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Dedication

For Bella and Poppy

Be brave, bold and unashamedly you.




Epigraph

‘Fashion is life-enhancing, and I think it’s a lovely, generous thing to do for other people’

Dame Vivienne Westwood
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Prologue

Dear Destiny,

Can you ever know that someone is truly yours?

So asks one follower by the initials AG this week, and the simple answer is: no. I hope this hasn’t cracked your heart in two. Let me explain:

Dear AG – If you are in a relationship and concerned whether the other person is as committed to you as you are to them, or you are questioning your own commitment to a long-term relationship, firstly, may I strongly suggest that you do some work on yourself. This kind of question reveals a deep insecurity and a lack of trust that is likely to make any suitor catch the first bus out of your area. Secondly, you need to get out there and enjoy having a full relationship without fear. Thirdly, remember that no one can actually climb inside anyone’s brain, so it’s impossible to know if they are truly yours, all you can do is trust them – until they show you otherwise, which might be never or might be tomorrow. Work with factual information, AG, because guessing about a person is the road to ruin. And be thankful they can’t climb into your mind either – that really would be the death of nearly all relationships, wouldn’t it? AG, you must believe in your ability to love and be loved in return.

Best of luck,

Dear Destiny




Chapter One

It was 2.15 p.m. on Saturday and I’d just popped to the loo after lunch with Mum in Peter Jones, Sloane Square. I was sitting on the toilet, having a quick scroll from Instagram to WhatsApp to Gmail, when I saw it there. I read the email three times, because I couldn’t believe it was real. Then I jogged all the way back to our table from the ladies’.

‘You’ll never believe it.’ I grinned at Mum. My forehead was sweating lightly. I knew this because my mother was looking up there, rather than at my lips.

As it turned out, no, she could not believe it, in fact it made no sense to her at all, because she had no idea who Mandy Sykes was.

This was hugely frustrating for me. I mean, gah! What planet does she live on?

I’m sure I don’t need to tell you that Mandy Sykes is the biggest thing to have hit the internet since Kylie Jenner’s lips or Prince Harry’s todger. Following her bunion operation last year, Mandy’s right foot gained the highest ever number of likes on Instagram and spawned its own TikTok account, which swiftly paved the way to an eponymous range of bunion correctors to ‘Cheat feet into wearing the heels you deserve!’ Heels by Mandy Sykes, of course.

Where have you been, mother dearest?

We were in Peter Jones because Mum was trying to cheer me up.

She wanted me to play her personal stylist and source a mother-of-the-bride outfit for her to wear to my sister Lucy’s wedding. Less because she actually wanted this service from me, more because she thought it would be a good distraction from the fact I was being made redundant from my job in the visual merchandising department at Selfridges.

So here we were, in ladieswear, on this busier-than-usual afternoon. The novelty had worn off on both of us.

‘Yellow is definitely not me,’ Mum stated, turning her nose up at practically all of the spring/summer collections on the floor.

I tutted loudly. ‘It’s more mustard than yellow. Won’t you just try the dress, so we know for certain that it’s not you? Mustard is a good colour for you. Mustard is bang on trend – and that’s the brief you gave me, if you remember?’ I pulled out my phone at this point and began scrolling to find the WhatsApp message in which she had commissioned me to find her, and I quote, ‘an on-trend wedding outfit’.

She brushed the phone away.

‘It’s just now that I see the options, I don’t know if I could actually wear them.’

I sucked in my cheeks. I’ve had way more disingenuous clients in the past, but there’s something about being related to one that is next-level difficult.

‘And one hundred quid minimum for a dress?’ Mum was complaining. ‘This is scandalous!’

‘How about a print?’ I offered, guiding her from one concession to the next. ‘Prints are huge this season.’

Mum fingered a price tag. ‘Three hundred and fifty pounds!’ she exclaimed loudly, turning her head for dramatic effect in the hope of catching the eye of a kindred spirit to back her up.

‘I thought you wanted to get something special, Mum – you’re the mother of the bride. Believe me, you’d pay a lot more for bespoke. And you told me you wanted to look fashionable at this wedding.’

‘Prints are ageing and yellow is for WAGs,’ she replied as if the matter was closed. ‘I want to look age appropriate.’

‘WAGs,’ I scoffed. ‘Very Noughties.’ It’s like shopping with a teenager!

‘The only thing that feels appropriate right now is for me to disappear,’ I muttered, looking hurt.

‘Oh, don’t be silly, Amber. It’s just that after all these years, I like to think I have some idea about what suits me.’ We walked on.

‘So why are we here, if you don’t really want my advice?’ I asked belligerently.

She ignored me. We both knew the whole thing was a ruse; a way to build our relationship. After the three months I had spent with Rob in New York, I had felt distant from Mum, as though we couldn’t just pick up where we left off anymore. An unspoken Sahara Desert appeared between us where she didn’t really understand my world and I felt estranged from hers. Plus, getting made redundant had hit my ego hard. The truth was, I felt like a failure. Even though I tried to tell myself I didn’t want to be a window dresser forever, so to see it as an opportunity, I was worried about the future and what I would do next. Plus, not having a steady income would affect Rob’s and my plans to buy a flat together. She had suggested the girlie trip to ‘cheer me up’, but it was having the opposite effect. Being with my decisive, high-achieving lawyer mother was making me feel even more inadequate. A partner in a prestigious law firm, with no plan to retire any time soon, Mum seemed so capable of anything she put her mind to. Sometimes it’s hard to believe I came from her womb.

I sucked in my cheeks as Mum squinted at her mobile phone. What could be more important than a whole floor of new season collections?

‘Is it a work thing?’ I probed.

‘It’s your father,’ she said, not looking up. A serious expression fell across her face. ‘I forgot to tell him to take the steak out of the freezer.’

I puffed out my cheeks and then slowly released the air inside. I thought about all the times when I was sixteen and I could be so frustrated, so disgusted, by things my mum said that I would storm off in a huff. It was a shame I couldn’t get away with petulant behaviour anymore. Adulting is hard.

‘Okay, Mum.’

Things improved marginally once we found Ralph Lauren and a sale rail containing a dress almost identical to a navy-and-cream one she wore to the last family wedding.

When I reminded her of this fact, she muttered, ‘At least I already have a matching hat. Anyway, if not the wedding, maybe it will work for the hen do? I’m going to need something for that too. It’s quite Parisian, don’t you think?’

I bristled at the mention of the hen. ‘It’s quite plain, to be totally honest. But if you like it …’

There was something I needed to tell Mum today, but so far there hadn’t been a right moment; probably because there was no easy way of saying it.

She tried on the dress and the twelve was too big and the ten too tight. I breathed a sigh of relief – which was more than she could do in the ten – and then we both decided we needed some time out. And a cheese scone. 

In the café, I snuck a look at my phone. I had been expecting something to come through from my boss at Selfridges, Joseph, about my redundancy package, but I found a very different email – one that was infinitely more welcome. And now that I had this email in my possession, I wasn’t going to let a failed shopping trip dampen my mood.

While Mum went to the loo, I phoned Rob. He’ll know how big this is.

‘Mandy who?’

My heart sank. Clearly, he hadn’t been looking at Instagram every five seconds for years, like me.

I googled a photo and sent it to him as a reminder.

‘Oh her,’ he conceded. ‘The one with the bunion. She’s epic, isn’t she? That’s great news, baby, it could be perfect timing! Shall I cook later? We’ll have to stop splashing out on takeaways. I’m near Sainsbury’s?’

I had a quick re-read of the email. It was short, but to the point:


Dear Miss Green,

Ms Mandy Sykes is looking for a UK-based personal stylist. We wondered if you would be interested in coming for an interview? Ms Sykes will be in London on 1 March and can see you at Corinthia London. Please let me know as soon as possible if you can meet with Ms Sykes and her team with regards to this position.

Best wishes,

Julie-Ann Morris

Agent to Ms Mandy Sykes



It took me a nanosecond to decide if I was interested. With no job, no takeaways for the foreseeable, and the renewal of my mobile phone plan coming up, this email could be the answer to my prayers. It was also, as of now, my only option. A pang of worry about money was lodged in my mind, like a heavy rain cloud. My life-savings would cover my share of our rent for the next few months but that was it. I hadn’t been expecting to be made redundant.

 ‘Efficiencies are being made across the company,’ Joseph had told my co-worker Shauna and me when he called us into a meeting yesterday morning.

‘The graffiti’s off?’ Shauna jumped the gun, assuming he was referring to our proposal to involve the hottest street artists for the summer shop windows.

‘I don’t just mean the graffiti idea has been slammed – although it has.’ Joseph avoided eye contact with us. ‘I mean they have asked all managers to look at efficiencies in other areas too.’

We sat in silence for five seconds. I knew it was five because I counted as the second hand moved on the wall clock.

‘Are you trying to tell us we might be out of jobs?’ Shauna asked. I could always rely on her to be direct.

‘Nothing is concrete yet,’ Joseph continued awkwardly. ‘But I’ve been asked to make you aware that your role is at risk of redundancy and, at about six p.m. today, the company will be sending out emails to certain individuals, either confirming the redundancy or offering an alternative role for you within the company. I’m sorry for this news.’

Shauna flicked her nails in the way she did just before she was about to blow up.

‘When you say “certain individuals”, do you mean both me and Amber, or just one of us?’ Her brow was furrowed. ‘I mean, I’m assuming you wouldn’t be telling us this, if we weren’t getting the email?’

Joseph stroked his chin, the way he did when he was anxious about something. ‘You’ll find out soon enough,’ he replied.

‘Are they mad?’ Shauna scoffed. ‘I mean, do they seriously think it’s possible for you to manage the window designs on your own? They have no idea—’

‘It’s hard to swallow, mate, but the reality is that physical sales have been impacted by AI and online systems, making it easier for people to shop from home,’ he said. ‘The lack of footfall in the store is having an impact on all aspects of retail – including the window displays.’

‘Great, so we’re going to be replaced by AI?’ Shauna said scornfully.

‘Enter the robo-stylists …’ I muttered, backing her up.

‘We’re not there – yet,’ Joseph replied calmly. ‘But there’s been talk of digitising the windows. I didn’t even get the David Koma display approved, and I only got him to agree to do it because he’s a friend.’

‘I’m good with digital,’ Shauna piped up seriously. ‘Did you see my last TikTok?’

Joseph continued calmly, ‘Listen, I know it’s a shock, it was for me too. But try not to panic. Please keep an eye on your inbox and I’ll support you however I can through this process.’ He had obviously been heavily briefed by HR not to go into any detail. Though I was pretty sure that being in the at-risk category didn’t sound promising.

Sure enough, I got the email later that day, just as I set foot on the down escalator at the Bond Street Tube station. It stated that my role had been made redundant and there were ‘regrettably, no other openings within the company’ for me at this time. I texted Shauna to see if she had received the same email and she replied immediately, No babes – I’m sorry. It was crushing for my confidence, but, as Rob reminded me over a bottle of wine that evening, after all the fun and excitement of styling the Angel Wear fashion show in Manhattan, going back to work as a shop window designer hadn’t been cutting it for me for a while. I missed styling real people instead of mannequins.

‘Maybe this will turn out to be a good thing?’ he had offered, green eyes shining. Rob’s ability to look on the bright side was one of the things I loved about him. ‘You’ll get two-months’ pay to tide you over while you find a new job. And I’m sure that won’t take you long. You’re Amber Green, stylist to the stars, dahling!’

‘Former stylist to the stars,’ I corrected him, morosely. 

So, right now, eighteen hours later, as I waited for Mum in Peter Jones, this email felt like I’d been thrown a life jacket. It would be amazing if I could secure a job immediately. Then I might be able to afford a few new outfits from the two-months’ pay. There was a new fire in my fingertips as I replied to the email.


Dear Julie-Ann, thanks so much for getting in touch. I’d love to meet up! Just let me know what time suits Ms Sykes and I’ll be there. Kind regards, Amber Green



I instantly regretted the fact I’d made myself so available. Enthusiasm had probably knocked a zero off my potential salary. I’d never been good at stifling excitement. If I was likened to a punctuation symbol, I’d be an exclamation mark, no question. I could never be as aloof as all the moody full stops you see decorating the front row at fashion shows.

In a panic, I realised I hadn’t given Julie-Ann my mobile number, so I sent her another email adding my mobile, plus Instagram and TikTok handles, just to cover all bases. The show of excitement had likely shaved another chunk off my salary, but was totally and utterly authentically me.

With a cheese scone sitting like a kettlebell in my stomach and Mum looking jittery after two cups of coffee, we decided to abort the shopping trip and go home. She had some partially defrosted steak and a legal case to check on, and I wanted to discuss the email with Rob.

We parted company on the Bakerloo line with a stiff hug and a promise to do this again because it had been so lovely. Neither of us is good at lying. As the train pulled away, she urgently mouthed at me: See you next Friday for Nora’s birthday, don’t forget! And then a text came through: Sorry for being a shitty client, you are wasted on me. That Mandy will be lucky to have you. Good luck – go for it. Mum.

This made me smile. It was as close as I would ever get to a compliment. I hoped ‘That Mandy’ might feel the same.

As I continued my journey back home to Kensal Rise, I became curious about who had recommended me to an agent of Mandy Sykes. The fact the email referred to a ‘position’ made me think it was more than an ad-hoc enquiry about styling Mandy for the occasional event. My immediate thought was Mona Armstrong, the notorious celebrity stylist, and my former boss, whom I assisted during one memorable awards season between London and Los Angeles three years ago. Mona wasn’t known for being particularly generous when it came to good deeds, especially for ex-assistants, so it was unlikely to be her, unless she had an ulterior motive, which was plausible.

Maybe I had met one of Mandy’s entourage during that whirlwind circuit? I couldn’t recall who. Or perhaps Mandy had read about the Angel Wear show, during those incredible few hours last autumn when I had found myself trending on Instagram. Maybe she had made a note?

Then it clicked. It might be Poppy. As in Poppy Dunn, the actress. Just before Rob and I spent three months in New York last year, I bumped into Poppy, sat in Mandy Sykes’s car outside Selfridges, as she waited for her mega-famous friend to return to the vehicle after emptying half of the Hermès concession. Poppy and Mandy shared an agent at one point, when Poppy was trying to break America, so she was the only certain link to Mandy I could think of. I had come to her fashion rescue a couple of times during those three crazy months in Manhattan, so she owed me a favour. Yes, it had to be Poppy. I looked up and whispered into the lighting on the stuffy Tube carriage. Thank you, Poppy, you’re a total babe.

When I made it back to our flat, Rob was already home. I call it ‘our’ flat, but it wasn’t so long ago that I shared this place with my best friend Vicky, before Vicky moved to Los Angeles and stayed there with her film director boyfriend.

At least Vicky will understand how big this is.

I was itching to call her, but it would only be eight a.m. in LA and Vicky was not an early riser.

‘So, were you successful in making over London’s most fussy client?’ Rob asked. He knew my mother sufficiently well enough that he was allowed to make derogatory comments.

‘Don’t be stupid,’ I replied. ‘I was always going to fail.’

‘Did she buy anything?’

I sighed. ‘Nope. We should have gone to a gallery or a matinée, she wouldn’t have had to suffer all my bad suggestions then. I mean, can you believe I had the audacity to suggest she try wearing a shade of yellow?’

‘Not very her.’ He smiled.

‘She’d have looked great, if only she’d given it a go. And it’s bang on trend.’

He smirked. ‘Did she at least buy you lunch?’

We were interrupted by my phone buzzing. Lucy.

‘Amber, I’ve been waiting for you to call. How did it go with Mum?’

I paused. I knew full well what she meant.

‘Am?’

‘I’m here. I literally just walked through the door.’

‘So, did you do the deed?’

My silence told her the answer.

‘Oh Amber, this is the only thing I’ve asked you to do so far. And, as my maid of honour, you kind of have to do it. We only have eight Eurostar tickets and I’ve invited everyone. I can’t tell one of my best friends that they can’t come anymore. It’s only a couple of weeks away. What are we going to do?’ The ‘we’ made me flinch – such a friendly but loaded word.

‘I’m sorry, Luce, there wasn’t a good moment,’ I replied, feeling irked that my main duty as maid of honour appeared to revolve around delivering bad news, rather than knocking back champagne whilst giving a second opinion on the wedding flowers. Lucy seemed to have conveniently forgotten that I had successfully steered her away from the horrendous tulle wedding gown, which came with a stitched-in suspender-belt, that she would have ended up in if left to her own devices. Surely that was a big tick under my MOH duties? Telling the excited mother-of-the-bride that she was barred from her own daughter’s hen do shouldn’t be a prerequisite for the role, if you ask me.

‘Perhaps we should just get another ticket?’ I offered, meekly.

Lucy recoiled. I could sense it through the phone.

‘No,’ she said, measuredly.

She was right, of course. But I was angry that she had let Mum believe she was invited, leaving me to do the dirty work.

Lucy could be bossy at the best of times, but her wedding run-up had been a marathon – and there were still four months to go. I felt horribly disloyal even thinking it, but I wasn’t looking forward to my own sister’s hen. To compound matters, she was also starting to make noises that the Pronovias gown I helped her choose – and at a fifteen per cent discount, thanks to my fashion connections – was giving her nightmares because she thought it made her back look like she ‘wrestled for a living’. Naturally, being a stylist, I was to blame for this imagined situation; when in reality the champagned-coloured sensual ‘mermaid’ gown with rippling sequined effect, plunge back, and a neckline with exquisite beaded edging, was going to make the most breathtaking bridal look for the bride who insisted she couldn’t wear white.

‘Don’t panic. I’ll talk to Mum in the next couple of days,’ I muttered, to get her off the phone.

‘Okay, great, let me know when it’s done.’ She sighed. ‘And don’t forget Nora’s birthday next Friday. Come any time after six as she’s having a party with her school friends first. Expect a sugar high, but it would be lovely to see you. I’ll save you some cake.’

‘Of course,’ I said. ‘I’ll be there.’

When I had hung up, I pulled my sweater sleeves down over my hands and sucked in my cheeks.

‘She’s going to be devastated,’ I said, flopping onto the sofa beside my boyfriend. ‘Rob …?’ I said, louder.

‘Not wedding drama again?’ He was squinting at his laptop.

‘You need to get your eyes tested. How do I phone Mum and tell her she’s not going to her daughter’s hen do?’

‘Get it over with. Blame a mix-up over numbers, it’ll be done by the time I’ve made you a mug of tea.’ He leant forward and passed me my phone from the coffee table.

‘Thank Christ for that!’ Mum exclaimed once I had broken the unfortunate news that due to a computer glitch somewhere between here and King’s Cross, we seemed to be one Eurostar ticket short for a sold-out train, and, as maid of honour, I didn’t want to have to ask Lucy to let one of her oldest friends down, so it was either her or me.

 ‘Please don’t tell your sister, but I think a Paris hen do is more for you lot, rather than me,’ she said, sounding upbeat.

‘Are you absolutely sure, Mum?’

‘Darling, I’ve never been surer. To be honest, I’d much rather stay at home. I was going to talk to you about it today, but there wasn’t a good time.’

‘Thank you for being so understanding,’ I added duly. ‘Lucy feels terrible.’

‘That’s one outfit we can scratch off the list,’ she added jovially. ‘You must be relieved.’ Her tone was friendly, as she alluded that she might not have been the easiest customer today.

‘It’s no bother, Mum, honestly.’ I smiled. ‘But I still wish you’d tried the mustard.’

Being a lawyer, Mum was used to keeping it professional in smart suits and dresses, but this was a big family event. It was such a wasted opportunity! Things like this pained me, deeply, on a visceral level, like the thought of chewing cotton wool balls or watching Rob eat a peach. 

Buoyed by telling Lucy the good news that we were going to Paris without mother in tow, and redeeming myself as her wedding attendant, I decided to ditch cooking and go with Rob for a date-night dinner of snacks and wine. ‘We may be broke, but you’re worth it,’ he had declared, and as usual we opted for our local, The Chamberlayne.

Nico was behind the bar. He was always a comforting sight, having been pulling pints and shaking cocktails in The Chamberlayne for as long as I’d lived in the area. He’d been witness to more than a few ‘spirited’ evenings I’d had in here with Vicky – and there was that disastrous night with Rob, before we were together, when I fancied him like crazy and managed to slag off his current girlfriend before drunkenly toppling off my bar stool and twisting my ankle. Luckily, there wasn’t much about my behaviour that could shock Nico – he claimed to have ‘seen it all’. But none of it went outside of these four walls. He’d merely wink and flash his wide, warm Italian smile the next time I saw him.

‘If only he wasn’t gay,’ Vicky would lament, almost every time we had come to the pub and shared a lock-in with Nico. ‘I mean, do you think he’d ever fancy me?’

I didn’t need to order before a glass of white wine was placed on the bar in front of me, and a pint for Rob.

‘Table or bar, you beautiful pair?’ Nico asked, looking across at the half-empty space. It was nearly seven p.m. and by eight on a Saturday evening, most of the tables would be taken.

‘We’ll grab that one please, mate.’ Rob gestured to a cosy spot.

‘So, tell me properly about this email,’ he said, when we’d ordered a carb-tastic array of bar food to nibble on, plus the cheese croquettes, which made me salivate just thinking about them.

I pulled out my phone and located the email. Reading it aloud made it even more real.


Please let me know as soon as possible if you can meet with Ms Sykes and her team with regards to this position.

Best wishes,

Julie-Ann Morris

Agent to Ms Mandy Sykes



I added a flourish to the last part, to accentuate how big this was.

‘So, what are you going to do?’ Rob asked.

‘Durr!’ I replied, staggered. ‘Seeing as I’m currently unemployed, coupled with the fact I miss the fun of putting clothes on humans, rather than shop window dummies, I’ve emailed her back to say I’m interested already – it’s a no-brainer. But there is a chance this email has gone out to lots of other, more established stylists so I’m trying not to get my hopes too high.’

Rob sniggered.

‘What’s so funny?’

‘I was just remembering how you were ecstatic to get the Selfridges job after assisting Mona Armstrong, precisely for the opposite reason – you were sick of actual people, their crazy demands and showbiz nonsense,’ he said, smiling endearingly. ‘Mannequins were appealing.’

‘You’ve got a point. But clothes look the same on those dummies – they don’t come alive like they do on real bodies. I miss people, their energy, and, most of all, their stories.’

‘There were some crazy stories,’ he observed. ‘It wasn’t all about bringing clothes alive, it was the reverse sometimes. Remember Liv Ramone, who preferred to go naked rather than wear any of the outfits you carefully sourced? And the fact you ended up styling a six-foot-four drag queen in an Angel Wear diamond bra? That wasn’t a standard day at the office.’

‘I know, I know,’ I giggled, ‘but it was brilliant. They were proper fashion moments. I love the power of bringing out the best in people … and I guess I miss the drama of it all.’

‘Be careful what you wish for,’ he warned.

Rob had a point. I had been so caught up in the excitement of celebrity, it nearly cost us our relationship. I bristled as I recalled how I let my obsession for building an Instagram following take over my life.

Yet there was something so tantalising, so alluring, about the prospect of being a personal stylist to a personality as big as Mandy Sykes. It could turn my career around. It would show Joseph and the Selfridges bosses. The fact Mandy’s agent had taken the time to write to me personally was such an ego boost.

‘I could start a new career as a personal stylist with a job like this,’ I enthused. ‘And I would get to know Mandy, what suits her shape, her personality, rekindle my relationships with top designers to reinvent her look, help to bring out the real her – I’d love to get to grips with the fiery Latino side of her that the tabloids like to spin as if it’s a negative. I’d love to see her really own her heritage, her curves – the real her. I could be so creative again.’

‘If Mandy is up for the journey,’ Rob reminded me. ‘What does Vicky think?’ he asked after a pause.

It was a question I often asked myself at life junctures, big or small. Like when Rob asked me to move in with him. Vicky told me to go for it. Or, the time when Joseph was being unreasonable at work, expecting me to stay late without any extra pay for the second time in a week – just like he had the week before. What would Vicky do? ‘Tell him, no! What are you, fashion roadkill? No overtime pay, equals no extra time. Tell him you have boundaries. End of.’

I could always rely on Vicky to tell it straight. When Mona offered me the chance to go and work for her in LA, it was Vicky whom I got drunk with the night before and who stayed up all night to help me pack my suitcase. No way was she going to let me miss that plane, even though it broke both of our hearts to end such a special era of flat-sharing together.

Vicky was the best of BFFs. She always had my interests front and centre, and was the only person who could be completely honest with me – brutally, at times – but she could do it in a way that still made me greatly admire and love her. (And, by the way, I did get the extra pay from Joseph.)

 I sat back in my seat. ‘I haven’t had a chance to speak to her about it yet,’ I told Rob, feeling the urge to FaceTime Vicky immediately but restraining myself, seeing as I was on a date night with my boyfriend, not my long-distance best friend.

 Vicky had come between Rob and I once before, when she rocked up unannounced on the doorstep of our tiny sardine-tin bedsit in Williamsburg, New York. That was all in the past, but I still felt a wariness about putting her advice ahead of his too often.

‘I reckon she’d tell you to go for it, don’t you?’ Rob lifted his hand and stroked my cheek, as if reading my mind.

‘Probably. Do you think I should?’ I asked, gently capturing his fingers on the side of my face and holding them there for a moment.

‘Of course, beautiful.’ He smiled. ‘Just as long as Ms Sykes doesn’t have you on her private jet every other day, so I never get to see you.’

‘Well, now I just have to hope that Julie-Ann Morris, Agent of Ms Mandy Sykes, gets back to me. I gave her literally all my contact details, save my NHS number.’

He laughed and, as the dimple appeared on his left cheek, I marvelled at how lucky I was to have him.

The following day I FaceTimed Vicky and she confirmed what I suspected. 

‘This is the most exciting potential job I’ve ever heard – you’ve got to get this!’ she squealed. It seemed that living in Los Angeles, and regularly doing her weekly shop at Erewhon next to Hailey Bieber, had done nothing to dampen Vicky’s excitement about the power of celebrity. ‘Surely you’ve checked her Instagram recently?’ she asked. ‘She wore the most heinous white body-con monstrosity to a Taylor Swift gig. Two words: camel foot. If she was meant to be a white witch, she could have cast a better spell over her wardrobe.’

I laughed.

‘No, seriously,’ Vicky continued. ‘I mean I’m all for body positivity, I think she’s got a shape to die for, but she needs Amber Green in her life. Never mind her bunions, you need to save her front bottom, Amber. This is a fashion emergency!’

I was belly-laughing into the screen now, instantly reminded of why it was friendship at first eye-roll when Vicky and I met on the first day of university in Brighton. We’ve been BFFs ever since.

Since that day, Vicky and I had probably shared over a million eye-rolls, sniggers behind hands, and knowing looks. We once nearly wet ourselves at a British Airways check-in desk when we tried to explain, in heavy French accents, that she was nominated for the Palme d’Or at the Cannes Film Festival, as we tried to blag an upgrade to Nice. When the woman behind the desk pointed out that the festival finished last week, and the flight was full, award-winning directors or not, we were forced to retreat to the back of the queue, blushing and Vicky muttering, ‘Sacré bleu, les Angleses est trop rude,’ as we joined the snaking economy line that almost reached the French border anyway.

Little did we know then that one day Vicky would be living in the movie industry capital, Los Angeles, with an actual film director boyfriend. Talk about serendipity! I felt a pang. I missed my partner in crime. But perhaps an opportunity like this, working with an American star like Mandy Sykes, might mean I could see her more often. The pluses were stacking up.




Chapter Two

On Monday, mid-afternoon, which was early morning in Los Angeles, an email arrived from Julie-Anne Morris. The fact she had placed me at the top of her week’s to-do list had to be a good sign.


Dear Amber,

Many thanks for the swift response. Ms Sykes and her team will be in London this coming Thursday through Monday. She can see you at 10am Friday 1st March at Corinthia London. Please confirm.

Regards

Julie-Ann



With no job to go to next week, save an allotted time to clear my desk on Friday afternoon, I didn’t have to think twice.

When the day of the interview came around, I felt inordinately nervous.

Just because I’ve come across many famous people in my styling career so far, my friends and family tend to assume I’m cool as a cucumber, nonchalant even, when it comes to being in the presence of someone in the public eye. Although I have mastered the art of not actually fainting when in the presence of showbiz greatness – let’s gloss over the time I briefly passed out at a Hollywood premiere, back in the days when I was styling the actress Beau Belle (the LA sun combined with a sugar dip was to blame) – they couldn’t be more wrong. When I see a superstar in the flesh, I still get a quickening of the heartbeat, and an adrenalin hit akin to the one time I shoplifted something (for the record, it was a travel-size dry shampoo from Boots when I was fourteen).

Yes, although you would never guess it, as I have calmly smoothed the VPL on a celebrity’s rear or inserted some chicken fillets to enhance a well-known cleavage, most of the time, I’m screaming this is amazing! inside my head.

Today was no different.

As the Tube neared Embankment station, my pulse started to rise. In a matter of minutes, I would be a few feet away from Mandy – the Mandy Sykes – and didn’t my sweaty palms know it.

At Baker Street I had opened the mindfulness app I downloaded earlier that morning. By Piccadilly I had closed it again because I couldn’t concentrate on the instructions, and by Embankment my heart was beating like a drum in my temples.

On the short walk from the Tube to the hotel, I was shaky with nerves. My phone lit up with a stream of good-luck messages from Vicky.

You got this! Followed by, Don’t leave until she offers you the job, and a further, Americans don’t do subtlety. Tell her how much you want this job. MAKE her give it to you!

I battled with my internal voice. What if I can’t do this?

A message from Rob came through: Good luck, baby. Just be you!

Just be me.

Fashion has been in my blood for as long as I can remember. There is a family legend that, aged four, I refused to sit on a sofa next to my cousins for a photo, because I was so offended by the apricot colour of the sofa and how it clashed with my red dress. When I was six, I styled my own angel costume for the school nativity, complete with glittering tiara and long, cream lace gloves, both discovered in our local Oxfam. By the age of eight, I had assembled a huge dressing-up box, and unsuspecting playmates became my clients, as I delighted in transforming them with a mohawk wig, a silk pyjama top, or some of Mum’s old sunglasses and beaded necklaces. I revelled in their delight at the big ‘reveal’ moment, when they were allowed to look in the mirror. It’s fair to say that from a young age, I had grasped the transformative power of clothes, but I had no idea yet of how this would set me up in my working life, because, truth be told, I always saw myself as a fashion fraud.

As I progressed through my awkward teenage years, I became less confident in dressing myself, but very interested in clothes worn by other people. When it came to shopping, I worshipped at the altar of charity shops and vintage stores, especially the ones in well-to-do areas like Notting Hill and Hampstead where you could regularly pick up designer seconds for a fraction of the price. There was something compelling about an item of clothing or piece of jewellery that came with its own story – the circle of fashion was a beautiful thing to me. I was all about the hunt for a bargain, or a killer accessory to reinvent an existing outfit, and always something that would suit my mum, dad, sister, or friends, before myself.

After uni, I got my first proper job in luxury retail when I literally stepped into Vicky’s shoes when she vacated a role as store assistant at Smith’s, the famous designer boutique on South Molton Street in London, and it was there that Mona Armstrong and I crossed paths on one of her visits and she offered me a role as her assistant.

Yet throughout my journey with clothing, I have come to learn and appreciate first-hand that you can dress a body in the finest, most exquisite clothes but they will do absolutely nothing for them until the person inside is able to shine too. And that’s the part I love the most.

I suppose you could call me a therapist-stylist. This was why the shop window dummies I once craved, after working with some challenging personalities, were losing their allure. And I missed the human connection of styling a person to help influence them to become their best self.

I looked down at my classic black loafers and flared black trousers, which I had teamed with a crisp white boyfriend-style shirt, untucked, and biker jacket. I had styled the outfit with some gold jewellery, not much make-up and my hair back in a low ponytail, because it looked smart that way. It was a sharp yet safe look. No star likes being out-glammed by their stylist – our job is to make the client feel like the only person in the room. But now I felt a tug of regret, hoping Mandy wouldn’t think I looked too casual. I wondered if I should have worn something borrowed, to give us a talking point around sustainability, the buzz word in fashion.

It was too late now. My mind could be its own worst enemy.

I pulled up the collar on my biker. After a month of eyeing it up in the All Saints concession in Selfridges, having this job interview had given me the incentive to blow a large portion of my March salary on it. So I ordered it online, even paying for express delivery to receive it in time.

You’ve got this, Amber. You look great.

When I let the lady at the front desk know who I was there to see, she lowered the tone of her voice.

‘Of course. I’ll let Ms Sykes know you’re here. Can I get you some water?’

She was being extra nice to me and I was under no illusion why – the cost of the Royal Penthouse Suite was probably more per night than I used to get paid in a month.

‘Mr Marquez is going to meet you out of the private lift,’ she said, beaming, and a porter appeared from nowhere to show me up.

Jose Marquez. Before he got together with Mandy, the tabloids portrayed him as a suave events promoter on the make. He was a regular on the Hollywood club and bar scene, regularly pictured with his arm around a celebrity, wearing a black T-shirt with a large gold necklace around his neck. He was mildly famous by association. Since he married Mandy two years ago, in a blaze of publicity, a People magazine cover, and a stat-breaking TikTok Live, he had become Mr Mandy Sykes: husband, manager, bodyguard, handbag holder. Mega-famous by association. Being married to one of the biggest personalities on the planet meant leaving your ego at the altar. I wondered how this had affected him. Whether he begrudged the fact his own career aspirations had been put on hold; and how the dynamic worked behind closed doors.

As the lift stopped, I had a few seconds to compose myself before Jose appeared. I recognised him immediately, his face a daily occurrence on my Instagram feed since Mandy had become a celebrity over here, as well as in America. Although in good shape, he was smaller than he seemed on screen, and older looking than I imagined. He couldn’t be much more than five-foot-eight and was of a stocky build, a firm belly pressed against his black T-shirt, olive skin, forearms with visible veins, and flecks of grey in his wavy black hair, which was tucked loosely behind his ears.

‘Hola, you must be Miss Green.’ He grinned and a gold tooth at the side of his mouth glinted in the light. His smile was so wide and teeth so perfectly straight and white, I could be looking at a poster in a dentist’s waiting room. He had a husky voice, a hint of Spanish to his American accent, and when he reached out to shake my hand, his were baby soft with neat, manicured nails. As we shook, I noticed a lively look in his eyes. His hair was slightly damp, or perhaps gelled. He smelt fresh, like he hadn’t long been out of the shower. A medium-sized diamond stud in one earlobe sparkled.

‘It’s great to meet you. Please, call me Amber,’ I replied, trying to sound as calm as possible.

Jose looked over his shoulder as he ushered me through the door to the suite and down another corridor. For a fleeting moment I wondered if he had expected me to arrive with my agent. Not that I had one at the moment – my days of having an agent had come to an end when I left New York – as I hadn’t been actively seeking styling work.

‘I hope you live up to the hype,’ he said, smiling. 

I squirmed. Pressure.

As Jose led me through the entrance foyer and into an elegant lounge, my eyes searched the room, wondering where Mandy was. The floor was white marble, an open fire crackled on one side of the room, though on a double-take I could see it was actually a video of one on a flat-screen television. Opposite it, through another doorway, I could see a spiral staircase, at the top of which I presumed the bedrooms must be located.

Jose was standing beside a large window now. Casually he flicked a switch and the blinds clicked into life, slowly gliding upwards to reveal stunning views of the river Thames snaking through the city – the London Eye across the river was lit in shades of pink and purple, Westminster to the right, and the city was to the left, distinguishable by the gleaming angled panes of The Shard. It was a breath-taking sight, putting a new spin on the city I had called home for my whole life. I felt like a tourist looking out from this privileged perspective.

When I looked at Jose, he returned a friendly smile. It might be a cold, grey wintry day out there, but in here it was warm, cosy, and comfortable.

‘We’ve not been up long,’ he explained, feeling the need to justify the reason the blinds were not open already. ‘Jet lag’s a killer from LA.’

‘I remember, it’s always worse in this direction,’ I replied, still looking out, entranced by the vista.

‘Did you have to travel far today, Amber?’

‘Oh no,’ I said, his gentle tone putting me at ease, my breathing steadier. ‘I live in London, just a Tube ride away.’

‘Born
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