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  This series has had a series of editors due to maternity leave and relocation. My deepest thanks go out to all of them: Venetia Gosling, Joanna Moult and the newest member of the

  Susanna team, Jenny Glencross. Each one of you has contributed to making Susanna the gutsy girl she is. Thank you! A Prada handbag full of gratitude to the Press Office of Olympus Fashion Week in

  New York for letting me peer behind the velvet ropes . . . even though neither one of us knew what I might see. Much love to my awesome agent, Laura Langlie. (I’ve run out of adjectives!)

  And, as always, a gazillion kisses to my husband Bob who is my first reader and biggest fan.
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  I never dreamed it would happen to me. I’ve become a fashionista.




  ‘A fashawhat?’ Dad asked me when I told him that Nell Wickham, Scene magazine’s uber-glam editor, had offered me the chance to cover New York’s major style

  event: Fashion Week.




  ‘A couture cognoscenti,’ I informed him, having just memorised the term.




  ‘I see,’ he said, though he didn’t see at all. Not that it mattered. Fashionistas like moi aren’t into labels – except designer ones, of course. And, FYI, we

  have our very own language which uses foreign words like moi and cognoscenti and abbreviations like FYI.




  Becoming a fashionista is one of the hardest things I’ve ever done. Mostly because I had so many other things to do, like cram for my killer finals at the end of sophomore year,

  spend the summer doing community service (my school adviser flat-out refused to consider last summer’s catering to Nell Wickham’s every neurotic need as service. Can you believe

  it??), and start a new school year in which I, Susanna Barringer, am determined to get a bonafide boyfriend. My fantasy relationship with Hollywood mega-hottie Randall Sanders is over. It’s

  time to get real.




  So, in every spare moment I’ve had for the past six months, I’ve been studying style. I watched Project Runway and Full Frontal Fashion on television. I devoured

  Vogue. While babysitting my three baby brothers – two-and-a-half-year-old triplets – I practised speaking Fashionese.




  ‘Henry, your Boyz in the Hoodie sweatshirt and cargo pants are too matchy-matchy,’ I said.




  ‘I wuv Elmo,’ he replied.




  My Fashion Immersion has taught me that grey is the new black, shorts are the new trousers, long sweaters are the new shirts. Round-toe shoes are in; balloon-poppers are out. Or,

  is pink the new grey? Are trousers the new shorts? Is a waistcoat the new sweater? Honestly, it’s impossible to know for sure because, when it comes to fashion, there’s only one rule

  that’s set in stone: the moment a trend is solidified, designers will trip over themselves to change it.




  So, for the past few months, my brain has been over-heated with fashion temperatures: cool looks, hot trends, white-hot accessories. I learned the difference between a ‘catwalk’ and

  a ‘runway’. A catwalk is an elevated pathway for a model to strut her stuff; a runway is on the ground. But few fashionistas get that technical. Unless, of course, they’re

  talking about an empire bodice, which is the new waistline. Or, is the waist the new upper ribcage?




  Whatev. The important thing is that my months of hard work are about to pay off. I’m ready to take on the fashion world for my second reporting assignment for Scene. Not that

  hiding in a limousine trunk on Oscar night was an actual assignment. Still, Nell Wickham – editor of the hottest celebrity magazine in the Northern Hemisphere – said she was

  proud and called me ‘fearless’. She also called me Susie, Susan, Sue and Suzanne, but why quibble over names when I’m now known as the teen intern who can get the story no matter

  how much trunk lint it takes?




  Sweet!




  Today, as the leaves in New York City turn ‘Golden Apricot’ (one of the season’s sizzling new colours, FYI), I’m going to enter the epicentre of style: Fashion Week. The

  mere sound of those two words sends shivers of thrill up and down my spine. The world’s designers will reveal their latest creations inside a monster tent in the middle of Manhattan. A tent

  that’s for insiders only.




  ‘Your press pass will get you in the front door,’ said Sasha, Scene magazine’s ga-ga Fashion Editor, ‘and I can get you into a few fashion shows, but the rest is

  up to you. Nell and I will be busy. We can’t babysit you.’




  ‘I don’t need a babysitter,’ I say.




  ‘Good. You only have one week, so make it count.’




  Six-feet tall, mega-thin, latte-skinned, eyes halfway between sage and copper, Sasha makes every outfit count. She’s beyond fashionable. If you want to know what will be in style

  tomorrow, look at what she’s wearing today. Her indefinable accent sounds dipped in honey. Even though the fashion section of Scene usually features celebrity nip-slips caught by the

  magazine’s seriously lush photographer, Keith Franklin, Sasha is a fashion diva. She oozes style. She was born hot. If they made designer diapers, she would have insisted her mother

  put them on her. Before I became a fashionista, I definitely would have fallen into the ‘not’ category. Unless you consider Gap jeans trendy. Which, silly me, I thought they were.




  ‘Not the way you wear them,’ Sasha told me, matter-of-factly, leaving me to wonder, How else do you wear jeans?




  During fall’s Fashion Week, I plan to find out. Inside the humungous white tent, everyone who is anyone will vie to see and be seen. (That’s another fashionista word – vie.

  From the French envier. As in ‘envy’.) According to Sasha, fashion shows will be running morning, noon and night on three separate catwalks (or runways, if you want to get

  technical). Celebs will be escorted to front-row seats, models will wow the crowd, fashion editors will make and break careers. Paparazzi! Stars! Supermodels! Oglers! Lindsay Lohan slipping in her

  Chanel boots!




  How lucky can a ‘not’ girl get?




  ‘Designer clothes are yet another way to enslave women in our male-dominated society,’ Amelia, my bff, said at school today. ‘Along with all sizes under ten, Botox, and

  Brazilian bikini waxes.’




  ‘Does this long sweater make me look fat?’ I replied.




  Yep, I’m going in. My absolute fav place to be. Especially after my experiences in Hollywood. Nothing feels better than being on the inside of a velvet rope with a red carpet

  beneath your feet. Except maybe getting my first-ever article published in Scene magazine. Or riding in a limo with Randall Sanders. Or, okay, feeling my fingers curl around the muscular

  hand of a boyfriend who can’t stop telling me how lucky he is that I finally agreed to go out with him after months of begging. I’m pretty sure that will feel awesome.




  Here, back in reality, my heart rate is in triple digits. It’s Friday afternoon and I’m in Bryant Park – the beautiful chunk of greenery behind the massive hunk of marble that

  is the New York Public Library on Forty-Second Street. You know, the library with the famous lions out front? Well, Bryant Park is their backyard. And twice a year, a gleaming white tent rises like

  a radioactive marshmallow on the Sixth Avenue end of the park. New Yorkers all know about the Fashion Week tent. But precious few are allowed in. Men in black guard the entrance. No one gets in

  without a pass. The tent encircles all that is fresh and hip and happening. Soon, it will encircle me, too – a bit too happening in the hip area, but fresh and flush with ideas.




  My plan is simple: once I’m inside the tent, I’ll blend in, scope out the scene, eavesdrop, interview models, and score a backstage scoop. Piece of (low-carb!) cake. How hard can it

  be to sneak backstage at a tent?




  ‘Coming through,’ I say, a bit wobbly on my new round-toed platform shoes. My press pass dangles proudly on my grey-sweatered chest.




  As I weave through the crowd of tourists, I see television crews awaiting a celebrity sighting. They look hopefully at me, then quickly look away. Not that I care. The same thing happened on

  Oscar night and I got my own by-line in Scene magazine!




  ‘Pardon moi,’ I say, as I squeeze through the oglers and climb the stairs to the entrance.




  Though I’m ashamed to admit it, I do cop a bit of an attitude. My eyebrow cocks as I pass the tourists in their elastic-waist jeans and fleece jackets. Channelling Nell, I look at

  them and think, ‘How sad that I’m so of the moment and you’re so not.’ I even hear her British accent inside my head. A French phrase sneaks in, too. ‘Quel

  dommage’. What a pity.




  ‘Susanna!’ Sasha spots me climbing the front steps and dashes over.




  ‘Sash!’ I squeal, leaning in to air-kiss her cheeks. ‘You look d-lish!’




  ‘You dressed yourself?’ she interrupts me, wild-eyed.




  ‘Oui,’ I reply proudly, striking a fabulous pose.




  ‘I messengered clothes to your apartment. You didn’t get them?’ Sasha asks.




  ‘Black trousers and black shirts,’ I say.




  ‘So?’




  I stare at Sasha, agog. ‘Grey is the new black and shorts are the new trousers!’




  Sasha shuts her eyes and groans. Not the confidence-booster I was hoping for. Especially since I spent the past two weeks on a raw vegan diet.




  ‘That trend is already tired to the point of dead. For you, Susanna, black will always be the new black. And shorts . . .’ She glances down at the grey Bermuda shorts I bought

  at Bloomingdale’s with my mother’s employee discount and shudders.




  At that moment, there’s a commotion behind us on the steps. I don’t have time to feel hurt. Sasha and I both wheel around. Me, still shaky in the high platform pumps I bought at

  Payless.




  ‘Janet, Janet, Janet!’




  The crowd chants and surges forward. Sasha grabs my sleeve and yanks me through the entrance, into the tent.




  ‘Nell is looking for you,’ she says. ‘Tomorrow, wear what I gave you.’




  I nod, but I barely look at her. Janet Jackson just walked into the Fashion Week tent and she looks magnifique!
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  Not even one minute into my new assignment and already a superstar sighting! Wahoo. Hobnobbing with the terminally chic is so much better than riding around in a

  trunk!




  With bodyguards cushioning her, Janet Jackson is ushered straight past me. She wears black trousers and a black shirt, which Sasha doesn’t fail to acknowledge with a cock of her own

  eyebrow in my direction. But, Ms Jackson looks nothing like I would look if I’d worn the clothes Sasha messengered to my apartment. The brim of her cap dips sexily over one eye; a long white

  jacket flows past her muscled thighs. Large hoops hang down from her ears. And there’s that unmistakable smile. As she floats past me, I’m struck with the same thought I had in

  Hollywood on Oscar night: celebrities really are a different species. They’re lit from within with stardust.




  ‘It’s mineral make-up,’ Amelia said when I mentioned my ‘stardust’ theory. ‘You, too, can look galactical.’




  I rolled my eyes and sighed. Amelia is so earthbound. She’s one of those effortless beauties – short, dark hair that falls perfectly; an athletic body that can handle a slice

  of pizza and two garlic knots without turning them into a muffin-top billowing over her jeans the very next day. Though Mel was interested in my adventures at the Oscars, I have yet to

  inspire true star worship in my best friend. She once said, ‘Sam Worthington is too pretty to be hot.’ How do you respond to something as absurd as that?




  The Jackson entourage quickly moves out of sight, leaving me standing by myself inside the humungous white tent. Sasha is off being fabulous somewhere. Nell, for the moment, is out of sight.

  Though it’s decidedly unfashionable, I allow my jaw to hang open while I take it all in.




  Inside, it doesn’t feel like a tent at all. Not that I’m at all familiar with tents. Camping among hungry wild animals and using leaves as toilet paper is totally not

  my thing. I’m more of a zoo girl. And scented quilted toilet tissue. But this tent, well, it’s more like a magic white fortress than a collapsible building with canvas walls. Bright and

  sunny, the ceiling is sky-high and the room vibrates with the pulsing bass of distant loud music. Ba bum. Ba bum. It’s huge . . . and I’m only standing in the

  lobby. The actual fashion show catwalks are – you guessed it – behind velvet ropes at the far end of the ginormous room. Guarded by more men in black.




  My first fashion show isn’t for an hour, so I half-heartedly look for Nell while I stroll around the room and check out the scene. Yeah, I could call her cell to find out what she wants.

  But, why wake the sleeping beast? Knowing Nell, she probably wants me to rush out and find her a hat just like Janet Jackson’s. No way am I going out when I just got in!




  Making sure my press pass is facing outwards, I close my gaping mouth and subtly bob my head to the beat as I strut into the crowd. A tall girl in spiked heels and red tights hands me a free

  magazine. Another offers me a bottle of water. I guzzle it down, and grab another for later. Tons of Glitterati – beautiful people, according to my Fashionese lessons – are milling

  around, all pretending that they don’t care what anyone thinks of them, but dying to be praised.




  ‘Alandra, I’m loving those earrings.’




  ‘Gar, your vest is so now.’




  ‘Did you see what Jasmina was wearing? It screamed 1980s.’




  Flashes of conversations fly by my ears.




  ‘Zac Posen’s show is the must-see.’




  ‘Narciso is fabuloso!’




  Smack in the centre of the tent lobby, there’s a large stone fountain surrounded by mannequins in designer robes. Above it, like a humungous lampshade, a white gauzy sphere encircles

  several twinkling crystal chandeliers. At eye-level, flat-screen TVs face out, showing earlier runway shows. All along the edge are sponsor booths – Delta Airlines, Moet Chandon champagne,

  and the official Fashion Week hydrator: Aquafina. Free bottles of water are everywhere.




  Note to self: bring bigger bag tomorrow.




  ‘Excuse me,’ a man with dyed-orange hair, a suit made of shower curtain fabric, and a matching puffy hat taps my shoulder. ‘Where’s the restroom?’




  ‘I have no idea,’ I say. ‘Sorry.’




  With a pained expression, he quickly prances away.




  Second note to self: forget guzzling Aquafina until you find the loo.




  Honestly, it’s hard trying to look cool when I’m in the middle of such a spectacle. I want to squeal and clap my hands like a kid at the circus. No one in my school could believe I

  scored such an awesome gig. It’s September, school just started, and I’m already racing off after World History class to pad my future resumé. Ever since Nell Wickham brought me

  on board last summer to be her ‘average teen’ intern, my life has been anything but average. And a press pass to Fashion Week, well, it doesn’t get better than that.

  (Unless a bonafide boyfriend was here with me. Maybe even a college boy, though my parents would freak.)




  I do spot a smattering of Jersey girls with big hair and burgundy nail polish and arrogantly wonder, ‘How did they get in here with us?’




  ‘Excuse me,’ I say, walking up to a Fashionista such as myself. She wears a white puffy mini-dress that looks like baby-doll pajamas. ‘Can you point me in the direction of the

  toilettes?’ I ask.




  She’s sucking on an Aquafina bottle, so I’m pretty sure she knows.




  ‘It’s ove—’ Suddenly she stops. Her eyes scan my body from head to toe. ‘Scene magazine?’ she asks, her gaze resting on my press pass.
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