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Prologue One


Mia


SCARSDALE, 1951


She awoke on Sunday mornings to the sound of her mother’s laughter. To a child of seven, the laughter sounded happy, like someone being tickled. As she lay there, drowsy, she could hear the laughter turn to giggles, then to cries. Mia usually smiled and went back to sleep. Mommy and Daddy were just playing.


One Sunday morning, however, suddenly curious, Mia tiptoed along the hallway to her parents’ room. She kept well out of sight, smiling to herself at the funny trick she was playing. They would be so surprised when she ran into their room to tell them she’d been watching! As they now fell silent, she peered around their door.


Daddy was kissing Mommy! She wanted to shout out and race into the room, but something cautioned her to remain silent. Daddy was wearing only his pajama bottoms, and when he knelt on the bed, something hard pushed against the front of them. He reached inside his pants and freed this … thing. She knew little boys had these and that they were not to be shown to anyone. They were strictly for going to the bathroom, her teacher had told her. Why wasn’t Mommy angry at Daddy? Mia’s smile turned into a puzzled, slightly sour grin. But Mommy, instead of being mad, took hold of the thing and held it! Daddy’s head went back, he closed his eyes and said ‘Aaaaahhh!’ as he did when Mommy scratched his back for him. Strangely, he seemed to be enjoying this …


Mommy slipped out of her nightgown and lay beside Daddy. Her flat breasts had dark brown circles on them and Mia watched Daddy kiss these circles and lick them, making Mommy giggle and moan. Mia was confused; she didn’t understand this game. Daddy rolled onto his back and tugged off his pajamas. Then he rolled over onto Mommy. Without kissing her, he lay on top of her. How heavy he must be! How that thing between his legs must press into her! Yet Mommy didn’t seem to mind. She was breathing heavily, and in a strange, hurried voice, she said, ‘Put it in!’


Daddy reached down and pushed Mommy’s legs apart, and Mia could see by the way his bottom went up and down, that he was pushing that thing into Mommy, digging it into her! And still Mommy didn’t complain, she just let him! Her parents moved faster, her mother pushing against her father, clutching his shoulders, her long red nails sticking into his flesh. Daddy began to groan, and her mother gasped as if she were thirsty. Daddy now panted hoarsely. The sounds were frightening: Had they both gone crazy? As much as she wanted to run away, Mia remained rooted to the spot.


Her parents moved against each other for a long time as she stood watching, frightened and fascinated. Suddenly her mother cried, ‘Pull out! Pull out!’ and Daddy sat up quickly, kneeling, holding onto his thing and pulling at it, his eyes tightly closed, his face twisted. Stuff shot into the air from him and he gave a great shout, then collapsed over Mommy, breathing in noisy gasps.


Now Mia wanted to be alone to think about what she had seen. As she tiptoed away, she heard her father ask, ‘Any good?’ and her mother reply with annoyance, ‘As usual, you were much too quick.’ Too quick? It was one of the longest games Mia had ever seen grown-ups play!


So that’s what made Mommy giggle on Sunday mornings, she thought. It was nightmarish and horrible, and somehow she knew she could not ask anyone about it. Feeling sick, she ran to the bathroom and threw up. Afterward, she carefully swished water around the sink, brushed her teeth, found her favorite book, and climbed back into bed. As she lay there, she made herself a solemn promise: She would never let a man do that to her. Never!





Prologue Two


Mackenzie


THE BRONX, 1957


‘You are not my mother!’ the little girl screamed at her astonished mother. It was four-thirty, and Esther Goldstein had been waiting with the other mothers at the school gates. Now, her eleven-year-old Marsha was disowning her.


‘Don’t be silly, honey …’ Her good-natured face looked puzzled. ‘Of course I’m your mother.’


‘You’re not! You’re not!’ Marsha screamed, hot tears running down her cheeks.


The other mothers regarded Esther sympathetically, shaking their heads. Each day brought another hysterical fit from the child: The girl was not normal. Only last week she had refused to answer to her name, insisting she was now to be called Mackenzie.


‘Will you come home if I call you Mackenzie?’ her mother tried. Through her tears, but with some satisfaction, the girl nodded.


Another mother said, ‘Excuse me, Mrs Goldstein, but you’re too soft with her. She needs a smacked bottom.’


‘We tried that,’ Esther Goldstein said wearily. They had tried just about everything with Marsha, but this child was impossible. Where had she come by this devil, this craziness?


For most of her short life, Marsha Goldstein had held the conviction that she must be the abandoned daughter of a rich heiress who had left her with a Jewish family in the Bronx until the time she could be reclaimed. On that happy day, it would be emblazoned on front pages across the nation that Mackenzie Vanderbilt or Whitney or Rockefeller had for some reason been brought up as Marsha Goldstein on the Grand Concourse. She would then be launched into the world of fashion and high society.


But Marsha was starting to lose faith in this fairy tale. As her features filled out and her body became distinctly plump, any imagined resemblance to Gloria Vanderbilt demanded a lot of imagination. Recently there had been hysterical tirades with her family, endless teasing from her two brothers. At only eleven years, a full-fledged snob was living on the Grand Concourse, hoarding her small allowance to spend on fashion magazines. She was probably Vogue’s youngest reader.


Abe Goldstein made all his children attend Hebrew classes weekly and temple on Saturdays. Marsha had always hated the religion. She argued with the rabbi about how there could have been an Adam and Eve if man were descended from apes. When he could not convince her, she pronounced the Jewish religion ‘dumb.’ She began eating Friday’s dinner before her mother blessed the Sabbath candles, and escaped temple on Saturdays by leaving soon after her brothers brought her to the ladies’ section, then running off to movies with her non-Jewish girlfriends.


Now, Marsha stopped at the entrance to the gray apartment building.


‘What’s with you now?’ her mother asked.


‘I’m not going in unless you promise to make everyone – Daddy and the boys – call me Mackenzie from now on. Promise?’


‘Yes! Yes! I promise! I’ll sign an affidavit! I’ll get a legal witness – what do you want from me already?’


Mackenzie entered the apartment building triumphantly. It was the first of a series of demands she would make on her family. She had started to re-create herself.





Prologue Three


Colin


PROVENCE, FRANCE, 1968


These are the early traumas of my two main characters. Will they overcome them? I think anyone’s story is the story of whether they overcome their childhood or not.


I introduce Mia and Mackenzie to you without apologies or the usual pretense that ‘any resemblance between these characters and living persons is coincidental.’ In my story it is no coincidence: My characters are living people. And as I write these words, Mia and Mackenzie are actually beneath my roof, living out the climaxes of their sagas. Providing me with the conclusion to Labels, my tale of the fashion world.


At six o’clock this morning the dogs started barking, the cats wailing, and the doves cooing. Surprising, because in this sleepy little corner of Provence, the animals have been well trained to remain silent until eight. My Provençal treasure, Françoise, usually arrives at seven-thirty, so I awake to the comforting sounds and scents of coffee being brewed, croissants heated. But today at six, in addition to the din of the menagerie, there was also the distinct hum of a motor. Françoise has no car.


I peered through my bedroom curtains. It was the local taxi. Standing by it was an extremely elegant woman with a fistful of franc notes. The first Queen of Fashion had tracked me down. I pulled on my robe and ran downstairs to open the front door.


‘Mia! Welcome!’


‘Colin, darling!’


She threw herself into my arms and began to sob, to the great interest of Monsieur Robert. Beret rammed to one side, he carefully eased his taxi down the short drive, one eye on us. I gave him a wave as I hugged Mia. I had rehearsed this scene, but now that it was upon me, I groped for words. I am especially embarrassed by bereavement, and this beautiful creature was mourning a mother she had always hated. I was not sure how to console her. ‘You’ll meet again in the next world’ may have sounded like more of a threat than a comfort.


Since her mother had not only been my best friend but also the woman I loved, the situation was doubly charged.


‘I am so terribly sorry,’ I said lamely.


Mia took a deep breath, leaned back and looked at me. ‘I’m glad you called. I came the moment the inquest ended … I needed to see you so much. Just to talk – to get away from all the people, all the reporters and vultures. They destroyed her, and now they want to offer sympathy. I suddenly realized that out of all the people in New York, you were the only one, the only one who—’ She broke off, crying.


‘Who loved her?’ I finished for her, and she nodded silently. She took another deep breath and managed to compose herself. Glancing at her watch, she said, ‘I have no idea what time it is here. Did I wake you, Colin?’


‘Heavens, no! I wear pajamas at all hours of the day …’ We studied each other closely, she to decide whether I was joking, I to see whether her grief was genuine or assumed for my sake.


Even tear-streaked she was beautiful. Especially in crisp black linen, a color she rarely wore. Of course, Mia would look beautiful in rags. She dabbed a handkerchief to her cheeks, her full head of blond, gently waved hair falling against her face. She had intense blue eyes, a peaches and cream complexion, white teeth, long legs. Great beauty always brings out an absurd jealousy in me. Perhaps one of the curses of being unattractive myself is that I have always envied and wanted beauty, settling for it in my home, my garden, my friends and pets. I believe, however, that beauty is at its best in the human, female form.


‘Why did you summon me here?’ she asked as we moved up the creaking old staircase to my best guest room.


‘I thought I could help you in your grief …’


‘It’s not even really grief,’ she confessed. ‘I’m crying, but the tears are of frustration, anger! Why didn’t she love me? Why didn’t I help her when she begged for my help? Now there’s such an unfinished feeling – I’ll never be able to confront her, I’ll never know!’


‘Oh, you might find out more than you imagined there was to know,’ I said mysteriously.


‘Yes …’ She stopped at the top of the stairs and looked around the tiny hallway. ‘How pretty you’ve made it, Colin!’ She held out her hands to me and I clasped them. ‘You knew her so well. You’ll tell me everything?’


‘Everything,’ I promised. I threw open the door to her room. No woman who saw the broderie-anglais-draped bed could ever resist its inviting embrace.


She sat on the bed and gently kicked off her shoes. ‘So much has happened to me over the last two weeks, you won’t believe it, Colin. I’m a woman now.’


‘Yes …’ I narrowed my eyes at her. ‘There is something … different about you. You’re in love, aren’t you?’


She nodded, closing her eyes, lifting her legs onto the white bedspread. The next moment, her head on the pillow, she was fast asleep.


I closed the door gently. We had a lot to talk about, and there were many gaps in my story I wished to fill in. While I had her, I was damned if I would not take full advantage of her presence.


I tiptoed downstairs to the kitchen, opening a packet of French biscottes, which are such a poor substitute for bread, then making coffee before Françoise arrived. I was lifting the cup to my mouth when I heard a new motor’s purr. I never get two visitors on the same day or even in the same month, so I ignored it. A figment of my imagination, I told myself. But then a definite cry of ‘Fuck you!’ in an unmistakably Bronx accent shattered the peace of Provence. I hurried to the living room window and looked out to see the other Queen of Fashion.


‘This I really don’t believe!’ I said aloud. What the hell, I asked myself, was this one doing here? Obviously, I answered myself, in hot pursuit of the first one. The two cornerstones of American fashion were about to collide under my roof! I opened the front door.


The woman who stalked up my walkway was dark, elegant, plump, and quite startling-looking. She was the Red Queen of Fashion, as opposed to the White one. Her hair, artfully cut to stick out in tufts, looked as if she had pulled out half with her own fists one manic-depressive evening. Doubtless she had paid some manic-depressive hairstylist a small fortune to do it. There were touches of violet and fuchsia in it. She, too, was dressed entirely in black, with the difference that she was born to wear black. Her loose, oversized clothes were like men’s pajamas made from crushed heavy silk. A knitted black coat curved to her body, showing her Rubenesque shape. Her eyes met mine. Magnificent, flashing eyes: dark, heavily lashed, clever, a little decadent. Her red mouth was sulky. She had an air of very determined, expensive chic. The kind that is self-achieved, not innate. I know the difference. An aura of L’Air du Temps perfume liberally splashed on neck and body and to hell with how much gets lost on the floor, surrounded her. An enormous Italian leather sack, big as a suitcase, hung from one shoulder. Several long silk scarves in different shades of purple, plum, and violet trailed from around her neck. Chunky silver, gold, and ivory bangles, rings, necklaces, and belts clinked at her wrists and waist. The entire effect was mesmerizing. I wanted to sketch her, paint her, photograph her.


‘Where is she?’ she asked in a low, throaty, almost rasping voice.


I held out my hand. ‘Hello, Mackenzie. And what brings you here?’


She twisted her mouth into a wry smile. ‘Some welcome!’ she said. We shook hands coldly.


‘I presume it’s Mia you’ve come to see, so you can’t blame me for thinking it a bit odd, considering the last time I saw you, you were rolling around on the floor with her, tearing each other’s hair out.’


She shrugged. ‘That’s why I’ve come here. To make up!’ She turned her attention to my garden. ‘Gorgeous!’ she stated. Then, a little shyly, ‘I always loved your drawings, Colin. When I was just starting they kinda, like, inspired me, y’know?’


I smiled. The shyness, after the display of aggression, was amusing. I ushered her into the living room.


‘Won’t you sit down? Mia is sleeping, and she desperately needs to sleep. You probably do too?’


She shrugged. ‘I don’t know what I need! I’m still not even sure where I am!’


‘Mia’s had a terrible shock,’ I said. ‘Rest is the best cure. After … after …’


‘Your mother totals herself?’ she helpfully filled in.


I raised my eyebrows. ‘Well, yes …’


‘Even when your mother was Superbitch?’


‘That’s a horrible thing to say,’ I told her, sounding terribly English to my own ears. ‘And quite untrue.’


Mackenzie looked at me for a moment, and suddenly collapsed onto a sofa. She was wearing the softest kid boots I’d ever seen. They were rumpled, glove-quality leather, and drooped around her ankles. I caught a glimpse of purple stockings.


‘I didn’t know her that well,’ she said. ‘I only know what Mia told me about her.’


‘Well, I know her – knew her – very well,’ I said. ‘She was one of the kindest people. She was a genius, and one has to make allowances for genius …’


‘Maybe one has to make allowances for mothers?’ she said flatly. There was a long silence.


‘A drink?’ I suggested.


‘You got Perrier?’


I opened a cabinet, selecting a bottle. ‘Ice?’


‘It doesn’t matter.’


I handed her the glass and she greedily slurped up the water like a child. I pretended not to hear. Then she tucked in her chin and belched loudly. I must have looked horrorstruck because she noticed, gave a little giggle and said, ‘That’s nothing! Wait’ll you hear me fart!’


I frowned, as if such things were unheard of in my genteel cottage. She fascinated me. The contrast of behavior coming from such a deliberately styled exterior made me wonder what she would do next.


She gasped, ‘Must’ve been dehydrated!’ and set down her empty glass. ‘They showed such lousy movies on that plane, and then that taxi! He gave me a goddamn tourist ride around the whole fuckin’ district!’


‘Monsieur Robert would never do that – especially to one of my visitors,’ I remonstrated.


‘Wanna bet?’ she rasped. ‘Anyway, I’m here now.’ She spread herself heavily on the sofa. ‘I had to see Mia. Soon as I heard. I feel so bad about everything. I wanna make it up to her. I hate being bad friends. Mia and I go back a long way, you know.’


‘She’s told me.’


Mackenzie pulled a face. ‘Told you what a shit I am?’


‘She certainly never said that!’


‘She has too much class, but it’s what she thinks. I never gave her much reason not to think it. But I love her, for Christ’s sake! I always did! I’ve just been trouble for her ever since we met – two green kids from New York. She was the poor little rich girl, and I was the crazy hippie. She’s been trouble for me too. Funny …’ She fiddled in her giant purse and came up with a stick of gum, cramming it into her mouth.


‘Do you mean about David?’ I asked.


Her eyes glinted. ‘Don’t tell me he’s here too?’


I gave a noncommittal shrug.


‘Do you know where he is?’ she asked. ‘Just how much do you know?’


It was the moment I’d waited for. I sat down, sipping from my coffee cup. ‘Just about everything,’ I said.


Mackenzie seemed lost in thought. Finally, she raised her majestic head, with its mane of ruffled, tufted hair, and looked straight at me, her eyes glittering with tears.


‘You know everything, huh?’ she asked.


Nothing could have thrilled me more. It was finally acknowledged by the Queen of Fashion herself that I, Colin Beaumont, was indeed confidant to the entire fashion world. I patted her hand. ‘Want to tell me all about it?’


She stared at me for a moment, then suddenly reared back like a hissing snake. ‘Why should I?’ she cried, glaring at me. ‘You’re a weird little man, you know that? You think because you’re a midget you can get everyone to tell you their secrets – you think that gives you a right to—’ She broke off, her fist in her mouth like a naughty child, horrified at her own outburst. ‘I’m sorry,’ she gasped. ‘I didn’t mean to call you a midget.’


‘That’s all right.’ I waved a generous, forgiving hand. ‘As it happens, I’m an inch taller than the official midget height.’


She stared at me. ‘You are?’ She shook her head. ‘Why, that’s wonderful!’ she said, holding up her empty glass as if to toast me. She slumped back against the sofa.


‘Yeah – I’ll tell you everything,’ she said wearily. ‘I just wanted too much, Colin. It was like I could never get enough! I like men too much. I need admiration! Love! Success! In abnormal quantities! That’s what my life is all about. And now …’ She groped in her huge purse as her eyes filled with tears. ‘Now I think I’ve lost the only man I’ve ever really loved, because of my sheer pigheadedness! Oh … Colin!’


I held out my arms to her as the tears overflowed, and for the second time that morning a Queen of Fashion laid her head on my shoulder and wept. Royal tears or not, my shoulder was in great danger of becoming rheumatic.


I did know everything. For the simple reason that I’m one of those people that others seem to confide in. They did more than confide: They revealed their innermost selves, told me their most intimate secrets. Since I’m truly interested in other people’s lives, I suppose I provided a quality of listening which was in short supply. People came to me and I heard their problems, absorbed them. A lot of this is perhaps due to my appearance, which I’ll describe shortly. For the moment, you may believe that I bear a close resemblance to Cary Grant.


You see, when I retired a year ago from the world of fashion, I had to do something. Too active to tend solely to my garden, the accumulated secrets clamored to be let out. I started to write a gossipy book about the world I had left behind. And what fun would that sort of story be if I did not base it on the famous fashion people I knew so well?


All of you are involved, if even in the smallest way, with my characters and my story. Few of you do not own a sweater, a pillowcase, an eyeliner, a bar of soap or pair of underwear that does not sport the name Gold! or Anaïs Du Pasquier, or David Winters somewhere on it. Your purchases have made my friends millionaires. For all the good that’s done them.


Failure in love is even more bitter when you have everything else. It’s so much harder to understand. My Queens of Fashion have dedicated their lives to fashion, sometimes forgetting the very reason for fashion’s existence. Which is, surely, to make you look wonderful? Desirable? To attract a mate? Mia Stanton and Mackenzie Gold often overlooked this. For, you see, being at the top of the fashion tree today means revenues from sheets and towels, make-ups and colognes, underwear and luggage – it is a very different world than the old fashion greats ever dreamed of. Chanel was more than happy with just Number Five. Christian Dior was satisfied with a couple of perfumes and the odd silk scarf. Today, the sky’s the limit and being a fashion designer means being a business person, a media figure, a star!


For me, fashion was a livelihood. As I look back on the years in which I worked, I find it sad that today my career is almost nonexistent. I was the last of a line of fashion artists. I wielded pencil, charcoal, and brush, adding the fantasy, the exaggeration, the interpretation of a new look. If Dior made waists small, I drew six-inch waists. If Audrey Hepburn made eyes the focal point, I made them larger than the body. I loved fashion, lived for it, dreamed it. And twice a year, when Paris made fashion a world talking point, I was there when they unveiled the collections amidst such secrecy that they were not even allowed to be photographed. They were, however, allowed to be sketched, and that was where I came in. My sketches were splashed over pages and pages of Paris reports. The fashion artist, in the fifties and sixties, had a certain power.


For the record, I am an inch short of officially being classified as a midget. An inch too tall, that is. If I were five feet nine inches instead of four feet nine inches, my whole life would have been different. Possibly this is merely a delusion, because as well as being tiny, I am also not particularly attractive. My face is far from classic and my eyes, sometimes called ‘kindly,’ are hidden behind glasses. In an industry where appearance is everything, I could only survive through my talent and luckily I had it: in my fingers, my hands, even my nose – I could sniff out fashion. As I guided fashion editors toward the best outfits of a collection, I became a respected artist.


My working life was spent entirely in the fashion industry, but when I retired to this house in Provence, I told myself I never wanted to hear a word about fashion again. I canceled my subscriptions to Vogue, Bazaar, Divine, and ordered gardening books. But it isn’t that easy to kick a lifelong habit. Fashion is my lifeblood, and before long I had reordered all the magazines. When I lay down to sleep in this quiet countryside, fashion continued to jump about in my brain. Tell! it cried. Tell all!


As I began my novel, I found out what thousands of authors already know: Characters are only believable when based on real people one has known. So now I start at the beginning, not inventing a word, merely remembering what I observed, what was said to me while I listened quietly to all the fashion greats who confided in me, and witnessed many of the events that led up to today.


It all began one day in Paris at the Spring, 1962, collections …
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One
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The loudspeakers at Pierre Balmain hummed with a Piaf medley – it was corny even for Paris. The band of fashion artists, always treated as second-class citizens at the showings, had been banished to a cramped row of gilt chairs at the foot of a stairway. Colin Beaumont was in a center seat. The first Paris collection for Spring, 1962 was about to be presented. But because Balmain had not exactly blazed a fashion trail for some time, the occasion was more social than professional. American buyers and press waved to each other across the crowded salon; it was too soon to pretend they had scooped each other – this was the collection presentation at which they could still be friendly.


The animated face of the directrice, Ginette Spanier, greeted the more celebrated fashion-magazine editors. Kisses were pecked into the perfumed air. A German journalist pretended to faint, hoping for a better seat. Four Japanese buyers were politely escorted out, giggling, their impersonation as ‘press’ seen through immediately by Madame Spanier’s sharp eyes. Suddenly everyone was hushed, like an audience at a children’s school play.


A woman’s voice over the address system said, ‘Welcome to the Pierre Balmain Spring, 1962 “Jolie Madame” Collection. May we remind you that shoes in today’s collection are by Pierre Balmain. Stockings and panty hose by Balmain. Wigs by Balmain. Parfum de Balmain. Jewelry and furs by Pierre Balmain. And make-up by—’


As a grotesquely over-made-up model stalked down the runway, an American artist called out, ‘Make-up by Walt Disney!’ The artists all laughed while continuing to sketch every buttonhole, seam, and pocket that the Pierre Balmain team had come up with. It was, after all, what they were paid to do, and there were many more collections to attend. Balmain was usually the first to show in a crowded Paris week where the big stars showed at the very end, like proud beauties making a late entrance to a party, knowing everyone awaited them.


Colin’s neighbor, an American who, judging from his features, was half Chinese, said ‘These little gilt chairs give me a little gilt ass!’


Colin nodded, shifting. The armchairs of honor, called fauteuilles, went to influential American fashion editors, encouraging them to stay awake. Top editors lapped up this special treatment, including Jessica Cowles, ‘grand old lady of American fashion,’ and her fashion editor, Coral Stanton. Both ruled Divine, the ultraglossy monthly that made Vogue and Bazaar look like supermarket checkout magazines. Divine was always at least one season ahead: Women’s Wear Daily dubbed it the ‘fashion intellectual’s magazine.’ It was the book in which a designer most craved to be featured, where an artist or photographer or model dreamed of appearing. Its reputation was now wholly due to the amazing fashion antennae of Coral Stanton, ‘Her Fashionness’ as WWD called her. She obviously operated in spite of her boss Jessica Cowles, privately known as ‘Her Boringness.’


Relishing her reputation, Coral opened the New York Herald Tribune to read Hebe Dorsay’s column, blocking the view of several people behind her. The Balmain models paraded by to her supreme indifference. Balmain advertised its perfume in Divine’s expensive pages, so this was a protocol visit. Divine would feature one photograph of a Balmain creation, just to keep them happy.


A tiny cup of espresso was sent down the row to Jessica Cowles, who was drowsing. Important editors received these little shots of caffeine toward the end of the showing to revive them from the perfumed stuffiness and prompt their memories of the clothes they wished to photograph. At the finale – a bridal gown by tradition – they would ask to see certain models again, perhaps for sketching by their artist. This was to the intense fury of the vendeuses – elegant, older sales ladies in black, who had smuggled private clients into the press showing and were pawing the ground in their impatience to take orders. The vendeuses believed the press to be a waste of time. Private clients were where the money was, they believed, upfront where you could see it. A ballgown, worn with family jewels, photographed at the Opéra, paid for with a check drawn on some old family bank: That’s what haute couture meant to the vendeuses, and God help anyone who interrupted its smooth passage.


‘Cette Americaine!’ a vendeuse spat, as Jessica Cowles suddenly reached out to feel the fabric of a satin-tulle concoction sailing past. There was no love lost between the French and the Americans, that was for sure. It allowed for all sorts of subtle digs and snubs, including that of ill-mannered New York buyers demanding to see dresses modeled again after the collection, as they snacked on canapés and champagne in full view of starving, half-fainting models. It didn’t matter; the French needed the dollars, and the Americans needed the chic; this very resentful exchange kept the French couture going.


There was a burst of applause as the bride sailed to the end of the runway, and a flurry of movement as journalists got ready to race across Paris to the next showing. Colin Beaumont closed his sketchbook with a flourish.


‘Fuck Jolie Madame!’ he muttered, and his neighbor automatically replied, ‘She should be so lucky.’


The next showing was at Patou, near the Place de la Concorde. Colin would share a taxi with someone, but for the moment he remained seated, gazing around at the passing parade of people. He watched Catherine Deneuve, a young actress he had recently sketched for French Vogue. Near her, a British Vogue girl glistened in Vaseline – her reaction to the made-up look. She looks like a buttered, boiled potato, Colin thought. He watched as a dowdy group of British journalists followed Ginette Spanier to the press office, where she distributed handouts, black-and-white glossies which could be used in their columns. In the main salon a press assistant fanned Jessica Cowles with handouts while Coral Stanton impatiently fingered the peplum of a black dress, the best thing in the collection. The model, pale and tired, was doing her best to smile at the important American editor.


Suddenly Coral noticed Colin watching her and waved. His heart skipped a beat as he glanced behind him to see whom she was waving to. She signaled to him again, mouthing ‘I want to see you!’ Glancing at the groups of clients, buyers, and vendeuses between them, she shrugged, scribbled something on a pad, tore off the leaf and gave it to a young salon assistant, with a nod toward Colin. He watched as the girl carried the scrap of paper around the room; a little angel bringing him a message that would forever change his life …


‘The chic bitch left for Paris this morning,’ Mia Stanton wrote in her diary that night. She had invented this new name for her mother – the chic bitch – and enjoyed using it as often as possible. ‘Last night the chic bitch and Daddy called me into the living room. They said they had an important announcement. Then they totally ruined my life. I blame the chic bitch entirely for this …’


Mia was seventeen, and the announcement was that her parents had decided to live apart.


‘Your father’s had a very good job offer,’ her mother told her. ‘His company wants to build up investment opportunities out in California, and he’d be a fool not to grab it. I have no intention of living out there—’


‘Why not?’ Mia had asked her. ‘You’re his wife.’


‘My work is in New York,’ Coral answered quickly. ‘I haven’t worked this long and hard to throw it all up and become a Californian housewife. Your father and I haven’t got on for some while, Mia. You’re not a child – you must have noticed. Rather than continue to make three people unhappy, we have this wonderful chance to change our lives now! It’s bound to be for the better!’


‘Not for me!’ Mia cried. She stared unbelievingly at her father. Surely he would tell her this was all a joke? He looked away, his face flushed. He was a handsome blond man with a rugged, outdoors complexion and a thick moustache. He cleared his throat and glanced up at Mia with regretful eyes.


‘Your mother’s right,’ he finally said. There was an awkward silence. Mia willed him to invite her to leave with him. But he said nothing.


Finally, she blurted, ‘Can’t I go with you?’ She knew, from the expressions on both their faces, that it had been the wrong question. He had no intention of taking her, and now her mother would know – as if she didn’t already – that she did not relish the idea of living alone with her.


‘Mia, honey—’ He moved to put his arm around her, but she shook it off. She wanted that arm around her so much, but it would have reduced her to tears, and it was very important at this critical moment in her young life that she keep some semblance of pride.


‘I don’t want you to think I don’t love you very, very much!’ her father said gruffly. ‘But—’


‘Oh, please!’ Mia cut him off, starting to sob in spite of herself. She stared from one to the other, helplessly. ‘You married each other! You married each other for better or worse! It’s your duty to—’ She broke off, unable to continue.


‘Mia, for God’s sake, don’t turn this into a soap opera!’ Coral snapped. She reached for her purse and withdrew a wallet. ‘I’m going to Paris tomorrow, and I really don’t have time for a lecture on marriage. We’ll survive, you and I. You’ll keep in touch with Daddy, maybe spend vacations with him.’ Her father nodded. ‘Don’t attempt to make me feel guilty. We kept this home together for you. Here’s some money for while I’m away. I’ll call you from Paris. I’ll be at the Crillon, as usual – the number is by the phone if you need me.’ Coral continued to talk of practical matters. Of forwarding various pieces of furniture to Los Angeles. Of insurance policies. Of lawyers.


Mia confided to her diary: ‘It was as if I didn’t matter, didn’t exist. I don’t know how I’ll cope without Daddy. He never says or does much, but at least he was there, between the bitch and me.’


*


That night, trying to sleep, she thought about her childhood.


‘Why doesn’t Mommy love me?’ she remembered once asking her father.


‘We have to remember Mommy has very important work to do,’ her father had explained.


Throughout her childhood she had always been told to ‘be quiet for Mommy, she’s been working hard. Don’t talk too long on the phone, Mommy’s expecting an important call. Walk on tippy-toe, Mommy’s sleeping. She’s had a terrible day. Mommy has a big day tomorrow.’ The magazine was what it was all about, of course. The magazine was surely why her mother couldn’t really be a wife to her father, couldn’t really be a mother like the other mothers. The dummy issues and proof copies lying about the house were a constant reminder of what ruled their lives. Flung in despair against a wall if Coral was unhappy with it, cradled like a baby in her arms if it pleased her, the source of laughter, tears, treats, or punishments; Divine was the ruler of the mood at home.


‘I’ve never felt close to the chic bitch,’ Mia wrote. ‘The only time we ever got together was in her precious closet. If only she had lavished half the love and attention she gave her clothes on me.’


As a child she had spent afternoons in the immaculate confines of Coral’s closets. Touching the clothes, inhaling the perfume that clung to them, she came nearer to her mother’s essence. She loved the Dior brocade opera coat, the Grès draped white jersey, light as a feather. The Chanel cardigan suit with chains sewn around its edges. She would finger the fabrics, looking inside at the silk linings and labels. Once a year the has-beens were weeded out and sold, or banished to the ‘museum’ in the attic. The names themselves were fascinating to Mia – Mainbocher, Dior, Bill Blass, Norman Norell – some of them people she had met at Coral’s annual cocktail party in the offices of Divine. For these parties Mia’s hair was done by a famous stylist and she wore her best dress, handing around canapés, enjoying the stylish crowd fussing over her.


After looking at Coral’s clothes, she would move to the shoes. Sometimes her mother had found her in the closet and smiled her approval. ‘Look at them, feel them …’ she urged. ‘See these? Made for me by a Paris magician, Roger Vivier. He invented this little square heel.’ Mia would stare at the shoes, perfect satin almonds in their stiff wire trees, the luxury, the perfection, filling her head with wonder. Other kids had toys to play with; she had her mother’s shoes.


‘They cost over a hundred dollars,’ Coral had whispered. ‘Don’t tell Daddy – he wouldn’t understand.’ It was an unbelievable amount of money! How highly her mother must rate herself to shod her feet so expensively.


‘How much do these dresses cost, Mommy?’ Mia would whisper. Coral laughed deep in her throat. ‘More than a thousand dollars, darling! But Mommy gets a special price from her designer friends. They sometimes give her these clothes for nothing so Mommy will wear them and everyone will see and admire them. If Mommy wears something, everyone else wants to wear it too.’


Later in life her mother’s great style would be a source of embarrassment to Mia. But while she was still a child it added to the glamour and wonder of her mother, spinning a fairy-tale aura around her, placing her out of reach. That mixture of wonderment and disappointment, of yearning, craving, and resentment at not being cherished, would numb this beautiful child’s feelings, confuse her, make life difficult. But as a child all she knew was that her mother did not have the time to play with her. Stacks of papers and photographs prevented access to her lap, and little affection or warmth came from her.


What warmth there had been in childhood had come from her father or from Wayland Garrity, her mother’s best friend, who was a sort of honorary uncle. He had held her on his lap, taken her for outings and walks, played games with her. He had a gentle way with her, and she loved him even though she’d once heard her father tell her mother, ‘He’s not a real man!’ That had puzzled her, but from an early age she had been assured by Wayland that they would only tell the truth to each other, and she trusted him. ‘No bullshit,’ he had promised, the first time an adult had used an adult word to her; and she had respected him for it. Her father and Wayland had always been there to explain things to her, to explain her mother to her. Coral, on the other hand, treated her as if she were one of her readers, to be lectured on clothes and style.


‘When you buy clothes, buy just a few but make sure they’re the best!’ Coral would advise. ‘Buy one wonderful dress, one superb suit! You’ll always look great in it, and you’ll always love wearing it.’


‘But I want lots of clothes, Mommy,’ Mia had said, and Coral laughed her throaty laugh, closing the closet, locking up the treasures.


Fashion fascinated Mia – it was the key to her mother, to her attention, to her interest. She loved her visits to the magazine’s offices where crazy, colorful people wearing fantastic clothes and painted faces, laughed, kissed, cried, and made a comic opera out of life. Divine was a world of fantasy, unlike any other world because it created dreams.


‘We’re years ahead of our rivals!’ Coral would crow, leafing through a new issue of Vogue or Bazaar. ‘Years ahead!’ These were magic words for a child. Mia drank it in, picturing her mother living in some future age, ahead of ordinary mortals. When Coral arrived home at night, Mia imagined her speeding back through time to the present, stepping off a time machine to land in Scarsdale; ‘the last place in the universe I wanted to live!’ Coral often said. But Harry Stanton had put his foot down, insisting his daughter live in a safe, secure neighborhood, and not in the Manhattan that Coral longed for.


The morning after the divorce announcement, Coral came to her room, perfectly made-up, ready to step into the limousine that Divine had sent to whisk her to the airport.


‘Bye, darling. See you in a week. Be good!’


‘Have a safe trip, Mother,’ Mia said sleepily. I hope her plane crashes, she thought, unable to accept the idea of living alone with her. She envisioned herself as a motherless teenager, knowing her father would then be forced to send for her. Nobody wants me – that’s the truth, she thought. She turned over in the warm bed and fell into an unhappy sleep.


Colin Beaumont met Coral Stanton in her suite at the Crillon the day after the Balmain showing. The woman who had the power to make careers happen overnight wanted to see him! He wore his starving-in-a-garret outfit, not so far from the truth: blue jeans and black turtleneck.


‘Colin!’ Coral hailed him as he was ushered into the crowded suite, smiling across the photographer and his helpers, the models, stylists, hairdressers, and make-up artists. She was using her own suite as background to the Paris coverage. Brilliant, Colin thought. He recognized the photographer – Helmut Newton – who was gaining a reputation for erotic photography which made fashion sexy for the first time in magazine history.


The magazines were in deadly combat at Collections time to see who could be the most original. Bazaar had rented a circus tent and performers, their models balancing precariously on elephants and on tightropes. Avedon had models running along the Pont Neuf at dead of night while spotlights flashed summer lightning. Couture clothes were only allowed out of the showrooms at night – they were needed in the daytime for the continuous showings to store buyers and clients.


In Coral’s suite models applied lipstick, leaned against rococo gilt mirrors, posed against the art deco bathroom walls, or lolled on unmade beds which stylists kept rumpling artistically. A tall, glorious creature dipped a croissant into a cup of chocolate as Helmut Newton clicked away, murmuring encouragement, and stylists tossed fresh red roses and copies of Le Figaro and the Herald Tribune onto the bed.


‘Isn’t it a madhouse?’ Coral called out happily.


Colin had sat in an unobtrusive chair, but Coral beckoned ‘Over here!’ and he had to get to his feet and walk across the room in front of everyone. He would never get over feeling freakish. He held his head high and thought of Toulouse-Lautrec.


Coral was already in conversation with a hairstylist by the time he reached her. She was pencil slim. Rather a mean little face, he decided, but she certainly made the most of what she had: white skin, an uptilted nose, and intelligent, almost cunning, blue eyes. Hair that was tinted red and cut intricately high and tousled. Throwaway chic, Colin thought. Her scarlet lips were a little ungenerous. He’d heard she was getting divorced.


Coral looked across at the model who had been posed with her skirt pulled up to the thigh.


‘The news of that skirt is in the fullness, Helmut,’ she told the photographer. ‘I’m all for the risqué, but let’s see the clothes, darling.’ She pulled the skirt down to calf level. ‘Now!’ she led Colin into a small dressing room, clipboard in hand.


‘You’re an angel to have come at such short notice,’ she told him.


He smiled. As if she didn’t know full well that anyone in the business wouldn’t drop whatever they were doing to rush to her side – the opportunity to be published in Divine overcame all obstacles.


‘I love what you did for French Vogue,’ she said as they sat down opposite each other. ‘The portraits of Deneuve were exquisite. I would have bled them across two pages. I don’t know whether you’ll appreciate my suggestions, but I happen to think a rougher style could add a whole lot more pizzazz.’


‘Rougher?’ He had heard she was a creative meddler.


She leaned toward him. ‘Balenciaga and Givenchy don’t show to the press until a month after the other houses. They don’t need press. They are fashion, and their clientele knows it.’


‘I agree.’


‘This time Hubert has agreed to show me some unfinished outfits. They’re only tacked, so I’d like them sketched. But in a rough, unfinished way, as if they were pages torn from a sketchbook.’


‘How many pages will this run?’


‘How many outfits can you charm out of him?’


‘I don’t know. Maybe he’ll be sorry for this little runt of an artist and throw me a few more crumbs from the fashion table?’


‘Colin!’ Coral sat bolt upright. ‘I don’t want to ever hear you refer to yourself in that way again, but never! Do you hear?’


He smiled, touched. They stared at each other, feeling a moment of closeness. An assistant poked her head into the room. ‘Mrs Stanton? Dorothy doesn’t like the Patou!’


‘Doesn’t she indeed!’ Coral jumped to her feet. ‘Call Monsieur de Givenchy tomorrow, Colin. I’ll need the sketches to take to New York with me on Friday. Good luck!’


As he left the suite, he heard her commanding voice: ‘Now, what is this, Dorothy? Would you prefer to run up and down the Paris boulevards the way Bazaar makes their models work? Or will you put on the goddamned Patou and lie on the bed?’


He walked through the streets to the metro station, dazzled by Coral. Am I in love with her? he wondered. But why would she ever notice me? A midget-sized runt of a fashion artist. Don’t do that, he lectured himself. Use your height – make it an asset, not a liability. Coral would notice him only if he became the best artist or the best friend she had ever had. He vowed to be both those things.


The next day he sketched eight outfits at Givenchy. Coral’s name had opened all doors. Hubert de Givenchy himself came out to meet him, wearing a tailor’s smock, behaving with the perfect politeness one expected of a count. Colin’s drawings were ultimately splashed over four pages of the magazine’s Paris issue, and together Colin and Coral began a new direction in Divine’s layout.


Colin understood the direction, the quintessence, of fashion. He sometimes saw much more in an outfit than the designer intended. In his own way he would influence the sixties as much as a Quant or a Courrèges. When the issue of Divine launched his career in America, calls came from advertising agencies and publications. Coral wanted more drawings too. Colin packed up his few belongings and left Paris with a one-way ticket to New York. Coral had changed his life; one day he would change hers.





Two
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‘I’m having a massive clear-out!’ Coral called from what used to be her husband’s closet. ‘I’m banishing anything without a designer label!’ She had arrived back from Paris the day after Harry Stanton had moved out, and was losing no time in claiming the extra closet space.


Mia watched her from the door. Coral wore trim black velvet pants, a huge white silk blouse, and, as a gesture to housework, a bright red bandana around her head. She looked like a dancer in some modern dance company, perfect for a photo in Divine which could be wittily captioned: ‘Clothes for cleaning out after a departed husband.’


‘Did Daddy ever ask if he could have custody of me?’ Mia suddenly asked.


‘Custody?’ Coral echoed. ‘Of you?’ She sat back on her heels and burst into laughter. Her eyes narrowed as she stopped laughing. ‘Mia, you have just seen a forty-eight-year-old man leave all his responsibilities and go off to the land of year-round suntans. What on earth do you imagine he’d want with a seventeen-year-old daughter?’


Mia looked down. ‘Maybe I could take care of him?’


‘He’s probably dating some girl as young as you! Think how embarrassed you’d be about that, knowing what a prude you are!’


Mia’s eyes overflowed, but she kept them resolutely on her mother’s cool blue stare. Coral shook her head and went back to cutting shelf paper.


‘We’re here now, Mia, without your precious daddy. We may as well make the best of the situation.’


‘How?’ Mia’s mouth turned down as she finally gave in to her tears. She was furious with herself for being so weak. ‘You’re always being so mean!’


‘It’s not exactly flattering to see you whining and pining for your dear lost father,’ Coral snapped.


‘If you’d spent more time with him instead of with your stupid magazine …’


Coral smiled grimly. ‘My stupid magazine pays the bills. Your father wasn’t the greatest provider. Listen, Mia, every girl adores her father and resents her mother. It’s such a cliché. Let’s try to be a little more original, shall we?’


Mia turned and ran to her room. Coral bit her lip as she pressed a thumbtack home. Mia had already cost her an early promotion at the magazine. Way back, when she was pregnant and working at Divine, her boss Jessica Cowles was fighting a bout of alcoholism. Lloyd Brooks, the president and publisher, had called Coral into his office. He’d always flirted with her, and she hadn’t discouraged him. But after one look at her enlarged stomach, he had muttered, ‘Forget it!’ She knew, she absolutely knew, that if she hadn’t been carrying Mia, she would have become the youngest editor-in-chief in Divine’s history.


Jessica had undergone short, expensive rehabilitation at a discreet spa, and the fashion staff had covered for her. I’d be editor-in-chief, and Jessica would have been out on her well-dressed rear, Coral thought bitterly. She could never look at Mia without being reminded of what she had been denied.


Mother and daughter formed an uneasy truce in the following weeks. They tried to be polite with each other. It seemed to be working, until Mia returned from school one afternoon to find Coral home early, the drapes closed, a glass of scotch in her hand. It was so unusual that a chill of fear struck Mia.


‘Something’s happened to Daddy!’ she guessed.


‘Sit down, darling,’ Coral said flatly.


Mia obeyed automatically, staring. Coral was drunk.


‘Your father was killed in a car crash this morning,’ Coral stated. Mia continued to stare at her. For once her mother’s eyes were unfocused, the bright blue shattered into shards.


‘Well, he was never the world’s greatest driver!’ Coral suddenly said. She swallowed more scotch. ‘Those fucking freeways!’


The shock of the word distracted Mia. She watched as Coral drank steadily from the highball glass. The weekly phone calls she had eagerly awaited were over. No daddy was waiting for her in California, wreathed in sunshine. Her plan to visit him that summer evaporated like a Beverly Hills cloud. She would not be visiting him; would never see him again.


Coral held out her arms drunkenly. ‘We’re our only family now, darling. We should be very precious to each other. Let’s work at it. The key words for the sixties are relationships and love. Let’s work at ours? Somewhere inside me that love is all locked up. Help me find it, Mia.’


Mia stared, disbelievingly. ‘It’s too late,’ she wanted to say, holding her mother while she wept. Way too late. She said nothing, but one part of her held her mother to blame for this loss and always would.


I don’t care, I don’t care, I don’t care … Mackenzie Goldstein mentally repeated the words as Norman Gershon, an overweight seventeen-year-old, hovered over her, sweat dripping from his neck, jabbing at the lower half of her body with his lower half. It was 1962, and Mackenzie was losing her virginity. She was sixteen, and she wanted a black leather jacket badly …


‘Hurry up, Norm!’ a boy shouted through the boiler-room door.


‘Shaddup!’ Norm yelled back, right in her ear. She rolled her eyes, but clothes mattered so much – what was an hour of discomfort and boredom? At the end of it she’d have the jacket, and that’s all that mattered. She had told her brother she’d do anything for it, even work at their father’s store, when he had come up with this idea.


‘Twelve-fifty each,’ Reggie told four eager boys as they assembled in the dark boiler room beneath the apartments. ‘Okay, Mack?’


Mackenzie shrugged. ‘I’m not takin’ my clothes off. It’s gotta be in the dark, and everyone has to wear a Trojan.’


‘That okay, guys?’ Reggie asked, and they mumbled their assent.


The boiler room was floored with hard concrete, and Reggie brought down two blankets and asked all the guys for their jackets. Even so, her back hurt as Norman labored.


‘Whatsa matter, Norm?’ someone asked, laughing. ‘Not used to the real thing?’


‘I’m comin’!’ Norman grunted in her ear.


‘So come already!’ Mackenzie urged. It was a violation. Breaking and entering, she thought grimly. Something girls have to suffer to get what they want.


‘Oooh—’ Norman jerked. ‘Ahhh!’ He collapsed on her, and she pushed him off. ‘There’s Kleenex behind you. Don’t fall asleep on me, you big lug! Gimme the money, and remember – if you tell this to anyone, I swear Reggie’ll kill you!’


‘Yeah … yeah …’ Norman wiped himself and zipped his pants, grinning. She shifted uncomfortably on the makeshift bed, waiting for her fourth visitor. She thought of the leather jacket she had tried on three times. It looked fantastic. And it was so soft.


There was only a silhouette of the fourth boy, hesitating before her. She did not know who he was.


‘Hurry up,’ she urged. ‘Did you put a rubber on?’


‘Yeah.’ He pulled down his pants and crouched over her. She could smell English Leather as she guided him in.


These awkward, stocky Bronx boys were her first taste of sex: So far it had not made her crave more. Sex was little more than being patient. Waiting, while a guy huffed and puffed. One had tried to feel her breasts, but she pushed his hands away. Nobody had dared to kiss her. The condoms had been carefully inspected. ‘I do not intend getting pregnant one minute before the age of thirty,’ Mackenzie swore. Maybe not even then; having children wasn’t chic. Unless you had loads of money.


She noticed that the guy atop her now felt different. Although she just lay there as she had with the others, he was holding her in a different way, his arms around her body. He did not jab at her, either, but moved slowly, with a little finesse. She felt herself getting excited and wet down there. After a few more silent minutes of his determined movement, he speeded up and she felt an orgasm sweep her. She clutched his shoulders but kept her mouth shut, saying nothing. After his climax, she asked him his name.


‘Eddie,’ he said quietly, pulling up his pants. ‘Your brother’s a pimp, did you know that?’


‘Well, you enjoyed it, what are you complaining about?’


‘So did you.’


She got to her feet and pushed him toward the door. ‘Here’s your jacket. If you say one thing to anyone, I’ll get my brother to kill you, okay?’


He left with the others, and she gathered up the blankets. She hurried back to their apartment and took a long bath. In her bedroom Mackenzie counted the dollars greedily. Now for the creative part of the problem: how to explain to her mother where she had found the money.


At eighteen Mia was beautiful. She had her father’s blond, all-American looks. She was tall, and never wore her hair shorter than shoulder length. Her friend Karen said it was because she wanted to be the exact opposite of her mother, who practically shaved her skull. Coral thought that very short hair was the look of the truly modern woman. Mia squirmed at the rare appearances Coral made at school events, dreading the remarks she’d hear later.


‘Is your mother an actress or something?’


‘No, she’s a fashion editor.’


‘Wow! She really looks different!’


Coral dressed dramatically. The hard-edged, shorn head was exaggerated by voluminous capes and coats, shawls, scarves, or throws. She wanted Mia to dress like her, but was violently resisted. Whenever Coral bought her something, Mia would change its look, add a frilled blouse, a fringed shawl, something to soften the edges.


‘Wrong, wrong, wrong!’ Coral would sigh when she saw Mia’s version. ‘You make it look like something out of Little Women!’


Late-night sittings and business dinners kept Coral out most evenings. When the latest issue went to bed, she invited Wayland for dinner. Wayland Garrity had recently been made director of New York’s most fashionable store, Headquarters, known in the trade as HQ. Mia loved it when he visited; she ran to greet her friend. They had not seen each other for months.


‘You’ve become very beautiful, pet,’ he said. He took her chin in his hand, squinting professionally at her while Coral mixed drinks. ‘You’ve inherited the very best features from each parent.’


Mia beamed, basking in the attention. Coral, holding martinis, was at their side instantly.


‘What are my best features, Wayland?’ she asked, handing him his drink.


He laughed. ‘Anyone who makes up as carefully as you do knows every millimeter of her face, Coral dear.’


Coral handed Mia a cocktail. ‘Mia, I want you to join us in this toast. Wayland? This is the last time you’ll dine in this house—’


‘Just because I said Mia was beautiful?’


‘No! I’m bursting to tell! We’re moving to Manhattan!’


‘What?’ Mia cried, and Wayland said, ‘You are?’


‘I’ve found a divine apartment just a few blocks along Fifty-Seventh from yours!’ Coral announced. She sat down, crossing her legs carefully. She always dressed up for Wayland, and tonight she wore a black Dior pants suit. ‘It’s nearly opposite Carnegie Hall. Wonderfully proportioned rooms! It’ll be heaven to return to apartment-house living.’ She sipped her drink.


‘But … what about this house?’ Mia asked.


‘On the market since this morning!’ Coral crowed. ‘Keep your room tidy!’


‘I …’ Mia stammered, ‘you didn’t even ask me what I thought.’


Coral laughed her silvery laugh. ‘What you thought? Do you believe kids today, Wayland?’


Wayland glanced at Mia sympathetically. ‘This is the only home Mia’s ever known, Coral. It’s her roots—’


‘Well, I’m transplanting her.’ Coral refilled his glass. ‘It’ll be no hardship, believe me. Wait until you see our views of the city. The place calls for big drinks parties, mobs of people! Tinkling pianist, sparkling lights – and Wayland, I’ll need your advice on that. You’re such a genius at lighting.’


Mia ran out of the room.


‘What am I going to do with that girl?’ Coral asked Wayland, swallowing her drink.


Wayland made a tsk noise. ‘You did fling the news a little brutally at her.’


‘Oh, really! Harry Stanton buried me out here for seventeen years, and I stuck it out for Mia. Now I’m moving to where I belong. I’ll have parties, fun, men! Yes, men, don’t look so shocked! I’ve neglected my personal life shamefully.’


‘Why not work at making your relationship with Mia a little better?’ Wayland suggested.


‘I’m bored with trying to get on with her!’ Coral sighed, pouring them each a fresh drink. ‘In her eyes I’m a murderess. She thinks I killed her precious father. Look, darling, I never really wanted a child!’


Wayland stared at her as she lit a cigarette.


‘Don’t look at me like that. I wish I could love her. She was such a divine baby – those big blue eyes! But as she grew up, she adored her father and always sided with him. Those two did their best to make me feel so goddamn guilty about not being the perfect suburban housewife. Well, anyone could see I wasn’t that.’


‘Why did you ever marry him?’ Wayland asked.


‘I was naive.’ Coral laughed. ‘I wanted to get away from my parents. Mia was an accident. First my parents tried to cramp my style, then my husband, now my daughter! Well, this time no one’s going to stop me from doing exactly what I want to do.’


In her room Mia called her friend Karen.


‘Mom’s selling this place!’ she blurted into the phone. ‘We’re going to live in the city! Oh, Karen, I could kill myself!’


‘Don’t be silly! I’ll come visit and stay weekends. We can hit some really neat places. Are you telling Bob Wilkes?’


‘He won’t even notice I’ve moved.’


‘Are you kidding? I’m gonna run right up to him tomorrow and say, “Isn’t it awful about Mia Stanton moving to Manhattan?”’


‘Don’t …’


That night she lay in bed staring out her window, thinking. Her last date with Bobby had been a disaster. He had driven her home from a movie and tried to touch her breasts. She had panicked and run out of the car without even saying good night. That had been the last she’d seen of Bobby, a tall, quiet boy with a nonchalant way of scoring home runs. School hero or not, she did not see why one date gave him any right to paw her. She had thought she would enjoy kissing him, but he had been too clumsy, too impatient, too fast. She had felt panicky, nauseated, when he had started to touch her. She told herself that if a man were to kiss or touch her, he would have to be very gentle. She cried in bed that night. Life ahead seemed very grim.


Moving house was as melodramatic as Coral could make it. All the furniture went to auction; Coral believed in wiping the canvas clean. This was her chance to recreate, to reinvent herself. She could arise anew in Manhattan. A young, avant-garde decorator stripped the apartment and scattered light, custom-designed seating throughout. Hidden closets secreted possessions, leaving rooms empty, bare. A stark, lacquered coffee table supported piles of new books. A gleaming stainless-steel kitchen defied anyone to stain it with food. The stage was set for Coral, a glossy, self-created high-tech lady. She was forty-five and at her professional peak, with only one rung left to climb: the rung upon which Jessica Cowles, editor-in-chief, precariously stood.





Three
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‘It’s like a high-tech loony-bin,’ Mia wrote in her diary. The apartment did not feel like home. She had enrolled in NYU for a year of general studies. Coral believed she’d go on to college, but she had other ideas.


Wayland lived three blocks away and was with them so much, it was almost like having parents again. It was mutually beneficial for Coral and Wayland to stay close. HQ, the most fashion-conscious store, worked hand-in-glove with Divine on promotions. When Divine trumpeted ‘Navy Blue,’ you could bet that most windows of the Fifth Avenue store would display no other color. They discussed these promotions and everything else under the fashion sun at one of their apartments or over dinner at the latest ‘in’ restaurant.


What did people think of their odd little trio? Mia wondered. Coral in turban and dramatic cape. Wayland dressed like a refugee from the 1920s in his impeccably cut suit, tie and tie-pin, and shining, almost bald head. He had coached Mia in his particular passion, and she knew most of Bette Davis’s famous lines and how to twirl a make-believe cigarette as she said them.


Wayland was the first person to whom she confided her ambitions a few weeks after moving to New York. Following one of their Sunday walks in Central Park, they had ended up in Rumpelmayer’s ice cream parlor, and she told him, ‘I’m going to be the next Chanel!’ She held the tiny square ice-cream spoon against her lips, relishing its coldness.


‘Oh, pet!’ He took her hand. ‘How marvelous! Coral must be delirious!’


‘She doesn’t know. You’re the first person in the world to know. Fashion’s in my blood, I guess, but I want to do it my way, not my mother’s. Promise you won’t tell her!’


‘But everyone will recognize your name,’ Wayland protested. ‘And if you expect to go to art school – and you should – Coral knows all the deans. She could help you …’


Mia shrugged. ‘I know. I’ll have to tell her, but I won’t let her take over.’


‘You’ll go to MacMillans, of course,’ Wayland said. MacMillans was the fashion school that most successful designers had passed through.


When Mia got home, she found Coral sitting in the spotless kitchen with her French masseuse. Coral wore a white toweling robe and turban.


‘You want Chantal to give you a quickie?’ she asked Mia. ‘She just made me feel like a million dollars.’


Mia smiled at Chantal. ‘No, no thanks. I feel great after my walk.’ When she heard Chantal leave, she found Coral in the whiter-tiled corridor.


‘Why didn’t you let her give you a massage? She wouldn’t have charged—’


‘I don’t like being touched like that.’


Coral turned away, wearily. ‘You’d better lick that phobia or you won’t make a very good wife.’


‘So?’ Mia stared at her. ‘Maybe I won’t marry!’


Coral spun around and broke into tinkly laughter. She linked Mia’s arm. ‘I guess that’s not the wickedest idea in the world!’


She let her mother walk her to her room, and sat on a corner of the bed watching Coral cream her face. A Rigaud candle flickered, sending out its bittersweet cypress smell.


‘I’ve decided to be a fashion designer!’ Mia blurted.


Coral paused in her creaming, her cheeks glistening. ‘Wonderful! I’ll call Millicent tomorrow and have her put you down for MacMillans. She owes me a favor or three.’


‘No, don’t call her,’ Mia said. ‘I want to submit my work to them like everyone else. I want them to tell me if I qualify for the program.’


‘You’ll qualify if I say you’re going.’ Coral’s eyes flashed over white-creamed cheeks. ‘Why make things difficult? When she finds out who you are, I’ll look bad because I didn’t introduce you. She can give me a break on fees, too. MacMillans isn’t cheap.’


‘Didn’t Daddy leave anything toward my keep?’


Coral laughed her maddening, mocking laugh. ‘What he left doesn’t keep you in handkerchiefs!’


Mia returned to her room, feeling small and unimportant – her usual reaction after trying to talk to Coral. She would take control of her own life, send drawings to MacMillans and see what they said.


By the time she was seventeen and a senior in high school, Mackenzie had managed to improve her life. She was inseparable from her leather jacket – she wore it every day – and her family all called her by her new name. Her father thought she was going to step from school into his business and carry on the illustrious name of Goldstein Modes. Boy did he have another think coming! Mackenzie still wanted everything, and she tried to make her mother feel guilty at not providing it.


‘I don’t have anything to wear!’ she cried every Saturday.


‘Then make it!’ Esther Goldstein would yell.


And one day Mackenzie did. She whipped up dresses for herself, using the machine at the back of the main store. Abe Goldstein was in the schmatta trade, although Mackenzie told people he was ‘in the fashion industry.’ His chain of Goldstein Modes, consisting of two stores, had each opened with a ‘Closing Down Sale.’ They were situated mid-Bronx, catering for ‘the fuller figure,’ which was the norm in that neighborhood. The top price of a garment was $19.95, which made Mackenzie shudder in disapproval. Abe did not understand quality fabrics and stocked hardly a solid-color dress; they were all lurid prints.


When she tried discussing styles with him, he said, ‘You’re talking fashion and good taste? I’m talking turnover!’ She would put on a disgusted look and Abe would turn to his wife, saying, ‘See that face? She’s ashamed of her own father! And what have I done? Am I a crook? Do I drink? Do I starve my children?’


Esther tried to soothe the tension. ‘Every kid has a mishegas at her age, Abe. She reads a magazine, she imagines she’s a Vanderbilt! Try to understand a young girl’s mind, darling. Life is so dull for her here.’


Abe snorted. ‘I wish my young life had been so dull. I had to work! My boys will come into their father’s business with good hearts. They won’t be ashamed of their father.’


When she became a teenager, Abe insisted Mackenzie work weekends in his store. ‘You learn to sell some clothes, you’ll learn a little about life. You’ll see what your precious “fashion” is really about.’


But if this was fashion, if this was life, she didn’t want to know about it. Grim reality was overweight matrons struggling into cheap dresses, imagining they looked beautiful. She stared at them in dismay. Could she possibly be doomed to remain Marsha Goldstein of Goldstein Modes? No! she swore to herself, buying the latest Vogue and Bazaar and Divine with her first commission check, poring over them in her bedroom, eating them up. I’ll get out of here: I know I have talent! I’ll get into MacMillans somehow.


MacMillans would be the gateway to Manhattan and to fame – to Mackenzie Gold – a force in the fashion industry once she had shortened her name. Tweezing her eyebrows to look like Sophia Loren’s on the Bazaar cover, which was propped up against her mirror, she tingled with energy and ambition.


She wrote so many letters and received so many evasive replies, wishing her luck. She began to write to fashion editors, and to MacMillans’ dean for advice, guidance, hope. She wrote to Seventeen, Mademoiselle, then Vogue and Divine, asking anything, any question to which they would have to reply, just so she could treasure the letter, the envelope; to touch something that came from the address on the masthead of the magazine. And she waited at the mailbox each morning, her lifeline to the world outside.


Pages from Vogue and Divine lined her bedroom walls. She had been born with something, some quality that had never before existed in her family. Not from what she could see in the faded sepia portraits of plain-looking people in dowdy clothes. Her parents were second-generation immigrants who had grown up on the Lower East Side, then moved to the Bronx. If only they’d stayed downtown, she could have pretended she was living in the Village. The Village sounded so much better than the Bronx. Pretend, pretend! When could she stop pretending? When was it going to come true?


Now she opened her morning’s mail. Most of it was junk or subscription reminders, but one was from Divine – the glossiest magazine of them all. She used her best letter opener.


‘Dear Miss Goldstein …’ She shuddered, she would change her name to Gold the moment she left home!


Congratulations on your submission to our Talent ’64 Contest. You answered all the fashion-quiz questions correctly and submitted a most original essay. We are therefore pleased to inform you that you have been shortlisted with nine other contestants. The winner will be awarded a full scholarship to MacMillans’ three-year fashion course. Your entry forms for the final part of the contest are enclosed, and meanwhile you and the other nine finalists have been awarded a one-year subscription to Divine. We look forward to your entry.


Yours truly,


Jessica Cowles


Editor-in-chief


Mackenzie stared at the letter. The first thing in her life that had come true. Her body felt as if it were being iced, then scalded. She opened her mouth wide and screamed, ‘Ma!’


‘In my room!’ a voice called back.


She raced to her parents’ bedroom, where her mother sat on the bed, pulling on reinforced stockings. From the sublime to the ridiculous, Mackenzie thought, thrusting the letter under her mother’s nose. ‘I got into the finals! Divine’s talent contest! Look!’


Her mother took the letter, fumbling for her glasses. She read slowly, her lips forming the words, beaming at the end.


‘Mazeltov! Let me kiss you!’


Mackenzie leaned down automatically, her eyes staring straight ahead.


‘You’re going to win this,’ her mother said. ‘I feel it in my heart!’


‘So do I.’ Mackenzie stood, staring out of the window at the gray buildings outside. She could smell the aroma of burnt toast from the surrounding apartments, but now it wasn’t depressing anymore, because she knew she was going to get out of this place. She would live in a clean, sculptural, bright building like the ones they showed in the Living pages of Vogue.


‘I know I’m going to win,’ she repeated. ‘I’ll grab a doughnut on the way to school.’


She ran out of the room, and Esther Goldstein sighed and reached for her other stocking.


It took only a year for Colin Beaumont to become the most successful fashion artist in America. He drew like no one else. His flair for splashing a drawing across a page in flamboyant, exciting lines worked perfectly with the grainy black-and-white photographs of Jean Shrimpton, Twiggy, and Penelope Tree that were taking over the pages of the glossy magazines. The New York Times Style pages hired him to enliven their pages. Blown up for store window displays, the drawings looked even better.


‘You’d better grab him before Bloomingdale’s does,’ Coral advised Wayland on the phone one morning.


‘Does he understand the Youthquake?’ Wayland asked.


‘He understands everything!’ Coral enthused, sitting behind her desk at the magazine office. ‘He is from London, you know! He’s been teaching me all the latest London expressions, like “grotty” and “switched-on.” Oh, you’ll adore him, Wayland.’


The truth was, she had been jealously keeping them apart, not wanting to waste two escorts in one evening. But it was now the in thing to have Colin Beaumont at your dinner, your party, your tête-à-tête at a fashionable restaurant.


‘Nobody gives a tête-à-tête like Colin,’ Coral crowed, pleased with herself because Colin was her discovery. He was almost a midget, people agreed. Some even used the word dwarf, but that only seemed to add to his appeal. Although inviting Colin for dinner had started off as a charity effort, his new friends actually got more out of it than Colin did. His views on fashion were eagerly listened to, especially as Britain looked like a looming force in the industry. But more than anything it was his degree of concentration, his lack of ego, his quality of listening, that impressed his new acquaintances and turned them into friends. He was one of those people who effortlessly absorbed the tensions and worries of others. In crude terms, some said that talking to an almost-midget who had built up a successful career made one feel as if life was really pretty easy for the fully grown. He was, everyone agreed, better (and cheaper) than any shrink, with the added advantage of being qualified to discuss every aspect of their world. A fashion artist was admitted everywhere – to designers’ studios, magazine offices, advertising agencies – and thus had access to all the gossip, all the news. Colin was supremely discreet, yet he recounted wonderful stories.


‘I can’t wait to meet him!’ Wayland decided.


By the time Wayland proudly walked his new store artist around HQ’s block on Thirty-Fourth Street, viewing the twelve windows for which Colin had sketched life-sized drawings, they had known each other for a month. Their walk continued to take in drinks, then dinner, Wayland choosing a suitably trendy restaurant where fashion groupies went to be seen. It was not easy for Wayland, with his own complexes about the way he looked, to accompany this tiny, odd-looking individual. But as Coral had promised, there was something about Colin that made it worthwhile. He was wonderfully witty in a slightly wicked way; he commiserated about Wayland’s problem of being ‘terminally single’ and helped Wayland feel better about himself.


‘I’m so glad we’re friends,’ Wayland said at the end of the evening. ‘We’ll probably wind up as two old spinsters in some quaint New England village.’


Colin flinched. He had not referred to his sex life – he never did. This was, he knew, Wayland’s clumsy way of drawing him out.


‘We fashion boys have our own unofficial club, you know,’ Wayland chattered on as they walked up Lexington Avenue. ‘Every other Thursday night – you can’t afford to miss it – one picks up news that’s too hot for Women’s Wear. I can’t wait to take you. You may even meet some dish and start a mad affair!’


Colin found his key and turned to face Wayland. They had reached the doorway to his walk-up apartment. Wayland did not expect to be invited up: The place had already achieved the status of a small myth. A mythlette, Wayland thought, probably too shabby to show off.


‘Wayland, I’m not homosexual,’ Colin said quietly.


‘Oh, dear!’ Wayland flustered, sticking his hands into his pockets. ‘I thought, I mean – you didn’t – and now I feel such a fool, telling you all about my ghastly love affairs—’


‘Love is love,’ Colin smiled. ‘I never judge my friends’ love-lives. And since you’ve told me so much, I may as well tell you I’m in love with someone we both know very well. For all the good it will do me …’


‘But who?’ Wayland’s eyes protruded with curiosity. ‘Do I know him? I mean, her?’


Colin hesitated. ‘It’s Coral, of course,’ he said, finally. ‘Since the day I met her.’


‘Oh, my God!’ Wayland gasped. ‘But, I mean, she adores you! She never stops singing your praises. She—’


‘As an artist, and as a friend,’ Colin reminded him. ‘Not as a man. Wayland, look at me! What possible chance does a runt like me have with—’


‘Don’t say that!’ Wayland snapped. ‘It’s cruel. I don’t – well, I don’t know what to say, really …’


Colin pressed his hand warmly. ‘Don’t say anything. And don’t feel sorry for me. I’m very lucky to have all this.’ He gestured, and his wave took in Manhattan. ‘And I’m grateful for her friendship. That and her wonderful company keeps me going.’


Wayland looked nervously up and down the avenue. ‘Well – I’d better let you get your beauty sleep,’ he chattered. ‘You’ll still come to the club, won’t you? We’ll keep quiet about your secret. No one needs to know what you are.’


From then on Colin moved in both worlds. It added to his mystery, and made him the best-informed person in the business. He never abused his privileges, and soon WWD was calling him ‘the Fashion Oracle’ and quoting him.


‘Not bad for a little cockney boy,’ Colin wrote to his London friends. ‘I think I like New York. I’m settling in for a long stay …’


Mackenzie was writing her contest-entry for the eleventh time.


‘Again?’ her mother asked, looking in on her typing.


‘I’m polishing it,’ she said.


‘What is it – a diamond?’ Esther laughed.


For her fashion project, Mackenzie listed the designers, photographer, and models she would use for a four-page fashion spread. She chose the setting of a deserted TV studio, complete with arc lamps, discarded cue cards, cameras, and fake painted backdrops. She sketched the Six Outfits for a European Trip in felt-tip pen, adding tiny fabric samples. But in the section called ‘About Myself,’ she gave only the briefest outline of her life.


‘List ten things you believe in,’ was the final exercise. Mackenzie wrote: ‘Style. Quality. Love. Energy. Health. Uniqueness. Guts. Freedom. Myself. The immortality of fashion. (Not necessarily in that order.)’ Let them figure it out, she thought. The judges might find her a little pretentious, she worried, but no one could deny that her entry had chutzpah, that Jewish quality of daring which her father always told her she had too much of. She mailed in her entry after kissing the envelope three times and getting her mother to kiss it, too. Now it was up to Fate.


She smiled mysteriously when her friends at school asked her why she seemed so remote and happy. Let me win, she prayed. Let me be out of here by this time next year. Such urgent prayers could not go unanswered.


‘Here! You judge them!’ Coral Stanton tossed a pile of papers into Mia’s lap as she made for the door.


Mia looked down at the pile of papers. ‘What is this?’


‘The contest,’ Coral announced crisply, ruffling her hair, glancing into the mirror. ‘The one we run every year. We choose the girl we think shows the most fashion savvy, and she wins a scholarship to MacMillans. It’s an old tradition of the magazine – Jessica’s very gung-ho on it.’


‘What do I have to do with it? I’m not allowed to enter.’


‘I just don’t have time to go through them all again. I’m too busy with this Americana issue, but I’ve highlighted a few entries. Everyone appears to be about fifteen; you’ll be a far better judge than I could ever be.’


‘Why can’t we do it together when you get back?’ Mia asked.


‘I’ll be dead after dinner with Jessica, you know how she drains me—’ The doorbell rang; the car was waiting. ‘Good night, darling!’ Coral pecked Mia’s cheek, gathering her cape around her.


Mia closed the door after her mother swept out, Coral’s fragrance still filling the air. She sat down on her bed, her head buried in the entries. If only she’d been allowed to enter!


‘You have to remember how shy Christian Dior was, Coral,’ Jessica Cowles was saying. ‘I was probably the first member of the American press he dared speak to. I was certainly the first to get an armchair in his salon! After he showed that breakthrough collection, he approached me and said, “Madame! There is the American press, and there is Jessica Cowles.” He knelt on the carpet and kissed my hand! His collection that season had so much genius that I dedicated an entire Paris issue to it. I said, “This season, Paris is Dior!” Chanel never forgave me.’


Coral glanced secretly at her watch, hoping the enormous yawn she was holding in did not distort her face.


‘The haute couture in those days had an elegance to it,’ Jessica said, launching into her favorite subject. Coral sighed and took another sip of her black coffee. Perhaps it would keep her awake a little longer. One of the drawbacks of wanting to be the future editor-in-chief of Divine was the difficulty of keeping on very good terms with the current, seventy-three-year-old, editor-in-chief. This included weekly dinners at her sumptuous Fifth Avenue residence.


Jessica Cowles was one of the old guard: An American debutante, she had worked as social editor at Vogue in the thirties, then left when she married a rich businessman who had died after twelve years. They had no children, and so when Jessica went to work for Divine, it became her baby. She knew the magazine business well and had not relinquished the reins for nineteen years. No one put a book to bed better than Jessica. She was never late on deadlines, got the contributors to hand in their material on time, charmed advertisers into increasing their billing. But she was beginning to Lose Touch, Coral thought as Jessica began yet another anecdote. She would never attract new young readers. Her birdlike, white-coiffed figure remained pencil-slim and still had a certain nineteen-fifties’ chic. She exuded elegance and fine living, but – Coral drummed her fingers on her knees under the damask. Dinners with Jessica tended toward long reminiscences of Dior, Molyneux, Schiaparelli, and other famous figures long since dead.


Coral’s eyes flashed. ‘Are you really happy with our Christmas issue?’ she suddenly asked.


Jessica glared at her, struggling to return to the present. ‘You hate our nativity pages, don’t you?’ the older woman asked. ‘Are you so opposed to tradition?’


Coral’s eyes opened wide. ‘Not at all! But imagine a cover featuring Twiggy or Jane Fonda surrounded by a “now” group like the Dave Clark Five or the Beatles. They could all be dressed as Santa Claus, and Twiggy could wear some darling Jane and Jane dress from Carnaby Street – something that was available here, of course. Very switched-on, very with-it!’ She loved to use the latest British expressions to bewilder Jessica.


‘Rock and Roll, I suppose?’ Jessica hazarded a guess. ‘Didn’t you just photograph some extraordinary girl singer this month? Wearing the oddest clothes?’


‘Janis Joplin,’ Coral said, nodding enthusiastically. ‘She’ll be a terrific fashion influence! All those fringes! Electrifying!’ Coral sipped more coffee. She always wore her most outlandish clothes to dine with her editor-in-chief, hoping to shock her into realizing how out of touch she was, but she doubted whether Jessica even understood the importance of the leather pants she was wearing.


‘You don’t see Divine simply featuring beautiful clothes anymore, do you. Coral dear?’ Jessica rang for the girl to clear the table. ‘You think we should do films, entertainment, rock and roll?’


‘Well, it is all fashion influence, these days,’ Coral said. ‘The haute couture, lovely though it is, is becoming an anachronism.’


‘Really? An anachronism?’ Jessica raised her eyebrows.


Coral pounced. ‘Let’s you and I get this quite clear, Jessica. Fashion is now coming up from the streets.’


‘The streets?’ Jessica looked aghast. ‘I’m very glad to say I shall never be an expert on the streets.’


Coral watched as Jessica struggled to take it in. Soon, she could mutter her usual excuse about having to be up at dawn for a shoot. This weekly dinner had become a penance, a punishment, worse – a bore! She reached across the table to squeeze Jessica’s hand in a last effort to communicate.


‘The times – they are a-changing,’ she crooned, to her blank-faced hostess. ‘Like the Dylan song, we have to change too. Our clothes and our attitudes change! Pizzazz!’


She left an hour later, exhausted. There had still been no hint from Jessica about retirement, even though she was so obviously out of the fashion mainstream. Coral was losing patience. She would have to go directly to the top, to Lloyd Brooks, and mount some kind of coup. If Jessica couldn’t take a hint, well – she almost deserved what was going to happen.


Mia lay on her bed rereading the competition entries. One really stood out. It was from a girl named Mackenzie Goldstein who gave her address as the Bronx, although nothing about her writing suggested the Bronx. She sounded sophisticated, experienced, with the sensibilities of a young, hip girl. Mia read the entry again. Since relatives of Divine staff were, of course, barred from entering the contest, she would go ahead. She felt a terrifying sense of inadequacy about her plan to submit a folio of designs to MacMillans. The written application would be as important as the drawings. What if dozens of brilliant young girls wrote like Mackenzie Goldstein? Mia believed in her drawings and designs, but her writing was poor. Could she ever write about fashion in this sparkling way? She stared for a long time at Mackenzie’s phone number, an idea forming, and then she dialed the number.


The voice was suspicious. ‘Is this the time you usually call people?’


‘I’m not really supposed to be doing this,’ Mia said quickly. ‘I’m doing it as a favor to you because I liked your entry. I’m no one official, but I can influence who wins. Trust me, I’m your age. I want to meet you, talk to you—’


‘Do you work for Divine? How did you see my entry?’


‘I’ll explain when we meet. You can trust me, I swear!’


‘Trust you? And you can’t even tell me your name?’


‘It’s Mia.’


‘Well, Mia, whoever you are, I’ll just call the magazine tomorrow and ask what this is all about.’


‘No. No, don’t do that! Please! Just meet me tonight.’


‘Where are you calling from? Manhattan?’


‘Take a cab – I’ll refund you. There’s a coffee shop at West Fifty-Seventh and Sixth. I’ll meet you there. I’ll give you cab fare home too. You could be here in an hour.’


It was too weird to turn down. Mackenzie agreed to go. She put on the bat-lady dress she’d made from a complete circle of black silk and crept past her parents’ room.


Out on the deserted streets she found a cab, authoritatively telling the driver, ‘Sixth and Fifty-Seventh,’ as if she had the money. On the backseat she retouched mascara and lipstick, her heart beating quickly. A tall, blond girl stood outside the coffee shop.


‘Mackenzie?’ she asked.


Mackenzie stared, nodding dumbly. She clambered out of the cab. This girl was very pretty, with an aura of elegance. From a very different world, Mackenzie thought. Très Wasp!


Mia strode forward. ‘How much is that?’ she asked the driver.


‘Five eighty-five.’


Mia handed him seven dollars, then turned and offered her hand to Mackenzie. ‘Hi!’


Mackenzie shook her hand cautiously. Mia tried not to stare. She had expected someone small, slim, and shy. This girl was overweight, brash, and more than a little freakish in appearance.


‘I love your dress!’ Mia said, and Mackenzie held out her arms and twirled around on the sidewalk, giggling, the hem rising to her plump thighs.


‘I loved your entry,’ Mia said, ushering her into the coffee shop.


Mackenzie giggled. ‘I guess you just love everything about me?’


They ordered coffee and doughnuts and sat back, studying each other. ‘Okay, who are you?’ Mackenzie asked. ‘What’s this all about? If I’m discovered missing from my room – my parents think we live in Fort Knox after eight o’clock – I’ll be in a lot of trouble.’ She studied Mia’s clothes as she spoke. Not chic, she decided. Like the back-to-school issue of Seventeen.


A tired waitress poured them coffee.


‘I was going to give you a lot of bullshit, but—’ Mia stopped.


‘Did you enter the contest?’ Mackenzie asked.


Mia shook her head. ‘My mother’s the fashion editor.’


Mackenzie gasped. ‘Coral Stanton’s your mother?’


‘She asked me to judge the shortlisted entries. Yours stood out over the others. Your writing, your ideas are terrific. I want to get into MacMillans too—’


‘What’s stopping you?’


Their doughnuts arrived, and Mackenzie took a big bite of hers. Mia grasped her coffee cup with both hands. ‘I just thought maybe if I helped you win this contest, you could do me a favor in return.’


‘What kind of favor?’


‘Write something for me. An essay to hand in with my folio. I know they won’t notice me without a good piece of writing.’


‘Couldn’t your mother get you in?’ Mackenzie suggested.


‘I don’t want her help!’ Mia blurted. ‘I hate her!’


Mackenzie leaned forward, interested. ‘That’s just how I feel about my dad!’


Mia relaxed in her seat. She hadn’t intended to say that, but now that she had, she felt better. ‘My mother’s always made me feel like I was a nuisance to her,’ she confided. ‘I have to get into MacMillans, and I’d do it by any means possible, but not with her help!’


‘My dad thinks I’m a slut, an idiot, and a snob!’ Mackenzie chattered. ‘He’s right about the snob part – I do think I’m better than those boring Bronx people. My brothers suck up to him – he thinks they’re great because they’ll go into his business and do what they’re told.’


‘What is his business?’


Mackenzie’s eyes flickered. ‘He’s in the fashion industry,’ she said airily. ‘A chain of stores. Very successful and all that, but I still can’t wait to leave home. I mean, I have to wear miniskirts under my regular clothes just to get out of the house, because my parents would, like, die if they saw them! Are you really going to say I should win this contest?’


‘If we reach an agreement …’


‘Do you draw or design well?’


‘I think I do. But a good essay would clinch it.’


Mackenzie shook her head. ‘You’re insane, you know that? I could go straight to your mother tomorrow and tell her everything!’


Mia shrugged. ‘But your name would get dragged into this, and Mom’s publisher hates controversy.’


Mackenzie made a face. ‘So much for truth, justice, etcetera.’


Mia reached out and grasped her hand. ‘Please! Just help me and I’ll help you.’


‘Pretty used to getting your own way, huh?’


‘No!’ Mia cried. ‘I’ve never had my own way! This was just an idea that came to me tonight. It won’t harm anyone. Here—’ She pushed a ten-dollar bill at Mackenzie. ‘Your cab fare home. Just write me something good and you’re the winner.’


‘I don’t feel like a winner,’ Mackenzie muttered. ‘I guess I don’t really have a choice. I just hate cheating. I always get found out.’


‘This isn’t really cheating,’ Mia said. ‘I liked what you wrote and I think you should win.’ Mackenzie looked dubious as Mia went to pay the check. Mia came back and placed fifty cents on the table. She held out her hand and they shook solemnly. ‘It was really nice to meet you,’ she said. ‘See you at MacMillans. You can send the essay to me at this address.’ She dropped a card in front of Mackenzie. ‘Good-bye.’
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From the wild 1960s to the sexy 1970s,
they ruled the world of fashion





