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While writing this book, I referenced the hundreds of letters I wrote from Paris to my family and friends. I also relied on journals I kept during the time period of the book. My other source of memory is the thousands of photos, both personal and professional, that bring me right back to the moments when all of this happened. I researched news articles when necessary to find exact dates and other details. Some of the main characters were gracious enough to read my manuscript to be sure the story felt authentic to them. I changed some names and identifying details of people portrayed in the book. In some cases, I chose not to include people and events in an effort to keep the story focused and concise.
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I’m always happy by the sea








PIRATES
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August 1980, Cannes, France


Earth crunches under the tires as we roll to a stop. “We’re here!” Dominic shouts. All five of us pile out in the dark and wander instinctively toward the music and twinkling lights. I see a huge fire in the distance.


“Where are we?” I ask. Pepper body-slams me, singing in drunken French. We’re both a bit wobbly from drinks earlier at the pool and the champagne in the limo. I balance on the balls of my feet so I don’t trip in my heels. I’m charged up and happy about finally being on vacation.


Dominic puts his hand around my waist. “Jill, this is the famous old Le Pirate, come on!”


The closer we get, the louder the music becomes. I can’t believe my eyes—I see hordes of long-haired, tattooed, shirtless pirates, banging tambourines and strumming guitars. A twenty-foot bonfire crackles, lighting up the night sky. Overhead, more pirates climb ropes with daggers clinched between their teeth. It looks like a scene out of Pirates of the Caribbean, except the movie hasn’t been made yet.


A long table sparkles with candles, crystal, and silver. At the head sits a young Egyptian-looking girl with dark, exotic eyes and jet-black hair. Her blue, beaded dress shimmers in the candlelight. Sophisticated men and women animatedly converse. In the past, I might have felt out of place, but after modeling in Paris for a year, I can fit in anywhere. Suddenly, a suited man stands up and hurls his champagne glass into the fire. Another guy throws his on the rocks and shards of glass ricochet. Adrenaline rushes through me as pandemonium breaks out. Of course, I jump right in. “I love this place!” I scream to Pepper. “It’s better than the Greek restaurants in Saint-Germain!”


“Hollywood doesn’t have places like this, I bet!” she yells back to me.


A dark-tanned, greasy old pirate hands us each a glass of champagne. “Salute!” I take a swig, and another pirate pulls out my chair. Dominic begins introducing the other guests at the table, which is futile with the thundering music. I shake hands, nod, and smile anyway.


Pirates serve plates of baked potatoes topped with sour cream and caviar. I have never tasted caviar before and pucker at the salty tang. I gulp the champagne and hurl the glass into the fire. A pirate promptly brings me another. As the Spanish guitars, tambourines, and drums speed up, I want to dance, not eat, so I jump up and throw my plate in the fire.


In the midst of this frenzy, I turn back around and notice a man watching me, smiling, laughing slightly. Normally, this would be creepy, but it’s not. I smile back and sit down. He brings his chair next to mine. He kind of reminds me of my friend’s dad, who I danced with at a wedding. I’m grateful that he’s not some young guy who is going to try to sleep with me. He is shorter than me, broad-chested, and balding, which makes me feel in control of the situation.


I can’t hear a word he’s saying, so he takes my hands and pulls me up to dance. We twirl all around the dusty ground together until he stops and grabs a chair, tossing it into the fire. We watch as the blaze envelops the charred skeleton. He smiles at me, which I take as a challenge and throw one in too. We look at each other, laughing, and slam together again tight, like two magnets, whirling around to the wild gypsy music in front of the flames.


It’s only us dancing. Everyone else is drinking, eating, and laughing at the festive table, providing a pretty backdrop for our little world. Musicians circle us again, and he and a pirate grab my hands and feet, scoop me up, and swing me back and forth like a rag doll. I let my head fall back with my hair grazing the dirt, watching the flames from upside down. I am totally surrendered to the spirit of the party, euphoric with freedom.


They lower me to the ground, and I stagger to the table. The older man with the huge smile helps me into my chair, but remains standing, watching me. Then he sits down slowly, leaning slightly toward my face, his eyes locked on mine. We sit looking at each other and start laughing again. His sparkling eyes are full of life. Then he tenderly pulls my left arm, palm up, onto the table, pushes my sleeve up, and writes I love you, in blood, down my forearm. It takes me a moment to realize it’s blood. I’m stunned, but I like it. It feels like we’ve made some kind of secret pact.


A pirate sees the blood and whisks him away for a bandage. Pepper’s off socializing somewhere as I sit at the crowded table among the partying, laughing guests, trying to take in what just happened. I’m lost in my own world, dizzy-drunk and surrounded by strangers in this mad place. All I can do is stare at my arm. Time stands still as my heart soars overhead like a bird. I like that he wrote I love you. I don’t wipe it off.


I don’t know who he is, but over the next two years I will know him intimately. He is Adnan Khashoggi, the billionaire Saudi Arabian arms dealer.
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First professional shoot in Hollywood, 1978








WILHELMINA MODELS
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1979, Century City


Wilhelmina Cooper, or “Willy,” sits across from me at her desk, smoking and thumbing through my portfolio. The living legend and namesake of my agency, Wilhelmina Models, has traveled from New York City to Los Angeles to meet her West Coast girls.


Because of her reputation as a glamorous New York model in the sixties, I had built her up in my mind as a great beauty, statuesque and elegant. But the frail woman in front of me is gaunt, her complexion powdery and gray. She’s cold and reserved—not an ounce of warmth or personality. Maybe New York does that to people. I want to connect with her, but it’s clearly not happening.


“So Jill, you need to lose ten pounds. Grow your hair out long—no bangs.” She wags her fingers that hold the cigarette at me. “Your nails should be long and manicured—always,” she says, taking a drag.


“But my nails are so thin, they don’t grow long. I teach swimming lessons and they get all soggy.”


She’s not interested. “Get acrylics, then. You could do a lot of swim and lingerie. I think you need some time in Paris. I’ll call our French agent. It was nice to meet you.” She hands back my portfolio, we shake hands, and I walk out, deflated.


The head of my agency thinks I’m fat and doesn’t like my hair. Apparently, one hundred and twenty-three pounds is way too heavy for my five-foot-nine frame, and how am I supposed to instantly grow long hair? It’ll take years!


Right then, my world goes small and dark into a tunnel of self-disgust. I’m a fool to think I can make it as a model in New York!


On my way through the parking garage, I think of ways to starve myself. I drive in a daze to the nail salon, where the manicurist layers on toxic epoxy and grinds it with an electric sander. My mind ping-pongs between bad ideas, self-abusing thoughts, and terrible ways to push down my hunger.


I hate these fake nails. They make me feel claustrophobic, like I can’t breathe, so I rip them off with wire cutters the night before leaving for Paris.
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Paris parking lot, winter 1980








FRENCH FOR TRAVELERS
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February 1980, LAX to Charles de Gaulle


The girl sitting next to me is a model. I can tell from her ridiculously beautiful, perfect face. I assume she’s on her way to model in Paris like me. “Hi, I’m Jill. Who are you with?”


“I’m with Willy—you?” Her blue eyes and puffy lips are totally marketable and, with that long, chocolate-brown hair, she’ll have no problem. I wish mine were long like that.


“I am too, but I’ve never seen you at the agency. Sorry, what’s your name?”


“Scarlett—I just moved from Portland. That’s why you haven’t seen me.”


The plane ascends and the cabin fills with cigarette smoke, giving me an instant pounding headache. I look at Scarlett. “You don’t smoke, do you?”


“No! It’s horrible—I can’t breathe.” She waves her hand, trying to clear the smoky fog in front of her face.


“Wait, are you going to work with Paris Planning? Have you met Gerald?” I ask.


“Yeah, I met him in LA. I think we’re staying together in the same hotel.”


“Good! I’m glad we don’t have to do this alone.”


“You know Gerald only chose two girls from the whole US to come to Paris, right?” she says.


“No. Really?” I feel instantly flattered, but wonder if it’s really true.


I grab my French for Travelers book from my bag. I need to know how to say “hello,” “please,” and “thank you.” Scarlett buries her nose in a romance novel with a sexy woman and a hunky man on the cover.


Everybody tried to talk me out of going to Paris except the agency and Alleen, who prepared me with “Lambchop, the best way I can describe the French is that if there’s a goddamn pipe in the room, they’ll wallpaper it. They have a genetic need to decorate everything. Oh, and it’s cold as fuck there in the winter. I mean it, Choppers, if you go to Paris in the winter, you’ll freeze your ass off.”


Alleen is a realist. And yes, it’s winter—February to be exact. Alleen is the only person I know who’s been to Paris, and I’m nervous—and not just about the weather. I’m on a mission to support myself financially, and my need for freedom and independence is stronger than the fear knocking at me. Besides, I’m an expert at silencing fear and stuffing down anxiety until I can’t even feel it. I’m gonna make it on my own. I have to. I’m determined to never depend on anyone ever again. I’ve got to be free. I absolutely must be able to support myself financially and create my own life on my own terms.


After eleven hours and no sleep, we land after midnight at Charles de Gaulle airport, which has the modern esthetic of Tomorrowland at Disneyland. People from foreign countries I can’t even imagine sleep in piles on the floor.


We drag our heavy, overstuffed suitcases past them all into the RER train car that takes us to the center of Paris. Whizzing along in the dark tunnel, I look at Scarlett through my bloodshot haze. “I’m not staying here more than a month, two at the most.”


“Same.”


Our train screeches to a halt. We get off and wander in the dim underground Metro maze under Paris.


“What does sortie mean?” Scarlett says, looking up.


“I don’t know,” I say, agitated. We drag our huge bags through tunnel after tunnel, up and down a thousand stairs, trying to budge every locked turnstile and stainless-steel door. The Metro is closed for the night, and we’re locked in. I stand in front of a pair of steel doors, determined to get over them, and look back at the no-way-in-hell look on Scarlett’s face.


“Come on, I’ll help you over,” I beg. I hadn’t noticed how tiny she is, maybe only five-four. She rolls her eyes and finally climbs on the ticket-sucking part of the turnstile, then throws a leg over the top of the steel door and slides down the opposite side. I hoist the luggage up and over, climb up, and jump down.


We wander through what feels like miles of tunnels and thousands of steps until we hear the echo of cars speeding on the wet street above. After climbing one last flight of stairs, hauling our heavy bags up one stair at a time, we’re finally outside. Like Alleen said, Paris is cold as fuck—rainy and windy too.


Soon, a taxi spots us waving in the dark, and we hand the driver the address. “Ah oui, Saint-Germain. He jumps out and stuffs our suitcases in his trunk. “Allez, les filles, allons-y!” We climb in and he steps on the gas.


Racing through its streets, Paris’s absolute beauty snaps me out of my sleepy, frustrated crankiness and takes me in her grip. We turn a corner, and through the mist I see the tree-lined Seine glowing dark black, twinkling with reflections of streetlights and bridges. Grand palaces are lit up on either side. It’s pure magnificence, and it makes downtown Los Angeles look like the apocalypse.


The taxi drops us at the hotel the French agency has booked for us. The door is locked so we push the buzzer. The thick, wood slab opens with a thud to a disheveled man, half asleep in his pajamas. He motions for us to follow, and we drag our bags up four flights of creaky stairs to the tiny room with one small bed, a bidet, and sink—no toilet. The man disappears and we collapse into bed and turn out the light.


“How old are you, Jill?” Scarlett asks quietly.


“I just turned twenty, in October.”


“Can you keep a secret?” she asks.


“Yeah, of course.”


“I lied to the agency. I’m not twenty-one.”


I look up in the dark, at the ceiling. “Oh. Well, how old are you?”


“How old do I look?” She sounds tentative.


“I don’t know, like twenty-four? I’m guessing high.”


“Nope. I’m twenty-eight and barely five-four. I’m so scared to be here. When I met Gerald we were sitting down. I do mostly face and hair stuff, but still, I don’t think this is gonna work. Do you think they’re gonna send me home?”


“First of all, you don’t look anywhere near twenty-eight and you’re so pretty, you’re gonna do great. I can totally see you killin’ it with that face of yours. Hopefully, we both will.”
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Paris street, winter 1980








MY PLAN DE PARIS
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European police sirens and honking cars pull me out of my coma in the morning. It’s so cold my face is numb. Out of the corner of my eye, I see a pipe that runs along the wall. It’s covered in faded floral wallpaper, like the walls. I smile and think about Alleen.


The city glistens in the morning fog as our taxi speeds over Pont Neuf and up rue de Rivoli. Paris Planning is at 29 rue Tronchet, with the La Madeleine church on one end of the street and Galeries Lafayette at the other. A huge wooden door opens onto a cobblestone courtyard and we climb the old stairway to the second floor where a shiny brass plaque on the door reads PARIS PLANNING MODELS.


We open the door to pounding club music, ringing phones, and yelling in French. The stark white, modern, calm-looking space is anything but calm. Loud, fast-talking agents are manning phones behind a chest-high counter running the length of the slim room, and opposite them is a wall of windows and shelves stacked with model composites. Each composite, or card, has fashion, head, and body shots with the model’s name, measurements, and the Paris Planning logo, like an auction house or real estate office.


Gerald, the head of Paris Planning, bounces down to greet us with a huge smile. “Bonjour les filles, I see you made it to Paris! How was your sleep? You girls ready to work?”


His French accent is thick. He kisses us on both cheeks. Gerald is more handsome than I remember. He’s confident, even cocky, but somehow it suits him and looks natural. Even his crooked, tobacco-stained teeth look cool. Messy brown curls fall around his face and smile lines frame a naughty grin and blue eyes. I thought black leather pants and biker jackets were only for rock stars. This is no longer true.


“Here are your bookers.” He gestures toward the counter. “You have Evelyn, Isabel, Jacqueline, and last but not least, Pepper.” Her desk is on the end. She leans over to shake our hands, a phone to her ear, pen in her mouth. “Bonjour, ladies,” she purrs in a husky exaggerated accent.


Gerald continues, “Your mailboxes are there, and just past is the men’s agency, Francois Lano. Pepper will give you your list of go-sees. Any questions, speak to her. I’ll see you later.” He kisses our cheeks and returns to his station.


Pepper lowers her eyelids halfway. “Give me your books, girls.” This time she’s speaking with an American southern drawl. She’s petite with brown hair, blue eyes, and an inflated-looking pug nose, which you’d think would be ugly, but somehow looks sexy. She wears an off-the-shoulder green sweater, a tight black skirt, fishnets, and heels. I love her makeup—black liquid eyeliner, matte red lips.


She’s examining my portfolio when, to my shock, she starts pulling out all my best work. She hands me a new white Paris Planning portfolio with only four shots in the plastic sleeves.


“How am I supposed to work with just four pictures in my book?” I ask.


She ignores me and hands me a list of eleven go-sees, which seems like a lot for the first day. Scarlett has three. I try to hide my confusion. “Go to the bookstore and get a Plan de Paris. It’s a map that will be your bible with all the streets of Paris. If you need to use the ladies’, use the café toilets.”


“Do we have to buy something before we use their bathroom? They won’t get mad?” I ask.


“No. Oh, and tips are included. You can stay all day in a café, if you want. Good luck.” She picks up the phone and gives us her backside.


I’m so distracted and confused by the scene in the agency—Gerald, all Mr. Handsome and Charming, and Pepper, all cocky and aloof ripping my portfolio apart—that I slide on a pile of dog shit on the way to the bookstore. Parisians don’t pick up dog shit. If my book is so bad, why did they even want me to come?


We find the bookstore and the little maroon Plan de Paris. The cashier growls angry words in French while I write a traveler’s check. I can see he wants cash but I haven’t gotten any yet. The Plan de Paris is similar to the Thomas Guide map I use at home, but in French.


“Good luck today, Scarlett.” I hug her.


“Same to you.” We roll our eyes at each other like, yeah right. She heads off for face and hair appointments and I take off for fashion go-sees.


I descend tentatively into the Metro, which is now a hive of activity compared to last night’s silence. Everyone rushes around, staring straight ahead. No one says hello or smiles at one another like in California. It’s all strictly business.


I wander around reading my map trying to figure out which platform I should be on. Finally, I find it and stand in the crowd holding my white portfolio. As the Metro speeds in and screeches to a halt, chaos ensues. An ear-crushing buzz fills the tunnel until somebody flips the latch that opens the doors. Everybody pushes and shoves into the cars without a single “excuse me,” then the capsule of putrid smells takes off like a rocket.


On the first sharp turn, I slam into an oily-looking man. I apologize in English and grab a pole.
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My Paris Planning composite








THE MOUTH OF TRUTH
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Photo studios in Los Angeles are notoriously hard to find. Photographers don’t want thieves stealing their expensive equipment, so they’re hidden behind plain, nondescript walls. Paris takes this art of disguise to a new level.


But first I need to find the right platform and the right station to get off and transfer trains a few times, find the exit, and walk in the correct direction block after block, looking for the right street, address, door, and person—without speaking French, because Parisians in 1980 refuse to speak English. I am shockingly on time for my 10 A.M. go-see with Elle magazine in an old stone mansion.


The receptionist escorts me to a cavernous white room with rolling racks of clothes. Shoes and accessories are piled on the floor. A petite woman, probably in her thirties, walks in, scowling, looking at her watch. I still don’t know that it’s rude to be on time in Paris. On time in Paris is fifteen minutes late. She hands me a dress. I don’t see a dressing room, so I change right there while she flips through my now small selection of photos.


In Los Angeles, I was used to clients liking me so even though I was nervous, I felt upbeat. The reality hits me that if this one lady likes me, I can shoot for Elle and take those gorgeous shots straight to New York and make it big. But that’s not what happens.


She looks at my book, then back at me, shakes her head no, lights a cigarette, motions for me to do a spin. I spin around and she shakes her head no again, saying, “Non, ce n’est pas bien. Merci, au revoir.” I am dismissed. Not even a Polaroid. As she leaves the room, I wonder if there is any chance she could change her mind. Maybe she’ll call the agency and actually hire me. Maybe. Not.


I’m intensely focused on finding my way to my next go-see with no idea where I’m going. Plus, I have ten more appointments in this maze of a city. I’m walking down the street, distracted, when suddenly a filthy dreadlocked man jumps out from a doorway and shoves a bloody, wiggling rat right in my face. I scream, and he breaks into a diabolical laugh. What kind of asshole does this? I run away while he chases me for a block with the bloody rat.


I make it to the next go-see in a studio with about fifty other girls. They’re all American, Canadian, and European. They are never Asian, African, Indian, or Latin. I wait for two hours to be seen. Three women and one man, obviously the photographer, flip through my book, pointing at the photos. They look up at me and speak French to one another. I wish I could understand them. It doesn’t sound good. I imagine the worst. They hand me my book with a “Merci, au revoir.”


About noon, I duck inside a café to eat and pee, where the thick, moist air reeks of wet dog, cigarettes, stale liquor, and old piss. Eventually, I crave rancid café odors, but not today. I pull out my French for Travelers book and say to the waiter, “Café seevoos plate.” He walks away, waving his hands in the air. He’s not putting up with me.


I ask the man behind the bar where the restroom is. He points to the stairs. I descend to find a tiny closet with a square porcelain floor. There are nonslip places for my feet on either side of a hole. I pull my jeans down and squat over the hole. No toilet paper. I drip-dry and leave hungry.


I continue dragging myself around from go-see to go-see, each more depressing than the previous one. I don’t receive a shred of approval, not even a smile. All I get are rude, cold people pointing at my flaws and whispering about me in French.


After a day full of confusion and rejection, I climb the stairs out of the Metro at dusk. I’m lost, hungry, tired, and broken. I take a shaky breath in and as I exhale, I break down crying. Paris doesn’t want me. What the fuck was I thinking? This place is hell!


I stand on the corner as darkness falls around me, crying intensely but silently. I can hold in the sound of my sadness but can’t control my pouring tears, fast breathing, or pounding head. I’ve never felt like such a loser in my life, except maybe back in sixth grade when the entire class dumped their bins of trash on my head on trash pickup day. Everybody is against me. I’m a freak. I’m not what they want. I’m ugly, dirty, and flawed. Not pretty, fresh, and loved.


But what can I do? If I give up and go back to Los Angeles, I still can’t make enough money to live well on. I’ve got to make it. I can’t give up. I’ve got to get the pictures and go to New York. If I make it big in New York, I’ll have enough money to be independent and free. I’m not giving up on my goal. But what if I don’t make it? Then what will I do?


I skip the last two appointments and flag a taxi to the hotel, crying the whole way.


When I enter the hotel lobby, I stand and look around. I notice how dirty and derelict everything is, from the peeling wallpaper to the cracked floor tiles. The manager pops up from under his desk, startling me. He points to himself, smiling and saying, “Jean Paul.” His salt-and-pepper-colored frizzy hair is poking out in every direction, like a bird’s nest. His wrinkly clothes are four sizes too big and his trousers, rolled at the ankle, must have belonged to someone else. He obviously dresses from the lost-and-found bin.


“I’m Jill.” I point to myself and try to stop sobbing. He comes round the desk and kisses me on both cheeks with his greasy, unshaven, prickly face, which feels surprisingly comforting and makes me cry even more.


He catches me looking at the long, thin needles that protrude from his forehead and his ears. He arranges his hair, trying to hide them, saying, “Je souffre de migraines. C’est l’acupuncture,” and hands me my skeleton key with the dirty, wine-colored tassel attached.


“Thanks.” I turn to the stairs and take a deep breath. As I ascend the four flights, I fantasize about a hot bath. If this hotel doesn’t have heat, it’s got to have hot water, right? I grab the pressed, white linen hand towel from my room and go down the hall to the salle de bains.


I step in the tub and turn on the hot water but, even after a long time, it’s still freezing cold. I wash the essentials and dry off with the tiny towel. I run, freezing, back to my room and jump under the covers. I made it through the first day. Barely.
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I roll out of bed and pee in the bidet. Fuck that freezing hallway. It’s Saturday—my face and my ass belong to me today.


I grab my cold Levi’s from the floor. My knees ache from the pounding they endured all week. Walking on granite sidewalks all day in heels, or even flats, made my knees swell and now they’re so tight I can hardly bend them. Years later, I learn that I’ve got a genetic connective tissue disease called Ehlers-Danlos syndrome. I pop the water blisters on my feet with a safety pin and throw on my tennis shoes.


Breakfast is in the basement, through the rough-hewn limestone arch. I duck under, but Scarlett sails right through. We sit down at one of the small tables among the other foreign guests. I try to imagine the thousands of souls who must have eaten here and it makes me feel safe somehow.


Jean Paul walks in with a big smile and brings us cafés au lait, warm baguettes, and triangles of soft cheese. I slather the warm bread with butter and apricot jam and dig in. Never have I ever tasted bread this delicious in my life. I eat the entire six-inch chunk. The French baguette would soon become a huge source of stress, since it’s always available, cheap, and so damn good.


Scarlett says, “I’m not eating all this. I’ll eat half. No butter and jam.” Then she sets her cheese in the middle of the table.


“Can I have your cheese?” I ask.


Tourists at the other table give us the stink eye knowing we’re responsible for blowing out the hotel electrical panel. An American blow dryer was too much to handle.


I bundle up in my ridiculous-looking, long, purple goose-down jacket, while Scarlett piles on layers of mountain-girl clothes. My face is numb with the cold as we stroll along streets, so quiet compared to the hustle of the workweek. With no destination in mind, we wind up at the Luxembourg Gardens. It’s so nice to just walk and talk—no go-sees, no one to impress.


“How long were you in LA?” I ask.


“Only two months.”


“So, you came to model? I guess they don’t have much modeling work in Portland, do they?”


“No, they don’t,” she says, laughing, “but I actually came to LA for cosmetology school.”


“You did?”


“Yeah, I was studying to be a makeup artist when someone from the school told me I should do face and hair modeling. So I interviewed at Wilhelmina and they signed me.”


“That’s amazing! So, do you really love doing makeup?”


“I do! I’m gonna do it again when I’m done modeling.”


“Would you do my makeup, sometime?”


“Of course!” She smiles.


I pepper her with questions all around the gardens until we stop in front of the marble statue called La Bocca della Verità—The Mouth of Truth. Legend says that if you tell a lie with your hand in her mouth, she’ll bite it off. The statue is so playful and beautiful. I’ve never seen nude art like this. There’s no sexy vibe like in my dad’s collection of lusty nudes hanging in the garage and our den. This graceful nude woman doesn’t make me feel uncomfortable; she makes me feel good. I want to be like her, appreciated for her playful, womanly spirit, not just her beauty and sexuality.


We wander through an open-air farmers’ market with bright orange carrots and ruby red beets, so fresh they have dirt still clinging to them. Onions, potatoes, and leeks overflow from wood crates. I don’t know what a fromagerie is, but small mountains of tiny cheeses are artfully arranged and piled high in every shade of yellow, cream, and orange imaginable. The vendors beam with pride over their products. It is nothing like the supermarkets back home.


“Bonjour mademoiselles!” the butchers shout as we pass the meat stall, wearing aprons stained with blood. Huge hunks of meat hang overhead. We giggle at the reconstructed ducks that have been cleaned and reunited with their feathers and orange bills for display.


The currency is a mystery, so as I pay for my goods, I show the vendor my bills and coins. They take the proper amount and count back to me, generously teaching me how to use French money. Soon, I’ve got bags of fresh yogurt, cheese, fruit, bread, and a dusty, homemade bottle of one-franc wine.


Scarlett and I stroll slowly back to the hotel. I tie my bag of yogurt and cheese outside the window, on the balcony railing, hoping the pigeons don’t steal it. Who needs a refrigerator in this weather?


Later that night, we slice the cheese with my Swiss Army knife and devour it with bread and wine. With no television or music, we find other ways to entertain ourselves, things that would never happen back home.


We tear pages from my journal and make a backgammon board. Aspirin tablets and coins are our playing pieces. We play for hours, taking turns pulling hand-numbered scraps, like dice, from an empty yogurt container. I look at Scarlett’s sweet face and feel deep gratitude that she is here with me. As we play, I kind of pull away to watch our scene. . . .


I’m in my favorite brown-and-white men’s flannel pajamas, a wool sweater, and three layers of socks. Scarlett is just as bundled up in her bright red coat and ski cap. Even with the struggles and difficulties, I feel something totally new. There’s not a single soul around watching me, telling me what to do. There are no house rules. I can do what I want, when I want, and no one knows or cares. No peer pressure, no parent pressure, and even no friend pressure. I’m completely unknown, anonymous. A brand-new sense of freedom fills my entire being as I watch myself laugh, feeling totally safe and at peace. I’m doing exactly what I want in this moment. I am free.
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Bread and wine, aspirin and coin backgammon, Paris, winter 1980








ADJUSTMENTS
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As one challenging day of interviews bleeds into the next, I feel like my body is held hostage in Paris, with my mind detached and stuck in LA. I’m frustrated and lonely and miss everything about America. Paris is a bigger adjustment than I could have imagined. Mostly it’s the simple things I miss, like soft toilet paper or menus I can read.


Los Angeles is always hot, but in Paris the gutters are frozen and sealed with ice crystals. And the rain! I’ve never seen so much rain. The sky is dark and covered in a blanket of gray clouds. It’s shocking, coming from the sunny blue skies of California, and pretty depressing too.


I’m used to speeding all over in my red sports car, from the beach to the city, out to clubs and restaurants, and over to friends’ houses. Here, I have to walk and take the Metro, which never winds up being close to where I’m going anyway, so I still have to walk. Back home, I always know where I am but here I’m always lost and confused.


In Los Angeles, I lived on healthy salad bars and tasty Mexican food. Here, I eat bread, cheese, and wine and always feel bloated. The French bistros don’t offer healthy salads, just fatty German sausages, baguette sandwiches, and premade croque monsieurs—bread stuffed with fatty cheese, butter, and ham. I feel fat but can’t go to the gym. They don’t have gyms here. None that I can find anyway. I’m used to working out three times a week, plus swimming. I feel my muscles fading away, except in my legs from all the walking. I wish I could afford a car, but I don’t know where I’m going and can’t speak French, so how could I read the road signs, pass a driving test, or buy a car?


At home, I fit in. Here I stand out like a freak. I don’t know how to dress, I can’t speak the language, and I can’t figure out the modeling market. It’s nothing like Los Angeles.


Even though I run around on go-sees all week, I’m not used to having this much free time. Normally, I’m busy with my friends in between work. I don’t know what to do with all my nervous energy, but I’ve got to get it out, so I start writing at cafés—a lot. I sit between interviews, writing letters home or in my journal. Sometimes I sit and stare and watch the people trudging by. I’ve never written this much or sat in silence for so long in my life!


Even though I broke up with Jack before leaving the US, I miss the sex. It’s not easy for me to have sex. Jack was the first boy I ever slept with. Sex and I have a complicated relationship. I fear it and crave it at the same time.


I miss my friends, I miss the sun, I miss my car, and I hate these hotels. I miss speaking English so badly that I go to the American Legion in Paris to talk with old war veterans.


My favorite reminder of home that I’ve found so far is a restaurant called Jo Allen, because everything is in English. The waiters even speak broken English, although with thick French accents. I always get the same thing: carrot ginger soup and afterward, a warm brownie topped with a mountain of whipped cream. I eat slowly and enjoy being somewhere that feels a little more like home.
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Misery in Paris, winter 1980








PARIS PHOTOS
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My first shoot is for Paris Match, which I assume is a fashion magazine, but later learn is closer to Newsweek. Pin-Up studio on Avenue Jean-Moulin isn’t easy to find in the pouring rain. I’ve been using my white vinyl portfolio to shield me from the downpour instead of buying an umbrella.


Inside, Pink Floyd’s The Wall is blasting and stylists buzz around. The smell of cigarettes and espresso hangs in the air. The studio is cavernous, with tall ceilings and white walls. No faded wallpaper or antique woodwork here.


The photographer yells to me, “Bonjour! Commencez les cheveux et le maquillage, s’il vous plaît,” and returns to his lighting setup.


“Bonjour,” I say, and head to the makeup room, with walls of mirrors and clear, round bulbs, and take a seat among the other models. The hairstylist puts my hair in hot rollers, while the makeup artist jumps in, chatting away in French. He dabs concealer under my eyes, covers my face in foundation, brushes on blush, then eye shadow, eyeliner, and mascara. With steady hands, he lines my lips and fills them with lipstick and gloss. After the hairstylist runs his hands through my hair, I’m ready to shoot.


The photographer indicates for me to pull my V-necked T-shirt down off my shoulders to just above my breasts, which always means a face shot. No gorgeous clothes today.


Being comfortable with nudity comes bit by tiny bit. For me, it began with growing up in the heat waves of Los Angeles, where I ran around in my bikini. Then, when I worked as a swim instructor, a bikini was my uniform. Working as a fit model for a swimwear company, my breasts and ass were tools—shaping devices that perfectly fitting swimsuits were formed upon. I’ve learned to separate my body from my inner self. I see my body as a tool with many uses, from creating good-fitting swimsuits to promoting products. I use my body to make money, selling everything from swimwear and sportswear to soap and soda. It is confusing sometimes though, because there are times when I need to detach, like for work or if men are staring at me, and there are other times when I need to feel connected with my body in order to feel peace and rest. I constantly go in and out of connecting with myself.


On location shoots in California we change clothes in public—on the beach under a towel or in cars. At fashion shows, male and female models, makeup artists, stylists, and designers all work backstage while I stand in my tiny, nude thong, no bra, because you can’t distract from the clothes with undergarments poking about. Nudity becomes no big deal at work, which is a very different situation from my crazy mixed-up feelings about sex. Anyway, we’re just all there to do our jobs.


I’m led to a large circular arrangement of shoes on the floor. I tiptoe on the pristine white studio paper, careful not to leave a footprint, and get into position with my head in the center of the shoes on the floor, as directed.


The French stylist has wild red hair, thick black eyeliner, and red lips. She wears Levi’s 501s and a pink sweatshirt belted tight at her waist. She crawls on her hands and knees, arranging shoes around my head like peacock plumes. The concrete floor under the paper feels like a block of ice against my entire backside. The photographer’s assistant holds the light meter over my face with a pop. He reports the numbers to the photographer, who hangs over me on a ladder, shooting test Polaroids.


Once he’s happy, he switches to his 35mm camera and starts clicking away. “Bien, bon travail. Regardez-moi.” The lights pop loudly each time, setting off the flash.


I ignore the cold floor and my head surrounded by shoes. I pretend that I’m looking at my best friend or someone I love as I stare directly into the glass camera lens. Since the camera picks up all my emotions, I focus hard on peaceful thoughts. Whenever I smile, the photographer keeps yelling, “Ferme ta bouche!” (Close your mouth!) It took me a while to learn that in Paris I wasn’t supposed to smile for the camera like they wanted me to in Hollywood.
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