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Amid a sea of white, they're awash in green
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Nancy Aucone and Susan Finale learned the bridal business by working for the legendary owners of Kleinfeld, the sprawling Brooklyn emporium that dressed tens of thousands of brides. 

So when they had to make a crucial business decision for their own shop, it was only natural that they turned to "Miss Hedda" Kleinfeld and her husband, "Mr. K."

Aucone and Finale set up shop in 1996, buying a small bridal store in Manhasset and clearing out all the existing merchandise. They changed the name to The Wedding Salon of Manhasset and began using the contacts they had developed over decades at Kleinfeld and arranging to sell merchandise from such top designers as Monique L'Huillier and Vera Wang.

They had already doubled the size of the store when their landlord called one day three years ago and offered them an adjoining storefront for expansion. "We were starting to get a little frightened to go further," Nancy recalls. "We said, this is it ... we don't ever want to become anything bigger." 

But before turning down the space, they decided to invite Hedda and Jack Schachter (their real last name) out to Manhasset for dinner and to see the store in operation. 

"They came out on a Thursday night. He sat on the couch. He's an elderly man, very, very wise. She ran around with us. At the end of the evening, I said, 'Mr. K' - you have to call him Mr. K - 'you have to look at the space.' I have the keys and everything. He had his arms folded like this and he just said: 'From what I saw tonight, you girls just take it. I don't need to see the space, you girls will do fine.'"

They signed the lease the next day and now preside over 11,500 square feet of space, including bridal and bridesmaid's showrooms, fitting rooms, sewing studios and a warehouse. 

Their business has grown tenfold since first opening, and Aucone says revenues have passed the $3.5-million mark, still small compared to the $25million Jack Schachter says Kleinfeld was doing when he and his wife sold the business in 1991.

Kleinfeld, founded by Hedda, her husband and her father Isidor Kleinfeld, itself grew from one building to seven in Bay Ridge. (This year, Kleinfeld, under different ownership, moved to Manhattan). And Schachter, who's nearly 85, says the Wedding Salon should be looking for even more space. 

"I keep telling them, buy a building, buy a big building, because you're going to need it," he says in a telephone interview.

When you talk to Aucone and Finale, you get a window into an unusual slice of the retailing world. It's a place where women, many around 30 years of age and with accomplished careers as doctors or lawyers or money managers, shop with their mothers for gowns that they will buy for $2,500 up to $20,000 and will only wear once for maybe 10 hours on their wedding day.

The brides, up to 10 of them at a time, try on strapless ivory gowns, stand on pedestals and, in slow motion, peer at themselves in enormous gilded mirrors and then search the faces of family and friends, seeking reassurance that this is the perfect once-in-a-lifetime dress. 

While running such a detail-oriented business calls for passion, it's not a business for enthusiastic amateurs. It takes years of experience to learn, as Mr. K. explains, that "the name of the game is in the samples."

The samples are the gowns that store owners buy from the manufacturers at half the retail price and show to customers. The Wedding Salon has about 450 of them, and culls them constantly. If a gown isn't selling, it moves to the sample rack, and is sold at 30 percent to 50 percent off.

Finale says she showed a bride a $13,000 Vera Wang dress that would have been available as a reduced price sample, but the woman said, "I would never wear something that's been on someone else's body." She adds that the store is looking for ways to sell more samples, but is having trouble because "our typical clientele is princesses."

Brides who try on a sample and decide to order a dress at full price leave a 50 percent deposit, normally a year in advance of the wedding, and pay the balance about six months later at the first of three or four fittings. 

That gives the store cash flow, but Mr. K says that isn't enough. You still have to sell at least 60 percent to 70 percent of the samples to recoup your costs and line up enough money to buy new samples at the next bridal market, which is held twice a year. "It's really a mathematical game," he says.

Then there's the human side of the equation. Aucone says brides always come with their mothers, or their best friends, in tow. And mothers "don't necessarily have the same taste level as the bride, so you have to work both of them together," she says. Often a bride will "fall in love" with a dress mom isn't crazy about. "We can usually satisfy the mother by putting on a beautiful heirloom lace veil and they'll come around," Aucone says. 

In a crisis, father knows best, she adds. "The fathers are wonderful. ... The father will sit on the couch and the mother, she likes this, that and the girl doesn't know, she's all confused. The father will say that's the dress."

The Wedding Salon's partners both grew up in Brooklyn and studied merchandising at the Fashion Institute of Technology. Finale, 52, was a buyer of evening dresses for Lord & Taylor before joining Kleinfeld. 

Aucone, 59, spent summers and weekends working on her grandparents' chicken farm and apple orchard in upstate Saugerties, probably good practice for the mad Saturdays at the Wedding Salon, when in the course of a day 30 brides will swarm the store, selecting dresses and getting fitted.

The average dress goes for about $4,000, but by the time the family pays for the veil and headpiece, the bridesmaid's dresses and alterations, the typical tab is about $7,000. 

Aucone says they employ an army of people with "hands of gold" to alter the dresses. If a dress fits right, she reasons, guests at the wedding will ask where the bride bought it, and The Wedding Salon will have new customers.

The salespeople, called "consultants," fill out cards on all the shoppers. Among the habits Aucone and Finale learned at Kleinfeld is studying the "not bought" cards. "Why didn't a customer purchase?" Aucone says. "It could be price, it could be collections that we don't have ... she might go to Macy's. Macy's carries what we don't have."

Aucone says the business gives her an insight into people. "You see the real bride," she says. "You see her in the raw basically, and then we make her into a princess or Cinderella." 

Nearly all the brides are fun to work with, she says. But "they're not all wonderful. I have three boys, so a lot of times I'll think, boy, I'm glad she's not marrying my son."

It's not an easy business, but it's an exciting one, and the passion for it seems to have been passed down from Hedda and Jack to Nancy and Susan. 

"I just wish I was young enough," says the 82-year-old Hedda. "I would love to do some more stores with them." 
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