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Guys, just a heads-up . . . While this book definitely draws inspo from events in my actual life, this story is obvi a work of fiction. Any mention of real people (celebs or normies), events, or establishments are intended only to give the book a sense of authenticity—and FUN. Everything else—characters, dialogue, incidents—I totally made up.
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Chapter 1

Today is the day my life must change. To everyone else on this cobblestone street in downtown Manhattan, it’s just another Monday. But to me, it’s the day I’m finally going to ask Sasha Sherman for a promotion.

I toss my paper coffee cup into the garbage on the corner and straighten my shoulders, commanding my post near the redbrick building where I’ve worked for the past eight years. I catch a glimpse of myself in the mirrored window: black Acne jeans, black Zara jacket, black Chanel boots snagged at a Nolita consignment shop. The uniform. At least that’s what Sasha calls it. Wearing black keeps her employees invisible. And looking slim, which she reminds us of daily while also saying in the same breath that she’s “so un-PC,” not understanding that being “un-PC” isn’t exactly a good thing.

But today Sasha’s late, which can mean one of two things: Either she’s having a lovely morning and stopped at Starbucks to pick up her specific English breakfast tea order or one of her kids was a little shit this morning and made her late, meaning the rest of us at her styling firm are about to pay the price.

I pull out my phone to see if she’s already bombarded me with tasks. Nothing. No emails or voice notes or messages containing her usual long, disappointed diatribes. My phone is completely silent. No notifications from my boss—and no texts in the group chat. Probably because everyone else is doing real work, talking to actual clients, while I’m standing out here like an intern, waiting for Sasha fucking Sherman to show up in her big black SUV just because she likes to be greeted on Monday mornings like she’s the Queen of England and not a former reality TV judge who became a fixture on morning shows by explaining how to pair flared jeans with a classic structured blazer.

I crane my neck to try to see farther down the street. No sign of her yet. I swipe over to Instagram and check my feed. Boring. Boring. Boring. But then someone—an oblivious tourist, probably—knocks into my shoulder and my thumb slides up to the upper-left-hand corner of the screen on my profile.

“Sorry,” they call out, snapping photos of our block, which has become a stop on the SoHo must-see map for tourists, thanks to outdoor dining at Cipriani.

“All good,” I say with a smile, straightening my jacket. When I look down at my phone, I see I’ve accidentally swiped over to my former account on Instagram. There’s a pang in my chest when I catch a glimpse of the profile picture for deuxmoi, the old lifestyle account I created five years ago. That was back when I was naïve enough to think all I had to do to get a promotion was prove I could rack up two hundred thousand followers on Instagram, become an influencer, and be the kind of account that brands reach out to instead of vice versa. Sasha was always talking about how that number was the threshold. Build a brand out of nothing, and that will pique her interest.

But I lost steam after six months, when I topped out at thirty-five thousand. That was during a particularly rough period at this job. Back when Sasha was going through her divorce. She got crueler than she’d ever been, more demanding and critical, forcing all the assistants to work until midnight without overtime, throwing food containers and water bottles at her underlings daily, and screaming that I was an “incompetent half-wit who probably needed to get fucked a few hundred times before I ever felt joy again.” She said that after I didn’t laugh at one of her extremely inappropriate jokes about 9/11.

But it was also like she could tell that I was putting some of my creative energy elsewhere and she was interested in depleting it. She started giving me more work. Garbage work. Pick up my tea work. Walk my dog work. Sit with me at my dentist appointment and read me my emails out loud while I have a cavity filled work. I quit the anonymous account before I could even add my face to it, before anyone knew I was behind it. Now I’m glad I kept it anonymous. Less embarrassing when I threw in the towel.

Looking at it now, seeing all those posts, I feel a little rush of pride. It was good. I was good. Maybe if I ever got my shit together to actually apply for other styling jobs, I could use it as a portfolio. Maybe.

But I don’t have time to think about that now. I swipe back over to my personal account and try to forget I ever started that other one. I sigh and tap my foot against the concrete. It’s almost 11:00 a.m. now, and out-of-towners are streaming past, sticking out with their streaky highlights and ill-fitting T-shirts. As they walk by our office, with the massive gold Styling by Sasha logo emblazoned on the glass door, they swivel their heads, as if they can’t believe they’re seeing where the Sasha Sherman works.

Ever since Sasha appeared as a judge on Collection, the Emmy-winning design show from the early 2010s, it’s been like this. People fell in love with her tell-it-like-it-is attitude and signature haircut, a pin-straight, shoulder-length asymmetrical bob. If only they saw how she treats me, her assistant. If only they knew that she refuses to get corporate credit cards for any of her employees so we always have to put massive charges on our personal cards and rack up interest until she finally decides we deserve to be reimbursed. Or that she once told me to hold her hair back while she stuck her fingers down her throat and made herself puke up a chicken Caesar salad wrap that had “a fucking obscene number of croutons” in it, as she told me mid-barf.

But that’s changing today. It has to. I mean, I’m the only one from my assistant class still dashing out for coffee runs and getting screamed at in the hallways. All I have to do is present my case to Sasha—remind her of all the clients I’ve assisted her with over the years, all the hours I put in ordering lunches, coordinating with publicists, booking her hotel rooms . . .

Two middle-aged-mom types take a step closer to the door to snap a photo. I do my best busy-fashion-employee impression, keeping my eyes glued to my screen. But suddenly a black car pulls up and I’m greeted with that familiar sense of dread, the one that alerts me I have no idea what’s coming, what kind of mood Sasha might be in or what she might want. Every day with her is an adventure. And not the good kind.

Edward, her longtime driver, steps out of the car and makes eye contact with me. He winks, giving me the indication that she might actually be happy. I spy a Starbucks cup in her hand from inside the window and feel a slight wave of relief.

Edward runs around the front of the car and opens the door for her, getting out of the way as Sasha steps out onto the street. She’s wearing Prada straight-leg pants, a crisp white silk blouse from the Row’s most recent collection, and a jacket hanging off her bony shoulders. Her platinum-blond bob is pulled back as always, behind the ears and sleek, and she’s wearing her signature earrings—a long gold Vasiliki piece in the right ear and a two-carat-diamond stud in her left. It’s this jewelry combo that made her stand out at the judges’ table on Collection all those years ago. I used to watch that stupid-ass show and think, I wish I knew her. Now I wish I didn’t.

“Here.” Sasha thrusts her orange Birkin bag full of notes and fabric samples toward my chest, and it’s all I can do not to drop the thing. It must weigh fifty pounds.

“Keep up,” she says as she clip-clops past me in her Altuzarra strappy sandals. I rush to follow her through the lobby and into the elevator in the back. When I first started, she didn’t let me come in with her. Said it was so she didn’t have to hear me breathe. Bitch made me take the stairs.

Now I’ve earned a spot on her morning ride. Sure, I’m supposed to stand behind her, with my back pressed up against the wall, but hey, at least I’m not huffing and puffing up four flights in the drafty stairwell.

When the elevator opens on our floor, she walks to her office fast and I watch everyone in the room change their demeanors. Voices lower. Eyes dart across the room.

My best friend, Leon, who started with me on the very same day and was promoted to stylist three years and four months ago—not that I’m counting—raises his eyebrows. Ask her yet? he mouths.

I shake my head no and ignore Leon’s judgmental face. Later, I mouth back.

He’s wearing a boxy Comme des Garçons button-up that shifts when he shrugs his shoulders all the way to his ears. Leon spins on a platform heel, and his black Rick Owens slacks swish as he walks to the kitchenette.

Sasha arrives at her office and motions for me to follow her inside, like I always do. I take her coat and hang it up on the Lucite rack before starting to arrange the papers on her desk how she likes them, with the day’s agenda on top. She takes a seat behind her desk and swivels around, looking out over SoHo, before exhaling deeply and loudly, an annoying tic I can never get used to.

Now’s the time. It’s perfect, just before the morning rush.

I clear my throat and take a chance.

“I was hoping you’d have a few seconds to chat before the meeting.”

Sasha turns around, a somewhat amused look on her face that suggests I should go on. I take a deep breath and feel the words I practiced in the mirror bubble up in my throat, rest right on the tip of my tongue.

“I’ve been here for eight years now,” I say, trying my hardest not to let my voice warble. “And I’ve done some excellent work for you—I assisted on Hannah Bronfman’s wedding, forged excellent relationships with some of the smaller-scale designers, and have maintained an impeccable schedule for you. I’ve gone above and beyond my job description, and I’ve loved every single second of it.”

I pause, hoping she can’t tell I’m lying through my teeth about that one. I stand up straighter, lifting my chin. Confidence.

“I’m here to ask you for a promotion. I want to be one of your featured stylists. I’m ready for the challenge and the responsibility, and I hope you agree.”

It’s quiet now, the silence stretching between us. I try to read Sasha’s face, but she’s not giving me much. A smile, sort of. But not a happy one. Maybe she’s . . . amused? For a split second, I think she’s going to laugh, which wouldn’t be the worst-case scenario, but definitely not the best.

Sasha nods slowly and takes a sip of her tea before making a terribly irritating lip-smacking sound. I try not to flinch. She spins around in her chair so she’s facing the window, away from me. Bitch.

Then, still turned away from me, she speaks. “I’ll consider it.”

My heart leaps into my throat. “Really?”

“Don’t act so eager.” She spins around and rolls her eyes. “You’ve been my assistant for so long, I thought you actually liked this job. I thought you liked having me depend on you. Ha!”

I clench my fists by my side and try to stay calm. What kind of sadomasochist would actually fucking like that?

“You’re not ready to style your own clients.” Sasha looks at the Louis Vuitton planner open on her desk. “But . . .” she says, glancing back up at me. “We have that meeting with Ernesto this afternoon. Why don’t you join?”

I try to hide my shock. I haven’t been asked to join a label meeting since I got here. Certainly not one with Ernesto, one of the boldest, most storied brands in designer ready-to-wear. I’ve always been on the outside, waiting to get Sasha another drink or making up an excuse to help her escape boring style outs. Every time the reps from Ernesto come through the doors, Sasha shoos me away, as if I’m an ugly stepsister she needs to hide in the basement. But not today.

“Well?”

“Yes, of course,” I say, nearly breathless.

“Come with some ideas,” she says. “Good ones. For how we can pair their new collection with Madison Lee.”

I nod and try to recall everything I know about Madison Lee, the massive TikTok pop star who just signed a mega-contract with Sasha, making her the eighteen-year-old’s exclusive stylist through at least the summer.

Sasha taps her foot against her desk, making a knocking sound that irks my brain. “She’s younger than their demo, but their new line is all about attracting the youth. Street style. Vibes. Or something like that. It was hard to tell at their pre-fall show.” She waves her hand and sighs, as if it’s all so boring. “Her reps told me she’s trying to elevate her look.” Sasha looks at me hard. “Prove yourself there and then we’ll talk.”

“I won’t let you down,” I say, though the words sound supremely idiotic as soon as they leave my mouth. Thankfully, Sasha, already turned back to her computer, isn’t even listening. I hustle out of her office, shutting the glass door behind me, and dash over to my cubicle, where Leon is waiting.

“Well?” he asks, his eyes nearly bugging out of his head.

“I have to nail the Ernesto meeting.” I fumble around for a pen and pad, my mind already spinning with ways to impress them. “Then she said . . . maybe.”

“Maybe?” Leon asks, his eyes wide and shining. “Maybe is good. Maybe is great, even.”

“How long did it take Alyssa’s maybe to go to a yes?” I ask him, though I don’t really want to know the answer. Alyssa Wilson’s got a reputation for being a total sweetie, gifting her assistants with leftover handbags and shoes and telling them to take two weeks off around the holidays. She got her start in magazines, working her way up to become the first Black fashion director of a now-defunct Condé Nast shopping publication before Sasha poached her a decade ago. Since then, she’s been beloved as an industry darling.

Leon’s been on her team from the beginning, and she basically forced Sasha to give him the promotion. I’m pretty sure he goes to Pilates classes with her on Wednesday mornings, which kind of makes me want to gouge out both of their eyes.

But it’s hard to have any bad feelings toward Leon, especially after we’ve been through so much together at this shithole. He’s the one who gave me a pep talk over the weekend, telling me it was finally time to ask for the promotion—and he’s also the one who convinced me to stay out at DUMBO House until 4:00 a.m. on Saturday, making him the absolute perfect friend.

Leon takes pity on me and doesn’t answer. He squeezes my hand. “Who cares about me? Focus on your shit, because you’re gonna kill it.” But then Alyssa motions for him to head over to the freight elevator and Leon stands, pointing a manicured finger, painted in chrome silver, at me. “Kill it.”

I repeat his words over in my head like a mantra until I convince myself that he’s right.




Chapter 2

When I get to the conference room, I can already feel the warmth spreading under my armpits and I say a silent thank-you to 7:00 a.m. me for packing my sheer Veronica Beard Swiss-dot tulle blouse instead of the silk one, which would have already dampened under my arms, to barre class. Changing into it in the locker room, I knew it was a lucky top, one that screamed confidence and ease without being too try-hard.

Nothing can stop me today.

I stand at attention near the door and smile wide as the receptionist clip-clops down the hall, guiding Ernesto’s CEO, Bill Baillon, and a few of their publicists to the room. “Welcome to Styling by Sasha,” I say warmly. “Can I get you anything? Coffee? Tea? Espresso?”

But I know better. The Ernesto team members never want anything. They’re known for popping in and out, eager to keep their meetings under thirty minutes. Sasha always says it’s a miracle if they give us access to even a few pieces from their collection.

Bill and his cronies demure, like I knew they would, and then I step aside, sweeping out my arm so they can take their seats at the conference table.

Sasha waltzes in, her leather belted Jason Wu coat draped over her shoulders, and double-kisses Bill on both cheeks. She shakes hands with the reps while I keep a stupid smile plastered on my face, my spine rigid as a rod. Don’t fuck this up.

“Let’s get to it, shall we?” Sasha says. “Your time is precious, after all.” She pats Bill’s hand and his weathered, tan face contorts into a smile. Her charm factor is at a ten today, all How’re the kids? and Isn’t Blackberry Farm lovely this time of year? No wink at me to say thank you for the fact that I reminded her that Bill’s kids’ names are Joey and Jemma or that I was the one who told her Penny, the senior publicist, is renovating her place in Aspen. Sasha would fall flat on her face if I wasn’t here, and we both know that.

But I try to remember that’s not important today. Not now. Not when there’s so much at stake.

For the first half of the meeting, I sit at the edge of the table and take notes, jotting down tidbits of conversation—pieces Sasha wants for our top clients, gowns that are already reserved for specific stars with other stylists, where Sasha can find recaps of their shows on our server—until finally, Bill tees up the conversation I’ve been waiting for.

“Who else do you have that we should be paying attention to?” he asks, playing with a button on his jacket. His dark hair is thick and full, styled into a slick coif that barely moves.

Sasha looks at me, her arms crossed over her chest, challenging me to speak. I seize it.

“Madison Lee,” I say with my most confident voice. “She’s just topped thirty million on Instagram and has a sponsorship with Glossier, the beauty—”

“I know what Glossier is,” Bill says, not unkindly. He’s looking at me with a mixture of confusion and surprise, like he didn’t quite know that the mouse in the corner actually had a voice.

“Of course.” I smile at him with the same smile I give to my well-meaning mom when she suggests I try to “work with Rihanna.” I continue, looking intently at Bill. “She has a feature on Nicki Minaj’s next album, and she’s rumored to be starring in the new Hulu rom-com. She’s about to blow up. Huge.”

I pause. He’s interested, leaning toward me, spinning his gold ballpoint pen in his hand. Hold off and he’ll make the first move.

“You can get her?” he asks. “For us?”

I nod. “She’s been wanting to level up, get into the luxury space with a storied brand that has your kind of reputation. Your legacy. She’s going to be a major player in fashion. And luckily, she’s Sasha’s new client. You could be the first luxury designer she works with. She could introduce you to her demo. Fresh. Young.”

Bill doesn’t need to know that Madison Lee’s originally from a small town in Canada but won over the whole TikTok scene after she got in early with her cheerleading-esque dance moves that she then parlayed into a not-totally-terrible singing career. Her whole family moved to L.A. right after she blew up, but since she relocated to New York, she’s gained fifteen million followers as well as a rumored addiction to Adderall. Not to mention the fact that her dad’s been known to hit up the Meatpacking club scene with illicit party favors and no wife in tow.

Bill’s practically salivating, and he’s leaning over the table like he’s ready to leap across it, his arms outstretched, his cheeks rosy. Then, as if realizing what he’s doing, he leans back, ducking his head toward Penny, whispering in her ear. She nods, jotting down a few notes on the pad in front of her.

“We’re in.” He drums his fingers on the table and snaps them together. “Send her the cerulean matching set. The jacquard one. And the pleated silk dress. Tell her to pair it with our chunky silver platforms. You have her sizes?”

“Yes,” I say, excited.

He turns to Penny. “Messenger the clothes here now,” he says before looking back at me. “Overnight them and ask her to post this week.”

Penny jumps in. “We’re launching the legacy collection, so it’s the perfect time to introduce new blood, even in an unofficial capacity. Who knows, maybe there’s collaboration potential?” She smiles, her eyes hopeful. “I’ll work with—” She nods to me.

“Cricket,” I say. “Cricket Lopez.”

Penny’s eyes crinkle as she smiles. “I’ll work with Cricket on the details.”

I glance at Sasha, trying to parse her expression, but all she does is press her lips together in a firm line.

“Well.” Sasha stands, a signal the meeting is over, and snaps her notebook shut. “Very productive, I’d say.” Bill gets up, too, and Sasha leans over, air-kissing both his cheeks before she ushers him toward the door.

They head out into the hallway, and I finally feel my stomach settle, the excitement of what just happened washing over me. I did it.

I half expect Sasha to turn around and pat me on the shoulder. To rush back and whisper something like good job in my ear, but I should know better. She’s not Alyssa. She doesn’t dole out compliments. Instead, she ushers the Ernesto team out the door, saying goodbye without even looking my way.

I make it back to my desk, clenching my fists with excitement, and slide into my seat before calling down to the mail room to ask for garment boxes.

“Rock star shit, huh?” Leon appears over my cubicle and shakes a small plastic bottle full of freshly squeezed orange juice from the deli downstairs.

“Aw, my favorite,” I say, taking it from his outstretched hand.

“Glad this is a congratulations juice instead of a consolation one.”

“Word travels fast, huh?” I can feel my cheeks blushing, but pride swells in my stomach. For once, people might see me as something other than Sasha’s shit-eating assistant. Maybe, just maybe, they might see me as a player in this office, someone capable of having clients and relationships of her own.

“Oh yeah,” Leon says, biting into a gluten-free, grain-free, dairy-free piece of banana bread. Leon grew up in Manhattan and went to LaGuardia for high school, where every student who gets in has to have an incredible artistic talent. His was fine art, and he’s now an exceptional graphic designer. He puts those skills to good use as Sasha’s go-to deck designer at work—though she never pays him extra. Since half of his classmates actually went on to become legit famous, à la Timothée Chalamet, he’s never been one to hold celebs on a pedestal. Says it’s too weird since he saw them as acne-prone teenagers trying like crazy to get fake IDs so they could hit up hookah bars on St. Mark’s Place.

Leon’s second-generation Chinese American, and back when he was in his party monster phase, he was known for throwing the most bonkers New Year’s celebrations, which always ended with naked dancing on his roof even though it would be the middle of winter. But now that he’s got a boyfriend, Giuseppe; sticks to a no-illicit-substances policy on nights out; adopted a mutt named Kylie; and has a pretty demanding role here at Styling by Sasha, he’s calmed down. For the most part.

Leon swallows the last bite of his pastry and tosses the piece of parchment into the trash can under my desk. “Everyone’s talking about it. Alyssa said, and I quote, ‘That got Sasha’s attention.’”

“Shut the fuck up, babe.”

“I will not. It’s true.” Alyssa waves toward us, and Leon mouths something to her across the room before laughing. Then he turns back to me. “We’re on for drinks Friday with Victoria, yeah?”

“Definitely,” I say, making a mental note to confirm with my childhood best friend, who made the move to the Upper East Side when she married her insanely hot financier husband, Jake, and gave birth to their sweet albeit way-too-precocious sons, five-year-old Dax and three-year-old Chase.

Leon blows me a kiss and disappears while I dash off an email to Madison Lee’s manager, confirming the plan, before writing the pop star’s Los Angeles address carefully on a delivery slip. I hang it on the metal clothing rack, ready for the outfits to arrive later today. Back in my inbox, Madison Lee’s manager responds with a one-line note:

From: management@mmay.com

To: clopez@stylingbysasha.com

Date: May 10, 2022, 4 pm ET

Subject: Re: Madison Lee x Ernesto

FUCK YES!!!!! SHE’S IN FOR IT ALL BABY!

I lean back in my desk chair, rocking back and forth, relieved. If all goes well, Madison Lee will get the looks tomorrow, and according to this little email, she’ll post photos of them by the end of the week. And I, god willing, will be on a sweet, sweet ride out of assistant hell.

My phone buzzes, and I slip it out of my pocket, checking the screen. The words “Fuckboy Orthodontist” pop up, and even though I hesitate to give Doug the time of day after he booty-called me at 2:00 a.m. last Thursday, I swipe to see what he’s said.

It’s just a tongue-wagging emoji and little spurts of water. I should be disgusted, but after the on-again, off-again bullshit he’s put me through, it’s nothing out of the ordinary. I consider deleting the message or telling him to fuck off. But then I remember that little tongue thing he does when he’s on his knees in front of me and . . . well, a little celebratory hang sesh couldn’t hurt.

My place at 10.

It’s a good fucking day.




Chapter 3

Leon perches on the corner of my desk and plunks down a cup from the fancy coffee shop we like but is two blocks too far for us to go to on a regular basis. “Bone-dry cappuccino with four pumps of sugar-free vanilla. Just the way you like it, freak.”

“My hero.” I take a sip and press my hand to my heart.

Leon furrows his brow before leaning over my cubicle, resting his chin on his hands. “Any word from Madison Lee’s team?”

I clear my throat and shuffle some papers on my desk. “Not yet.”

“It’s only been a few days. Celebs are like this, babe, you know that.” He gives my shoulder a soft squeeze.

Leon’s always been the best at pep talks, even when we were assistants. One afternoon, only a few weeks after he started here, Leon found me freaking out in the back stairwell, mustard splattered across the brand-new Theory blouse I had found in the discount section of Nordstrom Rack. When I told him Sasha went ballistic because I gave her a ten-minute break in between meetings instead of a twenty-minute one and tossed a bunch of open condiment packets at me in the kitchenette, he didn’t tell me to laugh it off or suck it up. Instead, he hugged me, careful to avoid getting mustard on his own chic outfit, and told me Sasha was a fucked-up asshole and that it was okay to feel devastated.

“She’s a bully,” he said. “And the best way to fuck with bullies is to not let them see you hurt. So, cry all you want in here, just don’t let her see you as anything less than perfect out there.”

Leon didn’t say it then, but over the years of our friendship, I learned it was the same tactic he used to deal with all the hypercompetitive artists in high school and later NYU, where he went to study graphic design. Over martinis, he once told me that so many of his peers would sabotage one another by hogging all the lab space before they were due to present their portfolios. He found that whole world revolting, so he ditched his dream of being a creative director at an ad agency and started pursuing fashion his junior year. Unfortunately, he found that this industry’s just as cutthroat. But often with more perks.

Sitting at my desk, Leon smiles down at me with optimism. But we both know that if Madison Lee doesn’t post the photos by the deadline Bill and his team demanded—and even though her manager promised me via text, email, and voice memo that she definitely, 100 percent would—the odds that she’ll post anything at all are not in our favor.

I squint down at my phone, which is open to Madison Lee’s Instagram feed. “Maybe Gia Denim had an exclusive on her for twenty-four hours or something,” I say, though I know they don’t have the kind of money for that. “She posted about their high-waisted skinnies yesterday.”

“Totally,” Leon says, not convincingly. He glances toward Sasha’s office, where my boss is currently pacing back and forth, screaming at someone over the phone through her AirPods. “It’s only Friday. Maybe she’ll do it over the weekend or something. Big engagement on Sunday mornings, blah blah blah.”

We’re both quiet for a beat.

“Has she said anything?” Leon asks in a lower tone, while his eyes stay on Sasha.

As if on cue, Sasha bursts out of her office. “Did she do it yet?” she barks.

“Not yet!” I’m using my most hopeful voice, but Sasha just grunts.

“Bill called again,” she says, loud enough for every employee in our vicinity to hear. “This better happen by the end of the day, because I am not running interference on your mistake during my weekend.”

Her door slams, and I try not to jump.

“Kill me now,” I mumble, and Leon throws me a sympathetic look before standing to go back to the comforting cocoon of Alyssa’s office.

“At least we have drinks later,” he says.

I down half my coffee and turn back to my phone, refreshing Madison Lee’s feed, as if that might will the post into existence. That’s the trouble with this noncontractual, relaxed, not-so-sponsored content. All you have is the celeb’s team’s insistence that of course they’ll share pics of gifted clothes. But when they don’t . . . the brands get mad. And we get stuck in the middle. I’ve seen it happen before with less important clients—D-list reality stars and mommy bloggers.

Once, everyone blew their fucking lids when they found out that a former Bachelor star resold a bunch of comped clothes on an online luxury consignment shop the literal day after receiving them. Would it hurt to wait one season before trying to cash in on freebies?

All of a sudden, my stomach sinks. Could Madison Lee have done something like that? There’s no way. She’s not that desperate. She just got that Nicki Minaj collab. But that would explain why her assistant has been ghosting me since Wednesday and why her publicist stopped insisting the post was only minutes away from going up this morning.

I might as well check that consignment site the Bachelor star used just to put my mind at ease. No harm in looking, right?

I pull up the site with shaking fingers and hold my breath as I type Ernesto into the search bar. It takes a few seconds, thanks to the shitty internet Sasha refuses to spend money to upgrade, even though she takes a black car to and from work every day and expenses every single aspect of her life.

But when the page finally loads, my heart drops. The most recently acquired items are listed first, and right there in the top five spots are all the items we sent Madison Lee, in her exact sizes, proclaiming that they’re new. With tags!

I clench my fists and feel my cheeks flush. What the fuck do I do? Sasha is going to kill me.

I grab my phone and dial Madison Lee’s assistant with shaking fingers. No answer. Obviously. As I listen to this woman’s voicemail, suggesting I leave a message, I try to decide what to do. Ream her out and leave evidence? Text her and tell her to call ASAP?

There’s no time to decide because the beep goes off and I go with my gut.

“Heeeey, it’s Cricket over at Styling by Sasha. Just wanted to check in because I saw something a little surprising online—can you give me a call back?”

My voice sounds a little bit desperate, but I hang up thinking I did the right thing. Definitely. Obviously. This is just a simple misunderstanding. It will all work itself out. I’m a fool for even thinking—

“What the fuck is this?”

Everything in my body freezes, and I’m scared to even let out a breath. I know that voice, that tone. It’s the one Sasha uses when she chucks her wrong lunch order at my face, when she tells me I look too tan, too pale. Or that I should get a manicure or my brows done. Or that I’m a fucking idiot loser who has no business being in fashion.

I try to compose myself, making sure my face is still and unreadable, before I force myself to spin around in my chair. Sasha is staring at my computer, hands on hips, scowling so hard her brows form a deep V above her eyes despite all the Botox in her forehead.

“Um . . .” I start.

“Are those the clothes Ernesto sent Madison Lee? On a goddamn consignment site?” Her voice is loud, so loud that it seems like everyone else in the office has turned to listen to Sasha Sherman berate her assistant. Again. I want to melt into the floor.

“I—”

“Don’t you fucking speak,” she yells, lunging toward me. For a second, I think she’s going to slap me, but Sasha learned to stop doing that after her first assistant threatened a lawsuit. Heard about that one after I accepted my offer. Instead, she pushes me to the side so I roll away in my chair and leans over my computer, scrolling and clicking on every single piece we sent Madison Lee. “That ungrateful little bitch.”

I let out a sigh of relief. She knows who the bad guy is here, and it’s not me. At least she can recognize that.

“I know, right?” I say, smoothing my hair down as I roll back toward her in my chair. “It’s so unprofessional.”

But then Sasha turns her head so slow it scares me. Her eyes are full of fire, and she opens her mouth, ready to spit venom.

I spoke too soon.

“Unprofessional?” she yells. “You know what’s unprofessional? Having this happen at all. You should have gotten this deal in writing. A contract. With a lawyer. None of this handshake bullshit you and your dumbass generation are so fond of. What, you thought she was just going to give away free press? Idiot. You’re a goddamn idiot.”

I blink twice, forcing myself not to cry. Do not cry.

“Aren’t you going to say something?” she snarls. “This is my fucking reputation on the line. Bill is going to throw a fit.”

“I—”

“You what?” Sasha is standing now, her arms crossed over her chest, making the same disgusted face she made when I booked her a middle-of-the-room table at Pastis instead of a back corner booth, or the time I couldn’t get her in first class for a flight to Los Angeles during my second week on the job. Now, she’s looking at me like she wants to rip off her Alaïa stiletto and jam it right into my carotid.

I have to say something. I have to stand up for myself. Give a reason. Especially if I want her to still entertain the idea of giving me the promotion that I know I deserve. I rise to my feet, preparing for battle.

But instead, I say the worst thing possible.

“This isn’t my fault.”

Sasha throws back her head and laughs, an uproarious one that makes the three people who weren’t watching crane their necks to see what’s happening.

“Oh, fuck off,” she says, waving her hand at me. “You think you’re becoming a stylist now?”

My face reddens, and I try not to catch Leon’s eye even though he’s standing right behind Sasha, secondhand embarrassment written all over his face.

“You just set yourself back years,” she says. “Years.”

Sasha turns on her heel and storms off, back into her office. The rest of the room is quiet and frozen, until finally I sink down into my seat, dropping my head in my hands. Rage thumps all over my body, and I just want to break something, to scream. At Madison Lee and Sasha, sure, but also at myself, for having no idea how to clean up this horrible mess.




Chapter 4

“She said what?” Victoria looks at me in horror, her perfectly symmetrical features all out of whack when Leon recounts what exactly happened to make me need three vodka sodas with splashes of pineapple before even ordering appetizers.

We’re at The Standard Grill, where we’ve spent many raucous evenings, though in our early twenties we’d put all the drinks on Victoria’s tab, since she worked at a massive PR firm and could technically expense our orders and claim they were business meetings. Now that she’s traded her corporate card for one her husband pays for, she just charges him and never lets us pay. It gets harder and harder to pretend to try, but Leon still puts up a valiant effort.

I take a sip from my tumbler. “You heard him,” I say, resigned to the fact that I may have just had the worst day of my professional life. But at least I can close it out in this cozy leather booth with the people I love most.

Victoria covers my hand with hers, and her eternity wedding band sparkles, each quarter-carat emerald-cut diamond winking back at me like a secret. She’s been my best friend since middle school, when we were paired together in a social studies class to do a project about the Berlin Wall. We’ve been through hell and back together—like when her parents got divorced, making her split her time between Bedford and where we grew up in the suburbs of Philadelphia, or like when I walked in on my college boyfriend fucking my freshman-year roommate and Victoria maxed out her emergencies-only credit card so I could take a last-minute train ride to visit her at Georgetown, where I had a dance floor make-out with a random dude at her sorority mixer.

Weirdly, that was also the night when she met Jake, who became her college sweetheart. They married two years to the day after graduation and had the most beautiful wedding at the Pierre. I was a bridesmaid, of course, and got to wear a Vera Wang dress she picked out for me specifically so I didn’t have to match the rest of the wedding party.

She’s heard the worst of Sasha over the years and has always been supportive, even when Sasha made me late to Victoria’s bachelorette party in East Hampton because she wouldn’t let me leave the office before 9:00 p.m. since she—and I quote—“needed a warm body in the empty office in case Angelina Jolie called.” The phone never rang.

Our lives couldn’t be more different now, especially since Jake landed the high-level partner gig at some tech security firm whose name I can never remember and they bought a place on the Upper East Side. Her sons are now firmly planted in the Manhattan private-school-to-Ivy-League pipeline, but she’s always made time for me, even though my problems probably seem paltry to hers. Plus, she most often offers to come downtown, since she knows we despise the wine bars she and her mommy friends go to after playdates.

“She’s such a see-you-next-Tuesday,” Victoria says, motioning to the waitress that we need a round of shots. Aaaaand that’s why I love her.

“Sasha or Madison Lee?” Leon asks as a cone of French fries and a silver cup full of plump jumbo shrimp cocktail are set down in front of us.

Victoria throws up her hands, and the sleeves of her Alexander McQueen puff-shoulder top barely miss the cocktail sauce. “Both!” She swipes a French fry through a puddle of ketchup and wags it around. “Entitled a-holes. I mean, we expect this from Sasha. After all you’ve been through, babe.” She pets my head like I’m a stray puppy. “But tweenager celebs who think they can do whatever they want?” Victoria bites her fry with rage in her eyes. “I can’t stand that shit. I see it all the time at SoulCycle.”

Leon nudges me under the table and raises one eyebrow. Victoria’s always trying to pretend like we live on the same planet. But since she left her job at the PR firm, she barely remembers what it’s like to deal with people who snub you on a daily basis.

We must do a terrible job of hiding our amusement, because Victoria shakes her head and leans in for emphasis. “Seriously!” she says. “I see that woman who got cut from last season of Real Housewives there all the time being a D to people who work at the front desk.”

“You can say dick, you know,” I say, twirling my straw around in my drink. Victoria thinks swearing is as tacky as bandage dresses, even though they’re kind of back in style.

Victoria ignores me and keeps going. “She’s always asking for free leggings if she posts about her workouts. It’s so desperate. Like, honey, you can obviously afford those.”

“People are the worst,” I say.

Leon rolls his eyes. “I’ve been telling you guys for years. All those kids I went to school with who are now famous? Their fans would die if they knew what they were like when no one was watching. Like, who resells clothes, who demands free crap, who tips well.” Leon keeps talking as the waitress sets down a few shot glasses in front of us. “The extremely small pieces of gossip are what people actually care about because that’s what no one’s discussing.”

I’ve never had a real inside look at celebrity culture like Leon, who was getting into red-carpet parties when he was seventeen, or an encyclopedic knowledge of stars like Victoria, whose husband gets them invites to the Vanity Fair Oscar party through an old college buddy. Every. Year. But I have always been intrigued by the way people treat celebrities like they’re untouchable. Beyond human. Working for Sasha
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