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You know that feeling when life hands you a script, and all you’re supposed to do is follow the lines?

That was me, Lena Rose, living the life my mother had planned since I was born.

Fashion shows, perfect image, no say in my own California story.

My little wishlist for happiness was pretty basic, nothing out of this world: a dog (ASAP!), a cozy apartment, a car that didn't pollute more than Chernobyl, a job that didn't feel like a cage, and to finally chase my art.

But instead, I was just a puppet on a catwalk, chauffeured around in a car I couldn’t even drive, not when my mom panics about me hitting someone. Oh, and don’t get me started on her hatred of dogs.

Then, I saw an ad. It felt like a sign, my chance to break free. Three hundred bucks, two suitcases, and a one-way ticket to London. Goodbye, perfect but empty life.

That’s when I found Inkphoric. A tattoo studio that quickly became home. I found my people there, my tribe, the family I never knew I needed.

And then, Ryder came into the picture. The kind of guy who doesn’t just walk into a room, he owns it. Tattoos everywhere, a smirk that could make you forget your name, and eyes that hold secrets you’d be crazy to ask about. Every word from him feels like a challenge, but damn if I’m not tempted to take him up on it.

This is life unscripted, and it’s wild.
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CHAPTER 1
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"Ugh, Mom, seriously? Can we please just drop this?" I said, probably for the millionth time. I was holding up a brochure from this incredible university – it has one of the best arts programs in the country.

"I'm not going to say it again," my mom replied, or at least she tried to. The Botox made it hard to tell what she was really feeling. "You're not going to spend your time at some arts school. Not when you have all these contracts waiting to be signed and photoshoots lined up."

I had to bite my cheek to stop myself from yelling. It really bothered me how she always put down my passion, like art was just a little hobby. For her, it was a "waste of time," but for me, it was a way to express myself and relax after a really tough day.

Okay, so picture this: back in elementary school, I entered some contest and got to unleash my inner artist. I won a chocolate bar, a gold star sticker, and I was so proud, I was grinning like crazy that it would make the Cheshire Cat from Alice in Wonderland jealous. My artwork was even displayed in the classroom for a whole year! Did I forget to mention that little detail?

Getting ahead a bit, I've been sneaking into painting classes, fooling my mom, who thinks I've signed up for finishing school. Oh, and wait, I forgot all that introduction stuff...

I guess I haven't revealed my name yet. I'm Lena Rose, a twenty-one-year-old living in this sunny enclave teeming with vapid, second-rate, siliconed people and bottom-of-the-barrel playboys, aka Beverly Hills. Right now, my modeling career is taking off, and I can't stand it!

I'm always rushing around, traveling non-stop with zero fun, all to try and squeeze every last drop out of my youth. A lot of people think this life is all glamour and sparkle, but let me tell you: it's not. Every time I sign a new contract, it feels like a piece of my life slips through my fingers and I age a little more...

Shaking off those thoughts, I try to convince Mom again. I picked up a flyer as a sign from the universe, after finding it on our doorstep. Confusing, right? Because, aside from my mom and my best friend, nobody has a clue what on earth I want to do with my life.

"Oh, come on, Mom. I just want a chance to show what I can do."

"Talent isn't your problem, Lena." She stops flipping through the magazine in her hands, glances at me before rolling her eyes. "Right now I'm swamped. Shouldn't you be packing for our business trip?"

I'm already annoyed. It's always about her work—or mine. When she's not sketching new outfits for her stick-thin models, she's devouring reviews of her work, even when there's nothing to criticize. Bloggers, entrepreneurs, and fashion snobs hail her as the reigning queen of design in our generation.

That gets under my skin. Our generation? There are tons of girls out there starving themselves to walk the runway, busting their butts with crazy diets and brutal workouts. All so a designer can point the finger when they gain a few measly grams, blaming them for sabotaging the whole collection, for crying out loud.

Not that I've gone through it myself, but I've seen some poor girl put through that torture. At first, the fear of getting fired haunted me, but over time, I just stopped caring.

I'm not against the fashion world, not at all. Actually, a lot of teenagers and young women look up to me. I've been walking runways and gracing magazine covers for as long as I can remember. Always chosen because of my mom's fame, not for my own beauty or talent.

I grab my things from my mom's desk, shoot her a disappointed look—though she doesn't even notice—and march to my room. I flop onto my soft bed and let out a frustrated sigh.

How many times have we done this dance? Countless. And it always ends the same way. I shift my gaze from the bland ceiling to my Chanel suitcases, carefully stacked near my door.

In a few days, I'm jetting off to Milan, ready to sign what they say is the biggest contract of my life. Lunch with none other than Karl Lagerfeld himself, ironing out the details of a permanent position at Chanel.

I don't want any of this. All I've ever wanted is to wander the streets, get drunk in Milan for the umpteenth time—I've honestly lost count—so, at the first chance my mom has to screw it all up, she’s gonna take it. She'll probably try to play emotional games with me, reminding me of all the time she invested in me during my teenage years.

She's over my smooth talk, though. If she wasn't going to play by my rules, it was time to run away from this mess. Even though this is where I grew up, there aren't any good memories to hold onto.

I was already getting more mature, and I knew I needed my own place to finally break free from my mom's grip. Seemed like there was only one way to make that happen without kicking the bucket.

Getting out from under Elizabeth Rose's game of control was inevitable.

I grab my phone off the bed, open WhatsApp, and text Helena, my partner in crime, to see what she thinks.

Me: – Mom shot down my college dreams again.

I wait patiently, almost half an hour, before she cares enough to reply.

Helena: – Screw her! I’m sorry, Lena.

Lena.

I HATE THIS NAME!

Who in their right mind names their kid Lena Rose?

Well, my mom, apparently.

And she loved it so much it stuck as my stage name, without giving a damn about my protests.

Lena: "I hate it when you call me Lena, and you know that. By the way, how's junior year going?"

Helena, unlike me, got the chance to dive into the Arts program at New York University to study acting. I have to admit, she got a little bit salty since she received the unconditional support her parents gave her when she chose to chase the same dream as me.

Helena: "Sorry, LEEEENA ;) As always, great. I'll call you later; I'm heading to a huge party to celebrate the end of exams."

She didn't even bother to reply or comment on my masterful escape plan. Ever since our last get-together during the holidays, she's been distant and acting weird. Straight up ignoring me while glued to her phone, being totally rude. New York has really gone to her head, and I was close to losing my best friend, the one who's always there, if things kept going like this.

Letting out a sigh worthy of an old sea dog, I open my laptop, diving into the wide oceans of my social media. The hearts and followers on Instagram have been multiplying since that article in Elle magazine, attracting both admirers and the freaks of the earth. My mom's advice is to stay away from Helena’s jealousy, but damn, it's a tough move when all you want to do is hustle your butt off to win everyone over.

Deciding to bury all this mess in a digital treasure chest, I close all the browser tabs, embarking on a search for art college courses in faraway lands. In the middle of my digital journey, an online ad raises its anchor.

"We are offering scholarships to those with a bold vision of the Arts..."

For a second, my jaw dropped. Curious, I decided to investigate further. The more I read, the more I wanted to set sail on this. They're giving out scholarships to international talents with a special something, launching in the first few weeks of November. To snag one, all I need to do is create something that shows "me" as a person.

Alright, sweet! October's just getting started, so I've got all the time in the world to craft my masterpiece and whip up some killer answers for the upcoming interview.

Stoked, I flop back onto my bed. In a month, I could be on track to snag that scholarship, and my mom wouldn't have to shell out a dime. She'd be off the hook, no need to dip into my savings to scrape together a cozy place.

IN LONDON!

Three impatient knocks shatter my silent victory dance.

"What's up?"

"Lena, you've got twenty minutes to get ready." My mom barges into the room, tablet in hand. When her eyes land on the suitcases, she gives me a knowing smile. "We're having lunch with some friends, sweetie."

"Ugh," I grumbled. "Can you handle this alone? I'm too wrecked to deal with the agony of heels right now."

Let's be real, facing the public with my mom meant strapping myself into those torture devices disguised as high heels. Models don't exactly strut around in sneakers and yoga pants. Truthfully, my body is screaming from that brutal two-hour workout I just finished.

My mom just shrugged, totally unfazed. "Whatever. Just don't come crying to me later begging for pizza or some other weight-gaining disaster. Karl won't be thrilled with the extra pounds."

The second she's out of my room, I seize the moment and flip her off like a bratty kid.

Damn it, I shouldn't be throwing in the towel; this is a golden ticket, a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.

The phone rings, interrupting my mental pep talk.

Dad: "Tell your mom I already transferred your allowance to your account. Love you."

I roll my eyes and type a quick reply:

"No worries, Dad."

Don't get me wrong, I'm not ungrateful. The truth is, the man I'm supposed to call "Dad" is just overcompensating for the fact that we're practically strangers. Our relationship has never been close. We saw each other maybe twice last year, during his business trips to California.

I get it. He's swamped with work and has his new family. I don't hold a grudge. After the split with my mom, he remarried and had two more kids.

And speaking of my mom... I'm keeping this whole new adventure of mine a secret from her. The money my dad sent came at the perfect time. With that extra cash in my account, I can buy the ticket and find a place to live way faster than I thought.

So...

London, here I come! Lena's about to crash the gates of Art School.
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Glancing at the clock again and checking the flight info on the screen, I realize I've got, like, an hour to snag this ticket and ditch my bags at check-in.

Good thing the line's moving faster than I expected. A little smile creeps across my face when it's finally my turn, and I walk toward the woman behind the counter, all cheeky. "One ticket to London, ASAP."

"First class, to brag online, or the standard experience?" she asks, a smirk playing on her lips.

"Economy, please."

I gotta admit, I'm a little nervous about, like, playing the part of a regular person buying a ticket. But the girl barely bats an eye while I rattle off all my info nonstop. I mean, either she recognizes me, or she's been living inside a cave, who knows.

My plan is to focus on creating stuff that's gonna punch people in the feels—unique, chic art pieces that will, like, elevate the whole vibe and turn everything into paradise.

Maybe I'll even get a dog. Just picture it: a stylish French bulldog named Otto. Or maybe a Labrador, you know, for maximum cuddles. The possibilities are endless, right?

"Alright, Miss Rose." The woman hands me the ticket to my new life. "Your flight boards in thirty minutes. Grab your stuff and keep an eye on the departure board."

Ticket in hand, I stash it somewhere safe, quick. Then I'm dragging my suitcases through this airport craziness. Just when I'm starting to feel like I've got my act together, my cell rings. Completely in the clouds and Narnia, I answer without even checking the caller ID.
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