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Prologue

GLAMOUR

The name was written in brass letters, each one sixteen feet high, polished like a mirror. They glittered on the front of the store like solid gold, sparkling in the California sun, like a permanent firework.

What a store! In Hollywood, the city of the stars, GLAMOUR said it all. A landmark attraction since the day it first opened, the new building was a must-see on every tourist itinerary. All-American razzmatazz; a monument to luxury, money, and power.

The flagship store was ten storeys high. Dwarfing Harrods in London or Saks in New York, LA’s GLAMOUR was the ultimate shopping temple. Sleek and modern, it had been fronted with glossy black granite, so that the golden letters shone even more brilliantly. The trademark uniformed doormen and valets, both men and women, who attended to shoppers’ every whim, stood to attention behind the huge glass front doors, waiting for opening time. At GLAMOUR, shopping was an exquisite pleasure. Once you entered those doors, the cares of the day fell away. You were in another world; soft carpeting underfoot, exquisite fresh flowers at every corner, assistants to wait on your every need. Every shopping trip was a vacation, and around the world, women with money just couldn’t get enough. If you bought so much as a hairband in GLAMOUR, somebody would wrap it in the iconic triple G tissue paper, tie it with mint-green  ribbons, and carry it to your car - should you so desire.

The clothes were fabulous. The scents adorable. The shoes haute couture. The jewels must-have.

They loved it. And the women who had founded it were set to become amongst the richest in the world. Everybody knew their story.

Three women. Beautiful, powerful and rich.

And, it seemed, absolutely ruthless.

Once they had been the closest of friends. Once, they had all suffered. And, together, they had triumphed.

So how had it gone so wrong?

 



‘It’s the Princess!’ The little girl tugged on her mother’s coat sleeve, jumping up and down with excitement. ‘Look! Momma. It’s her. There she is!’

‘You’re right, baby!’

Her mother, Coco, a bank teller in her mid-thirties, leaned over the thick velvet rope that flanked the long red carpet that swept across Rodeo Drive. Keisha’s childish enthusiasm was infectious. She hoisted her daughter up on her shoulders, so the girl could get a better look.

Across the street, forced back by security, was a gaggle of media reporters, cameramen and boom mike holders, all talking intently to camera. Two local TV news choppers whirred overhead.

Normally you only got this sort of turnout for the biggest stars. A-list actresses, the First Lady, the Lakers. But these three young women were legendary. America - and the world - was watching this meeting.

Coco felt her stomach knot with anticipation. She was going to be late taking Keisha to school, late for work. But it was worth it. She’d pushed her baby into the crowd, determined to show her three of the most sizzling, famous businesswomen in the world.

The American dream. Anyone could make it. It could be  you in that limo. Never mind school - that was a lesson Keisha should learn. Coco turned towards the car as the LAPD shouted, motioning for everybody to get back. Keisha squealed in delight.

The security men swarmed around the gleaming black vehicle. There were olive-skinned soldiers, lean and dangerous looking, the palm tree of Ghada emblazoned on the chest of their uniforms. Mingling with them brawny Americans with dark suits, shades and earpieces - the Secret Service.

A man stepped forward and opened the back door of the limo.

The Arab security men snapped to the salute.

A slippered foot emerged from the limo, swathed in gorgeously embroidered gold thread. It was followed by the swish of a long dress, a floor-length robe in butterscotch silk, well cut and covered with ornate stitched designs; modest, self-assured, and beautiful. The woman stood up; she wore a simple veil across her hair, secured with a solid semi-circle of polished gold; her aquiline face was calm and confident.

‘She’s so beautiful,’ Keisha gasped. ‘Can I get a dress like that, Mom?’

‘I don’t think it would fit you, baby,’ Coco replied.

The crowd recovered from its fit of awe.

‘Princess! Princess!’

‘Princess Haya!’

‘Haya, over here! Highness!’

The gold-robed vision smiled and waved; to the dismay of her handlers, she strode up to the barriers, shaking hands and greeting the crowd. They cheered and shouted; Haya chatted graciously.

‘I want to meet her!’ Keisha squealed.

‘There are hundreds of people here, honey,’ Coco said, not wanting her daughter to get disappointed.

But then four black-suited men brushed past her - and all  of a sudden, there was the Princess, standing before them, resplendent in her traditional gown; gleaming, as golden as the sun, like something out of Coco’s childhood fairy stories.

Keisha clapped her hands.

‘You’re a real live princess!’ she shouted.

And as Coco watched, Princess Haya laughed, reached forward, and gave the little girl a big hug.

‘And so are you,’ she replied. Then she looked at Coco.

‘Ma’am, you have a beautiful daughter.’

‘Th-thank you - Highness . . .’ Coco stuttered.

Haya grinned and winked at the amazed mother. Then she turned smartly, and walked up the red carpet, past her bowing security men, silken robe fluttering in the light breeze.

‘Oh my gosh!’ Keisha was saying. ‘She hugged me! Oh my gosh!’

‘Come on,’ Coco said. ‘We got to get you to school, honey.’

Normally this would have provoked instant moaning. But Keisha allowed herself to be drawn along, meekly, lost in her own little world.

To be honest, Coco had a buzz as well. That was cool -  way cool. When they reopened the store, after the big meeting, she would pop in - buy herself a little something. Not that she could afford much. But just entering GLAMOUR made you feel like you were living the dream.

As she hustled her happy daughter towards the car, Coco stole a glance backwards over her shoulder. The crowd was still there, adrenaline up, chattering as they awaited the other two.

 



‘Miz Nelson.’

‘Yes?’ Sally shouted back. She had to shout - the whirring of the chopper blades was just too loud.

‘If you look to your left, ma’am,’ the pilot bellowed, ‘you can see the store. We’ll be landing in just a second.’

‘Great!’

Sally gave him a thumbs up, and the pilot smiled at her momentarily before turning back to the controls. Like all men, he was flirting with her.

Sally shook her long blond hair smoothly down her back. It was a shimmering curtain of platinum, expensively and expertly coiffed on Fifth Avenue by Rolande himself, owner of the famous line that she had discovered. She snapped open her Hermès Kelly bag and removed a compact mirror. Too fabulous for words! No wonder it had been the hit of spring’s accessory line. She ran through the numbers in her head - $500 times, how many? Ten thousand? Why, she’d made millions just from this one product. Customers couldn’t get enough of that Sally, GLAMOUR magic. And whatever the other two said, she was the one that knew how to give it to them.

Sally examined her beautiful face critically, looking for flaws. But there were none. Her skin, helped along by the very best facials and professionally applied Lassiter make-up, was glowing. She looked fantastic. Her body was buff and lithe - a personal trainer worked it out daily - and her dress was French Riviera chic - a Pucci print with a white silk jacket over the top, designed just for Sally. Sassy, cool and irreverent, she carried it with her Kelly bag and trademark Manolos. Throw in a large pair of tortoiseshell glasses and she was the living spirit of summer.

Sally knew she looked like a star. But then again, she was  one. She leaned across the soft leather seats of her personal helicopter and looked down on the seething crowd milling outside the GLAMOUR red carpet. They were her fans - the fans of the dream. The other two girls, well; she shrugged to herself, still angry - they’d just helped with the mechanics.

Sally Nelson was the star here. She was Barbie. She was Lady Liberty. The all-American icon, blond hair, tanned skin, healthy Cali lifestyle, and oh yes, the small matter of a  billion dollars or two to boot. She had appeared in more ad campaigns than she could count, and the public ate her up. GLAMOUR. That was her, wasn’t it? Not cold, bookish Jane, or regal Haya - who, let’s face it, had taken herself out of the game.

When they thought glamorous, they thought Sally. She smiled triumphantly. It was her store, her dream. They had named it after Sally!

Of course GLAMOUR should be hers.

 



‘Please remain seated until the airplane has ground to a complete halt,’ said the steward.

Jane Morgan didn’t even look at him. She had already unbuckled her belt and jumped to her feet.

‘Ma’am, please take your seat,’ he said uncomfortably. Wow. That Limey broad was something. His boyfriend was tough, but even he’d be scared of her.

‘Please get out of my way.’ She turned to him, her famous black eyes cool. ‘This flight was delayed for four hours.’

She snapped open the overhead locker and retrieved her laptop bag, oblivious of the other first-class passengers’ stares.

‘You’re defying FAA regulations.’

‘Correct.’ She shrugged. ‘I don’t pay ten thousand dollars for a first-class ticket in order to be prevented from doing my job.’

‘We tried to make you as comfortable as possible, ma’am,’ he began.

‘I don’t need to be comfortable. I need to be in Beverly Hills. I have a meeting. And I’m late.’

She made it sound like a terminal condition.

Every fancy businessman, society wife and ruddy-cheeked CEO in the first-class cabin was now watching the show.

He heard himself remonstrate with her, almost pleading.

‘It’ll just be a minute . . .’

There was a small shudder, and the plane docked with the exit tunnel. The pilot, perhaps sensing the steward’s trouble, switched off the seatbelt signs, and with that little ping, all the suits were up, fumbling around their laps, trying to get their bags.

Jane Morgan was already standing by the exit door. First in line.

The steward smiled weakly at the passengers shoving past him. He sure wouldn’t like to be on the opposite side of the table at that lady’s meeting. She should come with a government safety warning.

 



‘Highness, I must advise against it.’

Ahmed al-Jamir, the Embassy’s special adviser, leaned across the table, his dark eyes intent on Haya’s. ‘Your position—’

‘I am a member of the board,’ Haya said mildly.

‘I meant your royal position,’ al-Jamir persisted. ‘This business stuff can be left to others. You should simply sell your stake. What is the point?’

Her dark eyes raced across the figures in front of her; finally they lifted and regarded him.

‘The point is that GLAMOUR is my company. It’s my store. And I haven’t forgotten that.’

Even if the others had.

He was ready to weep. The Princess would be Queen one day, maybe one day soon. Her husband controlled countless billions, a major army. Even before the inheritance, Haya had her pick of no less than sixteen separate palaces, more jewels than she could wear.

For all its high-profile branding, this company was nothing. Nothing!

He lowered his voice and said as much. They both knew  what he really meant. It was unseemly for a princess of Ghada to be playing around in American business! Look at the Englishwoman, Jane Morgan. Famous across the world, although al-Jamir did not dare voice the thought, as one hell  of a ball-breaking bitch.

He did not want Siti Haya mentioned in the same breath as Jane Morgan! It demeaned her, it demeaned Prince Jaber. It lowered the very royal house!

Haya closed the company report and turned her gaze to the security men and civil servants.

‘Leave us.’

‘But Princess—’

‘You can wait outside the door.’

There were a lot of reluctant bows, and then they all trooped meekly out. Haya gazed at al-Jamir.

‘When I married His Highness, I told him I had no intention of surrendering my past life.’

‘But events—’

‘Yes. We all know what happened.’ She would not refer to the change in their circumstances. ‘Nonetheless, Ahmed, I founded this company. I began its spirit. I began its ethos. Something Sally and Jane apparently want eliminated. You need not fear; today will be the very last day I spend engaged in the world of business. I know my duty.’

She tugged her silken robes a little tighter around her shoulders, and the diplomat was impressed. Indeed, whatever her origins, Haya al-Jaber bore herself as though the crown were on her dark head already.

‘But you and everyone else needs to understand something. I will not let them destroy this place. Today is the last meeting. And I’m going to make it count.’

He was silent in the face of her anger.

‘You may call them back in,’ Haya told him, regally, dismissively.

She turned back to the report.

Sally blew one last kiss to the cheering crowds, waving just the tips of her manicured fingers at them. ‘Thank you all so much!’

She crossed the red carpet to where the hungry media were waiting. Flashbulbs popped like fireworks; a forest of boom mikes jostled forwards towards Sally’s face. The Arabian princess had cut them dead, and that was lame, but so what? Sally was the real golden girl, America’s sweetheart! The reporters shoved forwards, yelling questions at the star.

‘Sally! Is it time to get your revenge?’

‘Who owns GLAMOUR?’

‘Are you here to take control?’

‘Is this an American company?’

‘What do you have to say to the fans?’

That last one was a perfect softball. Sally stopped smiling for the photographers and turned to camera.

‘I want to thank them for their love and support! I couldn’t do it without you guys!’ she purred.

‘What’re your plans, Sally?’

‘You know how much I love GLAMOUR! I’m just here to set things straight.’ She gave America that famous wink. ‘Now don’t y’all worry, because I’m here to see everything works out just fine.’

‘But Princess Haya! Jane Morgan!’

‘I looooove those ladies,’ Sally said brightly. ‘But everyone knows that GLAMOUR is Sally Nelson! Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to get to work.’

She blew another kiss, direct to TV land, pirouetted on her Manolos, and sashayed up the red carpet while the doormen saluted.

The reporters buzzed. Sally Nelson knew how to give good coverage. They got what they needed; Sally was a star.

She was gonna kick those other girls’ asses. None of the paparazzi had any doubt.

‘It’s coming up ahead, Miz Morgan.’

‘I know where the store is,’ Jane said shortly. She examined the letters from her bankers. Every word of the legal document mattered. Sometimes, lawyers let things slip; she didn’t trust them.

‘Shall I take you out front?’ Her driver peered ahead. ‘There sure is a big crowd. Look at that turnout!’

‘No. Make a left here.’

‘A left?’

Was he deaf? ‘Yes,’ she snapped.

‘But GLAMOUR—’

‘We’re not going to GLAMOUR. We’re going to the storage warehouse. There’s a closed parking lot between the warehouse and the offices.’

‘You don’t want anybody to see you,’ he said, slowly clocking on.

That’s right.

‘I can’t stand fuss.’

In the rear-view mirror he watched the chestnut hair, wound tight into a neat bob, as tight as she was. Damn! He’d seen porcupines with less prickles.

But Jane Morgan paid good, real good, and at Christmas his bonus could run into thousands of dollars. His colleague’s son, the one with the gimpy leg, had gotten bullied at school and Miz Morgan had paid for private Catholic college. Now the kid was maxing out his SATs, Rafael thought he might be going to make a scholarship to the Ivy League.

He swallowed and shut up. So she didn’t fraternize. That was OK. Everybody that worked for Morgana Inc. knew who the boss was.

‘Yes, ma’am, you got it,’ he said.

Two minutes later he had dropped America’s toughest new businesswoman, queen of the Dow Jones, at the back  of the warehouse. He watched as she swung her neat legs in their court shoes out the back of his car and marched off, between the enormous trucks full of GLAMOUR goodies, through the parking lot.

So she was arriving on the down low. Jason figured she had some calls to make, last-minute deals, something like that.

Most thought this was her last stand. That it was all over.

Not him.

He’d never bet against Jane Morgan.

 



The boardroom crackled with energy.

The long, glossy mahogany table was packed. Rows of men and women in dark suits, high-priced lawyers, investment bankers and M&A sharks, all toying with their pads and Mont Blanc pens, or pretending to read their figures.

Behind them, the view was fabulous. High over Beverly Hills, the floor-to-ceiling glass walls showed every billboard, every limo, the smog haze hanging over the city. But nobody was distracted.

Around the head of the table, on the left, sat Princess Haya, her security men hanging back behind her chair, cradling their guns.

Directly opposite her, Sally Nelson. The famous blond hair cascading glossily down her back. Those baby-blue eyes steely and hard, revealing the businesswoman behind the star. She was more than a figurehead, and she was here to let them know it.

And, insisting on her right to sit in the chairman’s seat, Jane Morgan, all in black. Dressed for her own funeral?

Three powerful women. Once best friends. Now deadly rivals. Each of them determined to control the world’s most famous store. A global icon.

Its fate, and theirs, would be determined today.

Jane Morgan stared down the length of the table; she nodded coldly at Haya and Sally. Most people in this room thought all her plans were about to be ruined, but her voice, that famously cool English voice, betrayed no fear.

‘Good morning. The meeting will come to order.’




Chapter One

Los Angeles - 1987

‘You gotta FIGHT for your RIGHT to PAAAARRRTTYYY . . .’

The boombox radio in the corner of the playground was pumping out rap, the Beastie Boys blasting into the still air of a muggy fall day in Beverly Hills. It was the start of the new term, and the teachers smiled to each other and looked the other way. Already the over-privileged girls of Miss Milton’s Academy were settling back into their tight little cliques. Julie Manners, the queen of tenth grade, had her new toy out and she was showing off. Julie and her friends wore their white socks around their ankles, hitched up their skirts, pinned their hair back with Ray-Bans and wore badges proclaiming heavy metal bands. They banged their heads, long hair flying, to show just how tough they were.

The teachers, milling around the registration booths outside, pretended to be deep in conversation, ignoring Julie and her clique. Her dad was a movie director, and that made her powerful. This was the eighties; fame and celebrity counted for a lot in this town. And everywhere else, come to that.

Most of the girls, younger and older, were already forming knots around the queen bee, pretending to like the music, complimenting her on her hair, her Lee Press-On nails, the cloud of Dior Poison she liked to swan around in. Julie eyed them all with a nasty sneer, her hair tossing, as though deciding where to dispense her favours. It was social  death to be disliked by the most powerful clique in school.

And the staff had learned to fear her too. Teachers Julie’s dad didn’t like tended to have short tenures at Miss Milton’s. They shut their ears to the deafening music, pretending it was no big deal. Heavy metal and rap were in. So was Julie. And everybody wanted to be just like her.

Well - almost everybody.

A dark, slender girl sat in the opposite corner of the playground, next to the oh-so-hip Zen garden the school board had planted over the vacation: raked lines of gravel, flat stepping stones, square pools, bonsai trees and flourishing patches of bamboo. She sat on the lawn, reading a book, her neat leather satchel beside her.

Unconcerned with Julie’s court. Waiting for someone. ‘Limey,’ hissed Melissa Smith, kicking at her as she passed.

‘Do sod off, Melissa,’ the girl replied equitably. She wasn’t much to look at; neat hair in a severe ponytail, black-rimmed glasses, no make-up. But there was a certain resilience to her.

Melissa Smith was one of Julie’s cronies.

‘The bookworm’s at it again. What’s this?’ She snatched up the slim volume. ‘Ariel by Sylvia Plath. Studying up on laundry detergent?’ Melissa snickered. Jane Morgan didn’t suck up. And she didn’t fear bullying. Two reasons to hate her. The girl wasn’t pretty, yet she didn’t seem to care. She was all round weird.

‘It’s poetry. Course, you’d have to actually be able to read to know that. How was summer school?’ Jane asked coolly.

Melissa flushed; she had been forced to take summer school to catch up on her grades. Everybody knew Jane was a superbrain.

‘Great,’ she lied. ‘And you know, there were boys there. Not something you’d know a lot about.’

‘Not interested,’ Jane replied.

‘That’s right. They aren’t.’ A rather smart insult from Melissa; she tossed her hair proudly. ‘You never sent Julie a  birthday card, Miss Fish’n’chips. People notice these things.’

‘That’s because I can’t stand Julie.’

Melissa bridled. ‘You’d better watch yourself. We can make life very hard for you in this school. If you want to be picked for any teams, or sit with anybody, or get a part in the play, or go to parties . . .’

‘Yeah, well, I don’t.’ Jane Morgan snapped the book shut. ‘That’s what you don’t get. So tell me again why I should give a damn what you think?’

‘Watch yourself, weirdo,’ Melissa repeated, and stalked off. Damn! That ugly Brit. She was so arrogant. Every year she managed to survive the worst they could throw at her. She should have been hounded out of Miss Milton’s by now. Of course Melissa, Julie, and everybody else knew why it hadn’t happened. One word.

Sally.

Sally. The country bumpkin. The dumb blonde from the West with a stupid Texas twang, Barbie’s hair, and illegal curves. A few more years and she could be starring in The Dukes of Hazzard as Daisy. There was nothing hip about Sally, nothing cool. She didn’t listen to the Beastie Boys or Mötley Crüe. She always had that boring ass country and western playing. She didn’t wear the right clothes - no black leather jackets and metal studs, no Madonna fingerless black lace gloves, or spiderweb tights in exotic patterns.

But Sally had two things in her favour - at least, Melissa only admitted to two. First, she was rich. And not just film-biz, Beverly Hills common-or-garden rich like most of them, with their daddies working producers, driving Mercedes and flying business class. No, Sally’s family was Money with a capital M. Her pa, Paulie Lassiter, was in the oil business, and had long ago stopped counting his wealth in millions. Estimates in school varied from one billion to four.

One thing was definite. Her daddy could buy all their daddies ten times over and still have plenty to spare.

Insults to Sally Lassiter were muted. Even the daughters of studio heads had to mind their manners.

And second - even worse - Sally was gorgeous. You could sneer - and they did. Dumb blonde. Texas rose. Bimbo. Cheerleader.

Yet, as their own reluctant eyes, and their brothers’ admiring stares, confirmed, Sally Lassiter’s looks were devastating. Her skin glowed, warm and tanned. Her long, rich-girl blond hair was glossy and smooth like a Timotei commercial. She had coltish legs, slender arms, large, bright blue eyes, and over the whole package, a white-toothed, milky, all-American wholesomeness. She was always smiling, always upbeat; narrow waisted, but with large breasts and a tight, curvy butt that suggested she was fit and healthy, and some day would make a good-looking mom of good-looking babies; when she laughed, she lit up the entire room.

Sally made sophistication and cynicism seem like a waste of time.

She was the best-looking girl in the school. Some thought she was the best-looking girl in the city.

So she wasn’t a brainiac. So what? She was an only child, heir to a vast fortune. And it seemed so unfair, Melissa recollected, absently touching her own rather bulbous nose, that she wouldn’t even have to waste any of it on plastic surgery.

It was hard to condescend to a girl like Sally. Richer and prettier than you, of course she had confidence. Buckets of it.

Yeah, she was a dumb hick; they all thought that, sometimes even dared to say so. But Sally just smiled. She knew she was untouchable, Melissa thought, knew she was better than all of them. It was so unfair! She didn’t even work at being popular; she didn’t have to navigate high school politics. Instead, she just went her own sweet way. And they had the uncomfortable feeling that all the time they were  laughing at Sally Lassiter, the Texas honey was laughing right back.

And of course if she wasn’t smart, she had a friend who was.

Jane Morgan.

They made such an unlikely duo. Best friends as long as anybody could remember, yet totally different. Jane was, in Miss Milton terms, a bum. Her folks had no cash; her fees were all paid by the British Embassy. She was doing this on the taxpayer’s dime. She wasn’t pretty, either, no style, no hipness to her whatsoever. Jane was a real little bookworm; unsuited to the sun, sea, sex of LA, the hot, dusty city of perfect bods and shiny cars. She lived an internal life, always in the library, studying; no crushes on actors, no gossip about boys - like they’d be interested in her. Melissa suspected strongly that was just a front. After all, Jane showed zero signs of being gay. So how come she was Miss Ice Maiden?

Jane Morgan would have made an easy target. She didn’t have Sally’s weapons. Status, sure; Daddy was practically royal, and the cars that picked her up sometimes had little fluttering flags on the front, which was cool. But this was LA, not Washington. It didn’t count for a whole lot; not like having a movie with boffo opening numbers, owning a magazine, or being a top-notch sports agent, like Melissa’s father.

Yet they could not touch her. Sally protected her. And as long as they stayed friends, those two girls, together, were so much more than the sum of their parts. Julie Manners used to say - damn, all the time - that Sally and Jane were like a jigsaw puzzle. They made no sense on their own, but together they were unstoppable. Jane had the brains. Sally had the looks. Jane had that smart mouth. Sally was loaded.

Melissa had to admit they made a hell of a team.

Jane watched, carefully, as Melissa’s tense back receded into the distance, joining the throng of chicks hanging around Julie. It wasn’t till Melissa was safely out of reach that she could breathe a sigh of relief.

Not that she would let it show. No way; never. Jane Morgan had no truck with weakness. But she was unhappy, even depressed.

Another bloody term. Stuck in this shithole. With no decent teachers, no good courses. Girls went to Miss Milton’s for one thing - social cachet. How the hell would she get into Oxford or Cambridge after studying at this dump?

She buried her dark head in her hands.

Trouble with being clever, it was harder to deceive yourself. Of course, the lack of academic standards was a problem for an ambitious student. But that wasn’t why she was unhappy . . .

Jane looked wistfully at the laughing, jostling crowd surrounding Julie Manners and wished she was the other girl. Just once. What would that be like? To be popular, to have people fighting for your attention. She had never had that, never, not as long as she’d lived.

She looked at the front gate, her knuckles tightening on her book. Yes, she was hoping to see a limo pull up. She had never wanted to see Sal as much as she did right now. The warmth of that smile, the native happiness, might pull her up a little. As long as she had Sally, it wasn’t all black.

But Sally wasn’t here yet. And as she sat by herself in the playground, pretending to be absorbed in her reading, young Jane Morgan felt a wave of loneliness crash over her. It was a wretched feeling, and she lifted her head; jutted her chin up, as though she were in physical danger of drowning.

Her dad. His Excellency, the Hon. Thomas Morgan. Jane thought of him, smiling that politician’s smile at her. As she tried to persuade him to stay with her, to want her close . . .  to love her, just a little, the way she loved him, always had; a child’s needy love, which was still unrequited.

‘But Daddy . . . I really hate that school.’

She’d been hovering on the landing, at the top of the stairs, her suitcases all packed, in the limo already.

‘We all hate school, darling.’ He gave her an absent-minded kiss.

‘I want to be with you.’ Jane’s words tumbled out, although she’d promised herself she wouldn’t beg; eager, desperate. ‘I want to stay here - in Washington.’

‘No, you should mix in other surroundings. The political hothouse . . .’ he waved his hands vaguely. ‘Not good for teenagers. And I’m so busy, you’d never see me. Boarding school is best. We did it in my day.’

‘I live in the guest house, with Consuela.’

‘Same thing,’ he lied. ‘Now run along, darling, your driver’s been waiting ten minutes already.’

‘But . . . Dad.’ Her voice, already pleading, whiny. ‘If I were here, you could see me more. And you’d like that, wouldn’t you?’

‘Of course I would.’ His voice softened, just a fraction, and he leaned over and kissed her on the forehead; a brief touch, but manna to Jane. She wanted desperately to hug him, but he pulled back, and his clear grey eyes regained their professional detachment. ‘And I’ll see you this summer, sweetheart.’

Sweetheart. Darling. If only that were true.

But Jane Morgan squared her slim shoulders and pasted on a smile, as brisk and impersonal as Daddy’s always were.

‘OK. See you then,’ she said, and gave him a hug; he patted her stiffly on the back. ‘Love you, Daddy.’

‘Love you too, Jane.’

As she walked down the stairs, she heard him turn and go back to his office. He didn’t even wait to wave goodbye to her.

The memory was bitter. And she had chewed on it, like a foul herb, all the way to the airport, and then all the way to the smart, lonely, rented house she lived in when she was at school. There was a mixture of longing and loathing when she thought about the school; bleak despair at yet another term of being the outsider, the outcast. Her life sometimes seemed like one long story of rejection. And yet, that bright spot, her best friend; Sally, who was the closest thing, Jane sometimes thought, that she had to real family; Sally, who was almost a sister.

There was a sound; a large limousine rolling over the speed bumps in the drive. Yes - that was Sally’s car, straight out of Texas, a large, gleaming white monster; Jane would know it anywhere.

Her blues temporarily banished, she scrambled to her feet.

The car parked; the driver, neatly dressed in an immaculate uniform, got out and held the door open for his young passenger, like she was a princess. Jane hovered; behind her, she was aware of the rock music being lowered, the general drop in the hum of voices - everybody was looking this way, everybody was waiting for Sally. For that matter, they were looking at her, too.

Her friend was one of life’s stars, brilliant and dazzling. And yes, those coltish legs, slim and tanned over the white bobby sox, tumbled out of the car’s chocolate-brown leather seats; her skirt just that touch shorter, her long blond hair blowing around her shoulders in the breeze, designer sunglasses holding it back, her eyes thick with mascara in defiance of the no make-up policy - there she was, and the school collectively exhaled at the sight of her.

Jane gave a whoop of joy and ran out to Sally.

‘I’m so glad to see you,’ Sally cried, flinging her arms round Jane and enveloping her in a cloud of scent. ‘It’s been so boring while you were in DC.’

‘Me too.’ Jane felt awkward; she always did when Sally first appeared. Sometimes she was a little jealous; she was the moon, pale and serious, while Sally blazed like the sun; other times she felt all her vulnerabilities crash in on her, and agreed with the rest of them: why would Sally even be her friend?

But slowly she relaxed.

‘What’s going on? Bye, Jake. Y’all take care.’ She waved to her chauffeur, who tipped his cap. ‘Is that Melissa talking to Julie? Horrible haircut. She looks like a boy.’

‘Tough is in this year,’ Jane answered wrily. ‘Have you seen Julie’s black leather jacket? She’s all over Whitesnake. And she had platinum highlights put into her perm, and it’s gone all crispy.’

‘No!’ Sally squealed with delight. ‘I gotta see. That girl has no style.’

‘Knows a lot of movie stars, though,’ Jane observed.

‘Whoop-de-do,’ Sally said. ‘They’re ten cents to the pound around here.’

Her pretty face reflected such total unconcern that Jane instantly felt lightened. And slightly ashamed. How could she have let Melissa Smith get to her? Sally and she were unbreakable. The in-crowd could do their worst.

‘Can you help me with my vacation project?’ Sally asked, lowering her voice. ‘I think I got the Tudors muddled up. I could use an A, Daddy’s kind of bothered about my SATs.’

‘Sure.’ Jane was on her own ground now. ‘I’ll write you something quickly at lunchtime, you copy it out, hand the project in tomorrow.’

‘Thanks.’ Sally blushed. ‘I know I should have gotten it right by now.’

‘Don’t worry about it. I’m always here.’

Sal squeezed her arm, and they walked off into the playground, chattering away like starlings.

‘. . . which concludes the assembly for this morning.’ Miss Milton herself, her grey hair neatly wound in a steely bun, her doughy body encased in a couture Dior tweed suit, surveyed the room full of her well-heeled charges. ‘Orientation for the new girls we welcome into the school this year will continue at first period.’

Jane glanced, without much curiosity, at the gaggle of new chicks that were standing off to one side like sheep waiting to be herded into a pen. Various different ages; every form had some turnover each year - a producer hit hard times and couldn’t afford the fees, a rich plastic surgeon moved to the area and pulled strings for his daughter. She didn’t see anybody interesting. Most of them, with an unerring sense of social accuracy, had tried to glom on to the crowd surrounding Julie.

There was one latecomer. Dark-haired, average height, slim without being skinny, her socks raised to maximum calf length, no make-up. Rather shy-looking. Understandable. Unlike Jane, she seemed to make an effort with her appearance; whitened teeth, plucked eyebrows, neatly brushed hair worn loose instead of scraped into a convenient ponytail, no glasses. She looked uncomfortable, and twisted her fingers around as though wanting something to do.

Very tanned, though, and pretty enough not to be an obvious target for bullies; not like Jane, with her thick glasses and disregard for fashion.

‘We will now stand for the Pledge of Allegiance. Foreign citizens are excused.’

There was a rustle of cotton as the room got to its feet; Sally stood, her blue eyes fixed patriotically on the Stars and Stripes displayed at the front of the room. She always meant it, when some of the other girls sneered and rolled their eyes; another reason to love her, Sally didn’t have a cynical bone in her body.

‘I pledge allegiance to the flag of the United States of America . . .’

Jane, from her chair, cast her eyes around the room, picking out the other diplomats’ daughters.

‘. . . and to the Republic for which it stands, one nation, under God . . .’

Cecile Perron wasn’t here, then. Stuck in Paris, or had Papa been reassigned? That would be great; Jane couldn’t stand Cecile.

‘. . . indivisible . . .’

Wait. The new girl wasn’t standing either. One lone chair had been provided for her, and she was sitting in it, sticking out. The other new girls were casting sidelong glances, sneering at her. Jane looked closer; that wasn’t a tan, she was from the Middle East. Large dark eyes, an aristocratic nose. Israeli?

‘. . . liberty and justice for all.’

The bell rang, and Miss Milton left the stage.

‘I got art history first period. You?’

‘Maths,’ Jane responded, still looking at the new chick.

She was being jostled. A wave of empathy broke over her; it was almost exactly the same as had happened to her when she first got here - before she’d found Sally. ‘Hey, Sal. See that new girl over there? They’re picking on her.’

‘They always do.’

‘Let’s go and say hi,’ Jane urged. ‘Come on, it’ll be your good deed for the day.’

Sally sighed; art history was the one lesson she enjoyed, and the teacher hated it if she was late. All those glorious dresses they wore back in history. Fashion meant something then, it was more than a Donna Karan bodysuit or grey Armani dress. Sally liked colour, and style; gold cloth and lace.

‘Sure, why not?’ she said.




Chapter Two

Sally walked towards the new girl.

Jane was her conscience; Sally knew there was a streak of iron in Jane, something she respected, even feared at times. Jane would have gone over to that chick whether she had come too or not.

She scrutinized the object of her friend’s attentions. Modest, shy, a clever look about her, disturbingly pretty . . .

Sally felt a moment of misgiving. She never felt dwarfed by Jane’s formidable intellect, because Jane, let’s face it,  wasn’t attractive. Both of them had strengths, but not in the same areas. This new girl was looking threateningly gorgeous, and also had a sharp light in her eyes that Sally recognized from a long association with her English friend.

Would that work? What if the new girl wanted to be real friends? She might be clever enough to rival Jane and pretty enough to steal her own thunder, too. Not right now, but with a little work - some caramel highlights, a pair of heels, some berry lipgloss . . .

Then she blushed. Those were mean thoughts, worthy of Julie or Melissa, not her. The new girl needed help. And Sally Lassiter, even though she schemed and gossiped and loved her own reflection almost as much as everybody else did, was fundamentally kind.

‘Hey!’ she called out, waving brightly to the new girl, who was heading towards the door. ‘Hold up, hon! We want to talk to you.’

The other girl hesitated and nodded.

Jane fell in behind her friend, slightly annoyed. Now Sally was marching over there, taking the lead, like she did in everything. Jane sighed and followed her, smiling softly at the new girl.

‘So what’s your name?’

Sally flicked her curtain of blond hair over her shoulder and treated her to that patented, dazzling smile. Behind her, Jane grinned. One thing you could say about Sally, she was no snob. She had no need to play cliques, or make the new chick earn her friendship.

‘I’m Sally, Sally Lassiter,’ she encouraged. The warm Texan tones matched her mahogany tanned skin. Sally was a hot little butterfly, and even the sedate uniform of Miss Milton’s couldn’t disguise that.

The new girl’s dark eyes swept over the blonde, drinking her in.

Sally was a million miles away from her own long hem and high socks. Sally wore her grey pleated skirt hiked up an inch or two, with her socks down to her ankles. Her cream shirt had an extra button undone, revealing a tiny glimpse of bountiful, all-natural breasts. The boys all stared, and some of the men, too, when Sally walked by.

That was the way she liked it. Such brassy confidence!

‘Helen,’ the new girl muttered. ‘Helen Yanna.’

‘I’m Jane.’ Jane moved forward, adjusting her glasses up the bridge of her nose. They were thick, and made her eyes disappear behind them. Helen pegged her as English at once. She had her hair neatly tied back in a ponytail. Not a likely companion for this Sally Lassiter.

And nor, Helen thought, am I.

Olive-skinned with an aristocratic, aquiline face, Helen had hazel eyes flecked with green, and lush, black hair, glossy and sleek. Where Sally’s shirt was undone, Helen’s was buttoned up; the extra button under the chin, tightly  drawn. Her thick hair was loose, and her dark eyes peeked shyly out from under her fringe. But, like Sally, Helen’s frame had dangerous curves that no amount of buttons could hide.

‘How do you do?’ Helen replied, formally. Warily. Were they about to start teasing her like the other girls had done? She already hated this school. When she got home tonight she’d beg her father to reconsider.

But Helen was a realist. Baba was a bit of a social climber. He was thrilled when his daughter was accepted here - they weren’t ambassadors, or princes, after all, just mildly successful business people.

And whatever her differences with the other girls, they all had that one vital thing in common - cash.

It required mucho dinero to make it here.

Everybody tried to get their kid in. The school had an unofficial policy against the Biz - only the finest directors, Oscar-winning actors, and truly determined studio execs and producers managed to get past admissions. Miss Milton’s Academy preserved its cachet by attracting a better class of girl. The daughters of congressmen and senators, the mayor and the governor. Senior lawyers, major player bankers, and real estate moguls. And huge numbers of girls from the diplomatic community. They liked exotic - French, European, Israeli, even Arab. Once there had been a couple of genuine Russians. Sending your girl to Miss Milton’s Academy guaranteed her an instant shot of culture.

Of course, the Americans still ruled the roost. This was their home turf, and they knew all the unspoken rules from day one.

Helen had already suffered from that.

‘You’re new,’ Sally observed. ‘We figured maybe you’d want somebody to show you round? Help you fit in.’

The olive-skinned girl nodded shyly. ‘That would be very kind.’

Jane noticed at once she spoke in full sentences, didn’t use contractions, or slang.

‘Where are you from, Helen? Israel?’ she guessed.

The girl didn’t take offence. ‘Jordan. It is very close nearby.’

‘You’re an Arab!’ Sally said, blue eyes widening.

Helen nodded, and Jane noticed her back stiffen. ‘Does that upset you?’

‘Of course not,’ Jane said quickly. ‘We have people in the school from all over. I’m English, my dad works in Washington.’

Helen made a face. ‘How sad, to be separated from your father.’

‘Not particularly.’ Jane tried to harden her heart to match her words. ‘My father’s a diplomat. He mostly thinks of politics. I don’t think he’ll be winning father of the year any time soon.’

‘Your mother, then.’

The English girl shook her head. ‘She died, when I was three. Car crash.’

Helen looked horrified. ‘I’m sorry.’

Jane shrugged. She sometimes wondered about that night. Her father had been driving, had emerged almost unscathed, apart from one long scar on his back. Who knew the truth? Maybe he had been drunk.

Her mother would have loved her. As it was, Jane had nothing but herself and her friend. She had learned to live a self-sufficent life, and books and studying were her salvation. You could rely on brains; tests never let Jane down, and it was good to struggle and win validation. Every time she got an A, it soothed her, deep inside. Intelligence was the one area where she was more than good enough. She was outstanding.

Jane had big ambitions. Oxford or Cambridge. A Fellowship of All Souls. After that, tenure somewhere in the  Ivy League. Permanent respect, a job for life, and worth that did not depend on something unreliable, like men, or ephemeral, like looks.

She knew her best friend felt sorry for her.

‘I can handle it,’ she said shortly. ‘I’m a day girl here. And I have a nanny in our place by the beach.’

‘I’m day too. Daddy has a house in Bel Air,’ Sally said artlessly. ‘Right next to Aaron Spelling, but twice as big. We’re in oil.’

‘My father is a businessman.’

‘What business?’ Sally zeroed in.

Helen spread her hands. ‘Many.’ It was true, her father had his fingers in many different pies. ‘He arranges contracts, meetings, for Americans who want to work in the Middle East. They build roads, apartment buildings, water facilities . . .’

‘That’s swell,’ Sally said, losing interest. ‘He’s not in oil?’

‘Jordan has no oil.’

‘So he’s not a sheikh or a king?’

Helen smiled. ‘I’m afraid not. Just a businessman.’

‘Oh well, never mind.’ Sally was too bubbly to be put out for more than a few seconds. ‘Come with Jane and me and see the school. We’ll introduce you way better than orientation.’

Helen looked behind her; a bossy-looking matron with white hair in a stiff bob was taking the rest of the new intake towards the labs. Rebellion was not her strong suit, but the enthusiasm of the American and the friendliness of the English girl intrigued her.

‘Why not?’ She tried out her practised English vocabulary. ‘That sounds like . . . fun!’

 



The three of them went round the school grounds. Jane watched Helen as she drank it in. It was nice, she realized, to have somebody else there. Good to have more back-up.  On days that Sally was sick, or travelling, it was not particularly pleasant to be in this school.

And of course Helen Yanna was a foreigner, too. That made her even more of a target. It was something they’d have in common. Plus, Jane could tell at once that the girl was clever, brighter than Sally. It might be nice to have somebody around she could chat with about the stuff that didn’t interest Sal. Like her exams.

Jane found herself nervously hoping that they’d hit it off.

‘That’s the fountain.’ Sally beamed. ‘Impressive, no?’

‘No,’ replied Helen, thinking the question was serious. ‘We have much better in our garden in Amman.’

Jane bit back a smile.

‘And the statue, it’s old. Real old. Victorian, imported from San Francisco. Almost two hundred years.’ Sally was determined to show off. ‘A genuine antique.’

‘I think she’s seen older.’ Jane smiled at their new friend. ‘Have you ever been to Petra?’ she asked, with a touch of envy.

‘Yes, of course.’ Helen returned the smile. ‘One day you can come with me? On a visit.’

Jane glowed. ‘Really? I’d love to.’

‘And here’s the pool.’ Sally wasn’t interested in archaeology or ancient sites. She waved her hand, her enthusiasm infectious. ‘Olympic size, and it’s got a current. The gym is fully equipped. Rock-climbing walls, TVs on stands while you work out, treadmills, free weights. Even kick-boxing.’

That did it. Helen’s eyes roamed excitedly over the massive pool. Yes, this was fun. Kick-boxing! Why not? This was an all-girl’s school. She’d love to do that.

‘And come on in.’ Sally strode commandingly through the steel door entrance to the architect-designed school building. It was modern, clean, everything brand new. Helen saw rooms full of new personal computers. A theatre, with a real lighting rig.

‘Room 102 - drama - the aspiring movie stars love that. Right next door is crafts. They do pottery and all that stuff. Computers - you have to get with the programme, right, Jane?’

Jane snorted.

‘Sometimes I have to physically drag her out of there. And here,’ Sally went on, ‘are the classrooms.’ Her pretty mouth made a moue of dislike. ‘Gotta say, I still hate class. It’s such a waste. Learning about General Custer, and stuff. When are you gonna use that in real life?’

‘History teaches us about the future, too,’ Jane said.

‘Deep. Teacher’s pet.’ Sally winked at her friend. Helen looked at her enviously. She wished she had that American confidence. And she secretly wished for beautiful golden hair. Would Baba let her dye it?

Probably not, that would be a Western step too far.

‘And this is the chapel,’ Sally continued, gesturing at a long room with benches, an altar and a crucifix. ‘Non-denominational. I pray there . . .’

‘When?’ Jane demanded.

‘Sometimes,’ Sally lied. She turned to her new protégée. ‘Want to go inside?’

Helen shook her head. ‘No thanks. I’m a Muslim.’

Sally stopped walking. ‘Huh?’ she asked, really amazed.

‘Of course she is,’ Jane swooped in quickly, to cover the faux pas. ‘She’s from Jordan. What did you think she would be, Sal?’

‘That’s OK.’ Helen was amused at the blonde girl’s discomfiture. Didn’t they understand not everybody was like them? ‘Actually there are lots of Christians in Jordan. More than five per cent. But my family is Muslim.’

Sally made a good recovery. ‘That’s cool. There are lots of Jews here anyway. And here’s where we eat lunch. Do you want to sit with us and eat lunch?’

Jane looked at her best friend, and felt a rush of warmth.  Really, Sal was a kind, good girl. Asking somebody to sit with you at lunch was a big deal. She was offering to support Helen Yanna, in public, in the full view of all the nasty, cliquey, bullying teenage girls that otherwise could make this shy young Arab’s life a perfect misery.

And Sally was doing that to a girl from the Middle East with no connections, no cool factor, nothing that indicated she’d do the blonde girl any good.

Sometimes Sal aggravated her, despite their friendship. That blinding beauty and the huge wealth, the careless, confident dismissal of academic things. But at bottom Sally was a big-hearted Southern belle. And she’d just opened her arms to somebody who needed it.

Jane was proud to know her, and proud to be her friend.

‘I’d like that too,’ Jane said softly.

‘I’d love to sit with you.’ Helen felt nervous for the first time that day; she peered in to see the refectory full of loud, noisy, American girls, already bonded into their little groups. She wanted to cling to her two companions. ‘But . . . I can’t eat the food. It isn’t halal. My father made an arrangement. They will bring me my food especially.’ She hesitated. Was that too weird for them? If they left her, she would be the new, strange Muslim chick, and the brash American students would bully her. Helen felt the butterflies crawl in the pit of her stomach.

‘I dig that!’ Sally sensed the fear, and hastened to reassure her. ‘See? You’re special. Like waiter service, right in hall!’

‘Thank you. Shokram.’ The Arabic slipped out, from habit. ‘Do you two have other friends?’

‘Sure! Plenty. But we’re best friends,’ Sally said confidently, squeezing Jane’s arm. ‘We’re our own group.’

‘And can I be in your group?’ Helen asked artlessly.

Jane smiled warmly at her. ‘Absolutely! We’d be delighted.’

‘Thank you,’ Helen said again, with a grateful smile. She  loved it. This was a great school. And these two were nice girls. Helen thought she would be like the best of both of them, intelligent like Jane, gorgeous and sassy like Sally.

The ache that had been in her heart since their family had left Amman started to dull, just a little.

It was so great to have friends.




Chapter Three

‘What you doing, freak?’

Helen touched the mat in front of her with her forehead and tried to concentrate on her prayer.

‘I said, what you doing?’

There was a sharp kick in her ribs. Helen flooded with anger and fear. She knew that voice. That was Julie Manners. Queen of the cliques. And first-class bitch.

‘I don’t like Ay-rabs,’ Julie announced.

Helen gritted her teeth and raised herself, kneeling back on her heels, praying for forgiveness. Especially for the fact that right now she wanted to smash Julie Manners’ teeth in.

‘You ignoring me? You better not be ignoring me. Towel-head! ’

‘Allahu Akbar,’ Helen whispered. She knelt down again, putting her head to the ground, towards Mecca and the holy shrine.

‘Look, girls. Little Miss Sand Nigger here thinks she can act all hoity-toity in the U S of A—oof!’


There was a gasp and Helen, her eyes closed, heard shouting. She continued to pray. There was the sound of a sharp slap and a howl of rage.

‘Y’all better back off our buddy.’ That was Sally, Helen thought, with a rush of gratitude. ‘You’re a fat ugly waste of skin, Julie. They ain’t made the surgeon yet who can turn you into a babe. You’d best get to prayin’ somebody puts a padlock on your refrigerator.’

‘Leave me alone!’

‘Let her go!’ Julie’s groupies, chiming in.

‘I suggest you leave Helen be. Permanently. Otherwise I will go directly to Miss Milton and report what I saw. You’ll be expelled.’ Jane Morgan, speaking with that proper British accent. Daring them to continue.

‘Screw you, you Limey bitch! And you, you redneck slut! The whole world knows that Jimmy Quiznos turned you down last Saturday!’

‘Yeah, like I’d give Jimmy the time of day. He’s so ugly even you could go out with him!’ Sally retorted.

‘Bitch!’ Julie shrieked again, but Helen could hear it was from further away.

‘Allahu Akbar,’ she whispered again, a little more fervently, and stood up, finished. She opened her eyes and saw Julie and half her gang skulking off to the other end of the playground. Julie stuck up one manicured finger.

‘Don’t mind about her. She’s ignorant,’ Sally said, as Helen rolled the prayer mat up.

‘Did she hurt you?’ Jane touched her friend’s ribs through the grey jumper.

Helen winced. ‘No,’ she lied.

It would make a pretty fair bruise, that was for sure. But the insults kept ringing through her head. Sand nigger. Towel-head. Weirdo. Ay-rab. ‘Why do they talk like that?’

The irony was that as the months ticked by, Helen felt she was losing some of her identity. Baba always spoke English to her, and her Arabic was disappearing. She grew confused by some of the customs, and couldn’t follow her parents when they rowed and slipped back into the mother tongue.

She was trying to keep rooted in her culture. But of course the bullies didn’t see her becoming more Westernized. Helen was just an Ay-rab to them, always would be.

‘Just showing off. They think you’re strange because you never have any boyfriends.’

‘Nor does Jane.’

‘Ouch,’ Jane objected mildly. ‘You don’t understand tact, do you, Helen?’

‘What does it mean, “tact”?’

‘Never mind.’ Sally was full of beans. ‘You want to be accepted, don’t you?’

‘She has us,’ Jane retorted, still mildly stung.

‘But the other girls . . .’ Helen had an outsider’s longing to fit in. ‘The rest of them. You know.’

Jane nodded. She did. She glanced at Sally. ‘I agree. They never let up. Especially Julie and Melissa and co. It can get wearing.’

‘Then we should do something about that.’ Sally stretched, her tanned schoolgirl body catlike in the sun. ‘Serve them out for what they just tried to do to Helen.’ Underneath her milk-and-honey Southern tones, Jane heard real anger, and she half shivered; Sally might not be academically bright, but she wasn’t dumb. There was a streak of steel to her. And right now she was furious.

‘Let’s throw a party,’ Sally said, after a pause.

‘A party?’ Helen asked.

Jane smiled. Subtle.

‘Yes. A real party. Like, party of the year. Must-attend, social death if you don’t show up. Crack the whip a little bit over these girls. Prove to them that y’all really are my friends.’ There was a dangerous light in Sally’s eyes. ‘And there are consequences if they mess with you.’

Helen’s dark gaze flickered over the loud, obnoxious gaggle of girls at the other corner of the playground; they were laughing, most likely at her.

‘But they won’t come to our party,’ she said. ‘I don’t understand.’

Sally smiled at her friend. Sometimes, she felt a little lost when Helen and Jane were talking together; both the other girls were smart as a whip, and they could get their  minds around things that either stumped her or bored her.

But when it came to pure, glorious style, Sally Lassiter was in her element.

‘Oh, they’ll come,’ she said, coolly. ‘Right, Jane? They’ll come. We just make the party big enough and hot enough and they’ll be begging me for invitations. You can handle it just fine, if you’ve got style.’

She reached out and patted Jane and Helen on the shoulder.

‘You need to understand. Glamour is a weapon.’

And she winked.

 



Helen Yanna stood in the kitchen of her house and carefully watched her mother fixing tea; she made it fresh, the Moroccan way, with mint leaves and lots of sugar, served in small, decorated glasses on an ornate silver tray. An afternoon ritual with them, and one that always made her feel comforted. A slice of home.

‘Do you want some?’ her mother said, speaking carefully in English. Baba insisted they use it, even at home.

‘Thank you,’ Helen replied, politely. She accepted the glass and sipped carefully. Wondering how to broach the subject.

‘I found some beautiful peaches at the Farmers’ Market today,’ her mother said, starting to chatter. Helen glanced around the kitchen; it was modern and stylish, but relatively small. Baba wanted to be in the best areas the family could afford. Where they lived now wasn’t yet Bel Air or Beverly Hills, but it was central LA, Third Street, near the Writers’ Guild building, and inside a prestigious gated complex. Helen knew her mother and sister Jasmine loved the security; the manicured lawns, the little houses in the development all the same size, the community leisure centre with its pool and gym. Everything was  neat and clean here. Baba had bought them one of the smaller properties, and was spending the rest on school fees for Helen. That, and a really big Mercedes, a fancy TV, a home computer, and the right kinds of suits and watches.

With Baba, appearance was everything. Helen calculated; could she use that to advantage now?

It was a strange way to grow up, living between two worlds. With loving parents, but hypocritical ones. Yes, Baba and Mama desperately wanted to fit in. And Helen knew all about that longing. She felt it, every day, at school. But they were also Muslims, not very devout, hardly practising, but still, it was one rule for them, another for her. To this day, she had not dared to bring Sally or Jane home. Especially not Sally. They were too Western, too determined. If Baba ever caught sight of Sally’s deliberately shortened skirts, he’d order Helen never to see her again.

Was it likely he’d let her go to a party?

Helen twisted her fingers around the glass. She didn’t think so. And yet she wanted to go, oh, so, so badly. It wasn’t like she’d do anything, she thought resentfully. She wouldn’t drink alcohol or kiss some boy. She just wanted the chance to go, to be with her friends. To be at the heart of things. To get her own back on the bullies.

To see what it was like to be like Sally - just one time, one night.

‘You know, Mama, there’s a big party at my friend Sally’s house in two weeks. It’s for her birthday.’ Helen strove to sound casual. ‘She’s very rich, her father owns an oil company.’

‘Your friend is too young for that sort of thing.’ Mama sniffed.

‘Well . . . there won’t be any alcohol,’ Helen lied. ‘And Sally’s parents will be there . . . you know, as chaperones.’

Mama turned to her daughter, her mouth drawn in a thin line.

‘Absolutely not, Helen. It sounds forbidden, with boys and mixing. That sort of decadence is not for a good girl like you. Your father will say no. Put it out of your mind.’

‘But—’

‘No,’ her mother said, then lapsed into Arabic, for emphasis. ‘La-a.’

Helen shrugged as if she didn’t care and finished her tea. The direct approach hadn’t worked. A year ago, before Sally and Jane, she would have accepted that; quietly, resignedly, like she always had.

Tonight, she refused to give up.

The answer would come to her. Helen was determined.

 



Her father came home, kissed his wife, and started telling her about his day. Average, not too many orders. Possibly a deal importing cosmetics. Mama started gabbling, in Arabic, which Helen was starting to forget, as her memories of her old life in Jordan slipped through her fingers

She suddenly had a brainwave. She got up and went into the kitchen as though unconcerned, getting the cutlery out for dinner.

‘Helen.’ Baba’s voice was stern. ‘What is this your mother is telling me? About some party? You should know better than to ask.’

‘Oh,’ she said, lightly, taking water glasses out of the cupboard. ‘It’s nothing, Baba. Just a grand affair at Sally’s estate in Beverly Hills. Mama didn’t understand - I would never be invited anyway.’

‘What?’ He blinked.

Helen shrugged. ‘Sally is nice to me in school, but of course she and Jane move in different social circles.’

‘Explain that,’ Baba said, darkly.

‘Well, you know, Jane’s father is an Ambassador. And an honourable. It’s an English title, he is aristocratic. And Sally is one of the wealthiest heiresses in America. I mean, come  on - our family can hardly hope to be seen in public in that company. Sally’s party is very exclusive, strictly for the top girls in school. I don’t mind.’

Her father’s cheeks had gone a nice shade of puce.

‘You mean she is supposed to be your friend, but she didn’t invite you?’

‘Yes, she invited me - after I told her you would never allow it. That way she gets to say she invited me but she knows I won’t show up to mix with the important girls. All  their fathers are major movie producers at the very least.’ Helen flashed a smile. ‘That’s life, Baba, you know what this town is like.’

‘No. No way.’ Her father shook his head. ‘We are as good as any of them.’

‘The party will be chaperoned,’ Mama broke in. ‘Maybe the Ambassador will be there. It would be good for our daughter to know such people.’

‘I have made my decision.’ Baba’s voice was stern. ‘You will attend. Tell her I said you may go. I will pick you up at half past ten. Of course you will be modestly dressed. And you will stay with your friends from school. All the girls.’

‘But Sally doesn’t think—’

‘She can hardly take back her invitation. No! My daughter is as good as any of them. As is our family.’ He sniffed. ‘You will go, Helen, do not argue with me.’

His daughter turned aside so he could not see her triumphant smile. Her parents confused her these days, but she still knew how to play Baba at his own game.

‘Of course not, Baba,’ Helen said meekly. ‘I wouldn’t dream of it.’

Sally was going to make her over, too. It would be modest, and she didn’t see why she should not accept. The best way to handle that was simply not to tell her parents at all. Better to ask forgiveness than permission.

Jane turned the pages of her calculus textbook, trying to absorb the maths. But outside her sitting-room windows the path down to the cliff-tops beckoned. It was a glorious October day, and she couldn’t concentrate. Maybe she would drop the numbers and pick up one of her biographies instead. That was a hobby of hers - delving into the lives of others. She especially liked ones where the subject had made it after a tough childhood. She could relate to that.

OK, so here she was in her luxurious little rented house in Malibu, with every modern convenience, a nanny/ housekeeper and a driver. But nobody who really gave a damn. As she reminded herself, you couldn’t pay people to love you.

She wondered, with a pang, what her father was doing right now. Last time he had called, Thomas Morgan had sounded even more stressed than usual. She shouldn’t care, but she did. The hope that he would love her one day never really went away.

‘Jane!’ Her nanny, Consuela, was calling from the sitting room where she was watching Arsenio Hall with a big bag of Doritos. ‘Your friends are here.’

Jane jumped up, pushing the book away. What? Sally never came out here. There was nothing in her cottage that Sal didn’t have ten times better at home - they always hung out on the estate. But sure enough, her personal white limo was pulling in at the front gate, or trying to.

‘Make sure you’re home by nine, remember the curfew,’ Consuela said, half-heartedly.

‘Yeah, sure.’ She treated that with the contempt it deserved. Consuela wouldn’t care if she jumped off a bridge.

‘Hey, get in.’ Sally flung open the door. ‘We’re going to a beauty salon. And an opticians.’

‘What for?’ Jane asked suspiciously, pushing her glasses up the bridge of her nose.

‘Don’t argue with me, honey. We’re going to fix you right up.’

Helen poked out her head, smiling. ‘I’m going too.’

‘You both are. I won’t take no for an answer,’ Sally said firmly. ‘Get in. Now.’

 



‘Try these.’ The optician leaned forward and handed her another pair of lenses. ‘Don’t worry, you’ll get it; everybody drops them at first.’

‘Sorry . . .’ Jane was embarrassed. She hated clumsiness. Any lack of control, in fact.

‘On the tip of your finger . . . there you go.’

‘Ah.’ Jane gasped. But she could see! She blinked.

‘Now the other one.’

She put it in, blinked again. Her vision swam, then settled.

‘What do you think?’ the optician said.

‘She looks hot!’ Sally approved.

‘You’re very beautiful,’ Helen agreed. ‘Very.’

‘Don’t be silly,’ Jane said gruffly. But she couldn’t suppress a smile. Without glasses, her face was so . . . different.

Better. Prettier. Yes, almost beautiful, in its way.

‘Thanks, doc. Messenger her lenses to our house, ’kay?’

‘Sure thing, Sally.’ Dr Madrid smiled benignly. The billionaire’s daughter got whatever the hell she wanted. If they asked him to act like a grocery boy, that was A-OK by him. ‘A pleasure . . .’

‘Come on.’ Sally was tugging Jane along by the hand. ‘We haven’t even started with you yet.’

 



‘I don’t know . . .’

Jane shifted uneasily in her seat; the hairdresser was holding a large lump of her hair. She was still getting used to the lenses; as she blinked, her face swam in the mirror.

The hairdresser had swooped on Sally as though she were his long-lost best friend. Then when she’d presented Helen and Jane, there had been a lot of clucking and sucking air through the teeth.

Now he was prancing around like a circus pony, grabbing great fistfuls of her hair in exaggerated movements. Not that Jane really cared about looks, but still, she didn’t want to come across as a nun.

‘Of course you don’t know. If you did, would you look like  that?’ Maurice snapped his fingers. ‘Nuh-uh! I’m the artist, baby, you’re the canvas. Let’s leave it to the experts. You got it?’

He drowned out her protests. ‘See your girlfriends, sugar?’

Maurice spun the chair - there was Sally, getting her golden mane blow-dried, and Helen, having her nails manicured.

‘Now they got it going . . . Sally the most. The dark one’s shy, but she’s at least at first base. You need help. Major help. You do know that, right?’

Jane swallowed her pride. ‘Right.’

It wouldn’t do much good to go to the party of the year as guest of honour - queen it over Melissa, for once - if she was also wallflower of the year.

No. No way. Like it or not, Jane Morgan was about to compete. In a new arena.

‘Go for it,’ she said shortly.

‘Really?’ He beamed.

‘You got it. Give me the works.’

No pain, no gain. It took hours, long and, for Jane, boring hours. There was washing, combing, cutting, dyeing and blow-drying.

‘Does it always take this long?’ she complained, as Maurice wrapped the millionth piece of foil around her newly shorn head.

‘You have to suffer for beauty,’ he sighed.

Jane returned to her shopping magazine. It was as dull as all hell. Shopping! Who on earth would be interested in that? Green was in, was it? So what? There were only so many colours in the rainbow. Would anybody complain if she wore blue? Course not.

Were women really this moronic?

‘Head back,’ Maurice commanded. ‘This is going to sting . . . a little.’

‘What’s that?’

‘Hot wax. You’re way too cute for that unibrow.’

‘Aaaargh!’

 



‘I’m giving you French.’

‘Excuse me?’

‘Mani-pedi. No colours, you’re not ready to graduate.’

‘If you don’t use colours, what’s the point?’ Jane asked, staring at her hands. The other two had gone off for a coffee in the diner across the street. She was still stuck here, and that tyrant Maurice wouldn’t let her see a mirror.

‘You’ll see,’ he said mysteriously.

Finally, it was over. Ten minutes after Helen and Sally sauntered back in, cradling their non-fat frozen yoghurt-togos, Maurice flicked the switch off on his sleek steel dryer.

‘Of course, I don’t make her up yet,’ he said modestly. ‘And you understand she need clothes . . . colours. But still!’

He beckoned them forward, spun the chair around, and whisked away the black silk drape he’d placed over the mirror.

‘Holy Toledo!’ Sally shrieked.

Helen gasped.

‘Oh my goodness.’ Jane was reduced to childishness. She placed one hand over her mouth. ‘Oh my goodness . . .’

Her hair, cut to just above the shoulders, was streaked with subtle lights of bronze. It was full of bounce and  fullness, the lack of weight giving it a lift it had never had. Without that thick coil pulled into a ponytail, Jane felt as light as air. Her beetling eyebrows had vanished in favour of high arches that opened up her face. And the hand clasped across her mouth boasted neat, shiny nails with attractive white cuticles.

‘Wait till we get some make-up on her.’ Maurice preened. ‘I am magician, no?’

‘No - you had great stuff to work with,’ Sally said, smiling. ‘But you are good.’ She pressed forward and gave the outraged stylist a kiss on the cheek - and put five hundred dollars into his hand.

Maurice smirked back. ‘Merci, chérie. It was un plaisir.’

 



‘Now we get you a dress,’ Sally announced, briskly.

‘You’ll look fantastic,’ Helen said, delightedly, beaming at Jane. It was so good to see her blossom - she was so clever, but not always feminine. But they had brought the beauty out from the shadows. Now, who could bully Jane? What girl would even dare to try? Her friend was transformed, prettier than she was. But it wasn’t in Helen’s nature to be resentful, she was happy for Jane. She had some beauty herself, after all, a consolation, like their friendship, in what Helen instinctively understood was a tough life. Poor Jane. For all Baba annoyed her, at least she had family. Like Sally. What did Jane have? A useless father, not worthy of the name.

And Jane Morgan was so cold, so walled off all the time. Angry at the world. At life. Helen, who was soft and gentle, hoped her friend would marry one day, but she wasn’t sure. Sometimes Jane gave every indication of wanting to be a bright, crabby professor somewhere - a distinguished old maid. And that would be a pity, because if Jane needed one thing, it was family. A real family, of her own. Maybe loving her own children would heal her, Helen thought.

‘Not just her - you.’ Sally’s warm Southern tones interrupted her reverie.

‘You can’t get me a dress!’ Helen was half flattered, half offended. Unlike Jane, her family had their own cash. ‘I’ll bring my own.’

‘I want to style you,’ Sally wheedled. ‘Like Jane. Just imagine when we get the make-up girl on her!’

‘Nuh-uh.’ Helen shook her head. ‘I don’t do low-cut, Sally. I’m not like you.’

‘What? Are you calling me trashy?’ Sally’s eyes flashed. If she had a weakness, it was being laughed at. She just hated that. So what if she wasn’t book-smart? She was street-smart.

‘Of course not,’ Helen prevaricated. Her eyes slipped to Sally’s tight white dress, which left very little doubt as to the impressive curves and golden tanned skin beneath. If Baba saw her wearing something like that he’d have a fit! ‘I just don’t think we have the same style.’

‘Relax. I know that, I know what’ll suit both of y’all.’ Sally nodded. ‘I’m throwing this party for you. Trust me.’

‘For us,’ Jane said, nudging her. Come on! Sally loved being the leader of the gang of three. The party was hers, it would only underline her untouchable star status, her truly limitless wealth.

Whatever Paulie had would be Sally’s. So what if the other girls’ fathers were famous directors or noted producers? When Sally Lassiter grew up, she’d be able to buy a damn studio and hire - or fire - any of them.

The party was Sally flexing her muscles.

‘OK, then. For us. The three musketeers!’

‘Excuse me?’ asked Helen.

‘Never mind,’ Sally said. Impatiently, she tugged at the two girls. Making them over was like playing with grown-up Barbies. She adored her friends, and wanted them to look as hot as she knew they could. ‘Neiman Marcus. Now. I got a personal shopper waiting!’

Helen looked at Jane and shrugged. Sally in this mood was a force of nature. Might as well go along!
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