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The Last Generation


Though the sun has passed and left the stars and us in its  wake, let it go, my friend.

A sound measure will divide this day. Let us now rejoice in the night.

And if our acquaintance becomes taut or terribly terse, let it go, my friend.

Let us keep our lovely world windswept and bright.

As you think back, know, I have wept.

And blessed am I that we have met . . . Friend.

—Francis Patrick O’Shea.
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The brutally blistering beast was unapologetically tetchy as his rise approached midmorning. Apparently, aggravation was not considered therapeutic, but it was entertaining, so therefore must be therapeutic. Obviously highly subjective, but a good therapist knows sharing is caring.

Stepping off his porch, clutching his water bottle, he squinted at the brutally scorching beast of a midmorning sun and thought, Fuck Texas. He made his way down a pig trail between a break in the row housing, turned right on the dusty main drag, and headed south to the bean field, acknowledging his fellow villagers in passing.

When he passed the wooden watchtower at the south gate, he glanced up at Ice, whom he didn’t trust, cradling her rifle. She took no notice of him. Her mind was away to an incarnate time. A yonder place to dream dreams dreamt under a glass cloche, safe in her fairy garden, deafened from the whispering winds.

The women were well into their fieldwork. He observed Kelley hacking a dirt clod violently with her hoe, and he muttered, “Damn. Anger transfer. Who’s the clod?” He chuckled, then guzzled down half of his water and tried to ignore his hangover.

He passed through the gate, turned his heels to the west, and headed east up the narrow dirt service road that surrounded the entire field. He sat in the tall grass under a small stand of pines that had survived the plow. He waved to the two women several rows over and nodded to Kelley in front of him, who gave him a generous stink eye, then a hearty, “Humph.”

He rubbed his chin with his thumb when a mischievous thought popped into his mind. He grinned, then observed her like a lab rat and waited. When she sensed his creeping, she whirled around. “What the hell are you looking at?”

He ceased rubbing. The play was on. “Wondering.”

She furrowed her brow, puzzled. “Wondering what?”

He rolled on his side, planted his elbow in the grass, stretched his legs out, sighed, and said, “If it’s true.”

She preferred reasonable doubt but had to give due diligence to the merits of possibility. “If what’s true? Is somebody talking about me again?”

He rolled onto his back, crossed his legs, and placed his hands behind his head. He sighed again, then stoked her simmering agitation for payoff. “People talk, it’s probably nothing, don’t worry about it.”

“Goddamn it, Marshal, if you’re fucking with me.” She shook her hoe. “You want this hoe all over you.”

He sat up and cashed in. “We skipping the drinks?”

Disappointed, she asked, “What the fuck were you doing when God was passing out sense?”

“Aggravating my hoe.”

She threw her hoe down and pointed her finger. “No. When God was handing out sense to the little delivery angels, you were standing around wondering why socks come in pairs, then when one buzzed your head, and you thought she was serving a warrant and ran out the back door.

“I swear to God, when you were born, your mother must have looked down at the bloody stump, threw her hands up, and said, ‘Oh, no way. If I have to take this home, I demand a research grant just to figure this shit out.’ God, I don’t think a charity would accept you.”

Sarah was openly chuckling as she came up. She laid her hoe down, gently rubbed her back, and said, “Now, hun, you know he’s just trying to get a rise out of you. Oh come on, sug.”

She then turned to Marshal and cleared her throat. “Marshal, honey. Does your mind ever coach your mouth before visiting neighbors?”

Kelley broke in. “Hell. All his neighbors turn their welcome mat over when they see him coming.”

He gulped the last of his water and then rolled back onto his elbow, stretched his out legs again, and lobbed another. “You know, I’ve heard it’s a scientific fact that a woman who sweats as hard as you is releasing happy, cheerful, irresistible pheromones like a bug telling the world she’s ripe and ready.”

Teacup had now joined them. When Marshal’s eyes finished their rove over his audience, he said to Kelley, “So bug to bug, your place or mine?” Teacup giggled while Sarah covered her mouth to hide her smirk.

Kelley threw her hoe down again and said, “I’ve had it.” She removed her wide-brimmed straw hat and mopped her brow with the bit of rag she kept hanging from her belt loop. “You idiot. I’ve got a river flowing down the crack of my ass so fast my poor legs don’t know whether it’s raining or I’m pissing, and you’re talking humping in this heat. I don’t think a bug would consider it.”

She retrieved her hoe. “And if you’re still standing around wondering about socks and that delivery angel, I’m sorry, but you’ve been served.”

He chuckled and said, “You really know how to break a man’s spirit.”

“There’s so much shit broken on you. The little I did won’t amount to much.”

He chuckled, enjoying the women clustered around, and said, “Who said group therapy is just a circle jerk of grievances?” then moved into the shade of the pines. The women returned to their fieldwork. Kelley picked up where she left off on hacking and cursing her clod.

Teacup migrated back to the other side of the field, and Sarah returned his gaze. She glanced at the preoccupied women briefly, then propped her chin on the end of her hoe and cocked her head. They exchanged intimate smiles while lost in the other’s gaze. Gazes don’t last long in this world, and they both knew it. The seconds nudged the moment to move on. She returned to fieldwork. Marshal grabbed a stack of bean sacks for a pillow and snoozed.

The women continued their fieldwork till around noon. Kelley tied the last bag. Wilted, she made her way over to him, put her foot on his hip, and gently rocked him. She cleared her throat from the thick Texas dust.

“You’re up, slugger.”

He sat up, scratched the imprint on his face that the coarse weave of the bear-grass bag left, then stood and grinned. Before he could taunt her prickly disposition again, she said, “Think it, but don’t say it. You all-day ass.”

They were almost to the gate when Kelley turned to Sarah, “Do you think I was a little rough?”

“Ahh. Guilt has come uh-callin’.”

They all turned back to the field, then Kelley put her hands on her hips and pondered. She stood in deep thought for a moment, then she gave a hard no. “No, no, hell no. Why should I feel bad when that smart ass sleeps half the morning away, while we work our asses off, so, no . . . I feel better already.”

“Guilt ain’t uh-knockin’.”

Teacup surmised. “Actually, if you were to measure calories, he may be burning more in his shorter time. He does have to push the heavy cart back and forth a lot. Sprinting versus marathon. We may have the sweeter part of the deal.”

“Calories? I don’t think I could ever sleep at night knowing a man has been taken advantage of.”

Teacup finalized her summation. “It would true up if the measures were calculated correctly.”

Kelley gazed down at her, contemplating her error. “True up? Sweetie, you never put a man and the truth in the same room. Women would have too much explaining to do.”

Sarah added, “Amen to that. Don’t wake the baby.”

They all chuckled at their silly banter, then gave their attention back to Marshal, who was tossing sacks of bean pods into a cart.

Teacup rubbed her nose briskly to alleviate the itching from the dust, then said, generally, “I’m glad he’s not one of those favor savers.”

Kelley asked, “What are you talking about?”

“You know, when someone does favors for you that you never asked for, then saves them up like tokens and gets pissed when you won’t redeem them, then tells everybody how ungrateful you are, and then you wonder if it’s you, or them.”

All three stood in deep thought over favors, tokens, and redemption, concluding different things about Marshal.

Teacup offered more babble. “Maybe he really doesn’t know how hard he works. Maybe he’s just being a man, like a gopher who wakes up and doesn’t see his shadow, then goes back to sleep, and when he finally does wake up, he doesn’t know what season it is anyway, and nobody thinks anything of it because, well, he’s just being a typical gopher.”

“What the hell are you talking about now? Men aren’t gophers, they’re groundhogs.” She conceded a single point of import. “Well, we got the hog part right.”

Sarah broke the pointless debate. “Why are we standing here like bag ladies at a bus stop?”

They all chuckled and headed to the shower.

***
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Wendell stepped onto his porch from inside his house and neatly thumbtacked the updated document of village census and work assignments on the bulletin board next to his front door.

***
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He was a man of order and fairness, a square disposition, and of humble consideration when confronted by merit. He was a stocky Black man with a bald crown and a tight, corpulent belly. He was a Midwesterner like Kelley, a city planner from Chicago. He had a pencil cradled behind his ear that he would place on his nightstand like glasses before bed, along with his binder with notes about village management.

***
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Clive came up, tipping his hat to the women, and squinted at the thoughtfully erased spaces between names. He felt that the spaces were missing pickets from a fence in perpetual repair, soon to be filled by new ones.

As he ran his finger down the pages searching for the space that was once occupied by a beloved friend, he wondered if there was anything trustworthy beyond this life, now that this one had been betrayed. His simple bucolic life of ranching, card playing, church picnics, and assumptions seemed to be a postscript of trivial note.

“Pried from the spirit of innocents, this world be damned,” he recalled his old preacher shouting.

Satisfied the spirit of the picket he loved was set free, he noted vegetable fields by Martha’s name as he was about to leave and thought, This ain’t gonna do, then turned and weaved through the orderly bereaved crowd seeking official erasure.

He found Marshal standing on the communal shower porch, stomping the dust from his shoes. “Marshal,” he said, “Wendell’s got Martha doin’ the fieldwork.” Marshal stared up the drag toward Wendell’s house for a moment, then sighed and said, “He has lost his mind. Why prove it? Gotta have academic blood.” Clive cocked his head and stared.

“Take your time, buddy. Surely that sarcasm won’t throw us into extra innings.” He continued to stare.

“The pennant is just a dream. Let’s go.” He then thought, He must see sarcasm as a second language.

They headed to Wendell’s and stood behind a growing mob. Wendell stood on his porch, waving his hands and shaking his head, saying, “No, no, this has nothing to do with me. She volunteered, take it up with her.” He pulled the pencil from behind his ear, wrote volunteered by her name, and went back into his house, grumbling.

The mob paused, disappointed. The word volunteered lay cold and motionless in their minds. Volunteering, good God, how selfish and insensitive. Marshal and Clive were already at the bar to sort it out.

Martha was a soft-spoken, well-educated New Englander who once owned a wine and spirits shop. She didn’t do fieldwork or community work. Her job was to keep the wine flowing.

Tab, Marshal, and Francis had gathered inside as the disgruntled mob filed in. The bar was one of the larger detached houses in the village. It had a large covered porch one step above grade. To the right of the door was a large bay window with a long bench under it. The front door was oversized and half-glazed. The rest of the housing in the village was small row houses, also one step above grade, with no utilities of any sort in the entire village.

The end of the bar was a few feet from the door. The room was large and open, giving the impression of a Texas steakhouse by the arrangement of the tables. It had several modest oak posts supporting the roof. The ceiling material was pressed tin and rusting in several places. There was a small storeroom in the back, past the long bar.

On the wall behind the bar were two oil lamps, separated by a large smoky mirror. There were two doors on either side of the lamps and the mirror. To the left, by the front door, was Martha’s bedroom. The door on the right led to the cellar, and to the right of the cellar door at the other end of the bar was a tall slender nook attached to the bar, facing the door. It had a shelf above its counter, which stored an oil lamp and her ledger for managing the wine stock.

Marshal moved down the crowded bar and pressed in close by the nook. Kelley followed, slotting in next to him on his left, and Francis pinched in on his right, while Sarah stood behind Kelley.

He grinned when a mischievous thought popped into his head, then turned to Kelley. “You know. If she quits, I think I’ll take over and convert it into a private strip club.” He paused to observe his rub’s effect, then said, “How are your pole skills holding up?”

She grinned and shook her head, game on. “Shit. You wouldn’t know how to strip old varnish off a tabletop, much less run a strip club.” That said, she felt an obligation to his character. “Just how cheesy does your life have to get before you’re well satisfied?” 

Sarah chuckled, then said, “Now, Marshal, honey, don’t forget about the bean field massacre.”

Martha emerged from the cellar, drying her hands on a bar towel, then looked up, startled. “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize I had so many guests.”

Puzzled, she said, “OK, by your silence and the sour looks, the wine turned vinegar, and you’re suing me or jailing me. I can’t tell.” Then she added, “But make it quick. I have guests coming.”

Clive, sitting at a table near the bar, nodded as thoughts on the subject of vinegar and all its culinary applications triggered memories. “Mmm, messa greens, cornbread.” Marshal turned around and just stared as the volume cranked, rivaling a hotheaded town hall debate over the possibility of rationing.

“Sweetie, what gives? You’re the only one that knows how,” Kelley said.

Tab made his way through the crowd, came behind the bar, and put his arm around her. “Darling, do you need help? Is it too hard? Do you feel you need to do something different?”

Sarah plunged her support in. “Hon, just tell us. We’ll do whatever you need us to do.”

“Yes, anything,” Kelley said.

Martha looked up to Tab, confused. “What on earth is everyone going on about?”

“Vegetables,” Kelley clarified. 

Marshal confused, said, “Vegetables?”

“Yeah, vegetables.”

“Who gives a shit about vegetables?”

Francis wailed, “This is it! Francis O’Shea shall never recover.”

Martha looked up to Tab again, confusion unabated.

“What in the world is going on?”

“Are you going to stop making it?”

Still confused, she cocked her head slightly. “Wine?”

Kelley jumped in. “Yes, honey, yes.”

“Why, no. I’ll never stop making wine, is that what this is all about?”

Francis sighed in relief.

Marshal, unconvinced with an oral agreement, said, “I’ll need that in writing.”

Martha then sighed and said, “Let me tell you why I signed—”

Kelley cut her off. “Wait a minute, sweetie. I can’t hear a damn thing you’re saying with this stadium loud behind me.” Agitated, she then turned to Marshal. “Why don’t you do something productive and kill somebody so this bunch of idiots will have a corpse to gawk at and shut the fuck up?”

She reeled around and shouted, “Snake!”

Clive leaned forward, pushed the brim of his hat up with his index finger, and scanned the floor slowly. “He’d go real nice with some greens.”

The rest were against the back wall, behind knocked-over tables and chairs, sweeping the floor nervously with their eyes. Kelley, still agitated, said, “Good, keep looking for him. You open crate of unsold idiots.”

Sarah glared harshly. “I have no appreciation for that.” She climbed off Marshal, who was still looking around his feet.

Kelley observed him briefly. “Why don’t you hop in the crate and make it a baker’s dozen?”

He chuckled and said, “Not bad, I like it.”

She combed back her hair gently with her hands. “What are you talking about?”

“You and your snake will be the club headliner.”

“I’m going to let that cheesy commit float by for now.” She turned to Martha.

“Sweetie, go on.”

“All of you come in from the fields bone-tired, sore, and burned up, while I work in a cool cellar most of the time.” She dried her moistening eyes with a bar towel. “You all work so hard. I see your tired faces most every evening and hear your conversations about how hard it is to take sometimes. So, I think it would be only fair if I worked the fields some too.”

Marshal nodded. “Good point.”

Francis, horrified, straightened up his short, portly frame and bristled bitterly, “Good God, man, that was brutal.”

Marshal then said with the sensitivity of a close friend, “But I wouldn’t have it any other way.” He gazed deeply into her eyes. “There are only a few things in this goddamn forsaken shithole that get me through: your wonderful company and the grace you bring to the bar. Those are two blessings that don’t go unnoticed by me.”

Francis swung his fist down and popped the bar, adjourning the whole misunderstanding. “Give this man a drink, I’m buying.”

Marshal tuned, glared at the entire crowd, and said with conviction, “She only grapes.”

Clive offered his rural wisdom when he observed Martha’s expression of recovering guilt, duly granted from her friends’ overflowing cup of gratitude and love. “Vinegar into wine, oh, friend of mine.”

Marshal stared again, then shook his head. The mob turned from their continuous debate to happy hour. Kelley and Sarah, teary-eyed, came to console her.

Kelley said in a choked voice, “Sweetie, don’t ever worry about that, OK?”

Sarah wiped her damp eyes on the cuff of her oversized shirt and said, “Hun, you don’t realize the great service you bring to us. Sure, we grumble, but that doesn’t mean anything. That’s just the way we work things out.” Sarah rubbed her back, then kissed her cheek and said, “OK.”

Martha nodded, and the two of them pulled bottles of wine out from underneath the bar. Martha poured while Sarah served.

Kelley made her way to Marshal. She grabbed his ear, pulled it to her mouth, and whispered, “Good job, slugger.” Then she kissed his cheek and added, “Now take a bath. You stink.”

He grinned when she released his ear. She put her hand up before he could speak. “Think it but don’t say it. You’ve put me in too good of a mood.” Then she left.

He upended his jar taking his last swallow, slapped Francis on the back, headed out of the noisy bar, and stepped onto the porch, where the quietude sang of friendship, loneliness, and the mystery of life. He stood for a moment, gazing back, then stepped off the porch into a world that had forgotten how to sing.

***
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The beast was a few meters into his midmorning rise and pissed. Tender fairy clouds were cuddling and cooing, obstructing his burn. He thought, What next, hugs and kisses? Shit, breakfast is ruined.

Tab stepped onto the porch of the bar, popped his head through the doorway, and looked around. He didn’t see her until the noisy clanking of empty wine bottles toward the back pointed the way.

She looked up when she heard someone enter, then smiled warmly and said, “Well. How’s the psychiatrist today?”

He stood on the other side of the table. “Better.”

“Good.”

He crossed his arms, furrowed his brow. “I’m still upset with you wanting to work the fields; you almost dropped that heavy crate. I think you work damn hard. You should have said something.”

“Oh, darling, I don’t know. I feel so sorry for everybody, and well, there’s one other thing I didn’t tell you last night.”

She blushed and bowed her head. He unfolded his arms, placed his hands on the table, and leaned forward.

“Please tell me.”

“Well, I thought I might work alongside you. I miss you during the day.”

He grinned and said, “If you and I work side by side, nothing would get done, and the look on Wendell’s face when he sees our empty cart because I’ve been doing this all day . . .” He flinched. 

Startled, she chirped loudly, then shook her finger. “No shenanigans, I mean it. I’ve got too much work to do.” He grinned, then crept very slowly around the table toward her and said, “I like shenanigans and a lot of it.”

“You’re a middle-aged man behaving like an adolescent.”

“I don’t care; you make me feel like one.” He flinched again. She chirped loudly, put her hand over her mouth, then giggled, recovered, and said, “Now stop, I’m giggling like a silly schoolgirl.” He inched slowly around the table and said, “I think you like to be chased.”

“Maybe.” She giggled again, then threw a bar towel at him, bolted to the other side of the room, and stood behind a table.

He stood in front of the table, crossed his arms, and said, “You owe me something.” She straightened up and squared off. “I don’t owe you anything.”

“Oh yes, you do, and I want that, that’s mine.” She pointed her finger again. “Now you have to stop this. It’s getting out of hand. I’ve got a lot of work to do.”

He grinned and said, “Okay. I promise I won’t move from this spot.” She gave him a grand smile. The chase was on. Then she said, “I don’t trust you. You have that look in your eye.”

“What’s not to trust? I said I wouldn’t move from this spot.” She put her hands on her hips and narrowed her eyes, polarized with suspicion. “Something tells me it’s a trap.”

“How could it be a trap if I said I won’t move from this spot?”

“Because you’re a cheat, and I’m going to the other side of the playground.” She grinned and inched slowly away from the table, giving herself a wide berth. He waited until she was far from the safety of the table and committed to open ground then bolted toward her.

She screamed as he snatched her from behind and tickled her. Squirming, she said, “Oh no, no! Middle-aged bladder, wet shoes, wet shoes.” He spun her around, looked deeply into her eyes, and kissed her hard several times, then released her.

She frowned and said, “You cheated.” He laughed and said, “No, I didn’t. I stayed in my spot. You didn’t say I couldn’t move around in my spot.”

“But you left.”

He leaned down, kissed her nose, and said, “No, I didn’t. I just happen to have a very large spot.”

“You cheated, so help me fill bottles.”

She lit a lamp, opened the cellar door, stepped through, then took an immediate right and descended the steep cellar stairs, running along the foundation wall. The stairs terminated in the middle of the cellar, and in the center of the room was a large work area.

The room was long and narrow with rows of wine casks resting in scalloped cutouts of rough-hewn lumber. She stepped off the last step and onto a tightly woven bear-grass mat, which covered the entire cellar, keeping the dust down, then lit all the lamps. She walked down each row checking for leaks while he brought down empty cases of bottles.

When he was at the bottom step with the last empty case, he looked up, saw that she was naked with her arms crossed and her dress wadded up in her hand. “Now. If I give you that, that I don’t owe you, will you tell me your secret?”

He grinned, set the case down, and said, “Darling, I’ve never kept any secrets from you.” She threw her dress at him and ran down a row of casks. He chuckled, then put the collar to his nose, closed his eyes, and thought, Oh God, your scent.

He dropped the dress and ran down the trail after her. She rounded a row at the end of the room and started back up. When she was up far enough and committed, he placed his hand on a cask and vaulted over. He came down heavy.

A large plume of dust billowed out from the sides of the matting along the wall, filling the room.

He grinned, then kissed her. She crossed her arms, pouted, and said, “You cheated again.” She gave him a warm smile. “Now tell me your secret.”

He threw his head back, chuckled loudly, and said, “Darling, what are you talking about? You know I would never keep anything from you.” Her eyes watered, then she coughed and said, “I’m sorry, excuse me.” He squinted through the lamplight and saw the plume of thick dust reluctant to settle.

He picked her up and carried her to the work area. “The dust has aggravated your asthma.” She sneezed hard, and her watery eyes saturated her lashes. She coughed, then sneezed again, blowing out a large amount of snot. She blushed, turned from him, covered her mouth, and said, “I’m so sorry, this is embarrassing.”

He took his shirt off, pulled her hand away, then said, “Blow.”

She took the shirt from him, wiped her nose and mouth, and repeated her apology.

When she finished, he turned her around, held her face, looked deeply into her watery eyes, and said, “I’m not sorry for anything.” He kissed her, then said, “And never will be, but I won’t chase you.”

Puzzled, she asked, “What? . . . Why? I love our game.”

“Just not down here, I don’t want you wheezing.”

He clenched his fists. Then he wrapped his arms around her and pressed her tightly, whispering in her ear, “God only knows.” He released her. She kissed the corner of his mouth and said, “Why do you press me so tight?”

“Am I hurting you?”

She kissed the other corner and said, “God only knows what?”

He chuckled through his embarrassment and said, 

“It’s just an expression.”

“No, no, I think it’s part of your secret.”

“Darling, I keep no secrets from you. I just feel like we’re spiritually connected, that’s all.”

She sat down on the matted floor and took his hand. “Bring me your secret.”

Several minutes later, he rolled off her, and she rolled onto her side. She stroked his face, smiled, then frowned when she realized it was getting late. She shook her finger in his face. “Now. No more shenanigans . . . I’ve got work to do.”

They dressed and filled bottles. He took the last case up and placed it on the bar while she rolled an empty barrel to the back of the cellar.

As he came to the bottom step, he crossed his arms and stepped into the work area. “Now I want that, that’s mine.”

She cocked her head, baffled. “I’ve been kissing you all morning. We’ve rolled on the mat.” She then raised a brow. “I’m not doing that again. You’ve worn me out. Now what is that, that’s yours?”

He picked her up and carried her to the steps. She put her arms around his neck and looked into his eyes.

“What in the world?”

He put her down, sat on the third step, stretched out his long legs, then sat her on his right thigh. He placed her small feet on his left thigh and cradled her. “This is that.”

He picked up her hand and caressed it. He gently examined each digit. She nuzzled his neck, kissed it, and said, “I need to wash my hands.” 

He said quickly, “No, no, they’re beautiful.”

She nuzzled his neck again and said, “Don’t ever leave me.”

He stiffened, then stood abruptly and pressed her tight. He searched her eyes for a long time. “Martha. God only knows.” He trotted up the stairs and opened the door. “I’ll see you tonight.” Before he closed the door, she said, “Bring your secret.”

He chuckled, then left, chiding himself again for his weakness as he quickstepped across the bar floor to the fields.

As she listened to his steps, she put her hand in her dress pocket, leaned against the stair post, and whispered, “God only knows how I love you too.”

***
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Early morning, the beast was incensed. Apparently, chummy clouds hanging about were as emotionally unintelligent as men and thought, Shit. How are you supposed to do your job when you feel like your duties aren’t taken seriously, and your character is judged unfit for polite society for making an astute observation? Piss on all of . . . um . . . him too.

Martha stepped off the bar porch, strolled down the drag, dust plumes popping out from underneath her shoes, and passed through the south gate.

She waved to the field-workers, then gazed up the tower to Ice as she always did and waved. Ice tipped her hat as she always did and returned to guarding, girding her mind against the past that Martha, unwittingly, provokes.

As Martha hiked up the small hill west of the bean field where the vineyard was, two men came running down, waving their arms frantically, and shouting her name.

Winded, the smaller one said, “We’ve got trouble.” She looked down at his navy-blue skirt. “We sure do, Jimmy, this skirt is far too fine to be ruined by fieldwork.”

The bigger man broke in. “I tried to tell him, but you can’t do anything with him.”

Jimmy twirled around. “Do you like it?”

She rubbed the hem between her thumb and index finger. “Jealousy is definitely on display.”

He chuckled and said proudly, “Now, honey,” then turned to the bigger man. “Hector here can jump over the fence and then right back before you know it, but I know which side I’m supposed to be on; besides, I look dreadful in pants.”

The chuckles didn’t make it far after trouble regrouped. Martha said cold sober, “What sort of trouble?”

Jimmy animated his hands. “I don’t think Wendell’s letting our babies have enough water. They don’t feel right.”

Hector backed him up. “They don’t feel as firm as last week.”

She went down the rows examining the fruit, then returned, furrowed her brow, visibly clenched her jaw, and said, “I’ll take care of this right now.”

Jimmy grinned and said, “Get ’em, tiger.”

She stomped down the hill toward the gate, giving the dust plumes greater lift. She spotted Wendell through the fence, creeping out of crazy Mary’s back door. She shouted his name. He winced, then smiled and shouted back, “How’s Martha today?”

She pointed to the vineyard and said, “Martha’s thirsty.”

He met her at the fence and said, “OK. I can take care of that.”

“And I don’t mean a token spritz.”

“OK, OK.”

She conspicuously glanced around him, toward Mary’s back door, then crossed her arms, accessorizing her glare. “Why are you so agreeable? It’s out of character.”

He blushed. “Well, maybe it’s all the irresistible sunshine in your dark and gloomy face.”

She chuckled and shook her finger. “More water.” She headed back to the bar.

The midmorning heat transitioned from warm to hot quickly as Martha wiped down the bar. She found herself inexplicably irritated by Wendell’s back-door creeping.

Mary was devout. Her Bible was an open carry. She was of average height and weight, with very fair skin.

Her hair used to be thick and pitch black. She had negotiated well with age, though her deep blue eyes had faded to pastel.

Mary’s assumed shenanigans with Wendell seemed disappointing and so out of character. Martha wanted to believe Mary was stronger than that. She didn’t know why she let it bother her; it just did.

Francis was seated at the bar, drinking and chatting with Marshal, who was sitting at one of the tables close to the bar. Tab was behind the bar next to her. He felt something was bothering her. “What’s wrong?”

She told them about her encounter and her perception of it, then said, “I don’t know why, but it bothers me that she gave in.”

He glanced at the other men, who had the same expression of apathy, as he scratched the little tuft of whiskers in his chin’s cleft he’d missed while shaving. “You’re speculating and drawing a conclusion.”

She put her hands on her hips and pursed her lips, agitated by his patronizing. “Conclusion? Oh, I’m sorry. I should have realized slithering out the back door like a snake is normal behavior since she nailed her front door shut to keep Jesus out.”

Marshal said, “I’ve slithered out a few doors, and I don’t think Jesus ever drew a conclusion. The neighbors might have.”

Tab was painfully disinterested, so he tried to deadhead it by tossing a glib remark, which he felt was sufficient but poorly edited, and a retraction too late. Still scratching, he said, “I’m not convinced. She’s not like you.”

Francis set his glass down and leaned forward. “My good man, I’m now going to assume from that blunder, if you were a politician, reelection would be implausible at this point, and a good desk cleaning would be well in order.” He studied Martha’s moist eyes. “And may I suggest some sort of futile damage control prior to boxing up?”

Marshal chuckled when he saw the color purged from Tab’s face and said, “Buddy boy, you look anemic. We might need to dry a few grapes for raisins.”

Martha’s temper flared as she scowled at Tab. “What does that mean? Am I some sort of street trash?” Shocked by his shanty editing, he could only watch as her lower lids pooled. His returning color mottled his cheeks, which drew a retraction from Marshal.

Tab stammered, then said, “God. I didn’t mean anything. I-I don’t even think like that, please. I just meant she’s not like any of us that’s all. The religious are eccentric, that’s all.”

Francis stood up, pushed the barstool aside, then pulled his trousers up a bit, but before he could speak, she drew her index finger and shook it at him. “Francis Patrick O’Shea, don’t slap my face and tell me you thought you saw a fly or piss down my leg and tell me it’s raining.”

He waved his hands in a gentle, calming gesture and said in a soft, consoling tone, “My dear. I know that I gild the lily occasionally, and my hyperboles could use a little more off the top, but I’ve never lied to you.”

Hotly, she responded, “That I’m aware of.”

He cleared his throat and said with sincerity, “You are the most thoughtful, kind, and considerate woman I know. To think of you any other way is absolute vulgarity, and I won’t tolerate it in my presence.”

Marshal stood straight up, holding his jar with one hand, while waving the other. “What Franco said is absolutely true. I believe myself to be the most vulgar man in this shithole, and that unique position qualifies me to judge character.” He turned to Tab, grinned, and said, “Until now.”

Tab glared and said, “I would appreciate it if you would wait until the bus came to a complete stop before throwing me under it.”

Marshal glanced at Martha. “You’ll have to take that up with the bus driver.”

Rattled from the conversation, she turned to her nook and opened her ledger. Francis finished his wine and said, “I’m off.”

Marshal upended his jar and joined him.

She whisked around. “Don’t go.”

The two of them parted at the door, Marshal off to the bean field and Francis headed to Tinseltown for the rest of his day off.

Marshal believed the quarrel between two good friends had the half-life it took to create it and was soon forgotten as dribble. But it did provoke the movement deep down again. A movement he’d felt since New York. It was a formless presence that he tried to examine, but it was elusive. It would arrive unannounced like an unexpected storm. Sometimes it passed quickly; other times it remained for days, swirling like a low-pressure system. At some point, it would turn to vapor, but it always managed to take a little piece of him as it left.
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She said with a sharp edge, “How long are you going to stand behind me?”

He cleared his throat and placed his hand on her shoulder. She flinched as if it were a block of ice. He clenched his fists and then spun her around, which visibly frightened her. He shook all over as tears welled. He raised his arm, swung his fist like a mallet, and pounded the bar. He clenched his jaw and fists and said, as a man beset with great loss, “Goddamn it, Martha. I can’t stand to be separated from you for a split second. And this quarrel has us leagues apart.”

She felt a wisp of his apprehension coiling and choking their spirits as she listened to his confession.

“Oh God, sometimes when I’m out in the fields, I look toward the bar, frightened. I think, God, what if she’s not there? What if I can’t find her?

“I have frequent nightmares. I’m looking all over the village for you. I keep calling and calling your name, but you don’t answer. I think maybe I’m becoming insecure, but when I calm my mind, it’s not that. I know how to analyze and interpret dreams.”

A single tear formed in the corner of his eye. She fixated on it, then observed it breach his lower lid. It assimilated in a cluster of sweat beads at the edge of his orbit, forming a single heavy drop that broke away and ran down the slope of his cheek. She thought, Will you take me where I want to go?

He said in a soft, anxious voice, “I’m so afraid that what I have found inside me to give to you, I won’t find inside you to give to me.”

She sensed serenity approaching while observing the saline drop plunge into despair and disappear in his sweat-soaked shirt. She thought, Truly, anguish occupies the surface of our hearts but has no perception of their cores. Then she said, “Your secret is where I want to go.”

He sighed deeply and said in a choked voice, “God. Martha. I’m so in love with you.”

She grabbed a bar towel from her apron tie and dried another breach from the same corner, then tossed the towel on the bar. “Thomas, I was sentimental growing up, believing in love. As a young woman, I mocked it. Now, as a middle-aged woman,” she grinned, then said mischievously, “I’ve kissed a lot of men.”

He chuckled heartily as their quarrel dribbled out of the bar.

She concluded, “A kiss by itself can’t say, ‘I love you.’” She stared into his eyes, seemingly possessing the purview into one of life’s greatest mysteries. “A kiss must seek a union with love, and it must find its way to the sacred spirit, and that spirit dwells in everyone’s house, and I knew they were there, coiled together, in your house, waiting, and that is where I want to go. So let us follow the kiss. It has found its way to the sacred spirit and is joining love, and they are in both our houses now. Inseparable.”

“Martha, it’s wrong to be in love. That’s hope, and hope has no future. To see us like this would devastate most in the community, and I couldn’t live with myself if they drifted. As a psychiatrist, all the trust they’ve given me . . . that’s murder. We all work so hard to stay sane by watching over one another, always vigilant of the madness.”

He stared her down, then said with an unfathomable sadness, “Our generation was never meant for the joys that love brings—family, children, future. All we have are our friends. The world is gone.”

She kissed the corner of his mouth, pressed her fingertips to his lips. “Shh, shh.” She kissed him again. “Shh, the community is safe. I understand and would never harm it, nor allow it to be harmed. Murder and madness dwell not in our houses.”

She pressed him harder when he tried to speak. “Shh, remember, follow the kiss. It’s in our houses and will never betray.”

She removed her fingers, kissed him, and then said, “Follow the kiss, follow it, because it will always take you where you want to go. Home, Thomas. Home, where our kisses lie with love and our houses lie in splendor.”

She led him down the bar to her bedroom. They disrobed and stood in silent communication. He touched her face as if he were reading braille. She put her arms around his waist and closed her eyes to allow a full examination.

He whispered, “Martha.” She opened her eyes and smiled, and he called her name again. She didn’t answer, like his dream, and kept staring into his eyes.

Tears were streaming down their faces as he whispered, “Is this joy?” She refused to speak. He smiled and repeated himself. She put her fingertips to his lips and nodded.

She cocked her head slightly but remained fixed on his eyes, then she scanned the room. It was now strange and unfamiliar. Her bed, her galvanized tub, and her dresser all belonged to the original owners from another time. The world was newborn, flush, and crying hungry for its future. She had peeked.

“Everything’s changed, Thomas . . . everything.” She removed her fingers, continued to stare into his eyes, and said, “The whole world has changed, and it will never be the same.”

She turned slightly pale, her mouth stood agape, while she scanned the room again. She returned to his eyes, smiled warmly, and said, “I’m in love with you, Thomas, and I’ll never be the same.” She paused, then said, “We’re in the joy of love. The greatest mystery . . . so simple if you follow . . . something the world lost long ago and now doesn’t believe ever was.”
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They dressed then stood on the bar porch, engaged in a visual examination, ignoring the familiar dissonant sounds of the village as they bled through, scraping, scratching, and screeching. He squeezed her hand discreetly and stepped off the porch of the bar as a wanted man.

Martha remained on the porch, skipping aimlessly around and smiling. He had just made it to the washtubs directly across the drag from her porch.

Kelley and Sarah were on their last day of clothes washing when they observed Wendell, huffing and puffing his way under the water tower, calling Tab’s name. The two anticipated entertainment and kept an ear tuned.

Wendell was still fuming when he cornered him right in front of them and said, “Goddamn it. You, Eric, and Jose are the only ones I can depend on. We have irrigation pipe to lay. Fuck, man. Where the hell have you been?”

Tab stammered and quickly rummaged through his thoughts, but all he could piece together was, “I know. I’m sorry. I got hung up.”

As Wendell’s ranting simmered, Kelley felt it over. Sarah continued watching the two sparring, then, on intuition, traced the last piece of his excuse of “hung up” back to the bar. She observed Martha on the porch. She elbowed Kelley and motioned with her head toward the bar. “Look, who’s doing the girl twirl?”

Kelley chuckled, then whispered, “Damn, jerky in the rafters.”

Sarah said, as their new entertainment percolated, “You know. Mamma always said, ‘A man will always know how to light the furnace in the basement.’” She stopped short of her quip when her old ghost blew through her mind. She then thought, But if he knows how to light a fire in the hearth, the house is his.

Kelley felt their new show needed a nudge. It was too close to quitting time, so she shouted to Martha. “Hey girlie, Tab’s getting his ass chewed off, know anything about that?”

Martha waved her off and said in a low voice, “Hush.”

They both busted out laughing, catching the attention of the two men. Kelley glared at Wendell, then said, “Shut up.”

Martha took advantage of the distraction and skipped back inside. The men left. Kelley threw her soppy shirt down and said, “Come on, we’re going to have a throw-your-purse-down party with that gal.” Sarah, hesitant, said, “What about the wash? She might not want to talk about it.”

“Fuck the wash . . . not want to talk? Please. A woman’s like a nun doing her best to hold the vow of silence. She’s already holding the vow of poverty, wearing the same dress. They shouldn’t do that to her. She’ll keep the dress and toss the silence to the priest first chance she gets when another woman floats by.”

Kelley came through the door first and spotted her over by her nook. They both pulled up barstools, and Kelley said, “Hey girl, what gives? Tell us all about it?” Martha was convinced that if she was going to be skilled at hiding their joy, who better to be tested by? She knew Kelley adored details; it was girl entertainment. She constructed a juicy fabrication. “Why, what on earth do you mean?”

Contemptuously, Kelley responded, “Shit. You know damn well what I mean, come on.”

Sarah tried coaxing. “Come on, sug, give it up now. When a woman twirls like that, she’s telling me her table was set with the fine china. Now, just how fine was that dinner?”

Martha, sufficiently satisfied, moved in and started her tale. “Promise me you won’t tell a soul. Promise.” The two women pushed their stools so close to the bar that their knees jammed against its wall. Their heads cantilevered well over the bar top and were so engaged they wouldn’t have heard a murder next to them.

“That man was giving some serious therapy, and that’s all I got to say.” The giddy women giggled and demanded more. She poured wine and constructed impressive folklore, frequently referencing her shenanigans as a young woman.
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The beast was creeping behind the water tower, casting a nice, fat, eerie shadow on the bar porch. He thought, Joy of love, my ass. A good ghosting will take care of this shit.

Martha and Sarah were very tipsy, while Kelley was well ahead and said, thick-tongued, “Don’t tell a soul, because if you do, I’ll hate you until tomorrow and find plausible deniability somewhere between the sheets.”

They all laughed, pushing and patting each other. She then glanced around and lowered her head suspiciously, slurring her words. “That damn Marshal is a monster. God. He rides you hard, then throws you up in the rafters all wet and leaves you there to dry like jerky, and the next day you’re tingly all over.”

They all hooted and became louder. Sarah wiped her eyes and said in a giggly voice, “Ladies, I’m going to have to leave.”

She tapped Kelley’s wrist. “Girl, we need to finish laundry, don’t forget we’re on beans tomorrow.” Kelley wiped her eyes. “You’re right. I’m out of here. We’ll be back later, sweetie.”

“Oh . . . I need tea to sober up and get ready for guests,” Martha said.

She waved as the two passed through the door. Kelley was well ahead when Sarah returned and gazed into her eyes. “I know twirls, and that wasn’t just a twirl, was it?”

Martha froze. Sarah smiled faintly and said, “I’m glad it’s here.” She narrowed her eyes as caution crafted her next words. “Beware of rattling chains.”

Sarah stumbled a few times but made her way back to her house after the night in the bar, then undressed and sat on the end of the bed. She examined her middle-aged, wrinkled body for anything pleasing, then rubbed her thumb across her wrist. The corners of her mouth sagged under the lament, over a ghost, then she burst into tears.
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Close to noon the beast was high, feeling accomplished. The air was sultry, the ground was scorching, and souls were baking in the bean field. He thought, Let’s take a break and reminisce about unpleasant things while we watch a little drifting, snug as a bug.

Kelley was in the middle of the bean field, sweating profusely, when a strong wind blew in from a distant thunderstorm. She stood straight up, faced it, placed her hand on top of her wide-brimmed straw hat, and closed her eyes.

It reminded her of the cool breezes coming off Lake Gray back home. Sarah, at the end of a row near the gate, shouted and motioned that she was heading to the showers. She acknowledged with a quick wave.

After tying her last sack, she turned around but didn’t see Marshal. She shouted toward his tuft of pines. No answer. She cursed under her breath and stomped her way across the field. She arrived, irritated, then placed her foot on his hip and gently rocked him. “Get off your ass.”

When he didn’t respond, she sat and brushed the hair out of his eyes. She pondered his expression for a moment and said softly, “What’s wrong, sweetie?” He didn’t move or speak—just stared straight ahead, appearing contemplative.

She caressed his head while gazing through the bending and buckling heat waves above the field. They appeared trapped and agitated, like her, by forces she never understood, leaving her anxious and uncertain most of the time.

She strained to capture her quiet mind. Then she appeared on the dock of Lake Gray watching herself swim when she was a child before the madness. Names and a bit of laughter was all that she could recollect.

She thought about her mother’s death and being left alone with older brothers, all abandoned by their father. She lost of capture of her quiet mind, and then blinked as she watched those bits from home passed through a buckle. 

She gazed down to him and said softly, “Oh, honey, you’re just bluing. Marshal, it happens to everybody. I mean, no one is strong enough to throw it off. The best you can hope for is that it gets bored and leaves, or somehow you can wiggle out from underneath it by doing something that takes your mind off it.”

As she continued to encourage and caress, she realized her good friend was drifting and she turned to pleading. The movement deep down inside him rumbled again, stoking another memory during his migration to Texas.
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He was crossing a two-lane highway bridge when he heard a faint voice say, “Please, stop. Nobody else will.” He scanned the shoreline but only heard a faint voice. The voice whispered, very labored, “I’m here.”

He saw the mud move on the shoreline, as if a large reptile had buried itself to stay cool. He found a stick, headed down the embankment, and thrashed the grass to give any cottonmouth fair warning.

He sat the man up, tilted his head back, and worked his finger like a trowel, removing mud from his face, but he only managed to smear it around like blackface. The man said in an exhausted voice, his sentences chopped, “Please sit . . . no alone.”

He squinted at the sun. “Let’s get you out of the sun.”

“No, please . . . cold. Sun . . . good.”

He abandoned the trowel work and sat hip to hip next to the sodden man, who reeked of fish, the river, and near death. The man struggled to hold his head up. After a few bobs, it fell like a heavy latch.

The man rolled his eyes up to the river and stared straight ahead. “. . . Love river. Good to me . . . Connie . . .” The man’s reserves were extremely low, and he took long pauses to reload his breath. His lungs were soggy and crackled as he struggled to breathe.

Marshal thought he was dead at one point, but then the man said, “. . . We have . . . cabin . . . upriver . . .” He paused for a long time.

Marshal squeezed his hand; it was ice cold. He waited to see if he was going to reload his soggy lungs. He touched his face, still warm.

The man said in a hoarse whisper, “Pack . . . took us . . . surprise . . . Couldn’t . . . boat.” Another long pause. Marshal touched his face, still warm, which triggered him to reload. “Chased us . . . in chann . . .” Another pause, his breathing now appeared agonal, then he mustered, “She not . . . strong . . . She’s beautiful . . .”

Marshal thought he was dead again, then surprisingly, his sallow bags popped and crackled for the last time. “Push me in. She’s scared.” Marshal waited for more instructions, then touched his face; it was cold, ashen stone.

He held him tight, checking for a pulse in his wrist, cast his eyes out over the river, and fished for the river’s life.

He observed a sun-basted turtle sliding off driftwood on the other side to salvage a floating fish. He cast his eyes down to his feet and observed winged insects grazing the mud in search of smaller prey. He heard a ruckus under the bridge, cast to find a cottonmouth thrashing its prey.

Final cast, his eyes rested on the river’s current. Movement from nowhere to nowhere, he thought, and those currents carry us all, but we’ll never know where. We’re just fished.

He gazed into the hazy blue sky and thought, When you still all your currents, what of your fish? He held the dead man’s hand for a while, then loaded his trousers with river rock and dragged him to waist-high water.

Marshal opened the man’s mouth as wide as he could and placed his knee on his chest, filling his bags. When the man was heavy enough, he placed his foot on his chest, shoved him hard and whispered, “Now she won’t be scared.” He stood on the riverbank for a moment, then thought, Didn’t catch the fish’s name.
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Hysterical, she thought about running to their friends for help, then burst into tears. She wouldn’t leave her friend. She
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