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He thought it was all a game…until he grew accustomed to her face.

Henri Higgins is bored by everything – his life, his work, even the models he regularly sees socially (and privately). So when a close friend suggests a high-stakes, friendly competition, a ‘fame’ game, Ree leaps at the opportunity for a little shake-up in his daily routine. The rules are simple: the competitors are to take the first person that they meet at a certain time and make them as famous as possible within two weeks.

But Ree doesn’t expect Elizabeta.

Elizabeta Flores del Fuego has a plan. An office manager by day, she moonlights at a number of creative Canberra businesses by night to learn all she can about the fashion industry and put her in the best place possible to help launch her beloved daughter Angelina’s design career. Cleaning the office of Higgins Publishing is just one of those jobs, but when Henri Higgins offers her a week’s worth of work and a paycheque large enough to get Angelina Designs on its feet, it’s an offer she can’t refuse.

But Elizabeta doesn’t expect Ree, and neither expect the lessons in love they’re both about to learn.
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Chapter One

Happy is the man who can make a living from his hobby

As Henri Higgins stepped into the function building of Pialligo Wine Estate, the muscles of his neck and shoulders tightened. Normally he loved being here – the estate owners had managed to make a beautiful building with a feel of a European chalet, yet still very Australian. The wine list was extensive and interesting, the food fantastic. The view across paddocks and wetlands was incredible, with Parliament House clear on the horizon.

But that was when he came out here with his friends, to relax and enjoy their company. This was an event. Tonight he couldn’t just be Ree, the kid they’d grown up with, part of the gang. Tonight he had to be Henri Higgins – publisher, a man with links to all the right people, one of the richest, most famous men in Canberra.

Ree didn’t like being Henri Higgins. He’d been taught to hate the name, and everything it stood for. But to keep his business growing, to achieve what he dreamed of, he had to play the part.

“Mr Higgins.” The manager of the centre approached, a glass of red wine in his hand. “Welcome.”

“Thank you, Howard.” Ree took the glass, knowing it would be his favourite wine – a Merlot. Another thing to like about Pialligo Estate – the terrific service.

“Gentlemen, if you’d like to make your way to the bar, your drinks are being made for you now. I apologise that they weren’t already ready, but your selections are best made fresh.”

“Excellent.” Jimmy, Ling and Macaso pushed their way through the throng toward the bar.

“Have a good night.” Howard nodded at Ree then went off to oversee the evening’s festivities. This left Ree alone, and thus ripe for the picking.

Excellent.

“Henri Higgins. Glad to see you. I thought you were out of town.” The first person to step into Ree’s space was John Clancy, head of the Canberra Business Council. He owned the largest collection of car yards in Canberra, and had parlayed that money and influence into being one of the most well-known businessmen in town. It irked him that no one outside of Canberra knew who he was, whereas all of Australia knew Ree.

“John. Made it back in this morning. You know I would not miss the end of year gathering and the first half of the financial year report.”

Generally, the reason he wanted to come to this event was to get hold of the report and sit with his friends afterwards to tear it apart. Consensus really did make for terrible business planning. Businesses were best run as a dictatorship, and that included the business council.

“Glad you’re here. Hopefully this year I can convince you to come onto the council. I’m sure you’d have some valuable ideas to share with us.”

That would happen when peace reigned in the world and everyone gathered to join hands and sing Kumbaya. “My focus is on my business, John.”

“Well, yes, of course, as it is with us all, but–”

“You obviously have a great capacity for community service, and that is to be commended. I am afraid that gift passed me by. I wish you all the best.”

Ree walked away, deciding that was a good closing line. However, his movement took him directly into the path of Heather Sampson, wealthy widow and Canberra socialite. It was Ree’s opinion that Heather was torn between staying a queen in her own little world or trying her luck in the larger, more lucrative Sydney or Melbourne social scenes.

“Henri, darling. I’m so glad you’re here.” Heather put her perfectly manicured hand on Ree’s sleeve and smiled up at him. Her makeup was flawless and there wasn’t a hair out of place. It didn’t matter the situation – including a charity tennis match – Heather always looked like she’d just walked out of the salon. She was the perfect trophy wife, designed to be displayed on some man’s arm, another symbol of how successful he was. That she wanted Ree to be that man was just a bad choice on her part.

“Heather. Looking lovely as always.”

Heather gave a little shimmy, showing her pleasure at the compliment. “Oh look, there’s Lynda. Here, let’s have our photo taken.” She took hold of his arm and turned Ree so he could see the Canberra Times social photographer.

“Good evening Henri, Heather. Don’t you look wonderful together.”

Lynda was one of the classiest women Ree had met. Totally professional, able to schmooze with the best of them, in order to get the best photos. There wasn’t a social photographer who could match her.

Lynda lifted the camera, Ree smiled and as the flash went off, Heather turned her face and planted a kiss on his cheek.

Ree kept the smile as Lynda took some more shots, even though anger flashed through him. That photo would go in the Times and from there, to all the Fairfax publications. By tomorrow, he’d be reading speculation about who his new love was. Damn Heather. And damn him for not seeing that coming.

“Thank you, Lynda.” Heather smiled. She battered her eyelids at Ree. “Our first photo together. Sweet, don’t you think?”

If he could be Ree, he would take Heather by the arm, pull her out of earshot and tell her sharply that she’d pulled the wrong move on the wrong guy. That it would be the first and last photo together and that she needed to go hunt for someone else.

However, Henri Higgins – son of a diplomat – said, “I am sure it is something you will treasure. Excuse me, but I must keep circulating. Enjoy the party.”

He stepped away and almost didn’t see Annie Gunn until he bumped into her.

This party just got worse and worse.

“Annie.”

“Henri. I’m so glad you’re here. I want to introduce you to my two latest delights.”

Oh, yay. Models.

Annie owned Canberra’s largest modelling agency and when Henri had first started his magazines, he’d used her quite a bit. She was the easiest to book with since she was in town, and the models being local meant they were cheaper to use. But once he became successful enough, he’d started looking elsewhere for his models. Annie had a type: all her models were between 5’10” and 6’ tall, they all weighed roughly the same and their measurements were within a few centimetres of each other. To Ree’s way of thinking, apart from making the photographs boring when they all looked so similar, it also placed Annie’s girls towards the skinnier end of the spectrum. Ree preferred using more voluptuous models.

These two girls matched the type. Sure, one was a brunette with startling green eyes and the other was a blonde with blue eyes, but they were both the same height, had roughly the same proportions, although the blonde’s arms and shoulders clearly showed she desperately needed to put on some weight.

“Ladies, meet Henri Higgins. Impress him – getting booked by him will be a big boost to your career.”

With that reminder that these women had a lot on the line, Ree decided to give them a few minutes.

“What got you into modelling?” he asked. A simple question, but the answer was always fascinating.

“Fashion,” the brunette said. “I love fashion, but I always felt that I was finding out what was happening after it had actually happened. But if I model, particularly if I become a favourite of a designer, I’ll be there when it is all going on. I’ll see what’s growing, what’s changing, what is hip and what isn’t. I want to be there, where it’s all happening.”

Not a bad answer. He turned to the blonde. “And you?”

“I’ve worked hard to become as beautiful as I am now, and I want the whole world to see it.” As she spoke, she cocked her hip and the bone was clear through the thin wool of her dress.

Alarm bells rang in Ree’s mind. One of the reasons he went for more voluptuous models, apart from the fact he personally found them more attractive, was that he wanted to encourage all women to not try to be so skinny. Eating disorders disturbed him, and it sounded a little like this girl might have succumbed to the pressure of thinking she needed to look a certain way to be beautiful.

“What is your favourite type of modelling?”

“Haute couture,” the brunette said. “Cutting edge, and maybe even a bit off putting for people, but something that makes them think about what beauty and fashion are.”

“Lingerie,” said the blonde. “I want everyone to see me.”

That girl was in trouble.

Ree smiled, nodded at them both, then pulled Annie aside. “Send me the card for the brunette. I might have some work for her. The blonde, no way. She’s sick. Get her some help. Get her some bloody food.”

Annie frowned. “She looks fine to me.”

“Then get your eyes checked.” He and Annie had worked together so long he could pull a bit of Henri Higgins Millionaire with her. “If she’s not already bulimic or anorexic, she soon will be. I will not hire someone that skinny for lingerie. She would look terrible. Get it fixed.”

Finally, in front of him was the door to the patio. There wasn’t anyone out there – everybody was too busy socialising to risk not being seen. Ree slipped out and took in a deep breath of fresh air and quiet. The question was, how long could he hide out here for?

Jimmy, Ling and Mac found him less than a minute later.

“A party with models,” Jimmy announced. “Remind me to get a picture with them later. Annabelle will want to know everything.”

“They’re just Canberra models,” Mac said. He sipped his scotch on the rocks and let out a sigh. “Damn, that’s good.”

“Hey, Canberra girls can be just as good-looking as girls from anywhere else,” Ling said.

Mac knew how to smooth things over. “True. You two married the two best looking.”

“That’s better.” Ling clinked the glass of his margarita against Mac’s scotch. No matter the weather, no matter the occasion, Ling’s first drink was always a margarita. ‘Start a party right’ was his motto.

“I don’t care if they’re not straight from the Paris catwalks,” Jimmy said. “I’m at a party with beautiful, impossibly thin women. For a while, I can pretend I’m…” Jimmy blinked, then tilted his gin and tonic towards Ree. “Well, I can pretend I’m Ree.”

Ree’s immediate thought was ‘you wouldn’t want to be me’. It was a strange thought that came out of nowhere. He hadn’t known he was dissatisfied with how things were going, but maybe tonight’s crotchetiness was more than just not wanting to be at this party.

“Parties. Beautiful women. International travel.” Jimmy sighed. It wasn’t like he didn’t get to travel internationally – Jimmy was an engineer at Australian National University, currently part of the team working on the fusion reactor being built in France. But hanging with scientists would be a little different to hanging with fashionistas. Probably better. More interesting conversation, at least.

“Working stupid hours, agonising over every detail, the stress of a deadline. You know the old man has earned his models and parties,” Ling said.

Ree snorted. He was the oldest of the group by two weeks and Ling – next eldest – would never let him forget it.

“Well of course I don’t want his workload,” said Jimmy, who’d been known to work even longer hours when science called. “I just want the glamour from time to time. So here I am. Glamming it up and loving it.”

The thing was, even the glamour was work. Ree should be out there now, schmoozing people, ensuring he kept up with all those he had advertising contracts with so they’d keep advertising with him. And there was the danger of women like Heather, trying to catch him into something he would never, ever do.

In fact, there wasn’t an aspect of his life that was relaxing, or chilled. It was all work.

No wonder he was feeling out of sorts. He felt in his pocket for his phone and pulled it out, pretending to look at a message.

“Damn. Have to go back to the office.”

Jimmy and Ling, who both tended to believe in the best before the worst in people, both frowned with disappointment. Mac gave Ree a look that had liar written all over it.

“Have fun. We’ll catch up properly on the weekend.”

Thankfully there was a door from the patio straight into the garden, so Ree could forgo running the gauntlet of the room. He considered going in to get his coat but decided he couldn’t risk it. He’d send one of his staff to fetch it tomorrow. He hurried around to his BMW, locked himself inside and with a sigh of relief, drove away.

He went to the office. Higgins Publishing was situated in a glass building at the back of the Mint in Deakin. The lobby was dark, except for the security guard’s table. The guard nodded and smiled at Ree as he went past.

Ree took the lift right up to the executive floor and went into his office, halfway along. Most people expected him to have the office at the end of the hall, but it had a terrible view of just buildings. His office looked across some sporting fields and past the highway to the Brindabellas. Best view in the whole building.

Ree sat at his desk and looked around. The room looked wrong too. It was…neat. There were no papers piled up. No swatches of material. No items sent by companies desperate to have them featured in one of the magazines.

He’d only been away two days, and Janet would know better than to clean up. So that meant he hadn’t made his usual mess in the lead up to publication. Why? And why hadn’t he been aware he wasn’t doing it?

The handle on the door rattled. Speak of the devil. Ree leant back and waited for his phone to ring, Janet demanding that she be let in. Instead, he heard scratching, followed by a metallic clicking coming from the door. He sat bolt upright. Someone was picking his lock.

Mac.

The door opened and his best friend sauntered in as if he hadn’t just gained illegal entry. Mac threw Ree’s coat onto one of the leather armchairs facing the desk, lowered himself into the other and regarded Ree silently over the top of his glasses.

Ree knew Mac wasn’t going to say a word until he did. Well, let’s see how long he’d last. Ree leant back and regarded his friend just as silently.

Did time slow? Did the air get thicker, slightly harder to breathe? Was that sweat forming on top of his lip?

Fuck it. “Get out,” Ree said.

“Winner.” Mac smiled. “And that’s the problem.”

Ree frowned. “What problem?”

“You. You walked away from a party with models, with plastic socialites, with a plethora of women you could bang and you came to work to sulk. By my calculations it’s been months since you slept with a woman, the fact you walked away from all that free meat is a problem.”

“They are not meat. They’re living, breathing people.” Ree also wanted to argue about how long it had been since he had sex, but then he started to think about the last time he’d slept with a woman… How had sex slipped off the radar too?

Mac smiled. “Well, at least the warrior for women part of you is still alive. Otherwise, you’re dead and the problem, my friend, is that you’ve become bored. Bored with your job. Bored with the girls you’re sleeping with. There’s no challenge. When was the last time you had to really fight to achieve something?’

“What about Real? That took a lot of work.” Real was the online portal for women he’d launched the year before. It had been a gamble – while the world loved that he published Regal and Royal, magazines for ambitious and confident men, they didn’t think a man could produce a truly woman-friendly magazine. In the past year, Real had become a global phenomenon and he was looking at launching a print version in Australia next year.

“It was a gamble, but still a safe one. Not like starting all this. Going from Henri, the acned loner who liked to collage, to Ree the bona fide man about town with the media empire, that was one hell of a journey. Now, it’s done and you don’t know what to do with yourself next.”

The words hit Ree, each one resonating. Mac was absolutely right. His life had always been about striving for a goal, and now he had no goal to strive for.

“Are you saying I should give all this up and start again?”

Mac shrugged. “Don’t know. You’re going to have to find something that you’re inspired by. Passion for something was always your driving force, not the money. Keep your eyes open for the next big cause to pursue. In the meantime, I think it’s time for one of our challenges.”

Ree’s back straightened. He and Mac had always had an adversarial relationship, pitting themselves against each other to grow and improve and achieve more. It had worked for them both – Mac was the head of one of Australia’s leading cyber security companies, with government contracts worth millions. It was entirely possible Mac could buy all of Ree’s business and still have money to spare.

“What are you thinking?”

“I’ve been pondering the concept of celebrity. What is it? How has it changed? Particularly the fact you can become famous for not doing anything anymore. And I wondered – how easy is that to achieve? Can you take just anyone and, within a set time period, make them famous? How famous can you make them? Coverage in the local paper is one thing, but can they become a YouTube sensation? Can you get them famous enough that the TV stations are calling to get them on whatever celebrity show they’re cooking up? How quickly can that level of fame be achieved?”

“If you’ve got the resources, pretty quickly,” Ree said.

“Which is the issue with this challenge. You have the resources.”

“Right. And you don’t, Mr Internet?”

Mac grinned. “I have some friends who would prove useful. So the vow is that neither of us can use people we are already associated with or our businesses to achieve this, and no one can know we are the puppet masters. It has to look as though the person involved did it all themselves.”

“Fair enough. So how do we decide who the people are?”

“We pick a time for the challenge to start. First person you meet after that is the person who does it. Has to be a face-to-face meeting, not online or on telephone. Can be someone you already know, but they are to have no level of celebrity themselves. If you Google, you can find their Facebook, LinkedIn, Twitter, but that’s it. No huge numbers of likes or followers. You get a week to prepare and groom them, then the challenge starts at a set time. By the end of the following week, the person whose protégé is the most famous, as judged by the jokers still at your party, is the winner.”

Already, ideas were occurring to Ree and he was having to discard them because they were part of his industry. This was going to be something that he could sink his teeth into and have fun with.

“Let's do it. When are we starting?”

“Tomorrow night, 8pm. I figured that leaves us open to a wide range of people we could meet. At work. Out. At home. The moment of fame begins next Wednesday at 8pm. At 8pm the following Wednesday, you, Jimmy, Ling and I will have dinner and through casual conversation, we find out which of our two have most reached the public consciousness.”

“Done.” Ree stood, walked around the table and shook Mac’s hand. “I’m going to flay you alive.”

“Keeping telling yourself that, loser.” Mac stood. “Text me when you’ve found them.”

“And you.” Having felt so morose, Ree couldn’t believe he was smiling as he watched Mac leave. This was going to be fun. So many things that could be done. But what?

Time to make plans. Ree sat at his desk, fired up his computer and began to research ways to make an ordinary, everyday person famous.


Chapter Two

I’m a respectable girl

Elizabeta opened the front door of her home to a cacophony of banging pots, loud music and wailing. Oh, the joy.

Silently making a promise to make some causa for the neighbours to compensate for the noise, Elizabeta closed the door. The priority was Angie, but she couldn’t reach her daughter’s room without passing the kitchen, so she’d have to deal with her mother first.

Elizabeta stepped from the entry way into the open dining room and kitchen. She was greeted by the smash of a large pot onto the counter. Elizabeta cringed, hoping it hadn’t cracked the linoleum.

“Good afternoon, Mama.” Elizabeta put her handbag on the dining table. “What’s wrong?”

“Elizabeta, u hijaes molestia y me causa nada más que dolor.” Another pot banged.

Your daughter is trouble and she brings me nothing but grief. “She doesn’t mean it, Mama. You know that.”

"Ir quieten ella. No puedo trabajar con ese ruido." Another pot crashed onto the bench.

Obviously Maria wasn't to be calmed until Angie was.

Elizabeta walked up the stairs, and stopped at the top facing her son Nicky’s door. The music had been turned down, a sign he had been using it to drown out the noise around him rather than signal anything was wrong with him. Still, Elizabeta decided to take a few seconds to check so she could focus solely on Angie.

Elizabeta knocked on the door and pushed it open. Nicky was lying on his stomach on his bed, reading a textbook. Elizabeta smiled. Her studious son. He’d inherited the desire to learn from her. His appearance was all his father, dark and swarthy. He wasn’t self-aware, was focused on getting to university, so he didn’t see the looks the girls were already giving him, looks that would turn to action as they all got older.

Nicky lifted his head and smiled and as it did every time, it broke her heart a little, he was so like Alejandro. Ten years, and there were still moments she missed him. “Hi, Mum. Angie’s had a bad day.”

“You’re okay?”

“Super. Aced a test today, then scored the winning goal in the game.”

“That’s my boy.” Elizabeta kissed his forehead.

Satisfied her youngest child was happy, Elizabeta went to talk to her oldest. The wailing intensified as she approached Angie’s door. Angie had turned expressing her emotions into an art form. Whatever had happened today had really hurt her.

Elizabeta knocked, then opened the door. The room was dark, the curtains drawn, but she could see Angie lying on her stomach on her bed, face buried in her pillow.

Elizabeta sat by her daughter’s hip and stroked her hair. “Tell me what happened, my darling.”

The wailing continued for a few moments, lessening into sobbing. Elizabeta kept stroking and waited. Eventually, Angie controlled her crying and was able to talk.

She rolled over and looked at her mother. “They destroyed dress.”

“Tell me exactly what they did, my sweetling.” Now Elizabeta stroked Angie’s broad forehead and cheeks.

“Bride dress. I took it, put it on dummy, and teacher said wonderful. When she gone, they said awful, teased and laughed, got scissors…” Her voice broke and she could say no more.

Elizabeta picked up her daughter’s hand and kissed it. “You know why they did that, right?”

“They mean.”

“Yes, they are. They’re also jealous. They know they can never produce anything as beautiful as you can.”

It wasn’t just a platitude to make Angie feel better. From the moment she’d started at the design school two years ago, the teachers had been telling Elizabeta how talented her daughter was. It was always followed by something along the lines of, “A shame she’ll never be the success her talent deserves.”

Elizabeta was determined her daughter’s disability wasn’t going to stop her from achieving everything she wanted to. Elizabeta was working hard to ensure it happened.

“Can we fix the dress?” Elizabeta said.

“No, ruined.”

“Well, why not have a look and see if you can turn it into something new? Take that back to class and show them that even if they try to destroy your work, you’ll just use what they do to make something even better.”

Angie sat up, wiping her eyes. “Something new?”

“A new type of wedding dress, maybe? Or not a dress at all. Something for the groom? I know you’re clever enough to work it out.” Elizabeta kissed Angie.

“Too sad now.” Angie flopped back onto the pillow.

“I know. You’re allowed to be sad. But only for one hour. Then you have to stop being sad and start working again, okay?”

“Okay.”

Elizabeta set the alarm. She knew that the moment it went off, Angie would do as she was told, shake the sadness from her and move on. Sometimes, having a child with a mental disability was easy to deal with. Sometimes, it was almost impossible.

Elizabeta went back downstairs. The smell of frying onions, peppers and garlic was rich in the air and for a moment, she considered shucking work for the evening and staying home to eat with her family.

Maria wasn’t banging pots any more, but the dark look she gave Elizabeta made it clear she had not calmed yet.

“I’m sorry she was rude to you, Mama. The bullies at school ruined her wedding dress.”

The anger in Maria’s expression darkened. “Déjame tener un momento con esos matones y les enseñaré a ser mejores personas.”

Elizabeta nodded, not surprised she could turn her mother so quickly onto Angie’s side. “I promise that you and I both will get our turn with them. But not right now. Angie is having a bath, so give her some time before you call her to dinner.” Elizabeta picked up her handbag.

“Must you go? Angelina would like you to stay.”

“So would I, Mama, but I have a job to do.” Elizabeta kissed her mother goodbye, picked up her handbag, went outside and got back into her car to begin the 20-minute trip to the headquarters of Higgins Publishing.

Elizabeta headed to the closet in the basement and changed from the suit that suited her day job as an office manager into the plain, dark uniform more suited to her night job as a cleaner. She collected her trolley and started her shift.

She had two areas she was responsible for – the studio on the ground floor and the executive floor at the top of the building. There hadn’t been anything booked into the studio but she checked anyway, because it was often used suddenly and without notice.

Sure enough, she could see the scuff marks on the floor, the disarranged chairs; smell the makeup that marked a photo shoot had taken place. Elizabeta set to work ensuring it would be ready to be used again tomorrow if needed.

She put her hand on the dressing room door and paused. She hated this bit. Higgins Publishing did what it could to only hire models that were healthy and naturally suited to the industry, but sometimes they didn’t know enough and Elizabeta was stuck cleaning up after bulimics or drug users.

She pushed the room open and started to clean. The makeup artists and hairdressers had taken all their equipment with them, but there was dust and powder and the sour smell of hairspray in the air. By the time Elizabeta finished, every surface was sparkling and the air smelled clean.

The bathroom. Another deep breath before opening the door. It was fine. No sour stench of vomit. No little splashes where a girl had missed the toilet bowl. It seemed today’s models had been clean.

Once the studio was done, Elizabeta took her cart up to the executive floor, using the executive lift. She wasn’t supposed to, but it did make it so much easier to get from the first part of her job to her second.

Thanks to having to divert home to deal with the crisis, she was an hour later than usual. Generally, all the EAs were still here, finishing up things for the day and planning for the next. Light would spill from each of their doors, making the floor look inviting. Instead, it was dark, except for a lone light in the middle of the hall. Of course, Janet was still here.

Elizabeta left her trolley by the first office and went to see her. Janet looked up and smiled as Elizabeta stepped into the office.

“Evening. How did things go downstairs? The fact you’re a bit late seems to suggest not good.”

“No, not at all. I’m late because I had to detour via home. The girls were very well behaved.”

Janet smiled. “Glad to hear it.” She turned to her computer and quickly typed something – a note that these models could be employed again. There were several that were probably wondering why they’d never gotten another job at Higgins Publishing again, not knowing it was their unhealthy habits that the company refused to support.

“The boss is still in.” Janet cocked her head at the door to Henri Higgins’s office. “Can you start with the other offices?”

“Happy too,” Elizabeta said. Cleaning an office when it was occupied was difficult.

Elizabeta went back to the trolley and began. Cleaning the executive offices was a matter of vacuuming, dusting what surfaces were available (which varied widely), cleaning the bathroom and watering any plants (and in the case of one, ensuring the guinea pig’s cage was clean and there was enough food).

When she arrived back at the largest office, Janet was gone. There was no light shining under the door, so Elizabeta assumed that meant the boss was gone too. She grabbed hold of the door handle and horror sizzled through her as she realised it was locked. Henri Higgins must still be in there, although why he’d not have the lights on, she didn’t know.

Embarrassed, not wanting to be caught interrupting him, Elizabeta grabbed her trolley and started pushing it toward the elevators as fast as she could. A click, and a stream of light blazed onto her back and the floor around her. Caught.

Elizabeta stopped and was about to take a deep breath, turn around slowly and apologise profusely, when the owner and director of Higgins Publishing spoke.

“So, you are the one.”

Elizabeta spun around. He was silhouetted in the doorway, the light coming from behind him so she couldn’t see his face. “I beg your pardon?”

“Come in. We need to talk.” He turned and walked back into his office, leaving no doubt he expected her to obey.

A part of her didn’t want to. Her home life aside, Elizabeta liked to avoid confrontation if at all possible. But she needed this job, for Angie’s sake. Working at Higgins Publishing was teaching her a great deal about the industry Angie was going to work in. So Elizabeta left the cart in the middle of the polished corridor and went in.

She was surprised by the state of his office. Normally it was a whirlwind of creativity and ideas, every available surface and sometimes the floor covered in mock-ups and torn out pieces of paper and material and swatches of colour. Tonight every surface was neat, with not a skerrick of paper to be seen.

Henri Higgins leant against his desk, his arms folded over his chest. He was studying her, so she took the opportunity to do the same to him.

She knew he was in his early forties and had built this media empire from scratch. She knew he was a womaniser – she’d seen him put the moves on models downstairs countless times. She knew he was good-looking, but she hadn’t known his blue eyes could sear and make you feel like a little girl, or that his roughened cheeks looked good enough to touch. Arousal pulled at the back of her senses and she pushed it away. Yes, it had been a long time since she’d had sex and yes, she missed it, but that wasn’t a reason to start fantasising about her boss.

“You will do well.”

His second cryptic comment. When she focused on his face, he was smiling. A satisfied smile. She didn’t like the tingles that ran over her body.

“You need to explain yourself, Mr Higgins.”

Henri nodded. “I’m sure I do. Take a seat.” He gestured to his lounge.

Elizabeta folded her arms across her chest. “I’d prefer to stand. Why am I the one? What will I do well with?”

“What is your name?” Henri walked around his desk and sat. She could now see from the light on his face that his computer was on.

“My name?”

“I need to Google you.”

“No, not until you explain.” Maybe this job wasn’t worth it.

Henri sighed. “Tell me, if you had to make a person instantly famous, what would you do?”

Ah, so he was caught up in some creative conundrum and wasn’t able to behave properly. She’d seen it often enough with Angie, although her daughter did have an additional reason for her rudeness that Henri Higgins didn’t have. But he had a problem, and he thought she could help him. This was familiar ground.

Elizabeta considered about all the starlets who had risen to fame in the public consciousness, and what had catapulted them there. “A sex tape seems to work.”

“Sex tape. Interesting.” He tapped on the keyboard. “But wouldn’t you say they require a certain level of fame prior in order for people to be interested?”

“I guess so. I know Paris Hilton had some presence. No idea about Kim Kardashian.”

“So it would probably work best in the second half of the week, after some fame has been created.” He scribbled a note on the pad next to his keyboard.

Second half of what week? “Why are you interested in how to make someone famous?” Was he looking to develop the company somehow?

Henri looked at her and again, smiled that satisfied smile. “I need you to help me win a bet.”

She put that, and what they had been talking about together, and recoiled. “I’m not making a sex tape with you.”

“Of course not. At least, not with me. With your husband, perhaps. And only if we think it’s the right way to go.”

Elizabeta didn’t know what hurt most – the vehemency of his repudiation of making a sex tape with her, or the mention of Alejandro. “I’m leaving.” She spun on her heel.

“Wait! You can’t. It has to be you.”

She spun back to find he’d come around the desk. “Or what, you’ll fire me? Well, I’ll save you the trouble. I quit.”

“No, it has to be you that helps me. That’s the deal. I have gone about this all wrong. Please, sit and let me explain everything from the beginning.”

He sounded contrite. Did she trust him? Elizabeta refolded her arms. “I’ll stand, you explain, and then I’ll decide whether to walk or not.”

Henri took a deep breath and let it out slowly. Elizabeta watched a mantle of confidence settle around him and wished she could do the same.

“I have this friend, and from time to time, in order to make life interesting, we place bets with each other. In this latest one, we need to find an ordinary person and see who can make them the most famous in one week. The person we choose has to be the first one we see after 8pm tonight – that’s you. We have a week to prepare. At 8pm next Wednesday, I start trying to make you famous. At the end of a week, our friends will judge whether you, or the one Mac has chosen, will be the most famous. That’s why I need to Google you, to make sure you don’t already have a level of fame. I think you’ll be perfect. The story of cleaner made good will attract a lot of people, and you’re beautiful, so it won’t be hard to convince people they want to pay attention to you. So there, that’s the whole story. Oh, except for one more thing: do this, and I will pay you fifty thousand dollars.”

The whole thing sounded ridiculous to Elizabeta, but she figured the rich had a different idea of fun to most people. The thought of getting 50 thousand dollars was enticing though. That would help a lot in setting up Angie’s business, and she would also be able to have some money put aside to support Nicky in his dream of going to university.

But what exactly would it involve? No way would she do a sex tape, for example. She had her children to think of.

“Tell me the details of how this will work,” she said.

Henri smiled, a big wolfish grin that suggested he believed he’d won. “You’ll need to take leave for a couple of weeks. Paid, of course, and not part of the 50k. We’ll work together. The first week is about planning, preparation. For example, I’ll get some of the model coaches to work with you on posture, presentation, that sort of thing. Over the course of the week, we’ll work out how the second week will run. Then we put the plan into action and by the end of the second week, hopefully you’ll be famous enough that your name will be part of popular consciousness. Your name being…”

“Elizabeta Flores.” Henri sat back at his computer. Googling her. Well, he’d find nothing. Not even the information about Alejandro’s death, because Flores was her maiden name. “I’m to work with you full time? 9 to 5?”

“The first week, yes. The second week I imagine the hours are going to be all over the place. There will probably be night events and maybe early morning things, to reach the US market. I don’t know. We’ll have to work that out. Well, you’re quite a clean-skin aren’t you? Facebook, no blog, no Twitter. Yes to LinkedIn. Oh…” He looked at her again and this time, his expression was appraising. “You’re the office manager of an accountancy firm as well as working as a cleaner here?”

“That’s right,” Elizabeta said.

Henri turned back to the computer. “Won an industry award for your work. Well, aren’t you the dark horse. Why are you working a second job as a cleaner?”

“I have reasons,” Elizabeta said. “None of which are your business.”

“If they are going to affect us working together…”

“All you need to know is that I have two children, and they are the reason I am here. That’s all I will say.” Elizabeta considered his offer. Gaining a modicum of fame could prove useful in establishing Angie’s business. As long as she didn’t do anything that would damage her reputation too much.

She did some quick mental calculations and settled on the amount she would accept. She didn’t present that amount to Henri Higgins however.

“100k.”

He leant back in his chair. “60.”

Okay, so he was prepared to negotiate. “95.”

He smiled. “Tough. 70.”

“90.” She was taking him exactly where she wanted.

“75.”

Okay, maybe not exactly where she wanted. “89.”

He nodded. “I get it. All right. 80k. Final offer.”

The figure she’d arrived at in her head. “I won’t do a sex tape. Nothing that my kids will be ashamed of.”

“I’ll agree to that, but you have to agree not to fight everything I want you to do, even if it makes you feel uncomfortable.”

“I won’t model for your magazine.”

Henri’s eyes roved over her and Elizabeta fought to remain still. “Unfortunately, you can’t. I can’t use Higgins Publishing, nor any of my contacts in the industry, to make this happen.”

She could see now why it was causing him a problem. “Then it’s a deal.” She held out her hand.

Henri came forward and shook. His handshake was firm, but not overly aggressive. Good business handshake, she decided. “Excellent. Now, you need to get home and rest. I don’t want you working late. You will need to take leave from your other job.”

“I will.” They owed her enough leave, and Shin Yee, the receptionist, could run things in her absence.

“I’ll see you here at nine tomorrow morning and we’ll get started.”

Elizabeta nodded and walked out, hoping she hadn’t just made a terrible mistake.

Ree picked up his phone and looked at the text Mac had sent ‘Presenting the next most famous person in Australia,’ and a photo of a spotty 20something kid. Ree replied. ‘Now I am sure I will win.’

He put his phone down and smiled. Elizabeta was going to be perfect. Attractive. Feisty. Opinionated. Smart. She would win, and he was going to enjoy shoving it in Mac’s face.

Let the game begin.


Chapter Three

I want to be a lady in a flower shop

Elizabeta stared at the Higgins Publishing Building. For the first time in the six months she had been working here, she was nervous about entering.

It was all due to that dream – and what a dream it had been. She and Henri Higgins, naked, exploring each other's bodies all over that incredibly tidy desk of his. She'd woken so turned on she'd had no choice but to bring herself to orgasm.

Over her boss. How ridiculously embarrassing. And now she had to face him, having had a sex dream about him. Not a situation she had to deal with at her regular job, where all the owners were old and or married and or so dull there was nothing attractive about them. Often all three.

She had to do this – for Angie and Nicky. The money she would make from this would make a huge difference to her family.

Taking a deep breath, steeling herself, Elizabeta headed inside and up to Henri's office.

“Morning, Janet.” Elizabeta smiled at Henri’s PA.

“Morning. Looking forward to the challenge?”

Of course she would know about it. “I am. It sounds interesting. Is he free?” Elizabeta gestured to the door.

“Not just at the moment – he’s dealing with a work issue.”

As if on cue, the sound of yelling filtered through the office door. Elizabeta winced. Someone was getting in serious trouble. She wondered what sort of thing could make Henri Higgins lose it like this.

“He shouldn’t be long,” Janet continued calmly, as if her boss screaming at an employee wasn’t an unusual occurrence. Elizabeta had never heard anything about Henri Higgins being an abusive boss – maybe she didn’t know as much about what happened in this company as she thought she did.

The yelling stopped, and there was a pause. Then a strange sound, squeaking. The door opened and out came a young woman in a wheelchair, crying. Another woman was pushing the chair – not because the first couldn’t, but because her hands were busy covering her face.

“We’re going to sort this out,” the second woman was saying to the first as she pushed her out of the office and into the corridor. “We’ll make it right. You’ll see.”

“I feel like such an idiot, crying like this,” the first woman sobbed. “But I can’t stop.”

“Understandable, after what you’ve been through. Come on, we’ll get you cleaned up.” The second woman nodded at Janet and pushed the first away.

Elizabeta stood like a statue, her embarrassment flooded away with anger. Henri Higgins was a monster. How could he treat a disabled person like that? Lord, what would he do if he found out about Angie?

“You can go in.” Janet smiled.

Elizabeta’s mind raced. Could she work with someone who discriminated against the disabled like that? Even for the 80k which would make Angie’s dream that much easier to fulfil.

Then she smiled. Yes, she would do it. And when the time came, she’d rub Henri Higgins’ nose in the fact that his money was going to help a disabled person become one of the most sought-after designers in Canberra. Just revenge.

“Who was that?” Elizabeta said, jerking her head toward the vanishing wheelchair.

“Kim Atticus. She’s had a terrible morning, poor thing. I’ll get some flowers sent to her.”

Kim Atticus. Elizabeta was going to search her out and do what she could to help her too. Perhaps she’d like to come work for her and Angie.

Elizabeta lifted her chin and strode into Henri’s office. He wasn’t there. She frowned, until she heard the water running in his ensuite.

Elizabeta took a seat in front of his desk and ensured she was looking the personification of calm professionalism when he stepped into the room. Even though she wanted to jump up and slap his face.

“Ah, Elizabeta. Glad you’re here.” Henri walked over and sat at his desk. “I’ve decided we are going to start with a makeover. You have some great raw material. Let’s make it shine.”

Elizabeta had to clench her teeth to stop herself from abusing him for being treated like a commodity. She supposed she shouldn’t expect better from a jerk like him.

“I think we’re better off making a plan for the week,” she said. “Working out our strategy, timing how to put it into place, doing all the things we need to do to set it up.”

Henri frowned. “The makeover will take several hours. We don’t have time to waste.”

“Which is why we should plan, so we know we’re using the few days we have the best.”

He tapped his chin with the end of his pen – gold, Elizabeta noted, probably worth a fortune – and smiled. “We’ll plan while you’re being made over. You need to do something while you’re in the chair.”

It made sense, but she didn't want to totally capitulate to his plan. “All right. But I get final say in whether I go ahead with your style team’s ideas.”

“Of course,” Henri said.

It turned out it was a good thing that she had made him promise she would have final approval. The first idea the style team had was to turn her into a Kim Kardashian type, all smouldering looks and tight dresses showing a lot of cleavage and putting all her curves on view.

“No,” Elizabeta said. “Apart from the fact it’s not a look I’m comfortable with, why would you just try to make me a poor man’s version of someone who already exists? It will be too easy for people to dismiss me. And there’s a lot of upkeep in maintaining that look. Unless you’re prepared to stump for a stylist to follow me around all day, it’s pointless.”

Henri nodded. “You are right. We want you to look glamorous, worth knowing, but still like a normal person. The look needs to be easier to maintain.”

“I see,” the stylist, a young woman called Kristin, sniffed, obviously thinking they were onto a winner with the Kim Kardashian clone. “Well, let’s go with the so called most stylish woman in the world. The Duchess of Cambridge.” The stylist flicked through her tablet and showed lots of pictures of the beautiful, young, thin future Queen of England.

Elizabeta liked a good suit. She wore several for work. And she liked wearing dresses too, because they showed how great her legs were. But as much as the Duchess was called stylish, she wore the same sort of clothes that most working women did (although perhaps designers that most working women couldn’t afford).

“I’ve got that suit, or something just like that,” Elizabeta said, pointing to one. “It’s what I wear to work. Is that how you want me to look, like a working woman? Because if so, we can end this right now.”

“No,” Henri said. “I want it clear you’re a woman of substance, a woman of achievement, but also a woman of mystery, a woman with an edge, a woman you wonder about.”

Inspiration struck Elizabeta. She whipped out her phone and started scrolling through the pictures. “I think we should try something like this?” She held the phone out to Kristin.

“That’s superb. The cut. The colour. The way it shows your body without shouting. The skirt suggestive of your South American roots. And that twist of the Steampunk aesthetic on the shoulder. Very fresh and new. Who designed this?”

Kristin gave the phone to Henri, who smiled. “Perfect. Where did you get that?” He handed the phone back to Elizabeta. Elizabeta smiled at the photo of herself in the dress Angie had designed for Elizabeta’s graduation. In shades of red, the skirt looked a little like it belonged on a flamenco dress, but the bodice was cut on a bias in order to fall over Elizabeta’s body and flatter her curves without squeezing them. A design of cogs, chains and watch faces flowed from the left shoulder, curving into the neckline and ending between her breasts.

“I’m not prepared to say at the moment,” Elizabeta said, shutting the phone down. “But I can get more of that sort of style. Modern, individual, flattering, feminine.”

“I love it,” Henri said. “Now, we need hair and makeup to match.”

“Short,” Kristin said. “You’ve got some natural curl there. Are you any good with a straightener?”

“Never really used one,” Elizabeta said.

“I’m thinking a sleek bob. It will highlight your eyes and cheekbones, and it’s feminine but the style will juxtapose nicely with the clothing. And the makeup should be subdued, except for your eyes. You have amazing eyes.”

“Thank you,” Elizabeta said, her heart contracting a little. It had been her eyes that Alejandro had first noticed.

“What do you think?” Henri said.

Elizabeta looked over her shoulder. He looked pleased. Well, that was fine for now. Lull him into a false sense of security. “I like it,” she said. “Assuming I can learn how to maintain the style myself.”

“I have no doubt you can,” Kristin said. She gestured and a young woman came forward with a pair of scissors. “Let’s make you a glamazon.”

They started by washing her hair, then sat her in front of the mirror and began cutting. At the first chunk of hair falling to the floor, Elizabeta wondered if she’d made the right decision. The last time she’d had short hair was when Alejandro was alive. She’d not cut it since.

“Now, let’s work out how we’re going to make you famous.” Henri sat next to her. “You’re sure the sex tape is out of the question?”

“Absolutely.” How embarrassing, to be talking about it in front of complete strangers. “I’m not that keen on being part of a controversy either.”

“It does get you good media coverage,” Henri said.

“But leaves me with a reputation. I have to go on with my life when this is done.”

“People will forget. A week after this is over, no one will know your name.”

Elizabeta wasn’t sure that was correct. “Nevertheless, I want to ensure there are no lasting ramifications.” At least, not ones that would adversely affect Angie.

“Well we are left with you becoming an overnight internet sensation and parlaying that into appearances, media, and that means we need to find some sort of skill or talent or thing you can do that will amaze and astound and have people wanting to know more. What can you do?”

Elizabeta frowned. “What type of thing are you thinking about?”

“I don’t know. Some of the people who have become famous on the internet have been people who’ve done YouTube clips of things like makeup lessons. Oh, there's an idea – the Britney guy. Is there something you love that you can do an overly emotional rant about?”

“We don’t want to copy, we want to do something unique,” Elizabeta said. “That’s what makes these things.”

“Well, tell me something unique you can do.”

Elizabeta started to mentally list the things she was good at. She could come up with an interesting list, but couldn’t see how any of them could be turned into internet gold.

“Come along,” Henri said. “There’s got to be something. Some Colombian dance. Some cooking.”

Elizabeta ignored the work of the hairdresser to turn her head and give Henri a dark look. “I’m Peruvian. And it’s insulting that you automatically think of things that women are known for. Why can’t I be a bakom fighter?”

“A what?”

“It’s a fighting style developed in Peru. A mix of jujitsu and street fighting, with hidden weapons. The idea is to overpower and maim as quickly as possible.”

By the end, Henri’s eyes were wide. “Can you do that? Because that would be amazing.”

“No, never interested me.”

Henri’s shoulders slumped. “What a shame. That would make fabulous footage, a beautiful woman like you beating someone up.”

Elizabeta turned away, hoping he couldn’t see her blush. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d been called beautiful. How awful that it came from a monster like him.

“Is there anything else? Anything you did in Peru as a child? Tell me everything.”

Elizabeta shrugged. “I just did normal things.”

“Normal for you might be extraordinary for the rest of us. We didn’t grow up in the jungles of Peru.”

“Neither did I. I grew up in the suburbs of Lima. My father was a university lecturer. We had television, radio. Even computer games in my late teens.”

“Right. Not the exotic flower I had been dreaming of.” His voice rang with disappointment.

“Sorry. My life was very normal. Went to school. Studied with Dad at night. Went to his lectures on my holidays.”

“What did he lecture in?”

“Mathematics.”

“You went to university level mathematics lectures during your school holidays? How old were you?”

Elizabeta considered. “Eight or nine. I can’t quite remember. I wish I had an eidetic memory. Would have made learning all those formulas much easier.”

“You did university level maths at the age of eight?”

She heard astonishment in his tone and recalled why she didn’t talk about this much. “I didn’t take the tests or anything. At least, not formally.”

“You did the tests at home?” She nodded. “You passed?”

“Yes.”

“You’re some kind of mathematical genius.”

“No, I’m not. I’m just good with numbers.”

“Have you been to university?”

“I graduated a couple of years ago.”

“With?”

“An MBA.”

“Wow. You could probably run this business better than me.”

“Probably.” Definitely. She wouldn’t treat his employees the way he did, for starters.

Henri took a deep breath. “Well, fascinating as this is, it doesn’t help us. No one is going to get all hyped up over a once maths genius.”

“Not genius. Just good with numbers.”

“Well, what else are you good with?”

Elizabeta was saved from answering that question by the hairdresser needing to take over and finish her hair. For the next little while, she relaxed and enjoyed the pampering.

When it was done, she had to admit the bob gave her a sophistication she hadn’t known she possessed.

“Fabulous,” Kristin said. “So much better than the sex kitten idea. Now, let’s teach you about the makeup.”

Elizabeta generally only wore a bare minimum of makeup – some base, some lipstick, eyeliner and mascara. The makeup artist showed her things to do with the eye makeup to accentuate her eyes, making her practise putting on the makeup again and again until she could do it flawlessly herself.

“This is all going to add a whole lot of time to my morning routine,” Elizabeta said.

“Worth it, when you will look so much better,” the makeup artist said.

What a positive slap down.

Next was the pedicure and manicure, and as she was being filed and buffed and polished, Henri came back to sit by her.

“What else are you good at?” He continued the conversation as if it hadn’t taken a break. “Don’t leave anything out.”

“But it all seems so normal,” she said. “How can it be made into anything?”

“Anything can be made to look extraordinary,” Henri said. “Trust me. It’s what I do.”

“You aren’t allowed to do what you do.”

“I can take the general principal and use it,” he said. “So, tell me. Everything.”

Not everything. “Well, I’m a great office manager and businesswoman,” she said. “In the two years I’ve been working for Basco and Partners, they’ve doubled in size.”

“Very impressive.”

“I’m a good housekeeper. A good cleaner, as you well know. I’m a reasonable cook, although my mother is the real star in the kitchen. She makes a pachamanca you’d kill for. Like all mothers, I can multi-task brilliantly. I make fabulous baths. Whether you’re injured, or cold, or just in need of comfort, I can pour you the perfect bath. Temperature. Scents. Scenery. Music. The works. And I used to be known by my friends as the cocktail queen. I make a margarita that is legend in some parts of Canberra.”

There hadn’t been much time for the cocktails lately, but last night she’d made Angie a soothing bath that had helped her angel fall asleep with a smile.

“Hmm.” Henri stood and began to pace around the studio. His hands moved, as if he were searching for something. He stopped and spun around. “Magazines. I need magazines.”

“There’s a whole pile up on your desk,” Elizabeta said.

“I’ll be back.” Henri dashed out of the room.

“You’re so lucky to be working with him,” the nail artist said. “He’s gorgeous.”

He was. He was also a player and a bigot. And to think that after Googling him last night, she’d actually admired him.

Until now, all she’d cared about was that his company remained solvent so it could keep paying her salary, and that he stayed based in Canberra so she’d have easy access to the gossip of the fashion world and the ideas and thoughts of designers and stylists.

Last night she’d found out he’d gone to Sydney following high school in Canberra to be a cadet at Fairfax. After a few years there, he’d launched the online version of Regal but had only come clean about it when after two years it became so popular he could quit his job and move back to Canberra to launch the print version. He was told he was crazy – magazines were dying. But in creating an entertaining yet informative magazine aimed at intelligent, driven men who wanted more than girls on cars, he’d discovered a previously untapped market. A few years later, he’d launched an online zine for younger men, based on the same principles, and it had also taken off. Then last year he’d done what might be considered the impossible and launched a webzine for women that would undoubtedly end up in print soon. He was now in his early forties, and worth a fortune.

No wonder he had taken to this challenge from his friend with such gusto. Taking on challenges, and winning, was what Henri Higgins did best.

Except this one he would ultimately lose.

Henri arrived back in the studio with an armful of magazines just as the last of Elizabeta’s nails were done. He threw the magazines on the floor, knelt and started to open them. He’d flick through furiously, rip something out and put in on the floor next to him. Elizabeta sat, waiting for her nails to dry and watching in fascination as he went through an eclectic range of magazines, finding at least one thing to tear out in all of them.

Once he’d gone through them all, he pushed the magazines aside, picked up the pile of torn pages and spread them out on the floor. Then he started to arrange them, muttering under his breath as he did so.

Elizabeta walked over for a better look, staying out of his visual range. There was no doubt that what she was watching was part of Henri’s creative process. It explained the mess she often found in his office.

“Not enough,” he said. “I need more.” He turned to Kristin and her charges, all cleaning up. “You’ve all got books, right? Magazines?”

“Yes,” Kristin said. “But we need those.”

“I’ll replace them. Hand them over.”

Kristin looked at her team, they all shrugged and dug into their bags. The hairdresser had a couple of magazines. The makeup artist and Kristin had leather portfolios. The nail artist had pamphlets of nail colour samples.

Henri started pulling them apart, finding pictures in the portfolios and removing them or tearing pictures out of the magazine. One of the nail pamphlets got torn to shreds, the little blobs of colour spread all over the collage being created on the floor.

Elizabeta stood on her tiptoes to look over Henri’s shoulder and was astonished to see he was creating a work of art. There, on the floor of the studio, from small pictures and tiny pieces of paper. The picture that was emerging was of a figure – a woman, she was sure – laying on an elegant lounge such as one might have seen in Coco Chanel’s studio, with a beautiful little display on a table by her side.

Henri leant back on his heels and clapped his hands. “Effortless elegance. Easy ways to bring beauty to your life and home.”

“What?”

Henri jumped up and spun around. “All those things you were talking about – the baths, the cocktails, the housekeeping and cleaning, the exotic food – all those are ways of bringing glamour and elegance into the every day. That is what you are going to do. We’re going to do a series of YouTube clips, with you showing ways that ordinary people can use the things around them to make their lives more beautiful. Not in the overblown Martha Stewart, who’s-got-the-time-to-do-this way. But this is how a mother, working two jobs, manages to make her life special and you can do it too. We’ll announce it like it’s going to be huge, release a couple of videos a day and by the middle of the week, the media will be clamouring to interview you. That’s going to be phase one.”

“Phase one?” It sounded enough to keep someone working for years.

“Phase one. Phase two will need to be something extraordinary, something that takes you above being a YouTube sensation and into the view of everyone. It would be the perfect time for that sex tape, but I understand you won’t do that. We’ll have to think of something. In the meantime, how quickly can you get some of those clothes from that designer?”

“I’ve got that one dress. More will take a few days.”

“Don’t have time for a few days. We need to start filming this afternoon, and we need a different outfit for each clip. You get onto the designer and get some more by tomorrow. I’ll get the film crew organised. Will we film at your place?”

“Absolutely not,” Elizabeta said.

“You can use my place.” Kristin stepped forward. “It’s in need of a touch of elegance, and it’s obviously a young person’s place, so you can show that it’s not just old people who can do this.”

Ouch. Elizabeta fought the reaction to touch her eyes to see if her crow’s feet were showing.

“Perfect.” Henri smiled at Kristin and the young woman flicked her hair over her shoulder and smiled back. Another conquest, although did it count when he really hadn’t had to do anything?

“Let’s see what’s there first, before we say perfect,” Elizabeta said. “If what you’re suggesting is to be true, I have to use whatever is there in the house to make it better.”

“Good point. Elizabeta, you come with me and organise that designer. Kristin, we’ll follow you. We’ll scout and if it works, I’ll get the crew there in two hours.”

And so it begins.

Ree’s first thought was the house was a disaster. It was on old government house in Wanniassa, blocky and with just a patch of dirt for the front yard. The courtyard that guarded the front door was paved, but the paving was uneven and there was no greenery to mask the bland caramel pavers and bricks.

The interior seemed no better. The furniture was obviously second hand, threadbare in places and with some metal brackets added to hold it steady. The kitchen hadn’t been renovated for years and it was neat, but old. Upstairs, two of the bedrooms were being used traditionally and they were neat, but with no style. The third was obviously Kristin’s studio but it was a very utilitarian place.

Actually, if he’d seen this house, he would never have hired Kristin as the stylist for this project. What kind of stylist couldn’t make her own home look good?

“Mind if I go through all the cupboards?” Elizabeta asked.

“Sure. Whatever you can find, you can use,” Kristin said. “I’m not good at seeing what works on things that aren’t human.”

So Elizabeta went through every drawer and every cupboard in the house. After an hour, she gathered them in the lounge room and made her pronouncement. “You’ve got some good bones here, and there’s some good things we can use. We’ll need to do a shop but that can be an episode though – where to find the things you need, cheaply and easily. What to look for.”

Ree was glad to see that Elizabeta was getting enthusiastic about this. He needed her to be passionate, committed, in order for it to work.

“Right,” he said. “You need to go and get that dress and come back here. I’ll get the crew. What shall we do first?”

“The lounge room,” Elizabeta said. “For a lot of people, it’s the first thing they see when they walk into the house, so you want it to look good. How will I go get the dress? My car is back at the office.”

“I’ll drive you,” Kristin said. “I’d love to see your house.”

Ree noted Elizabeta’s hesitation. “All right. We won’t be long.”

Ree waved them away, getting out his phone to start making arrangements. He made an error with the very first call, telling them his name and getting instant promises to drop what they were doing and come to him.

Dammit – he was banned from using his name and his connections to achieve things. “Oh, hang on. Damn, my star has just up and left. Listen, it’s not going to happen today. If we go for tomorrow, I’ll give you a call.”

He hung up, found and called another freelance cameraman. This time, he didn’t announce his name, but explained what he wanted and how quickly he wanted it. The cameraman was understandably nervous about coming out to a job for someone he didn’t know, so Ree named a price he knew as above the normal hourly rate and promised to pay half of it straight up. The cameraman gave him a PayPal account. Ree hung up, made the payment and moments later, the cameraman called back to get the address.

By the time Elizabeta and Kristin returned, the cameraman had lighting set up and was testing his equipment. Ree didn’t want it to look too professional, but he wanted the vision to be clear as well so filming on an iPhone wouldn’t do.

Kristin took Elizabeta upstairs to get her ready. Ree sat gingerly on the lounge and looked around, wondering what the hell Elizabeta could do to make this place look glamorous and elegant.

Elizabeta walked back in the room and for a moment, all Ree’s worries disappeared. The dress was more stunning in person, flowing around Elizabeta’s body with a movement that made him think of dancing, then sex. Her legs were spectacular and he had a sudden, clear vision of them wrapped around him.

Ree blinked and shook the idea away. Fucking Elizabeta wasn’t on the cards, even if it did suddenly seem like a really good idea.

“You look good.” He stood. “So, what are you going to do in here?”

Kristin came in with an armful of material, which she threw onto the lounge. “I can’t wait to see how you’re going to use all this.”

“Neither can I,” Elizabeta said, then looked at Ree. “Is there going to be an opening developed?”

Ree nodded. “We’ll take snippets of footage from the episodes and piece it together over some music. And I’ll design the show’s logo.”

“What will we call it?”

“Effortless Elegance. Alliteration is always a good idea, and it explains what it’s about. So, are you ready?”

“I guess so.” Elizabeta wrung her hands together. “What should I say?”

“Something like, Hi, I’m Elizabeta Flores, welcome to Effortless Elegance. Today, I’m going to show you how you can use some of the things you’ve got in your home to turn your lounge room from boring into chic.”

“Can you write that down?” Elizabeta laughed. She wrung her hands again, and her cheeks started to flush.

She was getting nervous. She couldn’t fall apart on him now. “You just have to be natural.”

“Easy for you to say. You’re not the one about to be put on the internet and judged by millions.” More hand wringing.

“I get judged every day I step out my door. You get over it. Ready?”

“I guess.” Elizabeta turned and smiled at the camera.

Ree went around to stand behind the cameraman. “Action.”

Elizabeta stood and blinked, staring at the camera. “Elizabeta, speak,” Ree hissed.

She shuddered. “Um, hi. I’m, um, Elizabeta and I’m going to make a lounge room look good.”

Oh shit. She’s terrible.

Elizabeta picked up a pillowcase. “I found this upstairs. An old-fashioned lace pillowcase. You could just use it on a pillow or you could do this.” She grabbed something else – a towel – and stuffed it in the pillowcase. “See, fold the pillow case in half and it looks like a throw cushion. Put it on the lounge and it looks better.”

As she spoke, she got faster and faster, until her words were almost tripping over each other. When she put the little throw cushion onto the lounge Ree could see it was cute, but her nerves were killing her delivery.

“Cut.”

Elizabeta put her hands to her cheeks. “That was awful, wasn’t it? I suck at this.”

“It wasn’t good, but I’m sure we can make it better,” Ree said. “How about I write the words out and you read them, like an autocue? Kristin, have you got anything we can use?”

“Absolutely.” She went upstairs and came back with a drawing pad and a texta.

“Perfect.” Ree started to write out the cards. He did the opening, and the making of the throw cushion. “Let’s do that little bit again.”

“Okay.” Elizabeta put the towel and pillowcase back on the pile.

“Action.” Ree held the cards up over the cameraman’s shoulder.

“Hello. I’m Elizabeta Flores. Welcome to Effortless Elegance, where I am going to show you tips and tricks to make your home elegant and glamorous. I’m a mother and I have two jobs, so I know you don’t have a lot of time to make your home beautiful. But these simple tips will beautify and make your home a pleasure to be in. Today, I’m going to show you how we can use some of the things you’ve got in your home to make this lounge room more inviting. First, here’s an old-fashioned lace pillowcase I found in the closet upstairs. If you don’t have one, maybe your grandmother does, or you can find one at an op-shop. Now, you could put it on a pillow, but if you take a towel, and fold it like this, put it in the pillowcase and fold that over, you’ve got a lovely little throw cushion that will give your lounge an instant lift.”

Elizabeta said the words perfectly, but with a monotonous robotic quality that made Ree’s teeth ache. Maybe it wasn’t so bad?

“Let’s look at that,” he told the cameraman. As the video was rewound and played, Elizabeta joined them.

“That’s terrible,” she said.

There was no light in her eyes and they tracked across the card she was reading rather than looking at the camera. Her shoulders were stiff and the delivery staccato. “It’s better.”

“It’s still bad.”

It was, but Ree wasn’t going to give up. “Let’s try again. And this time, loosen up a bit. Your shoulders are so tense.”

They tried again. And again. And again. Somehow, Elizabeta got worse, rather than better.

They moved away from the little throw cushion. Elizabeta showed how you could use different materials, like sheets, to masquerade as throw rugs. Or you could wrap them around the cushions on the lounge, making them brighter and hiding the thin material on the ageing couch. Or you could swathe them across blinds and doorways and give a Middle Eastern feel to the room. Every idea she had was brilliant, but her execution of it on film was woeful.

What the hell was he going to do? It was obvious this was a great idea, but Elizabeta had no charisma in front of a camera.

“Mate, if we go much longer, I’ll need to go get more lights,” the cameraman eventually said. “It’s getting dark.”

Elizabeta looked out the window and gasped. “I have to go. I told the kids I’d be home by five.”

“Go,” Ree said. The entire afternoon had been a disaster, they might as well call a halt to it and see if inspiration struck overnight.

“You’ll need to take me back to the office to get my car,” Elizabeta said.

They drove back in silence. Ree had been so sure that Elizabeta would be a success, he hadn’t figured that it might not be that easy.

“I’ll do better tomorrow,” Elizabeta said. “I’ll be more relaxed. You’ll see.”

Ree headed up to his office. Janet smiled at him. “It’s done.”

It took a moment for him to realise what Janet was referring too. “Brilliant. I’ll go tell Kim.”

He headed to the design floor. All the designers were still there, beavering away on setting up pages for the next edition of the print magazine. Kim’s desk was central, with a wide clear path to both the lift and the toilet. It enabled her easy access but also kept her right in the middle of things, rather than being shoved off to the side.

Ree sat next to her desk and waited for her to finish what she was doing. When she looked up at him she blinked, as if she needed to refocus her attention. Ree understood the need – being creative really did take you away from the world.

“Mr Higgins. I’m sorry. Were you waiting long?”

“Not at all. I’ve got some news for you.”

Kim frowned. “News?”

“I told you I’d fix your problem and I have. The house is yours, for as long as you want it.”

She gasped. “Mr Higgins. How? How did you do that?”

“I bought it.” Another gasp. “I promise I will be a much better landlord than your previous one. No real estate agency involved – any issues you deal with Janet. And your rent is paying off the mortgage. When you’re able to get a loan, or pay it off or whatever happens first, the house will be yours.”

“Mr Higgins.” Kim grasped his hand in such a firm grip he winced. “Oh my God. I don’t know what to say?”

“How about, I promise to never be late with my rent?”

“I do. I do.” Kim held her arms out and Ree leant in for the hug.

“Talk to Janet about organising the work you need done. I promise that you’ll never hear no or too expensive or get the hell out from me.” Ree stood. “And now that your home is secure, I’m expecting some dynamite design from you.”

“I’m going to wow you to heaven and back.”

Ree went up to his office and was pouring himself a scotch when his phone rang.

“How’s your first day going?” Mac said.

Just like that, the joy of having helped Kim dissipated and the horror of the day with Elizabeta was back. “Brilliant. My girl is a star.” No way would Mac ever know he was having a hard time. “How about you?”

“Can’t wait for you to see what we’re doing. I’m bloody blown away by my genius.”

“Glad someone is.”

Mac laughed. “I’m so gonna win this one, Higgins. So gonna win it.”

Ree hung up and sighed. Right now, he was scared that Mac was right.

It didn't make sense. Elizabeta was beautiful, sexy, intelligent and he had seen her eyes glow with passion – such as when she'd been looking at the stunning dress on the phone. She had everything in her to make this work brilliantly. What was stopping her from pulling it together?

Maybe training in presentation skills would help. He got in touch with a drama teacher that he used to assist some of his spokespeople but she wasn't available until Saturday. A whole day of filming with Elizabeta not having had the training.

Elizabeta had said she'd be better tomorrow. More relaxed. Ree really hoped so. He needed to believe in her and her ability to pull this off. It felt strange, to put this much faith in another person.

Elizabeta – please be up to the task.


Chapter Four

She’s so deliciously low…

Elizabeta opened her front door onto relative peace and quiet. The sounds from the kitchen were muted, and there were none coming from upstairs.

She put her handbag on the entry hall table and went into the kitchen. “Hola Mama.” Elizabeta kissed Maria’s cheek. “Are you making saltadito?”

“Estoy celebrando que estamos comiendo juntos como una familia.” I am celebrating that we are eating together like a family.

“I know, Mama. It is nice and hopefully soon it will be something that happens more often.”

“Obtener un poco de vino y relajarse.” Get yourself some wine and relax.

“I will do that, after I check on the children.”

Upstairs, she went to Nicky first. He was in his usual position of lying on his stomach on the bed, although this time he had his computer open in front of him rather than a book.

“I hope you’re not playing games.”

Nicky rolled his eyes. “Por supuesto que no, Mama.”

Elizabeta grinned. Nicky only reverted to Spanish when he was frustrated. “What are you studying tonight?”

“Mrs Gerber said something today about plant genetics which doesn’t sound right, so I’m doing my own research. I’ve found an expert at ANU and emailed them and in the meantime, I’m looking online to see what I can find. I think she’s really, really wrong.”

The perils of teaching the perennially intrigued. “If it turns out she is, be nice about letting her know.”

“Always,” Nicky said, but he couldn’t hide the triumph that would come when the student informed the teacher of her mistake.

As she touched the door to Angie’s room, Elizabeta heard the whirr of the sewing machine. She waited until it finished before knocking and entering. She didn’t want to scare Angie while she was operating the machinery. There had been more than enough visits to doctors to deal with sewn-upon fingers.

“Hello, my angel. What are you working on?”

“New dress for you, Mama. Look, look.” Angie picked up a drawing pad and thrust it at Elizabeta.

Elizabeta took it and was stunned. The dress was in shades of yellow and brown. It looked like there was a corset built in, with straps, something like the Steampunk aesthetic Angie was in love with, but it didn’t have an undershirt. Instead, the bodice rose from the corset, fitting tight to the skin before flaring into wide sleeves. The skirt was full and layered, with the top layer pulled up at one side to the thigh and pinned with what looked like a fob watch.

“It’s beautiful,” Elizabeta said. “Is it really for me?”

“For new job, so you look pretty for boss.”

Elizabeta flushed. She’d told the children that her boss at the magazine had a special assignment for her. Angie was beyond excited, knowing that the reason Elizabeta worked there at all was to learn about the fashion industry so she could lead Angie’s company. Angie innately understood it was important for her that Elizabeta make a good impression, although there was no way she would be able to vocalise that thought process.

“Have you time? What about your assignment for school? You have to fix the dress.”

“Done. Done.” Angie dashed over to the cupboard and pulled the dress out.

Elizabeta gasped at what her daughter had created. Where the bodice had been slashed, Angie had widened the cuts and inserted yellow silk, so it looked like you were being hugged by the sun. She’d left the strips that the skirt had been turned into, and had added more strips in a lighter yellow. The whole affect was bright, and modern and Elizabeta was sure many brides would be happy to wear it.

“Mi preciosa, that’s beautiful.”

“I know.” Angie kissed the dress and hung it back up.

“Don’t take it to school until it has to be judged, so the others can’t get jealous again.”

“I told dress ruined, don’t know what to do. They look happy.” Angie giggled.

A part of Elizabeta told her she shouldn’t encourage her daughter to be thinking of revenge and hurting people, but those really were natural human traits and Angie deserved her moments when she could get them.

“Mi preciosa,” Elizabeta murmured and kissed Angie. “I’ll see you at dinner.”

“We fit your dress after dinner. Wear it tomorrow.”

If she needed to. If today was anything to go by, she’d still be wearing the red dress at 5pm tomorrow, trying to get the words right.

Downstairs, Elizabeta got herself a glass of shiraz and sat at the kitchen bench, watching her mother prepare the saltadito. It was Elizabeta’s favourite meal, what she’d always had on her birthday at home. There were times she really missed Peru, but she wasn’t sure the Peru she remembered from her childhood had ever actually existed.

“First day go good?” Maria stopped pounding the meat to take a sip of her own glass of wine.

“Not at all,” Elizabeta said. “We’ve decided to do little video clips of things you can do to make your home pretty, but I’m terrible in front of a camera.”

Maria nodded. “You father the same. Could talk to many students. Ask him to go on television, and he terrible. You can stop this.”

Elizabeta had told Maria everything that was going on. Maria thought the whole thing a terrible idea, but then she believed encouraging Angie in her dream to be a designer was also a terrible idea.

“This is good for us, Mama. It will give us money, and some standing, to launch Angie properly.”

Maria clicked her teeth, took another sip of wine and started to pound the meat a little more vigorously than she had. She muttered something in Spanish under her breath but Elizabeta knew her well enough to know what she’d said. Nino tonti. Silly child.

“He very handsome.”

Elizabeta knew where this conversation was going. “Who?”

“Henri Higgins. Rich.”

Elizabeta rolled her eyes. “You can't believe everything you read on Google, Mama.”

Maria frowned. "He not handsome and rich?”

“He's not a nice man, Mama. Do not thinking of matchmaking.”

“Why not?”

“He hates disabled people. This morning I saw him yell at and then fire a woman in a wheelchair. Devastated her.”

Elizabeta waited for the denunciation of Henri Higgins. Instead her mother said, “Estás seguro?” Are you sure?

Elizabeta also switched to Spanish. “Of course I am sure. I was there. I saw it. I heard it.”

“And he yelled at her and fired her because she was in a wheelchair?”

“What are you saying, Mama? That I imagined it and he is an angel and I should jump into bed with him right now?”

Maria narrowed her eyes. “You know I am saying no such thing. But you do jump to conclusions and make bad decisions because you only have part of the story. Make sure Henri Higgins is the monster you believe him to be before you take your vengeance.”

Maria went back to bashing the meat. Elizabeta decided to take her wine into the lounge room for a moment of silence.

There, she mentally went over the scene she had witnessed that morning. Had she jumped to conclusions? Then she remembered the pain of the girl in the wheelchair, the sympathy of her companion – no, Kim Atticus had been wronged by Henri Higgins. Maybe not directly because of her disability, but he obviously had no concern for a person's weakness or needs. Definitely not the type of person to let into her life or anywhere near Angie.

So, there it was. She would continue with the challenge, and she would win it, and Henri Higgins could vaya a la mierda.

When dinner was ready, the children joined them and the atmosphere became friendlier. Nicky told them about school. Angie told them about the latest song she’d heard that she was in love with. There was laughter, and singing, and Elizabeta smiled and hoped that things would work out the way she’d planned and there would be more of these times with her family.

After dinner, Elizabeta and Nicky cleaned up and her son chattered away about his dream of going to university. Currently he was toying with either pure mathematics, or applying it in something like physics or engineering. He’d inherited her and her father’s gift for numbers.

“There’s so much joy that comes from solving a problem,” Nicky was saying as he dried the pots Elizabeta had cleaned. “From nutting out why it’s not coming together and finding the truth. But then, in shop the other day I made a socket driver and it was really cool, to hold something I’d created. I could see that being bigger. You know, a bridge, or a train line, or something. It would be awesome, to know I’d made that. So I don’t know what to do.”

“You can probably just start university off on something plain, and try a few classes and see what takes your fancy,” Elizabeta said. “There are other options you’ve not considered. Like actuarial work. They’re the ones that do things like work out the odds of certain things happening so they can decide how much premium to charge for insuring to ensure the company wouldn’t lose out if that thing did happen.”

“Wow. That sounds interesting. I’ll go look that up. Thanks, Mum.” Nicky kissed her cheek and dashed off, the half-dry pot forgotten.

Elizabeta finished the kitchen and went to wish her mother goodnight. Maria had a little apartment under the house, with her own kitchenette, ensuite, lounge and bedroom.

Maria was watching television. She enjoyed having time to herself in the evening once the family was settled. “Buenos noches, Mama. I hope you rest well.”

“You can still stop this.”

“It will be fine, Mama.” Elizabeta kissed her forehead.

“It will change you. Change us.”

“Change is good, Mama.”

Maria scoffed.

Upstairs, Elizabeta went to Angie. Her daughter was bouncing in her seat.

“Too long. Too long.”

“I’m sorry. I had to say goodnight to Nona. I’m here, now.”

“Strip.”

When she was excited, Angie’s use of language became very perfunctory. Elizabeta wasn’t going to let her get away with it. “Try that again. You know you need to ask for things nicely.”

Angie frowned and Elizabeta could see her temper was building. “What are you supposed to do when you’re angry?”

“Close my eyes, count to ten, smell the rose, blow out the candle.” Angie followed the instructions, taking time to calm down before taking a deep breath and letting out. When she opened her eyes, they were happy.

“Take clothes off please, Mama.”

“Certainly.” Elizabeta stripped to her underwear and Angie wrapped the dress around her. Only the rear seam hadn’t been sewn so Angie was able to adjust it and ensure it fit Elizabeta perfectly. Once it was ready, she sat and started to sew the zipper and final seam into the dress.

“How can I help?” Elizabeta said.

“Can’t. I must sew. You go.”

There was no point arguing – Angie was into work mode now and couldn’t be interrupted. So Elizabeta dressed, went back downstairs. She got herself another glass of shiraz, sat at the computer and started to research presentation tips.

She alternated between reading tips and going into the downstairs bathroom and practising them in the mirror. Making sure she looked relaxed by not hunching her shoulders. Speaking slowly and clearly. Enunciating. Emphasising certain words to make their importance clear. She practised the script she had now memorised over and over and after an hour was sure she would be able to present it perfectly.

Then she looked at her emails. There was a couple from Shin Yee and Elizabeta answered the queries easily. One was needing to know where a certain form was kept. The other was how many reams of paper Elizabeta recommended they order as they were getting low.

There were more than a dozen emails from each of the partners. Questions they could easily have asked Shin Yee and they would have had their answers. None of them had been happy when Elizabeta took her leave, but as she had suspected she was too valuable for them to quibble. But it was going to be hard to convince them that for the next couple of weeks they needed to rely on Shin Yee, not her.

She answered each email by telling them Shin Yee could help them with that tomorrow and CC'ing the receptionist in. Elizabeta turned the computer off, because there was a real risk they were still in the office and could respond and before she knew it, she’d be working.

Elizabeta finished her wine, rinsed her glass and headed upstairs. As she reached the landing, Angie put her head out the door.

“Done, Mama.”

Elizabeta went in and smiled at the beautiful dress lying on Angie’s bed. “You are so clever, my darling.”

“Put it on, please.”

Elizabeta did and it fit perfectly. It was tighter than most of the clothes she owned, particularly across the bust, and showed more cleavage than she was really comfortable with but it was beautiful.

“Thank you, my darling.” Elizabeta kissed Angie.

“Now boss think you pretty.” Angie smiled triumphantly.

Elizabeta was quite sure that she could run about stark naked and Henri Higgins wouldn’t think she was pretty. And she didn't care about that. She was just working this hard to win, so then she could rub his discriminating little face in it.

“I hope he does, mi preciosa.”

By mid-morning, it was clear that all the practising the night before had been for naught. Elizabeta was trying hard and felt more relaxed, calmer, that she was saying the words properly. But she’d look at the tape and shudder.

Henri was pacing up and down the lounge room. Kristin was looking at the tape again, as if she believed she could find something in there to save. Elizabeta slumped on the lounge. The challenge was less than 48 hours old and already, she was a failure.

She’d wanted to ruin things for Henri, to pay him back for being a pig, but not like this.

“You know, if I could use the website, the magazine, this would be perfect,” Henri said. “You look great on camera, once you relax. The tips you’re giving are wonderful. If it were static pictures, it would be fine. But the tape…”

Kristin gasped. “It can be static. Or at least, you can have vision of Elizabeta in the opening, so people see who she is. You’ve got the footage of the actual items. What if the rest of it was done as a voiceover? Maybe Elizabeta would be more relaxed and sound better if she weren’t speaking to camera.”

“I think you might be onto something there.” Henri went over and leant over Kristin, wrapping his arm around her shoulder as he viewed the footage with her. Elizabeta remembered how flirtatious the other woman had been yesterday. After dropping Elizabeta at the office, had Henri come back here and got to know Kristin better?

“Yes, that footage there, that’s great. And look, that there, when Elizabeta didn’t know we were still filming and is just moving around the lounge room, that looks wonderful.”

“You filmed me without knowing?” Elizabeta leapt to her feet and rushed over.

“Not on purpose,” Bob, the cameraman assured her. Elizabeta had introduced herself that morning, hoping knowing him would help with her woodenness. It hadn’t. “I didn’t turn the camera off while Henri was musing about something, so caught some footage of you acting naturally. You look great on film, when you aren’t aware you’re being filmed.”

Henri held up the camera for her and sure enough, there she was, just walking around gathering up the items. Her face was pensive and creased with worry but she moved smoothly, the dress ruffling beautifully around her legs.

“I need to look happier about what I’m doing, don’t I?” she said.

“You certainly do. Let’s just try filming you doing all the little tasks. No speaking. Just do the actions.”

“All right.” Elizabeta got the room set up to begin again.

It was easier when she wasn’t talking, but the smile on her face felt forced and ridiculous. She couldn’t keep it up and over the course of the various things she did, it fell from her face. But when she was done and she looked at the finished result of the lounge room, she clapped her hands, delighted she’d made Kristin’s home look so much better.

Elizabeta looked at Kristin. “What do you think?”

“It’s wonderful. Amazing. You are so clever. Thank you.” Kristin came across and gave her a hug and Elizabeta returned it, surprised but delighted.

“Cut.” Henri said. “You know what, we’re onto something. That last bit at the end was perfect.”

He smiled at Elizabeta and her body came alive. Tingling, awakening, yearning. He's a monster, she told herself, even as the image of his naked body pleasuring hers moved through her mind.

So he was the most attractive man she had ever met. So her body was primed and ready to enjoy him. He wasn't worthy of her. Wasn't worthy of anything.

Remember that, she told herself. Keep that foremost in your mind. So you don't do anything stupid.

"Actually, that is looking better," Kristin said, looking at the camera over Henri's shoulder.

“Really?” Elizabeta came over and watched the footage. Sure enough, at first her face looked like she was grimacing but it relaxed. Her movements remained sure, and the final moment with Kristin looked natural and wonderful.

“We can use that,” Henri said. “Sure, for the first bit I might need to crop your head out of it because you look like the Joker, but the end is wonderful. Let’s do another room here, and then we’ll go back to the office and do the voiceover. I can cut it all together tonight and see how it looks and tomorrow we’ll work out what to do next. You have another dress?”

“I do,” Elizabeta said. “In the car.”

“Lunch first,” Kristin said. “That will give Elizabeta time to think about the next room, which I’d love to be my bedroom.”

“I have some ideas,” Elizabeta said. “But a break would be good.”

“I’ll get lunch,” Henri said. “Does sushi sound good? I’ll go to Mee’s.”

Everyone placed their order and Henri went to get lunch. Bob went upstairs to work out the angles and light for filming the bedroom. Kristin sat on her lounge and looked around.

“I can’t believe how wonderful you’ve made this place, and with just a few things that I had lying around,” Kristin said. “I feel like I’m sitting in a Home and Beautiful lounge room, rather than mine.”

“That’s the idea. We look at those styled lounge rooms and think we can never have that, but you know that stylists have lots of tricks and tools that if we only knew about them, we’d realise we could do it too. And everyone deserves a bit of glamour in their life.”

“So what are you thinking of doing in my bedroom?” Kristin bounced on the lounge, like Angie would if she were excited. Elizabeta realised Kristin was probably only a few years older than her daughter.

“You’ll have to wait and see.”

“Well, you’d better show me this new dress. We might need to adjust your makeup and hair to suit it.”

Elizabeta fetched the dress and Kristin went into raptures.

“That’s it. I want to know who this designer is. I want to use him or her. This is magnificent.”

“Not yet,” Elizabeta said, but she was delighted Kristin loved Angie’s designs so much.

“Well, we definitely need to change up your hair, and your makeup. I’ve got a fabulous hair clip that would look amazing with this. And I think we should make your lip makeup more dramatic. Come on.” Kristin grabbed Elizabeta’s hand and dragged her up the stairs.

Elizabeta laughed. She felt a little like Kristin’s dress-up doll and she had to admit, she was starting to like it.

Ree pushed open the door and called out, “Lunch.” He walked through the lounge room which really did look amazing, Elizabeta was a genius, and into the dining room. This needed the Elizabeta touch, furnished as it was with outdoor plastic furniture.

He put the food down and started to doll it out. Bob arrived first.

“Tight squeeze in the bedroom. Might need to be just Elizabeta and I,” he said.

“We’ll work something out,” Ree said. Until he was sure Elizabeta could achieve what they needed, he was going to stick as close to her as possible.

Thank goodness they had found a way. He’d started to get desperate, wondering what the hell to do if this didn’t work.

Now that it was, a part of his mind was starting to turn to what phase two should be, and he really couldn’t shut the idea of the sex tape out of his mind. It was that damned dress – it turned his pretty cleaner into a sex bomb. Those legs.

Ree shook his head as he cracked open his sushi and sashimi pack. He needed to get sex off his brain and he needed to focus on the task at hand.

Elizabeta stepped into the room and sex was the only thing he could think off. This new dress showed her curves off way too well, and what curves they were. He hadn’t noticed how full and round her breasts were, but now he couldn’t stop noticing. And the bodice hugged her ribs and waist so clearly, it made her hips look grabbable. The type of hips you took in both hands to pound yourself hard into her.

No legs this time, but the way the skirt hooked up to reveal the petticoats beneath was equally sinful.

Worst of all, Kristin had plastered bright red lipstick on Elizabeta’s lips and now Ree couldn’t help but notice how biteable they were.

Crap.

“Doesn’t she look great?” Kristin appeared. “We need to get this designer onto the pages of your next issue, Ree.”

“Yeah,” Ree heard himself say. His eyes were still trapped on Elizabeta’s cleavage. Maybe he should demand the cleaners’ uniforms be changed, if they were hiding all this.

“Thanks for lunch.” Elizabeta sat, and the damn bodice pushed her breasts up high and Ree almost salivated.

Okay, so it turned out Elizabeta was hot. He’d worked with hot women before. He could control himself. Usually, you do that by promising yourself you’ll bang them later, his mind pointed out. Fucking mind. He wasn’t going to bang Elizabeta. He’d have to just control his impulses.

By the time they finished lunch and went upstairs, he had himself under control. He was able to admire Elizabeta’s beauty, without wanting to lift her skirts and touch her.

It was a squeeze, with three of them in the bedroom. Kristin stood at the door.

“What are you planning?” she said.

“Actually, there’s one big thing I’m planning, and that’s moving your bed,” Elizabeta said.

“Why?”

“I want it facing the window, not backing onto it. That way, every night you can go asleep looking at the stars, and every morning wake to the sunrise. It will feel like you’re part of nature, even though you’re not.”

“Leave my curtains open?” Kristin sounded really uncertain.

“You’ve got a north facing window, so you won’t get direct sun in summer and it won’t wake you too early,” Elizabeta said. “And it’s on the second floor and all the houses behind you are single level, so privacy isn’t a concern. I think you should give it a go. You’ll be surprised by how wonderful it is to wake to the sun.”

“Well, you’re the genius,” Kristin said.

So Bob took a shot of the bed where it was, with Elizabeta walking around it. He put the camera down and he and Ree moved the bed into its new position, taking it from being set under the window to on the opposite wall, right next to the door.

“It won’t feel cramped, walking right into my bed, will it?” Kristin said.

“Once you get used to it, it won’t,” Elizabeta said. “Here, come lie on your bed. Look at the window. What do you think?”

The sky was blue, with some light clouds bobbing around. Kristin lay on the bed, relaxed against her pillows and after a moment, nodded. “This is going to be my reading spot. It’s fantastic. Still not sure about the no curtains in the morning. What if I want to sleep in?”

“There’s nothing to stop you drawing the curtains if you wish,” Elizabeta said. “The curtains are staying, although I’m going to swathe some material to make the window more of a frame. So the nights you’re in bed really late and you want to sleep in, draw the curtains. But most nights, I think you’ll leave them open.”

“I’m willing to try,” Kristin said.

Elizabeta did the rest of the room, which focused mainly on the window. She swathed a sheet across the top to add to the framing effect of the curtains hanging by the side, and she put some candles and decorative items on the ledge, adding to the pretty things Kristin could see. Finally, she showed the difference it made just to stop and make your bed in the morning, and how just one throw pillow and having your quilt folded at the end of the bed made it look more expensive, like a five-star hotel.

“And why not really treat yourself, and each morning before work put a little chocolate on your pillow,” she told Kristin, leaning against the door. “You’ll forget about it during the day, but it’s a nice little surprise and reward for yourself for getting through when you get home.”

“I love it. Such a simple little idea, but it would make you feel so good. That’s brilliant.” Kristin came into the room and filmed by Bob, gave Elizabeta a hug. “I’m not convinced by the waking to the sunrise, but I’ll give it a go.”

“I’m sure that tomorrow, you’ll be calling me and telling me it’s a brilliant idea,” Elizabeta said. She looked directly at the camera and said, “I hope you contact me and tell me what you think of these ideas. What works and what doesn’t. I’d love to know.”

It was done so naturally, Ree almost whooped for joy. Maybe they should try filming her.

“Fantastic.” Bob took the camera from his shoulder. “When you forget the camera is there, or are focused on something else, you film beautifully.”

Elizabeta shook her head. “Amazing, isn’t it? I just did that and it felt right. But the idea of standing there and delivering lines…” She shuddered.

“I think the voiceover is the perfect answer,” Bob said. He turned to Ree. “I’ll go home, ensure the light and focus is perfect, then I’ll send the files over to you to edit. Will we be filming tomorrow?”

“We will, but where and what, I don’t know yet. I’ll be in touch.”

Bob nodded and left. Elizabeta went into the bathroom to get changed, and Ree and Kristin were left alone.

“So, what do you think of my new bedroom?” Kristin smiled.

“Elizabeta has done a wonderful job. Like you, I am not sure about the waking to the sunrise, but falling asleep looking at the stars sounds wonderful.”

“Why don’t you come test it with me tonight?”

Sleeping with Kristin would probably stop the fascination with Elizabeta, but it would cause other complications he didn’t want to deal with. Not to mention that, despite the fact he could see she was attractive, she just didn’t appeal.

“Thank you, but I’m so wrapped up in this thing, I don’t feel I’d be good company.”

“Of course,” Kristin said. “Let me know if you change your mind.”

Ree drove back to the office and set up his iPad to record Elizabeta’s voiceovers. He did have a proper studio for when they recorded podcasts for the websites, but using that was against the rules of the challenge. He’d never recorded on the iPad but hoped it wouldn’t be too much different to the microphone and free software he’d used when he first started doing podcasts.

Elizabeta came in, dressed in what he assumed was her usual attire of slacks and knitted jumper. The new bob meant she still looked dramatic, and she’d only lessened the makeup rather than remove it completely. She already looked a far cry from the woman who’d bargained with him in this office two days ago.

“It’s starting to come together,” Elizabeta said, sitting. “I was getting worried.”

Ree decided it would be best not to agree with her. “I have been thinking about the voiceover. Rather than reading things out, how about we do it like a conversation? I’ll ask you questions, you answer and explain. Hopefully that will make it sound more natural.”

“Sounds good,” Elizabeta said.

Ree set up the iPad. “So, Elizabeta, tell me about Effortless Elegance.”

She leant forward. “Effortless Elegance is an opportunity to show how you can use the things you have in your home to turn any room or moment from ordinary to special.”

She spoke in the same staccato style she’d used when filming. “Elizabeta, sit up. Look at me.” She did so. “Don’t worry about the iPad. It will pick up your voice. Just talk to me, as if we were friends.”

“But we’re not friends. You’re my boss, and I’m trying to win a challenge for you.”

“Then stop thinking about the challenge. Right now, it doesn’t matter if we win or lose. What matters is that we’ve come up with this idea, and we want to make it the best it can be. There’s no pressure on you.”

“Of course there’s pressure,” Elizabeta said. “We’re adults. The pressure never ends.”

“But you can have fun too.”

Elizabeta nodded. “That’s what Effortless Elegance is about. It’s showing that it’s easy to use little things, little moments, to escape the never-ending pressure of life. You can have a beautiful place in your home, and every time you look at it, it will take you out of what is happening at the moment and show you that there’s beauty in life, no matter how hard it seems.”

It was working. “A lot of people don’t see the point in having elegance in their lives.”

“Because they think beauty, elegance, glamour is hard or it’s expensive. And sure, if you want gilt pillars and silk everywhere, that is hard and expensive. But that’s not all elegance and glamour is. Elegance and glamour is a moment above and beyond the normal. For example, when was the last time you ate dinner by candlelight?”

Ree frowned. “Candlelight?”

“Practically everyone has candles. You’ve got them for emergencies, or you were given one by that sister-in-law you don’t like and you’ve put it away and don’t know what to do with it. Well, tonight, wherever you eat dinner – at the table, in the lounge room in front of the television, whatever – turn off the lights, turn off the devices, light a candle and eat. A simple thing that takes a few seconds, and it makes the moment magical. Glamorous. Just like that.”

“So when you were making Kristin’s lounge room and bedroom more elegant and glamorous today, what were you thinking?”

“In the lounge room, it was about masking what made it look old. You can’t be happy when every time you walk into your lounge room, you’re seeing all the stains on your lounge or the scratches on the post the cat made. There’s going to be something in your house – sheets, blankets, old bits of material from forgotten craft projects – that you can use. And if not, you can head to your local op-shop and find some wonderful things. Don’t worry about colour. Don’t worry if it looks cheap or not. If it works to cover that thing that you hate, and you don’t see it any more, it’s going to make you happy.”

Elizabeta went through each one of the things she’d done in each of Kristin’s rooms, explaining what she’d done and why. By the end, Ree had everything he needed for the voiceover.

“Perfect.” He turned off the iPad.

Elizabeta frowned, then shook her head. “I’d say that was cheating, that you recorded me without me knowing, except I did know.”

“Once you forget about what’s going on and can just be you, it works well,” Ree said. Better than well. She was damned inspiring.

“Thank you.” She looked at her watch. “And here we are, 5pm. I feel bad about leaving, since I know you have work to do.”

“You’ve done all the work today, and done brilliantly. Go home, relax with your family, celebrate. Tomorrow, I’m going to show you the first two episodes of Effortless Elegance and we will see where we go from there.”

“Good night.”

After she’d left, Ree listened to what he’d recorded. The staccato bit was truly awful, and he decided to keep it and show Elizabeta how far she’d come. But she started talking to him, and her voice was wonderful. The soft accent made her sound exotic, and gave her words a compulsion they might not otherwise have.

He was on such a winner. Such a glorious, amazing winner.

And during the conversation, he’d only thought about fucking her twice.

It was nearly nine when the security guard buzzed to let Ree know that Mac was on his way up. Ree rubbed the back of his neck. He hadn’t stopped since Elizabeta had left and he was starting to stiffen.

He poured two glasses of scotch, on the rocks, and sat on the lounge. Sipping on his, he closed his eyes and let the warmth sink through him.

Ree heard the door open. “On the table.”

“Thanks.” He listened to Mac come and sit on the sofa opposite and pick up the glass, the ice clinking. “Man, you do keep the good stuff on tap.”

“It’s what you stay for.” Ree opened his eyes. “So, day two of the challenge draws to an end. How goes it?”

“I’m really fucking regretting not letting us use our businesses to do this. Not sure it would have been such an advantage for you, but it’s a real fucking disadvantage for me.”

“In what way?”

“I thought ‘I just do cyber security, there’s still loads of ways I can use the internet without using any connections’, but fucked if it turns out I’ve got more fingers in more pies than I knew I did. Take YouTube for example. I’ve done work for Google, so my systems at work all have links in that would make it bloody easy to get stuff set up and push it to the top of the rankings. Instead, I’ve had to go buy a brand new computer and get a new internet line put in at home and in the meantime, I’m stuck using fucking free Wi-Fi at bloody cafes and McDonald’s to get stuff done.”

Ree laughed. “Outsmarted yourself.”

“Fucking oath. How about you? Any issues?”

“I’ve learnt I can’t use my name too much, because it’s too easy for people to do things for me, when they wouldn’t for a normal bloke. Otherwise I am steering well clear of anything to do with the magazine.”

“And your plan is coming together?”

Ree ran through the episodes he was editing. The first had been hard, both because he was having to re-learn the software, and because of how piecemeal that bit of filming had become. But he was pleased with the finished result, and the second was just half an hour or so off being completed. “Brilliantly. A few hiccups, but a bit of ingenuity has seen us past them.”

“The thing that gets me is working out how I’m going to be making this guy famous has been a cinch. Actually doing it within the rules of the contest is breaking me.”

“Your contest. Your rules.”

“Shoulda thought it through more before I proposed it to you.” Mac drained the scotch. “Wanna show me what you’ve got? On second thoughts, don’t. I’m already fucking depressed.”

“I don’t know why you started this,” Ree said. “You’ve never beaten me.”

“You looked so down, I was sure I had a chance. But look at you – all upbeat and buzzing, like the early days of Regal. I woke the beast. Fuck it.”

Ree grinned. “Be careful what you wish for cause you just might get it.”

“Jesus. Now you’re quoting bad R&B at me. I’m outta here.” But not before he went to the cabinet, poured another couple of fingers of scotch and downed them. “Cold out there,” Mac said by way of explanation as he left.

Ree shook his head with a smile as he went back to his computer to finish the editing.

He started the footage, watching Elizabeta set up the bed to made it look glamorous. As she leant over to put the throw pillow on, her dress dipped, showing the deep shadow between her stunning breasts.

When it was over, he decided. He would focus, not let himself be distracted so he could show Mac once and for all the ridiculousness of trying to take on Henri Higgins.

Then he would take Elizabeta to bed and he wouldn't let her leave until they were both wholly satisfied.


Chapter Five

The streets will be strewn with the bodies of men shooting themselves for your sake before I’m done with you

Elizabeta was astonished by how Henri had pieced the footage and her conversation the night before together. He seemed to have a natural knack for storytelling and it all flowed. Damn him for actually being good at this.

“It’s much better than I dared dream it would be,” she said. “You’ve made it look flawless, when we know it was not.”

“Thank you,” Henri said, turning the monitor back round to face him. “So, what do you think we should do next?”

Elizabeta looked at him. He must have stayed late, to get it done, but he looked as rested and confident and energetic as ever. No sign that he harboured any resentment about having to work on Saturday and miss the usual weekend with his family. Henri Higgins probably didn’t know what a weekend was. Machine. Monster.

“I’ve been salivating about that bath idea since Elizabeta mentioned it the other day,” Kristin said. “I love baths, but I never know what to do to make them special.”

“Your dining room needs work as well,” Henri said. “Shall we do those today?”

“Sounds great, but we can’t do them with me again. It’s going to look like we’re just using the same person, over and over. Why not have my housemate James in these two? That way it will look like another place.”

“I’d rather have a woman in the bath scene,” Henri said.

“I wouldn’t,” Elizabeta said, determined to have a say and not let Henri and Kristin decide everything. “Even if she’s in a bikini, it instantly sexualises it and that’s not what this is about. A man is a much safer bet.” Even if the imagined image of Henri’s bare chest was extremely sexual.

“James plays footy on Saturday afternoon, so we won’t be able to do anything until later,” Kristin said.

“I think that’s good. Dinner and baths are generally night-time activities anyway, so we’ll be better filming in the dark.”

Elizabeta frowned. “I’m supposed to finish at five. I’ve made plans to go out to dinner with my family tonight.”

“We shouldn’t be too much later. You’ll be out of there by seven, I promise,” Henri said. With that, she had no option but to call her mother and put things back. Great. “Now, what are you going to wear today? What new concoction has your designer come up with?”

All Elizabeta had been able to find was a tunic Angie had made her a few years earlier. It was supposed to be a swing dress, but it was too short for Elizabeta to be comfortable wearing, so she wore trousers underneath. It wasn’t as fabulous as the two dresses, but it was vibrant and comfortable and showed a different side of what Angie was capable of.

“I’ve only got one outfit. I was hoping Kristin could find something if we had to shoot a second episode.”

“I’m sure I can,” Kristin said. “If I can be given access to the treasure trove downstairs?”

Elizabeta knew what she was referring to – a storage room where samples and donations from designers and stylists were kept. Clothing, shoes, jewellery. A fashionista’s fantasy come to life.

“No. Can’t use company resources. Here, take this and go find something.” Henri opened his wallet and handed over several fifty dollar notes. Elizabeta wondered how using clothes in a closet was against the rules, but spending all the money he wanted was. She supposed spending money was his answer to everything.

“Thanks, boss.” Kristin grinned, shoved the money in her handbag and almost skipped out of the office.

“So what do we do while we’re waiting,” Elizabeta said. “More planning? The voiceover?”

“Actually, I want us to move away from the voiceover. It worked, but it’s not as good as doing it directly to camera.”

Elizabeta shook her head. “We’ve tried that. I can’t do it.”

“You’ve not been coached properly. I’ve hired a professional. Donna Elusa is one of the best drama coaches in Canberra. She’ll get you up to speed.”

Henri stood and Elizabeta matched his movement. “I’d rather focus on the content of the shows. You’ve proven you can create something wonderful without me having to speak to camera.”

“It would be so much better if you could. When you talk about something you’re passionate about, your eyes shine and your face is so expressive. If people could see that, they’ll fall in love with you. We need to get you on camera. Come on, I’ll drive you to Donna’s studio.”

Elizabeta hesitated. A big part of her said this was a waste of time, but another part said she should try again.

“All right,” she said.

Donna Elusa was a tall, slender woman with a dark bob not unlike Elizabeta’s. “Charmed, charmed.” Donna shook Elizabeta’s hand. “I understand you’re in dire need of my services. I must say, for you to give up a Saturday and pay my weekend rates, you must be in need.”

Elizabeta gave Henri a sharp glance. Was paying all this money in the spirit of the challenge? Did his friend have the same resources? It wouldn’t surprise her if he turned out to be a cheat as well.

“Now, let’s start with some relaxation exercises. Relaxation, particularly of the shoulders, throat and jaw, is vital for good elocution. We’ll start with waving our jaw around. Let it drop open, and shake it side to side. Yes, like that.”

It felt ridiculous, but Elizabeta did everything Donna said. She waved her jaw. She waggled her head. She rolled her shoulders. She created big windmills with her arms. She yawned and stretched and jiggled and jogged. She didn’t feel any looser or more relaxed than when she’d come in. But Donna seemed satisfied.

“Now, onto the elocution. It’s about making sure your tongue and jaw are supple. Say after me. Red leather, yellow leather. Red leather, yellow leather.”

Elizabeth repeated the words, over and over, for what seemed like an hour. “Good. Now, say the rain in Spain stays mainly in the plain. Say each word clearly. Good. Now, again. Again. Again.”

Elizabeta said the words. She said them marching up and down the room. She said them doing the windmills. She said them until she wished the rain would bloody well move off the plains of Spain and over Donna’s head.

“Now, let’s practise these words you must say.” Donna Elusa went over to her table. “I have the script here. Repeat after me–”

“I’m heading out for lunch,” Henri announced. Elizabeta spun around, having forgotten he was there, she was so caught up in the martinet’s instructions.

“Lunch.” A break. Sounded wonderful.

“Won’t be long.” Henri nodded to Donna and went out.

Elizabeta turned to Donna with renewed enthusiasm. She could continue to try her best until Henri arrived back with lunch.

“Repeat after me. I am Elizabeta Flores, welcome to Effortless Elegance.”

“I am Elizabeta Flores, welcome to Effortless Elegance.”

“No, you have to emphasise the important words. I am Elizabeta Flores, WELCOME to EFFORTLESS ELEGANCE. Try again.”

“I am Elizabeta Flores, WELCOME to EFFORTLESS ELEGANCE.” It sounded ridiculous.

“Getting better. Do it again. Hit the beats. The beats.”

Again and again Elizabeta went through the script, harangued when she got it wrong, told to move on when she had it right. She noted that Donna ate, taking sips from a thermos and nibbling on little biscuits. Where was Henri? Elizabeta’s stomach was starting to rumble.

“Again. The emphasis should be on silk, not throw,” Donna thundered, then ate another biscuit.

As Elizabeta spoke, she checked her watch. It was nearly two. No wonder she was so hungry. Where was her lunch?

It was quarter to three when the door opened and Henri sauntered in. Nothing in his hands. Nothing for her to eat.

“Nearly done?” he said. “We need to get on with filming for the day.”

Elizabeta spun around. “Where is my lunch?”

Henri blinked. “What do you mean where is your lunch?”

“You left here, saying you were getting lunch.”

“For me. You got your own lunch, right?”

“No, I did not. I’ve been here acting like an idiot since you left.” Elizabeta turned to Donna. “I’m sure you’re good at what you do, but we don’t have time for you to work your miracles with me. I’m not going to speak in front of the camera.”

“I agree,” Donna said. “It would take weeks to teach you.”

Elizabeta nodded. “There. Day pointlessly wasted, as I suspected it would be. And now, I am going to have lunch.”

Henri shook his head. “We’ll pick you up something on the way. Bob will be at Kristin’s house at 3.30pm to block and set up.”

“I am not going to go and do all that work, all that filming, on an empty stomach. Go to Kristin’s house. Get it set up. I’ll join you when I’m ready.”

“We don’t have time to wait for you, Elizabeta.”

“You also don’t have a show without me, Mr Higgins. Now, take me back to the office.”

The drive was done in silence, Henri showing his anger by flooring the accelerator and spinning the tyres of the car to screech away almost before Elizabeta had shut the door.

“Lo que un hombre tonto.” Elizabeta crossed the road to the café opposite Higgins Publishing. Stepping inside, she stopped, closed her eyes and breathed in deeply the wonderful aroma of fresh coffee and baked goods. Her stomach grumbled and she went to the counter.

The man who stood there appeared to be in his mid-50s. At least, the silver in his hair and the laugh lines around his eyes suggested he was past his youth. Otherwise, he was handsome in the dark, Latin way that always made her catch her breath.

“What a joy, to have such a beautiful woman in my café,” he said. “You came from across the street. You are a model, no?”

“No, but thank you.” Elizabeta smiled.

“You are so beautiful, of course you are a model. But modest. I like that. So, my beautiful customer, what can I get for you?”

“Cappuccino, and is it too late to order a sandwich?”

“Not for you. Let me make you my special. You like things a little spicy?” He winked and Elizabeta almost laughed. The barista had the same forward, enthusiastic charm Alejandro had had.

“I love things spicy.” She lowered her voice, let her accent thicken a little. He put his hand to his chest.

“Be still my rushing heart. If you are not careful, I will fall in love with you.”

Feeling happier than she had all morning, Elizabeta sat at one of the tables. The man set to work making her the sandwich and the coffee. He brought them both over.

“For you. You must tell me what you think.”

Elizabeta bit into the sandwich. Pastrami, pickles, semi dried tomatoes, pesto and rocket. “Perfect. You are a genius.”

“I am just inspired by your beauty.” He sat. “If you are not a model, what are you doing at the magazine?”

Elizabeta sipped the coffee and allowed the bitter smoothness to transport her to heaven. “Would you believe I’m a cleaner?”

“I would say no, but you are a woman of mystery, so perhaps you tell the truth?”

“Would a woman of mystery ever tell the truth?” She took another bite of the sumptuous sandwich.

“I am Roberto Cavalla. You must know my name, if I am to love you.”

“Elizabeta Flores.”

“You are indeed a flower, of the most beautiful kind. I think, Elizabeta, that you are not a model, but you are not a cleaner. You are something else. Something extraordinary.”

“You are a player, aren’t you?”

Roberto hit his chest. “You wound me. I speak of flattery only to you.”

Elizabeta smiled and sipped her coffee.

Roberto laughed. “I like you. You have fire. I think a man could be burned by you, and love the experience.”

“I’d rather not hurt him,” Elizabeta said. “A man is no good to me injured.”

“You will come again, sweet Elizabeta, and we will talk, and I will show you there is more to me than the clown.”

“Sounds wonderful.”

Elizabeta finished her lunch and went back across the street. She drove to Kristin’s house, smiling. Never in her life had someone believed she was a model. Kristin was obviously very good at what she did.

“Elizabeta, this is my roommate, James. James, this is Elizabeta, who made our lounge room so wonderful and who has convinced me I must always wake with the sun.”

“I hear you’re giving me a bath.” James waggled his eyebrows. “Must be my lucky day.”

So first she was hit on by a middle-aged, charming Lothario and now by someone perhaps young enough to be her son. “It’s up to you how lucky you are.”

James laughed. Kristin giggled. Henri scowled. “You need to get ready. It’s nearly four. We’re going to run late.”

Elizabeta swept past him as regally as she could, refusing to let him annoy her. Upstairs, she went into Kristin’s bedroom and changed into the tunic and trousers. When she let Kristin into do her makeup, the younger woman frowned.

“That outfit so wasn’t done by your designer,” Kristin said. “Okay, there’s something in the flow of the top that reminds me of them, but those trousers. No, no, no.”

Elizabeta looked at herself. “I thought they looked okay.”

“You thought? Did you put this outfit together?”

“This is too short to be a dress.” Elizabeta tugged at the tunic. “I decided black trousers would be a safe bet underneath.”

“Safe. Boring. Your designer friend would hate you.” Kristin tapped her chin, and smiled. “I know what to do.” She went over to her drawers, and hunted through the top one and pulled out a pair of mustard yellow tights.

“Really?”

“Really. Trust me. I made your hair look fabulous, right? I’ll make you look fabulous now. But first…” Kristin reached into another drawer and pulled out a pair of scissors.

“You’re not going to cut more of my hair, are you?”

“Not your hair.” Kristin shook out the stockings.

When Elizabeta finally looked at herself in the mirror, she had to admit Kristin was right. With the tights on, her legs at least felt covered so she wasn’t as aware of how short the dress was. The slashes Kristin had cut into the stockings, revealing her bronze skin beneath, worked well with the gold and brown palette of the top. Combined with Kristin’s brown platforms, it was a different look but one Elizabeta knew Angie would approve of.

“You are good at this,” Elizabeta said. “When we’re done with all this, you and I are sitting down to talk.”

“Yay.” Kristin gave her a hug. “Now, let’s go down to the dining room and get this done.”

James whistled as Elizabeta stepped into the dining room and she almost blushed. The amount of male attention today was getting ridiculous.

“We waited all that time for that?”

Elizabeta frowned at Henri, who was sneering at her.

“She looks great,” Kristin said. “It’s different, younger, but still age appropriate.”

Elizabeta’s ego deflated a little.

“Let’s get on with this.” Henri turned back to Bob.

For the second time that day, Elizabeta’s temper rose. The man was such a pig, so selfish and interested in nothing but his own needs. She directed Kristin to put the armful of materials she was carrying on the floor in the corner with a nod, and strode around the other side of the plastic table.

“Action,” Henri said. “Let’s do this. Start your first little trick, Elizabeta.”

She’d do more than show him her trick. She reached over, grabbed James and pulled him into the frame, putting her arm around him. She was going to show Henri Higgins just how much respect she deserved.

“Hola my friends, this is Elizabeta Flores with Effortless Elegance,” she purred. “This is James, and as you can see James suffers from a boring dining room. He’s not had the time, or the money, to do more than put some garden furniture in here. But I’m going to show James how to make this room one that will win him all the girls. How does that sound, James?” She pouted at him.

“Perfect, Elizabeta.”

“Bueno. Now, I want you to fetch me the towels there.” She looked back at the camera. “These plastic chairs look more suited to the beach than to the dining room, but you can use that to your advantage.” She showed how you could drape and pin the towels over the chairs, hiding most of the plastic from view and creating a colourful assembly around the table.

It went on. Using sheets and pillow cases as table coverings. Using cooking utensils like wooden spoons to make a centrepiece. Using blankets and candles to hide all the doors and create an intimate space. Or getting rid of the dining table and chairs all together, and pulling in the cushions from the lounges and pillows from beds to make a decadent, Moroccan styled eating area.

“You are limited only by your imagination, and what you can find around your home. But if you think creatively, you’ll realise you have much more to use than you think. Until the next episode of Effortless Elegance, la paz sea con vosotros and may every day be filled with beauty.”

She turned and looked at Henri. “How was that, boss?”

“Brilliant.” He smiled, and despite her feelings for him her temper started to cool, then he added, “Obviously I should forget to get you lunch every day. Right, everyone upstairs.”

“Hijo de perra,” she murmured under her breath as he left the room.

“Do I want to know what you just said?” Kristin asked. Elizabeta shook her head. “What’s going on between the two of you?”

“A long, silly story,” Elizabeta. She wrapped her arm through Kristin’s. “I’m looking forward to seeing what you’re going to dress me in.”

“I think you’re going to love it,” Kristin said.

Ree paced up and down the hall. This was going to be a tough bit of the shoot, but also one of the most important. Like Kristin, he’d been inspired by Elizabeta’s words about the bath, although like James he was thinking more along the lines of Elizabeta giving him one.

Damn the little snot for being the one to get Elizabeta to relax and smile when she came in. And damn him for being the first one to notice her when she’d come downstairs. There should be a law against that woman showing her legs without warning the rest of the population first.

It had been childish of him to snap at her, but it had spurred her on to a fantastic performance. The footage from downstairs was magnificent. That was the episode that was going to make Elizabeta Flores a star.

He couldn’t get her out of his mind. Totally unlike the women he’d been attracted to for the past few years. Not poised and made up and beautiful at all times. Natural. Real, in a way the models, obsessed with maintaining their career, and socialistas, obsessed with their advancement, were not.

James stepped out of his bedroom in a bright red, very tight swimming costume. Ree looked the younger man over and decided unless for some reason Elizabeta went for the thin, pasty type, he was going to win this encounter.

“All ready for my bath,” James said.

“Well, there’s a bit that needs to happen before you get in the tub,” Ree snapped. “We need space to work it out, so you’d be best to head back to your bedroom. We’ll call you when we’re ready.”

James gave Ree a look that clearly said he understood there was a battle of male supremacy going on here, and he wasn’t worried. “Whatever you say, old man.” James turned and whistled as he went back to his room.

Smarmy little bastard.

“I am ready,” came a soft, accented voice from behind him. Ree spun around and almost slumped against the wall, his body ready to give out. Elizabeta was in white, and her Peruvian skin glowed golden. The dress draped over her magnificent body, pulled tight at the waist before sliding over her hips to her knees. She was bare legged and bare footed. It was like some sort of goddess, coming towards him.

“You look wonderful,” he said softly.

“Thank you. Kristin is a wonder. You should put her on your permanent payroll.” Elizabeta stepped closer to look in the bathroom and Ree took in a deep breath of her apple scented hair. “This is going to be difficult. What do you think, Bob?”

“We’ve got two problems. Lighting a bathroom, with all the tiled surfaces and mirrors, is always difficult. And there’s not a lot of space to move. I think I need to basically sit on the toilet, and hope I can get the angles to work.”

“James will be in the bath.” Elizabeta stepped into the bathroom. “If I stand here, will that work?” She stood at the end of the bath nearest the door.

“It will have to,” Bob said.

“All right. I want to set the bathroom up before James comes in, so there’s less people.” She looked over her shoulder. “Henri, can you get the plants from out of my car?”

“Plants?”

“Few things add luxury to a bathroom quicker and easier than plants. My keys are in my handbag downstairs.”

She had four fern-type plants in plain plastic pots on the floor in the back of her car. Ree carried them upstairs and put them near the door of the bathroom. In the meantime, a small pile of objects had been built at the door, including some perfumes, candles and a torch.

What did Elizabeta have in mind?

“Thank you.” She nodded regally at him. “Now, Bob, let us begin.”

Ree stepped to the side, barely able to see into the bathroom but out of shot. So he heard rather than saw it begin.

“Hello, welcome to Effortless Elegance. I am Elizabeta Flores. Today we are looking at things you can do to bring luxury and glamour into the bathroom. If there’s one room in the house where a little bit of effort can create great results in terms of your mood, it’s this room. I know some of you are instantly thinking of the relaxing effects of a long soak in a tub, and that is very true and I will be showing you some tips on how to make a bath special, depending upon your needs. But first I want to speak to those of you who do not have a bath, but only a shower. You are probably thinking that you cannot have the same relaxing experience, but in many ways, you can have a better time in a shower than in a bath.”

Ree heard a clank and looked around the corner to see Elizabeta climb into the bathtub. “A shower head can provide a soothing and wonderful massage. You may need to tweak the head a little to achieve this. For example, turn it straight down and stand directly beneath it. It may feel a little uncomfortable at first, but it gives your head and shoulders a massage. Turn the water on as hard as you can to maximise the effect. Another thing you can try is alternate between hot and cold water. It stimulates the entire body and will make you come alive. Finally, why not sit beneath the water? Get a milk crate or something similar, put a couple of towels on it to make a chair. The change in position will make it feel a whole new experience, and will relax your body more.”

She climbed out of the tub. “Now that you can see you don’t need a tub to make your bath time more relaxing, let’s talk about what you can do to make your bathroom feel more inviting. There’s one thing that works better than almost anything to add a touch of luxury to your bathroom, and that’s putting some plants in there.”

Elizabeta stepped back to the door. “Can you do a full shot of the bathroom before the plants, and a full shot after I put them in?”

“Absolutely. Close the door so I can get it properly.”

Elizabeta closed the door. “How was that?” she whispered.

“Wonderful. But you’re not angry with me now, so why are you able to deliver the lines so well?”

“Who said I’m not angry with you anymore?” Ree didn’t have a chance to respond. Bob called out he was done and Elizabeta went back into the bathroom with one of the plants.

She placed three of them along the end of the bath under the shower head, in view of the camera, and the fourth on the vanity. She came back out again, shutting the door.

“Are you still angry with me?” Ree said.

Elizabeta looked at him, directly. “That lesson today was a complete waste of time.”

“Was it? You’re talking very well to the camera.”

“Not because I was made to say the rain in Spain stays mainly in the plain so many times I’ll be reciting it in my sleep. I think in future, we need to discuss decisions like that.”

“It’s my job to make you famous, Elizabeta.”

“You won’t achieve it without my support.”

A pause, and Ree nodded. “Fair enough.”

“Done,” Bob called out. Elizabeta opened the door. “You’re right. Just that one thing and this room has such a different feel.”

“And there’s more to come,” Elizabeta said.

The first thing she demonstrated was the torch. Putting it within the plants on the bath and turning it on created a night-time garden effect. She put it in the basin, covered it with a swatch of purple material and made it shine on the mirror. It cast a soft purple glow over the entire room.

“Mirrors are wonderful things,” she said. “Because they can reflect, they multiply whatever effect you create on them with light. Take this for example. One candle. Put it on the bath ledge, and it’s nice but just a candle. Put it near the mirror, so its light can be reflected and it seems like the entire room is shimmering light. So use your mirror. The final touch to be added to any shower or bath is music, and you’ve got that to hand.”

She held up a smart phone.

“Don’t be afraid to experiment with the type of music that works for you. If metal relaxes you, play metal. But also try music you don’t ordinarily listen to. I tend to enjoy country music most, but the music I play in a relaxing bath is slow electronica. Something about it just sends me into a trance. And mix it up. Not every bath or shower is about relaxing. If you’re getting ready to go out, pump up some rock to get your heart thumping.”

“Whatever you do, don’t listen to music you hate because you think you should. Can’t stand classical music? Don’t listen to it, even though pretty much every clichéd relaxing bath scene will use it. Or whale song. I hate whale song. There, you have my secrets. I love country music and hate whale song. You are your own person. Your bath or shower must suit your needs in this moment. Now, I’m going to show you some tricks to having a fabulous bath. The most important thing is the temperature. Not too hot – you don’t want to scald yourself – but warm enough that it will be worth staying in for at least ten minutes. I think that’s the time you need to ensure you’re getting into deep relaxation.”

Elizabeta drew the bath, talking about what sensations you should be feeling as you checked the temperature to ensure it would be right.

“Bubbles are of course the ultimate indulgence in a bath. Don’t have bubble bath? Use shampoo. The bubbles won’t last as long, but they’ll be there to begin.” She let out some shampoo under the running water.

“Things like bath bombs and oils are wonderful, but you don’t always have them around the house. If you want a milky bath, put a bar of soap under the running water and it will milk the bath up for you. For a scented bath, you can use perfumes.” She showed some of the perfumes they’d collected. “And don’t forget some of your cooking ingredients. Vanilla essence, peppermint oil, that sort of thing.”

The bath was full, lightly bubbled on the top. Elizabeta moved the plants to the other end. “Now, I need a volunteer. Please welcome back James.”

Elizabeta turned to the door and Ree swore as he realised James was still in his room.

“Cut,” Ree said. “I’ll get him. Let’s do that again.”

He went and knocked on James’ door. The young man sauntered out with a grin. He went to the bathroom door and struck a pose. “I’m ready for you, Elizabeta.”

“Don’t be naughty,” she responded in a playful voice. “Stand around the corner and when I call your name, come into the bathroom.”

James stepped back, Bob announced he was filming and Elizabeta repeated the line. James walked into the bathroom. “G’day, everyone. I’ve been playing soccer today, so I’m ready for a relaxing bath.”

“Wonderful. There’s no injuries we need to worry about?”

“None.”

“Good. In you get. Tell me about the temperature.”

Ree went to the door. He was on the wrong side now to see anything, and he didn’t dare dash across and potentially get into the shot. So he could only hear as a small splash and the sound of water lapping against the bath announced that James was in.

“Nice,” he said. “I feel warm and – this might sound strange, but cuddled? I like having the plants to look at too. Something about greenery and water which works.”

“Perfect,” Elizabeta said. “Now, first I want you to lie down. Take a pillow, roll it loosely and put it on the edge of the bath to rest your head on.”

“Wonderful.” James sighed his contentment.

“Next, putting a warm facecloth on your face really helps for relaxation. For those who moisturise your skin, put your favourite moisturiser on first and the warmth will help it really sink into your skin. Otherwise, put the facecloth into the water, squeeze the water out and lie it across your face.”

James groaned, as if Elizabeta had done something sexual to him. Ree clenched his fists.

“Now, you would close your eyes and let your troubles drift away. However, if you’re lucky enough to have a partner at home, have them add to the experience by massaging your hands. James?”

“Yes, please.” James’ voice was muffled, probably by the facecloth.

“You don’t need anything special, just basic moisturiser. Lanolin cream is fine. Take a dollop, warm it in your hands, spread it over the hand of the person relaxing. Don’t dig into their hands. Just let your hands smooth over them. Touch each finger individually. Circle their palm. You’ll tell when they’re fully relaxed because their hand will just flop in yours. Do the same for their other hand.”

A pause, and Ree could imagine Elizabeta’s soft hands stroking James’. What a wonderful torture.

“Then leave that person be, to enjoy their bath.” Elizabeta had lowered her voice to a sultry whisper. “This is Elizabeta Flores, hoping you all find a way to relax the way James has. Enjoy, James.”

Then she was there, in the hall, closing the door. She smiled at Ree. “It’s always wonderful when you can make another person feel so good. I love it.”

“I’m sure a lot of people won’t think of baths the same way again,” Ree murmured. “You better get changed so you can head home to your family. Thank you. You’ve done brilliantly.”

“It’s been fun,” Elizabeta said, then went into Kristin’s bedroom.

Ree opened the bathroom door to find Bob standing and stretching. James was still laying in the bath; almost sinking into the water he was so relaxed. Except for the bulge in his swimmers. Great. Elizabeta had given him a boner.

Bob shooed Ree out of the bathroom and closed the door. “Don’t worry. I filmed around it, you won’t see. I’ll have the files to you in an hour. She did brilliantly today.”

“She certainly did. I look forward to seeing the vision.”

Bob left and Ree leant against the door. He wasn’t going to leave Elizabeta up here alone with a guy that had an erection.

Elizabeta stepped out of Kristin’s bedroom, once again dressed in the slacks and shirt she’d started the day in. Corporate. Crisp. Hot.

“Did you want to see me?”

“I just wanted to make sure you know how well you did today. The footage from downstairs was amazing, and no doubt that bathroom footage was just as great.”

“I hope so. I do want this to succeed.” She started down the stairs. Ree followed.

“Why? Is it about the money?”

“Of course not,” Elizabeta said over her shoulder. “That wasn’t contingent on this being a success. You’re paying me 80k regardless.”

He’d forgotten she was a tough business woman. “Then why do you want it to succeed?”

Elizabeta stopped at the front door and turned. For a moment, she was framed by the starry sky outside, like she was from another world. “Because I like to win,” she said.

Ree was grinning wildly as he followed her out. If he had his way, they were both going to win.


Chapter Six

Mr Higgins, you’re tempting the girl

Sunday started as it always did in Elizabeta’s home. They all got up (Nicky and Angie grumbling) and went to church at 8am. Then they came home and sat out on the porch and ate picarones and drank tea and chatted and laughed.

Angie was hyper-excited. The coming week would be her final week at college. She would graduate, with a diploma in fashion design. She wanted a job, like everyone else was going to get. She was determined to put together her portfolio and go for interviews. Elizabeta was torn – the experience would be valuable, but she knew what the outcome would be and that Angie would be crushed by it.

Elizabeta needed to start thinking on what she was going to do to launch Angie as a designer. It would be six months at least before they would be ready, but she needed to make the plans now. Perhaps she should bring Kristin in and get her ideas earlier than anticipated.

Yesterday, Angie had made Elizabeta another outfit. This one in the style of the 1920s, long and flowing and very elegant, with a little gear-shaped clasp at the waist reflecting Angie’s Steampunk obsession. Perfect for the cocktail episode they were filming this afternoon.

For the cooking episode she’d keep it clean, wearing all black with an apron. It would look professional, and maybe people would pay more attention when it became abundantly clear she knew nothing beyond average about actual cooking.

“You should spend today with your family,” Maria said.

“Yes, Mama.” Angie clapped her hands. “Stay with us.”

Elizabeta gave her mother a quick glare. “I have to work today, my angel. But it is for you.”

“I wish you could stay, Mama. It won’t seem like Sunday without you,” Nicky said.

Elizabeta touched Nicky’s hand. “I’ll be home in time for our Sunday movies, I promise.”

Today’s episodes would be filmed at Henri’s apartment and Elizabeta admitted to a growing anticipation as she pulled up near the apartment complex on the lake at Kingston. What kind of home did a millionaire Canberra media mogul own?

It turned out the answer was a miniature art gallery. The moment you walked in, you were struck by the art on the walls, the sculpture on every available surface. The furniture itself was minimal – a couple of dark brown lounges, a coffee table, a cabinet in the entry way. The floors were carpeted but in beige, and the walls and ceiling were white. Everything else was kept bland, so the colours of the artwork, the lines of the sculpture were what drew your attention.

“This is amazing.” Elizabeta stood in the middle of the room and looked around. Her eye passed from a pastoral painting of colonial Australia to a cubist piece. “You have very eclectic taste.”

“I like pieces that call to me,” Henri said. “What style they are in isn’t as important as what they are saying.”

Elizabeta took another slow turn, looking at every piece on display. What struck her was a sense of isolation. Not one of the pieces had more than a single person in them, and some were twisted wreckage with no link to humanity at all.

She got the impression that at some point in his life, Henri Higgins had felt isolated and alone. Perhaps that was why he’d turned out to be such a horrible person.

“Interesting,” she murmured.

“Come see the kitchen.” It was on the other side of a see-through gas fireplace and was sleek and modern, with white cupboards and grey counter tops. The only colour was the bright red splash back. There were some stools at the centre island, but otherwise nowhere for people to sit and eat. Did he ever have people over?

“Beautiful,” Elizabeta said. “Fabulous appliances. I’m going to have fun making a mess in here.”

Henri frowned. “Not too much of a mess, I hope. The cleaner doesn’t come until tomorrow morning.”

“Isn’t it a good thing you have a cleaner here then?” Elizabeta put the bags of shopping she’d been carrying on the counter. “Right, let’s get cooking.”

“Shouldn’t we wait for Bob?”

“This episode isn’t going to be about cooking per se.” Elizabeta started to search through the cupboards for cooking utensils. As she had suspected, there wasn’t much here. “People know what they are capable of creating. This is about taking what they can cook, and making it all feel like they’re somewhere special, eating something from a top chef. Can you go to my car and fetch up the boxes there? I need some tools you don’t have.”

Elizabeta got on with preparing the vegetables and organising the spices. She was going to cook meals that she knew tended to be staples in Australian homes – steak and veg, spaghetti bolognaise, stew and stir fry.

By the time Henri returned she had capsicum, tomato, potato and pumpkin baking and was setting up the base for the stew.

She unpacked the boxes Henri brought up and soon the air was redolent with the smells of cooking – frying onion and garlic for the bolognaise sauce, dry cooking some spices for the stew and heating up the wok for the stir fry.

Bob arrived and set up and started to film the cooking. Elizabeta didn’t think it would be worth using, but she could appreciate Henri wanting the choice.

The first thing to be ready was the steak and veg and Elizabeta began describing what she was doing.

“You can make it feel like you’re eating in a restaurant even if you aren’t by how you serve the food,” she said. “For example, restaurants like to serve the vegetables separately, in another dish, so you can do that as well.” She put the peas, carrots and broccoli into a bowl. “Depending upon your taste, you can think about putting a nob of butter on it, or drizzle some sweet soy sauce over it.

“Serve the steak on a bed of mash, and put a little sprig of parsley on it. Serve the sauce in a little sauce boat if you have one, or even just use a small bowl. See, it’s the same meal, but with a little bit of inspiration so when you put it on the table it will look like a restaurant meal.”

Next was the stir fry. “When you go to an Asian restaurant, the meals tend to be brought out in separate little bowls and people serve themselves. You can do the same, and you might be able to find a special bowl around the house to use. For example, this is a white plate for a cheese platter. Why not pile your rice up on it, smooth the sides, and it looks like something you’d get served. And don’t be afraid to serve the stir fry itself directly in the wok, for what can feel like an authentic experience.”

The spaghetti bolognaise was the third thing ready. “This time, we’re going to serve it in individual bowls, the way you probably already do, but let’s think a bit about the presentation. Put the spaghetti on first, and put it in small bits, rather than grabbing one big lot out of the pot, so you can have more control in how it sits in the bowl. Spread it out and try to make it even. Take the meat, and put it directly into the middle of the spaghetti. Again, do small spoonfuls rather than large ones, so you can situate it well. Shave a bit of parmesan right on the top. Finally, before you serve, do as all the kitchens do and clean the plate of all the dribbles, so it looks clean and perfect. Doesn’t that look more appetising than something you’ve just thrown on the plate?”

Finally, the stew. “The secret to serving stew is to actually do a bit of arranging of it. Don’t be afraid to get a fork and pull some of the meat from out of the bottom, or rearrange the vegetables so you can see all the potato, carrot, sweet potato, beans, mushrooms, whatever you’ve put in there. Then get a spoonful or two of just the sauce and dribble it over the top, so it all looks moist. Finally, if you’ve got some fresh bread, cut it up into chunks and place a big bowl of it in the middle of the table, so people know they can dig in and sweep up the juices after.

“So there you have it. Four meals that I’m sure most of you cook, and how to make them look a million dollars when they are served. Experiment with your favourite meals, and take a few minutes longer to put them on the plate nicely so they look appetising. But of course, how the food looks is just one part of a luxurious meal. The atmosphere is another, so go back to the episode we did on how to make your dining table look good. This apartment doesn’t actually have a dining table, so in order to make this dining experience great, we’ve got two options – eat in the lounge room, or do the dishes before dinner so you’re not looking at them while eating. At least, we’ve got two options if we’re going to think normally. But we can think outside the box as well. Why not have dinner sitting on your bed? I know, you’re worried about crumbs, but most of these meals won’t cause that problem. And if you put a sheet over the bed first, and gather it up after, you should be safe. But in a beautiful apartment like this, there’s only one thing to do.” She paused, then said, “Cut.”

“Where are we going?” Bob said.

“The balcony,” Elizabeta announced. “With a view like this, it would be sinful to not share it.” There was one thing left in the box from the car and she was glad she’d thought of it. She took the blanket out onto the balcony and spread it out. Henri had no furniture out here and she wondered if he ever used this space at all.

Elizabeta and Henri moved the food out and spread it like a picnic, while Bob set up the camera. When they were ready to film again, she was sitting on the blanket, a glass of wine in hand. Behind her, through the glass balcony, was a clear view of Lake Burley Griffin and the city.

“If in doubt about how to make a meal special, always go for a picnic,” Elizabeta said. “Cheers.” She lifted her glass and took a sip before smiling for the camera. “Now, please excuse me, while I gorge myself.” She lifted a fork of the spaghetti to her mouth and sucked it in. “Hmmm, delicioso.”

“Cut,” Henri said. “Perfect. That wasn’t what I expected, but it was absolutely what the series needed. And now, I’m starved and I’m eating.”

“Me too.” Bob put his camera down. “That stir fry has been calling my name.”

It divulged into a wonderful late lunch. They sat in the sun, ate and talked. Henri opened another bottle of wine, and Elizabeta eventually had to start pulling her glass away, feeling lightheaded.

She learnt that Bob was a father of three. He had been a news cameraman, and had filmed in some war zones. He’d returned with post-traumatic stress syndrome and decided his life was better lived in the safety of the suburbs, working when he chose and being able to enjoy his children. Elizabeta couldn’t think of anything worse than living in a war zone. Peru at times had been a hostile place to live, but she’d never been in fear of her life.

Henri even started to open up. He talked about the founding of Regal, his dream to produce a magazine that showed men could be more than car lovers or obsessed with breasts. How people had told him he was mad to get into media in the current climate, but he’d been sure he could make it work. Elizabeta wondered if it was the same bravura that had him attempt something that people said couldn't be done that made him so bigoted towards those less than himself.

Elizabeta was careful not to say anything too personal about herself. She didn’t trust Henri with the truth. She told funny stories about the children that revealed nothing of Angie’s disability. She talked about her childhood in Peru, and how it had been both similar and yet so different to a childhood here in Australia.

When Bob asked about the children’s father, she simply said, “He died. Ten years ago. We’ve learnt to go on without him,” and dropped the subject. The less she said about Alejandro, the less chance they would find out the truth. That he’d been murdered, in Peru, and his killer never found.

It was when she noticed the sun had moved well over the lake that Elizabeta realised how the time had passed. She surged to her feet. “We still have one more episode to film.”

“Do we have to?” Bob stretched and yawned. “This is so nice.”

“No, she’s right,” Henri said. “We need to do the cocktail episode. So get up.”

“Well, if there’s alcohol involved…” Bob grinned.

Elizabeta went in to get changed. She was nervous about this one – cocktails were something that she knew a lot of people felt was beyond them. She needed to show that they were easy to make, and worth it. Otherwise the entire series could fall apart.

Elizabeta’s designer friend outdid him or herself with the cocktail dress. It flowed over Elizabeta’s body, gold satin, gathered at the waist to show her amazing body, then draping over her hips to her toes. It was classy, but sexy as well. Just like cocktails were.

Elizabeta pulled out a range of bottles of liquor from the second box he’d brought up from the car. Ree picked one up and looked at it.

“What brand is this?” The only word he recognised on it was the word ‘vodka’.

“Have no idea. Everything here is the cheapest available. Most of the people who watch this won’t be able to afford the good stuff,” Elizabeta said.

“Does that not affect the taste?”

“Yes, it does, but still they’ll be delicious. And it depends on the cocktails you make. For example, you wouldn’t make a martini with anything but the good stuff.” Elizabeta pulled out a bottle of Bombay Sapphire gin. “But things like fruit based cocktails, things with mixers, generally only someone experienced would really be able to tell the difference. And this is about things you’ll either find in your home, or are easy or reasonably cheap to get, so the average person can afford them.”

“There’s not so much difference between this and a bottle of Smirnoff Black to make a person choose the cheap one, is there?” Ree put the vodka down and looked at Elizabeta to find her shaking her head.

“It’s been a while since you’ve been on an average income, isn’t it?” she said. “That bottle is half the cost of a basic name brand vodka, let along Smirnoff Black. For the same price as the black you can get cheap vodka, vermouth, lychees and lemon juice and make a lychee martini. And if you’ve only got fifty dollars a fortnight to spend, wouldn’t you rather be able to buy all the makings of a drink, rather than just a part of it?”

Ree tried to remember the last time he’d only had fifty dollars to spend on anything, and couldn’t. “Point made,” he said.

“Good. Now, let’s set up and get filming.”

After talking about good versus bargain alcoholic choices and what it meant, and advocating the good stuff if you were going for straight spirit mixes, Elizabeta started showing the basics.

“A martini is the classic cocktail, I think. Everyone’s heard of it, thanks to James Bond, and it reeks class and sophistication. It’s a very easy cocktail to make. Two parts gin, one part vermouth. A bar tender would use a jigger. You might find one in an op-shop, but otherwise just find a small measurement in your home and use that. Your table spoon, for example. One tablespoon of vermouth, two tablespoons of gin. Put ice in the glass to cool it. Mix your alcohols in another, and put the ice from your glass into that glass. Stir to cool the alcohol. Shake if you want to be like James Bond, but that’s not how you make a classic martini. Pour into the glass – a martini glass is one of those glasses that looks like an upside down cone, but you can use whatever glass you have available. Garnish with a black olive and there you go. A classic martini. Then you can play with it. A vodka martini replaces the gin with vodka, increasing the vermouth a little. Start with your vodka martini base, reduce a bit of the vodka, and add some lychee syrup to make a lychee martini. Try other syrups – you’ve probably got canned fruit in the cupboard, try one of them for taste. You can use the canned fruit to make some jugs of cocktails. Add some white wine, and a bit of triple sec which you can often get quite cheaply, for a type of sangria.

“Fresh fruit is a great idea. You can use nearly anything. Put it in the glass, smash it, add your favourite alcohol, top with soda water. Fresh, light, and yummy. Or try going creamy. Smash some strawberries, add some cream and mix it up, then your favourite white alcohol. Shake and serve.

“Serving your drinks is important. If you can get some cocktail glasses, and you might find them in op-shops cheaply, use them. Otherwise, use the glasses you have, but think about the presentation. For example, rub the top of the glass in ice, then in some fine sugar for fruity drinks, or salt if you’ve got a tequila and citrus mix. That automatically makes it look more fancy. Decorate the top of the glass using toothpicks and pieces of fruit. You might need to practise to get it right, but it adds to the festive feel, even if you just do it on a glass of wine.

“Make some of your ice cubes using crushed fruit, or mint leaves or some such. They will look great in your cocktails. Finally, serve some food with them. If you’ve got cheese and crackers, put them on a plate with a knife, and serve by candle light. If you’ve got a muffin pan, make up a quiche filling and bake little mini quiches in the muffin pan to serve as hors d’oeuvres. Or even just a bowl of olives. Little bits of food will help make it more of an occasion.”

Finally, she suggested searching the internet for cocktail ideas. “If you come across a really cheap alcohol, or mixer, get out your phone and do a few searches for it. If you can find at least two different cocktail recipes for that ingredient, get it. Don’t be caught up with whether you’ve heard of that ingredient or not. There are new cocktails, with new ingredients, being invented daily. So be prepared to experiment a bit. Cocktails are generally only small drinks, so if it’s awful, you don’t lose too much by having to toss it. Keep track of your experiments and let me know. I’d love to share some of your ideas for great, easy cocktails that you can make at home. Until next time, have a great night and enjoy a drink.”

“And that’s a wrap,” Ree said. “Excellent, Elizabeta.”

“Thank you. I was a bit nervous about that.” And to prove it, she lifted the martini she’d made and swallowed it in one go.

“Impressive,” Bob murmured.

Ree realised that with a bit of alcohol in her system, this would be a perfect time to work on seducing Elizabeta. “Send those files through to me as soon as, right?”

“Right boss. Night. See you both tomorrow.”

“Good night, Bob.” Elizabeta smiled, then she yawned as Bob let himself out. “Well, I’d better get changed and clean this up for you.”

“Wait. We’ve got some cocktails here. Let’s go out onto the balcony and finish them off.”

Elizabeta looked at her watch. “It’s nearly five, I should be going.”

“One drink. We’ve not really celebrated our success so far.”

She paused. “All right. One drink.”

Ree picked up the jug of sangria, nodded at Elizabeta to bring the glasses, and headed out to the balcony. The sun was still high above the horizon, hours away from setting. Light shimmered on the lake as a slight breeze ran little wavelets across the surface. It really was peaceful and beautiful out here. Something he needed to take advantage of more often.

He sat on the blanket and took the glasses from Elizabeta so she could use both her hands to help her sit. The dress was stunning, but it wasn’t designed for impromptu picnics.

Ree poured them both a glass and when Elizabeta had hers, lifted his in a toast. “To us, creating something wonderful.”

She clinked her glass against his, but didn’t drink. Instead, she stared at the liquid.

“We are creating something wonderful, aren’t we?” she said. “Something that’s a little thing, but it really could make people’s lives better. It’s become about much more than winning your challenge.”

“I’m glad you are enjoying yourself,” Ree said. “It’s important that this is fun, as well as good. I think work is at its best when it’s fun.”

“Well, that is the dream, but unfortunately there’s the drudge that you have to get through as well.”

“There would have been a lot of drudge for you, working two jobs. Why did you do that? Were you not being paid enough in your office manager job?”

“The extra money was useful,” Elizabeta said. “But it was about more than that.”

“What?” Ree sipped the sangria. It was delightful, fresh and fruity.

“Sometimes, you just need to do different things in your life.”

“Like cleaning my office?”

Elizabeta smiled. “I learnt a lot cleaning your office. I saw a lot about current trends in fashion and topics. What’s hot and what’s not. I got an idea of the types of issues that people are truly passionate about, and things that are flash in the pan and will interest for a few seconds but no more. I got a sense of you as well. Being here has just added to that.”

This was intriguing. “Really? And what do you now think of me?”

“Well, I knew you were a perfectionist, as much about your own work as others. I knew that you welcomed creativity, and encouraged people to think beyond. However, now that I’ve been here, I’m not so sure you know how to think beyond.”

Ree frowned. He’d wanted to hear only positive things about himself. “What makes you think that?”

“You’ve got this beautiful balcony here but no furniture, so it would seem you don’t use it. You’ve only got seating for a couple of people in the kitchen, so you don’t entertain. Your lounge room is stunning, but it’s not conducive to hanging out with your friends. And finally, the artwork itself, which is all suggestive of isolation. If it weren’t for the fact you said it was a friend of yours that suggested this challenge, I’d wonder if you had any friends at all.”

She had ripped his life apart with ruthless efficiency. Ree could see how she’d earned that award for her business acumen. “I will own to the fact I don’t use this balcony as much as I should. Today has shown me the error of my ways. But I don’t entertain here for the simple reason it’s too difficult. I have a close group of three friends – we’ve been together since high school. Two of them are married, with young children. It’s easier to have our nights either at a restaurant or pub when it’s just the four of us, or at one of their houses when partners and kids are involved. But we see each other at least once a week, if that eases your mind. Finally, you’re right about the art evoking isolation and aloneness, but it’s symptomatic of my youth, not of my present.”

“I apologise for my words, and for overstepping my boundaries. I shouldn’t have said what I did.” Elizabeta put her glass down. “I should go.”

“No.” Ree put his hand out. “Please, don’t. You know me so well, but I don’t know anything of you, and that doesn’t seem fair.”

“Maybe that’s by design,” Elizabeta said, but she relaxed and picked up the sangria again.

Ree smiled. “Well, let’s see if I can’t crack that shell of yours a little. Maybe not as well as you tried to crack mine, but still.”

Elizabeta winced. “Can you forget I said all those things?”

“I don’t want to forget it all. You said some nice things about me. I do want my employees to feel part of the process, to feel they are contributing in a real way, regardless of their position in the company. I want them to be creative, to come up with ideas, to let me know what they are.”

“I can’t say as a cleaner I ever felt I could come to you with an idea.”

“Well, here’s your chance. Have you seen things around the office you’d change? You get to view it in a way that I don’t, so you probably have some valuable insights.”

Elizabeta’s brow furrowed as she sipped on her sangria. She was taking his suggestion seriously. He realised she did that with a lot of things – every idea presented to her was considered carefully for its potential before either actioned or discarded.

So he couldn’t just casually suggest they sleep together. He was going to have to ensure he had her absolutely convinced they should before he seduced her.

“I suppose the main thing would be that for a company that espouses creativity, the office space itself is terribly bland,” Elizabeta said. “In the MBA, we studied some different corporate structures and office setups to see what the impact on productivity and creativity was. What we found was that compartmentalising people seemed to make them initially more productive, but that soon wore off as they left their spaces to interact with people. Open work plans weren’t always as productive, but they were more creative and the workers were generally happier. The really creative companies, who thought outside the box, people like Google for example, ended up with some incredibly innovative ideas and while there was a drop in productivity while people adapted to the new atmosphere, it picked up again although some people just couldn’t adjust and had to leave the company.”

“We do have the problem that companies like Google don’t in that we have deadlines,” Ree said. “There are moments were people have to just put their head down, shut up and get stuff done. And often that is best when you can shut the world off.”

“Perhaps a mix of open plan, with some offices,” Elizabeta said. “People work out in the common area, bouncing ideas of each other, communicating, helping each other, but when they need time to just sit and work, they lock themselves into an office. Also, I think you executives need to get onto the floor and mix with the workers more. It’s too easy for you all to be trapped up on your floor. I’m pretty sure you haven’t been trapped yet, but some of your other execs may be, and you do need to lead by example.”

Her ideas were fascinating. She was fascinating. “If you were CEO of Higgins Publishing, what one thing would you put into place right now?”

Again, that serious contemplation. “There’s two things I’d do. Firstly, I’d make the day after deadline a half day. Everyone needs to be at the office by nine, as per usual, to check on the impact and make sure it’s all gone smoothly. At one, they all go home and get to rest, relax, recuperate. I know from the creative people in my life that time to just sit and let things percolate is important. Second, I’d declare that every second Wednesday afternoon, from two onwards, is free time. They can use company resources to work on whatever they want to work on, but it can’t be on a work project. It might take a while, but eventually you’d like to see some of your finance guys in the studio, working on photography, or some of your journalists up in the design studio experimenting with page layout. You’ll end up with new, creative ideas that no one would have considered otherwise.”

The day after deadline wouldn’t work for a half day – sometimes it was almost as busy as the day before, dealing with enquiries and issues. However, deadline was Tuesday, to hit the streets on Wednesday, and surely it would be worth waiting and making that Friday a half day, and that way it extended into the weekend.

The hours to experiment on every second Wednesday was a brilliant idea.

“If you could run your own company, what would it be?”

Elizabeta stiffened for a moment. “I’m still looking for my passion,” she said, then downed the sangria. There was something there, something she was hiding from him. What was it?

“I need to go.” She started to stand, but looked at him with wide eyes. “Wow, I’ve had more to drink than I thought.”

“You’re not driving,” Ree said. “I’ll make you a coffee. You can stay here until you’re fine.”

Elizabeta shook her head. “The coffee will be great, but I need to get a cab. I promised my children I’d be home tonight.”

“Come inside. I might not do much entertaining, but I can assure you I make a great cup of coffee.” He led her inside, and sat her at the bench while he got the machine warmed up. “Tell me about your children. You said they’re almost grown so they’re what, late teens?”

“Something like that.”

Ree turned and looked at her. Elizabeta looked back, seemingly ready to not say a word. Ree raised an eyebrow. Elizabeta sighed. “I have two children. Angelina and Nicolas.”

“What are their interests?”

“Angelina is very creative. She toys with lots of ideas, hasn’t decided exactly what she will do. Nicolas is determined to go to university to study science, but exactly what he hadn’t decided either. It will need to be mathematics based, but whether theoretical or applied is the question.”

“So he takes after you and your father? A maths genius?” The machine was ready and Ree started to brew the coffee.

“We weren’t geniuses,” Elizabeta said. “Neither is Nicky. He’s just got a knack.”

“I have a friend with a knack for numbers,” Ree said. “He now owns his own cyber security company and is probably worth more money than me.”

“I hadn’t considered computing as a possibility for him. Thank you, I’ll suggest that.”

The coffee brewed, Ree started warming and frothing the milk. “If you want, I can ask Mac if Nicky can intern for him, learn a bit more about the business to see if it interests him.”

With his back to her fixing the coffee, Ree couldn’t see her reaction but the pause before her answer suggested it wasn’t good.

“That’s very kind of you, but I’d rather not be beholden to you for anything.”

Ree turned around, frowning. “How would you be beholden to me? Mac loves showing off his company and scouting out new talent. If he really likes Nicky, he might even offer him a job and save him having to go to uni.”

“It’s a favour, and favours generally tend to need to be repaid.”

“You’re doing me a favour with this challenge?”

“You’re paying me. I’m your employee. That’s a different thing.”

Ree turned to fix her coffee. Why was she being so contrary about this?

“There. One cappuccino. Tell me it’s not good.”

Elizabeta took a sip and smiled. “Bueno. It’s wonderful. Did you work as a barista?”

“For a while. I needed to spend time with the type of men I wanted to aim this magazine at, and working as a barista in the city was one way. I also worked the bar in a nightclub, and worked as the receptionist at a gym for a while. I actually learnt a lot at the gym. Guys will talk in lockers in a way they won’t talk anywhere else. What did you do before the MBA and working for the accountants?”

“I worked in the Fyshwick post office,” Elizabeta said. “Before that, on checkouts at a supermarket. Whatever job I could find that would pay the bills.”

“And how did you decide you wanted to do an MBA?”

A flicker of her eyelids. “I’d always had a dream of running my own business, but came up with excuses as to why I shouldn’t work at it. But children have a way of focusing your intent. I was talking to Angie one day about the opportunities facing her, and realised I was giving her this rousing lecture about following her dreams, when I wasn’t doing that. I believe in leading by example, so the next thing I knew, I was researching and applying for the course.”

“Why an MBA? Why not just study at TAFE? They’ve got loads of business courses. I did a couple there.”

Elizabeta shrugged. “I’m the daughter of an academic. When I decided to study, the only thing that came to mind was university.”

“And did you like studying again?”

Elizabeta smiled. “I loved it. I think in another life, I would have loved to be one of those people who does degree after degree. Never really gets a job, just keeps studying. I love learning new things. That’s what has made this week so wonderful. I’m developing new skills, new abilities, and how I will apply them I don’t know yet, but every new thing you learn gives you new opportunities. When was the last time you learnt something new?”

“You’ve taught me a lot today,” Ree said. Elizabeta laughed.

“No, a new skill.”

Now it was Ree’s turn to seriously consider. “You know, it’s been a while. Even this week, doing the filming and editing – I toyed with film making as a teenager as a way to express myself, so that’s not entirely new. In launching Royal, I had to learn about social media and get into tweeting, Facebook and such, but that was a while ago and I’m not sure that really counts as a new skill.”

“Maybe that should be your next challenge after this,” Elizabeta said. “Find the course book for the adult college, look at the courses on offer and learn something new. A new language, perhaps.”

“I’m already bilingual. Je me suis entretenu français pour aussi longtemps que je vous ai parlé anglais.’’

Elizabeta’s eyes widened. “When did you study French?”

“I didn’t. My mother is French, my father English. She insisted that I know her tongue as well as his. I can go to France and people there think I’m a native.”

“Wow. I had no idea. You don’t pepper your everyday speech with French, like I do Spanish.”

“To me they are very separate things. There are times I speak and think French. There are times I think and speak English. I’m guessing you probably still do a lot of your thinking in Spanish, which is why sometimes the best word to express yourself in is Spanish.”

She nodded slowly. “You’re right. I do think to myself in Spanish. Funny, I hadn’t noticed that. I suppose that comes from having grown up speaking Spanish and only learning English later.”

“What about your children? Do they speak Spanish?”

“They do, but generally only at home and they are most comfortable speaking English. I suppose that means they think in English. I’ll have to ask Nicky about that.” She looked at her watch and almost leapt off the stool. “It’s past six. I have to go, or they’ll be so angry with me.” She grabbed her phone and called the taxi.

“Big plans for tonight?” Ree said as she started to gather her things. There was one full box to go with her and he picked it up.

“Every Sunday night we watch a movie together. We take turns to pick. This week it’s Nicky’s turn, so we’ll undoubtedly be watching a superhero movie.”

“There’s some good ones out at the moment. I loved Captain America – Winter Soldier.”

Elizabeta gave him a look that suggested he had finally surprised her. “We haven’t seen that one yet, but I did enjoy the first Captain America, and the first Avengers movie was fun.”

“You really can’t go wrong with Joss Whedon, I think.”

They went downstairs to wait for the taxi. “Tomorrow, I’d like to do the shopping episode. I want to take Kristin, because I know she’ll get what I’m doing and will be able to contribute and show how different tastes can work.”

Ree really didn’t want to talk work yet. He felt like he was finally starting to get an insight into Elizabeta. “When you watch movies, do you have snacks? Make it feel like a cinema experience?”

Elizabeta nodded. “You’re getting to know me too well. Yes, we do. Popcorn, soft drinks, choc top ice creams. We turn the lights off, and snuggle together and it’s a wonderful night.” Her face softened with such love and joy that Ree’s heart warmed.

“Your children are very lucky to have you,” he said softly. Elizabeta blushed.

“Thank you.”

They looked at each other and there was a moment, a definite moment, where the pavement and the apartments and the cars and lake all disappeared and it was just the two of them, connecting, understanding, growing closer.

A car horn beeped, Elizabeta blinked and the moment was over. “The taxi. Thank you for bringing the box.”

“My pleasure.” He helped her into the cab, putting the box on the floor in the back. “I’ll let Kristin know we want her and we’ll meet at work at ten to make our plans.”

“Shouldn’t it be nine?”

“I kept you late tonight, so come in late tomorrow.”

“Thank you.”

He held onto the door, keeping it open, hoping, waiting.

“Where to?” the driver said.

“Holder,” Elizabeta said, then waved to Ree. “See you tomorrow.”

He had no choice but to close the door, step back and watch the taxi drive away. He’d hoped to hear her address – he could look it up in his personnel files, but he’d rather not use his privilege that way. Well, at least now he had the suburb at least.

He wanted to see her home. Meet her children. Know everything about her. Beautiful, fascinating Elizabeta.

Ree was smiling as he went back up to his flat.


Chapter Seven

You have no right to encourage him

Elizabeta's hand was on the doorknob when her mother said, "Hola, Elizabeta.”

Elizabeta swung around. Maria was standing in the doorway to the kitchen/diner, dressed but with her hair in curlers. “Hola, Mama.”

Damn. Usually at this time of the morning Maria was downstairs, catching up on the overnight news from Peru. She didn’t come upstairs until the children came down for breakfast. With Angie and Nicky not due to make an appearance for at least an hour, Elizabeta had thought she had plenty of time to go fetch the car without anyone noticing it was missing and asking embarrassing questions. Thankfully they had been so excited to start the movies last night they hadn’t noticed then. At least, they hadn’t said anything.

“Where are you going so early?”

Elizabeta looked at her feet as she fought for an answer and her choice of runners provided inspiration. “For a walk. I really do need to take better care of myself.”

“Good idea. We all need to exercise. Are you going to the shops?”

Did people go to shops when they were going for the morning walk? “I wasn’t planning on it.”

“Then why do you have your purse?”

Elizabeta wished she could close her eyes and swear. She’d never been any good at lying. “In case I needed to call home for some reason. But you’re right, going to the shops at the end of the walk to get some fresh milk is a great idea.”

“Good. Wait.” Maria rushed away.

Elizabeta leaned against the door with a groan. This was as bad as the few times she’d tried to sneak out of the house as a teenager. It was as though her mother had a sense for when Elizabeta was planning to do something out of the ordinary.

Maria appeared with a piece of paper and held it out. “Get this.”

Elizabeta took it and read the list. Pork. Lemon grass. Palm sugar. Fish sauce. “Mama, what is all this for?”

“I want to cook Thai. Aussies all love it so we should try it too.”

Oh, joy. The last time her mother had decided they had to try food that Australians loved, it had taken her weeks of trial to perfect a lasagne. By the end, they’d all been so bored of the dish that Maria hadn’t cooked it since.

Which right now wasn’t the point. The point was that Elizabeta was supposed to be fetching her car, not going to the shops on a walk.

“I don’t think I can get all of this at the local shops, Mama. Maybe you’re better off picking it up later.” Elizabeta reached out to hand the paper back.

Maria waved it away. “Get what you can. You say we must support our local shop. Will get rest at big shop later.”

Dammit. Beaten by her own desire to do good.

Elizabeta nodded, folded the paper and put it in her purse. “See you soon, Mama.” She opened the door and walked out onto the veranda. To her horror, Maria followed.

“Such a beautiful day,” Maria said. “You will enjoy your walk.”

What to do? The taxi would be here any minute, but if it pulled up outside the house and Maria saw it… Maybe if she started walking, she would see it coming and flag it down.

With no other option, Elizabeta walked down the steps and across the lawn to the path. Then she turned and started along the path, wanting to look backwards to see if her mother had gone back into the house but not wanting to explain the backwards glance if she hadn’t.

The house next door had a fence, and planted in the near corner a tall, wide tree. Elizabeta walked into the shade and stopped, knowing she was out of view of her house. She didn’t want to keep walking in case the taxi came, but how long to wait for Maria to go back inside? Would she hear the door close?

“Elizabeta?”

Infierno sangriento. Elizabeta stepped back towards her house, into the sun. Maria was still on the veranda. “Yes, Mama?”

“I hope the car is still where you left it. Don’t forget my shopping.” Maria waved, and walked back inside.

Elizabeta’s eyes widened so much they hurt and then she laughed. Of course Maria had known Elizabeta came home in a taxi last night and would, at some point, have to go fetch the car. She just wanted to ensure maximum embarrassment for her daughter.

Elizabeta was still chuckling when the taxi arrived and she got in and directed the driver to Kingston Foreshore. The ten years Maria had lived with them had been full of ups and downs. When she’d arrived on Elizabeta’s doorstop a week after Alessandra’s death, Elizabeta had greeted her with intense gratitude, overcome with the challenge of raising two children on her own, one of whom had downs.

As the grief had ebbed, they’d had to come to an understanding of how it was going to work. Both of them were women used to running their own lives. Neither were women who wanted to cede any control to another person. There had been fights, and there had been tears, but they had reached their compromise.

Supporting Angie in her dream of designing, going to university, working two jobs – none of that would have been possible without Maria. Elizabeta determined that some of Henri Higgins’ money was going to go to sending Maria back to her beloved Peru for a holiday.

And now he was in her mind as well, and with his name came deep horror. She couldn’t believe she’d said the things she had to him last night. Fancy telling him that he obviously didn’t have friends and wasn’t a very nice person? Yes, their working relationship was more a partnership than that of employer/employee, but that didn’t mean she had the right to say those things. Regardless of how mean to his disabled employees he was.

And now she had to face him, for ten more days, having said those things to him. Maybe if she was truly lucky, there would be an opportunity for her to break the time they spent together on the challenge, and she could get through and win it without have to face him for hours every day.

The taxi dropped her just near her car. She paid, got out and was walking between two cars to the path when the door to Henri’s building opened. Of course, with the way this morning was going, it was he who stepped from the door.

Elizabeta ducked between the two cars. There was a moment of hoping he hadn’t seen her, followed by many moments of silently abusing herself. What was she doing? She was a single mother, of two children, a university graduate, in her 40s, ready to start running her daughter’s business and she was hiding behind a car to avoid a guy?

Face it, she told herself. Be an adult.

She stood, only to see that Henri Higgins had definitely not seen her. In fact, he was crossing the road a few cars down and then ran away from her. Judging from his clothing, he was someone that believed in morning exercise.

Elizabeta dashed to her car, got in and drove away. She couldn’t drive the usual road home – if Henri’s running route took him by the lake, he might see her. Instead, she drove into Manuka aiming to drive across through Yarralumla and then up the Tuggeranong Parkway towards home. Under a beautiful big old green tree, she pulled the car to a halt by the side of the road. There she thumped the wheel.

This whole thing with Henri Higgins had got out of hand. Embarrassment. Anger. Lust. She couldn’t stop thinking about the muscles that his running gear had revealed. The man had a magnificent body.

Maybe she should quit the challenge? She shook her head. She was getting paid 80k for just two weeks’ work. Okay, so it was turning out to be two of the worst weeks in a long time, but she’d survived worse. Alessandro’s murder, for one.

No, she wasn’t going to quit. She was going to be professional. If Henri Higgins bought up last night, she would apologise and blame it on the alcohol. If he didn’t, she was say nothing. What did she care what he thought of her?

She would keep her embarrassment, and her anger at him in check. The lust, however – maybe there was something she could do about that?

She started driving but turned, heading into Deakin. Arriving at Higgins Publishing, she found the coffee shop across the road open. Roberto was manning the coffee machine.

“Beautiful Elizabeta. How are you able to look so stunning so early in the morning? You put the bright sun in shade.”

Considering all she’d done was brushed her hair and was wearing casual clothes, Elizabeta knew it was pure flattery. But it was flattery she needed.

“Buenos dias, Roberto. Can I have a skim cappuccino please?”

“Of course. Talk to me while I work, Elizabeta. Tell me your plans for today.”

“Work,” Elizabeta said. “But I don’t think I get as much joy out of my work as you do out of yours.”

Roberto nodded. “Once I was in a job I hated. Then I decided that life was about joy – not just for yourself, but for others. So I opened this coffee shop. I get joy from making people happy.”

It was a similar thing to what Elizabeta was thinking about Effortless Elegance. “Actually, I am just starting a project that I hope will achieve the same thing.”

“Bueno, beautiful Elizabeta. I wish you nothing but success.”

“Thank you. Every time I see you, I am feeling down but you make me feel so much better.”

“And so I am made complete. Here, I put a heart on it. For your beautiful soul.”

Elizabeta smiled at the decoration on the foam. “Thank you, Roberto.”

“Perhaps I should make another coffee for your husband?”

Elizabeta shook her head. “No husband. No boyfriend. All alone.”

“I do not believe that. A woman such as yourself is walking around free? This is unbelievable.”

“Maybe no man had been brave enough to ask?”

“Then I shall be brave. Say you will come have dinner with me. Friday.”

Damn. Angie’s graduation. “I can’t do Friday.” Roberto’s smile started to dim. “What about Saturday?”

“My heart is glad.”

Elizabeta gave Roberto her mobile number and almost skipped out of the café, her heart singing. There, a date with a handsome, happy man. Enjoy that, libido!

Elizabeta stopped at the supermarket and arrived home with everything on Maria’s list. The children were both up, dressed and having breakfast at the breakfast bar, while Maria sat at the dining table, coffee in hand.

“I have everything you need for your curry, Mama.” Elizabeta put the bag on the counter.

“Thank you. Your walk was enjoyable?”

“Very.”

“You found what you were looking for?”

“Everything.”

Maria smiled. Elizabeta rolled her eyes. Lord, she loved her family. At the end of this challenge, she would have the money and opportunity to change all their lives. Facing Henri Higgins for that time was worth it.

With a determined stride Elizabeta exited the elevator. She nodded at Janet on her way past, pushed open the office door and strode in.

“Good morning, Henri.” She smiled and sat in front of his desk. Looking perfectly calm and competent. No sign of the spinning maelstrom inside her.

“Good morning, Elizabeta. So, are you ready to shop up a storm?”

He wasn’t going to mention last night. Good. “I am. When do Kristin and Bob arrive?”

“They’re meeting us there. Which is…” Henri pulled out his mobile phone.

“The Green Shed store, in Civic.”

Henri frowned as he keyed the information into his phone. “I’ve never heard of it.”

“It’s a wonderful store, where they sell the higher end and smaller items from the Green Shed.” Henri still looked confused and she decided he probably hadn’t had much call to find out about where to buy second hand furniture. “It’s a place at the resource management centre where you can drop off second hand items and buy them. They also take items from households if needed. The Green Shed is a wonderful place to get unique items, often at great prices.”

“Sounds good.” He stood.

“I’ll take my car,” Elizabeta said quickly. “It will be easier when we finish for the day.”

It also saved her spending time in close confines with Henri Higgins, who despite her upcoming date with Roberto and her distrust of him was still too disturbingly attractive.

Once they all met up at the Green Shed and filming began, Elizabeta forgot about Henri, caught up in the fun of shopping with a girlfriend. She and Kristin only remembered the camera was there when they were told to go back and redo a shot or conversation because they’d been standing in the wrong place. Otherwise, they threw themselves into the task with delight.

At first, Elizabeta was trying to tear Kristin away from the jewellery on display at the Green Shed, until Kristin pointed out some of it could be used for decorative items. Then too much time was spent considering what to purchase. There were also vases, little knickknacks, all sorts of paraphernalia. Elizabeta and Kristin demonstrated how with a bit of ingenuity each new discovery could be turned into something to decorate your home and make a space sparkle.

Next stop was a two dollar shop in the city. Some of it was tacky, and too plasticky, but there were also some gems. Some of the fake plants, for example, could make great natural sculptures in your home. In the middle of the store, Elizabeta demonstrated how you could use some of the frames to display the jewellery they’d purchased as artwork, and also how you could just use some wrapping paper and the frames to create something pleasing to the eye.

Then they headed out to the Salvos Store at Queanbeyan, and Elizabeta focused on the haberdashery and furnishings there, showing how you could show a bit of creativity and turn something that was old and worn out into something comfortable and inviting.

“The best thing about Queanbeyan,” Elizabeta said as they walked out, bags in hand, “is that there’s another two op-shops just around the corner.”

“Yay,” Kristin said. “Let’s dump these and do more shopping.”

“Stop,” Henri said. “I’m declaring it lunch time. Maybe you ladies can keep going, but my stomach is about to eat itself.”

Elizabeta looked at her watch and realised it was nearly two. Well, it seemed that you could stand to have a late lunch if you were having fun.

“I know just the place,” Bob said.

Just the place turned out to be a café on the bank of the Queanbeyan River. The sun was shining and with her sunglasses on, looking at the ducks and swans on the river, Elizabeta wondered how it was possible she was getting paid for a day like today.

While Kristin and Bob debated what they should order, Henri leant close and said softly, “This Wednesday, at two, everyone is stopping what they’re working on and they’re going to just experiment and have fun.”

Elizabeta’s instant response was to lean away from him, and then she chided herself for doing so. She was supposed to be acting naturally with him. Not like a scared cat.

“I am pleased to hear it,” she said in what she hoped was a normal tone. “What’s the feedback been from your employees?”

Henri checked his phone. “Janet reports there’s been lots of worried but excited enquiries, checking if they are actually allowed to do whatever they want during those hours. She’s assured them they can. I think they can’t quite believe it.”

“Once they get used to it, they’ll love it,” Elizabeta said. “But make sure they don’t use that time for work projects. It’s free time, they can’t use it for what they’re being paid to do.”

“I’ll make sure. How did the movie go? What was it?”

Darn. Now she was stuck having to actually say something when she didn’t want to discuss her children at all. “Thor 2. I have to admit, I don’t get the Thor movies. That’s Norse mythology. How can he be a modern action hero?”

“I guess anything is possible if you want it to be.”

“I guess. But the kids loved it, so that’s what counts.” Angie had stayed up late designing a new dress, inspired by the Norse artwork in the movie. She’d gone off to college this morning very grumpy. It was undoubtedly going to be an awful night tonight.

“What are you thinking about? Your brow just furrowed like you’re remembering something terrible.”

Elizabeta blinked. “Nothing. Let’s order and eat, shall we?”

The food arrived and Elizabeta was glad for the cessation of conversation as they all ate. Somehow, Henri was establishing a rapport between them, and she didn’t like it.

After lunch they went to the other two op-shops. The smaller, St Vinnies, didn’t have much to offer but the much larger Bargain Hunter was full of things that could be used.

“What are we going to do with all this?” Kristin said. “Should we show it being used?”

“We do need to show some of it at least,” Henri said. “But where? We’ve basically done your house, Kristin.”

“Agreed. I’m sure I can talk one of my friends into it, but maybe there’s someone at Higgins Publishing who deserves a home makeover?”

“I’d rather not have the company involved,” Henri said. “Can you see if you’ve got a friend with a place we can film at tomorrow?”

“Sure,” Kristin said. “I can’t wait to see how everything we bought can work in a real house.”

Elizabeta hoped that would be that for the day, but Henri turned to her. “Come back to the office. I want to show you the other episodes I’ve cut.”

With Bob and Kristin watching, Elizabeta felt there was no possible answer she could give except yes.

In his office, he set up his computer on the coffee table and bade her sit beside him. She had to, it was the only way to see the screen. He smelt so good. It was ridiculous. Think of Roberto. A few days and then you can have sex and get this ridiculous fascination over and done with.

They watched the episodes in silence. Elizabeta was astonished, considering how horrible the first couple of days had been, how natural she’d become in front of the camera. “You don’t seem to be doing a lot of editing.”

“I don’t need to do much. I can use big blocks of you. You’ve become a star.”

Elizabeta blushed. “Not a star,” she murmured.

“Absolutely a star. Look at you. You shine. Your eyes glow. Your passion and enthusiasm leaks from the screen. By this time next week, you’ll have people stopping you in the street, begging you to come makeover their house.”

“I don’t want to become stopped in the street famous,” Elizabeta said.

“Get used to the idea. It’s going to happen. Your beauty, your style, the accent. You’re going to be a star.”

Elizabeta was overwhelmed by the need to stop this. She’d never considered becoming that famous and the idea terrified her. “Maybe we shouldn’t do tomorrow’s episode. Maybe we’ve done enough.”

“Absolutely not. We’ve got a challenge to win, remember, and we’re going to give it everything we’ve got.”’

“I think if we look at what we’ve got, we’ll be fine,” Elizabeta said.

“But this is just the beginning. We’ve got the website to build. Have you been writing out the tips like I asked you too?”

“No.” She’d forgotten about that in the pressure of trying to get the videos working. It was all becoming too much.

“Well, you need to get onto that. How about after the kids have gone to bed tonight, you write some up. I could come over and help you.”

“No, no,” Elizabeta said, fighting against what felt like panic. “I’ll be fine.”

“Elizabeta.” Henri reached across and put his hands on hers. His warmth seeped into her and calm stole over her. “You are amazing. I am so lucky to have found you. You’ve made this past week fun, and interesting, and inspiring, and I didn’t expect to get that out of this. Thank you.”

He meant it. His eyes looked into hers, and Elizabeta was captured by his direct gaze, something warm flickering in the depths. “My pleasure,” she whispered.

“I’m really looking forward to the next week,” Henri said. “I know we’re going to win this, because we make an amazing team.” He squeezed her hands and a flush ran through her body.

“We do.”

“Now, how about you head home, spend some time with your kids. If you want me to come over and help, call me. I’m a bit of a night owl, so no time is too late.”

Elizabeta walked to her car and drove home, stunned. On the one hand, she could still feel the panic at being really famous swirling deep within her. On the other hand, she could still feel the warmth of Henri’s hands on hers, his faith in her. Despite the fact he was a horrible man. She mustn’t forget that.

But it was so hard, when he had never been horrible to her. Okay, he’d not gotten her lunch the other day, but that was a miscommunication. A horrible man would have gotten angry at her when she was so bad to start with. A horrible man would have treated her badly for putting his win at risk. A horrible man would be working her day and night to win and not allowing her the time with her family.

Just because he wasn’t directly awful to her didn’t mean that he wasn’t discriminatory to others. People weren’t always that simple. Remember that, when the touch of his skin on yours makes your senses soar.

Within seconds of walking into the house, her panic and Henri’s warmth was forgotten. Both Maria and Angie were in foul moods, and Elizabeta walked in to find them screaming at each other.

She took Angie upstairs, calmed her with a nice bath, heard her grievances, tucked her into bed and stroked her hair until she fell asleep. Nicky thankfully was barricaded in his room, determined to avoid world war three if he could. When Elizabeta went back downstairs, Maria was in her room, refusing to cook dinner and calling Angie every name under the sun. Elizabeta knew better than to try to calm her mother, so she prepared dinner and took some to Maria. Elizabeta and Nicky ate in peace, sharing stories of their day. Nicky went to finish his homework and get ready for bed, leaving Elizabeta alone.

Elizabeta went into the study, sat at the computer and tried to type up notes for the website. But she was so tired, nothing would come to her.

Her phone beeped and she was both surprised and not surprised to see it was a text from Henri.

‘Don’t forget I’m ready to help.’

She was torn; his help would be invaluable, but she wasn’t going to let him anywhere near Angie.

She texted back that she was fine, and made herself write a couple of pages of tips, just so she’d have something to show him. She printed it out, poured herself a glass of wine and went upstairs. A relaxing bath, and then she got into bed.

She woke in the middle of the night, sweating, her body tingling. A sexy dream. She wriggled in the sheets, enjoying the sensation of her body being so alive.

Henri Higgins again. Thankfully this time she had woken with enough control to not need to touch herself.

How could she want a man who was such a horrible human being? Okay, so he wasn't totally horrible. From the sounds of it he had good friends, and he had taken her advice about the business and she knew everyone in the company adored him.

Everyone except Kim Atticus. Elizabeta needed to keep her in mind. The poor woman was probably having a hell of a time finding a new job at the moment. Promising to find her and help her, Elizabeta curled herself into a ball and waited for sleep to recommence.

Kristin had a friend willing to let Elizabeta remake their unit in Mawson. By the end of the episode, Elizabeta had shown how you could spend just one hundred dollars and change the entire look of your home and make it more inviting and luxurious.

Ree considered how he’d paid the decorator of his flat thousands to achieve an affect that wasn’t anywhere near as creative or interesting as Elizabeta had done in this one bedroom flat in an ugly block.

“When this is done, I want you to come make over my place,” he told her as they drove back to the office.

“I wouldn’t want to do that,” she murmured.

“Why not? Surely you want to get rid of the feeling that I’m a lonely caveman that no one loves?”

Elizabeta blushed and looked away. He didn’t want her to feel embarrassed about what she’d said. It had touched him, that she’d been so honest with him. “There are a couple of pieces that have started to feel wrong to me,” Ree said. “Maybe I need to find some new work. There’s an exhibition opening Thursday night. It would be a great event for you to come to with me.”

“You aren’t supposed to be using your resources to make me famous. Doesn’t that include the fact you do have a name in Canberra and therefore being seen with you would automatically make me more noticeable?”

Damn her for thinking of that. He’d been quite taken with the idea of viewing art with her, hearing her thoughts, seeing the impact they had on his. “Good point. But you could come, and we can discuss after. After the past few days, I’ve come to admire your sense of style and I’d be interested in seeing what appealed to you.”

“I’d be happy to, but how would it work in with making me famous? That’s something we need to consider.”

“Another good point.” She was full of them, ruining his subtle moves towards seduction. “We have never worked out what phase two was going to be, how we were going to bump you up into the stratosphere.”

“No sex tape.” She waggled her finger.

“No sex tape, but we need to think of something to give you a boost.”

Silence dragged before Elizabeta spoke. “Stuff that gets people’s attention is shocking. Surprising. Often controversial, but I don’t want to go that way. I do have to live with whatever we do.”

“So, is there some sort of shocking news about you that we can announce part way through the week and whip everyone into a frenzy?”

Alejandro’s murder would be perfect, but she wasn’t going to tell him about that. “Not a thing,” Elizabeta said. “Let’s go back to the office and brainstorm ideas.”

Back at the office, they got online and looked at various scandals or situations that had made people suddenly famous. It wasn’t all about scandal – there had been, for example, people who had become famous for supporting other people online, or for a moment of pure transcendent joy that touched hearts.

Elizabeta called a break for lunch, and suggested they order from the café across the street. Ree agreed, and they walked over.

“Ah, here she is, the beautiful Elizabeta. It has been too long since I’ve seen you.”

The barista was older, probably in his 50s, and from the accent Italian. He was handsome in a strong featured way, although the paunch around his middle suggested his body was far from what it had once been.

“Roberto.” Elizabeta extended her hand and the Lothario took it and kissed it. “I’ve been dreaming of your wonderful creations and had to bring my boss over. This is Henri Higgins.”

“Mr Higgins. A pleasure. I will make you the best meal you have ever eaten, and you will have me cater your every function from now on. You will see. Beautiful Elizabeta, I have been thinking of you and I want to try a new creation for you.”

“If it’s even half as good as last time, I’ll be delighted.”

“It will be much, much better. It will make you fall in love with me.”

“I can only hope,” Elizabeta said.

Ree had never seen her like this – flirtatious, coquettish. She was even twisting the end of her hair, for goodness sake. Great, she had a thing for over the top Italians.

They sat at a table near the window. “You won’t regret this,” Elizabeta said. “Oh, magazines. Maybe we’ll find an idea in these.” She picked up a copy of New Idea and started flipping through.

“How long have you known Roberto?” Ree looked at the barista, making them their coffees.

“I met him on Saturday. The day of no lunch. He made me the most wonderful sandwich, and lifted my spirits. He’s a bribón, but I think a good man at heart.”

“Bribón?”

“I think the best in English is rascal? He’s funny.”

Oh, great.

Roberto brought them their coffees and Ree had to admit the man knew his way around a coffee machine. “We make our own coffee in house. Smoke it here, on hickory wood. It adds to the flavour.”

“It’s great,” Ree said, and hated that he was actually going to have to come here and give the man his patronage, but the coffee was that good.

“Now, I will get you lunch. My beautiful Elizabeta, prepare to be amazed.”

Elizabeta smiled. As Roberto walked away, Ree leant forward. “I have a question. Does that over the top flattery work?”

“When you know it’s sincere, it can. Some people try it on, but you can see that it’s fake. When the flattery is real it feels wonderful, even if it’s loud. Everyone, male and female, likes to be told they are special, wonderful, beautiful from time to time.”

That left Ree wondering if he’d complimented her enough.

The meals were brought over. His was a focaccia, with mortadella and mozzarella. Elizabeta had some sort of a pasta thing. Roberto sat at the table – uninvited, prick – and smiled at her.

“Well, beautiful Elizabeta?”

Elizabeta took a bite and closed her eyes, her face softening with what could only be described as bliss. Jesus, that’s probably how she looked when she came. “Roberto, this is amazing. I feel like I have a mouthful of heaven.”

“It is what an angel such as yourself deserves.”

Ree couldn’t help himself – he let out an audible scoff. Roberto turned to him. “You do not believe the beautiful Elizabeta is an angel? That she deserves to always have the best?”

How on earth did Elizabeta think this guy was charming? He was a tool, taking advantage of what he thought was a vulnerable woman. “I think the beautiful Elizabeta and I need to get back to work. Can we have this to go?” Ree stood.

“We can afford to sit and rest for a little while,” Elizabeta said. She took another mouthful of the pasta. “Divine.”

“The challenge starts tomorrow, and we still haven’t finalised everything,” Ree said. “Let’s get our meals and go.”

“If we overwork ourselves, we will lose our creativity. I would prefer to sit here and talk to Roberto. You take your sandwich back to the office if you wish.”

Ree tried to recall the last time someone had said no to him. Years, perhaps. Certainly, he was out of practice at cajoling people to do what he wanted. “Fine.” He grabbed his sandwich and took it to the counter.

Roberto came, wrapped it and handed it back with a twist to his lips. Arrogant jerk.

Ree marched back over to the office and threw the sandwich in the bin. “Janet, get me something for lunch,” he roared before slamming his office door.

He paced his office, working through in his mind the argument to convince Elizabeta to abandon the flirtation with Roberto. Ree wouldn’t be able to seduce her if she was caught up with another man.

By the time Elizabeta came in, Ree had the attack ready.

“Have a nice time?”

“Lovely.” Elizabeta put her handbag on the coffee table. “I feel relaxed and ready to continue our work.”

Ree leant against his desk, arms folded over his chest. “I agree with you that a break now and again is important, but we can’t afford to get distracted. Not when we go live tomorrow.”

Elizabeta frowned. “Distracted?”

“I need you focused on Effortless Elegance and the challenge, not on your new boyfriend. He will have to wait until after we’re done.”

“Why?”

Ree blinked. The argument had made perfect sense to him. “You need to focus on what we’re doing.”

“I have been.”

“Then don’t lose it by being distracted.”

“Ah.” Elizabeta nodded. “I get it. Because I’m a woman, I can’t possibly do my job and be in a relationship at the same time. My emotions will get in the way. Right?”

Ree hadn’t foreseen that. “Everyone gets carried away at the beginning of a relationship. Man and woman. This is such a short project, with such intensity, that neither of us can afford to get distracted.”

“So you’re not just banning me from having a boyfriend. You yourself won’t have a girlfriend?”

“Exactly.”

Elizabeta shook her head. “It’s a shame you have such little faith in people.”

Ree bristled. “I have faith in people. I wouldn’t do what I do if I didn’t.”

“Then have faith that I am capable of maintaining both a focus on work and a life outside of it.”

Still saying no to him. “What I’m asking isn’t so bad. Just one week of complete focus on the project. Roberto the smooth will be waiting.”

“And the real problem reveals itself. You don’t like Roberto.”

Ree’s back stiffened. “What I think of Roberto doesn’t matter.”

“You’re right. It doesn’t.” Elizabeta picked up her handbag.

“Where are you going?”

“I certainly am not interested in continuing to work with a man who considers me so weak and ridiculous that he thinks he can choose my lovers for me.”

A chill ran through Ree. “You and Roberto are lovers?”

“That is none of your business,” Elizabeta said. “When you are ready to admit you were wrong, contact me.” She turned and stormed magnificently from his office.

“Fuck.”

“That went well.” Janet entered, carrying his lunch.

“She’s my employee. I’m entitled to ask more of her to get the job done.”

“She is more than an employee and you know it. Eat your lunch, go apologise and get things back on track.”

Ree nodded. He couldn’t just order Elizabeta around – they needed to be partners if this was going to work. He was going to have to apologise. Something else he hadn’t done for years.

This project was proving to be more and more complicated, but damn if he wasn’t feeling an enthusiasm he hadn’t noticed for years.

“Hold the elevator.”

Elizabeta put her finger on the door open button and was surprised to see Kim Atticus roll into the elevator.

“Thanks.” Kim turned the chair around and selected her floor.

Elizabeta took her finger off the button and the doors slowly closed. She spent a moment wondering if she should say anything. Obviously Kim was working out some time she owed. It was the only explanation for her being here. But that gave Elizabeta the opportunity to speak to the woman and help her.

“I’m sorry,” Elizabeta said. “But I was outside the office the other morning.”

Kim looked at her, eyes widening. “You saw that? How embarrassing.”

“Not at all. If ever a situation deserved tears, it was that.”

Kim blushed. “I’m usually much more controlled than that.”

Elizabeta guessed she’d learnt to be calm in order to avoid problems. “I just wanted to say if you need any help, I’m happy to give you a hand.”

There was a ping as the elevator stopped. Kim rolled out onto her floor and Elizabeta followed. Kim looked over her shoulder.

“Did you need something?” Kim said.

“You should know I’m going to make him pay,” Elizabeta said. “He’s going to learn not to treat people like that.”

Kim’s brow furrowed. “I don’t understand. How do you know him?”

“I’m working for him. I’m going to make sure he understands he needs to respect all people.”

“This makes no sense. Why are you here? Shit. You’re not here to get me back, are you?”

“No.” Elizabeta could hear the panic in Kim’s voice. “Not at all. It’s coincidence that you and I ended up in the elevator together. But now that we've met, I want to let you know that I am ready to help you. I can probably assist in finding you a new job. I have contacts."

"New job? Why would I need a new job?” Kim said.

“Because Henri Higgins sacked you.”

Kim blinked. “When?”

Heaviness started to swirl in Elizabeta’s stomach. “The other morning. That’s why you were upset.”

Kim laughed. “He didn’t sack me. I was upset because my landlord was being a jerk, but Mr Higgins sorted it out for me.” Then she shook her head. “I hope it isn’t Mr Higgins you’re thinking of teaching a lesson to. Because he doesn’t deserve it.”

Elizabeta had been so wrong. So ridiculously wrong. “You’re not here working out your contract?”

“No. Look, I'm not entirely sure what you think happened, but Mr Higgins is a great boss. Whatever you’re planning, stop it.”

"I'm sorry," Elizabeta said. "It's just that my daughter is Downs, and so I'm protective of anyone with a disability, and I saw you crying and…" Kim was shaking her head, obviously unable to see how anyone could assume Mr Higgins was a beast.

Elizabeta felt ill. She turned, pushed the button, the elevator opened and she stumbled in and slumped against the wall as the door closed.

What an idiot she’d been. She’d made a stupid assumption, and had spent more than a week believing Henri Higgins was a monster when in fact he was a good man. The type of man who might well have agreed to help Angie.

Except Elizabeta couldn’t tell him about Angie now. How would she explain why she’d kept her daughter a secret all this time?

She’d walked out of his office furious at him for trying to tell her how to live her life. Now, she had to own that she’d done worse to him.

The sooner this challenge was over, and she could escape Henri Higgins, the sooner she could get over her shame. In the meantime, there was still more than a week to go.

All that time with him, and she had to keep her shame from him. It was going to be horrendous.

Elizabeta, Maria and Angie were watching Project Runway when the doorbell rang. Elizabeta looked at the door, frowning. They rarely had visitors, particularly mid-afternoon when she should be at work.

“Who there?” Angie called out.

One name flashed into Elizabeta’s mind. Henri Higgins. “Darling, can you go upstairs please?” Elizabeta kissed Angie’s forehead.

“Watching television.”

Elizabeta hit pause on the DVR. “There, I’ve stopped it. I need you to go upstairs for me. I’ll come get you when I’m ready to watch again.” Angie stuck her bottom lip out, a sign she was about to start a tantrum. “When we watch again, I’ll make you ice cream with chocolate topping.”

It was out and out bribery, but Angie went upstairs without further protest. The doorbell rang again. Elizabeta took a deep breath and opened the door.

“Peace?” Henri held up a takeaway coffee cup. “Can we talk?”

Seeing him swamped Elizabeta in guilt for what she had thought of him.

“Peace.” She took a sip of the coffee.

“I want to apologise for what I said earlier. I know you are as focused on our success as I am. I let my competitiveness get away from me.”

An apology. Now she had no reason at all to be against him. Whereas he had every reason to hate her. If only he knew. “Good. Now, I’ll need to spend the rest of the afternoon here, but I’ll come in around dinner time.”

Henri frowned. “Wouldn’t you rather come in now, and have dinner with your children?”

“Plans have been made. I’m spending the afternoon with my children. I’ll text you when I’m coming in.”

“They’re here? I’d love to meet them.” Henri craned his neck to look over her into the house beyond.

Elizabeta panicked. He must never know about Angie. “They’re both upstairs.”

“What are they doing upstairs if you’re relaxing together?”

Why was he so full of questions? “We’re playing a game.”

“What game?”

Would it never end? “Hide and Seek.”

“With teenagers?”

Well, it wasn’t going to end if she kept putting her foot in it. “With a prize of ice cream on offer, you can get a teenager to do pretty much anything. Thank you for the coffee. I’ll see you later.”

Elizabeta closed the door on Henri and breathed a sigh of relief.

“He doesn’t seem so bad to me.”

“Well, he is,” Elizabeta snapped, overwhelmed by guilt. “We can’t let him anywhere near Angie.”

“If you say so.”

Maria went downstairs. Elizabeta called Angie, got them both a bowl of ice cream and topping, and took it into the lounge room. She hit play and the two of them ate and watched the end of the show.

“Blue dress has no flow,” Angie said. “Yellow jump thing much better.”

“It’s too tight across the bottom,” Elizabeta said.

“Easy fixed. Rest is good. Blue can’t be fixed. Pull apart and start again. I finish tomorrow?”

Elizabeta calculated. “Not tomorrow, darling. Three more sleeps.” Goodness, just three sleeps and Angie was graduating. How astounding. If Alejandro were here, he would be so proud.

Three sleeps, and then they needed to work on starting Angie’s business. And if she gained a level of fame, and the eighty thousand dollars, Elizabeta could do a lot to help Angie.

She and Henri would succeed – for the sake of her daughter.


Chapter Eight

Well? Is Eliza presentable?

Elizabeta stood at the end of Henri’s bed, the red flamenco dress swathed across her sexy body.

“I want you too,” she whispered, then she lifted her hands to the neck of the gown and slowly pushed it down.

Her gorgeous breasts were encased in black lace, and matching knickers kept Ree’s eager gaze from looking at her sex. His cock hardened as she shimmied the dress down her legs and kicked it away.

Elizabeta crawled onto his bed, her breasts falling forward, revealing their softness to him. “I want you inside me so badly.”

Fuck, with that amazing accent, it was like her words were stroking his cock.

“I want to ride you until I scream.”

“Absolutely.” Ree reached for her.

The alarm clock pulled him out of the dream just when it was going to get good. Ree stared at his erection with disappointment. No Elizabeta here to pleasure him. No Elizabeta at all, with Roberto in the picture.

Principle suggested he should ignore the hard on Elizabeta had caused, but Ree didn’t believe it a principle worth suffering for. So he brought himself to fulfilment in the shower, thinking about Elizabeta. Then he dressed and went into work.

He threw himself into the tasks needing to be completed for the next issue of the magazine. When the door to his office opened at nine and Elizabeta came in, he was able to calmly smile and admire the attractive pant and shirt combination she had on.

What a shame he might never fuck her.

“Good morning.” Elizabeta put her handbag on the lounge. “We’ve only got today until the challenge starts, so let’s get started. I think we need to work out phase two.”

“Actually, I believe I have.” Ree gestured to her to take a seat. “I have been looking into the celebrity television shows that are filming at the moment, thinking I could get you onto one of those. All the calls so far have ended in nos. But there’s nothing to stop us announcing you’re going to be on one in the second half of the week.”

Elizabeta frowned. “The show will say I’m not, we’ll look foolish and the entire thing will end.”

“Ah, I don’t think so. By then, you’ll be famous enough that they’ll think maybe they should consider you. So they won’t deny it, and that will be your foothold into building something.”

“It sounds very risky,” Elizabeta said.

“This whole thing is risky,” Ree said. “What if we aren’t able to get people to notice Effortless Elegance? What if people don’t like it?”

“You sound like you’re losing faith.”

“I’m not. I’m just saying we’ve been risking things from the beginning. This is no more a risk than the rest of what we’re doing.”

A pause. “Phase two is something that we can develop as time goes on, so let’s have that as the plan for now, and see whether it will work or if we need something different at the time.”

Ree felt like he’d just won a great victory. “Excellent. Now, today we’re going to finalise the website, finish the eps, put together the media launch and PR campaign.”

So they finished editing the episodes and started on the wording for the marketing.

“We’re going live with the website, and the first episode, at 8pm,” Ree said. “Kristin is getting a whole lot of her friends to tweet and Facebook then, to get the message spread out. I’ll tweet during the night tonight, and tomorrow you can tweet.”

“Will it look too orchestrated, having both things launch at the same time? Surely we need this to feel kind of organic, so having one come after the other might be more natural.”

Ree considered her words. “I don’t want people to miss out on the opportunity to learn more about you.”

“It doesn’t need to be too far apart,” Elizabeta said. “Just a few hours, so it looks like it’s a small band putting this together, rather than something bankrolled by a millionaire.”

“You know, if we were going to do that, we could actually have the episode go live, but have the wrong footage put up. An outtake, rather than the finished episode. An hour later, we post the proper episode, with an apology. It would make it noteworthy too.”

“Especially if Kristin’s friends tweet about how stupid the first one is, then tweet about how awesome the actual episode is. It gives them a reason to tweet about it twice, which will help in the coverage,” Elizabeta said.

“Perfect. Let’s do that. And I know just the footage to show.” Ree grinned.

“Not the first footage of me trying to talk on camera.”

That was exactly what he was thinking about. “Of course not.”

“You are not going to show that footage, Henri.”

“Would I do that to you?”

“I believe you would. Promise me you will not show it.”

Ree sighed. “You ruin all my fun.”

“Gracias. How will we time the release of the rest of the episodes?”

“Research says the best time to go live on YouTube is early afternoon, uploading at about midday to achieve that. But we want the first one to go live on Wednesday evening, because Thursday and Friday are great days on Facebook, so we can get going with promoting it. So Wednesday will be at eight pm, when the challenge begins. Every other day it will be at midday, but Saturday we’ll do a second late in the afternoon. The aim is that by Sunday night, everyone will want to know who you are, and Monday we hit them with phase two.”

“With new pages of the website to accompany each?”

“Yes. We’ll send the media releases and PR packs out on Thursday morning, and hopefully we’ll have gained some numbers and it will look like something worth covering. More media on Saturday, to fill the Sunday pages, then more on Monday with phase two.”

“Then we’d better working on getting all that content,” Elizabeta said.

As Elizabeta worked, Ree started drawing up a calendar for the next week. What would happen when, to get Elizabeta the most known about. It was vital that she become viral in Canberra as soon as possible. Particularly in areas where Jimmy or Ling would hear about it. Or their wives. So somehow, he had to get the public service, or staff at the university, hearing about it. How to do that?

Then he needed to look outside of Canberra. She needed to build a profile in Melbourne and Sydney. Elizabeta being known in the two largest cities in Australia would help with her cut through here in Canberra.

“Would you be free to travel?”

Elizabeta looked up from the computer. “If I had enough time and notice, yes. What were you thinking?”

“I don’t know exactly, but we need to do something in Melbourne, and in Sydney. Events where you can be noticed.”

“What type of events?”

“The type where media people tend to be. Charity events. Large event openings. I’ll do some research. You need to do this in Canberra as well. That art opening I told you about. I’ll get you a ticket, and…”

“You can’t help me.”

Ree frowned. “If I’d known you were such a stickler for the rules, I wouldn’t have chosen you.”

Elizabeta smiled. “According to the rules, you had no choice but to choose me. What do the rules say about me using my contacts to help us?”

“You’re not famous. That was part of the rules, remember?”

Elizabeta scoffed. “You can have contacts without being famous. Check with your friend.”

Ree called Mac. “Rule clarification.”

“Shoot.”

“Can we use the contacts of our chosen person to help us?”

“If they have contacts, why not? That’s part of the luck of the draw.”

“Have you used yours?”

“Dude, what the hell do I know about the hip hop world? Thankfully Capital M has been into the world here in Canberra a while and helped me hook up with all the producers, musos, video dudes.”

Brilliant. Just what he wanted to hear. “Thanks.” He hung up and nodded to Elizabeta. “You can help yourself.”

“Good.” She got out her phone and within moments was talking to someone. “Shin Yee, how is it going?”

Elizabeta rolled her eyes and then laughed. Obviously the person at the other end was having an expected whinge. “Sorry, not coming back for another week and a half. You will survive.”

Another laugh at the other person’s response. Elizabeta had a wonderful laugh. Full of life and joy, you couldn’t help but smile when you heard it.

“Question – any of the partners going to the opening of the Art Gallery tomorrow night?” A response. “Who is organising it?” Another response. “Thank you my treasure. Enjoy.”

Elizabeta hung up then immediately made another call. “Candice? Elizabeta Flores from Basco and Partners. I’m very good, how are you? Wonderful. Any chance you can get me a ticket for the opening tomorrow night? I’ve been caught up lately and forgot to RSVP. Bueno, thank you. See you tomorrow.”

Elizabeta stopped the call and smiled at Ree. “I have a ticket, and I know who to go find to get them to introduce me to the glitterati of Canberra society. You don’t have to come.”

“Oh, I’ll be there,” Ree said. He couldn’t wait to see Elizabeta in action in this new environment. No doubt she shone there, like she did everywhere else.

The work resumed. Ree found two charity events in Melbourne on Saturday and one in Sydney on the Monday. The Sydney one was an auction, and Elizabeta agreed to donate her time and service for a makeover as a potential prize. The two Melbourne events just involved donations to attend, but Melbourne society would be spread over both so Ree bought them both a ticket for each under the name of Effortless Elegance. Then flights and accommodation were organised. Meanwhile, Elizabeta got the website totally ready to go. Then together they wrote the press releases and chose the photographs to put in the press pack.

By then, it was 6.30 in the evening. Elizabeta stretched and Ree tried not to be obvious in his stare at the movement of her body. “Just over an hour until launch, and the challenge really begins. Do you think we’re ready?”

“I’m sure we are.” Ree grinned as an idea occurred. “In fact, I’m so sure…” He pulled out his phone and texted Mac. ‘Want to meet tonight and test our contestants?’

The answer floated back in seconds. ‘Great idea. Meet you at 7.30 at City Labor Club?’

“Let’s go out to dinner,” Ree said.

Elizabeta frowned. “I know the challenge is about to start, and you only promised nine to five until it did, but I would rather go home. It’s been a long day.”

“This is going to be part of the challenge,” Ree said. “How it all begins. I need you to come.”

“Fine.” Elizabeta took out her phone and called. She spoke to someone in Spanish – Ree picked up a few words, noche and ninos and gracias.

“Let’s go to dinner,” Elizabeta said.

When he escorted her into the Labor Club, she looked over her shoulder and murmured, “I did expect something a little classier than this.”

Mac was sitting in a booth with what appeared to Ree to be a stereotypical rapper. Sideways baseball cap, oversized clothing, razor haircut, sneer. The kid slouched in the seat, looking like he didn’t care about anything.

“Mac.” Ree shook his friend’s hand. “This is Elizabeta Flores.”

“Elizabeta. Enchanté. I’m delighted to meet you.”

“And I, you.” Elizabeta sat.

“This is Capital M, my protégé and Australia’s next big rap star.”

Damn. Ree watched Elizabeta turn to pay attention to the lounging kid. First lesson learned. Introduce Elizabeta as if she were someone.

“Hi, Capital M. My son is into rap. What’s your style?”

The kid looked at her and blinked. “Mafiosa.”

“Oh, like Kool G Rap and AZ?”

Capital M sat up straighter. “Yeah, just like them. But my lyrics are more Aussie, you get? I talk to our kids, not the ghetto.”

“Can you give me an example?” Elizabeta said.

Fuck, she was handing this kid his ego on a plate. “Elizabeta, do you want a drink?”

She smiled at him. “Sauvignon Blanc, thank you.” She turned back to Capital. “Well?”

Mumbling under his breath, Ree went over to the bar. A clap on the back announced Mac had joined him. “Five seconds and I’m already winning.”

“The night is still young,” Ree said.

“Admit it. Elizabeta is all gaga over M. Will be Googling him and getting links for her son. Whereas he doesn’t have a clue she’s anyone.”

“He will.” Ree took hold of the drinks. “I’ll make sure of it.”

He returned to the table to Elizabeta clapping. “Oh, that’s great. Have you got a single, an album out? I think my son would love you.”

“Single coming out on Friday,” Capital said. “But here’s my card, with my website.” He handed over something black and embossed with gold.

“Fancy,” Elizabeta said. “How long have you been in the industry?”

“Been rapping all my life. Connecting with people through music is my buzz. Thanks, dude.” He accepted a drink from Mac –probably rum and coke.

“Well, congratulations. Following your dream is always to be admired. I hope you end up a great success.”

“I will.”

A moment’s pause and Ree took it as his sign. “Elizabeta is famous, you know?”

“Oh yeah?” The kid looked her up and down. “What for?”

“I’m a designer,” Elizabeta said.

“More than that.” Ree surreptitiously checked his watch. Not yet eight. “You can see her on YouTube when we’re done here. Her new series, Effortless Elegance is going to be a smash.”

“Righteous,” the kid said.

Righteous? What did that mean?

“I show people how they can take the things that are lying around their home and use them to make their house feel more glamorous and luxurious,” Elizabeta said.

“I’m gonna be so rich I can just pay someone to make my place cool,” Capital M said.

And that was the end of that. They finished their drinks, and Ree made excuses and they left.

“Not having dinner there?”

“Not having dinner at all, if you do not mind. I have a headache.” What he had was a panic attack. Capital M had famous written all over him. Elizabeta, as wonderful as she was, couldn’t compete.

“Is that the Mac friend who you said could show Nicky around his company?”

“Yes. Remind me to set that up.” Ree rubbed his forehead.

“Is he the same friend you made the bet with?”

Fuck. “Yes.”

“Capital M is his Elizabeta?” Ree nodded. “Well, Mac has done a brilliant job. That kid is going to be hard to beat.”

Ree looked at her. “That was a test. Which of you would come across as the most famous. You lost.” She had been creamed.

“If that was the purpose of that little meet up then yes, I did lose. So we learn from it. Let’s go home, have a good sleep, think this through and in the morning, we’ll work out the lessons to learn from tonight. There’s still a week to go, and we’ve got time to make things happen.”

Fabulous, Ree thought, watching her walk away. Her positivity. Her belief. If only the world could see her like this.

And he realised what phase two should be. The world needed to fall in love with Elizabeta Flores, and they could do that by watching her fall in love with her own Prince Charming.

On the way to work tomorrow, he’ll stop by the café, make his apologies to Roberto and work out how to use the man to make Elizabeta’s star shine.


Chapter Nine

We take Eliza very seriously

The first thing Ree did upon waking the next morning was check the numbers. There had been a few hundred views of the first episode of Effortless Elegance, and fifty people had gone to the website and signed up for the newsletter. Not a bad start, but not the immediate stratospheric success he’d been wishing for.

Particularly when he checked out Capital M and saw the young rapper had had several thousand views of his first music video. Not even twelve hours had passed, and Mac was already ahead.

Fuck.

As he’d promised himself, Ree called into the coffee shop. Elizabeta’s Lothario wasn’t there – a young woman was working the machine.

“Where is Roberto?” Ree asked.

“He will come in at eleven,” the young woman said. “I make coffee as good as he does. Better, in fact.”

Ree liked a bit of arrogance in a person. “All right, prove it. Cappuccino.”

She was right, he acknowledged as he walked across the road, sipping the coffee. She did make it as well as Roberto.

Janet was already at her desk. “You’ve got the first lot of page proofs for this month’s edition on your desk,” she said.

Ree stopped and blinked, having to remind himself that in fact his job was running a successful magazine, not making Elizabeta famous. “Of course. Have you seen the first episode?”

“I have.” Janet stood, picked up some papers and followed him in. “I think by the end of the week, Elizabeta is going to have a very loyal following. Which has me wondering what is going to happen after eight pm next Wednesday?”

Ree frowned as he sat at his desk. “What do you mean?”

“When Elizabeta has a certain level of fame, and she has fans. How is she going to maintain that? How are you not going to let her fans down?”

“People come and go all the time. They have their fifteen minutes of fame, and then they’re gone. The fans will find someone else.”

“What about Elizabeta? Having a crowd of people valuing what you do can change a person’s life. You hear rock stars and actors talk all the time about the impact of fame. You’re changing her life. She can never go back to what she was before. What have you got planned for that?”

“She’s not a rock star. She’s not going to be so famous that she can’t go back to her job. If she wants to keep cleaning here, I’m happy to keep her on. She does a good job. And the accountants would be mad to let her go. She’s made that business. You’re worrying about nothing, Janet.”

“It’s what you employ me for,” Janet said. She put the papers she was carrying onto his desk and pointed to his work table. “Proofs.” She walked out, closing the door forcefully behind her.

Proofs, Ree agreed and went over and looked at them while waiting for Elizabeta. Every page needed a slight alteration, but he also noticed a couple of new design ideas that looked very fresh and modern. Perhaps a result of the free time people had had yesterday afternoon?

Elizabeta came in wearing a simple black pant suit and white blouse that managed to be both classy and sexy at the same time. “Good morning. What has been the reaction to the first episode?”

Ree went to his computer and re-checked. There had been a few more views and sign ups since he’d woken. “You’re at 450 views of the episode, and seventy-two people have signed up to have the tips emailed to them each day.”

“Really?” Elizabeta sat. “Goodness. You know, I really wasn’t sure what to expect, or how to feel. But the fact that 450 people have watched me, and that more than 70 liked it enough to sign up for an email…” She blinked. “I feel…strange. Like I’m not quite myself anymore.”

That resonated too much with what Janet had been saying for Ree’s comfort.

“Don’t be dramatic. Of course you are yourself. There’s just a few more people who see the value of you compared to yesterday. Now, we’re going to send out the press release, and I was thinking we need to build some more content for the website. Let’s offer the people who have already signed up something exclusive. How about they send a picture of a room, and you suggest ways to make it glamorous. They’ll talk to their friends, get more people signing up and watching. Episode two is going live at lunch so they’ll have something new to watch. Then it will be time to hit Twitter and Facebook to chat to people.”

Elizabeta shook their head. “A part of me wants to say what’s the point, who will want to talk to me, but after those numbers…” She shook her head again.

He needed to get her off that way of thinking. “I’ll send the offer to those who have already signed up. You hop online and start interacting with your fans.”

“Yes, sir.” Elizabeta sat at the lounge with a laptop to start the content creation.

Ree sent out the press release from a new Gmail address, so it couldn’t be linked to him. Next out went the offer to give the newsletter subscribers an idea for their own home, making sure they knew about episode two being launched in a few hours. Then Ree set up Elizabeta’s Instagram account, with still shots from the first episode – particularly before and after shots – with some explanation of how it happened.

When Ree checked the email, three people had sent in photos, asking for Elizabeta’s advice. Not bad. People were engaging with her and he could build on that.

“I’m emailing you the pictures,” he told Elizabeta. “Give them your advice, and we’ll put them up as a blog post on the website as well. Shall I go get us a coffee?”

“Yes, thanks,” Elizabeta said. “I can’t believe all this is working already. I thought we’d be panicking by now.”

“You underestimate the impact you have on people,” Ree said.

He went across the road to find Roberto was there.

“Mr Higgins. How can I help you?” The barista was polite, but the effusiveness was gone. If only Elizabeta could see him now. But no, she had made her choice and he had to abide by it.

“I need two coffees, a cappuccino for me and a latte for Elizabeta. And I need your help.”

“Francesca! Make these two coffees,” Roberto called out. The young woman from earlier that morning came to man the machine. Roberto gestured to Ree to take a table so they could talk.

“What do you need my help with?”

Ree decided not to reveal the entire truth to the café owner. He was sure a sob story about Elizabeta would work better. “Elizabeta and I are in the middle of an important task. We are attempting to make Elizabeta famous, to ensure her financial stability, and I think you can help. People love a romance, and with you and Elizabeta about to start dating, it’s the perfect opportunity to provide one.”

Roberto folded his arms across his chest. “What do you mean?”

“By watching you fall in love with Elizabeta, they too will fall in love with her. I’m thinking we get some pictures of the two of you together, you write some words about how wonderful she is, how enamoured you are with her. Women will swoon.”

“We are just getting to know each other. It is too soon to speak of love.”

“Once you hear the story, you’ll fall. Raised her two children on her own. Put herself through university to build a better life for them. She’s a remarkable woman, as well as beautiful. You’ll fall for her, and then the world will.”

“Elizabeta knows about this idea?”

“It will be a surprise for her, to see how passionate you are about her. She deserves that. And we can do some of the photos and so on here, so you’ll also get to publicise your café.”

Roberto nodded. “I will consider it. Here are your coffees. Good day, Mr Higgins.”

Ree went back to his office, confident things were on track.

Elizabeta had finished the tips for the three people. Ree sent them back, asking for permission to put them on the blog on the website. In the meantime, two more photos had come in, so he sent them to Elizabeta.

By the time she’d completed those, and the blog post had been set up, episode two was live. This time, with Elizabeta online to talk to people, she got a lot more engagement, not only on Twitter or Facebook but also on YouTube.

The number of people who signed up for the tips passed one hundred and excitement spread through Ree’s system. This was actually going to work.

Late afternoon, Elizabeta said, “I have had a thought. What are your plans to break me in America?”

Ree frowned. “I wasn’t going to worry about America. The people you need to convince that you are famous are here in Australia.”

The look she gave him was incredulous. “You have built a worldwide media empire and you don’t understand how many Australians take their cultural cues from America, rather than their own county?”

She had a point. “It’s too hard for us to do in the time frame we have when I can’t use my contacts.”

“You can’t use your contacts, true. Leave America to me.” Elizabeta picked up the phone and started texting someone.

“Who do you know in America?”

“A childhood friend lives in Florida and is big in the Latino community there. My cousin works in film in LA. Just because I am from deepest darkest Peru doesn’t mean I don’t know people. I’ll do something with them overnight and you’ll see the difference tomorrow.”

Elizabeta put her phone in her handbag and stood, slinging it over her shoulder.

“You’re leaving?”

“Since I will be up at some ungodly hour tonight to do some work with the US, I am taking an early mark now. Today’s episode went well. Things are building. We are going to do this. Good evening, Henri.”

Henri was left staring at the door shutting behind Elizabeta’s back. Well, that was that then, he supposed. He couldn’t argue with her. If she did indeed have the contacts to make herself known in the States, and that filtered back to Australia, it would really kick her along.

Janet put her head in. “Proofs.”

Proofs. Right. Since Elizabeta wasn’t here, he might as well do his real job.

It was dark, the building was quite, the proofs almost done when Ree’s phone rang. Mac.

“Yes?”

“Yo. Elizabeta is doing good. Of course, Capital M still has more views, but you’re building something.”

“Gloat, gloat, gloat. Maybe your boy has jumped out of the gate faster, but Elizabeta has staying power, and she is going to build.”

“Still, day one is mine and I’m going to take it.”

Ree hung up. On the numbers, Capital M was ahead, but he didn’t doubt that Elizabeta was going to catch him, and crush him.


Chapter Ten

Are you nervous, Colonel?

Getting home early was a wonderful thing. Elizabeta was able to spend some relaxed time with her family before she had to get ready to go out to the opening.

She wore the red dress that was the feature of the first episode – it would help people make the connection. The opening was being held in Gandel Hall at the National Gallery of Australia. Elizabeta took a glass of sparkling mineral water from a waiter’s tray and sipped on it as she made her way around the room, looking for the person she was sure would be here.

Ah, success. There he was. Max Wilkins. One of the richest men in Canberra and Basco and Partners’ number one client. When Shin Yee had confirmed Albert Basco himself was attending, Elizabeta had known that meant Max would be here.

She approached, smiling. He was with his wife, a lovely lady that often spent his appointments with the partners having tea with Elizabeta. “Max. Shelley. So lovely to see you here.”

“Elizabeta,” Max said. “I thought you were too smart to attend these sorts of events.”

“Elizabeta. That dress is delightful. Where did you get it?” Shelley offered her cheek for a kiss and Elizabeta gave it.

“A designer friend. She’s getting ready to go into business, so I am helping to build awareness by wearing her designs when I can.”

“Which is why you’re here. Very smart.” Max nodded approvingly.

“That, and also to talk to people about my own venture.” A strange darkness crossed Max’s face and Elizabeta sort to reassure him. “Not for money. No, I have a backer so that is taken care of. But my friend has inspired me to start working on my own creative dreams. So I’ve taken leave from Basco and Partners for a couple of weeks to start up a webcast series about little things you can do to make even the dreariest part of your life feel special.”

“You haven’t left Basco?” Max said.

“No. My plan is for this to run as a small business I can do in my own spare time.” She would eventually leave when Angie’s business was established, but that was months away yet and in the meantime, she did need to look after her employees and not spook Max. “Something that is for me, for my happiness, outside of work. Shelley’s often chiding me about my lack of work-life balance.”

“True,” Shelley laughed. “This project sounds ideal for you. Your office always feels so welcoming, and yet it’s a normal office as well. You obviously do something there.”

“Smell helps,” Elizabeta said. “I have very subtle scents. And greenery makes people feel better.”

“There,” Shelley said. “I have no doubt your new venture will be a great success. What is it called?”

“Effortless Elegance,” Elizabeta said. “You’ll have to forgive the first episode, because I was nervous, but it’s definitely gotten better.”

“What a fantastic name.” Shelley got out her phone and typed it in. “I promise I will look at it as soon as I get home. Earlier, if this party turns into a bust.”

They talked some more, and then some of the Wilkins’ friends joined them and Elizabeta turned on the charm, knowing they would be potential clients for Basco as well as people she needed to personally impress for Effortless Elegance.

She spent an hour at the party, talking to people. A few opened up their phones and watched the first episode there and then, with Elizabeta explaining some of her thoughts as she went. She caught glimpses of Henri in the crowd. He looked amazing in black tie. Suave, sophisticated and much too handsome for his own good. She studiously avoided him, as much to ensure there was no link between he and Effortless Elegance as to keep herself away from the temptation.

As she left the event, Elizabeta was convinced it had been a great success and within a day or two, Canberra would be buzzing with the news of Effortless Elegance.

On the way home, her phone rang. Roberto. She pulled over and answered it. “Buenos noches.”

“Elizabeta.” He sounded very subdued. “I have thought long and hard about making this call.”

A chill flowered in Elizabeta’s stomach. “I’m glad you called. I was going to come see you tomorrow. Unfortunately I cannot see you on Saturday. Perhaps lunch on Sunday?”

“That is what I am calling about. I don’t think we should see each other.”

Elizabeta was shocked by how much the words deflated her. “Why not?”

“I understand you have children?”

Where had he found that out? She hadn’t mentioned it. “Yes, two. They are seventeen and twenty-three. Why is that a problem? You have children.”

“My children are grown. I am free. Yours are still at home. I have no wish to be a parent again.”

Elizabeta’s heart crashed within her. “I see.” She’d always known that Angie would make any long term relationship difficult, but she’d hoped to at least get a first or second date and explain the situation before it became a problem. “Can I ask where you learnt I have children?”

“Mr Higgins told me.” Roberto paused. “Beautiful Elizabeta, be careful of him. He has plans for you that you do not understand.”

Red rushed through Elizabeta’s system. “Thank you for your advice. Good night, Roberto.”

“Call me when your children are grown.”

Elizabeta hung up, tossed the phone onto the passenger seat and thumped the steering wheel. Once. Twice. Three times.

“Mentiroso hijo de puta. Perdedor patético. Usted merece pudrirse en el infierno.”

How dare Henri Higgins talk to Robert about her? She didn’t doubt for a moment that it had been an attempt to stop the relationship. Henri had made it clear he had a problem with Roberto.

She wanted to call Henri Higgins and tell him where he could put his money, and his challenge, and his entirely horrible person. But the money would prove so helpful to them. So fabulously helpful.

What a terrible, horrible person he was. Okay, so he hadn’t been awful to Kim Atticus, but he had proven he was untrustworthy. The less she had to do with him, the better.

Elizabeta went home, and put Angie to bed. Her last night of sleep before her graduation. What a wonder she was. All the pain Angie had gone through, how hard she had fought for this – a bit of pain for Elizabeta now was worth it to have the money to make her daughter’s dream come true.

Then Elizabeta got online and contacted her family and friends in America. By the time she was done, she had lined up a webcast interview for a few hours’ time with a Latina webzine and the first two episodes of Effortless Elegance were being spread amongst the online Latina groups.

While waiting for the interview, Elizabeta worked on the business plan for Angelina Designs. It appeared they would be launching at the earliest mid-next year, probably more likely the end of the year. Imagine – in twelve months, Angie could be on the verge of becoming one of the hottest new designers in Australia. It was incredible.

The interview was fun – the interviewer had seen the first two episodes and loved them, and had some teasers to throw at Elizabeta about things that could be done in the interviewer’s home. By the time it was finished, it was two in the morning. Elizabeta crawled up into bed, but couldn’t sleep.

Without Effortless Elegance or Angelina Designs to focus on, Elizabeta’s mind was filled with the deceit of Henri Higgins. She lay there for some time, then decided the only way she was going to get to sleep was to have her say. So she went downstairs and called him.

“Hello?” His sleepy voice was incredibly sexy. Stupid thing to notice, Elizabeta.

“You are the most disgusting creep it has ever been my misfortune to work with.”

A pause. “Elizabeta?”

“You just had to break Roberto and I up, didn’t you? Why do you hate him so much?”

“Hang on.” A scraping sound and then his voice sounded clearer. “I did nothing to break you up. I simply asked Roberto to be part of phase two.”

“What?” Elizabeta winced at her own screech. She could just imagine what it had done to Henri’s ears.

“I thought if people could see Roberto falling in love with you, it would help them fall in love with you. Everyone loves a romance.”

“You were going to film our date?”

“No. I was going to film Roberto, saying incredible things about you. Plant some stories about the romance. That sort of thing. Are you saying he broke things off with you?”

“Yes.” All right, so it appeared Henri hadn’t actually tried to kill her relationship with Roberto. “You had no right to get him involved without telling me first. You certainly had no right to tell him about me, and that I had children.”

“I was complimenting you, telling him what a remarkable woman you are. Am I understanding properly – he broke up with you because you have children?”

Hearing it from Henri’s voice, Elizabeta was suddenly struck by how shallow that made Roberto and it hurt. “Yes.”

“Idiot. I’ll go see him and –”

“No. You’ve interfered enough in my life.”

“Elizabeta, I’m so sorry. Okay, I admit I didn’t think Roberto was right for you, but you made your choice. I shouldn’t have spoken to him about being involved in the challenge without talking to you first. I thought it would prove to you that I was supportive of whatever decision you made.”

The last of her anger at him melted away, and she was left back where she had been – ashamed of herself for believing the worst of him.

“Please, do not make any decisions about anything involving me without discussing it with me first.”

“Of course. I swear. So, have you been up all this time dealing with America?”

“Yes,” Elizabeta lied. “It went well. I’ve done an interview, and the episodes are being passed around. I think maybe releasing one in time for the American market might help as well.”

“You are amazing.” The pride in his voice was shattering. How could he think so well of her when she continued to believe so little of him? “Don’t come in until lunchtime tomorrow.”

Elizabeta frowned. “The challenge…”

“I can handle what needs to be done urgently, and you deserve the rest. I’ll see you at twelve.”

Dammit, Elizabeta thought as she hung up. He’s gone and done something wonderful. Something thoughtful. He needs to stop doing that.

It was a long time before she went to sleep.


Chapter Eleven

She will make a sensation

Elizabeta got to sleep in until eight when the house erupted into chaos. Angie was understandably overwrought, with the practice for the graduation today and the actual ceremony tonight. It took both Elizabeta and Maria to get her cleaned, dressed and off to the college.

Elizabeta went back to bed for some more sleep, but napping in the day wasn’t something she was used to and by mid-morning she was wide awake.

So she got online to see how things were going with the challenge. There had been a bump in numbers – she guessed a lot of those were Americans.

Then she signed onto Twitter and offered to ask any questions. A question came from a woman, asking what would be the best way to cover her tired old lounge. She had a full cover on it, but that was getting bunched up and was a horrible green colour.

Elizabeta asked for a picture of the lounge. The woman didn’t want to provide it, so Elizabeta had her describe the lounge. Then she had the woman talk about whether she had some favourite memories associated with the lounge. The woman’s response – ‘Lol. My husband certain has some fond memories of it, if you know what I mean.’ Elizabeta’s reply – ‘I think men would have fond memories of every piece of furniture in the house, if they could’ was retweeted several times. People were watching the conversation.

Elizabeta suggested covering just the cushions in a sheet, so it looked like a mattress, and using a couple of actual bed pillows rather than little decorative pillows, to give the lounge the look of a bed. It would revive the good memories for them both, and every time they looked at the lounge they’d smile, rather than frown as they currently did because of its state.

Another question came in, about a horrible tired old bathroom with, unbelievably, blue tiles and a pink bath and vanity. Elizabeta tried to visualise it and shook the image away.

Elizabeta’s answer – take out the light bulb and use candles instead. ‘Everything looks better in candlelight,’ she tweeted. Other ideas were to consider hanging sheets down a couple of the walls, to make it look a little Bedouin and hide some of the offending tiles. And get some plants in. ‘Plants make everyone feel good, and will help you forget the horrible tiles.’

As she was being thanked for that advice, the first woman came back, thanking Elizabeta profusely. She’d taken her advice, and couldn’t stop smiling at the lounge now. It was just as ugly, but it didn’t bother her as much.

‘I am so glad. I think everyone should feel happy in their own home. Every room should give you a reason to smile,’ Elizabeta tweeted. That got retweeted a lot.

Then it was time to go into the office. Once again, Elizabeta found herself hesitating at the door to Higgins Publishing. It was ridiculous, that one man could have this impact on her. No, it was her fault – she was the one who kept ascribing bad motivations to Henri Higgins, only to have to face her own shame when she was proven wrong.

No more, she told herself. No more thoughts and feelings about him. He was just her boss. They were doing a job. It would be finished next Wednesday, and then she would never see him again. Just be professional and polite.

So she went in and greeted Henri.

“I told you to sleep in this morning,” he said. “I see you’ve been on Twitter. Are you sure you’ll be fine for today?”

“Absolutely,” Elizabeta said. “Just power me on coffee.” Then she realised she couldn’t have any of Roberto’s wonderful coffee any more. When did life become so complicated?

At lunchtime, episode three went online – the dining room episode. Elizabeta ate lunch at the computer, answering the questions and responses and even some complaints that came through. She remembered what she’d learnt about complaints – they were a sign people were engaging with the product, so they should be considered positive, even if they stung.

It was nearly three o’clock when Henri said it was time for a break. Elizabeta’s entire body ached from being hunched over the keyboard. It seemed a bit much to ask for a desk and chair in here for just a week, but if she was going to do mammoth computer sessions like that, she needed a better place to work.

She stood and stretched, bending and twisting and slowly releasing the strain in her body. When she turned to look at Henri, he was staring at her with an expression that made her feel strange – prickly and tingly at the same time.

He blinked, shook his head and smiled at her. Warm, open, friendly. No tingle there.

“I haven’t asked you about last night.”

“It was good,” Elizabeta said. “I was invited to afternoon tea on Sunday by some of the ladies. Several people asked me advice for things to do. I also got some great ideas just looking at the clothes people wear, seeing what looks rich and what, despite the fact it’s probably very expensive, looks cheap. I’m thinking an episode on clothing might be worthwhile.”

“Glad to hear it went well. We should build on that reputation. There’s an event tonight at the National Museum that –”

Elizabeta shook her head. “I can’t do anything tonight. I did tell you that.”

“Yes, but you didn’t tell me why.” Henri narrowed his eyes.

“It’s a commitment I made to one of my children, some time ago. I won’t back out of it.”

“Are they really going to miss you at one of their recitals?”

Now it was Elizabeta narrowing her eyes. “This is more than one of their recitals. This is an important moment in their life. And no, I will not miss it.”

“We’re building great momentum here, Elizabeta. We should use that.”

Elizabeta picked up her handbag. “I am lucky enough to have a life outside of this challenge, Mr Higgins. I will not sacrifice it to you.” She swept out of the room, glad to have the final word.

When she pulled into her driveway and got out of the car, Elizabeta heard the screaming and sighed. It appeared the day at home had not gotten better.

Elizabeta headed upstairs. Angie was pacing up and down her bedroom, screaming. “Nothing. Nothing. Nothing.”

“What is wrong my darling?” Elizabeta said.

Angie spun around and pointed. “Nothing,” she said, and burst into tears.

Elizabeta took her daughter in her arms and held her until the body-shaking sobs had subsided. Then she and Angie sat on the bed, her daughter curled against her chest.

“Whatever is wrong, we can fix it,” Elizabeta said. “We have time. We are smart. Tell me what is wrong.”

“Nothing. Nothing. Nothing,” Angie got out between sobs.

It was going to take some time for Angie to calm enough to communicate. Elizabeta was left with two options – give her that time, and risk them being late tonight or try to get the information out of her now and risk making the situation worse.

“Hello.” Nicky’s head appeared around the door. “The girls at school were boasting today about the designer dresses they’re wearing tonight. Nona refused to take Angie shopping and they lost it.”

Bless her son. “Thank you, darling.” Elizabeta kissed Angie’s head. “Mi preciosa. You don’t need to go buy some expensive dress. None of those designers are better than you. Wear your own dress, and wear it with pride. I will be.”

“Beautiful,” Angie sniffed.

Elizabeta knew her daughter well enough to put that word into context. “You are beautiful too. And once people see your designs, they won’t care what those other girls look like. No matter how much money they spend on their dresses.” She kissed Angie again. “I’m going to run you a warm, relaxing bath.”

“No bath,” Angie muttered but it was without any heat and Elizabeta knew Angie was just objecting because she was still upset. Elizabeta put Angie’s favourite music on, and coaxed her to lie on the bed and do her deep breathing exercises. She fixed up the bath, with candles, scented oil and some rose petals floating on the surface. Angie got in without protest and lay back with a sigh. Elizabeta put a wet face cloth across Angie’s face to help with the puffiness, and massaged Angie’s hands until she was completely relaxed. Then, with music playing, she left her daughter to overcome the trauma of the afternoon and get mentally prepared for tonight.

Elizabeta headed downstairs. The fact Maria wasn’t in the kitchen banging things proved how upset she was. Elizabeta went to her mother’s apartment and found Maria watching television.

“Ella no tiene respeto por sus mayores y se les debe enseñar una lección.”

“I will speak to her,” Elizabeta said. “I’m sorry she was disrespectful to you.”

“No tienes ni idea de lo que sufro.”

“I appreciate that you are here to look after her, Mama. I couldn’t do what I do without it.”

“Ningún niño debería hablar con un anciano de esa manera.”

“I agree, and I’ll speak to her. You have to understand how important today is to her, Mama. A normal person would have problems controlling their emotions.” Elizabeta winced at her words. She hated even inferring that Angie wasn’t normal, but sometimes you had to admit the issues that her disability caused.

A pause.

“Ella había hecho bien.” She has done well.

“It would be lovely if you could tell her that, Mama. Would you like me to draw you a bath?”

“I am not a child,” Maria said in English. “Get me a drink.”

Elizabeta fetched a glass of wine with a smile.

By the time she got Angie out of the bath, dressed and styled, Elizabeta barely had time to get herself ready. Thankfully, Nicky was perfectly happy to dress himself, although Elizabeta did raise an eyebrow at his choice of a t-shirt under his suit.

“I’m in a suit. That’s suffering enough,” he said.

“Cute,” Angie said, giving her seal of approval and that was that.

The graduation was being held at Albert Hall. Around the edges of the room were swathed mannequins. Under sheets were the student’s final assessment pieces, the ones that would determine who got this year’s award. In her mind Elizabeta had crossed every part of her that could be crossed in the hope that Angie would win. She wasn’t afraid of a tantrum in public – Angie knew how to control herself that much. But the weekend would be hell, and Elizabeta was flying to Melbourne at lunchtime tomorrow as part of Henri’s plans.

On a table next to each mannequin was the students’ portfolios, for people to look at their work. Elizabeta leant close to Angie. “Which is yours?”

“That one.” Angie pointed to the mannequin and table which had attracted the biggest crowd. Including, Elizabeta noted, Kristin.

Well, Angie’s work seemed the most popular at the moment. Hopefully that was a good sign.

Kristin turned and approached. “Hello, Elizabeta. Fancy seeing you here. And who have we here?” She turned to look at Elizabeta’s children and Elizabeta noted the tightening of facial muscles that denoted someone hiding their immediate reaction to realising Angie was Down syndrome. Elizabeta didn’t mind that, because she knew Angie wouldn’t notice and when you weren’t used to disabled people, it was a shock to see them in a normal social context. But Kristin’s next reaction would decide if Elizabeta really liked her or cut her dead.

“These are my children, Angelina and Nicolas. Angie, Nicky, this is Kristin. She works for Henri Higgins.”

Nicky waved. Angie held out her hand. “Hello. Lovely to meet you.”

Kristin smiled and took Angie’s hand. “Lovely to meet you too, Angelina. That’s a wonderful dress you are wearing.”

Elizabeta smiled. Kristin was one of the good guys.

“I made it,” Angie said.

Kristin’s eyes widened, and she looked at Elizabeta. “And so the mystery of your designer friend is revealed.”

“Angie is very talented,” Elizabeta said.

“I know. I’ve been looking at her portfolio.” Kristin turned to Angie. “I absolutely adore your little black dress. The flow of it is amazing. Any chance you could make one for me?”

Angie looked at Elizabeta. “Mama?”

Elizabeta smiled. “You can tell Kristin that Angelina Designs is happy to take your order.”

Angie stood straight and smiled at Kristin. “Angelina Designs is happy to take your order.” Then she frowned. “I need to change dress. Your boobs small.”

Kristin’s jaw fell open. Elizabeta leant over to Angie. “Remember, things about people’s bodies are thoughts we keep to ourselves. We don’t say them aloud.”

“Sorry, Mama,” Angie said. “Sorry, Kristin.”

“How about you and Nicky go take a seat, and I’ll talk details with Kristin.”

Angie nodded, took her brother’s hand and led him away to find a seat.

“I’m sorry,” Elizabeta said. “She has this honesty switch that is hard to turn off.”

Kristin laughed, bless her. “It’s fine. I was a bit shocked but you know, she’s right. That dress does work better on a woman with larger breasts than I. But after seeing her work, on you and in that book, I don’t doubt for a moment that she’d be able to alter the dress to make it perfect on me. She is incredibly talented. It’s…” Kristin stopped suddenly, but Elizabeta knew the words that came next.

“It’s a shame she’ll never make a name for herself? Maybe not in the usual sense, by going to work for other designers, proving herself, building a reputation before starting her own design studio. Either people won’t want to hire her, or the ones that do I wouldn’t want her working for because they’re probably doing it to take advantage of her. Her teachers have been telling me that from the moment she started studying. That’s why we’re starting Angelina Designs. I’m running the business for her.”

Kristin nodded. “So that explains the MBA, and the cleaning job at Higgins Publishing, and taking on this challenge. They’re all things to help you make Angie a success.”

“That’s right. I did tell you once that I might have an opportunity for you. Perhaps you’d like to be involved.”

“Definitely,” Kristin said. “I can’t design myself – I don’t have the sensibility and the skills, but I’ve got contacts, and I can use Angie’s designs in my work and help spread the word. I wouldn’t mind being officially involved. I’ve got some money saved up to invest in something.”

Elizabeta reached out and took hold of Kristin’s hand. “You don’t need to do that. The fact you’d use Angie’s designs are enough.”

“She’s very talented, and deserves to succeed,” Kristin said. “More, I believe in you. I’ve seen you at work. I know that you have the smarts, the drive, the energy to make this work. It seems like a no-brainer to me. Has Henri invested?”

Elizabeta shook her head. “He doesn’t know about Angie.”

“Why not?”

Because I am an idiot. “I was going to tell him. It was part of my plan, that when Angie was ready I’d approach him and sell him on using Angie’s designs in a photo essay in the magazine. But now that we’re doing the challenge, it just doesn’t seem right anymore.”

“Well, I think that’s silly,” Kristin said. “You can still get him to use the designs. In fact, I think that’s a brilliant idea.”

“No.” If Kristin let something slip, she'd have to admit to Henri what she'd done. “He isn’t to know about Angie.”

“In that case, you’ve got a problem. He’s here.”

“What?” Elizabeta swung around. There, at the back of the room, shaking hands with one of Angie’s teachers, was Henri Higgins. Looking absolutely gorgeous, as always. He smiled at the teacher and for one strange moment, Elizabeta wanted to swap places with the woman, so she was the recipient of that smile.

“Is it really such a big deal if he finds out about Angie? I don’t think he’s going to judge her for being Downs.”

Elizabeta turned her attention back to Kristin. “I don’t want to risk it. What am I going to do? Angie and I can’t leave – she needs to be here. We need to get Henri to leave somehow.”

“I’ll do it,” Kristin said. She patted Elizabeta’s arm. “But you’re going to have to explain to me why you’re so against him knowing.”

Elizabeta watched Kristin approach Henri. They talked, Henri looked disappointed, then he touched Kristin’s elbow and guided her out of the room.

Elizabeta waited. One breath. Two. Three. It looked like Kristin had been successful and she no longer had to worry about Henri Higgins.

Except she did have to worry about him. A lot.

“Mama.” Nicky touched her arm to get her attention. “We’ve been told to sit, and you know how Angie will get if we don’t do what we’re told immediately.”

“Of course,” Elizabeta said and followed her son to sit with her children in the front row.

The graduation began. Each student was called up, while a slide show of their work played, and as they were presented with their certificate their mannequin was unveiled.

Some of the students were quite talented, with a good understanding of the flow of material, colours that worked together, shapes that suited different body types – others really didn’t do anything original. The latter got polite applause. The former got more generous applause, and a smattering of conversation through the watching crowd.

“Angelina del Fuego Flores.”

Angie’s work began to show, and the applause and muttering began. People noticed Angie, making her way up the stairs and the applause and conversation ceased as everyone took stock of the fact the designer of these clothes they had been enjoying had Down syndrome.

Angie marched across the stage, swinging her arms, determination in every step. She stopped in front of her teacher, turned and waved to the crowd, a huge smile on her face. She put her hand out to be shaken and her certificate handed over.

At that moment, the dress that appeared in the slide show over Angie’s head was the gold cocktail dress. It was so stunning, simple and elegant and playful, that the crowd burst into spontaneous applause. Angie laughed and waved to them all, and Elizabeta noticed people in the audience wave back. Angie skipped off the stage, to the laughter of those watching.

Elizabeta hugged her daughter as she sat. “I’m so proud of you, my darling. You did it. You graduated.”

“Thank you Mama.” Angie was beaming, full of love for everyone.

The graduation ceremony ended with the screen showing all the final creations of the class. Elizabeta could hear from the whispers behind her that the general consensus was that Angie’s sunburst wedding dress was the best. She noted some snide remarks, but looking over her shoulder they appeared to be from Angie’s fellow classmates, so she ignored them.

Then the award for best designer of the class was announced. Elizabeta kept her body very calm, knowing Angie would feed off her mood. Nicky, she was proud to see, was stroking his sister’s arm, helping to keep her under control.

“The winner is Britney Colquhoun.”

A squeal from behind them. The screen showed an elegant pant and shawl outfit that Elizabeta had to admit she quite liked, but to her biased eye wasn’t anywhere near as good as Angie’s design.

Angie did the right thing. She applauded. She went up to the stage with the rest of her classmates for the class photo. Then she came to Elizabeta. “Can we go home?”

“Yes, my darling.” Elizabeta kissed her forehead.

“I get portfolio and dress.” Angie disappeared into the crowd.

“Nicky, can you go with her please?”

Nicky nodded and hurried after his sister. As Elizabeta stood there, making plans to handle the next few hours (copious amounts of ice cream being top of the list), one of the teachers came over.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “We really did want to give Angie the award. Her design was absolutely the best. But the award has proven to have a big impact on someone’s ability to have a career after they’re finished here, so we had to give it to someone who could use it. I hope you understand.”

“Of course,” Elizabeta said, even though she didn’t. “I appreciate your support of Angelina over the past three years and we will let you know when her career does take off.”

The teacher gave Elizabeta a look she was well used to – the look of pity from someone who believed she was deluding herself about Angie’s abilities. “Of course. My best to you both.”

Angie and Nicky came back. They were in the car, out on the road, when Angie burst into tears. She cried for hours, and it was early in the morning before Elizabeta herself got into bed.

There, she let the anger unfurl. How dare they rob Angie of her deserved reward for her hard work and talent? Well, if Elizabeta had anything to do with it, Angie was going to be a billion times more successful than the girl who had won. That would show them.

Popping in to see the talent at the graduation of CIT’s fashion design class was an annual tradition for Ree. He liked to feature unknown talented designers where possible and if he could find them right here in Canberra, even better.

This would be a great place for Elizabeta to be – she could gain some inspiration from seeing the fresh things people were designing. And it would help to have some more young people talking her up. Kristin’s friends had done well, but they needed more.

But no – her family was more important to her. Without her focus, Ree was scared that he was going to lose the challenge. Something had to be done.

The head of the program, Di Vincent, greeted him. “So glad to see you, Henri. We’ve got some outstanding designers this year that you should keep an eye on. Let me show you round their portfolios.”

“Glad to hear it,” Ree said. “Last year’s didn’t quite reach your normal standard.”

“We do have to make do with the raw material we get and you’re right, last year’s class worked hard, but they just didn’t have the talent. Some have got jobs working for designers, but most have gone nowhere. This group, however, has some designers that I’m sure are going to make their own mark on the world.”

Ree considered Elizabeta’s secret designer. Could her reluctance to reveal him or her be because they were still a student?

“Do you have a student who likes to make modern twists on traditional styles? Often with a touch of a Steampunk aesthetic?”

A weird expression crossed Di’s face, which Ree couldn’t read. Then she smiled. “Let me show you the work.”

“Ree.” A voice greeted him from behind. He turned.

“Kristin. What are you doing here?”

“I like to check out the new talent that’s coming along, see if there’s anyone worth championing.”

He’d appreciate having an opinion rather than Di’s about the class. He smiled at the teacher. “Can you give me a moment?”

“Certainly. I’ll wait over here at the first portfolio. It’s for Britney Colquhoun, one of the real stars of the class.” Di strolled away.

Ree regarded Kristin. “Have you seen all the portfolios?”

“I have. There’s a couple with some potential, but they still need a lot of work, particularly in learning about fabrics and how they work together. The rest are very uninspired, no real originality or understanding of fabric or cut or what flatters a person. All in all, I’d say this year’s class is a bust.”

“Damn.” So much for having a Canberra designer in the Who To Watch issue.

“Let’s go get a drink,” Kristin said. “I may know some people worthy who didn’t get to go through this course because they couldn’t afford it.”

Ree quite liked the idea of finding an underdog. “Sounds great.” He touched Kristin’s arm and guided her out of the room.

They went to the Benchmark Wine Bar and once his drink was in hand, Ree said, “So do you know anyone?”

“Actually, I was thinking that maybe you should try to find out who Elizabeta’s designer is,” Kristin said. “Whoever they are, they deserve to be featured.”

“She’s keeping the identity secret for a reason.”

“She probably is, but she’ll be learning to trust you over the course of the challenge, and that should help you convince her that it would be for the designer’s good for you to know who they are.”

“You sound like you care,” he said.

“I do.”

“Why?”

“Because Elizabeta is good people and deserves success. And I figure if I do help you win, you’ll owe me one. And that one, by the way, will be hiring me as one of the stylists for the magazine.”

Ree managed to stop the grin. He appreciated bald honesty. “Is that right?”

“You know it is.” Kristin lifted her glass in a silent toast and took a drink.

“You know what, just for that, you’re hired. Come see me Monday and I’ll take you to HR.”

Kristin put her glass down and clapped her hands. “Thank you, thank you, you won’t regret it.”

“Get me the name of Elizabeta’s designer and I certainly won’t regret it.”

“Ah, and so your Machiavellian streak is revealed. Bravo, Mr Higgins. Never fear. The name of that designer is as good as got.”

“Excellent. So now you’re going to be an employee who I won’t regret hiring, help me figure out what to do to bump up Elizabeta’s exposure. She’d doing well, with followers numbering well into the hundreds on all platforms, but she’s still a long way behind the competition.”

“Who is?”

“Capital M.”

Kristin whispered. “Wowsers. Even I’ve heard of Capital M, and I’m not into rap.”

“Not what I wanted to hear,” Ree said.

“Have you had any ideas at all?”

“Two. The first blew up and can’t be done. The other is to announce Elizabeta is going to be on a celebrity reality television show. Get people interested in her.”

“Except if she’s not famous enough, most people will go who’s that, shrug and think no more of her. No, it’s got to be something that makes her so exciting and infamous the media and social media can’t help but talk about her.”

“But it can’t be something that ruins her reputation,” Ree said. “She’s made that very clear.”

“Hmm.” Kristin tapped the table and for the second time that night, a woman had an expression on her face that Ree couldn’t read. “When did you want phase two to be implemented?”

“Monday,” Ree said.

“So we’ve got the weekend to work it out.”

“Not all the weekend. Elizabeta and I are going to Melbourne at lunch tomorrow. I’ve got some things for her to do down there. We’re back Sunday afternoon. And Monday, we’re in Sydney for an event or two. I think she needs to get out of Canberra and be seen in those two cities to be taken seriously.”

“You know, a special episode of the show would have some pull through. Something made as a thank you for the fans. A makeover of one of their homes. Or a special event.”

Inspiration flashed into Ree’s mind. “A wedding. Everyone loves weddings.”

“Absolutely. Finding the person will get the imagination of the social media crowd and it’s such a lovely story, the media are sure to be interested. I don’t think it’s your phase two, but it will build her fame to make phase two even better.”

“Right.” Ree pulled out his phone, logged onto first the Twitter account and then Facebook and let people know they were looking for someone getting married in Melbourne between 3 and 6pm tomorrow afternoon. Someone deserving of a makeover of their wedding reception by Effortless Elegance. He gave the Effortless Elegance email address for people to send their requests, and said the lucky person would be notified in the morning.

“Should I assume all that messaging was to Elizabeta, to check that she’s okay with the idea?” Kristin said.

“Damn it,” Ree said. He tried calling Elizabeta, but she wouldn’t answer. So he sent her a text, saying he’d had a brilliant idea for a show and she needed to call him. If she was even talking to him.

“Grovelling, boss. There’s nothing a woman enjoys more than the sight of a powerful man grovelling at her feet. Imagine how Hilary Clinton felt when Bill had to beg her forgiveness for Monica Lewinsky. Grovel well enough and Elizabeta will forgive you.”

Ree really hoped so.


Chapter Twelve

I am in a dream now

Ree breathed a sigh of relief when Elizabeta walked into his office the next morning. She stopped at his desk and looked at him, no expression on her face.

He took that as his cue to begin. “I’m sorry I even suggested putting your children aside. I know they are important. I respect that.”

“Thank you,” Elizabeta said as she sat. “So what do we need to prepare for the trip to Melbourne today?”

“Actually, something quite big. Sorry to just drop this on you, but it was such a brilliant idea and needed to be actioned right away and I couldn’t reach you. This afternoon, while we’re in Melbourne, you’re going to be making over someone’s wedding reception.”

“I’m going to what?” Elizabeta launched forward until she was perched on the edge of the chair. “Are you crazy? You don’t mess with a woman’s wedding.”

“These people aren’t getting anywhere near their dream wedding. They’d be delighted with whatever assistance you could offer. Here, read the three contestants.” He handed over the print out of the emails.

Ree watched Elizabeta as she read and realised she had a very expressive face. First it was like stone, her eyes narrowed, anger riding her. Then it softened, her lips widening, her eyes calming. Finally she shook her head, sorrow writ across her features.

Ree knew the emails she was reading well. He’d read them several times himself. The first couple had been on track to their dream wedding until the closure of a factory had rendered both her father and her fiancée redundant. The wedding plans had to be scaled right back, so the reception was just a small gathering with her closest friends, she was wearing her mother’s wedding dress and would be without any flowers or a photographer. The second couple’s reception centre had burnt down just two days earlier. Thankfully they hadn’t paid the final deposit, so had money to throw something together but trays of food in a community hall was a long way from the glamour they’d had planned and there had been no time to think of anything to make it really special.

The third couple’s story had nearly broken Ree’s heart. They’d only been engaged a month, hadn’t talked about a wedding date and were just enjoying the feeling of the commitment they’d made to each other when her father’s cancer returned after months of remission. The doctors were measuring his life expectancy in weeks, not months, so the couple had decided to get married as soon as possible, so he could be there. In just two weeks, they’d pulled together the wedding – a ceremony in a nearby park, and the reception in the back yard, with a spit roast for catering. It was actually her mother that wrote to Ree – the young woman was just so happy her father was well enough to enjoy the day, she didn’t care that she wasn’t getting anything close to the wedding she’d always wanted. But her mother did, and hoped Elizabeta could provide the splash of elegance the young couple deserved.

They were the couple Ree wanted to help and judging by the tears welling in Elizabeta’s eyes as she read the third email, she agreed.

She put the three emails on her lap, blinked a few times, then looked at him. “What will happen to the other two?”

“What do you mean?”

“These three brides have gone to bed with the hope that tomorrow, a magic fairy will come and make their special day wonderful. You can’t just tell them ‘sorry, it’s not you’ and leave them to it.”

“I wasn’t going to,” Ree said. “My plan was to find out one thing they really, really want today and make that happen for them.”

“In that case, this is the couple we help. Heather and Tom.” She held out an email. Ree didn’t need to take it to see it was the third.

“I’m glad,” he said.

“I will contact Heather’s mum and let her know. You contact the two others and help them.”

That was what Ree spent the next hour doing. Both were disappointed, as Elizabeta had predicted, but perked up when Ree promised to make one of their dreams come true. The first bride couldn’t decide between having proper flowers or a photographer so in the end, Ree promised her both. He called the local florist and ordered $500 worth of flowers to be taken to the bride’s house for her to use in any way she saw fit, and called in a favour with a photographer the magazine used in Melbourne to photograph the wedding.

The second bride was really clear about what she wanted – good music at the reception. They had been planning on using the house DJ at the reception centre, but his equipment had been destroyed in the fire and getting some in time to fulfil his commitment had proven too difficult. So Ree found a DJ to make the community hall rock.

When he hung up, he sat for a moment feeling really good about the fact he’d just managed to use his wealth and privilege in a concrete way that was going to make four people’s days much better.

“How did you go?” Elizabeta asked. She was sitting on the lounge, hunched over the computer.

“Well, both brides are happy. How about Heather and Tom?”

“I spoke to Heather and her mother. They’re both so delighted. They should have sent you through pictures of the yard, the preparations, Heather and her fiancé. Can you print them out for me please?”

Ree did and took them over. Elizabeta flicked through the photos until she found the one of the happy couple. She nodded. “Perfect. We need to leave here for the airport earlier than planned. We have to go via my place.”

Ree frowned. “Why?”

“Heather is going to have a proper wedding dress. She was just going to wear one of her nice ones today. She’ll fit into the dress I have in mind.”

“How will you get it to her? We’re not due at her place until the actual wedding begins.”

“When we arrive in Melbourne, we’ll send it to her in a taxi. It will get to her in time for the wedding.”

Ree looked at his watch. “Well, if we’re going to go to the airport via Holder, we better leave now.”

As they pulled up in front of Elizabeta’s house, Ree couldn’t squelch the excitement of going inside and maybe meeting her children. But Elizabeta turned, said “Stay here,” and went inside on her own.

Well, spending more time in her house, meeting those closest to her, finding out more about her, would have to wait. Ree sat and waited. He noted a curtain in a window on the second floor move. A hand appeared, waved, gave him a thumbs up and disappeared. Well, someone in Elizabeta’s family approved of him. That was good news.

It was ten minutes before Elizabeta returned with a large box that she put on Ree’s back seat. “Let’s go to Melbourne and make a couple’s special day marvellous,” she said as they got into the car.

At Melbourne Airport, Ree put the box into a taxi and paid the driver $100 and handed over his business card. “I’ll give you that again if the dress arrives at its destination quickly and safely,” he said.

He and Elizabeta headed off to their first event in Melbourne – a charity afternoon tea that many of the city’s social elite would be attending.

Ree stood by the side of the room and watched Elizabeta expertly work the crowd. It was clear that she felt at ease with these people. With all types of people, Ree thought, thinking about her with Kristin, with Bob, with Roberto. It was a talent he’d once had, but now he had to wonder if he’d lost. If his world had become too insular from the everyday.

Something pinged in his stomach. That was getting close to the unsettledness that had started this whole challenge. He felt cut off from life.

In the middle of the event, a text came through from Heather. ‘Dress perfect. Thank you so much’ with a picture of her in it. She was right – it fit her perfectly, and the dress was stunning. Elizabeta’s secret designer had struck again.

Ree hoped Kristin could get Elizabeta to open up about who it was – he wanted that dress in the magazine.

When afternoon tea was complete it was time to head to Moonee Ponds for the wedding reception. It nicely filled the gap between the two events Ree had organised for today. In the car, Elizabeta jumped onto Facebook to talk about the bathroom episode, which had gone live while the afternoon tea was on.

“Lots of people didn’t like it,” she said, scrolling through.

Ree logged on to look. There were some comments about how inappropriate it was to feature a near-naked man on a public show like this, and disgusting invitations from many men for Elizabeta to come and give them a bath. But there was also a lot of positive comments, people loving how the simple ideas had transformed the bathroom.

What pleased him the most was the episode already had three times the commentary of any other, and was being shared around the internet. Elizabeta was starting to break through.

“More people did like it than did not,” he said. “Ignore the haters, respond to those who loved it.”

At the reception venue – Heather’s parents’ home – Elizabeta took charge. She’d studied the photos of the yard on the flight, and knew exactly what she wanted to achieve.

So Ree found himself huffing and puffing and moving furniture and other things around the yard. He was stunned that Elizabeta directed him to move an old greenhouse. It wasn’t a permanent structure – metal struts with plastic wrapped around it – but she had him take the plastic off, take the shelves out and move the frame (which formed a sort of archway) over to the gate into the back yard.

“What are you going to do with this?” he said.

“You’ll see. Now, rearrange the tables so there’s a head table, and put on the tablecloths. I’ve negotiated with the spit roast people to put them on for no charge, in return for having their name on the video.”

Ree did as he was commanded, then turned to see Elizabeta and the cameraman working on shots for the episode. They were at the archway, and she had two sheets in her hands. What was she going to do with those?

Ree watched Elizabeta tie the sheets together and stitch some thread onto one side of the knot. She used the thread to tie the knot to the top of the arch nearest the gate, the two ends hanging down a little. Then she wound the rest of the sheets around each side of the arch before letting the sheet drape over the legs. It immediately made the old greenhouse look more festive, although it was still pretty ugly. Then she took sprigs of bushes she’d cut from the garden and tied them in between the winds of the sheet, covering the metal from view so it appeared like you were stepping into a magical garden gate.

Ree waited for her to do the same to the other three arches that made up the green house but instead, Elizabeta pulled something out of a box. He stepped closer to see it more clearly – Christmas lights. She put them all over the rest of the greenhouse, making a ceiling of light. When she turned it on, the effect was magical.

Already, she’d turned this simple garden reception from meh into wow, and she wasn’t finished. While Ree was moving the greenhouse, she’d fished some beer bottles out of the recycling and put them in some water to strip off the labels. She now got the labels off, tied ribbon around them, put flowers from the garden in them and used them as centrepieces for the tables. Between each centrepiece, she lay vines cut from the garden, and interspersed with them tea light candles. With that, it was no longer a backyard – it was a wedding venue.

Elizabeta added a few more touches – some stools from inside the house were covered, and stood as tables near the arch entrance to hold the nibbles so it felt more like a professional event as you stepped in. She put a table with a table cloth near the drinks area and arranged the glasses in the manner of an organised event. She put a string of Christmas lights around the salads the spit roast people had put out to make that table more festive. As promised, she praised the spit roast company on camera, pointing out the aroma in the air was inviting and helped to make the yard feel special.

Then it was time to wait for everyone to arrive and see the transformation.

Heather’s mother Christina was the first. She stepped out of the back door of the house and tears welled in her eyes as she looked around.

“It’s amazing,” she whispered. “How did you do all this in such a short time? How?”

“You and your daughter helped a great deal when we spoke this morning,” Elizabeta said, stepping forward and taking Christina’s hand. “You are happy?”

“Very happy. Heather will be ecstatic. Her father delighted.”

“We want everyone to come in through the gate, so they get to enter properly.” Elizabeta pointed to the greenhouse. Christina nodded.

“I’ll lock the front door. A sign would be good.”

“We have an artist here.” Elizabeta smiled at Ree.

So Ree found himself using the paper and textas Christina had on hand for her grandchildren to make up signs pointing people to the back yard. The sound of cars arriving – it was time.

The cameraman stayed out, filming, and Ree and Elizabeta hid in the kitchen to watch. The first people through the fairy gateway were guests and they smiled at and nodded and it seemed commented on the beauty of the yard, but weren’t aware of the transformation that had taken place.

Then came a man in a wheelchair, oxygen pipes in his nose and tank strapped to the back. That must be Heather’s father.

The man’s eyes widened as he was pushed through the fairy greenhouse. When he saw the yard proper, tears started to run down his cheeks. Ree’s heart swelled with pride.

Finally, it was the turn of the bride and groom. Heather looked resplendent in the wedding dress which looked like the sun was bursting through. Her groom handsome in a modern suit and tie. They stopped and stared at the gateway in wonder, then walked through it slowly. When they got to other end and saw the yard, Heather burst into tears and her new husband cradled her against his chest.

“Tears of joy or disappointment?” Ree said.

“Joy. Definitely joy,” Elizabeta said. “I think this is one of the most wonderful things I’ve ever done.”

Standing at the kitchen window, looking at the joyful scene before him Ree felt a peace he’d never known before. One he was determined to keep. And it all centred around the woman at his side. The woman that tonight would be in his bed.

It was close to nine when Elizabeta and Henri finally got to The Langham, where they were spending the night. They’d left the wedding and gone to a café so Elizabeta could spend some time on social media. The number of viewers and followers had doubled since the bathroom episode had aired that day. Elizabeta thought that was probably more to do with a near-naked gorgeous guy than anything she did, but she was prepared to take advantage of it.

At six-thirty they attended the second event, another charity cocktail function where once again, Elizabeta had had to kowtow to the expectations of people that believed they were better than her, when it was only their circumstance that was better. And judging by the harshness of some expressions and the falseness of other smiles, she had to wonder if improved circumstance was worth it.

By the end, she’d handed business cards to a lot of people, and they were talking to her as if she were one of them. If they’d known she was a single mother of two, one child with Down syndrome, and a murdered husband, they’d have run in the opposite direction.

Elizabeta wanted nothing more than to slide into bed and sleep, but the cocktail episode had gone live (Henri having decided to push it ahead of the cooking episode after the reaction to the bath episode) and needed to be responded to. So they sat in the hotel bar and she talked to people on Twitter, Facebook and YouTube while Ree handled the enquiries from the website and email.

When she finally felt she could close the computer, it was 10.30pm. Lord, she was so exhausted.

“One more drink?” Henri stood, already holding her empty wine glass.

“Not for me. I want to go to bed.”

“One more. We haven’t had a chance to talk.” Henri walked away, giving her no option but to stay.

Elizabeta leant back against the soft wall of the booth they were occupying and sighed. Actually, a moment to sit and relax and let her mind slow before she went upstairs would be a good idea.

Henri returned with the drinks. “Here’s to us, and an amazing day. Even if we don’t win the challenge, I think we’ve won anyway because of what we did today. I doubt Capital M has ever made someone as happy as we made Heather and her family.”

“It was wonderful.” Elizabeta clinked her glass against his. “But let’s not undersell what Capital M is doing. Music speaks to people’s souls. He will be touching a lot of hearts and minds and making a great many people happy.”

“Did you give his details to your son?”

Elizabeta shifted in her seat, sure her shame was writ clear across her face. “I did. Capital M has some clever wordplay, and his message isn’t horrible, so Nicky has been listening to him. Not his favourite rapper, but he doesn’t mind him.”

“Nicky has taste. So you’ve got a teenage son who is into rap, but you’ve not told me much about your other child. A daughter, right?”

Dangerous territory. “That’s right. Angie is, as her name suggests, an angel.” Most of the time she was. Sure, she’d had issues lately. But Angie had been delighted this morning to lend the sunburst wedding dress to Heather, and it had buoyed her into believing she would still be a successful designer, even though she hadn’t won last night. The texts Elizabeta had received during the day from Nicky had been positive, so she knew things were going well at home.

“What is she interested in?”

“Normal girl things. Clothes. Makeup.”

“Boys?”

“Not at the moment, praise the Lord. I have enough drama in my life.”

“It must have been hard, to bring up the children by yourself, and put yourself through university, and now work two jobs. Your mother must be a comfort.”

“She is.” The desire to try to make up to Henri what she had believed about him, even though he didn’t know it, caused her to continue the conversation. “Are your parents around?”

Henri pulled a strange face. “They currently live in Canada. My father is the High Commissioner there.”

“My goodness. You must miss them. How often do they make it back to Canberra?”

“They don’t.” Henri sipped his martini. “My father works for the British foreign service, not Australia’s. I only see them when I travel to them, and that is only every few years.”

There was a tone of emptiness in his voice that rendered his words even sadder than they first sounded. “They never come to see you?”

“Never. Unlike you, and your mother, they aren’t into family. Only themselves. Everyone thinks it’s a very romantic story, and for my parents it is. But I’ve never seen it as romantic.”

Elizabeta was awed by the sudden vulnerability she was witnessing. “Tell me.”

“They met when they were teenagers. My father was seventeen, my mother sixteen. He was on a school trip in France. The bus broke down in this tiny village in the south, and the boys were allowed to wander while it was being fixed. He came across my mother walking down one of the laneways leading out of the town. It was love at first sight. The day after he turned eighteen, my father left school, his family, England, and moved to France. He worked on my grandfather’s farm, and wooed my mother. They married the day she turned eighteen. They returned to England where my father finished school, went to Oxford, got a first in international affairs and went into the foreign office so they could spend their lives travelling the world. I was born to the minute ten years after they first met. They raised me to be the perfect child – art lessons, piano lessons, speaking French. I would be trundled out at parties, shown to everyone as the embodiment of their love. But really, it was nurses, nannies, housekeepers that raised me. My parents were so wrapped up in each other, there was no room for me. We came to Canberra when I was eleven. Father was posted here for four years. When he was promoted and had to go back to England, I begged to be allowed to stay. I was now fifteen, and I’d found my people. My three high school friends are still the three people I am closest to. You’ve met Mac, and there’s Jimmy and Ling. We were all of us outsiders in our own way, with nothing in common except that no one else was interested in us. We built our own community, and I’d found a happiness I’d never known anywhere else. My parents were, I think, relieved that they didn’t have to even pretend to care for me anymore. They waved me goodbye and continued on their perfect life together and finally I had the freedom to build the life I wanted for myself. So we both ended up happy.”

“You don’t sound very happy to me,” Elizabeta said. “You sound like you still resent your parents for abandoning you.”

Henri shrugged. “I’m too old to blame my parents for my problems. Sure, it would have been nice to grow up in a house where you are loved, like your children are. But I think I turned out okay regardless.”

Elizabeta wasn’t so sure. “Everyone needs to be loved, Henri.”

“It’s not my parents’ fault. Turns out they were only capable of loving one other person. They didn’t know that when they had me.”

“Your parents were selfish,” Elizabeta said. Ree cocked an eyebrow at her. “They were. You said you were born ten years to the minute from when they met? That means your mother had a Caesarean, doesn’t it?” He nodded. “Were you born premature?”

“Seven weeks. I was in hospital for a few weeks, and was a sickly kid.”

Elizabeta shook her head. “Egoísta.”

“That sounds like the French word for selfish.”

“Similar translation. You are to be congratulated that you made what you have of your life. Many people would have used that history as an excuse to do nothing.”

Henri shrugged again and in the dim light, Elizabeta could see his cheeks darkening. “I’m too selfish not to make a good life for myself. Guess I inherited that from my parents.”

Elizabeta reached over and squeezed his hand. “I think maybe events like today are showing you that sometimes, it’s better to give than to take.”

Henri looked at her, his eyes suddenly so focused on her that she felt uncomfortable. “I don’t like weddings. They always make me wonder if the couple will turn out like my parents. It’s just occurred to me that you might not like weddings either.”

Elizabeta let out a bark of a laugh. “I love weddings. The joy, the love, the gathering of family and friends, the party. Why would you think I don’t love weddings?”

“Because they would remind you of losing your husband.”

Elizabeta shook her head. “I don’t mind thinking about my husband.”

“What happened to him?”

Well, she couldn’t be honest about Angie, but she could be honest about this. “He died. While on a business trip in Peru.” She took a deep breath because it was hard to form the words. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d had to say them. “He was murdered.”

“Elizabeta.” Henri squeezed her hand. “I’m so sorry.”

“Thank you.” It was a relief, for him to know. If only she could tell him everything.

“What happened? If you don’t mind talking about it.”

Elizabeta took a big mouthful of wine before she began. “Alejandro often went back to Peru on business. He was out late at night, driving in the streets. It appears someone forced his car off the road, went to his window and shot him.”

“An assassination?”

“That is what was suspected. Peru has rampant drug crime, lots of gangs trying to make their millions off the habit of westerners. With all his trips, it was suspected Alejandra was part of one syndicate, and another put a hit out on him.”

Shock was writ clear across Henri’s face. “Is that what you think happened?”

“No. Alejandro wasn’t involved in the drug syndicates. They all tried to recruit him, but he refused them all, and made it clear he was refusing them all. It bought him safety, because none dared to be the one to threaten him into doing it, in case the others found out and went after him. No, his death I think can be explained much more simply than that.”

“Why was he killed?”

“I think it was a jealous husband. Alejandro was a good provider, and a good friend, but he was a jackal when it came to women. I have no idea how many affairs he had, but I do not doubt it was the husband of one of his Peruvian lovers that killed him. However, who it was will forever remain a mystery.”

“Your husband was cheating on you?”

Elizabeta squirmed in her seat. “He was a good man. He made a few mistakes, and unfortunately paid a terrible price for them, but he doesn’t deserve to be judged badly.”

Henri shook his head. “I can’t see how you can say that. Your marriage was a failure, but you still grieve him? He doesn’t deserve that.”

A wall came down around her. Elizabeta pulled back her hand. “My marriage was not a failure.” She picked up her drink and drained half the glass.

“Your husband was cheating on you. That’s a failed marriage.”

Elizabeta slammed down the glass. While there were times she was angry with Alejandro, she wasn’t going to let a man who didn’t know him disparage her husband’s memory.

“I know that your childhood led you to believe that life is very black and white, but surely adulthood has shown you it has shades of grey. Alejandro was a wonderful husband, and father. He was one of my closest friends, since I was a little girl. The details of our marriage are not yours to be concerned with, but let me assure you it was not a failure. I still miss him and if he walked back in the door now, I would welcome him.” After a good tongue lashing about being so stupid and putting the family at risk.

Henri put his hands up. “I’m sorry. I made an assumption, and it was wrong. I don’t know your story, and I shouldn’t judge your marriage.”

“Indeed you should not.” Elizabeta downed the rest of the drink. “Now, I am going to bed.”

“Not until you know I am sorry.” Now it was Henri who put his hand on hers. “I don’t know what it is about you, but I seem to spend most of my time apologising to you. I don’t normally put my foot in my mouth so badly.”

“That is because you don’t normally associate with women who challenge you.” The words came out of her mouth, driven by anger. As she heard them, she realised they were inappropriate. “Now I must apologise. I should not have said that.”

“I want you to tell me how you’re feeling, Elizabeta. Even in the few days we’ve known each other, you’ve taught me so much about the importance of honesty, and that real relationships come from talking about things. And if I’m being completely honest, I have to admit that you’ve probably got a point. When I think about the women I date, few of them have any attributes beyond beauty, lovely manners, being fun to be with. I can’t think of the last time I sat with a woman and had a conversation about business, or family, or art, or shared feelings.”

His talk of her honesty made her feel ill. She needed to deflect her attention. “Why do you think that is?”

Henri drained his glass. “If we’re going to get that deep and personal, I need another drink. How about you?”

It was dangerous, but this new side of him she was seeing was entrancing. “Yes, please.”

When he returned they sat in comfortable silence for a while. Then Henri spoke. “I suppose that as long as I date women that don’t interest me, there’s no danger of falling in love.”

“Why is falling in love dangerous?”

“If you’d met my parents, you’d see how dangerous love is.”

“Surely you’ve seen other couples not as self-absorbed as they? What about your friends who are married?”

Henri nodded. “Annabella and Li are both amazing women, and those marriages have welcomed children, and friends in.”

“Love is mostly open to other people. It thrives on numbers.” She decided to open up a little bit. “Alejandro and I were very much in love when we first married, yet it was the birth of Angie and Nicky that truly cemented our relationship. I remember the first time he held Nicky, and he looked at our perfect son with such awe and tenderness and pride. I had never loved Alejandro more than at that moment. That is what you are missing out on, with your fear of love.”

“You have to admit, my initial role models when it came to love sucked.”

“It would seem they did, but you yourself said that you can’t blame them for your problems any more. You can’t make them the sole arbiter of what love means. Not when you’ve now seen so many better examples.”

“But what if I can’t love like that? What if I’m only capable of loving like my mother and father?”

Elizabeta took his hands in hers. “It’s clear to me you are capable of loving much more than they. Look at you and your friends. That’s a great love, and its spread to include their wives and family. Let yourself be open to meeting the right woman, and don’t let yourself be scared. It will be worth it, I promise.”

Henri turned his hands so they were holding hers. “You are a remarkable woman, Elizabeta Flores.” He released one of his hands, moving to gently stroke a lock of hair from her cheek. “Beautiful, compassionate, wise, smart.”

A shiver ran through her body and she was suddenly, intensely aware of how handsome he was, with his blue eyes and his dark hair and chiselled jaw and soft, full mouth…

“And I mustn’t forget that you’re sexy. Very, very sexy.”

She felt it. She was holding hands with a gorgeous man and she felt incredibly sexy.

Henri leant closer and the scent of his aftershave washed over her – spicy and tangy. Delicious.

“Tell me what you dream of at night, Elizabeta. When you are alone.”

Elizabeta remembered the dream of him and shivered. She’d known, even then, he was worth wanting. “What everyone dreams of.”

“No. I think you dream of something special. Like I do.”

“What do you dream of?”

“Fire. Passion. You.”

Oh Dios. “The same.”

Henri took a deep breath, like he was trying to draw her into himself. “I think we should take this conversation upstairs, don’t you?” His voice was deep, raspy.

Was he actually suggesting what she thought she was suggesting? “What do you mean?”

Henri grinned, and it was animalistic and triumphant and it made her toes curl with need. “You know what I mean. Time to move this relationship to phase two.”

Phase two. The words washed over her, with all their past meaning, and with it came one thought: sex tape.

He was seducing her to tape them having sex to boost her popularity and win the challenge. This had nothing to do with the growing intimacy of being honest, opening to each other. No, it was all about winning.

Her hand moved and connected with his cheek. He reared back, swearing and Elizabeta scrambled from the booth.

“Bastardo. I can’t believe I almost fell for that. You are slime. Carajo.” She stormed out of the bar.

Thankfully, the lift came quickly and she was soon in her room. She threw her handbag on the bed and marched up and down the room, cursing. How could she had been such a fool? She knew the man Henri Higgins was. He was a practised seducer, and she’ll allowed herself to be taken in by it.

Her phone rang. She picked it up – Henri. She threw it back on the bed. Let it ring out. Let him see that he couldn’t just get hold of her, apologise, make it good again. No, this time, he’d gone too far.

The phone stopped ringing and in the silence, she stopped her pacing and took a deep breath. Letting anger overcome her would solve nothing. What she needed to do was get back to Canberra, to the bosom of her family.

The phone rang again. This time, she refused the call, stopping the tone. She started searching her emails for her plane ticket. She was booked to fly from Melbourne the next afternoon, but she wanted on the next flight out.

The phone rang a third time. Persistent jerk. She turned it off and found the ticket and started looking at the conditions.

Another ring. This time, she not only rejected the call, she turned the phone to silent so he couldn’t bug her any more.

Someone banged on her door. “Elizabeta?”

How had he found her? She hadn’t told him which room she was in, and he was staying on a different floor. The executive suites, because of course a millionaire like Henri Higgins couldn’t stay in a normal room. Even in a beautiful five-star hotel like this.

“Elizabeta, please. Can we talk?”

She looked at the phone in her hand. This was what all the calls were about. He was listening for the ringing, to work out which room she was in.

“Elizabeta, I don’t know why you freaked out on me, but we need to talk about it. I’m sorry if I came on too fast for you. The truth is, I’ve wanted you for a long time.”

Was there no end to his desire to manipulate for his own needs? Elizabeta marched over, put the chain on to ensure he couldn’t get in, and turned the light off. Let him get the message she had no desire to talk to him.

“Elizabeta, whatever it is that has scared you, we can work it out. Please, let me in. Let me talk to you. Let me help you.”

Like she needed his help. She opened the sliding door and stepped out onto the balcony, closing the door behind her. It muffled the sound of his knocking enough that she could concentrate on working out what flight she could get.

Darn – no more flights that night. The earliest was six in the morning. Well, it would have to do. She changed the flight, paying the penalty.

A text came in from Henri. She ignored it. Next step – go to another hotel. Obviously she wasn’t going to get any sleep in this one, now that Henri knew where she was. Only, she’d have to wait for him to leave before she could.

Another text. Elizabeta opened the sliding door – the knocking and yelling had finished. Did that mean he was gone?

She looked at the texts. Both read ‘Please, open the door, let me speak to you.’

A third text. A repeat. So he was still out there. Well, she could wait. She closed the door and sat on the balcony. Southbank was still buzzing with people enjoying the restaurants and bars, but the Yarra River was a deep blackness that seemed to steal all light. She wasn’t high enough up for the sounds of traffic to have disappeared, but they were muted. The night was cool, but it was comfortable enough to while away some time here, taking deep breaths of fresh air and letting her tense shoulders relax.

Finally, came a text saying, ‘Fine, I’ll let you sleep tonight, but we’ll need to talk about this in the morning. I’ll meet you in the restaurant at seven. Sleep well, and please know that whatever I did to upset you, I’m so sorry and I’ll do whatever it takes to make things better between us.’

Elizabeta waited an hour before she packed her bag and peeked out into the hall. Henri was gone. She went downstairs, checked out, and got a cab out to the airport. There, she checked into the Ibis Budget Hotel and finally, found some peace.

But it was a long, long time before she fell asleep.


Chapter Thirteen

Forgive my part in it

Ree looked at his watch. Seven thirty. Elizabeta was now half an hour late. She must be really furious at him. But why? He’d thought things were going so well, that there was a real connection growing between them. When he’d touched her, and felt her tremble, he’d been sure that she was as attracted to him as he was to her.

He could only suppose that he’d been really wrong, and that his proposal had insulted her, but was that enough to warrant her refusal to talk to him? It didn’t seem right.

Ree went up to her room and knocked until the people next door yelled at him. So he went to the reception desk.

“I need to get a message to the person in room 311,” he said. “We were supposed to meet for breakfast but she has not come down. I am very concerned about her.”

The receptionist tapped at her computer. “Of course, sir. I can call that room and –” The young woman frowned. “I’m sorry, sir, but there’s no one in that room.”

“Yes, there is. Elizabeta Flores. I booked the room for her myself. Here is my ID, and my credit card, which secured the room.”

The receptionist looked at his cards and at the record. “I can see that you made the booking, Mr Higgins. However, Ms Flores checked out last night.”

Ree had never felt so low. He’d obviously scared her a lot – he had to find her and make it up to her. “When?”

“A little after midnight.”

She’d been so terrified that she’d run away in the middle of the night. What a dick he was.

“Thank you.”

Ree went back up to his room and called Janet.

“It’s Sunday morning.”

“I’m sorry but this is important. Elizabeta’s gone. I did something stupid last night and she’s run away. I’m hoping she’s already safely back in Canberra. Can you find out for me?”

“I will, but only because I want to know she is safe myself. You and I need to have a talk when you get back.”

Great. Just what he needed – a lecture from Janet.

He’d packed and was downstairs, checking out, when Janet called. “She’s home. I just spoke to her. She’s safe, but she’s furious. She said, and I quote, ‘You can tell him to take his challenge, and phase two, and the sex tape, and pegarlo en el culo.’ Judging by the tone, I’m guessing that wasn’t nice.”

So that was the problem. Ree ran through the night before and realised he had used the phrase ‘phase two’, but he’d meant it in terms of taking their emotional intimacy to a physical intimacy. Elizabeta, however, had thought he meant go upstairs and make a sex tape.

Well, now she wasn’t the only one who was angry. How could she think so little of him that she believed he meant that?

“Thanks, Janet. I’ll sort it.” Ree hung up. In the taxi to the airport, he changed his flight to the next available, which still warranted an hour and a half wait. So he went to the Qantas Club and despite the fact it was only eight thirty in the morning, got himself a scotch.

There, he got online and for the sake of curiosity, looked to see how the challenge was going and whether their work from the day before had any impact. Sure enough, news had leaked about the wedding and the couple had been on morning radio, talking about it. He looked in his email – yes, several requests for interviews with Elizabeta. Finally, the beginning of the cut through he’d wanted.

He went onto Twitter. Most of the comments were about the cocktail episode, sharing recipes. Then he came cross one asking about the hunky guy she’d slapped the night before.

With a sinking feeling, Ree typed into Google “guy slapped in Melbourne hotel” and sure enough, there it was. There were photos, which had gone live late last night, and in the past couple of hours both he and Elizabeta had been identified.

Suddenly, those interview requests seemed less likely to be about the wedding and more about why she’d had to slap Ree Higgins the night before.

He logged into his work email and saw interview requests there too. Oh, shit.

His phone rang. Mac. Ree rolled his eyes as he answered.

“Yes?”

“We aren’t supposed to use our own profiles to make our mentee famous.”

Ree rubbed his forehead. “It wasn’t intentional.”

“Which is the only reason I’m not calling myself the winner right now. It’s clear you and Elizabeta weren’t aware you were being filmed. That slap looked pretty full on.”

Ree recalled the impact. “Fucking hurt for a second.”

“What did you say?”

“Nothing. Everything. I have to make it up with Elizabeta.”

“You can’t use this for the challenge. Although it’s probably already helped you.”

“I don’t intend to use it.” Although Mac was right – this would raise her profile.

Finally, the flight came. Ree wanted everything to go faster, so he could get to Elizabeta, make her understand she was mistaken, and reassure her to forget about the film.

It was approaching midday when he finally pulled up in front of Elizabeta’s home. He knocked on the door and her mother answered. She was small, wizened, but she looked up at him with a clear gaze. Words spilled from her mouth – not Spanish, he understood not one of them, but the anger was clear. She slammed the door.

So, getting to Elizabeta was going to be a challenge. He knocked on the door again.

He heard yelling inside. The door opened and this time he was facing a teenage boy. He was tall, gangly, obviously in the midst of a growth spurt. Sparse hair grew on his chin. On the cusp of becoming a man.

Nicky – it must be Nicky – regarded Ree from behind his glasses with the same clear gaze as his grandmother, although without the hostility. “I’m to tell you that you aren’t welcome here, and that grandmother shouldn’t have spoken to you like that.”

“What language was it?”

“Aimara. Native to Peru. She only speaks it when she’s majorly pissed, and she’s majorly pissed at you for upsetting Mama.”

“I didn’t mean to. There has been a misunderstanding. Your mother thinks I meant something, which I didn’t. I just want the chance to explain it to her.”

“Dude, she won’t listen.”

“Just tell her I didn’t mean what she thinks I mean when I said ‘phase two’. Tell her I want to explain. If she doesn’t come to hear me out, I’ll know it’s over.”

“All right.” Nicky shut the door.

More waiting. Interminable. How long should he stand here before it was clear Elizabeta wasn’t going to come listen to him and it was, indeed, over?

Footsteps, the door opened and there she was. Pale, hair pulled into a bun, wearing a t-shirt and shorts.

She closed the door behind her. “What did you mean?”

“That I wanted to get to know you physically, as well as getting to know you emotionally. But not to tape us and distribute it. Never that.”

“You’re just saying this to get me to come back.”

“No. The challenge is over right now if you want. Done. I’ll call Mac and tell him he’s the winner. This is about the fact that because of a stupid choice of words, you thought something of me that isn’t true. I’m not lying. When I say that I had no intention of taping us making love and releasing it, I meant it. Why would I want to share your beauty with anyone?”

She hesitated, so Ree got out his phone. “Calling Mac. Ending it. So you can see I don’t care about the challenge. I care about you.”

“Stop.” She put her hand out over the screen. “I want to complete the challenge. It is important to me.”

“Oh, Elizabeta.” Ree smiled. “I’m glad. I enjoy working with you.”

She held up her hand. “There is nothing between us but a business relationship. You have burnt me for the last time.”

Ree frowned. “Elizabeta…”

“No. You are rich and arrogant and foolish and I have no time for that. Fuera de mi vida y no volver nunca más.”

Ree’s heart shrivelled. “If you are sure…”

“I am. Now, I will spend the day with my family. This afternoon after the cooking episode has gone live, I will go online and talk to the community we are building. Tomorrow, we are going to Sydney. You should have the wedding episode ready to go by then, so we can build up some media interest.”

From her words, it was clear she didn’t know they already had media interest. “Actually, when you go online, you’ll find the media is already interested. Someone photographed you slapping me last night and put it online. Now everyone wants to know why Elizabeta Flores slapped millionaire Ree Higgins.”

“Really?” A slow smile drew across her lips. “Well, there is irony in life, is there not? You managed to make phase two happen after all.”

“We can’t talk about it, Elizabeta. It’s one of the rules of the challenge that I can’t use my profile to build yours.”

“We don’t need to. I’ll simply say no comment, and it will make people more curious. But it does mean we need to ensure we are not seen in public together anymore, and that people cannot tie us together. So I’ll have to go to Sydney by myself.”

Ree frowned. “Are you sure you can do this on your own?”

“Absolutely. You have taught me well. I’ll work from home for the rest of the challenge. You can email and text me, otherwise it’s now up to me to take everything you’ve taught me and make this work. Good day, Henri.” She walked inside and closed the door.

Ree almost stumbled back to his car, he was so stunned by the turn of events. Did that mean he was never going to see Elizabeta again?

And how could he win a challenge he was no longer part of?

There had to be a way around this, and he would find it.

The flight from Canberra to Sydney was ridiculously short – the plane only just made altitude before it started the descent. Elizabeta was in one of the Dash 8s – propeller planes that harked back to the golden age of flying but without any of the glamour.

She wanted to blame that for the foul mood she arrived in Sydney in, but she knew what the real cause was. She hadn’t slept well last night. Guilt over the way she’d treated Henri was riding her hard.

Her initial reaction to Henri’s use of the phrase ‘Phase Two’ had been real – she had been insulted by the idea he wanted to make a sex tape with her. But she’d come to realise that it was actually just a convenient way to get Henri out of her life, so she didn’t have to deal with the guilt over hiding Angie from him.

She was a horrible person but there it was. She would accuse a man of wanted to film a sex tape rather than admit she’d believed he was a bigot and thus hidden her disabled daughter from him.

It was Monday afternoon. It would all be over Wednesday night.

Elizabeta was shocked to actually find some Sydney media waiting for her at the airport. “Where’s Henri Higgins?” yelled one photographer as they snapped. Elizabeta smiled, waved and went to the cab rank.

This afternoon was the charity auction, with her ideas and talent as one of the prizes. This evening, she was appearing at an art opening. In between, she would be doing a couple of radio interviews about the wedding. Tomorrow morning, she was appearing on a breakfast television show.

It was all happening. She was becoming famous. As she sat in the car and looked out at the car yards and factories that marked the roads between the airport and the city, she tried to make sense of it in her mind. Less than two weeks ago, no one knew of her. If she had contacted one of the television stations and offered to go onto a show, they would have ignored her. Now, all of Australia would see her talk. Would see footage of Effortless Elegance.

For the first time, she wondered – what next? Should she continue to make the show, continue to work her fame so she’d be able to really help Angie when it was time to launch her daughter’s business? Or should she let this die, and focus all her time and money on Angelina Designs?

But could she continue Effortless Elegance without Henri’s support?

The charity auction was a success. After being worried no one would want to buy a makeover with her, there was a bidding war and it finally went for more than five thousand dollars. Elizabeta met with the winner, chatted with her about what she wanted and had available, got her address and sent it to Henri to arrange for the film crew the next day and then went back to her hotel.

She spent an hour online talking to people about the shopping episode, which had gone live. People were coming forward with their own ideas and suggestions and places to shop, which she retweeted and shared on Facebook. More follows. More likes. A real community was growing and she loved it.

Looking out over the view of Sydney Harbour, she prepared for the interviews. All three would be taped, and thus able to be edited, so she knew she had to be careful about what she said. Particularly if the question of the photo of she and Henri together came up.

The first interview was with a famous morning show duo. It started off as badly as Elizabeta had feared.

“So we’re going to talk about the wedding, cause that was wonderful, such a lovely thing to do, but first tell us about you and Henri Higgins,” the female announcer said.

Elizabeta made sure she smiled as she spoke, so it sounded light. “I’m sorry, but I can’t talk about that.”

“Oh, come on. You slapped one of Australia’s most eligible bachelors. We’ve seen the picture. The question is – why?”

“No comment.” She kept smiling.

The male commentator cut in. “You can’t just no comment us. Women all over Australia are wondering how you could turn down such a hot, rich guy. What’s wrong with him?”

“No comment,” Elizabeta said, frowning. She wanted to say there was nothing wrong with Henri Higgins, but couldn’t.

“You know the entire female population of Australia thinks you’re an idiot for turning down a millionaire.”

“That’s insulting.” The words started to pour out of her. “Can you hear the message you’re sending out to young men and women? That if a man is rich enough, he can get whatever he wants and a woman is to have no say in the matter. You should be ashamed of yourself for putting forward that point of view. Any woman is entitled to say no to any man, whatever her reasoning and men can’t expect to just get any woman they want, no matter who they are.”

“So you’re saying that you turned down Henri Higgins because you didn’t want him?”

“I’m saying nothing of the sort. I’m talking about you and that sexist dribble you just gave me. I am saying nothing about Mr Higgins or myself. Have you got another question for me?”

“You know that by not telling us what happened, you’re leaving us to assume that there’s something wrong with Henri Higgins and that’s why you turned him down?”

Elizabeta decided that this was a waste of time and hung up. She cursed herself for saying what she had. They could cut that and make it sound like she was saying – well, who knew what.

Stay calm next time, she told herself. No matter how much they provoke you. Just smile and say no comment and leave it at that.

The next interview was with a drive team, so would be played that afternoon. They started with questions about the wedding, and Effortless Elegance, and Elizabeta happily answered. She felt like they were developing quite a rapport, so she felt calm and in control when the questions moved to Henri.

“No comment,” she said. They cajoled and begged, but weren’t as nasty as the other man so she didn’t lose her cool and kept smiling and saying no comment and eventually the interview ended with them getting nothing.

The final interview was with the ABC, and as she was reading through some notes and getting herself ready for what might be more detailed questioning, her phone rang. She saw it was Henri and considered not answering it, but decided that was rude.

“Hello?”

“What the hell are you doing up there?” His voice exploded down the line at her, ringing with anger. “I let you go off by yourself and you make a mess of things.”

Elizabeta frowned. “In what way have I made a mess of things?”

“2ZY just called me and played back what you said to them. I can’t believe you’d tell them that my propositioning you was insulting, and that I believed I could get you just because I was rich.”

Elizabeta realised what her words had been cut to sound like. “That’s not what I said. They edited it. I said nothing about you, but they were being insulting about women, saying I was stupid to turn you down because you were rich and I lost my temper. I know it was wrong, but I was talking about what they said, not about you. I said that to them, but they’ve cut it to sound horrible. I’m so sorry.”

A pause. “You weren’t talking about me?”

“No, I swear. I’ve not said a word about you, only no comment. They were being sexist and I was reacting to that.”

“Well, they’ve now got some great sound that will make it sound like you’re tearing me a new one.”

“I’m so, so sorry. Is there anything you can do to stop it?”

“Not a thing. They’ll play it tomorrow morning and it will make me look like a misogynist.”

“What if I say something about it in my last interview?” Elizabeta said. “Or on Twitter and Facebook.”

“Not the interview. You don’t know how they’ll use the words. Do it on Twitter and Facebook, so you can control what you say.”

“I’ll tell people not to believe what they hear tomorrow,” Elizabeta said. “My words were cut and re-edited to make it sound like I’ve said something terrible about you, when I said nothing at all.”

“Good.” He hung up. Elizabeta put the phone down with a sigh. It seemed this little project was growing into something out of their control – maybe she shouldn’t continue with it.

The ABC interview went well, they didn’t bring up Henri at all, being more concerned with the story of the wedding. After, Elizabeta sent out the tweets and the comments on Facebook, telling everyone what the radio show had done and not to believe any of it. She repeated her message that just because a man was rich didn’t mean a girl had to be with him.

That night she went to an art opening and was just supposed to mingle. However, she was recognised, and so was brought into conversations. The consensus of the crowd there was that it was none of their business why she had slapped Henri. They were much more interested in Effortless Elegance and so she swapped lots of stories and got some great ideas from the crowd, jotting them down and promising to ensure she credited them appropriately.

Back at the hotel, she went online to chat to people about the wedding episode. It had exploded across the internet, with people talking about it around the world. Suddenly Effortless Elegance was being discussed in Europe, and that meant it would be discussed in the Americas later that night. Her family in Peru, her cousins, would see it. What would they think?

With her fame spreading, she realised a major problem. With the episode she was going to film tomorrow, there was only two left – that and the decorating of the flat. A decision would have to be made – would she continue?

One of the tweets asked exactly how close she and Henri were? It was accompanied by a picture of Ree at a home that was identified as hers. And there, with Henri, was her mother.

What?

Elizabeta called Henri. He answered and said, “I know. It was stupid. I wanted to check on your family, make sure they were okay. I had no idea we were so interesting that people would hunt down your address and send out photographers. I tried to kill the photos but the fact you’re calling means I didn’t.”

“I’ve got a photo on Twitter,” Elizabeta said. “How did they get my address? It’s under my married name.”

“I don’t know. But journalists can be pretty resourceful. It was bad timing that I was there when they turned up. I’ve told your mother to keep everyone inside, and that the children shouldn’t go to school tomorrow. I’ve also hired some security to watch the house, and to frighten away any photographers who come. They’re going to tell the photographers that it was you who hired them, so I’m not involved.”

“Thank you.” Elizabeta slumped onto the bed. “This is getting ridiculous, Henri.”

“We knew that if we found a way to get you to this level of fame, it was going to be difficult.”

“That was in the abstract. Now it’s the reality…”

“I know. By the way, 2ZY isn’t going to play the sound they took of you tomorrow. Your Twitter followers got narky about it and they decided they’d got enough publicity out of it and didn’t need to actually play it.”

“Well, that’s one thing,” Elizabeta said.

“There’s only two days to go,” Henri said. “Then it will all be over and we can go back to our lives.”

But could she? The good aspect of this all being over was not having to talk to Henri again. But what about Effortless Elegance? What about her fame? Would it all just end? What impact would it have on her and the children?

She’d believed she’d gone into this thoughtfully, aware of all the possible consequences. Now she could see she’d been naive. And she only had a few days to work out what to do.

It was a long time before Elizabeta went to sleep that night.

The moment of decision came at one thirty on Wednesday afternoon, when in the Twitter conversation following the release of the final Effortless Elegance episode, someone asked what the next episode would be about?

Staring at the computer screen, Elizabeta realised this didn’t just affect her, and her family. There was a group of fans now, people who had come to love the show and who would be disappointed if it was to end as suddenly as it had begun.

She and Henri had purposely cultivated their enjoyment of Effortless Elegance, making them a community, involving them in it. Abandoning it now would be to say to them they’d been taken for a ride.

Elizabeta didn’t want that to be the legacy of Effortless Elegance. So she typed: ‘We’ve not filmed the next episode yet. Would love to hear what you want it to be about.’

Suggestions started to flood in, but a few people asked if that meant there would be no episode tomorrow.

‘We are moving to weekly episodes. I want to give people more time to try things, and give me feedback, so I can react.’

Actually, that wasn’t a bad idea for the next episode – go through the feedback they’d had so far and make suggestions of things people could do to solve the problems they’d posed.

So, there it was. She was committed to continuing Effortless Elegance. Now she just needed to work out how.

Elizabeta left the study, wandered into the kitchen and despite the fact it was only early afternoon, poured herself a glass of wine and went out onto the back balcony. It was bright and sunny, with a soft breeze taking the heat away. When was the last time she’d sat and enjoyed a day like this? It felt like in the past couple of weeks, all she’d done was work and sleep.

Elizabeta shook her head. She’d just committed herself to Effortless Elegance – that was more work. Although there was no way she was going back to cleaning at Higgins Publishing, so maybe she had the time.

Forget that, she chided herself. Enjoy this moment of peace. With Maria out shopping, Nicky at school and Angie upstairs engrossed in designing, it was indeed a lovely peaceful moment.

She sipped the wine and closed her eyes, the heat of the sunlight prickling her skin and making her feel alive. It was times like this that Effortless Elegance was about – remembering to enjoy the small moments that made life so much better.

The doorbell shattered the serenity. Well, she supposed she needn’t have expected it to last long.

Elizabeta put her wine glass down and started inside, but Angie beat her to the front door, flying down the stairs and skidding around the corner to pull open the front door.

“Hello!” she cried out.

“Hello. Is Elizabeta Flores here?”

“That’s Mama. Mama!” The last was shouted just as Elizabeta reached her.

“Thank you my darling.” She kissed Angie’s cheek then smiled at the delivery man. “I am Elizabeta Flores.”

“Delivery for you.” He held out an electronic signing pad.

Elizabeta signed, and the man put it back in the holder on his belt. Then he bent and picked up a large vase of flowers, and a long black box.

“Mama!” Angie clapped her hands.

Elizabeta took them. “Where are they from?”

“I’m just the delivery boy.” The man bowed his head and walked away.

Elizabeta carried them into the kitchen, Angie following and dancing.

“Pretty flowers.”

They were beautiful. In a white vase that almost looked like a pot, they were a wide round bunch of roses, gerberas, daisies and beautiful greenery.

Elizabeta opened the box – it was a bottle of French champagne.

Angie picked up the card on the flowers and began to read. “C-o-n-g-r-a-t – word too long Mama.”

Elizabeta took the card. ‘Congratulations. Win or lose, it’s been an honour to work with you. Henri.’

The joy that rushed through her was surprising, and scary.

“Who from Mama?”

“Just a friend.” Elizabeta took out one of the roses and gave it to Angie. “Head back upstairs to work, sweetheart.”

Angie smelled the rose, smiled and skipped upstairs.

Elizabeta took the card outside. She had some wine while she read it again and convinced herself that Henri hadn’t sent it. The words meant nothing. Janet had done it.

It was necessary that she fetch her phone and sitting under the sun, called Janet.

“Thank you for the beautiful flowers and champagne,” Elizabeta said when Janet answered.

“Not my doing. I only send the unimportant people gifts. When it’s important, Ree does it himself.”

Henri had sent it. He’d thought of her, thought of those words, and sent her a gift thanking her for the work she’d done.

“Well, I’m sure you reminded him,” Elizabeta said.

“Like I said – not my job when it’s important.”

Elizabeta hung up. Henri had considered her important enough to think of her himself.

Their communications over the past few days had been perfunctory. Mostly via text or email, only once since Sydney had she heard his voice. Sitting here alone, she had to admit that she missed working with him. Missed feeling like part of a team. Missed the way they sparked off each other, driving the other to greater heights. Thanks to Henri, she’d done things she had never dreamed of – she’d become an internet sensation. She’d styled a couple’s wedding. She’d been hailed at social events in Canberra, Sydney and Melbourne. She’d been on television.

She picked up the card and read it again. ‘Win or lose, it’s been an honour to work with you.’ It had been an honour to work with him too. At times difficult, but at times incredibly pleasurable.

Tonight would probably be the last time she ever saw him. Whatever happened, they weren’t going to fight tonight. She wanted this remarkable time to end with good memories.

In the meantime, there was still a few hours until the judgement. She needed to do what she could so they would win. She picked up her wine and took it into the study to get back online and keep building her audience.


Chapter Fourteen

Hungarian and of royal blood

“So, what’s the story with the chick who slapped you?”

Ree’s first emotion was annoyance that even from his friends, he was facing this question. He’d had it non-stop at work the past three days. Then he realised Jimmy had said ‘the chick’, not Elizabeta Flores and he feared that the challenge was already lost.

It was Wednesday night. He, Mac, Jimmy and Ling were gathered at Canberra restaurant The Chairman and Mr Yip to find out who was the winner of the challenge. Who had become more famous – Capital M or Elizabeta?

If it was based on pure numbers, the winner was now Elizabeta. She had more followers on all the social media than Capital M did. She’d been on radio, and television. She had received an invitation to a charity function in Canberra tomorrow night from the ambassador for the US, for crying out loud.

But it was up to Jimmy and Ling as to who they thought was the most famous, and that one question suggested Jimmy at least wasn’t aware who Elizabeta was.

“No story,” Ree said. “She misunderstood what I was proposing.”

“And what were you proposing?”

“None of your fucking business,” Ree said. “I’m done talking about this.”

“Are you? Cause I’m not sure we are.” Jimmy winked at the other two.

“Fine. Talk, don’t talk. I don’t need to interact with you.” Ree leant back and looked around the room.

“All right. No more talk of the slap. Except we will get the whole story one day. You know it.”

Ree nodded. One day, when it wouldn’t adversely impact on Elizabeta anymore, he’d tell them.

“So, guys, Ree and I have been discussing fame, and what it takes to become famous,” Mac said. Ree and Mac had agreed to introduce the topic of fame and have Jimmy and Ling be thinking about it when both Capital M and Elizabeta came into the restaurant. They believed it would help with the possibility of them recognising their protégées. It was the only assistance they could render. “Do you really agree with the theory that you can become famous for not doing anything?”

“Sure,” said Jimmy. “Look at all those people that go on Big Brother or whatever. They don’t do anything, and they become famous.”

“Ah, but do they do nothing?” Ling said. “The ones that are boring, or on there for a short time, they don’t become famous. The ones that do become famous either do something controversial, or have been there a long time because they are entertaining. Either way, they’ve done something. It’s not a skill, it’s about becoming famous just because they are interesting, but it’s not that they do nothing.”

“It’s still luck of the draw,” Jimmy said. “There are tons of interesting people out there that don’t become famous because they don’t have a platform.”

“Or don’t have the balls to go after a platform.”

Jimmy shook his head. “Fame should come from having a skill, or achieving something spectacular. Musicians. People who save the world. That sort of thing.”

As the other two debated, Mac leant across to Ree. “I’ve got this in the bag.”

“Fuck off,” Ree said, because he couldn’t shake the fear that Mac was right.

“In all this, you’ve forgotten one very salient point, my friend. Ling is a rap nerd. There’s no way he’s not heard of Capital M.”

Fuck. Fuck, fuck, a million times, fuck. “I hate you.”

“I know.” Mac leant back and interjected his voice in the debate. “The internet provides people with a platform nowadays.”

“But does fame online equal real fame?” Jimmy said. “Just because someone has a million followers on Twitter, does that mean that when they walk into a room people know who they are? Cause that’s real fame.”

“You can be famous within a small circle,” Ling said. “You might not have the reach, or the influence, but you’re still famous.”

“True, but aren’t we discussing popular culture fame? The type of fame where you get recognised walking around the joint?”

The door opened and Ree looked up to see Capital M stroll in, shoulders relaxed, swagger in his every movement. He had a couple of people with him - young girls, fans perhaps – and he got a table near theirs.

So, this was it. Would Jimmy and Ling recognise Capital M?

“I concede that is the outline of this debate, as long as you concede there are different types of fame and not everyone wants that all-encompassing one,” Ling said.

“Oh, absolutely. Just as there are people who have that all-encompassing fame and don’t actually want it, didn’t dream of it and are trying to escape it,” Jimmy said.

“So we’re talking about people whose dream is to be famous. Not to achieve something. Not to have a blazing skill that people will admire. Who just want to be famous as – what, as an escape from their humdrum lives?”

“As a way to make their lives matter. Show that they matter. Cause they doubt that they do.”

“That’s sad. Everyone matters. Fame doesn’t make you any more important than anyone else.”

“Except in this society it does. Fame gives you opportunities. Fame gives you a voice. You can use fame to achieve other things.”

The door opened and in came Elizabeta, in the dress she’d worn in the first episode of Effortless Elegance. The dress that caressed her curves and showed off her fantastic legs. Kristin was with her, and the two of them were led to a table on the other side of the group’s.

Jimmy and Ling kept talking. “Just because you have those things doesn’t mean others don’t matter. Are we less important than Ree because he’s got a platform and a voice? I don’t think so.”

Notice her. She’s sitting right behind me. Looking gorgeous. Wearing the dress from the series to help jog their memory, clever girl. Notice her.

“We all know Ree’s the least important person here,” Jimmy said. “But there is no denying that he has a reach we don’t have. He can make anyone he wants famous.”

“He should make me famous,” Ling said with a grin. “I could stand to have a few more opportunities.”

This is fucking killing me. Come out with the words. Declare a winner already.

Mac must have felt the same, because he said, “So do you think there’s anyone famous in here right now?”

Jimmy scoffed. “It’s Canberra. The only famous people here are politicians, and who the hell wants to notice them?”

“Look around. See what you think.”

Ling gave the room a cursory glance. “Nup, no one famous.”

Ree and Mac exchanged glances – what if neither of them had managed to make their protégées famous enough?

“Look again,” Mac said. “Really look. I’ve noticed someone. If you’re as clued in with the zeitgeist as you think you are, you’ll see them too.”

Ling narrowed his eyes. Just like Ree and Mac, he too couldn’t help but rise to a challenge. He looked around, slower this time. Jimmy did as well. Their eyes moved over Capital M and didn’t stop. Didn’t see. Ree’s heart began to pound.

Further around the restaurant. Pausing on a table, shaking their head and continuing. Finally, they were looking at Elizabeta’s table, another pause, they moved on.

Oh, crap.

“Hang on,” Ling murmured. Ree’s pulse leapt. Mac’s hands fisted on the table. This was more nerve wracking than the very first challenge, when they’d all sat in Ling’s lounge room and opened their Year 12 results to see who won. Of course it had been Ling, but each of them had scored much higher than they might have done otherwise.

His gaze went back to Elizabeta. Please don’t say you recognise her as the woman that slapped me. That will disqualify us. “I know her…” A furrowed brow. “Fuck. I think that’s the woman that made Li decide to rearrange our bedroom Monday night. Almost put my bloody back out, moving the furniture so our bed could face the window.” He picked up his phone and started tapping at it.

“Hey, yeah. Annabella’s obsessed with her. Of course, that bath she gave me was well worth it.” Jimmy’s grin was wolfish.

“Yep. That’s her. Elizabeta Flores. Wow, Li will be impressed. I’ll have to get a pic with her. And convince her not to move any more flaming furniture around.”

Ree turned to Mac with a huge grin. There could be no doubt now that Elizabeta was the more recognisable, and thus the more famous, of the two.

“Congratulations. Well done. A master stroke, having her wear the dress from the video.” Mac held out his hand. “I bet if I’d done that Ling would have recognised M straight off.” He looked at their friend. “What kind of a bloody rap fan are you?”

“What the fuck are you talking about?” Ling snapped back.

Ree shook Mac’s hand, claiming the win. He stood and turned to the table behind him.

“Elizabeta. Kristin. Would you like to join us?” He gave a little bow.

“Can I assume from the smile on your face that we won?” Elizabeta said.

“You can. All thanks and power to you.”

Elizabeta and Kristin came over and sat at the table between Ree and Mac.

Jimmy looked at Elizabeta and Ree, then at Mac, then said, “Come clean. What’s going on?”

“Hang on.” Mac leant back and signalled to Capital M. The rapper came slouching over.

“Did we win?”

“No. Ree and Elizabeta did.”

“Well, fuck.”

“Jimmy, Ling, this is Australia’s latest big thing in rap, Capital M. And having not recognised him, you have no right to call yourself a rap connoisseur.”

“Well, how am I supposed to recognise him, with the new style?” Ling stood and shook hands with Capital M. “Love your work, dude. I run the Rap to Riches blog. We’re interviewing you soon. Much prefer your previous look. More oldskool.”

“Love your blog, man. Geez, I didn’t know you were a friend of Mac’s.” The look Capital M gave Mac was withering.

“Oh, keep your knickers on. You’re still getting paid,” Mac muttered. Ree grinned. His mate really was a terrible loser.

“Would love to stay and chat, but all this is giving me inspiration for a new song, so I have to go. Catchya.” M nodded and stormed out of the restaurant. The girls, still sitting at the table, froze like wildlife in car headlights before they gathered their things and scampered after him.

“I think I’ve got this,” Jimmy said. “There was a competition, between Elizabeta and Capital M. No, between Ree and Mac, Elizabeta and the rapper were the tools. It was obviously about fame, because Ree won when we recognised Elizabeta and not Capital M. However, as Ree does have an advantage in this, I want to hear the parameters and details before I’m prepared to acquiesce to the result.”

Mac explained. “We had to choose the first person we saw after eight pm on Wednesday two weeks ago, no matter who they were. We had a week to prepare them. The challenge started for real eight pm last Wednesday, and we gathered here tonight to see which of us had managed to create the most fame for our chosen person. We weren’t allowed to use any of our own resources, except our money, to get it done. So Ree couldn’t use the magazine, any of his websites, any of his media contacts. I couldn’t use any of my internet contacts.”

“And you both stuck to this?”

“I did,” Ree said. “Everyone I hired was someone I got out of the yellow pages, and they never knew who I was or what I was doing.”

“Same here,” Mac said. “Except that both their websites were hosted on my company’s servers. Otherwise, nothing.”

“And you both just chose the first person you came across?”

Mac grinned. “Okay, I admit I played the odds there. I locked myself up in the house, turned all my communication devices off, well before eight pm. I’d spend the afternoon working out what I wanted to do – something to do with music. At eight, I ordered a pizza, feeling pretty confident I’d get a young man who would probably have a secret dream of being a musician or at least wouldn’t be against the idea of trying. Mike, as Capital M is better known, was an aspiring rapper, so I knew I was onto a winner.”

“Clever,” Ling said. “Within the letter of the rule, although toying with the spirit of it. What about you Ree?”

“I was so caught up in researching ways of making people famous, I didn’t realise how late it had gotten. I was in the office, and the door was locked, and someone tried to get in. I realised if I went and opened the door, that would be my person. I wavered, but decided to go for it. So I opened the door and there, on the other side, was Elizabeta.” Ree smiled at her and she smiled back, obviously relaxed with him. He’d really lucked out that day.

“What were you doing there, Elizabeta?” Jimmy asked.

“I was one of the cleaners,” Elizabeta said. “I was there to clean Ree’s office.”

Jimmy clapped. “Now that is not only in the letter but the spirit of the law – turning a cleaner into someone famous. I declare Ree the winner. All hail Ree.”

“Champagne.” Ling thumped the table.

It was a good idea, so Ree ordered the best bottle available. They toasted and Jimmy and Ling started plying Elizabeta with questions, which she answered enthusiastically. Ree sat back and watched her. The way her joy shone from her face, lending her an almost ethereal beauty. The way the light played over her lips as they moved, highlighting the curves. The graceful way her hands danced as she spoke.

She was so beautiful. So full of life and energy. And now there was no longer any reason to have her in his life. She probably wouldn’t even return to work for him as a cleaner.

With all the ups and downs of their relationship, he shouldn’t even be thinking this but the longer he sat there, the more determined he became. He needed Elizabeta in his bed. Tonight.

In the midst of a heated discussion about whether the prime minister had any style (Jimmy and Elizabeta said yes, Ling was an adamant no), she looked at Ree. What Ree was thinking, feeling, must have been writ large across his face because her stream of words slowed. Her eyes widened. Her hands stopped in mid-air. There was a long, long moment where it was just the two of them, where nothing else existed but man and woman.

Elizabeta tore her gaze from Ree’s and continued the conversation, but her hands were less graceful, her back tense. Ree moved his legs to press his knee against her thigh, needing her to not forget that he was here, that he wanted her. He felt her tremble, but she didn’t move away from the contact.

Elizabeta wanted too.

Ree dropped his hand from the table down to his lap. He slid it along his leg, waiting, anticipating the moment the back of his fingers touched Elizabeta’s thigh.

There. He wished she were naked, that he could feel her smooth skin. Instead, he slowly trailed his fingers up the soft material of her dress, feeling the muscles of her leg clench under his touch.

Elizabeta stopped talking, the conversation continuing just between Jimmy and Ling. She leant towards him, just a little, and again the bustle and lights and people of the restaurant drifted away and it was just them, slowly being wrapped in a cocoon of desire.

“I want you,” Ree whispered.

Elizabeta gave him a coy glance and her lips twisted into a smile. She murmured, “Emmenez-moi à votre lit.” Take me to your bed.

He had no idea where she’d learned French, but he wholeheartedly agreed with the sentiment. He gave her leg a squeeze then let it go.

“I have to go,” he announced. “Deadlines approaching.”

“Party pooper,” Jimmy said but the conversation continued.

“As do I,” Elizabeta said. “I must get home.”

Jimmy and Ling turned to her, eyes wide, mouths gaping. “No! We’ve got so much we need to ask you.”

“Another time,” Elizabeta said with a laugh. “Here. Contact me tomorrow and I’ll organise to come meet you both and your wives.” She handed over a business card.

Kristin was deep in conversation with Mac – the two of them seemed to be connecting – so Ree and Elizabeta made their way through the restaurant and outside. There, she turned to face him, a questioning look on her face.

“My place,” Ree said. “It’s closer. I’m parked over at the Canberra Centre.”

“My car. It’s closer, I’m parked just around the corner.”

Ree took her arm, dragged her up the footpath out of the view of the restaurant and possibly their companions, then pulled her against him. “Vous êtes si belle,” he said and then he kissed her.

Elizabeta’s lips were soft and warm and she tasted sweet from the champagne they’d been drinking. She wrapped her arms around his neck and pressed herself closer to him and he trembled at the honest desire running through her.

Finally, after all his dreaming, he was going to have Elizabeta.

Driving turned out to be a bad idea. Henri was determined to touch as much of her as he could, and Elizabeta fought to keep her focus on the road and her hands on the wheel. It was hard, with him first trailing his fingers over her bare arm, raising goosebumps, and then slowly pulling her dress up so he could repeat the movement on her thigh. His hands moving higher, higher, until he was mere centimetres from touching her where she ached. Where she needed to be touched.

“If we are to safely make it to your apartment, you need to stop doing that,” she said, trying for as light a tone as possible when what she really wanted to do was scream at him to go further.

“If only I could. I have dreamed of this for too long.” One finger traced a circle that went onto the inside of her thigh and her entire body quivered.

It was intoxicating, to hear him talk as if he’d been attracted to her for as long as she had to him.

Thankfully, they finally arrived. Their luck held and she was able to pull into a parking space right outside the door to his apartment complex.

Elizabeta killed the engine and silence fell over them. Slowly, she turned to look at Henri. His eyes were blazing with need, desire, for her. This man, who could have any woman he wanted, wanted her.

They moved in unison, lips locking in an almost bruising collision, taste and tongue and hands working to sense as much of the other as they could.

It was Henri that pulled away. “Upstairs. Quickly.”

His voice quivered and a flush of warmth swarmed Elizabeta’s body. She hoped her legs could carry her.

In the elevator, more intense, tasting, devouring kisses. Elizabeta wrapped a leg around Henri’s to plaster her body to his. Henri pushed her against the wall, imprinting the length of his hardness against her.

She had never in her life been more ready to accept a man into her body.

In the apartment, they fell onto one of the lounges. Elizabeta was free to explore Henri’s body. His jacket and tie were torn off and thrown away. She pulled his shirt out of his trousers, unbuttoned it with a frenzied haste. Then she placed her hands on the hard muscles of his chest and sighed as his heat seared her.

“Que hombre.” She bent down and kissed the curve of his pectoral muscle. “Tal belleza.” Then she kissed his nipple and smiled as Henri hissed his pleasure.

Elizabeta turned her attention to his trousers. The shoes and socks had to come off first, then she put her hands to his belt. Another hiss. She looked at Henri. He was staring at her with an intensity that sent a spike of need rocketing through her. His desire for her clouded her mind and she hesitated.

Henri’s move was sudden. With a gasp, Elizabeta found herself lying on the couch, Henri above her.

“Taking too long,” he said, then he proceeded to undress her with a speed and precision she could only admire. Particularly when it allowed him to touch her breasts, mould them with his hands, murmur over them, then take one needy nipple into his mouth. Elizabeta arched as pleasure stormed her, thrusting herself deeper into his mouth, needing his heat.

Elizabeta didn’t believe in regret, but she was regretting not having had this before. She could have, in Melbourne. And then he could have come to Sydney with her. They could have spent the past four days pleasuring each other. What a waste.

He suckled her other breast and Elizabeta’s pussy clenched. Now. She needed him, inside her.

“Llévame, Henri, llévame.”

He lifted his head and grinned at her. “Did you say what I think you said?”

Elizabeta reached down and pressed her hand against his rock-hard cock, still hidden within his clothes. “Now.”

Henri stood, then bent and picked her up. He carried her into his bedroom and put her carefully on his bed. Then his hands went to his belt.

Elizabeta lifted herself onto her elbows to have a better view as he revealed himself to her. She almost flopped back onto the pillows when she saw him. Long, thick, glorious. He was going to feel so good inside her.

Henri reached into his bedside draw and pulled out a condom, which he quickly put on. Then he was lowering his body onto hers. Elizabeta put her arms around him and held him close.

They lay there, pressed against each other, staring into each other’s eyes.

“I’m grateful every day it was you,” Henri said.

“As am I.” Elizabeta moved her legs, opening herself. Henri shifted and then he was pressing into her, slowly, their gaze still locked. It was almost unearthly, the complete feeling of connection as they looked at each other while he slowly filled her.

Finally, Elizabeta could take no more and she closed her eyes, so all she was aware of was the sensation of being completely full, completely taken.

Henri started to move out, just as slowly and Elizabeta took in a sharp breath and her pussy clenched and grabbed at him, not wanting him to go. Then he surged forward and she rocked against him, every thought blasted away with the searing delight of his penetration.

Then it was all movement, slide and push, their bodies striving together for fulfilment. Elizabeta lifted her legs and wrapped them around Henri’s hips. Henri thrust harder, deeper, building the sparks of pleasure within her until they became a burning inferno.

Elizabeta shook. She needed the release, was desperate for it, the delight becoming almost too much to bear, but it seemed so far away, and she trembled and wanted to cry.

Then Henri whispered, “Come for me, Elizabeta,” and then he gently bit her ear. Something about that brief but sharp pain broke the cycle and she was able to fly free, crying out as her body exploded into an orgy of sensation.

She was vaguely aware of Henri straining, crying out, and then his body collapsed onto hers, his warmth soothing out the shivers of delight that slowly died away.

Henri rolled off her and Elizabeta was able to gather the thoughts that had frayed. The first – Wow. The second – Best sex ever. The third – what now?

The moment she’d seen Henri at the restaurant, she had wanted this to happen. Sure, he wasn’t perfect, but what man was? And she didn’t want a relationship with him – that was completely out of the question with her life. But she wanted this, to be in his bed, to have him. And it had been as great as she had hoped it would be.

Now it was done, she didn’t know what to do. Did she say thanks and leave? Did she explain that there would be nothing else? Surely Henri didn’t want anything else either. He’d made it very clear relationships weren’t his thing.

His hand bumped hers. Elizabeta turned hers and Henri took it.

“You okay?”

Elizabeta smiled. “Better than okay.” She looked at him. “Fabulous.”

Henri smiled back. “I’ll say.”

So he’d enjoyed it too. Good.

Henri lifted her hand to his mouth and kissed her knuckles. The soft, romantic gesture thrilled her. “Every bit as beautiful and passionate as I’d dreamed.”

That was the second time he’d used the word dreamed rather than thought or hoped. “As in an actual dream?”

The smile on Henri’s face changed from blissful to mischievous. “Oh, yes. In fact, it involved the dress I just tore off your body.”

“Really?” While a part of Elizabeta was thinking she really should leave as soon as possible, the large majority of both her body and her brain had decided that if Henri could be talked into another round of sex, that would be a very good thing. She turned onto her side to see him more clearly. “Tell me.”

“You were there, at the end of my bed, in the dress. You slipped it off, so slowly, and you were wearing the sexiest black lingerie. A lot like the lingerie I also ripped off that luscious body of yours. And then you crawled onto the bed, over me…”

“And?” Elizabeta could picture it. The look in his eye, pulling her towards him, the promise of intense pleasure.

“Unfortunately, that’s when I woke up, so I don’t know.”

Elizabeta smiled. “Well, then, perhaps we should find out what happens? How about I go get dressed?”

Henri put his hand to the back of her neck, pulled her forward and kissed her, their tongues tangling and caressing. “Please,” he said.

Elizabeta went out into the lounge room to get her clothes. She looked around at the artwork. Henri hadn’t changed it, despite his words. She doubted he would. This was the real man – he wanted to be alone. Well, that suited her.

Right now, however, he wanted to take over her body and transport her back to that realm of absolute delight and she wanted that as well. So she put her clothes back on, took a deep breath to centre herself then sashayed back into the bedroom.

Elizabeta stood at the end of the bed and smiled at Henri, lying against the pillows, his cock already hard against his stomach. “Let’s find out how this goes,” she said, and slipped one shoulder of the gown off.

Ree’s first thought when he woke the next morning to an empty bed was that Elizabeta must be taking a shower. When he didn’t find her in the bathroom, his next idea was that she was cooking him breakfast. He went toward the main room, smiling, anticipating the smell of coffee, the bacon cooking, and Elizabeta’s smile.

She wasn’t in the kitchen either. The apartment was empty, apart from him. She had gone. Snuck away while he was sleeping.

An emotion swamped Ree that he didn’t recognise, and he pushed it away. So she’d gone without saying goodbye. She’d just saved him from having to make his patented speech about how they really didn’t have a future.

Thankful that she wasn’t going to make this a scene, Ree made himself whistle as he got ready for work.


Chapter Fifteen

I can go to bed at last without dreading tomorrow

“Kickstarter.”

Elizabeta stared at Kristin. They were sitting at her dining table, sipping on wine and brainstorming ideas on funding Effortless Elegance while her mother cooked dinner. Upstairs, Nicky was doing his homework and Angie was deep into her latest design.

Elizabeta had spent the morning researching what she needed to do to continue Effortless Elegance. She’d spoken to Bob about the cost of hiring him to do the filming and had started to get an idea how much of his own money Henri had put into it. She’d looked at the cost of the editing software, and the training required to learn how to use it. She’d found out how much it would cost to get someone to do the editing for her. She’d talked to Mac about the cost of hosting the website – he’d been happy to continue hosting it for free, thankfully.

Still, at the end of the day, what she had was the will, and ideas, but also the understanding that it was going to cost money to keep the series going. She could use some of the money Henri was paying her, but she saw that as the future good for her children, and didn’t want to take any of it.

She didn’t want to think about him. Think about how perfect last night was. How impossible it was to have him in her life.

“Kickstarter?”

“Yeah. A friend of mine used it, and didn’t get the money they needed, but I bet you would.”

It wasn’t a reassuring story. Elizabeta searched for the website and quickly recognised it was a form of crowdfunding. They’d studied it a little during her MBA, but it was still in its infancy and the lecturers hadn’t been convinced it would take off as a way of funding businesses.

It looked like the lecturers were wrong. Googling ‘crowdfunding’ brought up a range of websites and options to use. Perhaps that was the way to go, although it was going to be a month or so before the money came in. In the meantime, she could use a bit of her savings. And if she organised the crowdfunding to support six months’ worth of Effortless Elegance, by then she would hopefully have found advertisers to support it and it would be self-sustaining.

“Mama.” Angie appeared at the sliding door. “I need walk.”

Elizabeta knew what that meant – Angie had become stuck with a problem she was having and needed to get away from it to work it out. “Of course, darling.” Elizabeta looked at Kristin. “You can stay, if you like. We won’t be long.”

“If you don’t mind, I’d love to come for a walk,” Kristin said.

“Is that all right, Angie?”

“Yay.” Angie clapped her hands.

So they went for a walk around the block, Angie in between Elizabeta and Kristin. Kristin started asking questions about Angie’s designs, and Angie chatted and her face glowed with happiness at being able to talk fashion with someone who got it.

“I was thinking,” Kristin said, “I’d love to use your designs in the magazine.”

Elizabeta frowned. She didn’t like new ideas being discussed in front of Angie.

“What magazine?” Angie said.

“Regal.”

“Mama work there. She get her boss to like me.”

“He does like you. Very much.”

Angie turned to Elizabeta with bright eyes. “Mama. Boss likes me.”

“That’s wonderful.” Elizabeta gave Kristin what she hoped was a quelling glance. “Tell us about the dress you’re working on at the moment.”

Angie turned back to Kristin. “You put dresses in magazine?”

“Yes. We have a special issue coming up called ‘Who to look out for’, where we find talented young people starting out. I’d love you to be the designer to look out for.”

“Mama.” Angie grabbed Elizabeta’s arms. “I in magazine.”

It sounded wonderful, but Elizabeta needed to find out the details and think through the ramifications for Angie’s career. Was it too soon? They didn’t have a method to manufacture the designs, and what if Angie didn’t have enough designs to satisfy people.

“Mama will talk to Kristin and see if we should do it.”

Angie pulled away and frowned. “I in magazine.”

Please, please don’t have a tantrum in front of Kristin. “You will be in a magazine, sweetie. I promise. We need to make sure this is the right magazine. The right time.”

“I be with Kristin.” Angie wound her arm through Kristin’s and jutted out her chin. Elizabeta looked at Kristin who had obviously realised she’d erred because she mouthed the word ‘Sorry’.

“You will be. Kristin’s going to help us with the business. Remember, we want this to last for a long time, so we have to be smart.”

Angie looked at Kristin. “You help us?”

“Yes. I think you’re very talented, and I want to do everything I can to help.”

“Yay Kristin.” Angie gave her a hug.

The walk continued, and Angie dropped the subject of the magazine and just chatted about what she wanted to do, the designs still floating in her mind, yet to be committed to paper let alone material.

Back home, Angie happily went upstairs to get ready for dinner.

“I’m sorry,” Kristin said as she and Elizabeta went to fetch their wines and set the table for dinner. “I didn’t realise she’d latch onto it the way she did.”

“That’s fine,” Elizabeta said. “I managed to turn it around. But remember, in future, ideas get discussed with me first so that if they aren’t going to be right, Angie never needs to know.”

“I do want to use her in the magazine,” Kristin said. “Henri is all for it as well.”

The sound of his name was like a hammer on Elizabeta’s heart. “That could catapult her business, have people wanting to buy her clothes. We haven’t got manufacturing or distribution even begun, let alone sorted.”

“The issue doesn’t come out until March. That’s four months. Could you have all those things in place by then?”

Elizabeta considered it. March had been the one of the months in her mind to launch Angelina Designs, but she hadn’t been sure she could have everything ready. But coverage in a national magazine would be a great way to launch the brand.

“Can I have a week to do some research and crunch some numbers?”

“Absolutely. We’re still at the brainstorming stage of the planning for that issue. A week would be great.”

Right. So in the next week she needed to work out how to keep Effortless Elegance going, and get another episode up online, and work out if she could do what needed to be done to launch Angelina Designs in four months. Well, she didn’t have the second job anymore, so she should be able to do it.

And as she had just proven – she did love a challenge.

Ree lifted his head, blinked several times, bent to again look at the page proofs for the upcoming issue. Words swam before him.

His eyes felt dry and swollen and his throat was scratchy. Great. After neglecting the company for two weeks to win the damn challenge, his reward was going to be the flu.

The door opened – no knocking, and why was someone here at nine at night – and Kristin walked in.

“What are you doing here?” Ree frowned.

“No point in working late if the boss doesn’t know about it,” Kristin said. “I’ve started negotiations with Elizabeta about her designer.”

“Good. Excellent. I want whoever it is in the March issue.” Yes, his throat was definitely a bit sore. He rubbed his eye.

“Something wrong?”

“I’m getting the flu. Throat hurts. Eyes are sore.”

“Have a dram of whiskey,” Kristin said. “That will kill the germs.”

Ree didn’t like to drink when he was working, but it sounded a damn good idea. He poured himself a glass and swallowed it in one go, wanting the burn of the alcohol down his throat telling him the germs were being annihilated.

“Better?” Kristin said.

“Yes.” Ree’s voice was hoarse – maybe drinking it all at once hadn’t been a good idea.

“Excellent. Now, I have a theory about your flu, and that is that it’s not flu at all.”

Ree frowned. “Then why did you suggest I have some whiskey?”

“Because I figured having some alcohol in your system will help you relax and be more open to what I want to say. You haven’t got the flu. You’re in the middle of an emotional crisis.”

Ree narrowed his eyes. “Don’t think that just because we’ve worked closely together over the past couple of weeks that you get to speak to me differently to any other employee.”

“You’re not going to fire me, because eventually you’ll realise I was right and you fired me unfairly and you’ll have to hire me back and that’s just going to be embarrassing for you. Mac and I had a long chat after you and Elizabeta left last night.”

He should have known Mac was at the bottom of this. “I wouldn’t listen to anything he comes up with if I were you. Not if you value your job.”

“Mac was quite taken with the attention you were paying Elizabeta. When I explained to him that it had been like that from the beginning, we started comparing notes and came up with a theory. After hearing that you’ve been stomping around here all day like a tiger with a headache, I think our theory is correct.”

Ree wasn’t sure which outrageous statement to comment on first. “Tiger with a headache?”

“You’ve been yelling at people all day, which is probably why your throat is sore. The whole building is abuzz with what a foul mood you’re in and how it’s nothing like you’ve done ever before and there are many stories growing about why.”

Had he been yelling at people? Sure, he’d had to be extremely terse with a few people today because for some reason they’d all chosen this day to be completely incompetent. But he didn’t yell. He froze people. He got quiet. His very presence demanded respect.

“I haven’t yelled at anyone.”

“You told Mandy from the art department she was a hack and to not return until she’d developed some talent. In a voice so loud that every secretary on this floor heard it.”

Shit. He did vaguely recall having to ream Mandy over a terrible page she’d given him. Had he really said that to her, and so loudly the rest of the floor heard?

“There’s other examples. Shall I continue?”

“No.” Ree slumped on the lounge. What the hell was wrong with him?

“Right. Back to the emotional crisis. Your behaviour today and the whole sore eye thing is part of it. Bet you have a bit of a headache too.”

Now that she mentioned it. “Go on.”

“In the past, you’ve only gotten involved with women who were disposable. But Elizabeta is a forever woman and that’s got you in a twist. You like her. Really like her. But you don’t dare actually like her. And your entire body is tying itself into a knot over it.”

“Rubbish.” The response was immediate. “Elizabeta is an amazing woman but I’m not interested in a relationship with her.”

“Of course you are. Have been from the first day of filming at my place. Maybe even before. Maybe that’s why you chose her, to get closer to her. And you’re terrified of how you’re feeling. Mac told me about your parents.”

Mac was dead. “I think I will sack you.”

“Go ahead. You’ll only cause yourself another emotional crisis when you have to re-hire me. I should have news about Elizabeta’s designer by the end of next week. Want it to be faster – go see her yourself. Have a good night, boss. Oh, and there’s a spelling error in the headline here.” Kristin lifted one of the sheets he’d already approved, waved it at him, put it down and sashayed out.

Ree sat on the couch feeling like he’d been smashed in the chest. Of course what Kristin said was complete and utter rot – he didn’t have any feelings for Elizabeta beyond wishing he could fuck her again. But there was definitely something bothering him, otherwise her words wouldn’t have had the impact they had.

He stood and went over to the sheet Kristin had held up. Sure enough, there was a massive spelling error in the headline, and he hadn’t seen it. Without Kristin, it would have gone to print like that.

He marked the necessary correction and unapproved it so it would come back to him again. He packed up. Obviously he was beyond doing any more work tonight. He’d go home, sit under the moon, have a drink and relax.

He was stressed. He needed a break. That was the answer. Once he’d got this issue of the magazine to bed, he’d organise one.


Chapter Sixteen

Take your slippers and may you never have a day’s luck with them

Friday, after dropping Nicky at school for the first time in two weeks, Elizabeta called into Basco and Partners to re-familiarise herself with her workplace. After everything that had happened, it felt like months since she’d been there, not twelve days.

“Elizabeta.” Shin Yee came out from behind the staid wooden reception desk to embrace her. “I am so glad to see you. You are coming back on Monday, right?”

“Right.” Elizabeta laughed. “Been that bad, has it?”

“They’re horrid. I hadn’t realised how much you protect me from how inept they are at everything but accountancy. And Mrs Flinders!”

Elizabeta nodded. The wife of the oldest of the partners treated the firm like her own private secretariat and would take over if allowed. “So you don’t want my job when I eventually leave?”

“Not in a million years,” Shin Yee said. “You are never, ever leaving again. Although I do hope you keep up Effortless Elegance. I’ve loved it. And you should definitely come do my home. In fact, I think you owe me.”

With a smile, Elizabeta made her way through the office, greeting the bookkeepers who did most of the grunt work of the firm. She’d always tried to look after them well, understanding how difficult business would be if they left.

She looked at her watch and nodded. She’d timed this visit to coincide with the end of the partners’ daily meeting. She wanted to hear from all of them how things were going, what they felt had slipped during her time away, so she could start working on the priorities first thing Monday morning.

She knocked on Mr Basco’s door. “Come in.”

Elizabeta entered the room with a smile. “Good morning, gentlemen. I’ve just popped in to see how things have been going in my absence so I’ll be ready on Monday morning when I come back to work. I see you are all well.”

She closed the door behind her and nodded to each of the partners.

“Mrs Del Fuego. We weren’t expecting you.” Mr Basco’s voice sounded inexplicably stilted. He cast a glance at his partners which spoke of uncertainty.

“As I said, I wanted to speak to you all about any issues that may have arisen during my absence, so I know what to focus on Monday.”

Looking around the group, every one of them turned their head and didn’t want to meet her eye. Elizabeta’s stomach fluttered. Something was wrong.

She looked at Mr Basco, the primary partner and head of the firm. “Is there anything you want to talk to me about?”

“Well…” his voice drifted away. He took a deep breath, let it out slowly, nodded and looked at Elizabeta. “It has come to our attention that you have become an internet celebrity.”

Elizabeta held back the smile because it didn’t feel appropriate, but she was glad that she and Henri had been so successful that her employers had heard. “Yes. It was an experiment I ran with a friend. We’ve been very pleased with how much people have enjoyed it.”

“Did you think about us? About what it would mean to this firm? People have been talking.”

Elizabeta frowned. It had never occurred to her that the challenge might have a detrimental impact on the accountancy firm. “What have they been saying?”

“That is not the point. The point is that people recognised you. People associated with this firm. It has made us look ridiculous.”

Elizabeta was stunned. How was that possible? Nothing she’d done – apart from slapping Henri – could be construed as anything but wholesome and good. How could it make the firm look ridiculous?

“This is why we have the strict rule of no other employment outside this office,” Mr Basco continued.

Elizabeta wasn’t going to let that hypocrisy pass. “You know that I was also working as a cleaner at Higgins Publishing and never said anything about it. And Mr Houghton works at his wife’s café. And Mr Hung has a side business doing bookbinding.”

Mr Basco’s spine stiffened. “The partners are of course free to pursue any interests that give them pleasure. They would never do anything that put the firm at risk. And your cleaning job was not a risk to the firm’s reputation. This internet business has been.”

Elizabeta wanted to point out that if one of the firm’s clients had seen her cleaning in the Higgins Publishing office – and it had been a possibility, some of them did advertise with the magazine – it would have looked extremely bad for the firm. But she reined in her temper.

“I see. Well, I apologise for any embarrassment this may have caused the firm.”

“Thank you, Mrs Del Fuego. We appreciate that. Unfortunately, the damage is such that we shall have to terminate your employment.”

“What?” The word exploded out of Elizabeta. She took a deep breath to compose herself. “I’m sure that whatever damage has been caused, we can deal with it. You know how valuable I am to the firm-”

“You were extremely valuable, now you are a liability. Every time people see you, they will be talking. Whispering. Wondering. We cannot have that.”

It must be about slapping Henri. “I can explain why I slapped Mr Higgins.”

Mr Basco reared back. “You slapped Henri Higgins? You knew we were hoping to get his business.”

Hence the real reason she’d been allowed to work at Higgins Publishing. And that meant what they objected was to Effortless Elegance itself – they obviously hadn’t known about the slap.

Well, if a simple, wonderful show like Effortless Elegance was enough to make them want to terminate her, this wasn’t a place she wanted to work. “Gracias. I thank you for the time I have worked here. I have enjoyed it. I will email you with the terms of my firing and giving you the details of the payout you owe me.”

Mr Basco frowned. “What do you mean?”

Elizabeta smiled. The office manager had always managed the paper work around fired people. “Do not worry. After the leave I just took, you won’t owe me as much as you might have. I anticipate it will be less than ten thousand dollars.”

The colour drained from all the partners’ faces. Mr Houghton said, “Maybe Elizabeta is right. Maybe we can fix this.”

“I am sure you can,” Elizabeta said. “Unfortunately, since you have fired me, you will be doing it without my assistance. I wish you all the best.” She spun on her heel and marched out the door.

At the front desk, she smiled at Shin Yee. “I’m sorry, but you’re going to have to deal with them yourself for a few more weeks. I have been fired.”

“No.” Shin Yee gasped. “Why? This business won’t survive without you.”

Elizabeta was pleased to hear someone else say it. “People have been talking about my leave project and it has embarrassed the firm. Or something like that.”

“That’s ridiculous. The only client I heard talking about it was Max Wilkins, and he was waxing lyrical. His wife adores it.”

“Well, apparently the partners have heard else wise.” Elizabeta took a deep breath. The reality of the situation – she was now unemployed, with no income to look after her family – was starting to hit. “I’m sorry to leave you in the lurch like this. And I probably shouldn’t do an episode at your place. The partners will sack you too.”

“They can’t, because I’m leaving.” Shin Yee picked up her handbag.

“You can’t. This job…”

“I don’t need it. I’m only working because I get bored at home. Paula makes more than enough money to tide us over until I find another job. Give me a moment to go tell the partners they can stick it, and we’ll have coffee.”

Elizabeta watched Shin Yee saunter down the office and into Mr Basco’s office. Silence fell on the building. Even the bookkeepers all stopped working, obviously sensing something was going on. Shin Yee walked out, a big grin on her face. She was halfway back to Elizabeta when Houghton ran out of the office. “We’ll give you a two percent raise. Effective immediately.”

Shin Yee spun around. “Two percent is effectively a pay cut, with cost of living closer to three percent. But I’m sure the money you’ve got to give me a raise would make a great bonus for your hardworking bookkeepers.” She gestured to them grandly and the bookkeepers applauded. “Oh, and Mr Wilkins called. He’s coming in on Monday and is looking forward to seeing Elizabeta again.” She turned, marched up to Elizabeta, grabbed her arm and practically pulled her out of the building.

“Is Wilkins really coming on Monday?” Elizabeta said.

“No. But now they’re going to call him, and have to explain why you won’t be there, and you know he adores you and he’ll give them a right bollocking for letting you go.”

They went to Manuka and sat in the sun and had coffee. It felt decadent, to be relaxing on a Friday morning and not working. Friday was normally 'do the business’s banking and chase creditors' day. This was so much nicer.

“So tell me what you’ve been doing the past couple of weeks,” Shin Yee said. “You took leave so suddenly, and next thing I know Effortless Elegance has appeared and you’re becoming a global phenomenon.”

“Hardly that,” Elizabeta said and explained the facts about the challenge and what she and Henri had done. She didn’t go into the details of the relationship that had grown and changed between them. She didn’t want to face the questions.

There was one question she couldn’t escape. “What was the slap about?”

Elizabeta waved her hands in the air in what she hoped was an airily dismissive manner. “A simple misunderstanding, which we have since rectified.”

Shin Yee accepted that answer. “So are the two of you continuing to work together on Effortless Elegance?”

“No. It is all mine. Mr Higgins is no longer involved. I am looking at ways of funding it.”

“Hang on. He created this thing, made you famous, and now he’s just washing his hands of you? That doesn’t sound fair.”

As if to punctuate Shin Yee’s comment, a young woman approached. “I’m so sorry to interrupt, but I wanted to tell you how much I love Effortless Elegance. I was able to throw a wonderful dinner party for my friends last night, because of you. I never believed I could do that.”

Elizabeta smiled. “I’m so glad we were able to show you what you’re capable of. That makes me extremely happy.”

“Can I have an autograph?” The woman flourished a napkin and a pen.

Elizabeta signed, the woman gushed a little more than left.

“See? Can’t even have a cup of coffee in peace. He owes you.” Shin Yee sipped her cup.

“We never agreed for it to be a permanent situation. He wanted to win the challenge and it suited me to assist him.”

“Except now you’ve lost your job, and you can’t afford to keep running your program. How does all this affect Angie and her business?”

“Actually, it is looking like a good move for the business. We have started working on how to produce and distribute the garments because we’ve been offered national exposure.”

“Through Henri Higgins’s magazine I hope. It’s the least he could do.”

“Yes.” Elizabeta really wanted to stop talking about Henri Higgins. He was like a ghost, hanging over her life, not leaving her alone.

“Good. And he’s given you full control of Effortless Elegance? Including ownership of all the back material?”

It was often easy to forget that Shin Yee’s background was in law. Elizabeta sought for an answer. “Well, we’ve not really talked about it. There wasn’t a contract or anything. But I’m sure he doesn’t want it anymore.”

Shin Yee shook her head. “Don’t take anything for granted with men like Henri Higgins. You need to get it all legally signed over to you. If you manage to turn it into a profit making business without it, you can bet your bippy he’ll come after you for his share.”

Elizabeta doubted Henri would, but she couldn’t leave him an avenue to come back into her life.

“Excuse me.” Elizabeta downed the last of her coffee and pushed her chair back. “I need to go see Henri Higgins.”

“Go tear him a new one.” Shin Yee raised her cup in salute.

On the drive over, Elizabeta considered how to handle it. Calmly. She needed Henri to willingly sign everything over to her, so she could work on making Effortless Elegance her new career. And should it turn out she needed to go get a paying job as well, she might need a reference from Higgins Publishing.

At the office, Janet greeted her with a smile. “Elizabeta. Congratulations on the win.”

“Thank you.” Elizabeta made herself smile sweetly. Difficult when she was so nervous. “Is he in?”

“Absolutely. I’m glad you’re here. He’s been in a bad mood for the past couple of days. Hopefully seeing you again will make him happier.”

Elizabeta pulled back her shoulders and marched with what she hoped was calm confidence, stopping in front of Henri’s desk and smiling down at him. “You owe me a new job.”

Henri had started to rise but he dropped back into his chair. His expression was best described as confused. “I what?”

“I just got fired. Because of you. So you owe me a job. Amongst other things.”

“Elizabeta.” He stood and started to walk around the desk. “I’m sorry.”

He reached out for her but Elizabeta stepped away. If he touched her, she might lose her composure. “I want to continue with Effortless Elegance.”

“You do?”

“Yes. Not that I can afford to keep it going, but I’ll find a way.”

“I didn’t know you wanted to keep going. Higgins Publishing can continue to support the program.”

“No. I don’t want any money from you.”

Henri frowned. “Then why are you here?”

“I want Effortless Elegance. I want you to sign it entirely over to me. You owe me that much, as it was your challenge that caused me to lose both my employers.”

There was a long pause as he stared at her. Slowly, his features hardened until no sign of the man she’d made love with remained. He was cold. Stone. Henri Higgins, millionaire businessman. “My lawyers will be in touch regarding the contract for Effortless Elegance. I will also ensure you receive a severance package for losing your job here at Higgins Publishing. Good day, Ms Flores.” He turned, walked across to his private bathroom and closed the door behind him.

Elizabeta took a deep breath and let it out slowly. She should feel triumphant. He was going to continue to support Effortless Elegance and she was going to get more money to cover this period. Instead, she felt hollow, weak, small and tired.

She went home. Nicky was at school, Angie was at her Friday support group and Maria was in her room probably watching television. It was quiet.

Elizabeta went upstairs and drew herself a relaxing bath, but she couldn’t let the growing knot of – pain, sadness, devastation – she couldn’t recognise her emotions and she couldn’t let them go. So she put herself to bed. Slowly, her eyes fluttered shut and she slept.

Ree stared at himself in the mirror. He’d never felt like this before – it was like his heart was literally breaking. Pain, starting in his chest and moving through his body. The whole world felt dreary and colourless.

He took a deep breath and let it out, trying to release the pain, but it wouldn’t go. Fuck it – Kristin and Mac had been right. He had desired Elizabeta, not just as a beautiful woman but as a beautiful person. And if she was to be believed, the feeling wasn’t mutual. She felt nothing for him at all.

It hurt, like nothing his parents had ever done with their emotional abandonment. Ree stood in his bathroom, and wanted to cry like a little boy.

He shook his head. Moping wasn’t going to achieve anything. In his blindness to his own feelings, he had hurt Elizabeta. He needed to make it up to her.


Chapter Seventeen

You infamous creature, how dare you accuse me of such a thing?

It was a little after one on Saturday afternoon when Ree pulled up to Elizabeta’s house. All his thinking, considering options, had arrived at just one truth – he needed to talk to Elizabeta.

Feeling nerves unlike ever before, he knocked at her door. No response. Not home. Oh, good.

He heard a noise inside and knocked again. Someone was there. Maybe even Elizabeta, avoiding him. Footsteps came towards him and anticipation knotted in his stomach.

The door handle rattled, but it didn’t open.

“Elizabeta?” Ree called out. He put his hands on the screen door, willing her to come to him. “Please, we need to talk. I promise I’m not here to cause you more problems. Elizabeta?”

The footsteps moved away, and there was silence. Ree waited one heartbeat, two, three. She wasn’t going to open the door.

Well, he wasn’t going to just give up. “I’m staying here, until you come talk to me,” he called out. He sat at the small table on the front veranda.

The heat that hung in the air was oppressive. He hated how Canberra had become humid – he was sure it never had been when he was growing up. Sweat began to build at the back of his neck. Hopefully he wouldn’t be waiting for too long.

A girl appeared, rushing from the back of the house, past the veranda railing and up the stairs. She stopped and gave Ree a broad smile. “Hello. I’m Angie.”

Now, that’s a secret. “Hello, Angie. I’m Ree.” He wasn’t sure what to do. Send Angie back inside? Sit and talk with her?

Angie took the decision from him. She sat on the other chair. “What do you do?” She was in a singlet top and shorts, with no hat.

“Should you get a hat on? You might get sunburnt.”

Angie shook her head vigorously. “Sun is nice. What do you do?”

The best thing he figured was to stay here and look after Angie until Elizabeta came. “I work at a magazine. What do you do?”

“A magazine. Do you like pretty dresses?”

“I adore pretty dresses.”

Angie jumped to her feet and held out her hand. “Stay.” She rushed over to the steps, turned and held out her hand again. “Stay.” She ran around the back of the house.

Ree shook his head. So Elizabeta had kept hidden the fact her daughter had Down syndrome. He could understand that. While it appeared from his limited knowledge that Angie’s disability was mild, she still required protection and looking after. Look at how willing she’d been to leave the safety of her own home to come talk to a stranger.

He got out his phone. He hadn’t wanted to warn Elizabeta he was coming, but he needed to tell her about what Angie was doing.

‘Where are you?’ He considered the fact she probably wouldn’t respond to that, so sent another text. ‘I’m at your place, having a chat with Angie.’ Wherever she was, that would bring her running.

The response was immediate. ‘She let you in?’

‘No. She couldn’t open the front door so came out from around the back.’

‘I’m on my way. Please be careful what you say to her.’

Right. Lack of trust established. Good start to the conversation they must have.

He put the phone away as Angie re-appeared, a portfolio in her hands. “I do pretty dresses,” she said. “Look.” She thrust it at Ree.

Ree took the portfolio, opened it and was glad he was sitting because if he’d been standing he probably would have fallen over. There was a sketch of the dress Elizabeta had worn in the first episode of Effortless Elegance. The dress he’d torn from her body when they’d made love.

Angie was Elizabeta’s secret designer.

He flipped through, seeing the rest of Elizabeta’s costumes, as well as some that had either not been made or deemed not suitable for her mother. The one thing that did shine through – Angie’s talent.

“These are outstanding,” Ree said. “You are very good.”

“You put me in magazine?”

Even without Elizabeta’s warning, Ree would have known to be careful of answering that. You never promised anything to anyone without knowing all the information. “I will need to talk to your mum about that. Have you made any of these clothes?”

“Made some for Mama. Made some for model.”

“Have you got any to sell?”

Angie shook her head. “No sell my dresses.”

And so there was no point in continuing the conversation. “Your mum and I will talk, and your mum will help you decide what to do.”

“You like Mama?”

“I do,” Ree said.

“Mama pretty.”

“Yes, she is.”

“I pretty too.”

Ree smiled. You couldn’t help but smile at Angie. She was so cute, beaming with innocence, smile so wide it overtook her face. “Yes, you are pretty too.”

“I like you,” Angie proclaimed. “You my friend.”

The daughter’s trust won so easily. The mother’s trust never to be won. “Yes, I am your friend.”

“What you favourite TV show? I like Project Runway.”

No surprise. “I don’t watch a lot of TV.”

“Why not?”

“I’m very busy. When I am home, I prefer either quiet or movies.”

“I like movies. I like Legally Blonde.”

“Tell me about it,” Ree said.

So Angie started to parrot on about the movie – which was something about a pretty blonde girl who wore a lot of pink – swinging her legs. Then she jumped to her feet.

“Mama coming.” With that, she ran off the veranda, around the side of the house.

Moments later, Ree heard a car. Well, add super hearing to the list of Angie’s attributes. He watched Elizabeta’s car appear, turn into the driveway. She jumped out and ran up to the door, wrenching at the handle on the screen door.

“I told you it was locked,” Ree said.

Elizabeta turned and frowned at him. “She went around the back?”

“She did. Must be an easier to open door there.”

Elizabeta swore in Spanish. Ree guessed she knew exactly which door, and why Angie had been able to get out.

“And she left this behind.” Ree held out the portfolio.

Elizabeta looked at it, her face flushing red.

“Mama?” Nicky had come up the stairs behind her.

Elizabeta fished in her handbag and handed some keys over to Nicky, who was carrying a bag from an office supply chain. “Go inside and make sure Angie is okay.”

Nicky unlocked the front door and let himself in. Ree put the portfolio on the table and nodded to the other chair. “Sit. I’d like to hear the entire story.”

Elizabeta sighed and sat. “I don’t know where to start.”

“When did you know Angie was so talented?”

“It wasn’t until late primary school that we saw she had artistic talent. Down syndrome children tend to have weak muscles and it takes them longer to gain control and fine motor skills. But once she was able to start drawing, it was clear she was talented. She’d always been playing with clothes. She used to love dressing up her dolls, first in the dolls own clothes, but she started tearing up her own clothes to make new outfits so I had to buy her material. Once her skills became good enough, I got her scissors and needle and thread and she was able to actually cut and sew clothes.

"By the time she was thirteen, she’d moved from dressing the dolls to dressing the family. Somewhere around the age of fifteen, she discovered Project Runway and realised that fashion designers existed. She was determined to be one. When she finished high school, it took us years to convince the institute she could be a student there, but finally we did. In the meantime, she’d learnt so much about fabric and drape and different body types, so she was well ahead of the other students. The teachers all said she was incredibly talented, the best in the class, but they also agreed she’d never get any work. They even gave the class prize to another student because there was no point giving it to Angie when no one would hire her.

"I decided that she wouldn’t need someone to hire her. I’d run the business for her. I got my MBA. I took jobs to learn about the industry. I’ve worked at the racecourse, particularly on Canberra Cup day. I did volunteer work for FashFest. I worked part-time in boutiques. I did some dressmaking for some local designers. And I got the job cleaning at Higgins Publishing, to learn about that side of the industry. All of it designed to ensure I’d be able to run Angie’s company and make her the success she longed to be.”

At first, Ree had let Elizabeta talk because he was so happy to hear her voice, and to see that she was finally opening up to him. Then he listened in awe to the actual story. What a remarkable woman she was.

He felt a pang for wondering what his life could have been if his mother had loved him half as much as Elizabeta did Angie.

“You negotiated me up to get more money for Angie’s business,” he said.

To his surprise, Elizabeta shook her head. “I negotiated you up to get some money for Nicky as well. I do have two children, and I want them both to have every opportunity to fulfil their dreams. Nicky will be going to university, and that’s expensive. The extra thirty thousand I got from you will go a long way to seeing him through his degree.”

Ree bowed his head in acknowledgement. “I want Angie’s designs in the magazine.”

“Kristin and I have been discussing it.”

So, she’d talk to Kristin about her family and dreams, not him. “Kristin knows about Angie?”

“I didn’t mean for her to find out, it just happened.” A strange expression crossed Elizabeta’s face, like she’d just smelt something unpleasant, but there was nothing bad to smell out here. “Kristin found out at Angie’s graduation last Friday.”

“I was at that graduation.”

“I know.” A sorrowful smile. “I asked Kristin to get rid of you, so you wouldn’t find out about Angie.”

Kristin had come, lied to him about the talent in the room, whisked him out of there so Elizabeta’s secret could be kept safe.

And she’d manoeuvred him into giving her a job on the proviso she’d get the name of Elizabeta’s designer when she knew who it was. Well, he had to admire that, but he also needed to make sure Kristin understood never to snow him like that again.

Right now, what he had to deal with was the stark evidence of how little Elizabeta trusted him.

“Why didn’t you tell me about Angie?”

“I have to protect her.” The answer was automatic, obviously what Elizabeta always said to that question. Ree wasn’t going to let her get away with it.

“Why did you feel you had to protect her from me?”

Elizabeta blinked. “It wasn’t you in particular. It’s just a general thing.”

“You didn’t have to protect her from Kristin. You let her into your secret. So why not me?”

Elizabeta looked away, red rising in her cheeks. He would have sworn she was hiding something. “There’s no point in continuing this conversation.”

“I think there is. I want to know, why you thought you couldn’t trust me with knowing the truth about your daughter? I was good enough to sleep with, but not good enough for this?”

Elizabeta’s eyes narrowed. Good. If he got her angry, he’d get the truth out of her. “The two are not the same thing.”

“I know. Angie obviously means more to you than your own health and safety. There’s few times in our lives that we are more vulnerable than when we’re having sex. You trusted me to look after you there, but you didn’t trust me to understand about your daughter.”

“You do not get to decide who I do and do not sleep with.”

“But you get to decide who I do and do not meet.”

“Yes, I do. I get to decide everything about my daughter’s life.”

“Except you don’t. Today being evidence of that.”

“Believe me, Angie is going to learn not to go outside and talk to anyone.”

“So you’ll punish her for something you did wrong. If you had secured the house properly, she wouldn’t have been able to get out. If she’d had proper supervision, she wouldn’t have been out here talking to me. And thankfully it was me, not someone who wanted to hurt her. Despite what you think of me.”

“How dare you.” Elizabeta surged to her feet. “I am a wonderful mother, and I take very good care of my daughter. She is always safe.”

“I repeat – not today she wasn’t.”

“If I’d known that you were coming around then believe me, I would have ensured that she couldn’t get out of the house. No way do I want my daughter near someone like you.”

“Someone like me?”

“A player. Someone who uses women for their own gratification.”

Ree was stunned. “What?”

“I’ve seen you. After a photo shoot, picking one of the models, talking her up, taking her to your office probably to sleep with her, maybe the better ones get to go to your apartment. Time after time, I’ve seen you. You aren’t to be trusted around women. You aren’t to be trusted around my daughter.”

Ree was unable to think, to talk, to move. Elizabeta’s accusation, so unexpected, had rendered him a statue. Was he a player? Okay, so he had seduced a few of the models – the ones that had really appealed to him, had not only been beautiful but intelligent and interesting as well. But he didn’t think he’d slept around, seduced too many women. Had he?

“I see,” he murmured, trying to get his thoughts to get into some sort of order. “How many women do you think I have slept with?”

“I crunched the numbers once. I estimated one hundred and twenty women.”

Fuck. That was one hell of a lot of women. So far off the true number it was ridiculous, but even he would have wondered about a man who had fucked that many women.

“Really? How did you arrive at that magical, mystical number, oh mathematical genius?”

Elizabeta crossed her arms over her chest. “I estimated I saw you chatting up a model at least once a month. It could be more, maybe closer to two, but that number is too scary. So one model a month equals twelve a year. The magazine has been fully functioning for about ten years. That’s a total of 120 models.”

“Well, you can’t argue with maths, can you?” Ree stood. “Except I should point out that the large majority of those chats with the models were about work, not about sex. And the number that I took home – and I took them all home, my office is for business only – is so far south of one hundred and twenty that I now feel almost like a monk. In fact, if I were to crunch the numbers, I’d have to say that to my best recollection, you are the twelfth woman I’ve taken to bed. And now that I know exactly what you think of me, I’m wishing that I hadn’t.”

Elizabeta’s face paled, but she doggedly kept her arms folded. “Well, you can’t blame me for thinking what I did.”

“Actually, I can. You’ve been judging me without any evidence throughout this, and jumping to your own bizarre conclusions. You know, the reason I came here today was because I wanted to have a serious talk with you, because I thought that we might have a future together if we wanted to work at it. Now I can see I have been a fool. Thank you for making me a wiser man, Elizabeta.”

He brushed past her, anger stiffening his spine and lengthening his stride. He hoped she would call after him, to apologise. The fact she didn’t was proof that this was, indeed, the end.

As he started the car, Ree looked at the house. Elizabeta had gone inside. From one of the top windows came the hand wave he’d witnessed once before. The hand that he now was sure belonged to Angie.

That young woman, with all that talent and all that joy but with all those things against her, deserved every chance to fulfil her dream and Ree was going to help make it happen.

Her mother, however, could go to hell.

Daylight hours passed in a rush of things happening. Elizabeta booked the filming of a new episode of Effortless Elegance. Kristin bought over a dressmaker friend of hers, Patricia, and the young woman and Angie hit it off. They spent hours together, talking about the pattern making process, working out how to create multiple copies in varying sizes of Angie’s designs. Patricia left at lunchtime Monday with the plans to cut and sew two copies of Angie’s cocktail dress, in size eight and size ten, to see how they came out. By the end of the week, they’d know how easy it was going to be and whether they could indeed start production and go ahead with setting up the business.

It was only when lying by herself in bed at night that Elizabeta’s mind went to Henri, and it wouldn’t stop. The guilt was killing her. She had once thought he was a player, but had long ago recognised he wasn’t. But it had made a convenient excuse to avoid the truth.

Monday afternoon, there was a knock on the door and Elizabeta opened it to reveal Janet.

“Hello. This is a surprise.”

“I was advised not to call you before I came over. That you would arrange to not be home if I did.”

Elizabeta blushed. “Not at all. Please, come in. Can I get you something?”

“Coffee would be wonderful. We’re on deadline for the magazine this week, so lots of late nights.”

Elizabeta recalled the energy in the building the week of production. Nearly everyone would still be at work when she arrived to clean and they were all excited, working animatedly rather than being grumpy about the overtime.

She got them both coffee and cakes and served it in the lounge room. Janet was looking at the pictures on the wall.

“Your husband was a handsome man,” Janet said, sitting.

“Yes, he was. My son looks a lot like him.” Elizabeta poured the coffee. “So, why are you here?”

“I have paperwork for you.” Janet pulled a folder out of her large handbag and opened it. “First, here is the paperwork that signs Effortless Elegance completely over to you. And here’s a hard drive, with all the footage, including anything not used in the actual show. You might be able to make another show or two out of that.”

Elizabeta took the hard drive and stared at it. So many memories. Those first few days had been so fraught with tension because she couldn’t do what Henri needed. But they’d learnt how to work with each other, and the shows had become magical. It was going to feel strange, filming a show without him.

She looked over the documentation about Effortless Elegance. It was very straight forward – in easy to understand language, Henri was signing over everything about Effortless Elegance to her. The name. The format. The idea. The footage. The design. The website. The YouTube channel. The social media. Everything. And without any reparation demanded in response.

“Then there’s this,” Janet held out another document holder. “It’s a proposal for Higgins Publishing to sponsor Effortless Elegance, to the tune of fifty thousand dollars a year. One of the lawyers drew it up so read over it carefully, get your own legal advice, as it would have been conceived to totally suit Higgins Publishing, not you.”

“Henri wants to sponsor Effortless Elegance?”

“He believes in the program, and he believes in you. He understands how important it is for Angie that the program continue and be a success and he wants to help with that. Speaking of Angie, here’s the contract to have her involved in the ‘Who to watch out for’ edition of the magazine. And here’s a list of phone numbers of people you can contact who have promised to assist you with setting up the business. They’re all waiting for your call.”

Elizabeta took the list, her eyes widening until they hurt as she looked at who was there. Boutique owners, not just in Canberra but around Australia. The numbers of the editors of magazines such as Elle and Vogue. And numbers of brilliant designers, including Sass and Bide, Camilla and Marc, and Alex Perry.

“Wow,” Elizabeta murmured.

“He was really taken with Angie, and her talent, and wants to do what he can to ensure she is a success,” Janet said.

Elizabeta welcomed the ring of the telephone, as it gave her an excuse to leave this conversation and gather her thoughts.

“Hello?” Elizabeta hoped it was a telemarketer, so she could let them ramble on while she tried to make sense of her emotions.

“Mrs Del Fuego? It’s Anthony Basco

Oh, great. What was her former boss doing, calling her? Elizabeta looked over her shoulder at Janet. “Sorry, I have to take this.”

“Of course,” Janet said.

Elizabeta took the phone into the kitchen. “What can I do for you, Mr Basco?”

“Mrs Del Fuego, we’ve had time to reconsider our conversation from Friday and we have decided that we were somewhat hasty in our decision. We believe that you can happily continue your employment at Basco and Partners, under the proviso that there will be no more of those internet things made. We look forward to seeing you back at work tomorrow.”

Elizabeta slumped in a chair. Well, if this wasn’t the strangest day in a long while.

“Why did you change your mind?”

“I beg your pardon?”

“Nothing in the situation has changed since Friday. Why did you change your mind?”

A pause. “As I said, we reviewed the decision and have decided it would be better for you to come back to work.”

Better for you. Obviously, one day without either herself or Shin Yee was enough to send them all into a panic. “I see. Well, thank you for that, however I shall continue to make episodes of Effortless Elegance, so I believe it best that I not return to work with you. I very much enjoyed my time there and wish you all the best moving forward.”

“No. No, Mrs Del Fuego, that answer is unacceptable. You must return to work tomorrow. You cannot leave us in the lurch like this, after everything we’ve done for you.”

As all they’d done was actually employ her, she didn’t think she particularly owed them anything. “May I remind you that you fired me? It left me with no option but to make plans for my future, and those plans now conflict with this offer of employment.”

“All right. You can continue to make those blasted internet things. Now, will you come back to us?”

There was panic in his voice. Elizabeta knew him well enough to recognise that. Something big was going down, and he needed Elizabeta to come in and save the day. As she so often had in the past.

“I thank you for the offer, but –”

“We’ll give you a raise. A generous one.”

Yes, this definitely wasn’t about feeling guilty that they’d been too harsh on her. This was about them being terrified something horrible was going to happen to the business if she didn’t come in and fix it. In fact, she was surprised Mr Basco wasn’t asking her to come in this afternoon.

She needed to find out more about what was going on. “I’ll think about it, Mr Basco.”

A pause. “All right. Think. I’ll call you back in an hour.” He hung up.

Well, they definitely were panicked. There was one person in the office that she could talk to about what could be going on. She pulled out her mobile, found the number and called it.

“Hello, gorgeous.” Eric’s dreamy, deep voice drawled in her ear. “I was hoping to get a chance to talk to you today. Just let me go outside, so we can talk undisturbed.”

“Eric.” He was one of the bookkeepers, but also the office gossip. Nothing went on without Eric finding out. “I’ve just had the strangest phone call…”

“From Mr Basco. Would you believe he didn’t have your home number and I had to get it for him? Poor fool couldn’t tie his own shoelaces without instruction. I’ve been acting as receptionist since you and Shin Yee did your glorious walkouts on Friday and I have to say, I’m loving it. It doesn’t have the intellectual stimulation of working with numbers but by God, you keep on top of the gossip with ease!”

Elizabeta smiled. She had no doubt Eric would be a brilliant receptionist. If it weren’t for the fact she herself understood the allure of numbers, she’d wonder why he was just a bookkeeper.

“So can you tell me what’s going on there?” Elizabeta said.

“Well, it’s been fabulous. It all started last Tuesday, when Max Wilkins came in and was raving about Effortless Elegance and how much his wife loved it and how he couldn’t wait for you to come back to work so he could get your autograph. It is glorious, you know, my darling.”

“Thank you.”

“Well, after that the partners went into a huddle. They got me to find Effortless Elegance and show it to them. I think I might have erred in choosing the bath episode first – who was that dashing man you bathed?”

“That’s James and judging by the way he hit on me, he’s into girls.”

“Damn. Well, they were shocked, and they muttered and carried on but I thought it would just blow over. Then you came in Friday, and they sacked you over it – I secretly think Mr Basco was outraged his office manager was better known in Canberra society than he – and you stormed out of there so magnificently, we all applauded when you and Shin Yee left the office. And that we thought was that. Until this morning when I passed on three very interesting phone calls. Helen George, Brad Capin and Han Shu.”

Elizabeta knew they were the three largest accounts at Basco and Partners. “What was interesting about their calls?”

“Well, I’m extrapolating what Capin and George were calling about from what Shu said to me. You know he thinks I’m magnificent.”

It had been Eric’s work on the Shu books a few months ago that had caught out the company’s financial officer and his embezzlement. Since then, Han Shu had sung nothing but praise of Eric and had even passed the bookkeeper a little bonus on his last visit.

“What did Shu say?”

“They’d heard you’d been sacked over Effortless Elegance, were disgusted by it and threatened to pull their accounts unless you were immediately reinstated.”

“No.” The word exploded out of Elizabeta’s mouth. “How did they find out?”

“I thought you must have told them, but the fact you’ve called me to ask what’s going on has disabused me of that fact. But someone must have. One of the partners.”

“I doubt they would,” Elizabeta said. “And it wouldn’t be general knowledge because my job wouldn’t be advertised yet. Would Shin Yee have done it?”

“She wouldn’t have their contacts. Well, isn’t this a mystery? It must be one of my fellow bookkeepers, who wanted to see justice done. I will find out who it was.”

Well, at least now Elizabeta knew the reason for the partners’ change of heart and panic. “Thank you, Eric. You have been most informative.”

“Always will be for you, gorgeous. Will you be coming back?”

“I think not. Do I want to work for people who only want me to work there because they are scared of what will happen if I don’t? But I’ll spend a bit of time thinking about it. Their worry is what they deserve, after they were so disloyal to me. No one ever complained about Effortless Elegance?”

“No one. The partners decided themselves having a famous person working for them would be a bad thing. I don’t see why. Couldn’t they have used you to drum up more business? If they’d sponsored the show, they could have reached thousands of people they normally wouldn’t.”

“I would think exactly like you in that circumstance. They’ve always been ridiculously conservative, and I’m actually tired of fighting that to make the business a success.”

“We’re going to miss you, gorgeous. This Friday, come out with us, so we can toast you.”

“I will.” Elizabeta hung up, her decision made. She wasn’t going to return to Basco and Partners. Maybe she should have left long ago, but now was definitely the time for her life to move in a new direction.

She re-joined Janet. “Everything all right?”

“Everything is fine. I just made an important decision.”

“Which is?” Janet sipped the coffee.

“Basco and Partners offered me my job back and I’ve said no.” Elizabeta nodded to herself. “You know, this is a moment that deserves more than coffee. How about a glass of wine?”

“Sounds great,” Janet said. “Then you can explain.”

Elizabeta poured them both a glass of red and they clinked glasses in a toast. Elizabeta recounted everything from Friday and today.

“Well, I knew about Friday,” Janet said. “And actually, I already knew about today as well. Well, not your reaction, but that you’d be offered your job back.”

“How could you know that?”

“I got a phone call Saturday. By nine am this morning, I needed to have the names and contact details of Basco and Partners’ three largest accounts on Ree’s desk. I ended up chatting up one of the junior partners at an event Saturday night. Ree called the owners of those businesses. Told them what had been done. Convinced them that they should use their pull with the practice to get you your job back.”

Elizabeta slumped against the back of the lounge. “Henri did that?”

“He knew he did wrong, not thinking about the impact of the challenge on your life, and he had to make amends. Particularly for Angie’s sake. As I said, he was quite taken with her.”

Guilt threatened to close Elizabeta’s throat and stop her from breathing. She couldn’t let this continue.

After Janet left, Elizabeta had another glass of wine, to give her some Dutch courage before she called Henri.

“Janet told me what you did,” Elizabeta said. “Don’t blame her. I would have worked it out eventually.”

“I don’t mind you knowing,” Henri said. “But I didn’t do it for you to thank me. I did it because I was wrong, and I needed to make it right.”

“You weren’t totally to blame. I accepted the challenge. It was my decision, and I made it freely.”

“Thank you. I appreciate that. So, when are you going back to work?”

“I’m not. I’ve had time to think since Friday. Sometimes in life, you have to take chances. This is my chance to make things work, not just for Angie but for myself as well. With Effortless Elegance and Angelina Designs. To give it my best shot, I need to focus on it. So, I won’t be returning to Basco and Partners. Can you give me the contacts of the people you spoke to so I can ask them not to pull their account?”

“I’ll text them over. So, congratulations. And best of luck.”

“Thank you.” She took a deep breath. This was it. This was the time. “I have something I need to tell you.”

“Sounds serious.”

“It is.” Another deep breath. Dios, this was worse than confession to a priest. “The real reason I didn’t tell you about Angie was because I thought you would discriminate against her.”

“You did? Why would you think that?”

“Because of Kim Atticus.” The words tumbled out. “I was outside your office that first morning of the challenge, and I heard you yelling. Then Kim came out with her co-worker and she was crying and the co-worker was telling her not to worry, that she was there to support her and they’d take care of the bastard and I assumed…” Dios, it was so embarrassing.

“Assumed what?” Henri’s tone had gone cold. He knew what she was going to say.

“That you had sacked her and that her being in the wheelchair was part of the reason. I was determined at that moment to keep Angie a secret from you. Then I found out that wasn’t the case at all, but by then it was too late. I couldn’t tell you about Angie, because I’d have to admit why. So I came up with ways to keep you out of my life.”

“That’s why you left Melbourne.”

Elizabeta nodded, even though he couldn’t see it. “Not consciously at first, but I eventually recognised I got so angry because it was a good cover for my guilt and a way to keep you at bay. The same with what I said to you on Saturday. I know you’re not a player. You’re a good man. I’m so very sorry.”

So there it was. All out in the open. The question now was – would he forgive her?

“I realised on Saturday that you don’t trust me, but I had no idea that your distrust ran so deeply. I suppose this means you won’t give permission for Angie to be in the magazine.”

“No, not at all. I would love for you to feature her. I know you will look after her and do a wonderful job. And I’m very thankful for the sponsorship. I will be proud to be associated with Higgins Publishing.”

“Just not with me.”

She had really hurt him. “I was wrong, Henri. You are a good man. A remarkable man. I know you’re angry right now, and need time, but should you ever decide you can forgive me, I would welcome you as a friend.”

“Goodbye, Elizabeta.” Henri hung up.

Was that it? Was that the end? Was she never going to see Henri again?

Elizabeta put down her phone and lay on the lounge. She had been such an idiot and as a result, had hurt someone deeply. She felt ashamed, and wrung out. Tears flowed and she let them. The least Henri Higgins deserved from her was her tears.


Chapter Eighteen

I have grown accustomed to your voice and appearance

Elizabeta stood on the runway and looked out at the hall. Rows of seats, currently empty but in a short while, they would be packed. She hoped. Oh, dear God, she prayed.

She turned and looked at the backdrop. A watermark of Steampunk imagery – watches, airships, steam trains – with in bold print the words ‘Angelina Designs’.

This was it – the moment it all began for her daughter.

Really, it had already begun. The ‘Who to Watch’ issue of Regal had come out four days ago, and the demand had been instant. That day, the phone had started ringing with boutiques wanting to carry the range. That night, Danni Minogue had appeared on The X Factor wearing the flamenco dress and Twitter had gone mad. The following night, Essie Davis had worn the cocktail dress at a red carpet event. By the next afternoon, some of the elite of Australian society were calling wanting to commission a piece.

Now, for the first time, the entire collection would be shown. Pieces no one had seen before, not in the magazine, not even on Effortless Elegance. Judging by the RSVPs, everyone was coming but still, Elizabeta was scared.

Particularly because tonight, Angie’s identity would be revealed. Elizabeta and Angie had fought over it. Elizabeta believed it would be safest that no one knew Angie ever. Angie was not going to be robbed of her moment.

So they’d struck a deal. Angie could appear at runway events, and there would be a page about her on the website, but otherwise she wouldn’t be interviewed. She would be free to concentrate on her designs, and leave all the publicity work to her now quite well-known mother.

Elizabeta went back stage. It was calm, the models moving around quietly, the makeup artists and hairdressers working without chatter.

“This is bizarre,” Kristin said, coming to join Elizabeta. “I’ve never seen the back of a catwalk show like this.”

Elizabeta knew exactly what Kristin meant – she’d been backstage at a few shows and knew they were usually a highly managed version of pure chaos, loud and at times overwhelming. But she also knew why this one was different. In the middle of the room stood Angie, beaming like a bonfire. She would pat the arms of models as they passed, tell them how pretty they were, and coo over what the makeup artists and hairdressers were doing. And everyone was smiling at Angie and going about their business quietly and calmly, not sure how to react to her.

There had been a few who had turned down the gig because the idea of working for Angie had been too difficult for them to handle. Everyone who had been hired at least acted as if they didn’t mind, even if it was clear for several at least that they weren’t at ease.

Fair enough. They’d get used to Angie, and relax. And as long as none of them treated her daughter badly, Elizabeta was prepared to allow them their discomfort.

“Let’s remember this at next year’s show and see how things have changed,” Elizabeta said. “I’m betting they will have.”

“One thing for certain – the models are absolutely loving Angie’s designs. I have however heard a few whispers questioning whether Angie did actually design these. I think we’re going to find we’re battling a theory that we’ve put Angie out as the face of the company to get publicity but in fact someone else is designing the clothes.”

“Really?” It had never occurred to Elizabeta that anyone would doubt Angie was the designer.

“Really. Hopefully it won’t happen but just to let you know, you might need to do a photo shoot or television interview showing Angie actually doing her designs.”

Well, Elizabeta had always known that life with Angie would never been smooth.

A frisson running down Elizabeta’s spine told her the moment she’d been dreading was here. She looked across and saw Henri, smiling and talking to one of the models.

He was here. Of course he was here. Higgins Publishing supported all the young people they featured in the magazine.

He was in a dark suit, white shirt, bright red tie and an Angelina Designs waistcoat. He looked wonderful. Well rested, happy, relaxed. Gorgeous. Clothes-tearing-off gorgeous.

“Ree.” Angie had spotted him. Elizabeta watched her daughter run across the room. Henri stopped his conversation to smile at Angie and accept her hug. Angie was talking animatedly, and Ree paid her attention as though she were the most important person in the room.

Which she is, Elizabeta told herself. This is Angie’s night. Angie’s moment. She had every right to Henri’s undivided attention. Whereas Elizabeta deserved none of it. But she wanted it. Desperately.

Dammit. She’d convinced herself over the past three months that Henri Higgins was in the past, just a memory that would keep her warm and entertained in her golden years. But one look at him and her entire body craved.

Angie took Henri by the hand and dragged him across the room, towards Elizabeta. I’m not ready. I need to get these emotions under control. Then he was right in front of her. Musky and masculine and stunning. Making her knees quake.

“Elizabeta.” She’d forgotten how sinful his voice was.

“Henri. How are you?” What a ridiculously pathetic thing to say.

“I’m well. I don’t need to ask how you are. I can see that life as an independent business woman and internet celebrity is treating you well.” His eyes skimmed her body and she hoped, wished, that when he looked at her she would see that familiar fire. But his gaze was dull. “I really enjoyed last week’s episode on balconies. Inspired me to do something with mine.”

“I’d love to see it. Your balcony had such potential.” Great, Elizabeta. Just invite yourself over to the man’s place.

“I’ll send you some photos.”

Phew. So he hadn’t understood it was an invitation. Then – damn, he hadn’t understood it was an invitation.

It was so, so clear that while she was still a quivery mass of desire, Henri was completely and utterly over her.

“I look forward to seeing them. Excuse me, I need to discuss some things with the show runner.” Elizabeta nodded and slipped away, finding a hidden corner to regain herself. Well, hopefully she hadn’t shown her need to him, so she could maintain a little dignity. Get control, she told herself firmly. Focus on Angie. Make this a success.

You’ve got the rest of your life to moon over Henri Higgins.

How had she become more beautiful? Ree couldn’t understand it, but she had. Her hair seemed softer, her skin glowed, and her body looked amazing. They were in a public place but all he wanted to do was sweep her up into his arms, kiss her and swear they’d never be apart again.

Except her smile wasn’t warm. Her eyes didn’t glow at him. Her voice was calm, polite. Like they were strangers. Or worse, business acquaintances only.

They hadn’t spoken for three months. All the negotiations about the sponsorship of Effortless Elegance had been done through lawyers. All the set up and work for the photo shoot with Angie’s designs had been coordinated by Kristin. For the first few weeks Ree had been glad about that – his anger over Elizabeta’s negative view of him had been strong and had carried him a long way. But it had faded, replaced by memories of the time they’d spent together. Her laughter. Her passion. Her good heart. Her body. Making love to her.

He’d tortured himself by watching the Effortless Elegance episodes. Higgins Publishing hadn’t been the only ones to recognise what a great idea the series was and she had four sponsors now. Even if they were only paying a fraction of what he was (and Ree bet they were paying more – Elizabeta was a killer negotiator), then she’d turned Effortless Elegance into a job that could sustain her family.

She was now so confident in front of the camera, it was amazing to remember the first day of filming. Ree wished he still had that footage, to watch and laugh and see her bloom. All he had left was memories, and the YouTube channel.

The balcony episode had been inspiring, and he’d actually spent quite a bit of money fixing his up. Not in the spirit of Effortless Elegance, he knew, but he had a vision. When he was done, he had a row of tall plants with a screen behind them along one side that blocked the balcony from the apartment next door. There was no one else who could see in, so the balcony became a private oasis. Some more plants around the other sides, a water feature to help with the ambience, and a bench seat that hid the blanket and pillows that turned the space into a sumptuous picnic spot. When he’d first had it all laid out, he’d imagined Elizabeta there, sipping on one of her cocktails, eating some little finger thing she’d come up with. He’d imagined undressing her, making love to her out here under the stars, or with the sun warming their skin.

When she’d asked about seeing the balcony just now, that image of them together had become emblazoned in his mind. Mouth suddenly dry, he’d croaked out something about photos when really, he wanted to take her there.

He needed to stop thinking like that. It was obvious in just a few moments conversation that Elizabeta cared no more for him than she had three months ago.

Oh, the irony. It turned out he was just as capable of falling as completely in love as his parents were, but he didn’t have their luck of finding the right person.

Ree went out into the hall and found his seat. The audience started to come in – people had flown from Sydney and Melbourne on his recommendation to witness this. He greeted them, talking Angie up without revealing anything about her. Kristin had told him that Elizabeta didn’t want anyone to know about Angie’s special difficulties until the end of the show, so he kept the news to himself.

They milled around, drinking champagne and discussing what they did and didn’t like about the latest designs until a flicker of lights informed them the show was about to start. Ree was sitting in the front row at the end of the runway, one of the places of honour. He liked the styling – the Steampunk in the background of the stage, the chandeliers hanging overhead. The music was Stravinsky and very suitable.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” a male voice announced. “Welcome to the very first runway show for Angelina Designs. Let the beauty begin.”

Lights swung around and focused on the entry to the runway and out stepped Elizabeta, in the gold cocktail dress. The crowd gasped and applauded as Elizabeta made her way down the runway. She stopped at the end and Ree looked up at her and was glad the entire world could see how remarkable she was.

“Good evening.” Elizabeta spoke slowly, turning up her accent a bit. She sounded sultry. “I am Elizabeta Flores Del Fuego. You may know me from Effortless Elegance.”

Applause. The audience did indeed know her.

“Angelina Designs is the work of my heart. The designer is my daughter, Angelina. I am proud help her to bring her vision to the world. I hope you enjoy the show.” She turned and walked back, her body swaying, and Ree didn’t doubt that every heterosexual man there wanted her.

The models started to parade Angie’s work. It started with the dresses Elizabeta had worn on those early episodes of Effortless Elegance, including the red cocktail dress which Ree decided had looked much better on Elizabeta than the model. Next came pieces that had featured in the issue of Regal, including some of the waistcoats that Ree had convinced Angie to design.

There was a blast of light and the wedding dress that had been destroyed but had been saved appeared. Ree was still furious over the stories of how Angie’s fellow students had treated her. A couple had actually approached him to be in the ‘Who to Watch’ issue and he’d made quite clear that they would never work for him, and why. It had been great to see the insufferable little snobs realise that it was their own bullying that could potentially undo their business.

Apparently those two had since gone to see Angie and had apologised, and Angie being Angie had accepted. He wouldn’t have.

After the wedding dress left the catwalk (to much applause), there was a pause. It was long enough that people around him started to shift in their seats and mutter. Was that all there was?

Another blast of light and out onto the catwalk stepped a model in the most amazing dress Ree had ever seen. It was gold, embroidered, and it seemed covered in crystals because it glittered in the light. The bodice was cut deeper than any previous dress, revealing more cleavage than before. The skirt flared straight out from each side of the model’s waist, being held up by something, before falling to the floor, revealing that it was really a series of strips of different shades of gold.

The model started forward, slowly, carefully, the width of the dress making it seem like she was gliding rather than striding as models tended to do. The crowd gasped, applause broke out.

Ree shook his head. Usually the statement dress was left until the end of the show – either Elizabeta was shaking things up for a reason of her own, or there was something even more remarkable to come.

At the end of the catwalk, the model slowly spun, so everyone could see the full effect of the dress. She pushed on the sides of the skirt. There was a loud snap, and a dull clunk and the skirt fell to flow straight from her hips, not over whatever apparatus had been holding it up. The dress now looked glamorous, but no longer otherworldly. Incredible.

Two male models came down the catwalk. They crouched next to the female model’s skirt and stood, each with a gold leaf like thing in their hand. They slid them down the model’s back and Ree heard another slight click. The model turned and the leaf things – which Ree realised had been holding out the dress – had become wings and she was a golden fairy. She took the two male models’ arms and they led her off the catwalk to rapturous applause.

Then came clothing that Ree had never seen before – the work Angie had been doing since the photo shoot. Some of Angie’s influences had changed – the cut which fit perfectly on a person’s body, the flow of the fabric, was still the same but it wasn’t historical and romantic looking any more. Instead, there was an edge. Slashes in the clothes. Metallic materials or objects as decoration. It was, Ree decided. Angie’s reaction to the bullying she’d faced.

The gold fairy dress marked the end of Angie’s innocence. This was Angie reacting to the world around her. It was beautiful, but it was dark. Very different.

The crowd went wild for it. These pieces showed a maturity the earlier pieces had lacked, and they loved seeing this obvious development of an artist. When the final dress came out – and yes, as to be expected, it was an outstanding cocktail gown that was a work of art – they were on their feet.

Angie’s first show was a success.

The models came out, some in clothes from the first part of the show, some in clothes from the second. They stood along the catwalk in the traditional guard of honour for the designer.

This was it – the moment Angie’s identity would be revealed. Ree was finding it hard to breathe. Let it go right. Please, let it go right.

Elizabeta appeared, this time in the red flamenco dress, and on her arm was Angie in a gorgeous floating white dress that made her look ethereal. The models clapped as the two of them walked to the end of the catwalk, Angie waving to everyone.

At the end of the catwalk, Angie turned a full circle to make sure everyone could see her. Someone on the floor handed her a microphone.

“Hello. I am Angie. I hope you liked my pretty dresses.”

Looking around, Ree could see the reaction to her was mixed. Some people were continuing to clap and cheer as if they saw nothing unusual before them. Just a fashion designer who deserved praise for her outstanding debut. Some were talking, discussing with their colleagues and Ree saw confusion and intrigue on their faces, but no disgust. Some weren’t sure how to react, and sat with their hands in their laps.

“Thank you for coming.” Angie handed the microphone back and waved again. She skipped back down the catwalk, dragging Elizabeta with her.

The models followed them and the catwalk was empty. The houselights came up. Soft music began to play. The show was over.

Ree stood. Now was the time to use what influence he had to ensure everyone in the crowd loved Angelina Designs as much as he did. And he knew exactly who to target.

He walked over to Bree Tambour, the editor of Fashionista Magazine. They kissed cheeks and Bree said, “Come clean. You worked with them on your magazine. Is the Downs kid really the designer, or is the mother using her to build up publicity?”

“Fuck no,” Ree said, incensed someone could think that. “I’ve seen her at work. Those designs are one hundred percent Angelina’s. She studied at the local tech, has been designing clothes for her family and friends since she was a teenager. She’s the real thing.”

“Then it’s doubly remarkable. Not only is she a debut designer that is innovative and interesting, but she’s done it with a disability.”

“I have a theory that actually it’s her disability that allows her to be innovative and interesting. Angie doesn’t care about things normal people do. She’s not been a slave to fashion. She just wants to make clothes that make people look good, and she’s studied cut and fabric and experimented to find out for herself what works and what doesn’t.”

“I want her in my magazine,” Bree said. “Take me backstage?”

So Ree started to lead her along the catwalk, knowing that good coverage of Angie in Fashionista magazine would reach tens of thousands of Australian women. Further along was Hal Clarnet, a buyer for a major department store, and he shook his head at Ree.

“I didn’t think you’d be part of a scam like that,” he said. “Fancy using your own disabled kid like that. If indeed the kid is hers.”

“Kid is one hundred percent hers, and it’s no scam. Angie really is the designer. Come back with me and I’ll introduce you.”

So Ree took the two most influential people in the room backstage, but there they were met with disappointment.

“Elizabeta took Angie home,” Kristin said. “Poor thing was so overcome with excitement and exhaustion.”

Well, at least Kristin was here so she’d report to Elizabeta he’d tried to do the right thing. He introduced Kristin to Bree and Hal and Kristin started to wax lyrical about Angie. She talked about her process, the things that influenced her, why the change in her direction. She talked about the plans Angie and Elizabeta had for the next stage of the business.

When they left, Bree turned to Ree. “Either you’re all brilliant actors and deserve the Emmy for best ensemble, or this story is for real. I want it.”

“It sounds like they’re not ready for mass production yet, but when they are, tell them to give me a call,” Hal said.

Both handed over their cards and left. Ree took them back in to Kristin, with instructions to pass onto Elizabeta. Then he went home.

He poured himself a glass of wine and went out onto the balcony. He arranged the pillows, pulled out a blanket and made himself comfortable. He could hear faint echoes from the restaurants down below, otherwise it was just him and the moon. Peace, of a kind, stole over him. But it was a shallow peace, knowing that what would make him truly happy was denied him.

His phone buzzed. A text from Elizabeta. ‘Kristin dropped off the business cards. Thank you for bringing those people back stage. I’m sorry I couldn’t be there to meet them.’

Ree texted back. ‘How is Angie?’

‘So over exhausted she’s had a full blown tantrum. She’s in a relaxing bath at the moment, then I’ll put her to bed.’

‘Hope you both rest well. I think you’ve got a lot of work coming up.’

‘Not sure I’ll sleep much tonight. I’m so excited by the show. From the audience perspective, was it a success?’

‘I loved it. Angie’s new work is amazing. I’d love to have it in Regal, but I think she should feature it in Fashionista.’

‘And the rest of the crowd? What did they think?’

Ree didn’t want to explain the entire thing via a text. ‘It was mixed. I think we should chat about it, rather than text. Organise to meet for coffee or something.’ He sent it with a shaking finger. Like a teenager who had asked a girl he liked for a date.

‘Can we talk about it now? I won’t be able to sleep tonight. Where are you?’

‘On the balcony.’

‘Good. I get to see it as well. I’ll be there in an hour, if that’s not too late.’

‘Not at all,’ Ree texted. He put his phone down.

“She’s coming to talk business,” he told the plants before him. “It’s not romantic.”

But it could be. This apartment was where they’d made love. This balcony was now the perfect place for a romantic rendezvous. A few glasses of wine, and maybe he could again seduce Elizabeta and this time, not lose her.

Ree smiled. Challenge accepted.


Chapter Nineteen

By George, Eliza, I said I'd make a woman of you; and I have. I like you like this

The last time Elizabeta had been this nervous was before her first date with Alejandro. She’d been watching the handsome boy from next door, had a crush on him, for so long that she’d been terrified of the date being a disaster and she losing any chance with him.

By the end of that first date, she and Alejandro had known they were meant to be together.

This isn’t romantic, she told herself. You’re just here to talk business. But when Henri opened the door to his apartment, still in Angie’s beautiful waistcoat, every cell in Elizabeta’s body demanded she throw herself at him.

She felt decidedly underdressed in jeans and a jumper, but as soon as she’d got home she’d changed, determined to dress for comfort for a few days after all the primping and preening for her two spots in the show. But right now, she wished she was still dressed up, to look beautiful for Henri.

Just business.

Elizabeta stepped into the apartment, but stopped and stared at the change. “Wow.” There was only half the amount of artwork, and it was all warmer, more open, more inviting.

“You like?”

“It’s wonderful. Much more you, I think.”

“Thank you. Come through to the balcony. It’s a little chilly tonight, but I have blankets. If it’s not enough I can put a heater on.”

The balcony was amazing. The screen of tall plants made it completely private, and with the water feature it felt tropical, even on a chilly Canberra autumn evening. The pillows continued the tropical feel and made her immediately relaxed. She sat, and Henri poured her a glass of wine. “Do you need a blanket?” he said.

“No, this is lovely. You’ve done a wonderful job.”

“Thank you. I know this cost money, rather than just being things I had in the house à la Effortless Elegance, but you were the inspiration.”

“That’s very kind of you.” She raised her glass. “To beautiful balconies.”

“To inspiration.” Henri clinked his glass against hers.

Elizabeta blushed, glad that the light coming from the apartment was behind her so Henri couldn’t see.

She sipped the champagne and a moment of what was for her uncomfortable silence fell. What did she say? She wished she knew what Henri was thinking, what he was feeling, so she could say the exact right thing.

“So, you wanted to talk about the show?”

Business. Right. She was here to talk business. “You were there, in the audience. You said the reaction was mixed. In what way?”

“Well, some people it seemed couldn’t care less that Angie was Downs, they just thought the show was fabulous. Some people seemed to think Angie being Downs made it even more of a triumph. Some people weren’t sure how to react and some people wondered if Angie was actually the designer.”

So Kristin had been right. “I’d hoped that wouldn’t be the case. The two people that you brought back to meet us…”

“Both questioned whether Angie had actually designed any of it. They believed you were using her to gain publicity and that you were the actual designer.”

Damn. She hadn’t considered people might go that dark in their thinking. “I need to do something to show that Angie is the creative force behind Angelina Designs. But I don’t want to expose her too much. Angie won’t be able to handle the fame.”

“Do it now, so the information is out there, and then you can drop it. Google will forever be your friend.”

That had her mind whirring. “A page on the website. Static. Telling Angie’s story, with some images.”

“I think you might need independent corroboration.”

“You can interview us. Put a story in the magazine. I’d trust you to not put a terrible spin on anything.”

Henri smiled. “Thank you for trusting me. It’s nice to hear that now you do.”

He wasn’t still thinking about that, was he? “I should have trusted you from the start. I made a terrible misjudgement, and I allowed it to cloud every reaction to you. I know that you’re a good man, that you would never have taken advantage of Angie.”

Henri bowed his head. “I appreciate that.”

So distant. So cold. And to think, as she’d driven over here, she’d wondered if maybe they might develop some of the intimacy of the past again, and it might lead somewhere…

“So why do you think the new paintings are more me?”

The change of subject threw her for a moment. “They show that you are open. Adventurous. Passionate. I think they more correctly show the man you are now, whereas the others showed the boy you were.

Henri shook his head. “This is the dilemma with you. I always feel like you’re being so honest, and you were. But there was the giant secret inside you. Can I trust you?”

“You can. You know everything about me now. My marriage and my husband’s death. My children. My career. My dream for Angie. It’s all out in the open. No more secrets.”

Henri put his glass of champagne down. “Let’s test this being honest thing. Tell me what you’re thinking, feeling, right now.”

Dios, that was an invitation that was designed to send her straight to hell. “I’m glad that we are talking again. We work well together and I’ve missed that.”

If she’d hoped he’d be satisfied with that fairly neutral statement, she was wrong. “Go on.”

“I’m glad I came here tonight, got to see how you’ve changed this apartment so it’s the type of place you can be yourself in. That makes me happy.”

“I’m glad you like it. Go on.”

He couldn’t be aware of the turmoil that was going on inside her, could he? “I’m so relieved that the launch of Angelina Designs has gone well. I know we’ve still got a long way to go to establish the business, but I was terrified it would be an immediate failure and honestly had no idea how I was going to handle Angelina if it was. There were times when I wondered if I’d done the wrong thing, giving her this opportunity. She deserved the chance at success, but what if she experienced failure?”

“It would have been a very difficult time, no doubt. And you’re right, there’s still the possibility of it failing. But you’re not alone. There are a lot of us willing to help you help Angie to deal with it.”

Tears pricked Elizabeta’s eyes as she realised that included him. “Thank you. I’ve been alone in dealing with Angie for so long, it’s hard to accept that I’ve now got people in my life to help.”

“You only have to ask, Elizabeta. And trust us.”

It was time to turn the tables on him. “Why are you so taken with Angie?”

Henri shrugged. “Why does anyone get taken with anyone? I like her. The thing with Angie is there is no pretence. You know exactly where you stand. If she’s angry with you, she’s angry. If she’s happy to see you, she’s happy. You don’t have to spend time trying to work her out. You can just accept the Angie before you. It’s actually quite relaxing.”

Elizabeta couldn’t believe he’d come to that realisation on such a short acquaintance with Angie. “That’s what being Angie’s mother has taught me. We worry so much about what people think of us, of what we should and shouldn’t say, that we actually damage the relationships we’re trying to build. Angie can be horrible to live with, but she’s also breathtakingly beautiful to have in your life.”

“Such as we did with each other.”

Elizabeta realised she needed to let out what was in her heart. Maybe Henri would rebuff her, but at least their relationship would be honest.

“I’ve missed you,” she said. “Not just in the business sense. I’ve missed your smile. I’ve missed your creativity, your energy. I’ve missed the moments when you allowed yourself to be vulnerable and I felt like I was part of you. I want you back in my life, and not as a business partner.”

The pause felt like it was stretching into eternity and Henri smiled and Elizabeta’s whole body tightened.

“I’m so happy to hear that,” he said. “I adore you. I have from the moment we started working together. It turns out I’m as capable of deep, passionate love as my parents, but you didn’t seem to love me and-”

“I do.” Elizabeta almost hurled herself across the pillows and into his arms. “I do love you, Henri. You make my life better. You make me better.”

“And I love you, Elizabeta Flores Del Fuego. This time, I’m not letting you go.”

He kissed her and Elizabeta finally found the happiness she’d been longing for.


Epilogue

“James Florey.”

Angie wriggled in her seat, every muscle in her body twitching in excitement. Ree had his hand on her back, stroking, soothing. Elizabeta, sitting on her other side, had her hand on Angie’s thigh, holding her down.

They watched the young man – James Florey, whoever the hell he was – walk across the stage to accept his degree.

The graduation ceremony had already been going for an hour and Angie was starting to reach the end of her ability to sit still. Once Nicky had received his degree, Ree was going to take Angie out and they were going to wander the streets of Sydney, have some ice cream by the quay, until the ceremony was complete and Elizabeta and Nicky could join them.

Elizabeta was bursting with pride. Nicky was graduating from the University of Technology Sydney with honours in computer science. It was the best course in the country, and Nicky had topped it. Mac was itching to have his protégé back at the company. Nicky was determined that he wasn’t going to start working full time unless he had something interesting and new to provide. There’d been talk of going over to the States to work for a year or two, see what was happening there. Mac was going to be beside himself when he found out.

It had been a hard five years, with Nicky living in Sydney to study and only home on the holidays. Elizabeta and Angie had both missed him dreadfully. Nicky, it turned out, was the calm heart and soul of the family that gave his volatile mother and sister much needed sanctuary. Ree had stepped into the role in Nicky’s absence and loved it, but he had also come to miss the serious young man with the sparkling wit and humour.

Everyone would be happier when Nicky was finally home.

“Nicolas Flores Del Fuego.”

Angie erupted from her seat, clapping and jumping and cheering. Elizabeta and Ree shared a fond smile. They’d know they’d not be able to contain her at this moment – the fact she’d sat still as long as she had was victory enough.

Nicky walked confidently across the stage, a striking young man who topped Ree by a couple of inches and once he gained his full male size would outweigh him as well. Ree noticed several girls in the audience screaming their congratulations and grinned. He wondered what Elizabeta would think of having another player in the house.

Nicky took his certificate, waved to his excited sister, then walked off. Instead of going back to his seat in the front with the rest of his classmates, Nicky came down the aisle. Angie pushed past Elizabeta and hurled herself at her brother.

“Nicky. Nicky. I saw you on the stage.”

“Thanks, sis.” Nicky hugged her. “Now, I have to go sit with my friends for some more, okay?”

“Stay with us,” Angie said.

And here it came – the tantrum. Ree stepped out into the aisle. “Angie, I was going to go get some ice cream. Want to come with me?”

Angie’s eyes lit up. She loved her brother, but she loved ice cream more.

They had the ice cream sitting in the sun and watching the ferries come and go from Circular Quay. Angie chatted away about how famous Nicky was because he’d been on a stage, and how she liked ferries but hated the water and how they were going to have a great dinner that night. Ree took her to the Museum of Modern Art and she spent a lot of time in front of a few pieces, muttering to herself and sketching ideas.

The text came from Elizabeta – the ceremony was over. They went back to the Opera House and met Elizabeta and Nicky out the front.

“Nicky. Nicky famous.”

“Not as famous as you,” Nicky laughed. “Listen, a friend of mine wants to meet you. She loves your dresses. Is that okay?” He looked at his mother.

“You know the signs,” Elizabeta said.

Nicky nodded, took Angie by the hand and led her away.

Ree put his arms around Elizabeta. “Your baby is all grown up.”

Elizabeta leant against him and sighed. “You should have seen all the girls crowding around him at the end. His father all over again.”

Ree kissed the top of her head. “Then we can rest assured, if he is his father, that he’s going to fall in love with and marry a completely amazing woman.”

Elizabeta smiled up at him. “Thank you. For everything.”

“My pleasure,” Ree said and kissed her. “Now and forever.”
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Opposites attract—but that doesn’t mean the road to happy-ever-after runs smooth…

Trix Leon and Ben Anthony have two things in common—they don’t believe in love and, together, they set the sheets on fire. Their relationship is safe, uncomplicated, and just what they both need—until John Aragorn shows up and gives them a third thing in common: an enemy.

When their friends decide it’s time for Trix and Ben to admit to themselves—and each other—how they really feel, Trix and Ben are caught in a whirlwind of emotion, a promise of something more. But Aragorn is determined to destroy everything: Trix’s hard work, her future, and her chance at something more with Ben.

Now Ben and Trix are left fighting for the one thing that neither of them knew they wanted: love.


The Lies We Tell

Elizabeth Dunk
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From the author of Arranged to Love comes a romantic story of forgiveness, secrets, small towns and second chances.

Ten years ago, Todd Lansing stood over his father’s grave, his heart thumping out curses on Sia Collins for causing his death. When he returns to Oberon and sees Sia again, his heart thumps with a different emotion, one he fights with all the anger he still feels.

Sia didn’t commit the break-in that ended up killing Mr Lansing, but to admit that would send her father to jail. She has rebuilt her life in the small town, atoned for her accused crime, and carved out a niche using her talent with paint to reach out to the community, raise funds, and support her family.

When Todd finds out the truth, he can’t understand why Sia won’t speak out and clear her name, and it threatens to tear them apart. With her relationship with Todd on the line, will Sia choose loyalty or love?


Transfixed

Maddie Jane
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Hot and flirty new romance from Maddie Jane about a woman who thinks she knows her limits, and the man who will help her see beyond.

Taking a business-for-losers course over the summer is Annie Cassidy’s idea of hell. Her place as ‘the looks not the brains’ in her family is well-established, and she has no intention of ever entering a classroom again. Even if it means letting down her sister. Again.

Jilted professor, Dominic Grayson, reluctantly takes a job teaching an adult-learning summer class. It’s a far cry from the university environment he’s used to, and it’s certainly not as stimulating as his regular job. Until Annie walks in and stimulates him in all the wrong ways. Avoidance seems the best option, but when his sister challenges him to see more than just her long legs and distraction techniques, Dominic can’t refuse.

As the summer heats up, lines start to blur: between student and teacher, friend and lover, until neither Dom nor Annie know where they stand. And when it seems like Project Annie is doomed, can either of them see beyond a summer fling into something real?


Shelter

Rhyll Biest
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Raw and risky, a new rural romance that explores the dark side of small towns, and the people who put everything on the line to protect them…

Kat Daily is excited to trade her Sydney airport quarantine uniform for an RSPCA inspector’s uniform and a job in the rural town of Walgarra. A fresh start in a new place, where she can make a real difference in the lives of the animals that she loves.

But Walgarra doesn’t offer a peaceful, bucolic existence. Like many small towns, the distance from urban settings — and urban law enforcement — has allowed a criminal element to set in. Kat may only be looking after animals, but that doesn’t mean she will be immune to people with sinister agendas.

The previous RSCPCA inspector was murdered, and Officer Luka Belovuk is determined to keep the new inspector from the same fate. He may have very broad shoulders, but carrying the safety of the law-abiding community just trying to live their lives has weighed him down, and one more death might be more than he can take.

Not all small towns are quaint and quiet, but they all have one thing in common: a community of people willing to protect their population with everything they have.
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Connect with us for info on our new releases, access to exclusive offers, free online reads and much more!

Sign up to our newsletter

Share your reading experience on:

The Escapades Blog

Facebook

Twitter

Watch our reviews, author interviews and more on Escape Publishing TV
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