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Chapter One

Megan Silver woke up with an idea worth a million dollars.

Not that she realized it, of course. The excitement sweeping through her, that sweet adrenalin rush, was just a sudden panic to jot something down on paper quickly, to grab what she remembered of the dream before it faded. Groaning, Megan reached blindly for the scruffy notebook and ballpoint pen she kept by her bed, hopefully, in case something like this should ever happen. It never had before.

The pen had rolled onto the floor. Megan patted the dusty wasteland under her bed with one hand, feebly, not wanting to get up to look for it. The pain of her hangover throbbed under her temples, but she didn’t care, couldn’t care, it was such an incredible story, she had to get it down right now.

Thank God, she thought, her fingers closing round the biro.

She grabbed the notebook and began to scribble, long, flowing sentences, her spidery handwriting streaking across the page. Outside her tiny bedroom window the first red streaks of dawn had appeared over the San Francisco skyline.

 

‘He left me,’ Declan announced an hour later, marching  into her bedroom without knocking. ‘Do you hear me? He left me.’ He struck a pose of exaggerated grief, looking across at his flatmate to check she was suitably shocked.

‘Who left you?’ Megan murmured, barely looking up from her story. Ripped-up sheets of paper littered the bed, covering the old copies of Spin magazine and British music papers she’d been reading last night. She’d been jotting down ideas since she woke up, not stopping to use the bathroom or make a coffee. Like she had time for Dec’s crash-and-burn dramatics right now! This story was different to all the others. She was sure about that. She didn’t know why, but she was sure.

‘Jason,’ Declan said, in tones of utter despair. ‘We were at The Box last night and he left with somebody else. Some asshole,’ he added viciously. ‘The guy had a crew-cut and a signet ring. A real yuppie.’

Megan smiled despite herself. ‘Dec, you’ve been on exactly three dates with the guy.’

‘But I thought he was -’

‘The One? You think every guy’s The One,’ Megan said, putting the notebook down. She’d just about got it now, and anyway, when Declan wanted to talk, he wanted to talk. ‘Come on, you don’t even care. You just want me to tell you how attractive you are and how you can have anyone you want.’

‘That’s not true,’ Declan said, giving himself a smouldering glance in the mirror. ‘Although I have put on weight lately. Does it show?’

Megan sighed, turning her full attention to the sculpture of masculine beauty that was Declan Heath. Wiry, muscular torso, thin and fit from dancing all night on Ecstasy. Eyes the colour of Irish mist with silver-grey lashes to match. Black hair curling loose round the nape of the neck in accepted Generation X style. Totally gorgeous, totally unavailable. Like just about everything she wanted in life.

‘No,’ she said. ‘But you look great anyway.’

‘Why don’t you get dressed?’ Dec suggested. ‘We could go down to Ground Zero and get coffee . . . don’t look at me like that, I got paid yesterday. I’ll buy. OK?’

He sauntered out of her bedroom, and seconds later she heard ‘Mountain Song’ by Jane’s Addiction flood the tiny flat.

Megan got dressed, not wanting to face the day. She felt like shit after last night and she dreaded whatever the post was about to bring - another bill, another sheaf of rejection letters from New York agents, or worse, the printed rejection slips from publishers attached to the top of her thick manuscripts by a single paperclip, the only acknowledgment of eight solid months of work. Sometimes it was so tough to be hopeful. She’d worked so hard on that novel - nights, weekends, whatever time she could sneak out of her dismal $10 an hour job at the library - and it seemed like it was being turned down by more people than she’d even sent it to.

In a way, it was uncool to care. The slacker generation wasn’t supposed to give a damn about material success. You needed some kind of job to get by, just enough money to pay for the essentials, like coffee and music and clubs and speed, but that was about it. Megan and Declan could cover a tiny rent between them, afford minimal amounts of food, and dressed at the hippest thrift stores in San Francisco - Wasteland and AAadvark’s on Haight, Hunter’s Moon on Valencia in the Mission district. They got into most clubs for free and went to every chic gig in the city. Declan was a failed artist and part-time comic store sales assistant, and Megan was a failed writer and part-time filing clerk at the public library. They defined style.

Except that Megan Silver was getting sick of style. She wanted someone besides Dec to read her book.

She dressed in seconds, snatching her oversized Levi’s from the floor where she’d left them last night, belting them over a Soundgarden shirt and pulling on large, clumpy biker boots. No make-up, but she finished the effect with two armfuls of jangling copper bracelets and a heavy crystal ring. Megan didn’t have that many clothes, so choosing an outfit never took long. Whatever she had that was clean lay strewn casually about the bombsite that was her room, over the bed and the tatty Indian rug, under her beloved posters of Nirvana and Veruca Salt and Dark Angel. Dark Angel was her favourite band; their huge, bleak soundscapes had been the backdrop to her college years, the hammerhead rhythms and black harmonies firing her up when she worked, lamenting with her when depression bit, slipping under her skin when she made love. A superband for the late nineties, the soundtrack of the generation.

They’d split up last week, and Megan felt ridiculously upset about it. Not that she’d been the only one - Sasha Stone, a friend of Declan’s, had sat in front of them in the Horseshoe Café and sobbed her heart out, mascara running down her cheeks in grimy black rivulets.

‘Come on, this is embarrassing,’ Megan had said, trying to get Sasha to accept a tissue. ‘They’re just one band.’

‘Don’t be bourgeois,’ Declan snapped, flinging a velvet-covered arm round her shaking shoulders. ‘It’s serious. All art is serious.’

‘Zach!’ sobbed Sasha wildly. ‘Zach Mason totally betrayed everybody who believed in him!’

‘He was a singer, not the Messiah,’ Megan said, rather coldly. ‘And you wouldn’t be so upset if you didn’t want to screw him so badly. He’ll make some solo records, I guess.’

‘Do you think so?’ Sasha gulped hopefully.

‘Jesus Christ, how old are you?’

‘Megan,’ said Declan. ‘Sasha is hurting here! Show a little compassion.’

‘Nobody died,’ Megan muttered, rebelliously.

How old was Sasha? Wasn’t the real question, how old was she? Twenty-four and not a damn thing to show for it, except an English degree from Berkeley. And here she was, sitting in a café with an adult woman who was cracking up because a rock group had disbanded.

That was the day when the restlessness had started to creep back in.

Megan twisted in front of the mirror, semi-satisfied. She looked good. Nothing special, but pretty good. She had soft chestnut hair curling gently down to the nape of the neck, clever brown eyes, a clear skin rendered somewhat pallid from too much partying all night and sleeping all day. Underneath the funky, shapeless uniform she’d pulled together her body was nicely curved in an unfashionable way: swelling breasts, feminine calves, maybe a little chunky round the thighs, weight she had never been able to shake. Megan was glad of the hip-hop culture and its outsize style. She hated her body. Most days she hated her looks; OK, so she wasn’t exactly ugly, but amongst all the golden California butterflies she was a death’s-head moth. Invisible.

It had been like that since the day she was born, youngest of six in a Catholic household in Sacramento, one more mouth to feed for an overworked electrician and a harassed mother who found it hard to cope. Not that she’d been abused or neglected, but they just didn’t have much time or attention for her. Megan was no beauty, like her twin sisters Jane and Lucy, slim and lithe as gazelles, nor a strapping sporty guy like her three elder brothers, Martin, Peter and Eli. Not ugly enough to inspire pity, not smart enough to inspire concern, Megan grew up dating the OK guys Jane and Lucy didn’t want, and making  average grades, and resenting the hell out of everybody, all the time. When she did scrape into Berkeley, Megan Silver suspected that the congratulations of her family had been mingled with relief that she was leaving Sacramento.

Well, that’s mutual, Megan thought angrily, tugging the Soundgarden shirt more loosely over her waist. If I never see that dump again it’ll be too soon. Why should I stay there and rot in Sacramento?

When you could come here and rot in San Francisco?  finished the snide, carping little voice in her brain.

‘Are you ready?’ Declan yelled. ‘We’ll be late.’

She took one last look at herself, shrugged, and went to join him.

‘We already are,’ she murmured.

 

Everybody struggled out of bed at eleven, the days they didn’t have to work, and sometimes on the days they did; Jesus, if you believed all the excuses and hacking coughs that went singing down the phone wires to employers every morning, you’d think a serious epidemic had afflicted San Francisco’s twentysomething population. Mostly, the bosses rarely complained. What they were offering was dead-end jobs paying little more than minimum wage, hardly worth coming off welfare for; what they were getting was sullen, unproductive employees who knew their worth and thus sold themselves cheap. Everybody’s just marking time, Megan thought, as they strolled up Haight towards Ground Zero. Like time will last forever.

It was quarter of twelve, and the cold mist was just beginning to clear, melting away in the thin autumn sun. Declan strutted down the street, waving and smiling at all their friends hanging out; Haight truly was the centre of his universe, Megan thought, smiling affectionately at her friend. He never feels hemmed in.  Why should he? This is more than enough for Dec . . . Why can’t it be enough for me?

‘Hey, Megan! Hey, Dec! What’s up?’

Trey, Declan’s best friend and ex-lover, waved at them from an inside table, and they threaded their way through the usual crowd to join him: beat poets, bikers, art students, potheads, and the occasional brave tourist from Europe. Megan had once seen Ground Zero listed in a student guidebook as ‘the official café of the Apocalypse’, a description that always made her laugh.

‘Ola, what’s up?’ Trey said. ‘Megan, Dec, this is Francine, Rick and Consuela. Consuela’s a model,’ he added, showing off. Trey collected cool people as if they were stamps.

Megan glanced at her as she sat down; silken olive skin, a little button nose, chic hair in a sleek bob, and no more than 105 pounds under that Nirvana jacket. Consuela didn’t have the exquisite bone structure you really needed to make it in modelling - Megan could see that right off - but what did that matter? She was beautiful, confident, everything Megan had never been. When Consuela decided to get down to work, she’d have it easy. She would not wind up working at the San Francisco Public Library part-time for ten bucks an hour.

‘Hi,’ Consuela said.

‘Megan’s a writer. A novelist,’ Trey told the others, exhibiting her for their approval.

‘A novelist? Wow, that’s so cool,’ Francine sighed, laconically, not meaning a word of it.

‘I’m not a novelist. I’m a filing clerk,’ Megan said coldly, ignoring the furious gestures being semaphored across the table from Declan.

‘Oh, she only says that because the big corporations haven’t sent her a fat cheque yet,’ he explained. ‘You should be pleased they haven’t let you sign your soul away.’

‘Declan’s an artist,’ said Trey.

Declan preened. ‘Of course, life is art,’ he acknowledged modestly. ‘I just express it as best I can.’

‘Cool,’ said Rick, not looking up from his coffee.

‘I guess the only reason they haven’t signed you is that they don’t understand artistic integrity,’ Consuela said to Megan, soothingly.

‘How would you know?’ asked Megan, pushing her fringe out of her eyes. ‘You’ve never even seen my book.’

‘Megan!’ Declan hissed.

‘Actually, they haven’t signed me because my book sucks,’ Megan went on relentlessly. In that moment, she knew it was true. Realization hit her like a flash of lightning; her mannered, meandering study of teenage ennui, which she had thought was poetic and evocative, was in fact stunningly boring.

‘Why did you write it then?’ asked Francine, stung to hostility.

Trey leaned forward, in hopeful anticipation of a scene.

‘I have no idea,’ Megan replied, shrugging. She felt lighthearted and free, somehow. It felt good to admit that, something she’d maybe known all along; she’d written to a blueprint her friends would approve of, eschewing such outdated concepts as plot, and the result had been just terrible.

‘So what will you do now you aren’t a writer?’ demanded Francine, bitchily.

Megan looked at them all: so fly, so hip, so laid-back they were practically horizontal. Going nowhere fast.

Then she thought of her dream, the new story, the adventure, lying in her bedroom in twenty pages of scrawled notes.

‘I am a writer,’ she said. ‘I’m just going to do it better. I’m going to write a movie.’




Chapter Two

The excitement was so strong you could almost taste it.

Right now, Alessandro Eco ruled fashion. Where he led, the press followed panting. He was this year’s brilliant new discovery, the darling of the demi-monde, the first real superdesigner to shoot to fame since the meteoric rise of Donna Karan. Vogue, Harper’s, Elle, Style with Elsa Klensch - you name it, they all swooned over his tight bodices, sculptured heels, clever little bias-cut skirts, the dramatic choice of fabrics, the way he owned  colour, darling, it was simply too wonderful . . .

Real women loved Alessandro too. His clothes, and the cheaper knockoffs of them that reached the high street two seasons late, flattered curves, rejoiced in breasts, and forgave a multitude of sins around the thigh area. Last year every working woman had saved for that one Alessandro suit, every socialite had themed her wardrobe around him, and every teenager had bought their copy of Vogue and fantasized. It was fashion’s version of the American Dream - that one collection by an unknown that takes the world by storm.

That was the first reason everybody was here. In  Chicago, for God’s sake. Paris, New York, Milan, even London at a pinch, but Chicago? Surely only Alessandro would dare. It was a power trip, pure and simple, for Alessandro Eco to show his summer collection - just one  designer, mark you - in Chicago and expect the entire aristocracy of style to rearrange their travel itineraries around him.

Which was where the second reason kicked in.

Fashion editors and photographers milled around, mingling with famous Hollywood actors, minor European royalty, rock stars escorting their model girlfriends. The Leeward Hall was packed to the gills, bubbling with excited talk and reeking of perfume, spotlights and money. Behind the front row seats reserved for the serious players, anorexic-looking wives of Wall Street tycoons fought bitterly over the exact positions of their little gold-backed chairs. It was important to be noticed, vital to be seen. Because it wasn’t merely Alessandro’s new collection that was on offer here. Millions of dollars had gone into ensuring that this collection would have the eyes of the entire world trained upon it. And in the 1990s, there was only one way to do that.

Supermodels. All of them. It was a coup unparalleled in the history of fashion, and Lord alone knew what it had cost, but Eco’s people had done the impossible, obtaining every single one for the same show. Security was tight enough for the President of the United States. If this hall was bombed tonight, the most beautiful flowers that the Western world had discovered would all be crushed together.

Cindy. Linda. Naomi. Eva. Saffron. Nadja. Shalom. It was a pantheon of goddesses, beauty in its most ideal form, from all age groups, all body types. (Jerry was returning to do this one show, that was the rumour, and there was Mick in the centre front row, sitting right next to Oprah, so it must be true!) Helena, Christy, Claudia, Isabella, Yasmin! The list went on forever! Paulina, Shiraz, Lauren, Tatijana, Kate . . . if she had graced the cover of a major magazine, she would be there, a  blossoming supermova, when the moment came, amongst the lesser stars that would glitter, only fractionally less beautiful, up and down the runway in a constant, seamless slipstream of perfection.

It was even being hinted that she might appear.

A fresh wave of suspense swept the room. The big chandelier lights faded to black, leaving the stage darkened apart from a single beige spotlight, selected from the hundreds rigged at the top of the ceiling, filtered with all the different colours of the rainbow. The only sound was the heavy, excited breathing of the spectators and the hushed whirr of TV cameras, positioned around the runway and suspended from the walls. The vast screens erected at either side of the catwalk were dull and dead.

They waited.

And then, with the perfect synchronicity of a ballet, Aretha Franklin blasted from the Siemens speakers lining every wall, the stage erupted in an explosion of coloured lights, rose petals fluttered down from the ceiling, and the first figure strutted, alone, onto the catwalk.

Naomi! It was Naomi! Opening the show in a long white dress, a formal evening gown, the last thing anybody had expected from Alessandro, but too perfect, backless and gathered, an exquisite contrast against the rich chocolate of her skin . . .

Pent-up anticipation was released in an orgasmic frenzy of applause, popping flashbulbs, scribbling pens. They were in seventh heaven! And now Tatijana, in a black leather jacket and shining blue pants - what were they made of? Vinyl? Spandex? The fashion editors gave a common sigh of satisfaction. So it had been worth cutting Paris short. This season, at least, the king would not be dethroned.

‘She won’ do it, she say she won’ do it!’ Alessandro moaned, his words a wail of despair. He could hardly be heard in the commotion that was backstage, the supermodel sisterhood greeting each other raucously, the less famous models panicking about their hairpieces and bitching because a favoured stylist had hung a jacket wrong; the blare of the music, the din of joy and hysteria, and at least two hairdressers in tears, and Michael Winter, Alessandro’s PA, had to strain to catch him. ‘I cannot believe it! She is promised me, now, for two months! She will be the finale, she will make the show live forever! But now she will not come out! She will not do it! She has ruin everything, everything I work for for so long!’

‘The show will live forever anyway,’ Michael soothed him loudly, shouting above the noise. ‘They love you, Alessandro! They’re going crazy for the girls and crazy for your clothes. Like we planned. It is perfetto.’ He kissed his fingertips in an extravagant gesture of reassurance.

The designer grabbed his lapels. ‘Non es perfetto,’ he yelled. ‘It is good! OK, this I understand! But it is not  perfect! It has to be perfect!’ He took a breath, and Michael winced; the veins on his boss’s neck were standing out like whipcords.

‘Michèle, they are vultures! They expect only the best, and if they do not get it, they will turn on me! Don’t you understand? Now, yes, now they clap, now they are happy to see all the girls . . . but if she does not appear, later, after the show, that is when the doubts come in. That we are nearly good enough, but not quite . . . not good enough for her.’

Michael paused, unwilling to accept that possibly, just possibly, Eco was right. He had always admired Alessandro for his street-smarts and above all, for  realizing that great clothes - even inspired clothes - were just half the battle. Fashion was just that. Fashion. Style.  Showbusiness. And by promising to deliver all the world’s most beautiful women, all wearing Alessandro, they’d taken a huge PR gamble. If it worked, the company name could be shot to a level where it would sit alongside not Katharine Hamnett or Ralph Lauren, but Chanel, Gucci and Christian Dior. That was the Holy Grail; to be so big no fashion ed could shoot you down.

But maybe they wouldn’t get there. A show this expensive was one hell of a PR stunt, and it had better work. And if the focus was not on the girls who were there, but on the one girl who wasn’t . . .

Winter shuddered. ‘Why won’t she do it?’

‘She is lock herself in her dressing room, she is refusing to come out,’ snarled Alessandro. ‘She not tell me why. I hate her. She is a grade-A bitch.’

‘You got that right.’

‘Michèle. I want you to find her agent,’ snapped Alessandro, his English miraculously improving under pressure. ‘Promise him anything he wants. Anything at all. We need her for the finale, and we must have her.’

 

‘Babe, please.’

Robert Alton knelt in front of the door, models tripping over his calves as they rushed to the stage and the eyes of several amused cameramen boring into the back of his head. Sweat trickled down his pudgy neck and ran in nasty little rivulets under his collar. His career was flashing in front of his eyes.

‘Sweetheart?’ he tried again, yelling, his plump little chin pressed close to the keyhole.

‘Get lost, Robert,’ snapped the voice inside. ‘I have no desire to talk to you whatsoever.’

A couple of the cameramen sniggered, and Robert felt  the familiar well of hatred and humiliation boil up inside him.

‘Honey, I know you like to be private, but we really have to do this show.’

‘We don’t have to do anything.’

It was a sweet voice, the tones low and dulcet, but packed with such venom that even her agent, used to it, took a step back.

‘We’re committed. We took a million dollars in fee.’

‘You mean you’re committed. You put the dress on, Bob. You’ll probably really enjoy it.’

Bitch! Bitch! Bitch! God, how he loathed her!

‘Alessandro is tearing his hair out, babe. You know that the whole deal will be nothing without you. Please, angel, everybody’s counting on you.’

‘We all have our problems.’ A beat. ‘And he has enough stars out there. He doesn’t need me. There are a million girls. Tell him to use Cindy for the finale.’

Was that it? Alton felt a surge of hope at the faint chink in her armoury. A drowning man, grateful for a straw to clutch at, he thought bitterly.

‘Stars? Those are ornaments!’ he yelled contemptuously, praying to Christ that nobody heard him. Elite and Models One would put a contract out on him if they did. ‘There’s only one star here, sugar, and she won’t come out of her dressing room. Cindy won’t do, you know that. Christy, Claudia? Phhh!’ He made what he hoped was a suitably dismissive noise.

‘It won’t work, Bob. I don’t do cattle calls. Not even with a superior grade of cattle,’ she shouted, ice dripping from every melodious syllable.

Cattle calls! Alton thought, picturing the cream of the world’s superstar beauties pirouetting on the catwalk behind him. But he was encouraged. Half the battle was always finding out exactly what type of reassurance she  needed that day, what precise homage she wanted to extract.

‘Sweetie, think of it this way. You aren’t working the main show, you’re only coming on for the finale. You’ll be right in the centre front of all the girls. Everybody out there is waiting, hoping, praying that you’ll appear’ - me especially, since I’m finished if you don’t, he added silently - ‘and they’ll go just crazy when you do. Just for that one time.’

‘They always go crazy,’ came the bored reply, but he thought he detected an infinitesimal softening.

‘Of course they go crazy. Who wouldn’t go crazy for you, babe, if you showed up wearing a sack?’ Or a body bag, preferably. ‘But the point is that you’ll be leading them all out. Just once. In front. For the finale.’ Robert took a deep breath, and played his ace.

‘It’ll make it official, as if the world didn’t already know - that you rule them all. It will be’ - he paused dramatically - ‘your coronation.’

Silence.

What was she thinking? Alton loosened his collar, nervous tension eating away at his stomach like corrosive acid. He could almost see his ulcer expanding under the pressure. Did she like that idea? Did she agree with it?

As much as he hated this woman - and oh, boy, did he ever hate her - Robert had come to understand that there was a fierce intelligence burning under that lovely cranium. You could slip nothing past her, nothing. If she did something he suggested, it was because she’d already decided it was a good idea. Independent. Astute. Determined. And if she wanted something badly enough, he’d learned, there was no point standing in her way. You’d be better off arguing with a ten-ton truck.

‘OK, I’ll do it,’ she shouted.

The agent practically sobbed with relief.

‘On one condition. I don’t lead out the finale, I am the finale. Just me, by myself. None of the other girls.’

Robert wanted to throw up. ‘But sugar, that’s impossible! Everything’s already rehearsed! You can’t expect Naomi and Kate to sit still for that -’

‘Kate? Why are you mentioning her name to me, Bob? I thought I told you never to discuss that anorexic washboard in front of me again.’

Mistake. Mistake. His circuits were flashing red alert.

‘Honey, I’m sorry, but -’

‘No, Bob. No buts. And let me tell you what’s impossible. What’s impossible is that I appear in this show unless it’s for the finale and by myself. OK? Am I being clear enough? Now you run along to Alessandro and tell him what I said. And if he doesn’t like it, call my driver, because I’m going home.’

The silken voice was threaded with absolute steel.

‘Do you understand?’ she demanded.

Robert Alton fumbled with his collar again, but nothing could ease this choking panic. He knew that tone. It was the end of the line.

‘Sure, sweetheart,’ he shouted through the keyhole. ‘I understand.’

 

‘Is this a joke?’ enquired Michael Winter, glancing at his watch. The show was running on perfect time, down to the split second. They had ten minutes to the finale, and she wasn’t even in make-up yet.

Robert spread his fat hands in a well-worn gesture of helplessness. ‘No. She doesn’t joke, as I’m sure you’re aware,’ he said.

‘Unique took a million-dollar appearance fee on her behalf.’

‘And we’ll refund it if she doesn’t appear,’ Alton said with a sigh.

Winter glared at him. The fee wasn’t an issue, and both men knew it. A million dollars was pocket change, compared with what might happen to Alessandro Eco’s company if this show crashed and burned.

‘Can’t you guys control your clients? For the biggest show of the goddamn decade?’

Robert Alton looked him straight in the eye. ‘Michael. Please,’ he said. ‘Nobody, and I do mean nobody, can control her.’

Nine minutes and counting.

‘So you’re telling me that I have to personally insult - to demote - eighteen of the most famous models in the world, in front of the entire fashion media, just so Her Majesty will walk down that catwalk for thirty seconds?’

A fresh burst of perspiration beaded Alton’s neck. Winter was quite correct, of course. These backstage shenanigans would leak down to the hawks sitting out front at the speed of light. She was demanding that Alessandro snub every supermodel alive, in public, in her favour.

‘That’s what I’m telling you,’ he said firmly.

Eight minutes and thirty seconds.

Michael Winter glanced at his watch. Either way they would only just make it. The pressure of the decision beat down on the back of his shoulders like a lead weight.

‘OK,’ he said. ‘Tell Her Highness she’s got a deal.’

 

Rapt, the audience, the cream of the glitterati, stared hopefully at the empty stage. Notebooks were covered in scrawls thick with underlinings and multiple exclamation marks. The T-shirt dresses, sculptured bodices and flowing coats in waterproof silk had all been sensations. The swimwear line added a whole new dimension to thighlines, and he’d come up with some amazing bias-cutting in the evening gowns that turned the demurest walk into a lilting dance, the tiniest movement setting off a tide of motion in the skirts. But that was hardly the point . . .

It was the reams of film their photographers had shot that sent moist twitches between the fashion editors’ legs. That was what would sell magazines; the show as event, Alessandro as king of babe city. Kate in a strawberry satin dress that was really a T-shirt with pretensions. Goddess-like Cindy in a simple black swimsuit that would make every woman who saw it join a gym the next day. Jerry’s blonde cascade tumbling around a severe tailored pantsuit. Yasmin, regal and aloof in a full evening gown with a crinoline skirt. Awesome! No other word for it.

And now the finale . . .

The room was thick with the sound of held breath, the photographers nervously jockeying for position. Every supermodel in the world had graced this show - with one exception. As each song shifted pace, as each new set of outfits debuted on the catwalk, they had expected to see her. But nothing.

Surely now would be the moment. With mounting excitement, the eagle eyes of the journos were trained on the black-curtained entrance to the runway, their talons scenting blood. She had triumphed yet again. God knew how, but somehow Unique had swung it. Their megaclient would appear only in the grand finale, setting herself, by definition, in a class of her own, outranking every supermodel in the world. Perhaps she would lead all the models out, or was that expecting too much? When all that female loveliness poured out together onto Alessandro Eco’s catwalk, would she slip in with the others? Or would she try some new trick, some little fillip, that would ‘spontaneously’ catch the eye of every camera in the place?

The Leeward Hall shivered in anticipation.

There was a slight rustle of velvet at the side of the stage and Alessandro Eco, his aristocratic face reflecting nothing but the profoundest calm, stepped forward to a microphone, holding up one imperious hand in silence before the room could explode into applause.

‘Ladies and gentlemen, it has been great honour for the House of Alessandro Eco to present our collection for you tonight. For your attendance and patience, I thank you.’ He gave a courtly bow. ‘As you may know, I have, since I was a boy, cherished the dream of one day being like the great masters - Balenciaga, Dior, Chanel - who in our modern age paid the beauty of woman the homage it deserves, a homage I attempt, all my life, to pay. The moment of greatest loveliness for woman is surely the day of her wedding, and traditionally the couturiers present last the wedding dress, a tradition I am proud to continue.’

The spotlight on the designer faded gently away, and one by one the other lights in the hall were shut down and dimmed until the stage was plunged into darkness. A haunting line of Mozart spun into the still air.

And then the curtains drew back, a web of brilliant lights lit up the platform - but instead of thirty models exploding onstage a single figure appeared from the darkness, stepping demurely into the spotlight. A simple shift of cream silk clung to her perfect body like a second skin, a bouquet of pure ivory lilies was clasped in her delicate hands and a single white rose threaded through her long, dark hair as she processed slowly, gracefully, down the front of the stage onto the catwalk.

For a second there was complete silence, as the crowd was struck dumb by her sheer beauty, by the fragile, nervous, virginal quality of her walk, the way she seemed to glance shyly out at them from under those  doelike chocolate eyes, as though completely overwhelmed by the attention. Then, as the fashion world realized what they were witnessing, the hall erupted in an orgasmic frenzy of cheering and applause. The fashion editors were shooting to their feet in a standing ovation, the photographers snapping and snapping, flashbulbs exploding around her for the one picture that would make the front page of about every tabloid in the Western world the next day - the magnificent, minimalist finale of Alessandro Eco, now without the shadow of a doubt Designer of the Year, and the best PR coup for any mannequin this decade - to oust eighteen other supermodels, to appear for just these few moments, to close the show herself, as though it was she, and only she, that they had all been waiting for . . .

As she walked gracefully out towards the frenzy in front of her, Roxana Felix permitted herself a tiny smile.

 

‘Roxana!’

‘Rox! Rox!’

‘Roxana, please! Just for one second!’

They were everywhere, clamouring for her attention, begging for the tiniest hint of a smile or a glance - reporters from the favoured shows and magazines, trade photographers, the normal fashion camp-followers. Backstage was a battleground as people scrambled for a word from Christy, a comment from Naomi, a precious shot of any supermodel in glorious déshabillée. But by far the largest cluster of drones hovered around Roxana Felix, undisputed Queen Bee. Disgusted, numbers of the other girls were leaving, with a curt ‘no comment’ and frantic agents trailing in their wake.

‘Never again will she work for me,’ hissed a distraught Alessandro to Michael Winter as another beauty swept past him, tiny button nose in the air.  ‘Michèle, that bitch spill blood over all my collection - never another cover girl weel wear my clothes. All I hear, all I see is controversy!’

‘Yeah? All I hear is cash tills,’ replied Winter, a wide grin plastered across his tanned face. ‘Controversy and coverage are synonymous in Webster’s, amigo. Didn’t you know that?’

‘Roxana, did you know in advance that Alessandro would cancel the other girls for the finale?’ somebody asked.

Pushing a lock of glossy raven hair out of her sparkling eyes, the young woman laughed softly. ‘He did  what? Damian, you’ve got it wrong. It must have been planned that way.’

‘No, everybody was pulled in your favour,’ another hack told her eagerly.

Roxana’s sculptured cheekbones and smooth pale skin registered nothing but confusion for a few moments, while the pack bayed its assurances that she had been honoured above the rest. Then a delightful girlish blush spread across her face, and she dropped those infamous lashes, murmuring helplessly, ‘Look, I don’t know, you guys. Robert handles business,’ and every man in the room was in love again.

‘Robert Alton, was it your idea to insist on the change in choreography?’

‘Absolutely,’ Alton said easily. He was almost enjoying himself. In her eagerness to pass the buck, his vicious little cash-cow was turning him into a powerful Svengali of the beau monde. Surely other stars would flock to him now, he thought, and then recalled with a pang that Roxana didn’t allow him to rep any other big stars.

‘Why? Didn’t you realize you’d be upsetting some of the most powerful women in fashion?’

Alton placed a fatherly hand on Roxana’s alabaster  shoulder, felt her stiffen under his touch and instantly withdrew it. ‘It wasn’t about egos,’ he said shamelessly, ‘it was about the clothes. I felt that no one but the most beautiful girl in the world should close the best show in the world.’

‘Oh, Bob, really,’ Roxana reproved him, in low tones of molten honey.

‘Were you trying to say that Roxana is in a class of her own, like Alessandro is in a class of his own?’ suggested a girl from English Vogue hopefully.

‘No comment,’ said Robert sternly, treating them all to a flamboyant wink.

‘Enough, enough, please, signoras, signori,’ Alessandro insisted, knowing a good exit line when he heard one. ‘My little bambina is exhausted. You know how she hate publicity. Please, this way, we have much champagne . . .’

Roxana Felix exchanged little kisses, pressures and hugs with the favoured few as they trooped dutifully off in search of liquid and more basic refreshments, confusion and embarrassment at causing such a fuss written all over her face. As soon as the door to her dressing room closed she pulled out a small bag of white powder from her blusher box and licked a minute pile off the back of her tiny wrist, perfect bones almost translucent under the skin. Alton eyed it hungrily: the new form of ground Ecstasy that was all the rage at the shows this summer. She made no move to offer him any.

‘A triumph, if I say so myself,’ he announced.

‘You had nothing to do with it, Bob. Play the big guy with the schmucks out there, but never try and scam me  for credit. OK? Cause you’ll be fired faster than an AK-47.’

‘OK, OK,’ Alton said, forcing a grin through the shame. Long ago she had cut off his balls to play marbles with. ‘You’re right, sweetie, of course you are. You just added another thirty thou to every single shoot.’

‘Fifty.’

‘Fifty, right,’ Alton concurred, wondering if Madonna’s manager took as much shit as he did.

‘I’m not interested in that. You know what I’m interested in,’ Roxana said, slowly and with meanace, turning those limpid chocolate eyes at him as though they were bayonet blades. ‘Have you found me a suitable vehicle yet?’

Alton twisted helplessly. ‘Didn’t you get Beach Party II? I had it messengered over.’

She gave a delicate little cough. ‘Let me see. Beach Party II. The part was for the stupid bimbo who dates the lifeguard. Yeah, I remember that one. It came right after  Living Doll and Sweet Sixteen, the ones Unique sent me last week.’

Her agent swallowed hard.

‘Don’t bother to send me any more scripts, Bob.’

‘Honey, I knew you’d see reason. Those parts aren’t worthy of you, I know that, but it’s all we could come up with - lots of girls have dabbled in acting, but the studios just aren’t interested . . .’ Seeing her expression, his voice trailed away.

‘You’re fired,’ Roxana Felix said calmly.

Alton almost choked in surprise and dismay. He had discovered Roxana and repped her for the last five years.

‘What?’

‘Lost your hearing, Bob? I said you’re fired. As my personal agent and personal manager.’

Robert Alton’s pudgy face had gone ash-grey. Over the years Roxana had demanded the removal of every other star model the Unique agency represented, for the privilege of controlling all aspects of her own career - the lucrative T-shirts, the calendars, the straight campaigns, catwalk appearances, the perfume franchise . . . it had been done so slowly and subtly that none of his  colleagues had really noticed, but the Unique agency was  Roxana, Inc. Without her they were nothing. A handful of bread-and-butter girls with no star potential in sight.

‘I told you two months ago I wanted to act. And I do mean act, Bobby, not drape myself over some moron in a teen beach flick.’

‘But the other girls -’

Roxana sighed, a deep, whistling sigh drawn in through her perfectly applied soft berry lipstick. ‘How many times, Bob? I am not “the other girls”. Something that SKI never failed to realize.’

SKI? She was going to Sam Kendrick? Bob felt a fresh burst of sweat erupt down his collar. He could not believe this was happening.

‘I’ve been talking to a guy called David Tauber over there. He’s young, he’s lean and he’s hungry. My plane leaves for LA at ten tomorrow.’

‘Please,’ Bob managed. ‘Roxana, just give us one more chance.’

Laughing at him, Roxana Felix shook her lovely head. ‘No way, Bobby boy. There are no second chances with me. You think you can treat me like a piece of pretty meat, just because I’m a woman? You have another think coming.’

‘Roxana, please,’ Bob repeated desperately. He was begging her now, and they both knew it.

‘Relax. You can still book my modelling activities.’

Alton almost wept with relief.

‘For the moment,’ she added icily. A pleasant feeling began to contract in her upper arms, the first sign of the drug kicking in. She wanted to be alone to enjoy it. ‘Get out, Bob. And tell the driver to make sure my car is ready at eight.’

‘Yes, sweetheart,’ Alton said meekly, the useless sack of lard. Jesus Christ, what she had to put up with.  Roxana stared coldly at him until the door to her dressing room closed and she was finally alone.

Her painted nail tapped gently on the first-class ticket to Los Angeles pinned up on the mirror in front of her.

This was going to be fun.

She was Roxana Felix, and she always got what she wanted.
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