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Preface:
The Logic of Libertine Thrift

I must get one thing perfectly clear. This is not an account of saving, hoarding, sheltering, or even particularly respecting money. I am not a tea bag squeezer. I know many small ways to enjoy things cheaply, to skid under the wire of retail and fool a snobbish eye. But I am not inherently thrifty in any sensible way. I love silk satin as much as corduroy. I need perfume more than milk. I will spend my last six dollars on strawberries and a single lily rather than bread. And I am not impoverished by a stroke of misfortune. I chose an occupation famous for unstable income. Writing, traditionally, is the vocation of inherited nobility and radical fools. To do it well takes a sea of hours. Books take years … and years—and I am often broke because of the exact cost of time. Buying eight hours a day outside an office is my outrageous liberty and because of this indulgence, I have lived without health insurance, life insurance, or next month’s rent for a very long while. I am, clearly, an accountant’s nightmare; defiantly voluptuary in the face of grim facts, but I feel I have something to share. There’s got to be some point to being predictably, elegantly, perpetually broke. And the point for me is that one can live well, if somewhat cautiously, on less. Much, much less.

Money is the heartbeat of life but hardly the soul. And yet it underscores every moment. For everyone, except perhaps the very rich, money is a grind. It’s the ticket, we are told, to joy and liberty. When the chips are down, money is concrete (rent is rent), but in the credit-driven modern Western world it is also abstract; often our spending is suspended somewhere between what we can really afford and what we believe we deserve. With desire comes debt. Yet, in the grip of a luxury-driven culture, it has become very hard to discern between what is vital and what is just lust. In a shopping frenzy fueled by plastic, the cost of the things, the true cost (in time and interest and stress and repayments) gets lost. The culture of consumerism is slightly more sober now, tempered by the environment as much as the economy—yet as conscious and prudent as one tries to behave, the temptation is always there, pulsing inside a pocketbook, poised to lash out.

One of the main reasons I am often down-to-dime-jar broke is that I cannot use a credit card. I wish this limitation was based on principle alone but the fact is that I’m reckless. Utterly so. Like a gambler I would spend my chips in a hot minute, heading off to the airport in a hired car with the sky and my credit limit as the only boundaries. Compared to many I have a somewhat archaic, understanding of money. I spend exactly what I have in my pocket, often not wisely. And what I cannot reach financially I re-create, or fake, or imagine, or repair, or legally steal.

Poaching luxury for pennies is something of an art form. My mother taught me the true value of a cup of tea in a fine hotel lobby or grand café. “Look at those fabulous fakes lounging all over Café de Flore in Paris,” she often remarked, “squatting there like lizards over a single café au lait, soaking up the scenery, spying on the rich! I suppose it’s no crime to take up quality real estate.” Space, like time, is also money. Stretching dollars for their ultimate pleasure is not the Puritan approach to thrift, but it is an alternative, equally intrepid path to survival. As in ordinary economy, it’s an art of balance between luxuries and basics. The cheap green apples and the seven-dollar butter-crust pie shell; the unfashionable whole fish and the very good wine. The three-dollar lipstick and the hundred-dollar drop-dead vintage velvet dress. The plain white bedding sprinkled with lavender water and ironed as smooth as a sheet at the Ritz. The freedom of a first date devouring baked chicken and a bottle of red on the open deck of a public ferry. The defiant perversity of reading Proust at the Laundromat, letting dead, shabby hours transfigure into opulent reflection.

Having to look for pleasures that cost nothing or that are very, very cheap has a strange way of setting you free. Free from convention. Free from competition and social pressure. Free from dreary, predictable adult ways. I once made fall-leaf corsages for all twelve guests at a Thanksgiving dinner while walking along the streets of Brooklyn, choosing the best leaves with deliberate delight. Each guest wore their corsage differently—on a lapel, as a cocktail hat, stuffed into the knot of a cravat—and at the end of the night we scattered them across the table in a drunken pagan rite. Whimsy, perhaps—but generosity too, of a different kind: abundance is not often associated with having little money. Instead, we are taught that money is freedom because it is the basis (we suppose) of free choice. Yet money can also blunt you to the power of simplicity and the potency of your own imagination. If I think about the food I’ve eaten at the most expensive restaurants and the food I’ve made myself, I know which struck me as the most soulful and delicious. I have seen prawns, mussels, and oysters stacked on a glittering tower tray at Balthazar in New York City, and sat there thinking $89.95 for two! $89.95 for two! $89.95 for two!—barely tasting the food. When I contrast this with the cherrystone clams my husband dug out of the sand in Sag Harbor and stashed in the trunk of our rented car wrapped up in his Indian scarf, I realize that some things can feel luxurious—that is, rare and invaluable—when they are in fact free. These free things and liberated moments of life are what give meaning to the things that cost money, and not the reverse.

I admit it’s hard to remember this truth in daily life. We can’t all just flip over night and become born-again Franciscan souls gadding around in sandals, beatifically ignoring a good sale or a beautiful box of Provençal soap. But we can, perhaps, stop and reflect long enough to work out what we really need from our money (and the precious time spent to earn it) and what we want, ultimately and deeply, from life. As a proud Secondhand Rose and a shameless lifelong spendthrift, I invite you to readdress your financial priorities and (still) live decadently well in almost every detail, except cost. Often it’s just a matter of putting a little thought before haste.

Everyone has a different notion of what it means to survive. We are born into one budget and blossom into another based on the times. Luxury for a woman in 1942 was probably a pair of nylon stockings and for us it’s a pair of Louboutin heels. When my parents were growing up in the seventies, a secondhand army jeep, some pillows, blankets, and a suitcase full of mangoes were all they needed to drive a family of four cross-country. My generation is confronted with a top-range stroller that costs more than a hippie jalopy did in 1976. Every act of life is loaded with so much more gear, technology, equipment, and expense—right down to the two-dollar bottle of Fiji artesian water. Rich girl-style has become so mainstream in recent years that it is easy to forget that one is not rich, or even basically financially stable—and that, well, yes, seven hundred dollars is too much for a handbag, in any climate. But especially this one.

Restraint. Proportion. Invention. All form a holy trinity to living better, and deeper, without so many of the props. Modern women need the keys to a kind of freedom that does not dwell behind a glittering shop window or inside a Tiffany’s blue box. Modern men need to get back to the spirit of Walden, knowing that a self-made man can live a handmade life. Recession-proof elegance is not in and of itself anticonsumer culture, but rather a much more selective approach. Namely, living with better things and less of them in place of cheaper and more.

Savvy Chic is a cobbled collection of my secrets for survivalist glamour: Sangria from oranges and cheap red wine. Ways to wear a man’s tuxedo short and make it look like couture. The three-hour cup of Russian Caravan tea at the Plaza, and the starched Chinatown pillowcase that has five-star style for five dollars. All of these small but deeply considered rituals pitch themselves against a more tawdry reality. At the core of doing things well for less is the spirit of creativity combined with fun alternatives steeped in simplicity and practicality. These are very direct ideas about how to clothe yourself, feed other people, save for rainy days, or spend wisely on red-letter ones. The book is rooted in memoir, but the stories from my life are only meant as arrows that point back into yours, propositions, if you like, to trigger individual swagger, intrepid survival, and a stronger sense of original style.

Good taste on the cheap is the backbone of libertine thrift, but more important still is the sense of abundance, and generosity, and fun that comes from reinventing the rules and milking the spare change.

Yes, Cinderella, you shall go to the ball, just be sure to choose a vintage gown that does not disintegrate before the clock strikes twelve.
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One
When the Fur Flies: Surviving the Savage Sample Sale

I gave away the most expensive dress I ever bought to a cashier I barely knew at Gourmet Garage in SoHo, New York. She told me she needed a red dress for a Christmas party. Mine was a Badgley Mischka silk velvet, hand-beaded fishtail evening gown in blood-clot red. It cost me four hundred and seventy dollars. It was worth three thousand dollars at Bergdorf Goodman’s and I wore it once, on Valentine’s Day, while dining on a tough lobster special at La Luncheonette. “You’re overdressed,” was all my husband said when he saw me teeter from the hotel suite to the taxi. And I never wore it again.

I bought that dress at a huge sample sale. The sort of sub-retail, semiprivate event where even women with strollers will run over your foot to get to a ball gown; and store owners from Yonkers to Queens buy twenty dresses at a time to resell to debutantes. I bought a pink taffeta Bollywood-style cropped blouse and a gold leather Escada pencil skirt on the same outing. Preposterous items appropriate perhaps to a soap star or a motivational speaker in Vegas. These were typical purchases made in a high-pressure, hothouse environment. Luxury in your size—that has been slashed—is hard to resist. Clothes cut from fabrics that cost more per square inch than their defiled label price hold sway over financial logic. It’s a case of snatch and grab, then crash and burn. When the feathers are flying and grown women are running around in their underwear clawing at crystal-trimmed baby doll dresses, it’s hard to summon any sense of need at all.

No, sample sales are not about need or intrepid selection. And if you go to one looking for a sensible black cardigan, I believe you’ve missed the point entirely. You see, the New York sample sale, usually held in some gruesome cement-ceilinged back room in the garment district, is like a boot camp hurdle race for fashion victims. You line up for hours in a damp stairway or hallway with women who are on cell phones frantically taking lists from their relatives. You watch smug shopped-out women disgorging from the doors with bulging plastic bags, and you dare not ask, “What’s left?” You feel a mix of humiliation and pride as the static hours pass, reminding you that no one pays retail in Manhattan. No one clever. Martha Stewart once famously hurled herself into the fray at the Hermès sample sale and legend has it that she got away with a crocodile Kelly bag, or something equally posh with a top handle and a signature gold buckle. Who cares what really? Anything starts to look like a prize in the face of such sheer unpleasantness. Then, when the sale doors swings open, finally! Over the threshold, you dump your bag at the door, hang your coat on a bulging rack, and join the hoards headed for the two-hundred-dollar wedding dresses or the milk crate full of Italian bikinis.

Maybe only New Yorkers are willing to fight for their clothes in such an unkempt savage way. The irony of shopping for Frette sheets in a room that looks like an onion factory or fragile silk Calypso resort clothes that have been dumped in cardboard boxes marked TEN BUCKS—AS is—NO RETURNS is that the luxury is about the shopping ritual not just about the object sought. Sample-sale items are elegant trash, one step up from finding a gold lamé umbrella poking out of a garbage bin on Park Avenue or claiming a satin raincoat left on a train. Stripped of packaging, soft lighting, obsequious staff, and cool music, you are left in a battlefield where someone is bleating, “CREDIT CARDS LINE UP HERE!” and someone else is yelling, “NO MORE THAN TEN ITEMS IN THE CHANGE ROOM.” Looking at the grim faces of women buying sarongs for holidays they may never take, or fighting over big ugly raffia bags, shows you the underbelly of your own desire.

“How much do I want this?” you might ask yourself in a moment of philosophical reflection, only to see the item in question slide out of your hands or get snatched off a rack by a monkey-quick grasp. Because here, she who hesitates remains undressed.

I learned to disengage the setting from the prize long ago. At seven my mother would shop for her underground fashion boutique in huge thrift warehouses in Harlem, veritable terminals for the vintage rags of America. In one room I’ll never forget was a pyramid-shaped mountain of children’s velvet dresses. An emerald green, cherry red, pink, violet blue, and black knot of tangled cloth literally twenty feet high. My mother said, “Climb it. And when you find the dress without the holes, it shall be yours.” I dug for a long time, holding up ragged thirties’ and forties’ party dresses to the light and finding bleach stains, rips, and the silken trail of moth holes. I became tearful but persisted and finally presented two small dresses, one in green velvet and one in royal blue lined with a voile petticoat studded with faded-blue polka dots. Shirley Temple after a rough night. I still have those dresses, my first lessons in vintage ragpicking and adventure sale-shopping. They were perhaps fifty cents each.

Before sample sales, I never wore designer labels unless I borrowed them from an older woman or lifted them for the weekend from the fashion cupboard at Australian Vogue. The racks at Vogue were bizarre. Ugly, beautiful, experimental, and often very, very small; the clothes that came to us sometimes went back to Europe and America and sometimes got shipwrecked in Sydney. Because all the young editors and assistants I worked with were BC/BG (bon chic/bon genre), raised at private schools in honeyed, horsey duds, I scored all the gaudy stuff. Basically anything red or electric blue or stretchy at Vogue was considered radioactive waste.

Such distinctions, of course, are irrelevant in Manhattan and they become more irrelevant with every passing year. People here love to look rich and any sort of rich will do: vulgar with bells on or snobbishly discreet. It all flies. Standing in the change room at a Moschino sample sale, I see both tribes: very rich women—honed, highlighted, and habitually reserved in flesh-colored silk G-strings that melt into their tans, buying a handful of pieces and obsessing for hours over the line of a skirt hem or the cut of a cuff; and the rest of the rabble—college girls buying gone-wild swimwear, seventy-year-olds in seamed panty hose shaking into wiggle dresses, artists wrapping weird layers of Gaultier over old black jeans, members of staff snagging the dress they’ve craved all season, and me with nothing but overcoats and the odd silk scarf.

It took me several expeditions to realize that the best and only thing to buy at a sample sale is a well-made, beautifully cut coat; everything else will just become a laughingstock among your plebian clothes. I had experimented with shoes (always so high and half a size too small), jackets (cut so high under the armhole for model-sized arms), and blouses (rarely designed to contain a human breast). I was humiliated by size: sample-sale clothing is literally sample-sized, a distortion of human form at best. The only way around this truth is to find something A-line, voluminous, or adaptable to an expanded waistband. Really good clothes and accessories, eventually but earnestly, pay for themselves.

Tracking Them Down

Websites such as www.dailycandy.com are still the best guides to New York sample sales, some of which are a sound foundation for bargainista holidays (especially the Vera Wang sale for bridal wear). Elsewhere, sample sales are becoming a big-city phenomenon. Almost everywhere you go today you can find designer outlet stores, consignment stores, selective vintage stores, and well-priced department store sales offering temptation.

Master the Mix

A few expensive, piss elegant things are all a girl needs. But as Holly Golightly illustrated in her little black dress as she searched for her alligator sling-backs under the bed, you need very neutral, elegantly plain clothes to set exotic items off. I can’t wear a Moschino coat in oatmeal linen without a dress in chocolate and some electric blue gloves underneath.

Wear It Well

You can take a French dress slumming with bad hair and broken-down ballet flats to the supermarket, but then it simply looks stolen from a life that clearly isn’t yours. If you are going to dress in finery from another world, you have to elevate your act and lift your game just a little. It’s quite true that when you dress the part, you act the part. I always lift my feet off the pavement when swanning forth in a lined dress.

Be Honest with the Fit

My strict rule of thumb for sale shopping is that an item must fit perfectly—none of this I’ll grow into it or I’ll have it altered, as you never do. Weird colors are out. Ridiculously sexy items such as spike heels, corsets, and braless resort wear are out. Clothes or accessories that are three times more pompous and fancy than your real life are out as well. As tough as this sounds, you still have plenty of scope for a bargain. Wear basics that you already own and love to attend a sale. Dress well—this works like eating well before food shopping. Hunger and frumpiness inspire poor choices. And be sensible enough to take a list.

Also consider rarity. Handmade Italian children’s dresses as worn by Milanese nobility are often overlooked at the Brooklyn branch of Daffy’s, but not by this mama. Any item that is hand-finished, made in Europe, and cut from lovely cloth is a snaffle magnet. Crudely put: grab it.
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End of sample
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