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EXTERIORdecorating
BY LARISSA PIENKOWSKI

Our bodies are our homes. This is where we grow, thrive, and survive—and survive—and 
survive, over and over. 

All my life, I’ve watched women around me fight bravely and relentlessly for the right to feel 
at home in their bodies. I conducted interviews with the following women, all of  whom feel 
more welcome in their bodies when wearing certain garments, and I learned so much about 
their strength, resilience, and beauty in the process. Read on to hear what they had to say about 
one of  the most important (but often minimized) parts of  the day: getting dressed. 
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annika
Yarmouth, ME

What home means to her:
To me, home is the smell of  baked beans and 
mud flats. I have always felt very connected 
to Southern Maine, where I grew up, and 
sometimes those two elements—the B&M 
factory and the ocean at low tide— combine 
on the highway going through Portland.

What she wears to feel most at home:
I was recently given a ring that was originally 
my great-grandmother’s engagement ring. I 
love that it connects me to my family, especially 
three women who I look up to very much. 
There’s also a definite “Portland style” that I 
have been inspired by, and has certainly been 
incorporated into my wardrobe. Essentially, 
the look is that you’re probably going off  for 
a ride on a sailboat, but you could also sail the 
boat yourself  if  you felt like it. 

How she chooses what to wear:
When I was younger I really, really hated my 
body, so something like picking out clothes 
for the day was extremely stressful. I’ve done 
quite a bit of  healing in this area, and now 
when I get dressed I think more about “what 
will make me feel happy today,” or “what do 
I need.”  When I’ve found out whatever that 
is for the day, I feel peaceful and good about 
the day.

What feeling at home in her clothing 
means to her:
It’s feeling at peace, but it’s also almost 
the opposite—going out and showing my 
personality and personal history. I like how 
clothing has both expressive and utilitarian 
qualities. I think the part of  the process of  
defining my wardrobe that has been difficult 
is actually getting rid of  clothes I don’t feel 
“at home” in.  Sometimes this is because 
they don’t fit anymore, or sometimes it’s 
just because I don’t like throwing things out 
that still have use. I’ve been trying to donate 
clothes that I don’t want anymore.

Her ideal wardrobe:
I think it would be some fusion of  the Maine 
look that I have now and the London women 
I was inspired by. I’d want it to be well edited, 
but have everything be high quality (I hate 
it when my clothes need repairs after only a 
short amount of  time). There would probably 
be a lot of  neutrals, but also some colorful 
scarves.  Comfortable heels.

Annika is a student art conservator and recent 
college graduate who feels inspired by cathedrals, her 
hometown, her cat, and skirts that have big pockets.
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britni
Boston, MA

What home means to her:
“Home,” to me, means the place where you 
feel safe, the place where you recharge.

What she wears to feel most at home:
I wear things that are comfortable and easy 
but also things that I like to look at. I need 
things to be easy because I’m a mom, but I 
like things that are fun and feminine, too. I 
wear things that are flowy and not clingy, or 
that have A-line shapes.

Something she keeps in her closet but 
never wears:
A floor length fur beaver coat! It was a gift 
from my husband’s aunt and has been in his 
family for years. I can’t bring myself  to wear 
it because it’s real fur, but I also can’t bring 

myself  to let it go.

What feeling at home in her clothing 
means to her: 
For me, it means feeling unselfconscious. 
It means never wanting to take off  what 
I’m wearing because it makes me feel so 
spectacular.

Her ideal wardrobe:
Like a Betsey Johnson store had babies with 
the 1970s.

Britni is a feminist momma, community organizer, 
and freelance writer in the Boston area. She is a 
founding member of  Safe Hub Collective and you can 
follow her on Twitter at @britnidlc.



88

hannah
Boston, MA

What home means to her:
Home is where I’m most comfortable, usually 
with my family but sometimes with really close 
friends. I have my own room and my own 
space, so I can just be alone and like, sing, or 
not have a bra on.

What feeling at home in her clothing 
means to her:
I guess it means feeling comfortable enough 
to go outside, because obviously being at 
home when I’m at home and being at home 
in my clothing are two different things. I don’t 
want to be going out in something all day that 
makes me feel constricted and stuck.

Something she keeps in her closet but 
never wears:
My old jeans that don’t fit, and I keep them 
there because jeans are expensive, but also 
because I’m only a size up from that. And I 
think to myself, “Well, why should I spend $45 
on a new pair of  jeans if  I could just get my 
shit together for a week and squeeze back into 
these?” So I’m at that push and pull, and the 
thing is, I’m never going to do the diet. It’s not 
in me, and I don’t want to. I want to learn to 
appreciate the body that I have, even though 
I’m just not there yet. 

What she wears to feel most at home:
I hate underwire bras and I hate anything with 
buttons. I hate jeans. So I think that one of  
my favorite outfits for fall and winter (and 
spring, because spring is also winter in Boston) 
would be leggings, my tall brown boots from 
Marshall’s, and a t-shirt with a sweatshirt over 
it. I like being comfortable. It’s so different 
in the summer, though, because I can’t wear 
those clothes. Instead I’ve been wearing flowy 
dresses that are tighter in the bust and cinch 
at the waist before flowing out, so they’re not 
tight on my stomach but are still fitted. 

Her ideal wardrobe:
My ideal wardrobe would include me being 
capable of  walking in heels like it was nothing, 
so I’d have some cute heels in there. I’d try a 
crop top and skirt combo, and high waisted 
shorts. Basically, Taylor Swift’s clothes would 
be in my closet.

Hannah is a recent graduate and a student at Simmons 
College earning her Master’s in Social Work. She loves 
ice cream sundaes and Netflix.
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nicole
Boston, MA

What home means to her:
Home for me is where I’m most comfortable 
and where I can get away from life, where I 
can take my bra off  and walk around in my 
underwear. If  I were to solidly connect my 
wardrobe to my sense of  home, it would 
definitely be through the element of  comfort. 
My mom always says there are two things that 
will ruin your day: a bad pair of  underpants 
and a bra with the underwire stabbing you in 
the chest.

What she wears to feel most at home:
The staples in my wardrobe that keep me 
most connected to home are my various cable 
knits. There’s something about living in New 
England that makes dressing like you’re from 
Twin Peaks always acceptable, year-round. I 
also have a lot of  clothes from my mom—a 
couple of  crop tops she used to wear in the 
80s—and some of  my grandmother’s old 
costume jewelry.

What feeling at home in her clothing 
means to her:
I think it means feeling best about myself, 
which in itself  requires a level of  comfort. 
My favorite pieces of  clothing (cable knits, 
skater dresses, bralets) make me feel good. 
Skater dresses are my favorite because they 

highlight my favorite body part (my collar 
bones), look great on my figure, are comfy, 
and are really versatile. I like to shift my style 
between grunge and early 90s magical girl 
anime. I really love that vibrant feeling you 
get from the first few times you wear a new 
article of  clothing.

How she feels about makeup and 
fragrance:
I love lush. Smelling good = feeling good. 
Also, not having itchy eczema is really 
awesome, plus a ton of  Lush soaps make 
your room or bathroom smell great. Makeup-
wise, I’m not too versatile. I like to stick to 
the basic cat eye, brown eye shadow, arched 
brows, and cute lipstick. 

Her ideal wardrobe:
A lot of  color, sweaters, boots, circle skirts, 
and flowy materials. But my pipe dream is 
Lady Gaga’s wardrobe.

Nicole Veneto is a magical girl reject working towards 
a BA in English with a minor in Women’s and 
Gender Studies. Her interests include writing for her 
intersectional feminist blog, The Lilin (thelilinblog.
tumblr.com), her shih-tzu Wubbie, getting into fights 
over the internet, and making her friends watch bad 
anime.
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kaya
Dallas, TX

What home means to her:
I honestly think home is where my family is, 
considering we’ve moved houses so many times 
and I legitimately have no attachments to any 
defined physical locations. I’m very close to my 
family, even more so now that I go to university 
in a different city. You’ll never see me calling my 
dorm “home”—home is a word reserved for 
where my family lives.

What feeling at home in her clothing means 
to her: 
It’s about freedom of  motion mostly. I’m a 
dancer so a huge part of  my identity is about just 
being able to move and express myself  through 
movement. When I wear tight, restricting clothes 
I feel very closed off  and a little suffocated and 
irritated. But when I wear sleeveless outfits or 
loosely fitting pants, I feel so much more in tune 
with my body. My feelings about home have 
more to do with a feeling of  peace or calm, just 
because I feel like true calmness is so hard to find.

What she wears to feel most at home:
I wear Nike shorts/leggings and sports bras and 
soft shirts. It just feels best to me. I’m a really 
picky person about fabric textures, so soft cotton 
and flexible fabrics are my favorite to wear. My 
dance salwars are also super comfortable for 
me to wear—they’re made of  cotton, they’re so 
breathable, and they fit me in all the right places. 
My happy place is dance, so naturally wearing a 
dance salwar helps to take me there. I love my 

jeans and I love my lace blouses, but at the end 
of  the day I’m usually dying to take it off  and put 
on something that I can lay on the floor in and 
stretch out my hip flexors while I shop online. 

How she feels about makeup and fragrance:
Makeup is actually the most therapeutic thing for 
me to do. Nothing makes me feel more collected, 
serene, and composed than sitting down at my 
vanity and doing a full face of  makeup. It’s so 
methodical but still artistic, like coloring in 
a mandala or doing a jigsaw puzzle. I’m an 
engineering major, so I work best when I can see 
the big picture and work in details, which is how 
makeup works for me. I always do a full face of  
makeup before a big exam. I’ll make my skin look 
radiant and wear powerful colors and I’ll walk 
into that exam feeling very prepared because I 
know I studied and I know I’m fully capable.

Her ideal wardrobe:
A wardrobe straight out of  an Indian soap opera. 
I want access to all the dramatic saris and gold 
jewelry and bangles. And of  course I would have 
my Nike shorts, but my heart is in Indian clothing.

Kaya is an Indian girl whose two favorite things in life are 
a well-drawn engineering diagram and a gold cheekbone 
highlight. She goes to school in Austin, TX and you can 
find her beauty and makeup channel at youtube.com/
KayaEmpireTV.
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sammy
Plymouth, MA

What home means to her:
I’ve lived halfway around the world and back 
again, so rarely have I stayed in a place for longer 
than four years. As sad as it is to admit, I didn’t 
really have people I grew up with, besides my 
brothers. Home has  always been the image of  
me coming home to Plymouth in particular, 
opening the door, and having my dogs greet me. 
And maybe my brothers were watching TV in 
the other room.

What she wears to feel most at home:
So, never have I ever worn a training bra. In fifth 
grade, my boobs went from zero to a B cup. So 
for me, when it comes to my fashion and my 
style, it’s always been centered around my boobs. 
Strangely enough, what makes me comfortable 
and makes me feel at home is a corset. I love 
them. I call them the eternal hug. I remember 
when I was younger, I had low self-esteem. Then 
I saw this musical called “We Will Rock You” and 
there’s this character who’s this big, voluptuous 
woman, and she was like a sex icon. And I just 
remember sitting there and thinking, “I wanna 
be like that. I wanna have that kind of  charisma, 
that kind of  confidence.” Seeing someone like 
that owning her body really impacted me.

What feeling at home in her clothing means 
to her:
I feel at home when I don’t think about the 
clothes I’m wearing—not worried about 
whether it’s askew or what people think of  it. 
Not thinking about it implies that it makes me 
feel too goddamn good to worry about it.

How she describes her personal style:
I’m not stylish or fashionable in the slightest! 
I’m like two decades behind everyone else. My 
fashion sense...it’s all about belts, Rocky Horror 
Picture Show, and a little bit of  bamf. That’s 
really the best way to describe it.

Her ideal wardrobe:
A rainbow of  corsets! Lots of  lingerie. And 
lots of  really good yoga pants! I love yoga 
pants. Where can I find good cotton yoga pants 
nowadays? I hate spandex, I hate that athletic 
feel. I wear yoga pants to be lazy. 

Sammy is a recent college graduate who’s taking baby 
steps to finding her fashion sense, but she has a weakness 
for Rocky Horror Picture Show-appropriate corsets.
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simran
Boston, MA

What home means to her:
A place where I feel comfortable, and that can 
be in my bedroom, in a bookstore, or in a dance 
studio. These places allow me to focus the most 
on myself. With ballet, if  you’re not at ease with 
your body and what it can and cannot do, you’re 
not going to dance properly. You have to be 
very centered on your body in a very physical 
sense. You’re portraying this character through 
choreography, but it’s very self-focused.

What she wears to feel most at home:
My nose piercing. It’s an Indian tradition and 
I take pride in it. It’s on my left, which means 
I’m North Indian. If  it’s on your right, it means 
you’re South Indian—if  you want to get nitty-
gritty. This is the one thing that goes with me 
everywhere. When I look in the mirror, it’s always 
there. It’s in every picture, in every outfit. It’s a 
little constant reminder that I’m Indian and no 
one can question that. Other than that, a leotard 
and tights will always make me feel at home. It 
brings you down to the bare basics, and if  you 
ask me when I feel the most beautiful, it’s when 
I’m doing ballet. The things you can do with 
your body—ballet taught me to appreciate that 
the most. Dancing is the only time I don’t judge 
myself  or think of  my body critically, which is 
really ironic because of  all the mirrors.

What feeling at home in her clothing means 

to her:
It means I can conquer anything I set my mind 
to. It means feeling comfortable in my own skin 
as much as possible, and feeling untouchable as 
a result.

How she feels about makeup and fragrance:
Fragrance, I don’t do that often. I feel like I 
should, but I only really wear it if  I’m going 
somewhere fancy. Makeup, I do more often. I 
wear eyeliner a lot, because I feel like it’s a basic 
for me, it’s a form of  armor. That’s also Indian. 
Indian women wear eyeliner, even if  there’s 
nothing else. Lipstick is more my way of  saying, 
“Hi, I’m here. What are you going to do about 
it?” (laughs) To my sister, makeup is a form of  
art and self-expression. My version of  that is my 
lipstick. Each shade will correspond with the 
mood I’m in. 

Her ideal wardrobe:
It would be a mix of  Urban Outfitters’ aesthetic 
and Madewell’s. I love that. If  I had the money...I 
used to be really into Express, but it’s a little 
too bland for me now. Then I was into Brandy 
Melville for a while, but I’m sorry, one size fits 
no one. (laughs)

Simran is a college sophomore who is constantly trying 
to mesh together her identity as a first-generation South 
Asian daughter and an American-born girl. 
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zenaida
Boston, MA

What home means to her:
I think home is my literal house, but also wherever 
my family is. Driving in my mom’s Prius. Home 
is comfortable, feeling safe. Home can change a 
lot. I’ve lived far away from my family for the last 
four and a half  years, so there are homes that both 
change and stay the same.

What she wears to feel most at home:
I feel the most at home when I’m comfortable. 
I like wearing baggy pants or leggings, or a big 
sweater or a flannel. I wear a lot of  jewelry and 
I never take it off. I have a lot of  rings and fork 
jewelry, and bangles that my grandfather gave me 
which belonged to my grandmother from Cuba. 
I have a bracelet my mom gave me at graduation, 
bracelets that a best friend of  mine from home 
gave me, and a bracelet that I got from people 
of  color when I was graduating. I have a bracelet 
that just says “CUNT” on it and it makes me feel 
powerful. I also have a Native American turquoise 
bear paw. When I wear the bear paw out, I have 
outer strength, and when I’m wearing it towards 
myself  I have inner strength. When I perform I 
wear it facing out.

What feeling at home in her clothing means 
to her:
Definitely comfort, but also feeling most myself. 
The days I feel most myself, I’m wearing lipstick 
and I took the time to think about what I wanted 
to wear rather than just throwing things on.

How her style has evolved over time:
I think that in some ways it’s evolving, I guess, 
because I wouldn’t have wanted a crop top ten 
years ago and I do now. But I think the way I’ve 
gone about dressing myself  has never changed. 
I’ve always been kind of  earthy and when I was in 
elementary school I used to get a lot of  ridicule for 
the way I dressed and held myself. But then in high 
school when that became fashionable, I became 
very cool, and people wanted to hang out with 
me and thought I was fashionable. Nothing about 
me or my closet ever changed, and I remember 
thinking that was really weird, because the same 
people who made fun of  me in middle school were 
now asking where I found my thrifted t-shirts.

Her ideal wardrobe:
This is the most amazing question ever. I’d have 
a lot of  really comfortable high heels, and I’d 
probably wear heels every day. I’d want a lot of  
crop tops, crop tops in all different shapes and 
sizes! I’d have a lot more high-waisted jeans and 
shorts. Sun dresses that are cool and breezy, and 
limitless amounts of  biker shorts to go under 
them. I want more white clothes. Oh my God! 
This is my opportunity to have more flowy white 
clothes. There are days that I dress more masculine 
than others, so I’d want a lot of  button-ups and 
men’s dress shoes. Maybe that’s it. Maybe a blazer. 
A black one. And a green peacoat. Okay, I’m done.

Zenaida is a multiracial relaxed-femme poet from Marietta, 
GA.


