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Chapter 1

The mayor of Adamston Village is an older man with thin, grey hair and glasses. He comes around the desk to greet me, and I look him up and down, impressed with the clothes he’s wearing—a white cotton shirt under a cream-colored waistcoat, brown pants that end just below his knees, wool socks, and buckle shoes. I can see his brown jacket set carefully over the back of a chair. Everything looks like it came directly from the 1700s.

“Good morrow, how do you fare?” He shakes my hand and gestures me toward a seat.

“Uh, I fare well. Um, how do you fare… good sir?”

He laughs. “My apologies. It’s very much like living two in different realities. Occasionally, I slip up and forget what time I’m in. So anyway, I understand you’re interested in working as a living historian here at Adamston Village? Do you have any experience?”

I watch as he pushes up his tiny wire-framed glasses and dips a quill pen in a pot of ink with his other hand.

“No, not with this directly, but I was a theater kid in school. So I have plenty of experience in all kinds of performances. On stage and behind the scenes.”

He looks at me and doesn’t write anything. “I see. This is quite different from a performance. As a living historian, you have to fully inhabit the character. You can’t simply go off the stage or behind a curtain and be someone else. You literally have to be this character the entire time you’re working. When you talk to someone, when you eat, when you use the bathroom. You are the character. Anytime you’re in colonial dress. It’s a huge commitment, and I’m not sure if being a ‘theater kid,’ as you say, gives you the right experience for this.”

“I don’t mean it like that. I completely understand that this is different. But I have played different roles, so I understand that part of it at least. Even if this isn’t the same, I know I can do it. I just need the chance to show you.”

I have to convince him I’m the right man for the job. As soon as I saw the ad online, I knew. “Authentic Historical Reenactors Needed: Living Historians for immersive part-time or full-time roles. Costumes and accessories provided. NO FARBS.” A simple ad in the middle of a long list of job openings. No colorful logo. No fancy print. But my eye went to it right away. And when I saw it, I didn’t bother looking at anything else. My college roommate performed at a renaissance fair every summer, so I knew a lot about the culture and the way things worked. And it has to be a plus that I know a farb is a person who doesn’t care about historical accuracy. How many people know that?

I called right away and talked to Mr. Goldman, the man sitting across from me. I explained I was only looking for part-time work on the weekends, but I would play any role they needed. Thanks to my roommates, I need this job, and I need it as soon as possible.

They raised my portion of the rent. Now I have to come up with an extra two hundred dollars each month. My data entry job at the car dealership isn’t enough. I need something else. I need this. If I can do this long enough, maybe I can even save and move out. I would love to have my own apartment, away from the assholes I live with now.

“This really is a completely different world from what you’ve been prepared for. It’s a commitment. Not something someone should take lightly. It’s probably best if you get experience somewhere else and maybe—”

“Please, Mr. Goldman. I really need this. And I know I can do it. Anything you ask of me. I’ll throw myself completely into the role. When I’m in costume, it’ll be just like I’m living in the 1700s.”

“And you can handle that.”

“Absolutely. I swear. I’ll never break character. It won’t even be a character. It’ll just be me, straight from the eighteenth century.”

He stares at me for a minute, then leans back and rubs his nose under the bridge of his glasses. “I’m not sure about this, but alright, I’ll take a chance on you. Can you come Monday evening and meet with Margaret Spencer? She’s our village mantua-maker, and she’ll fit you for your clothes.”

“Yes. Thank you so much. You won’t be disappointed in me.” I try to hide my fist pump, but he sees it and smiles. Even through that, I can see the worry on his face. But I’ll prove myself to him. He’ll see that I’m perfect for this.


Chapter 2

Right after work on Monday, I make the fifteen minute drive to Adamston Village. I stop at the gate before the parking lot, and show the worker the pass the mayor gave to me on Saturday. It’s a handwritten note on a piece of parchment giving me “free access to the Village and all shoppes and public quarters therein.”

The man looks at it and smiles at me. “Welcome, you must be the new apprentice Mayor Goldman told us about. The villagers are most excited to meet you, my dear. Go right in.” With a flourish, he waves me on. I chuckle and pull away. Even the parking lot attendants are into their roles here. I think this will end up being a fun experience.

Unlike Saturday, there are hardly any cars here tonight. The days are starting to get warmer, but the evenings are still chilly. Perfect for me, but not for tourists apparently. As I walk past the carriage house, the waiting driver rises a little from his seat and tips his cap to me. I wave at him. I suppose I could use him and the horse-drawn cart to take me to the village, but it’s only a five minute walk. After being in a windowless office all day, I want to get some fresh air.

It’s strange how much everything changes the instant I cross the village boundaries. All the noise and bustling from outside just stops. You’d never know the highway is less than a mile away. I walk down the cobblestone Main Street and look at the wood buildings. Most of them are two stories tall. At the outskirts there are houses meant to appear as they would have in the mid-eighteenth century. I can see people inside sitting down to meals by candlelight. Even with no one around, they keep up the act. Mr. Goldman wasn’t exaggerating.

Closer to the center of the village, the buildings are packed more tightly. These are businesses. A blacksmith on the edge of town, a saddler right next door. Then a tavern, an apothecary—which looks more like a candy shop for the tourists to me—a general store, and a silversmith. It’s so odd to see these stores, none of which exist anymore, except the tavern. I suppose taverns will never go out of style.

Across the street I see a candlemaker, a cooper, and a wigmaker. I chuckle when I see that. I can imagine the tourists lining up out the door to buy a wig they’ll take home and stick in the back of a drawer. Next to the wigmaker is a tailor’s shop and then a sign for Mrs. Spencer’s Mantuas. It’s a simple white building with a black door and matching shutters. Through the shop window I see a woman holding pieces of fabric against a lady’s chest. I watch as she marks, folds, cuts, and holds it up again. Then she moves on to the next piece and works her way around the client’s waist and upper body.

She works quickly and moves around the back and to the other side of the woman. I still stare through the window until the dressmaker jumps and puts her hand on her chest. She’s looking right at me now, and I realize I must have moved closer and closer to the window as I watched her work. I put my hand over my mouth and walk into her shop.

“I am so sorry about that. I was just fascinated and didn’t realize that I was staring. I didn’t mean to startle you.”

“Well you certainly did give me a fright, that’s for sure. What can I do for you, sir? Shopping for the mistress back home, are we?”

As we talk, the woman who was being used as a living dress form walks to the back of the shop and disappears through a doorway.

“No, nothing like that. Mayor Goldman told me to see you for a costume fitting? I’m going to be working here part time as a reenactor.”

“Oh, that’s you. Forgive my manners, come right in here with me.”

I walk into the room and look out the window. My face goes red as I imagine what I must have looked like to her.

“I really am sorry about watching you like that. It was just so interesting.”

“I don’t want a worry flitting about in your pretty little head. Maybe we can talk later about apprenticing for me if you’re still interested in it. You’re a little old to be an apprentice, though, but I suppose I could make due.”

We both laugh.

“You’re Richard, right?”

“Rich, but yes. Margaret?”

“That’s me.” She turns toward the back of the building. “Polly? You can come out. This is Richard, a new member of the Village.”

I hear the other woman shuffling about, but she doesn’t join us.

“She’s very shy around strangers, but don’t worry. Once you get to know her, she’s like family. In fact most of us are. We’re a very tightly knit community, and I just know that you’ll love it here.”

“Thank you. I think so too. So what do I need to do for the fitting?”

“Just stand there like you are, and let me get my tape. I won’t need to cut to your body the way I was doing with Polly. At least not for these first basic pieces. Maybe later when you need something more formal, but for now, I’ll just have your measurements, and you can be on your way.”

As she wraps the tape around me, my eyes wonder around the room. There are fabrics everywhere. Cottons and silks, brights and pastels. She doesn’t have many manly colors. No browns or blacks or navy blues that I can see. That surprises me. But I suppose more women order clothes from her than men.

“That’s it. Let me see… Polly’s dress is practically finished. Then one for Abigail and one for Dolly. So just two other dresses before I can work on yours. And I can have the tailor make your stays. He always complains about having too much free time. Idle hands and all. I should have everything for you done by Saturday afternoon. Do you want to come back then?

“Sure. You don’t think you’ll be too busy then with the tourists?”

“Tourists?”

“All the people who come here. Like, from out of town?”

“Oh, the outsiders. I sometimes see them conducting trade with Mr. Peeblum at the apothecary or Mrs. Marcwithe at the store. But most of the time I never even notice them.”

“OK. I guess I’ll be back Saturday afternoon. I’ll see you then.”

She giggles. “Uh, yes. It’s not as if I’ll suddenly become invisible. Fare thee well, my new friend.”

Saturday comes before I know it, and I’m back in the Village. Things are much busier today than they were Monday evening. The town is full of people, mostly families. I smile as I walk through them, darting around from shop to shop, walking up to the houses where they peek through the windows to get a glimpse of everyday colonial life.

Just as Margaret said, the apothecary and general store are the two busiest shops. I stop at both and look in the windows. People are packed inside wall-to-wall. Most are dressed in jeans and T-shirts or sweatshirts, but scattered in with them are women in long full-skirted dresses and even a couple of men wearing breeches and jackets.

This time I don’t see Margaret working in the front room, so I’m not sure if I should just walk in or not. I knock on the door, but when there’s no answer, I push it open.

“Hello? Margaret?”

“Pardon me, good sir. I shall join you forthwith.”

I walk into the fitting room and look around for my suit, but I don’t see it. She must have it in the back. A stack of dresses folded over the back of a cushioned chair catches my eye, so I walk over to them. They’re very good work. The top one is a pale blue cotton with white lace trim around the neckline and two rows of pastel yellow bows running down its front. I just reach out to took at the dress below this one when I hear footsteps behind me.

“Richard. So good to see you. Pray forgive me for that ‘sir’ nonsense I uttered. I didn’t know it was you.”

I just smile at her. I’ve never had someone apologize for using good manners before.

“Do you like those?” She motions to the dresses I was just looking at.

“I do. They’re very comely.” Comely? I’m sure I misspoke, but the smile on her face tells me that she understands my meaning even if I used the wrong word.

“I’m so glad they please you. Would you like to come to the back with me, and I’ll fit you with your underwear there?”

“Oh, uh, you can just show me where to go, and I’ll do it myself.”

She throws her head back in laughter. “Your first time? You’re quite a jester, aren’t you. Come now, and I’ll help you into them.”

She leads me through another door and into a small room with no windows. There is a pile of what looks like frilly skirts and laced vests in one corner of the room.

“Let’s start by getting you out of those. I really don’t know how you can stand to wear such cloths. You must really be looking forward to getting into something more appropriate.”

Before I know what’s happening she’s lifting my shirt over my head. When I raise my hands, so she can slip it off, she must assume that I’m taking over for her because she immediately moves to the waistband of my jeans. She unfastens them and pulls down both my pants and my boxers. I gasp and cover myself.

“Oh don’t be modest. It’s just us. Come now. Be done and slip out of them and those monstrosities you call shoes.”

Something about her tone tells me that there’s no arguing with her, so I strip completely naked. As I do, I reason that she’s the one who makes all the costumes for the Villagers, so that means she’s used to seeing people naked. It’s not a big deal for her, so why should it be for me?

“Arms up.” She slips a silky shirt over my arms and head. It hangs past my knees, and I wonder if it’s some sort of dressing gown. Maybe she is concerned with my modesty after all.

Before I can lower my arms she wraps something around me. It’s stiff, and I wonder if it’s some sort of early American armor.

“What’s this? Plating or something?”

She laughs. “You’re so funny. These are your stays. Take a nice breath now. We’re not going to tie it too tight, though. That’s for women in stations way above ours.”

I watch as she pulls the laces in front of me and tightens the stays on my body. I can barely breathe, so I’m relieved when she stops pulling and ties a bow.

“We’ll worry about the stockings later. Right now I just want to make sure everything fits you properly. So here. Let’s get you into your petticoat. Step up.”

“Wait, a petticoat? No.” I might not know anything else, but I do know what a petticoat is. And I know it’s something that only women wear. “Very funny. So where is the real costume?”

“What real costume? This is exactly what you ordered.”

“It’s definitely not.”

“Forgive me, but I’m at a loss. You said you liked the dresses.”

“Yeah those. That has nothing to do with me though.”

“It does. Those are yours. We have to get you into the proper undergarments before you can wear those though. Without this, those dresses will just hang on you and won’t be very pretty at all. You don’t want that, do you?”

“I don’t want any of this. I’m not wearing a dress. I’m a man. Now, where’s the real outfit that you made for me?”

“Margaret?” A man calls out to her from just outside the door.

“Prey forgive me, sir. Just a moment longer, and I’ll be with you.”

“Margaret, it’s Mayor Goldman. Is Richard in there with you?”

Thank God. He can get all this straightened out. “Yes, I’m right here. Can you come in here and talk to Margaret? She’s got my costume all messed up somehow. I don’t even know how.”

He starts to open the door, but Margaret yanks it shut. “Mayor, you can’t just come in here. She’s completely naked.”

Now I’m getting mad, so I put my hand on the doorknob, over her hand, and twist. I’m easily able to overpower her and open the door.

“Margaret, Richard, my apologies. This is most inappropriate, but it is a unique situation. Could you leave us alone for just a moment Margaret? Perhaps prepare some tea, and we can discuss this civilly?”

As she stomps off, I hear her mutter “So unladylike.”

“It’s good to see you again Richard.”

“You too. Now, can you please get her straightened out and make her give me the real outfits that she made for me? She was trying to get me to wear petticoats and a dress.”

“I’m afraid that is the outfit that she made for you. There are two dresses. To start with that should be plenty. I was afraid there would be some confusion, so I wanted to come and help ease you through things.”

“Confusion? Yeah. Clearly. She’s confused about what I’m going to be wearing. And maybe you are too. You’re not suggesting that I try on one of the dresses, right?”

“I am. Yes. Both dresses in fact. We have to make sure they fit properly if you’re going to work with us.”

“What does that have to do with working for you? These aren’t going to be my costumes.”

“They are. Richard look at yourself in this looking glass. You’re only wearing a chemise and your stays, but do you think you look more like a man or more like a woman right now?”

“Excuse me? But I’ll just take these off right now. Then, there’s no question about it. When she was dressing me, I didn’t know that these were women’s clothes.”

“It doesn’t matter. Look. Then look at me. Do you see how much shorter than me you are? How much smaller? It’s natural for a woman to be smaller than a man, just as you’re smaller than me.”

“No, that’s not natural. People come in all kinds of sizes. There are plenty of men and women who are bigger than me. There are lots of men who are smaller than me too.” It’s an obvious lie, but right now I don’t care. I’m only five-feet-two-inches tall, so there are actually very few men who are smaller than me. There are very few women who are either, but I’m definitely not going to admit that to him right now.

“Richard. We all have our place here. This is yours. You can’t expect a dainty woman to work as a smithy any more than you could expect the brawny smithy to spend the day doing the woman’s work of maintaining the household. We can’t argue against nature Richard. We may wish differently, but our bodies determine the roles that we take on in life. Yours as much as mine as much as Margaret’s. Now, can I call Margaret back in here, so she can finish with the duties that she’s meant for?”

I want to storm out of here. And I should. My real clothes are piled against the wall. I should take this… garbage off, put them back on, and be done with this place and these people. I should do that. But I’m frozen in place. Every time I think about moving, I think about this job. The money that I need. I think about becoming homeless because I’m too proud to let them put a dress on me. As soon as they do, they’ll realize how ridiculous this all is. Maybe I could let them go through with it, so they’ll learn. They won’t have a choice when they see me in the dress.

“OK, fine. Let’s do this.”

He smiles and pats me on the shoulder as he leaves the small room.

In a minute Margaret walks back in. “Are we feeling better now?”

I want to roll my eyes, but I don’t. I’ll just play along. “Yes. Thank you. I’m sorry about that. I can’t wait to see what I look like in the dresses.” And I can’t wait for you to see either.

She holds the petticoat out for me, and I step into it. Once it’s tied around my waist, we walk back out to the main fitting room. The mayor is sitting at the small desk and the corner, but he stands when we come in. I ignore him.

Margaret holds the first dress out in front of me and wraps it around my upper body. “I think this will fit perfectly.” She bunches up the fabric for me. When she’s ready, I lean over, and she drops it over my head. I move my arms back and forth trying to find the sleeves in the yards of material. Finally my hands poke through and then we work together to lower it over me. As we do, she explains that I can wear the dress closed to hide the petticoat underneath or open if I want to show it off. I let it go in one ear and out the other. The only thing I’m interested in showing off is how stupid I look in this dress.

Margaret steps back and looks at me. “Oh my…”

I turn to the mirror behind me. It’s an antique, so the reflection is a little more distorted than I’m used to. But I can still see myself. The dress clings tightly to my upper body before flaring out and dropping to the floor. The outfit makes my hips look two or three times bigger than they are, and it makes my waist look half the size. Somehow the stays push up enough skin on my chest to make it look like I have breasts.

“So beautiful. And, Margaret, a perfect fit as always.”

“Thank you, Mayor. I agree. She’s simply stunning. Now I can’t wait to see you in the other dress. It’s my favorite.”

My jaw drops open. How can this be? How can I not look like an absolute idiot in this dress? I spin and look at them. They’re standing side-by-side with the same grin on both of their faces.

“Well?” I ask even though the answer is obvious.

“Perfect. You’re going to be just perfect.”

I sigh. My plan could not have gone more wrong.

“I can’t wait a second longer. I have to see what you look like in the other dress.”

Margaret walks away for just a second, and the Mayor comes up to me. “So Richard? What do you think now? You’ve seen it with your own eyes.”

I want to deny it, but he’s right. I have seen it. I thought that wearing this dress would finally prove to them that their idea was insane. Instead, it’s made me think that maybe they’re right. Maybe this is a role I can play.


Chapter 3

“The money… The money.”

I keep repeating it to myself as Margaret slips the second dress over my head. This one is a light pink with mint green lace and bows. At first I hated the colors, but as soon as she slipped the dress over my head, I changed my mind. She’s right. Both dresses are pretty, but this one is even more so. I just wish I weren’t the one wearing it.

“Would you mind if I steal her for a bit? We have some things to discuss in my office?” The mayor asks Margaret.

“Of course. But not as she is. I need just a quarter of an hour more to make her presentable.” She takes my arm. “Follow me, Mary. Let’s finish dressing you.”

Mary?

She leads me back to the original dressing room where she has me sit on a stool. She drops to her knees and buries herself in my skirt and petticoat. I can’t help it. I start to laugh at the absurdity of everything.

“Are you quite alright, my dear?”

“Yes… I…” I wipe the tears away from my eyes, but more take their place. I can’t stop laughing.

“Shh, don’t let him hear you. His mother was prone to fits of hysteria, so he’s always predisposed to think the worst anytime a woman is enjoying herself even a bit too much.”

When she refers to me as a woman, it makes me laugh that much harder, but this time I cover my mouth with my hands. If she’s right, I don’t need to make the mayor think any less of me. I stop laughing when I feel Margaret start to slide something up my foot. I try to look, but she’s completely hidden to me.

“What is this?”

“Your stockings, of course. If the mayor wants to see you in his office, you can’t very well go half-dressed. We should have put these on you earlier, but I didn’t expect company or for you to be called away. Now lift your leg a little higher for me.”

When the stockings are pulled up, she ties garters around my lower thighs to hold them in place. Then she slips boots on my feet. When she’s done, I stand and wobble because of my new center of gravity. Apparently the boots have a heel. I kick my leg out far enough to see, and there is. Not as much of a heel as modern high heel shoes—and this one is closer to the center of the shoe instead of the actual heel—but it’s enough to make standing and then walking difficult. Still I manage to make it back to the main room and the man waiting for me.

We say our goodbyes to Margaret and he leads me outside, holding the front door open for me and waiting until we’re outside before pulling on his tricorne hat. When I see everyone in the street, my face blazes, and I stop. He simply smiles at me, puts his arm in mine and leads me away as if this is the most normal thing in the world. And to everyone around us, it must be. No one says a word. No one even gives me more than just a casual glance. It still seems like it takes an hour to walk two buildings down to the city hall and Mayor Goldman’s office, though. I exhale my relief when we’re safely inside.

“Please have a seat.”

I walk around the chair, something that’s much more difficult with the petticoat pushing my dress out so far. When I get in front of the chair I smooth my skirts under me and sit. My stays hold my upper body uncomfortably upright and force me to take shallow breaths.

The mayor sits across from me and takes me in. “You look even better than I imagined, Mary.”

I open my mouth and start to object, but I stop. What can I say? I’m sitting here dressed fully as any woman in the 1700s would be. I don’t have any reason to object if he tells me I look good or calls me by a woman’s name.

“What are your thoughts? Is this still something you want to do?”

I think about the shock when Margaret first told me to step into the petticoat. The anger I felt. My sureness that once they saw me in a dress, they would realize this is all a mistake. The embarrassment when I walked into the street in front of hundreds of tourists. Each moment was a flash so bright I couldn’t see anything else. But then they each faded. The dark scar of each still lined my vision, but it too is fading. Now I can’t think of anything other than the money I need for my rent.

“If you’ll have me, yes. Do you really think I can do this, though?”

“What happened to the man who sat there and confidently told me he would do anything we needed him to do?” He laughs. “This is what we need. And I think you’re perfect for it. Through the King’s grace, this Village and these people are my responsibility. I would never do anything I thought would harm them. I’m sure you can do it. In fact, I think having you here will be a benefit. There’s someone I’d like you to meet if you have the time.”

We walk outside and the mayor hails a carriage. It’s just a short ride, but even though I object, he insists no lady in his presence will be forced to walk more than a single block. I cringe every time he refers to me as a lady.

In just a couple of minutes we pull onto a long dirt covered path. There are trees lining each side, and I imagine we’re heading up to some large home with a grand, columned portico. Instead, we pass a stand of trees and pull up to a small wooden building that looks like it has the space for only three or four rooms. Some of the boards on the outside of the building are rotted at the bottoms, and all of them need painted. The door, though, looks new. It’s painted red and gleams in the sun. If it’s possible to keep the door standing but demolish the rest of the building around it, I would recommend that.

“Wait right here.” Mayor Goldman steps from the carriage, and I’m not sure if he’s talking to me or the driver. Neither of us moves.

He disappears around the corner of the building and I then I can hear his voice and that of someone else. They’re too far away for me to pick up more than a few words, syllables really, that I’m not able to fit together into any kind of sense.

“Mary? Could you step out please?”

I take a deep breath and move to the side of the carriage. Before I get to the step the driver is at my side, offering me his hand. I take it. I suppose there are certain parts of this I could get used to. I step onto the ground just as the mayor rounds the corner heading back toward me. I start to walk toward him, but then I see the man behind him and stop.

My feet are suddenly digging into the ground, taking hold here. The rest of my body is motionless. I have to look down to make sure I haven’t transformed into one of the trees scattered around this property. When I move my gaze away from him, a wave of lightheadedness comes over me, and I realize I haven’t been breathing.

He’s so much larger than the mayor, both in body and in presence. His skin is the color of the earth, and his hair as dark as the black spokes on the wheels of the carriage. He’s wearing black breeches over black stockings and black shoes. Unlike the mayor, he isn’t wearing a jacket or a waistcoat. Just a white shirt that’s unbuttoned halfway down his chest. The two walk closer to me, and I’m still unable to free myself. When he’s just a few feet away, I can see his eyes. Each is a night sky holding everything.

“Augustine, this is Mary. The woman I was telling you about.”

The man, Augustine, stares at me. His chest rising and falling more rapidly than mine. I count the breaths that pass his lips before he says anything. Thirteen. Then he jerks his entire upper body away from me, and the world is flat. Like the tide if the moon vanished.

“Mary, it is truly a pleasure to make your acquaintance.” He doesn’t look at me but when I hear his voice, I bite my lower lip so hard I think it may bleed. “But Andrew, we have spoken about this, and the answer is no. Now just as it ever was.” He storms away, back around the side of the building.

As soon as he’s out of sight, my body goes limp. I hadn’t realized how tense I was. What was that? I was standing in front of a strange man while wearing a dress with stockings and heeled shoes, and when he looked at me, my body burned but not with embarrassment. I’m not gay. I’ve never been attracted to another man before. I’m still not. That wasn’t attraction. That was something more. It was fishing at a new depth and pulling up something never before seen. Does it sting? Is it poisonous? Is it edible?

The mayor holds up a hand as he hurries after Augustine, and for the first time I see how old and small he is. Around the other villagers, he seems so commanding, but here he’s nothing. He’s as insignificant as me or the driver or the dirt on the path we took.

As I stand there, I test my legs, sliding first my left and then my right foot. Just a little. Just to make sure they can move. But I don’t want to go anywhere. When he comes back I want him to see me in the same exact spot. But after several minutes, the mayor comes back alone.

He walks up to me, and puts his hand on my upper arm. “Don’t worry about him. He’ll come around. He knows what he has to do. Let’s go back to Margaret’s for now. You can change and make your way home. But on the morrow, I want you to come here. Eight o’clock. Henry will be the horseman. I’ll instruct him that he’s to drop you off at this door. Your garments will all be here. And I warrant you Augustine will change his mind once he better knows you.”


Chapter 4

It’s still a few minutes before eight when Henry pulls me up outside the building where I’m supposed to meet Augustine. He helps me down from the carriage, and I wave goodbye as he drives off. I look around unsure if I should knock, walk inside, or walk around to the side of the building where Mayor Goldman met him yesterday. I’m not looking forward to seeing him again. I tarry for a few moments and then decide to knock on the door.

As soon as I release the clapper against the plate, I hear him grumbling inside. I take a step back from the door and wait. His footsteps stop on the other side, but he doesn’t open the door. Not right away. He waits so long I wonder if maybe he snuck away, but at last I hear the release of the latch and the door swings open. He looks at me for just a second and then turns away.

“What cheer, my lady. Your dresses are taking up space in my wardrobe. I’ll be outside in my shed.”

What cheer indeed. There’s none to be found in him this morning. I sigh as I watch him walk away. Then I look around inside the building, shocked to learn this is a house. I’m in what I suppose is a combination living and dining room. To my left is a bench that resembles a modern sofa without any the cushioning. On the wall opposite there’s a fireplace with two wood rockers on either side of it. I can see through the fireplace into the room beyond, but I can’t tell what it is. To my right is a dining room table with just one chair. Straight ahead of me is a doorway. I walk through it and see the kitchen, as much as it could be called a kitchen. There’s prep space for food, cabinets for storage, and the other side of the fireplace. In the fireplace there are are several cast iron pots hanging from iron brackets that can be rotated closer and further from the heat.

After peeking into the cupboards, I walk back to the main room and then toward the last door. I assume this must be the bedroom. When I walk in, I see a tiny bed. So much smaller than the queen-size bed I have at home. I suppose two people could fit on it, but you’d have to hope that neither one of them rolled over in their sleep. I walk to the wardrobe, and pull on the knob. The door is heavy and solid and moves on it’s hinges without a sound. Inside I see the two dresses that Margaret showed me yesterday. Along with the petticoats, my chemise, and a pair of shoes. I don’t see my stays or stockings. I assume they must be in one of the drawers on the other side of the bed.

I sigh when I see the dresses. I can’t believe I’m doing this. As soon as I left last night, I resolved that I wouldn’t come back today. I was done. I would call the office and tell them that there was no way in hell I was going to play the role of a woman. I went to bed with everything planned out. But when I woke up this morning, I wasn’t sure anymore. Maybe I should at least try it to see what it’s like. I always loved acting, and this is the ultimate acting job. Plus, in this era women’s parts were usually played by men. There’s a strong historical precedent for what I’m doing. That doesn’t take away the turbulent feeling in the bottom of my gut when I slip the chemise over my head though.

With the shift on, I walk around the bed and pull open the first drawer. I’m still new to this, so I can’t tell the different items of clothes apart yet. But I can tell these are Augustine’s. I could fit into them twice. I go through drawer by drawer until I find mine. In the bottom. Pulling the drawers out, though, had given me the chance to really examine them. Each drawer is perfectly level and slides easily in and out of the case. The corners are all held together with dovetail joints that have been fitted perfectly. There’s no gap in any of them. Whoever made this dresser was a master furniture maker. I wonder at having such fine furniture in the bedroom of a house that seems like it should be condemned, historical reproduction or no.

When I’m fully dressed, I feel twenty pounds heavier. And I probably am. I’m not sure where to stash my contemporary clothes. I don’t see Augustine’s anywhere, so I just stuff mine in the bottom drawer of the dresser and make my way to the kitchen. I’m determined to make a good impression, so I’ve decided to make coffee this morning.

I look everywhere, but I can’t find any coffee. There is plenty of tea, though, so I brew enough for several cups and then walk the tea pot and two cups outside to Augustine’s shed

“Excuse me?”

He’s sawing a small piece of wood, but stops and looks up. I feel like I’ve stepped in front of the blacksmith’s bellows. I’m sure my forehead must be covered in sweat.

“I, uh, I made some tea for us. I hope that’s OK?”

“Pardon me.”

I hold the serving tray even further out in front of me so he’s sure to see it. When he still doesn’t respond, I speak, louder than before. “Tea. I brewed a pot of tea. The kettle was dry, so I assumed that—”

“No. Pardon me. That’s what you say. Not ‘excuse me.’ You say ‘pardon me.’ I heard you about the tea the first time. What were you thinking?”

“Um, that you might want some tea?”

“It’s bad enough they send me anyone, but they send me the most foolish woman in the colonies? This is my workshop. You don’t bring my tea service into my workshop. That’s for the great room.”

“Oh, I’m sorry. I can take it back in for you if you want. It’s still warm.”

“I don’t want. I want you to leave me alone, so I can get my work done.”

“OK. I’m sorry. What kind of work do you do?”

A loud exhale is the only sound that he gives me. After just a couple of seconds, his stare physically hurts me, like long rods driving through my chest. I have to turn away and walk back to the house.

The rest of the day passes in the same way. I spend the late morning making a stew over the fire. In his pantry, he has potatoes and carrots and pieces of dried meat. I put them all in the pot with water, salt, and a pinch of the few spices that are in the cabinets. I’m skeptical until I try it. It’s actually fairly good. While I’m making it, I see tourists occasionally look into the windows and watch me. Luckily this house is out of the way, so I can’t imagine many people coming here. The few that do already make me think of myself as an animal in a zoo.

A little after noon, I still haven’t seen him in the house since this morning, so I walk to his workshop again and tell him that I’ve made lunch for him.

“Dinner.”

“You want me to make dinner too?”

“You made dinner. The midday meal is dinner. Do you really know nothing?”

“This is dinner? Then what’s later… for dinner?”

“That’s supper. And you don’t make it. You just have leftovers and whatever old scraps there are.”

“Oh. OK. Then I made dinner. Come and eat.”

“I’m not hungry.” He’s been staring at me the whole time, but I’m staring back. I’m not going to be intimidated the way I was earlier.

“Have you even eaten anything today?”

“I’m not hungry.”

“Suit yourself. More for me. It’s good.” I turn and half dance my way out of the barn and back toward the house. I just want to let him know he’s not getting to me, but to my right I hear laughter. I look, and see an older couple filming me on their phone. I smile and look away.

A little before dark, I hear the steps of a horse out front, so I set my book down and open the door. It’s Henry again.

“Good even, madam.” He tips his cap to me and then steps from his perch. 

“Good even, Henry. Is it time for me to leave already?” I look at the clock behind me. Seven. I didn’t realize it was so late.

“Yes, ma’am, but first you have a visitor.” He opens the door of the carriage, and Mayor Goldman hops down the steps.

“My dear, how was your first day?”

“Overall it was good. I didn’t know what to think this morning, but I liked it. It’s quiet out here. Not many people came to watch us.”

“No, I don’t suppose they do all the way out here. How was our grump?” The word seems so out of character from him that it makes me grin.

“He was grumpy. But I’m not letting him get to me.”

“Good woman, I’m glad to hear it. Be patient with him. He’s had his heart broken, so this was a retreat for him. He’s not used to having someone else around, but he needs it. He needs someone to bring him back to civilization.”

“What happened?”

“It’s really not my place to say, so I won’t tittle-tattle. But he lost a long-time lady friend, and he’s taken it quite hard.”

I put my hand to my chest when he tells me this. Suddenly Augustine isn’t a man who’s rude every time I’m around him. He’s a man who had his space invaded when all he wanted was to be alone. I want to go to the barn, wrap my arms around him, and tell him that I understand. But then I shake off that impulse. What am I thinking? I’m not going to go hug him. I’m not even going to go out and say goodbye to him. I’m going to the bedroom, so I can change my clothes. He can do whatever he wants.

Augustine is leaning against the doorframe between the great room and the kitchen when I come back out. “So I suppose this is goodbye then. You certainly tried, no one can fault you. I’m sure the mayor can find some other place for you here in the Village.” 

“Oh no, I’ll be back right here Saturday morning. Is eight o’clock good again?” I smile when I see his jaw clench. “Fare thee well.”

I don’t look at him as I walk outside toward Henry and the mayor who are standing outside the carriage. When I get close, Henry opens the door, and the mayor takes my hand while I climb the two steps into the coach.


Chapter 5

Friday night, I can barely sleep. I’m so excited for the next day. I know I said I’d be there at eight, but I step down from the carriage a little past seven. The front door is unlocked, so I walk inside. I hope that I beat Augustine here today. I want to have everything ready before he walks in. First things first, I need to light the fire. I’ve never done this before, but I spent the week researching on the internet. This was the top of the list, since everything in colonial era houses revolved around the hearth.

After I do that, I walk outside to the well and draw up a couple pailfuls of water. I nearly drop them when I get back in the house though. He’s there in the kitchen. His normally neat and braided long hair is flying all around his face. When he turns to face me, the light from the fire behind him makes his hair look like a black halo surrounding his head. His long white shirt is an angel’s robe. That dark patch of chest pushing through the unbuttoned top of his shirt, though, is purely of this world. I’m glad I carry buckets in both hands. Nothing else could have stopped me from walking up to him and rubbing my hands across his chest. I have to literally shake my head to stop myself from imagining it.

“Good morrow, husband, how fares thee?”

“You’re not dressed.” His eyes look up and down my body. I’m still wearing shorts and a T-shirt with sneakers.

“No. I didn’t want to get my costume dirty. You’re not dressed yet either.”

“The smell of smoke woke me. I thought there was a fire.”

“You slept here last night?” I set the pails down.

His eyebrows scrunch, and he stares at me. “I sleep here every night. This is my home. Did you not—”

“No. So you… live here? I thought this was just another one of the replica houses. Does anyone else know? I promise I won’t tell anyone.”

Being alone in this small room with him is like being on the deck of a ship, and I don’t have my sea legs yet. Every breath he takes, every time he blinks, I’m tossed to one side of the other. But each time I end up just a little closer to him. Somehow without moving, I’m so close now that I have to look up to see into his eyes.

He chuckles, and I think it’s the first time I’ve seen him smile. “Everyone knows. I needed approval from the Village before I could move in.”

“Oh. So you sleep on that bed?” I point to my right, but he doesn’t see it. His eyes don’t leave mine.

“On that bed.” His voice reverberates through my entire body

I can’t stop staring at his lips now. At the outer edges, they’re as dark as his skin, but as they move toward his mouth, they get more and more pink. When his tongue darts out to wet them, my mouth opens, and I notice that I’m just inches away from him now.

He reaches out and puts his hand on the side of my face and it feels like I’m being branded. Instead of recoiling, though, I lean into it. I want to be forever marked as his. I reach up and put my hand over his. Next to his skin, my hand is an ice cube tossed into a stove. He gasps as it touches him. When I see his lips part, I move mine closer. I’m on my toes to reach his mouth. Just as I feel the tickle of his exhale on my lips, he turns his head away and steps back, dropping his hand from my face.

“I’ll leave you to finish your duties here while I ready myself for the day.  You may use the bedroom once I’m finished and vacated.”

I watch him walk away, but I don’t move. I don’t think I can. I hear him banging around in the bedroom. He’s slamming drawers, but I’m still here. When he’s fully dressed and walks through the kitchen door, I’m still here. It’s the sound of the backdoor shutting against the frame that finally snaps me from my stupor.

Augustine refuses to come to the house for tea that morning, but later I do convince him to join me for dinner. When he does though, he sits at the far end of the table, facing the wall rather than me. Even before the last spoonful is in his mouth, he’s standing and walking to the kitchen with his bowl.

Once I have the kitchen and dining room table cleaned from dinner, I change from my house shoes into a pair of boots, and walk out the back door, stopping at the shed.

“I’m going to town. Do you need me to get anything for you?”

“Did you hire a carriage?”

“No, I’m going to walk. It’s nice. Some company would be nice too, if you want to come with me.”

He doesn’t say anything. He just looks at me. But then he lowers his head back to his workbench. “No, I’m very busy. Go to the store and buy some more tea while you’re in town. Now that you’re here, we seem to be going though it much more quickly. Tell Mrs. Marcwithe to put it on my tab. Please.”

I smile at the word, knowing what progress that is from where we started. “I’ll be back later.”

He chuckles at my modern idiom, but doesn’t correct me.

The first place I go in town is to Margaret’s. I see through the window that she’s working with a client, but I walk in anyway.

“Mary!” She drops the cloths that she held in her hand and wraps me in an embrace. “How are things? Wait.” She turns her back to me. “Bertha, I do apologize, but there are important things to which I must attend. Could we perhaps resume this in two hour’s time?”

I watch as the woman steps from the stool she was standing on, and leaves out the front door.

“So how are things with him?”

“Augustine? They’re, um, well that’s kind of why I’m in town today. Can you help me?”

When I explain what I want, Margaret practically pulls me down the street to the apothecary’s shop. Inside, she takes me to a shelf on the back wall.

“Here is everything you could ever dream of.” She waves her arm in front of her like she’s showing me an entire warehouse stocked from floor to ceiling.

In reality, it’s a one-foot long section of one shelf. But it’s exactly what I want. Blue pencils, glass containers of cinnabar, and tins containing the red powder of crushed beetles or the pulverized flakes of oxidized lead. I take one of each.

“Will you show me how to do this?”

“Of course I will.”

Back at her shop, I sit at a table in front of small mirror. Margaret is showing me how to use everything. How to power my face with the lead powder, how to draw in tiny blue veins with the pencil, how to color my lips and cheeks with the crushed beetles, and how to mix the cinnabar with oil and rub it on to my fingernails to leave them a crimson red when I buff the mixture off a few minutes later.

“Almost perfect, but you need this.” She takes something tiny from the table, brushes the back of it, and holds it to the corner of my left eye.

When she lets go, I look in the mirror. It’s a tiny black fabric star. “What is it?”

“A beauty mark. When you put it there, it means you’re feeling passionate.”

“But I—”

“It’s already obvious, but make sure he sees that.”

By the time I walk up the long dirt path leading to the house, a small sack of tea in my hands, I’m a new person. A new woman. I should set the tea in the kitchen first, but I don’t. I walk right to his workshop. I want him to see me before I do anything else.

There are a few people standing outside his workshop when I get there, but I snake through them.

“Augustine? I’ve got the tea.”

“Thank you, Mary.” He doesn’t look up from his work.

I walk to the bench where’s he’s sitting and set the tea down on the piece of wood. “Augustine?”

“For the love of God, woman.” He springs up, and I can see the anger on his face. But he’s finally looking at me.

I watch as his eyes move, taking in my face. “Do you like it?” I touch my fingers against the back of his hand. When he doesn’t pull away, I take his hand in mine and pull it up. I move closer, and our hands are pressed between our bodies.

“Mary…”

“Aug—” I can’t even finish his name before his lips are pressed against mine. He walks me backward until my body slams hard against the wall. I groan, but his lips are still on mine. The noise just makes him push me harder into the wall. His mouth works against mine, and I feel his hand slide behind me and grab the cheek of my ass through my dress and petticoat. I faintly hear the gasps of the excited crowd outside the workshop, but then they fade away, and I can’t think of anything but him. With his mouth pressed over mine and his body pushing me into the wall, I can barely breathe, but I don’t care. I want to be here for ever, unable to ever leave because of him, trapped between him and this wall.

I gulp when I feel his cock rising toward me. With my free hand, I reach between his legs. He moans when I squeeze it through his breeches. I start moving my fingers around it, teasing him, and when I do, he bites my lip. I can taste the blood, and I rub the palm of my hand against his crotch. In my mind I can see it, the long dark shaft, the end moistening as my hand rubs it, as he thinks about me.

When my shoulder is pushed painfully into the wall, I open my eyes and see him backing away from me.

“I can’t. I just can’t. Mary just…” He storms out and toward the woods at the rear of rite workshop. I hear each step like someone is knocking on the hollow of my heart.

The tears are pouring down my face now, and I run from the workshop and to the back door of the house. As I do, I hear the crowd that I’d completely forgotten about erupt into applause. I slam the door behind me, and hope to shut out the noise they make.


Chapter 6

“What the hell, Rich?” Tony and Alvaro both stick their heads into my office. “You really did?” They both laugh like it’s the funniest thing they’ve ever seen.

I stop typing and turn to face them. “Yeah, it was a joke, and it kinda stuck around longer than I expected.” I hold my hands out in front of me and look at my nails. My red nails. But they’re not a joke. And it’s not lasting longer than I expected. I knew it wouldn’t come off right away, but I didn’t care. I did it for him. A lot of good that did.

“Bro, you’re nuts. You’re the talk of the whole dealership. You’re lucky you work back here and not out on the floor.”

That is so true. I could never handle that. I can barely tolerate this. The constant frat boy attitude from the sales staff, men and women. At least back here I’m able close my door and shut them out most of the day. They’ve learned to just come to me when they have papers to drop off. Every once in a while, they’ll try to drag me into whatever supposed fun they’re having. I use to play along with them, but recently I’ve lost the patience for it. Recently I don’t even want to be here.

I’ve been thinking more and more about working full-time at the Village. Every day at the dealership is torturous, but when I’m at the Village, it doesn’t feel like I’m working. I’m just doing what comes naturally. If it weren’t for my bills and that extra rent I have to pay, I would have already left here.

As soon as they leave, I close my door and collapse back into my chair. The weekend can’t come soon enough.

Saturday morning Augustine isn’t home. His bed barely looks slept in. But I can smell bacon fat, so I know he cooked breakfast this morning. I gather my clothes from his wardrobe and dresser and get dressed.

Once I’m clothed, I walk out back with my pails. I have to fetch the water for the morning chores. I stop when I see him leaning against the well. He’s holding a bunch of flowers in his hand and smiling as I walk up. I wonder if he’s celebrating something.

“Good morrow, Mary. How fares thee?”

“Well, and thee?”

“Most well… Are you shy for once?” He laughs.

I haven’t moved any closer since I first saw him.

“If you won’t come to me, I shall come to you.” He walks to me and extends the flowers, several stalks of blue irises.

I just look at them.

“Do you not like flowers? I thought most women loved them. Or is it just these flowers that you scorn?”

“I… these are for me?”

“Indeed, and I do hope you find them pleasing.”

I smile. “They’re beautiful. Thank you.”

He smiles and brushes his hand against mine as I take the flowers from him. “Set down the pails and come with me.”

“Where?”

“Just come.”

He leads me past the well and through a dense stand of trees. Beyond that is a meadow where the plants come up to my waist. I’ve never been back here before. We keep walking, and I wonder how far we’re going to go. When I see the stone, I realize the answer.

As we near, he takes my hand and pulls me closer to the edge. We’re standing on a stone outcropping that must be more than fifty feet above the river below. He sits with his feet dangling off the edge, and pats the stone next to him. I’m scared, but I trust him. So I sit.

“This is my favorite spot on the whole property. I bought it just for this view.”

I look at the reddish brown river coursing and surging below us, the green tops of the trees directly across from us, their bases dotted with small white wildflowers. Even the light blue sky above with not a cloud in it. Everything is so vibrant here. I can see why he loves it. I look at him. His skin even darker than the river below. His eyes more black the depths of the forest across it.

He must sense that I’m looking at him because he turns toward me but then immediately turns away.

“I’m sorry, Mary. For what I’ve done. You don’t deserve that.”

“The kiss was—”

“Not the kiss. I mean the way I’ve been. My behavior and attitude toward you. I’ll never in a thousand thousand years apologize for that kiss.”

I see the corner of his mouth turn up as he thinks about it, and I want to kiss him right here. But I don’t.

“I loved a woman once. And I thought that she loved me. She did. She did love me, but it wasn’t enough. We met here. Well, in the Village. I’d just started. Only a couple of days each week, like you’re doing now. She was a serving girl in the tavern. We had an instant connection and started dating. Things became serious between us. Here and in the outside world. And I knew I wanted to spend the rest of my life with her.”

He pauses, and I wait for him to continue. But he doesn’t. I watch as he just stares into the distance. I put my hand on his. “What happened?”

My touch startles him. “I thought we both wanted the same thing. To get away from everything outside. I was sure of it. So I talked to the mayor, and he told me about this property. The person who lived here before had died with no heirs, so the house was just falling into ruin. I came and walked the property. That’s when I found this spot. I knew then it was perfect, but I didn’t tell Caroline. I wanted it to be a surprise. When I did finally tell her, I discovered this was never her dream. This was just a job for her, and she never had any desire to live here permanently. She was so gentle about it, but the words broke my heart. She tried to make things work after that, but I couldn’t. I just… retreated. Hid. Being near anyone was just too much of a burden.”

I squeeze his hand and he looks at me. I can see the tears starting to build in his eyes, so I wipe them away. He laughs quietly as I do.

“I was convinced I wanted to be alone. Forever. I was busy making furniture, and when I was done at the end of each day, I was too exhausted to care that there wasn’t anyone beside me. It just became my life. Until you showed up. You and your annoying determination. I tried to drive you away but couldn’t.”

“No. I wouldn’t let you. I still won’t.”

“You won’t have to. I give up. You win.”

“Do you mean that?”

I lie back and roll over, so I’m facing him. He does the same.

“I don’t want to lose you too. Even if it means I have to go back out there.”

“You won’t lose me.”

“I don’t even remember anymore what people out there do, but pick something and let’s do it. Tomorrow. Anything.”

“And are you asking me to ask you on a date?”

“I suppose I am.”


Chapter 7

No matter how much he begs, I refuse to tell Augustine what we’re doing. I didn’t even know myself until I was driving to work this morning. All last night, I tried to think of something fun we could do. Anything that wouldn’t be too much for him. He’s lived in the Village and away from the modern world for a couple of years now, so I didn’t want to scare him by taking him to a noisy bar or even a loud movie theater. The man hasn’t even watched TV in years. I shudder when I think that he hasn’t seen a single episode of Bringing the Ham in Birmingham. I don’t usually watch reality shows, but a show about a celebrity butcher and her spoiled teenage children? I’m there every week for that. Except tonight. I’m missing it tonight, as Augustine helps me into Henry’s carriage.

I’m still in my dress and petticoat. Augustine doesn’t have any modern clothes anymore, and he was worried that he would stand out too much and embarrass me. Now we can both stand out and be embarrassed. The truth is, though, I dreaded wearing modern clothes for this. All my modern clothes are men’s clothes, and that’s just not who I am when I’m with him. That’s not the person I want to be when I’m with him.

I ask Henry to drive us to the far side of the parking lot tonight instead of the usual stop. When we get off, we just have to cross one street and we’re there. Colonial Lanes Bowling Alley. I haven’t been to a bowling alley since I was a teenager, but when I saw it this morning as I pulled into the lot, I thought this would be perfect. Bowling and beer. Two things that won’t be unfamiliar to Augustine. At least I hope not. I’m pretty sure I read once that the colonial era Americans had a form of bowling.

We walk in, and the sound instantly punches me in the gut. It’s so loud that I have to close my eyes for a moment. When I open them, I look to Augustine, worried that he’s not able to handle it, but I’ve never seen a grin so wide before.

“Dutch nine pin? Mary, this is great.”

“It’s not called that. It’s bowling. And I think they might have added an extra pin or two since back in the day.”

“Yes… bowling.” He has a faraway look on his face, but he’s still beaming.

When we walk up to the counter, an older man greets us. “Let me guess, you two work at the Village?”

“How ever did you know, good sir?” I laugh.

“Just a hunch. Bowling tonight or just here for the ambience?”

“Oh it’s both. Bowling and the most romantic atmosphere around.” I slip my arm through Augustine’s.

“In that case, take the far lane over there. Nice and private for you two.”

The corner lane is quieter than the rest, but it’s still almost too noisy for me. It’s mostly the clanging and electronic music blaring from the arcade games. Even with no one playing them, they’re so very loud. When a server walks by, I order us each a beer, hoping that it will help me block everything else out.

At the end of the third game, and at least twice as many beers, I’m not sure if the bowling bowl or my head is spinning. When it’s my turn, I grab my ball and walk it toward the lane. As I swing it back, though, I lose my balance and tumble over to my right side. Augustine is on me instantly.

“Whoa, I think that’s enough. Come on, let’s get you up."

 I look down at where I think my legs should be, but I can only see my petticoat splayed around me. Suddenly, it’s very important that I be able to see my legs, so I start kicking them. When I kick Augustine’s shoe, I erupt into laughter that I’m sure is even louder than all the noises in this building. He helps me up and back to the bench beside the scoring table.

“Auggie, you’re the best. Do you know that? What would I do without you?”

“You’d have to find someone else to help you up.”

“No one else would help me. Just you. That’s why you’re the you. You are. I mean it. You really are.”

He’s sitting beside me now, and I throw my body into his, wrapping my arms around him.

“I love you.”

He stiffens as I nestle my face into him.

“Everyone’s a lover when they’ve loved too much the liquor. You don’t mean what you say.”

“No, I do. Auggie? Please tell me you believe me. I really do.”

“OK, OK, I believe you. Now, do you think you can stand?”

“I can do anything.” I jump to my feet but then fall back into his lap before he even has a chance to stand. “It’s this stupid bowling alley’s fault. Why is it moving? That’s so stupid.”

“Come on. Let me help you this time.” He stands first and then pulls me up. As soon as he does, the bowling alley starts to move again, but he keeps his arms on my shoulders and stares at me until it settles down.

I lean forward to kiss him. “You’re the sexiest man I’ve ever known. Do you think you’re sexy? Because you are. So sexy. I want to rip your waistcoat off right here.” I slide my hands toward his waist, but he stops me.

“Oh no you don’t. Not here. Not tonight. Come on. Let’s go this way.”

With his hands under my arms, he guides me from behind and we eventually get to the counter. The same man is working, so I wave at him and shout hello.

“Little lady had a bit too much fun tonight?”

“That she did.”

“Pfft! You can never have too much fun. Don’t you think he’s gorgeous?” I point my thumb at Auggie. “He’s as sexy as a person on fire. No, wait… A flamey person? What’s it called?” I put my arms around Augustine, but when I do, I lose my balance and have to hang on him.

“Make sure she drinks plenty of water, or she’s going to feel this in the morning.”

“I thank you for your concern, good sir. Fare thee well.”

“Uh, yeah. You too.”

I see the man wave, and I want to wave back, but Auggie has my arms pinned.

The fresh air outside helps to clear my head. I try to walk on my own, but Augustine keeps an arm wrapped around me. I’m glad.

“Our shoes!” I stop in the middle of the parking lot. “We have to take them back.”

“We already did.”

“No. Not those shoes. The bowling shoes.”

“Yes. I turned them in to the man at the counter. Right before we left, remember?”

“No. That old man? He’s such a sweetie. Can we go say goodbye to him?”

“No, come on. We need to get you home.”

“I meant it, by the way.”

“I know. But we can’t go back and say goodbye now. They’re, uh, closed.”

“Not that, silly. I love you. That. I meant that. I mean that. I means that? I mean… mean… Is that even a word? Mean…” I repeat the word over and over, slower and faster. I’m sure I’m just making it up.

“Stop!” He yanks me back so hard that we both almost fall over. Something goes racing by in front of me.

“What was that?” I turn my head and stare at the strange red glow it’s casting.

“It’s a car.”

“That’s not a carriage.”

“No it’s a car. It almost hit us. We must be more careful.”

“It’s so fast. Can’t they stop?”

“Come on. It’s safe now. Let’s hurry across the street and then we’re back.”

We finally make it back to his house, and he guides me to the bed. Neither of us tries to take any of my clothes off.

“Now get some sleep and you’ll feel better tomorrow.”

“Where are you going?” I try to reach for him, but he’s too far away.

“I’ll sleep on the settle in the great room. Good night.”

“No. No. You sleep here. With me. Or I’ll sleep out there with you.”

I try to push myself up, but I’m not sure which direction is up. Before I can figure it out, his hands are on me. My breath quickens and I feel my nipples pebbling. I wrap both of my hands around his arm and pull, but I’m not able to budge him. 

“Stay with me. Please? Pretty please?”

He sits on the edge of the bed. “Fine. But you’ve had too many spirits this even. We’ll sleep. Nothing more. I need to take off my shoes and breeches first.” He stands back up.

“Yes, do take off your breeches, good sir.”

“Mary, I mean it. Nothing more. Just sleeping.”

“Yes, sir.” I throw my head back in what I intend as a pout. He just laughs, and I fall asleep within seconds.

The next morning I wake and feel him next to me. My head is spitting, but as long as he’s there, I feel fine. I kiss the back of his neck, not concerned with waking him. Then I gasp.

He rolls over and faces me. “What is it?”

“Monday. It’s Monday.”

“Yes it is. All day in fact.” He smiles at me.

“But I’m not supposed to be… I spent the night here? Aug, I have to work in a couple of hours.”

“Don’t worry. There’s time to get there. You’ll be fine.”

“But I won’t be. Auggie… I don’t want to go.”

“Then don’t go. Stay here with me all day. You can go back to that world tomorrow.”

“No, I mean I don’t want to go. Ever. I want to stay here.”


Chapter 8

“What are you saying?”

“I’m not sure. I think… I don’t know—no, that’s not true. I do know.”

“What do you know?”

I reach out and set my hand on his face. His skin is rough against my hand, I rub against his stubble and then I lean in and kiss him quickly.

“I know that.” I kiss him again. “And that.”

“Is that all you know?”

“I know this too.” I slide down and kiss his right pec. Then his left. “And I’d really like to get to know more.”

“Maybe I can teach you some things.”

“I’d like that.”

I look up at his eyes, and I swear I see more animal than man. He takes my hand in his and puts it over his cock. It stiffens instantly at my touch.

“Would you like to know that?”

“I’d love to know that.”

“Then that can be our first lesson.” He lifts his hips up just enough that he can pull his nightshirt above his waist.

I swallow. If I don’t, I’ll drown in the saliva from my watering mouth. I’ve never seen a cock so beautiful. So beautiful I’m almost afraid to touch it. I look to him again—for permission this time—and he nods his head. When he does, I slowly move my hand toward him. Even inches away, I can feel the heat rising from it, and I want that warmth inside me. My fingers brush along it’s length at first, but then I wrap them around him, not able to go all the way. With him in my hand, I close my eyes and enjoy the feel of him. I say a silent wish that I could feel him inside me the way a wife should, but I push that thought aside. I know nothing will come of that. With my eyes open again, I see the moisture at his tip, and I know he wants this too.

I bend my head down and swirl my tongue around his bulging head. Then I wrap my lips around—

“What the devil is that?”

Someone is pounding on the front door and shouting Augustine’s name.

“Wait here. I shall murder whoever this is.”

He rises from the bed and pulls his nightshirt back down. I smile when I see the bulge he makes.

I’m standing behind him when he answers the door. It’s Johnathon. I’ve never been formally introduced to him, but Margaret has pointed him out to me a couple of times in town.

“Augustine, come quick! The Siever’s barn is burning, and with this wind, their house may be next. Hurry!”

Johnathon looks quickly toward town and then back to Augustine. That’s when he sees me.

“Mary.” He clutches his hands in front of his chest as if he’s holding a hat. “I didn’t expect you to be…”

I watch as his eyes move from me, back to Augustine, and then lower.

“Oh! Pray forgive me for interrupting.  But this is an emergency. We need everyone. You too Mary, if you’re able. All hands are helpful.”

“Of course. Aug, our shoes?”

He rushes back to the bedroom to get them, and then the three of us run to the Siever’s farm.

We haul water for hours, and in the end save the house but not the barn. We all smell of smoke and have black soot over our clothes and bodies, but I thank God that no one was hurt. Even the two black mares housed in the barn were able to kick the door open and escape before the flames overtook them. I watch them now, towering over me with their nostrils flaring to pull in the air. Steadying themselves for the new world they’ve abruptly woken in.

With the fire out and our adrenaline settled, I become the talk of the town. Everyone makes a circle around Augustine and me, and they all shout questions trying to be heard over the others. I finally get them all to quiet down.

“First things, first. Why are you all here so early? Do you all actually live here?”

I look around from Margaret to the Mayor, Johnathon to Mrs. Marcwithe to Mr. Peeblum. They all nod their heads.

“But what about you?” Margaret asks.

The mayor smiles when she asks the question. Like he knows the answer before I even say it. Before I even fully realize it.

“I…”

“We were talking about that very subject when Johnathon knocked on our door. Like to knock the entire house down, he did. You know it’s in disrepair.”

“Talking were ya? Is that what we’re to be calling it now?”

The others titter.

“Anyway…” I want to change that topic as soon as I can. “Yes we did talk about that this morning, but we didn’t decide anything. Or maybe I did, but it’s not my place to decide such things.”

“Mary, you know I’m not like that. We’re equal in everything. You’re free to make the decision that you want.”

“But the decision I want requires me living in your house. I think that’s a decision that needs you, too.”

I look up into his eyes, and see that he’s crying. As I wipe his cheeks dry, I smear soot all over his face and laugh. “I made a mess of that.”

He puts his hands on both sides of my face and smears them down toward my chin. “There. Now we’re a matching set.”

“Now we are.”

***

We don’t wait long. We both know that we want this more than anything else. So two weeks later, Henry drives us to the center of the village. Augustine goes to the tavern with his friends. I go to Margaret’s to get ready. As soon as I walk in, she wraps me in her arms.

“I am so excited for you, Mary. You’re finally going to be one of us. Truly. I’ve been waiting for this moment since I first met you. I knew it would happen.”

I tingle at the thought. There’s nothing else I want. Well, maybe one or two things.

She practically pulls me through her shop and toward the back. Polly and Elizabeth are waiting and they both takes their turns embracing me as well. Then it’s down to business. The ladies strip me completely down. I’m still embarrassed about what’s hidden between my legs, but they don’t seem to even notice it.

Margaret hands me a pair of white silk stockings that I roll up my legs and tie off with pink garters above my knees. Then one of the girls drops a chemise over my head. I’ve never felt one this soft before. It’s nothing like the cotton shift that I wear everyday. When it’s settled on me, I can’t help but run my hands along it, loving the way that it feels as it rubs against my body. If I were alone, or with Auggie, I could spend the entire morning doing this. But I’m not, so I force myself to stop.

Polly and Elizabeth slip the stays around me while Margaret laces them. This is different from the corset I normally wear. There are shoulder straps. And as Margaret pulls each course of laces tighter, it not only becomes more difficult to breathe, but the straps somehow force my shoulders back. When she’s finished, it feels like my shoulder blades are practically touching, and I’m completely incapable of bending or twisting my upper body. I look at myself in the mirror and gasp. Well, as much as I’m able to. The stays have boosted my cleavage and changed my posture so much I look just like the upper class European women of the drawings in Mr. Ternble’s newspaper. I want to cry, but we have to finish getting ready. There will be time for that later.

I step into petticoat after petticoat. Three of them. Each made of white silk just like everything else I’ll be wearing today. Each ending in a lace ruffles at the bottom. When I have them all on, I worry that I can’t fit through a door. I’ll be trapped forever in Margaret’s shop. I giggle at the thought.

Just then Polly comes toward me with a rod she pulled from the fire. She carefully twists it into my hair. I can hear my hair sizzle and then smell it burn as she holds it in place. I cringe at the smell, but I suppose some sacrifices must be made for beauty.

While she’s doing that, Elizabeth is powdering my face. We ordered a brand new tin of lead powder just for this. I want my face to be as white as my dress. And when she’s done, it is. My lips and cheeks, though, are a bright red, My eyelashes black with the coal tar she rubbed on them. She finishes it off by adhering a tiny red heart to my face. To the top of my left cheek. I smile when she holds it in place, knowing what it means. Knowing that today really is the day.

When my hair and makeup are finished, I walk to the main room of the shop. The one with the window. And it looks like there are hundreds of people outside. My hands start to tremble when I see them. I know they’re here to watch me. Mayor Goldman made sure that this day was advertised widely, especially to the outsiders. A genuine colonial wedding. He was convinced that people would flock from all over to see it, to see us. And he was apparently right.

“Just ignore them, and it’s like they go away,” Margaret whispers in my ear.

“I don’t know if I can.” My entire body is stuck, and I can’t turn away from the window.

“Yes, you can. Come on.”

She takes my hand and pulls me away from the window. And she’s right, as soon as I’m not looking at them, they just vanish from my mind. My body instantly relaxes, and I’m just a bride getting ready with her friends for her wedding,

When she leads me toward the corner, I freeze for a different reason this time. It’s stunning. Margaret sees the smile on my face and rubs her hand along my arm.

“It’s going to be even more beautiful when it’s on.”

She walks to the chair and picks it up. It’s so heavy that she strains as she does. She gathers the skirts and holds them down in front of me. I step in. She and Elizabeth pull it up my body, over my stocking covered legs, my petticoats, my stays. I slip my arms into the sleeves, and they pull it up over my shoulders. Margaret fastens the back. Slipping each button through a loop of fabric to hold it in place.

When she’s done, I look at myself in the looking glass propped beside the fireplace. I can’t believe my reflection. I am most certainly the most beautiful woman in the Colonies and possibly in all of Europe as well. I want to touch the lace fabric covering my body, but I don’t. It’s so delicate and insubstantial that a single graze from my fingers might push it out of place. I know it’s silly, but I’m scared to move. I’m afraid that if I do, everything will be torn apart. Ripped away, leaving me with nothing.

I watch as Polly’s hand comes toward my shoulder. I want to scream. I want someone to pull her away. Please don’t do it. Please don’t touch me. Everything will be gone if you do. It will all vanish, and I don’t know what I’ll be left with. I don’t know who I’ll be when I’m left. I cringe and pinch my eyes shut. Then I feel her hand. And nothing seems to have changed. I still feel the weight of the dress pulling down on me. The bracing around my body holding me straight as a chair back. Margaret and Elizabeth are still chattering on the other side of the room.

“You’re gorgeous. Augustine is most fortunate to have found you.”

I open my eyes and in the mirror, I see Polly smiling at me. I see myself smiling. I can’t help it. This look is never going to leave my face. I should have known better. Nothing will spoil this day and this life for me.

“Tis I who is favored by fortune.”

It’s not long before Johnathon rushes in—he always seems to be rushing somewhere, that’s why he’s frequently the messanger for the entire Village—and tells us that it’s time. Polly and Elizabeth gather the train on my gown, and Margaret finishes lacing my boots before holding the door open for me.

As soon as I step outside, I see them again. More than before. Many more than before. My body goes numb. I know my feet are moving, but I don’t know how. I’m sure its not because of me. I’m not capable of moving right now.

“Just look at the church. Think about Augustine inside waiting for you.” Margaret wraps her hand around mine.

When I look at it… when I think about him inside—inside and waiting for me to come—everything else becomes unimportant. The people lining the street are vapors blown away by the wind. The streets are empty now. Everyone is in the church. Everyone is waiting for me. But I don’t care about them either. He’s inside. He’s inside. I repeat it with each step until I’m walking up the steps and through the church doors.

The inside of the church is packed. Every seat in every pew is taken. There are guests shoulder to shoulder along every wall except the far one. There is only the priest and Augustine. I smile when I see him and start walking toward him. I don’t know if I’m supposed to wait for a cue or not. I don’t care. I’m going to be with him. As I walk down the aisle, I notice music. To the right, the mayor is playing a fife. He’s surprisingly good. I look at him, my face locked in a permanent grin, and he nods.

There’s no leprechaun’s treasure when I get to the end. There’s more. There’s the man I love. I take his hands in mine and we stare at each other. We don’t even realize that the priest has been speaking until he clears his throat.

“Once more for those who missed it the first time.” He chuckles. “Wilt thou have this woman to thy wedded wife, to love, honor, and keep, so long as ye both shall live?”

“I will.” He slips the ring on my finger.

“And wilt thou have this man to thy wedded husband, to obey, serve, and love, so long as ye both shall live?”

I know I’m giving away a part of me that I can never get back, but in exchange I’m gaining everything. “I will.” I slide the ring onto his finger.

“Then with the authority of His Majesty King George II and with the omniscient embrace of the Almighty, I declare thee husband and wife.”

Augustine pulls me into him, his arms squeezing me tighter than my stays. I’m on my toes. Our lips come together and I breathe him into me. His soul is mine, and mine is his. Our lips, our tongues just confirm the union, but it was already set the day that we saw each other. The day that shook us and left us forever changed. Forever chained to each other.

“Well, alright then.”

Augustine and I pull away from each other and look at the amused look on the priest’s face.

The priest leans forward and whispers so just I can hear him. “Welcome home, Mary.”

Anyone outside would wonder at the multi-colored light illuminating the street. How could they not? Who could imagine that the glow radiating from me through the stained glass should outshine the sun?


Chapter 9

The reception after the wedding goes too long. There’s ale and wine and cheese and fish and clams and oysters and cake. Enough to feed the entire village thrice-over. Everyone eats and drinks until they’re bursting. Everyone except Augustine and me. We don’t touch the food or the alcohol. We’re saving our touches for each other.

Finally the last of our guests leaves, Henry stumbling back toward the stables. I throw the bolt as soon as the door is closed and latched. I don’t want anyone intruding on us now. I may just keep that door locked, both of us trapped in here forever with each other. As soon as I turn around Augustine is on me. His arms are strong around me, and his lips are pressed into mine. I twist out of his grasp and duck under his arms. Smiling, I take his hand and lead him to the bedroom.

“I need you to unbutton me.”

“But then you would be naked for the whole world to see.”

“Not the whole world. Just my husband. Just my world.”

He leans down and presses his mouth against my neck. His lips caress my tender flesh, but then he pulls me into him and bites. I yip, and he opens his mouth, releasing me from him, but he slides down further and does it again. And then again. All the while, his hands are around me. He’s blindly fumbling with the buttons and loops on the back of my dress. My breaths are more shallow now. Becoming pants. I want him now, but he’s still grasping at the buttons. Finally I spin in his arms.

“I can’t wait. I need you now.”

“Impatient, are we?”

“Are you not?” I reach my hand back and squeeze his firm cock, straining to break through his breeches.

“Indeed, I am, mistress. Indeed I am.”

As soon as the last button is unfastened I let the dress fall from me and I loosen the laces on my stays. When I do, my breasts spill out and fill my silk chemise. My breasts? I touch them through the fabric, and they seem real.

“Am I moving so slowly you would take things into your own hands?”

“If I wait for you, the frost may be nipping at me instead of your teeth.”

“Oh, my teeth will nip at you plenty before the turn of the seasons.”

“Give me a turn and see if I’m seasoned for your taste.”

“So perfectly, I’ll never want another taste to cross my tongue again.”

He yanks the chemise down my shoulders and exposes my breasts. His mouth wraps around my nipple, and he sucks. I feel it growing firm under the wet heat of his mouth. My entire body clenches, and a low moan billows from me.

My hands reach blindly for his breeches and unbutton them. When I do, I slide them down his body and cup his sac in my hands. I gently stroke it with my thumb, and now he’s the one moaning. His lips vibrate against my nipple, and the sensation is carried right to my core.

I look down. I want to see him. I want to see my husband, but in the dim candlelight his skin is as dark as the night. I can catch only flickers. I put my hands on him and guide him to the bed. When we’re there, I push him down, and now it’s before me. Now I see what is mine. Rising like one of Mr. Franklin’s lightning rods. I touch it, and the electricity stings my skin.

“I wish I could take you the way I want. The way a wife should.”

“Why can’t you?” He lifts me and sets me on the bed beside him.

“You know why. I’m not whole.”

“I know the whole of you belongs to me, and I intend to fill every inch of it.”

His hand twists through the maze of my petticoats, darting toward my warm core. When it gets there, I gulp. That can’t be. I slide my own hand up my leg, meeting his, pushing his out of the way. And I feel it. The heat coming from within me. My mouth agape, I look at him. His lis are curled.

“You know, I’m beginning to suspect you would have been happier marrying your own hand rather than your husband.”

I twist and pull up my skirts, so I’m straddling him. My flesh against his. “Augustine, tell me it’s real.”

“Tell you what’s real?”

“All of it. Me. You. This.” I pull his hand between my legs, onto the folds where they meet. “This. Especially this. Please tell me it’s real.”

“Real enough to hook my rod and pull me in. But you did that long before. You know that. But yes, this is real. You’re real. It’s the magic of this place. It makes us who we should be. Somehow. I don’t understand how—“

“I don’t care about how. As long as I’m who I should be, and you’re who you should be. I just wish you would get to where you should be.”

“Say no more, good madam. My entire staff simply awaited your marching orders.”

“Then I order you—“ He slides inside me, and whatever thought I had is driven from my mind. All of my being is focused on him. I start moving up and down. Sliding on him. Taking more of him. More than I could have imagined taking. I take it until all of him is inside me. All that he is is within me. Our panting grows more rapid as he thrusts. And I move up and down on him. I hear his cock slipping in and out of me. Filling me.

My legs tremble and weaken, and he flips me onto my back. His cock somehow never leaving me. I never want it to leave me. It’s mine, and I’m his. Forever. The passion builds inside until I think I can’t take any more, but he keeps driving. Ramming himself into me. I squeeze down on him, and my body arches. I’m not in control of any of it. My pants have become moans and have become screams. I’m sure the entire Village is listening to me, but I want them to hear this. I want the entire world to know this frenzy.

I feel his body tense inside mine, but he doesn’t speed up. He keeps the same slow infuriating pace that is inflaming me. Every thrust engulfs me in his dark blaze. And finally I can take no more. I dig my shoulders into the mattress and throw myself at him. Two thrusts for his every one. And it comes. It feels as if every atom of my body is melted and reformed in his crucible. The energy tearing through me is remaking me. I’m not the same woman who walked into the church this morning. I’m not the same person who walked into the mayor’s office. I’m his, and I’m me. For the first time in my life, I feel like I’m me.


Chapter 10

Things have changed so much since the trade show in New Burlington. Auggie intended to showcase his normal chairs and settles, but when he sat on the padded settee I created, he knew that it would be a hit. And it is. People throughout the colonies are clamoring for an Augustine Washington settee. So much so that he’s had to stop taking orders.

It’s going to take us at least a year before we can fill the ones we have now. He’s worried he may run out of wood before he runs out of demand. I’m just worried that I can’t keep up. I stitch the upholstery for each one and then stuff it with his leftover sawdust and whatever horse or goat or dog hair that the villagers bring to us.

This couldn’t have come at a better time for us. We were getting desperate, almost having to rely on the charity of those around us. The house, which was already dilapidated, was starting to literally fall apart. The children didn’t help of course. No household with four rambunctious children is ever in pristine condition, and when that home is already a disaster before the first even enters into this world, there’s no hope for it.

But now we’ve been able to hire a proper carpenter to fix our home. He and Auggie have even built two new additions. One for the boys and one for the girls. Two of each at first. But now there’s another. A boy. George, named for our King.

He’s just four months old, and I can already tell he’s going to be the worst of them all. He’s never still. Always squirming and moving around. And he’s clever. Too clever for his own good. Sometimes when I look into his blue eyes, I swear I’m looking into the eyes of an adult instead of my child.

Before I met Augustine, I never believed in fate or destiny. Now I know better. Holding George and looking into those eyes, I wonder what fate holds for him. Good or bad, I’m sure it will be something much more than furniture making.
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Something in one of my stories that you either loved or hated?

Something you’re dying to see in an upcoming story?

Have a great idea for the name of a character’s pet falcon?

Email me! I adore hearing from you!

kenziemckaywrites@gmail.com
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