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      Makenna

      
      Tuesday. Senior Citizens Day.

      Stepping outside onto the wide front veranda of the almost three-hundred year-old house was more like stepping into an oven than stepping outside into fresh air.

      In fact, the air smelled scorched like the sun was baking the earth.

      Unfortunately I had no choice.

      All senior citizens should be required to wear some kind of locater device. An AirTag would do the job. We could hand them out to tourists at the door. Assign them and hang them around their necks like a lanyard. Pick them up on the way out.

      I’d bring it up at the next weekly staff meeting. Lucas, the new manager, seemed like a pleasant enough fellow and if I read him right, he rather liked me. He was a handsome man who made a fine-looking George Washington.

      In the three years I had worked at Mount Vernon as a tour guide, this was not the first time an elderly person had decided to wander off on their own. It was like they couldn’t help themselves.

      It was hard to blame them for wanting to walk in the gardens, especially the west lawn gardens. The pink spiked celosia plants with their silvery-pink flowers stood tall, waving in the soft breeze. I especially liked the clusters of salmon colored tulips with light yellow splashes on their petals that lined the borders of the firmly packed dirt pathway.

      The soft breeze did nothing to cool the air. Even for the first week of August, the heat wave was unusual. One hundred five degrees and it wasn’t even quite Noon.

      The bonnet on the top of my head was hot to the touch and sweat trickled down the back of my period-correct wool gown. It was much better suited for winter months than the ungodly heat of summer.

      Martha Washington. That was my role. After playing the part of Martha Washington as a tour guide for almost three years to the day, I could say that I had her personality down. Well, not her personality, of course, since no one actually knew what her personality was, but I had developed a personality for her. My own unique spin on Martha Washington.

      In truth, it would be impossible for me to tease out where my personality began and my version of Martha began. I gave Martha Washington my best, my amenable and personable traits.

      Lifting the long skirt of my dress so as not to step on the hem, I turned, heading toward the Potomac River. People of all ages were drawn to the water. Not just the elderly. And on a day like today, I wouldn’t be surprised to see someone swimming.

      I’d seen it before. A couple of teenage boys frolicking in the Potomac. It was against the rules, of course. They’d been escorted off the premises by security at the embarrassment of their parents.

      I probably wouldn’t call security on an elderly woman, not unless I couldn’t coax her out of the water.

      The missing woman in question was a lady named Abigail Smith. She was here with a busload of elderly people from the city.

      I was surprised no one had seen her wander off. When I had questioned the group, no one seemed to know much about her. They all agreed that she stayed to herself and apparently she was new to the group.

      So while the other fifteen tourists had snacks and sodas, I went off in search of the missing woman.

      She wasn’t there though. There was no sign of anyone in the water.

      Turning around, I put up a hand to shade my eyes from the brutally hot sun and looked back toward the stately two-story mansion where the father of our country had spent his days.

      It was interesting that George Washington’s father built the original house, then George expanded the house twice during his lifetime, all the while buying up neighboring parcels of land. From all accounts, he loved Mount Vernon with a passion and all during the Revolutionary War it was on the forefront of his mind.

      I certainly understood it. The property had a peacefulness about it. A quietness that was difficult to find.

      The white outside walls had been painted before the tourist season started this year and a new roof was scheduled for this fall. There was always something being updated or renovated.

      Waves of heat flickered through the air blurring my view of the landscape.

      The house and grounds were well-maintained, keeping to historical standards and all of us who worked here stayed true to our roles.

      Even the new manager, Lucas, made occasional appearances garbed as George Washington himself when he wasn’t hidden away in his office working on scheduling and payroll and all the other myriad things involved in managing the day workers.

      I needed to check the outbuildings, but my gut told me that Abigail hadn’t gone that way. The outbuildings had some interesting features, but it was rare when someone got excited about them.

      Mostly people, especially the older people, were drawn to the grounds, specifically the flowers and paths through the trees. Weeping willows. Sugar maples that turns a lovely shade of red in the fall. And even the famous cherry trees originally planted and grafted by George Washington himself.

      Personally, I would have stayed inside under the air conditioning, but older people were more accustomed to the heat than us younger ones.

      I started back up the hill toward the house, debating which way to go next.

      AirTags. Definitely AirTags.

      I followed the path that led beneath a stand of oak trees, the shade keeping some of the direct sun off my head.

      Going against regulation, I shoved my bonnet off my head, letting it fall down my back, hanging only by the ribbons tied around my neck. Lifting the hair off my neck, I welcomed the small respite from the heat, the soft breeze coming off the river.

      There was one area I hadn’t checked yet. It wasn’t part of the official tour, at least not yet. It was still being renovated and it would be at least a couple of years before the meticulous renovations were completed.

      An archeologist and his team had been brought in from Maine to make sure everything was done historically accurate.

      The archeologists weren’t working today. Too hot. Even the archeologists had the good sense to stay out of this dangerous heat.

      They’d left their evidence behind though. Freshly turned dirt and a tent with their tools inside.

      I hadn’t been out here in a couple of weeks. They had gotten a lot done.

      It was beginning to look like a baseball field. Technically it was called a rounders field. Some of the historians had come to the conclusion that George Washington had had his own rounder’s field out here and the ladies committee had jumped right on it, seeing immense value in bringing back one of our first president’s pastimes.

      George Washington’d had enough people working for him that it was quite possible that they had played an early version of baseball.

      Shading my eyes, I scanned the area.

      That’s when I spotted Abigail.

      She was a frail little lady, very elegant looking with gray hair pulled back at the nape of her neck.

      She was dressed in a powder blue suit, replete with a little matching hat, that reminded me of Jackie Kennedy’s days. The suit hung loosely on her, but had doubtless fit well when she was younger.

      Sitting on a wooden bench at the edge of what was thought to be the rounder’s field, she stared straight ahead, her gaze darting here and there, a little smile on her face.

      If I hadn’t known better, I would have thought she was watching a baseball game.

      Blowing out a sigh of relief at finding her safe and well, I walked over and sat down next to her.

      She glanced over at me.

      “Hello Martha,” she said. I’d introduced myself to the tour group as Martha Washington. There was nothing wrong with Abigail’s memory.

      “Hello Miss Smith.”

      We sat in silence for a couple of minutes watching as a flock of black birds took advantage of the freshly turned dirt to look for worms.

      “It’s hot out today,” I mentioned. It was impossible not to see the waves of heat blurring the air.

      “The hottest day of the year,” Abigail said, surprising me.

      I looked at her with a renewed curiosity.

      “And you picked today to come outside and sit in the heat.” I pulled a handkerchief from my pocket and dabbed at my forehead. Not because I was in character, but because the sweat was threatening to drip down into my eyes.

      “If you squint just a little, you can see them,” she said.

      I followed her gaze and squinted as she said.

      “See what?”

      “The rounders players. You’d call them baseball players.”

      It was an odd thing for her to say.

      “You don’t call them baseball players?”

      “I suppose I do most days, at least,” she said. “But out here they’re called rounders, wouldn’t you say?”

      “That’s what they’re thinking.” I was somewhat out of character. Not much. I was still in what I considered Martha’s personality. Not that it was hard to do. We were, after all, one and the same when it came right down to it.

      But having a discussion about whether the field was a rounder’s field or a baseball field with a frail little old lady was unusual for my typical work day.

      I waited for her to say more, but she seemed content to just sit there.

      Since, one I was ready to get out of the heat, and two, I had other tourists waiting for me, I was not inclined to just sit and while away the day.

      “Who do you see?” I asked, curious in spite of myself.

      She didn’t even hesitate.

      “That’s John on first base. Evan on second. Sylvester on third.” Her face brightened. “Samuel is up to bat.”

      I squinted again, in spite of myself. But I still didn’t see anyone out there other than the birds and the waves of heat.

      “Everyone’s waiting for you,” I said.

      “Oh, I know, Dear,” she said. “Let’s just wait a minute. Let Samuel hit the ball.”

      “Okay.” I didn’t know how long it would be before Samuel hit the ball, but I hoped it wasn’t long. We were quickly losing our little bit of shade as the sun moved overhead.

      “There it is,” she said, clasping her hands together in delight. “A home run.”

      “Congratulations to Samuel,” I said, standing up. “Can I walk you back now?”

      “Momentarily,” she said, still looking straight ahead. “Your beau is waiting for you.”

      It took me a moment to decipher her words. By beau she meant boyfriend. It was a word I used often, but it wasn’t a word I heard spoken by others very often.

      I glanced over my shoulder.

      She was right about Lucas standing there. But she was wrong about him being my beau. Lucas was my boss, not my beau.

      I started to tell her, but she had moved on.

      “Homerun,” she said. “That’s a game.”

      “We can go now,” I said.

      “Yes.” But she didn’t move to stand up.

      I was beginning to think that I was going to have to call security yet. But Lucas was there. He was watching. He was giving me time to avoid a confrontation with the older, obviously confused little old lady.

      Abigail turned and looked into my eyes. Her eyes were a faded blue and there was a sadness around them. A sadness combined with a look of resignation. And yet she smiled.

      “You’re doing a good thing,” she said. “Keeping history alive.”

      “I try,” I said.

      She nodded slowly.

      “I can tell that you have a genuine interest in it. Don’t ever let anyone take that from you.”

      “I won’t. Are you okay?”

      “Oh, I’m fine, Dear. I’ve come home.”

      “Home.” I didn’t know how to respond to that. There were too many possible interpretations.

      “I’ve been waiting, you see. Waiting until the hottest day.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “You will,” she said, standing up. “You’ll understand when it’s your time.”

      She was looking a bit wobbly.

      “Can I take your arm? Can I help you walk back?”

      “That won’t be necessary,” she said. “I’ve got this.”

      Instead of walking along with me back toward the house, she walked right out onto what would be and what had once been the baseball field. Oddly enough, she had no trouble navigating the uneven dirt on the field.

      Not really having any other choice, I watched her go. She would do what she had to do and then she would come back. Maybe she had been here before and had a memory that pulled at her.

      I kept my gaze on her, worried that she might fall down in the dirt.

      About three yards away, she vanished into the waves of heat.

      I went after her, my lace-up boots sinking into the freshly turned dirt.

      I reached the area where
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