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To Chris

Who fixed my computer, made my telephone calls, crashed up my car doing errands for me—and brought me red-and-white striped tulips when the deadlines seemed unbearable.
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Introduction

So you don’t have a million dollars. Join the crowd. But you don’t want to be like the crowd; you want to live, dress, eat, and, well, exist like a millionaire. Or maybe you actually are a millionaire, but you’re a cheapskate. It doesn’t matter which you are. As long as you have style, this book is for you.

There are plenty of books about bargains in New York City. The problem with them, as I found out a while back, is that most of them give only the cheap stuff—not the cheap good stuff. So one guide might have an extensive listing of cheesy boutiques on 14th Street, plus a variety of discount stores and by-the-hour flophouses. But what millionaire would be caught shopping there? Or staying there? And yes, the book might tell you that at a particular store, you can find a man’s sport jacket by a famous designer, but the book doesn’t tell you that (a) it’s purple-and-orange plaid or (b) it’s only in size 38 Short or (c) it’s the same price as it would be at a fancy store on sale.

The Cheapskate Millionaire’s Guide to Bargain Hunting in the Big Apple will tell you how to live like a millionaire—without paying the price. This book will tell you where to find the best designers’ clothes at 40 to 75 percent off. It will show you where to find stunning wall sconces for $49—about one-sixth of their retail price. It will tell you where to find fabrics for $5 a yard—fabrics that look like $100 a yard. It will tell you where to find spices for 50 cents a bagful. It will tell you where to find a gorgeous sapphire ring surrounded by diamonds—for about one-fifth the price of the same ring in a posh Fifth Avenue emporium.

But more than that, this book will show you strategies: how to negotiate with the leather merchants on Orchard Street—and with the antiques dealers at a 26th Street open-air booth! How to get a busy real estate agent to call you back. And how you can save hundreds of dollars on airfares, engraved stationery, and custom-made cabinets.

That’s important. Because to a true cheapskate, getting 20 percent off isn’t worth leaving one’s ten-room (dirt-cheap) Park Avenue apartment for. The game is to buy things for 20 percent of the retail price.

This guide will also tell you how to find a cheap rental in a city where the average studio rents for $1,300 and the average one-bedroom goes for $1,800. And if you’re going to stay a while and want to actually make some money too, the book instructs you, step by step, in how to find an incredible buy on an apartment in a fancy neighborhood (the Upper East Side—not the Upper End of Hell’s Kitchen).

The book is much more than a compilation of listings. You’ll be guided through the process of tracking down a bargain on something really desirable, not just a “famous brand name” label stuck on an item everybody else has rejected.

Do you love William Morris wallpaper by the English firm of Sanderson’s? If you go into an American store, you’ll pay $96 a roll. But what if you know how to send away to England? Oh, right, the English distributors won’t ship when there’s a U.S. distributor. But the London paint shops will. So with the names of the shops in this book, you can telephone your order, give them your credit card—and get as many rolls as you want for about $35 apiece. The same works for fabrics. So go into the Sanderson’s showroom here—or easier still, a Janovic Plaza paint store where they have the wallpaper books—pick out what you want, make a note of it, and call London.

As someone who has worked as a general contractor, buying wrecks in both New York City and Connecticut—as well as being a reporter for the House & Home section of the New York Times—I have lots of experience. I also spent a summer dealing antiques, exhibiting and wheeling and dealing at places like the Brimfield, Massachusetts, weeklong antiques extravaganza. I’ve bought old doors at United Housewrecking in Stamford, Connecticut, and more than paid for my flight to England with the savings on brass hardware I bought at J. Shiner on Windmill Street. My house in Connecticut has been photographed for House & Garden—and it’s full of cheap stuff. Besides that, I just bought two apartments, one above the other, in a landmarked mews on the Upper West Side, both for $80,000—in the midst of a white-hot real estate market. How I found them—through a real estate agent’s brilliant idea of canvassing “dead listings”—is in the book.

Remember that millionaires are notorious cheapskates. No, that’s not how they got their money. But it’s definitely how they’re keeping it.

Note: Most books don’t give prices because authors are afraid they’ll make the book outdated sooner. I always find that frustrating: just saying a store “offers significant savings on Army boots,” say, means nothing to me. So I’ve peppered these pages with real prices I gathered from the shops, hotels, and services at press time in fall 1999. Take them for what they are, and place them in their proper time frame. But I think they give the reader a good handle on exactly what’s being offered, a chance to really size up whether something is a bargain. Cheapskate millionaires rarely waste their time—they have too cushy a life for that!
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Clothing Bargains for Men and Women: Strut Your (New) Stuff like a Millionaire

When you think of shopping in New York City, you may well think of clothes shopping. Maybe you’re thinking of a grand magasin like Bergdorf or Henri Bendel or even Saks. Or maybe you’re thinking of thousand-dollar-a-square-foot Madison Avenue, with its Italian shoe stores like Tanino Crisci and Fratelli Rossetti, its luxurious children’s emporiums like Bonpoint, and its fin-de-siècle mansion that Ralph Lauren transformed into the world’s preppiest showcase. Or good old 59th Street and Lex, where certain people have always been attracted to Bloomingdale’s. And the shops along 57th Street, including Hermès, the den of $2,500 handbags; Burberrys, home of plaid doggie coats; Prada; Louis Vuitton—down with Vs!—Turnbull & Asser; Celine; and more. And Barneys, which started out as a cheap men’s store but now features some of the most expensive ways in the world to drape your body. These stores, frankly, are all musts. Take a look through Barneys if you want to see clothes on the cutting edge. Tour Henri Bendel, one of the great department stores of all time, with its Lalique second-floor window, almost destroyed but for one lone preservationist who spotted it underneath layers of grunge. It was the first to create famous-name boutiques within a larger retail setting. A sublime experience. Check out the shearlings and the silky smooth, quilted, tomato red barn jackets at Searle. Examine the scarves at Hermès. (Why not? Everyone else does. Feel them—are they really worth $275?) Pay particular attention to the leather in the shoes at Tanino Crisci; the styles at Rossetti—you will see those styles in lesser leathers at places like Ann Taylor: Is one worth $284 and the other $149? (I say yes, but it’s up to you.)

Then spend a lazy afternoon in SoHo cruising the clothing stores, and end up at Dean & DeLuca, the city’s ultimate gourmet food shop, where you can check out the produce, the baked goods, and the celebrities. Sit on a stool and drink a cup of cappuccino, for a mere $3. Skip Ladies’ Mile, the shopping district along Sixth Avenue in the high teens, unless you’re into the great beaux-arts buildings that housed great department stores around the turn of the century. Despite the grand surroundings, the stores have names right out of a suburban mall: Filene’s Basement and T. J. Maxx. The next morning, head back to Fifth and Madison to see if you still adore the expensive moleskin britches and suede jackets you adored the day before.

Sure, you’re trolling the shops for bargains—and sales time especially is the time to catch a deal. (More on this below.) But another reason you’re browsing (besides the fact that it’s fun) is to familiarize yourself with colors, textures, and prices. After all, how can you spot a bargain somewhere else—especially with all the cheap stuff found at the designer outlets—unless you know what the real stuff is and how much it costs? When you find a similar suede jacket on Orchard Street and the same Ralph Lauren moleskins in a designer outlet, you’ll want to be able to judge both quality and price. Then you can—with my blessing—grab for that charge card, and save a millionaire’s ransom.

SHOPPING SURPRISE: ORCHARD STREET

Walking up Orchard Street, you get the feeling that everybody is right: The best days of this famous Lower East Side discount shopping mecca have evaporated up into one of the tenement fire escapes crisscrossing the front of the buildings here.

Oh, it still has its raffish charm. They could—and probably do—still shoot any number of turn-of-the-century melodramas here: not only are the fire escapes still out in force, but so are the old hanging signs advertising notions and underwear and men’s suits. There are still some of the old shop windows with the shopkeeper’s name—Beckenstein, for one—in gold script across a large pane encased in mellowed oak. And there are still dozens of sidewalk trays with handprinted signs: “All Silk Ties—$4.86.” “All Fabric—$1 a yard.” “Any Shoes—$7.99.”

At first, the life seems to be gone from the street. It appears bleak. The Lower East Side Tenement Museum is on the block near Stanton Street, and a visitor is struck by a crazy notion that the whole street could be a museum. For the most part, the bargains outside the shops are no big deal. It’s the same kind of junk you see along West 14th Street: Those fabrics are worth no more than $1 a yard; the shoes are plastic; the silk ties are acetate.

What would a millionaire be doing here?

Plenty.

A millionaire would be buying leather jackets, suede blazers, and shearling coats—both men’s and women’s—for starters.

One of the reasons Orchard Street seems empty is the rumor (or report or opinion) that the clothing shops here are rip-offs, that in the words of one woman attorney who used to shop here “they mark up the clothes just so they can mark them down.”

That definitely goes on here. If a few of the more famous shops don’t actually mark up the suits and skirts, then they don’t really take that much off the retail price. But to the cheapskate millionaires, it really doesn’t matter, because the stores that do that don’t have anything they’d want to buy.

Perhaps the most famous shop on Orchard Street is “Forman’s of Orchard Street,” plus its annex, Forman’s Petites. To me, this is the shop that gives Orchard Street its slightly shopworn reputation. After breezing through Forman’s, I was convinced the lawyer had been right. At Forman’s, I found one of the “Lauren” navy blue blazers with the heavily embroidered, initialed crest (this is actually a secondary line of Ralph’s). The original price was $250. Forman’s price? $198. The Lauren turtlenecks in preppy colors were marked down from $38 to $29.50. A beefy Lauren button-down shirt was supposedly listed at $50. At Forman’s, you’d pay $39.50. Bernardo made a classic red, boiled-wool, hip-length jacket with collar and silver buttons. It was supposed to be $160; here it’s $119.50. (Loehmann’s had a similar jacket for $59.95, just to give you an idea.)

That’s not to say the suits are not perfectly wearable and office-ready. If you happen to be down here, you might want to pick up a few turtlenecks or button-down shirts. But bargains for millionaires? I don’t think so. You can find the exact stuff at similar prices in the Ralph Lauren outlet stores or at department store sales. So certainly not worth a special trip.

Although I was disheartened, I walked on. More rubbish. Then I stumbled into the small downtown section of Joe’s Fabric Warehouse, and things started looking up—see Chapter 8, on fabrics. So maybe it wasn’t a great place for clothes, but it sure is for fabrics, I thought.

But then, at 137 Orchard Street, the picture changed. I found Ben Freedman: “A Tradition on Orchard Street Since 1927,” according to the window. But I didn’t see the window at first. I came to a screeching halt in front of the sidewalk trays. “Pants—$8.50,” one announced. “Belts—$4.87,” trumpeted another. “Ties—$5.87.” That was the one that got me—after I saw the ties were really silk. I grabbed a Perry Ellis Portfolio tie: a wonderful wide blue creation with green triangles. (I know it sounds terrible, but it is really very hip.) I grabbed a braided leather belt for $4. (You could easily pay $25 or more.)

I stepped inside.

Right away, on a table with men’s slacks piled up, I spotted a really superb pair of light olive chinos, the kind that are sold at J. Press and Paul Stuart for $65 and up. They came in size 34—only—and there was only one pair. They were $14.95.

I left Ben’s with two cheap-looking plastic bags. Inside were six ties—the most expensive, an utterly divine subtle navy blue paisley Italian-silk number that set me back $8.50; the others, Perry Ellis’s best for $4.87 and $5.87. I bought several pairs of Perry Ellis suspenders: navy blue silk with an ivory-colored feather motif trimmed generously with navy leather; his name was on the back of the brass clips. I also bought a blissfully un-logoed pique polo shirt in navy, for $12. This place is great for men and men’s gifts. I also bought two great belts: one in dark pomegranate red and the other a deep emerald green—absolutely de rigueur for jeans. They had all sizes for $4.87, on a circular rack just inside the front door. (Considering how great they look, I think they look much more expensive than, say, Coach belts—I’m going to go back and buy about a half-dozen for gifts. They had scads of them.)

Okay, now my energy was coming back. Where next?

That was when I discovered the leather places. Now here, the reader has to be a bit of a connoisseur of leather. If you’re not, go to Gucci—check out the best. Once you’ve seen it and felt it, you won’t make a mistake. Think baby’s skin.

Then go to Orchard Street. If you’re looking for a rough and rugged look, try Soha’s Leather. Walk upstairs and look around for anything that catches your eye. Most of the jackets here are cheaply made, with leather that has creases or isn’t totally supple. But there are exceptions—and if you bargain, the prices are give-away.

If you bargain?

Ah, yes. One quickly finds out. To get the best deals in leather, it’s vital to bargain. But don’t despair. I’ve bargained in the marketplaces of Rabat and Oaxaca—this is a piece of cake, and you speak the language! What you don’t know—and even I didn’t until I started working on this book—is that millionaires bargain in Saks Fifth Avenue.

Bargaining: Learning the Ropes

On Orchard Street, you don’t even have to start it, and, for me at least, that’s the part that is always the hardest. You just bend over to pick up your shopping bags. The shop owner will sing out a lower price. Then you should pick a ridiculously low price; a real price, however; the price you’d pay; the price that would make you feel you got a real steal. Say it. Then just keep saying it as you move to the door. They’ll go lower. They’ll follow you out to the street, shouting lower numbers every time.

Here’s an example—and, incidentally, how I learned the ropes on Orchard Street.

I was looking at a cream-colored, double-breasted, fitted leather blazer. It was very good leather—not the absolute silky finest, but nothing any millionaire would sneeze at. This jacket would be great with the cream-colored flannel pants I had bought the year before at a Ralph Lauren sale for $59. (They also had jackets in stylish colors: hot pink, cobalt blue, tart lime leathers, along with delicious baby calf children’s jackets.)

The creamy jacket was marked $275. I tried it on, had them get a bigger size from the basement, and then had them get another that was slightly better leather (the collar on the first one they brought upstairs wasn’t as smooth as the body of the jacket). So now they realized I was a serious customer. But no—I wasn’t ready to pay $275. I bent down to pick up my plastic Ben Freedman bags. “$175!” said the salesman.

To be frank, I hadn’t even thought of bargaining. But now the gauntlet was thrown down. I started to look around. I found a marvelous dark brown, short, fitted, stripped-down motorcycle jacket in that thick, pebble-grain leather, with a zippered front and zippered pockets and tight-fitting sleeves. It was marked $299. I looked at the price and then glanced questioningly at the salesman. “Same price—$175!” he replied.

Hmmmm. I liked both of these jackets, which offered completely different looks.

“What about $250 for both?” I asked.

“Ohhhh, noooo,” he said, holding his head in horror.

“Well, okay,” I said. “I really like the jackets. I’ll think it over.”

I started to leave.

He watched me as I walked toward the front of the small shop.

“Wait,” he shouted.

I looked back.

The deal was done. I gave him my charge card. He added on the tax, and I walked down the steps.

But wait. As I was confidently strutting up the street, my bargains in yet another plastic bag, I heard him call after another woman who had actually left the store and was walking down the steps. “$90!” he shouted. Since every jacket in the shop was approximately the same price, I realized I hadn’t bargained hard enough. Could I have gotten both of those jackets for $175? And gotten them to include the tax in the price? You try it.

More Bargaining

That said, I was still feeling good. On Madison Avenue, jackets of this quality would have sold for far more: in Barneys or in Searle, a jacket like this could have cost $750.

But next door, at 150 Orchard, in Arivel Fashions—also known as Arivel Furs wholesale and retail—I found even better stuff.

First of all, there aren’t many furs at Arivel anymore. But there are shearlings and suedes, plus some excellent Italian ladies’ suits in soft beige tattersalls and fine black wool crepes. The store is not exactly giving the suits away; they cost $499, but they’re fine quality —and, as I had learned in the shop before, there’s always bargaining.

But none of the suits caught my eye. The first thing that did was a maple syrup–colored suede blazer in size 46. (These run small, so be prepared to swallow your pride and try on a 14 even if you normally wear a 10!) This jacket was top quality, and I had recently seen an advertisement in Vogue for a suit that looked similar. Now, when I was a college student—eons ago—I had a suede suit in blond pigskin. It was rough and tough and didn’t move much. This was not the same item. This was silky-silken suede, smooth as the skin on the inside of your thigh. The jacket was marked $399. My saleswoman, Rose, said, as I was flinging it onto my back, I could have it for $299.

But there were other leather and suede suits. Where were the matching slacks and skirts for this one? Answer: They didn’t order them. Weren’t they available on order? Oh, yes, I was told. Didn’t I want to buy the jacket and wait to hear? No, I wouldn’t buy the jacket unless I got the whole set. Alas! I am still waiting.

But there was more. Downstairs are the full-length shearlings, the crème de la crème. I found two: One was a glorious long (about halfway between knee and ankle) deep olive coat with a bit of a flair and a detachable hood. The lambskin was excellent: The pieces were bound together with matching deep olive leather. (This sounds awful, but it was charming.) The ticket price was $1,499.

But, no, the saleswoman said (now joined by the owner, who, of course, did not know I was a writer), you must see the full-length, deep chocolate brown Russian coat, the color of freshly tilled humus—a real czarina coat. (Could I compete with Julie Christie for Dr. Zhivago’s affections? Perhaps.) This was a killer—complete with hood—marked $1,799. But wait—the owner was now running to the back room—look at it with the hat. She produced a charming silky-felt cloche with the same Godiva glow. I checked the price: $145.

Okay, I said wildly (all in the spirit of research): How much for both coats—and the hat?

Rose threw up her hands and glanced meaningfully at the owner.

“Oh, if you take them both … $2,000,” she said, “And you must have the hat. I’ll give it to you for $100.”

Well, that was all pretty dirt cheap.

Uptown, a Sawyer coat of comparable or perhaps a little lesser quality will go for $2,500.

But I hesitated. Was the czarina coat, with its wonderful frog closures, a little too 1970s? But the ’70s were back. Weren’t they? And did I really need to buy the olive shearling, especially when the thermometer was close to 90? I walked out. The salespeople were both dejected.

On the Track of the Dream Coat

I walked down the street. Should I take them or should I not? Almost absentmindedly, I strolled into Rita’s Leather Fair, an uninspiring place a block north of Arivel. This claustrophobic store is full of leather: on side racks, on overhead racks, on floor-to-ceiling racks. Unlike Arivel, where the quality is consistently high, Rita’s has a range of skins, so if you don’t know which is which, you might get burned.

But this is where I found my shearling.

There it was, hanging down from one of the overhead racks: a buttery blond creamsicle of a coat, just knee-length, a pants coat or a short-skirt coat—definitely not a coat to be worn with longer skirts. What sold me on this coat? Everything: the color, the style, the quality. This was the finest quality—so light, it felt like a whisper (okay, so maybe a loud whisper).

The shopkeepers sounded Russian. They said the coat was a Gianni Versace, or came from the same factory—or something. I didn’t doubt it. It was the finest shearling I’ve seen—with the exception of my friend Carol’s champagne-colored shearling wisp of a coat she purchased in Henri Bendel—for a mere $5,500.

But mine was a dream. The only obstacle was the price: $1,595—well worth double that, of course, but I had learned my lesson. I sadly handed it back to the lady, after giving her a brief, tragic, pleading look. “Twelve hundred,” she offered.

“Eight hundred,” I shot back.

“Oh, nooooo …” she said, and renewed her sales pitch about Versace.

“It’s not that it’s not worth it,” I said generously. “It’s just that it’s out of my budget.”

“One thousand,” she replied.

“Eight hundred,” I said.

We took the matter to the court of last resort: the manager.

“I can’t do any better than a thousand,” he said, making it sound like the poor saleslady would be whipped beyond recognition for daring to give me such a scandalously low price.

I said I was sorry and started to leave.

“Nine fifty,” he said.

“Eight hundred,” I said.

“Okay, you’re killing me—nine hundred,” he said.

“You can put it on layaway,” she whispered.

“Eight hundred,” I said, and moved toward the door.

“All right,” he said, mopping his brow and leaning on the counter for strength.

“Including tax,” I said.

But he was a broken man. He nodded. I bought the coat.

SHOPPING THE SALES: WHAT YOU’VE BEEN WAITING FOR ALL YEAR

Although Orchard Street and Daffy’s and T. J. Maxx have bargains—and they’re fun to prowl in any time of the year—the winter sales are the highlight of a year’s clothes shopping in New York City. Here’s the main reason: Things go on sale here that are never seen in a discount outlet! The single-maker boutiques along Madison are the best—you cannot, no matter how you try, find Tanino Crisci shoes in a discount mall. (If you do, please write to me—immediately—I wear size 9.) Or Fratelli Rossetti shoes. Or a rack of dove gray Armani suits behind paneled doors, practically half price.

Even before Thanksgiving, the big shops start with the year’s sales, so if you don’t already live here, fly into New York for the action. In Bloomingdale’s, each designer boutique recently had racks of stuff marked 40 percent off. And in Barneys, there were major reductions all over the place—in both men’s and women’s clothing. For women, there was a Christian Lacroix fitted coat of black alpaca, mohair, and wool, with a single button, marked down from $2,565 to $1,719. A phenomenal leather Carpe Diem jacket the color of vanilla pudding was similarly marked down. Barneys also has one of the widest selections of handbags, and at the post-Christmas sale, a good many of them were marked down—substantially. I bought two: a big squishy caramel-colored Italian-made shoulder bag had been $325; I bought it for $149. A black harness-leather tote had been $795; I took it home for $349 and returned it the next Monday. I decided I didn’t like the brass trim; if it had been nickel, I would have kept it. But the caramel-colored one still looks great. I get a lot of compliments on it; it’s simple but delectable, and it goes with almost everything.

The truly impecunious shopper may decide to wait until the last two weeks of January, when the sale items get their second mark-down. This happens again in the late spring or summer, but not with the same consistency. Some stores hold their sales in May, so people will buy their summer clothes; other stores will wait until August and often slash the prices then even more than for a late May sale. For the summer sales, it’s always important to call the stores you love in early May and just ask them. I was reluctant to call the first time—I must have been embarrassed—but the salespeople, for the most part, seem to expect the question and quickly fire off their answer.

I offer the following guide to the best sales in the best stores. I have tried to give a pretty broad range, so depending on your tastes, pick the shops that suit your style.

At Etro, the Italian company that specializes in heavenly paisleys and fine clothes for men and women, signature silk scarves were marked down to $145 (and were ever so much nicer than those dated Hermès ones with the saddles and bridles, for $275). The problem with Hermès is that the company’s wares have been so knocked off for so long that even the most beautiful pocketbooks now look passé—a shame. FYI: The Hermès Christine bag, a simple clutch with a shoulder strap, goes for $2,050, and Hermès is one of the few stores that says it does not have a winter sale! Or a summer sale!

But back to Etro. On the second floor are the handsomest women’s silk blouses and suits and formal “tuxedo” coats I’ve seen. Go for a peek anytime—the store itself is worth seeing—but sometime right after the first of January, they’re half price. A stunning dark-tweed trouser suit with a kind of hacking jacket and the most delicious bittersweet orange–colored lining tempted me. But the problem is that the price was so high to begin with—$1,340—that 50 percent off was still exorbitant. But that lining was gorgeous!

At 9 East 57th Street, Burberrys is a bastion of men and women who like corgis—or at least look like they do. But that’s why you can get a great deal on something you find here that does not have Burberry plaid all over it!

Yes, believe it or not, there are a few things here that don’t show the plaid, and guess what? Nobody wants them, except me. So I bought an Edwardian hat, very swashbuckling and very uncorgiesque, for a mere $49. (My former boss saw me in an elevator and e-mailed me later: “I haven’t seen a hat that big outside the Royal Enclosure at Ascot.”) Not everyone’s cup of tea, obviously. For followers of the plaid, there were plenty of men’s and women’s storm jackets in cheery yellow, orange, and red with that famous fabric peeking out at the collar, marked down to $229; the famous raincoats were now $569 (from $895—unlined—ouch!). Men’s gloves were almost half price, at $59. Some well-coifed woman jumped in the elevator, clutching a raft of scarves with richly colored cashmere on one side, silk paisley on the other. “In London these are a fortune, because I just came back from there and I know,” she told her companion, who just grunted, pointed at one, and asked, “Red for granny?”

At the competition, Aquascutum, there was a rather inviting collection of men’s outerwear, all substantially marked down. And on an upper floor, the store offered riding-style women’s jackets—long and tight in the waist, some with velvet collars—nicely sliced from $625 to $399. Matching skirts, which had been $225, were now $149. One of my favorite sales is at Fratelli Rossetti, the men’s and women’s shoe store where I bought my best coat: a long, pencil-thin, double-breasted, graphite gray suede trench coat. Just as autumn wafted into the air, I bought it there for the full price: $1,400. I know that sounds amazing, but occasionally, it pays to do that. I had to have it, and I got almost four months’ wear out of it … before it went on sale for … gulp … $835. One reason I paid $1,400 was that I thought the coat actually looked closer to $3,000; at $835, it’s a steal. Rossetti also had great prices on their shoes, which are widely imitated but, unlike the cheaper competition, wear forever. Their elegant black, low-heeled, lace-up walking shoes were marked down to $169, from $280; women’s brown suede wing tips were $119—and there were comparable markdowns on the elegant, but extremely well-made, men’s shoes and leather jackets. (Men’s shoes were marked down from $365 to $229.) Their fine pocketbooks were also marked down, to about $230. The sale starts a few days after Christmas. The whole store is rearranged, and just about everything is on sale. It sounds corny, but the clothes and shoes here are really fit for a lifetime of use, if you take care of them.

Down the block, at Ann Taylor, the store was selling knockoffs of the Rossetti women’s bluchers for $59. This presented an interesting choice because the knockoffs might appeal to more people than the real ones. Where the Rossettis were hard saddle leather with largish luggage-type stitching around the toes, the Ann Taylor shoes were made out of softer leather and were stitched discreetly: Both were made in Italy. Altogether, a difficult choice. While the Rossetti shoe is innately more stylish and will wear forever, the Ann Taylor is one-third the price and is a pretty good shoe. The solution? Buy both, and use the Ann Taylor pair for everyday.

DISTINCTLY FOR MEN: UPTOWN TO DOWNTOWN—A SHOPPING TRIP THAT WON’T BORE YOU

It’s easy for men in New York to dress like millionaires—just follow the example of the cheapskate millionaires I know. First, shop the sales in the very best stores, and then, to fill in, shop the special bargain places detailed below. My advice is to stay away from the Brooks Brothers sale: It only brings you down to the level of the Brooks Brothers normal discount outlet prices. And then again, despite recent ad campaigns showing much younger and hipper guys, Brooks Brothers is not exactly at the cutting edge of chic.

The Uptown Scene

If you want a traditional look, but with extra cachet and quality of workmanship, go next door to Paul Stuart, at the corner of Madison Avenue and 45th Street. The clothes there make you want to mortgage your house—and indeed when there isn’t a sale on, you’d have to. The materials are sumptuous, far more sumptuous than the run-of-the-mill preppy stuff at Brooks Brothers. And the men’s shoes are marvelous. So take a look. At the back of the store, there is a special section where Gatsbyesque shirts were marked down 40 percent. The shoes are in the front of the store, and one group was 40 percent off. (Stuart’s used to have wonderful women’s clothes, but the styling seems to have fallen off in the past five years—so stick to the men’s departments, which are the mainstay of the whole place, anyway.)

Now that you have seen Paul Stuart and, earlier, gone through Barneys, both men and women’s, try going to the sale at Davide Cenci, between 67th and 68th Streets. This Madison Avenue shop appears smaller than it really is. There are four floors of clothes—almost all of them marked way down for their semiannual sales. While this store is certainly not a bazaar of bargains regularly, the quality of the clothes—mostly men’s—is magnificent and the sales are a real event. Besides the markdowns, the reason for shopping here is simple: The clothes are elegant and you won’t find them anywhere else, except for the other two Davide Cenci shops, in Rome and Milan. They are private labels, all made in Italy.

The sale is artfully arranged. Almost as soon as you enter, you see a table full of bargains: There are some excellent values here, including Italian silk ties for $10. (And unlike the street vendors allegedly offering the real thing, these are real silk and very fine silk at that.) There is also a selection of belts, hats, and other accessories, at similar prices—all top quality. But then there are some indescribably luscious offerings, including a pair of men’s flannel pajamas for $235, less 40 percent. I know that sounds ludicrous, but these pajamas—charcoal gray with a tiny yellow windowpane plaid—are a killer. In case you’re shaking your head, nearby is a group of cashmere sweaters, reduced 70 percent (some fall below $100), and upstairs there is a rack of men’s sport coats, marked down 60 and 70 percent. There is a camel-hair blazer and a cashmere hopsack jacket in normal sizes: 60 percent off. A charcoal gray, wool-and-angora coat, in a balmacaan style—both stylish and traditional—is 40 percent off $1,250. (On the women’s floor, some of the shoes are 50 percent off. And there is a 60 percent off bargain table, with one to-die-for
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