
  chapter 1


  Fame, Fortune,

  Self-Love—


  What Modeling Doesn’t Get You


  You are good enough to make whatever you want to achieve possible. You just need to find your talent and passion—then put a heck of a lot of work into it.


  One of the questions I get all the time from young women is, “How do I become a model?”


  I never answer that question. There are plenty of agents, books, and other sources better equipped to give professional advice than me. Instead I pose my own question.


  “Let me ask you this: Do you want to become a model because it’s going to make you feel pretty, earn a lot of money, or become famous?”


  And here comes the hard truth.


  “Because, if so, none of that is going to happen.”


  I know that must seem like a real load of BS coming from me, or even cruel. I’ve been lucky, because becoming a model has given me all those things and more than I’ve ever imagined. But fame, in my case and in pretty much all cases, is pure luck (not to mention a ton of hard work). It just is. If there were a formula to it, a lot more people would be famous. Most models who work consistently do so in complete obscurity, like any other job. It is a select few who become household names in the modeling world. A very select few.


  And the money thing? You can definitely make a lot of money—if you’re the “it” girl, which is as rare as making it as an actress or pop musician. (If you are the “it” girl, you’d better know how to invest your money, because you won’t be the “it” girl for long—more on that later.) The rates for magazine work and fashion shows are much less than people imagine, and a lot of a model’s time is taken up not with paying jobs but with going from casting to casting, where the competition is so fierce that she’s much more likely to be rejected than hired.


  Last up: the pretty thing. No matter how many hairstylists, makeup artists, fashion stylists, and Photoshop experts you employ, being a model makes you feel seriously ugly. Because your appearance is your profession, it’s also fair game for criticism. When you’re a model, people pick apart and manipulate every single aspect of your exterior. No part of you is off limits.


  I give that hard-truth talk to all aspiring models, because although I want them to know what they are getting into, I understand the drive behind the desire.


  Before I even turned “pretty,” I sought out the limelight. Heck, before I could eat solid food I was an attention hog, according to my mother. Apparently, I was “colorful” (my mom’s word) even as an infant. When she would lay me on a blanket on the floor, I would lift up my head and look around the room with “presence” (again, my mom). I always looked people in the eye, even as a two-year-old when we went to Disney World and I decided to say hi to everyone I passed. By three years old, I took to standing behind the pulpit in church to give a sermon to an empty sanctuary. Yeah, I was very comfortable with myself. And no stage was too small for me. I also used the fireplace hearth as a podium for my greatness.


  When my younger sisters, Maddie and Abby, came into the picture, I included them in my show. I didn’t mind sharing the limelight as long as I was the loudest and most memorable. We danced and sang. Every Christmas, we put on a whole talent show for our family. No matter the occasion, I was the director and the star.


  We moved around a lot when I was growing up, because of my dad’s job in database marketing. I was only a month or two old when we moved to Atlanta, where we lived until I was four years old. Mom was eight months pregnant with Madison when we moved to New Hampshire and seven months pregnant with Abby when we moved to Conway, Arkansas. So, with some combination of infants, toddlers, and pregnancy, my mom, a homemaker, landed in new houses in unfamiliar towns where she didn’t know a soul. On top of that, my dad traveled so much for work, she was usually alone at home with my sisters and me.


  Now that I’m grown up, I can’t even fathom what my mom went through. I have a panic attack if Seamless isn’t working right. I can’t imagine cooking for a family of five every night. But whether it was in Arkansas, New Hampshire, or, later, Dallas and then back to Nebraska, she always created a homey home, filled with people, food, and fun. She made friends with the neighbors or through church, and she was always cooking. Mom wanted the house full. She loved noise, talking, laughter, and music. Our record player was always playing Amy Grant or Shania Twain. My sisters and I would come up with dance routines to the songs that we presented to my mom as if it were a real show. She loved it.


  It wasn’t until I became an adult that I learned my mother had never wanted to move to all these different towns. She confided in me recently how hard it was for her to build relationships and regimens, only to have them vanish into thin air as soon as it was time for us to move on to the next place. Despite the loss of friendships and the fear of finding new ones wherever we were headed, Mom always portrayed moving as a great adventure. “You’re going to meet your newest best friend,” she would tell my sisters and me. “She is waiting to meet you at the next stop.”


  “Yay!” we shouted, jumping up and down. She made moving exciting for us, even though inside she was grieving.


  Many people who moved around a lot as kids talk about how horrible the experience was. I never felt anxious or sad, and that’s thanks to my mother’s constant presence. It makes sense to me now that I didn’t worry about leaving behind friends, schools, or bedrooms, because I had my mom. She was always there and always nurturing, though not in a “there, there” after you’ve fallen way. She didn’t care at all if you fell; one time I lay in the street for a good five minutes after a nasty fall from my bicycle, crying or pretending to, and waiting for Mom to come running out of the house with a warm compress or something. But she didn’t, so I just stood up and dusted myself off. That was what she wanted for us—to get up and go, no matter what happened. “What are we gonna do today?” was her mantra. “Let’s have fun!”


  It wasn’t until we moved to Nebraska when I was twelve that I considered modeling. Before then people told me I was pretty, but when we lived in Texas, I remember thinking, “I’m not that pretty.”


  The reason I thought that had nothing to do with the fact that I wore glasses or was already developing a curvy woman’s body. It was because I wasn’t really popular. Like so many other young women, I equated popularity with beauty. In Dallas, the rich girls with the blondest, shiniest hair, best clothes, and skinniest bodies—they were highest on the social ladder. Not a loudmouth, dark-haired chick with the boobs, hips, and thighs of a twenty-five-year-old.


  So, after we moved to Nebraska, when I was approached by someone from a modeling agency while at the mall with my dad, I was surprised. I was only twelve years old, but I was pretty sure I already knew how I rated. The man presented himself in that friendly, frank, Midwestern way, saying his name was Clark, he was from I & I, an agency out of Kansas City, Missouri, and that he would love to talk to me about being a model.


  Clark wasn’t creepy in the least, in part because what he was proposing was a series of classes that cost almost two thousand dollars. At the end of the program I would have a portfolio and a chance to meet representatives from bigger agencies at a modeling convention.


  A day later my parents and I were mulling over a packet of information with an overview of I & I’s program in a hotel convention hall. One thing that was clear to everyone present: this was an expensive proposition. Still, many were willing to pay it.


  “Look, we are making a sacrifice,” my dad said to me, “because this seems to be something you really want.”


  My dad was always telling me that he wanted me to be enthusiastic about something. Although my parents were both college athletes, I wasn’t into sports like my little sisters. And, although I liked to be in the spotlight, I didn’t like acting. Other than getting the part of C-3PO (because of my height) for a stage version of Star Wars, I wasn’t part of the drama clique at school. I wasn’t enthusiastic about academics. Not at all. After being diagnosed with dyslexia in the fourth grade (the same year I had to get glasses), I was in special classes and had tutors for the rest of my school years, but schoolwork never got any easier. Instead of putting ten times more into mastering what other kids could do easily, I focused on charming my teachers, which worked to get me passing grades but didn’t result in my actually learning much of anything.


  Modeling was the first thing I was really, truly “into.” My mom was just as into it, and she was excited for me. Although she doesn’t understand high-end fashion (like I still sometimes don’t), she loves clothes. My mom, who likes to say, “It’s always better to be overdressed than underdressed,” wears full makeup every day and goes shopping almost every week. She isn’t extravagant about it, though. My grandma—who was extremely beautiful as a young woman—didn’t spend a lot of money on her appearance but still managed to put herself together well. My mom is the same way.


  Although modeling sounded like a fun dress-up party, my mom approached the opportunity before me no differently than she would have if I had taken a part-time job or joined a sports team. Because she grew up in a family where the only yardstick anyone was measured by had to do with how hard you were willing to work, that’s how I would be judged as a model. To her, my success had less to do with how pretty I was and more to do with the effort I put into it.


  None of this was lost on me as I signed up for I & I’s program that day in the convention hotel room. My mom and dad were spending all this money to make an investment in me. There was no way I was going to disappoint them.


  The modeling course was a big deal. My mom spent so much time driving me three hours each way to Kansas City for all-day conventions, where I learned the basics of modeling, such as what goes in a professional portfolio; how to act in a casting session, including shaking everybody’s hand and looking people in the eye; and how to walk down a runway. One teacher showed us how to create different expressions for the camera while another instructed us on what to have in our model bag. At the level of modeling we aspired to—catalog work for regional department stores like Gordmans—you needed to bring a bag with your own shoes, undergarments, and deodorant. (Sometimes you needed to show up with your hair and makeup already done, as well.) I used my dad’s sea-green overnight bag to haul around a pair of brown and black heels, brown and black boots, and sneakers—just in case. It was a very large bag.


  I & I wasn’t promising its students the cover of Vogue or even regional catalog work, but the school pledged to teach us everything we needed to know in order to walk, talk, and act like a model. I soaked up every second of the course as if I were learning the meaning of life. It was totally obvious to everyone, out of the group of thirty young men and women in my program, that very few of us, if any, were actually going to become working models. There were some who enrolled simply to build their self-confidence and self-esteem. Like the old ad campaign for some modeling school used to say, “Train like a model or just look like one.” But I listened diligently to every single word those teachers said. Whether it was learning how to hold my head or half-close my eyes or the best kind of shoes to put in my modeling bag, the information provided me with a framework for my fantasies and desires, a way to better myself and put effort toward a set of concrete goals. I had something to be enthusiastic about.


  Six months after I started the program, I had the first true test of my abilities. The culmination of the course was to be a massive modeling expo held in Texas. During the two-day event, the thirty of us were going to run through a series of exercises, such as a runway show and a big group dance number to exhibit rhythm and technique—all of which are essential to modeling, where you have to know how to move your body.


  Representatives from all the big modeling agencies, like Ford and Wilhelmina, were present to see if there were any fresh faces they liked. Signing with one of these power players was the true goal of the convention. As I went around shaking the hands of all the New York City folks, looking them in the eye as I had been trained, I experienced the self-consciousness of being on display. But I didn’t feel pressure.


  Part of my ease stemmed from the fact that my mom and dad, while making sure I understood the significance of the money they had spent on modeling school, didn’t expect me to turn the experience into a full-blown career. Even though I struggled in school because of learning disabilities and lack of interest, my mom and dad assumed that I was going to college. That was their number one goal—not my becoming a model. So they took a very laid-back, let’s-see-what-happens approach to the whole thing. My mom summed it up when she said, “Are you pretty? We don’t know.”


  She didn’t question my prettiness to be hurtful, and I wasn’t hurt by her comment. I know my mom loves me and thinks I’m beautiful. That’s just my mom. We have very similar personalities in that we always say what’s on our mind. She was just as curious as I was whether other people in the fashion industry would consider me modelworthy.


  The other reason I was kind of cool about the New York modeling agencies at the convention was that I had already done my first real-life modeling job by this point! Like they did with all their students, I & I sent my photo to local retailers as a “new model on the market,” and Pamida, a Midwestern department store chain, wanted me because I lived only an hour’s drive away (and I guess they liked the way I looked).


  Even though I was just twelve years old, my first job was a print ad for a retailer—with me wearing a see-through bra. You read that right! Now, I didn’t know that before I booked the job, and neither did my mom. She and I prayed before we went in for the shoot. “God, if this is the only job that Ashley gets, we are so grateful,” she said.


  “Yes,” I added. “I’m just so happy, Lord, that you blessed me with this one modeling job.”


  I was happy. With my modeling bag, complete with shoes and deodorant, I might as well have been walking onto the set of a Vogue shoot. Except that I had to do my own hair and makeup. I never really could really figure out how to do my hair, because my mom had never been able to do it. Its texture was so different from hers. She had fine, feather-straight hair while I have thick curls that my mom would always brush through and make really puffy, causing us to fight every morning. Eventually I told my mom I just wanted to cut it all off, which I did—into a horrible bowl cut. (To this day I don’t know how to do my own hair. Thank God, I have people for that.)


  To prepare for my first photo shoot, I actually took a clothes iron to it in order to keep it straight. The people at Pamida definitely had to touch up my idea of perfect hair and makeup when I walked in. The stylist then said, “Okay, we have one bra for you to do.” I put it on, and there were my breasts, already huge and on full display in a size 36C under a thin layer of see-through mesh. My mom was calm throughout the whole shoot, but she did ask to sign a piece of paper that promised Pamida would airbrush my nipples out of the final ad—and next thing you know, the shoot was over and I was on my way.


  I loved it.


  Not only did I have the photographer, art director, and stylist telling me I was beautiful, they also told me how great I moved in front of the camera. The photographer even asked me if I had taken dance classes, because “you know your body so well.” I hadn’t; I’ve just always been comfortable in front of the camera. As early as two years old, I would look into the video camera and say, “Mom, are you filming me?” It was a demand, not a question. It was the personality I was born with. Modeling offered a new exciting venue for me that none of my friends or anyone I knew had ever had. Plus, I got paid three hundred dollars! It was a win, win, win.


  The bra shoot gave me a huge boost of confidence as I went into the two-day convention in Texas, where people congratulated me for already having done a job. Because nobody else had booked a job, I felt I had a leg up. The result was that I felt like the pressure was off a little bit. I spent those two days having a lot of fun and won the award for top plus-size model. (My mom still has the trophy.) More important, though, Wilhelmina called my house the next day with the news: they wanted to sign me!


  My mom, dad, and I were now off to New York City, the fashion capital of the world! I was thirteen years old.


  Cue the cheesy soundtrack music to a montage of touristy images from our trip to the Big Apple. We stayed at the Empire Hotel, looking over the glimmering golden lights of Lincoln Center on the Upper West Side, and went to Times Square, where we visited such centers of culture as Madame Tussauds wax museum.


  As soon as the three of us walked into Wilhelmina’s offices, the cheesy music came to a screeching halt. Seriously, the place was dead quiet. All you could hear was the sound of typing; everyone was staring at a computer screen. Some looked up at us for a second and then went right back to typing. Even if they knew who we were, they wouldn’t act like it. These were fashion people. We definitely weren’t in Nebraska anymore. It was very intimidating, to say the least.


  After walking for what seemed like a mile, we arrived at a large front desk and announced who we were. The pretty young woman behind the desk hit a few buttons on her phone.


  “Ashley Graham’s here to see you,” she said in a monotone that showed she couldn’t have cared less who I was.


  We stood there waiting for a few awkward moments until another pretty young woman arrived and wordlessly walked us through a huge, open room divided by half walls covered with images of different models’ faces. Each section was devoted to a different part of Wilhelmina’s business: men, kids, catalog, high-end, editorial—and then plus size. That section was all the way in the back. As soon as we got to it, I saw my photo. That moment was so surreal. To see my picture up on this wall, with all these other girls, beautiful women who lived glamorous, independent lives having people do their hair and makeup ...


  “Hello,” a short, unsmiling blonde said. This was my new agent, Amanda. Everything about her was immediately intimidating: her fast-talking, no-nonsense approach, her direct gaze. She was what people would call a quintessential New Yorker, and she got to the point right away. “We have to get you in front of everyone,” she said. “It’s casting time. I hope you’re ready.”


  Modeling and fashion are very serious. As a model, you can’t make jokes. At the same time, though, you have to show you have personality. It sounds like a cliché, but there’s more to it than just being a pretty face. You have to fit right in this very narrow zone where you have personality but not too much personality. You need to talk, because if you don’t talk at all, you’re a depressing model. But if you talk too much, then you’re a know-it-all. It’s like that with everything: smiling, laughing, giving ideas, having a point of view. Have some, do some, be some ... but not too much.


  My practice in charming my teachers at school was good training for modeling. This was an evolving process, but I made it my mission to become friends with my agents. I made sure they knew me in and out, so when they called clients about me, they were not only excited to pitch me but also had real specifics on why I would be good for that particular brand.


  Although I was young, I understood there were unspoken rules to being successful in the industry. One of them is that you have to be ready to do anything. I am that girl, ready for a challenge, who always says yes. That includes acting like a fool in front of anyone and everyone. When a photographer told me, “Now dance!” even though there was no music, and I had the client, makeup and hair stylists, and about six other people staring at me, I danced. Instead of worrying about looking like an idiot, I just went for it. No matter what the test, you have to try, because even in failing you are eventually going to succeed. With every experience, even ones where you look like a goof or mess up, you are growing. That’s why I always ask for constructive criticism from my team, which now includes my agent, publicist, and manager. It doesn’t matter if I’ve given a speech or shot a bathing suit catalog, I will always ask my team, “What could I do better?” There’s always room for growth.


  When I was first starting out in my career, my goal was to make it, not necessarily to the top, but far enough to afford to live on what I made as a model. I didn’t even know what “the top” was back then. I certainly had no idea who the really big plus-size models were at that time, like Kate Dillon or Emme. I had only really heard about Cindy Crawford, and only because people sometimes compared me to her. Once when it happened, I told my dad.


  “Someone said I look like Cindy Crawford,” I said.


  “I wouldn’t tell people that,” he said. “It sounds like you’re bragging.”


  Constant criticism—that was my dad through and through.


  Dad came on that first trip to New York, but when I started working regularly, it was my mom who always traveled with me. He wasn’t a regular presence at home, either, since he was usually away traveling for business. But when he was home, he was a dark presence, the polar opposite of my mom. He always seemed to be angry. The house wasn’t clean enough or there wasn’t food on the table for him to eat. He’d get mad if we were loud. We were three girls; of course we were going to be loud.


  We had the Fear of Dad in us, because when he got mad we knew there would be consequences—yelling and maybe even spanking (both parents spanked us). He never hit us hard, but he was like most old-school southern parents. Wooden spoons were weapons; belts could be used, too, in extreme cases.


  His insults, though, hurt way more than any of his slaps, and my father was a master of the cutting insult. His nickname for me was “Duh,” because he didn’t think I was very smart. It wasn’t just that I didn’t do well in school. I also have a tendency to say whatever comes to my mind—a family trait—and they aren’t always the most brilliant insights, particularly some of those I came up with as a little kid. For example, when I was about eight years old, we drove by a church with a big sign that read, “First Baptist Church.” From the backseat, I asked, “Is that the first Baptist church, ever?”


  “Duh!” my dad said.


  His opinion of my intelligence didn’t improve much as I got older. During a parent-teacher conference, my eighth-grade social studies teacher spoke to my parents about my common sense (or lack thereof). My dad was the one who used the term common sense, but what they were really talking about was my trouble keeping up with my academic work and the fact that I was a social butterfly, who constantly had to be told to stop talking in
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