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Introduction: Good Clothes Open All Doors

I am a costume designer living and working in Hollywood, California. You might be wondering what a costume designer even does, which makes sense—I wondered the same thing, even as I was agreeing to be one! If you’ve ever thought that your favorite character’s wardrobe on that really great show was the bee’s knees, you have a costume designer to thank for it. Because that character didn’t just wake up that way—a clever costume designer created the look you love so much.

Being a costume designer means I’m the one responsible for the designing, fabricating, shopping, fitting, accessorizing, altering, repairing, and customizing of every single piece of clothing that actors wear while on camera—right down to their underwear and socks. Whether I’m working on a film, TV show, or commercial, I’m pounding the pavement at fabric stores, boutiques, flea markets, shopping malls, and costume houses twelve to fourteen hours a day, every day. The jobs I take are particularly unglam—because there is a world of difference between a professional costume designer who dresses actors as the characters they play and a celebrity stylist who exclusively outfits stars for red carpet appearances.

One of us (the celebrity stylist) has every top clothing and jewelry designer in the world on speed dial, while the other (the costume designer, that’s me!) usually has only five hundred bucks and a pocket full of ingenuity to get the job done. You’re not likely to find me delivering ball gowns to hotel suites in glamorous locales or being name-checked in an actor’s Oscar acceptance speech. More often than not, I’m standing on a ladder in a dusty costume house looking for showgirl outfits or hunched over a folding table in my basement office on a studio lot, trying to figure out how to sew soda cans onto a furry seal costume in time for the afternoon’s shoot. But I wouldn’t have it any other way, because the thousands of hours I’ve spent in the trenches figuring out what works for my actors’ wardrobes has made me an authority on anything and everything having to do with clothes—from determining what constitutes proper fit to what to do when a wardrobe crisis strikes. I’ve also made a ton of mistakes along the way, so whatever your particular problem, I can guarantee it’s happened to me—and that I probably have the solution.

I actually lied my way into becoming a costume designer. (That’s some hot career advice right there, by the way: fake it ’til you make it!) I’ve been a rabid collector of clothes, shoes, handbags, and accessories my entire life—so much so that my first apartment in Los Angeles really just functioned as one giant closet. There were rhinestone cowboy boots lining the walls of my living room, a dozen cut-up vintage prom dresses hanging in the bathroom, and nothing in my bedroom but racks of clothes and a mattress on the floor. One day my neighbor (who also happened to be a commercial director) came over to borrow something, took one look at this total mania, and asked, “Whoa, are you a costume designer?”

He didn’t even notice the white polyester dress I had bubbling away in a pot on the stove, which was an unsuccessful attempt to dye it black using India ink. (There aren’t enough words to explain how badly that experiment failed, by the way—so save yourself a headache and skip to chapter 10 for some pro-style dyeing tips if you’re interested in making the things you own change colors.) I froze for all of three seconds before I decided to answer that yes, of course, I was indeed a costume designer. I suspected that whatever a costume designer actually was, I could probably be one. I innately knew that what I already loved doing could probably become my career and that I likely could be just as good at it as anybody else. That director called to hire me for a small commercial the very next week. And just like that, my career was born. It wasn’t fate, it was just an incredible opportunity that I smartly grabbed—and then held on to for dear life.

People always ask me what special skills I learned to become a successful costume designer and are consistently shocked when I tell them that the answer is “Pretty much none!” Not only did I not attend fashion school, I barely attended college. I struck out on my own early in life, taking on a number of jobs that depended solely on my ability to communicate well and get people excited about things. I was a shopgirl in clothing and jewelry stores, and the experience I gained while working with the general public is what most effectively prepared me to be a costume designer—because dressing people is really all about sales. I can paint a picture with words and images that allows people to believe in me and see what the end result will be—and give them the confidence to let me spend rather large amounts of their money!

Long before I worked retail, I was a scrappy eighteen-year-old DJ at my local alternative radio station. I started out as the receptionist but eventually badgered them until they broke down and gave me an overnight on-air shift, provided it didn’t interfere with my daytime responsibilities. I slept in my office (which was also the station’s front lobby) from the time my shift ended at 5:00 a.m. until my daytime receptionist gig began at 9:00 a.m. I learned how to talk, communicate, schmooze, and how to “figure it out” at all costs—skills I’m still utilizing to this very day.

That’s not to say that I don’t still wake up almost every single morning wondering, “Why do these people trust me? What’s wrong with them? And what if I screw everything up?” I’ve learned the hard way not to psych myself out too much—to just push through and focus solely on the task at hand. This single-minded, eyes-on-the prize, dogged determination is what makes me uniquely qualified to solve any wardrobe problem the universe manages to come up with. (It’s also the reason I can’t ever attend a wedding without being grabbed out of the congregation at the last minute to tie the bride’s French bustle or repair a flapping bra strap.)

Looking back, I’d really been preparing to become a costume designer my entire life—I just never realized it. As a teen in Texas, I’d be dropped off at the mall by my parents each and every Saturday with my five best buds and $30 of babysitting money in my pocket. While my pals were busy blowing their allowance on CDs and Slurpees, I was hunting for cool clothes I could actually afford that fit the vision of myself I had in my head. (Figuring out what image I wanted to project to the world via my wardrobe makes me the very first character I ever dressed!) This was a valuable lesson—because while having great style is an essential part of being a costume designer, good budgeting skills are really at the heart of the job description. Designers who go over budget don’t tend to get rehired, so knowing your way around a clearance rack is a very valuable skill.

Being a costume designer means that when things go wrong, I’m the one who takes the heat. You haven’t really lived until you’ve gotten a shocking amount of red lipstick out of a white Gucci blouse in front of a live studio audience because someone hugged an actor too forcefully in the middle of a taping. It costs about $1,000 per minute while the camera is held and everyone waits for me to fix it. Situations like that are why I’ve had to come up with a stable of solutions to disasters that really work—and work incredibly fast. Wardrobe disasters are a way of life when you’re a costume designer, and I’ve had every single one possible happen to me at some point in my career. So the next time you find yourself suffering from a terrible clothing malfunction, you can take heart in knowing that what you are experiencing has likely happened to your favorite star as well. But you can also rest easy—because now that you’re holding this book, you’ve got the solution to almost any dastardly wardrobe disaster that could occur.

In the coming pages, I’m going to pull back the curtain and show you what really goes on behind the scenes at a wardrobe fitting. We’ll figure out together who the heck you really are and what your clothes are saying about you, and I’ll let you in on all the style secrets my actors probably wish I wouldn’t—while teaching you how to keep the clothes you’ve already got in your closet in tip-top shape. (Because, yes, wardrobes need tune-ups and maintenance, too.) I’ll also open up my costume designer’s tool kit and share all the gadgets I use to make those stars look like stars. Because the old saying really is true: Good clothes open all doors. But I’m of the belief that it’s not so much what you wear that makes people sit up and take notice—it’s how you wear it. By the time you’re done reading here, there won’t be a single one of my secrets you won’t know. Everyone’s wardrobe could benefit from having a professional costume designer (and her secret bag of tricks) in their back pocket—and that’s just what this book is: Me, Alison Freer, at your service.
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Imagine walking into a room bathed in warm light with flattering mirrors all around. Racks and racks of clothes stand before you, all in your exact size. Rows of beautiful shoes are lined up on the floor like good little soldiers. Tray after tray of sparkling accessories and jewelry are nearby. And just for good measure, there is a small selection of bras and a few terrifyingly unidentifiable underthings at the ready.

If you ever find yourself in this situation, congrats! You are a Hollywood actor at a luxurious wardrobe fitting. (If you are a really big deal, a production assistant will be standing by to take your coffee or lunch order.) Sounds awesome, right? It is, except now you have to take off all your clothes in front of the costume designer, her assistant, and a tailor—then stand still while they pin, poke, and pout at an endless parade of clothes on your body. The final result will be total on-camera perfection, but let’s back up and talk about how that room full of clothes got there in the first place. All those clothes don’t just magically appear at a fitting, despite what producers in Hollywood might think.

Where you begin the journey to a successful wardrobe fitting really depends on what you happen to be shooting—a commercial, film, music video, or TV show. Each project has a very specific set of needs, and the only constant in the life of a costume designer is that those needs will change on a dime. The needs of a single project could take you all the way from a shop in Chinatown, begging the proprietor to have her cousin bring over fifty more pairs of ninja shoes from their warehouse in time for your fitting at noon, and spit you out at a pet store, trying to determine which of the thirteen dog tuxedos they carry can be altered to fit a turtle. (Yes, the ninja shoes and the turtle tux were indeed for the same shoot. Ain’t Hollywood grand?)

FIRST, YOU HAVE TO PREPARE

Let’s use a TV show as an example. My first order of business is to read the script carefully and flesh out each character’s backstory. When the script says “Heather, twenty-five years old, perpetually single,” it’s up to me to fill in the blanks, both through my imagination and via many detailed conversations with the show’s creator—often called the executive producer or EP. On a film, the costume designer works hand-in-hand with the director to determine each charcter’s look. On a commercial, you’ve got to sift through a mountain of differing ideas, opinions, and notes from the director, client, agency, and producer—all before you get to start designing anything. But let’s get back to our TV script—where does this perpetually single Heather work? How much money does she make? Where does she like to shop? What kind of music does she listen to? What books does she read over and over? These are the questions I have to ask before I ever even step foot in a store to shop, as the answers greatly inform a character’s style.

Once I’ve filled in the blanks, I begin the most fun part of my job—making look books. A look book is a visual reference of each character’s style touchstones. To make one, I utilize online images, tear sheets from magazines, photos I’ve snapped while walking around town, and various film, music, and book references. This process involves a ton of back and forth with my bosses—including hundreds of phone calls and a quantity of emails that nobody besides a stalker should be sending to another human being. But at this point in the process, excessive communication is key. Nailing the character’s look via a visual presentation is a tool that will serve us throughout the entire production. A good look book is a filter to run every wardrobe decision through, and it’s the reason that halfway through a show, I can look at a garment on the rack and tell immediately if it’s right for the character or not.

With that hurdle cleared, I shift into practical mode. I take a second look at the script (which has most likely undergone a rewrite by this point) and break it down according to how many story days there are, what each character’s specific wardrobe needs are, and if any actor has a gag that involves multiple sets of the exact same outfit. When you need three sets of an outfit on a TV show, it’s most likely because something really bad is going to happen to it. Sitcoms in particular are obsessed with squirting anything viscous in actors’ faces—and the grosser, the better! Oil, (fake) blood, mashed potatoes, and mayonnaise are perennial favorites. Now you are seeing the whole picture: being an actor is not quite as glam as you might think. Which reminds me: Have you ever wondered what’s really in that freaky green slime used on a certain famous kids’ network? The formula varies ever so slightly each time it’s mixed, but it usually involves a truly disgusting combination of vanilla pudding and green food coloring mixed with applesauce, oatmeal, and baby shampoo. (The baby shampoo is meant to make it easier to wash out of the actor’s hair, but it really only helps so much.)

Once I have a clear idea of what’s needed, I have a big meeting with my entire costume crew, which usually averages between five and seven people. This crew includes my right hand, the show’s costume supervisor. The costume supervisor is responsible for a little bit of everything that goes on in our department—from shopping for clothes and scheduling labor to planning fittings, paying the bills, dressing background actors, and performing emergency alterations. We also have a costume illustrator who works with me to help design all our custom-made pieces, plus two full-time, dedicated shoppers who hit the malls, costume houses, boutiques, and thrift stores every single day in an endless cycle of shopping for stuff we need and returning what’s been rejected. (When store clerks see us coming, they usually run the other way!) Our standby tailor (who can make, alter, or tailor absolutely anything) rounds out our crew, along with our set costumer—the person responsible for keeping track of who wore what when. TV shows are shot completely out of order—and it’s not uncommon to film small parts of one simple scene in tiny bits over the course of five or more days. So forgetting if an actor had his tie tied or not would result in it jumping from done to undone in the middle of a scene. Our set costumer keeps everything straight by taking copious photos of the actors in their costumes and writing pages of detailed notes in our “bible”—also known as the wardrobe continuity book. That way, there’s no possibility of making an error.

The set costumer is like the paparazzi of the wardrobe department—grabbing actors for stealth photos anywhere they can. Certain actors hate having their picture taken, so we are sometimes reduced to grabbing photos on the sly so they don’t realize what we were doing. This stealth photography results in some hilariously terrible photos of the world’s most beautiful people. Stars: They’re just like us!

Together, my costume crew and I pore over each character’s look book and brainstorm spots to shop, get any specialty custom-made pieces we need in the works, and come up with a color palette to suit the actor that has now been cast in each role. There are a lot of differing opinions to service on a show, from the director who only likes blue to the actor who refuses to wear a skirt—even though her character is described as a miniskirt-wearing sexpot. It’s like a puzzle, made all the more exciting by the fact that we usually have less than twenty-four hours to prepare for each actor’s fitting.

IT’S TIME TO SHOP

Once we have a plan, it’s time to hit the stores. Shopping for a production is always a mad, hectic dash to find the specific items we need in a very short amount of time. (And includes an amount of mania over socks you’d have to see to believe.) I once had to have my mom frantically overnight me twelve pairs of red lifeguard trunks from a store near her house in Texas when I couldn’t get my hands on any locally, only to find out ten minutes after she shipped them that the whole scene we needed them for had been cut. It’s like an epic scavenger hunt, full of thrilling victories and agonizing defeats.
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The whole shopping process is made even more exciting by the fact that we are forever shooting a Christmas episode in July or doing a beach-themed show in the dead of winter, when no store has a tank top or a single, solitary swimsuit to save my miserable life. If we start to strike out at all our usual spots, I send someone back to the office pronto to start some serious research—calling each and every store we can think of until we finally find that needle in the haystack. This includes, but is not limited to, begging salespeople to check their back stock, “Just one more time for me, pretty please?” and calling every acquaintance you happen to have in your phone, asking if they’ve seen polka-dotted skirts for sale anywhere recently.

When we really can’t find what we need in stores or online, I head straight to the fabric store to grab material and have our tailor magically run up exactly what we need, right to order. I will never get over the awe I feel at seeing a lowly bolt of fabric become a beautiful, functioning garment. My own sewing skills are actually somewhat limited—I can repair just about anything and hem a pair of pants in no time. But past that, it would take me a week to whip up a garment that takes my tailor about three hours to make.

Once we’ve procured everything we could possibly need (or want) for an actor’s fitting, we haul it back to the office and set it all up. I organize the racks and preassemble possible outfits according to the script requirements. Shoes get taken out of boxes and lined up neatly on the floor for easy access during the fitting. Every shirt is unbuttoned, ready to be slipped on instantly. An actor’s time with us is always limited: if we’re very lucky, we get about an hour to figure out twelve or more outfits for an entire show. But in most cases, we get a measly thirty minutes—so every second saved counts. If the lighting and general vibe in the room we’ve been assigned isn’t up to snuff, I drag every lamp, scarf, and candle I own into the office to create a warm, welcoming, dreamy environment. It’s part romantic boudoir, part grandma’s closet, and part hippie love den.
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LET’S HAVE A FITTING

A wardrobe fitting is actually a rather awkward experience. Within two minutes of meeting, I’m asking these actors to shed their clothes and put themselves completely in my hands. It’s an enormous amount of trust to ask for right off the bat! This is where my old-school Southern manners come in handy. I always make sure my actors have something to drink, a snack if they want it, a comfortable place to sit, and a spot to hang their coat. Just like in real life, these simple niceties go a long way toward putting nervous actors at ease, making them more likely to enjoy themselves and be receptive to my ideas. The outdated image of a stern wardrobe mistress frowning at an actor who can’t fit into a pair of pants is long gone. I am a true sartorial support system, encouraging good feelings and pointing out the design flaws in garments when they don’t fit correctly. (I also make sure to have a wide range of sizes on the rack, as nothing sinks a fitting faster than clothes that don’t fit.)

If I’ve done my job correctly, the actors I dress will be able to leave the details of their look to me and are free to concentrate on their lines, their performance, and the director’s notes. Getting an actor to trust you is the hardest (yet most rewarding) part of my job. A truly great costume designer is equal parts mind reader, fashionista, and psychotherapist—not to mention good with kids and animals. Dressing people for a living gives you access to their innermost secrets, and it’s not something I take lightly.

A successful wardrobe fitting is a slightly chaotic, funny mess. There are clothes flying and jokes being made. Sometimes we take pictures of the worst possible outfits just because they make us laugh so much. I always consider it a coup when I convince actors to try on something they normally wouldn’t like and they wind up loving it. This is a big reason why actors tend to look more “fashionable” than us mortals—they have people like me pressing, prodding, and encouraging them to try new things. (It’s always good to have someone to encourage you to branch out a bit, style-wise—be it a friend, a salesperson, or a page in a magazine. Having good style is all about taking a risk now and then.)

Once we agree on the best looks from our fitting and the tailor has pinned the pieces that need alterations, I photograph the actor in everything and submit the photos to the powers that be for approval. I then have one final “check fit” with the actor to iron out any last-minute details. When everyone involved finally agrees that everything looks good, we are locked and loaded—and ready to shoot!
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HOW DO THEY MAKE A TV SHOW, ANYWAY?

The shooting process for a TV show takes anywhere from two to five days per episode. During that time, my job shifts from costume designer to quality-control technician. When an actor is about to appear on camera in an outfit for the first time, I am on standby outside the dressing room, putting out any last-minute fires. And there are always fires—actors are forever exclaiming at the very last second, “Wait! This doesn’t fit! I can’t wear it! I suddenly hate it!” This is why I always have a backup look on hand, budget be damned.

I’m also constantly on the move while a show is shooting—doing rounds between my office, the stage, and the director of photography’s bay of monitors, keeping an ear out for what my bosses are saying and making sure that what looks good to my naked eye comes across on camera. Watching my work on screen is the number one way I’ve improved and polished my costuming skills throughout the years. (You can do the same thing at home simply by photographing your outfits and seeing what worked—and what you can adjust next time you wear a particular ensemble.) On an extended series, I’m also usually jumping ahead to the next episode at the same time we’re shooting the current one, brainstorming ideas and sourcing whatever weird things the writers have managed to dream up, which could be anything from a bush outfit (made entirely out of sticks and leaves we picked up off the ground) to a realistic taco costume, complete with fabric cheese and lettuce framing the actor’s face.

While we are busy shooting, our shoppers shift into return mode. Every unused item is accounted for and taken back to the store it came from. A successful return mission also includes shopping for pieces we need for the following week’s episode. (We don’t have the luxury of totally closing out our current work before we jump ahead.) It’s a real game of mental hopscotch to keep everything straight in my mind. I need to have already read the next script and have an idea of what to tell our shoppers to look for—otherwise they will just sit around, wasting precious prep time. (And I have to do all this while still paying close attention to the script we are currently shooting on stage.) I’d call it a grind, but that wouldn’t even come close to describing it. We then lather, rinse, and repeat this process, twelve hours a day, every single day of the week. It’s exhausting, but I love it. It’s the one thing I’m really good at, where I always have an answer to every single problem—or definitively know when all hope is lost. It’s my own special brand of witchcraft. So now you know exactly why those movie stars look like movie stars–and it’s due to a lot of behind-the-scenes magic, courtesy of the show’s costume department.
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Do you ever wonder what people really mean when they say someone has “great style”? It’s an elusive concept, to be sure. What they are really saying is that the person in question just looks good all the time, but when pressed to explain, most folks would have a hard time putting their finger on exactly what it is about that person’s look that makes it seem so effortless. Well, let me tell you a secret: the reason you think that some people have such good style is simply because they always wear clothes that fit them—and fit them well. When you banish ill-fitting clothes from your life and only allow proper fitting ones in, you open the door to having great style—forever.

It’s a total lie that you need a certain body type to be truly stylish. Style is not something you’re just born with or tough luck to you, kitten. Being fashionable doesn’t mean a lifetime of shoes that kill, fretting that something is “so last season,” or waiting to wear something “as soon as I lose five pounds.” And skinny isn’t a goal—it’s a style of jean. The real, true enemy of great style is fit. Because if your clothes don’t fit you properly, you’ll never look amazing. Once you learn how to tell if a garment is fitting you as it’s supposed to, you’ll be amazed at how much better you look and feel in your clothes. But fit is a loaded word—and it should come as no surprise to you that the Hollywood definition of it is actually a total lie.

When I dress an actor for a photo, I go to great lengths to make their garments appear to fit them perfectly. But notice I said “appear”—because while that outfit you see a celeb wearing in a magazine may look flawless from the front, you’d be mighty surprised if you saw what was probably going on in the back. It’s usually a crazy jumbled mess of pins, clamps, and double-stick tape holding it all together, faking a perfect fit—which is not something that would ever work in real life.

Fit is actually a fairly clinical, mechanical concept. It refers to the garment needing to be right for the body, not the body somehow being wrong for the garment. And the idea of fit gets way stickier when you start to hold it up to the light and examine it a bit more closely—because while it really is merely a function of how a garment is performing, it’s also highly subjective. Most guides to proper fit worry about what is or is not “flattering” to your particular body shape or figure. But they all fall short of actually providing any useful information to the reader —because they don’t take actual, factual fit into account.

Proper fit means that the clothes you wear should always perform as you need them to, period. That means no garments that gape or bunch, no seams that twist, no pants with crotches that hang too low, no blouses that won’t stay buttoned, and no skirts that shift around annoyingly. These everyday nuisances are simply mechanical problems caused by poorly fitting clothes, and they can all be banished in a heartbeat—if you know how your clothes are meant to fit in the first place. Once you learn what the most common fit pitfalls are, you can start to spot and avoid them.

But first things first: you can’t even begin to determine if your clothes are fitting properly if you don’t have a full-length mirror. Even a $6 one from a discount store leaned up against the wall is miles better than only getting half the picture via your dresser-top mirror. Once you’ve got that covered, you can move on to banishing bad fit from your life. Because great fit equals great style—always.

THE RIGHT PANTS

Finding a pair of pants that fit correctly is a nightmare for almost every single woman. Take heart—you are not alone! From petite to tall or curvy to stick figure, it’s a constant battle to find something in your price range that doesn’t pull, tug, ride up, or bunch unflatteringly. And if you happen to be supermodel height? Good luck finding an inseam long enough to graze the top of your shoes. You’re likely going to spend the rest of your life pretending that ankle-cropped pants are “so totally in right now!”

Let’s start by talking about denim. Jeans are one of the hardest pant styles to nail down properly. I regularly bring twenty or more pairs of jeans in for an actor’s first fitting—and we end up trying on almost every single one! Maybe you find that all jeans have a tendency to slip down, exposing your backside and underwear to the world. There’s also a high probability that most jeans you’ve tried on manage to dig into your stomach in an uncomfortable, unsupportive way. These problems often occur when a person with a long torso chooses a style of jean that is cut way too low in the waist, cutting her off right at the middle.

The right tool to solve these problems is a higher-waisted jean—so in the future, you long torso-ed gals will know to seek them out, no matter what style is allegedly “in” that season. Forget boring haters droning on about “mom jeans,” because a higher waistline will hit your tummy at a better spot and act like a corset: giving support and providing a long, uninterrupted line when you bend over. (Which also means zero panty flashing!) And since they fit snugly around your actual waist and not low on your hips, they won’t slide down every five seconds.

[image: ]

The takeaway here is that when you find something that fits your body and performs the action you want it to, nobody notices whether it’s technically “in” or “out.” They just think you look great—all the time—and that particular fit then becomes a permanent part of your personal wardrobe toolkit. Knowing what fits you properly takes almost all the confusion out of shopping—instantly. (Insert giant sigh of relief here.)

THE RIGHT PANTS HAVE THE RIGHT RISE

But why does a high-waisted pair of jeans fit those with long torsos better than other styles? It’s all due to the “rise” of a particular pair of pants, also known as the distance between the crotch and the waistband. It’s an important detail, because the shorter this length, the lower the pants will sit on your waist. To start figuring out what the best rise is for you, take a flexible cloth tape measure (not a metal one from the hardware store!) and determine the distance from the top of the waistband to the bottom of the crotch seam on your favorite-fitting pair of pants.

A low-rise pair will start a good three inches below the natural waist, so any soft flesh will spill over. But a pair with a higher rise (that’s the high-waisted pair we discussed before) will hit you just above your natural waist, holding you in and increasing your physical comfort many times over. If a pair of pants isn’t fitting you properly, it’s usually due to having chosen the wrong rise measurement for your body. Now I’ve told you everything I know about pants with a high rise, perfect for those of you with a longer torso, but what about all those other pants out there?

REGULAR OR MID RISE: Regular or mid-rise pants are meant to be worn just below your natural waist, which is found at the point where your waist is narrowest. Some folks think their natural waist is right at the navel, but this is incorrect. Just as no two bodies are alike, everyone’s natural waist is at a different spot. Your true natural waist is to be found at the smallest point of your torso. If you seem to have lost your natural waist and need a little help finding it again, just stand up and bend from side to side while nude. The highest point along your midsection where your skin creases and folds is your natural waist. (And take note: Some folks’ natural waists are very high—mine is right at the bottom of my ribcage!)

Most pants (such as casual chinos or simple wool trousers) have a regular or mid rise. If you have a somewhat high natural waist (more than an inch above your navel), pants with too low of a rise can cause the center seam to ride up and put the entire outline of your crotch (sometimes uncharitably called a “camel toe”) on full display. But a pair with a regular rise will give a more relaxed fit—and alleviate the problem completely. (This particular problem has long been judgingly considered a by-product of wearing pants that are too tight, but it’s actually just a simple engineering problem—easily fixable by choosing the right fit.)

LOW RISE: Low-rise pants are meant to be worn at the hips and will sit well below your natural waist—which means roughly two inches or more below your navel. They obviously aren’t intended to conform to your natural waist, as the proper fit of a pair of low-rise pants is meant to mimic the “hip-hugger” styles of the 1960s and 1970s. If you have short legs and a long torso, low-rise pants are unlikely to fit you properly.

ULTRALOW RISE: The lowest of the low, a pair of pants with an ultralow rise will start at least four (if not five) inches below the navel, often just barely grazing the bottom of your hipbone. If you are very short-waisted (meaning the distance between your shoulders and your waist is less than most clothes are generally designed for), a pair of ultralow rise pants can be the perfect fit solution to bring your look into proportion.

SHORT RISE: Often found in the petite section, short-rise pants are meant to be worn at the natural waist of a shorter person. A shorter rise means you won’t have a bunch of extra material in the crotch—which equals more comfort and a better fit on shorter bodies.

SAY GOODBYE TO POCKETS THAT POP OPEN (AND OTHER ANNOYING PANTS PROBLEMS)

Those of you with more generous hips will find that the pockets on dress pants tend to pop out unflatteringly. The right tool to solve this problem is either a pair of pants that zip along the side seam or have horizontal pockets that simply can’t gap or pull—by design.

When we have this problem on shows, we simply have the pockets stitched closed—sometimes removing the pocket lining as well. But this fix is not reserved solely for actors in glamorous Hollywood, California! It’s something you can actually have a tailor do quite cheaply—and it’s well worth the money. (For the whole scoop on all the little alterations you can have done easily and inexpensively to make your clothes look better, flip ahead to chapter 3!)

Another common fit problem on less expensive pants (although I’ve seen it on $300 pairs, too) is a poorly set zipper that pulls, gaps, and falls down slowly yet surely—usually while you are right in the middle of talking to someone important. There is absolutely no fix for this besides sewing the zipper shut every single time you wear them, which is a completely ridiculous idea. So always take a brisk lap around the store and vigorously sit down/stand up in the dressing room a few times to ensure the pair you are considering buying does not have any zipper problems that could cause embarrassment later on.

If a pair of pants pull and “whisker” at the crotch or groin area when you try them on, beware—as this is not

A BETTER SKIRT
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A BRILLIANT BLOUSE
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A JACKET FIT FOR A QUEEN
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THE PERFECT DRESS
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