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			chapter 1

			VALISE OF MEMORIES

			“Our choices are the essence of who we become.”

			My little girl, alone on a soft, grassy mountaintop with the earth cool beneath your bare feet and wild chamomile whispering to your thoughts—I write this for you. Know that your solitary dance won’t last forever; the world will one day catch on to your unique rhythm. This is my offering, the understanding that society never gave you but should have…

			My emotions feel like a crumpled piece of paper. Raindrops drum against the large window behind me. I glance at the clipboard on my lap—a reminder of why we’re here. The date on the form, June 9, 2023, is just another day for most. But for me and my daughter, it marks the beginning, or perhaps the end, of a long journey. I can’t run from this. Not today. Not when Ruby needs me to be more than her mother. Not when she needs me to be her strength. 

			Phoenix finds my hand. Warmth threads between our fingers. Leaning in, he murmurs, “You’re okay, Lena. It’s going to be fine.” His breath is a soft whisper that anchors me in the eye of my emotional storm.

			“Any suicidal ideations, Dr. Hartley?” Dr. McKenna asks, her tone cutting through the silence as she looks over her glasses at me. I avoid eye contact, scanning her office instead. The walls, a chronicle of her career, are lined with diplomas and awards. Years of dedication to psychiatry. Her mahogany desk, etched with signs of wear, stands as a quiet witness to the countless people that have found clarity in their lives while sitting across from her. She waits for my response, her expression patient and understanding, framed by her stylish gray bob and chunky glasses. 

			As a fellow physician, I respect the depth in her eyes. Eyes that have confronted immense sorrow yet still carry a glimmer of hope. 

			A breath. 

			The words are there, somewhere—lodged behind my ribs.

			“Not now, but there was a time…” A pause. My eyes catch a flaw in the pattern of the rug. I hypnotize myself with it, as if it could lead me to the right words. Tears well up in my eyes, blurring the room’s fine edges.

			“It’s imperative for an accurate diagnosis that you share with me everything you can recall. Are you able to talk about it?” Dr. McKenna’s voice carries a gentle firmness.

			Another breath. 

			

			My past is a wooden valise, overstuffed with moments I tried to forget—postcards, ticket stubs, memories smeared like old photographs. And now I’m prying it open, unsure what will fall apart in my hands and what will remain intact.

			“Please, go on, Dr. Hartley. I’m here to help you.” Dr. McKenna removes her glasses and sets them aside along with her pencil, leaning forward—a motion we doctors use to signal our undivided attention.

			Phoenix is watching me. His fingers pulse gently against mine—twice—a Morse code signal. Dot-dash. My husband and I speak a rare language where gestures convey more than words ever could. A spark of encouragement spreads through my body.

			I peel my gaze away from the safety of the rug and manage a fleeting look at Dr. McKenna. The eye contact drains me more than it should. I take a drag of air, like a cigarette. My tears pull back, as if deciding to stay. The answer she is trying to prod out of me stays too.

			“The strength I’m finding now is for our little daughter, Ruby. I’m here for her.” The words come out stronger than they feel inside of me. “I don’t want her to grow up thinking she’s a weirdo. As I did.” 

			Ruby’s laughter—the most beautiful sound in the world—echoes in my memory. It’s followed by another sound: low, heart-wrenching sobs after she returned from school last Tuesday. I rocked her gently to sleep that night. Sticks and stones, I told her, but I wasn’t sure I believed this mantra myself. The cruelty of children leaves marks. How could other kids bully her, treat her as an outcast, when they should be celebrating her uniqueness? She is so kind. “Don’t step on the roly-polies, mommy,” she says on our hikes. Pure light. I often fear that the alienation she’s experienced might dim her bright spirit. 

			“I don’t want Ruby to feel adrift in our society. I need to understand myself to understand her.” I finally lock eyes with Dr. McKenna. She keeps leaning forward, quiet, waiting for me to respond to the question every psychiatrist has to ask. The question—Any suicidal ideations?—reverberates in the quiet. Unanswered. It unlocks a door I had once slammed shut. 

			One more breath, through pursed lips. 

			And I force myself to venture back in time. 

			“You have to understand, Dr. McKenna, I haven’t always been on the right path. I once was a naive twenty-year-old model stepping out of a taxi in Paris. It all seemed like a glamorous destiny…”
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			chapter 2

			FASHION STORM 

			“We leave footsteps on the shores of time for future selves to trace.”

			“Mademoiselle, réveillez-vous!” calls the taxi driver. His voice, raspy and cigarette-tinged, drifts over the front seat as if from a distance. I sway with the vehicle’s movement, my body sliding across the plasticky leather. A turn nudges my head gently against the tinted window. 

			His muffled, “Regarde… something… tour,” seeps through the haze of my semi-consciousness. Catching my confusion, he points to the window and switches to English. “Eiffel Tower!” I squint toward where he gestures, my sleepy eyes straining to trace the landmark’s ascent. Its summit dances just out of reach, lost in a swirl of motion and shimmer of morning light. The world outside is a watercolor painting, its details smudging into the edges of my dream. 

			

			I exhale slowly, and it feels like I’m stepping onto a grand stage under the weight of a thousand eyes. For the first time, I’m breaking free from my silent, submerged life in New York City—where my screams were smothered, unheard, as if trapped underwater. My husband (though I question the fit of that title now) already seems like a part of another life. Here in Paris, freedom is touchable, breathable. You can see the blue of the sky as the birds touch it with their wings. 

			“Voilà! We are here!” The taxi abruptly stops, jolting me back to reality. 

			“Let me help you with your luggage.” The driver gets out, opens the trunk, and reaches for my suitcase. In front of me looms a grayish four-story building, its windows and doors adorned by ornate arches. A large entryway, framed by May’s pink blooms, buzzes with activity. On the sidewalk, a security guard directs what seems to be a traffic jam of fashion models, queuing outside the elegant building. I pay the driver, then sling my backpack over my shoulder. Both hands are needed to wrestle this enormous suitcase over the curb.

			“Are you here for the casting?” asks the doorman, his French accent unmistakable. The way he dropped “h” in the word “here” makes me grin, even though I suddenly feel conspicuously foreign. How did he know I don’t speak French?

			“Yes,” I reply, noting the gigantic line of beautiful young women spilling out from the entrance and stretching half a block to the right. Their stares follow me and my unwieldy luggage, sending a flush of heat across my face. Gripping the handle of my suitcase, its wheels stuttering across the pavement, I start toward the end of the line. With each step, I realize: this too is a form of freedom. 

			Resigned to the indefinite wait, I prop my luggage against the building’s aged mortar and peel off my orange hoodie. The air carries the scent of chestnut blossoms and the multilingual chatter of the models, underscored by the rich buttery aroma from a nearby café. This tapestry of Parisian life tugs a smile to the surface—almost. Glancing at my Nokia, I’m greeted by eleven missed calls from my husband, a digital echo of a life momentarily left behind. I slide the cellphone into the abyss of my denim pocket. I’ll deal with him when I’m mentally ready. 

			Half an hour later, the line snakes up a dark wooden staircase, each step lit by a vintage copper lamp. Whispers ripple through the line as my suitcase thuds against the first step. 

			“Are you…sure?” The doorman’s hand pingpongs between me, the stairs, and my suitcase. I offer a forced chuckle, quickly swallowed by the tide of giggles. As my suitcase squeaks in protest, I catch flashes of conversations.

			“It’s for Italian Vogue.”

			“Yeah, I shot with Meisel last month.”

			“My agent says McQueen might fly me to London for a fitting.” 

			Every name-drop sharpens the edges of my outsiderness. I don’t belong in this glittering world. At least not yet. It still feels surreal. How did a small-town girl from Poland end up here, lining up next to Vogue cover stars?

			I was a senior in high school, still figuring out how to pronounce “focus” without people laughing (because it sounded like “fuck us”), when an agent from Elite Models stopped me in the buffet line at Whole Foods.

			Back then, I was just a recent transplant with dreams of one day becoming a doctor, more intrigued by textbooks than catwalks. My mom had left for the U.S., the kind of thing people used to do during communism. My dad and grandpa, both revered architects, were left to raise me.

			Neither of them put much stock in appearances, especially mine. “Millions possess beauty—it alone leads nowhere, my little love… But this,” my grandpa would say, tapping my forehead like an eggshell, “this will open the world to you.” College in the U.S. is a dream that results in an astronomical cost, so I leaned into modeling as a way to finance my dreams. I didn’t expect to love being a model…but it sucked me in. The way photographs tell stories. The stillness before the camera. The way I can be just...anyone. 

			I was always mesmerized by Linda Evangelista’s work. She’s a true chameleon, becoming someone different in every shot. To me, being a model is art. 

			Around me now, portfolios flutter open like passports—stamped with runways, campaigns, the names of photographers I’ve only seen in magazines. I don’t have any of it. Not yet. 

			At the top of the stairs, still catching my breath from dragging my suitcase up seven flights, I sense her leaning in behind me. Her blond hair grazes my shoulder.

			“You just got here, huh?” There’s no judgment, just curiosity. 

			“Yeah. Straight from the airport.” Our eyes meet. We both look exhausted. 

			

			“It gets better after a few weeks.”

			Her nod and faint smile say the rest. She knows this life—what it costs. Here, beneath the beauty, we’re all carrying the same doubt. Even in designer shoes, we’re just normal women, aching for validation. 

			“Next!” calls the casting director, his head peeking through the doorway. In a swift move, I shape-shift. Hoodie cinched into a belt, I swipe the sweat from my lip. My fingers comb through my pixie cut. I can’t help but notice how it sets me apart from the flowing ribbons of long hair that define early 2000s fashion. 

			“You can put your luggage here,” he says as I come inside, gesturing to the far corner of the room. “Can I have your book?”

			“Yes.” I fumble through my backpack for my portfolio. He strides to a table where four women are seated, his fuchsia high heels click-clacking across the wooden floor. After a quick flip through my portfolio, he places it in front of the older woman seated farthest to the right. “She’s got that Linda Evangelista edge, with a touch of Elizabeth Taylor’s softness,” he says, glancing back at me. “What a look.” The compliment flares in my chest, briefly eclipsing the anxiety coiled tight beneath it. I step forward. The woman gives me a once-over, then turns to my portfolio. The others seem to hold their breath. Despite the glow of her skin, the cobweb of lines around her mouth and eyes betrays her age. She’s likely in her sixties—seasoned, discerning. It’s clear she’s the one steering this ship. 

			“Lena. Hmm…” she murmurs, still focusing on my photos. “Nice name. Where are you from?”

			

			She studies the shots through her oversized red eyewear, holding it like a magnifying glass. The color against her all-black outfit adds a bit of softness to her edge.

			“I’m from Poland,” I say, remembering Grandpa’s rule: always honor where you come from. I skip the part about my U.S. citizenship—no need to give them a reason to stereotype. 

			“Pologne! Bien. Do you speak French?” Our eyes meet in a moment that feels like a silent conversation. Her look isn’t judgmental, but not exactly warm either. Like she’s weighing something, maybe sifting through my expressions. 

			“I don’t. I speak Polish, German, and English,” I say with a hint of pride.

			“Hmm…” She swivels to the others and shoots off a string of French. I stand there, bemused, for what feels like forever. They’re clearly talking about me, in a language I don’t understand, on purpose. And I catch none of it. It’s almost comical, like I’ve stepped into a foreign film with no subtitles. I’m out of the loop yet somehow still in the center of attention.

			“Lena, try this on.” She reaches for a dress on the rack and hands it to the casting director, who passes it to me. I guess walking over would be too much effort. With a subtle nod, he points me toward a makeshift changing area behind the clothes rack—barely private.

			“You will need help to zip up. Let me know when you’re ready,” he adds. The black dress, heavy as a fisherman’s net, fights back as I shimmy it over my hips. Sequins and feathers, intricately stitched into the fabric, scrape against my bare legs. French murmurs drift from the women. What an odd disconnection—I feel like a Queen Anne doll, stripped of anything human. Just a living mannequin meant to show off the dress. The director zips me up and turns my back toward the four-person audience. I wonder if my back tattoo adds an edge to the dress or counts as a fashion faux pas.

			“Magnifique! Well, let’s see you walk.” Red glasses flips her hand with authority. As I walk toward the table, the sequins scratch out a soft melody, and the feathers tickle my ankles with each step. I stop and strike a pose, imagining she’s a photographer at the end of a runway. She whispers something to the director in French, and he promptly takes a Polaroid of me. Once I’ve changed back into my clothes, he dismisses me with a wave.

			“Thank you for coming,” he calls before leaning out the door with a loud, “Next!” 

			On my way out, I lock eyes with the blond. My brows lift and my eyes pop, almost involuntarily, but just enough for her to get the hint. Her lips twitch into a nervous smile. Message received. 

			As I descend the stairs, suitcase in tow, my phone rings. I reach for it, but the suitcase wheel catches on a step. It happens too fast and yet in slow motion. And I can't stop the bag from falling with a series of theatrical thuds. The girls waiting in line can’t contain their laughter.

			“Hello?” I answer, trying to pick up my suitcase with one hand.

			“Hi, honey. I can’t wait to finally meet you in person. I’m waiting at the model’s apartment with your key. But first, I’ve got good news and more good news. Which do you want to hear first?” The spirited voice of my agent, Rex, fills the line. Before I have a chance to respond, he adds, “You’re confirmed for the Glamour magazine shoot tomorrow, and you’ve booked Balmain!”

			“What?” Shock makes me breathless. “Really? I booked Balmain? But I’ve only just left.” The laughter in the stairwell dies instantly.

			Stepping into the warm spring Parisian air, a wave of triumph washes over me. My first day in Paris, and I’ve already secured two prestigious jobs. The sensation is surreal, like stepping into a dream I had never fully allowed myself to imagine.

			At the curb, I extend my arm, trying to hail a taxi with the effortless expertise of a New Yorker. Yet, Paris is not New York, and the taxis, seemingly indifferent to my urgency, glide past, their off-duty signs flickering in the afternoon sunlight. 

			As I persist, my phone rings again, slicing through the hum of the busy afternoon.

			“Hello?” I answer, the effort to flag down taxis dividing my attention.

			“There you are. Thought my wife ran away or something.” The irritation is obvious. 

			“Hi, baby. Sorry, it’s been non-stop since I landed. I went straight to the casting. And—I got it! The Balmain show. Plus a Glamour shoot tomorrow.”

			The words spill out too fast, unfiltered. I should’ve rationed the excitement, fed it to him in smaller pieces. But it’s too late now.

			“Balmain and Glamour, huh.”

			

			A pause. Heavy with unsaid criticism.

			“Too busy for me already. Or has the city gone to your head?”

			“It’s just been…hectic, Tomek. I didn’t mean to ignore you.”

			The guilt seeps in on cue, like it knows the script better than I do.

			“Busy, right.”

			He exhales. The sound is sharp and cold, as always.

			“I guess you’re a star now, too bright to remember the little things—like your husband waiting on the other end of a silent phone. But sure, tell me about these glamorous jobs. Are they funding your college dreams now? Or are they paying you just enough to leave me?”

			I shut my eyes tight for a brief moment, gathering my composure. 

			“I was overwhelmed, okay? I just landed, I feel like shit, and I had to run straight to a casting.” Hoping for a flicker of empathy, I add, “It’s relentless—being constantly judged, scrutinized. It’s not just walking in a dress for a few minutes. It takes a toll on my mental health.”

			“Mental health,” he echoes, his tone laced with dismissal. “Meanwhile, I’m here, handling everything by myself, while you’re off in Paris, indulging in your aspirations, your vanity.”

			“But we agreed I could do this—to finance my education, to become a doctor. It’s not some high life I’m living here.” The words escape me just as the faint scent of freshly baked bread from a nearby boulangerie wraps around me. My stomach tightens. But it’s the other kind of hunger, the hunger to be heard, that aches deeper.

			Tomek doesn’t believe that hunger deserves to be fed. Not mine, anyway. Only he matters. It’s his world, always...and I’m supposed to feel lucky just to exist in it. 

			“And I’m not indulging. My diet’s been nothing but protein bars and ramen noodles. Which has helped me tuck away nearly a hundred grand in the past ten months.” I remind him. 

			His scoff is sharp enough to cut through the phone line, puncturing my short-lived bubble of happiness. “A doctor? Really, Lena? You need a functioning brain to become a doctor—stick to being a mannequin.”

			The line goes dead. Hunger replaced by a knot in my stomach. His words, always designed to erode, remind me of the delicate balance I navigate being married to him. But…I wonder. Maybe he’s right? 

			I take out the map from my backpack. My finger traces the lines to the model’s apartment. I decide to walk the eight blocks to clear my head, or at least try. 

			The suitcase is heavy, my past dragging behind me. A sadness settles in before I even have the time to process the argument. This brief escape from Tomek won’t last. Why am I doing this to myself? Why don’t I just leave him?

			
I met Tomek at eighteen, shortly after moving to NYC for modeling.

			Dolce & Gabbana was hosting a runway fundraiser in the Hamptons, and I was one of the models. He was a guest. A decade older, handsome, magnetic. A financier from some big firm in the city. It’s no surprise I fell for him so quickly, naively marrying him less than a year later. He swept me into his world, where grand gestures of love-bombing slowly turned into something suffocating. His charm, once dazzling, became a thin veneer over a cage, each bar forged from criticisms, commands, and the chains of isolation he wrapped around me. Friends, once close, faded into the background. Their warnings—“Lena, can’t you see he’s manipulating you?”—were lost beneath my belief that this was true love. 

			Rage. Apologies. Rage again.

			I lived on eggshells, always trying to be enough. To not provoke the storm. Each episode cut deeper into my self-worth, leaving scars no one could see—undermining who I once was. His love was no longer a sanctuary, but a storm. Unpredictable and destructive. And now, walking alone through this city of light, I wonder not just about his love...but my own worth. 

			My feet ache. A spoon clinks against porcelain, and the street around me comes into sharp focus. Piano notes are drifting from a charming café, where lovers curl into each other and wisteria claws its way up the building—both dreaming of greater heights. The purple blossoms stretch like fingers, striving to transcend the roots that hold them in place. My suitcase bumps over relentless cobblestones, its weight growing unbearable. All the burdens I carry. Everything I think I need (but refuse) to let go. The wisteria, though confined, stretches for the sky. But unlike the wisteria, I possess the freedom to walk away from what holds me down. I remind myself: I’m not a flower, I don’t have to bloom where I’m planted.

			

			Glancing at my map, I realize the models’ apartment is just steps away. The classic gray cobblestone façade comes into view as I turn the corner. Large windows and ornate details hint at a century-old story. Despite the daylight that bathes the street, the hallway hoards its shadows. It’s impossible to tell where the walls end and doors begin, except for a flicker of something metal. My eyes struggle to adjust as my fingers skim the cool, uneven wall in search of the doorbell. 

			Suddenly, the door swings open. “Hi, honey!” A middle-aged man with a blond shag fills the doorway. “Let me help you with this,” he says, grabbing my suitcase. His voice needs no introduction. 

			“Jesus, what did you put in here? This bitch is so heavy!” he yells out as he moves toward the room on the left. “Oh, by the way, I’m your agent, Rex. Sorry, totally forgot to introduce myself.” He chuckles, almost breathless, as he hefts the weight.

			“Books.” I cackle. “Too many!” I follow him to the room. “Ah, and it’s so nice to finally meet you.”

			“Pleasure is mine.” He shoots me an over-the-shoulder glance. “Books, huh? It sure feels like a dead body.” 

			“I wish!” The thought escapes before I can catch it. Rex drops my suitcase on the floor near a small twin bed by the window, next to two other beds—a trio lined up against the wall like in a dollhouse, with a few inches between them. My eyes are immediately drawn to the one covered in a jumble of hastily discarded clothes. The windows are dirty, with flaking paint on the old frames. Outside...a chestnut tree is in full bloom. Beauty framed by the ruin. The poetry of life, I guess. 

			

			“This one’s Josionne’s.” Rex gestures with a flourish toward the chaos. “She’s from Brazil. An absolute sweetheart. You’ll love her.” 

			My attention shifts to the wall above her bed, a collage of Gisele Bündchen’s magazine tear-sheets and Vogue covers, each affixed with tape. A mural of dreams and ambition.

			“Ah, the Brazilian inspiration wall!” Rex says admiringly as he catches me examining the collection. He’s that rare mix of flamboyance and fierce tenderness—instantly likable.

			“Here’s your apartment key. Guard it with your life,” he says with a playful wink, his mascara-clad blue eyes sparkling. I accept the worn yellowish key, hesitating to sit on the bed’s stained mattress just yet.

			“Oh, and here are the details for tomorrow,” Rex continues, pulling a sheet of paper from the back pocket of his jeans. “Your shoot call time is at nine a.m. You should wrap up by two or three, then Balmain at four. You’re also invited to the afterparty hosted by Madonna—make sure you’re there. It’s a great opportunity to get yourself seen. All the addresses are right here. I’ve got everything laid out for you.”

			“Wow, Madonna?” I say, and immediately regret how forced that sounded. Celebrity name-dropping in this business is just...no. Rex doesn’t need to know how I really feel. So I add, “I love her! Really—thank you, Rex.” 

			“You got it, darling! Get some rest; you have an exciting day tomorrow,” he says, exiting with the same energy he arrived with, leaving a trace of warmth behind him.

			

			After a long, rejuvenating shower that washes away the afternoon’s fatigue, I settle for a simple meal of a protein bar and an apple from my backpack. Sitting on the wide windowsill, I eat slowly, watching the Parisian afternoon unfold through the crusty window. I find myself weaving narratives for the people who pass by: who they are, where they’re going, what they do for a living. It’s a game born from countless hours of feeling alone among the crowds.

			Time slips by, unnoticed, until the setting sun begins casting long shadows across the wooden floor. Unpacking, I line my favorite books along the window’s parapet. Each one, backlit with the orange sunset, is a tender reminder of Grandpa Stach. “Always find beauty in everything. It will ground you, no matter where you are,” he’d say, his voice deep and soft. Thoughts of visiting him in Kraków, in his beautiful apartment filled with books and plants, so close yet so far, nudge at my mind. He has always been my life’s magician, teaching me how to manifest my dreams. 

			I roll out my purple sleeping bag across the bed, a ritual that feels like a hug from the past. It’s more than just fabric. It’s a cocoon of memories from camping trips with Grandpa. Each fold a story, each crease a shared moment of wisdom. I slip into it. It grounds me in a way nothing else can. Not in this foreign city. Not right now. I close my eyes and drift away.

			The tranquility of the early evening is shattered by the sudden ring of my phone. “Hello?” I mumble, barely awake, feeling the cold air nip at my skin.

			“Hey, hun. I just had a really bad day, and I took it out on you earlier. I love you.” Tomek’s voice comes through, tinged more with self-pity than remorse. There’s a pause, as if he’s waiting for me to immediately forgive him. “But, look, I’m not the one enjoying a glamorous lifestyle in Paris.”

			“Tomek, I’m wrapped in my sleeping bag, lying on a mattress that’s seen better days.” I pause, running a hand through my hair, feeling the grit of paint flakes against my scalp. “And I’m picking paint out of my hair because the window frame next to my bed is probably a century old. ‘Glamorous’ isn’t the word I’d use to describe this.” 

			A failed plea for understanding. He won’t hear the discomfort in my tired voice.

			“Well, you wanted to do this, so don’t start complaining now,” he retorts with a hint of venom. I can picture him, pacing in our spacious NYC living room, his frustration searching for an outlet.

			“I’m not complaining—just telling you how it is.” I clutch the phone tighter, wishing that just for a moment he could see the world through my eyes.

			“Sure, you ‘tell it how it is.’ Meanwhile, I’m over here, busting my ass at work all day. For us! And I come home to nothing but a moldy sofa.” His voice rises, and I imagine him gesturing to the hollow space around him. “Even my mom can’t believe how you’ve been acting,” he adds, the mention of his mother making my heart sink a little more.

			“Tomek, I can barely keep my eyes open.” I sigh, looking at the cracks in the ceiling, as if they could interject in my defense. “I really don’t feel like arguing right now.”

			

			“No one’s arguing with you, Lena. You’re just too sensitive, always taking everything so literally.” His disdain drips through the phone. “It’s impossible to have a normal conversation with you.”

			“Listen, I’ve been up for over twenty-four hours and have a big day tomorrow.” My voice is weary but firm. It’s easier to find this amount of courage when we aren’t arguing in person. “Two important jobs, and then I have to go to a party hosted by Madonna.” I brace myself for his reaction, knowing full well I shouldn’t have mentioned it. But I was never a good liar, so I hope for the best with the truth.

			“Party? What party? Are you getting paid for it?” His tone sharpens, accusatory rather than curious, and I can feel his judgment as if he’s right beside me.

			“No. But I have to go. My agent said it’s important for networking.” I muster the most reasonable tone I can between thoughts of losing my shit altogether.

			“You’re married! You’re not going to any party to strut your ass around high-fashion society!” I can almost feel his spit on my cheek as he shouts through the phone.

			“Babe…” I begin, my voice softer now, an attempt to reason with the unreasonable.

			“Don’t ‘Babe’ me. How dumb can you be? You’re being utterly disrespectful!” His verbal assault is so tangible, I have to hold the phone away from my face, his anger almost radiating through.

			“I’m not trying to be disrespectful. I’m trying to be successful.” My determination swells despite his verbal bombs exploding in my ears. “If you keep screaming, I’ll have to hang up.”

			

			“You make me scream! You’re the storm in our marriage, always causing chaos.” His words are a projection of his own behavior. “You’re a selfish bitch!”

			The line goes dead with a harsh click, followed by a long beep, leaving me in silence. A silence that isn’t just the absence of sound, but the echo of every harsh word between us.
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			chapter 3

			TOUCAN’S SKY

			“Sometimes we cannot feel our wings.”

			The samba beat bursts from a boombox, coaxing my heavy eyelids open.

			A silhouette of a young woman is dancing. A morning breeze sneaks through the grimy window, making my face tingle. It triggers an unstoppable yawn—one that feels too vulnerable, especially this close to someone I don’t know. Sunlight pours through the parted curtains, and I squint just as she leans over. She’s backlit in golden light. Her dark, damp hair brushes against my face with a fresh zing of citrus. It’s an oddly welcome burst of life in our otherwise stale room. “Wakey wakey, roommate!” Her melodic Brazilian accent slices through the drumming boombox. Josionne. 

			She sways, electric, as if the morning belongs to her. A wide, infectious smile spills across her high cheekbones—bright against her smooth brown skin. I grin back before I realize I’m doing it. A smile triggered by invisible threads of joy, spun from her dancing fingers. “Shit. What time is it?” 

			I bolt upright. A tightness seizes my throat. Frantically digging through my sleeping bag, I unearth Rex’s crumpled note—and my heart pauses at the nine a.m. call time.

			“7:19 a.m.!” she declares. I sigh with a ragged relief. Her laughter mingles with the samba. Both buzz against my skin like summer fireflies.

			Rummaging through my suitcase, half-tangled in clothes, I blurt, “I’m Lena.”

			She beams. “I know! Rex mentioned we’d be roommates. I’m Josionne.” She spots my portfolio and picks it up. “Is this your book?” she asks, thumbing through the pages.

			I nod and smile, flattered by her interest. With the grace of someone who belongs in front of a camera, she reclines on her bed, her long legs bridging the space between our beds. “These are stunning.” Josionne traces an image, as if committing it to memory.

			“The contrast of your green eyes and dark hair against your skin—it’s striking. You have this timeless elegance, like a young Elizabeth Taylor.” Her words are not just a compliment but a recognition of something deeper—something I don’t see in myself. Many of us models are blind to our own beauty. 

			“Thanks.” I blush. Her observation sparks a flicker of warmth, a reminder of self-confidence buried deep under the weight of my current life. She sees past the photos, past the model. A connection forms between us, in the quiet space between admiration and shared dreams.

			“Sorry about the music. It helps me get into the zone before castings,” she says, reaching to turn down the volume. “I’ll be heading out soon, in case you want to catch some more sleep.” She pulls on green khakis and a cropped white T-shirt with the fluid ease of someone at home in this foreign city.

			“Actually, I’ve got a photoshoot myself,” I say, threading my legs into my jeans, smiling more genuinely than I have in weeks. “Mind if I tag along to the train station?” 

			“Sure!”

			Outside, Paris is fully awake. The city pulses with the rush of cars and footsteps of people in a hurry to start their day. The sweet comfort of fresh chocolate croissants, enjoyed moments earlier at a charming café, lingers on our tongues as we march toward the Metro station.

			“So how old are you?” she asks, once we swipe through the ticket barriers. 

			“Twenty. You?” I lean over the tracks, trying to spot the incoming train.

			“Sixteen.” She twirls like a kid.

			“Jesus, you’re only sixteen?”

			“Yup. Been here six months.” She lifts her chin, side-eying me with pride.

			“You’re just a baby.” I shake my head. Modeling pulls us in young—she’s still older than most.

			“Nah-ah. Not a baby. I’ll buy my mom a house soon. I’ve almost got half.”

			

			“A house, huh?” I smile.

			“Yeah. A beautiful house in São Paulo.” She gestures through the air as if casting a spell.

			Under the round Metro lamps, her onyx eyes catch the light—and something in them tugs at my heart.

			“I’m saving for college. I want to be a doctor,” I say.

			“Beauty and brains.” She squints, her face inching closer to mine. “I can see that.” She bumps me playfully. “I’m so happy you’re my roomie. My big Paris sis!”

			In her confident smile, I glimpse the girl I once was—full of hope and untouched by life’s harsher truths. Like a toucan, she’s vividly free, soaring toward her dreams with wings unclipped—no strings, no cages, just boundless sky. In this moment, I both envy her and feel a fierce urge to protect her.

			I reach for her hand, making sure she feels the weight of my words.

			“You’ve got this magic in you. Don’t let the world dim it, okay? Promise me.”

			The words come out impulsively, meant just as much for her as for my younger self.

			She pulls me into a tight hug, her long arms wrapping around me like a Bronzino figurine, her chin resting on my shoulder. The bustling world around us fades, replaced by the warmth of a new friendship that feels like Grandpa’s home in Poland. To the passing crowd, we must look like lovers saying goodbye.

			A gust of wind from my arriving train sends her curls flying. She is a whirlwind against the stillness of the moment. 

			

			“Go catch your dreams, my big sis!” she whispers, pressing a kiss on my cheek.

			Seated now on the scratchy, upholstered subway seat, I catch a final glimpse of her. She waves, her smile as bright as the ceramic tiles lining the wall behind her.

			As the train lurches forward, my hand rises in a wave almost of its own accord.

			Happiness and sadness braid themselves through my chest, like the intertwined trees in my Bieszczady Mountains. My reflection in the window catches my eye. I allow it to hypnotize me. The thought of the bright soul I’ve just connected with tugs a soft grin to my lips, soon overshadowed by the sudden intrusion of Tomek’s image. His words from last night slice back into my consciousness. I close my eyes, summoning the memory of Josionne’s smile, as if performing an exorcism to drive him out. In my mind’s eye, a toucan takes flight, soaring free. 

			
Flashbulbs burst like distant stars around me, the aggressive staccato of the camera’s shutter echoing my racing heartbeat.

			The journey to the studio blurs in my memory—I must have zoned out.

			“Oh, oui, chérie! Just like that! Part your lips slightly. Yes! hold that pose!” The photographer’s hoarse voice echoes, his thick French accent reverberating through the cavernous, sunlit studio. His fingers juggle both cigarette and camera. 

			Barefoot, I stand on a three-foot wooden box at the center of a swirling fashion scene. If only my beloved grandpa could see his introverted little girl, now a modern princess, towering over the Ville de l’Amour. The dress—adorned with a high white collar, an intricate feather pattern, and sharply contoured shoulder pads—surpasses anything I ever imagined wearing.

			Growing up in the Bieszczady Mountains, I was a short-haired tomboy, seldom seen in dresses or makeup. Yet, here I am, ensconced in a seven-foot-long gown, a cocoon from which I’m emerging, transformed. The makeup artist has the same contagious energy as Rex. He smiles and winks a lot, bopping to the beat of the music. Between takes, each delicate sweep of powder under my eyes makes me feel more like a butterfly. Ready to unfurl, to fly.

			“Chin up, now look away. Yes! Beautiful, that’s it, Lena!” The photographer’s commands are ringed by cigarette smoke billowing from his lips. Once again, the flashing lights envelop me in their warm glow.

			His cues uplift me. There’s a strange comfort in not seeing his eyes, hidden behind his giant Canon lens.

			Eye contact is almost painful. Each gaze too weighted, too full of unspoken things I can never fully decode. Eyes are a kaleidoscope of emotions—their depth, the stories they tell. It’s all too much, too distracting. But the camera is different. I adore the camera’s eye. It’s cold, detached, free of messy human intricacy. It offers a safe space. And I can become anyone I imagine, a trait that makes me a good model.

			The remainder of the photoshoot is a succession of dazzling outfits and ostentatious poses, each piece of clothing freeing a different character within me. When the flickering of the camera fades, the studio falls into silence.

			

			“Great job, darling!” the photographer exclaims, planting air kisses on my cheeks before bidding me au revoir in his signature rasp. Within the quiet of a changing room, I peel away the layers of extravagant attire and slip into my worn-in jeans.

			Retreating into my introverted shell carries a bittersweet tang. I find myself yearning for the loud, colorful characters I embody before the camera; without this creative outlet, I feel both diminished and invisible.

			The life of a model is a relentless sprint. Castings, gigs, flights, and the perpetual shuffle of living from suitcase to suitcase. Darting from the studio, I engage in a necessary dance, alternating between wiping away layers of makeup and nibbling on a baguette I just got on the run—my sad little attempt at sustenance. The backstage of the Balmain show is an organized frenzy. Models, poised like elegant statuettes in their prep chairs, are transformed by the makeup team into breathtaking embodiments of living art.

			In the midst of all this, a familiar voice cuts through: “Ah, there she is!” The woman with the red glasses, who had exuded all business at the casting, now beams at me. Her smile bridges the gap between the stern image I remember and the warmth she now radiates. With unexpected gentleness, she takes my hand and guides me through the backstage maze to a tall man in a crisp suit and a pale-yellow tie, standing with an air of quiet authority. “Oscar, meet Lena, our season’s discovery,” she declares. The realization that I’m being introduced to Oscar de la Renta, the legendary maestro of haute couture at Balmain, sends a jolt of disbelief through me.

			

			“Beautiful,” he says, scanning me with his piercing dark eyes. The word, simple yet laden with sincerity, wraps around me, flushing my cheeks with pride, like the heat from the first sip of a rich red wine. This unexpected complement awakens a sense of validation within me, a feeling I didn’t realize I was yearning for. In a reflex, I smile, my hand discreetly brushing away the crumbs of my hasty meal from my mouth.

			“Come, darling, Andre is waiting for you,” Oscar says, gesturing toward an empty prep chair. An Asian man with the sweetest dimpled grin greets me, pointing his makeup brush like a wand—a fairy about to cast his spell. Red glasses lady’s radio hisses, and she says something in French to Oscar, who nods. “See you on the runway,” he says, before disappearing in the rushed backstage crowd. 

			As I settle into his chair, the backstage cacophony—a blend of voices, footsteps, and the clinking of hangers—somehow fades into the background. Andre’s brushes sweep across my skin, each stroke a pleasant distraction from the sensory chaos. I focus on the cool metal of the chair beneath me, trying to ground myself. When Andre is done, I open my eyes to a reflection that seems almost foreign—a Balmain haute couture model instead of the usual tomboy. The new mask fits surprisingly well. I always feel the characters modeling brings out in me. Like reading, they’re my escape into another world.

			“Wow. Thank you, Andre!”

			“Ah, don’t even mention it, sweetie! You’re absolutely gorgeous, and it was my pleasure to work on such a canvas,” he replies, waving off my compliment with a flourish of his hand.

			

			“We’re all mirrors for each other, aren’t we?” I muse, catching his gaze in the reflection. 

			He squints back, his dimples deepening into a genuine smile. “Exactly. We help each other reveal the parts of ourselves that are hardest to see.”

			As I step away to change into my first outfit, the chaos pulses with a different rhythm, one I’m becoming a part of.

			The black chiffon of my dress grazes its fingers against me, tingling as I stand in the runway’s shadow. Lined up, newcomers and supermodels alike, we wait for the music to kick in, the lights to flash, and the crowd’s buzz to quiet down. A chorus of deep breaths weaves through us, mine among them. Around us, stylists primp fabrics into perfection as makeup artists bestow final blessings with their brushes. The woman in the red glasses orchestrates our procession like a maestro, her gentle nudge ushering the models ahead of me with a hushed, “Go.”

			The music’s beat throbs in my chest, and a voice buzzes in French through her walkie-talkie, signaling my turn. She nods and says, “Lena. Go!” Feeling a nudge at my back, I step into the spotlight.

			Catwalk lights burst. Warmth rushes up my face. It's not embarrassment, but that breathless thrill you feel at the top of a rollercoaster. The audience fades into the background, leaving just me, the music, and my synchronized steps across the pristine floor. Endorphins dance across my skin, raising each hair on my arms—I’m floating, buoyant, gliding toward the light. Every so often, I wonder if this is the feeling one gets in the “tunnel” described in near-death experiences. Reaching the end of the runway, I strike a pose, enveloped by the staccato of camera flashes and a symphony of whispers and applause. Just as I’m about to turn, in the pauses between flashes, I see him. The only face without a smile. Clapping slowly. Almost mockingly. Tomek. Unmistakable. At the far end of the room. The gravity of his stare turns each step toward backstage heavy with the weight of his unspoken words. Suddenly, my buoyancy vanishes. I feel like a toucan that has run out of sky.
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			chapter 4

			LOVERS’ LOCKS

			“His victim is always guilty.”

			In the taxi with Tomek, the Parisian evening loses its luster, fading into a pale echo of yesterday’s radiant daydream. Rain blurs the city. The wipers beat rhythmically, a melancholic soundtrack that seems to muffle more than just the noise outside. Why did I choose to go with him instead of attending Madonna’s party? Why do I let him be this relentless sinusoid of my life? The ups and downs. The cycle of happiness to despair. So fucking exhausting. I rest my forehead against the cold window. It's sobering. My eyes trace the raindrops, trying to guess which way they’ll fall. Are our lives like that—shaped by chance? Or do we truly have the power to choose our direction? Tomek’s hand lands on my thigh. His touch is colder than the glass, even more sobering than the window.

			

			“I love you, Lena,” he claims, but his voice, which used to feel soft like cotton blooms basking in summer light, now lacks tenderness. His words don’t match the hard pressure of his fingers, digging into my skin, almost hurting. With him, words say one thing—his touch says something else.

			“I love you too,” I whisper. “But it’s hard. So fucking hard to always feel like my dreams…like I don’t matter.” My words sound hollow, as if only spoken inside my head. Maybe they are. Can it really be love…if someone only loves the idea of you? I don’t know.

			Our hotel room at the Four Seasons is enchanting, bathed in the glow of the light that sneaks in from the street. The large window, draped in gold-beige tassels, frames the Eiffel Tower flickering in the distance. She’s a tall, tapering heart that sets the pulse of this city. On the balcony, hot-pink flowers burst against the rainy grayness. They remind me of Grandpa’s apartment, and I smile for just a second. 

			My gaze lands on a large black package with a red bow, conspicuously placed at the center of the king-sized bed. Tomek smirks. 

			“Let’s just say it wasn’t the best deal for a stock guy, but my wife is worth it.” His voice carries tenderness I haven’t heard in months, despite the smug expression. A flicker of hope. Maybe we can find our way back. Back to how we once were. Truly in love. Genuinely happy. His words make me giggle as I swing around the doorframe to peek into the lavish bathroom. “Nice! I’m hungry. Will you feed me?” His laughter fills the room like upbeat music. I almost forgot how it sounded. 

			

			“Only if you wear this,” he says, his eyes crinkling with amusement as he hands me the black box. I flop onto the bed, fingers nervously peeling through the layer of decoration to flip it open, before a scarlet Versace dress spills into my lap.

			“Tomek, this must have cost a fortune!” Our eyes meet in the mirror. His face is lit with that boyish grin I haven’t seen in forever. I can’t help myself. “What did you do, sell an organ on the black market?”

			He chuckles. “Shh, don’t worry about it. You’re worth every penny.” He seals it with a kiss, final and firm. No room for questions.

			“At least my makeup is already perfect,” I say, shrugging off the price tag as the gown’s silk skims my skin—like an intimate whisper only I can hear. As we stand before the rustic mirror, Tomek’s muscular arms envelop me. Our eyes meet in the reflection. His are full of something…maybe adoration, maybe lust. Or a bit of both. They trace my entire silhouette. His lips find the back of my neck, soft as the feathers of a hummingbird. This is the love I miss. The love we used to know—before it frayed. Before it tangled, like forgotten yarn.

			“I hope this moment lasts forever,” I whisper to our reflection, though I think it’s more a wish to myself. Suddenly, my stomach growls like an angry wolf. 

			“My lord, this model is seriously hungry,” Tomek jokes. “Let’s go get dinner.” He twirls me towards the door. 

			Downstairs, we slip through the black-gilded iron doors into a restaurant that practically breathes opulence. A middle-aged maître d’ leads us down a hallway lined with potted palms. The hallway opens into the pulsing heart of the restaurant, where violet and fuchsia tulips—so fresh they might’ve been flown in from the Netherlands this morning—spill from tall crystal vases at the center. Above, a grand chandelier is casting rainbows across the ceiling. As we move past the kitchen toward our table by the window, I smell it, the intoxicating blend of truffles and tulips. And I can sense all the old-money eyes around us—sharp, appraising. Like they see through the dress. Through me. And then I feel it. That familiar sting of otherness. I don’t belong here. 

			“Good evening, sir, madame. Welcome to Le Cinq,” says a waiter, who carries an uncanny resemblance to Vincent Cassel. He pulls the chair for me.

			“It’s a rare pleasure to see such youthful energy grace our establishment. Madame, your radiance tonight perfectly complements our ambiance. May I suggest a wine that is equally captivating?” His smile softens the pomp of his words, making it feel strangely sincere.

			“Thank you, you’re too kind.” I blush, as I sit down, returning a smile that surprises me with how natural it feels. “I’ll trust your recommendation for the—” 

			“Actually, we’ll take a bottle of the 1989 D’Oliveira Bual Madeira,” Tomek cuts in, his voice booming across the table. It startles me, as the waiter flinches mid-nod, his mouth snapping shut. A beat of awkward silence follows as he recalibrates his surprised expression into a polite smile. 

			“That’s a great choice.” He glances at me. I’m so embarrassed, I hope the makeup hides it. “I’ll be back with your wine in a moment,” he adds, and walks away. I glance down at the menu. The obscene price tag of the wine glares back. Tomek’s gaze bounces between me and the waiter’s retreating figure. I scan my husband’s face, searching for the trigger. Even though I have learned to read him, I am still never sure. What set him off this time?

			Tension hangs like fog over our empty china plates. I mentally rewind the scene, combing for what might’ve lit Tomek’s fuse. I extend my hand across the table, but he recoils, folding his arms like a barrier. Did I do something wrong?

			“Are you okay?” I ask, voice low, threading between the clink of silverware and the chatter of nearby conversations.

			“Of all the waiters, we get a Parisian Casanova hitting on my wife,” he mutters, rolling his eyes and flicking his hand in a theatrical wave.

			“Seriously, Tomek? You think I’d swoon over some rehearsed lines from a waiter?” I lean in, keeping my voice just above a whisper. Tomek always does this. I’ve become numb to it. But I guess, here, in Paris, it surprises me. I look him dead in the eye, trying to get through his thick skull. “This is a Michelin star restaurant. He probably says that to every woman who walks in.”

			“Yeah, right. I saw how you smiled at him,” he snaps, his eyes flashing with accusation. I drop my gaze to the plate, as if the fine china could shield me. 

			“Here’s your bottle of the 1989 D’Oliveira Bual Madeira.” Our unwitting Parisian Casanova returns with the wine. A short cork pop, and he pours us a glass. I don’t look at him and retreat into tracing the cool rim of the plate with my fingers. Endless circles. The clatter around me fades. For a second, I fade too. 

			Lost in a maze of what-ifs and could-have-beens, I wonder (for the hundredth time this year) where the line is. The line between trying so hard to be loved and losing yourself.

			The smell of fresh caviar and an intricately arranged appetizer being set beside me snaps me back to reality. I don’t remember ordering anything.

			“Have we decided on the mains?” Casanova asks, flashing a grin of whitened teeth. His voice sounds far away, as if I’m in a well. I glance up for a second, still tracing the plate with my finger. Then my eyes drop, back to the safety of my hands. Tomek mumbles something—probably our order. I sit frozen, thoughts churning in a storm of things I wish I could yell out.

			“Look, I’m sorry.” Tomek’s hand closes over mine, halting my nervous plate-tracing. I lift my eyes and meet his, even though it takes effort. There’s a softness in his gaze—unexpected, maybe even real. “Let’s enjoy this beautiful dinner, okay?” he says, voice dipped in sugar that almost tastes genuine. A thread of hope tugs in my throat.

			“Okay.” I nod. That shadow of a smile I thought was gone sneaks back in, unexpected but welcome. I eye the miniature cupcakes topped with black caviar pearls. 

			“These look irresistible,” I say. “And I’m starving.” 

			The cupcake bursts with flavor, absurdly good. Tomek’s eyes nearly leap from their sockets as his eyebrows shoot up. “Oh my God, so good,” he mumbles through a mouthful. His expression makes me giggle—one of those uncontrollable giggles—and I nearly send a spray of unchewed caviar across the table. 

			Back in the hotel room, I can’t shake the weight of that dinner bill—enough to feed a family for a month. Still, I surrender to the mellow buzz of the city outside. The warmth of wine buzzing through my head softens the sting of the evening’s earlier crack. Tomek’s hands find a surprising gentleness—one I haven’t felt since we first met. As he pulls me close, his feather-light touch carries the faint scent of caviar, tulips, and his lingering woodsy cologne. Is that tenderness under his light eyelashes, or am I just tipsy enough to imagine it? His fingers trace my waist and hips. A sensation so disarming and familiar. For a moment, I let myself believe in this illusion. This is what I crave from him. From myself, even.

			As his lips meet mine, the world blurs into an orchestra of all his whispered promises. They are so vivid that I almost hear him speak them again. Maybe I’m just a little drunk. His hands move with a care that conceals all the arguments we’ve ever had. He is so gentle as he deftly undoes the zipper. And the waterfall of my dress cascades to the floor. 

			“Can’t we always be like this?” I breathe it into his lips before I know I’ve said it.

			The sudden ring of my phone slices through the silence like a siren, cutting off our kiss before it gets a chance to land. I catch a flash of irritation in Tomek’s eyes as I pull away. 

			

			“Seriously?” he says. His head tilts in disbelief. I dig through my backpack. The ringing is growing louder, annoying, more insistent.

			“It’s my agent,” I say. Tomek’s face hardens. His face shifts, a triptych of frustration, resignation, and finally, anger.

			“You’re unbelievable,” he mutters, brushing me off with a dismissive hand gesture before collapsing onto the bed. Arms flung wide, he sighs, puffing out his cheeks like a tantruming child. Juggling the yelling phone in one hand, I slither into the robe.

			“Hello?” I say, stepping onto the misty balcony.

			“Hey, hun, where are you?” Rex’s voice comes through a pulsing backdrop of loud music. “The party’s nearly over—we’ve been waiting.”

			“I’m so sorry, Rex. I can’t make it,” I reply, nervously toying with the tassel of my robe. He sighs. It’s the same sound of resignation that echoes my husband’s earlier frustration. 

			“Attending these events is crucial if you want to break into the industry.”

			A shiver runs through me, part rain-damp balcony, part guilt for letting my agent down.

			“I know, it’s just…” The excuse dries in my throat, so I choose honesty instead. “My husband’s in town.”

			Silence follows, longer than is comfortable for a phone call. Just the thump of club music pulsing in the background.

			“Look, I get it, but these invites are rare. I could’ve invited another model.” Rex’s voice is serious yet gentle, missing its usual cheerfulness. Now I’m silent. Searching for the right words. Trailing my fingers along the cold railing. Knocking loose raindrops, one by one.

			“It won’t happen again,” I promise, heading back inside.

			Tomek’s on the bed, flipping through a magazine he’s not really reading. His jaw is clenched. His expression is darkening into a scowl. 

			“It’s okay. Just be at the agency first thing tomorrow.” Rex’s tone softens. “YSL wants Polaroids of you.”

			“Oh my God, absolutely.” Relief rushes through me like a warm tide. A second chance.

			As I put down the phone, I meet Tomek’s stare. Icy and boiling at once. A wintry volcano ready to erupt. 

			“What the fuck is this?” Tomek explodes, grabbing my portfolio and hurling it across the room. It hits the floor at my feet, flipping open on impact. A familiar photo stares back at me—black-and-white, tastefully lit nude. For a moment, the room seems to pause with it. And I freeze, shuffling responses in my mind like tarot cards. 

			“It’s art,” I finally say. “You can’t even see anything.”

			I gesture toward the image: me on a plush armchair, legs crossed, one arm draped just right. Nothing vulgar. My gaze, directed over my shoulder, seems to challenge the viewer. The scene carries a sense of female strength and vulnerability. It's elegant and composed, the kind of photo you’d find in a fancy New York gallery. 

			“That was for i-D Magazine, shot by one of the best photographers in New York.” I emphasize the last part like it will somehow make all the difference.

			

			He says nothing. The red anger simmers to the surface of his cheeks.

			I yank on my clothes quickly, portfolio now pressed against my chest like armor. Breath is shaky.

			“This is bullshit! You might as well be working at a brothel,” he scoffs. Each word is soaked in venom.

			“You know what? You’re full of shit! I haven’t done anything wrong!” My voice is more forceful than usual. Perhaps a bit of the wine’s courage. “I’m so sick and tired of your constant put-downs. I'm fucking exhausted!”

			“You better watch it,” he hisses, taking a step toward me. The veins in his neck bulge like braided cords.

			“Or what?” My voice holds. Heart punches against my sternum. 

			Then I feel it—a sharp pain. I'm fully sober now. A single drop of blood blooms against the white of my T-shirt. That's it. The moment it all breaks. I break with it. Tears follow, not from shock, but from the sudden clarity. 

			“Oh my God, Lena.” It sounds almost like a question. “I’m so sorry, baby...” Tomek’s tone snaps to remorse. It's the same tired line. We've rehearsed this too many times.

			“See? You push me to this. You make me a monster.”

			I don’t respond. Not to that. I just wipe my bloody nose and the tears burning at the corners of my eyes. My hands move fast, frantic. I gather what’s left of my dignity. My thoughts scatter like confetti caught in the wind.

			

			“I can’t believe you hit me,” I shout, voice shaking. “You swore—on your mother’s life—you’ll never hit again!” I yell, not looking for, nor expecting, an answer. 

			He reaches for me. Too late. Like a cornered animal, I grab my backpack and slip past him, darting toward the door before he can grab hold of me. 

			“You are a monster! And I wish I never met you!” My voice breaks. I grab my shoes and slam the door behind me. The sound echoes through the hallway with the finality of a gunshot.

			I run down the corridor, into the elevator. My heart is pounding as I cram my feet into my shoes and count the floors out loud like a calming spell.

			Three. Two. One. Each number slows my frantic breath. 

			Outside, I bolt through a maze of wet Parisian streets. The city glows with puddled light, but I don’t look back at the shadows. The shadows that stretch behind me, long and reaching—like they’re trying to pull me back into what's now my past. 

			The key to the models’ apartment slips from my trembling hands, clattering loudly against the floor. Memories of how I arrived here escape me as I whisper prayers for Josionne, my sweet toucan, to be inside. My fingers fumble with the key again. The effort is punctuated by sobs that I can no longer hold back. When the door finally swings open, darkness wraps around me, my heart racing against the silence. I slam the door shut and lock it. 

			As I turn on the light, the emptiness hits. My gaze is involuntarily drawn to the mirror. A yellow sticky note in the center reads, “Big sis, off to London for a job. Back Friday. —Josionne,” its edges framed by drawn hearts. As I peel off the note, tears blur my vision, her cheerfulness mocking the pain spreading across my skin. A sad girl stares back at me from the mirror—a large bruise emerging on her cheek, dark purple spreading beneath the streaks of tear-smudged makeup. 

			“Fuck,” I say to her. “Fuck,” she echoes back. 

			Shivering, I slip into my sleeping bag, with shoes and clothes still wet from the rain. I curl up, trying to find comfort in my grandpa's hug that still lingers somewhere in this fabric. My eyes shut tightly as if to block out the world. Block out this mess. The sobs that escape are my only lullaby, rhythmic and raw, spreading through my body harder than any melody. And the sleeping bag holds me with a kindness and gentleness that I rarely felt from Tomek. 

			The ring of the phone abruptly pulls me from deep sleep. Seeing Tomek’s name flash across the screen triggers a wave of nausea. I send his call to voicemail. My feet are heavy as I shuffle to the bathroom. There’s a part of me that hopes the bruise has disappeared, or that the events of last night were just an ordinary nightmare. But I know neither is true.

			I splash my face with cold water in an attempt to reduce the swelling, my eyes locking with my reflection. 

			“It’s not that bad,” I whisper to myself, beginning the careful application of full-coverage foundation to hide the green-purple. Each touch of the makeup brush feels like a ghost of Tomek’s hand, striking me again. Yet, with each deep breath, I reassure myself of the strength that remains in me. Maybe it has even grown since last night.

			“You’ll be okay.” 

			

			“You’ll be okay.” 

			“You’ll be okay.” I nod to the green-eyed girl in the mirror, then stride to my room and press Play on Josionne’s boombox. The lively samba rhythm erupts. And I dance. Every step defiant, every move giving me strength—giving me back to myself. “You'll be ok,” I whisper again. 

			Walking has always helped me think. I’m a hiker at heart. Something about movement loosens the knots in my mind. So today, I walk to the agency. Let Paris do what it does—infuse the morning with a little magic. The cool air kisses my swollen cheek. Old cobblestones click beneath my tennis shoes. It feels like the city is humming old love songs just beneath my feet.

			“Hello, gorgeous!” Rex calls the moment I step in his office. He’s already reaching for a Polaroid camera.

			“Hi, Rex. How are you?” I ask, trying not to sound nervous. Wondering if the makeup is holding. But when he steps closer, I see the shift in his eyes.

			“Darling,” he says, brows folding in concern. “What happened to your face?”

			“I had too much wine last night and…” The lie stumbles out, thin and brittle. “I tripped.”

			“Oh, sweetheart.” His voice drops, warm and connected. “You really should see a doctor. That looks serious.”
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