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IT’S TIME TO SWAP HAUTE COUTURE FOR HTML.


On paper, Zoe Zeng has made it in New York’s fashion world . . . but life in the city isn’t quite what Zoe imagined.


Her editor at Chic magazine wants to censor her opinions to please the big brands; she shares her ’quaint’ (read: small) apartment with three roommates who never let her store kimchi in the fridge; and how is she supposed to afford all the designer clothes on her meagre salary?


When Zoe is offered a job at FitPick – a startup based in Silicon Valley – the salary and office perks are great, but moving across the country and leaving her best friends behind? Not so much.


Taking a leap of faith, Zoe trades high fashion for high tech. But she soon realizes that in an industry claiming to change the world for the better, not everyone’s intentions are pure. And with an eight-figure investment on the line, Zoe must find a way to revamp the app’s image despite Silicon Valley’s elitism and her icy colleagues.


If not, the company’s future will go up in smoke – and hers with it.
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Kyla Zhao had her first women’s magazine by-line at the age of sixteen, writing about weddings for Harper’s Bazaar Singapore before she even had her first kiss. Since then, she has also written for the Singapore editions of Vogue and Tatler. A native Singaporean, Kyla now works in Silicon Valley after graduating from Stanford University in 2021. She’s still trying to understand why Californians adore hiking and Patagonia fleeces so much.









Praise for The Fraud Squad:


‘Immersive, cinematic, and exquisitely fun! The Fraud Squad is the perfect debut, full of high-society hijinks, high stakes, and the joy of finding oneself. A delightful, transportive ride’


Ali Hazelwood


‘With the glitz of Gossip Girl, the allure of vibrant and vivid Singapore, the glamour only the elite can bring, and the promise of a fake-it-till-you-make-it quest, The Fraud Squad is escapism at its finest. This book will swallow you right up and keep you awake until you turn the last page’


Elena Armas


‘The Fraud Squad is a cinematic and engrossing peek into the world of Singapore’s elite . . . As glamorous and page-turning as a glossy magazine, infused with sharp class critique, a vibrant cast of characters, and a poignant, emotional core’


Ava Wilder


‘Lush, swoony, and delightfully exquisite, The Fraud Squad is an unputdownable debut that will transport you into the lavish world of Singaporean high society. With an irresistibly relatable heroine and a vibrant cast of characters, this book is perfect for fans of Crazy Rich Asians and The Devil Wears Prada’


Amy Lea


‘This glittering gem of a novel is an incisive reflection on the perils of status and the callousness of wealth. Rich with clever charm and scandalous sparkle, The Fraud Squad introduces a delightful and daring new voice in Kyla Zhao’


Emily Wibberley and Austin Siegemund-Broka


‘Zhao (not my cousin) showcases both glamour and grit in this thrill ride through Singapore’s high society, balancing dazzling luxury with critiques of classism and inherited privilege!’


Xiran Jay Zhao


‘Delightful and unpredictable’


Cosmopolitan


‘Zhao’s debut is a sparkly page-turner . . . A delightful blend of emotion and aspiration’


Booklist









Readers love The Fraud Squad:


‘I HAD THE BEST TIME READING THIS BOOK AND IF IT DOESN’T END UP BEING A NETFLIX SERIES I AM GOING TO BE VERY DISAPPOINTED BECAUSE IT’S PERFECT!!!!!!’
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‘One of my fav reads of the year!!!’
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‘This book was EVERYTHING!’
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‘I absolutely LOVED this book! The characters were phenomenal, especially Sam, and the story was just *chef’s kiss*’
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‘Such a poignant, hilarious, and wildly fun read!!!! YOU WON’T REGRET READING IT!’
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‘Wow! I read it in a single day . . . The vivid descriptions of Singapore and the food there made me want to visit immediately. I couldn’t put it down!’
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‘OMG, I LOVED this book . . . The romance at the heart of this had so much sizzling chemistry it kept me turning the pages hoping for more’
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‘If you want to read something that combines beautiful scenery, complex characters, romance, and drama, I highly recommend The Fraud Squad!’
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‘I loved, loved LOVED this book and the way it totally brings you into a new world . . . fabulous’
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‘Five luxurious, hilarious, heart-warming stars!’


[image: image]









Also by Kyla Zhao


The Fraud Squad









To my grandparents and parents,


for their unconditional love and belief in me.









Author’s note


Content warning: This book deals with emotionally difficult topics, including sexual harassment. Any readers who believe that such content may upset them or trigger traumatic memories are encouraged to consider their emotional well-being when deciding whether to continue reading this book.
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ZOE ZENG WAS having an absolute blast.


It was a balmy summer evening—the kind that showed Manhattan at its best. A slight breeze whipped around the rooftop terrace, but her braided updo didn’t budge an inch thanks to extra-strong Alterna hair spray. In her Paco Rabanne dress and Charlotte Olympia wedges, she fit right in with the other guests at this party—a launch event for a.I.r, the hottest sustainable fashion brand as of late, whose claim to fame was turning mushrooms into leather.


The thumping electronic music—played by a DJ who was apparently “the next Diplo”—and the party chatter faded as Zoe walked closer to the railing and gazed out at the city. New York City was always prettiest at night, its blemishes disguised by the bright lights and flashing billboards. She took a deep breath of the calm evening air, her spirits lifting further as some other guest’s sparkling perfume hit her nostrils. It was a welcome change from the rubbish stench that she still hadn’t gotten used to after moving into an apartment right next to an alley with a nice selection of dumpsters.


A microphone-amplified voice boomed out. “Everyone, please join me at the front to welcome a.I.r’s founder and CEO, Vladimir Trotsky!”


It wasn’t clear to Zoe exactly where the front of the rooftop was, but somehow everyone else seemed to know. She followed them toward a patch of empty space right next to the refreshments table, but found herself squeezed toward the back, only just able to glimpse Vladimir Trotsky’s beaming face over the crowd. A statuesque woman—probably a model—jostled past her, the pointy heel of her stiletto landing right on Zoe’s right foot.


“Ouch!” But her pained exclamation was drowned out by Vladimir Trotsky’s voice.


“Ladies and gentlemen,” he began, a broad smile on his tanned face. “Thank you for joining me at the preview launch for a.I.r’s second collection. My debut collection, Evoke, released last fall to great acclaim, and I am delighted to announce that we have taken everything people loved about Evoke and made it even better. This collection, Birth, celebrates the greatest creator of all, Mother Nature, for aren’t we all birthed from her loving embrace?”


As he continued, Zoe could feel her concentration waning. Vladimir Trotsky was quoting a.I.r’s press release word for word. She shifted from one foot to the other as twinges of pain shot through her ankle—these heels were the biggest she could find in Chic’s photo shoot closet, but still small for her size nine, extra-wide feet. Could she duck out now while it was still somewhat early enough that she could take the subway home alone without fearing for her life?


“Hey.” A warm puff of air skated across Zoe’s left cheek. “What did I miss?”


Zoe turned toward the source of the whispered question. A man was pressed close to her, squeezed on his other side by someone else. Instinctively, she took a step back and crossed her arms as she studied this stranger.


He wasn’t very tall—about the same height as she was in her four-inch heels. His stocky build, like that of a former gymnast or wrestler, was rather incongruous with his young-looking face, as though someone had transplanted a toddler’s head onto a grown man’s body, clad in a tuxedo.


“I just got here and didn’t catch the first part of his speech,” he explained, catching Zoe’s slightly startled expression. “What does a.I.r stand for?”


Something about his boyish looks made Zoe relax slightly and put down her arms. “Aspire, Inspire, Respire,” she whispered.


He pulled a face. “Seriously? They sell clothes, not life coaching.”


A snort escaped from Zoe’s mouth. She winced apologetically as a blonde woman in front shot her a glare. “I think it’s part of their whole we love the earth story,” Zoe said, dropping her voice even further. “a.I.r uses sustainable materials and production methods to reduce carbon emissions. It’s all in the press kit.” She couldn’t resist adding, “Guess someone hasn’t done their homework, huh?”


The man chuckled under his breath. “Busted. So, why is only the I capitalized?”


Zoe shrugged. “Probably just to make themselves seem quirky and special. Could also be a symbolic middle finger to unsustainable fashion. Who knows?”


Now, it was the man’s turn to laugh out loud. The woman in front whipped around again, but her annoyed expression quickly smoothed out into a coquettish smile when her eyes landed on his face. Zoe resisted the urge to roll her eyes.


She snapped back to attention as everyone around them started clapping and cheering. Great, she had just missed Vladimir Trotsky’s speech. Not that she had really missed much if he was just repeating everything in the press kit.


“And now,” the emcee said. “Vladimir will be taking questions. Who’s first?” Zoe’s arm shot up along with a dozen others. The emcee’s eyes scanned the crowd. “Yes, that Asian woman in the back.”


It wasn’t until the mysterious man nudged her that Zoe realized she was the “Asian woman” in question. Ugh. Someone shoved a microphone in front of her face.


“I have a question about your sizing,” Zoe said carefully, all too aware of everyone’s eyes on her. “The clothes are one-size-fits-all—why’s that the case?”


Vladimir Trotsky raised one perfectly plucked brow. “Well, mycelium is very expensive to make, and we’ll have to use a lot of mycelium if the wearer has more . . . body real estate.” He gave a small smirk as laughter rolled through the crowd. “And we don’t want to make our clothes very expensive because we don’t want sustainable fashion to be available only for the rich!” The crowd burst into another round of applause—even louder this time.


“But don’t you think that only offering one size for all your pieces means your brand is available only to those of a certain size?” Zoe pressed.


“Miss . . .”


“Zeng,” she supplied. “Zoe Zeng.”


“Miss Zoe Zeng,” Vladimir repeated, his smile turning earnest. “Please, help me understand. Is your question coming from, uh, personal experience?”


Heat rushed to Zoe’s face. Her hand tightened around the microphone as a hush fell over the crowd, their deafening silence only heightening her humiliation. In that moment, she would have given anything for a hole to open beneath her and swallow her, hiding her from everyone’s stares.


Thankfully, the emcee came to her rescue. “We’re running out of time so let’s move along now. Who’s next?”


THE MOMENT THE QUESTION-AND-ANSWER SESSION ENDED, Zoe made a move to leave, but the man beside her touched her shoulder lightly. “Hey, you okay?”


His kind tone made Zoe’s chest tighten but she plastered on a big smile. “Of course,” she chirped. “Why wouldn’t I be?”


But he must have caught the overly bright note in her voice. The man leaned closer and said firmly, “Vladimir Trotsky is an asshole. Don’t pay any attention to what he says. He’s just jealous that you look far better in your outfit now than anyone can look in those raggedy designs of his.”


Zoe couldn’t help but smile. “Thank you.” As she took in his warm expression, she was swept up by a sudden urge to confide in him. “Actually, this dress that I’m wearing—it’s not even mine. I took it secretly from my magazine’s wardrobe, which is full of clothes that we loaned from brands for photo shoots. I have to put this back tomorrow.”


The moment the words left her mouth, Zoe wanted to smack herself. He seemed nice enough, but the fashion world was full of wolves in designer clothing, ready to pounce at the first sign of insecurity.


She braced herself for his judgment but to her surprise, his eyes lit up. “You work at a magazine? That’s cool! Is it Vogue?”


Zoe held back a sigh. “Uh, no. It’s a magazine called Chic; you probably haven’t heard of it. We’re pretty small.” She bit her lip. “In fact, there are rumors that we might be shutting down soon.”


“Oh.” He seemed at a loss for words. “I’m sorry.”


Suddenly, Zoe could no longer deny the truth: She wasn’t having a blast. Actually, she wasn’t having fun at all. This entire evening had just been a show she was putting on—for anyone watching her, but mostly for herself. When she moved to Manhattan after graduating from college, she had been so excited by the prospect of living and working in the mecca of the global fashion publishing industry. The chance to attend fashion week. To hobnob with up-and-coming designers and uncover new talent. To help expand the definition of what it meant to be fashionable, of who could be fashionable.


Four years later, she was a lot less starry-eyed. Living in a dingy apartment with three roommates, her own room so small that she had to store some of her clothes in the oven, could do that to a person. Meanwhile, she had barely made a dent in her student loans. No matter how carefully Zoe budgeted and saved, working in fashion demanded a certain look and lifestyle—one that her meager salary couldn’t quite support, which resulted in plan Bs like “borrowing” photo shoot clothes. Sure, going to parties was fun, but that wasn’t going to help her get to the front row at fashion shows where she was always stuck standing in the back, not even able to glimpse the runway.


The thought of returning to her cramped apartment tonight made Zoe’s heart sink. She could see herself slumped on her creaky bed, since her room wasn’t big enough to contain a desk, scarfing down instant ramen while rushing to finish her a.I.r article in time for her editor’s review tomorrow, and knowing almost for certain that her efforts would be for nothing because Francesca would tear it apart anyway.


A lump of emotion welled up in Zoe’s throat. The worst thing was, as much as she knew this wasn’t sustainable, that working in this industry meant being paid peanuts for at least the first few years, she still couldn’t imagine her life without fashion. It was her first—and greatest—love.


“It’s okay,” Zoe finally said, praying the man couldn’t hear the tremor in her voice. “There’ve been a bunch of business consultants poking around lately, but nothing’s been confirmed yet.” She quickly pivoted. “So, you’ve heard my career story. What’s yours?” He didn’t seem like he worked in fashion, or at least not at a big brand or magazine—if so, she would have recognized him in a heartbeat. The industry was small, and the number of men in it smaller still.


The man stood up taller and straightened his tie. “I just realized I haven’t introduced myself. I’m William, William Lawrence. And yes, I’m aware I have two first names. But you can call me just Bill.”


Zoe mustered a smile. “It’s nice to meet you, Just Bill.”


That drew a chuckle out of Bill. “And my middle name is Maximilian. My name makes me sound a lot posher than I actually am, but you can imagine how long it took me to shade in the bubbles for my name on standardized tests.”


He looked gratified when Zoe burst into laughter. “My full name isn’t even as long as one of your names. I’m Zoe, Zoe Zeng with no middle name.” She held out her hand, which Bill shook with a steady grip. “So what is it that you do?”


“I run an app called FitPick. Have you heard of it?”


He looked so hopeful that for a moment, Zoe was tempted to lie and say yes. But what if he asked for her opinion on it? “Uh, that sounds familiar. It’s . . . that fashion app, right?” she hazarded. After all, they were at a fashion event, so this man must be connected to the industry in some way.


“Precisely!” He beamed. “Back in college, my then girlfriend was always asking me what she should wear, as if I could even tell the difference between two shirts of the same color. And the other guys in my frat would complain about the same thing. Their girlfriends would ask for their opinion but then not actually trust it because hey, we’re guys—what do we know about women’s style? And that gave me an idea—instead of just asking one person for outfit advice, what if you can take a photo of yourself in two different outfits, put it up on the internet, and get the public to vote on it.”


His face shone as he spoke, the words rushing out of him in an excited stream, his hands gesticulating wildly for emphasis. “Over the past few years of working on it, I’ve gathered a small but mighty team. FitPick started off as an app that lets women crowdsource opinions on their outfits instead of relying on their clueless boyfriends, but we’ve really expanded our mission. We want to provide a safe space where people can have fun with their outfits and explore different styles, instead of being bombarded with photo after photo of everyone pretty much having the same look as what you see from Instagram influencers.”


“Wow, I love the sound of that,” Zoe exclaimed. Any effort to promote inclusivity in fashion was a plus in her book. “Why haven’t I heard about it? I mean, why haven’t I heard much about it?” she quickly amended, remembering just in time that she’d mentioned earlier the app sounded familiar.


Already, Zoe’s writer brain was whirring: She hadn’t read about FitPick in any of the major fashion magazines, so what if she was the first to break the news of this hot new app?


The next moment, the thought soured. Her editor, Francesca Fraatz, would surely shoot down the idea—like she had for the previous dozen ideas Zoe had pitched—on the basis that it wasn’t aligned with Chic’s brand.


Bill scratched the back of his neck. “Oh, um, we are more of an up-and-coming company. Although our technology is really solid, we just haven’t gained a lot of traction. And for apps like ours, the network effect is so important because the more people who use our app, the more helpful it becomes for anyone looking for fashion feedback. But because we don’t really have a sizable user base yet, investors are wary about putting money in us. In fact, I’m only here at this fashion event because one of my board members told me it would be a good opportunity to meet potential investors.” He frowned a little, his eyes swiveling absently around the rooftop. “I should probably be networking.”


“We’re technically networking,” Zoe joked, before offering a sympathetic smile. “Sounds like your app and my magazine share a similar target audience, and the Gen Z–millennial fashion crowd is definitely a hard one to win over. It’s not enough to just have an awesome product and assume the awesomeness would speak for itself. We have to convince them that we offer something different, something better than what they’re used to.” And we can’t, which is why Chic might get shut down soon.


Bill snapped his fingers. “You know, that’s exactly what the investor I was talking about earlier said when I pitched to him last month. Logan Horossen—you must have heard of him. He’s a famous angel investor—someone who likes investing in young startups, which is riskier but also offers bigger rewards if those risks pay off. Have you heard of Uber? Or Rent the Runway? Spotify? All him. He’s the real deal.”


The light in Bill’s eyes dimmed and his voice turned rueful. “At our pitch meeting, he said a bunch of nice things about the app itself, but also said that we aren’t marketing it right. I don’t doubt you and your team have the coding skills, Logan’d said, But when I think of fashion, I think of glamorous, sexy. And right now, there’s nothing sexy about this app.”


Zoe grimaced. “I hate to say it but he’s right that marketing counts for a lot. If there’s one thing working in fashion has taught me, it’s that it doesn’t matter how great something is if you can’t make it look great.” As she spoke, Bill narrowed his eyes appraisingly. “A two-thousand-dollar Dior dress can look frumpy if not styled right, but a cheap blazer dug out from a thrift shop bin can look like a million bucks if you know how to accessorize it.”


“You!” Bill said suddenly, making Zoe startle. “You are a fashion writer at a hip New York magazine. If there’s anyone who knows glamorous and sexy, it’s you! And I can already tell that just like me, you care about creating a more inclusive environment in fashion.”


He cleared his throat and spread his arms open like a television show host. “Zoe, what do you think about changing jobs?”


Zoe felt her mouth drop open in a most unglamorous and unsexy way. “Me?” she sputtered, eyes wide. “Are you asking me to join your company?”


When he nodded, she exclaimed, “But I know nothing about apps!” Or tech. Or startups.


Bill dismissed her protest with one wave of his hand. “Which makes you perfect to do marketing for us! My team is made up of some of Silicon Valley’s brightest minds, but because we are so involved in the technical product, it’s hard for us to assess our brand image objectively. But you—you are an outsider, one who happens to know our target audience very well. With your background and perspective, we can do a better job of promoting FitPick to women like you who care more about how the jeans look on their back end than the technology on the back end,” he declared.


“Wow. Uh, I’m very flattered,” Zoe managed. That, at least, was true—when was the last time her editor Francesca had even paid her a compliment? “But I’m happy with my current job,” she finished, trying to ignore the doubt creeping into her mind. Was she really happy doing coffee runs for her editor and writing Pulitzer-worthy articles such as an incisive dissection of whether Meghan Markle or Kate Middleton looks better in maroon pantsuits? Was she really happy living with three roommates in an apartment that was so small the one bathroom had no sink and she had to brush her teeth at the kitchen sink—because that was all she could afford on a salary that was barely above minimum wage?


Zoe shook her head to dispel those thoughts. Fashion was what she had wanted to do her entire life; she couldn’t turn her back on it now just because it was slightly challenging. After all, nothing that was worth it ever came easy.


“Of course you are,” Bill agreed easily. “But I’ll be giving you a much better title. Vice president of marketing, how does that sound?”


“Vice president?” Zoe echoed, a flicker of excitement stirring within her. At Chic, she was merely a small plankton in a sea of well-dressed sharks—not even a “fashion writer,” as she liked to introduce herself as to other people, but a “junior fashion writer.”


Bill nodded. “We’re just a small startup, so there won’t be anyone reporting to you. But you will be part of the leadership team and I guarantee you a lot of autonomy. I believe that it’s the people who make or break a company and I see a great talent in you. As vice president of marketing, you’ll be making a much stronger business impact than most people your age at their jobs.”


Zoe had to press her lips together to keep herself from smiling too widely. “Talent” was how Chic employees referred to the celebrities and models featured in the magazine, and it was an unspoken requirement of her job to fawn over and boost the egos of said “talent.” This was the first time anyone had ever referred to her as one, like a person with value to offer instead of being a dispensable cog in the machine that could be replaced at her editor’s whim.


Bill’s expression turned more solemn. “Look, I’m not going to sugarcoat it so I’ll tell you now that working at a startup isn’t for everyone. The perks are great, but the work is demanding. We’ll all be working overtime quite a bit as we gear up for our second-chance meeting with Logan Horossen. He’s giving us one quarter to boost FitPick’s image. In three months, we’ll meet with him again and if we successfully convince him of FitPick’s business potential, he will agree to lead our Series A funding round. With Logan Horossen as the anchor investor, other VC firms are sure to come knocking.”


Bill paused and took a swig of his drink. “But if we don’t impress him, there’s no way someone like Logan Horossen is going to give us a third chance. He doesn’t even usually give out second chances. And without his funding, we’ll eventually run out of money and be forced to shut down.”


Zoe hesitated. She was no stranger to late nights and working on weekends given how notoriously fast-paced fashion publishing was. But now that they were no longer just talking about the great parts of the FitPick job, everything suddenly seemed a lot more real. A lot more uncertain.


“But can’t you just look for other investors?” she asked.


Bill heaved out a sigh so big it seemed to run through his whole body. “News travels fast in Silicon Valley and people move as a mob. If a big investor like Logan Horossen is interested, then everyone wants in on the action. But if they hear he doesn’t think we’re worthy enough, no one will touch us with a ten-foot pole. And I’m afraid team morale will run out even before our money does. Why would anyone want to work for a startup with no funding prospects when they can easily get a six-figure job at Google or Amazon?”


Zoe gazed past him and over the rooftop railing, sweeping her eyes again over the city skyline unfurling below. But this time, all the bright lights made her feel very small, and very alone. Was she really going to do this? Accept a job from a man she’d known for barely thirty minutes in an industry she knew nothing about and move to a city on the other side of the country, and more importantly, leave behind her family, friends, and the industry she’d dreamed of working in since she was young?


She met Bill’s eyes again. “Can I think more about it?”


Bill nodded and pulled out a business card. “Take as much time as you need. You know where to reach me,” he said, passing her the card. A grin slid over his face. “You know, I would say we are networking pretty well right now.”


That broke the somber atmosphere. Laughing, Zoe carefully pocketed Bill’s card, making a mental note to remove it before returning her dress to Chic’s closet. “That we are.”
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BJORN, NO! ARE you serious?” Zoe exclaimed, staring at her best friend with an expression of mingled horror and amusement. It was ten on a Thursday morning, which meant it was their unofficial gossip session alongside Cassie, the last member of their work throuple. Bjorn believed that contrary to popular expectations, the week’s juiciest events always happened on hump day and not the weekend (“People go batshit in the middle of the week because the weekend still feels too far away”).


“Do I ever kid around?” Bjorn sniffed, but Chic’s junior lifestyle writer couldn’t hide his pleased smirk at the reactions toward his recount of his dating shenanigans the previous night. Feeling friskier than usual, he and his paramour du jour decided to hit up a popular SoHo bistro while she was wearing a remote-controlled vibrator. Bjorn was relishing the power rush of being in control of said vibrator when he noticed in the app that there was a vibrator pattern labeled Mikey. When he asked about it, the woman had broken down, revealing tearfully that she had created it based on her late husband’s last heartbeats.


“Let me get this straight,” Cassie, Chic’s junior stylist, said slowly, lowering her voice even though the three of them were the only ones at the office section “reserved” for entry-level employees. “She enjoys having orgasms to the rhythm of his last moments?”


“She’s just doing it to feel connected to him,” Bjorn clarified. “I think the vibration’s too slow to actually bring her over the edge, ’cos you know, I don’t think a person’s last heartbeats are very—” His voice suddenly rose. “Yes, Zoe, I’ll forward you the press kit at once.”


Zoe’s heart sank. Editor alert.


Sure enough, a ring-studded hand soon landed on her desk. Zoe’s eyes traced the line of the toned and hairless arm up to the immaculately made-up face of Chic’s fashion editor, Francesca Fraatz. To an outsider, Francesca’s expression seemed perfectly pleasant, but those at Chic knew it was the result of years of monthly Botox injections and that her calm facade belied the imminent deliverance of bad news. Francesca Fraatz would never leave her perfumed office to hobnob with her subordinates at their desks unless she absolutely had to do so.


“Zoe, a word about your a.I.r article,” Francesca said in her crisp German accent. “Why on earth would you include that bit about how you wish the brand could expand its line to cater to more sizes?”


From the corner of her eye, Zoe could see Cassie and Bjorn looking determinedly at their own computer screens. She swallowed. “Because it’s one-size-fits-all, but we aren’t all the same sizes. So what fits you won’t fit me, for instance—”


Francesca’s eyes flicked pointedly between her own size zero frame and Zoe’s decidedly non-size-zero body. “Sure, but it doesn’t look good if we’re criticizing one of the world’s hottest sustainable fashion brands now. Makes us look like we’re not in on the green movement.”


As if Francesca cared about anything green besides money and Bulgari emeralds. “But I didn’t exactly criticize it,” Zoe protested. “It’s just that carrying only one size means bigger women can’t wear their clothes, but a.I.r’s founder was going on and on about how those who don’t wear sustainable fashion are enemies of the Earth, and I just thought that wasn’t very fair—”


“Zoe, I hired you to write, not to think,” Francesca interrupted. “Why don’t you just write out whatever they sent you in their press kit?”


“But then my—I mean, our—article will sound like what everyone else is writing!”


“And don’t you think there’s a reason why none of them are preaching about how a.I.r should be more size-inclusive? Rewrite it and send me your draft this afternoon.” Not waiting for a response, Francesca swept away, a tinge of Chanel No. 5 in the air the only sign that she was ever there.


Zoe slumped in her chair. Great, this meant another day of skipping lunch so she could work on this article, then staying late to write the “Five Reasons You Should Steal Your Boyfriend’s Ties” piece Francesca had asked her to submit by tomorrow. She used to keep a scrapbook of all her bylines, but she stopped doing so a few months ago when her articles began to sound more like a bullhorn for Francesca’s ideas.


When the editor was out of earshot, Cassie murmured sympathetically, “I’m sorry, Zee. That was harsh.”


“And so unfair!” Bjorn burst in. “It’s not like you were wrong about any of it. And I read your draft—it was super matter-of-fact. Francesca made it sound like you were slandering them! Don’t give in; preserve your journalistic integrity.”


“I have to rewrite it,” Zoe sighed, turning back to her computer. “She’ll never let it get published otherwise. And I guess she has a point—a.I.r might be too pissed off to invite us to their future events. We can’t get on the bad side of the It brand of the moment.”


“Zee’s right,” Cassie said to Bjorn, who still looked disgruntled. “We have to put what the brands want before our personal opinions.”


Before our personal opinions. The phrase swam around in Zoe’s head the entire afternoon, even as she churned out a new eight-hundred-word report on a.I.r’s launch that Francesca at last deigned to accept—though not without another pointed remark about how Zoe could have saved herself a lot of trouble if she just followed instructions from the beginning; as she packed up her belongings at the end of the day and got on the subway; as she clambered into bed without even bothering with her usual twelve-step skin-care routine; as she laid there staring up at the patch of paint flaking off the ceiling, the sounds from whatever Netflix show her roommates were watching seeping through the walls like mold.


She had gone to four years of fashion school, interned at numerous magazines for no pay, fetched coffee in subzero weather, and for what? A career of essentially being the mouthpiece for the brand du jour, slapping her byline above words lifted from press kits? Through all those late nights and weeks of eating cheap ramen and holding back tears when she was reprimanded in front of the whole crew at a photo shoot, the one thing that had kept her going was her love for fashion and the belief that this was how she could share that love with the rest of the world.


But how was she supposed to do that when she couldn’t even share her own thoughts? Maybe this was a sign that she never really understood fashion at all, that she never truly belonged in the industry.


A white card popped into Zoe’s mind. She lay still in bed for a few beats longer, then abruptly, like she’d been shocked, she leapt out and made a beeline for her clothes hamper. After a few moments of rummaging through the pile, she extracted a card from the pocket of her Paco Rabanne dress from last night.




BILL LAWRENCE


Founder and CEO, FitPick


Experiment, Explore, Excite.


blawrence@FitPick.com





She stared down at the white piece of embossed paper in her hand. Was she really going to do this?


Experiment, Explore, Excite. That sure sounded better than Aspire, Inspire, Respire.


Before her nerves could abandon her, Zoe opened the email app on her phone. She clicked on “Compose New Email” and began typing.
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“A NEW JOB?!”


Bjorn’s shriek pierced the babble in the small bar where he, Zoe, and Cassie had gathered for their weekly happy hour.


Zoe’s stomach tightened, and not just because of the annoyed look shot in their direction. She raised her cocktail glass and took a long sip to cover her crestfallen expression. But it was hard pretending not to notice how Bjorn had physically recoiled when she broke the news that she had accepted FitPick’s job offer, or how Cassie gave him a none-too-subtle jab in the ribs that made him wince.


“Not that we aren’t excited for you,” Cassie said, setting down her own drink. “But I just never pegged you as someone who would work in tech. Tech is so cold and clinical, and Zee . . . you’re not.”


The knot in Zoe’s gut eased slightly. The old guards in fashion publishing often spoke fondly of the past—when couture was made to be worn and admired in person (not viewed through pixels on a screen) and magazines were hefty nine-hundred-page tomes instead of pithy online pages that contained a dozen hyperlinks to influencers’ Instagram accounts and retail platforms offering more affordable dupes of the featured clothes.


“Yeah, did you forget about the cover catastrophe from last September?” Bjorn whispered, as though the mere mention of the disaster would cause the roof of the hipster speakeasy to collapse.


Zoe and Cassie unanimously sucked in a sharp breath. Chic, like every other fashion magazine, had had to make the digital pivot with a host of new implementations, a few of which were more successful than others. The QR code in every photo spread that let readers use virtual reality technology to “wear” the featured clothes in the privacy of their own home was a hit, but it had all come to a head when the editor in chief got the idea of turning last year’s September issue cover into an NFT. Metaverse Magic was the title emblazoned on the cover, featuring two nude models with their anatomy covered strategically with QR codes that would open up to an exclusive Jacquemus NFT design once scanned. Unfortunately, it had quickly spawned a tide of memes all over social media, and the cover became the worst-selling one in Chic’s history.


Zoe put her glass down. “Come on, you two, this would be an exciting challenge for me!” she said brightly, wondering if she was trying to convince her friends or herself. “I’ve been writing for Chic for two years, and it’s really not typical for people in their twenties to stay at their first company for longer than that.”


Bjorn’s right brow shot up. “Girl, making denim on denim work is a new challenge. Getting a new job in an industry you have completely no experience with is a brain aneurysm.”


“I have experience with technology,” Zoe reminded him. “I handled Chic’s social media accounts when our digital coordinator was on her honeymoon a few months ago, and I worked with 3D printers during my 3D design elective in college.”


“Everyone wears clothes but that doesn’t mean they’re qualified to make a living out of it like we do,” Cassie said.


Zoe paused as Cassie’s words sank in, hollowing a pit in her stomach. “So that’s the real issue,” she finally said. “You two don’t think I’m qualified for this role.”


“Of course not!” Cassie exclaimed.


“Well . . .” Bjorn started. “What?” he asked defensively when Cassie glared at him. “Friendship is all about tough love. Zee, you have an amazing eye for fashion and editorial, not to mention a kickass style. If you just stick it out for a bit longer, someone’s bound to recognize your talent.” His voice gentled. “Why do you want to throw that all away to start from square one, in an industry where you have no knowledge or connections?”


Zoe squashed down the niggling voice in her head that had been wondering the same thing on loop over the past two days. “That’s the thing, Bjorn—I can’t afford to stick it out for a bit longer. I’ve been saying that to myself for ages but you heard Francesca: I wasn’t hired to think, just to parrot whatever those brand PRs tell us. That’s not the fashion journalism career I want. And I’m not starting from square one: FitPick is a fashion app, so my fashion expertise will be very helpful for my new role as vice president of marketing.”


“Vice president of marketing?” Bjorn yelped, his eyes bugging out of his head.


“Shhh,” Zoe whispered, blushing as a man nearby glowered at them. “The title sounds way fancier than it is. There’s a bunch of contracted engineers but only five full-time employees working there now. I’ll be the only person in marketing, so I guess that makes me the head by default.”


“Yeah but still, I bet your new fancy title comes with a fancy paycheck. We all know how much money is floating around in tech.” Cassie nudged Zoe’s arm. “Come on, Zee, admit you’ll be making bank.”


Zoe laughed, hoping her friends wouldn’t catch the slightly forced quality behind it. It wasn’t like the three of them had never talked about money before. Actually, they talked about it all the time, but always to complain about their lack of it and to daydream what they would do if they ever won the lottery or—God forbid—if Chic decided to pay them even just a bit above minimum wage. But she had never been put in a position where she would suddenly be making over two times as much as her friends.


“The pay’s not bad,” she finally said, as if a six-figure salary could be considered just “not bad.” “But it also means there’s more pressure on me to actually do a good job at what they hired me to do. And if we don’t succeed in impressing this hotshot investor, we might have to shut down in a few months’ time.”


Bjorn sighed into his drink. “We’ve lost her already,” he muttered to Cassie. “She’s already saying we.”


Cassie shrugged. “Chic’s probably gonna get shut down soon anyway. At least going to FitPick means Zoe will be way better paid while she has a job.”


“Hang on.” Bjorn’s face turned somber as he looked straight at Zoe. “This means you’re leaving us.”


Instantly, the noise in the bar seemed to fade, like someone had toggled an “Off” switch. Zoe shuffled along the booth bench and leaned her head against Bjorn’s shoulder. “I’m not leaving you two; I’m just leaving Chic. But we’ll still talk every day and watch Love Island together over Zoom and grumble about our jobs. Bjorn, you know I’m always just one text away to help you pick the best photos to post on your Instagram.” Zoe turned to Cassie. “And I’ll be on standby whenever you go on a Bumble date so that I can fake an ‘emergency’ phone call to you if your date goes badly. And we can continue to have our outfit huddles—over FitPick! Everything will still be the same.”


“Except it won’t!” Bjorn cried, almost upending their platter of fries with his flailing hands. “We won’t be able to gossip together at work or ogle the hot male models who drop by. And if it’s just Cassie and me going to bars, we will just look like a couple and no one’s going to hit on us. And how am I supposed to find the motivation to go to Pilates without you coming with me? You know Cassie doesn’t like to sweat.” He gestured out the floor-to-ceiling window next to their booth. “And how can you possibly think of leaving the greatest city on Earth?”


Zoe looked pointedly at the pile of trash bags on the sidewalk right next to the bar. A well-dressed lady stepped daintily over a smaller heap of food scraps that had spewed out from an open hole in one of the bags. The moment she was a safe distance away, a pigeon flew down and began rummaging through the discarded waste. It quickly took flight as two blaring car horns boomed out in quick succession, followed by a stream of colorful shouts from somewhere on the road that was thankfully muffled by the bar’s thick glass windows.


Zoe raised one brow at Bjorn, I rest my case.


He rolled his eyes. “Yeah, but at least the city is walkable. Good luck surviving without a driver’s license in California, where the nearest grocery store is probably twenty minutes from your house. And it might be messy here but that just shows us New Yorkers know how to have a good time. I can’t say the same for those tech geeks and suburban moms in your new neighborhood.”


Cassie placed a gentle hand on Zoe’s arm. “What Bjorn means is, we will miss you a lot, Zee. Very, very much. But we’re still really happy and excited for you that you found such a great opportunity. Go, save yourself from the dumpster fire that will erupt when Chic is shut down and we all get laid off. Just . . . give us some time to process the fact that our best friend will be on the other side of the country.”


Bjorn looked suitably chastised. “I’m sorry, Zee. I didn’t mean to rain on your parade. You deserve so much better than what Chic and Francesca Fraatz can give you. It’s just really hard to imagine life without you here and not knowing when I’ll see you again. Cass and I can’t be a throuple without you.”


Suddenly, Zoe’s heart was gripped in a painful squeeze. New York City was where she had attended college and worked her first (and only) job; how was she ever going to survive in California where she knew no one, while her best friends continued on at Chic without her? With whom was she going to gossip about celebrities in the office break room or play What Would You Rather Wear? when walking past mannequins in storefront windows? As much as she wanted to pretend everything would stay the way it was, the cold hard truth was that this would be the last time in a long while the trio would all be together. In just two weeks, while Bjorn and Cassie made their way to Chic’s office in Tribeca as usual, she would be on a plane across the country.


She quickly turned away from her friends and fixed her attention on the street as a wet pressure built up in the back of her eyes. Her gaze caught on the rubbish heap on the sidewalk. Even that looked prettier now, more like a uniquely New York sculpture of sorts than a breeding ground for vermin.


The table quieted as her friends clocked the change in mood. Finally, Bjorn wrapped an arm around Zoe’s shoulders and said fiercely, “You are going to be the best fucking thing that’s ever happened to Silicon Valley. Just promise me you’ll never lose your style and become part of the Patagonia Posse. You’re a Prada girl through and through.”


The idea of herself wearing one of those odd-looking Patagonia fleece vests made Zoe shudder. “Please give me more credit than that,” she told her friends firmly. “There’s no way I’m going over to the dark side.”
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ZOE PROPPED HER phone up against the mirror on her bedroom vanity and confirmed she was in frame, before doing a pirouette. The fringed hem of her maxidress danced around her legs, in sync with the tasseled hairband she had looped through her hair. “Is this good enough for a first-day outfit? I don’t know how many people at FitPick have heard of Chic before, so I really want to make a great first impression and show them that I’m the right person to make their app seem more fashionable.”


Bjorn clasped his hands together, his broad smile bursting through the screen. “Girl, stop worrying! You look absolutely fabulous. I’m glad you went with our suggestion.”


Zoe had to strain her ears to catch her friend’s response. Cassie and Bjorn were currently taking an extended “bathroom break” at work to hop on this last-minute outfit check. In reality, they were hiding in separate restroom cubicles, whispering so they wouldn’t be caught by a prowling Francesca, who had a preternatural sixth sense for when anyone on the fashion team wasn’t working.


Zoe curtseyed her thanks. “And I’m glad that seventy-eight percent of the voters on my FitPick poll agreed with your suggestion. Look at technology helping us stay connected even from opposite coasts,” she couldn’t resist adding.


The last time the three of them had been in the same room was at her send-off dinner three days ago on Friday. It probably hadn’t been a good idea to stay out past midnight when she had a cross-country flight twelve hours later, but Cassie and Bjorn had insisted on sending her off in style at Cipriani, one of the city’s hottest restaurants. Cassie had asked her well-connected Goldman Sachs banker ex to help get them a table with just a week’s notice, and Tomas (who Zoe and Bjorn both suspected was still hung up on Cassie) had come through beautifully. And when Zoe had offered to pay for her share (less of a financial pinch now thanks to her new tech salary), she had immediately been shut down by her best friends even though Cipriani’s four-dollar-sign price range was definitely an eye-watering splurge for most Chic employees.


Zoe had resolved not to drink too much but Bjorn and Cassie wouldn’t stop toasting her, their toasts growing steadily more ridiculous (“To all the times you helped me squeeze out my blackheads!” Bjorn had cried out at some point, to the horror of the other well-dressed Cipriani diners). And when Zoe proposed a toast to their Friday night tradition of wining and whining, Cassie started weeping, only stopping when Bjorn reminded them that every minute spent at Cipriani cost at least three dollars and they couldn’t afford to be sad there.


Cassie broke into a loud yawn. “Oh God, I’m sorry,” she said, clapping her hand to her mouth. “But I’ve been up since four for that Grand Central Station photo shoot and I’m so tired right now.”


Zoe’s smile froze. She had helped plan the photo shoot, working with Francesca to come up with the concept, then with Cassie to pair the right models with the right outfits. It had taken twenty-seven emails before she finally secured the city council’s permission to host the photo shoot at Grand Central Station. But now, the project that she’d labored over for so long was moving on without her.


She pushed aside those thoughts. “Oh yeah, I forgot about the time zone difference.” Her eyes snapped to her phone’s time display. “Damn, you’ve been awake for eight hours. No wonder you’re tired. Go get some coffee, Cass. We can talk more tonight.”


“I’ve got that Tiffany and Co. event at night,” Bjorn said, pulling a face.


“And I’m going as his plus-one,” Cassie said.


The hollow sensation in Zoe expanded. She, Bjorn, and Cassie grumbled all the time about the evening and weekend commitments that came with working at a fashion magazine, but now that she never had to go to a Tiffany and Co. event again, it suddenly seemed a lot more appealing. After all, not everyone got invited to cool parties hosted by the world’s most popular brands.


“Why don’t we call you instead when we’re done?” Cassie suggested. “And here’s to hoping you have a better work-life balance at FitPick than we do at Chic.”


As her friends went offline, a disconcerting sensation ballooned in the room. It took Zoe a moment to place it.


Silence.


Other than the faint rumbling of vehicles in the far distance, her apartment was completely quiet, made even more obvious now that her friends’ chatter wasn’t filling it up. No roommate watching television; no creaking and clatter from old pipes; no neighbor stomping around in the apartment above; no drunkards stumbling down the streets outside and vowing to get revenge on their exes.


In her Manhattan room that wasn’t really a room, she would have sold her left kidney for this peace. But at this moment, standing stock-still in the center of an apartment that was all hers, the peace was deafening, drawing one’s attention not to what was there, but to what wasn’t—the friends and laughter and vibrance that had made New York home through four years of college and two years of work.


Giving her head a slight shake, Zoe switched off her phone and tossed it onto the couch, where it sank gracefully into the velvety-soft upholstery. Back in her New York City apartment, the surface of the two-seater was so hard that her phone might have bounced right off.


She kneeled down and opened one of her still unpacked suitcases. With less than forty-eight hours in her new place, she only had time to unpack the most important things: her bedsheets, toiletries, and clothes. But it only took a few moments of rummaging before her hand found what she had been searching for—a framed photo wrapped in a thick faux-fur Sandy Liang coat for protection. Carefully, Zoe placed the photo onto her new mantelpiece, then stepped back to assess that it was perfectly centered.


The photo was slightly blurry; the diner it was taken in was not grungy-cool, just pure grunge; and just a moment before, Zoe had accidentally upended their entire ice-cream sundae onto herself, and Bjorn was laughing so hard that a bit of his milkshake dribbled out of his nose—all captured by Cassie with a perfectly well-timed selfie, though only half of her face could be seen since it was smushed against the camera.


But as she studied the photo, Zoe’s heart swelled until she had to take a deep breath to push down her emotions. The photo was objectively unglamorous, but it had preserved one of her most favorite New York memories, made with her favorite people. It gave her the strength she needed to pick up her purse and walk out the door, steeling herself for her first day at her new job.
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AS ZOE MADE her way to the reception counter in FitPick’s office—a two-story building in Palo Alto called The Nook—she found herself swept up in a steady trickle of people, though none of their faces looked like the headshots on the “Who We Are” page of FitPick’s company website. Bill had told her that they shared The Nook with three other startups, with each occupying its own wing.


“AnotherYou is a virtual reality game company,” he’d written in an onboarding email a few days ago. “And Man’s Best Friend is an artificial intelligence company that claims to use deep learning to decipher canine language, but they’re all bark and no bite if you ask me. Then there’s Dreamcatcher that supposedly analyzes and controls dreams—sounds like some hippie shit. They have crystals and stuff everywhere in their office.”


The receptionist, a young woman with pale blonde hair in a simple ponytail, squinted at Zoe. “Hi, do you have an appointment?”


Zoe shook her head.


“We don’t take visits without an appointment. Would you like to—”


“I’m not a visitor,” Zoe quickly said. “I’m a new employee.” She tucked one of her headband’s tassels behind her right ear. “Zoe Zeng . . . vice president of marketing at FitPick.” A flicker of pride darted through Zoe as she uttered those words, even as her tongue tripped over the unfamiliar, lofty title. “Bill—William Lawrence told me to meet him here at nine?”


The receptionist flicked her eyes down Zoe’s body, then up to her face again. “Miss Zeng? Right, Bill is expecting you and he’ll be down here shortly. I’m Priscilla, the building’s receptionist, and let me be the first to say, ‘Welcome to FitPick.’”


“It’s wonderful to meet you, Priscilla,” Zoe said absently as she did a reciprocal scan of the receptionist’s outfit. Black skinny jeans and a plain linen blouse, and were those . . . New Balance shoes on her feet? Zoe swallowed as her eyes roamed the reception area, lingering on the employees from the other startups making their way to their own offices. It was jeans and sports shoes and Birkenstocks galore—with socks! And either a Patagonia fleece or a North Face vest layered over their respective company shirt. The biggest deviance she could see was a man who had put on a blazer over his AnotherYou tee.


Something brushed against Zoe’s face—her headband’s tassel had escaped back in front of her ear again. She pushed it back into place with a growing dread. As far as she could tell, no one was wearing any sort of accessories except wedding rings and Apple Watches. Even the bags they carried were either nondescript black purses, slouchy JanSport backpacks, or messenger bags emblazoned with their company logo.


As inconspicuously as possible, Zoe pressed her arm against her Paul Smith satchel to hide as much of its rainbow-striped print as she could. Hopefully the other FitPickers would be dressed more like herself since they worked at a fashion app.


“Zoe, welcome to FitPick!” Bill’s voice boomed out. He rounded a corner, blinking as he neared her. “Wow.” Zoe clutched her satchel strap tighter. Was she just paranoid or had she also imagined the slight widening of Bill’s eyes as they gave her a once-over? “I know you worked in fashion but it seems like I underestimated your sense of style.”


Is that a good thing? With a pang, Zoe found herself suddenly missing her old coworkers at Chic. They were all competitive about their dressing, vying to see who could get their hands on a limited-edition item or uncover the most vintage piece of Galliano, but they were also accepting and encouraging of sartorial experimentation. People showed up wearing sports bras under blazers, feathery gloves with slip dresses, and Bjorn once won an office challenge for finding the greatest number of ways to wear a scarf (that was also how everyone found out about his nipple piercing).


“Thank you?” Zoe laughed nervously. “I like your outfit too.”


Bill struck a comical pose as he caught Zoe eyeing his Patagonia jacket embossed with FitPick’s logo. “You like? I’ve prepared one for you, too, as a welcome gift.”


“Oh, that’s nice of you!” Zoe said, trying to imagine the scratchy-looking plain fleece jacket overlaying the delicate lace of her maxidress. Bjorn and Cassie would suffer an aneurysm if they ever caught her in one of those.


Bill clasped his hands together. “Priscilla, I’ve got it from here. Zoe, let me show you around.”
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