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SWEETS TO THE SWEET

“How many jelly doughnuts did you bring?” Ariel asked. Had he really said sugary lips were sexy?

“Four.” Was she flirting with him?

Ariel giggled. “How much sugar do I have on my lips?”

“Not nearly enough,” he said. “It’ll do for starters, though. How much do I have on mine?”

“Just enough.”

He kissed her. Ariel leaned into him, her lips meeting his. Time stood still . . . for the first time in her life.

Then she heard Snookie’s low growl. The big dog’s tail swished back and forth.

“Shall we give her a doughnut?” Lex asked, still holding Ariel tightly.

“Oh, my,” Ariel said as Lex kissed her again.

“Woof,” Snookie barked softly.

“Love me, love my dog,” Ariel whispered into Lex’s ear.

She is flirting with me. “Forever and ever,” he said.

“Guess that makes us official,” Ariel said, reaching into the bag for another doughnut.

“Guess so,” Lex said, as he smothered her with the most wonderful kiss she’d ever dreamed of . . .
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One

It was a frosty day, the kind of day to hurry inside, build a fire, snuggle into warm sweats, and curl up with a hot toddy. A cigarette and a hot, new script would complete the make-believe picture. Like it was really going to happen.

Agnes Bixby, better known as Ariel Hart to fans and movie buffs, entered her house and called out to her longtime friend and housekeeper. “I’m home.”

She dropped her briefcase by the front door, sending her high-heeled shoes in two different directions. Her lightweight coat landed on a settee. She reached down to a small foyer table, opened the drawer, withdrew a rubber band, and pulled her thick, blond hair into a ponytail. She closed the drawer with her knee as she struggled with her mane. Long hair was for young people, not women approaching the big Five-0. But, in this perfect place called Hollywood, all the perfect people—and she included herself in that category—tried to appear forever young. Long, flyaway hair was a must along with heavy makeup and outrageous false eyelashes. Don’t even think about the skinny bodies that hungered for mashed potatoes and gravy, she cautioned herself as she fired up her second cigarette of the day.

Ariel felt out of sorts as she stared around at the pleasant room she basically lived in—the family room, rumpus room, great room, or whatever they were calling it these days. It was a perfect room, decorated by herself, for herself, the perfect backdrop when she’d been interviewed, which was often, in the early days of her career. Now, though, the interviews were almost nonexistent and the furniture was beginning to show signs of wear even though Dolly, her housekeeper, was meticulous about caring for everything in the house.

“I love this room, I really do,” Ariel said as she reached out for the drink Dolly held out to her. “It’s so warm with all the earth colors and the soft pastels on the walls. I always thought it was picture-perfect. I hate that word, Dolly. I think I always hated it.”

The perfect couch, so deep and comfortable, welcomed her. Ariel settled herself by propping her feet on the coffee table. She reached for her third cigarette.

“Didn’t get the part, huh?” Dolly said.

“No. A forty-five-year-old got it. Her face-lift was so new I could see the pink scars. Maybe I should get one. I was perfect for the part, too. But . . . You know, Dolly, and I’m sure you’re keeping track, this is the first call I’ve gone on in three months. I knew this day was coming—I just didn’t think it would be this soon. I also thought I was prepared, but I’m not. My agent isn’t very hopeful. There just aren’t any good supporting roles these days. Each day I’m getting older.” She gulped at the drink she usually sipped.

“It sounds to me like you’re full of self-pity,” Dolly snapped. She twisted the cap off a bottle of Budweiser and took a swig. She was a tiny woman with a single, thick, black braid that hung down to her skinny buttocks. She wore jangly hoop earrings—her arrival was always announced by sound. She wore baggy overalls with colorful shirts and no fewer than seven beaded Mexican necklaces. Her feet were bare and thickly calloused. On those occasions when guests were expected, she donned a French maid’s uniform with a prissy white apron and stiletto-heeled shoes.

“I deserve to feel pity,” Ariel snapped back, her blue eyes flashing angrily. “I’m getting so sick and tired of this business I want to quit. The problem is, the business is quitting on me. I’ve been thinking more and more about starting up my own production company. By God, if I do, I’m going to scour this town for scripts that call for older women. Why is it that as men get older they’re distinguished and women are just older? Get me another drink. Please. And another thing, I want mashed potatoes, gravy, and a pot roast for dinner. Make sure you cook an apple in the gravy and mash it up. Make coleslaw, fresh rolls, lots and lots of soft butter, no other vegetable, and I want a peach cobbler with fresh whipped cream for dessert. Then I want real cream in my coffee, and a brandy, too.”

“You’ll make yourself sick if you eat all that. You haven’t eaten food like that in years. Your stomach is used to tuna and salad with lemon juice. I’ll have to go to the market.”

“I don’t care if I get sick. I want it. Will it make you feel better if I have some red beets in vinegar? So, go to the store already. Tomorrow I want steak and french fries and the day after that a leg of lamb. I’ll let you know what I want on Thursday.”

“I’ll do it, but you need to know we’re talking ten pounds here. Can you live with ten more pounds on that skinny body? You’ll have to go on a diet or buy new clothes. I’m going, I’m going. Do you want turnips mashed along with the potatoes?”

Did she? “Of course. With lots of butter and salt and pepper. Don’t forget my drink. Better yet, bring me two. I need to unwind.”

“Three drinks will put you under the table and you’ll sleep till morning. Then who’s going to eat this fancy dinner?”

“Wake me up. Go!”

Her second drink firmly clasped in her left hand, Ariel reached for the portable phone and pressed the memory key. “Sid, it’s Ariel. I didn’t get the part. They gave it to Wynona Dayton. Her face-lift looks real good. I’m batting zip here. This makes twelve calls, that’s an even dozen, that I’ve lost. I think it’s time to sit down and do some serious talking. Today convinced me that I need to . . . do something. Of course, I realize movies have been my life, but there is life after the big screen. There has to be.” She heard the desperation in her voice and hated it. God, what would she do? Her eye went to the Oscar she’d won four years ago for best supporting actress. Two good movies after that, and then it was all downhill.

Ariel swallowed the rest of her drink and knew immediately that Dolly had watered it down. Damn. “Of course I’m listening. Don’t I always listen to you, Sid? I have an idea—why don’t you come over for dinner? We’re having real food tonight—pot roast and peach cobbler. No, nobody died. This is how I’m going to eat from now on.” She listened for a moment to the squawking on the other end of the line. “Of course I’m serious. Today convinced me that Hollywood is finished with me and you know what, Sid? I’m finished with it, too. Acting, that is. This seems as good a time as any to do what I said I was going to do when this day came. I want to form my own production company and maybe take a shot at directing. So, are you coming to dinner or not? Fine, I’ll talk to you tomorrow. Maybe I’ll talk to you. Then again, maybe I won’t.” She listened again to the furious squawking on the other end of the line. “I looked perfect. I acted perfectly professional, the way I always act. I read perfectly, too. Maybe you should call the producer and ask him yourself why he chose Wynona over me. I’d like to know myself.” She forced herself to take a deep breath and exhaled slowly. None of this was Sid’s fault. It was her fault for having the poor judgment to begin the aging process. She gulped at the drink again and wished she had another. “I’m sorry, Sid, it was a bad day. Let’s talk tomorrow when I’m not so testy.”

The silence hammered at her once she replaced the phone. Had she always lived in a silent house? Didn’t she play the stereo? Didn’t Dolly have the kitchen television turned to the afternoon talk shows? Where was the noise she was accustomed to? Maybe she should have told Sid about the new lump on her cheek and the one on her forehead.

“Today I feel fifty!” Ariel shouted to the empty room. “I know it’s two weeks till my birthday, so technically I’m still forty-nine.” She thought about Carla Simmons because she always thought about Carla when things were going bad. Carla Simmons, top model and then Best Actress three years running. And then zip. Nada. Nothing. A face-lift and a boob lift couldn’t help the aging actress, but she was hanging in there because she didn’t have any kind of backup. Money-hungry husbands had cleaned her out a long time ago. Tina Turner wasn’t even a good runner-up where Carla was concerned. Even with all of her cosmetic surgery, Carla looked old. How many times Ariel had given the actress money just to help her pay the rent. She’d helped in other ways, too, paying for her health insurance and getting her into a rehab clinic and paying for that, too. Well, if she went through with her plan to form her own production company she might be able to hire Carla for some good character parts. Carla would play any part just to be in front of the cameras.

She’d promised herself a fire. Well, then, by God she was going to have a fire. Just as soon as she changed into her sweats. A shower might not be such a bad idea.

Inside of ten minutes she had a blazing fire with firewood she’d personally lugged from Oregon along with baskets and baskets of pine cones. Just for good measure, and to be sure the fire would still be blazing after her shower, she tossed on an artificial log, something the instructions said not to do.

Before heading upstairs, Ariel picked up her Oscar and stared at it. It was a statue awarded for excellence. She belonged to that select group: the best of the best. Oh, how the mighty have fallen, she mused as she replaced the shiny gold statue on the mantel. She wondered what would happen to it when she died. “Guess I’ll have to will it to someone.” She was still muttering to herself as she made her way up the winding circular staircase.

At the top of the stairs, she turned and looked down over the railing. Years ago, when she’d refurbished the house, she’d had the old stairs ripped out and installed what she privately referred to as her Tara staircase. Oh, how she’d played with it, giving lavish dinner parties, descending the stairs after the guests arrived, just so she could show off. Each time she did any kind of interview she made sure she was photographed on the beautiful stairs. A weary sigh escaped her.

Ariel was a quick-change artist. She was also adept at doing two things at once. She undressed as she selected a CD, then turned up the volume so she could hear it in the shower. Pretty Woman. Tears burned her eyes. Too much soap.

The after-shower ritual took twenty-five minutes. Body lotion, elbow and knee lotion, special lanolin hand cream, cuticle cream, facial moisturizer, neck cream, eye cream, hair conditioner that wasn’t supposed to be rinsed out, and lastly, foot balm.

Her reflection in the mirror worried her. When was the last time she’d had a facial? About three weeks ago. She was persnickety about her face since she earned her living in front of the camera. She didn’t have these bumps on her face three weeks ago. She looked at the offending blemishes in her magnified makeup mirror. Makeup could cover them. In the great scheme of things, she decided, it simply wasn’t all that important.

Downstairs, the fire was still blazing. She threw on another log just for something to do before she made herself a fresh drink with more liquor than was good for her. She could hear Dolly banging pots and pans in the kitchen. She switched off the CD player and found herself grinning as she listened to Dolly’s soap opera. Two actors grumbled that at least seventeen people knew someone had had a child out of wedlock thirty years ago and the only person who didn’t know was the father. By seven o’clock Dolly would have tomorrow’s episode down to a science.

Now what should she do? Smoke a cigarette, of course. Who cares if I get those deadly little lines over my upper lip?

Was she over-reacting? Was today just a bad hair day, a bad complexion day? No, she decided. If nothing else, she was always honest with herself. Today marked the beginning of the end of her acting career. Better to quit now. Go on to other things. She could still be a name in this town, provided she wanted to stay in Hollywood. Did she? Of course she did—she’d been here for thirty years. It was home.

Once she’d thought another place was home, but she’d been a kid of sixteen then. Living in Chula Vista, outside San Diego, had been the happiest time of her life. Even now, thirty years later, she still remembered it. Of course, there were reasons for that happiness, but she wasn’t going to think about those now. Living with a father who was in the military didn’t allow a child to call any one place home because you were never in that place long enough to put down roots. I wish . . .

Ariel never finished her wishes, but her wish list was long, taped to the inside of her closet door. Almost fifty pages of “I wish,” with nothing following. Why, she didn’t know. Maybe she was afraid. She told herself it was better than writing in a diary, better than having some stranger see her private thoughts. She knew what the fifty--page wish list contained: the same wish, over and over and over. Every night before she went to bed she wrote, “I wish . . .”

She could still hear Dolly’s TV. The soap stars were battling each other over DNA testing. Life should be that simple, Ariel thought. Life was never simple. People were simple. Life was goddamn complicated.

“Dolly!”

“What?” the housekeeper bellowed from the kitchen.

“I’m going to get a dog! Maybe a cat, too, so they’ll be company for each other.”

Dolly was breathing like a long distance runner when she skidded over the polished floors to stand over her employer. “Then I quit! I’m not cleaning up after a dog. I have enough to do picking up after you. Dogs chew, cats spray and you never get the smell out of the furniture. I don’t have time to walk a dog. You have to pay attention to animals. You’re too busy. I quit!” she shrieked.

“So quit,” Ariel retaliated. “Who in their right mind would pay you what I pay you, and allow you to watch soap operas all afternoon? Nobody, that’s who. We’re stuck with each other and we both know it. You aren’t getting any younger, you know. Face it, this is one cushy job. I pay your social security, provide a pension plan, give you two days off a week, let you drive my car. I give you smashing Christmas presents. So, quit!”

Ariel and Dolly had discussions like this at least once a week, with one or the other always backing down. Long years of friendship allowed both women to be open, to speak their minds and walk away after these discussions, with head high. Familiarity does not always breed contempt, Ariel was fond of saying.

“What are you giving me this year?” Dolly asked craftily.

“Nothing—you’re quitting because I’m getting a dog and a cat. What were you going to get me?” Her voice sounded just like Dolly’s.

“I never shop till the last minute. Something meaningful, as always. Maybe one animal would be okay. A dog that doesn’t shed. You could go to the SPCA and get one that’s already trained. They’re free, too—you just pay a small fee like maybe fifteen dollars. No cats!”

“Two dogs.”

“This is not negotiable. One!”

“Don’t forget to leave a forwarding address. Gee, it’s time for me to make your pension contribution, too. Oh, well,” Ariel said, throwing her hands in the air. “Goodness, isn’t your birthday next week? I was going to take you to Planet Hollywood for dinner and get you a Chanel handbag.”

“All RIGHT! Two dogs. That’s my final offer.”

“I accept your offer. Dolly, I’m scared. No, what I’m feeling goes beyond scared. I’m petrified. Acting is all I know.” She was blubbering, tears washing down her cheeks in a mini-waterfall, a luxury she could rarely afford for fear her eyes would be puffy and bloodshot.

“It’s okay,” Dolly said, dropping to her knees. “Go ahead and cry all you want. And when you’re done, I’ll peel some cucumbers to put on your eyes. Crying is very therapeutic. It releases all kinds of tensions and toxins. All you have to do is tell yourself it’s their loss. And it is. You’ve had more than most in this town, you have your Oscar, your star, and your footprint. Not too many people can say that. Nothing lasts forever. That’s always been one of your favorite sayings.” She was crooning as she rocked Ariel back and forth like an indulgent mother. “Okay, a cat, too. Two dogs and a cat. They’ll do a writeup on you in Variety. ”

Ariel hiccupped as her outburst subsided. “In this whole damn town, you’re my only true friend, Dolly. Sometimes I think you and I are the only ones who know what the word loyalty means. I’m okay now. I am scared, but I’ll deal with it in my own way. I’m fortunate enough to have options. Today was . . . the confirmation I needed to know I’m finished as an actress in this town. You’re probably right about the animals. Perhaps later when things are more settled.

“Dolly, do you ever want someone to love? Someone to love you? I mean really love. Did you ever have that? In the twenty-five years we’ve been together, I never asked you. I don’t even know why I’m asking you now. I had that once, a very long time ago. I didn’t have it in either one of my marriages, though. Do you think it’s true that you only love once?” Her voice was sounding fretful. Almost whiny.

“Once, a very long time ago,” Dolly said softly. “It wasn’t meant to be, I guess. I never found anyone after that. The truth is, I didn’t look very hard. I’m contented. I would have liked to have children though. It’s my only regret. Are we letting our hair down here, Ariel? If we are, then what about you? You had two husbands and several relationships so you know what love is all about. I wish one of them had worked out for you. Is it possible, Ariel, that at one time you lost someone you really loved and no one else measured up?”

“I wish . . .”

“How many does that make for today’s wish list?”

“Two,” Ariel said.

“Two’s good. Two’s better than the six you logged yesterday. And the five the day before that. Those lists have grown a lot in the past year. Are you aware of that, Ariel?”

“Of course. But wish lists don’t mean anything. It’s just something I do. Did I answer your question?”

“No.”

“Once, a long time ago, I loved someone, but my father called it puppy love. My parents said I was too young and they didn’t like the boy. My father got transferred and we moved away. End of story.” No, it isn’t the end of the story. Someday you’re going to have to talk about that little tale. Aloud. I wish . . .

“I’m going to make you a cup of tea. You look peaked, Ariel. I wouldn’t be a bit surprised if you aren’t coming down with the flu. You could even have some kind of intestinal bug. I. think you can use a nap. We won’t be having dinner till around eight. The fire will keep you cozy. It’s raining out right now and the wind is kicking up. It’s going to be an awful night.”

“You don’t have to be so cheerful about it,” Ariel grumbled as she settled herself into the mound of pillows. She was sound asleep when Dolly returned with the tea.

The housekeeper set the tray down on the low table in front of the sofa. She dropped to her knees, her hand going to her employer’s forehead. Warm, but not alarmingly so.

Dolly rocked back on her haunches. Ariel was always so in control of her life. She never did anything until she mapped it out, checked it longways, sideways, and up and down the middle. Then she talked the problem to death until she was one hundred percent comfortable. Many a night they sat up talking about a problem, drinking black rum tea and nibbling on dry toast. Ariel shared all her problems with her, valued her opinion. Not only was she a wonderful employer, she was also a marvelous friend.

Dolly struggled to her feet and picked up the tea tray. She shook her head. Rejection had to be the worst thing in the world, especially for an actress. It bothered her that Ariel hadn’t confided her worries about losing out these past months to other younger, more glamorous actresses. Actually, it was more like an entire year since Ariel had been offered any kind of serious role. So many scripts, so many readings, and then . . . nothing. Today must have been some kind of invisible deadline for her employer. She wished she could remember exactly how many calls she’d gone on the past year. Sid would know, but she wasn’t going to call him. That would be stepping over boundaries. She turned, set the tray back down, bent over, and stared intently at Ariel’s face. The little bumps Ariel was so worried about were raised almost like pimples, but they weren’t pimples—she was almost sure of it. She could feel her stomach muscles begin to tighten. She almost ran from the room, the tea on the tray splashing over the side, dribbling down to the polished hardwood floors.

Something was really wrong with Ariel’s face . . . and it was getting worse every day.

 


 



“So, Dolly, what’s for breakfast?” Ariel asked.

“You get half a grapefruit and a slice of dry toast. Five minutes. Coffee’s ready.”

“Today, Dolly, I’ll have two scrambled eggs, three slices of toast for dipping in my egg yolk, lots of strawberry jam, and real cream for my coffee. I have a full day ahead of me and I need sustenance. I’m going to take a full page ad out in Variety asking for scripts. I have a call in to my attorney and one to Sid. I’m going forward with my plan to form my own production company—and I’m seriously thinking about directing a movie if the right script comes along. After breakfast I’ll call my financial advisor to see if he can get me some backing. First rule of business, Dolly: you never play with your own money. If I absolutely have to, that’s a different story. I figure I’ll be scared for the first two camera set-ups, then I’ll be fine. I’ve learned a lot over the years. Sometimes I even surprise myself with what I’ve picked up. It stays with you, if you know what I mean. I know I have to wear comfortable shoes, not those spike-heeled numbers I’ve been wearing every day of my life. Hollywood doesn’t take women directors seriously, but they’re going to take me seriously. The secret is control. I’ll buy the property outright. I can do it. I feel it. What do you think, Dolly?”

“If it feels right, I say go for it.”

“It feels right,” Ariel beamed.

“How long have you been planning this?”

“Since my first turr-down. In my thirty years in the business I always got the part, every time I read for it, until that day. I was right for that part, too; the producer and director thought so, but the money people wanted someone else. When it happened a second and third time I saw the handwriting on the wall. You know me, though, I have to be hit over the head with a hammer before I give in. Even a stupid person would realize the game plan changes after a dozen turn-downs. I’m not a stupid person.”

Dolly set Ariel’s breakfast in front of her. “You haven’t eaten a breakfast like this in ten years. Maybe fifteen. I hope your stomach is up to it. You better buy a girdle along with those comfortable shoes.” Her voice was sour sounding, but Ariel was so busy wolfing down her food she didn’t notice.

Dolly poured herself a cup of coffee, adding four sugars and enough cream to turn the coffee white. She sat down across the table from Ariel, her eyes sharp. “Ariel, have you ever thought about leaving Hollywood, you know, going somewhere else?”

“And do what?”

“Any number of things. You need to slow down. This . . . whatever it is . . . hasn’t really hit you yet. Maybe something to do with fashion. You’ve got a great eye for color and design. We could start a catering company. Low-fat everything. I could do all the cooking and you would be my best endorsement. That would be interesting. With all your resources maybe you could start up some kind of business where you could utilize the talents of people like Carla. I guess I’m saying don’t rush into anything. Think about it before you jump in with both feet.”

“That was wonderful! I’ll have another cup of coffee, Dolly. I have thought about it. For a whole year. Am I missing something here? Are you thinking about going into business for yourself? If you are, I’ll back you all the way. This is all I know, Dolly. It’s my life. I have to have something. I could never just get up and walk away. I bet I could even act and direct at the same time. Others have done it. The bottom line is, I believe in me. That’s half the battle right there. Now, to the good stuff. Let’s plan a party. This company will be formed before we know it. Scripts will be arriving by the truckload. I know Kenneth Lamantia will have our backing before either one of us can sneeze. It’s almost like it’s a done deal. So, let’s plan a real gala. Grand announcement. The whole nine yards. We’ll invite the whole town and pray half of them will be a no-show. This has to top the party we gave after I won my Oscar. You’re going to see some major sucking up. It might feel good for a change to be on the other side of the fence.”

Dolly wrinkled her face into a grimace that was supposed to be a smile. Her fat pigtail swung from side to side as she bobbed her head up and down. “No, I do not want to go into business myself. I was thinking about you. I don’t want to see you get hurt. This town is a killer. You know it and I know it. I meant us. For whatever good I’ll be, I’m with you all the way. A party it is. I must say, you’re taking all this pretty well. I thought you’d be . . . devastated.”

“I was. Don’t forget this has been going on by degrees this whole past year. While I’m not used to it, I can live with it. It’s my choice to walk away. There will be parts offered to me, but they won’t be good and I’ll feel like I have to take them. I don’t want that to happen. This is best.”

Ariel finished her coffee. “Well, it’s off to my office. I’m going to think about redecorating it. I’d like it to look more feminine. We can change the drapes, get some new carpet, get rid of that monster desk and get a white one. Colorful cushions, some new chairs for clients, loads of plants, and maybe some of those crisscross strips for the windows. I want it to be a cozy room. Thank God for the fireplace. Two chairs and a low table will be just the right touch. I think I’m getting excited. Listen, do me a favor and run to the drugstore and get some of that coverup for these spots on my face.”

“You could go to the doctor, you know. What’s a half hour out of your life? You might need an antibiotic. Makeup is not going to work, I can tell you that.”

“We’ll try it. If it doesn’t work, I’ll go to the doctor. It just seems kind of silly to go to a doctor for a few little bumps.”

By the time Dolly announced lunch, Ariel had the wheels in motion to start up her own production company. Her ad was placed in Variety, she’d rented a post office box in Dolly’s name, and opened a business bank account in the name of her new corporation, Perfect Productions. She had a new tax ID, and would shortly receive tons of legal documents, according to Lamantia.

Ariel dusted her hands dramatically as she made her way to the kitchen. A ham and cheese sandwich with side orders of potato salad and coleslaw waited for her. Ariel ate it all, grumbling that it hurt to chew. “I’ll bet I’m getting an abscessed tooth and that’s why these things are erupting on my face. Five bucks, Dolly. It didn’t hurt when I ate breakfast. Maybe I will make an appointment with the dentist tomorrow, just to check it out. Boy, that was a good lunch. It’s wonderful to eat again. I’ll do the treadmill this afternoon to walk off the calories, so stop fretting. And now,” she said, “I’m going to plan my office. I have some papers you have to take to the bank—and you have to go to the post office and sign something, and pay six months’ rental. The rest of the afternoon is yours for your soap operas.”

“Make the office pretty, Ariel, so we can take an afternoon tea or coffee break like they do on those coffee commercials. You know the ones, where the women are all dressed up, sitting in brocade chairs wearing high heels and there are fresh flowers everywhere. Everything is frilly and pretty.”

“I’ll do my best. Do you have any Motrin?”

Dolly shook three tablets into her hand from the bottle in the kitchen cabinet. Ariel swallowed them with the remains of her soda.

“Call me when dinner’s ready. Let’s call the party a soiree. I’ll make up the list and you can take it to the printer tomorrow. Three weeks from Saturday. Off the top of my head, how does this sound? ‘Ariel Hart requests the honor of your presence at a soiree on November twelfth, nineteen hundred and ninety-four.’ I’ll spell out the day and the year, makes it look more formal. I’ll go on to say something like, ‘In Celebration of the Formation of Perfect Productions.’ I know it’s not worded right, but you get the idea. What do you think?”

“Sounds good. Formal, right?”

“Absolutely. I’m going to wear that beaded dress I had made in Hong Kong. We’ll have to go to Rodeo Drive and get you something super fancy. Start thinking about what you want.”

“I wouldn’t count on wearing that dress if you keep eating the way you are. I looked at it when it was delivered and there aren’t any seams to let out.”

“Well, I’m not going to worry about it now. I’m so excited, Dolly. I think I can do this. It’ll be a real hoot when some of those players who crossed me off their list start sucking up. Guess that’s not very nice of me, huh? Who cares? It’s my turn now. I do feel good about this. Jeez, it’s raining again. Back to my work and my toasty fire. You should build one here in the kitchen fireplace. Do that, Dolly, and we’ll eat dinner out here. Let’s go to Aspen for Christmas and see some snow. I’ll make the reservations. Maybe we should invite Carla. What do you think?”

“What I think is you got a whole lot on your plate. The party, Aspen, the new business. Slow down. You don’t have to do everything all at once.”

“Yes, I do, Dolly. I have to keep busy so I don’t think. I don’t want to turn bitter and become one of those unforgiving recluses who abound in Hollywood. I knew what would happen going in, but I was young then and thought this day would never come. Life goes on and I want to go on, too. It’s the only way I know.”

“Okay, but pace yourself. Promise me.”

“I promise. See you at six o’clock.”

The afternoon passed quickly for Ariel. The decorator would arrive first thing in the morning. She made reservations for a seven-day stay in Aspen, then called Carla, who said she’d be delighted to make the trip. The dentist was away in Vegas on a convention so she made an appointment for the following week. Before she did her five-miles on the treadmill she washed her face, then reapplied the coverup. She wasn’t sure, but she thought the bumps were bigger and her entire face ached. The Motrin should have kicked in by now. Maybe she should try another dentist. She finally decided if she wasn’t any better by morning she’d call Dolly’s dentist. She popped two more Motrin from a bottle she kept in her desk.

Ariel was a half-mile into her walk when she had to get off the treadmill because her head started to pound unbearably. Never a worrier by nature, she was now more than a little concerned that something might be seriously wrong. Lord, what if she did have an abscessed tooth and they had to take off all her pricey porcelain? I’m not going to worry about it now, she told herself. They’ll fix me some kind of temporary and I’ll hide out. It’s that simple.

The clock over the mantel said it was four-thirty. Time for a little nap before dinner. Tomorrow she would feel better, she was sure of it. Tomorrow would be the first day of her new career. She crossed her fingers the way she did when she was a child, hoping that this new career would be as successful as the one she was giving up. I wish . . .




Two

It was a celebratory meeting in more ways than one. It was also Halloween and Dolly had decorated the lawn and front door with fake spider webs, goblins, and witches chasing sheet-clad ghosts.

They were all waiting for Ariel to return from town: financial advisor Ken Lamantia; agent Sid Berger; broker Gary Kaplan; actuary Alex Carpenter; and a team of lawyers, Marty Friedman, Ed Grueberger, and Alan Kaufman. Audrey and Mike Bernstein, Ariel’s long-time accountants, and Carla Simmons were the last to arrive. They were all talking at once, each offering input and toasting the success of Perfect Productions with fresh apple cider.

“Have all the RSVP’s for the party come in yet?” Sid asked.

Dolly nodded. “Two hundred people. Everything’s under control. I’m sure Ariel will be home any minute now. She’s pretty excited.”

A discussion followed about how well Ariel was making the transition from actress to producer and how successful they all knew Perfect Productions was going to be.

“Where’d she go?” Carla asked curiously.

“I believe she had a fitting for her dress. You know how that goes. She probably lost track of time. It’s possible she had some last minute details to see to about the party. It’s just two weeks away. I think I hear the garage door. If anyone wants to spike the cider, feel free. I’ll be back in a minute.”

Dolly opened the kitchen door that led to the garage. Ariel was sitting in her car, her head in her arms over the steering wheel. She didn’t move when Dolly opened the door. “Everyone’s here, Ariel. They’re probably spiking the cider as I speak. How did you like the lawn decorations?” When there was no reply, Dolly reached in to the car and tugged at Ariel’s arm. “What’s wrong?” she asked fearfully.

“Everything is wrong. Dolly, go in there and tell them all to go home. Tell them I’ll call them in the morning. I’m not up to . . . I can’t face . . . do it, Dolly.”

“Not until you tell me why. You went to the dentist, didn’t you? I told you not to cancel that appointment, but did you listen? No! You have an abscess and he wants to take off your caps? It’s not the end of the world, Ariel. Come on now, you’re an actress. Prove it. Your friends have worked night and day to get you to this point. They’re excited for you and for themselves. You can’t let them down. Are you listening to me, Ariel?”

“I didn’t go to the dentist, I went to a doctor. These . . . things on my face aren’t from an abscessed tooth. They’re growths, and Doctor Davis wants to operate on them as soon as possible. I have to have a biopsy tomorrow morning. I’m scared, Dolly. I could have . . . I mean I really could have . . . Oh, God!”

“What else did he say?” Dolly demanded. “Tell me everything he said. And don’t tell me you don’t remember. You can memorize an entire script so I know you can tell me verbatim what he said.”

“He said I was a fool to wait so long to make an appointment. He doesn’t think they’re malignant, but surgery is required. He wants a biopsy. He’s going to have a plastic surgeon there tomorrow when they do it. I asked him if I’d be disfigured and he said there was a possibility and that’s why he wants the plastic surgeon there. That’s all he said, Dolly.”

“Okay. We know what to expect now. We’ll deal with it. Get out of that car and start acting. We aren’t going to fall apart here. There’s too much at stake. We’re thinking positive. That’s an order, Ariel. A doctor wouldn’t commit to saying he thinks your bumps are benign if he didn’t think so. Come on, you’re in perfect health. If you don’t get out of that car right now, I’m quitting. For good. I mean it. I want to see that famous smile of yours. You can do this, Ariel.” Her tone of voice was so forceful that Ariel climbed from the car.

“We’re canceling the party,” she said.

“Okay by me. You have to stop being so damn vain, Ariel. And remember something else. God never gives you more than you can handle. Okay, let’s go,” Dolly said as she held open the door leading to the kitchen.

“What would I do without you, Dolly?”

“You’d do just fine.”

 


 



It was one of Ariel’s best acting jobs. When she said good-by to the last guest, she flopped down on the couch and lit a cigarette. “By God, I did it.”

“Yes, you did. I can’t believe Ken raised five million in just a few weeks. Somebody has confidence in you. Now, all you need is a good script and actors who can put you over the top. People are standing in line to go on your payroll. You’re on a roll, Ariel. I’m going to make us a quick dinner and then I’ll get on the invitations. I think I’ll just say due to a family emergency we’re canceling till after the first of the year. It’ll be a one, two, three thing. I can have them in the mail first thing in the morning. By the way, I logged in another 44 scripts this morning. That brings your total to 611. You have to hire some readers, Ariel, and you can’t put it off any longer. Carla took a batch home with her. I told her you’d pay her by the script. Was that okay?”

“Sure. You probably should have written her a check.”

“I did. I even gave her some extra. I entered it in the checkbook. She ate like a wolf. I gave her a pie, a jug of cider, and those two chickens I roasted for dinner. We’re having scrambled eggs since I don’t have time to cook now.”

“You’re a good person, Dolly.”

“That’s because I had a good teacher. What time is your appointment tomorrow?”

“Eight A.M.”

“I’ll drive you. Okay, let’s do something about these scripts. I’ll make us some coffee and we’ll work until dinner. You’re going to be really surprised at some of the names on those scripts. Fast track, big money writers. They must think you have something going here. I’m impressed, Ariel. I mean that.”

“Yeah. Me, too. Dolly, look me in the eye and tell me the truth. Do you think I’ll come .out of this okay?”

“Absolutely!”

“Okay, get the coffee.”

 


 



Ariel pushed the thickly padded chair to the farthest corner in the room where she sat down to wait for Dolly. God, she would be so glad to get out of here. All she wanted was to go home and suck her thumb. She should have gone home four days ago, but she’d run a low grade fever that prevented the doctor from discharging her. Now, after three weeks and three operations, she was fit to be sent home.

The doctors and nurses were upset with her because she refused to look in the mirror. Well, guess what, Ariel thought. I don’t care if you’re upset with me or not. I want to be in the privacy of my own bathroom, with all that glorious lighting, when I see myself for the first time. If I fall apart I don’t want anyone to see me. God, what did I ever do to deserve this? Why me? Why now?

Next week her face would be plastered all over the tabloids. Before and after pictures that they would peddle for money. Maybe I’m flattering myself, she thought glumly.

I wish . . . Maybe . . . She closed her eyes and tried to think and remember all the decisions she’d made while lying in her hospital bed. So many of them. One after the other. Give up on the production company. Or, turn it over to Carla, but that probably wouldn’t work. Tell Ken Lamantia to return the money to her backers. Send back all the scripts. Close up shop and . . . do what? Put a notice in all the trade papers that she was retiring and moving away? Where? Back to Chula Vista. The only place that ever truly felt like home. And do what? Who knows. She’d be just a person there, not a has-been movie star. She’d buy a house, get a few pets, argue and fight with Dolly, do some gardening, get a library card, shop in Wal-Mart, go back to church. I’ll write my memoirs, she told herself, put all my scrapbooks in a trunk in the attic. Maybe I can become Agnes Bixby again. Good old Aggie. I’ll take long walks with my two dogs, do good deeds. And when I’m done doing that, what will I do? Exist. Try not to think about the past. Maybe I’ll learn to cook. Dolly will teach me. Two dogs will keep me busy.

She cried then, because she didn’t know what else to do. She thought about the good old days everyone talked about. But, were they really the good old days? Did working like a Trojan six days a week for over thirty years with vacations so few and far apart that she could barely remember them, count as good old days? Did starving herself so the extra pounds wouldn’t show up on the camera constitute good old days? Did being so tired at the end of the day with no time for a social life, count? Good old days, my ass.

She thought about Max Winters, her first husband. He was happily married now with three children. They were friends. He called often to see how she was. Max had wanted children, but she didn’t. She hadn’t really loved him, either. She’d tried. It didn’t work. He’d been more than generous with his divorce settlement. She hadn’t wanted anything, but he’d settled two million dollars on her and even told her how to invest it for the best return. Every year at Christmastime she sent champagne and poinsettias to Max and his wife, and toys for the children. He’d sent so many yellow roses, her favorite flower, after her operation, she’d been dizzy with the scent. Every day he sent a card and he called first thing in the morning and again before he retired. Keep your chin up, kiddo. Nothing’s as bad as it seems at first. Just hang in there and if there’s anything you want or need, call me.

“Give me back my old face,” she blubbered into a wad of tissues.

And then there was her second husband, Adam Jessup. Adam was an actor—and prettier than she was. A fine man who didn’t know the first thing about being a husband. That was okay, too, because she didn’t know much about being a wife. Still, they’d stayed married for seven years, and mutually agreed to the divorce. He’d been generous, too, giving her the Malibu beach house, the Bentley, the ski chalet in Aspen, and a cool million dollars. He’d even paid her legal bills. She’d just wanted to walk away and pretend she’d never been married, but Adam said it would look terrible if he wasn’t generous. I have an image to protect, Ariel. You have to take it. So, she’d taken it and asked Max the best way to invest it. He told her to sell the chalet and the beach house and bank the money. Keep the Bentley—it’ll be worth a lot one of these days. She was a very wealthy woman. And look at me now. What good is money when you have to hide so people don’t see you? She was crying again, and angry with herself for doing it.

Ariel paced the hospital room, her eyes deliberately avoiding the mirror over the dresser. “C’mon, Dolly, where are you? I want to get out of here.” The moment the words were out of her mouth the door to her room opened. Dolly and Carla Simmons walked in, pushing a wheelchair.

“I know you don’t need this, but hospital rules say you have to ride in it down to the door and then through the door to the car. Hop on, Ariel,” Dolly said.

“Well, aren’t you going to say something?” Ariel demanded.

“Yep. The turkey’s all ready to go in the oven. I just have to stuff it in the morning. I made cranberry sauce and three pies. We’re having turnips, candied sweet potatoes, string beans almandine, fresh peas that look like little emeralds, and homemade dinner rolls from scratch. Plum brandy for us and Diet Pepsi for Carla. I got this great White Russian coffee the woman in the store said is all the rage. That’s it. Well, we’re ready if you are.”

“That’s not what I meant and you damn well know it, Dolly.”

“Oh, no, Ariel. If you want to know how you look, there’s a mirror behind you. We’ll wait. We have all the time in the world.”

“I can’t,” Ariel whispered.

“Yes, you can. All you have to do is turn around. It’s not a big mirror. You have to do it sometime, why not now so you can get it over with? Tomorrow’s Thanksgiving. Think about how much you have to be grateful for. Stop being so selfish. It all worked out for you. You don’t have that deadly disease you were so worried about. You had plastic surgery and now it’s all over. You’re going to get on with your life and life is going to be beautiful. Believe that and you’re home free.”

“Easy for you to say,” Ariel snapped. “Carla, how bad is it?”

“You’re as beautiful as you ever were. Beauty, Ariel, is in the eye of the beholder. You tell me that three times a week. If you were giving me a snow job I’m going to be mighty upset. You’re a kind, generous, caring human being and it shows. Be glad you’re alive and well. Think about the people that aren’t so lucky. God smiled on you, Ariel, so don’t be a shit now. Turn around—let’s get it over with so we can go home. And get that damn hair off your face. You look like Cousin It.”

“I’ll do it . . . look . . . when I get home.”

“No. You need to do it now. Do it, Ariel, or I quit and you can make that turkey by yourself. You can get yourself home, too.”

“Why are you doing this to me? Don’t you have any compassion? I’m firing you as soon as we get home.”

“It doesn’t work that way. Either you look now or you get home on your own. I quit yesterday so you can’t fire me. I’m here now out of the goodness of my heart. I’m leaving right after Thanksgiving. To answer your question, I have bushels of compassion. So does Carla. Do it, Ariel.”

“All right!”

Ariel turned, using both hands as she did so, to grasp her thick hair to pull it back from her face. Her gasp was so loud the two women watching her shuddered. When she started to wail they clasped hands, but didn’t move.

“So you have a little hole in your forehead,” Dolly said. “Bangs will cover it. That little droop by your left eye can be camouflaged with makeup. The one in the middle of your chin can be called a cleft. Actually, it’s kind of cute. The hole in your cheek can be considered a rather large dimple. The surgeon said the droop at the corner of your mouth will disappear in about six weeks. The scars will fade in time. You’re alive, Ariel. You have so much. Be thankful this is as bad as it gets.”

They were right and she knew it. They cared about her. She was being selfish. She knew that, too. It was all going to take some getting used to. She turned around and smiled. She wasn’t acting when she said, “I never knew how much you two meant to me until this very minute. Thanks for being here for me. I probably wouldn’t have made it without you. I’m sorry about . . . being such a . . . ”

“Snot’s the word you’re looking for,” Dolly said and grinned.

“It’s as good as any I can come up with. C’mon, let’s go home and get that turkey ready. Are you really making dinner rolls from scratch, Carla? I thought you didn’t know how to cook.”

“I don’t. It’s going to be a first. They’ll probably come out like hockey pucks.”

“Who cares?”

 


 



Ariel sat down on the edge of the bed, weary beyond belief. The performance she’d given for Dolly and Carla’s benefit during the preceding hours was worthy of an Oscar. She rolled over and snuggled with her pillow. She was alone now, in her own room, with the door locked. Now she could beat the walls, smash things, howl, swear and curse, do whatever she damn well pleased. Well, it pleased her to cry. Not just for what she was experiencing, but for all the negatives in her life. She could allow herself the luxury of tears now because it didn’t matter if her eyes got red and puffy. There would be no cameras tomorrow or the day after tomorrow. There would never be cameras again. I wish . . . She was off the bed in a flash. She reached for the pencil hanging on a string next to the batch of wish lists. She-scribbled furiously. I wish I was still married to Felix. I wish I could find Felix. I wish he would remember me, still love me, come looking for me so he can tell me none of this matters. I wish I could recapture those wonderful, special feelings I felt that day when I was sixteen and we got married in secrecy in Tijuana. I wish . . . Oh, Felix, where are you?

Ariel stared at the only entry on her wish list. One entry in thirty years. How was that possible? Why did she ever begin the wish list in the first place? So I would never forget Felix, that’s why. He’d promised to start his own wish list. She wished she knew if he’d followed through.

Ariel slammed the door of the louvered closet with a bang. She was crying again. The only time you think about Felix Sanchez is when things aren’t going right for you and you wonder what would have happened if . . . If. It’s always if. Track it, Ariel, track it to the present. If you have the guts. Make a list, number it. I dare you. Then get the guts to add it to the wish list. Go ahead, Ariel. That’s why you want to go back to Chula Vista. It’s not that home thing, it’s that Felix thing. Admit it. Make the damn list, Ariel. Now.


1. I am Agnes Bixby. Agnes crossed the border and married Felix Sanchez in a secret ceremony thirty years ago.

2. Two days later Daddy got transferred to Germany. There was no time to cross the border to find Felix. The navy packed us up and we left in thirty-six hours. I left a note in the mailbox.

3. When I got to Germany I wrote to the school, I wrote to everyone I could think of. I wrote letters to Felix in care of General Delivery. I did everything I could.

4. I dated other boys when I was in Germany. I almost forgot about Felix until I returned to California four years later.

5. I tried to find Felix. I spent months trying to track him down. I went to a lawyer. He did a search. He said there was no marriage license. He said Felix tricked me to get in my pants. He told me to grow up. I think now he hated Felix. He said I was never married. Never, ever.

6. I finished college, majoring in drama. I changed my name from Agnes Bixby to Ariel Hart. I became a movie star. I changed the color of my eyes and my hair as easily as I changed my name. I had my teeth capped. The day of my first screen test Agnes Bixby retired and was never heard from again.

7. After I became a movie star I never tried to find Felix. I would have been dead in the water if I pursued that relationship. I guess he never tried to find me, either.

8. I loved Felix. He’s still in my heart somewhere. I dream about him from time to time. It’s true. I often think, what if . . . what if . . .

9. I was only sixteen. My parents said Felix wasn’t good enough for me. I tried. Germany was so far away. I wrote hundreds of letters. Most of them came back.

10. I’m sorry, Felix. So very sorry.



Ariel walked back to the closet, removed the sheaf of papers, and added the list she’d just finished to the back of the thick pile. She tacked it back up, stared at it a minute, and then closed the door.

Why was she doing this? Because . . . because . . . Felix was always so comforting. Just thinking about him makes me feel calm. Okay, now that you’ve calmed down, do what you have to do. Go in the bathroom, stare at yourself, and get ready for bed. Tomorrow is another day. A new day. It’s going to be whatever you make it.

Never one to follow her own advice, Ariel flopped down on the bed and was asleep within minutes. Her dreams were invaded by a tall, slender, black-eyed boy with a halo of ebony curls and the sweetest smile in the world.

“Don’t be scared, Aggie. He’s just going to say some words. They’re going to be in Spanish. I’ll whisper the meaning as he goes along. I have the ring. I made it from fishing wire. I braided it. I made one for me, too. You have to put it on my finger just the way I have to put it on yours. Someday when I’m rich and famous, I’ll buy you one that’s full of diamonds. What kind will you buy me?”

“A thick, fat, gold one, maybe with a design on it. Our initials on the inside and the date. How long will we have to keep our marriage a secret, Felix?”

“Until your parents start to like me. Maybe that will be soon. How long do you think it will be, Aggie?”

“I don’t know, Felix. I think we might have to wait until I’m twenty-one. Then I can do whatever I want. They won’t be able to say anything. It makes me mad that my mother used to let your mother clean our house, but says you aren’t good enough for me. I wish my father didn’t hate you. He’s not tolerant at all. He doesn’t even care that you have a dual citizenship. I wish your mother hadn’t told my mother that you were born on her employer’s kitchen floor. I heard my mother talking to my father. She said you told her that after she cleaned you up, she continued to clean the kitchen. She knew she wouldn’t get paid if she didn’t finish out the day. I cried when I heard her say that.”

Felix’s face burned crimson. “My mother worked herself into an early grave. She did all she could for us. There’s no shame in hard work, Aggie. I wish . . . I wish she was alive so that when I get rich and famous I could buy her a big house and have some Anglo lady clean it for her.”

She squeezed Felix’s hand. “I love you so much. This is right, what we’re doing, but I’m scared. How about you?”

“I’m excited. It’s going to be wonderful because we love each other. Don’t be scared. I found the perfect place. I fixed it up yesterday. It smells so good, Aggie. I put flowers all around and there’s moss all over the place. My people call it a wedding bower. It’s perfect, just the way you’re perfect.”

“Are you sure no one will find out, Felix? My father will kill you if he . . . he will, Felix.”

“No one will find out. That’s why we’re going up to the mountains. The man who will marry us is a very old priest. I’ve known him since I was a small boy. He will keep our papers safe until we want them. I thought that was best. Do you think so, too, Aggie?”

“I can’t keep them at home. My mother goes through my things. She’s always looking for something. She shakes out my school books. I always tear up your notes after I memorize them. It’s good that the priest is willing to keep them. You can always go back and get them when the time is right. I think I’m getting excited. More excited than scared. At this time tomorrow I’ll be Mrs. Felix Sanchez. It sounds nice. Agnes Sanchez. Someday I’m going to get writing paper and have my name at the top. Should I put Aggie or Agnes?”

“I like Aggie best. It’s time to go, Aggie. We’re going to cross the bridge—it’s a long walk. Then we’ll go through town till I find the path that will take us up to the mountains. It’s a three-hour walk. If you get tired I’ll carry you. I’m stronger than I look.”

“You’re perfect, Felix. Two whole days! The most time we’ve ever spent together. I’m so happy. We wouldn’t be able to do this if my friend Helen hadn’t agreed to say I was spending the weekend with her. Promise me we’ll always be this happy.”

“I promise. Promise me you’ll love me forever and ever.”

“I promise if you promise, too.”
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It was a long, steep climb and it took all of the three hours Felix said it would take. “I could never find my way up here again. How do you know where you’re going?”

“I used to take sacks of food to the padre twice a week. Now, another family in the parish does it. The padre is a very kind man. He won’t ask us any questions. I spoke to him three times. The only thing he made me promise was that I would love you in sickness and health and that part about till death do us part. I promised. You have to promise, too. I told you he doesn’t speak English, didn’t I? It’s not a problem. We’re almost there. I brought water and a soft cloth so you could freshen up. I made you a present, too,” he said shyly.

“A present. Is it a wedding present? I brought something for you, too,” Aggie said just as shyly.

“I love you, Aggie.”

She believed him because she loved him, too.

Twenty minutes later, Felix said, “We’re here.” He looked up at the sun. “We have fifteen minutes before we meet the padre. We have to be on time. He takes a long nap and you can’t wake him. If we don’t get there on time we’ll have to wait until tomorrow. Hurry, Aggie.”

She wore a simple white dimity dress with a pale satin sash. She’d brought a pair of soft leather slippers to complete her wedding outfit. “I’m ready.”

“Oh, Aggie, you look so beautiful. When I close my eyes I’ll always remember how you looked at this moment. Here, I made this crown of flowers for your hair and this is your bouquet. I kept them in water so they’re still fresh. Do I look okay?”

“Oh, yes,” Aggie said. “You look more handsome than a movie star. I like your tie.”

“Hurry, Aggie, It’s not far, but we can’t dilly around. Actually, we should run. Are you up to it?”

“For my wedding, I could fly if I had to. Lead the way, Felix.”

They were breathless and flushed when they came to a halt outside a small hut in a nest of lush greenery. There were flowers everywhere, colorful blooms that were so heady, Aggie felt drunk on the scent.

The padre was old and frail, his shoulders bowed from carrying the sins of the world. His hair was a glistening pearl white in the bright sunshine. Later she swore she saw a halo over his head. He was ill, too. She didn’t know how she knew, she just knew.

“Pinch me, Felix. I want to be sure I’m not dreaming,” Aggie whispered as she held out her left hand. Tears misted in her eyes when she stared at the simple homemade wedding ring. She was so in love she picked up Felix’s hand and kissed his ring finger.

“It’s over—he just pronounced us man and wife. He’s waiting for me to kiss you, and then I have to give him his present. Rich people give the padre money. I’m giving him a pouch of tobacco.”

It was the sweetest kiss in all the world.

“I love you, Mrs. Sanchez.”

“I love you, Mr. Sanchez.

 


 



Ariel woke from her dream, the same dream she’d had many times, her body bathed in sweat. She felt disoriented and her head was pounding. She reached over to turn on the bedside lamp. From the nighttable drawer she withdrew her keepsake box. In the bottom, wrapped in tissue, was the ring Felix had slipped on her finger. She’d looked at it before, but had never put it on her finger. She did so now, and all the memories of what came after flooded through her. That had never happened before. She told herself she’d never been this vulnerable before.

Ariel crawled back into bed. She pressed her left hand against her cheek. She was back in a mossy, flower-laden bower, a gentle smile on her face as she slipped into a dreamless sleep.
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