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Chapter 15


 “Meet Me under the Maple Tree”





   By Jim Arbuckle

The following is a fictional recollection of a strange happening I had in the 1960’s.  
     It was a typical Sunday dinner at Belle Vue farm in 1965.  The family had just returned from church and all were suffering from the sweltering heat of the hot July day.  Alex and Carrie’s grandchildren, Johnson, Jane, Davis and little Alex were swinging in the front yard hammock, but soon decided to come in the house to find a cooler place.  So when Cary Lewis suggested that his family go home to try and beat the heat, Johnson, Jane and little Alex quickly agreed and jumped in their black Ford car.  After Louise helped Carrie and Virginia with the dinner dishes, she, Thomas Alex and Davis all decided to go home too.  But Jimmy chose to remain and ride his pony despite the murderous heat.  




**********************************
    “It is surely hot,” Carrie said as she put the dinner dishes away.  “What is the temperature?” 

    “It is 95 in the shade!” Alex yelled as he passed through the kitchen.  “It feels a lot hotter than that. I don’t remember a day this hot in a long time.  “I’m going to take a nap!”

    “Well, I’m going riding,” Jimmy announced.  “Nana, can I fill my canteen in the sink?”

    “Going riding?” Alex yelled at his grandson.  “You must be crazy!  It’s nearly a hundred degrees!”

    “I’ll be okay,” Jimmy said.  “At least I won’t need a jacket on out there today.”

    “Oh Jimmy,” Carrie frowned.  Alex is right!  It’s too hot to ride today.”
    “I’ll be okay, Nana,” Jimmy said.  “Nana, I’ll be back before long.”

    “Well, stay cool!” Alex said with a laugh.  “I’m going to take a nap!”

     As Jimmy walked to the barn, some cattle were making their way to the water trough in the bull lot, while others made their way under the two huge trees for shade near the trough.  Lockhart’s horse was standing in the shade behind the old smoke house.  

     As Jimmy reached the barn, he grabbed his bridle and saddle and led his pinto out of a stall.  “It’s hot today!” Jimmy said to his horse Tony.  “We won’t be out too long.”  

     A few minutes later, horse and rider were cantering through the bull lot and east through the green pasture fields.   After twenty minutes of riding, Jimmy began to see that both his grandmother and granddad were correct; it was too hot to ride.  About one quarter mile east of the house, he dismounted and took refuge under a maple tree.  As he sat and took periodically sips from his canteen, his horse grazed about fifty feet away.  Seeing that his horse was content, Jimmy stretched out under the cooler maple tree. A few minutes later, he was sound asleep!  







     An hour later, as the sun moved slowly toward the west, it was now directly in Jimmy’s face as he fell into a deeper and more dangerous sleep.  

     Another hour past and Jimmy felt someone shaking him.  As he opened his eyes, all he could see was the hot sun directly in his face.  Too weak to move or care, he closed his eyes only to feel some one shaking him again and hearing a strange voice.

    “Are you okay?” the voice said.  “Are you alright?”

    “Where am I?” Jimmy said as he tried to sit up.  “Who are you?”

    As Jimmy was able to hold his eyes open, he saw that this unknown person was a girl.  “Are you okay?” the girl asked again.  “Why are you sleeping in this hot sun?  Are you alright?”

    “I think so,” Jimmy said as the girl took his canteen and her handkerchief and wiped water on his flushed face.  “I am kind of weak and druggy!  Who are you?  Where is my horse?”
    “My name is Martha!” the girl said as she continued to wipe water on his face.  “Do you always sleep in the direct sun like this?”

    “No!” Jimmy said as the girl continued to wipe his brow.  “It was a shade here when I went to sleep!  What was your name again?”

    “My name is Martha Neal, she said with a laugh.  My parents are Felix and Ann Neal. We live just up over the hill there. My, you are sleepy and confused.  Are you from around here?”
    “Yeah, my name is Jimmy,” he said as he was now sitting against the tree.  “This is Belle Vue farm.  It belongs to Alex Arbuckle.  He’s my grandfather.”

    “I thought you may be an Arbuckle,” Martha said as she gave Jimmy a drink from his canteen.  “I come here often to write.  But today I found a sleeping boy in my writing spot.”

    “Write?” Jimmy said with another druggy look. “What do you write?”
    “I write poetry!” Martha said with a laugh.  “I love to write poetry!  Would you like to walk me home?  I just live over the hill there.  Do you think you can even stand?”
    “Yeah, I can stand!” Jimmy said as he slowly stood up.  “I can walk you home.  I’ll leave my horse here!”

     Soon Jimmy and Martha were walking north through the green pasture.  The late afternoon was still hot, but much cooler than a few hours earlier.  Jimmy still was weak as the two climbed over a fence that led to the field with Martha’s house in the distance.  








     Jimmy was much stronger as they approached a small, white wooden frame house.  Martha waved to her father who was sitting in a rocking chair on the front porch.   “Daddy, this is Jimmy Arbuckle!” Martha said as her father stood and put his pipe out.  “He is weak from sleeping in the hot sun!”
    “I’m Felix Neal!” the man said as he stood and shook hands with Jimmy.  “I know your granddad Alex.  Come here and sit down, boy!”

     No sooner had Jimmy sat down in an old porch chair, than a woman appeared on the porch.  “Hello there!” the woman said as she wiped her hands on her apron.  “I’m Ann Neal!  I’m Martha’s mother!

    “I’m pleased to meet you!” Jimmy said as he stood up.

    “I gather from what I heard that you fell asleep in the hot sun earlier,” Ann Neal laughed.  “I hope you are okay!  I have just baked some bread.  Would you like to stay and eat supper with us?”
    “Supper?” Jim said as he looked confused.  I just ate lunch!  I must have slept all afternoon!  Okay, if it is no trouble, I would like to stay and eat with you all.”

     After all enjoyed a big supper and conversation, Jimmy thanked Mrs. Neal and later said goodbye to Mr. Neal, who was back sitting on the front porch again smoking his pipe.  “I guess I owe you a lot of thanks,” Jimmy said to Martha.  “Would you like to go riding sometime?  I don’t know anything about you.  I don’t even know how old you are.”

    “There is not much to know,” Martha laughed as she threw back her long brown hair.  “I’m 19, and I don’t ride very well, so I really do not care to go riding.  But if you would like to see me again, I go to that maple tree every Sunday to write.   How old are you?”
    “I’m just 14!” Jimmy said with a bashful smile.  “I’ll see you at the maple tree next Sunday!”





*******************

     When Jimmy finally made it back to the field, he found his horse grazing about one hundred feet from where he had last seen him.  Throwing his canteen on his saddle, he mounted his horse and galloped on back to the house.  







     The week was long for Jimmy.  He helped his dad at the tractor business, and some days he helped his granddad and Lockhart put up hay, One day he worked with his grandmother in the garden during the cool of the evening.  It seemed that all he was thinking about was Sunday.  As he hoed the corn, he began to wonder if Sunday would ever come and also began to wonder if Martha would even be there as she had indicated.  

     Sunday did arrive, and no sooner had Jimmy arrived home from church, than he shed his Sunday clothes for his gray shirt and jeans and rode to the maple tree in the meadow. 
     This Sunday was not as hot as Jimmy galloped on his pinto through the green pastures.  As he dismounted to open a gate, he could see the maple tree in the far distance.  His heart began to race with excitement as he could see a figure dressed in white under the tree. 
     Latching the gate, he jumped on his horse and galloped through the tall green grass.  “I see you made it!” Jimmy said as he stopped and jumped off his horse.  “I can see you’re already writing!  I was afraid you may not be able to come here today!”
    “Hello!” Martha said as she stood up and placed her writing tablet by the tree. “Say, what is your pony’s name?  
    “His name is Tony,” Jim said as he gave him a pat. 
     “Why don’t you ask what I have been writing?” Martha asked.   “In case you are wondering, it is a poem about you.  Do you want to hear?”

    “You wrote a poem about me?” Jimmy laughed as he sat down beside her.  “Sure, I’d like to hear.”

    “Take that silly cowboy hat off and stop peaking,” she said.  “Okay, here it goes.




I come here to be alone,




Its fun coming here and getting away from home.




I write and write, but all I see is a cow and a bee,



But I can really express myself under this old tree.




I met someone here last week, who is very nice,




He did a silly thing, but I think he paid the price.




Today I am not here with a cow or a bee,




Should I tell him what has been inside of me?




What have you been thinking about someone asked with glee?




Nothing I said!  Just a silly boy I met under this tree.

     


Wasn’t that silly?”

        “No,” Jim said with a smile.  “It wasn’t silly at all.”
     For the next hour, Jimmy and Martha talked and laughed under the tree.  She told him that she wanted to go to college and become a poet.  They laughed when Jim’s horse decided to join them in the shade under the tree.  A few Hereford cattle stood a few yards away as if to inspect the boy and girl as they talked. 
    “I write poetry too,” Jimmy said to Martha.

    “You write poetry!” Martha screamed as the cattle suddenly jumped back.  “What kind of poetry do you write?  I mean, you don’t strike me as a poet.”

    “I’ll show you next week,” Jimmy said as he jumped up.  “Where do you want to meet?”

    “Meet me under the maple tree!” she said as she stood up from the grass.  “I’ll be here at the same time.”

    “Okay, Jimmy yelled as he waved good-bye.  “I’ll see you next Sunday.”

     Jim stood and watched as Martha headed north through the field.  After a few minutes, her white dress was just a white speck as she slowly faded out of sight.





******************

     Jimmy rode in around 7 p.m. and put his pony in the barn.  Carrie was cleaning the kitchen and told him that all had eaten supper.  Jimmy was surprised to learn that Johnson, Jane, Davis and little Alex had all been there and gone.  It also surprised him the amount of time he had spend talking to Martha in the field all day.  So much time had come and gone and slipped away so fast. 
   “Jimmy, you sit down and eat!” Carrie said. “Alex would be mad if he knew I was feeding you since you were not here on time.  Where were you?”

    “Just riding,” Jimmy said as Carrie gave him a ham sandwich.  “I’m sorry Nana!  I just lost track of time.”

    “Well you need to be here when we eat,” Carrie laughed.  “I have some cold milk for you.”
    “Nana, who was John Dunn?” Jimmy said as he stuffed his mouth full of ham and bread.

    “Well, John Dunn was the man who built this house,” Carrie said.  “Why are you asking about John Dunn?”

    “I’m just curious!” Jimmy said.  “I thought my great, great grandfather built this house in 1822.”

    “No!” Carrie said as she poured Jimmy a glass of cold milk.  “Your great, great grandfather Alexander Welch Arbuckle bought the farm from a Michael Baker, but John Dunn built this house in 1822,”
     The following week was cooler as Alex, Lockhart and Jimmy put up hay.  But the cooler weather that made the work more bearable did not speed up the long six days until Sunday.  In fact to Jimmy, this week was longer than the previous week.  This time Jimmy was sure that Martha would be there, but he was not sure if Sunday would ever come.  

     All of the grandchildren rushed to Belle Vue as soon as church was over.  Davis and Jane laughed and talked in the front yard as little Alex and Johnson swung in the hammock.  Alex, Thomas Alex, Lockhart and Cary talked in the hall as Carrie, Virginia and Louise prepared the big Sunday dinner in the kitchen.  And Jimmy, he was at the barn saddling his pony for a ride after dinner.

     As Jimmy passed by, he spoke to Davis and Jane who were now laughing and talking on the back porch.  He jumped on his pony at the barn and galloped east through the pasture.  As he reached the maple tree, his heart sunk when he did not see Martha.  “There she is!” he said to himself as he looked up and saw the girl walking toward him.
     “Hello!”  Martha called out.  
    “Hello yourself!” Jimmy said as he jumped off his pony.  “I wasn’t sure if you were coming!  I see you wore your white dress.  I really like it!”

    “Thank-you!” Martha said as she leaned up against the tree. “I’m sorry I am late!  I had to help with the dishes.  Did you bring the poem you wrote?”

    “Sure did!”  Jimmy said as he pulled a piece of paper out of his gray shirt pocket.  “I wrote it just for you!” 
    “Are you sure that you wrote this?” Martha said as she read the poem and looked over at Jimmy.
    “Sure I wrote it!” Jimmy laughed.  “Who you think wrote it, my horse?”
    “How about Mr. Robert Frost?” Martha said as an embarrassed look came over Jimmy’s face.  “I have a collection of Robert Frost’s poems, and I recognize this as one in my book.  Shame on you!  But it is one of my favorite poems.  When you copied it, was it meant for me?”

    “Yes!” Jimmy said with a bashful and embarrassed look.   

    “Then poem accepted!” Martha said with a smile. 
    “I do have another one,” Jimmy said.  “Do you want to hear?  I know it by heart.”

    “I’m not sure if I do or not!” Martha laughed.  “Okay, let me hear!”

    “It was a warm summer night,” Jimmy began.  “The sky was studded with stars.

I walked her to the pasture gate, and lifted for her the bars.

She raised her brown eyes to me.  There was nothing between us now.

For I was just a farm boy and she was a Jersey cow. 
How did you like that?”

    “That was disgusting!” Martha screamed.  “So I am a Jersey cow, uh? You are a silly boy, but a poet you are not!”
     For most of the afternoon, Jimmy listened as Martha read him many of her poems she had written over the years.  They talked about their likes and dislikes.  Jimmy watched as Martha walked out and fed some grass to a curious lamb.  “What are you thinking?” Martha asked as she sat down again by Jimmy under the tree.

    “I just wonder if you want me to teach you how to ride?” Jimmy said.  “I can teach you next Sunday.”
    “I told you that I did not like riding horses!” Martha said with a laugh.  “But I can tell you what I would like to do next Sunday!”

    “What” Jimmy laughed as he looked at an excited Martha.

    “Go walking!” Martha yelled.  “I want to go walking!  We can walk in the fields, talk, laugh, and pick flowers!  Say something!  I want to go walking!”

    “Then I’ll leave my horse at home!” Jimmy said with a laugh.  “If we are going to walk, I won’t need a horse!”

    “I’ll meet you here!” Martha laughed.  “I’d better go!  The dew is already on the grass.  My parents will worry!  I’ll see you here next week!”
    Jimmy stood and watched as Martha walked away.  She turned and waved when she reached the top of the hill.  “Well, ole boy!” Jimmy said to Tony.  “It looks like I won’t be riding you here next week.  Martha wants to go walking!”




*********************

     Jimmy spent most of the week fishing at the pond.  Alex and Lockhart had all the hay up, but both still had jobs for Jimmy to do.  Alex was mad because Jimmy spent more time fishing and riding his pony than he did working the garden.  Carrie was also upset when she came out on the back porch and saw the cats eating a blue gill fish Jimmy had caught, but did not bother to clean.  “That darn boy!” Alex yelled when he saw the smelly fish.  “If it wasn’t July, I’d swear that that crazy boy had spring fever!”

     But as Sunday approached, Jimmy was in better spirits, thus he was more willing to help his granddad and Uncle Lockhart.  By Saturday, he was eager to help move some sheep and help his grandmother weed the garden.  And when Sunday arrived, he not only finished his dinner, but had two helpings of dessert as he headed out the door to the pasture fields.







     It took longer to reach the maple tree on this particular Sunday.  Jimmy’s legs were not as swift as his four legged friend.  But reaching his destination, and not seeing Martha, he decided to sit down under the tree and wait.  He became concerned in a few minutes when Martha had not arrived, but much more concerned when an hour had passed and no sign of her in sight.  He now wished that he had ridden his horse so that he could look for Martha.  After impatiently waiting another nervous hour, he jumped up and sat out on foot for her house. 





 

     He reached the Neal farm.  He saw no sign of Martha, and the white farm house looked deserted as he walked up and knocked on the front door.  “Hi. Mr. Neal!” Jimmy said as Martha’s father opened the door.  “Is Martha here?  She was supposed to have met me down in the field today.”

    “Yes, she is here!”  Mr. Neal said with a serious look on his face.  “She’s here, but she will not be able to see you today. You’d better run along!”

    “What do you mean?” Jimmy said as Mr. Neal was about to close the door.  “Is there something wrong?  Why can’t Martha see me?”

    “Martha is sick!” Mr. Neal replied.  “You go on!”  She will not be able to see you today.  Go home!”




*****************

     Jimmy was upset, but it at least it explained why Martha had not met him.  His heart was heavy because Martha was sick but he wondered why Mr. Neal refused to allow him to see Martha.  





*****************

     Jimmy walked on home.  He figured that Martha just had the flu and would meet him next Sunday. 






     The remainder of the week seemed like an eternity.  All Jimmy hoped was that Martha would be well and that he would see her Sunday at the maple tree.  When Sunday finally did arrive, he took a poem he found in a magazine and again walked to the maple tree on foot.  “I didn’t think she would be here!” he said to himself. 
     It was here that he knew he was going back to the Neal farm and see Martha.
 





     Walking on foot, he reached the Neal house at 2 p.m.  Walking up on the porch, he was met by Felix Neal at the front door.  “Mr. Neal, I’d like to see Martha!” Jimmy said.  “I’d want to see her!”

    “Martha is very sick!” Mr. Neal began with a worried look. “You cannot see her because she would not know you.  The doctor fears she has typhoid!”

    “Typhoid!” Jimmy said.  “Typhoid fever?  You mean to tell me Martha has typhoid fever!  How did she get typhoid fever?”
    “I guess from bad water!” Mr. Neal said with both disgust and sadness on his face.  “The doctor does not want anyone to see her.  Jimmy, Martha could die!  That is why she needs her rest!  You go on home!”
    As he gave Jimmy a brief stare, he walked in the house and closed the door. 







     Jimmy walked slowly through the field and stopped again under the maple tree.  The afternoon sun again was hot as he sat down under the tree to rest.  He was upset that he could not see Martha.  He felt sleepy as he read the poem that was still tucked in his gray shirt pocket.  







     Soon he was fast asleep under the tree.  The hot afternoon sun was again on his body as he slept.  He moaned and felt ill and weak when he felt someone touching him.  “Martha!” Jimmy said.  “Martha, you must be better!  I knew you would come!”

    But as he sat up, he saw no one.  He called out Martha’s name, but she was nowhere to be found.  All he saw were cattle grazing, and all he could hear was the sound of the wind.  He was so hot from the sun that he could hardly breathe.  Still weak, he managed to make it to his feet.  Then he really became confused when he saw his pony grazing about fifty feet away.  
 “My pony?” Jimmy said disorientated and weak.  “I didn’t bring my pony!  I left him at home!”

I left him back at the barn in case Martha was here.  We were going to go walking.”

    Jim slowly mounted his pinto and rode slowly back to the house.  He dismounted to open the gate.  After closing the gate, he led his pony to the barn.  




**********************

     Once in the house, he told his grandparents that he had fallen asleep in the sun.  Both Carrie and Alex looked clueless as Jim asked them if they knew Felix and Ann Neal.  Jimmy told them that they lived in a small house north of the Belle Vue fence line.  
    “What in the thunder is wrong with you?” Alex said looking directly at Jimmy.  “Drink the rest of your water, and stop talking like you are out of you mind.  The sun must have fried your brain.  That’s what you get for sleeping in the hot sun.”

    Jim still did not know if it was July 7th or the 28th, but seeing the mad look on his granddad’s face, he was not about to ask.  Telling Nana that he was better, she told him to be careful and ride on home before it got dark.





*******************

     A few minutes later, Jimmy, instead was riding north through the pasture.  The cool breeze felt good on his hot face, but Jimmy felt more confused.  Martha seemed like such a long time ago, and it was like he could not remember her face or voice.  He stopped a few minutes later at a grove of trees.  Tying his horse to a fence post, he climbed the fence and walked through the thick weeds and trees.  In front of him were old grave stones everywhere.  Some were standing up, and some had fallen over.  Many stones read “Lips and Beard.”  Then he saw three stones that said “Neal.”  Placing his hand on a birch tree, he looked down at one particular old grave stone.  
“Oh my gosh!” Jim said as he knelt down by the old weathered stone.  





+ + + + + + + 
    “In memory of Martha A Neal, who died March 13, 1863.   Age 19 years and 3 months.”

    “I must have dreamed all of this!” Jimmy said out loud.   “Martha and everything was just a dream! But it couldn’t have been a dream!” he yelled.  “I talked to Martha and she talked to me!” I feel so dumb and disgusted!  I was talking about people that are already dead.  That is why I was mixed up on the dates.  I thought it was a month later but it is still today.”
    “The poem!” Jimmy said as he reached in his pocket.  “I have the sheet of paper here in my shirt.  But it’s not here!  It was nothing but a dream!  How could I dream about someone I never knew?  How could I dream about some girl or family from the 19th century?”  

    As he sat down by Martha’s grave, he remembered when he helped his granddad and Lockhart bale hay over in the next field last summer.  He remembered his granddad bringing him here and showing him this old grave yard.  He remembered him showing where the Beard’s were buried.  He also remembered about the Neal’s and their 19 year old daughter.  

    “But how could I remember and dream about her?”
    Standing up, he walked over and knelt down by another old stone, which read:

    “In memory of Felix Neal, Who died November 22, 1864. Age 72 years. “My husband has gone to the land of rest, from a land of sorrow and pain.  For the glorious land by the petty blest, where he can suffer again.”

     “Martha’s father must have suffered before he died!” Jim thought to himself.  
    As he knelt down by a tall square old stone, he read, “Ann Neal, wife of Felix Neal.  Died February 28, 1888.”

    “Did Martha die of typhoid fever?” Jim said to himself.  “Or was that just something from the dream?   That girl died 20 years before Dat or Aunt Emily was even born.  There is no sense standing up here talking to myself. It’s getting dark!”
 The shadows were now beginning to fall on the old cemetery where many families of the 1800’s laid in rest.  “Martha, I’m sorry that you had to die,” Jimmy said as he knelt down by her gravestone one last time.  I’m sorry you were so young. Did you die of typhoid fever? Were you really a poet?”
     He then turned away and walked back through the dense graveyard to the fence.  As he turned around, it was now too dark to see anything but trees and brush.  Climbing over the fence, he began his ride back to his house.

Written by Jim Arbuckle in 1989

===============================================================
For pictures of this story taken many years later, click “Video” and “Meet Me under the Maple Tree.”

Or go directly to YOU TUBE and type in Arbuckle Belle Vue and scroll down to “Meet Me under the Maple Tree.”
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Come with me in Chapter 16 for some valuable Arbuckle history.  This is Jim Arbuckle and I hope you enjoyed. 
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