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         About the Author

         Ayla Dade was born in 1994 in Bremerhaven in the far north of Germany. Her passion
            for reading and writing began when she was a young girl and used to craft books out
            of paper and glue, which she eventually filled with her own stories. Inventing new
            worlds, characters, and meaningful stories means as much to her as unwrapping a present
            from Father Christmas does to small children. Namely, everything.
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         For everyone who feels as though they’re not perfect.

         You are. Every one of you.

      
   
      
         Playlist

         A Little Too Much – Shawn Mendes

         An Wunder – Wincent Weiss

         Book Of Love – Peter Gabriel

         Down On Me – Jeremih

         Everything I Need – Skylar Grey

         Havana – Camila Cabello

         Ich lass für dich das Licht an – Revolverheld

         Impossible – James Arthur

         Kaum erwarten – Wincent Weiss

         Mad World – Gary Jules

         Next – Ariana Grande

         Save Tonight – Eagle-Eye Cherry

         Sit Still, Look Pretty – Daya

         Sweet But Psycho – Ava Max

         Talk Dirty – Jason Derulo

         That’s What Friends Are For – Dionne Warwick, Elton John

         Was du Liebe nennst – LNMOP, ZOË

         Wiggle – Jason Derulo

         You And Me (In My Pocket) – Wincent Weiss

         Zu dir – Lea
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         Grace

         I’ve been staring at the name for forty-five minutes straight.

         Miss Cervelat.

         Her cousin is getting married in two weeks here at the Plaza, and Miss Cervelat is
            adamant that she wants a new seat. The fact that the seating plan was signed, sealed,
            and delivered seven months ago doesn’t seem to bother her in the slightest. To be
            honest, I don’t think she’s interested in anything right now except Mr. Shaw’s lap,
            because suddenly Miss Cervelat doesn’t want to sit next to her actual lover anymore.
            And just as suddenly, the only acceptable spot is the one right next to Mr. Shaw,
            who, for the record, is the husband of her cousin’s best friend.
         

         If anyone thinks that’s the most complicated part of this mess, they haven’t looked
            at this seating chart yet. There’s no way I can move Mr. Shaw’s wife. The only option
            is to seat his sister next to Cervelat’s lover, or rather ex-lover. In my opinion,
            that’s the only logical approach. I would give myself a pat on the back and finally
            get out of this stuffy office, but Miss Cervelat says nope. She actually said that to me. On the phone.
         

         She said: “Miss Bishop, what can I say? Nope.”

         I repeated it, mostly because she’d caught me so off-guard. So I said, “Nope?”, and
            she repeated, “That’s right. Nope.”
         

         When I asked what the issue was, she started by sighing my name theatrically. In that
            way people do when they’ve been sitting with you in an insurance office for hours,
            explaining for the tenth time why a claim is out of the question.
         

         “Miss Bishop,” she said, drawing it out, obviously. “I’ve only got this one evening
            to reel the man in. I can’t do that if that tick is constantly latched onto him. When
            you’re fifty-three, you’ll look back and remember my words, believe me.”
         

         That was an image I didn’t really want to dwell on. So, I pushed the thought aside
            and focused on the question of where on earth I could move Mrs. Shaw and what kind
            of excuse I could possibly use to justify it. But unfortunately, for the last twenty
            minutes, I haven’t been able to stop picturing Mr. Shaw dancing with a slice of sausage.
            Cervelat sausage.
         

         My productivity is clearly at rock bottom today.

         I’m just sliding my fingers under my wide silk headband to give my scalp a quick rub
            when my mobile rings. I’ve rarely been so glad about a distraction.
         

         “Yeah?”

         “Hey. Making any progress?” Hazel. My best friend. It’s as if just sound of her voice
            can recharge my batteries.
         

         Smiling, I lean back, cross my legs, and focus on the tips of my Jimmy Choo heels.
            I’d love nothing more than to put on some comfy shoes, but Mom would have a total
            meltdown if she knew I’d walked from the office up to our suite without my Choos on.
         

         “We have a reputation to maintain, Grace,” she’d say. And then she’d do that condescending little click with her tongue, like
            she always does when she wants to show me just how unacceptable my behaviour is again.
         

         “What can I say? Nope,” I answer, trying my best to channel Miss Cervelat’s smoky
            voice.
         

         Hazel giggles. We spoke earlier, somewhere between my chat with the Cervelat sausage
            and my more desperate attempts to move Mr. Shaw away from his wife – the one Miss
            Cervelat so lovingly dubbed ‘the tick.’ Charming, really. I mean, who wouldn’t want
            to be a fat little bug with crooked legs? I’d be over the moon.
         

         “The poor bride,” Hazel says. “If I had a cousin like Miss Cervelat ruining my wedding,
            I’d be mixing hair removal cream into her shampoo in the run-up to the big day.”
         

         A smile creeps onto my face. “Hey, that’s my job. As your maid of honour, it’s my
            mission to keep every beast away from you without you even getting wind of any stress.”
         

         I know Hazel so well that I can hear the smile in her voice. “How sad that the sausage’s
            cousin doesn’t have a Grace Bishop.”
         

         “She does, though,” I counter, spinning slowly in my ergonomic swivel chair. “It’s
            just bad luck that she’s the tick. She’s the one the Cervelat’s aiming for.”
         

         “I don’t think I’m ever going to be able to eat salami again.”

         “You’re a vegetarian anyway.”

         “True. But even if I wasn’t. Cervelat would be permanently off the menu.”

         I smile. “How are things going with your save the date cards?”

         Hazel sighs. It sounds like she’s flopping onto the sofa. Two weeks ago she moved
            into her fiancé Caleb West’s luxury penthouse, which, being an internationally famous
            actor, he can obviously afford.
         

         “They’re all right. I never thought Cal would be so high-maintenance when it came
            to wedding planning. Remember those simple white cards in the gold envelopes we found
            on Pinterest?”
         

         I nod, until I remember she can’t see me. “Of course. They were sweet.”

         “That’s exactly the problem. Caleb thinks they’re too sweet. He wants something more elegant.”
         

         I start to smile because I can practically see Hazel rolling her eyes in annoyance
            and wrinkling her cute little button nose.
         

         “Suggest some medieval-style cards to him, with burnt edges and wax seals. Just so
            you can record his reaction and post it on your Instagram story.”
         

         Hazel chuckles. “That would be hilarious. I might actually do that. Should I tag you?”

         “Please do.”

         “Right. See you tomorrow morning outside the business building then?”

         “As always, bestie.”

         We hang up just as I’m doing one last spin in my chair, and I nearly have a heart
            attack when I see the vulture-like figure of my mother looming over me.
         

         “God, you scared me.”

         She raises one of her thin eyebrows, which she always paints over so thickly that
            they couldn’t look more artificial. “Do I assume the seating plan is finished, then?”
         

         Acting like I actually know what I’m doing, I start leafing through the papers with
            a busy expression. “And what makes you think that, mother?”
         

         The clicking of her heels on the marble tiles tells me she’s stepped two paces closer.
            I don’t want to look up because I suddenly have no desire for a second look at those
            eyebrows, even though I see them every day.
         

         “Your phone call with Hazel.”

         I press my lips together. “Yes. I’m done.”

         The Cervelat is staying right where she is. I certainly don’t want to be the reason
            for a marital crisis between Mr. Shaw and his ‘tick’. If Miss Cervelat has a problem
            with that, she can explain it to her bride-to-be cousin herself.
         

         “Good,” my mother replies in a tone that makes it clear she wouldn’t have accepted
            anything else. “Your father and I are going out.”
         

         Only now do I look up. My mother is picking imaginary fluff off the collar of her
            Burberry coat.
         

         “How nice that he’s actually making time for you.”

         “Oh, honestly, Grace,” Mom retorts. She clicks her tongue. Of course. “You two went
            shopping together only last week.”
         

         Mainly to give me something to do, I gather up the documents scattered across the
            desk and snap them into the thick black lever-arch file. I let the metal clips slam
            shut harder than I intended before looking at my mother with raised eyebrows.
         

         “Dad had a suit fitting and dragged me along so I could take care of his appointment
            with the tax advisor while he was there. That’s not my idea of shopping.”
         

         Mom shrugs and hitches the straps of her little handbag – which I think is absolutely
            hideous – higher onto her shoulder. It looks like an oversized, rectangular glasses
            case. A ridiculously expensive glasses case.
         

         “You’ll have to discuss that with your father, Grace.”

         I’m sure. But that ship sailed a long time ago for me. As if I’d beg for his attention.
            The mere thought of it earns an incredulous grunt from me. “Fine. Have a nice time,
            both of you.”
         

         My mother makes a face as if I’ve ruined her evening. Though I did actually mean it.
            But of course, she doesn’t believe me. She never believes anything well-intentioned.
            Simply because she wouldn’t mean it that way herself, and she always judges others
            by her own standards.
         

         “Your father is a busy man. One day you’ll take over this hotel and then you’ll understand.”

         She leaves. And I’m glad.

         Her words have left such a sharp sting that I push the black folder away from me.

         One day you’ll take over this hotel and then you’ll understand.

         That’s my parents’ plan… but it’s not mine. The thought of having to deal with people
            like the Cervelat woman for the rest of my life makes me shudder. My stomach knots
            up just thinking about standing in front of the business building again tomorrow for
            another seminar on international management, even though I know full well that this
            is not what my heart wants.
         

         But nobody knows that. Not even Hazel. Even I had no idea until recently that the
            path my parents have mapped out for me isn’t the one I want. But how am I supposed
            to leave a route that’s already been perfectly plotted? How do I break out of a cage
            whose doors were locked years ago? My parents would never understand what I’m trying
            to tell them. The wrong animal is sitting in their cage.
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         Logan

         I go through the list for the hundredth time this evening. I hold it loosely in one
            hand, while in the other I hold a glass containing eighteen-year-old whisky. Chivas
            Regal. On ice. My third in the last hour.
         

         Every single person in my year who isn’t currently gunning for a career on Broadway
            has one of these pieces of paper. We all just call it ‘the list’. As if it were some
            cryptic document from a Dan Brown thriller that could unleash a nuclear catastrophe
            and destroy us if we don’t handle it with care. I suppose that’s why everyone whispers
            its name in the uni corridors, terrified the mere sound of it might trigger some highly
            explosive uranium and cause a blast.
         

         My fingers are going stiff because I’ve been frozen in the same position for too long,
            the ice in my glass numbing my nerves. I take a long swig, set the empty glass down
            on the side table next to my chaise longue, and lean forward. I try to smooth out
            the creases in my forehead with my cold fingertips – lines that feel like they’ve
            been burnt into my skin over the last hour of staring incessantly at the list.
         

         Twelve castings.

         That’s it. That’s all this stupid list contains. And yet it exerts so much power over
            me that I spend my nights tossing and turning, wide awake. I end up lying there thinking
            about the point of those new bidet sprays that are currently taking the market by
            storm. Seriously, a bidet sprayer. I mean, who actually spends money on a handheld
            water cannon just to avoid using loo roll after doing their business, all in the name
            of ‘saving money’? I haven’t a clue. I can’t get my head around it. But then again,
            I can’t get my head around why I spend hours at night obsessing over such moronic
            things just to avoid thinking about the list.
         

         Or about Grace.

         Fuck, I just don’t understand how she did it. How she’s managed to sneak into my brain
            since last summer and find herself a cosy little spot, refusing to budge.
         

         A summer has passed, the one that changed everything for us. Hazel and Caleb’s summer.
            It was a strange time. Months where so much in my life shifted. Suddenly, I was spending
            more time with Hazel and Grace than I had in my entire life, despite the fact we’d
            attended the same schools since we were toddlers. I exchanged more words with Grace
            Bishop that summer than I ever had before. And even though our conversations were
            mostly just verbal sparring and banter, I suddenly found myself stalking her Instagram
            feed every night, my heart starting to thud the moment she uploaded a new story. Even
            if it was just a shaky picture of her Cosmopolitan in some bar or a photo of her tired
            face in the morning, complete with pouting lips. I couldn’t stop stalking her.
         

         Then came autumn. The bickering died down. She started laughing at my jokes, even
            though it was the same dry humour she used to roll her eyes at. She started messaging
            me. Harmless stuff, nothing personal, just reactions to my stories or replies in the
            group chat Hazel had set up with Caleb and us to coordinate meet-ups. We went out
            for dinner, celebrated autumn break in a club, and Caleb’s dad threw a Halloween party
            where the four of us turned up in matching costumes as a group from The Walking Dead. Autumn was beautiful. Thinking back on it now, I feel a rush of happiness and the
            urge to grin like an idiot. Autumn was the time I slowly started to accept that Grace
            had made herself at home in my head. I stopped feeling so insecure about it. But instead
            of getting to the bottom of it, I just accepted it and didn’t look any deeper. There
            was no real physical intimacy between Grace and me, other than our fingers brushing
            when passing the salt at dinner, or the times I made her laugh so hard she had to
            grab onto my shoulder for support.
         

         Autumn turned to winter. New York is a gorgeous place at that time of year. New York
            in the winter is cosy. It’s romantic. It would have been the perfect time for Grace
            and me to get closer. But we didn’t. Quite the opposite. It was when we began to drift
            apart. I think she was starting to feel it, the spark between us. And just like me,
            it terrified her. Especially in winter. When the sky dumps heavy snowflakes onto bare
            branches and people with rosy cheeks go skating in Central Park. When the air smells
            of roasted almonds and the heady scent of cinnamon drifts past you.
         

         That winter, the four of us hardly did anything together. Hazel was swamped with modelling
            jobs for a new collection, and Caleb was away in Mozambique most of the time, filming
            a new movie. Several times, I caught myself typing Grace’s name into my phone, staring
            at the empty chat for minutes on end. I often typed out a message only to delete it
            again. Not because I was scared of her answer, but because I was scared of the fact
            that I suddenly wanted more from a woman. That I was suddenly ready to trust a woman.
         

         In mid-December Grace flew to the Austrian Alps with her family. As I sat at my father’s
            Christmas party on Christmas Eve, surrounded by countless snobs I couldn’t stand,
            people who were only there because their company had a high share price or they had
            a big fat Swiss bank account, I spent a long time staring into the crackling fire.
            Even after most of the guests had left and the coals were barely glowing. In that
            moment, I realised I never wanted to be like them. I wanted a Christmas where I sat
            in front of a massive tree with my wife and kids, drinking chestnut tea and dipping
            our biscuits into it, listening to songs about snowmen, and looking at each other
            with glowing eyes because we were in love and our children were the most beautiful
            thing life had ever given us.
         

         Grace came back in January. I asked her if she wanted to go out. She said no. I kept
            on asking, over and over, but her reaction was always the same: a hesitant smile and
            a brief shake of the head that clearly betrayed how much she actually wanted the date.
            I still didn’t give up. I followed her around like a loyal dog, because I finally
            knew what I wanted.
         

         And now spring was coming, and Grace and I were seeing less and less of each other.
            Graduation was looming. We had no time to deal with our desires and doubts. Maybe
            afterwards. Maybe later.
         

         Maybe someday.

         But not today.

         I run my fingers from my forehead up to my hairline, where they get lost in my hair
            and seemingly decide for themselves to give me a Jimmy Neutron look.
         

         The list in my hand contains every casting date left until the end of the semester.
            Which means until my graduation. Four of them have already passed without me even
            getting an audition. It’s not like I didn’t want them. I’d probably have turned somersaults
            all the way to Tahiti just to have auditioned for one of those four.
         

         But no invitation came.

         Every day, I’ve asked our housekeeper, Brenda, to call me the second the post arrived.
            And every time she’s said the same thing, always preceded by a melancholy sigh, as
            if it were her own fault and she was blaming herself.
         

         “Nothing today, I’m afraid, Logan.”
         

         Six of the dates on the list are open calls. Anyone can turn up and audition there,
            which means that nobody in our year actually wants to go. It’s basically the emergency
            plan. A back door you take when every other exit is blocked. Nobody wants to do the
            open calls. They’re rubbish. Even if you did audition and land a part, you’d probably
            end up in a documentary. Or, worse, some amateur horror movie with terrible jump-scares
            reminiscent of the first Halloween film. The one with Donald Pleasence.
         

         If someone from our year went to an open casting call, word got around immediately.
            It always got out somehow. You’d have, like, the aunt of the cousin of the boyfriend
            of the best friend or whatever, who spotted you, and suddenly it’d be everywhere.
            I don’t know how it moves so fast, but that kind of news spreads through uni like
            wildfire. Then the corridors and hallways are filled with nothing else, talked about
            in that same awful whisper people use for ‘the list’. Because, of course, that kind
            of news is like a second barrel of uranium, making it the hottest topic of conversation
            alongside the list itself.
         

         I’d never go to an open call. Not because I’m scared of people talking, but because
            I want to actually achieve something. I’m talented. Really. If there’s one thing I’m
            good at, it’s slipping into a role, shedding my identity, and completely reinventing
            myself. Which is probably because it’s a massive relief to occasionally not have to
            be me.
         

         I want to be on the big screen. And I will be.

         The problem, however, is that there are only two casting dates left that are big enough
            to lead to a role in a blockbuster. And if the previous four didn’t invite me, the
            chances aren’t exactly great that the other two will.
         

         The paper trembles in my hand. Out of habit, I reach for my whisky glass, only to
            realise it’s already empty. I could pour myself another. I could sit here all night
            staring at the list, just like I’ve done every other night. Every time a casting date
            passes, my hope fades a little more.
         

         At uni, I play it cool and mysterious. When the lads ask if I’ve had an audition yet,
            I just shrug and say, “A gentleman never tells,” feeling like a total idiot every
            time because I’m acting like I’ve got multiple offers in the bag when I’ve actually
            got nothing. The guys punch me on the shoulder then, with a look that says, “We’re
            sure you’ve already landed something. You’re the best, mate. And besides, Caleb West
            is your cousin.”
         

         And every time, I want to vomit on my own feet. Not because my cousin is a Hollywood
            actor, but because everyone assumes that being related to him means my career is already
            sorted and I’ve got nothing to worry about.
         

         Most producers don’t even know Caleb and I are related. We have different surnames.
            His is West, mine is Cunningham. Cal’s dad, Thomas, offered to speak to the producers
            for me. And I know it would be a huge weight off my shoulders because an invitation
            would almost certainly follow.
         

         But I don’t want that. I want the producers to notice me of their own accord when
            they check the uni graduation lists and recommendations. I want them to find me and
            offer me a role based solely on my talent, not because I’m Caleb’s cousin. The last
            thing I want is to live in his shadow. I want people to see me as my own person –
            someone who made it to the top on his own, without help. But that future rests in
            the hands of those final two dates. If I graduate without at least one audition at
            a closed casting, I might as well head straight for Broadway. Producers only need
            to glance at your headshot and CV, see that you graduated without attending a casting
            or only did open calls, and your folder goes straight in the bin.
         

         I’m just about to get up to go to the bar in my room and pour myself another whisky
            when there’s a knock at the door. It opens and dad walks in. His dark brown hair is
            increasingly being taken over by grey streaks that shimmer silver in the warm light
            of my ceiling lamp. He’s wearing a blue suit with a silk tie and patent leather shoes
            so shiny they look like they’ve been smeared with peanut butter and licked clean by
            a dog.
         

         “Are you coming?” he asks.

         I look at him, puzzled, Chivas Regal in one hand and the list in the other. “Where?”

         My father knits his brows. So tightly they almost touch, looking like a thick line
            drawn with a Sharpie. His frown even gives mine a run for its money, and that’s saying
            something, considering I’ve been staring at a highly explosive, nuclear list for hours.
         

         “To the airport. To pick up your mother.”

         My face falls. I almost drop the list. In my head, I race through every possible reason
            why my mother would travel all the way from Japan to be with her family. For years
            she’s only ever come on two occasions – my birthday and my parents’ anniversary –
            it takes my brain about a millisecond to figure it out.
         

         “It’s your anniversary tomorrow,” I say out loud. Mostly because I’m so stunned that
            I forgot. Usually, I spend weeks preparing for my mother’s visits. Not because I’m
            some poor little child of divorced parents who rarely sees his mom and wants to cherish
            every second. In fact, my parents are still together, even though they’re almost never
            in the same place.
         

         The truth is, I can’t stand my mother. Honestly, that’s putting it mildly.

         I despise her.

         It wasn’t always that way. There was a time I loved her. That was before I had to
            witness her shagging Dad’s best friend in my parents’ bed, screaming like she was
            on a rollercoaster. Which, in a way, she was. Taking my precious and fragile childhood
            with her.
         

         Of course, I confronted her. My fifteen-year-old self asked her why she was cheating
            on Dad. With Mike. His business partner and best friend – even now.
         

         She told me it was none of my business and that I wouldn’t understand how a marriage
            can eventually get stuck in a rut. She said it didn’t mean she didn’t love dad anymore,
            just that she needed some variety now and then. A thrill.
         

         And then she said I should damn well shut my mouth if I didn’t want our family to
            fall apart. So I shut my mouth. Dad still doesn’t know to this day. For seven years,
            I’ve been smiling at that piece of shit Mike when Dad asks me to watch the football
            with him and his partner.
         

         I also kept my mouth shut when she cleared off to Japan to set up her beauty company.
            My father was happy for her. He supported her and praised her courage for taking that
            step. He called her ambitious. Full of drive.
         

         He probably wouldn’t keep saying that if I told him the truth about why she really
            left. If I told him his best friend got her pregnant and she gave birth to the child
            in Japan.
         

         I assume. I’ve never asked my mother about the baby, and I don’t think she knows I
            found the pregnancy test in her handbag when I was trying to nick five dollars from
            her purse.
         

         When she’s here, I pretend everything is fine. I do it for Dad. So that he’s happy
            and thinks he has a great wife and a good son. A happy family. And every time, it
            breaks my heart to think that my father believes in a lie. Has been living a fucking
            lie for seven years, without a clue.
         

         Now it’s too late to tell him. He’d blame me for letting him live seven years of his
            life thinking everything was okay. Letting him laugh with his best friend and partner
            for seven years while the wanker was regularly shagging his wife and then got her
            pregnant.
         

         I can’t tell him. Not anymore.

         Dad laughs. “Of course it’s our anniversary tomorrow, son. Like every year. So, are
            you coming?”
         

         My throat burns. I don’t know if it’s from the Chivas Regal or the bile rising at
            the memories. Realising my face is twisted into a grimace, I force a smile and shake
            my head. “I’ve still got lines to learn.”
         

         My father beams. He leans his bulky shoulder against the doorframe and crosses his
            arms over his chest in a proud gesture. “Have you got an audition?”
         

         “Not yet,” I say, wanting to rip the fake smile off my face. “But I’m pretty sure
            I’ll get an invitation for The Life of Donovan Parker.”
         

         A lie. That would be the biggest role on the entire list, and if I didn’t get an invitation
            for the other four, I certainly won’t for the Donovan Parker film. But it’s the only
            reason good enough to get me out of going to the airport with him.
         

         Dad nods. “Of course you will. I’m so proud of you.”

         I can’t look at him any longer. He’s believing another lie. Living in a floating cloud,
            shielded from the harsh facts of reality, and he only stays there because I constantly
            spin this web of lies around him.
         

         “Don’t wait up for me,” I say. “I might head out for a drink with the other lads after
            we’ve finished with the script.”
         

         Dad looks satisfied. He nods repeatedly, the happy smile never leaving his striking
            face, then he goes, floating off in his thick cloud of lies to pick up his unfaithful
            wife from the airport.
         

         For a while, I don’t move. I stare at the list, the bottle of whisky still in my other
            hand, then I slam both hands down onto the marble counter and swear. I suddenly feel
            like I can’t breathe. I tug at my tie to loosen the knot and undo the first two buttons
            of my shirt. Then I grab my blazer and walk out through the wrought-iron gates at
            the end of our massive driveway without even really noticing I’ve walked through the
            house.
         

         Strangely, the only thing going through my head is how free and relieved I feel now
            that the radioactive list is no longer in my hands, but lying unprotected on the counter
            of my bar. Maybe I even hope some unknown force will topple over the Chivas Regal
            and spill its contents over that powerful piece of paper, just so it loses its grip
            on me.
         

         I walk aimlessly through the streets of the Upper East Side, crossing roads with a
            risky indifference. The yellow taxis break into a symphony of honking; some drivers
            stick their heads out of the windows and shout at me, others give me the finger.
         

         I acknowledge it with a smile. The distraction is good.

         On the other side of the street, I pass cafés and restaurants where people are sitting
            in their expensive suits and dresses, probably talking about nothing but high-society
            bollocks. Once again, I realise I don’t want to be surrounded by these people. It
            sickens me to know how they’re all plotting and carrying out their own little schemes.
            And I wonder how many women in those restaurants are just like my mother.
         

         I don’t know how long I’ve been out. I don’t look at my watch or my phone. All I do
            is walk. Until I end up on a busy street full of bars in Long Island City, Queens.
            I’m briefly surprised that I didn’t even notice passing the Empire State Building,
            let alone deciding to cross the Brooklyn Bridge.
         

         I wander on. My hands glow in the bright colours reflecting from the neon signs. I
            shove them into my pockets. I stop in front of a bar with black and turquoise lighting.
            I don’t know what makes me pause, but something about the vibe of this place fascinates
            me. Maybe it’s the contrast of the colours, or the cosy charm.
         

         I either have no desire or no strength left to resist the pull, so I head up the few
            steps to open the door. But just as I look up and peer through the window covered
            in fairy lights, I freeze…
         

         … unable to believe who I see on stage in this bar.
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         Grace

         Sometimes I think I’m not enough.

         Sometimes I think that I exist just to be moulded into shape. Like a stress ball that
            is pressed over and over again until the ball can’t take the pressure anymore and
            holes appear as it’s about to break. Then it’s put to one side and ignored because
            there’s no point in bothering with it anymore. And although the ball itself can’t
            help having these holes, it still gets the blame for being ripped.
         

         Paradox.

         But there is such a thing as healing. It comes in all shapes and sizes.

         The ball could be patched up. Glued. Stitched back together. You could wrap it in
            tape; it might be a bit rough on the outside after that, but it would still work.
            It would still be functional.
         

         Alive.

         I apply my own Sellotape. Nobody knows it’s there, wrapped around me like a protective
            mist while I’m running from danger. To everyone but me, the tape is invisible.
         

         I stare at the red-brown Persian rug underneath my Jimmy Choos. It’s a contrast that
            feels alien to me.
         

         Unnatural.

         Jimmy Choos aren’t made for Persian rugs. They’re for marble and granite, sandstone
            and wooden parquet.
         

         But everything in this world is adaptable. Shoes might be more expensive if they’ve
            got a designer name, but they’re still just shoes. And my Jimmy Choos love this Persian
            rug. They recognise it. They sink into the individual fibres, cocooned by the warm
            comfort, the safe feeling.
         

         I wrap my hand firmly around the microphone, savouring the feel of cold metal against
            my skin. And I…
         

         …I sing.

         I sing with everything I have and everything I am. Tonight, it’s a Gary Jules cover.
            Mad World. I love this song. I love the sound of the individual notes, how they start off deep
            and lonely before growing faster and stronger.
         

         The melody of life.

         My lips move, I hear my voice, but I don’t focus on it. I don’t pay attention to how
            I’m singing, how I’m breathing, how I’m standing. I don’t care about technique. I
            just do it. Without thinking.
         

         And it is the most beautiful, liberating, effortless feeling in the world. It’s like
            I’m floating. Drifting on a cloud in the middle of the sky, high above all the people
            on Earth who don’t know how to fly. Or maybe it’s not a cloud I’m on – maybe it’s
            this Persian rug I’m standing on. In my Jimmy Choos. Right here, right now. Maybe
            we’re rising up together while I let the melody heal my soul, looking down at the
            rigid faces on the streets, everyone staring straight ahead, walking on and on, never
            stopping to enjoy what they’re looking at. Or wondering who they even are. Wondering
            if they’re all just puppets of a higher power, the power of society, herding them
            along like a sheepdog chasing fat cows.
         

         I don’t think cows really know who they are, either. They eat, they sleep, they give
            birth, and they produce milk. They do what’s expected of them. Are we really that
            different?
         

         I am. In this moment, I am.

         Because I’m singing. Because I’m healing. Because I’m wrapping myself in Sellotape
            to patch up my holes.
         

         The song ends. It’s only now, as the final notes fade away, that I notice my surroundings
            again. Applause ripples through the guests at the worn-out wooden tables, and I can’t
            help but smile.
         

         “Cheers,” I say into the mic, then slide it back into the stand, being careful not
            to trip over the cable as I head off stage.
         

         I’m roasting. My scalp is itching under my wide headband, but I can’t bring myself
            to take it off. I just can’t. I tried once, in this very bar. Keira’s. I slid it off
            and felt the individual hairs fall onto my face so distinctly that my heart started
            racing. I’ve no idea why, but it was horrific. I felt dizzy, and my fingertips started
            tingling. I couldn’t stop thinking I’d done something wrong. As if I’d reinvented
            myself and turned my back on my parents.
         

         It felt like a betrayal.

         Obviously, that’s insane. It’s just a headband. I know that. But my subconscious is
            too strong. The inner child in me wants to please my parents. To live up to their
            standards. I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to change that. And that scares me.
         

         “Thanks, Grace,” Keira says into her microphone from behind the bar. She gives me
            a smile. “You were wonderful, as always. Ryan, you’re next on the list. Tonight he’s
            gone for Next by Ariana Grande. Well, I’m looking forward to hearing the smoky version of that
            one.”
         

         Only now do I realise how parched I am. I sit at the bar and smile gratefully as Keira
            slides a sparkling water with a straw over to me without a word. My cheeks are glowing.
         

         Ryan starts to sing. Even though you’d think the song wouldn’t suit a male voice that
            sounds like it’s smoked a lorry-load of cigarettes today, I actually like his version.
         

         Ryan is in his mid-thirties. He’s got four kids, works for a logistics firm packing
            stamp pads into boxes all day, and has pasty skin. I think it suits him. Just like
            his gravelly voice.
         

         I wouldn’t have said that before. I might have secretly thought he desperately needed
            some harsh toner to get the excess oil off his skin. But from the day I found this
            bar, my inner self has undergone a change. I see people differently now. It’s like
            I’ve developed tunnel vision, waiting to discover someone’s character before judging
            their appearance.
         

         Ryan is beautiful. Just the way he is. Pasty skin and all. It belongs to him, just
            like his likeable way of coaxing out a smile with his dry humour. He’s cheered me
            up plenty of times when I’ve had a bad day. And for that, I’ll be forever grateful.
         

         So, never mind the pasty skin.

         Keira leans in towards me. She has big arms and yellow hair. Not blonde, yellow. The
            kind of colour you get when you use cheap dye over and over to cover the roots, and
            the hairs turn a shade of creamy eggnog. She has split ends too, of course. If my
            mother saw her, she’d gasp for air and act like she’d just spotted a rhino charging
            at her from the distance.
         

         I like it. It’s Keira’s style. If she were any different, she wouldn’t be the woman
            I met back then.
         

         She used to be a madam. I probably wouldn’t use that word if she hadn’t used it herself.
            I think she’s proud of it because she used the money to buy this bar.
         

         I wasn’t in a good way that day because my father wanted me to go through the Plaza’s
            current accounts with him. He said I needed to start understanding what was what,
            because time flies faster than you think, and before I knew it, the hotel would be
            in my hands. Then he laughed, I’ve no idea why. Maybe because he finds the idea of
            me running the Plaza hard to grasp.
         

         Well, at least we have one thing in common.

         That evening, Keira wagged her sausage-like finger in my face. She said, “I can see
            you’re sad. I always spot that. I used to be a madam, you know.”
         

         To be honest, I still don’t know how being a madam relates to knowing when someone
            is sad. I suppose it’s because she had to look after all the girls in the brothel
            and make sure they were okay.
         

         I don’t care, anyway. Keira is a good person. That’s what counts.

         Her face is close to mine. The frayed ends of her hair curl around her chin, and of
            course, I can’t stop myself from staring at her lips, which are as thick as a triple-layered
            rubber dinghy.
         

         “Have you talked to your parents yet?”

         “I’m not talking to them, Keira. You know that.”

         She raises a tattooed eyebrow. Seriously, they’re tattooed on. A brown, inked line.
            She told me that back in the day, having the thinnest eyebrows was all the rage. Keira
            took it too far and plucked every single hair out. She said for a while, every bloke
            was mad for her because of it. I find that hard to imagine. Maybe I just don’t understand
            the magic of non-existent eyebrows.
         

         “We both know that’s bullshit.”

         Sometimes Keira sounds like a heavyweight boxer, with her deep voice. Her expression
            goes dead serious, and she even does this sharp, dominant nod. Usually, it makes me
            think of Bruce Willis. I reckon if she were a man, Keira would be Bruce Willis. No
            question.
         

         “Imagine a Chihuahua. One with a glittery collar and a Burberry coat. What comes to
            mind?”
         

         Keira stares at me, her expression unreadable. Then she says, “A snappy little mutt.”

         I nod. “Exactly. With sharp teeth. Now imagine a cute little poodle comes along, wagging
            its tail, wanting to play off the lead. How do you think the Chihuahua reacts?”
         

         “The little beast bites the poodle. Because it’s a messed-up bitch in designer gear
            and only accepts dogs of its own kind.”
         

         “That’s harsh, but yeah.” I take a sip of my water. “The Chihuahua is my mom. And
            I’m not volunteering to get bitten.”
         

         Keira chuckles. “You’re calling yourself a cute little poodle?”

         “It fits though, right?”

         Keira spins around to grab a cloth and wipe up a pool of beer at the other end of
            the bar, courtesy of drunk Burt. Burt looks like a gnome, bald with a triple-fold
            at the back of his neck and is without fail always utterly pissed.
         

         “Sweetheart, forget the poodle. You’re a stubborn terrier who doesn’t let go once
            it’s got something in its sights. You just don’t know it yet.”
         

         I don’t argue. Instead, I smile to myself and poke at the straw in my water, fascinated
            by the way the bubbles move. My pencil skirt has been pinching my hip the whole time
            I’ve been sitting here, and I’m just pulling the waistband up a bit higher when…
         

         “Hey.”

         I jump so violently that my elbow knocks the water glass and it topples over. The
            contents pour over my skirt, but I’m too stunned to get up. I can’t even move.
         

         With wide eyes and my mouth open, I stare at Logan Cunningham.
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         Logan

         Grace looks at me as though she’s seen a ghost. Her face is as white as chalk, emphasising
            her chocolate-brown hair and eyes. I am tempted to reach out my hand and stroke her
            cheek, but instead I sit down next to her. She stares wordlessly at me. As if I were
            dead and she can’t believe I’m here.
         

         I set my water glass back on the bar with a grin and point to her skirt. “Now you
            look like you’ve wet yourself.”
         

         Grace follows my gaze. She looks down in slow motion, and as if the water stains have
            finally jolted her brain awake, she presses her lips together and grabs a handful
            of napkins from the counter to blot the fabric.
         

         I take a pretzel stick out of the jar in front of me and watch her in silence. Then
            I say, “You should start a course. ‘Blotting for Beginners – how to get your life
            together, one dab at a time.’”
         

         To be honest, I’ve no idea why I said that. I know it’s not funny. But Grace throws
            me off. I’m on edge because I’ve asked her out more than once now, and she acts like
            she’s not interested. Even though I know she is.
         

         When I asked if she’d keep turning me down even if I kept asking for the next ten
            years, she just laughed and hurried off to her seminar. Then I couldn’t stop staring
            at her back. I don’t think I’d ever given a second thought to the aesthetics of a
            spine before. But seeing Grace in that backless, sleeveless halter-neck top made me
            swallow hard. I can’t get the woman out of my head. And I think Grace knows it.
         

         She carries on dabbing at her skirt and just raises her eyebrows at my comment. Grace
            has beautiful eyebrows. Perfectly arched. Not the drawn-on kind that look like Nike
            swooshes, but natural. I catch myself imagining tracing the shape with my finger just
            as she looks up.
         

         “How did you know I was here?”

         I take another pretzel and smooth down my blazer. “I didn’t. It was a coincidence.”

         Grace snorts. She crosses her arms over her chest with an annoyed glare, squaring
            her shoulders. “You’re never in Queens, Logan. Manhattan is like a child’s treehouse
            to you. Your safe place. And even if you did happen to be in the area, why this bar?
            There are hundreds of them!”
         

         “I know you don’t believe me. I don’t care, though, because that’s actually what’s
            happened. Funnily enough.” With a casual wave, I beckon the woman with the yellow
            hair over to order a beer for myself and another water for Grace. She reminds me of
            an actress whose name escapes me. Stifler’s mom from American Pie.
         

         She looks at Grace’s damp skirt; she leans one arm on the counter, blows a disgusting
            bubble with her gum, and says, “Need a hairdryer, sweetheart?”
         

         Grace politely declines. Just like she did when I asked her out. She’s a real master
            at politely declining.
         

         Once Stifler’s mom has brought the drinks and announced the next singer on stage,
            Grace whips around to face me so suddenly she almost knocks her glass over again.
         

         “I don’t think it’s right, you following me.”

         “I’m not following you.”

         She presses her lips together. “And then lying about it when it’s so obvious.”

         “It isn’t obvious.”

         “Stop arguing with me!”

         I grin. “If you stop accusing me of things that aren’t true.” She just looks at me
            even more angrily, so I sigh. “Seriously, Grace. I didn’t follow you. This is just
            a stupid coincidence, nothing more. I’m sorry if I’ve invaded your personal space,
            but it certainly wasn’t my intention.”
         

         At first, she looks like she’d happily rip my face off, but then it’s as if the inner
            beast in her just dies, causing her features to go slack. It leaves a sad expression
            on her face that I want to turn into a smile right then and there.
         

         “You heard me sing.”

         I nod. “Yeah. I did.”

         She takes a deep breath. “Please don’t tell anyone. You have to swear you won’t say
            a word to anyone, Logan.”
         

         “Because of your parents?”

         “Because of everything.” Her hand wanders to her headband as if she’s about to take
            it off, but then she lets it sink back into her lap. “My life is planned out. It always
            has been. Nobody doubts that I know exactly what I want. I don’t want that to change.”
         

         I frown. “Why would anything change just because people know you come to this bar
            and sing?”
         

         Grace shrugs. “I just don’t want it.”

         “The hotel, I assume.”

         She spins around. “What?”
         

         My gaze drifts over Grace’s shoulder, past her stunned expression. For a moment, I
            watch the Black singer on stage, following the sound of her voice before turning back
            to Grace.
         

         “You just gave yourself away. Nobody would doubt you know what you want just because
            you get on stage at a karaoke bar once in a while. They’d only doubt if they knew
            you wanted to live it. More than anything else. If you were ready to embark on a whole new path and
            pursue your own dream. You’re scared of people finding out because you know that then
            you would have no excuse not to do it.”
         

         Grace looks at me for a long time. It’s the most open I’ve ever seen her look. Usually,
            she’s composed. Sharp-tongued.
         

         “Go on then,” she says. Her voice is so quiet her lips barely move; I struggle to
            catch it at all. “Say it.”
         

         I take a sip of beer. “Say what, Grace?”

         “That I should get this childish nonsense out of my head, go home, and focus on the
            important things in life.”
         

         I smile. “Aren’t these the important things in life?” When she doesn’t answer, I add,
            “They certainly are for you. I’d say that counts for more than running a hotel you
            don’t even want to run.”
         

         Grace looks desperate. I can relate, because we grew up in the same world. It’s not
            easy to break out and be who you really want to be.
         

         “Please don’t tell anyone,” she repeats.

         “That’s not my job, Grace. It’s your life. Only you decide.”

         That seems to calm her down. At least enough for her to manage a weak smile and take
            a sip of her water.
         

         “I’ll tell you a secret too if you want. About me. One nobody knows.” I set my beer
            down and smooth out the creases in my blazer to hide my nerves. “Maybe it’ll make
            you feel better.”
         

         “You don’t have to,” Grace says. There’s a hint of sadness in her voice. It’s like
            I’m offering her the answers to an exam and she’s turning them down out of politeness,
            even though she really wants them.
         

         My heart is racing, though I don’t know why. Just the thought of that stupid list
            with the casting dates sends my heart into an adrenaline and noradrenaline overdrive,
            as if I’m about to jump off a fifty-yard tower, hoping I don’t break all two hundred
            and six bones when I hit the water.
         

         “Do you know about the list at NYU?”

         Grace frowns. “You mean the one you started ages ago with Nathaniel Jones? The black
            book with the list of girls with different scores, and everyone had to sign in with
            a photo in order to get the highest score?”
         

         I wince at the memory. I’d almost forgotten the Black Book of Hot Girls. And what
            an arsehole I’d been for such a long time.
         

         “No. I didn’t mean that one.”

         “What then?”

         I’m distracted for a second by a guy who’s so drunk he almost falls off his stool.
            He looks just like Tom, the toothless landlord from the Leaky Cauldron in Harry Potter.
         

         When I turn back to Grace, she’s still looking at me expectantly. A smooth strand
            of hair has escaped her headband and is tickling her cheekbone. I have to stop myself
            from tucking it behind her ear. Grace notices me staring and flushes. I scratch the
            back of my neck and clear my throat. “Every acting year gets a list in their final
            semester with all the casting dates happening before graduation. Some you need invitations
            for some; others are open calls. Everyone knows that going to an open call is like
            voluntarily shooting yourself in the foot. To get your big break, you need the good
            castings. The ones looking for actors for movies. You understand?”
         

         Grace nods. “Sure. And?”

         I rub the palms of my hands over my grey chinos. “I haven’t had a single invitation
            yet. And there are only two dates left.”
         

         Grace looks at me as if I’ve just told her I’m about to get on stage and sing opera.

         “You’re joking.”

         “I’m serious.” I’m feeling so many emotions. On the one hand, my heart is pounding
            unpleasantly because it feels like I’m breaking a rule by speaking about it; on the
            other, my shoulders drop in relief, as if the weight of an articulated lorry has been
            lifted off them.
         

         “But you’re good,” Grace insists, her voice full of disbelief. “Really good. And Caleb…”

         My hand goes up faster than my racing heart can skip a beat. “Don’t say it. I don’t
            want to hear it.”
         

         I don’t have to explain what I mean. Grace knows what it’s like to want to achieve
            something on your own merit. To want to make a name for yourself.
         

         “Sorry,” she says, biting her lower lip. “Is there anything you can do?”

         I shrug and hook my index finger under my braces, snapping the black elastic back
            and forth. “Just wait. And hope the references from my tutors finally win them over.”
         

         Grace looks downcast. And that’s despite the fact I was trying to distract her from
            her own troubles. I’m really not good with women.
         

         Her phone rings. As she leans down to her bag, which is by her feet at the base of
            the bar, her shoulder brushes my arm. It only lasts a second, but the touch sends
            such a violent electric shock through my body it’s like I’m standing on a football
            pitch holding an iron bar during a thunderstorm. She comes back up, careful to leave
            a gap between us this time. Her long hair hides her iPhone display, but as she tucks
            a few strands behind her ear in a dismissive gesture, I catch a glimpse of it. And
            immediately wish I hadn’t.
         

         Grace’s expression is just as shocked as I feel. Maybe even worse. She looks like
            a waxwork from Madame Tussauds. Looking at the name of the caller, I’m not surprised.
         

         It’s Lucas. Lucas Graham is calling her.
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         Grace

         “Please say yes, bumble bee.”

         Bumble bee. I go cold when I hear Lucas say my nickname. He invented it when we were thirteen
            at some ridiculous garden party, the kind you can’t really compare to a normal garden
            party, because Terrence Hill had ordered every stick of furniture in the house to
            be hauled outside.
         

         “Très chic,” Terrence had murmured, gliding through the crowd with her permanent grin
            stapled to her face. Terrence Hill is a clumsy woman with a pile of money that she
            just chucks out of the window. She’s a widow, organises one Upper East Side party
            after another, convinced she’s the star of the show. She doesn’t notice everyone gossiping
            about her behind her back the moment she rustles past in one of her over-the-top dresses.
            My mom is the worst of the lot, obviously.
         

         Lucas and I were sitting off to the side at a hand-carved, silver-lacquered mahogany
            dining table that had been plonked right in the middle of the manicured lawn. I couldn’t
            stop sneezing; my hay fever was kicking in, and a row of colourful azaleas was blooming
            right next to us. They were so bright that it didn’t take long for the first bee to
            show up. This particular bee had presumably been stuffing its belly at plenty of other
            flowers already, because it was just a fat yellow thing that could barely keep itself
            airborne.
         

         “A bumble bee,” I said, just as it seemed to lose the battle against its own weight
            and crashed onto the table. Lucas the Good Samaritan immediately jumped up and nudged
            it onto his finger. If he could have managed it, I’ve no doubt he’d have given the
            creature mouth-to-mouth, right in front of everyone, of course, just so they could
            admire him.
         

         That’s what Lucas is like.

         “It’s a bee,” he said with a laugh, shaking his head in a way that felt like a reprimand
            for my ignorance. “It’s fat, but it hasn’t got the fuzzy coat. Besides, bees have
            brown and black stripes, not yellow and black.”
         

         Even back then, his know-it-all brain should have set off alarm bells. If only I’d
            just stood up and walked away, everything would have been different. Instead, I wanted
            to hide my embarrassment and be funny, so I said, “Fine, then it’s a bumble bee-bee.”
         

         Lucas laughed at that, buried the now-dead bee in Terrence Hill’s flower bed, and
            kissed me on the mouth. That was our first kiss.
         

         “You’re a bumble bee,” he said afterwards. For the next seven years, that was what
            he called me. Bumble bee.
         

         “No,” I hiss into my phone. I am pacing around the bar’s tiny backyard. The bins smell
            awful, and I wonder when they were last emptied. “What do you even want from me?”
         

         “Just to talk.” Lucas’s voice sounds casual, breezy. As if we’d never broken up, and
            he’d just stood me up rather than cheating on me with a guy.
         

         “I don’t think Thomas would appreciate that,” I reply. I go to sit on the hip-height
            brick wall but jump straight back up because I’ve sat on an old banana skin.
         

         Lucas clicks his tongue. “We aren’t together anymore. And I know for a fact you’ve
            got that arrogant look on your face right now. Stop it.”
         

         “Arrogant look?”

         “Yeah. The one where you raise one eyebrow and your eyes go all condescending.”

         I giggle, and then instantly stifle it, making a sound like a wheezing guinea pig.
            I hate the effect Lucas has on me. The effect he has, and always has had, on everyone.
            When he walks into a room, it’s like a long-lost revolutionary hero has returned.
            No matter what he says, it’s always the right thing. Everyone laughs. Everyone is
            moved. Everyone admires him. I’ve often wondered if he was only ever with me so I’d
            stay in his shadow while he got to shine. Lucas could never handle a girlfriend who
            radiated more light and prestige than he did. He wants to be number one. Always.
         

         “I’ve missed your laugh,” he says softly.

         My grip on my iPhone tightens, and I’m about to hurl it to the ground and grind it
            into the dirt with the heels of my Jimmy Choos. Taking a deep breath, I lean against
            the wall of the house and trace a piece of graffiti that looks like an alien’s head.
         

         “You’d never have had to miss it if you hadn’t cheated.”

         “I know. Please, let’s just talk.”

         A shrill laugh escapes me. “Now that your hippie boyfriend has dumped you? Pull the
            other one, Lucas. What planet are you living on, thinking you can just come crawling
            back?”
         

         “He didn’t dump me,” he says. “I ended it.”

         “I bet you cheated on him as well. Got bored just like you did with me, wanted another
            thrill, and hooked up with someone new on Tinder. Right?”
         

         A dry laugh comes through the phone. “Sharp as ever. But no. I have to disappoint
            you, bumble bee. The reason I ended it was you.” He pauses, then adds, “Is you.”
         

         I hang up. Immediately. Then I switch my phone off and take another deep breath. Three
            times. Four times. Maybe four hundred times. I don’t know. At some point I notice
            my lungs are tightening and I’m about to burst into tears, so I shake my head. I always
            do that when I get emotional. I shake my head so hard it’s as if the bumble bee-bee
            were alive again, buzzing around me. And while my hair whips against my face, I imagine
            my brain getting a proper rattling, staggering around drunk inside my skull with crossed
            eyes. That thought usually makes me grin, and my tears vanish.
         

         When I go back into the bar, Logan has gone. I can’t blame him, given that I just
            left him sitting there and ran to the backyard to take a call from my ex.
         

         I should have just declined the call. Immediately.

         Feeling dejected, I sit on the barstool and wonder why people always act the opposite
            of how they actually want to. Deep down, you know what you should do. How you should
            behave and what’s right. You even know you’ll regret it afterwards, and yet you do
            it anyway.
         

         Why is that? Is there some higher power behind it that we don’t understand? Or is
            the subconscious so powerful that you can’t resist it, even if you want to?
         

         “He waited for a bit,” Keira says. She uses a remote to change the bar lighting from
            red to magenta. “Exactly six minutes. I checked the clock. Then he paid up without
            saying anything and vanished.”
         

         I stir my sparkling water with the straw. “Fine. He’s allowed.”

         Keira studies me curiously. “He’s fit.”

         “He’s Logan Cunningham. Of course he’s fit.”

         “You say his name like I’m supposed to know who he is. Is he a politician?”

         I shake my head, staring at the scratched bar. “No.”

         “Your boyfriend?”

         I shake my head again. “No. He’s just… Logan.”

         “Tells me everything,” Keira mutters. Then she opens the fridge and slides two miniature
            bottles of Jägermeister onto the bar. “Let’s have one together. It helps.”
         

         I’m about to say no, but then I see no reason to. So I drink. The herbal liquid burns
            my throat and finally reopens my lungs, which had constricted from all that deep breathing.
            It tastes good, so I have another. And another.
         

         Five minutes later, I’ve downed seven Jäger shots and two absinthes. Absinthe tastes
            like toothpaste. I’m properly drunk, which Keira finds exceptionally amusing, so she
            keeps giving me more drinks. I think she’s a bit pissed, too.
         

         After a Bloody Mary that tasted disgustingly of tomato juice, I’m on the stage dancing
            hip-hop with Ryan and the gnome. We’re singing Wiggle by Jason Derulo. During the “wiggle, wiggle, wiggle,” the gnome and Ryan shake their
            bums, and I move like a South African snake wiggling out of its pot. The crowd is
            roaring and clapping, and Keira is in such a good mood that she fetches some colourful
            confetti from the cellar and chucks it into the air. At some point, the gnome strips
            off and starts doing a lap dance, and that’s when my drunken self decides it’s time
            to get out of here.
         

         Keira lets me use her phone to call Sean. My driver.

         “She looks sad that I’m leaving, and when I explain in a slurred voice that I’ve got
            uni tomorrow, she just rolls her eyes in annoyance.
         

         “There are no weekdays in this bar,” she says in her husky voice. “There are only
            Saturdays. Once you cross the threshold, you’re trapped in a time loop where Saturday
            repeats forever. As long as you don’t leave, you can live in this Saturday forever.”
         

         I wonder if Keira’s popped some pills or if she’s one of those people who suddenly
            starts talking about the meaning of life, politics, and Illuminati conspiracies when
            they’ve had a few.
         

         Probably both.

         Once I’m out on the street, it finally hits me just how drunk I am. God, I’m wasted.

         I take a step and almost twist my ankle because my Jimmy Choos can’t cope with the
            cracks in the tarmac. They aren’t made for the streets of Queens. I have to keep blinking
            because the whole street is glowing with garish lights and blurring before my eyes.
         

         I bump into someone – “Watch it!” – and I suddenly panic because everyone looks the
            same and I’ve no idea where Sean is or how I’m supposed to get home.
         

         Suddenly, I feel a hand on my shoulder. A man’s hand. I’m just about to wind up an
            elbow and aim for his solar plexus when I realise it’s Sean.
         

         “You shouldn’t have drunk so much,” he says. His voice is as calm as ever. Sean never
            gets angry. Or at least, he never shows it. Once, when I was a kid, I stuck my chewing
            gum in his hair. He just said, “You shouldn’t have done that,” but he wasn’t cross.
            The next day, he had a shaved head. I teased him about it for a good week. Even then,
            he just said, “You shouldn’t laugh at that.” The tone of his voice is always exactly
            the same.
         

         He hoists me into the back of the black S-Class, where I don’t bother with the seatbelt,
            but just stretch out across the seats on my back.
         

         “I’m really drunk, Sean.”

         The engine starts and the car pulls away. “I can see that, Miss Bishop.”

         “My head’s spinning.”

         Sean flicks the indicator. I giggle at the sound. No idea why.

         “You should sit upright and put your seatbelt on.”

         He’s right. Now that we’re on Main Street, my stomach is churning from the movement
            of the car. I give myself a shove and heave myself up, but I regret it the very next
            second.
         

         I am sick into my handbag. There’s a lot of it, and it’s all reddish-brown – a mixture
            of Bloody Mary and Jägermeister, presumably.
         

         I feel better afterwards. I use a few wet wipes from the door compartment to wipe
            my mouth and drink from the water bottle Sean passes back to me.
         

         We drive across the Queensboro Bridge, and I savour the air blowing in through the
            open window, caressing my skin. Even if it does smell of exhaust fumes and the city.
         

         As we pass Trump Tower, my stomach flips again. At first, I think I’m going to be
            sick again, but then I realise that’s not it. The closer we get to the Plaza, the
            more suffocated I feel.
         

         I don’t want to go home. The mere thought of that golden cage makes my chest tighten.
            It’s only about five minutes from the bridge to 5th Avenue. We’re almost there – I
            can already see the hotel.
         

         “Turn off here,” I say. “Take Madison Avenue up to 72nd.”

         Sean frowns but says nothing. He does as I ask. 72nd runs off 5th, with a direct view
            of Central Park. It doesn’t take two minutes before I’m instructing Sean to pull up
            in front of the Cunninghams’ imposing mansion.
         

         “You don’t need to wait,” I say. “I’ll call if there’s a problem.” Then I slam the
            door of the Mercedes, feeling a slight pang of guilt for leaving Sean with my vomit-filled
            bag.
         

         The expensive black iron gate is shut.
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