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For Mum and Dad










EZRA


‘OH,’ MAGGIE SAYS, EYES WIDE. ‘YOU’RE HERE.’


‘… Yes,’ I reply. ‘I was invited. You invited me.’


‘I know. I’m glad you came.’


‘You sound it.’


‘I’m a little surprised, is all,’ she offers, tucking a dark strand of hair behind her ear. Her engagement ring glitters accordingly, a diamond the size of a hazelnut. It somehow matches her heart-shaped face and dove-grey dress – makes sense, visually.


‘Are you going to let me in?’ I ask, and she blinks, like she’s forgotten that I’m standing in the doorway. Warm light and muffled noise spill out from behind her.


‘Of course,’ she says after a beat. ‘Come in.’


Her lobby is narrow, the party just beyond it. A coat rack beside me is laden with carelessly thrown garments. It looks like a bizarre sort of tree, a thin trunk struggling to support a luxurious mass of cashmere and leather.


‘It’s just – the dress code is semi-formal,’ she says, hovering. ‘It said so on the invitation.’


‘Hence why I’m wearing a blazer.’


‘A corduroy blazer. And there’s a mark on the collar.’


‘Yeah, I don’t know what that is,’ I tell her, pulling it out to inspect. ‘It was there when I got it.’


‘It’s second-hand?’


‘Vintage, if that’s more acceptable.’


‘How about you borrow something of Tom’s? He’s got a grey wool one that’s a little big – I think it’ll suit you.’


‘Seriously?’


‘I mean – if you would.’


‘Is it that deep? Is this party so painfully tasteful?’


‘No, but it means a lot to me,’ she says stiffly. ‘Which is why I’ll also ask you to avoid getting drunk, please.’


‘But the legal drinking age in New York is twenty-one!’ I gasp. ‘We might be English but the law is the law, Mags. It’ll be lashings of ginger beer for me.’


I’m joking, obviously, but Maggie’s expression doesn’t flicker. Instead, she bows her head, twisting her ring around her finger, and her silence is enough to wound me. As demeaning as it is to be bossed around by my older sister at the grand old age of eighteen, my resistance was only ever playful.


‘Fine,’ I say quickly, embarrassed. ‘No drinking. New jacket. Whatever you want.’


‘Just – nothing like at my birthday, okay?’


Maggie’s twenty-sixth birthday was about two weeks ago. We went to a Mexican fusion restaurant in SoHo and I guess I had one too many grapefruit margaritas – I puked in a urinal and it was pink. The vomit, I mean. Not the urinal.


‘I’ll keep it classy.’ I nod.


‘Dad’s already here, by the way. Caroline too – Romy’s coming later.”


‘Guess it’ll be a nice surprise for them to see me sober and upright.’


And Maggie offers a brief smile, though we both know I’m not really joking.


Unsurprisingly, Tomas’s biggest jacket is still too small for me. Struggling to find clothes that fit comes with the territory of being six foot four – that and the shitty jokes about it. I tug at the sleeves as I wander the party, trawling for a familiar face. I probably wouldn’t have come if I’d realised that this was going to be a party-party as opposed to a smaller, more familial affair – the kind of thing where my absence would be conspicuous. But clearly the opposite is true: Maggie’s beautiful apartment is teeming with people I’ve never seen before in my life.


‘Champagne?’


I turn to see a guy about my age wearing a crisp shirt and tie combo, smiling faintly, proffering a silver tray of sparkling flutes. There’re a few others like him floating around with canapés, because of course this thing is professionally catered. Maggie’s not really a pizza and paper plates kind of person.


‘Sure,’ I say, taking one. ‘Thanks.’


Having a drink isn’t the same thing as getting drunk, and maybe I need to be a little less sober in order to be convincingly enthused about being here. This’ll be enough to soften the edges until I leave, which’ll be soon. Honestly, I doubt anyone’ll even—


‘Ezra.’


I still, panic flaring at the familiar voice. My first instinct is to hide the glass, which is stupid. I take a deep breath instead, forcing a smile before I turn to face him. He’s smiling too, which probably requires similar effort.


‘Dad,’ I manage. ‘How are you?’


He looks the same as he always does – tired and well-dressed, his jet-black hair swept away from his face. Maggie or Caroline or anyone else not on his payroll really ought to tell him that if he insists on dyeing it, it’s time to transition to a vaguely credible colour. At least he’s retained most of it, boding well for my future hairline.


‘Good.’ He nods. ‘Good to see you. All well?’


I notice his gaze scanning my face as he speaks, catching on my less-than-perfect nose. The doctor that set it post-break did a pretty good job but it’s still a little crooked, a small bump of cartilage at the bridge.


‘Yeah. All good,’ I reply. ‘Good’ is the only adjective that either of us know, apparently.


‘Settling into the new place okay?’


‘Yeah, it’s great. Thank you.’


Those words taste a little bitter in my mouth, but I don’t really get to be self-righteous when he’s bankrolling my existence. I couldn’t afford a subway fare without him, let alone a one-bedroom apartment in Midtown.


‘Great,’ he echoes. ‘That’s great. Caroline said she’d helped you pick out the furniture.’


‘Right, yeah. Have you seen her tonight?’


‘She went to get some air, I think,’ he replies, a frown tracing his features as his eyes drop to my cigarettes, not-so-conspicuously stuffed into the jacket pocket. He knows that Caroline and I both smoke, occasionally, but given that he himself smoked like a chimney for two decades before pivoting to green juice and jogging, I find the chagrin a little jarring.


‘Right, well – there’re a few things I’ve been meaning to mention to her,’ I lie, sensing the best chance I might get to jettison this conversation.


‘Sure. And maybe later, we could have a proper chat.’


‘Yeah. Sure,’ I say, surprised. He nods and claps a hand on my shoulder in response, a possible stab at paternal warmth. I offer another smile in lieu of reply, knowing full well that I’ll have left this party long before ‘later’ rolls around.


I find Caroline on the fire escape, alone and wearing the same blue dress she dons for every formal occasion. Her neck looks impossibly long, her dark, shaggy hair grazing her jaw as she turns to face me.


‘Nice jacket.’


‘Oh, this old thing?’


She smiles, stubbing out the remnants of a cigarette. I take one of my own and Caroline lights it for me with a paint-stained hand, the flame briefly illuminating our faces. I nod in thanks as I inhale, resting my elbows on the metal railing that stands between me and certain death. The traffic below is sluggish, a river of light snaking its way between buildings. I’m not sure that there’s such a thing as darkness in this city. Or silence.


‘I didn’t expect to see you here,’ Caroline says. ‘Especially not looking so dapper.’


‘Always happy to exceed everyone’s crushingly low expectations. Why’s Romy not here?’


‘Working. She might swing by later, depending on how crazy the dinner rush is.’


‘I wouldn’t bother. I have no idea who any of these people are.’


‘Obviously. They’re Maggie and Tomas’s friends, which means they either work in PR or … do whatever Tom does.’


‘We should bail. This is mind-numbing.’


‘It’s an engagement party, Ezra. Were you expecting balloons and a clown?’


‘Let’s head downtown. We haven’t hung out properly in ages.’


‘We’re staying. At least until the toasts are done.’


‘Toasts? Are you making one?’


‘As much as I love to share personal anecdotes in front of large crowds, I thought I’d let Dad take the wheel on this one,’ she says dryly. ‘Have you two spoken tonight?’


‘Briefly. He stared at my nose and concluded with the deeply ominous suggestion that we have a “proper chat” later.’


‘Ah.’


I frown. A single syllable and yet it sounds unnervingly matter-of-fact. Like she knows something I don’t.


‘Ah?’ I echo.


Caroline looks at me sideways, unsmiling. ‘He’s going to try and give you a job, obviously. You’ve been dicking around for months, now – I’m only surprised that he hasn’t tried to wrangle you into the office sooner.’


‘Fuck,’ I mutter, realising that she’s right. ‘Fuck.’


‘Indeed.’


‘Well – I’ll just have to think of some excuse, won’t I? Tell him that I have a debilitating phobia of photocopiers.’


‘Except it’s not an entirely terrible idea, is it?’


‘You’re joking.’


‘I think a job might be good for you. Don’t you get bored, doing nothing all day?’


‘I don’t do nothing.’ I retort. ‘I read. Watch movies. Walk around the city.’


‘All day?’


‘It was good enough for Greta Garbo.’


‘Touché. Just don’t think you won’t get cut off eventually.’


‘You want to bet?’


‘Nah. I’d feel bad, taking your pocket money.’


I snort. Caroline turns to face me properly, leaning back against the railing.


‘Listen,’ she says seriously. ‘They’re always hiring at the restaurant. If I say the word, Romy could get you a job as a busboy.’


‘A what?’


‘A waiter, basically.’


‘Right.’ I nod. It always throws me when Caroline and Maggie use Americanisms. They’ve both retained their English accents, more or less, but I sometimes wonder if they still feel English. Caroline was about twelve when we left. Maggie was fourteen. I was seven, and remember the least. But I went back – was sent back, thanks to Dad’s ‘well-meaning’ intercession. And they stayed here.


‘It’s hard work,’ Caroline continues. ‘There’s no way it’ll buy you anything even close to independence. But showing a little initiative might get Dad off your back.’


‘Might make for a good chapter in my memoirs, too. Help humanise me a little.’


‘Is that a yes?’


‘Sure,’ I say impulsively, taking a drag of my long-neglected cigarette. ‘Why not?’


‘All right. I’ll talk to Romy tonight and let you know.’


‘How is Romy?’ I ask. ‘Like – in general?’


Caroline’s eyes narrow. Maybe she can tell I’m thinking about the fact that Caroline and Romy are approaching a one-year anniversary, outstripping all of Caroline’s previous relationships by a good six months.


‘She’s good,’ Caroline says. ‘Why do you ask?’


‘Just making small talk.’ I shrug. ‘I’m told it’s the done thing.’


‘Allegedly. You ready to head back in?’


‘In a minute. Go on without me.’


‘Ezra. Come on.’


‘What?’


‘You’re so obviously planning on waiting until I’m back inside to sneak off.’


‘Yeah, all right,’ I admit, laughing. ‘But I can guarantee that nobody else will notice.’


‘Maggie will.’


‘Nobody will care, then.’


‘Come on, Ezzy,’ Caroline says lightly. ‘Put your quarter-life crisis on hold for one night. You might even have fun.’


‘You’re not even trying to sound convincing.’


‘You can watch me have fun, then. And for the record, I like your nose.’


‘What?’


‘That thing you said earlier about Dad staring at your nose,’ she says. ‘Personally, I think it looks good a little bit wonky. Suits you.’


I open my mouth only to close it again, failing to conjure a witty retort. Caroline sees this and smiles, and there’s something about the way it colours her whole face that reminds me of Mum. It’s like a blow to the chest.


Fuck it. Promise or no promise, I need another drink.










AUDREY


‘WE’RE DOING A FRESH, VERY DEWY LOOK TODAY. HIGHLIGHTER, gloss, fluffy brows … sound good?’


‘And concealer?’ I say hopefully. The make-up artist laughs – her name is Nicole, and despite having met her approximately thirty seconds ago, I’m obsessed. She doesn’t look any older than me but she’s devastatingly cool, gravelly-voiced with salt-white hair, ornate tattoos and a dramatic hourglass figure.


‘That’s a given,’ she confirms, silver rings flashing on her fingers as she squeezes foundation on to the back of her hand. ‘No offence.’


‘None taken,’ I murmur, lowering my gaze as she starts to sweep a brush across my face. ‘I didn’t sleep so well last night.’


I also didn’t realise how bad my dark circles were until I was plonked down in front of a painfully well-lit mirror to have my hair done. I really, really don’t want to walk this runway looking like a Halloween decoration.


‘Nothing a little colour correction can’t fix,’ Nicole says lightly, dabbing the offending areas with an orange-y cream. ‘This your first Fashion Week in New York?’


‘Um – first Fashion Week, actually.’


‘Wow. Who are you signed with?’


‘AVW Models. I mean – in New York, at least. Bradshaw-Slater back in England.’


‘Heavy hitters.’ She whistles. ‘You heading to London next week?’


‘Uh-huh. Not sure about Milan and Paris. It’s all a bit … up in the air.’


‘I get that.’ She nods, moving in with the concealer. ‘My schedule this week is a nightmare.’


‘Are you doing a lot of shows?’


‘Plus private bookings. What about you?’


‘Oh, uh – I’ve got a few lined up,’ I say, not wanting to jinx myself by admitting the actual number. ‘My agent warned me that they might not all pan out.’


‘Sure. You homesick yet?’


I blink at her reflection, less startled by the question than the realisation that my answer is no. I haven’t had the chance to be. Castings take place all day and all over the city, and it’s my responsibility to hit up as many as humanly possible. I only ever stop to scarf down a street pretzel or double check my directions, and when I get back to the model apartment, I’m usually too tired to shower, let alone pine for the BBC.


‘Not yet,’ I manage. She smiles knowingly, proffering a small tube of mascara. I take it from her, nonplussed.


‘Most girls prefer to do it themselves,’ she explains. ‘Just a tiny bit. Upper lashes only.’


‘Cool.’ I nod, hoping that she won’t notice my trembling hands. This show’s call time was 6 a.m. and the sheer feat of regaining consciousness that early makes me nauseous. I was in such a daze when I left that I got on the wrong subway train – then, in my rush to get off, I left my book behind. It was a paperback that I’d picked up at the airport called The Lonely City, which felt apt, I guess.


Anyway. I figured I’d find some food when I got here but an assistant grabbed me for a refitting the moment I arrived, and I’ve been feeling shaky ever since. I manage to apply the mascara without any mishaps, at least, but when I turn to hand it back to Nicole, I see that she’s flagging down a flushed-looking girl with a ‘VOLUNTEER’ lanyard around her neck.


‘Can you grab us a pastry or something? And a black coffee?’ she asks. The girl nods seriously, and zips off.


‘The pastry is yours but the coffee is allll mine,’ Nicole says mildly, turning back to the mirror and picking up a pot of blush. ‘The last thing you need right now is caffeine.’


‘Thank you,’ I say sincerely. She meets my eye.


‘You’ve got to look after yourself,’ she tells me. ‘How old are you?’


‘Eighteen.’


‘Eighteen,’ she echoes. ‘So you know it’s up to you now, right?’


I press my lips together and nod, attempting to look determined. I don’t want to make obvious to everyone else what Nicole so clearly suspects– that I’m entirely, hopelessly, out of my depth.


Four months ago, a stranger walked up to me, handed me a piece of card and changed everything. I was in London to visit a university that I wasn’t sure I wanted to attend – I wasn’t sure about uni at all, actually, so I guess it felt like the universe was intervening on my behalf. Now I’m on the other side of the planet, getting paid to wear beautiful things. It’s unreal. A crazy, consumerist fairy tale, and I want so badly for it to somehow become my real life. But it doesn’t feel real, and I worry that that’s because I’m not actually any good at this. That I never will be, and very soon everyone is going to realise that they made a terrible mistake.


‘Hey,’ Nicole says softly, tugging me back to reality. I meet her eyes, which are startlingly blue, and she smiles. ‘If you’re here, you’re here for a reason,’ she says. ‘Okay?’


Ten minutes later, I’m repeating those words in my head like a mantra. I’m here for a reason. I’m here for a reason. I’m—


‘Jesus Christ.’ The girl next to me groans. ‘These shoes are killing me. I’m a size eight and these are sixes.’


I glance over and sure enough, her feet are spilling out of the strappy sandals she’s wearing. I’m lucky enough to be wearing too-big boots with a handful of tissues stuffed into the toes, but still, I find it mystifying that in an industry where our measurements are more important than our names, we’re so rarely given shoes that fit.


‘They’re fine,’ the stylist says dismissively. ‘You’ll only be wearing them for five minutes.’


The girl scowls. The stylist doesn’t notice, too busy fussing with the voluminous bow collar of my dress. It’s burgundy silk, paired with a tight black belt to match the boots. There’s a leather trench coat draped over my shoulders and heavy gold earrings dangling to my neck. I’m wilting under the weight, and the second that I finish my circuit of the runway I’ve got to strip it all off and dive into a velvet three-piece suit in approximately one minute flat.


I think I might have fainted if Nicole hadn’t made me eat. The belt, the stress, the heat – it’s swelteringly hot in here, here being an old warehouse overlooking the Hudson River. They chose a sparse, industrial setting to contrast with the opulence of the collection, apparently, but it’s miles away from my next show in Bowery, which starts in an hour’s time. I have no idea if I can get there in time. Or what happens if I don’t.


‘You’re done. Go get your picture taken,’ the stylist says, pointing me towards a photographer. Said photographer is tall and wan with pale brown hair, artfully mussed. He says nothing as he waves me into a group shot with three other girls, none of whom I recognise. We all bunch together, though, cheesing like we’re best friends.


‘Okay,’ the photographer says eventually, an apparent dismissal. Next thing I know, a woman with a clipboard has taken my arm to guide me towards the line of girls beside the stage. She consults said clipboard, places me between two of them, then walks off without a single word.


It’s weird, being treated like an inanimate object. I can’t imagine I’ll ever get used to it.


‘Audrey.’


I turn, startled to hear my name, and see Marika, her long black hair in a ponytail just like mine. I’m convinced that I look like an egg with my hair slicked back but with Marika it only emphasises the height of her cheekbones, the shine of her flawless ebony skin. She’s the most beautiful person I’ve ever met – that I’m ever likely to meet. She’s also my roommate for the week.


‘Are you heading to Bowery after this?’ she asks, which is typically direct. Marika doesn’t really do small talk. It’s one of the few things I know about her.


‘Bowery, yeah. Are you?’


‘Yes,’ she says, like it’s obvious – which I suppose it is, given the context. ‘We should share a cab.’


‘Sure!’ I say brightly. Cabs are expensive, but they’re covered by my agencies right now, along with my other expenditures. I’m not sure exactly how much I owe them; plane tickets to New York aren’t cheap, and neither is rent, or comp cards – the glossy A5 printouts of my headshot that I have to carry everywhere. But neither of my agents ever seem particularly bothered about the money, assuring me that it’s all ‘an investment’. An investment in me, I suppose, which is nice. Alarmingly loaded, yes, but mostly nice.


‘Okay.’ Marika nods. ‘Meet me out back?’


‘Sounds good. Thanks.’


Marika flashes me a brief smile, which is unexpected. As is her offer. We’ve been sharing a room for a week now and she’s mostly kept to herself, which is totally fine – it’s not like I’m such a social butterfly either, and as much as I want her to like me, I know there’s no forcing it. Attending five schools in six years taught me that lesson the hard way.


‘Hi, can I get everyone’s attention?’ a clear voice suddenly calls out, and everyone backstage falls silent. They stay silent, too, because Miranda Browning has spoken.


I know next to nothing about high fashion, but I know Miranda Browning. Just about every celebrity on the planet has worn one of her designs to an awards show at one point or other, and then there are the iconic Browning bags. It’s a simple design, but Miranda transformed them into the ultimate status symbol by only producing a finite amount each year and gifting a select few to whoever happens to be dominating pop culture at the time. Actresses, activists, influencers, politicians – the official list of recipients is reported breathlessly, analysed intently. The rest trickle down to the highest bidders.


All this and she’s barely forty. It’s kind of staggering, honestly.


‘So, this is it!’ Miranda says brightly. ‘We’re finally here, and I just wanted to take this moment to thank you all. This show represents the hard work of every single person in this room, and I’m so, so proud.’


She’s standing at the top of the stairs that lead to the stage and smiling down at us like a benevolent queen in a simple black jumpsuit, her auburn hair held loosely in a claw clip. I know she probably can’t see me but I find myself smiling back all the same.


‘I also want to tell you girls that you shouldn’t be afraid to let your personality shine out there,’ she continues, turning towards us. ‘My entire career, everything I do – it’s all about celebrating women. Uplifting them. When they wear my designs, I want them to feel brave and beautiful and powerful. Every woman deserves that.’


I hear Marika make a small scoffing noise, then – almost like laughter. I glance over, surprised, only to see that her expression is perfectly blank. I quickly avert my gaze, wondering if I imagined it.


‘Thank you,’ Miranda concludes, looking misty-eyed as she clasps her hands together. ‘This is my fifteenth Fashion Week and it means every bit as much to me as the first. Really. Thank you so much.’


She bows her head, backing away as everyone starts to applaud, myself included. The atmosphere is so buoyant that I almost forget to be nervous until sparse electronic music starts to pour from the speakers above.


‘Places!’ someone yells as the lights dim. Marika has disappeared, retaken her place in the line. A hush falls as we’re chivvied forward, the air thick with anticipation.


The girls at the front are disappearing, which means that it’s time. I suck in a breath and swing my arms, tipping back my chin. This is the first real fashion show I’ve ever walked in, and it couldn’t be bigger. All morning I’ve been half-expecting someone to tap me on the shoulder and tell me that there’s been a mistake. But I’m still here. And maybe like Nicole said, it’s for a reason. But even if it’s not, in thirty seconds, I’ll be out on that runway, a hundred cameras flashing in my face and immortalising this moment for ever. My face, these clothes, this gorgeous, dizzying city – all inexorably connected, now and for ever.


I’m here.


And that simple, irrefutable fact makes me feel a little more solid, somehow. I hold it in the forefront of my mind as I start to walk, the stage lights leading me out of the dark.










EZRA


I WAKE UP IN PAIN. MY HEAD IS THICK WITH IT, DULL AND NEEDY. I’d roll over and go right back to sleep if it weren’t for my phone, hidden from sight and ringing at a truly obnoxious volume. I groan, fumbling for it under my pillow – Romy is calling. Weird. Weird enough that I have to answer, unfortunately. I force myself into an upright position, dimly realising that I’m fully dressed as I raise the phone to my ear.


‘Good morning,’ I croak.


‘Morning? It’s gone twelve.’ Romy laughs. She sounds especially American when she’s on the phone – borderline valley girl.


‘Figure of speech,’ I reply smoothly. ‘What’s up?’


‘Caro told me about your talk last night. We’re actually understaffed right now so it’s amazing timing, but you’ll need training before the dinner rush. Can you be here in an hour?’


Ah. It’s all coming back to me now. The party. The balcony. Caroline offering me a job at Romy’s restaurant. In my defence, it seemed like a good idea at the time.


‘Or earlier, if you can manage,’ Romy continues. ‘It’s Fashion Week so we’re slammed with reservations. I’m actually kind of desperate, so …’


‘Yeah, I mean – I’d love to help out. Really. It’s just – I think I’m coming down with something,’ I tell her, clearing my throat. ‘I woke up feeling like hell.’


‘Poor baby. Have you taken any Advil? Always works for me when I’m hungover.’


I huff and flop back on to the mattress, defeated. She knows me too well, unfortunately.


‘What about food?’ I sigh. ‘I’ll be hungry by the time I get there.’


‘There’ll be food, Your Highness. It’s a restaurant.’


‘Hm. Am I getting paid?’


‘That’s kind of the point of a job, yeah. Listen – I have to go but thank you, Ezra. Really.’


‘Thank Caroline,’ I retort, but she’s already hung up. I drop my phone and shut my eyes, wondering if puking mid-shift is a sackable offence.


The extent of the damage becomes apparent as soon as I’m vertical. I almost pass out in the shower and have to sit down, hot water raining against my sore shoulders as I rest my head on my knees. I have no idea how many glasses of champagne I knocked back at Maggie’s party before slipping out and taking the subway downtown. There’s a place in Chelsea that’s lax about ID and always has movies showing on the TV behind the bar. It was Jaws last night, and by the time they blew up the shark it was just me, the bartender and some old guy with a yellow beard wearing a cap that said RETIRED AND LOVING IT!


I don’t really remember what time I got back here. It doesn’t normally matter – my go-to hangover cure is sleeping for as long as I want, then heading down to the Korean restaurant on the corner to try and fill the void inside of me with tea and dumplings. But now I’ve got to get my life together and get to Chelsea within the hour, lest Romy murder me with one of her fancy knives. She might look like sunshine, all freckled and smiley and California-blonde, but she didn’t get to be head chef in a fancy Manhattan restaurant by virtue of being adorable. She’s fully capable of fucking me up if I leave her in the lurch today.


I roughly towel myself off, ruffling my hair as I scrutinise my reflection in the fogged-up mirror. It’s getting long again. It grows fast – so fast that I used to have to cut it myself when I was at school. The results were reliably awful until Edie eventually offered to give it a go, and she was actually pretty good at it. Then again, Edie was good at everything.


I get dressed quickly and gulp down some water before heading out. It’s a clear, cold day – the kind of weather I’d enjoy if it didn’t hurt to be alive right now. I decide to take the subway instead of walking, if only to take advantage of the lack of natural light. I might be on time, actually, which is a novelty. I haven’t needed to be punctual in months.


Well. I probably should have shown up to Maggie’s party a little earlier, now I think of it. I just didn’t figure that she cared too much about me coming, though that’s not to imply that she doesn’t care about me. She’s a great sister. Better than great. Like, when we were younger and Mum and Dad worked all the time, Maggie was always the one who walked me home after school. Only in hindsight did I realise what a boring chore that was to saddle a teenager with – I know that I wouldn’t have put up with it, but Maggie did. She helped me with my homework, too. She did hers at the same time, sitting opposite me at the kitchen table. It used to drive me nuts when she told me off for slouching or reached over to check my answers without me even asking, but they’re good memories. Caroline might have been more of an ally, but I missed Maggie just as much while I was away.


She was at college when I was packed off to boarding school, supplementing straight As with a string of summer internships. By the time she graduated she’d already been deluged with job offers, and now she works at a fancy PR agency, getting paid a comical amount of money to – to do whatever it is that she does, I suppose. Precocious, sure, but no one’s surprised. Maggie’s had her shit together since before she could walk.


Anyway. I’m at the station, now – it’s quiet, so I glide straight through the barriers. The train I need is grinding to a halt just as I reach the platform, which feels like a good omen. There’re plenty of seats, too, and someone’s left a book on the one next to mine. I glance around the carriage to see if anyone looks like they’re going to claim it, but apparently not. I pick it up, turn it over in my hand. The Lonely City – bleakly appropriate – so I wedge it into my coat pocket. I’ll give it a good home.


I lean back, stretching my legs slightly. I should probably be nervous – I’ve never had a job before, so I don’t know what to expect. Maybe it’ll imbue me with a newfound sense of purpose and the rest of my life will automatically fall into perfect order. More likely, I’ll be so useless that Romy fires me within the week, but either way it’s something to do.


Something that I hope Caroline tells Dad about before I have to.










AUDREY


‘HEY THERE!’ OUR SERVER CHIRPS, PONYTAIL BOBBING AS SHE bounces up to our table. ‘How are we all doing?’


‘Oh, just great!’ Imogene beams, leaning towards her. ‘Could we get these plates cleared?’


‘Sure thing! Was everything okay?’


‘Amazing,’ Imogene enthuses, tossing her honey-coloured hair over her shoulder. ‘And can we get some more water for the table?’


I stifle a yawn and glance away. It’s gone ten but this place is still brimming with people, all apparently very happy to be eating this late at night. The food is great, admittedly, and the restaurant itself is beautiful: raw plaster walls softened by hanging greenery and pendulous golden lights.


‘Audrey, sweetheart,’ Imogene says, resting a cool hand on my arm. ‘Is everything okay?’


‘Oh, fine,’ I manage. ‘Just zoned out for a moment.’


Probably because I’ve been awake for eighteen hours and on my feet for most of them. No need to point that out to Imogene, though. She’s my agent in New York, and pretty much every aspect of my life here is guided by her perfectly manicured hand. What I wear, where I go, who I see; I live in anticipation of her instructions. Not that I resent it. Everyone she’s ever introduced me to has gushed about how lucky I am to have her – aside from being amazing at her job, she also happens to be gorgeous, stylish and a beacon of relentless positivity. Imagine a Disney princess in a leather trench coat, drafting an email on her phone while hailing a cab to the opening of an organic wine bar – that’s Imogene.


‘Are you sure?’ she presses, voice low. ‘You’ve been quiet all night.’


‘I know. I’m sorry,’ I tell her, abruptly chastened. Imogene used to model herself, and not that long ago – she knows so many important people in this industry, and a lot of them are currently sitting around this table. It’s an incredible opportunity to network and I’m totally squandering it.


‘No, don’t be sorry!’ Imogene says emphatically, eyes wide. ‘I’m worried, is all.’


‘Don’t be,’ I say quickly. ‘I – I think I’m just coming down from the day if that makes sense? It was a lot – amazing, but a lot.’


I walked five shows total. Imogene was at one of them and sent me pictures of myself stomping down the runway in a chainmail dress and buffalo boots, hair wet with gel. I recognised the outfit before I recognised myself.


‘I get it. But you did a great job, sweetheart. And you look stunning tonight.’


‘Thanks.’ I smile, adjusting the strap of my dress. It’s skimpy, silver and belongs to Marika. I packed light, and she deemed the lone black dress in my suitcase to be ‘sad’. Harsh but fair, and this one is undeniably pretty. Designer, too, which means it was probably gifted after a shoot or a show. We get paid in clothes, sometimes. It was an exciting prospect before I realised that modelling has overhead costs.


Another server appears to start clearing our plates then, and I lean back in my chair as he reaches over to take mine, resisting the urge to let my eyelids droop. It’s embarrassing, how exhausted I feel. All I can think about is getting back to the apartment, crawling under the covers of my unfamiliar bed …


‘Should we order cocktails?’ someone pipes up and my fantasy of a full night’s sleep recedes a little further into the distance.


Forty minutes later and the evening has devolved into hushed, frantic gossiping about people I’ve never met. We’re no closer to leaving and I’m actively resisting the urge to rest my head on the table. Marika looks just as fed up, but we’re seated at opposite ends of the table so I can’t even openly commiserate with her.


‘I’m heading outside for a sec,’ I tell the girl next to me, pushing out my chair. Everyone else is deep in conversation and I figure that some cold air might help wake me up.


‘To smoke?’ she replies, her voice husky and French-accented.


‘Uh … yeah,’ I reply. I’m not, obviously, but maybe it’s weird to go and stand outside for any other reason?


‘There is an area,’ she says conspiratorially, gesturing towards the far end of the restaurant. ‘They do not like it when you smoke out of the front.’


‘Oh. Thank you,’ I reply, realising that she’ll think I’m an idiot if I go out through the entrance now. Smoking area it is, and no one seems to notice me leave. But as I make my way to the back of the restaurant, I realise that maybe I ought to have asked for more detailed directions. There’s a door, but there’s also a small metal staircase. Neither has any signage to indicate where they lead.


I peek through the door and see a hallway, narrow and nondescript with a fire door at the end. I don’t want to hover and make it obvious that I have no idea where I’m going, so I slip through. No one stops me, no alarms sound, so I think that I might be in the right place. When I step outside, I find myself at the top of a small set of steps leading down into an alley, fenced off and well-lit with a row of bins—


‘Are you lost?’


—and a guy, sitting on an upturned crate, watching me. It’s the server who took our plates earlier. And he’s English. I wasn’t expecting that.


‘Maybe,’ I say, taken aback. ‘Is this the smoking area?’


‘Technically. There’s a rooftop bar that you might prefer.’


‘Oh. Is that up the stairs?’


‘… Yeah,’ he says, and I realise then that I just asked this guy if the roof is upstairs.


‘Right.’ I nod, feeling my face heat. ‘Makes sense.’


‘Or you could pull up a crate,’ he offers. ‘Up to you.’


I falter, trying to visualise the alternative. A rooftop bar means that I’ll be surrounded by people who are older and cooler than me – drunker too, probably, and maybe friendlier than I’d like. Then again, it’s not like hunkering down in an alley with a stranger is so smart. But he does work here, so …


‘Is it okay if I just … lean?’ I ask, gesturing vaguely to the building exterior. It feels like a sensible compromise. The door is still open, plus my shoes are spiky enough to double as a weapon if needs be.


‘Sure. It’s an alley for all.’


He gets to his feet then, clearing the stairs in one bound. I’m startled until he proffers a packet of cigarettes, looking at me expectantly.


‘Oh, um – thank you,’ I manage, hesitating slightly before taking one and putting it between my lips. I guess I did come here asking about the smoking area, and I’m not sure how to justify my presence otherwise. But the waiter is looking at me strangely, brow slightly furrowed.


‘Are you – do you actually want that?’ he asks, and I blink at him, taken aback again.


‘The cigarette,’ he clarifies. ‘I mean – do you smoke?’


I take it from my mouth then, feeling heat flood my face.


‘Um … not particularly,’ I manage, startled by the fact that he’s apparently psychic. ‘I don’t – I have smoked, if that’s what you’re asking, but—’


‘Whoops,’ he says easily, tucking the packet away again. ‘Sorry. I shouldn’t have assumed.’


‘No, I – that doesn’t mean I mind if you smoke,’ I say quickly. ‘Like – you can have this one, if you want.’


I offer the cigarette back to him, realising too late that it was in my mouth approximately ten seconds ago. He takes it, though, smiling faintly as he flips it between his fingers. The end of it is smudged with my lipstick. The wrong end.


‘Oh,’ I say, awkwardly gesturing at it. ‘Bit of a giveaway that I didn’t know what the fuck I was doing, right?’


‘That and your general aura of vitality,’ he replies, smiling as he slips it into his pocket. ‘I mean – I figure a lot of models do smoke, but—’


‘How did you know I’m a model?’ I interject, surprised.


‘Educated guess. You’re tall, clearly not from around here …’


‘I could say the same about you.’


‘And it’s Fashion Week,’ he concludes. ‘Though if that’s all it takes then maybe I should give it a go.’


‘Is it something you’re interested in?’ I ask, resisting the urge to look him up and down. He’s wiry as well as tall with a cutting jaw and an endearingly crooked nose. I could definitely imagine him sloping down a runway in some fashionably-distressed ensemble, scowling the way that the male models always seem to. All of this to say he’s cute, basically, but I’m pretending that I haven’t noticed to lessen my chances of getting flustered.


‘It’s tempting.’ He nods. ‘But leave behind the glitz and glamour of the service industry? I don’t know.’


‘If you’re implying that modelling is glamorous, I promise you it’s not.’


‘Said the girl in the silver dress.’


‘This dress isn’t even mine!’ I protest hotly, surprising myself. Surprising him too, I think – his grin widens, exposing a pointed incisor.


‘That wine your table was drinking is a hundred dollars a bottle,’ he tells me. ‘What do you have to say to that?’


‘That I’m not drinking it. And I’m definitely not paying for it.’


‘Is this a Cinderella scenario?’


‘Mm-hm. The carriage is out front.’


‘Better get moving, then. You’re about to miss your midnight window.’


‘I’m aware,’ I say, and I’m smiling too now. ‘Painfully so.’


‘Ah. Early start tomorrow?’


‘Uh-huh. I suppose you get to lie in, working here.’


‘I’m not sure. I’ve only had this job for twenty-four hours.’


‘For real?’


‘Yeah. But I’ve already been told that I’ve got a good handspan for trays, so I’m pretty sure I’m crushing it.’


‘Wow. Why are you here, then?’


‘This city or this restaurant?’


‘The city, I guess. I mean – you’re from England, right?’


‘More so than not.’ He nods, expression shifting slightly.


‘I’m sorry,’ I say, abruptly realising I’ve overstepped. ‘That’s probably personal.’


‘No, I don’t mind,’ he says, meeting my eye. ‘I just—’


‘Ezra!’


We both start, turning in unison to see a woman in chef whites. My first thought is how pretty she is, tan and lithe with sun-streaked hair drawn back into a stubby ponytail. My second thought is that I really hope she’s not about to yell at us.


‘Your break ended five minutes ago,’ she tells the server – Ezra, apparently. Thankfully she seems more exasperated than angry.


‘My bad,’ he says lightly. ‘Gimme a sec?’


‘You’ve had several,’ she says, before glancing at me. ‘Hi.’


‘Hi,’ I say, my voice suddenly small. ‘Um – sorry. I took a wrong turn.’


‘Don’t worry about it,’ she tells me, gaze sliding back over to Ezra. She cocks an eyebrow, and for the first time I see his cool composure slip, a dull flush rising in his cheeks.


‘Duty calls, then,’ he says briskly. ‘It was nice to meet you.’


‘You too.’ I nod. ‘Um – I’m Audrey, by the way.’


‘Audrey,’ he echoes, hovering. For a moment I think he’s going to say something else but instead he just ducks past me, disappearing into the building and out of sight. The chef follows and I’m left alone, then.


Alone and feeling a whole lot more awake than I did five minutes ago.










EZRA


‘SO, EZZY,’ CAROLINE SAYS LIGHTLY, SPEARING A STRAWBERRY with her fork. ‘What’s this I hear about you canoodling with a model last night?’


‘ “Canoodling”?’ I laugh. ‘Seriously?’


‘I obviously didn’t use the word “canoodling”,’ Romy interjects, rolling her eyes. ‘But Caro asked me how your first shift went – I thought it was worth mentioning.’


‘And she was right.’ Caroline grins. ‘Spill, please.’


‘Is this why you invited me over for breakfast? To grill me for details?’


‘It may have been a factor.’


‘Wooow,’ I drawl, as if I have any right to be outraged. Honestly, the only reason I bothered to trek over to their apartment was because I wanted to eat whatever Romy was cooking. It turned out to be cinnamon French toast with a walnut crumble and summer berries, so entirely worth a little light interrogation.


‘So?’ Caroline prompts. ‘What’s her name?’


‘Audrey,’ I say, getting to my feet and picking up the empty cafetiere. ‘Who wants more coffee?’


‘Don’t deflect! Did you get her number?’


‘I might have done, had your lovely girlfriend not interrupted us.’


‘You’re not getting paid to flirt,’ Romy says flatly.


‘You haven’t paid me at all, yet.’


‘Did you get a surname at least?’ Caroline cuts in. ‘We can totally find her with a surname.’


‘Nope. Sorry to disappoint,’ I reply, and admittedly I’m a little disappointed too. I mean – I’m not deluded enough to think that a few minutes of conversation amount to a meaningful connection, but it’s been rattling around in my head ever since. Honestly, I’m not totally sure what did stop me from asking for her number. Romy’s presence? Fear of rejection? A tragically misplaced sense of loyalty to Edie?


Anyway, I didn’t. And then they left, not long after, so it’s all irrelevant now. Done.


Romy is on her phone when I set the down the fresh coffee. Caroline is peering over her shoulder, obviously engrossed.


‘What’s so interesting?’ I ask, retaking my seat.


‘Romy thinks she can find her.’


‘Find who – that Audrey girl, you mean?’


‘The reservation was made by an agent with AVW Models,’ Romy explains. ‘She comes in all the time.’


‘We’re going through their roster,’ Caroline adds. ‘Though maybe you should come and look. You probably remember her face better than Romy.’


‘You’re kidding.’


‘Of course not! This way you can find her socials, maybe drop her a DM.’


‘I don’t use “socials”. And as nice as it is that you guys are so invested in my social life—’


‘Oh, there she is!’ Romy suddenly cries, and I feel a flicker of anticipation despite myself. Romy proffers the phone and – yeah. It’s her, looking serious in a pared-back headshot. Her dark hair is parted neatly and her pale face is bare, dusted with a scattering of freckles that I didn’t notice last night. Her eyes are dark too, and intent. It’s as though she can see me through the screen.


‘Definitely her?’ Caroline asks.


Yep,’ I say, handing the phone back. ‘That’s the one.’


‘No surname, though,’ Caroline says, pulling a face. ‘Sorry.’


‘You tried.’ I shrug, attempting to look unbothered. Even if they had tracked her down, it’s not like I would have done anything about it. Not unless I somehow figured out a non-creepy way to go about it.


‘I’m bummed.’ Romy sighs. ‘She seemed sweet. And you don’t have any friends here.’


‘Jesus.’ Caroline laughs. ‘Kick him while he’s down, why don’t you?’


The topic is mercifully dropped after that. I hang around, though, because I like spending time at Caroline’s. It’s cluttered in the best kind of way, the living room doubling as her studio. There are half-finished canvases propped against every wall, a stool and easel beside the TV. She perches there, furtively sketching me while I sprawl across the sofa, watching old episodes of The Nanny and pretending not to notice.


My mind is still stuck on last night. Thanks to Romy and Caroline, every errant thought I have somehow circles around to that girl, Audrey. I just – I wish I could have spoken to her a little longer. I think I might have made it weird when she asked me why I was here in New York – I can’t remember what I said, but I guess I reacted like I was offended because she started to apologise. I wasn’t, though, it’s just the question itself knocked me off kilter, though the answer should be simple – my family is here. But it doesn’t feel simple, and I might have elaborated had we not been interrupted. Might have told her that I’d spent the bulk of my teenage years at boarding school in England, and didn’t know I’d be moving back here until my dad sent over the details of the Manhattan apartment he’d bought for me to live in.


Yes, bought – just another notch in his property portfolio, I guess, because he acted like it was no big deal. I’d assumed that moving back to New York would mean moving in with him, but that was stupid, really, because we hadn’t lived under the same roof for any prolonged period since I was thirteen. Whenever I stayed at his apartment during the holidays it always felt as though we were in an unspoken competition to spend the least amount of time there. It shouldn’t have surprised me that he wouldn’t want me there indefinitely.


All of that would have been a significant overshare, though, and discounts the fact that I thought Edie would be coming with me. She’d flipped out when I told her about the apartment – at the time I was feeling pretty stung by Dad definitively kicking me out of the nest, but she acted like I’d won the lottery. Then she practically begged me to let her come to New York and move in with me, which was hilarious. I was so painfully, pathetically in love with her that she needn’t have even asked nicely


But then Edie changed her mind. About me, about the apartment – about everything. So that’s that, and I need to figure shit out on my own. The job is a start. A social life would be nice too, but the prospect of actively seeking out friendship is excruciating. There’s this great Susan Sontag quote about how moving into the world like that feels like a moral fall, which is dramatic, yeah, but I get it. I’m all too aware that most people are repulsed by any palpable sense of need, especially in a city like this. I can live with being lonely.


I can live with most things, I think.


I continue to.
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