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         “A novel of style and wit by a man who personifies both.”

      


      —Gay Talese


      In this sparkling comic novel by one of the most “inside” of fashion insiders, journalist John Sharkey recounts his career

         under that legendary tyrant of the fashion press Bingo Marsh. Heady as champagne, arch and funny as the best dinner partner

         you’ve ever had, Fashion Show is a completely captivating romp through the elegant wilds of style.

      


      As founder and publisher of Fashion, Bingo wields the power to make or break a designer’s reputation with a single word. Eccentric, charming, infuriating, and

         wackily brilliant, with a wealth of anecdotes (always hilarious), information (often erroneous), and very definite opinions,

         Bingo is also used to getting what he wants. Fascinated by the widely reported rumor that John Sharkey, a frustrated young

         New York Times reporter, was sharing eighty-seven-year-old Coco Chanel’s bed at the Paris Ritz when she died—presumably of Sharkey’s amorous

         attentions—Bingo persists in offering him a job, and Sharkey gives in. Bingo gives Sharkey his own column, rechristens him

         “The Shark,” and they’re off: to Valentino’s palazzo on Capri, Alice Mason’s famous dinner parties, ballooning expeditions

         at Malcolm Forbes’s chateau, gossipy lunches at La Grenouille—and, of course, all the collections, where Bingo gives Sharkey

         an education in the fables and foibles of those who design the clothes, from Chanel to Cardin, from Saint Laurent to Lacroix,

         as well as the jetsetting luminaries who wear them and the glitz, gossip, and intrigue that surround them all. Along the way,

         almost without knowing it, Sharkey learns the business—and the business of a lot of famous people as well (including what

         Suzy and Liz Smith can’t tell); falls in love (with the remarkable Army officer Babe); and meets The Honourable Ames, Bingo’s elusive wife.

      


      It’s all great fun—until Marsh family politics capsize the magazine along with Sharkey and Bingo’s alliance. But as Sharkey

         eventually realizes, what matters in the end is what came before: the wonderfully unique and nurturing friendship—part father-son,

         part mentor-employee—that has helped him become the man he is.
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      James Brady, a television commentator and columnist in both Parade and Advertising Age, is the former publisher of Women’s Wear Daily and Harper’s Bazaar. He is also the author of seven previous books, both fiction and nonfiction. He resides in East Hampton, New York.

         

      


   

      Praise for James Brady’s


      FASHION SHOW


      “James Brady has written a wicked, witty, irreverent, gossipy account of the fashion world that is guaranteed to offend some

         of fashion’s fanciest folk, as was, undoubtedly, its intention.”

      


      —Dominick Dunne


      “Fashion Show is the definitive roman à… CLAW”

      


      —John Weitz


      “It’s all about a stuffy Yale man who becomes the most feared and influential person in the fashion world… and there is much

         speculation as to who is who!”

      


      —Liz Smith


      “Take this book to bed, carry it onto the airplane, train, or car (if you’re not driving), hide it under your pillow: this

         one’s fun to read. Reading Fashion Show is like having lunch with the most entertaining person you know. Brady makes us laugh—and he does it with style.”

      


      —Walter Anderson


      “The rich and famous get down and dirty. Brady takes no prisoners in this dazzling, name-dropping exposé of haute couture

         hilarity.”

      


      —Swoosie Kurtz
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         This work of fiction is dedicated to John Fairchild of Women’s


      Wear Daily, who, more than anyone else, even the great

      


      Bingo Marsh, has over the past three decades illuminated and


      defined fashion journalism.


      And it is for my daughters, Fiona and Susan.
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      WHEN George Bush was elected President and the cabinet lists came out without his name, Bingham Marsh III was crushed. He

         thought being a Yale man still counted for something in this country. As one Bourbon after another was nominated to posts

         in the new Administration, Marsh wondered if he should have sent the Bush campaign a more generous check, then agonized over

         the propriety of having sent a check at all.

      


      “Perhaps I committed a gaffe,” Marsh told his wife. “Bush was known at Yale to maintain certain standards.”


      Although Bush and Bingo Marsh had been a generation apart at New Haven, both men had been tapped for Skull and Bones, a senior

         society so secret that, ever after, if its name is even uttered, a Bonesman must leave the room. Marsh took such matters seriously,

         and I doubt very much that to this day he has ever discussed Skull and Bones with Mrs. Marsh.

      


      There was an innocence about Bingo much like that of people who have a touching belief in chiropractic.


      I can say that, despite my resentment of how Marsh turned against me, and it explains why, until now, I’ve never written about

         him, not even for Tina Brown at Vanity Fair, who wanted me to do the definitive piece on Marsh and his magazine. You know how in baptism we solemnly renounce Satan and

         all his works and pomps? That was what I’d done with Bingo. Like him, I once had dreams, and when they didn’t turn out quite

         as I expected, I cast about for someone to blame besides my father and what happened back in Ohio, the scandal and all, and

         settled on Bingo Marsh.

      


      It’s always more convenient to lay guilt on someone other than yourself, and Bingo would do nicely.


      Then some months ago, a friend sent this clipping from the Paris Herald Tribune about Marsh, a man we both knew well, and in my Manhattan apartment on a bleak night, I read it over a darkly swirling glass:

      


      

         Fashion buyers from New York and the international fashion press were mystified during last week’s Milan collections when

         longtime fashion magazine editor Bingham (Bingo) Marsh abruptly changed hotels. Without explanation, Marsh departed a favorite

         haunt, the Gallia, in the middle of the night to check into the Principe et Savoie, inspiring animated speculation in a fashion

         community ever avid for gossip.

      


      Asked why he’d abandoned the Gallia in what was described as a huff, Marsh declined to respond, saying it was “a matter of

         some delicacy.”

      


      Several sources, including a leading Italian designer with whom Marsh dined, quoted the editor as complaining, “I arrived

         on the late plane and was going to have a nice bath when I found a pubic hair in my tub. I phoned down instantly for my bill

         and left. You really shouldn’t have to have pubic hairs in your bath, should you?”

      


      A spokesman for the hotel, one of Italy’s finest, remarked, “And how can Signor Marsh be certain it was not an eyelash, perhaps

         his own?”

      


      There were reports the hotel might sue Marsh for slander and that he was considering countersuit for “deprivation of services.”


      Harsh words had apparently been exchanged as Marsh exited the hotel and one eyewitness suggested a blow may have been struck.


      I scoffed at the idea of blows. Bingo was both Episcopalian and anal, which may be the same thing and certainly explains a

         tantrum over the condition of his tub. In recent years he’d turned down millions in advertising in his magazine simply because

         he refused to accept fragrance inserts. I can hear him still, his protest a refrain:

      


      “I won’t have my magazine smelling like a house of easy virtue!”


      Everyone in fashion had such stories about Marsh, dining out on them. I had my own accounts of his tics and oddities, collecting

         them over the years for my private pleasure, a practice which drove Babe Flanagan, before she left me, to protest:

      


      “He’s absurd. And you’re obsessed by him.”


      “I’m not obsessed. We just work in the same place.”


      But violence? Blows exchanged? Not the Bingo Marsh I knew, no 

          matter the provocation, regardless of what some “wop” hotelier (as Bingo surely would have phrased it) might have said. That

         Bingo fled confrontation much as others of us fled commitment.

      


      When your parents die young, you grow up wary, unwilling to share yourself fully with anyone else, lest you lose them, too.

         I’d forgotten that, had let down my guard and shed caution with Bingo and got hurt. Which was why now I balled up the Herald Trib clipping and tossed it into the basket, pouring myself a fresh drink, rid of Marsh forever, long past caring anything for

         him, his works and pomps.

      


      How pleased Babe would have been to see me so crisply slam the door on memory.


      In the morning, sober and recalling happier days and foolish, never-to-be-forgotten moments, I retrieved the item from the

         wicker and smoothed it carefully before pressing it between the pages of a favorite book, the way forsaken lovers save old

         flowers from the dance.
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      BINGO MARSH and I met perhaps ten years ago. I was working in Paris for The New York Times and had to be in New York on some dreary business or other.

      


      I’d been in Paris since 1970, at first living with a fashion mannequin in a drafty old apartment on the rue de Boulainvilliers

         and hanging about with Coco Chanel, about whom I would write a little book that against the odds sold very well. It wasn’t

         really important just how I got to Paris, but I did. Reporting from Vietnam for the UPI and winning some journalism awards

         played a part. So did my late mother, a Canadian from whom I had a slim French. The girl, Gillian, worked as a mannequin chez

         Chanel and asked me to accompany her one night to dinner, as she suspected Chanel was trying to get her into bed. Gillian

         was eighteen years old and very beautiful, and there may have been something to her concern because a lot of people kept trying

         

          to get her into bed. Anyway, I went along that first night and Coco and I hit it off and I would write the book about her

         that had the enormous good fortune to be published the week she died in January of ’71, a coincidence of event which got it

         on the best-seller list and me on the “Tonight Show” exchanging pleasantries with Johnny Carson.

      


      It was that book which drew Bingo’s notice and which he remembered when finally we met.
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      THERE were cocktails at River House, my book publisher’s flat, the usual slavering of the literary crowd over an Englishman

         who’d just perpetrated an “important” book. The book was about T. E. Lawrence and the occasion promised novelty, or at least

         the opportunity to meet a New York girl. The Englishman was plump and wore a “siren suit,” a one-piece coverall of the style

         Winston Churchill donned in the war whenever Karsh of Ottawa was going to photograph him for Life magazine.

      


      The Englishman was quite drunk. When we were introduced he said, “Let me see the palm of your hand.”


      When I turned it up he said smugly, “Obviously homosexual.”


      I didn’t know what to say to that, but he’d already reeled away and was scrutinizing someone else’s palm. Other men, as drunk

         as he, shouted protest or told him, “Fuck off!” offering to take him outside. My publisher beamed, sensing an item in tomorrow’s

         tabloids. There were women at the party, and they giggled, taking pleasure from the familiar spectacle of men being ridiculous.

      


      I didn’t know Manhattan well, but I’d seen parties deteriorate in other towns and when the author began checking hands a second

         time, I found my coat and left. Marsh shared the elevator with me.

      


      “Hullo, how are you?” I murmured out of politeness, not caring one way or the other.


      

          “Splendid,” he responded. “I sleep well and enjoy a regular bowel movement. You?”

      


      “Just fine,” I said, choosing not to go into equivalent detail.


      It seemed an awkwardly long time for the elevator to bring us to the ground floor. I stared fixedly at the car door, discouraging

         conversation, and when it slid open permitted him to exit first, marginally the older man. There being no cabs we walked west

         a silent block.

      


      I knew who he was; if you were in journalism you knew about Bingo Marsh and his magazine. I was already composing in my head

         an anecdote about having met him and of his extraordinary response to the most banal of casual greetings.

      


      Now, as we walked together through late Manhattan, he began to chatter amiably, a man about as tall as I and quite plump.

         I could see him only vaguely now in profile, but I recalled from photographs that his face had no planes or angles but only

         dimples and a doughy softness strengthened on occasion by a curled lip. His hair was blond and straight and parted on the

         left in proper prep-school tradition, occasionally falling into gentle bangs that gave Marsh something of the look of a youthful

         and vastly oversized Truman Capote. As we proceeded west in search of cabs, I noticed his curious gait, three or four normal

         steps and then a little skip. I had to hurry to keep up, recognizing I really should just let him go, skipping into the night.

         But Bingo was telling me he’d known Coco Chanel and how well I’d captured her in words.

      


      I was flattered he even remembered the book. And no writer turns callously from a good review.


      “You must come to lunch,” he said, “the Racquet Club.”


      “Sure,” I said, having early learned that in New York people were forever threatening lunch and rarely committing it.


      A taxi slowed, but as I stepped into the street to hail it, I realized there was already a passenger, a lone woman barely

         discernible, with a vague but pleasing profile silhouetted briefly against the window.

      


      “She’s playing with herself,” Marsh remarked in a satisfied tone.


      “How can you possibly know that?” I demanded.

      


      “Well, wouldn’t you, if you had a nice cab all to yourself?”


      Just then two empties came along, and we each waved one down.


      “I’ll phone,” Bingo cried, skipping into the gutter. “I want to hear all about you and Coco…”
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      MARSH meant what he said about lunch and got me through the switchboard at the Times.

      


      “Let’s make it La Grenouille instead,” he said. I assumed he’d had second thoughts as to whether I was Racquet Club material.

         La Grenouille, on East Fifty-second Street, was obviously a favorite of Bingo’s, and we were greeted at the door and bowed

         obsequiously to a fine corner under enormous vases of fresh flowers. A headwaiter approached.

      


      “They have the best boiled potatoes in the world here, don’t you, Marcel?”


      Marcel, the headwaiter, a man the size and heft of a good middleweight and with the ritual broken nose, nodded enthusiastically.


      “They are very good, Monsieur Marsh.”


      Bingo beamed, delighted to have judgment confirmed.


      “They have a special way of cooking them,” he said.


      Marcel confirmed this.


      “Yes,” he said, “we boil them.”


      Out of self-defense, I ordered a drink, and Marcel, his boiled potato badinage exhausted, went off to fetch it. Bingo wagged

         his head in admiration.

      


      “I think Marcel is marvelous. And Ames.”


      “Ames?”


      “My wife,” Bingo said. “I forgot you don’t know her. She admires Marcel as well.”


      “I see.” I was making a genuine effort but not at all sure it was working.


      The appetizer was artichoke vinaigrette. Halfway through his, Bingo carefully put aside one of the leaves on which a small

         white worm was undulating.

      


      “Oh, a worm,” I said, startled into stating the obvious.


      “Of course,” Marsh said blandly, “it’s how you know they’re fresh.” He resumed eating with considerable relish, blandly insensitive

         either 

         to worms or misplaced modifiers, smiling and content, providing a bit of family lore:

      


      “Ames is British. I met her in Paris when I was doing graduate work. Her maiden name is Hillary, a distant relative of the

         Hillary who climbed Everest. Sir Edmund. You know, the one who said, ‘Because it’s there… ’ ”

      


      “I thought that was Mallory.”


      “No,” Bingo said primly, “Sir Edmund said it. Ames’s cousin, as I said, third degree of kindred, I believe. She’s only an

         ‘honourable,’ because of her father. Her brother got the title.”

      


      I ignored Burke’s Peerage to return to Everest. “And I was so sure it was George Leigh Mallory who…”

      


      Marsh made a throwaway gesture, shooting a cuff and indicating none of this was significant.


      “They argue endlessly over just who said what. Alpinists are apparently difficult, argumentative people, envious and litigious.

         Has to do with altitude and oxygen starvation. But it most certainly was Hillary got up Everest first. Sir Edmund and some

         coolie.”

      


      “A Sherpa guide, I believe.”


      “Whatever,” Marsh said, waving to a woman three tables away who was smiling at him.


      “That’s Princess Radziwill, Jackie’s younger sister. Younger, with nicer legs as well. All that horseback riding around New

         Jersey every Sunday with the local hunt, well, someone ought to give Jackie some friendly counsel. Anyway, Onassis had an

         enormous letch for Lee, such a pleasant relief from tantrums by la Callas. But once he met Jackie, it was all over. Daddy

         O. bought originals and not numbered prints. Someone once suggested, surely in jest, that Onassis might dump Jackie for Diana

         Ross and the Supremes because by then they were the most famous women in the world.”

      


      Bingo’s voice had a way of carrying, and I glanced toward Lee Radziwill, wondering if she were catching any of this. Marsh

         went on, impervious.

      


      “Her title’s bogus, of course. There hasn’t been a King of Poland since the third partition. She and Jackie get on, I’m told,

         but barely.”

      


      They cleared away the artichoke (the worm still wriggling) as Marsh identified other people in the front room.


      

         “That’s Mica Ertegun, the woman with the shiny hair. Her husband’s a Turk and owns the biggest record company, so people like

         the Rolling Stones and Jerry Brown’s girlfriend and those charming little colored children, the Johnson Five…”

      


      “Jackson?”


      “… work for him. Her best friend is Chessy Rayner, who has a husband at Condé Nast, and they’re in the catering business or

         something together, Mica and Chessy, but we always put it in the magazine, ‘Messy and Chica.’ If she comes over here let me

         do the talking. She can be arch.”

      


      “But doesn’t that confuse your readers, using the wrong names?”


      “Oh, but that’s the fun of it. We mentioned La Grenouille so much in print people said I was getting free meals, so then we

         called this place The Frog Pond and then everyone started using that so now we call it ‘Restaurant X.’ Readers like puzzles,

         the way some people enjoy S and M and things.”

      


      “I suppose so,” I said, starting to lose him.


      “We also publish a list of who’s In and who’s Out. It’s an old staple of the magazine business, like the best-dressed list

         and the ten worst movies. I stole the idea from one of the Mitford girls, who wrote a book about just who was U- and non-U,

         U- being upper-class…”

      


      “Nancy Mitford. I know the book.”


      “I’m sure you’re right, though I thought it might be Jessica. I knew it wasn’t the other one, Verity…”


      “Unity.”


      “… because she was Hitler’s girlfriend. And John Fairchild, as well.”


      Astonished, I said, “She was John Fairchild’s…?”


      “No, I mean Fairchild stole the idea, too, and uses it at Women’s Wear, who’s In or Out. I like to shift people from list to list every year just to confuse things.”

      


      I was thinking of the thick book of editorial rules at the Times and how slavishly we subscribed to its…

      


      “Oh, good, here’s Marcel,” Bingo said, rubbing his hands. “Marcel,” he said, his voice falling conspiratorially, “today’s

         boiled potatoes, are they really good?”

      


      Marcel looked about cautiously before answering.


      

         “Monsieur Marsh, my word as a Breton.”

      


      Marsh beamed again. When we’d ordered he turned to me and in a voice suddenly amplified, demanded:


      “Tell me about your Pulitzer, tell me of the horrors of Vietnam.”


      I provided a brief, bowdlerized version, not knowing him well enough for candor and uneasy with his penchant for shouts. I

         wasn’t halfway through the story of Da Xiang when he said:

      


      “It’s amazing, how each of us has had to struggle, you versus the Communists, me against Nunc.”


      “Nunc?”
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      IT was 1960 and Jack Kennedy had just, and narrowly, been elected President, and Bingo was in Paris, a Yale man loafing through

         lectures at the Sorbonne for exams he had no intention of taking, when he fell among expatriates short of money.

      


      “They thought they discerned in me an easy mark,” he was admitting now over our Manhattan lunch.


      The expatriates had been running, and doing poorly at it, an obscure little trade magazine in which Bingo saw possibilities.

         The magazine bore an unwieldy title, Bruit de la Mode, freely translated into the “noise” or “gossip” of fashion. Before closing the deal, as a matter not only of finance but

         of courtesy, Marsh flew to New York to present the purchase to his Uncle Elmer, known as “Nunc,” and chairman of the Marsh

         clan’s profitable if undistinguished chain of provincial newspapers. When Nunc objected, Bingo threw up his hands.

      


      “You object to everything new, Nunc. You’re personally affronted every December thirtieth when the year changes.”


      “It changes the thirty-first,” Nunc growled.


      “Whatever.”


      Elmer Marsh possessed a long red nose, keenly pointed and generously dotted with small seeds like a raspberry, part genetic,

         part 

         alcoholic, at which he pawed and groped when distracted. He was pawing and groping now at his nose.

      


      “What’s it called again?”


      “Bruit de la Mode.”

      


      “ ‘Brouilly of the mud?’ ” Nunc demanded. “I thought you said it was about fashion, not some cheap wine.”


      Bingo explained the name. “We’ll rename it, of course, call it Fashion. Or Gossip.”

      


      “You can’t publish something called Gossip,” Nunc declared. “People will say it’s trash. I’ll say it’s trash.”

      


      “People will buy it, Nunc,” Bingo said triumphantly, with the confidence of young men with trust funds. “People love gossip; women are mad

         for fashion. They’ll storm the kiosks to buy it.”

      


      Nunc groped again at his great nose. “I won’t have the family’s name sullied.”


      “Fine,” Bingo said airily, “keep the family out of it. With Jackie Kennedy taking over the White House in January, fashion

         will be the national rage. I’ll buy the magazine with my own money.”

      


      “Oh?” said Nunc, expecting he was about to be mulcted and giving his nose an enormous going over.


      “Yes, and it’ll make tons of money.”


      “Well, then,” said Elmer Marsh, suddenly very much the crusading journalist, “Marsh Publishing ought to give it a try, don’t

         you think?”

      


      “Yes, Nunc,” Bingo said piously. “What a splendid idea.”


      He returned to Paris to wrap up the deal for a derisory price, remained long enough to absorb what he could about running

         a small magazine and, incidentally, about fashion, using his connections to get invited to the collections and to meet a few

         of the more influential designers and hiring a disaffected former employee of Women’s Wear Daily, an aging fashion expert named Regina Stealth, to put him through a crash course in women’s clothes.

      


      “It all begins with the cloth, Bingo, you must never, never forget that. Within the fabric, erratically spinning, is the nucleus

         of every dress ever made.”

      


      A chum from Paris Match filled in with gossip from the bistros and the discotheques, a lover of Cocteau offered news of the arts, and a broker with

         a seat on the Bourse provided confidential information on the finances of Jean Patou, Lanvin, Dior, Rodier, and the other

         major 

         houses. Marsh, who for all his faults was never lazy, took assiduous notes. Then, almost in his spare time but in an inspired

         moment, he married a pretty young Englishwoman he’d met over dinner at the American ambassador’s residence.

      


      Halfway through 1961 Mr. and Mrs. Marsh were back in Manhattan, and Bingo’s little magazine, now titled simply Fashion and translated into an English-language weekly for the delectation of monied America, had been installed in unused space

         of the Marsh Publishing building on lower Fifth Avenue. Staff was hired, and Bingo set out to sell magazines and intimidate

         people, ever preaching the one gospel:

      


      “People are more interesting than things.”


      He was not yet twenty-five, and already he understood vulnerability, knew that while other people were difficult, even dangerous,

         he could frighten the designers, the driving force of fashion. And from the very first he set out to do precisely that, alternately

         the wealthy, naive, charming boy and, through the pages of his magazine and using its leverage, the powerful, menacing bully.

      


      I was a newspaperman; I knew how a call from the Times made people nervous. But these were wealthy, successful people of international reputation, these fashion designers. How

         could they possibly have been intimidated by what Marsh admitted was at first a small, obscure weekly?

      


      I asked Bingo.


      “The designers are the fashion locomotives, a few dozen men and a few women in Europe mostly, a few here. Get them scared,

         get their attention, get them reading the magazine every Monday morning and you’ve won the battle. And all you have to remember

         is, no matter how sophisticated and rich and tough they seem to be, they all started out as little boys playing with and dressing

         dolls.”

      


      I laughed, unsure he was being serious, and said:


      “Jan de Hartog wrote a novel, called The Ship, I think, about an old tramp steamer captain who on long voyages kept an inflated, life-sized rubber doll in his stateroom

         and…”

      


      “John, I’m not suggesting the designers are slipping Barbie or Raggedy Ann between the Porthault sheets and having affairs.

         I mean, they dress the dolls and sew up little costumes…”

      


      “Oh…” I let my face go stern and attentive.


      “Yes,” he said, pleased I was back on his wavelength, “and the odd thing was, years before, it was worth a lady’s reputation

         to go 

         unchaperoned to a fashion fitting. The designers then were all rakes, with scores of their wealthy clients and fashion mannequins

         tumbling in and out of bed night and day. Jacques Heim told me when he was a boy and his mother still alive and designing,

         the first pederast was hired by a Paris couture house as an assistant and everyone laughed and made rude sport of the poor

         boy. Within a generation they were all that way, or almost all. And the dashing dressmaker roué of French farce was banished,

         virtually forgotten.”

      


      Marsh sighed, as if mourning a better time. Then, brightly:


      “So the designers are easily intimidated and tell us almost anything we want to know, just to stay in our good graces. And

         Fairchild.”

      


      “Fairchild?”


      “The Women’s Wear Daily man. The designers are afraid of him, too.”

      


      Remembering Chanel, I was still skeptical, a furrowed forehead showing it.


      “But don’t we all have our secrets, our little guilts?” Bingo asked. “Your background or mine or Calvin Klein’s, don’t we

         all have something we’d prefer never to see in print? Isn’t everybody vulnerable?”

      


      My stomach tensed. I thought of my father, the look on his face that day when I was nine as the local paper screamed its headlines

         and my mother wept.

      


      “Well, sure, I guess so…”


      Marcel returned now with the next course, inspiring Marsh to such ecstasies it was a simple matter to change the subject,

         and I did so, reasonably sure Bingo had seen nothing in my face.
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      I admired people who went out on their own and did original things, and I said so now.


      “I’d have just gone to work on the family newspapers,” I said, “and not taken the risk.”


      “You don’t know my family, especially Nunc.”


      

         Not knowing Nunc and having no family myself, I was ignorant of such matters. Nor was I quite ready for Bingo’s account of

         his mother’s death, an account that seemed to flow seamlessly from his impatience with Nunc.

      


      “She was what in those days was called an aviatrix,” he said, shoveling up the potatoes, “a female pilot, like Amelia Earhart.

         Or Beryl Markham. Mother was said to be jealous of Earhart, always talking about the sheer bad taste of that histrionic ‘last

         flight.’ A publicity stunt, that’s how my mother saw it, faked for the Hearst Sunday supplements. Anyway, she married my father

         because he was rich. He could buy airplanes for my mother to crack up. She had little interest in him or home and almost none

         in me. I was an accident of passion. When I was born the war was nearly upon us, and as soon as I was suckled—they tell me

         I was nearly four—she was off.”

      


      I dove into the wine, unaccustomed to having total strangers tell me about being nursed. Marsh, abstemious, sipped a Perrier

         and went on.

      


      “Mother joined an Air Corps auxiliary, ferrying planes across the Atlantic to England, courageous, embattled England. In 1944

         she disappeared on a flight from Newfoundland to Croydon, and it was said in the newspapers that she died a heroine’s death,

         shot down by the Nazis, the only American woman pilot shot down in the entire war.”

      


      “Well,” I said, casting about for the proper blend of horror and condolence.


      “My father,” Marsh said equably, “never believed that, about the Nazis. ‘She was always a careless person,’ he said when I

         was old enough to understand, ‘and probably forgot to check a fuel gauge or something. She simply ran out of gas and fell

         into the sea. Nothing heroic about it. She was always running out of gas in cars.’ ”

      


      I shook my head in sympathy, trying to communicate a sense of loss such as Amelia Earhart might have inspired, even if her

         death was concocted by Hearst.

      


      “President Roosevelt sent a medal of some sort,” Marsh said. “I have it still, I think. Father didn’t want the horrid thing.

         He was a Republican, very staunch about it, too.”

      


      He talked then a bit about himself.


      “We live simply, my wife being English. They so hate display. There’s nothing I’d rather have for lunch than a thick slice

         of homemade bread slathered in preserves put up from our own fraises and framboises.”

      


      

         Bingo had just finished, along with his boiled potatoes, a goujonette of sole, and had tasted the extraordinary Graves (Château

         Laville-HautBrion) I was drinking and he had selected.

      


      They had several homes, also simple, he insisted, especially now that the children were away at school. There was an apartment

         at 834 Fifth (“not even a duplex”), the cottage in Barbados, a weekend place on the Vineyard (“wrong end of the island, I

         assure you, totally unfashionable”), and a place out west where they skied.

      


      “I dream one day of operating a ski lodge, perhaps an entire resort,” Marsh said.


      Bill Blass, whom even I recognized from photographs, interrupted Marsh’s reverie as he took a table nearby, shouting a cheerful

         and apparently quite sincere “Hallo!”

      


      “I had the impression designers hated you.”


      “Oh, that’s just Bill,” said Marsh. “He’d love to be an Englishman. He’s from one of those square states in the middle, and

         he affects this little accent and holds a cigarette as Noël Coward might and we always put in the magazine, ‘Bill Blass of

         London comma Indiana.’ Drives him mad.”

      


      “He seemed genuinely friendly.”


      “They’re terrified of us, Blass and all of them. Deep down they’re resentful, we poke such fun. Bill and I were walking across

         town one day and we passed a firehouse and he remarked, ‘You know, Bingo, most firemen are gay,’ and I said I certainly didn’t

         know that. And Blass said I was naive, that it was so obvious, the boots, the rubber clothes, the male bonding, the phallic

         symbolism of the hose and that pole they slide up…”

      


      “… down?” I murmured.


      “Well, I thought Bill was talking rubbish, but I put it in the magazine, quoting him by name, and he was furious.”


      Marsh paused. “And you know, despite myself, I’ve never passed a firehouse since without wondering just what was going on inside…”

      


      Chic women, slim and suntanned out of season, stopped at our table. So did a bald, flabby little man. Bingo introduced me

         to each with exquisite courtesy.

      


      “Mr. Sharkey won the Pulitzer, you know,” he said, mispronouncing “Pulitzer,” as most people did. I was dismissed. These people

         cared about Marsh and his magazine and not about faceless strangers. They paid him 

         gushing tribute and were off, waving to others and blowing still more kisses.

      


      “That was the Social Larva,” Bingo hissed, the small, flabby man barely out of hearing, “not quite a moth and certainly never

         a butterfly.”

      


      He went on like this over the coffee, charting the restaurant with his eyes, occasionally jotting a note on his shirt cuff,

         trashing people in the room, cattily, entertainingly.

      


      “That’s Mollie Parnis over there. She’s dressed every President’s wife from Mamie Eisenhower on, except Jackie, who has taste.”


      He pointed out Marvin Traub, the chief executive of Bloomingdale’s.


      “Marvin’s turned the store into a phenomenon. It used to live on bargain basement business. Now it’s the trendiest place in

         town. Marvin puts on a big international promotion every year. It doesn’t seem to matter to him if the United States and the

         foreign country involved are at war or at peace. Marvin says Bloomie’s has a foreign policy of its own. And the house furnishings

         floor, I’m assured, is where all the Saturday afternoon pickups take place. The store pullulates with sex, hetero and otherwise.”

      


      Bingo looked extremely pleased, as he tended to do when discussing sex.


      He also enjoyed recounting stories of impending bankruptcy, marital discord, incipient madness, lawsuits, and terminal illness

         among people sitting within twenty yards of us. I found myself, to my marginal shame, listening avidly and even laughing along.

      


      Then, again unsettling me with an unexpected question on another subject about which I would be less than frank:


      “You and Coco,” he said, “did you have sex?”


      Bingo’s high-pitched voice carried, and I glanced about, wondering if this were the sort of thing about which fashionable

         people spoke aloud in famous Manhattan restaurants. Marsh continued.

      


      “There are those who say it was your ardor as much as anything that killed her. That at her age the passion of young men was

         not to be borne.”

      


      I said nothing, too stunned to respond. He must have taken an uneasy silence for confirmation.


      “I was just curious,” he said, not at all apologetic, “because when I knew Coco, I often experienced erection in her presence.”

         He paused, thoughtful. “But she was younger then, not yet eighty.”

      


      

         As we finished coffee and he called for the check, Bingo offered me a job writing for his magazine.

      


      I’d grown wary, as I say, suspecting God, or the World, had it in for me, and as a result, I questioned motives, sniffed out

         conspiracies, and withheld judgments. So I told Bingo, not entirely honest about it, that I was quite happy at the Times but flattered to be asked, and we must really keep in touch. What I actually felt at this moment following the fine lunch

         was quite different. I knew Bingo was married and had children. Yet I was uneasy, suspecting without the slightest evidence

         beyond a skip and a giggle, that he might be homosexual, that this was not so much a job offer as an elaborate pass.

      


      When he’d signed and Marcel came to pull out the table, Marsh said, “Right back,” and disappeared toward what I assumed was

         the men’s room. When he reappeared he said brightly, “I had to floss. Do you floss after every meal?”

      


      I confessed I didn’t, and then we were on the sidewalk and he was climbing into a chauffeured car.


      I waved him off and walked toward Madison, realizing uncomfortably he’d been more than generous, exceedingly generous, especially

         since I was not all that happy with the Times nor they with me. That weekend I flew home to Paris, suspecting that despite Marsh’s oddities, I was the one acting very

         much like that English asshole in the siren suit reading palms.
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      IN some ways, I missed the seventies, Watergate and the hostages and baby boomers and all that. But if you had to misplace

         a decade, Paris was a pretty good town in which to do it. I mentioned I had French. In all honesty it wasn’t great French,

         even discounting its Canadian origins. An Englishwoman I met my first year in Paris put her finger on it.

      


      “I love your French, Jack,” she said, not being at all snide, “so easy to understand, the way you don’t bother with accents

         and things.”

      


      

         Nor did I bother with much else, being young and careless and in love with Paris and drinking more than I should. In a sort

         of entente cordiale, the British correspondents got drunk at the bar of the Hotel Crillon, while the Americans favored the

         small bar of the Ritz Hotel on the Cambon side, where Bertin the barman once handicapped horses for Hemingway and arranged

         outings to the big rugby matches.

      


      Being an amiable sort, I drank in both places, plus others, and was therefore popular with all my colleagues.


      Later, however, in the old curiosity shop of the magazine Bingo Marsh published and the rest of us sooner or later would inhabit,

         I was considered something of a crank, notorious for my complaints about synthetic people.

      


      No one ever seemed to me quite genuine or unposed, no one unrehearsed or taken by surprise, either at the magazine itself

         or in the elegant milieu on which it weekly reports. There were so many domino masques, so many psychological facelifts, so

         many disguises. Yet when seized by a rare candor, I must admit that to an extent, I am someone else’s creation.

      


      Bingo Marsh’s, of course.


      But as I insist, only to an extent. Before Bingo and I ever met, and at an implausibly early age, I had already been briefly

         famous.

      


      Twice.


      The first time was when I won the Pulitzer reporting for the UPI in Vietnam. That fame endured only until they handed round

         next year’s prizes, but it put money in my bank account and got me hired by The New York Times, which sent me to Paris, where I wrote that book about Chanel which became a best-seller.

      


      I was by then twenty-three. And had begun complacently to feel, like the early Scott Fitzgerald, that life was something you

         dominated if you were any good. It would not take “life” long to knock that misconception out of me.

      


      In Paris the Times bureau assigned me to work with an older man who was being retired and whose grab bag of assignments I would be inheriting.

         He was a decent old gent named Tuthill who drank a little and who, as I would come to do, loved France and the French. Tuthill

         had become incontinent and something of an embarrassment to the bureau, occasionally wetting his chair, so no one 

         wanted to sit near him. They laughed at Tuthill behind his back, saying you always knew when he was in the office from the

         trail he left behind in the corridors. I’d seen worse, and smelled worse, in Vietnam, so I took the desk next to Mr. Tuthill

         and we got along fine. I even told him over a glass one night how all that happened, Vietnam and the Prize.

      


      “When they shot Dr. King and then Bobby Kennedy and when everyone went nuts at the ’68 convention, I decided to get out. Not

         running to Canada to dodge the draft, because I had a shortstop’s knee and was deferred, but just wanting to get the hell

         away. My parents were both dead, and I was twenty years old and going into my senior year at Ohio State where I ran the student

         newspaper and worked summers at the Plain Dealer up in Cleveland as a city room gofer, and one of the editors made a phone call that got me a job at UPI, which was always

         looking for promising young people to underpay.”

      


      Mr. Tuthill laughed. “Nothing changes, does it,” he said, listening and not patronizing.


      By Christmas of that year I was in Saigon, where they’d done a crash buildup of the bureau. I made coffee and answered phones

         and ran errands. The war was boiling over, and even kids like me and burned-out old drunks in the Saigon news bureaus found

         ourselves being sent upcountry on assignment, there being too much war to be covered by the real pros. I was dispatched to

         a provincial town checking out a nothing story on syphilis rates among American troops. Lousy town, lousy story. “Ma boys

         don’t do that shit, son,” a career colonel assured me. “Ma boys don’t screw slopes.”

      


      Lepers were more popular up there than I was, and I didn’t get a damned thing from anyone, but that night Charley came in

         over the wire and I was pinned down there for nine days, sending out my stories by radio dictation. It began small and became

         the Siege of Da Xiang, the biggest battle since Tet, and all I did was write the play-by-play. By the third day my stuff was

         on every front page in America that took the UPI. Some people later insisted I’d been a hero, but I knew better; I was scared

         shitless.

      


      I admitted as much to Mr. Tuthill.


      “Shows good sense,” he said.


      So I told him about the fourth or fifth night of the siege, when I got 

         the old gunnery sergeant in trouble with the Geneva Convention, something I never put in any of the stories and for good reason.

      


      “We were living underground by then, in bunkers. No one could live in the open with the shelling. I bunked in with this old

         gunny who ran the mortars, but of course there was a young officer over him who had the rank, but the gunny had the brains

         and said yessir and then went right ahead and did what was right. The gunny knew how important ammunition was, and he fussed

         over it and kept maybe a hundred rounds of mortar shells with us there in the bunker to be sure it was clean and dry. We slept

         right next to the shells, and when incoming hit, sand filtered down on top of us through the logs and sandbags and the bunker

         shook and I wondered what it would feel like to be blown up. Then, during a bad night, the worst shelling we’d had, a trooper

         dove into the bunker, moving fast.

      


      “ ‘Gunny! Ammo’s runnin’ short! Corporal sent me!’


      “So the gunny scrambled out after him and I was afraid to stay behind and I went too and the night was like noon from the

         explosion of the shells, theirs and ours both, and the gunny sergeant yelled to start passing up the shells from our bunker,

         a sort of bucket brigade, and they got that started and I was crouched there watching when a man went down, holding his stomach

         and rolling around screaming, and I jumped into that line and started passing the ammo, too. I had to be doing something or

         I would have gone nuts from fear, and I realize like everyone else I’m yelling and shouting and flipping those shells as if

         they were nothing and I look up and there’s our lieutenant.

      


      “He glares at me and then he says to the gunny, ‘Sergeant, this man is a correspondent, a civilian. He can’t handle ammunition.

         It’s against the Geneva Convention.’ ”

      


      Mr. Tuthill gave a little laugh and shook his head, and I poured us both some wine and went on.


      “Well, the old gunny looks up but he just keeps right on passing the shells and ducking, as we all did, whenever one hit near,

         and the lieutenant is really mad now, shouting about how I’m not in the army and we’re contravening the Geneva Convention,

         and finally the gunny says, ‘Lieutenant, them Vietcongs get through the wire they’re gonna shoot us all up the ass, including

         this here civilian, so I think we ought to just feed the guns and to hell with the Geneever Conventions.’ ”

      


      

         I got a real laugh out of Mr. Tuthill on that, and it wasn’t just wine laughter, either, and I told him other stories and

         he told some and then had to go to the bathroom, but when he came back he bought us a fin and lifted his glass in a gracious little toast to my Pulitzer Prize.

      


      He’d been in the newspaper business forty-three years, he said, and never won a damned thing.
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      FOR the first time I had a few dollars and a decent salary coming in and this big, drafty apartment on a hilly, winding street

         above the Seine in Passy, two blocks from the Metro Muette and down the street from the shoemakers where you could buy firewood.

         It was damp and cold that first winter and you needed a fire. Or other alternatives to central heating.

      


      Her name was Gillian, and I won her by offering to buy lunch.


      “If I can have a steak,” she said. Gillian had a keen sense of the priorities.


      “Sure,” I said, thinking how cold it was in my bedroom.


      She was English, a mannequin working in the Paris couture, planning either to be discovered by Hollywood and become a cinema

         star or go home to England to get into university. I told her she was the first English girl I’d met and I liked her accent.

         

      


      “You just want me to go to bed with you,” she said.


      “Come on, let’s get that steak.”


      She was eighteen years old and that season was the top model at the fashion establishment of Gabrielle Chanel.


      “They’re so cheap there,” she complained, “and Mademoiselle is always going on about my appetite.”


      From the way she demolished the steak, I could believe it. Then I called the office and told them something had come up, and

         we went back to my place and went to bed for the afternoon.

      


      “That was really an excellent steak,” Gillian said.


      

         The following week she moved in with me, which certainly made things cozier on chill nights, and it was convenient for her

         as well.

      


      “I can save on the rent,” she said, “they’re so cheap, the French…”


      Gillian was astonishingly shallow and obsessed by herself, clothes, and men, in that order, and had absolutely no interest

         in my work, my writing, or my war stories, but in bed she was sweetly tolerant of my innocence and performed prodigies of

         which I had no conception. I paid the rent and she bought the food and the cheap wine and for a time it was a splendid arrangement.

      


      Then Mr. Tuthill died, which I think was a relief to people in the bureau, and I took on his beat, loosely branded “culture.”

         That meant it consisted of unimportant things no one else wanted to cover, opening nights and art galleries and film crews

         shooting in Paris on location and stuff like that.

      


      And the fashion business.


      I wasn’t actually expected to know anything about clothes; they sent a woman named Morris twice a year from New York for that.

         I was supposed to know just sufficient about the fashion designers in case they went bankrupt and to be able to update their

         obituaries.

      


      Although the bureau discouraged it, I did attend one fashion show, curious to see how they did it. Most startling, after my

         brief season at the Plain Dealer and then UPI and now at the Times, was how the fashion editors rooted for the designer. Or for the clothes. A sportswriter in a press box manifesting such

         partisanship would have been escorted out, his credentials confiscated. At the Paris showings the fashion editors kept leaping

         up from their little gold chairs cheering and applauding and carrying on. It almost seemed to be expected that you whoop and

         fan yourself and rend your garments and suffer nosebleeds and faint with emotion. Weeping also seemed to be encouraged, especially

         at the end. John Fairchild, who owned Women’s Wear Daily, appeared to lead the cheers, and occasionally the weeping, poking people on either side of him to stimulate their enthusiasm,

         or their grief, stamping his feet whenever mere hand-clapping was insufficient.

      


      The second fashion collection I ever saw was that of Gabrielle Chanel, known as Coco, and I went to that because she invited

         me.
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      CHANEL lived in a small suite above the inner garden of the Ritz, but atop her fashion establishment just opposite on the

         rue Cambon, she had a large apartment, and it was there Gillian and I dined. Downstairs, at street level, the shop was officially

         closed but still brightly lit, and we were let in by a shop girl, chic in a little black dress, kept after hours just to welcome

         us and to alert Coco by phone as we mounted the stairs. Chanel met us at the opened doors of the apartment, a slender woman

         with alert eyes under a flat straw hat and a fringe of brown bangs, with a wide mouth capable of a broad, tightlipped smile.

         Gillian received a kiss that barely brushed her cheek, hardly the passionate embrace I’d anticipated from a woman scheming

         to get her into bed.

      


      “May I present Monsieur John Sharkey, Mademoiselle. He is the editor of the Times of New York and insisted on meeting you.”

      


      I muttered something about just being a reporter and was ignored.


      Chanel was a very old lady, but she gave me that flat smile and a brisk handshake and then, her arms around both our waists,

         walked us into the most elaborate room I’d ever seen, full-sized ceramic deer, coromandel screens everywhere, piles of leather-bound

         books stacked about, a suede sofa that might have been eight or nine feet long on the edge of which she balanced while pouring

         me a neat whisky over ice. I am dark and lean with a ruddy complexion and my nose was once broken playing ball and knit badly,

         and Chanel somehow got the idea I was an American Indian.

      


      Gillian sat near her on the sofa, and I perched on a footstool, and we sat there in her incredible apartment over the fashion

         salon and talked, or rather Coco talked and we listened. It was rapid-fire and fascinating, much of it slanderous, and I was

         glad I had French. Gillian knew how to get her started, something about the miniskirt.

      


      “Ah, that,” Chanel said, “dégoûtant. Tasteless. Une exhibition de viande… a show of meat.”
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