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INTRODUCTION

HOW THIS BOOK WILL HELP YOU: A STYLE PRIMER



IVE BEEN A FASHION EDITOR for twenty years now. Ive worked in London and New York, zigzagged the world over at the merest hint of a hot trend, used planes like buses in pursuit of the latest style icons, and spent more hours than I care to count waiting for the unveiling of the coolest fashion happening. I was there for John Gallianos first show and shed a tear at Yves Saint Laurents last. And, after years of front-row fashion show action and privileged access, I can tell you, ladies, that in a world of it bags, must-haves, and seasonal waiting lists, one thing I know for sure is true: Fashion is a fleeting pleasure. Style is like an enduring affair with someone who loves you back.

[image: image]

In all the red-carpet, backstage, and front-row comings and goings in all that time, the women who made a splash in their seasonal big-ticket items blend into a blur of fashion blah. The stylish standouts are memorable still: the sixty-year-old Frenchwoman in tuxedo suit and heels making the rest of us in puffy dresses feel overdressed at a party in Paris; somebodys assistant looking so cool in jeans and her grandmothers jewelry when the rest of us were having our gothic Japanese moment; the coltish gatecrasher bouncing into one of those trophy store openings on Madison in ballerina shoes and bright orange Birkin bag when power suits and heels were the uniform du jour.

Real style, the kind that stops you in your tracks, is a thing some baby girls are just blessed with. Its in their DNA. Like flawless skin or a high-speed metabolism, they can take for granted what the rest of us have to work at. The good news, for those of us who have to work at it, is that style is an achievable goal. And before we go any further, lets get one major misconception straight: You dont need a lottery win to have it. In fact, a big budget often leads only to that tragic codependency that makes fashion conglomerates Fortune 500 companies and turns otherwise fabulous females into label victims.

Diana Vreeland, legendary editor of Harpers Bazaar and American Vogue, once said Elegance is refusal. In simple terms, success is about is knowing what works for you and what would look better on someone else (maybe someone with another body, or just another life). Unless you can learn this, fashion will always fail you. And, no matter how many clothes you have, your wardrobe will have the last laugh in a fashion crisis. On the other hand, with a little basic skill, deftly applied, you can have the confidence that comes with knowing that what you put on in the morning looks great and, regardless of what your day might bring, need never be given another moments thought.

This book is about helping you to get to the point where looking great is easy. It will offer tips and guidelines to help you find your way through the acres of choice. Itll reacquaint you with some simple fashion rules that somehow are forgotten in the rush to bag a big new trend. Having your own rule book is what stands between you and another fashion mistake. Remember: True fashion fabulousness lies in your own personal style.

This is not a textbook. You dont become perfectly dressed when you get to the last page. A few shopping lists and bullet points will give you ideas where to start. But dont lose heart. No one is born with an instinct about how to dress for every occasion. Even for the innately stylish, this is a skill that evolves over time, a confidence that comes from a constant process of trial and error. Throughout that process, this book will be your guide: a friendly insider who wont freak you out by speaking fashion gobbledygook. No one is going to insist you shoulder up to Kate Moss on the style grid. But every woman owes herself the simple pleasure of dressing well. Surrendering to frumpery is not an option.

So, if your wardrobe is a throwback to another time in your life (pre-baby, weight loss/gain, new job, relationship), or its a muddle of old favorites, or you find yourself saying its worked so far, why change it, step up for an overhaul. Beyond fashion there is a style that will do your uniqueness justice.



STYLE IS VERY FROM ONCE YOU FIND THAT WORKS, DIFFERENT FASHION. SOMETHING KEEP IT.

Tom Ford
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I LOVE AMERICA, AND I LOVE AMERICAN WOMEN.
 
BUT THERE IS ONE THING
 
THAT DEEPLY SHOCKS MEAMERICAN CLOSETS.
 
I CANNOT BELIEVE ONE CAN DRESS WELL
 
WHEN YOU HAVE SO MUCH.

Andre Putman, legendary French interior designer

LET ME GUESS. If youve come this far, chances are your closet is too full of stuff you never wear: all-time favorites, one-season wonders, and bargains you always thought you could slim down and fit into. Filleting out fashion mistakes is tough. But it is time for action if:


	Whats in your wardrobe has become a mystery to you. You have no idea what you own because everything is stuffed in together.

	At the end of a season your wardrobe is full of unworn clothes and things that dont work with more than one outfit.

	Getting dressed has become a chore and looking good is a grind. What stands between you and looking fabulous is some tough decisions. But the results are so worth it. Effortless chic is fashions biggest lie. Great wardrobes dont just happen.



WHAT TO KEEP AND WHAT TO DITCH

Lets be clear about one thing: Getting a great wardrobe is not about being spoiled or self-obsessed. Knowing what you have and how it works for you saves you time and will give you peace of mind when you need to know you look good. You can look great, every day, with minimal fuss.

[image: image]
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You may never be satisfied that the job is done. This doesnt matter. It may never be done. But knowing what you need makes you a better shopper, less likely to be tempted by impulse buys. And being able to see just what you have can inspire outfits you didnt even know you had. Old favorites become new looks when you spot combinations you never considered.

If, throughout this process, you can be as honest and ruthless as possible (or, failing that, find a friend who will be), youll quickly begin to find out what works and what doesnt. The things that work are the elements of your personal style, the basis of your own personal fashion rule book. With time and confidence, your rules may be bent, but never, ever broken.

If the job seems enormous, dont worry. Getting started is the hardest part.

KNOW YOUR STYLE

PLAN

You cant do this in an hour, so make sure you set aside enough time. A day should be enough to reorganize shelving and hanging space, but if there is any DIY involved (repainting, shelf hanging), youll need two days. Have all the things you need at hand: a full-length mirror, garbage bags, hangers (see chapter 2 for the essential wardrobe kit).

PURGE

Empty your wardrobe completely. Immediately cut your task in half by setting aside out-of-season clothes. This is only a temporary measure, but it feels so good to get fast results. That set-aside stuff will eventually need to be sorted, but at least you can tackle it later.

SORT

Try everything on. If it no longer fits (your look, your shape, your taste), get rid of it. Make five separate piles of clothes for the dry cleaner, the tailor, the charity shop, the trash, and eveningwear. You may end up with an iffy pile, but dont let it get too big. The trash and charity piles should not be left lying around or theyll creep back into your wardrobe. Some charities and recycling companies will collect old clothes. Call them immediately.



SOMEONE ONCE SAID, GENIUS IS THE CAPACITY FOR TAKING INFINITE PAINS.
 
THEREFORE, WHEN DRESSING, BE ABSORBED COMPLETELY AND UTTERLY IN YOURSELF, LETTING NO DETAIL ESCAPE YOU. HOWEVER, ONCE DRESSED, BE INTERESTED ONLY IN THOSE ABOUT YOU.

Diana Vreeland

Failing that, turn your trash into cash by having a yard sale or taking a stand at a flea market. Gently worn or collectible labels can go on eBay. Or, even better, plan a swap party: Your fashion mistake could easily be your girlfriends dream dress. What remains can, collectively, be dispatched to the charity shop.

DITCH


	All clothes that have shiny, worn patches on the seat or the knees.

	All clothes that show the shape of your butt or knees when you are not in them.

	All clothes that are beyond the help of the best tailor you can find. The telephone numbers of experts like these are often one of a stylish womans best-kept secrets. Failing that, good stores generally have a direct line to the best alterations people. Be brazen. If you dont ask, you dont get.

	All clothes that are too small or too large.

	Anything thats not clothing (wrapping paper, photos, and books belong somewhere else).




If youre still having trouble working out what to ditch, put it in the iffy pile and apply the two-year rule: If you havent worn something in that long, it has to go; there is no excuse. Once thats done, only the best of what you have remains in the cupboard.

The Only Exceptions


	Eveningwear. It gets worn less and so, if its stored correctly, stays in good condition for longer. And classic trends always come back.
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Your Favorite Color

[image: image]

Dateless Day-to-Evening Dress
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Evening Classic



	Stuff you think is collectible (dont you envy your friends whose moms kept their Halstons?). By all means keep your favorite fashion moments for posterity, but that doesnt mean those harem pants should get another airing in your lifetime.

	Anything that has made it through all these filters because of its fantastic quality.
 Keep these in a box with all the other iffy items for annual reassessment.
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Put Away for Posterity
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Timeless Fashion Favorite
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Collectible

[image: image]

Classic and Collectible
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Anthony Coleman




UNIVERSAL STYLE TRUTH

All clothes have expiration dates. If at first you wore something weekly, then monthly, and not at all this seasonface it, its over.




YOUR NEW ORDER

When you put everything back in your wardrobe, try to work out a way of arranging things so you will know immediately where to look for things. Heres my running order, but feel free to adapt to whatever works for you:


	Tops (shirts, shells, cardigans)

	Bottoms (pants, jeans, khakis, skirts)

	Tailored jackets (hanging with the skirts or pants they go with)

	Dresses (progressing from casual to evening)

	Eveningwear and coats (should have a little section of their own)



Dont forget: Put the out-of-season stuff away. No one wears flannel in July. And February is no time for a pretty peasant skirt.

ALL DONE? KEEP UP THE GOOD WORK!


	Try to be organized about putting things back where they belong. That way you can avoid another long solitary confinement in the closet.

	Use spring and autumn to ritually reassess your wardrobe.

	Keep a notebook handy so you can jot down, at any time it occurs to you, what you need to make an outfit special or complete. You can add the contents to your holiday or birthday list.

	Clutter is the enemy. You cant have a vision if you cant see the stuff that will inspire you. At the end of each season, take stock.
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WARDROBE
 BASICS
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ONE SHOULDNT SPEND ALL ONES TIME DRESSING.

ALL ONE NEEDS ARE TWO OR THREE SUITS,

AS LONG AS THEY, AND EVERYTHING

TO GO WITH THEM, ARE PERFECT.

Coco Chanel

SO NOW YOU HAVE DONE your housekeeping. Bet you think you need loads of new stuff. But before you hit the stores, remember: You can have too many clothes. Better to have a few good things that are really you than roomfuls of stuff and still nothing to wear.

If you dont know where to start, try this. Whatever your lifestyle, every woman needs something to wear to


	A casual lunch with friends

	A job interview or business meeting

	A date

	A black-tie affair



WHAT EVERY WARDROBE NEEDS

Here is a checklist of the bare essentials. Its not the last word. Think of it as a skeleton. How you flesh it out depends entirely on your own style. Go through it and your wardrobe and make notes about whats missing from your closet.


	A sharp white shirt in a cut that best suits your figure

	One very well made, lightweight cardigan in your favorite color

	A jacket that works with your skirt (it will turn it into a suit)

	Three pairs of trousers: denim, tailored for daywear, and smart (day-to-evening)
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IN THE PAST I HAVE HAD CLOSETS

SO FULL THEY COULD BURST.

NOW I PREFER TO HAVE

ONLY A FEW THINGS,

BUT GOOD ONES.

Ins de la Fressange
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	5. One little black dress

	6. A skirt that works for day, in a shape that suits your figure

	7. A sleeveless or short-sleeved round-neck top (as a dressy alternative to the T-shirt)

	8. A selection of simple T-shirts or tanks (black, white, and gray are the best basic range)

	9. Three pairs of good shoes: boots, ballet flats or loafers, and a pair of evening shoes



[image: image]


Okay, so you do also need other things (a great coat, knitwear, hanging-out-at-home-wear, eveningwear, and sneakers). And then, of course, some women already have their uniform. You might live in jeans, full stop. A uniform that works for you is a gift from the fashion gods. Stick with it. But be sure you eke out its full potential.

Another consideration: The fewer places you have to go, the smaller the wardrobe you need. But, even if you work from home or are momentarily out of work, you shouldnt assume you dont need a gorgeous pair of shoes and a simple tailored dress.

[image: image]

Catwalking.com

Armed with the list of essentials, topped up with your own requirements, go through your wardrobe again. Be ruthlessly honest about where the gaps are. This takes a will of iron. If you havent got one, try role-playing. Sometimes, thinking of your stuff as if it were someone elses helps. Bear in mind that if something was trendy three years ago, chances are its not at all cool today. No amount of money spent justifies keeping a mistake. Just console yourself that you wont make the same mistake again as you consign it to the reject bin.



UNIVERSAL STYLE TRUTH

A friend with a hard heart and great taste will be an ally when weeding out your wardrobe. Get her to take pictures of you in the outfits you arent sure about. If you dither, the camera will be tougher than both of you.
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Catwalking.com





HOW TO TAKE ON A TREND

If you think you already have something for every category above, go back and look again. If you have an expensive pair of black trousers you have hardly ever worn, it probably means they are not the right pair for you. Take them out of your closet.

Dont kid yourself that classic items never change. They evolve (slowly), but enough to leave you out if you dont keep reviewing your wardrobe. Fashion items come and go, so its best to buy inexpensive versions of passing trends and dispense with them at the end of a season. Your classics, on the other hand, are likely to cost serious cash. They are the heart of your style. So dont let your fashion house crumble for want of a solid foundation. Subtle adjustments will make the difference between bringing your basics up-to-date and looking like you are someones mother.

Be ruthlessly honest. You can be sure that one day your coolest dress will look too short or long. Your favorite jacket will suddenly look dowdy. The classic black skirt that cost a fortune and has worked so well forummmseveral seasons, now looks too full. Trust your instinct on this one. If, one day, you suspect that cardigan would look better with a slimmer skirt or a leaner trouser, and your jeans could look chic with a slimmer or baggier white shirt, youre probably right.

The February and August issues of fashion magazines start to feature the new seasons trends. A passing glance will give you pointers on where fashion is headed.

BEWARE THE FRUMP FACTOR

It can kill a great look faster than Britney Spears. And it can creep up on anybody. Heres where youre most likely to find it:


	Shoulder pads (are they neat and narrow or wide right now?)

	Waistbands (this season, are they on the waist, low-slung, cinched?)

	Trouser legs (are current trends wide, narrow, straight, flared, boot-cut?)

	Heels (are they chunky, spiky, high, or low?)


	Hem lengths (what works now: long or short?)



A word to the wise: In fifty years of seasonally changing fashion, a skirt that just covers the wrinkly part of the knee never made a fool of anyone over twenty-five.

REASONS TO RENEW

Keep the following things looking box fresh. Unless you are loaded, there is no need to buy designer versions of any of these. Its better to buy cheaply and replace as soon as they look less than perfect. That yellowing T-shirt doesnt fool anyone and, from the outside, no one can see the Jil Sander label.


	White shirts

	T-shirts

	Hosiery



FASHIONS FAB FOUR: HOW TO GET MORE BANG FOR YOUR BASICS

ALL A WOMAN
 NEEDS TO BE CHIC

IS A RAINCOAT, TWO SUITS,

A PAIR OF TROUSERS,

AND A CASHMERE SWEATER.

Hubert de Givenchy

Mr. Givenchys basic list is still pretty good. Maybe a twenty-first-century tweak would acknowledge that separates could take you more places than suits, that tailored trousers have moved way up the scale of importance, and that a great dress solves the day-to-evening style conundrum for millions of time-poor women. However you organize your life, fashions fab four are vital elements of your fashion foundation. Heres how to make them work for you.

THE WHITE SHIRT

There are those who swear that the only way to get close to perfection here is to go for budget-busting designer quality. Others think that, to look sharp, you need to go for the best cut among the most affordable ranges so you can replace this queen of the staples at the first sign of shabbiness. Ive tried both ways. I think grimy urban living makes the disposable white shirt the only option.
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How to Wear It


	Buy one that is classically cut, but with a slight edge. It could be a masculine detail such as a double cuff (in which case, try leaving them open and poking out at the cuff of a sweater or wearing cufflinks).

	Try a textured fabric such as cotton piqu, which always looks crisp. Avoid shiny synthetics. They look tacky.

	Go for a slim-cut over baggy, if you have the choice. A slight stretch will mean you feel comfortable (the ease you project when you are comfortable is one of the greatest but unsung secrets of chic).

	Choose a slightly drapey fabric and the effect is immediately sexy. Leave the top two buttons undone, but dont go for cleavage overkill.

	Tuck your shirt into skirts, but try leaving it out over slim pants (a figure-skimming cut is best for this).

	A cool white shirt and rugged jeans are a classic combination. A chunky belt is the perfect way to bridge the gap from cool whiteness to hot denim.

	Wear it with masculine pants and high-heeled shoes. Or try the same combination with mannish shoes, but finish it off with very feminine earrings. The combination of masculine restraint with one feminine element is red-hot.

	Wear it with a long, slim black skirt and killer jewelry for a stunningly simple evening option. Use your jewelry judiciously. The simplicity is a perfect backdrop for a big brooch (try it on the waistband of your skirt), a major cocktail ring, or a head-turning collar of pearls or stones. Two out of these three pieces is probably enough.
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THE JACKET

A jacket is the starting point for so many great looks. Whether you add tailored pants, a skirt, jeans or short shorts, whether you go funky or formalthese things are all about your personal style and way of life. No matter who you are, the jacket is king. Go for a simple cut in a fabric and color that will not easily date and will make the transition from season to season: Lightweight wool gabardine is fluid and elegant. Rayon (viscose) crepe is a magic silhouette smoother. Neat-shouldered, single-breasted jackets are kindest to most figures. Jackets with cardigan ease are the foundation on which Chanel based a fashion empire and are perfect for those allergic to formal tailoring. A jacket that covers most of your bottom suits most bodies best (Buster Keaton is a bad role model). And, while making sure you have the basics covered, avoid details like big lapels or buttons that think they are jewelry: They limit the life of your jacket.
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UNIVERSAL STYLE TRUTH

The combination of tailored restraint and relaxed details (such as loosely tied-back hair or sling-backed open-toed sandals) is a reliable room silencer.




How to Wear It


	Wearing a single-breasted suit with a super-feminine underlayer, such as a lace camisole or chiffon slip, is not the latest fashion trick but always looks great.

	Try keeping your jacket buttoned up with a shirt and tie. Lighten the masculine overload with one (and I mean one) piece of feminine jewelry.

	Try a plain-cut, silky blouse with a string of pearls.

	Try your jacket with pants and a tailored vest or plain white T-shirt. High-heeled shoes with all this understated masculinity would be the head-turning detail here.

	Wear it over a simple shift dress as an alternative to your skirt or pantsuit.
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YOUR PERFECT PANTS

Fashion trends come and go, but the flat-front, boot-leg trouser will always be the most adaptable shape in any wardrobe. They dont have to be tailored. Jeans and khakis count here, too.

How to Wear Them


	Avoid a tight fit at all costs: The squeezing adds pounds. Buy them figure-skimming, even if it means going up a size from what you normally wear. The effect is instantly slimming.

	A simple cut in a classic material is great. But the same shape in velvet, suede, or brocade becomes a style statement. Just dont let your top half or shoes compete for attention. A neat little sweater or sleeveless top will do.

	Try some alternative cocktail impact by dressing up your khakis or jeans with a billowing top and a piece of statement jewelry.
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THE DRESS

My desert island packing list will always feature a dress before a skirt. You put it on; youre done. No mucking around with what goes with it. As great as it is, the shift is not the last word in dresses. If you buy one great dress, make it as feminine as you dare. Even if your world is all about showing hard edges, a little softness can have a serious impact.

How to Wear It


	If you have a favorite color that looks great on you, here is where you can go for it in a solid block.

	Go for a figure-skimming, not-hugging, line and a fabric that is fluid but not too fluttery. The flimsier the fabric, the more revealing it is. Chiffon is fabulous, but it needs a lining that effectively smoothes out everything underneath. Wool crepe, silk, rayon, and viscose with a touch of Lycra will all make you feel like a goddess. But a great quality matte jersey will magically smooth over your bodys imperfections like a silken coverlet over a lumpy mattress.

	Let the fabric create the lightness. Avoid overexposure with acres of naked skin. Slip dresses have limited appeal and usefulness.
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FASHION MUST BE AN INTOXICATING RELEASE FROM THE BANALITY OF THE WORLD.

Diana Vreeland

Never forget: The secret weapon of every stylish woman is that one unexpected item that turns a good look into an amazing one. It could be gorgeous shoes, a quirky bag, a piece of signature jewelry, or a weakness for hats. Its that bit of fantasy that keeps your clothes from looking too much like a uniform.
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Jason Yates
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