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To Mommy, my Commander in Chic forever, with immeasurable love. You are always with me in spirit.


[image: Images]



INTRODUCTION
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Looking back, I never dreamed I’d see an African American woman as First Lady during my lifetime. It was always a vision in place for my children’s future, an idea that would come to life in a time I wistfully spoke of as “someday.” And yet there was no doubt in my mind the day I stepped into her home in Chicago for a cover shoot the summer before Barack Obama was elected to become the next president of the United States of America that “someday” had come and that I was looking at our soon-to-be First Lady, Michelle Obama. It was in the air, in her aura, and on the faces of the folks who passed by the house with a smile and quick toot of their horns as if having their “say-so” long before casting their vote.

It wasn’t the first time I had worked with Mrs. O. We met in 2006 on a photo session that saw me directing her look for a power story in Essence. Now here I was sitting across from her at the dining room table discussing my vision for the cover—what she should wear, the hair, the makeup, the mood of the shoot, and so on. The conversation was flowing so easily; it was like I was talking to someone I’d known and loved for years. This time I was a little nervous, though, for I just felt like this would be the last time I’d be talking to her as the “senator’s wife.” Moments into the conversation, as I was admiring her ultra-chic dress, we both burst into laughs when she told me it was from H&M! At that point, I said to myself, “Okay, let it go girl. She’s the real deal!” We decided on an elegant purple sheath for the cover and coordinating looks for Sasha and Malia and we were on. Of course, when the future Pres arrived home and proceeded to bring out his shirts for the shoot—asking yours truly which one should he wear—I had a truly comedic moment in that I was lost for words, and anyone who knows me is clear that I am never at a loss for words—especially not when it comes to style. But I lost all my composure chops that day and was totally “underwater” trying to give him an answer! He could have shown me a checker-board shirt, and I would have said, “That’s fabulous!” Nevertheless, I managed to find my voice and select a shirt for the “money shot” as we call it. My colleagues of course were in hysteria as they’d never seen Ms. Mikki loose her composure. That was one for the record, as they say.
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Leaving the house that day I realized that one of the most fascinating attributes about Mrs. O is that she so gets it on every front. Her approach to life is deliberate across the board, and she’s ever so clear in a world filled with confusion and ever-changing standards about the importance of setting your own. She’s the woman for all seasons, who knows how to “do levels,” as we say in the community, in that she knows how to look fabulous while being frugal, how to go from comfortably talking with the Queen of England to encouraging the youngins at Newark, New Jersey’s, Maple Avenue School about the importance of eating healthy. She’s the sister-girl sprinting in Converse sneakers across the White House lawn by day who just as comfortably slips into a dazzling cocktail sheath by Kai Miller by night, welcoming Stevie Wonder to her home at 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue (see previous page). To say she’s in full management of her own life and yet all the while looking out for the best for others is an understatement.
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She has revolutionized our thinking about what’s really key to living, not just going through the motions and being at our best in every way. For certain, she doesn’t just have a full plate, she’s balancing a platter: she’s married to the most powerful man in the world, is a great mom, a beloved daughter, and a fab “Sis,” all of which present a full set of responsibilities and cares of the heart. Yet by choice she’s also focused on the wellness of the nation’s children and the well-being of military families. There’s not one of us who isn’t moved by watching her step to purpose, day in and day out. We’ve long known her forerunners in our families and in the community as she’s the sister we’ve always looked up to, the more-than-busy mom who still finds time to help others with passion and verve. She’s the big sister who “never let them see her sweat,” by staying focused on the duty at hand and all the while managing to keep a sharp eye on enjoying her life.

We’ve been waiting a long time for “Michelle Obama”—a true role model, not an icon—to come to life in the White House. This smart, savvy sister who looks like us, speaks like us, and brings a formidable determination to the table that’s as tall and sure-footed as she is at nearly 5'11”, walked in the door, ready to do the critical work. Her agenda is our agenda: that of taking back our health, canceling out obesity and therefore disease on our watch. It’s dispelling that “angry Black woman” syndrome that folks at-large have tried to place on those of us who say what we mean and are affirmed enough to roll up our sleeves and place her wherever she goes. Listen, we can’t leave anything to chance when it comes to great style. In fact, I was so moved about this that the last word in this book speaks to us all about possessing great style from within, from clearing out the clutter in our lives to being the gatekeepers to our “sacred space”—our minds—so we can be our most striking selves.

So what’s our “takeaway” in the era of Michelle Obama? That you must be determined to own your life, as this is your fascinating journey, and you owe it to yourself to be in charge! That you place a keen focus on living the life you desire so it doesn’t elude you. In other words, don’t live any part of it in the gray or leave any part of it to chance, or your richest desires will get away from you, and that’s too great a price to pay. Don’t waste a moment talking about it or dreaming of it—like Obama, possess it, own it. You know wish lists are for children. Women have checklists! So make sure you constantly self-edit by making those choices that affirm you without and within all of your endeavors and let go of anything that doesn’t meet that criteria. And that means you’ve got to stay focused on what’s important to you so you’ll live your life as opposed to acting out the one someone else thinks you should live! That means you must have an intimate relationship with yourself and be self-nurturing and mentally aware.

If you look at Michelle’s life, you’ll see that she is on course because growing up she was encouraged to be so. The takeaway: don’t settle. If you have a passionate goal, go for it. You may have gone to school to be a lawyer, but your yearning to fly could one day put you in the cockpit—so keep your mind’s eye open. Make that self-discovery, and know that your desires are more than a notion. They could secretly be your passions, thresholds to your destiny. Why suppress them? You owe it to yourself to find out. To do so, you’ve got to learn to lovingly say “no” to things that keep you busy and often are a waste of your time and your gift (let alone our hands on our hips while doing so. She’s not angry, nor are we, just tired of “the way things are,” as she told the women at a Las Vegas community center while on the campaign trail. Having embarked on what she herself has described as one of the best jobs in the world, she also sees her role as First Lady as an opportunity to help women transform their lives.

Living her life from the inside out is what has made Obama a woman to watch in every way. It’s one reason why we’re all captivated by that smart, chic fashion sensibility of hers that captures our attention every time she emerges—anywhere in the world. Because, as senior advisor Valerie Jerrett has said, “Michelle Obama is Michelle Obama’s role model.” In other words, she sets her own standards for what works for her. Through her role as First Lady and rock star brand, Obama has ushered in a period of optimism and purposeful style. She works American designers and retailers like a head of state! She wows us with newness, while remaining true to her style and what it means to be well dressed. She’s also teaching us that you can be price conscious and look just as elegant and moneyed as if you had spent your wad. Michelle more than proves that you can have fun with fashion, wear what you love, dress powerfully, and yet not be bogged down by old rules that have nothing to do with how you want to live your life. She has established a signature style that works for her when it comes to fashion and beauty and loves working a “classic with a twist” theme that allows room for experimentation but is never off-track. At the end of the day, isn’t that what we all yearn for? A signature style and a working wardrobe based on bankable pieces that allows one the kind of versatility where you never have to worry about what to wear? I say yearn no more: consider Commander in Chic as your personal style diary. From chapter to chapter, you’ll find everything you need to know to possess great style—simply, effortlessly, and for keeps. Trends come and go, but great style is forever “in.” Besides, you’re more than a season of someone else’s style whims, so starting now, please don’t take trends too seriously.
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Beginning with chapter 1, you’ll learn what to bank on and when to pass when it comes to establishing memorable style. You’ll have your own personal checklist for those core pieces I deem “style essentials” for every great wardrobe—from a great cashmere cardi to “the little black dress” that takes you from day to night. I think every piece you buy should serve you on multiple occasions. I don’t think you should ever buy a look for a single event unless it’s your wedding—then you’re allowed! In chapter 2 you’ll learn how to determine your own dress code, shop smart, and always be well dressed. Speaking of shopping, you’ll find the all-time checklist of fabulous resources from ultra-chic retailers to divine online destinations that will make shopping a pleasure once more. And when it comes to accessories, you’ll not only gain insights on what to take from Obama’s “it” list, but moreover what should be on your own, mileage-making list—and trust me—it’s not about the most photographed shoe or bag, but rather those glam-slam picks that work and work without becoming dated.

But there’s more to great style in this time of purpose than getting dressed. As Mrs. O demonstrates, style is really about how you see yourself from within and the care you in turn give yourself in light of recognizing your value. Watching Obama work it as a savvy working wife and mother who’s carving out time from her busy life to self-nurture and invest in herself, to serve the nation and still sit down to dinner with her family, is more than motivating. And the fact that she has set a healthful agenda in the White House kitchen for years to come makes one say, We love you for it! Ditto for inspiring us all to move and exercise away disease and bring on wellness. In fact, chapter 4 will show you what you need to know to be healthy and fit at any age—from the types of exercise that you should be about by the decade to healthful eating for life. And while you’re on the way to where you want to be, it will help you play up your best assets in style.

Being her most authentic self lies at the heart of Obama’s seemingly effortless take on everything—from maintaining a workout routine that both keeps her tight and fit enough to travel the world with the president and yet live her own busy and fulfilled life to knowing herself well enough to close out the day at the appropriate hour and go to bed! We know full well the impact of burning the candle at both ends—stress, weight gain, and a checklist of adverse effects too daunting to mention. I know the pressure of trying to respond to the variety of responsibilities presented to us in this day and age. But once you read the daunting facts on our health and how we’re inviting disease into our lives in chapter 4, you too will know when enough is enough. You may not get up at 4:30 to work out like Mrs. O, but you’ll find your hour! I know I did. You’ll also find that you love the value of juicing and choosing raw and healthy foods over processed, dead foods that take more than they give.

Now when it comes to your beauty, I’ve got you covered—from the best nude hues in makeup and modern, effortless techniques to how to gain and maintain healthy hair. With the product picks for healthy tresses to tips from Mrs. O’s personal hairstylist Johnny Wright and versatile style options on the bob, you can’t lose! When I began writing this book, the effort was no different than that of my former columns in Essence: it’s all about moving us forward, whether through fab finds or fab news to take us to the next level. Like any great model or celebrity that I’ve worked with, Obama became a metaphorical muse for me. I love what I see every time I’m in her presence or watching her on the world’s stage. It’s all about the details—how she pairs “this” and “that,” that radiant skin she possesses, that glossy head of hair, the grace she brings with your intelligence) so you can say yes to those things that are fulfilling and move you forward. It certainly means you have to let go of the pressures of what others might think if you’re going to step out on faith; you can’t use the hesitation. Obama lives in a fishbowl, and yet she’s unmoved by the critics. We can certainly move on in our lives without being distracted by the opinions of others.

Obama clearly understands her worth and purpose and is motivating us to master our own lives with the same clear-cut assurance. We know this is essential to being the empowered women we are called to be. Through the Obama lens, we have seen that the most critical piece in life is to first glean what it takes to master “you”—to master your life—because if we’re not owning our lives and celebrating our health and beauty, if we’re not understanding our purpose, leading by example, and walking steady in the face of both challenge and success, then what are we doing in the vessels on loan to us for such a time as this? Because life is not a dress rehearsal. This is it. The time of impact is now, so it really comes down to how well we’re going spend it, and that’s about making choices and seizing quality over quantity— something Obama is doing well. Quite frankly, I love her deliberate perspective, because I don’t want to see us “do” more. We don’t need another thing on the list; rather, I want to see us be more, and that’s where purpose enters in. So be about doing the decisive work in your life in order to “live,” not just exist.
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As a mother, Obama’s old-school values are enhancing the teachable moment, proving that everything old isn’t antiquated and that ultimately raising wise and poised children has everything to do with teaching them love, temperance, and responsibility. As a businesswoman, she shows us that success is where preparation meets opportunity and that it’s not only about reaching your goals, but also about wielding the power of influence from a motivating perspective—one that requires you to “lift as you climb,” as the old adage goes.
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At the end of the day, style in the broad stroke is about being on purpose. It’s about being comfortable in your skin and not following the trends but setting them. Finally, it’s about being your most bold, empowered self and using that awareness to color your world—from your inner and outer beauty to your fashion sensibility, from the love that you share to the hand you lend in service to others. It’s about showing up ready to stand and deliver and not only looking the part, but being just the woman for the opportunity at hand. That’s what being a “commander in chic” is all about. And we, like Michelle Obama, are just the women to do so. Enough said.
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BANK ON IT!

From the moment she stepped on the world’s stage, Michelle Obama became the iconic embodiment of “the teachable moment” on the subject of great style. She’s setting the tone of the day for women, with her good works and with her “classic with a twist” style. When it comes to being well dressed, she follows her own rules for what works and what doesn’t. In doing so she offers a new paradigm for every woman, raising the question of, what works for you? Not anyone else but you. In ushering a new era of style, we can see that color works for her, as does a great dress paired with a chic pair of flats. She has forever kicked to the curb the notion that First Ladies need to don a suit and proper heels to be taken seriously. Says who! What I know to be true is this: ever since the dawn of that coldest of inaugural days, Michelle Obama has been creating a new proverbial look book of bankable fashion for women around the world. Other notable women of style have graced the portals at 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue, but never has one come forth whose style is so bold, brilliant, and yet totally accessible. And it’s a wardrobe that utterly works as it’s chock full of the kind of essential go-to pieces that allow her to make those “repeat performances”—those looks that she works over and over again—with a fresh new twist every time. It’s no wonder her bankable style has caused such a surge—from the cash register to the stock market—as she mixes couture with affordable retail brands that are available to millions. She’s also made American fashion the “aspirational buy” (a style sensibility that everyone wants to work) just through her fearless approach to defining what it means to be smart and chic. She embraces new designers and brings a spirit of fun to what she wears. Maybe that too is the vive la différence she brings, in that she doesn’t play the mystery game so embraced by others at the top of their style game. What you see is not only what you get with her, but also you can afford some of that, too! You can see the First Lady chatting it up with Jay Leno in a J. Crew look that you can buy online, and the next day you can take the same pieces and style them your own way. Her eye is not unlike that of a fashion editor who’s constantly in “forecasting mode,” and like the millions of African American women who color the world, she is a trendsetter—not a follower. In truth, we have always taken the so-called basics and given them distinction in such ways that we’ve quietly influenced the industry—from fashion designers who hired Black stylists to put their runway collections together to editors who hit the streets from Kingston, Jamaica, to Harlem’s 125th Street to get hip to how we do it! Among her many strengths is her ability to take the basics and look sophisticated but not stuffy or old-fashioned. She’s made cardis youthful, sheaths fresh, brought the spring coat back in. That’s big for the millions of women who’ve never owned one or simply thought the trench coat was the end-all be-all. Our grandmothers and the millions of sisters hitting their closets or the nation’s vintage shops could tell you a thing or two about the importance of having one. Though perennially classic, there is life beyond the trench coat! At a time when the casualization of America (which began with that great error of society known as “casual Friday”) has almost wiped out sophistication, it’s important that Obama is on the world’s stage and having a “say-so” by bringing back sophistication. Her choices make getting dressed a real pleasure once more.

First Lady perks aside, with Michelle’s style sense, there isn’t a day when she’d ever have to worry about what to wear because she’s built a timeless wardrobe that works around the clock and calendar. When you think about it, there isn’t a woman in the world who doesn’t want this same ease. It all revolves around core pieces with undeniable quality that keep one confidently well dressed.



MIKKI-ISMS

Do make a shopping list at the beginning of each season, filling in what you need first and foremost—especially anything that falls in the investment category—and shop accordingly so you’re not all over the place buying clothing and never having anything to wear. Trust me—it happens more easily than you think. Impulse buys will turn your closet into a museum quicker than anything I know. There’ll be much to admire—but getting dressed won’t be worth the cost of admission!




STYLE ESSENTIALS

Mrs. O’s inspiring wardrobe of ultra-chic go-to pieces reads like a who’s who in fashion. While I wouldn’t call it a formula, there are some investment essentials that have emerged, and they are such that any woman can take note of and make them her own. Here, at a glance, is your closeup on bankable buys:

The Cashmere Cardigan

Obama has replaced the once politically correct jacket that seemed to be the standard of a First Lady with smart, chic cardigans. She works this now staple piece over everything, from pencil skirts to sheaths, and at occasions that run the gamut from TV appearances to glittering White House receptions. Mrs. O has made this a signature piece and has them in what seems like a rainbow of hues. She dresses them up and down with assurance, but rarely matches them, as in a twinset.

Your takeaway: The jewel-neck cashmere cardigan is a great adaptor, always smart, forever chic. On today’s retail landscape, you can purchase a great cashmere cardigan in all weights, shades, sizes, and prices; you can even take it up a notch simply by a change of buttons. All represent sound reasons why this piece is one to bank on.


A Great A-Line Shift or Fitted Sheath

The enduring allure of a sophisticated dress is never to be underestimated, as the “Obama style book” indicates through an array of fabrics and hues.

Your takeaway: A great dress requires little to no thought—you just step in and go! It doesn’t get any easier than that, but the options are endless. You can change the character of the dress just by switching up your accessories, which makes it such a mileage maker. And be reassured that you can take it to the office and be just as polished and professional as your suited counterparts. As a solid investment, you should aim for several clean-cut dresses or one great silhouette in a range of colors that you love so you can turn them into a multiplicity of fabulous possibilities. Polish is what it’s always about, yet you can have fun and style it forward with unexpected hues, pretty prints, and splendid fabrics—like a seasonless crepe, a fabulous bouclé—even a great brocade, which Mrs. O favors as well. You can also choose from a range of flattering necklines, from the classic V or jewel neck to a great boat neck, or an off-the-shoulder cut and beyond. You can also keep it simple or subtly embellished (I just love a dress that brings its own timeless ornamentation to the party!), and in the most womanly fabrics that “move” or “shape,” you can’t go wrong. And if buying off the rack doesn’t give you a dream fit, a great tailor will.
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