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​CLICK HERE TO GET MY FREE BILLIONAIRE BOOK

"O

kay, Bri, just turn this way – no, not that way, the other way – and give us a smile, alright?”

My photographer issued the same instructions he always did, and I tried my best to keep the smile on my face so that I wouldn’t give away just how irritated I was. And it wasn’t just because he was calling me Bri.

I couldn’t see Jacob anywhere, and I knew that meant he was up to something he shouldn’t have been. He might have liked to pretend that he was the picture of decency these days, but I knew that his eye was still wandering, even when he was meant to be keeping me company on a shoot.

In all fairness, it wasn’t like he had ever seen what I did as a real job. He always viewed it as some useful side-note to his own life, a chance for him to scrape up a big bunch of cash so that he wouldn’t have to be responsible for everything that he spent on booze and new clothes. Influencer, he’d once told me, wasn’t a real title that real people had – it was something for those who didn’t know any better. For the people who were pretty enough to convince the rest of the world that what they were doing was worth it. I tried not to take it to heart, even though it stung to hear him talk about me like that.

He meant well by it. It was just that he didn’t understand how much time and effort went into putting together a product placement ad like this one. Precisely the reason, actually, that I had invited him along, was so that he could see it all coming together in person, so that he might have a little more respect for everything that I was doing. But no such luck, since he wasn’t even anywhere to be found. So I was stuck with Will, my photographer, trying to get me to pose next to the toothpaste on my bathroom sink without tripping over the ring lights that he had brought with him to make sure I was looking my best.

I still couldn’t believe, sometimes, that this was actually what I got to do for a living. It seemed too good to be true sometimes, and there were days when I was certain that there was no good reason for me to spend my afternoons shooting pretty pictures and editing captions for social media when other people had to drag their asses out to another shift at a job that they hated. I knew that it was a combination of luck, hard work, and good timing, but there were days when I was sure that the bubble was going to burst and that all of this was going to come tumbling down around me.

"Okay, can you pick it up?” Will asked, consulting the style guide that we had been sent by the brand that had passed along this sponsorship. "They say that they need one of you holding it before they can give you the money..."

I sighed. It was so hard to do those pictures and make them look natural. Woman, laughing, with toothpaste. It was hardly going to turn up in a modern art gallery, was it? But I needed that coin, so I picked up the pale pink tube – the perfect color to match with the rest of my grid aesthetic – and held it up so that anyone on the other end of this shot could see the brand name and would know what they were dealing with. I had used it a couple of times, and it seemed to work fine, but I wouldn’t be re-stocking after I finished it. Same with so many of the brands that I promo’d - sure, they were good for a quick buck, and they would allow me to jump on a bandwagon that so many other people were on right now, but not many of them seemed to have the sticking power to actually last. And, sometimes, I felt a little guilty for selling something that I wasn’t sure was going to work.

Truthfully, though, everyone knew that. They were just coming to my page because they liked the pretty pictures and because they wanted something to aspire towards. I was nineteen, I got to travel as much as I wanted, I got to eat at fancy restaurants and get all glammed up just to lay around my bedroom and snap photos. I knew that it was the dream life for so many people, and if I had to get behind a few brands that I wasn’t totally convinced about – well, everyone had to do something for their job that they weren’t delighted about, didn’t they?

"Come and have a look at the pictures we’ve got," Will told me. I had worked with Will for about a year now, ever since I had first blown up back last spring, and he was usually a pretty solid photographer. When he had first reached out to me, he had seemed a little skeezy, but once I realized that he was closer to my age and not like the dozens of forty-something dudes who were offering to manage me for just a little of the profit I made from my work, I signed him on at once. There were only so many photos that I could snap smiling in my bathroom mirror before people started to get bored and look at what else was out there, right?

I peered over the photographs that he had taken of me over the last half-hour or so. Even though they were as pretty and well-laid-out as his always were, I couldn’t help but notice how tired I looked. This was the third spon-con shoot I had done this week, and they always took it out of me. I knew that I should have cut down a little, but there was a part of me that was fearful that all of this was just going to blink out of existence too soon, and that I should make the most of it while I still could. I had to ride this pony as far as she would take me, and hopefully, by the time that she bucked me off, I would have made enough money to get me through the next stage of my life. Whatever I decided that was going to be. If I ever got around to deciding.

"Yeah, they look good to me," I told Will. But honestly, my mind was already on where Jake was. And who he might have gone there with.

I was shooting at my apartment, but generally, a bunch of people came over with the make-up and hair crew to hang out alongside me. I knew that the majority of them were just riding the wave of being around a rich bitch, but sometimes, the girls had high hopes about getting into the industry themselves. And that would usually lead to them flirting with my boyfriend, thinking that he was the reason that I had gotten in to all of this – even though I had done it all under my own steam. Not that any of them would have believed it.

Sure enough, by the time that I emerged from the bathroom where we had been shooting, it didn’t take me long to find Jake hanging out near the front door, leaning up in a corner with a girl who couldn’t have been older than seventeen and gazed up at him like she could hardly believe that he was giving her the time of day. I stared at them for a moment, pressed my lips together, and then strode over towards him.

"Hey, Jake," I cooed his name just before I arrived next to him. He jerked with surprise, and I knew that he hadn’t been expecting me out so soon. He reached out for my hand, smoothing out the look of shock on his face, acting like he hadn’t been doing a damn thing wrong, even though we both knew that it was a lie.

"Hey, baby," he greeted me. I could tell from the look on his face that he felt like he had been caught in the act. Well, good. He had been. At least have the decency to leave the flirting until he was out of my apartment, right?

"This is Anna," he introduced me to the girl that he had been talking to. Anna, with her long, blond extensions and big, watery blue eyes, looked as though she could have come from the starring role on anyone’s grid. I offered her a tight smile.

"Nice to meet you."

"You too," she gushed, and she beamed at me as though she could hardly believe that she was standing in front of me.

"We knew each other from school," He explained, and I gave him a look that made sure he knew that I didn’t buy a word that was coming out of his mouth. He might have taken me for an idiot, but he needed to remember that I was the one with the brains behind this operation.

"Right," I replied, and I tugged him away from her. "Could you take a look at the pictures I’ve been working on? We could use a second opinion..."

I pulled him towards the shooting space, he waved Anna off, and I wondered what the hell she was doing here in the first place. Who had she tagged along with? I got these wannabe-influencers turning up more and more often these days, as though just being in my orbit would be enough to launch their careers where they wanted them to go.

"I really did know her from school," he protested, as though he could sense the argument that was already on its way. I looked over my shoulder at him, fighting the urge to point out that she would hardly have been a freshman when he was a senior. I decided it wasn’t worth it. I didn’t want anyone here to overhear us getting into an argument. That would have been worth way too much on the gossip rounds, and I had better things to do than indulge those vultures. I knew there were always people hanging around who wanted to try and unpick the life that I had made for myself. Most of the time, I was able to just brush them off inside my own head, but sometimes, it was annoying knowing that I couldn’t speak my mind because someone might turn up to use it against me when I least expected it.

"Right," I agreed. He squeezed my hand tight, those brown eyes of his meeting mine in that way that made everything feel alright again, if just for a moment. Shit – he might have driven me crazy, but there was a reason that I was with him in the first place. I would do well to remember that.

"So, you want to see these pictures that I’ve been taking?" I suggested, trying to keep my voice as light as I could and not to show the inching dread of the insecurity that was threatening to creep up on me right now.

"Sure thing, baby," he replied, and he slung an arm around my shoulder as we headed over to join Will. I looked back over at Anna to make sure that she had seen his gesture. I wanted her to know for sure that there was no chance in hell that she was getting anywhere near my man. Maybe I should have found someone who didn’t put my hackles up the way he did, but perhaps being protective over what we had was a good thing. After all, if you weren’t willing to fight for it, was it even worth having in the first place?
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I

sat there, in the second row from the front of the church, and stared at the big, old flagstones in front of me. This couldn’t be happening. There was just no way that this could be happening.

I watched as Steven went up to take the stand – no, that wasn’t what it was called, it was something else, I was sure of it. But my brain was such a mess right now that I couldn’t think about the right term to use, and I didn’t care if I could remember it, anyway.

"Thank you all for coming to be with us today," Steven began. I didn’t know how the hell he was keeping it together. He was just one out of the twenty of us, but I knew that he was the one with the most sense. Even still, how the hell was he even standing upright? I knew that if I got to my feet, I would have toppled over immediately, and there would have been nothing to keep me going. The ground had been ripped out from underneath all of us, and now we were tasked with trying to keep walking.

"I know that my mother and father would be so touched to see how many of you came here to honor them," he went on, managing a smile. I echoed it, even though I didn’t even really notice it spreading up my face. I was glad that I didn’t have to be the one up there today. I knew that I couldn’t have handled it. I was barely holding myself together as it was, and having to get up there in front of all those people and act like I had anything to say other than screaming anger at the universe would have been too hard for me to handle.

He continued to speak, but his words started to fade out into the back of my mind. I couldn’t listen. I couldn’t make sense of any of it. All of this was still too fresh. A week ago, I had been back visiting my parents from a trip to Los Angeles, and now...

And now, they were lying in those coffins in front of me, ready to say their final goodbyes.

A car accident. It seemed so small, the sort of thing that happened every day to people who weren’t me. But now that it had happened to our family, I knew that nothing would be the same. Just a little ice, still on the roads from the last of winter, and that had been enough to take them out for good. I had gotten the call when I had been driving down to a college nearby to check out their business studies sector, and I’d turned right back around on the spot, praying all the way back that this was just some stupid, huge, awful mistake.

But it wasn’t. Or, if it was, it was a stupid, huge, awful mistake that had gone on for longer than anyone should ever have allowed it to. I was sitting in the church with all my brothers, and we were surrounded by all the people who had loved my parents when they had still been alive. All the charities they had supported, all the businesses they had bailed out, all the friends that they had helped through hard times. In the future, I would probably look back on this and see it for what it was – a gift to know that so many people cared about them so much – but right now, they just felt like they were invading our grief. The grief that was meant to be just for us and our family.

Not that there was much left of it now. I couldn’t keep focused on the funeral in front of me, even when it came to me carrying the coffin down the aisle and out of the church. This was the very same one that they had gotten married in all those years ago, way before I was born, before even Steven was a glimmer in their future. And now, they were saying their final goodbyes, and that was the end of it. This was the end of it. I would never get a chance to see them again, and I just had to find some way to act like I was fine with that. How was any of this fair? How was any of this right? Of all the shitty people in the world, why was it that my parents had to be the ones who got taken from us?

By the time that it was over and everyone had finished shaking our hands and telling us how proud our parents would have been, by the time that we were done with listening to all the ways that people wanted to offer their condolences and promise that they would have done anything if it made our suffering a little easier to handle, I felt as though I had been wrung dry.

When it was just me, Steven, and Lawrie left, Lawrie squeezed my shoulder, always the one out of us who knew just what to say.

"You need a drink?" He asked, and I nodded.

"He can’t have one yet," Steve warned him. "He’s only eighteen, remember?"

"Yeah, but I think anyone’s going to make an exception for circumstances like these ones," Lawrie pointed out. "Just one beer. Come on, I think we all need it."

"We have to go and meet with the lawyer first," Steven reminded us. "Before we do anything else. Make sure that it’s all locked up and under control with the will."

Our other brothers weren’t interested in meeting with the lawyer and just wanted us to let them know what the will said when we were done.

"Right, of course," Lawrie muttered. "After that, though?”

"After that, I’m going to get a six-pack and lock myself in my room," Steve agreed. "And I suggest that you guys do the same, too."

"Even if I’m eighteen?” I asked, and he managed to smile at me.

"Even if," he agreed, and I returned his smile. Now that our parents were gone, we were the only family that we had left, and there was nothing that was going to stop me from making the most of having them in my life. They were important to me now, and I wasn’t going to let anything shake that loose, that was for certain.

We headed down to the lawyer’s office, where the reading of the will was to take place; I knew that Dad had been wealthy, but I really hadn’t considered how much cash we were going to get as a result of all of this. Honestly, I didn’t give a shit either way. It could have been a million, and I wouldn’t have cared. None of it would have been enough to bring them back, and that was all that I gave a damn about. I would have turned it all over in an instant if it meant that I didn’t have to go on without them.

In the office, Harold Lancer, the lawyer who had been set up to deal with what remained of my father’s estate, sat opposite us and looked over his small glasses at the three of us in front of him.

"First of all, I just wanted to say that I’m so sorry for your loss," he told us. "I knew your parents well, and they were kind, good, decent people. Not enough like them in the world, and I sincerely hope that the three of you intend to carry on their legacy going forward."

Steven nodded. I was just staring at the floor in front of me. I wanted this to be over. As soon as this was over, then we could get on with real life and go back to what we actually needed to do now that they were gone. There was so much to think about, I didn’t even know where to think about starting.

"That’s what we intend to do," he agreed, sounding more like my father than he ever had in his life. I wondered if he could hear it, too – if he could hear the way that it sounded when he spoke, the tinge of our father’s accent to his voice.

"Well, your father has certainly left you the means to do that," Harold continued, and he took a deep breath. "I’ll cut to the chase – your parents left each of you two billion dollars..."

As soon as the words came out of his mouth, it was like something in my brain had just shut the fuck down. Sorry, how much? Lawrie looked over at me, and I could tell that the shock was ricocheting through his system just the same way it was through mine.

There were twenty of us. Twenty brothers. And each of us was going to get two billion dollars. It might have just been Lawrie, Steve, and I here now, but how the hell had my father amassed a fortune that could pay off that kind of future for all of us?

He continued to speak, but it felt like my brain had just switched off as soon as I’d heard that number. Steven talked through a little more of it with him, and, by the time that he was done, he offered us a little time alone so that we could talk about what we intended to do next.

"Thank you," Steven told him, nodding to the door. "I’d appreciate some time alone with my brothers now."

And, with that, the door closed behind Harold, leaving all three of us sitting there in total and utter shock as we tried to wrap our heads around what he had just told us.

"Two billion?" Lawrie blurted out, running a hand through his messy hair and shaking his head. "Did any of you have any idea that he was going to give us this much?”

"No clue," Steven replied, and it looked as though he had been hit by a brick. "I thought – I mean, I knew that he had money, but this..."

"But this is way beyond anything I thought he could have," Lawrie cut in again. He got to his feet and started pacing, as though working off the excess energy rushing through him.

"What are we going to do with it?" I asked, finally. All that money, more money than I’d ever imagined I would have in my entire life – there was no way that I could spend it all in a lifetime, no matter how hard I tried. I needed their help. I was only eighteen, I had a whole life ahead of me, and I wanted to make sure that I didn’t make a mess of it now that we had all this cash to spend, all this unfettered access to what we didn’t have before.

"I..." Steven trailed off, but then, I saw his eyes take on that edge of sureness that they always did when he had made his mind up about something.

"I don’t know the details yet," he admitted. "But we’re going to make sure that we do the right thing with this, okay?"

"And what’s the right thing?” Lawrie asked.

"What Mom and Dad would have wanted us to do with it," he replied. "We have to agree on that one, right?"

"Right," Lawrie replied, a fervency to his voice that made me feel a little better. Maybe if they knew what they were doing, I could figure it out, too. It was a long shot, but I could make this work, couldn’t I?

"Agreed," I replied. And, for a moment, it felt as though I hadn’t lost everything. Because as long as I had these two assholes to keep me in line – as long as I had them to remind me where I was meant to be going, what I was meant to be doing, how I was meant to be living – then I could make it through this without losing my mind. It was going to be tough, no doubt about it, but I could make it out the other side.

At least, that’s what I had to keep telling myself. Because otherwise, I knew that I was going to lock myself in my room and never come out of it again.
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"I

’ll catch you later, baby," Jake called to me as he headed out the door. I listened until the latch clicked, then let out a sigh and sank back down on to the bed.

Shit. Okay. Something was up with him; I was sure of it. He usually stuck around a little longer after we had just hooked up, but he was running out of my place right now as though his butt was on fire. Was it something that I had done? Maybe I had been too weird about Anna. But then, he had been the one flirting with someone else, not me. I wasn’t the one who should feel bad, he was...

This always happened with him. In fact, now that I thought about it, it had been happening more and more often in the last few weeks – he would be out somewhere and refuse to tell me exactly where he was going, as though it was some intensely private secret that he didn’t want me finding out about. The first couple of times, I had convinced myself that he was getting something for me, planning a surprise, maybe, but since nothing like that had actually turned up, I’d had to accept that it was probably something a whole lot less romantic than that.

I had met Jake just before my Insta had blown up last year – he was a couple of years ahead of me at the college that we had both been attending, and he had hit on me in a bar. I had been so flattered that I had gone home with him the first chance that I got. I knew that I should have been a little more careful about who I let into my heart, but I had been kind of awkward in high school, and there was something so outrageously exciting about being wanted by someone in that way that I could hardly think about anything else. I just needed him; it was that simple. I needed someone to make me feel like I was special.

And it seemed like the people on my Insta liked him, too – he could put on the good boyfriend front for a little while, for long enough to sell it to anyone who happened to be paying attention, and that was all I really cared about. He was fun, he was hot, and he seemed to enjoy this life as much as I did. I didn’t see what else there was to think about.

But, as more time passed, as he told me that he loved me for the first time and I said it back to him, I found questions beginning to rise inside my head. Did he really care about me, or was this more about what I was able to give him than what I was able to share? I had no idea. I had never really dated anyone properly before, and I had no idea what was the right thing or the wrong one. And with everyone filling pictures of us with comments about how we were relationship goals, maybe I was just over-thinking? Maybe I should have just been grateful for what I had and left it at that. People wanted what we had. And if that wasn’t the marker than something was going right, then I had no idea what was.

I flopped down on the bed and stared at the ceiling. I’d gotten the call just after I’d finished that toothpaste shoot that someone wanted me to get on my feed and show off their new leggings release and were willing to pay me good money to do so. I knew that so many other students would have killed for an easy income, for the promise of my loan debts when they had graduated, especially when it was so easy.

I had picked journalism as my degree, but I had no idea if that’s still what I wanted to do. At least it would look good on my resume when all of this shit fell apart, which I knew it had to one day. Yeah, it would have been dope to live this lifestyle for the rest of my life, to get to make so much for doing so little, but I wasn’t going to be one of those idiots who put all her stock in this and then went crying to her parents when it all fell down.

Not that my parents would have been able to do much to help me in the first place. One of the reasons that I had been so quick to jump into this when I got the chance was because I had grown up in a – well, let’s call it white trash for the sake of being nice, because I know that so many people would have so many other choice terms for the kind of person that I had been before all this. People who’d had this sort of life their entire existences didn’t jump to hang onto it the way that I had. I wanted to make sure that I would never have to worry about money again, not in my whole life. I had seen what doing that had done to my parents, and there was no way in hell that I was going to let it happen to me. Not a chance in hell.

Even if that meant sticking it out with a dude that I wasn’t sure was exactly being faithful to me. Okay, so I didn’t think he was literally cheating on me, but there was something going on that he had decided to keep from me, and I wished that I could just reach into his brain and figure out what the hell it was once and for all. What was he hiding up there? I wished I could work it out, but I was still new to this whole dating thing, and I had no idea how to shake loose the truth of what he might have been keeping to himself.

Fuck it. I wasn’t going to sit around all evening and pretend like I was worried about him. I had better things to do. I had my own apartment in a fun-as-hell city, and if I had the night to myself then I was going to enjoy it. Grabbing my phone, I re-ordered my usual from the Chinese place around the corner, and turned on the TV, scrolling through the channels so that I could find something that actually caught my eye.

I paused on the news for a moment – what was going on in the world right now that I should know about? But instead of anything big-picture, it was just covering the death of some billionaire and his wife in a car accident. They had left twenty sons, behind, apparently. Jesus, that was so fucking depressing. I knew that I should have been able to listen for a little longer, but I didn’t want to upset myself, so I continued to flick through the channels until I found something that caught my eye. Just a crappy reality show about a woman hunting for the perfect wedding dress, but it would do the job to make sure that I didn’t have to use my brain while I was shoveling takeout into my mouth.

The food arrived, and I flopped down on my bed to watch the big screen that I had set up opposite it. It was hard to focus on the details of the show when I found myself wondering just what it was that my boyfriend might have been up to tonight. We’d hooked up when we’d gotten back from the shoot, but he had been out of there so fast it was like he had other plans that he had to take care of. What was going on with him? I had to know, but I had no idea how I could shake it out of him without coming across as some crazy-jealous bitch.

Shit. I wasn’t going to spend tonight sitting around my apartment thinking about what he might have been up to. So, he wanted to go out? I could do that, too. I knew that there were clubs nearby that wouldn’t check my ID if I just promised that I wouldn’t drink and to post a couple of pictures of them to my stories. They would take the publicity, and I needed to be surrounded by something that wasn’t just my own insecurity right now.

I sat down in front of my vanity, and started to get myself all fancied up, as my mom would have called it. I knew that I wanted to be seen by people tonight, and that meant putting on as big of a show as I could manage – dark lips, big hair, a smokey eye that looked as though it was the edge of charred paper. I picked out my dress carefully, settling on this short, tight silver number that shimmered when it was under the lights of the club. Yes, that would do. That would do just right.

I took a few pictures of myself in the full-length mirror that I had angled to make me look skinnier than I actually was, and I posted them to my feeds. Okay, so maybe it wasn’t the smartest idea to let people know where I was going, but I was hoping that Jacob might catch sight of them and figure that he would have been better off at home with me than wherever the hell he happened to be.

Hopefully, I would run into a few guys who knew who I was at the club, someone who could sneak me a drink or two so that I didn’t feel too silly going up there and dancing my ass off. Maybe it wasn’t the most practical solution to what I was going through, but then, when had I ever decided that practical was the best call? I made my money by posting pretty pictures of myself online; it was hardly the epitome of practicality now, was it? Sometimes you just had to roll with what you were given and hope for the best.

The night was already buzzing by the time that I stepped out the door, hoping that the Chinese food I had eaten wasn’t enough to make me look bloated in my dress. I wasn’t well-known enough yet that people were likely to snap unflattering pictures of me in the hopes of selling them to someone who wanted to make me look bad, but I wanted to get some cute pictures in the club to put on my story, and I had no intention of sharing them if I had a food baby to match.

People were filling the streets, and, surrounded by them, I could start to detach from some of the stress that had been pulsing around my system. So, my boyfriend didn’t want to spend the night with me? So what? There were plenty of people out there who felt differently. Plenty of people who wanted to spend time with me. I just had to get out there and find them.
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