspace. Beside them a window overlooked the Domain Parklands. The Dame held her charity meetings at the dining table, wrote her memoirs there and of course used it to host dinner parties with Melbourne’s affluent philanthropists.

				‘Where were we? Come on, Julian, focus. We’ve masses to get through before the meeting tomorrow.’

				Julian picked up the pile of mail. He was well versed in the Dame’s system and could predict the quality of a missive by just a glance at its envelope. He flipped past junk mail, bills and administrative letters to separate the large envelopes that had weight, handwritten addresses or boasted an interesting colour or texture. 

				Dame Frances received an inordinate amount of mail each day. She was hugely influential and, just as she regularly asked Melbourne’s movers and shakers for help, handouts, sponsorships and contacts, many similar requests were directed to her. And thankfully there was, Dame Frances would often say, that last bastion of true communicators, those with a pen, a box of good stationery and the ability to string a sentence together, a place where words were spelled in full and punctuation was given the respect it deserved.

				‘Right, first cab off the rank,’ Julian said. He tore open the rose-coloured square envelope with the gemstone letter opener.

				‘Ooh,’ he squealed, ‘a wedding invitation.’

				‘Really?’ Dame Frances’s voice dropped an octave. ‘I’m listening, whose is it?’

				‘Elizabeth Margaret Penwood to Howard Lyall Stewart.’

				‘Where?’ 

				‘St James Church in South Yarra and then Patagonias.’ 

				‘Patagonias? For a reception? And the ceremony at St James? There can’t be many going. No. Politely decline, thank you, Julian. Besides, Liz’s mum is just trying to butter me up because she’s hosting a breast cancer lunch and she wants me for guest of honour. I hardly need to be a ribbon wearer.’

				‘But Margaret and John Penwood have been loyal supporters for years. They’re friends, aren’t they?’ Julian shook his head. The Dame could be frustrating about invitations. She was no longer able to discern the difference between work and personal commitments. It was all about UP-Kids, and if an event couldn’t benefit the charity directly, she wouldn’t go. He had to beg her to go to her own daughter’s family Christmas last year. Dame Frances had protested, citing that no one interesting would be there. This comment had reminded Julian to frame the three photographs of the Dame’s grandchildren and put them on the mantelpiece. 

				‘Well, I can’t help it if Margaret and John’s daughter decided to marry a tradesman, can I? Next.’

				‘He’s a Stewart,’ Julian singsonged in a last-ditch attempt.

				‘With a W, not a U,’ Dame Frances mimicked Julian’s singsong voice with her own baritone. ‘It’s not like he’s a Stuart or anything important.’ She then snapped, ‘Next.’

				‘It’s an opening.’

				‘To what?’

				‘The new D’Angelo restaurant.’

				‘Excellent,’ Dame Frances said. 

				‘Okay, so that’s a yes.’ He put the black glossy card carefully on his left-hand side. 

				‘As long as Patricia hasn’t been invited, it’s a yes. But if she has been invited, be sure to tell them I’m on a cruise in the Mediterranean. However –’ at this she held up one long, gnarled, manicured index finger, ‘if Patricia has been invited but, and this is important, if Helena has been invited too, then accept, but only at the last minute and only after the restaurant’s PR team calls you.’

				‘Okay then,’ Julian said, scribbling down notes in his leather compendium. He knew by now not to ask questions. There could only be a long-winded, complicated story involving social slights or seating slurs from decades past. He reached for the next envelope. A slim, white envelope with a gold embossed seal on the back looked professional and important.

				Dame Frances polished her small rectangular half-rim eyeglasses and perched them back upon her nose as Julian sliced.

				‘Dear Dame Frances,’ Julian began. ‘We here at AIDS Awareness are constantly moved by the depths of your generosity . . .’ Julian sat upright and put some oomph into his reading. This charity was close to both of their hearts and he needed to make this letter sing. He continued to read. His heart sank. Unfortunately it wasn’t written particularly well and the function they were attempting to promote was quite feeble by the Dame’s standards. He was afraid he wouldn’t get past the first paragraph. He was right.

				‘Enough. No,’ she said. 

				He sighed and put the letter in the reject pile. 

				‘But I will buy a thousand dollars’ worth of raffle tickets. Next.’

				‘Oh, really?’ Julian said in delight, clapping his hands. ‘That is so generous of you. You are just too sweet.’ He scribbled a note on the page and put it back in its pile.

				Dame Frances could not abide compliments. They made her very uncomfortable, as Julian should have remembered. She glared at him over her glasses. 

				‘Yes, well, as you know from our history, Julian, I quite like the gays,’ she said, ‘when they’re not irritating the hell out of me. Next.’

				Julian entered his flat at three pm, still smiling over the morning’s correspondence and the unending eggshell diplomacy. It may be an emotionally draining job but at least he had every afternoon off when Dame Frances took her siesta. It more than made up for the number of nights out he had to work. Still they were no chore; being the Dame’s function poodle was fun.

				Oscar wouldn’t be home until very late. His job at the law firm was increasingly demanding and Julian fretted for him, especially with his cholesterol level so high. 

				Binky sprang into his arms and purred, presumably grateful that someone was finally back to admire his gorgeousness.

				Julian zapped a late lunch of Lean Cuisine Vegetable Cannelloni, picked up the remote and he and Binky curled up on the sofa to watch last night’s TiVo of Dancing with the Stars.

				Julian’s life was good. He and Oscar were happy together, Binky was the only baby they’d ever need and his job, although sometimes a bit busy, was sheer bliss. How easy to be personal assistant to a rich old lady, helping her float around Melbourne’s social scene. Oscar told him he was too much of a pushover, that he let Dame Frances walk all over him. But Julian didn’t mind. Sometimes her requests were a bit much but he was proud to be entrusted with all the intricacies of the Dame’s life.

				 According to Oscar, personal assistants in his law firm didn’t even make coffee for their bosses nowadays; it was too beneath them. But Julian liked the Dame and let her digs and nastiness just slide off him. He had a job he loved, a man he loved and plenty of time left in each day for shopping – what more could he wish for?
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			  Raucous laughter broke out just as Gemma pushed open the door to the bar. She was immediately assailed by a waft of warm air, ripe with the smell of Friday night drinks and too many bodies squeezed into a small space.

				The Bot, in trendy South Yarra, was the place to be after work on a Friday. Gemma weaved her way through the throng of overexposed cleavage and charcoal suits, wincing at the blaring doof-doof music and sidestepping to avoid her new Manolo mules being stilettoed. Her navy Jil Sander jersey sheath dress would absorb the body stink of the crowd if she didn’t slip by quickly.

				God, is everyone in this bloody place twenty-seven? she wondered, shouldering her way through. The familiar feeling of panic started to build in her chest as she took in the fake laughter, the overdone faces and the try-hard guys with their hair product and Calvin Klein cologne.

				Since seeing the doctor, Gemma had tried to cut back on coffee, but it was a hard habit to break. However, even just cutting down to half her usual caffeine intake had reduced the waves of anxiety. Except right now, she thought as she got caught between two broad-shouldered blokes swapping stock tips loudly over the intense music.

				‘Excuse me,’ she said, pushing past. The men ignored her and carried on their conversation over her head, holding their drinks out to one side to prevent spills as Gemma fought past them.

				This was Mercedes’s stupid idea, Gemma grumbled as she finally got to the end of the long room and made her way to the Bubble Bar. 

				It was Mercedes’s birthday and in typical fashion she had arranged the night, invited the girls and would then no doubt sit back, sip sparkling and not lift a credit card all evening. Gemma wondered how she’d become such close friends with the woman. 

				She thought back to their meeting; Gemma had had a last-minute hair disaster and rushed into the nearest salon. Mercedes had saved her social life that day and Gemma had been so grateful that she’d given her two tickets to a nightclub opening. In the end Mercedes had invited Gemma to go with her and they’d had a ball, drinking shooters, flirting innocently with good-looking guys and dancing all night long. They’d become friends immediately. At first Mercedes seemed to be an amazingly attentive friend who had only praise and support for her new BFF. But lately Gemma wondered if maybe Mercedes was getting somewhat bored with her. She seemed more interested in the parties and events that Gemma could provide access to than their friendship.

				A drunk punter staggered past her in the dimly lit corridor and sloshed beer onto her foot.

				I’m too old for this crap, Gemma decided as she reached the much quieter, more sophisticated Bubble Bar. She stood at the entrance for a few seconds to steady her breathing; her reflections on Mercedes had managed to make her all panicky and anxious again. Gemma’s eyes adjusted to the subtle lighting of the room.

				Okay, this is better, she thought to herself, taking in the sheer curtains that muted the view of a striking Japanese-style courtyard. The decor was plush and ornate, quite French in persuasion, Yael Naim’s lovely tones were soothing, and the bar exclusively served Gemma’s favourite drink: champagne.

				She cheered up instantly and decided that maybe the night hadn’t been such a stupid idea after all. 

				The girls had already secured a table in the corner. Mercedes flicked up one silver-draped arm. ‘Yoo-hoo, the party’s started. Where have you been?’ 

				Gemma stopped to talk to the bartender then strode over to the ladies.

				‘Happy birthday, darling,’ Gemma said and kissed Mercedes on each cheek and then greeted Chantelle in the same way.

				‘You both look divine,’ Gemma said, even though she was a bit worried that Chantelle looked slightly like a stripper. Her dress was made from white clingy cotton with rips down the sides, leaving no doubt that her underwear was absent. High gladiator bootsandals were the perfect complement to the look. The curling leaves of her bicep tattoo peaked out of the white cotton jungle. 

				‘Here’s your present,’ Gemma said as the waiter arrived with a ninety-dollar bottle of Veuve Clicquot. She felt slightly petty doing this, but she knew from experience that she’d be buying the bubbles all night anyway and in the past she’d bought a present too and usually came away just feeling plain overgenerous and used. But it was worth it now that she witnessed the glimmer of a pout from Mercedes’s lips. It seemed the birthday princess had expected a gift-wrapped trinket as well.

				‘Ohhh, thanks, you shouldn’t have.’ Mercedes recovered her decorum and they all raised their glasses. ‘Happy birthday, me!’ she toasted herself. The flutes chinked and the night began. 

				The girls were on their second bottle of bubbles and the hush of the room had been replaced by loud conversation and laughter as the place filled.

				‘So it’s just been dreadful, you know what I mean?’ Chantelle was regaling the girls with her recent dates. ‘And then, not only did he vomit all over my new shoes in the limo on the way home, but I lost my house key so had to wash my feet off with the garden hose and climb over the balcony to get in. Gorgeous shoes, they were too. He was such a wanker. Too young.’

				‘Ewww,’ the two others squealed. 

				Chantelle went on. ‘And then today, it was just horrible; I couldn’t find a handbag the exact white of my bootsandals. I thought,’ she pronounced it ‘fought’, ‘that my Choo would do the job and all, but it was dreadful. I looked a right prat so I had to go out to Chaddy and nip into Coach for a new one. It’s fab though, innit?’

				The girls nodded enthusiastically. They were all Coach fans. Coach worked with everyone’s style; Chantelle’s urban whore, Mercedes’s European Versace glamour and even Gemma’s staid Armani elegance were all catered for at the slick American accessories boutique. 

				As Chantelle prattled on, Gemma watched her and thought back to when they’d met. Chantelle had travelled from the UK to see the world. She was twenty-one when she’d got the temp job as receptionist at IQPR, the international PR firm where Gemma was the rising star. It hadn’t taken long for management to notice Chantelle’s eager-to-please attitude and upbeat personality and offer her a full-time position on the front desk. 

				It hadn’t taken much longer for the CEO, multimillionaire, player and divorcee extraordinaire, Ed Portsmouth, to fall in love with her and offer her a full-time position in his marital bed. 

				He was fifty years old to Chantelle’s twenty-five as she walked down the aisle, or more accurately, a Thai beach. ‘It’s so romantic,’ Chantelle had sighed when she’d struck upon the idea. And so different, she’d decided, because no one got married on the beach. She opted for a white sarong and bikini instead of a dress and all the guests went barefoot. There were hibiscus bouquets and the bride and groom sported matching tattoos on their biceps. Gemma was one of the handful of guests. 

				The gossips loved the fact that Chantelle was Ed’s fourth wife and the same age as his twin sons from his first marriage and that Chantelle was a receptionist from a working-class neighbourhood in Essex who dressed like Pink, with a body like Barbie. 

				But Gemma knew her friend was truly in love. She also could see from a mile away that Chantelle was looking for a father-figure and found it in Ed.

				Tragically Ed keeled over from a massive heart attack on their first anniversary during a lovemaking session. It had actually been the fifth session for the afternoon so Chantelle had been racked with guilt. Her sobbing at the funeral, ‘I’m a murderer; it’s all my fault, I killed him,’ had not assisted her at all in the resulting bitter court case where the twin boys fought her for the millions of dollars in assets and capital she’d inherited on Ed’s passing. The case was eventually thrown out but she’d split the fortune evenly in the end and gave the boys half. ‘Just to make them go away,’ she’d told Gemma, ‘annoying little sods that they are.’ She’d always treated them more like brothers than stepsons. 

				The grief hit Chantelle hard. She had loved Ed and their romance was just in its prime. She mourned for three years before feeling ready to face the singles scene again.

				‘So it’s just a hell week,’ Chantelle concluded, then downed her glass and sat slumped. But she pepped up again within seconds. ‘Oh, what am I like? Going on like this after your nasty turn at the spa the other day.’ She turned to face Gemma.

				‘How are you doing now?’

				Mercedes pulled a downward face in sympathy.

				‘Yes, darling, how are you? That was so frightfully embarrassing for you, you poor thing. Fancy having everyone stare like that – how dreadful for you.’

				Gemma hadn’t been aware that anyone had stared. She suddenly didn’t feel so comfortable with sharing, especially not the parts about her family life.

				‘Apparently it’s caffeine. I’d hit it too hard that morning and it brought on a panic attack.’

				‘Nooo! Coffee?’ Chantelle squeaked. ‘That’s completely mad, that is!’

				‘Well, I must admit, it makes sense. I was lying there and my mind was going a mile a minute. I’m so worried about everything, and it was like my brain short-circuited and I just snapped.’

				‘Yes, the exact same thing happened to one of my clients,’ Mercedes purred, ‘but much worse; she had to be hospitalised. I don’t think it was a panic attack though, more a heart arrhythmia, so it was like an actual illness.’ 

				‘So it wasn’t exactly the same then,’ Gemma pointed out.

				‘Yeah, like not at all,’ Chantelle guffawed. ‘But you go on, luv. What’s this about “worries”? Is it the business with Tyler again?’

				‘Oh, come on,’ Mercedes said, ‘you have a golden life. Look at you, you’re beautiful, you’ve got a killer job, a drop-dead hottie for a hubby, an amazing mansion. You’re a spoilt brat, Gemma Bristol.’

				Gemma flinched, but chose to ignore Mercedes’s caustic remarks.

				‘It’s silly, really,’ Gemma sighed and fiddled with the large amethyst ring on her right hand, ‘but I’ve got the middle-class guilts something shocking and I just can’t seem to shake them. Mercedes, you’re right: I do have it all, but I’m not doing enough. Sure, I give to the tin rattlers and I have fridge kids like everyone, but I have this urge to make a difference, to make a huge impact.’

				‘Oh, that’s gorgeous,’ Chantelle beamed, clutching her hands together. ‘I’ll help. It’d be so great to do something for the community.’

				‘And it looks fabulous on the CV,’ Mercedes drawled. She’d been texting and the girls weren’t aware she was still plugged into the conversation. ‘Why not get the breast cancer account? They spend a fortune on PR. And you can quash your middle-class guilt at the same time.’

				‘Perhaps,’ Gemma said. ‘I don’t know.’

				‘I know, I know.’ Chantelle bounced up and down on her tiny bottom in excitement. ‘How about joining Dame Frances Davenport’s team? They raise gazillions for the underprivileged kids foundation, you know, UP-Kids.’

				‘Yeah, or you can spoon out soup to the homeless on Saturday nights,’ Mercedes said, her sarcasm completely wasted on Chantelle.

				‘Yes! Soup!’ Chantelle agreed with Mercedes. ‘That’s brilliant, that is.’

				Mercedes simply rolled her eyes and went back to her texting.

				Chantelle turned back to Gemma. ‘You should do the UP-Kids one, luv; you’d be great. Think of how much you could raise, how many lives you could change, go on then. Do it. I know her, I know Dame Frances, I do. Honest, I go to her things all the time. Me and my mate Pippi go.’

				‘Really?’ Gemma asked. ‘Well, it’s a wonderful idea; it could be the answer. Would you call her for me?’

				Chantelle patted Gemma on the knee. ‘Sure, happy to. She’ll do anything for anyone if you donate to her cause. I’ve got an invite at home for her next do. She’s expecting me to buy loads of her raffle tickets.’

				‘Thanks, Chantelle – you’re a star.’ Gemma raised her glass to her friend.

				‘No worries, luv.’ Chantelle clinked her glass against Gemma’s. ‘You know I’d do anything for you. By the way, how’d you go talking to that lovely Peter Blakely, darlin’?’

				‘Has anybody got a photo of him on their phone so I can see what we’re dealing with here?’ Mercedes drawled.

				‘Yeah, I called. No joy at all, I’m afraid,’ Gemma said.

				‘Oh, wot?’ Chantelle was enraged enough to stamp her bootsandalled-foot. ‘They are mad, they are. You’re absolutely fucking brilliant and should be running the place. Did you remind him that you are running the place?’

				‘Yes, but it’s quite hard telling someone via Skype how amazing you are. It was most embarrassing to see his face drop as soon as I raised it. He said he’d do anything for me but he can’t recommend me as I don’t fit their current directional needs in management style but am definitely in the succession plan.’

				‘What the fuck does that mean?’ Chantelle asked. 

				‘I’m too young and too female, as I’ve said before. So therefore we can totally rule out that he’s got a soft spot for me.’ She had actually felt quite let down that he wouldn’t go in to bat for her. Although she’d denied it to the girls, she and Peter did have a certain mateship between them, which was now apparently coming more from her side than from his.

				‘Oh, luv, that’s right bad, that is.’ Chantelle looked at her in sympathy.

				The waiter, observing their empty flutes, headed over to take their order. Mercedes spied his approach and stood hurriedly. ‘Off to the loo,’ she announced. She grabbed her bag and disappeared. 

				Gemma made sure Mercedes was out of earshot then turned with a grin to her friend. ‘Now, my little pixie, about the book launch the other night, we haven’t talked yet. How could you do that to Mercedes?’

				‘Wha . . . ?’ Chantelle asked, laden with wide-eyed innocence.

				‘Why on earth would you send her along to that funny little lady’s book launch? There is no way IQPR would have been represented there.’

				Chantelle let go of her faux ‘not me’ act.

				‘Oh, Lord, she deserves it, Gem; she’s totally using you. She couldn’t get invited to her own mother’s birthday party without you bringing her along. It was just a bit of a laugh.’

				Gemma tsked and shook her head at her friend. ‘It was mean. You’re a minx.’

				They watched the waiter top up their glasses with the freshly opened bottle. He placed the white napkin over the wine cooler and left them to it.

				‘Cheers,’ Gemma said, raising her glass. ‘Here’s to friendship.’

				‘Hear, hear.’ Chantelle clinked her glass against Gemma’s. ‘Genuine friendship.’
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			  The stripes of sun that forced their way through the timber blinds cut through Gemma’s skull. She groaned. Whoever started the rumour that you can’t get a hangover from drinking French fizzy was a freaking liar. 

				She peeped through gunky eyelashes to the other side of the bed. Excellent, he wasn’t there. She breathed out deeply. She could relax. Gemma loved having the bed to herself. She starfished happily.

				Propping herself up onto one elbow, Gemma drained the bottle of water that her wise drunk self had left for hung-over self to discover in the morning. Oh, good old drunk self, you’re not all bad, she thought. 

				She sprawled back across the bed to wait for the parched cells throughout her body to rehydrate and make her feel a little more human. 

				It was wonderful to have the bed to herself; nowadays she preferred to wait till Stephen was asleep at night before she slipped in beside him, careful to avoid contact between their bodies. She rubbed her aching eyes and sighed. It hadn’t always been this way. When they’d first fallen in love, they couldn’t get enough of each other, making love at all times of the day. Then they’d had Tyler – far too young and before they were ready. He’d been a difficult baby who screamed with colic pains for the first year of his life and went on to be a restless sleeper who rarely settled for more than an hour at a time. Gemma had taken to sleeping on a mattress on his floor, then finally moved a single bed into his room, so she could sleep better, and somehow four years went past before she ventured back to the marital bed. By then a distance had grown between her and Stephen.

				He resented her all-consuming concern for Tyler, accused her of coddling the boy. Gemma was angry that she always had to comfort the sleepless child, despite the fact that she was working hard to finish her degree at night, while being a mum all day. She remembered yelling at Stephen with frustration and him yelling back that someone had to earn the money, that he’d love the luxury of time to study. 

				She padded to the bathroom for some more water, thinking about her marriage. She knew that each of them had been at fault for letting a coldness creep between them, but it seemed to have happened so gradually that neither noticed or seemed to have the energy to deal with it. 

				They’d had lots of good times, of course – Tyler’s birthday parties, Christmases and family holidays – when it seemed like they were as close as ever and she’d felt her chest swell with love for her husband and son.

				She rubbed her face with her hand, smoothing down her eyebrows and flattening her wayward hair. It was just that the good times were so hard to remember now, when everything seemed so ugly.

				Things had got really bad when Tyler went to school and Gemma’s career launched at IQPR. At the same time Stephen’s job at the radio station started to flounder and he was sidestepped for promotion several times. Gemma seemed to get promotions just as Stephen got turned down, and the friction between the pair increased.

				Gemma fell back onto the bed, her temples throbbing with pain as she remembered how at some point Stephen had just given up and now seemed more than happy for her to be the breadwinner. He settled into middle management and the schmoozing that came with it, and embraced the financial freedom that Gemma’s income offered.

				Even when his relaxed work attitude resulted in his retrenchment, he was unconcerned. When he finally did get another job, it was at a much lesser station on a lower income, but again he was happy to play golf and eat long lunches, even while Gemma’s workload intensified. She felt a stab of guilt hit her as she thought of the moments in Tyler’s life she had traded for the sake of her career. She’d missed his Year Six graduation, the time he won gold at the swimming carnival and his last two presentation nights. At least Stephen had been there, she sighed.

				She tousled her bob distractedly and thought again about the emptiness of her marriage. It had been months since they’d even had sex – not that she was missing it. She’d gone through the motions of trying to have a fairly normal sex life to maintain some illusion of a real relationship between them, but then a few months ago, she’d offered herself to him in her decreasingly regular act of charity and he turned her down. Rather than being upset or insulted she’d internally high-fived, rolled on her side and slept the sleep of the duty-free and hadn’t offered since. Nor had he asked.

				Gemma’s headache was ebbing, her mouth was less like the bottom of a budgie’s cage, the sun’s attack was becoming more like an embrace and she began to luxuriate in her little lie-in. In fact she started feeling a little too good for comfort. Yes, just as she suspected, feeling good was shadowed by its arch-nemesis, guilt.

				She groaned, rolled out of bed, pulled on her cashmere gown and wandered downstairs to put in an appearance. It was important to show the others that she was an active, interested member of the family unit. Hopefully, then, they would reciprocate in kind. 

				The kitchen was awash with sun. And dishes. Tyler and Stephen had obviously decided to do a big breakfast fry-up. She glanced around and saw no evidence that they’d given her morning appetite a thought; there was no plate of eggs, bacon, waffles and syrup warming for her anywhere.

				She sighed and turned her back on the mess to start up the coffee machine for her morning fix. Her arm stopped halfway to the Saeco. Damn, she stomped her foot in frustration remembering her caffeine ban. But she needed a coffee this morning after the excesses of the previous night. Maybe just one to get her heart started, she decided, reaching for the Grinders tin on the shelf. She’d get straight back to green tea after breakfast.

				‘Well, look who’s up,’ Stephen said, wandering into the kitchen.

				‘I see I missed out on breakfast,’ she said with a tight smile. 

				‘We didn’t want to disturb you,’ Stephen replied. ‘You were snoring like a maniac when I got up, and you were dribbling all over your pillow – quite the look, my dear.’

				‘Thanks very much,’ Gemma muttered, searching through the dirty dishes for her favourite coffee mug.

				‘Oh, I’ll get to those later,’ Stephen said. ‘Tyler and I are just heading up to Corner Store for a latte.’ He made to walk out of the room, and then stopped and asked, ‘Oh, did you want to come?’ 

				Gemma could sense the hollowness of the question. He didn’t want her tagging along on their father-and-son morning. 

				‘Sure,’ she said, ‘I’d love to come.’

				‘Fine,’ he sighed, ‘but you smell like a pub, so I guess you’ll need a shower first. We’ll wait for five minutes.’

				At that moment Tyler slumped into the kitchen and propped himself against the wall as if he hadn’t enough strength to support himself.

				‘Hey, mate, nice to see you. How are you doing?’ Gemma stepped towards her lanky son. He leaned sideways to avoid her.

				‘Orright,’ he grunted, his eyes on the floor.

				‘I’m just going to jump in the shower and then I’ll join you guys for a coffee,’ she smiled at him.

				‘Yeah, whatever,’ Tyler mumbled back.

				Gemma showered quickly, dressed in Lululemon turquoise, white and grey weekend wear and pulled on a cap. She went downstairs to find Tyler gone and Stephen surrounded by model boat pieces.

				‘Are we going?’ she asked.

				‘No point,’ he said. ‘Tyler got a text from a mate and headed off to the skate park.’

				‘Oh, okay, I guess I’ll just do some work then.’ 

				‘That’ll make a change,’ Stephen muttered to her back.

				An hour later as the spouses worked at either end of the large house in discordant silence, the telephone called Gemma away from the tedium of her paperwork. She picked it up. ‘Hello?’

				‘Hello? Is that Mrs Bristol? It’s Enid Carruthers here.’

				‘Mrs Carruthers, how are you?’ Cripes, she thought, this can’t be good. Enid Carruthers was the vice-principal at Princes Academy, the private all-boys school that Tyler attended. 

				‘Look, not very well at all, unfortunately. I’m sorry to call you on a Saturday morning but I’ve got Tyler here at the school and I’m afraid he and Mathew Gillespie are in rather a lot of trouble.’

				‘Oh, God.’ Her hand flew to her cheek. ‘What’s happened?’ She restrained from saying, ‘this time’.

				‘I came in this morning to catch up on some work and I discovered the two of them plastering the gymnasium wall with some very colourful language.’

				Oh, for fuck’s sake, Gemma thought. ‘Oh, dear me, I’m so sorry,’ she said.

				‘This is a very serious matter, Mrs Bristol. The boys will be suspended for one week. It really should be for two weeks given their appalling record. This is the third time this term, is it not, that a staff member has had to contact you about your son’s behaviour?’

				‘Yes, Mrs Carruthers, it’s the third time,’ Gemma replied meekly. I guess they didn’t record the little incident trespassing at night last month, she thought. Her mind started to race with anxiety.

				‘The boys are also expected at Saturday detention for a month starting today so I shall be keeping them with me; they have a lot of cleaning to do,’ the vice-principal continued. 

				Tyler hated Mrs Carruthers, because she was an old-school disciplinarian and came down hard, often. 

				Sometimes Gemma felt that the older woman’s style was a little heavy-handed and her expectations of the boys of today were deluded, but at least someone was disciplining Tyler. She just couldn’t manage it herself. Every time she punished him for talking back or breaking curfew he’d go to Stephen who would override her decision. She was too exhausted to face the inevitable ugliness of arguing with Stephen, so she would let it go. It was easier just to stay at work sometimes. But Tyler was starting to get out of control and Gemma knew she had to take action, and soon. It was so much easier to let the whole thing bubble away under the surface and hope to hell it resolved itself. Well, clearly there was fat chance of that happening anytime soon.

				‘Thank you, Mrs Carruthers. It’s very good of you to spend your time helping us with Tyler. Perhaps a parent–teacher meeting is due next week?’ Gemma suggested, tapping her nails anxiously on the marble kitchen bench.

				‘Well overdue, I should think,’ Mrs Carruthers sniffed. The women rang off and Gemma sat heavily onto the kitchen stool and tried to breathe calmly. The now-familiar sense of panic churned within her and a sense of impending doom seemed to push down on her. She twisted her hands together, desperate for a good strong coffee.

				Dammit, Tyler. What am I going to do? Gemma put her head in her hands. It’s that bloody Mathew Gillespie.

				Bugger the caffeine-free diet; she needed coffee, now. She pushed the warm-up button on her Saeco. It shooshed into life. ‘Yes, please,’ Stephen called from his study. She rolled her eyes. 

				She put a second glass on the warming plate and considered discussing Tyler with him, but what was the point? He’d only laugh and say his son was a rebel.

				As the comforting aroma of coffee filled her nostrils, she felt the panic slowly recede. She decided she’d call Mathew’s mum and see if they could find a way to get through to their sons. She dug through the paper pile in her nook to find the class phone list.

				‘Laura Gillespie.’

				‘Hi there, Laura, it’s Gemma Bristol.’

				‘Oh, hi.’ 

				‘Has Enid Carruthers called you yet?’

				‘Yep, just got off the phone unfortunately.’

				‘So, what do you think? Why would they do that? I didn’t know Tyler was even into graffiti. I’ve never seen spray cans in his room.’ Gemma paced the kitchen as she spoke.

				‘Yeah, it’s a bit of a pattern at this end, I’m sorry to say.’ 

				I knew it, Gemma thought, it is the other kid’s fault. But, deep down, she also knew that Tyler could have said no, could have stayed home and not gone to the school, could have done many things that didn’t involve defacing school property. 

				‘Why would they do it, though? I don’t understand.’ Gemma was at her wits’ end. The coffee machine beckoned, offering false relief, but she turned away, determined not to weaken again.

				Tyler had been such a great kid through primary school. The perfect student. And such an angel. She’d hurried home from work every day to see him. She greedily guarded bathtime and bedtime as her domain. And his smile. She thought back to that infectious grin. Complete strangers would comment on it. Tyler was a happy, well-adjusted boy, a source of genuine pride. 

				Then he hit fourteen and it was as if he’d been abducted by a grumpy, offensive-smelling stranger who only came out of his room for meals and to use the bathroom – though apparently not for washing.

				Now, at sixteen, he rarely spoke, except to make the occasional guttural sound under his breath.

				Gemma missed the little boy whose bright voice was once the soundtrack of their lives. Puberty seemed to have stolen his personality, and now, according to his last few reports, his school marks were dropping and he had become a troublemaker in the classroom. It was frightening.

				‘I have no idea what they were thinking,’ Laura said. She sounded terse, almost rude, but Gemma knew to read sheer exasperation into it. She knew how she felt. Laura sighed heavily. ‘Look, I’m sorry, it’s just that I’m overwrought and sick of this whole thing. I don’t know what Matty’s problem is; it’s not like he talks to me.’

				‘Oh, I know what you mean,’ Gemma said. ‘I can’t remember the last time Tyler uttered a whole sentence . . . unless reciting the lyrics to My Chemical Romance songs counts?’

				Laura laughed. ‘Ah, you too. It’s truly music to slash your wrists by,’ she quipped.

				Gemma smiled in spite of herself and plugged the kettle in to make a cup of tea.

				‘It helps to laugh, but to be honest I’m struggling,’ Laura admitted. ‘This was the last straw for Matty and he knew it, but I don’t even know what that means. If I ground him, he just ignores me and goes out. What can I do? He’s bigger than I am.’

				‘What about his dad?’ Gemma asked.

				Laura’s voice tightened. ‘No dad, just me.’

				‘Oh, okay,’ Gemma tried to cover the awkward moment. ‘But I know what you mean about them being so big all of a sudden. Tyler is almost 185 centimetres and walks around like his world’s about to end.’

				‘Yeah, Matty too. The last time I saw him happy was when . . .’ Laura paused, ‘well, probably at Christmas three years ago.’

				‘You know, we should probably meet and talk this through properly,’ Gemma suggested, moving to the front hallway to continue her conversation as Stephen came into the kitchen looking for a snack.

				‘Yeah, sure, might help. Can’t hurt. I thought I’d have a handle on life by the time I was older and wiser but I feel like I’m more of a dozey twenty-year-old than ever.’

				‘Don’t I know it,’ Gemma responded with a chuckle. ‘I have your email from the class list. Let’s set up something for next week.’

				The women hung up and Gemma stared out of the window. Laura Gillespie sounded like a solid, down-to-earth woman, with quite a dry sense of humour; joining forces with her was definitely a step in the right direction. 
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			  Mercedes clicked down Toorak Road to the outdoor mall where her salon sat. As usual she assessed it as she arrived. The early-morning sun flooded the front window. It might be time to update the logo. She loved the name, of course, ‘Coiffure by Mercedes’ would never change, but the lower-case sans serif font was so early-this-century. It needed to take on a Parisian elaborate look. She’d ring her graphic designer. 

				She walked in. Gabby, her receptionist, should have been greeting her at the front desk. She must be in the back office doing the books. Mercedes tsked. She had a very important client first-up, the host of the new morning talk show, and Mercedes needed to make sure the client was greeted properly by the staff on arrival. 

				Mercedes had been desperate to provide the salon-to-the-stars ever since her father had bought her the underachieving place ten years ago. Thanks to Gemma’s arrival at the salon, her dream had come true. 

				The salon decor suited Mercedes’s personality; it was luxe and Versace-esque, all in black, white and grey. Elaborate black acrylic chandeliers hung from the ceiling, white flokati cushions dotted the grey leather waiting-area couch, the client chairs were black leatherette with shaped backs and rolled arms. The black-and-white-checked granite floor added to the high-end appeal of the place. Her clients loved it here. They knew she was important and it made them feel right at home. 

				Mercedes had achieved her goal. A successful business, respect in her industry and a great income. But she still wanted more. 

				She picked up her mobile. Was it too early to text Gemma to see what functions were coming up later that week? Gemma made her crazy. She had everything and she took it all for granted.

				Mercedes had once aspired to a high-flying PR career, but as with everything else in her life, she’d wanted it all with minimal work. She’d dropped out of her Marketing degree in her first year to marry wealthy financier, Michael Di Marta. He had promised to set her up in her own PR firm. But the engagement had fallen through when he’d caught her in his office giving a BJ to one of his rather attractive junior executives. 

				With her new, glittering life ripped out from under her, Mercedes had been forced to return to her Italian family, distraught. Of course she didn’t divulge the details of the break-up to her ever-indulgent papa. After wiping her tears, he insisted she work with her cousin, Carmel, the family’s greatest success story to date, to get her hairdressing apprenticeship. Carmel had successfully opened salon after salon in Melbourne’s outlying Eastern Suburbs and as good a stylist as she was, she was an even better businesswoman. 

				Mercedes had no choice but to work in Carmel’s latest salon as an apprentice. When she’d finally succeeded at hairdressing (even discovering that she quite liked the trade, even though it was beneath her), her dad bought her a small, failing salon in Toorak. Mercedes’s father, Tony, like many of the Italian immigrants to Australia in the 1950s, had worked very hard since arriving. And although not what Mercedes would deem wealthy, he and his wife Francie, with their five children, had scrimped, saved and bought properties in Melbourne’s outlying suburbs very wisely. He may have been a hardworking plumber but he was also a smart property investor and he’d always had enough money to pamper his only daughter.

				Cleverly Tony put Mercedes into partnership with his brother’s business-savvy daughter, Carmel, who helped turn the business around and kept the salon in the black. Mercedes aimed high in attracting top-end clients who were prepared to pay big money for the illusion of a more prestigious service. Together the women quickly grew the salon into a million-dollar business and expanded into the retail space next door.

				But Mercedes was ruthless in her ambition. She wanted to be a part of the social scene, not just on the fringe. She wanted what Gemma had: crisp, brightly coloured invitations to the best events delivered by hand, begging her attendance. She wanted Gemma’s popularity and reputation. Sometimes she was so envious of Gemma’s life, she could taste it in the back of her throat. 

				That night, back in her two-bedroom Anderson Street apartment, Mercedes stared at the full-length mirror. Little Donatella, the white ball of fluff, rolled playfully at her feet. Mercedes ignored her and glared at the figure glaring back at her. What to wear?

				She was glad she had texted Gemma who did in fact have a function on that night. A restaurant opening, Wild, in South Melbourne. Mercedes loved these occasions. Her poisonous thoughts from earlier were replaced with visions of canapés, champagne cocktails and potential suitors.

				She hadn’t been friends with Gemma for long. They’d only met three years ago when Gemma had rushed into Mercedes’s hair salon for an emergency style-ectomy. She’d had a red-carpet do on that night and her regular hairdresser had poodled her normally sleek brunette Pob (Posh Beckham bob). The poor thing had looked ridiculous, and Mercedes was thrilled that hers had been the salon that celebrity Gemma Bristol had chosen. She’d felt she’d won the lottery. In the same way designers need movie stars to wear their gowns for the resulting cachet, Coiffure by Mercedes’s reputation would stratosphere once the word got out who her new client was. 

				She flicked through her formal wardrobe. Mercedes loved the European designer sales; she figured most of Melbourne wouldn’t know she was wearing last season. Black Versace top with gold trim and black jeans? Nope, not formal enough for the restaurant’s opening. Black leggings, strappy sandals, silver mesh Comme des Garçons off-the-shoulder top? She preferred pants to skirts as she was very proud of her long, lean legs and tight, gym-toned butt. 

				But Gemma wasn’t going to be wearing pants. She only wore pants to the office. She wore skirts and dresses whenever she went out and always seemed so very elegant and well groomed. Mercedes often felt a bit slutty-looking next to her, even though she knew that Tramp was the new chic.

				Mercedes had always been a determined social climber. Embarrassed as she was by her modest Coburg Italian upbringing, she’d fought to enter the WASP world of high society as soon as she’d moved out of Casa Italia and into her hip IKEA-decked South Yarra flat. 

				Mercedes’s childhood had been less than acceptable to her high aspirations. Her family was the only one with fruit trees and vegetables in the backyard. And her dad’s pride and joy, Galileo and da Vinci, the two white lions that flanked their front door, almost made her weep with shame. ‘You’re such a wog, Dad,’ she’d whine during her sensitive teen years while squeezing lemon juice into her hair to make it blonder and begging her mum to buy her coloured contact lenses to change her chocolate-brown eyes to a more private-school blue.

				So to be mingling with Melbourne’s upper echelon was a dream come true. Of course, her salon had gone absolute gang busters as soon as Gemma had started patronising it and then many of Melbourne’s socialities had followed her like the lemmings that they were. 

				Mercedes pulled out a Willow dove-grey dress. Wriggling into it, her thoughts went to Chantelle. She’s such a common little upstart, she thought. Chantelle made Mercedes nervous because, although she was so painfully, obviously stupid, Gemma listened to her instead of taking Mercedes’s advice. 

				Take last week for example, at the Bubble Bar. It was a brilliant idea to pitch for the Breast Cancer Society’s account and a much more viable use of billable hours – and think of all the functions that Mercedes would get to attend. But bloody Chantelle and her bleeding heart distracted Gemma from Mercedes’s great plan. 

				She reached back and pulled up the zipper. She’d never worn this dress before. She’d only bought it because it reminded her of Gemma. It was a figure-flattering chiffon that flared out at the hip. The neck was high and showed no cleavage at all. This was not a Mercedes look. She pulled on the strappy silver sandals and shook her head. Not good enough. She changed them for pewter court shoes. Frump pumps, she called them. God, she couldn’t even remember the last time she wore a court shoe. To complete the look of simple elegance, she fastened a string of faux chunky pearls around her neck. She looked at the result. She had to admit it wasn’t as dowdy as she’d expected. She cocked her head to one side. No, it wasn’t working. Her hair and make-up were all wrong. She still had the head of a Bratz doll.

				Five minutes in the mirror toned down the glittery chocolate eye shadow, but her hair was still an enormous backcombed, tousled tangle of long curls. The simple elegance of her new look only highlighted the Effie-ness of her coiffure. Which was probably why she had so many wealthy European clients. 

				She got out the straightening iron and analysed her forehead while she waited for it to heat up. A fringe, like Gemma’s, was much more grown-up than this young-girl mess, she thought. She combed it forward and cut herself a sleek, straight fringe level with her eyebrows. Much nicer, much more sophisticated. After twenty minutes with the straightener her overall look was now far less Donatella Versace and much more Gwyneth Paltrow. Or even Gemma Bristol for that matter.
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			  ‘I’m late, I’m late, I’m late.’

				Julian gripped the steering wheel and glared at the static line of cars snaking down Punt Road as if by sheer will he could make them all disappear. 

				‘You sound like the White Rabbit in Alice in Wonderland.’ Oscar’s deep chuckle demonstrated little concern for Julian’s situation. ‘Telling yourself over and over is only going to make it feel worse.’

				‘Yes, thank you, Mr Pop Psychologist.’ Julian turned to glare at his partner. ‘I wouldn’t be in this position if you hadn’t taken so long in the shower this morning.’

				‘Oh settle, petal. Don’t get your knickers in a twist,’ Oscar said, flipping through his iPhone to look at the day’s appointments. ‘Excellent, my first client’s not till ten. I am sooo cruisy!’ He flashed a grin at Julian while he reclined his seat and watched the passing pedestrians. ‘God, this car’s small. Why don’t you get a bigger one?’ Julian’s Mazda MX-5 was the asset he was second most proud of – his abs were the first – he liked to call the car by its American name, Miata, because it sounded more sophisticated.

				‘It’s hardly my fault you’re a man mountain,’ Julian replied in a snoot as he looked over and took in Oscar’s almost two-metre frame folded into the compact space that was the front seat of the convertible.

				‘Oh and it’s mine, is it?’ Oscar said. 

				‘Look, I’m so sorry I’m in a pip this morning,’ Julian said. He drummed his fingers on the wheel. ‘I’ve got a decision to make as soon as I get to work and I can’t decide what to do.’

				‘Share,’ Oscar said, looking at Julian’s profile.

				‘You know Gemma Bristol?’ 

				‘Celebrity gal about town? PR consultant to the stars? We love Gemma.’

				‘Yes,’ Julian agreed, ‘we do love Gemma, even though she’s a wee bit scary. Well, one of our generous supporters is an English girl called Chantelle Portsmouth, who’s really quite nice but honestly you should see what she wears. Last time, the python-skin stilettos . . .’ 

				‘Focus, sweetheart,’ Oscar grumbled.

				‘Oh, yes, sorry, where was I? Gemma.’ Julian tooted the car ahead of him whose driver had missed the light turning green because she was applying lip gloss in her rear-vision mirror.

				‘So anyhoo, Chantelle rings me up yesterday morning and tells me that Gemma Bristol wants to give back, do good, make a difference, blah blah, you know how it goes with these mega-rich dames with too much time on their hands.’

				‘Do I what? I deal with that sort every day.’ Oscar was a solicitor specialising in family law at a prestigious law firm and, as a handsome gay man, had predominantly female clientele.

				‘Yes, so you know the type, always looking to help out and desperately wanting to be on our committee which, and I’m sure I don’t need to remind you, is a hand-picked group of well-connected women with very strong ties to the Melbourne establishment. And you know how important those contacts are to the Dame’s cause.’

				‘Absolutely. So what’s the problem?’

				Julian glanced over and saw that Oscar was checking Facebook on his iPhone. He clucked in annoyance at not having his partner’s one hundred per cent attention.

				‘Well, almost every week someone from Melbourne’s social set asks to join us, to spruce up their social résumé by riding on our coat tails, and we just can’t have it. Whenever we let someone new in, they just end up causing drama.’

				The traffic was finally moving smoothly and Julian indicated to turn left at the Toorak Road lights.

				‘How so?’ Oscar asked and then burst out laughing.

				‘What’s so funny?’ Julian asked, looking enquiringly at his partner’s handsome face.

				‘Oh my God, Ian and Liam have adopted a gorgeous puppy, and . . . they’ve named him Oscar. The hide of those boys!’

				‘Will you listen to me, you Facebook tart?’ Julian demanded.

				‘Sorry, sorry.’ Oscar touched his partner’s elbow gently and put his phone in his pocket.

				‘Well, where was I?’ Julian huffed. ‘Oh, that’s right, the committee crawlers.’ He scratched his smooth pate. ‘We often get the type who just want the prestige of being on the Dame’s committee and don’t actually have anything worthwhile to offer. Plus many of these women have never done a day’s work in their life, so they’re not much use to us.’

				‘Well, that’s not Gemma,’ countered Oscar. ‘She’s fairly high up in the PR firm where she works. I saw her on the TV the other day representing some idiot footballer who’d been sprung with two underagers. She’d have great skills.’

				‘Yes, and that’s why I’m in a quandary,’ Julian replied. ‘Do I risk introducing new blood to the committee in the hope that her contacts and skills could help us? But what if she just wants another feather in her cap so she can boast to her friends what a bleeding heart she is?’ Julian began to nibble at his nails as he turned the issue over in his mind.

				Oscar gently pulled his partner’s hand away from his mouth. ‘Why not ask the Dame? Surely it’s her call in the end, sweetie.’

				‘Well, this is more my area. You know I only take ideas to her that I agree with. After all, I’m the one who has to deal with the fallout. Should I suggest Gemma Bristol? It could be absolutely brilliant. Or a disaster.’ He slammed his foot on the brake as a cyclist shot out of a side street.

				‘Oh, for goodness sake,’ he cried, shaking his fist at the lycra-clad rider.

				‘Sweetheart, calm down,’ Oscar soothed. ‘Why don’t you meet with Gemma first and find out what her motives are?’ Oscar suggested, then grabbed his satchel as Julian pulled the car over to the side of St Kilda Road. 

				‘Yes, you’re right,’ Julian agreed as Oscar unfolded his massive frame onto the footpath. ‘That’s probably the only solution. I’ll do that. Thanks, sweetheart.’

				Oscar blew a kiss in farewell. 

				‘No problem, pet – good luck. I’ll see you at home tonight.’

				‘Thanks for listening. Bye.’ Julian drove off, no longer panicked about being ten minutes late for work. 

				Gemma strode into the Melbourne Wine Room at the grand, artfully dishevelled George Hotel in St Kilda and surveyed the room. She ignored the suits who all glanced at her entry, checked her out then went back to their European beers having assessed, rated and imagined, for a brief moment, coitus with her.

				A job interview? How ridiculous, Gemma thought as she went up to the bar. She scanned the extensive wine list. 

				‘A glass of the Stumpy Gully chardonnay, please,’ she asked the bartender and looked once more around the room while she waited for Julian. The decor was a celebration of the roaring twenties watering hole, honouring history yet modernising it to make it retro hip. The brass sloped handles on the original timber double glass doors were gleaming. Two wine barrels loomed above the entrance’s portico. Original white tiles evoked images of the six o’clock swill of old but the opposite wall in its luxe chocolate hinted at a greater sophistication. Gemma loved the place.

				You’d think they’d jump at my offer to work with them, Gemma thought. It’s voluntary after all. I should be interviewing them. I could think of half-a-dozen causes that would leap at having me on their fundraising team.

				When Julian had called her this morning to ask her for a meeting, she’d been quite mystified. And why wasn’t she meeting with Dame Frances? Surely she was the one who made the decisions, not some lackey. If they insisted on a second interview with Dame Frances herself, Gemma had decided she’d just ditch them. She was too busy for such nonsense.

				She glanced at her watch. He wasn’t late, yet, but give it fifteen seconds. 

				‘Hello, Gemma,’ a soft voice said. She looked up. ‘I’m Julian Goodstead.’ His hand was outstretched. It was a small hand and very smooth. But a firm grip. She assessed. She approved. Julian was very tanned and bald. He wore a beautiful black sports coat teamed with khaki trousers, white shirt and an excellent striped tie using all three colours. She smiled and sat down, indicating the empty chair opposite for him to follow suit. She saw that he had the most magnificent dark brown eyes; they were enormous and fringed with ridiculously long black eyelashes. She found it hard to take her own eyes off them.

				‘I’ll have the Gewürztraminer, please,’ Julian said in answer to the waiter’s enquiry. 

				‘Sooo,’ Julian said, ‘the great Gemma Bristol!’ He flapped his open palms in mock adoration. ‘Such an honour to finally meet you in person. I love your work.’

				‘It’s kind of you to say,’ Gemma said and thawed considerably. He was quite sweet. ‘I must say, I’m a great fan of your work. You and Dame Frances are unbelievable.’

				‘Oh, thanks,’ Julian said in an aw-shucks kind of way. ‘I can’t tell you how embarrassed I am at having to have this meeting with you. It’s just mortifying – fancy asking the likes of Gemma Bristol to come and meet with little old me. But it’s the Dame’s wish; she’s pretty inflexible, very set in her ways. And all I can do is say yes, Dame; no, Dame; three bags full, Dame.’

				‘Think nothing of it. I completely understand, Julian.’

				‘Oh, that’s so lovely of you.’ He picked up the glass the waiter placed at his elbow. ‘So tell me, Gemma. What is it that you’re so generously offering us?’

				‘First of all I want to impress upon you that I’m not one of those society girls who just wants to join so they can brag they’re on your committee.’

				‘Ohhh, nooo,’ Julian squealed. ‘Perish the thought. That would have never occurred to me.’

				‘I really feel a strong urge to give back, to help, and I know that you guys do it in such a major way. What are your figures nowadays? Did I read somewhere you’re up to $100,000 per year?’

				‘$227,456 last year,’ Julian said, a smug smile teasing his lips. He crossed his legs and clasped his left knee with both hands.

				‘You see, that’s remarkable. That kind of funding actually makes a difference to those underprivileged children. You can really do something. You genuinely help and that’s what I’m interested in.’ Gemma put down her glass and gave Julian a serious look.

				‘Well, that is most admirable.’ Julian nodded, sipping his wine thoughtfully. ‘But as you can understand, there is quite some competition to join our committee. And the dynamic is important as well. Though of course we are so flattered that you would even consider us.’ He put down his glass.

				‘So what can you bring to us? What is it you can help us with? One of the biggest assets for any such committee is an exhaustive list of rock-solid Melbourne establishment. Do you have that?’ Julian sat back to appraise Gemma.

				‘Well, no,’ Gemma smoothed down her bob as she sat forward, ‘I don’t really mix with the Lady Ellingsworths, the Lord Heatheringtons and the Beillor families, but I do have an extensive network of the younger set, the money more than the prestige. And I have an enormous database of the everybodies. I can break it down demographically too, offer you mailing lists in income streams, by location or even marital status, which is quite handy to enable you to target your specific market.’

				‘Hmmm, I don’t know that Dame Frances places much value on what she calls “corp talk”.’ Julian frowned. ‘But I do like your network of the next generation of the monied class and I’m sure the Dame will too. Anything else?’ 

				‘Well, I am also giving you my time,’ Gemma said, ‘I can dedicate several hours a week. Oh, and I do have tremendous IT resources at my availability through my PR firm.’ She motioned to the waiter for a second drink.

				Julian drained his glass and nodded to the waiter. ‘I guess that would be helpful. We desperately need to update our technology. I’ve been trying to convince the Dame that we need a website.’ He rubbed his hands together with satisfaction. ‘Yes, I think this could work out very well indeed. I shall highly recommend to the Dame that you come on board.’

				‘Oh, that’s great news!’ Gemma said and smiled broadly at him. Presuming Dame Frances accepted Julian’s recommendation – and Gemma suspected he could be very convincing – she was in. She knew her excitement was a bit over the top, but she couldn’t help herself. Dame Frances was a legend. A living legend. To be knighted by the Queen in 1993 had been a well-deserved honour and the woman had presided over Melbourne ever since. It would be a huge learning curve to work with her. 

				Julian let himself into the flat. Binky jumped from a high shelf into his arms. He flicked on a couple of lights, put the cat on the floor after receiving her welcome-home hug and went into the kitchen. A bottle of merlot sat on the bench begging to be opened. Who was he to say no? After all, it was Friday night. He poured a generous splash into one of his favourite stemless ‘O’ Series Riedel glasses. 

				Gemma Bristol ticked all the boxes. She brought excellent skills and a modern take on charity fundraising. She had a will of steel, he thought, which begged the question, did he really need to be working with two alpha females?

				Logically it seemed that it was going to work out really well and he had decided that he would recommend her to Dame Frances. He hoped his instincts would prove to be correct.
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			  The three women stormed through the leaf litter ignoring the rusty, angry cyclones whipping at their trackpants. The headwind made the steep hill leg of their powerwalk around ‘The Tan’ – Melbourne’s nickname for the Royal Botanic Gardens – even more challenging. 

				The work-out location was Mercedes’s choice. She lived in a gorgeous two-storey apartment decorated in pure Art Deco, positioned near the Yarra River, so this was a very convenient place for her to meet her friends. Her only company at the apartment was her Maltese terrier Donatella and the occasional semipermanent boyfriend who came then went when Mercedes’s demands reached unreasonable levels. 

				‘So, I’m in,’ Gemma announced, ‘finally. Thanks again, Chantelle, for the contact. Julian Goodstead’s a real sweetie.’

				‘What are you like?’ Chantelle asked and grinned. ‘Don’t be daft. It was just a phone call.’

				Mercedes dabbed at her forehead with her armband. She was looking quite flushed. ‘I think you’re mad. What a waste of time. I hope it doesn’t cut into your social life too much.’

				‘Nahhh, she’s wonderful, Mercedes,’ Chantelle said. ‘I think it’s just great what you’re doing, helping the kiddies and all.’

				‘I had to have a job interview with Julian. Can you believe it?’ Gemma said, adjusting her stride to match her friends’.

				‘Yah, I guess I can, really,’ Chantelle said. ‘They’ve got to be careful. You can just imagine some of the people that must try to get onto their committee. It’s got such respect in the community.’

				‘Yes, you’re right. I tell you what, though: I really will have my work cut out for me. They don’t even have a website.’

				Gemma jumped over a eucalyptus bough that had come down in the winds.

				‘Jeezus,’ Mercedes said, ‘how Dark Ages. Even my dog-walker has a website. And she’s twelve.’

				‘Yes, it will be great improving on their systems, helping them change their ways, bringing them into the twenty-first century, to improve their fundraising efforts. And I just had another idea: Dame Frances’s auctions are legendary, and she could raise even more money for UP-Kids by doing them on eBay. The potential of this committee is limitless.’

				They reached the top of the hill and turned right. Now that they were on the flat their pace picked up a bit.

				‘Yeah, sounds great, luv,’ Chantelle said, ‘but remember, Dame Frances is a real stickler for tradition. I don’t think you should go too hard at first. Softly, softly is what she’s used to, you know?’

				‘Oh, that’s so conservative, Chantelle,’ Mercedes said. ‘You’re right, Gemma: you should go for it hammer and tongs.’

				‘Do you really think so, Mercedes?’ Gemma asked.

				‘Chah! Of course, she’ll love all your ideas. They’re so good – how could she not?’ 

				Gemma wondered if Mercedes was just sucking up, but she quickly discarded the bitchy thought.

				‘Well, I do have loads of ideas and I can’t wait to share them all with her. We meet tomorrow.’

				‘Gem,’ Chantelle said, ‘trust me on this one, my love. She’s not one for change. It’s her way or the highway, if you know what I mean. She’s not going to like it.’

				‘Ye of little faith,’ Gemma said and patted her friend on her very tanned arm. ‘I’ll have Dame Frances lapping out of my palm before the end of the month.’ 
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			  Gemma smoothed down her grey Armani pants as she stood up from the car. She picked up her new dove-grey Michael Kors handbag and swung it from the crook of her elbow. First appearances were important so she kept her charcoal cropped Max Azria suit jacket on and buttoned up even though it was an unseasonal twenty-four degrees for the autumn day. 

				She’d scored a park right out the front of Dame Frances’s apartment building and was in the elevator zipping up to the penthouse floor within minutes. Today was her first committee meeting and she was a little apprehensive. Although she’d worked with highly respected, well-connected pillars of society before, she also knew there was a lot riding on this meeting. This was the first time she was to meet Dame Frances, apart from one brief phone conversation. She’d laughed at Dame Frances’s wit when she’d told her that she didn’t have an email address. 

				To have the most influential women of Melbourne society in one room at the same time was a fairly intimidating prospect. Particularly Dame Frances Davenport herself. To be knighted by the Queen for her charitable works was mind-blowing. Gemma was nervous.

				The elevator opened directly into the Dame’s foyer. Julian walked in from the living room to greet her. He wore a pink-and-white-checked shirt with floral collar and cuffs teamed with chinos and riding boots. A navy blazer dressed up the whole country-boy-does-Mardi-Gras look he had going on.

				‘Darling, fabulous to see you,’ he gushed and kissed her on both cheeks. 

				‘Thanks, Julian. Am I late? Is the Dame waiting for me?’

				‘Not at all. It’s fab you’re actually a few minutes ahead of schedule; it’ll give you a chance to meet her before the other darlings arrive.’ His voice dropped to a stage whisper. ‘But whatever you do, do not call her the Dame.’ His face was deadly serious so Gemma just nodded with wide eyes.

				Gemma followed Julian into the living room. She suppressed a smile. It was precisely as she’d imagined. Although the building itself was a fairly modern structure with enormous plate glass and aluminium window frames, the Dame’s interior designer had managed to channel Louis XIV’s own decorator. Swathes of gold-fringed fabric draped over the pelmets, framed the windows and spilled onto the floor. Richly coloured Persian carpets covered every inch of mahogany floorboard. Buttercup silk damask-covered timber Carver chairs sat around the dining table. A gold-and-white Regency striped claw-footed settee faced the ornate white-marble fireplace on the far wall and raspberry-coloured velvet cushions provided a bright folly against the neutral backdrop. Red roses in numerous positions around the room also popped out from the sunny hues.

				Gemma realised Julian had gone ahead and was now waiting for her at the Dame’s side. She scuttled over. Dame Frances ignored her while she continued penning an elaborate thankyou note on embossed heavy white linen stationery. Gemma felt a twinge of guilt that she only SMSed her thanks nowadays. In fact, she wondered if she still possessed the skill of handwriting; it had been so long since she’d needed to do it. The Dame folded the note, placed it in the envelope, addressed the envelope then, finally, looked up. 

				‘Hello, Mrs Bristol,’ she said and stretched out her right hand in greeting.

				‘Please call me Gemma. It’s an honour to meet you, Dame Frances,’ Gemma replied, shaking the older woman’s hand and resisting the sudden urge to curtsey.

				‘Sit, please.’ Dame Frances shuffled through her papers while Gemma did as she was bid. 

				‘Julian, coffee, and try to make it taste a little less like dishwater this time,’ she said. As Julian scurried to the kitchen, she turned her attention to Gemma. She glared over her half-rimmed spectacles. The Dame’s black and merlot suit jacket was buttoned up firmly underneath her bust while a burgundy and gold Hermès scarf spilled from the neckline, and Gemma suddenly felt as though she hadn’t dressed smartly enough or wasn’t qualified enough to be here.

				‘The rest of the committee should be here any moment,’ she said. ‘They are hardworking, well-connected, very wealthy women. I do hope that your joining us will work out.’ She didn’t look convinced that it would even come close to being a success.

				Gemma wondered at what point anyone might thank her for donating her time and expertise to the committee but then chastised herself and remembered that she was here to help, not to be a hero. 

				The elevator door sounded with a shoosh followed by a clatter of heels on the marble foyer floor. 

				Gemma recognised the pair instantly as they entered the room. Lady Patricia Ellingsworth was an institution. Her father was Lord Ellingsworth and had, until his death three years ago, served at the House of Lords in England. Lady Patricia had moved to Australia in the early 1960s when she’d married menswear retail giant Joseph Brighton. She’d declined to take her husband’s surname, creating a flurry of controversy in 1964. Lady Patricia had declared herself a feminist and had hosted a grand function in 1972 with Germaine Greer as guest speaker when she was promoting her controversial book The Female Eunuch. The event had caused great consternation and had split the community apart, with the conservative royalists up in arms about her flouting convention and the new-money liberals supporting her cause. 

				Gemma had always admired Lady Patricia’s intestinal fortitude standing up to the upper classes in which she resided and had met her at a function once last year where she was guest speaker. Lady Patricia was tall, thin and coolly detached. She wore a Camilla butterfly short silk caftan over black wide-leg pants. Her pewter-grey hair hung on either side of her face in dead-straight sheets. 

				She entered with another woman Gemma recognised but had never met. Bobbi Robertson-Black was a direct descendant of the Robertson dynasty, which in Australian terms was ancient, but really only extended back to the gold rush. In 1852 her great-grandfather had started selling bottles of beer and bread loaves to the diggers on the goldfields, a business that eventually expanded to become what was today Australia’s largest catering company supplying every sporting venue, high school and public event. Bobbi was a round little thing, her plump face belying her almost-seventy years. She was wearing a fuchsia silk shirt with collar turned up that hung out over charcoal trousers, while multiple strands of pearls draped around her multiple chins.

				The Robertson compound in the heart of Toorak was famous for its sheer ever-expanding magnitude as Bobbi’s father, William, at an indomitable ninety years old, continued to nibble away at the block by buying up every neighbouring three-to-five-million-dollar property as it went on the market. Bobbi’s husband, Oliver, worked for her father in the family conglomeration.

				Julian met the ladies at the doorway and the three of them walked to the table with Julian making introductions and Dame Frances making no attempt to seem interested. 

				‘Sit. The other three have two minutes precisely to get here or we lock the elevator keypad,’ the Dame finally said. 

				Gemma tittered at the gag and then, noticing the blank looks on the faces of the other two women, realised the Dame was serious.

				Lady Patricia and Bobbi seemed accustomed to Dame Frances’s abrupt ways and murmured quietly to one another. Julian poured coffee. The lift doors opened again. 

				The three women who walked in together were so glitzy Gemma could barely make out their faces with the morning sunlight streaming in and bouncing off their jewellery and highlights. 

				Julian again rushed to introduce the women.

				‘Gemma, this is Rachel Wiseman, Rebekah David and Olympia Varlemos.’

				Gemma knew their names immediately and what their husbands and families did. Money market, furniture industry, hospitality industry, she thought as she shook each woman’s hand.

				Gemma was easily at least twenty years younger than everyone there bar Julian. But she figured it was all part of the succession plan and if the younger generation didn’t take up the reins in the next decade, then Melbourne’s charitable institution, UP-Kids, which relied heavily on the Dame’s generosity, would fade away.

				The Dame looked up, straight at Olympia. ‘I saw your eldest girl at the Carrington wedding.’ 

				‘Oh, yes,’ Olympia said, ‘Soula said she saw you there.’

				‘She was wearing the same jade-green Dior that she wore to the Rose Ball.’

				‘Er, yes, well, she looks gorgeous in it,’ Olympia stammered. 

				‘Let’s begin, shall we,’ the Dame went on, ignoring Olympia’s pink-stained cheeks.

				‘Busy, people, busy, busy, busy. Julian, let’s have the minutes from last week, and try to speak up, will you – it’s like listening to the mumbles of a teen.’

				Julian ran through the items of the previous week.

				‘How’s the Fashion Luncheon coming along?’ The Dame pointed at Bobbi. 

				‘Great, fine. Father is giving us the ballroom at the compound and providing the catering,’ Bobbi said.

				Gemma was astounded that rather than ‘thank you’ the Dame snapped, ‘About time.’ With three more snaps she sorted invitations, valet parking and raffle prizes. At $250 a head the event could raise $50,000, provided everything was donated. 

				‘Flowers?’ she asked and glared at each woman. They fiddled with their jewellery, glanced at each other, doodled on their notepads. The mounting pressure was undeniable. The tick of the antique mantel clock grew louder as each second sounded. Gemma felt sweat prickle in her armpits as Dame Frances’s ice-grey eyes moved down the table. They eventually reached her. Gemma had never felt so intimidated in her life. But what could she offer? She didn’t work in the flower business. 

				Well, I guess I could always ask my supplier, she thought. I give them good business. Maybe in exchange for the Rolex gig next month . . . 

				The steely ocular lock fastened on Gemma’s eyes. ‘I’ll sort floral!’ she squeaked. The entire room exhaled.

				The meeting continued for another hour. Julian was pouring out his third Bodum of coffee to the women. The silver salver of delicate pastries remained untouched but was eyeballed often by Bobbi.

				‘Now, the Chocolate Ball,’ the Dame announced, looking at her notes. Gemma snuck a peek at her watch. She really had to get to work. Without looking in her direction, the Dame said, ‘Are we keeping you from something, Gemma?’ 

				‘Er, no, I –’ she stuttered and felt like a high-school kid caught texting. 

				‘It was rhetorical. About the name,’ she said. ‘It’s crucial we get this right as numbers have been down in the last few years – in fact, it’s appalling we haven’t sold out in five years. Thoughts?’ the Dame scanned the table. 

				‘The “Chocolate Ball” does tell it like it is,’ Olympia offered. 

				‘Hmmm,’ the Dame countered, ‘it’s not frightfully original though, is it?’

				‘What about the Snowball?’ Rebekah said brightly. ‘They’re chocolate.’

				‘Brilliant,’ Dame Frances said. Rebekah perked for a moment until the Dame finished with, ‘If the ball were to be held in winter and we were children.’

				To fill the silence that ensued, Gemma jumped in. ‘We could call it the Lindt Ball, get sponsorship from Lindt with naming rights costing them fifty Gs,’ she said. ‘They are, after all, the epitome of the elite chocolate ball, which is definitely the brand link that you want to achieve. We could have a website, run a competition, giveaways, each table would be covered in the balls, have them hanging off the centrepieces as Christmas-style decorations. As an additional income stream we could use new SMS software to send out a contest e-vite and charge one dollar per vote with the prize being a luxury night on the town including tickets to the Lindt Ball. With my database, we can do a mass mail-out to your exact demographic . . .’ 

				Gemma realised that as she was pitching this volley of ideas, there was little eye contact or encouraging smiles from the committee. In fact, the only eye contact was coming from Dame Frances who was offering more a withering gaze than an encouraging smile. Everybody else was scratching away at their manicures as if their lives depended on it. 

				Silence. 

				‘Well, I vote we call this year’s ball the Rum Ball and it will have a pirate theme and will be sponsored, as usual, by Terry’s Chocolate Orange,’ Dame Frances said.

				A chorus of ‘brilliant’s and ‘well done’s followed, accompanied by a smattering of applause. 

				Hmmm, Gemma thought as she looked around the table of sycophants. I should have been given a list of rules as to how this mob operates. Even Lady Patricia was sucking up to the Dame, Gemma thought. 

				‘I’ll have an invitation designed and then get it to the printer once the sponsors come in,’ Bobbi offered. ‘I can drop it off after the October meeting – it’s only twenty minutes out of my way.’

				Gemma couldn’t hold her tongue. ‘Drop it off?’ she said. ‘Why not save time, money and petrol and email it?’

				Bobbi sniffed with superiority and looked down her little snub nose. ‘I am not on the email. My kids are very good at the interweb but quite frankly I don’t see how it could be useful for any aspect of my life.’

				‘Well, that’s fine,’ Gemma said quickly, although inwardly quite aghast there were still people on the planet who were not online. ‘But why a printer? Why aren’t you doing an e-vite? You don’t personally need to be online to invite everyone. I’m happy to volunteer to do that. It takes a fraction of the time, money and again resources.’

				Dame Frances intervened. She removed her spectacles and spoke to Gemma as though she were a little slow. ‘Gemma, dear, I have been running this committee for fifty years. During the past five years there has never, and I repeat, never, been a child picked up off the streets after dark recorded by police, thanks to the safety nets at UP-Kids that are, need I remind you, paid for by us. 

				‘Our income has increased by ninety per cent in the last seven years. I think I know what I’m doing.’

				‘Oh, yes, of course, Dame Frances, please don’t get me wrong – you’re the best. It’s just that there is so much technology at our disposal that could help you even further, that could make your message louder, your income greater.’

				Dame Frances considered Gemma for a few more seconds. She put her glasses back on and picked up her heavy Mont Blanc pen. ‘Julian, I need you to sort out everyone’s schedules for a working bee six weeks prior to the event for hand-addressing of the envelopes. Fountain pens mandatory.’

				Gemma’s jaw dropped – then clenched. Rather than feeling dejected and discarded, her typical fighting spirit welled deep within. This was a very good cause, crucial to the Melbourne kids who might fall through the cracks, and damned if she was going to let this group of old dinosaurs take it with them to extinction.
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			  ‘Hellooo?’ Stephen’s baritone bounced off the walls of the house. He flicked on the light as he closed the garage door. Dropping his briefcase onto the floor, he made his way down the corridor, loosening his tie and intermittently repeating his greeting. He knew that Gemma wouldn’t be home till late, which is why the guys were coming over for a card night, but he’d expected Tyler would be home. Stephen was usually home much earlier than this but had stopped for a drink at the pub with colleagues.

				The mess in the kitchen suggested Tyler had been at home at some point. The cereal box was spilled over, the milk carton was warm, and a half-empty bowl sat on the bench. He opened the fridge. The lasagne Gemma had made for dinner sat on the middle shelf untouched. How hard was it to zap a quick dinner for himself? ‘No wonder he’s so surly,’ Stephen muttered to himself, ‘he lives on a diet of sugar.’

				Stephen placed the bowl next to the sink, put the cereal box in the cupboard and the milk back in the fridge and wiped the kitchen bench. He went over to the bin to dispose of the crumbs. As he turned back to the sink to rinse out the cloth, the display shelves above the bench caught his eye. It was a general pile of untouched inessentials that kitchens tend to clutter: rarely referred-to cookbooks, old take-out menus, a kitsch biscuit jar. The shelf above it displayed a hodgepodge of ceramics and glassware. At first glance it was a visual disaster of clunky, tacky junk. But Stephen realised he’d never actually looked closely at the shelf. It was like a little museum of the Bristol family. He stretched to pick up the piece at the back. It was a mosaic picture frame that Gemma had helped Tyler make when he was ten, from the Bunnikins plate he’d so loved as a child and then accidentally dropped and smashed. A photo of the three of them at Tyler’s eighth birthday party was inside the frame. In the picture Stephen’s arm wrapped around the back of his son’s neck and loosely rested on his wife’s shoulder. She was so thin in the picture. She was slim now, but in the photo she looked almost skeletal. He remembered the time. He had been in-between jobs and she was fighting desperately for a promotion. The stress had taken its toll. 

				It was about that time when things really started to go bad between them. He remembered Gemma yelling that he was lazy, not trying hard enough to find a new job. But it wasn’t that he was lazy; she was on such a great salary package that there seemed no point in him working twelve-hour days as well. It was good for the boy too. He and Tyler had spent some brilliant days together that summer, real male-bonding stuff. 

				He put the photo down and picked up the cheap glass vase next to it. Why would the aesthetically sensitive Gemma keep such a piece of shit? He plucked a folded note from inside it. I luv my mum, luv from Tyler. Of course. A Mother’s Day present. Judging from the handwriting, he must have been about eight. It might have been the year when Stephen arranged for the three of them to have a helicopter ride over the city. Tyler had been beside himself with excitement. 

				Stephen smiled to himself as he remembered the grateful look Gemma had given him as she saw the thrill on her little boy’s face. The earphones had been so big on that little head. Stephen carefully put the vase back. As he slid it along the shelf, something stopped its movement. His hand patted the shelf. It was a piece of paper folded in four. He opened it up. A letter from Tyler. 

				Dear Mum and Dad, 

				I am so so so so so so sorry that I wos vary nawty tonite. I will not eva thro my ball inside eva again espeshally when you sed for me not too. I will by you a new lamp with my poket munny. Plis don’t get a divaws. I wont do it agen.

				Tyler Bristol aged 6 and a kwarter. 

				The tears pricked like acid behind Stephen’s eyes. What in the hell kind of childhood have we put this kid through? Stephen had thought the marriage problems had only been serious recently but clearly they’d been in trouble as far back as when Tyler was six. Maybe the bloody counselling session that Gemma had arranged for tomorrow might be a good thing.

				He put the letter back where he’d found it and walked down the hall. He called up the stairs. No response. That meant nothing, Stephen thought as he climbed. 

				There was no light coming from Tyler’s closed bedroom door, again, meaningless. He knocked. 

				‘What?’ came the muffled reply.

				‘Can I come in?’ 

				‘Whatever.’

				Stephen opened the door and shook his head at the chaos in the room. Piles of clothes, towels and comic books dotted the floor. Tyler’s desk, a mountain of books, papers and notepads, was a paper avalanche waiting to happen. The bedclothes were in tight knots, the blanket jammed down the side and a pungent smell of rotten lunches and BO hung in the air.

				But that wasn’t the worst bit. Dark, violent imagery covered the walls: medieval beasts bared their teeth; tattooed and pierced musicians scowled down at him; the symbols of the dark arts were unnerving. All fond memories of the struggling six-year-old went out the window. That kid didn’t exist anymore. This . . . this . . . this . . . creature had taken him away. 

				Stephen punched the wall in frustration.

				‘Tyler, will you just have a look at the state of this room?’ He hated the fact that he sounded so damn dad-like.

				Tyler, sitting on the bed, with his back to the door, rolled his eyes and went back to staring out of the window.

				‘It’s just take, take, take with you.’

				‘Oh, what-ev-ah,’ Tyler said. ‘Just back off, will you, Dad?’

				Stephen took a deep breath and tried a different approach.

				‘Maaate,’ he tried again, ‘I know you need your space and all that, but seriously you need to pick up some of the filthy socks and jocks – man, the smell is rank.’

				Tyler just stared at him blankly and idly picked at a zit on his chin.

				Stephen wanted to slap him, hard. He clenched his hands at his sides and had one last try at communicating with his only child. He wished Gemma was here; she seemed to do better at this than him, but as usual she was off at some work thing, and in a few days she was flying to New York again, leaving him alone with this teenage misery. It was a never-ending thankless task being a parent. This morning for instance, he’d made the boy porridge, which Tyler just ignored. He’d tried to jolly him into a smile with his impression of Monty Python’s Silly Walk sketch, again nothing. He was just a sack of sulks. It was draining being around him. Which made Stephen react in kind.

				He dragged a pile of clothes and an empty pizza box off the armchair and sat down. 

				‘Mind if I sit?’ he said.

				‘Free country,’ his son snarled from the bed.

				Stephen sat and considered the black-haired, slump-shouldered figure of his son. If Tyler would only just try a bit harder at school, make a bit of an effort around the house, maybe he’d find life less challenging. He should play a sport; that would fix him, Stephen thought as he looked around at the macabre posters on Tyler’s walls. All he ever did was stay in this putrid room or roam the streets with that Mathew Gillespie. He shuddered; he was so glad to escape that graffiti meeting with the vice-principal. He’d gone sailing but had told Gemma he’d had a meeting. The last thing he’d needed was that self-satisfied Mrs Carruthers to look down her nose at him and bang on about how useless his son was. Like he needed to be told. 

				‘So, Tyler, what’s going on, dude?’ A sharp glance warned him to quit the feeble attempt at cool talk. ‘What’s happening? Anything much? How’s school?’

				‘Fine.’

				‘Friends?’

				‘Fine.’

				‘Study? Guitar? Xbox? Anything not fine? Anything I can help you with? How about, I don’t know, everything? How’s everything?’ He heard himself getting sarcastic and terse but he couldn’t help it. He wanted to smack the sulkiness from the boy’s face. But he didn’t, he was determined to keep his patience. His hands clasped, his forearms rested on his open knees. Tyler answered his last question.

				‘Fine.’

				Stephen leaped to his feet, red-faced with anger. ‘Why you little . . .’ he shouted.

				Tyler looked up with slow eyes, an almost imperceptible smile creeping over his face showing how pleased he was at earning such a reaction. 

				Damn, he’d been got. Stephen sat back down, rubbed his head in his hands. His hands remained sheltering his face as if he could hide from this horrible, ungrateful fruit of his loins. He felt tears of frustration prick. How stupid. He brushed them away.

				He felt Tyler’s eyes on him. He looked up. Tyler had moved his body around facing his. His head was tilted, as if curious, as if Stephen’s pain was an interesting scientific experiment. Stephen sat, not daring to say a word, not daring to breathe, to scare what was a precious sign of engagement. 

				‘Dad,’ Tyler eventually said, ‘what was it like for you? School, I mean.’

				Hallelujah, the kid was showing interest. So Tyler wanted to hear all about his old man and what a legend he was at school. Maybe it’s a motivational opportunity; maybe when he finds out how his dad was the hero of the soccer field, tennis court and swimming pool, he might have something to look up to. 

				Stephen put his locked hands behind his head, stretched out his legs and nodded slowly as the fond memories came flooding back. He told Tyler about the time he kicked the winning goal in the footy championship, about skiving off and not getting caught, about all the cruel and clever ways he and his mates made life miserable for the nerds. His words trailed off as he noticed Tyler’s hooded eyes just staring at him. Not responding. This wasn’t working at all. Tyler needed to know that his dad suffered too. But Stephen hadn’t. Well, not too much. It would have killed him to tell his own son that he got picked on relentlessly by the gang of kids from the year above him. But maybe it would be a bonding moment? It was just so hard to relive it, to admit it to his son. He didn’t know what to do. 

				‘But there were some tough times too, I suppose,’ he eventually said. Then Stephen added, ‘School pretty much sucks.’ 

				‘It sure does,’ the boy replied and turned back to the window, leaving Stephen in no doubt the conversation was over. He sighed. He desperately wanted to pat that long bony back but was terrified Tyler would flinch away. He picked up a pile of clothes from the floor, dumped it in the hamper and left the room, closing the door behind him.
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			  The next afternoon Stephen pulled his BMW into the car park at the back of the renovated house. He was thankful that Gemma had chosen a counsellor in an area where he’d be unlikely to run into anybody he knew. 

				He checked his BlackBerry. He was a few minutes late. He breathed deeply and rested his head on the seat back. They’d tried this once a few years ago. It had been a massive failure with the session resulting in accusations and he-saids, she-saids. The counsellor had been a pathetic curly-haired mouse of a woman who proved useless at guiding the meeting. Nothing had been resolved. Of course that was probably because neither Gemma nor Stephen had been interested in continuing with the recommended ten sessions. 

				He locked his car and made his way to the front door. At least this time Gemma had booked a bloke. He would be more likely to see things from Stephen’s point of view. 

				The receptionist directed him down the corridor to the last door. What would he say? he pondered as he approached the door. How would he present himself, make himself heard? He was really, really sick of this relationship. He hated the nastiness, the bickering, the lack of love. He’d loved her once. But he honestly didn’t think he did anymore. But was that any reason to break up? Probably, he thought. Why else do people break up? He didn’t want to delve into all the whys and wherefores. He was a guy; he just wanted the quick fix, the solution. He sighed. The only foreseeable solution probably was divorce, but that just sounded like it was going to be a very difficult, long, drawn-out option and quite frankly, he couldn’t be bothered. 

				He knocked and entered when invited. Gemma was already sitting in the room flipping through her iPhone. She didn’t look up. 

				A very young, pink-cheeked man stood up from one of the trio of club chairs and extended his hand. 

				‘Ralph Piccolo,’ he said. His grip was soft and moist.

				‘Stephen Bristol.’ 

				‘Well, I should hope so,’ Ralph said with a chuckle, ‘or we’re all in the wrong place.’

				Stephen sighed and sat next to Gemma. ‘Hi,’ he said. 

				‘Hi,’ she said, pleasantly enough, turned off her phone and dropped it in her handbag. 

				‘Let’s begin, shall we?’ Ralph started and shuffled his notes. 

				Oh, God, Stephen thought, he’s nervous. How long has he been doing this for? Who in the hell has Gemma dug up this time?

				‘I have a reasonably unorthodox take on marriage counselling,’ Ralph began. ‘I don’t find it’s helpful to rake over the coals of a relationship and dredge up old resentments.’

				Good start, Stephen thought. 

				‘I think our only option is to develop coping mechanisms for who we are today. For where we want to go.’

				Oh, no, he’s not going to talk ‘we’ the whole time, is he? As though there are three of us in this situation. Stephen wondered at what point he could pull the pin and get the hell out of here. This wasn’t going to work. 

				‘So, having said that, where are we right now, today? Stephen, do you mind if we honour the tradition of ladies first?’

				The man was a Victorian dandy stuck in an eighteen-year-old’s body.

				‘Not at all, by all means,’ Stephen said and turned to listen to what Gemma would say.

				Gemma sighed and threw back her head as if pulling herself together. Stephen remembered when he couldn’t resist kissing that long neck of hers. He couldn’t imagine doing that ever again. 

				‘I think we’re at a crossroads, where a decision needs to be made. I don’t see this marriage continuing, but I don’t want to break up the family because our son Tyler is sixteen and going through a pretty rough time at school at the moment.’

				‘Stephen?’ Ralph gestured towards him.

				‘Well, that seems a bit ruthless really, to reduce our marriage to just a business decision or something. I don’t think Gemma’s really ever given her full self to this partnership; she’s always been so busy at work, and I think that’s why Tyler and I feel so unloved and unappreciated.’

				Gemma bristled. ‘Stephen, can you please not bring Tyler into this? This is about us.’

				‘Hey, you mentioned him first. You’re the one who brought him up.’

				Ralph mediated, ‘Of course any children from the union are going to be a crucial element to this process, but let’s really aim for not allocating blame at this point. Just our feelings about the current position.’

				‘As I was saying, Ralph,’ Stephen continued. He really needed to keep it together and not cause a scene. He didn’t want to look like the unstable one here. He’d let Gemma take on that role. ‘Gemma is never around. She’s always at work or at some work function and even when we are together she has little interest in me.’

				‘Oh, for God’s sake, Stephen, grow up. Listen to yourself.’ Gemma’s voice was shrill.

				Ralph patted his hand in Gemma’s direction. ‘Please go on, Stephen.’

				‘I just sit at home waiting for Gemma to come in, wondering where she is, what she’s doing.’

				Gemma’s mouth dropped open. ‘That’s rubbish, Stephen, and you know it. You have your sailing, your golf, not to mention all your so-called crucial client dinners. The only times you’re at home are when you’re slipping out of work early or sleeping off a midweek hangover.’

				‘Okay,’ Ralph said, ‘let’s try a different tack. Let’s remember a time when we really loved being with each other. How we felt then.’

				‘It’s not we!’ both Gemma and Stephen said in unison to Ralph then looked with surprise at each other. Stephen grinned. The man’s speaking style was obviously giving his wife the shits too.

				‘Oh, right, sorry,’ Ralph stuttered, reddening slightly. ‘Gemma, your happy times with Stephen, if you please?’

				She seemed resigned. Stephen sat forward, interested in what she was going to say. ‘Well, there was a Mother’s Day when Stephen took us up in a helicopter. Tyler loved it. He must have been eight or nine.’

				Stephen looked at her in surprise; that’s exactly what he had been thinking about last night.

				‘Good, and you, Stephen?’ 

				‘For me, it was when we were both at uni and making love like demons all the time. But it wasn’t about the sex; it was about this adoration between the two of us. I would have done anything for her, and I knew without a doubt that I was the priority in her life.’ He stared at his hands while Gemma shifted uncomfortably in her seat and avoided looking at him.

				‘So how do we, er, I mean you, think you can rekindle those moments? Stephen, do you think you could organise a helicopter again? And, Gemma, what about a little bit more sex?’ Ralph rubbed his hands together as if he’d just had a mind-blowing epiphany. ‘I really think this is the ticket: to turn back the clock and rekindle your passion for each other by repeating past successes.’

				Stephen and Gemma both looked at the counsellor open-mouthed then looked at each other. Gemma raised her eyebrows. From a psychic connection that can only develop after years of living together the couple stood as one. They each looked at their own watches, began muttering excuses about client meetings and conference calls.

				Ralph looked up at them beseechingly. ‘Wait, don’t go. We’ve still got most of the session left and I think we’re on the verge of a breakthrough here.’

				The couple ignored him as they left the room. They walked in silence to the car park where they looked at each other again and burst out laughing. When they eventually stopped, they stood smiling at one another. ‘Oh dear, poor Ralph,’ Gemma said. ‘I am so sorry, the guy I’d booked cancelled at the last minute and this yo-yo was forced to step in. I should have just said no.’

				‘What a doofus,’ Stephen said, shaking his head. He looked at his wife. He knew she didn’t like him very much. But it didn’t bother him. There was simply no emotion between them except for a little kernel of hatred that he was worried might blossom further and destroy what friendship they had left. The kind of friendship that lay in the moment they had just shared with the hapless Ralph. Can friends be married?

				‘Can friends be married, do you think?’ Gemma asked him.

				He looked only half-surprised that she’d read his mind. 

				‘I don’t know, Gem. I honestly don’t know.’

				They stood together in silence for a little longer, leaning on his car, and looked at the tops of the conifer hedge over the back fence of the car park. ‘Okay, well, I’ve got to be . . .’ she started.

				‘Yeah, same here,’ he said. And they got into their separate cars and drove off in different directions. 
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			  The car service limo sent by the IQPR New York office inched its way down West 39th Street. It seemed an age since they’d passed through the Long Island Expressway tunnel. Even arriving late Sunday, Manhattan traffic never ceased to amaze Gemma. The early summer had forced New Yorkers into tank tops and short skirts prematurely. Flip-flops replaced trainers. She reminded herself not to call them thongs while she was here. She’d done that once in a meeting, much to her embarrassment.

				The New Yorker lay unopened on her lap as she gazed from the rear window. The sheer cliff-like faces of the buildings rose on either side of the narrow street. The ever-present sirens, random bellows from outraged pedestrians and constant honking penetrated the Mercedes Benz’s thick doors and yet soon became a mere backdrop to the busy landscape. Buses, delivery vans, piles of cardboard boxes and mini-skips lined the street.

				The adrenaline and excitement of the city got her pulse racing and reminded her of what she loved about her job: the challenge, the drama, the deadlines. Her work made her feel dynamic and capable, and for all the drawbacks of the position she’d also had moments when she’d revelled in her temporary role as the CEO of IQPR Melbourne. She knew the CEO position was demanding as all hell, and didn’t fit well with family life, but she’d still lobbied Peter for the permanent CEO role as Chantelle had suggested. But Peter had told her that their boss, Dirk Ciepielewski, had said the board would consider her too inexperienced for the position. Personally she felt she was butting her head against the PR industry glass ceiling. 

				The streetscape widened as they turned right into Sixth Avenue and drove a little faster past the rear of the New York Public Library. 

				She could have quit in a tantrum, but what would that have achieved? The bottom line was that she loved her company, she loved her job and creating waves wasn’t going to help anyone. Her time would come. She just needed to sit tight.

				Gemma had opted for the historic Algonquin Hotel this time. She’d had enough of the sleek grandness of the company’s preferred Four Seasons Hotel, which, although closer to head office, wasn’t as intimate and cosy as New York’s oldest operating hotel. She was trying to follow her doctor’s advice and take care of herself a bit more. She’d been back for her second appointment and Kerryn had been satisfied that depression wasn’t the problem. Gemma’s anxiety had calmed once she’d cut back on her caffeine intake, so hopefully she wouldn’t have any repeat panic attacks.

				She sighed to herself. She should focus on the first session of the conference tomorrow and her meeting with the board, but she was distracted by the chaos of the city outside her taxi window. The driver cursed in a rich Brooklyn accent as a bike courier whipped into their lane then out again to overtake a rubbish truck. 

				Gemma alighted from the car. A bellhop whisked her bag from the driver who was holding the rear door open as the doorman opened the ornate front door with a smile while Gemma handed US banknotes out left, right and centre. This was, after all, America.

				While Gemma waited a brief moment for her turn at check-in, she gazed around at the elegant lobby, drinking in the historic surroundings. This place was the heart of the literary world. Alan Jay Lerner and Frederick Loewe had penned My Fair Lady here; Noel Coward and Dorothy Parker had exchanged witty jibes with like-minded scribes in the dining room; famous pithy quotes had been coined on this very floor, her best loved being Robert Benchley’s, ‘Let’s get out of these wet clothes and into a dry martini.’ But the main reason that Gemma had always wanted to stay here was that the publication she most enjoyed, The New Yorker, had been spawned within these walls. 

				That night Gemma forced herself to stay in her room with her meeting papers and the stunning floral arrangement on the coffee table as her only company. Even though The Round Table restaurant with its ghosts of jovial past guests beckoned, she had to read up on tomorrow’s session. 

				It was a three-day conference with all the heads of IQPR meeting to discuss a confidential merger with another large American PR firm, as well as giving each branch the opportunity to present its current position. After the passing of Chantelle’s husband, Ed Portsmouth, Wally Robinson had been hired as head of the Australian branch. He’d lasted several years in the position, but Gemma knew he was no trailblazer and that the US head office was underwhelmed with his performance. After Wally had, thankfully, floated off into early retirement late last year, Gemma had been appointed temporary CEO until a replacement could be found. She had been able to handle the position with its increased responsibilities but she needed to let head office know that the position had to be filled and soon. She couldn’t go on for much longer with the added workload. 

				She finally finished the meeting papers at one am, snapped off the light and, lying back, luxuriated in the softness of the famous Algonquin bed, the fragrant scent of tiger lilies filling her dreams. 

				Despite the burden of jet lag and the noises of the city that punctuated her dreams, Gemma awoke refreshed and leaped from bed excited about the day ahead.

				She dressed in a charcoal Herve Leger bandage skirt and white pussycat-bow blouse teamed with a black lightweight Willow cropped jacket. 

				Scooping her papers, laptop and iPhone into her briefcase, she left the hotel and headed down West 44th Street and on towards Madison Avenue. Although it could easily have been a taxi ride, Gemma preferred walking in the warm summer morning and witnessing the start of a new day in the Big Apple.

				By the time she’d arrived at East 53rd, Gemma was regretting her charcoal pumps and wished she’d done the New York thing and worn her trainers. But that was one Manhattan tradition she just couldn’t get her head around. It always looked so unusual to see well-groomed women pounding the pavement in haute couture and high-tops. 

				She entered the IQPR New York building, which also housed the international head office, and zipped up to the fourteenth floor in the super-fast elevator. Entering the glistening foyer of the company took her breath away, as always. 

				Young chic executives bustled by, deep in conversation with other well-dressed colleagues or studying their smart phones intently. A stunning receptionist reigned over a curved stainless-steel desk in the centre of the space. Each time Gemma had been here a different young woman sat at the desk, but each looked as if she should be on America’s Next Top Model.

				‘Peter Blakely, please,’ Gemma asked the beautiful girl.

				‘Of course, please have a seat and I shall call him for you,’ the receptionist said, indicating the lush seating area with the sweep of one elegant hand. 

				‘Hey there, Aussie girl!’ Peter was there in less than a minute.

				Gemma stood and put out her hand in greeting. ‘Peter, so great to see you again. Wow, you look so well!’

				Peter Blakely was a legend in the industry. He’d become the head of IQPR New York after having left the broadcast industry completely burned out. The unforgiving demands of network television had cost him his marriage, his health and, according to him, very nearly his sanity. Yet he’d bounced back and taken on the role of head here in NYC on the insistence of an old college buddy who worked at international head office.

				Peter was a tall man, and up until recently, his largeness had been in both girth and height. But thanks to a regime with a personal trainer and a new-found love of tai chi and holistic life choices, he’d trimmed down considerably since Gemma had last seen him at the IQPR Down Under conference. He seemed even taller in his new svelte frame, Gemma thought as she smiled into his brown eyes. 

				‘Yep, living the pure life,’ Peter said.

				‘Not too pure, I hope,’ Gemma teased. 

				‘Well, I must admit, my body’s more of a church-on-Sundays than a temple,’ he joked.

				They walked towards conference room number one on the east side of the building. ‘So, are you all prepared?’ he asked.

				‘Yes, a bit nervous. Although I’ve been acting head for about six months, I haven’t met with the other CEOs in this capacity. I know most of them of course, from when we hosted this conference last year.’

				‘Oh, yeah,’ Peter guffawed at the memory. ‘The big Down-Under-Three-Dayer. Man, is that ever a long flight.’

				‘It sure is.’ Gemma walked into the room ahead of Peter. Another attractive young woman was directing a male junior in the finishing touches of the set-up. They were fiddling with the projector.

				‘But what a glorious country. Every time I go I can’t believe how good you guys have it.’

				A large mahogany table loomed in the centre of the room and was surrounded by black leather chairs. Gemma placed her briefcase on the table at her assigned seat. ‘It was a pretty intense time. Those southern states of yours know how to party,’ she said.

				‘Sure, but how about that Mr Morioka? He’d been so staid during the day but when he suggested we all hit that karaoke bar, he sure came out of his shell.’ Peter grinned at the memory.

				‘Oh, yes, he’s a sweetie. We deal with Tokyo office a lot because of the Samsung account.’

				‘Now today’s session runs until three pm, as you know. Are you still okay to meet with me directly afterwards prior to meeting with the board?’ Peter looked at her quizzically.

				‘Yes, of course. I still don’t quite know why I have to meet with the directors of the board, though. Surely the replacement can’t be that far away.’ Gemma unpacked her laptop and phone and laid them on the table.

				‘Well, it’s just that they need to know who’s been responsible for IQPR Down Under having had such a successful past quarter.’ Peter winked at her. ‘They like to put a face to the name.’

				‘Who are the applicants?’ Gemma asked.

				‘There are three contenders. One guy, Mark Meriton from San Diego, an English guy who is 2IC from the Taiwan office and of course your arch-nemesis, Ronald Banks.’

				‘What?’ Gemma said in surprise, looking up into Peter’s tanned face. ‘I knew about the other two but when did Ron come to the party?’

				‘When he heard you were still second-in-command.’ He grinned.

				Ronald Banks was a try-hard Texan who delighted in rubbing Gemma up the wrong way whenever they met.

				She glared at Peter as he continued to chuckle. ‘Oh, stop looking so offended. Where’s that good old Aussie laid-back attitude? He’s applied for the position. He hasn’t got a hope in hell. We want the Melbourne office to keep doing well, not for them to kill their boss within a week.’

				Gemma smiled in return and immediately relaxed. ‘Well, that’s okay then. I could handle either of the other two.’ She forced herself to swallow the familiar welling annoyance that she hadn’t even been considered for the role. 

				‘Excuse me, sir,’ a soft Southern twang came from the door. Gemma turned and experienced an unexpected surge of jealousy as Peter turned, beamed and walked towards yet another striking blonde woman. What was with this place? They were all gorgeous.

				‘Mr Morioka is here,’ she announced, and she stepped back to admit the Tokyo CEO. 

				‘A, Morioka-san, ohayou gozaimasu,’ Peter said and bowed deeply, his head nearly touching his knees.

				‘A, Mr Blakely, ohayou gozaimasu,’ the Japanese man returned and bowed in kind. 

				‘Mr Morioka, ohayou,’ Gemma also bowed deeply. All three straightened and smiled. 

				‘Howdy, Jiro,’ Peter said and offered his hand. 

				‘Howdy, Pete,’ Jiro Morioka responded. ‘And gudday, Gemma!’ He smiled and offered his hand to her.

				‘G’day to you too, Jiro.’ Gemma returned the handshake.

				The IQPR team had a custom of using all cultures’ greetings. It was lengthy but fun. And now Gemma knew how to greet people in a dozen different languages. 

				The young blonde assistant was offering refreshments. ‘Green tea, sir?’ she asked Mr Morioka. 

				‘You know, I’d kill for an espresso. You got a Starbucks downstairs?’ he replied. 

				The first day of the conference had been a success with each office presenting its annual budgets, its forecasts and client movements of the preceding six months. Gemma was very proud to be able to say Australia was way ahead of budget. She knew that their revenue wasn’t anywhere near the stratospheric heights of the other countries and was grateful that they talked in percentages not dollars. 

				She was also proud to inform the team that they hadn’t lost any clients and had, in fact, taken on three more, one an enormous blue-chip company. Of course, Australia had survived the recent recession much better than the US so she couldn’t take total credit. 

				After the session it was time to go and see Peter and to confirm what qualities she felt the new Melbourne CEO should bring to the role. As she relaxed into a leather armchair in Peter’s office, Gemma reflected on how comfortable she felt in his presence. He was such an impressive manager. It was no wonder he led his team so effectively and commanded such respect. 

				‘So, how was the flight?’ he asked as he sat in the other leather chair next to her. 

				‘Draining. It’s a big globe we live on.’

				‘And you guys are so far away!’ Peter said, grinning. 

				‘Actually, it’s you guys who are far away; we’re just fine,’ she gibed back. 

				‘You know, I just love that country of yours.’ He leaned forward. ‘I need to get there more often. Maybe on vacation. Would you be my tour guide?’

				Gemma pictured the large American in the outback with a brand-new Akubra perched on his head and smiled at the thought. ‘Of course, you’d be welcome anytime as my guest.’

				‘Well, I might just take you up on that, Gemma.’ He stared at her with a smile playing on his lips a moment longer. Gemma wondered about the fluttering in her stomach. ‘Now, onto business.’ He broke the moment by standing and moving to his seat behind his desk where he flipped open a file. 

				When they were finished with their meeting, Gemma stepped into the whisper-quiet elevator, which whisked her to the twentieth floor. She stepped out onto the plush overgrown wool lawn that spread from the elevator door. The sound here was muted and hushed, the decor more sophisticated and understated.

				The meeting, although intimidating, had been promising. The board had asked her a few questions about her history and her projections for IQPR Melbourne and what the position entailed, specific to the Australian market. The board members’ well-modulated senior voices, the rich burgundy velvet drapery and heavy oak-panelled walls helped Gemma feel comfortable and secure as she gave her report.

				After the meeting she decided to freshen up in the executive bathroom, which looked more like a health resort than an office loo. River pebble tiles framed the large mirrors, Egyptian cotton luxe mini-handtowels nestled in wicker baskets and an array of fragrances, lotions and mints perched on bamboo trays. Gemma washed her hands and grimaced at her reflection. It looked like jet lag was catching up with her. She felt as if someone had slipped a Valium into her chamomile tea. At least there was only half an hour until she could slide between the crisp, white sheets of her king-size bed and sleep away the fatigue.

				Thankfully the worst of the fatigue hadn’t hit her until about an hour ago. She’d felt herself slowing down at lunchtime, but had made it through the informal meeting with Peter and then the board meeting. 

				She reapplied her mascara, patted her face with her Benefit compact in a feeble attempt to conceal the dark shadows under her eyes, and then caught the lift back to the fourteenth floor. 

				Gemma tapped on Peter’s door. He looked up and beckoned her to enter.

				‘Well, how’d it go upstairs?’ he asked. 

				She entered the room and fell into his guest chair. She smiled back at him. She could learn a lot about leadership from this man. He was genuine in his concern about every aspect of the business.

				‘Yeah, good, no problem.’

				‘They’re voting on it right now, you realise. They’ll be done by about six,’ Peter said, looking at his watch. 

				‘Really, that soon?’ 

				‘Yes, we need to get moving. It’s been an oversight to have the position empty for so long. That’s probably due to you; there’s been not a drama or a peep from the Melbourne office so no one’s been in a real rush to get the situation resolved.’

				Gemma looked at Peter. It wasn’t his fault. He was simply one of the many cogs in the wheel of the corporate system. It completely and absolutely sucked that even in this day and age they were still caught in the prejudices of age and gender. Yet they hadn’t stopped raving about how amazing her performance had been as temporary CEO. So what was with the hesitation to hire her? Oh, honestly, who was she trying to kid? She was only thirty-nine and trying to get a top job in a predominantly male marketplace. There was no chance. She just needed to let it go, do her job and wait. 

				‘Hey, you know me, I do what I can.’ Her head was heavy with fatigue. Jet lag was like being drunk. She actually had to stop herself from slurring. ‘So I really have to get back to the hotel to sleep off this exhaustion. I just popped in to say goodbye.’ She picked up her briefcase from the floor.

				‘How about we have dinner tonight and I can give you the news on the board decision so you know who you can expect to land on your doorstep in two weeks’ time?’ Peter came around from behind his desk and perched on its edge to make his suggestion.

				As much as Gemma was keen to hear the outcome of the board meeting, she just couldn’t imagine being dressed and ready for an evening out in two hours – she knew Americans liked to dine early. ‘Oh, Pete . . .’ She looked at him with tired eyes.

				But in typical Blakely fashion he ignored the answer he didn’t want to hear, putting his hand up to stop her saying any more. ‘And because you are so shattered, you poor little Aussie girl, how about you go back to The Algonquin now, get a few hours’ sleep, and I’ll come at nine for a light supper at The Round Table?’

				Her mouth dropped in an O of surprise. ‘First, I would love to go to The Round Table, and second, how did you know I’m at The Algonquin?’ 

				‘I phoned your secretary in Australia. How else would I find out where to send the flowers?’

				‘You sent the flowers? They’re gorgeous,’ Gemma replied. What was that about? she wondered.

				‘Sure, everyone gets flowers when they arrive in New York.’

				‘Oh, of course,’ Gemma said with – was it relief or disappointment? She couldn’t work it out. 

				‘Well?’ He folded his arms across his chest and cocked his head to one side. He seemed amused by her clearly confused thought processes.

				‘See you at nine!’ Gemma replied and breezed out of the office. She walked down the corridor towards the lift. She must really be tired. Her heart was racing. 

				Gemma woke at eight pm feeling refreshed after passing out on the bed practically comatose, fully clothed, three hours earlier. Before she got in the shower, she sent Tyler a quick email. She kept it light and friendly and hoped she might even get a response from him in the next day or so.

				She sat on the bed, her thoughts swirling in confusion. She wished she knew what was happening with him. Maybe she’d worked too much when he was younger. Or maybe his behaviour was normal teenage stuff. But then not all kids were being marched into the vice-principal’s office on a regular basis. She shook herself from her reverie and rushed to get ready for her supper with Peter.

				She showered quickly and slipped on her favourite travelling LBD – a Donna Karan lycra number – and made her way to The Round Table restaurant. 

				The maître d’ led her to a corner table with red plush wingback chairs. It was as magnificent as she’d imagined it would be. Glowing candles on each table and gentle classical music kept the ambience mellow. Timber pillars and wainscoting featuring ornate floral parquetry adorned the walls, while the ghosts of bons mots from literati past clung to the chinoiserie mural above. 

				She ordered a Manhattan, figuring it seemed appropriate, and sat back to drink in the beauty of the room. But her moment was interrupted by more thoughts of her son. She’d try to call him in the morning before she went to the office. She knew he’d still be up because he was such a night owl these days.

				‘Why so sad?’ said a deep voice from above.

				‘Oh, Peter, sorry, I didn’t see you come in.’ Gemma stood and put out her right hand in greeting. He took it and pulled her closer to give her a brief kiss on the cheek then took a seat opposite her.

				‘How are you?’ she asked, assuming brightness.

				‘Concerned that you didn’t answer my question,’ Peter replied. 

				‘Oh, I was just thinking about my son. You have a teenager too, don’t you?’

				Peter groaned and rolled his eyes. ‘Yes, Emily; my God, what a pain teenagers can be. She’s given us no end of strife. Her mother’s on the phone to me every other day with stories more stressful than the last.’

				‘Really?’ Gemma said and thanked the waiter as he delivered her drink and took Peter’s order.

				‘Well, that’s a slight exaggeration. She seems to have actually come through the difficult years. Emily is really a wonderful girl – headstrong for sure, she gets that from her mom. She’s going to college next year and then hopefully medical school after that. Fingers crossed she doesn’t go too wild at Brown.’

				‘What kind of teenage angst have you had to deal with?’ Gemma asked, sipping her drink.

				‘It’s actually a lot better now than it was. Marguerite and I broke up when Emily was fourteen.’ Peter shifted to get more comfortable in his seat. ‘She’d been a real pre-teen demon: sulky, surly, nasty, no respect at all for her parents. But we’d been so involved in our own problems we barely took hers seriously. We just put it down to the usual teenage sulkiness.’

				‘Yes, I’m wondering if that’s Tyler’s problem, just typical teen stuff.’

				‘Well, perhaps it is,’ he said thoughtfully, ‘but I know in Emily’s case she was acting out due to the hostilities in the home. Twenty-twenty vision in hindsight though, eh?’

				‘Really?’ Gemma asked, leaning forward in interest.

				‘Yeah, we were so selfish, so blind to that little girl.’ Peter frowned. ‘Kids need a loving environment, a regular routine, gentle words. At least that’s what I think.’ He nodded his thanks to the waiter as his drink arrived. ‘Why do you think divorce rates are skyrocketing? Many couples decide an angry home is not healthy for the kids. It’s better for them to have two peaceful homes instead.’

				‘So, if you don’t mind me asking, what happened to your marriage?’ Gemma asked.

				‘Marguerite had an affair and left me,’ he said, taking a big pull on his short glass of iced whisky, vermouth and bitters.

				‘Oh, no! I’m so sorry.’ 

				‘Don’t be, I deserved it, well, not deserved it, it was more that I couldn’t blame her at all. I was so gung-ho about my career I was completely blind to everything.’ He smiled ruefully. ‘And the TV industry will suck your marrow absolutely dry. You have to be very careful if you think you can maintain any semblance of normal life. I lived at the studio.’ He shook his head. ‘And sure, it worked, I had a soaring career, enormous pay packet but meanwhile my wife and little girl were living as if they were a single-parent family. I hate myself for doing that to them. I was actually almost glad it happened. Marguerite’s not a bad woman. She deserves happiness. It gave me a real shake-up of course, and I vowed to be ever-present.’ He gave Gemma a small smile. ‘It sounds a bit hippy, but do you know what I mean? I have to multi-task – be aware that it’s my secretary’s birthday at the same time that the head honcho is flying in at the same time that my golf partner is feeling neglected and needs eighteen holes, yet at the same time . . .’ he put one finger up ‘. . . remembering my own health and exercise needs.’

				‘Wow, it’s a real juggle,’ Gemma breathed out, exhausted just thinking about how Peter balanced his lifestyle yet also aware that she was doing exactly the same thing.

				‘Antipasto plate?’ he asked her as he skimmed the menu.

				‘Perfect,’ she said and Peter placed the order with the waiter who’d materialised at his elbow.

				‘So it’s a conscious thing then?’ she mused almost to herself. 

				‘What?’ he asked, taking another sip.

				‘Well, you’re just such a top bloke.’ 

				He chuckled at her Australian term.

				‘No, that sounds weird,’ she continued. ‘It’s just that you’re so genuine and passionate about everything; there’s not an insincere bone in your body. Forgive me if this comes out the wrong way, but you’re not very American. All the Americans I’ve ever met are real go-getters and somehow brash, but you manage to be on the top of your game and so, I dunno, polite, without that kind of attacking nature . . . Sorry if that sounded rude.’

				‘Can I let you in on a little secret?’ he whispered, leaning forward. She grinned and leaned in towards him. Their upper arms were pressed against one another. His breath was sweet with whisky. 

				‘Sure,’ she whispered.

				‘I’m not American.’

				‘What?’ She laughed; of course he was.

				‘No, I’m not. I’m Canadian. I grew up in St Catharines, Ontario. It’s the kind of town that is big enough and comfortable enough just to sit back and live your whole life there. But it wasn’t for me. I wanted more, bigger, better. I got an athletic scholarship to Dartmouth University in Hanover, New Hampshire then landed my first job in network television.’

				‘Ooh, impressive – isn’t Dartmouth an Ivy League college?’ she asked.

				‘Yeah, it was great. And having a US degree made working down here so much easier. I could have worked in Toronto – it’s a lovely city – but as Steve Martin said in 30 Rock, “Toronto’s just like New York but without all the stuff.”’

				She burst out laughing at the gag. 

				‘But don’t tell anyone about the Canuck thing; they’d tease me mercilessly. They’d call me a lumberjack, ask if I grew up in an igloo or knew Celine Dion. It’d be never-ending.’

				‘Oh, well, that explains it.’ Gemma laughed, sorry to have to sit back and break the intimate moment with this unsettlingly charming man as their waiter approached. 

				They stopped their conversation momentarily while the waiter performed the silver service show of presenting their meal.

				Gemma stared unseeing at the activity, busy in thought. Finally the waiter left them to pick at the olives and prosciutto. ‘You know, I really think you’re on to something,’ she finally said.

				‘What about?’ he said, his mouth full of breadstick.

				‘The family life thing. Stephen and I aren’t too hunky-dory, and I think Tyler senses it.’

				‘Of course he senses it. They’re very intuitive, children. Even when you pussyfoot through the relationship, acting all polite and respectful but deep down you want to trip your partner up with the broom, the kids can sense it.’

				‘How did you know about the broom?’ she asked, a smile broad across her face.

				‘Hey, girl, I’ve been there. I’m sorry to hear about you and your husband, though. It’s tough.’

				‘Yeah,’ she said with a deep sigh. ‘It sure is.’

				‘Counselling?’ 

				‘We just had a cock-up of a session two days ago. What a joke.’

				Peter laughed loudly as Gemma told him the story of the hapless Ralph Piccolo.

				She leaned back after the tale and sighed. ‘Ideally Stephen and I get back on track and give Tyler the happy, loving home he deserves.’

				‘Or two happy, loving homes.’

				She flicked a glance up and took in his kind, open face.

				‘I’m just saying. It’s not such a dreadful option.’

				*

				Gemma stood in the business-class queue at the Qantas check-in desk thinking about the last few days. The board, in the end, had held off on their decision to choose a CEO for the Melbourne office. Apparently a fourth candidate had come into the picture. 

				The conference, however, had been successful and she was excited about the future of the firm. Each of the other branches had survived the recession and was returning to the top of the field. There was a lot of interest in the Australasian market and they even hinted about wanting to open more offices. This was a huge relief to Gemma as she often felt quite isolated being the only IQPR branch in the Southern Hemisphere and it would do wonders for her staff to have other offices in the region to support them.

				But most importantly, she’d learned a lot from Peter over the three days just by watching the way he managed potentially difficult situations and how his genuine concern for and interest in his staff made him a stronger leader.

				She’d been inspired by the way he’d spoken about his ex-wife and daughter and how he’d managed to maintain a good relationship with both. She decided she was going to get to the bottom of what was troubling Tyler when she got home. She’d worry about the stuff between her and Stephen later. She dashed off an email to Mathew’s mother, Laura, suggesting they meet soon to talk about their boys.
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			  Ziggy’s on St Kilda Road was thrumming with its usual midweek, midday crowd. Gemma scoured the room. Laura was already here, wedged into a corner with two exuberant suited sorts to her right. As Gemma approached, she grinned to see Laura cringe away from the expansive gestures of her neighbours.

				The Italian eatery had been the favourite lunchtime haunt for the business people of the districts for decades. Black-clad waiters zipped through the tables depositing authentic Italian cuisine at each place. The restaurant was the quintessential Mediterranean stereotype, complete with Chianti-bottle candles, red-and-white tablecloths and ballsy staff who shouted across the room to one another in their mother tongue.

				Laura was punching the keys on her ancient fliptop Nokia when Gemma reached the table. 

				‘Hello, Laura,’ Gemma said.

				‘Hi,’ Laura replied, not looking up.

				‘Hi,’ Gemma said, a little taken aback at Laura’s minimal greeting. She sat down and waited for her to finish.

				‘There.’ Laura slipped her phone into her beaten-up tan satchel-style handbag.

				‘Sorry, some bride I shot for the paper last year wants me to shoot her new infant. But I’m not doing that sort of stuff these days, thank God. I’m starved. Bring on the carbs.’ And with that she picked up her menu and started reading. Gemma did the same. Mathew’s mother was certainly brusque but Gemma respected her forthright attitude, especially after having been in New York where you often don’t truly know what a person means. 

				Laura stuck her hand in the air and gave a low short whistle from the side of her mouth. The Adonis young waiter was unflustered by the unconventional summons, and came immediately.

				‘Sì?’

				‘Linguine Amatriciana, for me. And for you, Gemma?’

				‘Oh, I’ll just have the salad,’ Gemma said then added, ‘and a double side order of garlic bread.’

				‘Attagirl!’ Laura grinned.

				‘Vino?’ the waiter asked.

				‘Sì, un bicchiere di Lambrusco, per favore,’ Laura said and looked at Gemma who shook her head.

				‘Prego,’ the waiter said. He turned and his tight buttocks propelled him away.

				‘You speak Italian?’ Gemma asked.

				‘Nah, not really. I just did a photo essay there for a month in a past life.’

				‘Beautiful country,’ Gemma said.

				‘Yeah, if you like great food, sunshine, amazing views and hot blokes – personally I’m not into that kind of thing.’

				Gemma peered for any sign to show her lunch companion’s sarcasm. Laura stared back, her face blank. Oh, she was as dry as toast. Gemma grinned. This woman was a card.

				‘So, Laura, how’s it going with Mathew? I’ve just come back from a few days in New York so I haven’t had a chance for a good chat with Tyler yet.’

				‘Well, if you can manage a good chat with your kid, you’re miles ahead of me. Matty hasn’t spoken to me since I confiscated his mobile a week ago for swearing at me.’

				‘God, how awful,’ Gemma said.

				Laura shrugged. ‘What can I do? I can’t let him keep pushing me around. Boys need boundaries.’

				‘That’s exactly right,’ Gemma agreed. She smiled her thanks to the waiter as Laura’s wine arrived and their meals were slapped onto the table.

				Laura tucked in with voracious abandon. Gemma picked at her greens then gave into the buttery, garlicky crunchy bread. ‘Oh, this is heaven,’ she said, licking fragrant drips from her fingers.

				Gemma finished the first piece then slumped her shoulders before she could continue eating.

				‘We’re finding it so difficult with Tyler,’ she sighed.

				‘How’s his dad dealing with it?’ Laura asked. 

				Gemma scoffed. ‘Not much of a dad.’

				‘Why? What’s up with that?’ Laura asked with a mouthful of bacon. 

				‘Stephen treats him like a kid brother. It drives me nuts. He’s forever ringing me and dobbing on Tyler; it’s so juvenile. He even said last time, “Yeah well, he started it.”’

				‘No!’

				‘Yes! It’s as if he doesn’t like his own son, and that’s just wrong. But having said that, I’ve been reading up on the father–son thing, and it seems it’s quite normal for a fierce competitiveness to spring up between alpha and beta males at this age. Apparently teen sons irritate many dads – well, obviously. But in some cases dads can actively dislike their sons and show little care or affection for months.’

				Laura simply nodded and kept on eating.

				‘Oh, I’m sorry. You aren’t with Matty’s dad, are you?’ Gemma asked.

				Laura visibly bristled and put down her fork. ‘Louis died two years ago,’ she said tightly then returned to her meal.

				‘I’m so sorry.’ Gemma felt her cheeks redden with embarrassment. ‘I can’t imagine how difficult it must be to bring up a child as a single parent. Matty must miss his father terribly.’

				‘We do all right.’ Laura shrugged. ‘It would probably help if Mathew acted a little less like a slug and was a little more useful, more proactive.’ She wiped her bread crust around the bottom of her bowl to sop up the last of the sauce. Then she groaned and dropped her head in her hands. ‘I mean, for God’s sake, he’s old enough to make a baby, but he can’t make a sandwich!’

				Gemma burst out laughing, relieved that the tension was broken.

				‘It’s so true,’ she said. ‘They’re worse than toddlers. Tyler doesn’t have to work or do any chores so he can focus on his studies, yet he can’t even do that.’

				‘Well, Mathew has to work if he wants cash ’cos I’m as poor as a church mouse – bloody private school and all – but he absolutely hates it. He’s a dishwasher at the local Thai. So between his moaning about homework and moaning about his job . . . well, there’s no joy at our place at all, really.’

				‘Can I ask,’ Gemma said tentatively, ‘has Matty had any counselling about his dad’s death?’

				‘What are you, a therapist?’ Laura demanded, tossing back the last of her wine. She called across the room, ‘Due caffè latte, per favore,’ then looked back at Gemma.

				‘He didn’t need any counselling. We just got on with things.’ Her flashing eyes challenged Gemma to say more.

				Undaunted, Gemma tried another question. ‘Does he talk about his dad often?’

				Laura shot her another angry look. ‘We don’t talk about him. I didn’t want to upset him so I have pretty much made it a no-go area.’ She shifted uncomfortably in her seat.

				The noisy bustling crowd in the restaurant was starting to thin as many of the worker bees made their way back to their hives. The din subsided somewhat. The sun hit the window and their table lit up in the afternoon’s weak early-winter rays.

				‘But,’ Gemma’s voice was gentle as the waiter delivered their lattes, ‘surely he needs to express how he feels. All that emotion locked inside can’t be good for him.’

				Laura sipped her latte and stared at Gemma. She said nothing for several long minutes. Gemma fiddled with the sugar packets on the table in front of her.

				‘You’re right,’ Laura said almost in surprise. As if the answer had been staring her in the face all along but she’d only just seen it. ‘Of course you’re right. I don’t talk about Louis because it’s too painful for me, but lately I’ve been thinking that maybe the way I’ve handled things hasn’t helped Matty all that much. I’ve been acting like the bitter widow.’ Laura, stripped of her dry bravado, no longer seemed so cocky. She was quite fragile. Gemma noticed the sprinkle of freckles on her nose. She seemed younger somehow.

				‘You’re not the bitter widow; you’re fine. Mathew’s a lovely boy.’ Gemma thought of young Mathew’s sullen attitude and shuddered inwardly.

				‘Perhaps we can go out and do something together, the four of us, something that encourages positive thinking, start the tables turning, make them be happy again,’ Gemma suggested with new-found pep, determined to get some positive action out of her meeting with Laura today. ‘I am sure if we do that it will all work out.’

				Laura was fishing through her purse for some notes for the bill. ‘Yeah, that’d be super,’ her words dripped with bite, ‘we’ll just go to that fantastic place where teenage boys have a blast hanging out with their mums. I think it’s called Dreamland. Oh, no, it’s not; it’s called When Hell Freezes Over.’
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			  The squally bitter Melbourne day spat at Gemma when she arrived at the St Kilda Road apartment building. She had an all-out brawl with her umbrella as she approached Dame Frances’s building and her mood wasn’t improved by the fact the camel wool trousers she’d bought last month from Saks Fifth Avenue now sported mud spatters from a passing motorbike.

				Her talk with Tyler last night hadn’t gone so well. She’d hoped that if she opened up to him she might be able to get through. She’d decided to be honest and to speak to him from her heart. She’d admitted that there was tension between her and his dad and that the atmosphere in the house was sometimes strained. But Tyler had simply kept his eyes on his computer screen and ignored her. She’d tried again, sitting on the end of his bed and explaining that just because she and his dad sometimes rubbed each other up the wrong way it didn’t mean they didn’t both love him as much as ever. At that he had plugged his earphones in, turned his music up and the one-sided conversation was officially over.

				She’d sighed and left the room in defeat, her shoulders slumped and her mouth tight with sadness. Of course she’d known their issues were too deeply ingrained to be fixed overnight but she’d thought she might have had an inkling of connection. Had he even missed her while she was away?

				The elevator opened onto the Dame’s marble foyer. With the weather and difficulty parking she’d just squeaked in under the Dame’s strict cut-off time. 

				‘Lucky,’ the Dame said in greeting.

				‘And good morning to you, Dame Frances,’ Gemma replied.

				‘Smart alecs finish last,’ the Dame responded. ‘Julian,’ she yelled in her hoarse voice, ‘where’s the coffee?’

				‘Coming, Dame Frances.’ Julian lugged the overloaded silver tray in. It threatened to tip, the tower of cups leaning to one side. Gemma leaped up to help him. She grabbed the tower just before it toppled.

				Thank you, Julian mouthed.

				‘Will you sit down?’ the Dame grumbled. ‘I’ve had enough of this leaping about. Up and down, up and down. We’ve got work to do.’ The other five women were sitting around the table and whispering between themselves. They didn’t seem in too much of a hurry.

				Gemma was well and truly ticked off by now. This was the third meeting she’d attended of the UP-Kids Special Fundraising Committee and once again, she felt as if she were banging her head against a brick wall. At the second meeting, just prior to her New York trip, Gemma had decided to sit back and keep quiet, take notes and analyse the system. She should have done that the first time instead of launching in, mules and all, as she’d done. 

				She appreciated the work that the women did, but it was so antiquated, such a waste of resources. Sure, these ladies had all the time in the world on their hands. Nothing to do after supervising the housekeeper’s reading of their to-do lists. So they could afford the hours it took to discuss every potential guest on the list as if it bloody well mattered. Gemma could print out a guest list in just minutes that was infinitely more accurate. 

				But she’d held her tongue. Even when she’d been delegated the job of phoning the Dame’s favourite top ten and begging for sponsorship dollars. She could easily have had her top-five clients allocate a percentage of their annual charity budget to the cause which would have taken a mere half an hour, been considerably more profitable and given her clients the tax break they so loved. 

				But no, she held her breath, accepted the tasks and wasted hours of her valuable time. Now here they were again. Ready for another three-hour session which, had she been running, would have been over by now. 

				She readied her iPad, tried to settle her flyaway locks, took some calming breaths and looked around at the group once more. They seemed a little more overdone than usual. The air was more electric. In fact, the women looked tarted up as if they were attending a cocktail party, not a morning coffee meeting. 

				‘Well, there’s no point in starting until she gets here,’ the Dame said to Julian. ‘Call her, see why she’s late.’ Julian hastened to his mobile, which was in the kitchen. 

				‘Who’s coming?’ Gemma whispered to Bobbi Robertson-Black. 

				‘Photographer from The Age. They’re doing a special piece on the Dame and her charitable work. We’re all going to be in a group photograph,’ Bobbi said.

				‘I didn’t know,’ Gemma whispered back. ‘Why wasn’t I told?’

				‘I mailed you a copy of the letter.’

				‘I check my email every five minutes practically. I didn’t get it.’

				‘No, mail mail. You know, with a stamp. To your home.’

				‘To my home? My goodness, I haven’t looked in my letterbox in days.’

				Bobbi gave her a look that suggested she couldn’t help such inefficiency.

				‘She’s here,’ Julian said with a flap of his hands as he darted into the foyer. He was looking particularly sharp today in a chartreuse tie with matching shirt and pocket puff flopping from his reefer jacket. He was obviously to be included in the committee shot as well. 

				He walked back in the room. ‘Everybody, this is the photographer from The Age, Laura Gillespie.’

				Gemma laughed as Laura caught sight of her. ‘What the hell are you doing here?’ Laura asked her.

				‘I’m on the committee,’ Gemma said. She walked over and gave Laura a greeting peck on the cheek.

				‘Jeez, I never would have picked it.’

				By now the older women were in a frenzy. The Dame actually excused herself and returned, fifteen minutes later, in a burgundy figure-hugging, ruched, chiffon, full evening gown with sweetheart neckline and matching wrap. Gemma felt like she’d come from the coalmines in comparison.

				‘Gemma, use the powder room and fix yourself up, will you?’ the Dame said. ‘And it wouldn’t kill you to put on some lipstick.’ She stared pointedly at the mud stains on Gemma’s camel Armani pants and tsked loudly.

				Gemma returned from a quick smooth down of the hair and glossing of the lips in time to be positioned by the Dame.

				‘Gemma, you go in the back.’

				Laura was barely holding back the laughter at the sight of Gemma among these Dior divas. 

				After much spotlight shifting, the Dame was finally satisfied with the tableau and Laura was ordered to shoot. 

				Later, after a few portraits of the Dame solo, in various outfits, Laura took her leave. ‘Bye for now. Priscilla Simcoe, the journo, will be here shortly.’ She twiddled her fingers at Gemma. ‘Have fun.’ Gemma poked her tongue out in response. That nonsense had already wasted an hour and a half. Gemma understood the value of a good publicity shot, but she could have done it far more efficiently.

				Finally the group returned to the table. The ladies all seemed to relax now they could unclip their corsets and let their smiles relax. 

				The disturbance hadn’t helped Gemma’s mood and she was itching to get back to the office to get stuck into her overflowing email inbox that was screeching for her attention. 

				‘Now, ladies, down to business,’ the Dame commanded. ‘We need to discuss the Rum Ball. Who shall we invite? We don’t want to sully the waters with riffraff. Just our personal telephone books.’

				The women shuffled through their handbags. Louis Vuitton patterned phone directories were pulled out and flicked through, and names were shouted to Julian who was writing as fast as he could. 

				Gemma shook her head. ‘Why aren’t you asking the same people who attended last year?’ 

				The Dame sighed as if she were fed up with a recalcitrant child continually whining about being bored. 

				‘We are, Gemma. They’re the same guests every year and this is how we get them.’

				‘But why don’t you just print off last year’s database?’

				Julian shook his head at her imperceptibly: Don’t go there, girl.

				The Dame whipped off her glasses. ‘You just don’t get it, do you? We’ve been through this a hundred times with you. We’re not the impersonal tech generation. We do it properly, we do it well and we’ve been doing it for decades before you were born, so if you could just pull out your telephone book . . .’

				‘But if I just email my phone list to Julian, he’d have it in . . . Look, I’ll show you.’ Gemma flicked on her iPhone, touched a couple of buttons and emailed the list to Julian’s laptop, which beeped in chirpy response.

				‘And then, you simply make a database, like so.’ She got up and leaned over Julian to access his laptop. Julian sat with his hands in his lap, head down, as though his computer was involved in this shameless betrayal of the Dame but he wasn’t. 

				‘Then put the database into a form for labels and voilà. Command P.’ Gemma looked around the room. ‘I don’t hear it printing. Where’s your printer, Dame Frances?’

				Dame Frances glared at her newest protégée. ‘I don’t have one.’ Her voice was low and quiet. The other women in the room squirmed. 

				‘Oh, I can fix that for you. I can get you one,’ Gemma said brightly. ‘Anyway, have a look at the screen. See? There’s my list of names already in a database and if the other ladies just email theirs too, we could have the invitations printed out in half a day.’

				Dame Frances put her glasses back on and peered at Julian’s screen. ‘This is no good at all.’

				‘Why not?’ Gemma asked. ‘It’s 200 names, bam, ready to go.’

				The Dame began thrusting a gnarled finger at the screen. ‘Uta Manning – divorced amid scandal. We don’t need her and her table of trampy divorcees. Sam and Sally Marks – boring, middle-class accountant types . . .’

				‘They’re not, they’re lovely, and they’re my friends.’

				‘I haven’t finished,’ the Dame snapped.

				‘Her – too young. Him – too flashy. Those two – bad reputation: swingers, I believe. And as for the rest of your clever electronic list, I haven’t even heard of any of them. I’m not having a bunch of nobodies, no matter how electronically zipped up, at my Rum Ball.’

				‘But, Dame, it’s the twenty-first century. It’s not about a who’s who of Melbourne. It’s the almighty dollar that makes the world go around. And time. And if we don’t start saving some of both, this charity is going down the toilet.’

				‘How dare you? How very dare you!’ The Dame sat up straight, her bosom thrust out like an opera singer’s. ‘This committee has relied for years on a very specific group of hand-picked elite people. We only include new people from friends of friends and with very careful vetting. We’re not just sending out the invitations willy-nilly.’

				‘But, Dame, you could have further reach if you did it my way,’ Gemma begged.

				‘I don’t want “reach”,’ she trilled. ‘I want the old days back when my parties were the toast of the town, the most talked-about, the most exclusive events, impossible to get into. What you’re suggesting will result in our functions becoming about as exclusive as the opening of a McDonald’s.’ Her voice dropped several octaves. She held her throat to recover her composure. Eventually she looked back at her notes. Then she added in a chilly tone, ‘And don’t call me “Dame”.’

				‘Hello?’ A voice called from the lobby. Dame Frances glared at Julian. ‘Did you buzz someone up?’

				‘Er, no, Dame Frances, but I did give the journalist the key code so she could come up.’

				Dame Frances tsked. ‘I despair of you sometimes, Julian, I really do. Now you’re going to have to reset the code. Come in.’ She directed the last comment to the unseen visitor.

				A young bleached-blonde woman entered the room. The Dame’s disapproval of her casual disco attire of glittery flared Guess jeans and a sequined T-shirt featuring an unclad woman was clear as she looked the woman up and down and sighed. 

				‘Hellooo,’ the young woman said, ‘I’m Priscilla Simcoe. I’m here to do the piece on your committee. I guess you’re “the Dame”.’ She said this with air quotes. 

				‘Nobody calls me that,’ the Dame said. ‘Come, sit. Julian, coffee.’ 

				‘Oh, no thanks, I’m right,’ the young woman said.

				‘It’s not for you; it’s for me. Let’s begin, shall we. As they say, charity begins at home. Fifty years ago I saw there was a need for fundraising . . .’

				Gemma tuned out. She couldn’t believe that the Dame was holding this interview here, right now, wasting, yet again, everyone’s time with her inefficiency. She brought her iPad to life, ignoring Dame Frances’s glare, and got stuck into some work emails. At least she could use the time productively. 
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			  ‘Whoa,’ Chantelle almost overbalanced into the gutter as she scrabbled out of the car with her massive Givenchy handbag, towering cork wedge platforms and a tiny, tight miniskirt that forced her thighs together.

				She wobbled unsteadily as her date, Walter, took her arm to steady her slight frame. 

				Chantelle was so hampered by her fashion Walter could almost have justified using the disabled car space.

				‘My hero,’ she squeaked as she hung off his forearm while she scaled the kerb.

				Chantelle adjusted her fluffy mohair shrug, re-positioned her handbag strap, pulled down her miniskirt, flicked her extensions out of her eyes, placed her tiny hand back around Walter’s large forearm, shined her lips with a cat’s tongue flicker of spit and was finally ready to enter the restaurant. 

				Vue de Monde was one of Melbourne’s most famous restaurants. The imaginative and delicate modern French cuisine was the brainchild of famous chef, Shannon Bennett. Bookings were necessary weeks in advance. Naturally Walter had connections with the owner – he had connections with everyone. He was so in touch. Chantelle did admire that in a man. And shiny shoes. 

				The maître d’ led them to their seats. The best in the house, they were positioned right along the kitchen’s low wall so that they could witness firsthand the theatre of Shannon Bennett’s food production.

				These chefs flourished where others might merely plate up; theirs was a world of alchemy and sorcery where another kitchen might be mere jus and stock.

				Of course, the majesty of such fine dining may have been a tad lost on Chantelle who couldn’t help but exclaim ‘yummy’ at every one of the five courses.

				‘So tell me about yourself,’ Walter asked her after they completed the ironic deconstructed take on the old-school Waldorf salad. 

				‘Oh, not much to tell, really. I live in Toorak on St Georges Road, but you know that ’cos you were at the wake. How did you know Ed again? I forget.’

				‘I’m his cousin.’

				‘Oh, duh.’ She slapped her head. ‘Of course you are. Anyway. You know where I live. I work sometimes for IQPR just to help out my friend, Gemma Bristol. She’s great, she is. Too busy, though. She’s going to burst a gasket if she doesn’t slow down, you know what I mean?’

				‘Yes, there’s a lot to be said for early retirement,’ Walter said. ‘If one has the means, I highly recommend it.’

				‘Well, I did a fantastic job a few months ago with Gemma. We did a Porsche launch. It was just brilliant. Gem’s a marvel. I worked my little tush off, let me tell you. I was in charge of getting all the uniforms for the waiting staff. They looked just great. They went for a goth theme so they looked the same – yeah? – but different.’

				‘Well done, that’s just tremendous,’ Walter said.

				‘Aw, thank you. Look, I’ve got some pictures of my work. Here, have a look.’ Chantelle flicked through her phone photo library and showed off her last job. 

				‘That’s excellent, good work,’ Walter repeated his sentiment and patted her on the back of the hand.

				‘Thanks. I’m glad you like it.’ Chantelle glowed in the praise she was receiving from the older man. 

				Just then another patron wandered over to greet Walter. ‘How are you, you old bugger,’ the newcomer boomed, ‘and how is the life of Riley treating you?’

				Chantelle used the opportunity to duck out. She stood. ‘I’m just going to pop next door to Vue Shop. I have to buy some choccies for my friend who’s a bit flat – you know, Gemma, the one I was telling you about. And really that one kind they have there is so yummy.’

				‘I gather you mean the Amedei I Cru?’ Walter said and dipped into his deep front trouser pocket and withdrew a money-clipped wad of cash. ‘You have fine taste, my dear. Here’s some money, darling. Oh, and buy a little something for yourself.’

				‘Thanks, pet,’ she purred, pecked him on the cheek and teetered out of the restaurant. 
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			  Couture Catfight

				By Priscilla Simcoe

				Priscilla’s Socials, The Age

				At a well-heeled coffee morning socialite squabbles broke out. Priscilla Simcoe was there. 

				Charity queen, Dame Frances Davenport, is struggling to maintain control of her do-gooder committee since PR guru Gemma Bristol came on board. 

				At last week’s meeting the alpha gals lashed out at each other in a verbal brawl most unbecoming of ladies of a certain standing. Apparently Ms Bristol is too tech- aggressive for the traditional values of the group, while Dame Frances’s methods are positively prehistoric, according to the thoroughly modern Gemma. 

				Earlier this year the UP-Kids Special Fundraising Committee celebrated fifty years of service to Melbourne’s most loved charity, UP-Kids. And in recent times their contributions have been upwards of sixty per cent of the charity’s annual income – and that includes any government subsidy.

				So the old gals have been stoically raising funds in spite of, as Gemma Bristol seems to think, their antiquated methods.

				Yet ticket sales have seemingly been flailing for the grande dame of charity with places still available for purchase on the day of the last five years’ Chocolate Balls. So perhaps Gemma has a point and it’s time to move with the times, Dame.

				Or maybe Dame Frances’s methods, tried and true, should remain in force. 

				The end result of the committee meeting was talons bared, tempers flared and manners spared. It was a catfight of the highest pedigree. Whichever way it goes, play nice, ladies. 
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			  Julian stepped out of the elevator into the Dame’s small foyer. He’d just been to the post office box for the daily clear-out. The Fashion Luncheon RSVPs were trickling in. They’d only sold four tables at this stage. The Dame wouldn’t be happy. 

				He dumped the mail onto the dining table and went into the kitchen to put the coffee on.

				‘Dame Frances, I’m here,’ he sang out.

				Dame Frances came out of her study, leaning upon her silver dragon-topped cane. She was wearing her long zip-up, leopard-print house dress – usually an indicator that she wasn’t feeling one hundred per cent. Julian knew by now this was a sign to tread warily.

				‘Let’s begin, shall we?’ she said by way of greeting.

				She slumped into her chair at the head of the table. The fragrance of freshly brewed coffee crept through the plantation shutters from the kitchen.

				‘How many RSVPs today?’ she asked, and Julian flicked through the pile. 

				‘Seven, Dame Frances,’ Julian said and ripped them open, placing them in a pile in the centre of the table to update his guest list later.

				‘Anybody good?’ she asked. 

				‘Just the regulars,’ he said, leaning forward and flicking through. ‘They seem to be all of Bobbi’s friends.’ 

				‘She’s a good woman; she’s been on the phone rallying numbers. Bums on seats, my boy, but as long as they’re good bums.’ 

				‘Yes, Dame Frances,’ Julian said, well familiar with his boss’s adage. 

				‘Next.’

				Julian started ripping through the remaining mail. ‘It’s just general advertising: no invitations of note, a thankyou card from the Brights – they enjoyed the last function they attended, oh, and a nice thankyou letter from AIDS Awareness for your generous donation.’

				‘No invitations to anything? I haven’t been anywhere in weeks. What’s going on? And don’t tell me it’s the financial climate.’

				‘Well, there are a couple, but you wouldn’t be interested.’ Julian revisited the few invitations she’d received.

				‘I’ll be the judge of that. And where’s the coffee?’ Julian rushed into the kitchen and prepared the tray. He returned and placed it by her side. While the Dame busied herself with stirring sweetener into her black coffee he read out the first invitation.

				‘This one is from Bella Christi. They’re launching a new fragrance at David Jones’s city store. It doesn’t sound like it will attract much media.’

				Rather than dismiss it, Dame Frances pursed her lips in a ‘maybe’ kind of way. ‘What else is there?’

				‘Oh, nothing anywhere near as interesting. There’s a bar opening in Collingwood, not your scene at all, and there’s a Save the Whales demonstration at which they’d like your support, but there certainly won’t be goody bags at that.’

				‘Put the Bella Christi one on the “maybe” pile. If nothing comes up, we might have to consider it.’

				This was a turn-up; the Dame never went to small-fry functions.

				‘Is that it?’ 

				‘Yes, just the papers.’ Julian unrolled The Age and offered it to his boss. 

				Dame Frances took the paper from Julian. With a sixth sense developed from years of practice Dame Frances flipped through the pages and opened the broadsheet at Priscilla’s Socials. 

				A quick glance at the double pages proved fruitful. ‘Aha!’ she said with glee. ‘It’s in.’

				Julian stood to look over her shoulder. A large photograph of the committee with a smaller portrait shot of Dame Frances headed page two of the section. 

				‘What the heck?’ the Dame cried out. Julian cringed as he saw the headline: ‘Couture Catfight’. 

				‘Oh dear,’ he said and scanned the copy.

				Dame Frances roared with anger. She scrunched up the page and threw it as far as she could. It landed, limp, a short distance away, mocking her as it unravelled on the floor.

				‘How the heck did that upstart journalist find out about the incident last week? It was hardly a fight; we just had words. My God, it’s been so much worse at other times when I’ve had to pull one of them in line. And how dare she say ticket sales have been flailing? How did she know about the disagreement between Gemma and me?’ The old woman glared at Julian awaiting his answer.

				‘I guess she must have been standing in the foyer while you and Gemma were, um, engaged in that discussion.’

				‘You!’ she bellowed, pointing her gnarled index finger at Julian. ‘If you had not given that woman the key code, we would have buzzed her up instead and she wouldn’t have been eavesdropping.’

				Oh, cripes, Julian thought. She was right. He shouldn’t have done that. What had he been thinking?

				‘Oh, Dame Frances, I’m so sorry.’

				‘No, no.’ She calmed down as quickly as she’d flared up and took in a deep breath. ‘It’s not your fault. We knew she was coming up at any moment; I should have taken care with decorum. It’s just that Gemma Bristol truly gets under my skin.’

				Julian also felt responsible for that too as, had it not been for him, she never would have been on the committee in the first place. 

				‘She means well, Dame Frances; she’s just young and gung-ho.’

				‘My dear boy, she might be young but she should know better than to question my every move. Really, she makes my blood boil, coming in here thinking she’s an expert.’

				Julian stood and topped up the Dame’s coffee then sat back down. He felt the need to play devil’s advocate here, if only to justify his own position. 

				‘Dame Frances, if you’ll excuse me for saying this, she actually is an expert and we did offer her the position on the committee hoping for fresh ideas.’

				‘Ideas, Julian, not anarchy!’ the Dame fumed. ‘Damn that journalist. She was supposed to sing the praises of the committee; instead, she’s made us out to be a pack of whiny socialites.’

				‘It does mention what good work you’re doing, though, and how much you raise,’ Julian countered.

				‘Balderdash. It says I’m past my prime and should hang up my boots!’

				‘Oh, look, it doesn’t. It even says here that your methods are tried and true. It sounds to me like the journalist is actually on your side.’ He leaned down and plucked up the page in question. ‘Perhaps we should be happy that we got half a page. That’s a huge amount of space. And besides, it’s a great photo of you.’

				The matriarch sniffed and took another look at the paper. ‘Yes, I suppose the photo is adequate,’ she conceded. ‘But that Gemma Bristol had better watch her step, because mark my words, young Julian, her days are numbered. As are yours, my boy – don’t think I’ve forgotten who recommended she join my very exclusive committee.’
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			  Laura locked her camera bag in the boot and stood, looking around the busy Inkerman Street to get her bearings. She figured Mr Wolf, the bar where she was meeting Gemma, was closer to the intersection of Fitzroy Street. Throwing her bag strap over her head to drape the satchel around her body, she set off in that direction. Her hiking boots and khaki canvas pants made light work of the slushy puddles dotted along the footpath.

				Laura was hesitant about meeting Gemma’s friends. She liked Gemma quite a lot. They’d been sharing amusing emails and had had a couple of really deep phone calls where they analysed the trouble with their teens and even touched further on their own personal lives. She felt badly for Gemma being stuck in such a suffocating relationship. Her husband, Stephen, sounded like a right tool. Of course Gemma hadn’t opened up too much, although Laura could certainly read between the lines. She knew a toxic relationship when she saw one. 

				But seeing her the other day in the committee meeting with Dame Frances and all those Melbourne notables really hammered it home that Gemma was in another league altogether to Laura. She didn’t mind being mates with the great Gemma Bristol, who was actually way more down to earth and fun than Laura had first imagined. But she didn’t really need to be entrenched in her social life. She could just imagine what her friends were like. 

				When Gemma had suggested a drink after work to blow off steam from what had been a crazy week for both of them, Laura had agreed. Then she got the text just an hour ago that other people were coming. She could have, should have, pulled the pin. But she didn’t like to let people down at the last minute. 

				Mr Wolf, pizzeria to the fashionista, glowed in the gloomy night and was a welcome haven from the slashing rain. Laura made it into the bar without getting too wet. She flicked out her damp hair and removed her oversized down coat. 

				A flurry of girly giggles from across the room made her cringe. Hearing other females laugh always reminded her of high school, and paranoia that she was the subject of the laughter crept back. Her logic tried to prevail that high school was long gone and that grown-ups didn’t do that but her insecurities kicked her logic in the guts and, as usual, came out on top. 

				She looked in the direction of the merriment and, sure enough, Gemma was sitting with the most ridiculous- looking pair of women she’d ever slapped eyes on. Of all the French-manicured, plastic-coated brides she’d photographed, these two took the cake. Obscured by the metal screen in the middle of the restaurant, Laura made her way down to the rear of the bar to the coat hooks, while keeping one eye on the table. The brunette was like a sharper version of Gemma. Where Gemma’s bob was soft and demure, this woman’s bob was harsh and short, the fringe high above precisely drawn-on eyebrows. Her lips were scarlet and her hair was backcombed in a B-52s kind of way. She wore black on black, including a frilly bra that was framing the pushed-up cleavage. 

				The other one, the one doing all the shrieking, had long streaky blonde hair that spilled all over the place. One tendril was even draped across her glass, for Chrissake. She had white nails so long Laura dreaded the impending handshake. 

				Nope, not going to happen. She picked up her coat as soon as she’d hung it on the hook. Ah, the beauty of the mobile phone. She could text from the door and no one would know she wasn’t stuck in traffic on the other side of town.

				‘There she is. Hey, Laura, over here!’ Gemma called out.

				Shit. Sprung.

				‘Hi, you!’ Laura turned and smiled as best she could and made her way past groovy Cosmopolitan drinkers to the other side of the restaurant cum bar where the trio was sitting. Although she was facing Gemma, Laura was aware of the once-over she was getting from the nasty-looking sort in the corner. She saw her assess her plain brown shoulder-length damp hair, her make-up-free face and recoil at her Busted Tees shirt that said ‘Jesus loves you which is good ’cos everyone else thinks you’re a prick’. They hadn’t exchanged a word and already Laura wanted to smack her. But, then again, she was PMSy so maybe that was why.

				Gemma stood to embrace Laura then turned back to introduce her to the others. ‘Chantelle and Mercedes, this is Laura.’

				The pleasantries complete, Laura walked over to the bar and got herself a Corona. When she returned, Mercedes inclined her head towards Laura’s drink. ‘Beer?’ The derision was clear.

				Laura looked at the bottle in her hand then smiled and spoke as if Mercedes was thick. ‘That’s right, very good. Beeer.’

				Chantelle and Gemma exploded into their glasses with mirth at Mercedes’s sucked-on-a-lemon countenance. 

				‘So, I was just saying to the girls that it’s getting a bit tricky on the committee,’ Gemma said.

				‘How so?’ Laura asked.

				‘That meeting you came to the other day ended quite badly,’ Gemma said. ‘And I feel awful about it. I so desperately want to help. I think they’re doing a great job, but it drives me crazy how they’re stuck in the olden days with their methods.’

				‘Can’t you just tell them how it’s done?’ Laura asked. ‘I would.’ 

				‘God, you sound like him, but nicer,’ Gemma said.

				‘Him? Stephen? Do you mean your husband?’ Laura asked.

				Mercedes jumped in. ‘Yes, and he’s divine. Gemma’s so spoilt, she’s always nitpicking holes in the poor guy. You should see him, though – he looks like Russell Crowe. If he says to put the Dame straight, you should take his advice. He runs a radio station sales department; he knows how to manage a team.’ Mercedes sat back and took a sip from her glass of shiraz.

				Gemma rushed in, ‘It’s not that easy. I have to be so diplomatic. Dame Frances is an institution, as you know, and it’s so difficult not to tread on her toes. And besides, Mercedes, Stephen’s never even met her so he really can’t pass on any kind of advice. The Dame has to be treated with respect. She’s quite the enigma.’

				‘Yeah, you got that right. She frightened the living daylights out of me,’ Laura said. 

				‘Really? You didn’t show it,’ Gemma said. ‘It’s quite tricky. I want to help them out of their rut, but they, or at least Dame Frances, seem determined to stick with the old-school way of doing things.’

				‘Told you that you should have gone with breast cancer,’ Mercedes said. ‘It’s so much more fashionable.’

				‘Yeah, breast cancer, so fashionable. I’m getting a double mastectomy next season to go with my new handbag,’ Laura said.

				Chantelle launched in to defuse the tense moment. ‘So Gemma tells us you’re a photographer,’ she said.

				Mercedes began tapping away on her phone to display her complete disregard of Laura.

				‘Yes, I am actually,’ Laura said.

				‘What do you take photos of?’ Chantelle asked. 

				‘Whatever the paper wants me to, but I seem to have become the official Social Scene snapper, which is just great.’ Her sarcasm wasn’t lost on Chantelle who grinned with Gemma. ‘And I follow little Miss Prissy Priscilla around to cover her column, Priscilla’s Socials.’

				‘You’re the Social Scene photographer for The Age?’ Mercedes looked up from her texting.

				‘Yep,’ Laura said and took a deep swig of her beer.

				‘OMG! Why didn’t you say that? I love Social Scene – I never miss it. I was in it once.’

				‘It must have been a couple of years back. I don’t remember shooting you and I would have remembered it, ’cos I probably would have liked to shoot you,’ Laura said. 

				Mercedes shot Laura a sharp look then continued.

				‘Yes, it was; it was at Madeline Carter’s wedding. Oh, I love that column. I love Priscilla.’

				‘Do you?’ Laura said. ‘Do you know her?’ 

				‘No, I mean I love her work,’ said Mercedes. ‘So you’re a pretty handy friend for Gemma to have, what with the media coverage she needs for her work and all.’

				‘Eh?’ Laura said, and looked at Gemma.

				‘Don’t be stupid, Mercedes,’ Gemma snapped. ‘Laura’s a school mum, not a work colleague, and it’s pretty rude to insinuate I’m using her.’

				‘What?’ Mercedes asked, feigning innocence.

				Chantelle stepped in once more to smooth the way. ‘So I guess you’re not thrilled with your job then, Laura?’ she said. 

				‘No, not really, I find the whole scene unbearably fake and so wasteful, self-indulgent, bitchy . . .’ Laura stopped herself, realising she was potentially treading on the toes of present company. 

				‘Well, watchya want to do instead?’ Chantelle asked. ‘What’s your dream?’ 

				‘I really enjoy portraiture,’ she said.

				‘Oh, like that pic of Dame Frances? That was a brilliant shot,’ Gemma said.

				‘I saw that article,’ Mercedes interjected, excited that there was potentially another hornet’s nest to prod. ‘The Dame must have been furious.’

				‘Oh, nonsense. I am sure that she’s fine with it,’ Gemma said crossly. ‘There’s no such thing as bad publicity. Surely even Dame Frances knows that. Anyway, it was a great shot, Laura. You must have been proud of it.’

				‘Well, yes and no. That kind of thing is always ruined by the portrait subject insisting that I should somehow magically make them look younger and more attractive than they are. I had to keep retaking the pic as the Dame lifted her chin, fussed with her hair, moved into the light, changed frocks. I’m more interested in keeping it real, you know?’

				‘Ooh, yeah,’ Chantelle said. ‘Like what, though? Like Annie Leibovitz?’

				‘No, forget about the famous people. I mean really bringing it down to the grassroots. Keeping it raw. I prefer shooting everyday people. They’re just so unaffected, so genuine. Every line, mark and shadow on their faces tells a thousand tales. It’s wonderful stuff. In fact, I’m currently working on an exhibition.’

				‘Are you?’ Gemma exclaimed. ‘That’s wonderful. Where are you showing?’

				‘Easy, tiger, I haven’t got that far. I’m just at the stage of putting it together. It’s actually the street kids I’m doing at the moment. I might do the oldies next time. But in the faces of those kids there’s sometimes an inner glow of hope, beneath the layers of despair – the kids who still believe that their life will turn out okay. And you wouldn’t believe what a kick they get out of posing for me too. It’s worth doing it just for that. They don’t try to pretend to be better than they are; what you see is what you get. Some are shy, or don’t think they’re worth photographing. But it’s great to see how they can come to life for those few minutes under the attention of the lens. It’s so sad; I guess it’s the only positive attention some of them get.’

				The table grew quiet, each person introspective, thinking their own thoughts. 

				‘That’s amazing, Laura,’ Gemma eventually said. ‘You’re so inspiring.’

				‘Wow,’ Chantelle said, ‘I wish I had that talent.’

				‘Oh, my,’ Mercedes finally said, looking down at her feet, ‘I really need new boots.’

			

	

	
		
			
				[image: 20]

			  Again the same meeting, talking about the same nonsense, wasting the same valuable time. 

				Gemma stared out the window at the treetops bending in the gale that was blowing through the park. Bobbi Robertson-Black was going on and on about every tiny detail of the Fashion Luncheon. Gemma couldn’t work out why Bobbi felt it necessary to waste their time outlining each waiter’s responsibilities, every catering morsel. Earlier, she’d had to talk through her floral art contribution with the same minutiae. 

				The Dame was scratching away in her notebook, looking most uninterested. 

				‘And that’s about it,’ Bobbi concluded. Finished at last. 

				‘Third prize?’ the Dame asked, without looking up. 

				‘Pardon?’ Bobbi said.

				‘You’ve mentioned only nine of the ten prizes. I believe it was third you skipped. Didn’t we have something for third?’

				‘Oh, no.’ Bobbi looked through her list. ‘I don’t think that’s been organised.’

				‘It has. Julian, what’s third prize? It’s a handbag, I think.’ Dame Frances flicked a finger at Julian who flipped through his notes. 

				‘Oh, yes,’ he said, ‘here it is. Therese is getting us a wee Louis wristlet.’

				‘Louis Vuitton, get it on the program,’ Dame Frances said.

				Gemma shook her head in amazement. The woman indeed had a mind like a steel trap.

				‘Now, this Saturday is the Fashion Luncheon hand-addressing working bee. Please bring your fountain pens. Julian will have the invitations from the printer and my special gilt-lined envelopes at the ready. It should only take a few hours. I expect you all to be in attendance.’ 

				‘Oh, Dame Frances, I can’t possibly attend. I have to spend time with my family – I’ve hardly seen them all week,’ Gemma protested.

				‘Is that so? Well, it doesn’t take long for water to find its own level. Hmmm?’ Dame Frances said. ‘What happened to that pretty speech you gave me during our initial phone conversation about wanting to make a difference, about how no matter how much work it took you’d be willing to pitch in?’

				‘But, Dame Frances, this is such a waste of time and money.’

				Dame Frances snorted. 

				‘Gemma, first of all, it’s the done thing to send a handwritten invitation. I would never attend a function if the invitation were to arrive in the mail as a factory-machined missive. It’s what this calibre of people expect and it’s a small price to pay given how much money they invest in us every year.’

				‘But, Dame Frances, you can use a font to look identical to calligraphy. Here, look.’ Gemma pushed over one of the gilt envelopes with a generic address in blue antique writing she’d prepared on her Mac the night before. 

				‘Oh, well, this is quite good, isn’t it?’ Dame Frances looked at it briefly. ‘But still, it’s not our way.’ She thrust the envelope back.

				Gemma’s temper flared. The old bag was just being difficult for the sake of it. She’d liked her envelope immediately. And now she was rejecting it? Gemma tried again.

				‘But it saves time and money. There are so many ways where you can make this system run more efficiently, Dame Frances. It’s completely mad, the way you sit here and command these women to do your bidding when they surely know this system of yours is outdated too.’ The rest of the committee busied themselves in their handbags to avoid the firing line.

				Gemma felt trapped in her chair. She felt the familiar tightness in her chest. She stood to make her point. ‘Look, Dame Frances, I run these kinds of events all the time. I wish I could just show you the process and how easy it is. I see that it puts you under pressure. I see that you are finding each event harder and harder as you’re getting on in years. I genuinely do want to help. I want to make life easier for you. Please let me. I could do this kind of function with my hands tied behind my back.’

				Gemma had mentioned Dame Frances’s ageing. The room temperature dropped several degrees. Dame Frances took her glasses off and clenched and unclenched her fists. She glared at Gemma. All of a sudden, Gemma felt like she’d crossed an unseen line. 

				Dame Frances took in a deep breath; the exhalation was jagged. ‘How dare you, Gemma Bristol? You come in here all bravado and pushy, you barge in trying to change our ways. If you want to help, you can – by getting out of here. Do your own function if you’re such an expert. Go ahead. You will not have a hope. Nobody has ever held a function, of any importance, on the same night as me and not been humiliated.’ The Dame was standing as well now; her voice was reaching shrill, vibrato levels. 

				Gemma laughed. ‘Oh, Dame Frances, of course I could hold a function on the same night as you. It’s a big city and I’m very skilled at my job.’ Her voice dropped. ‘I do believe you underestimate me, which has been our problem the whole time. I could do it.’

				‘You think you can beat me, my gal? Well, I’d like to see you try. You want to give back? I challenge you to a duel. I will prove who is the undisputed leader of the charity world. I will prove to you that traditional systems far outweigh your impersonal modern rubbish. I challenge you to hold a Chocolate Ball on the same night!’

				Gemma, pushing the chair backwards, had had enough of this bullshit. ‘Oh, you’re on, Dame Frances. I will show you and your committee that you’ve got to move with the times to stay ahead.’

				Gemma picked up her coat and umbrella and left the room. 

				It was awkward standing in the foyer for the brief minute while she waited for the elevator but she soon stepped in, her heart hammering as the doors closed on the ridiculous embarrassing scene. 

				Stupid old bat. She had had respect for the old broad until that stupid childish carry-on. A charity challenge? The more she thought about what had just happened upstairs, the angrier she got. A challenge. A goddamn fucking challenge! Nobody tells Gemma Bristol they will beat her. Ever since her schooldays Gemma’s Achilles heel had always been a dare, a challenge, a bet. Should anybody, be it a teacher or schoolfriend, or later in her working life, a colleague, dare utter the words, ‘I challenge you,’ Gemma’s inner beast would uncoil ready for a fight.

				A therapist once suggested to her that this personality trait stemmed from having a father who, in his well-intentioned way, would constantly tell her she couldn’t do things for herself. Instead of letting her learn to tie her shoelaces, her dad would do it for her, telling her she was too slow. At primary school Gemma would attempt a school project and he’d muscle her aside, taking over the intricacies of the volcano’s papier-mâché mechanics. Even when she was a young adult, he would chuckle at her efforts at getting a job and say that she’d need his help. Sure enough it was his middle-management boys’ club that secured her the interview at IQPR. Yet no matter how often she’d tell him she got the job on her own merit, he’d remind her of his role. 

				He was very controlling, and even though he lived two states away in Broadbeach, it was not far away enough for her liking. But those demons unleashed her inner fury now. That woman! That awful, rude, ungrateful woman, with no management style to speak of, no idea how to handle people or systems, had challenged her. She dared to say that Gemma Bristol couldn’t host a piddly little function. Well, she was about to be shown a thing or two.

				Gemma screeched out of her car space and tore off down St Kilda Road, her mind racing.
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			  When Gemma arrived home that night she was still shaking with the enormity of what had taken place at Dame Frances’s penthouse that morning. Sacked from the UP- Kids Special Fundraising Committee. Challenged! Publicly! How embarrassing!

				She sat in the garage trying to still her breathing. What was happening? Everything was spinning out of control. She had so much going on. It was no wonder her personal life had deconstructed edges. It was no wonder Tyler was lost and confused. 

				She was later home than usual because she’d had so much to catch up on in the office, thanks to wasting her time with socialites who couldn’t choose between taupe or white tablecloths. What had she been thinking, joining them? But now she could at least do the event her way. It would be bigger than Sydney’s Cointreau Ball, bigger than anything Melbourne had ever seen. She would show the Dame how fundraising was done. 

				She barely made it in the door, she was so exhausted. She kicked off her pumps, put her satchel next to them and limped into the kitchen. Tyler was slumped on the couch texting vigorously on his phone. 

				‘Hello, my darling boy. How are you?’ She brightened up at the sight of him. So tall and lean and lanky. He was such a praying mantis. Surely it must hurt his bones as they stretched out in such rapid growth. 

				‘Hi, Mum,’ Tyler said, but didn’t put down his phone.

				‘It’s eight o’clock. Have you eaten?’ Gemma asked. She went to the fridge to find the chicken cacciatore she made last night for tonight’s dinner had been left untouched. 

				‘Yeah, a bit. Last night’s pizza.’

				‘Do you want some chicken?’ she asked, getting out bowls to dish up.

				‘Nah.’

				Stephen walked in the room. ‘Oh, you’re home,’ he said with little enthusiasm. 

				‘Yep.’ She wasn’t in the mood for faux niceties, but she sucked it up and tried anyway. ‘How was your day?’

				‘Shit. We lost the Wacky Wally account to 3GB.’ 

				‘Oh, bugger,’ Gemma said, ‘that was quite a big one.’ 

				‘Sure was, and it wasn’t my fault, either,’ Stephen said as he poured himself a large glass of merlot. ‘The new chick didn’t know how to handle the client. She might look hot in a business suit but she has no fucking idea.’

				‘Stephen!’ She indicated their son on the couch in earshot.

				‘He fucking swears – don’t you, mate, eh, eh?’ He jollied his son along as though they were pals. Naturally Tyler rolled his eyes and shifted his position so his back was towards his father.

				‘Well, I had a horrible day too.’ Gemma picked up the bottle and poured herself a somewhat smaller glass of wine. ‘Do you want chicken?’ 

				‘Yes! I’m starving,’ Stephen said. 

				She ignored the fact that he could have zapped his own dinner when he’d wanted it and put two cling-wrap-covered cacciatore dishes into the microwave. 

				‘I got sacked from the UP-Kids Special Fundraising Committee.’

				‘Oh, well that’s good,’ Stephen said.

				‘Good? How’s being sacked good?’ Gemma asked with hands on hips.

				‘It was bullshit, you running around giving your time to that bunch of tossers. It ate too much into family time. I’m glad. Now you can concentrate on home for a change.’

				‘Stephen, I’ll have you know I’m taking on my own Chocolate Ball in competition with Dame Frances. She challenged me to a duel.’ It sounded quite immature when she said it out loud.

				‘You versing the great Dame? You don’t have a hope in hell. She’s a legend at fundraising. Why do you even think you could compete with her?’ Stephen chuckled into his glass. 

				‘Because it’s what I do. I’m a function manager – I organise high-end events. It’s my job.’ 

				‘Oh, big deal. It’s more than holding a function, you know; it’s fundraising. That’s different. You don’t have the Dame’s iron-clad network of loaded philanthropists desperate to throw money at you in exchange for social standing.’

				‘It’s so much more than that. What would you know anyway? You couldn’t organise a root in a brothel.’

				‘Yeah, well, I beg to differ.’ He gave an infuriating, insinuating wink. ‘Give it up, Gemma, before you fail.’

				‘I’m not going to fail!’ she yelled at him. Her fatigue was killing any attempts at creating a peaceful home environment. 

				His smarmy smile was his only comeback.

				‘You’re such an arsehole,’ she hissed.

				Tyler shoved himself off the couch, pushed his phone into his pocket and, picking up his jacket from the back of the dining chair, headed down the hall. ‘This is so fucked,’ were the last words the couple heard before the slam of the front door.

				Gemma turned back and glared at Stephen.

				‘Hey, it’s not my fault,’ he said.
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			  Charity Challenge

				By Priscilla Simcoe

				Priscilla’s Socials, The Age

				In what could only be described as a do-gooder duel, charity queens Dame Frances Davenport and Ms Gemma Bristol have declared war. Priscilla Simcoe has the scoop. 

				It hasn’t been smooth sailing, as readers of this column will already know, after the recent appointment of PR guru Gemma Bristol to the UP-Kids Special Fundraising Committee. 

				Ms Bristol and Dame Frances have been at it hammer and tongs as neither will concede the other is conducting the important business of fundraising correctly. 

				A recent fracas left the committee weak at the knees with Dame Frances stating it was her way or the highway, while Ms Bristol declared her tech-savvy to be crucial to the success of the cause.

				However, in a new development, tempers flared and name-calling replaced name-dropping, and the committee split at the seams when Ms Bristol was declared unfit to continue as a member of the elite squad. Dame Frances challenged the young gal about town, Gemma Bristol, to a duel. The famous Chocolate Ball, traditionally held in early December, will go ahead with the Dame at the helm but with a twist. Gemma Bristol is also to hold a Chocolate Ball in direct competition with Melbourne’s grande dame and on the very same night. The spoils of war will go to the philanthropist who earns the richest purse at the end of the night. 

				May the best Lady Bountiful be victorious. 
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			  The sky outside Gemma’s office window was deceptive in its blueness. She knew it was camouflaging what was actually a bitter, cold Melbourne day. 

				Gemma used to be so in control of her life and now look at it. It was a shambles. Everywhere she turned each once well-ordered pigeonhole was a catastrophe. Work was difficult while she was heading up the office, but if she could only focus she’d be able to get stuck in and quite enjoy it. But distractions left, right and centre were threatening to unravel what had once been the most solid part of her life. 

				Her marriage was a sham. What she’d originally taken for confidence and charm in Stephen had evolved into insecurities and bullishness. Or maybe for the first time she was just seeing him for what he had always been. Her friends liked him – he could be so charming around others – but she’d seen him treat his staff with such rudeness. She knew she wasn’t taking him for granted, as Mercedes so often suggested. Stephen had a cruel streak and it worried her. Was there really any point in continuing with the relationship?

				And then there was Tyler. Just when she thought she’d gotten through to him, something would set him off and he’d put up the wall of indifference again. She would give anything to turn back the clock to when he was ten. 

				The thought of putting on a huge function and challenging Dame Frances gave her the absolute willies. She was never nervous about an event but this was different. Going publicly head-to-head with such a highly revered woman was just ludicrous. And, as much as Gemma wanted to win, she certainly didn’t want to do it at the Dame’s expense. She didn’t want to embarrass herself or Dame Frances. 

				It wasn’t about beating the Dame or making her look foolish; it was about proving a point that the times had changed and there was no future for anyone who didn’t move with them. Deep down she also wanted a little bit of revenge for being sacked from the committee for doing nothing more than what she was paid a generous salary to do on a daily basis: to be at the cutting edge of the modern age and generate interest in a product in the most effective way possible. And she got fired for that. How dare the Dame fire her?

				A new-found surge of enthusiasm for the project welled. She’d show them how it’s done. And, besides, raising hundreds of thousands for such a good cause was a perfect way to feel in control again. To give something back and really make a difference. She was determined to pull her life back on track and this event was going to be the catalyst.

				Gemma spun her chair from the window back to her desk and looked at the clock. She pulled her hairbrush out of her bottom drawer and gave her bob a few quick strokes. Then she checked her face in a mirror and reached for her Prada make-up purse. She applied a sprinkle of bronzer and then swiped her lips with her Rouge Dior Blossom lipstick. As she applied the fresh coat, she chastised herself for going to an effort to groom herself before what was a standard Skype call, but with communications so visual nowadays, one needed to look one’s best. Besides, it was Peter Blakely she was calling. 

				She walked over to her office door, closed it, adjusted the scoop neck of her silk Moschino top and sat at her desk. She looked behind her at the background the camera was about to witness. The flowers were looking a bit sad, she decided, shoving them out of the sightline of the webcam and replacing them with an empty Kosta Boda vase and her copy of Strunk and White.

				She clicked on the Skype icon and waited for the video to appear with an expectant half-smile on her face.

				‘Gemma,’ Peter’s voice came through before the video hooked up, ‘you look great.’

				‘Hi, Peter. I can’t see you yet – oh, there you are.’ Her half-smile broadened into a full one. He’s the one who looks great, she thought. 

				‘It’s good to see you,’ Peter said and leaned forward into the webcam.

				‘You too, Peter. How goes it?’ she asked.

				‘Oh, you know, same ol’ same ol’. You?’

				‘Frantic. You got any news on the Melbourne CEO?’ 

				‘Well, yes, I do have a bit more on that front. But I’ll fill you in later this week. Actually, I need you in New York again very soon.’ 

				She sighed inwardly. It was once a thrill to sit on a plane for twenty-two hours each way for a face-to-face meeting in the world’s most glamorous city, but she was beginning to find the travel a little bit tedious. Especially as it ate into so many other priorities in her life.

				‘So, what did you want to speak to me about?’ Peter asked. 

				‘I’ve been presented with an opportunity,’ Gemma began. 

				‘Oh, yes,’ he grinned. She grinned in return. They were both PR masters. Gemma had what a layman would call a problem, and ‘opportunity’ was the spin the PR industry usually placed on it.

				She continued, ‘And I thought it would be a great chance to share.’

				‘Oh, really, so it’s a case of “an opportunity shared is an opportunity halved”?’

				‘Yes, something like that,’ she laughed. ‘In Melbourne, we recently gave up our pro bono client, because we discovered it had links to people smuggling.’

				‘Oh, jeez, ya gotta hate that,’ he said.

				‘Yeah, it’s hard to find good charitable institutions these days,’ she said. ‘So I’ve stumbled across this great charity, a local mob raising money for street kids. It’s been around for decades, has an excellent reputation and one hundred per cent of profits go to the cause, so I can vouch for the authenticity . . . Anyway, our intent is to hold a big function to raise money for them.’

				‘Well, it’s your call, Gemma: you’re the acting head.’

				‘Yes, I guess you’re right. I just wanted to get your advice, really. Do I need to run it by Dirk Ciepielewski at HQ?’

				‘You know IQPR procedure when it comes to our charitable budget; you get one per cent of the company’s net profit to spend. And if you can pull it off, and I’m sure you can, it will look pretty damn good at the next management meeting in January.’

				She leaned back in her chair. ‘God, I hope you guys have found a CEO by then. I sure hope I’m not acting head by January.’

				‘Oh, they’re working on it, don’t you worry about that. Have you crunched the numbers?’

				‘Of course, presuming we get a lot of the cost base donated by sponsors, then conservatively I’m looking at $300,000 profit. But up to $500,000.’

				‘Wow,’ he said, ‘that’s fairly impressive. How did this all come about anyway?’ He cocked his head to one side and loosened his tie.

				She took in a deep breath and told him the whole story about the grande dame of the fundraising scene and the embarrassing conclusion of her brief stint on the committee with the ridiculous duel being set.

				Peter Blakely laughed out loud. He could hardly contain his mirth. ‘You’re kidding; you’re in a high-profile charity face-off?’

				‘Yes, I know, it’s completely mad.’

				‘It’s brilliant. Imagine the publicity that will come from it. Oh, trust you, this isn’t just a function; it’s media fodder gold!’ He laughed again, slapping his thigh.

				‘Yes, it’s hilarious,’ she said drily. ‘I can’t believe I’m in this situation, but I’m determined to pull it off and bring some serious money to this wonderful cause. Honestly, how I get myself into these things, I’m such a doofus.’

				‘You’re not; you’re perfect. And listen, I want to help you out however I can, too. You just let me know. Have you got a good team?’

				‘Yes, I will be putting in a lot of voluntary overtime and I have a pretty good committee.’ She grimaced on the inside as she thought of Mercedes and Chantelle. 

				‘Well, I’m here for you whenever you want an ear.’

				‘Thanks so much, Peter. That means a lot to me.’ She smiled. It felt good to be supported.

				‘No problem whatsoever – or as you Aussies would say, no worries, mate. Listen, I’ve got a meeting. Talk soon, ’kay?’

				‘Thanks, Peter. Bye.’ They signed off. She was still smiling as she thought back over the conversation. Peter Blakely thought she was perfect.
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			  The limo coasted up the gravel driveway. It was a blowy spring day but the rain was holding off. Dame Frances was feeling quite pleased with her new aubergine Escada suit and the fact that she continued to maintain her size-fourteen figure. 

				She’d been through the running list en route with Julian and all seemed to be in place for the Fashion Luncheon at William Robertson’s family compound. The white two-storey mansion was gleaming. Pillars stretched from the generous front verandah to the slate roof.

				The car pulled over to wait for a white Lexus to disembark. Dame Frances craned to see who it was. Oh, thank the powers that be. It’s Lillian Frank. She smiled in relief. It was now officially a success before it had even started.

				‘It’s a shame Miranda Winkle couldn’t make it,’ she said to Julian. ‘I almost thought that was her.’

				‘Yes, she’s busy, I believe,’ Julian replied.

				‘She hasn’t come to many functions lately, has she?’ Dame Frances said.

				‘I guess not.’

				‘Did we end up selling all the tickets?’ she asked, although she knew the answer.

				‘Not quite, but we do have 140 guests, so that’s good.’ 

				One-forty. ‘Sixty short,’ she murmured. ‘Julian, that function I was invited to – the new fragrance at David Jones – have you replied?’

				‘I was about to send your “no, thank you” this afternoon.’

				‘I’ll go,’ she said.

				‘Really?’ he asked. ‘Isn’t it beneath you? You don’t usually go to small product launches. Don’t you want to retain your high standing?’

				‘I haven’t been invited to many things lately. I have to keep my face out there, Julian, I have to keep my profile up. Besides, there will be cameras at the function, won’t there?’

				‘Yes, Dame Frances,’ Julian started packing up his notes and slipping them into his satchel as their limo pulled up to the door. ‘Their PR has just updated me. There will be cameras.’

				‘Well, that’s all right then.’ 

				Enormous urns of greenery flanked the large timber stained-glass door. A red-coated valet leaped to open the rear door so Dame Frances could alight. Her silver dragon-headed cane emerged first followed by her two black leather low-heeled pumps simultaneously. Just how a lady should exit a vehicle. 

				Julian rushed around from his side in order to escort her. ‘Well, Julian, we’re on,’ she announced. 

				Twin staircases encircled the vast marble foyer that was milling with well-dressed women of a certain age. A huge Ming vase was in the centre of the space bursting with foliage and long stems of Asian flowers thrust forwards, reaching for the eighty-globe crystal chandelier that draped from the ceiling two storeys above. 

				The pre-luncheon reception was being held in the circular space. The hubbub of female voices was high-pitched with laughter and gossip. Bobbi Robertson-Black, as the hostess of the venue, stood sentry at the entrance and immediately greeted Dame Frances. 

				‘Dame Frances, you look amazing,’ she exclaimed and kissed the air a few millimetres from Dame Frances’s proffered powdered cheek. 

				‘Thank you,’ Dame Frances replied. ‘Is everyone here?’

				‘Yes, I believe so, we’re about to move into the ballroom.’

				‘Where’s The Age? That upstart Priscilla Simcoe isn’t here, is she? I want a word with her, the little minx. Where is she getting her information from?’

				‘I honestly don’t know, Dame Frances. It’s quite disturbing. And no, she’s not here. Priscilla was originally invited, of course, but Julian informed her that she wasn’t to come, didn’t you, Julian?’ Bobbi said, her voice high with nerves.

				‘I most certainly did,’ Julian assured the women. ‘I just hope this slight doesn’t cause further malice in the social pages.’

				‘She can’t write about something she’s not at,’ Dame Frances said. ‘So, what media is here?’ She looked around the room for the telltale flash of cameras.

				‘Well, without Priscilla there’s not much social media left,’ Julian explained. ‘It’s not really newsworthy enough for the regular media to be interested.’

				‘Not newsworthy enough,’ the Dame turned her Medusa stare onto Julian. ‘Not newsworthy enough? How can you say that? We are announcing the Chocolate Charity Challenge today. How can that not be news? Did you send the box of chocolates and my handwritten note to the editor of The Australian?’

				‘Yes, Dame Frances, of course. They just don’t go in for this sort of thing.’ 

				Dame Frances snorted her distaste of a newspaper that didn’t understand her importance.

				The ballroom was to their right. At that moment the enormous concertina doors were pulled back by the waiting staff to reveal a resplendent room awash with spring blooms (Gemma hadn’t been churlish enough to pull her donation after her sacking), the tablecloths a soft beige. 

				‘Excellent decision on the tablecloth colour,’ Dame Frances said, taking in the scene. The gilt, carved-back chairs matched the gold-etched presentation plates. Randomly placed multicoloured table napkins in fuchsia, yellow, jade and cyan enhanced the brightness of the spring blossoms. 

				As the crowd flowed through into the ballroom, many women stopped to greet the Dame. 

				‘You look fabulous,’ ‘Great room,’ ‘Lovely work,’ ‘You’ve done it again’ – the soothing accolades were like balm on Dame Frances’s tender nerves. This was what she lived for. To see her guests enjoying themselves, admiring months of hard work and spending their prolific bucks on the charity made her feel at peace. 

				Dame Frances, as usual, had personally selected the luncheon menu: prawn cocktail for entree, followed by beef Wellington, then finally crème caramel. She considered each dish as it was presented to her. Was it old-fashioned, perhaps? The dishes weren’t on the menu when she’d had the meeting with the caterer. But they’d been happy to comply with her wishes. They had actually recommended salmon but every time she had salmon nowadays it was barely cooked and she had to send it back. Imagine the kitchen here having 140 salmon dishes sent back. And they’d wanted to serve an Asian soup. First of all it would be too spicy, and soup is never hot enough, especially at a large function like this, so she’d nixed that as well. 

				Besides, she had to admit she didn’t quite understand the rest of the menus she’d perused: ceviche, san choi bao, grissini . . . When did everything become so ethnic? When Monty was alive, she’d baked on the nights they would stay in – she had always been able to hold her own in the kitchen, knew her way around a lamb shank or a cauliflower cheese – but since he passed twenty years ago, she only made herself a simple meal of an evening and it would seem the culinary world had passed her by. She wondered what Gemma would have said if she’d been at the menu meeting. She probably would have argued and they’d be sitting here faced with a cold grilled baby octopus. She shuddered. 

				‘Everything okay, Dame Frances?’ Julian came over from his table at the back of the room. It was a tricky set-up. Dame Frances insisted that he be by her side but also insisted that she be at the top table, which obviously needed to have only the top guests placed at it, so he tended to spend the events running back and forth the entire room’s length.

				‘Yes, how’s the running sheet?’ She put her spectacles on her nose and looked at Julian’s notes. ‘Right, it’s time in five minutes for me to speak?’

				‘That’s right, Dame Frances, I’ve checked with the sound guy and he’s ready for you.’

				Dame Frances rose and made her way down the room keeping to the left of the long catwalk, feeling secure that should she trip, she would be able to grab hold of the stage. Reaching the end of the room, she laboured up the four steps to the podium. No handrail. Ridiculous. She looked out at the room. She should have had Julian introduce her and settle this mob down. It was an impossible task to get a gaggle of women to shut up. They squawked and carried on as if they hadn’t had a conversation in months.

				Julian saw her concern and was by her side in a flash. ‘Shall I?’ he asked.

				‘Please,’ she said, ‘I don’t have it in me.’

				‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ Julian began to no avail. It was as if the six strategically placed speakers weren’t operating, for all the good they were doing. The sound technician turned up the volume.

				‘Ladies and gentlemen, if you please, may I have your attention?’

				The nattering and socialising seemed, if anything, to get louder. No one was interested in halting the fascinating conversations they were having about themselves. 

				Dame Frances got irritated which, in turn, gave her an idea. ‘For heaven’s sake, give it to me.’ She shouldered Julian away from the mic and said two simple words into it: ‘Door prize.’

				It was as if she had just come on stage in a gimp mask. The room instantly became silent. 

				‘Thank you for your attention, ladies and, of course, gentlemen. Hello, Simons.’ She wriggled her fingers at the only men in the room, the caterers, Simon and Simon. Julian, of course, didn’t count. The women duly laughed. ‘Before drawing the door prize, I have a few things I need to say.’ Polite smiles were affixed upon faces as they waited for the opportunity to win stuff. 

				The Dame knew how crucial it was to highlight her generous sponsors in order to keep them on side for next time. Also her high-profile guests needed to be mentioned, but which order to introduce them in? It was a prickly minefield of egos and loyalties. 

				Dame Frances then outlined the fashion designers they were about to see with special mention of those designers that were giving away the outfits in the raffle to be held later that day. She could sense the natives were getting restless as the whispers were starting up. Did they really think she couldn’t see them from this vantage point muttering to each other? And did they really think a menu held in front of a gossiping lipsticked mouth was going to hide it? She made a mental note to place the whisperers at the back of the room next time. 

				Eventually Dame Frances handed over to a representative of UP-Kids who spoke for ten minutes about the great work UP-Kids was doing, about the plight of the underprivileged children in Melbourne and about how important the contributions from Dame Frances’s UP-Kids Special Fundraising Committee were. 

				He had wanted to do a PowerPoint presentation to show the audience some images and video so they could get a sense of just how important the work was. But Dame Frances had pooh-poohed the idea as unnecessary bells and whistles, fearing that a ‘slide show’ would be boring and the AV requirements too complicated. 

				Finally she got her microphone back. ‘I especially need to thank all of you here who are devoted to this very important cause. Without you, my loyal supporters, UP-Kids Special Fundraising Committee wouldn’t be able to support such a worthy cause. 

				‘And now, I have a particularly important announcement to make.’ The rustles stilled and the women listened expectantly as it sounded like a scoop of gossip was about to be dropped.

				‘You’re lucky to be the first ones to hear that today I open ticket sales of the annual Chocolate Ball.’ The sense of disappointment in the room was felt even by Dame Frances. She hurried on in order to keep their interest. ‘This year, it is called the Rum Ball, and we will have a very special entertainment spectacular and many distinguished special guests. You’re able to buy tickets before they officially go on sale, so don’t wait as it’s sure to be a sellout.’ A smattering of applause followed Dame Frances’s announcement. ‘And to spice things up, ladies, this year’s ball is to have an unusual edge. We’ve entered into a challenge. It’s a friendly little competition between PR professional Gemma Bristol, who recently chose to leave our committee, and myself. Gemma will be holding a wee function on the same night as a bit of a lark.’ The women murmured; this sounded interesting. ‘Of course, I know you’re all my faithful followers and you won’t be enticed to the other side, as it were.’ The women laughed – as if they would dare. ‘So here’s to healthy competition!’ she concluded. 

				She swiftly moved on to what they were so eager to hear. ‘Now the winner of the door prize. A hamper of goodies from L’Occitane goes to table twelve, seat seven.’ A loud cheer went up from the table as the lucky winner stood to gracefully accept her prize that was ferried over by Julian. 

				‘And now, ladies and . . . gentlemen,’ she wiggled her fingers at Simon and Simon again to repeat her earlier gag and received a similar rustle of laughter, ‘please welcome Melbourne’s finest designers with Spring/Summer 2011.’ She left the stage and made her way back to her seat as the house lights came down and the spotlights illuminated the first foal-like teenager on stage wrapped in a sarong and bathing suit.

				*

				After many congratulations and accolades Dame Frances and Julian took their leave. The limo slid down the drive away from the last straggling guests. She turned to Julian. ‘Well, what do you think?’

				‘As wonderful as always, Dame Frances. Just remarkable.’

				Dame Frances snorted and looked back out at the dim Melbourne afternoon, hardly seeing the busy Malvern Road shoppers racing in for last-minute dinner needs at the various pret-a-manger stores in the famous shopping precinct. 

				‘Not as many as I’d hoped for.’

				‘Well, no, but everyone’s so busy.’

				‘Too busy for me?’ Dame Frances snapped. 

				‘I’m sorry, Dame Frances?’ 

				‘Too busy for me? That’s a first. There was a time when I’d just whisper about an event and it was sold out before we’d even printed the invitation.’ Her voice became unusually gentle. ‘I think it’s coming to an end, Julian.’ She took off her spectacles and rubbed her eyes then turned her rheumy gaze to her faithful companion.

				‘Dame Frances, what do you mean?’ Julian was floored. He’d never heard Dame Frances speak in such a defeatist way before.

				‘Oh, all this nonsense with young Gemma Bristol, it’s got me thinking. I’m at the winter of my life, Julian. It’s all over. I don’t get invited to any of the big shindigs anymore; after all, who’d want a has-been like me? I’m old, Julian, and there’s no respect for the aged. I was once a force to be reckoned with. By now I’d be having four different outfits made for the twenty different marquees at the Melbourne Spring Racing Carnival. How many invitations have we received?’

				‘Well, it’s still early,’ Julian ventured. 

				‘Nonsense. What’s wrong with them?’ Her hands fluttered up then fell back onto her lap. She dropped her head back onto the headrest.

				‘It’s not what’s wrong with them. It’s me. Of course they want the latest moppet from Home and Away at their marquee and beautiful cocktail parties. Never mind those bimbos haven’t contributed anything to this town but some mind-numbing entertainment. But they’re young and beautiful, and it’s what the world wants. The only oldies they want are superstars – like the time Liza Minelli was flown out for the Carnival.’

				‘But, Dame Frances, last year you were invited to judge Fashions on the Field.’

				‘The final day, Julian; the children, that’s all. There was barely a network camera to be seen. I invested an hour in an interview with an upstart doing a project for Film and Television School, but I had no choice. I was so embarrassed to be the only person there being passed by. I posed when one photographer came up, but he simply came to ask me to stand back so he could take a photo of some wee hobo with horrible hair and a suit coat three sizes too small – I had no idea who he was.’

				‘Justin Bieber?’ 

				‘Yes, that’s the one. It’s time, Julian. It’s time to hang up my tiara. I have such a fear of the spotlight fading to black. I may as well just pull the cord.’

				‘Oh, Dame Frances,’ Julian said, his eyes welling with tears to think he was witnessing the end of the great reign of Dame Frances Davenport.

				‘Besides, I’ve been thinking about the grandchildren. Perhaps I’ll move to Noosa and be closer to them; Brisbane’s just too far away for me to see them from here.’

				‘Well, Dame Frances, if that’s what you want to do, I’ll help you with the move. But I’ll miss you so much.’ His voice cracked.

				The Dame snapped back into her regular style at this ridiculous show of emotion. ‘Oh, for goodness sake, pull yourself together. I’m not going next week. We’ve got the rest of the year. And don’t forget we have the Rum Ball to show all of Melbourne that I’m still a force to be reckoned with. It will be my farewell, my coup de grâce. In fact,’ she was winding up now, ‘we are going to take that event and make it bigger and better than anything this city’s seen. It will be superb. Enormous, massive.’ Her aggressive, fiery words stopped and a glimmer of a wink was in her eye as she turned back to look at him. ‘Julian, we’re going to grab that ball by its balls.’ 
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			  Gemma’s navy Audi A5 weaved through the backstreets making its way home practically on autopilot. The penance for leaving work early was the peak-hour traffic but Gemma had a back route that managed to keep her off many of the main roads. It was about twice as long but worth it as she was able to miss the lights and the stop and start of the city’s end-of-day commuters. And she most certainly didn’t have the patience for it tonight.

				She was as wound up as a cheap watch. She needed to get home to Tyler as he had a huge geography assignment due and she’d been witnessing, over the past weeks, the lack of progress and, although she wouldn’t do it for him, she could at least be the cheer squad, bringing him snacks and enquiring as to its progress. 

				When she’d heard which area Tyler had been assigned to study, it had made her smile. He had been given the geology of the Great Lakes of North America and the one thing he’d learned so far was that the majority of the lakes were in Canada. Which, of course made her think of Peter Blakely. 

				Peter had called today to follow up on their Skype call. They’d had a great chat. Such a hoot. They’d laughed about stupid work antics on either side of the equator, and she’d had him in fits over the social pieces appearing by gossip columnist Priscilla Simcoe. He was so supportive and kind. She’d forgotten just how good it felt having a man listen, really listen, to her and actually enjoy it. She’d been hesitant at first, fearful that her fluffy stories would bore him, but he never failed to amaze her by his insistence that she continue with her complaints or tales. Then the bugger confirmed he needed her in New York again. Blast! It was apparently about the CEO position. He’d hinted that she was going to be asked to meet the successful applicant. 

				The thought of packing and heading off to the other side of the world during this frantic time left her breathless. She felt tears prickle in panic. She flicked them aside. Naturally, thinking of Peter Blakely led her to thinking about Stephen. She obviously couldn’t, shouldn’t and wouldn’t be attracted to Peter. It wasn’t even an issue. She was married, for God’s sake. Married. Once, that had been a word associated with blissful futures, barbecues with other couples, Saturday evenings spent at home, peaceful movie nights. Why did the word now conjure up an image of prison bars? 

				She looked at her two gold bangles. She wore one on each wrist. The first one she’d ordered when Stephen had slung her some cash and suggested she go and buy something pretty for herself to mark their engagement. Then the second was on their honeymoon and she’d been amazed to find an exact replica bangle in Switzerland so she had bought it to celebrate their wedding. She’d found it poignant at the time. Romantic. Now she looked at the bangles and thought that with just one gold chain linking the two, she’d have herself a pretty set of handcuffs. 

				She considered the Friday night at home she was driving towards. She felt a little choked, a little scared. It would be eggshells, veiled threats, innuendos and just plain difficult. She wasn’t looking forward to it.

				She knew that a strong marriage was based on good communication, shared interests and, most importantly, compromise. She’d read the books over the years, she’d spoken to experts. She felt like she’d failed. She’d tried, she really had. 

				She was an expert on relationships now. Those of others, that is. Should a difficult colleague partnership rear its ugly head in the office, Gemma was the first one to mediate and help the pair through it. She would explain that they needed to work with each other so tolerance and understanding could be reached and that while personality clashes were completely normal and a part of life, respect would override disharmony. She’d also been extremely good at nipping ill feeling in the bud, at noticing the eye-rolling, the tiny nasty slights and had always been able to speak to the people involved and stop any disease before it could spread. Hence the staff at IQPR worked, mostly, in a harmonious family environment. So why on earth couldn’t she do that at home?

				Gemma felt that Stephen genuinely disliked her. Far more than antipathy, it was as if he went out of his way to annoy her under the guise of simple forgivable household errors. 

				For example, he was constantly using up the last splash of milk when she only needed one teaspoon in her coffee every morning. She’d thought she was getting paranoid by even thinking that, until one morning recently she’d come into the kitchen and caught him actually pouring the milk down the sink. 

				Instead of the bright ‘Good morning’ she’d had planned, she heard herself barking, ‘What are you doing?’ 

				‘Oh, the milk’s off,’ he’d said, ‘so I thought I’d help out and dispose of it.’ 

				‘But I just bought it two days ago,’ she’d said, confused. 

				‘How weird is that?’ he’d said. ‘You should complain to the manager of the supermarket.’ And he’d put the empty container on the sink and left the room. 

				She turned off the side street onto Glenferrie Road. She shook her head. Who would do that on purpose? That was just mad to even consider. Standstill. She could see all the way under the bridge and up the hill to the Riversdale Road lights. Tyler’s school was to the left and had held a swimming carnival after school. Streams of cars lined up along the school’s driveway attempting to enter the clogged main road. Tyler hadn’t competed.

				Her mobile phone rang. With her eyes on the road she hit the answer button, so she didn’t see the caller ID. ‘Gemma Bristol.’

				‘Hello, stranger,’ the female voice came through the speaker.

				‘Hello?’ Gemma asked.

				‘Oh, it has been a while if you don’t even recognise me. I’ll give you a clue: your hair must look a wreck unless you’ve also found a new hairstylist as well as a new friend.’

				‘Ohhh, Mercedes, hello, darling. I haven’t spoken to you in so long.’

				‘Really? I hadn’t noticed.’

				‘How are you?’

				‘Well, bored, if you must know. We haven’t been out in ages. Don’t you have any functions on anymore? Is IQPR going bad or something?’

				‘Oh, sorry, love.’ Gemma suddenly realised that she was about to fall into old habits and make promises that would be difficult to keep, all in order to maintain the peace. But Mercedes’s grabby attitude was really giving her the shits. It had never bothered her when it came to goody bags, free nights out or open bars, but recently it seemed to be Gemma’s very soul Mercedes was clawing at and quite frankly, that was tapped to the extreme at the moment. There was just nothing left to give. 

				‘The thing is,’ Gemma continued, ‘do you remember I told you that I have taken on the temporary role of CEO?’

				‘Yes, vaguely . . . well, no, actually. Maybe you told that tidbit to your new little pet Laura.’

				Gemma chose to ignore the dig, because she was close to having a meltdown. She reflected on the past three years and tried to gauge the moment when Mercedes went from being her hairdresser to becoming her friend. How had that happened? At that moment she couldn’t think why she would have ever chosen her for a friend. 

				‘Yes, perhaps,’ she continued, ‘but the thing is, I’m so swamped with running the joint that I’ve had to delegate many of my function management duties to the staff. And really, it’s about time too. I have to move beyond that part of the job. I am only needed if it’s a huge client and they’ve requested me.’

				‘Ohhh, but why?’ Mercedes whined. ‘That’s the best bit of the job. Can’t you delegate the paper pushing and keep the parties? They’re so much fun.’

				‘I can’t see what’s fun about standing around mooching off the client’s purse and schmoozing no-name professional partygoers. Honestly, Mercedes, I’m not interested in that part of the job anymore. There are far too many more important things that need my attention. And don’t forget the Chocolate Ball – I’m really counting on you for your help. We need you at the meetings.’

				‘Oh, darling, of course, I understand completely and I’m here for you if you need help.’ Mercedes appeared to back-pedal almost as if she’d worked out she might be one of those things Gemma had just declared disinterest in.

				‘But we should still plan a personal catch-up.’ Suddenly Gemma felt bad about being such a disloyal friend. 

				‘Yes, that would be fab,’ Mercedes grabbed the olive branch. ‘Guess what? I’ve got such exciting news.’

				‘Oh, yes, what is it?’ Gemma felt like hearing exciting news, anything to distract her from her Friday night that lay ahead.

				‘I. Had. A. Nose. Job!’ Mercedes squealed. 

				‘Wow, Mercedes, that’s pretty big. But why? You had a lovely nose.’

				‘Are you kidding? It would have been lovely if I was sitting next to Zeus in a Greek fable. This new one is so much nicer.’

				Gemma sighed. It was Mercedes’s business – who was she to intervene? ‘Well, that sounds great, Mercedes. How did the surgery go?’

				‘It went so well. It was two weeks ago now and the bruising is almost all gone. It looks amazing. But here’s the exciting bit: guess whose nose I got.’

				Gemma conjured up images of pretty Hollywood proboscises and could hardly see Mercedes with Gwyneth’s, Angelina’s or Nicole’s sniffer. She also decided she couldn’t give a damn. ‘Whose?’ she asked, her finger itching to hit the red phone button on her mobile. 

				‘Yours.’

				Gemma’s eyes widened. What had Mercedes done?

				‘Gem?’

				The car behind honked to hurry her up as she sat waiting to turn right into her street but was about to miss the rare opportunity of a gap in the traffic. 

				‘Gem, are you there?’

				‘Oh, yes, I’m here. That’s great. Well, good luck with the healing. Catch up soon. Must go. Ciao.’

				‘Okay . . . I’ll have to show you . . .’

				Gemma hung up. Mercedes had her nose. How had she done that? Had she taken a covert photograph or something? Spooky. She pulled into her driveway then into the garage and killed the engine. Why did she have the sickening feeling in her gut that she’d been robbed?
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			  ‘We’re going shopping.’

				Gemma, bleary-eyed, looked up over a pile of documents towering on her desk to see Chantelle in her office doorway teetering on a ridiculously high pair of cork platform pumps. 

				‘Oh, we are so not.’

				‘OMG. We so are! I haven’t seen you in, like, ages. And this party thing of yours, we have to sort it out. I’m dead worried about you and I miss you.’

				‘So shopping’s going to fix all that, is it?’

				‘Totally. You know, all the spring stuff’s on sale and if you just pop out for an hour and buy yourself a nice little get-up, you’ll feel a million quid.’

				Gemma couldn’t help but laugh. Ignoring Chantelle was like trying to ignore a puppy. 

				‘But, Chantelle, I can’t – I have to go back to New York and I’ve got meetings back to back and a load of work to catch up on until then.’

				‘New York in autumn? You’ll definitely need a nice frock then. Tart yourself up a bit for the handsome Mr Blakely. Come on.’ 

				Chantelle, ignoring her friend’s protests, picked up Gemma’s handbag and walked to the door. She looked back over her shoulder at the dumb-struck Gemma.

				‘You coming or wot?’

				Gemma groaned. This was the last thing she needed, although she had to admit she did need a bit of the positive energy from her friend.

				‘All right, you got me.’ Gemma stood and picked up her denim jacket. 

				Chantelle spun back around, assessed her friend’s appearance and put her hands on her hips. ‘What are you like?’ she demanded.

				‘What?’ Gemma looked down at the outfit she was wearing that was obviously causing Chantelle distress. 

				‘What’s with the “I’ve given up on life” ensemble you’ve got going on here, my darling?’ Chantelle said. ‘Denim jacket, leggings . . . Oh. My. God. As I live and breathe, running shoes. What’s happened to you?’

				‘Oh, it’s okay,’ Gemma said defensively as she realised just how slack she looked. ‘I don’t have to see clients today.’

				‘But, darling heart, you have to see yourself,’ Chantelle said, flicking her long fingernails at the full-length mirror on the far wall. ‘How can you bear it?’

				Gemma shrugged and pushed past her friend to the hall.

				The women made their way through IQPR’s bustling main corridor to the lift. 

				‘I just don’t need to frock up now that I don’t see clients. And besides, I’m so busy that planning outfits every morning seems like a waste of time.’ They entered the elevator. Gemma smiled in greeting the head of accounting who looked her up and down in a similar manner to which Chantelle had just done. 

				‘Outfit planning is never a waste of time,’ Chantelle lectured her sternly. ‘And what’s more, my gal, the occasional smear of lippy wouldn’t kill ya.’

				She scrabbled in her enormous Miu Miu bag and produced three options. 

				‘Here, take one and put it on. I’m not about to be seen in public with you, tuckshop mum and all.’

				Gemma, sheepish, smiled and grabbed the palest of the three offered and swiped it around her pout. ‘I can’t believe I’m so addled I left my make-up purse at home.’ She turned to Chantelle. ‘There, is that better?’ 

				‘Barely.’ Chantelle grinned back at Gemma. ‘You’ll keep.’

				By the time they hopped out of the cab at the corner of Toorak Road and Chapel Street, Gemma felt quite pleased she’d bowed to Chantelle’s bossiness. It was good to be out and doing something other than worrying. 

				‘Which way then?’ Chantelle asked, pointing with one hand up the hill to the more traditional stores and with the other hand towards the funky boutiques of Chapel Street.

				‘Oh, let’s not go up Toorak Road. I want to avoid running into Mercedes,’ Gemma said and they headed south down the fashion mecca that was Chapel Street, South Yarra.

				‘Oh, yeah?’ Chantelle enquired, her little steps hindered by her enormous shoes as she tried to keep up with Gemma’s more comfortable stride. 

				‘She’s being so weird. Did you hear she got a new nose?’ Gemma said.

				‘Hear about it? You can’t help but hear about it: she tweeted every step of the blooming way.’

				Gemma cringed at her own slackness – she hadn’t tweeted in absolutely ages and she knew more than anyone that that was social media death. 

				‘Really, did she say where she got the nose shape from?’

				‘Are you kidding me? It’s all she goes on about. You have noticed how much she’s dressing like you, haven’t you?’

				‘What?’ Gemma stopped and turned to face Chantelle. ‘That’s crazy. Of course she doesn’t dress like me; she’s got her own style. She’s way more Versace than I am.’

				‘Oh, really? How does that explain her big spend-up at Armani the other day then?’

				‘Oh, pshaw, that doesn’t mean she’s dressing like me.’

				The girls walked into the first funky-looking boutique on the strip. High-end dresses in pastel shades shimmered on the stainless-steel rods. Accessories tempted as they draped from display shelves that were affixed to the ceiling. They flicked through the offerings, feeling the fabrics, assessing the shapes. 

				‘What about the hair then?’ Chantelle demanded. ‘Go and tell me she didn’t cut herself a bob with fringe several months ago.’

				‘Well, I had noticed, but . . .’

				‘She’s a copycat. She’s that desperate for your attention. It’s quite spooky, really.’

				Gemma pulled a silk rose-patterned number off the rack and looked at it. ‘So nanna chic, put it back,’ Chantelle said. Gemma held out another two for Chantelle’s opinion. ‘Nope, geek chic and freak chic, pick again.’ Gemma rolled her eyes then spied a taupe linen sleeveless dress that flared at the waist and fell to the knee. Chantelle approved. ‘Try it on,’ she ordered.

				While Gemma was in the change room, she continued to chat with Chantelle who lolled on the wall outside the curtained space. 

				‘So how about you? How are you going? Are you going out tonight?’

				‘Yep, I’ve got a date,’ Chantelle’s voice came through the curtain. 

				‘Who with? Are you still seeing that guy with the boat?’

				‘Who, Donald? Nah.’

				‘Is he the one who took you to Vue de Monde a while back?’

				‘No, that was Walter.’

				‘So is he your latest squeeze?’

				‘No, I’m not seeing him either. I mean, I haven’t stopped seeing him. It’s nice, you know, having these lovely guys take me out, look after me.’

				‘So who’s tonight’s date?’ Gemma asked as she struggled with the zip on the dress.

				‘Frank – you know him, he used to work at IQPR back in the day.’

				‘Frank Smithson? Chantelle, he’s ancient. He’s got grandkids, for God’s sake.’ Gemma turned to examine the back of the dress in the fitting room’s mirror.

				‘He’s not got grandkids. Anyway, he’s only fifty-five.’

				Gemma poked her face through the curtain to look at her friend.

				‘You really like the old guys, don’t you? Is it . . . I mean, don’t get me wrong, but are you trying to find Ed again?’

				‘That’s mad, Gemma, why would I do something like that? I just like them a bit mature. They treat me so well, better than the young bucks who don’t have no manners.’

				‘But what do you have in common with these guys old enough to be your father?’

				Chantelle shrugged. ‘They like to talk about themselves; I’m a good listener. I dunno, it works. Get out here and show me the frock.’

				Gemma closed the curtain and fussed with the neckline of the dress. She was concerned about Chantelle and her preference for older men. Surely these guys were only interested in having a hot body on their arm, rather than a real relationship, and it seemed Chantelle was continually looking to replace the dad who had abandoned her. She knew that Chantelle’s dad had left the family when she was only a kid and it was devastating to see how that continued to affect her friend.

				She wanted to talk to Chantelle some more about this, but now wasn’t the right time. She decided to change the subject. But it continued to dwell on her mind. 

				‘So, do you really think Mercedes is copying me?’

				‘Nah, I think it’s even worse than that,’ Chantelle said. ‘I think she wants to be you.’

				Gemma, happy that the dress was fitting well, pulled back the curtain and looked at her friend.

				‘What does that mean?’

				‘Ooh, nice. Here, put these shoes on.’ Chantelle handed a pair of tan leather cork high heels to Gemma before she answered. ‘Yah, she’s like totally wanting the whole Gemma life; I’ve been watching her in action, I have. She’s been doing it for ages.’

				‘Why haven’t you mentioned it before?’ Gemma asked from the stool in the change room as she struggled with a small gold shoe buckle. 

				‘’Cos it sounds so daft, innit? But daft is as daft does, you know. She’s been going to your functions as you.’

				‘What? God, that’s just wrong. What if she does something? I’ll get a terrible reputation.’

				‘No, it’s not like that; she actually acts like you. You know, decorous and the like.’

				‘You think I’m decorous?’ Gemma laughed.

				‘Yeah, with a bit of racehorse mixed in: a bit high-strung and skittish and all.’

				‘Thanks a lot. Well, she’s got to stop that right now. I know she’s been annoyed at me for not taking her, but she can’t go instead of me. How on earth did that start happening anyway?’

				Chantelle had the decency to look a bit guilty. 

				‘My fault, I suppose, just a little bit. Remember that mad book launch I sent her to? Well, I heard from the author she posed as you. Poor, sweet Mary Patterson, she was most disappointed when she found out she’d been duped. It turns out Mercedes seems to enjoy being you and has been doing it ever since.’

				‘Oh, jeez,’ Gemma said. ‘That was pretty funny though, sending her to that awful book launch. I was cross at the time, but she deserved it.’

				Gemma stood up and went to the mirror to look at the outfit. ‘Well, I have been thinking lately she’s dangerous and I’d better back off. I need to steer clear of her. But, God, I need my highlights done and can you imagine what hell would break loose if she found out I’d had someone else do them?’

				‘Oh, lordy, that’s just not a thought worth bearing,’ Chantelle agreed. 

				‘So, how do I look?’ she asked Chantelle while twirling in front of her. 

				‘Now that is Gemma chic. You look divine. Get it.’

				Fuji Sushi Bar was packed with hungry office workers. Gemma and Chantelle squeezed onto two stools at the far end of the bar. 

				They ordered mineral water from the waitress, although Chantelle had to be talked out of champagne. ‘But I’m ordering crayfish sushi and you can’t have crayfish without champagne,’ she’d whined. 

				‘You can,’ Gemma said simply. ‘Besides, you don’t drink alone, remember, and I have a huge workload if I ever get back to the office.’ 

				Chantelle sulked for as long as her attention span would allow it – all of thirty seconds – then another thought popped that one right out of her cerebral cortex. ‘Sooo, tell me all I need to know about Peter Blakely.’

				‘What? Peter? Oh, we’re just colleagues,’ she said breezily, ‘end of story.’

				‘Oh, really?’ Chantelle looked at her with a smirk plastered across her glimmer-powdered face.

				‘You do realise you’ve mentioned his name three times on this shopping trip alone. I know what it’s like, my darlin’. Just saying his name out loud makes you feel giddy.’

				Gemma studied her friend while Chantelle jumped at her phone’s trill. ‘Ooh, new follower,’ she said and began a flurry of taps in response. 

				For all her silliness and frippery Chantelle was a clever woman with keen insight. Very few people really appreciated her empathy and thoughtfulness. Chantelle turned back to see her friend studying her. 

				‘Wot?’

				‘How do you know that?’ Gemma whispered, realising it was the first time she’d admitted her feelings, even slightly, out loud. She looked around as though her emotional infidelity could be revealed to the whole room.

				‘It’s just so blindingly obvious,’ Chantelle said. ‘If someone says, “Peter Blakely called,” you come over all woozy and goosy and smiley and all.’

				‘Do you think it’s obvious to everyone?’ Gemma asked, worried she’d betrayed her own innermost thoughts. 

				‘No, darling, it’s okay.’ Chantelle’s smile was replaced with a look of concern as she patted Gemma’s forearm. ‘It’d only be obvious to a true friend, someone who really knows you.’

				‘Like you,’ Gemma said.

				‘Yeah, like me,’ Chantelle replied and smiled gently.

				‘So what am I going to do?’ Tears welled up. A fat one overflowed and plopped onto her denim jacket pocket. Chantelle handed her a napkin.

				‘Tell me about it.’

				‘I’m so confused. Do I like Peter because he’s not Stephen? Do I like him because he’s a million miles away and not a threat to my marriage so I can afford a little fantasy leeway? Or, do I like him because he’s so wonderful?’ God, that last one felt brilliant to verbalise. To finally say those words out loud. To admit it to herself was like opening the doorway of a silo that was filled to the brim with chaff. It flowed forth, free, silken, spilling in all directions. 

				‘The thing is, Chantelle, I’ve thought Peter’s wonderful for years now, because, after all, he is. And he’s never held back showing me the same kind of friendship. We have a lot in common; we laugh at the same things and he and I are usually buddies at conferences and mutual advisors on the work stuff, you know? He’s often called me for my advice and I him. But suddenly it’s changed. I don’t know what’s done it. We had a wonderful dinner together last time I was in New York.’

				‘Oh, yes?’ Chantelle’s ears pricked.

				‘No, that’s the thing, nothing happened. But even though nothing happened, I still walked away filled with guilt.’

				‘Did you want something to happen?’ Chantelle asked.

				‘Oh, God, no, I’m married,’ Gemma said very quickly.

				‘Think back to that night, when you guys parted ways, then answer me again,’ Chantelle said. ‘Close your eyes.’

				 Feeling a little foolish about closing her eyes in a busy South Yarra eatery, Gemma did as Chantelle asked. Her mind instantly went back to the Blue Bar where they’d had drinks after The Round Table restaurant. 

				It was a room that had been designed one hundred years ago by someone who’d had subtle seduction as their muse. The lighting was dim, supplied by brass chandeliers dotted around the room and a single tea light on each circular table. The materials used in the decor were dark, raw and earthy. The walls’ wainscoting was tactile in its rough edges and silken grain, the ornate carvings of the timber bar depicting the hedonistic image of Pan with his wine, grapes and stringed instruments. Thanks to the room’s humble dimensions, their chairs were placed well within the other’s personal space, encasing them in sultry ox-blood leather as Norah Jones’s harmonies embraced their ears.

				Gemma was suddenly back there. She remembered how damn sexy that room had been. After they’d left the restaurant she excused herself to visit the ladies’ room and he’d said he’d meet her on the other side of the lobby in the bar. He’d get them a table, he’d said. When she walked into the dim, cosy, warm space he’d raised one arm from the tight spot in the far corner. She’d walked over and he’d acted as though they hadn’t just spent two hours at dinner together. He’d stood and greeted her all over again. This time she knew it was to be a kiss on the cheek so didn’t bother putting out her hand. But she hadn’t moved her head quite as much to the right as was necessary and the kiss had half fallen on her lips. She’d hardly remembered what it was like to be kissed. 

				‘Is this table okay? It was the last one,’ Peter had said. The table itself was barely the size of a large pizza tray and was wedged into the corner. The door to the kitchen needed to open, which forced the two chairs on the far side to be at twenty degrees to each other. ‘It’s perfect,’ she’d said and cursed herself as her voice cracked. Sitting centimetres apart, they’d resumed their business talk as if they both knew that conversation of the mundane variety was the sole ingredient in that heady moment that was keeping them both from tasting what was really cooking.

				They’d only had one drink but, oh, how long they’d made their Manhattans stretch. Tiny mouse sips as if the drink was an hourglass and they were the ones controlling the time they had remaining in each other’s company. At one am the bartender came over and murmured to them that the bar was closed but they were welcome to stay. This intrusion had brought their close banter crashing to an abrupt end. It was late. Work was tomorrow. She was married. Married. 

				As she lay in bed that night willing herself to hold onto that floating feeling she’d been buoyed by all evening, the guilt started scratching at her like an allergy, chasing the whisper-soft loveliness away. But, Gemma had told herself as sleep finally took her at three am, what have I got to be guilty about? Nothing happened. That night, she’d dreamed about Peter Blakely. The next morning she couldn’t get to the office quickly enough to see him again. 

				‘Now, answer me again.’ Her friend’s voice gently intruded onto the daydream. ‘Did you want something to happen?’

				‘Oh, God, yes,’ she breathed in answer to Chantelle’s question, her eyes still closed. 
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			  ‘Julian!’ Oscar’s deep baritone boomed through the apartment to reach Julian as he was rifling through a cardboard box on the dining table. He froze. Oh, shit, in trouble again. Now what? He followed the voice into the apartment’s spare bedroom cum office to find Oscar standing in front of the wardrobe door glaring at the tower of boxes bulging from the interior. 

				‘What?’ Julian knew exactly what was bothering Oscar. His partner hated it when Julian’s job impacted on their space. But Julian didn’t have the time or energy for a tiff. His patience was wearing extremely thin. He was running behind on his to-do list and he had to get to the Dame’s place. 

				‘What?’ Oscar repeated. ‘Where are my coats? It’s raining. And what in the hell are all these boxes doing here? They’re clogging up the hallway, they’re in the cupboard, they’re even under the beds.’ He was facing Julian with his hands on his hips.

				Julian rolled his eyes, folded his arms and thrust out one hip. ‘Honestly, you’re a precious princess, Oscar. It’s just for a little while. The Dame doesn’t like her space cluttered.’

				‘Oh, and I do? Why do you have to be the storage unit? Can’t you find a warehouse or something?’

				‘Well, I would; it’s just that I need to access all this stuff for photography and meetings and things.’

				‘What in the hell is in all these boxes?’ Oscar asked, peering into the one that was threatening to fall onto his foot.

				‘Ooh, it’s divine, looky here,’ Julian said, his stuff-love overcoming his impatience. ‘These are from Arcadia, the jewellery sponsor: little key chains or bag tags in the shape of a fab stiletto. Gorge? They’re for the goody bags.’

				‘So it’s all trinkets?’ Oscar wasn’t impressed with the ‘gorge’ key chains at all.

				‘Well, the ones in the hallway are make-up purses from Estée Lauder, the ones under the beds are flyers to go in each goody bag and I’ve got 500 Terry’s Chocolate Oranges in the living room behind the couch.’

				‘The question remains; where are my coats?’ Oscar repeated, obviously deciding he cared little about the contents of the boxes. 

				‘Ooh, you’re grumpy. Up there. You reach, I need a chair to get up to that cupboard.’

				Oscar opened the square door above the wardrobe easily. Four of his coats fell onto his head. ‘Juuulian,’ he boomed from beneath a long camel Burberry waterproof number. 

				Julian couldn’t help but giggle as he rushed to his partner’s aid, glad that he had a minute to get his mirth under control. By the time Oscar wriggled out of the mountain of material, his hair was dishevelled, but at least Julian wasn’t grinning any longer. Oscar certainly wasn’t. 

				Oscar pulled on the coat that had just vacated his dome and tweaked his hair in the mirror on the door. 

				‘I’m going to work. Do something about this, will you?’ And he picked up his satchel and walked to the door. As he left, he called out over his shoulder, ‘I honestly don’t know why you are so devoted to her. The stories you come home with make her sound like a real demon diva. You can’t let her push you around like this.’

				Julian followed him to the front door. ‘It’s complicated,’ he said as he brushed flecks of black fluff from Oscar’s broad shoulders. 

				‘Well, I’ll be glad when this party is over. Goodbye,’ he said pseudo-grumpily and kissed Julian. ‘I can’t stay mad at you,’ were his final words before the door shut behind him.

				‘The big lug.’ Julian smiled and rushed back to the spare room to pick up all of Oscar’s coats to hang them in their bedroom closet. He’d make room by storing his own winter clothes somewhere. Where exactly, he didn’t know. 

				As he attempted to fix the wardrobe situation, he thought back ten years to how he had first started working with Dame Frances. Oh, he’d been so nervous on his first day. He’d also felt guilty to take on the job – considering his utter hatred for the woman. But he’d been desperate. 

				During the 1990s the Dame had had a charming male companion, Frederick Wellington, whom polite society had taken at face value to be the Dame’s chaperone, otherwise known back in the 1950s as her ‘walker’. Frederick had been Melbourne’s most admired milliner and topped the elegant heads of the elite every Melbourne Cup Carnival. He had always provided the Dame’s Carnival chapeau free of charge as she would rave about his skills in the press, which was largely the cause of his success as a milliner extraordinaire. The two had become firm friends, and most presumed, although he was many years her junior, that he was in a relationship with the widowed Dame Frances. 

				Both Frederick and Dame Frances were old school when it came to the protocols of society. It didn’t matter how many Elton Johns, Rock Hudsons, Oscar Wildes or Karl Lagerfelds flounced out of the closet, Frederick Wellington chose to keep his personal life private and the Dame’s friendship made a perfect front. 

				Frederick’s personal life involved a penchant for pretty young men. Julian Goodstead, in particular. They’d met when Julian had been working as a waiter at a private function for men only on a small unheard-of island just north of the Whitsundays. Their host was a ‘married’ Hollywood actor, most famous for the macho, tough-guy image that he portrayed as Brock Kingston in a series of films. By the time he was up to film number five he was one of the world’s wealthiest men, certainly the richest in Hollywood. He needed to keep his annual group vacation a secret, which was why he chose an island in Australia, far away from the prying lenses of his home-town’s paparazzi. 

				It had been going for five years, although this was Julian’s first time serving at it. Julian had had to sign numerous contracts and confidentiality agreements in order to get the job, promising to his keeping the location, the guests and any ‘activities’ he might witness a secret.

				Julian had come from a farming community in outback South Australia. He’d grown up with three brothers and a father who were so macho they treated their weekly rodeo competition like a light stroll. Julian had been picked on at school, at home and at the rodeo (especially the day he’d dressed in denim hotpants and a gold cowboy hat), so much so that he’d ended up limping away from the town at nineteen years old after a particularly thorough beating from the locals at the pub where he tended bar.

				To have made his way at twenty-four years old to this glittering affair on the secret island was a dream come true for the little pansy from the bush. Not only was Julian very popular with the other waiters at the ten-day resort party, but he also became extremely popular with the guests. Especially with Frederick Wellington. 

				Their relationship blossomed and continued when they returned to Melbourne. During the next eight years, there were often times when Julian was hurt that Frederick insisted on keeping the nature of their relationship a secret, but the expensive clothes, holidays and trinkets went some way to making up for it. The two men lived as a couple, under the ruse of Julian being Frederick’s live-in valet and PA. 

				Then tragedy struck. Frederick had been HIV-positive for twenty years. Julian had known about this, and the couple had been extremely careful, but still, when Frederick eventually contracted AIDS, it was devastating. Julian and the Dame had cared for their friend until he died at home, aged fifty-nine. 

				Julian, in his naive, youthful way, had hated Dame Frances with a passion. To him, she’d been his arch-nemesis. She was the one who’d attended the glittering public affairs with Frederick; she was the one who got to travel on the high-profile media junkets with his partner while Julian had to sit at home and stew in his own bitter juices. 

				He’d glare at the photos in the social pages of the Dame on Frederick’s arm. He defaced the photos, drawing horns and moustaches on the old broad. And on the few occasions they did meet she treated him like the valet he was pretending to be, dropping her mink coat at his feet, complaining about the quality of the champagne he’d serve. The Dame acted every bit like the number-one wife, when all three members of this love triangle knew that he, Julian, was the number-one wife!

				During Frederick’s final weeks the Dame and Julian had squabbled over who would care for Frederick. Until finally the day came when Frederick had to say goodbye to his two loves. He’d come home from palliative care the day before. He was emaciated and breathed through an oxygen mask. Julian and the Dame had been fighting over who would bring in his morphine bag and hook it up to his drip. Frederick pulled the mask aside and the two stopped their tiff and sat on his bed, one on either side, each holding one of his hands.

				‘Let’s all be friends,’ Frederick had rasped. Then, his eyes fluttered shut and his final words were, ‘I love you.’ To this day Julian didn’t know to whom the words had been directed. 

				After the funeral Julian had fallen into a deep slump. Frederick hadn’t been fiscally very responsible and had left nothing for him to live on. What was he to do? Where was he to go? How could he go back home to the farm? Back to tending bar? Who would hire someone with a CV that stated for the past eight years he’d been a ‘valet’? He needed a job desperately. But he had nowhere to turn. 

				Dame Frances, the silly cow, called him to a meeting a month after Frederick had died. He’d been sulky and uncommunicative. He’d intentionally not shaved and wore his most unfashionable jeans to the meeting to prove he wasn’t interested in any money-grubbing she was bound to be doing. She probably thought Frederick had left him a fortune and was most likely going to try and claim some, if not all of it, in her role of Frederick’s virtual wife. Well, she would have another thing coming. 

				He trudged into the Dame’s penthouse and slumped into a chair. She’d looked over her spectacles at him, assessing his appearance and attitude. 

				He waited for the vitriol the horrid old bag was bound to spill. 

				‘Please sit up, Julian. This isn’t high school.’ He sighed in the most irritating teen manner possible and pulled himself up. The Dame sighed too. ‘This isn’t easy for me either, you know, Julian.’

				‘Whatever,’ Julian murmured. 

				‘You and I both loved Frederick very much. And he is gone; there’s nothing we can do about that. I keep remembering his final words. His only regret during his last few years is that you and I did not get along. He often spoke to me about you and about how much he loved you, about how wonderful you were and how greatly you impacted on his life.’

				‘Really?’ Julian sat up even straighter, his clasped hands between his thighs. His eyes filled with tears. 

				‘I would very much like to honour Frederick’s dying wish.’

				‘You want to become best friends?’ Julian said with not a small amount of scorn.

				‘Well, perhaps that will come. But for now, I’d like to offer you a job as my personal assistant.’ 

				‘A job?’ The impact of the offer flooded into Julian’s mind. A job, a real job, a respectable, highly connected job with glittering affairs to boot. This was too much, too incredible. But what a sour pill was the tablet of pride that he would need to swallow in order to take it. 

				Julian accepted the job the next day and started work the following week, with the guilt of being very grateful to someone he’d hated for so many years. 

				It hadn’t taken long for their working relationship to develop into a friendship. Julian soon saw past the Dame’s prickles and discovered her soft side. Many of her digs and slights were made with the best intentions and there was no one more generous than Dame Frances when it came to the perks and freebies that accompanied her role as the doyenne of Melbourne. 

				Shortly after taking on the job, Julian met Oscar and the Dame was most welcoming, inviting him to all the functions and having the couple over for dinner on many occasions. As the Dame now openly said, ‘I quite like the gays.’

				Julian completed his wardrobe reshuffle and, satisfied that Oscar would be happy with the new clothing arrangement, hustled his bustle onto more pressing matters. As soon as his mind left his nostalgia and ventured into the territory of the Rum Ball, his heart started pounding and a prickle of sweat broke out over his entire body. 

				‘The list, the list. Where’s the list?’ he muttered as he dug through his Ralph Lauren satchel. 

				He had so much to do before the midday meeting. The Dame was on his case, phoning him every half-hour to remind him of yet another crucial task. He needed to organise the invitations, but he couldn’t do that without finalising the sponsors. And thinking of sponsors, he needed to call those who were committed to get their cheques so that he was able to send their logo to the graphic designer. He’d been burnt before by not collecting the money in advance when a sponsor pulled out leaving their logo smack dab in the centre of all the printed material. 

				Then he needed to ring around to all their favourite guests and get their verbal promise of attendance. He knew that Gemma Bristol was superior in her power-friending abilities. She’d be all over MySpace, Facebook and Twitter. She would absolutely saturate the media until the Dame’s function and its one embossed card invitation would appear so feeble in comparison that it would just sit on everyone’s mantelpiece, ignored. 

				He was sick to the stomach that he needed to compete with such tech-power. Still, he should have faith in the Dame and rely on the iron-strong loyalties amid her elite community. 

				Julian opened a box full of potential raffle prizes and searched for the best items to bring with him to the meeting. His roller-coaster state of mind went plummeting back to despair. 

				The biggest problem was that the Dame was in staunch denial about her stalwart network. The truth of the matter was that the oldies didn’t come out anymore. They were tired of the socialising, they were over the schmoozing and just wanted to stay at home with their feet up and watch Packed to the Rafters. It didn’t matter how high one’s echelon was, evening shoes still played havoc with one’s bunions. 

				It was now the offspring of the Dame’s inner circle they needed to get. Bobbi Robertson-Black’s daughters, all of whom were in their late thirties and extremely well connected. They, and their trout-pouting, Botoxed cliques, were out and about at every single function, event, parade and opening. They were the ones the Dame needed in order to replace the old guard, who were either dying or retiring quicker than one could say, ‘Noosa Heads.’ And they were the ones that Gemma Bristol, the hip, cool, well-connected, face-bloody-booking Gemma Bristol, was going to be able to get. 

				Julian slid down the corridor wall and slumped in a heap, not seeing the blue Tiffany box he cradled in his hands. Oh, deary me, Julian thought, as he looked at the towering jungle of cardboard that was crowding him out of his flat. What in the world are we going to do? 
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			  Charity Face-Off: Tensions Mount

				By Priscilla Simcoe

				Priscilla’s Socials, The Age

				Melbourne’s two biggest social events of the century are merely six weeks away and it’s getting tense at the top. Priscilla Simcoe has more.

				On the first Saturday of December Dame Frances Davenport, social queen of Melbourne for decades, will go head-to-head with Gemma Bristol, the rock star of PR, in two glittering events that promise to divide the city’s social scene. The challenge was laid down in September during a nasty fight between Ms Bristol and Dame Frances, with each woman declaring that she was the better fundraiser. Gemma accepted the Dame’s duel and is determined to prove that the tools of the modern computer age will thrash the Dame’s quill. 

				For those of you who live in social-networking caves and are relying on your homing pigeons to show up, you may have missed the flurry of e-hints across every digital media platform in the last twelve hours. 

				Gemma Bristol is undeniably the Empress of PR as there has not been an iStone left unturned in her campaign to ensure her sexy glamorama Chocolate Ball is going to beat the Dame’s old-school soiree.

				The tweeters are tweeting, with comedian Wil Anderson’s scornful commentaries only helping the cause by adding fuel to the fire. 

				In a recent interview on ABC Melbourne Ms Bristol commented on the media’s criticism of the duelling divas with the age-old publicity adage: ‘There’s no such thing as bad PR.’

				Ms Bristol, appearing on radio and in print media as well as across the entire social media spectrum, is confident that her event will prove to be extremely popular and lucrative for the worthy charity, UP-Kids.

				When asked if she is looking forward to creaming the Dame and proving the future of the world is in the realms of Facebook and Twitter, Ms Bristol said, ‘I have great respect for Dame Frances Davenport and wish her the very best of luck.’

				It sounds like luck is the least of what the Dame needs at this point. Ms Bristol’s methods involve saturating the market. Just google ‘Chocolate Ball’ and five pages of results appear. The first site is of course Bristol’s website for the event now officially known as the Mal-Teaser. The professional site is slick and sensual with links to some very seductive places too hot to tell you about here.

				Ms Bristol’s presence on the internet is so prolific that she’s gone viral. She’s even produced a YouTube video with male and female dancers performing provocatively to an old Hot Chocolate song, appropriately ‘I Believe in Miracles’ – a hedonistic routine involving both chocolate and seduction and smacking of sex appeal, making the famous sexy-food scene from Nine and a Half Weeks seem as mild as a summer-camp food fight.

				The trend string on Twitter is enormous as thousands of Twittees have jumped on board with clever, seductive chocolate titles, such as Mmm&Mmm’s, Cherry Ripe and Butterfingers. 

				Ms Bristol promises a unique event like no other with live music, performances from Dancing with the Stars, pole dancers as decoration and loads of freebies. There are also to be special guests, one of whom is rumoured to be sexiest man alive, Tom Jones. And of course the entire event is to be complemented with lashings of chocolate. 

				Gemma Bristol’s sex and chocolate party. Who wouldn’t want to be there? There just remains one question to be asked: Dame who?
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			  Gemma was first to arrive at the restaurant. La Brioche was a quiet out-of-the-way little place in one of the side streets off Toorak Village. It wasn’t particularly busy or trendy but it suited her needs for tonight’s committee meeting about the Mal-Teaser event. 

				But first she was having a bite to eat with her girlfriends because they hadn’t caught up for weeks. Then the other members of the committee would join them. 

				She had really missed spending time with her friends in the past few weeks and could feel tension between them all, so she hoped dinner together might smooth things over again.

				The maître d’ directed Gemma to the large table in the private dining room and left her to her thoughts while he asked the sommelier to fetch the wine she ordered. 

				Gemma got out her iPad and checked Twitter, MySpace, Facebook and YouTube to see how the online campaign was faring. She was very pleased with the results. So far the event was generating a lot of interest. However, searches on Google and Yahoo! were less than pleasing. There was far too much hype about the ‘Charity Challenge’ and her perceived beef with Dame Frances. Even though she was keen on any publicity, she was still unhappy that it looked like she was duelling with the Dame. 

				She didn’t hold a grudge against Dame Frances. Well, not a very big one anyway. It wasn’t as though she was setting out to make a fool of her. After all, it had been the matriarch’s crazy idea in the first place. Gemma was just going along for the ride. She sighed as she read a post from someone called jinglebells ranting that the social elite needed to be brought down, that the events were a waste of money and that there were bigger issues in life. 

				But Gemma did know that were it not for the Charity Challenge, she wouldn’t be getting anywhere near the media attention. 

				On the positive side, however, at least the Dame as a digital dinosaur would be none the wiser and therefore wouldn’t have her feelings hurt by the electronic news-storm around the events. 

				She put her iPad to sleep and thought about the last few days. She’d been making a real effort at home. She’d been at family meals every night. Well, except last night when she’d had to stay until midnight at the office for a conference call with Dallas. They’d gone out to dinner, and she’d even cooked a good old-fashioned roast. It had been a struggle enduring Stephen’s constant digs. And Tyler had wilted at every word that had been spoken at the table. 

				Later that night, after Tyler had excused himself from the table claiming he had a headache, she’d gone up to his room to have a chat. 

				It hadn’t gone well. She just couldn’t break through no matter how diplomatic she was. She’d really tried, even showing him some hilarious YouTube clips that were rating highly. She’d noticed when she was on his Mac that his latest view had been the Hot Chocolate video that she’d made to support the event. She didn’t mention it, but she’d have liked to have known what he thought about it, though. 

				She’d tried getting some insight from Tyler’s Facebook page. She got nothing. She was deleted. He chose to allow only his ‘friends’ to see his page. She sent him an invitation to be her ‘friend’ but knew he’d reject her request. She felt like his whole life was password protected at the moment, that when she spoke with him she was just fruitlessly typing in all the passwords that had worked for her in the past yet none of them unlocked him anymore.

				He was making an effort with his schoolwork at least. The geography assignment had finally been completed and handed in. She had looked at it one night when he was asleep. It wasn’t bad. It definitely smacked of minimal effort, but he had answered all the questions and completed it by the deadline. 

				It was a worrying time. As soon as this Mal-Teaser event was over, she was going to concentrate on Tyler. Tomorrow night she was going to take him for a walk down to Albert Park to see if the familiar environment might shake some communication from him. They’d shared lots of family picnics, New Year celebrations and birthdays there, so maybe Tyler would feel comfortable enough to confide in her.

				Mercedes and Chantelle made an impressive entrance to the restaurant, shaking Gemma from her thoughts as she enjoyed the maître d’s clear admiration of the pair. Chantelle was in a micro mini with painful-looking high-heeled boots that finished above the knee and an off-the-shoulder skin-tight cashmere sweater in baby pink that left no doubt that she wasn’t wearing a bra.

				Mercedes, equally as stunning, was more subdued in her outfit. Her brunette bob highlighted her enormous brown eyes that she’d accented in heavy kohl and dark shadow. She was wearing a knee-length sweater dress in charcoal. She was also in knee-high boots, but hers were flat. Mercedes’s new nose seemed teeny tiny in the middle of her overly made-up face.

				‘Girls,’ Gemma trilled and stood to greet them. ‘You both look fabulous.’

				‘Mwah, mwah,’ Mercedes said with no attempt to mime the kiss that went with the sound effect. 

				Chantelle gave Gemma a big squeeze. 

				‘So what’s all this about?’ Mercedes asked as she hooked her handbag to the table on her jewelled bag hook and sat down. ‘Is it a social occasion or a meeting? It’s a bugger to know what to wear when you’re so evasive.’

				‘It’s both, actually. I’m frantic at the moment and wanted to catch up with you before my trip to New York on Sunday but we also really need to touch base on the Chocolate Ball before I go.’

				‘When are you back?’ Chantelle asked, nibbling on a grissini stick.

				‘Thursday morning. That’s the real pain about this flight. It’s a Monday meeting in the Big Apple and I fly out Tuesday but of course completely miss Wednesday when I go over the International Date Line and don’t land until Thursday.’

				‘But you make up a day going over?’ Mercedes asked. 

				‘Yes, but that’s Sunday. Sundays are expendable. Who needs two Sundays?’

				‘The Pope’s into Sundays in, like, a big way,’ Chantelle offered. 

				‘It was rhetorical, Chantelle,’ Mercedes said. 

				‘So, the social bit of the evening starts now. How are you?’ Gemma asked with a big smile on her face, hoping that they could just relax and have a lovely time. 

				‘Is that item number one on the agenda then?’ Mercedes asked drily. ‘“How are you?”’

				‘Yes, it is.’ Gemma refused to be defeated by Mercedes’s attitude. ‘How was your date with Frank, Chantelle?’

				‘Oh, it was okay.’ Chantelle took a long sip of the pinot noir the waiter had just poured into her glass. ‘I don’t know, he’s just not right for me, you know?’ 

				‘How could he be right for you?’ Mercedes said. ‘He’s ancient.’

				‘He’s fifty-five – that’s not so old. My dad was fifty-five when he left my mum for a younger woman.’

				Gemma suddenly felt that this might be a very important breakthrough. ‘Was he?’ she asked. ‘Tell me about your dad.’

				‘Oh, he was just wonderful,’ Chantelle beamed. 

				‘Yeah, sounds it, leaving your mum like that,’ Mercedes said. 

				Chantelle ignored her and went on. ‘He was a real lark, he was. Always goofing about, with magic tricks and the like. He’d always have a little something in his pocket for us girls, a sweetie or a trinket.’

				‘And after he left, did he ever make contact again?’ Gemma asked.

				‘No, that was it. He probably got real busy with his new family. You know what it’s like.’

				‘But you don’t think that you’re justifying his actions by going out with men the same age as your dad when you last saw him, do you? Do you think you’re trying to seek his approval by getting the approval from older men?’ Gemma asked, aware that she was playing armchair psychiatrist.

				Chantelle thought for a moment then looked up and grinned. ‘What are you like? As if I’m that mad. No, don’t be daft.’

				‘Sounds like a classic case of daddy’s girl, if you ask me,’ Mercedes said. ‘You gotta let it go, darling. There’s no way you’ll ever be a little girl at Daddy’s knee again no matter how old the dude you’re boffing is.’

				Chantelle looked at Mercedes. ‘You’re a crass bitch, you know.’ 

				Mercedes grinned back. ‘Some people call it forthright.’

				‘So how did the date with Frank go?’ Gemma asked. 

				‘Well, it was okay. He brought me this gorgeous bangle.’ She twisted her wrist. 

				‘On a first date?’ Mercedes said then looked at Gemma. ‘Maybe she’s onto something. Not a bad system. I never get gifts. Can I have Frank’s number?’

				Both Gemma and Chantelle shot Mercedes withering glances. ‘Then we had a nice dinner, I heard all about his latest golfing retreat weekend with the guys. That was kind of interesting. Except that he explained every shot of the weekend blow by blow. Actually it was a bit boring. Then he stayed the night at my place and left in the morning. He sent me lovely flowers the following day. He must have liked me. I hope he liked me. I am sure this one will stay and not leave us . . . I mean me.’ She caught herself and looked up at her friends like a rabbit in a trap.

				‘Never mind,’ Gemma said, not wanting to push the topic any further, ‘it will work out. Not all young guys are losers. Give them another shot. I’ve got a stunner of a guy at the office who’s your age. You haven’t met him yet; he’s just started.’

				‘Maybe,’ Chantelle murmured, deep in thought. 

				‘Well, I’ve had three dates this week. Two were hell,’ Mercedes started. ‘Egomaniacal wankers.’

				‘Really?’ Gemma asked. ‘Do tell us.’

				‘First of all, this nuffer, David, took me out to a frightening dive in Chinatown, in a basement. When I’d told him I liked Chinese I meant The Flower Drum, not some hideous opium den. The place reeked. So I flicked him.’

				‘That’s no good. How was the food?’ Gemma asked. 

				‘Oh, the food was very good, actually, but I was in a Herve Leger dress, for heaven’s sake, and who knows what was on the seats? Candidate number two was so unimaginative, I couldn’t believe it. He took me for drinks downstairs at Stokehouse, then upstairs for dinner.’

				‘Well, that sounds fab,’ Gemma said. ‘Stokehouse is excellent.’

				‘In the nineties, Gemma! Move with the times. And he was so jittery and nervous all night. I just glared at him, I couldn’t be bothered. If he can’t be a bit creative with a date when we’ve got so many hip restaurants in this town, well, I’ve got no time to be making an effort. Then, before dessert arrived, he skipped out on me; he never came back from the toilet. I was mortified.’

				‘I’ll say. Did he stick you with the bill?’ Chantelle asked, wide-eyed. 

				‘No, he paid on his way out. But it was still so embarrassing.’

				‘And what about the third suitor?’ Gemma asked. 

				‘Oh, that was last night. He was lovely. A bit too married but quite the package.’

				‘Married! Why are you dating a married man?’ Gemma asked. 

				‘His wife doesn’t understand him – oh, and he’s loaded,’ Mercedes said. ‘Anyway, how about you? How’s the paradise that is your marriage?’

				‘More like purgatory, I’m afraid,’ Gemma said. A little lubricated by her second glass of pinot, Gemma uncharacteristically blurted out all her worries about how horrid Stephen was being and how nasty the situation was at home. 

				‘You’re a piece of work, honestly, Gemma,’ Mercedes said. ‘He is absolutely the best bloke. He is so good-looking and so charming. The last time we were at your place for a party he couldn’t do enough to host his guests. Always filling up the glasses, engaging in conversation. I can’t believe how you take him for granted.’

				Gemma considered Mercedes’s words. She remembered that party. But the Stephen Mercedes was talking about was not the Stephen she remembered from that night. It was Stephen’s thirty-eighth birthday and he had high demands for the event. It was starting to cost a ridiculous amount. He’d questioned her every decision as the big night approached and then he’d gotten drunk and flirted with every woman in the place. They’d had a massive fight later that night when everyone had gone. However, couples fight, marriages survive and Mercedes was probably right. Maybe it was just a matter of familiarity breeding contempt. Maybe she needed to just step back and really see him for the person he was, for the person she fell in love with in the first place. 

				‘Besides,’ Mercedes continued, ‘everyone’s hot for him. I saw your school mums at that party tittering and looking up to him, drinking in his every word. So you might want to be careful. He’s a catch.’

				A catch? Gemma thought. Stephen? Well, he wouldn’t cheat. At least she had faith in him. He did value the sanctity of marriage and would end the relationship before being low enough to start up another one. Wouldn’t he?

				A blast of wind whipped through the restaurant and in the open door of the private dining room. The three looked up to see Laura entering the restaurant and looking about for them. 

				‘What’s she doing here?’ Mercedes said in a whiny voice.

				‘You know she’s on the committee,’ Gemma said.

				‘Yes, but I thought we were having a social dinner first, before the meeting.’

				Gemma glared at Mercedes. ‘We are,’ she said. 

				Gemma stood to call Laura over. She heard Mercedes hiss to Chantelle, ‘What in the hell is she wearing?’

				‘I dunno, I think it’s kind of a cool look,’ Chantelle whispered back. 

				Laura was in wide-leg beige linen palazzo pants topped with denim jacket and tie-dyed tee and accessorised with a cotton Union Jack bag and lime Converse sneakers. 

				‘Yeah, cool . . . for Nimbin.’

				‘Hey, girls. Sorry I’m late. How’s tricks?’

				‘Super.’ Mercedes’s smile didn’t reveal her teeth. Gemma could almost smell the sarcasm emanating from her pores. Maybe it wasn’t such a good idea having her on the committee, but it would have been disloyal not to have asked her. 

				Laura sat down. ‘So, have you been following Priscilla’s column? Great publicity.’ 

				‘Yes, I guess so,’ Gemma said. ‘I feel bad for the Dame, though. Priscilla isn’t very kind to her in her articles.’

				‘You know why though, don’t you?’ Laura asked. ‘Prissy got uninvited to the Fashion Luncheon at the Robertson mansion.’

				‘Nooo!’ the three other women exclaimed.

				‘Yep,’ Laura chuckled, ‘and Prissy never gets uninvited to anything and takes it lying down. I was in at the paper on the day she got the letter informing her of the committee’s decision. Oh, man, was she livid.’

				‘How stupid,’ Gemma said, shaking her head at such a PR stuff-up. ‘Why on earth would the Dame cross such an important member of the media?’

				‘Well, apparently she was pissed off with an article that Priscilla wrote. Which, by the way, was nowhere near as bad as what she’s written lately.’

				‘Gawd, I wonder what the Dame’s saying about all this?’ Chantelle said. ‘Priscilla’s being pretty hurtful but she’s really ramped up your brilliant work, Gemma.’

				After the women had enjoyed a light meal of bruschetta, antipasto and chatter the other members of the committee arrived. They were Gemma’s young office staff who had offered to volunteer their time.

				They were a great team. Patty, IQPR’s voluptuous receptionist, had a Facebook friend base of 1500. Bethany, a tiny elfin-looking thing with a penchant for ponchos, was the social network manager at the office and, thanks to her rigorous tweeting, had managed to secure 32,400 Twitter followers in the past few years. Each of her tweets was retweeted around the world in seconds, and many times she’d actually been responsible for starting a Twitter trend. Gemma was thrilled this had happened with her event. 

				Then there was Romy. She was a socialite with contacts in every community in Melbourne, could text at one hundred words a minute and had an address book with almost 2000 names in it. One SMS from her and most of social Melbourne would respond. These kinds of networks were crucial to the success of the event. 

				Finally, and most importantly, Ruth Browning arrived. Ruth was the acting client services manager. She was shouldering the main part of Gemma’s old job while Gemma was temporary CEO of the firm. 

				‘So, it’s eight pm, we begin; thank you all for being so punctual. The invitations, Romy?’

				‘All done. Here’s the final jpeg we sent out.’ Romy flipped open her laptop and passed it over to Gemma. It was an animated invitation with links to the YouTube, Twitter, MySpace and Facebook pages. It was humorous, sensual, delightful. The web designer had done an immaculate job.

				‘Excellent. Bethany, is everything fine with the venue?’

				‘Certainly is, Gemma. I spoke to the conference manager at The Shed down at Docklands just an hour ago.’

				‘The Shed? That’s massive,’ Mercedes interjected. ‘How many people are coming?’

				‘Three thousand,’ Gemma, Romy and Bethany said in unison.

				‘Three thousand? Good God, that’s ambitious,’ Mercedes said. She was leaning her chair back against the wall, the only one not taking notes. 

				‘Yes, it is,’ Gemma said. ‘We have a competition to win. The Dame is only going for 500. But on the other hand her tickets are five times more expensive.’

				‘Prizes? Romy?’ Gemma swiftly moved back to the agenda.

				‘I’m still working on it but I’ve been able to secure first prize from Mars.’

				‘Ooh, yum,’ Chantelle said, ‘what is it?’

				‘A lifetime supply of chocolate,’ Romy said, not even a little smug that she’d pulled off such a coup. 

				‘Brilliant, Romy, just brilliant,’ Gemma said. ‘In fact, you know what would be great? Let’s get it in, let’s get a mountain of chocolate as the centrepiece of the room. How good would that look? Piles and piles of chocolate towering up in the middle of the space, it’s sure to tempt people to buy a raffle ticket or ten.’

				‘Sounds gross,’ Mercedes said.

				‘I’ve got a sculptor that could really make a wild piece of artwork using chocolate. How about statues instead?’ Romy suggested.

				‘Yes! Even better,’ Gemma agreed. ‘You’re right, Mercedes – it might be a bit Jamie Oliver to pile transfats right in front of our body-conscious guests. Chocolate statues of naked people dotted around the room. It would look incredible. Could he do that?’

				‘I can ask,’ Romy said, typing away.

				‘Thank you, Romy. You’re wonderful. Now, goody bags, Patty?’

				Patty consulted her notes. ‘I’ve got 3000 boxes of Maltesers from Mars, edible undies, chocolate body paint and MAC eye shadow pots.’

				‘What colour is the shadow?’ Gemma asked.

				‘Why mocha, of course,’ Patty said. 

				‘You legend,’ Gemma said. ‘We need jewellery. Can we get some kind of piece in the goody bags too? Just to beef them up a bit?’

				‘I have a client that might be able to help there,’ Patty said. ‘They import cheap junk from China. One of the pieces is a silver love heart on a leather thong.’

				‘Perfect, that’s just perfect. Well done. Do it,’ Gemma said. She beamed. Now this was a meeting. Quick, efficient and productive. Her team was solid.

				‘Have we finalised sponsorship dollars to fund this thing, Ruth?’ This was Ruth Browning’s area of expertise. She had all the clients in the palm of her hand.

				‘It’s all been done, Gemma. I simply contacted each client and asked if they could divert their annual charity budget to UP-Kids this year. We’ve got a hundred grand. It was basic, considering all the press you’ve been getting about the event. Everyone was keen to get on board.’

				‘That’s the best news I’ve had all day. Basically that covers all the costs which means that the sale of each one-hundred-dollar ticket goes straight to the charity.’

				‘One hundred dollars a ticket?’ Mercedes said. ‘That works out to be $300,000.’

				‘That’s right,’ Gemma said.

				‘If you sell all the tickets, that is,’ Mercedes said.

				‘How are you going with your jobs, Mercedes?’ Gemma asked. ‘Are all your clients on board?’

				‘Sure, every single one of them has asked for tickets. When do I get them?’

				Romy answered. ‘Just tell them to go to the website, Mercedes. They buy the tickets online, pay through PayPal and then their name goes on the door. There’s no actual paper needed. We’re trying to keep this event as green as possible.’

				Gemma reflected that Mercedes would know all of this if she’d ever bothered to attend meetings. This was only the second one she’d deigned to be present at. She really shouldn’t have asked her on the committee. What worth was she bringing anyway? Then Gemma had an idea.

				‘We need the dancers to be really tricked up. Mercedes, do you think you and your team could do the hair and make-up? We’ve got fifty girls and guys doing a mixture of pole dancing and onstage performances. I can see big, teased bed-hair and glittery gold make-up. What do you think?’

				Mercedes rolled her eyes. ‘That’s going to cost me a fortune,’ she whined.

				‘Maybe they’ll donate their time,’ Patty said. ‘It’s incredible how generous people have been.’

				‘Maybe,’ Mercedes grumbled. ‘I thought I had enough to do organising the disco ball.’

				‘Sign me up for the job of snaparazzi,’ Laura said. ‘I’ll take pics of everyone then have them ready to collect by the end of the night. Do you want to charge?’

				‘Absolutely, we can make several grand out of that,’ Gemma said. ‘That’s fabulous, Laura, thank you so much.’

				‘Alcohol?’ Gemma moved on. Her ninety-minute meeting deadline was looming and she didn’t want to keep the women as she knew they all had busy lives.

				‘Foster’s is donating everything in exchange for signage and media mentions,’ Bethany said. 

				‘That’s easily done,’ Gemma said, ‘I love scratching the back of Foster’s. Can we come up with a sexy shooter or cocktail on entry?’

				‘Slow Comfortable Screw Against the Wall?’ Chantelle piped up.

				‘Hmmm, not bad, but too long.’

				‘Sex on the Beach?’ Patty offered. 

				‘Good,’ Gemma said, ‘but the Docklands isn’t really a beach, is it?’

				‘Orgasm?’ Romy suggested. 

				Gemma clapped her hands and beamed. ‘Yes, perfect,’ she said. ‘It’s chocolatey, and we can say we’re giving out Multiple Orgasms.’ The group of women burst out laughing. Mercedes rolled her eyes. 

				‘Or, “See Gemma for an Orgasm”,’ Chantelle suggested. 

				Patty laughed so hard she snorted then offered, ‘And . . . and . . . and the guys will drink theirs down before the ladies even take their first sip,’ she said. Romy and Bethany exploded, while Gemma and Laura held their stomachs as tears of mirth poured down their cheeks. 

				Gemma wiped her eyes and managed to quip, ‘Yes! Classic – and we’ll also serve them without alcohol and call them Virgin Orgasms!’ which kept the group’s giggles bubbling along until the straitlaced Ruth Browning interjected with, ‘Otherwise known as a Masturbation,’ which sent the women into more peals of hysterical laughter.

				Out in the restaurant, patrons leaned back in their chairs to see what was going on in the dining room.

				When the women saw the interest their hilarity had created, they laughed even harder. 

				The waiter came in and removed the empty bottle of pinot and, with raised eyebrows, neglected to offer another. 

				Eventually the laughter subsided and the members of the committee fixed their eye make-up and wiped their faces. ‘Right, so Orgasms are the drink du jour,’ Gemma said, still grinning from ear to ear. 

				‘I don’t know,’ Mercedes said. ‘I don’t even like Orgasms. They bloat me.’

				The meeting finished at a respectable nine-thirty and by ten pm they’d all said their goodbyes. Laura and Gemma were the last to leave. The streetlights reflected off the wet streets as they walked to their cars, thankful the heavy spring rain had stopped. ‘Great meeting, Gemma,’ Laura said. ‘The women are all so positive, except that Mercedes. What in the hell is she doing on the committee anyway? She undermined you every step of the way tonight.’

				‘I know, she’s just become so bitter and dreadful lately. I guess she’s always been like that. In the beginning she was great fun but thinking back now, she’s always been quite nasty. I thought it was funny the way she’d make snide comments about every other woman in the room, a bit Joan Rivers, you know? But it just started to get negative and nasty. And she’s become really needy too. She rings me all the time; she wants to know what I’m wearing when we go out then she turns up in the same outfit – it’s getting a bit stalky.’

				The women reached Gemma’s Audi and the car’s lights flickered as Gemma pushed the unlock button on her key. She opened the passenger door and flung her Armani bag onto the front seat. 

				‘Yeah, she’s dangerous, Gemma, really insecure. I’d watch her. I can’t believe she was so hesitant about helping with the hair and make-up, for God’s sake. Look at how much work everybody else is putting into it.’ 

				Gemma sighed. ‘You’re right; she’s selfish. It’s a give-an-inch-and-take-a-mile situation. When we started hanging out, she was so thankful to be included and couldn’t do enough for me, but now that she’s well entrenched in this lifestyle she’s sort of taking me for granted and gets cross when she’s not invited somewhere as opposed to being grateful when she is. It’s ridiculous.’

				‘Yeah, give her the flick. She’s a cow.’ Laura looked up at Gemma. ‘How’s Tyler?’ 

				Gemma sighed again. ‘No change. What am I going to do? How do I find out what’s going on inside his head? What about you? How’s Mathew?’

				‘I’ve had a massive breakthrough. He’s back, I’m so happy; his schoolwork’s improving, he’s talking to me – in monosyllables, of course, I’m not expecting miracles, but at least he sometimes makes eye contact.’ Laura beamed. 

				‘Laura, that’s just wonderful, I’m so happy for you.’ Gemma smiled, thrilled for her friend. ‘What’s the secret, how did you do it?’

				‘Well, I thought a lot about our last conversation and realised there’s no amount of books or lectures that will really help until you look at yourself. So I’ve been working on changing my attitude. I’ve tried to stop being the bitter grumpy old cow who stormed around the house complaining about him, about money problems, about men.’

				‘Really?’ Gemma leaned against the door of her car and folded her arms. ‘Have you genuinely had an attitude change? Or are you just putting it on for his benefit?’

				Laura buttoned up her jacket against the cool night air. ‘It has to be genuine; they’re kids, they’re intuitive. They can totally tell when you’re trying to fake it. I’ve tried to face the fact that my bitterness about past relationships and my loneliness and disappointment in Louis for going off and dying on us, selfish prick, was a cold, dank, gloomy rock right in the middle of our house. How could I expect Mathew to embrace me as a person when I criticised everything constantly? He’s not a friend I can vent at; he’s my son and he needs me to be the adult. So I decided to focus on good stuff. After being so negative for so long, it’s not easy. It’s still a work in progress.’ She shot Gemma a rueful grin.

				‘Wow, I’m impressed.’ Gemma gave her friend an impulsive hug. ‘It must be really difficult to make such a big change.’

				‘Yeah, it was . . . and it wasn’t, you know what I mean?’ Laura said, stepping back as a large black Lexus sloshed through a puddle causing waves to cascade over the gutter and onto the footpath.

				‘And as I said, it’s just a start. But what I did first was to hold a Wii Sports night with two work buddies. They’re top blokes, writers, dorky as all get out, but really nice guys. It didn’t take long for Mathew to creep out of his cave like a scared animal tempted by food.

				‘Before long it was on, and Mathew was accepting the trophy for highest score in Wii Bowling. He had a great night. He was laughing and joking with these guys and they were slapping him on the back, all macho-like. It was a real testosterone fest.’

				‘Oh, Laura,’ Gemma said, ‘you’re a genius.’

				‘Dunno about that. Then I found a youth camp that he went on for a week, boys only, and they did lots of male-bonding stuff, climbing, boating, spitting, whatever. So that was good too.’

				‘That sounds brilliant. Can you email me the link?’ 

				‘No probs. But finally there’s been one development that I was very nervous about at first but it seems to be working well in all sorts of ways.’

				‘What’s that?’

				Before she could answer, Laura grinned with eyes downcast. She looked up at Gemma. ‘I’m kind of seeing someone.’

				‘No!’ Gemma squealed. 

				‘Yeah. It’s amazing what happens when you work on changing your attitude.’

				‘Who?’

				‘Oh, there’s this guy; he owns the delicatessen cafe around the corner. I’ve been going there for years, actually. He’s Italian and very hot. It was his parents’ business and they’ve just retired. I guess I always had my life-let-me-down hat on every time I went in there and with this new-found campaign to find the world a more interesting place, especially in front of Mathew, I’ve been making more of an effort to be friendly towards Gino. And lo and behold, he bloody asked me out.

				‘Of course Mathew’s known him for years, they chat whenever we go there for breakfast. Mathew’s always liked him and now that Gino’s around all the time Mathew has just blossomed. He’s got the respect of a male mentor and you can’t beat that.’

				Gemma shook her head in amazement. ‘You dark horse, I am so happy for you. Why haven’t you told me?’

				‘Well, it’s all been so fast, and I didn’t know where it was going. But it’s pretty much official now.’

				Gemma leaned in to give her friend a second hug. ‘This is wonderful news. You really are glowing. I noticed when you walked in, you looked so much happier, not as . . .’

				‘Gloomy?’ Laura laughed. 

				‘Yeah, something like that.’ Gemma laughed too. ‘You’ve inspired me. Now you get, girl. Go home to your hunky Italian boyfriend.’

				Gemma drove away, uplifted and joyous over her friend’s burgeoning relationships, both romantic and mother–son. If it could happen for Laura, maybe there was hope for her too. She thought about Tyler with renewed optimism, but sighed as her thoughts turned once more to her marriage. Some things seemed too big to even think about.
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			  Tyler was slumped in front of the TV. A packet of corn chips spilled onto the table. The salsa jar, half empty, sat next to its lid. His finger tapped the channel-up button on the remote every three seconds. He’d been through the forty channels twice and hadn’t found anywhere to stop yet. MTV had a stupid Pet Shop Boys special on. They’re so gay. The network programming was a series of shows featuring doofus losers tripping through the afterschool timeslot in embarrassing costumes and over-enunciating every syllable, surely numbing the brains of little kids. 

				The doorbell rang. He looked down the corridor to the closed study door. He could hear his dad’s deep murmur; he must be on the phone. Tyler groaned. The effort to get up and walk to the door weighed him down. 

				He pulled open the door. Mercedes stood there. She glowered at him. 

				‘What are you doing here again?’ he asked.

				‘You know what I’m doing here. I’m planning that surprise party for your mum. I hope you’re keeping it a secret.’

				‘Yeah, right, a surprise party. What a crock,’ Tyler said.

				‘It is a surprise party your dad and I are working on. What are you doing here anyway? I thought you’d be with that creepy friend of yours.’

				‘Nuh, he’s got a new mate, Gino.’

				‘Shame. Nice ink, by the way.’ Mercedes pointed at Tyler’s forearm as she walked past. A biro-ed image of an axe dripping blood took up the entire space. ‘Pity it’s just a fakey.’

				He glared after her as she sauntered down the hall and let herself into the den. ‘Darling!’ he heard her exclaim and saw his dad embrace her as the door closed behind them. He hated Mercedes. He hated this house. He wished he were a bird, like a vulture or an eagle or something cool, so he’d be in control of his own life and he could fly away from this crap. 

				Mercedes didn’t stay long. An hour after she left his mum came home. She came into the kitchen dragging bags of groceries. He heard her grunting with the effort and rolled off the couch to go and help her. He went into the garage and brought in the last few bags and dumped them on the bench.

				‘Thank you, superstar,’ Gemma said and beamed at him. ‘This is all for you guys to live off next week when I’m away. Look, it’s such a gorgeous night after yesterday’s rain and I don’t feel like cooking, so how about you and I head down to the beach and get fish and chips together at that little place you like?’ 

				‘Dad coming?’ 

				‘Let’s make it just us. Anyway, I think he’s got a meeting tonight.’

				‘Sounds good,’ Tyler said and grabbed his oversized hoodie. 

				*

				The traffic was reasonable. Gemma thought it would only take half an hour to get to Nimmo Street in Albert Park. Tyler spent the entire time flicking through radio stations. He barely stopped on one song for long before he changed. It was as irritating as hell but Gemma hesitated to poke the bear by complaining. 

				She knew better than to force the conversation. The best stuff flowed naturally when, and if, Tyler decided to talk. He was like a clam on a rock when it came to forcing an issue. Often the best way to try to get some conversation from him was to get him in the car, where he couldn’t just walk away, where he didn’t have to be confronted by sitting face to face, and just hope that he relaxed enough to actually talk to her.

				Sure enough, halfway through the silent drive Tyler turned to her. ‘How long will you be away this time, Mum?’ 

				‘Oh, just a few days. Back on Thursday.’

				He looked back out of the window after punching the radio button again. A few minutes elapsed. Gemma desperately wanted to ask how he felt about her going away, whether he was happy, whether he even liked her anymore. She arched her back to relieve some of the tension she felt and clenched her teeth together. Questioning him would only make him retreat further. She stared determinedly ahead and resisted the urge to pepper him with a barrage of questions.

				‘So, what’s New York like?’ 

				Gemma’s heart filled with excitement and she exhaled with relief. This was a conversation. Don’t wreck it, tread carefully. Make it about him. 

				‘Yeah, good,’ she said lightly. ‘There’s a fantastic skate park.’

				‘Really?’ he asked, pretending not to care. 

				‘Yep, in fact last time Tony Hawk was there. He was doing a demo.’

				‘Really?’ he said. Now he sounded impressed. 

				‘Uh-huh, he’s great. I didn’t see it live but I saw it on the telly in my room. Also, New York has good music.’

				‘Yeah, some really good musicians come out of New York. And Seattle,’ he said. 

				‘I saw Sting there in real life last time. He was in the same restaurant as me,’ Gemma offered.

				‘Who’s Sting?’ Tyler looked at her. 

				‘He was in The Police, you know, “Roxanne”? “Don’t Stand So Close to Me”?’

				‘Oh, right.’

				‘And also I was shopping in a department store when Jon Bon Jovi walked in.’

				‘That’s pretty cool,’ Tyler said. A few minutes crept by. Then Tyler said, ‘I saw Hamish and Andy in Bourke Street Mall last week.’

				‘Did you? That’s great. I love them. I love Hamish, he’s hilarious.’

				‘Yeah, Hamish is cool.’

				They didn’t speak again for the remainder of the journey but Gemma felt warm and reassured in the comfortable and easy silence.

				Other walkers and joggers were also taking advantage of the unusually warm evening. They decided to stroll along the sand towards the fish and chip shop. 

				‘God, people are pigs,’ Tyler said as he noticed a few cans and a plastic bag lying on the sand. He walked over and scooped the cans into the bag.

				Gemma saw a beer bottle a little way up and jogged over to collect it. She dropped it into Tyler’s bag. ‘It’s disgusting, isn’t it? Such a beautiful beach and they don’t even care.’

				They wandered on admiring the millpond stillness of the bay. They passed a man as he threw a ball into the water. A wet and excited labrador leaped after it, swimming into the depths to retrieve his prize.

				Tyler scooped up another bit of rubbish. The wind had dropped and, apart from the occasional childish shout from a distance in the other direction and the hum of the Beach Road traffic, it was quiet.

				‘You know Gavin? From school?’ 

				‘Yep, his dad’s a doctor,’ Gemma said.

				‘Yeah, that’s the one,’ Tyler said. ‘He was going out with this girl from St Catherine’s, Amy.’

				‘Oh, yes,’ Gemma said.

				‘Well, he two-timed her.’

				‘Oh, that’s no good,’ Gemma said. 

				‘Yeah, I was hanging at the shops with Mathew the other week and saw her crying with her friends around her.’

				‘Is this a girl you fancy?’

				‘Amy?’ he scoffed. ‘Nah, she’s got fake nails.’

				She let the conversation fritter to its natural halt. They walked on further, collecting rubbish as they went. The lights of the fish and chip shop on The Esplanade in the distance spilled onto the twilight sand. 

				‘I felt kinda sorry for her, but,’ he eventually said. ‘It must have really hurt her.’

				‘I guess so,’ Gemma said. ‘It wasn’t very nice of Gavin.’

				‘Gavin’s a prick.’

				After they’d dropped the rubbish in the bin and shared hot battered fish and plump salty chips they headed back home. They spoke little as they ate dinner. Just about school and Mathew’s mum’s new friend, Gino. Tyler liked Gino but was a bit put out he didn’t see Mathew as much. 

				During the car ride home the gentle silence wove its magic again. 

				‘There’s this girl, Rosa,’ Tyler started. 

				‘Oh yes,’ Gemma said, trying to sound nonchalant. 

				‘I wasn’t going out with her or anything, this is last year, right?’

				‘Right.’

				‘But we were kind of friends, kind of hanging out, you know, then she started going out with Jamie.’

				‘How did that make you feel?’ Gemma asked.

				‘It hurt. I liked her.’

				Gemma felt like someone had sliced her open. Her little boy’s first broken heart. 

				‘It’s no biggie or anything. It’s just that the Gavin and Amy thing reminded me of it.’

				Tyler didn’t say anything more on the subject and Gemma sat quietly as the Audi purred along the busy Melbourne streets. 

				They pulled into their street when Tyler spoke again. ‘I feel sorry for Amy.’

				Gemma turned off the living room lights, checked the doors were all locked and they made their way up the stairs to their rooms. At her bedroom door she turned to her son and gave him a big hug. 

				‘Thanks for tonight, my sweetie. That was great.’

				‘Yeah, thanks for dinner.’ He turned to walk down the hallway to his room then stopped and looked back. ‘Mum,’ his voice was gruff. 

				She turned back towards him. ‘Yes?’

				‘I’m going to miss you, when you go to New York.’

				She smiled, tears prickling. ‘I’m going to miss you too.’
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			  Gemma groaned as she walked through the arrivals hall. She scanned the scraps of paper that were being brandished by the many drivers in various livery and size. Her name wasn’t there. Damn, she should have confirmed with IQPR’s receptionist that the car had been ordered. Looks like she was cabbing it. 

				Exhausted by her twenty-two-hour flight, she wheeled her case down the ramp and towards the exit. Why was it always so hot inside in the US? She stripped off her autumn coat and unbuttoned her suit jacket. ‘Well, hey there, Aussie,’ a familiar voice said. 

				‘Peter, what in the hell are you doing here?’ God, he was just so tall and lovely. She had to restrain herself when they cheek-kissed hello for fear that she would just leap into those muscular arms. She felt he was restraining himself too as he held her shoulder longer than was necessary after their greeting had reached its natural conclusion. 

				‘I’ve come to collect you . . . because of the fact that you’re not here long and we can get some work done in the car en route. Yeah, that’s it.’

				‘Oh,’ she replied in an innocent voice, ‘so it’s a work-related reason.’

				‘Yeah, sure, good use of time and whatnot.’ Peter handed her a bottle of water then picked up her bag. 

				‘Thanks. I’m parched,’ she said. She couldn’t believe he was so thoughtful. 

				‘There’s the car.’

				He pointed to a black-suited driver standing at an open boot. Peter handed the bag over and they slid into the expansive back seat.

				‘So The Algonquin again?’ he asked. Gemma’s heartbeat accelerated somewhat as she remembered the potent sexual energy that had sparked between them last time. She smiled. ‘Yes, I really like it there.’ 

				‘I thought as much. Are you up for dinner later? Or are you too tired?’ 

				There was no way Gemma was going to miss out on dinner with Peter. She only had two nights here so every minute counted. Of course, she scolded herself, it was strictly business.

				‘That would be fantastic,’ she said.

				‘I’ll take you to Caviar Russe. Have you been there before?’ he asked. 

				‘No, I haven’t heard of it.’

				‘It’s over on Madison Avenue. Right near the office, actually. It’s very good for business dinners. Loads of moving and shaking going on. It’s quite amazing who you see. Donald Trump is often there. It’s just a few blocks south of Trump Tower.’ 

				‘Wow, I can’t wait. I love caviar.’

				‘I thought you might.’ He grinned then pulled a sheaf of documents from his satchel. ‘Now, can I run these figures past you? I need your advice.’ 

				Sitting side by side, thighs touching, they bowed their heads over the papers and talked shop for the rest of the trip. 

				The royal-blue doorway of Caviar Russe sat on Madison Avenue flanked by a bank on its north side and a clothing store on its south. The unassuming navy awning stated the restaurant’s name in an elegant gold script. Entering the century-old building’s small foyer, Peter and Gemma climbed the tight stairway, adding their own minute impression onto the bowed marble steps where hundreds of thousands of feet had passed before them. 

				Gemma ran her hand along the worn timber banister as she followed Peter’s long legs to the first floor. The banister was curvaceous and warm to the touch. 

				The stairway led them to the entrance where a smiling, suited man appeared to have been awaiting their arrival. ‘Mr Blakely, how lovely to see you again.’ The maître d’ made a slight deferential bow with his head.

				‘Armando, it’s great to be back.’

				‘I have your regular table ready, sir. Please, this way.’ Armando led them to a table that perched on a window overlooking the galaxy of lights that was Madison Avenue. 

				‘What a great view,’ Gemma said and slid into her seat. As Peter perused the wine list, Gemma gazed around the restaurant taking in the resplendent decor. Murano glass spheres dangled as modern chandeliers from royal-blue-painted ceiling panels that were in turn framed by ornate plaster mouldings. Murals depicting Russian fables took up the main wall while mirrors coated the other walls. The staff silently approached other tables with elaborate offerings featuring sushi, sashimi and, of course, caviar. 

				Gemma looked at the menu and gasped. ‘I could actually order a meal that costs US$2900,’ she whispered. ‘That’s ridiculous.’

				Peter grinned. ‘Yes, well, don’t. IQPR’s doing well but not that well. Do you want me to order for you?’

				‘You’d better. This is overwhelming,’ she said, scanning the list of caviars. 

				Armando came back to the table and Peter ordered a bottle of Dom Pérignon, after checking that Gemma felt like champagne, and a tasting menu of several different types of sushi, with a caviar appetiser. ‘But no cilantro in the salad, please,’ Peter said to the handsome young server. ‘My friend hates it.’

				‘You remembered I don’t like coriander,’ she accused him after Armando had taken their order and vanished like a will-o’-the-wisp. 

				‘Of course I remembered, because it’s completely idiotic.’

				Once again she marvelled at his thoughtfulness. She thought of the many coriander-infused Vietnamese meals she’d had to endure because Stephen never remembered each time he brought home takeaway. 

				‘Have you ever wondered why the Yanks call their main meals “entrees”?’ Gemma said. ‘After all, “entrée” is French for entry, and it doesn’t make sense, really.’

				Armando appeared with the chilled champagne and expertly poured it then left.

				‘I hadn’t thought about it, but I guess you’re right,’ Peter said. ‘Cheers, to us.’ He raised his flute. ‘IQPR us, I mean.’

				‘Of course, cheers, to IQPR’s continued world domination.’ Gemma clinked her flute against his.

				‘So, how’s life on the home front?’ Peter asked, leaning on his elbows into the table.

				‘Oh, it’s getting there. Tyler and I had a lovely night out together the day before I left. I really think things are turning around. He’s very worried about something, though. It sounded like girl troubles, but I don’t think it’s that exactly, it’s something related. It’s hard. I wish he knew he could open up and talk to me about anything, that I wouldn’t judge him.’

				‘Yes, I understand completely,’ Peter said. ‘Emily was like that. It was as if I spoke a different language to her and she just couldn’t be bothered. I am sure he’ll come through it soon.’

				‘I hope so,’ Gemma sighed, ‘I really do. He’s such a great kid. He’s just so riddled with insecurities. If only they could see what we see, if only they knew how great they are. But teenagers are always comparing themselves with and looking up to some dickhead at school whose biggest claim to fame is being able to squirt milk from their tear ducts.’

				‘Oh, how true that is,’ Peter hooted with laughter. ‘And how goes it with your husband?’

				‘Not good, I’m afraid. I’m completely torn in two. I just don’t know what would be the best for Tyler: to keep wrestling with the relationship for the sake of maintaining the appearance of a united family, or to split, which would obviously be difficult initially but would certainly make for happier homes in the long run.’

				‘It’s interesting you say that,’ Peter said, his chin in his hand as he listened to her.

				‘Say what?’

				‘Well, you said, “what’s best for Tyler”. Sure it’s his family, but it’s your marriage. Why don’t you consider what you really want? It would be best for your son if his mom just lived her own truth.’

				‘Hmmm, you’re right, of course. I have been so wound up about Tyler that I hadn’t even considered that.’

				Armando returned with two long plates featuring a central bowl on ice containing twenty-five grams of sevruga caviar. A mother-of-pearl spoon lay at its side. Tiny bowls filled with capers and chopped egg sat on a plate of blini, slices of boiled potato and toast points. 

				While Armando fussed over the presentation of the offering, Gemma thought about Peter’s comment. It was true. What did she really want? Her eyes flashed up at Peter’s face as he joked with the server. She admired the way his hair flicked out over his collar, how thick it was and barely salted in the black at the temples. He had a very strong jaw and full lips that sprung into a smile at a moment’s notice. 

				Well, that might be the case, she might just want Peter Blakely, very badly in fact, but she would never be able to live with the guilt. She needed to have a talk with Stephen; she needed to find out what he wanted out of their relationship. 

				The cab pulled up out the front of The Algonquin just after midnight. The doorman in a forest-green coat and hat held the door open for her and thanked Peter for the tip he slipped into the handshake. 

				‘I’ll be right back,’ Peter said to the cab driver and walked Gemma into her lobby. They stood in silence as they waited for the elevator to arrive. The doors opened. ‘Oh, I nearly forgot,’ Gemma said as she stepped inside the elevator and turned to face him, ‘the flowers in my room are wonderful. That’s a tremendous policy of yours, to greet your senior management with an arrangement.’ She pushed button number four. 

				‘You know, I don’t really send flowers to all the visiting CEOs,’ he said as the lift door closed. He grinned as he could just make out her words as the lift took off: ‘I know.’

			

	

	
		
			
				[image: 32]

			  Julian and Oscar nestled side by side, a bowl of cheesy popcorn balanced on Oscar’s broad lap. 

				‘OMG,’ Julian said, ‘I’m so nervous.’

				‘You might not even be in it, you know,’ Oscar said. ‘They edit the hell out of these things.’ 

				The plasma screen was muted during the commercials but as soon as the announcer’s pleasant countenance appeared, Julian pointed the remote at the TV and turned on the sound. 

				A split image behind the announcer showed a glamorous photo of Gemma on one side and a picture of the Dame in evening dress on the other. 

				‘This is it, this is it. I can’t believe it. I feel sick.’ Julian flapped his hands.

				‘Shhh,’ Oscar calmed him, ‘you’ll miss it.’

				The announcer started reading from her autocue. 

				‘In an unprecedented battle of the elite, socialites Dame Frances Davenport and Gemma Bristol will be duelling to the social death this weekend in the Charity Challenge of all time. Amber McIntyre has the story.’

				Julian squealed and pulled his feet up under his knees as Amber’s disembodied voice floated over a general shot of a glittering affair.

				‘It’s the world of the rich and famous, the privileged, the elite.’

				The shot switched to another do with blonde, diamond-clad women in the foreground air-kissing and holding flutes of champagne. ‘It’s the world of the charity event where upper-class do-gooders spend their time hosting star-studded affairs that can cost up to two, three, even $500 per ticket.’ 

				The next shot showed Amber in a black leather coat walking towards the camera in an affluent part of town. Well-dressed women in the background were dining at a patio restaurant. Three seconds of ABBA’s ‘Money, Money, Money’ played then faded out. As Amber walked, she punctuated every other sentence with a hand gesture. ‘These ladies-who-lunch raise big money for big causes – sick children, AIDS awareness, orphaned whales – and they do their tireless work in committees. Socialites working in teams – happily, amiably, cheerfully . . .’ Amber stopped her ambling and looked down the lens and said in her serious voice, ‘until now, that is.’ 

				The next scene was a long shot from across a busy street of Gemma in a business suit leaving her office. A large Armani handbag was draped in the crook of her arm and she was talking on her mobile phone. Her keys dangled from her fingers. She was unaware of the camera. 

				‘Meet Gemma Bristol. Renowned PR spin doctor, function manager and girl about town. Gemma was, until recently, a member of well-known charity committee UP-Kids Special Fundraising Committee.’

				The scene changed to old footage of the Dame chatting on a TV set with Ray Martin, the interview sound muted. 

				‘This committee is run by Dame Frances Davenport, illustrious Melbourne charity matriarch. The Dame, as she’s known by many, has been the figurehead of this committee for decades. 

				‘Gemma Bristol was working with the Dame and members of the Dame’s team on the annual Chocolate Ball, an iconic event that raises tens of thousands of dollars every year for underprivileged children. Then controversy struck.’ 

				The scene froze on Dame Frances’s face, split it with a close-up of a less-than-attractive shot of Gemma, zoomed in and went monochrome.

				‘In a heated exchange, the two women attacked one another during a committee meeting. Gemma was subsequently sacked from the committee. The alliance was over.’ The photo of the two women tore down the middle. 

				A long shot of a battleground with bombs going off briefly appeared and faded away. Amber’s voice-over said, ‘And the war was just beginning. The Dame challenged Gemma to a duel, a charity face-off if you will.’

				Julian squealed, sounding a little like a stressed-out guinea pig, as the large plasma screen filled with his face. On the television, he was wearing a pink-and-white-pinstriped shirt and pink tie. 

				‘Shhh,’ Oscar said as Amber’s voice-over continued. ‘I spoke with Dame Frances’s personal assistant, Julian Goodstead.’ The titling key appeared under Julian stating his name and position. 

				Television Julian spoke, ‘UP-Kids has benefited from Dame Frances’s generosity for fifty years.’ The camera cut to a shot of Amber in a wood-panelled library, nodding with a serious look on her face then went back to Julian. ‘She’s a wonderful patron of the charity.’

				The camera cut back to Amber. ‘What do you think of the battle of the charity queens? Is this damaging to the cause?’ she said. 

				TV Julian came back onto the screen. ‘Oh, not at all. Dame Frances has her methods that have worked for half a century and the two ladies have just chosen not to work together. Gemma has a different vision. It’s hardly a battle.’

				A photo of a black-tie function taken from overhead spun up and landed on the screen, then went to monochrome. A list of bulleted titles landed on the picture while Amber read what they said. ‘The Dame’s event, the Rum Ball, will be held at the Grand Ballroom at the Grand Royal Hotel, it will feature the Bradley Myers Orchestra and the raffle grand prize is a new car.’

				The words disappeared, the photo flipped away and was replaced with a different-looking function with young people in evening dress on a dance floor. ‘Meanwhile Gemma Bristol’s do, the Mal-Teaser, is at The Shed at Docklands. It will feature a DJ and celebrities from Dancing with the Stars and is themed sex and chocolate. The question remains; which socialite has what it takes to win the contest?’

				The next scene was a series of quick cuts of affluent types walking along the Paris end of Collins Street. There were intermittent shots of shop windows, high-end shopping bags and expensive-looking shoes while Amber’s voice-over continued. ‘The Charity Challenge is on everyone’s lips in the more exclusive parts of town.’ 

				A blonde woman, about fifty, with diamond earrings, who had obviously been stopped randomly on the street, flashed onto the screen. ‘Oh, it’s all for a good cause, isn’t it? I do think Gemma’s being a bit pushy, though.’ 

				Then a second woman, standing next to a handsome well-to-do gentleman, said, ‘The Dame has my vote. She’s a marvel.’ 

				A younger, funkier-looking woman in a leather jacket was next. ‘I think it’s all a bit ridiculous, really. Don’t these people have something better to do?’

				Amber appeared in a head-and-shoulder shot taken in a five-star restaurant to summarise the piece. A lunchtime function was taking place in the background. ‘The charity battle-stage has been set; the date, Saturday night. Who will take the crown? The Dame, representing Melbourne establishment, or technology queen, Gemma Bristol?’ 

				The camera panned away from Amber and zoomed into the floral bouquet on the table immediately behind her. ‘It remains to be seen which diva will emerge smelling like roses. Amber McIntyre for Melbourne Today.’

				The next shot was of the announcer in the studio seemingly watching the report. She looked up into the lens at her audience. ‘Mmm, duelling do-gooders, a fascinating report. Thank you, Amber.’

				Julian pointed the remote at the TV and muted the sound. He was beaming. ‘OMG,’ he squealed, ‘I looked fabulous.’

				Oscar laughed. ‘You sure did, you TV star, but you’ve no time to rest on your laurels; the party’s on Saturday night.’

				Julian blanched. ‘Oh, you’re so right. Where’s my list? I’ve got a gazillion things to do.’ And he bustled out of the room.
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			  The wind whipped down Madison Avenue. Gemma bowed her head and pulled her autumn coat tighter around her body. She cursed the fact she’d forgotten to pack gloves but she hadn’t expected the winter chill to hit the city so early. She wrapped her cashmere scarf around her head and tucked it into the upturned wool lapels. Shoving her hands in her pockets, she continued her struggle up the wind tunnel. 

				Eventually she entered the sanctity of IQPR’s building. She signed in at the security desk and took the lift to the fourteenth floor.

				Gemma exited the lift and yet another buxom model-slash-actress type greeted her with a smile. ‘Peter Blakely, please,’ Gemma asked.

				‘Aussie!’ The call came from halfway down the corridor.

				‘Morning, Peter,’ she smiled and they greeted each other with a chaste kiss on the cheek. His aftershave was spicy and subtle.

				‘Come with me. We’re meeting Dirk up on the twentieth. He’s expecting us.’

				They returned to the elevators. The door opened and a group of executives spilled onto the floor, dispersing with similar intent looks on their faces: places to go, people to see.

				The doors closed and Peter stabbed twenty.

				‘Well, you were most evasive last night. Why won’t you tell me what this meeting’s about?’ Gemma said, turning to him.

				‘I was dying to, believe me, but it’s not my place to tell. I’m in the role of facilitator only in this negotiation. It has to come from Dirk.’

				Gemma shrugged. ‘Don’t care anyway,’ she said. 

				He grinned. ‘You do.’

				‘No, I don’t,’ she said, hoping she looked sufficiently haughty.

				‘Yes, you do. You so do.’ The lift opened and the pair walked down the plush carpeted corridor continuing their childish banter.

				‘So don’t, infinity.’

				‘So do care, double infinity.’ They were both chuckling and whispering the juvenile argument back and forth as they reached the door of the big boss.

				Dirk Ciepielewski had been at the helm of IQPR for twenty years. He wasn’t tall in stature but was a very big personality who commanded intense respect from his team. He had an enormous gold watch on his left wrist and a chunky gold chain on his right. Dirk propelled his barrel body from his large leather desk chair at their entry. 

				‘Gemma Bristol, damn girl, it’s good to see you. Come on in, sit yourself down. Blakely, get us a drink.’

				Peter walked over to the bar fridge that was integrated in the black lacquered panelling that covered the far wall. ‘Perrier, Gemma? Or juice?’

				‘Perrier is fine, thanks, Peter.’

				‘I’ll have the same,’ Dirk said. ‘Come on over. Let’s get nice and cosy.’ He walked towards the lounge area that sprawled to the right of his desk. 

				Gemma and Peter sat down together on the couch while Dirk took the big square leather club chair. 

				‘So, how’s tricks Down Unda?’ he said in an attempt at an Australian accent.

				‘Great, Dirk, really great. Never been better.’

				‘Blakely tells me about a big charity shindig you got going on down there. Sounds like a blast. Great press, Gemma, well done. I’ve been keeping an eye on the internet postings. You sure don’t miss an op to get IQPR mentioned.’

				‘Well, it’s for a good cause: we’re raising money for underprivileged children.’

				‘Of course, of course.’ Dirk patted the air as if he had the kids foremost in his mind the entire time and not the publicity of his company. ‘For sure, Gemma.’

				‘And the PR for the firm, and for the foundation too, just flowed on. It’s been an organic process with one thing feeding off another.’

				‘And how are the clients faring? They’ve not been neglected at all during this massive undertaking?’ Dirk asked.

				‘No, on the contrary, Dirk, every single client has come on board in one capacity or another. They’re all eager to help. Even our smallest client, The Printing Press, is donating the menus and programs.’ 

				‘On recycled paper?’ Dirk asked. 

				‘Absolutely,’ Gemma smiled. He really was the best at keeping the mass market happy.

				‘Now, Gemma, I believe you met with the board last time you were in New York.’

				‘Yes, that’s right. It was quite an extensive meeting, actually – I was surprised.’

				‘And they asked you how you saw the future of IQPR Melbourne?’

				‘Yes, they did, Dirk. I’ve had some ideas, just toying around with some systems, nothing concrete yet, of course.’

				‘Well, I have a proposal for you. What say you take over as the bigwig of the Australian operation?’

				Gemma stared at Dirk open-mouthed. She’d hoped for this to happen. It was everything she’d worked so hard for. 

				‘Really? Wow, Dirk. God, I don’t know what to say.’

				Gemma turned to Peter. He gave her a knowing smile in encouragement. 

				‘I know you’ve been doing a stand-up job in the role for the last ten months and the board was damn impressed with you when they met you. But we’re expanding in the Australasian region, Gemma. We want to be in Auckland and Sydney by 2015, and you’re to head it up. The job’s a lot bigger than it was when Wally was at the helm.’

				‘I must admit, I’ve been thinking about that position for some time now but assumed,’ she glanced at Peter, ‘that I wasn’t what you were looking for. I expected you would hire someone more experienced. I’m very honoured, Dirk, thank you.’

				‘Oh, pshaw, girl!’ Dirk flicked his slab of a hand in her direction. ‘We don’t want to make the mistake of passing over true talent just for the sake of hiring whoever’s been waiting in the wings the longest. Now I confess, the board hadn’t even thought of you – maybe it is to do with your age – but when they met with you in June they were blown away with you, darlin’, blown away. And I must say they’re right. You’ve got the goods; you’re exactly what we need. So whatta you say?’

				‘Dirk, that’s a huge offer, thank you, but I’m going to have to think about it.’

				‘Don’t think too long, and don’t forget about the impressive pay rise you’ll be getting. Company car, first-class travel, top-shelf health and dental. It’s the golden package, Gemma – don’t let it slip by.’

				‘Well, that sounds very tempting, indeed. I will discuss it with my husband.’ Was it her imagination or did she sense Peter flinch at the mention of her spouse?

				‘Okay, how about you get home and call me next Monday –’ he checked his iPhone, ‘no, that’s no good – I’m in Barbados at a conference. It’ll have to wait till the following Monday. We’ll skype.’

				Gemma and Peter stood. Gemma shook Dirk’s hand then the two left the office. Gemma closed the door behind them.

				They walked to the elevator in silence. Peter struggled to contain his excitement. Gemma pushed the down button and finally looked at him. He was grinning from ear to ear. ‘Well? Isn’t that great? I’ve been bursting to tell you. Aren’t you totally thrilled?’

				She looked at him, took in a deep breath and said, ‘You know, I’ve been desperate to get this job but I have so much going on at the moment.’ She sighed. ‘I just don’t know, Peter. I’ve got a lot to think about.’

				Gemma stared out of her window at The Algonquin onto West 44th Street. It was cold outside and she huddled on the armchair in a soft terry robe. The heavy sky threatened snow. She’d just hung up the phone from Stephen. It was eleven am Tuesday, Melbourne time. He should have been at work but he’d decided to play golf instead and had hung up because he was about to tee off. She sat with the dead phone in her hand, staring into space and feeling numb. Slowly the sounds of the city, still clogged with traffic, broke into her reverie. In the narrow street below her window taxi drivers were bickering loudly, leaning out of their windows with fists punching the air while other impatient drivers beeped their horns.

				Gemma took it all in silently, pulling her robe tightly around her as a slight chill prickled her skin. The determination, drive and passion of this city thrilled her and provided a stark contrast to the malaise in her personal life. Malaise that had just been reinforced by her abrupt conversation with Stephen.

				Desperate to know what direction to take she had asked him point-blank: ‘Do you want to stay married, Stephen?’ 

				It was a huge moment for her and she’d held her breath as she waited for his answer, but he’d simply acted as if she had asked what he wanted for dinner. ‘Dunno, babe, your call,’ he’d answered, obviously more interested in his golf game. ‘Do what you like. Gotta go, Dave’s here.’ 

				So that was what they had come to? She finally put down the phone she’d been holding aloft and looked again at the city below her.

				It was such a passionate city, such a driven place. Everyone was on the go, determined to get to where they were going, to be there first, to be the best. Maybe she wasn’t cut out for it anymore. Was she really this type of person? Was Stephen right all along? Had she been too driven and focused on her career and ignored her family? Had she just left them by the wayside as she’d surged forward New York-style? Was it such a bad thing to have concentrated on her career? She’d concentrated on her son too; she knew deep down she wasn’t a negligent mother. She’d been there for Tyler, perhaps not every night after school in the past few years, but who was? People had to work. And perhaps she could have sacrificed more to save her marriage. But it was hard work when it felt as if she were the only one putting in any effort. She’d tried date nights and long talks. They’d had counselling and attempted romantic getaways, but nothing had helped.

				She knew Stephen really didn’t care anymore and as she sat there she felt something shift within her and realised that neither did she. She was worn out from pretending the marriage was healthy, worn out from the effort of trying to keep the family together. She had so badly wanted to have a whole, unified family that she’d traded happiness and contentment for the image of a cohesive family unit. Well, she managed to smile weakly to herself, she was done. No more pretending. Her marriage had been over years ago and from now on she was going to live as honestly as she could for her own sake, and for Tyler’s.

				She looked up at a soft tap at the door. Holding the robe together at the neck, she opened the door, and smiled to see Peter standing there. ‘Hey, Aussie,’ he said. He had a frosty bottle of Veuve Clicquot in his hand. ‘I thought we’d celebrate your job offer.’

				‘Come in,’ she said and stepped back to let him enter the room.

				He walked over to the table and placed the bottle down. He turned back to her. ‘So? Made any decisions yet?’

				She walked over to Peter and looked up into his eyes as he smiled at her. ‘Yes, I have reached a long overdue decision,’ she said and undid her robe and let the white cloth fall into a towelling puddle about her ankles. ‘But it’s not work-related.’ She put her arms around his neck and his warm firm lips rested fully upon hers at long last. 
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			  Julian entered the opulent foyer of the Dame’s penthouse and tsked when he saw that the floral arrangement on the hall table was drooping. He dropped his satchel onto the kitchen bench and returned to deal with the stale floral art. That was very unlike him; he would never normally let flowers get to the wilting stage. But it was understandable. He hadn’t even had time to exfoliate lately, let alone maintain his usually high bouquet standards. 

				His hands shook slightly as he dropped the dead blooms into the garbage. The duel between the ladies was taking its toll on his boss and he was sick with worry. 

				Dame Frances had very nearly burst blood vessels with rage last month when, after an AIDS Awareness function at the Park Hyatt that both women had frostily attended, Gemma Bristol had hopped in the hotel’s limousine ahead of him and the Dame. Admittedly, Gemma had been talking on her phone and hadn’t noticed the older woman’s approach. But of course the Dame had taken the slight as personal and had ranted and raved like a tantruming two-year-old, much to the glee of the loitering paparazzi. It had made social pages headlines the following day. She’d only had to wait a mere two minutes for the next limo to pull around the circular driveway but it hadn’t been the point. It had apparently been the principle of the thing. 

				Julian tsked again as he noticed the yellow stamen powder sprinkling the top of the stainless-steel rubbish bin lid. He dampened a piece of paper towel and wiped it clean. 

				Of course, always being one to hold a grudge, the Dame had plotted and schemed her revenge. The following week had been Cosmopolitan magazine’s annual Women of Influence luncheon. The editor of the magazine was a huge fan of the Dame and was thrilled to be invited as guest of honour to the Chocolate Ball. And of course she wouldn’t mind ensuring that Dame Frances would be on table one at her Women of Influence luncheon. She couldn’t, however, guarantee that Gemma Bristol could be placed on, as the Dame indelicately put it, ‘table last’, but she’d ensure the younger woman would be well away from Dame Frances’s line of sight. 

				Julian didn’t think Gemma had even noticed or cared about the Dame’s superior seating arrangement. But it had made the Dame happy, and a happy Dame made for a happy day. 

				‘Julian!’ the Dame called out from the living room. He put the vase on the draining board and walked around the corner into the sunlit room. 

				‘Good morning, Dame Frances. Beautiful day, isn’t it?’ She was in her leopard-print house dress again.

				‘That’s rot, Julian, and you know it, unless you’re telling me that floppy weather-worn sack you call a briefcase is bursting with RSVPs.’

				‘Well, I actually call it a satchel . . .’ 

				‘Enough about your feeble accessories. How many replies are there?’ She stamped her cane.

				Julian retrieved his satchel from the kitchen, opened it and spilled the envelopes onto the table. ‘About fifty, I think, Dame Frances.’

				The Dame stood in the middle of her living room, leaning on her silver dragon-topped stick. She said nothing. 

				Julian started to feel a bit nervous. She just had such very high standards. Why didn’t she see that this was good news? The event was four days away and they were only short about sixty guests. And what with the enormous donation from the Polinski family, they were sure to be miles ahead of Gemma.

				‘This is a disaster,’ the Dame said quietly and limped over to sit on her chair at the head of the table.

				‘There’s still time, Dame Frances,’ Julian said. ‘You know there’s always a rush at the last moment. You’ll sell out – why wouldn’t you?’

				She glared at him. ‘You know very well why – three words: Gemma Blinking Bristol. The list, Julian, get me the list.’ The Dame’s hand stretched out in Julian’s direction. 

				He scrabbled through the zipped-up section of his bag. ‘Here you are, Dame Frances, the guest list. Alphabetised.’ 

				Dame Frances scanned the four pages of her paid-up RSVPs. ‘I don’t even know half these people,’ she muttered. ‘Where’s Cilla Grange? Isn’t she coming?’

				‘Well, I haven’t really heard . . .’ Julian was feeble in his excuse. 

				‘Phone,’ she demanded. ‘Dial Cilla now.’

				Julian grabbed the cordless phone and the Dame’s address book. He dialled the number and passed the receiver over to his boss.

				‘Cilla, darling, it’s Dame Frances. How are you? . . . Fabulous, darling. How’s Eric? . . . Grand. What’s happening, darling? . . . You haven’t replied to the Rum Ball.’ She waited while she listened. Julian watched her lips tighten. She obviously wasn’t enjoying what she was listening to. ‘But, Cilla, my sweetheart, we’ve got the Bradley Myers Orchestra playing; it’s going to be such a hoot. I won’t take no for an answer. We’ve got one table left, darling, and I was just saying to my assistant, Julian, no, don’t sell it, we have to save it for Cilla, she’d be mortified if we didn’t save it for her. You must take the table – it just won’t be the Chocolate Ball without you.’ She listened further. ‘But, sweetheart, your grandson can graduate another day, surely? I simply insist that you come, my sweet. As I’ve always said, it’s not a party without Cilla starting.’ She listened further and a smile approached her wrinkled lips. ‘Fabulous, darling, wonderful, I am so relieved. I’ll pass you over to Julian – he can take your credit card details over the phone. Farewell, darling.’ She passed the phone to Julian. ‘That’s how it’s done,’ she hissed. ‘Hurry up – we have more people to call.’

				Julian finished taking the unfortunate Cilla’s credit card details and hung up. Meanwhile the Dame had been scouring the list. ‘Who in the heck is Mandy Luk?’ 

				‘Oh, you met her, she’s the wife of the Ambassador to Thailand; she offered her support to you at the Fashion Luncheon.’

				‘Oh, I remember her. She looks like a stripper. We’ll have a table of strippers – that’s just wonderful.’

				‘Well, a table’s a table. We’ll put them at the back if you like.’

				‘Yes, we certainly will put them at the back. For goodness sake, Julian, where are my people?’ She flicked through each page of the list in anger.

				‘Where are the Foxes? The Smorgons? The Pratts? Where, Julian? Why wouldn’t they want to come?’

				‘Oh, Dame Frances, I can’t answer that. Here, I’ll go and put the coffee on and we’ll have a brainstorm.’

				Julian raced into the kitchen. After pouring the boiling water into the Bodum and waiting for it to steep, he leaned against the bench, his head drooping. He sighed. He didn’t have time for this. They had probably sold 490 seats, what with Cilla and the batch that had arrived in today’s mail. That was more than enough. He had much bigger fish to fry. He had to confirm the orchestra, organise the floral art, phone Bobbi and the other team members to get the update on where they were with pirate-themed decor. He needed to phone Opera Australia and confirm the Pirates of Penzance were ready for their performance. 

				To make matters worse, their special guest celebrity songstress, Callie Cooper, had pulled out yesterday citing the flu – although he well knew Callie’s flu was an ongoing condition and could only be cured with rehab not Codral. He had to ring all the entertainment agents in Melbourne and scratch up another big name by the end of the week. He had a call in with Kyan Holden’s agent – it was a long shot, but Kyan was an exceptionally generous man who had helped them out in the past. 

				He picked up the Bodum, placed it on the tea tray and carried it back to the dining room. Dame Frances was on the phone. ‘Bobbi, you need to ring all your friends who haven’t replied . . . I don’t care if they’re busy . . .’ She clasped her hand over the receiver so Bobbi couldn’t hear her. ‘Julian, get on your mobile and find out how Gemma Bristol’s ticket sales are going.’

				‘How am I going to do that?’ Julian said.

				‘I quite frankly don’t care . . . just do it.’

				Julian took out his phone and stared at it. He flipped it open and scrolled down and rang the first number he thought of.

				While Julian’s phone burred, he watched the Dame talking. 

				‘Bobbi, we need more ticket sales, just do what you can . . .’

				She was acting so desperate. And for no reason. They were practically a sellout. He felt so sorry for her. This was to have been her last hurrah, her night to shine. He knew she was panicking and he racked his brain to think of ways to help. Oscar’s office had already bought a table. He made a mental note to call his posse from the old days. A pirate-themed evening should prove suitably camp to be of interest to them.

				‘Oscar here.’ 

				‘Oh, hi, it’s me,’ Julian whispered into the phone. ‘How am I going to find out about ticket sales for the Mal-Teaser function? The Dame wants to know how they’re selling.’

				‘Hmmm, let me think. I might know someone. Call you back.’

				The Dame slammed the phone down. ‘Useless. How did you go?’ 

				‘I’m waiting for a call-back with the information,’ Julian said, crossing his fingers that Oscar would come through.

				‘Get last year’s guest list out and we’ll see who came then but hasn’t bought tickets this year.’

				Julian dug last year’s guest list out of his folder. He passed it to her.

				‘Here, Fred and Valerie King, what about them? They bought a table.’

				‘Fred’s dead and Valerie’s in a retirement home.’

				‘Bother. Here’s one, this table, High-Top Industries, why aren’t they coming?’

				‘Oh, they were a dotcom business that went bust in the recession.’

				‘What about Eloise and Patrick Potter?’ 

				‘They were coming, but they had to cancel: Eloise fell in the shower and broke her hip.’

				‘But the table’s still sold, yes? We won’t refund their money or anything daft like that.’

				‘Well, actually they hadn’t paid yet,’ Julian said.

				‘Julian,’ she scolded, ‘how could you have let that happen? Get the cash, you know the rules: they say yes and you pull out the credit card machine within sixty seconds.’

				Julian’s BlackBerry started playing ‘La Dolce Vita’. It was Oscar. ‘Yes? Did you find out? . . . Right. Thank you. See you later.’ He hung up. 

				‘Well?’ she asked.

				Julian’s Adam’s apple bobbed as he took a big swallow. ‘Gemma’s function is a sellout, Dame Frances.’

				‘Shit,’ the Dame said, and it was the first time Julian had ever actually heard the refined Dame Frances swear.
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			  Julian stared wide-eyed at Dame Frances. He dared not draw breath. How would she react to the news that while she was desperately trying to sell the last few remaining seats at her function, Gemma had already sold all of her tickets?

				The Dame breathed deeply. She sat stock-still for what seemed to be several minutes, staring at, but not seeing, the pages in front of her. Eventually she placed her hands on the granite tabletop and struggled to her feet. Her pallor was grey. 

				‘Dame Frances?’ Julian said. ‘Are you okay?’

				She ignored him and, pushing the chair back, picked up her cane and turned to face the living area. Her breathing became louder; she winced and touched her chest. She took two steps away from the table then, to Julian’s horror, crumpled to the floor. 

				‘Dame Frances!’ Julian called out and rushed over to her side. One arm was caught at an awkward angle under her body. The other arm was slung out, reaching across the room, her fingertips skimming the cane. Her eyes were closed and her glasses crooked. Julian leaned down to check that she was still breathing. He stood to run for the phone when she groaned. He crouched back down. ‘Dame Frances? Are you okay?’

				‘Stay with me, Julian.’ The words were croaked.

				‘I should call an ambulance, Dame.’ 

				Her eyes fluttered open and her voice was stronger. ‘Don’t call me that.’

				After an interminable minute, the Dame pushed herself up to a sitting position. ‘I’m fine. We don’t want the drama of an ambulance – the papers will get hold of the story and Gemma will know she’s won.’

				‘Oh, Dame Frances, it’s your health. I’m worried. I really think . . .’

				‘Nonsense, it was just a good old-fashioned swoon. Nothing serious. Help me up.’ 

				Using her cane and Julian’s fine but wiry arm, she struggled to her knees and then to her feet. The effort of standing caused her breathing to shorten again and she remained standing and clutching Julian’s arm until it calmed down. 

				‘Help me over to my chair.’ She pointed at the Jason recliner in the corner. The Dame had insisted on the eyesore as it tilted forwards enabling one to stand without too much struggle. At least the decorator had had the victory of being able to re-cover it in the buttercup toile de Jouy the other armchairs were covered in. 

				With slow steps, the pair made their way over to the Dame’s chair. She collapsed into it, dropping her cane to the floor and her head back onto the headrest. She closed her eyes. 

				‘I’m tired, Julian.’

				‘No wonder, Dame Frances. It’s been manic these past few weeks.’

				‘No, it’s more than that; I’m just so tired. I’m tired of fighting for every last dollar from my supporters. I’m tired of begging funding from the sponsors. I’m tired of being turned down. I’m tired of being tired.’

				Her eyes opened, they were glassy, rheumy, old-lady eyes. Without make-up and sitting in her oversized chair, she looked every bit like somebody’s ancient grandmother and not at all like the powerful doyenne she was in public.

				Julian moved the small club chair from the coffee table to her side and sat down. He picked up her hand and squeezed it. She didn’t pull away; in fact, she squeezed back. 

				‘It’s not fair,’ she said, looking at him. 

				‘What’s not fair, Dame Frances? Is it that you feel your support has dropped off, that you’re not as famous anymore?’

				‘No, it’s not about that, Julian. It’s not fair that these people can’t see the children that we’re helping. Naturally I don’t want to trot the tykes out at my functions like some kind of circus ponies – that would be demeaning. But I wish there were some way my supporters could see what I see when I go there.’

				‘You go to the UP-Kids office?’ Julian said in surprise. He hadn’t known that.

				‘Yes, and then we all go together into the homes of these poor mites. It’s wonderful to see the children’s faces but the conditions are appalling, Julian, and it’s overwhelming just how much money they need to survive. I do like to see where our funds are going, but they really need the physical help. They struggle to get volunteers. 

				‘The last time I went was on Christmas Day. Remember how I refused to go to my daughter’s house?’

				‘Yes, I do, Dame Frances.’ That was when Julian had her grandchildren’s portraits framed and placed on the mantelpiece. 

				‘Well, it was actually so I was free to visit with some of the families. It’s unfathomable, Julian, the squalor that some Australians are forced to endure. One family I remember in particular. The mother was in an abusive relationship and was unable to work in her factory job because the rotten boyfriend had broken her arm and there was no money for Christmas. 

				‘We had a truck full of food hampers and toys. We brought our goodies into this dreadful building. I have seen some shocking things in my time, Julian, but this was just awful. The little girl, a sweet dear thing with the most enormous eyes, actually had rat bites on her arms and legs.’ 

				Julian gasped. 

				‘Can you imagine, Julian? Can you imagine being forced to live in such conditions? It was a one-room apartment with a tiny kitchenette and a disgusting mouldy bathroom. 

				‘This slip of a woman had two children: the little girl and a baby that just would not stop howling the whole time we were there. The counsellor who was with me rang a doctor to come and examine the infant. We put the basket of food on the table and the mother, who was a child herself, really, just looked at it while tears ran down her face. Then I gave the girl the Christmas stocking. She smiled for the first time since we’d entered and ripped off the paper so quickly, gasping in delight over the ball, book and doll that she unwrapped.’

				‘Oh, Dame Frances, why didn’t you tell me? I would have come with you, I could help.’ 

				‘Julian, I can’t force others to help out; if people wanted to do more, they would, off their own bats.’

				Dame Frances stared out of her apartment window at the trees lining the park. ‘I’ll never forget that little girl. I often wonder how she’s doing. 

				‘There were others, so many other homes with children, some were young teenagers with no adult presence, although they assured us their dad was just up at the shops. There was no dad of course, but what could we do?’

				‘How often do you help out?’ Julian asked. 

				‘Not as much as I used to, I’m afraid; it’s hard to get about since my fall.’ She kicked out at her stick. ‘I hate that thing. But because I can’t be hands-on any longer it’s crucial for me to send them money. They’re such a tremendous organisation, helping the wee kiddies. I am always so frustrated that I can’t give more, raise more, do more.

				‘So you see, Julian, it might come across that I’m just a fame-hungry socialite desperately trying to get my ugly mug in the social pages, but the bottom line is, I know that having a high profile increases the fundraising which allows even more children to be helped.’

				‘Dame Frances, I owe you an apology. I had no idea.’ Julian dabbed his eyes with his handkerchief.

				‘You don’t owe me an apology, Julian; you do a wonderful job helping out here. We’d be lost without you. I am sorry, dear, that I don’t tell you that enough. But I thought you probably knew how I felt about you.’

				Julian thought back to his Christmas gift from the Dame. She’d sent him and Oscar on a cruise around the Fiji Islands. Yes, he knew.

				‘Oh, yes, Dame Frances, yes, of course. Now let me get you a glass of water.’

				‘That would be lovely, dear,’ she said and Julian scuttled from the room, returning with a glass and a full crystal jug. 

				He poured and passed her the drink. She took a long draught then, with shaking hands, placed the glass on her side table. Julian shifted her numerous pillboxes to make space. 

				‘But it’s all over, Julian. I have to finish up at some point. I can’t keep on going forever. The children will just have to find another patron. Not that any of the foolish women I know have the heart to get involved.’ She gave a short bark of mirthless laughter. ‘Imagine if they’d seen the great Dame Frances climbing broken stairs to a urine-soaked corridor on Christmas Day. Those princesses would have dropped me like a hot potato.’

				‘Surely not, Dame Frances. Surely they would want to help out if they only knew.’

				‘Julian,’ her voice had regained some of its fierce timbre. ‘They don’t know and they won’t know if you know what’s good for you.’

				‘Of course, I’ll keep your secret,’ Julian assured her.

				The Dame sighed. ‘So it’s over. What a ride. I’m seventy-seven and I must take my final curtain call. This is why the Rum Ball is so important to me. It’s not about Gemma Bristol and the blinking contest – well, it is a little bit – it’s about my final stand. It needs to be a sellout, it needs to be a success then I will take my leave, retire to Noosa Heads and have my grandchildren visit me during the school holidays.’

				Julian considered her words with his head tilted to the side and smiled. ‘Well, we’ll just make sure that happens, won’t we?’

				The Dame squeezed Julian’s hand in her two. ‘You’re a good boy, Julian. Thank you.’
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			  Gemma swung her chair around and stared out of the window. Her mind clattered away. 

				She’d returned this morning and still hadn’t had a chance to speak with Stephen. This was obviously not a conversation that she could have over cornflakes and between rubbish collection discussions. Besides, the Mal-Teaser was in two days’ time. And there was so much pressure on her to ensure it was the best party the town had ever seen. Not to mention beat that old crone. Gemma had heard that the Dame had secured a fifty-thousand-dollar donation towards the event and that her Rum Ball was sold out. That would make her neck and neck with Gemma’s team. Gemma needed more money, but from where? She had squeezed every last drop out of her sources. 

				Her mind wandered back to Peter Blakely again. It was wrong, what they’d done in New York. A thrill that started in her Victoria Secrets shuddered through her body, the momentary guilt dissipating with the thrill of the memory. 

				The whole thing was so impossible, though. Peter lived on the other side of the world – talk about long-distance relationships – and she was not about to move to New York. 

				She sighed as she decided it was just a stupid, badly timed one-night stand that was headed nowhere. 

				The guilt crystallised again and her sweet memories vanished. What had she done? Ever since she’d left New York, she’d been swaying between guilt and joy. 

				She’d had a panic attack on the plane just as it had started to taxi away from JFK. The flight attendant had given her cold face washers and a paper bag. It hadn’t been as bad as the one at the day spa, but it had still frightened her. 

				The feeling of claustrophobia, of being trapped, of never being able to get out of the closed-in steel cylinder had overwhelmed her. She’d gotten worse, her breathing shorter. The passenger next to her had stared at her strangely, and she knew she just needed to calm down but it was impossible. It only lasted minutes at the most. By the time the plane was in the air she’d managed to get herself under control. But the anxiety continued to stalk her mind.

				In fact, she was feeling the same sense of anxiety welling right now. If she didn’t take action, make some decisions, she’d be crippled with these panic attacks forever. She needed to talk to Stephen. Her temples thumped with an immediate headache at the idea.

				She’d just wanted the best for Tyler, and if she was honest, to maintain the domestic ideal; the whole white picket fence and family fantasy that she’d so badly wanted in childhood. To fail at marriage herself, to put her son through a divorce had seemed an unimaginable failure, but now she saw that living this half-life of unhappiness and discontent was just as bad for him. She would have to let go of the fantasy and face the reality that the marriage was over, that she and Stephen would need to act like adults for the sake of their son and do their best to separate amicably and remain friends.

				She looked at the clock. It was three-thirty pm. Stephen got home at four most days. She needed to sort this out now. 

				She would be patient and gentle with Stephen; she didn’t want to hurt him, but he had to know she couldn’t go on like this anymore. She was capable of being happily single; obviously a relationship with Peter would be impossible given that they lived on opposite sides of the world. She might be lonely, but it would be better than being constantly reminded of her marital unhappiness.

				She hoped Stephen would concur and not create a scene. And she hoped he would allow her and Tyler to remain in the house and agree to move elsewhere.

				By the time the Audi neared her Hawthorn home Gemma was certain about the new family plan although miserable she’d relegated Peter to a never-to-be pigeonhole in the filing system of her life. 

				It was going to go very well, she decided. She would go into Stephen’s study, and explain that they needed to let go of the broken marriage and have the strength to do what was best for their son. A life with two happier parents – albeit in two different homes. She bit her lip at the thought, then reminded herself that not all divorces had to be as ugly as her parents’. She and Stephen were mature adults. He might object and be hurt at first, but she was sure he would ultimately accept that they were only going through the motions of having a relationship and see that they could each have a future separately.

				She thought back to when they met. They were at a university basketball game. She’d been one of the cheerleaders and he’d been playing centre. That was the first time they kissed. She’d blamed the box of wine they’d shared after the game. Later, back in her dorm room, they’d had sex all night long. She’d been a bit too drunk to truly remember it but she’d been thrilled the next day when he’d stayed with her and hadn’t scarpered post-coitus like other guys did. He’d been really into her and for that she was grateful. She’d revelled in the attention. 

				Her parents had always been self-involved and too busy provoking the other to notice their attention-starved daughter. Looking back, she realised that her neediness had played a big part in her relationship with Stephen. It probably also explained why she put up with friends like Mercedes. She was often so relieved to be loved by her friends that she didn’t see how damaging they could be. 

				Unfortunately that first time with Stephen was the weekend she got pregnant. When she’d told him that she was carrying his child, they were so head over heels in lust with each other that they decided that it was meant to be. They deferred their studies and started playing happy families. 

				It hadn’t gone stale immediately. But it became apparent by the time Tyler was at school they just weren’t well suited. They’d both been able to successfully ignore each other by leading separate lives. It hadn’t been terrible; in fact, there had been some good times watching baby Tyler grow, family holidays, great parties. She’d often looked at her relationship and compared it to others’. Everyone was struggling. No couple lived in romantic la la land after the first five years. Especially those who had children. Everyone had to work at it. That’s why she’d just kept her mouth shut, focused on her career and Tyler. 

				She pulled into her driveway and nearly rear-ended a black Mercedes convertible. She reversed and drove her car up beside the Merc. It was Mercedes’s Mercedes. What in the hell was Mercedes doing here? 

				She probably wanted to go over some petty details of the dancers’ hair and make-up. What rotten timing. But why was she at the house? Why hadn’t she come by the office? Gemma was never home this early. Hmmm. Odd. 

				She went to the front door, opened it and walked into the hallway. Tyler was in the kitchen downing his customary litre of afterschool orange juice. 

				‘Mum,’ he said, his eyes wide. He looked up the hallway and back again. 

				‘Hello, sweetie.’ She smiled at him. 

				‘Mum, wha – what are you doing here?’

				‘I’m home early for a change. Is Mercedes here? Her car’s out the front. She must be in the study talking to Dad. What’s wrong? You look as if you’ve seen a ghost.’ She turned to walk down the hall. 

				Tyler called after her. ‘No, Mum. Don’t go in there.’ 

				‘It’s okay, I just have to see Dad.’ Her hand was on the doorhandle of the study when Tyler jogged up the corridor behind her. 

				‘Mum, I need to talk to you.’

				She flung the door open. At first she was unsure of what she was seeing. The world tilted a little. What were they doing? She tipped her head to one side as the couple sprang apart. Guilty looks filled their faces. 

				‘Gemma, I can explain,’ Stephen started. Gemma felt a mixture of nausea and anger but mostly a flood of relief that the ridiculous sham of their relationship was over in that one split second. 

				‘Really?’ Gemma said. ‘So I presume you’re going to tell me this is “not what it seems”?’

				‘I knew you weren’t planning a surprise party,’ Tyler said from behind. 

				Gemma spun around. ‘Tyler. Go back to the kitchen.’

				‘Surprise party,’ he scoffed and slouched away. 

				Mercedes buttoned her top, put on her shoes and had the decency to look suitably ashamed. 

				‘Oh, Gemma, I am so sorry,’ she said.

				‘Get out of my house, Mercedes,’ Gemma said quietly, without looking at her. 

				As Mercedes stood to go, Stephen stood up. ‘Wait, I’ve got something to say.’

				Mercedes turned to him. ‘No, Stephen, don’t.’

				Gemma rolled her eyes at the pathetic soap opera she was witnessing.

				‘I must, Mercedes,’ Stephen said. ‘Gemma, Mercedes and I . . .’ he gave Mercedes a lingering gaze and looked back to Gemma, ‘well . . . we’re having an affair.’

				‘Really?’ Gemma said again, sarcasm dripping from every drawn-out syllable. ‘I’m glad you pointed it out, because, hey, I’m no Angela Lansbury. So how long?’ 

				‘Since your trip to New York in June.’

				‘You’re so sad; I really feel for you. And me. And Tyler. All of us.’ She slumped into the office chair and looked at her husband. ‘I need to talk to you, Stephen.’ She looked up at Mercedes who was hovering at the doorway.

				‘What are you still doing here? Get,’ she said. Mercedes grabbed her bag and skittered off down the hallway and out the door. 

				As she passed through the kitchen, Gemma heard Tyler call out after her, ‘Surprise!’

				Gemma shut the door and returned to the office chair. It made her feel sick to watch Stephen slipping on his shoes, especially given what she’d just done in New York.

				‘Look,’ Stephen began on the defensive, ‘I was forced into Mercedes’s arms. You’re always at work, Tyler’s a bag of misery, there’s no joy in my life. I needed some loving. I’m only human . . .’

				‘Shhh,’ Gemma put up a hand to silence him. ‘Don’t worry, I understand what you’re going through. Believe me.’

				‘It’s not my fault, Gemma. I didn’t mean to hurt you, but Mercedes was there for me.’

				‘I know, Stephen, it’s okay. It’s not your fault. You’re right: we are both to blame.’

				Stephen’s eyes narrowed. ‘Why are you being so good about this? You’re not tearing strips off me.’

				‘You’re not alone here, Stephen. I slept with Peter Blakely in New York this week. So believe me, I understand what you’re going through.’

				The air in the small study thickened. Sweat prickled under Gemma’s arms. She watched her husband process the information. His jaw dropped. 

				‘What the fuck?’

				‘I know, Stephen, it was wrong. But at least we’re both in the same boat, we can understand each other and move on . . .’

				‘You whore!’

				‘Stephen, I hardly think that’s appropriate.’ She glanced at the door, worried that Tyler might have heard. 

				‘I can’t believe you’ve been screwing around on me.’ He bashed the wall with the heel of his palm. He spun back to face her and hissed, ‘You’re my wife!’

				She was getting angry now. ‘Only by marriage, Stephen,’ she spat in a threatening undertone. ‘I think it’s best if you go now, Stephen, go to Mercedes and have a think about where to from here.’

				‘Oh, I will, don’t you worry!’ He picked up his satchel and suit coat and strode to the door. He pulled it open and as he passed through it she heard him mutter under his breath, ‘Slut.’

				Gemma stared after him. Then pulled out her iPhone and texted Chantelle. Pls find new hair and make-up artist for models. Mercedes sacked. 

				Later that night, Gemma flung herself onto the couch next to Tyler. ‘It’s late,’ she said. 

				‘Yeah, you’re right.’ He pushed the remote button to turn the television off. ‘Dad gone?’ Tyler asked.

				‘Yes, mate, I’m sorry you had to see what was going on. Dad and I are going to separate. He’ll pick up the rest of his stuff on Sunday while I’m taking you to the paintball party.’

				‘Good.’

				She looked at him, taken aback. ‘Good? Since when is it good that your parents are splitting up?’

				He turned to her with a serious face. ‘Mum, it’s been so long since you guys could even spend five minutes together before things got nasty. It’s a bloody relief that you’re splitting, to be honest. And it’s not like I’ll be the only kid at school whose parents aren’t together.’

				‘Well, you’ll fit right in then, won’t you?’ She smiled. ‘Seriously, are you really okay with it?’

				‘Yeah, I really am, Mum. I can’t tell you how relieved I am that it’s all over.’

				‘The tension between your dad and me?’ 

				‘Yeah, and all the bullshit, you know?’

				‘I sure do know,’ Gemma said.

				‘That slut Mercedes coming over all the time,’ he said. 

				‘They didn’t go upstairs together while you were home, did they?’ Gemma asked, horrified her son may have witnessed some X-rated behaviour. 

				‘No, I just heard them giggling and carrying on in the study. But I knew what they were up to. She had the nerve to tell me they were planning some party for you so I had to keep her visits a secret.’

				‘So why didn’t you tell me?’

				‘I couldn’t, Mum. I’m so sorry, I am so weak, I really am. I knew it would hurt you, I knew it would make you really sad. I couldn’t get Amy out of my mind and how devastated she was when Gavin two-timed her, and I didn’t want to be the one to have to tell you, to put you through that kind of pain.’

				‘Oh, you poor boy, what a dreadful burden you’ve been carrying around. You’re not weak; you’re wonderful, protecting me like that. I wish you had come to me. I didn’t take the news so badly after all, did I?’

				‘No, you’re cool. A lot happier than Amy was. So what happens now?’ Tyler asked. 

				‘Now? Well, now it’s bedtime, and after that, tomorrow’s another day. I guess we’ll just have to see. I know that your dad and I will both still want to be in your life as much as we can.’ She stood and yawned. ‘So, are you bringing a date on Saturday night to the Mal-Teaser function?’

				‘Yeah, maybe, I dunno. Nah, yeah, I dunno.’ 

				‘Okay, well, once you’ve made up your mind let me know. Goodnight, big guy, see you in the morning.’

				‘Goodnight, Mum.’ He stood up next to her; his lanky frame towered over hers. He wrapped her in his arms and gave her a big squeeze. ‘I’m sorry Dad did this to you, Mum, but I’ll never let you down. I’m here for you, okay? We’ll get through this together.’

				Gemma squeezed her son around his trunk and leaned her head against him. Her eyes, although shut tight, leaked fat, wet, silent tears onto his T-shirt. 

				So, she thought, in the end she couldn’t give her son the family she had been so sure he needed. Maybe she should start concentrating on giving him a tolerable divorce experience instead. After all, that’s what she needed. That’s what they all needed. 
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			  ‘Gemma Bristol?’ Gemma tucked her phone under her chin and continued to scroll through the list of guests. 

				She smiled as she realised who was on the other end of the line. ‘Laura, so good to hear from you . . . What? . . . Coffee? Well, I’m fairly busy, as you can imagine – the function’s tomorrow. I have to finish up here then head over to the venue for the set-up; I have hundreds of workers arriving this afternoon to install various things . . . Okay, the cafe downstairs would be great . . . I could use a pick-me-up. See you in ten.’

				She hung up the phone and finished the list, saving it then attaching it to an email which she sent to her iPhone and to her team so that everyone had an up-to-date version.

				Gemma grabbed her bag and walked to the elevator, stopping at various stations en route to check in with her team. 

				Bethany was tapping away at her keyboard. A large video camera was attached to the computer. 

				‘Hi, Bethany. How are you going with the webstreaming idea? That was sheer genius by the way.’

				‘Hi, Gemma. No biggie, Ustream is a brilliant way of keeping our at-home Mal-Teaser members involved in the event.’

				‘Fantastic, show me.’

				Bethany clicked away until a hummingbird in a nest appeared on the monitor. It blinked a few times and looked around. ‘This is Phoebe, a Channel Island Allen’s Hummingbird. I don’t know what is so exciting about her but she has a webcam trained on her twenty-four seven and has had three million views in the last twenty-four hours.’ Bethany moved her mouse around the screen to show Gemma how the live webstream technology worked using the hummingbird as the example. ‘This little bird currently has 864 people watching her live.’

				‘That’s truly incredible,’ Gemma said as she looked over Bethany’s shoulder. ‘Great quality.’

				‘Well, that all depends on the standard of the webcam in use. We’ve gone top shelf with this baby.’ She patted the video camera to her left. ‘Our stream will be brilliant.’

				‘Are you going to move it around during the night? Or keep it in one spot?’

				‘Move it around, definitely,’ Bethany said. ‘I will have it on the hot-pink carpet at the beginning of the evening to show everybody as they arrive, then on the dance floor for two hours, then in other parts of the room and finish off in the chill-out room.’ 

				Gemma chuckled. ‘I hope we don’t get sued. Imagine the scandals we could unearth if people aren’t aware of the camera.’

				‘Oh, it’s well publicised that there are cameras about the place,’ Bethany reassured her.

				Patty walked by, her arms laden with brand-new Flip video cameras. The high-definition mobile-phone-sized Flip camera was the hottest gadget in the tech-set. 

				‘Oh, Patty,’ Gemma stopped her. ‘How’d your Facebook video comp go? Anything good come in?’ 

				‘Are you kidding?’ Patty grinned. ‘Brilliant stuff. We had thousands of entries; I had to hire a group of uni students just to get them all viewed.’

				As the resident Facebook fiend, Patty had started a fan page for the event, transferring thousands of friends from her page to the fan page. It instantly went viral when Patty posted a contest to send in a video showing how chocolate got you through tough times. The twenty winners received free Flip cameras and a ticket to the event, where another contest would determine the winner of the best coverage of the event. The overall winner would get a MacBook complete with the latest movie-editing software. 

				‘Well done, absolutely wonderful. You’re a very clever techy,’ Gemma said, with a hand on Patty’s back.

				‘I hope that’s not like a Trekkie,’ Patty said and grinned in response. 

				‘Isn’t it Trekker?’ Bethany asked and Gemma continued on to the elevator, leaving the girls discussing Star Trek semantics.

				The lift door opened. Chantelle was inside engrossed in her phone. ‘Hi, Chantelle. What are you doing here?’ Gemma asked and stepped back so she could enter the floor. The lift closed. 

				‘Oh, Gemma, luv, bloody Dame Frances has amped up the comp, darl. Just wanted to come by and tell you the news myself.’

				‘Oh, God, what’s she done?’

				‘Well, you know her event has sold out but she also got that big private donation which brings you neck and neck?’

				‘Yeeesss,’ Gemma said.

				‘Well, guess who’s coming to dinner?’

				‘Who?’

				‘Rumour has it,’ at this Chantelle waggled her phone, ‘that bloody Liz herself is involved.’

				‘Liz who?’ 

				‘Liz fooking Windsor, that’s who.’ Chantelle’s bottom lip stuck out. 

				‘The Queen? She’s got the Queen of England involved? You can’t be serious.’

				‘Well, not directly as such,’ Chantelle wriggled out of her exaggeration, ‘but the Queen’s rep. Turns out the Governor-General is going.’

				‘Quentin Bryce is going to the ball? My God, this is huge, the donations will flood in. Bloody Dame Frances, will she stop at nothing? She’s formidable.’

				‘You ain’t wrong there, my darling.’ 

				Gemma stared in horror at her friend. She had seriously underestimated Dame Frances’s abilities and connections. What did Gemma think she was doing having this little Facebook party when Dame Frances had such a strong, untouchable network? There was absolutely no way she was going to beat the Dame. She’d been stupid to think that she could have.

				Gemma smiled weakly at Chantelle. ‘I’m sure it won’t impact on us at all,’ she said with all the bravado she could muster. ‘Anyway I’m glad you’re here. Come downstairs with me; I’m having coffee with Laura.’ The women stepped into the lift and continued to discuss the implications of this A-lister’s attendance at the Rum Ball. 

				The cafe lay directly opposite the lift door on the ground floor. Gemma and Chantelle went in, stood in the queue, ordered and paid for three lattes. 

				‘G’day,’ a voice behind them said.

				‘Oh, hi, Laura.’ They were at the coffee station. ‘Do you have sugar?’ 

				‘Nope, as it comes.’ 

				The three women made their way over to the only empty table in the cafe’s far back corner and sat.

				‘I heard about your marriage split,’ Laura started.

				‘It’s a right cock-up, it is,’ Chantelle put in.

				Gemma slumped. ‘Did Mathew say how Tyler’s doing with the break-up?’

				‘He says he’s okay about it. After all, Gemma, it’s not like the olden days; it’s so common for a marriage to break up. It’s not as if he’ll feel like an outcast or anything.’

				‘I know, Laura, that makes sense, but why can’t I shake this horrible feeling of failure? My marriage failed. After all those years. I know it’s for the best, but it still hurts.’

				‘Of course it does. You can’t walk away from a major part of your life and not feel something. It’s tough, darl, what you’ve been through.’

				Gemma sighed and stared into her corrugated cardboard cup. ‘Going through, I’m afraid. It’s a long and nasty road ahead of me. I still feel rotten about it. I can’t untangle my emotions, you know? They’re all tied together and I’m left with this horrid rock-like lump right here.’ She placed her fingers onto her throat. 

				‘Tell me about that. Maybe I can help,’ Laura offered. She leaned forward and put her hand on Gemma’s left forearm. Chantelle linked an arm in Gemma’s right one. ‘It’s completely natural that you feel confused and upset. This is a dramatic life change for you, and your son is involved, so you’re going to feel effects from this great upheaval. So spill.’

				‘Well, first of all, I do have feelings of betrayal.’ She looked at both women. ‘I can’t help but feel so cheated. Even though I was just as bad.’ 

				‘You weren’t, darlin’ girl. They’re so much worse!’ Chantelle loyally piped up. 

				Gemma went on. ‘I can’t bear the fact they were sneaking behind my back for so long. As soon as it happened with Peter and me, I immediately knew I had to do the right thing by Stephen. I mean, I know it was wrong, I know it was too late, but marriage is just such a hard thing to get out of unless there is an enormous catalyst like this. You know, she and Stephen are actually a good match; they suit each other.’ She grinned at the women.

				‘They sure do,’ Chantelle said. 

				‘So, if I look really closely, I can see beyond the pain and mutual betrayal and kind of enjoy the irony of the situation,’ she frowned again, ‘but that leads me down the track of enjoying the sweet revenge that two really cruel people are going to inflict pain on each other in the near future.’

				‘That would be a bonus,’ Laura smiled, ‘wouldn’t it?’

				‘I just don’t enjoy being the kind of person who feels happy at another’s misfortune – what’s it called, schadenfreude?’

				‘I’m no Einstein, or Freud for that matter, but I’d warrant it’s a completely normal feeling, wanting a little revenge,’ Laura suggested. ‘Let it run its course. This might sound childish, but when I was going through tough times with one particularly nasty boyfriend I did a boxing class and imagined the punching bag was him shouting at me. The intense physical expenditure of anger honestly drained me of those feelings and it really worked.’

				‘Really?’ Gemma said. ‘Well, that’s a great suggestion. I might try that, get it out of my system.’

				‘Ooh, yeah,’ Chantelle nodded eagerly, ‘I’ll come, I love punching things up.’ She clenched her little fists and made a one-two punching motion.

				‘Now you know I’m here for you if you ever need to talk,’ Laura said. ‘We both are.’ She nodded towards Chantelle. 

				Laura continued, ‘I’m in a much happier place myself nowadays. I look back and see how prickly and bitchy I’ve been, and I was completely blind to it at the time but God, I was a bossy cow.’

				‘No,’ Gemma said, ‘not at all.’ She saw Laura’s disbelieving expression. ‘Well, maybe a little bit.’ The women laughed. ‘So how’s Gino?’ Gemma grinned; she was so happy about her friend’s new outlook on life. 

				‘Buono. Molto buono,’ she said and smiled such a shy girlish smile Gemma could only conclude she was head over heels. ‘But the best news is Mathew is really making an effort at home. He looks up to Gino so much that he tries to be the best he can be, it’s wonderful.’

				‘Laura, I am so pleased for you. But, girls –’ she glanced at her watch, ‘oh my God, I have to go. I need to finish off upstairs and hustle over to The Shed. Are you both coming down?’

				‘I am. I have to pick up those large mounted images of chocolate for you to hang in the chill-out room then I’m heading straight there.’

				‘Excellent. See you then.’

				‘And I’m popping in later to see that the stylists have made the place look nice and trampy enough,’ Chantelle said with a wink.

				The women all stood and walked in single file towards the door. On an impulse, Gemma turned and encircled the women in a group hug. ‘Thank you so much, girls. I really needed to talk.’ 

				‘Yeah, we know you did. We’ve got your back,’ Laura responded. Chantelle rubbed Gemma’s arm and smiled before each turned and went her separate way. 

				*

				Gemma leaned against the rear wall of the lift and stared at the display as the lift ascended. What was she going to do about this job offer? She was truly torn. It was becoming increasingly difficult to find time to dedicate to the decision as the rest of her life galloped on at a frightening pace. If she said yes to Dirk and took on the job, she’d surely drown. What with the divorce, her son’s needs, not to mention her day-to-day responsibilities to her clients. Of course she was doing the job already but Dirk had explained how much larger the new role would be. New offices, new clients, expanding in the region. She’d be away from home even more. And that was the last thing Tyler needed. Then again, the pay hike would be stratospheric. And, after all, she could use more money when Stephen and she split their assets. 

				But if she said no, she’d be letting her company down. And it would be career suicide. They’d never ask her again. Besides, she hated to think of disappointing Peter. Gemma thought back to his excitement when Dirk had made the offer. She smiled at the memory. The shortness of breath tickled the back of her throat as the lift arrived at her floor. She took in a deep breath, squared her shoulders and stepped into the bustling, open-plan space of IQPR.
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			  Mercedes walked into her flat and slammed the door behind her. Donatella yipped and yapped at her ankles in excitement. ‘Shut up,’ she said and scooped the dog away with her foot. She slapped her handbag on the table and slumped onto the couch. 

				So the bitch knew about her and Stephen. Now what? Why was she feeling so upset about this development? She had Stephen to herself now. Isn’t that what she wanted? No! She wanted Gemma’s life, not some second-hand husband. 

				Mercedes stood up and moved into the kitchen. She opened the fridge. She took out a plastic container with the remainder of last night’s edamame salad. She stood at the counter and stared across the living room to the trees of the Botanical Gardens lapping up the sunshine. She sucked the soybeans out of their pods, tossing each vegetable carcass into the lid of the box.

				No, that wasn’t fair on Stephen. She liked him well enough. He was fine. Very good-looking, and he’d soon get half of a magnificent piece of property, so that was a good start. But without Gemma, Stephen Bristol was nothing. Just some radio station sales manager. A big loser, really. He was only enticing as Gemma’s husband; now that they were sure to break up what would he be then? Mercedes Fiorucci’s boyfriend, that’s what. A big fat nobody.

				Mercedes sat down at the granite-topped dining table and dropped her head onto her arms. She banged the surface of the table and gave a strangulated groan as the realisation hit. Not only had she sacrificed her entire social life, but she’d also just evicted herself from the social committee of Melbourne. And even more importantly, she wouldn’t get to be a VIP at the most exciting social event that Melbourne had ever seen – the Mal-Teaser. Her stomach sank further and further. This was all bloody Gemma Bristol’s fault. If she could only hold onto her man, none of this would have happened. 

				The cogs spun in Mercedes’s mind. Well, if I can’t have Gemma’s life, then neither can she. There was only one thing left to do. 

				Mercedes reached into her bag and stared at her BlackBerry as she formulated her final and nastiest move. 
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			  The Grand Royal Hotel had seen better days. In its heyday it had glittered as the jewel in Melbourne’s crown, accommodating royal, wealthy and famous visitors. Grace Kelly had stayed there, as had a very young Queen Elizabeth. 

				But that was before Melbourne’s boom when grander, more beautiful hotels had pushed the grand old lady aside. The enormous building still boasted graceful nineteenth-century architecture on the outside. But the building’s interior had lost its lustre. 

				As Julian entered the formal foyer under the weight of a box of programs, he admired the wrought-iron balustrades that wound up a twin circular staircase lined with intricate engraved glass panels. Broken panels had been replaced with plain domestic glass. He walked across the mosaic-tiled floor, ignoring the few chips and missing pieces. 

				The double French doors to the Grand Ballroom were directly ahead. As he walked in, he tsked in sadness that what once had been imposing majesty had crumbled into hulking fatigue. The velvet drapes that fell from the room’s fifteen enormous French windows were worn and thinning. The tables were not yet set and their chipped MDF tops accompanied with tarnished gold metal on vinyl chairs did not help lift the flatness of the space.

				Of course the committee had had no choice. The only other spaces large enough to accommodate such a grand sit-down function were more utilitarian and suitable for conventions. And Julian thought to himself, it wouldn’t take much titivating with his team of stylists, keeping the lights turned low and the glam turned way up to make the space positively ‘glamorarchi’. Even overwhelmed with fatigue, he was actually very excited about tomorrow night. He knew it was going to be a huge success. 

				Julian looked up at the ceiling. Twenty crystal chandeliers hung from ornate plaster mouldings, highlighting the commanding scale of the room. He frowned at the few blown globes and cobwebs that floated in the air. He made a note to remind the function manager to have everything fixed by tomorrow night.

				‘And furthermore, young lady, I don’t see how 400 seat covers are going to work on 500 chairs.’ The Dame’s officious voice floated down the room. 

				Julian deposited his box on the first table he passed and walked towards the voice. He approached one of the timber parquet screens that hid a waiters’ station. He could hear a weak female voice justifying the quantity of seat covers.

				‘Good afternoon, Dame Frances, Isabel,’ he announced his presence as he rounded the corner.

				‘Finally,’ the Dame snapped. ‘It’s a disaster. There are only 400 seat covers.’

				‘But that’s what you ordered last week, Dame Frances,’ the young woman from the linen hire company pleaded. ‘And that’s our entire stock of the gold-coloured covers.’

				‘We didn’t have 500 guests last week, now we do, fifty tables of ten,’ the Dame said in anger. Julian knew she was actually angry at herself for neglecting to update the linen numbers. ‘Fifty tables of ten, do you understand?’

				‘I can take them back and replace them with calico?’ Isabel suggested.

				‘Calico!’ the Dame practically spat. The girl may as well have suggested hessian.

				‘What else do you have in quantity, Isabel?’ Julian asked. 

				‘I’ll check.’ Isabel’s hands were shaking as she flicked the pages of her manual. ‘Silver?’

				‘The theme is black and gold, and you should know that.’ The Dame stamped her cane. She turned to Julian and rolled her eyes in a see-what-I-have-to-deal-with manner.

				‘Oh, look,’ said Isabel, ‘black chair covers with gold bows and there are 500 in stock. But I have to check that they’re not already booked.’

				‘Do it,’ the Dame said and while Isabel quickly tapped away on her mobile Julian and Dame Frances turned to walk through the room.

				‘Well, what do you think of the space?’ Julian asked. He was tentative, as he didn’t want to put words into her mouth.

				‘It’s fabulous,’ the Dame announced, after looking around. ‘I’ve already had words with the function manager about the state of the chandeliers.’

				‘Excellent,’ Julian said, crossing it off his list.

				‘Yes, she’s a tired old thing but still smacks of majesty. And after we decorate, and the tables are set with the fabulous centrepieces, it’s sure to be improved greatly,’ the Dame said. Julian grinned at her and she winked back. He knew she was just as pumped as he was about their extravaganza. Once the final ticket sales had come in and he’d been able to fax out a press release noting the fact they had sold out to all media, the Dame’s attitude had been transformed. 

				‘Hellooo,’ a booming voice reached them from the rear of the room. They looked up to see a large-bellied fellow in a singlet top and inked biceps peeking through a hidden doorway. The oak panelling across the whole north wall had several concealed doorways for staff and large item access. 

				‘Can I help you?’ Julian asked. 

				‘You ordered a dance floor?’ the fellow boomed back.

				‘Yes, thank you,’ Julian said. ‘It needs to be installed here in front of the stage.’

				‘Right.’ The man pushed open the double oak doors and the dank concrete service tunnel behind him came into view. 

				‘Well, that’s something,’ the Dame grumbled, the brief window into her excitement shut for the time being. Julian knew how the Dame operated: she couldn’t let people think that she was enjoying this, otherwise they’d slack off. ‘Where are the hotel staff members anyway? They were setting up the tables and chairs and then wandered off about ten minutes ago. We need this room set up tonight so that we have the time all day tomorrow for the committee and styling team to decorate.’

				‘I’m sure they’re just on a break, Dame Frances. They’ll be back soon.’ He turned to look at her. He swallowed, he needed a favour. ‘Dame Frances, can I ask you about the dress code for tomorrow night?’

				Although the evening’s theme was to be pirate, the dress code was formal, as it had been for fifty years. The Dame was not about to break tradition just because she’d decided to go all-out for this contest with Gemma. Besides, she’d attended themed-dress balls in the past and it was embarrassing to wear dress-ups after a certain age – very few guests ended up participating and it made the overall look too shabby.

				‘It’s clearly marked on the invitation, Julian: formal.’

				‘Yes, I’m aware of that. It’s just that my friends want to be pirates.’

				‘Pirates? That’s ridiculous, everyone else will be in black tie,’ the Dame said.

				‘Yes, but we kind of like puffy shirts and pantaloons and the wigs and the whole Johnny Depp thing and they’ve been planning their outfits all week. Do you mind terribly?’

				‘But, Julian, the dress code,’ the Dame appeared aghast. 

				‘Look at it this way, Dame Frances: won’t a table of men in puffy shirts and pantaloons add to the theatre of the evening? It will be like they’re actors involved in the staging of the event.’

				Dame Frances looked at him as she considered his request. 

				‘Well, all right then, if you must be pirates, so be it. Honestly it’s no wonder you people have such a flamboyant reputation!’ 

				‘Oh, goody,’ he exclaimed and clapped his hands. ‘Thank you so much.’

				The two stood in silence while the Dame gazed around the room as if she dared it to be anything other than magnificent on the night and Julian began flicking through his notebook to ensure he’d covered everything. 

				‘It has to be good, Julian,’ the Dame said in a small voice.

				He looked up. She’d never voiced concerns about a function before. Her steamroller confidence usually flattened any hint of anxiety.

				‘It will be, Dame Frances, it’s going to be wonderful. For heaven’s sake, you’ve secured Opera Australia to perform three numbers from their Pirates of Penzance production. It’s been all over the press. We’ve had people begging to buy tickets. This is the grandest and most over-the-top function you’ve ever held. I really think it’s going to be amazing.’

				‘But, Julian,’ her bony fingers enveloped his hand, her eyes locked onto his, ‘it has to be perfect. It has to be the event of the year. Everybody needs to be blown away. And I have to beat that upstart, Gemma Bristol. This is my legacy, Julian; this is it. I need to prove myself as the best in town because as of tomorrow, it will be all over. This is my swan song. I haven’t told you yet, but during the speeches tomorrow night, I’m announcing my retirement.’

				‘Oh, Dame Frances, that will be huge news,’ Julian said. ‘I was hoping you’d changed your mind.’

				‘No, this is it, Julian.’ She pulled out a chair and sat down, two hands covering the silver dragon head of her walking stick. ‘I have to say goodbye somewhere and there’s nowhere better than this.’

				‘I need to leak this to the media in order to get them here to cover it,’ Julian said. 

				‘Do what you must but try to keep the announcement a mystery,’ she said, and then after consideration continued, ‘it’s a good idea to tell the media, though.’

				‘Are you sure you want to do this, Dame Frances?’ Julian asked. He placed a hand on her shoulder. Her cashmere-clad clavicle was sharp to his touch. 

				‘Yes, Julian, it’s time. It’s just so important that this is the best party these people have ever attended. I really need to go out with a bang. On top.’

				He sighed, saddened by her sudden collapse in self-esteem, then suddenly she stood and tapped her cane decisively on the timber floor. ‘But what could possibly go wrong, Julian? I’m Dame Frances Davenport and every one of my soirees over the last fifty years has been a knockout.’

				‘That’s right, Dame Frances. It will be the shimmering, glittering, piratey affair that you need it to be and people will talk about it for years to come.’ 

				Isabel walked over to them, beaming. ‘I got the gold and black chair covers. I’m just having them sent now.’ 

				‘Good,’ the Dame said. ‘Tell me, Isabel, how many black and gold striped tablecloths have we got?’

				Isabel consulted her notes and, looking pleased she’d found the answer, said, ‘Forty.’

				‘Oh, dear God, give me strength.’ The Dame flung one hand out in frustration and looked up to the cobwebby chandelier that swayed directly above her head.

				The bare warehouse-style space of The Shed was being transformed into a hot and sexy mega nightclub. 

				Hundreds of metres of bronze-coloured hessian fell from the ceiling to break up the room into large salons. Golden sheers, hiding the industrial aluminium frames, unfurled across the two-storey-high windows in order to lightly flutter in the river breeze wafting from the long verandah.

				Muscular workers were installing the ebony podiums that would provide stages for the naked chocolate life- sized statues throughout the main room. As a last-minute flash of creative genius Gemma had doubled the number of podiums and had booked statue mimes, covered in chocolate-coloured body paint, to stand on every second one, and to move slightly throughout the evening. It would provide a dramatic theatrical flair. 

				Gemma stood and stared at the room as the army of workers pulled it together. Something’s missing, she thought. What is it? Her PR sixth sense whirred into overdrive. Something’s not here.

				‘Chantelle,’ she called out. Chantelle’s new extra, extra bright blonde head poked out of the back room; she was supervising a team as they filled the thousands of goody bags. 

				‘I’m here, Gemma.’ She teetered over in her very high silver stiletto sandals. 

				‘Chantelle, what’s missing?’

				‘Lip gloss,’ she said immediately.

				Gemma smiled. ‘It’s always lip gloss with you.’

				‘Well, you always need lip gloss. Here, have mine.’ She reached into her gold Chook Leaf postman’s satchel. 

				Gemma pushed away the offering. ‘Not me . . . the room. What’s missing?’

				Chantelle scanned the venue. 

				‘We have to make it be like tomorrow night, get the vibe going, then I’ll be able to tell,’ Chantelle said. 

				Gemma spoke into her earpiece, ‘AV guy?’

				‘Yes, Gemma?’

				‘We’re doing a run-through, kill the house lights, please, and bring up the party lights.’ Within seconds the house lights dimmed and the party lights came up. 

				‘DJ?’ 

				‘Yes, Gemma?’

				‘Chuck on a track, will you, please?’ 

				‘With scratching?’ the crackly voice asked. 

				‘Oh, whatever, no, just a song.’ Lady Gaga soon filled the room. 

				‘What is it?’ Gemma tapped her toe and shouted over the high decibels. ‘What isn’t here that’s supposed to be here?’

				They stared at the ghost party, imagining dancers, shoulder to shoulder, gyrating to the beat and others milling about the bar, glowing teeth and dark tans under the UV light spots. 

				‘Got it!’ Chantelle clicked her fingers and spun around to Gemma. ‘The giant disco ball is missing. There’re no little fairy speckles.’

				‘Oh, fuck!’ Gemma stamped her foot. ‘Where is it? AV guy?’ 

				‘Yes, Gemma?’ 

				‘Were you doing giant disco ball?’ 

				‘No, not my department. Try Brad.’

				‘Brad?’ Brad Wilks was the event manager of The Shed.

				‘Yes, Gemma?’ Brad’s voice floated through her earpiece. 

				‘Giant disco ball? You got any info on that?’ 

				‘Sorry, Gemma. First time I’ve heard of it. No clue.’

				Chantelle was flicking through her notes. ‘Oh, Gem?’ she said. ‘I’ve found it; it was Mercedes’s job.’ 

				‘Bugger, you’re right,’ Gemma said. ‘I’ve let something fall through the Mercedes crack. Dash it all, how stupid of me.’ 

				‘Not your fault, Gemma,’ Chantelle said. ‘Mercedes was an enormous crack, after all.’

				‘Oh, you’re not wrong there,’ Gemma said and scowled up above at the empty space where the disco ball should have been.

				‘Shall I get on the phone and organise one to be delivered?’ Chantelle asked.

				Gemma imagined incompetent installers on extension ladders as her guests arrived tomorrow evening.

				‘No, no time, we’ll just have to go without.’

				Damn it. Gemma absolutely hated it when a fine detail like this was missed. But this was no time for pessimism. ‘Never mind,’ she smiled at Chantelle who was flicking at her iPhone, ‘if that’s the worst thing that happens, we’re sweet.’

				Chantelle looked up at Gemma, her tan face decidedly grey. ‘Oh, fucking hell, luv, we’ve got problems.’
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			  ‘. . . and that was Queen with “We Are the Champions”. It’s twenty minutes past the hour and a sultry twenty-eight degrees. Coming up, we talk to Australian Idol contestant Emeline but first, this just in, scandal at the Mal-Teaser camp. 

				‘Twitter’s number-one trend for the last fifteen minutes is the gossip that Gemma Bristol and her team are skimming forty per cent of the income from the biggest event of the year to pay her so-called charity committee, and no doubt, supplementing Ms Bristol’s enormous salary. The tweets aren’t letting up; sponsors and paid-up guests are outraged that their well-intended donations are lining the pockets of the fat cats in PR instead of going to UP-Kids, the charity that’s supposed to be benefiting from the event. Meanwhile the tweets are flying in with Facebook not far behind and nearly everyone is threatening to boycott the event and demanding refunds. We’re trying to get the head honcho, Gemma Bristol, on the phone. 

				‘More on the Twittastrophe, up next . . . but now to Emeline. Hey, babe, you look gorgeous . . .’

				Gemma snapped off the car radio and stared at Chantelle. ‘It’s gone viral,’ she said in a hoarse voice. The women opened their car doors and ran to the lift. 

				Chantelle looked at Gemma as the lift rushed them up to IQPR’s third floor. ‘It’s not . . . we’re not . . . are we?’ Chantelle asked her nervously. 

				‘Oh, of course not, Chantelle. Every single cent, apart from basic costs, goes to the charity. How can you even ask?’

				‘I dunno, luv, it’s just hard to know where this has come from, out of the blue and all.’

				‘Think about it, Chantelle.’ Gemma looked at her, the lift doors opened and she left Chantelle standing in the lift while the penny dropped. 

				‘Ohhh!’ A look of relief flooded Chantelle’s face as she finally worked it out. ‘Mercedes,’ she said and scrunched her fists in a punch.

				The office exploded onto Gemma as all her colleagues spun on their heels and flooded towards her. Gemma patted the air. ‘I know, I know, it’s a disaster. But guess what we do best, team? Damage control. It’s Operation Bust Benz and we’re on high alert. Let’s get our systems in place. Felipe, I want interviews set up with every single one of Melbourne’s mainstream media. Patty, get tweeting the truth. Where’s Bethany?’ 

				‘Here, Gemma,’ Bethany said from the back. 

				‘Bethany, we need something for YouTube, something funky and raunchy; use some of the footage we discarded for the original PR video clip, but this time I want the message to be “giving our all” and I want a group shot of the staff grooving while they work. I’ll write a line of copy for you. Okay?’ 

				‘Sure, Gemma,’ Bethany said and ran off to her editing software. 

				‘Ruth?’ 

				‘Yes, Gemma.’ 

				‘Press release. And set up a press conference for five pm in our boardroom.’ 

				‘Sure, Gemma,’ Ruth said and rushed away.

				‘Romy, text everyone and tell them it’s complete crap – you should know ’cos of all the unpaid overtime you’ve been doing. And everyone else,’ she looked at the remaining members of her team poised to fulfil their leader’s commands, ‘you do know it’s a vendetta from someone who is out to get me, don’t you?’ Eyes sidled from left to right. ‘Guys! Come on, you know one hundred per cent of the profits go to UP-Kids. You’ve all been working so hard at getting everything at cost, and don’t forget about the competition with Dame Frances. Why in the hell would I be skimming funds and therefore jeopardise beating the old Dame? You know I hate to lose.’ 

				The staff burst out laughing at this. Of course Gemma wouldn’t have diverted a cent of the funds – there was nobody more competitive than she. 

				The IQPR team spent the next three hours tweeting, facebooking, press releasing and doing everything in their power to ensure the truth got out. As always the facts were less interesting than the rumours but the media had no choice but to report them. Gemma managed to put an enticing spin on the scandal, highlighting the danger of Twitter and how a kernel of a rumour can potentially bring a company down. It worked. The media ate up the opportunity to bring the tall poppy, Twitter, down a peg or two and emphasise the dangers of social networking.

				Gemma spoke to as many radio people on the phone that she could get that afternoon. By five pm, her story had been repeated so often it was slick. The press conference was well attended by the two main papers, the independents and all the nightly news crews. There were also half-a-dozen bloggers that showed. She was amazed at how big the story had gotten, but then again, when IQPR was behind something, it usually got attention.

				When Gemma’s head hit her pillow at around midnight, she thought about the thousands of last-minute jobs that hadn’t happened today that should have to ensure the function’s success the following night. Thanks to Mercedes’s little trick, they were well and truly behind the eight ball now. 
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			  The Grand Royal Hotel’s valets were hopping as each vehicle pulled up at the red carpet. 

				The stream of luxury vehicles caused havoc with the Spring Street traffic and honking cars and vans added to the cacophony of the arriving glitterati. 

				The titled and privileged alighted from stretch limousines and European saloon cars.

				Two newspaper photographers were snapping each outfit as the guests paraded up the wide sandstone steps to the doormen awaiting on either side of the brass-framed glass double entry doors. 

				Amber McIntyre, a short distance down the street from the event, tossed her locks and licked her lips. She brought the mic to her lips. ‘Ready when you are, Jim,’ she said to her cameraman. She was freelancing with E-Aus, the cable entertainment daily show that specialised in all things media related, and was crossing to the event throughout the evening. 

				Jim listened to the studio as Mickey Trevalley, the E-Aus anchor, said to the audience, ‘And now over to Amber McIntyre.’ He held up three fingers and said, ‘We go live in three, two . . .’ He mimed the word ‘one’ and pointed at Amber.

				She took a deep breath and plastered a bright smile onto her made-up face. ‘Thank you, Mickey. Well, we’re here. The night of nights has finally arrived and Melbourne’s partygoers, from all walks of life, are frocked up and arriving at the two balls. This is the evening of the Charity Challenge, where it will be decided which Melbourne charity gal will walk away with the title of Queen. The night is still young and anything can happen.’ 

				The camera left Amber’s face and zoomed in on the cars as they pulled up to the red carpet. ‘We’re here at Dame Frances Davenport’s fundraiser, the Rum Ball with its pirate theme. The Grand Royal Hotel looks unusually festive this evening. As you can see, getting out of this limo is entrepreneur, Mitchell Greenberg, and his wife Astrid in a long red silk gown. They’re making their way up the carpet behind jazz musician, Elliot Pinder. And who will be in this minibus? Oh, it’s a group of pirates. Gay pirates, if the rainbow pantaloons mean anything. I see the head pirate is Julian Goodstead, Dame Frances’s assistant.’ 

				The camera followed Julian and his posse of pirates up the carpet to the steps. ‘And just inside the front door is Dame Frances herself, greeting her guests as they arrive. The Dame is looking resplendent in black ruched silk and a pearl and diamond necklace. Earlier this evening many other noted Melburnians made their way into this glittering affair,’ the camera went back to a close-up of Amber, ‘including such celebrities as football legend, Ron Barassi, and his wife; multimillionaire, Lindsay Fox with family members; opera star, Deborah Cheetham and many others. At this stage the Dame’s do is promising to be as star- studded and popular as promised. Back to you, Mickey.’

				Amber sank into darkness as the bright light affixed to the top of the camera dimmed to black. 

				‘How was that, Jim?’ she asked.

				‘Yeah, good,’ Jim said and removed his IFB so he no longer had to listen to Mickey’s chatter back at the studio. He shoved a cigarette into his mouth.

				‘This totally sucks. How am I supposed to report on this if no one really big turns up?’ Amber stamped her petite strap-encased foot. ‘My biggest name is bloody Barassi.’

				‘Mmm.’ Jim didn’t give a shit. ‘Let’s go up closer, grab a few clips for editing in later and see if we can get an int,’ he mumbled and flicked his live ciggie into the gutter.

				‘You can get fined for that, you know,’ Amber said as she stomped off ahead of him. 

				‘Mmm,’ Jim agreed and followed the ‘talent’ to her spot near the carpet.

				‘Quick, get this car – it looks expensive,’ Amber ordered. The door opened. ‘O! M! F! G!’ Amber squealed in delight to her cameraman. ‘I didn’t know that the gorgeous Quentin was coming. Quick, let’s get over there.’ A flurry of flashes and a crush of paparazzi nearly blocked Amber, but her sharp heels and equally sharp elbows ensured her desired place at the front of the red carpet. Dame Frances’s team had leaked that a very special guest would be attending the event but to have secured the attendance of Governor-General Quentin Bryce was indeed a coup. ‘Roll, Jim. Now. Don’t miss a second of this,’ Amber demanded. ‘Governor-General Bryce, please, a word,’ the reporter begged. The Governor-General was regal in a rich purple silk gown that hugged her shoulders leaving a pale décolletage upon which enormous black pearls rested. A full skirt followed her and left Amber McIntyre in its wake. ‘Oh, fuck a fucking duck!’ Amber stamped again. 

				‘Shall I stop recording?’ Jim asked. Amber glared at him. 

				Her disappointment in missing the interview with one of Australia’s most important women dissipated as another gleaming stretch limo pulled up. This was a Rolls Royce. Amber wasn’t going to miss this one.

				‘Now, now, do this one, this is good.’ A bevy of beauties emerged from the limo and posed professionally every step of the way. The four women were familiar, the cameras went wild. ‘Australia’s Next Top Model,’ Jim said. ‘Never miss it.’ 

				‘Girls!’ Amber called out, leaning against the red rope that stopped the press from tumbling onto the red carpet. ‘Oh, excuse me,’ the names of the women finally came to her mind, ‘Roxanne, Trixie, Leticia, Polly.’

				‘Roxanne, hello, Amber McIntyre, E-Aus, you look stunning.’

				Roxanne glided over to Amber. The other three caught sight of their peer preening in front of a TV camera and, like iron filings to a magnet, they joined her at the side of the red carpet. 

				‘Hi, girls. Looking forward to tonight?’

				‘Sure,’ Roxanne pouted. ‘I love a night out.’ 

				‘Who are you wearing?’ Amber asked. 

				Roxanne pivoted. ‘Alexander McQueen, rest in peace, he was an artist.’

				‘And, ladies, who are you wearing?’

				‘Calvin Klein,’ purred the Amazonian brunette, Polly. The camera panned up and down the shimmering bronze silk sheath. 

				‘And Trixie?’ 

				Trixie pirouetted. Her off-the-shoulder gown travelled a further metre from her feet to make a spectacular lace train reminiscent of a flamenco dancer. ‘Collette Dinnigan.’ 

				‘And finally how about you, Leticia?’

				‘Why Dior, of course.’ Leticia’s ebony skin toned into the chocolate silk lycra silhouette-hugging dress so at first glance she seemed naked.

				‘And why Dame Frances’s ball and not the Mal-Teaser? Why are your loyalties here?’ Amber asked the models. 

				‘Oh, we’re not loyal. We’re going to Gemma’s too. It’s just that it’s too early to go there and be cool,’ Leticia explained and the four drifted off as a sudden flurry of camera flashes on the other side drew them over. 

				‘Brill!’ Amber said, pleased with the grab.

				Foxy Loxton jostled for pole position out the front of the Mal-Teaser event. A chocolate and gold fabric awning covered the hot-pink carpet that led from the parking lot into the warehouse. 

				A flurry of media crowded behind the media rope on webcams, camcorders and video phones, capturing the glamoramas as they arrived. There were fashion journalists, entertainment news mags, e-mags, web-mags, vloggers and bloggers – every digital media outlet was represented. 

				Foxy used her enormous afro to her advantage by forcing enough space for her cameraman in the front line. She leaned back against the rope ensuring the glitzy and glamorous could be seen behind her as they arrived. 

				Her cameraman, Kevin, counted down and pointed as the red light came on and Foxy’s face lit up. ‘And we’re here at the night of nights. It’s so mega-hot, I can tell you, and I’m not just talking about the still balmy twenty-six degrees. The line-up of cars goes right down the block as the beautiful people flock into Gemma Bristol’s ball. Gemma’s running a contest with Dame Frances and from where I stand, she’s winning.’ Foxy moved to the side and the camera panned down the hot-pink carpet to the car doors being opened. 

				‘Home and Away stars, Jessica Tovey and Rebecca Breeds have just arrived. Rebecca looking stunning in a little black minidress. And those shoes! Love! Rebecca, Jessica, over here! Foxy Loxton, E-Aus.’

				Rebecca and Jessica finished posing for cameras down from Foxy and walked over. ‘How’s it going, girls? Big night planned?’

				‘I guess,’ Rebecca shrugged.

				‘It’s going to be great,’ Jessica said. ‘And it’s for a good cause.’

				‘Who are you wearing?’ Foxy asked.

				‘I’m wearing Max Azria,’ Jessica ventured.

				‘Valentino,’ said Rebecca.

				‘You look gorgeous, gals. Have a blast,’ Foxy said and the two girls wandered off. 

				The camera panned back down to take in the passing parade as Foxy’s voice continued to commentate over the images of young men with tousled overgrown hair, sharkskin suits and pointed shoes and young women in eighties fashions and brightly coloured mismatched accessories. 

				‘In bottom-skimming frocks the young ladies keep on coming with handsome dates on each tanned arm. Thousands of guests are expected tonight, but will it beat Dame Frances Davenport’s efforts? After all it’s not just a great show, it’s also a showdown. Foxy Loxton for E-Aus. Back to you, Mickey.’
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			  Gemma looked around at the packed party space. ‘We did it,’ she said and beamed broadly at Chantelle. Gemma’s gold duchess satin gown fell to the floor and on its way caressed her every curve causing much head-turning. While Chantelle was stunning in a Thierry Mugler dress featuring a miniskirt made of hundreds of royal-blue chiffon petals that bloomed from her little waist. 

				‘We sure did, babe!’ The women chinked their glasses.

				The room was draped in white with hot-pink uplights on the walls and along the white bar. The bar staff also wore white with pink bow ties. Aphrodisiac-themed nibblies – deep-fried oysters and meatballs – were offered to the guests.

				‘Is it my imagination or is everyone twelve?’ Gemma asked Chantelle who was sipping an Orgasm. 

				‘No, they’re not twelve; you’re just approaching forty.’ Chantelle grinned and reached out for an oyster, which she popped into her mouth. ‘Anyway, what can you expect? You targeted the young ’uns by using that particular style of marketing, the whole digital thing. Not to mention sex and chocolate.’ Gemma glanced over at her security team checking IDs before the guests entered. Anybody without valid ID wasn’t eligible for the drinking age wristband.

				‘Anyway, it’s late. That’s why the young ones are spilling in now. Have you been inside? I bet the thirty-plus set were here on time and have taken all the good seats.’

				‘You’re right,’ Gemma said, ‘let’s go back in.’ 

				The heavy bronze hessian had muted the boom of the doof-doof until the ladies parted the curtain and entered the enormous space. 

				The chocolate statues rose above the frenzied movement of the room. The subtle movements of the living statues had created a buzz as people worked out that they were human beings and not inanimate objects and a small audience surrounded each one. Real breasts were a lot more interesting than their chocolate counterparts.

				The multi-level dance floor was four separate stages crammed with bouncing sweaty bodies. The circular bar tables spread about the room were crowded with groups of revellers enjoying the constant service from the waiting staff. 

				‘It’s incredible, Gemma, well done,’ Chantelle shouted. 

				Gemma yelled back, ‘Well done to you too. I can’t believe we’ve pulled it off after yesterday’s drama.’ 

				‘Did you hear the gossip we actually had booked Tom Jones?’ Chantelle said.

				Gemma laughed, ‘Often it’s the rumour mill that gives us the best PR.’

				The two women sauntered over to Bethany who had her laptop and camera attached to a tripod at the edge of the dance floor. They waved at each other. Bethany indicated silently that Gemma should do an impromptu speech to the webcam, Gemma shook her head no, and Bethany did a hands-together plead. Gemma shrugged, grabbed the lavalier mic being proffered by Bethany, clipped it onto her neckline and walked to the front of the camera. ‘Hey there, party peeps.’ The microphone was unidirectional so it captured mostly her voice and completely dampened down the music. ‘Here we are at the Mal-Teaser, raising much-needed funds for UP-Kids. If you’re enjoying the beats, donate now by clicking on the link at the bottom right of your screen. Thanks for your support.’

				Bethany gave Gemma the thumbs up and Chantelle and Gemma moved over to the bar. ‘Was it this loud back when we were clubbing?’ Gemma asked.

				‘What?’ Chantelle moved her ear close to Gemma’s mouth.

				‘I said, was it this loud when we were clubbing?’ Gemma shouted.

				Chantelle, looking blankly at her, smiled and just nodded. ‘Sure, whatever you say, Gemma.’ 

				Gemma laughed and stood with her friend, drinking in the brilliance of the night. What a great team. What a great night. There’s no way Dame Frances’s ball was going this well. 

				The foyer of the Grand Royal Hotel glittered like a precious jewel. Julian’s team of stylists had created a scene so ornate and shimmering that the guests gasped as they walked through the front entrance. 

				Swathes of cloth covered scaffolding upon which rested treasure, jewellery and silverware. A pirate skeleton, front and centre, leaned against a faux rock and was draped in torn velvet, clasping a jewel-encrusted sword in its bony grip.

				Treasure chests spilled doubloons, strings of pearls and jewels, while pots of gold dust trailed onto the floor. 

				Fifty minutes into the Rum Ball’s opening and it had already been declared a huge success by the present media and guests. 

				‘Julian, this is a disaster!’ Dame Frances hissed over her shoulder to her assistant as he stood behind her in the doorway to the drawing room.

				‘What is it, Dame Frances?’ he whispered back then waited while she greeted her next guest.

				‘The Merchants just told me the Travers table isn’t coming. Maureen Travers had given it to her grandchildren and they all got free Flip cameras, or some such nonsense, to use at Gemma’s dashed party. Now that means the table is going to sit empty all night.’ 

				The Dame stood at the door to the drawing room, leaning on her cane, holding her chin high, looking regal. She shook hands, accepted waves of gushing compliments and air-kissed cheeks as the guests entered and were presented with their pre-dinner drink. She resumed glaring at Julian.

				‘I’m on it, Dame Frances,’ he said and whisked away into the Grand Ballroom. He glanced at his watch. He had seven minutes before the staff were scheduled to fling open the doors.

				He had to admit, as he hurried through to the centre of the room, the Dame was right: with the lights dimmed and the candlelit tables decorated in their pirate finery the room looked very theatrical and glamorous. You’d have to really look hard to notice the shabbiness. Even the worn patches on the timber floor were barely noticeable. 

				‘Quick, I need help,’ Julian called over two waiters. ‘You, please go and grab me four more serving staff. And you . . .’ he squinted at the name tag, ‘Alton, come here, please, we have to fix a problem.’

				Alton followed Julian to the Travers table. ‘We need to disappear this table. Magic it right out of here in five minutes. Then shift the surrounding tables to fill in the space.’ 

				‘But we’re about to open the doors,’ Alton protested. It would seem filling water glasses for the evening was the limit of Alton’s capabilities. 

				Julian looked at the slack-jawed mouth-breather and fought the urge to slap him. 

				‘Go and fetch two large serving trays, please, Alton.’ Julian needed action, not excuses.

				While Alton meandered over to the waiters’ station, three staff rushed over. Julian explained the situation. The female waiter stacked up all the china and sped from the room with it. She returned with a tray and Alton. Alton stood there while the others piled glasses onto his tray. Julian held his breath as the young man picked his way across the room to the kitchen to unload. 

				Meanwhile the remaining staff members scooped up the cutlery and floral centrepiece and whipped away the tablecloth. One man, with deft skill, rolled the tabletop to the service entrance the stagehand had used the day before. Another waiter, with admirable rippling back muscles, Julian noted, hoisted the metal table base over his head and followed. 

				Julian, Alton and the waitress carefully repositioned three of the tables to fill in the yawning hole. The reception’s babble grew thunderous and Julian looked up to see the wide double doors had been concertinaed back and the guests spilled into the room, exclaiming and gasping at its beauty. 

				Julian looked above the heads to see Dame Frances craning her neck in search of him. He raised a thumb up and she smiled. Thank you, she mouthed. 

				‘Just going to get a drink. Do you want anything?’ Chantelle yelled at Gemma. 

				‘No, thanks,’ Gemma yelled back. She stood alone for a glorious moment. For a brief moment no one squawked on her headpiece, no one rushed up with a drama; it was just her and her production and she analysed every detail, weighing it up, assessing and making mental notes for next time. 

				‘Hi, Mum.’ 

				Gemma spun around and beamed. ‘Tyler, you made it, that’s wonderful. You got a taxi okay?’ 

				‘Yeah, no worries. I want you to meet someone – this is Amy.’

				Amy smiled up at Gemma. She had long straight dark blonde hair with a diagonal fluffy fringe that hid one eye. She wore a tank top and a bubble skirt pulled up to finish under the bustline. Her skirt was teal, her bag was bright yellow and her shoes aqua. 

				Gemma smiled back. ‘Hello, Amy. It’s a pleasure to meet you.’

				‘Great party, Mrs Bristol,’ Amy said. 

				‘Oh, call me Gemma. I am so glad you could make it.’

				‘I was so happy that Tyler invited me.’ She looked up at her date and sighed in clear admiration. 

				Gemma felt both a warmth and a sadness surge deep within. She was so pleased that he’d found someone, but a little sad as she knew this was the first of many future steps away from her.

				Amy reached up and brushed a fleck from her date’s navy blue shirt with her long blue nails. Silver fireworks decorated each one. 

				Gemma smiled as she remembered what Tyler had said about her fingernails. ‘I like your nails, Amy,’ she said.

				Tyler gushed, ‘Yeah, they’re great, aren’t they? And guess what – they’re not fake.’

				‘Nope,’ Amy said, twiddling her fingers, ‘they’re the real deal.’ 

				‘So,’ Gemma didn’t want to be too nosy but was desperate to know as much as she could, ‘how did you guys meet?’

				‘Oh, Tyler’s been helping me with geography. He’s so good at it,’ Amy gushed, looking up at him.

				‘Is he?’ Gemma asked, looking at her son. A quizzical smile played on her lips. 

				‘Yeah, my teacher at my school’s crap and Tyler’s teacher sounds really good. At least Tyler makes geography really interesting anyway.’

				‘Well, that’s just wonderful,’ Gemma said. 

				The DJ mashed the Black Eyed Peas’ ‘Boom Boom Pow’ into Beyoncé’s ‘Single Ladies (Put a Ring on It)’. ‘I love this song, it’s so old school,’ Amy said, then asked, ‘do you want to dance, Tyler?’ 

				Gemma held her breath. Tyler hated dancing; it embarrassed him. 

				He put an arm around his new girlfriend. ‘Try and stop me,’ he said and guided Amy onto the dance floor. 

				Well, well, well, a whole new Tyler to get to know. Gemma stood and watched them laughing and enjoying each other on the dance floor. The tears threatened but this time it wasn’t the inexplicable sudden flood she’d been experiencing lately, but a mother’s pride in her beautiful man-child. He was growing up so quickly. Wasn’t it just yesterday she was applying a Bandaid to a scraped knee? And now here he is, tall, handsome – nearly pimple-free, fingers crossed – on his first date. Next he would finish school, get a job and go out into the world. Tyler gently pushed a lock of hair from Amy’s eyes. The tender action nearly broke Gemma’s heart in two.

				‘Hello, Aussie girl. I’ve been looking everywhere for you.’ 

				Gemma’s chest and throat clamped tight as she recognised the accent immediately. 

				‘Peter?’ She spun around. ‘Peter!’ Gemma threw her arms around his neck. His arms went around to the small of her back, his face buried into her neck. ‘Oh, God, you smell so good,’ he said. 

				They drew apart. She beamed. ‘I can’t believe you came; I simply can’t believe you flew all the way across the world to go to a party. Wow, talk about lifestyles of the rich and famous.’ 

				‘Well, I’d love to give you that compliment, but I have to be honest, it’s combined with work.’ He looked around the room. ‘This is incredible, Gemma, just amazing. You actually pulled it off. Is it a sellout?’

				‘Yes! It was remarkable. Within two weeks of the tickets going on sale. Lucky you bought your batch so early.’ 

				In a show of confidence Peter had had the New York office purchase the first one hundred tickets, which he then distributed to the Melbourne team so that they could all go. A little thankyou for all their hard work. 

				‘It was a great gift, Peter. Of course, we couldn’t offer any freebies because there were so many sponsors, friends and volunteers involved. No one minded at all, well, almost no one.’ She thought of Mercedes’s reaction to the news which hadn’t been pretty. ‘But one hundred dollars was a bit steep for some of the junior staff members and they would have missed it.’

				‘My pleasure, it’s a great cause. Hey, can we move away from the doof-doof?’ Peter shouted into her ear. ‘I have to talk to you.’

				‘Work? Now? Come on, loosen up, shake your booty.’ She put her hands on his hips and he did a little gyration, laughing at what a goof he looked. 

				‘Just a quick word, please?’ Peter said as he grabbed her hands in his. 

				‘Oh, you’re a workaholic,’ she grumbled. ‘Let’s go to the chill-out room.’

				The chill-out room was on the mezzanine level. It was draped in tawny silk and red sheer curtains. The cushions were fluffy lamb’s wool flokati and the couches deep and lush. Gemma’s brief had been to make it look like a high-class hooker’s boudoir and the red and mocha colourway and luxe textures achieved just that. 

				They found a quiet corner. The bartender hurried over with two cocktails. ‘Orgasm?’ Gemma asked with a cheeky glint in her eye. 

				‘Don’t mind if I do,’ Peter said and accepted the drink from the young man. ‘Cheers.’ They chinked glasses and leaned back against the love seat listening to the more subdued tunes and drinking in the quiet moment. 

				‘So, work stuff,’ Peter started. 

				‘Groan,’ said Gemma. ‘If this is about the position, I was going to call you on Monday with my answer.’ 

				‘Yes, it is actually. What do you think? Have you come to a decision? I need to know.’

				Gemma took in a big breath. She was about to do something she really didn’t want to do and that was to disappoint him. He’d been her career champion for years now and she knew that she would seem to be a failure when she declined the role of CEO of the Melbourne office. 

				‘Peter, I’ve thought long and hard about this. You know I want it, you know I can do it, but I just can’t accept. It’s Tyler. He’s just come out of a very black time of it and we’ve got this nasty divorce on our horizon and I just need to be more available during Tyler’s final year of school. I have to say no, I’m afraid.’ 

				She’d been toying with her glass as she said this but looked up now into his eyes. She was surprised to see him beaming. 

				‘Good,’ he said.

				‘Good? Why?’ Why on earth would Peter think that was good? He’d been begging her to take on the job. With her refusal, she was putting the company all the way back to square one where they would have to start headhunting all over again. 

				‘As usual, my dear Aussie, I have pre-empted you, and with incredible skill I might say.’ Peter had a smug look on his face. 

				‘What do you mean?’ Her eyes narrowed. What was he up to?

				‘I know you, Gemma; God, with the amount of skyping we’ve been doing lately, I ought to by now. I know what a difficult year this has been for you. I know there’s a long way to go; believe me, I’ve been there – it’s horrible. 

				‘And I also know you’re an incredible mom. I had a feeling you would turn the job down. And it doesn’t make you a failure, far from it. I admire your decision, I really do. Goddamn, if I’d been that strong and less career-hungry, I might still have my family today. Of course you were going to turn it down. You’ve got your priorities right, eh?’

				Gemma smiled and gave him a one-armed hug. ‘Thank you so much, Peter, for understanding. I really appreciate it.’ She took a sip of her cocktail. ‘But where does that leave IQPR? Who will we get for the position?’

				‘I’ve got the perfect man for the job.’ He grinned in a boyish fashion, like a kid with a trick deck of cards. ‘In fact, he’s starting on Monday.’

				‘Who?’ Gemma asked, quite miffed that someone had been hired without waiting for her answer or even consulting her.

				‘Me.’

				She looked at him, her jaw dropped open. She was stunned. 

				‘But, Peter, why? It must be such a drop in salary, not to mention the commute to see your daughter.’

				‘Well, I must admit that was a major hurdle. Then, out of the blue, Emily, as part of her medical training, decided to take on a year’s work experience with your Flying Doctor Service. If that wasn’t a sign from the gods, I don’t know what is. As for the pay, it’s only money, the cost of living is so much cheaper here, and it’s worth it for . . .’ he smiled at her ‘. . . the job satisfaction.’

				She shoved his thigh in response to his double entendre. ‘Well, that’s remarkable.’ She was floored by this sudden incredible turn of events. ‘Oh, Peter, this is just amazing. I can’t get my head around it.’

				‘So you don’t mind going back to your old role?’

				‘Only if you don’t mind that I’ll be sleeping with the boss.’ She looked up, eyes half-closed, a dirty smile playing on her lips. 

				‘Oh, that’s okay . . . I don’t mind at all, really,’ he murmured and moved towards her, his soft lips meeting hers in a kiss so charged it made every square centimetre of her skin light up until she felt that she could have taken the place of the missing disco ball. 

			

	

	
		
			
				[image: 43]

			  Charity Challenge Voters Say Bristol Emerges Queen

				By Priscilla Simcoe

				Priscilla’s Socials, The Age

			  The charity gals’ fight of nights is over and a victor emerges from the fairy dust. Priscilla Simcoe has more.

				Last night’s Charity Challenge had most of Melbourne’s partygoers frocked up, made-up and perked up as they trotted their way to either one of the two events that have had the town talking for months. Which event to attend? Dame Frances’s Rum Ball or Gemma Bristol’s Mal-Teaser event?

				It wasn’t such a decision after all; the blue-rinse monied class had chauffeur James tootle the Bentley over to visit the ageing Dame at the equally ageing Grand Royal Hotel’s Grand Ballroom. 

				The upper classes paid through their cosmetically enhanced noses for their five-hundred-dollar tickets and then a further fifty dollars a ticket at the raffle. 

				Although this reporter wasn’t invited, one guest, who chose to remain nameless, said it was a staid evening of cheap theatrics, shoddy decoration and a tired rendition of Opera Australia’s Pirates of Penzance musical numbers. 

				The swing band had the oldies tapping their toes but the only ones able to trip the light fantastic on the dance floor seemed to be the athletic Mr Ron Barassi and his wife. 

				The sole item of note from the pirate function is that Dame Frances announced that she was jumping ship. She was resigning from UP-Kids effectively immediately. This news shocked the room but it’s not surprising, as the old duck really has had her day and needs to be decommissioned. 

				Meanwhile a very different party was in full swing at the funky Docklands party venue, The Shed. Gemma Bristol, thanks to a powerful digital media campaign, sold all of her 3000 tickets. The hordes of glamour gals and guys arrived, eagerly skipping up the hot-pink carpet under the flashes of masses of media. 

				The event was Ustreamed with appearances from the legendary Ms Bristol herself. Vloggers and bloggers kept the huge membership fan base up to speed on the night’s activities as they occurred. With modern-day technology the event was all over the world as it happened. 

				Dancing with the Stars stars, Peta Fitzgerald and Damien Cameron, wowed the audience in skimpy gold costumes and the sexy number they performed with backup from the Danceramas kept the temperature turned well up. 

				The goody bags were overflowing with exciting treats including a love-heart necklace, fragrance, naughty bits and, of course, choccies. The food and cocktails were delicious, although perhaps this reporter indulged in a few too many of the latter. 

				The numbers aren’t in yet, but considering both events were sold out it would appear that it’s even stevens. However, purely based on fun factor, the vote has got to go to Gemma Bristol’s Mal-Teaser. Melbourne has never been to such a wild party. Three thousand of Melbourne’s PYTs might be nursing hangovers this morning but they were nursing Orgasms all night last night as they shook their booties to the wee hours. Cool beats stale, Dame Frances; put that in your Skype and blog it. 
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			  Gemma entered the elegant foyer of The Hotel Windsor. She smiled as she took in the refinement of yesteryear. The large wide circular timber table in the centre of the lobby proudly boasted an enormous English-style floral arrangement. Hydrangeas, carnations, chrysanthemums, arum lilies and gladioli burst in celebration of summer. The red and gold bow around the vase was the one concession to the Christmas season. 

				It was always a shame that the traditional flora of blue spruce, Douglas fir and birch looked so out of place in Australia at Christmas time and Gemma felt a shiver of excitement that she and Tyler were going to be spending their Christmas in Toronto with Peter and his family. It was just like a gingerbread village, he promised her. Colourful fairy lights reflecting from the season’s first dusting of snow; wreaths, carolling, all the festivities from the movies. 

				Gemma had called Dame Frances as soon as she’d seen the awful article that Priscilla Simcoe had written about the two functions. She’d wanted to touch base and offer an olive branch. The Dame had agreed to meet here for high tea today. 

				The Dame had sounded dreadful on the phone. Her voice had quavered, she’d sounded as if she wasn’t concentrating and Gemma had to repeat herself. It was as if the excitement of the final function had drained her completely of her energy. 

				Their high-tea date had arrived and when Gemma entered the elegant drawing room she took in the ornate detail that flooded the space. A pastel rainbow of armchairs and couches in chintz, toile and Regency stripes dotted the room, surrounding delicate claw-legged tables. Wedgwood china proudly served the finest range of Indian teas, while multi-tiered tea trays bowed under the delicacies of asparagus spears, mini crème brûlées, foie gras and a variety of other melt-in-your-mouth delights. 

				Dame Frances, dressed in navy pants, white shirt and a knee-length navy knit vest, sat staring out the window, fiddling with her long string of pearls. 

				‘Hello, Dame Frances,’ Gemma said as she approached and put out her right hand.

				‘Don’t be so formal, dear,’ the Dame said and offered her right cheek. Gemma kissed it lightly. 

				‘Tea?’ she asked and flicked a finger for the waiter to come over.

				‘Of course,’ Gemma replied. 

				‘High tea for two,’ the Dame ordered then turned back. ‘It was good of you to come,’ she said. 

				‘I had to; I wanted you to know I was never out to hurt you. I got swept up in the excitement of the event and it became a whirlwind I just couldn’t get out of.’

				‘Well, you were right, all along, that must be a nice feeling. You were right about the technological age being the way of the future. I must have been blind; I’d always thought the internet was just a fad, a passing phase. But reading all the media on your event, well, it’s just mind-blowing, all this blogging, skyping, webcam business and what in God’s name is vlogging?’ 

				‘It’s a video blog,’ Gemma said. 

				‘And what is a blog? No, don’t answer, I honestly really don’t care.’ She smiled at Gemma; her eyes looked tired. The waiter brought their tea over and set the table. He eventually ceased his fussing. 

				‘So how much money did you make?’ Dame Frances grinned. Gemma grinned back. The sly old fox could not be held back. 

				‘Four hundred and sixty thousand. How about you?’ Gemma said.

				Dame Frances screwed her hands into fists and did a double airpump. ‘Four hundred and eighty.’ She threw her head back and laughed.

				‘Congratulations, Dame Frances, you win.’ Gemma smiled and shook her hand.

				The Dame recovered from her spontaneous hooting. ‘I have never in my life raised anywhere near as much money at one event. Dear Lord, it very nearly killed me.’

				‘You know, there were a lot of reviews about your function online,’ Gemma said. ‘It wasn’t just Priscilla’s article. And they were all good. I printed them out for you. You actually got a number of rave reviews. The Top Model girls didn’t end up coming to my function until yours was over at midnight. They couldn’t stop talking about it; they said it was so much fun. I think they all met a millionaire each.’ 

				‘Really?’ Dame Frances said, reaching out for the sheaf of papers. ‘I got good reviews?’ 

				‘Yes, Dame Frances, wonderful reviews, loads of tremendous press. Especially given that you announced your retirement – that sparked a great deal of interest.’ She sat back and stared at the older woman. ‘Are you really going?’

				The Dame was flicking through the dozens of pages Gemma had brought. ‘Hmmm? Oh, yes, I am. Today’s my last day in Melbourne. I’m flying to Maroochydore tomorrow morning. My daughter and grandchildren are driving up and will meet me at the airport. I’m quite excited to see them. I haven’t seen them in months.’

				‘But, Dame Frances, you can’t just disappear like this. What about a big farewell party acknowledging all your efforts over the years? Your friends will want to say goodbye. You simply must have a send-off.’

				‘What do you think this is?’ Dame Frances said, peering over her glasses. ‘Besides, after that dreadful article from Priscilla, all of my so-called friends have gone to ground, not wanting to be associated with such a failure. And there’s the fact I’m leaving town. I’m no good to anyone in sunny Queensland, am I?’

				‘So you’re all packed then?’ Gemma couldn’t believe it. Melbourne town without Dame Frances Davenport at the social helm? 

				‘Oh, that’s Julian’s last job. Poor little mite, he can’t see the packing tape for all the tears. I shall miss him.’ 

				‘What on earth will Julian do? He’ll be lost without you. Has he a job to go to?’

				‘No, not yet. I’ve given him glowing references, of course. He’ll be fine.’

				The high tea was served and Gemma listened and snickered at Dame Frances’s satirical commentary about some of the other guests in the room. 

				Eventually Gemma looked at her watch. She had to get to Tyler’s taekwondo grading. 

				‘Dame Frances, I’m sorry, but I have to be somewhere,’ Gemma stood and picked up her small Miu Miu bag and slung it over her body. 

				‘Why do you girls wear your handbags like that? You look like a tram conductor.’

				Gemma smiled; dear old Dame Frances still had a bit of spice and colour in her yet. 

				Gemma leaned over and embraced the Dame who hugged her strongly back. ‘Can I come and visit?’ Gemma asked.

				‘Of course, I’d be delighted to have you.’

				Gemma walked to the door overwhelmed with melancholy at being witness to the demise of such an institution. She turned at the doorway to wave goodbye and saw Dame Frances reading the printouts. A broad smile shifted the wrinkled skin upwards and years fell from the Dame’s visage. She got to a part that must have particularly amused her and laughed out loud. 

				As Gemma watched a woman from a nearby table stand and approach the Dame, words were exchanged and obviously a compliment given because the Dame smiled her thanks and shook the woman’s hand. Gemma left feeling a little less troubled. The Dame was always going to do okay. 

				On the way back to the car she texted Peter. 

				Julian packed up the last box and looked around the empty apartment. He had a pocket full of soggy Kleenex. He couldn’t believe it was the end of an era. His darling Dame Frances was leaving Melbourne, leaving society, and leaving him to fend for himself. He didn’t know whom he felt more sorry for: the Dame, himself or his cat, who was now going to have an unemployed mummy. He shut the door and walked to the lift.

				Leaning against the wall, Julian could feel his misery welling up again deep inside. No, he would be strong. He stopped at the Dame’s letterbox and, as per her instructions, he dropped the key to her penthouse inside. It landed with a metallic chink. He didn’t get to work in a penthouse anymore, it wasn’t fair. Tears were threatening to develop into a full-blown flood any second. Luckily his mobile phone rang at that moment to save him from the embarrassment of sobbing uncontrollably in the lobby of a luxury apartment building. 

				‘Hello,’ he sniffed and rubbed his eyes.

				‘Is this Julian Goodstead?’ the voice at the other end of the line asked in a strong North American accent.

				‘Yes, it is,’ Julian said, quelling the quaver in his throat.

				‘Julian, this is Peter Blakely. I’m a friend of Gemma Bristol’s. I’ve just started work here in Melbourne and I’m looking for an assistant.’
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			  Three months later

				Gemma climbed the stairs to the tight six-roomed office. Jolene, a large-boned woman, took up most of the space behind the front desk. She’d been working at the UP-Kids office for thirty-odd years and ruled the office. ‘You’re late,’ she grumbled at Gemma’s entrance. 

				‘Yes, that might be so, but I brought you a coffee,’ Gemma smiled and presented her with a paper cup. 

				‘You’ll keep,’ Jolene’s raspy smoker’s voice replied in thanks. 

				Gemma had been offered the position of official fundraising manager at UP-Kids shortly after the success of the Mal-Teaser Ball. Jeremy, the general manager, had been apologetic about the offer. He’d said that he knew it was a huge pay cut but they really needed a dedicated fundraiser now that the Dame had retired and moved to Noosa. 

				Gemma had barely had to think about it. It just felt right, especially now that her direct boss at IQPR was her boyfriend. But more importantly, it allowed her to get in touch with the charity at the grassroots level, something she’d never had a chance to do before with so much on her plate. 

				At her desk, Gemma flicked through the paper to see what press their UP-Kids weekend fun run had received. Her eye, out of habit, scanned the social pages. Priscilla Simcoe had seemingly never recovered from her social snub at the Dame’s Fashion Luncheon the year prior and had included a small snippet at the bottom of her column. ‘And has-been Dame Frances Davenport was spotted lately in Hastings Street, Noosa, looking less than groomed in headscarf and trackpants. How the mighty fall.’

				Gemma smacked the paper. How dare she? What a vindictive bitch. What’s the point of doing that? The Dame had quietly retired. She hadn’t even thrown herself a send-off. Gemma had felt badly as she’d wanted to do something but the Dame had insisted on bowing out gracefully without, as she termed it, a hullabaloo. 

				Gemma ripped the piece out and threw it into the rubbish. Stupid cow. That was it. Priscilla Simcoe was off her media list. Even though it was potentially damaging to exclude such an influential voice, Gemma had her standards. You didn’t diss one of Gemma Bristol’s friends and get away with it.

				Gemma tied up all the post-event loose ends, sent out thankyous to the media who’d covered the fun run and looked at her watch. Goodness, she was going to be late. She had a quick minute to call Peter before she left for her lunch with the girls. 

				‘Hello, Aussie,’ came his reply after one ring. 

				‘Hello, Aussie, yourself.’ She grinned. She loved his voice. It was so deep and gravelly, like a boulder. He sounded like a large rock. A large, hard rock. That got her thinking about their evening in bed together last night. She shuddered. How was she going to wait all day until they met up at his place tonight?

				‘Just calling to say I love you,’ she said. 

				‘Isn’t that a song?’ he asked. 

				‘Yes, it is. Stevie Wonder, I think. So, what time at your place tonight?’

				‘There’s an IQPR management meeting; we’re introducing the new Sydney team to the Melbourne team.’

				‘How’s the Sydney office coming along?’ she asked.

				‘Still an infant, but we’re getting there, which reminds me, I have to go up there next week for a few days.’

				‘Oh, no.’ Gemma felt like something was trying to separate her arm from her body. ‘That’s terrible. How will I cope without you?’

				‘You could come with me on the Friday night. We could make love overlooking the Opera House. Would that help you cope?’

				‘Oh, God, yes, that would be brilliant,’ Gemma whispered. 

				‘See you soon,’ he whispered back. She hung the phone up and sat in a lover’s trance, the ghost of his voice wrapping itself around her body.

				‘Hey, lover-girl, line two,’ Jolene’s rough voice from the outer office cut through her daydreaming. 

				She jumped. ‘Oh, right.’ She dealt with the call then hightailed it to her girls’ lunch. 

				Gemma raced into the hip-and-happening Monroes on Fitzroy Street. She looked around to find her friends. The pumpkin and hot pink of the interior lifted her spirits even further. It was such a happy place with its raspberry upholstered white plastic retro chairs and striped bulkheads. And the food was to die for.

				She spotted the girls sitting on the leather banquette against the far wall. 

				‘Sorry I’m late,’ she said after the round of embraces. 

				‘That’s okay,’ Chantelle said. ‘So how is it going at UP-Kids?’ 

				‘Fantastic,’ Gemma said with a deep smile that showed how satisfied she was. ‘The team of volunteers are so dedicated. They’ve really opened my eyes to how it is possible to make a difference.’

				‘Are you doing much volunteer work, on top of your job?’ Laura asked.

				‘Oh, God yes,’ Gemma said, ‘you have to, you don’t have a choice. I mean, of course I have a choice. But on a personal level I don’t have any option. On the many occasions that they’re short-staffed I join them when they visit the families in need. It’s so satisfying to know that you can really help change people’s lives, even just a small amount. And I’m also pleased to be able to get their fundraising up to where it was before Dame Frances left. Of course we don’t have the same types of functions but IQPR is being wonderful about their ongoing support so I can continue to access all my old resources.’

				‘You must be totally in with someone at the top,’ Chantelle said, and they laughed. 

				‘So how is your “septic tank” going anyway?’ Laura asked. 

				‘He’s not a Yank, he’s Canadian,’ Gemma said. 

				‘Same diff. How’s your maple-swilling lumberjack mountie going then?’

				‘Mountie? Are Canadians like, you know, famous for mounting?’ Chantelle asked wide-eyed. ‘I’ve never heard of that.’

				Laura and Gemma burst out laughing. ‘No, you goose. The mounted police. It’s a Canadian thing,’ Gemma said. ‘And, in answer to your question, he’s great.’ The dopey grin of only one truly in love crept across her face, and her eyes drooped.

				‘Oh, God, she’s gone,’ Laura said. ‘Snap out of it. You’ll get Hallmark on your shirt if you keep drooling like that. Tell me, how’s Tyler coping with life?’

				‘Amazingly. He has totally got stuck into his final-year studies. And did you hear he’s joined Gino’s martial arts class with Mathew and they’re really enjoying it? 

				‘The blokes all heading out together doing bloke stuff, it’s fantastic. And he’s actually quite keen about the weekends he spends with his dad. Stephen makes sure that Mercedes is never there – it doesn’t sound like they’re getting on – and Tyler and his dad just hang out. They’re going to the Grand Prix in Queensland next year.’

				‘So Stephen’s come through,’ Laura said. ‘Good on him.’ 

				Gemma nodded. ‘Yes, but he has always been a good dad. Without me in the picture it allows him to focus all his efforts on his son. They’re even talking about skiing in Japan.’ 

				‘Lucky bugger,’ Chantelle said. 

				‘And what about you, Chantelle? How’s the dating smorgasbord going for you?’ Gemma asked. 

				Chantelle also grinned in the telltale dopey way. ‘She’s gone too!’ the other two squealed. 

				‘Tell all,’ Gemma demanded. Chantelle waited while the waiter topped up their glasses and moved away.

				‘How many houses, boats, fancy cars?’ Laura asked in a good-natured way. 

				‘None. He’s not wealthy, you know? He’s just regular.His name’s Ben,’ Chantelle said.

				‘What does he do?’ Gemma asked. 

				Chantelle looked sheepish. ‘He’s my personal trainer.’

				‘Way to go,’ Gemma laughed. ‘He’ll be cut then.’

				‘Ooh, yah, he’s cut all right. Should see his abs. We run The Tan together every morning. And he has a pad in Brunswick. It’s not big, it’s cool, but. And he drives a Volksy. I don’t mind about all that superficial stuff. I just really like him.’

				‘Well, Chantelle, that’s brilliant. Well done for you,’ Gemma said. They sat back while the waiter presented their meals. Gemma had the Spanish pizza with hot chorizo, Laura the chicken club and Chantelle was dwarfed behind the enormous famous Monroes’ burger. 

				‘Oh, Ben would kill me, he would – look at all that fat,’ she said in glee. 

				‘What does he look like?’ Gemma said and stole one of Chantelle’s chips. 

				‘He’s got longish hair and really cool tatts around the top of his arms – them Maori rings, you know? He’s real tanned and all, he dresses great, he always looks nice, and best of all he treats me nice.’

				‘I am so pleased for you,’ Laura said. ‘That’s fantastic that you’ve found someone.’

				Gemma turned to Laura. ‘By the way, while I think of it, how are you going with the exhibition? We’re hoping to make huge bucks off your stuff for the kids.’

				Laura had been shooting photographs of street kids to present in a compelling exhibition at Fed Square later that month. The best thing is, it came with the type of credibility that had gained her a promotion at the paper, and now she worked for the Features section. Priscilla Simcoe and her shallow world was finally a thing of the past. 

				‘I am well aware it’s around the corner,’ Laura glared at Gemma with what could only be nerves, ‘it’s in every bit of media I look at. I’ve been invited to join my own Facebook fan page twenty times, I swear.’

				‘Go, Bethany,’ Gemma grinned, ‘you’ll be the rock star of the photographic world by the time she finishes with you.’

				‘Yeah, well, the pressure’s killing me. I’ve actually almost completed the work. I have some truly heartbreaking stuff. It shows the resilience of these young people. And I’ve decided to put a bio next to the faces – you never know, they might get work out of it. Anything could come out of it, really; it’s all highly experimental.’

				‘Well, the function’s all go. We’ve got catering, entertainment, guest pieces from other street artists around the world and your hero, Eric Mathieson, is guest speaker. It will be great,’ Gemma reassured her.

				‘I hope so. I’m very nervous. I’m just glad to be away from Prissy Priscilla.’

				‘Don’t like her,’ Gemma said to her slice of pizza, and she went on to tell them about the piece in today’s paper. 

				The women hugged each other as they took their leave out on Fitzroy Street with promises of not letting so much time elapse before they treated themselves to lunch again. 

				Just as she was about to go, Gemma turned and said to Chantelle, ‘So, how old is your new boyfriend Ben, Chantelle?’

				Chantelle grinned. ‘He’s perfect. He’s fifty-three, and that’s just how I like it.’

				Gemma grinned in return and hugged her little friend. ‘I am so pleased you’re happy.’

				*

				Later that night, as Gemma was driving home to pick up a few things before heading over to Peter’s place, her phone rang. She clicked it onto the speaker phone. A female voice floated into the Audi. ‘Hello, Gemma. It’s Nicole Bartholomew here, I’m one of the producers of Australian Story and we’d like to do a story on you, Gemma. We’re impressed with how much you do for UP-Kids and we wanted to showcase the charity and highlight your work.’

				Gemma couldn’t believe it. Australian Story? About her? That was ridiculous. She worked at UP-Kids, on a salary no less. She wasn’t worthy of having an Australian Story piece done about her. 

				‘Oh, Nicole, I hardly think I’m the person you want. Surely someone’s saving the pandas or curing cancer – I don’t think you need me.’

				She drove down into the underground car park of her new apartment building and pulled over before she lost signal. 

				‘It’s more about the underprivileged children that you’re working with, Gemma. You’re so hands-on; you really get it.’

				Gemma thought for a moment then reached her conclusion. ‘Well, Nicole, thank you for the honour,’ she said, ‘I would love to help you out with your piece but on one condition. Can we please have a meeting to discuss this?’
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			  ‘Hello, I’m Caroline Jones and welcome to a new season of Australian Story. 

				‘For the past fifty years one Melbourne woman has given tirelessly of herself to help those in need. Her charitable works have known no bounds. She has not only raised funds for a very important charity but, unknown to many, she’s actually worked hands-on with the people most in need. 

				‘In 1993 this woman was knighted by Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II in acknowledgement for her fundraising efforts to support the underprivileged children of Melbourne. At that point the funds raised were in excess of five million dollars. To date over six point five million dollars have been raised by this Melbourne icon and her team. Tonight, on Australian Story, we honour the self-sacrificing and charitable work of Dame Frances Davenport. This is her story . . .’
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