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      Beep. Beep. Beep. 

      An incessant beeping interrupted my dreamy sleep. I reached for a pillow and buried my head under it. Sshh, man. I’m sleeping.

      ‘Amber,’ a familiar voice said.

      Nope. 

      ‘Amber, get up.’

      Definitely not. If I stay really still and pretend to still be asleep maybe she’ll go away. 

      ‘AMBER!’ the voice shouted.

      I sat bolt upright.

      ‘What the hell?’ I said to Jess, my flatmate, rubbing my eyes. ‘For God’s sake, Jess! I was sleeping! What’s your problem?’ I am not a morning person. Through bleary eyes, I took in Jess’s immaculately fitted suit, her neatly styled long red hair, her perfectly applied make-up.

      She tutted disapprovingly. ‘Mate, didn’t you hear your alarm clock?’ She waved it in my face.

      ‘No. Now kindly go away and let me go back to sleep. I was dreaming that Tom Hardy took me to the cinema. He was just buying me Haribos and Ben and Jerry’s when you interrupted.’ I screwed my eyes shut, pulled the pillow back over my head and willed my subconscious back to the confectionary queue at the cinema with Tom.

      ‘What flavour were you going for?’ Jess was not giving up.

      ‘Cookie dough, obvs.’ Ridiculous question, but I thought I might as well humour her.

      ‘Amber, now that I have your attention through the power of ice cream…’

      I started to drift off again. Jess grabbed my pillow and hit me over the head with it.

      ‘What the —’

      ‘AMBER!’ Jess interrupted. ‘You need to get up. Now. It’s six-thirty a.m.!’

      ‘WHAT?!’ Suddenly, it hit me. How could I have slept through my alarm? Oh shit!’ I jumped out of bed, stubbing my toe on the bedside table in the process and shouting more expletives. Balls! I tore out of my bedroom and ran straight to the bathroom, Jess’s laughter ringing in my ears.

      Ten minutes later I was back in my room. I threw on the outfit I’d picked out the night before, and grabbed my make-up bag. I’d have to do my make-up in the cab. I couldn’t really afford a cab, but it was the only chance I had of making it to work before Diana, my boss. I rushed into our open-plan living area and Jess handed me a mug of coffee and a piece of toast. While throwing things into my huge, but somehow already full, bag, I shrugged myself into my jacket, ate a few bites of the toast and washed them down with as much of the coffee as I could – burning my mouth. More balls! I ran to the door, flung it open and I was about to run down the stairs and into the street when I heard Jess calling my name.

      ‘What?’ I said impatiently. ‘What is it?’

      ‘You’ve only got one shoe on,’ Jess said, holding up my other wedge. ‘You’re going to need this, I think.’

      I looked at my feet. How can a person not realise that they are only wearing one shoe? Who does that? I need to get my life together. I’m a twat and Jess is a wedge-wielding angel sent by God. Balls again!

      ‘What would I do without you?’ I said to Jess. ‘Thank you!’ I threw the last comment over my shoulder as I ran down the stairs, hurriedly putting the wedge on, so of course, I fell over. Balls. My fourth set of balls for the day and I wasn’t even out the front door yet.

      ‘You OK, Ambs?’ Jess called down the stairs through stifled giggles.

      ‘Yip! Yeah, just fine. Bloody shoes. See you tonight!’ I scrambled to my feet and ran out the door.

      ‘Good luck!’ she called after me.

       

      A crisp February sun was shining. I love wintery sunny days like these. I glimpsed the golden light of a free cab, waved my arms and sent a silent prayer of thanks to the taxi gods when it stopped immediately.

      ‘Where to, love?’ the driver asked as I clambered into the back of the cab.

      ‘Somerset House, please,’ I replied.

      ‘You off to London Fashion Week?’ he said. ‘Are you a model then?’

      ‘Nope,’ I replied, ‘Just a fashion assistant.’

      As the cab wound its way with snake-like skill through the London traffic, I started applying my make-up. I’d mastered how to do this in taxis, on trains, on buses, without blinding myself with a mascara wand or painting my cheeks with lipstick years ago. It was a CV-worthy skill that saved me time on mornings like this one, of which, I’m not going to lie, there are many. Did I mention I hate mornings?

      I smiled as the cab driver chatted about all the models he’d had in his cab since London Fashion Week had kicked off. It wasn’t the first time someone had asked me if I was a model; whenever it happens I always roll my eyes and tell them no. It’s probably my height that does it – at just under six feet, I’ve got long enough legs for it. Though not the grace: my ankle was still slightly sore from the tumble down the stairs. I scrutinised myself in my compact mirror. My eye make-up made the most of my chocolate-brown eyes, I’d pulled my long caramel-coloured hair into a messy bun so I slicked on a bit of MAC nude lipgloss to complete the look. A model I was not, but I’d do for backstage at today’s shows – hopefully. The adrenalin, the running around, all those beautiful clothes, amazing new prints and trends – I couldn’t wait. This was what I lived for. I’m a total clothes perv. And I am not ashamed.

      As a kid growing up just outside Newcastle city centre in Walker, I spent all my time sketching and drawing clothes. My mam taught me how to use her sewing machine when I turned thirteen and that had been it. If I hadn’t been addicted to fashion before, I definitely was after I’d made my first skirt. The hem had been wonky and one of the buttons had fallen off after a week but you would have thought I’d created a classic Chanel piece the way I treasured it. The only way was up after that. There was no getting me off that bloody sewing machine and I had more holes in my fingers and thumbs than a second-hand dartboard, but I didn’t care. I’d found my passion and that was it.

      Now, just like any other twenty-four-old, I love shopping but have developed my own style over the years and often customise the things I buy. And here I was on my way to work at London Fashion Week… not exactly in the capacity I’d always imagined, but I was still going. And that was the main thing, wasn’t it?

      I was still a far cry from my dream of designing my own fashion line. Right now, I was a lowly assistant to the formidable Diana Grant. I’d idolised her for years and had been so excited when I’d landed the job as her assistant – her designs were some of the most unique and timeless in the business. To work for and learn from someone like that was the opportunity of a lifetime, so despite the appallingly low salary (it barely keeps me in gin) I’d accepted the job without hesitation. In reality Diana is such a grade-A cow she makes Cruella de Vil look like Mary Poppins. She isn’t interested in mentoring anyone and she doesn’t waste any compassion or warmth on her employees. She’s still a genius, yes, but she is also mean, small-minded and unkind to anyone she deems beneath her. Which is almost everyone. However, I know that to make it in this industry, you have to pay your dues and so I’ve stuck it out. I’ve taken care of her dog, let her shout abuse at me for things I haven’t done, and for the first six months of work I allowed her to call me Amy. She didn’t like the name Amber, you see, though thankfully now it has grown on her ‘like a cancerous cell’. I still had hope that one day Diana would take me seriously and look at my sketches. She’d better, or I’ll set her car on fire. I laughed evilly to myself at the thought of her precious Porsche going up in flames and caught the taxi driver looking at me in his mirror like I was a fruit loop.

      ‘Erm, we’re here, love.’

      Great, now he thinks I’m insane. 

      The cab pulled up outside Somerset House, which even at this time was beginning to crowd with similarly harried-looking assistants. I threw my make-up back into my bag, paid the driver, thanked him profusely while trying to look as normal as possible – the weird cackle had obviously freaked him out – and jumped out.

      I immediately felt the buzz around me as I rushed to the Edmond J. Safra Fountain Court, where Diana’s collection was being shown. I love London Fashion Week. It’s glamorous, fast-paced, fun and has such a significance within the industry all at the same time. It had cast its spell on everyone here, and no matter how hard we had to work, how difficult it could be, every single one of us was powerless to resist its charms. I fancied London Fashion Week. It was the David Beckham of Fashion Weeks.

      As I squeezed myself backstage, showing my staff pass through all the security checks, I looked around and let out a breath I hadn’t realised I’d been holding – Diana wasn’t here yet. I had made it! Jess, you legend! You have saved my skin once again. I had the chance to make a quick mental note to buy her a lifetime’s supply of gin and Pop-Tarts before the extent of the chaos hit me smack in the face. Models were everywhere in various states of undress, hair stylists were working furiously while make-up artists were trying to do their thing at the same time. Diana’s team of designers was shouting, shrieking and sweating about God knows what. It was madness. And I had to try to coordinate it before the maddest hatter herself arrived.

      No one took any notice of me. I dumped my bag in a corner and went to find Portia, the headline model of today’s show. I spotted her in one of the hairdresser’s chairs so made my way over to her.

      ‘Hey, Portia,’ I said. I liked her a lot, despite the fact that she and Diana genuinely appeared to be friends.

      ‘Hi dahling,’ she said in an accent which made the Queen sound common. ‘What do you think of my hah?’

      ‘Eh?’ I asked, frowning.

      ‘You know, my hah style.’

      Oh, hair, I thought. Honestly, sometimes I needed subtitles to understand what Portia was saying – though she probably thought the same about me and my Geordie accent.

      ‘You look a beaut, babes,’ I replied. The tiny plaits that were being piled on her head looked uncomfortable but she smiled through the pain like a pro. Eat your heart out, Cara Delevingne.

      ‘Everything all right here?’ a Mancunian accent said behind me. I turned to see a face that seemed very familiar to me. It couldn’t be…? She nodded at the stylist and I realised that it really could be – she must be supervising the hair stylists.

      ‘Er, are you Issy Jones?’ I asked before I could stop myself. ‘From Can You Cut It?’ I’d been obsessed with the hairdressing competition/reality TV show when it had been on the telly and Issy had been hands down my favourite contestant.

      ‘Yeah, hun, that’s me,’ she said, smiling. ‘I’m in charge of hair for Diana today.’

      ‘I had no idea, she never told me,’ I said. ‘I’m one of her assistants, Amber Raey.’

      ‘Nice to meet you,’ Issy said, giving me a warm hug, completely unlike the usual fashion world air-kisses. She gestured to Portia’s intricate hairstyle. ‘What do you think?’

      Diana’s collection was highly tailored this season, so the dramatic hair would be perfect to show off the sharp, crisp angles of the clothes.

      ‘It’s perfect,’ I gushed. ‘You’re a genius. I loved you on Can You Cut It?’ I knew I was fangirling so hard but I couldn’t help myself. The room might be full of A-listers, but reality TV star turned celebrity hair stylist Issy Jones was making me lose my shit more than any of them.

      ‘Thanks, babes,’ she laughed. ‘It didn’t exactly go to plan, though, did it?’

      ‘I thought you were great. What’s been happening since? I didn’t see you in the papers much after the show finished.’

      Issy shook her head. ‘That kind of fame wasn’t for me in the end. I took some time, figured things out and decided what I really wanted to do. I’ve opened a couple of salons now, one back home in Manchester and another in Shoreditch.’ She looked around. ‘And I get to style hair for shows like this. Life’s good,’ she finished with a big smile.

      ‘It means a lot to people like me,’ I said, ‘to see someone, you know, normal make something of themselves. It gives the rest of us hope.’

      Issy reached out and squeezed my arm. ‘If this is really what you want then stick with it, work hard and good things will happen.’ As she pulled her hand away something on her finger caught my eye.

      ‘Hey!’ I caught her left hand and looked at the elegant ring on her third finger. ‘This is beautiful. So you and Ryan…?’ One piece of scant information I had read in New magazine was that Issy had fallen for a fit sound man who worked on her show. I knew they were dating but I hadn’t realised they were this serious. OMG. I sound like a stalker.

      Issy nodded, a happy look on her face. ‘We’re getting married in the summer. It can’t come soon enough.’

      ‘Congratulations,’ I said. ‘That’s great news.’

      ‘Thanks, babes. Anyway, I better get on. I’ve got a lot to do before Diana gets here, and we don’t want to be on the wrong side of her, do we?’ She threw me a knowing look before wandering off to check on another model’s hair while I stood there grinning like an idiot, completely starstruck.

      There was a commotion near the door to the backstage area and I hurried towards that section, knowing what was coming – the temperature in the room had dropped a couple degrees. It could only mean Diana was in the building. An eerie silence descended over the chaos as she appeared. She was a striking figure. She was about six foot tall, an inch or two taller than me, and her slick bobbed hair was midnight black, a striking contrast to her pale alabaster skin and postbox red lips. She was carrying her pug, Lulu, while behind her Paddy, her first assistant, shuffled along carrying Diana’s Hermès bag. As first assistant, Paddy was with Diana all the time, and as far as I could tell his main job was to continually stroke her ego. As lowly second assistant, I was lucky if I got to say hello to Diana most days. Or should that be unlucky? Whichever way you look at it, I thought to myself, when we do talk she’s normally too busy shouting at me or barking me her lunch order to even let me even open my mouth. I braced myself for her worst as she approached me.

      ‘Amber,’ she shouted unnecessarily.

      I’m right here mate, no need to shout whatsoever. I’m literally in front of you. 

      ‘I’m right here, Diana,’ I said.

      She thrust Lulu at me and pushed me aside as she strode into the middle of the room. ‘Paddy, coat,’ she yelled. Paddy hurriedly slid the coat from Diana’s shoulders and scurried off with it without a word.

      Diana was wearing a pristine white suit, so tight it could’ve been sprayed onto her bony frame. Glaring at me for unknown reasons, she clicked her fingers and she was immediately surrounded by her designers.

      For all her loathsome ways, Diana was innovative and creative when it came to fashion and that was why I had been so desperate to work for her. From Hollywood A-listers to British royalty, she had dressed the best and the most elite people in the world. She’d even once refused to dress Angelina Jolie – she’d been Team Aniston, you see. Diana wasn’t called the Queen of British Fashion for nothing. I so badly wanted to learn from her but the sad truth was the only thing she seemed to be willing to teach was how to develop a bad attitude.

      Lulu was squirming in my arms, growling. I looked down and shot her a look of loathing. Lulu and I aren’t friends; I’m convinced she hates me as much as Diana does. The dog is better dressed than me for a start – she has a diamond-encrusted collar which probably costs my yearly salary. And don’t get me started on her wind.

      ‘Paddy,’ I hissed, when he had returned from coat-hanging duty. ‘What am I supposed to do with this?’ I held Lulu out to him.

      ‘Amber,’ he said, raising a skinny eyebrow. ‘Your one job today is to hold on to Lulu and take her out for pee-pee at regular intervals. Surely even you can manage that?’

      Once again, I wished that Paddy would be a bit of an ally to me. The problem was that I was the only person he was allowed to talk down to, so he made the most of it. It was never going to be a case of the two of us against Diana.

      ‘Welcome to the world of high fashion, darling,’ I said to Lulu as Paddy walked away.

      She farted on me in response.
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      I was heading back inside after taking Lulu for another ‘comfort’ break, and in the fifteen minutes I’d been gone the show had finally got under way. The chaos backstage had increased and Diana’s voice was reaching heights that would shatter glass, but I couldn’t help but be infected by the excitement and buzz. I looked out at the audience, spotting A-lister after A-lister… I could see the Olsen twins, Rosie Huntington-Whiteley, Alexa Chung, and I’m pretty sure there was a Kardashian in the mix as well. A shiver of ambition went through me. I didn’t want to put up with Diana’s ridiculousness, I didn’t want to look after Lulu, and I certainly didn’t want to have to look at Paddy’s horrendously over-waxed brows any more. I wanted to be showing my collection. I knew I could do it, I just needed someone to take me seriously. I’d worked for Diana for over a year now – it was time to make her look at my sketches properly. And I’d make sure she did, as soon as London Fashion Week was over. I had to.

      ‘What the hell have you done?! It’s ruined!’ Diana’s screams shattered my ambitious thoughts.

      ‘I didn’t do anything, it just broke,’ an Eastern European voice stuttered.

      ‘What. Is. Your. Name?’ Diane shrieked.

      ‘Natasha.’ The girl was on the verge of tears. The other models, who were being ushered onto the runway, shot her sympathetic looks but weren’t able to offer anything else in the way of support. Paddy was hovering nearby, looking between the girl and Diana, a panicked expression in his eyes. I looked at Natasha. Her outfit was a one-piece designed to look like a tailored trouser suit, but her nipple was poking out from behind the lapel and the one of the trouser hems was trailing on the floor below her stacked heels. Shit. This is going to go off.

      Diana was pacing back and forth, screaming incomprehensibly at whoever happened to be standing closest to her. All of the designers, plus Paddy, were running after her doing their best to placate her. No one, however, was doing anything to fix Natasha’s outfit – Diana’s bitch fit was obviously being deemed the main priority. I rolled my eyes. We had about five minutes until we had to either send Natasha onto the catwalk or pull her, which I knew would devastate the show. We didn’t have time for all this drama.

      Still clutching Lulu, I retrieved my bag. I looked around and saw a man standing on the sidelines. Without thinking, I thrust Lulu at him.

      ‘Pet, do me a solid and hold Lulu please,’ I said quickly, throwing him a smile. ‘It’s an emergency.’ I ran over to Natasha, who was looking shell-shocked and distraught. ‘Hey, babes, don’t start crying, it’ll mess up your make-up.’ I gave her arm a squeeze. ‘We’ll fix all of this in no time.’ I pulled some tit-tape out of my bag and deftly attached some to the inside of the collar so that her exposed nipple was firmly tucked back into place. I then crouched down, grabbed my needle and cotton and sewed a couple of stitches into the hem. It wouldn’t last forever but it would do for the next ten minutes.

      Natasha’s face broke into a relieved smile. ‘My God, thank you.’

      ‘No worries,’ I said, standing up. I gently pushed her towards Diana who had stopped frantically pacing. She looked Natasha up and down and waved her hand dismissively.

      ‘You’ll do,’ she said. She shoved Natasha towards the catwalk. ‘Go, go, go.’ She turned to me and fixed me with an icy glare.

      ‘You’re welcome,’ I said brightly, before she could say anything. Diana stared at me for a moment, then turned back to show and I was forgotten.

      ‘Your doggie,’ an Italian accent said behind me. I turned and saw the man I’d left Lulu with. I’d forgotten all about him and that stupid mutt.

      ‘Thanks for that,’ I said, taking the dog back. ‘I’m Amber Raey, by the way,’ I said, ‘Diana’s assistant. Well, one of them,’ I explained. The man was about three inches shorter than me, with a glowing tanned face, a bald head and thick black-rimmed glasses. He looked familiar, but I couldn’t place him.

      ‘Alessandro Rossi,’ he said, sticking his hand out toward me and raising a perfectly plucked eyebrow.

      ‘Oh shit,’ I said before I could stop myself. How had I not recognised him? I had just made the head of House of Rossi, one of the most successful fashion houses in the world, hold Diana’s smelly, arse-faced dog. I wanted to die – but I shook his hand instead. Best thing is to style it out, play it cool. You work in the same industry here. I mean, he’s practically a colleague.

      ‘I’m so sorry. I’m a huge fan of your work, I love it! And you! But with the chaos I just didn’t… I can’t believe I didn’t realise. I really am sorry. I feel like a right knob. I can’t believe I just said knob in front of you. And again. Oh God. I’m just going to shut up.’

      Yip, cool as a cucumber in a bowler hat, Amber. Way to act cool. Bollocks. 

      Alessandro smiled kindly. ‘Thank you,’ he said. He gestured at Lulu. ‘Is the dog yours?’

      ‘No, it’s Diana’s. I’m on dog-sitting duty today.’

      ‘Really? It looked to me like it was your job to rescue the show.’

      ‘I wouldn’t go that far,’ I said. ‘But I couldn’t sit by and watch everyone else run around like distressed teenagers at a 1D concert.’

      ‘Is that an English saying?’ Alessandro looked perplexed.

      I shook my head, laughing. ‘No, sorry. 1D, One Direction. Have you heard of them?’

      ‘Ah, of course,’ Alessandro said. ‘I’m not familiar with the phrase, what did you call them, 1D? But they are lovely boys.’

      ‘Yeah, they seem it. I like Harry, he’s dreamy.’ I said, before I could help myself. Desperately trying to move the conversation to more professional and less ‘dreamy’ territory I racked my brains for something to say.

      ‘So,’ I asked, ‘which part of Italy are you from?’

      Well, it’s a start. 

      ‘Tuscany. Is very beautiful there. Have you ever been to Italy?’

      ‘Nope, but I’d love to one day.’

      ‘Maybe you can go to the Milan shows?’

      ‘That’s the dream,’ I said, ‘though it depends on Diana. She usually only takes one assistant with her. And I’m her second assistant so it’s not usually me.’

      ‘I see.’ Alessandro looked at me steadily. Do I have something on my face? I thought. ‘I admire her work,’ he went on.

      ‘Me too. She’s a genius.’ I sighed sadly. ‘But…’ I paused.

      ‘But?’ Alessandro said, tilting his head to one side.

      What are you doing here, Amber? This isn’t one of your mates and you aren’t down the pub slagging off your bosses together over an overpriced G&T. This is Alessandro Rossi and he doesn’t want to hear your sad little sob story about how your boss is an über-bitch. He could be best mates with Diana, for God’s sake! Stop talking. Now. 

      ‘What I really want is to be a designer. When I got the job with Diana I thought it would be the first step on that road but it hasn’t exactly turned out like that. I’m not sure dog-sitting and coffee-fetching is going to get me where I want to be. I don’t mind hard work or paying my dues, as long as there’s genuine scope for advancement and learning, but I don’t get the impression Diana sees this arrangement the same way I do.’

      Or… just lay all your cards on the table and tell the man you barely know all your deepest career desires and concerns. Excellent, Amber. 

      Alessandro looked at me, an expression of amusement on his face. ‘Are you always this forthright with your opinions, my dear?’

      ‘Yeah, I suppose I am. My mouth just runs away with me sometimes. I’m sorry.’

      ‘Don’t be. I like it.’ He was smiling broadly now, showing off his perfectly straight white teeth. ‘As designers, I believe it’s our duty to encourage young talent. You said that you were a fan of my work?’

      I nodded with genuine enthusiasm. ‘I love your designs! Honestly, Mr Rossi, they’re incredible. Your 2012 spring/summer couture collection blew my mind. It was so creative. Was it inspired by Monet’s Irises in Monet’s garden?’

      Alessandro’s eyebrows shot up in surprise. ‘Bella, it was! You saw that?’

      ‘Yes, the entire collection was beautiful. I’ve always wanted to ask you that question but never thought I’d get the chance. You’ve made my day.’

      ‘Amber Raey,’ Alessandro said thoughtfully. ‘You are a very impressive young lady. I have difficulty understanding some of what you say, but what I do hear is very smart,’ he laughed.

      ‘You wouldn’t, man, I’m a Geordie.’ I thickened my accent for effect and laughed along with him. I liked him.

      ‘I’m not sure what that means!’ Alessandro was still smiling to himself as he drew an expensive-looking black wallet out of his inside pocket. ‘Here’s my card. Give my assistant a call and make an appointment to see me next week.’

      ‘Really?’ My hands were shaking as I took the card. I stared at it like the golden ticket it was. There they were – Alessandro Rossi’s contact details. I shoved it in my pocket before Lulu ate it. Alessandro smiled, kissed both my cheeks, and then he was gone.

       

      Diana was walking down the runway, basking in the glory of another successful show, and the sound of rapturous applause filtered backstage. I was so buzzing after my encounter with Alessandro that I was grinning from ear to ear. She came off the catwalk and when she started walking towards me I thought it was me she was making a beeline for and panicked, until I realised I was still holding Lulu.

      ‘Mummy’s back,’ she cooed, taking Lulu and walking away without so much as a look at me.

      ‘You’re welcome,’ I called after her.

      ‘Why do you keep saying that?’ Diana said over her shoulder. She carried on walking, but not before I heard her mutter, ‘Such an odd girl.’

       

      ‘I’m dying,’ I said, collapsing on the sofa. I’d had had the wonderful job of packing up after the show and had only just got home. Jess handed me a glass of cold white wine.

      ‘Of course you are, hun,’ Jess said, an amused look in her green eyes.

      Jess was lovely and she never takes any of my melodrama seriously. She was from Surrey, straight-talking but fair and with a heart of gold and the largest tolerance for white wine I had ever witnessed in a human being. Along with the lovably irresponsible Tom, our other flatmate, we made a tight little trio – they were my London family and I would do anything for them. I had met them right after I had graduated and was working for a pittance for an obscure fashion magazine. I was even more of a dogsbody there than I was now and was constantly knackered, running around all hours, learning the business and missing home. I had been crashing on friends’ floors, but in searching for a place I’d been to see so many ropey flatshares that I was seriously thinking about giving up and moving back to Newcastle when I’d spotted Jess’s ad on SpareRoom. It had been friendly and well-written, and the flat had sounded so perfect and affordable that before I’d even met Jess and Tom I’d decided that I had to have the room.

      I’d arrived to the appointment ten minutes late – practically on time for me – and Jess had opened the door with a look of resignation on her face. Tom works at a bar, Jalou, and had been called in to cover a shift at the last minute so she’d spent the last two hours interviewing one hopeless prospective flatmate after another. She’d been losing the will to live, but after a few minutes she’d clearly decided that I wasn’t as much of a weirdo as the rest of the people she’d seen that day and cracked open a bottle of Prosecco. We’d bonded over the miserable time I’d been having looking for a decent flatshare, which had included meeting a man from Dalston who’d said I could live in his spare room for free if I let him wash my feet once a week. And Jess had shared her stories about the ‘fruit cups, loons and utter bellends’ she and Tom had seen. We worked our way through the Prosecco pretty quickly so started on a bottle of rosé. By the time Tom returned home from work, we were smashed and practically in love with each other. I would’ve let Jess wash my feet any day. Tom had been so happy to see that I was also a ‘pisshead’ that he had offered me the room there and then. No flatshare was perfect, but I was grateful every day that I’d found this place and the two of them. We were completely different but it worked. Jess, so career-driven and serious, was clearly the mother of the group, and so it was our job to help her see the funnier side of life when her responsibilities at the law firm she worked at weighed her down too much. Out of the two of us, I liked to think of myself as the cool older sister and Tom, with his scruffy and laid-back ways, as the naughty younger brother. But he had a heart of gold and I couldn’t imagine my life without him either.

      ‘Jess, you’re wasted becoming a lawyer,’ I said, taking a much-needed gulp of wine. ‘You should stay home and be my housewife.’

      ‘I’m all right, thanks,’ Jess said, sitting down next me. ‘So you really met Alessandro Rossi?’

      ‘I did! And he told me to call his assistant and set up a meeting for us. I don’t know what he wants to talk about, but that must be a good thing, right?’

      ‘Definitely,’ Jess said. ‘After the blood, sweat and tears you’ve put in working for Diana, it’s time you had a bit of good luck. You’ve earned it.’

      ‘I hope so.’ I stretched and let out a yawn. ‘Anyway, I’m knackered. I’m going to take my wine and have a soak in the tub. See you in a bit?’

      ‘Actually, I’m just heading out for a quick drink so I’ll probably see you in the morning.’

      ‘OK, cool. Who are you meeting?’ I asked. Like me, Jess was single, but she was going out on dates all the time. Her and Tom’s obsession with online dating meant I’d christened the flat ‘Tinder Towers’, and I bet tonight’s chap was no different.

      ‘This guy I met on Tinder.’

      Knew it. 

      ‘Jess, I told you, you need a back-up plan if you’re seeing someone you met online.’

      ‘Don’t worry,’ Jess said, ‘we’re heading to Jalou so I’ll be perfectly safe.’

      ‘In that case, have fun, and have a tash-on for me.’

      After a steaming bath I literally crawled into bed. I was bone tired and I couldn’t wait to go to sleep. I didn’t often get the flat to myself so I should probably have made the most of it and watched something on Netflix while eating cocktail sausages with ketchup or some equally disgusting concoction, but my eyes wouldn’t stay open a second longer. I set my alarm for the morning and drifted off to sleep immediately.

       

      ‘Argh!’ I shouted, startled awake as the duvet was pulled off me and a body crashed into my bed.

      ‘Argh!’ Tom shouted back. I flicked on the bedside lamp. My drunken flatmate was lying next to me fully clothed, clutching a pizza box and with a confused expression on his face.

      ‘Tom!’ I sat up and hit him over the head with my pillow. ‘You’re in the wrong room. Again. This is my bed, you helmet!’

      Tom had a habit of coming home in the early hours, completely steaming, and forgetting where his room was. Usually he ended up in my room, though there was nothing romantic about it. All he wanted was a warm duvet and his pizza. It had earned him the loving nickname the Pepperoni Prat.

      ‘Sorry, mate,’ Tom said, slurring slightly. ‘I thought this was my room.’

      ‘Yeah, pet, you always do,’ I sighed. I climbed out of bed and pulled him up. ‘Come on, back to your room.’

      He mumbled something incomprehensible and lumbered towards the door.

      ‘Don’t forget your pizza,’ I said, thrusting the box at him.

      ‘Thanks. Do you, hic, want someth? It isch stuffed crustsss.’

      Even half-cut Tom was still a gentleman, if barely understandable, and despite the unwelcome wake-up call, I couldn’t be mad at him for long. Especially not when there was an offer of stuffed crust on the table.

      ‘Go on, just one slice then,’ I said, ‘but I’m going back to bed now, mate. I’m shattered.’ I nabbed a slice, then gently guided him through the door, turned him toward the direction of his room and set him free into the night. I settled back into bed, inhaled my cheesy delight, and as I slowly drifted off to sleep for the second time that evening I did so with a smile on my face.
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      My bedroom looked like a bomb site. There were clothes, shoes, bags and belts everywhere. I’d spent the past few agonising hours trying to select the perfect outfit, and had finally settled on a pair of wide-leg white trousers, a cropped blue cashmere jumper and my nude courts. I’d been shooting for sophisticated but current, and after emptying the wardrobe and trying on everything at least twice, at last I had hopefully achieved it. Even though I was a bag of nerves thinking about the meeting ahead, I looked the part and that would do for now. Fake it ’til you make it, I thought.

      I’d phoned Alessandro’s assistant the day after the fashion show and had managed to make an appointment to see him three weeks later, when the chaos of London Fashion Week would be over. It seemed such a long time to wait, but obviously Alessandro was incredibly busy, and I knew how lucky I was to be able to see him at all.

      And now, finally, today was the day. I’m a terrible liar and I knew I’d never be able to come up with a convincing excuse to disappear from work for a few hours. My mam thinks it’s because I have an honest soul. Even if I do, lying is too complicated and I get confused and flustered when I try. Instead, I’d taken the entire day off as a ‘personal day’ – whatever the hell that meant. As it was Friday, that meant three completely Diana-free days in a row. Bliss. I picked up my sketchbook, kissed my gold feather necklace and left the flat.

      The necklace is my most treasured piece of jewellery. My dad, David, gave it to me for my eighteenth birthday. I’d loved it instantly and it was now even more important to me. Two years ago my dad died in a horrible car accident and – I know it sounds silly – wearing the necklace makes me feel closer to him. It’s like there’s a small part of him that’s still with me, watching over me, looking out for me. He may not have been my biological father but he was my dad in every way that mattered and I miss him every day. I don’t think that dull ache will ever go away completely, and I don’t know if I’d want it to either. I never want a day to go by where I don’t think of him. He was an incredibly special man.

      I’ve never met my natural father. My mam, Angela – Ange to her mates – fell pregnant with me when she was just eighteen and my ‘father’ disappeared not long after he found out. My grandparents tried to convince Mam to get rid of me but she wasn’t having any of it. I don’t think their relationship ever recovered, and as a result I only see them once or twice a year. It wasn’t easy for my mam, I know that. We lived with my grandparents until I was two and when the two of us moved out into a crappy little council flat in Walker. It was a hovel but it was ours, and it was a happy place thanks to her. She got a job as a sales assistant in Fenwick’s in town and she’s worked her way up over the years to become one of the general managers on menswear. And it was in the shop that Mam first met David.

      I was five at the time. He came in looking for ‘something smart’; Mam sold him a shirt. He’d come back the next day, and the day after that. It was only when she sold him his fifth shirt in as many days that the penny finally dropped and she realised that maybe it wasn’t the clothes he was interested in.

      The fact that Mam had a kid hadn’t put David off at all. They’d got serious quite quickly and he’d insisted on meeting me as soon as things were official. I’d fallen under his spell as quickly as Mam had. He was a good, kind man – even five-year-old me could see that. And my mam came alive around him, she lit up, it was beautiful. They were married a couple of years later, we moved into a nicer place and David adopted me. As far as I’m concerned he was my dad, and though I was too young at the time to fully understand how big a deal the adoption was, I get it now. He wanted the whole world to know I was his daughter, that me and Mam were his family. I was ten when Mam got pregnant again. And out popped my sister, Ruby. She was born 7lb 4oz, screaming bloody murder and with a bright red face. Mam joked that’s why they named her Ruby. And with that, our little family was complete.

      Dad dying changed all of us, and I don’t think it’s something we’ll ever get over. I don’t know if it would have been easier if he’d been ill and we’d seen it coming, had time to get used to the idea of life without him, to adjust mentally, but I have to admit to myself that the unfairness of the way he was taken from us is never far from my mind. He had been driving home from work, home to his girls, when another car had run a red light and ploughed straight into him. The policeman who came to our door that night had said he’d died instantly so he wouldn’t have felt any pain, but that was little comfort. The other driver had died too and it turned out he’d been high on a cocktail of drink and drugs. That’s why he’d run the red light, and that’s why my dad was dead, and I hate drugs as a result. I can’t stand to be around them or around anyone who takes them.

      I’ll never forget the sound that came out of Mam’s mouth when she found out. My mam is a fighter, always has been, but hearing that the love of her life was gone undid her completely. She’s still one tough lady, fiercely protective of me and Ruby, but some of the light behind her eyes has gone and I’m not sure it’s ever coming back. As for Ruby, well, the last two years have been tough on her too. She was only twelve when Dad died, too young to know how to cope with pain, but old enough to know that it still hurt like hell. Over the last two years I’ve watched my happy, charming little sister turn into a surly, almost mute, angry teenager. A teenager who I couldn’t get close to at the moment. She pushed me and Mam so far away I never knew what was going on with her. It was a fact that really hurt me.

      I shook my head, trying to clear away all the sad thoughts of home. I curled my fingers around the pendant again. ‘Wish me luck, Dad,’ I whispered.

       

      The House of Rossi offices were in an old factory building in Shoreditch. It was cool, edgy and the complete opposite of Diana’s pristine Mayfair premises. In many ways, House of Rossi’s studio was more cutting edge than Diana’s, but it was also high-end so the building suited it perfectly. The other huge difference was that Rossi had different labels within his house, and he encouraged his designers to work under his umbrella, whereas Diana simply had ‘Diana Grant’ and nothing else. It was all about her – there wasn’t room for anyone else to shine.

      I pushed open the door and approached the reception desk. The two women sat behind it looked like they’d stepped straight out of the latest issue of Vogue – tall, leggy, immaculate and with the superpower of making regular women feel like inadequate, chubby hobbits. Self-esteem zero. Thank you, glamazons!

      ‘I’m Amber Raey, I’m here to see Alessandro Rossi,’ I said more confidently than I felt. One of the girls nodded at me, and whispered something into the phone. A few minutes later another gorgeous modelesque girl approached. Is there anyone in this building who couldn’t walk for Victoria’s Secret?

      ‘Hi Amber,’ she said with a smile. ‘I’m Laurie, Alessandro’s PA. We spoke on the phone.’ She stuck out a perfectly manicured hand.

      ‘Of course, nice to meet you properly,’ I said, shaking her hand.

      ‘Follow me, I’ll take you up to Alessandro.’

      We got into one of the lifts and Laurie pushed the button for the top floor.

      ‘Is the whole building yours?’ I asked.

      Laurie nodded. ‘Yes, all five floors are House of Rossi.’

      I thought about that for a moment. Five floors filled with designers, all working for the creative genius that was Alessandro Rossi. It sent an excited fizzy feeling all through my body. I felt like a human Tangfastic. Mmm, Haribos. Stop thinking about sweets, you gimp, and start concentrating. This is your dream here. You can’t get distracted by sugary goodness. Not today, Amber, not today. Now focus! Whoa, my subconscious was a tough bitch. But she was right; if I wanted to work here, to be one of these designers, I needed to act like it.

      We reached the top floor and Laurie led me to one of the empty meeting rooms. I walked past people running around, shouting things to one another about colours and textures and samples. It was a buzzing hive of activity and already I wanted to be part of it more than anything.

      ‘Take a seat,’ Laurie said. ‘Alessandro will be along in a minute.’

      After Laurie left, I did my best to calm my nerves. I leafed through my sketches, wondering for the hundredth time if I’d picked the right ones to bring along.
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