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Prologue



ONCE UPON A TIME, on the Upper East Side of Manhattan, there lived a brown-haired girl in a spacious apartment on Park Avenue, in the most desirable building in New York City, if not the world.

The apartment was enormous indeed, and had many servants. There was a maid to dust the Picassos, a chef to cook ten-course dinners, two pilots to fly the his-and-hers jets, and a landscape architect to tend to the terrace and roof gardens.

There were workers to service the indoor pool, the indoor racquetball court, the rooftop pool, and the rooftop tennis court.

There was a chauffeur of dubious distinction who had been imported from England to drive the family and care for their six shiny automobiles.

Also among the staff was a man of no particular title who took care of the family’s toy poodle named Noodle.

This man of no particular title was father to the brown-haired girl who was called Holly. The two of them lived in the servants’ wing of the grand apartment on Park Avenue.

As it happened, the mistress of the mansion, a woman of considerable taste, had a deep admiration for romance films of the 1950s, and most especially, for a certain actress by the name of Audrey. For her viewing pleasure, she had assembled a collection of Hepburn films, along with her other favorite classics from the golden age of cinema.

When her father was off brushing, bathing, or exercising the dog, Holly was allowed to amuse herself by watching any movie she desired. Every day after school, she would eagerly visit the media room, where she would lose herself in a simpler time when the clothes were beautiful, the men debonair, and the women unforgettable.

There was Sabrina, the awkward daughter of a chauffeur, who after going off to Europe and returning an elegant and sophisticated woman, was pursued by two brothers of great wealth and charm.

There was a shy, funny-faced book clerk in New York named Jo who became the toast of Paris, where she was transformed from caterpillar to butterfly by discovering her gift in the world of high fashion.

There was a princess called Ann who rebelled against the duties of her station by escaping her luxurious shackles for a Roman holiday with a newspaperman whose true motives were less than pure.

For the little girl who lived with her father in the sprawling apartment on Park Avenue, life was as close to heaven as one could get on the island of Manhattan.

Then one day, everything changed. Holly’s father, the chef, the maid, the pilots, the landscape architect, and the chauffeur of dubious distinction were all told to pack their bags and leave, for the owner of the apartment had suffered a reversal of monumental proportion and would no longer be able to keep the staff in the style to which they had become accustomed.

With great sadness, Holly and her father gathered their belongings and journeyed to another place. In time, Holly’s father secured a home for himself and his little girl in a one-room studio with a window facing a brick wall in Astoria, Queens, some ten miles from the Upper East Side of Manhattan. Her father drove a cab and played piano in jazz clubs, while Holly went to school, then came home to cook, clean, sew, and manage the tiny household.

Holly’s father rarely got to see his little girl anymore. Their life had gone from blissful and gay to bleak and gloomy. To remind them both that life could be as wondrous as a fairy tale, Holly’s father assembled his own collection of Audrey Hepburn’s most endearing films. Each night, after finishing her chores, Holly would play one and transport herself on a marvelous cloud of romance and style to an enchanted world where endings were happily ever after and dreams almost always came true.
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The Look of Love



I HAD ONE FOOT OUT the door, late as usual.

“You should see yourself right now,” Alessandro said. He wore loose cotton yoga pants and no shirt.

“Why? What’s the matter?”

“I should have said something before,” he started. “But—and don’t take this the wrong way—that skirt’s too short. It makes you look cheap. If you want to be a curator, you’ve got to dress up more.”

I took a deep, centering breath. “How cheap? Hooker cheap?”

Alessandro cocked his head thoughtfully. “I’d say—”

I interrupted him mid-cock. “Never mind, I’m changing.”

Alessandro followed as I scurried to the bedroom, leaving a trail of clothes in my wake, throwing on the Versace linen suit I’d snagged for sixty bucks at the Lucky Shops charity sale last year. “There, now what do you think?”

He reached out and pulled me toward him until his head rested on my shoulder. “Mmm, pretty! You know, the only reason I told you is because I love you and I want you to get that promotion.”

“I know.”

Alessandro moved his hands up my back and then around the front, cupping my breasts in his palms.

My organs went all aflutter. Sex on a school day?

He stroked my breasts, let out a sort of moan-sigh, and pressed his morning protuberance into my groin. “Do you remember when we first met?”

“Mmmm,” I murmured, meaning, Yes, of course I do, my love.

“That was before your boobs drooped.”

I pushed him away.

“Holly, I’m just saying. If you don’t wear a bra, your tits will be to your knees by the time you’re fifty.”

I whipped off my jacket and shirt. Glancing at my boyish figure, I knew my boobs wouldn’t sag if I hung clothespins from my nipples. Still, I put on a bra to make Alessandro happy.

Alessandro Vercelli was my knight in shining armor, kind of. Six feet tall, slim, messy black hair, dark brooding eyes, he resembled a Latin Gregory Peck, one of my favorite actors. If I scrunched my eyes just right, he looked exactly like Gregory Peck, and like Gregory, Alessandro was a solid, dependable guy. He was always by my side whether I wanted him to be or not.

Unlike other boyfriends I’d had, Alessandro cared deeply about my professional success. Clothing had forever been my passion. Growing up, I’d first been inspired by the sumptuous costumes created by designers during the glamour years of Hollywood—Givenchy for Audrey Hepburn, Valentino for Marlene Dietrich, Coco Chanel for Katharine Hepburn. Later, I discovered a knack for making my own clothes.

Fashion awakened my senses like nothing else. Anytime I felt stressed, I’d jump on the subway and go to Bergdorf’s. It calmed me right down. In the hallowed reverence of the store, I’d take in the aroma of designer gowns and unapologetic overpricing. It felt like nothing bad could happen to you there. With Alessandro’s encouragement (and savings), I enrolled in the Fashion Institute of Technology, majoring in history and museum studies. When I needed him, Alessandro was there.

Last year, after spending nine months as Motel the tailor in an off-Broadway revival of Fiddler on the Roof, Alessandro was cast as the beast in Disney’s Beauty and the Beast. It was a huge step up for him and I brought all our friends to the opening night to cheer him on.

After five years of living in his East Village rent-controlled apartment, Alessandro proposed. Like many rent-controlled tenants, he was there illegally, but who was I to judge? The place was small, yet comfortable: pressed-tin ceilings, a marble fireplace, plank wood floors, and a toilet that flushed at random. Wait, where was I? Oh yes, Alessandro’s proposal. It was time. At thirty-five, the expiration date on my egg carton was nearly past. Marrying him made sense.

A famous Hollywood writer once said that in the 1950s you wrote your scripts for Cary Grant, but you ended up with Rock Hudson. Truth be told, I wrote my script for Gregory Peck, but ended up with Alessandro Vercelli.

After replacing my jacket and shirt, I slipped my headgear over my face and inserted the protraction hooks into the molar grips. Last Valentine’s Day Alessandro had surprised me with an orthodontic gift certificate to move my canines back. Romantic, yet practical. That’s my Alessandro! The doctor told me if I wanted my teeth perfect by the time I walked down the aisle, I should wear it twelve hours a day, so I commuted in it.

“Have you seen my glasses?” I asked, squinting.

“Try the fridge.”

“The fridge?” I thought, worried for my sanity.

“Why aren’t you wearing your contacts?”

“I need solution. I’ll get some on the way to work. Oh, and don’t eat too much at lunch. We’re meeting the caterers at six-thirty. Remember, they’re giving us a tasting of everything I picked for the wedding.

Alessandro frowned. “I completely forgot. I’m sorry. It’s too close to my call time. But go without me; whatever you choose will be fine,” he said, retrieving the glasses. “Here, and take this. It’ll bring you luck.” He handed me his two-dollar bill, the one he credited with getting him the part in Beauty and the Beast.

I folded the money into my bra. “Oh, but how sweet. Thank you. You won’t need it?”

“Nope,” he said. “Today’s your day.” He kissed me on the lips (well, really on the metal face-bow of my headgear).

I looked around for Kitty, the three-legged Maine coon I’d rescued from the Con Edison softball fields.

“There you are, you sneak,” I said, picking him up, holding him to my face where I could feel the vibration of his purring.

“I made you lunch,” Alessandro said, handing me a turkey sandwich wrapped in foil.

“Thanks,” I said, admiring his face, so handsome and rugged.

“Why are you scrunching your eyes like that?” he asked.

“Was I scrunching again? Sorry, bad habit. Break a leg tonight,” I said, flitting out the door into the muggy air.

“No, you break a leg at the meeting,” he yelled. “I love you.”








A Foggy Day



HUSTLING DOWN AVENUE A, I stopped to pick up breakfast for my father (better known as Pops), and coffee for me. I love Dunkin’ Donuts, especially those chocolate glazed munchkins, but boy do I take issue with them (the company, not the doughnuts). Every time a local store goes out of business in Manhattan, a bank or a Dunkin’ Donuts shop takes its place. It’s ruining the character of our neighborhoods.

I spotted Pops, with his naturally curly beard, wavy silver locks, clear blue eyes, and weathered face. He was puffing away on a cigarette clenched between two knobby fingers. Part Jed Clampett, part Cary Grant, he presided over the stoop in front of Muttropolis Groom and Board, next to his shopping cart full of street treasures. Pops was a jazz musician slash panhandler who had driven a taxi until he was fired last year. It was a blessing, really—these days he barely made enough to lease his cab and cover gas. Plus, he always got lost, even on the way to places he’d been to a thousand times.

Six months ago, he was evicted from the one-room apartment in Queens where he’d raised me. It was a rent issue (as in he’d stopped paying it). I helped him arrange temporary quarters in Muttropolis’ basement as a trade for walking the dogs. My friend Bobbie Liberty “BL” Ochman owns the shop. She had been looking for someone to mind the furry guests staying at her “Club Bow-wow” and Pops had always had a knack with animals. A scruffy, quasi-homeless dog minder wouldn’t go over so well uptown, but East Village liberals loved the idea.

“You look fetching today, princess,” Pops said. Raindrops were starting to plink on the sidewalk and the air was ripe with the scent of rotting trash.

“I do? You’re not just saying that?” I handed him a cup of black coffee and an egg-and-cheese bagel sandwich with a side of Munchkins.

“Are you kidding?” He gave me the once-over. “Darlin’, you may be skinny, but you got all the right curves for a woman. And that messy hairdo makes you look like a French shop girl.”

“Oh, Pops,” I said, blushing. Since I was a kid, I’d worn my hair cropped, like my favorite film star, Audrey Hepburn. Some people said we looked alike—both brunette, tall and thin, big eyes, swan necks. But our faces were entirely different. My nose was thinner, my lips fuller, my brown eyes darker than hers. Audrey’s features combined to make her a dazzling beauty. My features combined to make me, well, let’s just say my face was slightly funny. Alessandro said it’d be gorgeous when the orthodontist got through with me.

“Holly, you’re a vision,” he said, stubbing his cigarette out on the step. “Don’t let anyone tell you otherwise.”

Ha! Take that, Alessandro. Pops thinks I’m a vision. Of course, he was wearing plastic garbage bags tied around his shoes.

“If you’d take that Martian wire and those Coke bottles off your face, you’d be even lovelier.”

Touching my headgear, I giggled. “It all comes off at work.”

“Nice suit,” he said. “Something special today?”

“Remember, I told you. My promotion’s being announced. Send good thoughts my way.”

Pops smiled, baring his tobacco-stained teeth. “I’ll say a little prayer for you,” he sang. “Forever, and ever, you’ll stay in my heart…”

“That’s good, Pops. You should sing professionally. Oh yeah, you do.” I noticed his crumpled brown suit and thin white dress shirt. “Why are you so fancy?”

“Job interview at Whole Foods on Houston Street. They pay benefits.”

I chucked his arm lightly. “Knock ’em dead.”

“If I do, breakfast is on me tomorrow, from Whole Foods. You think they’ll make me wear one of those beard hairnets?”

“Shave it off,” I suggested.

Pops rubbed his chin and then dismissed the idea. “Facial hair increases panhandling proceeds by at least twenty percent. Learned that the hard way last time I tried to clean up my act.”

The gentle spit suddenly morphed into pelting rain. We scrambled up the stairs, beneath the green awning. Pops threw a dirty yellow poncho over his head.

“Shoot,” I said, glaring at the black sky.

“You need an umbrella?” Pops said.

“You got one?”

“No.”

A steady stream of cabs whizzed by, all with their headlights on, all full. I checked my watch: 8:25. Thirty-five minutes until the staff meeting. I dug around in my purse. “Rats, I left my cell at work.”

“Use mine,” Pops offered.

“You have a cell phone?” I said. “Not that you shouldn’t, it’s just…”

“Darlin’,” Pops said, handing me the phone, “what do you think I do with the money I earn? Buy booze?”

“Pops, of course not,” I said, in my most offended voice, although I’d seen him chugging the cheap stuff more times than I could count. The rain was hammering down like we were in a car wash. We huddled next to the doorway as sheets of water poured from the sky. Pops’ poncho billowed in the wind.

“Tanya, I’m stuck downtown, but I’ll get there as fast as I can,” I said to my boss’s voice mail. I couldn’t afford to be late. Not today.

“Your shoes are getting wet,” Pops said.

I jumped back, then stuffed the shoes in my purse. These were my real Jimmy Choos, the ones I kept meaning to return to HBO after the Fashionistas in Pop Culture exhibition we’d held at the museum where I worked. Sarah Jessica Parker wore them in the episode where Carrie tells Big she loves him and then he gives her an ugly Judith Leiber bag.

“You can’t go barefoot. Here.” Pops knelt down and held open a double grocery bag he pulled out of his cart. I stepped into it and he wrapped a rubber band around my ankle. “Give me your other foot, Cinderella,” he said, grinning. “Hold this over your head for an umbrella.” He handed me a black Hefty bag. I was good to go.

“Thanks,” I said. “Do great on your interview. Oh, I almost forgot. I’m going to a tasting tonight of all the food they’re serving at our wedding. Want to come?”

“Me, turn down a free meal? Oh, wait, I can’t,” Pops said, slapping his craggy forehead. “It’s Monday. I’m busy.” On Sundays and Mondays, he played piano at the Jazz Factory with Bongo Herrera’s Latin fusion big band. It was his one steady job. The pay sucked, but the regular gig was its own reward. Pops was fond of saying, “Jazz, the gift that keeps on taking.”

“That’s okay; I’ll reschedule,” I said, taking a deep breath, holding my Hefty bag overhead, and stepping into the deluge. “Love ya.”








Autumn in New York



I MOVED UP THE STREET deliberately, head low, garbage bag high, plastic-covered feet squishing with each step. May nobody I know, and I mean nobody, see me like this. Alessandro would have a fit. My boss would read me the riot act, I thought.

A torrent of water swooshed down the street, flooding the corners where the drains always back up. Just as I traversed a pool at First and Fourteenth, an ivory Maybach sailed by, shooting a heavy stream in its wake—and sploosh! “Oh, crrrraaap shoot,” I wailed, shaking the water off my jacket and skirt. Passersby regarded me with pity, but no one offered to help. Bastards.

A block ahead, the Maybach pulled over, stopped, then backed up when the traffic cleared, its motor whirring. The door swung open. A gentleman stuck his head out and shouted, “Are you all right?”

I looked down at my champagne-colored suit, which was now soaked with muddy water. “What do you think? Do I look all right?”

“Why don’t you get in,” he said. “I don’t bite…”

I planted my grocery-bag-covered feet firmly on the sidewalk.

“…unless it’s called for.”

Cute, I thought. Mr. Fancy Car is a comedian. I did an emergency assessment. Outside: rainy, sticky-hot, and blocks to go before a subway station. Inside: dry, air-conditioned, clean, well-heeled middle-aged guy with chauffeur. What were the odds that the car that happened to splash me contained a rapist or serial murderer? Infinitesimal. I dove in the backseat, but not before asking the man to produce identification.

He pulled out a slim Gucci wallet and showed me his driver’s license. Sweet Jeezus of Nantucket, I thought, glancing at the ID and then him. It was Denis King.

Denis King was a fortysomething mogul, masculine in a dorky but appealing way. He wore a simple navy pin-striped suit, this season’s Armani. His neck was red where he kept tugging at his French collar. His body was neither thin nor fat. He had a cleft in his chin, and dancing kohl eyes. It was the eyes that dominated his face—they were penetrating, with lines radiating from the corners that bespoke laughter, wisdom, and experience. His brows were thick and his wavy brown hair faded to gray at the temples. In front of him was a tray that came out of the seat (like in an airplane). A laptop with spreadsheets on the screen sat on it. I looked down, then glanced up beneath my batting eyelashes, giving him my shy Princess Diana smile.

He smiled back and there were dimples, deep adorable dimples. I don’t know why I’d never noticed them before. I’d seen his picture in the paper a thousand times and we’d met more than once at the museum. Each time, he’d reintroduce himself. Sadly, the man didn’t know I existed, although I was chummy with his assistant, Elvira.

Denis was the next big benefactor my boss was looking to bag. He was a major supporter of New York City opera, art, ballet, and symphony. Tanya was after some of his do-re-mi for our fashion museum. He was scheduled to underwrite our upcoming tiara show. That was how Tanya lured them in before capturing an even bigger pile of their net worth. First she invited them to join the board. Then she named them underwriters of an important exhibit. Finally, after they enjoyed the publicity and prestige associated with a high-profile retrospective, she went in for the kill. She had secured millions in pledges this way.

As I pulled the door shut, his chauffeur took off. Inside, the Maybach smelled like success. I wondered if Denis would let me borrow the car if we ever got married.

“Which way you going?” Denis asked, closing his computer.

“The subway station at Fourteenth. I’m headed to Eighty-fourth.”

His chauffeur silently passed back a roll of paper towels. Denis tore off several squares and watched as I patted myself down. “Thanks,” I said. “Oh, lordy, I’m getting water all over your fine Corinthian leather.”

Denis smiled. “Lordy?” he said, raising one eyebrow in Jack Black fashion.

I could tell he thought I was cute.

Denis took a few more paper towels and dried the seat as best he could. “Don’t worry. We’ll drive you. We’re going uptown.”

The car made its way west, then turned north on Union Square as rain pounded the windshield, wipers whipping back and forth to little avail. The traffic was crawling and a cacophony of horns blared.

I took in his fancy set of wheels. There was enough room to set up a kiddie pool. “Wait a minute. Is this the kind of car where the seats turn into beds?”

“As a matter of fact, yes,” Denis said. “Why, you tired?”

“Are you being fresh?”

He laughed. “I was kidding. Anyway, you’re not my type.”

I shot him a hurt look. “Just because I’m wearing grocery-bag shoes, you think you’re too good for me?”

“No, not at all,” he said, looking concerned.

Snapping the rubber bands off my ankles, I said, “I’ll have you know, these are Manolo Bagnicks.”

Denis laughed, revealing those twenty-four karat dimples once again. Handing me his business card, he said, “Let me pay to get your suit cleaned. Will you send me the bill?”

“That’s okay,” I said, stuffing his card in my bag anyway.

“Seriously, I want to take care of you.”

I sighed. If only he meant that personally and not dry cleaning–wise. Glancing up, I saw that he was staring at me. Mesmerized. Was it possible he was interested in me? Why shouldn’t he be? Pops did say I looked fetching today. Oh, Lord! My headgear. Reaching in my purse, I took out a compact and checked my reflection. Gaaah! Glasses too. My under eyes were stained with ink gel eyeliner and mascara, my skin looked splotchy, and my hair—don’t get me started. I was a walking “Don’t.”

“Seriously,” I whispered, “just drop me at the next subway station.”

Denis’ mouth crinkled into an amused smile. “It’s raining like a son of a bitch. We’re almost in the thirties. Here.” He handed me a box of Kleenex.

“Okay, thanks.” I started to remove my appliance and glasses, but stopped when I realized that if I put myself back together, there was an ever-so-slight chance he would recognize me. God forbid he associate this monstress in his Maybach with the woman he’d met and was bound to meet again at the Fashion Museum. I ceased all recovery efforts, but did replace the grocery bags with my Jimmy Choos.

“Those are unusual,” Denis said when he saw them. They were black, from the tips of the soles to the bottom of the sculpted three-inch heels. The leather toe straps were two tones of green—olive and ivy. The matching satin lacing, adorned by hand-made leaves and soft-sculpture pink cherry blossoms, tied like that of ballet slippers around my ankles. I called them my cherry tree Choos. “They’re designer, one of a kind, priceless,” I said in a sort of braggy tone, letting him know there was more to me than meets the eye.

“Priceless, huh?” he said, doing the one eyebrow raise again. “Where’d you get a pair of priceless, one-of-a-kind shoes?”

“I’ll never tell,” I said mysteriously. Drat, he probably thinks I stole them. Technically I did, but still. “Look, thanks for picking me up. Usually I’m not such a mess.”

“You look perfect…” he started.

I melted. Alessandro was quick to find fault with my imperfections, while Denis found perfection with my faults. That was refreshing. Still, I held my hand up in faux protest. “Please, I know I’m a sight.”

“Well, we nailed you pretty good back there. I’m really sorry.”

I felt something digging into my thigh, lifted my butt cheek, and unpeeled some pages from my skin. “Oh, geez, I sat on your book.”

“It’s only a catalog,” he said, flipping through the soaked pages. “My family’s doing Athens to Rome in a few weeks.”

The catalog was for Tiffany Cruises, the crème de la crème of luxury lines, no connection to the jewelry company as far as I knew (except for the fancy pricing). From what I’d heard, their trips started at thirty thousand dollars per person and went as high as two hundred and fifty thousand for just a week. Even movie stars and tycoons with their own yachts sailed the Tiffany Line because their ships were so opulent and their itineraries unsurpassed—Cannes for the film festival, London for Wimbledon, Pamplona for the running of the bulls. “Lucky you. Sounds like fun,” I said.

“Right side or left?” the chauffeur asked.

We were approaching Eighty-fourth, a block from my office. “Right side, far corner. By Duane Reade.” No way would I let him drop me in front of the Fashion Museum. I wondered if Elvira would blow my cover if I sent him the cleaning bill.

“Take care of yourself,” Denis said with a grin.

I wished I could stay with him longer. Forever would be nice.

Reaching behind the seat, Denis produced an enormous black umbrella, the kind doormen used, and escorted me to the drugstore. I could see the top of his head as we walked.

“Thanks,” I said.

He nodded and silently retreated into the rainy mist.








For Sentimental Reasons



I HAULED MY WET DERRIERE inside the museum and up the grand staircase to Tanya Johnson’s office. She’s the director of the museum. I’m her assistant, though not for long. Nigel Calderwood, the museum’s conservator, stood at the top of the landing. Euro-trash thin with a sleek, chiseled face, dark almond-shaped eyes, chocolate complexion, and a bald head that was as shiny as his Bruno Magli shoes, Nigel was so delectably gorgeous that everyone automatically assumed he was gay (which he was). His eyes widened when he saw me. “Holly, is that you?”

“Nigel, you’re back,” I said. “How was France?” He refused my offer of a hug.

“Sorry,” I said. “I know; I’m a mess. Is Tanya here? I don’t want her to see me like this.”

“She has someone in her office,” Nigel said. “The staff meeting’s been moved to ten.”

“Great,” I said, dropping my bag. “I have to tell you about Denis King. He picked me up this morning after his car splashed me.”

“Our Denis King?” Nigel said. “Ooh, sounds like That Touch of Mink with, who was in that?”

“Cary Grant and Doris Day. It was just like that, although he wasn’t exactly Cary Grant.”

“Too bad, because you’re so Doris Day,” Nigel said.

“Am not.”

“Excuse me, you’re sweet as a cupcake; you brighten up a room; I’ll bet you even sing “Que Sera Sera” in the shower. Need I go on?”

“No, you needn’t. But only because I’m in a hurry. Anyway, he drove me to work,” I squealed.

“Was he cute?” Nigel asked.

“Uh, yeah-ah. Although he’s shorter than me when I’m in heels.”

“A man looks taller when he’s standing on his money, luv.”

“Does he, now? No, he was really quite attractive, even though he had a touch of geek,” I giggled, checking my watch. “Oops, gotta go. I’m a mess.”

“What a coincidence! I adore rich geeks,” Nigel said. “You know who I’d fancy seeing all naked and sweaty? Bill Gates…”

“Eawww!” I yelled as I scrambled down the back stairs, and ran smack into Gus, who was guarding the vault. Gus was a feeble man in his seventies who would probably have a massive heart attack if anyone actually tried to break in. His uniforms were always a size too big and he packed heat (not a gun, but those foot warmers that skiers use). All our guards were Gus-like: gray-haired, liver-spotted gentlemen living in the last lane, but they worked cheap, which is why Tanya hired them. “A necessary evil dictated by insurance companies,” she’d say. “Like someone would ever steal from us.”

“You look like a drowned Chihuahua,” Gus said when he saw me.

“I know,” I said. “Here. Two chocolate-glazed doughnuts with sprinkles; they were out of vanilla.”

Gus took the bag, peeked inside, then gave me a polite bow. “You’re the best, Holly.”

“Can you open the vault?” I asked. Gus could get in trouble for doing that. Technically, only curators and conservators were supposed to have access.

Gus unlocked the door and made a gallant arm gesture for me to enter.

I kissed him on the cheek. “Thanks, I know you’re sticking your neck out.”

“Pish,” he said, practically spitting. “What are rules to a man with one foot in the grave?”

“My, but we’re feisty today,” I teased.

The vault was a locked climate-controlled storage facility where we kept clothes that weren’t on exhibit. We named it the vault so donors would feel extra secure lending us their pieces. I figured I could take something from Corny’s collection and put it back tonight. Borrowing clothes from the museum was strictly prohibited, under penalty of death or worse, which was why I had to do it in secret. I’d never done it before, and vowed never to do it again, but this was a fashion emergency—a real one.

Cornelia “Corny” Von Aston LeClaire Peabody was the patron saint of our fledgling institute, The National Museum of Fashion. We weren’t losers, exactly, but compared to the Met’s Costume Institute or the Fashion Institute of Technology Museum, we weren’t as well funded or as highly regarded. Tanya Johnson, my boss, was determined to change all that. I liked to think of us as the little fashion museum that could.

Corny, our founder, had been a glittering and dependable fixture at the Paris and New York shows, a wearer and collector of all things couture, and a muse for some of the world’s most accomplished designers. She had bequeathed twenty million dollars, her entire collection, and her magnificent white limestone mansion to create this valentine to her life’s passion. Tanya, who was a fund-raising genius, continually courted the city’s wealthiest benefactors in hopes of raising another hundred million to ensure that the museum endured in perpetuity. She fantasized about having it named in her honor. No one was supposed to know that, but as her assistant, I saw her doodle “The Tanya Johnson Institute of Fashion” on more than one scrap of paper.

The stately mansion was perfect for us. It had ceiling frescoes of angels and nymphs, finely carved paneling that glittered with gold leaf, and a lavish ballroom on the top floor that easily accommodated six hundred, a vestige of Manhattan’s gilded age when the Vanderbilts and the Astors ruled. Corny’s sumptuous home also boasted multiple galleries and an imposing walnut-paneled banquet hall that was ideal for charity lunches. It was an elegant showcase for special exhibits curated by the museum staff, along with Corny’s own priceless ensembles, which comprised a significant part of our permanent collection.

The vault was three thousand square feet of cedar-lined heaven, filled with scores of handmade creations by the most talented designers of their time. Corny’s wardrobe was stored in its own private room, where each piece was photographed, hung on fiberglass hangers molded in the shape of Corny’s torso, placed in a white garment bag, and hung in alphabetical and chronological order by couturier and year it was created. Beaded dresses were laid out on special shallow drawers after being carefully covered in acid-free tissue paper.

Corny’s collection was enormous even by wealthy socialite standards. And though the Cornelia Peabody Gallery was the grandest room in the mansion (besides the ballroom), only a fraction of her iconic outfits could be displayed at any one time. Tanya spun this limitation into an advantage by creating special mini exhibits from the enormous selection—Givenchy in the Fifties, Twenty Designers Interpret the Little Black Dress, The Suits of Schiaparelli, The Fashions of 1980s Hedonism (that was my idea).

Our staff meeting was about to start, so I headed for the “Y”s—Yves Saint Laurent—and pulled a 1940s-inspired pale yellow silk tailored trouser suit from his 1966 collection, the year he first introduced masculine elements into women’s wear (his greatest contribution to twentieth-century fashion history, if you ask me). I knew it would fit, having dressed the mannequins in the Cornelia Peabody Gallery more than a few times. The two of us had been close enough to the same size: She—five nine and one hundred fifteen pounds. Me—five eight and one hundred ten pounds. Corny had worked hard to maintain her stick-insect figure. Not me. I eat well, rarely exercise, and never put on weight. Alessandro says my metabolism is one of my best features.








Too Marvelous for Words



STUFFING MY DIRTY WET suit inside the black Hefty bag, I hid it in a corner, and headed for the conference room, giving Gus a wink as I zipped by in Corny’s proud vintage suit. As a kid who grew up wearing homemade creations, couture gave me a feeling of worthiness that I rarely experienced, and I enjoyed it more than I cared to admit. My heart raced at the thought of my promotion being announced. Tanya promised she would do it today.

Speaking of which, Tanya floated in behind me, the picture of executive chic with her size-two charcoal Oscar de la Renta suit, geometric blunt-cut black hair, pale complexion, and lips so vehemently red they looked like a fresh wound. She had recently taken time off to have “work” done. Nigel was sure she’d had her ass tightened, but she claimed it was her eyelids. Naturally, she wore Chanel sunglasses. Tanya said her corneas couldn’t take the light after surgery, but we all saw it for what it was—a convenient medical excuse to imitate Anna Wintour, editor of Vogue and Tanya’s personal goddess. Designers fought to lend Tanya their clothes, as she was so often photographed in the society pages at museum events and charity balls. They arranged for celebrity hairdressers and makeup artists to style her so she would look even more striking in their creations.

“Nigel, how was your trip?” Tanya asked, her chin raised high.

As the museum’s conservator, Nigel’s job was to repair and stabilize garments that were damaged. If we lent clothing for a show, he would first examine it, with every irregularity and impairment noted. He would repeat the inspection when the costume was returned to be sure it had not been harmed while it was out of our care. We often exported shows to other museums, and whenever we did, Nigel made the arrangements. Then he would travel to the exhibit to dress the mannequins. Believe it or not, you have to be specially trained to fit delicate garments over fiberglass forms. As a reward for his excellent work this year, Tanya allowed him to speak as a fashion expert on a luxurious Mediterranean cruise, a privilege usually reserved for curators.

“It was très magnifique,” he said. “I sailed the French Riviera on the Silver Whisper. We started in Paris, where I led a tour of the Musée de la Mode et du Textile; that’s in the Palais du Louvre. They had a special shoe exhibition featuring all French designers: Christian Louboutin, Michel Vivien, Pierre Hardy…”

“Yes, yes,” Tanya said, “we all know our French shoe designers.”

“Right,” Nigel said, momentarily flustered. “Anyway, the ladies loved it and I daresay it would be a good model for a show we could mount. The history of the couture shoe.”

“Ooh, ooh,” I said, practically bursting out of my seat. “What if we didn’t limit ourselves to shoes, but included all couture accessories—faux jewels, witty bags, amusing hats. We could call it les riens de couture, you know, the ‘little nothings’ that posh ladies buy at designer boutiques.”

“I love it,” Nigel crowed. “Balenciaga pillbox hats, Christian Dior pocketbooks and gloves, Moschino hats—remember when he showed that airplane headdress…”

“1988,” I said, “also the year of the Napoleonic coat-hanger hat.”

“We could show Christian Lacroix bibbed necklaces,” Cosima Fairchild added. “Chanel brooches and cuffs and necklaces…”

“Oh my,” Nigel said.

“Sto-op! It would be so much fun to put together,” I said.

“Cosima, why don’t you take this one,” Tanya said. While we were all encouraged to offer ideas for exhibits, it was the curator’s job to write the proposal and “own” the show. First, she would outline the story she wanted to tell, and then list the objects she would need to bring the narrative to life, along with where she thought she might find them. I’d ghostwritten more than my share of exhibit proposals.

“Nigel, did you give any talks?” Cosima asked, her green eyes darting from Nigel to Tanya and back again.

“When?” he asked.

“On the cruise,” she said, twirling her flame-colored curls with an index finger. Bright blotches appeared on her ivory face and neck. Cosima, who specialized in fine jewels and accessories, was one of our most innovative curators, but she was deathly afraid to speak in public, which was why she hadn’t yet lectured on the cruise circuit. Tanya had warned her to overcome the phobia, or else. The top cruise ships were swarming with potential donors for our museum. We had already garnered hundreds of vintage ensembles, four million dollars in donations, and twenty-five million in promised bequests just by befriending and working this überwealthy crowd. I had to hand it to Tanya. It was another of her shrewd fund-raising strategies and none of our competitors had caught on.

“I gave the lectures that Holly wrote,” Nigel said. “The Life and Times of Coco Chanel, The History of Oscar Fashions, and Hollywood Legends as Style Makers. They were well received. Thank you, Holly.”

Oh, go on, I thought, but sadly he didn’t.

“Let’s go around the room for updates,” Tanya said. “Elaina, what’s the final word on the Audrey exhibit?”

Elaina Erskin, another senior curator, always reminded me of Marilyn Monroe. She had golden blond hair, a bright smile, and wore low-cut dresses that showcased her voluptuous breasts. Elaina was active in the human potential movement and often quoted A Course in Miracles.

“I’m happy to report that Tinsley Stachyra Presents: Audrey Hepburn, Icon of Style was the most successful show in the history of the museum,” Elaina trilled. “We spent half a million dollars to mount and market the exhibit, but ninety percent was covered by Tinsley’s donation. Ticket sales were two-point-eight million over four months, net profit was two-point-six million, and the publicity and prestige the show brought us was priceless. We’ll be dismantling over the next few days and shipping it to Italy for the fiftieth anniversary of Roman Holiday.”

“I didn’t realize Roman Holiday is only fifty,” Nigel said.

“Fifty-five, but Italians aren’t sticklers on time,” Elaina explained.

“What’s our cut?” Tanya asked.

“Ten percent of the gross,” Elaina said.

Tanya led us all in a round of applause. “Excellent. Leveraging the fiftieth anniversary of Roman Holiday was one of my more brilliant notions,” she said, taking a bow with a slight nod of head.

Tanya suffered from an acute case of high self-esteem.

It may have been Tanya’s idea to send the Audrey show to Rome, but it was my idea to create the exhibit in the first place. I was sure the public would love it and naturally they did. As a little girl, I would watch Sabrina and daydream that my father would ship me off to Paris, where I’d learn to crack eggs properly and bake a soufflé. When I was a teenager and went to my first boy-girl party (where no one asked me to dance), I retreated to the world of Roman Holiday, and dreamed of waltzing in the arms of the oh-so-manly Gregory Peck. After I got my first job in a Greenwich Village bookstore, I would put on Funny Face and imagine Fred Astaire popping in to do a location shoot, discovering me, and putting me on the cover of Vogue. The Hepburn show was my way of honoring my favorite actress of the 1950s, the woman who never failed to raise me up when I was down. And the exhibit was a major success, thank you very much.

“Cosima, how’s the new show coming along?” Tanya asked.

“We announce Denis King Presents: Tiaras through Time on Wednesday,” she said.

My stomach did a somersault when she mentioned Denis’ name.

“The press conference is set. Tomorrow, Lloyd’s of London is installing the special safe they’re requiring. Starting Thursday, they’re providing their own security guards. They won’t accept ours. I want to thank Holly, who has been instrumental in researching and writing the catalog and organizing the press conference.”

Oh, please, no need to applaud, I thought, unless you really want to.

“Excellent updates, everyone. And now I want to announce a staff change,” Tanya said.

Oooh, time for my close-up, I mentally squealed. I was scared. I was excited. I practically tinkled in anticipation.

“As you know, with Karolina Burden’s departure, we’ve had an open senior curator position that I’ve been looking to fill for some time. I am happy to announce that Sammie Kittenplatt has been chosen for the spot.”








They Can’t Take That Away from Me



THE ROOM WENT SILENT. Jaws dropped. Eyes widened. For a minute I thought she said someone else was getting my job. But that wasn’t possible. I’d worked years for this opportunity. Tanya told me I was indispensable, that the job was mine. Alessandro said “break a leg” this morning. Pops sang a little prayer for me. I shook my head. Rewind. Delete. Do over.

Tanya continued, oblivious to my mental meltdown. “Sammie graduated from Bauder College. She has always had a passionate interest in our industry. Her mother, Tappy Kittenplatt, is a founding member of our board and her family has long been among our top contributors. After interviewing Sammie and listening to her innovative ideas, I am convinced that she is by far the best woman for the job. Let’s all welcome our newest senior curator, Sammie Kittenplatt.” Tanya gestured toward the side conference room door and, as if on cue, in walked a familiar fixture from the Manhattan social scene.

Wait, STOP! I wanted to shout. This was my job. It was promised to me. How could Tanya cast me aside for this interloper? My heart was thumping and I could barely catch my breath. Objection, objection, I thought. But I was momentarily paralyzed, which happens to me under stress. I sat there like a pile of discarded fabric on the dressmaker’s floor.

You could tell that Sammie was one of those girls born with a Kmart exterior that had been attended to by the right dermatologists, hairdressers, trainers, and stylists. Now she was all Bergdorf’s—legs that were long and lean, arms that were buff, shimmering peach skin, Aegean-blue eyes accenting her thick blond mane. Her heart-shaped face was punctuated by a short, wide pug nose that had not been fixed. All that perfection surrounding such a snout made Sammie ugly and pretty at the same time, prugly like Diana Vreeland had been. I envied her. Ugly beauty was all the rage this season.

“Hello, everybody,” she chirped. “I’m Sammie Kittenplatt. It’s an easy name to remember; think Sammie, only without the Davis Junior. And without the black skin or glass eye.” She turned to Nigel, the only person of color in the room. “Not that I have a problem with black skin or glass eyes, because I don’t.”

“Do I look like I have a glass eye?” Nigel whispered under his breath.

Now I remember, I thought. She introduced herself the same way on Project Runway last season.

But back to my rant. Miss Kittenplatt was dressed head-to-toe-to-purse in the same designer (Chanel), which simply isn’t done by anyone who knows anything about fashion. And let me add that her entire ensemble was black, a look that went out in the late nineties, just two more good reasons why I (mentally) cried foul play.

Tanya led us in a round of applause for Sammie. I joined in. I’m such a weenie.

Sammie’s face brightened and she fanned herself with one hand. “Thank you. Thank you. Tanya, I’m honored that you gave me this opportunity,” she started. “Ever since I was a little girl, my dream was to be a fashion designer. But when I was bid auf Wiedersehen on Project Runway, it gave me the chance to rethink my career choice. And the more I thought about it, the more I realized that my talents would be better spent showcasing designers who were even more talented than I. So I talked to my mother, who’s on the board here, and, well, the rest is history. Get it?” she chuckled. “History?”

Nobody laughed.

“History. See, we’re a fashion museum that displays historical things. That’s what makes it funny,” she explained.

Silence.

“You know what they say,” Sammie added, “those who can’t, work in museums.”

Tanya chose this comedy knucklehead over me?

Checking her watch, Tanya said, “Sammie, I’d like you to spend a week following each of our curators and Nigel, our conservator, so you’ll have a better idea of your responsibilities. Holly’ll put together a schedule for you. She’ll brief you on everything about the museum. Holly knows more about what goes on here than anyone—next to me, of course.”

Tanya stood and breezed out of the room, with her perky whack-job new hire in tow. Sammie was dragging a few squares of toilet paper on her heel. That was the only bright spot of the morning.

“I’m speechless,” Nigel said. “That job was yours.”

“What could you not accept if you but knew that everything that happens is gently planned by One Whose only purpose is your good?” Elaina said. “That’s from A Course in Miracles.”

“Are you saying this is for my good?”

“Tanya had no choice,” said Martin, our ultrareligious Jewish audiovisual guy who always left early on Fridays. “Sammie’s a Kittenplatt, of the Cape Cod Kittenplatts. Her parents are huge donors. Res ipsa loquitur.”

“Res what? I said.

“It’s Latin. ‘The thing speaks for itself,’” Martin said. “Something I learned in law school before I dropped out.”

“The girl’s an A-list socialite,” Cosima said. “She knows everyone who matters, serves on the right charity committees, goes to the right parties. She’ll be pure gold when it comes to fund-raising.”

“Silly society gadabout,” I muttered.

“Yes, and you can’t compete with that,” Cosima said.

“I know, but do you think Tanya might make me a curator too? Not a senior curator,” I said. “I’d settle for being a junior one.”

My colleagues shook their heads. “This isn’t the Met. We can only support so many curators,” Elaina said.

So that’s it? The end of the story for me? Suddenly, there was a lump in my throat the size of Sammie’s schnoz. For once, I could not speak.








You Call It Madness



PLEASE, HELP ME UNDERSTAND,” I said, sitting across the desk from my boss.

Tanya spun her leather throne around and looked me in the eyes. “She came up at the last minute and was better for the role.”

“But…but how can you say that?” I asked. “I have a master’s in fashion history from FIT. She went to Bauder in Atlanta. I’ve assistant curated almost twenty shows. I wrote half the lectures anyone here has ever given. I researched eighty percent of our catalogs. I’m the only one here who knows how to write a foundation grant. I know more about what goes on at this museum than anyone; you said so yourself.”
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