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The Secret Reveler

A Blog Devoted to All Matters Reve

––––––––
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Dear Revelers,

It’s been a wild ride. Our man Ethan Reve got hitched (cue the sound of hearts breaking across America). The Island of Sirens experience is off and running with record-breaking crowds, thanks in large part to Marin, Ethan’s partner and (sigh) wife. But that’s old news. 

Now Revelers’ eyes are on the very mysterious James Reve and his Grand Revel Library project. Unlike his half-brother Ethan, James has largely escaped media scrutiny, living in England the last twelve years, training and working as an architect. Everything has been very hush-hush the last six months, but the project is coming to an end soon. The beautiful (see aerial progress pictures below) building on-site–next to Mick & Marie’s Log Cabin–will house Revel Pointe’s history, honoring the life and legacy of its founder, Mick Reve. No presh, James. 

Word on the street is this taciturn hunk of a man is a beast to work for, keeping ungodly hours and demanding perfection. A number of contractors have quit, causing delays. Even with his insane work ethic, there’s a chance James won’t finish in time for the Christmas gala. There’s even been a call for extra archivists. All hands-on deck. Mayday, mayday...

His mother, Tilda Olsen-Reve, has reportedly been breathing down his neck, and James’ one-word responses to reporters’ questions have only made us more curious about the man behind the building. Revelers, he’s holding his cards close to his chest. 

Why won’t he talk to the press? What is he hiding? 

Talk to us, James. We don’t bite. Often.
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​Chapter One
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​Summer

––––––––
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Nothing says sexy like medieval sewing techniques, I think as the creak of the library door pulls me from the research rabbit hole I’ve fallen down. This particular rabbit hole will help me add boning to the bodice of my dress for the Spring Renaissance Fair in Columbus. Normally, I dress modestly, but at the Ren Fair, my girls will be lifted to astounding new heights. 

“Still here?” Lilia, my work bestie, asks as she backs herself through the door with a shoulder load of totes, ready to head home. 

“Yep.” I yawn, which makes Lilia yawn. 

“Not fair. Don’t do that.” Lilia touches her rounded pregnant belly. “I’m already exhausted, Nito.” Lilia, from a big Ukranian family in town, calls me Nito, Ukrainian for summer. 

“Only three weeks of classes left,” I chime, clicking off the string of Christmas lights that hang above my check-out desk. 

“Huzzah!” Lilia raises her fist in celebration.

I stretch dramatically and look up at the clock. “Oh shit. I gotta go.” It’s already 5:30—Wednesday poker night with Dad, Grandma York, and our neighbor, Mr. Rosenberg. 

“Hot date?” Lilia asks hopefully. She’s been bugging me to get online and spice up my love life so she can live vicariously through me, but I haven’t been on a date in close to a year.

“You know it,” I joke as Lilia waves goodbye.

Out in the parking lot, I zip my puffy jacket to my chin, unlock my yellow Schwinn, and don my helmet, tucking my long bangs out of my eyes. It’s getting too cold to bike, but I’ve been saving so much money on gas, not to mention keeping in shape. I should savor this. There were years when I couldn’t ride a bike. 

The sky is dark, filled with icy blue clouds moving in the distance. I pedal fast to beat the rain. As if the weather can hear my thoughts, lightning cracks across our flat town. 

The rain holds out for five minutes, then the mean sky unleashes its fury before I reach the halfway point. Perfect. My books are going to be soaked. The rain feels like ice against my face as I sit stuck at a red light on Main, teeth chattering and torso shaking. A red pickup truck pulls alongside me. The driver rolls his window down.

“Summer York?” a masculine voice booms at me, but before I can answer, the driver has thrown his truck in park and is running around, grabbing my handlebars. It’s Grainger. Grainger freaking McCloskey, my father’s old apprentice. Grainger, the town player and the longest, most ridiculous, out-of-my-league crush I ever had. He towers over me and my bike, his dirty blonde hair tucked in a Cavaliers cap, his muscled arms and chest already showing through his soaked gray sweater—Thor disguised as a Midwestern man. I feel like a dorky eighth grader next to him. 

“Come on, get in!” Grainger yells over the rain as he swoops my Schwinn from beneath me. He easily hefts my bike into the back, and suddenly I’m sitting in the passenger seat of Grainger’s truck, drenched and shaking, my backpack on my lap.

I inhale. His car smells masculine—a mix of motor oil and wood. Grainger shifts gears and pulls through the stoplight, laughing, showing his perfect white teeth.

“Summer! This is perfect. I’m on my way to your house.” 

“You are?” 

“Yeah, your dad invited me to his poker game.”

“He did?” I sound inane, but Grainger rescuing me and accompanying me home has definitely been in my high-school fantasy rotation. I blush, unsure if it’s proximity to Grainger or my body trying to acclimate to the toasty air blasting heat from the dashboard. He’s probably saved me from mild hypothermia. Swoon.

“Yeah, I don’t get to play often, so I jumped at the chance. I used to do pretty well at online poker, but I don’t have much time for it these days.” 

As Grainger goes on about the weather and his work, I try to piece together what is currently happening. Why has my dad invited Grainger to the poker game? 

My dad has had a few bad years. Mom died two years ago in a freak accident. While gardening at the back of our long lot, she tripped and fell, smashing her temple on a rock. The doctors said she likely died instantly. Dad discovered her when he came home for dinner. I was living in Cleveland then, and my sister, married with kids already, had moved to Columbus. Dad was completely alone for the first time in nearly forty years. He threw himself into work, but that was a losing game. The recession made his business of building expensive cruising boats a luxury many could not afford. He laid off employees until it was down to him and Grainger. They had just enough sales to make ends meet. In the end, it wasn’t enough. He folded and retired early, and since then he’s been lost. We all have. And though I swore I’d never live in this town again, I moved in with Dad, so I could look after him and so we both could save money.

Lately, Dad has been poking around my personal life, asking if there are any dating prospects in my RenFair circles, at school, in my cycling group, etc. He knows I had a crazy crush on Grainger when I was a teenager. Every time I’d visit the York Crafts workshop, it was hard not to stare. Back then I was a gangly fifteen-year-old in a scoliosis back brace, as well as a full set of dental braces, watching a sweaty twenty-one-year-old Grainger, in a varnish-stained tank top and backwards cap, sanding hulls. His forearms, biceps, and shoulders rippled like the wake of the skiffs and oars he was crafting. Grainger was golden, a god among mortals, and it didn’t matter that he knew it. I wasn’t even close to his league. 

But that was years ago, and now, randomly, Grainger is invited to poker? I didn’t even know my dad and Grainger were in touch.

“So, what are you up to these days?” Grainger flashes an inquisitive look. “Still at the middle school?” 

“Yep” is all I can think to say. I unclasp my chin strap, and the hard foam of my helmet makes a squeaking sound as I pull it from my head. I must look like a half-frozen, drowned rat. 

“How is it? Seems to me it would be a bit boring after living in Cleveland. Sitting in a room with books all day.” Grainger offers me his relaxed smile, one that makes girls’ knees buckle. He’s hot, but as a grown, twenty-six-year old woman, I’m able to actually process what he’s saying to me. On one hand, he remembers that I went to college in Cleveland, but on the other hand, he thinks books are boring. 

“Being in a room with books is the best part of the job. The middle school’s okay. Not my dream job,” I explain, fiddling with my helmet straps. 

“So you’re looking to stick around Westerville then?” He side-eyes me for the briefest of moments before looking at the road.

“Not necessarily.” It’s a question I’ve been thinking a lot about lately. I don’t want to leave my dad, but I feel stuck. This place contains so many good memories with my mom, but it’s also where everyone still thinks of me as the nerdy back-brace girl. 

To say I was a late bloomer is a giant understatement. The brace came off my senior year after a successful spinal fusion surgery, but it might as well have been soldered onto me at that point. No one, except a few close friends, ever saw past the brace. 

If I never again hear, “Wow, Summer!? You look so much better than you used to!” I think I’d die happy. I can feel them trying not to call me their least creative epithet, “Summer Dork.” 

I’ve started to daydream about my possibilities. There’s the safe option of going back to school to do a Ph.D. in Library Science at Kent State. But in my grand far-flung daydreams, I think of heading further afield—my thoughts straying to England, specifically; the Bodleian Library at Oxford and a graduate trainee program. But that’s too far away. Too lofty. I am not a complete coward, however.

A few weeks ago, I applied for a temporary archivist position at Revel Pointe, the storied theme park in Louisiana. I’d been watching movie trailers at lunch with Lilia, who is a total Revel Adult (a.k.a. Reveler). She even honeymooned there. When a pop-up ad announced that the new Grand Revel Library needed archivists, she encouraged me to apply. During college, I interned for three years at the Cleveland Public Libraries Rare Books and Materials in college, so I’m qualified—and I loved that job. Plus, though the position is temporary, it’d be a good resume builder. 

Revel Pointe is foreign to me, but that’s the appeal. Before I could talk myself out of it, I dashed off a fresh cover letter, uploaded my resume, and hit send, picturing myself in a white-columned library surrounded by boxes of animation cels and gilded scripts.

“Got big plans?” Grainger asks, clearing his throat as if saying, Earth to Summer.

“I, yeah, sorry. I love Westerville,” I say. “But I don’t think I’m ready to put down roots.”

“But you already have roots here.”

“That’s true. And they’re always a reason to come home to visit.” 

“Aw, come on. This place is the best.” Grainger looks at me, almost too long, and I want him to look back at the road. The rain is turning to slush, and I worry his truck will slide on the slippery black ice. 

“Tell me, where on Earth is better?” he asks.

“There are too many places to list, Grainger.” 

“Come on, we got the reservoir and the lake, and Columbus is close too. Good bands always come through. We’ve got it good here. Admit it.” 

“That’s true.” It’s definitely a lovely place to be from, to raise a family, to lead a sleepy American life. Growing up, that’s what I thought I wanted—the husband, kids, and house with the fence down the street from the elementary school—just like I was raised. Maybe I still do, but I also know I want more than that right now.

“You should come to a concert with me sometime. Maybe it’ll change your mind.” He smiles at me again, and I swear to god, lightning flashes, making his teeth look even whiter. Is he asking me out? 

“Okay,” I say because I’m sure he’s just being nice. He can’t possibly want to take me on a date. He’s Grainger McCloskey, and I’m, well, me. I’m even more awkward, but luckily, he pulls into my driveway then. He retrieves my bike from the truck bed, and I wheel it to the garage, waiting as the door lifts slowly and then ducking inside. I jump when I realize Grainger’s directly behind me. He has to be six-foot-five, but his shadow looms bigger, nine feet tall.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to frighten you.” Water drips from his blond hair and chin, and his sweater clings to his sculpted torso. He reaches over to brush a lock of hair pasted to my forehead. “You look...”—he pauses, searching for the right words—“...different than I remember.” Softness tones down his confident voice. “I’ve always loved the color of your hair.” 

I’m stunned. As in, actually motionless. My teenage self screams, Kiss him, you fool! but my body doesn’t comply. This feels off somehow. 

“Thank you?” I back up, leaving my bike against the wall and skirting around my dad’s 1979 Mustang. 

Inside, the house smells like chili and evergreens, which makes me feel warm and cozy even though I am not. I am cold, wet, and uncertain. Was Grainger about to kiss me before I ran inside?

My dad calls from the kitchen, “Summer, did you get caught in—” But when he turns the corner to find Grainger and me in the hallway, his tone changes. “Buddy! You saved the day.” Dad throws his hands out dramatically, his smile wide and comical, unlike anything I’ve seen from him in months. 

“That I did, Mitch,” Grainger says, slapping my dad heartily on the shoulder. “I found our girl halfway home and scooped her up.” They both beam at me.

Our girl? Just what exactly has my dad told Grainger? That I’m single and desperate for a boyfriend? 

“Yep, my knight in shiny pick-up.” I play along despite the creeping sensation that this is a set-up.

The beaming continues. My dad has always had a soft spot for romance. If there’s a Hallmark Christmas movie marathon, he’s there. But my life isn’t a romantic comedy. Right now, it feels more like a convoluted mystery. 

“Thanks, Grainger,” I say, still dripping on the rug. “I’m gonna go change into some dry clothes.” 

“Good idea,” Grainger says and then peels his sweater off right there. His broad, bare chest glistens even in the low light of the hallway. Suddenly, we feel too close. “You mind throwing that in the dryer for me?” He decides his jeans will dry fast, and Dad offers to get him a T-shirt. 

We head through the kitchen, where Gran’s eyes go wide at the sight of us as she stirs the chili. 

The rest of the night is strange. We eat and drink beer while Grainger tells us about his new deck chair designs, the wood he’s sourcing from Brazil, the almost perfect season his rowing crew had this year, going into great detail about his teammates, and it’s all very impressive. He tells us about his plans to build his dream house on a plot of land at Spring Creek Lake. He goes on almost nervously through dinner, saying more words than I’ve ever heard him string together before. 

“Sounds like a good, solid plan,” Gran says, but I hear skepticism in her voice. She doesn’t like braggarts. Dad keeps asking Grainger more questions about himself even though he probably already knows the answers. This list of accomplishments is for me. I want to melt into a puddle of embarrassment. 

When we finally start the poker game, Grainger’s competitive side awakens like an angry badger. He doesn’t like that we play Texas Hold ‘Em for twenty-five-cent chips, insisting it makes the game too easy to win and proving it by winning the first three rounds. When Gran wins the fourth, Grainger sulks a little. It’s almost comical when he crosses his tanned arms across his chest, which stretches out my dad’s old Browns T-shirt. 

Toward the end of the night, I win a round, and Grainger congratulates me, putting his hand on my knee and squeezing. I squirm in my seat. He smirks and winks at me, right in front of my Gran and Dad, but they don’t let on they’ve seen anything. Maybe this emboldens him because he leaves his hand on my leg for a few more seconds. What the hell is going on?! 

“Well, I’m exhausted.” I push away from the table and note the conspiratorial look between my dad and Grainger. “I think I’m done for the night, sorry.” I’m built for quiet nights with my family or a book, not a Hemsworth coming on strong, especially one who actively ignored me for over a decade. 

“Aw, come on!” Grainger practically yells. “It’s only nine o’clock!” 

“Sorry, it’s a school night.” I give Gran a look that says, Save me! 

“I’ve got an early morning, too.” She sweeps the cards back into a pile in front of her. She’s always got my back. The living-room clock chimes, and Grainger relents. 

I retrieve his sweater, still warm from the dryer. Once again, when I turn around from our laundry closet, he’s standing right behind me. 

“Thanks for having me over tonight,” he says quietly. 

“Of course,” I say, though it wasn’t my idea. “My dad loves you.” 

“He’s great. Always been so good to me.” Grainger’s blue eyes soften, and he pulls the sweater over his head. This sweet Grainger is almost irresistible. “I miss working in the shop with him.” He bites his bottom lip, looking like an outdoor fitness model.

“I think he misses it too,” I say and hold the door frame awkwardly. I pull my long braid forward over my shoulder and touch it like a security blanket. I doubt he’s about to kiss me right here, with my Gran and Dad in the kitchen, but he leans toward me anyway. “Well, good night, I guess.” 

Before I can retreat, he pulls me in for a long hug. His heart beats powerfully against my face. He smells like our dryer sheets. His back is hard underneath my palms. In my teenage imagination, I knew exactly how this moment would feel, an out-of-body yet a very-much-inside-my-body experience. Now I don’t know what to do with my hands. 

“I’d really like to take you out sometime,” he says, laying his chin on the top of my head.

“Really?” I pull back, needing to see his eyes. They look earnest, so I say, “I mean, okay. Yeah.” 

“Good.” He grins down at me. “How about this Saturday?” 

I pretend to consider this offer, but I have nothing planned, and I’ve fantasized about Grainger McCloskey asking me on a date countless times in my life. 

“I think I’m free,” I say. This is literally my teenage dream come true, but up close, Grainger is a puzzle, an Adonis with some missing pieces.

Lying in bed later, trying to read my biography of Queen Isabella, I run the night over in my head. I can’t place why I feel so uneasy about Grainger’s interest. Why am I not more excited? Maybe I’ve been so shut down the last few years that I don’t know how to, well, just be.
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​Chapter Two
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​Overnight the storm has painted Westerville white. The first snow of the season is always the best one, full of Christmas nostalgia. Students will be slipping around the sidewalks in their new boots and shrieking at snowballs smashed against their winter jackets. 

As I pass through the living room, I see that Dad has brought up from the basement the retro white Christmas tree that we decorate with my nieces and nephew every year. I love our tree-trimming ritual, but it’s tinged with sadness now. 

In the kitchen, Dad sips coffee and reads the news on his tablet as usual.

“Tree time?” I ask. 

“Hm?” He looks up sleepily. “Oh, yep. Tree time. This Saturday work for you? That’s when your sister’s free.”

“Maybe. I don’t know, Dad... because your ol’ pal Grainger McCluskey asked me out.” 

“Oh?” Dad sips and feigns disinterest. “That sounds real nice. Going out for dinner?” 

I place a piece of multigrain bread in the toaster and shove the lever down. I don’t want to let him off so easily. “He didn’t say. Maybe you two can decide on the venue?” I grab my travel mug and pour steaming coffee into it. 

“What are you getting at?” Dad turns, watching me put my lunch together. “He’s a catch. I know you think he’s handsome.”

“Everyone thinks he’s hot, Dad. Including Grainger.” I smile and face him. “But admit it, you set us up last night.” 

Dad holds his breath, puffing out his cheeks. His thin gray hair sticks up in a peacock spray at the back. His eyes look left and right, a goofy cartoon reaction. “We needed a fourth player. Mr. Rosenberg is recovering from hip replacement surgery this week.” 

I narrow my eyes at him and open the fridge to grab the raspberry jam. “I’ll call him and change it to Friday. We need to get that tree up.” 

“Would it be so bad?” he asks timidly. “It makes sense to me. You’ve known him forever. He’s a solid guy, Summer.”

“Solid? He’s dated everyone in town. I’m probably all that’s left.” 

“Be kind.” 

This puts a point on it for me. It’s something my mom used to say. Whenever we girls would be moody, gossipy, or pessimistic, which was a lot of the time, Mom would say, “Be kind.” Such a simple sentiment. But it worked. Still does. 

Why not give Grainger a chance? He was my first crush and probably the best looking man in all of Ohio, if not the country. The thought of actually kissing him, and anything further, makes me nervous, which may also explain my reticence. Truth is, I haven’t had sex in a long time—a ridiculously long time. Between losing mom and moving back into my childhood bedroom, I haven’t felt that itch needed scratching. Maybe Grainger is just what the doctor ordered. 

Later at the library, my mood remains vaguely optimistic. I hum as I shelve books, safe in my cocoon. I haven’t been working at Stoneybrook Middle long, but I went to school here. Some of the teachers are still the same ones who taught me over thirteen years ago. And with my posture corrector, complete with the neck brace in eighth grade, I spent a good bit of time in this library alone. 

“Morning!” says an overly chipper Lilia, pushing her way through the double doors. “I made pampushky!”

“Yummy,” I say, taking two from her outstretched hands. “Take a seat. Do I have a story for you.” 

Lilia’s face lights up. She loves good gossip, and she’ll love this info. She knows Grainger McCloskey. Her snooty cousin dated him briefly in high school. 

“Oooh... I don’t have time. I gotta meet a parent in five. And I still have to grade a test. Tell me at lunch?”

“Sure.” 

“Gimme a hint?”

“Two words—Grainger McCloskey.” 

Lilia’s eyes bulge comically. “Shoot! How am I gonna wait until lunch?!” But she totters away with a wave. 

I take a bite out of the cherry pastry and turn to my email, immediately noticing the third email in my inbox is from Revel Pointe. The subject heading reads: “Archivist Position, request for interview.”

After reading the content of the email quickly and not quite believing it, I reread it out loud, under my breath: “Dear Ms. York, We were impressed with your resume, especially your work and references at the Cleveland Public Library. We would like to conduct a preliminary phone interview with you as soon as possible. Please respond to this email with your availability. We look forward to hearing from you. Best, Jacob Worley, HR Specialist.”

I read it three more times. I’m not sure how to react. After inhaling the rest of the pampushky, I pace around the library with my coffee. What the heck is happening these days? Is Mercury in retrograde or something? Grainger, now Revel Pointe? 

Eventually I find myself in the folklore and fairy tale section, gazing at the spines of books so familiar to me they feel like friends. Hansel and Gretel. The Snow Queen. Rose Red. Jack and the Beanstalk. Thumbelina. I pick up the last one, flip through the text, and pause to study the intricate black-and-white drawings by Vilhelm Pedersen. The tiny, delicate girl who could fit in a flower and fly on the back of a swallow, who almost marries a mole, only to escape just in time and find her match—a prince! What luck! Even as a child, I felt the push and pull of the field mouse’s advice to marry. Marriage is a major theme in Thumbelina. It’s a theme in almost all of them. The prince and princess. Concepts of medieval times and ideals. If I land this position, I would be surrounded by these stories every day. 

I’ve never been to Revel Pointe. Honestly, it’s never been a dream destination of mine. The real castles, cathedrals, and lighthouses of Europe are the places I’ve always hoped to see one day. Why spend money on a theme park castle when you can experience an actual French chateau from the 15th century? But this specific opportunity at Revel Pointe is different. It’s a job, and maybe even a stepping stone to the next adventure, maybe even the Bodleian at Oxford. And it’s temporary, so it’s not like I’m committing to something for the rest of my life.

I place my hands on the shelf in front of me and lean in, like I’m waiting for the voices within to tell me what to do. The first bell of the morning nearly stops my heart. 

“Just reply to the damn email,” I tell myself. 

So I do. Short and simple. 

They respond within the hour: How’s 4 pm CST today? That’s five my time. Doable, but my stomach somersaults. Without overthinking, I reply with the school number and the library extension. 

Lilia returns at 11:45 with her lunch bag, nearly speed-walking in her pregnant condition. 

“All right, Grainger McCloskey. Spill the tea,” she demands as we head into my office behind the check-out counter. 

I had completely forgotten about him. How small that spot of tea now seems in comparison to the morning’s turn of events. 

“Oh, right. Grainger asked me out. We’re having dinner, I think, on Saturday. Or Friday. But Lilia, I suddenly have bigger news.”

Lilia stops midway through opening her yogurt. “How? Who? I mean, what?”

I almost want to laugh at her reaction, but I’m bursting with a buzzy feeling in my body. 

“I have an interview with Revel Pointe.” I pause. “Today.”

Lilia puts her spoon and yogurt down, stands, and raises her hands to her head in utter astonishment. Sharing news like this with someone who cherishes Revel Pointe is so much fun. 

“How?” she asks, staring down at me with serious dagger eyes, like I better not be joking. 

“Remember when we saw that ad, after the Camp Willow 3 trailer?” 

“Yes.” 

“And you said I should apply?”

“You did?” Lilia drops her heavy body back down into her chair. “You did! Holy shit!”  Lilia almost never swears, but this really means something to her. “Haspyd, Nito.”

“I know. My head is spinning.” I show her the email exchange. 

She bites into her turkey sandwich, her hazel eyes still popping. “You will physically get to hold all of the original stuff. The animation cels. The books, the scripts, the notes.” Her eyes go even wider. “The Reve family documents...” She trails off, chewing, her eyes glazed over. “I’d die.” 

Lilia tells me about original memos she’s only seen scanned replicas of online. The letters between the founder, Mick Reve and his wife, Marie. The original drawings of Mick’s first children’s book, A Ragtime Romp. The blueprints for Revel Pointe, the park. 

“I’d be crying every day—screw that, every hour—with all that Revel history in my hands.” Lilia stops speaking; her eyes are watery.

“Don’t cry. I don’t have the gig yet,” I say, bringing us back to reality. 

“You’ll get it.” Lilia grabs my forearm, communicating that I have to get it. Then, she waves her hands around, excited in a new way. “All right, let’s strategize. Wish upon a moon and awake anew.” Lilia writes this Revel motto with my purple pen on a legal pad, then proceeds to give me important background information about the Reve family, the studio, the park. I have a lot to learn, and I want to put my best foot forward in this interview. Eventually the fourth-period bell shakes us out of our mini research prep and pep session. After Lilia wishes me good luck and reluctantly leaves, I’m left with five new Revel tabs open on my laptop and a hastily drawn flowchart of the family members, years, and films. 

The afternoon drags, worse than usual. I process new books. I supervise a study group on The Hobbit with a small group of eighth graders. After 3 p.m., the school is quiet. The teachers stay to grade or leave immediately on holiday errands. I still have two hours to wait, so I pick up Thumbelina again, and get lost in the final details. The tiny lady falls in love at first sight. The prince of the flowers asks her to marry him on the spot and her wedding gift is a set of wings. From the bonds of marriage Thumbelina gains a sort of freedom. What mixed messages these tales contain. Finally, at 5 p.m. on the dot, the library phone rings, and I pick it up. “Stoneybrook Middle School Library. This is Summer.” 

“Hello, Summer. This is Jacob Worley from Revel Pointe HR. How are you today?” 

And the interview begins.  

––––––––
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I nailed it, I think on my hazy drive home.

The interview lasted almost forty minutes. Jacob from HR was the sweetest man I ever had the pleasure to talk with in my life. His slight Southern accent lulled me into the best version of myself. I could feel the right words flow from my lips. My supervisors at the Cleveland Public had given glowing reviews. They stressed my reliability and professionalism, saying I was “a joy to work with.” He told me they called me “the backbone of the archiving project.” 

Jacob hadn’t quizzed me on my knowledge of the studio or the park. Instead, he asked questions like, “What does family mean to you?” and “Have you ever had consequences for doing the right thing?” and “Do others consider you trustworthy?” How do you prepare for questions like that? 

I simply answered from the heart. He was interviewing me not particularly as an archivist but as a person, and even across hundreds of miles, I felt seen. It seems like Revel is more concerned with integrity than a list of attributes on a resume. 

The only strange part of the interview was when Jacob asked if I ever had experience working for a challenging boss. I asked, “Challenging how?” 

And he demurred. “Demanding, exacting, a task-oriented person?”

“Task-oriented” is code for asshole. “I work with middle-school students. Nothing scares me.”

Jacob laughed and sounded relieved. 

What was that about? Lilia mentioned something about one of the Reve brothers, James, being the library’s architect. Maybe he’s the task-oriented boss Jacob referred to on the call.
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​Chapter Three
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​James

––––––––
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Seagulls soar above Revel Pointe as the earthy smell of the Mississippi River wafts over the levee, mixing with the scents of popcorn and beignets. It’s just past nine in the morning, and sweat already drips down my torso.

I stand fifty yards into the copse of oaks and survey the new Grand Revel Library, my library, the entire façade and outer work complete. I’m waiting for Marcel, our head contractor, to arrive for our daily walk-through meeting, when a mosquito’s high buzz coasts near my ear. From my trusty golf cart, I grab the can of bug spray and give myself a healthy dose of the noxious fumes. Curse this fucking swamp. I can’t wait to go home. 

“James!” Marcel calls to me, rounding the tower wing. I follow him through the weedy gravel to the loading area.

“How’s it going?” he asks. 

“I’d be better if it actually felt like December.” I don’t like small talk, so I let the conversation drop here. 

As we hit the concrete pad, I see why he’s excited. Our shipment of flooring—dark cherry-finished oak planks—has finally arrived. 

“Brilliant,” I say, borrowing a box cutter from a worker’s tool kit and slicing at the cardboard binding. The planks we ordered are twelve-footers. I pull one out with Marcel’s help and angle it up and over to the sunlight. The dark stain is so rich it almost reads black. “Bloody brilliant.”

I hear “Bloody brilliant” muttered in a shit British accent behind me. I’m well aware of what some of the local workmen think of me—a rich tosser who micromanages. Screw them. If I didn’t micromanage, we’d be even more behind schedule. I turn and survey the journeymen coming and going, feeling adrenaline course up my spine and burn my ears. 

Fuck them. I have work to do.

“Now, hear me out on the rest of the flooring.” Marcel pulls me back to the job at hand. “I’ve got a whole load of Italian Dyna marble ready in Mississippi. It could be here tomorrow.” 

We have been waiting on flooring, especially the shipment of Mediterranean Pearl marble for the entrance, rotunda gallery, and fireplace. Yesterday we learned that we won’t receive our shipment until mid-January at the earliest. There is no substitute, but Marcel, eager to complete this job, wants us to use a subpar product.

“We had this conversation already,” I tell him and head toward the back staircase, looking each worker in the eye. I wipe my brow with a handkerchief. I’m in good shape. I run long and hard every morning, but the sun exhausts me. One would think I’d have adapted some, but I’ve lived elsewhere most of my life, shipped off to boarding school in New England when I was just eight years old. From there, I was off to jolly Old England. The UK feels like home—gray skies, lush green banks of slow-moving canals, hardly anyone recognizing me. Not to mention the gorgeous stone buildings, centuries old, with actual history worth studying.

In the past few years I’ve only returned for the funeral of my oldest half-brother, Wade, and the wedding of my other half-brother, Ethan. Tilda, my mother and president of our animation studio, Elixir tried to get me home when Ethan was named interim CEO last year, telling me she needed reinforcements. 

“Can you believe your grandfather named that scoundrel CEO over me?” Tilda only called when she needed something. I used to care more, wanting her approbation then hating myself for it. She still can get her claws in me sometimes.

When Dad left her for Yasmin, our housekeeper, Tilda was humiliated, but kept up appearances in public. Only my brother and I saw the wreckage behind the scenes. 

“What am I going to do now?” she sobbed as Henri and I hugged her. I was eight. Henri was only six. It was the one time we saw her cry. I often think that single moment is why we still answer her calls and respond to her texts. However, we both rejected being a part of the family business—until PawPaw called. 

When Mick Reve asked if I would contribute to the family legacy by accepting the role of lead architect on the Grand Revel Library, I could not say no. It’s a career-defining opportunity, and it’s PawPaw.

This stretch of nearly a year at Revel Pointe has been trying. PawPaw has commissioned this library for a park archive. We began excavation last March, but as so often happens with construction in Louisiana, we are behind schedule and will likely not open on Christmas Eve as planned. Very few people here work to my standards or understand my vision. 

Our tower and west wing should make the deadline, as I’m finally walking on subflooring. But the extravagant front loggia and gallery will not be done on time. The Grand Revel Library is designed in the Chateauesque style, inspired by the French chateaux of the Renaissance, but with American touches, like the mansions of industry in Detroit, New York, and Newport at the turn of the 20th century. Of course, our library is raised, five feet to be exact, because of flooding. The main two floors are lined with cedar planks, painted a natural stone cream to mimic the stone of Paris’ Haussmann buildings. The attics and Flemish dormers are cedar shake, a smoky blue-gray. By far, my favorite element of the entire building is the round clock tower of the east wing, which pierces the oak canopy and will be seen in the skyline from most of the park. How’s that for a legacy?

Cricket Sugarman, our lead interior designer, is also behind because we are behind. She’s been purchasing furniture and working with skilled carpenters on the built-in shelving and desks, but she keeps telling us she needs finished walls and floors to get going. Imagine that. Yesterday, she sided with Marcel, actually suggesting faux-marble, as in painting the floor and fireplace, which I thought was a joke.

From the front steps, I text Cricket: Meet me at the cafe. Dying in heat. Need cold caffeine. 

She responds immediately with a thumbs up emoji. 

When it’s inconvenient to talk on site, we’ve been meeting in the air conditioned French Village cafe, La Tortue Bleue—the blue turtle. I run my hands through my longish hair, damp at the neck, and hop in my park golf cart. In London I walk everywhere, but here at Revel the golf cart is my best mate. I speed ten miles an hour down the oak-lined drive and into the early traffic of tourists on the park pathways that circle the signature lighthouse. 

I do love the buttery smells that permeate the French Village, which is modeled on one of those picturesque hamlets with the cobblestone walkways and vines blooming everywhere. Though the goal is verisimilitude, the differences are glaring. The bright-green geckos scuttling up the wall, the park signs and paved pathways, the explosive tropical foliage—none of this is authentic French. There are two wide fountains, souvenir shops, an ice cream parlor, a chocolatier, and several boulangeries and cafes. But despite the out-of-place decor, I like La Tortue Bleue for its side garden and delicious coffee. 

Cricket and I walk up at the same moment. She’s an attractive, curvy woman who has a uniquely American style. Today she’s wearing a ‘50s number, printed with palm trees and sailboats, and chunky orange heels. Her hair is swept up in a twist, and her full-sleeve tattoos are on display. 

“Bonjour,” I greet her, opening the door. 

“Back atcha, Jimmy,” she says and heads through. 

I like Cricket, though I hate her nickname for me. We’ve become friends despite my open reluctance to make new ones. Cricket is silly, almost to a fault sometimes. Born and raised in Algiers Point, she now lives here in St. Bernard Parish with her mother and eight-year-old son, Charlie. She’s in her mid-thirties but seems younger. She spent a year interning at a design firm in Liverpool, so we share a love of football—real football, not the American version. She’s a Reds fan, and my team is Chelsea, but I don’t hold it against her. 

“You smell like a whole Boy Scout troop,” Crickets tells me. 

“You don’t enjoy my Southern musk?” 

“It’s a bit much.”

At the counter, she makes small talk and asks if I’ve seen the tea room remodel at the Beau Chêne Resort yet. I haven’t.

“Yellow roses,” she says, gesturing with a sweeping hand to indicate the idea of “everywhere.”

“Sounds positively provincial,” I say and order for us both. “Where’s the tea room at the resort?” She knows Revel Pointe better than I do, having worked here three years. 

“You’re useless,” she jokes, swatting at my arm. “How could I forget you’re essentially a foreigner with that accent?”

“I don’t have an accent.” 

“Oh, no?” She turns her nose up. “Positively provincial. You sound like Cary Grant.”

“I sound like a girl?” 

“Useless.” She rolls her eyes dramatically.

At the table, over iced French roast, we look over the week’s schedule. On her tablet, she points to the central rotunda, which has two sets of open interior balconies that wrap almost completely around, with a vaulted, domed ceiling above. 

“My ceiling artists are ready, but we need cooler weather. That, or A/C. And we’ve got to wait for the custom woodworking on the railings to be finished. All that dust needs to settle for at least two days, or so they tell me.” Cricket’s manicured fingers tap and spread to zoom into the blueprint. “When will that be done?” She points.

“Off the top of my head? Three weeks?” The balusters are all hardwood cypress, hand carved at newel posts. We haven’t started the installation phase, and I’m not sure how much they’ve finished off site, what with sanding, staining, varnishing. I mention the marble again.

Cricket throws out some other real stone options. “Cream Travertine? Polished beige Marfil?” She shows me some photos.

“It’s not going to work.” I cross my arms, sit back in my seat, and look up at the cafe ceiling, thinking. I cringe at the plastic ceiling fans. Necessary on the bayou. Impossible to find in France. I wish someone else here valued authenticity and history.

“I’m going to do some calling around.” I text Lucien, my assistant, to get me phone appointments with two of my contacts as soon as humanly possible. 

“There’s gotta be other distributors,” Cricket suggests. “For expediency.” 

“Maybe,” I say. “But you can start shelf installation in the west and tower wings,” I tell her. “The hardwoods will start today.” 

She claps her hands, then grabs my forearm and bows to me. “Thank you,” she whispers, huskily.

I pull away. She’s too demonstrative.

“Oh geez,” Cricket pokes my bicep. “Are they watching?” She mocks again, searching the cafe, referring to the time I pulled away from one of her overly exuberant hugs on-site. I had told her it was inappropriate for work colleagues and that tourists hover and watch us Reves like vultures. There’s a fan website devoted to our personal lives, for fuck’s sake. Cricket chortled in my face.

“Oh, piss off,” I say, embarrassed. She puts a hand on my shoulder, and I have to let her keep it there, to save face. “Come on, then. Back to work,” I say, grateful to get out of this uncomfortable corner I’ve painted myself into. 

“Tally ho,” she says and follows me. 

I give her a look, and she relents. “Sorry, last one.”

“I don’t believe you,” I say, rounding the bend to my cart. 

“Pip, pip! Tutt, tutt!” she says, hopping into the passenger seat.

The pathway to the library is not far, and I anticipate the impressive sight on the drive. The way winds gently between the great trees, but the library is visible, bit by bit. Its light façade and filigree flashing hints beyond oak branches that twist and dip, some of them almost to the ground. Cricket is in the middle of describing the new crystal knobs she’s picked out for the drawers and how they’ll match the chandeliers when I notice another golf cart zooming towards us. Before I realize who’s in the driver's seat, the cart veers left, crossing and blocking the path. It’s my mother.

“You are just the people I need,” Tilda says and steps out from the passenger seat, with Lucien hanging behind the wheel. Even on a casual day, my mother insists on four-inch Louboutins, and today’s pair are mauve. The heels put her over six feet. She’s lean with almost platinum hair. Today she’s more relaxed, in fitted white ankle pants and a black silk tank tucked into a mauve belt that matches the shoes. 

To say that she is not maternal is an understatement. She mothers from afar, sending us luxury watches, cars, and trips for birthdays, insisting on short destination holidays, like five nights in Capri for Christmas, or a weekend in New York. Otherwise, we don’t see her much—not since she sent us away as children. Just the requisite monthly phone call. My father is vaguely interested in us, which isn’t saying much, but he’s been more attentive since we lost Wade and he had a stroke. I rarely see him these days as he’s busy convalescing on the boat with Yasmin. 

“To what do we owe the pleasure?” I ask, parking and stepping out of the golf cart. 

“I need a date,” Tilda says. Her upright posture doesn’t change. She doesn’t even squint in the dappled sunlight. 

“I’m sure there are many lovely men your age....”

“Hush.” She swats at me and then examines the library. “This is a beautiful building, James, but it needs to be finished.” 

“I know. I’m working on it.” I acknowledge Cricket. “We’re working on it.” 

“As I said, I need a date.” Tilda pauses, displeased. “The gala is less than a month away.”

“We’ve had a few hiccups,” I begin, but she holds up her hand. 

“And this section of the park has been closed since May. It’s dirty and loud—” 

“You can open Mick and Marie’s Cabin and the Cajun Log Flume on Friday. We won’t need access for big machinery once the landscaping is complete.”

Mother looks pleased. “Good. But the Fête Noël gala will happen in the library. Christmas Eve.” She checks her Cartier watch, encircled in diamonds. “Do what you have to do to get that done, James. It’s the 60th anniversary of Revel Pointe and your grandfather’s ninety-fifth birthday, not to mention our Camp Willow Creek 3 premiere.” Her voice doesn’t rise. She doesn’t freak out. It’s just a matter-of-fact directive. 

“Yes, sir,” I tease. Being under someone’s thumb doesn’t suit me.

She makes a snarling face at me and gets back in her cart. 

“Also, it’s time you start talking to the press,” she says, changing the subject. 

“Can’t someone else?” I protest.

“No, you’re the architect. The man of the hour. Time for you to shine!” Her chipper voice grates, but not as much as knowing she’s right. “Oh, and you’ll be my date to the Fête. I want to introduce you to some important people.” She slides her sunglasses back on to make it final.

“You make me sound like a debutante,” I say.

“In a way, you are, darlin’,” she calls to me as the golf cart speeds away.
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James

––––––––
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​The next day, I take a private flight to Quebec City. After making a few calls and scouring the internet, Lucien located a small cache of Mediterranean Pearl marble for our central gallery. Finishing this project on time is paramount. It’s a four-hour flight in my father’s Gulfstream, Mona 2, so I sit back, enjoy a glass of bourbon, and watch a recorded Chelsea match I missed. 

Lucien has arranged a car and a fixer to greet me at the airport. Léo is warm and meets me with a firm handshake. 

“Salut,” he says. “Welcome to Quebec.”

I thank him and sit up front. As Léo careens onto the highway, I’m happy to be on the move again. Quebec is covered in snow, most of it gray and crusty along the highway, but it’s a welcome change of scenery. 

“You know the place we’re headed?” I ask Léo. 

“Yes, a small town west of the city. No more than an hour.” 

I start to relax when Tilda texts me: I hear you’re in Canada. Hurry back. LA Times journalist will be on site tomorrow. I can almost hear her tapping her Cartier watch.

When we veer off the highway, the countryside turns into a vintage postcard. White snow covers rolling hills and massive bare trees. Barns and church spires dot the landscape. Restaurants and town halls are decorated with evergreen wreaths and red ribbons. It’s what Christmas is supposed to be. The only thing missing is a beautiful woman by my side. 

I’ve always been happy alone. Hell, I was practically trained for solitary life. I’ve had a few relationships but never felt compelled to commit. The women know who I am, or find out pretty quickly, and I can’t trust that their interest is pure. After a few months of trying to discern sincerity, I run, calling them from a hotel room in Istanbul, or on a train to Vienna, to break it off. It’s never my intention to be callous, but it’s cleaner, less messy. Da Vinci once said, “Life without love is no life at all.” Da Vinci, in my humble opinion, was full of shit. A life without love is a less complicated one. Still, I am a man with needs, physical and otherwise.

L&C Granite is a massive yard and warehouse in a town called Petit Ruisseau. Finally, the pearl stone is in front of me, and it’s luminous. I sweep my hand alongside the outer slab and note its balanced tone. Up close, there are mushroom-colored veins and tiny flecks of white iridescent pearl.

“I’ll take it all,” I tell the owner. “When can it be in Louisiana?” 

After some fierce negotiation, I emerge from the warehouse with Léo. It’s late in the afternoon, dark and snowing. The lights of Petit Ruisseau glow. I’d love to find a quaint restaurant, eat some local food, and enjoy the serenity of this wintry countryside. But as if tethered by an invisible chain, Lucien rings me.

“Your mum’s up my arse with this LA Times article, mate.” Lucien’s voice in my ear sounds discordant in this snowy environment. “Get back here ASAP. For my sake.” 

On the way back to the city, I check my email. Tilda has sent me links to articles by LA Times reporter Reya Ghu, with the subject heading “LA Times media prep.” I click them for distraction and read the headlines: “Revel Cruise Line to Disrupt Island Ecosystem,” “What Revel Is Hiding in The Seven Wonders,” “Revel Management Under Scrutiny.” Ms. Ghu is not a fan; Tilda must hope the library will woo her. As I tuck into the most recent article, criticizing the studio’s recent penchant for cashing in on sequels, my phone buzzes. It’s the lead attendant of the flight crew. 
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