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      ONE

      
      If it wasn’t for old movies, Virgil Cain would never bother to turn on the thirty-year-old Philco television in the corner
         of the farmhouse living room. To his mind, there was nothing else out there worth watching. For a couple of years after taking
         over the farm, he’d regularly watched the local news for the sole purpose of catching the weather report, only to gradually
         come to the conclusion that a TV weatherman’s promises were like that of a politician on the stump. At least with a politician,
         a man expected things to be fairly inaccurate; people lied to get elected, it was as simple as that. The weatherman, presumably,
         possessed no such ulterior motives, yet he was undependable just the same.
      

      
      After the news, most stations offered a steady and somewhat putrid stream of reality shows, programs that had one thing in
         common – there was nothing real about them. Virgil was never much of a student in high school and as such he retained very
         little from those days. But one statement had for some reason stayed with him over the years; it was H. L. Mencken’s contention
         that nobody ever went broke underestimating the taste of the American public. Virgil remembered the quote but he couldn’t
         say exactly when Mencken had come up with it. He was reasonably certain that it had been before the days of television. However,
         if Mencken was alive today and was looking for evidence to back up his sentiment, he would have to look no farther than reality
         TV.
      

      
      So it was old films that saved the Philco from the junkyard. As far back as his memory would reach, Virgil had loved movies,
         starting with Johnny Weismuller’s stone-faced and athletic Tarzan, and moving on through the decades, to the Gene Autry and
         Roy Rogers shorts, to Laurel and Hardy, the Marx Brothers, the great W. C. Fields. He liked Bogart and Cagney as good guys and bad, and he loved
         Peter Lorre in everything. He was drawn to westerns, and always had been. Claire Marchand told him he was a cowboy himself,
         and she hadn’t meant it in a particularly flattering way. But she’d bought him a book about western cinema, over a thousand
         pages with details of every western ever made, the great and not so great, with background stories from the directors, the
         cameramen, the actors and the crew.
      

      
      Virgil liked certain directors more than others – Hathaway, Ford, Boetticher. Howard Hawks was a favorite. Like John Ford,
         he used secondary characters to great and often comedic effect. Virgil loved Victor McLaglen’s swagger, John Carradine’s sonorous
         voice, Walter Brennan’s irascibility. He loved how Noah Berry Jr. rode his horse in Red River, hat pushed way up on his forehead, elbows flying like he was about to take flight.
      

      
      Virgil didn’t have cable on the farm, or a satellite either, but there was a decades-old antenna bolted to the roof of the
         front porch and with it he could pick up stations from different places, depending on the weather and the time of day. There
         was one channel, called Old Gold Movies, out of New York City, that ran films twenty-four hours a day, all of a certain vintage, nothing more recent than the 1970’s.
         Often at night Virgil would sit down and tune in to see what the station was running. Some times he would turn the set off
         as quick as he turned it on. He wasn’t interested in musicals, or fluff comedies where Rock Hudson pretended to be interested
         in Doris Day. He liked drama, but drama with style, films like Kubrick’s The Killing, The Hustler with Newman, The Men with Brando.
      

      
      Virgil didn’t consider himself a film buff. He would never consider himself an anything buff. He wasn’t interested in how
         movies were made, or in the people responsible for getting them made, the money people. He liked the finished product, at least some of the time. Newer movies didn’t do a lot for him;
         it seemed that there were ten bad films made for every good one. And so he wasn’t intrigued in the least when he heard that
         a production company was coming to Ulster County to make a feature film. First of all, it had nothing to do with him and secondly,
         he assumed the whole process would be boring.
      

      
      As it turned out, he was wrong on both counts. For starters, he ended up working for the production company. And secondly,
         it was anything but boring.
      

      
      Especially when the bodies began turning up.

   



      
      
      TWO

      
      When Virgil came in from baling hay it was three minutes past noon and the phone in the kitchen was ringing. It was Jake Norsworthy
         from Woodstock Saddlery on the line, saying that Virgil’s harness was ready for pick-up. With the ten acre field behind the
         barn cut and baled and ready to be loaded, the timing was right. Virgil cut a thick slice of roast beef from the night before
         and laid it between two pieces of bread, slapped on some mustard, and ate in the truck on his way to the saddle shop. The
         day was hot and growing hotter, a carbon copy to the day before, and the day before that. There’d been no rain for nearly
         a month. The truck had air conditioning but it hadn’t worked in the years Virgil had owned the vehicle. He drove with the
         windows down, his left hand idly keeping beat on the outside mirror to a Kristofferson song from the country radio station.
      

      
      He’d picked up the old harness at an auction sale near Rhinebeck a couple of months earlier. He had reluctantly inherited
         two Percheron draft horses from area vet Mary Nelson last year, and since then he’d been waiting for Mary to find a home for
         them. In truth, he had pretty much given up on the notion of Mary finding a home for them. The animals had arrived at Virgil’s
         farm emaciated and sickly, like most of the horses Mary had shown up with over the past several years, and Virgil – with the
         vet’s help – had nursed them back to health, at which point Mary had confidently predicted that someone would adopt the two,
         taking them off Virgil’s hands. The two draft horses, a mare and a gelding, each weighed over twelve hundred pounds now, and
         they were impressive to look at – their coats a gleaming reddish brown, their manes and tails a strawberry blonde. They passed
         their days picking at the grass in Virgil’s pasture field in front of the barn, or standing lazily beneath the large sugar maple tree in the corner, alongside the dozen or so other horses
         Mary had delivered over the years.
      

      
      Virgil had recently named the two, Bob and Nelly, after a team of mules he’d seen Gabby Hayes driving in a movie. He had never
         bestowed a name on a single animal on the farm in the past – none of the other horses, none of his beef cattle, not even the
         barn cats who kept the granary free of rats and mice. But he named the Percherons because he intended to put them to work,
         and – in Virgil’s mind – the hired help should at least have names.
      

      
      He’d found a book at the library in Saugerties that explained in detail how to train draft horses to harness. When first dropping
         the Percherons off, Mary had mentioned the previous owner had used them in country plowing competitions, when he wasn’t starving
         them or mistreating them in general. If that was true, then the two animals had forgotten everything they’d learned. Maybe
         they had mental blocks regarding that part of their history. Virgil couldn’t blame them if they did.
      

      
      The book was titled How To Train Your Horse To Harness; it was written by a man named Robert Leroy Smythe and published in 1927. The librarian had offered to do a Google search
         for Virgil, in hopes of turning up a more modern volume on the subject, but Virgil had declined, reasoning that whatever methods
         had worked in 1927 were likely to still be effective today. Unless, of course, a person was dealing with some newly-developed
         computerized horse, and there was nothing about Bob or Nelly that suggested this was the case.
      

      
      The harness he’d bought at the auction was dried out and brittle but mostly salvageable. Virgil had cleaned the leather with
         saddle soap, and then lubricated it with mink oil. The hardware was brass and had shined up nicely. He’d first hitched the
         animals up singly, walking them around the barnyard, getting them used to stopping and going, and turning one way or the other. Neither seemed at all
         accustomed to the harness, which may have been different from that they were used to, but they did appear to recognize the
         prompts – whoa to stop, giddyup to go, and haw and gee to turn left and right. The author Smythe made note of the fact that
         in England the commands for turning were reversed. Intending to keep to Ulster County, or at the very least to the confines
         of North America, Virgil saw no reason to burden Bob and Nelly with the information.
      

      
      The first time he’d put the horses in tandem, a week ago, Bob had headed left for the water trough just as Nelly was turning
         right and the leather girth strap snapped in half. Virgil took the complete harness into Jake Norsworthy that day and told
         him to replace whatever was needed.
      

      
      The leather shop was on the west edge of town, just off 212. Virgil walked in to find Jake talking to a young woman who was
         holding a western saddle in both arms, like it was a newborn lamb. The woman wore tight jeans and cowboy boots and a t-shirt
         with a silk screen of Dwight Yoakam across the front.
      

      
      “Merle Sanders said she came into the Kettle & Crock for breakfast this morning and she was just as nice as could be,” the
         woman was saying.
      

      
      Virgil nodded past the woman to Jake.

      
      “I’ve heard that about her,” Jake said, returning Virgil’s nod.

      
      The young woman hadn’t heard Virgil come in. She turned to see him now. “Olivia Burns is in town.”

      
      “I see,” Virgil said.

      
      
      “The movie actress,” Jake elaborated.

      
      Virgil nodded again, trying to think of something to say that might suggest some interest in the subject on his part. He couldn’t
         come up with a damn thing. “So my harness is ready?” he asked.
      

      
      From the saddlery he drove to the co-op where he bought a couple of rolls of binder twine, enough to finish the season, he
         estimated. The girl working the cash register was maybe sixteen, a high school student no doubt. When she gave Virgil his
         change she told him that Olivia Burns was in town.
      

      
      Back at the farm Virgil pulled the hay wagon from the drive shed. Earlier that month he’d removed the steel tongue from the
         wagon and replaced it with a whippletree. Taking a couple of nylon leads, he walked into the front field to retrieve the two
         draft horses and led them to the wagon, where he fitted them both with breastcollars and traces. Then he hooked them to the
         wagon. When he said giddyup, Bob and Nelly did just that.
      

      
      Once in the hayfield it took a while to get the timing down, although that was Virgil’s fault as much as the horses’. He was
         every bit as green at this as they were, and maybe more so. The pace was the tricky thing. The team needed to walk slowly
         enough that Virgil had time to toss the hay bales onto the wagon without falling behind. The problem came at the end of the
         field. When the horses turned back toward the barn, they immediately speeded up, at one point breaking into a trot. Heading
         for home. Virgil had to grab the traces and slow them to a walk. Every few minutes he whoa-ed the team, and jumped up onto
         the wagon to build the load. After an hour or so, things fell into a rhythm; by the time the first wagon was full, Bob and
         Nelly were working fairly well, falling into some sort of rhythm.
      

      
      
      Virgil left that load by the barn, shifted the whippletree to an empty wagon and went back into the field. The heat was oppressive
         but there was a breeze from the east that made working tolerable. When the third wagon was loaded, it was nearly suppertime.
         As Virgil led the wagon and team around the barn and into the yard, he saw Claire sitting on the side porch of the house,
         drinking a bottle of beer and watching him with an amused expression on her face, as if Virgil was an eight-year-old who had
         managed to cobble together a go-cart that actually rolled.
      

      
      Virgil unhooked the team, and led them into the pasture field, where he rubbed them down quickly with a gunny sack and then
         rewarded them both with a bucket of grain. Claire’s expression was virtually unchanged as he made his way to the house. She
         was wearing khaki pants and a white cotton shirt, the sleeves rolled to her elbows. Her dark hair fell loosely to her shoulders.
         She was tanned and relaxed and looked beautiful. Virgil swore that the tension drained from her the moment she pulled in the
         driveway.
      

      
      “What are you smiling at?” he asked.

      
      “You.”

      
      “Did I do something funny?”

      
      She took a drink of beer. “You and your horses.”

      
      She must have gone into the house and retrieved a beer for him when she saw him coming. She handed it over. “Fuel for the
         tractor is expensive,” he said when he’d had a drink. “And it’s about time those nags earned their keep.”
      

      
      “You forgot to mention your carbon footprint.”

      
      “That too.”

      
      “Or maybe you’re just stuck in the nineteenth century,” Claire said.

      
      
      “I’ve been stuck in worse places.”

      
      “You certainly have.”

      
      They sat quietly for a time. The sun had reached the tree tops to the west but there was still a couple of hours of daylight
         left. Bob and Nelly walked along the fence line to the far corner of the field, where the rest of the orphan herd was grazing.
         It seemed to Virgil that the two draft horses moved differently now, that there was in their stride an element of pride, of
         change in their status on the farm. It had to be his imagination. What would horses know of the dignity of work?
      

      
      He looked toward the barn, where the three wagon loads of hay were parked. Earlier he’d backed the elevator up to the mow
         window and mounted the electric motor to the base. He glanced at Claire.
      

      
      “You feel like a work-out?”

      
      She glanced at the wagons. She’d helped him mow bales in the past. “Sure.”

      
      “I’ll cook you a steak afterwards,” he said.

      
      “You got a deal.”

      
      “You want the mow or the wagon?” he asked.

      
      “Nice try,” she said smiling. “It’s a hundred degrees up there. I’m staying on the wagon.”

      
      It took them an hour and a half to unload the hay. When Virgil came down out of the mow, he was shirtless, his torso drenched,
         the sweat mixed with dust and chaff. Claire was perspiring heavily too; she’d pulled her hair back in a ponytail before they’d
         started and her face and neck were streaked with dirt and sweat. She removed the gloves Virgil had given her, and laid them
         on the wagon.
      

      
      
      “You hungry?” he asked.

      
      “I could use a shower first. So could you.”

      
      “You want to save some water?”

      
      The shared shower led to the bedroom, and then back to the shower. It was full dark when Virgil grilled the steaks on the
         porch. Claire found enough stuff in the fridge to make a salad and she cut thick slices of zucchini to cook on the grill with
         the beef. She opened a bottle of red wine she’d brought with her and they ate outside on the picnic table. The drought had
         knocked the mosquito population down and the heat had relented slightly when the sun disappeared so it was nice sitting out
         on the lawn.
      

      
      “So how much money did you save today?” Claire asked. “You know – leaving the tractor in the shed?”

      
      “Hell, I don’t know,” Virgil replied. “Not much.” He glanced at her then looked away.

      
      Claire watched him for a while, studying his profile in the dim light from the porch lamp. He was aware of her scrutiny, she
         knew, and as always it made him uncomfortable. He didn’t like to be the center of attention, even here, on his own property,
         alone with a woman he’d been in the shower with an hour ago.
      

      
      “When are your taxes due?”

      
      “End of the month,” he said.

      
      “I can help you with some money.”

      
      “No,” he said.

      
      “Why not?” she asked, even though she’d known the answer before asking.

      
      “Because that’s not the way this works.”

      
      
      Claire had a drink of wine. “Is everybody from the 1800’s as stubborn as you?”

      
      He smiled at that. “Hand that bottle over, will you?”

      
      She did and watched as he poured. The conversation about money was finished, she knew, whether she liked it or not.

      
      “You weren’t in Woodstock today by chance?” she asked.

      
      “I was actually.”

      
      “Olivia Burns is in town.”

      
      “So I hear,” Virgil said.

   



      
      
      THREE

      
      Sam Jonson had arranged to meet with Olivia Burns at noon in a bistro called Bernie’s on Main Street in Woodstock. The actress
         was already there when Sam walked in, sitting alone at a table by the windows while the wait staff gathered by the counter
         and stared at her. Olivia wore a long skirt and a plain white t-shirt and she had a well-thumbed copy of Frontier Woman in front of her.
      

      
      Sam, wearing black tights and a black sweater, in spite of the heat, walked over and the two woman embraced. Sam removed her
         baseball cap, also black with Monkey Sex scripted in red across the front, and placed it on the table. She had a leather carryall which she put on the floor.
      

      
      “What’s Monkey Sex?” Olivia asked when they were seated.

      
      “A film Robb and I did last year,” Sam said. “Super cool. About the games people play, in relationships, you know? We’re just
         finishing it. Trying to get it into Sundance.”
      

      
      “I’d like to see it.”

      
      “Well, it’s still pretty rough.”

      
      A waitress, no more that twenty-one, approached with menus and a pitcher of water. She poured for them both.

      
      “I’ll give you a couple of minutes,” she said.

      
      “Thank you,” Olivia said.

      
      “I love your movies,” the waitress said.

      
      Olivia thanked her again and she left. Sam picked her menu up, glanced through it without really looking at it. She put it aside and looked around the nearly empty restaurant. A blackboard on the far wall
         listed the daily specials. Sam read the board, then turned back to Olivia, her eyes finally settling on the book.
      

      
      “How many times have you read it?”

      
      “I guess twice all the way through,” Olivia said. “Now I just jump around, here and there.”

      
      “Robb and I were talking last night,” Sam said. “How inspired we are just being here. We love the country! We just love it.
         The trees and...everything. It brings the world of the book so close. You can almost taste it. This is going to be great.
         This is going to be...fucking great.”
      

      
      “I’m looking forward to it.”

      
      Sam opened the menu again, and then closed it once more. She exhaled. “Here’s the thing,” she said. “Peter Dunmore is out.”

      
      The announcement caught Olivia completely off guard. Of course it would.

      
      “He quit?” she asked.

      
      “Well...not exactly.”

      
      “What happened then? He was one of the reasons I signed for this. He seemed so into it when we met in L.A. And the guy’s an
         amazing director.”
      

      
      “I totally agree,” Sam said. “Totally. The problem is...well, it’s with USN. They’ve got a problem with him. I don’t know
         what it is, and typically they’re not saying. It could be political, it could be personal...you know how it is with these
         fuckers.”
      

      
      “It’s a feature,” Olivia said. “Why is USN calling the shots? What’s a network have to do with it?”

      
      
      “They have first run rights for TV,” Sam said. “They’re putting up a big chunk of the budget.”

      
      Olivia fell silent as the waitress returned.

      
      “Um,” Olivia said. “I’m just going to have tea, okay?”

      
      “We have herbal.”

      
      “That’s fine.”

      
      The waitress looked at Sam.

      
      “I’ll have the chicken wrap,” Sam said, indicating the specials listed on the wall. “And coffee.”

      
      Olivia picked up her copy of Frontier Woman and turned it over in her hands. “Shit. This isn’t good.”

      
      “I know,” Sam said. “It sucks. I feel so bad for Peter.”

      
      “There’s no chance –”

      
      “No. It’s done.”

      
      Olivia sighed and placed the book on the table. “So we don’t have a director,” she said. “And we start shooting in a week.”

      
      “Well, we lucked out there,” Sam said at once. “Robb has agreed to take it on.”

      
      “Who is Robb again?”

      
      Now it was Sam who was surprised. “Why, Robb is my husband. We had dinner in New York last week. He...um...sat beside you.”

      
      “Right,” Olivia said. “Of course. And he...he’s a director?”

      
      “He’s a very good director,” Sam assured her. “He actually directed Monkey Sex last fall. The film I told you about, that’s going to Sundance.”
      

      
      “You said you were trying for Sundance.”

      
      “Well yeah. But it looks promising.”

      
      “What else has he directed?”

      
      “Well, he did a very personal little film...um, that he wrote and directed, in fact...about his experiences going to a private school. Sort of a coming of age thing, about this young man
         who didn’t quite fit in. You know, he wasn’t a jock or a great student, but he was very sensitive and artistic and –”
      

      
      “What was it called?”

      
      “It was called Days At Dundurn.”
      

      
      Olivia shrugged. “I don’t recall it.”

      
      “It never actually had a theatrical release,” Sam said. “But it was at the Minneapolis Film Festival. And it was at Charlotte
         too. You know, North Carolina.”
      

      
      The waitress brought Olivia’s tea then, setting the ceramic pot on the table along with a cup.

      
      “Do you need lemon or anything?” she asked.

      
      “This is fine,” Olivia said.

      
      “Would it be, like, totally uncool if I asked for your autograph?”

      
      “Not at all.”

      
      The waitress had a piece of paper ready, in the event that it wasn’t, like, totally uncool to ask. Olivia signed it after
         getting the woman’s name. Sam waited impatiently, fingering the black ball cap.
      

      
      
      “Robb loves the book,” she said when the waitress had gone. “Loves it. And the truth is, he’s helped out a lot with the script.
         You know, story editing. Shaping it.”
      

      
      “Stuart never mentioned that,” Olivia said.

      
      “He wouldn’t,” Sam said. She shook her head, rolling her eyes toward the ceiling. “Writers, you know?”

      
      Olivia looked out the window, to the busy sidewalk. It was tourist season and the streets were full.

      
      “Robb’s spent a lot of time in the country,” Sam said then. “His family had a place in the Poconos growing up and he use to
         canoe...and all that. I think we’re really lucky to have him.” She hesitated. “He absolutely loves the book.”
      

      
      “You mentioned that,” Olivia said.

      
      “He’s really eager to talk to you about the role of Martha. He wants to know how you see her.” Sam took a drink of water.
         “He has a reputation as an actor’s director.”
      

      
      She waited for some sort of response. Olivia poured tea into the cup and took a sip.

      
      “I hope you’re okay with this,” Sam said. “Bottom line, we have to play the hand that USN dealt us. Those fuckers.”

      
      “I guess we have to.”

      
      “And you’re good with it? Right?”

      
      “I guess I have to be.”

      
      When she left the bistro, and her uneaten chicken wrap, in downtown Woodstock, Sam got into her car and headed back to New
         York City. Once on the thruway, she called Robb. He and Levi were scouting locations in the mountains west of Bearsville.
      

      
      “Hey,” he said. “How’d it go?”

      
      “Good.”

      
      “She didn’t freak?”

      
      “No, she was fine,” Sam said. “She, uh...she couldn’t come right out and say it, obviously, but I don’t think she was all
         that convinced that Dunmore was the right guy for this in the first place.”
      

      
      “And she’s okay with me?”

      
      “Oh yeah. She mentioned that she thought you were really smart when we had dinner in New York. She said...and I’m quoting
         here...she said, ‘Robb really gets the book, doesn’t he?’ So there you go.”
      

      
      “That’s cool.”

      
      “It is,” Sam said. “So where are you, honey?”

      
      “Some back road somewhere. Levi found a place on the web where they do Civil War re-enactments so we’re heading there now.
         They have log cabins and a blacksmith shop and all that. Where are you?”
      

      
      “On my way to the city. I have USN at four. I’ll keep you updated.”

      
      “Later, babe.”

      
      The United States Network had its east coast offices on Madison Avenue. When Sam was ushered into the boardroom, Alan Hammond
         and Justine Warner were already there, sitting at a long glass-topped table. Sam had arranged the meeting over the phone that
         morning from Woodstock. Alan Hammond was his usual jovial self but Justine seemed a little miffed at being summoned on short notice.
      

      
      “Peter Dunmore is out,” Sam told them.

      
      “What do you mean – out?” Justine said.

      
      “He’s no longer on the film,” Sam said.

      
      “Why not?”

      
      “That’s a good question,” Sam said. “The short answer is that Olivia Burns doesn’t want him.”

      
      Sam watched as the two producers exchanged glances. There was a bowl of fruit on the table and she leaned forward to take
         an apple.
      

      
      “At dinner the other night she said was thrilled to be working with him,” Alan said. “This is a bit of a turn around, isn’t
         it?”
      

      
      “I would say so,” Sam agreed. “Actors, you know?”

      
      With that, Justine got up and left. Sam wasn’t surprised, although she’d been hoping she would stay, that they could keep
         the conversation within the confines of the room. That ship had sailed.
      

      
      “I know this is a shock but overall it’s a good thing,” Sam said to Alan. “If we have a clash of egos, it’s best to figure
         that out before we start shooting, not in the middle.”
      

      
      “Is that what this is – a clash of egos?”

      
      “Shit, I don’t know. I’m as confused by it as you are.”

      
      Alan nodded, then got to his feet and moved to a sideboard, where a carafe of coffee sat. He was a big man, pushing three
         hundred pounds, and he lumbered rather than walked. He poured a cup for himself before turning to Sam.
      

      
      “Coffee?”

      
      “No thank you,” she said and took a bite of the apple.

      
      Alan returned and sat down opposite her. He asked what the weather was like in the Woodstock area, even though it was only
         a ninety minute drive away. Sam had always felt comfortable with Alan. He was a kind man, she thought, and she considered
         him an ally. He’d been very positive about Frontier Woman from the start. It was Justine who had been the devil’s advocate, suggesting that the film would have a tough time finding
         an audience in the seventeen to twenty-five demographic. Sam’s response to that had been emphatic – Olivia Burns would deliver
         the audience.
      

      
      Sam had finished her apple and was looking for somewhere to discard the core when Justine returned and sat down at the head
         of the table.
      

      
      “Peter says you slashed his salary.”

      
      Sam knew that she’d gone to call the director. “That had nothing to do with this,” she said. “That was a contractual thing
         that his agent fucked up royally. We had a preliminary agreement contingent upon the final budget. Now I have no idea what
         the agent told him but in the end, the numbers didn’t mesh with whatever the hell he’d promised Peter. But trust me, that
         is a separate issue from this.”
      

      
      “Not according to Peter,” Justine said.

      
      “What was I going to do?” Sam asked. “Tell the man that his lead actress didn’t want him on the movie? Sorry, but I’m not
         that calloused. Besides, he would have gone running to the press and all of a sudden we have all kinds of negative publicity
         on a film we haven’t started shooting yet. No thank you.”
      

      
      Alan had a drink of coffee and carefully placed the cup on the table. It looked like a toy in his massive hands. “Is there
         something we can do?” he asked. “Run interference between Peter and Olivia, maybe sit them down together? And then find some
         extra money for the salary discrepancy?”
      

      
      “Forget it,” Justine said. “Peter won’t come back. He’s pissed and he’s moved on.”

      
      Sam exhaled heavily and shook her head.

      
      “So where do we go from here?” Justine asked.

      
      “Well, we actually got lucky,” Sam said. “I managed to talk Robb into directing it.”

      
      “Who?”

      
      “Robb Fetterman.”

      
      “He’s...your husband, right?” Justine asked.

      
      “He is,” Sam said. “And he’s one of the producers, of course. He’s been story-editing the script so he knows it inside out.
         We’re really lucked on that count. I mean – he can hit the ground running. We start shooting in a week.”
      

      
      “Has he directed anything?” Justine asked, her voice bordering on incredulous.

      
      “Three features,” Sam said. She continued quickly. “And a lot some commercial stuff. Some music videos.”

      
      Alan was on his feet now, moving to the sideboard to place his empty coffee cup there. Justine had opened the laptop and was
         typing into it – checking out Robb, Sam surmised. Alan stepped over to Sam, where he picked up her discarded apple core and
         turned to drop it into a wastebasket beneath the sideboard. Then he leaned across the table and gently closed Justine’s laptop.
      

      
      “USN is finished with this,” he said. He smiled at Sam. “We wish you every success with the project.”

   



      
      
      FOUR

      
      Virgil baled again the following morning, once the heavy overnight dew had burned off the fields. By mid-afternoon, he had
         Bob and Nelly back in harness, drawing the wagons while he loaded the bales as he’d done the day before. An extra hand would
         have made the job much more efficient – one on the ground and the other on the wagon – but money was tight and Virgil couldn’t
         afford to hire anybody, even for a couple of days.
      

      
      As he had the night before, Virgil suspected that something had changed with the two draft horses. They took more willingly
         to the harness today and, once in the hay field, they fell into the routine quickly and willingly. Maybe even eagerly. It
         was probably his imagination but Virgil thought that he caught Bob glancing with disdain over at the other horses, left standing
         in the pasture in front of the barn, as if lording it over them that he was, quite literally, pulling his weight. There was
         a hierarchy in the herd which hadn’t existed two days ago.
      

      
      The hay field ran from behind the barn to the side road that served as the southern boundary to the farm. Virgil and the team
         worked their way in that direction, gathering up the last of the hay at around five in the afternoon. Making the turn for
         home, Virgil looked up to see two men standing on the gravel road, watching. There was a black Audi sedan parked behind them,
         the car idling, the windows up. Keeping the air going, Virgil surmised. One of the men, a stocky guy with streaked blonde
         hair that fell artfully to his shoulders, was taking pictures of Virgil and the team with a digital camera. The other man
         was taller, dressed in black jeans and short Wellington boots and a faded plaid shirt. His hair was dark and as carefully
         tousled, to Virgil’s eyes, as his partner’s leonine mane.
      

      
      
      Virgil regarded them for a moment and then went back to work, whoa-ing the team so he could climb up and stack the bales.
         As he worked he heard one of the two men shout hello and he turned to see the pair attempting to climb the fence, looking
         like a couple of chimpanzees trying to ride a bicycle for the first time. They eventually found success, after the lion-hair
         freed the other one’s pant leg from the barb wire, and approached Virgil as he was jumping down from the wagon.
      

      
      “These your horses?” the taller one asked.

      
      Virgil turned to take a look at Bob and Nelly. “They’re not my horses.”

      
      “Is your employer around?” the long hair asked. Virgil saw now that he was heavily muscled, like a guy who spent hours in
         the gym. His neck was thick and his shoulders knotted to a point that they seemed uncomfortable to carry around. He wore a
         snug t-shirt that showed off his biceps. He moved across the hay field with a bit of a strut. Virgil had the immediate impression
         that he was someone who spent a lot of time in front of a mirror.
      

      
      “My employer?” Virgil repeated.

      
      The long hair glanced at the taller one, shook his head slightly, presumably at Virgil’s obtuseness. “Your employer. You know
         – your boss?”
      

      
      “I haven’t seen him,” Virgil said. “Not in a long time.”

      
      The long hair fished a handful of business cards from his shirt pocket and offered one over. “I’m Levi Brown and this is Robb
         Fetterman. We’re making a movie in the area and we’re out scouting locations. The film is a period piece. Um...do you know
         what that is?”
      

      
      “You know, I think I do,” Virgil said.

      
      “The movie takes place in the 1840’s,” the man named Robb said. “I’m the director. What do you call those horses?”
      

      
      “I call them Bob and Nelly,” Virgil said.

      
      The one calling himself Levi uttered a soft puff of exasperation. “What kind of horses are they?”
      

      
      “Percherons.”

      
      “And they are considered...um...workhorses?” Robb asked.

      
      “Today they are,” Virgil said. “I wouldn’t have called them that a week ago.”

      
      Levi glanced at Robb. “We need to talk to the owner. This guy isn’t getting it.”

      
      Robb smiled at Virgil, stepped closer. “We might want to hire these horses for the film. You see, the movie takes place in
         the frontier days, when horses like these were commonly used for –” Robb stumbled then, searching for uses for bygone horses
         from bygone days..
      

      
      “For what?” Virgil asked.

      
      “Well, for work.”

      
      “You mean like pulling a plow, or yanking stumps, or hauling logs from the bush?” Virgil asked. “Or taking the family into
         town in a buckboard, or pulling a cutter in the winter, or bringing hay in to the barn. You mean stuff like that?”
      

      
      “Yeah,” Robb said. “Stuff like that.”

      
      “I see what you’re saying,” Virgil said.

      
      “If you could talk to your boss, we’d appreciate it,” Levi said. “My cell number is on the card. We would pay, say, five hundred
         dollars a day, for the use of the horses. Probably need them for a week or so.”
      

      
      “Five apiece?”

      
      
      “For the two,” Levi said.

      
      Virgil shrugged. Robb was looking at the barn in the distance.

      
      “How old is that barn?”

      
      “Built in 1893,” Virgil said. “According to the corner stone anyway.”

      
      Now Robb took a couple steps toward the building and held his palms forward at arm’s length, thumbs touching. The classic
         director’s pose.
      

      
      “Look at that,” he said to Levi. “Pull down those power lines and we got 1840, right there.”

      
      Levi stepped forward, crossed his beefy arms and had a studied look at the barn. His eyes narrowed as he presumably transported
         himself backwards in time a hundred and seventy years. Finally he nodded, as if approving of whatever the hell his mind had
         conjured.
      

      
      Still holding the pose, Robb looked toward Virgil. “I’m framing the shot.”

      
      “You’re standing in horse shit.”

      
      Robb looked down and jumped back as if he’d stumbled into a nest of rattlesnakes rather than a little manure.

      
      “For Chrissakes,” he said, looking at his boots. “Do you have a towel or something?”

      
      Virgil laughed. “I think I left my towel up at the barn.”

      
      “This fucking guy thinks he’s funny,” Levi said. He was finished with Virgil. “Have your boss call me, wise guy. You don’t
         want me coming back and telling him that you cost him a chance to make some easy money.”
      

      
      “No, he might fire my ass,” Virgil said. “That boss of mine.”

      
      “Right,” Levi said.

      
      
      The two of them turned and started for the fence.

      
      “There’s a gate over there,” Virgil called after them. He pointed fifty yards along the fence row. “As entertaining as it
         is watching you two trying to climb that fence, you might be better off using it.”
      

      
      They did as he advised, heading off in the direction he’d indicated without looking back or even acknowledging the suggestion.
         After Virgil had thrown the last of the bales on the wagon, he glanced over to see the two of them by the Audi, the long hair
         talking on a cell phone while the one named Robb sat in the grass by the shoulder of the road, cleaning his boots with a stick.
         Virgil walked to the front of the team and took hold of the harness to start for the barn.
      

      
      “Looks like the circus is in town,” he said to Nelly.

      
      Nelly, of course, didn’t say anything in reply, but she did jerk her head up and down. Whether she was agreeing with Virgil
         or just stretching her neck in the breastcollar was difficult to say.
      

      
      “It’s called Frontier Woman,” Claire said. “I read it when it came out a couple years ago. It was a big book, a bestseller. They were calling it the
         Eat, Pray, Love of the nineteenth century. Did you read Eat, Pray, Love?”
      

      
      Virgil snorted.

      
      “I can’t believe I asked you that,” Claire admitted.

      
      He was sitting at the kitchen table, talking to her on the phone. She’d called from north of Albany, where she was working
         on a case. What case, he didn’t know. She rarely offered information and Virgil, most of the time, didn’t ask.
      

      
      
      “The movie sounds like a pretty big deal,” Claire said. “The budget is supposed to be around thirty million. And they have
         Olivia Burns in the lead.”
      

      
      “What’s it about?”

      
      “I can lend you the book.”

      
      “Or you could just tell me.”

      
      “It’s about this woman, Martha Jones, back in the 1840’s. She and her husband and daughter have this homestead on the frontier
         and her husband is killed by Indians. Instead of moving to town or marrying the farmer next door, she and the girl stick it
         on their own. It’s a backwoods feminist tale. Sure you don’t want to read it?”
      

      
      “Surer than ever.”

      
      “You’re kind of a wise ass today, aren’t you?”

      
      “You’re the second one to tell me that,” Virgil said. “What happens in the book?”

      
      “Well, she has a dalliance with Abner Doubleday.”

      
      “What?”

      
      “She has a fling with Abner Doubleday. You know who he was, don’t you? He invented baseball.”

      
      “He didn’t actually, but of course I know he was. What the hell is he doing in the book?”

      
      “Chasing Martha around the corn crib, if I remember correctly. And he catches her too. Or rather she lets him catch her. I
         think the author wanted to show us that women back then weren’t adverse to some good old-fashioned screwing, just for the
         joy of it.”
      

      
      “You can’t just put an historical figure like that in a book,” Virgil said. He got to his feet and walked to the sink, stretching
         the phone cord, and poured himself a glass of water.
      

      
      
      “Says who?”

      
      “Shit, I don’t know.” Virgil had a drink of water and stood looking out the window above the sink.

      
      “So what did these guys say?” Claire asked.

      
      “They want to use Bob and Nelly in their movie.”

      
      “What’d you tell them?”

      
      “Once they decided that I was the hired hand, and a dullard to boot, they really didn’t want to deal with me. I’m supposed
         to have my boss call them.”
      

      
      “That’s funny.”

      
      “What is?

      
      “The concept of you having a boss,” Claire said. “So you going to do it?”

      
      “I don’t know if I want to get involved,” Virgil said. “They seemed like a couple of clowns. The guy who called himself the
         director was basically a halfwit.”
      

      
      “But they have money,” Claire said. “And I know your taxes are due, and your soy bean crop failed last fall, and you’re not
         exactly flush. What are they offering?”
      

      
      “Five hundred a day.”

      
      “Nothing to sneeze at,” Claire said. “And how do you know that this isn’t the big break that Bob and Nelly have been waiting
         for? This could open some doors for them. Maybe Broadway. Maybe they could get on Donald Trump’s show. Bob’s mane looks a
         little like Trump’s. And you could ride their coat-tails. Well, horse tails.”
      

      
      “And you called me a wise ass?”

      
      Virgil heard someone say something to Claire in the background. Another officer maybe.

      
      
      “I have to go and uphold law and order,” she said then. “Take the money, Virgil.”

      
      Hanging up the phone, Virgil went outside and sat down in a wooden chair on the side porch. The herd of orphans was standing
         around the water trough, Bob and Nelly towering over the others. After a while Virgil reached into his pocket and retrieved
         the card the lion-hair had given him. He looked at it for a moment before putting it on the arm of the chair. He got up and
         headed for the barn. He had one more load of hay to mow away before dark.
      

   



      
      
      FIVE

      
      Sam and Robb had a room at the Hampton Hotel in Kingston. The crew had been trickling in for the past few days and some of
         them were there as well. Adam Canfield, the cinematographer, was due in tomorrow. Some of the others – hair and make-up, grips
         and electricians – were at the EconoLodge across town. The production company wasn’t paying for them to crash at the Hampton.
      

      
      When Sam got back from New York Robb was asleep on the bed, fully dressed, his left arm across his eyes. The smell of burnt
         hash was hanging in the air, along with something else, something heavy and pungent and acidic, an odor Sam didn’t recognize.
      

      
      She removed her boots and lay down beside him on the bed and closed her eyes, thinking she’d love to have a nap before dinner
         but her mind was working overtime with the dilemma created by USN pulling their funding and she knew she wasn’t going to fall
         off.
      

      
      She lay there silently for a half hour, mentally checking off the places she could go for money. The problem was that she’d
         already exhausted all the possibilities in getting the funding to begin with. The budget was around thirty million and – even
         before USN pulled their commitment of six million – she’d been almost five short. She hadn’t told anybody that – certainly
         not the other investors, not even Robb. Everybody involved assumed that the package was complete. Losing Peter Dunmore had
         helped the bottom line; she’d promised him five hundred thousand and she would pay Robb half that. Unless, of course, she
         got all the money she needed, then she could bump him up to half a million. After all, it would be as much hers as his in
         the end. But getting all the money was going to be a stretch. First she needed to find the six million she’d lost in the boardroom that afternoon.
      

      
      She’d been counting on raising the other five over the next six weeks, during the course of the shoot. There were still some
         smaller foreign markets she hadn’t approached, and she was hoping that by sending some dailies, with Olivia Burns looking
         quite fetching and heroine-like in the wilderness, might spur some interest. She’d arranged the schedule so they would shoot
         the sex scenes in the first two weeks. Olivia didn’t know it yet, but Sam and Robb intended on making the scenes a little
         more graphic than outlined in the script, looking specifically to the European networks and cable outlets. There was definitely
         a difference in the sensibilities of the two continents. Americans who bought movie tickets liked violence and bad rom-coms
         and sophomoric scatological humor. Europeans liked period pieces and sex.
      

      
      However, those funding potentials wouldn’t help Sam today. She’d just lost six million dollars and she was five days from
         shooting.
      

      
      Robb stirred beside her, turned and opened his eyes.

      
      “Sleepyhead,” she said.

      
      “Yeah.” He stretched and rubbed his eyes like a toddler waking.

      
      “This place smells like a Turkish armpit,” she said. “What were you doing – hot knives?”

      
      “Levi and I did a couple pipes when we got back from scouting.”

      
      Sam got up from the bed and went to the mini-bar for a bottle of water. “You want anything?”

      
      “What kind of beer is there?”

      
      “Budweiser, Heineken, Stella –”

      
      “Give me a Stella.”

      
      
      Sam opened the beer and poured it into a glass for him. Robb sat up in bed to drink and she arranged his pillow behind him.

      
      “So how did it go?” she asked.

      
      “Great,” he said. “The frontier village is perfect. Plus, the guy who runs the place told us about another log cabin up in
         the mountains, near Haleyville. This couple owns it, and they’re loaded, made a bunch of money in the market. The guy’s got
         a hard-on for the pioneer days and he restored the place for a getaway. The wife is all excited to have it in a movie. We
         might get the place for nothing. What else? Oh, we found some of those great big workhorses, you know? Like they used back
         then. We haven’t talked to the owner yet. And there’s an old barn on the property too.”
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