Sometimes, when a dream lingered, one felt the waking world and the dream world were indistinguishable. It was one of those dreams and one of those mornings for Shell Dawes who felt her dream dissolve beneath her eyelids when she woke to the palest sunlight she could remember in a long while.
Shell peered through the traces of her fantasia and her rich blonde curls to see the tall, svelte silhouette of her lover who held court in the neighboring kitchen.
"It's about time you woke up," Rena Hilst said. She came into focus and approached Shell, a coffee mug in each hand. "I debated bouncing on the bed if you snored any longer."
Rena set a mug on the ivory nightstand beside Shell and sat on the bed's edge. Steam undulated around her face while she sipped her coffee.
Shell reached for her mug. "I don't really snore as dramatically as you say, do I?" she asked with a Cultivated Australian accent. "I never used to."
"It depends how much champagne is in you," Rena said through a snicker. "You were a drum roll all morning."
Shell's gaze traced the line of Rena's profile. Forehead to chin, she was flawless. There was something feline about her huge green eyes. Her cheekbones, high and defined, were like rocks peeking up from the fair, tranquil sea of her face. Her neck, long and thin, did not bounce or jitter but waltzed while her throat swallowed coffee. Her green eyes shifted to meet Shell's stare and she felt caught in a vacuum of admiration as the gentle morning light made Rena and her thin shoulder length blonde hair glow.
"How do you do it?" Shell asked. "It's hardly past, what? 6 A.M.—and already you look like you've risen up from some holy mold amidst angelic light and fanfare, no less."
Rena blushed, smiled a bit and kept at her coffee.
"Rena, would you do me a favor, please? Snag my saving grace from the dresser?" Shell referred to her hangover remedy of choice; a mild painkiller with anti-anxiety properties.
Rena thought that an odd request. Shell was never far away from her pills, no matter how distracted or drunk. Nevertheless, who knew? Rena was wasted the night before herself and unsure if Shell had left her lovelies in the wrong drawer, the wrong room or both. Regardless, she grinned, rose, set her mug on the windowsill and sauntered past the cream colored, silk-draped bed. The satin of her forest-green robe glided over her body like breeze through dandelions.
While Rena was out the room, Shell dug into her nightstand's drawer and produced a small ornate tin. From it, she took two periwinkle capsules and washed them down with coffee. She sighed relief and waited for the calming wave to hit. She thought of the day's schedule. In about an hour, she had to be downtown for the final day of Resort Fashion Week. As a midway point between Fashion's Spring/Summer and Fall/Winter seasons, Resort represented everything whimsical, fresh and carefree about style.
The day would begin in the Fiona Wallan Building that housed Fashion Week shows in Moonglow City. One of the industry's most exciting designers, Paolo Saavedra, a Spanish designer who mused incessantly over Rena, was first up. His collections usually went over without a hitch but they were so elaborate that extra care was often required. That was why Shell had to be there, just to make sure everything was one-hundred-percent for her clients. One of the top talent agents at Moonglow Model Management, Shell injected herself into the event coordination process with friends like Paolo who filled their shows and campaigns with Moonglow talent near exclusively. She was a sweetheart, though, more of an extra set of analytical eyes. She knew she could be a professional pain in the ass sometimes but she was never the kind to leave things up to others in the spirit of teamwork. She was there—involved—which helped make anything her clients were involved with exquisite.
Of them, Rena was most notorious and despite her good sense that dictated never to mix business with pleasure, she and Rena had mixed those, emotions, saliva and other bodily fluids for the past four years. She wasn't a hyena or anything. Her relationship with Rena had evolved in a natural way and Shell was happy for it. She had learned long ago never to battle the beat of one's own heart.
Rena had been a model since she was thirteen. Wise beyond her years, she navigated the business with well-forged armor. Before MMM, she was represented by one of the most prominent mother agencies in her area, courtesy of her well-to-do family that instigated her discovery before the candles had cooled on her first teenage birthday cake. From there, New York rapped at her chamber door. Soon after, it was time to graduate to greener pastures in Moonglow City.
Rena went to MMM when she was sixteen. She moved to Moonglow City on the support of her artist and entrepreneur parents who purchased her a corner-condo on 331st St. & Sali Lane, walking distance from the agency. With its rotunda, panoramic view of the North and West and full, private amenities, she moved from one lap of luxury—Old World New York City's historic Soho district—to another.
It took little encouragement for MMM to welcome her with open arms. That was why she signed her lease before she even met with the agency. If not MMM, someone would have signed Rena and been the better for it. She had the looks, brains, savvy and ferocity for the business.
She was born to be a supermodel.
Her initial agent at Moonglow Model Management was Viv Ives, a manager and mogul considered one of the industry's most senior, celebrated figures. Having scrubbed the decks of Noah's Ark once upon a time, he died of natural causes about two years after Rena joined and willed—yes, willed—his short but spectacular list of clients to Shell Dawes. He admired her for her professionalism and dedication to those she represented. He also felt she knew how to keep a secret as she'd kept several of his very well.
Shell was thrilled for the honor but nervous at the same time because she knew that Rena and she shared a common interest—other women. Two months into their professional relationship, at a champagne-fueled after-party, Rena kissed Shell under a moonlit gazebo and the rest was history.
Rena emerged from the pearlescent-framed threshold to the bedroom, decorated in a waterfall diamond necklace and a tall, shining-light style diamond tiara that dazzled when she flounced into the daylight. Shell's heart fluttered when Rena bobbed toward her, hands on both sides of the tiara as she modeled its radiance.
Rena sported a smile that took up half her face. "I knew you were up to something! Have you ANY idea the kind of Thank You you're gonna get for this?"
Shell said nothing. She was stunned at the complete image of Rena who glided through her condominium. It looked like something out of a fantasy film set with its abundant opalescent trims and borders, alabaster white walls and marble floors, ornate glass and crystal furnishings and knick-knacks. When Rena strode up the middle of it all, she looked like a princess.
Rena arrived at the foot of the bed, lowered herself onto her hands and crawled up to Shell on all fours. "It's only taken four years for you to decorate me the way you do this place."
"You didn't have to redefine extravagance, ya know. A card, caviar, cunnilingus… these things work just fine," She snickered as her hand crept under the sheets, her face inches from Shell's.
"They aren't loans either. In my forty-three years on this planet, I've never given anyone gifts like these. I wanted the best in the world for you and for keeps."
Rena straddled herself over Shell's lap in a way that kept them intimate and close, yet allowed her hands free reign under the sheets. She caressed and gripped Shell's upper thighs, the outer sides of her pinky fingers alternated with her thumbs to massage the crease in her flesh where her hips became legs. Rena's hands worked their magic and they kissed lightly, rubbed noses and grew closer even though they were already so close they looked like one person.
"You could probably guess that I would love it if you accompanied me to the Borgo-Seely Costume Ball." Shell was lucky to have squeezed that out between Rena's smothers.
"Oh, so you finally want to show me off to all your haut monde pals?" Rena asked after a chortle in part amusement, part surprise. Shell licked her lips and stared her lover in the eyes as Rena fondled her sex with smooth, circular caresses.
"It's more than that, so much more. The first year, who could know if this meant anything?" Tingles of ecstasy pulsed through Shell's body. "Second year is a waiting game. We wait for the worst to happen. We're stupid and happy if it does not."
Rena slid a finger inside her and leaned in even further to caress the side of Shell's face with her own while her warm breath fell over Shell's neck and shoulder.
"Third year, it's either an admirable example of tolerance or a sure hint one has found something special. Onto fourth year?" Shell let out a sigh as Rena garnished the kiss to her lips with a teasing touch from the tip of her tongue. It was warm, wet and soft.
"Happy Birthday, Reenie. I love you."
Their eyes locked as their lips touched and Rena returned, "I love you too."
The chime of Rena's Andromeda, (the most sophisticated wrist-phone on the market, named after the Alpha-project title it was developed under), paired with its vibrations against the tiled kitchen counter, interrupted the moment. They sighed and snickered a bit through annoyed groans as Rena's forehead collapsed onto Shell's shoulder.
Rena pulled away to face her. "You should get that," Shell said. "It's a big day today. Could be important."
More rings. More clatter. Rena didn't budge. Her glee dissipated with every ring and her gaze drooped lower. Her face iced over. Her breath paused. Shell tilted her head and peeked under Rena's eyelids to see the sorrow swell. She knew what was wrong.
"Sweetheart? Reenie?" The continued silence gave Shell a few more moments to gauge Rena's feelings. Her body language said it all. She had slumped into Shell's lap, her hands out from under the covers and folded over each other between them. Shell could see the youth in her face when she was in such a state. She seemed like a child scolded and sent to time out.
Rena lifted her head and tears rolled down her cheeks. From that angle, sunlight dissolved the child inside. A young woman made a bit older by the way loss aged the soul remained.
"Not in the mood for well-wishers, are we?" Shell held onto her hips and could feel how collapsed Rena sat.
"I don't know what to say to anyone just yet," Rena said. "I'd choke on a Thank You if I tried. It's different with you. I don't have any masks to wear. They wouldn't work on you anyway. But I can't hear the condolences right now. I can't hear people insist the show must go on."
Rena's face fractured. "Ali insisted on being the first person to wish me Happy Birthday every year. Always a crack-of-dawn kinda girl, she did her very best. Even when she wasn't the first, I told her she was. That really made her smile. She knew I was full of shit but she played along. It was just a thing between us."
Rena's tears accelerated as she reminisced. "When I woke up this morning, I just about forgot she was gone. I expected to hear her ringing…"
Shell did the only thing she could think to do. She sat up a bit and enveloped Rena in her loving arms.
Ali St. Michael and Shannon Sadoveanu were Rena's best friends in the whole wide world. School and the culture of the wealthy had thrust them into Rena's childhood and they were inseparable from the start. As time and hormones went on, Ali and Shannon became a couple. Even though Rena had eyes for Shannon, she respected fate and minded her place. That withstanding, they had all remained best friends.
As tragedy would have it, Ali and Aber Rolston, (Rena's favorite photographer), were found dead in Aber's Upper North Side apartment about a month before Rena's birthday—apparent victims of a drug deal gone sour. Neighbors reported gunfire and what the police found was nothing short of a horrid nightmare.
As spoiled socialites, Ali and Shannon had sailed through life and school as they made a bit of a name for themselves within the drug-saturated nirvana of the celebutant culture. As Rena's best friends, they were able to make and maintain contacts that sustained their addiction to constant partying amidst the upper crust of society. Aber Rolston, a middle-aged fashion photographer with silver hair, thin wire-rimmed glasses and a boyfriend well under half his age, was one of many famous faces they kept high and happy. Indulgence was a dangerous game, they knew. Rena felt they were always cautious enough to stay alive but for Ali, the steely pre-dawn hours of a typical morning a month previous shot all that down.
Rena had lost loved ones before. When she was twelve, one year before she began modeling professionally, her grandfather Alfred drank himself to death at the age of sixty-three. When she was eighteen, her great-aunt Alice lost her battle with cancer at sixty-five. While painful and sad, there had been a period of preparation before those deaths. Walls were built and a path to the expected was marched.
The loss of Ali was beyond any pain she'd felt in her life. Ali was like her sister. So was Shannon. They had all attended private grade school together. Even though most of Rena's high school career was handled through correspondence courses, she attended as many classes as she could with Shannon and Ali.
The three of them were the definition of best friends. She never imagined a member from the principle cast of her life would vanish so suddenly, so tragically. Even so, she had to be the birthday girl and remain strong for Ali's memory. On top of the duty she felt to Shannon, she had to glow as bright as ever for the final day of Resort Fashion Week.
For the past month, Rena did everything she could to be there for Shannon, but Shannon retreated more and more. Who could blame her? The love of her life—her soul mate—was stolen from her.
No words, actions or trips down memory lane made a bit of difference. She barely ate, developed an allergy to the outdoors and shut herself off to most of the world. Rena counted herself lucky that Shannon still granted her an audience but she was always somber and detached. Rena wondered when, if ever, Shannon would feel compelled to live again.
Rena reflected on the situation. It sent her worried mind into hyper-drive as she stood in a backstage mirror at the Paolo Saavedra show. A chestnut-haired young woman in clear-rimmed glasses and a baggy sienna vest atop a white floral-patterned blouse made a last minute adjustment to the back of Rena's lavender and silver floor length dress. The subtle blue hues set deep in the fabric's pleats made it look like gentle alien ocean waves.
"That should do it but this came close, Rena," Charlotte Helpling said as she wound some thread around her hand. "You haven't eaten a thing since what happened, have you? Don't tell me you're at the laxatives…"
Rena threw her darts for eyes and glared. "You know I don't do that Charlotte. I've never stooped to that."
"Just checking!"
"It's the stress. I've eaten well enough but…" Rena trailed off with a sigh.
Charlotte packed up her needles to move onto another station and, at the same time, a tall African American man in a white silk shirt and long braided hair went at Rena's forehead with a face brush for one final touch-up.
"Some feelings we can't describe really," she continued as she gazed at herself in the mirror. "But we sure can show how they eat us away from the inside."
"You're class!" the makeup artist said as he strode away. "Time to front up the line, girl!"
Charlotte rested her hand on Rena's shoulder while Rena maintained her self-absorbed gaze in the mirror.
"Focus, Rena. Enough of that," Charlotte said before she cut through a few people, onto another station.
Rena watched herself a little longer until the music came over the loud speakers out front and the backstage noise escalated. It was show time!
A catwalk glowed in the subtle darkness that blanketed a full house of fashion's loyal subjects from every shade of the spectrum. The onset of the walk was set against an expansive wall that shimmered with aquatic hues. From that wall, holographic water flowed from thin air and splashed against an artificial mountain stone.
There was an abrupt end to the world-themed intro music that played in the background. After a few seconds, the thumps of electronica erupted with a crescendo. In that instant, the room came alive with a cascade of lights. The runway ignited in gentle blues and greens that rippled across it like a tide on its way in to shore.
Rena was up. The stress of her birthday and battered emotions plagued her energy but she knew she had to get it together. She was famously known as The Runway's Ray of Sunshine and she couldn't allow anything to scar it, especially on such a festive occasion.
Years ago in training, her first time out on a runway felt like a skydiver's virgin jump—impossible to step forward, even more impossible to stay still. She remembered what the man in high heels who schooled her in matters of the catwalk advised: Breathe. Project outward. Take that tumble forward. Let your soul do the rest.
With that life lesson in mind, Rena took a commanding stride and propelled herself from behind the backdrop and down the runway. The fan pleats of her dress swayed in concert and she looked like she pranced on water. Camera flashes glittered like fireworks from every direction—that was Rena's favorite part of it all.
At the end of the runway, she made her pivot and marched back. A gentle melody rose amidst the techno's rhythmic beats. She glanced to the right. Among the note-jotting masses, she caught a glimpse of Shell, front row. Shell was beside J.D. Staley, her close friend and favorite designer who she had opened and closed for the previous night. His accessories had caught the fashion world's attention when he was in his early twenties. Twenty-five years later, he was a household name with a hand in everything fashion had to offer.
Shell smiled widely and J.D. gave an I Love You sign with his left hand. Rena reached the end of her walk and disappeared backstage. True to form, she'd put her issues aside and walked the walk with amazing grace.
The rest of the show was dynamic. Paolo Saavedra, the first featured designer of the day, was a Spanish national who had built a fashion empire in a little over ten years time. His collections spoke to women about who they were and who they wanted to be. His menswear was both approachable and inspirational. Every man wanted to wear a P.S. double-breasted suit or stroll down a beach in P.S. casual wear. When stars of stage and screen took to his clothes, he fully exploited the exposure and bent over backward in every direction of the compass for the opportunity to dress the timeliest celebrities. A famous film director so adored his fall collection eight years previous that he costumed six of that director's next nine films.
Paolo's Resort collection featured Rena in three looks, including a swimsuit. With the ability to wear any color and any style well, she was every designer's ideal model but what P.S. loved most about Rena was her composure. The pure sunshine she projected made her his top choice for shows.
After Rena had walked arm-in-arm with Paolo at show's end, she hurried backstage and shed her high-fashion attire for a green tank top, khaki jeans and tan boots. Thin hands reached from behind Rena's head to cover her eyes.
"If suddenly there was no light at all and the only eyes you had were those of your mind, what would you see?"
Rena smiled.
"Waxing poetic again, are we?"
"Come now. Play along!" Shell said.
"I'd see… my parents," Rena said. "We're at the beach in Corpus Christi, Texas. Dad is fishing out at the first sandbar. Mom is sitting with my brothers and I making sand castles. After that, I'd see my first New Year in Moonglow, standing on the catwalk spraying champagne over everyone as balloons and confetti rain down all around me. I was pretty drunk. That was the best party of my life."
Rena grabbed Shell's wrists gently.
"I'd see you," she said.
She lowered Shell's hands and revealed the sincerity in her green eyes.
"Would you really?" With a sarcastic, yet playful tone, Shell's eyes met Rena's stare through the mirror they stood before.
"How you looked the first time we kissed under that moonlit gazebo in J.D.'s garden…" Rena trailed off and turned to face her with a gentle smile.
"You looked great out there today. Even in grief, you stir the world awake," Shell complimented.
Rena just smiled and pulled her hair into a ponytail.
"Paolo says he'll have an Ocean Dress out to you in a week."
"Fantastic!" Rena exclaimed. "And thanks for letting me off. I could use the rest before the ball tonight."
"Don't mention it. Fayina and Miracle are splitting the opportunity to sub in for you. You need to be at your best for the Ball. Why don't you use my place to recharge?" Shell asked.
"Thanks, but I need to unwind at home and just get centered, ya know?"
"Right, right," Shell said as she caressed Rena's arm. "Did you want me to have Charlotte drop off some wigs?"
Rena slung her bag over her shoulder. "No, that's all right. I'll stop at Angelo's later and have my hair done."
Shell smiled. "As you wish."
Rena moved in, softly kissed her on the neck and then started toward the back exit.
"See ya tonight!" Rena shouted as Shell gazed after her until she was out the building.
There's no place like home, Rena thought. The past month had been chaotic. Without pause, she pin-balled between Shannon's place, Shell's place and jobs. Rena gazed at the Moonglow cityscape through the glass walls of her corner-unit rotunda and realized how much she missed her glorious, surreal view. The early afternoon light brought every detail of every building and every car on the air-lanes to life. The view coupled with the gin and tonic she nursed gave Rena the opportunity to reflect on how far the world around her had come.
Moonglow City. From the air-lanes that wound through her jungle of modern architecture; it was a panorama of human advances to behold. No longer were buildings primarily only rectangles. There were as many spheres as there were ovals, pyramids as there were hourglasses. Some structures even took on organic shapes, such as the Malendart Museum of Art's towering flame structure and the Vassey Parkway Hospital in the visage of a dove.
Skyscrapers no longer dotted the city. In Moonglow, most structures whose heights were close to the ground were still under construction. Of course, the more unorthodox a building's design, the shorter it was. This was excused on grounds of originality.
The City of Moonglow was one of twenty-seven cities newly founded by the Global Community, a corporate and governmental organization to which almost every country on the planet belonged. For everything international powers disagreed on, most found common ground in the fact that the world could use more habitable space, which led to man-made islands and upward expansions of existing cities among other innovations.
It took no time at all for the City of Moonglow to become a fashion Mecca. In under a hundred years, its notoriety rivaled that of New York, London, Milan, even Paris. With a population of twenty-one-million and infrastructure in an eternal state of expansion, the city gave no hints at slowing down. The future rested in such a New-World metropolis, even if it was just a romantic idea—a dream, to most. Migration rose, new residents increased, businesses expanded and—where Moonglow was concerned—the heart of the entertainment industry transplanted. Harliss had its share of flare but when it came to fashion, the only place for the hip and nouveau to be was Moonglow.
As her mind wandered and she nursed her gin and tonic, every sip reminded Rena that she drank too much. Not enough to be health threatened but when she was in the zone and at the booze, she took no prisoners. She knew Shell disapproved of her when she was toasted enough to be loud and—the next day—forgetful, but old habits, indeed, died hard.
Rena's first encounter with trouble and booze was a cool February night when she was twelve at a slumber party she hosted. After snacks and movies, girl-gossip and loud music, all but Rena and her friend Brenda retired. They broke into the household liquor cabinet and crept off with some bottles of sweet, green rotgut.
When they checked on the girls, Rena's parents found their daughter and Brenda missing. They found them in a guest room, three sheets to the wind, collapsed on each other in dizzied giggles, kissing.
She got in trouble for the booze, not the girl. At that moment, Rena realized her parents understood her.
As time went on, Rena discussed her sexuality with her parents. The talks focused on whether Rena was sure she knew what she wanted and whether she was being true to herself or rebellious in some way. At the end of the day, it was always the same; Rena was who she was.
She thought about what this costume ball meant to her relationship with Shell. It was one of those snooty upper-crust soirees where a simple invitation took a miracle. Due to her relationship with Moonglow Model Management's founder, Sir Ben Sibelius, Shell had graduated to the guest list twenty-four years ago, the year after she started working at the agency under Ben's wing as his personal assistant.
Considering her seniority, the fact that it took Shell so long to invite Rena was telling of one of two things; either Ben had the clout to move continents with a wave of his hand or that Shell really was a cautious lover. Rena suspected it was both.
While she knew Shell shared in her spirit of hopeless romanticism, she was the kind of person who sometimes let her head lead her heart as a defense mechanism. She was older and had been through more heartache. Thus, she took the future with a grain of salt. As an Australian, Shell's British roots were well exercised in her understatements and dry wit. Even though these things may have made her seem shrill at times, Rena knew the truth. Underneath all that was a wide-eyed girl infatuated with fashion and fantasy; in love with being in love.
Rena found Shell's adoration for mythic fantasy sweet. Her decor and hobbies showed someone that escaped the day in, day out bump and grind through classic fantasy literature, myths, legends, elves, unicorns, magical waterfalls and pretty pixies prancing across dew-covered fields.
Rena knew something about all that escaping. In the little spare time she had, she relished in cinema as her favorite art form. She loved movies, especially sci-fi and romance. She especially adored classics.
She also found time to play, write and enjoy music. A percussionist since she was a toddler, Rena excelled at the trap set, piano/keyboards (including synthesizers) and any kind of hand-pat drum, like the bongos or African drum. She also sang a bit but only when she drank enough courage to do so.
Another distraction she always made time for was cooking. Rena loved to take ingredients and manipulate them, juxtapose them in beautiful and delicious ways and exercise the influences she gathered from her worldly travels. She always wanted to take a plethora of cooking classes but only had time for the very basics. To suffice, she collected recipes wherever to be found. Most things that used to exist as books had become electronic entities stored in digital readers but she collected all physical cookbooks she could find. They gave her a sense of nostalgia she rather enjoyed.
When it was just her and one or more girls holed up in a hotel or on-location property, she experimented with cooking between workdays. Of course, she had to mind what she made and how she made it considering the kind of industry fashion was but she had fun and could just relax and think when at the pots and pans.
Most of all, she loved seeing how happy good food made those for whom she cooked. People smiled, made pleasured sounds, wiggled their toes, had their moods visibly improved. She saw the same kind of glee in people over fantastic clothes, which is truly why she loved being in the industry. She felt party to people feeling better about themselves because of fashions she helped glamorize.
Rena moved across her expansive living room with its solid, shiny cream floor and dark-green and red geometric throw rugs, to a large hunter green sectional sofa in the center of the room. She fell into its plush cushions and sighed, eyes on the ice in her glass as it collapsed. Part of her wanted to dump the remainder of her drink so that she would not drag too much ass at the Ball later.
The fact that Shell invited her said much of Shell's attitude toward their relationship. Rena knew in her heart of hearts that Shell loved her more than anything. She was kind and patient, gentle and understanding. Rena knew she could be a bit much sometimes but even after four years, it was rare when there were raised voices between them. Even with their age gap, there just wasn't much for which to fight. Some annoyances, sure, but nothing a witty remark did not remedy
Rena knew she had something special with Shell. If anyone had told Rena she'd be head over heels and happy with a woman twice her age when she was fifteen or seventeen, she would have heckled the prospect. However, their fourth year together broke down many concerns and doubts and all that remained was love.
It was a testament to the future's unpredictability.
After a final deliberation over the gin and tonic, Rena guzzled what was left in the glass. After a cringe from the booze's burn, she sighed, set her glass down on a nearby end table, curled up on the sofa and napped her buzz away.
Several hours later, it was time to shine. On the ride to Angelo Bisset's penthouse in Paradis District, Rena chatted with Shell over the intercom-phone in her car. The west-end district where quite a few recognizable names took up residence got its namesake from its designer, Bernadine Paradis, one of modern architecture's most celebrated female talents. Her hallmark, the Paradis Building was where Rena spent a couple of hours in the hands of a master hair-stylist.
Modern technology had afforded folks the luxury of driverless driving. It was a Godsend to Rena as she had grown up somewhat pampered, always chauffeured about town. Rena pulled up to the one-hundred-and-twenty-first floor docking bay of Shell's building in an automated black Cadillac, right on time. The docking bay was elegantly designed with a thin triangular wing that protruded from the side of the building. It tapered from one wide end to a narrow other, lined with oval amber lights.
Rena emerged from the car in an exquisite gold Victorian-style ball gown. She also wore Shell's birthday presents; the waterfall necklace and shining light tiara. She crossed the bay and a uniformed attendant plugged her car into a nearby terminal to recharge.
Before a succession of glass lobby doors were typical snack and drink vending machines, kiosks that advertised local events, car rentals dining information and a uniformed service clerk behind a dark maroon counter lined with a variety of candies and trinkets under glass. As she slowly browsed the pre-lobby, she noticed the clerk—a middle-aged man with a scrawny build and thinning hair—had his eye on her. She smiled and walked past a myriad of sweet treats of all shapes, sizes and colorful designs. She hovered over a few chocolate cubes, which prompted the clerk to speak.
He slid over to her, eagerly. "Something interest you, Miss Hilst?"
She smiled and tapped the glass over a set of rigid chocolate cubes covered in vivid orange and green drizzles labeled Trifecta.
"Hi! Yeah, could I sample one of those Trifectas?"
"Surely," he replied. He slid the display case open from behind and used silver tongs to set one candy on a small piece of waxed paper. He placed it on the glossy, gold-trimmed maroon counter-top. With thanks, Rena daintily scooped it up between two fingers. She bit half and chewed slowly to savor the initial rush of rich, high-quality dark chocolate. As she reduced it to pulp, bursts of fresh, zesty orange peppered her taste buds and made her mouth water from the cascade of citrus. Finally, as she swallowed, cool minty crispness chased down her throat and filled her olfactory system with wintery pleasantries.
"Wow! That was amazing!"
"Yeah, it's crazy," the clerk said with a moderate southern accent. "I'm not too sure how they do it but the company putting 'em out plans to release a series of flavors over the next year."
"Really?" She popped the other half in her mouth. "Can I order these directly?"
"You sure can, company is called… one sec, excuse me."
Rena nodded and he made his way to the register and rummaged through some full-page advertisements and business cards. He returned with three of each.
"Here ya go, Miss Hilst." He gave her the paperwork with a self-satisfied grin. One would think he passed her a treasure map. "Place is called Covington Yummies. In Switzerland! They ship worldwide too."
Rena glanced over the ad, then the card. They were plain, business-typical. The product considered, she thought that a shame.
Rena extended her hand and said, "Gee, thanks! What's your name again?"
"Reb, Miss Hilst. Nice to meet'cha."
"Rena's fine, Reb," she said. "Nice to meet you too! I figure you know my first name since you recognized me right off the bat."
"Well, yes but," he began, nervously. "See, you're my favorite celebrity. I'm always so impressed with anything you do. I've seen almost all of your shows and your commercials for the Homestretch Cancer Foundation."
Rena's mouth was a bit agape at the praise.
"Truth be told, I think you're the most beautiful woman I've ever seen," he finished. He sounded like a shaky teenage boy who'd just professed a crush to the homecoming queen.
Shell was about to push open a lobby door when she saw the blushed giggles between Rena and Reb. She waited a bit and watched Reb ask something. He seemed nervous. Animatedly, Rena agreed to whatever it was which prompted the clerk to produce a blank sheet of paper. Not only did she sign it, she kissed it, which, judging by his reaction was the highlight of his life.
"Wow! You don't know how much this means to me!" Reb exclaimed. His eyes focused on the pale pink impression of her lips staggered beside her flamboyant, energetic autograph in thick blue marker.
"Well, you're very welcome!"
"You know, this is why I applied for this job. So I could get to meet and talk to famous folks. I knew your girlfriend lived here so I hoped I'd catch you sometime. I wanted your autograph all by its lonesome so I could frame it but I do keep a notebook full of other autographs. I used to work for the Psi-Ivy Hotel on Fifth and Aveena so I got a lot there. But this! This is just…"
"Well, you have that book? I'll sign it too!"
"Really?" Reb was in disbelief.
She smacked both hands on the counter and exclaimed, "Absolutely!"
Reb darted through a door behind the register and emerged in no time with a pastel stripe and polka dot covered notebook in hand. He stepped back up to Rena, flipped to the book's center and slid it around to her. She signed it and spun it back.
At that, Shell emerged from the lobby.
"Oh, Miss Rena…" He smiled at the autograph, closed the book with care and looked to her with sincere glee. "Thank you."
"You betcha, Reb," she said. "But, one thing…"
"Anything, Miss Rena!"
She leaned in and pointed at the Trifectas. "Could I get another one of those?"
He chuckled and set another candy on the counter. Shell crept up from behind.
"Isn't that just like a model!" she barked. Rena was startled and spun around quickly, wide-eyed, candy in hand. "Left unattended, it takes no time at all for them to go scampering about for candies and carbs like hogs at the trough!"
She snickered and Rena sighed.
"You scared the shit out of me!" Rena said before she laughed it off.
"Evening, Miss Dawes," Reb greeted.
"Good evening, Reb."
Rena moved away from the counter as Shell approached. They stopped nearly breast-to-breast.
"You look radiant, sweetheart." Shell reached over and straightened the waterfall diamonds on Rena's necklace.
"You look enchanting yourself," Rena replied with a warm smile. She looked Shell up and down. Her dress was a regal gold and green with a dark green cape, thin black and gold feathers crested at her neck, very Elizabethan.
"Here baby! Taste this!" Rena held the Trifecta up to Shell's lips.
Shell nudged it away. "You know I don't have a sweet tooth."
Rena popped the Trifecta in her mouth and turned around as if to walk away. Shell started to follow when Rena spun back around, propelled forward and locked mouths. She initiated a French kiss and thrust the candy into Shell's mouth with a firm shove of her tongue. Then, she backed off and laughed. Shell glared at her and chewed.
"So, that's how it's going to be tonight, is it?" she asked.
Rena nodded and spun around while Shell caught up.
"This is rather good, actually," she said as they walked to the car together.
It was a twenty-minute trip to the Marshall Dean Tower in St. Jude District, where the Borgo-Seely Costume Ball was held every year. Being far north in Moonglow City, close to the Frost County Line, the sector was the wealthiest of all. In appearance, the buildings were much more uniform than other sectors. The St. Jude District cityscape looked like priceless fine art, a painting or postcard.
The Marshall Dean Tower was the most exclusive residential building in the city. It was also the tallest, most lavish of several pyramid-constructions amidst a majority of traditional rectangles. Made mostly of shimmering blue glass, a faint orange glow dazzled from inside the Tower's seams, cracks and cavities.
Once their car landed inside a wide, well-lit parking garage and was taken over by valet, Rena and Shell had a series of manned checkpoints to pass through. The first checked for weapons. The second was to assure a person was on the guest list. The third was right outside the main ballroom, part of Marshall Dean's lavish penthouse.
It was like another world inside, scored by synth-tinted baroque music. A short dim foyer gave way to a white marble-floored ballroom flanked by two winding staircases that were filled top to bottom with guests in a cascade of period costumes in every color and design. Renaissance, Victorian, Elizabethan, Edwardian; all eras of frills and tights were in attendance, even some fantasy dress. Most carried or wore some type of mask. Rena absorbed the illustrious scene as her gaze raised above all the powdered perfumed wigs to the room's lavish and expansive drop-chandelier radiant enough to rival any City of Gold Cortés ever described.
They wound through the masses toward a wide ornate threshold. It didn't take Rena long to spot the vast horseshoe shaped bar at the center of the adjoining room beyond it.
Rena grabbed Shell by the wrist. "Oh my God! That's the bar?"
"You were expecting something of the Tiki variety?"
"Come on!" Rena insisted as she looked back to Shell. "I haven't had a G-and-T since this afternoon!"
They bellied up to a gaudy Mother of Pearl horseshoe bar in the center of the room. One of the half-dozen bartenders behind its pale white and rich yellow glow appeared before them.
"Welcome to the party," he said with a fatigued baritone voice. "What'll it be?"
"Gin and tonic please!" Rena replied. "Make it a double and double lime."
He nodded and looked to Shell. "And for you?"
"Same."
He rose into the air and glided across a long structure above the bar. All the bottles were perfectly lined on white wire racks.
"Drinking my drink?" Rena asked, somewhat surprised. "What's the occasion?"
"I figured if we're both on our asses, I won't have to carry you out for a change."
Rena laughed. The bartender's white, frilled, pirate-style shirt gently billowed as he descended with a bottle of Bombay Sapphire Gin and a green-labeled bottle of tonic water in hand. He reached under the bar, produced two tumbler glasses and four lime wedges and fixed their drinks in record time.
"Enjoy," he said with a lazy smirk that made grooves of his middle-aged smile lines and crow's feet. He moved onto other patrons as Rena took a deep breath.
"KANPAI!" she shouted and lifted her glass to Shell.
"Sometimes, I think the only thing you took away from working in Japan is that word," Shell said as they clinked glasses.
Rena downed a generous gulp of booze. "He mixed this so perfectly… Reminds me of Tokyo, actually! Reminds me of that time I went into this Akachochin in North-West Tokyo. I was swilling these and sake when I saw this young American girl in a red dress and sneakers just sobbing away with her head buried in her arms on the table. I was feeling tipsy and talkative so I went over to her and sat down." Rena took another drink that almost finished it. "I asked her what was wrong and she gave me a look like, What do you care? -but after some sniffling, she said this Japanese boy she adored broke her heart 'cause she wasn't grasping his language fast enough."
Shell eyed her wryly and sipped on her drink while Rena drained hers and signaled for a bartender by tapping her glass and shaking it in the air, ice jangling. The same tender was quick to comply. Rena mouthed thank you at him and took a civil sip as he moved along down the line.
"So I said to her," she continued, "ya know, when we truly fall in love, we don't need language to communicate. When it's real love, we speak with our hearts."
Shell chortled.
"So, we talked all night, drank sake, ate Karaage...."
"You naughty girl," Shell said. "Having at that sort of thing. Must be a model's natural allergen to grilled treats when out of supervisory eye."
Rena rolled her eyes and played with a piece of ice in her mouth.
"And what, pray tell, could you possibly take away from that? Beside her underwear, I'd imagine?"
"I'm not a piranha!" Rena scoffed. "It was a nice night! We just talked, solved the problems of the world."
"I'm just joking Reenie," Shell said with a warm grin.
"Well, what I learned from that is nothing beats cheering folks up. Makes me feel alive."
Shell noted the self-satisfied smile that blossomed across Rena's face.
"Did I ever tell you how terribly corny you are?" Shell asked.
"Only every time I get blasted and tell you how much I love you four billion times."
Shell snickered and a boisterous, effeminate voice cut in from behind.
"God, Shell! How many did it take to propel her down memory lane this time?" It was J.D. Staley. The girls spun around as he stomped up to them, champagne in hand. He was dressed in a dark, steel blue Neo-Edwardian-jacket, frilled white undershirt and gray peg-top trousers tucked into dark blue Neo-Victorian boots.
"J.D.!" Rena exclaimed. They kissed on both cheeks. "This look is so you!"
"He demanded your tiara, you know," Shell said. "I had to fend him off with a wet stick!"
"And I'll never forgive you!" he said as he kissed Shell on both cheeks as well.
J.D. smoothed over his short gray hair and said, "So what do you think of our eccentric soiree, Reenie?"
"So far, so good. I can't believe this bar!"
"You should have seen her beeline here," Shell said. "I got whiplash on the drag over."
"Well, you know how much I detest splitting one heart in two but I'm taking Reenie away now, sugar. Best she makes the rounds before she's three sheets to the wind."
At that, Rena drained her drink and smacked her glass on the bar. Her eyes were locked on J.D. and her mischievously curled lips smirked with the sting of alcohol.
"Go with God!" Shell said with a raised glass.
J.D. swept Rena away through the masses of fabric and flesh. He stopped a Harlequin-dressed waiter carrying a tray of drinks.
"Now, get a champagne. You want to look swank!"
She scooped up a glass of bubbly and they made their first network stop. J.D. rested his hand on the shoulder of a tall, rather round, large-framed woman whose costume resembled Quentin Massys' The Ugly Duchess painting.
After brief small talk with her—one Lorena von Reyn—Heiress to a series of estates and resorts, J.D. led Rena on a grand tour of high society. She met Carter Gee, owner of no less than a dozen five-star restaurants worldwide, (which was, to her, a grand event considering her affinity for all things culinary). She also met Chieftainess Hialea, head of the re-established Native-American territories that were currently one of the world's largest suppliers of some of the fashion industry's most delicate and sought-after textiles. She met architects, politicians, scientists and Academy Award-winning Director Archie Suttor.
After some others, her final meet-and-greet was with Inoue Eiji of Japan, the lead project manager and head designer of that country's automaton-fashion-model program. Rena knew it was nearing the final stages of development, soon to alpha. Considering she had extinguished four glasses of champagne during that tour, in addition to her exertions of gin before, Rena was less than gracious to Eiji. She shook well, smiled well—even bowed well in accordance to Japanese custom. However, she couldn't contain the disapproval in her eyes when she said, in Japanese no less, "So, you're the one out to make us extinct!"
"You, like many of your profession, misunderstand our science and intentions," Eiji replied in his native tongue.
That was when attack-mode was evident in her. Rena could be happy-go-lucky while she drank until provoked, upset or annoyed in anyway. Then, all hell was liable to break loose.
"You can't replace us. Ever. Especially not with some fucking doll," she said with a snarl.
"I know about you," he said with a snicker, as he looked Rena up and down. "With your drugs, your drink… Look at you now."
He stepped forward and leaned into her, almost at ear's touch. "You're replacing yourselves."
He excused himself and trotted away while Rena seethed and J.D. stepped up.
"I can't take you anywhere, can I?"
"How smug!" she exclaimed.
"Calm down. This isn't the place."
She closed her eyes, took a breath and tried to swallow her pride. When her feline eyes opened, they stared straight into J.D.'s.
"Only 'cause it's you and only 'cause it's here," Rena said.
"I know how you feel," J.D. began. "I agree! But that sort of thing is far from finished and light years from reality. You'll be fat, retired or dead before it even matters to your daily life."
"I want another drink," Rena said with a sigh. "I want a line."
J.D. led her back through the main ballroom and up the right staircase. The color scheme changed dramatically. Up the stairs, through the first door on the right was a spacious sitting room decorated like a Victorian parlor. With its ornate red and gold carpets, dark maroon walls and gold framed art that hung everywhere; it was as if she stepped through a time warp. Even better, the people were sparser.
"Here we go! Let's have at the trough!" J.D. said.
At the far end of the room was a marble bar. Two women stood there, one hunched over as if bobbing for apples. With that oh-so-familiar snorting sound, Rena's once-tense face relaxed. The excitement she felt mentally preparing to snort her cares away was like an itch she couldn't scratch.
When they approached, a certain costume caught her eye; two translucent wings that shimmered with all the rainbows of oil and water pooled in sunlight. They were attached to a sleeveless white sundress accessorized by a thin, chain-and-diamond skinny-belt. In it, a tall drink of beautiful. A young woman with flowing blonde curls rose from that hunched position with her nostrils held closed. When she stood entirely straight up, it was apparent she was Rena's height or close. When she spun around to speak to a gorgeous brunette girl beside her, Rena stopped dead in her tracks. Time slowed down and her insides rose on the wings of butterflies.
J.D. looked back to her, then to the girl, then to Rena and knew what he saw.
"Oh, no…" he groaned but it was too late. Rena was mesmerized by the girl's statuesque face and svelte frame. Her mouth even fell open a little.
"Wow, who is that?"
"Back, succubus! That's Marshall Dean's granddaughter, Katherine."
"She's beautiful," Rena muttered, glassy-eyed.
"You're so terrible! She JUST turned eighteen!"
"I'm not gonna kidnap her! Why does everyone act like all I do is prowl?" In a huff, she marched off toward the bar.
"Because you're so misunderstood in your time!"
Her pace slowed to a sashay and a tall, portly, middle-aged man behind the bar, dressed like King Louis XVI, looked up from his drug-chopping duties and gave Rena an inviting smile.
"Good evening!" he said with a heavy Boston accent. "Fancy a few?"
"Line 'em up!" she answered.
The bartender went to work chopping down some bone-white powder fine as possible with a shiny silver razor that sported an etching of a lion. Meanwhile, Rena turned to see Katherine marathon-snort her share as the young alabaster-skinned brunette's violet eyes watched with annoyance.
"Come on, let's go to the other side and dance already! Any more of that and a waltz will drop you dead from a heart attack!"
Oblivious to her friend's grievance, the blonde popped up and threw her head back with deep inhales and giggles as she pressed her nostrils together.
"Aren't you a lil' young to be powdering your nose over here?" Rena asked.
Katherine's eyes bulked up defensively.
"Who the fu—" she began but stopped at the sight of who stood beside her.
"Oh wow! Rena Hilst!" She burst out in shocked guffaws and clutched onto Rena's shoulder, other hand over her heart. "I've always wanted to meet you!"
J.D. snuck up behind everyone. "Rena, this is Katherine Dean. Katherine, Rena Hilst," he introduced as he put his hand on the brunette's back. "And her third tit here is Lilly Morgan."
Lilly frowned at J.D. and smacked him on the arm. She pointed a finger at him with an I'm-gonna-get-you look. He held his hands up in a mockery of fright and perched himself on a barstool.
"Call me Koko! Everyone does!" she said as she and Rena shook.
"Never to outgrow that nickname, are you?" J.D. asked
She scowled at him while he snorted a couple lines. "Told ya, it's gonna be my stage name too."
"Stage name? Do you act?" Rena asked.
"I want to. Gonna do some modeling meanwhile. I have a meeting with Ludavine Management next week."
"Ludavine? Why Ludavine?" Rena pursued.
"My grandpa's connections!"
"Well, when I saw you from across the room, I wanted to meet you too," Rena said. She readied a snorting straw, descended and siphoned four long, thick, stacked rails, two in each nostril. She rose slowly and pressed her nostrils together with a deep inhale as she savored the sting and pungent chemical taste of the drain that trickled down her throat near instantly.
Lilly pawed at the ends of her hair that were tip-dyed black and noticed Koko's admiring gaze directed at Rena. It added something to her face that wasn't there before; a glaze of quiet distress.
"God, I needed that," Rena said as she looked to Koko. "So, why not Moonglow? Pretty sure your grandpa's strings pull from far beyond just Ludavine."
Koko paused, unsure how to answer. Truth-be-told, she had considered no other agencies. With a polite smile she said, "Well, never know what the future holds."
"Come on, Koko! Let's go dance!" Lilly commanded as she adjusted the wings on her costume. "Nice to meet you, by the way," she said and tipped her chin up at Rena with a forced smile. Her tone was haughty, eyes thin. Rena picked-up on a level of possessiveness but it didn't seem like Koko had any idea it existed. That was something Rena had experienced before so she felt she knew it when she saw it.
Koko seemed tugged in two directions. She fidgeted unsurely for a few seconds. "Would you two like to go dance with us?"
J.D. went down for two more rails. "Sorry, sweetheart! I left my boogie-pumps at home."
"We wouldn't want you to throw out your hip, J.D. We know you just got a new one," Koko said.
"Bitch!"
"What about you, Rena?" Koko asked. Oh, how Rena wanted to say yes! There was something magnetic about Koko. Rena didn't necessarily want to attack and disrobe her or anything. The girl radiated a youthful vigor, a fun and sweet air. However, she knew it would be inappropriate, especially with Shell downstairs.
"Next time, Koko. J.D. and I have mysteries to solve."
"Okay then," she said with a disappointed smile that made Rena want to either kiss or adopt her.
Koko dug through her handbag that rested nearby on the bar. From it, she pulled a lavender card and offered it to Rena with that irresistible smile. "Look me up. Maybe we can hang out sometime soon?"
The way her head tilted to the left and her long, thin fingers pawed at her handbag sent Rena all the right signals. After a second thought, she took the card.
"Sounds like a plan!"
Koko skipped away with Lilly. At the door, she looked back and met Rena's gaze. The mutual interest between them was viscous. Koko hung onto the threshold as long as she could before Lilly shoved her off and threw Rena a final nasty, purse-lipped glare.
Rena turned back around and hoisted herself up on a claw-foot barstool beside J.D. She played around with Koko's card a bit while she looked it over:
Koko D.
26267 Vanilla Glade
Moonglow City 58-D.12-USA
moonglow\KoKoD
Rena smelled it as the bartender placed two glasses before them and popped open a chilled bottle of premium champagne. He poured them a glass each and set it down so they could serve themselves.
"Lillisette," she said as she immediately recognized the fragrance. "She has good taste."
"Shell's ears are on fire right now. I bet she thinks its scarlet fever resurrected from the bowels of history."
"Gimme a break, J.D.," Rena sighed.
"You know I won't say anything," he said through a sip of champagne. "It's just that sometimes I think you run with the wind at your back, you know?"
She watched the bubbles in her champagne sprint to the top. "I know. But it's not like I'm plotting this grand, sinister affair. I just met her!"
"Who needs planning when Mother Nature herself annually drops snatch in your lap?"
"I hate that word," Rena groaned. "I really hate that word!"
J.D. laughed. "Isn't that what the one guy you ever slept with called it? That Italian?"
Rena slipped Koko's card into her handbag. "Two and yes."
"Reenie, Reenie, Reenie. Whatever am I to do with you?" J.D. asked with a tender look as he rested his hand over hers.
Rena looked to him and knew if there was anyone on Earth she could trust, it was he. He had been her confidant since she was sixteen. Perhaps, it was astrological but they just gelled. It was her first time walking in one of J.D.'s shows that a girl had broken her heart the night before.
Back then, when J.D. found her in tears right before the show, he didn't erupt or fire her. He sensed something special and comfortable about her. Instead, he asked what the matter was. He showed genuine interest and concern. After she cried on his shoulder, he hugged her and gave her some of the best advice ever.
"You see these tears you're crying? If you have no other place to put them, wear them," and he gestured with his head to the runway, "out there."
The runway. Rena had learned to embrace it over the years. That day, she walked with the attitude and extravagance only pain could inspire. It was one of her best shows ever.
Wired and drunk, Rena looked back to J.D. and saw that same care and concern she did the day they first bonded.
After an unending slew of elbows that were long overdue for a rub, Shell slipped away across the main ballroom, through two more classically themed rooms and into one decorated and designed like an outdoor sunken garden. There were towering oak and evergreen trees lit by cone-shaped garden tea lights, ferns and elephant ears scattered everywhere.
Shell followed the forward-most stone path lit by steely pale-blue step lights that wound through the foliage, a single gin and tonic in hand. She arrived at a clearing where a massive fountain stood and water cascaded down its towering glass Finial-in-Valencia design, into a hauntingly lit pool that surrounded it.
In a pavilion across the fountain, a quintet played soothing dinner jazz; trumpet, piano, trap set, upright bass and an older woman, mid-forties, with thin blonde and gray hair, on an elaborate set of synthesizers. She was sandwiched between two tiers of them, to her left and right. The sounds she made were atmospheric and could be warming or melancholic depending on one's mood. Tints of something inorganic swayed like liquid beneath the chorus melody.
Shell looked up to the holographic skybox and marveled at how authentic the nightscape appeared. The rich blanket of black seemed to go on forever, glittered by countless, twinkling stars and a robust, radiant full moon that glowed ghost-white. Marshall Dean always had it set to the Moonglow City sky since the light noise of the metropolis made star gazing difficult to impossible in the open outdoors.
Shell looked back over the band and her heart sailed with the fluent yearning of the trumpet. She took a healthy drink, closed her eyes and wrapped one arm under her breasts as if she hugged herself. As those gentle synthesizers massaged her soul and the gin warmed her insides, she pictured the people around the pavilion with their lovers or spouses. They talked and laughed, toasted and flirted and Shell realized that, even though J.D. had only been leading the tour a short time, she missed her Rena, terribly.
For her age, Shell realized she was clingy. She had been all her life, never one for casual affairs. If she were not in a serious, long-term relationship, a relationship did not exist. It made her teenage years difficult because, at the time, most girls she dated were still finding themselves. Shell felt she always knew who she was so playing the waiting game with girls who still needed to grow up and come out quickly became the crying game.
No matter what happened, Shell kept her hopes up. She was one of those glass-half-full types. So was Rena. That was another reason she felt Rena was her perfect match. She knew Rena's eye wandered and that she might prowl around as a free spirit while on assignment abroad but she didn't hold it against her. Rena was young. They had been serious lovers since she was eighteen. It stood to reason that someone as wild and adventurous as Rena would stray a bit. She still had so much living to do.
Shell didn't like to think of Rena with other people. Bottom line, she had no proof and didn't want any.
Shell was only certain of three things in life. She loved Rena very much. Rena loved her in return. She was happy.
"Already in recess, are we?" a frail English voice asked and jerked her out of her reverie.
She gasped, hand-over-heart. "You startled me."
Sir Ben Sibelius appeared behind her. He was eighty-two, shorter than Shell and distinguished looking with thin white hair combed straight back that seemed to, once upon a time, have a wave.
"To think! The day I drop dead, I never got to see you in period dress," she said with a warm smile. She referred to the fact that, in the history of the Borgo-Seely Costume Ball, Ben never wore a costume. He skated by with a conservative mask on a stick every year, opting for a dark fitted suit instead.
"I'm jealous my days of looking better than you in such a frock are long gone." He kissed her on the cheek and took her glass away, sniffed it and gasped.
"Gin?" He scowled at it as if it were jet fuel. "My God! That girl rubs off on you more and more by the day!"
"She's here, you know," Shell said as she took her drink back. "J.D. should be wrapping up her grand tour as we speak."
"Why didn't you do it?"
She sipped her gin and tonic. "I'm too old for show and tell."
Ben laughed and inched toward a nearby empty table. "Remember when I led you through that snake-pit back then?"
Shell sat as Ben lowered himself into a wrought iron chair beside her. "Like it was yesterday," she said.
"Twenty-five years ago," he recalled. Shell nodded and sipped her drink again.
"Shell, I wanted to discuss something with you."
"Concerning?"
He took a moment and collected the courage to speak. "I'm old, Shell. I have no children—no living family remaining. Frederick has been dead for almost seven years. I haven't seen Anna and the girls in about that long."
Shell's brow furrowed.
"If anything were to happen to me, our Moonglow agency would be divvied up between the board of directors like pie," he continued. "I don't want that to happen. It can't happen. Without me, Moonglow would be a barracks for beautiful people—a goddamn petting zoo! Instead of what it is today. A family. A vision realized."
He folded his arms on the table and leaned toward her. "Shell, you've been with me more than half your life. You're like a daughter to me. You're the best manager we have! The best in the business, all around! You're the only person I truly trust anymore. You're all that I have left." He rested his hand over hers. "Shell, if anything were to happen to me, I'd very much appreciate if you took over."
She choked on her drink which made Ben chuckle.
"I'd also prefer if you didn't choke to death on rotgut!"
She stared at him a moment as her cough settled. "You're serious?"
"Quite."
"Well, it begs the bigger question: what's the matter? Ben, are you ill?"
At first, he didn't answer. There were a thousand words inscribed in the cracks of his old face, the main one being yes, but he wouldn't admit it. However, Shell knew that grave look he wore and it broke her heart.
"Not at all," he said with a forced smile.
"You're lying. What is it?"
"I'm fine, I said! Foresight is critical in this life. I'm simply planning ahead."
On the verge of tears, Shell could only stare at him. He had been like a second father to her since she began internship at Moonglow Model Management twenty-five years ago. She was eighteen then, a self-described levelheaded dreamer looking to get her foot in the door of the fashion industry. With statuesque looks and height just shy of five-foot-ten, Shell was always told she would make a stellar model but that type of limelight never suited her. She was most comfortable behind the scenes, working the levers and pulleys. She had a mind for methodology, tact, negotiations and the like. She always saw herself as an entertainment agent of some sort. She loved fashion, loved reading the magazines and oogling over the shows. She had a nurturing heart that wanted to help people navigate the business. She also had this deep-set fantasy about falling in love with a super model and living happily ever after.
Shell busted her ass studying for a degree in International Business. When she looked into where she could intern, Moonglow Model Management was not hiring. Everyone said they were the best of the next-generation agencies so she barged in and applied anyway, all those years ago. Sir Ben Sibelius, founder of the agency, happened to be chatting with the receptionist in Human Resources when she did and something about her tenacity impressed him. At the time, he was unhappy with his personal assistant who was always sick, late or pregnant and it was Shell's lucky day. A week later, she was hired on a trial basis under Ben's wing.
From behind, long thin hands crept around Shell's head and covered her eyes.
"If suddenly there was no light at all and the only eyes you had were those of your mind, what would you see?"
It was Rena. She grinned and winked at Ben, who shot back a weak smile.
"I'm a bit drunk to think of anything remotely clever for this," Shell said.
"Don't be clever then," Rena said. "Be honest."
"All right," she replied with an audible slur. "I'd see you. Only you. You're all that I see when I wake up. You're all that I see when I go to sleep. You're all that I see when I dream."
Ben stared at Shell and slowly shook his head.
"After all this time, I don't know how to see anything else," Shell said, "and I don't much care to."
Ben groaned and rose as Rena pulled her hands away.
Shell sniffled and shook off the ocean of emotions Rena had just invoked. "Off out, Ben?"
"Indeed," he replied as he fully stood. "The last time I hung around two drunk, lovey-dovey lesbians, I got talked into donating sperm, which was of much disappointment considering I'm sterile. It won't happen again. Goodnight, ladies."
With a polite smile, he turned to walk away, hands behind his back.
Shell bolted after him.
"Ben!" she barked. He turned to face her. The look on her face was all over the place, as if she wanted to rush him, hold him, cry a river the way one does when seeing a loved one off on a plane.
"We'll talk tomorrow, okay?" she said.
"We'd better," he replied with a wink and nod. Then, he turned and walked away.
Shell sighed as Rena stepped up behind her and grabbed her shoulders.
"Everything okay, Shell?"
"I don't know. You're not going to believe this."Shell spun around and snatched up her drink. She chugged it, then set the glass down and looked over at a confused Rena. "Let's go home."
Shell was quiet on the ride back to her apartment. All she said was that she'd explain everything once they were home. Rena knew better than to press her. She had seen Shell disturbed maybe half a dozen times since becoming intimate. When anything bothered her, she became delicate and difficult to console. Sometimes, it was best to give her space.
Immediately upon arrival, Shell announced she was going to change and retreated to her first-floor master bath. Meanwhile, Rena selected an airy, sleeveless plum-wine blouse and khaki cropped cargos to change into. She left her necklace and tiara on an alabaster dresser in the upstairs bedroom she kept as her own personal space and stopped outside the first floor master bath once she came down.
"Baby, I'm gonna pop something. Maybe some champagne," she announced through the glossy, white-ash wood door. As she waited for some sort of acknowledgement, she stared at the Solstice sun carved in the door's upper-center. There was a cascade of smaller solar and lunar carvings beneath it but something about that sun gave Rena the creeps. She felt it glare at her every time she stared at it, with its snide smirk, round cheeks and wavering, pointy halo.
There was no response so she sighed and bee-lined through the evergreen-carpeted hall and plush sitting room that, with its sleek lines, soft amber lighting, organically designed furniture and light-beige, hardwood refinished floors, permeated a golden radiance.
She crossed the foyer into and through an intimate dining room with marble floors and large, black panels covered in subtle green streaks. They matched the dark-green, foliage-patterned walls.
Center of the far right wall, between a series of fixed, Renaissance-style windows covered with delicate, white net-curtains, was a small alcove with a booth for two beneath a stained glass window of the Rider-Waite Two-of-Cups Tarot Card but with two women instead of a woman and man.
Rena tossed her handbag onto the booth's glossy, solid white table top and passed through an open threshold, into the kitchen decorated like a modern showroom with smooth, white countertops and stainless-steel cabinetry. She crossed a classic gas-range stove surrounded by a few modern cooking gadgets and a shiny refrigerator built into the wall, to an electronic glass door that disappeared into the wall as it slid open.
Inside was the latest style of wine cellar, a rather spacious room called a Wine-Closet. The walls were lined with racks of wine and champagne. The overhead lighting was pale and dim, just enough to read labels. As she perused the many bottles, Rena's bare feet tip-tapped the dimly glowing, iridescent white light-panel floor.
Rena narrowed her choice down to two; a pricey, vintage Pinot Grigio or middle-of-the-road domestic champagne found at any grocery store near or far. She chose the latter because supermarket champagne was hers and Shell's drink. The first night they were sauced together and made love in Shell's bed, they had been out to dinner and wanted to get home to a soft surface as quickly as possible. Instead of traveling any further from the restaurant to the apartment, they stopped at the first supermarket they saw and the rest made a fond memory.
The door slid shut behind Rena and she carried her champagne to the booth. There, she found Shell; damp hair, in a black bathrobe, chopping lines of pure-white cocaine on a long, rectangular, unframed mirror.
"Like a moth to flame, huh?" Rena remarked with a grin. Shell sniffled and kept at it. "I thought you quit for good?"
"I just need to snap."
"Did you see the Skit I got?" she asked through a snicker, referring to her handbag that lay open on the table.
"I'm surprised you bought any after what happened."
A guilty look crossed Rena's face. Skit was the jazzed up, hyper-potent and somewhat hallucinogenic version of methamphetamine that had hit the streets over the past year. The euphoria was comparable to heroin minus the nauseating side effects. The high reminded of traditional meth but it took only a couple lines for one to realize the amplified feeling of being on top of the world. As for its hallucinogenic properties, something about its chemical components rarely triggered a bad trip. One saw and felt near-exactly the things one wanted. All this made Skit the most sought-after and expensive party drug on the market.
Skit was the drug for which Ali and Aber died.
"I didn't." Rena went back through the kitchen and retrieved two tumbler glasses from a bottom cabinet. "I have some. I just don't use it much." She returned and sat in the booth across Shell and poured them each a glass.
"It's too good. They aren't playing when they say it takes you to a better place without dying."
Shell was about to snort her share when her face broke up. After a moment, she put the snorter down and shoved the mirror toward Rena and the tears flowed.
"Fuck it. That won't solve anything anyway," she said with a sigh.
"Baby, what is it, already? You've had me on pins and needles since we left." Rena reached out and held Shell's hand.
"It's Ben! It's the agency! It's the future."
Rena produced a wet towelette from her bag. "Here, blow your nose."
"God, I hate for you to see me in such shambles."
"Shell, I love you. I can help if you just tell me what happened. Did that old prune fire you or something?"
"Of course not and don't call him that!" Shell snapped. "I think Ben is ill, Rena. I mean, I don't think. I know. He was grave tonight. I asked him if anything was the matter. He said no but was so defensive."
"But, what did he say to make you think this way?" Rena sat upright, downed her champagne in one gulp and poured another.
After a bit of a pause, Shell spilled it. "He insisted I take over Moonglow if anything were to happen to him."
Rena's mouth fell open. "You're serious?"
"My exact words, earlier," Shell responded. Her eyes welled with more tears. "Considering I lost my dad fairly early, Ben has been like a second father to me. Ben has been there for me—with me."
Rena's look tenderized with sympathy.
"I can't imagine a world—my world—without him." Shell's reddened face and wet eyes conveyed a fear Rena had never seen before.
Rena rose and moved over. She fit herself in beside Shell, held her tight and kissed her softly.
"Baby, don't cry anymore. I'm here," Rena said. "I'll always be here no matter what."
In that moment, with Shell in her arms, Rena was at her best. She wasn't a perfect lover, she knew that. Whenever Shell needed her, though, she was there. That went for her previous relationships and friendships, as well. J.D. always said she was all heart; that she had too much love inside her. He also called it a character flaw that needed experience to learn how to manage. Perhaps, that was like anything else but he said the problem with that was a person sometimes had to, first, do what's wrong to know what's right.
Of course, he spoke of Rena's infidelity.
That night, they made some of the most intense, passionate love ever. As they rode on the emotions of the evening, everything was enhanced, from the fluttering feeling of making out to the warmth of sweaty flesh against flesh, breasts against breasts, to the tingling, electric rush of orgasm.
After it all, Shell lay asleep atop Rena, her head between Rena's breasts. After a few sleeping pills, Rena began to fade. Rena gazed at Shell's blonde curls and felt complete with her warm breath against her chest. It was then that Rena promised herself never to sleep around on Shell again.
"You said mango. Right, Koko?" Lilly Morgan asked as she stood before a wall-embedded glass-door freezer in the spacious kitchen of her northeast side suite.
"Yes please!" Koko said over the kitchen intercom, part of a Psionic-powered system that became a common trend in wealthier homes and businesses. Mental sensors throughout the units would register thoughts. Folks had to wear a special cap that scanned them and registered them as approved users of any unit's system. That database was managed by the homeowner or office manager who could edit rights or delete a user altogether. All one had to do was think say to such-and-such room and one's words would channel there. It was tricky at first but people had learned to be more intuitive and focused because of the way mind control technology had evolved.
Lilly touched the glass and it slid open. She reached through the pale-lit smoke, pulled two festively decorated tubes from the freezer and made her way through the stylish kitchen paved in Earth-toned tiles. She carried the two push-up style popsicles past a photo cutout in the slate-gray wall of the foyer. She glanced its way and saw her younger-self standing behind her seated father in a living room setting, back-dropped by warm summer hues of undulating light.
Holo-photo technology was all the craze. In a studio, a series of digital cameras would capture a scene from several angles. Those images were then composited as a fully realized, three-dimensional snapshot of life. Holo-photos were kept in pic-cubes, which were a cube-base of varying sizes that the actual digital images projected up from. They were fantastic for gifts and portable displays but most homes opted for cut-outs in walls or furnishings where the technology could be installed and images uploaded through a nearby port.
Lilly pressed a camouflaged button that matched the slate-gray wall near that slim, half-inch port. The image changed to a three-quarter shot of a current her and her thirty-seven year old dad hugging each other, cheek-to-cheek, wearing thick winter sweaters. The ambient light of the holo-photo also shifted to a cool color-scape of blues, whites and purples. Pleased, she ascended in a hurry.
Koko didn't hear when Lilly stepped into the bedroom. It was master-sized with ocean blue carpet and tan walls covered in sketches of various dresses, prints, suits and undergarments. A digital frame on the far left wall scrolled a variety of photos of her and Koko goofing off, being young.
Koko sat on the floor, on a huge, navy blue cushion, her jeaned legs criss-crossed. She strummed an acoustic guitar and muttered a few lyrics. Her white, draped-back top left her spine entirely exposed. With a mischievous grin, Lilly crept up behind Koko and pressed a frosty popsicle into her bare back. Koko let out a shriek and curled her back away from the freezing burn.
"Holy shit, that's cold!" she bellowed. Lilly laughed and plopped herself on a tan cushion in front of Koko.
"You're terrible, you know that?" Koko said. Lilly handed over her popsicle and they both uncapped their treats. Lilly stuck her tongue out at her and Koko pushed up her rich, pink-orange mango-pop and had at it.
"Remember when you'd sneak all my chocolates away and leave drawings of snickering people in my candy boxes?"
"I'd hide and watch you open them," Lilly replied with a laugh. "That's what you get, sneaking around for goodies at two A.M."
"Yeah, well, the whole scaring me thing is gonna give me a heart attack one day."
"I haven't woken you up clawing and growling in forever!"
"Damn, you're right," Koko said through a giggle. "I shouldn't have said anything!"
Koko and Lilly had been best friends since they were toddlers. Lilly's father was a real estate developer for low-income neighborhoods. Some joked he slum-lorded on those who rented or leased out under him, but she didn't think so.
Koko's parents met him on the after-party circuit of some of the same foundations to which they donated. He had a lovely young girlfriend but after Lilly was born, she vanished and left behind only a note that lamented motherhood. She left Markham Morgan at the mercy of a single father's life.
The Deans had a daughter Lilly's age so they would gladly care for her when Markham had to be away for work. The girl was in good hands and Koko had a playmate. It was a win-win situation.
"Koko?"
"Yeah?"
When Lilly said nothing else, Koko looked up.
"What is it?" Koko asked with an oblivious smile.
Lilly's gaze lingered. Telling one's best friend anything was supposed to be easy, natural, but how could Lilly tell hers that she loved her? She'd always loved her. Ever since they reached the age of frisky, Lilly had dreamt that Koko would want to be more than just friends. It didn't seem Koko felt that way, though. In grade school, neither spoke about boys to the other. The subject never came up, especially with the business of dolls and skating parties and birthday parties and school field trips. When the other girls asked whom they liked, they'd say they didn't know.
When they were twelve, discovering the glories of nail polish, sleepless nights and movies littered with gratuitous violence and gore, Lilly had asked Koko if she had a crush on any boys. It was on this night that Koko confessed that she didn't really like boys at all. Lilly shot over the moon to learn her best friend was just like her.
Instead of professing a crush on her best friend in the whole wide world, Koko went on about Brandy Patterson in their homeroom; how cute she was, how soft her brown curls were. Or, what perfect teeth Daphne Cleeridy had and how funny she was. The more and more she went on and on about everyone else, the more Lilly felt splinter-sized and torn apart.
Five years later, nothing had changed. Every time Lilly meant to initiate conversation about it, Koko spoiled it all and went on about some girl she saw or met. Lilly didn't want to cause Koko any upset. She sucked it up and humored her at every turn. It fortified their best friend status. Koko confided everything into her, from her first kiss with Sadie Delany at fourteen to having sex for the first time at sixteen with Rebecca Town, one of the most popular, beautiful, red headed seniors at their high school.
Lilly couldn't figure out if she was a coward or not but she was terrified of losing Koko. She had adapted to a painful life of longing after something she thought she couldn't have.
Lilly fished in her soul for the courage to say what she wanted for so long. Before her mouth could motion to speak, the opalescent Andromeda Koko wore banded on her wrist chimed. Her sleek blue eyes erupted in excitement and she drew a small, tailed disc from it and placed it just inside her right ear.
"Hello?" she answered as she aimed her speech into her wrist-phone.
The joy Koko radiated as she spoke was little consolation for Lilly. Finally, she was going to come out with it! Interrupted! All confidence drained from her face and she slumped into her cushion.
"That's great! Thank you!" Koko exclaimed. "Okay! Tomorrow at ten! See ya then!"
She removed the disc from her ear and latched it back in place.
"Lilly!" she began, wide-eyed. "After a final review of my package, Saffron Fellows himself wants to take my meeting tomorrow!"
In classic form, Lilly put on her smile and poise but she couldn't help but feel there was no masking the defeated look in her eyes.
"You're coming with me tomorrow, right?" Koko asked.
"If you want me to, sure," she replied.
"Hell yeah! We'll go hear some music and dance afterward, or something," she said with an excited shout and strum of her guitar.
The next day, the girls began the morning with a jog through Dovenshire Park, a botanical preserve in Lilly's building. It was one of the most lavish and authentic ever constructed, full of nature trails, campsites, birds, some wildlife, even a vast lake.
As usual, Lilly dressed Koko for her meeting. Lilly always had a knack for sketching and sewing. One could say she was a natural. She loved designing her own clothes and, by that token, Koko's.
When one loves someone, one's admiration could be somewhat obsessive. With so much pleasure in details, Lilly took full advantage of being so close to Koko. She studied her. She knew Koko like the back of her hand. She knew her measurements, her body's quirks and perks. She knew how many beauty marks Koko had and where. How she stood, how she leaned. How she slept. How her hair fell. How it blew in the wind. She knew every characteristic of Koko's hips when she was in motion. She knew her stroll, run, how she stood, how she danced. Above all, her favorite characteristic was Koko's smile. Her entire face was something out of a dream but that smile. Lilly felt her entire body and soul soar into the stars at the thought of it.
She felt Koko's clothes should do nothing less than take away breath. Koko was long and thin, had always been. At eighteen, she was in her prime. At five-foot-eleven, roughly one-hundred-twenty-pounds, her body was ideal. Her tummy never ended. Neither did her legs. The length and thinness of her feet made shoe-shopping tricky. Lilly didn't have the means or resources to fabricate footwear so she helped Koko shop as much as possible.
For the past year, Lilly had practiced with jean material. Its dense, weighty, cumbersome nature was daunting at first but as time went on, Lilly taught herself to control the fabric instead of vice versa.
For the meeting, Lilly dressed Koko in her latest style of blue jean, a garment that was as popular as ever. The jean had been through many phases over time. In Lilly's hands, it was a return to form-fit but with hidden seams. That technique she perfected after many sleepless nights and sore fingers. Even the pocket seams blended entirely. Lilly stuffed those jeans in some half-calf silver boots with thick, black three-inch heels that made Koko tower over her even more.
For Koko's top, she fashioned a delicate, airy jacket that slipped on from the front and zipped up at the back. Lilly finished the ensemble with a buckle-less, tangerine belt that clasped together at the front for a streamlined look.
Lilly was proud of how chic and sexy Koko looked. The two approached the Ludavine front entrance with confident strides. From the Laspross Building's top-most landing dock, it was a lengthy walk down a gradual decline; a wide, stone-floored hall lined with digital in-house ads, marketing campaigns, some movie marquees, album covers and, right before the expanse of several glass doors, a stand-alone marquee of the agency's Talent of the Month. It was Mariska Tarasova that month. She was a pouty mid-twenties Russian model and actor who had taken the cinema world by storm. She had already raked in a few awards for her performance in Director Vivienne Tiben's re-telling of Anna Karenina, a period drama with a heart and production value that left audiences and critics in awe. She was well on her way to the most coveted of them all—the Academy Award for Best Actress.
Koko rested her hands on the long, copper, vertical bar that would push open the door to the rest of her future. She paused a moment, took a breath and looked to Lilly. That smile that turned every one of Lilly's ball-and-socket joints to melted butter blossomed across Koko's face. Ready for anything, Koko pushed open the door between her and all her dreams coming true.
Nothing her grandfather told her about Ludavine Talent & Model Management compared to what she and Lilly found in that lobby. Being a famous film and TV producer, a sometimes writer, an investor and all-the-time chatty old guy, Marshall Dean painted quite the picture with mere words. When he said the eyes needed a minute or two to take in the grand scope of it all once inside, she had no idea how grand he truly meant until she and Lilly stood at the precipice of the wildfire-tiled floor. Rustic, earthy tones spattered with turbulent reds, blacks and burnt oranges leant the lobby a frenetic energy that coupled perfectly with the boozy trip-hop that played over the sound system.
Koko and Lilly marveled at the architecture. There was not a straight line in sight. The front desk was curved like a wilted flower. To the right was a sitting area with several high-back loveseats and beanbag chairs, some angular coffee tables and floor-stand lights with interesting bends to their metal frames. To the left was a winding, dark-maroon carpeted staircase. Its copper banister glistened under rays of light that beamed in from skylights overhead.
Koko and Lilly approached the front desk. The receptionist, a young man with short, champagne-blond hair and chiseled features, looked up at them and paused.
"How can I help you ladies?" he asked with a pronounced, effeminate lisp.
"I have a ten-o'clock with Mr. Fellows," Koko replied, all smiles.
"Oh," Chester said. "I'll send a message up. He's been tied down all morning."
At that, a raucous voice penetrated the tranquil air. It was old, brash and agitated. "That isn't how the world works, Fellows! Your days of brown-bearing every honey pot in town are far behind you!"
It was Sir Ben Sibelius. He emerged from one of several glass-encased lifts that came from the fourth floor where Saffron Fellows' upstairs office resided. Pissed as the day is long, he trampled through the second-floor lobby.
"Imagine your mother, watching you devastate every friendship—every trust you ever forged—from whatever perch she claimed in the heavens above, rest her soul!"
He made the sign of the cross and hurried himself to the stairs.
"You have some nerve!" a second elder voice exclaimed.
From below, Lilly and Koko stared on while Saffron Fellows marched after Ben. He was tall, thin, in a tieless dark suit. His wrinkled face showed his age. He held onto the gaudy rails that overlooked the lobby and shouted with his booming Minnesotan accent while Ben waddled down the stairs.
"When did you forget that this is a business?" Saffron quickly descended the stairs and thrust his finger at Ben. "And, further, what gives you the right to barge in here, making a scene—and a complete ass of yourself?"
"I didn't forget a thing, not one thing!" Ben bitched. He stopped and turned to face Saffron, his tone more steady and pronounced. "You're the one who's lost sight of our original goals. We started all this to be better than everyone else—to be people again instead of pimps. We agreed to care for our flock! To give a damn!"
"And, you couldn't just phone this scolding in?" Saffron asked with a stoic stare.
"You can't hang up on me when I'm standing in front of you! Dropping that girl is nothing the Saffron Fellows I've known all my life would ever do, let alone lure her away from us in the first place."
"Aha! That's what this is about! You're still sore Ivy left Moonglow! Leapt off Shell's sinking ship of fools!"
"Right into shark infested waters!"
"We've been through this, Ben," Saffron said. "She wanted more exposure beyond just modeling."
"Shell was beginning to accommodate her."
"Shell is no good with troublemakers. Instead of firing them, she dates them! Besides, Ivy is doing this to herself. No rehab works. No hope or candlelit vigil either. She doesn't need an agency, she needs a priest! We've hashed this out before, Ben. Let it go."
Ben sighed. He realized he waged a pointless war. He looked to Koko and Lilly who stared back, mouths agape.
"Turn around, girls," Ben said with quiet firmness. "Turn around and walk away."
Saffron stepped between the girls and Ben's view. "That's enough Ben! Get out! Get out before I have you thrown out!"
Ben shook his head and thought back twenty-five years to when he and Saffron decided to pool their experiences and expertise of fashion and business to start an agency. They shared a similar vision that aimed to bring their personal editions of homeliness and warmth to the industry. However, Ben only wanted to focus on models while Saffron had a broader idea that included general talent. Instead of forging a company where each headed a respective division, they decided to form one each and collaborate as much as possible. Truth be told, they both were far too bossy and commanding to work alongside each other under one roof.
Separate but allied was the only way to go.
Ben glanced back to the girls, then to Saffron. As disgust oozed from his face, he turned and marched out the front doors.
Saffron sighed and addressed Koko and Lilly's blank stares. "Sorry about that." He got a good look at Koko and said, "You look so much more like your grandmother in person!"
He approached and shook with her.
"I'm Saffron Fellows. I feel odd introducing myself but it's been a solid decade since we last saw each other," he said with a gentle smile.
"Thanks so much for this, Mr. Fellows! I'm beyond appreciative," she said as he turned attention to Lilly.
"And you must be Lilly," he said as he held her hand in more of a cradle than a shake. "This is the first time we've met. You were always sick or with your father when I was around Dean Family Time."
His eyes narrowed. "But I remember the one Christmas that I saw a lovely seven-year-old little girl with copper hair and a yellow dress playing the most beautiful, gentle tune on the piano. It was nothing I'd heard before during the holidays—so beautiful—and I thought to myself, That child has a real gift and will go great places one day."
Lilly beamed and blushed.
"That was you," Saffron said with a warm smile. "Marshall snuck me some of your recordings. You're destined to be a household name."
"Put your eyes back in your head, Lilly," Koko said.
"It's just that I don't know what to say. It's always been just a hobby."
"Right. Well, let's continue this in my office," Saffron suggested. He and Koko started for the stairs. Lilly hung back unsurely and turned to the array of seats behind her when Saffron stopped and addressed her.
"All of us."
The hustle and bustle beyond the Ludavine lobby was a night-and-day contrast. Scores of suits and skirts were up and down, absorbed in the business at hand. Some spoke into headsets, some into Andromedas.
"It's hectic up here," Lilly said. Her body language said much of how she felt about crowds.
They stepped into a lift bound for the fourth floor. "Well, here at Ludavine we try to stay ahead of the game," Saffron said. "I'll admit, it's been a lot busier than usual lately but with our varied clientele, these surges come and go."
The lift reached the top in seconds and let the trio off to a wide hall with slate-gray-and-gold floors, maroon walls and a much calmer flow of activity.
"Just up here," he said.
"Saffron!" a sweet female voice called out. Mariska Tarasova came around a left corner in a wispy cream maxi dress and skyscraper heels. "We could hear you and Ben filleting each other," she said with a Russian accent. "Is everything all right?"
"Oh, yes, Mari. Everything is fine," he assured her. "You know how things can be with him."
She nodded and brushed her straight blonde hair behind her ears. "Nothing ever changes, does it?" she asked.
"Of course not," he replied. "Here! I'd like you to meet Koko Dean and Lilly Morgan. Very talented young ladies!"
It was apparent that Koko and Lilly were star-struck. Mariska had shot to the A-list in record time. Under the guidance and management of Saffron Fellows himself, she was able to make a smooth transition from the catwalk to the silver screen.
"Fresh meat for the grinder?" she joked and shook hands with both of them.
"Something like that," Saffron said.
"Well, I won't hold you up. I'm meeting Ruby at The Five Gems for breakfast." She mimicked knocking back a spot of booze with her hand, pinky and thumb extended, other three fingers curled inward. "You know how she turns to a harpy whenever I'm late for anything."
"Perhaps, because you're late for everything!" he snipped.
"Ha-Ha," she returned with a sarcastic drawl. "It was nice to meet you both. Good luck!"
She took a few steps forward but turned back to address Koko. "By the way, I absolutely love your outfit! Is it Ungaro? Or Paula Class?"
Koko stood tall, pigeon-chested and looked at her best friend with pride. "Uh, actually, Lilly made this for me!"
"Wow!" Mariska exclaimed as she spun Koko around by the shoulders. "The tailoring is exquisite. Do you show at all?"
"No, I uh—it's just a hobby."
"And you assembled this yourself?"
Lilly nodded, unable to keep her blush-pink cheeks from bunching up. "Stitch by stitch."
"Spray paint me impressed!" Mariska said. "If this isn't just a fluke of genius and you stick around, I'd love to see what you might wrap me in sometime!"
Lilly was inspired. Mariska was in her mid-twenties with a face and form straight out of a dream. She was almost as tall as Koko, perhaps a couple of inches under and her hair was a fair platinum that seemed to need no light at all to glisten. Her distinct Eastern European features exemplified her beauty with those huge, round blue eyes, high cheekbones, rich pink lips and long, slender body.
"I'll bring some things in for you to see," Lilly said.
Mariska gave her a wink and trotted off with a final, "See you around."
Once she was in the lift and gone, Lilly looked to the others. "Pinch me so I know I'm awake!"
"Let's get to my office, at least," Saffron said. "Then, the pinching can commence."
The meeting was a grand success. Koko was so enthusiastic she signed papers without reading them. Lilly warned her about that but she didn't care. She needed an opportunity such as this to get her foot in the door. She didn't intend to stop there either. She was determined to kick the door down and make Ludavine her permanent home.
Saffron Fellows would be her personal manager. He setup all the preliminaries which included participation in Ludavine's Model-Trainer program where Koko would learn how to work a catwalk, the ins and outs of photo shoots, how castings worked, etc. They decided her Southern accent was part of her charm but she would need to learn how to control it. She was also scheduled for screen tests to gauge her quality before a camera.
Saffron Fellows took Lilly on as well and assigned Natalie Church, Ludavine's primary music artist agent, to handle her. She would start work on demos of her original songs, a couple of covers and lay down tracks for distribution through Ludavine's affiliate record label, Genuine. They were master marketers at Ludavine, so they had every confidence they could net her enough exposure to drum up a few sales in preparation for some live performances. One technique Ludavine used often was to get a client's song on a popular TV or Eye-show. There were plans for that but Lilly had so much material, it would take a bit to go through it all, critique it and decide its place in the sun.
The P.R. hounds would drum up attention to her fashions. Saffron Fellows knew it would be a work in progress so he planned to start her slowly and introduce her apparel to the world through skillfully marketed in-house designs. Perhaps, even a red-carpet outfit for Mariska Tarasova.
Sometimes, it was best to live in the moment. For Koko, in those moments, on that summer day, all was right with the world. Lilly could almost say the same thing. Almost.
To complete such a series of good fortunes, Lilly needed Koko in a way she wasn't sure Koko understood, or wanted to. She would give it all up in exchange for Koko's heart. Instead of taking a risk that might spoil the day if she voiced her desires, Lilly was content to see Koko radiate with glee and decided to save it for another day.
Again.
"Okay! Chomp it!" a man's American, Southern tinted accent exclaimed with an echo that boomed inside one of Moonglow Model Managements' largest studios. One of many, it had ridiculously high ceilings, a sun/moon roof and retractable windows. The shoot at hand was a set stage of vibrant, auteur proportions with an awe-inspiring main prop.
The scene was the Moonglow nighttime cityscape. An immense screen with a slight curve stretched from one end of the studio to the far other. It displayed a bustling panorama of the glossiest, most frenetic district in the city. Bandarton West was where the soul of entertainment transplanted. It was a live scene complete with busy air-lanes, the Alva & Ellen Towers, the DTC Building and Grenadine Square, (Moonglow's very own Townsquare, named after its designer, Grenadine Baptiste, another of history's most influential female architects). There, Moonglow's infamous Ad-Glyph resided. She was the first city in the world to construct, unveil and utilize such a monolith—an elaborate octahedron that rivaled the size of most of the skyscrapers around its hovering mass. Each side showed a different ad around the clock. Some ads took two or more screens at once. The City's clientele for such space was wide and varied enough so that the Ad-Glyph was nothing one easily bored of watching.
In the open, the ads were silent. A musical variety played instead, mostly Top 40 type songs. However, everyone was wired into The Eye, modern society's evolution of the Internet so all one had to do was tune in with their vehicle or headset or Andromeda, in their car or from whatever room and building they were in, to be able to focus on a specific screen. Sometimes, the City allowed user-request days/nights where people could vote on interests the Ad-Glyph rotated. The only time there was sound broadcast directly from the Ad-Glyph's screens was when a special event, such as a concert or Holiday celebration, took place. New Year's was huge in Downtown Moonglow. On occasion, even sports events took precedence.
That night, the Ad-Glyph offered a tourism bonanza. Every twelve minutes, an ad that promoted a different destination illuminated one of the eight screens. Sometimes, the ads ran longer or shorter, from thirty seconds to thirty minutes. The longer the ad, the more the space cost to reserve.
Advertising cities that pushed vacationers to squander their funds included Sao Paolo, Brazil, with their insanely evolved Avenida Paulista and diversified cuisine and Istanbul, Turkey, with her Istanbul Archaeology Museum as a primary draw. Also, Montreal, Quebec, Canada, and her richly grown Rue St. Laurent District. There was Berlin, Germany, with her Berliner Zoo & Museum that housed the most exhibits of cloned species in the world. Las Vegas, Nevada, USA, peddled her casinos and expanded Las Vegas Strip. Cherokee, North Carolina, flashed her pristinely preserved Reservation and Mingo Falls. Kiev, Ukraine, offered folks a taste of history in their still-functional, ground-level Independence Square. Finally, Perth, Western Australia, touted itself as the premiere destination in the world for business travelers.
Rena Hilst posed front and center of the display. A studio-fan kept her hair in motion while she bit into a Trifecta candy with all the melodramatic nuance of a professional model. She modeled a chocolate treat adorned with pastel pink and periwinkle drizzles and speckled with gold leafing. It was a divine match to the pink and baby-blue cocktail dress she wore; a low cut number that flirted with Rena's cleavage and tapered with her waist for a perfect silhouette.
The day's photographer was close to Rena's heart. Her twin brother, Charlie Hilst, had been a photo-hobbyist since before he could speak. As a child, he always liked to play with cameras; toys, new ones, old ones, broken ones, the throw-away variety. He didn't care. He loved them all but his favorites were those that actually spat back an image.
They always joked that they didn't look alike, just fell out at the same time. It wasn't all together true. Both had similarly sinuous, full lips, somewhat Elvish noses and towered in height. Their personalities were fairly in-synch, as well. Some marked differences—aside from gender and sexual preference—were Rena's green eyes versus Charlie's blue and that she wore her fine, straight hair proudly while Charlie kept his head cleanly shaved.
He held a modern 'Cam-Orb' in both hands. Cam-Orbs were multi-lens spheres that hovered in the air and spun as they snapped three-hundred-sixty-degree shots in their entirety. It brought art photography that utilized motion to grand new levels. He focused it, held it high then let go. It hovered and he stepped back a bit as Rena took that bite of Trifecta. Set to half rotation, the Cam-Orb kept Rena in focus while its back-lens randomized the openness of its shutter as it darted side-to-side and created beautifully chaotic, wispy tracers. The Ad-Glyph would be soft and mildly ghosted thanks to another lens that kept it superimposed in several layers. After processing, the Trifecta candy would have an unnatural dazzle and it would be glorious.
Charlie jogged back up to the Cam-Orb and brought it down from the air. He attached it to a chord on his wrist and stared down the top of it. His goggles shimmered with a gentle purple and opal glow that activated a mode that allowed him to review the complex layers of the photos recently captured.
"So?" came from way across the studio. "Are they serviceable enough for passports, at least?"
It was J.D. Staley. His tone was bitchy and matched his swagger. His hands and arms swayed as if he meant to decapitate a field of corn.
"Who knocked over a cereal box and spilled you out?"
J.D. stopped beside Charlie and took the camera away. He held out his other hand in wait.
Charlie handed over his goggles and said, "Yes, your highness."
J.D. slipped them on. They were quick to light so he hastily got his face down over the Cam-Orb. "I have to say, Charlie, these are better than the usual corner-store postcards you snap off."
"I try my best. It would help if my subject wasn't dressed like some drunk, garish gypsy tossed off the cast of Carmen."
J.D play-smacked the camera and goggles into Charlie's chest and called to Rena who was being approached by Charlotte, the chestnut-haired assistant from Paolo's aquatic themed show.
"Sorry this was the best I could find for you today Reenie! At least he was free!"
"All's forgiven!" she shouted back to J.D. as she was about to pop the rest of the Trifecta in her mouth. Charlotte, casually dressed with her hair in a ponytail, extended an average sized silver bowl to Rena. Rena threw her darts for eyes and smacked Charlotte's hand away as she reached for the candy.
Just as J.D. was walking away, he glanced over and saw Charlotte shrug then trot off.
"She's hoarding those, isn't she?"
"More like defeating," Charlotte replied as J.D. walked up to her.
"How many-" He peered into the bowl and his mouth fell open. "There's nothing in here!"
He looked up to Rena. "Reenie, how many have you had?"
"Lost count," she said with a shrug, a fresh glass of champagne in one hand, a candy in the other.
J.D. gasped as she and Charlie snickered with each other.
"Rena, behave!" he exclaimed. "You'll retain something—water! Something! Couldn't you lose yourself in a sea of Satay or Crudité?"
Rena smirked, chased her candy down with champagne and stared into J.D.'s eyes with her trademark mischief.
He turned back to Charlie and begged, "Help me!"
Charlie laughed, held his hands up and walked off.
"Don't worry, J.D.!" Rena said. "I'll snort the calories away!"
J.D. looked back to her with a defeated face as she gobbled another Trifecta and more champagne. It was hopeless. There was no telling her what to do, for good or ill. In that regard, she and Charlie were twins indeed.
"I should have known better than to get you two in the same room!" he groaned and stomped out of the studio.
"Oh, come on, J.D.!" Rena hollered. At that, Charlie joined the chorus as they shouted, in unison, "Lighten up!"
Without looking back, J.D. waved them off as if shooing flies.
"Have a Trifecta! They're great!" Rena shouted as he disappeared out the studio.
"I feel awful for not being able to come out today," Shell said. Her voice filled Rena's sports coupe as she rode in the driver's seat with Charlie shotgun, down a long stretch of coastal road.
"Don't worry about it, baby. I just hope you get to see Ben," Rena said. She referenced Shell's first attempt to visit Ben Sibelius since his sick leave from Moonglow as Charlie passed her a flask. "And, we have that thing tonight anyway. Or, is that tomorrow night?"
"Tonight," Shell replied. "So, don't get all kanpai'd out too early. The party will be a tour of Madame Tussaud's without you."
Rena drank from the flask in a ginger manner, so as not to make any sloshing sounds. "Don't worry. I'm on my best behavior!"
"The more you tell me not to worry, the more I do."
Charlie held his laughter and took the flask back.
"I love you," Rena said.
"I love you," Shell returned. "Care and condolences to Shannon. Please, apologize for me."
"Will do. Send Ben my best okay? I'll see you tonight."
Shell closed the call with the sound of a kiss. She always did when she hung up from Rena.
"Soul stained sinner! That's what you are!" Charlie said.
"Oh, loosen the noose. Ali won't get the usual memorial chug from me today!"
"Aha. And kittens will suddenly spill out of my ass!"
"Whatever! I have equalizer!" Rena kicked her car into manual drive and floored it.
They were off to Fae Banna Beach, a secluded stretch of sand nestled beneath a range of cliffs. For those who bored of the faux nature modern technology had provided them in the indoor preserves and bio-domes, Fae Banna was one place where one could get away from the getaways—where Rena, Shannon and Ali always went; their hide-away far from the maddening crowds. Even when Rena wasn't around, Shannon and Ali frequented their sanctuary as often as time allowed. The girls had claimed a short cliff for themselves. A meadow of yellow and peach flowers led up to it. That was where they found Shannon Sadoveanu on the hood of her silver convertible.
Rena had long since put her car into flight mode so she would hover over the flowers. The only floral casualties that day were those poor petals beneath her tires as she gently set down next to Shannon's ride.
"What a maudlin sight," Charlie said at the visual of Shannon seated alone on the hood of her car, legs criss-crossed as she gazed out to the never-ending vista.
Rena watched the ocean breeze billow Shannon's shoulder-length brown hair as the gin in her system took over her emotions. Her eyes welled with tears when she thought of plans that would never materialize with Ali gone. Ali and Shannon were to marry the following year, in the spring. Rena was to be the ring bearer. J.D. Staley was to design the dresses. Aber and Charlie would shutterbug the whole thing.
It would have been a small ceremony—informal, with a short guest list of friends and family. Rena felt it meant to be and something fucked it up.
"Hey," Charlie said. "I miss her too."
Rena sniffled and set out the car. She adjusted the skintight jeans that crawled into uncomfortable places and strolled up beside Shannon, Charlie in tow.
"Scoot over," Rena said.
Shannon slid aside so that Rena could prop herself up on the hood of the car.
"Shan-Shan," Charlie muttered as he kissed her on the temple and Rena put her arm around her shoulders.
"Three months today. Whoever said time heals all wounds was full of shit." Shannon turned a crystal, palm-sized locket bejeweled with sapphires and adorned with a Celtic Heart over in her hands. It was Ali's favorite symbol due to her Irish heritage. The locket was never out of Shannon's reach. Inside were Ali's ashes.
"I think about how I come here two or three times a week. One of these days, it may be once a week. Then, maybe only once every monthly anniversary. Every yearly anniversary." She sniffled. "That's what time really does. Depletes our resolve so we forget."
Charlie extended his flask to her.
"I have my own, but thank you," Shannon said as she unscrewed the cap on the locket that held Ali's remains.
"I send a bit of her off on the wind most times I come but I wonder if I'll ever be able to let all of her go," she continued as her statuesque face fractured. Her crystal-blue eyes watered some more and she began to cry. "I sure as hell can't now. I can't let go of all that I have left of my baby…"
Rena cried herself while Shannon dabbed some ashes into her palm and blew them into the air. A somber moment of silence passed. Then, Shannon drew up her own flask from between her legs. Red-eyed, Rena reached over and snatched Charlie's away.
"To Ali! Kanpai!" she toasted with a quiver in her voice.
She and Shannon clinked and chugged with abandon.
Charlie said nothing. He could have reminded Rena of that night's plans, about her word to Shell but he felt he had no right to impede on their moment. Shannon was almost as much a sister to him as Rena. The level of empathy he felt over the loss knew no bounds. As for his sister, there was no waylaying her when she was in the zone to drink, snort or do much of anything else she wanted. He felt he had no right to impose on their tradition of mourning. In the spirit of if you can't beat them, join ‘em, he simply took the flask back from Rena and had a healthy swill.
They sat in Shannon's convertible—top-up—while they tended to their ritual. They were absolutely blasted by the time an hour had passed. On the monthly anniversary of her death, gin and lines were the regular menu items for mourning Ali. Rena brought up the night's hob-knob session herself. When Shannon suggested she take it easy on the party favors, Rena insisted all was well and kept at it with gusto.
Eventually Shannon blacked out in the passenger's seat of her car. Rena was seated behind the wheel, turned sideways to face the back where Charlie sat.
"This is so you. In the face of an important evening you blow your brains out hours before."
She threw Charlie a beady-eyed glare and had a couple more lines before she passed the mirror they shared. "I'll be fine. I always am."
"You sound like Andi," he said. He took the mirror and readied to have at his share.
"I really wish you'd let up on her, Charlie. You suffocate her with all the drums you bang in her name."
"Your eyes are bloodshot and you're slurring like a stroke victim. That's fine to you?" His tone tried to change the subject.
"This is my last drink, I swear!" She emptied the remaining contents of Shannon's flask down her throat and paused a moment, eyes closed, as the alcohol washed over her in a steady wave.
Charlie sighed and shook his head. Even though his sister never could gauge when to call it quits, he could tell she was at capacity. The way her eyes bugged and glassed over, how the tip of her nose and her ears reddened said that the white flag was raised.
Rena looked to Shannon beside her with a long face. "Breaks my heart to see her like this, Charlie. All slumped into herself that way."
"She lost what you take for granted."
"You really have to do that? Right now?"
"I'm not trying to start anything, sis."
"Then why is every opportunity to call me out a good one for you?"
"I'll knock it off but you need to knock it off real soon too!"
"I can't believe the sermon I'm in for, after what you and Andi did to me!"
"What has living in the past ever gotten anyone?"
"Oh, I'm not! I've moved on! Even rejected Andi's occasional flirts at every turn. Thing is, sometimes you ride around on a horse so goddamn high it takes a trampoline to mount and I enjoy knocking you the fuck off it!"
Charlie pinched a nerve in his sister. Instead of fuming back at her, he smiled. Rena sighed and looked away from him, to Shannon who moaned slightly and shifted in her seat.
"You know I love Shell more than anything."
"I know." Charlie capped his flask and leaned forward to slide it into the car's console.
"No, I'll take her home. If she wakes up, I want to be there to say a few more words before I head back and recover for tonight." Rena gave Charlie a sincere stare. He did his best to gauge her eyes, however intoxicated they were.
"You better behave, sis. Remember someone in this fake, fucked up world loves you."
Rena remained silent. She was too drunk, wired and churned up for anymore combat. She knew he meant Shell and that he wanted the final dig so she let him have it and sent him on his way with her car keys. He would drive her sports coupe home and she would tuck Shannon in. Her greatest challenge would be to sober up before the J.D. Staley and Lina Andel preview party later that night. It wouldn't be the first time she showed up to an event under the influence but as she set the car in auto-pilot to fly them back to Shannon's place, vision and perception began to melt and she felt the itch of her thirst rise again.
Shell arrived at Sir Ben Sibelius' mountain glade palace per the behest of his hospice nurse, Leon McClain. He called Shell in the early morning hours of a somber day—the three-month anniversary of Aber and Ali's murders. It caused anxiety for her to think that Rena and Shannon would be as hammered as usual considering that evening's event, but she had to trust Rena's word. Even if Rena did overdo it, she hoped Rena had the sense to keep it to the bare minimum end of the excess spectrum.
She had called Ben's home for the better part of a month to no response. Her Eye messages went unanswered, as well. Once he finished oversight of the preliminaries that would lead to Shell's inheritance of Moonglow Model Management, he dropped off the face of the Earth.
Just when she felt she had no choice but to show up unannounced, a young man who sounded no more than early-to-mid twenties called and opened the door back into Ben's life. He apologized for the cold-shoulder treatment and explained that Ben had been quite the cantankerous handful. Leon informed her that Ben could use the positive reinforcement from the one person he spoke of the most—the most important person in his life—Shell. She leapt at the opportunity and sent Rena off with Shannon and Charlie without her.
Shell admired Ben's resolve to live on the ground, far from the hoi polloi of topside society. Down below was a welcome change of scenery with all the natural greenery, endless concrete ribbons of road that snaked through hills and valleys and the scent of the sea that rolled just a bit beyond Ben's house as Shell drove with her windows down.
She was glad he lived far from the sectors where people made do with what they had, even if they had nothing. It was no lie that crime was prevalent there but for all the lawlessness that existed in those areas, so did unity. People without the means to live in the sky-rises above were woven together with a common bond. They were a people removed from the literal upper crust of Moonglow City and they were proud to be the survivors they were. It also meant they could show stern animosity to topsiders, especially if they had a prissy air about them like Shell. Even though Ben was a stubborn ox about moving 'upstairs,' at least he kept good company in the wealthiest and most secure dirt-district around—The Caillat Community, named for the family that owned it for generations.
When Shell landed outside Ben's gated community and drove up to a security checkpoint that resembled a border crossing with its striped, neon bars that wouldn't rise unless prompted and its array of stop-and-go lights situated in drive-thru overpasses, she thought of how long it had been since their last visit. She gained entrance by way of a spoken code Leon provided. Apparently, Ben had it changed when his illness arose.
From there, she drove through a lonely winding road, passed several mansions nestled in the nooks and crannies of that green, hilly valley Ben setup shop in and arrived at a place she missed very much.
Ben was always one for a constant stream of houseguests. It was always a treat to come down from the lofts of big city life in the concrete and steel canopies of Moonglow City for some—in the literal sense—down-to-Earth whimsies. All that slowed the older Ben grew, especially after his longtime companion, Frederick Gray, died seven years previous. It dwindled to non-existence when he personally fell ill and went recluse.
When she pulled up, Shell just about hallucinated over the exterior of Ben's sprawling two-story mansion with its white stone columns and myriad of windows elaborately decorated and lit for guests and glee. Then, the reality of where she sat took over. She noted the shades of every window drawn. The mansion's façade was faded and drab. The foliage was overgrown. Ben's navy blue luxury hover-car was still where he always parked it, on the left side of the house adjacent to a side door but it had company—a white hover-van with a red medical logo on the back.
Armed with the notion that Ben had ignored her calls and Eye messages for his own reasons, Shell took a deep breath and poured out the car, ready for anything. She climbed the short flight of stone steps, the mansion's huge, mahogany, Bedolino doors in her crosshairs.
She thought about Leon's tone when he called to invite her earlier that morning. He was polite enough but the concern in his voice alarmed Shell. She wondered how Ben was really doing. Leon informed her that he was on a typical downhill slope, his illness considered. However, Leon said he noticed a contradiction in Ben. Even though he acted like he wanted to stay invisible and die invisible, the melancholia woven through his conversations about the old days—his work, his legacy and Shell—suggested something else.
Leon felt the lack of Shell in his life was killing him quicker. Ben needed Shell—in his bleakest moments, more than ever.
With the security code Leon fessed up loaded in her Andromeda, she gave it a go. Sure enough, with a gentle chime and audible release of a lock, the door cracked open ever so slightly. The scent of Ben's home escaped through the bleak separation between door and threshold, hooked her by the nostrils and escorted her inside.
Like Dorothy Gale on her return to Oz, Shell inched through the dim confines of what was once a boisterous, vibrant foyer with eyes unbelieving. She thought of how so much had changed in so little time as she crossed sparse streams of sunlight that infiltrated the solitude through breaks in the shades. The atmosphere was night-and-day compared to what Shell had always known. Ben's cascading chandeliers glowed no longer. Shell could hardly make out the figures in his towering oil-on-canvas works of portraiture and still life without the museum picture lights that regularly bathed them in vitality. Where fresh flowers once occupied stone and marble vases, only emptiness remained. Even a thin mist of dust hovered in the air. It was as if a hundred years had passed since Shell's last visit and it weighed heavily on her heart.
From the distant right came a rustle that sent Shell into retreat through one of two large archways that led into a lavish sitting room. She loomed behind the modern European Country sofa she had passed out drunk on twenty-five years previous at the first Ben-hosted party she attended. She saw a young man with butter-blonde hair in a seamless white uniform carry a tray of food and tea from the kitchen, through the foyer and up the stairs.
Shell thought Ben's hospice looked as snooty as he sounded. Kind and polite as he was, she identified an air of self-importance in his voice. She was quite good at spotting that sort of thing. It was an occupational talent honed over the years. It was always the same thing with Ben. He had a preference for brats-grown-older and, honestly, he was one too.
"Mr. McClain?" Shell called out in a pitch just above a whisper.
On the third step up, he spun around and motioned with his head for her approach.
"Give it a few minutes then come up after me, okay?" he suggested with a greeting smile. "Even if he's bent at first, he'll get over it."
"I still don't understand this aversion."
"It's common. But it's also gone far enough."
At that, Leon pranced up the stairs. Before he took a left toward Ben's room, he turned back to Shell and said, "Nice to meet you finally, by the way."
"Likewise."
In better times, the climb up those prominently placed central stairs was like a graceful ascension to heaven. They seemed to pour from the second level they led to like the source of a river. Yet, as Shell climbed, hardly a sliver of the ebullience that once enchanted that flight of stairs remained. It was as if the house reflected the spirit of its owner.
Shell made a left across the second floor. She stepped across the rich and regal red carpet as quietly as possible, through shadows cast by the Palladian windows that lined the adjacent wall of what Ben sassily referred to as Chateau Sibelius.
Even though Leon suggested she hang back, Shell had to sneak a peek. It was a short hall's length to Ben's bedroom door. It was open, lit by light from outdoors. She took a minute to watch Leon and Ben from the threshold. They were across the room at the far right end where Ben was propped up in bed in a midnight blue satin robe. It was his favorite, the one with his initials in a white Calligraphy font and embroidered white moon sewn in silk thread over his heart. He looked down at the silver tray to his teacup and a plate of toast as he and Leon engaged in small talk.
It seemed Ben was enjoying himself no matter how frail, pale or bald he appeared. Indeed, he had lost all his hair. The sight of it almost made Shell gasp. She minded herself, though, unsure when she would make herself known. In fact, a fleeting moment suggested she turn around and leave, content to have seen him one more time—perhaps, one last time.
She did well to kick that fleeting moment right in the ass. At that thought, Ben's eyes drifted upward and met her own.
Ben nearly spilled his tea and nervously held a slice of toast up in front of his freshly flushed face.
"She's behind me, isn't she?" Leon asked.
"You're going straight to hell, Leon. Do not pass go, do not collect two-hundred. Straight to hell!"
Leon looked over his shoulder and invited Shell in with a gesture of his head. "That's Ben for Good Morning."
Shell approached the bed with baby steps. "Ben? As if it weren't bad enough you've ignored me for all this time, you would further salt such a wound by hiding from me behind a piece of toast?"
He dropped his toast back to the plate.
"I don't care how mad you are, Ben," Leon said. "All that Sullen Sally bullshit has gone far enough. You've had every chance to make this happen yourself. But games, Ben? Always games? Not under my watch. Not anymore." Leon stood and nodded to Shell. "She's here now. Just like you wanted." With that, he left Shell and Ben to reconnect.
Shell took off her jet-black overcoat, loosened her cornflower-blue knit scarf and sat on the edge of the bed at Ben's side.
"What took you so long, Shell?"
"You really should fire your hairdresser," she joked.
"It's not so bad. The wigs fit better!"
That gave Shell a laugh that scrunched her face enough to squeeze out a tear or two. She leaned over and hugged him for dear life.
"Ben… please, don't ever do that to me again!"
"I don't have many more agains left in me, Shell. So I'll just nod and promise."
His hopeless acceptance of a sullen fate bothered her. He looked, sounded and felt defeated. She had never seen him that way and it made her want to do everything in her power, and anything beyond, to fix that.
"How are you feeling?" she asked with a sniffle.
"Well, this time, what you see is what you get. I'm dying."
The conversation moved beyond Ben's bedroom, to the red-carpet stretch across the second floor. He insisted on his daily exercise while they hashed out a few things.
"Your nurse is a right gem," Shell said.
"He's certainly one to take initiative," Ben admitted as they baby-stepped their way through the pale sunlight. A small silver disc was set beneath each of his ears.
"He was worried about you, as I've been."
"I insisted he leave you be. You have enough to handle without the stress and woe of some old codger."
"Have you any idea how much that hurts me?"
"Have you any idea how much it hurts for you to see me this way?" Ben countered.
"Thinking back on the parties that used to go on here, I'd say I've seen you much worse."
Ben snickered at that. "I'm glad you're here," he said.
"Why don't you submit to treatment? Such degenerative conditions are common practice for doctors these days."
At that, Ben's knees jellied. He almost went down but Shell caught and steadied him. It alarmed her but she held it together in the spirit of support.
"This happens often?" she asked.
"Not as often as it seems but yes. That's why I wear these Frankenstein probes. They even me out—usually."
"Perhaps we should go back?"
"No, no, I'm all right."
Shell took her time and withdrew her grip but the viscosity of the grave look she bestowed upon Ben was enough to catch him if he fell again. At that, they continued down the stairs toward the kitchen.
Once there, Leon was quick to serve up Shell's favorite tea—Vanilla Rooibos. The aroma was unmistakable.
"Whatever psychic hunch tipped you off to my favorite tea, my compliments! That's the scent of heaven itself, I'm convinced."
"Psychic, indeed," Leon said. "You're all he talks about!"
Ben gave him death lasers for eyes.
"All, I say! I know your favorite underwear, your worst girlfriend, allergy to pomegranates and how much champagne it takes you to pee endlessly," Leon informed. "Oh, and that you recently started to snore!"
"An exaggerated point, I assure you," Shell remarked as Leon placed an ochre dish of individual creamers on the table between the two.
"I'm going to get your bath ready," Leon said as he turned and breezed out of the kitchen.
"No sugar," she laughed. "He knows I haven't a sweet tooth."
Shell's eyes met Ben's with an amused smile. Just when she thought that he could care less or some variation of the sentiment, the exact opposite was revealed.
"Good to know you've kept my memory alive, at least. Even though you wrote me off for dead," she said.
"Talking about you has been holiday from talking to you. Getting a word in lately has spoiled me rotten!" Ben's face broke up in chuckles and his tired lungs wheezed between cackles that made Shell laugh too.
Ben missed that face. As cool and collected as she always behaved, it took an investigative eye to see what she felt most of the time. She could convince someone all was well even though the end of the world loomed. Nevertheless, Ben knew her better than anyone else did. She licked her lips when she spun a yarn or was drunk. She popped her thumb knuckles as she figured something out. When she laughed, though, there was nothing hidden. She was at her most honest, most pure.
"How is your Rena?" he asked.
"Much better, thank you. We have Lina and J.D.'s preview party tonight. I'm not too excited about it but Rena adores those events. They keep her mind busy and her spirits high. In spite of what happened, she finds a reason to smile."
Ben smiled politely. He'd heard Shell gush about Rena for years, long enough to need no refresher course in the subject.
After a pause, Shell asked, "Ben, why did you shut me out?"
At first, he didn't answer. He took a moment's distracted detour in the steam that rose from his tea before he granted Shell the honesty she deserved.
"Put yourself in my shoes, Shell. When was the last time someone told you the game would end soon? I've never been sick a day in my life. At least, that sick. I've never spent a day in hospital. All of a sudden, my life is an hourglass? How does one go from invincible to interred so swiftly?
"Sometimes, I'll be lying in that bed—the bed Frederick and I shared for many years—and everything looks just as it did in better times." He closed his eyes tight and pinched at the air with his nose turned up as if he hovered over a windowsill adorned with fresh pie. "I can smell the good ole days. Frederick fresh out the shower. His cologne. The lingering scent of vacuumed curtains. He always did that. Fresh squeezed orange juice. Hot black tea…"
For a moment, he lost himself in silent reverie as Shell's brow crinkled with emotion.
"Then, I open my eyes. Only the stale scent of medicine remains. The room is monochrome, far removed from the vitality of once upon a time," he said. "It's like a bad dream and I want to wake up."
Shell reached out and placed her hand over his and she let tears flow.
"I just wanted to disappear. I'm sorry I hurt you, Shell. I really am."
"And you say all that dry-eyed."
"Oh, I'm all out of tears. I cried my hair out! Trust me, these wells are spent."
"Well, things don't have to stay this way. You know as well as I do there are options for this. You could have many more years, Ben. Good years! Of course you won't live forever but who does?" Her eyes were so wide and red they reminded Ben of dragonfruits. He just shook his head.
"I'm tired, Shell. I've said this before. I'm lonely! I don't know how else to express this but to be perfectly blunt. I don't want to be here anymore."
Shell was speechless. Before her sat the strongest man she'd ever known. He didn't look or sound strong anymore. The once pillar of rock and stone with a heart of gold had been replaced with someone leeched of the will to live—flaccid and withdrawn, at death's bus stop.
"You've resolved this? Thrown in the towel? If so, please tell me where you've hidden the Ben I've known for the past two and a half decades, doppleganger!"
"Shell, please—"
"—I just don't understand this," she interrupted. "If there's anyone who taught me to never give up, it's you. Remember what you said to me when I was at my lowest? If the world ended tomorrow, find a way to make yesterday last forever. Remember?"
"I wasn't in my eighties and about to expire then."
"What about everyone else? Do you hear how selfish you sound? You speak like you're already gone."
"Shell, you're coming out of your bag—"
"—And everyone that loves you? What about them?"
"They're all dead!" he barked with enough rapture in his voice to give Shell pause. He might as well have shot her head off and set her remains on fire. Her demeanor went from persuasive to ashen in the blink of an eye.
"How can you say that?" she asked with that low tone like wind that whistled through the crevices of an old house. "What about me Ben? What about ME!"
"I misspoke," was all he was able to utter before Shell cut him off and took control of the floor.
"After all these years of—not only being my friend—but a father to me. After you taught me everything I know about this business and so much about myself. After we've shared each other's ups-and-downs at every turn imaginable. How could you be so dismissive to me? What do you think? That I've been your lap dog for twenty-five years so I could rake at your stock in the agency? Tell me I'm wrong," she commanded as she gradually stood, knuckles planted on the table. "Please! Tell me I've taken it all the wrong way and you had no intention of eviscerating me!"
"You're wrong. You've taken it all the wrong way. I had no—"
"—Oh, now you mock me," she noted with offense as she made her way to the threshold that led into the foyer.
"Shell!" he yelped. She stopped, kept her hands still at her sides and just waited.
"Please. Don't go," he pleaded with the most sincere voice she heard that day.
What was he up to? In the twenty-five years she knew him, he never treated her that way. Of course, he was never in such dreadful circumstances but something didn't seem like him. Shell began to figure it was part of the degenerative disease he had developed but who could say for certain?
There had to be an explanation for how he rubbed Shell wrong and raw. He couldn't mean it. Shell wondered if she was just being hypersensitive but as she made excuses for what Ben said, she realized she did the same with Rena. How long did that take? A minute, maybe? In that time, she'd forgiven and calmed but she hadn't forgotten. The bruise in her heart still throbbed from the knuckle punch it received.
"I'm not leaving," she said without looking back. "I'm just going to wash my face."
With that, the heels of her half-calf boots clicked their way out the kitchen and across the foyer to the stairs where she found her way to one of Ben's guest restrooms.
There, Shell stood in a powder room that would have made Marie Antoinette purr. She would have looked radiant if not for the streaks of mascara that ran down her face and her Rudolph-red nose. She washed her face with a pale peach bar soap and enjoyed every second of it as she lathered herself with the warm scent of peaches and honey. In the modern era, bar soaps were rare. Liquid and sanitizing-air modules had completely taken over the market. Even in the beauty product world, only old-fashioned purists, a new generation with a knack for nostalgia and collectors had anything to do with bar soaps.
When she rose and toweled her face dry, she consulted her reflection once again and received the same critical glare it had grown famous for over the years. Even though she wanted to strangle that reflection sometimes, her eyes never lied.
At that moment, Shell knew she needed to loosen the noose, relax and explore ways to make the best of the situation at hand. Ben was ill, the most ill he had ever been. It was unrealistic to expect reason of him. She knew this. She just had to calm down.
Good thing she had equalizer in her pocket. Otherwise, calm and relaxation may have been out of the question. Shell produced the small ornate tin that lived at her bedside, popped two periwinkle pills from it and championed them down without the aid of a drink.
On her way back downstairs, she turned to her right and saw Leon approach up the hallway with speed, a sharp-pointed rock of some kind in his left hand.
"Shell, a moment?"
She eyed the rock he held in his hand with alarm.
"Oh sorry!" he said. "It's a Caro Salt rock. A few minutes in his bath water and he's set for a super charged soak. It slows down the whole deterioration process on his joints."
"I know what it is. I'm just on edge," she said. She folded her arms under her breasts and sighed deeply.
"Needed an intermission so soon?"
Shell shook her head. "It's been a bit overwhelming, I'll admit. I'll adjust."
"Whatever happened, he isn't always like that. Sometimes he's better. Sometimes he's worse. But he's always kept you at the front of his mind. Hell, I feel like I know you better than you know yourself."
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/62372 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!