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Missing Chiffon


A brisk wind chilled Ameerah Sayed’s office, and further iced her already taut skin, as she balanced an order receipt in one hand and a phone in the other, with the phone cropped up against her ear, the voice on the other end blaring amongst the odd scent that today really, really wasn’t going to be a good day. 
"Yes, I'll get your order ready in time," Ameerah said. The voice at the other end, one of her customers, sounded like a cow, and Ameerah was sure, without ever knowing the man, that his breath kicked harder than a skunk.
"It better be here by tomorrow," the man said with a snarl. "Otherwise I'm filing an official complaint."
Ameerah bit back the urge to retort, instead switching to a polite tone. "I'll ensure that it is."
And with that, Ameerah hung up the call and flung the phone back onto the dialler. Gosh, she hated angry customers with a passion. It was always something stupid, too, and dealing with them only added to the ache coursing through Ameerah's head.
She glanced at her desk, eyes filtering through the strewn-all-over-the-place papers and random highlighters to find her notebook. After a ravenous search, during which she discovered old, still-sticky gum and the strange scent of what seemed like moulding tissues, Ameerah uncovered her notebook and flicked to the back.
What? she thought.
Her ideas page was empty!
Ameerah slammed her notebook shut again and groaned. And now I don't even have a blog idea, she internally cried, banging her head against the walls of her mind. I'm finished as a blogger, as an agony aunt, as everything.
And, as if on cue, the letterbox flapped, and an envelope floated elegantly to the floor, catching Ameerah's attention. Her wishes had been answered, if the mail was what she suspected it was.
A request for her ultimate persona: Agony Aunt Ameerah.
Her four cats had been trained to respond to the letterbox sounding, through some unintentional form of classical conditioning, and Coco duly responded. He bounded over from Ameerah's left, legs almost screeching the wooden floor like tyres, before snatching the letter in his mouth and trotting towards Ameerah.
Ameerah could almost sense the smugness with which he deposited the letter onto her desk, before craning his neck to receive some much deserved ruffles.
"That's a good boy," Ameerah cooed, before turning her attention to the letter at hand—or on desk, to be more precise.
She opened the envelope—which was a pretty high class envelope considering the prestigious-looking stamp plastering the top-right corner of the paper's regal shade of brown—and glanced inside.
A flurry of papers met her, haphazardly stuffed inside, a contradiction to the professional nature of the outer envelope.
Ameerah had the sense she was uncovering something big, something major.
And most importantly, something worth blogging about.
She pulled all the papers out before sorting them into a pile, all whilst Coco sat on the backrest of Ameerah's fluffy chair, staring over her shoulder with eagle eyes.
"Ready to read?" Ameerah asked.
Coco meowed, and Ameerah flicked onto the first page, eyes roving over what she thought, no doubt, would be an intriguing tale.
[image: image-placeholder]Dear Agony Aunt Ameerah,
You do not know who I am in real life, which is the better for the story I am to tell. I am a fifteen year old reader of your blog, and I attend Percy's Academy for Girls, a prestigious education facility located in South England.
My mother and father ensured I got into one of the academy's colleges through rigorous examination and hard work, and for that I am indebted.
Regardless, the tale I wish to tell involves a missing chiffon piece for the annual fashion show at the academy, a postponed event during the COVID years that will reappear in a month's time.
Before I forget, my name is Hanna Maria—and yes it is spelt with two 'n's, for a reason my parents do not wish to inform me of. It is, within our family of three at least, some kind of classified information.
Back to the fashion show. Yes, we typically pick a dozen base pieces like scarves and abayas months in advance before commencing our designs. 
The rules of the competition are for all designs to be original, and the designers own work with no plagiarising the art of others.
And it seems, for all intents and purposes, that someone has broken the second rule. At least when it pertains to me.
Because my brilliant navy chiffon has gone missing, meaning someone intends to copy my half-baked concept design I hadn't yet perfected.
They may even perfect it instead of me, causing my plight to wow the crowd during the fashion show to fail.
A terrifying prospect, indeed.
So shocked was I that I immediately rushed to my best friends, Jannah and Safa, and asked for their advice. Of course, considering I am writing to you now, their advice was less than stellar.
"Maybe you just lost it," Safa told me as we huddled inside one of the many alcoves lining the edges of our great hall—the academy's designated area for dining. 
I swivelled myself against the cold stone of the alcove to face Jannah, hoping she could be of better advice.
Unfortunately, I was wrong in my hopes.
"I agree with Safa," Jannah had said, twirling a lock of hair around her left ear. Jannah didn't typically wear hijab, but for the competition she would try, which was something for us all to be proud of. "Maybe you're overthinking it, Hanna. None of the other girls would steal anything."
I shook my head almost involuntarily. I had someone in mine, of course, a chief culprit. 
Juwayra Simmons.
She was the daughter of two elite members of British society who had reverted to Islam before she was born, hence the strange combination of first and last name. 
In fact, most people in Percy's Academy are strange in one way or another.
Anyway, Juwayra and I suffered from bouts of rivalry unmatched by any other fictional rivalry in the entire world. Potter and Malfoy do not even enter the same league as us.
We fought in absolutely everything—whether grades in our chosen fields of study, to who could run the fastest (in abayas no less), to testing which one of us could hold their breath the longest.
I won the last one, by the way, by half a minute. We do not have to discuss the results of the other two domains of competition.
So, I had Juwayra Simmons in mind, but it seemed Safa and Jannah weren't receptive to my theory when I told them about it.
"I just don't see it," Safa said, confusion breaking out in her eyes.
I leaned in whilst a thrush of students rushed past us as we languished in that chilling alcove, acting as if we were conducting some kind of secret society meeting.
"I know she's guilty," I said, mind set on my theory. "I'm almost sure of it. We just need to find the evidence, that's it."
"You know we'll help you," Jannah said. "I'm just not convinced it's Juwayra, same as Safa."
I refused the overwhelming urge to grit my teeth and retort. My best friends couldn't be the ones with the most doubt in me, could they now?
"I will think of something," I said, and then we left that prison of an alcove and once more assimilated with the flow of students rushing like overlapping waves on a Brighton beach.
And I had a brilliant idea over the next few days, one that popped into my brain like the pop of bubblegum, and the idea almost caused my mind to melt with giddiness. 
I had to sneak into their art room, and check their stores of chiffon.
I just knew my missing chiffon was amongst theirs, if only I had a way inside.
I should probably explain who they are and why I have put emphasis on it.
You see, we separated, somewhere near the beginning of our journeys in Percy's Academy, into two distinct groups—and by we, I mean most of the class. Each side thinks of themselves as us, with the other side as them.
And each side has a roaring yearn to outstrip the other of glory, dignity, and honour.
Though there are no official leaders of us and them, Juwayra takes the reins of them like a junior jockey at a horse rally, whilst I usually make the calls for us.
And though the fashion show is open for everybody, there is a prevailing sense that it will devolve into us versus them.
So it's even more important that we win the fashion show and protect the honour of us against them.
And so I had to enact my plan, the ultimate plan to reveal the truth of the missing chiffon once and for all.
I asked Jannah and Safa for some help, but they politely declined, stating their base was as impenetrable as a medieval castle.
"They've got cameras in the room itself," Safa said as we posted ourselves in a similar looking alcove to before, this time at the other end of the regal, medieval building that characterised Percy's Academy.
A chill, like morning snow seeping into my fingers as I swept my hands across the fresh pine trees in my family's back garden, sank into my backside as I turned to face her.
"But we need to do something," I said.
"No, we don't," Jannah said from my left.
I couldn't believe her words. Here were my two best friends, both a part of us, and both were espousing that…getting the chiffon back from them by sneaking in was a bad idea.
I did not get angry. I merely pursed my lips, before asking Jannah to continue.
"Your design ability is amazing," Jannah said. "Don't you think—I don't know—it would be better for us to just create another piece? I think you could pull it off better anyway."
I mulled over her words, turning them over in my mind like the rotations of a pole of lamb doner in one of my father's restaurants.
"Perhaps you're right," I said, and we left the issue at that, despite the vision of that brilliant chiffon scarf with the silk beads flashing into my mind like a smartphone was taking the image and storing it in my mental gallery.
What they didn't know, however, and what I hadn't told them, was that I had a second plan I could enact.
And this one didn't require their help.
I was tasked with braving it alone.
And brave it alone I did.
You see, I have a way with words that cannot be denied—my mother tells me I used to manipulate (I was five years old by the way) all the aunties into giving me sweets on a weekly basis whenever they came to visit. It was almost too easy, in fact.
They would gather around me in the ancient living room whilst I wowed them and charmed them, and then the sweets would, like a magic trick, rest in the palm of my right hand (never left).
I had the inkling that, if I merely employed my charm on the girls around Juwayra, and maybe even the main culprit herself, then perhaps I would be granted access to their little hideout and find the missing chiffon for myself. And then I would leave before they even found out what had happened.
Jannah and Safa didn't believe Juwayra had the scarf, but I was almost sure of my theory.
Though now, as I write this, I realise how useless the entire plan was.
I readied myself with a nice long scarf, black in colour like I was attending a funeral, that wrapped over my head and was held down with pins that almost dug
[image: image-placeholder]
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