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For my husband, Bill, the only one who can consistently outweird me.

Chapter One: Gibbs

Gibbs hopped out of the car. He straightened his favourite suit. Eight hours of keeping everyone in line felt like a small price to pay for his lifestyle until he was actually here.

He entered the gates of Reality But More Fun, checking the time on his phone before the screen scrambled; enough time to get the nice coffee from the stand outside. He headed through the pink streets, and blue hedges of the kid’s section, where the staff quarters and entrance were located, passing parents and loved ones pointing out singing squirrels, ballet dancing frogs, and a seven headed ram, tongue protruding, and eyes bulging.

Gibbs paused. Several children clung to the nearest adult. A little girl nearby asked, “Mummy, is the goat okay?”

“Uh, yes, sweetheart,” she said, catching Gibbs’ eyes. The ram’s skin shrivelled, and his eyes plopped to the floor; rainbow liquid burst from every orifice onto the blue grass, then crumbled to pieces, and disappeared.

“There, look,” all gone now,” said the nearest parent.

“Did it die?”

“No, it was just… tired.”

“Is it going to come back?”

“Let’s go to the lake. Look, the herons are doing the can can.”

Yes, all gone now. Everything was fine. No need to worry. Glitches happened, and the glitches increasing was just a part of the place’s craziness.

No need to worry.

Gibbs headed for the coffee stand.


Chapter Two: Louise


Jade really was a bitch. No, that was too far. She could be a bitch, sometimes. It was so obvious. Louise wasn’t sure who she thought fell for her performances. Carmilla might not technically be real, but they had no idea if she had real feelings, or if they could be hurt. So why take the chance?



Not that Jade would have behaved any differently back home. She’d turned from the window, pretending to be all casual, and said, “Oh, I thought you weren’t going?” It was as poorly acted as a primary school play, and done solely to cause trouble. Louise and her silly husband, Hugo. Yes, it was kind of odd that Hugo’s colleague, Marcus, had wanted a pretend wife, Carmilla. Yet, Jade seemed to think that meant she could be as rude to Carmilla as she liked.



She’d always been like this. Truly, it was exhausting.


They were supposed to be here for their maman who really could die very soon and Jade didn’t seem to care. They were lucky Hugo worked in the Science Department and got them a deal, otherwise they’d have paid three times the price for… how many weeks?

Louise paused. How many days had they been here? You weren’t allowed more than two weeks. So, it couldn’t be longer than that?


After another half hour of awkward conversation Carmilla had left that afternoon, and Louise had spent the rest of her day keeping maman entertained, as always, walking through the park and admiring the flowers. It was quite beautiful. The sweet peas were bright, and the sunflowers so cheerful. Louise had learned to ignore things such as the giant candle sprouting and evaporating near the stream, but the vender cycling past with a cart saying “Own a Call Centre, Delivery Company or Fast Food Joint? Meat People, anthropomorphic sausages for all your workaday needs,” was a little harder to disregard.


When evening came, she left the lemon-coloured townhouse and made her way to her rose pink one, just a few metres away from her maman’s. Marie had always refused to be called mum, insisting English words made her sound far too dowdy.


The sun was fading through the sash bay windows in the drawing room. Hooves clattered, and motorcars chugged over the cobblestones. She checked with the maid that the plants had been watered and the animals fed, then waited for her husband. Back home, around now, she’d probably watch a bit of telly, but she couldn’t do that here. She tried to figure out if this made her happy, or disappointed. She supposed she was happy, though she’d never been able to get into books like Jade. Not that Jade was all that high-minded either. Yesterday, she’d been pretending to read Tolstoy, but Louise had noticed the pamphlet hidden inside which, no doubt, was filthy.



Louise played records and wandered about, waving her arms around as though dancing, but with much less effort. She quite liked the sound of the old bands through the gramophone: it was something a bit different. Jade complained that they should be able to listen to new music in their bedroom, where no-one else could hear, but Louise thought it was cheating. If you’re going to live in the Belle Epoque you ought to live in it properly.



Hugo came home at the same time as always, Minx the small grey cat greeting him, her left leg becoming a sunflower for a few moments. Mango, the ginger cat, barely looked up from his bed, world news still issuing from his nostrils. They’d got them both from the shelter, unwanted because of Minx’s trouble staying real, and Mango for obvious reasons: nobody wanted a pet whose legs melted, or read the evening news.


Hugo bound up the stairs after Montpellier removed his hat and coat, greeting her, as always, with a genuine hug and a kiss on the cheek, his moustache perfectly curled at the sides still.


“Nice time at your mum’s?”



“Yeah. Went to the park, had tea with Carmilla. Jade was annoying.”



“Jade’s always annoying,” he said, though there was no malice in his voice. There never was.



“I know, but she was really annoying today.”



Hugo played with her hair. “And what did she do?”



Louise rolled her eyes, and flopped into the chaise longue, “You’re going to have to do some damage control with Marcus tomorrow.”



“As you wish,” he said, pensively.



“Probably best to get it out the way. I’ll pop down the club now.”


Louise watched him go, touching the warm spot where he’d been sitting. Sighing, she pulled Minx up beside her, soothed by the vibrations of her purrs.


Chapter Three: Jade


Jade had never thought the words “lecture” and “amazing” would go together, but here she was. The audience had applauded vigorously, and the burly man smiled shyly, folding up the pointer he’d used for the map on the wall. Jade had an urge to run outside, or stand up and sing (something no one would approve of) but she just clapped instead.



She followed the crowd as it shuffled back onto the street, jealously watching those brave enough to speak to Captain Jarrett. She’d just say something stupid.



Maman didn’t like it when the girls wandered the streets alone, even mid-morning, in case they were arrested for lewdness and had to pay a fine, but Jade couldn’t spend another second indoors. She’d been dizzy with freedom as she headed for the heart of the city, finally alone after so much time.



She’d always been with the other two when passing the garrets and cafes of Montparnasse, and longed to join the discussions on books, art, and the burgeoning movie industry. She wasn’t knowledgeable, and probably couldn’t add anything, but to be around it would be wonderful. She’d noticed Louise, too, looked longingly at the cinemas.


Jade expected at least a few people to cast disapproving glances at her, but nobody had. They didn’t even notice glitches like the man selling words in a basket for those “with blockages in conversation,” or the second hand refrigerator shop selling them “virtually brand new, just remove the dead bodies stored by the previous owners.”


“Fascinating, wasn’t it?”



It was a man’s voice, and she worried for a second that she’d have to explain that she didn’t give blowjobs for money. When she turned, though, she saw it was one of the three men from the seats in front, the short one with the smooth face.



“Horace,” he said, “Horace Islington,” and he held out his hand. Jade shook it, smiling slightly at the obviously fake name. The park tried its best, but it was a bit clunky.



“Jade Simmons.”



“I noticed you listening with rapt attention,” he continued, as they made their way onto the Montparnasse streets.



“Yes,” she said, breathlessly. “I love the idea of being on the mountains, you and your team pushing your body to see what it can do. Seeing things hardly anyone has seen.”



“Quite,” said Horace, eyeing her with fascination. She realised that he might be real.



“Who’s your new friend?” said the tall man with a thick, dark beard, introducing himself as Huw.



“This is Jade,” said Horace, and Huw shook her hand. A blonde woman with fox fur draped over her shoulders joined them. Not real fox fur, of course; the place wouldn’t allow that.



“Bonjour Jade, I’m Lisbeth. Now, let’s do something fun.”



It had taken some convincing to get Jade to the salon. At first, she’d excused herself, explaining that maman would never allow such a thing, but Horace had reminded her that she didn’t need to know. When Jade had hesitated, he’d promised they’d only be an hour, and would have her back before anyone noticed she was gone. She’d opened her mouth to protest more but, seeing the derisive look in Lisbeth’s eyes, had surprised herself by agreeing.



“Literally just an hour, though.”



“But of course.”


He held out his arm. And she accepted, the four of them strolling along, happily chatting.


“Here we are,” said Huw.“Rue de Fleur.”


He knocked on the door, and a slender maid with red hair answered. She ushered them in, taking their hats and coats, offering them tea, or coffee.


“Tea would be marvellous, I’m gasping,” said Horace, and again Jade wondered if he was real. No one was this stereotypically English, surely?



“Un café et un paquet de Bredele, s’il vous plait.”



“Lissy,” Huw chortled, “you’ll explode if you pack it away like that.”



“Nonsense,” she said indignantly, “I have a figure to maintain.”



“That you do,” said Horace, eyeing her ample hips. Jade bristled, not knowing whether to be jealous, or offended for her.


The drawing room, or salon, was filled with paintings of all kinds—impressionism, expressionism, cubism, sculptures—soft furniture, and tasteful decor. Several well-dressed people milled about, chatting and sipping from tumblers.


“Oh, right,” said Huw quietly, “I forgot she had the paypigs in.”



“The what?”



“Oh, sorry, I forget myself sometimes. The buyers. Geraldine likes to help her friends out, you see, so she sells their art. The paypigs are what we refer to as the chumps.”



“He means the rich folk who like to spend their money,” said Huw, “I’m afraid we’re going to have to be on our best behaviour.”



“Rats,” Horace boomed, and all eyes turned to them. Jade felt herself blush.



“Do we have to stay if it’s going to be boring?” Lisbeth whispered, far too loudly.



“Absolutely not. Who’s coming to the Suis Belle?”



Jade had seen the club and its posters many times about town, and admired the colourful sketches of dancing girls. As soon as she found a temporary husband, and escaped from her mother, it would be the first place they would go. To go when single would get far too many tongues wagging. Then she’d never be free.



“I couldn’t,” Jade said.



“Such a shame,” said Horace, and Jade felt like she’d failed a test. She supposed she could just go home, not knowing if she’d ever see her new friends again.



“Gentlemen,” said a loud, American voice. Jade turned to see an older, svelte woman, with perfectly coifed hair, and red lipstick. The woman slinked towards them.



“Lovely to see you, Geraldine,” said Horace, “but I’m afraid we’re off.”



“Uh, they’re off,” said Huw, “we’re staying. For a bit, anyway.”


Jade exhaled with relief.


“Fantastic,” said Geraldine, ushering them into the crowd, “what’s your name, my dear, and can I get you something stronger?”



At first, she stuck to Huw’s side, however the more champagne she drank the more interesting and fun she became. Far too soon, however, the time crept towards ten o’clock, and she knew that if she stayed any later maman would disown her.



She began a search for Huw, but couldn’t find him. He must have left. Panic set in. Did he get annoyed, and leave without saying goodbye?


She got outside, and found him talking to a very beautiful woman, rather intimately. Jade decided to hail a cab and go home, keeping her head down, or tilting her hat over her face.


“I don’t believe we’ve met.”


She turned to look at the Englishman, taking in his thin moustache, and expensive looking suit.


“We haven’t. I’m—”



Jade stopped suddenly. If she gave her real name she’d really be in trouble.



“I’m Countess Ratherford. Call me Mary.”



“Wonderful to meet you,” he said, silkily, “Mary.”


Jade felt her knees wobble. His brown eyes were too nice, his lips too soft looking. She imagined bouncing a tiny ball on them.


“And what should I call you?”



“Roger Saling, of Saling and partners.”



She gave a half laugh, “What, like the stationary company?”



“The very one.”



She didn’t think characters were supposed to reference real life companies. It had been in the paperwork. They’d once tried to tell the maid their aunt Anne Summers was arriving between giggles, and she’d just ignored them.



“I’m not one of the owners, not quite that well off, I’m afraid. Just a nephew, and a shareholder.”



Jade raised her eyebrows, “You’re real?”



He smiled, “I won’t take offence. The accent is a bit of a put on, but I’m definitely not space goo.”



Jade was hit by terrible guilt, “I’ve got to tell you, I’m really sorry, I didn’t know—”



“You’re not Countess Ratherford.”



She laughed, “No. Just Jade, from…”



She tried to remember her old village. She saw the cul-de-sac; a white cat that hissed at the kids; fields stretching beyond. Yet, she couldn’t access the name.
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