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CHAPTER 1



Sydney, 2000


For Stella Longhurst, every day in her twenties, even in the most unforgiving dregs of winter, felt like the first day of spring. She never checked the weather forecast because it didn’t matter what the day might bring; she dove into each day with zeal and devotion, constantly striving for her dream of being an actress – rain, hail, or shine.


She lived as though her life were one continuous, uninterrupted movie, performed with no retakes, drawing on novelist Rose Tremain’s advice against treating life as a dress rehearsal. Stella’s confidence was unshakeable; she knew her direction and had no need of a compass.


Immediately upon graduating from school, she landed a job as a junior publicist at the Australian TV Network, Channel 7, in Sydney. Their publicity manager had immediately liked Stella’s chutzpah. At the time, she had been working towards being a full-time actress, reasoning that until she received her big acting break, at least she’d still be working in the entertainment industry.


By day, she masqueraded as a television executive respected for her savvy in promoting highly rated television shows and the national and international celebrities who populated them. By night, she was a thespian. For nearly a decade, she lived on air and enthusiasm, driven to act while juggling her work as a publicist and her dream of being an actress.


Except for one senior publicist, who scoffed at the idea Stella could be dedicated to a role as a publicist while also pursuing acting, nobody at the network considered it a conflict of interest. No one cared that Stella spent her evenings treading the boards – in fact, her colleagues were often her most loyal fans.


***


Stella flicked a long strand of hair over her shoulder, her perfume trailing through the air as she strode towards the entrance to the Channel 7 car park.


Then, as she crossed a speedhump, her shiny black stiletto caught the hem of her trousers and she stumbled, narrowly avoiding landing flat on her face and dropping her breakfast and a tray of coffees in the other hand.


‘Someday,’ she muttered as she regained her upright position, directing a baleful glare at the stretch of black bitumen and its innocent white lines. As a junior publicist, she wasn’t yet privileged enough to park inside the station’s car park; earning that right would take at least another five years.


If she made it that long.


Pink and orange caught her eye as she neared security, and she paused to admire the tulips lining the pathway to the doors. Trailing her fingers over the soft petals, she turned her face to the sun with a contented sigh and closed her eyes, a spidery web of veins tracing the fine skin of her eyelids.


Inhaling deeply, Stella flung her arms open, enjoying the breeze as it rippled under her silk shirt, puffing it outwards. The warm air made wisps of hair flutter and caressed the back of her neck.


She stopped at 7’s security. ‘Good morning, Bouncer Bruno!’ she said cheerfully, pausing in front of the network’s longest-serving security guard and flashing him a smile. Bruno had been waving celebrities, on-air presenters, and staff through security for a decade.


‘You’re looking extremely pleased with yourself,’ Bruno said, ‘and on the first day of spring, too.’


As always, he ignored Stella’s lack of an identification badge; she hadn’t worn one since she started working at the network, and he’d never mentioned it. She hated the thing. The combination of plastic and bright red, her least favourite colour, clashed with almost everything in her closet.


‘It’s the opening night of my play, Bruno,’ she said, and handed Bruno a flat white coffee, a treat he’d come to expect from her every Friday. ‘I’m so excited I could scream.’


Not that you could tell from looking at her; she might be jumping up and down inside, but she’d never let her emotions take over the face she presented to the world.


‘Tonight is the night!’ Bruno exclaimed. ‘Wow! This play came around quickly.’ Laughing, he added, ‘I might start calling you Audrey Hepburn soon.’


Stella immediately took a few steps back from the security desk and paused for several heartbeats, assuming centre stage. She slid her cat-eye Ray-Bans halfway down the bridge of her nose, maintaining eye contact with Bruno. Then elegantly shuffled forward, just as Audrey Hepburn’s Holly Golightly had, in order to peer through the window of Tiffany’s in the dreamy opening scene of Breakfast at Tiffany’s.


‘This evening, I’m giving the world Meg McGrath from Crimes of the Heart,’ Stella said, pulling her croissant from its paper bag and daintily taking a bite of it, then washing it down with coffee, unabashedly relishing in Bruno likening her to Audrey Hepburn. After a moment, she set her coffee and pastry on the security desk and adjusted imaginary elbow-length black gloves like Holly Golightly’s, and fleetingly wished she’d worn her pencil dress that day, which would have fit the character far more convincingly.


‘Senior moment,’ Bruno said, excited to receive Stella’s undivided attention. ‘I couldn’t remember the damn name of the play.’


Stella grinned as she picked up her coffee and croissant and headed to the foyer for the lifts. ‘Hey,’ she called over her shoulder, ‘don’t be a slack arse. Book your tickets and bring your wife to the play!’ She blew him a kiss as she stepped into the lift, cramming the rest of the croissant into her mouth, not noticing the slivers of pastry that had fallen onto her shirt.


‘We’re performing the play at the Apex Theatre,’ she shouted, to make sure he heard.


Bruno sprang to his feet and declared, ‘The wife and I will be there. Cheers for the coffee!’


Stella hummed absently to herself, sipping her coffee, as she waited for the lift to arrive at the third floor. As she walked into the publicity department, she spotted a bottle of champagne on her desk, and for the first time that day, a flurry of butterflies poked at her stomach. She pulled off the card as she sat down and read,


Go get ’em tonight, kiddo. We know you’ll be brilliant in this role and couldn’t be prouder.


Love,


Dad and Mum


She switched on the four televisions opposite her desk – there was a dedicated TV for each competitor station – and turned up the volume on the television airing music clips. Grinning, Stella spun her office chair around, her feet hovering off the floor as she silently sang the words to David Bowie’s Heroes.


For Stella Longhurst, life could only have been better if she were living her life as a full-time actress.


***


Stella’s high school drama teacher, Mrs Brown, had believed in her ability, frequently encouraged her to take up a career in the performing arts, and significantly influenced her decision to pursue acting. Mrs Brown had often favoured Stella for the lead role in school productions, casting her as Cecily Cardew in The Importance of Being Earnest and Josephine March in Little Women. She had the ability. Mrs Brown had told her more than once. That something that marked those who could succeed.


Just before Stella graduated, Mrs Brown made a point of pulling her aside. ‘Stella,’ she said, ‘you have natural talent, with aplomb aplenty to succeed. Don’t waste your gift. Burn your talent until it’s reduced to ash, dear girl.’


On that memorable day, as she took in Mrs Brown’s advice and was enveloped in her teacher’s generously applied peppery cologne, Stella had been captivated by the blue eyeshadow highlighting her teacher’s hooded eyes. Bette Davis’ eyes, she’d thought, and wondered if anyone had ever compared her teacher to Diva Davis previously. As a budding actress, Stella constantly observed people – studying their mannerisms, clothes, make-up, gait, and character traits, tucking these observations away for future reference.


Stella had straightened her posture, standing as tall as she could as she prepared to reply to her teacher’s directive. Pausing dramatically before speaking, hoping her response might make her favourite teacher proud, she said, ‘Mrs Brown, I vow never to be a 70-year-old woman sitting in a rocking chair and wondering if I should have pursued my dream. I will fight until my last breath to realise my dream – to succeed as an actress.’


In that moment, Mrs Brown’s pride and approval had been everything.


And then a director and a fellow actor irrevocably changed Stella’s life, bringing her cherished acting career to an abrupt halt and sending her into years of endless numbness.


Many years later, all Stella could think was – so much for her promise to Mrs Brown.





CHAPTER 2



Sydney, 2010


On Saturday mornings, budding actors attended classes at Central Casting in Sydney’s eastern suburbs. They huddled into a tiny room without knowing in advance which characters they’d play or which random movie scenes they’d perform.


So small was the rehearsal room that the actors fought for a position on the couch next to the director; mostly, they ended up crammed onto the floor with knees pressed to their chests or legs crossed, overlapping one another. The space thrummed with intensity and the competitive energy of so many actors in one place.


It only took one Saturday morning to end Stella’s dream of being an actress.


At the time, there was no indication of just how awful the day would become. She started out the day on a good note, performing a scene from Pulp Fiction to the praise of Jay Styler, their cantankerous and difficult to impress director. Improvisation could be a brutal exercise in dismantling a student in front of their peers – the ways a student walked, talked, and even breathed were all up for scrutiny. Some weeks, Stella felt acid burning a hole in her stomach for several days leading up to those Saturday morning rehearsals. Jay instilled fear of public humiliation and retribution in his students, and being early in the new millennium, actors had no psychological or mental health safety nets. Many actors who took Jay’s class became emotional collateral, suffering from acute anxiety, depression, or self-doubt, due to his stringent demands – demands that many students tolerated until the day they finally broke.


Stella personally believed that Jay was bitter that he’d never broken into the big-league. The extent of his acting career consisted of acting in several low-performing Australian TV shows, and once it became clear that his skills weren’t going to cut it, Jay took to directing and teaching acting classes instead. With his acting days behind him, his singular life’s purpose transformed into taking his acidity out on young, ambitious actors and actresses, hiding behind the excuse that the acting industry was oversupplied and needed culling of the less talented. Outwardly, Jay declared that it was his job to separate the wheat from the chaff and to discourage less adept or archetypally unattractive actors from pursuing a career in the performing arts. Jay even took joy in humiliating actors he knew were innately talented.


Jay encouraged the actors to massage his feet between scenes, and the truth was that he and his girlfriend Gabriela, 15 years his junior, were lucky not to be sued for psychologically torturing impressionable young actors and actresses.


Each week in class, Jay pushed Stella to test her ability and forced her to play parts she’d never be interested in auditioning for. On this particular Saturday, Jay instructed her to play a housewife selling a cleaning product in a television commercial.


‘Look, Jay,’ Stella said, mustering up her courage, ‘This is not me. It isn’t exactly a complex role. Can’t you give me a role I might actually have a chance of performing?’ Stella clamped her knees together and sat back in her seat before continuing, ‘Do we have any scenes from the Pride and Prejudice film adaptation with Rosamund Pike as Jane Bennet?’


Jay stared at her for a long moment before saying, ‘You’re above auditioning for TV commercials?’


‘Success as an actor is largely based on the roles you say no to,’ Stella said, ‘rather than the roles you say yes to.’


Jay snorted. ‘You’re not that successful yet, Stella. If you ever reach the level of success where you get to choose your own roles, then you can raise your casting preferences with me.’ He held up a finger to forestall Stella’s objection. ‘If you want any of that to happen, you need to show me your range as an actress. You can’t afford to be precious.’


‘I’m not being precious –’


‘If your agent puts you up for a dog food commercial,’ Jay interrupted, his voice sharp, ‘you will do it! You’ll audition for soap operas. You’ll do whatever you have to if you want to have a chance in hell of making it. Or have you forgotten that Naomi Watts did a commercial about giving up dinner with Tom Cruise for her mum’s lamb roast?’ He jabbed a finger at Stella’s chest and said, ‘You are not above anything, Stella. You want to be an actor? You damn well must work for it.’


It was that day, that Saturday morning that Jay ripped into her, that Stella’s acting career came to an end. That day, Jay finally pushed Stella too far.


The morning’s spirit-lifting success of the Pulp Fiction scenes was overlooked by Jay’s angry rant. If Stella had known the day was only going to get worse, she might have left early – and saved herself a world of misery.


Instead, she stayed – and found herself in a scene that would have been cringingly intimate with anyone, she was unfortunate enough to be paired with Steve Crosley, a showy guy with a handsomely sized ego and an actor that none of the women liked working opposite. From previous experience, Stella knew that Steve had a habit of clumsily blundering through scenes, his every step shadowed by the overwhelming scent of Le Male aftershave. It didn’t seem to register that he had no natural acting ability. As best as she could figure, Stella thought someone must’ve told Steve to take acting classes to meet women.


For some of the actresses, it was the first time they had been asked to play a prostitute. This particular scene, from an indie film Stella could never remember the name of, was intimate, requiring deep trust and clear communication between the actors. Acting required a silent contract of human decency between artists – don’t take a scene out of context and don’t take it too far, particularly when the scene in question was a sex scene. Steve Crosley had missed the memo on showing respect for other people.


‘Lucky you,’ a fellow actress, Susan, whispered to Stella, her tone sympathetic. ‘Getting to work with Bruce Willis wannabe today!’


‘He’ll make a great stuntman if ever his West End thespian career ends,’ Stella said, and then added, ‘Ugh. He’s awful. Maybe if I pretend he’s Sean Penn, it might get me through the scene.’


‘Sean Penn, really?’ Susan laughed. ‘He doesn’t do it for me. I guess your Sean Penn is my Eric Bana. Anyway, better you than me!’


‘Thanks,’ Stella muttered, as Susan flounced off to her own group scene in another room. ‘That’s…so unhelpful.’ She flicked through the summary and her lines. As the prostitute, she was to request upfront payment for her services.


The scene started off okay, nothing out of the ordinary. And then, on her knees and midway through unzipping Steve’s pants, Stella stopped, looked up at the face looming over her, and in her best urban Brooklyn accent said, ‘Yew gotta pay me first, before we do it.’


When they’d rehearsed the scene, the actions to this point had been consented to by both actors, and the scene was meant to immediately end after Stella’s words. Turned out, Steve Crosley had other intentions.


With his legs spread wide and pelvis pushed forward, Steve paused for a heartbeat, looking wildly down at Stella. In that moment, he became a betrayer of trust. He took a thick section of her long hair, and as he wrapped it around his hand, layer upon layer, she realised with horror that he was subjecting her to his control – and with her hair around his fist, there was nothing she could do.


Steve-the-defiler bent and clamped his knees around Stella’s shoulders, using her hair to pull her head back so hard that her knees lifted off the ground. Her face slammed hard into Steve’s pelvis; the smell of cheap washing powder stung her nostrils as he pumped her head backwards and forwards in short, sharp blasts against his jeans. Every time her mouth crashed against his jeans, she could feel his firmness and taste bile at the back of her throat.


Saliva leaked out of Stella’s mouth, forming an ejaculation-like streak across the front of Steve’s jeans that she glimpsed every time her head came forward and her lips grazed the open zip.


The visual apparently giving him an excuse to go completely off script under the flimsiest of reasons, Steve exclaimed, ‘Look at what you made me do, you filthy whore!’ As he spoke, he continued to force Stella’s mouth against his zip and past to his warm underpants, her spittle an angry white slash against a red that that matched the colour of her face, chest, and neck.


Realising as she struggled against his hand that Jay wasn’t going to call ‘Cut!’, Stella drew her right arm back as far as she could and slapped Steve repeatedly against the small of his back. The moment his grip loosened, she wrestled free and lurched backwards as she stumbled to her feet.


‘Arsehole!’ she shrieked, dragging the back of her hand across her mouth. She looked at Jay, hoping for an intervention, and instead encountered not a glimpse of support or acknowledgement of what had happened.


‘What’s your problem?’ Steve demanded, dusting his hands together. Stella watched as strands of her hair drifted from his hands to the floor. ‘You said to make the scene realistic!’


The beads of sweat on Steve’s forehead told Stella that he was culpable on a level he wasn’t willing to admit. She knew, looking at his face, that he knew there had been no agreement to perform the scene this way during rehearsals.


For a moment Stella looked around, hoping for support; then, realising nobody was coming to her defence, she managed to yell, ‘Fucking pervert!’ The walls of the tiny rehearsal room closed in and squeezed against Stella’s heaving chest. The more she tried to breathe, the less air seemed to fill her lungs. ‘That isn’t acting,’ she managed to get out. ‘You just assaulted me!’


She wanted to run from the room, but her legs wouldn’t move, like she was trapped on the marshmallow stairs from A Nightmare on Elm Street. She could feel sweat dripping down her back, the clammy wetness of her sweat-soaked underpants; for a moment she thought maybe she’d weed herself. She pressed a hand firmly against her chest, trying to anchor herself in the knowledge that her heart wasn’t going to burst free from under her skin, and noted how her kneecaps jangled against the bottom of her thighs. Her legs shook so badly she was surprised she was still upright.


When neither Steve nor Jay said anything, Stella turned to scan her fellow actors; their shocked faces confirmed that she wasn’t imagining things; she wasn’t overreacting – the incident had actually just happened, and it was very, very wrong.


Her eyes snagged on Susan, who was shaking her head in wide-eyed disgust. ‘This is a circus, Jay,’ Susan snapped. ‘Kick Steve out! He’s an animal – we’re not on a goddamn porn set!’


Stella’s heart thrashed about in her chest, like a fish caught on a hook, fighting for its life; feeling as though she was suffocating. She looked to Jay, hoping for understanding. Instead, she found a cold, unaffected man who looked over the rim of his glasses, his eyebrow raised, and then spoke the words that would irretrievably change Stella’s life.


‘When you’re hot, you’re hot,’ he said, catching Stella’s eyes, ‘and when you’re not, you’re not.’


Jay’s words rang so hard in Stella’s head that they nearly perforated her eardrums. Those words told her that she should accept what had happened in the name of art. Those words told her that she was untalented and useless as an actress. Those words would haunt her for many years.


‘Everyone, leave the room,’ Jay barked, and then, seeing Stella shift her weight, added, ‘Except Steve and Stella.’ In silence, the actors filed out of the room. ‘You, too, Susan,’ he added. ‘Wait in the other room.’


Susan slowly rose from her seat and shuffled out of the room, her eyes meeting Stella’s in apology.


Even though the room was empty except for Stella, Steve, and Jay, it felt small enough to Stella to trigger a sense of claustrophobia.


‘Take it from the top,’ Jay said, looking down at his notes. ‘This time, do the scene with the two of you standing at the start.’


Steve started the scene by pressing himself against Stella; she flinched, but was frozen, unable to move or intercede, too shocked to fight back as he blatantly edited the script, replying to her character’s request for payment by saying, ‘I don’t gotta pay anything before we do it.’


Steve placed his hand on the back of Stella’s head again, forcing her towards him.


Stella looked to Jay again, hoping the director would intercede – but he continued to turn a blind eye, supposedly in the service of art, to test her acting range. In that moment, realising Jay was willing to condone Steve’s abuse to advance his actors, she broke.


Even as words couldn’t escape her mouth, Stella charged up her jelly-like legs and mustered her courage to finally move, sprinting out of the room, down the stairs, and out the door of Central Casting.


She regained self-possession so many streets after that she had no idea where she was.


Wheezing as she dragged in breath after breath, she pulled herself upright and spotted a coffee shop on the corner. Stumbling inside, she bolted for the bathroom and locked the door behind her with fumbling, shaking fingers. Leaning back against the door, she sucked in deep breaths, trying to calm her pounding heart. Slowly, the echo of her heart in her ears began to fade as she came back to herself. Or as much of herself as she was anymore.


Slowly, afraid of what she might see, she inched closer to the blotchy mirror above the sink and peered at her reflection. The same blue eyes stared out at her, their usual wide-eyed curiosity dulled. Her lipstick was a garish slash across her face, reminiscent of a clown, her neat brown eyeliner and black mascara smudged and smeared around her eyes. She looked broken, and it terrified her.


Standing there, confronted by a reflection that was both her and not her, her world split between before and after. Stella could feel her dream of being an actress, a dream she’d held since she was eight years old, shattering into pieces too fragmented to piece back together. She’d never in her life experienced that kind of all-encompassing fear.


She thought she might be going insane. Perhaps she was.





CHAPTER 3



Northern New South Wales, June 2022


With her bedroom door shut behind her, Stella started to wriggle out of her jeans. The damn things were so tight it felt like they were glued to her legs, slicked down by sweat and making her feel two sizes larger than she was. She finally peeled them off her, annoyed at how they caught on her ankles, and sank down on the edge of her bed with a relieved sigh. Taking a deep breath, she wrestled her wraparound blouse over her head before discarding it onto the growing pile of clothes on the bed.


The jeans were a setback. An unfortunate one, as the cling-wrap feeling lingered as she tried on each new outfit. No matter what she put on, it felt like it was glued to her skin. Including the cotton dress she’d bought especially for her date, in the likelihood of pre-empting a clothes war.


Already late for her first date with Heath, each costume change only fuelled Stella’s frustration, until she started to seriously consider cancelling the date.


There’s still enough time to cancel without being rude. I could say I have an excruciating headache, or a relative had a stroke.


Taking a deep breath, Stella picked up her phone.


Hey Heath, I’m so sorry, my younger sister just called. She urgently needs my help with something. I’m not sure what’s happened but it sounds serious. Sorry, I can’t make it.


She deleted the text and tried again.


Hey Heath! OMG, I’m so sorry, I can’t make it tonight. I have a heinous headache. I’ve been holding out to see if I felt better, although I’m concerned loud music will make it worse. Hope we can catch up another time soon.


A second before Stella pressed send on the text, a message from Heath flashed up on her phone.


I just arrived. Every man and his dog are here. The cover band’s great! Let me know when you’re here and I’ll come out to meet you.


‘Shit. Damn it. Shit. Shit. Shit,’ Stella said before typing a response to Heath’s text.


Cool. It sounds like it’s a superb night in-the-making. I’ll be there in 30!


Every pore in Stella’s body clamoured for her to cancel, but Heath’s enthusiasm propelled her to stop procrastinating and get dressed. After surveying the chaos of her wardrobe spread across her bed, she finally returned to the rust-coloured mini-dress she’d tried on four wardrobe changes before the clammy jeans and decided it would do. Superstition told her that the dress must do; it was inevitable that one ended up wearing the first outfit tried on.


Stella smoothed the front of her hair with a straightener and popped in hoop earrings. This is utterly abortive, she thought, staring into her mirror. And invariably a waste of time.


Taking a deep breath, she shifted gears, trying not to be defeatist.


Jesus, Stella… She pinched the bridge of her nose between her fingers. There’s no need to take it so seriously! It’s only a date! Enjoy the music.


With that, she escaped her bedroom and went to the kitchen. With a few minutes to spare before jumping in the car, she poured a small glass of wine and settled on the lounge.


On the bookshelf, a photo of herself performing in Romeo and Juliet years earlier captured her attention. It transported her back to her acting days, before the incident with Jay and Steve. In the play, the female actors in the production had performed all the male roles, inverting the Elizabethan stage tradition in which all roles would have been performed by men or boys. Stella had played Lord Capulet, Juliet’s passionate and strong-willed father, to positive accolades in the Sydney Morning Herald’s arts review section.


She’d felt so stupid when she initially portrayed Capulet; about 60 years of age, the character was about as far from herself as she could imagine – an ailing and brusque male, debilitated by age and physical characteristics. The literal interpretation of Capulet – parading about with an exaggerated limp and verging on yelling the part – was clumsy. She was ever grateful to the director for his patience as she navigated the role, guiding her through the difference between showing and feeling emotion.


In the end, her performance of Capulet had earned the respect of her cast and crew and universally positive arts reviews. Her stint as Capulet quickly established her as a credible actress in the acting circles she found herself in, and she began to feel comfortable in the theatre world.


With each new play, the theatre became more her home – a joyful place where dialogue, different perspectives, and characters were dissected, where artists connected, escaped, and brought stories to life.


If she could measure, bottle, and sell the magic of theatre, she might…


Shit! Look at the time!


Stella finished the wine and bolted out the door, late for her first date with Heath.





CHAPTER 4



When Heath invited Stella to The Jezabels concert, she was delighted; she loved the Australian indie rock band.


She’d met him online a few weeks earlier. He met three of Stella’s essential criteria: non-smoker, can spell, and tall. They had exchanged just enough messages that she felt comfortable suggesting they progress to a phone conversation – she wanted to hear his voice and feel his energy. Talking on the phone was critical: to make sure a guy who checked out on paper didn’t have a voice like Mickey Mouse. As someone trained in voicework, Stella couldn’t date someone without an engaging voice.


She had learned this dating rule a few months earlier, when she went on a date with a strapping fellow who could punctuate, spell, and respond to messages without delay, didn’t use emojis, and was the actual age stated in his profile in real life: 43. He’d told her about the nervous tic, which she was fine with, but when he opened his mouth the Mickey Mouse voice was the kicker. Such a waste, she thought, before reluctantly staying on a date that lasted one-and-a-quarter drinks. Mickey Mouse slapped a wet kiss on Stella’s cheek before they parted company, saying, ‘I know I’m a bit different.’ Stella felt a world of pain for him, yet she swore it would be her last online dating experience.


Then there had been the photographer who worked for a radio station and turned up to their date in a souped-up black Mercedes Benz with lowered wheels. In the driver’s seat, he confidently reversed the Merc into a tight parking spot, rap music blaring from the car’s speakers. When he jumped out of the car, baggy hip-hop jeans hung down around his coccyx and a large chunk of plaque was wedged between his two front teeth when he smiled.


On parting company, after a hasty coffee date during a work lunch, the photographer had promptly texted Stella.


Yo. Nice to meet ya today. Let’s do it again. NSA.


What’s NSA?


No strings attached. Sex without talk. I’m up for that.


Stella promptly blocked him.


She loved the idea of dating a first responder, just not one like the firefighter she spent some time chatting with once. He spammed her with so many messages and images of himself in firefighting gear, before they’d even been on a date, signalling alarm bells to Stella.


So, she vowed never to give her number out again to anyone she met online. Instead, she requested their number and set her phone to No Caller ID before initiating contact.


But when she first rang Heath, she didn’t bother switching her phone number to a private one. She relaxed her golden rule. Possibly because she forgot, or maybe because she was worn down. Heath was her last shot at the online dating game.


Heath’s text – Here’s my number, you can ring it, or not – immediately piqued Stella’s interest. She could have interpreted the text’s sentiment as dismissive or arrogant, but instead, she sensed the online dating game had worn Heath down, too.


The irony wasn’t lost on her that their first conversation occurred in a parking lot outside a framing store. Not exactly romantic. She rang him in between chores, nibbling nervously at her bottom lip until he picked up.


‘Hi!’ she said. ‘It’s Stella.’


‘Hi!’


She leaned back against her car. ‘Funny thing, I happen to be standing in front of a framing store, and I seem to remember you’re a painter. Think I can pick your brain?”


Heath laughed, the deep sound rolling through the phone.


No Mickey Mouse here, Stella thought, a smile curving her lips.


‘Nice way to break the ice,’ Heath said. ‘Framing is a pretty broad topic. Is it a canvas artwork? Because if it’s a contemporary artwork, a canvas floater frame looks great and integrates well with the artwork.’


Integrates? She’d never heard the word integrate applied to framing before. Though, to be fair, despite a successful career in public relations and her work as a freelance writer, Stella’s love of words didn’t keep her from using words out of context…or mispronouncing them.


‘What style of painting is it?’ Heath asked. ‘Realism, abstract, surrealism? Is it an oil painting?’ His interest impressed Stella. ‘So as to give me a guide on what type of frame might suit it.’


So, as… Stella paused, taking in Heath’s voice. Even after years of not acting, Stella still easily observed the nuances of people’s behaviour, the way they spoke, wrote, and presented themselves. She figured, artist Heath, with his deep measured and quietly confident voice, who offered free advice on framing paintings, was probably from the country.


‘Choosing a frame can be a bit of a minefield,’ Heath continued, bringing Stella’s attention back to the present, ‘especially if you don’t want it to cost an arm and a leg.’


Grinning, she said, ‘Good to know. I have to ask, is your whole family creative, or are you the black sheep?’


He laughed again. ‘I grew up in a family of creatives. I’ve got two younger brothers, and our parents encouraged us to express creativity however we wanted.’ She could hear the smile in his voice as he continued, ‘We didn’t have a TV, so we had to entertain ourselves. Drawing, listening to music, playing music… Trips to the local art gallery, sometimes. My parents didn’t mind if we ran amuck, shoeless, and messy. We liked to play paint wars in the backyard, and then we’d get hosed down before we were allowed to come back inside.’


‘Did you all end up in creative careers?’ Stella asked, genuinely interested.


‘Well, I picked up a paintbrush when I was two years old and never put it back down,’ Heath replied. ‘Elias is also a painter, and my youngest brother, Gael, plays saxophone.’ A slight pause and then he added, ‘I did briefly consider a career playing the drums, but that ship sailed a while back. Anyway,’ he said abruptly, ‘I’m here talking away about myself. You said you were a publicist?’


‘I spent over a decade working in Channel 7’s publicity department,’ Stella told him. ‘For a while I was Head of Publicity whenever my boss was on leave. But… Oh, I don’t know. It’s just, there’s only so long you can work on selling other people’s stories, and making them famous, before you start to get tired.’


‘So…you’re not a publicist anymore?’ Confusion laced Heath’s tone.


‘I’ve moved more over to events,’ she confessed. ‘Which means I end up working for some odd companies. Like the Geoscientist Institute, of all things. I’m in the process of finalising plans for their upcoming annual conference, which is the most esteemed event on their calendar.’


‘Wow,’ Heath said, sounding impressed. ‘Did you always know you wanted to work with people?’


‘Um…’ Stella stared out across the car park. ‘Not exactly. I mean, I was an actor. But that was a long time ago,’ she added hastily. She didn’t really feel like talking about it, and crossed her fingers that Heath wouldn’t ask any questions.


‘I’d love to hear more,’ Heath said, ‘but I’ve actually got to get going. It was so great to hear from you, though – we’ll talk soon?’


‘Yeah,’ Stella said, a smile softening her lips. ‘I’d like that.’


***


A few days after their first phone conversation, Heath finally plucked up the courage to text Stella.


Might as well bite the bullet, he told himself, and opened a new text message.


There are still tickets to see The Jezabels tonight. If you want to go?


Oh, I love The Jezabels! I’ve seen them play with my sister.


No emojis. Did that mean she wasn’t overly enthusiastic about going?


Can I pick you up?


I’ll just meet you there. Thanks for offering, though!


***


The Northern Hotel in Byron Bay was alive with men clad in black t-shirts, casual shorts, and jeans; the women’s Doc Martens and workers boots were softened by tanned legs, mini-skirts, and singlet tops. The crowd clinked wine glasses and inhaled cans of beer and pre-mixed fizzy cocktails. The night was bursting with potential. An inner-city pub, feet-stuck-to-the-carpet energy danced in the air.


Heath could feel the buzz of his second beer, providing some Dutch courage. He’d only recently dipped his toe back into the dating scene after being single for a while, but he had a good feeling about this date. That said, he was still feeling some nerves, pretending to be interested in the conversation his friends were having, even as his attention was glued to the hotel’s entrance.


Geez, I hope she comes up trumps. Realising his fingers were tapping the table, he consciously stilled them, his sea green eyes on the door. She gets bonus points for spontaneity and coming along tonight… Accepting my invitation at the last minute. He sucked in a deep breath. I hope she looks like her photos. Christ, I hate this online dating game.


‘Heathy, stop looking at the door, mate!’ Scotty nudged Heath with his elbow, laughing. ‘Chill out! You’ll be a ball of sweat when she gets here.’


Ping. A message flashed up on Heath’s phone:


I’m in line, waiting to get in!


Heath used the pylon beside him as coverage to scan the queue for Stella.


Not her.


Definitely not her.


Nope.


Don’t think so.


Hope not.


There!


Without an ounce of guilt, he took advantage of his position to surreptitiously size Stella up while her attention was focused on strapping an entry band to her wrist.


Behind her, the sun was setting, a fiery beacon against a backdrop of a mild amber sky, putting on a spectacular show in Byron Bay.


She’s gorgeous.


She looked up at the same time he popped out from behind the pylon. A gentle breeze lifted the bottom of her dress, dragging his eyes downward; the upward quirk of her lips told him she’d seen him notice. The colour of her dress blended perfectly into the sky behind her. If he had a paint brush, he’d paint this moment.


Coming up to her, he felt like he was all legs and arms and excitement, and nervously smoothed his brown, shoulder-length hair. She was beautiful, and it was such a relief to find that she was as spectacular in person as she’d seemed online and on the phone. She didn’t need to acknowledge that he also looked like the photos in his profile – the way she walked straight into Heath’s open arms to hug him signified her approval.


Heath briefly introduced her to his friends, who engaged in amiable conversation before he hooked his arm into Stella’s, moving her through the crowd until he found a corner for them to nestle in, one that was perfect to hide in and watch the band. The hordes of people surrounding them blurred into a mirage of theatrical smoke. For Heath, only Stella existed for the rest of the evening.


Lead singer Hayley Mary and the band smashed the set open with Prisoner. They were crowd-pleasers – unashamedly kicking the set off by giving the audience what they wanted to hear.


With space at a premium, Heath was able to inch his way closer to Stella, until their arms pressed against each other. He knew they didn’t have to stand that close – he knew that she knew that, too – but neither moved to put distance between them. It felt like a magnetic bubble surrounded them, pressing them together with just the right intensity of invitation and fabricated aloofness.


Everyone in the audience suddenly became a piano player as the exuberant anthem Endless Summer played.


Glancing down at Stella, Heath noticed her nostrils flare, her body seeming to physically echo the excitement radiating off her. His smile stretching across his face, he mouthed the words to song after song straight at Stella, encouraging her to let loose and enjoy herself.


Beaming, he sang at her – words about summer and waves…


He felt his smile snap across his face. He couldn’t believe he was standing there, with this woman, who was so much more than her photos.


Stella was smiling so hard that her cheeks puffed out, making her resemble the cutest chipmunk Heath had ever seen. She didn’t seem to care, and that just made her even more attractive.


Heath bobbed his head up and down with infectious energy as he sang. Pre-empting the final chorus, he took out his phone to film the crowd. Unable to help himself, he briefly turned the camera to Stella, sneaking a few seconds of her dancing and singing.


He sang especially loud the words about summer, lovers and painting…


The intensity of their dancing turned up, and Heath was delighted as Stella loudly chanted the rest of the chorus with him, their smiles as wide as they could be.


Singing like exuberant teenagers at the top of their voices, Heath knew they were creating an exceptional memory – and he could tell Stella knew it, too.


It was a faultless first date.





CHAPTER 5



Stella finished the last bite of her tiramisu and smiled at Heath across the table. As she set down her fork, he leaned forward and touched the corner of her mouth with his thumb, then sat back again.


‘You just had a bit of cake,’ he explained.


Her cheeks flushed. ‘Oh,’ she said, embarrassed. ‘Thanks.’ Oh, God, why am I such a dork?


He grinned. ‘It was a cute look.’ He hesitated, and then added, ‘Though if I were closer, I don’t think I’d have used my thumb…’


Stella’s cheeks pinked again, this time echoing the warm feeling low in her abdomen. ‘I’ll keep that in mind,’ she said, boldly meeting his gaze and allowing her eyes to trail down to his thighs, their muscle perfectly accentuated by his jeans.


‘So, what is it you’re looking for in a relationship, then?’ Stella asked.


Heath’s laugh rumbled through her.


‘What is anyone looking for in a relationship? Really, though, you know, I just want someone who’s here with me, you know?’


‘What, not a fan of long distance?’ she asked curiously.


‘No,’ he said, and the firmness in his voice surprised Stella. ‘Sorry,’ he said, ‘I’m just a little touchy when it comes to long distance.’


‘Bad break-up?’ she guessed.


‘Not exactly. More like…the longer I’m away from my partner, or she’s away from me, the more the relationship ends up struggling. All props to anyone who can make long distance work, but that’s just not me.’


They sat quietly for moment before Stella broke the silence. ‘Shall we get the bill?’


‘Soon,’ Heath said after he’d flagged down their waiter, ‘You know one thing we haven’t talked about in the –’ He glanced down at his watch. ‘Wow, we’ve been here three hours. Makes this an even more impressive oversight.’


‘You going to tell me, or am I going to have to guess?’ Stella said.


‘You never told me about your days as an actor!’


Stella flinched. That…was not what she’d been anticipating. ‘Um,’ she said judiciously. ‘It’s a while ago now. So…’


‘Oh, come on,’ Heath teased, ‘you must have some amazing stories. Come on, spill the beans.’


‘Like I said, it’s been a while.’


‘I’d love to hear about all the roles you’ve played. Why’d you give up? Too much pressure?’
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TWO LOVES. ONE DREAM.
A PAST THAT SHADOWS THE FUTURE.

“A dazzling debut novel where "Protagonist Stella Longhurst had
art, theatre, and music intertwine me gasping and peering through
with profound themes of mental my fingers, as if watching scenes
health. Breathtaking.” I shouldn’t be privy to."

Bianca Mal, Julie Kimberley,

Good Reading Magazine ABC Radio presenter





