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Born in Sydney in 1932, the darkest year of the Great Depression, Marion von Adlerstein sailed to London in 1957 and worked there as a copywriter for seven years before returning to Australia and joining J Walter Thompson as a group head. Nine months of her term at JWT were spent at the agency’s headquarters in New York. She returned to Australia to marry Hans von Adlerstein, a German-born baron, and they moved to Melbourne to work together at USP Needham, where Marion ultimately became a creative director and board member. Her first magazine article, published in Vogue Australia in 1975, led to a contract with the magazine spanning more than twenty years. Her work for Vogue took her on countless journeys overseas and enabled her to base herself in Venice for more than a year. Marion is the author of two non-fiction books, The Passionate Shopper and The Penguin Book of Etiquette. The Freudian Slip was her first novel.
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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.
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