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Stella pushed the hair out of her eyes, stepped back and surveyed her stall, satisfaction surging through her. She’d done it. It was real!

Here beside a small street tree in the Oxford Street Mall in Sydney’s Bondi Junction, her stall was ablaze with her unique jewelry, each piece a product of her imagination and hard working fingers, and each piece in its place. She glanced down at her soft cotton frock, dark blue with tiny red spots the exact red of her faux ruby drop earrings. Her simple summer outfit was such a welcome change from the office attire of dark skirts and jackets she’d worn for years. Yes. At last. Stellar, her own business, was ready to trade.

In the mild spring morning, the aroma of coffee wafted, mixing with the din of traffic and snippets of conversation in many languages. Stella pulled out her phone to record the moment, to send it to Jeannie to post on her new business’s Facebook and Instagram. As she snapped, a tall man in a distinguished, pale grey suit sprinted out of the closest building towards her.

The cut of his suit was perfect, the lapels slightly open to show a shirt the same blue as his eyes. Striking. 

Her first customer? 

No. He surveyed the mall like he owned the place. Frowning, he fixed her with his gaze, making her heart jump.

“We need you to move about twenty metres, up that way, if you wouldn’t mind,” he said. Smooth. 

What? Move? Why would she move? She’d only just finished setting up. It had taken her months to prepare, and so much time just that morning, arranging her earrings and bracelets. What on earth could he mean?

“... just for a short time, thank you,” he said. 

Her hackles rose. However handsome he might be, with that sun-kissed brown hair, and that way of smiling just on one side, as if life was a bit of joke as long as he was in control, he had no right to push her around.

“Actually, Mr ...”

“Huntley. James Huntley.” He tipped his head back a little, indicating his connection with the three-storey building behind him, and she turned and read the ornate sign. Huntleys House of Diamonds.  

Stella sighed. She didn’t reconfigure her whole life, resigning and moving here from Perth on the other side of the country, only to fall into the trap of obeying the next handsome man. No. She’d been there and done that. For too long. She’d been totally, pathetically, at the mercy of her boss Damian’s demands. 

Obeying handsome men was a bad habit she’d finally kicked, hadn’t she?

This new Stella was strong and independent, she reminded herself. Stella now worked for herself, trusted only herself and obeyed only herself. She would no longer be told what to do by men who assumed she’d comply. So, whatever this man wanted, and however attractive he might be - and he was, quite attractive, every bit as good-looking as Damian, his hair more fair, and with a bit of a wave at the front, and those eyes - intense - she knew she had every right to stand her ground. And she would.

He waited expectantly, but she was only just ready to trade. With customers gathering, she needed to sell, sell, sell - and not waste another moment. Her licence to trade wasn’t a give away. It would take her months to pay back the loan she’d taken out to pay for it.

He lifted one hand up toward the side of her stack of display trays, as if to test his strength against its weight, to simply push her stall away. She could swear she saw his healthy bicep flex beneath that high quality pale grey woollen fabric. 

How dare he! The flame of defiance inside her flashed fire. No. She would not be shoved away.

“Stella Rhys, Mr Huntley,” she answered, keeping her voice low and controlled, and extending her own hand to be shaken. His was smooth, the hand of a businessman, as cool as her own. It was a fine handshake, pleasant even. 

Her mother would have fun reading this palm, she thought, smiling. It was a mistake. He must have interpreted her smile as acquiescence. Nodding and smiling in return, he held her hand just a moment longer than necessary. 

“Thanks, so much, Stella. These stalls... There was nothing here for months, and suddenly you appear! Today of all days. It’s so good of you to move. Just for an hour or so.” He gave her the full blue gaze again and smiled. 

For a moment Stella weakened, but she remembered the advice of Fritz, the nearest stallholder, who’d welcomed her to the mall only that morning. 

“I’ve been here nearly thirty years, young lady,” Fritz had said. “Seen a thing or two in my time. Seen stalls come and seen them go. Can be tough out here on the mall. Don’t you let anyone push you around.”

Stella knew the terms of her licence. Thursday to Saturday, 11am to 7pm. Right here. So she lifted her sunglasses and fired back a dose of her own dark eyes - bright, quick and determined.

“Actually, James,” she began, amiably enough, with a hint of steel. She gestured at the small crowd gathering to admire her unusual brooches, rings, earrings and pendants, all laid out so temptingly in the bright sunshine. Her excitement ratcheted up a notch. Behind James, two older women, sisters perhaps, were pulling out their purses. Her first customers! It was James who needed to move, so she could trade.

“Look. This is my business, James - ‘Stellar,’” she continued, polite yet firm, her voice steady. “And I’m not moving it. Not at all. I don’t mean to be unreasonable; nothing personal; but as I see it, the Huntleys property boundary begins at the edge of your doorway. The mall here is public space, and this patch is mine.”

His smile froze. What was this?

“That’s right, isn’t it? Look. Here’s my permit. Nothing in it says I’m required to move. My licence is for six months, and my stall’s position is right here, right now. And as you can see, I need to look after my customers.”

“Come on, Ms Rhys, you wouldn’t mind helping out just this once, for half an hour or so; help me out here.”

The fire inside her ignited. She closed her eyes. Calmed herself. Opened them again.  

“I thought I’d made myself clear, James. I do mind, and so I won’t move.” This time, her tone was pure ice, each word clearly articulated. 

James conveyed his astonishment mildly, with raised eyebrows and a slight shrug.

She stared back, arms crossed. If it was a standoff, his stance wasn’t entirely hostile. Amused? A flicker of interest? Frustrated? Was there a flash of challenge? Admiration, even? He wasn’t like Damian - always controlling. James was sizing her up, those blue eyes drilling into her own.

Abruptly, he looked towards the street, where a cavalcade came into view, then answered his phone.

“Nicole? What’s that? Running early?” He turned away, ignoring Stella. His sudden indifference to her felt like a dismissal, a loss even. At any other time, she would have found this man interesting. Had there been something else behind the arrogance? A kind of decency? 

Her heart still raced. Defiance had never come easily for her. But there was work to do, and she served her first customers, delighted to wrap each purchase in her tissue paper covered with stars.

Beyond the women extracting their credit cards, the crowd grew. A radio reporter arrived, testing the microphones, then a TV crew or two.

Suddenly, at the curb, a grey Rolls Royce pulled up. James strode towards it, swinging open the rear passenger door. An elegant woman emerged, statuesque in a tight, green satin dress, and James offered her his arm. They made a striking pair, she so willowy and he so handsome. He escorted her right into the mall, through the throng, towards his House of Diamonds.

“Antoinette!” “Heist!” The crowd called, pressing towards them, posing for selfies. Now Stella remembered where she’d seen the woman’s face. It was on billboards and buses all over town. This was Antoinette Lacy, star of the new film Heist, featuring the theft of a necklace of priceless diamonds.

Stella’s stall was directly between the car and Huntleys. 

Antoinette and James oozed glamour as they strode along the mall, her languid arm draped through his. James could be a movie star, too, Stella thought. 

What a stunt! Fancy hooking a VIP like Antoinette Lacy for your celebrity endorsement. She’d just won a string of awards. James Huntley had a few connections alright. No wonder he’d wanted her to move. They were walking towards his store. But her stall was right in the way.

Her heart kicked up another notch. Exciting! Stella was as intrigued as the rest of the crowd, their mobile phones up like antennae, the young and the older, curious business people grabbing a coffee, retirees at the edges, and a few others with shopping bags, strollers and toddlers. Two big men in black suits hovered, speaking into their ear pieces.

More reporters and media cameras appeared from nowhere and surged into action, all bent on capturing the smiles and actions of the rich and famous.

Directly before her stall, at the centre of the commotion, James and Antoinette paused. James extracted his arm and reached inside his suit coat. He pulled from his breast pocket something glittering like fire in the bright sunshine - it was the delectable diamond necklace featured in the film. All eyes upon them, James held it high for the cameras, then dribbled it, diamond by diamond, into Antoinette’s elegant hand as cameras whirred, clicked and binged.

It was PR genius, but there was a problem.

“No. No, James. Not there. Here.” A frazzled woman in a tight, mustard yellow suit arrived and tried to encourage the photographers and videographers to take the shot again. This must be Nicole. She saw at once the skirt was awry, Nicole’s mascara was smudged and the asymmetric streaked bob was not sitting quite right. Stella felt for her, remembering a few of her own wardrobe malfunctions from her old corporate life. Antoinette’s earlier than expected arrival must have caught Nicole out. Stella had often been responsible for events in her old job. She could tell this one was kicking off too soon. 

Nicole obviously wanted a better angle, with the Huntley’s facade more clearly in the background. In that glaring mustard suit, Nicole pointed and pushed and pulled spectators and camera crews alike, clearing the way and directing them, trying to nuance the shot.

A camera operator backed into Stella’s stall, rocking her trays of necklaces and pendant earrings, which danced like miniature disco balls, dazzling the crowd.

Nicole tried to intervene. Too late. 

Antoinette Lacy halted her leggy stride right there at Stella’s stall and was suddenly showing a deep interest, fingering her display of huge faux emerald drop earrings. They were eye catching, suspended within shiny wire secured with one of Stella’s characteristic Celtic knots. As they tumbled inside their tiny silvery cage, they shot out flashes of reflected sunlight, and the camera shutters clamoured in staccato.

“Please, take these,” Stella jerked into action herself. It was PR gold, right here at her humble stall. In a dream, she unpinned the dazzling pair that perfectly matched the green of Antoinette’s satin sheath dress. 

As Stella handed them across, the star held them up for the cameras, which clicked again as Antoinette unleashed that famous, winning, movie star smile.

James froze, the priceless diamond necklace dangling from his outstretched hand, ignored.

“This way, Ms Lacy,” a furious Nicole hissed, firmly pulling Antoinette around Stella’s little stall towards Huntleys. “Our other VIPs are dying to meet you, Ms Lacy. Inside, please. Media, this way!” Nicole’s call was as strained as her voice as she tried to usher reporters inside with the star. “Champagne’s on the third floor. Invitation only.”

The media and best-dressed members of the crowd followed them, but more and more people stopped at Stella’s stall, buying the same earrings Antoinette had admired.

Stella couldn’t trade quickly enough, cash, credit and sparkle trading hands faster than she ever could have imagined. She was elated. Her dream was coming true. Here she was, her own boss, making her living from creating beauty; and the customers just kept coming, spurred on by Antoinette’s star power, clustering, clamouring, all wanting Stellar jewelry.  

Only one person seemed unimpressed. Stella glanced up from her customers to meet James’s icy stare. His eyes flashed fury right into hers. He turned on one heel and followed Antoinette and Nicole into his building.

The sun went behind a cloud.

Stella’s phone rang. She tried to ignore it, still trading fast, but there it went again. Jeannie? It was only as a woman with purple hair hesitated, trying to decide between the green earrings and some red ones, that Stella took a moment to answer it. 

“OMG, Stella!”

“What is it, Jeannie?”

“OMG!” Her sister, Jeannie, sounded pleased, and Stella relaxed a little.

“Jeannie, I’m flat out here. What is it?”

“Antoinette Lacy! Stella!”

“What?”

“What do you mean, ‘what?’ You’ve done it. You’ve got it. You’ve already got 115 ‘likes.’ No, that’s just gone up. 143. 181. 221. Stella. OMG.”

“Look, I’m super busy here, Jeannie. I’ve got more customers than I can deal with right now. Can we talk later? Would you mind?” 

With two children under three and a travelling husband, Jeannie was fond of a chat.

“311. No. Look. Incredible. It’s almost 400 now. This is insane, Stell. We’ve got to get your online purchasing up and running.”

“Thanks, Jeannie. Can you please just go ahead? I trust you. You know that. Go on. Go ahead.”

“Thanks, Stell! Can’t wait.”

Stella closed her eyes in gratitude for her sister, two years older and so generous. Without Jeannie, she simply wouldn’t be here, finally taking this chance on her dream future - to make real money creating her own jewelry. She couldn’t begin to count the ways Jeannie had helped her throughout childhood, and especially now. How many other sole traders had a sister with marketing skills, happy to run their social media and create their website? Stella beamed and held up a finger to two customers waiting to pay. “One moment, please,” she mimed.

“Great. Thanks. Stellar web sales coming up. Sensational, Stell. I knew you could do this!”

“Thanks, thanks. Thanks so much. Bye, Jeannie. Talk later.” Now was no time for a lengthy discussion. Customers were thrusting $50 notes and credit cards at her.

“Got any more of those green ones, the dangly ones?”

“Hey, that’s my pair!”

There was a minor tussle as customers fought over the last pair of green earrings on display. From now on, Stella would call them the “Antoinette earrings.”

She made seven instant friends by pulling out another tray of them. The customers, including the woman with purple hair, bought three pairs each.

“For my nieces. They love Antoinette. I love your stall!”

“Thank you, thank you.” 

Stock was flying off the velvet trays. It was a frenzy. Never in her wildest dreams had Stella imagined her new venture would succeed so well. She’d taken a huge risk in setting up her own business, but as Jeannie had convinced her, there’d been a danger in not doing it, too.

She’d needed this fresh start. As the sales kept coming, Stella’s old life in Perth seemed a world away.
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The lunchtime rush on her brand new Bondi Junction stall was over. In the sudden lull, Stella watched a trio of birds on a lamp post. Two took flight, and one stayed put. That had been her, that lone bird, more than a decade ago, when Jeannie and their mother had packed up again and left for Sydney. At 16, emboldened by a well-meaning teacher, Stella put her foot down and stayed on in Perth by herself - to her recent regret.

She’d accomplished some things she’d wanted, like enjoying a stable income and putting a halt to a life of constant change with their nomadic mother, but every gain had come at a cost. 

Denying her natural creative talent, Stella ended up working in offices for more than a decade, her fingers busy on keyboards and telephones, far from her beloved needle-nose pliers. Worse, she’d fallen for Damian. 

Jeannie knew her best. She saw it coming. Tried to warn her.

Awed by the realisation she could make her own decisions about where to live, Stella applied at a temp agency to become an office assistant, a job which freed her to continue creating her jewelry at night.

Yes, she’d wondered if she’d made a mistake the day Jeannie and Stella had packed yet again and actually moved out, but she’d been starting work in the city next day - paid work - and the exhilaration of running her own life, managing her own expenses and making her own decisions thrilled her.

Stella barely noticed she spent less and less time creating jewelry. Every few months, the agency found a new work placement for her, and then she’d scored a permanent position at WestMine with a spectacular salary. They’d even trained her, giving her time and funds to finish high school and gain tertiary qualifications in office management. Busy with evening classes, Stella left her creativity on the back burner.

Learning new skills, she gained more responsibility. It was only a matter of time before one of her bosses who’d left WestMine to run his own show headhunted her away to work with him at Exos, his new mining investment consultancy.

He’d been smooth alright. Damian Beaumont. She’d never forget the day he pulled up beside the curb when she was out at lunch.

“You,” he’d said, with those dark glasses and a perfect smile that reached right out through the open passenger side window, transfixed her and reeled her right in. 

She should have known Damian’s world was too smooth to be real. She’d grown up being driven around in cars that blew head gaskets or with banged-up doors that wouldn’t open. Or if they did, they wouldn’t close. Once, when her mother Flame’s old car broke down on the way back from school, their mother simply bundled up the girls, collected the shopping bags from the trunk, and calmly told her daughters to grab their library books and school bags. They’d all just abandoned the car and walked away.

So, when Damian’s vehicle glided to the kerb in front of Stella showing not one speck of dirt, and that tinted window slid down without a sound, and there he was, suave, with a slight smile, in his designer sunglasses, Stella was swept off her feet and into the passenger seat without a backward glance. The door closed quietly on the city bustle. Stella was enveloped in a little capsule of Damian’s world that smelled of leather and money and expensive aftershave.

It took her a long time to question the source of Damian’s wealth and the way she was spending her life. Four long years.

First into the Exos office to ensure the water cooler was full, the air conditioning on and Damian’s appointment files in order, Stella always greeted her colleagues and his clients with efficient smiles. She would ask about their families and pets. Exos was growing quickly. Always sympathetic to newcomers from a childhood as the perpetual outsider, she went out of her way to ensure new staff felt welcome and knew where to find everything they needed, even the shoe repairers, dry cleaners and specialist shops. Stella was the one who fixed people’s staplers, sorted their printing and made sure the office ran as perfectly as Damian’s orthodontically corrected smile. Over time, she took on the brand management, admin and human resources, hiring more staff as Exos grew.

When Damian’s PA, Jacqui, left in a huff one day, it became Stella’s job to work more closely with him. He came to rely on her efficiency, showing his appreciation with his eyes and praise. Damian valued her. Respected her. 

She loved his glances and smiles, striving to please him, needing that injection of joy only he could provide.

That year, Stella took charge of the office Christmas party, with the theme of winter wonderland. With almost forty staff, it would be their biggest ever.

“Watch out, Stell,” Jeannie counselled as Stella rang her for a chat one lunch time.

“What do you mean?”

“You realise you can’t start a sentence without saying ‘Damian’ first? It’s all ‘Damian this’ and ‘Damian that.’”

“What’s wrong with that?”

“Is he some kind of father figure to you, Stell? Or have you got a crush on him? Just be careful, okay.”

The festive white tinsel and helium balloons bumped along the ceiling, pearly ones, trailing silver ribbons. The boardroom was pumping to schmaltzy Christmas music - Six White Boomers, I’m Dreaming of a White Christmas. Stella’s colleagues gasped as they entered the room and were handed their salt-encrusted glasses with dry martinis, gin and tonics, champagne flutes or sparkling mineral water.

Damian loved her idea of the ice sculpture, a huge EXOS for the centre of the table. A sea of dry ice fog swirled around the platters of almost all-white foods. Oysters, salty white sweet potato wedges, onigiri, sushi, Japanese white rice treats, tofu selections and towers of sweets - meringues, marshmallows, and an enormous, creamy pavlova. 

When Stella turned on the blue light, Damian, immaculate in his white suit, stepped forward into the hush to toast the company’s successful year.

Stella blushed as he lavished praise on the celebration. He didn’t name her. Instead, he stared at her, all of her, starting with her necklace, one she’d just finished, each pearl strung on its own silver wire, radiating from a silver choker.

Damian’s eyes were on her the whole night, and when she stayed back to clean up and he emerged from his office, they were alone together. Several martinis down, there was a kind of inevitability about him stepping in closer and grabbing her wrist.

Finally he was going to notice her matching bracelet, she thought, before he twisted her even closer and kissed her, hard.

She surrendered to the moment. Hadn’t she been half expecting this, half hoping for it? Jeannie was right. Stella was in love with the boss. Half the staff were. Damian had chosen her.

“What’s up, little sister?” When they hadn’t spoken throughout the week as usual, Jeannie phoned her.

“What do you mean?”

“Don’t hold out on me, Stell. Something’s up. You’re in love, aren’t you? So, who’s the lucky guy? How was the Christmas party by the way?”

“Went well, thanks. The blue light was a great idea. Thank Matt, would you?”

“Sure will. So come on. Who’s the guy?”

“How’s your own Christmas prep, Jeannie? Tree?”

“Had to go for a tiny one, for the centre of the table. It’s just too risky with Lucy. Everything goes in her mouth. Can you imagine? Christmas is a nightmare! Everything’s new and different and shiny and it’s all either tin foil or plastic and breakable. When are we going to see you?”

“Not sure, really. Damian needs me.”

“That boss of yours. No. Stella. Don’t tell me it’s the boss. Are you sure about this guy?”

Her sister knew her too well.

“Gotta go, Jeannie.”

“Hey, don’t freeze me out here, Stell. Am I right?”

“It’s easy for you. You have Matt. Not all of us can find Mr Perfect. Besides, it’s not serious.”

“Not serious? Sex is serious, Stell.”

“Please. When did you get so pious, Jeannie? After our upbringing, I would have thought you’d have an open mind.”

“I just don’t want you to get hurt, Stell. Guys like that. They’re into power. Do you want a fling, or do want a future? And the moment it’s over, your job will be, too. I hope you know what you’re doing.”

She did, at the time, anyway. But in the longer term, Jeannie was right. Damian Beaumont had it made. His efficient young PA accompanied on business trips out of town. Adjoining rooms.

A year passed and then another, and he was no closer to committing to any kind of formal future with her, beyond his vague allusions to “one day.” They’d worked together so easily and for so long that she rarely had a thought of her own. It was “Damian would like this” and “Damian will need that.” When visitors from the UK were expected, she’d book the restaurant for them without being asked. She even knew what table he’d want reserved.

Maybe it was another phone call from Jeannie that forced her to question what she was doing with her life.

“Coming over for your birthday, sis?”

“Oh.”

“Yep. Your big one. Big three oh. The hill. We always said we’d celebrate it together... What’s wrong?”

“I don’t know, Jeannie. There’s another meeting. In London.”

“Surely you don’t have to go this time. You can get leave can’t you? You do enough overtime.”

“I just don’t know, alright?” She hadn’t meant to snap at Jeannie. The truth was she knew exactly what she wanted. She wanted Damian to take her with him to London as he often did. And she wanted him to take her to dinner for her big birthday. Anywhere. Just the two of them. She could see it. He’d hold her hand in the candlelight and ask her to marry him. It wasn’t an unreasonable expectation. Hadn’t she spent every waking minute for the past few years working for his every benefit? 

Birthdays! Stella remembered every colleague’s birthday. She was a specialist in finding the right kind of big card for each person, furtively taking it around for everyone to sign. She’d buy their favourite cakes, even remembering who was “gluten free.” She was the one who washed up all those matching plates and forks when everyone else returned to their desks and meetings. If Exos staff felt appreciated, it was because of Stella’s efforts. 

She could see what she was doing, and began to hate herself. She’d wait back every evening until she was the last to leave, waiting for Damian to give her that special smile of appreciation, or a touch on the arm, or sex in his office the way he liked it, in the dark, fast and thrilling.

Yes. Stella had every reason to think her thirtieth birthday with Damian in London might be special. She’d booked their flights and a suite in the Knightsbridge hotel near the head office, with another adjoining room for herself.

“Shall I book a restaurant as well, for the 16th?” she’d asked.

“Why’s that? Miles doesn’t fly in till the following evening. You know that.”

She shouldn’t have been surprised. Damian didn’t have access to her calendar, with its big thirtieth looming, and nothing much else. But she’d swallowed and dared to dream.

“I was wondering whether you might want to take me to dinner.”

“Hmmm?” He’d been checking his phone. Not that there was much need. Stella was right on top of his schedule.

“No. No time.”

So that was that. She stood in a London bookshop and stared at birthday cards, quietly crying, furious at herself for not telling him about her special day, for not insisting he acknowledge her as a human being, with her own needs beyond a pay packet and the calculated flash of his smile.

“You okay?” he asked her over the coffee she'd brought him at Heathrow Airport while they waited for their flight back to Australia. It wasn’t exactly a caring tone. More critical. He liked her best when she was smiling and agreeable, much as he liked a pristine bathroom. He was far too busy to enquire into the real state of her wellbeing.

Normally she would have smiled reassuringly. But something inside her had changed, had woken up, and refused to back down.

“I just turned thirty, Damian.”

“Commiserations. Welcome to the other side of the hill.” Then he asked whether she’d arranged a hire car for him back in Perth.

She should have known Damian wouldn’t rescue her, that the whole fantasy she’d built up about him caring for her, actually loving her, was just her own elaborate wishful thinking. All these years he’d let her think they might have a future together, he’d reaped all the benefits of her hopes.

“Ever thought of, you know...” Stella said, reaching for his hand. Their plane was delayed. It seemed as good a time as any to see where he thought their relationship might be going. But she hated the way her question made her sound. Needy. Pathetic. But she wanted some certainty, dammit. Friends were starting to settle down. She wanted his babies. What was so wrong with that?

Damian’s expression turned stony. He looked away from her, withdrew his hand.

He always did this. All those times she’d suggested she stay over, or invited him for dinner at her place. He always backed away. Always kept his options open. Refused to pin “one day” to an actual timeframe.

When her friend Bonnie from night school invited her to her housewarming when she and her boyfriend moved in together, Stella asked Damian along.

“No. You go,” he’d said. “I’ve got a dinner. Potential investor.”

Or that time she’d left some of her things in his spare bathroom for those rare nights she stayed over. He packaged them in a sealable plastic bag and dropped them on her desk.

“No need to leave your stuff lying around,” he’d said. “I’m sure you want these back.”

“Oh no ...”

“You know me. I like things clean and tidy.”

“Shampoo is clean, Damian. It takes up hardly any space.”

He stormed off, telling her to get his tax advisor on the line, as if she and her feelings were an irritation.

Jeannie was scathing.

“Can’t you see what he’s doing, Stell? My heart aches for you.”

“What, Jeannie? He’s a clean freak. What’s wrong with that?”

“Oh, Stell. If he has that rule for all his girlfriends, you’ll never find out about each other.”

Was it true? Stella had Damian’s calendar. She checked it. He didn’t have time for any other girlfriends, did he? Unless “Alex” wasn’t really his personal fitness coach. And he did seem to have a number of inexplicable appointments at odd hours. She’d always thought he was at tanning clinics, or entertaining potential clients.

She decided to test him.

“Let’s move in together, Damian. It would make things so much simpler for us both, don’t you think?”

“Hmmm. I’ll give it some thought. Look, I need to get some statements out to our biggest investors today. How are you placed? Can you package them up for me?”

Later that week, she noticed Damian beam at the youngest office assistant, then wink at her when she’d brought him his coffee. She didn’t fawn. But she didn’t look unhappy with the attention. Damian did that to people. Charmed them. She remembered how eager she’d been to please him. Still was. Desperate for the fix of his approval.

Surely there was more in her life than this obsession with Damian. Jeannie was right. Stell’s every waking minute was consumed by ensuring his happiness, making his business successful, full of hopes for their future together. 

That lunch time, she forced herself to go to a craft shop. She bought a sketch pad and began to sketch jewelry designs right there on her desk, an old passion from her school days that never failed to bring her joy - neglected for far too long. 

Collecting the spare agendas after a board meeting, she absentmindedly squashed one of the empty coffee pods and noticed its potential for making jewelry. There and then she retrieved all of them she could find, took them home and began experimenting, excited by what she could make.

When she wore her new earrings to work the next day, Shamira, the accountant, admired them.

“Get another pay rise, Stella?” Shamira stared at her ears.

Stella laughed. “You like them? They’re yours!” She took them off and handed them over, explaining how they’d been destined for the boardroom bin the day before. She liked Shamira, one of her hires. She worked hard and was always ready to share her interesting herbal teas. 

“No way. They’re beautiful. I’ll pay you for them.”

“No you won’t Shamira. You have no idea how thrilled I am that you like them.” 

Stella left work at 5pm from then on, rushing home to create more jewelry. No longer would she wait around for Damian.

Before long, Damian’s kindnesses to the new assistant, Lexie, were ramping up. “Get yourself a pot plant,” she overheard him saying to Lexie one morning when she’d greeted him. He’d thrust a $50 note at her and waved away her attempt to return it.

Another time he sent Lexie down to Switzers to buy mints, insisting she keep the change. All these things, he’d done with Stella when she’d been new. Would Lexie fall for it, too?

Suddenly the contempt his old PA had shown Stella the day she’d replaced her began to make sense. She saw her relationship with Damian in a new and shocking light. How naive she’d been! He’d been grooming her, totally taking advantage. #MeToo, alright. It sickened her to think she’d always believed he genuinely cared for her. She must catch Lexie and warn her; let her know she didn’t have to put up with that way of behaving from anyone. Tell her she could keep a professional distance without appearing rude, and still keep her job.   

Or was she just jealous? But what was “just” about jealousy? Could he replace her so easily? How dare he!

Her gut jacked up. It waged war with her. She rose from her ergonomically perfect chair and knocked on Damian’s door, entering and closing it behind her. Immersed in his computer screen, he ignored her.

“Damian.”

“Mmm?”

“We need to talk.”

“Can it wait? This is important.”

“This is important, too.”

He sighed. Like a child interrupted from play. He gave her his exaggerated attention, as if she were an annoyance. Why had she never noticed that about him before? A petulance.

“Why did Jacqui leave? She was good at her job. You two seemed like a real team.”

Silence.

“How many PAs have you had, Damian?”

“Three? Four? Why?”

“Did you sleep with all of us?”

“Stella!”

“And when exactly did you move on from each of them? Was it when they started asking about their future?”

“Stella!” He pushed back his chair and stood, his full height a threat to her, but she stood her ground.

“You made me feel like you loved me, like the care and attention I’ve lavished on you all these years might be reciprocated. I’m feeling used, Damian. As if I’m as replaceable as your office chair.”

Damian was no fool. Stella had watched him in countless meetings, reading the room, hedging his bets, ensuring his survival no matter the issue. He was reading her now, flicking through his options, evaluating her worth to him, her expendability. It occurred to her she was behaving exactly like his previous PA. Why had she been so blind?

“So. After all I’ve done for you, Damian. What do you say?”

“Stella. What’s this about? We’ve been good for each other, haven’t we? You’ve had pay rises. You’ve travelled the world. ”

“A few airports. A few hotel rooms, Damian.”

“You’ve never complained before now. What is this? Do you need a holiday? Is that it?” Conciliatory.

Her face felt like stone. Maybe she did need a holiday. No. She simply wanted more than this, this fear she was temporary, that she’d be thrown over for the next pretty office assistant.

“How about marriage. It’s a normal progression, you know. It’s not unthinkable.”

“Look, let’s talk about this later. Not now. These things take time, Stella. You should know that.”

“One year, maybe. It’s been four.”

“We’ll discuss it later.”

Her heart pumped so hard it threatened to explode. Was this really happening? She could stay and be placated and they’d be having this conversation for the rest of her life. Or she could go.

“No. I don’t think so. I’m resigning, Damian. I’ll leave the keys in my top drawer.”
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Chapter 3
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She’d kept walking, past all the coffee shops, through all the streets of the CBD, down to Kings Park and down to the Swan River where a couple of black swans glided, serene. What had she done? She checked her watch without registering the time, felt the sun move overhead and then begin to set.She sat as the rush hour traffic built and crawled and dissipated, as the chill of dusk descended.

Fury at Damian rose like poison. She replayed their every exchange; his special smiles and comments, the way he’d made her feel so needed. 

She’d had her eye on him since she’d first won the job, always tried to please him. Had he really just used her, without returning her love, year after year after year? What kind of a fool had she been?

After that Christmas kiss, there’d been their first business trip to Paris, the first time he’d suggested adjoining rooms. He’d taken her to a beautiful old restaurant in the Latin quarter. He’d let his fingers brush hers as they explored the menu, and then encouraged her to drink from his glass as well as her own as he discussed French wines with such authority, and they’d laughed like school children as they headed back out into the cold, onto those famous streets on a wet night, with the lights reflecting back at them from the slick pavement and the Seine diaphanous and magical as they walked together. She’d been unsteady on her feet and his strength beside her comforting, then exhilarating as he’d offered her his arm, then nestled her up against his warmth beneath his big coat, and she’d become aware of him in a new way.

There was no denying it. It was pure exhilaration to be needed by someone so powerful. But when did all Damian’s desires merge into her own? When had she lost herself? No more. Selfish Damian? He was the past. Her investment in him had not been repaid. Never would be. There was no future for them. She no longer had the heart for it.

Well after dark, she let herself back into her apartment and saw her weary, miserable self in the mirror. Who was Stella Rhys anyway, if she wasn’t Damian Beaumont’s support system?

She’d gone to bed then, for days. When Rita from Human Resources contacted her, she told her she was unwell and had resigned. 

“You should know Damian wants you back. He’s intimating there’s a payrise in it for you.”

“Damian’s good at intimating.” Stella liked Rita. Sensible Rita, in her forties. She’d been the first person she’d hired to build up human resources when she’d moved on to become Damain’s PA. Rita had been around the block.

“What would you like me to tell him?” She could tell Rita, couldn’t she? But what was the point? The whole office was probably talking about her anyway. What a fool she’d been, and the worst thing was that part of her was missing him, missing Damian.

“Tell him I’ll consider it,” she repeated, though she had no intention of doing so.

Why did the idea of returning to Exos not excite her? Hadn’t she been wanting an acknowledgement of her value to Damian for years? She just felt flat.

“Look. No. Tell him ‘no.’ Nothing personal towards you and the others, Rita. I’m going to miss you.”

“We’ll miss you, too. Big time. Get well soon.”

No sooner had she and Rita hung up than her mother rang. Christened Fiona, her red-headed mother renamed herself Flame as a teenager. Wild and free, she’d run off with a Swedish backpacker named Sven, had Jeannie, then moved in with a miner in Darwin when Sven returned to Sweden without her. 

Flame was still running, to and from one new man after another. This call was about her latest love, Grady, up on the NSW north coast, a musician she’d met at a bar.

“Beautiful up here, Stella. Really. Come and see it.”

“I’ve resigned mum.”

“Have you, dear? Good. You can come up then. Any time. Come up now.”

“Damian. The boss. It’s over.”

“Yes, dear? Yes. Well. Damian. Never liked the sound of that one, to be honest, dear, though I never wanted to tell you so. That mining company? Raping the earth. So what do I say? Good. Move on, dear. That’s what I always say. Plenty of good men around, though you’re probably not ready to hear it yet. He was your first real love, wasn’t he?”

“Maybe.” Had she loved Damian? Stella had done everything in her power to make him love her back. She had wanted him to be her first and only love. She’d been seeking a different path to her mother, who was always on to another relationship.

“But now I want to do something with my life, mum.”

“Of course you do. Do what you love, dear. Be happy. Look. Can’t talk now. Grady’s back. But don’t you worry. Everything’ll work out just fine. Always does. Take it from me. Talk to you later.”

Jeannie had been more understanding. She didn’t even say she’d tried to tell her that Damian never sounded like marriage material.

“There are plenty of men like that out there, Stella. It’s all about their egos. And their dicks, I’m sorry to say. So, are you alright? Will you get another job?”

“What do you think Damian’s going to say on my reference, Jeannie? Besides. I’m done with office jobs. It’s never been what I wanted to do with my life.”

“Well, I did wonder. Someone creative like you, Stell. Not everyone’s got real talent like you.”

Had Stella underestimated Damian? Flowers arrived the next day, all white, as Damian preferred them, in keeping with the company branding. “Please phone Damian at your earliest convenience.”

No. She would not phone him. She had no interest in any of that. Not any more. Not with Damian.

Instead, she’d skyped Jeannie.

“I just don’t know how I could have been so blind, Jeannie! Somehow I just convinced myself that after the boardroom led to the bedroom he’d want to marry me. He never said as much. But he let me think it. I know he did.”

“Don’t beat yourself up, Stell. I’m so relieved you’ve finally seen what I’ve been trying to tell you. Love’s blind, they say. So. You’ve fallen out of love. What matters now is you think about the future.”

Thank goodness Jeannie understood; busy, faithful Jeannie, always there for her, and for her own girls, Stella’s lovable nieces with their chubby cheeks and non-stop curiosity. Jeannie was jollying a grumbly Sienna on her lap while stopping Lucy from careering into the keyboard.

“So good to see you, Jeannie. Yes. Hello Lucy. Hello! How are you?”

“Howaa ooo?”

“Where’s your teddy, Lucy?” Lucy lurched away to search for it, giving the sisters a chance to chat.

Lucy came back into view, teddy aloft, chattering away in her own language.

“Hello, teddy. Yes. Hello! Lovely to see you.” Alarming brown fuzz took up half the screen, but Jeannie’s voice cut through.

“Ring me after seven, Stell. The girls will be in bed. Matt’s away again. He loves his new job. Such a great promotion. Australasia. But there’s so much travel!”

“Okay. Thanks, Jeannie. Bye bye, Lucy! Bye Sienna. She’s adorable, Jeannie. They both are. Speak tonight.”

Jeannie picked up the phone the moment Stella rang, on the dot of seven.

“Tell me, Stell. This crazy idea. What’s up?”

“My jewelry.”

“What about it? I love it. Always have. All of it. You’ve always had real talent. I used to be jealous of you, but now I’m just plain proud.”

“Do you think I could make a go of it? Sell it?”

“Of course you could! It’s unique. It’s quality.”

“But a lot of it’s so easy.”

“That’s just not true. People love your jewelry. It’s stylish. It’s affordable. It’s fun. I’ve always loved your stuff. You were upcycling before anyone even invented the word. I still wear those spoon bangles you made me in primary school! And the girls play with the old toothbrush ones now. Remember the old orange one? Sienna’s been using it as a teether! Didn’t you say you’d been experimenting with coffee pods? Got anything new there? I love to see what you’re up to. Of course you could make a go of it.”

“But I’m scared.”

“Scared?”

“You know, Jeannie. I never wanted to be like Flame, never quite making a go of it, drifting here and there with the scarves and tarot cards, jumping into one failing scheme after another with the next man. I’d hate that. I need certainty. I loved my regular wage, dammit. Damn Damian.”

“Listen to me, Stell. You’re not remotely like Flame. Unlike me, you don’t even look like her. Whatever you do, it will be done completely differently to the way mum does things. Come on. What’s your plan?”

“I’ve been working since I was sixteen, Jeannie. All those temp jobs, and then WestMine took me on and trained me up, and now four years with Exos, most of it starstruck by Mr Powerful, and I’ve done nothing else. Not really. No proper holidays. I ended up with no time to even make jewelry. I’m thirty and I backed the wrong horse. I feel futureless.”

“If anyone has a future, it’s you, Stell. You’re brilliant. Not only can you make jewelry, but you’ve got all those business skills as well. And you must have some savings by now.”

“Yeah, but they can’t last forever. I don’t want to be irresponsible.”

“What’s irresponsible about having a change, giving it a go? I’m excited for you! I know you don’t want to drift. Neither of us liked that way of life much. Flame’s way. That’s why I got my marketing degree, and I’m so lucky I met Matt, a steadier man than any of our step dads. But you don’t have to do markets. You could leave your stuff on consignment with other outlets or galleries, or ...”

“You actually think I can do this?” Hope surged through Stella like wildfire. So many ideas crowded into her head, for new designs, ideas she’d been suppressing for years.

“I do. Totally. Make your plan, little sister.”

“A business plan. I can do that.”

Back came that buzz, that joy of anticipation, and the thrill of creation. 

Stella’s sense of meaning returned as she filled her mind and hands with materials and tools, creating beauty. Days flew by. 

Jeannie began ordering gifts for her friends, insisting Stella was doing her a favour. Soon Stella was busy dreaming up new designs and sourcing beads and wire and fastenings, and expanding her set of files and drills and other tools. Only the work in her hands mattered now, along with the vision in her mind and her will to transform the materials between her fingers into items of beauty. 

Stella loved working with the coffee pods. They were light and came in all kinds of burnished, earthy hues with an attractive sheen. Squashed flat, they became small flowers. They practically made themselves into earrings, necklaces and bracelets.

She spent a whole day visiting businesses in the CBD office towers, collecting them. Being back in those elevators made her feel trapped. Not for one moment did she
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