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  Ros Reines earned the title of the gossip columnist they can’t silence throughout a writing career which spans over twenty years. Her weekly column in The Sunday Telegraph is the best-loved gossip column in Australia. She lives in Bondi.
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  Prologue


  London, 11 April 1981


  What do you wear to a riot?


  This was the question that was taxing Selma and I as we sat in the kitchen of Selma’s Ladbroke Grove flat. Lost in thought, I gazed at the huge poster of a tropical beach scene, which took up almost an entire wall in an attempt to distract from the grungy surroundings. Where was this paradise? Copacabana, Montego Bay, Koh Samui . . . Palm Beach? For a moment I thought longingly of those fragrant, balmy nights in the Sydney I had left behind where it was possible to run around half naked without getting frostbite. London seemed so perpetually bleak and dank that sometimes I felt like an extra in David Copperfield: The Movie. It was a good thing the city had other things going for it; if I’d stayed in Sydney working as a reporter in our local paper, the Eastern Digest, I never would have been able to get a start as a music writer, I reminded myself. And who knew? Maybe a career as a mainstream journalist in Fleet Street awaited. Coming up with a good story on the riots could be the key—which brought me back to our dilemma: what to wear . . .


  ‘Do you want another cup of tea?’ Selma asked, fossicking around in a container filled with strange-looking herbal concoctions. ‘It might clear our heads.’


  A rounded ball of energy with soft brown curls kept in check by her ever-present Bolivian bowler hat, Selma had gentle green eyes and a penchant for smocked tops layered over Indian skirts from Portobello market. The queen of layering, she combined Indian scarves, African belts, Afghani slippers and multiple necklaces in a manner that made her look fashion forward and not as though she had lost her mind or had run amuck in a gypsy caravan. We were besties—even though we had radically different styles; I still had the same look as when I had disembarked at Southampton two years ago. I was just twenty-one years old then and was very proud of my Jag jeans, my bright green fake fur from Gasworks in Rowe Street and my silver platform heels. I hadn’t changed my dark shoulder-length hair since primary school, but the lack of humidity in London had rendered it less curly.


  Selma and I had met several months earlier when we’d both attended a Billy Joel press reception in the Grosvenor House hotel. I had gone along to the event more out of curiosity than a burning desire to see Billy Joel in the flesh. While most of the newspaper journalists had rushed back to their desks to file the copy, I had lingered at the generous buffet table, which was where I encountered Selma in her full regalia. I admired her style straight away and we discovered as we piled our plates high with smoked Scottish salmon, oysters and slabs of Stilton that we both liked food more than we liked Billy Joel.


  ‘A cup of tea? Nah, I think I might have had a bit too much of it already,’ I said, casting a sly glance at the bottle of red wine resting tantalisingly on her kitchen bench.


  Selma followed my eyes. ‘You want to start drinking before we go to cover the riot, Savannah?’ she said in disbelief. ‘Do you really think that’s a good idea?’


  ‘It might steady our nerves,’ I said lamely. Actually, I was hoping that after a couple of drinks Selma might forget this insane idea of going all the way to Brixton in the middle of the night. The thought of inserting myself into the midst of a mob of angry black youths and even more choleric cops was no longer as appealing as it had been twenty minutes ago, when Selma had called.


  ‘Brixton is burning,’ she had announced dramatically, ‘and we should go and cover it.’


  ‘But we’re music journalists,’ I pointed out.


  There was silence on the other end of the line. ‘We can see which reggae musicians are caught up in the crossfire,’ she said stiffly, clearly displeased by my lack of enthusiasm for our assignment.


  ‘Okay,’ I had agreed, my superhero gene immediately kicking in. I had a mental picture of myself, notebook at the ready, fearlessly stepping through scenes of cataclysmic destruction to interview reggae stars in dimly lit doorways. This could be the breakthrough story that would propel me from Replay’s offices in Old Compton Street, Soho, to The Daily Mail or, better still, The Guardian. I hung up the phone, grabbed my newly purchased Biba black leather jacket to wear over my jeans and a jumper, stuffed my notebook and tape recorder into my trusty fringed shoulder bag and tossed in my make-up purse as well. (It always paid to be prepared.)


  But now the adrenalin rush had deserted me and I felt almost drowsy in the warm fug of Selma’s kitchen. Attending a riot seemed like an unhealthy way to end an evening. What if a burning wall collapsed on us or we ended up in the police cells and no one came to bail us out? Both of our editors were hard to rouse at the best of times, and Selma’s mum lived out of town in Kent. Plus, how the hell were we going to afford a lawyer to represent us when we often had trouble paying the rent between pay cheques? It seemed to me that we would be much safer following the Brixton riots on the television news and then trying to interview the local musicians on the phone. But then perhaps I was soft? To be honest, I wasn’t that committed to reggae but the simple rhythms were easy to dissect and, besides, when I had presented myself at Replay’s ramshackle headquarters, all of the other musical genres had been taken by the more established music writers. Selma took an academic approach—she was interested in music as a vehicle for social change. The Brixton riots would be a perfect example of this, she said, and would influence black lyrics for years to come.


  Selma’s hands were in the vicinity of the corkscrew and the unopened bottle of red wine but, disappointingly, she reached for the radio dial instead.


  ‘Hundreds of police have converged on South Lambeth in London,’ said a radio announcer in the clipped voice typical of the BBC. ‘This follows on from the stabbing of a black youth, who has been identified as a local resident, Michael Bailey. Crowds are assembling at the scene of the incident. So far the casualty count has included over one hundred police and around forty-five members of the public, with the violence escalating in the last hour. There are unconfirmed reports of buildings being set on fire.’


  Selma and I rushed to turn on the television news, which showed footage of the Special Patrol Group marching towards the crowds in a blaze of helmets, batons and shields. Brixton seemed to be on a war footing.


  Going into battle was not exactly how I’d pictured my evening playing out when I’d been sitting on the couch catching up on some back issues of Replay. But Selma was determined. Admittedly, her street cred was way better than mine. She’d been writing about black music for years for the well-respected weekly magazine Face Off, and was now a contributing editor. Selma’s theory was that to write successfully about alternative cultures, you had to live and breathe it. You also had to look the part. Right now neither of us seemed very convincing as edgy commentators. We looked more like professional sloths.


  She walked purposefully to the hat rack in the hallway and tossed a Che Guevara beret at me.


  I studied it in horror. ‘Ah, I think I need something more substantial, Selma. I don’t know how Che managed it but a beret can leave you feeling awfully exposed.’ (What I was really hoping for was a crash helmet.)


  ‘No, it’s perfect,’ she said as she headed into her bedroom. ‘You’ll look like you mean business. Just put your hair into a ponytail and you’ll become a woman warrior. Awoah!’


  Sighing, I put the beret on, making a mental note not to answer my phone after a certain time of the night in future to avoid getting myself in situations as potentially dangerous as this one. I could be tucked right up in bed now counting Jamaican goats.


  ‘Here, wind this around your neck,’ Selma said, emerging from her room with a mushroom-coloured scarf for me and a red and black one for herself. We also looped a couple of Afghani necklaces over our chests like warrior’s armour. I looked at myself doubtfully in her full-length mirror. Was this really what one wore to a riot?


  ‘How are we going to get there?’ I asked, hoping this might be a stumbling block.


  ‘Hmm, good question. Not the Tube; they’ve probably shut down the line to stop troublemakers coming in from outside to join in,’ she said thoughtfully.


  I felt hope dawning. We couldn’t take the Tube, there was no direct bus from Ladbroke Grove to Brixton and surely no cabbies would be silly enough to take us. We couldn’t very well walk to the riots—by the time we got there it would be all over . . .


  I was feeling quite relieved now. With any luck I could be home in bed in half an hour, tops. I was just envisioning putting my head down on the pillow when I noticed that Selma was busy on the phone.


  ‘Hi, is that Horace?’ she asked with the receiver propped under her chin as she tried to cram a packet of biscuits and some fruit into her shoulder bag. (Even on the front line a gal has to eat.) ‘Savannah and I need a ride to Brixton. Do you have anyone available?’


  I held my breath, hoping that common sense would prevail and that Horace was not so hard up for cash that he would consider sending one of his drivers out in the middle of the night to go to riot-torn Brixton.


  ‘Yes, I know there is a riot, Horace,’ Selma was saying testily. ‘That’s why we need to be there. We have to cover it.’ A pause. ‘You’ll send someone? Thank you!’


  I was out of luck.
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  ‘This is as far as I’ll go.’ The minicab driver screeched to a halt on a derelict street corner. Turning around he put his hand out for the twenty-five quid Selma had promised.


  ‘So what time can you pick us up from here?’ she asked, holding the money just out of reach of his large, sweaty fist.


  ‘Are you joking? I’m not coming back. I’m going home to my wife and children. They need me in one piece.’ He was revving the motor, ready to turn around and get the hell out of there.


  ‘I’ll pay you thirty quid,’ pleaded Selma.


  ‘Nothing doing.’ He snatched the money out of her hand and leaned back to open the door for us.


  Reluctantly, I left the safe cocoon of our wheels. Almost at once a gang of youths, yelling obscenities, rounded the corner towards us. They were pitching stones at the police who were in pursuit.


  ‘Oh shit!’


  For a couple of seconds, we stood stock still and then the adrenalin kicked in and we began to run. I had been hoping to find the police command post, show our National Union of Journalists cards, then join the rest of the media pack ensconced behind some kind of barricade. If we waited long enough, I thought, surely we’d spot someone we knew from the music scene who would give us an original way into the story. But now I knew how naive I’d been; there was no police media liaison unit to point us in the right direction and tell us where we could find mugs of teas and phones to dictate our copy: this was chaos.


  For over an hour we did nothing but run. We’d sprint in one direction only to be forced back as another phalanx of police advanced towards us. The police force’s tactics were clear—they wanted to tire everyone out so they would eventually give up. Selma and I were no athletes and we were soon exhausted. Everything was happening so fast there was no opportunity to do any sort of interview with the people running alongside us because we seemed to have joined them—we had become part of the mob.


  ‘We’ve got to let the cops know somehow that we’re media,’ yelled Selma. ‘I don’t know how long I can keep this up for.’


  ‘Why don’t we get out of here and just phone police HQ?’ I suggested, but the time had passed for that. From somewhere nearby we could hear glass shattering and the sickening swoosh of fire as a group of rioters lobbed handmade grenades at the police. It was the end of the world, Armageddon had arrived, and now we really were running for our lives.


  ‘I think Pee Wee lives over there,’ Selma yelled as we pounded down a dark street towards a big block of council flats. ‘He’s on the top floor. C’mon!’


  We veered away from the crowd and ran breathlessly up the stairs, hearts pounding with fear and adrenalin.


  And then—oh joy—we spied a slight figure with long dreadlocks almost down to his waist and a red leather waistcoat over his jeans on the narrow balcony. Pee Wee, an English Jamaican filmmaker and dub poet, had come out of his flat with a video camera to film the destruction of his neighbourhood.


  ‘Pee Wee!’ I screamed. ‘Oh my god, I’m so happy to see you.’


  Unfortunately, our presence did not seem to please him in the slightest.


  ‘Quiet!’ He regarded us grimly before returning to his filming. ‘Don’t you understand how dangerous it is for me here? Babylon will come down hard if they see me documenting all this.’


  Selma wasn’t worried. She barged in through the door of his apartment and collapsed in a heap on the threadbare red velvet sofa, which was covered in red, green and gold woollen throws. I sank down next to her. Despite the old mugs which appeared to be stuck to the coffee table and the stained cushions, this safe haven seemed luxurious.


  ‘What are we going to do now?’ I asked Selma when my breathing had returned to normal. ‘We don’t really have enough to write about yet and I don’t know how the hell we’re going to get out of here tonight.’


  ‘We have to go back out there,’ Selma decided. ‘Let’s split up so we’re not noticeable, and see what we can gather on our own. We could meet back here and then maybe Pee Wee could drive us home.’


  ‘Sure.’ As frightened and exhausted as I was, I was determined to prove that I was not just playing at being a fearless scribe to my best friend who really was one. Selma was already making copious notes in the pad she had produced from her handbag; no doubt she would later pen beautiful, poetic copy that would make my own reports read like a laundry list. At least I’d thought of a possible lead: ‘Brixton riots stoked London’s furnace of discontent, lit by Molotov cocktails and the searing anger of black youths with no future.’ Not so bad, really—as absolutely terrifying as it was on the streets, maybe this was my moment to prove myself.


  ‘Okay, let’s get out there,’ said Selma, snapping shut her notebook just as Pee Wee came back inside. He looked seriously rattled, which for a man who prided himself on being chilled, was quite alarming.


  ‘Brixton is being ripped apart,’ he said, shaking his head in disbelief. ‘I can’t believe you two were in the middle of it. You don’t belong here.’


  He was totally on the money, of course.


  ‘I’m going back out there,’ said Selma. ‘I need to see if anyone will talk to me.’


  ‘Are you mad?’ protested Pee Wee, striking his head in disbelief. ‘You should be lying low and not venturing out till the morning when everything has cooled down.’


  ‘Nah, I’ll be fine. See you back here in an hour. Savannah, if anyone stops you, just show them your NUJ card.’


  Pee Wee watched her go in disbelief. ‘Blood clot, that woman is asking for a beating. I need a cup of tea. You want one?’


  I did actually, but I knew I couldn’t just sit around drinking tea while Selma was out gathering material for a potentially career-changing story.


  ‘I think I’d better get out there too,’ I told Pee Wee. ‘I might as well get it over and done with so that I can go home and get some sleep.’


  He regarded me curiously for a couple of minutes as I gathered my belongings. I took off the Che beret and shoved it in my shoulder bag; I had felt like a goose wearing it. The necklaces came off as well—no sense in jingling as I ran.


  ‘I’ll come with you,’ Pee Wee decided, pulling on a battered brown leather jacket. He grabbed his video camera and wound the strap around his arm. I caught a flash of something glinting in his hand, and realised he was shoving a flick-knife into the pocket of his jeans. It sent chills up my spine.


  ‘If the police search you and find that, you’ll be charged with carrying a weapon,’ I cautioned.


  ‘I’m not going to be searched because I don’t intend to do anything wrong,’ he said. ‘I’m entitled to defend myself if I need to in extraordinary circumstances.’


  I didn’t think that he was right about that and, besides, anyone who looked like Pee Wee, with his long dreadlocks like coiled snakes halfway down his back, was always going to be drawing attention to themselves. But it was no time to argue. I had been hit by another crazy wave of adrenalin—just like getting off a scary ride and then deciding to go back on it again almost straight away.


  By the time we reached the landing on the ground floor, it seemed so quiet that I thought maybe the whole thing had fizzled out. But it turned out that this was just the universe holding its breath before more mayhem was unleashed. Seconds later I heard an almighty roar and the crackling and hiss of a fire being ignited. Just metres away, a police car had been torched, and the air filled with the sickening acrid smell of noxious fumes. I could hear police beating their shields and yelling, the sounds of sirens piercing the air.


  How ridiculous had Selma and I been to believe that we could just bob up in the middle of this battleground like intrepid girl reporters. We had been absolutely stupid. And where was Selma now? Lying injured somewhere?


  ‘Run!’ yelled Pee Wee, his voice a roar in my ear. Taking my hand he started to drag me back the way we had come, towards the entrance to his block of flats, but now there were barricades in place preventing us from going through. Yanking me in another direction, he led me at a sprint down a street of sad-looking, broken-down shops—a tawdry symbol of Brixton’s currency as a centre of commerce, without the cash flow. Now the pounding of our feet on the asphalt matched the beating of my heart. I had the irrational thought that we could run all the way back to Ladbroke Grove, but Pee Wee had other ideas; he led me into a laneway behind another block of council flats, and we stopped to catch our breath.


  My throat was burning from the fumes and exertion. ‘Oh my god, I need a drink,’ I wheezed.


  Pee Wee was frowning at his video camera. ‘There’s something wrong with the light meter,’ he grumbled. He looked up abruptly as another explosion crackled the air close to us, and suddenly we were running again. I surged out in front and could sense someone following close behind me but there wasn’t time for me to turn around and reassure myself that it was Pee Wee. I was urging myself forward when somehow I staggered and fell straight over on my right side. For a moment or two I lay there, dazed.


  ‘Are you all right?’ Pee Wee was standing over me. When I nodded weakly he urged, ‘Then get up, get up!’


  Feeling dizzy, I tried to ease myself to a standing position, and suddenly found myself blinded by the light of a torch trained on me by a couple of cops.


  ‘Are you hurt?’ they asked roughly. The sight of them so close to us worked a treat on my central nervous system, propelling me onto my feet.


  ‘No, I’m fine, thanks,’ I replied, my voice nevertheless sounding shaky. I dabbed pitifully at my bleeding knee but the policemen had already turned their attention to Pee Wee, who was glowering at them.


  ‘Why were you both running?’ one of the policemen asked suspiciously.


  Jeez, why did he think? Because there was a big herd of police banging their batons on their shields and threatening to mow us down!


  It seemed the perfect time to identify myself as a working journalist. ‘Excuse me, officer,’ I said. ‘My name is Savannah Stephens and I’m covering the riots for Replay magazine.’


  They watched incredulously as I rummaged in my bag for my NUJ card, which I now proudly produced in its dog-eared plastic sleeve. ‘You see? My colleague here,’ I continued, gesturing to Pee Wee, ‘is helping with the shots.’


  The two officers looked from one of us to the other in disbelief. Finally, they seemed to decide that we were the least of their worries.


  ‘You’re going to have to go back to wherever you came from,’ one said testily. ‘This is a very sensitive operation and you’re right in the middle of it. If we see you here again tonight you will be arrested.’


  ‘I live here,’ Pee Wee snarled. ‘My flat is in the estate just around the corner.’


  ‘Well, go home and take her with you. If I see you again I’ll charge you with being a public nuisance.’


  ‘Blood clot!’ Pee Wee cursed not quite under his breath, but before the police officers could respond, he took me by the arm and we hobbled away. Personally, I was glad that we had been ordered off the streets. I was not Lois Lane, I realised; I was scared, in pain and the only thing I knew for certain was that I was not cut out to be a war correspondent, particularly when it came to urban battles. Pee Wee did not let go of my hand as we weaved our way through the back streets, passing burned-out cars, smashed windows and clusters of black youths taking stock of themselves. Luckily Pee Wee was a popular figure in the area.


  ‘Yo, Pee Wee,’ a group of young dreads shouted when they noticed him. ‘Are you all right, brother?’


  ‘I’m okay,’ he reassured them. ‘But what’s been going on here?’ he asked. He turned his camera on them, which they didn’t seem to mind at all.


  ‘Man, Babylon come and take the life of one of our youth and we had to re-tal-iate,’ said one man. ‘The police are brutalising us. We want justice.’


  I knew I should be scrabbling around in my bag for my pen and pad—here was my chance to get a first-hand account of the rioters’ grievances. But my heart wasn’t in it. In fact, I admitted to myself, my heart wasn’t in London. I had been playing at having a voice in a culture that I really didn’t understand. As I stood in that Brixton street in the early hours of the morning, the air pulsing with the sound of sirens and glass smashing and screams, I knew that this wasn’t my place. It was time to go home.


  The youths now regarded me with interest—dirty dishevelled mess that I was—as Pee Wee put a protective arm around me.


  ‘Is this your woman, man?’ they asked.


  ‘Soon will be,’ he said, winking at me lasciviously and tightening his grip around my waist.


  Oh, great! This was all I needed. Right there and then, in the middle of the most hellish scene I have ever experienced, which had just taken a turn for the worst, I made myself a vow: as soon as I made it back to my flat, I was going to start looking at options for finding work back at home in Sydney.


  One


  Sydney, 20 February 1984


  The cream door with its gold knocker was thrust open, and in the doorway stood our caramel-haired hostess, Beatrice Bonney (yes, the Beatrice Bonney; Queen Bea herself)—the celebrated charity queen and president of the ultra-exclusive Entre Nous committee. She had one wrinkly bejewelled hand resting on the doorframe; it resembled an old crocodile’s claw with about twenty carats of diamonds crammed onto it. Her long, red, bugle-beaded sheath—by local couturier Laurence Lavin—clung to her in all the wrong places as she stared with unseeing eyes into the lush, velvety Point Piper night. What did she expect to find there? Only Josef—a limousine driver, waiting patiently for the Spanish Consul-General, Raoul Hernandez, and his wife Julia, who were among the illustrious guests seated for dinner in her ballroom. (Yes, Queen Bea had her own ballroom—probably the only one in Point Piper—although most people would have referred to the subterranean space where two long banqueting tables were set up as a dining room. Certainly no formal dances had ever been held there—it just wasn’t big enough, though her acolytes were much too smitten with her to point this out.)


  Queen Bea had really outdone herself tonight. She had scattered wild roses with abandon up and down both tables. Attached to each flower stem was a small plastic tube of water, which would ensure that they, unlike some of the guests and even her own husband, Harry the Industrialist, stayed fresh until the end of the evening. She had also dusted off the family heirlooms, and there was so much fine crystal and silver at each place setting that her guests would hardly be able to manoeuvre their utensils, which was fortunate given her questionable talent in the kitchen. (Queen Bea didn’t believe in caterers at home; it was one of her golden rules of entertaining—Keep It Real.) On the menu tonight was avocado stuffed with crab (seafood extender) and slathered with Kraft Thousand Island dressing, a rack of lamb served with peas laced with mint leaves and her ‘famous’ baked potatoes, followed by sherry trifle for dessert. Peppermint crisps, petit fours and filtered coffee would be served with cognac and port in the ‘library’. At least that had been the plan for the evening—according to the handwritten menus placed in front of each setting.


  Queen Bea was a thoughtful host who wanted to show her guests exactly where they belonged. She had an A table peppered with major names who were served Moët, while on the B table it was domestic bubbles with the label discreetly hidden in the folds of a white napkin held firmly in place by the waiters. Like many rich people, Bea was stingy. Her other maxim when it came to entertaining was simple: if the guests weren’t used to the best, why bother serving it to them?


  However with so much planning involved, why had she abandoned her visitors to stand at the open front door? All the seats were filled, so she could not be awaiting a late arrival. Was Queen Bea now regally summoning Josef to collect the Spanish couple before the trifle had even been plated? If she was, she must be using telepathy, because her body remained quite stiff.


  ‘Mrs Bonney, it’s Savannah Stephens, is everything okay?’ I enquired delicately. I had suddenly come upon my hostess in this bizarre stance after I had made my way up the stairs in desperate search of a loo. (Cheap champagne always went right through me.) I had initially tried to follow her line of sight out into the street, but had been unable to detect anything out of the ordinary. Was the place haunted? The thought crossed my mind that perhaps she had suffered a stroke.


  I was just about to head back to the dining room—sorry, ballroom—to fetch Harry when Queen Bea suddenly spoke.


  ‘Leave!’ she said dramatically. ‘I want everyone to leave!’


  ‘Pardon?’ I was sure I must have misheard.


  There was a short silence. Was she in some kind of trance?


  ‘Everyone must go home immediately,’ she declared.


  This was truly awkward. Was it too crass to continue on to the loo (I really was busting to go) or should I do her bidding and inform the other guests of her decree? Tricky when I hardly even knew them. After all, I had only been invited as the newly appointed social diarist on The Sydney News in the hope that I would write a flattering piece about Queen Bea’s hostessing skills. But it looked like an entirely different story was starting to evolve. Would her guests take kindly to a blow-in—a gossip columnist acting as Queen Bea’s emissary—instructing them to put down their cutlery and leave the premises immédiatement?


  What to do? With the society doyenne showing no signs of leaving her post, I hurried to the loo while she wasn’t looking and decided to deal with the situation on my return. Hopefully by then someone else would have discovered her.
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  It had been daunting enough just arriving at Queen Bea’s home for my first society dinner party. I had been ushered inside by a pompous butler, whose withering glance at my ensemble let me know that he did not approve of my black crepe pantsuit, which had come all the way from Kensington High Street. Maybe women were not supposed to wear pants to a black-tie dinner? He had then made me repeat my name three times before he got it right. (Apparently no one was called Savannah. What was I thinking?) Not for the first time, I questioned whether I was really cut out for a job as a social diarist. Even boring old court reporting would be preferable to this. (If only I’d passed my shorthand test . . .) But I had returned from London with a stack of press clippings from my time as a music writer in my portfolio, only to find there had been no call for entertainment writers on any of the newspapers I had tried. The only work I could get in the beginning was writing bland freelance stories about soapie stars and doing late-night shifts in news rooms, where all that was required was to man the police radio. After such demoralising employment, I thought that writing a gossip column would be fun and only slightly challenging. But I was soon to discover that I was very wrong about that.


  I didn’t know any of the guests who had gathered for pre-dinner cocktails in Queen Bea’s drawing room, which was dominated by handsome portraits of her in her debutante year, but I had certainly heard a lot about them. A huge chandelier ensured that everyone was bathed in a flattering golden light.


  ‘Hi, I’m Savannah,’ I said, introducing myself to Entre Nous’s plump, blonde vice-president, Susie Carruthers-Kard, and her reportedly lecherous husband, Emanuel, whom I recognised from the social pages.


  ‘Oh, you must be the new columnist on The Sydney News,’ Susie exclaimed, shaking my hand. ‘It’s so lovely to have you with us tonight. Do you have a photographer with you?’ She peered over my shoulder.


  I would soon discover that having a photographer on my arm was the best accessory ever in social circles. (Just as long as the photographer didn’t put me to work, holding the flash above my head.)


  ‘No, but I think there’ll be one arriving soon.’


  The paper’s official social snapper, Oliver Orlan, was a man who prided himself on his extreme tardiness, though he usually turned up to an event before it ended. There was no sign of him yet.


  A kindly woman, Susie proceeded to do her best to make me feel welcome, while Emanuel just stared at me, a half-smile playing on his fleshy lips. He seemed amused that his wife would spend time on a lowly journalist.


  The marriage of Emanuel and Susie Carruthers-Kard was the stuff of local legend. Formerly a Greek waiter at The Metropolis, Emanuel Kard had hung up his apron for good when he had married into old Sydney money. Susie’s father, grazier Horace Carruthers, had strenuously resisted his daughter’s choice of a partner (he privately referred to the handsome, mahogany-tanned Greek as a gigolo). Shortly after they started dating, Susie had duly been packed off to the snowfields of Europe, where she was introduced to a whole range of eligible men.


  ‘If she has a thing for Greeks at least she could find a shipping heir in St Moritz with a bit of money who can actually ski,’ her father told his cronies at the golf club. But on returning home to Sydney, Susie had headed straight back into Emanuel’s arms. There was nothing else for it but for Horace to ensure that his daughter’s finances were structured in such a way that his prospective son-in-law could not access them without a great deal of difficulty.


  The wedding at St Mark’s in Darling Point had been suitably lavish, even if there were strangely few representatives there from the groom’s side. However, no one had foreseen that Emanuel would become a businessman in his own right following the honeymoon. With only a modest investment from his father-in-law, he set up his own hugely successful import company, Little Acropolis, bringing in specialities of the region. His Greek accent became much more pronounced than it had been when he first arrived in Australia, and he now insisted that he could trace his roots to the former Greek aristocracy. Susie had also done well in business and had a thriving interior design store of her own, The Three Pears, in Woollahra. She had recently branched out into manufacturing her own collection of china.


  Emanuel and Susie were good friends with Raoul and Julia Hernandez because their daughters were classmates at the same exclusive Eastern Suburbs private school. Susie introduced me to Julia, then immediately began to gush over the other woman’s gold, pleated gown.


  ‘That’s a Fortuny, isn’t it?’ she asked.


  Julia looked pleased but said modestly, ‘Ah, yes, you are correct, Susie; you are so knowledgeable about fashion. It is several years old but I simply can’t bring myself to discard it.’


  ‘Why should you? It’s a classic.’


  ‘And your dress—isn’t that a Zandra Rhodes? I love it.’


  I had been wondering about Susie’s flamboyant, multicoloured tent dress, which looked slightly odd on her but was now confirmed as extremely expensive. I was starting to feel right out of my depth in the cheap pantsuit which was already coming apart at the seams.


  If Susie seemed a little jittery around Julia, it was probably understandable, because Julia and Emanuel had been having an affair for the past six months. It wasn’t hard to see why he was attracted to the svelte, elegant and exotic woman, who wore her hair in a chignon at her neck. Unfortunately for him, Julia also perfectly complemented her husband Raoul, who was tall, dark and greying slightly at the temples, which gave him a suave James Bond appearance. She was never going to leave him.


  I looked around at the other guests. Also drinking Bea’s lukewarm champagne in the drawing room, and wearing an unforgettable red and gold brocade jacket, was the fascinating Indian jeweller Lahar Kapoor, who had only recently arrived on the scene with the opening of Collier, his store in the CBD. Collier specialised in over-the-top diamond and gemstone necklaces—no doubt inspired by the television series Dynasty. Queen Bea was wearing one of his creations tonight but, far from flattering, it drew attention to her sagging jowels.


  Accompanying Lahar was a pretty young blonde, Candy Jones, well known in Double Bay hairdressing circles where she worked as a stylist. Unfortunately, she already seemed to be bored by the gathering. She rolled her eyes at me as if to signal, Get me out of here, when we were introduced.


  ‘What part of India are you from, Mr Kapoor?’ asked Julia Hernandez. I had the impression she was trying to distract herself from Emanuel’s seductive glances.


  ‘Our family is originally from Delhi,’ Lahar explained. An extremely vain man, he was aware that he was quite something to behold with his mane of salt and pepper hair brushed away from his face, his glistening dark skin and light green eyes. In Julia, he also saw someone who could advance his reputation as a jeweller of class. ‘We left India for the UK when I was a small child and I was educated in Oxford and then Princeton.’ He unleashed his blinding white smile.


  ‘How interesting,’ Julia said.


  Before Julia had the chance to enquire further about whether they might have some friends in common, Lahar had turned his attention back to his date, whose bouffant hair was only outshone by her enormous breasts.


  ‘This is my partner, Candy,’ Lahar said, urging the young woman forward to take Julia’s hand. ‘She is my inspiration’ (which was a bit rich since this was only their second date).


  ‘Lovely to meet you both,’ said Julia.


  Lahar opened a small, gem-encrusted case and from it produced his gold and black business card. ‘Please do call into my store when you are in the city,’ he said, handing it to Julia. ‘I would love to find you something beautiful.’


  ‘Thank you.’ Julia accepted the card and put it straight into her evening bag.


  Queen Bea had carefully watched the exchange from the other side of the room. She didn’t care how vulgar Lahar was or even that he had brought a hairdresser into her home. She was relying on him to sponsor her forthcoming ball, the Madrid Fling, or at least to donate an expensive piece of jewellery which would be auctioned on the night.


  The butler started to usher the guests into the dining room (ballroom), and I was just beginning to wish that I had never accepted the invitation to dinner—I had nothing in common with anyone there—when Oliver Orlan arrived. The photographer was hard to miss. He was wearing a blue velvet jacket, a blue ribbon tied around the collar of his white lacy shirt, blue jeans and velvet slippers. Everyone loved Oliver because he was so avant-garde and several people in the room positively beamed when he made his entrance with his cameras slung over his shoulder. Tonight, thanks to a gentle prompt from the hostess, his first photograph was of Queen Bea with Lahar and Candy.


  ‘Watch out for him, he’s a piece of work,’ Oliver hissed in my ear as soon as he had taken the shot. ‘He pretends to be related to an Indian maharajah but his family used to have a jewellery stand in the markets in Suva, selling fake strings of pearls to tourists. He reinvented himself at the back end of an Air Pacific flight from Nadi to Sydney.’


  ‘Really?’


  Oliver nodded, regarding Lahar with disdain as the jeweller now continued to work the room. ‘Sydney is full of people trying to be something that they’re not and because of your position on the paper, and as someone so fresh on the scene, you’re going to hear plenty of stories.’


  ‘Thanks for the heads-up,’ I said, although after only a few weeks on the social rounds, I was beginning to work that out.


  ‘Anyway, I’m just going to take a couple more shots; I have another three parties to go to tonight.’ Oliver swanned off across the room to where Queen Bea was talking to Julia and Raoul.


  It wasn’t only Lahar that Beatrice needed to impress that night; she was desperate to secure the presence of the Spanish Consul-General and his wife at the Madrid Fling and, more importantly, she needed them to persuade the Spanish Ambassador, His Excellency Amancio Riguerez, to attend.


  Beatrice’s other guests at the A table included Bridget Lewis, the eccentric editor of Pulse, an artsy fashion magazine (Bridget always stood out thanks to her eye-popping red hair), and her partner Rupert Swan, the incredibly dry and serious British-born portrait painter who had been a finalist in last year’s Archibald Prize. He’d painted an extremely provocative portrait of Bridget nude in front of her magazine galleys. Everyone thought that the only reason that the editor was in a relationship with the gruff, grizzled-looking painter was for her street credibility, but I wasn’t so sure. Who knew what went on behind closed doors?


  Seated on the other side of Bridget and directly opposite Queen Bea was Sean Munro, one of the lead actors in the Australian surf and sand soapie, Coastline. Sean’s long blond hair and bright blue eyes made him look almost angelic. But what was he doing here tonight? Sean was supposed to be involved with Christa Lions, another of the actors on Coastline, but there was no sign of her tonight.


  ‘He’s just trying to get as much publicity as he can,’ Oliver hissed at me. ‘You wait—he’ll have heard that you’re the new diarist in town and he’ll flirt with you shamelessly. Don’t waste your time, though; word is that he’s gay.’


  ‘No way!’ Sean had already given me a couple of meaningful glances shortly after he’d arrived and I’d felt an instant quiver of excitement. My gaydar was usually perfectly tuned, yet it hadn’t registered a single beep.


  ‘Okay then, you tell me what he was doing at the Ruby Room dancing with another man until the early hours of Sunday morning.’


  ‘Maybe he was researching a character for a new role?’ I suggested hopefully.


  Oliver just snorted as he went up to Sean. ‘Come on, sweetie,’ he said, a little sarcastically, ‘I need your photo for the social pages.’


  As I watched Sean instantly ham it up by planting a kiss on Bridget’s cheek for the photograph, I thought that maybe Oliver was right. Nevertheless, the high-brow magazine editor looked very pleased at the attention.


  However it was Queen Bea who Sean seemed most interested in flirting with at the dinner. Later on, from over in Siberia, I had watched as he leaned in to her to catch what she was saying and how she’d patted her hair coquettishly, looking as giddy as his fans who were always trying to track him down. Sean even ate his meal with relish, which was quite a feat given that it was largely inedible.


  I had toyed with mine while I was cross-examined about my personal life by the man next to me. Leon Green, short, almost bald and wearing a tired, black dinner jacket, had his own clothing company and was a neighbour of Queen Bea’s. His main topic of conversation was whom I should marry while I kept trying to prise gossip out of him about the fashion industry.


  ‘You know,’ he said, leaning over just close enough for me to get a whiff of his garlic-infused breath—which I suspected was actually the remnant of a meal other than the one we were currently pushing around our plates in a lacklustre fashion—‘I could set you up with my friend, David . . . but I think I would rather have an affair with you myself.’


  I glanced at him for a couple of seconds and wondered whether it was necessary to point out that this would never happen. Best just to ignore the comment completely, I decided.


  ‘Excuse me,’ I said brightly as I rose from my seat and shot what I hoped was a winning smile across the room at Sean Munro, noticing that Queen Bea had also deserted him. ‘I’ll be right back.’


  Leon tried to pat me on the bottom as I rose but I saw it coming and quickly jerked my body out of his grasp. It wasn’t a dignified move—but there wasn’t much elegance to be had on the B table; even the wild roses had started to look depressed.
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  When I returned from the loo, Queen Bea was still standing at the open door staring out. I silently cursed the bladders of the other guests who seemed to have remained splendidly ignorant of the drama now taking place upstairs.


  ‘Mrs Bonney, are you all right?’ I said once again.


  Queen Bea didn’t even flinch at another intrusion. She continued to stare fixedly into the night, her full caramel bouffant, which had been subdued by several blasts of VO5 hairspray, just lifting meekly in the balmy breeze. Without bothering to turn around, she let me know in no uncertain terms that, as far as she was concerned, the dinner party was over.


  ‘Please leave and take the rest of the guests with you,’ she said firmly.


  Once again, she did not seem to be in the mood to elaborate. I was shocked. No etiquette book could ever prepare you for the correct method of approach for situations like this. But then none had probably been written with Beatrice Bonney or her bizarre entertaining style in mind.


  Carefully backing away from Beatrice, I returned to the dining room to try to get Harry Bonney to come and sort out his wife. I had noticed him earlier on nodding off at the dinner table, much to the embarrassment of the vice-president of Entre Nous.


  ‘Excuse me, Harry,’ I said, gently tapping him on the arm, ‘something has happened to Beatrice. She’s upstairs with the front door open. I think she wants everyone to leave.’


  Harry opened his eyes wide and stared at me as if I had gone crazy. ‘What? I don’t need to leave,’ he spluttered. ‘I live here.’ What kind of madhouse had I wandered into? ‘Not you,’ I said patiently. ‘The guests. Beatrice seems to want all of your guests to leave.’


  ‘What time is it?’ He seemed confused as he squinted at his Rolex. ‘It’s only ten o’clock—bit early for that, isn’t it? Or is it ten in the morning?’


  Thankfully, Susie, who had been listening intently, stepped in. ‘I’ll just go and see what the problem is,’ she said quietly. ‘And, Savannah, if you would keep this just between us, it would be much appreciated by the committee.’


  I looked at her and blinked because I had already been composing the opening paragraph of my account of the evening in my head:


  A-list guests including the Spanish Consul-General Raoul Hernandez and his wife Julia, along with leading actor Sean Munro, were thrown out of charity queen Beatrice Bonney’s Point Piper home in the middle of a dinner party.


  It was far too juicy a turn of events to ignore. I was about to follow Susie up the stairs to see what happened next when she said kindly but firmly, ‘Why don’t you go back and finish your meal, Savannah? You have already been so helpful.’


  ‘What’s going on?’ asked Leon, when I squeezed past him to my seat. ‘I didn’t think you were coming back.’


  ‘It’s Beatrice—she wants everyone to leave now.’


  ‘Is she drunk?’ he asked.


  ‘Probably, I don’t know, but she seemed fairly committed to the idea that everyone should depart.’


  Glancing across the room, I saw that Sean Munro was trying to catch my eye. He beckoned me over.


  ‘What’s going on?’ he asked when I slid into the place opposite him that had until recently been occupied by Queen Bea. (Yes, I was living the dream!) Bridget Lewis leaned forward to listen. Clearly the sudden disappearance of the party’s hostess had finally piqued everyone’s interest.


  ‘Well, Queen Bea is upstairs with the front door wide open and keeps saying that everyone should go home,’ I said, secretly pleased to be the bearer of such titillating news and no longer having to take responsibility for it. ‘Do you think she might be having a nervous breakdown?’


  ‘It sounds like it,’ said Bridget.


  ‘I don’t think that’s it at all,’ said Sean, looking smug. ‘I think you’ll find Beatrice does not cope well with rejection. She’s been rubbing one of her feet up and down my leg all night under the table. I had to move out of her range and almost landed in Bridget’s lap, but she was undeterred. The next thing I knew she was whispering seductively in my ear that she would like to have a private chat with me upstairs in her bedroom.’


  ‘No way!’ I couldn’t help myself. I was gobsmacked. Did people really behave like that in Sydney’s silvertail suburbs?


  ‘Yes way. And when I declined, she swept imperiously from the room, almost knocking over her chair. I thought everyone had seen that.’


  ‘What should we do now?’ I noticed that the other guests had got wind that something was happening and were starting to drift away from the tables.


  ‘Well, there’s nothing else for it,’ he said, linking his arm in mine. ‘If Queen Bea really wants us to vamoose, the very least we can do is to oblige her.’


  Two


  Poor Susie Carruthers (despite her double-barrel name, most people still referred to her as ‘Susie Carruthers’ because that’s the way she had been written up in the society pages since she was a little girl) had already left six messages for me on my answer phone by the time I made it into the newspaper office the next morning. Each one was basically the same, pleading for me to ring her so that she could explain why Queen Bea’s abrupt insistence that all her guests leave before dessert had been nothing but a misunderstanding.


  ‘You’re not going to write anything, are you?’ she had pleaded on the recording, sounding increasingly desperate. ‘Because you know that it’s really not a story at all.’


  Unfortunately it was too late for that but I was happy to incorporate the line that it had all been a misunderstanding in the front-page splash with the headline: QUEEN BEA TELLS GUESTS TO BUZZ OFF and a photo by-line.


  Guests at the lavish Point Piper mansion of Entre Nous charity queen Beatrice Bonney and her industrialist husband Harry were shocked when they were asked to leave her dinner party halfway through the meal.


  The exclusive crowd, which included the Spanish Consul-General Raoul Hernandez and his wife Julia, magazine editor Bridget Lewis and TV heart-throb Sean Munro, were all firmly shown the door by the charity head.


  Neighbours in the silvertail suburb which is the city’s foremost millionaire enclave reported a commotion in the street afterwards as guests frantically tried to summon their drivers.


  ‘It was all just a silly misunderstanding,’ said Beatrice Bonney’s trusty lieutenant on the Entre Nous committee, Susie Carruthers-Kard.


  And on the story went, detailing the menu and the noticeable division between the A and B table, right down to the different wines being poured for each group. I’d tried to play it straight but there were plenty of laughs to be had by those who read it. Once the story had been written, the first to congratulate me was my editor, Timothy Shaw.


  ‘Outstanding, Savannah,’ he marvelled, as he almost salivated over Oliver’s glossy photographs, which would be used to illustrate the article. ‘That is exactly what I hired you for—to take a risk in your coverage of these events and get everyone talking. We need to show people that The Sydney News is at the forefront of social change.’


  Despite the fact that I had been living in London for two years, writing about reggae music, and had then done casual shifts back home, often following late night police radio reports, Timothy thought I was the perfect choice to cover the Sydney social scene.


  ‘It’s actually better that you’re new to it all,’ he had insisted. ‘You’ll be able to look at it with fresh eyes and not bring along any baggage.’


  I had immediately agreed because at least it meant that I was working on a mainstream newspaper and I would not have to spruik my stories as a freelancer. I told myself that after I had acquitted myself well on the social pages, I would be allowed to move on to something more challenging.


  Enthusiastic, enigmatic and knowledgeable, the private-school-educated Timothy was typical of the new breed of tabloid newspaper editors. He was charged with bringing over the readers from the stuffy broadsheets to the more refreshing, cheeky style of The Sydney News. Tall and substantial with a penchant for linen blazers, chinos and flamboyant ties, he dressed as if he were off to a polo match and not to the news floor. A lively presence, whenever he was in the office the air buzzed and popped around him.


  Being congratulated by my editor so early on was a heady experience, but I knew that I also had to return Susie Carruthers’ calls, which would not be easy. After all, it was only fair I should let her know that the story was to be published the following morning, so that she could prepare for it.


  I was nervous as I dialled her number, with my fingers crossed that I would get the answering machine. But she answered the phone on practically the first ring.


  ‘Susie?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘It’s Savannah Stephens from The Sydney News.’


  I could hear the relief in her voice as she began, ‘Oh, thank goodness you called, because I just have to explain—’


  I cut her short. ‘I’m terribly sorry,’ I said, ‘but the story about Mrs Bonney’s party will be printed in the paper tomorrow.’


  ‘What?’ Despite her impeccable manners and her self-control, Susie let out a little scream. ‘Oh no!’


  ‘Sorry, it’s already being printed.’


  Both of us said nothing more for a few beats before she finally thanked me stiffly for letting her know and replaced the receiver.


  Following publication, there were no calls from Queen Bea, who would never respond to the article in person but would leave that to others. No doubt this was because she and Harry were too busy packing for a sudden trip to Europe. The couple was spotted at the airport the very next day and they planned not to return for several weeks, by which time the embarrassment of the dinner party fiasco would have surely blown over. In the days following the publication of the article, Susie Carruthers let everyone know that the Madrid Fling was postponed until later in the year because the response had been so overwhelming that a new venue had to be found.


  I felt a little guilty about the treacherous report but at least it didn’t canvass the real reason that Queen Bea had thrown a tantrum—because she had been rejected by a bisexual soapie star. Most people thought that she’d just had a little turn for the worst.
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  Queen Bea’s dinner party debacle brought to life on the front page of The Sydney News did not make my reputation as a society observer, but it did put people on notice that the days of fawning over socialites in the press were numbered. It also earned me grudging respect from my peers in the news room and quite a bit of jealousy over the rarely bestowed photo by-line. Some of my colleagues had waited years and had still not attained that—and here I was, a blow-in hired to work on what was still disparagingly referred to as ‘the women’s pages’.


  The atmosphere on The Sydney News floor was often as toxic as the cigar smoke that habitually curled around Malcolm Yates, the pompous chief-of-staff. Thankfully, I was not in his firing line because, like most of the alpha types on the newspaper, he rarely ventured up to the back of the news room, where those of us who wrote about fashion, cooking, parties and gossip were situated. It was as if the hardened news hounds believed they would be contaminated if they rubbed shoulders with us. In the news-room caste system, we were the untouchables.


  Timothy Shaw, who was also given to wearing Panama hats to shield his florid complexion, was not the usual macho type of tabloid newspaper man. He was as interested in society as politics, and was particularly fascinated by the intersection of old Sydney money with the brash new entrepreneurs, who had seemingly emerged from nowhere with great wads of cash and reckless spending habits. He could never get enough stories about the attractive property developer Alex Evans, with his thatch of blond-streaked hair and perpetually tanned skin, who had bought tracts of land in Perth and Brisbane and was busy transforming them into holiday villas and glittering resorts which would rival Miami’s famed Fontainebleau. He called them H’evan 1 and H’evan 2. Evans’s wife, Jacqueline, helped out with the public relations and some of the interior styling. Her design aesthetic could best be described as Tuscan OTT. There were soon stories flying around the Eastern Suburbs that the Evanses’ corporate jet was being pressed into service to fly slabs of marble from Italy to Perth, with a stopover on the way to pick up the golden crystal chandeliers which Jacqueline had had crafted for her in Istanbul.


  ‘I want you to become part of the Evanses’ circle,’ Shaw instructed me when he announced that he was giving me the job of writing the paper’s Social Diary. He had looked at me so gravely across his huge desk that it felt as if he were entrusting me with national security or something equally momentous.


  ‘Of course,’ I agreed, not at all sure how I would go about this. Australia’s wave of eighties entrepreneurs had certainly not registered for me in London, where the only circles I was interested in gaining access to were the ones populated by famous reggae musicians. And during those late night shifts in the news room it had been all about petty criminals.


  Shaw had kept looking at me sternly, as if he was waiting for me to buckle under the pressure and confess my ignorance of the Evanses. ‘How do you propose to do that?’ he asked when it was clear I wasn’t going to crack. ‘Do you have a plan?’


  ‘Of course, Mr Shaw,’ I lied. What was this? I felt like I was back at school being interrogated by the principal.


  He looked at me expectantly.


  Oh, shit. Now I was going to have to come up with something.


  ‘Well,’ I said, inventing wildly, ‘Sydney is not that big a place. I’m sure I’ll know someone who already mixes in those circles. It’s just a matter of going through all my contacts, Mr Shaw. Maybe I will be able to find a disgruntled ex-employee who will be happy to fill me in on their habits.’


  ‘That’s the way, Savannah,’ he said. ‘Something tells me that you’re going to work out just fine. And from now on, you can just call me Tim.’


  The next day I had found myself sitting at a desk at the back of the news room. Placed in front of me was an official Sydney News diary, a notepad and a couple of biros. There was also an ancient typewriter and a stack of copy paper. But these were only to be used if the brand-new computer system, which had just been installed, broke down.


  The first person to visit me in my little headquarters was Tim’s assistant Janet, a small, birdlike woman with fluffy, blonde hair whose job it was to introduce me around the office at the direction of her boss. Unfortunately, no one seemed to be that interested in meeting me—especially not the other female journalists.


  One or two of them said hi to me and then continued on with their work, but the majority didn’t even raise their heads, just nodded vaguely in my direction. I wasn’t crushed by their obvious lack of interest—people tried much harder to be cooler in the English music press. But I overheard myself being discussed in a couple of conversations after I had passed by another group of reporters.


  ‘Who is that?’ I heard one say.


  ‘Some upstart who thinks that her shit doesn’t smell because she worked on some seedy English music paper,’ came the immediate reply. ‘But don’t worry—she won’t last long around here when she has to deal with real newspaper deadlines.’


  And that was really all I needed to spur me on to do well at the paper. I spun around and gave them a great big smile, which made them go quiet.


  Suddenly, a striking woman in a beautifully cut black and white suit, which complemented her glossy dark bob, appeared beside my desk and unceremoniously dumped a folder onto it. ‘This is for you,’ she said without bothering to introduce herself. ‘It contains invitations to all the social events you’re meant to cover.’


  ‘Thank you,’ I said to her back as she strode away from my desk without saying anything further. ‘I’m Savannah Stephens by the way.’


  ‘Yes, I know,’ she said over her shoulder, rolling her eyes as if to indicate that she had been forewarned about me. ‘And I’m Erica Hopewell, the fashion director.’


  I had already recognised her from a bus-side advertisement for the paper, which promoted her as the city’s most authoritative fashion authority. She was pictured in an even more severe suit with her arms crossed in front of her like a true style warrior.


  They were folded again now defensively as she turned to face me.


  ‘You should know that there are a few rules around here,’ she said sternly. ‘I don’t take kindly to being interrupted in my office by civilians. If you have any questions, pester Janet. That’s what she’s there for.’


  Civilians! What? I wanted to burst out laughing because humour was the only way to deal with that kind of rudeness. Who did Erica think she was—Karl Lagerfeld? And why on earth did she already seem to have it in for me?


  ‘Oh, and one more thing, there is no need for you to be writing anything about frocks in your column.’


  It seemed that she was simply guarding her territory. I would soon discover that Erica was one of the most powerful people in the Australian fashion industry. She published several pages of the latest designs each week and this had the effect of moving stock from the shelves straight away. Making it into one of her fashion spreads was every young designer’s dream, but unfortunately Erica wasn’t much interested in becoming a style evangelist. She believed in giving back to her cronies. They were the ones who sent her expensive gifts and impressive bouquets of flowers following a mention in her pages. They also shamelessly wined and dined her at the best restaurants in town. The fashion director had her own unofficial banquette at The Duchess in the city and always ate at the top dining room at Pasquale’s in Paddington—the one where all the diners were on display, not only to others in the restaurant but also to passers-by in the street.


  As first days on the job go, my introduction to The Social Diary was ordinary to say the least. As I sorted through the large pile of invitations in the folder, I found that some were out of date and most were addressed to Fiona Wagstaff, who’d had the job before me but had mysteriously left the office one Tuesday lunchtime never to return. Nobody knew exactly what had happened—or, if they did, were unwilling to discuss it. There was some talk that she had fled to a sanatorium in Tahiti. However, the term most often used to describe her abrupt departure from the news room was ‘nervous breakdown’. At the time, I couldn’t for the life of me work out how anyone could have a nervous breakdown writing the social pages. Oh, how wrong I was about that.


  Three


  Queen Bea was probably busy giving some poor Parisian hotel concierge hell when a set of documents arrived at the newspaper from one of Sydney’s top law practices threatening a defamation suit against both myself and The Sydney News. I had allegedly held her up to social ridicule and besmirched her good name and also that of her hard-working, selfless charity committee. (The way that I looked at it was that she had done a pretty good job of that herself; if she hadn’t acted like a nutty diva there would have been nothing salacious to report.) At any rate Queen Bea’s dinner party had been weeks ago and the guests’ hangovers were just a foggy memory now.


  The first I knew that the paper had been hit with a potentially costly lawsuit over something I had written was when Janet marched up to my desk, a grim expression on her pert face. It had the desired effect among some of the other female journalists nearby, who froze in the middle of what they had been doing, their spiky hairdos positively quivering with excitement. Was the blow-in about to get her comeuppance? It wasn’t that they particularly wished me ill but in such a competitive arena as a news room, it was every girl for herself. (I would later discover that Janet’s dramatic missions across the news room were the highlights of her day. This was a woman who didn’t believe in just picking up the phone to summon a journalist to the boss’s office—she needed to show who was really in charge.)


  ‘Mr Shaw would like to see you in his office now,’ she informed me crisply, as I sat at my desk sifting through the latest bunch of invites in a bid to find events where I could circulate and find stories. Unfortunately, the ones that today’s mail drop had yielded looked as dull as the paper they were printed on. The only possibility was a cocktail party to celebrate the arrival of a Gucci collection, which was being held at The Duchess. I had just logged the invite into the social diary.


  ‘Follow me,’ Janet commanded. She was the first one to have seen the legal correspondence which had arrived in the internal mail and it certainly appeared as if I was in deep shit. This had all the markings of a very dramatic morning and Janet was wearing just the outfit to do it justice—a crisp white, frilly shirt with the collar turned up to shield a big fat row of fake pearls, and a tight, grey-flecked skirt with a flirty frill at the hem. I could tell she saw herself as a woman not to be messed with. For that extra air of authority, she had coated her lips in a thick layer of candy-pink lipstick. She was ready for battle.


  ‘Okay,’ I said, standing up and grabbing a notepad from my desk. Janet’s manner had awakened a deep sense of foreboding in me, but I figured a notepad would signal the possibility of some sort of ongoing journalistic activity and give the person holding it (me) some purpose. Timothy wouldn’t sack a woman with a notepad, would he?


  As I clambered to my feet to follow the officious, sparrow-like woman through the news room, I felt quite ungainly. I was at least twice her size and height, so our procession through the maze of desks must have looked faintly ridiculous. Now some of the male reporters looked up as they also detected a frisson of impending disaster. A few of them seemed intrigued, completely forgetting their usual demeanour of feigned indifference.


  ‘What’s doing, Stephens?’ called out Eric, a jocular bloke who covered sport and was the office wise guy. ‘Don’t tell me that you’ve been carpeted already.’


  I grinned at him and shook my head—best to brazen it out. News rooms are one of the most gossip-plagued places on earth. Within minutes there was a buzz that I was about to get the chop for several different rumoured transgressions.


  ‘What goes up must come down,’ said Susan in her best finance reporter’s voice as I passed by. She was no doubt feeling extra tough today with her new cropped haircut and fierce designer suit with the power shoulders. Susan had never been a welcoming presence to me on the paper and it didn’t help that her yarn on a takeover bid for a department store chain had been downgraded to a page-three lead to make way for my Queen Bea story. On top of this, she had been made to struggle through a one-year cadetship after excelling at university, but I had sailed in as a graded journalist thanks to my portfolio of printed stories in the British music press and those leads from police rounds. No wonder she resented me.


  ‘That’s what happens when you don’t have a proper journalism degree,’ she informed one of her pals, who seemed slightly embarrassed that she was making such a fuss. ‘There is no comparison between being a rock journalist and writing for a serious newspaper like this one,’ she continued. ‘It’s hardly surprising she’s slipped up already.’


  Slipped up? I wanted to stop right there in the middle of the news room to defend myself, starting with the fact that I had a degree. (Well, almost; I had dropped out of an arts degree in the second year to go travelling, but at least I had been close—in the vicinity of an arts degree.)


  Timothy Shaw saw me approaching through the glass walls of his office and bounded out to meet me himself—much to the disappointment of some of my aforementioned colleagues. Judging from his body language, it didn’t look as though I would be packing up my desk today.


  ‘Savannah! Come in,’ he said, thrusting out his hand awkwardly to shake mine and to usher me inside. ‘Nothing to worry about, so get that look off your face. You’re doing a great job.’


  Really? I briefly turned and sought out Susan in particular, but she had picked up the phone and was now talking urgently to someone on the other end of the line. Maybe she was cancelling my farewell mud cake?


  Janet was lingering by the doorway; she too seemed a bit miffed that the scene was not turning out to be suitably cataclysmic.


  Noticing that his assistant was still there, Tim motioned for her to leave with a nod of his head.


  ‘Just wondering if you would like anything else, Mr Shaw?’ she said, sounding a little bit put out to have been dismissed.


  ‘No, thank you, Janet,’ her boss said kindly. ‘Just shut the door behind you, please. That is—’ he turned to me ‘—unless you would like a cup of tea or coffee, Savannah?’


  As much as I would have enjoyed watching Janet fetching a drink for me, I decided it wouldn’t do to get her any more riled up. ‘No, I’m fine, thanks,’ I said sweetly. ‘Just finished one, actually.’


  With a slightly mutinous expression, Janet marched out of the door and shut it smartly behind her.


  Tim and I surveyed each other from across his desk and I noticed he looked slightly rumpled—his soft blue shirt was in need of a proper iron and his tie was undone and hung loosely around his collar.


  ‘Now there is nothing to worry about, Savannah. We just need to straighten something out.’


  ‘We do?’


  ‘Yes.’ He smiled at me reassuringly as he picked up the phone, which was swiftly answered at the other end.


  ‘Rog? Yes, she’s here now. You’re free to join us,’ he said warmly.


  Who the hell was Rog?


  Whoever he was, Tim decided not to wait for him to arrive before filling me in. ‘Savannah, as I mentioned, you’re doing a terrific job so far and I’m pleased that you’re already making waves. And, on that note, there’s a rather big one coming our way because Beatrice Bonney is now threatening to sue the paper over that article you wrote.’


  I felt my body stiffen as I regarded him with horror.


  ‘No, no, no, you mustn’t worry. It’s nothing—this sort of thing happens all the time,’ he said, reaching over the desk to pat my hands clumsily. ‘I’ve just invited our in-house counsel, Roger Coutts, to join us so that we can work out how to respond. But, really, it shows you’re doing your job well. The last thing any of us wanted here was to have a fawning social columnist on The Sydney News—one who lets those silvertails get the better of them. The old Sydney guard is losing its influence on the media in this town. We want to be setting the agenda and not dancing attendance on some useless socialite.’


  It was quite a speech—I guess I hadn’t realised before just how passionate Tim was about all sections of his paper, particularly my own.


  ‘Besides,’ he added, fingering the corners of his tie as if to reassure himself that it was still in place, ‘all of your copy is checked by the legal department before we go to press. You were aware of that, weren’t you?’


  I nodded. I had actually been disappointed when I read my stories in the paper to note that so many colourful phrases had been watered down. But did this mean that if The Sydney News was sued, I was not liable? Before I could ask, the door opened again and a well-proportioned man in an immaculate suit bustled in. He appeared to be quite agitated. Meanwhile, through the glass wall of Tim’s office, I could see the eager faces of the reporting staff watching Roger’s entrance; perhaps I might be in the shit after all.


  ‘Ah, Roger, here you are.’ Tim rose to welcome him. ‘Let me introduce you to Savannah Stephens, our new star writer.’ He winked at me.


  Roger Coutts looked like the media lawyer from Central Casting. He was wearing a suit with wide, chalky stripes just jaunty enough to denote that he was engaged in the journalistic world and not with a more staid commercial role. He also sported a red Hermès tie and a blinding white shirt. No wonder he cut such a figure in the news room where many of the male reporters worked with their sleeves rolled up and baggy trousers, which looked as though they had been purchased from a Lowes’ sale rack. I disliked him even before he bared his perfect white teeth at me in a disturbing impression of a smile. It seemed that the feeling was mutual because after offering me a limp handshake he wheeled his chair as far away from me as possible. The body language was off the scale.


  While my editor had been trying to play down the whole thing for fear of alarming me, Roger acted as if this was the biggest defamation case since the paper’s food critic, Michael Shelby, had speculated about the possible senility of a giant Queensland mud crab. ‘Jonah the Crab’ had been scooped from the tank of the Golden Rickshaw—a local Chinese restaurant—and dished up to him but the flesh was so tough and tasteless that he almost needed a bucketload of sauce just to get through it. The Golden Rickshaw had gone broke shortly after the review was published when even their regular diners had turned away. Shelby’s night out ended up being the most expensive Chinese meal in Australian dining history, thanks to the eye-watering defamation payment.


  Roger was now trying to convey to me that my story was up there with Jonah the Crab when it came to possible damages. ‘There is the imputation that Beatrice Bonney was off her face,’ he noted, staring at me coldly.


  ‘She was three sheets to the wind,’ I replied solemnly. ‘I could smell it on her breath, and so could the other guests.’


  Tim laughed, but Roger’s expression became even more steely. ‘And as an industrial chemist, you could tell from the fumes wafting from her mouth that she was intoxicated?’


  ‘Anyone could see that.’ I stared right back at him with a grim look of my own.


  ‘Really, Miss Stephens? And would any of the other guests be prepared to back you up on this in court?’


  ‘I’ll give you a list,’ I responded defiantly, but really I wasn’t sure that anyone else who’d been at Queen Bea’s place that night would be willing to testify as to her drunkenness. Plenty of people had seen her standing at the door, practically catatonic, but I wasn’t sure that they’d swear to it in a court of law.


  Now it was Tim’s turn to weigh in. ‘I think we are getting a bit ahead of ourselves here, Rog,’ he said, giving me an encouraging smile. ‘Mrs Bonney’s lawyers are just making noises at present. I doubt that she would wish for it to come out in court that she ordered all her guests to leave, and there’s no denying that this happened; her neighbours heard the commotion in the street. If push came to shove, I think a printed apology would probably suffice and perhaps some generous coverage of Entre Nous’s next major event?’


  ‘But the story was correct,’ I said, outraged. I didn’t think that I should have to kowtow to the snobby old nymphomaniac. Maybe Sean Munro would testify that she had unsuccessfully tried to get him into bed?


  My outburst earned me a menacing glare from ‘Rumpole’ of the news room.


  ‘You would be extremely lucky if we get away with a simple apology, Miss Stephens,’ he admonished. ‘From what I have just heard, I doubt that you would be able to sustain questioning on the stand. In fact, Miss Stephens, you look like the sort of person who would crumple in front of a judge and a jury.’


  ‘Ah, well, Mr Coutts, looks can be deceiving,’ I said, shrugging my shoulders. Where had that come from?


  For a few moments, no one said anything. A little shocked by my own outburst, I studied my hands and noticed the botchy job I had done painting my nails the night before. I never seemed to have the patience to just sit there and let them dry properly so there were ridges in several of them.


  Tim broke the silence. ‘On reflection, I think you’re right, Savannah. A grovelling apology in the paper is probably exactly what Mrs Bonney is hoping for. We should definitely stand by our story. Everyone in the Eastern Suburbs knows that Beatrice Bonney loves a drink and has on occasion arrived already sozzled at lunch. I say the most we agree to do is run a small paragraph acknowledging that she was not herself when she hosted the dinner because of the stress involved in fundraising for disadvantaged children. That allows us all to save face. But let’s not even agree to that unless her lawyers keep pressing the issue.’


  I thought that this sounded fair, and at least it didn’t make me out to be someone who embroidered the truth so early in my career on a mainstream newspaper.


  Judging by his open look of distaste, Roger was not impressed with the way the meeting was going. He snapped shut his folder and rose from his seat, barely glancing at me.


  ‘Yes, well, I shall see what I can do about that, Tim, but my gut feeling is that Beatrice Bonney will require a cash settlement. In fact, I would be very surprised if that is not the way it goes.’ There was another deadly look in my direction. ‘However, I have some much more pressing matters to attend to this morning, so we shall talk again later.’


  After the lawyer had all but stormed from the office in a ferocious black cloud, Tim Shaw grinned at me. He looked absolutely delighted. ‘Don’t worry about him, Savannah,’ he said, shaking his head. ‘Lawyers are there to help us and not to pander to the subjects of our stories. It’s all just an overreaction as usual.’ He winked at me again as he leaned back in his chair, which seemed in danger of toppling over backwards beneath his large frame. ‘You’ll just have to get used to dealing with our in-house team of lawyers because, if you do your job well, you’re going to be seeing a lot more of them. And from the ructions you’ve already caused in the social scene, it’s obvious that you’re becoming a force to be reckoned with.’


  He suddenly shot forward, slamming his big, fleshy hands on the desk and almost causing me to jump. ‘No matter what anyone says, don’t think of yourself for one minute as just a social columnist,’ he thundered. ‘That’s old school.’ Now he was staring at me, almost daring me to contradict him.


  I blinked at him, which is what happens when I’m nervous, and nodded vigorously. ‘Okay.’


  ‘You’re a journalist, a diarist in the great tradition of Samuel Pepys. I want you to slice and dice Sydney society, starting off with the shonky Alex Evans.’


  I nodded vigorously again, trying to look like I had it all under control. ‘I’m on to it,’ I assured him, not very convincingly.


  ‘Really?’ He was looking at me steadily now as he started to crack the knuckles on his hand. ‘Take me through the steps you have already been through to infiltrate his circle.’


  ‘Oh, heavens,’ I said. ‘I don’t even know where to begin.’


  Four


  And that was the problem: when it came to tracking down Alex Evans, I really didn’t know where to start. I hadn’t yet encountered anyone who knew him—but I felt sure that the golden-lit room at Emerald Ville, with its spectacular floral arrangements which soared above the heads of the diners, was the kind of place he was likely to frequent. Emerald Ville sparkled like the city that was its inspiration. It was where the power hungry came to feed: their appetite for status, glamour and conspicuous consumption was only assuaged by being seated in the middle of the dining room by Nicholas—the restaurant’s softly spoken but remarkably firm maître d’.


  On the cusp of seedy Kings Cross, Emerald Ville was Sydney’s hottest restaurant. Until now, old-fashioned snooty French restaurants were still considered the ultimate in sophistication—but here was an establishment daring to charge over thirty dollars for a beautifully arranged plate of fish and chips!


  ‘At that price, it must be an eighteen-carat gold fish, Nicholas,’ teased Freya Rice while perusing the menu. The witty Perth zillionairess, whose husband Tom had practically discovered iron ore in the backyard of their rundown property in Koolyanobbing, Western Australia, was one of the most amusing women on the scene. She was fond of telling the story of how that ‘shack’ of theirs had now been turned into an imposing homestead, while the family now lived in one of the best mansions in Peppermint Grove, one of Perth’s most salubrious suburbs. Freya caught up with her pals in Sydney as often as possible. You could always tell when she was in the room because of her raucous outbursts of laughter.


  Emerald Ville was so buzzy, thanks to regulars like Freya, that it was booked out for weeks—although, of course, some people could always get a table there. The finance industry whiz kids with their blonde girlfriends in plunging French couture were guaranteed to be squeezed in, along with the entrepreneurs who had flown in on private jets from all over Australia to be seated at one of the prized centre tables where they were on display to tout le monde. As long as they flashed the cash around, they would always be given special treatment.


  Partying well in this town was as much a skill as knowing which businessmen to back, but being messily drunk was a major faux pas, as one well-known fashion designer had discovered. Nelly Jones found the invitations slowing to a trickle after she was discovered by an early morning jogger passed out on a footpath in the back streets of Double Bay still clutching a half-full bottle of champagne. What really got everyone going was that she had invited the man who found her back to her place to keep partying. He not only declined the offer but was on the phone to my office soon afterwards to tell all about the encounter. Alas, Nelly had been much too pissed to notice that the man she had propositioned was not only gay but he worked at a leading hair salon and knew exactly who she was and whom to call.


  Unfortunately for her, the story had been too good to ignore—especially since Frederic had taken a sly photo as proof that it really did happen. We didn’t publish the snap, which would have been devastating for Nelly had it hit the newsstands, but I did manage a page-five story: FASHION STAR FOUND UNCONSCIOUS IN MILLIONAIRE ENCLAVE. I’d felt sorry for her and indicated that her condition was a mystery—possible amnesia?—but really everyone could read between the lines.


  ‘She never could handle her booze. Is she on uppers as well?’ pondered one interior designer. ‘There must be some kind of drugs involved.’


  Either way, no one encouraged Nelly Jones to attend a long lunch at Emerald Ville for quite some time, because that’s where her spree had started.
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  Hosting a table close to the centre of the action today was the vermilion-haired Lady Victoria Snow, who had crammed her voluptuous frame into an acid green Versace that well and truly brightened up the room—the South Head lighthouse could not have done a better job. Little wonder those seated at tables around her, including even the most stunning young women, just faded into the background. The atmosphere was also frequently punctuated by bursts of Lady V’s spirited laughter, which was both sexy and contagious. Really, she sounded as if she was about to climax, which never failed to prick up the ears of certain men who hadn’t heard the sound of such wild, abandoned feminine pleasure in quite a while.


  Lady V was celebrating today with a group who included the ebuillient Freya Rice, Patricia Wren—former private secretary to New South Wales government minister Kenneth Hunt—and Entre Nous’s still mildly shell-shocked vice-president, Susie Carruthers, who was secretly plotting a coup to take over the leadership of the committee from Queen Bea. She felt the president was totally destroying the committee’s good work, especially with all the ‘ghastly’ press she’d had. But before Susie could pull off the coup, like all astute politicians she needed the numbers—and preferably those weighted with some serious titles. It was wonderful how having a ‘Lady’ or ‘Sir’ in front of one’s name opened so many doors. Sitting there in her sublime Gianfranco Ferré suit, Susie was ready to lunch long and hard in order to woo Lady V and her social cachet to her side.


  However, the real reason for this week’s festive get-together was that Lady V’s divorce from her fifth husband—Sir John Snow, a lively septuagenarian—had at last been finalised. She was keeping the waterfront mansion plus all the heirloom jewellery which had belonged to his late mother, Rosemarie Farnsworth, the sugar heiress (who was always known by her maiden name). This included her dazzling diamond and emerald necklace and the Cartier Panthère brooch which had once graced the neckline of the Duchess of Windsor’s gowns.


  Lady V was also clinging for dear life to her title—even though its European origins were a little vague (she had always drifted off when her husband tried to explain it to her). But a title was a title. She had informed her divorce lawyers that as she already had an entire set of Louis Vuitton luggage, including a priceless steamer trunk, engraved with her name, relinquishing it was never going to happen. (Goodness me, it would absolutely destroy the leather.) Unless, of course, she was lucky enough to score another knight of the realm for husband number six, and then it would be dumped in a flash. Lady V was already working on that and would soon be on her way to London on a husband-finding expedition—even a dotty old lord was a possibility.


  ‘I believe that some champagne is in order,’ hooted the prissy Patricia Wren, who had no intention of paying for it herself. Notoriously stingy, she usually stepped out in her ‘uniform’—one of three black and white tweed Chanel suits, which she had purchased with the wardrobe allowance she’d been given to deter her from wearing those ‘miserable twinsets and plaid skirts’ (as Kenneth Hunt described them) which had been her staple at official events.


  ‘Champagne? Of course,’ agreed Lady Victoria. She winked coquettishly at Nicholas, still conveniently hovering at another table close by. ‘We’d like a couple of bottles of the best, Nick,’ she announced in her plummy voice, aware that she was one of only a few regulars who dared to shorten the maître d’s name. Lady V’s overfamiliarity with Nicholas was a form of Emerald Ville snobbery, which included never having to ask for a menu because he would tip her into the right dishes like a stockbroker advising on mining shares.


  ‘After all,’ she added with another wink, ‘this is no time for half measures.’


  ‘You’re darn right there, darl,’ said Freya Rice, thumping one jewel-laden hand down on the table to emphasise her point. ‘Make them magnums, Nicky boy. I’ve got a mother of a thirst coming on.’ Freya Rice always was one to cut to the chase.


  Lady V beamed at the maître’d. Today definitely had all the makings of one of the epic lunches at Emerald Ville. You could sense it in the air.


  The only champagne to order was Billecart-Salmon, preferably vintage, and there were probably more expensive bubbles drained here on a week day lunchtime than there were in the whole of the rest of Australia. In fact, there was a non-stop procession of the pale pink champagne bottles majestically arrayed in silver ice buckets and sent by one group of diners to another, although most tried diplomatically to ignore its transit.


  Another of the unwritten rules was that it wasn’t good manners to turn around and stare at each arriving patron—no matter how fabulous their stature or unusual their appearance might be. Unfortunately this code was totally ignored by me. Hell, it was part of my job and I was always on the lookout for the elusive Alex Evans, whose circle I was, of course, supposed to have infiltrated already.


  I certainly couldn’t stop myself from spinning around when my nemesis, Erica Hopewell, appeared at the doorway and gave something like a grimace when she spotted me. The fashion editor had arrived with Sylvester (he never used a last name), one of her coterie of camp designers. Unfortunately, both of them looked a tad washed out in their black ensembles—Erica was in a cape dress with patent leather detailing while Sylvester (well entrenched in his French nobility period with his remaining auburn hair scraped into a ponytail) was wearing a short-sleeved cashmere knit and black jeans with a massive gold chain around his neck. Not even the exquisite shaft of sunshine from the Emerald Ville skylight could warm up the pair’s pasty complexions. Hangovers were such a bitch.


  Swanning past my table, Erica ignored me, of course, despite my half-hearted attempt at a cheery wave. But, then, Erica only addressed me in extreme situations—like when she needed something. (‘If you’re going to the cafe, could you please bring me back a cappuccino? There’s a love.’) But she was flat out belittling me to others the moment that I walked away. In fact, Erica was such a genius at backstabbing that if it ever became an Olympic sport, she would definitely win gold. I tried not to take it personally, aware that Erica was super sensitive about getting older and losing her powerful grip on the Sydney social scene. Until I had come along in a flourish of front-page scoops, she had been the one at the receiving end of all the attention.


  I watched now as Erica and Sylvester headed to one of the back tables in Emerald Ville with the designer throwing a small hissy fit at Nicholas when he realised that they would not be seated front and centre. But the maître d’ just smiled gently and shrugged his shoulders. They weren’t exactly in Siberia but they were certainly close enough to feel a chill in the air.


  Despite being seated so far away, I was pretty sure that Erica would have seen the trajectory of the bottle of Billecart-Salmon which had just now landed on my table. I could just sense her eyes boring into my back and the filthy look on her face as the bottle in its ice bucket, borne aloft by Nicholas like some bizarre sporting trophy, was set down right in front of me. And, embarrassingly, there was a sad-looking red rose resting on the tray next to it. The flower had been plucked from one of Emerald Ville’s lavish floral displays by the owner of Collier jewels, Lahar Kapoor, who was hard to miss today in a blazing white suit and a canary yellow tie.


  ‘Oh my gawd, I can’t believe it. How sweet!’ exclaimed Frances Ford, breaking into a huge smile as Nicholas set the champagne down on our table. As the public relations director of Chantelle Cosmetics, Frances was used to being feted by one and all. She had many sycophantic friends and acquaintances who were desperate to ensure that they were on the invitation list for her famously over-the-top scent launches, which were always gushingly referred to by social writers as ‘the party of the week’. On one occasion—for the launch of Paris Nuit—she’d had Centrepoint Tower transformed into the Eiffel Tower, and another time she had had a stretch of the Parramatta River decorated to look like the Seine then ferried her guests along it in a motor launch. There was seemingly no limit to her creativity or her budget.


  Frances had invited me to lunch today ‘to get to know each other’, but mainly because she wanted some coverage on a forthcoming Chantelle nail polish launch.


  ‘I’m bringing you some product,’ she cooed over the phone when she had confirmed the date. ‘Believe me, this nail polish will be the biggest thing to come to Australia since lip gloss was invented.’


  Woo hoo, stop the press. I had only agreed to meet her because she suggested Emerald Ville on the phone, which was the perfect hunting ground for a gossip columnist trying to track down a certain elusive millionaire. And, who knew, maybe Frances was in with Jacqueline Evans. A slender blonde woman with wide blue eyes that made her seem younger than her years, Frances was especially excited to be dining in Emerald Ville today because Lady V was in the room and we had been given a table close by.


  ‘Oh, look who’s at the next table,’ she had stage whispered to me. ‘Don’t stare, but it’s Lady V.’


  Unfortunately, I had turned around just as Susie Carruthers was peering at our table and we locked eyes. It was an awkward moment as we hadn’t spoken since I’d had to inform her that the piece on Queen Bea was about to hit the streets. I had felt guilty about letting her down, but of course my first responsibility was to entertain my readers and please my editor so that I could remain employed.


  Frances Ford did not notice the uneasy exchange between Susie and me as she was still so pleased by her ace spot in the dining room—really at Emerald Villa it was all about position. But no doubt she thought it was because she was definitely looking her best today with her new fluffy blonde hairstyle and her lemon and gold suit with enormous shoulder pads.


  Frances had arrived first at the restaurant and had gaily flagged me down when I walked in. ‘Savannah, over here, darling,’ she had trilled, half rising from her seat to kiss me on the cheek. ‘Look what a fab table Nicholas has given us—he is always so good to me.’ As I smiled and nodded she said, ‘I’m having a Buck’s Fizz and I’ve ordered one for you as well—hope you don’t mind.’


  ‘No, that’s great,’ I lied (there was nothing I hated more than Buck’s Fizz). ‘It’s lovely to finally meet you after all our phone conversations.’


  ‘Isn’t it! And you are looking fantastic,’ Frances gushed, as she did a double take as she took in my brightly coloured dress with the wide belt. I had purchased it in Paddington Markets, from the up-and-coming designer section (though I suspected this label’s designers were not emerging fast enough for Frances).


  ‘I love your hair,’ she continued, still looking for the positive. But by now Frances was scrabbling around under her seat before proudly handing over a huge, shiny pink gift bag as if she was one of Santa’s most enthusiastic helpers. ‘This is the product that I promised to bring for you to try. I’m sure that you are going to love it!’ she squealed. It was an awkward moment. I felt slightly embarrassed as several people turned around to look. Was it a birthday? Nothing that gauche happened at Emerald Ville. ‘You’ll find all the latest Chantelle collections from the US.’


  ‘Thank you,’ I said, taking the bulging sock and quickly stowing it under my seat.


  For a moment Frances looked disappointed by my low-key reaction to her largesse, but fortunately the Billecart arrived at that moment.


  ‘Oh, thank you, Nicholas!’ she said. Naturally, she presumed it was for her. She spun around in her seat to see who might have sent it. She even beamed hopefully across at Lady Victoria’s table. It was only after turning back to the tray that she noticed the discreet card underneath the rose. Frances was still gaily smiling as she picked it up and then read it in disbelief, her face darkening.


  ‘Oh, wait, this was for you,’ she said, pushing the tray towards me so abruptly she upended the bread basket just as I had been reaching for a grissini stick. My hand was left hovering in the air like some second rate magician. ‘It’s from that awful Lahar Kapoor,’ she announced. ‘You must have made quite an impression on him—but really, Savannah, he is not the type of friend you should cultivate.’


  ‘Why’s that?’ I asked innocently, though I had no intention of hanging out with him, especially when every fibre of my body warned me that he was up to no good.


  ‘Oh, you’ll find out,’ she snapped, before quickly collecting herself. ‘But we might as well drink his champagne because that tastes the same no matter who sent it.’ Frances had clearly rallied and was now making the best of an embarrassing situation, as she lifted her glass towards mine to clink. ‘Here’s to your sparkling career.’


  From the corner of my eye, I could see the blinding white form of Lahar Kapoor keenly tracking our movements, so I just raised my champagne glass as if to toast him and mouthed ‘thank you’. Then I turned away because the last thing that I wanted was to give him an opening to approach the table.


  ‘Okay,’ said Frances, ‘let’s order. I’m going to have the Deconstructed Cottage Pie. Have you ever had it? It’s actually minute.’


  ‘Sounds perfect,’ I agreed.


  Our orders dispatched, Frances quaffed the Billecart like someone who had just emerged from months in a desert. I sipped at my glass sparingly; as far as I was concerned, this was work, and I needed to stay sharp.


  ‘Who’s that?’ I asked as a fiftyish man with slicked-back salt-and-pepper hair entered the room with a beautiful blonde who looked as though she had just stepped from the set of Days of Our Lives.


  Frances, who had been searching for something worth eating in the mound of salad leaves the waiter had brought over to our table, followed my gaze. ‘That’s Gary Rand, the property developer, and his latest girlfriend, Lara Leonard,’ Frances whispered. ‘Gary’s company has one of the contracts for the new Darling Harbour development and Lara is a former model who walked in Europe and the US—though that was several years ago. Did you see the tattoo of a fairy on one of her breasts? That dress is cut so low you can almost see her navel.’


  ‘What does she do now?’


  ‘Um, she’s very successful,’ said Frances, who had given up on her search for something interesting in the salad bowl and was now just dutifully forking up the lettuce leaves. ‘She’s brilliant at spending Gary’s money and she is renowned for her ability to blow him in the front seat of his Bentley in the time it takes him to drive from Woollahra to Rose Bay.’


  I nearly choked on my champagne. ‘Really?’


  ‘Of course. Sydney is a tough city to crack for even the most stunning woman once she hits her thirties. And just like pageant queens, it pays to have another talent,’ Frances explained.


  Despite myself, I couldn’t help staring at Lara. She was beautifully attired in a pale pink, clingy dress with a diamond pendant in the shape of the letter L resting on her generous décolletage.


  At this moment, Lahar decided to approach our table and there was nothing that I could do to deflect his transit.


  ‘Savannah? I do hope the champagne was to your liking.’ Lahar was at his creepy best.


  ‘It was so generous of you, thank you.’ I was at least trying to sound sincere. ‘Have you met Frances Ford, PR director for Chantelle Cosmetics?’


  ‘Yes, I have,’ he said, beaming at her.


  ‘No, I haven’t had the pleasure,’ Frances responded through gritted teeth at precisely the same time.


  ‘Sorry, but you must meet so many people in your role,’ Lahar smoothly covered up before turning back to me and effectively cutting her out of the conversation.


  ‘Look, I don’t know whether you have anything planned this afternoon, but Lady Victoria has invited a group of us for a drink at Hotel Hermitage in Double Bay after lunch. I think she is celebrating being a free woman again. Would you care to come along? I’m sure there’ll be lots of champagne being poured—and there’s a story I’d like to talk to you about.’


  ‘Okay,’ I said hesitantly, intrigued but also on my guard. I had no interest in spending time with Lahar, but there was no way I was going to refuse an introduction to Lady V’s influential circle.


  Frances was glaring at me across the table, shaking her head vehemently to let me know that she did not approve.


  Suddenly Lahar spun around, catching the publicist with a scowl on her face. ‘And Miss Ford,’ he said, sounding even more pompous than usual, ‘I do hope you’ll join us.’


  ‘Thank you, Lahar,’ Frances said sweetly with only a trace of sarcasm, her desire to rub shoulders with Lady V and her set outweighing her dislike of the jeweller. ‘I’d be delighted.’


  Five


  The Champagne Bar at Double Bay’s Hotel Hermitage—known affectionately as the Taj—was the nearest thing to a secret hideaway for all of Sydney’s mischief makers. It was on the first floor of the five-star hotel—a space far removed from curious passers-by who might gossip about the fast disintegrating faces that they had seen there. The bar was at its best in the loose, languid hours between lunch and dinner. Then they came, wobbling in their high heels, clothes slightly crumpled, lipstick smeared or disappeared, to drink more of the stuff that was already starting to give them heartburn, or to try to shock their systems with cognac or tequila straight up.


  Some of the more seasoned socialites almost disappeared into the Chesterfield sofas, where they would try to collect themselves before staggering into the powder room to fix some of the devastation wrought by hours of drinking. When it came to the younger crowd, though, the dash to the loos was in order to sniff a few lines of coke. It was said that the residue of white powder around the basin of the ladies’ room at the Taj was so substantial that the hotel cleaners were getting through their chores in half the time. All they had to do was to Hoover it up.


  Lady V’s orgasmic laughter reverberated throughout the Taj after she had been quietly offered a line or two of ‘marching powder’ by a certain shady man who immediately leapt back from her as if stung by a ferocious bee. For a moment Lahar didn’t know where to put himself as Lady V sent a crystal clear message that she didn’t require drugs in order to have a good time. Her potion of choice was champagne, preferably vintage. I watched as, shame-faced, he went back to the bar and ordered a magnum of Moët, which the waiters promptly carted over to the table where Lady V was now sitting with Susie Carruthers and Freya Rice. Patricia Wren, who had already found the expensive champagne far too irresistible throughout the day, had gone home with a migraine. Susie, I noted, wasn’t even tipsy. Though she always had a glass in her hand, she very seldom sipped from it. I had also managed to stay sober so far, aware of my position as a social observer. The long afternoon had already produced enough blind items for my column to last me a month, but I was still on the lookout for a really big story. I needed to stay sharp for that.


  When I did venture into the loo, I spotted the well-known fashion designer Anthea Clarke, dressed for excess in a fitted pantsuit, standing at the vanity redoing her make-up. It was hard to tell if her smudged eyes were the result of an unsteady hand with the mascara wand or if this was the look that she was actually going for.


  ‘Oh, hello, Savannah,’ she said loudly, no doubt to warn those behind the closed doors that there was a gossip columnist in the house. The scuffling sounds in the stalls immediately died down aside from one high-pitched giggle.


  ‘So are you enjoying your job?’ she asked pointedly after I had emerged from the one vacant stall and was washing my hands.


  ‘Sure,’ I nodded, checking out my own make-up job, which thankfully was still holding up. ‘It’s a lot of fun.’


  ‘You don’t mind that everyone is a little bit scared of what you might write?’ she asked, sounding a tad belligerent.


  ‘Not at all. By the way,’ I said, glancing at the still-closed cubicle doors, ‘is it just my imagination or is there a party going on in there?’


  ‘What? No! Of course not. Terrible acoustics in here. I think you’re hearing noise from upstairs.’


  ‘Oh, of course. That must be it. Anyway, nice talking to you. See you outside.’ I almost shouted this last line, so the cocaine crew would understand that I was now leaving and they could breathe again.


  Heading into the bar area, I almost ran into my lunch date, Frances Ford, who was engaged in an animated conversation with Susie Carruthers. After lunch, Frances had all but pushed me into Lahar’s yellow stretch limo, which had been idling for several hours outside Emerald Ville, the driver waiting patiently for the Indian jeweller to appear. Frances might have abhorred the exotic businessman’s bizarre wardrobe, but a stretch limousine was her preferred method of transport, even if it was buttercup yellow, and she couldn’t wait to take her seat inside.


  I looked around restlessly. I needed something more substantial to write about beyond simply filling up the ‘No Names’ section of my column, which gave all the juice without any names attached to the naughtiness. It was where I could get away with blue murder but, unfortunately, it just wasn’t enough by itself to justify being out of the office for so long.


  Just then, glamour couple Gary Rand and Lara Leonard walked into the Taj with several men whom I had noticed dining together at Emerald Ville. Stylishly attired in fitted suits and shirts with no ties, they had tans, longish hair and exuded the kind of confidence that comes from being well travelled. One man in particular, with surfie blond hair neatly combed back from his face, a light tan and green-blue eyes, drew my attention. He had caught me checking him out across the room during lunch and winked, making me blush, and after that we had exchanged several glances. I quickly looked away now, not wanting to be caught staring (again). But it was fun to observe him holding court as several women sidled up to him. He seemed to talk to each of them intently as if he was really interested in whatever they had to say.


  The Taj was starting to fill up now and was feeling quite festive with more of the diners from Emerald Ville, as well as the regulars who invariably congregated at the bar after their long lunches right across town.


  I watched as Erica Hopewell arrived with Sylvester, both of them looking slightly the worse for wear. I waved at her cheerily again, more to annoy her than anything else and because I wasn’t prepared to play her game of ignoring a colleague whom I saw on a daily basis. True to form, she looked at me with her cold fish eyes and frowned before heading to a table for two set in an alcove.


  ‘I don’t think we’ve met, have we?’


  As I looked around and caught the photogenic smile of the man I’d been staring at earlier on, my ‘hearthrob surfie’, I couldn’t help but notice that he was even more charismatic close up.


  ‘I’m Daniel Acton,’ he said, extending a smooth brown hand.


  ‘Nice to meet you,’ I said, blushing again. Drat! ‘I’m Savannah Stephens.’


  ‘The gossip columnist.’ He was grinning at me now as if my job was one big joke.


  ‘That’s right—got any stories you want to share? It’s been a quiet afternoon so far.’ My bravado was a pretty transparent cover-up for my flirtatiousness earlier on.


  He raised his eyebrows. ‘Maybe I do. Why don’t I buy you a drink and you can interrogate me.’


  ‘Why not?’ I said flippantly, trying to play it cool.


  ‘What would you like?’ he asked, moving towards the bar.


  ‘A glass of white wine, please.’


  Daniel turned to the bartender. ‘A bottle of very cold chardonnay, John,’ he said. ‘Two glasses—and I’d like a Fosters.


  ‘Sure, I’ll bring it over, Mr Acton. Where are you sitting?’


  ‘Over there in the corner.’


  The slight pressure of Daniel’s hand in the small of my back as he guided me towards a small table sent an almost imperceptible current of electricity through me. Who was this man? Given my romantic track record, he was probably unavailable, I decided. And even if he wasn’t involved with someone else, he was probably on the verge of leaving on an expedition to the Himalayas or maybe he’d be spending the next year documenting the lives of monks in a Tibetan monastery. That’s the way it usually went with my romantic interests, I was like a homing pigeon for unavailable men—no matter where they were I could find them.


  I watched as a waiter hurried over with our order and set it down on the table, fussing with little silver dishes of nuts, crisps, olives and the tiny, savoury wafer biscuits that were a speciality of the Taj. Whoever Daniel was, he certainly seemed to command a bit of respect here. I glanced around at the other tables—no one else had silver dishes.


  ‘Would you like to try the wine, Mr Acton?’


  ‘No, I’m sure it’s fine.’


  ‘Will there be anything else?’


  ‘No, we’re good, thanks.’


  Daniel handed me one of the glasses and then raised his glass of beer, clinking it against mine. ‘Here’s to new friends,’ he said, fixing me with a hundred-watt smile.


  ‘To new friends,’ I echoed, mirroring his winning smile. I just prayed that there wouldn’t be any more of that spinach caught in my teeth from lunch.


  ‘So tell me about yourself,’ Daniel prompted, looking as though he was genuinely interested in what I had to say. ‘I know you frequently write controversial columns for the paper. Is that the kind of journalism you aspire to or are you marking time until something else comes along? Guess it can’t be that bad—after all, I noticed you lunching at Emerald Ville today and you looked like you were having fun.’


  Daniel didn’t say it, but I guessed he was thinking that most journos were lucky if they got to eat lunch at all, never mind kicking back and sipping champagne with socialites. Still, I wasn’t offended by his less than flattering line of questioning, since he seemed to understand something about the media and to have some respect for it. Suddenly I didn’t want to let on that I had been taken to the hot restaurant by a beauty industry publicist who wanted to flog her products and was then invited to the Taj by a seedy jeweller who had given me a lift in his limo. Why go into those kinds of crass details?


  ‘Writing a gossip column is my entree into mainstream journalism in Sydney,’ I explained. ‘That’s why I’ve been trying so hard to break decent stories in the paper.’ Why did I feel the need to tell him this? Probably because I didn’t want him to have the impression that I was just caught up in the hype of Sydney’s social scene.


  Daniel still seemed to be listening to me intently and I squirmed just a little in my seat. I was starting to feel like an impostor, which was ridiculous. I was as much of a journalist as those who worked in the press gallery.


  ‘Well, it’s good to see that you can take time out as well. And by the way, everything I say from now on is off the record, okay? Please don’t quote me.’


  I recoiled slightly. It drove me crazy when people said that. Most of the time they had nothing worth quoting in the first place. ‘Okay, I promise I won’t quote you,’ I said, unable to hide my irritation. ‘Are you particularly newsworthy? Or do you work for ASIO?’ I was getting sarcastic now, which is usually what happened when I was made to feel defensive. ‘What exactly do you do for a living, Daniel?’ I was aware of some other women staring at us from the bar—or rather giving him the once over. He almost seemed to have a hypnotic effect on the opposite sex.


  Daniel just laughed. ‘ASIO? No, nothing that exciting, I’m afraid. I guess you could say that I do a little bit of this and a little bit of that.’ The hundred-watt grin was back.


  ‘Sort of like an odd jobs man,’ I teased, wondering why he was being so evasive. Was it possible that he was a big-time drug dealer?


  ‘You got it.’


  Suddenly an all-too-familiar figure materialised in front of us. Lahar Kapoor was looking put out, and I could guess why: not only had he sent me an expensive bottle of champagne at the restaurant, he had invited me to the Taj and conveyed me there in his limousine, and yet I’d barely spoken to him since our arrival.


  ‘Savannah! I’ve been looking for you everywhere.’


  ‘As you can see, I’m right here, Lahar. Have you met Daniel Acton?’


  ‘Yes, of course we’ve met.’ He still sounded annoyed. ‘How are you, Dan? Things going well in paradise?’


  ‘I’m fine, thanks, Lahar. Are you selling plenty of jewellery?’


  ‘Yes, the money keeps rolling in,’ the flamboyant businessman replied, patting his pocket as if to reassure himself that his wallet was still chockers with the folding stuff. Then, turning to me: ‘Actually, Savannah, I was hoping to steal you away to have that little chat I mentioned earlier . . .’


  Lahar was clearly expecting me to excuse myself, but I had no intention of leaving Daniel’s side. There was something so mesmerising about him that I felt I couldn’t get up.


  ‘Sorry, Lahar, I’m just chatting to Daniel at the moment,’ I pleaded. ‘Why don’t you give me your card and I’ll call you in the morning to arrange a time to meet?’


  Lahar flinched and, for a moment, it looked as though he might explode. Then he seemed to regain control. ‘No, don’t worry about it,’ he said stiffly.


  ‘Look, if you two need to talk, don’t mind me,’ Daniel said. ‘I can make myself scarce.’


  I shot Daniel an alarmed look, trying to convey that the last thing I wanted was a tete-a-tete with Lahar. But the jeweller seemed to have got the message.


  ‘I’m not sure where I’ll be tomorrow, Savannah, so why don’t I call you?’


  ‘Great,’ I said, with far more enthusiasm than I actually felt.


  ‘I’ll leave you both to it then.’ He turned away from the table, scanning the room to see who else he could pester. Then he turned back and, with what seemed to me like a malicious smile, said, ‘Oh, and Dan, do give my best to Jacqueline.’


  ‘Sure thing, Lahar. She always loves to hear from you.’


  ‘Jacqueline?’ I ventured, hoping to hell that he meant my quarry Jacqueline Evans and not a possible girlfriend. If it was the former at least I would have something to report back to the boss. Both Daniel and I watched as Lahar made another beeline for Lady Victoria, who had just ordered yet more bubbles. She noted him heading towards her and leaned in to whisper something in Freya’s ear, both of them bursting out into laughter.


  ‘Oh, she’s just someone I work with,’ Daniel said casually. ‘Nobody special. Now tell me, Savannah, do you live around here?’


  It took another half an hour or so for us to leave the Taj. We tried not to be obvious about it. I left first and Daniel joined me at the front of the hotel soon afterwards, bearing a bottle of unopened champagne that he had persuaded the barman to sell to him. Despite my attempts at coolness, it felt utterly delicious to have him sliding into a taxi next to me and to feel his hand resting proprietarily on my thigh. We were heading back to my tiny terrace in East Sydney—more like a doll’s house than an actual home. It was so minuscule that only a bar fridge and a small cook top could be accommodated in the kitchen (fine with me as I wasn’t much of a chef), but it had been designed by an architect as his office, so it was ultra-modern and had lots of interesting features including a stained-glass window and a spiral staircase leading up to the bedroom.


  Daniel burst out laughing after I had turned the key in the front door.


  ‘Hey, Savannah, this place redefines snug,’ he teased as he followed me closely up the stairs.


  We were scarcely inside the bedroom before we were kissing each other. Next thing I knew we were rolling around lustily on my bed and I’d completely forgotten to tell him that I didn’t sleep with men whom I’d just met. I hadn’t been intimate with anyone since I had started work on the paper because the demands of my job had put an end to my social life. However, being with Daniel felt so natural that I just couldn’t help myself.


  Six


  The Sydney News’ headquarters on Broadway, on the rim of the city, was no place for a woman with a hangover (it was that last bottle with Daniel that had caused the pain). If the wind blew in a certain direction it would whip up the sickening aroma of hops and malt from the old brewery nearby. Sleep-deprived and slightly numb with the annoying first signs of an obsession over Daniel, I was not exactly ready for a challenging day at work. There was always so much going on at the paper, along with a feeling of slight desperation in the air, as the section editors assigned crazy stories to the first person they clapped eyes on. Nobody wanted to go to morning conference without reporting that at least one job was in motion.


  It didn’t seem to matter that I had been hired to write about Sydney’s social life, as far as the blustering chief-of-staff Malcolm Yates was concerned; if I ventured down the ‘business end’ of the news room I was fair game. (I would later learn to hide out in my pod.) But this morning I had not been thinking straight; I had been so in need of a caffeine hit after the excesses of last night that I made the fatal mistake of walking past his desk on my way to the tea room.


  ‘Stephens, over here.’ Malcolm Yates had a way of summoning his staff that probably harked back to his brief stint in corporate affairs for the Australian Army. If he wanted to see someone he just hollered out their surname, and even the most seasoned journo was supposed to drop whatever they were doing and report to his desk for duty, notepad at the ready.


  ‘Stephens, get over here, now!’


  Oh dear; it looked like the coffee would have to wait.


  ‘Stephens, there’s a job I need you to do. You are free, aren’t you?’


  ‘Yes,’ I said, tentatively holding my breath and looking around for a notepad to take down the details. In my befuddled state I just couldn’t think of an excuse, although I should have pleaded I was stepping out to do a tell-all with a socialite. Perhaps Lady Victoria might have been willing to give me that exclusive on her divorce settlement? But, no, I was too wretched to think of anything.


  ‘Good,’ he said as, embarrassed to be unprepared, I surreptitiously slid out a fresh pad from the pile on his assistant’s desk and found myself a brand-new biro, which actually worked. He seemed faintly amused by my clumsy manoeuvres.


  ‘Now there’s a problem with sharks attacking pet dogs in the inner harbour, so we need you to get down to Five Dock with a photographer, take a tinnie out and see whether there’s any action.’


  I looked down at my cream dress and high heels (I’d actually made an effort, as I was going to a Gucci show that evening). ‘Of course,’ I said. ‘Do I have time to go home and change? This outfit is kind of inappropriate.’


  There was a deadly silence as the chief-of-staff looked at me disbelievingly.


  ‘Are you serious?’ he growled. ‘No, you don’t have time to change—this is a newspaper, Stephens, not a country club. Cover yourself up with a towel or something. Just get out there.’


  Minutes later I found myself sitting in the smelly front seat of the car belonging to one of the most uncouth snappers in the office, Noel. I’d heard that he occasionally slept in the old VW when his girlfriend kicked him out of the flat they shared, and it certainly felt stale inside. Noel didn’t seem to care. He had the radio cranked up to full volume as Cyndi Lauper belted out ‘Girls Just Want To Have Fun’. It felt like the American pop princess was mocking me from the other side of the world.


  ‘Yeah, so how’s it going?’ he said, turning to me to give me the full-on view of his depressing yellowish teeth. I felt even more queasy. If only I hadn’t drunk so much last night! Who went to lunch and didn’t get home until midnight? On top of that I had only toyed with my food at Emerald Ville, as I had tried to take in the scene around me; and dinner had been little more than bar snacks at the Taj. What I now craved more than anything else—even more than another night with Daniel—was a cheese and tomato jaffle with lots of coffee and maybe a family-sized bottle of 7UP.


  ‘It would be great if you could slow down a little, Noel,’ I croaked. ‘I’m feeling a bit under the weather this morning.’


  ‘What?’ He deliberately screeched around a corner, the rust bucket almost becoming airborne.


  ‘Stop that!’ I shrieked. Telling him to slow down had clearly been a mistake. He seemed to be delighting in simulating a roller-coaster ride.


  When we finally arrived at the rowing club I was feeling positively wretched. But I wasn’t beaten. I may have been sent on the worst job of my career so far, heaving stomach and all, but so help me, I was going to make a damn good story of it.


  I had the feeling that Malcolm Yates had sent me out for a joke. Or as some cruel form of punishment that was a payback for doing the social round. Or maybe he was just a psychopath.


  This was apparently the spot where cute pooches were being attacked by sharks. They might have been rabid mutts for all I knew but, trust me, if one became the victim of a predator today, I would be playing it up for all it was worth. Man’s best friend was going to land us our rightful spot on the front page. In fact, if I had my way, ‘Fido’ would become the most well-known injured pooch in the city. He would be a ‘hot’ dog!


  ‘Here, you might want to use some bait,’ advised the old guy whose tinnie we were renting at an exorbitant hourly rate. ‘A bit of blood in the water will often bring the sharks to the surface in a feeding frenzy.’


  Great.


  I surveyed the outboard motor, which seemed so ancient that it might disintegrate with any pressure. ‘Are you sure that this thing works?’


  ‘Of course,’ he said, handing over a jar containing the bloody guts of a fish. It smelled so disgusting I was tempted to jump in the water to try my luck with the sharks rather than share the tinnie with it. I nearly ended up in the harbour anyway; I almost capsized us trying to keep my balance while climbing into the little boat in my high heels and clasping my notebook as if it was a lifeline back to normality. If only my new pals at Emerald Ville could see me now. Maybe some would think that I did have it cushy, spending my working days being wined and dined at Sydney’s hot spots, but now I was being given the sort of reality check you could only describe as pure torture.


  ‘So what do you do for fun?’ Noel asked slyly. He seemed to be fixated on my legs, which were splayed out at odd angles in the tinnie, thanks to my tight dress.


  ‘I sleep,’ I replied, trying to calculate how many more hours of work I would have to endure before I could go home, have a really long, hot shower and slide into bed. In my fantasy, my sheets were crisp, white and cool, and already turned down, but the reality was that I had left them on a heap on my bed following my wild night with Daniel, which had felt like a wonderful release after the toughness of my job. Tim understood that it was one of the hardest rounds to do on the paper. When I was out in Sydney’s bitchy social scene, it was as though I was walking around in a mask; but Daniel was so warm and playful that I felt I could be myself. Now just thinking of him, I felt a shiver of excitement—there had definitely been a powerful connection between us. I wished that I could relive the night all over again.


  Snapping me out of my daydream, Noel asked, ‘Who do you sleep with?’ smirking at his own audacity.


  I decided to ignore the question. ‘Are you interested in car racing, Noel?’ I asked, to change the subject. I figured it was a safe bet; he bloody well drove as though he was on a race track, after all. ‘Ever covered a grand prix or the V8s?’


  ‘Oh, always the V8s on the Goldie,’ he said, raising his camera to photograph something just under the surface of the water which, on closer inspection, turned out to be nothing but a partially submerged piece of driftwood. ‘You ought to come with me some time. There are so many parties going on up there at V8 time, you could fill six columns,’ he boasted. ‘And I know everyone there is to know. They really lay it on for the media—we get stuck into the piss first thing in the morning, and keep at it all day.’


  ‘Sounds great,’ I said half-heartedly.


  Almost an hour passed and I could feel the skin on my face starting to burn. I was going to look mighty attractive covering that Gucci fashion show at The Duchess. What I really needed to do was to check into a beauty salon and stay there for an entire day. I needed a makeover but probably not as much as I needed a decent night’s sleep. Maybe if I allowed myself to drift off for a couple of minutes, this expedition would be revealed as nothing more than a nightmare.


  Despite our smelly bait hitting the water, there was no sign of sharks or any other sort of big fish. There wasn’t even a loveable pet scampering about on the shoreline for us to photograph. Meanwhile, Noel had moved on to character assassinations of just about everyone in the office. I murmured agreement, as you do when you are stuck in a tinnie in the middle of the harbour with a sex-obsessed racing hoon.


  ‘Garry is the worst photographic editor that any of us have ever worked with,’ Noel bitched. ‘He’s a total fool—always sending us out to jobs that have no place in the paper. He comes back drunk from lunch and tries to help his mates out by getting their dumb-arsed stories in the paper.’


  ‘Why don’t you complain to someone?’


  ‘Like who? Malcolm Yates? He’s an even bigger tool.’


  ‘Tell me about it.’ Thanks to this assignment my new strategy where the chief-of-staff was concerned was never ever to be in his orbit. ‘Then why not talk to Tim?’


  Noel snorted. ‘Timmy doesn’t have time for photographers. We’re even lower on the pecking order than you lot in the women’s section.’


  Excuse me! I was about to correct him on my status when there was a sudden ripple below the surface of the water. Noel snatched up his camera.


  ‘What is it?’ I asked excitedly. ‘Is it a shark?’ Then a thought occurred to me. ‘Do you think it can bite through the boat?’


  Noel dropped his camera. ‘Nah, it’s nothing—just a school of fish. This is a bloody waste of time. I reckon we give it another thirty minutes and then head back to the office.’


  He pulled a half-eaten sandwich from his camera bag and started to demolish it.


  As the smell of baked beans hit me I put a hand to my lurching stomach.


  ‘Sorry, I can’t offer you any. I’m starving,’ Noel said, clearly misinterpreting the gesture.


  ‘No, that’s fine,’ I said weakly, silently cursing Malcolm Yates again. I turned to survey the shoreline. ‘Gritty’ was the only way to describe this semi-industrial side of Sydney’s harbour. It looked as though it belonged in some hardboiled cop show; I half expected a headless corpse to go floating past. Actually, I wouldn’t mind if it did; at least we’d have ourselves a story.


  ‘Okay, mission aborted,’ said Noel at last, starting up the outboard motor, which belched out a thick cloud of acrid smoke. I certainly wasn’t going to argue.
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  I needn’t have worried about returning to the office without a story because Malcolm Yates had disappeared off to a boozy lunch. A very boozy lunch. I dutifully left him a note informing him that the ‘shark eats dog’ story was a non-event, then headed down to the cafeteria in urgent need of comfort food. I often avoided the canteen, which smelled of antiseptic and burnt toast, but today I could think of nothing better than that toasted cheese and tomato jaffle I had been dreaming about, along with a cup of black coffee and a bottle of Diet Coke. Bliss.


  ‘How’s it going, love?’ asked Val, the sandwich hand, who was wearing one of those plastic shower caps usually seen in operating theatres. If I thought that my job was sometimes hard to take, Val’s was a reminder that it could be much worse. ‘Are they treating you well?’


  ‘Fine, thanks, Val.’


  A motherly blonde, Val had obviously noticed that when I did make it down to the canteen, I usually sat by myself. I wasn’t exactly friendless, but few of my colleagues went out of their way to make me feel at home. The Sydney News was a cliquey place to work, and any newcomers had to earn the respect of their peers before they were accepted. But I didn’t much care about that today thanks to my raging hangover and all that went with it. I wondered if Daniel was also feeling the effects of all the wine we’d consumed. We had ended up swigging from the champagne bottle in bed and laughing about it because I hadn’t had the right glasses in my minuscule kitchen. Did he see what had happened between us the night before as a drunken fling, or was it the beginning of something? Sitting here now in my soiled cream dress, reeking of fish guts, it was hard to imagine that I had what it took to interest an urbane, sophisticated man like Daniel. And who was Daniel Acton anyway? He had effortlessly deflected me every time I asked him about himself. He wouldn’t even be drawn on the mysterious ‘Jacqueline’ whom Lahar had mentioned. I was still hoping Lahar had meant Jacqueline Evans but thanks to my ineptitude at cross-examination I clearly had no future as an investigative journalist. And on the subject of the Evans family, I hadn’t even managed to gather any intel, which had been half the point of lunching at Emerald Ville the day before, I reminded myself. I really had to work harder at tracking the Evanses down. Tim was sure to ask me about them soon and a vague response would not do.


  I binned the remnants of my lunch, waved goodbye to Val, and headed back to my desk. On my way, I had the impression that several of my colleagues were looking at me curiously. Was it the eau de dead fish? Perhaps my dress was stained at the back from the motor oil on the boat and I hadn’t even noticed? The fragile state of my health was clearly making me paranoid. As I neared Erica’s office it occurred to me that she probably knew Daniel and could tell me his back story—if only I could persuade her to deign to talk to me without baring her teeth. But her office was empty, nothing but a whiff of stale Sobranie—her cigarette of choice—lingering in the air like an unwelcome guest.


  I was just debating whether to go and get another can of Coke from the machine to help with my dehydration when Janet marched up to my desk, looking self-important as usual.


  ‘The editor would like to see you now, Savannah,’ she said grimly.


  What now? I wondered as I rose from my seat and meekly followed her. Asking for a moment to fix myself up seemed out of the question.


  As we drew closer to Tim’s office I noticed that Erica was inside talking to him. As she caught sight of me through the glass wall she seemed to shudder as she stood to leave.


  ‘Hi, Erica,’ I said as she brushed past me with a smug expression now on her face. She had the look of a woman who had either just been given a raise or perhaps an approval to go to the French collections.


  She grunted at me, which made Janet nod her head in a knowing way.


  What was going on? Perhaps I was about to be reprimanded for not bringing home the ‘shark eats dog’ story. Had word spread around the office that I was a fishy failure?


  ‘Hello, Savannah. Come right in and take a seat,’ Timothy said. ‘Janet, just close the door behind you, will you?’ he added.


  ‘You look a little, er, tanned,’ he commented, when Janet was gone. This was diplomatic of him considering that, when I’d caught a glimpse of myself in the washroom mirror after returning from my hellish harbour cruise, I’d resembled a tomato that was about to burst.


  ‘Have you been out in the sun?’ the editor probed.


  Was he kidding? In case he wasn’t, I decided to play it straight. ‘I have actually. I’ve just spent the last couple of hours sitting on a boat at Five Dock waiting for a shark to attack a dog,’ I informed him. ‘There’s been a lot of that going on in the inner-city waterways apparently.’


  ‘What!’ Tim exploded. ‘Don’t tell me that Malcolm sent you out on that dopey story? He floated it in conference and it was just so stupid that I didn’t bother shooting it down. But why the hell would he ask you to do it? For that matter, why did you agree?’


  Not waiting for my answer (which was lucky, because I didn’t have one; it hadn’t occurred to me I had a choice), and with his face suddenly as scarlet as mine, he picked up the phone and screamed at Janet, ‘Get me Malcolm Yates on the phone—now!’


  I shifted uncomfortably in my seat. The last thing I needed was to be caught up in a row between the editor and the chief-of-staff. It wouldn’t do my stocks at The Sydney News any good at all.


  Switching to speaker phone, Timothy replaced the receiver and began drumming his fingers on the desk so impatiently that his cache of biros almost spilled from their container. ‘Well, where is he?’ he barked over the speaker to Janet as the silence stretched on.


  ‘Just getting him on the line, Mr Shaw,’ she replied, sounding brisk but a little unnerved.


  I could hear the jovial tone in Malcolm’s voice when he finally picked up the call and wondered if he had some kind of death wish. Or was he too pissed to understand that he was about to cop it?


  ‘What the fuck are you doing sending a crew out to do that stupid shark story?’ Tim demanded.


  ‘Well,’ Malcolm began, ‘it seemed like something that our readers . . .’


  Tim lurched forward and picked up the handset. ‘That’s bullshit,’ he roared. ‘And just to be clear, you are not to assign Savannah to do any of your half-wit jobs. The only person she answers to is me. Got it?’


  With that, the editor slammed down the phone. He sat back heavily in his chair, clearly satisfied. He seemed to have entirely forgotten why he had called me into his office in the first place.


  I again shifted in my seat uncertainly. Should I try to slide out the door or just stay put until he remembered? Just as I started to rise delicately from the chair, Tim spoke.


  ‘What a tosspot,’ he exclaimed as I quickly resumed my perch. ‘So, Savannah, have you been getting out there making valuable contacts? Erica tells me that she spotted you at Emerald Ville yesterday. Do you actually like that place? It’s overpriced rubbish if you ask me. And then you settled in for a long session at the Champagne Bar at the Hermitage, I hear. Hot on the trail of Alex Evans, I hope. I tell you, something is not right there and I want this paper to be the first to expose him and his dirty dealings.’


  So that’s what Erica Hopewell had been doing—dobbing me in to the boss for spending almost an entire afternoon lunching. What about her? I decided to tough it out.


  ‘Frances Ford—the PR director of Chantelle Cosmetics—invited me to lunch and I was keen to go because her parties are always attended by the flashy entrepreneurs and the established names. I wanted to be sure that I was on the list for future launches.’


  ‘A wise move,’ Tim agreed. ‘You should be at all the key parties in Sydney—that’s your beat. Anyway, what’s this Frances like? Is she as torturous as some of my mates suggest?’


  ‘She is intense, but it was worth it just to be there. I actually thought that Emerald Ville was kind of cool, and the dining room was stacked with some interesting names along with quite a few villains. Do you know Lahar Kapoor? He sent a bottle of French champagne to my table.’


  Timothy snorted. ‘He’s the bloke with the pretentious jewellery store, right? He looks like someone on the make. Don’t go accepting anything else from him, especially if you’re on your own. We don’t want it to look like he’s buying favourable coverage.’


  ‘Of course not.’


  ‘Well, I didn’t just get you in here for a restaurant review, Savannah,’ he said. ‘Just make sure that the door is closed properly, would you?’


  This was ominous—my fragile stomach churned as I sprang from my seat to do as I was told. I sat back down and stared at my dress—there did seem to be a streak of grease from the tinnie’s motor on the hemline. Very attractive.


  ‘Does the name Dennis Quinn mean anything to you?’ Tim said, easing back in his chair.


  ‘Quinn?’ I blinked at him. ‘Vaguely.’


  ‘He’s that high-profile criminal lawyer—always front and centre with the well-known villains on the television news.’


  ‘Oh, him—sure,’ I said, recalling footage of a red-haired man in a flamboyant waistcoat, glaring at reporters as he left the Supreme Court.


  ‘Well, Dennis also acts for the millionaire punter and property developer Wes Heart—the man you wrote about a couple of weeks ago when he got into a scuffle with a gatecrasher at his son’s twenty-first birthday party.’


  ‘Of course.’ I remembered it well because Wes Heart was such a violent drunk that he was on a warning from an Eastern Suburbs magistrate that the next time he hurt someone, he was going to jail, no matter how much wealth and power he thought he had in this town. So far the victim of the latest assault—who had wound up with a broken arm—had not wished to take the matter further, so I had been trying to get an eyewitness to the fight to describe it on the record. The item in my column had ended up being almost benign:


  Did millionaire property king Wes Heart take matters into his own hands when a local university student tried to gatecrash his son Drew’s twenty-first birthday bash?


  According to some patrons at The Doves—the Woollahra hotel owned by Heart—the alleged gatecrasher was literally kicked to the kerb. While his friends confirmed that he went straight to St Vincent’s Emergency and emerged later with his arm in a cast, he has so far declined to press charges. A spokesman for Heart’s company, City Developments, denied that any fisticuffs had taken place.


  ‘There was a gatecrasher on the night who was swiftly dealt with but nobody was injured,’ he said.


  I had had no luck persuading the poor bloke—Christopher Harris, an engineering student—to talk, despite offering to avenge his treatment in the paper. Before his mates also went to ground, they indicated that he had been paid off big time.


  Despite sending a photographer to lurk outside Harris’s share house in Paddington, hoping to get a snap of him with his arm in plaster, I had not been able to advance the story any further.


  ‘Well, you’ve definitely hit a raw nerve, Savannah, because now Dennis Quinn has suddenly come out of the woodwork making all kinds of allegations against you,’ Timothy said gravely.


  Allegations? What kind of allegations? Even though I couldn’t think of anything I’d done wrong, I felt my severely sunburnt face start to drain of colour. My mouth even went dryer than it already was, which was really something.


  ‘It’s nothing to worry about, Savannah; I have the utmost faith in your personal integrity. Still, I want you to listen when I get Dennis Quinn on the line again just so that we know what we are dealing with here.’


  ‘Okay,’ I agreed nervously.


  ‘And don’t say anything when I’m on the phone to him, okay? I don’t want him to know that you’re here in the room.’


  ‘Sure, no problem.’


  It took a couple of attempts to get Dennis Quinn on the line, but a few minutes later he was on the other end of the speaker phone.


  ‘Dennis,’ boomed Tim, ‘how are you? Now I’m just following up on some of the claims you made against one of my reporters, Savannah Stephens. Would you care to repeat them?’


  ‘Good to hear from you, Tim.’ Quinn’s voice sounded decidedly creepy. ‘Yes, I thought you should know she’s a bit of a druggie. Were you aware of that?’


  ‘I had no idea,’ said Timothy as I shook my head violently to indicate that the strongest pill I took was a Panadol, even if I had taken quite a lot of them today.


  ‘I think you’ll find that her boyfriend is some kind of uni student who deals in drugs,’ Quinn continued, lying blatantly. ‘He goes by the name of Dylan Rogers and one of his best mates is Christopher Harris, who tried to push drugs at Drew Heart’s birthday party. Both men are utter filth.’


  ‘What?’ I said, unable to stop myself, which earned me a lethal warning glance from my editor.


  ‘Well, I shall look into it, Dennis. Thanks so much for letting me know.’


  ‘No problems, mate. And, by the way, you’re not planning to publish anything else about Wes Heart and his kid’s party, are you? That story about Wes hurting someone was nothing more than the fantasy of someone who is drug-fucked and unable to sell their sick merchandise.’


  ‘Well, thanks for letting me know, Dennis,’ Tim repeated. ‘I appreciate it.’


  Dennis Quinn seemed not to hear the biting sarcasm in the newspaper editor’s tone. ‘Look, mate, anything I can do to help. Hey, you, me and Wes should sit down and have a bite to eat soon. He has a big project that he’d like to involve you and the paper in.’


  ‘Thanks,’ said the boss tersely. He hit the button to disconnect the call and for a couple of seconds regarded the device suspiciously. Then he looked at me without really focusing.


  ‘I’m not on drugs,’ I blurted out, sounding almost guilty. ‘And Dylan Rogers is not my boyfriend. I’ve never even met him face to face.’


  The editor continued to stare at me as if he couldn’t really compute what I was saying. ‘Under no circumstances are you to let on to that piece of shit Quinn that you were privy to the conversation we just had, do I make myself clear?’


  I nodded.


  ‘As for your drug-taking, I don’t much care what you do in your private life, just as long as you don’t break the law and you keep your approach to your work strictly professional.’


  ‘But I don’t take drugs,’ I protested weakly. (It probably didn’t help my case that I was looking dishevelled thanks to my hangover and the fishing expedition for the shark.)


  The editor stared at me, his face hardening, which immediately set off yet another seismic wave in my stomach.


  ‘Savannah, I don’t want you to let up on Wes Heart,’ he said, sounding bitter, almost fierce. ‘You might find that you can’t get anyone on the record on this occasion but at some stage, somewhere, he’s going to fuck up again. And you have got to be across it, so we can publish it. I don’t care how rich and powerful anyone is, if they break the law or if they try to bully those who cannot defend themselves, you can rest assured that we will take it all the way and expose them, okay?’


  ‘Okay,’ I said, rising quickly from my chair to take my leave.


  ‘Oh, and Savannah, if that prick Malcolm Yates approaches you to do another story, come straight to me, will you?’


  ‘Absolutely,’ I said.


  Making my way back to my desk, I was aware of the intrigued looks from many of my colleagues, but I couldn’t stop to tell them what had just gone down because I could feel Tim’s eyes boring into my back. He had forbidden me to discuss anything with my fellow journos, so I winked at them instead. Suddenly from the other end of the office, I could see that there had been a delivery for me. Sitting on my desk was a huge bunch of red roses—there must have been at least three dozen. With Erica looking on, curious despite herself, I tore open the card, which simply read: Thanks for an epic night—Daniel.


  Seven


  When he had left my bed in the morning, looking all rumpled and sexy, Daniel had promised to call me later. But what did ‘later’ mean? It could be hours, days, weeks, months or it might mean ‘later this century’. But at least the massive bunch of red roses was proof that something positive had taken place. Even if this turned out to be little more than a one-night stand, he had handled the situation with courtesy and grace.


  Was it just a coincidence that Daniel had walked into the Taj that night and had sought me out? As far as I was concerned he was my guardian angel who was there to protect me from being pecked almost to death by socialites. (Honestly, once they tried to get their claws into you, there was no turning back.) In such an artificial atmosphere as this A-list bar, Daniel and his laid-back attitude had just shone. It was clear that he had that rare gift of being able to read and understand the opposite sex. And now I found myself craving the intimacy of being with him. Not that these were feelings I welcomed because the one thing that journalism had taught me was that I had to remain clear and detached. It had been important in London’s music scene, and it was critical now when I was writing something as controversial as a gossip column in Sydney. I had to keep my private life away from the people whom I was writing about or they would eat me alive.


  Now here I was a fully grown woman obsessing about a man like some kind of juvenile twit. Instead of chasing leads for the column, I kept pondering what Daniel had meant by ‘later’. The first thing I had looked for when I staggered through the front door that evening, carrying the huge bunch of roses, was the light flickering on the answering machine to signal I had messages. I swear that my pulse started beating faster when I saw that I’d had two calls.


  Dumping the roses on the couch, I hurried over to the machine. To my disappointment, the first was from my mum: ‘Savannah, I know you’re at work but I just wanted to remind you about that lunch on Sunday with your cousins. Don’t be late and please bring back the plates you took with the leftovers last time you were here. They were from my best set.’ The sound of my mother’s voice irritated me, as if she had deliberately participated in a cruel plot to get my hopes up. What was the point of her ringing me here when she knew I was at work anyway?


  As I listened to the machine going through its tiresome clicks to get to the second message, I surveyed my home. I hadn’t had time to clean it before I’d left for work so it was exactly the way it had been the night before. There were the pathetic glasses—okay, jam jars—which I had brought out for the champagne before we decided to swig from the bottle, and my shoes were exactly where I had kicked them off. I held my breath as the second message started and was rewarded by the rich, deep tone of Daniel’s voice, which immediately sent a shiver of excitement through me.


  ‘Hi, Savannah—Daniel here. Hope you got the flowers. I’m heading out of town for maybe a week but I’ll call you when I get back. Take care of yourself, baby. And thanks once again for an unforgettable evening.’ He blew a kiss down the line.


  I felt disappointment and self-doubt nudging my consciousness. Was he just trying to end this nicely? Maybe this was the way Daniel did one-night stands? Luckily there was no time to wallow in my angst because I had an event to cover. I was already running late and I still had to wash off the stench of the shark expedition and find something else to wear.


  I threw my putrid cream dress into the laundry hamper in disgust. It would be some time before I chanced fate by wearing it again because it would always remind me of dodgy assignments. Leaping into the shower, I tried not to notice the slightly damp towel that Daniel had used this morning and resisted the urge to sniff it because that would be borderline pyscho.


  The last thing I felt like doing now was going to the fashion show. It’s not that I had anything against the label, but the thought of walking into a restaurant packed with socialites who would be trying to out-Gucci each other was a tad intimidating. My fantasy now was to be lying on the couch in my dressing gown, eating a bowl of chicken soup with toast, watching something mindless on television and gazing adoringly at Daniel’s roses (which were sitting inelegantly in a plastic bucket because I didn’t have a vase big enough and I had not wanted to split them up). After the day I had just had, I deserved nothing less.


  Come on, Savannah. It’s your job, I reminded myself as I walked into the bedroom and pulled one of my faithful old party dresses from London off the hanger. It was inexpensive but it was Gucci-esque in a certain light; it might fool a few people. It was a little bit edgy, dipping down in the back and shorter in the front, and I teamed it with a pair of knee-high boots from Bromley, which had been a major purchase at the time. Surely a humble newspaper columnist wasn’t expected to have a wardrobe of designer clothes at her disposal. I surveyed my face critically in the mirror. At least my freshly roasted skin gave me a healthy-ish glow, and I could tone down my red nose with my Helena Rubinstein mint stick. Turning my head upside down, which made me feel slightly dizzy, I brushed out my long hair to make it look wild rather than flat. Checking myself out in the hall mirror with its comforting dim lighting, I thought that I could probably just pass muster. Let’s hope they turned the lights down low and the mint camouflage didn’t turn me into the ghost who writes. At least that image made me smile.
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  Twenty minutes later I was walking into the party, and though I felt unsteady in my highest pair of heels, I made up for it by taking long strides, which I hoped would have the effect of making me look more confident. (It’s amazing what holding yourself erect and looking at people straight in the eye will do for your self-esteem.)


  I’d never been to The Duchess before—a shimmering restaurant with glass walls on the fringe of the Domain, a great expanse of parkland which connected the hyperactive CBD with the playful heart of the city which belonged to the picnic people who dined out on rugs. The Duchess was a curious mix of modern design and the kinds of gilt finishes that would have done Madame Pompadour proud.


  A platoon of waiters just inside the doorway greeted guests with trays of Campari cocktails and glasses of Spumante—Italian-themed in honour of the fashion house. Wafting through the room was the aroma of fried, garlicky seafood from the platters of tiny gamberi that were being handed around. My stomach lurched slightly as I breathed in the freshly cooked crustaceans. Would I ever be able to face seafood again after that vile shark expedition? I looked around for something bland to eat and found myself drinking the sickly-sweet Spumante far too quickly. It was almost refreshing. Was this job going to turn me into an alcoholic?


  Oh no! Deep inside the crowd of socialites and fashion plates, I spotted Lahar Kapoor. He was hard to miss in a watermelon-coloured suit, and he was ostentatiously carrying a super-sized Gucci holdall with that distinctive red and green stripe. Why did he need to bring such a large bag to a cocktail party? Maybe he was hoping to sell some of his jewellery on the side . . . Luckily, he was deep in conversation with a petite woman who was actually wearing a beret with a veil, and he hadn’t seen me walk in.


  Unfortunately, while I had been keeping Lahar in my sight as if I were on safari and he was some kind of exotic creature who might strike at any moment, someone else had been stalking me. That’s Sydney’s social scene for you.


  ‘Savannah, it’s so good to see you.’ It was the consummate cosmetic spruiker, Frances Ford. ‘I was so worried about you last night when you disappeared with that man.’


  And I thought Daniel and I had made our exit discreetly. Was there no escaping Frances Ford? Apparently not. Anyway, what did she mean by ‘that man’? Did she know Daniel well?


  ‘Really?’ I said, straining to make myself heard above the din of the crowd. ‘How do you know Daniel?’


  But Frances either hadn’t heard me or had decided to ignore the question.


  ‘I hope you have that divine Oliver working with you tonight,’ she said, anxiously scanning the room for the paper’s social photographer.


  Yes, where was Oliver? No doubt getting his outfit just right again before he ventured out. Right now he was having his mirrored brooch moment and they all had to be arranged in a certain formation down one of the lapels of his quirky jackets. His favoured subjects would not care how long they were kept waiting for him, as if he were the star and not them. Just as long as he showed up some time. Mostly they were desperate to be included in one of his picture books with such arresting titles as Out! Out Again! and Forever Out! That was some serious social caché.


  ‘I’m sure Oli will be dying to snap me tonight,’ Frances declared. ‘I mean, do you love this Gucci ensemble I’m wearing? It’s from the latest collection—terribly expensive but I had to have it. And then I had to buy it in another colour as well. But what can you do when you find something that suits you? J’adore Gucci.’


  Wrong country, love, I thought. Try: ‘Gucci è bello.’


  But I simply nodded in agreement, wishing that Frances would just stop talking at me. It was making me anxious in my current, fragile state. The only thing I was really interested in was what she knew about the enigmatic Daniel.


  Frances was not finished with me yet but was now coolly appraising me from top to scruffy bottom (I really should have polished those boots but then I had been hoping for dim lighting). Her eyeballs were like mini cash registers because, within seconds, it seemed that she had calculated the total cost of my outfit and found that it was probably slightly less expensive than her cosmetic bag. At least she was stellar at faking it.


  ‘You look fabulous,’ she cooed. ‘So chic. Is that Christian Lacroix? Divine!’


  Try Christian Le Knock Off.


  ‘Um, not quite, it’s . . .’ I was trying desperately hard to think of a decent label and hoping that she would not inspect the tag on the inside of my collar. I wouldn’t put it past her.


  But Frances was not exactly waiting avidly to hear me bumble my way through the no-name label that I had selected to wear to one of the most fashionable nights of the year so far. She was all about plugging her beauty brand.


  ‘I can’t wait till you see the models in the fashion show—they’ve all been made up with Chantelle Cosmetics, from that new line that I told you about.’


  ‘Wow,’ I said lamely.


  ‘Did you love the samples I gave you,’ she asked, casting another frankly critical look at my face.


  ‘Oh yes, thank you once again, Frances,’ I demurred. Where was that bag? Don’t tell me I had left it in the cab?


  ‘Wasn’t it sweet of Jenny Black to insist on using Chantelle with the Gucci clothes? You have met Jenny, haven’t you? As well as doing the PR for Gucci, she also handles several other important overseas accounts. You really should get to know her.’


  Now, despite my assurances that yes, I had met Jenny, Frances had her cool little hand on my elbow and was urging me forward through the crowd. So much for my quest to appear straight-backed and assertive; she was parading me around like a pet poodle in need of the doggie parlour. I somehow had to break free from her grasp. That opportunity presented itself when art dealer and society walker Geoffrey Jardine, who was acting as the evening’s master of ceremonies, suddenly came shuttering across the room and turned on the loudspeaker. In his rich, plummy accent, he asked everyone to take their seats for the fashion show.


  ‘Oh, how fabulous,’ sighed an approving Frances, almost hurtling in the direction of one of the coveted front-row seats. ‘I can hardly wait for it to begin. Come on, Savannah.’


  But I had already disengaged. ‘I’ll be there in a couple of minutes,’ I promised. ‘Just have to go and say hi to some people first. Save a seat for me.’


  Actually, I couldn’t care less whether or not I was seated in the front row; I desperately needed something to eat and a glass of water as I was starting to spin out in the hot, stuffy room. And every woman seemed to be wearing Giorgio from Beverly Hills—it was sensory overload. I tracked down a waiter circulating through the crowd with a platter of little crackers piled high with curls of smoked salmon. I took several and then snatched a glass of Coke from another tray, hoping that it hadn’t been mixed with anything intoxicating as I gulped it down.


  ‘Hasn’t Erica told you that it’s not a good idea to be seen eating at functions?’


  Oliver had arrived at last and he was outstanding in a red velvet jacket absolutely covered in those Andrew Logan brooches. But far from apologising for his lateness, he was not only telling me off for acting like a normal person and accepting food from waiters, but he was invoking the name of the woman who was fast heading down to the bottom of my Christmas card list. No doubt she was lurking in the shadows somewhere with a notepad so that she could keep track of my many misdemeanours and present them to the editor first thing in the morning. (‘And then—you wouldn’t believe it but I actually saw her eating. In public! She is dragging this paper into disrepute.’) Sure enough, when I looked around, there she was, glaring at me from her front-row perch right next to Frances.


  I beamed at her and she looked away abruptly, as though the sight of me might damage her retinas.


  ‘Savannah, there you are! I’ve reserved a seat for you in the front row—do sit down before someone else snatches it. I’ve already had to shoo away Lahar Kapoor, who wanted to sit there himself. Can you imagine? In the front row in that Santa Claus suit of his.’ Jenny Black, with her shimmering golden skin, her elegant black crepe Gucci pantsuit and her impressive shoulder-length blonde hair, which had been blow-dried to perfection, was bearing down on me.


  I was worried that I might end up next to Erica, but thankfully my perch was further down the front row, away from her line of vision. In the meantime, Oliver was sulking because he had not been granted a front-row berth but had instead been relegated to a pen with the other photographers.


  ‘I think I’ll go and shoot the models backstage,’ he said to Jenny imperiously, leaving her in no doubt that he was displeased. ‘Have one of the waiters bring me some champagne,’ he commanded. ‘I’m thirsty.’


  Jenny was biting her lip nervously. No one was supposed to be allowed backstage without the approval of her client—the company who was importing Gucci to Australia. But nor did she want to put Oliver out even further; he might retaliate by refusing to cover any more of her events.


  I could see what was going on, but there was no way I was going to intervene; at least if he was behind the scenes Oliver would not be driving me nuts. He loved to get me to hold his flash up in the air as though I was auditioning to be the Statue of Liberty.


  ‘We’ll do the socials after the show,’ he said petulantly as he disappeared through the crowd. ‘And I’ll need you to help me with the flash.’


  Had he just read my mind? Poor Oliver. There was no way I was going to be his assistant.


  I had thought that dealing with an excited Frances Ford was hard core, but seated next to me in the front row was the society lawyer, Ann-Marie Reed. A large curvaceous woman, tonight she was dripping in South Sea pearls the size of ping-pong balls.


  We had barely introduced ourselves before she was revealing that her house in Point Piper was the most expensive property ever sold in that area, and she drove a Bentley.


  I nodded politely, not at all sure why she thought that she had to impress me with all this information.


  ‘My friends have a really hard time finding us,’ she confided. ‘Our home is down a private road.’


  ‘Is that right?’ That’s just their excuse, I thought. I bet they don’t actually want to visit you and have to listen to your skiting for hours on end.


  ‘Would everyone please take their seats.’


  Geoffrey Jardine was becoming agitated now. Not only was everyone still talking full throttle but many had disobeyed his earlier instruction to sit down and give the runway their undivided attention.


  ‘Yes, please do sit down everyone,’ he directed. ‘You are about to see a fashion show that is certainly the most exciting one of the year because of this sensational label. Soon when you mention the letters GG, the last thing you will think of is a horse.’


  The room echoed with laughter, which perplexed Geoffrey just a little bit because he hadn’t been joking.


  ‘I rarely attend fashion shows in Sydney anymore,’ my front-row neighbour, Ann-Marie, offered.


  ‘Oh?’ I responded.


  ‘I much prefer to be in Paris for the haute couture.’


  ‘Of course.’


  We both fell silent as the show started and I saw to my surprise that sequined beanies and even beanies with veils were going to be huge next season.


  This revelation was more exciting for some than others. Geoffrey Jardine was so overcome with emotion at the whole event that he insisted on following the last of the models down the runway for the finale. He probably felt that he owed it to his many admirers to give them a twirl, but unfortunately he just looked a bit like the ghost of fashion designers past in his black brocade jacket and velvet pants. His carefully coiffed reddish-grey hair was the colour of pale pink hydrangeas under the lights.


  ‘Bravo! Bravo!’ Geoffrey cried, clapping his heavily bejewelled hands together as he walked right up to the tableau of models posed for photographers at the end of the runway and tried to insert himself in their midst.


  The lens men were not impressed. ‘Could the elderly gentleman please move out of the frame?’ one yelled. ‘You’re spoiling the shot.’


  ‘Come on, you old coot. Move away from the models.’


  But, feigning deafness, Geoffrey remained resolute. He continued to cling to the clothes horses on either side of him and kissed their cheeks as though he was Guccio Gucci himself. Then he did something even more extraordinary: he bowed deeply to the crowd on both sides of the runway, waited until the formation of models was ready to move off again, then he followed them back down the runway, clapping wildly all the time and even executing another flamboyant twirl before he disappeared out of sight.


  Unfortunately, with the master of ceremonies having a fashion moment, no one was left to conclude the hosting duties for the show. The guests sat there, slightly stunned, and then slowly started to gather up their goodie bags. (Those who had already peeped inside theirs had pocketed the miniature Gucci fragrances and discarded the bag and the bulky catalogues inside.)


  ‘Do you think Geoffrey is finally having a meltdown?’ Ann-Marie speculated. ‘I’ve heard that his business is not what it used to be. Most people want to buy modern art these days, not the stuff he sells.’


  I had already started to nut out a possible column item about this evening’s proceedings and was busy jotting it down.


  Guests at the ultra-exclusive Gucci autumn/winter collection launch at The Duchess restaurant in the Domain on Tuesday night were shocked when society fixture Geoffrey Jardine, the noted art dealer, took over the runway. Hired to MC the event, he instead insisted on joining the models for the finale. Jardine, who was wearing a black brocade jacket and velvet trousers, was booed by the photographers but seemed not to notice the ill feeling towards him.


  Confirmed bachelor Jardine, who accompanied the newly single Lady Victoria Snow to the event, failed to return after he had disappeared backstage with the models. It left some of the fashionable guests in stunned silence.


  Maybe by tomorrow morning I would be able to sensationalise it even more, depending on the reaction of the organisers, who were no doubt horrified that he had upstaged such an important fashion launch.


  A small scrum of publicists, led by Jenny Black and Frances Ford, had clambered onto the runway and were rushing backstage. I was just about to follow to see what was going on when Oliver Orlan emerged from behind the curtain, looking even more disgruntled than he had before the show.


  ‘What’s going on back there?’ I asked. ‘Is Geoffrey all right?’


  ‘Who?’ he responded. Oliver was never that good at seeing the big picture.


  ‘Geoffrey Jardine—the art dealer who was supposed to be compering the show and not modelling in it.’


  ‘Oh, that strange man. I think they’re talking to him,’ he said vaguely.


  ‘Did you take any pictures while that was happening?’


  ‘Of course not,’ he said dismissively. ‘Too dull. Who would be interested in seeing that?’


  ‘Try the readers of the newspaper. Would you go and get some shots of the backstage action now? I promise you that it will be very useful.’


  But Oliver just ignored me. He didn’t take direction well.


  ‘I’m going to need you to come around with me and hold the flash while I do some social shots for the paper,’ he said, also completely ignoring Ann-Marie; she was posing coquettishly on her seat, apparently ready for her close-up. ‘And can you write the names down as well?’


  This was too much. I was going to have to chase the other photographers down and find out who had the best shots of Geoffrey’s runway faux pas. A photo of him bowing and linking arms with the models would be gold, along with that little turn he executed on the catwalk.


  ‘I’m sorry, Oliver, but since you haven’t taken the shots of Geoffrey in the finale, I’m going to have to find someone who has,’ I said tensely, turning away from him.


  I was actually feeling far too weary to have to pander to the moody photographer and if I didn’t make a stand now I would be forever trailing behind him holding a flash aloft.


  ‘You can do that after you help me,’ he argued. ‘Anyway, no one will run those shots, I guarantee it.’


  I gave him a withering look. ‘Sorry, Oliver, but there are some people whom I need to talk to in private for a news story I’m following up,’ I said. ‘You’ll have to manage on your own tonight. And, by the way, would you please photograph my friend here, Ann-Marie Reed?’ I gestured to my new buddy. ‘I think our readers would appreciate seeing those massive pearls she’s wearing.’


  ‘Oh, really?’ trilled the lawyer, clearly delighted. ‘A photo of me? Well, since you insist . . .’


  I gave her what I hoped was a dazzling smile as I moved away, but I couldn’t resist looking over my shoulder at the stunned Oliver and giving him one parting shot. ‘Maybe Erica will help you out by holding the flash for you when she returns from backstage?’ I said, knowing that he would be far too intimidated to ask her.


  I was heading towards the photographers who were starting to pack up, still muttering about the events of the night, when suddenly Geoffrey Jardine appeared on the runway again. Snatching the microphone from a member of the event crew, he shrieked, ‘Bravo! Bravo! BRAVO!’


  As the remaining guests stopped dead in their tracks to stare at him, he continued, ‘I think we should all give a big round of applause for the wonderful Gucci fashions we have just seen on the catwalk. And, ladies, please don’t all go and buy the same things at once.’


  Before he could continue, Jenny and Frances had reached him. One publicist grasped his left arm and the other the right, and they gently but firmly walked him away, pretending to chat away gaily but actually steering him towards the entrance of the restaurant, where a limo with the motor running waited to take him home.


  As soon as he had left, and clearly by prior arrangement, the models returned to the runway to pose for the photographers in the way they were supposed to before the finale had been hijacked by the stagestruck master of ceremonies.


  Gobsmacked and delighted by this turn of events, I approached Jenny for a quote, but she would not be drawn.


  ‘Thank you so much for being here, Savannah, and I am so glad that you loved the show. We’re all looking forward to your coverage of the fashions and the photographs of some of our VIP clients,’ she said, not quite making eye contact with me. ‘And as soon as your glowing report has been printed, you must come in store and select something fabulous for yourself.’


  And there it was, I was being bribed. But I wasn’t even tempted. I had the rest of my life to wear expensive threads but only a small window in which to prove my skills as a journalist. My account of the night was probably going to scare the pants off every publicist in town, but I knew they couldn’t afford to leave me off their guest lists; any publicity was good publicity, after all.


  ‘That’s a very kind offer, Jenny,’ I said graciously. There was no point alarming her with a declaration that I was going to write a true account of the evening; she’d find out soon enough.


  I was about to head for the door myself when a large slab of watermelon materialised in front of me in an overpowering cloud of Eau Sauvage—Lahar Kapoor, the one and only.


  ‘Savannah! I’ve been trying to get your attention all night,’ he grumbled. ‘There’s something I want to talk to you about. Are you free to have a drink?’


  I was about to tell him that I’d have to take a raincheck when it occurred to me that I could do with another alcoholic pick me up. Besides, Lahar also seemed so intent on telling me something he considered to be important that I was intrigued.


  ‘Okay, but just one drink—I’ve had a long, long day. Where were you thinking of going?’ I asked, hoping he wouldn’t suggest anywhere too remote. He wasn’t planning to leap on me, was he?


  ‘Let’s go back to the Taj,’ he suggested. ‘You seemed to really enjoy it there . . .’


  ‘Okay,’ I said, trying to work out what he might be implying when he said I’d ‘enjoyed it’. Was he referring to my hook up with Daniel?


  As Lahar ushered me out of The Duchess, I was aware of several people turning around to stare at us. I supposed we did make an interesting-looking couple—the exotic, vibrantly dressed Indian jeweller and the slightly edgy gossip columnist. It probably looked as though we were up to no good. (Well, we weren’t yet, but I was hoping that whatever Lahar had to say, I would get a column item from it.)


  Erica Hopewell emerged from the backstage area just as we were walking out the door and I saw her watching us closely and conferring with Frances Ford as though they were taking notes on a car crash.


  Thankfully Lahar had a discreet white limo idling outside this evening rather than the bright yellow one, so our exit didn’t attract as much attention (and laughter) as it could have. As we pulled away from the restaurant, Lahar closed the partition between us and the driver. Whatever he wanted to discuss with me, it was clearly top secret. Almost automatically I shifted in my seat so my knees were angled towards the door.


  ‘Savannah, I’ve noticed the way that you have conducted yourself on the social scene ever since you started writing for the paper,’ Lahar began.


  ‘Yes?’ I said warily, not at all sure what was coming next.


  ‘The thing is,’ he said, ‘I would like you to come and work with me. Whatever you’re earning now, I’ll double it.’


  Through the car window, I could see the reflection of the streetlights on the road, glistening with a fine spray of water; it must have rained while we were watching the fashion show, I thought absently. I briefly considered how bright and shiny my life would be on double the salary. There would be no more shark-hunting expeditions for a start. Then I looked at Lahar’s face, regarding me seriously now. Something told me that whatever he had in mind for me, it would probably make my current job look like a picnic. Even sitting in a tinnie in the middle of Sydney Harbour at its stinkiest would probably seem like a holiday cruise.


  ‘Um, thanks for thinking of me, Lahar, but I’m very happy where I am,’ I said.


  ‘You haven’t even asked what the job would entail,’ he pointed out, sounding peeved.


  We were speeding up William Street now, tantalisingly close to the freak-infested Darlinghurst Road, where there always was a reliably well-stocked taxi rank. But how to extricate myself from the car now? Could I feign the onset of an excruciating headache without it seeming too obvious?


  ‘Anyway, we’ll talk about it in a civilised way over a glass of champagne,’ the businessman suggested and I nodded my head politely. Surely it couldn’t hurt just to chat.


  ‘There’s been something else I’ve been meaning to ask you,’ said Lahar as we rounded the corner into Cross Street and the entrance of the Hermitage came into view. ‘How well do you know Daniel Acton? Has he ever introduced you to his boss, Alex Evans?’


  ‘What?’ I started. My mind began to race. My lover worked for Alex Evans? The same Alex Evans whose circle my boss had directed me to infiltrate? No way! So it had been Jacqueline Evans that Lahar had referred to when Daniel and I were together at the Taj.


  ‘Ah, well, I haven’t known Daniel very long at all,’ I stammered. ‘I had no idea he worked for Alex Evans.’ What else didn’t I know about Daniel? I wondered.


  ‘Well, he does,’ Lahar said with a smirk that showed just how much he was enjoying his superior knowledge. ‘Come along, my dear. Let me tell you all about it over that glass of champagne.’


  Eight


  With his outrageously colourful suits, which gave him plumage as bright as a rosella, and his questionable manners, Lahar Kapoor was as good as a society outcast in Sydney. He simply wasn’t rich enough to matter—not when people were throwing money around as if they had printed it themselves.


  In fact, Lahar Kapoor’s total lack of class was only matched by his ambition. His bold idea of hiring me as his ‘global head of public relations’, it turned out, was just so that I could secure him invitations to the major parties. Lahar desperately wanted an A-list clientele so that he could jack up his prices—and the only way to find them was at the town’s most exclusive soirees. Naturally he thought that I would have the contacts to get him invited to the society wedding of the year, for starters.


  Retail magnates Peter Lovejoy and his wife Gertie, who had created the first shopping town in Sydney’s western suburbs, complete with a skating rink and drive-in movie theatre, were reportedly spending a million dollars on the wedding of their only daughter, Chloe, to A-grade footy star, Troy Saunders. Troy was also a newly minted executive in the Lovejoys’ company, Love Shopping Pty Ltd, though he was essentially nothing more than a trumped-up ambassador with a hefty salary and a fancy title on a business card. It was fortunate that his was not an active role in the company, since his first duty was to his footy team—the Kangaroos (Troy played for Australia, and was a very big deal). However, his retail appointment provided him with the funds necessary to finance the lavish lifestyle to which Chloe was accustomed. She was the sort of girl who thought that she was slumming it if she had to climb into a taxi or wear an Australian label. When her fiancé borrowed her father’s Rolls for a big night out, Chloe preferred to sit in the back while Troy drove. This was a source of much mirth among certain women who gathered in Eastern Suburbs cafes because Chloe, who had absolutely no social pedigree, thought she was far grander than some old-money families in Sydney whose fortunes went back for several generations.


  ‘The Lovejoys are so gauche,’ Patricia Wren (who dreamed of having the means to be just as vulgar) had been heard to complain to Lady V over lunch at Emerald Ville. ‘It’s going to be quite something when the world comes tumbling down around them—and it will. I’ve heard that they are frightfully overstretched and everyone will soon tire of those ghastly shopping towns.’


  Lady V had just nodded sagely, as she thought it was highly unlikely that shoppers would become bored of wandering around large malls but she had not wished to contradict Patricia. After all, her snobby friend was probably just really put out that she would not be attending the wedding of the year. This was not at all surprising as why would she when she merely hung around the A-list like a piece of old tinsel?


  When Troy had popped the question to Chloe, he had presented her with a fifteen-carat diamond, which Gertie insisted was a family heirloom. (It had actually been hurriedly purchased in secret from a King Street diamond wholesaler shortly after Troy had approached Peter for permission to ask for his daughter’s hand in marriage). Of course, Chloe had cried tears of joy when Troy got down on his knee and presented her with the huge rock—but his future in-laws made Troy sign an agreement stating that if the union ended, the ‘heirloom’ would be returned to the family. Maybe it wasn’t an heirloom yet, but it soon would be.


  When I was writing up the exclusive on the engagement, I did wonder how a knockabout family like the Lovejoys, who had arrived in Sydney from London in the 1950s as ten-pound Poms, could have something so valuable in their family. Wouldn’t they have cashed it in and used the money to set themselves up? But this small detail had been lost in the saturation coverage of the engagement details. There was nothing that Sydney loved more than a sporting legend marrying into serious money (even if some thought it was all down to smoke and mirrors), and it didn’t hurt that Chloe was beautiful. She could have been a model or a pageant queen if her parents hadn’t considered it beneath her. Chloe’s job title was ‘shopping-centre heiress’.


  In the meantime, there had been plenty of updates in my column on plans for the society wedding of the year. There was talk that Aretha Franklin would be flying in to perform at the reception, which would be held in the family’s Darling Point mansion. I had also revealed that Chloe was being fitted in Paris for a billowing Christian Dior gown, which cost more than most people spent as a deposit on their home. In fact, whenever I had space to fill, I could always publish the latest details on the wedding, including the fact that extra supplies of Krug champagne were being flown in from overseas at one hundred and fifty dollars a bottle because the Lovejoys were worried that the champagne favoured by royalty would run out.


  Since I had been so avidly lapping up details of the wedding and reproducing them in my column, Gertie Lovejoy had personally sent me a handwritten invitation to the nuptials (the invitations reportedly cost forty dollars each to reproduce because of the calligraphy and the gold leaf inscription). These cards were initially sent out to five hundred guests, including Eurotrash royals the Stephenedis family. (Gertie had become friendly with some of the junior members of this stellar clan during European summers spent on the Lovejoy yacht in the south of France, which was berthed right next to the Stephenedises’ super-yacht at St Tropez.)


  All of Sydney had been breathlessly following the details revealed in my column, including Lahar, who had decided that since I was so well connected to the family, I was perfectly placed to appeal to Gertie on his behalf. At the very least, he suggested, he could accompany me to the wedding as my plus-one. I’d had to tell him that I had only been given a single invitation, and there was no way that I would compromise my unique position with the family by pestering them to invite more people than they had planned. Gertie and I had hit it off from the start, which is another reason I had scored an invite, but she and Chloe still prided themselves on the fact that the guest list had become a mini version of the international social register.


  ‘The current who’s who of Australia’s Most Wanted Fraudsters more like it,’ insisted my editor, who was less than impressed with the Lovejoys, but thrilled that I had scored an invitation to the ridiculously vulgar nuptials. He also had me working up a story on the final cost per head, which would have been difficult to attain had not Gertie been so committed to boasting about her wedding spend.


  All this meant that Lahar Kapoor had been almost hyperventilating at the thought of somehow attaining one of the treasured invitations. He had decided that it would eventually reap him hundreds of thousands of dollars in jewellery sales as he would meet prospective clients from Australia and abroad.


  ‘I’m sorry, Lahar, but it’s not possible for me to approach Gertie Lovejoy on your behalf,’ I said as gently as I could.


  Lahar acted as though he had not heard this but there was a new coldness in his expression. ‘I’ll give you twenty thousand dollars if you can get me an invitation to the Lovejoy wedding,’ he said, avoiding my eyes.


  ‘I’m afraid not,’ I said flatly, trying covertly to attract a passing waiter’s attention. It was time to get another stiff drink. The thought of twenty thousand dollars was admittedly making me feel a bit giddy. I could put a deposit down on a flat with that or go back to London and live it up. But that would probably be the last money I would earn as a journalist as word spread that I was on the take.


  ‘Think about it. I’ll tell you what, if you can get me a double invitation, I’ll make it fifty thousand.’


  Fifty thousand! I would be rolling in it.


  I shook my head, feeling quite sick in the stomach. Had anyone at the Taj overheard him? Had I already been compromised? Just agreeing to have this drink with Lahar was turning into one of my dumbest ideas since I had convinced myself that renting a terrace house with a cupboard for a kitchen was a good idea. I looked around the bar. There were a couple of tables of women of a certain age in tight jeans and high heels, who were no doubt on the hunt for young hunks; a couple of businessmen in suits—most probably hotel guests—who were sitting morosely at the bar, sipping drinks and decimating a greasy plate of prawn cutlets they’d ordered from the small bar menu; a group of youngish girls, who looked like they had come straight from a nearby office; and two well-known Double Bay hairdressers, their shirts almost undone to their navels to show off their tanned chests, bitching about their clients and getting stuck into some martinis. I could only hope that they were too engrossed in swapping stories from the frontline of blow-dry hell to pay us any attention.


  If anyone had heard the conversation and repeated it, then it really wouldn’t look very good for me. It didn’t matter that I had no intention of taking Lahar up on his seedy offer; I would still be guilty by association. The only possible course of action, I decided, was to go straight into Tim’s office tomorrow morning and tell him exactly what had happened. I wished there was another way, quite frankly, because after Quinn’s allegations I had no desire to draw attention to myself again. But the alternative—waiting until someone else informed him that I had been offered a huge amount of money to secure Lahar Kapoor an invite to the wedding—was worse. In the short time I had been working on the Social Diary, I had managed to amass some powerful enemies, especially in the Eastern Suburbs, so I shouldn’t delude myself that people were wishing me well. Or even giving me the benefit of the doubt. As for Lahar—well, he was off the scale.


  Where had the exotic businessman come from, anyway? His back story changed almost as much as the beautiful bimbos whom he used as arm candy. There was no way someone as socially aware as Gertie Lovejoy was going to let Lahar and his squeeze du jour loose among her daughter’s wedding guests. He didn’t need a personal publicist so much as a complete overhaul, starting with his wardrobe and followed closely by his manners.


  However, I was still desperate to find out what he knew about Daniel. It seemed like the perfect time to change the subject.


  ‘So you were saying in the car that Daniel Acton works for Alex Evans?’ I ventured, as Lahar topped up his own drink. ‘I hadn’t heard that—tell me more.’


  But the jeweller just regarded me with an amused expression. I could tell what he was thinking: now he had something I wanted.


  ‘I’d be delighted to tell you all about it, Savannah,’ he promised. ‘And, believe me, the association between the two is quite a story. I’ll take you through it in detail after you deliver my invitation to the Lovejoy wedding.’


  For a moment the two of us regarded each other like master and prey. I decided to try and bluff it out by persisting in my line of questioning as if I hadn’t registered what he had just said. ‘Is Danielle close to Jacqueline Evans? She seems to be a fascinating woman and I’ve heard she is an avid collector of Collier jewels?’ I gushed.


  But Lahar would not be swayed by my transparent attempts at flattery. ‘Miss Stephens, as I just stated there is so much that I can tell you, but first I must see my name on that wedding invitation. And you are crazy not to accept my job offer, there really is so much you could learn from me.’


  In other words, he wasn’t budging from his position.


  Damn.


  Nine


  Only in Sydney could a man who was more used to designing clothes for ‘cabaret artists’ become a coveted label among the society darlings. Laurence Lavin (his real name was the slightly less aesthetically pleasing Leroy Bull) knew a thing or two about corset construction and bling. Tall and majestic with broad shoulders and a generous thatch of dark brown hair, he looked more like an opera singer than a fashion star.


  Lavin’s designs for Mademoiselles de la Nuit, a world famous drag queen show in Kings Cross, were remarked upon far and wide because of the meticulous attention to detail and the way that his gowns managed to constrain even the most unyielding waist (although some of the performers were encouraged to have a couple of ribs removed in order to do them justice). Lavin’s costumes were just so glamorous, thanks to the veritable treasure trove of bugle beads, diamantés and sequins adorning them. They were like every little girl’s fantasy of Cinderella’s ball gown.


  At the dawn of the decade devoted to ostentation and conspicuous consumption, Laurence Lavin had the idea of broadening his unique client base to include Sydney’s socialites, who attended plenty of events where a dazzling ball gown would not go astray. All of his serious creations were made to measure, so he felt justified in describing his label as Laurence Lavin Haute Couture. However, since designing for Sydney’s socialites was much more demanding than even the most petulant drag queen, there was a steep rise in the cost of each ensemble, which allowed him to move his ‘atelier’ from down-in-the-mouth Darlinghurst to the more refined Edgecliff Road, Woollahra, in the heart of the silvertail zone. He then installed his live-in partner—a former cabaret star, Coco de Chine (who still went by her stage name and not her birth name, Bruce McDonald)—as salon manager and they decided to throw a cocktail party to launch the new business. Of course, Laurence’s mademoiselles, who lived for ‘soirees’, wanted to get in on the act, so he invited some of the more discreet drag queens to mingle with the society names. The upcoming party had been a topic of conversation at Emerald Ville for weeks because everyone said that the guest list was simply genius. Who else but Laurence Lavin could get two such diverse groups together, sipping champagne from antique crystal glasses and marvelling over his giant chandelier (which had originally arrived in pieces from a Paris flea market but had been lovingly assembled and polished up to look like something right out of a drawing room in Versailles).


  The outrageous antics of Laurence and Coco, along with the opening of his new salon, were a welcome distraction for me and my growing obsession over Daniel. He was the first thing I thought about each morning, especially now those roses he had sent me had not only wilted but were beginning to turn brown. I wondered when I would see him again or whether it had only been a very stylish one-night stand.


  I was happy that I had been invited along to cover Laurence’s opening for the social pages of The Sydney News, much to the chagrin of Erica Hopewell, who thought that Lavin and his clothes were an insult to women and also to the hard-working fashion industry. If someone as vulgar as Laurence could be given valuable media attention then what was the point of it all? It was her view that the paper shouldn’t be promoting him.


  ‘You can’t possibly attend that party,’ she said scornfully when she saw the glittering invitation on my desk the afternoon after the Gucci party. ‘That man is just a joke who has made a career out of mocking real women. We can’t condone that sort of behaviour.’


  ‘But I like his gowns,’ I protested. It was hard to resist their appeal as they were full-on fairytale fantasies in billowing silk satin with glistening jewelled bodices.


  ‘Yes, I suppose you would,’ she said bitterly.


  I shrugged, refusing to be hurt by her. ‘The party’s tonight, and I’ll be there with bugle beads on,’ I said with my sunniest smile, but the fashion editor just shuddered at my little play on words and stalked away.


  I believed that Erica was wrong; Laurence Lavin was a genius who could even give someone like Twiggy a fabulous cleavage. Much more creative than most mainstream Australian designers, he was the king of padding, but it was so subtle that some of his clients almost started to believe that they had been magically endowed.


  Following our discussion, which must have been the longest conversation we had ever engaged in, Erica later surreptitiously went to complain to the editor that we shouldn’t be featuring such a disreputable character in a family newspaper. Her backstabbing manoeuvre was foiled when Tim directed her to leave the door open so unfortunately for her most of those in the news room could hear every indignant word.


  ‘Laurence Lavin usually dresses men who mimic women—drag queens,’ she told Tim, barely able to get the words out, she was so furious. ‘A lot of my readers would be very offended by that. He doesn’t know anything about fashion at all, so why are we building up his career? And it’s clear that Savannah doesn’t know anything about style either, if she thinks it’s appropriate to feature him.’ Yeah, thanks a lot, Erica.


  Tim regarded her gravely through this tirade, nodding sympathetically.


  ‘I love it,’ he pronounced when she was finally done. ‘It sounds like this Laurence Lavin is really shaking things up in the staid old social world. I’m sorry, Erica, but you have to be adaptive and not reactive. This paper is all about dismantling the stuffy old guard and reflecting the new energy of this city. And if the new energy is encapsulated by a bloke who usually dresses drag queens putting the sex back into the social scene, then I’m all for it.’


  ‘But it’s not fashion,’ whimpered Erica, who had clearly been expecting him to back her up. She was, after all, a powerful force in the industry, he had said it himself.


  ‘Erica, I think you have a very narrow view of the definition of fashion,’ Tim told her sternly. ‘What I want to see in these pages is a sense of fun. We should be starting the conversation and not following along with it, okay? Now, if you will excuse me, I have a paper to put out.’


  My nemesis had jumped up from her seat as if she had just been sprung from fashion Siberia and headed for the door.


  Tim did not even bother looking up to see how he had upset her. ‘Close the door behind you,’ he said curtly.


  I was relieved that Tim hadn’t taken Erica’s side, especially since that morning I’d had to inform him that Lahar had offered me fifty thousand dollars for an invite to the Lovejoy wedding.


  The editor had stared down at his desk with furrowed brow for a few minutes while I had fidgeted in my chair. Maybe I shouldn’t have said anything at all?


  ‘You were absolutely right to report this to me straight away,’ he said finally. ‘But this is what we do about it: we do absolutely nothing. No doubt he will come back at you again and either offer you something more or threaten you in some way, and that’s when we can expose him. In the meantime, you should make notes in the form of a diary entry with the date and time. I would also be very interested to know just why being at this wedding is worth so much to him.’


  I nodded obediently.


  ‘It can’t just be because he is looking for some validation that he is part of the social scene, can it? I think you’ll find that being included in this event will confer some extra status on his dodgy jewellery brand.’


  ‘That’s probably why he’s so desperate,’ I agreed. Actually I thought it was obvious.


  Tim softened. ‘Look, Savannah, you don’t have to string him along if it makes you uncomfortable,’ he said. ‘Sooner or later he will make another move. In my experience a man like that just doesn’t give up.’


  ‘No, I’m fine with hanging in there,’ I replied. ‘I’m really interested in doing this story. Lahar Kapoor is certainly one of the most mysterious characters I’ve met in a while.’ Actually, I wanted to add, he had nothing on the enigmatic Daniel Acton, who had invaded my consciousness to such a degree that I had small shivers of pleasure whenever I thought of him, which was pretty much all the time. My editor certainly wouldn’t have had such a high opinion of me if he was privy to any of that, but it wasn’t as though I had agreed to a vow of celibacy when I had signed on to be a gossip columnist.
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  Laurence Lavin’s opening was not only covered upfront by The Sydney News but given a big splash in the newspaper’s social pages, with the kind of space usually reserved for big charity events or fashionable race meetings. It was the editor’s way of telling the old social dinosaurs that their days were as numbered as those of the real prehistoric beasts. And because he was a stubborn man, he also wanted to show Erica, his fashion editor, that he wouldn’t be pushed around.


  The only downside to the evening was that it marked Queen Bea’s return to the social scene and this meant that to appease the lawyers we had to run a large photo of her and a gushy report of Entre Nous’s forthcoming events to make up for my cataclysmic piece about her party. According to Roger Coutts, this was the best way of saving face all round. Except for my face, of course, which had egg all over it.


  When we encountered each other at Laurence Lavin’s party, Queen Bea, who was wearing a brilliantly constructed Chantilly lace Lavin original to set off her deeply tanned skin, bared her teeth at me disturbingly. Perhaps she was smiling. I beamed cheesily back at her and directed Oliver, who was animated this evening because this was his kind of crowd, to take her picture. Duty done, I managed to avoid the supercilious socialite for the rest of the night; however, as I kept working the room, I could feel her cold eyes appraising me wherever I went as if she was Mona Lisa’s mother.


  But there was plenty of fun to be had with the other guests, including Gertie Lovejoy, Freya Rice and the ever-vivacious Lady V with her trademark laughter piercing the air. Aside from the frisson caused by Antonia Woodstock—a property developer’s wife who made her entrance in a sequined miniskirt and not much else (‘Is she even wearing knickers?’ one outraged guest remarked)—the standout of the night was the one and only Coco de Chine in scarlet chiffon and feathers. She swanned around the gathering like the lead showgirl at the Folies Bergère, but it was when she stopped to pose with a clearly delighted Queen Bea that we had the money shot which would go upfront in the paper. And while some people said snidely that Queen Bea had no idea that Coco was actually a bloke, by taking such an evocative photograph, Oliver Orlan had done himself proud.


  The next day, after a glowing report of the party had been published, Laurence sent me the most lurid basket of flowers I had ever seen—a huge mass of bright purple, yellow and orange blooms, wrapped in throbbing purple with a large bow rushed to the office from Betsy’s Bulbs in Kings Cross. The sight of it landing on my desk had almost sent Erica into conniptions.


  ‘Please take that home with you as soon as possible—or, better still, throw it out now,’ she commanded. ‘It’s lowering the tone of the entire office.’


  But I loved the gaudy arrangement because it was so over the top and, of course, I took it home and placed it front and centre on the coffee table in the place once occupied by Daniel’s roses.


  Laurence Lavin almost broke down in tears on the phone when I called to thank him for the kind gesture.


  ‘Oh, Savannah, it was the least I could do,’ he said, his voice cracking slightly with emotion. ‘You have made Mum so proud. She couldn’t get to town for the party but she cut out the article from the paper and Oliver is sending some of the photos, so I can have them framed for her. I’m also keeping some for myself, so I can put them up on the wall of my atelier.’


  Atelier? Wasn’t that just a little too grand for his Woollahra studio? However Laurence added that if I ever needed something fabulous to wear to a party, I could always borrow a gown or he would make something up especially for me ‘at mate’s rates’.
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  A week later I found myself in his powder-pink change room, lit with a soft, rosy-hued chandelier, trying on over-the-top dresses complete with the kind of dramatically plunging necklines and thigh-high splits that really did seem more suited to the cabaret stage than Sydney’s party scene.


  But I needed a proper gown. I could hardly attend the Lovejoy wedding in the little black number from London that I had managed to disguise and transform during so many of the events that I had to cover.


  Thankfully, after Tim had overheard me discussing my dilemma with Katrina, one of the news reporters, who had been inquiring what I would be wearing to the ‘wedding of the year’, he had offered me a one-off wardrobe allowance. It would hopefully cover Laurence’s ‘mate’s rates’ for a gown.


  ‘Oh, my dear, you’re just not sexy at all, are you?’ said a droll Coco de Chine as she watched me trying to position my minuscule breasts beneath a black tulle bodice that was not doing them any favours. Rather than enhancing them, the bodice seemed to flatten them even more. Coco had tactfully retreated when I was first trying on the gown, but now she had sashayed right into the change room without warning to give me her opinion.


  ‘No, no, no, no, no,’ sighed Coco, clearly growing exasperated; this was the third outfit I had tried on, each more unflattering than the last. ‘I don’t even want to ask Laurence to come and take a look at you; it would only depress him. He needs to be surrounded by glamour, by a sense of style.’ She shook her head despairingly as she looked me up and down. It was clear I had lost out on both counts.


  I longed to tell Coco that if she thought she looked feminine, she’d been watching too many episodes of Prisoner, but I bit my tongue. I had a soft spot for Laurence and I didn’t want to insult his right-hand woman despite the scorn she was heaping on me. It wouldn’t seem right when I hoped that he would eventually trust me enough to give me a great story. And, besides, I was still floating on air from the message that had been waiting on my answering machine when I’d got home the night before: ‘Hi, Savannah, it’s Daniel—I’ve been thinking of you. I’m flying into town in the next couple of days. Hope we can catch up.’ Who cared if Coco thought I was sexy? Daniel wanted to see me . . . I smiled serenely at Coco as she said, ‘That looks horrible on you. Take it off, quickly, I’ve got another one for you to try.’


  Sighing, I stepped obediently into yet another gown, this one a billowing circle of midnight blue silk taffeta.


  ‘Would you lift that horse’s mane off your neck? I need to get at this zip,’ she instructed, recoiling from my skin as though I had some sort of infectious disease. Coco was also clearly not a fan of my long, flowing hair. I dutifully did as I had been told and surveyed myself in a gown of billowing silk taffeta.


  Suddenly another face appeared in the mirror. ‘Yes—that is absolutely your colour, Savannah,’ Laurence said as he joined us in the change room. (It was getting rather cosy in here.)


  ‘Please, Savannah, suck your stomach in,’ Coco ordered. ‘You’re making the fabric look dumpy.’


  ‘Oh, don’t worry about that,’ said Laurence airily. ‘The question is, do you like it? If you do, I can put in one of my magic elastic belts that will nip your waist right in and I guarantee you’ll never have a problem with the zipper.’


  He tilted his head to one side. ‘The style really suits you,’ he said decisively. As Coco went to answer the phone, she rolled her eyes theatrically leaving both of us in little doubt that she did not approve of me being let loose in one of Laurence’s precious gowns. But paying her absolutely no attention, he ushered me from the change room to stand in the centre of the salon. There he walked around me slowly, tweaking at the fabric and murmuring, ‘If we take a little of the volume out of here, maybe add some here . . . Yes!’ He clapped his hands together. ‘You are going to have yourself a dress fit for this marvellous wedding.’


  Coco returned with the telephone receiver in her hand, the cord trailing behind her. ‘I think you might want to take this,’ she hissed to Laurence. ‘It’s Jacqueline Evans and she’s calling from the private plane.’ Coco shot me a disdainful glance, the message was loud and clear: The real money is coming to town, so you can just crawl back into whatever hole you came out of and disappear.


  ‘Excuse me,’ Laurence said to me courteously. ‘I’d better see what Mrs Evans needs.’


  He took the phone and moved away from me but I could still hear the voice at the other end; clearly Jacqueline Evans was shouting over the noise of the plane.


  ‘Lazza, we’re landing in twenty minutes and I am going to have the driver bring me straight to you for a fitting. I’m going to need several new gowns—there’s so much going on.’


  ‘But of course, Jacqueline darling, whatever you want,’ the designer cooed. ‘I’m so looking forward to seeing you again.’


  Coco, who was also listening, sprang into action. Rushing to the dressing room, she emptied the rack of all the dresses I had just tried on, throwing them unceremoniously into a small back room—to be disinfected, no doubt. Clutching a huge atomiser of Joy, she sprayed a small path in front of her, including a couple of obvious squirts around me.


  ‘I’ll just pop out to get some fresh flowers and a bottle of decent champagne,’ she told the designer as he hung up the phone. ‘Maybe even some petit fours.’


  ‘Okay, whatever you think,’ he said with a sigh. ‘But I’m sure Mrs Evans isn’t under the impression that she is calling into the Ritz for afternoon tea.’


  Coco put out her suspiciously large palm. ‘I’ll need some cash,’ she demanded. ‘I think seventy bucks should do it.’


  ‘Really?’


  ‘Come on, Laurence, cough up. You know what you always say, “To make money you have to spend it first”.’


  Normally I would have been making mental notes of the special treatment afforded to VIP customers—these were the kinds of details my readers loved—but for once I was hardly taking it all in: Jacqueline Evans was flying into town on a private plane; Daniel had said that he was also arriving soon. If he really did work for Alex Evans, as Lahar had claimed, did that mean Daniel was also on the Evanses’ jet?


  Laurence was briskly finishing the pinning of my gown, which seemed to be taking shape beautifully. ‘By the time I’m finished with this, you’ll look more glamorous than even the bridesmaids,’ he said, stepping back to admire his handiwork. ‘Now you can slip it off and make sure you return on Monday for another fitting, okay?’


  ‘Thank you so much,’ I responded, my stomach fluttering with anticipation. Would there be another message from Daniel waiting when I returned home? Unfortunately I wouldn’t be able to do much about it because I was working tonight—yet another Eastern Suburbs party—so even if he was home I wouldn’t be able to spend much time with him. Either way I couldn’t let this golden opportunity go by without trying to find out more information about the mysterious Evanses whom my boss was fixated on.


  Laurence eased the pinned dress down over my shoulders and I made my move. ‘What’s Jacqueline Evans like?’ I asked casually, as he gently gathered up the dress and headed for the workroom.


  ‘Fabulous!’ he threw over his shoulder without hesitation. ‘A wonderful woman.’


  ‘Do you think she’ll be attending the Lovejoy wedding?’ I called out as I wriggled back into my work clothes.


  ‘Of course. Now off you go; I’ll see you next week for a final fitting,’ he said. Any hopes I had of lingering in the salon long enough to meet Jacqueline Evans for myself were dashed as I was shooed away.


  Ten


  Sex, lies, power, money and corruption. Many believed this was what gave the energy to this city that had been basically founded by criminals. I was certainly becoming all too familiar with those deadly sins on my ‘beat’ at the pointy end of the city I had grown up in. We had lived in a middle-class suburb on the North Shore, where being social meant going around to the neighbours’ place for the evening and playing cards for pieces of chocolate, or going ten-pin bowling with a group of friends. Who knew that on the other side of the bridge a very different life was being lived among the sophisticates in the Eastern Suburbs? And as the full force of the eighties hit, the east was almost starting to feel as decadent as pre-revolutionary France.


  It was all unfolding again tonight in a massive Spanish Mission waterfront home in Elizabeth Bay. Our host was the well-preserved Shannon Graham, head of advertising agency Network 15, and his flirtatious third wife, Scarlet. The couple were throwing a soiree to celebrate Network 15’s unprecedented success this year, and they had a guest list which included everyone from the city’s social lionesses to the agency’s key clients, with no expense spared. Well, everyone knew that in the eighties the big money was to be had in advertising. The Grahams had certainly not stinted tonight, with a pontoon floated in the harbour right in front of their home as a launching point for a performance of just two songs by INXS, followed by a fireworks display. (This extravagance had not been won without a struggle; the agency’s top contract negotiators had haggled with the authorities and a hefty one-off fee was paid to the council. Another massive amount had been paid under the table, reportedly, but no one was prepared to talk about that, so it remained, for now, in the realm of the urban myth.)


  Scarlet, now in her mid-thirties, had been one of the top models at the Ford Agency in New York. Her trademark was her luscious mane of dark curly hair and the sort of body usually seen on billboards showing off lingerie or a bikini. Several years in Australia had not softened her delightful accent, though people gossiped that far from being a Southern belle from Georgia, as she claimed, she hailed from a far less glamorous trailer park in Kansas City.


  ‘White trash,’ sniffed several women, loyal to Shannon’s sporty ex-wife, Marjorie the hockey champion. But Scarlet never paid them any heed; she just made sure that she accentuated her six-foot languorous frame in her favourite Manolo Blahnik heels and always found a way to show off her taut flesh. Not for her the extreme Dynasty shoulder pads and suits, Scarlet preferred to dress as if she was still at Studio 54 in tight-fitting jeans, spangled vests and those killer heels. She had her revenge by making the other rich wives look positively frumpy.


  In many ways, Shannon Graham was a good match for his third wife—physically, at least. He was tall and well built, thanks to his rigorous gym sessions, while his dark brown hair was suspiciously free from the sprinkling of pepper and salt that might be expected of a man who was on the wrong side of fifty. He kept it cut boyishly close to his head, which also served to pull focus towards his soft blue eyes and perma-tanned skin (the word was that he had a sun bed in his inner sanctum at the office, which was also where he did his best thinking).


  [image: images/img-147-1.jpg]


  Shannon and Scarlet had met at one of the world’s most romantic destinations—the Sandy Lane resort in Barbados—but the conditions were less than ideal: he and his very rich wife, Marjorie, were celebrating his fiftieth birthday with a bunch of their friends. Scarlet was at Sandy Lane because she was being shot by legendary photographer Helmut Newton for Tatler magazine. It was a highly erotic fashion shoot, which saw the stunning brunette draped over everything from the hotel’s poolside furniture to the deck of a mega-yacht, always in ridiculously skimpy swimsuits and high heels. The first time Shannon had spotted her was at sunrise, when she was straddling a deckchair with her gleaming bronzed bottom in the air and thousands of dollars of diamonds around her neck, while Helmut Newton kept urging her to go higher, to ‘lift, lift, lift’. Shannon, who was returning from a late-night poker game with the boys, was so astounded by the sight of Scarlet that he fell over backwards into the sea, lit cigar and all, much to the mirth of his mates. Shannon had just found the woman of his dreams, so he had done the only thing that a man could do in that situation—he floated fully clothed on his back while a couple of his friends decided to join him, diving in with their clothes on as well. As a spectacle it left much to be desired, but it did catch Scarlet’s attention. Unfortunately, Helmut Newton was less than impressed with the interruption. The sea was supposed to have been still behind the model and not churned up by a loud bunch of middle-aged larrikins.


  For Shannon Graham, though, the moment had been life-changing. Despite his total lack of sleep, and much to Marjorie’s chagrin, he spent most of that day trying to track down Scarlet at Sandy Lane so that he could invite both her and Newton to his birthday dinner that night. Eventually, thanks to a generous tip made to one of the hotel staff, Shannon managed to get a message to Scarlet in her suite. Helmut Newton declined the invite—possibly because he could really think of nothing worse—but, at the eleventh hour, Scarlet had accepted, although she did give herself a get-out clause by cautioning that she had a shoot the following day so she would only pop in for a couple of hours at the most. Meanwhile, Shannon had devised a plan to tell Marjorie, who couldn’t have been more of a contrast to Scarlet with her pixie haircut and sturdy athletic body, that it was one of his single friends who was interested in the model. Of course, he fooled no one—least of all Marjorie—when he gave Scarlet his undivided attention at the dinner. He then arranged to rendezvous with her later that night. Eighteen months later he had not only divorced Marjorie (luckily they had no children between them) but married Scarlet, after persuading the model to relocate from New York to Sydney. (It’s amazing what a wedding gift of several million dollars will do, payable after the blushing bride’s signature on the wedding certificate.)


  Shannon had also promised Scarlet he would set her up with a film career after paying for a Hollywood acting coach to fly to Sydney to tutor her. She was not a particularly gifted thespian and, aside from a few cameo roles in various soapies, which had been given to her more as a favour to Shannon than an endorsement of her talent, she was still waiting for her big break.
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  I had only met Scarlet Graham once before, and it had been a memorable experience—not just because she was wearing a tiny, glittering sheath over her taut body at Blake’s restaurant for the Channel 8 season TV launch, but because of her plus-size personality.


  ‘Hi, Savannah!’ she had whooped as I had tentatively walked into Blake’s, hot on the heels of famous sports commentator Simon (the Adonis) Ward and his entourage. Unfortunately I had just featured Simon as the lead item in my No Names column, which was quite a scoop because everyone thought that he was one hell of a pants man who always flirted outrageously with women. I hadn’t counted on seeing him anytime soon, and here he was at Blake’s—a restaurant fitted out to look like a gentlemen’s club—how apt. Under such potentially incendiary circumstances, if Scarlet seemed thrilled to have me around, it suited me, as Simon probably wouldn’t want to make a scene in front of her. Still, I hadn’t been prepared for Scarlet to seize my hand and pull me in close to give me a big kiss on each cheek.


  ‘I’ve heard so much about you, Savannah,’ she had drawled in her seductive American accent. But before she could elaborate, Scarlet had been distracted by Leeza French—the straitlaced network newsreader who had arrived shortly after me.


  ‘Leeza! You go, girl!’ she had hollered at the prim and coiffed Leeza, who smiled weakly at Scarlet as she was pulled into an enthusiastic embrace. Despite having also greeted me as if I as a long lost friend, Scarlet and I never spoke to each other again that long night, much of which I’d spent trying to keep moving so that Simon wouldn’t catch up with me.


  Whether you loved or loathed Scarlet, all of Sydney’s social set did agree on one thing: she knew how to throw a good party, which was why nearly every guest who had been invited to this evening’s celebration had accepted with alacrity.


  And now here I was on the way to the long-awaited soiree. My mood was buoyant as I made my way to Elizabeth Bay. I was definitely up for it—even if the party was seething with tedious socialites—because there had been a message from Daniel on my answering machine.


  ‘Hi, Savannah, I just got back to town today. I guess you’ll be living it up at some party this evening, but I’ll try to call you later on tonight. I hope we can get together soon.’


  I’d replayed it five times, just to hear his voice, smooth and sexy. It had given me such a lift that I now felt confident about inserting myself into tonight’s extreme party scene, which would no doubt also be filled with beautiful women going all out to prove that they were really the queens of glitz and glamour, and men who were obsessed with their own importance. Yes, just another average night out on the town cavorting with the A-list.


  I felt a momentary twinge of nerves when the cab dropped me off outside the massive pile on millionaire’s row. Behind those heavy wrought-iron gates, I knew, was one of Sydney’s most stately houses.


  To my surprise, Scarlet opened the door to me herself. Equally surprising was her outfit. She was wearing sequined turquoise shorts, a silk tank top and very high turquoise and cream Manolo Blahnik heels.


  ‘Savannah!’ she cried, as if she hadn’t seen me in decades, grabbing me by the hand and hauling me inside. ‘I’ve had the most terrible night,’ she gasped, leading me into a small sitting room before I’d even had a chance to snatch a glass of champagne from the battalion of waiters lined up along the imposing entrance hall.


  ‘Oh, I’m sorry to hear that,’ I said clumsily, imploring the waiters with my eyes in the hope that one would follow us into the room and give me a drink. (My powers of mental telepathy apparently needed a bit of work.) ‘Are you okay?’


  Scarlet shook her head. ‘I spent last night in hospital, first in emergency and then in the gynaecological ward,’ she confided, and then paused, smiling faintly. ‘The doctors at St Vincent’s Private are so sexy by the way. Have you seen them? They are straight out of General Hospital—but it was still a horrible night.’


  ‘You poor thing,’ I said. Had she miscarried? I wondered. Obviously something major must have happened—but how did she still look so beautiful? And why was she telling me all this private information, when we had hardly exchanged a sentence before—and I was a gossip columnist? Maybe Scarlet had mistaken me for someone else? This was becoming just plain awkward.


  ‘What was the issue?’ I asked quietly, aware that I shouldn’t really be probing into what was clearly a personal matter.


  ‘Issue? Oh, nothing,’ she said, shrieking with laughter. ‘It just turned out to be a heavy period.


  ‘What?’ Who goes to emergency because they’re menstruating?


  ‘I would simply not stop bleeding. I thought that I might need some kind of transfusion.’


  ‘Oh my goodness, that’s awful.’ Was she setting me up with some kind of crazy story as a joke to see whether I would dare print it in the paper? Surely not.


  There was a small silence. I watched as the exquisitely dressed guests arrived in the vestibule and looked towards us uncertainly. I could tell they didn’t know whether to make a detour to greet their hostess because Scarlet seemed to be holding forth in quite an animated exchange with me. Little did they know that I was actually willing them to interrupt—anything to escape this bizarre conversation, which I couldn’t even use in my column unless I started a new section called ‘Too Much Information’. Why was she telling me this?


  I looked longingly at the glowing marble hallway outside, which was lit with chandeliers and decorated with massive vases of roses on enormous plinths. In that setting, the waiters looked more like models accessorised by glittering trays of champagne. If only one would come close enough to hand me a glass. And where was Shannon Graham, by the way? I needed him to save me from his mad wife, so that I could escape and join the party.


  Finally, someone did interrupt us. It was none other than my work buddy, Erica Hopewell, a vision in black lace with a slash of red lipstick and masses of baroque pearls—more Sydney Harbour than South Sea, but still . . . I had known that she would be there because she had boasted several times in the office about the invite sent by her ‘very dear friend, Scarlet Graham’. Apparently they had known each other ever since Erica had worked in the fashion department of Chic during the peak of Scarlet’s modelling days. I didn’t have to glance at Erica’s face to know that she would be most put out to see me having a private tete-a-tete with the party’s hostess. Personally, I had never been so thrilled to see Erica before (and probably would never be this happy to see her again).


  ‘Hello, Scarlet,’ Erica said warmly, leaning in for a kiss. ‘I love those shorts, very witty of you. Are they YSL?’


  But her great buddy from New York, while automatically exchanging an air kiss, didn’t even bother looking up at the overdone fashion editor. Scarlet was still so engrossed in our conversation. ‘Really, you know there was so much blood I thought that I was haemorrhaging. That’s why I made Shannon stay with me in the hospital—I thought I might bleed to death.’


  ‘Scarlet!’ said Erica, sounding shocked. ‘What’s happened? Are you all right?’


  But Scarlet still ignored her. She seemed unable to respond to two people at once. Starting to feel embarrassed on Erica’s behalf at the snub, I thought I’d better fill her in on Scarlet’s calamity.


  ‘Scarlet was just telling me about the awful experience she had last night. She was rushed to hospital—but, um, luckily it was only a heavy period.’


  ‘What?’ For a moment, Erica gave me her famous Sphinx-like stare, as if she wasn’t sure whether or not I was mocking her. And if I was having her on, her narrowing eyes implied, then I had a bloody nerve.


  At last our hostess looked up, seeming genuinely surprised to find Erica there. ‘Oh, hello, Erica,’ she said. ‘I didn’t see you there. How are you?’


  ‘I’m fine, thank you,’ the fashion editor responded a little stiffly. ‘But, more importantly, how are you?’


  I took this as my cue to leave but, unfortunately, Scarlet wasn’t having it.


  ‘Savannah, wait,’ she said, reaching out to grasp my arm. ‘I promised I’d show you around upstairs, remember?’


  What? She’d never said a word about showing me around.


  ‘No, really, that’s okay,’ I protested. ‘Another time, perhaps. Right now you have a home full of guests to look after. I’ve monopolised you for long enough. I really have.’


  ‘We’ll do it right now, Savannah,’ Scarlet insisted. ‘I promised you a tour, and I always like to keep my word. Come on, this way—you are going to absolutely love my dressing room.’


  ‘Maybe we should take some champagne with us?’ I said hopefully. I felt as if I really needed one. No one had warned me that Scarlet was a total nutter; I had just been under the impression that she was a bit over the top.


  ‘Oh, we can drink champagne later,’ said Scarlet airily. ‘You’re not thirsty, are you?’


  ‘No, not at all,’ I lied.


  Leaving a still shell-shocked Erica behind us, we headed upstairs, Scarlet’s arm linked through mine.


  Scarlet’s dressing room turned out to be a total fantasy, dominated by a huge antique mirror with a gilt frame and marble floors covered with Persian rugs and oodles of clothes racks. It felt as though I had stepped into a palace—in fact, Scarlet’s dressing room was probably bigger than my entire terrace house. It was also crammed with designer labels—some carry bags hadn’t even been opened yet—and there were probably two hundred pairs of shoes in every conceivable shade, most with extremely high heels.


  ‘Here,’ said Scarlet, shoving an unopened bottle of Miss Dior perfume into my hands. ‘You can have this and you can take this too.’ She flung a large, flowery silk scarf around my shoulders. ‘It’s Hermès, but I hate wearing scarves.’


  ‘No, really, that’s very kind of you, Scarlet, but I absolutely can’t accept these.’


  But Scarlet wasn’t listening to me; she was emptying the contents from a Louis Vuitton carry store onto a bench. She then put the scarf, the perfume and a cream blouse so new that it hadn’t yet been unfolded into the empty bag.


  ‘There you are,’ she said brightly, handing it over to me. ‘Now let’s go down and have a drink.’


  As I followed her back down the stairs, clutching the bag, I was frantically trying to work out how to handle the situation. I could hardly walk back into the party carrying a Louis Vuitton bag full of Scarlet’s possessions. What would Shannon think if he saw me? Not to mention Erica, whom I had no doubt would be burning with rage at Scarlet’s snubbing of her in favour of me . . .


  Scarlet must have read my mind. ‘We’ll cloak the bag,’ she said, taking it from me and giving it to a butler who was looking after people’s belongings. He handed her a little numbered disc, which she gave to me to put in my bag. ‘Make sure you pick it up before you leave,’ she reminded me. But I made a mental note to somehow lose the disc in the course of the evening.


  ‘Scarlet, where have you been?’ Shannon Graham, in tailored jeans and a designer shirt unbuttoned just far enough to show off his perfect tan and impressive physique, emerged from a throng of people to steal his wife from me. Thank heavens. ‘I’ve been looking all over for you. There are some people I want you to meet.’


  Scarlet playfully pushed him away. ‘Wait a minute. Have you met my friend . . . ?’ She paused, looking at me to fill in the gap for her.


  ‘Savannah,’ I said with a smile, thinking, What the hell? She’d seemed to know exactly who I was when I arrived.


  ‘Savannah! Of course. I’ve just been telling Savannah about our adventure last night at the hospital and how dreamy those doctors were.’


  Shannon Graham shot me a very eloquent look which I had no trouble reading: If you write just one word of this in your column you are mincemeat.


  ‘Really, darling,’ he said through gritted teeth, ‘I’m sure Savannah wasn’t interested in hearing all the boring details.’ He put his arm firmly around his crazy wife’s waist and steered her towards the epicentre of the action. ‘Now, if you will just excuse us . . .’


  But Scarlet wasn’t going to be deterred. She’d decided that I was her new best friend—even if she couldn’t remember my name now—and she wasn’t going to be parted from me.


  ‘Shannon,’ she said, breaking free from his grasp, ‘I’m not finished talking to . . .’ (who was I again?) ‘. . . my friend,’ she finished.


  ‘Scarlet,’ her husband said slowly, shaking his head in a patronising way, as if she were a naughty child, ‘I’m sure you two have had a lot of fun, but right now, my dear, there is someone I need you to meet—someone who is very interested in your acting skills.’


  This seemed to get her attention at last and she grudgingly followed her husband towards the garden where a lavish marquee had been set up against the perfect Sydney Harbour backdrop—the opera house, the bridge—it was as though the city’s icons had been obligingly placed in the couple’s backyard.


  Phew. I walked up to the nearest waiter, snatched a glass of champagne from his tray, and drank it down without pausing for breath. It wasn’t till I’d emptied the glass that I noticed the man, who was standing in front of me patiently, clutching a small plastic pouch.


  ‘Excuse me, madam, but these are heel guards,’ he said, proffering the little bag. ‘Kindly place them over your heels to protect the parquetry floor.’


  I looked at him quizzically.


  ‘High heels can actually damage the wood,’ he explained.


  ‘Really? Well, of course, I’d hate to do that.’


  But how to affix the shoe guards without falling flat on my face? I have never been known for my agility, despite spending what seemed like an entire childhood at dancing lessons.


  ‘Please do take a seat over there,’ he said, kindly gesturing to what looked like some sort of antique stool. ‘And do let me know if I may be of further assistance.’


  I had an instant flash of the waiter on his bended knees in front of me grappling with my shoe guard as Erica Hopewell passed by, her suspicion that I was nothing but a gauche upstart unequivocally confirmed.


  ‘No, I’m fine. Thank you,’ I said as graciously as possible, smothering a burp (that would teach me not to drink so fast). I perched on the stool and somehow managed to fit the little plastic caps onto the heels of my stilettos. I felt decidedly unsteady as I attempted to cross the floor.


  The tricky part was getting down the grand stone staircase, which led to the front garden, where there was a crowd milling about on the lawn like the extras in The Great Gatsby. Of course, each time someone new appeared in the doorway everyone looked up to check them out. It was just human nature—I couldn’t wait to do the same thing when I had safely reached the lawn. If I made it down there without taking a tumble . . . I was feeling self-conscious enough, mincing along unsteadily on the plastic caps, when I spotted my editor with his neck craned towards me. Unfortunately, before I could retreat to the shadows, I heard his raised voice calling, ‘Savannah! Over here!’


  Oh, yeah, great. I hobbled down the stairs and made my way across the grass. Were we supposed to take the heel guards off in the garden? This party was really turning out to be hard work.


  ‘Hi, Tim—I didn’t know that you were coming tonight,’ I said brightly, trying to sound pleased to see him while thinking, Damn! There’d definitely be no sneaking out early now. I’d planned to get home in time to sit by the phone and wait for Daniel’s call like a pathetic, love-struck teenager.


  ‘Oh, Shannon and I are old friends,’ Tim told me. ‘We were at school together. So tell me, Savannah, what’s going on? Who’s here? What’s news?’


  I frantically looked around but couldn’t see any well-known faces in the dark. Got to think of something juicy for the boss.


  ‘Well, um, Scarlet seems to be having some kind of breakdown,’ I began. ‘Apparently she insisted on being rushed to emergency at St Vincent’s last night, and it turns out the only thing she was suffering from was a heavy period. And she’s just taken me on a tour of her dressing room and loaded me up with expensive perfume and accessories.’


  ‘Why?’ said Tim, looking at me keenly. He hadn’t made much of an effort for tonight’s soiree, I noticed. He was still wearing the black trousers he’d worn to the office, and his white shirt had a greyish tinge to it. His only concessions to the A-list party seemed to be that he had taken his tie off and cloaked his briefcase. ‘Don’t you think it’s odd that Scarlet would tell you about her personal health issues?’ He was frowning.


  ‘To be quite honest, I think she has me confused with someone else,’ I said, keeping an eye on each new arrival at the top of the stairs, so that I could keep my editor informed of the action while demonstrating my superior knowledge of social Sydney. Honestly, since I took this job I’d had to jump through one hoop after the other—no wonder it was making me giddy.


  Tim put his head back and roared with laughter as if Scarlet’s drama was one of the funniest things he’d ever heard. What the hell was he on anyway? ‘So she ends up spilling her guts to a gossip columnist. It’s almost good enough to write up,’ he guffawed. ‘What else is going on here?’


  ‘Good question,’ I said. ‘In fact, I’d better go and see what other stories I can hunt down. I’ll get back to you later.’


  I started to move away, but Tim stayed by my side. I had the feeling he wanted to watch his gun gossip columnist in action. Gun? At the moment I felt as wishy-washy as a water pistol.


  For a few minutes we lingered in companionable silence and watched the other guests mingling as waiters circled us offering champagne and canapés. Another glass would have gone down very well, but I was shy of drinking in front of my boss.


  Finally, as if he’d only just become aware of the temptations on offer, he said, ‘Savannah, would you like something to drink?’


  ‘Thanks,’ I said, taking a glass of champagne and making a mental note to sip, not gulp. I had to lose Tim, I decided, or this was going to be a very dull, tense and unproductive sort of night.


  ‘Well, I’d better go and do my job,’ I said again.


  I suddenly caught sight of Erica hovering close by, a stern look on her face. She was holding a glass of red wine and puffing away at a Sobranie. Very chic.


  ‘Oh my goodness, there’s Erica, Tim,’ I said, feigning surprise as if I had no idea she was here.


  My editor spun around. ‘Erica!’ he called. ‘Erica—over here!’ He beckoned for her to join us.


  Erica, who had been in conversation with a woman in a cocktail hat with a veil—Juno Pearce, the eccentric society milliner—glanced our way with a slightly irritated look before she suddenly recognised the editor, then excused herself and came bustling over. ‘What a fabulous party, Tim. Are you enjoying yourself?’ As usual, she totally ignored my existence.


  ‘Yes, yes, lovely party,’ Tim responded impatiently. ‘Now, from your point of view, are all the key movers and shakers here?’


  ‘Movers and shakers’—what the hell was this, a cheesy board game?


  Erica seriously pondered Tim’s question, puffing away theatrically on her lilac Sobranie.


  ‘It’s still a little early in the evening, I think. Our key identities are more likely to arrive fashionably late.’


  Why hadn’t I thought of that? This was excruciating; it was definitely time to take my leave. It was Erica’s turn to babysit the editor now. ‘Well, it’s great to see you both but I really must circulate now and try to find some stories. Erica, I don’t suppose you’ve seen Oliver around, have you? I’ve got to get some photos done.’


  ‘No, I haven’t,’ she said stiffly.


  ‘Okay, I’ll track him down. See you both later.’ I smiled warmly at the pair of them, then hurried away before Tim could object. Thank god—I was free at last.


  I headed for a large group of people and almost collided with Wes Heart—the one whose lawyer, Dennis Quinn, had tried to paint me as a druggie. How I would have loved to confront him, but I’d sworn to Tim that I would never reveal I had been listening in to that phone call. Luckily, Wes didn’t seem to recognise me.


  Looking over my shoulder, I could see that my boss, with the loyal Erica still by his side, had moved to the top of the stairs. Tim was peering into the crowd. Was he trying to track my movements while Erica whispered poisonous somethings about me in his ear?


  Turning away, I spotted a little tent with the words Madame Violet painted on the side in a florid script. Scarlet had apparently thought that it would be quite fun to have a tarot card reader on hand to tell the guests their futures. She’d obviously found the clairvoyant from Central Casting, because the woman who was setting up inside the tent was wearing a scarf with a fringe of gold coins around her face and a flounced gypsy skirt. All she needed was a crystal ball and she would be set. Oh, wait—she was actually getting one out now and polishing it up.


  Well, at least I’d be safe from watching eyes in here. I barged into the tent and closed the flap behind me. Let my editor and his haute fashion sidekick try to find me now. Hopefully, they’d have moved on to some other form of entertainment by the time the reading was over.


  ‘I’m still just setting up, dear.’ Madame Violet looked faintly stunned that I had not only walked in so boldly, but appeared to be about to make myself at home there. Well, she should have seen it coming.


  ‘I’ll be about ten minutes, dear. Why don’t you come back then?’ she suggested.


  ‘Thank you, but do you mind if I wait here, Madame Violet? There’s someone out there who I’m trying hard to shake off, if you know what I mean.’ I tried to get just the right ominous note in my voice.


  Up close, Madame Violet looked to be in her early forties, with fair skin and a faint overlay of wrinkles that looked like sun damage. She did indeed have violet eyes, but maybe it was because of the half a ton of purple eye shadow she had ladled around them, I thought cynically.


  She just shrugged her shoulders. ‘All right, dear, you can just take a seat there.’ She pointed to a small stool near the door. ‘I’ll call you over when I’m ready. In the meantime, would you mind hanging this sign on the hook outside?’


  She handed over a professional-looking placard, which read Reading In Progress. I took it from her gratefully and, being careful to extend only my arm from the shelter afforded by the tent flap in case Tim and Erica spotted me, hung the sign from the hook.


  ‘I’m ready for you now, dear,’ she said.


  ‘Okay. Thank you.’


  I sat down at a table covered in a red velvet cloth. A pack of tarot cards was placed next to the crystal ball.


  ‘We’re going to do a very simple reading tonight,’ Madame Violet informed me. ‘Give me a piece of your jewellery. Something that only you have worn.’


  I passed across my Bulova watch.


  The clairvoyant put it in the palm of her own hands, closed her eyes and bowed her head. When she looked up again a minute or so later, she seemed to be staring over my shoulder.


  ‘You are at a crossroads in your life right now and it involves a man. I see a youngish man who doesn’t wear the wardrobe of the corporate world. He will want you to be with him but something is holding you back.’


  The hairs on the back of my neck—no doubt those tricky ones that are resistant to a blow dryer—started to rise. She was describing Daniel! The cynic inside of me was momentarily silenced as I blurted out: ‘Do you see anything else?’


  ‘The work you are doing around the printed word in a newspaper has more of an impact than you know, and you must be cautious at all times,’ she warned. ‘I see lots of daggers in your back.’


  ‘Do you see a dark-haired woman in designer clothes with lots of pearls around her neck throwing those knives, Madame Violet?’


  The clairvoyant’s brow furrowed—there appeared to be some interference on the line to The Other Side. ‘I am not being told the identity of this person because there are several people out to get you.’


  Oh, joy: welcome to the fun-filled world of the Sydney gossip columnist who needed to have the skin of a rhino. Well, it looked like now I really was an endangered species. Despite myself, I was impressed with Madam Violet’s powers. I also wanted to enquire about Scarlet’s sanity because it felt as though she was on the edge of a nervous breakdown (and I didn’t want to be the catalyst for that), but the seer had handed back my watch and was looking at her own in a rather pointed way. She was only doing abridged readings, I remembered.


  ‘If you thought that my reading was accurate, you can leave a donation in the bowl,’ she told me. ‘And please take one of my business cards and give it to your friends; I am always available to do group readings.’


  I repressed a smile. There was always a business pitch in Sydney; it didn’t seem to matter which spiritual plane you were on. Leaving a ten-dollar note and putting a business card into my bag, I headed for the opening of the tent and discovered a line of very impatient guests waiting to have their futures read.


  ‘What was she like, Savannah?’ asked a woman in peach tulle whom I only vaguely recognised.


  ‘Actually,’ I said, ‘she was brilliant—I was blown away.’


  ‘Did she tell you which socialites are having affairs around here?’ brayed a voice that sounded suspiciously like that of celebrity gardener Dickie Watts.


  ‘Of course,’ I said lightly. ‘I’m all over it—and all I can say is that, Dickie, I’m shocked!’


  ‘What do you mean?’ gasped the high camp curator of the compost.


  But I just beamed at him with an exaggerated wink. And with that I made my way back into the party, which had suddenly become very noisy. The sound of Lady V’s orgasmic laugh seemed to be everywhere—along with many more outbursts of equally raucous screams. There was also music wafting across the garden from the mobile discotheque.


  The next person I ran into was Oliver Orlan—a sight to behold tonight in a red velvet hunting jacket and cream silk jodhpurs. At least here was someone who was semi-friendly, although mostly Oliver acted as though he could only just tolerate me.


  ‘Hello, Oli. Who have you got so far?’


  He sighed heavily. ‘Please do not shorten my name, Savannah. You make it sound so common.’


  ‘Sorry, Oliver. Do you have many shots so far?’


  ‘Scarlet and Shannon,’ he recited. ‘Peter and Gertie Lovejoy, as well as Chloe and that footballer she is marrying.’ It was clear that Oliver did not approve of Troy—or maybe his crime was just his chosen career which Oliver felt was not socially acceptable.


  ‘Fantastic! Where are they?’


  ‘I saw them in the garden about twenty minutes ago,’ he said. ‘Oh, and Alex Evans is here with his wife Jacqueline, but only Jacqueline would allow me to take her photo. That Alex Evans might be a handsome man but he is so dull,’ Oliver sighed.


  My heart skipped a beat—if the Evanses were here, maybe Daniel was too?


  ‘Was anyone else with them?’ I asked hopefully.


  ‘No, just Scarlet and Shannon. They all went into one of the drawing rooms together. Now can you just go and do your own scouting and leave me to take some pictures?’


  It was clear Oliver was bored with our conversation and would not be detained any longer. I watched as he sashayed back into the throng of guests, many of whom immediately began to fawn over him. He was in his element.


  The best way to approach the situation, I decided, was to systematically work my way through every room. Hopefully, I would find the Evanses and maybe even Daniel. If scatterbrain Scarlet introduced me to the enigmatic couple, at least then I would have something to report back to my boss.


  Somewhere in the distance I could hear a band setting up on the front lawn and thought that, since he loved music, Daniel would eventually gravitate there if he had turned up to the party. I’d head over there after I’d found the Evanses, I decided.


  ‘Savannah! It’s good to see you; I was going to call you today to see whether you had thought any further about my offer.’


  Oh, no. Walking towards me was Lahar Kapoor in a royal blue suit and bright orange tie. A matching orange silk hankie exploded from his jacket like a fireball. It was too late to avoid him, so I reluctantly joined him on the terrace. Glued to his side was a blonde woman who was almost wearing a little black dress. I stood as close to him as you would to someone with a communicable disease but it didn’t matter because Lahar leaned in to kiss me sloppily on both cheeks. I became aware that some of the people around us had halted their conversations to give our little exchange their undivided attention.


  ‘Savannah, meet Madonna,’ said the jeweller, urging the tiny girl forward. She extended a limp hand lit up by several diamond rings. Were they on loan from Lahar’s shop or hers to keep? ‘Madonna,’ he declared grandly, ‘is the love of my life.’


  ‘Really? You must tell me how you met some time.’


  Madonna, who was chewing gum, looked like some kind of hooker. He’d probably met her at the door of a high-class escort agency.


  The jeweller clearly wasn’t going to let me escape until I’d responded to his question about the fifty-thousand bucks he wanted to gift me in exchange for a double invite to the wedding of the year. I thought I’d already made it clear this was not possible but clearly the message had not got through.


  ‘You know, Lahar, it was a very generous offer, but I’m just not interested in accepting it,’ I said firmly. There: I didn’t see how I could make myself any clearer. I wondered whether he knew the Lovejoys were here; if he did, he would no doubt start to pester them. Best to say nothing, but I hoped for Chloe and Troy’s sakes they kept right out of his way. ‘Now please do excuse me,’ I said sweetly. ‘I was just trying to find my photographer.’


  I glanced at the bored young woman by Lahar’s side. ‘It was lovely to meet you,’ I told her. ‘You two look like you were made for each other.’


  ‘We will discuss the offer later but right now we would love a photograph together,’ Lahar said boldly, putting an arm around his date and drawing her in close to him.


  ‘Of course, Lahar. Once I track down Oliver, I’ll send him straight over,’ I said as I moved hastily away. Oliver was far too much of a snob to willingly take Lahar’s photo, but I would let them work that out between them.


  This had been a really challenging event so far and all I really wanted to do was to fortify myself with a drink because I had gone into meltdown at the thought of seeing Daniel again, but I had to press on. I had not been hired by the paper to simply go to parties and make small talk, as Tim was so fond of reminding me; I had to actually pick up some worthwhile stories. I entered the house and to my delight discovered the dessert room, which was a wonderland of sinfulness. There were displays of petit fours as beautifully decorated as jewels, mountains of chocolate cakes, cheesecakes, Pavlovas and grown-up chocolate crackles laced with rum. A beautiful girl in a pale pink tutu was whipping up wands of fairy floss and the scent of all that sugar was so overpowering, I was sure I’d put on a kilo just by breathing it in. Not many of the guests had discovered this room yet, judging by the pristine display; they were probably too busy drinking. Maybe it wouldn’t hurt if I just ate a couple of petit fours, I thought; suddenly I was starving. But just as I went to pick up a dainty dessert plate, a man grabbed me roughly by the arm.


  Wes Heart was drunk, belligerent and happy to have found a target for his aggression. ‘You’re a nasty bitch, Saveloy,’ he sneered. ‘You think that you can bring me down just because I’m a tall poppy. I know what you’re up to: you’ve been poking around the place, trying to get some no-hoper to admit that I punched him.’


  The air around us had gone still. I hardly dared move. The fairy-floss nymph was staring at us open-mouthed, her tulle faintly trembling.


  ‘Well, your little story designed to get me into trouble has failed. That bloke isn’t saying anything. He isn’t even in town anymore. It so happens that some good buddy of his just gave him an all-expenses-paid trip to Bali. Now I wonder who that could have been, eh?’


  I hoped the question was rhetorical because my mouth was too dry to speak. I was also aware that one wrong word from me might tip him over the edge. He was seething with barely restrained violence.


  ‘Don’t you bullshit me,’ he said, as if I had in fact spoken. ‘I don’t want to hear your pathetic lies and piss-weak excuses.’


  I was pretty sure I hadn’t said anything but I wondered for a moment if I might have unconsciously blurted out something. As Wes Heart’s grip on my arm tightened, my breathing grew shallow. It was the fright or flight syndrome taking over. Surely he wouldn’t actually hurt me—not right here in the middle of a party. But who knew what he was capable of?


  ‘Savannah! I thought that I might find an absolute sweetie like you here among the desserts,’ said a familiar voice.


  Was I hearing things? A wave of relief washed over me. ‘Daniel!’ I cried, suddenly finding the energy to wrench my arm from Wes Heart’s grasp and reach out to embrace my lover in a bear hug. There was an instant recognition of the fresh coconut and lemony fragrance of his skin which I’m pretty sure didn’t come from a bottle of cologne.


  The sudden intrusion had stopped Wes Heart in his tracks and all he had left in the tank now was a few lame snorts. He lumbered towards the door, no doubt to pick a fight with someone else. But he did take one parting shot. ‘Look out for her, mate, she’s a filthy gossip columnist and all she wants to do is to take you down.’


  ‘What?’ Daniel asked, bemused, as I began to laugh; the release of adrenalin was making me feel slightly hysterical. ‘What was that about, Savannah?’ he persisted. ‘Was he bothering you? Should I go after him? He should be made to apologise for speaking to you like that.’


  Actually the last thing that I wanted was to face Wes Heart again. ‘No, it was nothing,’ I assured him. I looked up into his green-blue eyes and felt my insides melt. ‘Let’s just say that you walked back into my life at exactly the right moment. In fact your timing was excellent.’


  Eleven


  There’s a radiant energy that envelops lovers, making them beautiful and immediately more attractive to others. A woman in the throes of new passion will often be asked, sometimes by strangers, whether she’s in love. Some men will sense the pheromones in the air and will flirt outrageously with her, while other women will eye her enviously; they definitely want what she’s having. The other blessing in all this blissfulness is that a woman in love is oblivious to exhaustion. I had probably only had a couple of hours’ sleep during my reunion with Daniel, but I didn’t feel even the least bit fatigued. I was on a high the next day.


  Before we parted in the morning, Daniel mentioned that he had a few projects he was working on that would probably keep him out of town, but he floated the idea of spending the weekend together.


  ‘If I send you a plane ticket from Ayers Rock, would you come and join me for a couple of days?’ he asked.


  ‘Sure,’ I breathed. Somehow I would make it work, if he really was serious about it.


  ‘But you have to understand that everything would be strictly off the record,’ he cautioned, looking so deeply into my eyes that I swear he could see every slightly twisted gossip columnist’s bone in my body. When he gave me his total attention, I would agree to anything. ‘You’d have to promise not to write about anything you see there or anyone you meet. And, er, if anyone asks you about your job, you should probably be a bit vague, okay?’


  ‘Of course.’ I deserved a couple of days of relaxation without thinking of work, I told myself. And besides, if I had my way we’d probably be spending most of our time in bed because, right now, I just wanted to be in close proximity to his body. This must be what was meant by ‘magnetic attraction’.


  I ignored the small voice in my head warning me to hold back, to play it cool, not to rush into this new relationship. I could handle any conflict of interest, I told myself confidently. Daniel had whisked me away from the party as soon as we could extricate ourselves, and we had gone straight back to my place. Dinner was out of the question since neither of us had an appetite for food. After a sizzling session in bed, we lay together and talked. Daniel had been open and honest—well, as far as he could be—about his work.


  He acted in a consulting role on Alex and Jacqueline Evans’ many developments, he explained.


  ‘I didn’t want to say anything before because I have a confidentiality clause in my contract,’ he told me. ‘And even now I can’t elaborate much on what we’re up to. You’ll just have to trust that I am not being intentionally evasive.’


  ‘But why are the Evanses so mysterious?’ I asked, thinking of Tim’s certainty that there was something not quite above board about their business dealings. ‘Is there some kind of issue with adhering to government regulations?’ I’d also detected some chatter about them on the social scene and their apparent need to apply some kind of subterfuge, but it was little more than gossip. Perhaps the gossipers were just jealous of their success. ‘Is it something to do with offshore investment?’ I probed like the financial writer I definitely was not.


  Daniel shook his head and grinned in response as though just hearing me voice my suspicions made his day. I wasn’t quite sure of what his consulting work entailed but, at least as a front man, he was second to none.


  ‘It’s because Alex is worried about other property developers getting the jump on them, Savannah. Since their projects require government approval and, in some cases, investment. It’s in their best interests to keep a low profile.’


  He pointed out that there were huge amounts of money at stake. Daniel was in charge of setting up the recreational facilities in all of their resorts and some of the luxury developments, which were more like gated communities. It meant bringing in the top professionals in every field—from the beach club to the competition-ready golf courses. For someone who loved the outdoors as much as Daniel, this was a dream job.


  I wondered briefly what the Evanses were doing in Ayers Rock, but I didn’t want to ask too many questions, especially if my interest would make him think twice about inviting me to join him.


  ‘Don’t worry,’ I assured him. ‘I’ll be discreet.’ I think I almost remembered how to do that.
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  Unfortunately my relationship with Daniel and his closeness to Tim’s most intriguing couple of the year had placed me in a dilemma. Now as I headed to work, the euphoria of seeing my lover had dimmed a little, and I was able to look at the situation more clearly. While I was not willing to compromise Daniel by trying to get information I could use about his employers, I also needed to do my job—and Tim had explicitly ordered me to find out everything I could about the Evanses. I had promised I would infiltrate their inner circle, and now I had . . . but I wouldn’t be able to use any information I uncovered. Life was a bitch sometimes.


  I decided not to say anything about my new lover for the moment. I would plead ignorance if anyone had noticed us together (‘Oh, that guy? I’m not too sure what he does—I think he’s a pro surfer). It sounded plausible enough.


  I was so preoccupied as I made my way through The Sydney News’ office to my desk that I was initially unaware of the sudden quiet when I passed my colleagues’ desks. Maybe I had become used to being the most controversial person at the paper because of my round.


  ‘Good morning, Erica,’ I sang out as I passed her office, pretending as ever that I was completely unaware of her bizarre loathing for me. Perhaps I reminded her of someone whom she had a set against in the past? It couldn’t be that she simply regarded me as an interloper? Erica had gone to the next level with her outfit today. She was dressed in a body-hugging yellow and black Mondrian-style knitted number, which must have been created by a famous designer otherwise many would have regarded it as a disaster. Erica had set it off with shiny black PVC knee-high boots. She looked like a wasp, I thought, which was pretty apt if you asked me.


  ‘Did you enjoy the party last night?’ I enquired, hanging my vintage Mulberry bag (bought from Portobello market) over the back of my chair. I often thought of that bag as my security blanket because, as musty and slightly bruised as it was, it spoke of more extravagant times. I also liked to watch people look at it surreptitiously and then regard me with new respect.


  Erica had still not responded to my greeting at all. She simply stared at me for a moment and then barged past me, brandishing some official-looking paperwork. On another day, such a major snub might have bothered me, but this morning—still feeling rather love-drunk—I just shrugged my shoulders and smiled almost fondly. Someone is not in a good mood, I thought. She’s probably got the hangover from hell.


  I had planned to spend the morning investigating what Wes Heart had told me last night about dispatching the victim of his attack on an all-expenses-paid trip to Bali. I wanted to track down the poor guy to see whether or not this was correct, or if Heart was simply trying to throw me off the scent.


  I was so engrossed in my task that I hardly bothered to look up when Erica came marching back. She was smirking at me as though she had just been granted an all-expenses-paid trip to Milan.


  ‘Oh, hi again, Erica,’ I said heartily, when she finally caught my eye. This time, wonder of wonders, she didn’t ignore me totally; instead, she gave me a funny sort of grunt. It was certainly not the most attractive noise that had ever escaped from her lips, but it was a start, I guessed. Then I noticed that Janet had been very smartly bringing up the rear. She was wearing one of her signature, puffy-sleeved apricot blouses, which she had teamed with an A-line black skirt, beige court shoes and a pair of outsized gold baubles on her ears, which set off the outfit quite nicely. She was at her officious best, her lips pursed, her eyes intent—a woman on a mission.


  ‘Savannah! Mr Shaw would like to see you in his office immediately,’ she said, throwing Erica a conspiratorial look so intense that it made the baubles on her ears quiver alarmingly.


  Clearly something momentous was about to take place—but what? I hadn’t done anything wrong as far as I knew. Well, except possibly compromise my journalistic integrity by sleeping with a source close to the Evanses. But Tim couldn’t be privy to that yet, could he? Anyway, I never insinuated that I was a nun when I took the job, and it really wasn’t any of the boss’s business whom I slept with. The whole thing just came down to how I handled the pillow talk.


  ‘Follow me now, please,’ said Janet grimly. She was standing at my desk like a flamboyantly dressed detective at a major crime scene. It seemed that I was under news-room arrest, so I got up and followed her across the news floor. I could feel Erica’s eyes boring into my back. Oh dear, this potential walk of shame was beginning to become a habit. I still didn’t understand why Janet could not just pick up the phone and summon me to the boss’s office.


  ‘There you are, Savannah,’ Tim said. As ever, his greeting was warm. ‘Did you enjoy the party last night? Let’s sit down over here.’ He gestured to the two mismatched red couches in his office, which were placed on either side of a wooden coffee table circa 1967. I noticed he was dressed more casually today in a light blue safari shirt, chinos and a sports jacket, but there was a suit hanging up in front of a cupboard next to the banners from various of the paper’s recent front pages, including one of my own stories: BILLIONAIRE’S MISTRESS TELLS ALL. The billionaire’s mistress in question had never spoken to me again because I had promised her that I would take a restrained, sensitive approach to her profile. It wasn’t my fault that the headline writers had then gone mad.


  I arranged myself on one sofa, trying to fold my legs in such a way that the skirt of the suit I’d bought on sale at a high street store did not ride up. It was not an outfit to wear when you were in trouble with the boss because there were too many elements to it that could go wrong. It had a tendency to crease badly and look like an old rag when I stood up but, from a distance, running around the office it had been fine. From now on I was always going to wear something expensive and no-nonsense when I was in the firing line because at least then it was possible to exit looking like a winner and not some desperate sad sack in badly fitting clothes.


  But perhaps I had nothing to worry about. Despite being marched into his office by my arresting officer, Janet, if I had to describe Tim’s mood at present, the word that I might use was ‘chipper’. In fact, he was quite animated. It was puzzling.


  ‘This is much more relaxed, isn’t it?’ Tim said, unfolding his big frame on the couch opposite and rubbing his hands together to suggest that we could now get down to work.


  ‘What a party that was last night,’ he marvelled. ‘Didn’t you think so?’


  ‘Spectacular.’


  He seemed not to have noticed that his assistant was still hovering around the door expectantly until he suddenly looked up and saw her there. ‘That will be all, Janet,’ he said crisply, then added, ‘And, by the way, I didn’t indicate that Savannah had to come and see me straight away. I said that she should drop by at her convenience. Please pay more attention to my instructions next time, okay?’


  Oops.


  Janet just stood there in all of her apricot voile glory with her mouth opening and closing like a goldfish’s. ‘Yes, sir. Sorry, sir,’ she said at last, then skedaddled without even a glance in my direction.


  Tim eased his mighty frame around on his seat again, one leg of his chinos creeping up his shin to reveal the scuffed brown cowboy boots that were his little act of rebellion against the corporate world. Resting on his lap was a folder containing several sheets of printed paper.


  ‘I’m sorry that I didn’t get to spend more time with you at the party last night,’ Tim began regretfully. ‘We lost each other for a while and then I was set upon by just about every man and his dog who had a bone to pick with the newspaper.’


  ‘You think you had problems—I ran straight into Wes Heart in the room set aside for desserts and he seemed committed into turning me into a mound of quivering jelly.’


  Tim put his head back and roared with laughter. I didn’t think it was that funny. ‘Really? What was Wes’s problem?’ he asked when he had recovered himself.


  I gazed at him incredulously. Had he truly forgotten that I had been investigating a story on an assault which, if proven, could see Wes Heart in prison? (It was no wonder he wasn’t exactly delighted to run into me.)


  ‘Uh, you remember that story about him slugging the gatecrasher?’ I reminded him. ‘The one that Dennis Quinn called you about?’


  ‘Oh, yes, of course. But you didn’t write anything in the end, did you?’


  ‘Not yet—but after last night, I’m going to have another shot at getting his victim on the record.’


  ‘Good idea. Give it your best, Savannah. Try to get him to sign a statutory declaration. Of course, it would help our case if he had made a formal complaint to the police.’


  Oh, is that all I have to do? Easy.


  ‘Wes boasted that the bloke is currently on an all-expenses-paid trip to Bali,’ I told him, ‘but there’s a chance he’s bluffing, trying to put me off the scent.’ Recalling the unpleasant expression on Heart’s face and his grip on my arm that was so tight I expected that he would have left finger marks, I added darkly, ‘I just hope it’s nothing more sinister, and that the kid isn’t at the beach in Bali wearing concrete boots.’


  Tim shook his head in disgust. ‘What a mongrel Wes is—but he definitely wouldn’t go that far. What he has to remember is that no one can escape the law forever if they keep using their fists when they’re drunk.’


  Silence fell and I watched him warily, wondering when he was going to get to the point. I was sure he hadn’t summoned me here just to exchange party gossip.


  ‘Did anything else happen, Savannah?’ the editor asked. ‘Sounds like you had a thrilling night out.’


  If only he knew just how thrilling. Was he about to give me a hard time about the fortune teller? I wondered. Or had he heard about me leaving the party with Daniel? Perhaps he had learned that Alex and Jacqueline Evans had turned up and was now wondering why I didn’t have the story for him.


  ‘Did you know that Alex and Jacqueline Evans turned up briefly but then they disappeared off somewhere with Shannon Graham and I couldn’t get to them in time before they left again?’ I confessed.


  ‘That’s okay, Savannah. I couldn’t get to them either,’ Tim assured me. ‘I wonder what they were cooking up with Shannon? An advertising campaign for their shonky properties?’


  ‘Maybe. Well, I hope that Lahar Kapoor didn’t manage to track you down,’ I said, smiling. ‘He’s still angling for an invitation to the Lovejoy wedding and is looking to create a high profile in the paper.’


  ‘Oh, I saw him last night,’ said my editor, rolling his eyes. ‘In that get-up he was hard to miss—but I don’t think he knows who I am, so I was able to avoid him.’


  ‘Lucky you,’ I said with a laugh. Oh no, here it comes.


  Tim had picked up the papers again and was looking at them. He cleared his throat. ‘Now, Savannah, I don’t want you to be upset about this, but it seems you’re the subject of a very unflattering letter that is now doing the rounds of the city. Let’s call it an old-fashioned poison-pen campaign.’


  ‘What?’ A poison-pen campaign? Did people still do that kind of stuff anymore?


  ‘Take a look,’ he said, handing over what seemed to be some sort of a petition. It read:


  We, the undersigned, will never attend a party or event if Savannah Stephens is there as a guest. In the past she has brutally made a mockery of charitable functions, failed to respect the sanctity of our private homes and reported even conversations that were not intended for the public domain.


  I scanned the list of signatures, but most of them were unknown to me. I recognised Queen Bea’s name, which was understandable; no doubt she was still smarting after I had exposed her outrageous behaviour at her own dinner party. But most of the other names were mysteries. Were they made up?


  I put my head in my hands. This was a disaster! Obviously my career as a gossip columnist was over; if I wasn’t welcome at the city’s social events, I could hardly report on them, could I? Perhaps I’d get severance pay, I thought hopefully. Maybe there’d be enough for a ticket back to my old life as a music writer in the UK. But that wasn’t a very cheering prospect. I’d left London to come home and I had no desire to go back. And what about my relationship with Daniel? I had an immediate flashback to the lovemaking of the night before. Why couldn’t we still be in bed together where at least I had felt safe and protected? I had an instant pang of separation anxiety.


  ‘Now, Savannah, I told you not to worry,’ Tim admonished when I finally raised my head to face him. ‘This tacky letter is going to make you famous.’ He chuckled as he brandished the hateful missive. ‘In fact you couldn’t ask for better publicity even if you masterminded it yourself—which, by the way, I know that you didn’t.’


  What?


  ‘Sorry, Tim—I don’t understand.’ I wondered how this letter, which was dripping in vitriol, could actually do me a favour.


  ‘Look, we’re going out guns blazing,’ he said reassuringly. ‘We’re going to be making the most of it. But first, I want you to write a funny, first-person account of how it feels to receive a poison-pen letter like this one. We might even do a front-page splash with it.’


  ‘Really? Um, okay,’ I responded, still not really understanding what Tim was planning or the tone he wanted me to take in my piece. I felt numb with shock.


  Tim slowly unfolded his huge frame from the sofa and I sprang up too; it seemed that our meeting was officially over.


  ‘Seriously, Savannah, don’t stress,’ he said, patting me on the back. ‘This is all going to turn out well, you’ll see. I’m even considering coming up with a completely new name for your column.’ Having walked me to the door, he opened it for me courteously and then stood in front of it before I could escape. ‘Savannah, if you should find the attention overwhelming, please come and see me. My door is always open to you.’


  I glanced across at Janet, who was sitting pertly at her desk typing vigorously and pretending to take no notice of what was being said. However, catching my eye, she gave me a tight little smile as Tim disappeared back inside his den.


  What just happened? I wondered. My world had changed in an instant but not in the way that I had expected. Once again all the news-room chatter had come to an abrupt halt. The reporters who had been standing around in clusters, obviously buzzing over the public campaign against me, now sauntered back to their desks as if they hadn’t been discussing anything of any importance.


  I could feel them furtively glancing at me as I wearily made my way to my desk again.


  This isn’t dead columnist walking, people. Move along; there’s nothing to see here.


  You could almost sense their minds ticking over: was I being brave and covering up my despair at being sacked or had I somehow managed to keep my job against all odds? Sue and Rita, a couple of the more charitable feature writers, had tissue boxes at the ready for possible mopping-up operations, but they relinquished them as I sailed past nonchalantly. Really, I should have been an actress. The Sydney News definitely wasn’t the most nurturing environment in which to work, but at least anyone employed there for a decent length of time developed a tough hide. You only had to look at Erica; her skin was so taut that everything bounced right off it.


  And there she was, standing stock still in her office, watching the scene unfold. Was she hoping to see some tears glistening in my eyes? Or perhaps some sign of rage? Was she even breathing?


  I understood that she had been the one who had brought the petition to Tim’s attention and it was hard to shake the feeling that she might even have had something to do with this shameful screed. Erica had not exactly been a one-woman welcoming committee since I’d started working at the paper and had been positively toxic since my stories started to replace hers at the front of the paper. However, if she did have something to do with it, she clearly hadn’t thought it through properly. Instead of seeing it as grounds for instant dismissal, Tim was relishing the controversy and planning to use it to sell papers and to strengthen my name out there. I almost felt sorry for her, getting her hopes up that she’d seen the last of me only to have that fantasy deflated. I gave her a hearty wave.


  ‘I’m just going to pop down to the cafeteria to get a coffee, Erica,’ I said with a little smile. ‘Would you like me to bring you one as well? You look as though you might need a pick-me-up.’


  Erica studied my face as intently as an out-of-work plastic surgeon. ‘No, I’m fine, thank you.’ She tilted her head to one side. ‘Is everything okay, Savannah?’ she asked, giving a strange impression of someone who might actually care about my well-being. ‘I just saw you in with the editor. I hope he wasn’t too angry? I heard that there was something about a letter that had been sent in?’


  Did she really not know how transparent she was? I decided to ignore this remark.


  ‘Oh, nothing to worry about,’ I said airily. ‘In fact, I think I’ve just talked Tim into giving me a raise. I saw you in there with some paperwork earlier. Are you getting a bonus too?’


  Erica actually reddened in the face. We both knew that she had been in there delivering the hate mail to him to ensure that he read it.


  ‘What? Um, no. We were just looking at the fashion spread,’ she lied.


  ‘Of course.’ I smiled again. ‘Well, if you’re sure about that coffee . . . ?’


  With a bewildered look on her face, she shook her head.
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  I was relieved to find the cafeteria almost empty. When I approached the counter I saw that my favourite server Val was busy with an order of finger sandwiches for a meeting room.


  ‘What’s up, love?’ she asked, turning the sandwich cutter around to slice the bread into neat quarters while keeping the fillings intact. ‘You look a bit peaky.’


  ‘I’ve had the morning from hell, Val. It started out well with this new guy, for whom I seem to have fallen, but that was after the party from hell where a millionaire businessman started to abuse me. And I was just summoned to the boss’s office because I’ve been the victim of a poison-pen letter.’


  ‘Gawd! What did it say?’ she asked, starting to plate up the snacks. ‘Was it something involving your new bloke? An ex-girlfriend, sticking the knife in? When these sorts of things happen, there’s always a pissed off woman involved, mark my words.’


  ‘No, nothing like that,’ I said, eyeing off a wedge of camembert and wondering whether I should ask for it in a brown bread roll. I needed something comforting to eat. ‘The letter was signed by all these socialites—most of whom I’ve never even met. They said they would never go to a party if I was on the guest list because I’m not to be trusted.’


  Val wrinkled her nose. ‘Who’d bother to take the time to do that? You haven’t been that horrible about all those toffs, have you?’


  ‘Not really, Val. I think the letter came from someone I work with who’s trying to get rid of me because I’m cramping her style.’


  ‘Any suspicions?’


  ‘The first person that springs to mind is Erica—you know: the fashion editor who wears too much make-up and looks down on everyone. She’s hated me from the moment I walked in.’


  Val snorted. ‘I know exactly who you mean. She’s as fake as her eyelashes. She’s always down here bitching about people behind their backs. But you’re not in trouble, are you? Not for something like that?’


  ‘No. The boss was actually thrilled about it. He says it’s going to be great publicity for the paper. Honestly, Val, I expected to be shown the door not patted on the back.’


  Val clapped her hands together in glee. ‘And won’t that just piss everyone off, pet. Life has a funny way of dishing out exactly what you need sometimes—and giving others exactly what they deserve. Tell you what, though: I’ll keep my ears open for anyone talking about it down here and let you know what’s being said. Some of them are very careless in front of me. They think that because I’m a sandwich hand, I must somehow be deaf or not have a clue what they are discussing. But we pretty much hear everything in the canteen—sometimes we hear when a reporter is about to be sacked or given a raise before they even do.’


  Val had finished with the finger sandwiches now and had arrayed them so daintily on the plate that I almost felt like ordering a side of chicken and mayonnaise ribbons myself. ‘Now what can I get for you this morning, dear?’ she asked.


  Minutes later I was sitting at a corner table near the window, somewhat restored with a coffee and a camembert roll.


  This morning’s episode had admittedly left me feeling drained. I knew that the letter was essentially a fake, yet I still couldn’t help but wonder if I deserved it. It didn’t take much to make me feel guilty and insecure; it was pretty much my fallback position. Was I really such an awful person that people didn’t want to be in the same room as me? But anyone who received unfavourable attention in my column usually warranted it—Wes Heart sprang to mind.


  The sound of some of my colleagues’ voices as they started to gather for lunch snapped me out of my reverie. I straightened up, dusted the crumbs from my skirt and headed for the door. Looking across at the counter I waved goodbye to Val and mouthed, ‘Thank you.’ She responded with a wink and a smile.


  I was determined not to let Erica see that this morning’s events had caused me a moment’s anxiety, so as I walked past Erica’s office I hummed a Wham! song that had been all over the radio. ‘Wake Me Up Before You Go Go’—wonder if Daniel was now forgetting about ‘going solo?’ I could only hope. Erica was muttering to someone urgently on the phone, but judging by the baleful glance she shot my way I was sure she’d had confirmation: the poison-pen letter had been a major flop.


  I returned to my desk, still smiling beatifically to convey just how darn happy and relaxed I was, to find the phone ringing and the message light winking frantically at me.


  Daniel? I snatched up the receiver.


  ‘Is that Savannah?’ said a young voice on the other end of the line, tentative, embarrassed. ‘It’s Amy Berger calling from Daybreak. We’ve heard that you’re the victim of a poison-pen campaign and we’d like to come and interview you. Um, are you aware of it?’ she continued bravely.


  Well, duh!


  ‘Yes, of course,’ I replied, as if it was the most natural thing in the world to be the target of a hate campaign. ‘When do you want to come in?’


  ‘How does an hour sound?’


  I hung up, and listened to my phone messages. The first was from Daniel, sounding worried, and asking me to call him. When I dialled his number, the phone was answered immediately, as if he’d been standing next to it.


  ‘Savannah, are you okay?’ he demanded. ‘What the hell is going on? There’s this horrible letter being circulated all over town.’


  ‘I know,’ I said wryly. ‘My boss showed it to me.’


  ‘Do you know who’s behind it?’


  ‘I’ve got my suspicions,’ I responded, glancing across at Erica, who was doing little to disguise the fact that she was intently listening in. ‘How did you find out about it? Bad news certainly travels fast around here.’


  ‘Jacqueline Evans received one and she showed it to me at our meeting this morning.’ There was an icy edge to his voice that I had never heard before. ‘The minute you find out who did this, you let me know: I’ll be wanting a word with that person.’


  ‘Okay,’ I said.


  His tone grew warm. ‘Did you make it to work on time? I feel bad that I couldn’t drive you but I had to be in Vaucluse for an early morning meeting.’


  ‘I did it with ten minutes to spare,’ I said proudly. ‘Are you feeling good, Daniel? Because I’m absolutely fabulous at the moment! Last night was very special to me.’ Great, what had happened to playing it cool? But I did enjoy having Daniel in my corner. I felt almost ecstatic to know that he really cared.


  ‘Yes, Savannah, it was good for me too,’ he teased. ‘And I’ll tell you what: I’m flying out of town this afternoon but I’m serious about sending you a ticket to join me on the weekend. It’ll probably do you good to get away. So what do you say: will you come to Ayers Rock?’


  ‘I’d love to, Daniel,’ I replied. My face was actually starting to hurt because of all the beaming I was doing—and it wasn’t just for Erica’s benefit—but my emotions had moved up a notch. I was euphoric.
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  The next few days were a blur of television and radio interviews. There had been moments of levity, especially when I had appeared on Tonight, a current affairs program. The interview had been filmed in the office and included footage of Erica secretly making a face behind my back as though she had just swallowed a great big slice of lemon. She had expected that she was out of camera range but instead of that, the lens man had noticed her and actually zoomed in on her face. Hilarious!


  Of course, the next day, she tried hard to laugh it off with everyone and bluff her way through it with me. ‘Did you see me in the background of your interview, Savannah?’ she asked, forced to acknowledge my existence for a change. ‘I’d just kicked my foot on the metal leg of the desk. It really hurt a lot—that’s why I was grimacing like that. But it did look amusing on air, didn’t it? You must have thought that I was pulling faces at you.’


  I let a couple of seconds pass, taking her measure before I responded, glancing at her feet, which were now clad in fashionable black leather ankle boots. ‘Oh you poor thing,’ I lamented without a trace of irony. ‘Are you all right now? There’s nothing worse than having a bruised foot.’ (Except perhaps for carrying around a severely damaged ego.) ‘But, don’t worry, I didn’t even see you on the screen,’ I lied. ‘I can hardly watch myself on television. It makes me cringe.’ Unfortunately for her, she had definitely pulled focus from me. The TV network had been deluged by people wanting a copy of the tape, so they could show their friends.


  ‘Oh, I’m exactly the same,’ Erica agreed, no doubt relieved that I had not confronted her. ‘My goodness, look at the time. I’m running late for a job.’


  And with that Erica Hopewell left the building—a little black and white houndstooth cloud with those cute ankle boots. She looked as though she was going off to audition for 101 Dalmatians.


  I headed to the cafeteria for a coffee and a chat with Val. I was interested to find out if she’d heard any chatter about the letter’s author.


  ‘Oh, I saw you on TV, love,’ she said as soon as I walked in. ‘You looked really good. Did someone at the station do your make-up?’


  I laughed. Was it that obvious that I wasn’t all that talented at putting it on myself?


  ‘Thanks, Val. Don’t suppose anyone has said much down here about the letter?’


  ‘Definitely the one who seems to be the most put out about it is your up-herself mate with the cold fish eyes, the fashion editor,’ said Val, as she cranked up the coffee machine again.


  ‘Erica? She’s not exactly my bosom buddy.’


  ‘You’re not wrong there. In fact, I heard her tell one of her pals that she was going to call up a couple of TV stations and complain about how boring it was to keep running stories about you. She thinks it’s time they showed something on fashion.’


  ‘Really? What a desperado.’ That was so Erica: not quite savvy enough to cover her tracks. It would have been much cooler of her just to have ignored the whole thing.


  When I returned to my desk I found that someone had left one of the Sunday lift-out magazines there, opened to the page with an unflattering profile of me. I was not surprised by the negative slant of the piece, because the journalist had made it clear from the start that she thought gossip columnists were beneath her. I glanced at the photo, which wasn’t too bad, and at a couple of the sentences that had been highlighted in the layout.


  ‘As a gossip columnist, Savannah trades on the misery of others’, caught my eye. I accidentally-on-purpose spilled my coffee on the magazine, then chucked it in the bin. Well, it was just what people said when they had been unfavourably mentioned in my column—news one day, a fish and chip wrapper the next. I could hardly take the moral high ground about being trashed in the press.


  At least the negative profile didn’t seem to have made much of an impact. The phone kept ringing with producers wishing to have me on everything from television panel shows to talkback radio to discuss the poison-pen letter. I could kind of see Erica’s point; you’d think that they’d all be bored with the subject by now. I was becoming quite tired of myself. But in a town as indiscreet as Sydney, the notion of a gossip columnist becoming the victim of a spicy hate campaign was just too delicious to resist.


  In fact it had become such a media storm that complete strangers had started coming up to me at the local shops, wanting an update. I was everywhere. The Sydney News had responded quickly, rushing an ad into print which was now plastered on the sides of buses. Alongside a big picture of my face were the words Savannah Stephens—The columnist who won’t be stopped. Overnight I had become one of the most well-known commentators in Sydney, and far from drying up, invitations to parties and events had been pouring in. I was even invited out to speak at a couple of corporate functions. And the question most often asked of me was whether I knew who was behind the campaign. I did, of course, but nothing could induce me to reveal it; I was biding my time, waiting for my moment . . .


  Something else surprising had happened as details of the note began to circulate widely. Within hours of the letter hitting desks and mailboxes all over town, the phone began ringing off the hook with the people who had supposedly signed it.


  ‘I had no idea that I was even on the list until some journalist rang me to ask about it,’ Lady Philippa Conroy had said indignantly. ‘I don’t believe that we have even met. And I must say, I have absolutely no issue with anything that you have written.’


  ‘Thank you, Lady Conroy,’ I replied sweetly. ‘I look forward to making your acquaintance sometime in the future.’


  Did I love having so many establishment names call me up for a change instead of me having to try and pester them? Of course, I was lapping it up but I was under no illusion that I could rely on my new buddies in the future. This town was so fickle that a restaurant could open its doors and be hot one minute and all but deserted the next. In fact, Sydney’s socialites wore their shallowness and fickleness as a badge of honour.


  Gertie Lovejoy had not appeared on the list of signatories, but she rang up anyway to offer her support. ‘Oh my god, Savannah, what have you done? There’s someone out there who really doesn’t like you,’ she chuckled. ‘Tell you what, let’s have lunch and get to the bottom of it and I can tell you how we’re progressing with the wedding plans. How about Bon Appetit in Double Bay at one o’clock?’


  It took me all of a hot minute to make up my mind about that. ‘Great, I’ll be there,’ I said.
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  Bon Appetit garden restaurant in Double Bay, with its old-fashioned menu and its ivy-covered terrace, was the setting for as much social naughtiness as the Taj. Young stockmarket traders double-parked outside in their flashy cars and kept an eye on them from the bar overlooking the street. But the real action was always taking place in the garden courtyard at the back where certain socialites would get so giddy from table hopping that they’d often kick off their shoes and run around barefoot.


  Gertie Lovejoy and her friends always took the big round table at the end in the centre of the courtyard and, in no time at all, Bon Appetit would be filled with the sound of their raucous laughter.


  But today’s lunch was much more intimate. When I arrived Gertie was already waiting for me at one of the booths on the side with the champagne poured and an array of bread sticks, olives and cheesy bites in front of her.


  ‘Something to munch on while we decide what we’re eating,’ she explained, handing me a glass and clinking it with her own. ‘Let’s drink to the author of your poison-pen letter,’ she cried. ‘He or she has made you famous.’


  ‘To whoever wrote it,’ I joined in merrily, while admiring her outfit. Gertie was in a midi-length Missoni dress with a huge diamond G on a thick gold chain around her neck. She was also wearing a pair of Manolo Blahnik heels so high that she would surely be at risk of falling down whenever she decided to stand up—although knowing of her aptitude for lunching long and hard, that wouldn’t be any time soon.


  ‘So tell me, Savannah,’ Gertie said, after we had polished off the first glass of the bubbles and almost demolished the array of nibbles. Her voice had turned suddenly serious. ‘How well do you know Daniel Acton?’


  Twelve


  After the week I’d had, if the Joker had offered me an all-expenses-paid week in some subterranean resort in Gotham City, I would have snapped it up just for the opportunity of getting out of town. Fortunately, Daniel had got in first: we were going to have two blissful days at Ayers Rock and I couldn’t wait.


  Of course, Gertie Lovejoy’s warning that all might not be exactly as it seemed when it came to my lover had unnerved me a little bit. It was what I had been thinking anyway, a niggling thought that I tried to push away: This is too good to be true. Daniel was everything that I wanted in a man—witty, urbane and not locked into a boring nine-to-five job that I couldn’t accommodate. He was also so charismatic that I couldn’t believe he would pick someone like me. So when the return airline ticket had turned up just as he said it would, I felt positively elated.


  ‘I’ll meet your flight at Ayers Rock airport,’ he said. ‘And we’re booked into the Desert Oasis, a brand-new resort—in fact some of it is still under construction, but I’m sure you’re going to love it.’


  I didn’t care where we stayed; all I wanted was to be close to him and to breathe in his intoxicating scent. ‘It sounds fantastic, Daniel. I wish I was there now and didn’t have to deal with the possibility of any more dramas on The Sydney News.’


  ‘Hang in there at work,’ he counselled me over the phone. ‘Remember that just by showing up each day and doing your best, you’re probably aggravating your detractors more than if you confronted them head on.’


  ‘That’s great advice—thanks.’ And, actually, he was probably right; the more I concentrated on my work at the office, the more powerful I felt. There was no upside in acting the part of a victim.


  It was only when I was finally on the plane on my way to Ayers Rock with my suitcase full of mangled holiday clothes (there had only been time to pack at the last minute) that I started to question the sanity of what I was doing. I was flying to the centre of Australia to meet a man I hardly knew, and was now beholden to him because he had paid for my flights and accommodation. At least I had enough cash with me to fly home if I had to, although admittedly it was next month’s rent money.


  ‘You must be nuts going away with him like that,’ said my girlfriend Rachael, the eccentric owner of Frenchy’s Cafe in Paddington. From her vantage point, working the floor at her trendy eatery, Rachael was able to observe Sydney’s fashionable set at their very worst—jockeying for the best tables, drinking copious quantities of wine and then becoming a bit silly and sadly trooping in the next day feeling sorry for themselves with monumental hangovers. It wasn’t pretty. As a result she was naturally suspicious, especially where a certain type of man was concerned; specifically, the ones who hung around Sydney’s Eastern Suburbs. With her blonde, pixie haircut and her trademark hot pink overalls, Rachael gave them short shrift.


  ‘How do you know he’s not an axe murderer?’ she’d demanded. ‘Or a serial killer?’


  ‘Because if he wanted to murder me, he wouldn’t have to fly me out of town to do it. He could have just killed me at home,’ I argued, aware of how bizarre it was to have an argument about my own possible demise.


  ‘Okay, but call me if you get into trouble,’ she insisted. ‘In fact, call me even if you don’t get into a tight spot, just so that I know that you’re safe.’


  ‘Who are you, my mother?’ I grumbled. ‘She’s not the least bit concerned that I’m having a weekend away. She thinks I need it.’


  ‘Yeah, right. If you wanted to get out of town so badly for a few days, we could have just had a weekend in the Blue Mountains.’


  She had no idea that this wasn’t nearly as alluring as Daniel who was fast becoming one of the most attractive men in town, as far as I was concerned. I was almost breathless in anticipation of spending time with him.


  There had been no point in arguing with her any further—I was going and that was that—but now, in the air, I was having second thoughts. As the plane levelled out and there was nothing but clouds beneath us, I tried to take my mind off the butterflies in my tummy by reading a book, but it was impossible to concentrate. The airline magazine yielded even less to hold my interest, and it was too early in the day to have a drink—although I was certainly tempted.


  A group of men, unshaven, in tattered jeans and battered caps—most likely construction workers returning to a major project—were already ripping into cans of XXXX beer. They looked like they had been up all night and smelled like they had as well, exuding a heady mixture of beer, sweat and last night’s garlic-laden kebabs.


  I sat back in my seat, closed my eyes and tried to think positive thoughts, but instead I found myself replaying what Gertie Lovejoy had told me over lunch in Double Bay. One of her daughter Chloe’s friends, Rebecca, had dated Daniel. The relationship had been serious apparently—there had been an understanding that an engagement would be forthcoming but one day he had simply disappeared. No call, no note, no explanation, nothing. When he finally emerged six months later, he did not attempt to contact her and apparently had little desire to see her again. She was crushed.


  ‘I tell you, Savannah, it was the most mysterious thing,’ Gertie said.


  ‘There must have been some sort of argument,’ I suggested.


  ‘But there wasn’t. Rebecca thought they were fine, but then suddenly he was gone. To this day she has no idea what went wrong.’


  I didn’t want to say anything but plenty of relationships end that way with one party clueless about what may have triggered the other to leave. Sometimes they are just never the wiser.


  ‘How did you know that I was seeing him?’ I asked. I thought we had been discreet.


  ‘Oh, people talk, Savannah. You of all people should know that,’ Gertie replied. ‘But you’re a nice girl and I don’t want you to get hurt. Date Daniel if you must—he’s good-looking, I’ll give you that—but you should definitely keep your options open. Maybe you’ll meet someone at the wedding? There will certainly be lots of gorgeous young men there,’ she said, winking at me.


  Despite the feeling of emptiness that was settling over me, I tried to laugh off her warning. ‘Don’t worry about me,’ I said with a smile. ‘I don’t have time for a man; it’s hard enough just trying to keep up with the demands of my job. Daniel and I are just friends. There’s nothing else going on.’ Maybe it wasn’t far from the truth. This relationship that I had concocted in my head was probably nothing more than a fling but, in my mind, we were soul mates and would be together forever—at least that’s what I thought when I was feeling positive.


  Gertie had just raised an eyebrow. ‘I hope that’s true,’ she said. ‘For your sake.’


  With those unsettling words echoing in my head, I drifted off to sleep, only to wake up as the plane was descending in the Red Centre.


  The pilot came over the loudspeaker. ‘In five minutes we will be starting our descent into Connellan Airport at Ayers Rock, where the temperature is a very pleasant twenty-three degrees but climbing up to the forties later this afternoon. Those of you on the left-hand side of the plane will soon be able to see Ayers Rock itself.’


  I glanced out of the window and sure enough, there it was: a mysterious red mountain rising out of the earth.


  Something told me that this weekend was going to be unforgettable and, despite my misgivings, I started to feel excited again. Rummaging around in my make-up bag, I hastily applied some lipstick and then spritzed myself with perfume before surveying myself in the tiny compact mirror. I wasn’t exactly looking sharp, but at least there wasn’t anything radically wrong with my face like a sudden breakout of stress pimples. If I fluffed my hair a little bit more, and didn’t look too hard in the mirror, I could almost seem glamorous. Well, that was the look that I was going for anyway. I was a comic book heroine.


  We landed with a thud and taxied to the terminal. I had planned to act all cool and laid-back, waiting until the plane had emptied out a little before making my way to the exit in a leisurely fashion. Instead I pushed my way down the aisle like a wild thing because I really could not wait to see Daniel’s face again.


  I hadn’t really anticipated that he would be waiting on the tarmac at the bottom of the stairs as the passengers made their way into the terminal building, but I did expect him to be front and centre at the arrivals gate—which was where he’d said that he would meet me. Still, the captain had said that we were arriving ten minutes before our scheduled time, I reminded myself. Perhaps Daniel was just running late, and he would be waiting for me out at the baggage carousel, but there was no sign of him. I waited for my luggage, trying to stay calm and unconcerned as I scanned the deeply tanned, casually dressed crowd. Still no Daniel.


  It was only after I had grabbed my battered suitcase from the carousel and was wheeling it forlornly towards the door that I noticed a man in a driver’s uniform with a handwritten sign bearing my name. What the . . . ?


  ‘I’m Savannah Stephens,’ I told him.


  The chauffeur looked me up and down carefully for a second or two. Clearly I was not what he had been expecting. ‘Ah, yes, Miss Stephens. Mr Acton sends his apologies; he has been caught up in a meeting, so I will be taking you to the Desert Oasis this morning. Mr Acton said that you should check in and he will call you once the meeting has finished.’


  ‘Oh, okay, fine,’ I said, trying to disguise my disappointment.
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  My slight sense of panic—was Daniel going to disappear on me like he had on Rebecca?—was allayed somewhat when we arrived at the brand new, gleaming resort with its tented ceilings made from what looked like sail cloth and carefully cultivated gardens, which were visible through the glass doors at the rear of the area. The staff at reception were expecting me, and I was shown straight to our room.


  I followed Jed—a young porter who was wearing a cheesy uniform of short-sleeved shirt with an Indigenous print and khaki cargo pants—out into the gardens and past the large swimming pool and spa. Several villas were dotted around the pool area, which was crowded with guests, including a large group of Asian tourists with daggy sun hats with veils and corks to keep the flies away. Oh great, I was really going to fit in here.


  None of the luxe trappings of Alex and Jacqueline Evans were evident—I’d heard their style ran more to large expanses of marble and Mediterranean furnishings. I wondered where the fascinating couple were and where the meeting was taking place.


  Finally, we arrived at the most remote of the villas, situated at the edge of the hotel’s boundary with the desert. It was a little eerie, especially when I looked down at the red earth to see a strange-looking reptile. I let out a small scream.


  ‘Is everything okay?’ Jed asked with a smirk. He looked to be no older than twenty, with sandy hair and flashy white teeth. The young porter was clearly used to people freaking out about the native animals. ‘Oh, don’t worry about them,’ he said, kicking the red earth in the direction of the weird-looking lizard which was now scurrying away. ‘They can’t harm you and they’re really good at killing the flies and the other bugs around here. You’ll see a lot of them as you make your way through the different areas of the resort.


  ‘Really?’ I didn’t like wildlife at the best of times.


  At least the room was a pleasant surprise, more like a suite with a proper sitting area. Resting on the coffee table there was an ice bucket with champagne and a cheese platter studded with dried fruits. And, most importantly, there was a note addressed to me. My heart flipped when I saw the familiar handwriting.


  ‘Is this the first time you’ve stayed with us?’ Jed enquired.


  ‘Yes, it is.’


  ‘So I’ll just demonstrate the many features of the suite,’ he began.


  ‘No, that’s fine. I’m a little tired now, but if I need help with anything, I’ll call. Thank you.’ All I really wanted to do was to rip open Daniel’s note. I walked Jed to the door and handed him a five-dollar tip. It was the smallest note that I had in my wallet.


  ‘Thank you, ma’am,’ the porter said, clearly pleased at my largesse. ‘Would you like me to open the champagne for you before I go?’


  ‘No, that’s fine. Thank you.’ One of the benefits of my new job was that I had become a crack hand at popping corks since so many bottles of bubbles came my way.


  The moment the door closed behind him, I opened Daniel’s note:


  Dear Savannah,


  Welcome to Ayers Rock. So, so sorry I couldn’t be there to meet you but I was called into a conference early this morning. Help yourself to the food and drink and feel free to explore the resort. I’ll be back in time for dinner.


  Love,


  Daniel


  In time for dinner? So much for our blissful Saturday together.


  What to do? I sat down heavily on the sofa. I hadn’t contemplated having time to myself this weekend. It would probably too hot to go out to the rock, so maybe I should just sit by the pool and relax? I stared at the cheese platter. Maybe I was hungry? I popped open the bottle of champagne and started to methodically work my way through the different cheeses in front of me. It was comfort food and in my vulnerable state I felt soothed by each mouthful while the bubbles took the edge off my anxiety.


  Welcome to Ayers Rock, Savannah, I told myself, raising my glass. Looks like being a more intimate weekend than the one you’d planned. At least I was starting to see the funny side of it.


  It was time to check out the room and unpack. The first thing I noticed was there were no signs that Daniel had ever been here. There were no clothes in the wardrobe, no toiletries in the bathroom and nothing personal beside the bed. He must have been staying somewhere else since he’d arrived at Ayers Rock. It was a little unsettling but I told myself not to worry.


  I quickly changed and headed back out to the pool area in my high-wedged sandals, which put a decent distance between my foot and the ground. Nevertheless I studied the earth as I went along in case I stepped on something horrific. This is an adventure, I told myself, think of all the great material you are going to have the next time you have a night out with the girls, who would no doubt think I was a total lunatic to be here in the first place. Claiming a lounge as close to the pool as possible, I spread out my towel and tried to tune out the squeals of the children playing nearby.


  ‘Excuse me, Miss Stephens?’


  I must have dozed off for a few minutes (that would be the champagne) because I sat up with a start at the sound of Jed’s voice. Was he my personal butler or something? He was standing in front of me, his uniform more garish than ever in the bright sunshine.


  ‘I have an urgent message for you.’ He handed over a sealed envelope and then lingered, no doubt hoping for another generous tip, but this time he was out of luck.


  ‘Thanks so much,’ I said, turning away from him and sliding my finger under the sealed flap of the envelope.


  Please call me. I’m worried about you. It was signed Rachael, and she had even included her phone number, just in case I had forgotten. Rachael and I had been friends since our first year of high school, when we’d discovered a shared love of music and English, and a mutual loathing for maths. We weren’t part of the cool group or really any group at all—we were content just to hang out in the off-limits area together and talk about our favourite books and bands. We’d written hundreds of letters after I moved to London, and when I returned to Sydney we took up where we had left off.


  I realised I’d forgotten to call her as soon as I’d arrived, as I’d promised I would, so I returned to my room. (I probably needed a respite from the sun anyway.) She answered the phone on the second ring.


  ‘Savannah? What’s happening?’


  ‘Nothing much,’ I responded. ‘And I’m not really exaggerating when I say that.’


  ‘What do you mean?’ There was a note of dread in her voice.


  ‘Daniel had a driver pick me up and I am settled into a lovely suite at this brand-new resort, but I haven’t seen him yet. Apparently, he was called into some kind of top level meeting he couldn’t get out of.’ It actually made me feel better to share this information with someone else (even if I had embellished it a little bit to make it seem more official) and I welcomed her indignant outburst.


  ‘What?! You haven’t even seen him yet? What did I tell you? There is something not right about this.’


  ‘No, it’s fine,’ I said, not very convincingly. ‘I’m having an adventure,’ I said limply.


  ‘Doesn’t sound like it. Take care of yourself and ring me back when he does turn up, okay?’


  ‘Sure.’


  ‘Well, I’d better go. You know what Saturday’s like; we’re rushed off our feet.’


  For a moment I wished that I were sitting at a table at Frenchy’s, nibbling at a salad and contemplating a day of shopping and browsing around Paddington. Instead, I was stuck in the outback waiting for a man whose track record with women was looking dodgier by the minute. It was a good thing that Daniel and I had such a strong connection otherwise I would have really started to panic.


  Overcome by loneliness and anxiety—what had I been thinking coming all the way here for the weekend?—I retrieved the champagne from the ice bucket and poured some into the glass that had been set out for Daniel. Then I polished off the rest of the cheese platter.


  Changing into a pair of shorts, a T-shirt and runners, with a cap anchoring my ponytail, I headed back outside. Since I was here, I might as well do a little bit of sightseeing.


  The reception area was mostly deserted when I walked in to ask about tours to Ayers Rock and the Olgas.


  ‘We have a sunset tour departing late afternoon,’ the man at the concierge desk informed me. ‘Would you like me to book you into one? There are three to choose from, including a picnic dinner in the desert.’


  ‘No, not right now,’ I replied after some hesitation. ‘I’ll just have to see what my friend is up to. By the way, would you happen to know if there are guests by the name of Alex and Jacqueline Evans who are checked in here?’ Wherever the Evanses were staying, Daniel would probably be there as well, I reasoned.


  ‘The names aren’t familiar,’ the concierge responded, ‘but we do have a lot of guests at the moment. In fact, we’re nearly at capacity. Would you like to try to leave a message for them?’


  ‘No, that’s fine. Thank you.’


  ‘Let me know if I can help you further, and don’t leave it till the last minute if you want to join a sunset tour; the places fill up fast,’ he advised kindly. ‘In the meantime, if you’re keen to see some of the area, why not take a ride on the complimentary shuttle bus that connects all the accommodation at Ayers Rock? It also stops at the shops.’


  That sounded like a reasonable idea. Thanking him, I went outside and stood in front of the hotel to await the promised shuttle.


  [image: images/img-212-1.jpg]


  But what about the flies? Sensing a new playground—my face—they began to attack me so ferociously that I started to think that maybe one of those netted hats with a cork or two wasn’t such a bad idea. Perhaps I could use it afterwards for a new photo by-line in the paper as the perfect piece of head gear for tackling the social scene.


  It was around four o’clock when I finally trudged back to the room, almost cursing its distance from the reception because of the heat and the flies. I was half expecting to see


  Daniel sprawled out on the bed waiting for me when I walked in, but unfortunately the room was exactly how I had left it.


  I threw myself into the shower, watching with some fascination as the red dust washed off me and down the drain. It felt like I had been on Mars.


  Afterwards, remarkably clean and fresh now, I lay down on the couch and drank some more champagne, this time pairing it with the KitKat I’d bought from the tiny shopping centre I had discovered on the bus ride. I browsed through the copy of the Women’s Weekly I’d also purchased along with a couple of crappy souvenirs—an Ayers Rock snow dome and an Indigenous print tea towel as a reminder of this trip. So far I was having a great, romantic getaway with myself—was this some sort of joke? A message from the universe? If it was I wasn’t exactly in receiving mode. I must have dozed off, because I awoke to the sound of the phone. Glancing at my watch, I saw that it was 6.30 pm.


  ‘Savannah?’


  ‘Daniel?’


  ‘It’s so good to hear your voice. Are you okay? I’m so sorry that I haven’t been there to spend some time with you.’


  A terrible fear gripped my guts. Maybe he wasn’t even in Ayers Rock! That would explain why there were none of his clothes in the closet. ‘Where are you?’ I said, my voice sounding almost half strangled with the panic that was rising up in me.


  ‘Look, I’m really sorry, Savannah, but a crisis has come up and we’re all trying to work out how to deal with it. We’ve been going hard all day and we’ve still not resolved anything. I won’t be able to get there in time for dinner, but I will be back some time tonight.’


  ‘What?’ I was staring hard at a hideous glass vase on the cabinet, trying to trace the swirling coloured patterns to stop myself from bursting into tears.


  Daniel hesitated, his voice a little more gentle now. ‘I know, I dragged you all the way up here, but if you only knew what was going on you would understand how serious it is. I really have no choice.’


  ‘Okay.’


  I thought about Chloe Lovejoy’s girlfriend and how Daniel had just walked out of her life one day when she had thought the only mystery surrounding him would be what kind of engagement ring he would choose. At least they seemed to have had a solid relationship. He was doing the disappearing act on me after just a couple of lost nights together, leaving me high and dry during a supposedly dirty weekend. It just didn’t make any sense. I suppressed a sniffle, draining that bottle of bubbles had made me slightly maudlin. Perhaps I was just being selfish now when he was clearly dealing with a catastrophe? I should be more caring—well, I never said that I was Mother Teresa.


  ‘Savannah?’


  ‘Yes, Daniel.’ It was still hard to hide the fact that I was severely pissed with him. I had so much going on, with people attacking me all over town—the last thing I needed was to be let down by someone who I’d thought really cared. And, yes, I knew how pathetic that sounded, but Daniel was supposed to be in my corner and not aiming the blows.


  ‘Why don’t you order yourself something nice from room service, charge it to the room, and I’ll be there later on tonight.’


  There were a lot of things that I wanted to say, and a lot I wanted to ask him, but in the end I just told him not to worry, that I was fine, and then I put down the phone. But I was damned if I was going to stay cooped up in this room all night like a hired entertainer; I’d spent far too much time in it already.


  Changing into one of the dresses I had planned to wear for Daniel for our romantic night out, I did some running repairs to my face, grabbed my bag and headed out towards the main hotel building. Taking a sunset tour was out of the question because I had now missed the departure time, but at least the hotel restaurant, the Billabong, was open. Even so, I was not quite ready for what confronted me when I walked through the door.


  As the noted author and wit Dorothy Parker once put it, what fresh hell was this? The Billabong was wrong on so many levels, starting with the piped Indigenous music and the themed decor, which was supposed to look like a bush camp in the outback. The seats had hessian covers resembling swags, there was a fake campfire in the middle of the room and papier-mâché kangaroos were planted around the edges. Surveying the scene, for a moment I thought about heading back to the hated room again and trying to find something on television. If I hadn’t felt so depressed about my lost weekend, I might have found the Billabong amusing, something to write up in a column setting out why themed restaurants were a bad idea.


  ‘Do you have a reservation?’ asked the cheerful young blonde girl at the desk. She was dressed in the hideous hotel uniform with the addition of an Akubra planted on her head. Her name-tag read Heidi.


  ‘No, sorry, Heidi, I haven’t. I just came in here on the spur of the moment,’ I apologised. ‘But I am staying at the hotel and I won’t be long—I’m just after a quick meal.’


  ‘That’s okay,’ she said with a smile. ‘We can always fit in our guests. How many of you are there?’


  ‘Actually, there’s just me.’


  She looked at me for a minute as if to say, You’re eating by yourself on a Saturday night in a resort? What kind of loser are you, anyway? But she recovered herself quickly. ‘No problem. Come this way.’


  Seated at a table on the edge of the room, I looked around. It was so early that it was family feeding time, and I thought I recognised some of the groups who had been around the pool earlier on. Piles of half-eaten chips, bread and strands of spaghetti had collected on the floor around these tables, marking out their territory. It was an ad for contraception right there.


  ‘Can I bring you a drink, miss, while you wait for your friend?’


  A young waiter was standing in front of me eagerly awaiting my order. I felt like telling him that if we waited for my friend to show up I would probably die of thirst and actually that was a very sore point. I really didn’t need any more alcohol, having single-handedly dispatched the bottle of champagne in the room, but I had to get through this ordeal somehow. Perhaps just a glass . . .


  ‘Sure, a glass of house champagne would be nice.’


  ‘Great, I’ll just get it for you.’


  I looked at the menu, which was themed as well. It was hard to choose which dish was the least appetising: Bogong Damper with Wattle Seed, Witchetty Grub Pasta or Kangaroo Pâté. Ugh! The most normal-looking dish was Grilled Barramundi, so that’s what I ordered.


  Two glasses of champagne later, I had not only demolished the fish but also an entire bread basket, a salad and a slice of chocolate tart. The waiter, who probably felt sorry for me, brought out a complimentary glass of champagne to have with a handful of chocolate mints. If Daniel ever showed up it wouldn’t be attractive as I probably smelt like a wine bar. I was going to have to ingest an entire bottle of Listerine when I returned to my accommodation.


  As I stared at the dumb fake campfire with its flames flickering in the centre of the restaurant, I made up my mind that if Daniel did not make it to the room tonight, I was going to book myself on the first flight out of here tomorrow. Granted, it was a huge waste of a trip to the spectacular Red Centre, but visiting Ayers Rock no longer appealed to me—not by myself. It was like visiting the Taj Mahal solo.


  Having made this decision, I felt quite empowered. Sometime in the future, I would probably be able to turn this experience into a funny story to amuse my friends at dinner parties when the subject turned to being stood up by men. We would all laugh, which would take the misery and the sting out of the experience.


  But that was sometime in the future, and I returned to my room as miserable as when I’d left it. As I passed the other guests kicking back in their villas—talking, playing music, swaying around with glasses of wine in their hands and chatting excitedly about the great day they’d just had, I felt even more like an outsider. What the hell was I doing here? My room was in darkness, but at least the message light was flashing on the phone. I expected to hear another update from Daniel on his further delayed ETA, but it was just Rachael again, wanting to know exactly what was going on. Would I please call her immediately.


  ‘Phone me before you go to bed,’ she insisted. ‘I’ll be up late anyway.’


  I just didn’t have the energy to listen to her say ‘I told you so’, so I just ripped off my clothes, climbed into bed and was soon out cold. I didn’t hear the door open and was only dimly aware that someone had entered the room and was standing by the bed, staring down at me. I should have jumped up and screamed, but through my champagne haze it was a struggle even to get my eyes open.


  ‘Savannah?’


  Daniel had finally shown up and was now sliding into the bed next to me, but I had no words for him. I allowed him to wrap his arms around me and to spoon me with his body but I was too out of it to respond.


  It was some time in the early hours of the morning when I finally came to with a parched throat and a seriously throbbing head. I disentangled myself from Daniel’s embrace and dragged myself to the bathroom to find some Panadol in my toiletries bag. Looking at my face in the mirror gave me a fright. My eye make-up was smudged (I hadn’t bothered to take it off) and there was an indentation on my face from the pillow. I washed my face, cleaned my teeth and gargled almost the entire bottle of mouthwash, then doused myself in cologne. I still looked a bit of a wreck but I was passable considering it wasn’t even really morning yet.


  Daniel stirred when I climbed back into the bed, holding myself slightly rigid on my side of it. I hadn’t forgiven him for getting me all the way up here and only showing up in the middle of the night.


  ‘Savannah, I’m so sorry.’ Daniel woke briefly and reached out for me again, almost crushing one of my arms. ‘I promise I’ll make it up to you.’


  ‘That’s not necessary,’ I said stiffly, hating myself for being so chilly and needy before falling back into a restless sleep.


  When I next woke up, the time on the bedside console said 4.30 am. I was going to get out of bed at 6 and try to organise an early flight back. It didn’t seem to matter anymore that he had shown up. I’d had enough.


  But it was 7 am by the time I woke again. Daniel was still out of it, so I tiptoed back into the bathroom, hit the shower and pulled on a pair of jeans and a fresh T-shirt.


  Daniel finally woke just as I had finished packing my bag.


  ‘Savannah? What’s happening?’ he said, sitting up in bed and wiping the sleep out of his eyes. I tried not to salivate over his naked body; he might belong in a Chesty Bond commercial, but he was still the guy who had stood me up during our dirty weekend.


  ‘I’ve decided to head back to Sydney early,’ I said coldly. ‘Do you know if there are any flights?’


  ‘There’s one around lunchtime,’ he said. ‘Look, I’m going to order some coffee and something to eat. You can’t just run away. We need to talk.’
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  A few hours later, fed, caffeinated, consoled and loved up by Daniel, I was in a hire car on the way to the airport. Alex and Jacqueline Evans were in the midst of a crisis, he had explained; they were fighting to save their company, with the banks no longer willing to extend a line of credit. He ended up telling me much more than he’d planned to because I had been so upset.


  ‘But I thought the Evanses were rolling in money?’ I said, stunned by his dire revelation. ‘And, anyway, I thought that you were only a consultant and not a key part of the business.’


  ‘Well, actually, I’m a little bit more than a consultant. I do have a stake in the resorts.’


  He had regarded me intently then, and for an instant I began to see another side of him, a seriousness surrounding his laid-back persona and his beach boy appeal. Glancing at his pager, which was lying mute on the coffee table (why hadn’t I noticed it before now?), he had picked it up to check whether the light was on before turning back to me.


  ‘Look, Savannah, if any of this leaks out to the media, then the investors will call time on the company and it will all come crashing down on us. You must promise not to write about this—and, just as important, don’t breathe a word of it to anyone. I’ll be back in Sydney by the end of the week and hopefully by then we’ll have found a solution and life can return to normal again.’


  ‘Of course,’ I said, slightly overwhelmed with how much trust he was placing in me when it came to this. ‘But you’re not staying here at the resort?’ I asked, fascinated by what he had just revealed.


  He shook his head. ‘No, the Evanses have access to a home nearby and a few of us are staying there. We have our own security detail to ensure that no one can get close enough to try to bug any of the rooms or take photographs of people coming in and out.’


  I was shocked by the lengths they were going to in order to ensure their privacy.


  ‘But I thought you were here working on some sort of new development?’


  ‘That was the original plan,’ he acknowledged, ‘but once the cash-flow problems hit, it was decided that a remote destination like this was an ideal place to hold a crisis meeting.’


  ‘I can’t believe you invited me here while all this was going on,’ I said, amazed that he would have thought of having me anywhere near a situation as critical as this one.


  ‘Well, to be honest, Savannah, it wasn’t until you were in the air that I had an inkling of how much shit we were in. No one wanted to discuss it until we were all face-to-face. When I invited you here, I fully expected we would have a lovely, relaxed time together and that I could show you the sights—not just the inside of this hotel room.’


  It all made perfect sense now and I felt embarrassed that I had been self-obsessed, but Gertie’s warning had made me extra paranoid. Nevertheless, I was still disappointed that my dream weekend had ended this way. It was only natural. So much for the Red Centre, I thought as the car pulled into a parking spot just in front of the airport’s departures area. It would have been nice if Daniel had taken me himself but he had to go back into the crisis talks. There had only been time for a tender kiss and a hug. If I was not mistaken he had left a trace of his strong, woody cologne on my T-shirt when he pressed against it.


  ‘See you in Sydney,’ he said. ‘I’ll call you as soon as I’m back.’


  And then he was off and I had been left to schlep my bags to reception myself and await the car he’d booked for me.


  I checked in and sat by the departure gate with a putrid cup of coffee, wondering whether I had blown it with Daniel by being too needy.


  It had definitely been a mistake to have followed him here too readily in the first place. The trouble was that I had been chasing a man who was very different to the one whom I’d encountered this morning. The man who I thought I was involved with was free and easy, not driven by ambition, money or social status. But it turned out that Daniel was as much of a corporate warrior as all the boring men in suits who regularly lunched at Emerald Ville and tried to one up each other on the stock market.


  And if that was the case, I shouldn’t have any trouble at all discarding him from my life, should I? The only problem was that Daniel was an outstanding, caring lover and as much as the brain might had closed off on him being unsuitable, he had somehow got a free pass through to my emotional centre and I couldn’t wait to see him again.


  Thirteen


  Gossip columnists are terrible at keeping secrets because they know the true value of information. Romantically, I had little to show for my weekend away other than a slightly bruised heart, but I did have a major story that would have thrilled Tim so much he probably would have given me a raise on the spot. It wasn’t very fair of Daniel to burden me with such a secret, I grumbled to myself. It was like putting a three-course meal in front of a starving man and then telling him that he wasn’t allowed to touch it.


  Still, on the plane back to Sydney I wrote down everything Daniel had told me, and on Monday morning I started researching the Evanses’ businesses; that way, if something did happen, then at least I would have a head start. But as I pored over the relevant press clippings, I was surprised to find very few references to Daniel. I made a note to get hold of a company prospectus to see how firmly entrenched he was there.


  I decided to say nothing about my trip to anyone at work because it would be difficult to explain it away without mentioning Daniel. I mean, who went all the way to Ayers Rock just for the weekend, especially on the money I was being paid? It would certainly raise a few eyebrows. I wasn’t concerned about my colleagues finding out, as the only people who knew about my weekend away were Rachael and my parents. Or so I thought . . .


  I had been at my desk for most of the morning, dealing with the fallout from the poison-pen letter (I was still getting requests to come on various television shows to talk about it) and sifting through the week’s invitations, when Janet appeared, resplendent in a turquoise knitted suit and emerald green pumps.


  ‘Mr Shaw wants to see you,’ she declared pompously. ‘Whenever you have a moment.’ Clearly she was determined to get it right this time. ‘But I would go there now if I was you,’ she added, giving me a meaningful look.


  ‘Okay, thanks,’ I said, looking up briefly before going back to what I was doing. I presumed Tim just wanted an update on the stories I was working on. The good news was that I had finally made contact with Wes Heart’s bashing victim but, despite a promising start, he had declined to speak on the record and had indicated that he would not be pressing charges. But at least the communication lines were open and I hoped that it was just a matter of time before he agreed to an interview.


  I had a little spring in my step as I walked without an escort to Tim’s office and I was pleased to notice that this time my transit did not seem to generate any undue attention from my colleagues.


  The editor, who was on the phone, was sitting with his cowboy boots on the desk. He saw me before I had a chance to knock on the door and beckoned me inside. I glanced at Janet, who was pretending not to have noticed the exchange and was busily arranging some folders into a neat pile. The woman was a total perfectionist!


  Seating myself at Tim’s desk—it didn’t seem like the morning for the couch—I waited patiently for him to finish on the phone while he made elaborate hand gestures to indicate that he was nearly done. Whoever was on the other end of the line was copping a bucketful.


  ‘I don’t care what your advertising spend is with us,’ he shouted down the phone. ‘It doesn’t automatically result in editorial coverage. If we think there’s a viable story to tell, we’ll tell it, but if it’s just a bit of fluff, we won’t bother our readers with it, okay? If you think there’s a story, you can take out the space for an advertorial—but it will be clearly marked as such so that there’s no mistaking it for editorial opinion.’


  I could hear squawking at the other end of the line, which seemed to imply that the other person was not impressed with Tim’s argument.


  ‘Look,’ Tim said finally, ‘I don’t give a rat’s arse if you take it to the board: I will not have my editorial standards compromised by a soft-drink company. Now I have a meeting to go to and as far as I am concerned this is the end of the matter.’ He slammed the receiver down so hard that the entire desk shook. ‘Bloody dickheads,’ he said. ‘They think they own the fucking paper because they take out a few full-page ads. Well, I don’t care if they sponsor an entire colour wraparound—it doesn’t buy them even an inch of editorial space.’


  He had been madly scribbling away on a pad as he said this, which looked to be some kind of stress release. Now he stared at me, as if waiting for confirmation.


  ‘It’s absolutely ridiculous,’ I agreed readily. ‘Who do they think they are? Do they think that we work for them?’ I thought that this last line was sheer genius and that he might even want to borrow it for his next argument.


  But he just said, ‘What?’, looking at me as though I really might have a screw loose.


  He turned over a fresh leaf of his pad. ‘So, Savannah, how are you coping with that stupid poison-pen campaign?’ he asked, settling back in his chair, which automatically had me mimicking him by easing back in my seat as well. As I’d thought, this was just a regular catch-up, nothing to worry about.


  ‘Pretty good, actually. This morning, I was asked to appear on another two television shows—The Water Cooler and First Up. Looks like people are still interested in the story.’


  ‘No wonder,’ he said. ‘It’s got all the key elements—A-list society, a gossip columnist and a letter dripping with malice. By the way, do you know who was behind it?’


  ‘I’ve got a pretty good idea who it is, but I don’t have any proof yet.’


  ‘Well, as soon as you’ve got some hard evidence, let me know,’ he said. ‘And then we’ll name and shame.’


  I nodded vigorously. It was clear my editor was not in the mood for half-hearted reactions.


  ‘Well, I’ll cut to the chase now, Savannah. You were spotted on a flight to Ayers Rock last weekend and you were picked up at the airport by a limo.’


  I stared at him in disbelief. How could he possibly know that? There had been no one I recognised on the plane. Who had been watching me?


  ‘Now as I’m sure you’re aware,’ he continued gravely, leaning forward in his chair and resting his chin on his hands to fix me with a stern gaze, ‘it’s company policy not to accept freebies.’


  ‘But—’ I began, but he signalled for me to shut it.


  ‘Let me finish. It looks bad for the paper and it compromises our editorial independence just as much as those halfwits thinking that because they buy ads, they can score a spread in the paper. I don’t know about you, but I did not become a journalist in order to write advertorials. I have no interest in being an advertising copywriter and neither should you, okay?’


  ‘I never set out to do that,’ I started, but he kept talking over the top of me.


  ‘Now listen, Savannah, I need to know exactly what you were doing at Ayers Rock and who paid for your trip. I’m pretty sure that on your salary you probably can’t afford the bus trip there, let alone flights and a limo pick-up.’


  I squirmed in my seat, my mind racing. How could I tell him about Daniel without giving away the whole Evanses-in-crisis aspect? Tim, I suspected, was a pretty fair and honourable man, but even he would have trouble sitting on such a juicy story.


  ‘Now I put it to you,’ he continued, thrusting his finger in my face (which no doubt would be causing a ripple of excitement in the news room on the other side of the glass partition), ‘that your trip was a little bonus from Wes Heart for not pursuing the story of the assault. Am I correct?’


  ‘What? No! That is not correct,’ I replied, getting angry now. ‘Tim, before you go any further, may I speak?’


  He nodded.


  ‘I went to Ayers Rock for the weekend because my boyfriend, who was working up there, sent me a ticket so that we could spend some time together. And that is the honest truth.’


  ‘Boyfriend?’ Tim was clearly puzzled by this alien concept for one of his reporters.


  ‘Yes, my boyfriend. I am allowed to have a private life, surely? Do I have to declare every expensive dinner that my boyfriend treats me to because it impinges on my editorial independence?’


  Tim was looking slightly ashamed now. ‘Don’t try to be smart, Savannah. Of course not.’


  ‘It was a quiet weekend away and I am definitely not writing it up. And I would never accept a freebie from Wes Heart—he is a horrible man and nothing but a bully.’


  ‘Well, if you were on a date weekend,’ Tim said evenly, ‘why didn’t he pick you up at the airport himself? Why send a limo?’


  ‘Because he was in a meeting and couldn’t get away. Though I don’t see why I need to explain all of this. What is this? The Sydney News relationship watchdog going into overdrive?’ I shouldn’t have said it, especially to anyone as testy and quick to fire up as Tim, but I was still a little bruised from the weekend fiasco and I had almost forgotten about the tricky situation that I now found myself in.


  For a moment or two we looked across at each other, taking each other’s measure.


  ‘Who is this guy?’ Tim said finally. ‘He’s obviously not working at the Rock as a guide; he couldn’t afford to fly you around on that kind of salary.’


  ‘He is no one who I wish to discuss right now,’ I said stiffly. ‘I am allowed to have boyfriends, I assume.’ There it was again—the sarcastic tone that you should never take with your boss. Well, hell, my editor was acting more like my dad now, interrogating me about where I had been and who I had been hanging out with while I was there. As I glared at him, I tried to quash the sickening realisation that if the Evanses’ business did go belly up and it came out that I had knowledge of just how desperate the situation had become, I could lose my job. Surely any gossip columnist worth her wardrobe allowance would at least tip off her boss that something big was happening. To my relief, Tim appeared keen to drop the matter.


  ‘Okay, Savannah, fair enough. Look, I’m sorry for questioning you about your private life, but you have to understand that not only the integrity of the paper but my own reputation is at stake here. And you know, Sydney is a small town; once you have a profile, almost everything you do here is noticed.’ He paused and grinned at me. ‘And thanks to the author of that poison-pen letter, everyone knows who you are.’


  Tim was unfolding his ungainly frame from the other side of the desk now so that he could walk me to the door. Audience over before I had even had the chance to ask who had tipped him off—I had been hoping that he might tell me.


  ‘Keep up the good work,’ he said, loud enough for everyone in the news room to hear, and gave me a hearty slap on the back.
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  Erica was back in her office at fashion central when I returned to my desk and she favoured me with a scowl while I marvelled at her outfit. She was wearing a tight-fitting black dress with Imelda Marcos shoulders and black patent leather shoes on metallic heels so high that she surely needed a licence to wear them; a stiletto like that had to be classed as a lethal weapon. Whatever else was going on with the paper’s fashion guru, she knew how to make one hell of a style statement in the office. Next to her I looked like the queen of op shop chic.


  ‘Hi, Erica. Stunning look today,’ I called across to her. ‘How are you this morning? As fabulous as I feel, I hope. By the way, you haven’t seen any television crews running around here, have you? I can’t believe that they still want to interview me about the poison-pen letter.’


  Erica frowned, her mouth slightly twitching at the corners. It was the look usually reserved for fashion faux pas—like turning up to the wrong runway show. ‘The last time I checked I had not been appointed your social secretary. How should I know?’


  ‘Oh my god, you’re so funny,’ I responded, fake laughing. ‘Have a great day!’


  I was almost positive that she was behind the poison-pen letters, even though I couldn’t pin it on her just yet. And knowing Erica, she had somehow been able to tip off the editor about my trip to Ayers Rock. Probably one of her trolley dolly mates had seen me at the airport. I had to admit I hadn’t taken much notice of my surrounds; I’d been too excited about seeing Daniel again.


  The thought of my lover made my tummy do a little somersault. But I knew that it was dangerous to obsess about him: I had chased him all the way from Sydney to the Red Centre and it had landed me in trouble with Tim. It was also going to get a lot worse if the boss ever found out Daniel’s connections and what was at stake here. If the editor ever did find out that I had been sitting on the scoop of the year, it would be such a career clanger that I could forget about working in newspapers again. I would be the laughing stock of the media industry. I definitely wished that I had said no to the weekend away because at least then I wouldn’t be as compromised as I was now. But, hey, you only get to go around once and I was already starting to understand that a good man in Sydney is really hard to find.


  I needed a coffee to clear my head, so I headed to the cafeteria.


  Val was behind the counter buttering up a mound of sliced bread when I walked in.


  ‘Hi, love. How’s it going? Are they still giving you a hard time?’ she asked, resting the knife on the counter for a moment.


  ‘You better believe it, Val. I don’t even know where to begin,’ I replied, the sight of all the food around me making me hungry. I had a sudden craving for some raisin toast—something comforting. ‘I went away on the weekend to see my boyfriend but someone spotted me and reported it to my editor, who called me in and accused me of taking kickbacks.’


  Val nodded her head sympathetically and resumed buttering the bread, but with so much vigour now it was almost as if she was taking it out on Tim herself. ‘Honestly, what’s wrong with him? What you do in your own time should be your own business. You didn’t agree to a vow of chastity when you started working on the paper. You’re not supposed to be a nun, are you? Anyway, how did the weekend go?’


  ‘Not that great. He was working most of the time.’ I had to be sparing on details as I couldn’t afford to let anything slip. The only person I had confided in was Rachael, who had advised me to put as much distance between Daniel and myself as I could. She insisted she had a bad feeling about him, and I didn’t want to be implicated in whatever it was that he was doing. Perhaps she was right but Rachael was also a cynic when it came to love. She thought that people should just get over it.


  ‘That’s a shame,’ said Val. ‘If he had to work, he shouldn’t have organised to see you in the first place.’


  ‘Tell me about it, but something apparently came up at the last minute, some kind of company emergency.’


  ‘Well, I hope you still managed to enjoy yourself, Savannah.’


  ‘Sure did.’ Who didn’t want to spend the weekend flying all the way to the Red Centre to mooch around a pool, go for a ride in a minibus and get pickled in a themed restaurant?


  ‘That’s all good then. Now what can I get you?’


  As I sat munching my raisin toast at my favourite corner table, I wondered again how Tim had known about my weekend jaunt. Had I been followed perhaps? But who would bother chasing me all the way to Ayers Rock and for what reason? I was getting paranoid. But then Wes Heart’s big, red face suddenly entered my consciousness: maybe he’d had me tailed in a bid to find some dirt. But wasn’t that just being a bit too melodramatic?


  I held on to this thought as I waved goodbye to Val and returned to my desk, which looked just as chaotic as it usually did. If someone had been riffling through it to find evidence of misbehaviour, I would be none the wiser. There were manila folders of press cuttings spilling out onto the desktop, a couple of half-drunk cups of takeaway coffee and a pile of magazines smeared with food stains. Multi-tasking was never one of my talents. Adding to the mess, one of the copy kids had dumped a fresh pile of invitations on the desk. Just as I was considering embarking on a long-overdue clean-up, the phone rang—and suddenly the thought of following a normal routine evaporated like one of the editor’s moods.


  ‘Savannah Stephens?’ The cultured female voice on the other end of the line sounded oddly familiar, but I couldn’t quite place it. There were lots of people on the social circuit who thought it was classy to sound like a minor British royal.


  ‘Yes?’


  ‘Are you interested in a tip on a story?’


  ‘Of course,’ I replied, then added, ‘but I must tell you upfront that the newspaper doesn’t pay for story leads.’ It was always better to inform possible sources of that straight away rather than be accused of stealing information later on. Money didn’t flow freely at The Sydney News. We were hard-pressed just trying to get a taxi voucher out of the chief-of-staff.


  ‘That’s perfectly fine,’ said the posh voice on the other end of the phone. ‘One doesn’t expect payment for what is really just information your readers would probably be interested in. Scarlet Graham—that vulgar, failed model—has outdone herself this time. She has not only run her poor husband’s car into the garage door but now she is gleefully mutilating all of his jackets and shirts then throwing them out onto the street. Nothing in his wardrobe seems to have been spared, judging from the size of the pile.’


  ‘What? Are you kidding?’


  There was an almighty intake of frosty breath on the other end of the line. ‘Miss Stephens, this is a very serious situation and certainly nothing to joke about.’


  ‘Yes, of course,’ I said, trying to placate my informer. ‘I’m just slightly shocked. I didn’t think that people did that sort of thing anymore. We’ll get down there straight away.’


  ‘Make sure you do. Goodbye, Miss Stephens.’ And with that the line went dead.


  Garry, the photographic editor, was not exactly a fan of my work; he thought that anything that appeared in the women’s section at the wrong end of the paper was a waste of space. He preferred to deal with the sport reporters, the political scribes and especially those on the crime beat. If there was blood flowing on the streets of the city, he was all over it.


  ‘Yeah?’ he said gruffly when he picked up the phone. It took me several minutes to persuade him that I needed a photographer to accompany me to the Grahams’ Elizabeth Bay home. At one point it looked as though I was going to have to rely on my own Instamatic to illustrate my story. In fact, it was only when I threatened to go to Tim that he reluctantly assigned me one of the most junior snappers in the department.


  Justin Ward was a twenty-one-year-old who thought he knew it all. He had brown, slightly oily hair and was still prone to outbreaks of pimples, but at least he was a neat freak, always turning up for work in well-pressed polo shirts and jeans. Justin was also a man who could never be rushed. He liked to take his time meticulously assembling his cameras, taking a couple of different Polaroids to test the lighting and fiddling with different lenses. If he was trying out as David Bailey’s assistant, he would probably be in with a chance, but unlike fashion spreads most newspaper photography was about pointing the camera at the subject and ripping off as many shots as possible. Our photographers had to be fearless as well, always ready to make a run for it when confronted by an angry criminal’s family outside court or an antsy rock star at the airport. Garry could not have picked a worse man for the ruckus that was taking place in Elizabeth Bay if he’d tried.


  We needed to hit the road immediately if we were to be sure of catching the action, but I was waiting in the news car for twenty minutes before Justin appeared, weighed down with so much equipment that he might have been heading off on an Antarctic expedition.


  ‘Can you believe this bloke?’ said Eric, the driver. In his early sixties, still with a healthy head of silver-white hair and a naturally ruddy complexion, Eric had pretty much seen it all and had driven some of Sydney’s legendary police reporters. With his muscular build and no-nonsense attitude, Eric was famous for tracking down certain well-seasoned journos in the pub, putting them in the back seat of the car with a steaming cup of coffee in their hands and getting them to a job on time. Now he was totally disgusted by Justin’s tardiness.


  ‘Who does he think he’s working for—National Geographic?’ he grumbled.


  ‘I know,’ I said, winding down the window of the car and leaning out to try to coax the photographer to hurry up. ‘Come on, Justin,’ I implored him. ‘This is a news job and the story might be over before we get there.’


  Honestly, if we missed out and some other news crew was already there, I was going to have to lodge an official complaint with Tim. It was Garry’s fault for not taking the job seriously in the first place.


  ‘I haven’t been properly briefed,’ Justin said sulkily, when he had finally ensured that his camera bag was sitting up the right way in the boot and he had slid into the front seat of the car next to a now extremely exasperated Eric.


  ‘Come on, mate. You’ve kept both of us waiting—I could have gone out on two more jobs by the time you made your appearance like some second-rate film star.’


  Justin ignored him. He thought that talking to lowly news drivers was beneath him. No doubt he would learn to pay them some respect the hard way: when he was deserted on a job in the outskirts of Sydney and told to make his own way back to the office. It was something that had happened to obnoxious news crews several times in the past, especially if the driver had a more pressing job to go to.


  ‘Would you please let me know exactly why we are going to Elizabeth Bay?’ asked Justin, irritated now.


  I sighed heavily. Why did I have to deal with obnoxious little upstarts who thought they knew it all when there was so much else going on?


  ‘Okay, Justin. We are about to cover a domestic disturbance involving a high-profile couple. The woman has apparently rammed her husband’s luxury car into the garage and is busy cutting up his wardrobe and throwing the pieces onto the street outside their home.’ Seriously, I was being as patient with him as I could be under the circumstances.


  ‘How do we know this?’ Justin said petulantly. Who did he think that he was—the chief-of-staff?


  ‘An excellent tip off,’ I responded patiently, while fighting to keep my balance in the back seat as Eric swerved around every grimy side street to try to avoid the city traffic (and, I suspected, to unnerve Justin and show him who was boss).


  When we finally got to the Grahams’ place, it was obvious that something was going on. A small crowd of neighbours were gathered around the driveway looking with fascinated horror at Shannon’s now battered Merc, still sitting where it had been smashed into the wall. A stream of garments, each with one of the sleeves sheared off, rained down on the path below.


  ‘What the hell is going on?’ said Eric, who was so shocked by the scene which greeted us that he actually broke protocol by getting out of the car himself to have a good look.


  ‘Try to get shots of as much of this as possible,’ I said to Justin through gritted teeth, as I made my way past the stunned neighbours to ring the bell at the front gate.


  I was close enough to the house now to hear the cacophony of sound within. The Rolling Stones were belting out ‘(I Can’t Get No) Satisfaction’ on the stereo system and Scarlet was whooping along to the words, letting out the occasional juicy war cry (probably when she happened on a fresh pile of clothes). As the second shrill ring of the doorbell sliced through the music, Scarlet’s beautiful but wild-looking face suddenly peered out through the window. I fervently hoped that Justin had managed to catch the moment. She looked cross until she suddenly recognised me.


  ‘Savannah! What are you doing here? Hang on—I’ll come down and let you in.’


  I turned around to see that Justin was still fiddling with his lenses. Had he taken anything yet at all?


  ‘Quick!’ I yelled at him. ‘Try to get a photo of Scarlet when she opens the door.’


  He just shrugged his shoulders and kept playing with the bloody camera. I glanced over at Eric, who was still standing outside the car. Maybe he could take the shot? Seriously, I’d do it myself if I had my own camera with me. I wanted to kill Garry—this could be a front-page story in the paper and he had treated it like amateur hour, sending Justin.


  ‘I’m going to alert the desk to send a back-up snapper,’ yelled Eric, who could see how frustrated I was. He hopped back in his car to get on the radio as the gates swung open just wide enough to admit me.


  ‘We can’t wait to read your report on this, Savannah,’ said a woman who was part of the gathering of neighbours and observers. ‘Do you think someone should call the police?’


  ‘Not right now,’ I said hurriedly. ‘Let me just try to talk to Scarlet.’ (The last thing I needed was police crawling all over the place before I could do my interview.)


  Just as I reached the front door, Scarlet appeared. She looked as though she had just been shooting a rock video, with her hair bouncing around her shoulders. She was wearing a filmy white tunic, chamois shorts gathered with beading on either side and high-heeled sandals. Not a bad look for a woman who had just declared war on her husband. If the scene had been filmed, it might qualify as the most eccentric rock video ever.


  ‘Savannah, how wonderful to see you,’ Scarlet said brightly as she led me inside. ‘Thanks for popping in. Let me just turn down this music.’ She fiddled with a switch on the wall until Mick Jagger had almost been rendered mute.


  ‘I hope you don’t mind the intrusion, Scarlet, but I heard that you were, um—’ I searched my mind for a delicate way of phrasing it ‘—having a moment. What’s going on?’


  ‘Nothing, darling. I’m just doing a little spring cleaning.’ Scarlet giggled. Maybe she was high on something?


  ‘Right, well, that’s great.’ I didn’t seem to be getting anywhere with this line of questioning, so I tried another approach. ‘There seems to be a car smashed into the wall of your garage,’ I said, trying to surreptitiously turn on my tape recorder in my handbag. I wouldn’t be able to use anything she said unless I had her permission but I was hopeful that Scarlet just might agree to that afterwards. She was certainly crazy enough not to care about what she said and she also loved publicity. She’d probably adore all the attention.


  She threw her head back and roared with laughter. ‘I know all about the smashed-up Merc—I did it myself! Savannah, honey, do you know why? Well, because I found out that my asshole husband has been cheating on me with his dog of a secretary!’


  ‘May I quote you on that?’


  ‘On what?’


  ‘That you smashed your husband’s car into the garage wall because you discovered he was cheating on you with his secretary?’ I was trying to sound casual and failing miserably.


  ‘Did you hear about it too? It’s not even as though she’s remotely attractive. Well, I suppose she is in a certain light—total darkness! Ha ha ha!’


  Okay, so Scarlet had to be on something, but what? I looked around, half expecting to see a drug dealer crouched in the corner or a neat pile of coke and some rolled-up twenty-dollar notes resting on one of the glass coffee tables. But all I could see was a large pile of smashed crystal and porcelain in front of several empty shelves. Clearly Scarlet’s revenge had been going on for some time.


  ‘Shall I make us a cup of tea and we can have a talk?’ I suggested, though it looked doubtful that even a teapot or a cup and saucer had survived the onslaught.


  ‘I’d prefer a glass of champagne,’ she said. ‘It’s not too early, is it? We’ve got something to celebrate—I’m about to become a free woman again!’


  Scarlet was making a beeline for the fridge when she paused and turned around. ‘I’m not sure that I have any glasses left, Savannah. You okay to drink from the bottle?’


  ‘Um, sure.’ Anything to placate her and get the story. I was starting to get a little bit desperate because I knew that pretty soon Shannon or the police—perhaps even a security detail—would arrive to find out what was going on. If I didn’t get some sensible quotes from her—not to mention some photographs—I would not have a solid story.


  It was at this delicate moment that Justin decided to make his entrance. Heaven knew how he managed to get through the front door—Scarlet must not have closed it properly—but he had nonchalantly walked in now and, being the green and geeky photographer that he was, he came straight up to us and aimed a lens right at Scarlet’s face.


  ‘Justin!’ I groaned. ‘No, don’t do that.’


  ‘How did he get in here?’ Scarlet shrieked. ‘Get off my property or I’ll have you arrested for trespassing.’


  But Justin stayed stock still and then, low and behold, lifted up his camera to take another shot of Scarlet and the scene of devastation.


  ‘Oh my gawd!’ Scarlet burst into tears and blindly reached for the nearest object she could find, lobbing a vase at the photographer. It narrowly missed his head and this time Justin did pay attention. He turned and ran back down the hallway.


  This was not going well. What was wrong with the kid? He needed some kind of crash course in stealth and diplomacy, along with the one on how to be a news photographer and keep pace with what was happening.


  ‘Don’t worry, Scarlet. I’ll just make sure he’s left,’ I said as I raced to the entrance and closed the front door behind him. I knew that Justin wouldn’t be coming back any time soon; Scarlet could have brained him. Plus, it was important not to let any other news crews just waltz in through the hallway. When I returned to the kitchen, Scarlet was still standing there looking stunned. Justin’s clumsy move had been a wakeup call for her and she was still trembling slightly at the shock of the intrusion.


  ‘I’m so, so sorry about that,’ I said, gently squeezing her arm. ‘Perhaps we should have that drink now? Did you say that you had a bottle?’


  We were soon sitting side by side at the kitchen bench, swigging from a bottle of Moët, although I tried to only take tiny sips because I really needed to have my wits about me in such a volatile situation.


  ‘So what’s going on?’ I said at last. ‘And before you answer that, I just want to make you aware that I’d like to quote you in the paper.’


  ‘Paper? What paper?’ Scarlet said, confused.


  ‘The Sydney News. Remember how we published that beautiful spread on your party?’


  ‘But this isn’t a social event, is it?’ she said. ‘Why would anyone be interested in the end of a marriage?’


  ‘Well, Scarlet, the thing is,’ I said, treading very carefully here, ‘people are interested in you—in fact, they are fascinated by you because you are so beautiful, rich and, uh, exotic.’


  She nodded; definitely she agreed with me on that. Then she started to cry again. I handed her a box of tissues and she blew her nose loudly, dropping the used tissue on the floor.


  ‘I was looking for something in one of the drawers in his office,’ she said when the tears had subsided enough for her to speak, ‘and I found his Amex bill. Not only was there a payment to the Hilton here in Sydney when he told me that he was in Melbourne for business, but on the very same day he spent fifty thousand dollars on a diamond necklace at Hardy Brothers,’ she wailed. ‘I found the receipt in his drawer next to the bill.’


  ‘And you never received it?’


  ‘No, and it wasn’t in the safe either. I turned the whole place upside down looking for the necklace but I couldn’t find it.’


  ‘Do you have a birthday or an anniversary coming up?’


  ‘Not till next year. I put two and two together. Suzy, his uptight, prissy little secretary, keeps ringing him at all hours of the day and night, and he usually rushes to take her calls in his study with the door closed. I always presumed it was something to do with business, but now . . .’


  ‘Really?’ I was perplexed. ‘But why would Shannon trade down from you? You’re gorgeous!’


  ‘Because men are straight out of a Looney Tunes episode,’ she sniffed.


  She definitely had a point there. I was thinking, of course, of Daniel, who had flown me all the way to Ayers Rock and then had virtually gone AWOL. What was happening to the Evanses’ business now? Was he cracking under the pressure of it all? Would I hear from him again soon?


  My thoughts were interrupted by the shrilling of the phone. Scarlet stared at it blankly for a moment or two before deciding to pick it up.


  It was Shannon. I could hear the slight hysteria in his voice as he talked quickly. He was desperately trying to calm her down from the sounds of it, but she was having none of it.


  ‘You cheating bastard!’ she screeched. ‘I know everything. Don’t you dare come back here with that slut of a secretary. There is nothing for you here. I’ve already packed up your clothes and they’re outside the front door. We’re getting a divorce—and what’s more, I’ve just told the whole story to the papers!’ She slammed down the phone.


  It was definitely time to move. I had the feeling that Shannon would be on his way here right now, and the last thing he needed to see was his wife sitting up at the kitchen counter with a gossip columnist, swilling from a bottle of champagne. I didn’t think that he was a violent man, but I certainly didn’t wish to put that to the test.


  ‘Bloody bastard! He’s going to get what’s coming to him,’ Scarlet said bitterly. ‘I’m going to find the best divorce lawyer that his money will buy. How dare he insult me by running off with that boring little mouse!’


  ‘Of course,’ I said softly. ‘And speaking of lawyers, you should get one over here right now to look after your interests. He might advise you to stay on the grounds of the property and not to leave until a formal separation arrangement has been drawn up.’


  I was hardly an expert on divorce—I only wrote about them—but I had vaguely heard something about the injured party exercising their right to retain the property. My biggest concern for poor Scarlet, given her pattern of eccentric behaviour, was that her husband would try to have her committed. And because of the havoc she’d wreaked this morning, he might be able to do it on the grounds that she was at risk of hurting herself. She really needed to have her own lawyer present, and fast. I was definitely overstepping my role as a gossip columnist by trying to influence the outcome of a story, but there was something touching and quite vulnerable about Scarlet. She was the sort of woman I would have loved to have as a friend in a different set of circumstances, because she always spoke her mind and she was a lot of fun. Scarlet was like a shining light in the Eastern Suburbs, where everyone was so fake—from their Rimmel eyelashes to hiding their true feelings of revulsion from their rich spouses.


  ‘You’re right,’ she sniffed, dropping down off her stool and searching for her handbag and Filofax. ‘I do know one who specialises in divorces. Lady Victoria gave me his name because she said that a woman should always be prepared, especially when it comes to wealthy husbands.’


  While Scarlet searched for the number, I tried to corral the broken glass and china into one pile, but there was so much of it I barely made a dent.


  ‘Don’t worry about that,’ Scarlet called, sounding cheerful now as she dialled the lawyer’s number. ‘The cleaner will be in this afternoon and she can deal with it.’


  Now I could hear her on the phone talking with someone and telling them they had to come right over. At least she sounded coherent. I quickly looked around for my handbag. Was that tape recorder still on? I hadn’t wanted to fiddle with it when she was unburdening herself with the story.


  ‘He’s coming right over,’ she said with some satisfaction, no doubt relieved that she was making some positive moves to resolve the issue.


  ‘That’s great, Scarlet. Look, should I have someone remove the clothes from the driveway? It doesn’t look good in the present situation.’ I was also wondering whether I should try to get her to have the smashed car moved, but would that mean that I was tampering with evidence? Was it a crime to smash your cheating husband’s car?


  ‘No, leave them where they are,’ she commanded. ‘I want to confront that bastard with them if he dares to show his face.’


  I was pretty sure that he would be on his way by now, and even more certain that it was time for me to exit as quickly as I could.


  ‘Okay, Scarlet,’ I said gently, giving her a hug. ‘I think it’s best that I leave you alone so that you can prepare for your lawyer, and you definitely need to talk to him in private. I’ll give you a call later to see if you’re all right.’


  ‘Thank you, Savannah,’ she said sincerely. ‘I don’t know what I would have done without you. Are you sure you don’t want to stay and have another drink?’


  ‘No, sorry, I really have to get back to the office.’ But first, I was planning to hang around the driveway and try to get a quote from Shannon when he arrived. Being found on the driveway was far less inflammatory than actually confronting him in his own home. Feeling like a rat now, I scampered out the door to take up my position outside. There was a small voice in my head telling me that the last thing Scarlet Graham needed was to make the front page of the newspaper. But luckily it was only a whisper, easily ignored.
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  SOCIALITE SELF-DESTRUCTS OVER MARRIAGE BREAK-UP


  Neighbours in exclusive Elizabeth Bay, a suburb which boasts some of the most expensive bricks and mortar in Sydney, were in a state of shock yesterday thanks to former supermodel Scarlet Graham.


  The one-time queen of the catwalk allegedly drove her advertising mogul husband Shannon Graham’s luxury Mercedes-Benz into the garage door of the multimillion-dollar harbourside mansion.


  Stunned Billyard Avenue residents reported that the woman who made her name as the Richards stockings girl began throwing her husband’s clothes from the top floor window to the ground below from early on yesterday morning. Meanwhile the sound of breaking glass from inside the house rent the air.


  ‘I’d be surprised if there was any crystal left in that house, judging by all the commotion,’ said one well-dressed woman who refused to be named. ‘It’s going to be one hell of a clean-up job.’


  ‘My marriage is over,’ Mrs Graham tearfully revealed to The Sydney News in an exclusive interview. In what will no doubt come as a shock to their many friends and associates, Mrs Graham has alleged infidelity.


  ‘My husband has been seeing another woman,’ she cried.


  However Shannon Graham, whose advertising agency is ranked the second largest in Australia, played down the incident.


  ‘It was all a misunderstanding,’ he commented. ‘Scarlet was simply helping to rehearse a fun, new commercial we are doing for one of our luxury automobile clients. She has a wicked sense of humour.’


  However the former supermodel insisted that she had consulted her lawyer and an official statement would be issued soon.


  Society observers estimate that the cost of the damages would be in excess of $200,000, including the replacement of Mr Graham’s handmade Jermyn Street suits, priceless crystal and china, along with certain family heirloom pieces. The car will also require extensive repairs.


  The Grahams, who met when Scarlet was doing a shoot at the Sandy Lane resort in Barbados, have been married for a little under two years.


  Shannon Graham was previously married to the Olympic athlete and philanthropist Marjorie Graham.


  It was the story that all of Sydney was talking about—although it had to be significantly watered down after Shannon Graham had threatened to sue and warned that he would also remove all of his client’s lucrative advertising contracts from the newspaper group. The lawyers had wanted to pull it completely despite the photographic evidence (Justin’s clumsy efforts had thankfully paid off). However, the editor had stood by me and had insisted that the story was published. He had even given me another front-page photo by-line, which he ran with a shot of Scarlet and I sitting at the kitchen bench with the champagne bottle in her hand.


  Unfortunately, Scarlet was also declining to comment further—on the advice of her lawyer—as her silence was key to the generous divorce settlement that Shannon Graham was willing to pay her. The other condition was that she would leave town for good.


  Thanks to my scoop, I was once again the talk of the town . . . yet as the week wore on all I could think about was the deafening silence from Daniel. I had been expecting a call—to see that I’d made it home safely, to apologise once more for the ruined weekend—but I heard nothing. Well, I reflected, if a woman as gorgeous as Scarlet Graham could be rejected, what chance did I have?


  Fourteen


  I was so wrung out by the week’s end that I felt as though I had just spent twenty-four hours on the hop covering Sydney’s night life. There had been all the drama with Scarlet, the continued interest in the poison-pen letter, and I was also consumed by the story on Wes Heart, while trying to unravel the Evanses’ many business interests. Still, the sight of the message light flashing on my answering machine when I opened the door to my apartment was like an instant shot of adrenalin. I hesitated for a couple of minutes before hitting the playback button; what if none of the messages were from Daniel? I’d rather live with the possibility that he had called than be confronted by the proof that he had not.


  Finally, I pushed the button and the machine whirled into action. ‘Hi Savannah, it’s Daniel. I’m back in town and I’d love to see you. If you’re free, why don’t you come over to my place and we’ll order in something? I’m not really up to going out at the moment. Anyway, give me a call.’


  I looked at my watch; it was 7.15 pm. Was I already too late? He might have made other plans by now. I dialled his number with trembling fingers, as nervous as a schoolgirl and hating myself for being so pathetic—so much for playing it cool.


  Daniel answered on the first ring. ‘Savannah! It’s so good to hear your voice. You’ve called at exactly the right time, I was just about to order dinner. How long before you can get here?’ He gave me the address of his flat in Bondi.


  My fatigue was forgotten, replaced by euphoria, as I hastily changed into sexier underwear, pulled on a pair of faded fashionably ripped jeans from the King’s Road, a favourite T-shirt, a sweater and some sandals, then headed out to find a cab.
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  Daniel’s apartment spanned the entire top floor of a ramshackle building at the northern end of Campbell Parade overlooking the beach. It was a massive space, made bigger by the white-painted walls and minimal furniture—just a circular leather couch, a big wooden coffee table with surfing magazines piled on top of it and a matching wooden dining table with eight solid chairs. A couple of ancient looking, solid candlestick holders sat in the middle with the still healthy stubs of some ochre coloured candles. I instantly wondered who he had been entertaining before brushing the thought from my mind—they could be months old. This was definitely a beach pad, I thought, noting a stack of surfboards of various shapes and sizes lined up on the deck with its million-dollar views of Bondi below.


  ‘Oh, Savannah, it’s so good to see you,’ said Daniel, wrapping his tanned arms around me the moment he opened the door. ‘I was afraid that you wouldn’t want to know me after the Ayers Rock debacle—and I wouldn’t have blamed you. You must have wondered what was going on just coming all that way and then hanging around by yourself. It’s a wonder you kept a lid on it for as long as you did. But I’ve really missed you,’ he said, spanning his hands around my waist.


  ‘That’s okay, Daniel. Though, you know, on the way here I was wondering whether I would be dining solo again,’ I teased, deciding to make light of the situation. The scent of him was starting to send me into overdrive and I thought I might actually buckle at the knees. ‘I’ve missed you too.’


  It seemed to happen in an instant: one moment we were hugging, the next we were ripping each other’s clothes off in a frenzy of animalistic lust. We were feral, almost falling over the back of the couch and then we were rolling around on the rug before Daniel half-led, half-carried me into the bedroom.


  We didn’t come up for air again for what seemed like an hour but was probably much less, and then we lay entwined, somewhere between wakefulness and sleep, as the deep tremors of passion finally subsided. I was suddenly filled with the intense longing for what had been missing from my life—a regular boyfriend who would be there for me. It was the raw honesty of stripping away all the social graces to just be myself in front of another person. The companionship of just lying contentedly next to Daniel without needing to analyse what had just happened. Since I had returned to Sydney from London, I’d been so occupied with playing a role and getting ahead that I had forgotten about my own needs. The main concern now was that, thanks to his turbulent corporate life, it was all going to be taken from me as he dealt with whatever was happening with his career.


  ‘So what’s going on with Leisure Time?’ I asked, hoping to hear that the weekend’s crisis had been resolved at that everything was now fine. I had been researching the Evanses’ portfolio of companies since my return and discovered that it was Leisure Time which seemed to be most in need of life support, according to the finance analysts.


  ‘It doesn’t look good,’ Daniel said quietly, and then sat up in bed. ‘Look, Savannah, you haven’t said anything to anyone, have you?’ He was surprised by my sudden knowledge.


  I thought guiltily about the discussions that I’d had with Rachael but I was pretty sure that she wouldn’t have let anything slip. She was not the kind of woman to indulge in idle gossip, especially knowing how serious the situation was.


  ‘No, of course not,’ I lied. I also thought it best not to mention that my jaunt to Ayers Rock had been noted and reported to the editor; after all, I hadn’t raised the name of Daniel or the Evanses in connection to my trip.


  Daniel looked momentarily relieved, but then his face darkened again. ‘You know, Savannah, that if you do say something, you will have helped to hasten the corporate collapse of Leisure Time—a company with so much potential but just a few cash-flow problems. If the remaining investors get wind that there is some financial pressure, they’ll immediately pull up stakes. That would be curtains for Leisure Time and probably the end of you and me, because it would be some time before I was able to work in this town again—people tend to have long memories here when it comes to insolvency, especially involving such a high-profile company as Leisure Time.’


  ‘Got it,’ I said uneasily, wondering when I would be able to get Rachael on the phone to impress on her again the importance of staying quiet on the subject. However, I also thought that Daniel was probably being overly dramatic; companies went broke all the time and that didn’t usually mean that the directors had to leave town—unless they’d done something wrong, of course. Maybe the Evanses had been trading while insolvent and he was in a lot deeper than he was letting on? It was particularly puzzling, because from the outset at least, Leisure Time appeared to be an established company with plenty of assets, which was only going through momentary strain. But, then, I was hardly a financial commentator. I decided that it was best not to question Daniel any further on what was going on. As long as I was a bit fuzzy on the ins and outs of the situation, I would never be able to betray him.


  ‘Sorry,’ he said, patting my thigh, ‘I didn’t mean to bark at you. I’ve just been almost consumed by trying to find a solution to the situation.’ Now he flashed me one of his most winning smiles. ‘But that’s enough of business talk. I think we have definitely earned ourselves a drink, don’t you?’


  I nodded, happy to let the subject drop.


  Daniel slid out of bed, returning with a bottle of cold wine and a couple of oversized wine glasses.


  ‘Here’s to us,’ he said, pouring what looked like half the bottle into each of the glasses. ‘Let’s toast to . . . um . . . fresh starts,’ he said cryptically.


  ‘Fresh starts,’ I responded, clinking crystal.


  ‘Now, how about something to eat? There’s a great Thai restaurant near here which delivers. Is that okay with you?’


  ‘Sure, anything—I’m starving.’


  Thirty minutes later we were sitting down at the dining table overlooking the sea and the lights of Bondi with a feast of Thai food in front of us. It doesn’t get much better than this, I thought. Great sex followed by delicious food, and I’m feeling relaxed enough to sit here in nothing more than a T-shirt and knickers. I would gladly turn my back on every red carpet and designer gown just to hang out in this beach pad.


  I looked across at Daniel; bare-chested with just a faded sarong around his lean hips, he looked like any other surfer in Bondi. If the business crumbled, couldn’t he just take some time off and chill by the beach? Maybe we could start a business together—he could sell surfboards and I could design a range of swimwear. Life could be so simple but so rewarding; all we really needed was each other.


  We were almost finished eating when the phone rang and I was a bit surprised when Daniel jumped up to answer it. ‘Yes?’ he said curtly, snatching up the receiver.


  I could just make out a man’s voice on the other end of the line, though I couldn’t quite hear what he was saying. Daniel had not only turned his back to me but he was walking as far away as the cord would allow.


  ‘Look, can it wait?’ he said. ‘How about tomorrow morning?’


  Whoever was on the other end of the line clearly did not take kindly to that suggestion, as Daniel sighed and ran a hand through his hair. ‘Okay, then. But could you give me an hour or two?’


  The other person was talking fast, and even without hearing the words I could sense the urgency of his tone.


  ‘Okay,’ Daniel responded wearily. ‘Okay, I’ll be here.’


  Returning to the table, he took a few moments to collect himself while I pretended not to have noticed the interruption and busied myself stacking some of the empty containers.


  ‘Let me do that,’ he said, reaching out to stop me. ‘Look, why don’t you go and have a shower and then let’s go for a walk on the beach, maybe grab a couple of ice creams for dessert.’


  ‘Okay, sure,’ I said cheerily. ‘Sounds like a plan.’


  Daniel’s bathroom was impressively modern, which was a surprise given the age of the building. It was all gleaming white tiles and bare surfaces, a very different look than my own cluttered bathroom, with piles of make-up around the sink and a cupboard bursting with useless products.


  I was just about to turn on the hot water when I heard the buzzer go and then the sound of Daniel opening the front door. Then I heard another male voice, seemingly giving him some kind of directions. I could make out lots of thumps, which sounded like heavy objects being moved along the hallway. Standing there with no clothes on, I suddenly felt vulnerable. Who was out there, and what was going on? Clearly Daniel had been expecting someone, and that was why he’d urged me to have a shower. Was he involved in something illegal? What if the police came knocking? Would I be implicated?


  Telling myself I was being ridiculous, I stepped into the shower. At least standing under the spray I couldn’t hear anything that was going on outside, and could pretend that nothing was amiss.


  When I finally emerged from the bathroom, dressed in the clothes that I had arrived in, I found Daniel busy moving a container into what seemed to be a spare room. I noticed the label on the outside, which read, Property of Leisure Time (Silverware). Judging by the size of the container, there must have been some extremely large pieces inside.


  ‘Oh, hi.’ Daniel beamed at me. ‘You look like a new woman. I just have a little bit of work to deal with and then we’ll go for a walk. Why don’t you just sit on the couch there and make yourself at home.’


  The spare room door was open just wide enough for me to see that there were lots of different shipping containers lined up with labels describing the contents as antiques, paintings and light fittings. Was Daniel’s place some kind of warehouse for the company? Looking away quickly, I went to sit on the couch and started to thumb through a magazine without even being aware of what I was looking at.


  ‘All done,’ said Daniel at last, firmly closing the door behind him and walking towards me. ‘Come on.’ He extended his hand. ‘Let’s go and take that walk on the beach—it’s the perfect time to be there because all of the tourists have finally gone home.’


  Five minutes later we were plodding across the sand carrying our shoes. For a while we said nothing, just held hands and walked slowly along the shoreline. Despite all the mystery that surrounded him, it felt pretty good just being by his side—not feeling the need to be entertaining or to make small talk. It had been a long time since I had felt that sense of calmness around anyone.


  There were a few stragglers on the grassy knoll overlooking Bondi—people like us who were not content to give up on the day until it was pitch black. We walked past the kiddies’ pool, clambering onto the rocks until Daniel led me into a recess between two boulders.


  ‘You look so beautiful—as if you belong down here at the beach,’ he said, pushing me into the hollow of the rock and pressing his body against my own. I could taste the spicy saltiness on his tongue from the Thai food and feel the warmth of his skin. For a while we stayed like that, exploring each other with our fingers and our lips. I was almost shaky by the time he helped me to clamber down from the rocks and onto the beach again.


  ‘Thank you for a wonderful evening, Savannah.’ He turned to me as the silvery moon lit up the foam on the crest of the waves. ‘I’m going to have to take a raincheck on that ice cream, though, because I have a very busy night ahead of me. You saw all those crates that have arrived? They have to be shipped out by the morning.’


  ‘Really, why?’ I asked before I could stop myself. It was better not to know, I reminded myself. Whatever was going on, I didn’t want to be involved.


  ‘Ah, they’re on consignment and so they have to go back straight away. It’s not usually my responsibility to handle that kind of stuff,’ he explained, sounding a little nervous, ‘but the person who was running that department had to be let go, given the financial situation, so we’re all working in several different areas at present just to ensure that everything keeps ticking over.’


  ‘Of course,’ I agreed. It sounded logical, but a small voice inside my head insisted that this wasn’t the whole story.


  ‘Come on,’ said Daniel, giving me one last hug on Campbell Parade. ‘Let me call you a cab.’


  Fifteen


  ‘We need to work on your dress for the wedding.’ Laurence Lavin cut to the chase in that well-known raspy voice of his the moment I answered the phone on my desk. ‘You never came back for the final fitting.’ He sounded concerned, as if he knew that I was in danger of creating a fashion faux pas and wearing something that ‘reeked of chain store’ to such an important event.


  Of course, I knew instantly which wedding he was talking about since the Lovejoy nuptials was the main topic of conversation in the smart cafes and restaurants of the Eastern Suburbs. It was all about who had been invited and who had been left off the list, plus the rumoured size of the budget. Would it be Sydney’s first million-dollar wedding? Surely not—that would be too vulgar even for the eighties, which were already being referred to as the ‘new age of excess’.


  I had been hitting every contact that I had for the low-down on the details of the society wedding of the year as preparations progressed, and readers of The Sydney News had been gobbling up the morsels as fast as I could print them. My most recent column had revealed that three of the best chefs in the country were each creating a course as part of the wedding breakfast. One was apparently using real gold leaf on the petit fours. Two of the biggest event gurus had joined forces to work on the wedding, an extravaganza on a scale never seen before. I’d heard from one music industry informant that Aretha Franklin had even been booked to serenade the newlyweds, though this had not yet been confirmed by anyone with authority. Every time I approached Gertie with the latest wedding rumour, she would just shriek with laughter.


  ‘Why not?’ she had bellowed. ‘Sounds like a good idea.’


  I had been so busy trying to find out as many details as possible, which also meant adding florists and cake-makers to my Filofax of contacts, it was no wonder that I had completely overlooked my own outfit. Besides, when I wasn’t working I was mostly fixated on Daniel and scouring the financial press for mentions of Leisure Time.


  Now here was the guru of the gown, the king of construction, Laurence Lavin chasing me up for not bothering to have another fitting for the creation he had fashioned just for the occasion. What was wrong with me?


  ‘So when can you come in, Savannah?’ Laurence sounded downright exasperated.


  ‘Tomorrow some time?’ I ventured.


  He sighed heavily. ‘No, I meant when are you coming in today? Tomorrow is not an option. The wedding is less than a week away!’


  ‘Okay, I’ll be there at two,’ I promised.


  ‘Make sure that it’s not a second later,’ warned the designer in a way that left me in no doubt that if I messed with the arrangements, I would be buying my own dress at Kmart if I was lucky.


  Going to see him would mean taking a large chunk out of my afternoon, but it would not be a useless exercise; I was sure to pick up a few stories when Coco de Chine was ‘accidentally’ sticking a few pins into me. She seemed to know everything that was happening in town—who was sleeping with whom and even which lingerie they were wearing at the time.


  Remembering the midnight blue silk taffeta which Laurence found for me I felt a surge of excitement. For once I would be dressed as though I belonged in Sydney’s social swim. Adding to my excitement was Gertie’s revelation that she had reluctantly put Daniel on the guest list. It was diplomatic to include him because he was one of Troy’s circle of sports associates: they had apparently bonded during an Iron Man challenge in Surfers Paradise a few years ago. The bad news was that Daniel’s beautiful ex, Rebecca, would be there; I had no doubt she would be going all out to show him what he was missing because I was sure she was still bruised from the way their relationship had abruptly ended. But thanks to Laurence, I’d be able to give her a run for her money.


  Another downside was that my editor, Tim, had been invited to the wedding too—he got on exceedingly well with Peter Lovejoy—so once again Tim would be keeping a close eye on me all night to ensure that I was doing my job. If he saw me lovingly interacting with Daniel he might easily reach the conclusion that this had been my mysterious lover who had flown me to Ayers Rock. And once he made the connection between Daniel and the Evanses, I was going to be in a lot of strife for not mentioning that I had infiltrated their circle. What’s more, if their business imploded and it was proven that I’d had the inside running on it but had said nothing, my career as a gossip columnist would definitely blow up as well. I had already decided that if Daniel and I were seated together, I was going to have to pretend that I had just met him and then keep circulating through the crowd. This was going to be tricky, but I knew Daniel would understand the delicacy of the situation. On the phone he had even suggested to me that if Leisure Time collapsed within the next few days, he would not be turning up to the wedding because he would have to face the wrath of some prime money men who would be there from the big end of town. (The Evanses had used their social status and glamour on the social scene to persuade various high-profile fat cats to put money into their business.)


  I had no sooner put the phone down after Laurence Lavin’s call when it immediately rang again. I thought maybe he had made a mistake with the appointment, but no such luck.


  ‘Savannah?’


  ‘Yes? Who is this?’ even though I’d recognised the accent immediately.


  ‘It’s Lahar Kapoor.’


  ‘Hi, Lahar. Great to hear from you,’ I lied. ‘But I’m afraid I’ll have to call you back; I’ve just been summoned to see my editor and I can’t keep him waiting.’ I knew exactly why he was calling and there was no way I wanted to be drawn into a conversation with him.


  ‘Of course, Savannah. But just let me say that I am now willing to double the money if you can get me an invitation to the Lovejoy wedding. Is that clear? Will you think about it? I’ll pay you in cash once I get that invite in my hand.’


  ‘Sorry, got to run now. I’ll call you back.’ I glanced at Erica, who was staring at me intently. No doubt her ears had pricked up when she had heard me say Lahar’s name and seen the stricken look on my face. Dealing with him today was the last thing that I needed.


  Replacing the receiver, I looked around and gave her a wave. ‘How’s it going, Erica? Do you have much on at the moment?’ I enjoyed pretending that I was oblivious to her antipathy towards me.


  ‘Yes, of course,’ she responded crossly and then, unable to stop herself for once, she hit back. ‘There’s a new season coming in, so there are many showings and appointments that I have to attend.’ She gave me a knowing look. ‘I certainly don’t have time to go flitting off to Ayers Rock for the weekend. And, by the way, how is Lahar?’


  ‘Oh, you really should go to the Red Centre, Erica; it’s such an inspirational place. Have you ever been there?’ It was now obvious that Erica was the one who had gone running to Tim about my weekend away. But who had tipped her off? Once more I drew a blank. I certainly didn’t see her stalking around the airport and she would be hard to miss. The Sydney News’s fashion editor was not someone who blended in.


  ‘No, I’ve never had that pleasure.’ She paused. ‘But then I rarely take freebies. I worry that they might compromise my position.’


  ‘Oh, yes, they absolutely would,’ I said. What a cheek! Erica took freebies all the time. Her extensive designer wardrobe was sent to her courtesy of her contacts, who were hoping for some glowing coverage. But, for the moment, I decided to play my cards close to my chest.


  ‘And how is Lahar?’ she asked again pointedly. Clearly she thought he was the one who had sponsored my trip to the Red Centre—but in exchange for what?


  ‘Oh, he’s being the usual pest,’ I said pleasantly. ‘He’s trying to wrangle his way into the wedding; he even tried to bribe me. I had to make Tim aware of it and I told Gertie Lovejoy all about it when we had lunch the other day. Has he been pestering you too?’


  Erica shuddered. ‘No, of course not. I try to keep away from that horrible little man.’


  ‘That’s very wise, Erica.’


  This was probably another one of the longest conversations that we’d ever had, but it had been worth the verbal sparring: at least now I knew she’d had no clue that I had flown to Ayers Rock to see Daniel. Erica had obviously decided that Lahar Kapoor had organised the trip for me as some sort of freebie.


  Right on cue, the phone rang again, and this time it was Daniel.


  ‘Savannah? How are you?’


  ‘Fantastic,’ I said, feeling a little shot of pleasure hit the back of my knees at the sound of his voice.


  ‘Look, do you think you could come over again tonight after work?’


  I paused for a moment, wondering if we had already progressed to the casual dating practice of just hanging out at each other’s places. It wasn’t the way I like to play it so early in the piece, but I also found the idea of seeing Daniel tonight far too irresistible to refuse.


  ‘Of course. There’s a cocktail party I have to cover, but I could be there around eight. How’s that?’


  There was a silence on the other end of the phone as he seemed to deliberate about the timing. Should I try to skip the cocktail party altogether? No, it wasn’t possible; it was a charity event for Entre Nous, the first since Queen Bea had successfully fought off the mutiny led by Susie Carruthers. Bea had still not forgiven me for exposing her in all of her drunken glory, but she had made it clear that a glowing coverage of her cocktail party would go some way towards making amends.


  ‘All right.’ Daniel seemed to have reached a decision. ‘We’ll order in again because I need to talk to you without anyone overhearing us.’


  ‘Okay,’ I said, surprised by his serious tone. ‘Do you want me to bring anything?’


  ‘No, just yourself. Sorry, sweetie, but I have to hang up now; I have a lot to do. Try to make sure you’re here no later than eight, okay? I’ll explain why later.’


  I hung up with a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach. He had sounded so tense; I hoped everything was okay with the business. I recalled what he’d said about having to leave town if Leisure Time failed. And then where would that leave me? The free-spirited man whom I had already started to think of as my soul mate would be walking out of my life.


  It would be hard to continue with the tough job of hunting down gossip while knowing there would be no reprieve at the end of the day with someone who didn’t care at all about being part of the social scene. I started to feel empty just considering what it would be like with no Daniel in my life.
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  Laurence Lavin was in no mood for idle chitchat by the time I’d pulled myself together and caught a cab to Edgecliff Road for our appointment. The minute I walked through the door of his atelier I was dispatched to the change room and hauled into the midnight blue gown by Coco, who was in fine form.


  ‘Pity you don’t have a waist, Savannah,’ she quipped, as Laurence cinched me in so tightly with his magic elastic belt that I could hardly breathe.


  Laurence shushed her and he and I studied my reflection in the mirror.


  ‘Wow, Laurence, you really are a miracle worker,’ I exclaimed, noticing that I had somehow acquired a cleavage, which was quite something to behold when you have breasts as small as mine. Granted, it wasn’t massive but I certainly looked much better endowed than I had when I walked in. He really was a genius at padding and cinching in—no wonder all the drag queens loved him.


  ‘I’ll say! Talk about making a silk purse out of a sow’s ear,’ said Coco drolly, doing her little bit to boost my confidence.


  Laurence ignored her, tilting his head to one side in consideration. ‘Okay, it seems to fit well enough,’ he said at last. ‘But I think we should add a few glittery sequins and maybe the odd diamanté just to liven things up a little.’


  ‘Fabulous,’ I readily agreed. (Well, what girl is going to turn down a little extra sparkle?)


  ‘And now that I’ve done my bit,’ he said, carefully unhooking the dress, ‘your job is to catch the bouquet, Savannah. It’s time you found someone to look after you. Frankly, you don’t seem to be doing such a brilliant job of it yourself.’


  ‘You just want me to have a rich husband so I can afford to buy your gowns,’ I protested, deciding it was better not to reveal that I already had a boyfriend until I knew exactly what was going on with Daniel.


  ‘I’m all for that,’ agreed Laurence. ‘But I also get a sense that you’re being worn down by the social scene. You’ve definitely been in the wars. How about that horrible poison-pen letter!’


  ‘You’re right; I had no idea how tough it could be out there—but look at it this way, everyone seems to know who I am now.’


  ‘Well, they definitely will on Saturday. Now come past on Friday after five and we’ll be all ready for you. But, Savannah, do yourself a favour and invest in a decent pair of evening shoes before then. Something gold and sparkly should work well.’


  ‘Shall do,’ I promised as I walked out the door, wondering when I would ever have the time to go shoe shopping, especially as Coco had not let even a whisper of a decent story slip out. Laurence must have warned her not to gossip.
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  A couple of hours later, dressed in my most flattering LBD and ridiculously high heels, I was gingerly walking across the flagstone entrance of the Woollahra Council Chambers, which overlooked Double Bay. Falling flat on my face in front of this crowd would not be a good career move. The Entre Nous committee had somehow snared one of Sydney’s best locations for their soiree—a prelude to their forthcoming ball.


  The guest of honour was Lally Holmes—the sunny blonde morning television powerhouse with a penchant for colourful Kanga dresses designed by the Australian woman who was reportedly once a royal mistress. Tonight she was in a vivid purple floral number with a stand-out pleated collar, a slashed bodice and softly gathered skirt that fluttered around her calves like butterflies. The matching purple patent leather shoes were also a wonder to behold. Lally’s look was so over the top and glamorous that even if she weren’t a television star, she would still be photographed endlessly. And she loved the adulation as much as she loved her champagne.


  Unfortunately, Lally was not that keen on other women, whom she viewed as competition. But before I could even approach the famously prickly personality for a quote or two, Queen Bea’s newly appointed ‘minder’ (after that disastrous dinner party at her place, she really needed one), the unbearably snobby bossy-boots publicist Pippa Brown, came huffing and puffing up to me from the other end of the garden.


  ‘Savannah, it’s lovely to see you,’ she said, still trying to catch her breath after her epic trot. ‘Did you bring a photographer?’


  I nodded, but a quick glance around the grounds told me that Oliver Orlan was yet to arrive.


  ‘Good, because I’m sure your editor would like to see a shot of Queen Bea and her husband with Dominic Brun, the head of La Vie champagne. Dominic is one of the key sponsors for the forthcoming ball.’


  Personally, I could not think of a more boring photo (the social pages were supposed to be filled with beautiful people under thirty-five), but as we were trying to placate the charity queen at present, I readily agreed. ‘Great idea, Pippa,’ I said. ‘I’ll let Oliver know. Now if you will just excuse me, I’m going to go and have a chat with Lally.’


  This seemed to alarm the hard-working publicist, who was no doubt worried that I would somehow upset the guest of honour. Clearly, I could not be left to my own devices at any social event. It was true, though, that Lally and I had a relationship that could best be described as ‘uneasy’; she had been unhappy with several items I had written about her crossing swords with one of the producers on her show. But I was confident that her desire for publicity would outweigh any dislike for me personally.


  Pippa managed to glue herself to my side, and when I reached the TV star she said, ‘Excuse me, Lally, but have you met Savannah Stephens from The Sydney News?’


  ‘Of course,’ said Lally, fake-smiling at me and showing off her perfect white teeth.


  ‘Do you mind if Savannah asks you a couple of questions?’ asked Pippa nervously. I could see beads of perspiration on her forehead—she really wasn’t cut out for such stressful work. If only she could be put in charge of the coverage that appeared in newspapers—that way all of her clients would be satisfied with her efforts.


  ‘Not at all,’ responded Lally sweetly, as if she and I were the best of friends. ‘It’s good to see you, Savannah.’


  ‘Great to see you too, Lally. And I love the dress—only you could pull off one like that.’


  Lally arched an eyebrow. ‘Really?’


  But before I could explain myself, Pippa butted in again. ‘Lally is our brand-new ambassador for Entre Nous,’ she told me. ‘We are set to announce this tonight, during the speeches. Perhaps you would like to ask her about her role?’


  I had definitely had enough. What I really wanted to ask Lally was whether there was any truth to the rumour that she had been poached by another network, where her best friend was the head of light entertainment. But I wasn’t going to say that in front of Pippa, who could very well spread the story before I had a chance to check it out and print it.


  ‘Thank you for bringing me over, Pippa. It was very kind of you, but I’m sure that you have many other people to look after. Please don’t let us keep you.’ I was rather impressed with my own diplomacy.


  But Pippa stayed rooted to the spot. Could she actually be so dim she didn’t understand that irritating me was going to work against her? At least Lally was more than capable of looking after herself, and she let the publicist know that.


  ‘That’s right, Pippa,’ she said graciously. ‘Savannah and I know each other well. You don’t have to spend your time looking after me, when you have so much going on tonight.’


  ‘Sorry,’ said Pippa obsequiously, her face reddening, ‘I didn’t mean to make a nuisance of myself. I’m doing this job pro bono and I was just trying to take care of you.’


  ‘And I do thank you for that, you are such a trooper,’ responded Lally, turning her back now to effectively cut off Pippa from any further communication. Lally Holmes had just rocketed up in my estimation, so I skewed my question in a flattering way.


  ‘Lally, is it true that you’re thinking about jumping ship? I’ve heard that a rival network is so desperate to secure you that they’ve made you a very attractive offer.’


  Lally’s eyes twinkled at me. She looked pleased that a story like this might appear in the paper; even if she had no intention of leaving, it would give her more leverage with her current network. In fact, she had probably planted the rumours herself.


  ‘I wouldn’t say it was a massive amount of money,’ she said, smiling at me again. ‘Probably just about double what I am earning now.’


  Bingo! I had my story and a great quote. Thankfully, Oliver Orlan had just wandered in, resplendent in a cream satin smoking jacket and jeans, cameras hung around his neck like fashion accessories. He must have been in an excellent mood, too, because he agreed to my request for a shot of Lally without complaint.


  As the evening wore on, I noticed Queen Bea glowering at me, letting me know that she was still seething about my unflattering coverage of her dinner party. Unfortunately, she had also been drinking steadily ever since she had arrived at the event, despite the efforts of her minder, Pippa, to keep her otherwise occupied. Now I watched with some fascination as she walked unsteadily over to an outsized silver bowl containing Beluga caviar on a bed of ice. The waiters had been carefully doling out the precious eggs on blinis with sour cream and taking them around to the guests on a silver tray. But Queen Bea had become impatient with this hoo-ha and, leaning over the bowl, she started to lasciviously ladle the caviar into her mouth. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing and neither could poor, flustered Pippa, who raced over and tried to gently walk her away from the caviar, but she would not be moved while there were any silky grey beads left in the bowl. At one stage it looked as though she might topple into it. Had Oliver got any shots of what had just taken place? It was hard to tell because his face gave nothing away. We would never publish anything so cruel in the paper, but this photographic evidence might come in handy the next time Queen Bea and her acolytes insisted that she was always as sober as a judge.


  It was time for me to leave, especially if I was to arrive at Daniel’s place on time. I took a circuitous route back to the entrance, smiling and nodding when several guests tried to flag me down. But, alas, I wasn’t fast enough, because just as I reached New South Head Road and was on the verge of raising my hand for a taxi, Pippa, who had finally steered Queen Bea away from her ‘supper’ came rushing towards me.


  ‘Savannah? You’re not leaving, are you? The speeches are about to start.’


  ‘Oh, hi again, Pippa. Yes, unfortunately I am leaving,’ I said firmly. ‘I have to attend another event this evening—but don’t worry: Oliver is here to capture it all.’


  The old bossy boots was not taking no for an answer. ‘But you must wait for the speeches,’ she insisted. ‘I think that is what your editor would want you to do.’


  While I would have loved to have set her straight on what Tim thought was acceptable social coverage, any discussion would no doubt have taken up more time, which was something I did not have a lot of at the moment. ‘Thank you for the invitation, Pippa, I’ve had a perfectly lovely time. See you at the next event.’ I raised my hand and a taxi screeched to a halt beside me. I quickly climbed into the back seat.


  ‘Driver, just a second,’ she cried through the open passenger-side window.


  But I leaned over to address him. ‘I’m going to Campbell Parade, North Bondi, please.’


  ‘No worries, love,’ he said, pulling away, leaving Pippa gasping at the kerb like a beautiful puffer fish.


  ‘What was wrong with your friend back there?’ he asked as we turned the corner into O’Sullivan Road. ‘She looked as though she was about to explode!’


  ‘Oh, nothing to worry about,’ I responded. ‘I think she just had one too many servings of punch.’


  Sixteen


  It was just before 8 pm when I rang the buzzer at Daniel’s place. There was no answer at first, so I glanced up and was surprised to see my blond Adonis on the deck, peering down to see who was at the entrance to the building. Who was he expecting?


  Moments later I was in the lift, and when I arrived on his floor, he was waiting out in the hallway to greet me.


  ‘Hi, sweetie,’ he said, looking more than ever like a rich surfer in a half-unbuttoned patchwork denim shirt, jeans and a pair of baby blue Hermès docksiders. His long blond hair was brushed away from his face, showing off his piercing green-blue eyes. He was so handsome I couldn’t take my eyes off him.


  ‘I’ve missed you,’ he said, giving me a great big squeeze and a lingering kiss. I almost sank to my knees in pleasure but managed to walk to his apartment, with his arm firmly around my waist.


  I was not ready for the scene of devastation which greeted me on the other side of the door. Several packed bags were lined up along the wall, and through the open door I could see carefully labelled crates stacked in the spare room.


  ‘What’s going on, Daniel? Are you on the move?’ I said, suddenly feeling as though I had been punched in the guts. It seemed pretty obvious that he was leaving town, and from the look of the amount of luggage that he was taking with him, he obviously didn’t plan to return any time soon. In fact, from the size of the crates, he was moving house as well.


  ‘Yes, I’m going away for a while.’ He sounded apologetic. ‘There’s a lot to explain and we really don’t have much time. But let’s sit down and have a glass of wine and some pizza. I hope you don’t mind that I ordered ahead; it was delivered just before you turned up.’


  ‘No, that’s fine,’ I said numbly. Actually, the last thing I felt like doing now was eating, but I was happy to go through the motions—anything to prolong his departure. But who left town at this time of night?


  Ever the gentleman, Daniel pulled out a chair for me to sit down. There was a huge pizza laid out on the table and a container of salad. He handed me a glass of wine.


  Despite myself I took a slice of pizza; I’d had nothing to eat at the Entre Nous cocktail party, and nothing to drink apart from water. It was too easy to lose track of time after a couple of glasses of champagne and I hadn’t wanted to be late for Daniel.


  I was tearing into my second slice when I noticed that Daniel wasn’t eating. He was watching me with an expression on his face that was both grave and tender.


  I put down the pizza, which I had neatly rolled into a torpedo to prevent any unsexy cheese spillage on my chin. ‘What is it?’ I said, now feeling ill again.


  ‘As I mentioned before, I’ve got a lot to explain, Savannah, and very little time,’ Daniel said quietly.


  My stomach did a little backflip as I braced myself for what would come next.


  ‘In a couple of hours I’m leaving for Morocco,’ he told me, pushing his plate away. ‘I’m taking a rather roundabout route as I might already be on an immigration watch list. Leisure Time has gone belly up, just as we feared, leaving huge debts—more than we can possibly pay.’


  I stared at him, too stunned to speak.


  ‘The investors wouldn’t give us any more money and the banks wanted theirs back.’ He shrugged resignedly. ‘There was nothing we could do to save it. Alex and Jacqueline are already in Tangier, which is where I’m going to meet them. The plan is to regroup, start a new company there and make enough to pay off our creditors here and return.’


  ‘Just like that?’ I said, a little sourly. I pushed my plate away. Now I’d lost my appetite too.


  ‘We’ve had someone on the ground there working it out for a while,’ he said mysteriously. ‘Only it was supposed to have been a subsidiary company and not our main business. What makes it so attractive is that we won’t be paying any tax—and neither will you be, if you join us.’


  What? Where did that come from?


  ‘Excuse me?’ I mean what was he suggesting? That I take off with him now, become a fugitive? I could just imagine myself on the front page of the paper: ‘Gossip Columnist Rushes To Lover’s Side As He Fights Off Extradition From Morocco’. Outstanding—my media mates would positively salivate over this one and who could blame them.


  ‘Let me finish,’ said Daniel. ‘I want you to come to Morocco with me. As soon as I get to Europe, I’ll send you a ticket to fly there via Paris. I might even be able to meet you in Paris for a few days myself, and then we can fly into Tangier together.’


  I was just staring at him in disbelief. I had a vivid imagination, but somehow I couldn’t picture that scenario working out and it must have showed on my face. It sounded like a Hollywood fantasy.


  ‘Look, there’s nothing for you here,’ he said persuasively. ‘You don’t want to spend the rest of your life working as a gossip columnist for some tabloid rag in Sydney, do you?’


  ‘Probably not.’ But did I? Even as I said it, I realised that, actually, I enjoyed my job and was in no hurry to leave it.


  ‘You could have a brilliant career as a freelancer based in Morocco, working for different publications all over the world. You’d be close to all your old friends in London again and, most importantly—’ he leaned over to touch my cheek, gazing into my eyes ‘—we could be together.’


  Now he was talking.


  I smiled at him, more in acknowledgement of the chemistry between us than acceptance of the current situation. No matter how charismatic he was nor how strong the bond was between us, I simply couldn’t imagine myself living in Morocco and being wary of every knock on the door.


  For once Daniel was not reading my body language accurately as I moved back on the seat.


  ‘In the meantime, I need you to do something for me,’ Daniel continued. ‘After I leave, a courier will turn up to take some of these crates. Just let him in, wait until they’re loaded into his van, and then lock up.’


  ‘What kind of courier?’ I asked suspiciously.


  But Daniel smiled at my apprehension. ‘Don’t worry, it’s nothing sinister,’ he said, handing a piece of paper to me as if it was nothing more than a shopping list.


  ‘This is the address in Tangier. First thing tomorrow morning, put the keys in a padded envelope and post them to me.’


  I looked at him, dumbfounded. This was moving so fast. We’d barely got to know each other, but he expected me to move to the other side of the world to be with him. I knew hardly anything about him. What side of the bed did he like to sleep on, for example? Where did his family live? I swallowed. Had he only been feigning interest in me all this time, just so he would have someone to help in his getaway? Wasn’t I now being implicated in all sorts of trouble? I’d thought that he was as smitten with me as I was with him, but perhaps it had just been an elaborate con job the entire time. But why choose me?


  I began to wish that I had stayed at the charity cocktail party after all, where the biggest decision to make was whether to have the champagne straight up or with fresh orange juice.


  ‘I can see that you have reservations,’ said Daniel, staring deeply into my eyes now, ‘but there’s nothing illegal in the crates, I promise. We can open one if you like, but really they just contain the precious antiques and artefacts that Alex and Jacqueline have collected over the years. They didn’t want them to be impounded and sold off for a fraction of their worth by the creditors as a revenue-raising exercise.’


  That made sense, I guessed. ‘Okay,’ I said reluctantly. ‘But I hope the courier comes on time.’


  ‘Don’t worry,’ said Daniel, pulling on his jacket. ‘They’re always punctual.’


  ‘Now will you come to visit me in Morocco, even if it’s just for a trial? You don’t even have to quit your job, just take a holiday break, but I want to prove to you how great we can be together.’


  How could I refuse?


  ‘Of course,’ I assured him. ‘I think we owe it to each other to see if we can make it work.’ Sometimes in life you just have to go for it and not worry about the consequences.


  I would like to say that in the time I had left with my boyfriend he made mad passionate love to me and was last seen hurtling down the hallway doing up his fly. But the reality is that there was no time for more than a heartfelt kiss before a ring on the doorbell signalled that his ride had arrived and, just like that, he was on his way. Staring from the front window down onto the street, I watched as Daniel and his luggage were bundled into a late model Mercedes sedan that immediately sped off.


  And perhaps my dreams of Happy Ever After were blown away in the car’s exhaust. Or was my new life just about to begin?


  Seventeen


  Chloe Lovejoy and Troy Saunders’ nuptials were billed as Australia’s most lavish wedding even before event supremo Ronald Duke had ordered the massive custom-built, silk-lined marquee to be erected at Darling Point in the grounds of the Lovejoys’ mansion. It had nearly taken a week to go up and had already been the subject of much speculation in the area regarding its cost.


  The fab four hundred guests who had accepted (and had flown in from every state in Australia and all around the world) were at first dazzled by the entrance, festooned with so many fairy lights it made David Jones’ famed Christmas caves look provincial. The couple was being married in front of a massive arch overflowing with exotic white orchids, tuberoses and rare parchment-coloured roses airlifted from Colombia.


  When Chloe made her entrance, there were gasps all round because she was wearing couture Dior and a long veil which, Erica would later write, was inspired by Grace Kelly’s wedding gown. Troy was movie-star handsome in white tails, along with his six groomsmen, who all looked as though they had stepped off the set of a Grace Kelly movie, while Chloe’s bridesmaids were in blush pink. Even the knockabout Gertie Lovejoy looked elegant in coffee lace, also by Christian Dior.


  But as the couple stood at the altar, there was suddenly a commotion, a rustling of expensive fabric and the discreet rattle of expensive jewels and all heads turned to see Scarlet Graham stalk in wearing a long red gown, slashed to the waist to show off the massive ruby and diamond necklace adorning her photogenic cleavage. Swanning down the aisle next to her and preening as though he was one of the prime exhibits at the Royal Easter Show was none other than Lahar Kapoor, in a matching red suit by Versace. Creating even more of a faux pas than their late arrival following the bride and groom, the couple headed for one of the seats at the front reserved for close family. The excited whispers between guests informing each other of their entrance became audible gasps. Several of the Sydney guests, who were familiar with the Grahams’ dramatic marriage breakdown from the story I had written—and which had been splashed all over the pages of The Sydney News—looked as though they might faint with excitement. All eyes swivelled to stare at Shannon Graham and his companion, who was looking quietly elegant in an ice-blue silk ensemble. Those in the know recognised her as Suzy, his personal secretary whom he had started an affair with behind Scarlet’s back. The consensus of opinion was that Shannon had to be perverse to go from a supermodel to someone so unremarkable.


  To his credit, Shannon, who was doubtless seething with rage over the tasteless spectacle orchestrated by his estranged wife, understood that everyone was waiting for a response from him and he managed a strained smile and a wave to Scarlet. She smiled sweetly back at him and audaciously blew him a kiss, proving that all those acting lessons hadn’t been in vain. She even managed to beam at the hateful Suzy. It was fair to say that Scarlet had not enjoyed herself so much since she had thrown all of his belongings out the window.


  I decided to seize that moment while everyone was stunned to pull out the small camera stashed in my bag and take a few photos as surreptitiously as I could. I glanced across at Oliver, to see if he’d had the same thought, but he was far too caught up in what was happening to even think of taking aim. (Knowing him, he was probably trying to figure out where he could get a suit just like Lahar’s.) But this was a moment I knew would be talked about for years to come and I couldn’t wait to write it up in the paper. I caught sight of Tim, resplendent in a dinner suit and seated just a few rows in front; instead of taking in the bizarre scene, he was watching me. He nodded approvingly at my camera and tilted his head to signal that I should really go for it.


  ‘Now! Now! Quiet, please.’ The matronly marriage celebrant with a corsage pinned to the neckline of her chocolate-brown taffeta gown was clearly shocked by the interruption to her service, but equally determined to get things back on track. ‘Shush!’ she hissed at the illustrious crowd. ‘The union between a man and a woman is something to be respected and revered. I must have your full attention.’


  Painfully dragging their eyes away from Scarlet and Lahar, the vision in red, the crowd turned back to the altar, where Chloe and Troy were seemingly oblivious to what was going on around them. They were savouring their day with all of its complexities and surprises. And, finally, just at the moment that they exchanged vows, there was a flapping of wings as a dozen white doves were released into the evening sky.


  After that, everyone moved into the marquee, which resembled the palace of Versailles, the ceiling hung with dozens of antique chandeliers which had been flown in from France, the sides decorated with gilt mirrors and, in the forecourt, a Moët et Chandon champagne fountain. I could certainly use something to steady my nerves, but I had work to do.


  I was trying to get to Scarlet and Lahar, but they were surrounded by people clamouring to know what was going on between them. After all, it seemed like such a preposterous coupling. All I needed was a few good quotes and I knew that Scarlet was sure to come up with something outrageous if only I could catch her eye. She had absolutely loved my coverage of the divorce. Lahar, I noticed, was playing his role to the hilt, handing out his business cards and delicately adjusting Scarlet’s necklace as the proud jeweller.


  As I moved through the glittering crowd, I was grateful to Laurence Lavin for dressing me in the billowing, midnight blue gown, which really did sparkle with dozens of turquoise sequins on the bodice. I looked as though I fitted in so I was given entree to most areas; several people even stopped me to ask me who my gown had been designed by and nodded approvingly when I told them. Of course, the person I’d most been hoping to impress was nowhere to be seen. I hadn’t heard a word from Daniel in the days since his departure and I was extremely worried about him. Had he even made it out of Australia? But then, just this morning, a Double Bay travel agent had contacted me to say that he had a return ticket to Tangier via Paris waiting for collection, along with an accommodation voucher for two nights at the InterContinental, Paris. The flight left the following Wednesday. The news had left me slightly winded because it was tangible proof that something was happening, but I had no time to think about that now. I told myself to just get through the wedding of the year.


  ‘Did you snap some shots of Scarlet and Lahar arriving?’ I asked a sulky-looking Oliver. He probably thought that he deserved more attention than he was getting. After all, he was also in white tie, of sorts. He was wearing an antique satin jacket over a silk T-shirt, a diamanté bow tie, cream satin jeans and white sandshoes.


  ‘Of course,’ he said scornfully, though I suspected he hadn’t.


  ‘How about Shannon and his secretary?’ I tried.


  Oliver shrugged his shoulders. ‘Shannon is a friend of mine,’ he said, sounding exasperated. ‘He’ll be fine about posing for me later in the evening. But I need you to be kind to him as he is a really good person and Suzy is lovely.’


  Oh, great—now Oliver was deciding what shots we needed. Perfect. I watched as the lens man sauntered away from me to be feted by the usual gaggle of desperate socialites. At least I had my own camera, and maybe Gertie would help me out by supplying some of the official wedding shots. I couldn’t wait to hear what she had to say about the newest couple on the scene, Scarlet and Lahar, and how they had tried to upstage the ceremony.


  Suddenly, a familiar figure came crashing through the shrubbery, his bulk threatening to destroy a garland of fairy lights. He looked handsome, in a lumbering Aussie way. It was clear that Tim was hyper-stimulated about the scene unfolding—or perhaps unravelling, I thought as he tried to disentangle himself from the strings of lights—around him. Leaving his wife, Jane, to socialise with friends, he had hightailed it over to see how the paper’s coverage was coming along.


  ‘You scrub up well, Savannah,’ he said awkwardly. ‘So can you believe your mate Scarlet and that over-the-top Indian bloke? Isn’t he the one who wanted to pay you to get him in? Looks like he found himself an entree card and he didn’t have to pay her a cent.’ Tim craned his massive head above the crowd, trying to spot the outlandish couple. He was having a ball. ‘Have you got many stories so far?’ he said, turning back to me.


  For god’s sake, I’d barely been here an hour and most of that had been taken up by the ceremony. Apart from Lahar and Scarlet totally upstaging Shannon and his secretary, not to mention the bride and the groom, what did he expect?


  ‘Not yet,’ I said, favouring him with one of my most confident smiles. ‘But I can’t wait to see this lot in the early hours of the morning. That’s when it’s bound to get very messy; there’ll be lots of stories.’


  ‘Goodo,’ Tim said, patting me on the back as if I was a prize racehorse. He began to walk off then stopped in his tracks as something occurred to him. ‘Oh, I don’t suppose you’ve heard anything about Alex and Jacqueline Evans? Peter Lovejoy told me they were invited. Apparently they sent a whopping big bowl from Christofle—which wasn’t on the wedding gift register, by the way—but they sent a message this morning to say they couldn’t make it. I’ve heard whispers that their company has collapsed with debts in the millions, and they’ve buggered off overseas instead of sticking around to face the music.’


  It wasn’t a particularly warm evening, but I could feel the perspiration prickling my skin. What an astonishing mess I had landed myself in. I did the only thing I could think of: I pretended I hadn’t heard what he’d just told me.


  ‘Okay, I’ll look out for them,’ I said nonsensically, then excused myself to go in search of the loo, hoping that he wouldn’t think of following me and waiting outside.


  Actually, I did need to collect myself, so hiding out in the powder room for a few minutes wasn’t such a bad idea. A kindly waiter directed me to a guest bungalow, which contained one bathroom for the women and another for the men. Thankfully, I was the only one there; the rest of the female guests were having too much fun exploring the many delights of the marquee to worry about their make-up just yet. I checked myself out in the mirror—hmm, not bad considering my level of angst—and then flopped onto a sofa to make some notes, though thanks to Scarlet and Lahar’s outrageous entrance, the story would pretty much write itself. I would have to ring the coverage through to the copy takers in an hour’s time. Thankfully Gertie had generously given me the use of one of the house telephones otherwise I would not have been able to make myself heard among the din. I was so engrossed in what I was writing that I hardly noticed when one of Chloe’s beautiful bridesmaids walked into the room. She paused in front of me and I glanced up, watching her reflection in the mirror as she pushed her long wavy blonde hair away from her face so that she could survey her perfect make-up.


  ‘Hello, I’m Rebecca,’ she said, meeting my gaze in the mirror. ‘And you must be Savannah. I recognise your face from the paper.’


  Something about the name Rebecca rang a bell . . . Oh. Of course. She was that Rebecca.


  ‘Look, I hope you don’t mind me bringing it up, but I heard that you’re seeing Daniel,’ she said quietly. ‘Gertie mentioned it to me because she was concerned about you.’


  ‘Oh, yes,’ I said coolly, not really in the mood to discuss my boyfriend with his ex.


  ‘I dated him as well, you see. And he’s a lovely man—at least, I thought he was. We were going to become engaged but then he changed his mind at the last minute. I still don’t know why.’ She gave a pained smile. ‘Anyway, I just thought I’d tell you; I don’t want you to get as hurt as I did.’


  I swallowed hard. There was a strange taste in my mouth—could it be fear? After all, Daniel had already proven himself to be unreliable and excellent at disappearing. Now he was asking me to turn my back on my new life here and follow him to Morocco? If he could walk away from someone as beautiful as Rebecca, what hope did I have? But I wasn’t ready to let on to anyone just yet exactly what was going on—not until I had figured it all out for myself. I smiled warmly at the stunning blonde. ‘Thank you for that, but there’s nothing serious between us just yet.’


  ‘Sorry,’ said Rebecca. ‘I know I shouldn’t have said anything, but I’m actually a big fan of yours. I love reading your column.’


  ‘Oh, that’s very sweet of you to say.’ I was keen to cut the conversation short; I didn’t want to say anything more about not being involved with Daniel, especially if I did decide to take him up on that ticket with the pre-booked flight. Guess he hadn’t wanted me to think about it for too long. A little voice inside my head kept asking me what I thought I had to lose. Surely this was just another of life’s adventures, which would enrich me as a writer. There would always be plenty of jobs for me when I returned because I’d already made a name for myself in newspapers—that’s if it all turned to shit in Morocco—I could always say that I had just been researching an expose. Meanwhile, even from the other side of the world, I could still feel the intensity of Daniel’s and my connection. But enough of that now, it was time to go and hunt for some more stories before I phoned in my copy.


  Rising from the couch, I puffed out my billowing skirt and put my notepad back into my evening bag because it was just too gauche to be seen clutching it as I moved through the crowd.


  ‘I’d love to stay and chat,’ I said, smiling warmly at Rebecca again, ‘but I’d better get back to the wedding. It’s certainly the most extraordinary event I’ve ever covered.’


  ‘Oh, you haven’t seen anything yet,’ laughed Rebecca, who also seemed to be relieved that the tricky conversation was done. ‘Just you wait!’


  Eighteen


  While most of Troy and Chloe’s overseas and interstate guests were continuing to celebrate the couple’s union at glamorous restaurants and clubs in the city (Gertie had planned a calendar of events), I’d also had a couple of big nights. The ability to sleep well and rise in the morning with most of my problems solved is how I had tackled most of the issues I had ever faced in my life. But not this time—my dreams were as vivid as a Moroccan sunset, and I woke from most of them in a lather of sweat. However, I seemed to have made up my mind to take the plunge and go. I wondered how I was going to break the news to Tim. No doubt I would have to resign as a leave of absence was probably out of the question when I had no idea at all of when I might return. And how did I reveal my plans without discussing my relationship with Daniel and his connection to Leisure Time? Tim would no doubt hit the roof and tell me that I was being absolutely stupid. How could they ever trust me to be a professional gossip columnist again? I certainly didn’t want to have the doors closed to me at The Sydney News forever.


  In the early hours of Monday morning I finally decided to tell my editor I was leaving because I had itchy feet and wanted to go travelling again. It was partially true. Well, how often did a free return ticket to Morocco land in your lap with a couple of nights in a top hotel in Paris thrown in as well? Maybe they could hold my job for me for a month, until I got it all out of my system? It was worth a try because after four weeks in Morocco I would know whether Daniel and I could make it work.


  Just the thought of seeing him again sent my pulse racing, even though I kept reminding myself it was probably just a strong physical attraction, and that I shouldn’t get great sex mixed up with love. But that was easier said than done because with him I may very well have found my other half—he was a gypsy like me, but he also seemed to be genuinely interested in helping me progress as a journalist.


  Even if it all went pear-shaped, and he stood me up in Paris, as he nearly had in Ayers Rock, and cancelled the trip to Morocco, which is what I also feared, I figured I could always head to London. I was missing all my friends there and I was certain that I could get more work. They wouldn’t have forgotten about me already—it hadn’t been that long.


  As I made my bleary-eyed way through the news room to my desk I was surprised to see that Erica’s office looked very bare. All the photographs of her with famous designers were gone from her noticeboard and desk, along with all the little fashion mementos that she had kept on a shelf—her first media pass for the London collections and her framed letter from Karl Lagerfeld following their first meeting. Maybe she had moved to a different office?


  A few of my colleagues were looking at me with interest. Many had started to accept me as one of their own and not merely a ‘cappuccino journalist’—all froth and very little substance. Wonder how they would view me after today?


  ‘Great story on the Lovejoy wedding,’ Nora, who worked on courts, called out as I passed her desk. ‘Did that crazy supermodel and the shifty jeweller nearly upstage the whole thing? It made me laugh out loud when I was reading it.’


  ‘Thanks for that. Yes, they did,’ I said, smiling back at her. ‘You would have loved it if you’d been there.’ Feeling queasy now because of what I was about to do, I continued on to my desk, put down my bag and had a quick look over the mail that was piling up. There was the usual stack of invitations, although I probably wouldn’t have to reply to them; I was pretty sure Tim would have me walked from the office straight away for being such a traitor not to mention ungrateful for the fantastic run he had given me on the paper.


  I dialled his extension, and Janet answered immediately. ‘Good morning, Savannah,’ she said curtly.


  ‘Hi Janet.’ I tried to sound casual. ‘I’d like to come and see the editor for a few minutes. Is he available?’


  ‘Just one moment and I’ll check if he’s in.’


  Couldn’t she just look through the glass partition and see that he was indeed at his desk? But, no, we had to play the game. There was a moment’s silence, then the officious secretary was back on the line, sounding almost disappointed to convey the news that Tim would see me now.


  Standing, I tucked my typewritten resignation letter into my notebook and made my way to his office.


  Tim rose from his desk as Janet reluctantly led me in. I was sure she’d be disappointed when she heard that I was leaving because there would be fewer opportunities to flounce through the office with me invariably following with my tail between my legs.


  ‘Thank you, Janet,’ he said, dismissing her, before turning to me with a smile on his face. ‘Savannah, I think you would probably be more comfortable sitting on the couch over here.’


  It was clear that this wasn’t going to be easy, but then Daniel’s face flashed in front of my eyes and I steeled myself to make a crisp exit speech. The worst thing I could do in front of Tim was to flounder around, I decided, because then my mercurial editor would have me on toast.


  ‘That’s better,’ said Tim amiably, when we were both seated. ‘Now before you get started, I want to congratulate you on the cracking story you did on the wedding. You nailed it—and the quotes you got from Scarlet about her new relationship with Lahar were pure genius.’ He thumped his knee with his fist. ‘Outstanding.’


  ‘Thank you—’ I began, but he held up his hand to stop me.


  ‘Now I’m afraid I have some regrettable news . . .’ His expression turned serious. Had he found out that I had been aiding and abetting one of the directors of Leisure Time to get their valuable assets out of the country? ‘I’m sorry to tell you this, Savannah, but we’ve tracked down the person who organised the poison-pen letter about you.’ He looked as stern as a man can look when he’s wearing chinos and a white safari shirt. ‘It was Erica Hopewell. She was summoned in to see me, admitted to everything, so I had to sack her. It was regrettable but we can’t have that sort of behaviour going on. She was escorted from the premises early this morning before anyone came in. I thought you should be the first to know and I was about to tell you when you asked to see me.’


  He stared hard at me, clearly expecting me to be surprised, when all I wanted to do was burst out laughing at the relief of not being carpeted over Leisure Time. I did feel a bit sorry for my nemesis, actually. Her job had meant everything to her. It gave her some stature and power in the fashion industry. Despite her meanness and her aloof manner, it sucked that it had come to an end just because of me. After all, the poison-pen campaign had worked so much in my favour that some people now thought it had all been a publicity campaign just to get me a name in this town.


  ‘I know this must be a bit of a shock,’ Tim continued, ‘especially because you two seemed to have bonded just so well.’


  ‘What?’ I exclaimed before I could stop myself, but then tried to look suitably abject about the betrayal. ‘Erica? Um, I mean, how did you find out? Are you absolutely sure it was her?’


  Tim shook his head sadly. ‘She really did confess in the end, Savannah. I’m so sorry you had to experience that.’


  ‘But why would she admit to something like that?’


  ‘Erica had a fault on her computer and when the technicians went to check it out they mentioned that she had a top secret folder that was taking up a lot of her available space. That’s when the original version of the poison-pen letter was discovered, along with a list of the recipients. She had also been working on an even more damning version.’


  ‘Really?’ I wondered what that new missive might include. Was Erica onto the Daniel connection? Who knew what she was going to pull out next in her determination to get rid of me and regain her place on top of the social pile.


  ‘Now, I don’t want you to be upset about it—and in fact, because of the stellar work you are doing, we have decided to give you quite a sizeable raise. You’ll notice it in your next pay packet.’


  It was a lot to take in. I wished now that I could go back to my desk to think about what to do next. What was the etiquette for telling your boss that you were resigning just after he’d given you a massive bonus?


  I supposed I could try to pretend to be so outraged by what Erica had done that I felt I had no other alternative but to leave the company. But playing a helpless victim just wasn’t my style.


  ‘Are you okay, Savannah? Would you like a cup of tea? It’s no problem for Janet to go and fetch you one, if you would like one or something to eat?’ Tim must have noticed the sudden change in my demeanour. I was pretty sure my face had completely drained of colour.


  ‘No, thanks, I’m fine,’ I assured him.


  ‘Well, it’s all very unfortunate,’ he said reassuringly. ‘We do have special people in the personnel department if you feel that you would like to have some counselling about what has been going on.’


  I shook my head vigorously, which did nothing for the sick feeling in my stomach. ‘Really, it’s okay; that won’t be necessary at all.’


  He gazed at me for a few minutes, probably trying to ascertain whether I was just being brave or I had taken it in my stride. ‘So,’ he said, sounding quite caring, ‘what did you want to see me about?’


  I was about to say that it had been nothing in particular and that I had just wanted to chat about the wedding and see whether he thought I should write some more about the aftermath. Or would the readers be bored with it? That way I could buy myself a little time and think up a new way of explaining to him that I was quitting my job. But Wednesday’s proposed departure was coming up fast and there was no time to waste.


  Then I thought about Daniel again, which was hard to do clearly; just the image of his green-blue eyes looking intently into mine was enough to make me short of breath. If he really was right for me would I lose him forever if I didn’t go to Morocco? Surely if he cared for me as much as he said, he wouldn’t wish me to sacrifice everything I had achieved just to keep him company as some kind of fugitive? As a director of Leisure Time, Daniel was probably already a person of interest to the Australian government. If I joined him, I would become guilty by association when, in fact, I had little knowledge of the dealings of the company. What was I thinking?


  Tim nodded at me encouragingly.


  ‘Well,’ I started, not entirely sure what was going to come out of my mouth. ‘You know how everyone is now looking for Alex and Jacqueline Evans?’


  ‘Yes?’ he said, his gaze sharpening.


  ‘Well, I think you will find that they have left for Tangier in Morocco and I have a rough idea of where we might be able to track them down there.’


  ‘You’re kidding!’ he said, excitedly. ‘How did you get this information, Savannah?’


  ‘Let’s just say that it’s a very long story,’ I explained, ‘and you will just have to trust that my sources are pretty good. But for now I do not wish to reveal them.’


  ‘Okay, then just do this. I want you to go back to your desk and type out everything that you know in point form—any information that you feel might be relevant.’


  Tim bounded up from his couch to shake my hand and pat me on the back. He was almost beside himself at the thought of what this could all mean for the paper. ‘If this all checks out, Savannah, it’s a story that will go around the world and your name will be front and centre. I can promise you that.’


  It probably wasn’t the time to tell him that this was the last thing I wanted because I already felt duplicitous. What exactly had I done to Daniel? I could only blame it on the small voice inside, which despite everything was still not convinced by him. Well, it was too late now to change my mind again, I thought as I carefully slid out my resignation letter from my pad and crumpled it up in a tight ball. I hoped that one day Daniel would forgive me and also understand that it was a lot of pressure to put on a gossip columnist. This story was too tantalising not to be told, but my problem was that I just didn’t want to be embroiled in the middle of it. Granted, I’d made my decision on the spur of the moment as I had been ambushed by what had happened to Erica and the way Tim had handled it, but I was now sure it was the right one. Erica had just lost her job over me and, at the very least, I owed it to the fashion editor to stick around.


  Of course, meeting someone who seems to understand and care for you can be a life-affirming event, but really nothing is as seductive as success and the fame that goes with it. I was already a gossip columnist in my DNA and nothing would ever change that.
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