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CHAPTER 1

New York, I Love You But You’re Bringing Me Down

‘I’m sorry, there is no discussion to be had.’

‘But, Cassie.’ Alexia fixed her eyes on her mother’s black pencil skirt and pondered telling her about the sale tag hanging from the hemline. ‘It’s a great opportunity for me. I can’t work for Dad for ever. I need to grow, get out there on my own. I’m not going to learn anything more running around as personal assistant to a stupid boyband, and we agreed the full-time work on the tour was short-term!’

‘Short-term because you’re going to college! And for the last time, Alexia, call me Mom. I didn’t spend twenty-four hours in labour and endure nine months of reconstructive surgery to have my only child call me by my first name. It’s rude. And disrespectful.’ She still managed to shout despite carefully running a blood-red liner around her lips.

‘Don’t blame the botched nose job on me,’ Alexia said with a smirk.

Her mother closed her eyes and hung her head. ‘That isn’t funny. It’s not botched, anyway – my surgeon is one of the best in the country.’ She turned her head left and right to examine her perfectly symmetrical nose in her hand mirror. ‘Botched?’ She scoffed. ‘It’s a work of art.’

Alexia turned to her father, widening her eyes and lightening her irritated tone. ‘James – you understand, don’t you?’

‘Well …’ Her dad eased himself up from the bar area, pulled his tuxedo jacket on and gave Alexia a weary look. ‘Actually, I agree with your mother. You should finish up the next few weeks at work, then start college in the fall like we planned. What were you thinking, quitting your job without talking to me first? It doesn’t just reflect badly on you, Alexia. You’re my daughter.’ He was disappointed in her, which was a rare thing, and Alexia didn’t like the feeling it gave her.

She had quit in a hurry, it was true. But she’d had enough. The emergency call was the final straw: Alexia Falls, personal assistant and general dogsbody had been summoned. The Keep were shooting the video for their Christmas single, ‘Hold My Baubles’. Singer Lee had one of his ‘migraines’. He needed her. ‘Now!’ He needs an aspirin and a night off the vodka tonics, she’d thought to herself, bitterly, as she’d made her way out the door.

‘I’ve got the thing where bright light hurts,’ he’d moaned from behind his lime-green wayfarers.

‘You mean a hangover,’ Alexia had snapped. ‘Unfortunately, you left evidence of your night out all over Instagram and Twitter, so Geoff is not going to buy it. The whole crew is waiting for you! Arghh! Enough!’ Geoff was the band’s long-suffering manager, and one of her father’s close friends.

Her father. Who was not on her side at all right now, however carefully Alexia explained her reasons for quitting.

‘I really think we should tell Geoff you’re going to finish out the summer,’ he said, trying to be even-handed. ‘And then you’ll go to NYU as we agreed,’ he continued, more firmly.

‘Ugh. NYU. What’s the point? Four years studying film-making when I could be out DOING it.’ Alexia rolled her eyes as her mom approvingly kissed her father on the cheek. ‘Nobody who actually works in film thinks film graduates are any good. I need to learn on the job!’

‘This conversation is over, Alexia.’

‘WHY DO YOU GET TO SAY THAT?’

‘Because you live in my house.’ Her mother picked up her soft, tan leather Hermès handbag and turned to leave.

‘But I don’t want to live in this house any more. That’s the point.’

With that, Cassie stopped in her tracks, the Sale tag on her skirt still swinging behind her. Her shoulders rose slightly. Alexia heard a sharp intake of breath and waited for her mother to concede defeat.

‘Alexia,’ her mother began, ‘if you want to go to London, and live god knows where, with god knows who, with no money and no support from us, by all means buy yourself a ticket and go.’

‘Thanks, Cassie.’

Her mother turned to look at her. ‘That wasn’t permission. It was a warning. And it’s Mom, to you. You have everything an eighteen-year-old girl could ever want, Alexia – and if it really isn’t enough …’

‘I’m grateful, really,’ Alexia insisted, carefully toeing the line. She looked around the enormous Manhattan apartment – more immaculate than any Fifth Avenue showroom – and felt even more determined to get out, away from the shadow of her boring socialite parents … and far away from Lee.

‘Did Dotty do a second cleaning shift?’ she smirked.

‘Your father has Iggy Pop coming for cake.’ Her mother stopped and sighed, catching her daughter’s bemused look. ‘Alexia, please.’

‘I’ve done everything you have asked of me, haven’t I? Why can’t I have this one thing? It isn’t fair.’

‘I must get on. We have the gala tonight and I’ve spent all week on a client with acute spiritual narcissism and a pending divorce. Some people have real problems.’

‘Spiritual narcissism?’ her father said, kissing Alexia on the cheek.

‘You know. Obsessed with his own inner god. It’s so typical – he spent one weekend in some bloody forest, high on ayahuasca …’ Her mother waved the question away, looking flustered. ‘He’s from the West Coast,’ she said, definitively.

Her dad smirked at Alexia and she tried not to giggle. She was sure she’d got away with it, but then he gave her a look of gentle seriousness, his hand on her arm. ‘Do go to college, darling. It’s an amazing opportunity, and one that I never had. It will be a fresh start for you socially as well. I’m sure you’ll like it more than high school. Find your tribe, as they say.’

Alexia felt a rush of blood to her cheeks. ‘That has nothing to do with it. I want to go to London and work at Bright Star Productions. College will always be there.’

‘No it won’t. This is a one-time offer – we won’t be here to pay for your tuition when you’re broke at twenty-five.’ Her mother plucked her keys out of an antique Japanese ceramic bowl, perched atop a real miniature Roman marble column by the front door. ‘You go on this crazy fantasy trip to London and the money’s gone, Alexia. I mean it. Don’t try to test me.’

‘It’s not a test, Cassie. I’m going!’ She tried to sound chirpy, ignoring the pang of guilt in her stomach. ‘Have fun, you two!’

‘Get some sleep. It’s been a big few days.’ James sighed, holding the door open. As her mother disappeared he looked over his shoulder and then back at Alexia. ‘And, Alexia, please be easy on your mom. She’s—’

‘I know, I know,’ Alexia interrupted, and with the heavy thud of their thirty-thousand-dollar front door, followed by the quietest patter of paws (courtesy of her mom’s inquisitive Italian greyhound), they were gone.

‘Oprah!’ she called to the sleek grey supermodel. ‘Come here, little one!’ Oprah trotted lazily over, her little face almost entirely eyes. ‘Let’s head upstairs and sort out that luggage, eh?’

Alexia made her way up to the top floor, past the hallway full of framed platinum and gold discs. The plush silver-dove carpet gently gave way under her bare toes, and the faint smell of yet another paint job lingered in the air, not completely masked by the jasmine candle her mother had lit on the top-floor landing. Alexia inhaled the scent just inches above the flame before blowing it out and waving the ribbon of smoke away.

The top floor, which Alexia had to herself, consisted of a large duck-egg blue and grey bedroom with en suite, a dressing room and a large study, which her mom had renovated the year before. Especially for college.

Cassie had really gone to town. The walls were adorned with framed, nonsensical inspirational quotes like, ‘It’s not failure, it’s unfinished success!’ and ‘It’s a good day to have a good day!’ and the bookshelves bulged with old magazines, self-help and motivational books, while Alexia’s own collection of film and photography books were relegated to one small lower shelf.

Her phone rang, and she felt her whole body start to tense. She just wanted some goddamn time to herself.

‘Alexia!’ came the warmest, kindest voice she could imagine right at that moment.

‘Clint,’ she said with great relief, ‘it’s just you!’

‘Just me! How was the Christmas video shoot?’

‘Heinously tragic. I can’t believe I got called down.’

‘Someone forget their underwear?’

Alexia groaned. Having to buy emergency underwear happened a lot, actually. It was quite something to know the boxer size of five grown men who were not her relations. She often dreamed about starting an online blog and releasing said information under an alias – Did you know The Keep’s singer Kyle is a trim 32 waist but requires an XXL boxer short? – but she was far too loyal for such shenanigans. Still, a girl could make a quick buck with the information she had.

‘So, did you do it? Are you coming?’

Alexia wondered if she had done it. She looked across at her suitcase, barely touched since her return from touring Europe with The Keep. It would be so easy to just chuck a few winter clothes in and go.

‘I did it. I think. No, I think I did it.’ She sighed. ‘My parents are not one hundred per cent on board.’

‘Oh well, whose parents are? Have you got somewhere to live or do you need to crash at mine for a bit? We can clear some room in the lounge. I mean, it’s not pretty, but you’d be welcome.’

‘I’m not sure. I haven’t worked out all the details yet.’

‘No worries. But you’ll be here soon, I guess? We’ve just signed on to do another of your dad’s bands – All New Wild.’

‘Another boyband! I’m so sorry.’

‘They’re not a boyband. They play instruments, you know.’ Clint chuckled. ‘But yes. Same old, same old.’

Despite only being in his early twenties, Clint had been touring with The Keep for years. He was their official cameraman, in charge of filming the bigger gigs and keeping their social media accounts looking slick by producing video diaries and so forth.

‘Well, I’ll message you when I book my flight. I guess I’m coming soon.’

‘Okay, love. How exciting! We can’t wait to have you on board officially.’

She put her phone down as Oprah curled up on a floor cushion by her feet and closed her eyes. Alexia yawned. ‘Me too, Oprah. Me too.’ The last few days were finally catching up with her. She popped her iPod in the dock and found Sonic Youth. Surely there was no better soundtrack for her teenage rebellion? She hit play on ‘Teenage Riot’, sinking gleefully into its messy, distorted guitar riff. Stick to your guns. Thanks, Thurston.

She flung open her luggage and began to sort through a month’s worth of trash and treasure she’d picked up during the long tour of Europe. She had the dream job really – travelling the world with a superstar boyband. If only it hadn’t involved being on call to five ungrateful boys twenty-four hours a day. She tossed a fridge magnet souvenir from Rome in the bin. The truth was, if it wasn’t for her feelings for Lee, she probably wouldn’t have lasted a week.

But as she shuffled through a selection of postcards and Polaroids carefully hidden in the satin pin-tucked top pocket of her Gucci case, she had to concede that it was fortuitous. If she hadn’t been on tour she never would have met Clint and the team from Bright Star Productions, and she would have never had the offer of an internship in London. An internship that, if she worked really hard, could turn into a full-time job.

She gazed at a photo of Lee backstage, his longish dark hair hanging over his eyes, shining red from the flash but still full of magnetic wickedness. She flicked through the set – there was Lee half asleep on the plane, Lee jumping into another fountain and Lee ineffectively hiding from paparazzi by wearing a huge sombrero and comedy moustache. And, finally, one of him with his arms around bandmate Charlie at a restaurant in Rome. She turned it over and ran her thumb across the message on the back.


For eBay, with love from Lee xox



She’d never sell any of these memories. But I can’t keep them all either, she thought with her signature practicality, tossing the blank postcards in the bin and slipping all but half a dozen Polaroids into a hat box.

She unzipped her camera bag and carefully cleaned her two most prized possessions – a vintage Polaroid camera and a brand-new Canon 5D – before repacking them. They were worth a bomb.

A couple of hours later she was unpacked and half repacked. She hid her suitcase away in her closet and closed the door, tugging her dressing gown off the hook at the back.

‘I’m just going to have a quick shower, Oprah,’ she whispered, sniffing her armpits and recoiling in horror. ‘A long shower, Oprah. With disinfectant. And paint stripper.’

She plugged her iPhone in to charge, walked to the en suite and turned the water to hot. While she showered, she dreamily planned her escape. She would book a ticket to leave later that week. Clint would help her get an apartment. The rest she would sort out as she went. She had absolute confidence in her decision and couldn’t wait to get there. A week was almost too long.

She turned off the shower and heard her phone ringing in the other room. As she reached for a towel it rang off and almost immediately it rang again. Alexia felt her heart race. She pulled her robe on and made a dash for it, but missed the call.

Lee. Lee had called eight times. Her phone beeped and a text message popped up.


FROM LEE: Lexi. I neeeeeeeed you. Can you come now? X
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‘A fabulous celebration of music, friendship,
and following your dreams’

Katherine Webber, author of Wing Jones
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