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            Prologue

         
         When your mother baptizes you in a perfume named Shocking, you can expect to live an exceptional life.

         
         Have you seen the container? The glass torso of a woman, the scent inside like liquid rose, under the gauzy exterior engraving
            of an Amazonian breastplate. Inappropriate for a teenage girl, let alone a baby, though I didn’t realize it until later—and
            it wouldn’t have mattered anyway.
         

         
         My mother had worked for the perfume’s extravagant creator, Elsa Schiaparelli, whom Coco Chanel so despised that she once
            set fire to Elsa’s dress at a party. Born Maxime Birley, my mother was an Irish aristocrat. Her father, Sir Oswald Birley,
            painted royal portraits, and her mother, Lady Rhoda Birley, fed bouillabaisse to her rosebushes and rode the fox hunt in a
            sari. My mother never believed in their way of life. To her, lineage was no excuse for settling for whatever the world happened
            to fling at you.
         

         
         And she didn’t settle. Her extramarital affairs so enraged my father, Count Alain Le Bailly de La Falaise, who could trace
            his ancestry back to the seventeenth century, that he sued her for divorce after only four years of marriage. It was 1950,
            so the French courts ruled in his favor, declaring her an unfit mother, and assigned us to Papa’s custody. I was three years
            old. My brother, Alexis, was two.
         

         
         It was only much later in life that I understood how deeply her desertion had affected me. Even so, I never resented her for it, though people often thought I should. She was the first person who taught me to be unexpected and create my own existence, though it would take many years for me to nurture that seed of wisdom from her chaos. I was expected to be so many things, you see, except for who I became. 

         
         Now I can honestly say I have lived an exceptional life. A very unexpected one.

         
         I witnessed a time that will never come again. An age of incandescent innovation and daring—not for nothing was Shocking my
            baptismal fount. An era of stunning acclaim and seismic rivalry, of white-powdered nights refracting on cube-mirrored walls
            and operatic mayhem under throbbing strobe lights. Of girls in swathed turbans and enamel bracelets stalking palatial catwalks,
            and fawning celebrities desperate to partake in our decadence. Of dagger-angled boutiques crowned by the initials of a prince
            whose reign was so supreme it made him a legend, and of secrets that tore us apart.
         

         
         I lived in the time of Yves Saint Laurent.

         
         They called me his muse.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Part I
The Scandal Collection

         
         
            1970–1973

         

         
            I do not want to find myself in the past.

            —Yves Saint Laurent

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            1

         
         Mama was mixing cocktails for us in her Riverside apartment when she made the statement that changed my life: “You’re wasting
            your time here. There is no fashion in America.”
         

         
         I was rolling a joint on her coffee table. “Not even Halston?”

         
         “I suppose he might prove an exception, though it’s still not couture.” She rattled the martini shaker to punctuate her statement,
            her auburn hair coiffured and her still-lithe figure in an A-line minidress I’d bought for her in London. “Diana says he has
            enough financing now, so maybe you could work for him.”
         

         
         Diana was Vreeland, editor in chief of Vogue, with her finger on every fashion pulse.
         

         
         I lit up the joint. “He has plenty of staff already.”

         
         “I see. You’d rather hang out at Warhol’s Factory, doing nothing.”

         
         “You go there more than me,” I said with a laugh. “You love how the drag queens coo over you for cooking shepherd’s pie and
            giving them makeup tips.”
         

         
         “Someone has to feed them and teach them not to use so much mascara.” Pouring out the martinis, she brought a glass to me.
            I coughed on my toke on the joint. “Besides, Andy is the one chasing after me,” she said archly, sitting opposite me. “He
            wants me to be in one of his silly movies, like a groupie or whatever it is he calls them.”
         

         
         “He calls them ‘superstars.’ Berry’s been taking wonderful photographs of them.”

         
         She made a disdainful moue. “While her sister, Marisa, is becoming a successful model. She and Berry are Schiaparelli’s granddaughters. I don’t see why Berry is wasting her time at the Factory, either.” 

         
         “Because Andy’s launching a magazine, and Berry wants to photograph for it. He just designed the cover with the Fondas for
            Time. Even your husband thinks Andy’s paintings should be exhibited at the Met.”
         

         
         “Those baffling soup cans.” She sighed. “My John can be very persistent when it comes to his wayward waifs. The Met is appalled
            by the suggestion, of course—some nonsense about crass commercialism—but perhaps I should do it. What do you think? Should
            I make a movie with Andy and shock the museum board? Heaven knows they need something to rattle them off their lofty perches.”
         

         
         Reclining against the sofa, I savored my buzz. As often happened, the conversation had veered from my aimlessness to her need
            to shock. Until she said, “We can’t rely on our youth forever. Eventually we all need an anchor. I married the Met.”
         

         
         “And I married Desmond FitzGerald, Knight of Glin,” I reminded her.

         
         “Well.” She sniffed. “You were nineteen at the time and said yes to the first man who proposed. An Irish baron with an estate—what
            did you expect? I did warn you, he’s what we call an ‘aristocrat,’ with all the baggage that entails.”
         

         
         Of course, she had never warned me. She’d treated my marriage as a lark, to which she’d arrived late and overdressed. But
            then, it was typical of her to reinvent the past, so I merely said, “Well, I didn’t expect busloads of tourists every weekend
            to tour the grounds and hear him lecture on the estate.”
         

         
         “Nor, I imagine,” she added dryly, “did you expect to oversee a perfect table setting for twenty of his ilk, with a butler
            hovering at your shoulder.”
         

         
         “Did you know what to expect when you married Papa?” The words popped out before I could stop them. In the subsequent silence, the
            click of her cigarette lighter sounded too loud in my ears. I’d trespassed over an invisible demarcation between us: my past
            mistake was fair game, not hers.
         

         
         “It was a different time,” she said at length, drawing on her cigarette. “Are you blaming me for your very brief marriage?”

         
         “Of course not.” I resisted rolling my eyes. “I was the one who said yes to him. Then I went mad with boredom. I just think
            you would have divorced him, too.”
         

         
         She fingered her wedding band. “I did. I divorced your father. Be glad you didn’t have children. According to the French courts
            at the time, I wasn’t only leaving a husband; I was deserting my children. They declared me ‘une mère indigne.’”
         

         
         An unfit mother. Her rare admission took me aback. “We never blamed you, Mama. Alexis and I know how unhappy you were.”
         

         
         “Desperately so. It must be our family curse. We have orphaned childhoods and miserable first marriages.” With her cigarette
            poised in one hand, she sipped her drink with the other. “And then we must go off and earn a living.”
         

         
         Many things could be said about my mother, but not that she wallowed in self-pity or regret. She’d never outright acknowledged
            that upon her absconding, my brother, Alexis, and I had been dispatched to foster families by our father, who had no interest
            in raising two young children. What followed were boarding schools in England, with holidays split between him in France and
            our maternal grandparents in Sussex, as Mama was always off on some adventure.
         

         
         When I married Desmond FitzGerald, Twenty-Ninth Knight of Glin—properly handsome and titled, ten years my senior—Mama unearthed an antique piece of familial lace for me to don like a wimple on my wedding day, an uncanny prediction of how the marriage would go. Perhaps she’d considered it as her warning that I was shackling myself to a cloistered existence, where spontaneity was eschewed, and sex as prescheduled and unimaginative as the table setting for twenty. 

         
         Nevertheless, she celebrated the occasion by showing up at the reception with her hair bobbed in the new Vidal Sassoon style,
            wearing a silver-sequined flapper dress and chandelier earrings, one of which she lost as she cavorted on the dance floor.
            My husband’s best man, John McKendry, a photography curator at the Met, flung himself into the chaos to search for her bauble.
            I could still remember her laughter when he breathlessly found it and returned it to her.
         

         
         “It’s a fake, darling,” she’d said with a coy gaze at him, like a scandalous debutante, though she was forty-five at the time,
            and he eleven years younger, and so thin he disappeared when he turned sideways. “You needn’t have gone to the trouble.”
         

         
         Watching them as they’d danced together, Mama unleashing her full arsenal of charm, my brother had hissed in my ear, “She
            just found her ticket to America.”
         

         
         He was right. Maxime wed John within the year, moving with him to New York. It was how Mama survived. She charged ahead and
            never looked back.
         

         
         She now said, “Life will have its revenge in the end. We must find something we love to do, more than anything else. I found
            it in Paris. Don’t you remember when I’d bring you to see the collections? You were always mesmerized by the clothes. You’re
            half French, after all.”
         

         
         I didn’t remember. My lone memory of her during my boarding school years was when she’d materialized for a meet-the-parents afternoon, wearing a little veiled hat and a body-hugging white jersey dress designed by Schiaparelli, printed with surrealist eye motifs by Dalí. She incited consternation in the school’s headmistress, who believed cardigans and discreet pearls ought to be a uniform. Mama attended the tea in the hall, flirting with one of the students’ fathers and provoking sidelong glances from his wife and the other parents. Then she insisted on viewing my cramped bed in the dormitory, sniffing, “Where on earth is the closet space?” before she sallied away again to Paris. 

         
         It was a few months before my sixteenth birthday. Less than a year later, I was expelled for insubordination and sent to live
            with my grandparents, where my grandmother, in her gardening hat, informed me very precisely, “You must find yourself a husband
            by the age of twenty. I’ll not have you become a burden under my roof.”
         

         
         Shuddering at the memory, I said, “I don’t know anyone in Paris.”

         
         “You have that French boyfriend designer. What’s his name again?”

         
         “Fernando Sánchez. He’s Belgian, and he designs furs for Revillon Frères. He’s not my boyfriend.”

         
         “He still lives in Paris, doesn’t he? Surely he must know plenty of people.” She rose to add more martini to her glass. “It’s
            not as if there’s anything keeping you here.”
         

         
         “Are you trying to get rid of me?” Again, the question escaped me before I realized what I was about to say. “I thought you
            liked having me in New York.”
         

         
         “Naturally I like having you here.” She shrugged. “But really, darling, you have such style. You inherited it from me. Style
            is the fearlessness to do as we please. Only the French know how to appreciate it.”
         

         
         “I always thought French fashion was stuffy. We never covered it at Queen,” I said, citing the London fashion magazine I’d also briefly worked for.
         

         
         She regarded me in amusement. “Chanel. Dior. Balenciaga. My own ex-employer and sacred monster, Schiaparelli: they became legends because they established themselves in Paris. If you’re serious about a career in fashion, Paris is the place.” 

         
         Quite to my surprise, I thought she might have a point, though I rarely agreed with her. Her unexpected, voluble concern for
            my future might be unnerving, but I had followed in her footsteps in more than a disastrous first marriage. I’d also adopted
            her habit of dabbling in fashion, where aristocratic lineage had cachet. Not that my lineage meant anything to me. I’d seen
            its underbelly: my father’s manor roof caving in from perennial disrepair; my grandparents’ isolating snobbery. But it meant
            something in fashion, because the fantasy of it sold clothes. Indeed, no sooner had I left my husband in a polite divorce
            and moved to London than Queen offered me a position.
         

         
         The new editor in chief of the modest society publication was targeting winsome girls with long hair who dropped out of school
            and slept with musicians. I suggested pooling resources to promote emerging British designers, such as Ossie Clark, who co-owned
            the popular boutique Quorum. I spent my spare time there, assisting in the raucous in-store fashion shows, doing window displays
            in a miniskirt with black garters and stockings. When passersby stopped to stare, I flashed them.
         

         
         The war in Vietnam was televised nightly. Young people were marching in the streets demanding an end to the war, chanting
            for civil rights and equality. None of us wanted matching appliances or our parents’ repression. We pursued love and freedom,
            a life without rules, and didn’t plot our futures in advance. London was our playground.
         

         
         During a trip to New York to visit Mama, she’d introduced me to Vreeland, who was so enthused by my medieval flounced shirt
            and scarlet breeches, which I’d acquired at a theater costume auction, she had me pose for Vogue in lamé and a monkey-fur bolero designed by Fernando. He styled the shoot. I liked his glossy black curls, gaunt cheekbones, and nimble fingers. He spoke French, Spanish, and English. He told me I was a natural in front of the camera. I found his attention flattering, even if I had no ambition to be a model. 

         
         Nevertheless, I decided to stay in New York to see how things went.

         
         At a Factory party, I met Berry, whose grandmother had employed my mother. She was looking for a roommate for her walk-up
            on Second Avenue and Fifty-Eighth, where we shared a pull-out bed and shrouded our lopsided lamps in tea-dipped scarves. Berry
            was exploring her passion for photography. I continued to take whatever odd fashion jobs came my way. We partied at the Factory,
            among Andy Warhol’s corn-fed boys in tank tops and gold briefs, and long-legged girls chasing fame and millionaires.
         

         
         Halston had opened his namesake Madison Avenue boutique; during a cocktail reception there, he admired my shawl, which I’d
            silk-screened while high on acid at the Factory. I offered to tie-dye samples for him in his bathtub, staining his imported
            Carrera tiles. He used the fabrics in a collection.
         

         
         Fernando came often to New York to peddle his portfolio; we went dancing, got high, and slept together. I didn’t think anything
            of it. I’d just turned twenty-three and had already been married and divorced. I wasn’t looking for permanency.
         

         
         “He did say I could visit him whenever I like,” I thought aloud, warming to the idea.

         
         “Then do it.” Mama downed her martini. “If I were your age, I certainly would.”
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         “Is that what you’re wearing?” Betty’s drawl preceded her elongated form in the full-length mirror propped against the bedroom
            wall. Fernando’s sketches were taped around it like confetti. I’d been posing for him, a live model to draw inspiration from.
         

         
         “The airline lost my other suitcase,” I said. “This is all I have.”

         
         Tightening the fringed belt about my short-panted waist, I watched her stalk toward me, her slashed cheekbones framed by her
            straight white-gold mane, her endless legs encased in trousers, a starched, collarless white shirt unbuttoned to her navel.
         

         
         “It’s . . . how would you say it? Groovy?” A smile curved her light pink lips as she rolled out the compliment. We’d met at
            Chez Régine, a nightclub on Montparnasse, on the very day of my arrival. I’d been jet-lagged and determined to enjoy myself,
            when she and her suave husband, François, cut a swath through the crowd, all of whom seemed to either know or want to know
            them. Fernando did know them—rather well, as it turned out. Having rarely tested my fluency in French—I’d learned it in childhood,
            but my mother and I spoke in English, and I hadn’t lived in France for sixteen years—Betty declared my accent appalling, as
            if I’d just moved to Paris from some dreadful province. It made me laugh.
         

         
         She liked that. “An English girl with a sense of humor. How rare.”

         
         “Anglo-Irish on my mother’s side,” I corrected. “French on my father’s.”

         
         “Only the French part matters in Paris,” she replied, and we’d proceeded to dance together until dawn. As we said goodbye
            on the street, shoes twined in our hands, she invited me to a Saint Laurent couture fashion show as casually as if it were
            brunch.
         

         
         Now she lit a cigarette and blew out smoke. “Did I tell you I once modeled for Chanel? A hideous woman. She likes her models
            like her suits: cut to the bone.”
         

         
         I upended my lone suitcase on the futon, searching among the upheaval of clothing I’d thrown into it without forethought.
            “Will she be there today?”
         

         
         “Never. In her mind, there are no other designers, though her time is over and she knows it. If you wish to impress Yves,” she added, as I scavenged for my suede boots, “he prefers women who wear his clothes.”
         

         
         Locating the boots, I held them up, noticing they were stained from tromping about New York in the winter slush. “I have these.”

         
         “Ah, Rive Gauche. His prêt-à-porter. The affordable line. ‘A boutique for every woman. No one-of-a-kind dresses for rich ladies.’
            Or so he tells the snobs who criticize him for selling to the masses.”
         

         
         “Is couture really so different?” I pulled the boots over my white knee-high stockings and looped a scarf about my head, tucking
            in my short hair, still growing out from a botched bleach job when all of us at the Factory decided to mimic Andy’s penchant
            for wigs and greeted him like an assembly of replica dolls.
         

         
         Surveying my maroon velvet vest and the costume shirt with its tarnished ruffles, I squeezed a bangle over my wrist and roped
            fake jewel pendant necklaces across my shallow cleavage.
         

         
         “You’ll see soon enough.” Betty tapped ash into the ashtray at the bedside. “You don’t know anything about couture, do you?”

         
         “Not really.” I laughed. “I never paid attention to it.”

         
         “That would explain why you dress like a rebellious schoolgirl in castaways.”

         
         “Well, I did get kicked out of boarding school. Twice.”

         
         “How could you not? Your mother is Maxime de la Falaise.” Betty watched me sweep everything back into the suitcase. “How is
            she, by the way?” She spoke as if they personally knew each other.
         

         
         “Still married. Or she was the last time I saw her.”

         
         “Yves has a fatal weakness for aristocrats who survive a revolution.”

         
         I stuffed my cigarettes into my pocket. “That sounds like her. And my childhood.”

         
         “He’ll admire you for surviving it, too. Not to mention throwing over the titled husband with a castle to be a hippie in London.”
            Betty tossed her shoulder-length hair over her shoulders. “Would you consider working for him?”
         

         
         My careless smile belied the sudden leap in my pulse. “Is he hiring?”

         
         “He might hire you,” she replied.

         
         “Betty, stop it,” called out Fernando from the living room, where he was turning over the sofa cushions in search of his car
            keys. “Loulou isn’t here for a job.”
         

         
         She flipped her hand at me. “Do you have one already?”

         
         “No,” I said. “Should I?”

         
         “I don’t. But at least you’re available, if Yves asks.”

         
         “Won’t Pierre Cardin have something to say about it?”

         
         “Cardin?” She snorted. “You must tell Yves that. In front of Pierre.”
         

         
         I paused in confusion. “I thought Pierre was his boyfriend and business partner.”

         
         “A Pierre is. Pierre Bergé.” She linked her arm in mine. “A schoolgirl in castaways who doesn’t care about couture. Yves will adore you.” 

         
          

         Fernando navigated the soot-stained city in his VW Bug, the traffic choking to a halt on rue Spontini in the sixteenth arrondissement,
            the Eiffel Tower a spindle in the distance. Betty sat crammed beside me on the back seat, her legs folded up to her chin.
         

         
         “Never any parking.” He turned into a labyrinth of side streets, fenced by elegant Haussmann town houses. “A mob scene. I never
            understood why they chose this place.”
         

         
         “Because Yves loved the hôtel—and what Yves wants, Pierre gets for him,” said Betty. They glanced at each other in the rearview
            mirror, a frisson between them.
         

         
         Bergé, I remembered. Not Cardin.

         
         “Just drop us off here.” Tugging at the door handle, she forced Fernando to slam on the brakes as she catapulted onto the
            sidewalk. “Come with me, Loulou.”
         

         
         I met Fernando’s hooded dark eyes. “Go,” he said. “Yves and I went to school together. He doesn’t care if I’m late. He cares
            if Betty is. Do you have anything on you?”
         

         
         Fishing a joint from my packet of Gauloises, I handed it to him, then hastened after Betty as she strode toward the hôtel.

         
         “He’s gay,” she remarked.

         
         “Who?”

         
         “The bedroom-eyed Spaniard you’re sleeping with.”

         
         “Then it’s a good thing I’m not planning to marry him.”

         
         She chuckled. “They’re so irresistible. They want us body and soul, but only if we’re what they wish to see. We must be their
            mirrors.”
         

         
         I discerned a barbed undertone to her voice. “All of them?”

         
         “All those who design clothes for us.” She guided me into back corridors circling the salon, where I discerned a crowd. “His couture is by invitation only. Pierre charges three thousand francs for the privilege and assigns seating in advance. Any journalist who criticized a past collection is excluded. They fight over the front row like animals.” Rounding a corner, she pointed to a doorway. “You can watch it from there. It’s a great spot to see the show and avoid the backstabbing. I’ll come get you afterward.” 

         
         Stepping to the doorway, I gazed upon an immaculate, white-painted salon, surprisingly small, with an open walkway on the
            carpeted floor leading from a curtained archway hemmed on both sides by rows of little gilded chairs.
         

         
         All I knew about couture was that it was handmade, impossibly expensive, and accessible only to the wealthy, who made semiannual
            pilgrimages to the Parisian couturiers. As I took in the women in hats and white gloves, as if they were attending a garden
            soiree, I envisioned a collection of elaborate ball gowns, stiff as palace curtains and ballooned with petticoats—the sort
            of thing a princess would wear coming down a marble staircase.
         

         
         At some unheard cue, the audience took to the gilded chairs, those in the front row with flutes of complimentary champagne.
            I spotted Vreeland’s distinctive raptor profile among them and thought of approaching her, but held myself back. She’d be
            surprised to see me here, lurking in the back, without an assigned seat.
         

         
         When the models began to walk out from under the curtained archway, silence thickened the pall of cigarette smoke congesting
            the air.
         

         
         My breath hitched.

         
         The palette was black, navy, beige, and gray, featuring scholastic blouses tucked into pleated trousers and slope-shouldered peacoats that reminded me of my boarding school uniforms. Knit zigzag-patterned pullovers over wide skirts had a subdued, café society air, while the belted gabardine jackets evoked exotic getaways. Wispy trench coats paired with black cotton jumpsuits might have been worn by any of the leggy girls vying to catch Warhol’s eye at the Factory, though the models in the show were expressionless, each pivot and pause precise as clockwork before they rotated and disappeared behind the curtain. 

         
         There was no music. No sound.

         
         If this was couture, it didn’t look sacred or inaccessible to me. I found it boring, to be honest. Yet something must have
            been off, for a woman in pearls sitting near me in the back row hissed to her equally demure companion, “What is he showing
            us this season? Clothes for boys?”
         

         
         I’d failed to recognize it, but as soon as she spoke, I realized the ensembles were indeed staples in a male wardrobe, interpreted
            for a stylized female form. The subtle twist struck me with its covert rebelliousness, an undernote of defiant intrigue stamped
            on every piece, like Betty.
         

         
         His controversial le Smoking suit preceded monochromatic eveningwear: flared tuxedo pants under a satin-lapeled jacket unbuttoned over a translucent organza
            shirt, enhancing the sheen of skin. Sequined jumpsuits, girdled by sashes of pink taffeta, followed, and tapered halter-style
            dresses slit to the thigh, with medallion-studded chain belts.
         

         
         When the finale bride appeared in a sheath of see-through cigaline, it roused a collective gasp. Black marabou feathers sprouted
            from the flame-haired model’s hips; a serpentine silver belt clasped about her impossibly slim waist. Her naked torso showed
            under the fabric in a marbleized silhouette—a symbol of female empowerment, for women who reveled in independence and saw
            themselves as equals, with every right to wear, or not wear, whatever they liked.
         

         
         Women like me, if I could afford it. I suddenly wondered how it would feel to wear something exclusively tailored to my body, fitted on me by the designer himself. 

         
         Vreeland came to her feet in fervent applause, along with John Fairchild of Women’s Wear Daily, whose opinion, I’d learned in New York, dictated seasonal orders for American department stores.
         

         
         Then Yves Saint Laurent emerged to take his bow.

         
         He was tall and slender as a shadow. His black velvet jacket and paisley shirt were pasted to his long form, a gauzy scarf
            knotted about his throat, and low-slung pants with a wide, metallic notched belt hugged his narrow hips. With his wispy beard
            and shoulder-length tawny hair framing his etched features, he could have been Betty’s twin. As he nudged the oversized tortoiseshell
            glasses on his prominent nose, he put his other hand at his heart in humble appreciation, a smile playing at the corners of
            his wide mouth. Swerving about, he vanished, leaving a breathless hush in his wake.
         

         
         The fashion editors converged in eager debate. The woman in the pearls and hat, along with her friend, shoved past me with
            a snarl: “Is this what we’ve come to? Pornography in Yves Saint Laurent’s salon?”
         

         
         I had to stanch my laughter.

         
         “Loulou.” Betty’s voice jolted me around; she beckoned from the corridor.

         
         He stood behind the archway, surrounded by naked models divesting themselves of the garments for white-smocked assistants
            to return to the racks. One hand was cocked high at his waist and his head was lowered, staring at the floor as though nothing
            could breach his placid stance. It made me wonder if he understood the furor he’d stirred.
         

         
         Then I recalled his sly half smile as he took his bow.

         
         A short, stocky man in a blue suit, his receding salt-and-pepper hair bristling like a badger’s fur, barked instructions at the assistants. He murmured to Yves, who gave a weary nod; then the man marched into the salon, bellowing greetings at the editors. He apparently knew all of them by their first names. 

         
         Yves exchanged a glance with Betty. She rolled her eyes. “Impossible,” she said. “Let him play the bull and round them up.
            They obviously loved the collection.”
         

         
         “Did you?” He turned to me, his voice barely a whisper.

         
         “Very much. It was . . .” I searched for the right word. “Unexpected.”

         
         He gave a brief nod. “That’s how it should be.” A moment of quiet stretched between us that should have been awkward, between
            strangers, yet felt almost tender. “Betty tells me you design for Halston.” His limpid blue eyes met mine. “Are you wearing
            something of his?”
         

         
         “I don’t design for him. Everything I’m wearing is secondhand. Except the boots.”

         
         He blinked. “Even the bracelet?”

         
         His observation caught me by surprise. “A napkin ring. I filched it from le Petit Saint Benoît. I can be an incorrigible thief.”

         
         “Did you steal the boots as well?” His mouth quirked as if he fought back a smile.

         
         “I bought them in New York. On sale.”

         
         His entire person thawed. “How long are you in Paris?”

         
         “I don’t know. I never plan too far ahead.”

         
         He considered me. “I’d invite you to join us for dinner, but Pierre has booked our entire evening with the editors. So tedious.”

         
         “Another time, perhaps.” I kept my tone light, because he sounded as if I might think him rude for not including a stranger
            in his evening plans.
         

         
         “You can see each other on Sunday.” Betty squeezed his arm. “Loulou’s staying with Fernando. He’ll be hosting his afternoon tea. You promised to come this time. You’ve finished the collection and deserve to have some fun.” 

         
         “If I don’t go, when will I see you again?” He let out a fraught sigh, his gaze still fixed on me. “I designed this collection
            for Betty.”
         

         
         “Yes,” I said softly. “I thought it looked like her.”

         
         He went quiet for another moment before he inclined his head. “It was lovely to meet you, Loulou. I wish we could talk longer.
            Please, excuse me.”
         

         
         As he went into the salon to another round of applause, I realized we hadn’t been introduced, yet he knew my name.

         
         “What did you tell him about me?” I asked Betty, curious.

         
         She gave me a shrug. “Nothing. There’s not much to tell, according to you.”

         
         I had to smile. “Not even that only my French half matters?”

         
         “He likes that you’re half English.” She tossed her mane. “Forget New York. You excite him. You must stay here with us.”

         
          

         In bed that night with Fernando, I asked, “Is he always so polite?”

         
         Fernando chuckled. “At Dior, they called him ‘le petit prince.’”

         
         “Betty says I excite him, whatever that means. She wants me to stay.”

         
         “She would know. They’re like brother and sister. But she doesn’t take any of it seriously. She started modeling for money,
            then she met François and married him. Fashion is dress-up to her.” He paused. “Do you want to stay? I don’t mind.”
         

         
         I didn’t answer, my hand on his hair-matted chest. I thought I should probably bring up what Betty had told me. It hadn’t
            upset me—most men I’d met in fashion swung both ways—but if he preferred men, we should be open about it.
         

         
         “Was that his lover Pierre, in the blue suit?”

         
         “That was him. Formidable as Napoleon.”

         
         “How long have they been together?”

         
         “Almost thirteen years. Pierre is forty, six years older than Yves. They had a fling the year Dior died, but Pierre was living
            with the painter Buffet. He went to Yves’s first show and started chasing him. They didn’t get together until things soured
            at Dior.”
         

         
         “What happened at Dior?”

         
         “Yves’s collections became too daring.” Fernando sighed. “It was a bad time for him. He wanted to make the house more current,
            and Dior executives rescinded his exception from the draft during the Algerian War, to avoid officially firing him. He was
            called to military service and had a nervous breakdown.”
         

         
         I recalled Yves’s shy air. “How awful for him.”

         
         “The military locked him up for a month in a mental ward. Pierre fought every day for his release.” Fernando reached to the
            side table for a cigarette. “Yves never talks about it, but he was devastated. He didn’t want to design couture anymore. Pierre
            went on the attack, selling everything he owned to hire a lawyer and sue Dior on Yves’s behalf. They used the money they won
            to start their own house. Without Pierre, Yves would never have done it. He’d have gone into theater design instead.”
         

         
         “It’s like a fairy tale: the knight in armor, rescuing his captive prince.”

         
         Fernando said wryly, “I’ve heard Pierre called worse.”

         
         “And they don’t hide it. It’s unusual, isn’t it?”

         
         A shutter seemed to roll down behind his eyes. “It shouldn’t be.”

         
         I decided to let it go. “Do you really host tea parties for them? It sounds very posh. I don’t have a thing to wear.”

         
         He chuckled. “My parties aren’t posh. You can wear anything.”
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         For the rest of the week, while Fernando sketched in the flat, I ran errands, buying baguettes, wine, and cold cuts for us.
            Wandering his neighborhood on Place Furstenberg, I had coffee at Café le Flore, where artists and fashion aspirants nursed
            attitudes at the tables. In a corkscrew alleyway not far from the café, I stumbled upon a secondhand clothing shop, to my
            delight.
         

         
         With my suitcase lost forever, I needed new clothes, but I didn’t have much money to spare. Resisting a gendarme-style cape
            I fell in love with, I opted for a less expensive pair of wraparound blue silk pajama pants and a pleated gray skirt. Then
            I strolled for hours on the boulevard, enjoying the sooty gleam of Paris in the late June heat.
         

         
         On Sunday, I helped Fernando pull back the beige sofa to make extra room, setting out the tray of cakes he’d sent me to purchase
            from a local patisserie, along with a teapot—English style, with loose tea and silver strainer—but accompanied by painted-glass
            thimble cups, “Like Arabs,” he said with a wink. As he removed his recent sketches of lingerie-style dresses from his corner
            desk, I rolled joints on a silver tray.
         

         
         “Why don’t you leave your drawings out?” I asked, licking the joints’ seams.

         
         “Yves might be coming today.” Fastening his portfolio, he tucked it into a drawer. “Loulou, you saw his collection. Everyone’s
            raving about it.”
         

         
         “I saw some of the ladies walk out, like he’d showed centerfolds from Penthouse.”
         

         
         “The last of the couture dragons. No one cares what they think.” He lit a joint and drew in deep, as if he required fortification.
            “We worshipped Balenciaga when we were at school, but he closed his atelier last year because he said he had ‘no one left
            to dress.’ Chanel survives on her name alone; once she dies, it’s the end for couture. Yves knew it would happen. He uses
            his couture to test ideas and reinterprets them in an entirely new way for Rive Gauche, so high fashion can be worn by women
            on the street. It outrages the Chambre Syndicale de la Haute Couture.”
         

         
         “The what?” It sounded like a nefarious James Bond villain.

         
         “Tyrants who impose regulations on who’s allowed to make couture, and defend it at all costs. They’re terrified ready-to-wear
            will destroy them.”
         

         
         “And Yves isn’t?”

         
         “Rive Gauche is making millions. He can barely keep up with the demand.”

         
         “You never wanted to work with him? You’re his friend, and very talented.”

         
         “I designed some lingerie for him when they were starting out, but they had no money. I took the offer from Revillon. When
            I first met Yves at our Syndicale design courses, he’d just arrived from Oran. He was already exceptional. His sketches anticipated
            Dior’s spring collection before anyone had seen it; Dior hired him because of it. He has a sixth sense for fashion.” Fernando
            handed me the joint, regarding himself in the mirror over his mantel. “There’s no room for another designer at his house.
            A kingdom can only have one prince.”
         

         
         I went quiet, thinking I didn’t belong here. To me, fashion was madcap adventure, wearing whatever caught my fancy, not a rigid arena, under siege with rules. 

         
         “Besides,” he went on, “I’m preparing my own ready-to-wear line.”

         
         I sat back on my heels. “The new sketches.”

         
         “Having you here inspired me. And I know someone who can help. You’ll meet her today. Paloma Picasso.”

         
         “Like the painter?”

         
         “Her father is the painter. She designs costume jewelry. Marvelous shapes and colors; she takes apart vintage pieces to make
            new ones. Yves put art on the runway with his Mondrian dress. I’ll put art on the runway with her jewelry on my clothes. Paloma
            wants to collaborate with me.”
         

         
         “How wonderful!” I clapped my hands. “Can I help?”

         
         “You can. I need all the help I can get. As soon as Revillon pays me for the season, I’ll have samples made and start hunting
            for investors.” He put a finger to his lips. “Don’t say a word to them.”
         

         
         “I promise. My lips are sealed.”

         
         We busied ourselves straightening throw pillows and odds and ends, lighting incense and scented candles. When his flat bell
            rang, he threw the door open with an expansive smile to welcome Betty and her husband. With them was a fascinating young woman.
         

         
         She wore a turban and a square-shouldered flowery dress, accessorized with a colored rhinestone necklace and square-heeled,
            lace-up shoes. Her large black eyes under plucked brows dominated her arresting face, her lips painted garnet red—not beautiful
            but utterly unconventional, exuding old-fashioned glamour, just as Betty in her wide-bottomed denim and hip belt over a black
            tunic personified the relaxed style of today.
         

         
         Fernando said, “Paloma, this is Loulou de la Falaise. Loulou, Paloma Picasso.”

         
         “Very nice to meet you.” I was awed by her, though surnames usually didn’t impress me. But she wasn’t an inherited title. She was the daughter of one of the world’s most celebrated artists. 

         
         “And you.” A warm smile widened her lips. “What a charming outfit. You must like to rummage in your mother’s attic. Like me.”

         
         I was barefoot, in my wraparound silk pajama pants and the same ruffled shirt I’d worn to the show, bracelets heaped to my
            elbows. I heard myself chime as I kissed her cheeks and inhaled a sultry scent. “You smell wonderful.”
         

         
         “It’s Y.” She extended her wrist to me. “Yves’s perfume.”

         
         Betty sprawled on the sofa with François. “Speaking of Yves, isn’t he here yet?”

         
         “No,” said Fernando. “He hasn’t called, either.”

         
         “But we’re hours late.” She lit a cigarette in exasperation. “Pierre probably told him he can’t come. He doesn’t want Yves
            doing anything with us. He’s always—”
         

         
         “Quiet,” hissed Fernando. “They’re coming up the stairs.”
         

         
         The short man I’d seen at the show, Yves’s lover, entered with a resolute air. Behind him, shoulders sloped in a belted khaki
            jacket and matching tight pants, was Yves.
         

         
         “We couldn’t find parking,” he murmured.

         
         The atmosphere in the room expanded at his arrival, like an exhale of pent-up breath. He kissed Paloma; greeted Betty, François,
            and Fernando; and gave me a downcast look as Fernando said, “Now you know how it feels when we try to get to your shows on
            time.”
         

         
         “Come sit by me.” Betty slid against her husband, patting her vacated spot for Yves. She immediately began to whisper in his
            ear, making him snigger. Paloma perched on the sofa arm, while Fernando hunkered at the table, plying them with tea and joints.
            Betty’s husband smiled in placid contentment; François never seemed to say much.
         

         
         Pierre seemed oddly out of place in his starched dress shirt and pleated trousers, like a chaperon on a school outing, his charge on the sofa giggling and getting high. 

         
         Then he thrust out his hand. “Pierre Bergé. You must be Loulou de la Falaise.”

         
         His grip was firm, his close-set dark eyes bright and intense. He had creases about his stubble-framed mouth, a premature
            frown line scored between his eyebrows, and he made no effort to disguise his appraisal of me, as if he were tallying my net
            worth.
         

         
         Or lack thereof.

         
         “Your mother, the Comtesse de la Falaise, is well-known in Paris,” he said.

         
         “She’d be delighted to hear it. She loves it when people talk about her.”

         
         “It’s not gossip. She worked for Schiaparelli.” He spoke concisely, reciting inarguable fact. “After the war, our economy
            was in ruins; couture was something we could export. Modeuses like your mother became essential for attracting international
            clientele. They were hired to wear the clothes in public.” He gave me a curious look. “The comtesse was so successful at it
            that when Schiaparelli shut her atelier, Collard hired your mother. She designed separates before Givenchy, though he claims
            she stole his idea.”
         

         
         He spoke in such a staccato burst it took a moment for me to digest it. Once I did, I couldn’t curb my incredulity, thinking
            it must be one of her many exaggerations, seeded like pollen in her wake.
         

         
         “My mother designed a collection?”
         

         
         “Just one that I’m aware of.” He removed a yellowed newspaper clipping from his pocket, unfolding it. “It was shown in 1955. She had the samples made in London because it was cheaper at the time. It’s also against couture regulations, so French customs seized her samples. In less than two weeks, she had the collection remade here and modeled the clothes herself at the Plaza Athénée. It was very well received.” 

         
         I stared in amazement at a winsome illustration of a silhouette in a crisp raised-collar blouse and wasp-waisted satin skirt,
            with an accompanying photo of Mama, a pencil in hand, seated at a desk in a studiously artful pose.
         

         
         “As I understand it,” he went on, “she had offers to invest in her own house.”

         
         Lifting my eyes to him, I recalled her words: We must find something we love to do . . . I found it in Paris.

         
         He smiled. “You must keep that, as a souvenir.”

         
         “Thank you.” I refolded the article and pocketed it, resisting the urge to ask him why he’d gone to the trouble of excavating
            it from some dusty fashion archive. Obviously Betty had also told him about me, or, specifically, about my mother. And while
            the revelation that Mama had done more than run around in daring dresses caught me aback, the purpose for delivering an old
            newspaper clipping about her work eluded me.
         

         
         Betty was passing a joint to Yves, who melted into the sofa with boneless ease, his blue eyes behind his glasses glazing over.
            Paloma pulled off her turban to show it to him. He explored it as if it were flesh, his fingers interpreting the subtle folds
            and seams.
         

         
         “If we wanted to hire you,” said Pierre, startling me, “what would you like to do? Yves designs our lines. We’re expanding
            the house and he could use the help.”
         

         
         I must have looked dumbfounded. No one had ever asked me what I wanted to do in fashion. I’d never asked myself. I did whatever came naturally to me. A fleeting impression of enameled stones twined in metal flittered across my mind; I saw myself at a desk, like Mama in the photograph. The rest was blurry, unformed. 

         
         “I don’t know,” I said. “I’ve never worked in couture.”

         
         “You know how to dress,” he replied, like it was another inarguable fact. He glanced at Yves. An invisible wire seemed to
            thrum between them. Close to thirteen years together, Fernando had said. I couldn’t imagine a relationship lasting that long.
         

         
         Smoke drifted through Yves’s hair as he smoked, and Paloma pirouetted for him, swirling out her dress. He appeared engrossed
            in her, blind and deaf to anything else, until he said, without looking at me, “Loulou, how would you wear this?”
         

         
         Paloma turned to me with implicit challenge. On the sofa, Betty snorted. “She can wear it however she likes. Isn’t that the
            point? What she doesn’t know, she’ll learn.”
         

         
         Were they testing me?
         

         
         I feigned indifference as I studied the dress. It was secondhand; I’d shopped in enough flea markets and thrift stores to
            recognize the dated, overpadded shoulders and nipped waist. Hints of leaves nested in the flowery pattern, like bits of clover.
            I envisioned a movie star of the era in it.
         

         
         “With a green feather boa,” I said. “Like Dietrich.”

         
         Sudden silence fell, as if I’d pronounced the unthinkable.

         
         Paloma exclaimed, “Marvelous!” She wagged a finger at me. “You do like rummaging in the attic. I found this dress in my mother’s closet; it’s from the forties. I made the rhinestone necklace
            for it. Yves likes it so much he’s asked me to design jewelry for his boutique. A green boa would be sublime. Why didn’t I think of it—”
         

         
         She suddenly stopped herself, realizing what she’d admitted aloud. Fernando’s attentive smile didn’t waver. Betty shrugged
            as if it were inevitable.
         

         
         I sensed the wire vibrate again between Pierre and Yves.

         
         “Well?” asked Pierre, of no one in particular.

         
         Yves raised his face to me. His slow smile brimmed with intimacy, as though he and I were accomplices in a newfound secret.

         
         “I think,” he said, “you should come see me at my studio in Hôtel Forain.”

         
          

         Hours later, they left in a cloud of intoxicated laughter. Fernando declined their invitation to dinner, claiming he was tired.
            I saw Paloma approach him, a brief, apologetic exchange, but otherwise, he behaved as if nothing were amiss, even after the
            door shut behind them.
         

         
         “That was unexpected,” he finally said. He was also unsettlingly sober despite the afternoon of indulgence, piling dirty cups
            in the sink and emptying ashtrays.
         

         
         “I’m not doing it,” I said.

         
         “What? Of course you are.”

         
         “No. I don’t like what they did.” My voice faltered. “He stole Paloma from you.”

         
         “He didn’t steal her.” Fernando rinsed the teapot. “She explained it to me. They ran into each other at a Rothschild dinner
            party, where he admired her jewelry. Paloma asked him what he thought she should charge for it. He offered to test pricing
            for her at the boutique. She’d be crazy not to take him up on it. So would you.”
         

         
         “Fernando, it’s not fair—”

         
         He turned from the sink to stalk into the living room, where the pungent smell of cigarette and marijuana lingered. Suddenly,
            he went still, as though he couldn’t bear to see their hollowed indents on the sofa. “You can stay here as long as you like.
            Go see him. It’s why you came to Paris.”
         

         
         Behind me, water dripped into the sink. “I came to see you—”

         
         “Loulou.” The look he shot over his shoulder cut off my protest. “You want this. I saw it when we went to his show. I saw
            it again today. He must want it, too.”
         

         
         “I barely know him. I don’t know what he wants.” Or, I thought, what I did.

         
         “You do. You’re not like Betty.”

         
         “What does that mean?” I heard the icy shake of my mother’s martini.

         
         Style is the fearlessness to do as we please.

         
         “She doesn’t take it seriously,” he said. “Plus, she’s pregnant.”

         
         I stared at him. “She is?”

         
         “That’s what she told Yves. She doesn’t want to model anymore. Though”—he gave a curt laugh—“I can’t imagine her raising a
            baby or turning down free clothes.”
         

         
         “And they think I can replace her?”
         

         
         “She’s never worked for them. Yves dresses her to attend his boutique openings and pose for pictures. His ideal woman. That’s
            all she does—and all she wants to do. Betty isn’t interested in going to work every day.”
         

         
         “What do they want from me?” I hated that I’d failed to grasp the undercurrent of intrigue, even as it swirled around me.
            “Because of this?” I pulled the folded clipping from my pocket. “Because my mother sold clothes for Schiaparelli and designed
            one collection? I might not be Betty, but I’m also nothing like my mother.”
         

         
         “You’re not. You’re different. Yves sees it. His sixth sense.” Fernando removed his coat from the peg by the door. “I see
            it, too.”
         

         
         I started to move toward him. He held up his hand. “I’m going out to clear my head. After that, I’ll renew my contract with
            Revillon and book a flight to New York. Back to my fur coats and illustrations for Vogue. I’ll be fine.”
         

         
         “Then I’ll go with you. We can have your samples made there, do your show at the Factory. Andy loves to host fashion events.”

         
         He shook his head. “Loulou, you’re not thinking clearly. The chance to work for Yves is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.”

         
         “It wasn’t for you. You asked me first.”

         
         “I don’t have a job to offer. I don’t have a house. I’m nothing, compared with him.”

         
         My throat tightened. “You’re someone to me.”

         
         Fernando went silent for a painful moment before he said quietly, “You’re not going to tell me you’re in love with me?”

         
         “No.” I tried, and failed, to muster a smile. “I’m not. I know it’s—”

         
         “Impossible.” He let out a sigh. “Whatever this is between us . . . it can’t last.”

         
         “I understand.” I spoke softly, because I did understand. I’d known it all along, deep down inside, before Betty even mentioned
            it. “You prefer men.”
         

         
         Though I hoped saying it aloud would ease the burden of the weighted air between us, he seemed to flinch. “Then let’s not
            make this more complicated than it is. We can still be friends. Good friends. I don’t want to lose that.”
         

         
         “I’ll always be your friend. I didn’t mean for any of this to happen.”

         
         “No one ever does. Don’t wait up.” With a nod, he left.

         
         I washed the dishes, tidied the living room, and paced the flat, toking on a joint with the windows open, the laughter of
            passersby and honking cars filling the night.
         

         
         My head reeled, the euphoria of the day crushed by my disappointment for him. That we’d just ended our romantic association, if it could be deemed that, hurt me far less than the nagging thought that I’d unwittingly betrayed him. He’d been so welcoming, entrusting me with his hopes for his new line. I’d wanted to realize those dreams with him, though I had known we wouldn’t last other than as friends, only for it to be pulverized in his very apartment, by people whom he also called friends. 

         
         Eventually I peeled off my clothes and tumbled into bed, brooding.

         
         As I drifted to sleep, I saw Yves’s secretive smile.

         
         You should come see me at my studio.

         
         Fernando didn’t return that night.
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         Fernando departed for New York that week. He’d appeared at the flat two days after the party, disheveled and bruise-eyed,
            but no worse for the apparent wear. I had the impression he’d been with a man, a rough, salty aroma about him. I didn’t ask.
            He showered and took a nap, then packed his bags. We had dinner at a local bistro, talking about nothing in particular, evading
            any raw edges, until he said, “I’ll be away for a while. The rent is covered this month. It’s not much, so just tell me when
            you can afford it.”
         

         
         Then he was gone.

         
         I was alone in Paris. In his flat; he’d left me a set of keys. I had enough money to buy food, if I was frugal, but paying
            rent right now was out of the question. I regretted splurging at the secondhand store. I couldn’t eat my new pleated skirt
            or pajama pants.
         

         
         Coming to Paris seemed like a mistake. I felt lost, as I had as a child at boarding school, in dire need of escape. Snooping
            around in the bathroom cabinet, I located a stash of Mandrax and popped two, then impulsively phoned my mother, reverse-charging
            the call. It rang and rang until she picked up, somewhat breathlessly.
         

         
         “Darling,” she said, after she accepted the charge. “How are you?”

         
         “I don’t know.” I lit a cigarette, starting to feel the Mandrax’s hypnotic effect. I loved it for
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