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chapter one


The map of the town spread on the dining room table was brightly lit under a cone lamp hung low; it was large scale, building by building. The man leaned in from the darkness on one long side of the table; his pale right hand, then his arm, then the sandy hair on the top of his head suddenly as bright as the map, now split in half by the shadow of his arm. He tapped one of the buildings with his index finger. The woman across from him reached both hands towards his finger, touched her forefingers together under it, and joined the tips of her thumbs to make a circle around his finger and the building.


“Yes,” she said, “the apothecary is excellent. It’ll have to be really dark, really late.”


“There’s a new moon, tomorrow,” he said. “We want discovery in the morning, not a big chase in the dark. Three, four AM to be sure all the taverns are shut, staff long gone. Your keys will get us inside, so we’re quiet, smash the window as we leave, from outside obviously, to cover up we used the key, then scram, quick run for ten or twenty yards, then walk back here on a slow loop, making sure nobody’s following. No weapons. Don’t want any kind of scene this early.”


She lifted her hands, pulled her elbows straight behind, arms tight beside her body, pressing her chest forward. “It’s okay, keep drilling me on basics, I don’t mind. So what exactly will we do at our little century eighteen drugstore? We’re still stage one, so we want nuisance, not big damage, right? This one’s not really for the public.”


He pulled his hand away from the middle of the table and took a long swallow from the bottle of Oatmeal Stout. “Any actual drugs in there?”


“No, of course not, pretend, like the whole crappy show.” She leaned forward, reaching across to touch his hand. “But, you know, there are some jars supposed to be opium, laudanum, probably hemp seeds, naughty, naughty, you know, maybe some make-believe loco weed. That could be the story, crazed druggies on the prowl? No connection to anything else, freestanding. I like that. Knock stuff around, spill everything, break stuff, yank out the drawers, take away some herbs, based on what the labels say.”


“Super quiet,” he said. “We don’t want attention. Just make enough mess so it’ll take a while to clean up, maybe delay opening, and get out of Dodge. Then we’ll watch and see if it makes the news or any police reports.”


“Oh, they won’t call the cops. They’ll handle it internally. No news stories.” She ran her fingers through her hair. “Not even phase two, I’ll bet you fifty bucks. They’ll have to consider about phase three. Even the thought of bad publicity, they get hives.” She stood, reached back to the light-switch, dimmed the hanging lamp and pushed up the switch that turned on the four sconces. He took the weights off the map, it curled itself into a loose roll; he wrapped it tighter around his finger and slid it into a cardboard tube.


She called to him from the kitchen. “What smelled so good, when I came in? It still does.”


He followed her, crossed to the stove, pulled the oven door ajar. “Yeah, it’s ready, I made us a little chicken-rice casserole.” He grabbed the ceramic dish with a silicone pad and lifted it to the stove top. “Grab the salad from the fridge, and that bottle of white rioja.”

















Geoffrey stretched long, hands up against the headboard, feet pushing down. He was alone in the bed, except for Callisto, who had not bothered to move, just because he did. She lifted her head a little to accept his fingernails along the crest of her scull, then turned her head to drag a scratchy tongue across the back of his hand. “Why is it your turn?” Geoff asked the calico. “Where’s Selassie?” Now she stretched, rolled onto her back, offering the soft fur of her belly to his hand. After a little rubbing, Geoff lifted his own feet straight into the air, looked at them a second, then at the cat, then swung his legs across, down to the floor, and stood. He walked through the living room.


Ellen watched him from the other side of the kitchen table. She had a mug of black coffee in one hand and a bagel with a thin slice of lochs on a thin smear of cream cheese. She said, “Good morning, rumpled scruffy naked man. Come to see me off?”


“You’re really going, after everything I offered last night?” Geoff asked.


“As you without doubt recall, I took everything you offered.” Ellen smiled as she chewed a big bite of bagel.


“One of us was ravished, one of us was ravishing, I don’t remember anything else.” He walked to the stovetop. “May I take a cuppa, or is that all for your drive?”


“All yours, husband, second pot, I already filled the thermos.”


He poured his mug and sat across from her. “Leaving right now?” he looked at the clock over the sink, “before six, before the rooster crows?”


“I wish you could come, I’m not that fond of driving and eating and sleeping alone, you know.” She slid her fingers into his hair and lifted his gaze to hers. “It might be two weeks, by the way, I enlarged my scope last night, just before I fell asleep.”


“Two weeks in Historic Disneyburg?” Geoff pulled back from her hand and took a gulp of coffee. “In what possible sense would longer be better? That’s either demented, or a distinctly non-sexy sort of masochism. Why?”


“For one, I keep hearing good things from people I respect, despite sharing most of your reservations. For two, it’s an enrichment of the assignment. When Anne proposed a behind-the-scenes-at-Williamsburg piece, I thought in terms of the people you see, the guides, the actors. How they’re trained, what exactly they do, what motivates them, if anything does, besides the paycheck.”


“Yeah, you said.” Geoff tipped back in his chair. “Not exciting, to me, but I get the premise and there’s a paycheck in it for you. So what was your epiphany, last night, and was it my fault?”


“Solely my own brilliance,” Ellen said. “I realized there was a behind the behind: the managers and the board, the executive branch. What makes them tick, is it a scam to milk the historically gullible, like those square inches of the moon we could buy off cereal boxes when we were kids? We control something that we can make you want to pay for, kind of thing. Or do they Sincerely Believe in the Importance of What they’re Doing, all capital letters? Or what? The first impetus, Rockefeller and that guy Goodwin, that was kind of a pure impulse to preserve something important, I think, but what’s happened since, to the people running it?”


“Okay. I agree, actually, to my surprise.” Geoff set down his cup and leaned forward. “That’s the more interesting end of things, a better story. But Anne’s not going to want it, is she? She wants a feel-good, get-in-your-car-and-drive-there piece. Travel America doesn’t give a toot about the mind behind the park. And why would they pay for another week of expenses for a slant they couldn’t use.”


“You oscillate, in your understanding of my work, between clueless and comprehending. It never ceases to amaze. But you’re only half right here. Anne might be more receptive than you think, everybody loves an expose, if that’s what it turns into. Or, if she isn’t, she’s not the only market. Once they’ve run the story, rights revert to me and I can resubmit the same piece, a slightly altered version, or a total makeover, to somebody else. I do need to keep two expense tabs running, but that’s just a variant on what I always do when you tag along, it’s not advanced math, like the kind you do.”


“Not since my childhood. Term will be up, in a week, all my classes, both schools,” Geoff said. “If you’re really staying for two weeks, I could ride down and join you for phase two, maybe.”


Ellen stood and washed her cup and set it in the drainer. “Ride, meaning bicycle?”


“Yeah,” Geoff said, “two or three days, it’s just two-hundred-fifty miles, strenuous, but certainly doable. It’s Virginia’s lesser diagonal, last half’s kind of a trail-in-the-making.”


“Not an especially bike-friendly route for the first half, though.” Ellen dried her hands. “But wouldn’t you end up in Colonial Disneyburg, if you did that?”


“Any story with you in it, any burg you board in, is fascination enough for me.” He looked up at her, nimbus of light brown hair backlit from the window over the sink, tailored tan cotton shirt tucked into a gray a-line suede skirt, black leather belt with a bright brass buckle, tan calf-high boots. “Why so dressy for the drive?”


“Wearing nothing but jeans and sweats for two months gets a girl fashion-antsy.” She walked around the table, drew Geoff to his feet, wrapped her arms around him, leaned her head back as he leaned forward and down for a long slow kiss. “Okay, that’s enough. You get more, you’ll want more. I’ll call when I’m there, sooner if I take a notion. Cats have been fed, whatever they say. Love you. You might want to put some clothes on before Mimi comes up to see if you’re alright.” 


Geoff watched her grab her suitcase, her purse, travel cup and thermos; pass through the kitchen door, down off the porch, dropping her case in the trunk of the Honda while it was still opening, push down the trunk lid and continue around the car to open the driver-side door. It was a single and seamless swoop. She turned back to him, as he stood at the top of the porch steps and waved. It seemed to Geoff that the engine started before she sat down and pulled the door closed. There was a flash of brake lights as she turned out of sight down the gravel drive. He listened to the engine and the tires until the fading rumble was lost in the rush of the creek. It was almost Halloween, quite chilly for a naked person, six in the morning, sun not yet over the ridge. He turned and pulled the kitchen door closed behind him. The cats sat expectantly, ears cocked, beside their empty dish.














Ellen parked about ten rows and fifty spaces from the entrance to the visitor center. It was not a charming parking lot, too many acres paved, too little green relief; wasn’t this place supposed to be about charm? Well, a hundred yard walk was a welcome thing, although asphalt wouldn’t have been a first choice. From the bright October afternoon sun, seventy-six degrees, according to the dashboard thermometer, it was a shock stepping inside the visitor center, sixty-six degrees, at most. And this, once again, was not where the charm began. She followed the overhead signs across the huge hall, it’s like an airport, she thought, picking the shortest line to a window that enclosed a pretty young woman, tense and harassed as if she’d missed her last two breaks and had been on since seven. A frizzy strand of hair brushed from her forehead to her chin; that, too, was annoying. She forced a smile at the man in front of her as she handed him a folder, pushed the sprig behind her ear, and wished his back a nice day.


Ellen walked to the counter and said, “Ten dollars on Froggy Sunday, to win in the third.” The girl stared blankly. Ellen tried again, “God gives her veils, one by one, to the man she loves.”


“Excuse me, ma’am?” The girl’s mouth hung open.


“Oh, sweetie, I did, the second I saw you. Have you got a packet for Ellen Fletcher in there?” 


“Uh, okay. Let me look,” She tapped at her keyboard, “oh, yes, but there are four different ones.” 


She looks more confused than before, but a lot more present, Ellen thought. “Yeah, if that’s how they did it, that’s fine, it’s one after the other, if you look at the dates, I’ll be moving around some.”


“Wait just a minute, then, while they all print out.” The girl, Carla, according to her badge, asked, “What did you mean before?”


“I don’t know. Maybe I was placing a bet on you. Or maybe I’m a little crazed after driving all day.” Ellen held out her hand for the folder of tickets and vouchers. “Don’t take any wooden nipples.” Carla giggled as Ellen turned away and smiled at the woman with two squirmy young boys, next in line.


Ellen stood in the main hall and stared for several minutes at a large map, locating the visitor center and her first night’s hotel and getting the general lay of the little city. If time past is present in time future, she thought. Geoff would be so proud of her. Let’s go find the hotel, unpack, call Geoff, then walk up into the burg. The Woodland Hotel and Suites was practically in the same parking lot as the visitor hall, just half-a-mile of asphalt away.








Geoff opened his phone, pressed the speaker button, and set it on the desk, next to the mouse. “I’m here,” he said. “You’re there?”


“Just landed, just emerged from the tourist packaging facility.” Ellen leaned back into the chair by the window, not much color outside, mostly a shadowy gray-green of pines.


“I’m sorry,” Geoff said; reaching down to lift Callisto, he plopped her onto his lap. “The drive was pretty, at least?”


“Well, yeah, it was, in a backwards way.” She pulled down her boots then them pushed off, right with the left foot, left with the right, and folded her legs under. “There was less and less color the farther I got. I like our Virginia best in the high parts, not so much the flat middle. I do like the coast, which I am now at, the sandy swampy verge, but I haven’t seen it yet. I’ll be better when I’ve seen some ocean.”


“I’m sure the attraction is better than the gateway. But you’re a professional, suspending judgment should be automatic.” Geoff lifted his feet up onto the desk, Callisto meowed, a brief liquid sound.


“Hello, sweetie cat, you’ll get your dinner eventually,” Ellen said to her. “You’re right, I’m suspending, at least until I get a look at the village. I’m booked at the newest hotel here, a ‘family’ place, just the one night, Julie wanted a quickie lodging sidebar, and a dining one, so I get a new bed and three new forks every day. Second week, if I decide to stay, I’ll pick the best ones. So, did you get anything done in my absence, or have you spent the whole morning sharing saucers of warm beer with my kitties?”


“Actually, good progress on two lives, got the final stages of Simi, we’re in comfortable crone time, she’ll live through, I think, and finally light back home in Pakistan.” Geoff pulled Callisto a little higher on his legs, she’d begun to cut off his circulation, doubling in weight, as cats do, every fifteen minutes. “And the railroad engineer, the Maori, I’ve got some key moments marked, some intersections, two with Simi. Sometimes my alligator just rolls on his back for a little scratch.”


“Give him my regards, of course, but don’t you have schoolwork to do?” Ellen stood, unzipped her case, and pulled out her running shoes.


“It’s coming towards me, several batches of papers early this week, then exams to set and mark, end of the week. But, right this minute, no, just me and Alleygate to keep company, wife away and all that.” Geoff set his feet on the floor and leaned forward to lift the cat up onto the desk. She stood, looked at him around her shoulder, arched her back, then curled down onto the polished wood, facing away. “I’m thinking of a ride, open my pores a little.”


“I’m just lacing my sneakers for a walk up into town. I’m meeting Elspeth for dinner, after she gets off, figured I’d case the joint a little first. Ellen stood, stretched her arms over her head, left, then right. “I’ll call you, bedtime?”


“Betime? You bet. Careful, I hear the place is crawling with Tory spies. Love ya.” Geoff closed the phone and slid it into his belt pouch. He saved his text, hibernated his computer, and went for his bike.











She wrapped her arms around his neck, pulling up to wrap her legs around his waist. She liked the strength of his small lean body, accepting her weight, seemingly without effort, without adjustment. They shared a long deep kiss. She let herself down, placed her hands on his chest and pushed a half step back, still pressing on his chest.


“That was perfect,” she said, “exactly fucking perfect. You’re right about being so careful, I see that. Got to get in, do it, get out, and not get caught. That’s the trick, every time, if we’re going to get this done.”


He placed his hands on hers. “I know. You’re too close, too hot, that’s all. Revenge, like the pasta salad I made this afternoon, is best served cold. How ‘bout we have a bite, then go to bed? Regular shifts tomorrow for both of us.”
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