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CHAPTER ONE

Mothers and Daughters

Passing Down the Thrift Gene

 
 
 
Back in the mid-nineties, while I was visiting my parents in Miami, I was desperate for something to wear to lunch at the newly opened Delano Hotel, the place to be seen on South Beach at that moment. I was meeting an old girlfriend from my modeling days, a woman who now moves with a crowd in Manhattan a few notches above my social circle. I wanted to look good, and I wanted to be cool, literally. It was a ninety-eight-degree day.


Tucked in a drawer in my mother’s dresser, which was jammed to overflowing with odd remnants like a monogrammed linen handkerchief and a single baby’s shoe, I found an old navy blue slip whose fabric felt like rose petals in my hands. I knew that my mother had tucked away hundreds of such items throughout our house—from her youth, from the childhoods of my four sisters and brother and me—but I didn’t know that this had belonged to my grandmother, Mom’s mother, until I asked if I could borrow it.


Navy is not my best color, but I was in a bind, and I figured that if  Madonna could wear a slip out in public, so could I. I put it on, and it fit beautifully, hitting just below the knee. It wasn’t sheer, so nothing significant was exposed—no nipples, no panties. I cinched the waist with an inexpensive black stretch belt and completed the outfit with sexy, strappy black sandals and a python-patchwork clutch.


As I prepared to leave the house, my father was baffled. “Where’s your dress?” he asked.


“This is my dress,” I told him, and because I am his youngest daughter, my dad has seen it all and knows when to stop asking questions. He shook his head and laughed.


As I walked onto the Delano’s terrace—a seductive sea of overstuffed wicker sofas draped with tanned bodies sporting Dior sunglasses, perfectly pressed Italian linens and rhinestoned Manolos—I was a bit nervous, though I knew I looked good and could hold my own with this crowd. My self-confidence kicked into high gear the minute I spotted my friend and her lightning-quick head-to-toe appraisal of my outfit confirmed my gamble. We exchanged an air kiss, and her first question was, “Where did you get that dress?” She was smiling the smile of a woman who always buys the best—or the most expensive, and equates that with “best”—and who also appreciates a great find.When I told her the source, she immediately responded, “Is there another one in that drawer?”

 
Lucky for me, my mother had style even when our family didn’t have much money. Of course, when I was a little girl growing up in Miami, I didn’t know this. My mother was simply an embarrassment to me and my siblings because of:

How she dressed—Roman sandals and loud prints, sometimes going braless.

Where she shopped—Goodwill and church rummage sales. 

Her choice of deodorant for herself and her family—baking soda.

And what she expected us to wear—secondhand clothes, usually with “good” labels.

None of our friends had a mother quite like ours—Mom was a strong-willed, hot-tempered feminist, though I never heard that word used in our house. She hated—and still avoids—any kind of housekeeping, yet she would spend time almost every week carefully ironing our organdy and cotton dresses so we would be presentable for church. She was, and still is, a woman whose life can be marked, at least in part, by the clothes she wore—new and used—for minor and major moments in her family’s life.

 
 
Mom got her sense of what was “good” from her own mother, Marie Neylon, a woman whose hair was always pulled into a bun, stray gray strands held in place by tortoiseshell combs, a woman whose “old country” (Bohemia-Hungary) way of doing things was an embarrassment to her only daughter, Jacqueline. Grandma cooked potato pancakes and beef stew with fluffy dumplings, boiled her bedsheets with bluing in copper pots after they came out of the wringer washer and braided her own rugs using upholstery fabric remnants. She was a woman who could sit in the basement for hours on end “picking” feathers, emerging with a halo of fluff on her head after separating the down—the softest, finest feathers—from larger, sharper feathers, so she could make the best down-filled pillows.

None of this sat well with Mom, who will be the first to admit she was a spoiled, unappreciative child when she was  growing up on the south side of Chicago. Mom wanted a  modern mother, someone who went to the beauty salon, served “American” food and aspired to own wall-to-wall carpeting, rather than sneering at it.

But Grandma Neylon did embrace at least one pastime the two of them could share: She loved to shop, and she patronized only the nicest stores, even though there was very little extra spending money for a family of five living on a policeman’s salary. While my grandfather might be wearing a secondhand camel-hair coat—my mother remembers a man more interested in good books than clothes, as long as his uniform passed inspection—his two sons were dressed in Belgian linen suits, and his daughter never wore a hand-me-down.

In the thirties, Grandma Neylon’s idea of a pleasant day away from her household duties was to take Mom to Marshall Field, which filled a twelve-story granite building covering a whole city block in downtown Chicago. Once inside this elegant store, Grandma would charge a half pound of fancy mixed nuts, freshly scooped into a box and still warm. Then, pecans and cashews in hand, she and my mother would munch their way from department to department, admiring all the nicest merchandise, lingering in the vast furniture department because that was my grandmother’s favorite and shopping for clothes for my mother whenever she needed them. Invariably, at the end of the day, my grandfather would be circling the block in the family car, because they were always late getting back to their prearranged pickup spot.

Her tastes refined by all those hours of browsing, my grandmother scrimped and saved—and, sometimes, lived beyond her  means—so she could buy sterling flatware (one piece at a time), Dresden compotes, Oriental rugs, a nine-foot mahogany dining table and other good things, things that would last beyond her lifetime, things she and her husband could leave to their two sons and daughter.

Her eye for quality never wavered, even when she wasn’t in Marshall Field or Carson, Pirie, Scott, another of her favorite stores.

My mother remembers visits to the homes of friends and acquaintances where Marie, out of the blue and much to her daughter’s dismay, would admire a piece of furniture and put a preemptive bid on the table. “If you ever want to get rid of this . . . ,” she would say, without skipping a beat in the conversation.
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And she was confident enough about what her daughter would like that she once took it upon herself to buy my mother’s dress for her senior prom, surprising Mom with a full-length white crepe gown and a cranberry red full-length velvet coat. “It was beautiful,” Mom says, sounding as pleased at eighty as she was at seventeen.

But, almost inevitably, the old-fashioned mother and her more modern daughter eventually did battle. “If my mother said it was black, I said it was white,” my mother says regretfully. The same went for all things old and new. As a single woman still living at home but determined to create her own life and her own look, Mom renounced any interest in inheriting the possessions Grandma Neylon had so carefully collected.

“Fine,” said my grandmother. “I’ll give everything to my grandchildren.”

But my grandmother’s influence, at least when it came to style, had already stuck, no matter how much my mother might fight it.

A striking, slender woman—almost six feet tall, with thick black hair and the perfect posture that comes from twelve years in a Catholic girls’ school—my mother wore clothes well, and by the time she was twenty she had charge accounts at her two favorite stores. Saks Fifth Avenue and Peck & Peck, both New York based, had invaded Chicago, and any allegiances Mom felt toward Marshall Field were dashed by her desire for beautiful suits. It was where she wore the suits, though, that is more memorable to her than the clothes themselves.

From 1944 until 1948, Mom worked as a secretary to the medical director of the Manhattan Project at the University of Chicago, surrounded by some of the smartest scientists in the world, all of them working in high secrecy on an atomic bomb and aware that Germany was doing the same.

In the weeks just before the bomb was dropped on Japan, Mom was the secretary assigned to type a petition letter signed by many of the most famous members of the Chicago operation. It was addressed to President Harry Truman, and it opposed on moral grounds the use of the bomb in Japan. She does not remember what she wore that day.

 
 
One more thing about my Grandma Neylon: She was a major snob when it came to labels and stores.

“There is nothing as lowly as Grand Rapids furniture,”  Marie proclaimed more than once in the privacy of her home and to her closest friends, in one breath damning all the work coming out of what was already considered the “furniture capital of America.” But her in-laws’ wedding present to her and my grandfather had been a mahogany armchair that Marie considered poorly made—and it had come from Grand Rapids.

Her disdain was equally sharp for anyone who shopped for anything at Montgomery Ward. In her book that was not a store for people with taste, people who bought for the long haul—for someone like her, a woman who wore one wool cape for decades, a cape Mom has worn, too, and which she still cherishes. And, on this last point, the gene was cleanly passed from mother to daughter.

As for the Grand Rapids chair: It sits in the foyer of my parents’ home, where it has withstood the test of time, and me and my siblings.

 
 
Still single in the late forties, my mother moved to Miami with hopes of finding a fresh life and a man she could marry. Ideally, he would be Catholic, but she was flexible. After all, she was twenty-five; most women her age had married years earlier.

My dad, at twenty-nine, was also looking to get married. Yet the match, at least on the surface, was an odd one. George Houtte, who had fled to Miami to escape harsh New England winters, was, and still is, a practical, soft-spoken man whose only religion was hard work. He didn’t believe in charge cards or debt of any kind, save a mortgage on your house. You paid cash  or you didn’t buy. He was also good with his hands; he would build their first house with a lot of sweat and $4,000.

Nine months after they met, Jackie and George were married simply in a church rectory—and the only wedding gift Mom remembers is an ivory silk and lace peignor set from her parents. Mom agreed to Dad’s ideas about money, and Dad agreed to raise their children as Catholics. And that is how they lived, even after I was born ten years later, the last of their six kids. Parochial-school tuition was a given by then, and credit of any kind was still taboo—even when the floor panels in the car were so rusted out that we could stick our feet through them. No, if we couldn’t afford something new, we would make do with what we had—and anyway, you drove cars till they dropped. The Houttes had definitely not bought into the “keeping up with the Joneses” way of thinking, no matter how much that might pain their children.

But this didn’t mean that my mother had forsaken all interest in nice things. Never. A few of Mom’s beautiful clothes from her previous life as a single woman still hung in her closet, buried among weary maternity tops and worn stretch pants and a few church dresses. She couldn’t part with them, even if it took only the first few babies before she lost the battle with her waistline, and those fitted and unforgiving wool suits stayed on their hangers for good.

And when there was money to spend—when Dad’s work as a bricklayer, roofer, carpenter and builder was thriving because the South Florida economy was on a boom swing—Mom shopped just like her mother, if not more so. The seeds of “good” and “junk” had been sown and had flourished, influencing Mom’s decisions on everything from cereal to swing sets. At the grocery store, she refused to buy house brands and she seldom bought  prepared foods—heaven forbid that a cake mix find its way into  her kitchen. To our dismay and her credit, Kool-Aid and Coca-Cola seemed as evil to her as an electric washing machine—“an invention of the devil”—had seemed to her mother. When Mom and Dad bought a sofa and matching chairs, it was the best, Heywood-Wakefield rattan, and while the kids down the street might get new bikes from Sears for Christmas—fresh out of the box, with shiny plastic tassels on the handle grips—not us. Mom would make it known just how inferior she regarded the quality of those bikes to be—and speculate, probably accurately, on just how much charge-card debt those bikes had required—as if this would make us feel any happier about getting a nice used  Schwinn with a few dings in the paint. She loved Schwinns and our bikes did last a long time, and, to be fair, the new shiny bikes down the street didn’t stay new and shiny very long.

Mom didn’t ignore our desires entirely—there were new  Betsy Wetsy dolls, RCA record players and Erector sets that found their way under the Christmas tree, too—but she was most proud of her “buys,” as if finding a sharply reduced Madame Alexander ballerina would guarantee her a spot in the Smart Shopper Hall of Fame. One year my sister Susan received a giant stuffed black poodle, not because she had asked for it but because it was an expensive German-made Steiff, discovered heavily marked down on Christmas Eve. Mom was smart about such things, as the assorted eBay postings for vintage Steiff toys confirm today, even if there are more sellers than buyers.

Such gifts were memorable in a way, but our neighborhood self-esteem often took a temporary beating when it came time to compare gifts with other kids. We were different.

When my mother did pay full price, and put her own taste on hold, it was usually because she was buying a gift for her mother-in-law, something special that was never marked down, like a Whiting & Davis purse, a gold charm or a Hummel figurine. These moments were difficult for Mom, but she knew she didn’t have a choice. Grandma Houtte was “hard to buy for,” and it was always quite obvious when Mom bought wrong.

But Mom was shopping for her own mother, and herself, the day she bought a simple black B.H. Wragge sheath she can still describe as if she wore it yesterday—“it had a British-tan belt that rested on the hips; your father loved it.”

Mom paid full price, $60, without hesitation, but with no joy, because she needed something to wear to her mother’s funeral.
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After my grandfather had died years earlier, before I was born, Grandma Neylon had moved to Miami to be closer to her daughter. Grandma lived maybe twenty minutes from us, in a small, lovely home that included a closetful of toys for our frequent visits. She had asked my father to build the house for her, and, amazingly, had entrusted Mom and Dad with creating a design incorporating ideas from magazine photographs she sent to them. Now she was dead, after a car accident had killed her instantly, and Mom had nothing in her closet that was appropriate to say good-bye.

Grandma was sixty-three, Mom was thirty-nine, and the funeral service remains rich in my mother’s mind for many things, including these words, from a friend: “Marie always had style.” 

I was only three when Grandma Neylon died, so most of what I know of her comes from my siblings and my parents, and from the pieces of her life that she left behind, like her four-poster mahogany bed. Fortunately, by the time she died, her relationship with my mother had begun to mellow. Mom had even come to appreciate much of what my grandmother had brought with her to Miami, so I grew up surrounded by a number of her heirlooms.

I am thankful for my grandmother’s passion for good things, because I have mementos of her life that tell me who she was—even something so simple as that navy blue Barbizon slip (“Size 20 Miss,” the label says, “U.S. patent number 2,480,882”) that I wore to the Delano and will wear again. I know, from my mother, that Grandma Neylon was a strong, independent woman. And that’s how I see myself, too, whether I’m dressed in a slip for a fancy lunch or just sitting in a bathrobe at home, paying my own bills.

Whenever I see a B. H. Wragge label, which is rare, I think of my own mother, and that will be the case for the rest of my life. The black Wragge, which Mom topped with a French blue mohair sweater for the funeral, became a Sunday-mass dress for the rest of its life, until she wore it out. And two other Wragges also took Mom through many years of Sundays: a simple pale blue sleeveless linen sheath and a short-sleeved, tweedy-weave, dusty pink wool suit with a wide rolled collar.

Mom kept both of those outfits, worn but still pretty, and to touch them now is to instantly connect to my mother’s sense of style and to be given a concrete sense of an era I am too young to remember. I know that the suit and dress will be worn again by  me or one of my sisters or nieces, not because we are stuck in the past or trying to re-create it but because they are still wonderful pieces of clothing, worthy of another generation of memories.

 
 
Six kids don’t leave a stuck-at-home mother much time for shopping. But once a year through the late fifties and sixties, as finances permitted, my mother would spend a day by herself at Lincoln Road Mall in south Miami Beach. In that era the typical shoppers were newly arrived former New Yorkers, or “snowbirds”—winter residents who arrived faithfully every fall from the Midwest or Northeast, at just the right time to avoid the first snow and the last hurricane. Nobody called the neighborhood South Beach then, and you would have been hard-pressed to find a café cubano.

Mom’s favorite destination was the summer sale at DePinna, which had its flagship store on Fifth Avenue in New York. Mom considered it the nicest store in all of Miami, and she also knew that it was way beyond her budget—until prices had been slashed. In one family snapshot, my sister Caroline and I wear matching denim aprons with bright flower appliqués. We know that these outfits came from DePinna’s only because, to this day, Mom never forgets the details of a really good bargain and I can’t forget one of the few outfits I see in old photos that I know was new.

More often than not, though, I found myself in used clothes from the time I was a toddler. As the youngest girl, I occupied the bottom rung on the hand-me-down ladder—unlike my lone brother, whose only big issue was how to survive life with five sisters. I was truly the end of the line for everything from Stride Rite sandals to natural straw hats festooned with  grosgrain ribbons and clusters of tiny spring flowers. Mom loved  to put us in straw hats for church, but even though they were stored carefully between wearings—and a new hat was added to the mix on occasion, if Mom found a good markdown—most were five to ten years old, and even the best of them were a bit bedraggled by the time they reached my head.

Likewise, our cotton, taffeta and organdy Sunday dresses, which were washed and starched again and again, eventually showed their age. But in our house nothing was ever thrown away; things were just pushed to the back of a closet or the bottom of a drawer, as though the memories of childhood were locked into every thread and ribbon, and my mother couldn’t bear to part with even one. In reality, many of the Sunday memories were less than idyllic, tainted many times by my mother’s exhausted rants as we rocketed down the highway toward church, late once again because getting herself and six kids dressed presentably, with all shoes accounted for, was no easy task, no matter how much help my father might offer before sending us on our way. While he began the peaceful work of making from-scratch pancakes for his brood, we predictably faced the cold stare of the priest as we tiptoed toward an open pew, no matter how cute we might have looked in our hats.

This was—and still is—our house and my whole upbringing: My sister Susan can still walk into the “children’s closet” and find a matching blouse and maxiskirt, probably dating to 1971, in a bright yellow cotton covered with little red flowers with black stems. “I wore it for the mock United Nations in high school,” she recalls almost instantly. “I was Swaziland.” My sister Jennifer can still recall her shame and dismay after learning from my  mother that Jen’s favorite yellow dress with green ribbon trim, which she wore almost every week through the ninth grade, was actually pajamas. Mom had known but didn’t think that was important because the “dress” was so cute. Notable labels and major markdowns were, and still are, a good thing. So are garage sales and castoffs from friends. And while we’re at it, “Stand straight,” “Mind your manners,” “Children should be seen, not heard” and “No, we can’t afford that.” My parents did not get a charge card until 1980, when I was twenty—and only because they finally realized that traveling without one would make them crazy. Still, even in their eighties, they frown on debt—and their philosophy has served them well.

Of course, the idea of an allowance was a concept that my parents never embraced, or even acknowledged, so my sister Caroline and I had to be creative once we were old enough to appreciate the power of a few dollars.

My first selling job was on the corner outside our house. I was ten.While some kids start their business careers with lemonade stands, Caroline and I started with avocados, guavas, calabasas and mangoes. That’s what you sell when you live in rural South Florida, surrounded by thousands of acres of tomato and squash fields and all kinds of groves.

Our merchandise came from already picked crops, had recently dropped from nearby avocado trees or had been approved for picking from my parents’ fruit trees. On a good afternoon, after school until dusk, we made $5 and then spent it all immediately at the local country market. We had yet to learn the concept of saving, despite my parents’ best efforts.

Because of what we sold, we had a diverse customer base— largely Cubans, Mexicans, Puerto Ricans and African-Americans—even if we had no idea what a “diverse customer base” meant. We just wanted money to spend on candy, Cokes, cinnamon buns and ice cream.

Eventually we outgrew the fruit stand, but only when our neighbor offered us better money to pull weeds—$3 an hour—plus the added incentive of a warm slice of pound cake and fresh-squeezed lemonade. For more than a year, we ate a lot of cake.

My best friend, my only friend besides my sister Caroline, was the girl next door, which, in the country means down the road. Candy did not have to pull weeds, sodas were always available at her house, she always had new clothes, and when she had too many, her mother had a garage sale. So, of course, some of Candy’s clothes eventually became my clothes—and that was fine with me. I didn’t care about the source; I just wanted to look like the other kids.

Unfortunately, there was an awkward aspect to my friendship with Candy: She was my friend only when we were together in the neighborhood, never at school. She was a cool girl and I wasn’t, and when she was with her cool friends, I didn’t exist. It still embarrasses me to admit that I let her get away with this behavior, but I did. And it made me an easy mark the first time I wore my “new” purple corduroy Peanut (think Juicy Couture, circa 1973) hip huggers that my mother had bought from Candy’s mother at a yard sale. These bell-bottomed pants that snapped up the front, finishing just below the belly button, were a lot more conservative than today’s hip-hugging look, but they were my first, and I wore them to school the very next day, feeling sure of my total coolness.

Then Candy walked by with her Bratty Pack, cheerleader friends who probably didn’t even know my name. She glanced at me and then turned to the other girls: “Look at Ali. Her mom can’t afford new pants, so she’s got to buy mine.” I was humiliated and angry. But not easily intimidated, thank goodness. I wore the pants again and again, feeling only slightly less cool than I had before the insult. And—for reasons I still can’t explain—I kept up my part-time “friendship” with Candy. Which begs the question, Does anyone really know what goes on in the mind of a thirteen-year-old girl?

Even though our family now lived in a nice house that my father had built at night and on weekends, after working a full-time construction job, it didn’t take long for the neighborhood to know about the Houtte family’s willingness to wear other people’s clothes. We were the biggest family in the area, our house didn’t have air-conditioning and, of course, there was Mom at every garage sale and constantly prowling Goodwill and the Salvation Army, with kids in tow. So even though we had a real swimming pool—not the plastic-and-aluminum above-ground kind—some folks regarded us as “needy.” At the very least, we were sending a mixed message.

One afternoon the teenage daughter of a well-to-do family that owned a grocery store where several of my sisters had worked came knocking at our front door. She had a large box filled with clothes that her mother had told her to bring to us, to see if we would like them. Some of my sisters might have been embarrassed, but not me—and not Mom.

“How nice of you to think of us,” Mom said. “We’d love to have these.” And she meant it.

Mom also lived what she preached to her daughters when it came to hand-me-downs and castoffs. Months later, at a fancy wedding given for another daughter from the grocery-store family, Mom looked gorgeous in a secondhand black crepe sheath and bolero jacket edged in midnight blue satin. For once she can’t remember where she found it or how much she paid.

 
 
When I started playing tennis in high school, the Goodwill became my favorite store. While I had once hidden in the thrift shop’s racks when out with my mother—to avoid being seen by anyone I knew—I now hunted with a vengeance, digging for Head and Fred Perry tennis outfits for myself and for anything else that might appeal to my sisters.

The Goodwill habit was supported by the money I now earned from my first real selling job, at a small-town shop that was short on style, long on polyester and optimistically named Discovery in Fashion. I think the manager hired me because I was energetic, and my tall, skinny body made most clothes look good, even though my own wardrobe was mostly thrift-store finds. And I didn’t know what I didn’t know about selling, so I jumped into the job with both feet. I was full of ideas and suggestions that I was glad to share with any customer who walked through the door. I wanted people to feel happy about shopping in this store, so I tried to be encouraging without a hard sell. But not insignificantly, commissions were a part of my paycheck, giving me a real incentive to succeed.

My very first day, I sold three hundred dollars’ worth of clothes—and that was a lot back in 1977.

The more I sold, the more I loved the process of selling, and I was beginning to think that I should learn how to sell myself, because people—strangers, acquaintances, early boyfriends—kept telling me I should be a model. But I had no idea how you did something like that. And anyway, I had to go to college. That was what my parents expected me to do, especially because neither one of them had.

Community college was the first stop for all my siblings, and that’s where I started, too. But I know that no one else in the family had ever registered for a class in self-improvement. I figured that if I was going to do anything about this modeling idea, I’d better figure out how to look good. I was almost six feet tall, lean, gawky, flat-chested and clueless about hair and makeup. And my mother’s idea of a “beauty” regimen was lipstick, periodic electrolysis and plenty of Bain de Soleil sunblock—so I needed more substantial guidance.

My self-improvement teacher, a striking, well-dressed brunette in her late thirties who could have easily been a model—though she never discussed her credentials—pulled me aside one day after class and asked if I might be interested in participating in a fashion show. At the time I dressed carefully, wearing my best Goodwill finds every day to classes. But no one on campus except my sister Caroline knew they were secondhand, and no one  in my circle used the word “vintage,” for any reason. I wouldn’t hear that word until the early eighties.

When I jumped at my teacher’s offer, she gave me the address of a fancy shop where I would be fitted in clothes for the show.  And when I told her I had never done anything like this before, she steered me toward modeling classes.

I was so nervous at the fitting, as the shop owner put me in designers I had never heard of, with prices beyond my imagination, that I couldn’t stop sweating. Thierry Mugler, Versace, Claude Montana—at $1,500 apiece. As soon as I slipped them on and saw myself in the mirror, I knew I made these clothes look good. But I couldn’t wait to get them off, because I was certain I was going to ruin them.

This was November, and the show was in February, so I was in a hurry. I immediately dipped into my savings and signed up with one of those schools that promise fame and fortune to anyone who walks through their doors. Did my parents think this was a huge waste of money and time? Maybe, but they were kind enough not to say so.

Twice a week, for two hours at a shot, I put on three-inch heels and the work would begin for me and six other girls. To the beat of Donna Summer and Gloria Gaynor, and following in the footsteps of our sexy and energetic teacher, we learned to walk the walk, stepping seductively and turning with attitude. When we weren’t on her runway, she had us in front of a makeup mirror, learning the fine art of the smoky eye and the pouty lip. And Vogue and Harper’s Bazaar were the class reading assignments. It was a blast.

A few months later, my increasingly curious parents were in the audience at the Miami Beach Convention Center when I took my first professional steps down a catwalk, terrified that they would see me trip and fall before the evening was over. But when they caught their first glimpse of me in a fishtail evening gown, they had no  idea that I had already been approached by a Frenchwoman who had cast a hard eye over about a dozen of us in the dressing room as if we were cows at an auction. I didn’t know that this stranger was a former model herself, that once her face had been peppered with pearls for a cover of Vogue magazine.

Louise Despointes, dressed head to toe in vintage—Levi’s jeans and a Western snap-button shirt—with lots of large sterling-and-turquoise jewelry and strong red lipstick, asked me and another girl if she could take Polaroids. But, she added, “the look in Paris is more natural. Could you remove some of your lipstick?”

Without giving one thought to all the work the makeup artist had just completed, I grabbed a tissue and swiped it across my lips. The other model, equally anxious to please, did the same thing. Louise clicked off a few shots, then asked for our phone numbers. She was headed to New York, Louise told us, but she would call once she got back to Paris and had a chance to show our photos to her colleagues. The whole exchange lasted perhaps ten minutes.

The makeup guy shook his head at my rudeness about the lipstick, and I realized belatedly what bad professional manners I had just shown. I apologized, he fixed his work, and then I made my runway debut. Afterward, full of an eighteen-year-old’s naiveté, I announced my plans as soon as I saw my parents: “I’m going to Paris.”

Louise was true to her word, calling about a week later. Her offer, as the owner of a modeling agency called City, was simple: She would send a one-way ticket to Paris, I would have roommates and live in a safe neighborhood. My rent and plane ticket would be deducted from what I earned with my first jobs. She  would also advance me cash for expenses, if necessary. And I would be picked up at the airport by one of her employees. There were absolutely no promises about how much I might earn, no hype about the likelihood of fame.

Nobody in my family could quite believe what was happening. I had never been on a plane, I didn’t speak a lick of French and now I was moving to Paris. One of my mother’s bridge partners flatly predicted that I was going to be trapped in some sort of white-slave trade. Neither of my parents thought that was likely, but they had every reason to be nervous.

Me? I was too immature for self-doubt. I was going to be a model, and that was that. I carried a thousand dollars in cash and traveler’s checks, the bulk of my savings from the past few years, with a little bit left in my account in Miami, just in case. My two suitcases were packed with everything I thought of as hip, cool or essential in 1979: all the old Calvin Klein denim I could find at Goodwill, new Frye cowboy boots and plenty of Fruit of the Loom cotton underwear.
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