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Chapter 1

January 1953

The seamstresses were reading an article on the coming coro-
nation of Princess Elizabeth, the newspaper spread on the cutting 
table. Hartnell was indeed the right chap to create the gown for 
the queen-in-waiting on her big day, or so the royal expert said. 
They traced fingers over the sketches of her ancestors – Queens 
Anne and Victoria – at their coronations, their gowns signalling 
majestic tradition, stability and predictability. 

‘I walk past Hartnell’s every morning,’ Shirley said, ‘and all I 
ever see in the window are those heavy boxy things.’

‘But he’s a royal couturier,’ said another seamstress. ‘The prin-
cesses always look lovely.’

‘Well, we all know what Melbourne’s fashion houses and 
couture salons will present for their winter coronation collec-
tions,’ said Shirley. Some of the summer collections had been 
daring, perceptive and visionary, but of Salon Mystique’s collec-
tion, the very same expert they were reading had declared that 
‘the mannequins had galumphed around in lumpy English 
imitations made of war-ration fabrics, hip-length fitted jackets 
and single-breasted buttons, and that most efficient of sleeves, 
the insert. Very 1947. The collection, as a whole, will satisfy 
Salon Mystique’s usual clients, the respectable and traditional-
ists, but though there was no evidence of her in the summer 
collection, word has it there is new talent at Salon Mystique. 
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Shall we dare to anticipate a livelier contribution in the winter 
coronation collection?’

The new talent had in fact been working quietly at Salon 
Mystique for a couple of years now and was at that moment using 
a shaft of morning window light to illuminate the dull weave of a 
tweed afternoon suit and warm her chilly fingers. It was January, 
but the workroom – or atelier, as Mrs Flock had renamed it – had 
thick walls and small windows. The Salon Mystique staff were 
excited to be creating the suit, for a client sailing to England to 
attend the coronation. The new girl finished the bound button-
hole and reached over to rummage through a bureau drawer, the 
thread whorls, dressmakers’ hooks, buttons, bobbins and tins of 
sequins shuffling together as she searched for a better needle.

‘Shhh!’ Valda glanced over to the landing, where Mrs Flock’s 
artificially cultured voice drifted up the stairwell. Valda’s auburn 
hair was permanently waved and her features gathered in the 
lower half of her face, as if they had slipped. Her title was Head 
of Workroom but Mrs Flock had recently returned from Europe, 
and suddenly insisted on using French terms, taken from the small 
French–English translation dictionary she carried in the pocket of 
her white dustcoat. Valda’s name tag now read Atelier Première 
and Directrice Technique, though Valda could not pronounce 
those words.

The new girl adjusted the tweed jacket over her knees. It was 
impossible, really, to do good work without her table, but every 
table was stacked with second-rate fabrics that Mrs Flock – or 
rather, Madame Flock – had shipped back from Europe to make 
the winter collection. Madame informed her staff that she’d 
attended dozens of the European spring collection shows and had 
returned ‘with many new ideas for our winter coronation parade 
in April’. Madame’s ‘new ideas’ were Europe’s last season’s fash-
ions, and they were currently secured inside the steamer chests, 
solid leather and timber suitcases, tall as a man, their brass hinges 
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locked. Soon, an army of outworkers would arrive to unpick 
them, make up toiles and patterns, and flog the resulting frocks 
as ‘new winter coronation fashions’.

In her time at Salon Mystique, Tilly had detected no change 
in Mrs Flock’s designs, no new silhouettes or fabrics; Mrs Flock 
had nothing to express. And despite Tilly’s best efforts, at Salon 
Mystique the female form remained defined by rounded shoul-
ders and constrictive corsets that thrust nipples chinward and 
strangled internal organs and their processes. On this day, the 
new girl was trying to create a buttonhole that didn’t draw atten-
tion to itself. She had worked with precision – the rectangle and 
the lips centred and symmetrical, the tension consistent – but the 
tweed Mrs Flock had purchased was of inferior quality and it was 
not quite as discreet as she’d hoped. Over near her office, Valda 
was hammering a lace ruche with a thick needle, attaching it to 
a white poplin collar on a sateen blouse. She was using double 
thread, which meant the tension wasn’t consistent, but Valda was 
Head of Workroom and so Valda did what Valda wanted.

When the light in the stairwell dimmed a little, the newspaper 
vanished and the seamstresses skipped lightly to their posi-
tions around the workroom and turned their backs. Mrs Flock 
appeared at the top of the stairs. Shirley once described her as ‘a 
giant bodkin wearing a sewing machine cover’. It was assumed 
Mrs Flock covered her painfully thin body in large plain attire to 
affect a stylish and refined elegance.

She circled the workroom, pausing beside Shirley, the Head 
Cutter, or Coupeuse de Tête, who was staring at the fabric on the 
table in front of her. ‘You cannot waste any more time over that,’ 
Mrs Flock declared. ‘Get on with it.’

She moved to one end of the workroom and composed herself 
to make one of her announcements. Unlike Valda’s, Mrs Flock’s 
features sat high in her face beneath a narrow forehead and a low 
widow’s peak. Her chin was long, her upper lip short and her 
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nose fled skywards shortly after leaving its bridge. The new girl 
was staring at her. Mrs Flock looked unwaveringly back at the 
new girl sitting beyond the steamer chests. Mrs Flock knew she 
disapproved of appropriating designs for commercial gain, but 
then she was just a country girl who’d arrived begging for a job. 
She was talented, granted, but she’d still be on that desolate hill 
above the rubbish tip in a small town if it weren’t for Mrs Flock’s 
misguided pause in central nowhere a few years prior. A gruelling, 
rattly train trip through the outback from Sydney had exhausted 
Mrs Flock’s politesse, and so she’d disembarked, depleted, seeking 
revival in what she assumed was a quaint rural village in a vast 
peacefulness. Dungatar proved nothing but unsettling: a limbo 
of sparse khaki bush and unpleasant frumps prancing between 
dusty, understocked shops wearing exquisite couture. All sizes, 
shapes and classes strolled about the wasteland dressed to the 
standard of Marie Antoinette. Finding the seamstress responsible 
was not difficult, and now she was raising her Parisian-shaped 
eyebrows at everything Madame Flock produced and silently 
undermining the seamstresses around her. In her first week at 
Salon Mystique, the new girl had shown – wordlessly, effortlessly, 
precociously – that she possessed talent. It had to do with the 
architectural structure of a raglan sleeve which would not settle. 
She had seized the garment while Valda was downstairs, adjusted 
the bicep line so that it was parallel to the floor, then draped and 
pinned the inset, making the sleeve perfect. Valda was far from 
grateful and said it was a cruel act, and so the new girl retreated, 
the weary, frayed thread between her heart and her work finally 
snapped.

‘I am a zipper,’ she’d said to Shirley. ‘A clever, functional 
accoutrement with infinite potential but only if given the right 
circumstance.’ She contented herself with skirts, seams and hems, 
her heart and imagination burning for the new future and the 
home she was working towards. 
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Mrs Flock placed her long hands over her heart. ‘Marvellous 
news: we have a new client, an important one.’ She paused. ‘Miss 
Post Office Picnic! We are to make a gown for her Miss Moomba 
quest. I see it as a pathway to Miss Australia, and on to Gown of 
the Year.’

The seamstresses clapped dutifully. Valda cried, ‘Congratu-
lations!’ As Head of Workroom it would be her duty to attend to 
Miss Post Office Picnic. 

Mrs Flock took the sateen blouse with its grubby poplin collar 
from Valda. The ruche was not sitting right and the décolleté 
was warped. She thrust it to the new girl, who was not clapping. 
‘Fix this then be downstairs in fifteen minutes to meet Miss Post 
Office.’

Someone gasped, and the other seamstresses looked to the 
new girl who had just been elected over Valda.

Mrs Flock then handed the tweed jacket to Valda, who was 
clearly stunned. ‘It turns out this suit is just for the governess. It 
won’t be seen at Princess Elizabeth’s coronation after all. Finish it. 
But don’t ruin it.’

Tilly’s stomach tightened as if someone behind her had tugged 
her belt. Mrs Flock had delivered to her the dubious glory of 
outfitting Miss Post Office Picnic.

‘Well, lah-di-dah,’ Shirley said, not unkindly.
And the new girl replied, ‘Obviously Miss Post Office Picnic 

hasn’t read the summer collection reviews.’

The newly crowned Miss Post Office Picnic arrived at Salon 
Mystique wearing something from Olive Ferris – postwar surplus 
mosquito netting and tulle – and a brand-new pair of DeLiso 
Debs.

Tilly took notes while Valda measured and explained to Miss 
Post Office Picnic that at Salon Mystique they worked as a team.  
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‘I am Atelier Première and Directrice Technique’ – her pronunciation 
dreadful – ‘so the seamstresses will make up your dress under my 
guidance.’

Miss Post Office Picnic explained her new life as a mannequin. 
‘Me mum said, “Jesus will arrive by train before you ever bloody 
win anythink,” and, bugger me, I win the bloody Miss Bulleen 
competition. How’s that?’

‘Unbelievable,’ said Tilly, checking that Miss Post Office’s 
biceps were in fact eight inches in circumference.

After lunch, Tilly sat looking at the square of white sketching 
paper in front of her. Shirley, too, remained perplexed by a toile 
arranged on silk organza before her, though she was a natural 
dressmaker with the hands of an artist. Shirley checked the scrap 
of paper pinned to the corner again but could not reconcile the 
measurements with the design. Client number 114 had chosen 
vermilion, an unusual colour for a world darkened by parading 
royalists still mourning the death of King George VI. Shirley 
scratched her scalp through masses of dark brunette curls and 
positioned the scissors in her hand above the gaudy fabric. She 
put the scissors down. ‘I’m glad this isn’t in the winter coronation 
parade, it’s going to look awful.’

It was a garment Tilly was curious about. The fabric was good, 
though the cloth was dyed rather than the yarn itself, but it didn’t 
need cutting.

Shirley shook her head. ‘It just won’t do for that sort of 
figure.’

Valda went to her small office, which was basically a broom 
cupboard, and found the client’s file. Her mouth turned down. 
‘I know that customer, she’s theatrical, but I see what you 
mean – she’s forty-four, forty-five, forty-four.’

The needle slipped in Tilly’s fingers and a dot of blood swelled 
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from her fingertip. She stuck it in her mouth, flinging the blouse 
aside.

‘I’ll tell on you if you ruin that,’ Valda said, but Tilly was 
already winding the edge of her white coat tight around her 
finger, willing her pounding heart to cease. It was the measure-
ments; forty-four, forty-five, forty-four. An image came to her 
of Sergeant Farrat one hot afternoon, drinking tea on a country 
verandah, a damp orchid in a lovingly recreated Rita Hayworth 
ensemble, the fine sleeve seams straining to contain his shoulders 
and the brim of his hat drooping with crepe-paper roses caught 
in netting, like dead budgies. Before she could stop them, her 
thoughts went to Dungatar and the handsome, curly-haired man 
standing in her little house appraising her wraparound magenta 
gown. ‘Dangerous,’ he’d said, and pulled her to him.

Tilly shut down those thoughts, pulling tighter on the cloth 
around her stinging finger. The past that Sergeant Farrat and Tilly 
Dunnage shared was one that needed distance, and so they had 
agreed to go their separate ways, get on with life – unless it was 
necessary, or worse. Why was he seeking her out now? What had 
happened?

Shirley crossed her arms. ‘I’m not doing that to a nice piece of 
silk, even if it is the colour of a bonfire. You cut it, Valda. You’re 
the Prem-ee-air.’

‘Exactly, and you are the cutter,’ shot back Valda. ‘You’re the 
one who did the diploma course.’

Shirley sighed and picked up the scissors. ‘Here goes.’
‘Don’t!’ 
The two women stared at the new girl. 
‘It needs only one seam.’ Tilly pointed her bleeding finger 

at a Stockman, a toile pinned in place. ‘Use that toile on the 
Stockman, just drape a length of fabric onto it.’

‘We don’t do that kind of draping here,’ Valda said, turning 
her back to them. The lesser, two-year trade course had not taught 

The Dressmakers Secret_Final pages.indd   7The Dressmakers Secret_Final pages.indd   7 2/9/20   10:23 am2/9/20   10:23 am



The Dressmaker’s Secret

8

Valda the art of self-expression through draping, and so she 
remained unable to solve a technical problem with her fingers. It 
was the diploma-course seamstresses who made toiles.

Tilly went to the first aid tin, bandaged her finger and unfurled 
a long piece of calico. It was possible, she thought, that there 
were others with barrel-shaped figures who were bold enough to 
demand an obscure Dior-inspired design.

‘Is there an ostrich feather?’ she asked.
They looked at her, confused.
‘I can’t see one,’ said Valda.
‘Are we doing accessories?’ 
‘Yes.’ 
The three seamstresses all turned, startled, for Mrs Flock 

was there, as if she had been lowered by thread. ‘The client has 
suggested that you will know what to do with the ostrich feather.’

Tilly felt the resentment in the room thicken, then Mrs Flock 
added, ‘But she said nothing about draping.’

For the benefit of the other apprentices and seamstresses, Tilly 
met Mrs Flock’s gaze. ‘I will drape the material to divert the eye 
downwards and the seam at the back will have a further mini-
mising effect. But the fabric will reveal its hidden talents and 
secrets when I confront the three-dimensional step of the design 
process, that is, sculpting on the form.’

Mrs Flock crossed her arms. ‘Drape,’ she dared, and watched 
the seamstress fearlessly drag the biggest of the two dress maker’s 
stands to the meagre window light. She held the calico in front of 
her like a towel and embraced the Stockman. Deftly, she pinned 
and draped the material around the thick form, letting it fall, 
shaping it around the bulky curves. She circled, carefully pinning 
fabric to the toile, rolling it up and under, letting it slip so that 
it clung in even creases to drop in warm symmetrical folds, the 
other seamstresses mesmerised by the way her fingers worked – no 
one else pinned so visually, it was as if the image travelled from 
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her imagination down her arms to infuse the fabric with life. As 
the miracle continued, the bodice took shape, like Aphrodite 
emerging from marble. Even Tilly felt a little inspired.

Valda said, ‘Dorothy Lamour wore a sarong dress like that in 
The Jungle Princess.’

Mrs Flock added, ‘And Dior had one in his spring-summer 
collection of 1948.’ 

‘Yes,’ Tilly said, ‘but it’s how the simplest of lines work, the art 
of draping and the personality of the dress.’ 

‘Just make one up in the vermilion silk.’ And with that, Mrs 
Flock turned and wafted down the stairs. 

Shirley shuddered. ‘She doesn’t even make the boards creak 
when she walks over them.’

‘She can probably walk through walls too,’ Tilly replied, and 
Shirley laughed.

Valda did not. ‘You’ll hide the buttons in that seam, won’t 
you?’

Tilly shook her head. ‘A zipper.’
A zipper. In couture. Shirley was fascinated, but Valda was 

dismissive. ‘Only an outworker would do a thing like that.’
At Salon Mystique, the flair and natural ability of the 

outworkers went unacknowledged for the sake of profit. The 
clever seamstresses – mostly women – toiled in cramped rooms in 
stifling houses, unpicking the bargain couture Madame brought 
back from Europe. Patterns were made and European imitations 
pumped out for the plump, skinny, short, tall, long-waisted, 
big-hipped, bow-legged, shallow-bottomed and beautifully 
proportioned hoi polloi of suburban Melbourne.

‘I’m making this garment for an individual, a particular client, 
and the dress will support a zipper,’ Tilly declared, and then 
said, thoughtfully, ‘This gown is not to impress or to change 
or disguise, it’s actually to make someone more themselves. He,  
I mean she, will be happy with a zipper.’
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‘We’ll see what Madame Flock’s got to say,’ Valda said.
Shirley speared Valda with her big green eyes. ‘You do that, 

Valda. Can’t have anyone being better than they’re meant to be 
around here, can we?’ She turned to Tilly. ‘Where’d you learn to 
drape like that?’

‘Paris,’ she said, proudly. ‘I learned from Madame Vionnet at 
her salon on Avenue Montaigne, way back in 1937. In her hands, 
fabric was like music.’ Tilly didn’t go on to say that her time with 
Madame Vionnet was sabotaged by war or that she was sent to 
Spain to source fabric for Madame Vionnet’s friend, Balenciaga. 
It was difficult – consumption was cut to 50 percent – but she 
had contacts in London and fine dresses were still made and sold, 
mostly to actresses and women who held a ‘couture card’. Some 
houses even sold to profiteers, the wives or mistresses of German 
officers, or black marketeers who had made money from stolen 
Jewish property. Tilly liked to imagine those clients against a wall, 
facing their fate dressed in Balenciaga.

The form in front of her would become a fat red-orange thing, 
but it would be a beautifully balanced, well-constructed thing.  
The seamstresses standing around her and Shirley were numb 
with awe.

Valda said, ‘Where would you put a feather on such a flash 
towel?’

‘Looking at this creation, Valda, tells me that the client does 
not possess the delicate décolletage required to explain such 
a gown, so I would suggest the feather distract from that.’ She 
found a feather and placed it across the bodice, and Shirley said, 
‘Gee whiz, that’s perfect.’

Shirley glanced at Tilly, looking chic in her red silk cheongsam 
collar, which peeped out from her white dustcoat. If she hadn’t 
been certain before, Shirley was positive now that the country 
girl would not be contained by the thick walls of Salon Mystique.

*
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At the end of the day, the seamstresses hung up their white coats 
and rolled their scissors, tape measures, pins and threads and 
thimbles and chalks into their chamois purses. As the seamstresses 
from the back room filed through to the stairs, they stopped to 
look at the silk gown in the middle of the workroom: a swollen 
Dorothy Lamour, a ludicrous superstar standing in a puddle of 
light, and Tilly was again taken back to Dungatar and the ugly 
gawping women. Tumbling along behind came the sergeant and 
her smiling mad mother and then her boyfriend and his grief-
stricken family. But she couldn’t blame them for her pain. She’d 
gone home anticipating a short stay with Molly, but her needle-
point skills had kept her there, saved her, then betrayed her. Now 
here she was, the sad mess of her life enduring and another past 
from which to flee. And today that past was calling her, and her 
world was about to shift again, seismically. First, Miss Post Office 
Picnic had arrived, bringing with her a chance to rise, but at the 
same time, the vermilion silk organza rip-off was burning in front 
of her like a witch on a pyre, lighting the way for the past to 
collide with the present, and determine her future. She’d worn 
that dress the night her true love died.

Mrs Flock saw the girls off the premises, standing at the front 
door repeating ‘Au revoir’ and ‘Merci, mademoiselles’ as they filed 
past. Her Australian accent made no accommodation for French 
inflections.

From the Regent Theatre opposite, the paperboy watched. 
Clare, the glamorously aloof hostess and receptionist, held  
her compact up to catch the light and scraped the corners of her  
mouth with her fingernail. The seamstresses gathered around  
her. As usual, the girl he was most interested in stood just beyond 
the group, the drizzle around her catching the lamplight. On this 
day, she seemed particularly alert, glancing up and down Collins 
Street as she adjusted her hat and sank into her trench coat. She 
hurried east up the Collins Street hill, a furtive Marlene Dietrich 
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figure between the soft glow of the streetlamps and the bright 
boutique windows of Le Louvre, La Petite, Georges, Oggs and 
the notorious photography studios. She ducked into the doorway 
of Number 9 Collins Street, a haven to artists, poets, musicians 
and people of literature, but no one was following, the paperboy 
could see, so she slunk quickly along, turned onto Spring Street 
and vanished.

From the front window of the house near the corner of Nicholson 
and Gertrude streets, Mr Short peered out. ‘Spying,’ he said.

‘What?’
‘That woman who came, the spy, standing out there in the 

drizzle dressed like Princess Margaret at the races.’
In the park opposite the boarding house, a thick woman in 

a bottle green A-line ensemble with a matching gold swing coat 
and a brimless, pudding-bowl hat stepped back behind the fig 
tree.

‘You should go over to her,’ said Mrs Short, a bulbous woman 
pressed between the armrests of a large verandah chair. ‘Tell her 
to come back Sundays and follow Tilly Dunnage. See where she 
goes and then come and tell us.’

Mr Short, a small unshaven man in high-waisted trousers, 
said, ‘If she does meet a man every Sunday then that would be 
his wife over there behind the tree. I can see why her husband 
would take a mistress: she needs every bit of that giant fig to hide 
behind.’

‘Terrible. Some women just let themselves go,’ said Mrs Short, 
whose knees had gone some years prior under the pressure of her 
weight.

Mr Short let the curtain drop and turned excitedly to his wife. 
‘We’ll be hauled up before the judge as witnesses for some sordid 
ménage à trois case, you can bet your bottom on that one, dear.’ 
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He bent down in front of his wife, hands on his knees like a Sumo 
wrestler peering under a cow, and, adjusting his legs, he flung 
his arms under his wife’s fat arms. She locked her podgy hands 
together at the wrist, around his neck.

‘After three,’ he said. ‘One, two, three . . .’ Then he leaned 
back, gritting his teeth, his face red with strain, and lifted his 
wife from the chair. They balanced, knees and foreheads pressed 
together, bound by their arms, and inched around until Mrs 
Short’s bottom hung above the bed. Mr Short relaxed his grip 
and his wife fell back, pulling him with her. He lay on top of her, 
panting. 

‘Thanks, Shorty dear,’ she said, and they kissed.

She could see no one sitting in the cars along the kerb or loitering 
in the park opposite, but that didn’t mean there wasn’t someone 
hiding behind a tree. But she was chilly in the light summer rain 
so she skipped down the street, slipped into the foyer and made a 
dash for the stairs. Mr Short had left his wheezing, beached wife 
and was waiting.

‘No mail today,’ he said as she brushed past him.
She took the stairs two at a time.
‘You never get mail from anyone.’
‘I never write to anyone,’ she mumbled, hanging her trench 

coat behind the door. The room was sparse and airy and her foot-
fall on the floorboards sharp. Apart from a bed, a wardrobe and a 
small table supporting her sewing machine, there was an electric 
hot plate, toaster and a tin of ground coffee beans arranged neatly 
on a packing crate. A large west-facing window gave her plenty 
of light and an excellent view of Nicholson Street and the park 
opposite, and of any stalkers. She lifted the window and reached 
out to the branch wedged discreetly behind the neighbour’s 
chimney. The galah said, ‘Hello, cocky,’ and shifted sideways on 
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his perch, dragging his thin chain towards her. She unclipped it 
and scratched his knobbly scalp, and the galah dipped into her 
handbag, his tail feathers stabbing upwards, and brought out an 
apple core. He carried it up her arm in his beak, clawed his way to 
her hat and spread his wings for the ride to the wardrobe, where 
his birdseed waited with a tin filled with fresh water.

‘Lucky cocky.’
She threw her hat onto the narrow bed, took a bottle from 

the wardrobe, poured herself a glass of wine and prepared a light 
dinner of dry biscuits, tasteless cheese and sliced ham. ‘Oh, for a 
baguette and an olive.’ She sat on her bed, her dinner on her lap. 
Beside her a picture of a grey-haired woman scowled from within 
the silver frame – Molly, tea-cosy on her head, sitting in a wheel-
chair that dripped with wool threads, ribbons of torn material 
and necklaces of cotton reels. Tilly stayed perfectly still, her eyes 
on the photo, the definite line of her jaw gilded in fuzzy, reflected 
light, the planes of her face dark.

‘Molly,’ she said, and smiled.
Then she rolled a cigarette and climbed out to sit behind the 

chimney, where she smoked, gazing up at the dulled stars peeping 
through the clouds. In the park opposite, the Exhibition Building 
glowed in the lamplight and workers under their umbrellas 
headed home. A squat person wearing a pudding-bowl hat oozed 
out from behind the tree and moved away into the gloom. She 
pointed and said to the galah, ‘My past has arrived.’

A little later, at the rear of an old milliner’s shop in Darling 
Street, East Melbourne, client number 114 glanced up and down  
the lane and slipped quietly through the gate. She unlocked the  
back door, lowered all the blinds and, as she moved through  
the kitchen and workroom to the old shop at the front, turned the  
lights on. Again, she checked that the curtain was pulled tight 
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before removing her hat and placing it carefully on an old milli-
ner’s block. She removed her coat, brushed the damp from it and 
hung it in the cupboard under the stairs. She went up to her 
bedroom where she unzipped her skirt, unbuttoned her blouse 
and kicked her shoes into the corner. Hoisting up her petticoat 
and rolling her step-ins down, she peeled off her stockings and 
kicked the warm, soft mass into the corner with her shoes. Then 
she luxuriated in scratching her hairy stomach. Later, comfortable 
in her cushioned armchair, wearing harem pants and Ali Baba 
slippers, she knitted, her thick hands working away in the light 
of the standard lamp. She sipped her gin and tonic and sighed, 
whistling a little. 

Suddenly, she dropped her knitting and bolted down the stairs 
to the front door, her slippers scraping across the old English tiles. 
A plain envelope waited in the wire letterbox attached to the back 
of the door. She gently picked it up and turned it over in her 
big soft hands. On the back, printed in elegant type, were two 
words: Salon Mystique. Breathless, she went to the writing desk, 
took a pearl-handled pocketknife and sliced open the envelope. 
Then she carefully extracted the letter and, with one hand on her 
beating heart, read:

An appointment has been allocated for your first fitting.
Please telephone to confirm.

Thank you,
Madame Flock, Directrice de Ventes

Telephone: 861231

‘Oh, my pretty hat,’ she said, fanning herself with the envelope.
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