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A

s I stepped off the bus and inhaled a big lungful of the city air, I wondered how many other people had done the exact same thing a million times before me.

Los Angeles. The city of Angels. The place that you came when you wanted to switch things up, change your life. Or, in my case, when you had nothing left for you back home – and so, your only option was to come here in the hopes that you could find something worthwhile.

I could hardly believe that I had made it. Back in my hometown, of Las Devances, it was almost a cliché joke for people to make a break for it down to Los Angeles when they got tired of living the way they had been. I had never thought that it would be me, standing here, surrounded by people and the smell of exhaust fumes in the air, but the last year had hardly left me with much of a reason to stay where I had been staying.

First, it had been about taking care of Fred, my little brother – after my parents passed, one after each other, the year I left high school, I decided to drop my intention to go to college so that I could take care of him. He was only twelve or so at the time, and he needed someone who could step up and help him make sense of the mess that he was stuck in right now.

And I knew that I had done a pretty good job. I’d focused all my time and energy on making sure that he got everything he wanted, everything he needed, and he had graduated from high school a few months ago with a straight run to study computing at Michigan State University, so far away it might as well have been on the other side of the world. I was so proud of him, proud of what he had tried for and proud of what he had achieved, and I had every intention of making sure that he knew that. With just the two of us to look out for each other, we had to step up and make the effort to take care of one another.

But it was strange, in a way, to realize that I only had myself to look out for now. Fred had already settled in at his dorms, he had sent me pictures of his new campus and his roommates and his spot in his lectures, and I had smiled and reminded myself that I had a part in all of this. But now he was a grown-ass adult; he didn’t need me the same way that he had before – and that meant that I had no choice but to focus on myself. And what I wanted.

Which was strange, because it also happened to be the very first time that I was single in two years as well. I had split my time between Fred and Matt for the last two years, juggling the two of them, making sure that I was taking care of them both – and promising myself that, somehow, having a boyfriend who needed more parenting than my teenage brother made perfect sense.

I had met Matt just out of high school, when he had been nearly thirty and working at the local club as a bouncer – he had always let my friends and I slip in, despite the fact that we were obviously underage and didn’t try to hide it. He would always flirt with me, and I would always flirt back, too young to notice that someone his age interested in teenage girls probably wasn’t the sort of person I wanted to be giving a second glance to.

It wasn’t until a few years later, though, when I ran into him at a bar on one of the rare nights I got out with my friends, that I started dating him. He showered me with attention and affection and, after so long being single and with nothing to focus on but my shitty little job at the grocery store and taking care of my brother, I was too flattered to turn him down. Looking back, though, I could see that I should have known better – he liked the fact that I didn’t have much of a life, liked the fact that he wasn’t going to have to compete for my attention. No matter how much I tried to convince myself that he just saw something in me that other men didn’t, I had to admit that there was something more to it than that, too.

But I fell for him because I had never allowed myself to fall for anyone in my life before, and I felt as though it was time for me to fall in love. It was good, at first – he and Fred managed to get along, though there was always some tension there between them. I figured it was just because Fred hadn’t had a man in his life for a long time, but looking back, I was sure that my little brother could see straight through this guy to the person he really was. I just hadn’t wanted to admit it back then.

It was little things, at first. That’s how it always started, right? He had a temper, and sometimes, he would drink to quell it and then drive around drunk out of his mind all night long. He was lucky enough that nobody in this small town was out late enough to end up under his wheels, but still, it scared the shit out of me. I begged him to just come to my place, drink with me, and eventually, he agreed to that.

Which meant that the anger became focused on me instead. I should have seen it coming, really – a classic story, a guy with a temper who can’t turn it off finds a girl who’s willing to take it. I put up with it as best I could and told myself that it was normal, that he would calm down the more time that we spent together even though he seemed to be getting worse the more comfortable I made him in expressing his violent tendencies.

He never hit me. That’s what I always told myself. And that was all that mattered, right? No matter that he scared the shit out of me, marching around the small house that he practically lived in with us now, shouting, punching walls, flipping things, and smashing plates. He didn’t lay a hand on me, and that meant that there was nothing for me to get upset about. I just had to ignore the fact that Fred spent more and more time out of the house just to avoid him and that I found myself longing to do the very same thing.

It all came to a head with the dogs next door. I had never been a big fan of them – they were always too loud for my liking, but they were young, and I figured that the owners would figure out a way to get them in control eventually. They were trying to figure them out, and I got that, I did. I tried not to let anything else about them bother me, even the barking late at night. But, of course, Matt couldn’t restrain himself.

“Someone needs to teach them a lesson,” he had growled to me late one night, as he lay in bed beside me, and I had tried not to think about just what he meant by that. Because I knew it wasn’t anything good.

I thought he was just going to confront them or something. I didn’t think – if I’d had even the vaguest hint of an idea that he was going to take it the way he took it, I would have stopped him, I would have reported him to the cops, I would have begged and pleaded with him not to fuck up our lives by doing something like this. He wouldn’t have listened to me, but I would have tried. That’s what I told myself when I heard the commotion from next door and stuck my head outside to see my next-door-neighbor standing over the bodies of both of her puppies.

I knew it was him. There was nobody else that it could have been. Nobody else had hated those dogs like he had, and I was certain that he had taken them out. He never confirmed it to me, but he didn’t need to; the smug look on his face when I told him about what had happened told me everything that I needed to know.

And, finally, something in me clicked. If he could do something like that, then there wasn’t much in the world that he wouldn’t be willing to do if he felt like he had to. And if he honestly felt justified in killing those little dogs because they were loud, how long would it take before he turned on me? On Fred? Before we did something that he decided he couldn’t stand and wanted to get rid of us, once and for all? I couldn’t risk that. I had already lost my parents. And I knew that they would never have stood for me putting my baby brother in trouble, too.

I reported him to the cops. It took everything I had not to back out of that, not to try and avoid it when the time came, but I did it. And once they put the pieces together, he was arrested within hours. I hoped that he just assumed that it was the owners who had reported him, but when I went to visit him to tell him that we were over and done with, he looked at me as though he knew there was something that I was hiding.

“Can’t wait to see you when I’m out,” he told me, and the way his voice was edged with anger, it made my stomach turn. Well, hopefully, he wouldn’t be out for a long time, and I could get as far away from him and this place and our life together before he did.

Which was a big part of the reason that I had decided to make a break for it and come to Los Angeles. Now that I knew Fred was far away and safe, I needed to get my own ass out of there and find somewhere new, and this was the best that I could come up with. Really, because I didn’t have any other ideas.

I had no clue what I was going to do now that I was here. I had a few years of experience working at a grocery store, but that was about all my job practice in its entirety. How I was going to afford a place to stay, I didn’t know – I had a few hundred in savings, enough that I could find a room somewhere for a month, maybe two, before it ran out.

But, despite it all, I was excited. This was the first thing that I had done for myself and just myself in so long I could hardly remember, and I was glad that I had taken the leap. It had been all about Fred for a while, and then Matt, but never about me, but that was going to change from this moment out. I had decided to switch things up, and I was going to make the very most of it that I could.

I grabbed a newspaper at the shitty little shop that was attached to the bus station and started leafing through it as I leaned up against a building and tried to figure out what to do next. I was just going to search for a place to stay. I had booked a hotel for tonight, but I would need to find something a little more affordable and more long-term after that.

But then, I saw the job post, and I found myself stopping at the sight of it. ViVi, the ad announced, was a new clothing brand looking for models between eighteen and twenty-five. Well, I just fit into that, didn’t I? I had done some modelling back in the day for the high school paper that a few of my classmates had put together – it wasn’t much, but at least it was some experience that wasn’t just based around slinging groceries into paper bags. I was sure that I could dig up the pictures and find them once more, maybe send them off to this brand. I liked the name, too – something about it jumped out to me. Or maybe it was just because it seemed to offer me the chance to do something different, to live a life that I was finally ready to embrace as my own.

I tucked the paper into my bag and took off down the street with a smile on my face to find my hotel. I had no idea what my time in this city was going to bring, but I was ready and willing to find out what happened next. I was finally going to start living my own life, and nothing was going to stop me from enjoying every damn moment of it. I had waited long enough. And now, Los Angeles had better watch out – because I was here. And I was going to kick its ass.
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I

wished that I had a cigarette right now.

I had quit last year, but since the accident with my parents, I had found myself craving them almost all the time. Just something to take the stress off what was going on in my life right now. Something that would take some of the pain of remembering what had happened away.

But right now, I needed it more than ever since I was in the midst of trying to find the perfect face for my new clothing brand, and I couldn’t see to find a single woman who fit the bill of what I was looking for.

“You should just go with the second one,” Nan, the model wrangler and my general assistant for the brand, told me as he emerged from the office that we had hired out for the event.

“I’m not settling,” I told him firmly. “I want to find the perfect person for this. I don’t want to just take the first girl who comes along.”

“We’re not going to find the perfect girl if you keep going at it like that,” he pointed out. “If we want to get the shoots done–”

“If we want to get the shoots done, then I’m going to make sure we have the right girl to pull them off,” I replied, and I meant it. I wasn’t going to settle here. I wanted to make sure that everything ran as smoothly as it could. I had an image of the girl I wanted in my head, and nobody but the perfect representation of her was going to make this happen for me.

Maybe that was just my stubbornness coming through. My father always told me that I needed to cool it a little on my attitude; I had been the same ever since I was a kid. I wanted everything just-so. And with all the money that I had sitting in my account right now, I could make sure for the first time that everyone listened to exactly how I wanted everything to go, too. My business was just that: my business. And everyone was going to make sure that they were matching what I wanted from it.

But I knew that this really was important. I wasn’t over-reacting here. If I wanted to sell this brand, and I did, then I was going to need to make sure that I found the perfect woman with which to do it. The woman who could balance all the aspects of ViVi that I wanted people to see when they looked at her – maturity, class, intelligence, playfulness. Sureness in herself.

But of all the models I had met today, none of them had brought that to me. I had thought that going for someone young but not a kid would work out, maybe finding someone who knew their mind a little better and wasn’t afraid to share that. But they had all been...lacking something.

They seemed to split into two camps, mostly – either the ones who were too young, who came in flirting with me as though that was going to get them what they wanted. They were insecure, trying to play up what they thought I wanted from them instead of what they knew they could bring to the table.

And then, the other group seemed too experienced, a little too cynical. They had been in the industry a few years now, and they were just a little too polished, a little too brand-spokesman for my liking. I wanted someone who had that down-to-earth attitude without coming at me like she was trying to prove something. It was hard to put it into words, exactly, but I knew that I would know it when I found it.

I turned to head back into the room where we were conducting the auditions. I had pulled some of the samples from the first line that we were going to be releasing – I knew that they were excellent garments, and I was sure that they would take off as soon as people got their hands on them. But we needed to make sure that the woman at the front of all of this was enough to convince people that they needed this. And I hadn’t found her yet, that was for certain.

Nan followed me in, and he was listing off the names of all the girls that I had yet to meet for today. I was trying to listen, but honestly, they were all starting to blur together in my head. All I knew was that I hadn’t found the one who worked for me yet, and I had no idea how I was meant to dig her up. I had thought that coming to LA would give me more options to find the perfect person to front this campaign, but, if anything, it felt as though there was too much for me to choose from. And I didn’t like it, not one little bit.

Just as I was about to step back inside the room, I spotted someone – I had no idea if she was even here for the auditions, but she was looking around, slightly confused, her brow furrowed as though she was trying to confirm to herself that this was really where she was meant to be. She had long hair, deep brown and spun through with strands of gold, and blue eyes that seemed to glint silver when the light hit them. She was tall and willowy, but her exposed shoulders showed some muscle.

“Who’s that?” I asked Nan, nodding towards the girl in front of me. He looked down at his paper, consulting, and then shook his head.

“I think she must just be one of the walk-ins,” he replied. “We left that ad up online and in the paper so that people could just turn up. You want me to get her in?”

“Yeah, I do,” I replied. I couldn’t take my eyes off her. I could feel a few of the girls around me looking at me hopefully, waiting for me to notice them, but I didn’t want to pay attention to them right now. Eventually, the woman’s eyes turned to lock with mine, and she offered me a smile. No point in waiting. I headed straight over to greet her, extending my hand at once.

“Hi,” I announced, and she took my hand confidently, like she had been expecting me to come up to her at any minute.

“Hi,” she replied. “I’m Roxanne Brown.”

“And I’m Jake,” I replied. “I want you to come to the front of the line, here, with me.”

“I don’t want to skip everybody–”

“I’m the one running it,” I replied swiftly. “I think that we’ll find a way around it, right?”

She grinned.

“In that case...”

She followed me into the audition room. I could feel a few people looking at us, probably pissed that she had skipped the line, but trying not to let me see how irritated they were. I didn’t pay attention to them. I had better things to think about right now. Specifically, that this woman’s smile seemed made to go on a hundred billboards all around the state at once.

“Thanks for jumping me to the front of the line,” she told me as soon as she closed the door behind me. Nan opened his mouth to say something in protest, but I lifted my hand to stop him in his tracks.

“No problem,” I replied. “So, you answered the ad?”

“Yeah, I have a little modeling experience,” she replied. “Not much, but I figured that you might be looking for someone fresh.”

I glanced over at Nan. He had to admit, this was the perfect woman for the job for all intents and purposes. She looked good – strong, confident, beautiful – but it was more than that. She seemed to exude this energy that was impossible to deny, the power flooding through her as though she knew that she owned this room already.

“Could you send along your portfolio to us?” Nan asked. He was clearly a little annoyed that his skills were going to be so barely called-upon as long as she was here. She pulled a face and laughed.

“I’m going to be honest with you, I haven’t done much modeling since high school,” she replied. “But if I can dig up those pictures, I will.”

“That’s all we need to see,” I assured her, and she smiled at me. I liked her smile. It was a little crooked, but it had character. She had this freckle on her bottom lip, just to the left, that seemed meant to draw attention to just how full and tempting her mouth looked.

“So, what happens now?” She asked. Nan pulled out his camera.

“I think we should at least take a few photos,” he replied, and he shot a look at me, clearly meant to remind me of the fact that we were meant to be here to find a model who was appropriate for what we were looking for – and that this inexperienced woman might well not have been that. But what he forgot was that I was the boss, and a stubborn one at that, and I wasn’t going to let anyone throw me off my instincts. And my instincts were going out of their way to tell me that this woman was exactly what we had been looking for since the moment we posted that ad.

“Alright,” she replied, and she spread her hands wide and smiled. “So, where do you want me?”

And as Nan started to explain to her how to move and what to do, where to look and how to smile, I couldn’t keep the grin off my own face. Because I was sure that we had found the girl that we were looking for. And, after so long of trying to get my hands on her, it was a victory to finally have her right there in front of me.
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F

idgeting in the seat opposite his, I waited for Jake to come back into the room. I was sure that he was just going to tell me that he appreciated my time, but that there was no way that he was going to give me this job over all the more experienced models who I had seen waiting to apply for this job, too. Or at least – something more polite in the same vein.

But the way he had looked at me when he had seen me standing there, maybe there was a hope in hell that he might actually want something more from me. I knew that it was a long shot, but I had to keep hoping against hope that something would come together, that someone would say or do the right thing that would get my foot through the door. I needed this job. I wanted this job. And if it meant that I got to spend a little more time around Jake as a result – well, all the better.

Because that guy was hot. Like, seriously hot. I wouldn’t have been surprised if some of the women applying for this job were just doing it because they were hoping that he might notice them for something other than the strictly professional reasons. I wouldn’t have blamed them, either, if I had known that this was the guy I was going to be posing for, I would have made a little more of an effort. Even now, sitting in his office, I couldn’t help but feel that rush of excitement at the thought of seeing him again.

He was younger than I had thought – when he’d explained that he was the CEO of this new company, I was more than a little shocked. He seemed far too young to have pulled together enough cash to get something like this off the ground. Maybe he was one of those kids from a rich family, the kind who showered them with money as soon as they turned eighteen or something.

But there was something about him that spoke to a different kind of experience, at least to me. I wasn’t sure what it was specifically, but he seemed more mature than that, more grounded, like this money and this opportunity was something he didn’t take for granted for a moment. I liked that.

Or maybe I just liked the way it made me feel when he looked at me. Something like that. I was sure of it.

His secretary came into his office, a woman a little older than me, with a glass of water which she handed to me. She didn’t take her eyes off me once, her gaze burning into mine as though she was trying to read something under my skin.

“Hi,” I greeted her, with a big smile on my face. I had always found that the best way to throw off people who clearly had some suspicions about you was to acknowledge the fact that they were looking at you as though you had flown in from another planet, just the way she was staring at me now.

“Hello,” she replied, and I took a sip of the water and thanked her for it. I hadn’t asked for it, but I assumed that she had come in to see what kind of person I was and how I had managed to get through the door to his office when I barely knew the guy at all. I didn’t blame her. I had no idea why he was giving me the time of day when he had a hundred more experienced models out there who would have been ready and willing to jump at his command. Maybe I was right when I had been blagging it earlier and had come out with that thing about how I had a fresh face.

Not that I actually did, of course. I was sure that I was one of the oldest women who had come in for this job; looking at the other girls who had applied for it, it seemed like eighteen to twenty-five actually meant no older than nineteen under any circumstances, and I should have known better than to drag my wrinkly ass to this place. But then as soon as he had seen me, it was like something had spread through my veins, as though I was being told by the universe in no uncertain terms that this was the place that I was meant to be, and that this was the man that I was meant to be with.

I needed to get that little crush that was threatening in my chest under control. I was meant to be working with him. Nothing more than that. At the very best, I would get a job here, and that would be the end of it; I wasn’t going to let some silly little passing attraction to this dude change that. No doubt that he could have had his pick of all the models who were out there today, anyway, and I had no idea why he would have settled for someone like me. Not when all of Los Angeles would probably have bent over backwards to get a minute with him in this office. Literally.

The secretary left once more, though I could tell that she was bursting to ask me questions about how I had managed to get myself through the door. A few moments later, I heard the click of the latch again – and this time, when I glanced around, I saw Jake approaching. After they had taken my pictures, he had asked me to come down to the office to wait for him, and they would look over my shots. I had no idea if I’d done a good job or not, but either way, I found myself bouncing to my feet as soon as I saw him again.

“You don’t have to stand when I come into a room,” he chuckled at me with amusement. “Sit, please. So we can talk.”

“Right,” I muttered, feeling totally foolish and wondering if I had just managed to shoot my chances in the foot here.

“We love your pictures,” he told me as soon as I sat down again. God, up close, he was even more handsome than I remembered – he had deep brown eyes, dark hair that curled down almost to his shoulders, and the kind of face that looked as though it could have been sculpted by someone who did it for a living. Is that the kind of looks you got from being rich? Good breeding and all that? I couldn’t stop looking at him, even as he stared back at me, waiting for an answer.
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