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To Kao, Jade, and Cameron

You make my life worth living—I love you.

And Mom, thank you for always being there.
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Why Pay Retail? Or, A Hair-Raising Event




I would have to say that it all began—or, rather, it all began to end—the morning Faith Honeycomb passed out on the floor of the Salon Jean-Luc. Up until then it had been a busy day. As in crazy busy. I was thirty-four years old, but in nearly a decade as a senior colorist I had rarely seen the salon so completely insane. The frenzy was brought on by that crowning event in the New York City social season: the Pink and Purple Charity Ball. This particular ball spanned all age groups: Park Avenue dowagers bought their thousand-dollar tickets and invited their granddaughters, who took the afternoon off from Spence or Brearley or Dalton to get their hair done. Socialites arrived by chauffeured Mercedes sedans starting the moment the salon opened, and we were slightly understaffed because some of the stylists were out making house calls.


All up and down Fifth Avenue blow-dryers were being plugged into wall sockets and hair was being washed in bathroom sinks. Manicurists were spreading towels across laps and dipping bejeweled hands into bowls as telephones rang and little dogs scurried underfoot.


“Darling! Where are you?” Pause. “John Frieda? Really.”


This “Really” would be a drawn-out sigh, a pity party for the poor dear who had to be ministered to in public.


“Moi? At home, darling. With the marvelous . . . What is your name, honey? Oh, never mind. A girl from Jean-Luc who is a genius with the blow-dry.”


A house call from a junior stylist at Jean-Luc cost a minimum of five hundred dollars, and a senior stylist could run you a thousand. But some people will pay a lot for their privacy. Like, for example, if you’ve had a face lift, otherwise known as having work done or taking a quick trip to Beverly Hills. Some people will go to great lengths to make sure nobody sees the scars.


Anyway, back to poor Faith Honeycomb. What with all the ladies in for their preball primping, there was no indication—no frisson in the air (frisson being an expression that the ladies who frequented the salon loved to use, along with chérie, pour-quoi, and mon Dieu)—that an ambulance would screech to the curb and a squad of EMS technicians with their equipment and squawking radios would invade the plush taupe-and-burgundy inner sanctum of Jean-Luc.


I was working on Mrs. H at my station. It was ten forty-five, and she was already my third head of the day: a double-process with a chestnut base and golden auburn highlights. Tiffany, my assistant, had wheeled a tray next to me, with tail combs and clips, cotton, extra gloves, and three pots of L’Oréal color, one of which I had a feeling was there by mistake, left over from Mrs. G’s Scandinavian blond highlights.


“Tiff, could you check this?” I asked, pointing to the bowl of thick white bleach that would—if I hadn’t caught it—have turned Mrs. H into a punk rocker instead of the Park Avenue matron that she was. And that would have been a catastrophe.


Let me explain: There are all sorts of reasons why women pick one colorist over another. Some will go to you if you have the same kind of dog or because they like the way you look. Some will go only to a man, because they want to feel a man’s hands on them. Then, of course, you have the editorial mongrels, who will go only to whoever is in this month’s Elle or Allure. But no matter what brings them to you in the first place, they’ll drop you cold if you’re not a good colorist.


Which means no mistakes. Not ever. Brain surgeons are allowed more mistakes than hair colorists. Don’t misunderstand me. I’m not saying that what I do is brain surgery or in any way important. Between you and me, it’s just hair. But a certain kind of woman cares about her hair. A lot.


Anyway, that crisis was averted. Out of the corner of my eye, I watched Tiffany dump the bleach and mix Mrs. H’s color. She had been out late the night before. It was the birthday of one of the assistants, and they had gone club hopping. I could see her hands shaking as she opened one of Mrs. H’s foils. I made a mental note to talk to her. She was younger than me, and I could see all the pitfalls, the mess her life was going to be if she wasn’t careful. Assistants came and assistants went. I mean, the pressure was on, and they made, like, no money. They lived on their tips, sometimes for years, hoping and praying that one day they’d hear that magic word: promotion. It was hard. All any of them dreamed of was one day having their name printed on a Jean-Luc announcement and placed by the vase of freesia by the front desk: We are pleased to announce that [insert name here] has been promoted to junior stylist. I should know. I had been one of those lowly assistants myself.


“Sorry, Georgia,” Tiff whispered over Mrs. H’s head. Not that Mrs. H would have noticed. She was deep into the latest issue of British Vogue. I peered over her shoulder and saw that she was reading about the new generation of skin creams.


“No problem,” I said.


No, it wasn’t easy being an assistant—especially being an assistant at Jean-Luc, the salon of the moment, the epicenter of beautification for all Manhattan women—or really all women of the tristate area. Come to think of it, geography was meaningless to the Jean-Luc customer—dozens of women flew to New York for the sole purpose of having Jean-Luc himself rake his elegant hands through their hair and pronounce: This isn’t working for me . . . it is too [fill in the adjective] fluffy. How you say . . . shaggy. You are a beautiful woman. Bee-you-tee-ful. And with a blandishment of his famous scissors, a toss of his own long dark mane: And now, we will create a new you . . . yes?


I had three clients waiting on the banquette in their burgundy robes (burgundy for color, taupe for cuts and styling) and two others who had just checked in and were getting changed. Jean-Luc had instructed the front desk to book clients for me every fifteen minutes, and even by midmorning there was a bottleneck of waiting ladies. Ladies who weren’t used to being kept waiting but waited nonetheless. Patiently. Sometimes for hours. Somewhere in the rules of etiquette it was written that one never, ever, got huffy with one’s colorist or stylist. Doctors, lawyers, accountants, and stockbrokers could all be yelled at—and easily replaced—but we at Jean-Luc were golden. They needed us. Mrs. H’s formula (and Mrs. P’s, and Mrs. B’s, and Ms. A’s on the banquette) was my little secret, locked in my file box—a small metal box where every single client’s formula was recorded on index cards. What each of them would have done for their formula! They would have gone six months without Botox. A year without self-tanner. Please, Georgia, they’d beg, I’m going to be in Aspen all month. What will I do? And part of me was tempted to give it to them. It didn’t matter, really. I mean, I could write down their formula, but the minute they gave it to some Colorado hairdresser, it would just turn to shit. It was how the formula was applied that made all the difference.


I saw Mrs. P on the banquette check her gold Cartier watch. She definitely didn’t have the primo appointment of the day. That would have been more like four o’clock. That way, there would have been plenty of time for all those beautifying-but-hair-mussing treatments: the Tracie Martyn electric current facial. A salt scrub at Bliss and then a massage from the divine Rebecca at Exhale Spa. And then, after the oils and the electric currents, the blow-dry.


Let me give you an idea of the perfect pre-charity ball day in the life of a Jean-Luc woman. For argument’s sake, let’s make her one of the youngish ones, who lives in a twelve-room apartment on East Seventy-something Street. First, she would require a very strong cup of espresso at Via Quadronno, the café on East Seventy-third that feels like a quick trip to Milan. This, of course, after dropping the children off at All Souls preschool or the 92nd Street Y. This drop-off is, in equal parts, guilt induced (the nanny does everything else for the rest of the day) and an important social networking opportunity. Where else do movie stars, wives of minimoguls, heiresses, and the occasional scruffy-but-successful artist dad all mingle together but in the halls of their children’s school? After the espresso, back home for a two-hour private yoga session. A shower, hair left undone, then a quick dash to the shrink to discuss said guilt about neglecting children and the ongoing question: To Prozac or not to Prozac? After the shrink, feeling that mental lightness unique to yoga, psychoanalysis, and an empty stomach, a quick stop at Barneys. Damage: three-hundred-dollar jeans, a six-hundred-dollar knitted poncho (so Bohemian!), and a pair of antique diamond earrings. Later, the guilt comes roaring back (will have to hide bill for earrings from husband), and she makes her way over to the Salon Jean-Luc. We are her church, her temple, the place where she will be undone, then done. Restored. Brought back to her perfect, radiant self.


Mrs. P was one of these. I called her “the Manhattan.” I secretly classified all my clients this way. The Manhattan. The Greenwich. The Bedford. The Long Island. The New Jersey. Even the Boston and the California. But more on that later. I still had the back of Mrs. H’s highlights to do, but I walked over to the banquette and paid quick respects to my waiting clients.


“Mrs. P!” Kiss, kiss. As if I had only that moment spotted her there. “Great lip color.”


Mrs. P smiled delightedly. “Chanel,” she said. “I just picked it up at Barneys.” Then she held up a pale green leather bag with the small silver Prada triangle at its center.


“I just picked this up, too, to go with my suit,” she whispered conspiratorially. “What do you think, Georgia?”


Seven hundred and ninety-five dollars, was what I was thinking. I couldn’t imagine spending that kind of money on a bag, but then I hadn’t paid retail in years. I can tell you the exact moment that I realized I didn’t have to. It was back when I was a junior colorist at Jean-Luc and I had no money, but still I needed some nice stuff to wear. Clients respect you more if you have a pretty ring on or a good pair of shoes. It makes them feel more like you’re one of them. So I was on the seventh floor of Barneys, standing on line, waiting to pay for a sweater—a little cashmere cardigan in a bright tangerine that would look good peeking out from under my white smock. And all of a sudden, someone snatched the sweater out of my arms. I whirled around, and there was Kathryn, one of the other junior stylists.


“What are you doing?” she very nearly hissed.


“Um . . . buying a sweater?” I said, taking it back from her.


She pulled it away from me again. “We don’t pay retail,” she said. She checked the label on the sweater. It was by an up-and-coming designer. Not as big as Calvin or Ralph, and the sweater wasn’t even that expensive.


“She’s a client,” Kathryn said about the designer. She folded the sweater and put it on the counter. “Let’s go.”


Back at the salon, I got my first lesson in the art and science of graciously accepting gifts from clients. Because they wanted to shower us with gifts. They really did. I watched and listened as Kathryn called the designer client and told her how much we had loved the little tangerine cardigan. Do I need to tell you what happened? You think the client sent over the sweater the next day, right? Wrong. She sent over two shoppings bags—one for me, one for Kathryn—full of sweaters. One in every single color. I’ll tell you, it was a revelation.


Mrs. P was still waiting for my verdict on her brand-new Prada bag. It was a cute bag. I made a mental note to call my client at Prada.


“Perfect,” I said. “I’ll be with you in a few minutes.”





NOW, I KNOW I mentioned the Manhattan a while back, and by this I do not mean the delicious cocktail, though often the Manhattan client can be equally tart, bracing, and sometimes even a bit bitter. But the Manhattan (which actually is split into two broad categories) is far from the only type of client who sits in my chair every day. I thought it might be helpful if I created a road map, a glossary if you will, of the various types of Jean-Luc women.


1. The Manhattan (socialite): I believe I covered her fairly extensively earlier. But oh, let me add this. I hate to generalize, but she tends to be a lousy tipper. In my experience, people who have never had to make their own money don’t really think about how other people make theirs.


2. The Manhattan (working woman): Zips into the salon while on cell phone. Cell phone does not leave ear, even when head is in sink. Orders lunch from the Viand coffee shop on Madison and eats it while multitasking: hair, manicure, pedicure, business call. Only for her every-six-weeks-like-clockwork eyebrow wax does she close her eyes and stay still. This, the eyebrow wax, is the closest thing to a Zen moment that she ever has. The MWW is often married to (or divorced from) an equally type-A executive, whom she drags in on Saturday mornings for his haircut, manicure, and, for those unfortunately hairy ones—eeeew alert!—back wax. Kids? Rarely. Or you’d never know it. One of my MWW mother clients has shown me photographs of the house she just purchased in Litchfield County, but not of her children. Needless to say, the MWWs are fantastic tippers.


3. The Bedford: Think horses and everything that goes along with them. Rolling hills and stone walls, houses with names. These ladies don’t have just street addresses. No. They have stationery printed with the names and sometimes elegant, lightly etched drawings of their homes: Longmeadow Manor. Hilly Knoll Farm. The Bedford wears haute couture riding clothes when she drives into the city in her car (Range Rover, black) to have her hair done. These, of course, are not the clothes she’d actually ride in: a cashmere sweater set, pearl earrings, suede jodhpurs by Ralph. In the circles the Bedford runs (or rather rides) in, Ralph means only one man—he of the polo pony empire. Ralph actually has a home in Bedford, which makes the whole thing even more authentic. The Bedford wants to leave the salon looking as though she’s had nothing done. Hair color must be beyond subtle. She must look like she’s been born with it. Actually, she often brings in photos of her children, or even the children themselves, and asks me to copy their color exactly. Usually she wears no makeup. She has very good bones and a lanky figure from all that riding. You will never hear her use a swear word. She likes to say gosh darn, and I’ll be, and heavens to Betsy. The Bedford is a reasonably good tipper, always leaving exactly twenty percent.


4. The Greenwich: Hard to believe, really, that Greenwich and Bedford are next to each other, geographically speaking. Because the Greenwich couldn’t be more different from the Bedford and still be a rich white woman. Range Rover? No. Mercedes, yes, yes, yes. Preferably the 500-something sedan, but if the Greenwich has a large number of kids—often she has three, four, even five—the Hummer becomes the vehicle of choice. There’s nothing quite like seeing the Greenwich, her makeup and hair already perfect before she enters the salon, stuck circling the block on Fifth Avenue because no parking garage wants to take her Hummer. I mean, she looks like a little kid pretending to drive her parents’ car. I’d have to say that the Greenwich has the best fashion sense of all the suburban clients. In fact, she’s so terrified of appearing suburban—she, who left the city after her second kid was born and you just couldn’t find anything decent for under three million—that she spends hours every day scouring the Barneys and Bergdorf catalogs, surfing the Internet for fashion Web sites like Net-a-Porter or Scoop.com, reading W and Vogue cover to cover, examining ads, dog-earing pages of interest, and calling her personal shopper so that she’ll be sure to have just that season’s Balenciaga bag or the hottest pair of designer jeans. She doesn’t want to lose track. Seven for all Mankind is so over. Diesels aren’t far behind. Which to acquire? Her California Closets are ready and waiting. Notify? Rogan? Each month Vogue anoints a new favorite. It’s impossible to keep up, but still the Greenwich tries. Oh, how she tries! Her hair is perfection. Highlights every eight weeks, with root touch-ups in between. Layers or no layers, depending on what Jennifer Aniston is doing. Earth-toned makeup from Bobbi Brown in shades like brick, sand, and stone. She wears a huge men’s chronograph on her skinny wrist and checks the time religiously, because she has to be home in time for pickup at her kids’ schools. I guess if you took the MWW, but removed the big career and built her a faux Tudor mansion with a cathedral ceiling in the entranceway and huge leather sofas in the surround sound media room, you’d pretty much be left with the Greenwich. And as a tipper? Hmm. I don’t like to bad-mouth my clients. But, I’d have to say she’s a little worse than average. Sometimes she’s in such a rush to beat the traffic that she just forgets.


5. The Five Towns: You’ll know a lot of what you need to know about the client from Long Island if you understand that she lives in one of the five towns commonly known as, well, either “the five towns” or “the south shore”: Lawrence, Cedarhurst, Inwood, Hewlett, and Woodmere. The FT is a little . . . flashier than her northern Westchester and Connecticut counterparts. She favors the bling-bling designers, and in fact she uses the term bling-bling in regular conversation. As in, I’m gonna take me to Fred Leighton later on and get me a little bling-bling. Gucci, Vuitton, and Dolce & Gabbana are her gods. And she prefers these designers with their labels facing outward, if you know what I mean. She is not about subtle. It would not be unreasonable to expect the Five Towns to show up at the salon (her husband’s driver waiting downstairs in their Lincoln Navigator, the windows tinted black) wearing half the alphabet on her back. A D&G gold belt buckle, the candy-colored bag embossed with dozens of LVs, loafers festooned with interlocking Gs. Don’t get me wrong, though. The FT is a nice lady, and she knows exactly who she is. Her role model, her idol to end all idols, is—depending on her age—either Madonna or Britney Spears. And she wants color. She’s not interested in natural. She’s a lot of fun, this client, because she always wants to try something new. Make me red this time, darling. And she’s almost never unhappy with the results. She has a heart of gold, the FT. A lot of clients, they sit in my chair month after month, year after year, and never ask me one single question. The FT knows about my whole life, and my assistant’s life, and the shampoo lady’s life. She may be rich as all get-out, but she’s not a snob, and she remembers where she came from, which is usually the very tip of Long Island—the wrong tip, that is to say, Queens. And speaking of tips, she’s the best, even better than the MWW.


6. The Short Hills: Think the New Jersey version of the Greenwich. In other words, the Greenwich with a serious inferiority complex, since it’s just about impossible to live in New Jersey and not feel just a teensy bit bad about it. And to make up for feeling bad about it, and to avoid resentment of her husband (whose Wall Street commute and only average-by-Wall-Street-standards bonus means a perfectly nice Colonial in Short Hills rather than, say, a mansion in Greenwich or a duplex on Park Avenue), she requires the best of everything, as dictated by that amazing place, Mecca for all Jean-Luc clients who reside in the state of New Jersey: the Short Hills Mall. It is there, at the mall, that the SH develops her aesthetic sensibility. Tiffany for her 4.2-carat diamond solitaire—upgraded from the 2.1-carat diamond that her husband, then a junior trader, had given her as an engagement ring. Cartier for the watch. And all those cute little departments at Neiman Marcus for everything else. Her style could be described as suburban chic, which, contrary to popular opinion, is not an oxymoron. Because unlike the Greenwich, she isn’t trying to look as though she lives in the city. She wears head-to-toe Juicy Couture velour sweat suits and JP Tod’s driving loafers, the ones with all the small rubber nubs in the soles. She will not be seen without her status handbag, also by Tod’s. Her most fun accessory, though, is her cell phone, with all the latest bells and whistles, encrusted with pink rhinestones. The SH is fussy about her hair. After all, she could be getting it done closer to home—there’s a perfectly decent place in Millburn—but her visits to Jean-Luc are part of her quest for the best of everything. And so, having driven her BMW convertible all the way into town, she wants exactly the highlights on the magazine pages that she unfolds from her purse. Before I even look at the clippings, I can almost always guess. For blondes, it’s Meg Ryan or, lately, Jessica Simpson. For brunettes, it’s Jennifer Aniston or, occasionally, Jennifer Lopez. Sometimes I have to laugh, because the celebrity whose hair they’re showing me and asking me to copy is someone who has been seeing me forever. Do you think you can do this? the SH will ask. And I’ll nod. I think I can.


7. The Beverly Hills: Oh, what a difference a coast makes! The BH has her choice of fabulous salons to pick from, just a fifteen-minute drive down Rodeo or Burton Way. She has Laurent D, Frederic Fekkai, even old José Eber is still around somewhere. Why, you might ask, would she fly all the way to New York to have her hair done at Jean-Luc? Because she can, darling. Because the grass is always greener and the blonde is always blonder. Because New York, to people who live in L.A., is the height of sophistication. I can always spot a BH a mile away. She’s gorgeous, of course. Even the ones who aren’t famous look as if they should be. And she’s dressed in Fred Segal fabulousness—a kind of blend of faded denim, diamonds, bits of turquoise, and a perfectly cut, buttery shirt of some kind, showing off a glowing, not-too-brown tan. Those Beach Boys knew what they were singing about, I’ll tell you. A California Girl stops traffic on Madison Avenue. I’ve seen it happen over and over again. But—not to diss my professional colleagues on the West Coast, and truly I’m not talking about anyone in particular—their hair is a fucking mess. The BH often comes to me with hair the color and texture of straw from being so overprocessed. Honey, you’ve got so many chemicals in your hair, I’m surprised you didn’t set off alarms at the airport, I’ll tell her. I mean, whoever decided that platinum blond was the answer to all that ails the BH woman? I spend hours doing corrective color. Weaving in bits of buttery highlights, hints of dark blond, giving them back the color they ought to have after hanging out on Malibu beach. Some of them are nervous when they come to see me, because their next stop is Letterman or a crack-of-dawn call for the Today show. The young starlets sit in my chair, quivering: This appearance is a make-or-break for them. At least I can give them great hair. It’s amazing what great hair can do for a panic attack. Oh, and in terms of tipping? I know this is going to seem unfair, but we don’t charge a lot of the BHs—whether they’re full-fledged stars or stars in the making. Even the ones who are just starting out get a discount. And they don’t tip. Not a penny. Not at all. They feel entitled to be comped—after all, it’s publicity that money can’t buy when some magazine asks them who does their hair and they say, Georgia at Jean-Luc in New York—so who can blame them?



A fine mist of styling products and water being blown off damp hair hovered like a fog over the salon floor. The night of the Pink and Purple Ball happened to be a Tuesday—one of our busiest days, even in a normal week. Saturdays we got a lot of bridge-and-tunnel, but Tuesdays were the big days for those in the know and friends of those in the know. (If Thursday had, long ago, become the new Saturday, now Tuesday was the new Thursday.) Faith Honeycomb was at her usual station, next to the window, coloring the roots of an actress I recognized but couldn’t quite place. Dark hair, angular cheekbones, a strong jaw I had seen on television, but where? Most of the actresses went to Faith. There were even some who flew in monthly from the West Coast or sent her a first-class plane ticket. She was the doyenne of hair colorists, the first who had actually become famous herself. Faith was somewhere north of sixty—no one knew for sure—and her own hair had never seen a chemical. It was snow white and cut into a sharp, shoulder-length bob. Her blue eyes flashed, and her head cocked to one side like a watchdog’s as she listened to her actress-client.


On the other side of the salon, by the window, I saw T, the hot-shot publicist and a perfect example of an MWW, in Jean-Luc’s chair. He stood behind her, his hands resting gently on her shoulders, dark eyes boring into hers in the mirror as she talked rapidly, gesturing to her raven pageboy. I wondered what they could possibly be talking about, given that T hadn’t changed her hair in ten years. All women—even T—seemed to shrink as they sat in our chairs. The robes, the small towels around their necks, their sleek, wet heads, were great equalizers. Devoid of all their trappings (well, most of their trappings—the watches, rings, and handbags still remained), they lost their shine. But then, after their highlights, haircuts, waxing, blowouts, or updos, after they put on their elegant clothes once again, they came back to life: buffed, polished, confident, and ready to tackle the world.


“Fifteen minutes under the lamps,” I said to Tiffany, turning Mrs. H over to her.


“It won’t be too light, will it?” asked Mrs. H as she rolled up the British Vogue (the salon’s copy) and stuffed it into her oversize handbag.


“Would I make you too light?”


She started to answer, Of course not, but I had already turned to Mrs. P. It was a rhetorical question, after all.


I had just asked Tiffany for a tube of 6 and a half of 6.1 when I heard the crash behind me.


“Oh, my God!” someone screamed.


I wheeled around just in time to see Faith Honeycomb crumple like a piece of discarded tissue to the floor, her sleek white bob fanning around her.


“Somebody do something!” Sweetie shouted. Sweetie was the salon’s head receptionist, whose job over the years had morphed into being Faith Honeycomb’s personal assistant. Sweetie knelt next to Faith, his long auburn curls hanging and his dress hiked up above his knees—knees that were truly the only giveaway that Sweetie was a man.


“Faith! Honey! Faith, can you hear me? Blink or something. Open your eyes!”


The salon had grown silent, the din of blow-dryers suddenly quiet. Horrible French pop music piped through the sound system. I heard someone in the next station talking to 911.


In the distance, through the thick double windows of the salon, an ambulance wailed. Was it coming for Faith, so soon? I pressed my face against the glass and peered down at Fifty-seventh Street. An ambulance roared by the entrance to our building and kept going. I wanted to run downstairs in my white smock and flag it, make it stop like a taxi.


All around me there was a steady murmur of voices. Heart attack, I heard someone say. Stroke. Seizure. Allergy. Shock. I looked down at Faith, who appeared to be sleeping peacefully on the floor, her lips curled up into a rare, small smile.


“Georgia?” The unmistakable accent, the fingers brushing my shoulders. Jean-Luc had suddenly appeared behind me. “You will need to . . . handle . . . Faith’s clients,” he whispered, gesturing to several women seated on Faith’s special banquette. They all had a similar expression on their faces, and I tried to figure out what it was. Worried? No, that wasn’t it. Disturbed? Agitated? No, and no. Then finally—as the EMS technicians burst through the doors of Jean-Luc and transferred Faith to a stretcher—I realized what it was: They were put out. It was, after all, the night of the Pink and Purple Ball.


“Faith! Darling! I’m coming with you,” Sweetie wailed. Mascara was running down his cheeks in great black rivulets.


“I’m sorry . . . ma’am,” said one of the technicians, looking mildly confused by the appellation. “No one’s allowed in the ambulance.”


“I don’t think you understand,” Sweetie said, drawing himself up to his full, towering height. “This is Faith Honeycomb.” His glossy lips quivered over her name.


“I don’t care if it’s Jennifer fucking Lopez,” snapped the technician. Sweetie was blocking their way. “Those are the rules. Now move!”


They carried Faith past Jean-Luc’s station and through the reception area, nearly toppling the enormous vase of freesia and baby roses that was placed there each morning. Sweetie followed them, wailing like a widow in a funeral cortege. The salon doors swung silently shut behind them, and slowly the usual sounds resumed—sputtering at first, then catching like a car’s engine, until within minutes the salon was back to its usual speed and roar.


Mrs. P looked at me in the mirror as I stood behind her, trying to breathe.


“Georgia?” she asked, wiping a nonexistent bit of smudge from beneath her eye. “My goodness. That was exciting.” She said it in the droll, flat way that only a woman born in Darien and educated at Miss Porter’s can get away with. As if life itself were ironic. Especially when it’s happening to somebody else.


My fingers tightened around the handle of my tail comb, which I wanted to jab into her hard pink scalp. I looked around me as people resumed what they had been doing before Faith Honeycomb had had the poor taste to crash into the French tile floor. Two assistants were looking at a page from Hampton’s magazine and giggling. T had moved from Jean-Luc’s chair to the manicure station, her hair damp, freshly polished fingernails gingerly holding her cell phone to her ear. The woman in the seat in Faith’s station—the one Faith had just started to work on—calmly ordered a seafood salad and iced tea from Nello’s. She caught my eye and beckoned me over to her. I didn’t know her name, but I had seen her around the salon. She was one of the ladies we called the OWs—Old WASPs—dressed in threadbare cashmere and baggy khakis, and possessor of one of the few decent face lifts around. She reminded me a tiny bit of my own mother, though I wasn’t sure why. Lord knows it wasn’t her social status. Her eyes crinkled in a way that seemed kind, and I bent toward her.


“I just want to remind you, sweetheart, that Faith always uses a gloss.”


I took a few steps back. I didn’t trust myself to speak, much less douse this woman’s head in chemicals. I thought of poor Faith Honeycomb, alone in the back of an ambulance racing through the streets of Manhattan. Faith, with her meticulous maquillage and precision-cut hair, awakening (if indeed she were to awaken) in the dingy, frightening corridors of a city hospital. She wasn’t married and had never had kids. We at the salon were the closest thing to a family that she had.


That will never be me.


“Georgia?” Mrs. P sounded impatient.


That will never, never, never be me.


I turned back to her, forcing myself to smile. “Yes, Mrs. P?”


“Not to rush you, darling. But I have a one o’clock appointment with the caterer for Kristen’s wedding.”







A Colorist’s Humble Roots (Get It?)




Sometimes in the middle of a busy day, when clients are sitting along the banquette waiting for me, and others are on the phone trying to book appointments months in advance, when socialites are showering me with gifts, when Hollywood agents are begging me for an hour of my time or are willing to fly me to Los Angeles first class, I just need to stop for a minute and remember who I really am. I take a few deep breaths just to check and make sure I’m the same person I always was—a girl who grew up dirt poor in Weekeepeemie, New Hampshire. I mean, my main ambition in life was to go to beauty school and get a job somewhere coloring women’s hair.


Whenever I look at anybody in New York City, I always wonder where they really come from. Because nobody actually comes from New York. Think about it. How many real New Yorkers do you know? I make a game out of it, trying to find the inner hick in all the cool people walking up Madison Avenue or across Prince Street in SoHo. That skinny guy in old Levi’s and a faded black T-shirt that looks old but I know cost him eighty-five dollars at the Helmut Lang store? I’d say Maryland. He grew up in Maryland, in a three-bedroom split-level. And that girl with the nose ring and lipstick the color of dried blood, dressed in head-to-toe black leather? She’s got the suburbs written all over her. New Jersey, maybe. Or outside Philly. Her dad’s probably a dermatologist or something, and her mom checks in ten times a day to make sure she hasn’t been mugged. I don’t know why, but I’m usually right about these things. It comes from a lot of years of people sitting in my chair and telling me their life stories. They can’t help it. They tell me things they don’t even tell their shrinks. I’m like the shrink of hair. I spend more time with my clients than shrinks do, and I can tell you this: When my clients leave me, they actually feel better.


From the time I was a little girl, I wanted to be a colorist. Back in Weekeepeemie, my mother had a hair salon—we called it a beauty parlor—that women came to from miles and miles away. Have you ever noticed the way the names of beauty parlors change the minute you get outside a major city? Here are a few of my personal favorites:



	1.	Hair to Stay


	2.	Shear Genius


	3.	The Mane Event


	4.	Dis-Tressed



I mean, what do puns and hair have in common? This is not a trick question. The answer is, nothing. So my mother’s shop was just called Doreen’s. Plain, simple, honest. Just like my mother. And that’s where the women of Weekeepeemie went when they were looking for a little lift. I grew up thinking of the weekly beauty parlor appointment as a necessity. The visit to the grocery store or the dentist could wait. In fact, some of the ladies who frequented my mother’s place had few, if any, of their own teeth, but their hair was perfect: teased and sprayed until it would have taken a hurricane to mess it up.


I was under my mother’s feet in a bassinet that caught the snippings of wet hair on the floor of Doreen’s before it was even, in fact, called Doreen’s. It was owned by an old lady, Mabel Smith, who died when I was eleven, and her estate sold the beauty parlor to my mother for a fair price. One of the first things my mother did once she had signed the papers at the bank was to bring home a long piece of plywood, which she, my sister, Melodie, and I painted white.


“What should we call it?” my mother asked us.


“How about Folly?” asked Melodie.


We looked at her blankly.


“You know, for follicle,” she said, cracking up, her high voice in a loud hiccup.


“What’s follicle?” I asked.


Melodie was a year younger than me but had already been placed out of fifth grade and was reading and doing math on a high school level.


“Never mind, Georgia,” my mother said. She was still young and pretty then, her long dirty-blond hair caught in a ponytail, her face free of makeup.


“What would Dad think?” Melodie asked, her eyes glinting the way they did when she was saying something she knew she wasn’t supposed to say.


“Well, it doesn’t really matter what your father would think,” my mother said softly. “Since it isn’t any of his business.”


“I know,” I said quickly, speaking in the hopes of avoiding the sad, lost look that often came over my mother when one of us mentioned our father. He had walked out when I was eight and Mel was seven, and he hardly bothered to send us any money. Once, I had called him a bastard, and Doreen slapped me. Your father may have left us, she said angrily, but that doesn’t give you the right to talk like nobody raised you right. Saying somebody wasn’t raised right was the worst thing my mother could say about anybody. I shut up after that and pretty much never mentioned my father again.


“Let’s name the salon after you!” I said, hoping to cheer my mother up.


“Oh, I don’t know . . .” She trailed off.


“Everybody only comes there to see you, anyway,” I said.


“Doreen’s Beauty Parlor.” My mother tried it on for size.


“Doreen’s Hair Emporium,” said Melodie.


“How about just ‘Doreen’s’?” I asked.


Our mother paused and thought about it for a minute. Then her face broke into the first grin I had seen in ages. “How about ‘Doreen’s’?” she said, spreading her arms wide. “Our motto is: ‘We curl up and dye for you.’”


We looked at her blankly.


“Get it?” she said. “We curl up and—”


“We got it,” Mel said solemnly.


“We just hope you don’t try that one out on anyone else,” I said.


It was one of the rare times that my sister and I were in complete agreement.


We—my mother, sister, and I—set to work with the white-painted plywood, hot pink paint, and stencils she had bought from a catalog. The three of us worked for hours, getting it just right, and when we had finished we added a small flowering vine around the D for Doreen. It was the happiest I could remember any of us being since the bastard had left.


During the years my mother was getting her business off the ground, she did all her experimenting on me, since Melodie wouldn’t let her go near her. I started out with long white-blond hair almost to my waist, but through my high school years I modeled all the haircuts of the moment. The Dorothy Hamill—a wedge that fell like a perfectly inverted triangle. The Toni Tennille—an unfortunate, curled-under bob with curled-under bangs. And finally, the greatest of them all: the Farrah. My junior year in high school, I had big fluffy layers and wings, enhanced by the Farrah Fawcett shampoo that I made my mother buy me at the drugstore.


“How can you let her do that to you?” Melodie asked me sometimes. “You look like a freak.”


“I like it,” I’d say, stung. I fought the urge to retaliate, to tell my sister that she was the one who was a freak. It was too close to the truth. She had brown hair that never saw a comb and Coke-bottle glasses with the ugliest frames you could buy north of Boston. I may have looked a little different by Weekeepeemie standards, but I knew if I lived in New York or Los Angeles, I’d fit right in.


Anyway, I didn’t tell Melodie that I was never happier than when I was being worked on by my mother. It didn’t really matter what she did to my hair. What mattered was her attention. I loved to sit in her chair, watching her squint and assess me, cocking her head to the side. Sometimes she cut my hair, other times she did highlights. At a time when every other beauty parlor was using those caps with holes in them to do color, my mother used foils. She called it “angel tipping”—taking small sections of my already blond hair and artfully placing bits of golden color.


My mother charged twenty dollars for a wash and style, twenty-five dollars for a haircut, and sixty dollars for color—steep prices for her clients—but even when she raised her rates, people kept coming. She worked from eight in the morning until nine at night, accommodating the ladies who worked in the factories and mills nearby. At one point she hired a manicurist, but that poor woman sat there at her little table, alone with her dozens of bottles of candy-colored polish. It seemed that fine-looking fingernails were not a priority, not when those same fingers would be snapping heads onto the necks of dolls on an assembly line.


Everybody always wanted Doreen—Doreen and only Doreen. It wasn’t so much that my mother was good at what she did, though certainly she was. She had “the touch.” I understood this from early on: You could be a perfectly okay colorist, but if you didn’t know how to touch people, you were out of business. My mother had hands that made you feel things. Sympathetic hands that made you want to tell her your life story. So in a town with no psychologists or psychiatrists, no head shrinkers at all, Doreen’s was the place people went to get a load off their minds.


Sometimes, when my mother came home at night, I could tell that she was sinking under the weight of an entire town’s secrets and problems. Judy Johnston’s daughter, pregnant at fifteen. Marcie Appleby’s husband’s exploratory surgery. Doreen had pale blue shadows under her eyes, and her skin was so thin, so translucent, that I could see the threads of delicate veins in her temples and along her jaw.


Melodie and I would have been home from school for hours—we were in high school by then—and most nights I made us dinner, keeping my mother’s dish warm in the oven until she got home. Our kitchen was my favorite room in the house. It had a checkered Formica floor, and we had a big old farm table that we’d found at a garage sale and painted sky blue. No matter how broke we were, Doreen always made sure there was a bowl of fresh fruit on the table. Canned fruit was what people who weren’t raised right ate.


My mother came in the door smelling so sweet that it stung the insides of my nostrils.


“Poor Mrs. McCormick,” she said, shaking out her pony-tail, her hair spilling over her shoulders in a blond cascade.


“What’s wrong with Mrs. McCormick?” I asked, even though I knew better. My mother never gossiped.


She sighed, shrugged off her coat, then took her supper from the oven. “Some people have it rough, Georgia-pie,” she said to me. It was one of my mother’s great gifts that she didn’t see her own life as rough. Despite the fact that she was a single mother raising her two kids without any help, she saw herself as blessed.


“Where’s your sister?” she asked.


I pointed to the ceiling. “Upstairs, finishing her homework,” I said, though in all likelihood it had taken Melodie ten minutes to breeze through geometry problems that she could have solved when she was eight. I knew my mother worried about Melodie. She was too smart for her own good—scary smart. Where had all those brains come from? It seemed to me that with her head stuffed so full of brain cells, she had no room for the other stuff—the stuff that was all-important in high school. Melodie had no friends, and she didn’t seem to care. She spent all her free time in the library or in her room with the door shut, reading books that I didn’t understand.


My reading material involved pictures. Each week I devoured the previous week’s copy of People that my mother brought home from the salon. I studied celebrities, paying particular attention to the young Hollywood starlets: what they wore, how they put on their makeup, the precise cut and color of their hair. My favorite book was by the socialite Cornelia Guest. The Debutante’s Guide to Life was my bible. I had seen a picture of Cornelia Guest dancing the night away at Studio 54 with Sylvester Stallone. Even though I had never been to New York, I just knew that those New York City girls who grew up in palaces on Fifth Avenue had never been worried for a single second their whole lives. All they thought about was where to have lunch or whether to paint their toenails pale pink or dark red. It was all about money. Money was the key to opening all sorts of magic doors. I didn’t know what these doors looked like, or what it would feel like to walk through them, but I knew they were there.


“There’s something I want to talk to you about, Georgia,” my mother said as she tucked into the mac-and-cheese I had prepared. She blinked her tired eyes at me, a furrow in her brow. “About next year.”


Next year meant only one thing to me. I was going to beauty school, which would be the beginning of my real life. All I wanted in the whole world was to get my license and start working at Doreen’s. I knew that this wasn’t what Doreen really wanted for me, but I figured she’d come around in time. My mother wanted me to get what she referred to as “a real education.” She wanted me to become a professional of some sort: a nurse, maybe. Or an accountant like Mrs. Peabody in town, who had a shingle outside her house on Main Street. I wasn’t born to be a nurse or an accountant. Not that there’s anything wrong with either of those occupations. But they weren’t for me. Frankly, the thought made me want to stick my head in the toilet and flush.


“I’ve changed my mind about beauty school,” said my mother. She spoke slowly, as if each word made her more tired. “I don’t want you to go.”


“Why?” I asked, stunned. “What happened?”


“I do not want you spending your life working in a hair salon in Weekeepeemie,” my mother said fiercely. She was looking out the window at the sliver of Weekeepeemie Lake that we could see behind a thicket of autumn leaves. “That is not going to happen to you. Period. End of story.”


“But I like it here,” I said. I was trying not to cry. “I love the salon.”


“Georgia, you have to give the rest of life a try,” my mother said. Then she leaned over and dug around in her handbag.


“What happened?” I repeated. “Something must have happened.”


“Nothing happened,” my mother said.


I knew there was no way that was true. Something must have made the blue shadows beneath her eyes even darker than usual. If I had really thought about it, I probably could have figured out that it had something to do with money, and with my father, who hadn’t sent a check in a good long while, despite the letters from my mother’s legal aid lawyer. My mother didn’t want me to grow up and be her. How could I have explained to her that she was my hero and that the biggest compliment in the world, to me, was when somebody told me I was just like my mother?


“Here,” my mother was saying. “Happy Early Birthday.” She handed me an envelope. “I knew how disappointed you’d be, and I thought maybe this . . .”


I fumbled open the envelope. My legs felt like lead, my insides numb. How could she do this to me?


I pulled out a round-trip bus ticket to New York City and looked up at my mother questioningly.


“To visit Ursula,” she said. “I thought maybe if you saw—”


“Wow,” I said. “New York?”


My mother nodded. So the most exciting thing and the most disappointing thing that had happened to me in years happened all at once.





URSULA WAS THE only person I had ever known who lived in New York. And technically she didn’t even live in the city (she lived in Queens), but my teenage mind smoothed over these technicalities to the point where they were erased completely. When I was a kid, Ursula was in our house all the time. She baby-sat Melodie and me, and she worked for Doreen whenever Doreen needed extra help. She was my all-time favorite person as I grew up, until she broke my heart by leaving Weekeepeemie when I was ten to go to a two-year secretarial school outside Boston.


In preparation for my trip, I tore pages out of magazines, scribbled down the names of Broadway shows. I wanted to see Cats, La Cage aux Folles, A Chorus Line. I wanted to ride the subway and go to Bloomingdale’s. I went shopping with my mother before I left. We went to an outlet mall an hour from home, where, amid the plaid jackets and discarded cashmere sweaters, I spied complete and total fabulousness: a red leather jumpsuit marked down from six hundred dollars to one hundred. It was so far out of our price range that I could barely stand to look at it, but my mother pulled it off the rack anyway.


“Try it,” she said, handing it to me.


“But it’s so expensive!”


A dreamy look came over my mother’s face. “You’re only young once,” she said.


In the dressing room, I yanked off my Danskin top, untied my wraparound skirt. (I had a rainbow of these—they were my uniform. One in every color.) The red leather clung to my body like the second skin it was, transforming me from New Hampshire high school girl to someone who really ought to be in a Michael Jackson video.


“We’re buying it,” said my mother, looking at me in the community dressing room mirror.


“But, Mom . . .” I didn’t want to protest too loudly. I couldn’t believe she was going to buy it for me. I was torn—I didn’t want to be selfish, but looking at myself in the mirror, I saw a new Georgia Watkins, as if a red leather jumpsuit could change everything.


“No buts,” she said firmly. “It’s your birthday present.”


“But the trip to New York—”


“Never mind.” My mother smiled. “You have to have it.”





ON THE BONANZA bus from Weekeepeemie to New York, I wore my new outfit. Peeking out from the zippered top of the jumpsuit was my lavender scoop-necked Danskin top, and my eye shadow matched the Danskin top perfectly. I wore clear lip gloss with just a hint of pink, because I had read in all the magazines that if you emphasize one feature, you need to keep the others subtle. Strong eyes, subtle lips. Strong lips, subtle eyes. And so forth.


I couldn’t help but notice that people were looking at me funny, but I didn’t care. With my Farrah-esque waves and that jumpsuit, I felt like a million bucks. What did they know? In the land of L.L.Bean boots and flannel shirts, I saw myself as a strange, exotic flower. Everybody fabulous had started someplace else, some small, dead-end town where people didn’t understand them.


I held my head high, put on my dark glasses, and pretended to be a movie star. Never mind that a movie star would never find herself in the Danbury, Connecticut, bus terminal, switching buses, with her black LeSportsac overnight bag slung over her shoulder.


We were due to arrive at Port Authority in New York at five in the afternoon. I was sitting in the second to last row of the bus, because it was the only window seat available and I wanted to see our approach to New York. I hadn’t considered just how close the second to last row was to the bus’s bathroom, and by the end of the trip I was faint from trying to hold my breath. But then we rounded a bend on the highway and there was the George Washington Bridge, strung across the Hudson River, looking huge and majestic, just as it did in pictures. We crossed the bridge, then headed south into Manhattan. The bus lumbered down Columbus Avenue from 110th Street, and through the window all I could see were boarded-up buildings and abandoned storefronts, empty streets. Where were we? What New York was this?


The bus made a series of turns and then everything became dark and gray as we entered Port Authority. It never ceases to amaze me that people who visit New York for the first time don’t turn around and run back to whatever little corner of the world they come from. I mean, Port Authority? The place is—and was—and probably always will be a dump. It was even smellier and grosser than the second to last seat on the Bonanza bus. But was this what I noticed, at sixteen, climbing down the steps and onto the platform?


Not hardly.


There was Ursula, waiting for me on the platform. She was a big-boned woman, easy to spot in a crowd with her thick, long, wavy brown hair and her smart city suit. Even though she was on the tall side, Ursula always wore heels. In a sea of commuters, dowdy women who wore sneakers with their business attire, Ursula was perfectly turned out. She never would have been caught dead in a pair of Reeboks.


“Georgia!” She waved as I climbed down the stairs of the bus. “Over here!”


I slung my bag over my shoulder and walked over to her. I felt suddenly self-conscious in my red leather jumpsuit because, I realized, I did care what Ursula thought. She was a goddess. An urban goddess of chic.


“My God, let me take a look at you!” Her voice was low and booming, to go along with the rest of her commanding presence, and people turned and looked at me along with her.


“You’re gorgeous,” she exclaimed. It sounded funny when she said it: gaw-jus. She engulfed me in a hug and I breathed in her scent, which I knew was Jean Naté. I had started to use Jean Naté myself. That bright yellow-and-white bottle cheered me on every morning, and the song they played on the television commercial for the perfume—“Jean Na-tay, Jean Na-tay”—often ran through my head while I sat in math class, willing the minutes away.


Ursula linked her arm through mine and we strode through the dingy Port Authority terminal like actresses walking the red carpet at the Academy Awards. It was five-thirty—the middle of the evening rush—and buses and taxis were blaring their horns on Eighth Avenue. The pretzel vendor on the corner of Eighth Avenue, the heavyset policewoman directing traffic with a whistle in her mouth, the man on the motorcycle stopped at a red light—I tried to take it all in, but it was too much for me. I could barely breathe from so much excitement.
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“As kicky and flirty as a head of highlights.”
—~Publishers Weekly





