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Prologue


Isabel flung her leg over the donkey, propped up her sketch pad and arranged sticks of charcoal on the wooden beast’s arm. She was still out of breath from the rush to get here from a client meeting that went on too long; this was her final class and she hadn’t wanted to miss it. Mr Thirlmere, her teacher, took personal offence at late arrivals, particularly by anyone who worked in advertising. As a serious artiste – although one yet to be acknowledged with a one-man show – he considered himself superior to anyone who’d sold out to commercial interests.

As she dusted her smudged fingers with her handkerchief and shifted the bangles noisily from her right arm to her left, she realised that the youth perched on the donkey to her right had his eye on her thigh, so she made an effort to pull the hem of her sack dress down over her knees. When that didn’t work, she dug into her satchel for the headscarf she always carried – a precaution against Sydney’s unpredictable wind having its way with her hair – and spread it like a tablecloth across her lap.

 The ogler’s stare was empty of anything but idle curiosity and maybe lust. He had the courtesy to turn his head away, just before she was tempted to say, like a belligerent schoolgirl, ‘Think you’ll know me next time?’ The tone and texture of his skin made her think of gefilte fish. Even Jacques, the seedy art director at the advertising agency where she worked as a copywriter and trainee television producer, had more to commend him. At least he had aplomb and a kind of seen-it-all manner that attracted the unwary.

Isabel responded to beauty the way her father reacted to a perfect chocolate babka and opera-goers sucked in their collective breath when Jussi Björling hit high C. That was the main reason why she’d enrolled in life-drawing classes at East Sydney Tech, the city’s best art school. It was located in what had been a gaol built by and for convicts who’d been transported to the colony from England. The building’s gruesome origins gave it a sense of history; there wasn’t much of that around in Sydney in 1964 beyond the limits of the inner city – not for Isabel, anyway. She’d grown up in a brick bungalow built in the 1930s on the windy cliffs of Dover Heights, where there was a lot of sky and a shortage of trees.

Two evenings a week for almost a year, Isabel had studied and attempted to do justice to the anatomical splendour of the body beautiful. Not that all the bodies that bared themselves to the scrutiny of art students were beautiful in the classical sense but Isabel’s talent lay in making them so on cartridge paper. With a stick of charcoal, she refined a bulbous nose, elongated a stunted limb, gave sagging flesh a tauter line and straightened a hunched back in a way that a bone surgeon could only envy. Mr Thirlmere was fond of telling her disapprovingly that she was ‘trying to play God’ whenever he stopped to look over her shoulder on his inspection rounds. Isabel just smiled and continued to draw exactly the way she wanted.

Perhaps, unbeknown to her, she was delineating her ideal self. Isabel was a little more rounded than was fashionable; not Rubenesque but inclined to go that way unless self-disciplined. Her secret wish was to become a fashion illustrator, although lately photography had begun to surpass illustration in popularity.

This evening the model disrobing before the class was as uninhibited as though she had the face and body of Margot McKendry instead of the worn features of a woman who has lived. Rather than sit firmly in the chair, she sprawled across it in a stance of abandonment. She must be at least forty, thought Isabel, as she reached for the charcoal and proceeded to restore to the model the firm line of the figure she had once possessed.

Later, when the class broke for ten minutes, the model put on her robe and moved among the students to look at what they’d made of her. She smiled wearily when she came to Isabel and said, ‘You are a kind girl.’

‘No. You are a beautiful woman,’ said Isabel.

The older woman gave her a sardonic look and moved on.



Chapter 1


When Stella Bolt found herself positioned at the secretarial desk outside the office of Kelvin Spink, manager of the New Zealand office of Bofinger, Adams, Rawson & Keane, advertising agents, she thought of committing suicide. Though her death wish was fleeting, she now knew what it was to experience psychic pain.

A week had passed since her arrival in Auckland from Sydney; time enough for her to accept a nasty truth: the transfer she’d tried to pretend was a promotion had been a ruthless way of getting rid of her. Here she was, downgraded from copywriter to nothing more than a lackey to a jumped-up office boy with sneaky eyes and wandering hands.

As she slipped carbon paper between the company letterhead and a sheet of plain pink paper, she blamed Freddie, the creative director who’d dumped her after letting her believe she had a bright future with the company.

 Winding the pages into her typewriter, she blamed Guy the account director for elevating Kelvin Spink to a position far beyond his level of capability.

Typing ‘8th June, 1964’ at top right of the page, she blamed Jacques, Casanova disguised as an art director, for seducing her, then abandoning her to chase after Isabel, who wasn’t nearly as talented as everybody seemed to think.

Banging the keys to spell out ‘Mr Felix Bofinger, Chairman …’ she blamed her mother for not preparing her properly for life in a pitiless world.

Pausing in her work to stare with disgust at Kelvin’s door when she heard her name being called, she blamed Desi – the scandalous socialite Desirée Whittleford – for forcing her to take responsibility for a commercial based on an inappropriate idea that was not her own.

As she picked up her notebook and pencil, she knew that, above all, Bea O’Connor, the deputy creative director, was to blame for standing in her way and, Stella now suspected, for sabotaging her promising career by instigating her exile to Auckland.

Pushing open the door to Kelvin’s office, she decided that Bea was the root cause of every bad thing that had happened to her.

From behind his dark wooden desk with a tooled leather top, Kelvin looked up at Stella’s scowling face above the chartreuse twin-set – hand-knitted by her mother – that made her skin look sallow. Apart from her, his secretary-cum-copywriter, his staff comprised a junior account executive named Byron Fletcher and a part-time bookkeeper everybody knew as Mrs Baxter; given her grey hair and headmistress manner, nobody dared called her Mildred. Freelance designers and artists were engaged when necessary. Kelvin was as proud to be their boss as FB could possibly have been, sitting on top of head office in Sydney.

‘Anything interesting?’ He held out his freckled hand.

One of Stella’s most demeaning tasks was to collect mail from the letterbox every morning, open it, sort the contents, then set them before him, like a dainty dish before the king. King? More like the Road Runner, he was so scrawny. She handed him the papers and sat down on the opposite side of his desk, poised for dictation.

The smile he bestowed on Stella was courteous and defensive, calculating rather than warm. Although the way her hips moved when she wore a tight skirt still aroused him, Kelvin had begun to bring his baser self under control. Guy had drummed into him lessons about the managerial responsibility that went with his promotion and Kelvin had taken them seriously. Guy’s summary – ‘Don’t shit on your own doorstep’ – had hit home. It made sense, given his long-term ambition. He’d have to look for romance – well, a root anyway – outside the office.



Chapter 2


Although she was tired, Isabel had a Friday night feeling as she skipped up the stairs to her second-floor flat in Burton Street. She dumped her portfolio in the tiny hall and went into the space that served as a sitting room and bedroom. Her flatmate, Roxy, named after the opulent Hollywoodesque cinema at Parramatta (a misnomer, since she was as skinny as Isabel was voluptuous), was seated at the table, wrapped in what she called her peignoir, working on her face as she peered into a magnifying mirror. A dress Isabel had never seen before hung on a padded satin coat hanger at the end of the rag-trade rack that was their stand-in for a wardrobe.

‘That’s pretty,’ said Isabel. The dress was in white piqué, with a guipure lace collar.

Roxy, who’d picked up one-thousand-and-one beauty tricks since she started working for the fashion photographer Alonso Malfatti, fixed a false eyelash to her right lid, then turned her head and blinked several times at Isabel. A hairpiece bobbing about on her head in the form of a cottage loaf made her look top heavy, as though her slender frame might collapse under the weight of it.

‘It’s a sample from a groovy new designer called Prue Acton.’ She stood up quickly and pulled open the neckline of the dress to show it to Isabel. ‘The model got make-up on the collar, see? But it’s inside, so it doesn’t show. I got it for nearly nix.’ She grinned, sat down again, picked up her eyelash curler and clamped it on the false lashes of her left eyelid.

‘A happening again tonight?’ said Isabel, as she plonked herself on her daybed and watched Roxy apply eyeliner to her upper lids to hide any vestiges of glue.

Roxy surveyed her handiwork in the mirror. ‘Just a party at Darling Point. The guy from Kodak has to look after some internationals, so Alonso said he’d help.’ She stood up, slipped off her robe, dropped it on the floor, then stepped into the dress instead of pulling it over her head so as not to disturb her elaborate coiffure. ‘They want girls. Why don’t you come?’

•

From the street, the house looked weighty and self-important, as though its sandstone turrets were enough to turn its inhabitants into landed gentry. Isabel thought the edifice would be more at home on a rocky outcrop facing the North Sea instead of a hillock on the benign southern shore of Sydney Harbour.

‘Who lives here?’ asked Isabel when they’d each paid half the cab fare and stood facing a flight of steps in their party finery. She was pulling at something under the top of her backless black dress: instead of hooking the ends of her bra together in the usual way, she had managed to attach each end to an elastic band at her waist, but the invention was neither comfortable nor foolproof. Isabel’s breasts were beautiful but wayward and inclined to get out of control unless tucked firmly into a B cup.

Roxy was staring at herself in a compact mirror and patting her nose with a powder puff. ‘Some chap. I think he’s got a title.’ Snapping shut her compact, she added, ‘Alonso is very well connected.’ Her boss’s status had a direct bearing on her own, so it advanced her interests to praise him whenever possible.

Beyond a marble male torso on a plinth in the entrance hall the atmosphere seemed welcoming in a frenetic way, with the Supremes belting out ‘Baby Love’ from loudspeakers. Smoke, as though from a bush fire, hung over rooms lit by side lamps. Isabel had never been to the house before, but the clutter of its rich furnishings gave her a sense of déjà vu and she realised that the decoration had been heavily influenced by Annabel’s nightclub in Berkeley Square. The memory of the Hooray Henry who’d taken her to the opening when she worked in London made her grateful to be here in this imperfect copy.

‘Isn’t it posh?’ said Roxy, eyeing an enormous fireplace filled with pine branches. A brace of male nudes in bronze doing something unacceptable reclined on the mantel so she turned her attention to the traditional paintings of landscapes and still lifes hung so close together in their heavy frames that all she could see of the wallpaper were the strips in between.

‘I think it would like to be,’ said Isabel. She passed Alonso, in a cloud of Acqua di Genova, as he gestured to an admiring group with an ebony cigarette holder quivering between exquisite fingers, heavily burdened with rings. According to Roxy, his arms had never been inside the sleeves of his jacket, which he slung over his shoulders like a cape; this evening it was black velvet worn with a frill of pleated chiffon spilling out of his shirt front.

 An elderly man wearing a conservative suit and a nicotine-stained grey moustache asked Isabel if he could have ‘the pleasure’, before putting a hand on her bare back and shunting her awkwardly towards the middle of the room. While others were dancing freestyle, tossing their arms in the air and gyrating their hips to the deafening music, Isabel’s partner kept her in a clinch. When his hand on her back started to sweat, she uncoupled herself, vowing silently never to wear the backless dress to a dance again, and managed to ease into a crowd standing near the doorway that led to the rest of the house.

Isabel did not share Roxy’s enjoyment of noisy revelries such as this one. Bored and curious, she preferred to look for a quieter place where there might be interesting people to talk to. She tried the study. It was full of men who were so engrossed in each other she retreated with the speed of an intruder at the sound of a burglar alarm. A small sitting room seemed a possibility until she noticed a group with deadpan faces sitting in a circle on the floor, silently passing around a reefer. Making her way along a passage, she heard panting and moaning from behind the door to what might have been a bathroom – or a broom cupboard. She turned around and headed for the bar.

With a glass of wine in her hand, Isabel looked around for her friend and identified Roxy at last by the bun bouncing on top of her head and unravelling like a skein of wool as she orbited around her partner to the tune of ‘Please Please Me’ by the Beatles. Isabel did a double take when she saw how handsome was the man Roxy had managed to ensnare. More than handsome, he was beautiful and he moved with sinewy grace. How did Roxy always attract the most desirable man in the room? The way she abandoned herself, her eyes and lips half open, signalled availability, thought Isabel. Roxy’s sex appeal was primitive; it had nothing to do with her perky face, her skinny body, or the Sortilège she dabbed behind her ears and knees.

Before Isabel had a chance to feel like Roxy’s ugly sister, an arm slid around her waist and she was dancing the Frug with a young Englishman with mop-top hair, stove-pipe pants, Cuban-heeled boots and the name of Archie. He turned out to be Alonso’s photographic assistant – and something more, surmised Isabel. At least he was interesting. He told her she was the sexiest woman in the room. She liked him for the compliment but doubted his expertise on the subject of women.

When the music stopped, allowing everyone to pause for breath, cool off and go in search of a drink, Isabel learned that Roxy’s find was called Tom and he was as taciturn as Archie was talkative. Roxy, having shouted herself hoarse on the dance floor telling Tom a made-up story of her life, most of which he did not hear, had momentarily lost her voice.

‘I’ll get you a glass of water,’ offered Isabel.

‘No, I’ll get it,’ said Archie and disappeared.

Tom said nothing and made no move except to remove a gold cigarette case from the inside pocket of his jacket. He opened the case and, without offering it to anyone, took a cigarette. Isabel watched his long fingers light it and put it between his finely sculpted lips. He must have been aware of her gaze because he returned it, momentarily; he looked at her the way a child would a plate of spinach. His eyes were as pale and cold as Paul Newman’s.

She smiled encouragingly and said, ‘Interesting house, isn’t it?’ but he turned to look at Roxy, who was gulping water from the glass that Archie brought.

To fill the silence and hide her embarrassment, Isabel turned away to speak to Archie. ‘Who’s our host?’

‘It’s a club. Kodak hired it for tonight.’

‘That’s an ingenious piece of engineering,’ Tom said behind her back.

‘Yeah,’ said Roxy. ‘It takes her half an hour to get into that dress.’

Isabel realised they were talking about her. She felt her face redden and hoped the flush didn’t travel to the back of her neck.

‘Must be quite a sight,’ said Tom. Without another word, he drifted off and was soon on the dance floor with a willowy blonde in a gauzy top.

Roxy looked piqued, so Isabel grasped the opportunity to suggest it was time to leave, but her friend was not to be defeated. ‘You go, if you like. It’s not even midnight yet.’

‘I’ll get you a cab,’ said the ever-helpful Archie.



Chapter 3


A gaggle of mindless fashion types was not something Tom Boyd was looking forward to, but it was better than going home on a Friday night to his mother’s cloying attentions and her tip-toeing efforts to be tactful. He did not want her sympathy for what she imagined he was feeling. He felt nothing. Emotion had left him the day Dizzy Whittleford made a fool of him – and a spectacle of herself – on the front page of Truth. His fiancée’s scandalous affair with a married man had come not just as a shock to him, but almost as a death blow.

Since then, Tom had lost the easy sociability that comes naturally to a handsome, accomplished and rich young man. His confidence had evaporated but few people detected it; he covered the emptiness inside him with an opaque skin of indifference that was often seen as arrogance. Annoyed by the way his male friends looked at him, patronised him, felt sorry for him, he avoided their company as much as possible. And the more women indulged him with their tenderness and solicitude, the less he cared about them. He was dead, so he buried himself in his work.

Almost invariably, he was the first to arrive at and last to leave the offices of Duncan & Boyd, the firm of architects at east Circular Quay in which he was a founding partner. At the drawing board he lost himself in the sweeping design of a modernist house in the bush on Avalon Plateau and a competitive submission for an apartment building at Potts Point. The creation of a memorial to Korean War veterans that he had promised to donate to a small community near Yass kept him busy after hours. His work and the businesslike attitude of his colleagues, who seemed indifferent to the scandal or anything else to do with his private life, stablised him.

So, when the others were packing up to go home and Duff Duncan mentioned a party at Darling Point, Tom agreed to go with him. Duff was too absorbed in himself to be aware of anybody else’s sensitivities, so he was perfect company for Tom. They went to the Metropole for a few beers, then on to La Strada in Macleay Street for steak tartare and a bottle of Chianti. They talked – at least Duff did – about cars and Taliesin West, Frank Lloyd Wright’s great landmark in the Arizona desert, which Duff had visited on his last trip to the States. Tom was grateful that Duff hogged the conversation because he himself had nothing to say. Duff moved on to Chicago without noticing that Tom had tuned out, happy to be half tanked and not expected to make an effort.

The sight of the pile in Darling Point where the party was being held prompted a small measure of disgust in Tom, which was shared by Duff, an equally committed modernist. To them, its glowering presence was incongruous in a city so young its character was barely formed. Their mission was to release Sydney from the faded traditions of colonialism with their modernistic inventions. After exchanging sneers at the exterior, they went inside.

She was all over him before he had a chance to cast his eye over the throng and think about making a move; a funny little gamine wearing too much make-up and a voluminous topknot that reminded him of a Russian Orthodox onion dome. But he let himself be led on to the dance floor because it was easier that way. He knew from experience that he was unlikely to find here any woman who could stir up passion in him – or any emotion, except aversion. Judging from this one’s behaviour, she might at least be willing to relieve his physical needs: all he wanted or expected from the opposite sex these days.

But she gabbled on too much and he was put off by her clinginess. He tried to shake her off by dancing with a blonde mannequin type who made him think of Dizzy, but she was insipid in comparison and that depressed him. He tried disappearing into the crowd at the bar but the gamine was there, hanging around like a lost puppy until she pressed into his hand a scrap of paper with a telephone number written on it and went off to dance with some young bloke who was decked out like a Beatle.

Tom recognised his dentist, Owen Tolhurst, and gratefully got into conversation with him. Duff joined them for a while, then wandered off out of boredom when they started talking about the legacy of President John F Kennedy and speculating about who had really assassinated him. Tom managed to consume a number of brandies as he and Owen ranged over topics as diverse as whether or not Bob Menzies would send Australian troops to Vietnam, and the facilities at the squash courts where they competed with each other twice a week.

 It was after two and the crowd had thinned out when Tom realised he was too drunk to get behind the wheel of his car, so he left it in the street when Owen offered to drive him home to Vaucluse.



Chapter 4


When Bea O’Connor, wearing her beige raw-silk skirt and jacket cut on Chanel lines, descended the metal steps from the Qantas jet, a frangipani lei was thrust around her neck, almost sending her floppy straw hat skittering over the tarmac. Smiling faces welcomed her with ‘aloha’.

As she sped off in a limousine, the scent of the flowers, the caress of balmy air and the anticipation of seeing Bill Cabot again made her feel light-headed, as if she’d drunk too many cocktails, although she hadn’t touched a drink on the whole flight from Sydney. Her abstinence had not been due to virtue but to a copy of a book entitled Sex and the Single Girl, which she found too engrossing to be distracted by the drinks trolley.

When she stepped under the porte-cochère of the Royal Hawaiian Hotel – spread like a grand plantation in a serene garden of coconut palms and hibiscus – her bag was spirited away amid many alohas and she was led into the hotel through neo-classic pillars. She passed two blonde women wearing violently coloured muumuus. They paused to allow themselves to be garlanded with orchids, prompting one – who looked like a lorikeet – to squawk, ‘I’ll be glad to get back to the States, where a lay is a lay and not a bunch of bloody flowers.’

His flight was late, said the receptionist, but he’d left a message for Bea to be taken straight to their suite. In front of the spectacle – through large windows – of surf breaking over Waikiki Beach, was a bottle of Taittinger in a silver bucket of ice under an enormous white damask napkin beside a plate of pinwheel sandwiches, and another of cut papaya, pineapple, guava and passionfruit.

Bea said no to the porter’s offer to open the champagne and, pleased that she’d had the foresight to change Australian pounds into US dollars, sent him away with a handsome tip. Then she unpacked, grateful for time to calm down and prepare herself for Bill’s arrival. Relishing the luxury of not having to think of headlines or sell ideas to stubborn account directors and picky clients, she showered slowly, using little toiletries provided by the hotel. Then she put on her white tapered Capri pants and a navy-and-white matelot top, sank into a padded pink armchair and picked up Sex and the Single Girl. She flipped through the pages ahead of those divided by her boarding pass and stopped at Chapter 12, entitled ‘The Affair: From the Beginning to End’. Having absorbed its advice, she turned the chair to face the window, dug a spoon into a halved passionfruit and watched the hedonists frolic on the beach below.

•

Isabel woke late on Saturday morning, turned over slowly and saw that Roxy’s bed hadn’t been slept in. That was not unusual, and no cause for alarm. The fashion crowd came to life on Friday nights and they often lost the next day completely. More than once, Roxy had slept on a sofa at Alonso Malfatti’s studio when she’d been over-excited – or too befuddled to find her way home. That’s what she told Isabel, anyway.

Later in the morning the telephone rang, just as Isabel stood at the window sketching a tabby cat grooming itself on a windowsill across the street. She was trying to do justice to the wispy hairs sticking out of its ears.

‘Does somebody called Roxy live there?’ The voice on the line was a man’s, hesitant and wary.

‘Yes, but she’s not here just now,’ said Isabel.

‘I know.’ The voice turned authoritative. ‘She’s conked out in my car and I have no idea how she got there.’

‘Oh.’ That was a new one. Isabel had to think about what to say next.

‘Can someone come and take her off my hands?’

‘I don’t have a car,’ said Isabel. ‘Where are you?’

‘Darling Point. Where are you?’

‘We’re in Darlinghurst,’ said Isabel.

He sighed. ‘Give me the address.’

As she hung up, Isabel wondered if she’d been wise in telling a total stranger their flat number in Hillcrest. The building had no security system and it was ominously silent on this Saturday afternoon. He might be what her mother would call an ‘undesirable’. On the other hand, he was decent enough to have bothered to telephone – he could have just turfed Roxy out on the street. How did he know her name? And how did he get her number?

The cat had disappeared. Isabel took her keys and skipped down two flights of stairs to wait for the car, although she’d been too preoccupied with thoughts of Roxy to ask its numberplate or even what make it was. Across the park an elderly couple and a teenage girl carrying a sheaf of gladioli walked slowly between stern grey columns into St Vincent’s Hospital. A few solemn people sat on benches in the gloomy shadows of the trees as though dreading bad news. Isabel felt a shiver of apprehension.

She hadn’t expected a snazzy white vintage MG with the top down to stop in front of her. Roxy was slumped like a rag doll in the passenger seat, hair falling apart like an abandoned bird’s nest. One of her eyelashes had drifted from its moorings. The guipure lace collar of her dress was torn and there were pink blotches on her neck. For a few moments, Isabel was so concerned she didn’t even look at the driver, too intent on blaming herself for leaving Roxy alone at the party.

‘Roxy! Are you all right? What happened?’ As Isabel reached into the car to put her arms around her friend, she looked up to thank the driver and saw with a shock that it was the beautiful man from the night before, now wearing a cream turtleneck jumper. He gave no indication that he recognised her.

‘Are you the person I spoke to on the telephone?’

‘I’m Isabel, her flatmate.’

‘I’m okay,’ Roxy was saying, although clearly she was not, almost toppling to the footpath when Isabel opened the car door. Tom stayed put and watched the performance with a slightly amused look on his face as Isabel struggled to keep Roxy upright. Before she could thank him, he started the car and sped off, leaving her to stumble upstairs to the flat, half carrying Roxy who, spindly though she was, felt as heavy as a sack of firewood.

Without turning down the covers, Isabel eased Roxy on to the divan that doubled as her bed, where she lay on her back and closed her eyes. At the sight of her, Isabel felt a pang of sorrow; she looked like a wounded bird, a fledgling flung out of the nest in a storm. Isabel carefully removed her smudged make-up with cleansing cream, trying not to touch the bruising on the side of her neck. She was smoothing lotion on Roxy’s face and wondering whether her state was serious enough to warrant a visit to the hospital across the park when there was a heavy knock on the door.

Tom stood in the doorway holding up a pink raffia handbag with a floral motif and bamboo handles. ‘Your friend left this thing under the seat. I hope nobody saw me with it on the stairs.’ He grinned but she didn’t think it was funny. The way he held it – between his forefinger and thumb as if it might taint him – made Isabel angry. There were questions to be answered and she felt he owed her an explanation.

‘Come in, we need to talk,’ she said, taking the bag.

‘I don’t have time.’

‘Well, make time,’ she insisted, grabbing his wrist with urgency. ‘I want to know exactly what happened.’

Tom allowed himself to be persuaded to step inside, as much to enjoy the mistakes that amateur decorators invariably make as to see an apartment in this nondescript 1920s block. The hall was pokey and dark but it led to a well-proportioned room that was lighter than he had expected from the building’s dour exterior. Two divans were arranged at right angles to each other. On the low square table in the corner between them was a lamp with three black iron legs and a silver metal shade that he recognised as a cheap copy of a Clement Meadmore. The place was so orderly, even the clothes on the open rack had been arranged by colour and the hooks of their hangers were all turned the same way. Tom felt a pang of disappointment that an informed eye had dictated what went into the space. He recognised the influence of Marion Hall Best.

 Roxy was stretched out like a stone figure atop a sarcophagus, although the ones he’d seen in France were regal and dignified; Roxy was insubstantial, somehow comic. Above her, as though mocking her lifelessness, was a vision of vitality: an unframed blow-up of Veruschka, her great mane flying, her goddess-like proportions swathed voluminously in a purple-and-fuschia psychedelic print.

‘Take a seat,’ said Isabel, indicating one of two vinyl chairs at a table with a mottled green formica top edged in a band of stainless steel.

Tom looked at it with distaste. It was the one inappropriate item in an otherwise faultless scheme. ‘I can’t stay,’ he said.

The expression of disapproval on his face incensed Isabel, who was making do with this relic from her parents’ garage until she could afford something in teak. She planted herself in front of him with her arms folded while he stood, trying to avoid her eyes, her breasts – and the unnerving sight of Roxy.

‘What happened last night?’

‘I have no idea. Honestly.’

‘I saw you with her,’ insisted Isabel. ‘I was there.’ Her attention fixed itself on his cheekbones. A sculptor couldn’t have made a cleaner job of defining them.

‘I know.’ He kept his gaze trained on the floor. He had lashes a girl would kill for.

‘Ah, you recognise me.’

‘I remember you,’ he said, carefully. Her alluring back was what had stayed in his mind. ‘After you left, I had a drink with a friend at the bar.’

‘And Roxy, where was she?’ Isabel’s attention now focused on the way his dark hair fell loosely over one side of his face.

 ‘The last time I saw her she was dancing with a young bloke, trendy type.’ He pushed the hair away from his face but it flopped back again.

‘Archie?’

‘I don’t remember his name.’

‘He wouldn’t hurt her.’

‘Neither would I!’ Who did this dame think she was, Emma Peel in The Avengers? ‘Look, I was trying to get rid of her.’ When he saw the expression on Isabel’s face, he added hurriedly, ‘Not like that. You misunderstand. She hung around. I couldn’t shake her off …’

‘How did you get her telephone number?’

‘She gave it to me. I didn’t ask for it. I found it in my pocket this morning.’

‘Well, if you were so anxious to get away from her, what was she doing in your car?’

‘Search me. I got a lift home with a friend so I left it in the street. I went to pick it up this morning and there she was, zonked out. I shouldn’t have left it unlocked.’

A murmur came from the divan as Roxy stirred and turned on her side. Tom saw his chance to escape. ‘I won’t keep you any longer,’ he said as he backed into the hall.

The sense of relief that washed over Isabel as life was restored to her madcap friend wasn’t enough to distract her from the need to detain Tom. She followed him to the door and said, ‘Look, I’m an art student.’

He shrugged, as if to say, So what?

She took deep breath and said, ‘Would you sit for me?’

He was speechless for several seconds. ‘You mean pose for you, as a model?’

She tried a cheeky grin. ‘Why not?’

‘I’m an architect!’ His indignation was genuine.

Isabel laughed. ‘I won’t hold that against you.’

He glared at her and left without a word, closing the door quietly but firmly behind him.

Where is his sense of humour? Isabel wondered. What a shame a beautiful creature like that takes himself so seriously. She imagined him in a toga. Maybe he thought of himself that way: a Greek god incarnate.

Roxy yawned and stretched her arms and legs. ‘I’m starving. Anything in the fridge?’

Isabel went into the kitchen, opened a cupboard and yelled, ‘What do you fancy, instant chicken noodle soup, or a tin of baked beans?’



Chapter 5


Desi locked the front door behind her and walked to her Renault, parked in Edgecliff Road. Although she shivered in the blast of a rabid westerly, the sun was blazing offensively on this Monday morning but her mood was so dark, foul weather would have been its perfect match. Rain might have compensated for the tears she couldn’t shed.

There’d been no word from Werner in Los Angeles since his letter arrived last Wednesday promising he’d ring at the weekend with his fixed address. She hovered near the telephone on both days, taking a series of disappointing calls, including a reminder from her mother about her father’s birthday dinner at Royal Sydney on Friday, the happy news from her cousin Fern that she was pregnant, and a moment of silence from someone who’d dialled the wrong number and then hung up rudely – but nothing from Werner.

Desperate for someone to talk to, she sat slouched over the wheel for a few moments, staring at her hands and realising how shabby her black kid gloves had become, one of them almost worn through at the fingertips. Judging by her dark grey flannel suit, the sadness in her face and her general demeanour, a bystander might have imagined her off to a funeral instead of the office. Bea had gone away for a week to Hawaii and there was no one else she felt inclined to confide in.

Thinking of her friend reminded Desi to be careful to keep quiet about Bea’s true purpose in going to Hawaii. Only she knew about the liaison dangereuse Bea had embarked on with William J Cabot II, the client from Crop-O-Corn Foods in Chicago. At the office, Isabel, with the predictable curiosity of a bright young creative mind, had asked if she was there to pitch for the Hawaii tourism account. That gave Desi an opportunity to protest too much, so that Isabel was left with the belief that her speculation had been spot-on. Desi’s recent past had given her plenty of opportunities to become skilled at diversionary tactics.

‘You’ll never guess what happened at the weekend.’ Isabel’s entry into a room was invariably buoyant. She usually had a story, often involving her wacky flatmate, and she told it with wit and exuberance. Desi, whose spirits were badly in need of a lift, was grateful for the lively presence on this mournful Monday. She was anxious to be entertained before the creative director appeared in her office for a meeting about ideas for a radio campaign.

‘Well …’ Isabel began but it was too late. Freddie was at the door.

‘Don’t let me interrupt the girls’ talk,’ he said, waving a packet of Crop-O-Corn Crisps, then plonking it on the coffee table and himself on the Finn Juhl sofa beside Isabel. The hint of a reprimand in his voice was uncharacteristic but the source of his bad mood was not difficult for Desi to fathom. The creative director was used to delegating and, since Bea had gone away for a week, he’d have to come up with a few ideas and do some writing himself.

‘Good morning, Freddie.’ Desi smiled graciously as she tucked a lock of hair behind her ear.

Her courtesy returned him to civility. ‘Sorry. Good morning, ladies.’

‘That’s better,’ said the playful Isabel, patting his hand. ‘What’s the brief, boss?’

After crossing his long legs, fiddling with his stainless-steel cufflinks and lighting a Marlboro, Freddie explained that Crop-O-Corn Foods needed a series of radio spots for its crisps, which had low recall in comparison with Smith’s Potato Chips, the market leader in crunchy snacks.

‘Awareness is what we need, to get the brand top of mind,’ said Freddie. ‘An idea that’s catchy and fun.’

Isabel picked up the packet and turned it over. ‘These are corn, aren’t they? Not potato. Do we emphasise that?’

‘Too rational,’ said Freddie. ‘Boring. A chip is a chip, something to fill up on. Most of the flavour comes from the salt, anyway.’

‘Crunch is what everyone likes,’ declared Desi. ‘That could be a good sound effect on radio.’

‘Ding!’ said Isabel. ‘A light bulb just went on above my head.’

‘Yeah?’ Freddie enjoyed teasing her. ‘And what did it illuminate, Einstein?’

‘A tongue twister.’ Isabel picked up the chrome cigarette lighter from Desi’s table and held it to her mouth like a microphone. ‘I’m a reporter going into the street to ask people to say something tricky like …’ She hesitated and started moving her lips silently. She replaced the lighter and scribbled something on her writing pad.

‘Like?’ Freddie leaned forwards. ‘Peter Piper picked a peck …?’

‘Wait a minute! I am creating !’

‘Cripes, Crop-O-Corn Crisps …’ said Freddie, urging her on.

‘… for the corniest crispiest crunch,’ trumpeted Isabel.

‘Crop-O-Corn-Crisps-for-the-corniest-crispiest-crunch!’ Desi said it perfectly, in a terrific rush, running the words together to make them one.

‘You and your enunciation,’ mocked Freddie. ‘Only you could say it like that without even trying.’

Desi acknowledged him with a look of triumph. Brainstorming always succeeded in diverting her attention from personal problems. ‘And each time they make a blunder, we do the crunch sound effect!’

‘The sickening crunch!’ declared Isabel, waving the packet in front of Freddie. ‘But they win a packet of crisps on the spot if they get it right. Can we open this now?’

Freddie and Desi were summoned to a meeting with Guy over some kind of drama to do with the Penny Layne account, leaving Isabel to work on the tongue-twister idea and fight the temptation to crunch her way through the whole packet. Back in her chic little office – the one she’d inherited when Stella Bolt left – Isabel gave herself up to serious work.

At lunch time, Isabel went with Desi to David Jones in Elizabeth Street to buy new kidskin gloves.

Perched on a stool at the glove counter on the ground floor, Desi rested her right elbow in the polished hollow of a little purpose-built wooden block on the counter.

 Isabel watched the salesgirl stretching the back of a black glove across the knuckles of Desi’s fist to verify her size, and continued the story she’d started as they made their way up King Street. ‘Then Roxy’s Romeo came back because she’d left her bag under the seat, so I made him stay this time. She looked like death and he was desperate to get away.’

‘Goodness,’ said Desi, turning her gaze on Isabel, as the salesgirl stuck a wooden implement shaped like a pair of pointy scissors into the forefinger of one of the gloves. ‘Is she all right?’

Isabel was distracted by what was going on with the glove. She adored this ladylike ritual of stretching the fingers to make them easier to put on.

‘She’s fine.’ Isabel redirected her attention to Desi. ‘Anyway, he denied knowing anything about it. Reckoned he left the car there and got a lift home with someone else. Do you believe that?’

‘What does Roxy say?’ Desi held up her fingers so the salesgirl could slide the glove over them and settle it in place.

‘Remembers nothing, as usual. Fashion people are really vague.’ She paused and lowered her voice. ‘Guess what she had on her neck?’

Desi appraised her svelte gloved hand. ‘What?’

Isabel’s eyes flicked at the salesgirl, who was busy sticking the implement into the fingers of the other glove, then silently mouthed, ‘Love bites!’



Chapter 6


Bea couldn’t remember when anybody had made her feel so cosseted; his watchfulness was almost paternal. Except there was also passion that was urgent and confident. What have I been doing all my life? thought Bea, as she lay, in a half-awake state, as indolent as a cat within the curve of his body. They were both exhausted.

Later, wrapped in the hotel’s waffle-cotton robes, they sat opposite each other across a low table laid with papaya and cut limes, soft scrambled eggs, wafer-thin bacon, toast and coffee. At some other time, his attentiveness might have been invasive but all Bea wanted now was to submit. It was such a novelty. She wondered whether being possessed was the bad thing she had always imagined.

‘I could manage a few more days, if you could,’ said Bill, drizzling cream into her cup of coffee. ‘We’re still in talks with the Hawaiian Pineapple people.’

‘A deal with Crop-O-Corn?’

‘Something like that.’

She looked at the stubble on his head and felt like rubbing her fingers over it. ‘You want me to pretend I’ve caught some kind of island fever that means I can’t fly?’ She grinned.

‘I hope you have.’ His wry sense of humour was one of his most attractive qualities. One of many.

‘Well, I’ve certainly been beset by something mysterious. I feel completely irresponsible. Where I come from, we call that going troppo.’

‘There you go,’ he said. ‘We’d better call a doctor.’

Mention of a doctor was an unsettling reminder to Bea of the passion-killing practice of fiddling around with a Dutch cap and Ortho-Gynol gel. She really must get on the Pill. Bill had urged her to ‘let go’, but she’d have been a fool not to take precautions. Besides, she wasn’t sure he knew what he was saying. How would he deal with it if she really did let go? Her observation of the expectations of men had taught her that if a woman agreed to do all the things they wanted, they finished up calling her kinky.

Bill ambled over to the desk, sorted through the leather-bound hotel directory, extracted an official-looking form and brought it back to Bea, who was tidying the breakfast things. He winked as he handed it to her. ‘This is better than a doctor’s certificate.’ All she had to do was fill it in and a cable would be sent to Freddie.

While Bill commandeered the bathroom, Bea sat at the desk and tossed off a cheerful message: DELAYED BY POSSIBLE NEW BUSINESS VENTURE STOP EXPLAIN WHEN I SEE YOU REGARDS BEA. Best to carry it off with bravado and not to apologise, which would give Freddie the upper hand and maybe make him suspicious. Her recent appointment as deputy creative director had given her some clout.

 Bea screwed the top back on her fountain pen and imagined herself wearing her pink-and-white sleeveless shift, big straw hat and oversized sunglasses as she went off with Bill Cabot to board a flying boat and spend two days as guests of the Dole family on their pineapple plantation on the island of L[image: images]na’i.

There was only one problem. When Bill, looking almost newborn after a shower and shave, offered to take the cable down to the front desk, Bea said she’d rather leave it until later, to give herself time to think. By the look on his face he was not pleased – his decisions were not usually questioned – but Bea’s sense of accountability, intrinsic to her character, had begun to return. Without permitting herself to recognise the truth, she had also begun to feel a bit cornered by Bill’s relentless hovering.

On the previous evening in the Coconut Grove Bar, he’d ordered martinis without thinking she might prefer something else; she’d really wanted a Tom Collins but let it pass. In the Monarch Room later, when he assumed she’d share the Beef Wellington, she disagreed, as much on principle as on preference, in favour of the sole with almonds. He took it well, although his remark – ‘You are a feisty little woman, Bea’ – was not entirely benevolent, and Bea tried not to take the ‘little’ as an attempt to trivialise her.

Still. He was an exciting and generous man and what a beautiful experience this had turned out to be. Pity it couldn’t be extended by the few days he had suggested, but she knew that this stolen interlude would not be the last, whether or not she agreed to prolong it this time.

Perhaps whatever it was they shared wasn’t capable of being sustained for more than a few days at a time? She’d found herself becoming wearied by his talk about pineapples, their cultivation and distribution. She knew he was rehearsing speeches to be delivered at L[image: images]na’i and back at his office in Chicago, so it was her duty to listen without complaint. But her true interest lay in what was happening back at the agency in Sydney.

She waited until Bill had gone downstairs to buy a pack of Lucky Strike before she tore up the cable.

•

As far as Tom was concerned, Duncan & Boyd’s offices in Unilever House might just as well have faced a brick wall instead of the busy pocket of the harbour that was Sydney Cove. Cars whizzing along the Cahill Expressway, commuters spilling out of ferries and hurrying to their work, a team of painters dangling off the Harbour Bridge, and the banging and clanking of heavy machinery on the Bennelong Point construction site failed to distract him from the work that had become the focus of his life and his sole reason for being.

OEBPS/images/9780733631931.jpg
AUTHOR OF THE BESTSELLING THE FREUDIAN SLIP

MARION VON ADLERSTEIN

1960s, Sydney . . .
All'is fair
in love and Dior






OEBPS/images/common.jpg





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
Hi hachette

UeTRA A





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 
 
  
   
 
  
   
 
  
   
 
  
   
 
  
   
        
       
        
  
 

 
  





