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			About Gemma Riley and the Fashion Fiasco

			She has a ginger cat, a sewing tote and plenty of imagination. Can Gemma Riley catch a thief and save the fashion day?

			Fashion is in Gemma Riley’s DNA. She lives with her grandmother Cara Bonafete, a famous fashion designer, and dreams of creating her own collection.

			But there’s big trouble at the House of Bonafete. The release of the Spring Collection is looming, Cara has had an accident and someone is stealing their Top Secret designs.
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			For Seb Cat. The original Monsieur Dior.
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			When you see this picture in the text, turn to page 307 to find out what the word or expression means.
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			I have a theory. It’s best to listen to what your stomach tells you. It’s that moment when your tummy trembles with nerves and flickering butterflies. Something’s up and you know it.

			I snap the lid back on my drawing pen and listen. There it is again. A noise—not quite a thud, not quite a bang.

			My ginger sidekick, Monsieur Dior, sweeps his fluffy tail back and forth across the large white pattern-making table and knocks my Design Journal[image: ] sideways. He jumps up and arches his back.

			‘You’re right, Mr D,’ I say, stroking his soft fur and straightening his red and white bandana. ‘I heard something too.’

			‘Meow, meow,’ he calls as his whiskers twitch.

			His jade-green eyes stare past the row of sewing machines towards the stairs. His tail waves slowly like a flag in a gentle breeze. The design area of a fashion house is a very busy place, but once everyone has left for the day, it’s quieter than a library. Right now, only a few of the design team are still here. Either way, it’s my favourite room in the whole building. Well, apart from my home on the top floor. I can’t wait for school to finish each day so I can get back to the House of Bonafete and Mr D.

			The clock above Maria’s pattern-making table says ten past five.

			‘Maria, did you hear a noise just now?’ I ask.

			Maria looks up from her notebook. ‘No, bella. What sort of noise?’

			‘A sort of bang. Do you know if Carlo’s still here?’ I say.

			‘He might be,’ says Maria. ‘I know there were a lot of garments to cut out today. Perhaps he’s working late.’

			‘Come on, Mr D. Let’s see if it was Carlo making that noise,’ I say.

			Mr D springs from the table and takes the lead, weaving around the steaming irons and down the stairs to the garment-cutting area.

			‘Hi, it’s me, Gemma,’ I call as we reach the bottom of the long narrow staircase. ‘Carlo, are you here?’

			The cutting area is deserted. Four long tables of fabric are ready for tomorrow’s cutting schedule—two tables of sparkling purple crepe and two tables of patchwork denim[image: ] which will soon become dresses and bomber jackets.

			My hiking boots squeak as I cross the glossy floor to the loading bay. The roller door is locked and both Carlo, our head cutter, and his red scooter have gone.

			‘Look at all those rolls of fabric and boxes, Mr D,’ I say. ‘I bet they were delivered this afternoon. Drats! I wish we’d come down here straight after school. You know I love unpacking the sewing supplies.’

			Somewhere in the distance a car horn sounds. ‘Let’s go, Mr D. There’s no one here,’ I say. Mr Inquisitive leaps onto the table covered with purple crepe and sniffs the air. I lunge forward.

			‘Holy snapping turtles! Mr Dior, are you crazy? Get off there right now. We’ll be in mega trouble.’

			He knows he’s banned from the cutting area, and standing on the fabric is totally pushing it. But Mr D is a highly opinionated ginger cat and he has no intention of listening to me. He races down the middle of the plush purple, leaving a trail of paw prints. This is way beyond bad.

			‘Wait until Carlo sees that you’ve been on the fabric,’ I say as I shoo him off. He dives onto the floor and races around the corner.

			I follow him into the lunchroom. Cold air blows through an open window. Paper napkins have been scattered around the room in the breeze. That’s weird. If there’s one thing Carlo is particular about, it’s making sure windows and doors are locked properly at the end of the day.

			Mr D springs onto the windowsill. He purrs deeply as I stroke his back.

			‘Listen, buddy, the cute-cat routine won’t work. You’re still in my bad books.’

			We poke our heads out the window and survey the alleyway behind the Bonafete building, looking left and right. But there’s nothing unusual to see. Blue dumpsters and dark-grey roller doors stretch into the distance.

			During the day, trucks rumble along the narrow back lane, delivering rolls of fabric and packages to the fashion houses. Scooter riders whiz down the alleyway as a short cut. The retro scooters with the white-wall tyres are my favourite—like the one Carlo rides.

			I try to close the window but it won’t budge. I tug harder. Suddenly the frame breaks free and bangs closed. The chunky metal handle catches the wrist of my magenta long-sleeve t-shirt and the thin fabric tears like tissue paper. Now there’s a gaping hole in my left sleeve the size of a tennis ball.

			‘Drats and double drats,’ I say. Good thing I know how to fix this. I’ve been using a sewing machine since I was six years old. I still have my tiny purple Sew & Go machine up in my bedroom.

			Mr D paws at a bottle cap on the floor. It spins across the room and bounces off the skirting board. I straighten my glasses and scoop up the cap, and find it’s not a cap at all—it’s a heavy silver button in the shape of a star, and it’s beautiful. The shank on the back of the button—the little loop that attaches the button to the fabric—is the shape of a horseshoe. This is a very unusual button. It’s not off one of our designs. I slip it into the pocket of my shorts.

			‘One for our button collection,’ I tell Mr D.

			Mr D meows and rubs his chunky body against my favourite tights.

			‘All right, you’re forgiven this time. But no more jumping on the cutting tables,’ I tell him. ‘Come on, we’d better tell Mrs Threadway about this window.’

			Back up in the design area, Maria is still working at the pattern-making table and Mrs Threadway and Amanda are talking. It’s Mrs Threadway’s job to make sure all the clothes are made properly and finished on time. Amanda runs the stockroom where all the finished designs are kept. They’re constantly discussing things and often stay late. There’s always so much to do in the design room.

			Gina, our head machinist, looks up from her sewing machine and gives me a wave. I wave back and sit down at my table to wait. Mrs Threadway and Amanda might be talking for ages, so I open my Design Journal and start to work on designs for the top-secret Spring and Tween ranges I’m planning. I’m good at waiting, but Mr D is not. He weaves around the legs of my stool.

			‘We can’t just butt in,’ I tell him. ‘They’re having a conversation, so be patient.’

			Mrs Threadway leans forward and runs her finger down the production schedule taped to the wall.

			‘Amanda, how many of the “Romance” jackets do we have in stock?’ she asks.

			‘Only seven mediums,’ says Amanda, checking her paperwork. ‘They sold very quickly.’

			‘And the skirts?’ says Mrs Threadway.

			‘Unfortunately we still have forty. We may have to mark them down,’ she says.

			Mrs Threadway drums her fingers on her desk. ‘Hmm, that’s all we need right now. I don’t want to have to reduce the prices on our Winter Range before the cold weather even begins.’

			Amanda hugs her folder to her chest and whispers, ‘In the four years I’ve been here, I’ve never seen the stockroom so full. A lot of the styles are just not selling.’

			The room is so quiet, it’s hard not to hear every word they’re saying.

			‘Well,’ says Mrs Threadway, ‘it might be best to keep that information to yourself.’ She pats Amanda on the arm.

			Amanda tucks her long blonde hair behind her ears and perches on the edge of the desk.

			‘Mrs Threadway,’ she says in a low voice, ‘is the House of Bonafete in some sort of trouble, you know, financially?’

			‘Oh no, I don’t think so. Sales are down for everyone in fashion at the moment,’ says Mrs Threadway, turning back to the spreadsheet on the wall. ‘I see you’re receiving the “Pony Club” jackets tomorrow.’

			‘Yes, but the stockroom’s already bulging,’ says Amanda. ‘Where will I put them? I’ll have to create more space. I’m happy to stay back and move all the coats downstairs to the cutting area.’

			‘It’s kind of you to offer, and that’s something we may end up doing. But let’s talk about it in the morning,’ says Mrs Threadway. ‘I’m too tired to discuss this now.’

			I slide off my stool and head over to Mrs Threadway’s table. Amanda lifts a pile of dresses off a rack and drapes them over her arm.

			‘Oh, hi, Gemma,’ Amanda says, looking surprised. ‘I didn’t see you there.’

			‘Want any help?’ I say.

			‘Oh, no thanks. I can manage,’ she says. ‘The publicity and marketing department want garments for a photo shoot in the morning. I’ll drop them in on my way out. See you tomorrow.’ She turns away, struggling under the weight of the clothes.

			Mrs Threadway plops down into her leather chair and scribbles something in her diary. ‘The hours that girl puts in,’ she says, nodding in Amanda’s direction. ‘She’s one of the first to arrive and the last to leave each day. What would we do without her?’ Her gaze falls on my ripped sleeve. ‘Oh, what a shame. What happened there?’

			‘The window was open in the lunchroom and I caught my sleeve on the handle trying to close it. I thought it was strange because I know it’s always supposed to be locked.’

			‘That is strange,’ she says. ‘We never open that window.’

			‘And it wasn’t open just a little bit. It was pushed all the way up,’ I say.

			Mrs Threadway leans back in her chair and calls out, ‘Gina, didn’t you say you found the window in the lunchroom open last week?’

			Gina turns off her sewing machine and hangs a velvet jacket on the garment rack.

			‘Yes, last Tuesday,’ she says. ‘It must have been open all night because the lunchroom was freezing.’

			‘Gemma, please make sure you tell Ralph,’ Mrs Threadway says. ‘He’ll want to know.’

			Ralph is officially the assistant designer at the House of Bonafete, but he does a million other jobs as well.

			Mrs Threadway picks up her handbag and pushes in her chair. She wraps her scarf loosely around her neck.

			‘I’m off. See you in the morning,’ she says as she heads towards the stairs.

			Gina looks around and waves me over. We lean in, our noses almost touching.

			‘I’ve started sewing your Chantilly lace[image: ] dress. Tomorrow I’ll sew something from your top-secret Tween Range,’ she whispers.

			‘Could you do the cargo pants first, please?’ I say. ‘The hot-pink ones?’

			‘Sure,’ she says with a smile.

			‘Top secret,’ I reply.

			She gives me a thumbs up. ‘See you tomorrow afternoon,’ she says as she disappears around the corner. I go back to drawing in my Design Journal while Mr D finds a tiny patch of late afternoon sun by the window. I draw some fabric friendship hearts[image: ] for our sewing club at school. Everyone’s mad about them.

			The design studio is empty now except for Maria, Mr D and me. She stands at her pattern-making table and places some cardboard pattern pieces on a hook. Then she taps her table and makes me jump.

			‘Well, that’s me finished for today. These other patterns can wait until the morning. So much to do, Gemma, always so much to do,’ she says.

			Slowly she pulls the bright yellow tape measure from around her neck, winds it around her fingers and drops it into a box beside her scissors. She brushes a few pieces of paper into the recycling bin and wipes down her table. Maria slips on her navy coat as she looks around the room. A rack of unfinished jackets stands alongside each sewing machine. Pattern pieces are stacked neatly on the table with a style number[image: ] clearly written on each piece—on a sleeve, collar and pocket. Nothing’s out of place. One thing I’ve noticed, pattern-makers[image: ] and machinists are extremely tidy people.

			‘Call me old-fashioned,’ she says, ‘but I like to make sure everything’s put away before I leave.’

			I remember the silver button and fish it out of my pocket, dropping it in the palm of my hand.

			‘Maria, Mr D found this on the floor downstairs,’ I say. ‘Is it one of ours?’

			‘Oh, that is a lovely button, but no,’ she says.

			‘I wonder where it came from?’ I say.

			‘It looks like a jacket button to me,’ she says, leaning over to get a better look. Her gaze falls on my journal. ‘What’s that you’re working on?’

			I swing the journal around for Maria to see.

			‘Something new for the sewing club,’ I say. ‘What do you think? I want to have these ready for our club meeting on Wednesday.’

			Maria studies my sketches.

			‘What are you going to do with these lovely shapes?’ she asks.

			‘We’re going to stitch hearts then swap a heart with a friend. I’ve sewn one onto a friendship cushion[image: ] already, but sewing a cushion is a bit tricky, so we’re going to make a friendship bag instead and attach our hearts to them,’ I say. ‘Cool, hey?’

			‘Very cool,’ says Maria with a smile. ‘This one,’ she adds, pointing to my drawing of a heart with red flowers, ‘is my favourite. So beautiful.’

			‘That’s the one I love too,’ I say.

			‘Ciao, bella,’ says Maria. ‘See you after school tomorrow,’ she calls as she disappears between the racks of garment patterns.

			That’s when I hear raised voices. I stop and listen carefully. Yes, definitely an argument. There’s no mistaking who it is—Cara Bonafete, my grandmother, the owner of the House of Bonafete, and Mr Bankmore, the finance manager for Cara’s fashion business.

			I know she’s a famous fashion designer and my grandmother, but she’s always just been Cara to me. My friends at school call their grandmothers Gran, Grandma, Granny, Nana or Nonna. I called Cara Grandma once when I was very little, and I remember she said to me, ‘No, Rosebud. My name is Cara and I don’t wish to be called anything else.’ So that was that.

			I’m positive the shouting is coming from Mr Bankmore’s office.

			‘Come on, Mr D,’ I whisper. ‘It’s time to investigate.’

			I slip my journal in between some rolls of red silk under the pattern-making table. Red’s my hiding colour. Last birthday, Maria gave me a red heart-shaped jewellery box with a secret compartment in the lid. That’s where I got the idea. Now I always use something red to hide my treasures in—red fabric, a red cushion, even my red fluffy slippers. I’ll come back for my journal later.

			Mr D trots beside me as we cut through Cara’s office and down the long corridor towards the reception area. We stop and peek around the corner. There’s no one in reception. The coast is clear.

			Bang! If I’m not mistaken, something just hit the floor in Mr Bankmore’s office. Maybe a book or some documents. Watch out, Mr Bankmore. These angry conversations have been going on for weeks now. They always seem to happen at the end of the day when everyone has gone.

			I bet Cara’s striding around Mr Bankmore’s office right now in her patent leather high heels, waving her arms about like an orchestra conductor as she tosses her thick wavy hair off her shoulders. Poor Mr Bankmore. What chance does he have? He’ll be trying to stay calm while his face grows redder and redder. Mr D looks up at me and meows. We both know how dramatic Cara can be. She’s not your average grandmother. She’s not your average anything.

			This argument’s the worst yet. I’ve never heard Mr Bankmore so angry.

			‘Will you sit down and listen for once?’ he shouts.

			‘I will not sit down and I am listening,’ Cara fires back.

			‘I don’t believe you are, Cara. I’m simply giving you the facts,’ Mr Bankmore yells.

			Mr D weaves around my legs. ‘I know. They’re really going for it, big time,’ I whisper. I run my hand through his ginger and white fur and retie the knot in his bandana. His heartbeat races, just like mine. We slide around the corner, tiptoeing along the white glossy tiles closer to the shouting. Mr Bankmore’s door is closed and a Do Not Disturb, Meeting in Progress sign dangles from the doorknob. To be honest, they’re so loud I can’t see the point of the closed door or the sign. Why is there never a sign that says, Do Not Disturb, Argument in Progress?

			‘I do not plan to ruin my own company,’ Cara bellows.

			Mr D springs into my arms. His whiskers twitch. Oh no, Cara’s in full-blown attack mode. This is not good. I adjust my glasses. Anything could happen.

			‘So you’d better listen to me,’ Cara screeches. ‘I want those fabrics in the range. The House of Bonafete uses the best silks, the best trims, the best of everything. I will not work with rubbish!’

			I hope the customers downstairs in the store can’t hear the shouting. The Bonafete boutique is at the front of the building, right below the reception area and Mr Bankmore’s office.

			Mr Bankmore’s voice becomes louder, if that’s possible. ‘Have you even looked at the recent sales figures? No one is buying the House of Bonafete designs anymore. You can’t stick your head in the sand any longer, Cara. Something has to change. Your designs are out of date.’

			There’s a long pause in the shouting. I cradle Mr D in my arms, hoping the office door doesn’t fly open. We don’t want to be caught eavesdropping.

			‘Out of date,’ Cara hisses. Her voice has become dangerously quiet. That’s scarier than the shouting. ‘Are you suggesting my designs are the problem? Is that what you’re saying?’

			This time the pause is even longer. Oh no. I hope Mr Bankmore’s not about to say what I think he’s about to say. Cara will explode. We’re talking volcanic eruption here.

			‘Yes,’ Mr Bankmore says finally. ‘That’s exactly what I’m saying. But no one wants to tell you the truth because they’re too scared of how you’ll react.’

			Mr D meows softly and looks over my shoulder. A shadow falls across the wall as someone comes up beside me, and I know it’s Ralph. Who else would be here so late in the day? Besides, if Cara’s at work, Ralph Wild is too. He’s been her loyal assistant designer for twenty-five years. Twenty-five years! Now, that’s a lot of assisting, if you ask me.

			‘I could hear them from my office,’ he whispers. ‘It doesn’t sound good, does it?’

			‘Cara’s shouting about the fabric she wants to buy. Mr Bankmore is going on about how Cara’s designs aren’t selling. Things are even worse than I thought,’ I whisper back.

			There’s nothing we can do but listen.

			‘Cara, be reasonable. I’ve explained this over and over. We simply don’t have the money. The business cannot afford these extreme expenses. The bank won’t provide any more funds.’

			‘Funds, funds, funds!’ she yells. ‘That’s all I ever hear from you. I’m about fashion. Besides, I want my Spring Collection[image: ] to be spectacular—a celebration, darling, of my fifty years in the fashion industry. I want everyone to see that the House of Bonafete is on trend and still a fashion leader.’

			On trend. Still a fashion leader. Holy snapping turtles! She must be joking. I might be a kid, but I can figure out what’s going on. Our sales are way down and I think I know why. But how does anyone tell Cara her designs are, well, a bit old-fashioned? And that the House of Bonafete needs a totally new look? Cara needs to make clothes not just for grown-ups but for kids too. The truth is, I don’t think Cara wants to listen to what Mr Bankmore is telling her.

			I reach for my heart-shaped locket and rub the smooth silver shape between my fingers. I always do this when I’m a bit nervous or unsure about something. Usually it’s over simple things like whether I should get the vanilla or the strawberry choc-top at the movies, or what I would like for my birthday. But I have a habit of twisting my locket when more complicated things happen, too. Mr Bankmore and Cara’s arguments are definitely in the complicated category.

			I trace the letter G on the front of my locket with the tip of my finger. My lucky locket, that’s what I call it. Everyone thinks the G’s for Gemma, but it’s not. It’s for Gillian, which was my mother’s name. Cara gave the locket to my mother on her eighth birthday. And then Cara gave it to me. Even though I don’t remember my mother or my father, I love the locket. My parents died when I was a baby. They were on a ski trip, and Cara had come too to look after me while they were out skiing. She said she was standing at the hotel window rocking me to sleep when the avalanche rushed down the mountain. Ever since, it’s just been Cara and me, and Monsieur Dior.

			My locket might be lucky, but I know we’ll need more than luck to sort out what’s happening to my grandmother’s fashion business.

			‘Come on. We’ve heard enough,’ Ralph says. ‘Let’s go to Bella Aroma and have a pastry. They’ll be arguing for at least another half an hour. But grab your jacket, it’s cold outside.’

			Mr D wriggles.

			‘He’s heard enough too,’ I say. ‘I’ll take Mr D upstairs to the apartment and meet you out the front.’
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			I push open the heavy glass door of the café. The spicy smell of cinnamon drifts through the air. Tony, the owner, waves at us. Lucky for us my favourite table is empty. That’s when I see my best friend in the whole world, Hannah Cross, walk past our window with her mum. Now, there’s a smart girl.

			She came straight up to me on the first day of year two. I’d twisted my ankle playing soccer and was sitting in the playground with my foot wrapped in an orange bandage.

			‘I’m Hannah Josephine Cross,’ she said, ‘and I’m going to be a doctor when I grow up.’ She pointed at my ankle. ‘Is that a real sprain, or are you faking it? You know, to try and get out of swimming in the freezing pool this afternoon?’

			I was speechless, and I’m not speechless very often. We’ve been best friends ever since.

			Hannah is on her way to the dentist. She passed me a note in maths today—a drawing that was supposed to be of her in the dentist’s chair having her teeth checked. It looked like a map of Spain to me. Hannah is not a drawer.

			We wave madly. Hannah stops and quickly ties her dark curly hair back into a ponytail. She pulls a funny face and points to her teeth. She does the under-the-chin four-fingers wiggle wave and I do the same. She knows that means we’ll call each other later.

			‘What would you like?’ asks Ralph as Tony comes over to take our order.

			I rest my elbows on the table.

			‘Why do you always ask me what I’d like?’ I say. ‘I order the same thing every time.’

			He leans back in his chair. ‘Well, you might change your mind one day. I never like to assume anything. Assuming and knowing are too different things, Gem.’

			Ralph’s full of valuable advice. I’ll write that down in my journal on the Useful Information page—never assume.

			‘I’d like a hot chocolate and an almond croissant, please,’ I say.

			‘And my usual coffee and an apple turnover, thanks, Tony.’

			Ralph checks his messages. I stare out the French window, past the liquidambar trees and across The Avenue to the House of Bonafete building. I love the pale grey walls and the black trim around the doorframe—definitely elegant. Above the front door is a big gold B. In the huge display windows giant chess pieces surround tall mannequins dressed in black or white—coats, dresses, boots, bags and scarves. I stare up at our home on the top floor. My bedroom windows and the corner balcony glow a soft yellow in the late afternoon light. In the morning, Cara and I live in a world of sunlight and clouds. At night, the twinkling lights of the city sparkle around us and it looks like fairyland.

			Cara says visitors from all over the world soak up the atmosphere of The Avenue. Both sides of the street are lined with beautiful stores—cafés, restaurants, bookshops, and clothing boutiques with shoes and accessories. Cara calls it the stylish end of town. Across the road, two women wearing boots stop to look at the Bonafete window then walk on. High above The Avenue, the tips of the branches touch, making a leafy canopy that runs the length of the street. The leaves have turned tangerine and copper, and as I watch, a cool autumn breeze sends them spinning down the footpath. Soon the trees will be completely bare.

			When you’re a fashion designer your year is all mixed up. The House of Bonafete is run by the fashion calendar, not a regular calendar. Take the Spring Collection. Clothes sold in the shops in spring are designed in autumn and made in winter. And in winter, when it’s freezing cold outside, we’re choosing summer fabrics and designing summer clothes. Models stand shivering in flimsy sample designs called toiles[image: ] while Maria and Cara perfect the fit of the garment.

			Cara will tell Maria she wants more volume here in the skirt, less there in the sleeve, to pivot this dart away, and create a panel line down the front of the dress. When they’re working on a design it’s like hearing another language altogether. Fortunately, I speak pattern-making fluently, so I understand what they’re talking about, or disagreeing about.

			I’m thinking about how crazy things can seem in a fashion house when Tony arrives with our food and drinks and Ralph puts down his phone.

			‘Thanks, Tony,’ he says, taking a sip of his coffee. I blow on my hot chocolate and take a bite of my almond croissant. Yum.

			Ralph turns to me. ‘By the way,’ he says, ‘your lace dresses are now finished and hanging on the rack in my office. They look fabulous. The cut is perfect.’ He makes an O shape with his finger and thumb.

			A zing of excitement tingles in my stomach. If the cut is perfect, the designs are perfect.

			‘And more exciting news,’ says Ralph. ‘Gina’s sewing more of your Tween Range.’

			‘I know, she just told me. She won’t say anything to Cara, will she?’ I say. ‘I mean, I’d like my Spring and Tween ranges to be a complete surprise.’

			‘Definitely not! Gina’s on our team,’ he says.

			‘I can’t wait to see the look on Cara’s face when I show her my designs,’ I say.

			‘She’ll be so proud of you, Gem,’ says Ralph.

			I love designing clothes and sewing more than anything else in the world. Cara says I have a gift. I can draw anything that comes into my head. Clothes, shoes, bags and caps—I’ve even designed a backpack with a secret compartment. Of course, the compartment had to be red.

			When I imagine something, the idea flows from my brain to my hand and onto the sketchpad. Drawing is as easy for me as brushing my teeth. Just don’t get me to do spelling. Now that’s torture. I know lots of interesting words. I’m just hopeless at spelling them. I don’t know why. Hannah says reading and spelling are easy for her and drawing is hard, but it’s the other way round for me.

			So, at the beginning of the school term when Ralph said, ‘What wonderful designs have you drawn in that journal of yours, other than your Spring Range?’ I showed him the other top-secret design project I’d been working on—my ideas for kids’ clothes.

			I’d drawn pages of designs I know kids would love—pants with hidden pockets, reversible tops, and jackets that become a vest when you zip off the sleeves. I said to Ralph, ‘If only Cara would add a Tween Range to her business. Something new. Something contemporary. That’s what the House of Bonafete needs. And I know what kids like to wear.’ Contemporary is definitely one of my new favourite words.

			I couldn’t believe it when he said, ‘Wow, these designs are great. Why don’t you choose the best twelve pieces and we’ll create a small range for kids aged eight to twelve? After all, you’re already working on your own small Spring Range, so it can’t hurt to add in a Tween Range.’

			All I could say was, ‘Holy snapping turtles. Are you serious?’

			‘Of course I’m serious,’ he told me. ‘It’s about time we created something different around here.’

			I mean, having my dress designs made was exciting, but having my kids’ designs made too . . . well, that meant I’d entered a Code Gold situation—an exciting surprise or bit of luck. And Hannah and I love Code Gold situations. I ran and told Hannah and Mr D straight away. They had to cross their fingers and take the sewing tote vow of silence about my top-secret project. Well, not Mr D. He crossed his front paws.

			Ralph said I could use any leftover material in the storeroom. And whenever Mr D and I explore the storeroom, where all the sewing supplies and rolls of fabric are kept, we never know what we’ll discover. Fabrics for the upcoming season are locked in a separate location, and only Cara and Ralph have a key to that room.

			Ralph takes a bite of his apple turnover and dabs his mouth with a napkin.

			‘So, my little protégée, how are your Tween designs coming along?’ he asks. ‘And don’t pretend you’re not working on something exciting.’ His left eyebrow shoots up. ‘I’ve seen the cargo pants. Come on. Spill the beans. What’s next?’

			Hmm, protégée. What does that mean again? It sounds like a compliment to me. I’ll ask Hannah, she’ll know. I’m about to describe my vest design, the one with the detachable hood, when Ralph’s phone hums.

			‘I better answer this. It’s Mr I-wish-I-could-Bank-More,’ he says as he smiles and rolls his eyes.

			I giggle and a bit of my almond croissant falls out of my mouth. I need to work on my eating technique. It’s very embarrassing when you’re ten years old and can’t keep food in your mouth when you laugh. And I do both, a lot—eat and laugh.

			Ralph’s smile disappears from his face and I know something’s wrong. He grabs my hand and pulls me from my chair.

			‘What’s happened, where are we going?’ I whisper.

			‘Cara’s had an accident. We have to go,’ he says, and we charge out of the café.

			Before I know it, we’re racing across The Avenue, cutting a path through the crunchy leaves as my blue denim jacket flaps wildly in the wind.
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			I’ve never been in an ambulance before. I’ve seen them in movies but that doesn’t count. This is the real thing. Cara’s strapped into the bed and I’m sitting opposite, clutching her glossy, oversized handbag. She looks like an Egyptian mummy with her bandaged broken wrists resting on her stomach. Ralph follows behind in his car.

			Mr Bankmore said Cara stormed from his office in a rage. The next thing he heard was a high-pitched scream and then a crash. He raced down the corridor and there she was, lying on her side, bellowing in pain with her arms stretched forward. The heels of her burgundy shoes had snagged on the fringe of the fluffy rug.

			The paramedic balances a laptop on his knees and talks into a headset. The ambulance is moving through the traffic quite slowly. But isn’t this an emergency? Where’s the swerving around cars and the wailing sirens? Where are the flashing lights? After all, it’s Cara Bonafete they have in this ambulance. If anyone deserves the excitement and intrigue of a speeding ambulance, it’s Cara.

			I notice the paramedic’s name tag. Nick Nicholberry—Paramedic. I wonder if they could pick up the pace a bit? It’s worth a try.

			‘Um, excuse me, Nick. Could we please turn the siren on?’ I say politely.

			He looks up and smiles.

			‘I’m afraid not, Gemma. This isn’t an emergency situation,’ he says. He goes back to typing. Cara’s eyes are closed and her head rocks gently as we roll around a corner. I lean in close to her ear.

			‘I love you so much, Cara,’ I whisper. ‘More than all the silver sequined jackets in the world.’

			I’m not sure if she can hear me. I want to squeeze her hand but of course I can’t. The ambulance glides around another bend.

			I look at Cara’s wrists and think about how much we use our hands. Picking things up, eating, drawing and cutting fabric, brushing our teeth and waving.

			All of a sudden I start crying. I can’t stop. Tears stream down my face and I feel silly because I don’t have anything to wipe my dripping nose.

			Nick keeps talking on his headset and passes me a box of tissues without looking up. I hear him say we’re five minutes out and then he says something medical-sounding. I don’t understand medical talk so I don’t know what he means. I wish Hannah was here to explain it to me.

			Cara’s eyes flicker open.

			‘Why the tears, my little Rosebud, why the tears?’ she says softly, and we smile at each other. ‘Look in my handbag and find my lipstick. I can’t see a doctor without my lipstick,’ she says.

			Phone, hairbrush, diary, pens, notebook, scarf . . . I rummage through her bag but I can’t find what I’m looking for.

			‘Try the zip-up section,’ she says.

			There it is, her gold lipstick case. I read the name on the bottom of the tube through my tears—Believa I’m a Diva. I carefully glide the creamy red colour over her lips and she presses them together.

			‘No smudge?’ she asks.

			‘No smudge,’ I say, and she blows me a kiss.
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			So this is what a hospital looks and smells like. It’s another first for me. We’ve been waiting over an hour since Cara was wheeled away. Ralph has gone to find some water. I’ve read the poster on the wall about resuscitation four times. I never knew people had to sit and wait so long at a hospital. It’s worse than waiting for the school assembly to finish.

			I know I was born in a hospital on the first day of summer, and I’ve seen them on TV, but otherwise I’ve never actually been in a real, live hospital before. Why do the doctors and nurses have to wear such baggy outfits? Practical, yes, but that particular shade of slime green is not doing anyone’s complexion any favours. You notice this sort of thing when you design clothes.

			Ralph comes back and we sip our water and watch the passing parade from the waiting area. Ralph reaches for his humming mobile.

			‘She’s having her wrists set in plaster now,’ he says into the phone. ‘Two very nasty breaks, I’m afraid. I’ll call you as soon as I’ve spoken to the doctor.’

			Ralph listens, motionless, and stares blankly at the muted television. He must be talking to Mr Bankmore.

			‘Yes, yes, I do have something in mind.’

			More listening and staring.

			‘Let’s discuss this in the morning,’ says Ralph. ‘No, she doesn’t want to stay in hospital overnight. I’ll explain everything when I see you tomorrow. Yes, thanks, bye.’

			Ralph closes his eyes, gives a deep sigh and leans back in his chair. That’s when I realise what this means—Cara and her broken wrists.

			‘She won’t be able to design the Spring Collection, will she?’ I say. ‘She can’t draw, hold the fabric or do anything with her hands. What’s going to happen?’

			‘I have an idea, but we’ll talk about everything tomorrow,’ Ralph says. ‘It’s very important that no one finds out about Cara’s accident. This situation has to be managed very carefully, for the sake of the business.’

			My mind is racing. Thoughts spin in every direction. If there’s no Spring Collection, there’ll be no clothes to sell. If there are no clothes to sell, the House of Bonafete might have to close. If Bonafete closes, what will we all do?

			I think about the secret Spring and Tween ranges I’m making as a surprise for Cara, with Gina and Ralph’s help. I have more design ideas than Ralph could ever imagine. And then, the craziest of crazy ideas jumps into my head. Maybe I could help design the Spring Collection for Cara? I know how to draw design illustrations[image: ] and production drawings[image: ]. I know how the whole team works, how to choose fabrics, the way the clothes are cut and made. I can draw any design Cara wants. And creating a fashion storyboard[image: ] is one of my favourite things to do.

			Then as quickly as the thought appears, it’s gone. How could I possibly do that? I have school, I have homework, I have the sewing club and I’m ten years old. Who’d take me seriously?

			I fiddle with my heart locket. One day, I tell myself, I’ll design an entire collection that someone wants to wear.

			‘Gemma Riley and Ralph Wild?’ says a nurse. She calls our names again. ‘This way, please.’

			Why do grown-ups say so many things twice? We follow her into a nearby room. Cara is propped up in bed with plaster running from her hands to just below her elbows. Her fingers stick out like little sausages. She’s cracking jokes with the doctor. It’s that awful story about the chef and the bowl of chips. She must be delirious.

			The doctor turns to us. ‘We’d prefer that Cara stays overnight but she’s insisting on going home,’ she tells us.

			‘Ralph will drive us home, doctor,’ says Cara. ‘I want to be in my own bed. I’ll sleep much better.’ She giggles like a little girl. Has she had laughing gas?

			‘How long will she need to wear the plaster?’ I ask, hoping the doctor will say one week. I know she won’t. 

			‘About six weeks,’ she says.

			Ralph looks paler than the white bedsheets.
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			It’s midnight by the time we get home and settle Cara into bed. We give her some tablets for the pain and she falls asleep straight away. Beyond the lounge room windows city lights twinkle and I’m back in fairyland, but somehow everything feels different.

			‘Okay, Gem, what’s up?’ says Ralph. ‘I know you’re tired but you didn’t say one word the whole way home.’

			I take a deep breath. ‘You said we can’t tell anyone about Cara’s accident. And I understand why. But what do I tell Hannah? I’m not going to school tomorrow, and maybe not Wednesday. But Wednesday’s our sewing club day and I never miss that. She’ll know something’s up.’

			‘Hmm, I see your point,’ he says.

			‘She’s my best friend and she’s here all the time. If I miss two days of school without telling her why, Hannah the super sleuth will keep asking me questions. What should I say?’

			‘Tell her the truth,’ says Ralph. ‘Explain why we don’t want Cara’s broken wrists to be general knowledge.’

			‘I was hoping you’d say that. Hannah always knows if I’m hiding something. Plus, she’s interested in all things medical. She’ll see it as her professional duty not to repeat confidential information.’ I give Ralph a hug. ‘Good night,’ I say.

			‘Sweet dreams,’ he says, and he heads down the hall to the guest room.

			I’m not sure why Cara and I still call it the guest room. After all, Ralph is part of our family. For as long as I can remember, the room at the end of the hall with the blue and white striped wallpaper has belonged to Ralph. Sometimes Mr D hides in there when he’s in a bit of trouble. I always pretend I don’t know where he is.

			I push open my bedroom door. Mr D has curled up on his favourite cushion on my bed, the red one with the secret pocket on the back. He’s let himself in through the VIP entrance. Well, that’s what I call it. It’s really just a cat flap in my door, but don’t tell him that.

			He has that where have you been? look on his face. I flop on top of my doona and snuggle his warm body to my chest. His slow deep purrs fill my ears. I feel something poking into my leg.

			‘What is that?’ I say to Mr D. I fiddle around in my pocket and pull out the silver button, the one Mr D found in the lunchroom. I swivel it around and the light from my lamp bounces off the shiny surface. I stare at the horseshoe-shaped shank on the back. Aren’t horseshoes supposed to be lucky? I put the button into my red music box on my bedside table.

			‘I’m too tired to talk now. I’ll tell you everything in the morning, Mr D,’ I say.

			That might take a while. I know he’ll want to hear every teensy-weensy detail.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4
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			I wake up balancing on the edge of my bed. Mr D is stretched out across the covers, taking up all the space. If he keeps this up, he’ll be sleeping on the floor. And I know he won’t like that.

			Hannah will be getting ready for school. I race to the lounge room and grab the phone. This situation is unique and requires some Code Purple action—a person-to-person conversation. When she sees it’s me calling, she’ll know something’s up. I tap her name on the phone and she answers straight away.

			‘You’ve gone Code Purple,’ Hannah says. ‘Okay, what’s happened?’

			‘Plenty,’ I say. ‘I can’t tell you over the phone. All I can say is we’ve officially entered a Code Blue and Code Pink combined situation.’

			‘Argh,’ Hannah gasps. ‘No way! You mean it’s extremely serious and ultra top secret? Worse than when we overfed the goldfish in our classroom last year?’ she asks.

			‘Way beyond the dead goldfish tragedy,’ I say. ‘I’m talking catastrophe.’

			‘Anyone hurt?’ she asks, which is always Hannah’s first question.

			‘Yes, sort of, but it’s okay now. It’s complicated,’ I say. ‘And I won’t be at school today and maybe tomorrow.’

			‘Wow!’ says Hannah. ‘But you’ll miss sewing club if you don’t come on Wednesday. You never miss sewing club. Can you give me a tiny hint about what’s going on?’

			‘Not really,’ I say. ‘Let’s keep this totally Code Pink for now. See if you can stay over on Wednesday night and I’ll tell you everything. Things might have settled down by then.’

			‘Okay,’ she says, ‘I’ll check with Mum,’ and we hang up.

			Mr D jerks his head to one side and gives me his are you crazy? look. And he’s right. There’s no chance things are going to settle down. In fact, I think all the real drama’s just beginning.
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			I get dressed quickly and head for the kitchen. I’ve opted for my signature day look with a twist of sunshine—boots, tights, shorts and a long-sleeve t-shirt. I sewed the red sequined heart on the front myself. There’s nothing like a splash of sparkles to make people smile, and an upbeat mood is what’s needed after what happened yesterday.

			The sweet smell of pancakes and maple syrup is in the air. Ralph is making coffee as I bounce through the door. Lucky for me, I’m a morning person. No one in the fashion business gets to sleep in. The House of Bonafete’s design and production staff is at work by 7.30 am.

			‘Sleep well?’ asks Ralph as he slides a pancake onto my plate.

			‘Like a baby in pink,’ I say, dipping my finger into the pot of maple syrup. ‘I was exhausted.’

			It’s rare to see Cara and Ralph in anything other than black, but this morning Ralph is wearing jeans and a bright lime-green shirt.

			‘I love the colour of your shirt,’ I say. ‘You hardly ever wear bright colours.’

			‘True. But I felt like wearing something bright today,’ he says.

			‘Is she awake?’ I ask as I drown my pancake in syrup.

			‘She just woke up. Why don’t you take her in some coffee?’ he says, filling Cara’s favourite gold cup.

			For a very smart man, sometimes Ralph surprises me. I shove some warm pancake in my mouth.

			‘So tell me,’ I ask, waving my fork in the air, ‘how is someone with two broken wrists going to lift a coffee cup?’

			‘Firstly,’ he says, flipping another pancake, ‘please don’t speak with your mouth full, and secondly, I hadn’t thought of that, now, had I, Miss Smarty Pants.’

			My grandmother is very independent. Having people help her is going to be interesting. I can see we are dealing with a situation. Luckily, I’m good at situations.

			I carry the coffee to Cara’s room and stop dead in the doorway. With her bandaged wrists at her sides, her impersonation of an Egyptian mummy has gone to the next level. Cara has managed to push herself up and is sitting with her back against the burgundy velvet bedhead. Her mass of chocolate-coloured hair looks like a well-used bird’s nest. And she’s slept in her silk bathrobe. Another first. I imagine a flashing neon sign across her forehead—No photos. Repeat. No photos.

			‘Come in, darling, I’m awake,’ she says, her voice a little groggy.

			‘I have some coffee for you. Would you like a sip?’

			She shakes her head. I place the coffee on the bedside table and clamber onto the end of her giant bed, careful not to bump her.

			‘I can do nothing, Gemma, nothing,’ she says, glancing at the off-white plaster covering her wrists and forearms. ‘Why do these have to be cream, of all colours? When have you ever seen me wear cream? Wearing a plastic mini dress at a party in 1968, that’s the last time I wore light colours. Don’t they make black plaster?’

			I have to admit, that’s a pretty cool idea.

			‘My head is thinking so many things, Gemma, so many things. Where’s Ralph?’

			Within seconds Ralph has pulled up a chair beside us. I’m convinced he has some sort of mind-reading power when it comes to Cara.

			‘Darling, how do I look? Tell me the truth, the truth,’ she says, turning her face to show her profile.

			Mr D jumps onto Cara’s bed and meows loudly.

			‘Oh, no one is asking you, Monsieur Dior,’ says Cara. ‘I’m sure you think I look like a scarecrow this morning.’

			Mr D lifts his head and meows again.

			Ralph’s elbows rest on the arms of the chair. He tents his fingers.

			‘Well?’ says Cara, staring at Ralph.

			‘Honestly, it’s nothing that a handful of mousse and a ten-minute blow-dry won’t fix,’ he says.

			We start laughing, then tears run down Cara’s face.

			‘Oh Ralph, Rosebud, what would I do without you, my darlings?’ she says.

			Ralph leans forward in his chair, like he always does when he has something important to say.

			‘Cara,’ he says. ‘The truth is, you’re going to need someone to help you shower, dress and move around the apartment. You can’t use a knife and fork, you can’t lift a coffee cup or pour yourself a drink.’

			‘I know, darling, I know,’ she says, rolling her eyes, her thick false eyelashes still in place.

			‘So, I’ve arranged for a nurse to help you,’ says Ralph. ‘She’ll be here shortly. Her name is Kim Allen. She’s highly trained and has wonderful credentials. She also loves to cook, so that’s a bonus.’

			‘When did you arrange this?’ asks Cara, shaking her head. The bird’s nest wobbles and almost topples onto her face. With her hands out of action for a while, head movements will probably become my grandmother’s main form of communication.

			‘Last night before we left the hospital,’ says Ralph. ‘Nurse Allen will assist you with whatever you need. She won’t be here every hour of the day—you need your space—but first thing in the morning when you wake up and during the day to some degree. And she’ll stay overnight until your plaster comes off.’

			I’m touching Cara’s feet through the covers and wondering if she realises what this really means. I don’t think she does. Not yet, anyway.

			‘If you’re up to it, I’d like Mr Bankmore to come by at eleven o’clock this morning,’ Ralph says. ‘We can talk about how we intend to, um . . . plan for the weeks ahead.’

			He’s being very tactful with Cara. Ralph explained to me once what that meant—being thoughtful in a difficult situation. Hannah and I think being tactful is a good idea. Ralph and I give each other a we’ll talk later look.

			We both know there’s an elephant in the room. Imagine an elephant standing in the corner while everyone pretends it’s not there. That’s what you call an awkward or inconvenient problem that won’t disappear even though you wish it would.

			Does Cara realise she can’t possibly design the Spring Collection? That’s the elephant we’re dealing with right now—one giant fashion jumbo.

			Just then the door buzzer rings.

			‘Ah, that will be the nurse,’ Ralph says as he strides from the room.

			Cara stares blankly out across the city skyline.

			‘Nurse Mellon. Is that what Ralph called her?’ she says, her eyes flickering in the morning light.

			‘No, it’s Nurse Allen,’ I say.

			She turns to me. ‘And remind me again, who’s this Mr Bankmush Ralph was talking about?’

			‘He’s the House of Bonafete’s financial manager,’ I say as I tuck the covers in around Cara, trying not to show my alarm.

			Confusing names and people is not a good sign. Maybe she hit her head when she fell? I think Cara’s going to need a lot more rest than we first thought.
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			I’m still standing beside Cara when Ralph returns, accompanied by a smiling woman.

			‘Cara, I’d like you to meet Kim Allen, your nurse,’ he says.

			‘It’s very nice to meet you, Cara,’ says Kim as she places a small tan case at the foot of the bed.

			‘Good morning, Nurse Allen,’ says Cara. ‘As you can see, I’ve had a bit of an accident.’

			‘Call me Kim. And don’t you worry about a thing,’ she says. ‘I’m here to take care of you.’

			‘Kim, this is Cara’s granddaughter, Gemma,’ says Ralph. ‘And Monsieur Dior over here, enjoying the view.’

			‘What a beautiful cat,’ says Kim, smiling at Mr D. ‘I love his bandana.’

			Mr D strides over to her and stretches out beside her bag. She reaches down and strokes his back.

			I cup my hands gently over Mr D’s ears.

			‘He’s really a person in a cat suit,’ I whisper, ‘if you know what I mean.’

			‘Oh, I think I do.’ She nods slowly. ‘So, he’s the boss around here?’

			‘Precisely, darling.’ Cara laughs.

			Kim unclips her bag and takes out a floppy piece of material with a funny-looking piece of rubber hose on the end. If only Hannah were here. She’d know what this contraption is.

			‘I’d like to start by taking your blood pressure,’ says Kim. ‘Now might be a good time for Cara and me to have a moment alone,’ she says to Ralph and me.

			Ralph goes into the kitchen and I take my sewing tote[image: ] to the lounge room. It seems weird not being at school. I wonder what everyone’s doing? I rummage through my sewing supplies to find one of my friendship hearts. By the time Cara and Kim come into the lounge room, I’ve almost finished the cross-stitch[image: ] pattern on the orange felt.

			‘This girl is an angel,’ says Cara as Kim helps her onto a high-backed sofa chair. She cradles her plastered arms gently in her lap. ‘I think I’ll close my eyes for ten minutes,’ Cara continues. ‘I’d much rather be out here than propped up in bed.’

			I follow Kim down the long hallway and into Cara’s bedroom.

			‘Can I help?’ I say.

			‘Sure,’ she says as she furls the cream silk bedspread into a roll. ‘You get that side of the bed and I’ll get this one.’

			It’s a relief to my designer’s eye to see that Kim has her own style happening. She wears shiny black lace-up brogues with tiny flowers covering the toes. Her nails are cut short but painted a sparkly red.

			‘Great nail polish,’ I say as I help pull the pillows off Cara’s bed. ‘What’s the colour called?’ I love finding out details like this.

			‘Oh, I’m not sure,’ she says, curling her fingers over as if looking at her nails might make her remember. ‘Hmm, I think it’s called Riot in Rio or Rumba in Rome, something like that.’

			I’m definitely impressed with the three-quarter black pants and boat-neck t-shirt. Smart yet practical. I can tell she’s kind. I like her straight away. I’m sure we can trust her to keep Cara’s medical condition confidential. I make a mental note to tell Ralph and Cara that this one’s a keeper. I’m good at making mental notes. Hannah prefers actual notes but I like to keep notes in my journal and in my head.

			Kim’s chatty, like me. ‘I love the shape of your glasses,’ she says. ‘And the colour. Do you wear them all the time?’

			‘Pretty much,’ I say. ‘Everything looks blurry if I don’t.’

			‘I wear glasses too, but only for reading,’ she says.

			While we make Cara’s bed, I tell her how my best friend Hannah Cross wants to be a doctor.

			‘A doctor,’ says Kim as we turn the top sheet over. She makes a precise crease in the sheet, as if she’s folding origami. We tuck the sheet under the mattress until it lies drum tight. ‘Good for her,’ says Kim. ‘Studying medicine takes a lot of hard work but taking care of people is a very rewarding job. What are you interested in?’

			‘Oh, I’m going to be a fashion designer. I know that for sure. I would draw all day if I could—clothes, shoes, bags, everything really.’

			We spread the lemon-coloured throw over the bed and puff up the pillows.

			‘Ralph says it’s my calling—what I was born to do. You know, just like Maria in The Sound of Music.’

			Kim stands motionless, holding a pillow to her chest.

			‘You mean when she wants to become a nun?’ she says.

			‘No! Not that part. When she marries Captain von Trapp and becomes a mother to seven children,’ I tell her. ‘That’s her calling. It’s what she was destined to do. I’m destined to be a designer.’

			We talk about the movie and tell each other our favourite scenes. Kim loves the part when Maria and the captain dance in the moonlight. I love it when Maria makes clothes from the old drapes in the bedroom. Now that’s resourceful—using something that’s being thrown away and turning it into something else. I love doing that.
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			Mr Bankmore arrives at exactly eleven o’clock and Ralph shows him to the lounge room. He has that I’m always on time look about him, just like our school librarian.

			Thanks to Kim, Cara’s dressed in an oversized black cashmere sweater. Soft fluffy sleeves are pulled down over her fingertips, hiding the plaster. The bird’s nest has disappeared, replaced by an elegant soft bun on top of her head. Makeup has been expertly applied. Kim is obviously a nurse with many talents.

			However, I sense an atmosphere of uncertainty in the room when I walk in. It’s similar to when my teacher, Ms Counterman, tells everyone to get ready for spelling. My stomach tightens because I know a nine out of twenty is probably heading my way. Ms Counterman never calls out the marks we get for our spelling test, and I’m glad. I feel embarrassed about being such a hopeless speller.

			Besides, I don’t think spelling is upfront and honest. Take the word ‘rough’. It rhymes with ‘puff’, so why isn’t it spelt ‘ruff’? I could go on for hours. Why does spelling have to be so complicated?

			Ralph places a pot of tea and a plate of chocolate biscuits on the table. This does nothing to change the tense feeling in the room. Then I realise this is my first ever official business meeting. I’ve been in the design area when Ralph and Cara discuss important things, but I’ve never sat down with Cara, Ralph and Mr Bankmore before in one of their meetings.

			As I intend to have a career in fashion, I consider this moment to be auspicious—that is, fortunate and promising. I read this word recently on the note inside a fortune cookie, and I liked the sound of it. You will have an auspicious life, the words read. I love auspicious moments and plan to have as many as I can.

			We form a square around the black lacquered coffee table as I take my seat opposite Ralph. Considering the importance of this occasion, I feel it’s best to adopt a businesslike posture. No slouching or putting my feet on the chair. Mr D sits on the padded seat by the large window and surveys the room. There’s no way he’s going to miss out on my first official business meeting. I’m feeling fully professional and prepared. What for, I’m not exactly sure, but I think I’m going to like business meetings, especially if they involve morning tea.

			‘Shall we begin?’ says Ralph.

			Mr Bankmore leans forward. His jittery fingers tap the thick black folder on his lap. Now, from my observations, finger-tapping usually means someone is feeling a little agitated. The annoying tapping continues.

			‘Cara, I’m very sorry about your injury and I hope you’re all right,’ says Mr Bankmore finally. ‘But this conversation can’t be avoided any longer. It’s all here.’ He taps the folder more forcefully. ‘The numbers speak for themselves. Unless the ready-to-wear[image: ] Spring Collection sells through the roof and we start to make a decent profit, the bank will force you to sell the Bonafete building to repay the overdraft. And with your wrists broken, Cara, you can’t possibly work on the collection.’

			Mr Bankmore can put a lot of words into one speech. Tiny beads of sweat spread across his forehead. I’m glad he has stopped talking, because I’m trying to understand what he just said. I’m not sure what this overdraft thingamajig is exactly, but it doesn’t sound good. It seems the bank gave us one, and now they want it back. Couldn’t we just keep it a bit longer? Anyway, don’t the people at the bank know about no returns? What sort of bank is this?

			The room has gone suddenly quiet—so quiet that I can hear the black and gold Art Deco clock above the fireplace ticking. I’m in shock. Not because of what Mr Bankmore is saying, but because Cara hasn’t said a word, not one. There’s no shouting or hand-waving or hair-flicking. Considering her present circumstances, I know why. Maybe she’s unable to speak without using her hands? Mr Bankmore seems ready to launch into round two when Cara clears her throat.

			‘I don’t see a problem,’ she says. ‘I’ll simply design my most amazing collection ever and the sales will follow. You all seem to think I’m incapable of working. Well, I’m not. I might take a few days off, but I’ll be in the studio by the end of the week.’

			Ralph and I exchange a glance. That giant elephant, you know, the one I was talking about, has just walked back into the room. It’s jumbo-patting time.

			‘My dearest Cara,’ says Ralph, shifting in his seat, ‘with two broken wrists you simply can’t draw the collection. We both know what’s involved. Long hours working with Maria on the sample garments,[image: ] choosing fabrics and trims, checking the models for the fit of the designs, creating the storyboards. It’s too—’

			‘All right!’ she shouts, cutting him off. ‘I take it that you have a plan of some sort. So, let’s hear it. What are you suggesting?’

			I have no idea what Ralph is about to say. I never knew business meetings could be so exciting. This is definitely a situation, but at the moment it’s not very auspicious.

			Ralph turns to face Cara.

			‘We bring in an assistant designer to help you,’ says Ralph. ‘A go-between to liaise with you and the rest of the design team. This person can produce the illustrations of the designs you want and create the production drawings.’

			‘And where exactly do you intend to find this mysterious assistant designer?’ she says, arching her left eyebrow.

			‘I have a couple of designers in mind. I’d like you to look at their portfolios tomorrow, if you’re up to it. We don’t have any time to waste,’ says Ralph. ‘We need to start the designs for the Spring Collection as soon as possible.’

			‘I don’t understand why you can’t design the collection yourself, Ralph,’ she says. ‘After all, you are my assistant designer. Why do we need to bring in an outsider? Someone who knows nothing about how things are done at the House of Bonafete?’

			Ralph leans forward.

			‘I’m designing the shoes and the handbag range and managing the production schedule for all our accessories,’ he says. ‘The spring/summer jewellery collection has to be finished and I’m sure you haven’t forgotten that we’re releasing our new perfume, Bonafete Girl, in summer. I’m stretched thin already, Cara.’

			‘Yes, yes, I see what you mean,’ says Cara with a sigh. ‘I’d forgotten you had so much to do.’

			‘Believe me. The designers you see tomorrow will be some of the best in this city,’ says Ralph.

			‘Well, if we’re going to be interviewing fashion designers I’d like Gemma to be here too. It will be good for her to see firsthand how a fashion designer presents a portfolio.’ My grandmother turns to me. ‘Would you like to be here when we interview the candidates?’ she asks.

			‘Holy snapping turtles! Really? Can I?’ I splutter.

			‘That’s settled then,’ says Cara. ‘I’ll let your teacher know you’ll be back on Thursday.’

			I stare across the room and out the window, past the tall buildings to the blotchy sky beyond. A whisper starts in my heart and rolls up into my mind—You could be the go-between person, I hear the voice inside me say. You could draw the designs for the Spring Collection, and give Cara your ideas. They don’t need to hire someone else.

			I say nothing. Deep down, I feel I really could. You know you’re right when you feel it in your heart. And that’s exactly what my heart is saying. You could do it, Gemma.

			But as quickly as I’m sure, I’m unsure. Who’d ever believe a ten-year-old girl could help design a ready-to-wear collection anyway?

			I want to say something but I’m not sure how to start. There’s a pause in the conversation and I clear my throat. This is my chance. I decide to take it.

			‘Our big winter break starts at the end of this week,’ I say. ‘I’ll help Maria and Mrs Threadway like I always do in the holidays. Cara, I can bring you the sample garments to look at and take the production drawings to Maria. I can take the cut garments to the machinists.’ Now for the hard part. ‘I could even, that is, if you wanted me to, ah . . . What I mean is, well, I was just thinking, um . . .’

			I can’t get my words out. They stick in my throat. I want to say, I could help you design the Spring Collection, but the words cling to the roof of my mouth like toffee and won’t budge. My chest tightens and my stomach fills with flickering butterflies.

			Instead what tumbles out is, ‘I could get the morning tea from Bella Aroma.’

			Get the morning tea! What was I thinking? But the moment is lost and I can’t find my way back to what I want to say.

			Cara turns and stares out the window. I don’t know if she’s heard me and I can’t tell what she’s thinking. I’m not sure what to do next. So I jump up and offer her some morning tea.

			‘Would you like an elephant? Um, sorry, I mean a biscuit?’ I say, holding the plate in mid-air like I’ve just caught a frisbee.

			‘No, thank you,’ says Cara.

			I have no idea why I said elephant. I feel my cheeks glowing fire-engine red. Then I remember that Hannah told me what it’s called when you say something you don’t mean to say: a Freudian slip. And I’ve just made one. Worse, I’ve just offered biscuits to a woman with two broken wrists. I feel completely ridiculous. I melt back onto my seat as Ralph pours the tea.

			‘Thank you, Gem. It’s very kind of you to offer to help. The point is, no one can know what’s really happened to Cara,’ he says.

			‘But why?’ says Cara, looking back and forth between Ralph and Mr Bankmore. ‘What’s wrong with everyone knowing? My friends will want to send flowers, I’m sure.’

			‘Oh, for heaven’s sake, Cara,’ says Mr Bankmore, drumming his fingers on the arms of his chair. ‘Be reasonable. The bank is nervous enough about the state of your business. If they get wind of your accident, well, I don’t know what they might do.’

			‘Yes, yes, I see what you mean,’ says Cara.

			Mr Bankmore wriggles in his seat and adjusts his tie. ‘And we don’t want the bank to force you to sell this building.’

			‘Can a bank do that?’ I ask.

			‘Absolutely,’ says Mr Bankmore. ‘Fortunately, they have agreed to give us a few more months. If the customers like the Spring Collection, well then, all our problems will be solved. But what’s to stop a new assistant from telling everyone Cara has broken her wrists?’

			‘Whoever gets the job won’t be told. Cara’s long-sleeve sweaters provide the perfect disguise,’ says Ralph. ‘You can’t even tell her forearms are wrapped in plaster. And Cara won’t be doing any drawing. It will be the job of the new assistant.’

			Hmm, he has a point, but I wonder if Cara can stop herself wanting to draw.

			‘Anyway,’ says Ralph, ‘Cara’s role will be to approve the designs and the fabric selections. Cara will explain the overall theme of the collection and her assistant will come up with the designs. And of course, we have the best production team there is, with Maria overseeing the pattern-makers, Carlo carrying out the cutting schedule and Mrs Threadway managing the machinists. And, of course, Amanda will continue to manage the stockroom and dispatch.’

			‘The only people who know about Cara’s accident are in this room right now,’ says Mr Bankmore. ‘And we need to keep it that way.’

			‘What about Maria and Mrs Threadway?’ I say. ‘Should we tell them what’s happened?’

			‘Not at the moment,’ says Ralph. ‘It’s just too risky to let anyone else know, even Maria and Mrs Threadway.’

			I blink at Mr D and he blinks back. That’s the best we can do. I simply can’t wink and neither can he. But we’re working on it.

			‘Kim, can we rely on you not to discuss Cara’s accident with anyone?’ Ralph asks.

			‘Of course,’ says Kim. ‘I would never talk about my patients’ medical details.’

			‘And Gemma’s right,’ says Ralph. ‘She’ll be a wonderful help to the design team while she’s on school holidays.’

			‘Well,’ says Cara, ‘you certainly seem to have thought of everything.’

			Ralph refills his cup and places the silver Art Deco teapot back on its matching coaster.

			‘We’re one of the few design houses left where the person who started the business still designs the range,’ says Ralph. ‘And we still do all our pattern-making, cutting and sewing in-house. This is what the House of Bonafete brand is known for—quality, excellence and tradition.’

			‘I think we can pull this off,’ says Mr Bankmore.

			Mr D nods at me as if to say he agrees.

			Somehow the uncomfortable atmosphere has drifted away. Kim adjusts the cushion behind Cara’s back. She offers Cara tea through a straw and my grandmother sips without complaining. Mr Bankmore studies his paperwork.

			‘What will we tell the staff?’ Cara asks.

			Ralphs sits back in his chair and spreads his arms wide as if he’s about to take a bow on stage.

			‘I’ll tell them you want creative isolation,’ he says.

			Cara and creative isolation! Creative, yes. Isolation, unlikely. This will be a first. No arguing with Maria, causing her to slap the pattern-making table in frustration. No click, click, click of Cara’s heels as she strides up and down, inspecting the racks of sample garments. No Cara draping fabric samples over the dressmaker’s dummies. It will be like seeing a movie without the popcorn and ice-cream.

			‘We’ll say you want to be free from all distractions and that you want to work from your apartment,’ says Ralph. He stands with excitement and paces over to the fireplace. ‘Your desire is to try something new, to create your most spectacular collection ever. A celebration of the fiftieth year of the House of Bonafete,’ and he imitates Cara’s style of hand-waving. ‘And for this very special collection, you’ll be engaging an assistant designer to help with the workload.’

			‘So, what title do we give this person who is to assist me?’ says Cara. ‘“The New Assistant Designer”?’

			‘Perfect,’ says Ralph. ‘The New Assistant Designer it is.’

			[image: ]

			My head tells me that Ralph’s plan should work but my stomach tells me Maria won’t believe a word of it. Cara has never worked from our apartment before. And she’s never had any assistant designer other than Ralph.

			Smelling the big rat is what Maria calls moments like these. When Kelsey Fabrics kept changing the delivery date for our order of 200 metres of fuchsia-coloured velvet, Maria paced up and down the pattern-making area, slapping the table and saying, ‘I’m smelling the big rat, I’m telling you, the big rat.’ She was right. Our order had been sold to another designer by mistake, but they didn’t tell us.

			Cara always designs sitting at her Louis XV antique desk in her office, right next to where Maria works. They talk constantly about how they want a collar to look, the length of a jacket, a neckline, how wide to make the pants.

			Seriously, how can Ralph think this will work, with Cara up in the apartment and Maria down in the design area? A knot is forming in my stomach, telling me this isn’t going to be as easy as Ralph thinks. I’ve discovered that a lot gets said in a business meeting. But there are also things that are not said. I want to tell everyone that I have a funny feeling about not telling Maria and Mrs Threadway the truth. But I decide to wait and see how things turn out. Today I’ve learnt that running a fashion house can be very complicated.
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			Chapter 5
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			Kim guides a young woman with fluorescent pink glasses and even pinker hair towards the lift. Kim has morphed into a multitasking dynamo—medical professional, hairdresser, makeup artist and front-of-house hostess. She greets people when the lift doors to the apartment open. She quietly steers them out again when their interview is finished. Impressive.

			Cara leans back in the plush burgundy sofa.

			‘Three designers this morning, Ralph, and not one of them comes close to what I’m looking for,’ says Cara, shaking her head. ‘Not one! What were all those ridiculous designs in the second portfolio we saw? This is the House of Bonafete, not the costume department of Star Wars.’

			Ralph rests his chin on his hand and says nothing. This usually means he’s thinking. I feel the overwhelming need to say something. The piece of paper in my last fortune cookie said, Speech is silver but silence is golden. That’s good advice, but I’m feeling more silvery than golden as I twist my locket around and around. After all, fashion designers are always discussing ideas. It could be good practice for when I’m a fulltime designer. I can’t hold back any longer.

			‘I’m relieved to hear you say that, Cara,’ I say, choosing my words carefully. ‘There was nothing inspiring in any of those portfolios.’

			Cara turns to me. Her eyelashes flutter in surprise. I’m on a roll and can’t stop.

			‘None of their designs said “fresh Spring Collection” to me. And that’s what you’re wanting, right? A contemporary look.’

			I know I’ve been using contemporary a fair bit lately, but I just love that word. It sounds like it’s dancing when you say it. Hannah says I’m banned from using it for a whole month because she’s sick of hearing it.

			‘Contemporary,’ says Cara. ‘Oh, really.’ She drops her chin and stares at me over the top of her diamanté-studded[image: ] tortoiseshell reading glasses.

			I don’t see that look on Cara’s face very often but when I do, I know what it means. I may have overstepped the mark, as Ms Counterman sometimes says. You know, when you say or do something that perhaps goes a little too far. Cara doesn’t think anyone knows more about designing than she does.

			Ralph busily scoops up some pieces of paper from the coffee table and I spring forward to help.

			‘I think what Gemma is trying to say, Cara, is you need someone who can capture the true essence of the House of Bonafete. Glamour and luxury but with a stylish twist,’ he says. ‘Am I correct, Gemma?’ His eyebrows shoot up and he gives me the it’s time for a little bit of flattery look.

			‘Oh, yes, that’s exactly what I mean. Your sense of elegance but . . . modern,’ I say.

			I regret saying modern as soon as the word leaves my mouth. My cheeks feel hot and I avoid Cara’s glare.

			‘Modern!’ she roars, her voice as loud as an opera singer on her final note. ‘Moderrrn!’ She swivels her head from me to Ralph. ‘What are you talking about? My designs are modern. I’m going to lie down. Let me know when our next appointment arrives.’
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			Ralph and I are drying the teacups and talking about my upcoming school holidays when Kim sits down at the wide marble bench.

			‘Cara’s exhausted,’ she says. ‘She needs to rest. It’s not even forty-eight hours since she had her accident. She’s had her wrists set in plaster, a business meeting yesterday and she interviewed three designers this morning. She needs rest or she won’t be up to seeing anyone.’

			‘There’s one last designer we need to interview. Her name’s Carrie Charming. She’ll be here at four o’clock,’ says Ralph. ‘If she doesn’t work out, I don’t know what we’ll do.’

			‘Okay,’ says Kim, ‘but then that’s it for a couple of days.’

			She tosses on her cross-body bag.[image: ]

			‘I’m just popping down to Barker Road to get some things for Cara. I’ll be back in an hour.’

			‘Barker Road,’ I say with excitement. ‘Can I come, please, Kim?’

			‘Sure,’ says Kim. ‘We might even have time to stop at the café on the way back.’

			I grab my coat and my floral backpack then Kim and I take the lift down to street level. Cara and I have a private entrance at the front of the building, just off to the left-hand side of the Bonafete store. Our lift can also stop on the same level as the design studio. Only Cara, Ralph and I have a swipe card for our lift, and now Kim has one too.

			We button up our coats as the chilly breeze swirls around us. I push my hands into my pockets to keep warm. A girl brushes past me with a skateboard under her arm. The underside is covered in pictures of sunflowers.

			‘Cool board,’ says Kim as we both turn and stare.

			‘Super cool,’ I say. ‘I’m seriously thinking of saving up for a skateboard,’ I add. ‘Hannah and I have been talking about it for ages.’

			‘That sounds like fun,’ says Kim.

			‘There’s a new boy at school, Ted,’ I say. ‘He rides one and he said he’d teach us.’

			‘I used to be pretty good on a skateboard,’ says Kim.

			‘Holy snapping turtles! Are you kidding?’ I say as I quicken my pace.

			‘And I thought I was a fast walker,’ says Kim. ‘Slow down, Gemma. I can hardly keep up with you.’

			‘Oh, Hannah and I can walk much faster than this,’ I say. ‘Where are we going exactly?’

			‘I need to get some things for Cara and pick up my laptop from the repairer’s.’

			Before I even have a chance to ask, Kim says, ‘Cracked screen, no biggie.’

			Is she a mind-reader just like Ralph or do all adults have this skill?

			‘Are you going to Tech-Know Doctor on Barker Road?’ I ask.

			‘That’s the place. You know it?’ asks Kim.

			‘It’s opposite Vintage Bits & Buttons and the Recycled Clothing Bazaar, two of my favourite shops,’ I say.

			We weave our way through the afternoon crowd and stop when we reach Vintage Bits & Buttons. An old-fashioned blackboard, like the ones used when Cara went to school, fills the display window. Sticking out from the blackboard are rows of trays containing vintage buttons[image: ] and belt buckles in a multitude of styles and sizes. At the front of the window are baskets overflowing with ribbons, silk flowers, felt hats and lace offcuts.

			‘Wow!’ says Kim. ‘Doesn’t that display look amazing. I don’t think I’ve ever walked down this side of the road before.’

			‘I can’t believe you’ve never been in here,’ I say. ‘It’s the coolest place. It’s like a junk shop for sewers. I never know what I’ll find. Do you mind if I go in while you’re over the road? I know the owner, Mrs Volkonsky,’ I say.

			‘No problem,’ says Kim. ‘This looks like a lot more fun than picking up a repaired laptop.’

			‘I’ll be next door in the Recycled Clothing Bazaar, if I’m not in here,’ I say.

			‘I won’t be long,’ she says, dashing across the road.

			The bell jangles as I push open the heavy glass door and head straight towards the vintage-button wall, where all the buttons are stored in little wooden drawers. Glued to the front of each drawer is a different type of button.

			‘Gemma!’ a voice cries. ‘It’s so good to see you.’

			Mrs Volkonsky charges forward and cuddles me like a mother bear.

			‘How are you, Mrs Volkonsky?’ I ask, knowing exactly what she’ll say next.

			‘The cold, Gemma, it’s seeping into these old bones of mine. But still, it’s not as cold as—’

			‘—Moscow,’ we both say.

			‘How is that wonderful grandmother of yours? Just as busy as always, I imagine. And how is Ralph? You know, I saw him at a piano concert recently, at the town hall. Such a lovely person.’

			It’s always the same. Mrs Volkonsky asks me questions and then she answers them. She makes me laugh.

			‘Have a good look around, Gemma. There’s fifty per cent off all ribbons and trims today. Let me know if there’s anything you’d like,’ she says, bustling past some mannequins back to the counter and a waiting customer.

			Fifty per cent off, hmm, I think. I decide to buy some blue and orange rickrack braid[image: ] for the sewing club. It’s so easy to sew that type of braid by hand. I might get some ribbon as well if it’s half price. Everyone contributes to our sewing club supply box. Last week, Ted brought in some colourful corduroy. The fabric is so soft and I love the feel of the tiny ridges. I think we should use some of the corduroy to make our friendship bags.

			I take my armful of braids and ribbon up to the counter and leave the pile for Mrs Volkonsky to sort out. ‘Could I have ten metres of each please, Mrs Volkonsky?’ I ask.

			‘Certainly, Gemma,’ she says, and I see her eyes flick over the trims, calculating the cost of the sale in her head.

			I go back to the button wall. I’m looking for antique silver buttons, about the size of a twenty-cent piece. I could use them in my secret Spring Range. And I’m in luck. I spy a shiny silver button with a small flower imprinted in the centre. But will there be enough? I slide the drawer towards me. Wow! There must be at least fifty, maybe sixty buttons here. It’s hard to find that many antique buttons that are all the same. It’s the perfect button for a jacket or coat. Normally I’d just buy three or four but this button is so beautiful, I think I’ll take the lot to add to our supply at Bonafete. I can’t wait to show Gina.

			‘Find something you like?’ asks Mrs Volkonsky when I return to the counter with the drawer of buttons.

			‘How much are these if I take them all, please?’ I ask, holding my find out to show her.

			‘You have a good eye, Gemma. This one’s a beauty,’ she says.

			I pass her the weighty silver button. Her hand bobs like one side of a set of scales.

			‘French, maybe Italian,’ she says. She leans on the counter. ‘Many years ago, I had a black bouclé jacket with buttons just like this one all the way down the front. I thought I was the cat’s whiskers,’ she says. ‘It had pale blue silk lining.’

			She turns the button over and over. For a moment she seems to forget I’m there.

			‘Don’t worry. I’ll give you my best price,’ she says. ‘I’ll wrap them up and put them on the Bonafete account. I won’t be a moment,’ and she takes the long thin drawer and heads out the back.

			While I wait at the counter, I fossick among a basket full of odd buttons, buckets, thimbles and clips. The colours are dark and murky. Nothing much here, I’m thinking. Then I see a button I recognise. I drop the star-shaped button into the palm of my hand and turn it over. And there it is—a shank in the shape of a horseshoe.

			‘Here you go, Gemma,’ Mrs Volkonsky says, placing my package on the glass counter top.

			‘Mrs Volkonsky,’ I say, handing her the silver star button. ‘This one was here in this basket. Do you know where it came from? I mean, is it old or new?’

			She studies the button carefully. ‘It’s a new button, but it’s high quality,’ she said. ‘Most buttons aren’t anymore.’

			‘I found one just like this the other day,’ I say. ‘I wonder what it’s off?’

			She stretches across the counter. ‘It looks like a button the Perry Saint-Veil label would use,’ she says softly. ‘Like I say, it’s not old, but it’s quality.’

			‘I know those designs,’ I say. ‘They make really funky jackets.’

			I drop the button back in the basket and Mrs Volkonsky fishes it out.

			‘Here you go,’ she says, ‘Take it. Then you’ll have a pair.’

			‘Oh, thanks a lot, Mrs Volkonsky,’ I say, taking the button and my package. ‘See you next time.’

			Kim meets me out on the footpath, and we’re looking at a poncho in the Recycled Clothing Bazaar next door when her phone rings. It’s Hannah. She tells me Ralph gave her Kim’s number, and that she wanted to let me know she’ll be over in half an hour for our sleepover. I hope she’s remembered to bring some munchies—our secret stash is getting dangerously low.

			‘I’m ready to go if you are,’ says Kim.

			The owner of the shop, Bonnie, or Miss Bonnie as everyone calls her, is helping a customer try on hats. Usually I like to stop and chat with her, but she’s busy today. She smiles and waves as Kim and I head for home.

			[image: ]

			From our top-floor apartment, the cars on The Avenue look like toys and the people move like a confused conga line of ants. The late afternoon light casts long grey shadows down the sides of the city buildings.

			Hannah and I sit on the padded window seat in my bedroom. She’s at one end and I’m at the other. Our backs press against the side of the window frame and we stretch our legs out. Our socked feet almost touch. There’s just enough room for Mr D to fit. This is our number one go-to, totally favourite, mega important conversation spot. We call it The Lookout.

			We’re chomping away on our raspberry-flavoured popcorn when Hannah says, ‘Okay, start at the beginning and don’t leave anything out.’

			I tell Hannah about the argument between Cara and Mr Bankmore and the phone call Ralph received. I move on to the ride in the ambulance, our time at the hospital and finally the plans for the Spring Collection. The truth is, I’m relieved to be able to tell Hannah what’s been happening.

			‘So, what you’re saying is that Cara is totally out of action?’ she says.

			‘Well, not totally,’ I say. ‘She can’t draw or handle fabric. You know, designing sort of stuff. But she can use her finger a bit and push things around with the palm of her hand.’ I shove a handful of red crunchy baubles into my mouth. ‘This popcorn’s really good.’

			‘Can you stop stuffing your face for one second?’ says Hannah. ‘I need clarification on a few details.’ She sounds very official—like a doctor already. ‘So who is going to design the Spring Collection?’ she asks.

			‘Ralph and Cara have been interviewing designers all day. But so far they’ve all been totally unsuitable,’ I say.

			‘And why exactly are you keeping Cara’s broken wrists a secret?’

			‘It won’t be good for business if word gets out. You know how people love to gossip,’ I say.

			I’m starting to feel a little queasy from the popcorn. But it’s so good I shove another handful in my mouth anyway. Mr D looks from me to Hannah and back again, following our every word.

			‘All I know is that Cara needs to pay the bank some money and she doesn’t have it right now. That information is Code Pink, by the way,’ I say.

			‘Totally,’ she says. ‘I won’t tell anyone.’ Hannah thinks for a minute. ‘So the Spring Collection needs to be a big success,’ she says. ‘And with her injuries Cara will be out of action for about six weeks, won’t she?’

			‘Correct,’ I say.

			‘So, what happens next?’ asks Hannah.

			‘Well, Ralph needs to find a great designer. Someone who can turn Cara’s ideas into illustrations and production drawings. And work under pressure,’ I say.

			The door buzzer rings. Mr D runs to my bedroom door, turns and meows loudly. He’s just as fussy about punctuality as Cara.

			‘That will be the last designer,’ I say. ‘We won’t be long. We want to see this designer’s portfolio.’

			‘I’m okay,’ says Hannah. ‘I’ve bought my stitching sampler to finish.’ She pulls her sewing kit and a piece of white linen from her backpack. ‘Look! Only four rows to go.’ 

			‘These stitches might come in handy when you’re a doctor, you know,’ I say.

			Hannah chuckles and rolls her eyes. ‘I don’t think I’ll be stitching anyone up with running stitch[image: ] and bright pink tapestry thread.’

			Magician Kim has waved her special hair and makeup wand over Cara. My grandmother is looking every bit the famous fashion designer she is. The tips of her glossy burgundy nails peek out from the ends of the fluffy sleeves, revealing nothing about the state of her wrists.

			Mr D and I watch the interview from a distance. The ceiling-high windows in the lounge room are the same as the ones in my bedroom. I find the corner of the window seat and tuck my knees up under my chin. Mr D touches the top of my hand with his paw and meows.

			‘Oh, you’re right,’ I say to him. ‘Thanks for reminding me.’

			My Design Journal is still hidden down in the design studio. I’ll get it first thing in the morning.

			Ralph does the introductions, then places Carrie Charming’s portfolio on the coffee table. There’s a little chitchat, but not much. To be honest, Carrie doesn’t seem like the small-talk type to me. She’s clad in black suede from head to toe. She tucks her short, straight black hair behind her ears and adjusts her cherry-coloured wristwatch. Her perfume is so strong I can smell it from the window seat.

			I’m dying to see what’s in her portfolio. A designer’s portfolio is like a book, but one full of drawings instead of words. It’s made up of fashion illustrations showing the designer’s talents and skills. Some of the illustrations are pencil sketches that give a quick impression of a design. Others show the design details like darts, pockets, buttonholes and topstitching.[image: ] The best part about looking through a designer’s portfolio is that you never know what you’ll discover.

			Ralph turns the pages and I crane my neck sideways to get a better view. I know Hannah banned me from saying the word, but I’m not banned from thinking it. Carrie’s designs are so contemporary. Modern. Page after page the illustrations reveal sleeveless dresses, slender skirts and structured jackets. It looks like an autumn collection to me. The only sound is the swish of the paper as Ralph and Cara look through the portfolio. I spy more gorgeous dresses in lemon, teal and aqua.

			Cara takes her time, her eyes lingering over every detail of Carrie’s work. Finally Cara looks up as Ralph closes the portfolio.

			‘Your work is very impressive,’ says Cara. ‘Your sense of proportion and balance in these designs is excellent. And there’s a touch of glamour, but it’s not overdone.’

			‘Thank you,’ Ms Charming says with a hint of a smile.

			I’ve been watching Carrie Charming since she first sat down. There’s something a little, well, strange about her. I’ve never seen anyone sit so still. She’s like a statue. When I met Kim, I liked her straight away. I’m like that with people. I get a vibe about them. But I’m not sure about Carrie.

			Ralph asks her about the fashion labels she’s worked for and why she’d like to design for the House of Bonafete. When she speaks, her voice is soft and slow. I can hardly hear what she’s saying.

			Mr D starts pacing up and down the padded window seat. I give him my serious stare but he’s had enough of the meeting, I can tell. He slithers over the edge of the seat and winds his way around the legs of Carrie’s chair.

			‘Ah-choo!’ Carrie sneezes. She dives into her handbag and pulls out a tissue. ‘Ah-choo. It’s the cat,’ she says as she jumps from her chair. ‘I can’t have them near me. Even someone with cat hair on their clothes makes me sneeze.’

			Mr D circles Carrie as she bunny-hops backwards and forwards.

			‘Stop that right now,’ I say as I hurry over and scoop him up. I whisper in his ear, ‘Don’t take it personally, Mr D. Some people are allergic to cats.’

			‘I’m afraid Monsieur Dior has the run of the place,’ says Cara, leaning back in her chair. ‘Will that be a problem?’

			Carrie sits down and dabs the corner of her eyes. ‘I’m sure it won’t be,’ she says, regaining her composure. ‘As long as I don’t have to be too close to it.’ She glares at Mr D.

			‘Let me tell you the story of the House of Bonafete,’ says Cara.

			Now is the ideal moment for Mr D and me to make our exit. Hannah and I have perfected a technique for moving from place to place without making a fuss—we call it gliding. We find it comes in handy all the time. Without interrupting Cara’s speech, Mr D and I glide from the room unnoticed.
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			Chapter 6
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			Hannah and I are in the kitchen, showing Mr D and Kim the dance routine we made up. We call it ‘the Shimmy-Shimmy’. We wear the black leggings and cotton ponchos we made in the last school holidays. It’s the perfect outfit for practising our performance.

			Ralph appears in the doorway and it’s the first time I’ve seen him smile in two days. Kim hits pause on her phone, silencing Kate Swan from screeching the last note of her hit song, ‘Can You Feel the Rain?’. We slide across the polished tiles in our socks and crash into the end of the marble bench.

			‘We’ve hired Carrie Charming as our new assistant designer. She starts on Monday,’ he says, clasping his hands as if he’s won a prize.

			For once, I’m not sure what to say. It’s actually happened. The decision’s been made. This is a big deal for the House of Bonafete.

			‘Are you sure she’s the right person for the job?’ I ask.

			‘Yes, I am. I really am,’ he says, busying himself with the coffee machine. ‘Remember, her role is to assist Cara by doing the illustrations of the collection and the production drawings for Maria. It will still be Cara’s collection and the team will still be producing the designs Cara wants.’

			‘Sounds like a Code Red to me,’ I say under my breath, but loud enough for Hannah to hear.

			‘Totally,’ she whispers.

			Now, a Code Red is a little hard to explain. It’s a mixture of I don’t know about this with a touch of I’m not convinced and a twist of Let’s wait and see. In other words, almost anything could happen.

			Hannah and I haven’t encountered many of these situations. In fact, there’s been only one in the last year. Some kids got caught sneaking onto the dodgem cars at our school’s Spring Fair. They said they had tickets but had lost them. Technically speaking, we weren’t involved and we didn’t have all the facts. We were at the water-dunking machine at the time.

			Kim’s pager zings, signalling that Cara needs her, and she heads to the lounge room. ‘You won’t have to call out when I’m at the other end of the apartment,’ Kim had told her when she gave Cara the pager. ‘Just tap this button.’ The pager’s been a big hit with Cara.

			‘I’ve called an eight o’clock meeting for tomorrow morning with the team,’ says Ralph. ‘I’d like you to be there, Gem, and you might like to be there too, Hannah, before you go to school. You’re going to be very busy helping out once your holidays start.’

			Busy is good. I like busy.

			[image: ]

			As usual, the team is gathered at Maria’s pattern-making table on time for the morning meeting. Maria, Gina, Amanda, Mrs Threadway and Carlo chat as they sip their coffees. I quietly lift the roll of red silk, pull out my Design Journal and slide it into my backpack.

			Maria runs her hand over the collar of my school blazer. She straightens Hannah’s lapel[image: ]. She swirls her finger in the air, telling us to spin around. ‘You both look very smart,’ she says.

			‘I guess we’ll be seeing a lot of you two during the school holidays,’ says Amanda.

			‘Can I help you in the stockroom?’ I say.

			‘Unfortunately there are no jobs I can give you,’ she says as she leans against the table. ‘But I’m sure there’ll be plenty of things you could help Maria or Mrs Threadway with.’

			‘Oh, there’ll be lots of cardboard patterns to cut out and garment fittings to do,’ says Maria. ‘The sample garments will need to be brought up from the cutting room and given to the machinists. If Amanda doesn’t want your help, we certainly do.’

			‘It’s not that I don’t want Gemma’s help, Maria,’ Amanda shoots back, ‘there’s just very little I can give her to do, that’s all.’

			For a moment, the chatter stops and there’s an awkward silence. Then I remember what I heard Mrs Threadway say to Gina one day. Amanda is good at her job, that’s for sure, but she doesn’t like anyone in that stockroom of hers. Not even me, and I’m the head of production. I guess Amanda just likes to do things her way.

			‘We’ll be starting on the new collection soon, so there’ll be more than enough for you to do, Gemma,’ says Gina with a smile.

			Busy, busy, busy, that’s what it will be like all day long. I can’t wait. It’s exciting, being in the design area when a new collection is being created. In one day designs go from the cutting table up to the machinists and onto the finished garment racks. A roll of black velvet in the morning is a tailored jacket by the afternoon.

			Ralph breezes into the room with a cheery, ‘Good morning, everyone.’

			The noise dies down and everyone turns their attention to Ralph.

			‘Cara won’t be joining us this morning, so we’ll make this quick.’

			Cara says five minutes, ten at the most, is all you need for a good meeting. Any longer and everyone starts repeating themselves.

			Maria pulls her stool from under the table and wriggles onto the seat. Her big black reading glasses swing from the long chain around her neck.

			‘I have an announcement to make,’ says Ralph. ‘We’ve employed a new assistant designer to help Cara with the Spring Collection this year.’

			‘What is this?’ says Maria, folding her arms across her chest. ‘You’re her assistant designer. Why does she need a new one?’

			‘You’re right, Maria, but my role has changed a lot over the past year. I’m in charge of a lot of things now. The accessories, just to name one. They’re taking up more of my time than ever before.’

			Ralph barrels on, not stopping to let anyone else speak. I must admit, what he’s saying sounds a little rehearsed. Just like the three-minute speeches we do at school. You try to make it sound like you haven’t been practising, but everyone knows you have.

			‘So, who is this new assistant designer?’ says Maria.

			‘Her name is Carrie Charming and she’ll officially start on Monday, although she’ll be in to meet you all later today,’ Ralph says.

			Heads start turning in every direction. Mrs Threadway looks at Maria and then at Gina. Gina glances at Ralph and then at Mrs Threadway. Maria stares straight at me, then turns slowly to Ralph. Carlo looks at his coffee cup. Amanda looks at everyone with one sweeping glance.

			‘Is Cara sick? Is she unwell?’ asks Maria, her words clearly articulated.

			‘No, no, nothing like that,’ says Ralph, wringing his hands. ‘Let me explain. Cara wants this collection to be her most spectacular, her most successful yet. After all, this is her fiftieth anniversary. She’s decided she wants to try something new, so for this collection, she’s going to work from her apartment and not her office here in the design area. She wants creative isolation, so she can focus on the designs. Carrie will assist her, that’s all. It will still be Cara’s collection.’

			Maria’s back straightens as she slaps the pattern-making table.

			‘What’s going on, Ralph?’ she says. ‘What do you mean, “Carrie will assist her, that’s all”? And what is this, this, creative isolation?’

			‘Look, I know it’s a different way of doing things,’ says Ralph. ‘But we need this collection to be our best ever, so it’s worth a shot, isn’t it?’

			I catch Hannah and Mr D’s sneaky sideways glances. I think Mr D just rolled his eyes. When did he learn to do that?

			‘How will it be, with Cara upstairs and me down here?’ says Maria. ‘Cara and I always work side by side. She is at my table, I am at her desk. In, out, in, out,’ she says, waving her hand above her head. ‘I know nothing about this, this Carrie Charming. How can I work with someone I don’t know, and on such an important collection? I cannot believe this, Ralph. I cannot believe this.’

			Cheery Ralph is now Serious Ralph with an expression on his face to match.

			‘I’m not sure they’re buying it,’ Hannah whispers in my ear. 

			‘Me neither,’ I say. ‘This could get tricky.’

			Ralph sighs and places his hands on his hips.

			‘We need to respect Cara’s wishes,’ he says.

			‘Does Cara plan to spend all her time in the apartment?’ asks Maria. ‘What about toile fittings and design changes? Where will Cara and I do those? Or does she want me to go up and down all the time to see her?’

			Before Ralph has a chance to answer, Maria bellows, ‘The big rat. That is what I’m smelling here. The big rat! Something is not right about all of this.’

			To be honest, Ralph’s plan is starting to sound a little dodgy. We are rapidly sliding into a full-on Code Red dilemma. I give a little cough and say, ‘I’d like to say something, please.’

			Ralph’s eyes are as wide as saucers. He must know I’m not going to ‘spill the beans’, as he says. But I have to say something.

			‘Cara’s exhausted,’ I say. ‘We all know sales have not been great in the past couple of years. She’s really feeling the pressure.’

			This feeling the pressure is something I know adults understand. I definitely have everyone’s full attention now.

			‘Cara wants this collection to be her greatest achievement ever. If she wants to work from the apartment then we need to respect that.’

			I glance over at Hannah and she smiles. I used to be terrified of speaking in front of the class. When I had to do my three-minute speech at school, I nearly fainted. Hannah made me practise it over and over in front of her and Mr D until all my fear went away. Her best tip ever was to speak slowly.

			‘Well said, Gemma,’ says Mrs Threadway through sips of coffee. ‘Cara has always worked such long hours. I don’t know how she’s done it all these years.’

			‘It’s her passion,’ says Ralph. ‘She loves what she does. We all know our jobs and what needs to be done. It will all work out, believe me. We’re just going to try to do things a little differently right now.’

			‘And I’m helping out every day of the holidays,’ I add. ‘And Hannah will be here sometimes as well.’

			‘You’re my extra-special pair of hands, Gemma,’ says Mrs Threadway with a smile. ‘You and Hannah.’

			‘We have to be as we’ve always been. A strong team,’ Ralph says. ‘Well, I think that’s it. Thank you, everyone.’

			Maria pushes her stool back into its hiding place and brushes her hand over the top of the pattern-making table. She picks up her tape measure and places it around her neck, as if it were a precious silk scarf. She runs her fingers down the tape until it hangs evenly on both sides of her body. With a tap of the table, she turns to Mrs Threadway and Gina.

			‘Well then, ladies. We’re pattern-making the last of the winter jackets this morning,’ she says. ‘Let’s get on with it.’

			Everyone seems to have swallowed the story, at least for now. But I have to admit I agree with Maria. Ralph’s explanation smells like a big rat, and I don’t even know what a big rat smells like.

		

	
		
			Chapter 7

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			We wait at the door of the downstairs foyer for Hannah’s mum. I’m happy to be going back to school. After two days away, I want to see my friends and find out what’s been going on. Tess pulls up and we rush into her van to escape the cold. It’s only a short ride to school and it’s just as well—being a passenger in a florist’s van is like sitting in the middle of a bridal bouquet.

			This morning there’s the overpowering smell of jasmine and lavender. White and purple flowers fill the back of the van. Any more than ten minutes inside what Hannah and I call Flower Power and my eyes start to water. Tess stops at the drop-and-go area outside school and I’m relieved to smell fresh air again.

			‘Have a good day,’ says Tess with a wave.

			‘It feels like you’ve been away from school for two weeks, not two days,’ Hannah says as we swarm through the front gates with everyone else. ‘You haven’t missed much. A spelling test on Tuesday and a science report yesterday.’

			‘Double good luck missing both of those,’ I say.

			‘What will you say if anyone asks why you were away?’ says Hannah.

			‘Oh, family dramas, that should cover it. I’m not lying, just not giving any details.’ 

			We hang our bags outside our classroom and head to the library. It’s our favourite place to be before school starts. Mr Wordsworth, the librarian, cranks the heating up high. Super cosy. We grab our usual spot by the corner window that overlooks the main gates and out across Celebration Park.

			I love the art and design books. Hannah goes for the science books, but to be honest, they put me to sleep. The books she chooses have too many words, but I’d probably look at some of them if they had more pictures and diagrams.

			We’re flipping pages when we see Ted riding through the park on his skateboard.

			‘He’s taken gliding to a whole new level,’ I say.

			Ted came to our school at the beginning of the term. We don’t know him very well but he joined our sewing club. He says stitching skills come in handy when he’s customising his sneakers. Ted loves sneakers. He once tried to teach us how to ride a skateboard. I could get the skateboard moving but I couldn’t stay on for long.

			‘Did you see that kickflip?’ says Hannah.

			‘I wonder how long it takes to learn that?’ I say.

			Ted flips the board and swings it under his arm. He sees us at the window and waves. We wave back and Hannah signals for him to come up to the library. He gives us the thumbs-up sign.

			‘I played Ted in the chess competition on Tuesday,’ says Hannah. ‘He made me laugh all through the match. On purpose, just to stop me from concentrating.’

			‘Did you beat him?’ I ask.

			‘No! He’s way better than me. But I’ve challenged him to a rematch and next time, he’s banned from pulling silly faces.’

			‘Come on,’ I say, ‘let’s borrow our books.’

			For some reason the library’s mega busy this morning. I’m standing at the loans desk with the Modigliani book. He’s my favourite Italian painter. I always go straight to page 106 to look at the painting, Gypsy Woman with Baby.

			‘There are other books in the library, Gemma,’ says Mr Wordsworth as he scans my selection. He studies the computer screen and my borrowing history. ‘Hmm, nine times this year. That has to be a record.’

			‘Do you like any of Modigliani’s paintings?’ I ask. To be honest, I’m not expecting much of a response. But I should have known better. Like Ralph says, never assume anything.

			Mr Wordsworth leans towards me and for the first time I notice just how thick the lenses of his glasses really are. They’re like magnifying discs. I try not to stare. His dark brown eyes seem too big for his face. In a ceremonial gesture, he passes me my book with both hands.

			‘Cypress Trees, page 72, is a wonderful landscape. Enjoy,’ he says, and I spot a little smile in the corner of his mouth.

			I didn’t expect that.

			As we leave the library Ted catches us up.

			‘Where have you been all week?’ he asks. ‘Have you been sick or something?’

			‘Agh, family dramas,’ I say. ‘But I can’t talk about it.’

			Hannah looks at Ted and shrugs.

			‘You know how stuff happens,’ she says.

			‘All the time at my place.’ Ted grins.

			He drops his library books into the return chute and we head to our classroom.
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			With only two days left of school, Ms Counterman has everyone doing some sort of end-of-term job. Actually, the whole school seems to be on the move this morning. Ted’s collecting the recycling, so we won’t see him until lunchtime. That’s when our sewing club meets in the art room. We’ve been sewing together every Wednesday since term one. It’s our favourite day at school. I’m happy Hannah changed our sewing day to Thursday this week.

			Our sewing club started because we had a mufti day—a day when you don’t have to wear school uniform. I wore a denim jacket with a fabric flower I’d stitched on the back. Chloe and Sydney said they loved my jacket and asked me where I got it. When I told them I’d bought it from the second-hand clothing shop for $5 and I’d stitched the flower on myself, they couldn’t believe it.

			They asked me to show them how to make the flowers and how to stitch them onto their jeans. Of course I said yes. Any excuse to be sewing, and especially during school time.

			Then Chloe told Rose about learning how to sew and Rose told ‘have-a-chat’ Bella. That’s what we call her. She never stops talking in class. Bella told Jon, Ben and Isaac. Isaac told Jessica and Poppy, and that’s how our sewing club started. Good old word of mouth. That’s what Mrs Threadway called it when I told her about our sewing club. I asked her if I could have some bits and pieces to get us started. She gave me a box full of supplies. Sewing needles, colourful threads, buttons, dressmaking pins, tape measures, fabric scissors, thread clippers[image: ] and a bundle of leftover fabric pieces.

			We stitch just about everything by hand. A couple of my friends have sewing machines, but not many. It’s fun sewing by hand and it’s the best way to learn all the different stitches.

			We’ve each made a stitching sampler[image: ] using eight different stitches, felt shapes using running and cross-stitch, and a pencil case with a secret pocket. Our next project will be a friendship bag. We make our own bag using stripes of material, and a felt love heart decorated with buttons and braid. Then we swap our stitched hearts with a friend and sew them onto our bag.

			Sewing clubs have formed all over the school. There’s the Stitching Circle, the Busy Bees and the Fabric Friends. My group is simply called the Sewing Club. Some of the older students are even making their own quilts to take on the end-of-year camp.

			I manage to escape the horror of using the thesaurus to look up synonyms and antonyms by offering to help clean up the art room. The art room is my favourite place at school.

			‘Hi, Mr Lee,’ I say. ‘Ms Counterman sent me over to help tidy up.’

			‘I didn’t think I’d be seeing you until lunchtime,’ he says. ‘I have just the job for you, Gemma.’

			Mr Lee asks me to organise all the art equipment. I place tubs of paint into groups of primary and secondary colours, clean the paintbrushes, stack packets of coloured paper and count the boxes of modelling clay. Piles of books have been dumped on some shelves. One by one I stand each book up and organise them into topics—working with clay, painting, art history, drawing and modern art. I’m still looking at a book on papier-mâché when Mr Lee pokes his head around the corner.

			‘You might like to see this,’ he says. ‘I’m about to rinse some of the tie-dyed t-shirts.’

			I follow him to the dye baths. I’m excited to see how our t-shirts turned out. Once you twist the elastic bands around the scrunched-up t-shirts and put them in the dye, there’s no way of knowing what your t-shirt will look like until it’s dry and you pull the elastic bands off. The best part is seeing the crazy tie-dyed pattern you’ve created.

			‘How do you know when to take them out of the dye?’ I ask.

			‘A day of soaking in the tub is plenty,’ he says, and he hands me a pair of rubber gloves. ‘Would you like to do this part?’ he asks.

			‘Okay,’ I say.

			‘Grab any t-shirt and give the fabric a good squeeze,’ he says.

			The light blue dye runs all over my gloves as I pick out a shirt and squeeze as hard as I can.

			‘Now put it here in the bucket and give it a good rinse,’ says Mr Lee.

			After a couple of minutes, the water runs clear and I can easily see where the rubber bands have been tied around the fabric. I peg the t-shirt onto the clothes rack.

			‘We’ll leave the t-shirts here until they’ve dried,’ Mr Lee says.

			It takes us about half an hour to rinse and hang up the shirts. Some are dyed blue, others green or red. We pull off our gloves.

			‘Well done,’ he says. ‘Have a look at this,’ he adds, taking a folded orange t-shirt from a box. ‘It’s from one of the year fives.’

			The t-shirt is covered in an orange and white spider web pattern.

			‘Holy snapping turtles, it looks amazing,’ I say.

			‘That’s one way of putting it, Gemma.’

			I imagine three new designs for my Tween Range—a blue and white tie-dyed denim jacket, some cargo pants and a hoodie. I make a mental note of the pattern on the tie-dyed t-shirt and everything that was used—dye, tubs, elastic bands, rubber gloves and poles for stirring the dye. I’ll put this information into my journal later. I’m sure I could find all of those things at the House of Bonafete. I wonder if Mr D would like a tie-dyed bandana?
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			Hannah, Ted and I eat our lunch in record time and then head to the art room for sewing club. We spread out the pinking shears[image: ] and other scissors, cottons, pins, needles and braids from our supply box. Chloe, Bella and Isaac rush through the door with their sewing gear. Isaac pulls a white high-top sneaker from this bag. ‘Does anyone have a big darning needle I could use?’ he says, holding up some thick black cord.

			‘Look in here,’ says Bella, passing him a small silver box. ‘There’s a load of different-sized sewing needles in there.’

			As soon as Jessica, Sydney, Poppy and Rose sit down I pass around the cutting instructions for our friendship bags.

			‘This is so cool,’ says Sydney. ‘Hey, this is bigger than it was going to be. It’s thirty centimetres by thirty centimetres.’

			‘I thought the first size was too small,’ I say. ‘Besides, there’s plenty of material in the fabric box for all of us. Remember to take what you need so you can work on your bag in the holidays.’

			Isaac and Jon start topstitching their sneakers. Chloe and Bella begin cutting out their friendship bags. They’ve chosen dark blue denim and white floral fabric. Poppy is the quietest girl I’ve ever met. She never says a word in class, but get her to sewing club and she chats away for the whole fifty minutes. Sometimes we work in silence, though—all you hear is the clip of scissors or the tinkle of buttons as someone digs around in the button tin for the size and shape they’re after. Other times we’re all talking at once.

			‘Hey, Ted, what are you doing in the holidays?’ I ask, without taking my eyes off my sewing.

			‘Oh, not much,’ he says. ‘But I’m going to a skateboard camp in the first week. We get to learn new tricks and go in some competitions,’ he says. ‘Why don’t you and Hannah come too? It’s on at Celebration Park.’

			‘We don’t know how to ride a skateboard, remember,’ says Hannah. ‘And anyway, I’m doing a science camp in the first week.’

			‘And I’ll be helping out in the design studio,’ I say.

			‘What design studio?’ says Ted.

			‘At the House of Bonafete,’ I say. ‘You know, the big grey building on The Avenue. Do you know it?’ I clip off the end of my stitching and re-thread my sewing needle.

			‘Hey, yeah,’ he says, and a smile spreads across his face. ‘I know that place. My Uncle Tony owns the café across the road.’

			‘Bella Aroma?’ I say. ‘No way!’

			I let out an embarrassingly loud high-pitched squeal, the sort Hannah would never do. She is definitely not a squealing kind of girl. Sometimes my squeal just slips out.

			‘That’s our favourite café in the whole world,’ I say.

			‘How come you go to the House of Bonafete?’ Ted asks.

			‘I live there.’

			Ted stops stitching and holds up his hands in surprise.

			‘You live in the store?’ he asks.

			‘No, I live on the top floor. My grandmother is Cara Bonafete. She owns the building and the fashion business.’

			‘Oh, now I get it,’ he says with a smile. ‘I was wondering where you got all this great stuff from. What do you do in the studio?’

			‘Well, I help with the pattern-making, take patterns to the cutting room, give the machinists their sample bundles. Stuff like that.’

			‘That sounds cool,’ he says. ‘I’ll be at the café most afternoons. In the holidays Dad drops me off there on his way to work.’

			‘I’ll see if you’re there next time I come over for afternoon tea,’ I say.

			The bell rings and we race like mad to get everything packed away. ‘Hey, who’s left their scissors behind?’ says Ted.

			Isaac spins around and scoops then up.

			‘You know what?’ I whisper to Hannah as we walk back to class. Ted’s a little ahead of us, so I’m sure he won’t hear me. ‘It’s time we put down our clipboards and got in the game.’

			She laughs. ‘Where did you hear that?’

			‘On the radio,’ I say. ‘I like it.’

			‘What game are you talking about?’ says Hannah.

			‘The skateboarding game,’ I say.

			‘You’re right.’ She nods. ‘If Ted’s going to be hanging around with us in the holidays, he can’t be the only one doing kickflips and heelflips.’

			‘Precisely!’ I say. ‘I think we should start practising. Kim told me she used to have her own board.’

			‘Do you think she’d give us some tips?’ says Hannah.

			‘I’m certain she would. But let’s not make a big deal about this,’ I say. ‘Or you know who, that little guy who wears a red and white bandana, will want his own skateboard too.’
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			Why do weekends always go so fast? Hannah and I stare down at the Monday morning traffic. We’re on the lookout for Tess and Flower Power. The clock in the lounge room strikes nine.

			‘Here she comes. Right on time,’ says Hannah.

			Hannah grabs her bag and we race to the lift.

			‘Hi, Gemma,’ Tess calls from the driver’s seat. ‘Better keep moving.’

			Hannah and I do our under-the-chin wave as Tess drives off. Hannah leans out the window and shouts, ‘See you on Thursday night!’

			Best friends should not have to be parted in the holidays, especially for four days. But I totally understand. Hannah’s been busting to go to this science camp for ages. She said she gets to use a scalpel, like a real surgeon.
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			Nine-thirty comes and goes. Cara’s hands rest on the burgundy brocade on the arms of her chair. She crosses and uncrosses her legs, again. Carrie Charming is now officially late. I draw some more friendship heart ideas in my Design Journal. Cara’s initial pencil sketches for the Spring Collection, which she did before her accident, are spread haphazardly on the coffee table. Illustrations of dresses, skirts and tops fill the pages. I feel like I’ve seen these sorts of designs so many times before. I mean, there’s nothing wrong with them, it’s just that they’re a little, well, boring.

			Mr D snuggles against my tartan shorts as we sit on the window seat. His ginger coat glows like amber in the sunlight.

			‘For goodness’ sake,’ Cara bellows.

			Kim looks up as she rearranges the cushions on the sofa.

			‘Where is she? Punctuality is so important, Gemma. There’s nothing fashionable about being half an hour late for work,’ says Cara. ‘Especially when we need to get started on the overall look of the collection and to decide on a range plan[image: ].’

			I’m busting to get down to the pattern-making area to help Maria and work on my own projects. But Cara has asked me to stay and learn about this early stage of the design process.

			‘Perhaps Monsieur Dior should sit this meeting out,’ says Cara. ‘I don’t want Carrie having a sneezing attack when we have important things to discuss.’

			Mr D doesn’t need to be asked twice. He paces from the room and I follow him down the hall.

			‘Lie on the seat in The Lookout,’ I tell him as we enter my bedroom. ‘There’s plenty of sunshine. I’ll let you know when the meeting’s over.’

			The intercom buzzes from the downstairs foyer and Kim answers it. A voice says, ‘Hello, it’s Carrie. I’m here to see Cara.’

			‘Hi, Carrie, it’s Kim, Cara’s personal assistant,’ she says, glancing over to Cara and me. ‘Come on up.’

			Kim has been given this new title. It was decided that, given the circumstances, PA was a more suitable job description than nurse. And no one’s going to think it’s strange that Cara has her own PA.

			Kim has managed to get Cara to wear something other than black. Cara rarely wears colour. But today she looks amazing in her black pants and oversized tangerine sweater. Her plastered wrists are cleverly disguised under the fluffy orange sleeves.

			‘Now remember, Cara, you talk, she sketches,’ I say. ‘And don’t try to pick up anything off the table. I know it’s hard, but try not to move your hands at all.’

			‘Yes,’ says Cara. ‘I must remember that.’

			To tell you the truth, my stomach is churning. What if Carrie sees Cara’s plaster? Her cover will be blown.

			The ding of the lift announces the arrival of the new assistant designer for the House of Bonafete. We hear Kim and Carrie’s voices as they enter the room.

			My mouth falls open as a camouflage-clad Carrie Charming strides towards us. She wears mottled green pants, jacket and shiny black lace-up ankle boots. An aubergine-coloured beret slopes over the left side of her head. Her black glossy bob frames her expressionless face. The look is totally military. Perhaps we’re about to go into battle after all.

			‘Good morning, Cara,’ says Carrie.

			I’m waiting to hear, ‘Sorry I’m late’ or ‘Sorry for keeping you waiting’, but there’s no apology. She looks slowly around the room.

			‘That cat’s not here, is he?’ she says. ‘I find ginger cats are the worst. For my allergy, that is.’

			Cara ignores her comment. I give Carrie my best cranky stare. I don’t do that very often. Sometimes it just turns up on my face.

			‘Good morning, Carrie,’ says Cara, burying her annoyance somewhere under her fluffy sweater.

			Kim strategically guides Carrie towards a chair before she can attempt to shake Cara’s hand. Carrie doesn’t seem to notice I’m there.

			‘You remember my granddaughter?’ says Cara, turning to look at me.

			‘Ah, Jenny, isn’t it?’ Carrie says, without looking at me.

			‘It’s Gemma,’ I say. If only I could grab Mr D and disappear down to the studio. But there’s no escape. I close my journal, take my half-finished friendship bag out of my sewing tote and start on some running stitches.

			‘I should tell you from the start, Carrie,’ says Cara, ‘I don’t like long meetings. As you know, here at the House of Bonafete, we still do everything in-house. Some people might even say we are old school. Our designing, pattern-making, fabric cutting, sample garments and finished designs are all done under this roof. My staff are loyal and highly skilled.’

			Carrie listens without smiling. She looks like she just heard some bad news. Or maybe she’s just a serious kind of person all the time?

			‘I like to leave people to get on with their work as much as possible,’ Cara continues. ‘Ralph tells me you met the team last week.’

			‘Yes, he introduced me to everyone—Maria, Mrs Threadway, Amanda, Gina and Carlo. They were so welcoming,’ Carrie says.

			‘Gemma is also part of the team here at Bonafete,’ says Cara, smiling in my direction. ‘She knows how the design room works. She plans on being a designer herself one day, so you’ll be seeing a lot of her while she’s on holidays.’

			‘How nice,’ Carrie says. Her lips smile but her eyes don’t. It’s that kind of smile someone gives when they receive a present they don’t really like. Before Cara can say anything else, Carrie continues.

			‘If it’s all right with you, I’d like to work from your office, so I can be near Maria and Mrs Threadway.’

			‘That’s fine,’ says Cara. ‘Ralph can bring my things up here to the apartment.’

			‘There’s no need,’ says Carrie. ‘I’ve already cleared your desk. I came in late on Friday and boxed everything up myself. I’m a minimalist when it comes to my workspace. I just can’t work in mess and clutter.’

			I can’t believe what she’s just said, calling Cara’s things ‘mess and clutter’. And she’s packed everything up without asking. That’s beyond rude.

			In that very moment, I realise why I love my grandmother so much. Normally, Cara would be screaming, ‘Clutter! Clutter! How dare you call the precious things in my office clutter!’ Instead, she crosses her legs calmly as if no offence has been given. All she wants is to get the designs underway. Cara moves effortlessly on to the purpose of the meeting—designing the ready-to-wear Spring Collection. I hope I can handle meetings as well as she does one day.

			I pass Carrie the fabric sample books without receiving a thank you. She looks at each piece of material and runs the fabric between her fingers. Cara outlines her ideas for the Spring Collection—what fabrics she wants used for tops, dresses and skirts, and what she likes for jackets and pants. She discusses the kind of notions[image: ] she prefers—buttons, zips and trims. Carrie takes notes.

			‘I’m thinking fifteen day dresses, six jackets, ten skirts, six pairs of pants, twelve tops and four pairs of shorts,’ says Cara. ‘With three separate ranges within the collection. As you can see from the fabrics, I want lots of white, some black and a splash of tangerine, as I’m wearing now. And cream. That’s not a colour I wear anymore but my customers like it and it sells well.’

			‘And the overall theme of the ready-to-wear collection?’ asks Carrie with a sigh.

			That sigh isn’t hard to interpret. Carrie just doesn’t seem enthusiastic about Cara’s ideas. If Mr D were here, he’d be pulling a cranky face too, and giving me his whisker-twitching sideways glance.

			Cara seems to ignore it. ‘I started my business in the 1960s, so I want to pay homage to that era in fashion. The theme for the collection is retro 1960s, with a modern twist,’ says Cara.

			Now, I love all retro looks—the full skirts from the 1950s, the little black cocktail dress from the 1960s and the maxi dress from the 1970s. But I’m surprised Cara has gone in a retro direction for such an important collection. I was hoping for something a little more, well, contemporary. (There’s that word again.) A Spring Collection with a real wow factor.

			Carrie bends down and reties her bootlaces. ‘And you’re sure you want to go with a reinvention of the sixties theme?’ she asks, not bothering to look up.

			‘Yes, yes I do,’ says Cara. ‘I want clean lines, topstitching and design details such as pockets and interesting fastenings.[image: ] And above all, elegance.’

			Carrie pulls a sketchpad from her bag and balances it on her knees. Her hand flies over the page. I can see she’s drawn three dresses. She spins the pad around.

			‘This sort of silhouette?’ she says.

			I must admit, even though I’m not sure about the retro theme, Carrie’s sketches are amazing.

			‘Yes,’ says Cara. ‘And let’s not have the dresses too short. Makes them too difficult to wear.’

			‘I’ll get started straight away,’ says Carrie. ‘I’ll have some illustrations and production drawings to show you and Maria by lunchtime.’

			‘Thank you,’ says Cara.

			Carrie gathers up Cara’s pencil sketches and fabric samples from the coffee table. Everything forms a messy bundle in her arms.

			‘I’m sure you’ll want to start cutting garment samples as soon as possible,’ Commando Charming says. Without waiting for a reply, she strides from the room.
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			Kim appears with coffee and morning tea and sets the tray down. I’m not holding back today. I manage to shove two mini cheese muffins into my mouth at the same time.

			‘She made me so mad I gave her my cranky stare,’ I say, even though my mouth is still full.

			‘Yes, I noticed that,’ says Cara with a tiny smile.

			‘Are you okay, Cara?’ I ask, once I’ve swallowed. ‘She was late and rude. What do you think of her?’

			‘Yes, I’m okay, my little Rosebud. I’m so glad you were here with me this morning,’ says Cara, her thick black lashes blinking at me. ‘Being in meetings like that one is good experience for you, darling. When you’re a creative person, you have to work with all sorts of personalities. And not everyone is easy to get along with. All I’m really interested in is getting the designs for the Spring Collection underway.’

			With Carrie gone, Kim holds the cup for Cara while she sips her coffee through a straw.

			‘You’re right, though. She was a bit abrupt,’ says Cara. ‘But as long as Carrie can bring my ideas to life, that’s all that matters. It’s strange being up here in the apartment with everyone working on the collection downstairs. To be honest, I feel bored already. I’m so used to being busy, busy, busy, as you would say.’

			The buzzer sounds again.

			‘Who could that be?’ asks Cara in surprise. ‘Maybe Carrie forgot something.’

			Kim presses the intercom switch. ‘Yes, can I help you?’

			A gravelly voice blasts through the speaker. ‘Delivery here for a Kim Allen. I need a signature.’

			‘Oh, yes, I’ll be right down.’

			Kim returns carrying a flat brown box the same size as the morning tea tray.

			Cara laughs. ‘What have you been buying, Kim?’

			‘It’s not for me. It’s for you. This is a get-well present from Ralph,’ she says.

			I’ve been under strict instructions not to mention a word about his surprise to Cara. Talk about perfect timing.

			‘Oh, how thoughtful,’ says Cara.

			‘I’ll have to open it for you, I’m afraid,’ Kim says. ‘So close your eyes and I’ll put it in your lap.’

			Even though I know what the gift is, I’m excited for Cara. Ralph thought it was the perfect idea, and I agree.

			Kim places the silver object on Cara’s lap and we both shout, ‘Surprise!’

			Cara looks down and blinks. It takes a moment for her to figure out what it is.

			‘Oh, it’s a laptop?’ says Cara. She runs her fingertips over the matt finish of the lid. ‘How thoughtful of Ralph to give me this. But I already have one I hardly use.’

			‘That’s true,’ says Kim. ‘But Ralph said your laptop is pretty old and it’s about time you learned how to use one properly. And I’m the perfect person to help you. By the time your plaster’s removed you’ll be off your laptop learner plates and you’ll be driving this baby all by yourself.’

			Cara lifts the lid with the edge of her thumbs and touches the keypad. ‘I could touch-type by the time I was sixteen,’ she says, staring at the keys. ‘The Speed Queen of Typing, my teacher used to call me.’

			‘The whole world is at your fingertips, Cara,’ says Kim. ‘You can go online and check out whatever you want. You can see what the other fashion houses are selling. And when was the last time you looked at the Bonafete website?’

			‘I leave all of that to that marketing company we pay a fortune to every month,’ says Cara.

			‘Want to see BeBe Harper’s latest range of shoes?’ I say, knowing how much Cara loves their styles.

			‘Yes, I do,’ says Cara. ‘Kim, darling, what do we do first?’

			‘You could even do a little online shopping if you’d like,’ I say. ‘And your purchases are delivered right to your door. You don’t even have to leave the apartment.’

			Cara throws her head back and laughs. ‘You should be in sales, Gemma,’ she says.

			‘Okay,’ says Kim as she pulls up a chair. ‘Let’s get you started.’
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			An hour later, I grab my jacket and backpack and poke my head around the corner of the lobby. Mr D stands to attention by the lift doors, swishing his tail. Like me he’s keen to get down to the design room. Cara and Kim are sitting at the dining room table at the far end of the apartment. I see blurry images of shoes rolling up the screen, one after the other.

			‘I’m going to help Maria,’ I call as the lift door opens. ‘I’ll see you later.’

			‘Bye, Rosebud,’ Cara calls. Then she lets out a gasp of delight. ‘Leopard-print ankle boots with gold heels,’ she squeals.

			So that’s where I get my spontaneous squeal from.

			‘Do they have my size, darling?’ she asks Kim. ‘I’ll have those as well. Oh, this is so much fun.’

			Mr D looks over his shoulder and meows at me to hurry up.

			‘Holy snapping turtles,’ I say as I follow him into the lift. ‘What has Ralph done, Mr D? What has he done?’

		

	
		
			Chapter 9
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			It’s almost lunchtime and I’ve been cutting out cardboard pattern pieces for Maria. Mr D looks on, supervising my work. I run my fingers along the edge of each pattern piece, making sure there are no bumps.

			‘Do you want me to notch the patterns now?’ I ask.

			‘That would be wonderful,’ says Maria.

			I take my pattern notcher[image: ] from my supply box. Clip, clip, clip. I clip small cuts on each side of the pattern pieces. The notches tell the cutter where to make little cuts in the fabric. This helps the machinists to sew the garment together correctly.

			Most fashion houses do their pattern-making on a computer these days. Not at the House of Bonafete. Maria won’t have any of it. Once Ralph suggested Maria might like to do a computer pattern-making course. Big mistake.

			‘How you dare! How you dare!’ she exploded. ‘What do you say? A computer knows more about pattern-making than me? Ha!’

			Ralph backed out of the room and the subject was never mentioned again.

			Gina wheels in a rack of sample garments made up in calico.

			‘All we need now is Sophie, then we can begin,’ says Maria.

			‘Here she is,’ I say.

			‘Hi, everyone,’ says Sophie as she quickly slips into a jacket. Some days Sophie works in the Bonafete store. The rest of the time she models the sample garments so Maria can perfect the fit of each design.

			‘It’s nice to be in the design room for a change,’ Sophie says. ‘It hasn’t been that busy in the store lately.’

			Maria walks around Sophie, looking at the jacket, tugging at the hem and fiddling with the seams.[image: ] Mrs Threadway looks on in silence. I stop what I’m doing and quietly open my Design Journal. I stand behind Maria and watch. She’s checking the design’s fit and the line of the seams. I sketch the jacket in my journal and make some notes as I draw. I sometimes do three quick variations of the same design, to play around with ideas.

			‘Where’s Amanda?’ says Mrs Threadway. ‘I specifically asked her to be here. I wanted her to see these styles.’

			‘Well, I can’t wait for her.’ Maria sighs, helping Sophie into another sample garment.

			‘Any problems making this jacket?’ she asks Gina.

			‘The jacket sewed together beautifully,’ says Gina. ‘The pattern was perfect.’

			‘How does it feel under your arms and across your back?’ Maria asks Sophie.

			‘Very comfortable,’ our model says. I make a note of what Sophie is saying about how the jacket fits and how comfortable it feels. I draw a smiley face next to my drawing. I really like this design.

			Mrs Threadway checks her watch.

			‘Gemma, would you mind running to the stockroom? Tell Amanda we’ve already started.’

			‘Sure,’ I say.

			But when I get there, not only is the stockroom door closed, it’s locked. How weird. It’s not supposed to be locked during the day.

			‘Looking for Amanda?’ says Carlo from the top of the stairs.

			‘Yes. Have you seen her?’ I say.

			‘She just ducked out through the loading bay. I think she’s getting something to eat.’

			‘Okay, thanks, Carlo,’ I say, and I race back to Maria’s table and let everyone know what Carlo said.

			‘Really,’ says Mrs Threadway, in a way that sounds like she is not impressed.

			I go back to watching the jacket fitting. Maria puts some pins down a side seam.

			‘Could you do the button up, please?’ Maria asks. ‘Now undo it.’

			Each time Sophie does the button up, the collar lifts just slightly, making the jacket look ill-fitting. The collar falls back into position when the jacket is open. This obviously needs fixing. Maria turns to me.

			‘Gemma, what do you think is happening here and how would you fix it?’ she asks.

			I’m caught off guard. I’m sure I have the answer, so why are butterflies fluttering in my stomach?

			‘The jacket’s too tight across the waistline,’ I say, running my finger along the seam. ‘That’s why it’s pulling every time the button’s done up. We could add two centimetres to the waist area, here and here. The jacket will still have a fitted shape but without the pinching at centre front.’

			‘Exactly,’ says Maria, smiling. ‘Bravo!’ She scribbles something in her notebook.

			I attach two dressmaking pins to the wrist of the right sleeve, to show that the sample jacket has been checked.

			I glance over to Cara’s office. It’s weird not seeing her working at her desk. Through the large glass panel, I see that Commando Carrie has taken up residence. The two glass doors that are always kept open—the door leading down the corridor to Mr Bankmore’s office, and the one that opens to the design area—have been closed. Carrie has cleared Cara’s books, magazines and sketchpads from her Louis XV antique desk. In their place stand a laptop, a printer, one solitary sketchpad, a pencil tray and a bottle of mineral water. Minimalist is right. There’s a first time for everything.

			We jump at the sound of Carrie’s voice coming through the intercom.

			‘Maria, could I see you, please?’ she says.

			I stand motionless. Cara never uses the intercom. In fact, I’d forgotten there was one in her office until now. It’s as if Maria has been called to the principal’s office. She picks up her notebook and pencil and walks the five metres to the door, turns the handle firmly and flings it open.

			This might not be pretty.

			‘Slip the next jacket on, please, Sophie,’ says Mrs Threadway. ‘Let’s get these samples checked.’

			The rest of the jackets fit perfectly. I make my own notes about the cut of each style to show Maria. Sophie is trying on the last jacket when Maria strides out of Cara’s office.

			‘To the lunchroom, ladies. Now!’ says Maria, leading the way like an army general in charge of her troops.

			I hear the whirl of the cutting machines as we descend the stairs. The cutters all wear florescent yellow earmuffs to protect their hearing. The cutting machines hum loudly as the blade slices through layers of fabric and the cutters slowly navigate around each pattern piece.

			Maria fans out the collection design sketches and production drawings on the lunchroom table.

			‘This is what she has given me to work with,’ says Maria, trying to catch her breath. ‘This! And Carrie doesn’t think we need to toile anything in the Spring Collection. She wants us to sew the sample garments in the fabric from the collection.’

			‘What? No sampling in calico first?’ says Mrs Threadway.

			‘That’s such a waste of expensive fabric,’ I say.

			I look back down at the design sketches. I know Cara was thinking 1960s retro as the collection’s theme, but these designs don’t look anything like what Cara was talking about.

			‘Look at these designs,’ says Maria, waving her hand over a page of black and white dresses. ‘This is the dullest collection I’ve ever seen. Has Cara even seen these designs? I can’t believe she’d approve any of this.’

			‘I don’t think she has,’ I say. ‘They only talked about them this morning.’

			‘There’s certainly not much to them,’ says Mrs Threadway. ‘My machinists would have these dresses sewn in no time.’

			Tiny beads of sweat have broken out across Maria’s forehead and I fetch her a glass of cold water.

			‘I need to talk to Cara at once. I can’t work like this,’ she says. ‘She’ll have to come down and sort this out.’

			The last thing Cara needs is a showdown with Maria and Carrie at the pattern-making table.

			‘I have an idea,’ I say. ‘We’re about to stop for lunch. I’ll take these drawings up and show Cara. There must be some sort of mix-up.’

			‘I’m not starting the pattern-making on the Spring Collection until I see Cara’s signature on every sketch,’ Maria says. ‘And one more thing, Gemma. This creative isolation nonsense simply isn’t working.’

			We file from the lunchroom as the sound of the cutting machines whirls to a halt. Carlo removes his earmuffs and gives me a wave.

			‘I bet you love being on holidays, Gemma,’ he says. ‘Mrs Threadway is always saying what a great help you are to everyone in the design area.’

			‘I don’t want to be anywhere else,’ I say.

			I’m halfway up the stairs when I remember about the window. I retrace my steps and find Carlo in the lunchroom.

			‘Carlo,’ I say as he looks up and closes the fridge door. ‘Last Monday afternoon, I heard a strange noise. I thought someone might be down here. You had already left for the day. Anyway, when I came down to investigate, this window, the one on the left, was pushed up.’

			‘This window?’ he says, pointing behind. ‘This window was open? You’re sure?’

			‘Absolutely. I tore the sleeve of my good t-shirt on the handle, trying to close it.’

			Carlo frowns and sighs. ‘I’m so glad you told me, Gemma, because I found this window open last Friday morning when I arrived at work. Have you told Ralph about this?’ he asks.

			‘No. I forgot, but I’ll tell him straight away.’

			‘Very strange, Gemma, very strange,’ he says, shaking his head. ‘Thank you for telling me.’

			I leave Carlo to heat up his soup.
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			Ralph is on the phone in his office. My horizontal karate chop through the air tells him to please get off the phone, immediately.

			He waves back and keeps talking.

			‘That’s great, Mai. If I can have those bead samples by Wednesday, I’d really appreciate it. Thanks, bye,’ he says, and spins around in his chair to face me. ‘So, did Cara’s gift arrive?’ he asks.

			‘It did and she loves it. But that’s not why I’m here,’ I say.

			‘What is it, Gem?’ he says. ‘You seem a little flustered.’

			‘No, not flustered,’ I say, ‘but I meant to tell you that last Monday—you know, major drama day—I found a window wide open in the lunchroom after everyone had gone.’

			‘What time was this?’ he asks.

			‘Just after five o’clock. Plus, Carlo and Gina both told me they found that window open last week as well.’

			Ralph frowned. ‘Security should be on to that sort of thing. I’ll follow this up with Joe and find out who was on duty that night.’

			‘That’s not all,’ I say. I hold up Carrie’s drawings as though I’m displaying my year-one artwork.

			‘I don’t think this is a great Spring Collection,’ I say.

			Ralph gestures for me to pass him the sketches. After looking at them intently, he says, ‘You’re right. It’s not.’

			A thought bounces from one side of my head to the other.

			‘Ah . . . I know this might sound a bit crazy, but do you think Carrie could be doing boring designs on purpose?’ I ask. ‘I mean, the designs in her portfolio were fantastic. And now she’s drawn this.’

			I point to the ugliest dress.

			‘Why would she do that?’ he says, handing me back the awful sketches. ‘She’s worked for some very big fashion houses and her designs have been well received. And she’s being very well paid to work here.’

			‘I know, but really,’ I say, holding up a sketch of a very simple sleeveless dress in black crepe with a boat neckline. ‘I know Cara wants to celebrate the look of the 1960s, but this isn’t celebrating anything, is it?’

			‘I agree,’ says Ralph, glancing at his watch. ‘Let’s go up and see Cara and find out what she thinks of Carrie’s designs.’
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			‘Oh, Ralph,’ Cara calls from the dining room when she sees us. Tap, tap, tap—her fingers move slowly across the keyboard. ‘Look at this.’ She smiles. ‘I might have two plastered wrists but I can still use my fingers. The mouse fits perfectly under the palm of my hand. What a wonderful surprise. Thank you so much.’

			Ralph just grins.

			‘What are you doing?’ I ask Cara.

			‘I’m writing an email to my friend in Paris. This is so much fun. Oh, Kim, some of my words have disappeared off the page. Where did they go?’

			Kim leans over Cara’s shoulder. With three strikes of the keyboard, the words magically reappear.

			‘I think I’ll stop now. How do I do that thing that saves what I’m writing again?’ Cara asks.

			Kim taps away once more then closes the lid of the laptop. Ralph and I take a seat at the table.

			‘I don’t want to interrupt you, Cara,’ I say, ‘but you’d better have a look at these designs. Is this what you want for the Spring Collection?’ I spread the sketches in front of her.

			Cara’s eyes move rapidly over the pages. She shakes her head.

			‘No, no, no! This is not what I have in mind. Not at all. Carrie has misinterpreted what I meant. Where are the pocket details and the topstitching? I said to emphasise the waist and neckline. These dresses are so flat, so unstructured. They look like school uniforms.’

			‘They’re a bit dull,’ I say.

			‘Not just a bit, a lot on the dull side,’ replies Cara.

			‘That’s not all,’ I say. ‘Carrie gave these designs to Maria and told her to start the pattern-making,’ I say. ‘I knew you hadn’t signed off on these sketches.’

			‘I most certainly have not,’ says Cara. ‘She had no business asking Maria to start the pattern-making. I specifically asked her to show me the designs first.’

			Cara straightens her back and arches her left eyebrow.

			‘I’ll get Carrie up here at once. We’ll get this sorted,’ says Ralph.

			When Ralph returns to the dining room, I can tell he’s not happy. He stands with his hands firmly planted on his hips.

			‘Reception has just informed me that Ms Charming has gone out for lunch and she won’t be back for at least an hour, maybe two.’

			‘Two hours! For lunch, on a Monday?’ Cara says crossly.

			‘Precisely,’ says Ralph as he flops in the chair. ‘This is not going the way I thought it would. I’m sorry, Cara, I truly am.’

			When Carrie finally saunters in from the lift, Cara and Ralph are sitting at the dining room table, surrounded by illustrations. I’m still wondering why she would need two hours for lunch. I mean, how long does it take to eat a chicken salad anyway?

			Mr D and I sit on the window seat. He keeps his distance from Carrie. We’re close enough to see what’s going on, but far enough away that no one can hear me slurp my hot chocolate. I try not to, but it just happens.

			On my lap are two pieces of my friendship bag. I pin them together and thread a needle with bright pink cotton. If I have to sit in on this meeting, there’s no point in wasting valuable sewing time. I can sew and listen. 

			‘Oh, you’re back,’ says Cara, not bothering to look up from the sketches in front of her.

			Carrie drops her black suede bag on the dining table. The chunky brass clasp knocks the glass top. Mr D pushes against my side. His ginger fur bristles. He knows not to go any closer.

			Like Cara, I have an eye for the smallest detail. And I spot something straight away. Carrie’s nails weren’t painted this morning, and now they’re a dark glossy cherry colour. Hmm . . . Is that where she’s been? Having her nails done?

			Carrie pulls out a chair opposite Cara and sits down. She doesn’t say a word.

			‘All designs need my approval, Carrie, before any pattern-making or sampling begins,’ says Cara. ‘I thought I made that clear. Plus, these designs need changing immediately,’ she adds.

			Carrie purses her lips.

			Ralph takes his pencil and quickly makes some design changes to Carrie’s illustrations. ‘Cara, what about this?’ he says.

			‘Yes, yes!’ says Cara. ‘That’s much better. The silhouette needs to be A-line but we’ll cut the dress on the bias so the fall will be softened.’

			‘And you want to make a feature of any details, such as stitching, buttons and pockets. Is that correct?’ Ralph asks.

			‘Exactly,’ she replies.

			‘Yes, I see what you mean,’ says Carrie, sliding some pages around. ‘Perhaps my interpretations were a little on the plain side.’

			‘I don’t want an exact copy of the designs from the sixties, Carrie,’ says Cara. ‘Just the design lines and the overall silhouette of each garment should respond to the look of that era. We’re moving forward with fashion, not backwards.’

			There’s something strange about Carrie, but I’m still not sure what it is. She doesn’t seem excited about designing the collection. But maybe that’s just the way she is. Ralph wouldn’t have given her the job if she wasn’t a good designer.

			The meeting drags on and on. Mr D has closed his eyes. I stop and clean my glasses. I’ve almost completed stage one of my friendship bag. Carrie wants to look through some fabrics. ‘Don’t move from this spot,’ I whisper into Mr D’s ear. He lifts his head and opens one eye. Mr D is good at giving orders, but not so good at taking them. I offer to whiz down to Cara’s office, now Carrie’s headquarters, to collect some silk and ponte fabric sample books.

			Gina waves me over to her machine as I enter the design area clutching the fabric sample books. She’s sewing the sleeves into the bodice[image: ] of a French navy wool crepe dress. The soft fabric of the dress billows into her lap.

			‘Have a look at what I just put on your rack in Ralph’s office,’ she whispers, giving me a wink and returning to the hum of her sewing machine.

			I see the garment through the glass door before I’ve even turned the handle. My drawings have come to life.

			A sleeveless dress in cream Chantilly lace hangs at the end of the rack. It’s the ‘Garden Party’ dress. I swivel the hanger to check the curve of the low neckline at the back. The invisible zip[image: ] has been expertly sewn into the centre back seam. You can’t even see it. I’m good at putting in a regular zip but I need more practice with invisible zips. With three layers of silk tulle peeking out from under the skirt section, the dress looks like it’s about to float away.

			Next to the dresses, Gina has hung the finished pieces from my Tween Range. I find the hidden pocket inside the vest. I love the hot-pink cargo pants with the white topstitching. My heart zings. All of these clothes have been made from leftover fabric. One day someone will buy my designs, I think.

			Ralph’s desk phone rings, making me jump, and I almost drop the sample book.

			‘Gemma speaking.’

			‘While you’re down there, Gem,’ says Ralph, ‘could you also bring up the storyboards for the Spring Collection? They’re on the shelf behind my desk.’

			‘I can see them. I’m on my way now,’ I say, without taking my eyes off my designs.

			Back in the apartment, I slide the fabric sample books and storyboards onto the dining table.

			‘I’ll make the changes you want,’ I hear Carrie say. ‘I should have them done by tomorrow afternoon.’

			‘Excellent,’ says Cara, looking over the top of her glasses. ‘And once I’ve seen the changes and approved the designs, Maria and Mrs Threadway can begin their production tasks. Every design is to be sampled in calico, Carrie. We never cut into the fabric for the collection until the designs have been perfected.’

			Carrie doesn’t reply. She gathers up the sketches, storyboards and fabric sample books and heads for the lift.

			‘One more thing,’ Cara calls. ‘We use the wall in my office to display all the drawings for the collection. That way the team can see exactly what we’re working on.’

			Carrie turns and smiles. Mr D flinches and jumps to the floor.

			‘I think your Spring Collection will be wonderful, Cara,’ she says as she slides inside the lift.

			Mr D and I exchange glances as I pack up my sewing tote. Maybe Carrie will be a team player after all. I mean, maybe it just takes a while to get to know her? Like Hannah and me getting to know Ted. Although he’s a lot friendlier than Carrie.

			Ralph checks his phone and jumps from his seat.

			‘Goodness! It’s three o’clock already. I’m supposed to be looking at samples for the handbag range. I should have been at Danita Leather half an hour ago.’ He gathers up his diary and pens and dashes from the room.

			‘Wait for us,’ I call. ‘We’re going down to the design area.’

			Mr D is right behind me. As soon as the lift doors close Ralph and I look at each other. He rolls his eyes.

			‘Maybe Carrie can pull this off,’ I say. ‘She seems to understand what Cara wants now.’

			‘Let’s hope so,’ he says.
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			‘Amanda, I’m sure you had things you needed to do,’ I hear Mrs Threadway say as I round the corner into the studio. ‘But you should have been at the sample fitting this morning, as we discussed.’

			‘Well, I’m sorry, but I wasn’t,’ Amanda snaps. ‘To be honest, I forgot. I’d been dispatching orders since seven o’clock and I needed something to eat.’

			I’ve never heard Amanda speak that way. I hang back. I don’t want them to think I’m listening, but I can’t barge in while they’re talking.

			‘And another thing,’ says Mrs Threadway. ‘I know you’re very security conscious, but please don’t lock the stockroom door during the day. I need access at all times.’

			Mrs Threadway turns sharply and strides past the sample racks towards the cutting room stairs.

			Amanda pulls her phone from the back pocket of her jeans.

			‘Hi, Amanda,’ I say.

			She spins around, her eyes wide in surprise.

			‘Oh, hi, Gemma,’ she says.

			‘Just picking up my journal,’ I say. ‘Excuse me.’

			‘Sure,’ she says, returning to her phone. Tap, tap, tap. He fingers fly all over the keypad.

			I catch my breath as I follow the click of Amanda’s fingernails—nails that are freshly painted a soft peach colour. No wonder Mrs Threadway is a bit cross. It seems like everyone is getting their nails done at lunchtime while we have so much to do.

			‘See you tomorrow,’ I say as I head for the door.

			Amanda doesn’t look up and she doesn’t answer.
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			I’m sitting on my bed tidying up my sewing tote when Hannah calls.

			‘Hi, Hannah,’ I say. ‘What did you do at the camp?’

			‘Prepare yourself,’ she says. ‘We dissected a frog. It was like doing proper surgery.’

			‘On a real dead frog? Er, gross,’ I say.

			‘What did you do?’ she asks.

			‘Oh, you know, helped out in the studio. But guess what?’

			‘What?’ says Hannah.

			‘I’m starting to get this weird feeling about Carrie,’ I say.

			‘What kind of weird feeling?’ asks Hannah. ‘Weird scary or weird strange?’

			‘Not scary or strange. More like dodgy,’ I say in a whisper.

			‘Dodgy,’ she repeats. ‘Why? What happened? Tell me everything!’

			I start with Carrie arriving late for work and describe everything that happened with the designs and Carrie’s long lunch break.

			‘And that’s not all,’ I say. ‘She had her nails painted a dark cherry colour. At lunchtime.’

			‘Nail polish takes ages to dry,’ says Hannah.

			‘I know. And they were perfect. Not a single bump or blotch,’ I say.

			‘Hmm. Sounds super dodgy to me,’ says Hannah.

			‘We officially have a new code,’ I say as I write it down in the back of my journal.

			‘Dark cherry,’ says Hannah.

			‘Exactly,’ I say.

			[image: ]

			It’s Thursday and I’m looking for a new pin bracelet[image: ] in the storeroom when Ralph appears at the door.

			‘Come and have a look at this,’ he says, tapping his foot. He does not look happy.

			The whole team is crammed into Cara’s office staring at a wall full of illustrations. For once I’m totally speechless. In fact, my mouth falls open.

			‘Four days,’ he says. ‘Four days she’s had to make the changes and complete the drawings for the collection, and this is the result.’

			‘Does Cara know what Carrie’s come up with this time?’ I say.

			‘She certainly does,’ he says with a sigh.

			‘You’ve got to be kidding,’ says Maria, scanning the contents of the wall. ‘What is Carrie playing at?’

			Ralph stands with his hands on his hips. ‘Cara’s never going to approve this collection,’ he says.

			‘This is not a collection,’ says Maria, ‘it’s a joke.’

			One by one Maria and the others leave the office.

			‘These designs look almost the same as before,’ I say to Ralph. ‘She’s changed these two necklines and armholes, but that’s it. Where’s Carrie now?’

			‘She’s upstairs talking to Cara,’ says Ralph. ‘This is a disaster. We should be starting the pattern-making for the Spring Collection by now.’

			I twist my locket and think.

			‘I don’t trust her,’ I say. ‘I don’t know what it is exactly. But there’s definitely something dodgy about her.’

			Mr D springs onto the antique desk, lifts his paw to his cravat and meows.

			‘And it looks like Mr D agrees,’ says Ralph.

			I look at the illustrations of the dresses more closely.

			‘I’m sure I’ve seen these designs before,’ I say.

			‘Of course you have,’ says Ralph. ‘You were at the meeting at the beginning of the week when Carrie showed us her initial sketches.’

			I look at each design.

			‘No. I mean before that,’ I say. I point to the left. ‘I know I’ve seen this exact dress before somewhere. And this one, too.’

			‘You have an eye for detail, Gem, so maybe you have,’ says Ralph. ‘One thing’s for sure, we need to get this collection sorted and in production or the House of Bonafete will be in dire straits.’

			[image: ]

			‘Is that you, darling?’ Cara calls as the lift closes behind Mr D and me. ‘I’m over here, watching the sunset.’

			Cara lies back in her favourite dark blue velvet chair. Her feet rest on the matching ottoman.

			‘Take a seat,’ she says with a nod. ‘And Monsieur Dior,’ she continues, ‘what have you been doing with yourself today?’

			Mr D jumps onto the window seat and stretches out.

			‘He’s been helping me all day,’ I say. ‘Where’s Kim?’

			‘Gone to yoga. She’ll be back soon,’ says Cara.

			I take an apple from the fruit bowl and curl up on the other blue velvet chair.

			I decide to share my suspicions with Cara. ‘I think Carrie might be copying designs from somewhere else,’ I say before taking a bite. ‘I’m positive I’ve seen her dress designs before, but I can’t remember where.’

			Cara nods slowly. ‘If that’s true,’ she says, ‘it will be the last straw as far as I’m concerned.’ She presses her head into the back of the chair and closes her eyes. ‘I suppose you saw the drawings on the wall of my office?’ she says.

			‘She didn’t do what you asked,’ I say.

			‘That’s why I’ve always done my own designs,’ she says, opening her eyes. ‘You see, Rosebud, if you want something done, sometimes it’s better to do it yourself. But it’s a bit tricky for me right now.’ Cara chuckles.

			‘What did you say to Carrie?’ I ask.

			‘I told her to take the night off.’ Cara yawns. ‘We’ll start fresh in the morning. I think Ralph will have to come on board with the designing as well. I know he has a lot on, but what else can I do?’

			And then I have that thought again. I can draw Cara’s designs. I have so many ideas I want to share with her.

			The phone rings and makes me jump but Cara doesn’t flinch. She’s fallen asleep.

			‘Hi,’ says Hannah. ‘All set for tonight?’

			‘I can’t wait,’ I say, almost at a whisper. ‘But there’s been more drama today.’

			‘Are we talking dark cherry drama?’ Hannah says.

			‘Precisely,’ I say. ‘I’ll tell you tonight.’

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 11

			
				
					
						
							[image: ]
						

						
							[image: ]
						

					

				

			

			I’m in a bit of a flap over what to wear. I’m usually so decisive, but not tonight. Tess is taking Hannah and me to our favourite restaurant in the whole world, as a school-holiday treat. I haven’t been around the world, but if I had, I’m sure Il Forno would still be the best restaurant.

			Boots, tights and shorts are my usual look, but for our girls’ dinner, I need something special. I want to wear one of my own designs. One I’ve sewn myself.

			‘What do you think of this combination, Mr D?’ I ask.

			I hold up a pair of green velvet jeans and a white sequined top. He looks away.

			‘You’re right. I made the pants but not the top. I’ll take that as a no,’ I say, placing the pants and top back in the drawer.

			‘Okay, Mr D, what about this?’ I say.

			I swing around and hold a dress in front of me. The bottom half is cream velvet and the top half is a raspberry-red ponte, stretchy fabric. I’ve appliquéd[image: ] three daisy-shaped flowers onto the left side of the hem.

			‘I could wear the grey tights, ankle boots and this cropped jacket with it,’ I say. ‘I know Gina sewed the jacket together for me, but it’s my design.’

			My ginger companion meows and rolls onto his back. I know he likes my choice and I agree.

			When we get to the restaurant, Tess gives her name to the maître d’ at the front desk and the hostess takes our jackets and scarves. Laughter and chatter blend with the music. Soft gold lighting makes the room glow a blurry yellow. A waiter whizzes past carrying a tray full of drinks in one hand and a plate of food in the other. How do they do that without spilling everything?

			‘Yes, we’ve got the cosy booth,’ I say to Hannah as we’re shown to our corner table.

			Giuseppe, the head waiter at Il Forno, flutters a crisp white napkin across our laps.

			‘Scusi, bella,’ he says to Hannah and me, handing us our giant leather-bound menus. We disappear behind the pages of delicious food.

			‘Grazie, Giuseppe,’ says Tess.

			‘Prego,’ he replies. ‘I will get your drinks and be back to take your order.’

			‘Thank you so much for bringing me here for dinner, Tess,’ I say.

			‘Oh, you’re welcome, Gemma,’ she says. ‘It’s fun to have a girls’ night out. I hope you’re both hungry.’

			I peek over the top of the menu. I love to watch the waiters whirl around the room. They look like ballroom dancers. They never crash into each other or spill anything. But what I love most is the dessert menu. Tiramisu drizzled with chocolate, gelato topped with nuts and wafers, or my favourite, torta caprese—a chocolate almond cake that’s soft in the centre.

			Hannah and I read through the menu, then Giuseppe takes our orders. While we wait for our food, Hannah and I tell Tess about our plans to each get a skateboard.

			‘I think that’s a great idea,’ says Tess.

			‘I know what you’re thinking, Gemma,’ says Hannah. ‘Now you want to design a range of skateboard wear.’

			I almost spit my drink out. ‘Hannah, you’re a genius,’ I say. ‘Why hadn’t I thought of that?’

			When our dinner arrives it’s hard not to eat quickly. A piece of ravioli slips off my fork and onto my napkin.

			‘Whoops,’ I say.

			‘Slow down, Gem,’ says Hannah.

			‘Sorry, but this ravioli is so yummy. What did you order again?’ I ask.

			‘Linguine with scallops,’ she says.

			Linguine! Now that’s a word I could never spell.

			Giuseppe returns to our table and asks if we need more garlic bread or drinks.

			‘Your flowers, Tess, they always make our restaurant look beautiful,’ he says. ‘Where do you find yellow roses at this time of the year?’

			‘I have my secret supplier but I can’t reveal my source,’ says Tess.

			‘I see. Just like I can’t reveal the recipe for the vegetarian lasagne you love so much,’ he says, and they laugh as he refills our water glasses.

			Finally, two courses later, Hannah drops her spoon into the glass dessert bowl and leans back.

			‘I can’t eat another bite. If I do I’ll explode.’

			‘Excuse me,’ I say, sliding out from the booth. ‘Just ducking to the bathroom.’

			I’ve been to Il Forno before, so I know where to go. Signore is written on the bathroom door in swirly writing. Inside is a small lounge area. Two women chat as they tidy their hair in the mirror. I hold the door open for them and they thank me as they leave.

			I’m at the bathroom basin, drying my hands with a fluffy hand towel, when I hear the bathroom door swing open. The strong scent of cinnamon and musk drifts through the air as the door closes. I know that perfume. Where have I smelt that before? No, it can’t be . . .

			A mobile phone rings and I hear the voice coming from the small lounge area.

			‘Hello. Working! No. There’s no way I’d be working at this time of night,’ she says. ‘I’m having dinner with Victor and Edward at Il Forno. You know Victor Cash, don’t you? My business partner and his assistant.’

			It’s Carrie Charming. She’s only a few metres away from me and I can hardly breathe. My feet are anchored in place but my knees feel wobbly. The silence tells me she’s listening to someone on the other end of the phone. It’s impossible for me to leave while she’s just around the corner. She’s bound to see me, even if I’m quick. Besides, the knot in my stomach tells me to stay put, or better still, to hide.

			The door to the bathroom area is held open by a large palm tree in a wicker basket. I squeeze between the basket and the wall and hide behind the door, holding my breath.

			‘Let’s meet next week. I have so much to tell you,’ she says, entering the bathroom only centimetres away from me. Her boots go clump, clump on the tiled floor. I hear her pacing in front of the cubicle doors. She must be checking to see if there’s anyone in here.

			‘No, I’m in the ladies’ room. There’s no one here, so we can talk,’ she says. ‘Ah-choo,’ she sneezes. ‘Ah-choo. Yes, I’m okay,’ she says. ‘Something in here has set my allergy off. It must be the perfumed soap. Ah-chooooo!’

			I think about the big cuddle I gave Mr D before I left and stand as still as I can. I hear Carrie walk back to the lounge area.

			‘Well, to start with, she’s hiding out in her apartment. Using the excuse that she wants—wait for it—creative isolation,’ says Carrie. ‘Can you believe it? And she includes her granddaughter in our design meetings. The kid’s ten years old, for heaven’s sake. What would she know about designing clothes?’

			My cheeks start to burn and I clench my fists. I press my back against the wall but my left foot moves, making a soft squeaking sound.

			‘One second,’ I hear her say. ‘I think there’s someone in here.’

			I hear the click of boot heels on the tiles again.

			‘Who’s there?’ she demands. ‘Is there someone in there?’ She rattles one of the cubicle door handles. She sneezes again.

			I don’t move a muscle. Instead, I hold on tightly to my silver heart locket.

			‘Are you still there?’ she says to whoever she’s speaking to. ‘No, it’s nothing. But I won’t talk for long. Something has definitely set my nose off. Anyway, as I was saying, I think the House of Bonafete is a total circus. Victor and I call it “the House of Bona-fail”.’ She laughs. ‘And as for the Spring Collection, I simply copied the designs from some old book I found in Cara’s office. I’m not spending my time creating fabulous designs for them.’

			Carrie’s croaky laughter echoes off the walls.

			I’m shaking. What a dirty double-crosser. I knew I’d seen those designs before.

			‘This is such an exciting opportunity for Victor and me,’ Carrie is saying. ‘There is no way the House of Bonafete is going to survive much longer. Not if I can help it. This time next year, we’ll own that building and the Cash & Charming Accessory Emporium will be standing in its place.’

			My heart is pounding so loudly, I fear she’ll hear it.

			‘Look, I have to go, Victor and Edward are waiting, but I’ll keep you posted. Remember, I’m going to need you as my fulltime assistant soon.’

			There’s silence, then she laughs again.

			‘You know me. I always get what I want, and I want that building,’ she says.

			I hear the door to the ladies’ room swing open and then close as Carrie leaves.

			I can’t move. My mind is racing, untangling what I’ve just heard. Worst of all, my heart is bursting with hurt. I think I’m going to cry but then I feel angry. How could she be so deceitful? Carrie Charming is no more than an evil spy. She’s not interested in designing for the House of Bonafete. She’s trying to ruin us.

			When I’m sure it’s safe to leave, I perform the most spectacular gliding performance ever. I find my way back to our booth, unnoticed. As I go, I search the room for Ms Not-So-Charming, her accomplice, Victor Cash, and the person she called Edward.

			Tess is talking to some people at another table.

			‘You’ve been ages,’ says Hannah. ‘Was there a queue for the bathroom or something?’

			‘Or something is right,’ I say, keeping my eye out for the enemy. ‘I’ve just experienced every code we have. Blue, pink, gold, red—you name it,’ I say, taking a massive gulp of water.

			‘What happened?’ Hannah asks. ‘Your face is bright red.’

			‘I overheard Carrie Charming talking on the phone,’ I say.

			‘What! Carrie’s here in the restaurant?’ says Hannah.

			‘Yes. She didn’t know I was there. I hid behind the bathroom door when I heard her voice. I thought she’d find me at any moment.’

			‘No way!’ says Hannah, shifting over to sit next to me.

			I quickly tell her everything that happened in the bathroom and everything that Carrie said.

			‘I can’t believe it. And who’s Victor Cash?’ asks Hannah.

			‘I’ve heard Cara and Ralph talk about him before. Victor Cash has this massive shoe and handbag company. But he doesn’t have one big megastore. There are lots of little shops all over the place. Carrie’s going into business with him and they want the House of Bonafete building for some big accessory emporium.’

			‘We’re looking at a critical incident here,’ says Hannah, her expression switching to strategy overdrive.

			‘Precisely,’ I say. ‘I knew she was dodgy.’

			‘Okay. Let’s stay calm and try to think clearly. What’s the first thing you need to do?’ says Hannah.

			As the waiters flick past, I scan the restaurant for Carrie. Finally I see her, sitting on the far side of the room clinking champagne glasses and laughing with two others. One of them is a young man with sandy-coloured hair. He must be Edward. Way older than Hannah and me, maybe twenty-five or thirty. I can’t tell and I’m not very good at judging ages. One thing’s for sure, though—I’ve never seen him before. But the other man with the long black hair is definitely Victor Cash. I remember seeing his face on the cover of Fashion Trends Today magazine.

			Lucky for me, a long narrow table with one of Tess’s huge floral arrangements on it provides the perfect cover. There’s no way Carrie can see me.

			‘I’m sorry, Hannah,’ I say. ‘I can’t sleep over at your place tonight. What I need to do is go straight home and tell Cara and Ralph exactly what I’ve heard.’

			‘Code Green,’ Hannah says with a nod.

			‘Totally,’ I say. ‘An emergency meeting with Cara is needed immediately.’

			Tess returns to our table, pays the bill and we gather our things. This is one time I’m happy I’m not very tall for my age. The front desk and the maître d’ block us from view as we slip on our jackets. I take one last look across the room to where the group of three are sitting. For a moment, there’s a clear view of the enemy, drinking champagne and plotting against us.

			‘Tess,’ I whisper, ‘can I use your phone to take a quick photo?’

			She chats to the hostess as she hands me her phone.

			Camera app, zoom in and click. Done. Carrie Charming is up to no good, and now I have a photo to prove it.
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			There’s classical music playing in the apartment when I get home. The lights are on but there’s no sign of Cara.

			‘Hello, I’m back,’ I call.

			‘Out here,’ comes Kim’s voice. ‘In the sunroom.’

			At the end of the dining room is a small room that catches the sun most of the day. Kim’s lying on her yoga mat with her legs up the wall. Mr D sits beside her as if he’s the yoga instructor.

			‘How was dinner? I thought you were having a sleepover at Hannah’s?’

			‘Dinner was yummy and I changed my mind about the sleepover,’ I say. ‘Where’s Cara?’

			Kim swings her legs down from the wall and sits cross-legged on the mat. ‘She’s in the design studio. With everyone gone for the day, she wanted to have a look around by herself.’

			Mr D and I run to the lift. ‘We’re going to find her,’ I call. ‘Back soon.’

			The lift doors open into the office reception area and Mr D and I hurry down the corridor and into the design area. Walking towards me is Joe, our security manager.

			‘Hi, Gemma. How are you? Enjoying your holidays?’ he says. ‘Hey. And my man, Mr D. How’s it going?’

			‘We’re fine, thanks, Joe,’ I say. ‘Have you seen Cara down here?’

			‘She’s around somewhere,’ he says. ‘Looking at the garments over in dispatch, I think.’

			‘Thanks, Joe,’ I say, spinning on my heels as we rush past the sewing machines.

			I find Cara looking through a rack of dresses that are tagged and ready to be placed in the store. I stand and watch her for a moment. Her fingertips turn up the hem of a dress and she carefully touches the fabric. Checking, always checking that her designs are the best they can be.

			‘I’m back,’ I call, surprising her.

			Cara turns and smiles. ‘Oh, darling, I thought you were staying at Hannah’s place tonight?’

			‘I changed my mind,’ I say as I throw my arms around her.

			‘Oh, what a genuine hug that is. Are you all right?’

			There comes a time when you just have to get straight to the point. This is one of them.

			‘I have something to tell you and it isn’t very nice,’ I say as I try to stay calm.

			‘Whatever is the matter, my little Rosebud?’ Cara looks worried. ‘Have you and Hannah had an argument?’

			‘It’s nothing like that,’ I say, and I struggle to find the right words.

			‘Come, we’ll sit in Ralph’s office.’

			I’m glad to be in his office. Cara and I sit down on the sofa as Mr D jumps up on Ralph’s desk. He always does this when there’s something serious to talk about. Ralph appears carrying some takeaway food.

			‘Oh, hello, you two,’ he says. ‘I’ve been working on the accessory line,’ he adds, plonking his dinner on the desk.

			‘At this hour?’ says Cara. ‘Do you ever sleep, Ralph Wild?’

			‘I knew it was only a matter of time before you’d want to come and see what’s been going on in your absence, Cara,’ he says with a laugh.

			I’m too worried to return Ralph’s cheery greeting.

			‘Is everything okay?’ he asks. For a moment nobody says anything. ‘I’ll slip into your office and eat there, Cara.’

			‘No, Ralph, I want you to stay,’ I say. ‘I have something I need to tell Cara and you need to hear it, too.’

			‘Of course,’ he says, pulling out his chair.

			I think Cara can see that I don’t know how to begin. Her fingers dance across the top of my hand.

			‘Take your time. Start at the beginning,’ she says. ‘There’s no rush.’

			I want to make sure that what I say describes exactly what happened. I don’t want to leave anything out. I start with me needing to go to the bathroom.

			Cara and Ralph don’t move a centimetre. They listen intently to everything I say. Cara asks me to repeat exactly what Carrie said about her plans and Victor Cash, but other than that, she doesn’t say a word.

			I have no trouble remembering the details. Must be my designer’s mind at work.

			‘When I got back to the booth, I looked around the room and saw Carrie and two men clinking glasses. They were laughing and talking. They didn’t see me leave the restaurant,’ I say. ‘I’m sure of that. But I did manage to take this.’

			I ask Ralph to check his phone and he finds the photo I took at the restaurant. Tess forwarded it to him for me.

			‘Goodness me,’ says Cara.

			‘That’s definitely Carrie and Victor,’ says Ralph. ‘And the other person must be Edward.’

			Cara squeezes my hand gently as Ralph lets out the biggest sigh I’ve ever heard.

			‘Well done, darling. That must have been a very scary situation for you,’ Cara says. ‘I’m so proud of you. That was quick thinking to take a photo.’

			‘But what are we going to do? Carrie is nothing more than a spy,’ I say. ‘She wants to see the House of Bonafete close.’

			Cara leans back on the sofa and slowly shakes her head. ‘You know, somehow I’m not surprised by what you’ve told us. There was something strange about her from the very start. I got the feeling she was stalling us. Her designs were nothing like the brief I gave her. So many things did not sit right with me,’ she says. ‘As strange as it seems, sometimes things happen for a reason.’

			‘I think I was meant to go to Il Forno tonight,’ I say. ‘We know what Carrie’s up to now, but she doesn’t know that we know. So, we have an advantage, don’t we?’

			‘We certainly do,’ says Cara.

			Ralph put his head in his hands.

			‘I’m so sorry, Cara. If only I hadn’t employed her.’

			‘You weren’t to know,’ said Cara. ‘And she is probably a very good designer, when she’s not playing games.’

			‘Where on earth are we going to find a designer now?’ says Ralph. ‘We’re running out of time.’

			We sit in silence for a few seconds, but it feels like an hour. At the back of Ralph’s office stands my rack of designs. My secret collections. The garments are covered with a fine white cotton sheet. A rack of garments in Ralph’s office is nothing out of the ordinary. Cara probably hasn’t even noticed it’s there.

			Mr D meows and jumps down from the desk. He stands beside the rack and swishes his tail.

			It starts as a soft whisper, a voice inside me, spreading from my heart throughout my chest, until the words form clearly in my mind.

			You know you can help design the Spring Collection. You know you can do it. You know your designs can save the House of Bonafete. You were born to design. It’s your calling.

			I stand and walk over to the rack. My hand rests on the white sheet.

			‘You know you’re right when you feel it in your heart,’ I say.

			‘Feel what in your heart?’ says Cara.

			‘Maybe what you need is a new assistant designer who can give you some fresh ideas,’ I say.

			I take a deep breath and give my locket a little twist.

			‘I have something to show you,’ I say. ‘This is the work of a designer who wasn’t interviewed for the assistant designer position, but perhaps she should have been.’

			Ralph stands and looks straight at me. His eyes sparkle and he gives me the biggest smile.

			‘I agree,’ he says. ‘I totally agree.’

			‘If you think these designs will impress me, why didn’t I interview this designer when we were hiring?’

			‘It wasn’t the right time to show you her work,’ I say. ‘But it is now.’

			I pull the sheet away, revealing the finished pieces in my secret Spring and Tween ranges.

			At the front of the rack hangs the cream Chantilly lace ‘Garden Party’ dress, with an underlay of silk tulle. Behind it, the rose print fabric from a skirt peeks out. The rack is a cloud of milk whites, translucent vanillas and the pinky floral tones of cabbage roses and lilies.

			Cara rises slowly from the sofa and moves towards the rack. She runs the tips of her fingers down each garment, gently touching the delicate fabrics. She parts the hangers and I lift off the cream lace dress for her to see, spinning the garment on the hanger.

			‘Magnificent,’ she says, transfixed by the delicate lace.

			I replace the dress then swivel a floral skirt made of silk faille.[image: ] She works her way through each design, looking at the seam lines and the fall of the fabric. She turns up the hems, examining the finish.

			‘This,’ she says, her voice strong and certain, ‘this is the designer I want for my Spring Collection. Everything is here. What wonderful choice of fabric, excellent balance and proportion of design. The cut of the armholes and the shape of the necklines are so fluid. So beautiful. These designs are the essence of modern elegance. Oh, what fun,’ she cries when she sees the pink cargo pants.

			It’s too much for Ralph. He has to sit down.

			‘Why, these are children’s clothes. What a cute vest and denim jacket. I love this stitching here,’ she says, pointing to the jacket pocket. ‘Who is she?’ Cara turns to Ralph. ‘Where can I find this designer?’

			‘Well!’ says Ralph, grinning at me. ‘You’d better tell her.’

			‘Tell me what?’ says Cara.

			There’s a lump in my throat and for a moment I can’t speak. My mouth is as dry as sand.

			‘Well,’ I blurt out. ‘She’s, I mean, what I mean to say . . .’ I take a deep breath. ‘It’s me. I’m the designer and these are my designs.’

			If my heart was racing madly when I was standing behind the bathroom door at Il Forno, it’s nothing compared to how it feels now. Excitement, joy and a little fear tumble around inside me.

			Cara looks back at the faille skirt, touches the side seam then turns to me. Her eyes have turned to a glassy shimmer. A single tear slides down her right cheek and curves onto her top lip.

			‘Gemma, you designed all of these beautiful creations? And the children’s wear too? All of this wonderful work is yours?’

			‘Yes, it is. But I haven’t done this all by myself,’ I say. ‘Ralph asked me to create two small collections—a womenswear Spring Range and a Tween Range. Sort of like being in training for when I’m a real designer. I wanted to surprise you. I sketched the designs and did the production drawings. Gina cut and sewed the garments together. And you supplied the fabrics. Well, most of them.’

			‘Me!’ says Cara, and she throws back her head and laughs. ‘I thought these fabrics looked familiar.’

			‘I used leftover material from the rolls in the storeroom. The floral prints I bought from Miss Bonnie at the Recycled Clothing Bazaar, and the buttons from Vintage Bits & Buttons. When it comes to being creative, you can do a lot with a little,’ I say.

			Cara hugs me and I feel her chunky plastered arms across my back. It’s the best hug ever.

			‘You’re not angry?’ I say. ‘I mean, not telling you I was creating my own designs in secret?’

			‘Not at all!’ She takes my hands in hers with her fingertips. ‘You have a great creative talent and you’re not afraid to have a go at things, darling. I could never be angry at you for that.’ She leans close to my ear. ‘Besides, you remind me of someone I know very well,’ she adds, and she gives me a wink.

			‘Ralph, let’s open some champagne and something for Gemma. We’re celebrating.’

			Ralph flies to the small fridge beside the sofa and brings out the drinks and glasses. He smiles at Cara and raises two crystal flutes.

			‘Here’s to our Spring Collection and my new New Assistant Designer,’ Cara says.

			‘Holy snapping turtles! You mean it? You really mean it?’ I splutter. I clink glasses with Ralph, then he holds a glass to Cara’s lips as she takes a sip.

			‘Of course I mean it, darling. I always mean what I say.’

			‘But what about Carrie Charming and everything I heard tonight? What are we going to do?’

			‘Don’t worry about Carrie. She doesn’t realise she’s done us a huge favour,’ says Cara.

			‘A favour,’ I say. ‘What do you mean?’

			‘Knowledge is power. Now we know what Victor Cash and Carrie are up to. And they won’t get away with it.’

			‘Better still,’ says Ralph, ‘they don’t know we’re on to them.’

			‘I’d like you to dismiss Ms Charming straight away, Ralph. You’ll know what to say. Creative differences, that sort of thing,’ says Cara.

			‘I haven’t forgotten what you taught me a long time ago,’ he says. ‘Be slow to hire and quick to fire.’

			Cara turns to me and with a small wave of her plastered arm says, ‘And you and I have a Spring Collection to work on.’ She pauses. ‘I think it’s about time we added a Tween Range to the House of Bonafete. What do you say, darling?’

			I can hardly believe what Cara’s just said. This is the most wonderful day of my life. I throw my arms around my grandmother and we hug like never before.

			‘I can’t believe it,’ I say. ‘We’re going to make a kids’ range?’

			‘Absolutely,’ says Cara. ‘You’ve shown me that it’s time we did something new around here. And another thing, Gemma, you must be paid for working on the collection with me,’ she says. ‘As we’ve already included Ms Charming’s salary in our latest budget, that money will be banked for you. I’ll open the account in the morning. I think the “Rosebud Trust Fund” will do just nicely for your account name. What do you think?’

			For the second time today, I find it difficult to speak. ‘Does a trust account mean I can’t use the money until I’m eighteen?’ I ask.

			‘That’s correct,’ said Cara.

			‘Could we make the name of my account the “Rosebud and Mr D Trust Fund”?’ I ask.

			‘Of course you can, darling,’ says Cara, laughing until tears roll down her face. ‘In fact, I think that should be the name of your Tween Range,’ she adds. ‘“Rosebud and Mr D”.’

			‘Holy snapping turtles,’ I say. ‘That’s the perfect name.’

			I’m so excited for Mr D and me. I grab him and give him a mega cuddle. I wonder if this will be the first bank account in the world to have a cat paw print as a signature?
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			Ralph holds up his hand and the early-morning chatter in the pattern-making area stops instantly.

			‘I’ll get straight to the point,’ he says. ‘Ms Charming is no long working for the House of Bonafete. I won’t be going into the details. Suffice it to say, she’s gone.’

			‘Thank goodness,’ says Maria, tapping her forehead.

			‘What a relief,’ says Mrs Threadway.

			‘Cara will still be working from her apartment. It’s what she wants to do,’ explains Ralph. ‘She feels that, with Gemma helping out and her loyal staff, she can complete the Spring Collection without employing someone new.’

			‘I thought she would come to her senses,’ says Maria. ‘I said to myself there is no way, no way this Ms Charming will last.’

			‘One more thing,’ Ralph says, opening his diary and running his finger down the calendar, ‘we’re under a bit of pressure now, time-wise.’

			If there’s one thing I know about being a fashion designer, time and pressure are like a beetroot and peanut butter sandwich—never a good combination.

			‘How much pressure are you talking about?’ I say, holding my breath.

			‘Has everyone forgotten? We’re showing the Spring Collection five weeks next Wednesday,’ he says.

			Mrs Threadway sighs. ‘Goodness me, you’re right, Ralph, it’s only five weeks away!’ she says.

			‘Time has got away from us, I’m afraid,’ says Ralph. ‘Cara took longer than usual to work out the direction she wanted to take with this collection, and the fiasco with Ms Charming didn’t help. Besides, the ballroom at the Hotel Grand Imperial was booked months ago. We can’t change the date.’

			‘Could we hold the parade somewhere else, a week later, to give us a bit more time?’ I say.

			‘We’d never get the space we need. All the best locations are taken,’ says Ralph. ‘Every fashion house shows their ready-to-wear collection in the same week. We have no choice. We have to show in five weeks’ time.’

			Mr D sits on Maria’s pattern-making table, listening intently to the conversation. His tail brushes back and forth. He looks at me and flicks his whiskers. Like me, he knows we have a mega amount to do to have everything ready in time for Fashion Week.

			‘My cousin runs the production department for Lewis Chow,’ says Mrs Threadway. ‘He told me they started sewing their garments a week ago.’

			‘Oh no,’ I say under my breath. ‘If that fashion house is already sewing garments for their Spring Collection, then we’re really running late.’

			‘Yes, I’d heard they’d started,’ says Ralph. ‘And they’re showing in the main foyer of the Art Gallery. A most spectacular venue.’

			What next? I wonder.

			‘Does Cara have her range plan completed?’ Maria asks. ‘I want to start the pattern-making as soon as possible.’

			‘What about the fabrics and notions? Have they been ordered?’ says Mrs Threadway. ‘I need to know how intricate these designs will be. There won’t be time to train anyone up on new sewing techniques. I take it we’ll order from our usual supplier for our buttons, zips, hooks and eyes?’

			‘Cara’s working on the range plan,’ says Ralph. ‘And yes, we’ll be using our usual notions from our regular supplier.’

			‘Good,’ says Mrs Threadway.

			I jump from my stool and give a little cough. It’s a fake cough, but it’s effective. The room falls silent.

			‘Everyone will have the first of the production sketches on Monday morning,’ I say. ‘Then, Maria, you can start the pattern-making straight away. As soon as each sample is checked, Carlo can begin cutting the garments.’

			Mrs Threadway talks to Gina quietly while Maria writes something down. No one seems worried that I’m the one telling everyone what to do. Maybe it’s because I’ve been part of the team for so long.

			‘There’s one more thing,’ says Ralph. ‘Cara has decided to produce a Tween Range, for eight- to twelve-year-old kids. She’s very excited about the whole idea. It’s time the House of Bonafete did something new.’

			‘And she wants to show the Tween Range with the Spring Collection,’ I say.

			Maria claps her hands together.

			‘Oh, that’s wonderful,’ she says with a smile. ‘What will the label be called—“Bonafete Kids”?’

			‘No,’ I say, ‘the label will be called “Rosebud and Mr D”.’

			Maria, Mrs Threadway and Gina burst into applause.

			‘I love the name,’ says Gina.

			‘We only have to make the garments we need for the parade at this stage,’ I say. ‘We’re not starting full production for a while. It’s important we don’t get frazzled.’

			‘I agree,’ says Mrs Threadway.

			There’s another great word I love. Frazzled! It even sounds all fizzy and stirred up. I sometimes get frazzled, but Hannah and Mr D, never!

			Maria and Mrs Threadway turn back to their notebooks, and their pencils zigzag in unison down their pages.

			‘Well then, we’ll finish off the last of the winter styles today,’ says Mrs Threadway, ‘and then we’ll be ready to start on the Spring Collection first thing on Monday.’ She closes her notebook and loops her tape measure around Mr D’s neck. ‘You look like a pattern-maker already,’ she says to him.

			Mr D lifts his chin and stares at Maria. She removes the tape measure and straightens his bandana. He calmly drops to the floor and strolls into Cara’s office. Mr D sees himself more like a Managing Director. After all, he already has the initials ‘MD’ in his name.

			‘I think that’s Mr D’s way of saying this meeting is over,’ says Ralph. ‘Thank you, everyone. Now, I have a meeting with Cara. Don’t forget, Gem, she wants you there as well.’

			‘I’ll be there in a minute,’ I say.

			I think about the production drawings I want to have ready by Monday. I take a deep breath. Mr D and I are entering a Code Yellow situation and I know it—backup required. I’m bringing in support.

			I duck into the office and use Cara’s desk phone to call Hannah.

			‘We have a Code Yellow situation,’ I say in a low voice the moment she answers.

			‘Code Yellow,’ she repeats. ‘One second.’

			I know this will take more than one second while she checks with Tess, but I know what she means.

			‘All good,’ she says. ‘I can stay over. See you soon.’

			I look across at Mr D sitting on the black swivel chair in front of Cara’s antique desk.

			Hmm, I wonder how quickly I can teach Monsieur Dior to draw dresses?

			Cara’s swaying in her chair as I enter the dining room. At first I think she’s in some sort of pain, doubled over and leaning on the table, but she’s laughing so hard she can barely sit upright.

			‘It’s been wonderful talking to you, darling. Let’s Skype again soon. Goodbye, Louise, goodbye,’ she says.

			A woman with a chic blonde bob blows Cara a kiss as the screen turns blue.

			‘Skype! Go Cara,’ I say, making her jump.

			‘Isn’t it wonderful, this Skype thing?’ she says. ‘Kim has taught me so much already. Did you know I could have a conversation with two friends at the same time? I even Skyped Mr Bankmore this morning. So I really can work from our apartment.’

			‘Don’t start without me,’ Ralph calls, hurrying into the room. ‘I wouldn’t miss Gemma’s first meeting as new assistant designer for anything.’

			I go to take a seat next to Cara and she stops me. ‘You’re in charge of this design meeting. Sit at the head of the table.’

			The strange thing is, I’m not at all nervous. Especially with Mr D beside me.

			‘Let’s start with the Spring Collection,’ I say. ‘I love the styles from the sixties too, Cara, but we need to do something really different for this collection,’ I say. ‘We’re celebrating such a special occasion.’

			Cara sits forward and rests her elbows on the table.

			‘Well, my darling, let’s hear your ideas.’ She smiles.

			I open my journal to a double page of drawings. I see Cara’s eyes sparkle and a little smile forms in the corners of her mouth.

			‘I think we should call our Spring Collection “the Bloom Collection”—inspired by spring flowers,’ I say. ‘The House of Bonafete is blooming in a new direction with the Tween and Womenswear ranges.’

			‘I like the sound of this,’ says Cara. ‘Go on.’

			‘We could break the Spring Collection into three separate ranges, using floral prints, lace and plain fabrics.’

			‘How many designs in the whole collection?’ asks Ralph.

			‘Fifty-five styles,’ I say. ‘Fifteen day dresses, fifteen tops, five skirts, five pairs of pants, three jackets, two pairs of shorts and about ten special-occasion pieces.’

			‘Well, your numbers are right,’ Cara says, adjusting her diamanté-framed glasses on the tip of her nose. ‘Now, let’s see your designs.’

			I pull the designs I’ve been working on from the back of my journal. I’ve sketched the dresses on pale pink paper, skirts on pale blue, pants and shorts on the lemon and tops on pale green paper. It’s easier to see the different styles that way. I take Cara and Ralph through the whole ready-to-wear Spring Collection. I explain the cut of each garment and the different trims I’ve selected.

			‘Your designs are very streamlined. But I’d like to see a little more volume in these dress and skirt designs,’ says Cara. ‘And I agree with you, Gemma. This is a much better theme than my original idea.’

			‘And we can do a lot with a little,’ I say.

			‘What do you mean?’ asks Ralph.

			‘We don’t need to be making dress and skirt designs that use metres and metres of fabric. The designs in the Bloom Collection can be produced for a lot less. It’s all about how we use our resources.’

			‘You’re certainly going to be a big hit with Mr Bankmore,’ Cara says, laughing. ‘Anything that makes our business run well will make him happy.’

			‘Take these two jackets,’ I say, pointing to my illustrations. ‘One single stunning button is all that is needed for a centre front fastening. Not five buttons. It looks stylish and it will take less time to finish the garment. We can still offer the Bonafete customer glamour and style, but do it in a more economical way.’

			Finally, I’m able to use the word economical. I’ve been dying to drop that into a sentence ever since I heard Mr Lee use it in an art lesson. Forget the spelling part.

			‘I’m going to love working on this collection with you, darling,’ Cara says. ‘What a perfect way to celebrate my fiftieth anniversary in fashion.’ She gives me a dazzling smile. ‘Now, for your Tween Range,’ she continues. ‘Show me your designs for “Rosebud and Mr D”.’

			I lay out my sketches and go through the details of each style. I show Cara which designs Gina has already made up and which ones need to be finished.

			‘I love the reversible vest and the pocket detailing here and here,’ she says, pointing to the denim shorts. ‘And how many models will we need to show your Tween Range?’ she asks.

			‘Fourteen,’ I say. ‘Seven girls and seven boys.’

			Cara nods. ‘What did Maria say when you told her about the Tween Range?’ she asks.

			‘She’s excited. So are Mrs Threadway and Gina,’ I say.

			Ralph flips open his diary. ‘Now,’ he says, ‘let me see. I’ll tee up appointments with our fabric suppliers. We’ll need to choose and order all the fabrics for the collection.’

			‘The last thing you want,’ says Cara, ‘is to produce a style that everyone loves, and find the fabric can’t be supplied. It’s every designer’s worst nightmare. Years ago, I designed a hot-pink mini dress with batwing sleeves. Customers went crazy over that dress. We sold out in two days. I could have sold one hundred more just like it, except I couldn’t get any more of that particular fabric. I’m telling you, darling, I cried for a week over those lost sales.’

			‘Hmm,’ says Ralph. ‘Next week, you’ll be finishing off the production drawings and I already have a full week. We’ll go the following week.’

			I hear the clock in the lounge room strike midday. It can’t be twelve o’clock already. There’s no way we’ve been talking for two hours.

			‘I’d better get started on the production drawings,’ I say.

			‘Where are you going to work?’ asks Ralph.

			‘You need to be in the design area, Gemma,’ says Cara. ‘So you’re close to the pattern-making and machinists. Move into my office. Work from there.’

			‘Won’t everyone think it’s a bit strange, me in your office?’ I say.

			‘Why?’ says Cara, arching her eyebrow. ‘I’m working in the apartment. What are we calling it again . . . creative isolation?’ she says. ‘And you’re assisting me. Of course you should be in my office.’

			‘To be honest,’ says Ralph, ‘I think Maria, Mrs Threadway and Gina will be relieved to see you there.’

			‘Ralph, please move my things back into my office,’ says Cara. ‘I hope you’ll be happy working there,’ she says to me.

			My hand finds my lucky locket and I swivel the silver heart.

			‘I know I will be,’ I say, ‘and so will Mr D.’
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			By the time Ralph’s finished arranging the books and magazines, Cara’s office looks like it always does. Organised chaos. Bolts[image: ] of fabric stand in the corner. I drape Cara’s black cashmere wrap over the swivel chair for luck. The room even smells like Cara—a heavy mix of gardenia and sandalwood. It’s as if Ms Charming was never here.

			The clock above Maria’s table says 5.10 pm. The pattern-makers and machinists have left. Mr D makes himself at home on the sofa under the window. I plonk my pencils and pile of drawings on the desktop and sink into the chair. I can never understand how anyone can sit in a swivel chair and not want to spin around and around. I’ve noticed Ms Counterman is not a spinner. Mr Bankmore definitely isn’t.

			I write the specification notes on the production drawings for the three-quarter pants. Topstitching to pocket edge and outside leg seam / Centre front metal zip with classic fly front finish / Press stud centre front fastening. It’s no different from a cake recipe. Do this here, do that there, add a bit of this. Maria and her team will make the patterns for each style. Carlo will lay up the fabric and cut out the pattern pieces. Mrs Threadway and her machinists will sew the garments together. It all comes down to teamwork.

			‘Here are the copies of the skirts. Five of each,’ says Hannah, handing me the production drawings.

			‘And there are some more pants styles,’ I say. I always have trouble using the scanner in Ralph’s office, but Hannah knows what she’s doing.

			‘No worries,’ she says, taking the finished drawings.

			‘Thanks for helping me,’ I say.

			‘That was perfect timing,’ says Hannah. ‘Mum and I were restocking the flower tubs when you called saying we had a Code Yellow situation. I’d much rather help you and have a sleepover than listen to Mum talk about flower arranging for two hours. She’s running one of those “find-your-inner-florist” workshops tonight.’

			‘Well, I think your mum’s shop is amazing. It was seeing all those tubs of beautiful flowers in there—roses, lilies and peonies—that inspired my ideas for the Spring Collection.’

			‘Well, I guess the giant arrangements she does are pretty spectacular,’ Hannah says.

			‘Is Ralph still on the phone?’ I say.

			‘Nope, he’s gone to pick up pizza for dinner,’ she says, and disappears to scan and make some more copies.

			Mr D jumps onto the desk as I check my list of production drawings.

			‘Ten designs completed already, Mr D. That’s plenty for Maria to start with on Monday,’ I say.

			Hannah marches back into the office and places a couple more folders neatly on the desk.

			‘I’ve labelled each folder with a name and checked that each drawing has a style number, like you said,’ she says. ‘Running a fashion house is a bit like running a hospital.’

			‘Do you really think so?’ I say.

			‘You’ll use fabric and I’ll use bandages,’ says Hannah. ‘And we’ll both make people feel better with what we do.’

			Mr D flicks his fluffy tail then starts to purr.

			‘He agrees,’ I say.
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			We smell the aroma of ham and pineapple before Ralph reaches Cara’s office.

			‘Clear the decks. Pizza and garlic bread, incoming,’ he says.

			Stretchy mozzarella cheese sticks to my fingers as I taste my delicious first slice.

			‘Thanks for the pizza,’ says Hannah.

			‘Yeah. Thanks, Ralph,’ I add.

			‘You’re most welcome,’ he says as he passes the napkins.

			‘What did you say to Carrie when you sacked her?’ I say. ‘Was she angry?’ I lick the gooey cheese off my fingers.

			‘I phoned her and said that Cara didn’t feel they were on the same page, creatively speaking,’ says Ralph.

			‘Holy snapping turtles,’ I blurt out. ‘I bet she didn’t like that!’

			‘It was hard to tell. She’s a very cool customer, as we know. To be honest, I think she was relieved. We know she wasn’t here to be a designer.’

			‘No, just a spy,’ I say, passing Hannah some crunchy garlic bread. ‘For one thing, she must still think we’re going with the 1960s theme for the collection,’ I say, wolfing down the bread. ‘And she thinks we’re using black and white for most of the range.’

			‘What she really wanted to find out was what shape the business was in and who our main suppliers were,’ says Ralph. ‘If what Gemma overheard is true, she’s hoping our Spring Collection will be a flop so we’d be forced to sell the building—and then she and Victor Cash would swoop in and buy it.’

			‘Well, I hate to disappoint you, Ms Charming,’ I say. ‘That simply won’t be happening.’

			‘How’s your work on the production drawings going?’ asks Ralph.

			‘It doesn’t even feel like work. More like fun,’ I say. ‘I’m going to get started again first thing in the morning. It doesn’t matter that’s it’s Saturday.’

			‘Slight problem,’ says Hannah.

			‘What kind of slight problem?’ I say.

			‘Well, I have a surprise for us tomorrow morning.’

			‘What sort of surprise?’ I say.

			‘You’ll have to wait and see. It wouldn’t be a surprise if I told you,’ she says.

			‘Are we taking Mr D?’ I ask.

			Hannah starts to laugh and pushes pizza back into her mouth.

			‘Definitely not,’ she says.
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			I’ve been awake since 6.03 am, wondering what today’s surprise could be. There’s no way Mr D is getting up early on a Saturday. He snuggles down under my bed covers. His pink nose and whiskers stick out from under the doona. As soon as Hannah and I are dressed we rush to the kitchen. Kim is cooking something on the stove.

			‘So, Hannah,’ says Kim, ‘she still doesn’t know what you’re doing this morning?’

			‘Not a clue,’ says Hannah.

			‘You know I don’t like secrets unless I’m in on them,’ I say.

			I pester Hannah all through breakfast but she won’t give me the tiniest clue.

			Then the phone rings and Kim answers it. ‘That was your mum, Hannah,’ she says as she replaces the phone. ‘She’s waiting downstairs.’

			‘Come on,’ Hannah says, jumping up. ‘We have to go.’

			‘Have fun,’ Kim calls as we bolt for the lift.
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			Hannah and I leave our jackets in Tess’s car and race across Celebration Park towards the fountain.

			‘I’m going to get a coffee,’ Tess calls. ‘I’ll be over in a minute.’

			‘Why are we here?’ I ask Hannah.

			‘You’ll soon find out.’ She smiles. Up ahead I see a boy circling the fountain on his skateboard.

			‘Hey, isn’t that Ted?’ I say.

			‘Ted,’ Hannah yells and waves.

			He glides towards us.

			‘Hi,’ we both say.

			‘Welcome to Ted’s Skateboard School,’ he says, pointing to two more skateboards leaning against a bench.

			‘This is the surprise,’ says Hannah, turning to me with a huge grin. ‘Ted’s going to give us a proper skateboard lesson. What do you think?’

			I jump up and down, squealing. Best surprise ever! When I’ve calmed down, I say to Ted, ‘So, how many customers has Ted’s Skateboard School had?’

			‘None. You’re the first,’ he laughs. ‘I brought some safety gear,’ he adds, pointing. Ted’s dad is sitting on a bench nearby sorting through a big bag of gear. He catches sight of us and waves us over.

			‘Hi, girls. Here you go,’ he says, passing us helmets, knee pads, elbow and wrist protectors. ‘I’ll be right here if you need me. Take it easy.’

			‘Okay, follow me,’ says Ted.

			I grab Hannah by the arm. ‘Do you really think this is a good idea? I mean, if Cara can break her wrists tripping on a fluffy rug, I might break my arms trying to ride a skateboard.’

			‘Look, we’re beginners and Ted knows that. He’ll show us what we need to practise to get started. Everyone has to start somewhere,’ says Hannah.

			‘You’re right,’ I say. ‘Thank you for this surprise! You’re the best friend I’ve ever had. But no laughing when I fall off,’ I add under my breath.

			‘Of course I’ll be laughing. And you will be too when it’s me on the ground.’
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			Mrs Threadway sorts through some bolts of fabric beside her desk.

			‘Where is that printed silk?’ she says out loud. ‘I put it here at the beginning of the week.’

			Ralph and Amanda come around the corner carrying garments from the Winter Range.

			‘Have either of you seen a roll of printed silk by any chance?’ asks Mrs Threadway. ‘White background with yellow roses on it.’

			‘Not me, sorry,’ says Amanda.

			‘Nor me,’ says Ralph as they continue towards the stockroom.

			Mrs Threadway looks at Hannah and me. We don’t wait to be asked.

			‘No,’ we say at the same time.

			‘I didn’t even know we had that fabric,’ I say.

			‘Well, it’s one Cara ordered. She wants it sampled right away,’ says Mrs Threadway.

			I go back to calling out the garment style numbers while Hannah ticks them off the production sheet.

			‘I have to find that roll. We’re supposed to be cutting it this morning and Carlo has been asking for it,’ says Mrs Threadway.

			Mrs Threadway’s desk phone rings and she answers quickly. ‘Production, Mrs Threadway,’ she says. She listens then taps her notebook with her pencil and pulls the phone away from her ear.

			We can hear Carlo’s voice loud and clear.

			‘Yes, I know it’s Thursday and this fabric is on your cutting schedule. No, I’m not suggesting someone from your team misplaced the roll,’ says Mrs Threadway. ‘But this is the third time this week that fabric has turned up in the wrong place.’

			Hannah gives me one of her funny looks. I do the same.

			‘Carlo, please send the garment up as soon as it’s been cut,’ she says. ‘I’d like Gina to start sewing it today.’ Mrs Threadway ends the call and rests her elbows on her desk, clasping her hands together.

			‘Has the roll of fabric turned up?’ I ask.

			‘Yes, in the lunchroom of all places. And two rolls are still missing,’ she says as she waves us closer. ‘This never happens,’ she adds in a whisper. ‘Keep your eyes open, girls. Let me know if you see anything . . .’

			‘Dodgy?’ Hannah and I whisper back.

			‘Yes, exactly,’ she says with a nod. ‘Anything dodgy.’

			As soon as the lift door closes I say to Hannah, ‘Are you thinking what I’m thinking?’

			‘If you’re thinking that someone might be deliberately hiding the fabric or maybe planning on stealing it, then yes,’ she says.

			I nod. ‘Let’s do a bit of snooping when everyone goes home today,’ I say. ‘We’ll have to include you know who. He loves a bit of snooping.’

			Hannah and I gather up all the drawings and head to the dining room.

			‘Lucky you have a big dining room table,’ says Hannah as we spread the drawings out.

			‘That looks good,’ I say, pairing each illustration with its matching production drawing. ‘You can come in now,’ I shout. ‘We’re ready.’

			Cara and Ralph circle the long table, stopping here and there to pick up an illustration or study a production sketch.

			‘It’s lovely to see the whole collection displayed this way,’ says Ralph.

			‘You’ve done the most marvellous job, darling,’ says Cara. ‘And Hannah, the design folders you put together for the team are so well organised. They’re a real improvement.’

			‘It was fun,’ says Hannah.

			Cara spreads her arms wide.

			‘Come and let me give you both a hug.’

			‘So, you’re happy for these illustrations to go up on your office wall first thing in the morning?’ Ralph asks Cara.

			‘I certainly am,’ says Cara. ‘I couldn’t have done this without you, Rosebud,’ she says.

			‘You’d better sign the bottom of each design so Maria knows you’ve approved them,’ I say.

			I grab a chair for Cara. She sits at the table and balances a pencil between her thumb and fingers and makes a squiggle on the corner of one of the drawings.

			‘That should do the trick,’ she says as she moves to sign the next designs. ‘Who’d ever think my wrists were in plaster?’

			‘Absolutely no one,’ I say.
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			Cara and Kim are watching a movie. Hannah and I can hear violins.

			‘Romantic comedy,’ she says and rolls her eyes.

			Hannah likes scary movies. Mr D and I keep our eyes closed in the really scary bits.

			We take the lift down to the studio. We’re dressed in black clothes and carrying torches. Even Mr D is wearing his black bandana. If you’re snooping around, you need to try to be as inconspicuous as possible. Inconspicuous is my latest favourite word.

			‘Are you sure everyone’s gone home?’ Hannah asks, putting the torch under her chin and pulling a face. ‘What if we run into somebody?’

			‘It’s eight o’clock at night. Everyone’s gone home,’ I say, flicking my torch on and off. ‘And if we see Joe, our security guard, we’ll tell him the truth. That we’re on a top-secret mission. He’ll think we’re playing some sort of game.’

			Carrying a torch is a bit tricky for Mr D, so I clip a glow stick around his neck. A blue halo shines around his head. The studio is quiet and cold as we creep past the pattern-making tables. The area is partially lit by the light of the exit signs.

			‘Let’s go this way,’ I whisper, pointing towards the stairs.

			Mr D trots ahead and we follow the glow that surrounds him.

			‘Keep your eyes peeled,’ I whisper.

			‘What for exactly?’ says Hannah.

			‘Anything suspicious.’ I can’t help giggling.

			‘Why are we whispering?’ says Hannah.

			‘I don’t know. It just feels like a whispering kind of situation,’ I say. ‘Besides, when you’re snooping around, you want to make as little noise as possible.’

			When we reach the bottom of the stairs, we shine our torches around the cutting room.

			‘Nothing here,’ I say.

			‘You go down that side,’ says Hannah, ‘and I’ll go down this one.’

			We creep down the length of the cutting tables, looking for anything out of place.

			‘Find anything?’ says Hannah.

			‘It all looks normal to me,’ I say as I slide the beam of light along the floor.

			‘Let’s look in the lunchroom then get out of here. These long tables look creepy at night,’ whispers Hannah.

			In the lunchroom, I open the freezer and shine my torch inside.

			‘Raspberry or chocolate?’ I say, shuffling around the boxes of ice-creams.

			‘Raspberry,’ says Hannah.

			We remove the wrappers and I break off a tiny piece for Mr D. Raspberry’s his favourite.

			‘Listen to how creaky these stairs are,’ I say as we head back up to the design area. ‘I’ve never noticed that before.’

			We pass Gina’s sewing machine and Hannah jumps, gripping my arm.

			‘What’s that over there?’ she says.

			The light from the exit sign throws an eerie shade of green over the mannequins. They look like a group of people hiding in the corner.

			‘It’s just the mannequins,’ I say. ‘You’re really jumpy for a snoop.’

			We flash our torches under the sewing machines and steaming irons and between the racks of cardboard patterns.

			‘Zilch,’ I say.

			‘Let’s check out the stockroom,’ says Hannah, ‘then go back. I must admit, it’s spooky down here at night.’

			The stockroom door squeaks as I push it open. We stare into the darkened room. Mr D dashes inside, and we follow the blue glow as he runs up and down the rows of racks where finished dresses, pants and jackets are hanging.

			‘I don’t think there’s anything dodgy in here,’ says Hannah as we finish our ice-creams.

			‘Me either,’ I say. ‘Come on. Our snooping night is over. Let’s go.’

			‘Where’s Mr D?’ says Hannah, searching the floor with her torch. ‘I can’t see his glow anywhere.’

			‘Come on, Mr D,’ I say. ‘Stop mucking around. We’re leaving.’

			We crouch down and swirl our torches under the hems of the garments.

			‘Mr D, where are you?’ I demand. ‘It’s time to go.’

			‘Meow, meow,’ he calls.

			‘That way,’ says Hannah, shining her torch to the right.

			He meows again. We hurry down the row towards the back of the room.

			A blue light glows from behind a rack of dresses.

			‘What are you doing sitting there?’ I say as we push the dresses apart. Then I see what Mr D has found. ‘No way!’ I say softly. Two rolls of fabric are propped up in the corner. ‘That’s the missing fabric. But how did it get here? Amanda is in charge of the stockroom—do you think she hid it here?’

			‘Let’s not jump to conclusions,’ says Hannah. ‘Maybe Amanda doesn’t even know the rolls are there. Anyone could have hidden them in here.’

			‘That’s true. We shouldn’t blame anyone until we know all the facts,’ I say.

			I turn the rolls around and read the delivery tags.

			‘This is definitely the silk Mrs Threadway was looking for,’ I say.

			‘Leave the rolls where they are,’ says Hannah. ‘We could be tampering with evidence.’

			‘You’re right,’ I say. ‘Mr D might have found the crime scene. We’ll tell Mrs Threadway in the morning. She’ll know what to do.’ I scoop Mr D up in my arms. ‘I picked the right colour glow stick for Mr D,’ I add.

			‘Code Blue,’ says Hannah.

			‘Exactly,’ I say. ‘You can’t get a more extremely serious situation than missing fabric in a fashion house. Now, let’s get out of here. That’s enough snooping for one night. The movie will be almost over and Cara will be wondering where we are.’
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			I’m lucky to have a best friend who likes to get up early, like me. As soon as we’ve had breakfast, the three of us go straight to the studio area to find Mrs Threadway, Gina, Ralph and Maria in Cara’s office.

			‘Good morning, Gem, Hannah,’ says Ralph, giving Mr D’s neck a rub. ‘Doesn’t the collection look wonderful? I came in early today. I couldn’t wait to see the whole collection up on the wall.’

			Most of the wall is covered in the designs for the ready-to-wear Spring Collection. The designs for the Tween Range fit neatly at the end.

			Maria studies the drawings and clasps her hands. ‘This collection is Cara’s best ever,’ she says. ‘It looks so fresh, so new.’

			‘And what about the Tween Range?’ says Gina. ‘It’s amazing. They look just like the clothes you love, Gemma.’

			One by one everyone leaves Cara’s office to start work.

			‘Quick,’ Hannah whispers, giving me a small shove. ‘Catch Mrs T before she goes.’

			‘Mrs Threadway,’ I say as she reaches the door. I launch in. ‘There’s something we need to tell you. Well, last night, Hannah, Mr D and I were . . . um . . . having a bit of a snoop around the design room and downstairs in the cutting area—’

			‘I see,’ she says, trying hard to hide her grin. ‘What kid doesn’t like a bit of a snoop around from time to time?’ She gives us a wink. But there’s no point in me trying to wink back. I just can’t do it.

			‘Well, the thing is,’ I say, lowering my voice, ‘we found two rolls of fabric in the corner of the stockroom. I think they’re the rolls you’ve been looking for. It looked like they’d been hidden there, on purpose.’

			Mrs Threadway bends down and whispers in my ear. ‘Show me exactly where they are.’

			When the three of us enter the stockroom, Amanda isn’t there. We hurry down a row of jackets and skirts to where the dresses hang. I push the garments apart.

			‘Are these the missing rolls?’ I ask.

			‘They certainly are,’ she says, reaching over and tucking them under her arm. ‘How in the world did they get here?’

			As we retrace our steps to the door, Amanda rounds the corner carrying a large box of tissue paper. She smiles and says, ‘Can I help you with something?’

			‘I’m just wondering how these two rolls of fabric came to be in the back corner of the stockroom?’ says Mrs Threadway. ‘We looked everywhere for them!’

			Amanda’s eyes widen in surprise. ‘What are you talking about?’ she says. ‘Fabric isn’t kept in here. I’ve never seen those rolls before.’

			There’s an awkward silence until Mr D meows. Then Amanda drops the box and bursts into tears.

			‘If you found those rolls in the corner, they weren’t put there by me,’ she cries. ‘I didn’t have anything to do with this.’ She covers her face with her hands. Tears pour down her face. ‘Now can you see why I like to lock the stockroom when I’m not here?’ she sobs.

			Mrs Threadway offloads the rolls to me and puts her arm around Amanda’s shoulder.

			‘There, there,’ she says. ‘We’ll sort this out. I’m sure there’s an explanation. The main thing is, the fabrics have been found and I know you’re not to blame. Let’s go and have a cup of tea together.’

			‘Poor Amanda,’ says Hannah as Mrs Threadway and Amanda head for the stairs. ‘If she was the one trying to take the fabric, she wouldn’t have hidden it in the stockroom where she works, would she? See, I told you, Gemma, it’s not good to jump to conclusions.’

			‘You’re right,’ I reply. ‘But this means we’re no closer to solving this mystery.’
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			Flower Power pulls up right on 8 am at the front of our building the next morning. Tess waves from the driver’s seat as Hannah and I give each other a fist-bump goodbye.

			‘Enjoy your camping trip,’ I say.

			We do our under-the-chin four-fingers wiggle wave as Tess pulls away from the kerb. Then I head straight to Cara’s office. I don’t have to check the production packs. Hannah has coordinated all the paperwork perfectly, like a doctor in charge of a busy hospital ward.

			Maria and Mrs Threadway arrive with their coffees and hang their coats on a rack. The three of us sit at Maria’s table and go over the designs, starting with the dresses.

			‘Wonderful designs.’ Mrs Threadway smiles. ‘And look at the beautiful flow of this line. My machinists will be delighted.’

			Maria studies the specification on the first page, then turns to the next. I’m not quite sure if her silence is good or bad. She turns to the next page and the next. She chuckles a little and removes her glasses.

			‘These designs are a dream come true,’ she says. ‘Retro 1960s—goodness me, what was Cara thinking? For a while there, I thought she must have banged her head against something. But all of these beautiful floral prints and colours—magnificent!’

			‘I think this is the best collection she’s done in years,’ says Mrs Threadway. ‘Isn’t it lovely to see so much colour?’

			‘I totally agree,’ says Maria. ‘Look at the flow of these designs. It’s music to my eyes.’

			Isn’t that meant to be music to my ears?

			‘Yes, music to my eyes, absolutely,’ she says.

			Apparently not, according to Maria.

			Ralph rounds the corner. ‘Isn’t the collection exciting?’ he says.

			‘When you see Cara, tell her Mrs Threadway and I are thrilled,’ says Maria. ‘Maybe this creative isolation thing is just what she needed, after all.’

			‘Possibly,’ he says, turning to me. ‘Now, you and I need to get going. We need to finalise the fabric order.’
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			The assistant at the fabric wholesaler unfurls the roll of silk satin[image: ]. Vibrant hot-pink and pale-pink cabbage roses cascade along the table. I run my hand down the edge of the soft fabric, feeling the tautness of the weave.

			Ralph and I have some signals for selecting fabrics. A tilt of my head is a yes, a finger on my cheek with a ‘hmm’ is a no. I fold my arms for a let’s leave it for now. It’s best I stay undercover. Who knows what people would say if they knew a ten-year-old girl was a designer for the House of Bonafete?

			‘It also comes in lemon and mint,’ she says, ‘with the same vanilla background as the pink roses. Mr Kelsey designed this fabric himself.’

			I tilt my head to the right.

			‘It’s perfect,’ says Ralph. ‘We’ll take both the pink and the lemon.’

			The assistant hands me a sample piece of each fabric. Ralph records the price per metre and fabric style code. I take out the production drawings from my journal and write the words pink roses/lemon roses next to three dress styles, two skirts and two tops.

			‘Helping out in your holidays, are you?’ the assistant asks, with genuine friendliness.

			‘Just for today,’ I say, not wanting to give too much away.

			‘We’ll order five hundred metres of both, if you have it in stock,’ Ralph says.

			She checks the computer screen.

			‘Yes, it’s in stock. You’ve bought our total consignment,’ she says, rolling up the silk sample.

			‘Could I see your laces and your stretch cotton range, please?’ Ralph asks. He knows I can’t wait to see the selection.

			The assistant hurries to the other side of the showroom to where rolls of lace are kept in a huge glass cabinet. I whisper to Ralph, ‘Why did you order the whole five hundred metres? What if the floral designs don’t sell?’

			‘That fabric is going to walk out the door. Trust me. And buying the lot means no other designer can use it in their collection,’ he says.

			I select two laces with floral patterns and three stretch cottons, all with the tilt of my head. It’s a no to the rayon and linen blends and a yes to the lightweight faille, crepe and silk chiffon[image: ] in dreamy creams and milky whites. Ralph confirms the delivery date for the fabrics.

			As the old lift rattles down to the ground floor I study the laces on my boots.

			‘Where are we going next?’ I ask.

			‘Jackson’s Fabrics,’ Ralph replies. ‘There’s also an interesting supplier called Stamp & Thompson that we should visit. They specialise in stretch fabrics.’

			‘That sort of fabric will be perfect for my Tween Range. Kids need clothes that are easy to move around in,’ I say.

			‘My thoughts exactly. They’re just around the corner. We’ll go there on the way to Jackson’s.’

			The lift doors open on the ground floor. Ralph and I are almost knocked over by a young man who races towards us carrying two large rolls of material.

			‘Oh, I’m sorry. Excuse me,’ says Ralph, pivoting sideways and escaping a fall. I duck under the bolts of fabric and turn back to see the man’s face. He looks vaguely familiar.

			The young man charges into the lift and frantically taps the buttons. The doors clang closed.

			‘Someone’s in a rush,’ says Ralph, rearranging the folder under his arm as we walk towards the exit.

			We pace along the street and I think about the near collision at the lift. I hold my journal to my chest and it forms a windbreak as we cross the street.

			‘You know that man who nearly crashed into us just now?’ I say to Ralph. ‘I’m sure I’ve seen him before.’ I play the scene over in my head. Where had I seen him?

			‘Don’t know him. I didn’t get a good look, though,’ says Ralph, pushing open the door to Stamp & Thompson. ‘Now, let’s see what treasures we can find in here!’
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			After three days of going from one fabric supplier to the next with Ralph, I’m happy to be back in Cara’s office. It’s weird, but I just can’t bring myself to call it my office. Besides, as far as everyone here’s concerned, I’m only helping out.

			Gina rolls a rack of sample garments over to Maria’s table and returns to her machine. One of the steam-iron workers hits a high note as he sings along to a song on the radio. Mrs Threadway checks a calico sample[image: ] Gina is sewing then disappears towards dispatch. The House of Bonafete is in full swing on this chilly Tuesday morning.

			I fill the blank wall in Cara’s office with all the completed illustrations and production drawings for the Spring Collection. By the time I’ve finished pinning all the fabric swatches to every design, the wall resembles a field of flowers in springtime: a canvas of floral prints and soft spring tones spreads from the floor almost to the ceiling.

			I’m admiring the look of the Chantilly range when I see Carlo striding through the pattern-making area. He’s headed my way carrying a pattern hook full of pattern pieces. But instead of coming to Cara’s office, he stops abruptly and flicks the patterns onto Maria’s table.

			‘Please, Maria, I ask you,’ I hear him say. ‘Check your patterns correctly before you send them to me.’ He unhooks the pattern pieces and spreads them in front of Maria.

			This is not the time for me to leave Cara’s office. I’ve heard about these classic Carlo-versus-Maria episodes. Mr D and I watch the story unfold from behind the plate glass window.

			‘What do you mean?’ she says. ‘What’s wrong?’

			‘I laid up the white faille for the “High Tea” dress yesterday,’ he says, one hand on his hip and the other forming circles in mid-air. ‘I asked one of my junior cutters to make up the pattern plan. You know we’ve begun cutting some of the collection, don’t you?’

			‘Of course I know.’ She places both palms on the table and pulls her shoulders back.

			‘He was just about to cut the fabric when I noticed that two pattern pieces were missing. The entire cut could have been ruined.’

			‘I am certain that every pattern piece was on that hook when I sent it to you,’ she says. ‘Look here. One of nine, two of nine, three of nine,’ she says. ‘I’ve signed off on each piece. Your junior obviously needs more training, Carlo.’

			‘There weren’t nine pattern pieces on this hook. Perhaps you miscounted, Maria?’ says Carlo.

			‘Miscounted! Are you telling me I don’t know how to do my job? How you dare, Carlo, how you dare!’ Maria slaps the pattern-making table and snatches up the pattern pieces. ‘My guess is your junior threw out the missing pieces by mistake. I can clearly see that the side front and side back bodice pieces are not here. I’ll remake the pieces and bring this pattern down myself.’

			‘As soon as possible, please, Maria. We should have cut the dress by now. I need the cutting table space to sample the skirts,’ he says, turning on his heels and marching away.

			No sooner has Carlo left than he’s back again, carrying some more pattern hooks.

			‘Two skirts missing their waistbands and one top missing the entire front section. What is going on, Maria?’ he says, shaking the patterns on their hooks. ‘Test my patience, that’s what you do! Always testing my patience.’

			‘This is not my fault, Carlo,’ she growls, pulling the patterns away. ‘I’m sure they were complete when I sent them down!’

			I’ve never seen Maria this angry. Mr D sits back on his hind legs and meows.

			‘I agree,’ I whisper in his ear. ‘Let’s stay out of this one.’

			‘Do you have any idea how busy we are in the cutting room?’ Carlo shouts, pointing his finger.

			‘Enough. Enough,’ says Maria, holding up both her hands. ‘Believe me, Carlo, I do not know who’s tampering with my patterns, but I intend to find out.’

			‘Well,’ he says, stepping away from the pattern-making table. ‘Thank you, Maria. I would appreciate that.’ He walks away looking a little calmer.

			Thank goodness I can exit through another door. I can see that Maria’s upset. I know how much she prides herself on her work. Now is not the time to discuss the fit of the ‘Magnolia Skirt’ or the ‘Floral Wrap Dress’.[image: ] With my Design Journal under my arm, I glide from Cara’s office and down the corridor to see Ralph.

			‘That’s good timing,’ he says as I tap on his open door. ‘I was about to come looking for you.’

			‘I’m glad you didn’t,’ I say.

			‘Why?’ he asks. ‘Is everything okay?’

			‘The weirdest thing just happened. Carlo and Maria had a big argument,’ I say. ‘Super big!’

			‘That’s not so weird,’ says Ralph, smiling. ‘They usually have at least one big blow-up when they’re working on a collection.’

			‘Carlo said some pattern pieces were missing. I know Maria always triple-checks her patterns before she sends them to be cut,’ I say. ‘Plus it wasn’t just one piece, it was a few. I think it’s really strange.’

			‘When people have a lot on their mind, they can make mistakes,’ says Ralph. ‘I’m sure they’ll sort it out. They always do.’

			Ralph pulls pink tissue paper from the top of a large box.

			‘Now, have a look at these little beauties,’ he says. He holds up a lilac clutch bag.

			‘Wow, are these our new handbags?’ I ask, tossing a toffee-coloured cross-body bag over my shoulder. ‘I love the tassels.’

			‘Yes, I went a bit crazy with the whole buckle and tassel look for this range,’ he says. ‘And before you start playing dress-ups with my samples, you and I are due at a production meeting with Cara and Mr Bankmore, right now.’
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			I’m sitting in Mr Bankmore’s office when I realise something I wasn’t expecting. Not only do I like listening to Mr Bankmore explain the monthly profit-and-loss statements, showing us how much money the business is making and spending, I totally understand what he’s talking about. Numbers are so honest, so straightforward. Not at all like spelling, which trips me up at every turn.

			‘This brings me to my cost projections for the Spring Collection,’ he says, handing Cara, Ralph and me each a sheet filled with columns and numbers.

			‘I’m happy to report that the cost of producing the garments for the parade has come in under budget,’ he says with a smile. ‘Whose idea was it to choose the wider fabric widths?’ he asks. ‘We’ve reduced our fabric cost by twenty per cent.’

			I waste no time in explaining my decision.

			‘As you all know, fabric comes in various widths,’ I say. ‘The narrower the fabric, the more it takes to make a garment. I made sure I chose wide fabric for the collection. That way we used a lot less material.’

			Cara leans over and pats my arm. ‘Well done, Gemma. Well done. A talented designer and a head for business.’

			‘You can do a lot with a little, when you try,’ I say.

			‘The proof’s in the accounts,’ says Mr Bankmore, circling two numbers at the bottom of his page. ‘Even our expenditure on buttons is down.’

			I’m pretty sure Mr Bankmore just smiled.

			‘What’s happening with the Tween Range?’ asks Cara. ‘Any progress on the designs?’

			I pull some sketches from my journal and spread them across the table.

			‘I put these designs up on the wall in your office,’ I say. ‘I think girls and boys will like these colours—red, yellow, purple and blue.’

			‘That’s a lovely shade of blue,’ says Cara.

			‘And we’re using fabrics with lots of stretch. Kids need clothes they can move in easily.’

			Cara turns to face Mr Bankmore.

			‘I want the Tween Range to be shown straight after the Spring Collection,’ she says.

			‘How will that work?’ says Mr Bankmore. ‘Womenswear and Tweens on the same runway?’

			‘I think it will work wonderfully,’ says Cara. ‘Something different. Says we’re not afraid to shake things up a bit here at the House of Bonafete.’

			‘All right then,’ says Mr Bankmore, making a note. ‘If that’s everything, let’s meet next week and finalise the expenditure on hair, makeup and models. If we keep going this way,’ he chuckles, ‘why, we might be making a profit sooner than we think.’ Gathering up his things, he whistles as he heads for the lift.

			A smile, a chuckle and a whistle from Mr Bankmore, all in one day. Life is full of surprises.
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			The line for takeaway coffee at Bella Aroma is out the door and down the street this morning. Tony points to a single free table at the back of the café, and Ralph and I place our usual order and grab our seats. It’s a treat to be ducking out for morning tea when we’re so busy at Bonafete.

			Hannah will be here at any moment. I haven’t seen her since she went camping on Monday. Now she’s back and staying with me for the whole weekend.

			I see Ted behind the counter and wave, and he weaves his way to our table. Ralph is nodding, engrossed in his phone call. I notice Ted’s sneakers straight away.

			‘Hey, they look amazing,’ I say, admiring the black stitching detail.

			‘Isaac came over yesterday and we finished them off,’ he says.

			The moment I see Hannah, I jump up and give her a hug. Ted, Hannah and I fist-bump. We decided it was time to include Ted in our little ritual.

			Hannah and I squash onto the same seat and share my chocolate croissant.

			‘What have you guys been up to?’ says Ted.

			‘Oh, not much,’ I say. ‘Hanging out in the design room. Helping where I can. That sort of thing.’

			‘Where have you been?’ Ted asks Hannah.

			‘Camping,’ she says. ‘In the cold, in the rain, and in a tent with a giant hole.’

			Ted and I try not to laugh.

			‘It’s not funny,’ she says, tossing down her napkin. ‘Well, you two can snigger, but seeing as I took my sewing gear away with me, I was able to mend the rip in the tent and stop our sleeping bags from getting soaked.’

			‘Ah, was that with cross-stitch or running stitch?’ Ted says, trying to look serious.

			Hannah folds her arms. ‘I had a really great time, if you must know.’

			‘Come on, Hannah,’ says Ted. ‘No one has a great time camping in the rain.’

			‘Well, okay. We did get a bit wet and it was pretty cold,’ she finally admits.

			‘Do you have to hang out here all day?’ I ask Ted.

			‘No. Just helping out for a bit before I go over to Isaac’s,’ he says. ‘Actually, I’d better get back to work. I’ll see you later.’ He scoots back into the kitchen.

			Ralph ends his call and sips his coffee. ‘How’s your week been, Gem?’ he says. ‘Still want to be a fashion designer?’

			‘You bet,’ I say. ‘We’ll be cutting the floral silk satin, lace and stretch cotton next week, as soon as the fabric arrives. The white faille dress, skirt and pants are the first three designs to be finished.’

			‘Yes, I saw them yesterday,’ he says. ‘I don’t know what we would have done if you hadn’t stepped in to create the collection.’

			‘It’s all about teamwork,’ I say.

			‘That, and good designing,’ says Ralph with a smile.
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			Hannah and I roll two racks of garments into the lift and ferry them up to the apartment. I’ve decided that’s the best place for them to go. We’re up and down the stairs between the design room and the cutting area all day. I take finished patterns down for cutting. Bundled fabric pieces come up for sewing. Finished garments go for pressing. The Spring Collection is coming together like a massive jigsaw puzzle. This piece here, that piece there. Bit by bit the picture builds.

			Hannah reorganises the drawings and fabric swatches on the wall in Cara’s office. Mr D supervises. His attention to detail is excellent.

			Everything is going smoothly until we realise two sample pieces are missing. I spend ages looking for them but it’s like they’ve vanished into thin air. This is not good.

			I find Hannah and Mr D in the storeroom sorting buttons for Mrs Threadway.

			‘Any luck?’ Hannah asks.

			‘I’ve looked everywhere. I can’t find them,’ I say.

			Mrs Threadway and Gina appear in the doorway.

			‘I know those jacket samples were here this morning,’ says Gina. ‘I don’t understand it. I finished off the hems and I hung them right on the rack beside my machine.’

			‘Well, they’re not here now and Maria’s furious,’ says Mrs Threadway.

			The four of us traipse back to the design area.

			I flick through the rack of calico samples and call out the style numbers as Hannah writes them down for me.

			‘DSC8934, DSC8935, SKSC9710 and SKSC9711, two dresses and two skirts,’ I say, hoping the missing jackets will magically materialise.

			Mrs Threadway ticks off the style numbers as well, from her production records.

			‘We’re also missing a pair of three-quarter pants and two pairs of shorts,’ I say.

			‘Goodness me, they can’t have disappeared,’ says Mrs Threadway. ‘This is just about unheard of. They must be here somewhere. Samples don’t get up and walk away.’

			‘I’ll check if any samples have been sent to Carlo by mistake,’ I say, and hurry down the stairs.

			Misplacing anything is annoying. Missing sample garments from the latest ready-to-wear collection of a major fashion house? Disastrous.

			Carlo hasn’t seen the samples, so I head back up. When I reach the top of the stairs I hear Maria’s voice booming across the design department. Poor Mrs Threadway is trying to calm her down. I wave over Maria, Mrs Threadway, Gina and Hannah. They follow me into Cara’s office and Hannah closes the glass doors.

			‘Okay, something’s going on,’ I say. ‘I’m not exactly sure what, but I think someone has taken those samples deliberately. And the missing pattern pieces, Maria. I know you check your patterns three times before they go down to Carlo for cutting.’

			‘I’m so upset,’ Maria says, taking a seat on the closest stool.

			‘Please don’t be upset.’ I throw my arms around her. ‘We’re a great team, all of us, and nothing’s going to get in our way.’

			In my heart, I know I have to say something about Carrie Charming. Ralph always says to choose your words carefully, especially when you have to give unpleasant news. I’d like to say that this is a Code Aqua situation, ‘just between us’, like I do with Hannah. Unfortunately, Maria, Mrs Threadway and Gina don’t speak code, so I go for the next best thing. The truth. I take a deep breath.

			‘There’s something I need to tell you. It’s just between the five of us,’ I say. Hannah doesn’t speak. She already knows what I’m about to say.

			I start at the part where I went to the bathroom at Il Forno, recalling what happened as exactly as I can until I’ve told the whole story.

			‘I knew it!’ shouts Maria. ‘I smelt the big rat with that Carrie Charming, right from the start. Didn’t I say to both of you,’ she spreads her hands wide, ‘didn’t I say, there is something not to trust about that woman?’

			‘You did, Maria,’ says Mrs Threadway. ‘You did.’

			‘It wouldn’t surprise me if somehow Carrie’s behind the missing pattern pieces and samples,’ I say.

			The plush four-cushion navy sofa along the back wall catches my eye. Mr D’s rhythmic purr tells me he’s in a deep sleep. It’s become his go-to spot, but not for much longer.

			‘I have an idea,’ I say. ‘Let’s move the sofa out and bring in the racks. We’ll hang all of the patterns for the Spring Collection in here. Sample garments too. No one, and I mean absolutely no one, will be allowed in this office except for all of us and Ralph. Oh, and Cara, of course.’

			‘That’s an excellent idea,’ says Mrs Threadway.

			‘Both doors to this office will be locked at the end of the day. I’ll get each of you a key, in case you need access when I’m not here,’ I say.

			‘That makes me feel a lot happier, Gemma. It truly does,’ says Maria, dabbing her eyes. ‘We all want this collection to be a big success. I’m not going to wait for these missing samples to turn up.’

			Something tells me we won’t see them again.

			‘I’ll take the patterns down to Carlo myself and ask him to recut them,’ I say.

			‘Gina, I want you, and only you, to sew the calico samples for the collection. Work on nothing else,’ says Mrs Threadway. ‘And I’ll steam each sample garment myself. I started out on the steam irons as a junior. I haven’t lost my touch.’

			The smell of gardenia-scented perfume wafts through the air as a shadow falls across the doorway.

			‘Is this a private club, darling, or can anyone join?’

			We turn towards the familiar voice. And there she is, leaning casually against the doorframe in leopard-print boots and straight-leg jeans, her hands tucked securely into the deep pockets of her black angora coat. Brilliant!

			‘Cara,’ cries Maria. ‘It’s so good to see you. Oh, you look so well.’

			‘So well,’ repeats Mrs Threadway, and Gina nods in agreement.

			‘Hello, Hannah, darling. Welcome back to civilisation. How did your camping trip turn out?’ says Cara.

			‘Don’t ask,’ I say before Hannah has a chance to speak.

			‘Hmm, yes, well, camping,’ says Cara, arching her right eyebrow. ‘I’m more of an indoor creature myself,’ she adds. ‘So, tell me, everyone, what do you think?’ Cara nods at the wall full of illustrations.

			‘Oh, Cara,’ coos Maria, ‘the Spring Collection is so beautiful, so fresh, so new. I think this could be your greatest collection yet.’

			‘And the Tween Range,’ says Mrs Threadway. ‘It’s wonderful.’

			I can see that Maria is teetering on the brink of lunging across the room. The last thing I want is for Maria to try to hug Cara. I step forward, strategically positioning myself between the doorway and the others. I point to the sketches and fabric swatches pinned to the wall.

			‘These styles here been sampled in calico already,’ I say, pointing to a group of sketches. ‘We’ve started cutting in the faille and crepe. You’ve seen the finished garments that have been sent up to the apartment?’

			Cara nods. ‘They’re beautiful. Best decision I ever made, having some time away from my office,’ she says. Her relaxed stance gives nothing away. ‘Looks like everything’s under control,’ she continues. ‘Gemma makes a wonderful assistant. Especially since, well, since Ms Charming left.’

			A slight murmur ripples between Maria and Mrs Threadway.

			‘Thank you, everyone. Don’t let me keep you from your work,’ says Cara. And with that, she’s gone, the click of her heels fading towards the lift.
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			I never knew a week could go so fast. Mr D is helping me do the colour work on the Tween Range storyboard when Hannah and Mrs Threadway appear beside me. Mrs Threadway closes the door as Hannah slides a dark green shopping bag across the desk.

			‘Have a look,’ Hannah says. ‘You’ll never believe what I just found.’

			I know what it is as soon as I see the fabric. I pull out two crumpled calico jackets and a pair of shorts.

			‘Where did you find this?’ I say while my stomach turns somersaults.

			‘It was shoved in the back of a cupboard in the lunchroom,’ says Hannah. ‘I was looking for the toasted-sandwich maker.’

			‘That’s a very strange place to hide something that has obviously been stolen,’ says Mrs Threadway. ‘People are in and out of there all day long.’

			‘Perhaps they didn’t intend to leave the samples there,’ says Hannah. ‘Maybe they just stashed them there for later. You know, Gemma, like when you and I stash our lollies in the back pocket of our friendship cushions.’

			I must admit, Hannah has made a good point with an excellent example.

			‘First the pattern pieces go missing, then the sample garments,’ I say.

			We stand and think.

			‘It’s someone who works here, isn’t it?’ I say sadly.

			Mrs Threadway breathes deeply. ‘It certainly looks like it,’ she replies.

			‘What can we do about this?’ I say, running my hand over the calico.

			‘We can’t go around asking if anyone put this bag in a cupboard in the lunchroom,’ say Mrs Threadway. ‘No one’s going to own up to something like that.’

			‘What else could we do?’ says Hannah.

			‘We can set a trap,’ I say, ‘and try to catch whoever’s up to all this dodgy stuff. Like we did when our lunches went missing from our bags at school. Remember, Hannah? Turned out to be two sneaky crows swooping onto the verandah when we were all in class.’

			Hannah nods. ‘What sort of trap?’ she says.

			‘We could leave a roll of floral stretch cotton on a pattern-making table at the end of the day,’ I say. ‘That might attract the thief’s attention.’

			‘A roll of fabric is too large to try to smuggle out of the building,’ says Mrs Threadway.

			‘Maybe a garment of some sort?’ says Hannah.

			‘It has to be something no one’s seen before. Something so special that they won’t be able to resist,’ I say.

			‘What about the hot-pink satin jacket? It’s pretty hard not to notice that colour,’ says Mrs Threadway.

			I feel like a detective. Thinking up a way to catch someone out is not as easy as it seems.

			‘I’ve got it!’ I say. ‘There’s a cream Chantilly lace dress hanging in Ralph’s office. The dress is not in the collection, but it’s beautiful. And if it’s left hanging on a rack by Mrs Threadway’s table, the sneaky crow just might swoop.’

			‘You could lose the dress if it’s taken,’ says Mrs Threadway.

			‘I know. But it’s worth it if we find out who’s working against us,’ I say. ‘I’ll hang the dress on the rack just after lunch and let’s see what happens.’

			Mrs Threadway leans towards us and we do the same.

			‘Tell no one about our plan,’ Mrs Threadway says.

			‘Not even Gina, Maria or Amanda?’ I ask.

			‘No one,’ she replies.

			‘Understood,’ says Hannah.

			‘Agreed,’ I say. ‘Let Operation Crow Catcher begin.’
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			The trap is set. From Cara’s office, I have a clear view of the lace dress. I try to concentrate on finishing a storyboard for the Tween Range but I can’t. Every two minutes I look to see if our piece of bait is still there. No wonder I’m getting nothing done. Hannah is up in the apartment helping Kim make an apple pie. Hannah likes cooking. I like the eating part, especially when it’s apple pie.

			The sewing machines and steam iron are switched off as one by one everyone leaves for the weekend. I look down the row of pattern-making tables. Maria and her team are gone. Line two flashes on Cara’s desk phone.

			‘Hi, Ralph,’ I say, using the hands-free speaker.

			‘I thought you’d be at the desk drawing,’ he says. ‘Do you want to be the first to see some of our new spring shoe range? It’s just been delivered. That’s if you can tear yourself away for ten minutes.’

			‘Yes!’ I say, jumping up. ‘I’ll be right in.’

			But it will mean leaving the lace dress . . . Then I have an idea. I grab the iPad from Cara’s desk and lean it against a pot of pencils on Maria’s table. I choose the camera app, check to make sure the lace dress is in the centre of the screen, and press the red button. The red circle and timer in the corner tells me it’s recording. Hannah will say this is excellent surveillance work. Perfect. I won’t be gone long but this way I won’t miss a thing.
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			Ralph and I lift the lids of each shoebox, unfurling the crisp white tissue paper. There’s everything from mint-coloured ballet pumps[image: ] to hot-pink wedges. I hold up a flat canvas boot with a tiny tassel on the zip.

			‘I like this one,’ I say. ‘I’d wear this boot with a floral print dress or jeans.’

			‘Including the boots in the Spring Range was your idea. Don’t you remember?’ says Ralph, unwrapping a kitten-heel sandal.

			‘Who doesn’t love a cute flat boot?’ I say. ‘I know Hannah’s not that interested in fashion, but I think even she’d love these.’

			We look through all sixteen pairs of shoes then wrap them up and put them back in their boxes.

			‘Thanks, Ralph. I’d better get back to my work. Have a lovely weekend,’ I say as I head to the pattern-making area.
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			It’s the flicking tail I notice first, then the pencils scattered across the table and the iPad face down.

			‘Mr Dior!’ I cry. ‘What have you done?’

			He knows I’m mad at him when I call him that.

			He stretches out in a patch of pale afternoon sunlight. He licks his paws, rolls over and sits up like the Egyptian Sphinx. He twitches his whiskers and gives me a what’s all the fuss about? look.

			‘Oh, Mr D, the iPad was set up for surveillance,’ I say.

			He jumps from the table and weaves around my ankles, meowing.

			I glance to where the Chantilly dress hangs. I look again. No. It can’t be. I was only gone for a few minutes. But it’s true. The dress is gone. I check the video but all it shows is the Chantilly lace dress hanging on the rack for forty seconds before the video goes blank. All that’s been recorded is the top of Maria’s pattern-making table, but not the thief.

			The bird has swooped, lured by the beautiful lace. Operation Crow Catcher has worked—except for the catching part. All that remains is one ginger cat who should have taken his nap somewhere else this afternoon.
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			Hannah and I sit in The Lookout, a platter of sushi on the seat between us. It’s our Friday thing. Then we watch a movie with Mr D. Hannah chooses the movie one week, I choose the next.

			‘So, you’re saying the Chantilly lace dress just disappeared in those few minutes you were looking at the shoes in Ralph’s office?’ asks Hannah.

			‘Correct,’ I say, chewing my avocado roll. ‘After I’d discovered the dress was missing, I knew things were getting serious. I raced back to Ralph’s office and explained everything that had happened.’

			‘What did Ralph say when you told him the dress was gone?’ says Hannah.

			‘He said, “Leave everything to me. I’ll tell Cara. You need to have a weekend of movies and fun with Hannah. No design work, Gemma.” Those were his exact words. And he’s right. Nothing can be done about this until Monday morning. The weird thing is, I can’t work out who could have taken the dress. I mean, I’m pretty sure everyone had already gone home.’

			‘Maybe whoever it was knew you were in Cara’s office and was waiting for you to leave too.’

			‘You mean they were watching me?’ I say. ‘That’s super sneaky.’

			‘Whoever it was, they were probably watching the whole design area. You know, to make sure no one was still there,’ says Hannah.

			Hannah dips her maki in some soy sauce. Maki is her favourite.

			‘Is there anyone working at Bonafete who you don’t trust? Someone who could be dodgy or suspicious?’ she asks.

			‘No!’ I say. ‘No one.’
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			It’s eight o’clock on Monday morning and everyone is here well before our usual start time. Even Mr D was up early. He didn’t want to miss this meeting. Hannah and I help Amanda stack the shoeboxes in the corner of Ralph’s office, making space on the sofa.

			‘Please, take a seat,’ Ralph says, gesturing to everyone. He takes centre stage in front of his desk.

			‘A valuable Chantilly lace dress was taken from the design area late on Friday afternoon. We believe that one of our employees is working for Carrie Charming and Victor Cash. We can’t start randomly sacking people. All we can do is to be on our guard, with everything.’

			No one says a word. You could hear a pin drop, as the saying goes. Not surprising, considering we’re in a fashion house.

			‘Please be on the lookout for anyone taking any photos of anything—patterns, garments or the fabrics for the collection,’ Ralph continues. ‘Whoever it is could easily be sending pictures of our collection to Carrie.’

			‘Why would Carrie want photos of our collection?’ asks Hannah.

			‘To copy our designs and sell them,’ I say.

			‘There are businesses who’ll make our designs out of cheap fabrics and sell the clothes before we do—clothes that don’t last and will fall apart,’ says Ralph. Looking around at everyone, he explains, ‘Carrie and Victor Cash want to see the House of Bonafete close down so they can buy our building.’

			‘Carrie’s a dirty double-crosser,’ I say.

			‘A super dirty double-crosser,’ says Hannah under her breath.

			‘As I explained to Carlo on the weekend,’ says Ralph, ‘Victor Cash has approached Cara many times about buying this building. He’s always wanted it. When Cara moved here over forty years ago, this building wasn’t here. She had one shop in a line of four. Not long after I started working with Cara, we relocated her shop from across the road, where Bella Aroma is now.’

			‘We all remember those days,’ says Carlo, turning to Maria and Mrs Threadway.

			‘Hard work but happy times,’ says Maria.

			‘The Avenue has changed a lot over the years,’ says Ralph, looking down for a moment as if he’s remembering something.

			‘Cara told me she turned The Avenue into the stylish end of town when she built the Bonafete building and opened a larger store,’ I say.

			‘Oh, she did, Gemma. So many creative people and smart shops moved to The Avenue after that,’ says Mrs Threadway. ‘Everyone wanted to work in this part of town.’

			‘If we focus on completing the collection and keep our eyes open, I’m sure we’ll catch our thief,’ says Ralph. ‘What’s everyone working on this week?’

			‘I have the cutting orders for the last of the dresses, tops and skirts,’ says Carlo.

			‘Those garments will come up to Gina. My other machinists are filling back orders for the store,’ says Mrs Threadway.

			‘I’m getting out the last of the Winter Range this week. There’ll finally be a bit more space in the stockroom,’ says Amanda.

			Maria flips open her notebook and says, ‘We need to make a few changes to some of the dresses, then all the patterns for the collection will be finished. I’m checking the final patterns for the Tween Range tomorrow. Will you be ready to cut the Tween garments on Wednesday?’ she asks Carlo.

			He glances at his clipboard and runs his finger down the page. ‘Yes, Wednesday is all clear.’

			I’m excited about seeing my small Tween collection finished and on the hanger. Hannah made the perfect in-house model for all the samples. She was totally honest with me. She told me which garments felt uncomfortable or too tight. I had her running and jumping all over the pattern-making area. When she did a star jump and split a pair of pants, that told me the stitching needed to be double strength. Some pockets needed to be deeper and a few armholes were a little on the tight side. In the end, she said everything felt great. I wonder what the reaction will be when the kids hit the runway?

			‘That’s it for now, everyone,’ says Ralph. ‘Next Monday Cara and I start casting models for the parade. We’ll be using the team from Cover Image for hair and makeup.’

			Everyone is still chatting about schedules when line three on Cara’s desk phone lights up. I dive for the phone, hoping it will be Miss Bonnie from the Recycled Clothing Bazaar. I have planned a little surprise for Cara and I don’t want anyone else to know.

			‘Hello, Gemma speaking,’ I say.

			I listen carefully as Miss Bonnie tells me what she’s found for me.

			‘And they’re exactly the same?’ I ask.

			‘They’re exactly the same as the ones in the picture you gave me,’ she says. ‘I’ll put them out the back for you until you come in. I have eight customers who’ll buy them if you don’t.’

			‘Oh no, I’ll definitely get them! Thanks so much, Miss Bonnie,’ I say. ‘Bye.’

			My heart skips a beat. I must be making strange sounds of excitement because Mr D jumps on the desk right in front of me, meowing and pushing his head into my shoulder. I flip open my journal and check the old black and white photo that’s paperclipped to the page.

			‘What do you think, Mr D?’ I say. ‘Do you like my idea?’

			He purrs deeply and drops down, his paw gently touching the photo.

			Hannah comes over to Mr D and me. ‘What’s our first job?’ she asks.

			‘I told Mr Threadway we’d tidy up the rolls of fabric,’ I say, closing my journal. ‘It won’t take long.’

			‘Want to help, Mr D?’ says Hannah.

			Mr D closes his eyes and rests his chin on his front paws.

			‘I think that’s a no, Hannah,’ I say. ‘He’s better at unrolling the fabric than rolling it up.’
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			Cara surveys the expanding racks of garments in the library of our apartment. She’s been checking the designs all week. The duck-egg-blue sofa and matching chairs have been pushed against the walls. The library has been transformed into a fashion showroom.

			‘We should use this room more often, Rosebud,’ she says. ‘Remember when you were really little, we’d curl up on that sofa and watch cartoons on Sunday morning?’

			‘Of course I remember,’ I say. ‘You’d make me toast with honey and you’d have a big mug of tea.’

			‘Where’s Hannah?’ says Cara. ‘I haven’t seen her since Tuesday.’

			‘She’s been helping her mum. She’s coming over on Friday night,’ I say.

			‘Of course, your movie night,’ says Cara, flicking through the clothes.

			I turn back to the rack, organising the garments into their range profiles. First comes the floral story[image: ] with dresses, skirts and tops. Next are the crepe and faille pieces with jackets, pants and shorts. Cara lifts a tangerine-coloured jacket off the rack.

			‘Oh, darling, this centre front button is fabulous,’ she says. ‘Where did you find this little beauty?’

			‘In Mrs Volkonsky’s shop,’ I say. ‘They’re real vintage buttons.’

			‘Isn’t it lovely to think these buttons can still be used after all these years?’ she says.

			‘I love finding bits and pieces that can be used again,’ I say. ‘Cara,’ I continue as I straighten up some hangers, ‘you know the other day, when you appeared in your office and surprised everyone?’

			‘Are you wondering why I did that? Why I didn’t tell you I was coming down?’ she says.

			‘Yes,’ I say, nodding.

			‘To be honest, darling, it was something I did on impulse. I’m not actually sick, as you know. Just a little incapacitated,’ she says. ‘I thought it was time I showed my face. I know my creative isolation has seemed strange to everyone, particularly Maria.’

			‘They were so happy to see you, especially with all the weird stuff that’s been going on,’ I say.

			‘I thought I pulled off my sudden appearance rather well. Kim’s found all sorts of garments with deep pockets in my wardrobe,’ she says, ‘perfect for hiding wrists in plaster. Now, back to the marvellous Spring Collection and Tween Range you’ve designed. What pieces do you think should come down the runway first?’

			‘Something bright that really shouts spring—the fuchsia pink floral dress or vivid yellow silk faille skirt,’ I say. ‘Let’s have lots of swish and swirl in the first ten outfits that people see.’

			‘And the Tween Range? What designs should we start with?’ asks Cara, looking through the rack of kids’ clothes.

			‘I think the Bermuda shorts and red hoodie from the boys’ range and the pink cargo pants and the white denim jacket for the girls,’ I say.

			Cara tosses her head back and laughs. ‘That will look gorgeous,’ she says. ‘Gemma, you’re a natural.’

			I race back down to the design area as soon as Cara and I have finished looking over the garments. Ralph swings into Cara’s office clutching two takeaway cups and a white paper bag.

			‘I have a late afternoon tea for you and me,’ he says. ‘I know it’s only Thursday, and normally we do a special afternoon treat on Friday, but I couldn’t resist the smell wafting from Tony’s place.’

			‘Oh, yum. Thank you,’ I say, peeking into the bag. ‘What have you been doing all week? I’ve hardly seen you.’

			‘Discussing packaging and promotion strategies for our new perfume. And chasing up a handbag maker who doesn’t return my emails,’ says Ralph. ‘Anyway, enough about that. I see garments for the Spring Collection and the Tween Range are filling the racks upstairs. Everything looks amazing.’

			‘Thanks, Ralph,’ I say. ‘Cara and I have started talking about in what order to show everything.’

			‘Do I see some more of the Tween Range hanging behind you?’ he asks.

			‘Correct!’ I say. ‘Hannah’s tried on all the samples and they fit perfectly. We’ve finished the jackets, vests, shorts and skirts. There are only the dresses and pants to go. We’ll show fourteen completed outfits,’ I say.

			‘I can’t remember a time when a collection has come together so effortlessly,’ Ralph says. ‘I know we’ve had a few staff dramas, but they are easier to sort out than uninspiring designs. Great work, Gem.’

			A little burst of happiness zings inside my heart. ‘Thanks, Ralph,’ I say.

			When I look out across the pattern-making area, I’m surprised to find it empty. I hadn’t even realised our workday had finished.

			I lift a pattern hook from the rack behind me. ‘I want to give this to Carlo before he goes,’ I say to Ralph. ‘This skirt needs cutting first thing tomorrow. Gina’s been waiting for it all week. I’ll be back in a minute.’

			I run downstairs and look around for Carlo, but he’s gone. The cutting room is deserted and cold. Then I hear a scraping sound somewhere nearby and I stop, trying to work out where it’s coming from. The cardboard pattern swings on the hook in my hand. I stand and listen. The scraping stops and is replaced by a gurgling sound. It sounds a bit like an engine. What is that noise?

			I crane my head to the right and look straight into the lunchroom. Standing by the open window is Amanda. She doesn’t notice me until I’m right behind her. A roll of hot-pink crepe covered in plastic teeters on the window ledge and the Chantilly lace dress is rolled up under her arm.

			‘Amanda!’ I shout. ‘What are you doing?’

			A flash of images bursts through my mind—her fingernails, painted at exactly the same time as Carrie’s, the missing rolls of silk, the stockroom door locked at unusual times, and the beautiful lace dress, taken from the very place she works. How could she?

			Amanda’s head snaps around at the sound of my voice, and her eyes widen. Her face is full of surprise and fear. She spins around and almost loses her balance. She hurls the fabric at me. The heavy roll crashes across my boots, and the lace dress falls on the floor. The pattern hook flies from my hand.

			‘Amanda, stop,’ I shout, but she’s through the window faster than an Olympic hurdler.

			I rush to the window, lean out and wave my arms like crazy. In the alleyway, she jumps onto the back of a black scooter and clings to the rider’s waist. He wears a helmet but I know his face. He’s the young man with the blond hair who was sitting at Carrie’s table at Il Forno. And the same man who nearly knocked Ralph and me over in the lift at Kelsey Fabrics. It’s Edward, Victor Cash’s assistant.

			‘Stop!’ I scream. ‘Stop. Thief!’

			The scooter roars off down the alleyway. Neither Edward nor Amanda looks back. I watch as they skid around the corner. Every minute detail of what’s just happened is playing through my mind like a movie in slow motion—the open window, the look on Amanda’s face, the young man on the scooter and Amanda, holding on to his waist.

			I try to run, but I can’t move a muscle. My feet feel as heavy as bricks. Ralph—I have to tell Ralph. He’s still upstairs. My heels unglue and I feel my knees move. Next thing I know, I’m bounding up the stairs two at a time, sprinting past the steaming irons and racks of patterns through the design area. My heart pounds wildly.

			Somewhere in my mind’s movie, my eyes zoom in on Amanda, on the scooter, and the smart black jacket with the turned-up collar she’s wearing—a Perry Saint-Veil jacket. The camera zooms in closer and closer until I see a cluster of stringy black threads dangling from one sleeve. The last button in a row of three is missing.

			I have that third button, sitting in my jewellery box on my bedside table—the heavy silver button in the shape of a star that Mr D found on the lunchroom floor. Then all of sudden everything clicks into place.
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			Cara and I take the lift together.

			‘I don’t plan on saying too much or staying too long,’ she says to me as soon as the lift door closes. ‘But I want to put in an appearance. Then Kim and I are going for a walk through the park. I need some fresh air.’

			On this occasion, the whole team’s been summoned to the boardroom next to Mr Bankmore’s office. Hannah’s there too.

			When I phoned Hannah last night and told her about Amanda, she said she was implementing Code Amethyst immediately. Then I reminded her that we don’t have a Code Amethyst.

			‘Well, we do now,’ she said. ‘I’ve just invented one. It means I’m appointing myself as your fulltime personal assistant, your general go-to person in any crisis, which in this case is until the Spring Collection and Tween Range is shown,’ she said.

			‘Hannah, that’s what you do anyway. You’re my best friend,’ I told her.

			And then she said, ‘I know, but it’s kind of a cool code, don’t you think?’

			I told her it was super cool.

			I take a seat. Cara stands next to me, her arms hidden under a long burgundy poncho.

			‘I’m not staying for this meeting,’ says Cara. ‘I’m going to the park for a nice long walk. I recommend you all do something relaxing this coming weekend.’

			A ripple of smiles and murmurs of agreement echo around the table.

			‘You’re all aware of what happened late yesterday afternoon,’ Cara continues. ‘The most important thing is that Gemma wasn’t hurt. We also now know who’s been stealing from us. It’s almost certain that Carrie Charming and Victor Cash are involved. Hopefully with this out in the open, we can get to work without any further distractions. Thank you all for your efforts and patience. Ralph, will you take it from here? If you’ll excuse me, I have a date with a cappuccino and some pigeons to feed in the park.’

			After Cara has gone, Ralph takes up where she left off. ‘What a time we’ve had,’ he says. ‘We’ve discovered that Amanda used to work with Carrie Charming, and by all accounts, still does. The main thing is that she’s gone and won’t be coming back. The collection has almost been completed. There are just a few things to sort out here and there. To show our appreciation, Cara is putting on a special lunch for all of you here in the boardroom at one o’clock today. And like Cara said, make sure you relax over the weekend. We have a busy week ahead.’

			Busy next week! I can’t wait.
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			It’s Thursday afternoon and we’ve been seeing models in the boardroom since Monday. Not just the models for the Spring Collection, but we’ve also met kids from the Mini Models Agency for the Tween Range.

			The last model for the Womenswear range comes through the door with her photos. Her name is Ruth. She hands Ralph her portfolio and he flips through it. She’d look wonderful in the pants and jackets, especially the cream faille. I add her name to my list of preferred models and write down the garments that I think would suit her.

			‘Thank you, Ruth,’ says Ralph. ‘We’ll be in touch.’

			‘We show the Spring Collection next week,’ I say when Ruth has left. ‘When will we let the models know if they’re in the parade?’

			‘Let’s start our call backs straight away,’ says Cara. ‘I don’t want us to miss out on booking the models we want.’

			‘I think they all seem very professional,’ I say. ‘My definite choices would be Freya, Sarah, Georgia and Ruth. Especially if we want models with long and short hair.’

			After our meeting I head to the design area to find Hannah and Mr D. Hannah is sitting on the floor of Cara’s office, folding a box of fabric off-cuts. Mr D looks on.

			‘Have you picked the models?’ says Hannah.

			‘I think so,’ I say.

			‘Mrs Threadway said we can have all of these off-cuts for our sewing club,’ says Hannah.

			I sit with Hannah and Mr D and help fold the material.

			Maria and Mrs Threadway are laughing about something at Mrs Threadway’s desk. What it is, I can’t tell. Someone operating the steam iron has a lovely voice. It sounds almost operatic as they sing the chorus to a song on the radio, ‘Dance with me, dance to the beat.’

			I put the empty box outside the office door and wave to Gina. She looks at me over the top of her machine and smiles. Everyone’s mood has lifted since last Friday. A feeling of excitement is in the air as we race towards showing the collection. Kim’s promised to come with me to the Recycled Clothing Bizarre. She’s the only one who knows what I need to collect from Miss Bonnie’s shop. There’s no way she’ll blab.

			Ralph’s head appears around the corner. ‘Ready to go?’ he says.

			‘Go where?’ I say.

			‘What! Have you forgotten?’ he says. ‘You wanted to come with me when I went to see the events manager at the Hotel Grand Imperial, to look at the ballroom. Remember? Something to do with showing the House of Bonafete’s Spring Collection.’

			‘Holy snapping turtles! How did I forget?’ I say.

			‘It won’t take us long,’ says Ralph.

			‘Do you want to come?’ I ask Hannah.

			‘I’ll stay here,’ she says. ‘We’ve got four more boxes of fabrics to fold.’

			‘Thanks,’ I say as Mr D springs onto the swivel chair and sits back on his hind legs. He loves a swivel chair.
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			‘It’s a while since we held a showing at the Imperial,’ says Ralph as he swings his car into the hotel’s circular driveway. ‘The entire hotel was renovated a year ago, but the building still has that old-world charm and elegance of a bygone era.’

			‘Cara loves this place,’ I say, undoing my seatbelt. ‘She raves about it.’

			Two attendants wearing midnight-blue single-breasted jackets open our doors while another says he’ll park the car.

			Wide white marble steps lead to revolving doors and into the lobby. A sweeping staircase with cream-carpeted stairs curves up to the next level.

			‘We’re a little early,’ he says. ‘We’ve got time to have a peek first, before we see the events manager.’

			We take the lift to the first floor. The doors to the ballroom are wide open. An enormous glittering chandelier hangs from the high ceiling. The room is set up for a fancy dinner with overflowing floral arrangements and candles on each round table.

			‘What do you think, Gem?’ he says. ‘Pretty impressive, isn’t it?’

			‘It’s perfect,’ I say, imagining the runway down the centre of the room.

			‘Come on. I’m sure Ms Rydel will want to show us all of this herself,’ he says.

			We take the lift back down to the lobby.

			‘Ralph,’ says a woman, her hand extended.

			‘Jennifer. Good to see you,’ says Ralph. ‘This is Cara’s granddaughter, Gemma.’

			‘Hello, Ms Rydel,’ I say. ‘My grandmother asked me to give you her best wishes.’

			‘Thank you, Gemma. That’s very kind of her. Please, come this way.’

			I’ve never seen a grown-up glide so effortlessly before. Ms Rydel gives the most impressive performance I’ve ever seen. I can’t wait to tell Hannah how good she is.

			We follow her into an office that’s almost completely white. White walls, white furniture and white flowers. The carpet, I’d call it alabaster. Personally, I think they’ve overdone the white.

			We take a seat as Ms Rydel’s assistant places a glass of water in front of each of us.

			‘It was a nice surprise to see your name in my appointment book. I didn’t think I’d be seeing you for some time,’ she says, tilting back in her chair. ‘This is such a busy time for everyone in the fashion business.’

			Ralph shoots me a funny look. I’m a little confused by what Ms Rydel is saying, too. Did she forget Ralph was seeing her today? I wonder.

			‘So, Ralph. What can I do for you?’

			‘I’m here to go over the final arrangements for next Wednesday,’ he says eagerly.

			She stares back blankly.

			‘You know, for the showing of our Spring Collection.’ He smiles.

			‘But Ralph,’ she says, ‘your booking was cancelled four weeks ago.’

			There is a moment of stunned silence. Did I hear her right?

			‘What do you mean, cancelled?’ Ralph says. ‘I didn’t cancel anything.’

			Ms Rydel turns to the computer on her desk and types rapidly on the keyboard. I can see her eyes flicking back and forth across the screen.

			‘Here,’ she says, pivoting the screen around so Ralph and I can see.

			‘I received an email on the tenth of last month from Cara’s assistant designer, a Ms Carrie Charming, saying you no longer required the booking and were aware that the payment, which was made in full, was non-refundable.’

			Ralph’s face changes colour and I think he’s about to explode. I’ve never seen him look so angry.

			‘I even phoned and spoke to Ms Charming myself as I thought the cancellation was most unusual. She said as Cara’s new assistant designer, she was in charge of the arrangements for showing the Spring Collection and that the ballroom was no longer suitable. I even have her signature on the Terms of Agreement form.’

			She opens a white glossy folder and her immaculately manicured hand slides a piece of paper across the desk. I can clearly see the House of Bonafete letterhead at the top and Ms Charming’s signature at the bottom.

			Ralph seems incapable of speaking. I’m thinking of what to say. He rests his hands on the arms of the chair and leans forward.

			‘We most certainly have not cancelled our booking,’ he says. ‘Ms Charming was dismissed almost four weeks ago. She had no authority to cancel anything. I can assure you, Jennifer, our booking still stands. We’ll still be holding our showing in the ballroom, as planned.’

			There’s an awkward silence. I know things are going to get worse.

			‘Oh, Ralph, I am so sorry. That simply won’t be possible.’

			The colour drains from Ralph’s face but I can’t tell which is paler—Ralph or the glossy white folder.

			‘The hotel has already rebooked the ballroom for a function, a wedding, in fact. A spur-of-the-moment decision apparently, for a famous movie star I can’t name.’

			‘Is there nothing you can do, Jennifer? Is the ballroom available the following day?’ he asks, a desperate tone to his voice.

			‘It’s Fashion Week, Ralph. Everything’s fully booked.’ She taps the keyboard again and scans the screen.

			I’m not sure whose heart is pounding faster, Ralph’s or mine.

			She shakes her head as she scrolls down the page. Her eyes are glued to the screen.

			‘I’m so sorry, Ralph, but there’s nothing available here at the Grand Imperial next week. Absolutely nothing.’
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			I stare out the window as Ralph drives. Now is not the time to speak. It’s not the time to ask, ‘What do we do?’ It’s time to be silent and think. I fiddle with my heart locket and say over and over to myself, There must be a solution. Somehow, there must be a solution.

			‘May I use your phone to ring Hannah, please, Ralph?’ I say. Ralph nods as I hit the auto dial. Hannah picks up the phone on Cara’s desk straight away.

			‘Hannah Cross speaking,’ she says.

			‘I’m on my way home,’ I say softly. I can tell she knows something’s up. ‘Meet me in the apartment. We have a situation. Code Rainbow, and it couldn’t be any worse,’ I say.

			‘Got it,’ she says. ‘Mr D and I are going up right now.’

			Sometimes being with your best friend is just what you need. I try not to feel frazzled, even though I can feel a massive ball of knots forming in my stomach.

			When we walk into the apartment, Cara’s sitting on the sofa, reading from her laptop. Hannah holds Mr D and strokes his neck. I look at Hannah and adjust my glasses nervously. She knows straight away something really bad has happened.

			‘Oh, Gemma, I’m so pleased you’re home,’ says Cara. ‘I’ve had the most wonderful afternoon. Kim’s been helping me sort out all those boxes of photos I have in the library and I thought—’

			She looks at our faces and knows something’s wrong.

			‘What’s happened? What is it? Has there been an accident? Is someone hurt?’ she says, pushing away her laptop.

			‘There’s no accident, Cara. No one’s hurt,’ says Ralph as he drops down on the sofa.

			Cara stares and waits for Ralph to speak.

			‘Four weeks ago, Carrie Charming cancelled our booking to show our Spring Collection at the Hotel Grand Imperial,’ he says. ‘It’s all documented in an email to Jennifer Rydel. They have a signed letter from Carrie, written on Bonafete letterhead. It states that we are cancelling our booking and forfeiting our payment in full.’ His voice is lifeless and monotone. He drops his head into his hands and then looks up. ‘It’s Fashion Week,’ he says, shrugging his shoulders. ‘What can we do? Every great location is booked.’

			Cara’s expression is unreadable as she listens. When Ralph has finished, she presses her pager and Kim wanders in, a tea towel still in her hands.

			‘Could you please prepare a cheese board, Kim, and a few sweet treats. And bring in a large pot of tea,’ says Cara, as if we’d all arrived home from a day at the beach. ‘And please ask Mr Bankmore to join us, if he’s still here.’ She looks over at me and pats the sofa beside her gently. ‘Gemma, come and sit with me,’ she says. ‘You too, Hannah and Monsieur Dior.’

			We snuggle in next to Cara.

			‘Ralph, you are not to blame for any of this. No one is. We don’t do blame at the House of Bonafete, darlings. We do action and solutions,’ she says. ‘Okay, so now we have a situation. What about the City Hall? Not a glamorous venue, but it’s large enough,’ she says.

			‘Not available,’ says Ralph.

			‘We could show at The Crest or the Garden Royal. Both hotels would be suitable.’

			‘They’re booked solid too,’ says Ralph. He gazes across the room. ‘I can’t think of anywhere we can show the collection at this late stage. There’s simply nowhere to go.’

			I move off the sofa, scoop up Mr D, and drop down on the padded window seat. We stare at the traffic and people below. Everything converges to form an intricate pattern of weaving cars and crisscrossing pedestrians.

			All I can hear are Ralph’s words tumbling around in my head. There’s simply nowhere to go.

			That is when I have one of the best ideas of my life. It forms in my head and rolls down to my heart.

			‘Why not?’ I whisper to Mr D.

			Ralph swings around.

			‘Why not what, Gem?’ he says.

			I take a deep breath. ‘Why not show the collection right here in front of the House of Bonafete?’ I say. ‘Right here on The Avenue, where it all started for you, Cara, fifty years ago.’

			You know you’re right when you feel it in your heart. And this idea feels perfect. I can see the whole parade in my mind—the runway, the models, the music and the crowds.

			Ralph is on his feet. He throws his hands up in the air.

			‘You have to be joking,’ he says. ‘What! Stop the traffic on a Wednesday afternoon, in the middle of the city, in the middle of Fashion Week?’ He flicks his fingers in the air like a waiter at Il Forno. ‘That’s just not possible. It can’t be done. We’d never get permission for a road closure, for, what, four hours! And what if it rains? This could be a disaster.’

			I’ve never seen Ralph so flustered. He paces up and down.

			Cara stares at me and then drops her gaze to the floor. I know that look. It’s Cara, thinking intensely about something. No one says a word. Not even me. Then she speaks.

			‘It’s a totally brilliant idea, Gemma. And no fashion house has ever done that before in this city. I love it,’ she says, standing and straightening the front of her cashmere sweater.

			‘You have to be kidding me, Cara,’ says Ralph. ‘This is madness.’

			‘No, I’m not kidding you, and this isn’t madness,’ she says, and a warm smile lights up her face. ‘I’ve lived in this town a long time and I know a lot of people. It’s at times like these that you find out who your real friends are.’

			‘What do you mean?’ I say.

			‘Real friends, Gemma, truly good friends, help you when you have a problem. The mayor happens to be a very good friend of mine,’ she says. ‘I’ve known Mary Molachelo since we were teenagers. We went to school together. Why, I even sewed her formal dress for her when we were seventeen.’

			‘Can she do that?’ I say. ‘Stop the traffic so we can hold our parade?’

			‘Of course she can. She’s the mayor of the city. She’ll understand why we need her help when I explain what’s happened. Nothing, and I mean absolutely nothing, is going to stop the House of Bonafete from showing our fiftieth-anniversary ready-to-wear Spring Collection,’ says Cara, striding over to the window.

			With her hands on her hips she strikes an elegant pose, turning her head sideways and lifting her chin. My mouth falls open as she pushes up the ruby-red sleeves of her sweater.

			‘Oh, and did I forget to mention, I went to the doctor yesterday and, darlings, the gloves are off, literally,’ she says, holding up her arms. ‘Look out, Fashion Week, the House of Bonafete is back!’

			The plaster casts are gone from both her wrists, replaced with a chunky charm bracelet and mass of jangling gold bangles.

			[image: ]

			Hannah and I hear Cara’s laugher from behind the library doors. ‘She’s been on the phone to the mayor for more than half an hour,’ I say. ‘What could she be talking about?’

			We sit in the window seat in the lounge room and eat our cupcakes. I must be feeling better if my appetite has returned. Mr D licks a tiny blob of vanilla icing off my finger. Ralph is stretched out on the sofa with a cushion over his head. I think he’s still in shock.

			Cara waltzes out of the library, her phone still in her hand.

			‘And thank you, darling. Give my love to Marco. Ciao, Mary, ciao.’

			‘Well?’ I say, jumping to my feet. ‘Can she help us?’

			‘She’ll get back to me,’ she says, placing her phone on the coffee table.

			‘That’s it?’ says Ralph, removing the cushion. ‘She’ll get back to you. When?’

			‘By tomorrow morning,’ says Cara. ‘Mary’s fully aware of our situation.’

			My heart tells me we’ll get our road closure. My head tells me to start planning.

			‘Code Green?’ I whisper to Hannah.

			‘Full steam ahead Code Green.’ She nods.

			‘We need a whole-team emergency meeting as soon as possible,’ I say.

			Cara nods. ‘Ralph, could you please assemble everyone in the cutting area at ten-thirty tomorrow morning. Don’t say what it’s about. Tomorrow’s Friday and it’s important I talk to everyone before they leave for the weekend,’ says Cara.

			‘Do you think we’ll have her answer by then?’ I ask.

			‘I know we will, Rosebud,’ she says. ‘Now, I think I’m in the mood for a cupcake.’

			Cara reaches down and lifts a red velvet cupcake with cherry icing from the vintage china cake stand.

			‘Oh, my favourite,’ she says.

			Cara bites into the frosty icing. Her lipstick stays perfectly in place.
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			Hannah and I scatter coloured pens on top of the brown pattern-making paper on the cutting table.

			‘Everyone, please pull up a stool,’ says Cara. ‘I’ll get straight to the point. We’re no longer showing at the Hotel Grand Imperial next Wednesday. I’m not going into the reasons why, except to say we have been granted a most wonderful opportunity. We’re going to be showing our collection in a way that has never been seen before in this town.’

			Standing next to Cara, all I feel is excitement.

			‘Gemma came up with the idea to hold our parade right here on The Avenue, right in front of the House of Bonafete.’

			A ripple of smiles and chatter breaks out around the cutting table.

			‘Gemma, could you please explain what is going to happen,’ says Cara.

			I glance at the bullet points on my palm cards. Hannah said notes are a good idea, in case I get a bit frazzled in front of everyone. She knows I’ve got a lot on my mind right now.

			‘Mayor Molachelo has granted us a road closure from two o’clock to six o’clock on the day of our parade,’ I say. ‘We’ll have an uninterrupted street space of sixty metres and a twenty-metre runway. The city council will put the road closure signs and barriers in place. We have police to redirect traffic and monitor crowd control.’

			‘Where will the runway come from?’ asks Mrs Threadway.

			‘We’re going to use the cutting tables,’ I say. ‘I remember Carlo showing me how the tables are clipped together in sections.’

			‘That’s right, they are,’ says Carlo. ‘You have a good memory, Gemma.’

			‘We’ll have two hours to set up,’ I say. ‘The showing starts at four o’clock and will run for thirty minutes. We only have one hour to bump out.’

			‘What does “bump out” mean?’ asks Hannah.

			‘We have to clear everything away before the road opens again at six o’clock,’ I explain.

			‘This sounds wonderful,’ says Maria. ‘Such an original idea, Gemma.’

			‘Everyone has been assigned specific jobs,’ I say, checking my notes. ‘Hannah, could you list everything on this sheet of paper, please? This list will become our run sheet. That way everyone can see what is going to happen and when.’

			Hannah takes a pen and starts writing. She uses red for the time, blue for names and orange for tasks to be done.

			‘On Tuesday night the entire Spring Collection will be moved from the apartment into the store, and each model’s changing station will be set up. A beautiful photo of cabbage roses with the word Bloom written across it will fill the front windows. No one will be able to see what’s going on inside. The store will be closed on Wednesday, the day of our show, and become our hair, makeup and dressing area.’

			‘What about security?’ says Mrs Threadway.

			‘Joe will have that covered,’ says Ralph. ‘And two security guards will stay in the store overnight to guard the collection. We’re not taking any chances.’

			The run sheet materialises before our eyes. Hannah creates a timetable listing everything that needs to happen.

			‘Carlo, the cutting tables can be unclipped on Tuesday night,’ I say. ‘On the day of the parade, the tables need to be carried out through the loading dock. Let’s have them in the alleyway ready to be moved as soon as the road is closed at two o’clock. Ralph will tell you exactly where to position the tables.’

			‘Excuse me for one minute, Gemma,’ says Ralph. ‘There’ll be an area alongside the catwalk reserved for invited guests—members of the press, fashion writers and the like. Carlo, I’ll talk to you later about how I’d like that set up.’

			‘Hannah’s mum Tess is doing the flowers. Exactly what, I’m not sure,’ I say.

			There are lots of smiles around the table.

			‘Whatever she does, it will be wonderful,’ says Cara. ‘Ralph is organising the music, and the words House of Bonafete will appear on the screen above the start of the runway. Maria, Mrs Threadway and Gina will dress the models and I’ll give the models their cue to go down the runway.’

			I take a breath and glance at my notes.

			I look at the words Don’t forget to speak slowly.

			‘And finally, this is Kim, standing here with Cara,’ I say. ‘She’s been working as Cara’s personal assistant, helping her with some technical issues. If you see her around, please introduce yourself. She has full security clearance.’

			I pause for a moment and everyone bursts into applause. Any doubts I had about whether our new plan was going to work have disappeared like yesterday’s cupcakes.

			‘It’s a team effort,’ I say.

			‘Yes,’ says Cara, ‘and what a team. So, everyone, please have a relaxing weekend and recharge your batteries for the week ahead. I’ll see you all on Monday morning.’
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			‘Did you and Hannah get any sleep at all last night?’ Kim asks as we pull up in front of the Recycled Clothing Bazaar. ‘I could still hear you talking when I went to bed just after midnight.’

			‘A little,’ I say, opening the car door as quickly as I can.

			The bell above the door jingles as we enter. I hurry to the counter, leaving Kim and Hannah to look at the bags and belts.

			Miss Bonnie flicks her head. ‘Come with me,’ she says, picking up a shoebox. I follow her to the back of the shop. As soon as we’re hidden behind a mannequin, she lifts the cardboard lid.

			‘Holy snappy turtles! They’re exactly the same,’ I say. ‘Size nine?’

			‘Size nine,’ she says. ‘And in mint condition.’

			‘Wherever did you find them?’ I gush. ‘They are so beautiful.’

			Miss Bonnie looks pleased. ‘I can track down most vintage items if I try hard enough.’

			‘Thank you so much for finding them for me,’ I say.

			While Hannah and Kim try on denim jackets, I pay Miss Bonnie. She wraps up the shoes and I put them in my backpack. On the floor next to the counter is a big box full of sneakers. They’re the colour of rotten avocado. 14 pairs / Kids’ size 5 is written on the side of the box.

			‘What’s happening with these sneakers?’ I say.

			‘Oh, those. I bought them at a garage sale. I’ve had them for ages. No one likes the colour.’ She laughs. ‘Can you blame them?’

			I can see these mid-cut sneakers have never been worn. With a bit of effort and imagination they’d be perfect for the kids to wear with the Tween Range.

			‘How much for the lot?’ I say.

			‘If you can do something with them, Gemma, you can have them. I can’t imagine anyone will buy them.’

			‘Wow, thanks, Miss Bonnie,’ I say. ‘I have big plans for these sneakers.’

			‘Well, good luck,’ she says with a smile. ‘Let me know what you do with them.’

			Hannah helps me carry the box to the car. ‘What are you going to do with those?’ asks Hannah. ‘That has to be the yuckiest colour I’ve ever seen.’

			‘You’ll see,’ I say. ‘You can do a lot with a little if you try.’
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			We drop the box of sneakers and some art supplies on the cutting table.

			‘Thanks for offering to help, Hannah,’ I say. There’s so much to think about, now that we’re holding the parade on The Avenue.

			‘I couldn’t spend my Saturday reading and not helping out. Well, I could, but I wouldn’t. I’ll tackle this creative project like a science experiment. Method, procedure, results. Remember, I’m Code Amethyst all the way.’

			I spread out three layers of paper to protect the tabletop. That should do it. Carlo will freak out if we get glue anywhere. I shake each can of spray paint to check they’re full. Mr D springs up onto the paper, making us both jump. He sniffs the spray cans and swishes his tail.

			‘Don’t let this one get in your way,’ I say. ‘He’s not even supposed to be down here.’

			‘I won’t tell,’ says Hannah, rubbing his back.

			‘Okay, spray paint first, decorate after,’ I say as Hannah looks on. ‘The first pair will be dry by the time you’ve painted the last pair. Then, use the glue to stick on the diamantés and beads, like this.’

			A curly squiggle of glue squirts onto the paper.

			‘I’ll be upstairs if you need anything, Hannah. There’s something I have to finish,’ I say.

			‘What if I muck the sneakers up and make them look awful?’ says Hannah. ‘I’m not creative like you. I can barely draw a straight line.’

			‘Firstly, Hannah Josephine Cross, everyone’s creative in their own way. Besides, I’ve seen the beautiful things you’ve made at sewing club. Secondly, do you honestly think these sneakers could look any worse than they already do?’

			I hold up a browny-green sneaker and we both pull faces.

			‘Okay, I guess not. But I’m calling in backup for this,’ she says.

			‘What backup?’ I say as Hannah reaches for the phone on Carlo’s table.

			‘I’m calling Bella Aroma to see if Ted’s there,’ she explains. A few seconds later, she says, ‘Hi, Ted, it’s me Hannah. I’m over at Gemma’s and, well, she’s asked me to customise some sneakers. Stop laughing! Can you come and help or not? Okay. Come to the loading-dock door and we’ll let you in.’ She hangs up.

			‘Ted’s coming straight over but he has to be back by four o’clock,’ says Hannah. ‘He says I’ve saved him from an afternoon of filling salt shakers and folding napkins. Anyway, he’s good at this sort of thing. Remember how he decorated his skateboard? And the stitching he did on his own sneakers was awesome,’ she adds.

			We unpack all the little tubs of beads and sequins and check that the spray paint nozzles aren’t blocked.

			Ted bangs on the loading-dock door and Hannah runs to let him in. He stops next to the box full of sneakers and holds up a large paper bag.

			‘Pastries,’ he says. ‘From Uncle Tony.’

			‘Yum,’ I say. ‘Thanks.’

			Ted takes a step back in surprise as Mr D lifts his right paw. ‘Who’s this?’ he says as he shakes Mr D’s paw.

			‘This is Monsieur Dior, or Mr Dior if he’s in trouble with me. But just call him Mr D,’ I say.

			Ted strokes Mr D’s back. ‘Cool bandana,’ he says.

			‘When he’s going somewhere formal, he calls it a cravat,’ I say.

			Ted breaks open the bag as we pull out some stools. It’s full of mini apple turnovers and we help ourselves.

			‘You’re now officially involved in a collab, Hannah,’ says Ted.

			‘What’s a collab?’ asks Hannah.

			Ted rolls his eyes. ‘Are you kidding me?’ He grins. ‘Col-lab is short for collaboration, on a design project. What’s the brief for these disgusting-looking sneakers? Ah, mids,’ says Ted, examining them. ‘At least the style is cool.’

			‘There will be fourteen kids modelling the Tween Range. I want them wearing fun-looking sneakers,’ I say. ‘Spray-paint the sneakers and finish them off with whatever you want. There’s all sorts of stuff you can use.’

			‘What are you doing?’ says Ted.

			‘Mr D and I are working on something upstairs. Hannah can explain everything. Thanks for this, guys. Call out if you need me,’ I shout as Mr D and I head for my sewing machine.
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			Mr D is by my side, keeping an eye out for any unwanted intruders in the design area. I finish sewing the last seam of my red garment bag and cut off any hanging threads. ‘Perfect!’ I say. Now, all I need to do is put my grand finale design into this bag and stash it in its secret place. After all, red is my hiding colour.

			Mr D and I check that the coast is clear before dashing out of the lift, down the hallway and into my bedroom. My accomplice keeps watch to make sure no one is coming. Pushing some clothes to one side, I lift my super-secret garments off the rail and tuck each piece carefully into the red bag. I hang the garment bag behind my puffer jacket and close my wardrobe door. No one’s going to be looking in there.

			I reach under my bed, pull out the white shoebox and lift the lid. I can see the sheen of the shoes Miss Bonnie found for me through the fine tissue paper. I slide the box back as far as it will go.

			‘Mission accomplished, Mr D,’ I say.

			He lifts his paw and we shake.

			There’s a tap on my door and Hannah’s head pokes around the corner.

			‘What’s up?’ I say. ‘I was just heading back down to see you and Ted.’

			‘Ted’s already left,’ she says, ‘and Mum’s picking me up in five minutes. But we finished the sneakers—the box is under the cutting table. We hope you love them.’

			‘That’s amazing, Hannah. Thank you a million trillion ginger cats,’ I say. ‘I’ll call you tomorrow.’

			Hannah, Mr D and I go down in the lift. We wave her goodbye.

			‘Oh, come on, Mr D. I can’t wait until tomorrow. Let’s take a peek at the sneakers.’

			We race down to the cutting area. I pull the large box onto the floor and fold open the flaps.

			‘Holy snapping turtles,’ I shout as I put two pairs on the table. The drab rotten-avocado colour is no more. The sneakers are now white with thin lines of coloured swirls. Beads and diamantés decorate the toes, heels and edge of each sneaker. No two pairs look the same.

			‘Wait till the kids in the sewing club see these, Mr D,’ I say. ‘I think we might be designing sneakers next.’

			After dinner, I draw in my journal until I’m too tired to stay awake. Mr D’s already curled up at the top of my bed. I give him a quick cuddle then climb under the covers, tucking my journal under my red friendship cushion.

			‘Tomorrow is the start of Fashion Week. It’s going to be go, go, go,’ I say. ‘So no pushing me off my pillow tonight. You’ve got your own. Are you listening to me?’ I ask him. But Mr D’s already asleep. Purring away like a newborn kitten.
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			I open the door to Mr Bankmore’s office. Ralph and Cara are already seated, as they are for every Monday morning meeting.

			‘Come in, darling,’ says Cara. ‘Sit next to me.’ She pats the beige swivel chair. ‘We’re going over some business figures. You remember, profit and loss and all that sort of thing.’ She waves her hand as if she’d never broken her wrists.

			I’m getting a funny feeling. Ralph and Cara’s faces don’t look happy.

			‘You may not know this, Gemma, but we paid for the booking of the ballroom in full,’ says Mr Bankmore, twisting the lid of his fountain pen. ‘Unfortunately that means we won’t be getting our money back. And although I’ve engaged a lawyer to look into Ms Charming’s behaviour while she worked here, and hopefully recoup some of that loss, there’s no way of knowing if we will be successful. The bottom line is, we simply can’t afford to spend any more money on the parade.’

			I might be only ten years old but I know when someone’s about to give me news I don’t want to hear. It’s the same as waiting all morning to go somewhere special, only to be told you’re not going.

			‘We’ve had to make some cutbacks,’ says Mr Bankmore. ‘I’m afraid, Gemma, the Tween Range is not going to be shown on Wednesday. We simply can’t afford to hire another fourteen models right now.’

			I reach for my heart locket. I can feel tears in my eyes and I start to blink. I’m glad Mr D isn’t here. If I looked at him I know I’d be crying right now.

			‘It’s a fabulous range, Rosebud,’ says Cara gently. ‘And your idea to design clothes for kids your age is excellent. We’ll launch the collection in autumn. What do you say, darling?’

			All I can think about is Hannah and Ted spending all of Saturday afternoon spray-painting and gluing beads on sneakers for me. I take a deep breath.

			‘Of course I’m disappointed,’ I say. ‘I think everyone will love our Tween Range. But I know the ready-to-wear Spring Collection is the most important one right now.’

			‘Wait for me in my office, darling. I’ll be there in a minute,’ Cara says.

			As soon as I’m in Cara’s office, I call Hannah. For a moment I don’t think Hannah is going to answer and then I hear, ‘Hi, Gemma, what’s up?’

			‘We’re not showing the Tween Range,’ I blurt out. ‘And after all the work you and Ted did on the sneakers. Mr Bankmore told me we just can’t afford it.’

			‘I don’t understand,’ says Hannah. ‘The Tween Range is already finished, isn’t it? Why can’t it be shown like Cara said it would be?’

			‘It’s about the cost of booking the kids we need to wear the clothes. Paying for another fourteen models means spending a lot of money.’

			‘Oh. I didn’t think about that. But there must be something we can do,’ she says. ‘Got any cousins?’

			‘Nope, just me,’ I say. ‘Anyway, I have to go. I’ll call you later.’ I hang up, feeling despondent.

			Cara appears in the doorway with her black cashmere throw draped around her shoulders. ‘Come on, darling,’ she says, reaching out her hand to me.

			‘Where are we going?’ I ask, pulling on my denim jacket.

			‘Out,’ she says. ‘Let’s go.’
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			A man in a dark blue suit hurries across the foyer of the Hotel Grand Imperial to greet us. His arms are outstretched towards Cara.

			‘Lovely to see you, Cara,’ he says, smiling broadly.

			‘Nice to see you too, Max,’ she says. ‘Gemma, this is Mr Johnson, the general manager. Max, my granddaughter, Gemma.’

			‘Welcome to the Grand Imperial, Gemma,’ he says warmly.

			‘Nice to meet you,’ I say.

			He turns back to Cara, his face more serious. ‘I can’t tell you how upset I was to hear about the terrible experience you had with one of your staff.’

			‘Ex-staff, and thank you, Max. That’s kind of you to say, but we both know sometimes unexpected things happen,’ she says.

			‘What brings you to the Imperial this morning? Something I can help you with?’ he says.

			‘Gemma and I are here for one of your delicious morning teas,’ says Cara. ‘You do still hold them in the Balmoral Room?’

			‘Ah, yes we do,’ he says, looking around. ‘If you could please take a seat for one moment, I’ll arrange a special table for you.’

			Ten minutes later, Mr Johnson winds his way down the sweeping staircase.

			‘If you’d like to follow me,’ he says with a smile.

			We take the lift to the third floor.

			‘After you,’ he says, using his arm to stop the door from closing. ‘This way, please.’

			Cara gives me a sideways glance and raises her eyebrow.

			‘I thought you might like to have your own private morning tea in here,’ he says, ‘just you and your granddaughter.’

			He opens the double doors. Every light in the Grand Ballroom sparkles. Underneath the chandelier is a single round table draped in white linen and set with fancy china and cutlery.

			‘Oh, this is so beautiful,’ I say.

			‘Thank you, Max,’ says Cara, gently patting his arm. ‘This is perfect.’

			Waiters bustle around the table, pouring tea for Cara and hot chocolate for me. There’s a selection of little cakes and sandwiches on a three-tier cake stand. Music plays softly in the background. When we’re finally on our own, Cara reaches across and wraps her warm hands around mine.

			‘Isn’t this wonderful? Even I wasn’t expecting it.’

			‘But why did the hotel manager do this?’ I say, looking around the room at the silver wallpaper and velvet curtains.

			‘I’d say management is trying to show me some special consideration after the disaster with our booking,’ says Cara. ‘Anyway, let’s not think about that. Let’s enjoy this special time together.’

			I take a mini sandwich. Cara sips her tea then replaces her pale blue teacup.

			‘Wednesday will be a day you’ll never forget,’ she says. ‘Before you know it the models will be arriving, the hair and makeup artists will work their magic, and you will be sending your very first collection down the runway for the world to see.’

			‘It sounds a bit scary when you say it like that,’ I say.

			‘Oh, it’s not, just very exciting! Before it gets too crazy I wanted to give you this. I’ve been waiting for the right moment. A little something from me to you, as a memento of your first collection,’ she says. She slides a little glossy pink box across the table.

			I unclip the clasp and lift the lid. On a tiny silk pillow is a rose gold signet ring. A rosebud emblem is embossed on the top.

			‘Oh, Cara, it’s beautiful,’ I say, pushing the wide band onto the little finger of my left hand. I wriggle my hand and the gold catches the light.

			I jump from my seat and we throw our arms around each other.

			‘When you look at that ring, remember today and what I’m telling you,’ she says.

			I stare down again at the beautiful rosebud ring.

			‘If you work at something you love, Gemma,’ says Cara, ‘then it will never feel like work at all.’
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			It’s Tuesday, and all I want to do is start setting up for the parade. It feels like 5.30 pm will never arrive. I watch as Sophie guides the last two customers towards the front of the store and hands them each a carry bag.

			‘Have a lovely evening,’ she says.

			As soon as Joe closes and locks the store’s front doors, everyone whirls into action. The window dressers cover the glass with huge posters of fresh flowers. The word Bloom is written across the bottom in large lettering. Ralph supervises the clearing of floor space to make room for the racks of clothes.

			Joe stands at the door that leads from the store through to the ground-floor reception area.

			‘No one in, no one out, unless they’re here on my list,’ he says, showing me a page of faces and names.

			Kim is waiting for me in the apartment with the first two racks of garments. The clothes are completely hidden under a fitted cotton cover. I check to make sure we have racks number one and two.

			‘We’ll take them down in number order. Each model’s clothes are on a specifically numbered rack,’ I explain to Kim.

			When we enter the store with the first two racks, Ralph is testing the music quality with the sound technician. Boom, boom, boom, the beat blasts across the store. Extension cords snake around the legs of the tables that are set up for hair and makeup. We head back up in the lift.

			‘That’s the last of the racks,’ I say to Joe as we pass for the tenth time.

			‘We just need to put the shoes under the racks and we’re finished,’ says Ralph.

			The rack number and the name of a model are written on the front of each shoebox. We carefully place the boxes where they need to go. The room is ready.

			‘Come on, it’s 8 pm, time to call it a day,’ says Ralph.

			Cara is waiting in the lobby of our apartment when the lift doors open. She wears black satin wide-leg pants and a burnt-orange longline knit. Her dark brown hair swings off her shoulders.

			‘Wow, you look so beautiful, Cara,’ I say.

			‘Thank you, darling.’ She beams. ‘Now, you all have fifteen minutes to shower and dress for dinner. I have chilled champagne and lemonade ready. I’ll be in the lounge room.’

			I’m wearing my black ballet pumps, black leggings and a hot-pink dress Cara bought me from Miss Bonnie’s shop. I’ve made Mr D a red silk bandana from an off-cut of material I found in the storeroom. I tie it like a cravat around his neck. After all, this is a special occasion. 

			‘You look amazing, Mr D,’ I say. ‘And you’ve just given me an idea for our next sewing club project. We could make cravats, bow ties and neckerchiefs for cats. Hmm, how about we call the collection “Purr-fect Pieces”?’

			He jumps off my bed and looks at himself in the long mirror. He flicks his tail, lifts his chin and heads for the door.

			‘Okay, “Purr-fect Pieces” it is. Let’s go and have some fun.’
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			Cara, Ralph and Kim are already sitting at the coffee table when we enter the room. The twinkle of pink candlelight shines throughout the lounge and dining room. The soft fragrance of cream roses drifts through the air.

			Hannah springs up from behind the sofa.

			‘Surprise!’ she shouts. I almost trip over Mr D. Hannah’s wearing the A-line skirt I made her and a denim jacket we saw in Miss Bonnie’s shop. She twirls around.

			‘Remember the jacket?’ she says with a smile.

			‘Of course I do. What a great surprise.’

			‘Well,’ says Cara, ‘we couldn’t have this special dinner without your best friend here to help celebrate.’

			Ralph passes Hannah and me a glass of lemonade each and we sit on the long ottoman with Mr D between us.

			‘What a journey we’ve all been on over the past seven weeks,’ says Cara. ‘Ralph, you have been my official assistant designer for so long now that I can’t imagine running the House of Bonafete without you. Kim, I’d like you to consider being my fulltime personal assistant, to oversee my social appointments and provide me with technical support.’

			‘Technical support!’ I say. ‘Is that your code for, I need you to help me with online shopping?’

			‘Cara has mastered her new laptop. She doesn’t need my help now,’ says Kim. ‘And thank you, Cara, I will certainly think about it.’

			Cara turns to us. ‘Dearest Hannah. You are such a true friend to Gemma. Not to mention everything you’ve helped her with since I had my nasty fall. The pair of you are going to achieve great things. Monsieur Dior,’ continues Cara. Before she says another word, Mr D leaps onto her lap and lifts his right paw, demanding a handshake. I can’t tell who’s laughing harder, Cara or me. ‘Well,’ says Cara between peals of laughter, ‘we simply couldn’t do anything without you, Monsieur Dior.’

			Mr D looks around proudly before jumping back over to me.

			‘Now, to my little Rosebud. Congratulations on designing the most fabulous Spring Collection this fashion house has ever produced. It’s true, darling. It really is the best!’ Cara raises her glass. ‘To Gemma, and her first ready-to-wear Spring Collection showing tomorrow.’

			There’s so much I want to say but all I can manage is, ‘Thank you.’ It comes from my heart and I’m sure they know it.
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			I sit up in bed and cuddle Mr D in my arms. We watch the first glow of the morning light creep up over the tops of the buildings as the stars fade away.

			‘Today’s the day,’ I say. ‘Did you ever think this day would happen, Mr D?’

			He gives a soft meow and rubs his warm nose on my cheek.

			‘Let’s get up,’ I tell him. ‘I’m too excited to stay in bed one second longer.’

			There’s no place for a silver sequined top today. Black jeans, black t-shirt and my pink hiking boots are my chosen look for my behind-the-scenes work at the House of Bonafete Spring Collection. And, of course, my silver heart locket.

			We sit in The Lookout and stare out across the city. The sky is the colour of a clear blue mountain lake. I look at my rose gold rosebud ring on my little finger as a few butterflies dance inside my stomach. I’m still getting used to wearing it.

			‘I’m sorry, Mr D, but you need to stay in the apartment today. It’s going to get pretty frantic downstairs. Besides, you’ll have the best view in town from The Lookout. Wish me luck,’ I say.

			He sits on his hind legs, straightens his back and meows.

			‘Thanks, Mr D,’ I say. ‘I’ll keep an eye out for you from down on The Avenue.’

			I can smell the coffee and toast halfway down the hallway.

			‘Good morning, Kim,’ I say as I sit up at the bench. ‘Yum, scrambled eggs.’

			‘They’ll be no time to stop for lunch today, so fuel up,’ she says, passing me my plate.

			Ralph paces by the window—a mug in one hand and his phone in the other. He nods at me and keeps talking. The bright morning sun throws his long shadow across the floor.

			‘Good morning, Gem,’ he says when he ends the call. ‘My phone hasn’t stopped all night. Calls, texts, Tweets. The word is well and truly out about our showing on The Avenue. The media coverage we’re getting is crazy. Here’s the most up-to-date running list.’ He passes me a piece of paper. ‘This tells you what happens and when. Keep it in your pocket.’

			In between mouthfuls of egg I scan the timetable.

			12 noon—Full team mic-up in Cara’s office.

			‘What’s this full team mic-up?’ I ask.

			‘We’ll all be wearing headsets so we can communicate with each other wherever we are, right throughout the afternoon,’ says Ralph.

			I continue down the list.

			12 noon—Hair and makeup arrive.

			1 pm—Models arrive / Commence hair and makeup.

			2 pm—Road closure / Runway setup / Tess flowers.

			‘Where will Tess park?’ I ask.

			‘Once she’s set up the flowers, she’ll park in our loading dock,’ says Ralph.

			I read on.

			3.30 pm—All models dressed for first walk out.

			4.00 pm—START.

			4.30 pm—FINISH.

			Kim passes me the phone. I’m so engrossed, I didn’t even hear it ring. ‘It’s Hannah,’ she says.

			‘Hi, Hannah,’ I say. ‘Thanks again for surprising me last night.’

			‘I just want to say good luck today, best friend. Ted and I will be there by eleven o’clock.’

			‘Come to the loading-dock door. Security will let you in. Hang out in the lunchroom until I come down,’ I say.

			‘We don’t want to get in the way,’ says Hannah. ‘We just want to be there in case you need us to do anything.’

			‘Quickly, put the TV on,’ interrupts Cara, rushing into the kitchen as she tries to fasten her earring. ‘The fashion channel, quick, turn it up.’

			‘I have to go, Hannah. I’ll see you later. Bye,’ I say as Ralph turns up the volume.

			‘Yes, it’s a little chilly here this morning. I’m standing in front of the famous fashion house, the House of Bonafete, where at four o’clock this afternoon, The Avenue will come to a standstill as Cara Bonafete shows her ready-to-wear Spring Collection. I’ve been told that rather than do what every other fashion house does, this year Ms Bonafete has chosen to show her collection right here at home, as it were, as a unique way to celebrate her fifty years in the fashion industry. Congratulations, Ms Bonafete. This is Melanie Anderson from the Fashion Today Network, coming to you live from the House of Bonafete. Back to you, Tom, in the studio.’

			‘Holy snapping turtles,’ I cry. ‘This is really happening.’

			‘Stay calm and don’t rush,’ Cara says to me. ‘So, how do I look, darlings?’ She flicks her hair back and strikes a hands-on-hips pose.

			‘You look fabulous,’ I say. ‘But unless you’re trying to start a new trend, you might want to put on your other earring as well.’
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			I’m sitting on my bed when Kim taps on the door.

			‘Sophie’s sent you a message,’ she says, passing me her phone.

			I read it then quickly reply, and Sophie sends back, Thanks Gemma. Will do. Sophie xx.

			‘Thanks, Kim,’ I say.

			‘I’m in the kitchen if you need me,’ she says.

			I slip the shoebox I had hidden under my bed into a carry bag and hook it on my wrist. Mr D leans against my door to keep it open. Draping the red garment bag over my arm, I head for the lift. Cara, Ralph and Kim are nowhere to be seen. This is perfect timing. The last thing I want is one of them to ask me, ‘What’s that you’ve got there?’ I still feel a little nervous as I leave the apartment, but as soon as the doors open onto the design area, all the trembling in my stomach disappears.

			Gina is waiting at her sewing machine, just like we planned. She jumps from her seat as soon as she sees me.

			‘Talk about a top-secret mission,’ she says. We muffle our giggles, worried that someone might hear us.

			‘Thank you for everything you’ve done for me, Gina,’ I say, passing her the garment bag and carry bag. ‘You made up my secret range. And now this.’

			‘I’m loving every minute of it. This is so much fun. So, let’s run through everything one last time,’ she says.

			‘Okay, Sophie will go straight to hair and makeup. Although she’s not supposed to be modelling today, Maria and Mrs Threadway will be so busy, hopefully they won’t even notice her. Keep the garment and carry bag with you until you go through to dress your models. Hang it on the rack you’re dressing from and don’t let anyone touch it. Sophie will find you. And remember, she absolutely must wear these shoes,’ I say, tapping the shoebox.

			‘Don’t worry. I’ll make sure Sophie’s outfit is perfect. Good luck, Gemma!’ We give each other a massive hug.

			As I reach the bottom of the stairs to the cutting area I hear Hannah’s voice in the lunchroom.

			‘Ten, eight to me,’ she says.

			‘No way,’ says Ted’s voice. ‘The ball bounced twice.’

			From the doorway I see my best friend standing ready to hit the table-tennis ball down the centre of the lunch table.

			‘Hey, Gemma,’ says Ted. ‘It’s the big day. Are you nervous?’

			Hannah flashes me a look. Ted doesn’t actually know I’ve designed the collection.

			‘Of course she’s nervous for Cara,’ says Hannah. ‘Who wouldn’t be?’

			‘Good luck, and if you need us to do anything, just ask,’ he says.

			‘I’m so sorry I didn’t get to use the sneakers in the parade after all the work you did on them,’ I say. ‘They’re so cool.’

			‘Oh, that’s okay. Hannah told me you’ll use them when you show the Tween Range in autumn.’

			‘Yeah, but that’s such a long time away,’ I say.

			‘Anyway, don’t worry about us. We’ll just hang here and play table tennis and raid the fridge until the parade starts,’ says Hannah.

			‘I have to get mic-ed up. I’d better go. See you when I see you,’ I say, and I sprint up the stairs to find Ralph.
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			Anything anyone is saying comes through my headset loud and clear. At ten past two, Carlo and his team have the all clear to move the cutting tables into position. Within fifteen minutes Carlo says the runway is securely in place. I duck out through the loading dock, down the alleyway and onto The Avenue to see exactly what’s going on. Lucky for us, there isn’t a single cloud in the sky. Mr D and I did a special wish for fine weather and our wish has come true.

			‘What are you doing out here without a jacket?’ says Carlo. ‘You’ll catch a cold.’

			‘I won’t stay long,’ I say, shivering a little.

			A carpet of orange, amber and cranberry-coloured leaves surrounds the cutting table runway, and the scent of pine cones and wood smoke floats in the air.

			Carlo tells his helpers where to put the white chairs for the VIPs. They quickly create two long rows running either side of the catwalk.

			‘Those black chairs go at the end, for the media,’ he says. ‘Oh, and everyone, Tess is here with the flowers. Those of you helping with the flower set-up, I need you to come and unload the van.’

			‘Thanks, Carlo,’ I hear Ralph say.

			These headsets are such a good idea. I think we should use them all the time.

			I turn and look at the front of the catwalk—where the models will enter and exit from. Some sort of special lighting has been placed over the entrance area but I’m not sure what it’s for. A last-minute detail Ralph has put in place, I suppose. I duck back down the alleyway, through the cutting area and into the store.

			We’re now referring to the Bonafete store as backstage, because that’s where all the action is. Models are perched around the room on stools while hair and makeup artists work their magic.

			I find a spare seat beside rack one and flip open my notes. I read through the models’ names and their walking order—that’s the order the models will go down the runway—and the garments they’ll be wearing.

			I hear Ralph say, ‘All those helping the models into their outfits, start preparing your model for the start of the parade. Thirty minutes to start time.’

			My tummy trembles but my heart is singing. I take up my position by the front door. I feel for my locket then make sure it’s tucked safely underneath my t-shirt. And I give my little rosebud ring a rub for luck. Partitions form a privacy wall behind the runway. No one will see the models until they step out and start down the catwalk.

			The sound of the crowd almost drowns out Ralph’s voice when he says, ‘Five minutes to go. All models in position, please, for the first walk. Security, all clear to go.’

			The security guard opens the front doors and the noise of the crowd rolls over me. For a moment I can’t move and then I shout into my headset, ‘I’m going out now, Ralph.’

			I lead out with the first model right behind me.

			The beat of the music and noise of the crowd pulses through the soles of my boots as we walk a few metres and go up the steps to the back of the runway. My eyelashes flicker as I peer through a special peephole in the partition. I can’t believe what I’m seeing. Hundreds, maybe thousands of people surround the runaway and cram onto the footpath. There’s a sea of people stretching all the way down The Avenue. The surface of the cutting tables glints in the sunlight under a vivid blue sky. Pink and white flowers line the edge of the runway and at the end, photographers stand shoulder to shoulder, jostling for the best position. I see Tess standing with Carlo in the crowd but I can’t see Hannah or Ted. They must be out there somewhere. But where?

			‘You there, Gem?’ I hear Ralph say, his voice calm and clear.

			‘I’m here.’ I glance over my shoulder and the first model, Ruth, smiles. The other models stand poised and waiting behind her.

			‘Are you ready to begin?’ says Ralph.

			‘Ready,’ I say.

			‘Send your first model out, please, Gemma, in five, four, three, two, one.’ And just like we’ve planned, everything starts to happen. We’re away.

			I nod and point my finger at the entrance. Ruth glides around the corner in time with the music and strides down the runway, a cloud of hot-pink satin swirling around her knees. The roar from the crowd is deafening and almost lifts me off my feet.

			I can hardly hear Ralph when he says, ‘And second model, go.’

			Freya strides out in the floral print magnolia skirt. Sarah is next in orange skinny-leg pants and an unbuttoned jacket, the tails of her longline lace top floating behind. Georgia wears three-quarter pale-pink pants, a white t-shirt and a loose vest. A rhythm builds as models file quickly past me back to their racks to change into their next outfit.

			My eyes scan each model as I check for the slightest detail out of place. But there’s nothing to adjust. Everything is perfect. Out they go, and then back in again. Design after design files past, and it all happens so quickly.

			When the models appear in the special-occasion outfits, I know we’re close to the finale.

			The parade’s been running for twenty-five minutes when Ralph says, ‘Your last seven models are on their way, Gem, then they’ll all be out for the last walk-through.’

			I take a deep breath. Now’s the moment I’ve planned. I only hope nothing goes wrong.

			‘There’s a change to the plan, everyone,’ I say. ‘Repeat, a change of plans. I’ll send the last seven models out, but tell the others to wait. I repeat, I’ll send the last seven models, but tell the others to wait.’

			‘All right,’ says Ralph, with hesitation in his voice. ‘You’re sure about this, Gemma?’

			‘Totally,’ I say.

			‘Okay, that change is confirmed,’ says Ralph without any fuss.

			As I cue the last seven models down the runway, I see Sophie take hold of the railing and climb the steps. Her hair is pulled back in a soft curly bun on the top of her head. A mass of yellow roses circles the bun and an arch of silk netting frames her face. Sophie steps closer.

			‘Every collection needs a bride to steal the show,’ I say. ‘You’re my grand finale, Soph.’

			‘Well, almost, Gemma,’ she says with a wink. ‘Almost.’

			Of course she’s the grand finale. I’m not sure what she means. And I have no time to think about it right now.

			As she steps out onto the runway, the roar of the crowd drowns out the music. Holding a bouquet of yellow and white roses, Sophie stops and strikes a pose as white lights flash from the surrounding cameras.

			My bride is on her way.

			The cheering rises with every stride she takes. Wearing white stretch satin capri pants, a Chantilly lace cropped top and a hip-length swing jacket fastened at the neck with a single antique button, Sophie seems to glide. A pair of 1960s silver slingback heels carry her down the runway. The shoes are the exact colour, make and style worn by the bride in Cara’s first collection fifty years ago. They are a pair of original BeBe Harpers.

			I’m watching through the peephole in the partition. All I can see is Sophie, the runway and a sea of people smiling, clapping and waving.

			She holds her pose in front of the photographers. Flashes of light explode left and right. Sophie turns again and stops, standing at a different angle.

			‘Cue the kids,’ I hear Kim say through my headset. ‘The kids, now,’ she repeats.

			‘What kids are you talking about?’ I say into my mic.

			There’s a clang, clang, clang behind me. I swing around and see Hannah and Ted charging up the metal steps, followed by my other friends from school. Kim stands behind the last boy, thumbs in the air, grinning. I can’t believe what I’m seeing. A rush of astonishment crashes into my heart and I squeal with joy.

			The kids are dressed in my Tween Range, exactly the way I’d planned the outfits. And they’re wearing the sneakers customised by Hannah and Ted!

			As Sophie finishes her walk she turns around once more. Back down the runway she goes.

			‘That’s your cue, Ted,’ says Hannah. ‘Go, go, go!’

			Ted drops his skateboard to the floor and takes off around the corner wearing red cargo shorts, a striped t-shirt and baseball cap turned backwards. The cheering is even louder this time. He glides behind Sophie on his skateboard, his thumbs in the air. Hannah, Ben and Poppy go next, all wearing colourful cargo pants or jeans, and white t-shirts. Jon, Bella, Isaac, Sydney and Ruby file out, and the last five kids follow. The diamantés and beads on their multi-coloured sneakers twinkle in the light as my friends dance their way down the runway. I don’t believe it. Everyone’s doing the Shimmy-Shimmy dance that Hannah and I made up.

			I look through the peephole once again. Sophie reaches the end of the runway and tosses her bouquet into the crowd. A woman leaps up and catches the flowers. She holds her prize high in the air and a massive cry goes up. As Sophie leads the kids back along the runway, the rest of the models file out, circling around at the end and back again. Sophie turns and waves to the crowd, who are clapping and chanting, ‘Bon-a-fete, Bon-a-fete.’

			Cara charges up the steps, a microphone in her hand, and stands at the entrance to the runway with Sophie. They give each other a kiss as the music fades away. There’s no space left on the runway now as the models and kids clap and cheer along with the crowd. I see tears streaming down Cara’s face. She holds up her hand and waves.

			‘Thank you, thank you so much,’ she says into the microphone, ‘thank you.’ Her voice echoes down The Avenue.

			A hush settles over the crowd.

			‘Fifty years ago this week I showed my very first collection.’ A cheer goes up. ‘And for fifty years I hope I have surprised and delighted you with my designs. There is one more very special surprise I would like to share with you.’

			I’m hidden behind the screen a couple of metres away from where Cara is standing. Cara has her audience’s full attention.

			‘Here at the House of Bonafete there is one member of our design team who has an incredible talent. Talent, in fact, that is far beyond her years. This person collaborated with me in creating the Spring Collection you have seen today. However, our new Tween Range, “Rosebud and Mr D”, was entirely her idea and creation.’

			I feel my heart start to beat faster in my chest. The cheering swells up all over again as Cara smiles and waves.

			‘So, you’re wondering, who is this talented designer?’ says Cara.

			Cara stops, the microphone held in mid-air. The noise of the crowd falls away. Cara gestures to the entrance of the runway.

			‘I give you my granddaughter, Gemma Riley.’
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			As the music booms across the top of the cheering, there’s a tap on my shoulder. It’s Ralph.

			‘Out you go, Gem. This is your moment. It’s time to take your bow.’

			I’m not quite sure what to do. Then a voice inside me says, Just be yourself.

			I move through the entrance and take off down the runway, waving my hands in the air, moving in time with the music. I weave my way through the models, fist-bumping Hannah, Ted and my friends from school. I finish my runway walk and Cara is waiting for me, her arms spread wide.

			And then I see what’s above the runway. The word Bonafete is spelled out with huge gold lights and underneath in silver are the words, Rosebud and Mr D. It all looks so beautiful. I stand staring at the lights until Cara sweeps me up in her arms.

			‘Darling, the shoes, the shoes, wherever did you find them?’ she cries as the models and kids wave for the last time and head backstage. The noise is so loud I have to shout to be heard.

			‘Miss Bonnie helped me,’ I say, cupping my hand around Cara’s ear. ‘I showed her the picture of you and the bride from your first ready-to-wear collection.’

			I pull the photograph from my pocket and hand it to Cara. Tears spill from my eyes and as usual, I don’t have a tissue. She stares at the grainy black and white image of herself standing next to a model dressed in a cream guipure lace dress and wearing pointy silver slingback shoes.

			‘My very first pair of BeBe Harper shoes,’ she says, running her fingers over the photo. ‘Such beautiful shoes, and I’ve loved designing from the first day I started. So long ago, my little Rosebud,’ she says, handing back the photo. ‘This photo belongs to you. I followed my heart and now it’s your turn to follow your heart and do what you love.’
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			When Cara and I finally make it backstage, everyone claps and cheers.

			Maria rushes forward, crying and laughing at the same time. She hugs me so tight it’s hard to breathe.

			‘I knew it,’ she says, clasping her hands together and turning to Mrs Threadway and Gina. ‘Didn’t I say these designs had Gemma written all over them? The big rat. That’s what I smelt the moment Ralph said Cara wanted creative isolation.’

			I hug everyone I see. Ralph, Kim, Sophie, Gina and Carlo.

			‘Social media has gone into meltdown,’ says Ralph, waving his phone in the air. ‘But don’t worry, Kim and I will deal with all of that.’

			‘Excuse me. Excuse me, please. I need to get through.’ I hear Mr Bankmore before I see him.

			‘Gemma, Gemma,’ he cries. ‘I’ve just come from my office. We’re inundated with orders already. I don’t know how we’ll even manage production.’ He beams, turning to Mrs Threadway. ‘And the orders for the Tween Range,’ he rolls his eyes and whistles, ‘are through the roof.’ He rubs his hand together gleefully, and before any of us has a chance to respond, he jigs on the spot, unable to contain his joy. ‘That’s not all. I’ve just received some other wonderful news.’

			I’m worried Mr Bankmore’s about to explode with excitement. He mops his forehead and quickly stuffs his handkerchief into the pocket of his jacket. Then he turns to Ralph and whispers something in his ear. Ralph’s smile turns into laughter as he pats Mr Bankmore on the back.

			‘Well,’ says Ralph, ‘it looks like the House of Bonafete will be receiving financial compensation after all. I won’t go into the details, but let’s just say that Carrie Charming and Amanda have a lot of explaining to do to the authorities.’
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			I slip behind Mrs Threadway and go to find Hannah and Ted. When I do, we all hug and laugh and jump up and down for a minute before we can even get a word out. I spy the kids from our sewing group in the distance. They’re huddled around Sophie at the garment racks, looking at the clothes from the Spring Collection.

			‘How did you get all those kids from school to be in the show?’ I ask them. ‘I can’t believe you managed to do that. And in the school holidays.’

			‘It was Hannah’s idea,’ says Ted.

			‘It was no different from a medical emergency,’ she says. ‘Bring in reliable reinforcements as quickly as possible and make sure they know what they’re doing. Simple. I emailed the kids in the sewing clubs and said the first fourteen kids to say “yes” got to be in the Bonafete parade. I filled all the spots in eleven minutes and twenty-three seconds, to be precise. Everyone was sworn to secrecy.’

			‘Hannah was incredible,’ says Ted. ‘She styled everyone’s outfit. She even told me to wear my cap backwards!’

			Hannah holds up her hands. ‘Don’t get any ideas, Gemma. I’m not about to become your assistant designer.’

			Ralph weaves his way through the wellwishers to where we’re standing.

			‘I’ve just spoken to the head of security,’ he says. ‘Can you believe it? They can’t get anyone to leave. Everyone’s having such a good time. All the cafés and restaurants along The Avenue are full and people are dancing on the runway. Mayor Molachelo has extended the road closure until 8 pm.’

			‘Well, you know, the name Bonafete does means Good Party!’ says Cara.

			My cheeks hurt from smiling and my arms ache from hugging. I can’t speak to another person. Cara takes my hand and leads me through the backstage crowd to the runway entrance. She waves a photographer over and he hurries to catch up to us.

			‘Come with me,’ she says. ‘I want to make sure I have some special photos of just you and me on the runway.’

			The photographer asks us to hug, stand back to back, laugh and pull some funny faces—all sorts of crazy poses to capture this amazing moment.

			A voice in the crowd calls Cara’s name, and she waves and hurries down the metal stairs. I stand alone on the runway and look up at our apartment. The last rays of the late afternoon sun light up the top of the Bonafete building, making the wall shine metallic silver.

			There’s a small shape in my bedroom window, and I know exactly who it is. His nose is pressed against the glass and his ears are sticking up. Monsieur Dior sits on the padded seat in the warm light and stares down from The Lookout.

			I wonder what he thought of the Spring Collection, our first Rosebud and Mr D Range, the crowd all the way down The Avenue, the music, the flowers clustered around the edge of the runway and the road closure that’s turned into a party? There’ll be so much to talk about tonight. After all, we’re business partners now. He’ll keep me up for hours and make me go over every teensy weensy detail.

			I hope he loves being a designer at the House of Bonafete as much as I do. I watch as he slowly stretches upward, the pads of his paws pressing against the glow of the glass. Then, he sits proudly, flicks his bushy tail and lifts his face to the sunlight.

			Well, Mr D, I think I’ll take that as a definite yes!

			The End

		

	
		
			Glossary of Design and Fashion Terms

			Appliqué—Fabric stitched onto another piece of fabric, like when you stitch a friendship heart onto your jeans.

			Ballet pumps—Slip-on flat shoes with a round toe.

			Bodice—The part of a garment that covers your upper body area, without sleeves.

			Bolts of fabric—Fabric that has been folded around a rectangular piece of cardboard as a way of storing the material. Wool and lace is often stored this way.

			Calico samples—The same sort of thing as a toile. Clothes are made up in calico to see if you like the design.

			Chantilly lace—A delicate handmade lace that originally comes from Chantilly, France.

			Cross-body bag—A bag you wear across your body. The strap needs to be long enough to get it over your head so that the bag sits near your hip.

			Cross-stitch—This is not a stitch that gets angry, but a type of stitch that looks just like an X.

			Denim—A very strong cotton fabric used for jeans, skirts, shorts and jackets. Blue denim is the most popular but you can also get denim in white and other colours.

			Design illustration—A drawing that tries to show the personality or theme of a garment.

			Design Journal—A book used for doing drawings, keeping samples of fabric called swatches, and other top-secret ideas.

			Diamantés—Sparkly beads that look like diamonds.

			Faille—A medium-weight fabric that has a soft lustre and little ridges running through the fabric.

			Fastenings—All the bits and pieces you use to do up your clothes. Zips, buttons, hooks and eyes, press-studs.

			Floral story—A collection of styles or a ‘story’ all made from the same floral fabric.

			Friendship cushion—A cushion with a friendship heart in the middle and a secret pocket on the back.

			Friendship heart—A hand-stitched fabric heart. You can also make a triple friendship heart by sewing three hearts of different sizes, held together with a button in the middle.

			Invisible zip—A type of zip that’s hidden within the seam.

			Lapel—The part of a jacket that folds back just below the collar. It’s a good place to wear a badge or brooch.

			Notions—Buttons, zips, hooks and eyes, press studs, poppers—all the bits and pieces that are part of a piece of clothing.

			Pattern-maker—Someone who creates the pattern pieces used for making clothes.

			Pattern notcher—These look a bit like a pair of scissors. You use them to cut a small notch in a pattern piece.

			Pin bracelet—A band that fits around your wrist for holding your dressmaking pins.

			Pinking shears—Scissors that leave a zigzag finish to the edge of a piece of fabric when cut. This helps stop the edge of the material from fraying.

			Production drawings—Drawings that show all the sewing details of a garment, like where the topstitching goes and the position and number of buttons.

			Range plan—Working out how many garment styles you will have in one range. For example, you might have three jackets and four pairs of shorts in a small denim range.

			Ready-to-wear collection—Clothes in various sizes that are sold in shops and online. Also called ‘off the rack’ clothing.

			Rickrack braid—A flat braid made in a zigzag pattern. The type of braid used on a friendship heart or cushion.

			Running stitches—Small even stitches that run in and out of a piece of material. This stitch looks like the broken white line down the middle of a road.

			Sample garment—A piece of clothing that’s not quite ready to be sold. You’re still working out if the fit and look of the design is okay.

			Seams—When two pieces of fabric are sewn together they make what is called a seam. The line of stitches creates a seam allowance—the area from the edge of the fabric to the line of stitching. Seams can be sewn in many widths. A 1 cm width is a common seam allowance.

			Sewing tote—A bag for carrying all your sewing bits and pieces.

			Silk chiffon—A soft floaty see-through fabric used to make scarves and evening dresses.

			Silk satin—Silk fabric that is very soft and a little bit shiny.

			Spring Collection—Clothes that will be shown at the end of winter and sold at the beginning of spring.

			Stitching sampler—A piece of material with rows of different sewing stitches.

			Storyboard—Drawings, fabric swatches and trim samples, displayed on a presentation board or screen to show the styles, colours and fabrics of a clothing range.

			Style number—The number you give to a specific garment style, say, MRD2019. No two styles ever have the same number or it would be very confusing.

			Toile—A mock-up of a design, usually made in cotton material called calico, so you can see how the garment looks and fits.

			Topstitching—Stitching you can see on the outside of clothing. Jeans have lots of topstitching.

			Thread clippers—Little clipper-like scissors for cutting off your sewing threads.

			Vintage buttons—Buttons from clothing that is about thirty years old or more.

			Wrap dress—A dress that wraps around your body and ties up on the side or at the back. There are no zips or buttons to do up.
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%n— to. Shppligus o Fniendship Feart
Appliqué is an easy way to customise your clothes. Follow
the instructions for ‘How to Make a Friendship Heart’
on page 19 and then appliqué the heart onto a pair of
shorts, jeans, a t-shirt or any garment you like.

What you need
@ One completed © Thread
friendship heart @ Fabric scissors or
% Anitem of clothing thread clippers
© Dressmaking pins € TIron and ironing board

% Sewing needle (sharp point)

What to do
Check that the heat setting on the iron is at the
correct level and press your friendship heart. Press your
garment and pin the heart shape to your garment.
o
Cuta 60 cm length of thread. Thread your sewing needle
and knot both ends together to create a double thread.
o
To appliqué the friendship heart to the garment, sew
a row of running stitches around the edge of the heart
shape, 3 mm inside the edge of the fabric. Make sure
your running stitches go through all layers of fabric.
o

To tie off your thread, make a small stitch on the inside

: of the garment and pull the thread so it makes a small

loop. Pass your needle through the loop and pull. Do this
three times then cut your thread, leaving a 2 cm tail.
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Before you start any sewing or craft activity, it’s a good

idea to check with an adult, especially when you're cutting
fabric, or using an iron or strong craft glue. Read the
instructions carefully before you begin and make sure you've
set up your workspace and have everything you need.

What you need
© A sheet of A4 size paper, @ A l4cmx 14cm
ruler and pencil piece of fabric
% Paper scissors % Embroidery thread
@ Fabric scissors @ An iron and ironing board

@ Large-size sewing needle— @ Pressing cloth
one thats easy to thread % A 14 cmx 14 cm piece of
and not too sharp iron-on fusing, sometimes

called iron-on webbing

What to do

Creating your heart-shape pattern
Draw a 12 cm x 12 cm square on your paper and cut it out.
Fold your square in half. Starting on the folded edge, draw
one side of your heart, making the shape as big as you can.
With the paper still folded, cut along the drawing line and fold
open. Now you have your symmetrical heart-shape pattern.
o
Applying fusing to your fabric
It’s a good idea to get an adult to help you apply the fusing to
the back of your fabric piece, especially if you haven’t done
this before. Place the wrong side of your fabric square on top
of the adhesive side of the fusing square. Place a pressing
cloth over the right side of your fabric before applying the hot
iron. The fusing will strengthen the material and stop the
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What you need

© A pair of new or pre-loved sneakers

@ A selection of flatbacked beads and rhinestones

% Glue suitable for sticking beads or rhinestones onto the materials
on the sneaker—for example, fabric, rubber or plastic glue

A pair of tweezers or bead lifters

@ A small flat-edged paintbrush

What to do
Spread your beads and rhinestones out on a plate or tray. Work
out where youd like your decorations to go on the sneaker.
For example, you might like to decorate the whole sneaker or
just the toe or heel area, or down one side of the sneaker.
o
Using a small brush or the nozzle of the glue container, apply the
glue to a small area of your sneaker. Be careful not to use more
glue than is needed. Check the instructions on the glue container.
o
Using the tweezers, select a bead or stone and place
it flat side down on the glued area. Continue until

you've finished decorating your sneakers.
o
If you're decorating the whole sneaker, you might need

to do this in stages, allowing one area to dry before
decorating another. When you're finished, allow the

sneaker to dry thoroughly. This might mean leaving

the sneakers for up to five days before wearing.
o

Excellent! You’ve customised your sneakers.
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The best way to learn how to sew by hand is to practise
some stitches. Do this by making a stitching sampler.

What sewing needle should | use?
You use different types of sewing needles depending
on the type of fabric youre sewing. Start by
using either a chenille or tapestry needle.

What is a chenille needle? A chenille needle has a large eye,
which makes it easy to thread, and a sharp point, but not as

cotton, denim or felt, it’s best to start with a chenille needle.

What is a tapestry needle? A tapestry needle has a

large eye and a blunt point. If you're using linen or

fabric that is loosely woven to make your running
stitch sampler, you can use a tapestry needle.

What you need
@ A packet of chenille or tapestry needles
@ A selection of coloured embroidery thread

@ A20cmx 15 cm piece of felt, linen
or medium-weight cotton fabric

© A ruler and pen or pencil
© Fabric scissors

© Iron and ironing board

' What to do

| Cuta50 cm piece of embroidery thread. Choose a colour
that can be easily seen against the colour of your fabric.
Tie a knot in one end of your thread. Thread the other

Mhmwuwﬁmﬁwnpfu

sharp as a ‘sharp’ hand-sewing needle, often used for seams, hems
and attaching buttons. If your fabric is tightly woven, such as
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end through the eye of the needle so the knotted thread
is 35 cm in length and the tail of the thread is 15 cm.
o
Hand-sewing a running stitch
Iron your piece of fabric. Measure down the 15 cm side of the
material and mark a dot at the 3, 6,9 and 12 cm positions.
Do the same on the other 15 cm side. Using your ruler,
create a line of dots every 1 cm across the fabric at the 3,
6,9 and 12 cm positions. These dots will act as a guide as
you sew your running stitches. If you're right-handed, you
will probably prefer to start on the righthand side of the
fabric. If you're lefthanded, try starting on the left side.
o

|

! Starting on the back, push your needle through the fabric so
3 the thread travels through the first dot on the front. (This is

! the first dot 1 cm in from the edge.) Push your needle through

| the next dot and pull the thread all the way through to the

! back. Bring your needle up through the back of the material

! and continue all the way along until you reach the last dot.

o

| At the last dot, take your needle in and out of the fabric a couple
i of times until your needle is on the back of your sampler. To tie
i off your thread, make a small stitch and pull the thread soit |
| makes a small loop. Pass your needle through the loop and pull. |
i Do this three times then cut your thread, leaving a 2 cm tail.

' ] '
| Use different-coloured threads to complete

1 your running stitch sampler.

| 0

You've completed your first stitching sampler! Keep it always.

L
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Over time, as you make new things, your sewing equipment

will grow. Here are the basics you need to get started.

Handy tip: If you're left-handed, it will be a lot

easier if you can use lefthanded scissors.

% Fabric scissors ¢ Pincushion
¢ Pinking shears  Sewing needles ‘
© Thread clippers © Sewing threads

& Paper scissors © Buttons i
 Tape measure © Press-studs :
© Chalk pencil © Some fancy braids: rickrack !
© Dressmaking pins or pom-pom braid

© Pin bracelet

Handy hint: Start a fabric scrap box for all your leftover fabric pieces. |
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32 cm edges to 30 cm. Next, turn the 30 cm edges over 1 cm,
so the right side of the fabric faces out, and press. Fold the
handle piece in half so the 30 cm edges meet and you can

see the right side of the fabric. Pin the edges together. Cut a

1 metre length of thread. Thread the needle to make a double
thread and knot the ends together. Sew around the edges
of the handle using a 5 mm running stitch, 5 mm in from
the edge. Repeat this process to make the second handle.

o
Attaching the handles to the bag
Lay your bag section out flat. To position the first bag handle,
pin the ends of the first handle to one of the top band edges
of the bag, 4 cm in from the side seam and 3 cm down from
the top, so it sits on the edge of the 3 cm band. Use a double
thread to sew the handles in place. Using a 5 mm running
stitch, start in the bottom right corner of the handle and
stitch up, across to the left, down and across to the right,
making a square pattern to secure the strap to the band.
o
Stitch the other side of the strap in place and repeat these
steps, attaching the second strap to the other side of the bag.
o
To finish your bag, fold your bag in half so the right sides of
the fabric are facing each other and the top edges of your
bag meet. Pin in place. Sew up the sides of your bag using a
5 mm running stitch with a 1 cm seam allowance. A seam
allowance is the distance from the edge of the fabric to
the row of stitches. Turn your bag inside out and press.
o
Fantastic! You've finished your friendship bag!
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What you need

© One completed friendship heart
(see ‘How to Make a Friendship Heart’ on page 19)

-]

One 22 cm x 42 cm piece of fabric to make the bag

-]

Two 10 cm x 32 cm pieces of fabric to make the handles

-]

A chenille or sharp sewing needle

-]

Sewing thread

-]

Fabric scissors

-]

Iron and ironing board

If your fabric has a pattern or print, it will probably have a
right and wrong side. You want to make sure you sew your
bag so that the right side of the fabric is on the outside of
the bag. This also applies to the handle. The band around
the top edge of the bag will show the wrong or underside of
the fabric. This is a feature of the bag. If your fabric isall one |
colour, sometimes it’s difficult to tell which is the right side. |
In this case, choose one side as the right side when you sew. |
o !
Sewing the bag
The top of your bag will have a 3 cm band feature on the outside
which will show the underside or wrong side of the fabric. To
create the band, fold both of the 22 cm edges over 1 emso 1
that the right sides of the fabric meet, and press in place. Fold

To sew the bag and handle

| the 22 cm folded edges over again, 3 cm this time, and press |
again. You've now made the 3 cm band feature that will be seen |
on the outside of the bag. Now you can sew it in place. This
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What you need

-]

An A3 piece of cardboard, preferably white
© Drawing paper

-]

Lead pencils, coloured pencils, felt pens, watercolour paints,
brushes, paper glue, fabric glue, a stapler

@ A variety of different fabric pieces

Paint your A3 piece of cardboard any colour

you like. This is your storyboard.
o
Draw your clothing designs on paper in pencil, then use pencils,
pens or paint to show the colour and details of your garments.
o

Cut out your drawings and move each piece around on

What to do

your storyboard until you like the layout of your design.
o |

To make your fabric swatches, cut an 8 cm x 8 cm |
piece of each of your fabrics and arrange them on your
storyboard—down one side, across the bottom, etc. Play
around with the layout until you like the way they look.

o
When you like the layout of your designs and
swatches, glue each piece in place. You can also '
staple your fabric swatches to your storyboard. ;
o

Well done! You've created your own fashion storyboard!
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i stitching detail will be seen on the outside of the bag. Cut a

i 70 cm length of thread. Thread up your sewing needle and knot

! the ends together. This makes what’s called a double thread.

o

| Starting at one end of the band, on the inside of the bag, push

| your needle through all three laers at the lower edge of the

i band and pull your thread through. Your stitches should sit about

| 5 mm from the edge of the band. Push your needle back through

| the fabric 1 cm further along the folded section. Stitch in and

| out of the fabric all the way along the fold. Your stitches will

! look like 1 cm dashes along the fabric. This is called a running

| stitch. To tie off your thread at the end, make a small stitch on

| the wrong side of the fabric and pull the thread so it makes a

! small loop. Pass your needle through the loop and pull. Do this

; three times then cut your thread, leaving a 1 cm tail. Sew the

| band on the other 22 cm edge of your fabric the same way.

! o

Attaching the friendship heart

! Itis easier to sew the heart shape onto the bag before you sew

! up the side seams. Cut a 60 cm length of thread. Thread up your |
! sewing needle and knot both ends together to create a double |
1 thread. To appliqué the friendship heart to the bag, pin the !
| fabric heart to the front of the bag, just below the folded band at !
| the top. Sew a row of running stitches, 5 mm long, around the !
! edge of the heart shape, 5 mm in from the edge of the fabric. |
| Make sure your running stitches go through all layers of fabric. !
! When you've finished, tie off your thread as described above. !
i ° f

! Making the handles
! Turn the 10 cm edges of the fabric over 1 cm, so the right
/ side of the fabric faces out, and press. This will reduce the
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edges from fraying. Remember, don't place the iron directly
on top of the fusing material or it may stick to your iron.
o

Cutting out your friendship heart
Place your paper heart-shape pattern on the front of the 14 cm
fabric square, then draw around the edge with a pencil or pen.
Cut out the heart shape. Your heart is now ready for stitching.
o
Stitching your friendship heart
Using a pencil or pen, start 1 cm in from the edge of your
heart and mark a row of dots all the way around the heart,
1 cm apart. These marks will act as a stitching guide. Cut
a 50 cm length of embroidery thread and tie a knot in one
end. Thread the other end through the eye of the needle
so the knotted thread is 35 cm in length and the tail of the
thread is 15 cm. You are stitching with a single thread.
o
Hand-sewing a running stitch
Push the needle through the underside of the fabric (the side
that has the fusing on it) so the needle goes through the centre
of adot. Pull the thread through on the right side of the fabric.
Continue stitching from the front to the back of the fabric,
using the pencil dots as a guide. When you've finished, push
your needle through to the underside of the material. To tie
off your thread, make a small stitch and pull the thread so it
makes a small loop. Pass your needle through the loop and pull.
Do this three times then cut your thread, leaving a 2 cm tail.
o

Congratulations!
You've made your first friendship heart!

Will you keep it or give it to someone special?
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