
By Ellen Byron

AS EDITOR-IN-CHIEF of
beauty magazine Allure,

Linda Wells has tested many
products provided by cosmetics
companies. But when it comes to
her own daily beauty regimen,
Ms. Wells is a penny-pincher.
She saves her splurges for a few
key items.

To wash her face, Ms. Wells
uses Olay Daily Facials cleansing
cloths, which cost about $8 a
pack. “I don’t really like facials,
plus they’re a lot of money,” she
says. “These do the work of a fa-
cial—you just scrub it all over
and you’re done.”

Ms. Wells also uses a mass-
marketmoisturizer that costs lit-
tle more than $20: L’Oréal’s Skin
Genesis with an ingredient
called Pro-Xylane. And she
avoids expensive sunscreens be-
cause “you want to use a lot of
it—I believe in globbing it on ev-
ery hour when I’m outdoors,”
Ms. Wells says.

When it comes to hair care,
drugstore brands suffice. “You
can definitely scrimp on hair
products,” says Ms. Wells, who
usually uses Sunsilk and Pantene
products. “There’s only so much
that shampoo can do for your
hair.”

But splurging on a great hair-
cut is a must, Ms. Wells says.
Back when her paychecks were
much smaller, Ms. Wells still
sought high-end hairdos. “You
just get yourhair cut by theassis-

tant to the great haircutter,” she
says.

Ms. Wells makes another big
investment in makeup, espe-
cially high-quality foundations
such as Giorgio Armani Lumi-
nous Silk (about $58) and Clé de
Peau Refining Fluid Foundation
($100-plus). “It’s a combination
of getting great texture, sheer-
ness and pigment distribution in
the product,” says Ms. Wells.
“Andmatching your skin is really
hard to do in a drugstore.”

She does scrimp on mascara,
though. Several drugstore
brands are “great,” she says.
“And I like the fact that I can
throw it away when it’s old and
not feel guilty.”

Still, sometimes a novel prod-
uct tempts Ms. Wells to break
her own rules. “I love the
Lancôme oscillating mascara—
these motorized wands are re-
ally fun, and theyworkwell,” she
says.

MAITRE D’S ARE expert de-
coders of social rank.
When I dine with CEOs at

Michael’s in New York or Spago in
L.A., we score the best tables. On
my own, I wind up seated near
the kitchen doors.

Unless I wear my St. John suit.
It is very understated, with no

logo. The navy blue knit tank
dress hits at the knee. A zipper up
the front of the jacket adds a mod-
ern edge, but the look is timeless.

That is what St. John is famous
for—and it is why the brand is of-
ten disdained by the trend-con-
scious fashion cognoscenti.

Yet when I wear my suit,
maître d’s snap to attention, sales
clerks rush to assist me and peo-
ple I barely know offer me favors.

What is it about the cut of cer-
tain clothes that signals “VIP”?
Men’s Brioni suits and Charvet
shirts are famous for it. Bottega
Veneta and Akris have it. Their
head designers can tell you the
fabric cost the moon and the tai-
lor apprenticed for three years,
but it’s more difficult to define
what conveys the effect of Some-
body. As with pornography, you
know it when you see it. Deliver-
ing that cachet—that power—is
the promise of the luxury busi-
ness.

It was curiosity about these
questions that led me into the bou-
tiques on Fifth Avenue in the sum-
mer of 2007, shortly after I began
writing this column. Comfortably
middle-class, I had shopped for
years at the likes of Saks outlet
Off Fifth, Banana Republic and
Zara. My mom raised me to be-
lieve clothes should be comfort-
able and practical, not frivolous.

At Versace, I tried on a $1,100
white cotton blouse with ruffles
down the front. I exited Versace
as I had entered—empty-handed
and skeptical.

Just up the avenue at the St.
John boutique, a salesman helped
me select a half-dozen jackets and
dresses. The ensembles cost a cou-
ple thousand dollars apiece—a
steep price, but only a third the
cost of similar outfits at high-fash-
ion brands like Chanel and Akris.
My salesman arranged it all in a
vast dressing room and hovered
outside the door. An hour later, I
emerged from the store with the
most expensive items of clothing I
have ever purchased. I felt shock,
shame, pleasure: The suit hadn’t
even been on sale.

The cost of luxury can seem
outlandish—particularly now, in
an uncertain global economy.
Clothes are particularly hard to
value. While cars and high-tech
gadgets—Maseratis, Audemars
Piguet watches and first-genera-
tion iPhones—offer not only per-
formance but the cachet of a visi-
bly rich item, clothing does less to
convey what you spent on it.
Clothes get stained and snagged,
and they go out of style quickly.

But clothes also have the
power to transform you. Clothes
“can be used to beguile, seduce,
mock, lie and deceive,” semiotics
professor Marcel Danesi says in
his book, “Of Cigarettes, High
Heels, and Other Interesting
Things.” He adds, “Criminals can

dress in three-piece suits to look
trustworthy.” Designer Marc Ja-
cobs this year was asked to leave
a Chelsea art gallery when an em-
ployee mistook him for a home-
less man. The iconic designer’s
clothes apparently signaled “soup
kitchen.”

Most important, clothes can
speak the secret language of sta-
tus. In one of my early forays in
my St. John suit, I dropped my
kids at school on my way to work.
A mom I’ve known for two years
stopped me outside the building
and exclaimed, “Wow. What do
you do for a living again?” At the
office, a colleague complimented
my suit and asked, “Did it cost
$1,000?” (I dissembled. If only.)

My suit and I got on a plane
and drew the attention of a pas-
senger in an ostrich-skin baseball
cap and matching boots. It was
Pete Rose. The baseball legend
wound up telling me where I
could get boots just like his—flip-
ping open his cellphone to display
the number for Friedman’s Shoes
in Atlanta. “All the athletes shop
there because he has big sizes,”
Mr. Rose confided.

As a woman at midlife, I find
that if I want notice, I must com-
mand it. Waiters can be slow to
respond to my black Banana Re-
public pantsuits. But they
“ma’am” my St. John. Store clerks
glide over to offer coffee while I
browse. Maitre d’s offer hangers
for my jacket. Is it my imagina-
tion, or do New York cab drivers
pick me and my St. John over
other hailers during rush hour?

At New York’s fashion week
last February, I sat outside the Bry-
ant Park tents in my St. John, talk-
ing on my cellphone. A photogra-

pher began shooting pictures of
me.

I don’t think people recognize
the label. My suit doesn’t have the
boxy shape, tweedy fabric and dec-
orative touches of the traditional
St. John’s suit.

But the suit does have a good
fit, strong workmanship and non-
trendy style. Glenn McMahon,
chief executive of St. John Knits
Inc., says my jacket is known as
the “Angelina” after former St.
John model Angelina Jolie. Spun,
dyed and knit in Irvine, Calif., St.
John’s signature wool-blend yarn
has a patented twist that gives
the garment memory so it doesn’t
wrinkle in suitcases or get baggy
when worn. It can be “blocked”
into a new size or shape, if mine
should change. As a result, my
suit rarely needs dry-cleaning, and
looks as good at the end of the
day as it did at sunrise.

These days, getting value for
money is more important than
ever. But spending money on hot
designers doesn’t guarantee you’ll
impress others. My green-gray
Marni suit, which cost about $675
at the brand’s Milan outlet, gar-
ners compliments but no restau-
rant-table upgrades. My cropped
Stella McCartney jacket, $304 on
sale at Barneys, has led to no ad-
ventures.

But recently, a friend gave me
several hand-me-down Chanel jack-
ets and they, like my St. John,
stop sales clerks in their tracks.

Email Christina.Binkley@wsj.com

Christina Binkley’s St. John outfit
(above) has a transforming effect.

The suit that says VIP
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Tricks of the Trade:
Skimping on the primping
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“Fifty Fathoms” Tourbillon
(ref. 5025-3630-52)

W E E K EN D JOU R NA L | FRIDAY - SUNDAY, OCT. 31 - NOV. 2, 2008 W3

LUXURY PROPERTIES

NEWZEALAND

CARIBBEAN

GERMANY

PORTUGAL

UNITED STATES

St. Croix, USVI
LAND OF PARADISE

ESTATE SALE
Spectacular view—Beautiful Setting
114ac. overlooking Turquoise Bay & Buck
Island. Home, guest house, garages, gen.
room & servant's quarters. Lge mahogany
trees, 18th Century sugar mill—mint
condition. 46 ac. beautiful green valley for
agricultural or commercial land dvlpmnt.

Call Dallas, TX—Bus. 214-747-1000
haroldoconnor29@yahoo.com

COUNTRY CHARMER - NEAR TAVIRA ALGARVE

Private Sale - Œ450,000
This charming new architect designed and owned single storey air-conditioned 3 bed, 3 bath cottage,
on a 6,500m2 site, is set in the countryside close to Sta Catarina, with panoramic views of the hills.
Within 15 mins. of beautiful blue flag beaches and golf. Historic Tavira is only 15 minutes away. Built
to a very high specification, using traditional materials, with swimming pool, landscaped and irrigated
garden, and covered parking and terrace areas. Fully fitted kitchen and utility room, open plan living
room, sloping timber ceilings, farmhouse stone fireplace.

email ann.byron25@yahoo.com l tel: 00351 281322150
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