
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Custom Made Magic

The Seamier Side of Magic
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My first client of the day started weeping even before I accidentally stuck her with a pin. 

“It’s no use, I’m too fat,” Lina Lee wailed, peering in the mirror and pulling at the front of her custom-made dress. I sort of agreed with her, but I didn’t say it. This is what can happen when clients with figure flaws want designer duds. She reminded me of a fresh-baked cream puff with arms and legs. And a head, of course. 

Lithe young movie stars can get away with dressing like cream puffs. Pamela Van Plotz, my famous designer boss, says older gals should get that new thing called liposuction, and if they can’t do that, they shouldn’t wear designs that turn their butts into giant bubbles. 

On this topic, I kept my mouth zipped. It’s a fact of life in the custom clothing design business that nobody wants to hear the truth. Certainly not from a chubby young assistant who dresses most days as a New Wave pop star. I did my utmost to hide my own figure flaws while keeping my opinions about others’ to myself.

“The bodice fits you great,” I said. It did. The silk hugged her tummy and hips, thanks to the internal boning and neatly angled pleats disguising most of the fat ripples. However, the bouffant knee-length skirt was exploding with a surfeit of stiff, springy tulle petticoats. I wondered which of Pamela’s senior assistants had enabled this monstrosity. Probably Cindi. My nemesis. I felt gratitude the silk was cream instead of orange. Halloween was over.

I tucked a wayward pleat into place over one hip bulge, and then the pin thing happened, and she turned into a bat. 

“Oh, I’m so sorry,” I said, backing away. 

My client flapped around the ceiling of the dressing room, long wings whapping against the light fixture, protesting in high-pitched peeps. I covered my head as she dive-bombed me. We both careened off the wall.

“Sorry!” I said again. I returned the floor lamp to an upright position. I could guess what she was squeaking. I put my hands in my pockets and looked at the carpet. 

After a long minute, she calmed down and turned back into a late-thirties bottle-blonde-going-gray woman with bronzed skin, full hips, and a bit of a belly pooch. 

I handed her a fresh hankie from the stack of tissue-thin voile hankies embroidered with the hot pink Pamela Van Plotz logo. 

“You poked me,” she said, wiping her nose and handing the sodden square back to me. 

“Yes, I’m so sorry,” I repeated. I let the hankie waft into the stainless steel designer trash can to land on top of several others, remains of earlier client meltdowns. “But really, Ms. Lee, you look great. That color is perfect for you.” 

“Do you think so?” She patted the poufy skirt, making it bounce gently, and turned to the side as women do in diet pill commercials. 

I took a chance and said, “What would you think about shortening it just an inch or so?” 

She pondered her reflection. “Hmm. I do have great legs.” 

“I’ll get it altered right away,” I said, unzipping the invisible zipper in the back. “Would you like to wait in here or out in the main waiting area? It will be about twenty minutes.” 

The satin creampuff slid to the floor in a fluffy mound. I quickly picked it up and hung it by the hanger loops on the padded hanger while she stood in her nylon slip and stared into the mirror with a resigned expression on her pointy face. 

She sighed. “Can I have one of those dressing gowns?”

“Sure.” I reached into a hidden closet and grabbed a white silk robe. I helped her slip into it. She belted it around her waist. Our bright pink PVP logo covered the entire back of the robe above the belt. “Do you want a pair of slippers?” 

“Yes, please,” she said.

I hung her street clothes on a hook in the client cupboard and set her scuffed low-heeled sandals in there on the bottom. I gave her a pair of logo slippers along with the cupboard key. 

She minced ahead of me into the main fitting area waiting room, where two other women sat in plush pink chairs, wearing white dressing gowns. They nodded to Lina with narrowed eyes. She executed a graceful descent into an empty chair, picked up a Vogue magazine from the side table, crossed her shapely legs, and started turning the pages.

As I turned to leave, she looked up and said, “Oh, Frak?”

“Yes?” I said, turning back with my arms full of satin and tulle.

“Would you mind bringing me some tea? Earl Grey?”

“Me, too, please,” said one of the other women.

“I’ll have chamomile,” said the other one.

“Certainly, ladies,” I replied. I did not look at them too closely. I didn’t want to know what they would change into if I accidentally poked them with a pin. My world was full of strange things. “Let me get this to Alterations, and I’ll be right back.”

***
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I should introduce myself. My name is Frances Eleanor Blivens, but you can call me Frak, a nickname I’ve had all my life. I am third assistant to the famous Los Angeles designer, Pamela Van Plotz, premiere costumer and designer in L.A., owner of Pamela Van Plotz Design Studio (PVP), known for custom work for music groups, celebrities, movies, plays, and commercials. And lots of rich people. You might have seen her work, if you’ve watched any of the red-carpet star parades during the Oscars or the Emmys over the past fifteen years. At twenty-six, I’m her youngest assistant, which is why I get stuck with the “problem” clients. Assistants One and Two— Susan and Cindi—are in their forties and do their best to maintain the pecking order. Mostly they peck at each other. If I’m around, they take turns pecking on me. I don’t peck anyone. I’m at the bottom.

In the afternoon, I had one more fitting on my calendar. I wasn’t looking forward to it. Bitsy Oakwood was pickier than Lina Lee was. What irked me about Bitsy was that she was partial to Issey Miyake designs but resisted paying for the designer-quality silks and woolens the designs required. If you know anything about fashion, you know good fabric is essential. Even the most modish design fails spectacularly if you make it up in polyester-rayon twill. Trust me, I’ve tried.

Fortunately, for this holiday dress, Bitsy had selected a luscious mint green silk crepe. I crossed my fingers that she would approve the final fitting and walk out the door with her new gown. 

I checked the clock. Almost 2:30. I hung the new dress in Fitting Room 4. Then I loitered for a bit near the main lobby, hoping she would arrive on time. 

Sonja raised her eyebrows at me from behind the front desk. I skulked back to the dressing rooms and puttered around, tidying up, trying to look busy, afraid someone (Cindi, Susan, or God forbid, Pamela) would see me and chastise me for slacking and shirking. I vacuumed two fitting rooms, rearranged the racks of magazines, replenished stacks of hankies, and counted how many silk robes had gone out the door wadded up in customers’ handbags. I kept an eye on the clock, feeling antsy. If she arrived much later, there wouldn’t be time for Esperanza and her alterations team to do any revisions to the gown. They all left at 3:30.

Finally, after I’d polished the conference room table for the third time, I heard Sonja over the intercom. “Frak! Ms. Oakwood is here.”

I ran along the mezzanine to the main reception area. 

“Hello, Ms. Oakwood, hello!” I said, skidding to a wobbly stop in front of a tall willowy woman of indeterminate age. Her skin was so pale, it was practically transparent. She never wore makeup. Sometimes I got the feeling she was barely older than me. Other times, she seemed ancient. I couldn’t figure it out.

“Hello, Frak,” she said, smiling without showing any of her teeth, which were a bit crooked. “Sorry I’m so late. I got lost.” 

She was wearing a long pearl gray sweater coat. At first, I thought it had a hood, which would have been neat, but then I realized it was her hair, spread out over her shoulders and back. When did her hair turn so gray, I wondered. Or was it so blonde it looked white? Maybe it was the late afternoon sun coming through the skylights. 

“I have Fitting Room 4 ready for you,” I said, leading her along the mezzanine past empty dressing rooms to the one with a big 4 on the door. I pulled the drapes to give us privacy from people passing by.

“Lovely,” she said in a feathery voice. 

At the door, I stepped to one side so she could see the long pale green silk dress hanging on a padded hanger.

“There it is,” I said, sweeping my hand with a gesture I’d seen Cindi use. Somehow, she’d made it seem like a gesture of triumph. On me, just . . . trying too hard, as usual.

“There it is,” Bitsy said, staring at her new gown. She set her macramé tote on the visitor chair. “Is that all there is?”

“What do you mean?” I said, frowning. “It’s all there.”

“It seems so . . . thin.”

I wanted to say, yeah, like a nightgown, you mean? What was it with holiday dresses this year? All the rich women from Beverly Hills wanted to wear satin nightgowns to their fancy parties. Almost as if somebody sent around a memo. I didn’t say that, but she looked at me as if I had. Time to earn my pay.

“It’s a timeless style, very retro, perfect for your figure,” I said. “Built-in bra! Wait until you see it on you. I think you will agree, this dress was meant for you.”

She could have said, well, right, because you made it for me, didn’t you, but she didn’t, and I got busy helping her out of her sweater coat. Underneath she was wearing gray sweatpants and a faded khaki t-shirt. She did not explain her lack of stylishness, well, let’s be honest, frumpiness—in fact, she didn’t seem to notice, and of course, I didn’t ask what she was doing running errands in Hollywood in sweats and a t-shirt. Instead, I waited while she peeled down to her ivory lace bra and panties, which to my relief were top-of-the-line designer dainties. 

I removed the silk dress from the padded hanger and dropped it over her head and zipped up the invisible zipper in back. 

She was all bony angles. I held my breath. Under the gentle strategically placed lighting, the dress seemed to glow. In the mirror, her expression was unreadable. I was watching her face, so I missed the moment when her hair started floating. 

“Whoa,” I said. I stepped back to give her hair more room. Small objects started to emerge from among the strands. Was that a hummingbird? 

Something fell into my hand: a tiny green holly leaf. I held it to my nose and inhaled an exotic blend of cloves, moss, and winter sunshine. Dozens of glossy green leaves began extruding from her mossy hair and floating gently toward the floor. 

“You like it?” I asked.

“I love it,” Bitsy said. She lifted her arms and extended fingers that had somehow grown long and twiggy. “Oh, I’m sorry, am I making a mess? I’m just so thrilled. It’s better than I could have imagined.”

“I’m so glad you like it.”

She leaned forward at the waist and let her barely-there breasts settle in the dress to accentuate her cleavage. It kind of worked. All clients did this. I wondered what daytime talk show host had taught them this technique. Not wanting to be left behind, I had tried it, too, in the privacy of my own room. It did seem to rearrange the flesh in a more cloven way. I wasn’t sure that was a good thing.

By now, the client’s long white hair was sweeping the floor, looking like snowfall and scattering tiny leaves and red berries all over the carpet. “My sister will be absolutely green.” 

I thought she was looking a little green herself. Maybe it was my eyes. It looked as if her skin color was shifting to match the color of the dress. 

“Is there anything that needs altering?” I asked, crossing my fingers behind my back.

“No, I wouldn’t change a thing. It’s perfect.”

Relieved to the point of giddiness, I unzipped the back and lifted it over her head. She sighed, shedding a few more leaves. Slowly her hair retreated to its normal length and size. I hung the gown on the padded hanger and encased it in the logo-emblazoned dress bag while she donned her sweats and covered up with the long sweater. 

I opened the fitting room door and ducked as the hummingbird flew past us into the atrium. 

“Uh-oh, do we need to . . . ?” I said, pointing.

“It will find its way home,” Bitsy said.

We walked to the register. I handed the dress bag to Sonja. She hung it on a small rack. A delicious aroma of juniper and cloves and other things I could not identify wafted from Bitsy’s hair, making me feel like singing Joy to the World, even though I couldn’t carry a tune. Was the holiday spirit creeping up on me?

“Magical solstice to you, Frak, my dear,” Bitsy said, gently touching my hand.

“Thanks, same to you,” I said. 

Bitsy departed. I gazed after her, wondering what it would feel like to have no concerns about what others thought of your appearance. She clearly had none. I wasn’t ready to contemplate such cavalier fashion rebellion for myself, but I had to admit, I envied Bitsy her freedom. 

Sonja gave me the squint-eye. I left the reception area and wandered along the edge of the mezzanine, looking at the organized chaos below in the Pit. My friend Luz looked up from sewing some white lacy thing and waved at me. I grinned and waved. 

I saw Tim Roper, the production manager, scowling at me and hurried back to the design and fitting area. I wasn’t on the production staff, but I wasn’t part of the management team. I was basically nobody. Third Design Assistant meant I was barely on the PVP ladder, clinging with all ten fingers and toes. Should I let go? I liked my job, more or less, but I didn’t know where I fit in here at Pamela Van Plotz Design Studio. 

My feet hurt. I leaned on the railing and thought about my career trajectory. Did I even have such a thing? I thought I was doing good work for Pamela. I was certainly learning a lot about working with people. The clients seemed to like me, even some of the city’s richest and snootiest. Even the stranger clients liked me, despite the occasional pin poke. I got along well with my fellow employees. I rarely saw Pamela, which was probably for the best. Why did I feel dissatisfied? My dream was to launch my own clothing line. Working for Pamela was starting to seem less like a direct path and more like a detour.

A sharp voice interrupted my reverie. “Frak! What is all this garbage on the floor in Dressing Room 4?” 

***
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The final two hours of the day unfolded in similar fashion. By that, I mean, with Cindi and Susan giving me orders and with me following them. By 6:00 p.m. closing time, I was ragged and demoralized. I wished I had worn my flats, not my high-heeled boots. I knew this was what I had signed on for when I took the job. I mean, I didn’t expect it to be pain free. However, in return for the pain, I had hoped the job would advance my fashion design career. It was starting to look as if I were destined to be a sore-footed third assistant forever. 

Cindi locked the street-side door, flipped the hand-lettered Welcome, We Missed You! sign to Sorry, Miss You Already, and turned off the outside porch lights. Susan ushered the last few clients toward the back parking lot. I sat on a bench overlooking the Pit, took off my boots, and rubbed my feet. The sun had set at 4:30. The skylights in the ceiling glowed dark blue. I sighed. Another day gone, another few dollars in my pocket, another ton of money into Pamela’s pocket. 

“Aren’t the decorations lovely?”

Daisy Derryfield, one of the finishers, sailed past me toward the elevator with her arms full of red and green plaid somethings. 

“Tablecloths?” I guessed.

“Bridesmaids!” she responded. 

Not my client. Must be Cindi’s. She’s the only one who might have dressed Christmas bridesmaids in tablecloths.

“Did you see a hummingbird in here?” I asked.

Daisy didn’t hear me and kept going. 

I perused the rafters and noticed that while I had been vacuuming dressing rooms, someone had hung gold and silver tinsel along the balcony railings. White twinkly lights adorned the stair railing leading to the second floor. Someone, probably Daisy, had swapped out the pop music for holiday music. Bing crooned from a speaker in the wall above my head. I grimaced. Not a Bing fan. I’ll take the Clash any day. Apart from my preference for new wave music, it was barely December. The Thanksgiving turkey was still digesting in my lower forty, and now the Christmas season was barreling straight at us. My family had never been big on Christmas. We were more of a Halloween kind of clan. I had to admit, though, the twinkly lights were pretty.

I loved Pamela’s shop. The two-story square building occupied a former camera store on Highland Avenue in the Hollywood area of Los Angeles. The entire shop was painted white, inside and out, with hardwood floors and decorative natural wood wall accents. Several ceiling skylights faced north, illuminating the tall atrium with diffuse light during the day. Huge pendant lights suspended from the rafters lit the workspaces day and night. 

A broad white curved staircase connected the two floors. I spent half of each day running up and down those marble-stepped stairs. In three years, I’d lost five pounds working for Pamela. Only twenty more to go.

On the lower level was the production department, which we called the Pit, but not where Pamela could hear us. The sewing machines and pressing equipment were neatly arranged in rectangular cubicles. Each production person, okay, seamstress, had an industrial sewing machine, an overlock, a pressing table, a steam iron, and a long cutting table/desk, above which were head-high cubbies full of supplies and notions. 

Off to one side, tall steel racks held bolts of lining fabric, interfacing, and bins of zippers, thread, huge spools of hem binding, every notion you could imagine. Dividing the space was a long table where the twins, Marco and Ricardo Garcia, did their patternmaking. They were also in charge of cutting, which happened in a separate room tucked under the mezzanine to minimize noise. Ricardo was claustrophobic so the cutting room door stayed open. 

Up the marble stairs was the second level, the mezzanine, overhanging part of the Pit. Clients entered the main doors on this level from the two-story parking structure in the back. The magic unfolded the moment they stepped through the double doors. Entering the reception area, new clients were overwhelmed with enormous reproductions of costumes Pamela designed when she worked on Broadway, specifically from the wildest ballroom scenes. Pamela loved color, glitter, and glitz.

All the lights in the reception area were dim and pink. All the mirrors were just slightly funhouse. Consequently, even the heaviest, most sallow, most skeptical new client looked fabulously thin and glowing. By the time Cindi or Susan (or sometimes me) came to fetch new clients for their first design meeting, they were already wowed into pliable putty, ready to partake of our custom-made magic.

New clients were led along the balcony, giving them a glimpse of the heart of the operation below before whisking them into a tastefully appointed client meeting room and inundating them with photos, sketches, and fabric samples. Before they knew what had happened, we had them half-naked and submitting to our tape measures. Sometimes they would come to their senses and pull a crumpled sketch or photo from their purse, usually a last-season Dior or Chanel. “I was thinking something like this?” they would venture. Cindi or Susan would nod politely and file the photo in the client file, gone forever. 

Taking up one side of the mezzanine was the main waiting area for the fitting rooms, four small fitting/design rooms, and a good-sized conference room. Next to that was a large fitting room for large parties. We could accommodate up to twenty bridesmaids, although it could get a bit tight, depending on rivalries. Tucked at the end of the mezzanine was Pamela’s glass-walled office, which I always tried to avoid. If I accidentally caught her eye while she was pecking on the typewriter, she would wave me over for what she called a “heart to heart” and what I called a pointless interruption in my hectic day. 

Yesterday, for example, I was vacuuming the carpet outside the fitting rooms. Cindi and Susan were in Pamela’s office, sitting primly in the visitors’ chairs. I watched them talking and laughing out of the corner of my eye. When it seemed Pamela might look my way, I quickly bent to my task, which is why I didn’t see Pamela wave at me. Nor did I hear the first two times she called my name on the intercom. 

“Frak!” she yelled for the third time. I turned off the vacuum and looked around. Everyone in the Pit had stopped working to look up at the mezzanine. Pamela beckoned, clearly pissed. 

I pushed the vacuum cleaner into an empty dressing room, dusted my hands on my self-made jodhpurs, and trotted around the balcony.

“You rang?” I said, sticking my head into the office. 

Pamela adjusted her half-glasses and squinted at me over her massive Rolodex. “Yes. Just wanted to let you know we got the Harper wedding.”

“Oh, lovely. Congratulations,” I said. 

Quite a coup. The Harper wedding was the wedding of the season, according to the society pages. Allison Harper (real name Marian Yenkovic), a top-tier actress on a new hit sitcom, was marrying her childhood sweetheart, Bradley Sturm. 

Pamela smirked while Cindi and Susan preened. 

“Bride and bridesmaids?” I asked.

“Bride, ten bridesmaids, and both mothers!” Cindi said. 

“Allison Harper!” Susan sighed, clasping her hands. “Off the shoulder? White Chantilly lace? Erté-style draping?”

“Not a chance,” Cindi said. “Ivory silk crepe. Twelve foot mermaid train.”

Pamela broke in before Cindi and Susan could start hissing at each other like feral cats. “You guys do some sketches. We’ll see who gets Allison.” Pamela turned to me. “Frak, you’ll be working with Zena, the mother.” 

“Great,” I said, knowing it probably would not be great. In my experience, mothers of brides were lunatics. I tried to have compassion. You could hardly blame them. They envied their daughters for being the center of attention, they feared their own advancing age and mortality, and they resented the fact that they were going to hemorrhage money for the next three months to pay for every satin button, hidden girdle, and microscopic hand-sewn glass bead and fake pearl. 

“Have you notified the Apparel News?” Pamela said to Susan. 

“Yes, I called them this morning, right after you got the contract. Someone should be calling you this afternoon or tomorrow for some quotes.”

“Fabulous!” Pamela chortled. “Hewitt will be livid!”

“Hewitt” was Maxine Hewitt, Pamela’s top Los Angeles rival. They vied nonstop to dress the city’s celebrities. Getting the Harper wedding was a massive win for Pamela. I’d read that Pamela and Maxine used to be friends. I didn’t know what happened. They sure weren’t friends now.

“Okay, Frak, that’s all,” Pamela said, eyes on her typewriter keys. “Where’s the goddamn x on this thing?”

I left the office and headed back toward the vacuum cleaner but found myself waylaid by the thought of chocolate. The vending machine in the second-floor breakroom was well stocked with candy bars. I knew that because I was the one who stocked them. What would ease my anxiety today? Almond Joy? KitKat? Peanut M&Ms? Ignoring the twinge of guilt I always felt when I indulged in compulsive snacking, I fished in my pocket for spare change and went into the upstairs breakroom.

The first time I saw the upstairs breakroom, I was utterly dazzled. The walls were adorned with colorful photomurals of Pamela’s early theatrical designs. I used to just stand and stare. After three years, I was no longer impressed. To my mind, she’d lost her edge when she’d started chasing wedding gigs. I considered bridesmaids the kiss of death for a custom-clothing shop. It’s a truism in the business that bridesmaids hate their dresses, no matter how well they fit, and one out of ten will actually stiff you. 

Signed photos of celebrity clients hung above the stainless steel coffee machine and industrial sink. As the machine vended my daily medicinal chocolate fix, I examined the once-famous faces. In L.A., celebrities burst onto the scene and faded away, but chocolate never went out of style. Even though the vending machine held sliced bagels with cream cheese, roast beef on rye, and chicken wraps, all cocooned in clear plastic and looking scrumptious, I preferred peanuts or chocolate, ideally both. 

I grabbed my treat and headed for the stairs. I always waited until I was in the downstairs breakroom to open the wrapper and take the first bite. Even though the downstairs breakroom was dingy and dimly lit by flickering fluorescent tube lights, I felt at home there. An old radio on the counter played Mexican, Guatemalan, or Cuban music, depending on who turned the dial last. The vending machine here was mostly empty. Most of the crew brought their own food, which they stored in a huge white refrigerator. At lunchtime, the smell of homemade tamales wafted throughout the studio. 

Today, Luz sat at one of the round tables, elbows on the stained Formica surface, slurping Cheerios and milk from a big bowl and paging through a copy of Women’s Wear Daily.

“Have you heard David Bowie’s new album?” Luz said, as I came in. I sat at the table and ripped the wrapper off my Almond Joy. 

I nibbled around one of the almonds and shook my head. “Not yet. Kyle has a copy on layaway.”

“They are playing a song called Fashion on the radio.”

“Oh, yeah. I’ve heard it on KROQ.”

“’We are the goon squad and we’re coming to town.’ Does that sound scary to you?”

I shrugged. “It’s Bowie, what do you expect?”

“I’m going to . . .” Luz trailed off as her mother entered the room. 

Elena was not a tall woman but she looked formidable in her sewing apron. “Back to work, Mija.”

Luz upended the bowl and drained the milk into her mouth. “Okay, Mami.” She put the bowl and spoon in the sink and turned to leave. Elena blocked the doorway, arms crossed.

“What?” Luz said. 

Elena pointed to the sink.

“Ay!” Luz grumbled and went back to wash her dish and spoon. Elena looked at me and motioned with her thumb. I wasn’t her daughter, but I knew that gesture well: Get back to work. 

***
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One of my least-favorite tasks was to close at night. The shop, so energetic and cheerful during the day, became dark and foreboding after everyone had gone. I remembered the story of the shoemaker’s elves visiting at night to make shoes for the cobbler. I could not be sure any elves lurking in the shop wouldn’t tear me to shreds, despite our generous offerings of silk and ribbons. I’d read the fairy tales. Not all magical creatures were friendly.

I hurried through my routine. First, I checked the mezzanine offices for stragglers. Good. Nobody was working late tonight. The holiday spirit had goaded everyone out to enjoy the decorations. Or maybe they were motivated by the fact that there were scant few shopping days left until Christmas. 

Next, I checked the upstairs restrooms. No monsters. I quickly opened, closed, and locked the upper level utility closet door. I moved fast in case a mop made a break for freedom. I saw that movie with the brooms.

I turned the elevator off with a key and trotted down the stairs, hating how my footsteps echoed in the empty space. I poked my head into the cutting room and flicked off the lights. Plastic-wrapped bolts of new fabric stood against the walls like soldiers waiting for the signal to attack. I locked the door and closed it behind me. I quickly opened, closed, and locked the lower level utility closet door. I checked the downstairs restrooms. No elves. I limped around the Pit, checking all the power strips. 

Finally, I put on my vintage purple wool coat, turned off the back porch light, and exited through the heavy back door into the employee parking area. Only the dim yellow security light illuminated the key as I turned it in the lock. 

“Wait up, Frak.”

I eeped and skittered sideways, banging my hip on a metal railing before I recognized the voice. 

“Goddammit, Ed, I wish you wouldn’t do that,” I said. 

Ed Van Plotz fell into step beside me as I stomped to my dusty Toyota Corolla station wagon, which was parked ass to the wall, sandwiched between two trucks with barely room for me to open the door. Fortunately, Ed was fatter than I was, way too fat to follow me further. I yanked the door open as far as it would go and contorted my body into the driver’s seat, dragging my shoulder bag after me. 

“Luz won’t go out with me,” he said, putting his hands on my hood. “Can you talk to her?”

I rolled down my window and yelled, “You better not mess up my paint job.”

He quickly removed his hands. I laughed. My car was coated in layers of grimy L.A. dust. It was hard to discern the actual color of the paint.

“I have tickets to the Lakers.” 

“She hates sports,” I called through my window.

“How about a concert? Garth Brooks is in town. Do you think she likes country music?” 

“If it was the Wild Seals or David Bowie, maybe you’d have a chance.”

“David who?”

“Gotta go, Ed. Move!”

***
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I drove through dark side streets to my apartment near La Brea and Third. As usual, it took fifteen minutes to find a parking space. I hobbled in my torture boots two long blocks past boxy 1940s-style apartment buildings to the nondescript 1940s-style box I lived in with my roommates, Molly Carrington and Kyle Chen. Home at last.

Molly was hunched over the coffee table, pounding at her electric typewriter when I dropped my bag on the floor and hung my coat on the rack. I pulled off my boots and flexed my liberated toes on the hardwood floor of the foyer.

“Look at this, Frak!” 

“Ooh, chips.” I grabbed a couple chips from the bag on the table and leaned over to see her work. Long brown hair was escaping from a wispy bun on top of her head. She smelled like musk oil.

“What is it? I don’t get it.”

“It’s my business plan for my agency.”

“Oh, right. Cool.” I crunched a chip and she swatted me away. 

“Go eat that somewhere else. I have to finish this assignment tonight. It’s due tomorrow and next week is finals.”

“What’s for dinner?”

“Not sure, ask Kyle.”

I went into the kitchen. Kyle leaned over the stove, stirring something in a big aluminum pot. 

“What is that? It smells funny.”

Kyle held a dripping blue wooden spoon to his lips and pretended to slurp. The spoon drips didn’t look like any soup I’d ever seen. I moved closer. 

Something blue was bubbling. “Gross,” I said.

“I’m dyeing a t-shirt for my show,” Kyle grinned. 

“Navy blue?” I asked, plugging my nose.

“It will dry royal. That’s what the package says, anyway.”

I opened the refrigerator and examined its contents. I was hungry for something and it wasn’t salad, but that’s all I saw, taking up most of the main shelf, a big pile of shiny lettuce in a huge bowl. 

“That’s dinner?”

“Don’t worry, it’s got coconut.” 

“Are there, like, vegetables in there?”

“Peas. But they’re frozen. You won’t even taste them.”

***
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After we had eaten two helpings of salad each, we cleared the table. I washed and dried the dishes while Molly went back to her homework and Kyle pulled out his acoustic guitar to write a new song for his band. I put the dishes away and went in my room, where I surveyed the mess. 

Fabric scraps and bits of thread littered the floor. My bed was buried in fashion magazines and sketchbooks. I turned on the radio to KROQ and settled in front of my power sewing machine. 

I picked up where I’d left off the night before, sewing narrow rows of quilting onto silver vinyl. I planned to use the quilted vinyl for a sculptural peplum on a party dress for one of my private clients who loved Thierry Mugler designs as much as I did. She appreciated the sacrifice of wearing uncomfortable clothes to parties and concerts in order to amaze, entertain, and annoy her friends and rivals. Looking great sometimes demanded suffering. 

“What are you wearing to the thing?” 

I looked up. Molly leaned on my doorjamb. 

“You mean the company party? I don’t know yet. I was hoping to score some scraps from the bin at work. What do you want to wear?”

I was the unofficial stylist for the household. Molly and Kyle knew they could count on me to dress them in style. Some kind of style. Frances Blivens style. 

“Say, Moll, what do you think I should name my line? Should it be Designs by Frances Blivens? Or just Blivens?”

“Why not Frak?” 

“Really? Does it seem a bit . . . short?”

“It’s like Cher, right? You don’t need more than one name if you are Cher.”

“Right. Like Chloe.”

“Like Madonna.” 

“Or Chanel.”

“Right.” 

We laughed. Molly was clearly more familiar with singers than she was with fashion designers.

Molly and Kyle were excellent roommates who had become my best friends. I first met them when I was a few months into the fashion design program at LA Art and Design Institute. They were both in the music program. The artists tended to hang out with the musicians, or was it vice versa, not sure. Creatives somehow found each other. Molly was a voice major, Kyle a music major. They were already a couple by the time we became friends. 

After graduation, I went to work for Pamela Van Plotz. Molly transferred to Cal State L.A. for business, and Kyle dropped out to start a band. Well, several bands. A new band every other week, it seemed. Molly managed all his bands. No matter what the band was called, I was a loyal fan. Over the years since graduation, we had stayed in the area and kept in touch. 

A few years ago I rented a two-bedroom apartment, thinking I would use one room for my home studio. When Molly and Kyle needed a place, it seemed natural to invite them to move in with me, rather than force them to search for cheap housing in the Valley. I was grateful to have such cool roomies. They could do better. I was easily the most slovenly of the household. Certainly, I ate the most. 

So far, it was working well, although sometimes when I heard Molly singing in the basement laundry room, I wondered if she was sad that she had traded her singing career to pursue a business degree. She had envisioned a career as a pop diva, along the lines of Barbra Streisand. I empathized. I wanted to be a painter before I switched my major to fashion design. I had hoped to be the next Gustav Klimt. 

“You need to have something to fall back on,” my father used to say. Repeatedly. My father was from the do what you love and you’ll probably starve camp. “Art is a hobby, Frak, not a profession.” 

I could hardly argue with my father’s fears, considering how few artists made a decent living while they were still alive. Same with singers. And musicians, for that matter. 

All three of us were in the same boat. Molly and I saw the writing on the wall. I ended up at Pamela’s. Molly enrolled in business school, hoping to launch a music management agency after graduation. Only Kyle refused to give up his dream of playing in a band. He was the only one so far who had more or less achieved his dream. Usually more on the less side, which is why he spent his weekdays working as a mechanic at Pep Boys. Lucky for me, he kept our old cars running. 

I could count on my friends for moral support. My parents were not such reliable cheerleaders. When Pamela hired me as third assistant at PVP, my father had offered lukewarm congratulations. He was happy I was earning a living wage. His fondest wish, I knew, was that I would move home to Beaverton, Oregon, where he could keep an eye on me. He was a great dad, but he could be a little clingy. I suppose it’s hard to see your children grow up. 

My mother, on the other hand, was a supportive realist. She knew a big reason I moved to Los Angeles was to escape my father. We talked once a month on the phone, more than enough for both of us. I could count on her for a couple twenties in a taped-up envelope and the occasional care package of M&Ms. 

“As long as you are safe, fed, and happy, we are happy,” she said. The truth was, they were busy. They didn’t have time to worry about me. All their kids had flown the nest, leaving them free to travel. Dad was teaching Mom how to drive their 26-foot RV. One of my recurring nightmares was that they would show up on my doorstep. 

Molly waved her hand in front of my face.

“Forgot to tell you, that comedian guy called.”

“Barry Bartholomew?”

“He wants to talk to you about making another suit with even bigger shoulders.”

“Whoa. Those were some big shoulder pads in that last suit. Well, whatever he wants. I’ll call him in the morning.”

“Listen, it’s that new band, New Order,” Molly said, crossing my room to turn up the radio. We listened to the song in silence, appreciating a new sound. 

“Love it,” I said. 

“I’d like to manage a group that makes that sort of music,” Molly said. 

“You will,” I said. “Or something even better.”

***
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I closed, Susan opened, and so most days, I didn’t feel much pressure to show up to work right at the stroke of 7:00 a.m. when the production staff arrived. However, Monday mornings were staff meeting days at PVP Design Studio, so on the following Monday, I clawed my eyes open and slunk into work to prop myself against the shelves at the back wall of the Pit, yawning behind my hand.

Luz waved at me from across the Pit. She sat in her mother’s chair because Ed had commandeered hers, putting some serious stress on the springs. That swine.

I leaned against protruding ends of round cardboard tubes holding yards of lining and listened to my fellow PVPers bragging about their upcoming trips to Mazatlán, Cabo, Hawaii, and Tijuana. We had an entire nine days off—two weekends and the whole week in between. 

“I’m leaving Friday night after the party, going straight to Burbank,” Tim said. “I hope there’s no snow in Chicago. I don’t want to get stuck overnight at O’Hare like we did last year.”

Esperanza, our head seamstress, sat on a folding chair with Elena, Luz’s mother, on one side and her husband, Oscar, on the other. Esperanza gave me a big smile, Elena a tepid grimace. We all got along well at work, but I suspected Elena thought I was a bad influence on her daughter. Luz was barely twenty. I was only six years older. Nobody considered me an adult. Possibly because of the way I dressed. Today I had gelled my chin length hair into a sculptural wave that preceded me by a good four inches. I had added some kohl around my eyes, accentuated by streaks of bright green cat-eye shadow, the same green as my wide-shouldered rip-stop nylon jumpsuit. 

Wilhelm, our head tailor, frowned at me. “Where you come up with such crazy thing?” It took me a second to translate his Eastern European accent. 

“I saw it on a music video,” I said. 

“What is music video?” he asked.

“I’ll show you later, Pop,” Ivan said. 

Ivan was Wilhelm’s apprentice, although he seemed more like an indentured servant. Father and son worked together in a glass-walled cubicle at the other end of the Pit. Ivan was no teenager. He had to be almost thirty. Wilhelm was a tough taskmaster. He was an excellent tailor, though, I had to admit. Ivan seemed to be learning the ropes. He even looked like his dad. Both men had impressive overbites. Both wore gray wool slacks and white cotton shirts with their sleeves rolled up to the elbows. The only differences were that Wilhelm wore wingtips and Ivan wore Nikes. And Ivan had more hair. On his head. Wilhelm’s hair seemed to have migrated to his arms, which sported long white fuzz. Ivan’s arms were slick as glass. 

Wilhelm adjusted his wire-frame glasses on his beaky nose and peered at my outfit more closely. After a long moment, he patted my shoulder.

“You keep trying. You learn.”

Elena leaned toward Esperanza and said, “I heard that Pamela turned down a contract to design gowns for some pageant kids.”

Esperanza nodded. “I heard that, too. For an entire pageant season.”

“What are pageant kids?” Ivan asked me. 

“Kids who compete in beauty pageants,” I replied. “Like Miss America but for five year olds.”

Ivan looked at me sideways, frowning.

“I wish I were joking,” I said. “Speaking of Miss America, there she is.”

Pamela descended the stairs with her entourage behind her. If she’d had a train, Cindi and Susan would have been carrying it. To compensate, Susan proudly carried a stack of framed certificates. After Cindi came Oscar’s administrative assistant, Daphne. She held a big manila envelope, which I hoped contained our Christmas bonuses.

Tim pulled a fitting platform into a clear space and helped Pamela step onto it. She gazed out over the assembled crew. In her bright yellow jacket and black harem pants, she looked like a queen addressing her hive of worker bees. From this angle, I could see the protruding abdomen she took such pains to camouflage. I felt a twinge of satisfaction, quickly followed by a wave of guilty compassion. I had no right to judge: It’s not as if my stomach were flat. She probably had an industrial strength spandex tummy panel in the front of her pants, holding back the flood of flab. The jacket was superbly tailored, Wilhelm’s work, no doubt, nipping her waist and flaring gracefully over her hips. She looked great. For an aging design diva. 

“Merry Christmas, everyone!” she said. “I know we are all looking forward to our holiday break, right?”

Daphne began handing out red envelopes, wishing each recipient a merry Christmas. 

“Cabo, here I come!” said Evie, one of the sewers. We applauded. She’d been saving all year for her Club Med trip, where she hoped to meet the man of her dreams. 

“Are you going home for Christmas, Frak?” Esperanza asked me over her shoulder. 

“No, this year my folks are going to Reno in their new motorhome.”

“Hope they know how to drive in snow,” Oscar said. I grimaced. It would be just like my parents to get stuck in a blizzard in Nevada. 

Daphne leaned between Esperanza and Elena and handed me my red envelope. I resisted the urge to open it. I knew it wasn’t much. In my mind, I’d already spent it five ways before I folded it in thirds and put it in my jumpsuit pocket.

“We have some employee awards to present now,” Pamela announced. She waved at Susan, who handed up the first frame with a self-conscious flourish. Pamela ignored her and held up the frame.

“Attention, everyone. Big round of applause! Our employee of the year is . . . Oscar Oppenheimer!”

Oscar stood and bowed. Everyone clapped for the man who signed our paychecks. Esperanza beamed. They were a cute couple. I’d discovered that PVP Design Studio was literally a family workplace. Oscar and Esperanza were married. Sonja and Daphne were sisters. Marco and Ricardo were brothers, twins no less, although they weren’t identical. Wilhelm was training his son Ivan to follow in his tailoring footsteps. Elena was training her daughter, Luz. And of course I couldn’t forget Ed Van Plotz, Pamela’s annoying son, lounging in Luz’s chair as if he been invited. 

Oscar strolled over to the dais and received his award. He looked mildly pleased. I doubt he was surprised, having paid the bill to have the certificates printed and framed. He resumed his chair, handing the award to Esperanza, who held it proudly on her lap. 

“Next, winning our annual award for excellent customer service is . . . the fabulous Susan Ninepin!”

Cindi tried not to scowl as Susan went through her own Miss America routine, flapping her hands in front of her face.

“Oh, thank you, thank you, Pamela, thank you!” We all held our breaths as she minced to the platform in her impossibly high-heeled slides and received her award. A smattering of applause prompted her to curtsey to the crowd. Maybe some of us were just a little disappointed she made it without tripping.

“Oh, brother,” Ivan said.

“Didn’t she win last year?” someone murmured. 

“The next award is for excellence in operations management. Tim, come on up here!” 

Tim turned red under his bristly mustache. For all his gruffness, he was really very shy. Pamela handed him the award and pretended to not want to let it go, which made Tim turn even redder. 

“Are they having an affair?” Ivan whispered to me. 

Shocked, I contemplated that scenario. Pamela and Tim? Affair? That put a whole new spin on things.

“I’m kidding,” Ivan laughed. “Tony would gut him.” 

Tony was Antonio Merchant, Pamela’s husband. We rarely saw Tony around the shop. As a major investor in many L.A. businesses, he preferred to keep a low profile. Gutting Tim for having an affair with his wife would certainly attract some unwanted attention. Well, Tony gutting anyone would be front-page garment industry news. 

“You’re nuts,” I said. 

Pamela snapped her fingers. “Next!” she barked. 

Susan handed Pamela the final framed award. 

“You will all be pleased to know, the award for most improved performance goes to . . . Edward Van Plotz! Eddie, baby, come up here and get your award.”

Ed levered himself out of Luz’s chair and lumbered over to receive the frame. Pamela leaned down to kiss his cheek but he waved her away. 

“Sorry, baby,” she laughed. “I keep forgetting you are all grown up.”

Ed turned to lumber back to his seat, but Luz had reclaimed her chair while he was gone. He shrugged and planted his butt on a pile of interfacing on a nearby portable worktable. He held his award out for Luz to get a closer look. She tossed her head and ignored him. 

“Finally our award for perfect attendance goes to . . . Frak Blivens. Here you go, Frak. Thanks for not missing a single day.” 

I squeezed between Elena and Esperanza and went to collect a paper certificate of attendance. Pamela handed it to me without taking her eyes off her list of announcements. I returned to my spot along the wall. Ivan took the certificate from me and examined it. 

“Do I detect a pattern here?” Ivan mused. 

“Pattern? What pattern?” Wilhelm said. 

“Not that kind of pattern, Pop,” Ivan said. He handed my award back to me. Was he growling slightly? His overbite seemed more prominent than I remembered. I noticed his arms had grown a fine layer of dark brown . . . fur? Was that there before? I smelled a brackish, watery, woodsy smell coming from him, reminding me of creek-side hikes in Oregon’s damp forests. Lichen and decomposing leaves underfoot, the sound of water burbling over smooth river rocks . . . I shivered. Who was this guy?

Pamela clapped her hands to get our attention. “Don’t forget, the holiday party is Friday, people. We’ll be closing at 4:00. The caterers will be here at 4:30.”

“Dancing till dawn?” Esperanza asked, taking Oscar’s hand and giving him a happy grin.

“Not likely,” Pamela laughed. “We all have planes to catch.”

“Will there be caviar?” called Daisy. 

“Maybe,” Pamela laughed. “Wine and cheese, for sure. And plenty to drink! Wear your holiday best. We’ll have a photographer here to take some special photos, which we will be sending to the L.A. Times, the L.A. Weekly, Women’s Wear, the Apparel News, W, Cosmo, etcetera, etcetera, etcetera. Be beautiful, people! If you need some fashion advice, talk to Cindi or Susan.”

I sighed. Was it too much to hope someday people would come to me for fashion advice?

“I have an idea,” Ivan said to me. “Let’s unionize.” He grinned, displaying enormous front teeth.

I laughed nervously. “Right, that would be something, wouldn’t it!” 

At that moment, one leg of the work table under Ed gave out with a loud crash. He and the pile of interfacing slid onto the floor in a heap. His award skittered across the hardwood, coming to rest at bottom of the platform where his mother stood. The glass cracked and spilled onto the floor with melodious tinkling plinks. 

I noticed Luz was laughing. The table leg that collapsed was the one closest to her chair. She crossed her legs at the ankle and examined her Reeboks and heather gray leg warmers.

Pamela snapped her fingers at Tim. Tim hopped over to offer a hand so she could descend the platform. The meeting was over. As usual, Pamela headed straight for the elevator. She could descend a platform or a stairway in grand style, but I’d never seen Pamela ascending the stairs I trotted up and down multiple times per day. 

As my fellow employees disbanded, I got a broom from the utility closet and started sweeping up the glass.
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Chapter 2
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“Get your hands off me!”

Mrs. Marvin growled over her shoulder at her friend Mrs. Cleeve, who was attempting to zip the zipper on the back of Mrs. Marvin’s skin-tight dress. 

Mrs. Cleeve retreated with her hands in the air. “All right, dear, just trying to be helpful.” She stood back, smirking into the mirror and smoothing her relatively slim stomach. Her mocha-colored nylon slip hugged her trim figure. For an older woman, she was in great shape. Mrs. Judkins, the third member of the group, sat in a chair in her navy blue nylon slip, holding an old copy of Ebony magazine on her lap.

Mrs. Marvin looked at me. “Little help here?”

I moved behind her and grasped the zipper pull. “Deep breath in,” I said into her ear. “And out, all the way out, push! Now hold!” I quickly eased the zipper over the rolls of back fat to the top of the neckline. “There you go, easy as pie.”

Mrs. Marvin sent a look to Mrs. Cleeve, who pretended to be preoccupied with a snag in her nylon slip. Mrs. Judkins and I admired the dress, a curve-hugging sheath made of eye-watering pink linen. 

“Lovely,” Mrs. Judkins said. “You are a true vision of God’s grace, Sister.”

Mrs. Marvin bobbed her head. I noticed her eyes seemed to be rolling more rapidly than usual.

“Are you okay?” I asked.

She nodded and fluttered a hand toward her chest.

“Breathe!” I said.

“I can’t,” she croaked.

“Oh, dear, is it a wee bit too tight?” said Mrs. Cleeve.

I contemplated the three women and sighed. Only a few days until the holiday break. I was looking forward to a week off. Some clients required more patience than I could muster at times. 

Standing in their slinky lacy slips, the three women looked like escapees from the lingerie pages of a 1960s Sears catalog. These three were a small sampling of the many church members we served. In my mind, I called them Church Ladies, because dressing up to go to church was their main reason for living. Among some South L.A. Baptist congregations, it was social suicide to wear the same dress to church twice in one year. Only the affluent could afford a new dress every week. Of those affluent, only a dozen or so women spent their husbands’ money on bespoke outfits. The rich flaunted their wealth in the form of designer fabrics and gargantuan custom-made hats. The poorer members of the flock chose cheaper fabrics and smaller hats. However, down to the last grandmother, whether they chose silk or polyester, they all fought to be the most au courant. 
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