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Dedication

To Sultana, my grandmother, who taught me love and confidence, and my mother, Marika, who taught me independence and ambition.
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Introduction

FACING A WALL OF BOXY HOODIES, T-shirts, and sweatpants, I started to get a not-so-great feeling. I was on a shopping trip for the men on Run the World in the lead-up to the second season of the Starz show, which was set to begin shooting in a few weeks. I was thrilled to be working again on the costumes for the half-hour comedy about smart, funny, and ambitious female friends living and loving in Harlem. Dubbed by the media as the “Black Sex and the City,” the show was a fun and nuanced portrayal of independent modern Black women, who of course wore wonderful clothes.

For the women, we had already found some incredible things, including hot-pink mules for Sondi, a Vuitton purse for Whitney that was so tiny it looked like it had shrunk in the dryer, and for Renee, a fierce bodycon monochromatic robin’s-egg-blue ensemble—including lace gloves, stockings, purse, and pumps. But for today’s shopping trip, I was not feeling inspired. I don’t love men’s clothes, because they are expensive and dull. The contemporary conventional man doesn’t have many options when it comes to style. Most of them are stuck in a box—a cold gray, blue, or black box. Totally square.

I’m always trying to put men in color if I can. When Blair Underwood had a multi-episode arc on Sex and the City as Miranda’s love interest, I wanted to put him in a pink shirt, but he thought it made him look too effeminate. I didn’t fight it. I’m a costume designer, not a dictator. We compromised on red. But I’ve always wondered why men aren’t allowed to enhance themselves. Why should being artistic with their form indicate something about their sexuality? In many other points in history, heterosexual men took pride in dolling themselves up. During the Age of Enlightenment, straights like Mozart paraded around in wigs, powdered faces, lace jabots tied around the neck, high heels, and hats trimmed in braided gold or decorated with ostrich feathers. I feel badly for the men of today. I would be bereft if I couldn’t wear makeup. But all hope is not lost. Years after Sex and the City ended, Blair came running up to me at an event to tell me that he was the proud owner of a pink suit. I’m always pleased to have a positive influence on others.

Now I was the one in need of a little uplift, since not only were we shopping for menswear but we were doing it in a rigid, lifeless store. A few of us from the costume department had convened here because that’s where Run the World’s costume designer, Tracy L. Cox, wanted to meet. Tracy—who had been an assistant costume designer on the final season of Sex and the City before becoming Sarah Jessica Parker’s longtime personal stylist—is really good with men. No matter the actor, budget, or story, the look is always about the combo. Tracy is able to put wardrobes together creatively for men (and women as well) without falling into flamboyance, which is a tightrope act I don’t always achieve. For Ola, Run the World’s Nigerian American doctor, Tracy had concocted the idea to cut his pants so they showed the ankle, in a subtle nod to the pants style typically worn by Nigerian men. An outfit, whether in real life or on the screen, sinks or swims by those little details.

Spying an orange Valentino hoodie for $1,150, I was reminded that Tracy also never looks at price. We all have our weaknesses. Wait until we get the bill, I thought as he pulled out a black hoodie with “Versace Jeans” written in gold.

“Too billboard-y,” I said. “I don’t think this floor is for us.”

We took the escalator down, where the shopping went from bad to worse when I encountered a display of two-hundred-dollar jeans with oil splatters and holes. Nothing drives me crazier than paying a lot of money for jeans with holes in the knees. This stuff was pricey, generic, and not sexy: my least favorite combination. I would have rather gone downtown to Trash and Vaudeville—the shop dressing rock ’n’ roll stars and people who just wanted to look like them since the seventies, and where I used to buy jeans wholesale for my boutique. Or I would’ve headed uptown to Harlem to the luxury streetwear guru Dapper Dan. In order to have a look of one’s own—which I wanted for each of these characters, what I want for all my characters, real or fictional—you need a mix of aesthetics, which means varying your resources.

“Matthew needs a slipper,” Tracy said. “Do you see him in slides?” He was holding a light-blue terry-cloth Bottega Veneta slide.

“Sure.”

“I don’t want to push it if you are lukewarm.”

Welcome to the glamorous world of costume design.

We kept walking, pulling and plucking as we went: a cashmere cardigan as light as air but that we wished was a hoodie; a terrific varsity bomber jacket that was right for absolutely no one on the show; a beautiful three-quarter suede jacket with a detachable fabric insert, only because I’m a sucker for pieces that function in multiple ways; and a stack of nondescript jeans that we would use like kindling for a fire. Most of this would surely be returned.

Feeling a little thrown off and, frankly, bored, I turned to my first love: women’s clothes. Women’s wear was not on the agenda, but I’m famously impossible to corral. I was fingering a slinky slip from L’Agence when a middle-aged man who had been sprucing up the section said, “Do you mind if I take an Instagram?” I shrugged my shoulders, sure, to which he pulled out his phone. He took a video of us; with his arm around my shoulder, he exclaimed, “This is the one-of-a-kind fashionista, Patricia Field!”

“Thank you,” he said, “I love you so much. I want to be just like you when I grow up. I wish you threw big parties like you used to.”

“I did have some pretty great parties.”

It was true. For fifty years, I ran an eponymous shop downtown that was a clubhouse for trans people, club kids, emerging fashion designers, and other tastemakers. I was a fixture of New York’s disco and club scene during its heyday—not to mention dipping a platform-wearing toe in ball culture. Then there was my late-in-life career as a costume designer. So, although I’m never sure how people know me, everywhere I go someone seems to recognize me. I’m happy with the fact that over my life I’ve made a lasting impression and, more important, made other people happy.

Back in my safe space of high-waisted flare jeans, shift dresses, and crop tops, I returned to something that had been bothering me for the last few days. There had been a change to the script, and now Renee—the colorful and comedic, Wharton-educated marketing powerhouse—was working from home after deciding to strike out on her own in season 1. But the showrunners still wanted her to dress up as if she were going into the office. I didn’t agree; people don’t get done up to work at home. They work in sweatpants, no matter how fancy or costly. While I don’t deal with reality in entertainment, I also don’t want to be totally inaccurate.

And yet, I didn’t want to put Renee in leggings or sweats. It was too much of a departure from the foxy style we had already established for Renee. In the end, we compromised. While we dressed Renee down, you would never accuse her of looking casual. For a Zoom call, she appears professional in a red denim bustier and cropped jean jacket in a pink-purple wash. But when she stands up, her ass cheeks are hanging out of a pair of booty shorts that match the jacket.

In general, I dislike the rise of sweatshirts and sweatpants, a trend made pernicious and widespread by the pandemic. Before costume-consulting on Emily in Paris, I told its showrunner, Darren Star, “I’m going to take a look at the Parisian women to see what the hell’s going on there.” When I traveled there, all I saw from arrondissement to arrondissement was jeans, sweatpants, hoodies, and sneakers. “Forget French chic,” I told Darren, who had originally hired me to do the costumes for one of his other shows, Sex and the City. “It’s dead.”

Instead of submitting to the standard-issue garb dictated by the zeitgeist, I chose to pack my bags with vibrant expression, which, in this case, meant a wild patchwork dress by Dope Tavio from my Lower East Side ArtFashion Gallery, which I paired with a vintage kelly-green Chanel jacket for Emily. I call myself the happy clothes expert, because no matter what’s happening in the world—and, believe me, a lot has happened in my lifetime—I live in my own world of pretty pictures. Like the play of bright light and color in a painting or the thumping beat of a song that forces you onto the dance floor, a gorgeously vibrant garment raises my spirits and brings me joy.




One

My Little-Girl Days

[image: image]

I BURST INTO THE LIVING ROOM with guns a-blazing. “Bang bang!” I shouted, startling my aunts right out of their chairs. For dramatic effect, I froze with my left hand on my hip and my right hand holding the little silver cap gun outstretched to the ceiling. I had come out all done up in a head-to-toe cowgirl outfit, and I didn’t want my family to miss a single glorious detail. Atop the long-sleeved western shirt—with its pointed collar, contrast-embroidered yoke, smile-shaped breast pockets, and corded piping—was a fringed bolero vest in suede and matching miniskirt. The accessories were just as authentically fabulous. I stood sturdily in a pair of classic narrow square-toed cowboy boots, made of leather as tough and smooth as a baseball glove. My gun holster was fitted snugly around my hips for a quick and easy draw, as I had just demonstrated to my captive audience. To top it all off, a white felt cowboy hat framed my then-black pigtails in a jaunty homage to the radio and matinee idol Gene Autry.

After receiving the cowgirl getup from my aunts—who knew how much I loved Roy Rogers, Dale Evans, and the Lone Ranger—I never took it off. Even at five years old, I understood that fashion and costume were one and the same. I wanted to be a cowgirl. But if I couldn’t ride off into the sunset on a horse in New York City, where I was born and raised, I could at least dress the part.

All the women in the living room of my grandparents’ apartment in Astoria had burst out laughing when they saw the source of the startling noise. My three unmarried aunts, who lived there, always enjoyed my comical theatrics. So did my grandmother, Sultana, whose eyes shone particularly bright whenever she saw that I was happy. She smiled at me, sitting erect in her chair, like a beneficent queen. And in my eyes, she had all the glamour and poise of royalty.

Already in her seventies by the time I was born, my grandmother was a classic beauty and a stern but loving matriarch. She didn’t adorn herself with jewelry or makeup. With her white hair worn in a no-nonsense bun, her only accessory was the glasses on her face. Despite her simple attire, she always stood straight with perfect posture, her nose slightly in the air, almost aristocratic in her presence.

My grandmother spoke in pure Greek. She rarely broke into dialect, not even when gathering with her girlfriends to drink Turkish coffee, have a sweet, and discuss the political and cultural affairs of the day. Sultana came from an educated family. Her sister, my great-aunt Vasiliki, who also lived in Astoria, was an actress, mainly performing in local theaters in Queens. The sum total of her Hollywood career was when she played the mother of the priest in The Exorcist. She was discovered by the film’s director, William Friedkin. My grandmother’s brother, Dimitrius, worked for the Greek Orthodox Church, translating Byzantine texts into modern Greek. Sultana remained close to her siblings throughout their lives, physically and intellectually.
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My grandfather John Yimoyines was not educated, but he was an ambitious self-starter. As a teenager in the late 1800s, he came to the States, where he volunteered to fight in the Spanish American War and by doing so, earned American citizenship.

He returned to Greece a young industrious American citizen, and got to work. He planted groves of olive trees on my grandparents’ native island, Lesbos. That impressed my grandmother, and the two married. Once they moved to the United States, where my grandfather essentially had to start over as a peddler, my grandmother was a lot less impressed with him. Taking any opportunity to deride him, she warned me from going into his closet in their two-bedroom apartment that held all his wares. “It has cockroaches!” she would say in Greek. “Don’t go there!” Or when she heard his heavy footfalls as he came up the stairs of the building after an entire day of selling, she mocked him, moaning in Greek, “Oh, my back.” She never forgave him for being unable to match the quality of life they had back in Greece.

Sultana’s heart and soul were always back in the old country, with its ancient history, poetry, and philosophy. The names of her children were a testament to her love for its long and storied culture. They ran the gamut from my uncle Constantine, after the Roman emperor who converted the empire from paganism to Christianity and ushered in the Byzantine era, to my youngest aunt, Lesvia. She was named for Lesbos, the birthplace of my family and, more famously, of Sappho, known in ancient Greece simply as The Poetess for her songs about the pleasure and pain of love. “Once again Love, that loosener of limbs, bittersweet and inescapable, crawling thing, seizes me.” Although only fragments remain from the poems she first performed while playing the lyre in the seventh century BC, Plato called her the “tenth muse.” In “Ode to Aphrodite,” the only poem of hers completely intact, Sappho calls on the goddess Aphrodite to “be my ally” in her romantic battles. My grandmother named one of her daughters Aphrodite, but we called her Aphro. Lesvia, when learning what her name meant to most Americans as a teenager in Astoria, quickly changed it to Les, which is what she went by for the rest of her life.

My grandmother was the foundation of my cultural identity and helped to foster my love of all things Greek. As a kid (and to this day), I appreciated how the Greeks created their gods in the form of humans. They had jealousies; they held grudges. These characteristics made them partners in the human drama as opposed to merely critics. More than the allure of its mythology, I associated the charm of Greece with my grandmother, who loved me unconditionally and always made me feel special. Sultana may have been harsh toward my grandfather, but she doted on me. Whenever I needed affection, I headed straight for Astoria and my grandmother—hopping into a taxi by myself from my parents’ apartment on the Upper East Side.
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My mother, Marika, gave me a lot of independence because she was very independent herself. I was free to roam our neighborhood, Yorkville, bouncing between our apartment on East Seventy-sixth Street, my public elementary school right across the street, the New York Public Library on Seventy-ninth, and my parents’ dry-cleaning business three blocks away, where my mom spent most of her time.

Assertive, independent, and ambitious, Mom possessed a lot of traits that were considered stereotypically masculine back then. She was way ahead of her time, something I didn’t understand until I was much older. My mother’s strong will was obvious from an early age. When my grandparents emigrated from Greece to New York, they first came with their four sons and my mother. They later sent for their four other daughters, who were left behind in the town of Ploumari on the island of Lesbos to be raised by their eldest daughter, Amerisoutha (Aunt May, as she was later known in America). It was clear from an early age that Mother—who left school and went to work at a laundry almost as soon as she arrived in the US—wasn’t going to listen to anyone.

Where my mom was forceful and driven, my dad, Henry Haig, was handsome, sweet, and mild. An Armenian born in Turkey, Henry Haig wasn’t his real name. He arrived at Ellis Island at nineteen years old with the name of Haik Tschurdishan, which so boggled the mind of the immigration officer trying to read it, he gave him a new one on the spot. My dad, a tailor, met my mother, who pressed clothes, at the laundry where they both worked.

I arrived on February 12, 1942. My mom, who had been expecting a boy, planned on the name Billy. However, I didn’t turn out to be a Billy. When she left the hospital, I still didn’t have a name. Having arrived not long before St. Patrick’s Day, she found inspiration in the Irish holiday and decided to name her new daughter Patricia Haig.

My mother didn’t let having a kid get in the way of opening up her own dry-cleaning business. She poured herself into developing the business, and worked there continuously, even after my little sister, Joanie, was born, four years after me. Arriving at work at 5:00 a.m. and returning home at 7:00 p.m., she never once wavered from her clear goal of making enough money to move into a solidly middle-class existence.
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A smart businesswoman, she took great satisfaction in the service she offered her high-end clientele from Park Avenue and nearby limestone town houses. She had an encyclopedic knowledge of the chemicals and methods needed to treat specific stains on luxury fabrics. But above all, Mom was tenacious. When she discovered that federal price-control legislation at the time meant she couldn’t charge higher prices for her superior service, she took the matter to court. She represented herself, explaining to the judge how her labor-intensive services should not be lumped in with ordinary laundries. As evidence, she brought in the silk blouses she had hand-finished. “I won!” she declared victoriously when she came home that night. I was so proud of her and could tell she was proud of herself.

It was clear to me how much my mother loved her work when I stopped off at my parents’ dry cleaners every morning before school. They would set out for the shop before I had woken up, so I would stop at the bakery on my own for a roll and coffee, which I would eat sitting on a little stool while my parents dealt with customers, inspected stains, pressed, mended, and performed other tasks. My mother took any opportunity she could to give me lessons in fabric and its treatment. “This is a bloodstain on peau de soie, so you need to use this organic chemical to get it out,” she would say, pointing at a bottle. “All silk must be pressed by hand and not machine,” she’d demonstrate, taking a hot iron to a creamy blouse. She taught me to appreciate quality garments and the value of an unrelenting work ethic.

Her drive and determination meant that she kept the business humming even after my father fell ill with tuberculosis. I was about six years old when Mom explained to me that Dad was sick and had to stay away from us so that we wouldn’t catch what he had. I didn’t even get to say goodbye to him; he had already left for one of the isolation wards on Staten Island when she told me the news. While I might not have understood the nature of the highly communicable disease, for which there was no vaccine, I knew TB was something the adults around me feared. Joanie and I went to our pediatrician on a regular basis, where my mom had us fluoroscoped to make sure the deadly bacteria hadn’t infected our lungs.

It was about a year later that I got to see my handsome and sweet father once more. He was staying at his aunt’s house in the Catskills. After driving several hours north of the city, we got out of the car, and I saw Dad on the porch of the house. But he was so far away. “Hi Daddy!” I shouted, waving. It was hard not to be able to get close to him, but I understood why. I didn’t understand, though, that this was goodbye.

My father died shortly after our visit, but through the years my mom kept him alive for me by talking about him admiringly and reminding me that I looked just like him. When he died, she did not let his family die along with him. She fostered relationships with my father’s first cousin Paul, a teacher, and my father’s aunt and my godmother, Gadarina, also a teacher of French at a public school in the Bronx. My mom employed her husband, Hovan, who had once been a bishop in the Armenian Church. I loved to sit by the window of their perfumed twelfth-floor apartment on Riverside Drive and watch the lights of the Palisades amusement park across the Hudson River.

Although my mom had loved my father deeply, that didn’t stop her from getting remarried about a year after his death. She loved men, was still young, and enjoyed being married. But with Lou Field, as with all her husbands (there would be three), she was the boss. My stepfather, who my mom met through the dry-cleaning business, was intelligent when it came to technical things, but he was mild-mannered like my dad. When he legally adopted my sister and me, I went from Patricia Haig to Patricia Field.

Without a big personality, Lou faded into the background, where most of the men in my life resided. I grew up in a world of women. My dad died when I was young, and my four uncles were peripheral figures. They went into the service during World War II and then after, one by one, left Astoria. My universe revolved around my mother, my grandmother, and my aunts, strong women all of them. It wasn’t that I didn’t like men; I just didn’t have very much experience with them. They were simply something strange. Whether it was examining a spot of gravy on lace with my mother at the shop or piling into the big bed my aunts shared to go to sleep in my grandmother’s apartment, I trusted and felt close to women.

There was nowhere I didn’t feel safe with the women in my life. My mom used to take me out to the Greek clubs, even though I was a kid. My mom, who liked a good time and good cocktails, taught me to walk into any one of the Greek and Middle Eastern cabarets on the two-block stretch near Penn Station like there was nothing to it. The two of us enjoyed watching the belly dancers at places like the Arabian Nights and the Grecian Cave that dotted Eighth Avenue between Twenty-eighth and Thirtieth Streets. At the Egyptian Gardens, my mom clapped as heartily as any of the fedora-wearing men seated around us while belly dancers, cigarette girls, and flower sellers maneuvered between the café tables. My mother smoked and drank highballs and Manhattans that she let me sip while the men, on their bouzouki, mandolin, violin, and other instruments, struck up a Greek tune.

My aunts also let me tag along when they were out and about in the city. Young and single, Van, Aphro, and Les would go to dances or the movies in the grand old theaters of Times Square like the Paramount—vaulted art deco and beaux arts places with red-curtained stages, live orchestras, and gold-trimmed balconies. At the Paramount, there was a live floor show before the featured movie. Inside the massive theater, I saw some of the leading musical acts of the day, like Frank Sinatra and Billy Eckstine. After the bands stopped swinging and the lights went down, but before the movie came on, there would always be a moment when the theater’s gilded and domed ceiling murals were hidden in darkness. I was enveloped by the ultimate glamour of atmosphere and Hollywood, and I loved every second of it.

They also took me shopping on the Lower East Side, which in those days was lined with made-to-order tailors. Van, Aphro, and Les all loved to get dolled and dressed up. But my aunt Van (short for Evangelia), the oldest of the three but younger than my mother, was the real glamour-puss. She was much more “fashion” than all of her sisters. The fact that she worked in my mother’s dry-cleaning business didn’t stop her from coloring her hair red or getting custom-made suits on Orchard Street.

I loved my aunts, and tagging along with them was always a treat. Shopping was a pleasurable and lighthearted activity for them, so that was my association, too. (Though the best part was often lunch afterward at Aunt Van’s favorite Chinese restaurant.)

I wasn’t the typical girly girl, but a tomboy whose favorite outfit was my Annie Oakley look. I never played with dolls; I didn’t know what to do with them. While Aunt May’s daughter, my cousin Helen, who I used to run around Astoria Park with, was fanatical about her dolls, the few I received had their heads torn off or their hair a mess after a few days. I much preferred to shoot things, real or imagined, with my cap gun.
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Still, I always had beautiful clothes. My mother made sure of that. For herself she shopped at Sears and Roebuck. She was a gray-flannel woman, whose style was as practical and no-nonsense as her way of running her dry-cleaning business. But for me, only the best would do. She worked hard and wanted to enjoy her achievement, which to her meant Madison Avenue boutiques, Bloomingdale’s, and lots and lots of cashmere sweaters.

Cashmere was the ultimate status symbol for my mom, who got a thrill from buying me Pringle of Scotland cardigans or Barbara Lee pullovers. But our tastes were different. I didn’t particularly like cashmere sweaters, Mary Janes, A-line coats with Peter Pan collars—none of that was my style. At the shoe department in Bloomingdale’s—where you stepped up on a platform to get your feet x-rayed for proper sizing—I refused to even look at a ballet slipper. I wanted loafers or boots.

My favorite piece of clothing was a Burberry raincoat with woven leather buttons that my mom bought at the British outerwear company’s boutique on Madison Avenue. My style, inside and out, was not girly girl but cool and fierce. And that’s exactly how I felt in that miniature version of its classic trench with my collar popped like a spy in Vichy France. I didn’t have my own money, but I had my own mind. If I wanted cowboy boots, not Mary Janes, that is what I got—along with a cashmere sweater. My mother just couldn’t help herself. Although I wasn’t excited, I didn’t put up a fuss about wearing them. Instead I toned down the prissiness of a Pringle cardigan with pearl buttons by pairing it with my trench and boots, the very beginning of my lifelong passion for unlikely mixes of different styles.




Two

Wearing the Pants
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I’M A MAN”—BO DIDDLEY’S FAMOUS RIFF brimming with slow sexual power—was playing when I experienced love at first sight. I had come after school to Ronnie’s, an independent store off Main Street in Flushing that not only played great music but also had all the most up-to-date clothes, shoes, handbags, and makeup. That was my go-to place as styles began to change from the neo-Victorian corseted silhouettes and excess of the 1950s to something a little slimmer, and in my eyes, cooler.

“I’m a man, I spell M-A-N . . . man.” Diddley crooned over the store’s speakers as I pulled off the rack a new kind of pants, my kind of pants. These weren’t the toreadors or pedal pushers that were a mainstay of the fifties. As opposed to a line cut for the female figure with a side zipper, the pants I was looking at had a front fly and men’s-style tailoring with a slim leg but were meant for gals. The label said it all: Sir for Her.

Sir for Her and Mr. Pants, which made a similar look, became my favorite designers for pants, which I paired with pointy white Keds that I bought for $2.99 at Miles Shoes, a chain of budget shoe stores later bought by Thom McAn. They were cheap and cheerful, unlike the cashmere sweaters that Mom continued to buy for me and I begrudgingly continued to wear. The pants—high-waisted, tapered leg, with a flat front or single-fold pleat, and cuffed at the ankle or not—brought the whole look together.

I wore a lot of pants at Flushing High School, the local public high school that I attended now that we lived in Queens. Several years after Lou married my mom, they bought a house in Whitestone, the neighborhood right next to the Whitestone Bridge on Long Island Sound. Lou might not have been a powerhouse, but he was a veteran. In those days, if you were a veteran, you got benefits. Thanks to the GI Bill, Lou got a low-interest mortgage on the fifteen-thousand-dollar home in Queens, and, as his adopted children, my sister Joanie and I received a check from the government every month that my mother put away for college.

My mom hadn’t done so badly for herself, either. She had grown her business into a mini dry-cleaning empire, six drop-off stores with two employees each and a factory where most of the clothes were treated, which employed another ten pressers and cleaners. Moving to Whitestone, an area newly transformed from farmland to suburbs, was a sign that we had arrived. There we had a house with a backyard, where Mom planted nut trees. (She was very proud of her nut trees. Greeks love their nuts!) She also bought a deep freezer for the basement, where we stored meat that she bought at Food Fair Supermarket and rewrapped to store in the freezer once she got home. I complained whenever we had meat again for dinner, but a freezer full of steaks was her epicurean version of the affluence of a cashmere sweater.

Even at that age, I was more of a city person, and I would have preferred to live in one of the town houses that her original clients owned. But as my mother explained, those town houses cost upward of fifty thousand dollars, and we didn’t have that kind of money. The good part of moving to the suburbs, though, was that I could ride my bicycle all over the place. I always had an ability to make my own fun. I turned our breezeway in the back of the house, which attached to the garage, into a mini bazaar where I would sell anything that my family members or I were no longer using. It wasn’t a high-traffic area, but making a little store where I merchandised a mix of clothing and homewares was something to do.

The best part about moving to Queens was our new car. I loved our car—a 1958 Ford Thunderbird. Before the war, only rich people had cars. But the industrialization that had ramped up to fight the Nazis was now trained on putting out high-quality, affordable consumer goods for Americans, which changed the design landscape. Today it’s all about standardization, but back in the fifties, everything people made was infused with optimism. In those days, they made colorful cars that looked like rocket ships; banks and offices were grand places of marble and brass and double-height windows; and when it came to clothes, it was dress-up time.

I see fashion in terms of history. Fashion is a mirror of the culture and current events of the time. Shapes, textiles, and accessories tell a story of how economic and social forces are making us feel in our personal lives. In the thirties, it was the faded colors of the Depression. The clothes of the post-WWII years did their part for the baby boom by accentuating gender norms. Bullet bras, tight sweaters, and big skirts with small waists sent the Victorian hourglass shape into overdrive for the industrial age. They also had a sense of humor, expressed through bright colors or poodle appliques.

I’m happy in beauty and color. As a girl, I loved to see women in those bright skirts with crinolines as big as circus tents. They were fun. One trend I picked up from that time and never let go of is hats. To this day, I am a hat person. If an outfit is the sentence, the hat is the punctuation. Later in my life, when I began doing costume design, I was frustrated that whenever I put characters in hats, the director would invariably take them off. They always used the excuse that the brim creates shade on the face. When the director of the TV show Emily in Paris even took off the berets, I made friends with Steven Fierberg, the director of photography, and explained my philosophy so I could keep them front and center.

By the time I was in high school, the fifties were moving into a new, freer decade, and clothes were following suit with a space-age mentality. Swing and pencil skirts were giving way to A-line skirts and men’s-style pants for women from my favorite designers, Sir for Her and Mr. Pants. Ribbed poor-boy sweaters were the liberating successor to the sweater set. The new look, which I discovered at Ronnie’s, reminded me of fashion transitions past, like how the body was freed from the corseted Victorian period during the Roaring Twenties, with flapper dresses that moved to the music.

For me, music and clothes have always gone hand in hand. I grew up with rhythm and blues, soul, and jazz. They spoke to me as much as the Greek music at the belly-dancing clubs near Penn Station. I was introduced to Ray Charles, the Coasters, Ruth Brown, and others when I’d hear the music that Harry and Earl played at work at my mother’s dry-cleaning factory in Long Island City. The young Black pressers, who would come to the house regularly for dinner, were basically like uncles to me. My mom’s employees were like family. She understood you can’t have a business without a team.

When I got into high school, I traveled into Manhattan with my school friends Clyde and Patty to hear jazz greats like Sarah Vaughan, Chris Connor
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