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To Tahmanent, my grandma.


Mina, you are forever in my heart, and I miss you every day.


And to all your beautiful sons and daughters, who fill the world with a special kind of love, warmth, and humor that knows no boundaries or religions.
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I’ve been sharing my thoughts on life, love, and style for almost ten years now, which makes me:


1. A complete over-sharer.


2. A pretty seasoned opinion-giver.


3. Well, it should have made me super stylish.


So why did I pick this stupid pair of shoes this morning?




On my blog I’ve talked about matters so light (do I really need a pair of kitten heels?) that they evaporated an hour after being published, and subjects so deep (burying my grandmother in Morocco) that I still receive incredibly heartfelt letters about them to this day. I’ve written about things so embarrassing they made me want to melt into the floor, and I’ve also written of my proudest moments.


Sharing my stories came to me pretty late in life, but the day I got the hang of it, I began to understand the incredible power of letting your guard down, even with people you barely know.


Because when you open yourself, people will magically open up to you.


My blog began quite practically, as a way to share my illustrations. But I soon realized that what I really wanted was to start a conversation, just to see if there were other crazies like me out there. As it turns out, there were.


I embarked on a quest to capture the true essence of style. My journey took me from Corsica to the South of France to Paris to New York, and many places in between. And as I’ve come to learn, “style” is about so much more than the clothes we wear. It’s the way we walk, the way we smile, the sparkle in our eyes, the way we live our lives. Style is a universal language, and it has the power to connect us.


I grew up in a tiny beach town in Ajaccio, Corsica, but my heart belongs to Paris and New York, my two adopted home cities. Two cities that are both so fascinating and inspiring, so similar and yet so different. I could devote an entire book to comparing their quirks and assets. and how I’ve tried to take the best of each for myself. Trying to hold onto my French-ness by celebrating my imperfections and savoring my daily glass of red wine, while embracing that wonderful, empowering New York swagger. Being a French woman with an incorrigible sense of irony—but also letting myself get taken by the American dream. And realizing along the way that no matter what city we’re in, we all want the same thing.


We want love. We want to feel beautiful. We want to be good friends, good partners, good sisters, good daughters. We want to know how to never buy the wrong pair of shoes again. (Sorry to inform you, but you will keep making shoe mistakes until the day you die. So celebrate being alive right now!) We want to feel fulfilled by the work that we do, whatever that work may be.


Most of all, we want to find our place in this world.


And to be very stylish along the way, of course.


I found my place in this world almost by accident—more on that later—and it took me where I’d never dared to dream. How on earth do you provoke this sort of beautiful accident?


That’s what I want to share with you in this book. And I hope that my story inspires you to create your own series of beautiful little accidents—and to enjoy the ride, that’s what life is all about.[image: image]
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1. My sister Laetitia.











[image: image]







2. My mother, Kheira, had a very unique sense of style.
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3. My grandma, Marie, on my father’s side was Italian and extremely chic.
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4. My Grandma Marie and my dad, Louis.
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5. Mom and me. I wish she had kept that sweater.
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6. My grandma, Tahmanent, in traditional Berber dress.
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7. That’s me. At 8 I asked my mom to cut off all my hair. I wanted to be a boy!





I’M 4 AND MY STYLE BELONGS TO MAMAN.


My mother, Kheira, has the most unexpected sense of style.


I don’t know where she got it—maybe from my grandma Tahmanent, who was a Berber from the Moroccan mountains. My grandmother always dressed in bold colors and prints, bright frocks that complemented her long red henna-tinted hair. She loved dressing up, but she had to work within the strict codes that were imposed on her. Don’t show a lot of skin; play humble.


My mother is the opposite. She’s a free, modern woman and she wants the world to know. She wears tight jeans and irons her hair, and every outfit is perfectly thought out. When she has money, she buys the best pieces from Alaïa, Montana, and Thierry Mugler (hello, ’80s!), and when she doesn’t, she plays around with what she already has, goes thrift shopping, recuts her clothes, and gets super creative.


She wraps my head in leopard-print scarves and mismatches her stripes with my polka dots. I have to wear special shoes to reeducate my feet and save them from being flat. Instead of hiding the shoes, she puts me in light dresses to balance the heaviness with softness.


And just like that, I’m the most stylish kid in town.


But I really don’t care, because before long . . .


I AM 8 YEARS OLD AND IN LOVE WITH PAPA.


I’m a daddy’s girl. I love him like there is no tomorrow, and even if it will cost me a lot of money in therapy later on, for the moment all I want is the privilege of spending as much time with him as possible. So I become interested in everything he is into: cars, bikes, kitchen equipment (my dad is a chef).


He’s a handsome Corsican Italian man with a very precise sense of style. We talk; he tells me about his tastes. I totally get it!


I throw all my dresses away. Dresses are for little girls, anyway.


And, I’m not a girly girl. I’m a big fan of George, the tomboy heroine from The Famous Five, a series of kids’ books I’m addicted to. George is that daring, androgynous, cool-before-cool-even-existed heroine. She’s smarter than all the boys and I totally identify with her—so I ask my mom to cut my hair exactly like hers.


My mom isn’t afraid of my creativity (yet). She goes ahead and cuts.


I’m the only girl at school with short hair.


The perfectly braided girls in my class look at me with a raised brow and a pinched mouth. I learn what it means to be different. I don’t hate it.


I AM 13 AND I’M IN LOVE WITH MARCEL.


Marcel is the most handsome skater in middle school, and I’m an extremely shy nerd hiding her newly acquired curves (read: boob explosion!!!) under huge sweaters. Of course, he has no idea I exist.


I want him to notice me. I guess I already believe in the higher powers of fashion, because I tell myself that the best thing to do is:


×   a. Copy his style. Skater boy. Baggy jeans. Baggy T-shirts. Chuck Taylors.


Result: nothing. He still has no clue I exist.


×   b. Refine my approach. I notice that all of Marcel’s skater friends have super-girly girlfriends.


Of course—guys prefer real girls!!! Shift in strategy. I become super girly. I put on jewelry for the first time (from my mom’s closet), I throw away my backpack and buy a very unpractical purse (I now have to carry my school books in my arms, like in the movies, which I feel is the epitome of chic), and I wear a fitted top, which I’m totally insecure about, but I’m ready to risk it all for Marcel.


Result: nothing. He still doesn’t know I exist.


Conclusion: you don’t attract guys with style. This is a very freeing insight.


Proof? The moment I figure it out, I meet my first love, a skateboarder. No, not Marcel. Marcel, to this day, still doesn’t know I exist.
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1. My grandma had a thing for scarves.
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2. I’m about 10 here and my hair is growing back.
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3. My father when he was a kid.
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4. The Famous Five were my favorite books from my childhood. George was my idol!
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5. About 12, becoming a teenager.
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6. My father in his twenties. He is still biking today!





I AM 15 AND IN LOVE WITH REI KAWAKUBO.


Whom I encountered through The Face, the wonderful ’90s British fashion magazine. To this day I still thank the fashion gods for the British tourists who left a copy in my dad’s restaurant.


I get a subscription and The Face becomes my bible. I want to be part of this world and, as you know by now, for me that translates into wanting to adopt its style.


But, my parents are not crazy about spending their money on anything that’s not directly related to my education. My wardrobe allowance is below sea level, so I go on secret missions into my mother’s closet.


With the help of a big pair of my dad’s kitchen scissors, I turn some of her most beautiful clothes into what, in my teenage mind, resembles Comme des Garçons.


In Ajaccio, no one understands my style. Les ignorants.


As for my mother, she discovers my closet-plundering when she reaches for her Montana coat and finds only a single sleeve I forgot to hide in its place.


She shouts. And then she faints. And when she wakes up she locks me out of her closet for the unforeseen future.


I run off in tears, proclaiming that one day Rei Kawakubo will adopt me and everyone will finally be happy, since no one in our family understands me.


In other words, I am a teenager.


I AM 18, A STUDENT, AND IN LOVE WITH MY BEST FRIEND.


I move to the South of France to study. I am supposed to live in a dorm, but my best friend’s apartment is so much nicer that we decide to live together. We study literature, but we’re mostly interested in experiencing life and discovering who we are.


And by that I mean partying, of course. What’s more important when you’re eighteen?


My friend Anne is the best thing that ever happened to me. We understand each other without talking, but we still talk 24/7.


Our style? Agnès B. tight jeans (skinny stretchy jeans hadn’t been born yet. I know, prehistoric), Agnès B. big sweaters, Doc Martens. Always the same, always matching, every day, all the time. Our dresser? Shared. Our friends? Shared. Our favorite movies? Shared. Our personality? Wait, what did you say? Our what?


Years later I discover that her feet were actually three sizes smaller than mine, but she never said anything about it, just because she was so happy to be able to share closets and Doc Martens. We had Doc Martens in every color of the rainbow, even the gold ones that are so difficult to find.


Ah, friendship rocks!!!


I AM 22 YEARS OLD AND IN LOVE WITH BJÖRK.


Hiking shoes like Björk, miniskirt like Björk, hair in multi-buns like Björk, and a military parka because, unlike Björk, I can’t afford a coat from Hussein Chalayan.


One day, on a trip to Washington, DC, to visit a friend who lives with a colorful bunch of punk rockers, I’m feeling very free and inspired. And so, just to see what it would be like, I go to a local salon and get my head shaved.


It feels weird and amazing. More spectacular than beautiful, but I don’t care about looking good. I’m much deeper than that. I’m a punk intellectual!


No, really. Shaving my head is about saying . . . It’s about saying, hmmmm . . . Well, it must be saying something. Maybe just that I feel liberated by this wonderful and faraway country where no one judges me and where I can walk around with a shaved head and a coffee in a to-go cup, the most fashionable accessory there is for a French girl like me.
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1. A shirt from Agnès B – I would spend all my money there. 2. Björk, my style idol when I was 20. 3. The Face, the magazine that opened a new world to me.





I AM 24 AND I’M IN LOVE WITH ROCK ’N’ ROLL.


I’m into the indie-rock scene. Instead of studying, I organize concerts with a friend, having bands we love come play in our city. We book groups like Cat Power, Blonde Redhead, and—a little more cerebral, because we’re deep—Tortoise.


My friends and I, we’re really the cool bunch.


Again, I’m in skinny jeans (still can’t find them back then, takes forever in vintage shops, but, hey, between two rock concerts and skipping class, I have aaall the time in the world), pointy flats (you can’t find them back then, takes forever in vintage shops, but, hey, between two rock concerts and skipping class, I have aaall the time in the world), vintage fur (so easy to find in vintage shops, pfffff, annoying), I have a cigarette in one hand, a beer in the other, and a backstage pass around my neck.


I don’t have any money—it’s not like organizing concerts will really make you any, and, anyway, I’d rather spend it on beer than on clothes. So it’s thrift shop all the way to achieve that look, which in retrospect was very Margot Tenenbaum. My closet may or may not smell like a vintage store, but I look cool and I’m having so much fun!


After a while, I realize that I stink, that I don’t like beer, and that you can see the concert better if you’re in the audience. I throw the lifestyle away, but I keep the skinny jeans and the ballet flats.


This turns out to be my first lesson in classic French style: When something works, stick with it.


I AM 26 AND IN LOVE WITH ZARA.


I’m a working girl!!! Well, I’m working but I’m still poor. After university, I get myself a job in a very stylish art-and-essay cinema, helping with press and curation. I watch movies all day; it’s romantic; I’m learning so much. But I have to look good to do my job, and I really can’t afford it.


That’s the moment Zara opens in my city, Marseille. Life revolution. I fall in love with the prices and the fact that suddenly all trends are available to me. Goodbye, thrift stores! No need to look like a dusty library rat anymore. Shiny new clothes—bring it on!


In the span of a few months, my wardrobe is 80 percent Zara. Zara becomes my religion, and I make sure to go to my church once a week in case a fashion miracle has happened. And Zara delivers: Fashion miracles always happen there. Soon I have no idea how I ever got dressed in the morning before Zara.


Problem? Same look as all my friends. No, wait . . . Same look as my entire city. No. Same look as all of France! No. Same look as the entire world!


Looking like everyone is looking like no one, I tell myself while taking a drag on my cigarette.


I go back to my thrift stores and learn to mix it up. By that time I have a proper washing machine and I know which fibers and fabrics to avoid. Tergal, get out of my way. You stink!


I even learn how to iron. I’m an adult. I know things. Sort of.


I AM 27 AND I AM SUPER EXTRA BROKE.


I quit my job to work as a freelance illustrator. Bohemian life, here I come! I am broker than ever.


Even H&M is a luxury to me, as I hit rock bottom. It’s the fashion juice cleanse. The only things I can’t stop myself from buying are magazines. Dreams on paper . . .


I learn to shop in my closet, reinvent my old clothes, steal from my boyfriend, swap with my girlfriends. I also learn to mend, recut, and dye my clothes. I don’t throw things away, I repurpose them, like I used to see my mom do. A man’s shirt can be recut to make a super-cool skirt. Baggy pants can be worn super low with a belt to give a completely different look. A slipdress can be worn in the winter with a big sweater . . .


This shopping diet is actually a great way for me to find important elements of my style: men’s clothes, coats, classics . . .


Having no money helps me understand that you don’t need cash to be creative, fashionable, and cool. And, most important, I discover you don’t need it to be happy.


I AM 33, I AM AN ILLUSTRATOR, AND I HAVE A BLOG!!!


Fashion blogs were born in France just as the fashion mass market exploded.


Zara, Topshop, H&M, and it’s also the beginning of high–low designer collaborations (remember the war for a jacket by Karl Lagerfeld for H&M?). We are entering the years of over-shopping.


I am starting to make a living on my illustrations, and after the fashion juice cleanse, it’s a total relapse: Instead of staying calm and buying just a few good pieces, I ruin myself with “good fashion deals” and lose my mind at stupid private sales.


I move to Paris and encounter the myth of the stylish Parisian firsthand, which is as depressingly real as can be. The cool girl I was in Marseille just doesn’t measure up to the impossibly, effortlessly chic Parisian. On top of all that, I feel like I have to live up to the expectations of being a fashion blogger. I try to adjust, but it’s the worst time of my life in terms of style.


I am not dressing for a guy, for my best friend, to look like my idol, to be special, or even for me: I’m dressing to try to be fashionable.


I buy the cheap version of whatever’s on the runway, with no sense of myself. I wear things that don’t flatter me, just because they’re on trend.


Do you remember those baby-doll dresses that were all the rage when Phoebe Philo was at Chloé? Can you imagine me in a cheap version of a Chloé baby-doll dress? No? Me neither.


But I buy and wear them. If you find a photo of me wearing one, please throw it away. Really, these are the dark ages of my style. And the worst part is, I know it isn’t working, but I have no idea what to do about it.


I learn that I’m not immune to the trends and that being a fashion victim is essentially being a victim. Yep. That’s all I learn, but the lesson is totally worth it.


And at least it makes funny stories for the blog.


I’M 36, MY BLOG IS FAMOUS, AND I’M A FASHION-INDUSTRY INSIDER!


It’s starting to sink in.


I’m understanding who I am, what I want, and what I don’t want. I learn to say no. No to passing trends, no to cheap copies, no to things that don’t flatter me.


I find my fundamentals: mixing menswear with feminine elements like skirts and high heels. I make my first fashion investments. An Hermès Kelly. A Burberry trench coat. A pair of Manolo heels.


I find my colors. I had known them forever—I was attracted to them naturally—but now they make my wardrobe. Whites, beiges, grays—and touches of red, blue, and green.


I still have moments where I panic and try to morph into sexy-cool Jenna Lyons or sexy-chic Carine Roitfeld, but moments like these usually don’t last for long.


I still have a lot to learn. Evening dressing, for example, is still a challenge. And sometimes I freak out when the runway shows come around, because I feel like I have to dress the part. But I’ve come to realize that no matter what I do, I can’t help but be me.


I’M 39, AND I HAVE REACHED FASHION MASTERY!!!


Just kidding.


I know what fits me and what makes me look good. I find myself buying the same thing over and over, but I don’t mind—these are my classics, they always work, they always make me happy. You’re going to learn everything about these essentials in the following pages.


I still make mistakes, but I’ve learned to ride the fashion-disaster dragon like a pro: I try new combos, new lengths, and new colors on days when it’s safe to experiment—and on important days I stick with what works.


I know now that fashion can really empower and make anyone feel beautiful—and that missteps are not the end of the world. They’re okay! They’re fun! Nobody cares!


Style is a fascinating way to tune in to who we are, understand who we are not, be creative, and express our inner selves.[image: image]
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1. I love this photo, shot by Derek Henderson for Vogue Australia – a very fashionable version of me. 2. A day at work in New York City. 3. Front row at Chanel, trying to keep my cool. 4. Downtime, checking e-mails between shows. 5. A shot by Patrick Demarchelier for a Net-à-Porter international campaign, seen here in V magazine. 6. At Fashion Week, a more sophisticated version of me. 7. At the shows, in heels you can only wear to the shows.





LESSON LEARNED
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The setting is Paris, in the days when I was seeking the answers to all of life’s questions at crowded sample sales.


In other words, I’m drowning in a sea of Rykiel pants that retrace the past twenty years of fashion, from the proudest moments to the most obscure. The only thing missing is the present—this winter’s collection—which I dream about night and day.


I’m lugging around a bag full of at least three pairs of 6ers,1 a long cardigan—striped, of course—and a whole bunch of happy happy Rykiel-eries that I’ll hurry to slip on as soon as I get them paid for.


Right then I run into my friend, beautifully and freshly scarved. The painful sting of jealousy is quick to follow. Led only by greed, I swan-dive into a box of scarves and emerge proud as can be with a green, silky-soft floral scarf. Around my shoulders it goes, and she has nothing to say but “wow”.2


It feels so right. I need this scarf. How much is it? Not that I really care. “It will be mine,” and “I do have a 401K,” and other end-of-the-world thoughts run through my head. I find the nearest saleswoman and grab her by the collar, threatening her with the power of my 6ers if she doesn’t give me the intel.


HER: Surprised look.


ME: Haggard look.


HER: Knowing, sardonic look.


HER: “But, madame, this isn’t a scarf! It’s the fabric we use to line the bottom of the bins!”


ME: Feeling like Jessica Stam falling down on the catwalk.


A few steps behind me, my friend can barely hold it together she’s laughing so hard.


And what do you imagine I did?


I found the manager and told her she needed to give me the bottom-of-the-bin fabric. She says no. I say yes. She says no way. I say, “I’ll pay!” She says, “We don’t even give these to employees.” I say, “Name your price.” She says, “Okay, fine, wait here.”


She comes back with a little box and says, “On the house.”


I always say that in life there are those who carry a loaded gun and those who dig.3


Me, I dig. I persevere. I push through. And, sometimes, I triumph.[image: image]
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Knowing your style goes a long way.


It gives you the power to communicate without saying a word; it turns you into a discerning shopper, the editor in chief of your own wardrobe.


After years of very serious research, fashion missteps, and wrong purchases, I have discovered that personal style and boundless fashion bliss lie at the intersection of four cardinals.


 


1. WHAT YOU KNOW ABOUT YOURSELF.


Take heels. As much as I love them, I know that I have to save them for special occasions, evenings out, and business meetings.


My daily routine varies. I take pictures, I write bundled up on my couch, but I also walk all over town for meetings. My days sometimes end with a cocktail, sometimes at a concert, with no time to change in between.
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