








PAIN INTO FASHION














Prologue
"You can have anything you want in life if you dress for it." "I want people to see the dress, but focus on the woman." "The joy of dressing is an art." "We all need a splash of bad taste–it's hearty, it's healthy, it's physical              
 - Vera Wang
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Chapter 1 Dress to impress (June 1996)

Next Stop, Bronx, New York's West Farm Square. I still recall how excited I was to get off the train with my father Sonny Boy, and older brother Deromeo. There are very few things that could be more impossible than a sweltering June day in the Bronx during rush hour at 3pm. Trains were packed and stuffy especially the middle car which was my absolute favorite car of the train. Even though the train car we were in lacked air conditioning. As I observed numerous other kindergarten students from my school joyfully get off the train at West Farm Square and sprint towards the front of the school. I had the most joyous moment of my life when I saw dresses flying, caps, and gowns in the wind. It felt surreal to be the first to hold a graduation ceremony within my small family.
 
As I walked feeling so proud of being a part of such a big accomplishment my bright yellow dress made me feel exactly how I looked. The dress had matching yellow stitching, spaghetti strapped with a tight yellow gold band around the waist which enhanced the dress to be extra puffy. The volume of the puffiness with the wrapped thicker silk fabric made me feel like a true graduation princess. With my name being Sunny, the yellow-colored peplum dress made sense to myself and the crowd at the ceremony. Its suspended strapped lifted the dress to almost not drag so you would be able to see the lace around the trim of my Sunday’s best socks. The texture of this masterpiece was more of a rough sickish dress. This grad look to me was most memorable because I was able to dress/ style myself. I paired a pair of white glossy patent leather strapped shoe to finish the look. I loved the fact my mother Ava and father Sonny trusted me and let me be creative for my Yellow puffy dress to the sleek of my silk pressed hair. It was almost set to go online with more than fifty kindergarten students as I repeatedly inserted my hair clip into my hair to achieve the ideal look in the small girls' room.  

Mom had inserted a pin in the back to make the waist wrap tight because altering was expensive, and she only was able to make $100 work for my graduation expense. Only being 6 years old my body was nowhere developed my chest was flat as an iron board but the defined puff on the dress made my chest area invisible. Mom pinning the waist wrap as tight as possible enhanced my waistline to perfection to wear the puff was more covering the chest area and the yellowish gold wrap beautifully noticeable with the biggest puff at the bottom of the dress. As I look back on the details, I had a gold wrapped water tattoo above my elbow was a nice touch to enhance the color of my dress and hardware on the buckle of the adjustable strap. My hair was pressed short to my ears and small gold hoop crusted imitation diamond earrings. Although I’m much bigger now, my skinny legs in the dress didn’t matter because the short white nylon peplum socks were a hit. Payless Could never get my size right but the patient leather kitten heels made me feel like a young lady at a ball.

My admiration towards graduation was memorable because in my household we didn’t have much. Money was tight and I couldn’t always get every want. So, for me to get my hair pressed, my dream dress, sparking gold earrings and an arm tattoo from Claires I couldn’t thank my parents enough. Not only thanking them for getting me together financially but thanking them for letting me express my young self through fashion, for trusting me knowing I wasn’t going to far for a 6-year-old. My dress expressed myself as a person Bright and vibrant. We had a family dinner night the same day as the ceremony and my family couldn’t get over how adorable I look. All the attention was on me, and I ENJOYED every bit of it. My family and I did not have many moments as such so I will always remember the times we celebrated good or bad. My family is the absolute best.
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Chapter 2 TV and Inspo (Early 2000’s)

Saturdays in my household were much more promising than waking up on a routine basis and going to school during the week. I got to catch up on some good television shows and flip through old magazines that my neighbor would give me at the end of every month. My absolute favorite show was Full House which is where I learned how to implement diversity in my wardrobe and That’s So Raven where I learned how to play with patterns and colors such as Raven Symone. I would watch reruns of both television shows and go through my closet and match up different outfits that were more suited to my own style. My eldest brother Deromeo would be sidetracked from the breakfast my mother Ava would make on Saturdays and never noticed that I was tying the tv up the entire morning and using our room as a fashion studio in the afternoon rehearsing my wardrobe for the upcoming school week.

As long as I was introduced to fashion, I have always been eager to dress outside of my comfort zone and decided to go for the tom boy look. I remember pairing some oversized volume flare joggers with a unique sticking of red. With my brother Deromeo old hoodie sweatshirt he couldn’t wear anymore that was more appealing on me and some old sneakers. The flared volumed joggers were red, a very bright red and the hoodie matched perfectly because it was navy blue hoodie with red writing. The navy hoodie had a vintage look being that it had so many washes, the sweatpants were from a thirst store, so it was a bit long on me because it was the only pair (1 of 1). The fit I was going for was a baggy slightly fitted look.  The fit was perfect “slim fit” and that I was. The pants detail was adjustable string waist and bottom of leg pants but for me to keep it flare I didn’t adjust it I kept it as wide as possible.

As I began to develop from my kinder stages my boobs began to bud just a little, my hips slowly poked out and I sprouted a lot in height. Clothes fitted me more properly and I began to learn more about my body type. Not knowing what would look good on me but during my chic tom boy era I was experimenting if this look was for me and being that my body was developing it just made total sense to indulge in this look. My hair was straight because I had gone to the salon days before because mom couldn’t get her friend to braid my hair so the pressed hair that was touching me shouldn’t drew the outfit together. Till this day pressed straight hair has me in a choke whole. I’m a sucker for lounge day always did and always will. I appreciate this moment because knowing I didn’t have much to work with during this time by living in a not so fashionable area, not having funds to explore expensive fashion looks and only resources to fashion I had was watching family and neighbors with non-cable tv made my life easier. This also taught me that I used my resource that I had. Adjusting to not having much didn’t define me. This made me stronger, research more, be wiser and pay attention to detail. When it became my time to dress I used all of these factors into my outfits.

 The admiration of this outfit meant so much to me because I grew to know that “money didn’t grow off trees and I couldn’t purchase everything I wanted. I also knew that I had to utilize everything that was around me weather if I liked it or not. Growing up unfortunate was very hard but thankfully my brother was somewhat into fashion and if he couldn’t fit it I could and I used what was giving to me.
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Chapter 3 Window Shopper in Aunties Closet (Summer of 2010)

Summertime in the Bronx during heat wave was boring. Not much to get into, hanging out was not so convincing, summer work was most likely cancelled and all the good tv shows were a bunch of re runs until late fall. During this time, I would paste back in forth between the living room and my bedroom after scrolling through the internet viewing the hottest well dress celebrity’s profile. Just imagining if I save all of my summer checks, I would have a well-dressed wardrobe for the upcoming school year and wishfully thinking about winning best dressed in the year book for a 3rd time.

Since my father grew up with just his sister and mother, we so happen to be neighbors. This was a gift and a curse. Mostly for me this was a gift because I was old enough to borrow my aunts most unique pieces in her closet. I remember trying her infamous leather trench coat (just preparing for Septembers crisp weather). This coat was a bit baggy but, in my opinion, I considered it to be “oversized” which was “in style”. In style for an older woman but I’ve never said no to a mature look to enhance my style. The leather was dark black with a belted waist. When I tired the thick leather belt it enhanced my waste and became fitted instead of oversized. I walked back and forth to her big mirror in her room and imagined walking the halls. I even tried on a few bags and practiced facial expressions to see how I would act during 6th period lunch. This was a real genuine leather jacket; I mean I never touched anything so hard yet so soft. The lining inside was thin nylon dark black, seems it would be a bit light, but the leather made the jacket so heavy. This jacket was so versatile it could be worn casual, chic even street wear. 14 years later I happen to wear the jacket with just about anything. The waist lining was made to suck you in when tying the belt and that’s the best attribute to the jacket. The flap and buttons on the shoulder made the shoulders slightly bolder, not too much but perfect for an any occasion look. The pre shaped it had worn out well enough that made the leather loosen up and not be as tight as a brand-new coat and to me this is what made it vintage.

Over the years  I was so worried about being skinny but after many summers in the Bronx being a foodie my body began to develop. My hair grew like seaweed and my acne cleared up tremendously. I was so confident in my self nothing said, and no one can offend me in such a way of me to lack confidence. When trying on my aunt’s leather coat everything was so perfect this time around. My boobs were perfect, my hair was shiny, well groomed, my hips and booty was just the perfect size in my opinion. The leather jacket laid properly on my well proportion body.

Not having much but using what I  had was something that I have mastered over the years. My aunt was a hard worker and never missed work. She rewarded herself by being a shopaholic (similar to me in my 30’s). I admire everything about aunty because she’s everything I aspired to be. From the office working girl to the well-dressed diva is her best attributes that I followed as the woman I am today. Aunty knew that I was into fashion from the time I asked to borrow all of her nail polishes. I will always appreciate the leather coat as a gift decades leather but also I appreciate the opportunity to have an aunt like her who let me explore and get the first feel of luxury. I couldn’t thank her enough.
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Chapter 4: Dress for Success
Highschool dress for success was an annual event that was the talk of the school, and everybody needed to win. As I walked the Highschool hallways of Harlem Renaissance Highschool there were always bright colors and daily news announcement flyers of what was going on around the school. I used anything to inspire my fashion sense. I would build my fashion mood board based on the school colors that was parade around the school two weeks prior just to have a sense of what current colors I was in love with at the moment. Everyone was t3o tense on nominations all I focused on is how to key coordinate my pieces. I would look into textbooks, school magazines, hallway moments just to breath fashion, every inspiration counted when it came to Dress for success.
Looking through all the clothes I gathered from my brother Deromeo, my mother Ava I counted about 20 pieces that I could work with around our small Bronx apartment. I remember trying to mix textures and patterns to see what made sense to win the competition. I came across a pink slightly cropped sweater that fitted my chest to waist ration perfect. The pre shaped pink sweater was fuzzy bold pink, the texture felt like a fuzzy pillow in a future store but softer. The yarn of the Fuzziness on the sweater felt so soft like a teddy bear. As I tried on the top to start playing dress up the way the sweater fell as I tried it on the sweater automatically wrapped around my waist with little to no skin showing this was a green flag that this would be a part of the iconic look. Paired with a skinny legged indigo jean that wrapped around my ankle tight enough for white Nike air forces to go with. Both colors pink and indigo looked so proportion on the color wheel the outfit screamed for me. As I remember chanting around the apartment that I got my first look with nobody in sight just full of joy.

Trying on my pants I could remember how anxious I was to ensure that the pants would fit as expected. The pants laid perfectly around my hips and as the jeans flowed down my legs from the proportion of my hips to leg was what made me choose the jeans. My waist was a bit tiny then the initial measurement of the jeans, so I pinned the excessive jeans to fit my waist as perfect possible. The jumbo safety pin helped me assure my waist was fitted to the jeans. With the fuzzy top fitting me so perfectly I match it with a pushed-up bra that was typically smaller than my actual chest so that the top would fit me a bit loose but fitted. At this time of my life my body was fully developed, the volume of my hips mad the pants sit nicely I could never forget this moment. 
With Given that we didn't have much, my mother Ava, who was small for her age, and my aunt Romeo  also greatly assisted me. I managed to fit into my family's clothing. In high school, my aunt Romeo's eclectic taste in vintage clothing and all things fashionably sensible really helped me with best dressed. My family has consistently assisted me in discovering my personal style. This helps me to exhibit my ability to dress in style, whether it was through giving me clothes they had never worn or gifts that made them think of me.































Chapter 5:  Hammy Downs but make it fashionable

Growing up being the middle child was a gift and a curse. In the Lee’s residents on Sunday morning, we had to collect all of our laundry and clothes that we did not want anymore and as the gifted middle child I always racked up in vintages t shirts that my brother Deromeo obsessed over and could not fit anymore. Most times I looked forward to a mall trip to go to forever 21 and Claires but my family didn’t have the budget all the time for a whole new wardrobe, so I had to mix the old with the new most times. This very time I was so grateful for the pile of shirts.  
Switching styles on a daily basis was a no brainer to me. Anytime I wake up in a mood is basically how I would dress and this one time I felt like dressing like a rebel after my brother gave me a bunch of cool graphic T shirts. This one T shirts that was fitted but slightly long I automatically knew that this T shirt would be a game changer. The flowy straight adhere top was innocent to my body as far as looks. I paired it with knee high Navy boots. The yellow T shirt was one hundred percent cotton, and every thread hugged my curves just the way it would be appropriate to wear outside.  I also added silver hardware buttons on the side so it give more of a funky look. As I thought to add no bottoms because the top was long enough to be paired with a Playtex navy waist belt and brown riding boots to finish the full look.
As I got older, my hips started to widen, so I had to make sure the top was loose, and the belt would tighten my waist to balance the hips and chest proportions. Because of the slightly big t-shirt volume, the belt did not look excessive.  The length of the top was not as short as the boots' knowledge length made up for it. Being approximately five feet tall, my legs were as thin as twigs, and the boots' upper part provided a way for the top to not look as short because of the way my thrifted riding boots proportion the entire look.
Having insecurities towards my leg was a big thing for me and I absolutely hated showing my legs. I had to take a leap of faith and stop worrying about things that I cannot control. Dresses as I got older, I grew a hate for because of how I started developing. My hips were not proportion with my legs and being that I had no thighs at the time my body parts came off weird to me. Even though my leg is big as turkey legs now and dresses has a piece of my heart today because it flows with my body structure now.

Chapter 6: Practice makes perfect
In my Bronx apartment complex we had to empty out the trash outside and around the corner from my tall building. Daddy Sonny use to make it a night run right before our bedtime and these were moments I waited up for. My brother Deromeo and I used to get ready collect as must trash as we can around the house and wait at the door like dogs who had to use the bathroom. I mean we had different goals for going to empty the trash, my brother and I use to come up with activities to make our garbage run fun. Such as race from the time we leave our apartment till we reach the trash. Daddy Sonny loved that about me, I was very versatile as a child. I would always participate in the race and even basketball as we bounce the ball down the steps and shoot the ball towards an empty trash can as if it was a hoop.
This very day I decided to start taking our midnight garbage runs a little more serious. Aunty Romeo had shiny vegan leather vintage like squared heel shoe boots that were slightly big but fitted me perfectly enough to begin walking in heels. Since the material was imitation leather and shiny the material wrapped around my small caves and somehow this made the boots fit me even more. These boots were to die for. The heel was about 4 inches but squared so the comfortability was there for me enough to struct to the garbage area. My father Sonny would applaud me, instruct me to walk a straight line and allowed me to model walk all the way back home.
Although I was not age appropriate to wear heel these secondhand shoes were a shoe I wanted to keep for a life time not understanding that my feet would eventually out grow them. My legs were skinny as ever and my caves were developing as I continued to run track in school. The boots hugged my leg and enhanced my legs to look longer, and this was also maybe because of the color. Red on me as I watched myself in the hallway mirror made me look older and this is what I admired. The leather was so shiny you could almost see yourself. The oval square shaped face this boot had almost went with anything I had on as these were my playing heels I could never wear outside.
My famous red shoes were a steppingstone for me to begin to feel comfortable wearing heels and an inspiration that one day I will be able to buy my own heel. This practice heel was a shoe I still have to this day because anything my aunt Romeo gifited me was a token to the fashion world. I then started collecting my gifts and treated them as gifted vintage but also utilized all of my to die for fashion collection and only wore them on special occasions.


Chapter 7: Making my way downtown
As I struct into sixth grade a whole new person, new attitude, changed behavior and a whole new school was a day that changed me forever. I no longer went to the Bronx school on West Farms Sq. I upgraded and attended a private school on Prince Street in SoHo, NY. I assured I had a messenger bag and not a traditional book bag, my school skirt was rolled up to be short, I wore a boy tie instead of a girls tie and my stockings were Wolford. I remember aunty Romeo gave me a speech about how this time I had to take school more seriously because the work would be more crucial. This time around I had to change my way or thinking, and I couldn’t help but to not stop watching all of the beautiful Manhattan women strut to work. I then was opening up more to fashion and shifting my Bronx fashion ways to a Manhattan girl styled girl.
My uniform color was as unique as it would get at the time. Our colors were plaid with purple 2 different shades of grey and black. All I could think about Is how many ways I can roll up my skirt and wear my unform diverse. I assured aunty Romeo brought me the uniform cardigan, vest, gym attire and school blazer. This skirt I literally would never take off, I would only wear the school pants if it was around that time of the month. The uniform skirt I pinned up all the time was not too short but short is how I liked it. My waist was small during this time but the peplum in the skirt was so pleated it was obvious that I pinned it so I would get called down to the principal’s office for breaking school code.
I loved my fitted tights because it made the rolls of my shirt stay on my waist. This skirt was properly proportion to my waist and the length made my thigh look like they were not as big as I began to put on pounds. My school cardigan, with my uniform top tucked in made my skirt not look as short on me because of the proportion of the length of the cardigan. The cut of the cardigan was long on the side, so this did hide my hips. As I snapped the buttons on my top to put the full uniform look on me, I cried because from that day forward I knew I was striving for greatness.
My emotional attachment to my uniform was like no other. As I attended my old public school I had a rough time. Getting held back at a young age and not understanding the dynamics of how hard school would be attending catholic school was a big change for me but an investment for aunty Romeo. My excitement was looking back once I changed schools for the better was, I truly excelled I was an honor roll student, and my fashion changed drastically from a Bronx girl to a city girl. My heart opened for cowgirl boots instead of Jordans and prints instead of boring solid colors. Although solid colors are more of my thing now.

Chapter 8: Daddy invested into my pieces
Summertime being 14 years of age was your once in a lifetime chance to get selected to work and make your own money. Summer Youth gave you the opportunity to make extra cash during the summer and get work experience. For the first day of work my father Sonny assured me that he would escort me to work and have that mature pep talk about work culture and money responsibility. My dad and I made one of the biggest promises to each other that would help me gain a better wardrobe for the upcoming school year which was not far from the time of the start of the summer job. For my first day of work I made sure I was dress to kill because aunty Romeo always quoted “First dress impression is the best impression” and I followed just that.
As I walked into the mature office building where women had on skirts and boots in ninety-degree weather was my kind of firm I could work at. I wore a pair of flare light yet heavy Zara jeans with a lightweight sleeveless blazer, with Tom karate like shoes. I also wore my small hoop earrings with my hair in a slick back bun. My blazer and top were of course cotton and light weight appropriate for summer weather. The blazer also came from my summer uniform from school, and I implemented that into my summer wardrobe because I figured it would be professional in a marketing setting.
My long straight leg slightly flare jeans were fitted to the T but not as tight as I would like them because again this was my very first job and I didn’t want anyone to have a conversation with me about job appropriate attire. With the denim being lightweight they held a very good stretch to them I was able to wear a longer white cotton t shirt to cover the volume of my hips that couldn’t seem to stop poking out. My hair was properly straighten touching the middle of my back so when I put it in a slick back bun the bun stayed all day in place due to the holding gel, I used from my grandmother fannies cabinet.
Working was always a dreamed of mine as a child because I knew if I worked hard, I would someday get the money I deserved and will be able to shop and buy the things my heart desired. My first day of work outfit was laid out from the time I got selected to work summer youth. As I already mastered to utilize all my resources and recycle clothes into my wardrobe was a no brainer for me because with me going to a private school setting, I had gained a lot of professional clothes over the course of time and was able to tie in all of those pieces for interviews and professional outings. Till this day I still rotate some of those pieces for important dates of my life.



Chapter 9: Fashion Wars
Going to a private school was a bit boring because we didn’t have things such as spirit week until a few students came together to make a student associate group to implement these events in our private school history that still stands till this day. Fashion was an idea of mine and with the student association group had to dress up to show the principal of the school how we would dress during this war. The students and I made this a ticket-based only event, and we would raise money for the students who could not afford uniform.
Walking into school to prove to the principal that this event should be traditional in school spirit because of its good cause. Since I initially came up with the event, I had to assure myself I looked as good as possible. I wore a Navy school blazer hip length to still be in school spirits. A yellow logo Marc Jacobs top and a pair of light denim jeans with a brown penny loafer I thrifted from the school local thrift store. The jeans were light denim that fit hugged my waist and hips and ankles. As I marched into the principal office to prove Fashion wars will be apart of our school history feeling confident because I knew wearing the school blazer will win him over
With the blazer being a hit because it wasn’t fitted at all. I love to school my sense of fashion without over dressing. This is the tom boy effect I spoke about a few chapters ago; learning to be versatile is key. The Mar Jacob t shirt fitting me tighter than the blazer to balance the ratio of baggy to tight. The pants wasn’t as tight because of the stretch but with my hips being slightly developed this made its pre shaped and filled the jean to fit my bodytype.
This outfit was memorable to me because I remember being home and over thinking because anything that would have been off could have been a hard no for the principal decision. Learning to be versatile was something I loved that I mastered because im not subjected to dress how one may judge me because of my body proportion being developed than usual individual my age.
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