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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.

"Lena?"

I mutter a silent scream of regret; I wasn't supposed to talk to my mom until I landed in London or got settled into the fancy apartment I found.

"What's up, Mom?"

"I just saw you spend a crazy amount of money from your account. What did you buy for almost three hundred bucks?"

Just one more reason I'm outta here – my mom's been hijacking my bank account without my permission. Always playing it off like it's some kind of motherly wisdom in action, guiding my spending. Give me a break. From now on, I'm calling the shots with my own money, damn it.

"Were you snooping around my account again?" I shot back, annoyed.

Ugh, I wanted to scream loud enough to make heads spin. But that was the last thing I needed right now.

Like it was the most natural thing in the world, my mom says, "I'm your mother, it's my job."

I stopped dead in the hallway, leaning against the wall, trying to cram all my anger into a calm response. I have no idea how I'm going to pull it off, but my mom's a pro at testing my patience. I'm terrible with confrontation and avoid it at all costs, but my mom knows that and takes advantage of it.

I sighed. "Look, Mom, I can't keep pretending I love this modeling thing. I'm about ready to ditch the runway altogether, and you're not going to change my mind."

"DON'T YOU DARE TALK TO ME LIKE THAT, LENA ROSE!" She exploded, making me jump to release my frustration.

I'm pretty sure everyone nearby heard her screaming over the phone. Probably the whole damn state just caught the sonic boom of my mom losing it.

"I'm leaving California, Mom, peace out." I say as calmly as I can. "I thought you'd be happy for me, but I'm done waiting for you to get it."

"YOU BETTER GET YOUR BUTT BACK HOME RIGHT NOW!"

"Whoa! Ever think about chilling out with that whole control-freak thing?" I cut her off before she could reply. "Save the lecture; I'm going after my dreams, and you're not gonna stop me."

"You have no idea what I'm capable of, Lena," she says, with that veiled threat she always uses.

Rage floods me. My own mother threatening me for not doing what she wants. What a major bummer, huh? Honestly, I couldn't care less about her hissy fits. If she thinks she's gonna scare me, she's got another thing coming.

Over the airport loudspeakers, they're announcing boarding for the London flight. Gotta move it.

"Well, that's a surprise, Elizabeth. It was, like, totally enlightening talking to you." I responded and hung up.

Hours later...

I grab my third and last suitcase off the baggage carousel, heading for the exit. I glance at my phone, which is blowing up with calls from my mom and a couple from Helena, who's probably wrapped up in this whole thing, trying to get me to change my mind or something.

Too bad, it's not gonna happen. I'm calling the shots in my life now. I'll fill Helena in later. Right now, all I want to do is crash on a comfy bed in my new apartment.

Finally outside the airport, I pull on my cream-colored beanie, find the address the landlord sent me, and tell the taxi driver. He gives me a weird look as he helps me put the suitcases in the trunk.

"Miss, are you sure?" he asks, giving me the once-over. "That neighborhood's kind of rough for a girl."

I shrug. "It looked okay in the pictures. We'll see."

He grumbles as he buckles his seatbelt. I'm already so over hearing news stories about young girls and danger, but whatever. Instead, I soak in the London scenery.

Beautiful, even if it's not as sunny as I'm used to. But who cares? My mind's already planning my audition next month, and I know London's gonna be my inspiration.

I'd been here once before for an H&M shoot, but my mom never let me wander around; two days and straight back to California after the shoot.

As the cab plunges deeper into the city, the streets get darker, narrower, and dirtier, alleys overflowing with trash.

Where the heck am I?

"Well, miss, this is where I can drop you," the taxi driver announces, pulling up in some random industrial zone.

I'm hoping this guy is just messing with me, about to crack a grin and say he's the king of pulling pranks. But two minutes tick by, and he's still just standing there, looking nervous, like he's having a total bad trip.

This place is nothing like the online ad.

"Your destination is over there," he says, pointing to a warehouse falling apart.

"What?" I stammer.

I turn around, a knot forming in my stomach, and my jaw drops. It's all just wasteland—dirt, patches of grass, and trash scattered everywhere.

Now what? I was so stoked about this amazing place—two bedrooms, a living room, kitchen, and a small bathroom. Perfect for my stay. And since the website looked legit, I sent half the deposit to lock it down.

Could I be any more of a sucker? I've been played for a fool.

That swindler is probably laughing his head off, seeing a girl broke and stranded in a foreign country. But I believe in karma. What goes around comes around, and he'll get what's coming to him, sooner or later.

Back to my current problem—I'm completely screwed.

"I told you there wasn't anything for you here," the taxi driver's voice startles me.

Something wet trickles down my face. I hadn't even realized I was crying. "Sorry, can you take me downtown?"

He nods, maneuvering the cab.

Where am I going to stay? A hotel? No way, I don't have the cash for that for a whole month. It's either food or a place to sleep; I can't afford both.

"Do you mind if I drop you off here?" the taxi driver asks after we've been driving around aimlessly for about fifteen minutes.

I look around, taking in the busy, but weird street. I hand him the money he's charging, and he helps me unload the heavy suitcases that I'm now dragging to who-knows-where. I hear a half-hearted "welcome to London" as he speeds off.

Walking down the street, I'm checking out all the different people with their unique looks – tattoos, bright colored hair, tight leather – a bit rock and roll. Others have more of a bohemian or hippie vibe, selling vinyl records from their little stalls.

Fascinating.

In this melting pot of styles, I might be the most out of place person here, not the most popular one. Maybe it's my plain-Jane face, or the audacity of wearing a baby pink sweater amidst all the black and red.

I keep walking until I reach a huge park. I grab a hot chocolate from a stall and drag my heavy suitcases to the nearest bench. Lugging all this junk through the streets has completely wiped me out. My muscles are begging for rest, and my head is pleading for a pillow.

I adjust my beanie, pulling it down to cover my ears. The chocolate barely warms my hands. I need something stronger to warm me up and give me the energy to find a place to crash.

After finishing everything, I lift my eyes to the overcast sky. Definitely, the universe is conspiring against me today...

Reason number one: A kid kept playing with my hair the entire flight. Reason number two: I fell for a scam when trying to rent an apartment. Reason number three: I have nowhere to sleep. Reason number four: This cold is going to give me hypothermia if I don't find a warm place. And, to top it all off, I don't know absolutely anyone in this country.

Speaking of which, I remembered I need to call Helena, let her know I've said goodbye to California for a while. Maybe she has a friend who could give me a place to stay until I get my life sorted out.

You might think that, with all this chaos, it would be smarter to go back to my mom's place. No way, that's just not my thing. I'm not one to back down. I said I would come to London to study, and that's exactly what I'm going to do.

Dialing my friend's number, she answers on the third ring.

"Hey, Helena, how's it going?"

No response, not directly to me. I hear some slurred words and men's voices, mixed with laughter. The phone must have answered itself.

I was just about to hang up and call later, but a certain question caught my attention, making me hesitate.

"Hey, Helena, where's that friend of yours who calls you all the time?"

My stomach twists in that moment. I don't call Helena every day; we usually just talk by text. And when I do call, it's at a decent hour.

"Oh, right! That little model friend of yours," the guy lets out a little laugh. "That girl's hot. I hope I get a chance to meet her someday."

"Ugh, gross. Lena seems like a walking cliché and dresses like one, obviously you want to meet her. Lena is a dramatic egocentric, you're better off without her" I widen my eyes surprised and keep listening. "She wanted to study arts with me just to surpass me, because she always has to be the best at everything." Helena sobs and laughs in a kind of drunken way. "She's a complete idiot. Even Lena's mother can't stand Lena... Lena just uses everyone. Lena's life is so pathetic."

I hang up before I have to hear any more. This freaking hurts. My only friend in the world tearing me down in front of strangers. And even if she's wasted, everyone knows the saying: Drunk words are sober thoughts.

I squeeze my eyes shut as the tears roll down my face. Now, I literally have no one in my corner. I think, what else can go wrong? Like fate hates my guts, a crummy drizzle starts, forcing me to run for cover.

After lugging my heavy bags around, searching for a place to get out of the rain without being around a bunch of people, I finally find shelter under an awning. I take a deep breath, my chest burning. Crap, my clothes are soaked, and so are my bags. A car drove past and splashed me, making me even wetter.

PERFECT.

The cold gets worse, and I'm shaking like a leaf. Peeking through the window of the place – well, trying to, because the glass is tinted, so I can barely see – I grab my bags again and head inside, hoping it's a place where I can warm up with a hot drink.

Then it hits me: it's a music store, decorated with this killer vintage vibe. I drop my stuff on the floor and start checking the place out. Vinyl records and CDs, with price tags, line the aisles, and posters of what I'm guessing are rock bands are for sale.

"Welcome, can I help you?" a voice asks from behind.

I turn around to face a redhead chick dressed all in black. Amazing makeup and a nose ring. I always wanted one, but my mom never let me, because it's not "appropriate for a model."

I smile slightly. "Just browsing."

She nods, looking puzzled. "You're soaked," she says, pointing to my wet clothes.

It's true; the fabric is clinging to me like a second skin.

I grimace, realizing it was a polite way of telling me to get lost. "Oh, sorry. I was just getting out of the rain, I'll be going."

She waves her hand dismissively. "Relax. Hang out until the rain stops, or you could always head back to your hotel."

"Hotel?"

"You're a tourist, right?" I nod slightly, since it's not entirely true. "Well, you must have somewhere booked, considering all the luggage you've got," she says, pointing to the bags behind her.

I give this perceptive girl a sheepish smile, which isn't very common.

"Thanks. I promise not to be a bother."

She grins. "Chill. I'm Renée Taylor."

I have to bite my lip not to crack up, because her name is the cherry on top of the flaming red hair, the indie look, and the tattoos peeking out from her forearms.

"You can laugh, go ahead. I got it dyed for that very reason," she says, with a sarcastic smile.

I giggle. "My bad," I clear my throat. "I'm Lena Rose. Nice to meet you, Renée."

"No worries, Lena," she gestures for me to follow her to the counter, where she sits down. "So, what brings you to London?"

"I..." I think for a second.

Can I really trust someone I just met enough to spill everything?

Renée seems like a good listener, not intimidating at all... just a little, but in a good way. She genuinely seems like someone you could trust, so I don't hold back. I tell her everything, from why I came to London to what's going down now.

"Damn, that's rough, girl. So, what's the plan? I mean, this city can be kinda sketchy for a girl like you, wandering around solo."

"I can swing a hotel for tonight," I sigh, frustrated. "Tomorrow, I'll find a job that pays enough to rent a decent apartment."

"Hate to break it to you, but they usually ask for first and last month's rent around here," Renée frowns.

Great, another one for the list of disasters.

Unbelievable... I drop my head on the counter. I hadn't even realized how much my head hurt. The cold glass actually feels good, though.

"Lena..." I lift my head, wincing, and see Renée looking at me with this pitying look. "I know it's crazy, but... my brother and I are looking for someone to split the rent with, and maybe you..."

I cut her off right away. "You can't just do that. You don't even know me."

She shakes her head. "I wouldn't be able to sleep knowing you're out there alone on the street, when I have a spare bedroom in my apartment."

"I'm telling you, you don't know me," I say, narrowing my eyes. "I could be a serial killer, and you're offering me your home."

She raises an eyebrow. "Oh, really? Because I have a little list of people who'd love for you to take care of."

I burst out laughing. Way too loud.

"Sadly, no, not yet anyway, but who knows, maybe we'll get there," I say, winking, which makes her laugh too.

"Come on, when you get a job, you can help with the rent, and you won't have to kill yourself just to make enough cash to get your own place."

I agree, though a little grudgingly. "You've got a point there. Three heads are better than one chasing after things."

Renée grins. "So, what do you say? Roommates?"

Ugh, damn it. I don’t want to be a burden. But I can't pass up an opportunity like this. Fate put Renée in my path, and now she's offering me a place to stay.

"Roommates," I say, returning the smile. "But you have to talk to your brother first," I warn. I have to make sure it's okay for me to move in. Guess I'm gonna have to get a hotel for tonight.

"Consider it done," she says, winking at me.
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I ditched the hotel around three in the afternoon after spending the whole damn morning trying to dry pretty much every stitch of clothing I’d crammed into those suitcases that took a bath yesterday. The laundry bill was another kick in the teeth to my already stretched budget, but at least it salvaged the stuff I couldn't afford to replace. Freak out? Nah, that's not on the agenda.

While I was strolling down the street near the hotel, about twenty minutes before my pie-in-the-sky plan to land a steady job, I was eyeing a cute little coffee shop across the street when my phone buzzed.

"Hey, Ren..." I grinned, not really expecting her to call today, and my stomach was doing somersaults.

"Good news, Lena... My brother gave you the green light. YOU'RE IN!" The last part practically exploded with excitement.

I bit back a squeal, doing a silent happy dance. Some dudes walking by saw me celebrating, chuckled at my antics, and gave me a thumbs-up. I flashed them an embarrassed smile and thanked Renée for making this miracle happen.

"Chill, girl. I get off at six. Grab your stuff and head straight to the store. We're gonna party!"

I chuckled. Renée was acting like we were old friends. I said goodbye and practically skipped back to the hotel room to pack.

Today was shaping up to be a damn good day.

(...)

Later...

Celebrating my new roommate status with hot chocolate felt weirdly perfect. I was trying not to laugh at how ridiculous we looked, toasting with steaming paper cups instead of fancy champagne flutes. But hey, Renée went out of her way to do this, so I was grateful, fighting back tears that she was being so cool to me, even though we'd only met twenty-four hours ago.

I couldn't help thinking that Helena never did anything this elaborate for me. And we’d known each other since we were ten. I felt like I was losing the battle to hold back the tears.

Renée handed me a small napkin. "If you're gonna start crying over this, I'm scared to see what happens when you get to your room." She said, giving me a warm smile.

"Sorry, Renée." I dabbed at my tears carefully, trying not to mess up my makeup. "So much crap has happened since I left California; I'm surprised something good is finally happening."

Renée patted me on the back. "Sharing is caring, honey. Spill the tea, Auntie Renée wants to know what's bugging you."

I told her the whole story with Helena, how much it hurt to know what she really thought of me. By the time I finished, it was six o'clock, time to close up shop. Renée insisted on carrying one of my suitcases, and I caved after her threats. We walked leisurely towards her apartment, just a few blocks from the store.

"So, what's the deal with your little friend? To me, she sounds like a heartless cow."

"I have no idea. I'm terrible at confrontations. I usually end up saying something stupid and hyperventilating." I frowned. "The best thing to do is forget about it and move on."

Something I said must have struck Renée as funny, because she burst out laughing.

"You're a real weird American, and probably the oddest girl I've ever met."

I grinned. And that’s coming from a girl who looks like a Little Mermaid clone. I wouldn’t be surprised if she announced a name change soon.

A thought struck me. "Hey, how's your brother?"

She sighed, her smile fading and replaced with a slightly annoyed expression. "He's a character. Loud, kinda messy, a total pain in my butt since I had to put up with him growing up as his younger sister. But deep down, he's a good guy. I'm sure he'll like you."

I nodded, not really knowing what to think about that. Right now, all I wanted was some peace and to get along with the people destiny had thrown my way.

"I'm more worried about you causing some trouble with him..." I widened my eyes, surprised, and stopped walking. "...Relax, I'm just kidding. But I'll put him in his place if he acts up." She added with a smile.

"Why would your brother do that?" I asked, a little nervous.

"Just look at you." She gestured, pointing at me. "Killer body, drop-dead gorgeous eyes, and you're sweet to boot. Basically, any guy's dream."

I made a face. "Oh, come on, Renée."

"Just being honest." She shrugged. "But you seem like you've got your head on straight; I don't think you'll have any trouble blowing Scott off."

I lowered my head; I felt my cheeks flush. Sex was something I didn't have much experience with. I always waited for someone who saw me as more than just a body. That's why I'm still a virgin. And I'll stay that way until I find the right guy to make my heart do a backflip and then settle back into place.

"We're here." Renée stopped at the foot of the stairs, looking up at a brick building. She brought her cell phone to her ear and muttered a small curse word. "That idiot, I told him to leave that damn cell phone on. Stay here, Lena, I'll go get the moron and see if he's willing to help with your bags."

I stopped her from going up. "You don't have to bother him; we can carry them ourselves. Besides, I don't have that much stuff."

"Honey, there's no elevator in this place. It's been broken for years, and I doubt they'll ever fix it." She smiled. "It'll be quick, I promise. No drama."

My shoulders slumped; I wasn't going to win this argument. "Okay, I'll wait here."

She nodded and started up the stairs until she disappeared inside. I looked around – it was a quiet, pretty neighborhood, full of trees, and I liked that. Where I used to live, they tore down the trees to build identical houses, leaving no shade on a hot day.

"Hey..." A deep voice startled me; I jumped, turning to face the owner. He was much taller than me, maybe a foot taller, with short, dark brown hair, longer on top and shorter on the sides, symmetrical lips, a perfectly straight nose, and a strong jaw. He was wearing black pants, black Converse sneakers, and a blue blazer rolled up to his elbows, showing off his tattoos.

So, everyone here has tattoos?

– "Hmm..." – I mumbled, feeling a little out of place under his gaze. Even with sunglasses on, you could feel the intensity coming from his eyes. He raised an eyebrow, scanning me from head to toe before speaking: – "Move it, you're blocking the way with that junk." – He ordered.

I rolled my eyes; how rude. Not everyone is sunshine and rainbows, but I didn't expect to run into such a jerk. Without patience for an argument, I moved aside to let him pass.

– "Happy now?" – I snapped, glaring at him.

– "Wow, what an obedient Barbie." – He passed me, leaving a trail of perfume mixed with Calvin Klein aftershave. He stopped on the first step and looked at me again. – "Next time, don't leave your crap lying around."

Definitely dealing with an idiot.

I watched him climb the steps with the utmost ease, and before he disappeared from sight, I flipped him off.

– "I saw that, Barbie." – He turned around, with a mocking smile. I hated him because his smile was even... attractive. And now that I noticed, he had a lip piercing.

Before I could open my mouth, Renée came out of the building with another guy – probably Scott. They stopped just when the jerk was about to start spewing his venom at me.

"Oh, good, Ryder, you're here." Renée gave him a sarcastic smile.

Ryder?

"Shorty." He waved to her, ruffling her hair slightly, and greeted the other guy. "I thought you were inside. What are you doing out here?"

"Just giving my sister's friend a hand..." He replied, his voice a little hoarse.

"Lena..." Renée called me, gesturing for me to come to them. As soon as I got closer, her brother gave me a smile.

"So, you're my sister's new little friend..." He said. The first thing I noticed was his accent, much heavier than his sister's. And you could see the family resemblance in his eyes. It didn't surprise me at all that he was all tatted up. "I'm Scott, but you can call me honey, sweet, or whatever you prefer."

I was a little stunned, staring at his skin, which was practically a walking canvas. He had even more tattoos than the jerk, including on his neck and hands. I wondered how long it took to cover all that skin.

"Thanks, Scott is fine for me." I mumbled, with a half-smile.

Renée smiled widely and put her arm around my shoulders. "Hey, Ryder, this is Lena Rose, my new friend. Lena, this is Ryder Roberts, Scott's friend."

I didn't even see Ryder's reaction because I didn't look at him – not because I didn't want to, but because I couldn't. There was something about the way he was looking that made me look away and feel my cheeks burning.

"Well, let's get all this stuff upstairs" Scott said, going down to the foot of the stairs, picking up two suitcases without the slightest effort, and going up to the apartment.

"Ryder, help out too" my red-haired friend ordered, taking my hand and pulling me up.

He clicked his tongue. "You're incorrigible, huh?"

"Oh, well" I shrugged. "Just help out, and I promise I'll let you and Scott blast the music at full volume."

Ryder huffed before grabbing the last suitcase. "Yeah, sure. I totally trust you."

I couldn't help laughing a little; I had never had friends, or even acquaintances, who acted like that. Usually it was a bunch of preppy guys who thought everyone had to kiss their ass.

As soon as we finished dragging the suitcases – which were much heavier than Scott had said – up four flights of stairs, we entered the apartment. Renée was so excited that she showed me everything that would be my new home.

The place was on the top floor. The word I would use to describe it would be cozy and comfortable. It was even more like a home than my old apartment. Full of light – a kitchen with plenty of space, a living room big enough for a party with ten people, and a balcony overlooking the street. The only downside? One bathroom for three people. That was going to be a problem, considering how long girls take to get ready before going out.

"Need any help unpacking?"

I shook my head. I didn't want to abuse Renée's kindness more than I already was. "You have other things to do, and I'm taking up your time."

She made a funny face. "Lena, I'm blunt, and if you were bothering me, I'd tell you." She motioned for me to go to my room, and I followed her. "Besides, I'm curious to see what you have in those things you call suitcases."

I laughed; Renée, always straightforward.

The room they assigned me, behind the pastel pink walls, was pretty bland. Just a big bed, a dresser, and a light fixture on the ceiling. Renée said I could bring some old furniture from her mother's to liven it up. I trusted her and thanked her. With her help, we threw the suitcases on the floor and opened them to start sorting things out.

"Now I understand why the suitcases were so heavy." Renée looked at me. "You have more clothes than me and Scott combined."
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"GIRLS! FOOD!"

Those two words made me smile even wider. Renée glanced around my room, which was already tidy, grinned, and held out her hand. "Let's go, Scott and Ryder ordered pizza to celebrate your first day here."

The guys were sitting around the small table in the dining room when we walked in. Ryder looked at me for a second before focusing on his plate.

"Pizza?" Scott offered. My eyes lit up; I know they did. "Didn't know what kind you liked, so we got mozzarella to have a safe choice, in case you're into that."

"I like all kinds, thanks."

Renée chuckled, pulling out a chair, and without another word, I went towards the table with them. Pizza reigned on the table: mozzarella and pepperoni, which was definitely one of my favorites. I think the last time I had pizza was when Helena and I ran away to Coachella, lying to our parents. My mom thought I was sleeping over at Helena's all weekend, and her parents thought she was with me.

"You're drooling." Ryder's voice brought me back to Earth.

"Sorry." I mumbled, feeling my face burn under his gaze. "I can't even remember the last time I had pizza."

"With that bod, I can see why." Scott commented with that cynical little smile, checking me out from head to toe in my casual outfit – denim shorts and a short-sleeved white tee.

I instantly blushed, remembering Renée's warning about her brother and his lines. "Easy there, Scott, she plays hard to get." Relief washed over me as my friend glared at him. He made a noise like he was starving. "Damn, I'm starving."

"No one escapes me, sis." Scott winked at me. "Relax, Lena, I don't bite." He patted the empty spot next to him, inviting me to sit there.

No way was I sitting near him. Not that I disagreed with Renée – Scott is good-looking, but he's not my type. With a shy smile, I sat next to my friend and across from Ryder. I swear I almost moaned at the first bite of the pizza. Pure heaven. No calorie guilt or weighing myself down with worries.

"Oh yeah, I could definitely get used to this."

Someone clearing their throat caught my attention. Renée and Scott were staring at me, amused, while Ryder raised an eyebrow.

"Maybe..." I nodded, a little embarrassed. "Sorry," I mumbled.

"Relax, babe, it happens," Scott grinned. "And believe me, it's a pretty common sound around here, especially in my room," he added with a wink.

Okay, maybe I'll rethink this extended stay here. I can't handle so much flirting in my face. Renée quickly smacked him on the back of the head. "Gross. Give it a rest, Scott."

Scott groaned, massaging his neck. "Hey, what was that for, Renée? I was just letting Lena know I'm an expert at treating a woman the way she should be treated."

Ryder grumbled. "Dude, keep that to yourself, you moron. You wouldn't last two days if you kept saying that crap."

Out of nowhere, the three of them started arguing about things I didn't understand. I just stood there, fascinated by their connection. These three treated each other like a dysfunctional family, and it was charming enough for me to ignore Scott's advances and stick around.

A noise to my left made me turn; Ryder was getting up from the table, passing me without even looking at me. Ignoring his weird behavior, I went back to enjoying another slice of pizza. As soon as I finished, with my stomach full and my mind buzzing from the delicious junk food, I grabbed the plates and glasses, determined to wash them, despite the protests of my new friends. In the kitchen, I found Ryder standing, looking out the small window, lost in his thoughts.

Carefully, I placed the things on the counter, trying not to wake him, and started washing the dishes, humming a random song.

"Careful there, don't want you breaking a nail, doll."

I stopped what I was doing and glared at him. "Don't call me that, I'm not some Barbie."

He lit a cigarette, slowly exhaling the smoke before looking at me with a mocking smirk. "Whatever you want, Barbie."

"Go to hell, Ryder," I replied.

"Ooh, the kitty's got claws." He let out a laugh. "Didn't the Malibu mansion teach you not to swear?"

I rolled my eyes. "Whatever, just get out of here."

"And what if I don't want to?" He asked, leaning against the counter, dangerously close.

I didn't answer. He wasn't going to get to me. I'd barely known him for an hour or two, and he'd already managed to make me frown twice, curse at him, and almost hate him.

As soon as I finished washing the dishes, putting everything in the dishwasher, and turned to go to my room and crash, I saw Ryder following me. I almost jumped out of my skin; he was right behind me.

"You know, honey..." He moved closer, trapping me against the counter, his body almost touching mine. "I don't like being ignored when I'm talking, you know? It's a huge lack of manners."

"The one with the bad manners here is you." I retorted, looking him in the face, noticing some freckles I hadn't seen before. "You think this crappy attitude of yours is going to bother me?"

"Sorry, doll, that's just how I am." He shrugged dismissively. "If you don't like it, that's your problem."

I disagreed. "No, the problem is all yours. Mine is that you let me go right now."

Ryder grabbed my chin; his face was stern. "You don't know who you're messing with, Barbie."

"Neither do you, because you don't know me." I replied, defiant. "My name is Lena, not Barbie. And if you're deaf, you better let me know."

Oh my God! Did I just say that?

Since when did I get the courage to stand up to a guy almost twice my size? Ryder stared at me in a way I couldn't decipher, but I could see the anger. Completely forgetting that I was trapped by him, I got lost in his eyes for a second. The outer edge was a little darker, and in the middle of that pure honey, the eyelashes were long and thick, a rare thing in men.

I started to feel uncomfortable, which was pretty unusual, considering my history with guys. I've done so many photo shoots with male models in much more bizarre positions. Like, in their underwear, for example.

But Ryder snapped me out of the trance. He didn't say anything, I couldn't even hear him breathing. He just stood there, staring at me, the same way I was doing with him.

"What color are your eyes, anyway?" He murmured suddenly.

"Green?" My answer came out more like a question; I knew they were green, at least sometimes.

"RYDER! LET'S GO!" Scott's shout made us pull away a little, but not enough to ease the tension. Ryder looked at me again, put his hand on my head, and lightly messed up my hair. "See you later, Lena..."

I sighed, saved by the bell.
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I force my eyelids open, barely opening them slightly to see the ridiculous time glowing on my phone—it’s not even seven yet.  I don’t know how I manage it, but my body clock is apparently set to early bird. No chance of going back to sleep, so I drag myself out of bed and head to the bathroom to start my morning routine.

Good thing is, I’ve got all the time in the world to get myself together. Half an hour later, I’m dressed and ready to take on the city. Back in California, I loved getting a morning sweat in to kick off the day right, and I’m not about to quit now.

Strapping my phone to my arm, shoving in my earbuds, I make for the door.

“Hey, Lena.” Renee’s voice, thick with sleep, startled me. She was rubbing her eyes, decked out in black pajamas with yellow hearts, her red hair a total mess, and white flip-flops. Total cutie.

“Just stretching my legs around town,” I said, pulling my hair up into a high ponytail while stretching out. “Need anything?”

Renee just said quietly. “God, no. What I need is a shot of caffeine.” She shuffled off to the kitchen and came back clutching a coffee pot. “Scott and I are chained to our desks by nine, so this place is a no-go zone until the afternoon.”

I replied, “I’ll swing by and pick up the keys from you at work.”

I made a mental note to get a key copied so I wouldn’t have to keep hassling her all the time.

“I lost my keys a few days ago,” Renee yawned, nearly stumbling. “But you can pick them up from Scott, and grab his set too. I’ll text you the details.”

With a little laugh, she agreed. “Alright, see you.” I dashed for the door, overhearing Renee say softly something about needing morning energy as I hurried down the stairs.

Regret hit me; I should’ve grabbed a heavier jacket. The cold was biting, and my workout clothes were definitely not up to snuff. I thought about sprinting back to grab a warmer layer, but ditched the idea. A little cold never hurt anyone. It’s just a few blocks to Scott’s work anyway. I punched play on my running playlist, and the beat of some killer electronic music started pumping.

...

An hour later, my calves were on fire, and I was panting like a steam engine. The weather had taken a turn, and I couldn’t even clock three miles without feeling like I was about to kick the bucket. And I’d totally spaced on my water bottle, so I had to sprint to buy one; my throat was drier than the Sahara Desert.

At the counter, the guy smiles broadly at me, a lopsided smile practically plastered on his face. “Hey, gorgeous, you doing okay?”

I’m terrible at taking compliments from random guys; they usually just make me squirm. This dude, who couldn’t even be bothered to look me in the eye, wasn’t getting a ‘thank you’ when he gave me my drink.

I pulled out a bill to pay, but he pushed it back, beaming. “It’s on the house, gorgeous,” he says, flashing another smile.

This time, I actually smiled, genuinely pleased to save some cash. “Appreciate it.”

“Don’t mention it, thank you, beautiful.” He winked, sliding a slip of paper my way, then strolled off to the other side of the counter, throwing out a line about me being welcome to visit anytime.

Water bottle in hand, his number on a piece of paper, I went to grab a table outside. A kind soul offered me a newspaper, no catch. Surprised, I took it and flipped straight to the classifieds, hunting for jobs.

Some were straightforward, but most of the good-paying gigs needed experience in fields I knew nothing about. Trying to find someone willing to hire a future college student with nothing on her resume except strutting her stuff was like finding a needle in a haystack.

My cell buzzing cut through the air, signaling a text. I thought it was Renee, but nope. It was Helena.

Helena: “Took some days off and heading home. Wanna hit the mall?”

I practically recoiled after reading that.

How could she have the nerve to text me like nothing had happened? If she hated me so much, she could have just deleted my number and been done with it. I’d always been straight up with people; she should have told me how she felt instead of letting those loser guys badmouth me.

Swiping away the message, I got back to job hunting. I snapped pics of the ones that caught my eye to apply later and handed the paper to a woman walking into the store. She thanked me quickly, and I headed home to change.

I remembered I had to swing by Scott’s work to get the keys, so I decided to do that first. Walking the whole way, I let my brain map out the route. The streets were filled with sculptures, all incredible and perfectly crafted. This city must be packed with awesome artists.

It reminded me of the first time I went to an art museum when I was fourteen. A gallery was opening in New York, and everyone was talking about it, so I ditched a photoshoot break to see what all the fuss was about.

I never thought I’d feel so alive surrounded by all those colors. The paintings were unique pieces, grabbing your attention and making you wonder what the artist was thinking. I was blown away by how you could practically feel the passion and hard work they poured into their art, all the effort and love.

That day, I decided to jump into the art world. With some help from my mom’s assistant and a few threats from my dad, I got my mom to sign me up for an art course.

And then, just as I was about to turn the corner, my freaking phone rang, yanking me out of my thoughts. I stopped, staring at the screen, and exhaled audibly.

Eight missed calls from Helena, and the creature was still trying to talk to me.

Didn’t she get that I wanted nothing to do with her?

With a frown, I picked up. “Hey, Helena.”

“Oh my god, Lena! When were you gonna tell me you’d vanished off the face of the earth?”

How about... never?

“How did you find out?”

“I called your place and spoke to Elizabeth,” she said. “That woman is freaking out about you. She even asked if I knew where you were, and of course, I played dumb because duh, I didn’t.”

The thought crossed my mind that maybe she was feeling bad about what she did, but I quickly pushed it away. My mom never regrets what she says, she’s probably in the same rush as always, work and more work. As for Helena, she just kept rambling about her little life in New York and not giving a damn about me.

“Lena, are you even listening?”

I laid it out straight. “Not even a little, Helena.”

I’m sure she rolled her eyes, because Helena rolls her eyes at everything. “Okay, whatever. Where are you? Why didn’t you tell me you were leaving?”

“Around,” I answered vaguely, stopping to admire a flower stand overflowing with incredible arrangements that looked like they’d come straight out of a fairytale.

“Aren’t you gonna tell me? I’m your best friend.” She was pulling out the friend card, and I already knew it was gonna go south.

She hadn’t considered me a friend in ages, so I didn’t care about what she said or did.

“No, I’m not. Maybe you’ll find out eventually, but I don’t owe you anything.” I bit my lip hard, trying not to cry. So many years of friendship trashed, beyond repair.

“I don’t get you. What’s your deal, Lena? Is this a bad time?”

I took a breath. “It’s kind of hard to have a best friend who goes around telling people I’m stuck-up. I’d almost say I’m sorry, but I’m not. Now I get all those times you zoned out when I was talking or ignored me when I tried to share something important.” I took a deep breath. “I don’t think we should be friends anymore, if we ever even were.”

A few seconds went by, and she said softly, “I’m sorry, Lena. I don’t think you’re stuck-up.”

“Helena, I overheard you the other day. When you told those guys that I’d always been jealous of you and that my life was...” I swallowed the lump in my throat, feeling humiliated. “Pathetic. And don’t even try to deny it; it was you, your voice.”

“Lena, I...” I heard her start to cry, and I felt a reaction in my chest. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean it, I...”

I almost felt like laughing, but I held back to avoid being a total jerk. Instead, I just took a breath and noticed I was getting close to the street where Scott worked. “Look, I gotta go. I’m kinda swamped.”

“Are you gonna call me later?” She still had the nerve.

“If I feel like hearing your voice, who knows,” I replied bluntly, hanging up.

My head started to throb. In a weird way, part of me felt a strange relief after laying it all out for Helena. Maybe one day we’d sort things out and make up. But right now, forgiving her seemed impossible. I wasn’t going to put myself through that while I was still hurting from her cruel words. Call me crazy, but I’m not into that kind of pain. Besides, there are tons of people out there, and Renee’s got my back big time right now.

I got to the street Maps was pointing to and started looking for the place where Scott worked. Yeah, I’d started calling him Scotty after he came to apologize last night. Amazingly, I forgave him. Then Renee told me she’d had to convince him to leave me alone because he didn’t want me to leave because of it.

Truth was, if Scott didn’t chill out, I’d have to bail. I couldn’t bring trouble to Renee’s place, especially with her brother involved.

I stopped in front of a place with a sleek black storefront, plastered with photos and posters of people getting tattoos. I took a step back and tilted my head to read the sign.

“Inkphoric.”

Had to be. Scott’s covered in tattoos, where else would he work? I pushed the door open, and a little bell chimed overhead. The inside was impressive. White leather, black onyx, and the rest of the furniture was immaculate white wood. Tattoo sketches hung like artwork, some so realistic you could practically feel the textures, others with watercolor and abstract designs. Celebrity portraits smiled at me, the perfect blend of color and fun.

Unbelievable. Seriously, unbelievable.

“Welcome, how can I help you?”

Snapping out of it, I saw a guy standing in front of me. He had a neatly trimmed brown beard and matching hair, bright blue eyes, and enough ink on his arms to be his own walking art gallery. What struck me was the sadness in his eyes—it didn’t match his smooth voice.

“Hey, I’m looking for Scott.” I smiled at him.

He looked me up and down, frowned, and said quietly something I didn’t catch. “TAYLOR, SOMEONE’S HERE TO SEE YOU!” He yelled. Scott came out of a black door, still adjusting his shirt. He saw me and smiled.

“Hey, you...” He hurried over to me, pulling me into a tight hug. “What brings you here?”

Feeling a bit suffocated, I gently pushed him away. “Renee said you have the apartment keys, and I need to get in.”

He agreed. “Guess you’re not having much luck on the job front.”

I frowned; my job prospects were bleak, and I was thinking about just crashing on my bed for a while. Helena had killed any motivation I had to look for jobs online.

“Nope, I just want to go home,” I said in a low voice.

Scott saw the worry on my face. “Lena, you okay?”

Okay? Not even close. Nothing was going to plan. My supposed best friend turned out to be a total hypocrite, my mom was after me for who knows what, and I’d gotten robbed. The guy who’d helped me gave us a dirty look, and I realized I shouldn’t be bothering Scott at work.

I replied, “It’s nothing I can’t sort out later. Don’t want to mess with your work.”

Scott took my hand, leading me over to some white leather couches nearby. I guess they were for clients.

“Seriously, Scotty, I’m fine,” I said, stopping.

He covered my mouth. “We open in a few minutes, so I’m off the clock. Spill, Lena, ‘cause you’re freaking me out.”

I laughed and followed him, sitting down next to him. I told him everything about Helena and what she’d said about me.

“Damn, Sunshine.” Scott gently stroked my hair, pulling me into a hug.

“Sunshine?” I looked up at him and gave a weak smile.

“You’re blonde and have an awesome smile. It’s like, sunshine.” He just indicated. “Cool with that?”

I laughed. “Sure, you can call me Sunshine.”

“Sorry about that whole jerk move I pulled on you. I was just messing with Renee. I’d never mess with her friend, especially not you.”

I hugged him tighter, resting my head on his chest. “You already said that yesterday.”

Scott laughed, the vibrations resonating through me. “I know, Sunshine. But hey, now we’re roommates. Can we call a truce on the whole flirting thing?”

I smiled. “What flirting?”

We both laughed, and he told me about working at Inkphoric for two years, starting as an apprentice. The owners were good people and taught him everything he knew.
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