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In late Spring, studying for the Bar Exam, reading the Law of Descent, I took a break and went down to check the mail and found a letter from a lawyer way upstate.  I scratched my head as I walked back up, and I had the envelope open by the time I closed the door to my apartment. He wrote that my great aunt on my mother's side, my grandmother's sister, had died. She had directed that her farmhouse in the country be devoted to the untrammeled use and usages of her great nieces and great nephews.


My first impulse was to be amused and to toss the letter with the junk mail, but I had the presence of mind to tuck it away in my memorabilia folder. 

 Months later, in mid summer, the Bar Exam over, I had six weeks to kill before starting the job at the law firm.  I remembered the letter and rang the guy up.  He seemed surprised to hear from me. 


"How many grand nieces and grand nephews are there?" I asked.


"Give me a minute."

I heard him shuffle papers and then say into the phone, "Twenty seven. Seven and twenty. She had seven sisters and brothers. Sixteen nieces and nephews. Twenty seven grand nieces and grand nephews.  She had no children of her own.  She was childless."

"And I'm the first to call?"

"Ummm, yes."

"I don't think I knew my great aunt. What was her name again?"

"Martha."

"Right.  What's the house like?"

"It's a house in the woods."

"Nice place?"
  
"Ample money has been devised and bequeathed for upkeep and maintenance.  I assure you."

"Was this her home?"

"She had several homes. She was a wealthy woman by the Will of her third husband.  She has directed that the farmhouse be bequeathed and devised to her grandnieces and grandnephews." 


"And I'm a grandnephew?"

"Of a certainty.  You are Noah Wellman, are you not?"

"As I said."

"Would you like me to send you a key and directions?"

"How old was she?"

"She passed over the bar at ninety two?"

"Long life," I offered.


"A blessing for those who live well."

"What kind of work do you do?"

"I'm a country lawyer."

"How old are you?"

"I'm seventy six. Do you want me to send you a key and directions?"

"What the hell."

"You should, of course, honor her memory by tending to and treating the farmhouse as you would your own hearth and home."

"I think I'd better tell you that I live with clutter."

"This is your chance to tidy up."

"I've been studying for the Bar Exam."

"A time of clutter.  I understand.  How did you fare?"

"Haven't got the results yet.  I think I squeaked by."

"Then it's a time to tidy and replenish."

"Do I need to bring linens?"

"Everything's there, just as she provided.  Leave the key on the table when you leave.  Stay as long as you like.  Just leave the key on the table."

"The table?"

"The table in the kitchen.  The big round table.  The big oaken table. Just leave it in the sugar bowl."



***


I took the long ride upstate to a territory of towns and forests, hills and valleys, and I followed his map down a pitted country road and across an old bridge.  The farmhouse was just where he said it would be.  Vines of rose bushes rose to the eaves. There were flower gardens, wild but tended to, and huge old willows.  


The key fit. The old house had wood beams and squeaky wood floors. I thought I was disturbing an ancient quiet. The furniture was old and cozy, with pillows and throws and hooked rugs. The old country kitchen, on the lower level, had a stone floor and iron cauldrons and implements that had survived from early days. The sugar bowl, pewter, was in the center of the oaken round table, just as he'd said.


***


A porch sat off the living room, on the upper level.  I leaned on the porch rail and looked past the wild gardens to the woods.  I set out to prowl over my new expanse.  I came upon a creek that flowed softly in ripples over moss and rocks.  I took the chance and cupped my hands and drank. The water was brisk and cold.  The birdsong seemed filled with nary a complaint. The critters, who I sensed all around me, seemed okay with my presence.  Something darted deeper into the woods. 


***


I drove out that night until I came to a town, which was no more than a general store on a dirt lot and a gas station with ancient pumps. The white moths danced high around the high, soft light.  The store had wood floors, aisles of boots and hats and overalls and tools and utensils. There was a pickling barrel. I stocked up on food.  The man behind the counter, a robust man of middle years in an apron, added up the tab with a pencil that he otherwise kept behind his ear. The screen door banged behind me as I walked down the wooden stairs.


***


I shied away from the master bedroom. The night air was cool.  I was in a bed, in a room, under a quilt in a dwelling in the woods, with breezes all over.  I'd brought novels to catch up on.  I opened to my page and I quickly fell off. My dreams were of rippling water, horses running free through woods and meadows, and the falling away of leaves.   


***


I think I was just about to come into the day when I heard a faint tapping.  I peered through the mist of awakening and beheld a female leaning in the doorway, tapping her fingernail on my open door and staring down at me. She had glorious auburn hair, held in a pony tail by a yellow ribbon. Her eyes seemed yellowish in the sunlight.  I had the image of a photograph of a farm girl that I'd seen when I was a kid, on a calendar tacked to the wall of an old gas station. The farm girl had been leaning on a tractor and chewing on a straw, smiling saucily at the camera, brimming with anticipation at the promises of beauty.

The girl leaning in the doorway continued tapping while she looked down at me. "You're slumberin' kinda late." 

I decided to conclude that she was real.  My head was filled with sleep, but I managed to clear my throat and mutter in my defense, "I'm on vacation."

"You had any noteworthy dreams? Now's the time to discuss 'em," she warned. "Wouldn’t want to have you forgettin' your dreams." 


"Who the hell are you?"

"I look after the place.  Did you remember to get eggs?"

I shot my eyes down her.  Her jersey was red and taut over her breasts.  Her shorts were cut from jeans, frayed.  Her tanned legs dropped downward from the frayed edges of her shorts into thick red socks and work boots. She smirked as she weathered my assay.  As quickly, her smirk turned to a smile.  

She seemed about the age of the women with whom I’d shared the rigors of the bar exam, but whereas those women had been weary and drained and pale after the ordeal, this apparition in my doorway was filled with bright energy.  I cranked my head on the pillow to look at the clock on the table.  It was seven in the morning.  I pulled the quilt to my shoulders and sat up in the bed.  I nodded in answer to her question about eggs.  

"Cheese?" she demanded.  "Butter?"

I nodded twice.


"I see you put sugar in the sugar bowl."

"Uh huh."

She held her fingernail just near the door post.  I thought she was going to start tapping again, but she leaned against the door post while she continued to stare down at me.

I rubbed my eyes.  I never rubbed my eyes, but it seemed the time to do it. 


"Get up.  It's time for breakfast. "


"I sleep in the buff," I explained.

She tapped a few times and turned into the hall.  Her pony tail swirled behind her.
  
***


When I walked down to the kitchen in shorts and tee shirt, she was standing in front of the old iron stove. I leaned on the doorpost.  She had cracked eggs into a skillet. She was looking at the eggs, studying them, brandishing her spatula as if she had raised her baton to lead an orchestra. 


"Have we got any green onion?"

I shook my head.  


She turned from her eggs and looked at me and beamed an incandescent smile.  She reached into the back pocket of her shorts and removed a home-wrapped packet of foil.  She held the packet over her head and wiggled it, as if she had found something that I'd been looking for.  She spun like a flume toward the counter and carefully unwrapped the foil to reveal green onion.  


"Is this your job, to cook for me?"

She shook her head.  She pulled more foil-wrapped packets out of her pockets. She unwrapped the packets and revealed more ingredients and turned to the chopping board.  I took a moment to stare past the screen door to the wild gardens. A squirrel darted past the door.  She glanced up from her chopping and followed my eyes. 

"Don't get frien'ly with that squirrel," she warned. "He'll take advantage."

"Do they take advantage?"

"Not all squirrels.  That one."

The squirrel stopped in his tracks, as if he had heard her and had decided to take his moment to express his continuing defiance. Then he darted to his errands. As I watched his tail disappear into the trees, I asked, "So what do you do?"

She turned back to her eggs. "Mostly, I'm the gardener.  Your great aunt was a gardener." She said gardener as one might say sculptor.

"So what's your name?"

"I was thinkin' you just might like to take a guess." 


"A guess?"

"Sure." 

"As to your name?"

"Sure."

"There are a lotta names," I protested.

"I've only got the one."'


"Hmm. Well, bearing in mind that you've given me scant clues ..."

"Uh huh …"

"And bearing in mind that you know that I know that ..."

"Uh huh ..."

"And further bearing in mind that we're both here by the grace of a woman named Martha …"

"Uh huh ..."

"So …." I looked upward to the old beams as if I were about to draw my conclusion from the ether. "So you're Martha."
She smiled her radiant smile.


I could not even begin to keep myself from returning that smile. I pointed to my chest with pride, as if I'd solved an ancient riddle.


"I like a man with intelligence.  And who're you?"

I pointed again at my chest. "Noah."

"Like in the ark?"

I nodded.


"Rain and deluge?"

"All that."

"Two by two?"

"I reckon."

"Actually, Noah, I knew your name." She nodded briskly as she switched on the burner and turned to the task of stirring things into the eggs with her spatula.  

"The lawyer tell you?"

"That too.  Martha ran a lot of stuff down.  Over the years."   

"How'd you come to know her?"

"I'm a great niece."

"We're related?"

"I said. I'm a great niece." She stirred the eggs with brisk strokes. Wonderful odors came into my nostrils. "Great niece," she repeated. She pointed at herself with her spatula and then at me.  "What's that make us?"

"Mind if I sit down?"

She motioned toward a chair at the table. There were two places set with porcelain and silver, linen napkins, a goblet of orange juice and a cup ready for coffee.  There was marmalade in an earthen vessel.  As I lowered into the chair, her eyes on her skillet, still stirring, she repeated, "What's that make us?"

"Ooh lordy. You're asking me to delve back into the laws of descent?  I've kinda put all that stuff out of my mind since the bar exam.  I'd need to make a diagram."

If she was anything, she was decisive. She reached up high on her tippy toes and opened a top cabinet and pulled out a tablet and a pencil. The sight of her tanned legs stretched to fullness caused me to take a breath. She plunked tablet and pencil onto table and turned as quickly back to her eggs. "The lawyer said you were a lawyer.  Or about to be."

"As I said. Bar exam. So what's he like?"

She pondered my question. 


"The lawyer," I explained.


"I unnerstood your question. The lawyer? Let's see. He's a sweet old sharp old dandy."

"A dandy?  I hadn't pictured him that way."

She nodded as she stirred. "Now that lawyer.  Now that's a fastidious man."

"And are you a fastidious woman?"

She turned to look out the screen door as if she were surveying all of creation. "Can’t imagine how people get through it any other way," she sighed.


She turned back to her eggs. She looked up briefly to scrutinize me, and I let myself be certain that she was assessing the degree to which I was or was not fastidious. She quickly confirmed my speculation about what she was thinking. 


"Lemme answer my own question," she murmured, still staring into her skittle. "Hmm. Prob'ly so. Fastidious in the clutches."

I was relieved that she'd determined that I was fastidious, if only in the clutches. 

"Okay if I drink the orange juice? Before I do the diagram."

"Go ahead."

I drank it down.  It was sweet and fresh and good.  I stared at the tablet. "Why didn't you ask the lawyer about how we're related?"

"I'm askin' you."

She parceled her egg creation onto our plates and sat into her chair and folded her linen napkin on her lap.  I did the same thing, although I never did that.


"So," I mused, pondering the empty tablet. "My great aunt ..."

"Our great aunt," she corrected. She tapped her fingertip on the empty page.

"Right.  She lived in the city?" 


"Mostly.  But she loved it here."

"She come here often?"

"Springtime and Fall. Hey, I forgot. Pop down the toast." She pointed over her shoulder to the toaster on the counter.


I rose and did as she bid.  While I waited at the counter for the toast, I stared at her pony tail.  I watched as she sampled a forkful of her eggs.  "Ummm.  Sooo good.  Better hurry.  Get 'em hot."

"This toaster kinda has its own schedule."

"Spring it."

I springed it.  I sat down as I gave her a piece of toast.  She nodded for a thank you.  She dug her fork into her eggs and held her fork just in front of her mouth, turning it in a little circle, as if to command me to eat.  I dug in.


She gave me a moment to savor the taste of them.  "So?"

"Delicious, actually."

"Innerested?" she asked.

"In …?"

"The makin'."

"Huh?"

"The ingredients."

"Oh. Yes.  Actually, I am."
 
She put her fork on her plate, wiped her mouth with her linen, stroked her pony tail, and counted off on her fingers, smiling all the while. "Cheese, green onion, fresh black pepper, sweet red pepper, flakes of tarragon, butter in the skillet, little bit of salt."

 She carefully spread marmalade onto her toast.
  I took the moment to glance at her breasts.  She tapped on the tablet, as if calling me back to my task. I wondered if she'd notice my furtive glance at her breasts.  Damn, I reminded myself once again, they are so uncannily observant. 


She tapped. She tapped some more. She ticked the pencil with her fingernail. She rolled it back and forth.  

"Say, all appreciation of your eggs notwithstanding, would you agree with me, Miss Martha, that you're just a wee bit on the bossy side?" 

Her smile faded.  She folded her arms tightly.  "I don’t think I'm all that bossy."   

"Sorry."

She nodded to acknowledge my apology.  She shrugged as her smile fluttered back onto her face. "We just met."

"True."

"I thought we were both trebulatin' with the confluence of our consanguinity."

I laughed. She beamed her full smile and she laughed with my laughter and at her own words. She had a wonderful, smiling laugh, wonderful teeth. She unfolded her arms. She ticked on the pencil. "I'm just pointin' out what needs to be done next." 

"Yes ma'am." I was still laughing.

She looked up to the old wrought iron fixture, which must have held candles in its infancy. "You see somethin' that needs to be done next, you be sure to lemme know. Takes a while to get the rhythms down when folks've just met. Assumin', a course, that we got rhythms to get down. "

"Yes ma'am."

 She took a deep breath.  She sighed. "Could be I'm a little bit bossy." 


I gave her thumbs up. 

She smirked and pressed her fingertip to the tablet.

"Hold on just a second." I put the pencil behind my ear. "While we're getting' the lay of the land, are you related to Martha through your father or through your mother?"

"My mother's side."

I took the pencil from my ear.  I stuck the tip of my tongue out of the corner of my mouth like a kid at his crayons as I drew lines on the tablet to create a family tree.  I started at the top of the page with a great great grandmother and great great grandfather, and drew lines down to sketch in the generations of my mother's family as I had recently come to know them, which included my, our, in my mind still imaginary great aunt and her seven sisters and brothers, sixteen nieces and nephews, and twenty seven grand nieces and grand nephews. The family tree came into bloom.


"Okay," I said.  "I think I've got the overview."  I munched on my toast.  "You know, I may just have nailed this stuff on the Bar Exam."

She raised her arms high over her head like a child about to make angel's wings in the snow.  She crossed her fingers on both hands.


"Thank you," I said.


She scratched her chair closer and peered at the lines on the tablet.  She seemed absorbed with it.  She was so close and the moment was so pretty that I had the impulse to kiss her cheek.

"So?" she asked, still craning her neck over the tablet, "How's it look?"

I counted up and down the lines of descent. "Hmmm. Six degrees of consanguinity, closer than I thought." I tapped on the drawing. "So Martha's nieces, including your mother and my mother, would be cousins, so I guess we're second cousins." I stared at the family tree. "I didn't know my mother had so many cousins."

She raised her eyes to the old fixture while she pondered.  "So all of Martha's gran' nieces and gran' nephews are second cousins?"

I scratched my head.  "Pretty sure."

"So we're second cousins?"

"As I said. We just covered that." I tapped the family tree with my fingertip.


"Say, all appreciation of your legal expertise notwithstandin', would you agree with me, Mister Noah, that you're just a wee bit on the snippity side?"

"I don't think I'm all that snippity.  We just met. "

"Yes sir."

I pushed back in my chair.  I took a deep breath. I sighed. "Maybe I am a little bit snippity."

She patted my hand. She smiled her incandescent smile. "So.  Second cousin?  Is that close?"

"Could be.  I guess we all have a lot of second cousins out there somewhere."

  She took her moments. She chucked in a mouthful of eggs and took it down. She patted her mouth with her napkin and threw it onto the table. She rose from her chair and pointed to the counter. "Coffee's perked. I'm goin' out to the gardens. Put the dishes in the sink. You can wash 'em later.  I'll see you out there."

***


The wild gardens were rife with colors, reds and yellows and lavenders.  She was on her hands and knees.  She seemed also to be rife with colors, her thick red socks and the tautness of her summer breasts in her red jersey and her yellow ribbon and her auburn pony tail. She had just planted some little purple flowers and she was pressing the soil. She looked up at me and then over to her sprinkling can.  I handed it to her and she nodded to thank me. She sprayed the little purple flowers with a gentle spray of water. 

"How do you stave `em off?" I asked as I watched her.

"Who's that?"

"The boys and the men and those in between who stalk you all over the territory."

"Who says I stave 'em off?"

"I see."

"Hey, come on," she insisted, still on her knees, emptying the sprinkling can over her flower beds with a flourish, "let's not worry over that stuff."

"How do we not worry over it?"

She jumped up and brushed off her knees. "It's just the ever-repeatin' stories 'bout the way people handle it. Variations on the theme we're stuck with. "

"I see.  And what's the theme?"

She put her sprinkling can down. She looked at me as if it were too obvious to put into words.


"Say it anyway," I insisted.


"Hopin'. Measurin'. Considerin'. All kinds of waitin'. All that stuff." 

She ticked her finger in the air as she surveyed her plantings. The aura of the pleasure that she took in the task enveloped her in a dreamy haze.  It had by now dawned on me that it was difficult for me to take my eyes off her. She smiled as she seemed to sense this.

  "You did a good job with the family tree.  So come on.  Now you get your reward."

***


I followed her on overgrown paths, through trees. We brushed back branches and came to a clearing of freshly mown grass. A tree that must have been a century old sat on the far edge of the clearing. Beneath the huge canopy of leaves, a swing, hewed from old wood, hung down on long ropes from a high branch.


"Since you did such a good job on the family tree, you get to push me on the swing."

"I get to push you on the swing? Where's the justice in that?  Some reward.  You push me."

"Don't be silly.  Have you got a pony tail?  You don't.  So."

I took her point. She sat on the swing and held the ropes and I pushed her slowly at first, and then higher.


"Higher!" she demanded.  Her tanned legs flexed forward and back.  Her pony tail whipped in the air. 


***
 


We sat Indian style on the soft grass and enjoyed the breeze.  
"The lawyer said you got an innocen' man outta the clink."

"How'd he know that?"

"He prowled on the internet.  Did you do that?"

"I just helped out one of my professors."

She nodded. She snipped a blade of grass and put it between her teeth. She smiled and snipped another blade grass and offered it to me.  I nodded to thank her and she slipped it into my mouth. 


"Farmer's daughter," I said.


"Actually am. So did you ever hear of her?"

"Martha?"

She nodded.


"My mother talked about her, now that I think about it. She'd been up here to the farmhouse, I think.  She had some adventure, when she was in her twenties.  I think it was here."

"What was the adventure? Your mother's adventure?"

"She didn't really say. But she smiled in a funny way when she mentioned it, and I think it pissed my father off."

She picked at the grass. "Are you goin' to tell your kids about your adventures?"  


"Well, I don't know.  But it wouldn't be right to allude to them.  Tell `em or not."

"I guess you figure that stuff out when you have your kids.  People do that. Piss each other off with that stuff. Alludin' to things.  We're an ornery species."

"Are you ornery?"

"Whatchya think, so far?" She stroked her pony tail.

"Something.  Maybe not ornery."

"What is it with us?" she lamented. "Puttin' innocents in jail. Can’t you put a stop to that?" She poked me in the ribs with her fingertip.

"It's all about two steps forward, one step back."

She nodded, as if to confirm the ongoing difficulties of keeping innocents out of jail.  She seemed to ponder and come to a decision. "Come on." She started to get up. 


"You ever lived in the city?"

"I might try it." She thought about it. "Might be a little bit rippity."

"What do you do?  Is this what you do?"

"What would you want me to do?"

"I dunno.   I feel like I've entered a fantasy world."

"If my world is a fantasy, then what the hell. Come on."  She jumped up and her pony tail furled.  She grabbed my hand and pulled me up and led me back to the farmhouse.   


***


There was an old cedar chest in the living room which she opened with a flourish, as if she were a magician's assistant introducing the next astounding trick. I looked in. The chest was full to the brim with photograph albums. She looked at me and a new softness came into her eyes. She lifted a pile of the albums. Some of them were old indeed, just barely hanging together, with bindings held together by old colored strings. 

She set the albums down on a country table and opened one of them gingerly and roamed through the pages while I peered. I saw ancient snapshots, many of them loose from their paste, fragile black and white photographs with scalloped edges.  I saw ponies and pony carts, dogs and carriages, thick mustaches and dresses flared to fullness with hoops and crinolines, people squinting out at us from long ago.


She carried the album over to the old cozy sofa, sat and plunked her boots on the ottoman and plopped a pillow onto her tanned thighs and the album onto the pillow. Carefully holding the album open, her eyes fixed on it, she patted the sofa pillow next to her, and I followed. I craned my neck as she carefully turned the pages. She tapped on an old black and white photograph with her fingertip. In the photograph, a young woman in a white blouse that looked silken with a soft collar, her hair piled on her head with tortoise shell combs, looked into the eye of the camera with a virgin's smile.


"That's Martha," she said, still looking at the photograph and tapping her finger softly.    


"She's beautiful."

"Uh huh. Flaxen haired."

"What is that? Flaxen?"

"Pale yellowish," she murmured, her eyes fixed on the photograph. "Farmer's daughterish." She smiled with the softness that seemed to have overtaken her mood.


She got up to get more albums and came back to her place on the sofa. She turned through the pages. Women and men and children, people of all ages, romped through the album on lawns of old gabled houses or on the beach or under woodland canopies or at some scenic vista. Every so often, she would tap on a photograph of great aunt Martha. In a variety of costumes, old fashioned bloomers of swim suits, winter coats and autumn sweaters, at the Eiffel Tower with her arm on a man with a bowler hat, at the eruption of Old Faithful with her arm on a man with a waxed mustache, a beauty with a soft smile and eyes of soft forbearance unveiled herself in the worn albums.  I looked at the Martha sitting next to me.  Her eyes were damp.


"Okay," she said.


She pushed herself up and pulled more albums over to the sofa.  We communicated with glances and nods as to when I was ready for her to turn the page.  After a while, she seemed to know. We smiled at each other when we came to a photograph of our great aunt at a country carnival, in a straw hat with a wide red ribbon, beaming a mischievous smile and flexing her arms like a strong man, in front of a carnival booth where she'd apparently just knocked down all of the pins. We both took our breath when we turned to an image of our great aunt in a summer dress and sandals, on some forgotten stone paved veranda, her flaxen hair on her shoulders with a flower by her ear, smiling shyly at whoever had held the camera. We led ourselves through the albums and through the life of Martha, her three husbands, the people she'd loved. I bid us to pause when we came to a photograph of my mother, in her twenties, sitting on the old swing under my great aunt's tree and smiling saucily.

 We watched our great aunt grow through the albums to a woman of continuing beauty, often at her wild gardens, her third husband planting and weeding with her, and finally taking on the lines and changes of old age as the photographs turned to color and the styles of the clothing and of the automobiles came up to date. The last photograph was of great aunt Martha sitting on the very sofa on which we sat, an old white haired woman, looking up to the camera with beautiful gray eyes and a sweet acceptance of the moment that she was in.


I looked at the Martha by my side and she looked at me.


"You ready?"

I nodded, having no idea what she meant.


She leapt up and fished in the cedar chest and came back with newer albums. She turned the pages and there were photos of children in strollers, children petting dogs and snuggling cats, on seesaws. She turned to what she was looking for. She tapped on the photograph. I recognized the photograph. It was me, probably five years old, smiling and climbing on the swing set in my parents' back yard.


"You were a cute kid," she said.


"How'd she get that?"

She opened another album. The album was filled with photographs of males and females in their teens and early twenties.  She turned a page and tapped.  It was a photograph of me at my college graduation.


"How'd she get that?" I asked again.


"She kept current.  Look."

She again opened the album that held the photograph of me climbing on the swing set.  She turned the pages and pointed to a bashful little girl in the wild gardens, in summer shorts with long auburn hair, staring up at the camera and holding a spade as if it were her secret prize, her knees covered with dirt.


I tapped the photograph with my fingertip.  "You?"

She nodded.


"You were adorable?"

"How 'bout now?" She held up her hand as she kept her eyes on the photograph.  "You don't have to answer. "

It seemed to me that all of my world had zoomed into this cozy room and onto this cozy sofa. She was again so close and the moment was again so pretty that again I had the impulse to kiss her cheek, and this time I did not stifle it.  My lips touched the warmth of her.  Her eyes still on the photograph, my lips on her cheek, I felt a smile brim over the muscles of her face.  She turned to me.  Her eyes seemed to glow.


Still smiling, she got up and briskly brushed her knees as if she had again risen from her plantings. "Sit tight."

She walked down the hall and I watched her turn into the master bedroom. She came back with a small, black, leatherbound diary in her hand. 

"Here.  She wants you to read that."

I took the diary from her hand.  She stood over me as I peered up at her. I had the sense that she was about to leave. I looked behind me to the window that faced the road. The sun was well in the west. I feared that she was about to turn back into an apparition.

She seemed to read my thoughts.  "I'll see you in a couple've days."

She walked over to the door that led to the road.  She opened the door and stepped out and let it close behind her.  I heard her footsteps on the path.  I really can't say if I was astonished when I felt a sudden heaviness in my heart.
***


I turned the diary in my hands, absorbed in a swill of feelings. I'm not sure how long I sat there, but it was probably not more than a few minutes.  I heard the tapping of a fingernail. I looked across the room and saw her leaning just inside the doorway.  I made no effort to conceal my smile.


She smiled in return.  "Second cousin?"

I nodded from the sofa. 


"So tell me this." The western sun poured through the doorway and lit her hair.  "Lawyer?  Right?"

I raised my arms high as if I were about to make angel's wings in the snow and crossed my fingers on both hands.


She smiled.  "So tell me this."

I waited. She seemed to be deciding whether to ask her question. I had the feeling that something was compelling her, against her better judgment, to press on.  I saw the frayed edges of shorts in the streaming light.  

"Just this." 

I waited.


"Just this.  Is it legal for us to do it?"

I glared at her. "You're a little bit on the impossible side, aren't you?"

She folded her arms tightly, as she'd done when I'd told her that she was a wee bit bossy. She looked up to the old beams.  She said, sharply I thought, "Not at all."



I noticed it was one of those moments when the sounds of the country, the chirps and the rustlings, had stopped. 


It struck me that I would have tossed off  her question as no more than sly humor if I'd found myself in one of the dens of seduction in the city. Maybe, I told myself, the pure air of the country had gotten to me. If she'd been bold, I'd been prudish.


As she stood there with her arms folded, I wondered about my great aunt. All of those men in the old photographs, and her three husbands. I wondered if my great aunt had lived as unabashedly as the girl across the room, albeit in the forgotten ways of the women in those times.


It also struck me that the most significant ingredient of her presence that had impelled me to refer to her as `impossible' was not at all her reference to a sexual connection. That which was `impossible' about her was the fact that she was still standing in the doorway. It was a good time to acknowledge to myself that it had been my reluctance to weather her departure, coupled with the fact that it was she who was calling the time for that departure that had caused me to strike out at her.

I admonished myself that, like the squirrel, we all had our errands. I readied myself to apologize. But we both held the silence as more thoughts streamed over my mind. I reminded myself that the human epoch of a rush to passion had been lost in the awful need to negotiate the terrors of communicable diseases. Sensible discussion had seeped into seduction. Her question was no more than her version of sensible. It was time to remember that the strictures of the law were at least as arcane to her  as were the weeds of a wild garden to me, and that all of the fastidious people in all of the world troubled themselves over such  things. 


She broke the long silence before I had the chance to apologize.

 
"Just in case," she whined, turning her head toward me.


She seemed not only to be defending herself. She seemed also to be making clear that, during the long moments of our shared silence, she'd done her own pondering. My prudishness must have surprised her as much as her boldness had surprised me. I concluded that she'd taken her own survey of the pathways in and out of Eden, and, rather than strike back at me, she had come upon her way to forgive me for my rude remark about her 'impossibility'. 

She unfolded her arms and shook her hands as if she were shaking off dust. "I was askin' just in case," she whined again.

 
"Just in case," I echoed.

She had whined. I stressed this to myself.  She had whined.

When we'd been at her gardens, and she'd responded to my reference to the men who stalked her all over the territory, I had been much too quick to see her response as offhand. It was time to see that she had then revealed more than homespun country nonchalance. She had told me. Her life, as she had weathered her variations on the theme we're stuck with, had been hopin', measurin', considerin', and all kinds of waitin'.


She had already revealed the softness of her nature as we'd turned the pages of the old albums.  Now she was revealing, fully, and by her whine, that she was, after, a vulnerable human female. It knew it to be chancy to reveal vulnerability. I was certain that she sensed waft over to her at the doorway my appreciation of her bravery in so exposing herself, as well as her generosity in not only not waiting for an apology but in taking the brunt of the moments on herself. 

As she absorbed my appreciation of her, and as if to read my mind, she reminded me, "You figured my life was a fantasy."

"True."

She looked at me across the old room and spoke softly. "What I'm sayin' is, it’s nice to meet you."

"Same," I assured her.  "Very."

"It's good to hear." She smiled a fluttery smile. "So?" 

Now I felt completely confused. 


She turned her finger in a circle.  "So is it legal?"

"Oh.  Yeah.  Sure."

I was amazed when I saw her wipe a tear from her eye. She sighed while she looked upward to the old beams and ticked her finger in the air. "Prob'ly lots of people do it with their second cousins," she murmured, "and don't even know. Third cousins, for sure.  Fourth cousins … well … it must be rampant."

"I reckon."

"You okay?" she asked, looking over to me again from the doorway.

"I'm fine.  You?"

"I'm fine too.  Take your time with that diary.  There's a lot in there. It'll bring you up to date.  I'll see you in a couple've days."
 
 ***


The old diary had only one very short paragraph.  All of the other pages were blank.  

The children. The times. The duties of the old. The weeds. The flowers.  The growth of vines entwining.  


***


I thought about driving into town and getting a camera at the general store, but I figured there was time for that.  I meandered in the woods and turned rocks in the creek to look for crayfish and sat out on the porch for two days.  I held the diary and waited for Martha to return, lost in deep reveries about the entwining of lives and the beauty of the country. I was on the rocker on the porch when I heard a tapping and turned to look through the haze of the screen door. Her glowing auburn hair was down on her shoulders. She was wearing a summer dress and sandals. She had a flower by her ear.


She opened the screen door and smiled shyly as she stepped onto the porch. The breeze stroked her hair. My heart was so filled that it seemed that moments passed before I found the way to speak.

I was still holding the diary.  I asked as she stepped near me, "Did she love you most of all?"

"Maybe.  She loved all've us."

"So what are the duties of the old?" I asked.


"Same as the duties of the young," she assured me. "To take your measures wisely."

I pushed up from the rocker and leaned on the porch rail and stared off to the wild gardens, in a haze of reveries. I turned to see the face of Martha near me. She was leaning on the porch rail and staring at me. Her eyes, yellowish in the light, seemed to absorb me.  I touched my fingertip on the softness of her lip.


She wrapped me in her warmth, her arms entwining, the flower by her ear redolent of summer, her voice in my ear like a country wind. "So you came to claim me," she breathed. "Just like she said you would.  How 'bout we stay here and make the next generation?  Hell, it's free."

*******      



PAGE  

