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        A photograph is a secret about a secret. The more it tells you, the less you know.

      

      

      
        
        –Diane Arbus

      

      

      

      Gwen

      

      The day takes a sharp turn when my first client won’t stop crying and then poops all over my new drop cloth.

      Granted, he’s only eight months old.

      Even with the tears and turds, he’s easier to deal with than his Upper East Side mother, who’s decked out in clothing that costs more than my yearly income. She won’t stop glaring at me as if the crying and subsequent diaper malfunction are somehow my fault.

      The day gets moderately better when I get a call from a celeb rag that I’ve done work for previously.

      “We’ve got a dinner at Miguel’s that needs coverage.”

      “Celebrities pretending they don’t want to be seen?”

      “Pretty much. A group of new-money reality stars meeting for dinner to discuss some potential movie or TV show or who’s the richest dumbass on the block—who knows. Liz is covering the article. She’s expecting you at eight.”

      Eight. I was up preparing for my morning shoot at five.

      I’m getting too old for this crap.

      Over a year ago, after one of my shots landed on a billboard in Times Square, I thought my life would turn into a never-ending circle of money and fame and recognition. I was sure that one picture was my ticket to what I really wanted to do—serious shoots with serious people, traveling the world, and making a difference.

      Instead, I’m schlepping my way through New York City every day and night, taking any job I can, trying to get a shot with a serious periodical, and praying for . . . something. Anything.

      It’s partially my fault. From the get-go I’ve been locked into the label of “former model Gwen.” Not photographer Gwen who’s been working her ass off for the last year. No one will take me seriously. And then when my personal life went sideways, I let it affect my professional life, which served to confirm the general opinion about former models attempting to break the mold. How can I prove myself when people refuse to look further than the surface?

      I’m feeling every minute of my nearly twenty-eight years on this planet when I walk to Miguel’s a few minutes before the scheduled time. I probably have another half hour before anyone arrives because it wouldn’t be cool to show up—gasp—on time, like you don’t have anything better to do. The truth is I really don’t have anything better to do and I’ve given up pretending.

      I talk to the hostess and then the manager about the party and they show me the area they’re planning on setting everyone up in. It’s not a huge guest list, about twelve.

      The party room is through a large open doorway from the main restaurant space. Not exactly secluded, but I guess that’s the point.

      While I wait, I get an idea for the space and the lighting. The room is narrow and the furniture is dark. On top of that, it’s all dim wall sconces that totally suck for getting detailed shots, so I ask to move a few lamps to make my job easier.

      Thirty minutes later, people start showing up. The girls are mostly blonde, mostly Botoxed with unnaturally large lips and way too much makeup. The reporter covering the event is Liz Masterson. I’ve worked with her before on a few pieces. After quick greetings, she gives me the basics of the article—it’s a short piece about a new reality show set in New York airing next season, some type of Real World thing but with trust-fund kids who are famous for being wealthy and not much else. She wants some simple, candid shots.

      Once that’s settled, I do my best to blend into the background, unnoticed.

      It doesn’t work.

      A few of the girls keep thrusting out their chests and staring at the camera when they’re supposed to be ignoring me. Does no one understand the meaning of the word candid? It’s bad enough trying to catch decent shots when people look more plastic than real. Not that I’m judging. Do what makes you feel good about yourself, but they would be just as beautiful, if not more so, without the obviously added enhancements.

      I get a few decent shots and then my camera lens wanders because I’m bored.

      The viewfinder passes over a couple at a small table in the main room who are trying to look like they aren’t fighting, but it’s clearer than the most high-definition image ever recorded. They aren’t speaking. Her mouth is tense, his jaw is tight.

      Next to them, in a booth, a group of women are talking excitedly and laughing. Catching people in the act of true mirth is one of my favorite shots. It’s completely unrestrained and honest, and while most people don’t find it exactly flattering, I find it fascinating.

      There’s a sharp tug somewhere in the vicinity of my chest as I watch them. They remind me of my sisters, the only people I’ve ever been comfortable with without it turning around and biting me in the ass. I haven’t talked and laughed with another woman without feeling anxious in, well, over a year.

      Ugh, I’m so fucking depressing.

      Moving on. I pan the camera over to the bar. Aha, a first date. I’d bet my Canon on it. She’s sitting high and anxious in her seat and he’s leaning back, all confident swagger and condescending smirk.

      She gets up and heads toward the bathrooms, her fifties-style dark green A-line dress swinging as she walks, and he watches her disappear before pulling something out of his pocket and dumping it in her drink.

      I snap the shutter a few times. “You dick,” I mutter under my breath, already weaving through the tables.

      My first reaction is to walk over and punch him in the throat the way my police officer sister Gemma taught me, but that would likely result in a lawsuit and/or getting thrown in jail for assault. Therefore, probably a bad idea.

      Instead, I follow his victim to the bathroom.

      I find her leaning over the sink, applying bright red lipstick. Thankfully, the bathroom is empty except for the two of us.

      “Hey.” I stop near the door, letting it shut behind me.

      She blinks at me in the mirror and then turns. Only the top of her lip is red.

      I pause for a second, unsure how to begin. “So, there’s no easy way to say this, but your date put something in your drink. I have, um, a picture.” I walk to the sink next to her and turn the camera in her direction, paging back to the photos I caught so she can see. “He moved pretty fast, but I got a good one of him putting whatever it was back in his pocket. Some kind of vial.”

      Her partially done-up mouth forms an O of surprise. “Oh, my God.” One hand flutters to her chest. She’s not from around here. If the Southern drawl didn’t give her away, her innocent expression would have done so all on its own.

      “How well do you know him?”

      She shakes her head, her gaze moving from my face to the camera between us. “I don’t. We just met. It’s a blind date. This has never happened to me before. I didn’t think . . . well.” She straightens and puts a hand on her hip. “Now you know something like this did happen to one of my sorority sisters, back in Blue Falls, Texas. We were going to a frat party and she was assigned as the sober monitor, you know, to drive if needed and take care of the girls, and one of the guys tried to get her drunk but we could never figure out who it was. I wasn’t there that night but I heard all about it and they never did figure out which of the guys spiked her drinks.”

      She stops suddenly, a red blush creeping up her cheeks, and she covers it with her hands.

      “I’m so sorry I’m rambling on, I do that when I’m nervous. What do I do? Is there a back exit?” She peers behind me at the door.

      “I think there is, but this guy will probably do the same thing again to someone else. Do you want to run, or do you want to help me nail him to the wall?”

      Her eyes meet mine, wide and dumbfounded. Then she straightens, her mouth firming before she meets my eyes. “I ain’t running anywhere. Let’s get out the nails.”

      “Good. Can you go back and act normal? And this goes without saying, but don’t drink your wine.”

      She nods. “I can do that. What are you going to do?”

      “We are going to take this guy down. What’s your name?”

      “Scarlett Marie Jackson.”

      I nod. “Of course it is.”

      Five minutes later, she’s taken a few deep breaths and finished applying her lipstick, and we’ve come up with a quick game plan. Once she gets over the shock, she is surprisingly assertive.

      I find the manager and tell them what I saw, showing them the pictures I snapped of asshole Jerry drugging his date as proof, and they call the cops. The manager has a printer in his office and I have all my cables in my camera bag, so we’re able to print off the money shot. There’s no way I would ever hand my whole camera over to the cops. My Canon is like my right arm.

      Once I get back to the dinner party, Liz is looking for me.

      “What’s going on?” She pulls me off to the side of the small room.

      In a low voice, I quickly explain the situation. “I’m sorry, Liz. I have plenty of shots for your article, and I’ll get more if you need them.”

      She waves me off. “That’s fine. I can’t believe that guy. Then again, maybe I can. Something similar happened to me in college.” She shakes her head. “Don’t we all have one of those stories?”

      “Feels like it,” I murmur.

      “Anyway, good on you for stepping up and doing something.”

      “How could I not?”

      One of the pouty blondes comes up and asks Liz a question and I resume my post, snapping pictures of celebs while keeping my side-eye out for Scarlett and her turd nugget of a date.

      It takes nearly thirty minutes for the cops to arrive, and Scarlett does a surprisingly decent job of acting cool while not drinking her wine, although asshole Jerry keeps raising his glass in a toast to encourage her to take a sip. The bartender brings her a glass of water though, and she uses that as her excuse to leave off the wine for a bit.

      When New York’s finest finally arrive, management directs them to asshole Jerry.

      The whole thing is surprisingly anticlimactic. I don’t know what I expected, the guy to turn into OJ and jump into a white Bronco or something? But he doesn’t even fight it.

      When they say, “Come with us,” he goes. He doesn’t even seem surprised.

      Dick.

      I suppose it’s lucky there isn’t much of a kerfuffle, and the cops are in and out without any problems. I do snap a few pictures of them taking him away, because I have to. The look on his face is sinister in its complacency. Like he knew. Like he expected it.

      My apartment is close enough to walk and I set a brisk pace home, hugging my sweater around me. Autumn is creeping into winter and the chill in the air portends the change of season. I can’t wait to put on sweats and a lumpy T-shirt. The party scene is not for me. Not anymore.

      It’s dark outside, but there’s plenty of illumination from the storefronts and streetlights. The errant cab passes by and a few people are walking the streets still. I lift my gaze to the black sky above.

      No stars.

      There never is with the ever-present light pollution and haze in the city. I miss sitting on the patio back home and counting the pinpricks above me.

      “Wait!” A high-pitched voice calls out behind me before I wade too much into homesickness and general misery.

      Scarlett is running after me, heels clattering on the pavement, dark hair flying behind her. She stops beside me. “I didn’t get a chance to thank you properly.”

      “There’s no need.” I wave her off and keep walking.

      She keeps pace beside me. “Are you kidding? If it wasn’t for your help back there, well, I don’t know what would have happened to me. Really.” She shudders, then puts a hand on my arm. “You have to let me make it up to you somehow. Do you like cupcakes?”

      “Cupcakes?”

      “You know, little cakes with frosting.”

      “I know what cupcakes are.” I’m just surprised she’s offering. It’s been so long since anyone has wanted to hang out with me or do anything for me, I’ve forgotten how to respond.

      “I could make you some. Cooking and baking are my only real talents. It’s why I’m here in New York, actually.”

      I stop walking and face her. “Your name is Scarlett, you’re from Texas, and you make cupcakes? Are you for real?”

      “Well it’s like my granny always told me, reality is as real as beer and Skittles.”

      A startled laugh escapes me. “That doesn’t even make sense.”

      “I never thought it did either, but then she always mixed up her phrases. So, cupcakes?” Scarlett’s tone is hopeful. “Are you free tomorrow night?”

      “I’m not sure, I might have another shoot. Sometimes they come up unexpectedly.” It’s true, but inside I know it’s also an excuse, a defense mechanism.

      “Too busy, huh? You sound an awful lot like the last three guys I dated.” She sighs. “That’s too bad. I don’t know anyone in the city. I met Jerry on Grindr, have you ever been on there? Probably not, you’re way too gorgeous to need help from some app where you have to swipe up and down and right and left and people just want to get laid. Anyway, I’m rambling again.” The smile she gives me is apologetic. “You have to let me do something for you. You won’t have to do anything or go anywhere. I can save you time so you can get to work. I’ll bring you some of my famous red velvet cupcakes, everyone loves them, and even if you don’t have time for a social life, you have to eat, don’t you?”

      “Yeah, sure,” I agree. “So this is my stop. It was nice to meet you. Good luck with . . . everything.” I wave and make an escape.

      “Bye! Thank you again! Wait, I never got your⁠—”

      Her last word is cut off as I enter the building and shut the door behind me.

      I never gave her my name.

      Probably for the best.
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        * * *

      

      My alarm goes off the next morning at seven. Bleary-eyed, I slam it into silence and then stumble out of bed. I didn’t get to sleep until after midnight. Once I got home, I was a little amped up from the excitement of the night.

      There isn’t much distance between my bedroom-slash-living-room and the kitchen. It’s only a few steps to turn on the coffee machine and warm up the computer before running to the bathroom to take care of morning business and splash some cold water on my face.

      By the time that’s done, I’ve got a steaming cup of coffee ready and waiting. I sit in front of my laptop in the small dining space that’s also my kitchen and pull up my website and social media accounts.

      It’s the only apartment I could afford on my own, and there are only three rooms, really. The kitchen-slash-dining-room, the bedroom-slash-living-room and a tremendously tiny bathroom. There’s also a closet that’s about the same size as the bathroom, but at least they’re actual separate rooms.

      I’m scanning around, still half awake, when I notice my Twitter followers have increased.

      I turn my head just in time to spit my coffee all over the kitchen floor.

      “Ten thousand?” I yell into the empty apartment. “Ten thousand?”

      What happened? I click around and find a tweet of an article with my name in it.

      It’s been shared almost twenty thousand times.

      “Holy shit.”

      A few more clicks and I find a Buzzed article written by Liz Masterson.

      Liz was doing the reality show piece; why would she write anything about me?

      There’s a picture, an old one from a shoot when I was still modeling. Next to it is one of Scarlett at Miguel’s. The headline reads “Former Model Stops a Rape.”

      I scan through it. Liz wrote a piece about what happened last night. She calls me the Wonder Woman of Broad Street. Snorting a laugh, I click to my blog. Thousands more followers there, too.

      What the fuck?

      My email box has exploded with job offers. Most of them are still of the celeb “please shoot my wedding/child/family photos” variety, but they’re jobs. More than I could ever accept and enough to cover my rent for a while for sure.

      Maybe this month I’ll spring for the fancy ramen noodles in the big pack.

      I power on my phone, and there are a ton of missed calls and messages there, too. I groan. I need an assistant. Half those calls are probably media outlets that I do not want to call back.

      Been there, done that.

      In between all the job offers is another rejection from a high-profile political rag, which puts a damper on my excitement. I’ve been pitching my idea for a year now and can’t even get a bite.

      There’s a light tap at my door and I get up and open it without looking through the peephole.

      “Hey, Martha.” I dash back to my computer, absorbed by the magic happening on my laptop.

      “Good morning, dearie.” Martha steps into my kitchen, shutting the door behind her and heading straight for my coffee pot.

      Martha is my neighbor. She’s about ninety years old and comes over every morning to drink my coffee. She also steals weird things like Q-tips, garbage bags, and tampons. Even though I’m pretty sure she hasn’t PMS’d in at least forty years. I’m not sure why she takes my things, but I just let her. She bakes me cookies sometimes, so it’s a fair trade.

      “Are you busy today?”

      I glance over at the question. She’s wearing her trademark pink floral nightgown and her hair is in curlers. It’s always in curlers. “Um, sort of. I have a bunch of new followers on social media.”

      She blinks. “Oh. Can I use your bathroom?”

      “Sure, Martha.”

      She disappears into my bathroom for so long I nearly forget she’s there. Then she’s out the door without so much as a goodbye, the pockets of her gown bulging.

      I laugh. No matter how “famous” I might be, some things will never change.

      An hour later I’m still clicking around online, amazed at all the sudden publicity, when my phone rings, and this time I recognize the number.

      “Victoria?” I answer. I haven’t talked to her since the Times Square photo. She’s the reason I got the job in the first place, but after everything that happened since. . .

      “Are you free today? We have a shoot in Harlem. ‘New York’s Sexiest.’ It’s for Stylz.”

      In true Victoria fashion, she acts as if nothing’s happened and it was only yesterday she was talking me up and promising me the world.

      I don’t really want to do it. Stylz magazine is the same magazine that printed the article describing my shame to the world. But I’m over it. I’m not letting my past drag me down. Again. Even though it’s more celebrity nonsense, I would be a fool to say no.

      Everyone knows Victoria. Turning her down now would be professional suicide.

      “What time?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Life, for people, begins to crumble on the edges; they don’t realize it.

      

      

      
        
        –Dorothea Lange

      

      

      

      Marc

      

      My father has the uncanny ability to take a decent day and turn it into a shit sandwich.

      “Do you have those TPS reports?”

      “Hello, Dad. Good morning to you, too.”

      It’s almost afternoon. I left work last night at eleven, and I was back in the door seven hours later. He probably wandered in a few minutes ago and expects the world to fall at his feet.

      Story of my life.

      I’m too exhausted to deal with him.

      I can’t see my father through the phone, but I can picture him at his desk. I’m sure he’s dressed in an Armani suit that costs more than the GDP of a small country, and he likely still reeks of booze from the night before. While I was here, working late into the evening, he was out schmoozing some clients that flew in from China. I’d bet my left foot he hasn’t even looked at his desk yet to see if I gave him his damn reports.

      “What?” he barks in response to my greeting.

      “I put them on your desk before I left last night.”

      Muttered curses fill my ear and the shuffle of paper crinkles in the background. His desk is always a hurricane of reports and paperwork that he can barely read anymore, let alone keep track of.

      I don’t know why he bothers coming in at all. He doesn’t do anything but bluster and curse and freak out the administrative staff. He’s never been good at anything that doesn’t require charming people out of their money with fancy dinners and pretty women.

      I wait, tense and still, wondering what he’ll want next.

      There’s a click when he hangs up on me without another word, and I release a sigh into the silence. I put the phone back on its base and look out the bank of windows into the city.

      I’m on the top floor of one of the biggest corporations in New York City. It’s a dream job, really. For anyone else. My grandfather was an immigrant from Scotland and he started the company all by himself when he was in his early twenties. It was a simple enough idea, a one-stop shop for all of the restaurants in the city to purchase kitchen supplies. Now we supply products for thousands of eating establishments across the country, including home stores and giant superstore chains. The company is worth millions.

      It was a forgone conclusion that I would work here and eventually take over, especially when my brother Brent began excelling in sports and I had my little accident.

      But the truth is, I kind of hate it.

      The phone rings. It’s not Dad this time but his assistant.

      “Marc here.”

      “Marc, it’s Alex.”

      Poor, poor Alex. My dad sucks, but I’m his child and although technically I’m just an employee with no ownership interest in the company, he wouldn’t get rid of me or do anything to hurt me, really. Nothing more than he already does. Alex is the fifth assistant he’s had in the last six months. “What’s going on?”

      “Well, it’s about Mr. Crawford.”

      “It usually is. What is he doing now?”

      “He told me only to interrupt him if Dane Jones calls, and well, Dane Jones is on the phone for him.”

      “Okaaay.”

      Alex sighs. “Then he shut his door and put his phone on busy. I can hear the music.”

      Typical Dad behavior. If Alex interrupts him when his music is on, he’ll be fired. But if Dad finds out Dane Jones called and Alex didn’t interrupt him after he explicitly told him to, he’ll be fired.

      Dad’s a seventy-year-old toddler.

      “Ah. I gotcha. Be right there.”

      We hang up and I take a few deep breaths to prepare myself before I leave the relative safety of my office.

      The same thing happens every time I move anywhere inside the building.

      “Marc, will you sign this?” Grace stops me, an accountant who’s been with the company since I was a child and does the work of ten people while managing to be the office grandmother.

      “Can I get you to look at these numbers?” Eric from marketing is next. He’s going through a divorce and has been obviously stressed lately. I tell him to leave the reports on my desk.

      “Do you think Trina in marketing would go on a date with me?” This from an IT woman I hired last year. Charlie. She hands me a coffee and walks with me.

      “Asking out coworkers is a bad idea. And I think she’s straight.” I take a sip and then frown. Way too much sugar.

      She groans. “Why are all the good women taken?”

      “When you find out, let me know.” I lift the coffee cup in her direction. “Next time, just make it black.”

      “But you need something sweet in your life.” She pats me on the shoulder before disappearing down a hallway.

      By the time I make it to Dad’s office, Alex is doing a nervous dance outside the door.

      I drop my coffee in his trash. “Don’t worry, I’ve got it.” I walk past him and open the door without knocking. “Dad, Dane Jones is on the phone.” I have to nearly yell the words over the music blaring in the background. Frank Sinatra. He listens to it every time he starts dating someone new. So every other week.

      He motions for me to shut off his music and I click the button, thrusting his office into silence.

      “Dane Jones is on the phone,” I repeat.

      With a quick, frustrated breath, he picks up his phone and pushes some buttons. “This thing doesn’t work,” he grumbles. “Where is that damn secretary of mine? Andrew!”

      “His name is Alex.”

      He points the phone in my direction. “Never heard of a man being a secretary. It’s not natural. I don’t know why you won’t let me pick my own staff.”

      Because the last two people he hired were blonde and buxom. And while I’m sure they were excellent at their jobs, he immediately started dropping things to make them bend over, kept asking one of them if there was a mirror in her pocket, and gave the other one a dress code with nothing on it. It was literally a list that said wear nothing. I don’t have time to deal with sexual harassment lawsuits on top of everything else.

      But I’ve learned the best answer to Dad’s questions is silence or a subject change.

      I walk to his desk and push the button next to the call Alex put on hold. “There.”

      “Dane,” Dad barks into the phone. “Let me call you right back.” Then he hangs up on him.

      I take a deep breath and count to ten. I will not kill my father today, I will not kill my father today.

      “Did you finish that paperwork I asked for yesterday?”

      The same paperwork you asked me about ten minutes ago? I pick up the bound papers off the corner of his desk and hand it to him. “Yes. It’s right here.”

      He flips through the pages, squinting at the words.

      He needs to put on his glasses. He has them, he just refuses to wear them. He avoids anything that would make him look less than a “real man,” even when he’s only in the company of his son.

      Narcissism, thy name is Father.

      He finally puts the papers down on his desk. “Why were you here late working? You’re young. You should be out partying with your brother. If anyone can pull in the tail, it’s him. He could help you out, even with that ugly mug of yours.” He laughs at his own joke.

      Like I don’t realize how I look. After the accident, he pestered me for months about getting plastic surgery for that “horrible disfigurement.”

      It’s just some scars.

      I’ve told him I have a girlfriend about six times. Not that he remembers. I’ve made a deal with myself that I won’t tell him the same thing more than ten times because I’m pretty sure the eleventh time, an angel somewhere gets his wings ripped off.

      “Brent’s not going out these days. The season started three months ago.” Besides that, ever since Bella broke up with Brent, he hasn’t had much interest in partying. Not that Dad would know that. Brent and I don’t share personal stuff with him. We know better.

      “You’re right.” A sentence that would be surprising if he stopped there. “Brent is getting it done every time he has an away game, I’m sure. He’s probably banged a chick in every state. You should learn from your brother.” There’s more chortling and nudging.

      If I had been out partying, I wouldn’t have gotten the work done that he wanted and he would have faulted me for that. There’s no winning here, only pacifying the beast as best I can.

      This place would fall down without me.

      Pressure builds behind my eyes. I can’t take this much longer. Can a thirty-year-old have a stroke? I take a deep breath and picture myself somewhere else. On a tropical beach. Touring an ancient castle in Europe. Exploring the Great Wall of China.

      Anywhere but here.

      “Will Brent have time to do those commercials we talked about?” Dad asks.

      Brent has become the official spokesperson for the company. Dad’s been wanting to open a home and kitchen chain store, starting upstate and eventually branching to the rest of the country. He’s been using Brent’s star power to get the funding to make it happen.

      “He’s already done a couple of the ads. We won’t need him again until the season is over.”

      “We really need to get a jump on this if the expansion is going to work.”

      Which is why I was here until late last night, working out the logistics for exclusivity deals with a few key distributors. Which is what the paperwork I just handed him covers. “I’m on it, Dad. I’ll let you call Dane back.”

      I use the excuse to leave his office. A few seconds after I shut his door, the music comes back on.

      He’ll forget to return Dane’s call, and no doubt it will somehow be my fault.

      I make it back to my office with only a few interruptions but as soon as I shut the door, my cell rings.

      It’s Brent.

      “Hey,” I answer the phone.

      “Hey, best brother in the world.”

      “I’m your only brother in this world.”

      “Semantics.”

      “What do you want?”

      “What makes you think I want something? Can’t I just call my big brother to tell him how awesome he is?” There’s soft, measured tapping in the background and I can picture him pacing the living room and tossing his football up and down. It’s what he always does. The ball is the same one he got for Christmas when he was ten. He plays with it when he’s on the phone or thinking or doing pretty much anything where his hands are free.

      “Is that it?” I glance at my watch. “Because I’ve got to go. Dad’s going to be calling me about something ridiculous within the next sixty seconds and while I love hearing about how awesome I am, I’m not sure I have time right now.”

      “You sound stressed. You need a break and I have just the thing.”

      “Aha, the truth comes out. What do you want? And why can’t we ever start with this?” There’s a new stack of paperwork on my desk that wasn’t there ten minutes ago. I pick up the top sheet and frown at it. What now?

      “I don’t want anything from you. I want to help you.”

      Can he help me with this marketing report that magically appeared out of nowhere? Probably not. “Help me how?”

      “Well, you see I have this photo shoot⁠—”

      “Okay, let me stop you there with a hard pass. Anything that starts with photo and ends with shoot does not sound like something I am into.”

      “Hear me out. It’s for the sexiest people in New York. There will be a ton of hot babes.”

      “I don’t need babes, I have Marissa.” We haven’t been dating long, a couple of months, but she’s the first girl I’ve met that doesn’t give me a hard time for having to work every day and also hasn’t made a pass at my brother.

      He’s quiet for a few seconds. “Right, well she might be there, too. I think Stylz is doing an article about someone.”

      He’s been acting off every time I bring up Marissa. “Do you not like⁠—”

      The office phone rings, cutting me off. I glance over at the name on the screen. Albert Crawford. And there’s the call from Dad I knew was coming. The headache behind my eyes makes a comeback, flickering to life like a big-screen villain who just won’t die.

      “What time is this shoot?”
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        I was invited to photograph Hollywood. They asked me what I would like to photograph. I said, Ugly men.

      

      

      
        
        –Imogen Cunningham

      

      

      

      Gwen

      

      Victoria’s photo shoot is on 123rd in East Harlem at some repurposed warehouse rented out for these kinds of things. There are multiple rooms and lots of space, so they lease it out to a variety of ’zines and papers. I have to take a cab with all my equipment and it takes thirty minutes due to the traffic on Martin Luther King Blvd and even though I tell the driver to take 128th, he doesn’t listen.

      He drops me at the door and it takes me a couple minutes to pull out my heavy case, during which time I get honked at twice and flipped off three times.

      Gotta love big-city living.

      The space is on the seventh floor, and of course the elevator is broken.

      “Why did I wear heels today?” I ask the faded pink walls after I’ve trudged up the first three flights. The walls don’t respond to my bitchy tone. I clutch my camera closer and keep hiking, tempted to pull the heels off, but when I pass a dead rat on one of the steps, that idea is quashed.

      When I finally reach the floor in question, my feet are sobbing in pain and my bag is digging into my shoulder like I’m carrying the sun instead of my tripod, battery packs, and lenses. I stop at the door, leaning down a little to catch my breath before I enter the shooting area, which I know will be a chaotic mess of makeup artists, reporters, assistants, PR people, models, and celebrities.

      I’m about to stand up when the door swings open, knocking into my arm and sending my camera flying.

      “No!” I lunge after the camera—basically my entire world—and everything goes into slow motion. I’m not going to catch it in time, but then an arm reaches out of nowhere and grabs it before it can shatter all over the ground.

      “I’m so sorry,” a masculine voice says.

      “Oh!” My gaze is completely focused on my camera, still intact, in the stranger’s hand. My mind is still flashing images of exploding camera parts as it hits the ground. I can’t believe it’s okay.

      I reach for it. He hands it over. It isn’t until the device is safely in my grasp that I look up and meet his eyes.

      Then everything stops.

      It isn’t like the movies. Not really. There’s no music or choir of singing angels. But something happens in that moment.

      He’s interesting.

      The first thing I notice are the scars. There’s a deep gash that starts above his right eye and follows the curve of his eyebrow down, making a sharp turn toward his cheek. There are more lines, smaller marks that shoot down his right cheek. His hair is dark and trimmed, and his face is clean-shaven. His blue eyes are offset by dark eyebrows—one of which is creased by the scar—and there’s a slight divot between his eyes as he watches me. His lips are on the thin side and slightly crooked, his nose is overlarge, and as a complete package he’s entirely average, but there’s a depth in his eyes. And kindness. It’s a compelling mixture that’s completely—holy crap, do I need to get laid?

      But no, it’s not like that. It’s not that I’m attracted to him per se. And yet . . .

      “Can I photograph you?” The words blurt out of my mouth like a gush of water from a fire hydrant in July, entirely out of my control.

      He blinks and steps back, the crease between his brow deepening as he regards me in surprise. “I’m not a model.”

      “Oh, I know that,” I say and then immediately regret the words and what they imply. “I mean, not that I don’t think you’re,” one hand flails in his direction. “I just mean you look . . .”

      I’m killing this conversation slowly.

      Heat creeps up my neck as I flounder for words.

      He laughs, the sound awkward and full of self-deprecatory amusement. “I hold no false illusions about my appearance.”

      My mouth opens again, likely to say something even worse, but thankfully he rescues me with a wave of his hand.

      “Don’t worry, no offense taken. I’m here giving moral support to my brother, Brent Crawford.”

      I nod in recognition. Brent Crawford. Newest rookie for the New York Sharks, second-round draft pick, and widely regarded as the newest Johnny Football this season. They’ve been calling him Superman. Also a young, attractive bachelor that’s been making every female in a two-hundred-mile radius lose their minds and toss their panties in his general direction while screaming and fainting as if they’re auditioning for an on-Broadway performance of Hard Day’s Night.
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