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Prologue



TOM FORD YIPPED FROM INSIDE the bedroom, his tiny claws scratching against the door. His whining was the last thing I wanted to hear after a long day of castings.

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” Kylie said, sloshing around a half-drunk martini.

“Why?” I asked, turning the handle of the bedroom door. Tom Ford bolted from the room, his little legs carrying him as fast as they could. I immediately regretted not heeding her advice: My sixteen-year-old roommate’s long, thin model legs were splayed out to each side of her bed. On top of her was a man, pumping away and shouting in a South American accent. Our poor dog, Tom Ford, had been trapped in the bedroom—terrified by their cries of pleasure; he’d been desperate to get out.

The metal frame bunk bed creaked so loudly that they didn’t hear me come in. I stood in the doorway, dumbstruck. Not because I’d walked in on my sixteen-year-old roommate getting drilled by her Latin lover. That in and of itself wasn’t so shocking. What did catch my attention was the fact that she was entirely naked—except for the pair of Dior heels she had strapped to her feet. My Dior heels. The guy quickened his pace, and the heels started banging against the bottom of the top bunk. Shit, that can’t be good for the shoes. I debated trying to sneak them off without her noticing, but decided that after her fun I’d just give her a little talk about how we ask before we borrow people’s things.

I closed the door and left them to finish their business.

“I told you not to do that,” Kylie said, taking a sip of her drink.

On the couch, Lucia was crying again. All six-foot-one of her was laid across the cushions, her face buried in a throw pillow. She peeked her tear-soaked face at me, reached mournfully to the coffee table, and pulled another Kleenex from the box. Tom Ford licked her hand, trying to comfort her, to no avail. After blowing her delicate reddened nose into it, Lucia threw the Kleenex onto the pyramid of other used tissues. She was quiet for about a second, then her skinny body started shaking again as the sobs came. Kylie, who was sitting in pajamas on the chair next to her, looked annoyed. Lucia’s crying was distracting her from the television just as her favorite character was getting voted off the Survivor island.

“Shut up, Lucia…. Shut up! And watch it—you’re getting makeup all over the couch,” the redheaded Kylie said in a slurred Australian accent in between chugs of her drink.

I should have asked the Slovak what’s wrong, but I probably already knew the answer—she was depressed, so pretty much anything was liable to send her waterworks spurting.

Usually either: a) she was missing her home, family, and cows in Slovakia, b) she missed her photographer ex-boyfriend who had dumped her for a younger model, c) her older married man had canceled a hotel date to spend time with his wife, or d) some interesting combo of the previous three.

Kylie drained her martini glass and hiccuped a bit. She stood up, all wobbly from vodka, and took her empty glass into the kitchen for a refill. She measured out two spoonfuls of Metamucil Orange that she then mixed with straight, chilled vodka to make her specialty—the Metamucil martini. It was a sad fact that Metamucil and vodka were about the only things we had in the kitchen.

I sat down on the armrest, next to the sniffling Slovak, and looked suspiciously at the bedroom door. A couple of the girl’s banshee wails crept out, and I feared for the safety of my Diors.

Lucia started to pull herself up a bit, having gotten over whatever was bothering her. Her lip still quivered as she looked in her compact mirror and tried to clean up the mess her tears had made. She was wearing a very revealing Dolce & Gabbana dress her married boyfriend had bought her—it looked like she had been on her way out before falling prey to a case of the weeps.

“Heath Ledger supposed to be at Marquee tonight, Svetlana said,” Lucia told me as she applied damage control to her face. “Lucia like Heath.”

“Isn’t he married, too?”

She didn’t seem to hear me.

Soon Lucia was ready to go again. She stood up, smoothed her dress, and looked at herself in the mirror on the wall.

“How’s my makeup?”

“Don’t worry, you look beautiful, Lucia,” I said.

“Really?”

“Really,” I answered. She smiled at me. And I wasn’t lying—she was beautiful. I guess we all were, or at least were considered interesting-looking enough to be offered New York modeling contracts based on nothing but a dream, our complexion, and slender bodies.

“I will get Heath’s number,” she said as she snatched her fake Prada bag and walked defiantly out the door for the club, where she would never meet any A-list celebs, but instead another sea of desperate investment bankers with too much money, too much cocaine, and too little sex in their lives.

Just as soon as Lucia left the apartment, Kylie shot past on the way to the bathroom—she’d had one too many sips of her Metamucil martini. Slamming the door shut, she began puking—a little more violently than usual. I sighed, took off my flats, walked over to the bathroom door, and knocked.

“Are you all right, Kylie?” I asked through the door.

“Uh-oh,” I heard her say as soon as she stopped heaving.

“What?” I asked.

“Who the hell left their bloody Manolos next to the toilet?” she said.

At this the man emerged from our bedroom, half-dressed, his dark skin glistening with a postcoital aura. I recognized him from the party circuit: The latest victim of Christiane’s boundless libido was a Brazilian male model. Inside the bathroom Kylie started barfing again. The Brazilian walked to the door and pointed at it with a worried look on his face.

“Will she be long?”

 

NOW ALL THIS MAY SEEM STRANGE, but it was utterly routine to me at this point. You see, I had lived in the model dorm for almost six months by the time Lucia went on her wild-goose chase for Heath Ledger, Kylie puked on the $700 heels Svetlana got from one of her Russian mafia boyfriends, and the hot Brazilian came out of our bedroom, oblivious to the fact that he’d just had incredibly loud sex with a sixteen-year-old. It all came with the territory.

Just arrived from Eastern European countries with names I sometimes couldn’t even pronounce, from cow towns in the Midwest, from the rough favelas of Rio, we were all aspiring models, landing in the dorm with visions of Vogue spreads and Fashion Week runways dancing in our heads.

The model dorm was where the Agency stuck the new girls. Girls who were new to modeling, new to the country, or who just weren’t making enough money to live anywhere else. For $2,000 a month we had the privilege of sharing a bedroom with three, four, or even five other girls—in bunk beds—in our “very own” one-bedroom apartment in the lifeless Financial District, in far downtown Manhattan. Since none of us were regularly landing well-paying modeling jobs, we couldn’t afford to pay rent on our own, so the Agency charged it to our accounts, which meant that any money we earned would go directly back to our Agency before we even had a chance to spend a nickel of it. The money covered the room, no board, a small weekly stipend, and—naturally—unlimited access to the gym several floors below.

We were merely girls, the oldest of us only twenty-two, all of a sudden leading grown-up lives with no supervision—save for the weekly measurements at the Agency. We weren’t going to college, but this was our own university—instead of classes on Plato or biochemistry, we had to learn how to walk properly and survive on two calories a day. We were dropped in the middle of the most exciting city in the world, crammed together in a ten-by-twelve-foot bedroom. We made the model dorm our home. This book is the story of that dorm: high treachery, backseat blowjobs, cocaine diets, illicit pregnancies, $1,000 bottles of champagne, wealthy club managers from France, tears, couture fashion, and all.

 

LIKE MOST YOUNG GIRLS, I occasionally fantasized about strutting down the runway, a supermodel, next to Cindy Crawford, Naomi Campbell, or Christy Turlington. I’d flip through the pages of my mother’s fashion magazines, entranced by the beautiful women in their beautiful clothes, a glossy world that seemed to be another planet altogether. But I never thought that a modeling career was in my cards, especially after beginning that sadistic social experience known as junior high. As a result of an early growth spurt, I towered awkwardly over my classmates, teetering down the school’s hallways, not quite in control of my limbs. The other kids teased me constantly—especially the popular girls. My school day basically became an exercise in trying to keep as under the radar as I could, which wasn’t easy, considering that my lanky body made me instantly recognizable in a crowd. It also didn’t help with the boys. It seemed like I was a foot taller than them—I’ll leave it to you to imagine how we looked when slow-dancing at school functions.

Then, over the summer between eighth grade and high school, something happened. It was like my body told the rest of me to hurry up already, and things filled out, my knees were no longer quite so knobby, my face seemed to take shape gracefully, and I was ushered into the early stages of womanhood. I was still taller than everybody else, but my first day in high school was a revelation. Boys started staring at me as I passed in the hallways. At first I thought maybe there was something really wrong with me, but I realized quickly that their gawking was a positive thing. The girls were still mean, but now it was because their boyfriends were paying attention to me. It was the good kind of attention.

One day at the beach, the summer after my freshman year, I noticed a man with a camera gazing intently at me. My friends teased me about it, and I blushed red. All of a sudden, they stood up and ran into the surf, laughing shrilly and leaving me alone. I looked through my bangs and saw the man walking toward me. I didn’t know whether to run off too, but before I could decide, he was beside me.

“Hi, I’m Greg.” He put out his hand, wearing a disarming smile that put me at ease. “I’m a professional photographer. Have you ever thought about being a model?”

Not seriously. But the seed was planted, and soon that was all I was thinking about.

Greg put me in contact with a local agency, and I started doing small-time work, shoots for local department store catalogs, fashion shows at local malls. I started getting used to the nuances and quirks of the industry, and smelled the bigger, glamorous world out there, much more exciting than Saturday-morning trips past the food court on makeshift runways. New York was never far from my mind.

Now that I was a model, almost overnight I went from serving as the butt of my classmates’ jokes to being the girl everyone said was pretty and stuck up. Everyone except my parents, that is. Not that they thought I was ugly or anything—far from it—it’s just that they didn’t want me to get carried away by this dream. They wanted me to be more than just a pretty face, more than just arm candy to some ex-PGA player who had retired to our suburban Virginia town and ran a series of flashy car dealerships off the interstate.

My parents pictured me shuttling off to a well-respected college when I graduated high school, my transcript stocked with A.P. classes and my spirit shot through with a burning passion for the courses in English literature or political science I’d be taking—I can smell the ivy now, just thinking about it. Because for them, that was it—college straight off or a life scooping ice cream at the Dairy Queen, living in a trailer with three kids from two different fathers (one of whom was in jail), scratching lottery tickets all day in hopes of winning it big.

Well, I didn’t even finish high school. I had a different idea. I was going to be a model.
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AS THE PLANE DESCENDED TO JFK, I caught glimpses of the New York City landmarks that were so familiar from the movies—the Brooklyn Bridge, the Empire State Building, Central Park. It was what I now recognize as one of those glorious early September days just after Labor Day, when the humidity has finally broken and everyone decides it’s finally safe to return from the Hamptons or venture out of their air-conditioned apartments—as good a day as any to begin my career as a hopeful supermodel in New York.

After the small-town work in Virginia, I had signed on with a boutique agency in Miami and spent time working small swimsuit shoots, a flash of prestige here and there. Miami’s like a farm team for the big leagues. While in Florida, a representative of the Agency scouted me. My heart palpitated in the meeting—what was going to happen? It was short and sweet. They liked my look. I had the potential for big, big things. Would I consider relocating to New York and signing with the Agency? They’d put me up in their special apartment for their girls. Would I consider relocating to New York? It seemed like the dumbest question in the world at the time, like asking a man who’s been trekking across a desert for five days straight, “Would you care for a sip of water?”

And so here I was, in the city.

Outside the baggage claim waited a shuttle the Agency had arranged, and my bags and I were soon zipping toward my future—as a model in New York! Even though I’m generally levelheaded and had modeled in Miami, the thought made my breath catch for a second. This was where it all happened, where I could make an actual career. A tingling started in the back of my neck and crept down to my wiggling toes. I closed my eyes, sank down in the seat, and wallowed in the feeling for a moment, my imagination taken away by a movie montage of clichéd ideas—skipping down Fifth Avenue in couture Chanel just bought from Saks, strolling through Central Park with a handsome man on an autumn day when all the leaves seemed to be setting the ground on fire, sipping cocktails at one of New York’s hot spots at a table with the city’s glitterati, making the cover of W magazine….

When I opened my eyes, we were on the Brooklyn Bridge. Through the windows of the speeding vehicle I saw the skyscrapers in Midtown, their lights twinkling in the evening. They looked close enough to touch.

The shuttle came to an abrupt halt in front of a building that looked like all the other ones, except for a stainless-steel sign that spelled out the building’s name above its glass doors, MAISON 46.

The driver turned to me. “Here you go, miss.” He jumped out and pulled my bags into the lobby for me.

On the street, I paused to look around. Turning slowly in one place on the sidewalk, I peered up into the purple night sky. The skyscrapers seemed to rise forever.

The driver came out of the building after bringing in my last bag and saw me standing, frozen to the ground.

“This is not right address?” he asked me with some concern. “The street and number same you gave me.”

“No, no, it’s right. I was just thinking,” I answered, breaking my eyes away from the sliver of sky.

He didn’t move, and I realized he was probably looking for a tip. I opened my handbag and saw I had only the crisp hundred-dollar bill my mother had pressed into my hand before sending me off on what she considered to be a foolish girlish whim that I would be returning from in a month, obviously admitting how right she and my father had been the whole time.

The driver saw my hesitation as I looked into my purse and smiled at me. “Don’t worry—next time, okay?”

The shuttle careened down the street to its next destination and, after its taillights faded, I turned to what would be my new home. From inside the glass doors, the doorman looked at me, and I decided not to keep my new home waiting.

I pushed open the tall doors and entered into the lobby, which had a dull sheen from the brushed steel that lined the walls. The doorman stood upright at his shiny desk in an impeccable maroon uniform with matching cap. He looked me up and down with an amused expression on his face.

“Apartment 1480?” he asked.

“Yes, but how did you—?” I asked, surprised. Had the Agency left my picture?

“Ms. Johnston, correct?” he cut me off. “The elevators to the fourteenth floor are on the left.”

“Don’t I need a key?” I asked innocently enough.

He chuckled. “I’m sure the door’ll be unlocked, don’t you worry. Try to get one of the girls to make you a copy. Good luck.”

 

I STOOD AND LOOKED at the number on the door: 1480. Taking a breath, I turned the knob—it really was unlocked. The door swung slowly open and I had the first look at what was to be my new home. The living room looked as if it had been transplanted directly from some eight-year-old IKEA showroom—once-snappy side tables with their paint now a bit chipped, a stained red sofa bed, along with a few wobbly wooden stools, indicated the Agency’s taste in modern design. (And its frugality.) The indoor carpeting was pocked with a few large, suspicious-looking splotches.

The first thing I noticed besides the furniture and dilapidated carpet was Kylie, just as you met her earlier. She lay slumped down on a dingy overstuffed chair, her long legs coming together at the knees, then forking out lazily. She looked about my age—eighteen or so, although everyone’s perennially eighteen in the modeling business. With a martini glass teetered dangerously in her hand, she snored a little bit, passed out in front of the television while her idol, Heidi Klum, was auf’ing another wannabe designer. Kylie’s mother, herself a martini-sipping television aficionado, had named her daughter after the actress in Neighbours, her favorite Australian soap opera. Ironically, it’s Kylie Minogue’s signature feature, her juicy ass, that our Kylie spent hours squatting and lunging to avoid. Her red hair was meticulously done, and the makeup on her face, with its defined cheekbones and almost perfect symmetry, looked stunning. I found out later that she had been on another series of unsuccessful castings that day. After work she had changed into decidedly unglamorous sweatpants and a ratty T-shirt, which I would come to find was her nightly uniform for getting wasted on her special “regulating” cocktails.

Farther off, in the corner of the apartment, was a rickety computer desk. A girl leaned sideways in the chair, clacking away at the keyboard. She was wearing a pink floral silk robe that hung loosely on her delicate shoulders. It wasn’t fastened all the way. Her ponytail bobbed as she typed and puffed on a cigarette, halfheartedly trying to blow the smoke out the window, then ashing in a coffee mug. She didn’t even turn when the door opened.

I let the door swing closed behind me and put down my bags. Kylie woke up with a snort. She opened her glassy eyes and peered at me, confused for a second.

“Hi, I’m Heather,” I said, smiling, stepping forward to shake her hand when I saw she had woken up fully. Kylie put her glass down and stood up woozily to greet me.

“Oh, hello. I thought they mentioned something about a new girl coming in,” she said in a lilting Australian accent. “I’m Kylie—you didn’t bring any duty-free, by chance, did you? I think we’re out. Except whiskey. I can’t stand bourbon, all that bloody sugar, you know, and from corn.”

“Oh, no, I didn’t…. I’m from Virginia, so it was a domestic flight,” I said.

“Whatever. I’ll go get some downstairs in a few. Anyway, welcome.” Now that she was fully awake, she gave me the once-over suspiciously.

Kylie looked me up and down for the first time, then relaxed. I seemed to pass her test—of nondirect competition, I would find out later. Kylie was a shorter (only five-ten) model, better suited for high-fashion print work, and the Agency had told me I was better suited for more commercial work, like catalogs and lad mags like Maxim or FHM. She seemed relieved I wasn’t another girl she was going to have to scrap it out with, and as a token of friendship, she put out her unsteady, gazelle-like arm to offer me a sip of her drink.

“Nip of vodka?” she asked.

Not wanting to be rude, I took the glass from her and had a small sip. I almost spit it right back up, and Kylie laughed.

“They all do that the first time—Metamucil martini, a specialty I’ve concocted here,” she said, snatching the glass from me and taking a drink of her own. “Nothing bloody better to unwind a girl and keep her nice and trim. Trust me.”

From the corner came an angry yell in Russian, which made me jump. The girl at the computer started hitting the side of the monitor with the flat of her hand, telling it all sorts of most likely not-so-friendly things in her native language. She turned to us and, with no introduction, spoke to me in a horribly broken Russian accent. “You know computer?”

As she turned, her robe slid open, exposing a perfectly rounded breast, just one part of what I could tell was a textbook model body hiding under the pink silk. She was at least six feet tall, with legs that seemed to extend forever. Almost as an afterthought—not out of any sense of decency—she tied the robe back up tightly, drawing it against her defined collarbones. Her hair, tightly bound in a ponytail, was platinum blond. As for her face, it was from the classic mold that fashion types adored among Eastern Europeans—not necessarily the prettiest, but sharp and striking with exaggerated cheekbones, almost severe, like some come-to-flesh version of an expressionist painting.

“The computer?” I asked.

“Fix for Svetlana?” she asked, motioning to the frozen monitor. It took me a second to realize that when she said Svetlana, she was referring to herself—it was the best introduction I was going to get.

“I don’t know, I can try….”

“Yes, try,” she said, eagerly motioning me over and putting out her cigarette in the cup.

On the screen, frozen, was what looked like a chat room, although I couldn’t read anything, since it was all in Cyrillic. A picture of two naked women covered in body glitter was at the top.

“Svetlana friends,” she said, pointing at the screen.

I punched a few buttons on the keyboard, but nothing happened. The space bar: nothing. Still captured on the screen, as in some time capsule, was God knows what she had been typing just a minute earlier. I went to the last resort of pressing Ctrl-Alt-Del, and the entire screen went blank.

“Oops,” I said.

Svetlana saw the blank screen and looked panicked for just a second.

“I’m so sorry; it wasn’t supposed to do that; it’s just restarting now; just wait a second,” I said.

But Svetlana was already listlessly lighting another cigarette and looking out the window, running her hand over her glistening blond hair.

“Svetlana bored,” she said. “And Svetlana hungry.”

“You? What is your name?”

“Name? I’m Heather. It’s nice to…”

“Heather, you and Svetlana, we do Double Seven tonight,” she interrupted.

“Double Seven?”

“Yes, yes, Double Seven! We have very much fun together! Is very good!” she squealed in her Russian accent, shaking my arm.

I strung together what little I knew of Svetlana at this point—basically centered around her interest in chat rooms filled with pictures of glittery naked women. What was this Double Seven? And why does she want me to do one with her?

“I, uhh, I…” I stammered, trying to figure out the logistics of a double seven. “Heather and Svetlana go, yes? Best new club! Free drinks for models. Svetlana model! Heather model! We go!”

With relief, I realized she was talking about Double Seven, a hot new nightclub I had actually seen mentioned on the Page Six website while trying to study up on my adopted hometown.

“Svetlana, Heather’s very tired after all the traveling, and I haven’t even seen my room yet,” I said. Why had I referred to myself in the third-person?

Svetlana looked a bit disappointed, but certainly not deterred.

“Okay, but tomorrow, Svetlana and Heather go for party?” She clutched my arm with her delicate fingers and looked at me with the Slavic equivalent of puppy-dog eyes, and I couldn’t refuse her. She kissed me on the cheek and smiled sweetly. At that point, it seemed implausible that we would soon become best friends. Well, not really friends, but whatever.

I went to pick up a bag I had put down in order to fix the computer, and the strap slipped out of my hand. A paperback book on the artist Mark Rothko slid out onto the mottled carpet—I’d picked it up at a local bookstore before I left Virginia. Svetlana picked up the book with a puzzled look, like no printed matter besides glossy fashion magazines had ever crossed the threshold of the dorm.

“He’s one of my favorites,” I said to my new roommate, pointing to the book. I’d always had an interest in art since I was a child. My dad would take me to the National Gallery of Art in Washington, D.C., and show me all the colorful pastels, and I’d ooh and aah like I was watching a fireworks display. I’d started out loving the French impressionists, but since I now thought of myself as all grown up, had moved on to more edgy artists from the twentieth century. I was excited to be in New York to get a chance to see some of the most famous art in the world firsthand, and maybe even visit some of the galleries I knew were downtown, showing the latest brilliant artists from around the world.

“Have you been to MoMA?” I asked Svetlana. The Museum of Modern Art had opened again in its new building, and I couldn’t wait to check it out.

Svetlana looked confused.

“Moomba? That club close long time, Svetlana never gone, but I hear Leonardo and Tobey hang out there, yes,” she said, like I’d just outed myself as being hopelessly out of touch. I didn’t bother correcting her.

A snore broke the moment—Kylie had passed out again, flopped in the chair. A bead of slobber ran down from her cherry-red lips onto her chin.

Svetlana took a long drag of her cigarette and looked at the Australian with a smug smile on her face. “She never get job looking like that.”

The front door opened, and two girls entered, carrying bags from the pharmacy. Svetlana quickly stubbed out her cigarette and nonchalantly sat back down at the computer desk. One of the girls, who looked a bit older—maybe twenty-two—with lustrous brunette hair, still fabulous in old jeans and a hoodie, smiled widely when she saw me. She put down her bag and reached her hand out.

“Hi, I’m Laura, nice to meet you! Welcome to our palace.” Laura emptied a box of tampons and three rolls of toilet paper from the plastic bag and looked quickly around the room, sniffing at the cigarette smoke. She seemed at home in that dingy living room.

“I’m Heather,” I replied, shaking her slender hand. “Nice to meet you, too.”

Laura turned to the girl behind her. She was a wispy, striking blond. She shyly introduced herself to me before scampering into the kitchen.

I wish I could remember her name, but she was out of the dorm in two days, sent back to wherever she had come from, having given it her shot here in New York. To tell you the truth, I can’t remember half the girls who lived there—everyone seemed to blur together after a while, in and out, the few successful ones moving on to a swankier (and cheaper) place, while the majority simply were sent back home by the Agency, chewed up and spit out by the fickle beast that was the modeling industry.

Picking up the T.P. from the table, Laura brought it into the bathroom.

“Svetlana, Kylie—you guys need to pay me for the toilet paper,” she called as she stashed the rolls under the sink. “I’m the only one who ever gets it, and we’re always out. And it’s gross—one of you guys needs to clean the toilet. I’m not the one constantly vomiting in here.”

Svetlana, logging back on the computer, pretended not to hear her, while Kylie rolled a quarter-turn in her chair and groaned a bit.

“Have you seen the room?” Laura asked as she came out of the bathroom.

“Not yet, no,” I answered.

“Well, here it is, you’ve got one of the top bunks,” she said, walking to a door next to the computer.

Bunks? I thought as she opened the door to the bedroom.

Laura flipped on the light and motioned me in. The bedroom was as shabby as the living room, except about fifty times smaller. Crammed inside were three sets of bunk beds. One six-compartment dresser was stuck in between a set of the bunks. Colorful skirts, panties, and jeans flowed out of the half-shut drawers. The space beneath the beds overflowed with suitcases, other clothes they’d managed to stuff in, and all sorts of heels and boots. With barely any space to turn around between the bunks, the room seemed better suited for midgets than any other potential residents, and the thought of six model-height girls sharing it already made me feel a tad claustrophobic.

“Home sweet home,” Laura said. “You’ll get used to it. That one’s yours.” She motioned to an empty mattress on a top bunk to the left. “I bet your room back home was bigger than this, right?”

It had actually been a lot bigger—and I had it all to myself.

“I hope you don’t have too much stuff,” said Laura. I sheepishly realized I had brought about every fashionable—or at least fashionable in Virginia Beach and Miami—article of clothing I could possibly fit in my suitcases. “The Agency treats us like queens, right?” Laura laughed at this and walked out to tend to some chores.

I took a look around by myself, and climbed up on my bunk. It squeaked loudly as I sat down. Little did I know exactly how much mattress-squeaking would be going on in that room.

 

THAT FIRST NIGHT IN THE MODEL DORM probably goes down in the books as the most peaceful of my stay there. Sure, Svetlana and one other girl I never was even introduced to came stumbling home at five A.M., but at least they were alone and had drank enough to pass out as soon as their heads hit their pillows. Everyone slept soundly that night—everyone except me, that is.

I tossed and turned, couldn’t seem to get to sleep. But I’ll be honest—my insomnia wasn’t because I was chewing over some complex issue, or even just worrying how I’d make out as a model now that I was in New York. It was because I hadn’t quite gotten the knack of sleeping with my feet dangling over the end of the bed. The Agency, apparently to save a few dollars, had settled for normal-length twin beds for the bunks, forcing me into all sorts of contortions to fit on the mattress.

Around six in the morning, the sun beginning to creep into the room through the blinds, I walked to go to the bathroom. When I got back, tiptoeing groggily into the room so I wouldn’t wake anyone, I almost burst out laughing, except I was too bleary-eyed to muster the energy: Enough dawn light had come in that I saw the other four models, sleeping like angels—and all of their legs hanging awkwardly over the aluminum-pole ends of the bed frames. Just one of the occupational inconveniences of being an aspiring fashion model, I would learn.
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THE WINDOWS OF THE AGENCY’S OFFICE peered down at me as I stood outside the next day. I felt like maybe they were even judging me, just a little bit, but that was probably my sleeplessness-induced paranoia. So I stood on the street in Soho, the crowds of fashionistas and tourists and artists dashing past me, the occasional Marc Jacobs bag brushing against my leg, its owner hurrying off to what was no doubt some terribly important meeting. No time like the present, I thought as I boldly stepped to the entrance and took the elevator to the Agency’s floor.

I was coming in to get my marching orders for the next day or two, and to endure what would become my weekly measurements.

Entering the first door, I found a waiting area with fashion magazines tastefully arranged on the coffee table. The decor was modern and sleek. You could say it was your normal everyday upscale waiting room, except there was a gigantic window that opened onto the main room of the Agency—you could see and be seen alike. A tall well-dressed man saw me enter and motioned for me to go to the door leading me inside. After buzzing me in, he walked briskly toward me with a big smile and kissed me on both cheeks in the French fashion.

“Hi, I’m Luke, one of the bookers here. Lovely to meet you, Heather. You look fabulous in that shirt. So skinny!”

“Thanks….” Trying to look as confident as possible, I still blushed, not expecting a compliment on walking in. I could immediately tell that Luke was one of those gay guys that every girl dreams of having as a friend—long on compliments, supersweet, and ready to listen.

“Who is that?!” a disembodied female voice shouted from behind a particularly thick partition in the office. It wasn’t exactly what you’d call friendly. The tiniest of chills ran down my spine. Just for a second.

“Heather’s here, Rachel.”

“Oh.”

And that was all I heard or saw (or didn’t see, rather) of Rachel that first day. I knew she was the owner of the Agency, a successful ex-model herself. But what I didn’t know, and would later learn, was that she was by far the most feared of those in the Agency, a pit bull of a woman in a size-two dress and stilettos, who ruthlessly told even the dangerously skinny girls to shed five pounds the day before a casting, who would dismiss you with just an icy glance. Her favorite phrase when chewing out one of the girls was to start: “Do you think I made it by…?” as in, “Do you think I made it by worrying about trivial things like eating? Quit whining.” But she got girls jobs.

Luke showed me around the Agency’s office. On one wall, I was faced with a mosaic of pouting lips and perfect bone structure from all the comp cards of the girls the Agency represented. Each card had the “signature” picture of the model, along with all her vitals: name, weight, height, waist size, eye color, etc. The opposite wall was plastered with the recent magazine covers and editorials the Agency’s girls had appeared in. It was impressive. I wondered if I’d be up there soon, taking my place next to one of the models who had snagged an editorial in Elle magazine.

The tour conveniently ended in a corner of the office where I was faced with a scale.

“Honey, time for your first measurements, just to see where we’re at!” Luke said gleefully, and the way he used “we” made me feel a bit better about getting examined. Stripping down to my bra and panties, I stepped onto the scale. Luke looked at the number and took a few notes.

“Okay, that’s good, good. I think we can do a bit better, though, maybe five pounds to start, shooting for ten, don’t you think? You’re a gorgeous girl, and we really want to get you out there in perfect shape! Just like when you were fifteen.” He said this so sweetly and with such a smile—he actually knew how to tell a girl she needed to lose weight without sending her into a fit of tears—that I immediately wanted to agree. I nodded, thinking about what sort of meager food I could survive on, how much I’d run on the treadmill, and no booze, of course (too many calories).

Using a tape measure, Luke took the rest of my measurements, scribbled notes, then clapped his book shut with a sense of finality.

“Okay, all done! We’ll have to have you come in every week for this, just to see how we’re doing, okay, sweetie?”

I put my skirt and top back on, and it was done. Pretty painless compared to what some other agencies put girls through, I would later learn. The agency of another model I knew took Polaroids of her in her underwear, then had their weekly meeting where all the bookers assembled around a table, and with a bright red marker circled the “problem areas” on the girl’s body. Then her agent sat her down and discussed how to trim off that extra inch of “fat” from her hips. In two days, before the Donna Karan casting. Sounds like fun, huh?

Luke quickly briefed me on what I’d be doing in the coming week—a whole block of “go-sees,” test shots, and meetings. Go-sees were meetings the Agency had arranged with booking editors at magazines, managers of ad campaigns, photographers—basically anyone who would possibly pay to take pictures of me or who could possibly get someone to. The test shots with photographers were going to build up my portfolio of pictures, creating a precious book that would reflect who I was as a model. And the meetings—the Agency wanted me to come into contact with anyone and everyone who would take even a millisecond to look at me.

Luke handed me an agenda of all these meetings, each day crammed full of times and addresses and a dizzying array of names. He flashed a “go get ’em” grin before taking a swig of Vitamin Water.

And then my first visit was over, just like that.

I took the elevator down to the street and looked up at the windows of the Agency again. They didn’t look so menacing this time. Just five pounds. And then another five. Not too hard.

 

THAT NIGHT I WAS WRITING an e-mail to my parents—after hiding a few open windows on Russian chat sites Svetlana had been digging into—when Laura stormed in.

I jumped up as she swung the door open with a clang.

“Those bastards,” she murmured, throwing her bag down on the floor. A cell phone and a tube of lipstick tumbled out after the toss. Laura’s immaculate face was flushed with anger.

“What? What’s wrong?”

Laura’s entrance had caused enough of a commotion to break up a conversation between Svetlana and her friend Yelena, another Russian model from the Agency who was slumming it by hanging out in the dorm that evening. She had made it and was earning enough to live in a proper apartment—it was still a share, but an apartment nonetheless, and definitely no bunk beds to be seen. They had been chattering in Russian for nearly an hour about a new Ukrainian girl who’d been brought on by the Agency. I found this out when Svetlana had turned to me, practically out of nowhere, her nostrils flaring, and started in English: “This Ukrainian kuirva! You know? Svetlana and Yelena know, Heather, she eat much, don’t work out, she not last with Agency, Svetlana know. I think she drink too much, too.” She took a satisfactory drag from her Marlboro Red. Yelena had nodded, licking her lips at the gossip, and then they had started up their slam session again. Too many blond Eastern Europeans in the Agency = fewer jobs for the two girls. I had been a bit surprised at their cattiness, although it was tame compared to what I was going to see over the next few months.

So when Laura arrived, the poor Ukrainian girl’s reputation got a reprieve from her enemies, the Russians turning to look at our roommate’s dramatic entrance.

“Wrong?!” Laura motioned around the apartment. “This is what’s wrong, Heather! You know how much we pay to live in this place, and I make a simple request to the Agency and they just pretend they don’t hear. We live here, and I don’t want to see everyone suffer because they’re cheap.”

“Well, we don’t actually pay, I mean….” I tried to reason with her.

“Heather, wake up! We do have to pay as soon as we make any money. They keep a nice running tab. You know how we’ve been using deli napkins for toilet paper?” I didn’t know; I had just moved in. “Well, we shouldn’t argue about who’s going to buy it next—the Agency should do a better job of taking care of us. That’s not too much to ask.”

We all nodded a bit tentatively. Toilet paper. It seemed crazy. But it looked like it had become a crusade for Laura, the sticking point for her argument about how the Agency was mistreating us. The problem was that I sensed that all the girls on contract with them had an abject fear of the Agency, as if at any moment they could take away all legitimacy and approval of us as models and send us packing if we didn’t do exactly what they asked. But Laura, faithful Laura, who seemed to actually like the close quarters and camaraderie of the dorm, had finally snapped. She had been complaining to anybody who would listen to her at the Agency—mostly the other models—and it seemed someone (hopefully not one of us at the dorm) ratted her out to one of the agents to try to score some brownie points. The result was that Laura had been called in that day for what she thought was a normal check-in and measurements.

Kylie emerged from the bedroom, having been woken in the middle of one of her beauty naps by Laura’s tirade. Her eyes were big and puffy, and she instinctively walked to the kitchen for a pick-me-up.

Laura continued, “Somebody’s informing.” She raised an eyebrow and looked at us all. “I know it’s not one of you guys, but one of the other girls at the Agency is informing. Rachel called me in today, all secret-like, and said she heard I wasn’t happy with how things were going at the dorm, that I was bitching about not having toilet paper. I told her she had heard right. And you know what she said?”

I didn’t know, but I guessed that it hadn’t been so good. Talks with Rachel often ended in tears, fragile egos entirely ground down under her spiky heels.

“She said to me, all pissed off, ‘Do you think I made it by worrying about goddamn toilet paper?! What do you think you’re living in, a Howard Johnson?’” Laura stamped her foot down as she said this. “A Howard Johnson, can you believe that? And then she said we weren’t getting any free toilet paper, no arguments, and that if I didn’t like it, I didn’t have to stay here, and that if I didn’t like it here, maybe I didn’t like the Agency. We’ve got to do something about the way we’re being treated here!”

We all held our breath. She had crossed the Agency. A troublemaker.

“So who’s with me?”

For a moment after Laura’s declaration of war, everyone stared quietly at the spot on the floor at their feet. Those at the Agency were the gatekeepers to our success, the people who held our modeling fates in their hands, deciding whose comp cards went where, who should be sent to what casting…. To anger them, for something as trivial as a roll of Charmin, seemed like pure suicide.

But then Kylie piped up, raising a cocktail that had materialized in her hand. “It is just some bloody toilet paper, know what I mean? But we deserve that, human rights and all that rubbish. It means something,” the Aussie declared, her hair sprouting wildly about her head after a morning and afternoon of deep snoozing. It was the closest she’d ever get to a UN address.

Yelena snickered a little—just a little—obviously amused by our plight, since she didn’t have to live in the dorm.

“You need toilet paper? I go buy some for you, you don’t have money?” Yelena asked, faking concern.

No one dignified her jab with an answer. Even Svetlana gave her an icy glare.

“You’re right, Laura. I have a friend in college, and they said in the dorms there they get as much toilet paper as they want,” I said.

Svetlana nodded, her Russian blood starting to boil up at the thought of revolution, perhaps.

“All right, we’re in this together—toilet paper, or they’re going to have to answer to us,” Laura said, victorious, having won our support for now.

“Yeah! Though what exactly are you proposing? How do we get our message across to the Agency?” I asked.

“Hit ’em where it counts—their pocketbook. If we don’t go on our castings, it’ll make them look bad in the eyes of the casting agents. And if we don’t go and aren’t booking jobs, how are they going to make any money off us? They can’t keep treating us like this, right?” Laura proclaimed.

“Right!” we shouted in unison.

And so the Toilet Paper Insurrection began. Dammit, we were models, we deserved our two-ply. Revolutions have been waged over sillier things than toilet paper—just check your history books.

 

A COUPLE DAYS AFTER THE LAUNCH of the T.P. Insurrection, I found myself flying through Chelsea, up Eighth Avenue in a cab with Svetlana and a club promoter who had just bought us dinner at Japonais. I had made good on my promise to her: We were on our way to a club—Marquee—and my pulse was racing with excitement about what the night would bring.

I hadn’t thought much about paper products or revolutions since the insurrection began, but they were certainly on my mind now in the back of the cab. With one hand, Svetlana was holding a wad of toilet paper up to her nose to stop the bleeding and, with the other, she was massaging the well-toned thigh of the promoter through his Gucci slacks. He smiled weakly at her and then went back to looking at the street scene that sped by outside the taxi.

My first full week in New York had been as dizzying as the driver’s manic swerving, as the cab took a screeching turn onto Twenty-third Street. The Agency had decided to keep me on contract, ensuring that I wouldn’t be sent back to Virginia and an “I told you so” homecoming. As soon as I had my measurements, I had gone on a series of go-sees. I told myself they didn’t really count as castings and that Laura wouldn’t be disappointed in my breaking solidarity. I’d just gotten there—she couldn’t expect me to be a martyr, could she?

Not that it mattered, anyway. The T.P. Insurrection had lasted in full force all of maybe fourteen hours—merely one day after our fist-shaking resolution, all of us girls were sneaking out to our appointments. It had become a farce, with everyone pretending everyone else was keeping to the rules, even though we knew nobody was. Even Laura vanished with her portfolio in hand every now and then, supposedly to “get some air.” So, breaking the spirit, if not the letter, of our pact, I had spent days on go-sees, traipsing into chic magazine buildings and running up and down Fashion Avenue from place to place, all the while carrying my book of photos from my previous work in Virginia and Miami. In between the go-sees I spent time at the studios of various pseudo-famous photographers, getting test shots done to beef up my portfolio, as most of my shots were admittedly from when I was younger and thinner.

The go-sees were all pretty much the same: a brief chat where I put on my best smile, have important person X look over my book, then a Polaroid, a handshake, and a thank-you. Some of the meetings were so short and curt—and so many gorgeous girls were in the waiting room with me—that I was sure I’d made a terrible impression and that whatever booker I happened to have met was going to call the Agency as soon as I left and say: “What were you thinking, sending this girl over here? Hideous. Really, I thought better of you. Give the beast some TrimSpa and send her back to whatever cave she came from.” But at the end of the week the Agency called me and said I was going to be considered for a department store catalog shoot, which basically guaranteed that I’d be around for a while. So I’d wanted to celebrate, naturally—even though the night itself had turned into a sort of anti-celebration for both Svetlana and me. We both had gone to castings for the upcoming shows for Fashion Week and had gotten absolutely no bookings. But those problems disappear into the city night quickly with the right amount of alcohol and fun….

Wearing a flirty Betsey Johnson dress borrowed from one of the girls and sporting a pair of Svetlana’s Choos, I planned on making my first night at the club an unqualified success. Looking at myself in the mirror before we left, I knew that more than a few men would be turning my way.

Thursday was Marquee night for Svetlana. She had a whole schedule worked out: Monday at Butter, Tuesday at Marquee, Wednesday at Cain, Thursday back to Marquee, Friday at PM. Saturday was a wild card—try to get into Bungalow 8 or settle for somewhere in the Meatpacking District—and Sunday was, of course, the Lord’s day of rest, and anyway most of the clubs had their gay nights on Sunday. Rinse and repeat.

Svetlana had trained for her party life in Moscow, where she started out as a model, brought from some depressed city near Odessa, a Russian among Ukrainians. Her father, a bureaucrat from Novograd, sent to the Ukraine by Moscow, had died of a broken heart at age forty-seven after the USSR collapsed. Her Russian mother decided to stay in the Ukraine, and they had moved into a modest flat in Odessa, where if you had a pair of binoculars, you could say it had a lovely view of the Black Sea. She made quite a splash in the Moscow modeling scene with her unnaturally svelte long limbs and unique features, and soon her Russian managers farmed her out to the Agency in New York. For a fee, of course.

In New York she’d had a bit of success—walking in the Imitation of Christ and Jeremy Scott shows during the previous Fashion Week (which made her getting passed up this season twice as galling)—but that was about it. The Agency seemed to put enough faith in her reedy body and angular face that they kept her on (and kept charging her account the thousands of dollars a month for her tiny bed in our dorm. The poor giraffe).

She seemed to be acquainted with every club promoter in the sea of “it” clubs, and never missed a chance for a free meal at a ridiculously expensive restaurant—although she usually would only politely take two bites of the sea bass and then excuse herself to the bathroom—followed by a night of complimentary drinks in the VIP room of whatever club it may be that night (refer to the calendar detailed earlier). Normally club owners actually paid promoters to get models to show up to their night. The sight of five impeccable six-foot-tall models being whisked into the club through the VIP line is enough to set the investment bankers and hedge fund assholes in line on fire—and make them dig deep into their wallets as soon as they get in, in hopes of impressing us with their Amex Black cards.

And there Svetlana and I were, speeding to Marquee, her hand creeping dangerously close to the promoter’s crotch, while I pretended to innocently examine my borrowed yellow suede Louboutin flats. I was still recovering from Svetlana’s little “accident” back at the restaurant. Earlier in the evening at our dorm, she’d produced from her purse an enormous bag of cocaine she’d gotten the night before from one of her rich Russian male “friends.” She then commenced to inhale massive quantities of it in the bathroom, drawing out lines that seemed as thick as her wrists. All types of snorting noises were coming from behind the bathroom door. The whole while, Laura attempted to clean up the kitchen, looking stony-faced—as any good den mother would.

When we reached Japonais, she was giddy and ready for anything. Funnily enough, Svetlana’s English somehow jumped to another level of speed and proficiency as soon as the happy powder entered her bloodstream.

“James, this Heather, Svetlana’s friend,” Svetlana had said as she introduced me to the promoter. He was in his early thirties, not necessarily attractive, but not unattractive, either. Mainly, he was short, probably only five-nine. Three stunning girls from another agency were already seated with him. Svetlana’s teeth were starting to clack together already, a surefire sign that maybe she’d overdone it at the apartment with the coke.

“What are you drinking tonight, Heather?” James had asked, giving me the once-over while Svetlana tried her best to look available and not too coked-up. The restaurant itself seemed like some sort of petit-club, the fabulous and fashionable clientele craning their necks, checking the door to see who was coming in as they barely paid attention to their meals. A black male model I recognized from a Tommy Hilfiger campaign smiled at us from a table in the corner as we sat down.

We ordered the most expensive sushi on the menu and five pricey bottles of sake; James didn’t bat an eyelash. I actually ate some of the sushi, while Svetlana picked away at hers with the chopsticks so it looked as if she’d been eating something, at least (a classic tactic). Throughout the meal she had been rubbing her nostrils as the numbing of the drug spread up her nasal passages.

About a half hour in, Svetlana was trying to ask James a flirty question over the din of the restaurant. I was chatting with a model from another small agency who had come up from Alabama a few months before, but noticed Svetlana attempting to make a move.

“What?” he asked, bringing his ear closer. “I can’t hear you.”

Svetlana leaned in to ask her question again, the promoter mere inches from her lips, and all of a sudden blood came squirting out of her nose, shooting all over the obscenely expensive toro she had barely touched. Too much coke in too little time.

“Aaaah!” Svetlana squeaked, pulling back quickly.

James, who immediately knew what had happened, practically pulled all six-feet-plus of her body out of the chair by the scruff of her neck. “For God’s sakes!”

Svetlana, blood streaming out of her nose and over her hand, ran into the bathroom past a series of oblivious restaurant-goers, while James deftly covered the ruined sushi with a cloth napkin and looked a bit exasperated.

“Svetlana!” I shouted after her, when James grabbed my hand.

“Shh…Don’t make a scene, she’ll be all right in a sec.”

“Everything all right, Jim?” the waiter asked, with a slight grin.

“Yeah, you know these girls, some of them haven’t outgrown their allergies yet. American pollen, you know, probably not used to it.”

The waiter cleared away the plate, and Svetlana emerged from the bathroom, a huge wad of toilet paper crammed under her nose, trying to look as elegant as possible under such circumstances.

She actually seemed to have regained her composure and started strutting back to our party, until she reached another table about ten feet away from us. Her left heel slipped and she practically fell headfirst into a bucket of champagne a couple was sharing. She made an admirable save, though, catching herself and only shaking the table ever so slightly, spilling a few drops of bubbly in the process. The woman at the table gave her an icy glare, while her date stared slack-jawed, entranced by the creature who had nearly fallen into his lap.

I’d had to stifle a chuckle—despite the Russian girl’s tall hautecouture body, she was still only a girl, like all of us, and a clumsy one at that. Although the walk down the runway had been programmed into her muscles over the past couple years, in everything else she seemed just a bit off and awkward, no matter how hard she tried to be graceful around all the men. Every night there seemed to be some almost-disaster when she would nearly come lurching to the ground. And there were more than a couple nights when half a VIP room would know exactly what color thong she was wearing—or even better, how recently she had gotten her Brazilian wax—when, after too many glasses of bubbly, she would go clattering over some couch, her skirt practically flapping up to her dainty earlobes.

Back at the table after her almost-fatal swan dive into the champagne bucket, Svetlana sat down with the wad under her nose as if nothing had happened and took a swig of sake.

“Svetlana ready for Marquee.”

 

MY HEAD SWAM as James led us all out of the town car. We waded through the masses who were trying in vain to convince the stone-faced doorman that yes, in fact, they were on the list and should be let past the velvet rope.

I’d worried for a nanosecond that we might get carded but realized that in the glitzy New York club world, being a model is ID enough, no matter how young you are.

The music inside the club was deafening, drowning out everything in a stream of diva house music, interspersed with the latest hip-hop anthems. Svetlana had ditched her nose-stopper as soon as we neared Marquee. She examined herself in her compact mirror to ensure no blood was crusted on her nostrils. I’d checked my hair quickly in the rearview mirror before we hopped out and assured myself I was just as beautiful and glamorous as any of the other girls who were going to be there.

We faced a sea of beautiful women and the men who love to spend money on them, some dancing off-rhythm to the music, some cuddling in the banquettes, and others simply watching the crowd with silly drunken grins. A group of beefy Jersey types in khakis and striped guido shirts almost visibly started salivating as we swished past toward the VIP access upstairs. James nodded to the mountain of a man guarding the velvet rope to the back room, and he held open the gate for us.

My Russian roommate turned to me with a huge smile just before we climbed the stairs. “Svetlana so excited, it look good tonight!”

Depositing us at his reserved booth, James bade us farewell—“I’ll be up there in a sec, girls. Help yourself to the Belvedere on the table”—and quickly melted into the crowd. Not that we minded one bit as we giddily poured ourselves some vodka, waiting to see what, and who, we might discover.

The VIP clientele didn’t strike me as so much different from the main area, except for the fact that the women were even more beautiful. People were mingling, sipping champagne or cocktails. In one corner a girl clutching her Bottega Veneta handbag was dancing barefoot on one of the small tables, while a man in a tailored suit swayed beneath her on the floor, his nose dangerously close to going straight up between her thighs. He looked like he had just won the Powerball.

A girl from a reserved table off to the side started waving in our direction, and I recognized one of our new roommates who had just arrived a few days earlier—she obviously hadn’t had much trouble finding her way around the city. She was Brazilian, with a leopard-like body and incredibly thick curly black hair that always made her look like she had just stepped out of the stylist’s chair. She was sitting with a couple of other girls I didn’t recognize, along with a tall man dressed all in black who had his back to us. We got up from our booth, started walking over to them, and had almost gotten to the table when Svetlana performed an about-face, grabbing my shoulders. She had a panicked look in her eyes.

“What is it?” I asked, worried that maybe her nose was starting to act funky on her again.

“Heather, that Robert du Croix there!” she exclaimed breathlessly. “Is Svetlana look okay?” She turned her nose up so I could investigate.

“Row-bear du Croix?” The name didn’t click for a second, since Svetlana pronounced it as you would in France, but then I realized with a thrill whom she meant. Back home, while poring over some chic lifestyle magazines, I had come across an article about him—he was the famous, fabulously wealthy owner of Shiva Bar in Paris, the hottest spot to see and be seen for the glitterati in France for the past decade (or at least so the magazine claimed). Since I’d read the article, I’d been obsessed, picturing myself in the City of Light, dancing at Shiva Bar till dawn on a Tuesday. I’d gotten all the Shiva Bar mix CDs over the past two years and had listened to them nonstop in my room, imagining what must have been happening in that club night after night, the movie stars, rock stars, and fashion designers all together in one beautiful medley. Legend had it that one early morning, after the club closed, Monsieur du Croix took Madonna and a whole crew of other people who had been partying at Shiva Bar, commandeered one of the gigantic tourist boats on the Seine, and kept the soiree going until nine A.M., when the gendarmerie had to board from rafts, taking du Croix away in handcuffs under the shadow of Notre Dame. As they put him in a paddy wagon he reportedly had shouted, “Vive la liberté!” before chastising the cops for scuffing his Prada loafers.

Now here he was a mere fifteen feet away from us, and Svetlana was nearly having a stroke. Once again she had me check her nostrils, and I assured her that she looked fine. But what about me? I took a deep breath and tried to look as nonchalant as possible as we walked to the table.

The Brazilian girl stood up. “These are my roommates, guys.”

The girls, uniformly gorgeous, gave us a blasé greeting. Robert stood up and we got our first look at him. He was tall—even taller than Svetlana—and well-tanned, probably from time spent in St. Barts on his yacht over the summer. His dark hair was perfectly coiffed, swooshing back over his temples like a cresting wave, gleaming. His white teeth shone as he smiled broadly at us.

“Hello, I am Robert, a pleasure to meet you.” He stepped forward as I shook his hand, and he kissed me lightly on both cheeks. Doing the same for the nervous Svetlana, he nearly smashed noses with her as she miscalculated which cheek he would be going for first. He laughed lightly, and she tried to look as unflappable as possible, even though I knew her stomach was probably doing as many backflips as mine was, if not more.

“Will you join us for some champagne?” he asked with the seasoning of a man who has indeed asked many a woman to join him for champagne.

“Yes, thank you,” I said as we sat next to the other girls on the swanky couch.

Robert hailed a passing server: “Another bottle of the ninety-six. And make sure she’s not too cold, no?” The cocktail waitress nodded and sped off to retrieve another bottle.

He turned to us. “Where are you girls from?”

Svetlana was stone silent.

“I just moved here from Miami—and Svetlana’s from Russia.”

“Miami? I have a beautiful condo on South Beach.”

“Oh, me too! Well, it wasn’t exactly a beautiful condo, but it was on South Beach,” I managed to get out. I, of course, was overwhelmed with the impression that I must have sounded like an entire idiot, or at least that my dress must have been torn or I had a big piece of shiso leaf between my teeth from Japonais.

The champagne arrived, and Robert poured us two fresh flutes. As he filled my glass he looked directly into my eyes, and my heart performed a triple-Axel inside my chest. I nervously started playing with my necklace.

Svetlana had gathered enough courage to speak. “Svetlana from Ukraine, not Russia, but I always want to live in Paris. Paris best city in world, best nightspots!” she gushed.

“Yes, true,” he said, barely paying attention to her and turning back to me. “Me, I reside in Paris half the time and spend the rest of my time here in New York, along with some weeks in London and Miami. Being too long in one place makes me, well, a bit bored.”

We both nodded in agreement, although none of us really knew what it was like to be jet-setting across the Atlantic every two weeks.

He continued, looking to me, “And you are with what management?”

I told him that Svetlana, the Brazilian, and I were all with the Agency, and he nodded with a sweet smile. “Yes, they are definitely on the rise—I have spoken to my photographer friends about it. Very beautiful girls, as we can see tonight.”

Svetlana, absolutely smitten, blushed brightly, and despite the corny line, my pulse began racing, too. He seemed to be the most attractive man I had ever met—charming, confident, polished, and Jude Law beautiful. And also about twice my own age…but no matter.

Then he turned to a breathtaking blond next to him—whom I recognized from a Chanel campaign the year before—and began talking to her intensely, seemingly forgetting Svetlana and I. My Russian friend looked devastated. We sipped our champagne as Robert flirted with the Chanel blond. I talked to the friendly Brazilian girl while Svetlana tried in vain to catch Robert’s eye from across the table. Throwing her chin back to expose her shapely throat as she sipped her champagne, flipping her hair, she looked like a lost puppy.
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