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    I arrive in Paris on September 12, 1988, armed with two Polaroid pictures and three years of high school French. I am 18, straight out of Catholic school, and about to discover what it’s like to be one of the 99 percent of international fashion models who never make it onto the cover of Vogue. My first week in Paris, I book two photo shoots and a fashion show: French Glamour with Ellen von Unwerth, who shoots all the Guess ads, Biba, a French teen magazine, and the Hermès show.


    The Glamour shoot is set to take place at the Piscine Deligny, a fashionable swim club built on a barge anchored to the bank of the Seine. I’m instructed to meet the crew at the location van parked nearby. I’m both excited and nervous. This is my first modeling job in Paris, and with a famous photographer, no less! My life would be easier if I weren’t so damn shy. Maybe I could take acting classes or join Toastmasters and learn to give speeches. Then again, no one cares what models have to say.


    Inside the van is everything we’ll need for the day: food, a table and sink, a bathroom, all of the clothing and accessories, and dozens of Chanel, Shiseido, and Dior eye shadows, lipsticks, and blushes. Outside, I see Ellen shooting a Marilyn Monroe doppelgänger. The peroxide model leans against a wooden railing, expertly twirling this way and that, batting her eyelashes and pursing her lips. Then she grips the railing behind her, throws her head back, and laughs. She’s fantastic. I haven’t the first clue how to do what she’s doing, so I try to memorize her every move—the way she positions her feet, the way she touches one hand to her chest and tosses her chin to the sky with that carefree grin. I want to be a straight-A model.


    “Great! Great!” Ellen yells, snapping madly at her shutter release.


    My modeling experience amounts to three test shoots in Detroit, during one of which I stared expressionless at the camera while the photographer kept yelling, “Can’t you do anything!?” They expect you to magically know how to move in front of a camera, and it’s not as easy as it looks. It’s a skill, and, like any skill, it takes practice. But they don’t teach you; you’re just expected to learn on the job. And if you have taken classes at a modeling school like Barbizon, they will heave great sighs of displeasure and insist that you forget everything you know because you have learned it all wrong.


    “Meghan!” calls Stephane, the skinny makeup artist with Buddy Holly glasses. “On y va?” I follow him back to the van to have my makeup done. As I sit there, my head against the warm velour bucket seat, his feathery makeup brushes lull me to sleep.


    “Wake up, sweetheart,” he says, finally. “It’s time for your hair. I grab a second pain au chocolat and transfer myself to “the hair chair,” while Silke, a German hairstylist with spiky blond hair and tattoos, douses my head with a liquid gel that smells like sage. I could swear I’ve met her before.


    “You look familiar,” I say.


    She shrugs. “We’ve probably worked together before,” she says, combing the gel into my hair. I’m too embarrassed to tell her that I’ve never worked with anyone before, that this is my first job. Then she looks over at Stephane and announces that she’s found Jesus. It turns out that he, too, has found Jesus and now they’re best friends. Jesus? Are they serious? I abandoned my family and friends, denounced God, and traveled 6,000 miles to see the world for—Jesus? Where are the lines of coke, the all-night parties on yachts in the Mediterranean, the dancing on tables, the casual sex? I’ve been trying to lose Jesus for years, so I duck into the back of the van as soon as Silke is finished with my hair.


    The clothing stylist, an anorexic-looking woman named Inès, garbs me like a rock star in the most beautiful gown I’ve ever seen—a mid-thigh-length Christian Lacroix empire dress with long silk organza sleeves and gold lamé trim. With my false eyelashes and my hair spiked like Billy Idol’s, I fantasize about taking keyboard lessons and starting an all-girl rock band. I can’t sing, but I could stand there and look good.


    Ellen decides to shoot me and Simon, the male model, in the back of the location van surrounded by clothes, makeup, and accessories, as though we are in my dressing room getting ready to go onstage. Simon is a beautiful 22-year-old with a chiseled face, long stringy brown hair, and a Cockney accent so strong he has to ask three times if anyone “gote some wo-uh” before Inès jumps up to get him a bottle of Evian. Holding my hand and kissing my cheek, he playfully peers into the camera. This is it! One week in Paris and I’m already that girl in the magazine, the one with the gorgeous guy around her neck. But I don’t know what to do, so I just stand there smiling, waiting for directions. Then, after snapping just a few pictures, Ellen lowers her camera, frowns, and waves her hand impatiently at me.


    “OK, let’s begin again,” she says.


    Begin what? I think. Tell me what I’m supposed to do. But she doesn’t, and I can tell that she’s unhappy with me. If I don’t act fast, I could lose the job. I can’t let that happen. I ask for a glass of water, hoping to stall for time while I come up with a plan. Ellen hands me a glass of champagne instead. I gulp it and start giggling. She hands me another and begins shooting as Simon wraps his arms around me and nudges his cheek against mine. I giggle some more and, between rolls of film, check my makeup in the mirror.


    “That’s perfect!” Ellen shouts when I touch my fake eyelashes to make sure they’re still on. “Keep doing that,” Ellen says as she snaps away.


    Now if only I could learn to model sober.




    *****


    


    I never wanted to be a model. My plan was to get a PhD in psychology or economics, but I wanted out of the Midwest. I wanted to move to California and attend UC Berkeley. But with eight kids to support, my dad laughed when I mentioned out-of-state tuition. Then I got an idea. If I moved to California and took a year off school to work, I could save money while earning my California residency. Then I could attend Cal for a fraction of the price. But what would I do? Answer phones at a hotel on Union Square? Fold T-shirts at a tourist trap on Fisherman’s Wharf? There weren’t many options for a high-school-educated girl with no money and no connections. Then one night I was stopped by a modeling scout while working on a history paper at my local library in Michigan. I explained my dilemma, and she offered to hook me up with a modeling agent in San Francisco. Before I knew it, that agent was flying me to Paris for the fall shows. And I had a new dream: to save $50,000 to pay for college.




    *****




    A week later, I am taking the Métro to the Louvre for the Hermès show. Walking down a runway at the Twelve Oaks Mall in Michigan was frightening, but in the courtyard of the Louvre during the middle of Paris Fashion Week? With celebrities and fashion editors from all over the world watching my every move? I just might shit my pants.


    I’m relieved to see a few familiar faces backstage—two models from my agency and a couple others I’ve met on castings. Maybe this won’t be so bad, I think. I hide my backpack behind a rack of clothes and wait in line to get my makeup and hair done. My pixie takes just five minutes to style, so while the long-haired girls are having theirs straightened and curled and twisted and pinned, I strip down to my bra and underwear. When my dresser sees me, she hands me a plastic bag with a beige G-string so small that I know it won’t cover my pubic hair. I tell her I haven’t shaved, and she slips me a disposable razor and points to the bathroom. I’ve never dry-shaved before, but today is a day of firsts for me. In the bathroom, I remove my bra (because models don’t wear bras in fashion shows), change my underwear, and shave around my new G-string. The clothes will cover my pubes on the runway, but I don’t want to be walking around backstage like I’ve got Bozo the Clown in my crotch. The dry shaving isn’t as painful as I thought it would be, although it leaves little red bumps on my crotch. By the time I’m done, the other girls have finished their hair and makeup, and it’s time to get dressed.


    The other 16 or so models are also naked except for the small triangle of fabric covering their privates, but no one seems to care, despite the fact that there are quite a few men—hairstylists, makeup artists, event organizers, sound engineers, and the boyfriends of the models in the show—milling around. By now all the guys have seen my bare breasts and buttocks, but I’m trying to act as nonchalant as everyone else is about it.


    First my dresser etches crisscross lines into the soles of all my shoes to give me traction on the cloth runway. Then she lines the shoes up beneath their respective outfits, stands up, and looks up at my chest. She cups her hands under my breasts and says, “Heavy-o! So heavy!” (she’s Japanese) with a big smile on her face. I stare at her, dumbfounded, wondering if I’ve just been sexually harassed.


    The lights backstage are bright, and the Cure is playing on someone’s boom box. A woman shouts, “On s’habille!”—“Let’s get dressed!”—and everyone snaps to attention. The show is about to begin.


    My dresser hands me a pair of stockings, then a turtleneck, a pair of wool pants, a pair of ankle-high boots, and a long red wool coat that she helps me button up to my neck. I’m hot with all the lights, and I can feel beads of sweat forming on my nose. No sooner do I begin to dab them away with the back of my hand than a makeup artist rushes over, brushes my hand away with a “Tssk!,” and powders my nose.


    While I wait in line with the other models, a waiter walks down the column carrying a tray of flutes of champagne and hands one to each person. I take a few sips, careful not to smudge my lipstick, but the moment I place my glass back on the tray, a makeup artist hurries over to fix my lips, first brushing them with more color and then placing a square of tissue between my lips and motioning for me to clamp down. The lights go out, the music blares, and suddenly, I am onstage.


    My heart is beating as fast as a rabbit’s, but I manage to smile at the audience. I know most models are serious on the runway, but I’ve got this pixie waif look—imagine Julie Andrews in Peter Pan—and smiling suits me. I’m so nervous I can feel the nerves in my cheeks quavering, so I smile harder to make them stop. There are photographers everywhere, surrounding the base of the runway near my feet, but they’re the only people I can see. With the lights on me, the audience looks black. I’m smiling at a void.
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