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The packing room had been buzzing with the news for days. Ever since they became aware that dear old Mr Samson was retiring, the staff had been wondering who the new Manager would be. And last Friday, the news had finally come, by email to all members of the staff. Mr Samson’s replacement was newly flown in from England. Darcy Williams, a nephew of the old man, would be arriving within a week to take up his new position. All they knew was his name, and speculation was rife. Some thought, as he was a nephew, he would be just a young man; others claimed that he must be mature to take on the management of such a progressive firm. After all, it supplied all manner of paper and printing services to the vineyards, which grew the grapes used to make famous Australian wines.

The speculation grew ever more outrageous as the days passed. When Beth Phillips came into the room to talk to their leader, Maisie Turnbull, she was beset with questions. Her own position as Second in Charge of Human Relations gave her access to all their own personal details. Surely, she would have the same details of their new boss. But when they demanded to know all about him, she just shook her head, smiling.

‘I can’t tell you all his private information. I don’t tell you the private details of anyone else, do I? Why should he be different?’

‘At least tell us how old he is?’ asked Paula, tossing her head with its spikey scarlet hair, ‘and if he’s married?’ Paula had few ideas in her head beyond her hair, her clothes, and possible husbands. 

One of the other girls laughed. ‘Still looking for a husband, Paula? All the local men have already been caught, have they?’ Paula accepted the teasing cheerfully, and would have asked another question of Beth. But Beth shook her head again, and turned to speak with one of the other girls.

Just at that moment, she heard noises near the door. All the staff looked up as they heard the tapping of the walking-stick of Mrs Yates, the HR manager, as she walked along the passage outside their room. Now she smiled to see their expectant faces, as she led a young man in through the open door. When the noise settled, she introduced him. 

‘Everyone, I want you to meet Mr Williams. He would like to speak to you for a moment.’ 

Darcy Williams cleared his throat as he stood before the group. He was just above medium height, with mid-brown hair, and was clean shaven. Beth noticed his light-blue eyes, and the cleft in his chin. But the thing that really caught her attention was his expensive clothes, a dressy dark-grey suit, highly polished leather shoes, and gold cufflinks that caught the light as he moved his hands. His tie was grey too, but the pin that held it in place was also of gold. How different from old Mr Samson, who owned just the one suit, so old that it was baggy over his elbows and knees, and was frayed at the seams. But Mr Samson did not need expensive clothes to make his staff love him.

As he began to speak, Darcy’s eyes roved around the room. This was the usual mixed group of men and women, and quite a range of ages. That often happened in unskilled workplaces. There was a young woman with dyed scarlet hair and teased-out ends, and lots of metal rings through her ears and nose. An older man was seated in a wheelchair. There were two women standing at the back of the room, the younger was tiny but attractive, with a pretty face and long blond hair that waved across her forehead. He noticed there was a frown between her eyebrows.

Darcy cleared his throat again. ‘Hello, everyone, and I am so pleased to be here. I am aware that my uncle thought highly of all the staff in Samsons’.’ He took a deep breath. ‘I am sure if you continue to work just as hard, we will get on well in the future.’

His voice was hard and his words abrupt. Beth could not detect warmth in his voice or manner as he spoke. ‘We might as well be servants, for all he thinks of us,’ she decided. ‘Probably won’t spend any time with the staff, will sit upstairs in his office, and hand out instructions by email.’ She was not impressed. Mrs Yates gestured Maisie forward to be introduced, but Beth stayed among the packers, where she had friends. She did not notice that Darcy wiped his sweaty hands against the legs of his pants, or she might have realised that he was nervous, as the object of so many eyes.

As soon as Mrs Yates and Darcy left the room, most of the packers settled back to work, while some of the young girls still chattered. 

‘Oooh, he’s gorgeous!’ decided Paula, running her fingers through her spikey hair. ‘Tall, dark and handsome as well! We just have to find out if he’s married, then how much money he has! He could be my Mr Right!’ She batted her eyelids, with their heavy makeup.

Maisie and Beth rolled their eyes at each other. Paula had the same reaction to every new male staff-member. She flirted desperately, and often drew some reaction from the new arrivals. But any attraction soon faded, as the men discovered how shallow and mercenary Paula actually was. 

‘I just hope that Darcy Williams doesn’t fall for her! That would make her impossible to live with,’ said Maisie, and Beth totally agreed.

When Beth returned to her desk in the HR department, she found that Mrs Yates had left a stack of papers on her desk, with a note attached to them.

‘Darcy W’s information, please enter this into the computer yourself, as we don’t want it to spread throughout the staff. And keep it confidential. He will decide himself, when and how much to share.’

As she settled to the task, Beth smiled when she discovered answers to many of Paula’s questions. Darcy was 28, and indeed unmarried. He had been born in Adelaide, attended primary school in a country town, and then spent 4 years in a prestigious and expensive boarding school in Adelaide. Following that, he attended the local University, learning all there was to know about growing grape-vines and making wine. No doubt his family had paid for that as well. She was surprised to find that he had then moved to London, and worked in a range of low-paying jobs.

What a contrast with her own education, attending a local primary school in the country, then the free government secondary school. She had struggled to pay her own way through university, working part time as a shop assistant, or as a waitress in a restaurant. She was justifiably proud of her success.

She did not find out how much money he had in his bank account, but was surprised at the high salary he would draw from the firm, at least twice what Mr Samson had drawn. And his car, newly bought in Australia, was an expensive sports model. Paula would look at that car, and make some guesses about how much money he was prepared to spend on a girlfriend.

Darcy’s next of kin was listed as a sister, Monica Aster, living in the wine-growing area of the Barossa Valley, not far from Adelaide. Beth noted the fact with some surprise, as her uncle, David Thompson, also had a vineyard in the same area. Beth’s mother, Lucy Phillips, lived with David. Probably the Asters and the Thompsons knew each other, living in the same area, and working in the same industry. But she had not heard Uncle David mention the name. Perhaps the Asters were newly arrived in the district.
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​​Chapter 2 In the parking area
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Late on Friday afternoon, after a stressful week dealing with personal problems among the staff, Beth walked out of the building. She was tired, and her head ached. She believed that she was probably the last person to leave, so stopped to lock the door behind herself. As she walked across the car-park, dodging the ruts and potholes, she was still thinking about Helen. 

Helen worked part time for Samsons, and was the mother of a new baby. Her husband had been killed in a car-crash in the last few days. Losing her husband’s income would make life very difficult for her, and she would have to move out of their rented home. That made Beth, who had known Helen for months, very sad. Together with Mrs Yates, Beth had been looking for ways to help Helen, but had found few. Sadly, she might have to leave Samsons and return to the country town where her parents still lived. A sad outcome for Helen and all her friends. Beth shook her head, and groped in her handbag for the keys of her old Holden car.

She stopped in shock. This morning, she had parked her second-hand sedan in her usual position in the small carpark. She always parked hard against the fence on the passenger’s side, allowing as much space as possible for others. But now an expensive new sportscar was parked closely against the driver’s side of her car. So close that she had no hope of opening the driver’s door. She could not get into her car, blocked on one side by the fence, on the other by the car of Darcy Williams, the new boss.

Beth was so angry that she could not speak. She was tempted to kick the tyres of the expensive car, but decided that would just hurt her feet, rather than relieve her feelings. Instead she strode the length of the carpark several times, as she considered the situation. How could someone be so thoughtless and selfish, as to make it impossible for anyone to get into a car? He probably didn’t know it was her car, she realised, but it could have been anyone on the management team; there was Mrs Yates now aging and needing a walking-stick to get about; or young Phil of stock control, whose wife was pregnant, and might need him at any moment. Both of them needed access to their cars at all times. 

It just showed how arrogant and thoughtless, was this new Mr Williams. Just as she had expected him to be.

But what was Beth to do at the moment? She had no idea where he was, or when he would return. At a guess, she thought he would be somewhere on the café strip, where she knew he met some of his friends for drinks and meals, after work. It could be hours before he returned. She was not prepared to spend the evening sitting on the ground
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