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    For all the beautiful people who sent me sunshine at my lowest - a message, a phone call, or emails to encourage me along. 
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Melissa McPhee spread out small gift bags in three groups of twenty: one black, the second rose gold, and the last, white. Today’s side job of hen’s night swag bags had proven popular, just like the more sedate wedding favours she created. Who knew chocolate, sex, and alcohol were a winning trifecta? Sometimes cookies replaced the chocolate—sweet with a twist. 

Missy couldn’t offer an educated opinion because too much sugar messed with her head, and she was in the midst of a six-month sex sabbatical. Months. Celibacy wasn’t a word she wanted to label herself with, but the men she’d dated over the last few years had left her gun-shy. When she turned thirty last month, she wished for no more epic failures or crushing heartbreak, and the universe stopped delivering men. There were still plenty of other failures. 

The party shop’s front door opened, and a swirl of hot air fluttered the sagging New Year balloons hiding her workbench. She slapped a hand over the stack of tissue paper she’d laid out and raised her voice to greet the customer. “I’ll be right there.”

At least, she hoped it was a customer. Trade centres engulfed the outer suburbs’ neighbourhood, well off the beaten track for most. The party shop could gain more traction with advertising, but the mostly missing store manager wasn’t interested in her plans.

“Missy?”

That was her sister’s voice. She weighed down the paper with scissors and hurried out of her corner. Whenever she stepped into the main shop, pleasure zipped through her. Thanks to her boss’ absence, Missy had taken some creative liberties, and the graded displays of pastels, neutrals, and vivid rainbow colours rivalled those she’d seen online. If only the shop had a website.

“Hey, Belinda. What are you doing here?”

“Do I need a reason to visit my little sister?” Belinda asked. The bland words matched the emotionless face, but Missy never could read her. Although, Belinda’s reasons always coincided with one of her two communication styles: something nasty to say or a favour to ask. 

Politeness was the only way to survive her bitter-sweet nature—something their big brother, Oliver, had more experience with. So Missy learnt to play peacemaker a long time ago. “Do you have time for a coffee?”

“Not today.” She finger-combed her caramel highlights and revealed a few silver strands. Since telling her would start a war, Missy waited out her preening until Belinda got to the point. “I’m organising a hen’s night for my bestie.” 

“Which one?” 

She thought it was a fair question, since Belinda had a bestie for every hour of the day, but her sister’s eyes rolled to the ceiling. “Jen. She’s engaged to your ex—what’s-his-face. Apparently, you’re cheap, but you’ll give it to me at family rates.”

There it was—the double-pronged attack: pointing out Missy’s flaws and demeaning her, all rolled into one. Forced into self-preservation mode, Missy remained calm. “I only charge for the items I use, so that’s what you’ll pay. Same as everyone else.”

“What? Gees...” Belinda craned her neck to view the staff-only area. “Where’s the manager, Melly?” 

Melly. In an instant, the horrible tease from her childhood annoyed Missy into non-compliance. “She’s not in. Can I take a message?”

Belinda narrowed her eyes. “Yeah. Let her know you’re destroying her business.”

The woman hadn’t worked weekdays for months, so Missy presumed she was doing okay. But heat burst in her cheeks—the curse of a redhead with impossibly fair skin. She pulled the album from under her workbench to show Belinda some samples. “Do you want cookies, chocolate, or candy? Party games or sex toys? Oh, and I have cocktail mixes or the little liquor bottles.”

“Uh... this is Jen we’re talking about. The girl I went to school with, and more conservative than Mum.” Belinda shook her head and hitched her handbag up onto her shoulder. “Keep it clean and send me an email for payment.”

“When’s the party?” Missy dug out a notepad and pen and scrawled ‘Belinda’s Boring Bags’ across the top.

Her sister had one foot out the door. “This weekend at that French restaurant next door to my firm.”

“Belinda...” 

Missy wanted to say no, even though the task wouldn’t take long. She could meet her sister’s demands and pull together decorations and party bags in a few hours, but today it bothered her more than usual. Belinda just expected Missy to drop everything to do her bidding, and the favours were never returned. 

“I have faith in you.” Belinda waved a dismissive hand as the wind spun gum leaves through the doorway. “Where’s your car?”

“At the mechanics.” More heat filled her cheeks.

“You’re the worst liar. Send the bags to the restaurant, and I’ll see you at the ‘rents on Sunday.”

Belinda swanned off down the footpath, leaving Missy to pout. She was a liar, so much so that her yellow pencil skirt should be ablaze. Even if her car magically reappeared tonight, she’d suffer through two more months of public transport and bike travel before the suspension of her license would lift. Damn phone detection cameras.

After sweeping up the leaf litter, Missy returned to her workbench to stuff the black and white tissue paper into the waiting gift bags. Too hard, because she tore the first two. Inhaling, she replaced the bags and slowed herself. Once the paper sat with perfect points, she retrieved the box of mixed toys. She reckoned concealing the latex and lube would be less confronting for the Jens of the world, but she mixed things up with blindfolds and handcuffs. Everyone scored a glow-in-the-dark condom. She’d always wanted to test them out, but her last boyfriend blushed wildly, then broke up with her a few days later. Probably because he didn’t have much to highlight.

Next, she added little clipboards with a guessing game attached, then the tiny bottles of cocktail samplers, tied with a curling rose gold ribbon. She adjusted the tissue paper so it sat neatly, before grabbing the chocolate penises she’d poured the day before. They were all shades from white through to dark chocolate, and she’d even tested out a caramel flavour. Not filled—some customers were squeamish about such things.

A quick glance at the clock hurried her up, and she scooped the sweets into cellophane bags before tying them off. Just as she finished with the thank-you cards the door opened once more.

“Miss McPhee! What do you have for me?” Ethan called out. He was another ex, one who never should’ve been her boyfriend, but at least they’d remained friends. Her best one these days.

She packed her work into cartons, pausing when Ethan engulfed her in a too-friendly hug. A gentle elbow to his ribs gave her some breathing room. “Sixty party bags to be delivered to the Gilded Rose event hall.”

Ethan poked his nose in the bags, and she smacked him. His biggest fault had to be his sticky beak because their only fight had erupted when she discovered he’d tracked her phone. He flashed a winking grin. “Ooh, classy with a bit of smut.”

“That’s how I roll. Can you do a delivery on Saturday, too?” She waited for his eager nod before delivering the bad news. “The Parisienne, next to Belinda’s work.”

“Belinda?” Ethan pouted and sprawled across her workbench. “The witch outed me.”

He’d turned out a heartbreaker, more than a failure. Easy to forgive and move on, considering they’d both been young and clueless. Missy patted his curly brown mop. “I know, but we’d figured things out before then.”

“I owe you forever.”

Six years had passed since the mutual breakup, and their friendship remained solid, so Missy shook her head. “No, you don’t. Keep being a friend. I still need you.” 

“Anything for you, Miss.”

“That attitude kept us blind for so long.” She followed him out to his white delivery van, checking the bags would be secure during the trip.

Ethan’s phone buzzed with a text, and he grinned. “Liam knows I’m here. He’s still worried I’ll switch teams again.”

“You’re all his.”

“He gets it.” He slammed the door shut, then teased her some more. “But you can’t visit until you’ve secured a boyfriend hotter than me.” 

“Ha! Easy enough.”

Ethan pointed a stubby finger, waving it in her face. “Don’t you turn into Belinda.”

“Never. Can you pick up her un-smutty bags on Friday afternoon?” Missy called out as he hopped into the driver’s seat.

Ethan raised his voice over a truck, rattling towards the scrap-metal yard opposite. “Can we make it at lunchtime? I have to be south later in the day. When did the cow order them?”

“About an hour ago. At family rates.” He scowled, so she pre-empted the scolding. “I told her she has to pay. It’s all good.”

“Okey-doke. See you soon, beautiful.” 
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Brent Donovan strode down the hall from his office to the boardroom, tugging at the tie choking him. The blue carpet met the full-length windows overlooking Sydney Harbour in a vain attempt to bring the outdoors in, rather than the reality: suspended eight floors above a suburban street. On the other side of the bay, the city centre stretched up to the cloudless summer sky, where their small fleet of cruise ships docked behind a jut of land.

Here, images lined the walls to remind them what Donovan’s Dream was all about. Something his father had lost sight of in his final years. Dad left them a few years ago, leaving behind animosity and disappointment. Now Brent, along with his stepmother and brothers, worked overtime to get the company back on track.

The vultures circled, though. A week before Christmas, one of the bigger cruise lines had made an offer on half their fleet—an offensive lowball. He’d remembered the manners his very British mother taught him and swallowed the cursing comeback. His real mum, Jane Donovan the first, hadn’t returned to Australia since Dad’s passing. Figuring her sons were old enough to cope, she’d left him and Todd in the hands of the second Jane Donovan... yeah, there were two of them.

Both women were scarily similar, but there was great comfort in accepting a hug from his Australian mum. Business meeting or not, she always greeted her ‘boys’ the same way before she served them coffee and sponge cake. Today, her embrace brushed the raised scar on his shoulder, and her face shadowed. Ignoring the undeserved sympathy, he took the seat opposite Todd, and opened his notebook.

Their stepbrother, Dillon, sat with a huff. “Are you sure you want me here?” 

While Dad hadn’t given his stepson much love, they had. Todd straightened in his seat, always up for an argument. “Stuff the terms of the will, Dillon. You need to get over that shit.”

“We’re not arguing equal rights.” Jane squeezed Dillon’s arm as she passed him and sat at the head of the table with her Earl Grey. “The three of you are a team. You’re not the odd one out, my boy.”

Dad’s will excluded Dillon, but next year, they could offer him something more than a gig in human resources. Todd had shouldered the title of Chief Operating Officer, and Brent, the Chief of Finances. Neither title wanted, but here they were, shrouded in suits when Brent would prefer surf shorts and a paint-spattered t-shirt. Their half-sister, Daisy, had been earmarked as the company head. But at twenty-one—and still studying—she wasn’t too interested in her upcoming role.

Daisy Donovan was the perfect consolation prize for Jane’s doomed second marriage, and Brent’s mortification of having a baby sister at fourteen hadn’t lasted long. She brought joy to all of them, even Todd. Later, he’d send her the meeting minutes, and she’d most likely reply with laughing emojis. But the girl was smart and didn’t hesitate to jump in with suggestions. When she turned up.

Mum held the reins for now, reluctant, but she got on with it. After tapping a wad of files on the table, she handed them one each. “I’ve found some holdings that are superfluous. A car yard, shares in a derelict shopping centre, and a party shop. We’ve had some interest in the car yard... that’s why I investigated the portfolio.”

“How many ‘portfolios’ are there?” Brent had found three so far, and none of them supported the business. “And a party shop? That has to go first.”

Mum arched a manicured brow. “You should visit the shop for an informed decision.”

“I agree with Brent,” said Todd, scooping up a finger full of cream before a wicked snicker. “Unless we run party cruises. Bachelor parties on the casino boat.”

“Sounds like a potential nightmare.” Dillon, Mr Sensible, pulled a slip of paper from a file. “Do you know how many staff complaints we get from the cruises? The guests don’t need an alcohol-fuelled party to become more obnoxious.”

“So we need to market to a different clientele.” Todd was too much like Dad and had an answer for everything. Right or wrong. “That’s your skill set, Dill.”

“A skill set I’m not allowed to use for another two years.” Dillon reminded him, but sometimes Brent reckoned he was reminding himself, too. Like Dillon counted down the days until he could be free of the Donovan family.

“I don’t see why we can’t overrule that. We all disagree with Dad’s terms.” Another Todd argument, full of glares and bluster. 

And Jane the second could soothe him just the same. “I know, honey, but we can’t give anyone a reason to pull us up on a technicality. We have enough problems without that headache.” 

Despite Todd’s hotheadedness, Brent always backed him in this argument. Some of Dad’s choices were the reason he’d left behind so much disappointment. In Brent’s eyes, his stepmother should be up for sainthood. “You’re the executor, Mum.” 

“Which is why I’ll ensure my boys don’t lose what’s theirs.” Mum sighed and rose from the table. Eying Brent’s full plate and mug, she fetched more cake for Todd and another coffee for Dillon. “I know none of you are happy with your roles, but this way you can all go after your dreams once the time is up.”

“But Daisy’s made for leading the company, even if she’s caught up in the uni life right now. We can’t walk out on her when she’s coming into the business.” More Dillon reasoning. He and Todd were a few years older than Brent, but they’d do anything for their baby sister, too. 

Over the next hour, they threw suggestions back and forth until they all reclined in their chairs with a unanimous sigh.

“What do you think, Brent?” Todd asked.

“The offer on the car yard is reasonable, and I’ll check out the other stakeholders in the shopping mall. We could pass it off easily enough, I think.”

“And the party shop?” Mum asked.

“I’ll look into it.”

Brent called the party shop manager numerous times, each one sent to voicemail, so the following day, he reached his limit and called the shop direct. A dog yipped in the background, and someone shushed it before a breathless voice greeted Brent. 

The girl didn’t give her name, but he ignored her unprofessionalism and cleared his throat. “Brent Donovan. Am I speaking to the manager?”

“Uh, no. I can take a message and pass it on.” Her hurried answer didn’t calm his irritation.

Another voice, muffled but loud enough, rumbled through the phone. “Where do you want the dildos, miss?”

Brent straightened in his seat. What kind of party shop was it?

The feminine voice forgot to cover the mouthpiece as she whispered a furious shut-up, then inhaled deeply. “Gosh, sorry, Brent, did you say? Are you after party bags or balloons?”

“No, thank you. I think I’ve heard enough.” Brent hung up the phone. He’d already completed the paperwork for the real estate, so he redialled their number. “Mr Cartwright? List the property for sale.”

Later, Mum visited his office, ever smiling, with a casserole dish of something for his dinner. She worked and lived in the penthouse apartment above their offices, and since the ex-teacher doubled as a master multi-tasker, she often visited bearing food. The earthy scent of mushrooms permeated the air, and he lifted the lid. Mum smacked his hand, but Brent grinned, judging he’d have a few meals sorted for him. His brothers didn’t appreciate fungi, which meant she hadn’t divided the treat into three.

“I’m off to the beach house tomorrow, so I don’t get caught up in the Saturday traffic. Are you taking a break this weekend?” Mum asked. He already had a stack of files ready to review, but he nodded. She narrowed her eyes, humming. “I think it’s time you visited with me. Took some time to say goodbye to your father.”

Brent zeroed in on the spreadsheet filling the screen. After three years, the grief should be behind him. Everyone else had moved on. “There’s still a lot to figure out with the business.”

“And you’re doing a wonderful job. He’d be proud...” When Brent stiffened, she sighed. “Did you make an appointment with the party shop?”

“I’ve listed it for sale.” Cartwright had promised to do the deed the next day, and Brent was happy to have one less distraction. He earned a scowl, though, unusual for Mum because she rarely pushed him on issues. And he usually did whatever she asked, so he soothed her. “I rang the mobile number, and the woman never responded. Whoever answered the shop phone was receiving an order of sex toys.”

Her lips twitched, and she cleared her throat. “Oh, dear.”

“I know. So I made a call.” Brent shrugged, hoping that would be enough to avoid the trip away from his usual route to the northern beaches.

No such luck. “Can you still visit the store tomorrow? We should give the staff some notice, not just a sign in the window.”

“Only because you asked me. And brought me mushroom carbonara.” He rose and hugged her goodbye.

“Anything for my boys. Thank you, darling.” 

Brent reviewed another financial report until the light dimmed outside, and at eight he drove home, dismissing all concerns of party shops.
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Early Friday morning, Missy reached for her keys, quiet as a mouse, only to fumble and have them slip through her fingers down onto the stained vinyl. The rattle echoed throughout her tiny studio apartment, and the next minute, nails scrabbled. Bob skidded out of his dark room before he sat at her feet, all cute and imploring.

Pouting, she pleaded right back. “Don’t look at me like that, Bob.”

The fawn French bulldog continued staring at her with soulful brown eyes as she backed towards the door. When her hand touched the handle, he whimpered and dragged his belly across the floor. Sighing, she picked him up for a cuddle, then carried him back to the basket in his room. The real estate called it a study, but she doubted the space could fit a walk-in pantry, let alone a desk.

For something so small, Bob had mastered emotional manipulation so well it ached her heart. Still, she reasoned with him, as if it would make a difference. “I think the boss will visit today, and I’m not supposed to take you to work with me.” She wasn’t allowed pets in her apartment, either, but Bob was quiet. The pitiful whining pitched higher, and she shushed him.

Mostly quiet, especially when she had to sneak him out of the building in her tote bag. That had to be the highlight of Missy’s limited dog-training skills. Sighing, she fetched a marrow bone from the otherwise empty fridge. The joint was almost as big as Bob, so that should keep him out of trouble while he forgot about her. 

She rubbed the pointy ears and said goodbye. “Make the most of it, Bobby. That’s your weekend treat, which means you can’t whine tomorrow when we’re all out.”

The naughty little thing barked one short yap at her, and she hurried out with her push-bike. Riding the motorway to work on Fridays left her tired for the weekend, but she’d catch the train home this afternoon. The train fare wouldn’t break her, but she had to save somewhere—tiny dogs cost more than expected. Her family’s combined opinion echoed in her head: you never think things through. Surely her devotion to Bob should gain some kudos. Although, she refused to tell her family that she currently rode the wake of the shitstorm she’d created from the traffic fines and losing her license. They didn’t need to know someone stole her uninsured car right outside the apartment block, either. The same car she was still paying off.
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