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  To all those inspired by the fashion industry.


  Part One


  September:

  The Surprise Party


  Chapter One


  Late was always bad, but the first Monday after summer vacation was the worst. As she ran for the subway, Bonnie Salerno Madden pictured her boss peering over his glasses at her, reminding her, “You’re not indispensable. Everyone can be replaced.”


  The train pulled into the 103rd Street Station in Corona, Queens just as Bonnie hit the platform. The ride from Queens to Manhattan was only forty minutes, but the two boroughs were light-years apart. Queens was made up of working-class, multigenerational families flying American flags outside tract houses with two cars in every driveway. Stick your nose in the air anywhere in Queens, and you’d pick up the scent of garlic, cumin, gas fumes, cut grass, or garbage. Bonnie was the youngest of five kids from a proud Italian family, the first (and only) of her siblings to go to college and get a job in the city.


  Bonnie’s Manhattan, the few square blocks she worked in, was for the upper strata of the upper class, where the top 1 percent lived in luxury high-rise buildings along Central Park, dressed glamorously to walk the dog (if they even did that themselves), and kept Mercedes and BMWs in underground garages that cost more per month than Bonnie’s mortgage. When Bonnie thought of the difference between Corona and the Upper East Side real estate, her mental shorthand was “closet-size bedrooms versus bedroom-size closets.” That also spoke directly to the priorities that defined Queens versus Manhattan dwellers. In her borough of birth, the prime directive was to keep families close, fitting as many people in one house as possible by choice. Her father’s brag was, “I was born in this house, and I’m going to die here, right in this lounger.” In rich Manhattan, a sign of success was a family’s ability to spread out. The brag was, “My daughter’s studying in Paris, my son’s on safari in Kenya, my husband’s in China on business, and I’m going for a spa week at Canyon Ranch.” Kids were sent away to schools, given cars and houses of their own for “healthy” distance. Bonnie loved her large family and lived only a few blocks from the house she grew up in. But Bonnie had to get away, at least during work hours, to a fantasy version of reality among the Manhattanites. It was like working undercover. No matter how well she’d infiltrated the scene, she knew all too well where she’d come from. You could take the girl out of Queens, but Queens stuck to Bonnie like hot tar. Although she was a part of her clients’ world, she was not of it.


  On the ride to Manhattan, to ease the transition, she played her makeover game, imagining the work-a-day commuters around her transformed in designer dresses and suits from Frankel’s, a.k.a. “the most luxurious store in the world.” She’d spend the next ten hours on site at Frankel’s, styling clients. Politicians, socialites, celebrities, and royalty relied on her taste and knowledge of the market to make them look flawless and powerful. Some needed a fabulous look for their work. But most of Bonnie’s society ladies had other reasons to appear perfect.


  Since the dawn of civilization, women had sought men who would be good providers. In this particular sector of New York culture, the men were like providers on steroids. Not just millionaires or multimillionaires—they were billionaires. The things women did to attract and keep them were put on steroids, too, including extreme styling, pampering, dieting, surgical adjustments, exotic sex practices. The dream of marrying well drew hundreds, if not thousands, of young women to Manhattan each year, each hoping to land her very own billionaire. Some succeeded as wives, girlfriends, mistresses, “special friends,” and so on down the ladder of male-female interaction. Some relationships lasted twenty years, some two weeks, others one night or one hour. From what Bonnie had seen in her years of dressing women up and down this ladder of success, once they’d had a moment’s exposure to that first-class world, they were determined to do whatever they could to stay there. There was always some kind of trade-off, of course. The women wound up paying a high price for a foothold on their rung—more precious than anything available at Frankel’s. No matter how levelheaded a woman might be, how grounded, how jaded, the dream of partnering with a rich man was always in the back of her mind. It could happen. It did happen. Bonnie had seen it, many times. But not, of course, to her.


  Bonnie’s first appointment, at ten, was a red-carpet gown hunt with a reality TV show starlet. At noon, a wardrobe update with a middle-aged political candidate. At two, a consultation with a nineteen-year-old hip-hop singer, who usually wore jeans, a hoodie, and basketball sneakers. Bonnie had special orders arriving, inventory to inspect, and a trunk show for an up-and-coming designer. In other words, a slow day.


  She transferred at Grand Central. The train inched along, moving much too slowly. The starlet might be waiting for her already. More likely, though, she’d show up two hours late. Regardless, Bonnie would greet her like she was right on time. Half of Bonnie’s job was styling. The other half was ego stroking.


  The reason her clients came to the Salon at Frankel’s was only, in part, because of Bonnie’s talent and instinct for knowing the perfect clothes for the person and the occasion. If they knew about her modest background, they might not trust her taste as implicitly. If one of their children showed an aptitude for style, she’d get signed up for classes at Parsons or do an internship at Ralph Lauren. Bonnie had to pursue her interest by browsing Macy’s, reading magazines in salons, and watching fashion TV shows. She was the only thirteen-year-old in her neighborhood who had gone to the library every afternoon to read Women’s Wear Daily. Her mother, Sylvia, clued into Bonnie’s passion and helped her nurture it by buying her magazines and taking her on occasional browsing missions in Saks and Bergdorf Goodman. Sylvia noticed in her youngest daughter a chance to break free of a predictable life. When her siblings laughed at Bonnie’s often strange outfits, Sylvia whispered to her, “Don’t listen to them. You have an eye. You’re special. You can do anything.”


  Bonnie would never forget the stricken look of horror on her father Vinny’s face when she announced she’d applied to the Fashion Institute of Technology, had been accepted, and was going to take on loans to pay for it herself. She and Sylvia had done it all behind his back, waiting until she got in to tell him. Vinny, a sanitation worker, acted personally insulted that any of his children would aim higher than the down-to-earth life they had been raised in. What was worse was that one had chosen a field as phony and stupid as fashion. It’s hard for people who didn’t grow up with her background to understand, but going to college was seen as a rejection of her father’s values. Vinny was so angry with Bonnie for going to college, he stopped speaking to her for a month.


  College and fashion were how Bonnie rebelled against her father’s authority. Her mom’s encouragement turned out to be how Sylvia rebelled against the confines of her small life. A year after Bonnie enrolled at FIT, Sylvia made her escape, too. She announced her plans to divorce Vinny and moved into a rental a few blocks away. Shocking the family, she got a job at a restaurant and started keeping company with the owner. Vinny blamed Bonnie for inspiring Sylvia to leave him. It was years before he could talk to his youngest daughter without starting a fight. Only Sylvia and Bonnie’s boyfriend, Mike (who would later be her husband and then ex-husband) came to her graduation ceremony. She didn’t care that her sisters and father blew it off. Although she was in debt, she was also in love and employed. Right out of college, she got a job as a stylist at Bloomingdale’s. Then she worked at a handful of other jobs, learning more in a few months in-store than she had in four years of school. Her client list grew along with her expertise. Fifteen years in the trenches eventually led her to her current position as the head stylist at the best store in the greatest city for fashion in America.


  Along with her elegant taste, her discretion, and her dedication, her availability was what Bonnie’s clients valued most. She was there. She was always there, or at least accessible via BlackBerry 24/7. Some of her clients might think she lived at Frankel’s. It certainly felt like she did.


  Bonnie switched her Prada tote to the other arm and noticed a man staring at her. He held on to the overhead subway bar and wore a well-tailored, navy cashmere coat. Handsome face. When he saw her looking at him, he smiled.


  She smiled back, but he wasn’t her type. At thirty, he was too young. Her fantasy man was slightly older, had a seen-it-all look in his eye without being jaded. Unfortunately for her, she hardly ever met drop-dead gorgeous older men who weren’t gay, married, or morally bankrupt.


  She peeked at her admirer’s body. Not bad. She felt flattered. It was a vote of confidence. She made an effort to put herself together well. Bonnie’s role model was Jackie O. She’d been told more than once she resembled the former First Lady. She could see it, sort of, and had decided in her twenties to go with that crisp, classic style. Today, like every fall and winter day, she wore wool trousers, modest-heeled leather boots, a black sweater, and a cashmere coat of her own. Her hair, chestnut and thick, was pulled into a neat ponytail that highlighted broad cheekbones. Her heart-shaped face and wide-set eyes gave her face a feline impression. The smooth olive skin was a genetic gift from her mom’s side of the family, as was her height, thick eyelashes, and good posture. She looked thirty and claimed to be thirty-two. Her real age? She’d rather not think about it. She hoped to appear timeless, neat, maybe a bit buttoned-up. Her clients and colleagues had no idea that underneath the elegant separates, Bonnie lived in very naughty underwear. The silken garments were her secret, a constant reminder that she had a beating heart and wasn’t only a workaholic.


  This man across the subway car grinned at her like he was in on the secret. Even if he did have X-ray eyes and could see her frilly unmentionables, a thirty-second conversation with her would crush his interest.


  He: “Tell me about yourself.”


  She: “I’m an almost-broke, divorced, single mother of an autistic six-year-old. And you?”


  He’d claw at the subway doors to get away.


  She laughed out loud, picturing it. When the train pulled into Fifty-Ninth Street, Bonnie ran up the steps and out onto the street. As she walked, she replayed the scene of dropping off her son, Peter, at school this morning. She’d taken him to Mason (a private school in Queens for special needs kids) each day since first grade began one week ago and carefully handed him off to his new teacher, Ms. Whitman. Peter liked the teacher from their first meeting. “You smell like Mommy,” he said matter-of-factly. He was right. Ms. Whitman and Bonnie both wore the perfume White Linen. Bonnie had never before been so grateful for her signature scent on another woman. It pulled hard on her heartstrings to leave him in the classroom. In fact, she wasn’t able to do it and hovered just outside the door for an hour every morning, just to make sure he was okay.


  Ms. Whitman assured her she was highly trained and was prepared to care for Peter. That had to be true. The school only hired qualified teachers. But Ms. Whitman was so young, only twenty-five or so, and she didn’t know Peter, at least not yet. He could fool people into thinking he was all right by being quiet. When he was around two, he’d sit in a corner and stare at the wall in stony silence, swaying slightly, unblinking, unreachable. He rarely made eye contact. He’d build a tower of three blocks in the same way, same order, and then deconstruct it, repeatedly, for an hour, then two. He’d fly into a tantrum if he heard a loud sound, like a motorcycle on the street, or if she turned on the lights or touched him unexpectedly. His emotional whiplash was unnerving, and it was the earliest sign he wasn’t like other toddlers. Since then, there’d been testing, a diagnosis, treatment, and education about autism for Peter as well as for Bonnie and her ex-husband Mike. They had intervened early with meds and behavior modification. He was fairly high on the autism spectrum. Peter would, however, never live a completely “normal” life, but he was doing well. That said, as skilled as Ms. Whitman was, she didn’t know Peter like Bonnie did. His demeanor could change at any minute, whether Bonnie was hovering outside the classroom door or not. Every day, she had to make a leap of faith to go to work. Some days it was harder than others.


  Bonnie checked her watch. The store doors would be opening any moment. She forced herself to shift her attention away from Peter to Frankel’s, away from Queens and to Manhattan. As she hustled toward Madison Avenue and Fifty-Seventh Street, she had a sudden realization that she’d been hustling for fifteen years. Style changed every season in the fashion business. But the business of fashion was enduringly hectic.


  Irma was outside the store, as usual. Old, black, blind, and homeless, Irma sat on a milk crate by the main entrance to Frankel’s on Madison Avenue from nine in the morning until closing at eight. Every day, Bonnie gave her a dollar on the way to the employee entrance. Bonnie was superstitious that way. It came from her Italian-American upbringing, her mom spitting on the kitchen floor to ward off the evil eye at every opportunity.


  Irma sniffed the air. “White Linen. I missed you last week.”


  She missed the money. “Here’s a five,” said Bonnie, putting a bill in her cup. How does Irma know it’s really a five? It could be a single. But Bonnie would never do that. Lying to a blind, homeless woman would land her on the express train to hell.


  “Have a nice vacation?”


  “Yes, thanks,” said Bonnie. Most of it had been spent sitting by the phone, waiting for Ms. Whitman to call her. “I caught up on my worrying.”


  “Good for you. Mr. Charles got here a half hour ago.”


  The boss. Bonnie tried, and usually failed, to be at her desk before he entered the building. She rushed in. Store hours began only minutes ago, and Frankel’s was already bustling with customers. The first floor housed the Fragrance and Makeup Departments. After five years as Salon director, Bonnie’s eyes still had to grow three sizes to take it all in. Vivid colors, sparkling objects, crystal chandeliers, shining display cases. Every mirror was engineered to slim. The lighting, a soft pinky yellow, erased wrinkles. Walking into Frankel’s was like losing ten pounds and ten years.


  Bonnie walked in time to the music toward the escalators. Like the lighting, mirrors, and temperature, the music had been tested by researchers for optimal shopping. Bonnie almost felt sorry for the customers. They didn’t stand a chance. Everything they saw, heard, smelled, and touched had been carefully chosen to lower their spending resistance.


  She turned right toward the escalators when she caught a glimpse of her boss, Mr. Chase W. Charles, cutting through Men’s Accessories—wallets, money clips, hats, and gloves. He’d pause to examine a display case and nod lordly at a salesperson before barking a terse order at another.


  Despite her being the Salon director with years of seniority backing her up, Bonnie might as well have been a teenage assistant to Mr. Charles. He treated all his employees with equal condescension. Considering where she’d come from, Bonnie might’ve taken the condescension a little more to heart than other employees. She always felt a bit like she was passing at Frankel’s, just managing to hide her outer-borough roots.


  Ordinarily Bonnie would have hidden behind a column to avoid her boss during his morning walk-through, or else risk being commanded to re-dress a mannequin. But she was too distracted today by his companion to duck out of sight. She was sure she’d never seen the man in the gray suit before, but he might as well have walked straight out of Bonnie’s fantasies. As if she’d summoned him, she marveled at the slightly older man with his worldly air, full head of salt-and-pepper hair, manicured good looks, and beautiful fluid strides. The main draw was the bemused expression on his face, like he had a secret. Maybe the same secret Bonnie had? Was this man wearing black silk panties?


  Bonnie blushed and managed to board the escalator before Mr. Charles saw her. The mystery man did, though. There were dozens of sophisticated women milling around the floor, but he zeroed in on Bonnie just as the escalator lifted her out of his line of sight. He caught her staring at him, just as she caught the man on the subway staring at her. In that second and a half, they held eye contact and Bonnie waved. It was an impulse. Her hand lifted on its own. As soon as their connection was lost, she felt like an idiot, standing on the escalator with her arm in the air.


  That summed up Bonnie’s romantic interaction for the last four years. A lot of furtive glances, but no contact. If her worst fears were realized, she’d turn forty with nothing touching her intimately but her expensive and ridiculously pornographic underwear.


  Escalator up.


  Second floor: Jewelry.


  Third floor: Menswear.


  Fourth floor: Home Decor.


  Fifth floor: Shoes. A football field of shoes. Shoes of every color, style, and strap. The Shoe Department was so gigantic, it should have had its own zip code.


  Sixth floor: Lingerie. Her 30 percent employee discount was exercised here.


  Seventh Floor: Designer Ready-to-Wear. Another frequent stop for Bonnie—in particular, the Donna Karan and Armani boutiques.


  Eighth floor: Valhalla, a.k.a. Designer Couture. One practically required a special passport up here. The floor was divided into twenty-five mini-stores, each displaying one-of-a-kind garments. The Salon at Frankel’s suite, where Bonnie worked, was tucked in the back of this floor. The offices were a respite for the elite from the whirlwind of shopping. For the people who worked there, it was the eye of the hurricane.


  As she walked through the mini-stores, Bonnie took a second to touch the beading on a bodice, a yummy sweater, and a whisper-soft chiffon dress. Her fashion passion felt red-hot today. After a week off spent tending to her son and fretting about the start of his school year, returning to work felt like a relief.


  “Welcome back,” said Fran Giagoni, forty-five, at the Salon reception desk, with her thick Brooklyn accent. “You look…the same.”


  So did Fran, her beehive at its usual Marge Simpson height. “Did you notice the man with Mr. Charles today?” Bonnie asked.


  “He hasn’t come up yet.”


  “Is Lilah here?” The starlet in need of a gown.


  “She’s running late.”


  Bonnie walked down a short corridor crammed with cases of accessories, jewelry, and fully dressed mannequins displaying the merchandise. It opened into a large circular room they called Grand Central, which was also crammed with racks of clothing, piles of cashmere sweaters on the floor, stacks of shoe and boot boxes, and tables dripping with baubles, scarves, bags, hats, and gloves.. Two plush couches in the middle of the room faced windows with city views. Between them was a glass table bearing platters of catered snacks.


  On the other side of Grand Central, opposite the windows, were three fitting rooms. Each had a dress platform, a couple of chairs, a three-way mirror, and racks for clothes. Down a corridor to the left was Bonnie’s closet-size office. Opposite that, the bathroom. Down a corridor to the right were overflowing closets and the largest fitting room, known as the Private Studio, or PS. Use of the PS was exclusive to A-list Salon clients, celebrities, and the fantastically wealthy who paid extra for the privilege of privacy.


  At present, a half dozen people flitted around the Salon. Their movements seemed chaotic, but Bonnie knew exactly what each person was doing and why. It was the bustle of a busy ballet, the principles spinning in sync with one another.


  Bonnie’s assistant, Megan, a freckle-faced brunette, balanced a raft of Starbucks coffee cups.


  Junior shopper Roman pushed yet another groaning rack of clothes into an already bursting fitting room.


  A middle-aged redhead, Mrs. Gloria Rodkin, a B-list client, sat on one of the plush couches. An exhibitionist, she wore only her bra and a skirt slip and chatted on her iPhone while nibbling a brioche.


  A busty blond, Mrs. Vicki Freed, thirty-four, A-list, stepped off a dress platform in a fitting room to tear through the rack of clothing Roman just wheeled in.


  Bella, fiftyish, a no-nonsense Russian native with gray hair, steel eyes, and a gift for fitting, knelt on the carpet, pins in her mouth, in front of Mrs. Freed, attempting to hem her dress.


  Bonnie shouted “Morning!” to everyone and went straight to her office. She went behind her desk, sat down, and booted up her computer. No sooner had her bottom hit the chair, her BlackBerry vibrated. A text from Mr. Charles read, “Friend in town needs new tux. When are you available today?” He must mean the man downstairs. Bonnie felt her skin heating at the idea of shopping with him, whoever he was. It’d been a long time since she’d felt a visceral reaction, a gut crush, at the sight of a man. The butterflies were awful. It was almost like being sixteen.


  Emotional regression. That was the result of being alone for a week with a six-year-old. She started to compose a reply when another call came in—probably security alerting her to Lilah’s arrival.


  “Salon at Frankel’s. How can I help?” answered Bonnie.


  “It’s Cody,” said the caller. “I’ll be there at noon. Order me a tuna sandwich, hold the bread, and a water, hold the ice. I’m bringing my hair guy, makeup guy…Chester, hurry up!…Also my party planner and personal assistant…Make a right, Chester, you idiot!…We have a tasting at one in Soho. That gives you thirty minutes. Make sure Bella is ready…I’m hosting a last-minute surprise party for Dan at the St. Regis. What? The planner is saying no to the St. Regis…I don’t care if they’re booked. Make it happen. Just…okay then. So Dan is turning forty, and he’s been grouchy about the economy. So I thought party. Fun. Friends. Champagne. Get his mind off business for a few hours. I’m such a good wife, you don’t even know. I need two dresses, one short, one long. The theme is Hot Night in Vegas. Think sexy, but not sleazy. Maybe a little sleazy, but chic. Don’t forget the tuna.” Click.


  Bonnie stared at the silent BlackBerry, amazed that she continued to be surprised by Cody Deerlinger’s egomania, as well as insulted by it. More money than manners. Obsessed with her own appearance but blind to how she came off, Cody was a top-down person. Anyone beneath her perceived status might as well be a trained chimp, there to amuse and serve her and to appreciate the occasional pat on the head and tossed cookie. If it weren’t for Cody and others like her, however, Bonnie wouldn’t have a job.


  She replied to Mr. Charles’s text: “Cody D. on her way in. Have to work exclusively with her for a while.”


  He replied, “Okay.”


  So. Two dresses for a surprise party. The challenge, if not the client, inspired Bonnie. For obscenely rich Cody Deerlinger, the sky was the limit. Bonnie could show her anything—a $25,000 Chanel ball gown—and it would be a viable option. This unscheduled emergency was, in a way, a blessing. Bonnie needed a big sale. It was September of a bad year. Bonnie’s numbers were off by 35 percent from last year. Her annual bonus depended on a strong finish.


  Bonnie summoned a subtle attitude shift. Frankel’s needed the Cody Deerlingers of the world. The store depended on them. Cody’s husband’s hedge fund had to be hurting in the recession, though. Could she really afford this party and two new dresses? Not for Bonnie to say, nor to worry about. Her business was to sell taste, style, and clothes at a premium. She was an enabler to her clients’ clothing addiction. Encouraging restraint was the opposite of her job. If a client spent more than she intended, so be it. Occasionally Bonnie felt guilty. Should a client really buy a new dress when her family’s net worth had dropped from a billion to a mere $500 million? How were they managing? Honestly, Bonnie was afraid for them.


  The truth? Bonnie loved the clothes. She loved her family. She even loved working with famous people—although once you’ve seen the twentieth hot young thing in her underwear, you really have seen them all, since they all went to the same plastic surgeons. Professional athletes, however, continued to amaze, if only because they got bigger each year. She adored the sights and smells of Frankel’s. Although she wasn’t a designer, she did have influence in the larger world of style. She styled the trendsetters. In all of New York City, there were ten jobs like Bonnie’s. 


  The rumors were true. It was lonely at the top of her profession, as well as precarious. Despite her experience, Bonnie had no more job security than a salesgirl at the Gap. That was the nature of working in a world where the next big thing was the most desirable. That included designers, stores, muses, and stylists. 


  Text message from the doorman out front. Lilah was on her way up with her mother/manager and PR woman.


  “Megan, are you out there?” Bonnie beckoned. On cue, her assistant appeared in the office doorway, bearing coffee.


  Megan Houlihan, twenty-five, had been at Frankel’s for a few months now. She’d landed the job via her family connections. Megan’s father was a former governor of Iowa—how he had pull in New York City fashion retail was a mystery to Bonnie. Megan had entitled-girl syndrome. Bonnie had seen her type come and go through these doors. Megan had been waited on by nannies, and now her job was to fetch coffee. She did it with enthusiasm. It couldn’t possibly last. The girl would either quit or start whining for a promotion in—Bonnie checked her watch—approximately three months, give or take a week. Six months as an assistant wasn’t paying your dues, not by Bonnie’s calculations. If Megan stuck around for a couple of years, maybe …but that was highly unlikely.


  “Mrs. Deerlinger will be here at noon,” said Bonnie. “We have to pull ten dresses—five short, five long. Evening, sexy, color, embellishment, size four. Start walking the floor—I’ll catch up after I deal with Lilah—but first call Mr. Bianco in Footwear and tell him Mrs. Deerlinger wants glamour on heels, size eight.”


  “You mean now?” asked Megan.


  She finally gets something interesting to do and she’s stalling? “Right now. And ask Roman to come in,” said Bonnie.


  Roman Jones, twenty-seven, multiethnic, and a dedicated flirt, appeared in Bonnie’s office. He’d been working at Frankel’s since he was a teenager, starting in the stock room and later moving up to the eighth floor. Bonnie respected Roman’s work ethic as well as his having a life outside of fashion—he was getting a college degree from the City University of New York, taking law classes at night. Too many people in her business lived and breathed clothes. Roman was an outside-the-closet thinker.


  “What’s up, Chief?” he said.


  Bonnie quickly explained the Cody Deerlinger situation. “She has a reserve on the Private Studio. We have to get Mrs. Freed out of there.”


  Roman said, “Bella is working as fast as she can.”


  Mrs. Deerlinger refused to use any fitting room other than the Private Studio, the same space Gwyneth Paltrow and Robert De Niro used. The acts of debauchery that went on in there over the years pickled the mind. It was the inevitable result of giving insanely wealthy people—who often traveled with an entourage, including some very personal assistants—a private room in a store that inflamed desire and encouraged indulgence. If the Private Studio walls could talk, they’d be on Access Hollywood. Bonnie had found some shocking items.


  The glamorous world of high fashion has its darker side.


  Mrs. Vicki Vendercamp Freed, thirty-six, the client currently using the PS, had recently returned to Manhattan from a Swiss spa with the hips of an adolescent boy and the breasts of Dolly Parton. In her previous figure, she’d purchased a fall wardrobe—$300,000 worth of dresses, skirts, tops, and pants—that no longer fit. Each item had to be altered by hand. Bonnie wondered if she’d had her new parts installed because her husband asked her to. Or it could be prescriptive on Vicki’s part. Her marriage was past the ten-year mark, a watershed year. Bonnie could almost set her watch to the every-ten-year divorce/affair timetable.


  Bella Orloff, the fitter slaving over Vicki’s new cleavage, had been an OB/GYN in Soviet Russia who’d delivered “thousands of babies into poverty,” as she told Bonnie once. She thought she’d be a doctor in the United States when she arrived in the early 1990s, but her degree wasn’t recognized in New York. Bella’s skillful suturing translated into sublime sewing. Her understanding of the female form helped her become the most sought-after fitter at Frankel’s and, therefore, all of Manhattan.


  Bonnie frowned on Bella’s behalf. She was in for a crazy amount of pinning and chalking today.


  “Cody wants to see ten dresses in thirty minutes.”


  He whistled. “Three minutes per dress? No one’s that fast.”


  “First things first. Get Vicki Freed out of there.”


  “Me?”


  “Vicki loves you,” said Bonnie. The busty socialite did enjoy flirting with Roman, the only apparently straight man at the Salon. Roman tolerated the attention well enough.


  Roman smiled. “What’s not to love?”


  “Is Mrs. Rodkin still out there? We need room on the couches for Cody’s entourage.”


  He took a peek. The fifty-eight-year-old, cherry redhead exhibitionist was still there, lounging around in her bra and slip. “She’s on the phone with her daughter. It’s a very intense conversation.”


  “It always is. I’ll take care of her.” She scooped up her BlackBerry and exited her office with Roman on her heels.


  “How are you today, Mrs. Rodkin?” asked Bonnie solicitously of the over-groomed Park Avenue matron.


  “Hold on one second,” said Gloria into her iPhone. She muted it. “I’m terrible. My daughter Shelley is very upset. Her husband, Elliot, has been to three doctors without getting a diagnosis. He’s had every test in the world. And they can’t find what’s wrong with him. They say he’s healthy. Elliot says he feels fine. But I know he’s sick. I’ve buried two husbands. I know what sick looks like. He’s only thirty years old! He’s going to drop dead any second, and won’t those doctors feel terrible then? Meanwhile, all this has been so hard for Shelley. She’s having a total nervous breakdown.” Replacing the iPhone to her ear, Gloria said, “Shelley, are you there? Put down the cheesecake.”


  “I’m very sorry to hear about it. I’m sure he’ll be all right,” said Bonnie. If anyone could harangue a healthy man into an early grave, it’d be Gloria Bernstein Lawrence Rodkin neé Schwartz. “Mrs. Rodkin, I’m afraid I’ve made a mistake. I don’t have you on my schedule.”


  “No appointment. I just popped in to see what was new. Hortense is sending up some things for me.”


  Hortense Clout, fifty-two bitchy years old, was a salesperson on seven, Designer Ready-to-Wear. She would love a promotion to Salon stylist. As long as Bonnie was the director, that would never happen. Hortense regularly parked customers on Bonnie’s couch, where they’d be lulled into purchase mode, then swooped in and made the sale.


  Roman gave Bonnie the eyebrow. He knew that the very name “Hortense” made Bonnie see red all day long. Naturally intuitive to mood, Roman would make an excellent therapist if law school didn’t work out.


  Megan was just heading out to the floor on the Cody Deerlinger mission. Bonnie stopped her and said, “Scratch gowns. I want you to pull suits, size six—Yves, Valentino, Prada—for Mrs. Rodkin here.”


  “Like, now?” asked Megan, confused.


  “From this point on, if I ask you to do something, assume now.”


  Megan smiled and left. Bonnie could tell that corn-fed smile was starting to crack.


  Roman said, “You’re scaring her.”


  If Megan couldn’t take a direct request, she shouldn’t be here. Stopping at Fran’s desk, Bonnie said to her, “Don’t let Hortense Clout into the Salon. If she tries to get in, tell her Jennifer Aniston was seen in the Shoe Department.”


  Next, Bonnie and Roman went to the PS to check on Vicki Freed’s fitting with Bella. The blond third wife of manufacturing giant Lee Freed stood on the dress platform in a thong, demi-bra, six-inch heels, and a super white smile. She looked like Trophy Wife Barbie.


  Vicki leaned forward, as if tilting by the weight of her boobs, to poke through the jewelry on the fitting room display table. It was for sale, of course, but primarily used as placeholders for the client’s precious pieces locked in a vault somewhere. Vicki fingered a string of pearls, stared at Roman, and said, “I just love pearl necklaces.”


  Bella said, “Step in, please.” The fitter held a black, sequined Zac Posen open at Vicki’s feet. For balance, Vicki put her hand on Bella’s head and stepped into the low-cut strapless gown. It had fit perfectly before. Now it hung loosely around the hips, and her breasts exploded over the top like Poppin’ Fresh dough out of the tube. Bonnie felt for the fitter, whom she respected. A professional enthusiast, she said, “Just a few tiny adjustments.” In fact, a major restructuring job would have to be done. Vicki really had destroyed Bella’s work with those cartoon boobs. 


   “Tiny adjustment? It’s a disaster. Chernobyl,” said Bella, a professional hyperbolist.


  “My man loves them, and that’s what matters,” said Vicki. “Do you like them, Roman?”


  “Is that a trick question?” He grinned, and Bonnie resolved to get him a raise this year, no matter the salary freeze.


  Vicki smiled. “Which necklaces with this dress?”


  Roman poked around the display and selected two choices: a ribbon necklace with a cluster of diamond-encrusted daisies and a choker of oversized gold baubles, big and round as cherries. “You’d look great in both.”


  “That one,” said Vicki.


  Roman stepped up on the platform to fasten the baubles around her white neck. She caressed the golden spheres and gazed at Roman’s reflection in the mirror. “I just love balls,” she said.


  Roman fell off the platform.


  Bella said, “Enough. Get out of here. Mrs. Freed, stand straight. Stop tilting hips.”


  Bonnie’s hip pocket vibrated—phone. “Salon at Frankel’s,” she answered.


  “Ms. Madden?” asked the caller. “It’s Bethany Whitman from the Mason School. I’m sorry to bother you at work, but we have a problem.”


  Bonnie’s stomach crashed to her feet. She hurried back to her office for semiprivacy. “Is Peter okay?”


  “He’s fine. Physically, he’s fine,” she said. “But he won’t come out of the coat closet. He’s been in there for an hour.”


  Instant flashback. When Peter was in preschool—at a different school—he locked himself in the bathroom. When the teacher banged on the door, he crawled behind the toilet and got stuck. The custodian had to take the door off the hinges and dismantle the toilet. The noise and crowd were so terrifying to Peter, he went into a fugue state—limp body, no talking, dead eyes—for three days. This wasn’t supposed to happen at Mason. That’s what they were paying in tuition to prevent. Bonnie felt panicked. Her heart tightened in her chest. It’d take her at least an hour to get to her son.


  “Have you called Mike? Detective Madden?” Bonnie asked. Mike was a detective in the NYPD, and his precinct in Queens was only a ten-minute drive away.


  “Mr. Madden said to call you.”


  Bastard. With her hand on her forehead, Bonnie said, “I’ll call you right back.”


  She hung up and dialed Mike, who answered on the first ring. Before he could even say “hello,” Bonnie said, “You need to go get Peter at Mason, or at least calm him down.”


  “He’ll be fine,” said Mike. “A little stress is good for him.”


  “Are you out of your mind?” she yelled.


  “They know what they’re doing at Mason.”


  She almost exploded at Mike. But screaming at one’s ex was not how things were done at Frankel’s. Catching herself, she whispered, “You’re only ten minutes away. Drive over, now, or I swear to God, I’ll make your life a living hell.”


  Then she hung up. Although it was beside the point, Mike was right. Mason was the best private facility in the five boroughs for kids on the autism spectrum, with a backbreaking tuition to go with it. But Bonnie had been right about Ms. Whitman. She was clearly out of her depth. Bonnie would try to get Peter back in the classroom with his teacher from last year, whom he was comfortable with and adored.


  She called Ms. Whitman back. “Peter’s dad is on the way,” she said. “Call me if things get worse.”


  Closing the phone, she did a little prayer. But that was the most she could do about her unique work/life challenge. None of the other Salon employees had small kids, let alone one with special needs. Bonnie learned years ago that the mere mention of her son made Mr. Charles cringe and change the subject. It wasn’t only that her boss didn’t like children. He hated his staff to talk about anything but work. Bonnie did her best to comply. When she walked into Frankel’s, she left one world and entered another. Compartmentalizing wasn’t easy. It wasn’t always possible, but she’d trained herself to focus. She had to maintain the façade in order to do her job, which paid for the Mason School, her afterschool babysitter, Peter’s therapy and medication, and provided their health insurance. She was cool and calm. She wouldn’t crack under pressure. The turmoil might be rising inside, but her surface was as smooth as glass.


  Her BlackBerry vibrated again. Text from Fran at reception. “Lilah’s here.”


  She let loose a single sob, sent Peter a telepathic message to hang in there, and gathered her wits to do the same. Then she left her office to do what she did best.


  Bonnie went shopping.


  Chapter Two


  “The Walmart Special,” as Fran referred to the conservative political candidate, “canceled.”


  That helped. Bonnie smiled at Lilah Sheridan, her mother/manager, and her PR woman. “Good to see you all,” she said. “Shall we hit the floor?”


  Lilah flipped her blond tendrils. “Show me the tightest, brightest, shiniest, sparkliest, shortest dress you’ve got,” she said in her pip-squeaky voice. “I want to kill on the white carpet.”


  “White?” asked Bonnie.


  “At the MTV Video Music Awards! White carpet, not red. This is serious, yo. I need to kill, leave a body trail behind me.”


  Mrs. Sheridan added, “We want Lilah to look like she’s completely naked, but not naked.”


  The PR woman nodded mutely. They conspired to exploit a child. If Bonnie had a daughter, she wouldn’t treat her like a meal ticket. Mrs. Sheridan’s Mama Rose act had landed Lilah on the red carpet—pardon, the white carpet. It was Bonnie’s job to style Lilah, not judge her mother. It was possible Mrs. Sheridan had selfless motives. She pushed Lilah into the spotlight to make her feel beautiful and talented. Her mother’s love and pride drove the bus. What mother didn’t think her child was worthy of acclaim?


  “If you want sexy, we should start with Versace,” said Bonnie.  She’d try to steer her toward tasteful options, which might be a hard sell. Bonnie would draw the line, though, at anything too revealing. It’d be like participating in child pornography. Her boss, Mr. Charles, would be furious if he knew she held back in any way. As Roman had said, “Mr. Charles would sell cigarettes to a cancer patient.”


  They browsed through the Versace, Rodarte, and Hervé Leger boutiques. “This is it!” said Lilah of a gold bandage dress with a crew neck in front and a deep scoop to the butt crack in back. The hem was what Bonnie called “Vee Length.”


  “You’ll look incredible in that,” agreed Bonnie. “I have to tell you, Lilah, that someone else already ordered that dress. I think she plans to wear it to the VMAs, too.”


  Mrs. Sheridan’s eyes narrowed. “Who?”


  “Does it matter? You don’t want to show up in the same dress.”


  The PR woman pushed it. “You can’t throw that out there without telling us. Come on, Bonnie! Just a hint.”


  In her years as a stylist—she used to be called a “personal shopper,” or a “salesgirl”; semantics changed with hemlines, much to Bonnie’s amusement—Bonnie had learned that honesty was the best policy. If she obfuscated or lied and was found out, Lilah would shop elsewhere. If she told the truth, Bonnie became a source of gossip and an instant confidante. It never occurred to clients that Bonnie might have an ulterior motive for divulging certain bits of information.


  “Okay,” Bonnie pretended to give in. “It was Anna Maytag.”


  The trio of women gasped. Anna was Lilah’s rival on her reality TV show. If Anna bought the dress, Lilah wouldn’t dare. As it just so happened, Bonnie had another choice at arm’s length, one with twice the impact—and price tag. And it showed a bit less skin.


  The three women huddled. Lilah twirled her tendrils and, as Bonnie watched in amazement, scratched the inside of her nostril.


  The three reached a decision. “We’ll take it,” said Mama Sheridan.


  “You will?” Bonnie was shocked. “Are you sure? Should we take ten more minutes and look at Azzedine Alaia?”


  “I know what I’m doing.”


  Bonnie wasn’t going to argue with success. Lilah et al. had been on the premises for twenty minutes and would spend $6,000. Bonnie would send some shoes to her fitting next week which would increase the total. Now that was some good hunting. Bonnie didn’t celebrate in her mind too hard. For every easy client, there were five troublemakers.


  Which reminded her: Cody Deerlinger was expected shortly. Bonnie’s time flew as she rushed from boutique to boutique for her number one client. A true shopaholic, Cody spent half a million dollars last year at Frankel’s buying clothes, gifts, and decor for her many children, friends, and homes—and for herself, of course.


  At noon on the dot, the main doors of the Salon burst open. Five people—three women and two men—entered the space. They were talking on phones, Bluetooth headsets, or into a tote bag with a furry creature inside.


  “Hey, Mrs. Deerlinger,” said Fran, putting down her eyelash curler, which was a true sign of respect. “Right on time. I got your tuna right there.”


  If Fran had said the same sentence on the streets of Bensonhurst, a dozen horny Italians would have surrounded her, cupping their groins. Mrs. Cody Deerlinger acted as if Fran hadn’t spoken. The thirty-two-year-old princess of Manhattan society—by way of Fort Worth, Texas—glided right by the reception desk and into the Salon proper. The “personal assistant”—ten years ago, she’d have been a “secretary”—who carried Cake, Cody’s Brussels Griffon, took the sandwich from Fran with an aloof smirk.


  Bonnie watched the exchange from Grand Central, a smile plastered on her face. Fran Giagoni, a woman who’d put three kids through college by working two jobs, apparently didn’t deserve respect from a snotty twenty-five-year-old who bagged dog shit for a living. The gulf between wealth and character only got bigger as the years went by. When Bonnie started out, the wealthiest clients were overly polite, almost chagrined by their fortune. Nowadays? Money didn’t sleep or apologize.


  “Cody Deerlinger just walked in,” said Gloria Rodkin on the iPhone to Shelley. She was still there on the couch, half-dressed, munching her third brioche. “She’s in a red Chanel suit, carrying an Hermés Kelly bag in black croc…I’m not sure. Around $20,000.”


  Roman stood to Bonnie’s right, Megan to her left. They were as prepared as they could be on such short notice. Bonnie took a deep breath and shifted into sell mode. Before an important presentation, Bonnie always made the sign of the cross, a superstitious hangover from her Catholic childhood. She did it tiny, so no one would see. It looked like she was adjusting her blouse.


  Cody sat on the plushest couch. The party planner stood at attention behind her, iPad out, ready for instruction. The hair and makeup stylists were rummaging through the jewelry and accessories on display. The assistant sat next to Cody and took the dog out of the tote to massage his shoulders.


  “Not so rough,” barked Cody.


  The assistant said, “I’m sorry.”


  “Don’t apologize to me.”


  The girl nodded, tilted Cake’s furry face toward her, and said, “I’m so sorry, Cake. I didn’t mean to hurt you.” Bonnie sympathized with the girl. She knew what it felt like to trade dignity for salary.


  “Mrs. Deerlinger, excuse me. I just got a text. We have the St. Regis ballroom,” said the party planner.


  “Of course we do,” said Cody.


  “She’s sitting right next to me!” gushed Gloria. “Yes! I can see her pores.”


  “Lunch,” said Cody, her hand open in the air.


  The assistant placed the sandwich in her boss’s hand. Cody unwrapped it. “Bonnie, what the hell is this?”


  Fran said, “What’s the problem?”


  Cody spoke only to Bonnie. “This is a sandwich. I said ‘tuna, hold the bread.’ And where’s my room temperature water?”


  Fran rushed forward, put a crystal stem on the table within Cody’s easy reach, and poured Fiji into it. Fran retreated, knowing she might as well wait for pigs to fly for a thank-you.


  Gloria relayed, “Apparently Cody asked for tuna, no bread. But she’s eating the sandwich anyway…yes, even the bread. I don’t know. Multigrain? Wheat?”


  With her mouth full, Cody said, “Begin.”


  Bonnie and Megan wheeled a rack forward. Roman alerted Mr. Bianco in Fitting Room B to be ready with the shoes. Mr. Bianco was a Frankel’s lifer. He’d worked in Footwear for thirty years and planned to stay until “they carry me out in a box—feet first,” as he loved to say, perhaps nine times a day.


  “Not to get too high-concept,” said Bonnie, who knew that Cody Deerlinger loved high-concept, but would never admit it, “the two dresses represent the first and second half of a hot Las Vegas night. When you step out in Vegas, you start slowly at an elegant dinner in a full-length gown. Then things loosen up. You have a glass or two of champagne. You win at roulette. For the second half of the night, inhibitions go down and the hem goes up. From soigné to soiree.”


  “Soigné to soiree!” repeated Raj, Cody’s makeup pro. “Love it! I’m so stealing that.”


  Bonnie shot him a grateful glance. Any support was appreciated. She quickly ran through her picks. Just as quickly, Cody rejected four of the ten dresses right off the rack. Of an Oscar de la Renta, she said, “Is that…taffeta? Have you lost your mind? I’m not going to the fucking prom!” Cody agreed to try on the remaining six and pick two. Bonnie had suggested specific pairings of long and short, but the client would make the final decision.


  Cody said, “Where is Bella? I’ve got…six minutes per dress.” She marched down the corridor to the PS and yanked the door open.


  Oh, Christ. Bonnie knew she forgot something.


  Inside the fitting room, Bella was helping Vicki Freed peel off a sheath dress. With the door wide open, everyone in the Salon was treated to the sight of Vicki’s scientifically engineered curves.


  Raj said, “I think I just went straight.”


  Gloria did the blow-by-blow for her daughter: “Cody Deerlinger and Vicki Freed are air-kissing! And Vicki is practically nude!”


  Cody pulled back from the air-kiss and said, “Wonderful to see you. And so much of you!” She gave Vicki the once-over, in slow motion, twice.


  Mrs. Freed could smile just as phonily as Cody. “You look fantastic! You’ve lost so much weight. Good for you.”


  “And you’ve gained,” said Cody.


  “In all the right places,” said Vicki, slipping on a robe. “Although it does get tiring, having to fend off so many of my friends’ husbands.”


  Vicki’s blue eyes stayed fixed on Cody’s. Something had to break the tension soon, or Cody might storm off in a snit without choosing a dress.


  Dog to the rescue. Cake sniffed Gloria’s brioche and then snatched it out of her hand. “Oh my God! Cody Deerlinger’s dog is eating off my plate. I don’t know. Terrier? It looks like a gremlin.”


  “I hate to do this to you in the middle of your fitting,” said Cody to Vicki. They both knew Cody had a reserve on the room, even if someone else was currently using it.


  Vicki said, “Don’t give it another thought. I’m ready for a lunch break anyway.” Bella helped her into a robe, and she left the room, asking the fitter if she wanted a water or a sandwich.


  Bonnie exhaled gratefully. Beneath the vavavoom body, Vicki was a lady. She’d gracefully sidestepped what could have been a difficult moment. As she took a seat on the couch next to Gloria, Vicki winked at Bonnie. The message was clear: Bonnie now owed her a favor.


  Roman wheeled Vicki’s rack out of the PS. He wheeled Cody’s rack in. “That’s one minute of my life—wasted,” said Cody, following the rack and closing the fitting room door.


  Meanwhile, back on the couch, Vicki acknowledged Cody’s party planner with a nod and said, “Congrats, Simone, working with Mrs. Deerlinger.”


  Simone seemed anxious. “Thank you, Mrs. Freed.”


  “What kind of event are you planning?” Vicki was trolling for information. Although her influence in society wasn’t at the Deerlinger level, as chairwoman for the Peace on Earth Foundation, a major celebrity-affiliated charity, Vicki carried weight.


  Simone smiled enigmatically. “It’s a small, intimate party.”


  “Sounds divine. How intimate?”


  “Close friends and family.”


  “I thought the St. Regis ballroom had a minimum of three hundred.”


  Busted. Simone said, “It’s a business thing.”


  “With a Las Vegas theme?”


  Gloria whispered into the phone, “Drama!”


  “My husband and I adore the St. Regis,” said Vicki. “I was thinking of hosting the next Peace on Earth fundraiser there.”


  The subtext came in loud and clear. Vicki was dangling a possible fundraiser gig to Simone in exchange for wrangling her an invite to Cody’s party. It was pure extortion. Everyone in New York, including the Freeds, would want to party with the tippy-top of Manhattan’s elite. The event would be a spare-no-expense spectacle, covered by every newspaper and society blog. If her picture found its way onto the right style pages, Vicki’s stock would skyrocket.


  Cody emerged from the PS wearing a strapless, blush pink evening gown of draped silk jersey by Halston. She paraded down the corridor to Grand Central to get a verdict from her paid people.


  Bonnie’s first impression: wrong. The pink was too pale for Cody’s coloring. Her B-cup breasts were crushed flat, negating any curves. Even social X-rays wanted to show a bit of a figure. Cody was an attractive woman, and anything looked good. But this wasn’t making the most of what she had.


  Raj grabbed his heart as if stricken. “Love ittttt!”


  Perry, Cody’s hairstylist, said, “I’m seeing straight, high gloss, middle part, a la Demi. Or a Mad Men chignon.”


  Vicki said, “It’s very flattering.” A lie. Society ladies could be pathologically competitive.


  “Halston,” Gloria said into her phone. “At least $5,000.”


  Mr. Bianco, a balding, short man in a rumpled brown suit, came out of his makeshift mini shoe department in Fitting Room B with a pair of six-inch, gold, peep-toe heels. He helped Cody into them. She looked at herself in the three-way mirror. “I’m a rail.”
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