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This book is dedicated to you, dear reader, for being brave enough to open your heart, mind, and closet to change.




Foreword


Hello and WELCOME to the paperback edition of my book!


When Change Your Clothes, Change Your Life was first published six years ago, I couldn’t have imagined that my little book baby would eventually grow up to be translated into several languages—or that it would go on to become a sleeper hit in China and Japan! Women from all over the world have embraced the message that changing your clothes really can have a life-changing effect and that such a transformation is fully within reach. And I couldn’t be more delighted to share that message with a new crop of readers.


In the years since we launched our book-shaped rocket, my mission to help women unlock the secrets of personal style has taken me from Morgan Hill in California, to Mankato in Minnesota, to Ponte Vedra Beach in Florida. As my professional life has outgrown the teensy little island where I make my home, it’s been such a privilege to learn from the readers I’ve met. So many of you are at war with your clothes, and in my experience there’s no single item that will make a woman quake in her boots like the humble jean. The search for that perfect pair is one of the great geographical equalizers, and girl, I know it can be frustrating. But many of you are simply wearing the wrong size—especially with all of the amazing advances in denim technology and stretch, you can probably size down. The great news is, that’s an easy fix.


Fundamentally, when it comes to style, we all want the same things: We want to look great in our clothes, feel great about what’s in our closet, and have some degree of control over the message that our clothing is putting out into the world. Everyone wants to look terrific at the party, whether it’s a girls’ night out at that chic new restaurant or a potluck at Aunt Suzie’s. But some of us (hello, New Yorkers!) tend to be a little bit more direct in the way we express these wants. Working with women from all over the country, I’ve learned to decode a Midwestern statement like “It’s so adorable, but where would I wear it?” (Translation: “This item has nothing to do with my life. I might even hate it a little bit. Please make it go away.”)


Working at a variety of price points has always been one of my passions, and the past few years have seen me doing events in stores like Bloomingdale’s and Lord & Taylor, as well as a wonderful little franchise chain called Mainstream Boutique. Designers have become more size inclusive over the past decade, and it’s been such a joy for me to be able to help women shop off the rack when they didn’t think they could.


One of the most amazing things about writing a book is the opportunity to share my process with thousands of women whom I’ll most likely never get the chance to meet. I’ve been lucky enough to hear from quite a few readers, and it’s been incredible to find out how much my message has resonated with them. With their permission, I thought I’d share a couple of notes that particularly stood out to me.


---------- Forwarded Message ---------


From: [Redacted X X X X X X X X X X X]


To: [Redacted X X X X X X X X X X X X X X]


Sent: [Redacted X X X X X X X X X X X X]


Subject: Thank you for Change Your Clothes, Change Your Life.


I wanted to take a moment and say thank you for this amazing book. It made me take a long, hard look at myself, and the driving forces that had caused me to make the “fashion” choices that I have lived with over so many decades. As a sixty-year-old woman, I now realize that I have been shopping from a poverty mindset. Over the years I had amassed a hodgepodge of separates. Few things were in my color palette and most were rarely worn. They were color-coordinated but purchased mostly to cover my body. I also realize that I have some of the same “fashion sense” as my eighty-eight-year-old mother, which was an alarming revelation! As a schoolteacher (newly retired), many of my previous choices were made for the purposes of working with elementary school children.


Against your advice, I used my husband as my Rent-a-George to help me go through my closet. Much to my delight, he was thrilled that I was purging the majority of my clothing!


While going through the process of trying on the clothes in my closet, I found a scuba sleeve dress with a side-ruched starburst waistline that I had hung way in the back. I’m a honey blonde, and the dress was indigo in hue. When I slipped into it, an amazing transformation took place. I can honestly now say that I know what a 10 feels like—and my husband’s reaction confirmed it.


This beautiful, inspiring email from a recent retiree in Jacksonville, Florida, was such a powerful reminder that it is never too late to reclaim your closet.


Sometimes readers reach out to me with specific questions. How do I style this bag? What kind of jacket would you recommend with this dress? Sometimes they just want to tell me about their experience and let me know that my book made a difference.


• • •


I received your book in a gift bag yesterday afternoon and finished it today. I work in a very corporate environment, and it has been easy for me to fall into a daily trap of wearing boring, drab suits—but that will change after I clean out my closet next weekend! You have truly inspired me to make a daily effort with my wardrobe.


• • •


First and foremost, I want to say THANK YOU. I have recommended your book to friends and have learned soooo much. Using your tips in my daily life has made dressing so much easier.


• • •


Oh my word! Thank u so much for your book. That beautiful, luscious rainbow cover jumped out to me, called me, WOOED me as I studied at my local library, and I devoured your book eagerly.


• • •


I just wanted to drop you a quick note and let you know how much I enjoyed your book. Your advice is solid and timely for me, as I am turning sixty this year! I’m still in shock—where did the years go? But bottom line, after reading and applying your book, is that I’ve never felt sexier in my life.


• • •


One of the most affecting notes came from a woman who’d struggled with body image issues and an eating disorder as a teen—we’ll call her Michaela. Michaela had managed to work through the eating disorder, but the body image issues had never really gone away. As a result, she’d never figured out how to dress for her shape and was never happy when she looked in the mirror. Life went on, she got married, and after her first child and then her second, she struggled to come to peace with changes to a body she’d never really accepted. Then, trying for a third child, Michaela and her husband suffered a heterotopic pregnancy that led to a miscarriage and severe internal bleeding.


In the wake of this loss, Michaela spiraled. She blamed herself, blamed her body, gained a significant amount of weight, and began dressing in shapeless black clothing. “I just wanted to disappear,” she wrote.


Michaela was grieving, and she needed to shut out the external world for a while. A long while. But eventually, with the help of her husband and a very good therapist, she began to work through her grief—as well as some of the issues that had caused her to turn against her own body.


What would it mean to learn to love her body? Working through Michaela’s underlying body image issues, her therapist challenged her to step outside her comfort zone and buy some new “happy” clothes—the signal of a fresh start, and hopefully a new outlook. Having dressed in oversized sacks for years, Michaela had no idea where to begin. That’s how she found her way to this book. And I’m so, so glad that she did.


“I am learning so much about what it means to love your body and own your shape, and to be proud of who you are and let that show,” she told me. “I bought some amazing shoes, and even purchased a new pair of jeans for the first time in five years. This journey has been so difficult for me, but your book has changed that now. Thank you for being the inspiration I desperately needed. Your book has truly changed my life.”


That email had me frozen at the corner of Fifth Avenue and Twelfth Street with tears streaming down my face. Having been a guest in hundreds of dressing rooms and closets over the years, it wasn’t the first time I’d been confronted with evidence of just how deep this process can be. But hearing from readers I’ve never met who are using this book to make profound changes in their lives? Let’s just say that it has been extremely impactful for me.


• • •


From the woman reinventing her professional identity after a mid-career layoff, to the countless readers uncertainly facing milestone birthdays, to the curvy petite looking for jeans that would “give her lower half a goddess upgrade”—THANK YOU FOR REACHING OUT!! It’s truly an honor to be a part of your journey.


To those of you picking up this book for the first time: It’s my hope that you’ll feel my presence right there alongside you, nudging you through the tough spots and into a happier, more colorful, and healthier relationship with your clothing—the bridge between our internal selves and the external world, and the mediator between our deepest desires and the realities we construct.


xoxo,


George Brescia





introduction


a great outfit can change your life


This is not a book about style or fashion.


I repeat: This is not a book about style or fashion.


This is a book about learning to see. It’s a book about your relationship to the outside world. About bringing order and harmony to your external appearance, and thus to your inner life. This is a book about how we get in our own way. This is a book about turning up the volume, and living every day to its fullest. This is a book about change.


You will learn rules, tips, and shortcuts. You will learn about what colors suit you. But you don’t need to be interested in style to read this book—in fact, the less interested in style you are, the more you need this book. For style is not the end in and of itself but is instead the gateway to the change you seek. It is possible to change your life through your clothes.


If that sounds very far away from where you are now, know that though the transformation you are about to go through is likely to be profound, it will be accomplished via a series of small shifts—shifts that will bear fruit right away. I can say this because I’ve seen their immediate, life-altering impact over and over and over again.


The immediacy of that impact is one of the things I love most about my work as a stylist—my ability to tangibly change the way a person is perceived, and thus to alter their basic experience of their life, in a single afternoon. It’s powerful stuff. One client’s mother told me with tears in her eyes that she and her husband had been waiting for me their entire lives: Their daughter was finally dressed like the beautiful woman they knew her to be. Another client who’d radically swapped out her color palette reported an immediate sea change in her coworkers’ responses—an uptick in smiles, hellos, and friendly chitchat. Walking around her neighborhood on the weekends felt completely different. The normally surly shopkeeper at her local wine store put down his ledger to tell her that she looked different in a way he couldn’t put his finger on. That her face looked amazing.


I’ve seen the transformative powers of great clothing reach far beyond the work of a single day or week or month. Take Jeanne, a single girl when we met, dressing in clothes that weren’t right for her body, didn’t speak to her professional accomplishments as a highly respected public relations executive, and certainly weren’t doing her any favors in the husband-hunting department. In the year we worked together, she met and married the love of her life. They were introduced at a party for which I’d dressed her in a red silk strappy dress and a heap of gold accessories, a perfect example of a woman dressing to be noticed and reaping the benefits. She wasn’t the first woman I’ve seen enact a radical life change that started in her closet, and she won’t be the last.


A Great Outfit Can Change Your Life


You already know the power of a great outfit—every woman does. You walk out the door and it just feels right. You don’t necessarily spend the rest of the day mirror-gazing or snapping selfies or even really thinking about what you’re wearing—you simply go about your business feeling better in your skin, with an extra bounce in your step, and others take notice. You’re not sure whether it’s that extra bit of confidence or whether the universe is smiling back at you, but the day somehow just seems to go . . . better.


The proof is in your gut, but the science backs it up: Studies show that people considered attractive have better chances of nailing the job interview, snagging those airline upgrades, or getting seated at the best table in the house. Scientists tend to focus on facial symmetry and that ineffable quality known as “beauty”—but what they ignore is the extent to which your clothing can draw out your natural beauty, and thus significantly affect the outcome of your days.


That—and much more—is the power of great style.


My ultimate goal in this book is for you to have the feeling that comes with an indisputably great outfit, that bounce in your step, and that feeling of easy confidence, every day; to be able to open the door to your closet with a buoyant sense of expectation, rather than a feeling of dread. And then to step out your front door feeling like you can conquer the world. The net result will be a change in mind-set with ramifications that will spiral out into every area of your life.


The Language of Style


Though I see all kinds of clients, I work with a number of stage actresses. I’ve found this work to be extremely relevant to everything I do, because it brings up so many questions about perception. When an actress calls me for help dressing for an audition, we think beyond just getting her to look gorgeous. We think about the role she’s going in for and how that translates into her clothes. Maybe she needs to look like a publisher. What does a publisher look like? Maybe she needs to look like a lawyer from Milwaukee who has two kids and is coming off the baseball field to go meet a client. How do we use clothing to convey these very subtle distinctions?


For me, style is a language, and it all comes down to a series of messages—messages that are constantly being decoded by the people we cross in our daily lives. In this book, I am going to teach you not only how to overhaul your wardrobe so that you look your very best, but also how to decode and recalibrate these messages so that you can begin to take full and total control of the impressions you are creating.


Talk to Me


As you are probably beginning to sense, my end goal here goes far beyond getting you into a cute outfit.


Ultimately, I want you to hone your fashion IQ, to become fluent with the tools that I use in my work so that you can employ them on your own. But because I won’t be there to give you the face-to-face feedback I give my clients, I want to encourage you to reach out to me in whatever way works best for you. On Twitter, I’m @georgebstyle. You can find me on Facebook, or you can email me at georgebstyleny@gmail.com. If you reach out, I will answer—because I honor your commitment to this process, and I understand that at times you will need support. So tweet me a pic of that outfit you’re unsure of. Send me the style questions that have you totally flummoxed. Let me know how this process is going for you. I want to be by your side as you embark on this most personal and rewarding of transformations.


I can’t wait to see the results.





chapter 1


the secret language of clothing


learning to read your wardrobe


Style is a simple way of saying complicated things.


—Jean Cocteau


Whether your starting point is a full-blown style crisis or just a sense that your current wardrobe is in need of improvement, if you’ve picked up this book, you’re looking for change. Maybe clothing has been a lifelong struggle and you’ve finally decided to tackle the issue head-on. Maybe you’re contemplating a career or personal transition that has you anxious to put your best foot forward, but unsure of how to do it. Or maybe you’ve always wondered what it would be like to have a personal stylist of your very own.


Whatever your reasons, I’m glad you are here. Welcome to the world of George B Style!


For me, clothing is nothing but pure fun, but I’ve seen firsthand how very much my clients struggle with style, how fraught and emotional and personal and deep this subject can be. Yet so often, style is treated as though it’s a problem with a simple solution: a formulaic makeover with a side of increased consumption.


The idea that you can simply buy your way to a better closet is highly flawed. While I do believe there are certain core elements every woman needs in a fully functioning wardrobe, it is also my belief that most style problems start on the inside. They start with long-held beliefs about our limitations, whether physical or mental. They start with fear—whether it’s a fear of being seen, a fear of being ignored, or a fear of change, aging, progress, and responsibility. They start with confusion about their identities and the various roles they play in their lives.


Why is clothing so emotional, and for many of us, so fraught? Well, first off, clothing is what literally keeps us from going naked. It is a second skin, and its proximity to our actual skin cannot help but bring up a wealth of emotions surrounding body image, self-worth, confidence, and identity. In a very real way, it hides our most vulnerable selves.


It is the bridge between our private, interior worlds and the public, external world through which we travel.


It is a shape-shifting cloak with a symbolic power that works in two ways: deeply affecting our sense of self while simultaneously informing the perceptions of strangers, acquaintances, and loved ones alike. Clothing, more than any of our possessions, has the power to define our identity.


Your Style Is Speaking for You


Here is the central truth of this book: Our clothes speak for us before we do.


Countless studies have proven the sway that first impressions have over our perceptions of the people we come into contact with every day—and over their perceptions of us. Within ten seconds of a first meeting, an impression is formed, and an opinion begins to coalesce.


Think about it: In your daily life, how often do you make assumptions about the people you come across? You spot a man in his mid-forties in the checkout line at your neighborhood grocery store. I can guarantee you that in a matter of seconds, you have taken in enough about his clothing, hair, and general appearance to process guesses as to what he does for a living, how much money he makes, how much you might or might not have in common, and maybe even his politics. These guesses go way beyond the difference between a construction worker in paint-spattered work boots and a banker in a manicured Brooks Brothers suit—our eyes are extremely discerning, quickly taking in very subtle details. If he’s wearing jeans, it doesn’t take a professional stylist to make a snap judgment as to what those jeans mean. You do it all the time, whether you’re conscious of it or not. Are they beat-up dungarees that have seen their fair share of drywall, or carefully distressed artisan denim with a price tag north of $150? What does the style of the jean, the hair, the shirt, and the shoe say? “Architect” or “entertainment lawyer”? Serious and ambitious, or laid-back and fun-loving? Possible future husband or commitment-phobe with a Peter Pan complex? Your brain is constantly collecting visual clues and arranging them into patterns—patterns that turn into assumptions.


And here’s the rub: The same thing is happening to you, every time you step outside your home. The outfit you casually threw on in an early morning haze? It’s being assessed by strangers and acquaintances alike as a clue to your character, your identity, and your overall appeal.


That’s why I believe that everything we put on our bodies is a “statement piece,” whether we’re talking about the ten-year-old sweats and scary flip-flops you threw on for a grocery store run or the drab office uniform you haven’t tweaked since Designing Women was still on the air.


You’re probably familiar with the concept of the statement piece. The term sprouts up all over the place in fashion magazines and on makeover shows—it’s stylist code for an eye-catching, colorful garment or accessory that defines your entire look in one fell swoop. But if you think about clothing through the lens of that ten-second rule, you’ll come to realize that there is no such thing as a non-statement piece.


Everything we wear makes some kind of a statement, whether it’s a dull army-green puffy coat paired with faded black khakis or a great-fitting pair of jeans flanked by a crisp white tee and a classic navy blazer.


Whether we like it or not, we are being seen. Our statement is being deciphered. And the reach of that statement goes far, far beyond the fleeting impression of a stranger on the checkout line.



Learning to “Read” Your Own Statement


Here’s the good news: Your clothing may be speaking volumes, but what it doesn’t have is a mind of its own. That is to say, your outfit didn’t simply slip off of its hanger and fling itself onto your body—somebody selected it for you, and that somebody (YOU!) can choose to make different decisions, more educated decisions, more conscious decisions. Better decisions. You have the power to change your statement, and it’s a change whose effects will ricochet throughout your entire life.


But before you can tweak the statement your clothing is making, you’re going to need to learn to read it. Learn to decipher the statements your clothing is making and you will know exactly how to dress.


It starts with a very simple shift: paying attention. If there’s one activity you are going to hear me endorse again and again, it is being more attentive—for it is my sincere belief that the difference between a fantastic outfit and a not-so-great one is largely a matter of consciousness. Ask any guru, philosopher, or psychologist and they’ll tell you that real change begins with mindfulness—which is just a fancy word for paying attention and being present to your life.


Where do I get off making it sound as though if you simply get in touch with your third eye, you’ll instantly morph into a modern-day version of Jackie Onassis? Because I know that every woman has the ability to piece together a great outfit, a skill she tends to demonstrate when the stakes are high or when the event requires it. Think of the last time you went on a job interview or attended a wedding. Whether you shopped for the occasion or simply pulled that go-to power outfit out of your closet, I’m quite certain you turned up in something that showcased the best of your style, figure, and personality.


Your proven ability to turn up the heat, using nothing more than a little forethought and some extra effort, proves my point: When we pay attention to what we are wearing, to the statement we are making, our outfits wind up telling a different story. A much, much better story.


On some level, the greatest gift I give my clients is my undivided attention. When they work with me, they gain an extra set of eyes that objectively evaluates the statements their outfits are making, urging them not to settle for the ill-fitting, the good-enough, or the timid. If you cultivate your awareness, you will learn to act as this objective witness for yourself—and you will soon hold the key to controlling the story that your clothing tells about you.


Cultivating that awareness begins with a very simple question.


“What Does It Say?”


This is my golden question, the question I want you to ask of every single outfit you put on your body. It’s such a simple question, really, but it’s one I find to be incredibly powerful. Instead of just throwing outfits together and hoping for the best, you’re going to be interrogating your clothing in order to come to a deeper understanding of the statements it is making.


Though it requires a major shift in perception and will eventually entail an entirely new approach to your wardrobe, this process of interrogation will come far more easily than you may imagine.


Think about the speed with which you made those snap judgments about that handsome architect in the grocery store line—one quick look at the cut of his jeans told you so much. Now you will be turning that razor-sharp perceptiveness around and applying it to yourself. If it only takes you ten seconds to “read” the signals put out by strangers you cross on the street, it shouldn’t take you much longer to submit your own reflection to the very same scan. When you are the stranger in the grocery store line, what are other people seeing?


Does your clothing communicate success, happiness, hopefulness, and confidence, or does it betray insecurity, bashfulness, confusion, and fear? Is it true to the life stage you inhabit or hope to inhabit, or does it speak to a long-gone self of decades past?


If you’re looking down at the outfit you have on right now and drawing a blank as to what it communicates, don’t worry. Throughout this book, I am going to be teaching you how to evaluate the message of your clothing based on its colors, its overall harmony, and its fit and form. All I am going to ask of you is that every morning as you are getting dressed you begin to pose the golden question—“What does this say?” Eventually, the answers will emerge. And when they do, nothing will stand in your way . . .
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mirror, mirror


There’s no getting around it: In order to transform your style and take charge of the messages you’re putting out in the world, you’re going to have to start spending some serious time in front of your mirror. If you want to gain control over what other people see in you, you must gather all the visual information these strangers and acquaintances have at their disposal. The only way to do that is by taking a good, hard look at yourself in the mirror.


Is this a prospect that fills you with dread? Do you habitually avoid your reflection because you’re unhappy with what you see? We bring so many of our hang-ups to that glassy surface, sometimes shunning it like it’s our worst enemy. But this is counterproductive—because even if you’re not looking, someone else is.


So much of this process is about learning how to look. And there’s lots to learn by looking at your reflection, beginning with how it makes you feel and ending with what exactly it is that you see. Take inventory—but be nice! That’s my girl you’re talking about . . .


Your Little Black Book


The first purchase I’m going to ask you to make may take you by surprise. It’s not a new bra (though if you’ve never been fitted, you absolutely should make that item number two on your to-do list) or a little black dress. Instead, I’m going to ask you to acquire a brand-new notebook that will be exclusively dedicated to this life-altering endeavor, and to this endeavor only. This little black book—though in fact it may be turquoise, orange, or any color you choose—will be the repository of the various pieces of journaling we’re going to be doing throughout this process. Eventually, it will morph into your fashion to-do list, as well as a place to jot down the random inspirations and ideas you come upon as you go through this transformation. If you’re so wedded to your devices that you shun the idea of putting pen to paper, a digital version of the little black book is acceptable—but when I’m embarking on a new life stage, I like having a physical object that becomes a tangible touchstone for my process.


Taking Inventory


Put on your favorite body-conscious outfit, the close-fitting, revealing ensemble you feel most attractive in and/or that garners you the most compliments, be it a work outfit, a night-out-on-the-town outfit, or even flattering workout gear. With a handheld mirror at the ready, stand before your full-length mirror. What do you see? Use the handheld mirror to get a full, 360-degree view so that you can check yourself out from the front, the sides, and the back. With your little black book by your side, jot down the answers to the following questions:


■ What are your “assets”? What are the defining features of your face and body? What instantly stands out about you and makes you you? Your eyes, your hair, your curves, your height, your bone structure, your coloring? Gaining a conscious understanding of which parts of your body to emphasize and reveal can turn zoned-out shopping trips into targeted, goal-oriented missions with infinitely greater chances of success. You’ll be able to nix entire categories of clothing at a glance, and you’ll have a pretty good shot at knowing what looks good on you before even trying it on.


■ What compliments do you regularly receive from your friends? You may be too mired in self-criticism to recognize your best physical attributes, so think about what you hear from the people who love you. Are they always harping on your tiny waist? Jealously eyeing your long legs? Telling you they’d kill for your shoulders? Making lovingly lewd comments about your cleavage? The areas most often complimented are likely to be the ones you’ll want to reveal or enhance.


■ How does the outfit you have on highlight your assets? You may know what clothing you feel best in, but have you ever analyzed why? Break it down. Is that dress nipped in at the waist? Are those straps the perfect width, giving you a defined shoulder line and appearing to shrink your upper body in half? Does that racerback tank make the most of your beautiful back? Does the color make you pop, drawing out your eyes and giving you a healthy, happy glow? Start to catalog the attributes that make this favorite outfit so great, and you’re on your way to becoming a more educated shopper.


■ Which assets aren’t being accentuated by your outfit? Do you have a lovely pair of gams that never see the light of day? Whatever your excuses for hiding them away—“My legs aren’t really that great” or “I don’t want to look like I’m trying too hard”—set them aside. Jot down a note promising that when we get to Chapter 6, “A Fresh New Start,” you are going to purchase at least one thing that accentuates this unrealized asset. You may feel uncomfortable the first time you wear it (more on that later), but my guess is that you will soon be strutting your stuff.


■ What are your “liabilities,” those aspects of your appearance you wouldn’t rush to show off? I know there’s a tendency for you to go to town here, but try not to go off the rails by listing every single part of your body. Keep it positive, and be as kind to yourself as you would be to a good friend. Everyone has flaws, and styling is about downplaying those flaws and highlighting the positives. So think less “I hate my tummy!” and more “My midsection is my problem area, so I’m going to look for clothing that either flows over it or belts me in, giving me structure and the illusion of a waist” or “My arms are not my best feature—so three-quarter sleeves are best for me.”


Ninety-nine percent of my clients perceive their bodies so inaccurately that their views of their own flaws are downright comical. I want you to use this exercise to set the record straight. Are your negative misconceptions about your looks so powerful that a pattern of mirror avoidance has set in? Are you afraid of what you might see? Odds are the reality is much, much better than what you’re imagining—we are always our own worst critics.


The mirror is not your enemy. The mirror is nothing but a tool—a tool that you are going to start using, every single day, to positively skew the balance between those assets and liabilities. To draw the eye to the positives, and away from the negatives. You have so much more power to affect the outcome than you know. But you have to be brave enough to look.
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