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      “Gram,” Amelia said for the fifteenth time. She was hunched in the passenger seat of her grandmother’s 1968 Cadillac, elbow catching on the armrest’s silver ashtray. “I don’t need a marriage counselor.”

      “Wedding,” Gram said, perching her right wrist on the top of the steering wheel while she pushed up her glasses with her left forefinger. “Wedding counselor. And you do, girl. You didn’t listen to me that last time.”

      Amelia sighed. Her grandmother would never let her forget the divorce, not because Gram disapproved—she’d been through three husbands herself—but because Gram said that Amelia had made a fatal mistake.

      She had looked behind her as she walked up the aisle.

      Gram had said that meant Amelia would regret her wedding day for the rest of her life. And Amelia did regret that day, more than she could ever state to her improper and fun-loving grandmother.

      Gram fishtailed around a corner, honked at a ten-year-old boy on the side of the tree-lined country road, and waved. The kid, looking startled, waved back.

      “You know him?” Amelia asked.

      “Should I?” Gram said.

      Amelia shook her head. All her life, she had lived in awe of Gram. When Amelia was a little girl, Gram ironed the curls out of her still-black hair, and wore mini-skirts showing off legs that were better than those of most teenagers. When Amelia was a teenager, Gram wore hip-huggers and floral print shirts, but eschewed granny dresses because she’d already worn them in a previous incarnation. When Amelia got married the first time, Gram had shown up at the wedding with six pierced earring holes in each ear, and new diamond studs in each.

      Now Gram wore her gray curls in an above-the-ear bob and was talking about getting her eyebrows pierced. She was dating two different men: a real estate broker twenty years her junior, and a retired pilot ten years her senior. Neither man knew of the other, and Gram had hilarious stories about sending one man out the back door as the other man came in the front. Gram had nothing against extra-marital sex, even in these days of AIDS, but she did take marriage seriously.

      Very seriously.

      Too seriously.

      First she tried to talk Amelia out of this second wedding, but since Amelia couldn’t be talked, Gram was determined to make her do it right.

      “Where are we going?” Amelia asked, as she peered out the window. When she had finally agreed to come along with Gram, she hadn’t expected to leave Beaver Dam, let alone find herself in the middle of the Horicon Marsh. She had memories of the Marsh that dated back to when she was a little girl. Gram had been on husband #2 then, and they had lived in Theresa, just north and east of the Marsh. Whenever Amelia’s folks took her there, they always stopped on the side of the road, hoping to see wild birds in the reed-filled water. Sometimes they did. Usually they didn’t.

      “You’ll see,” Gram said.

      “Gram, if we go much farther, I’m going to insist on driving.”

      “And who, I want to know, is missing points from her license?” Gram snapped. “Certainly not the elderly woman driving the car.”

      Amelia sighed and sank lower in the front seat. Yes but, she thought and didn’t say, who has twenty-twenty vision? Who’s not wearing bifocals that constantly slip to the edge of her nose? Who drives with both hands on the wheel? Certainly not the elderly woman driving the car.

      Maybe that was the problem. Gram said whatever she thought, but Amelia never spoke back to her grandmother. And Amelia was three years away from forty. It was time she spoke up.

      Besides, she was beginning to get carsick from the pine-scented air fresher hanging from the rearview mirror.

      “Gram,” Amelia said. “If this wedding counselor is so good, how come you didn’t use her?”

      “I did,” Gram said. “With Willard.”

      Willard. Well, there was no arguing that then. Willard had been Gram’s third and last husband. The love of her life. Willard had been three hundred pounds of extremely nice male who had treated Gram with the respect—and caution—that any wild animal deserved. Willard had stayed with her for five years, then died of heart failure in his sleep one cold November night.

      Gram never remarried.

      Even though she’d had regular “visitors” from that December on.

      “I want you to have what Willard and I had,” Gram said into Amelia’s silence.

      “I do,” Amelia said. “Scott’s wonderful. He’s the nicest man I know.”

      “He’s the nicest man you know now,” Gram said. “But you used those exact same words about Whatshisname.”

      “Ralph,” Amelia said.

      “Ralph.” Gram shook her head. “You know, you should pay attention to names. They’re a sign. How could you fall in love with someone named Ralph? The name is slang for—”

      “I know,” Amelia said. That joke had ceased being funny in the first month she dated Ralph. “And he was the nicest man I knew. Then. Scotty’s nicer.”

      “Ralph was not nice,” Gram said. “Ralph only pretended to be nice.”

      “If he only pretended to be nice,” Amelia said, “why’d you let me marry him?”

      “Who could stop you? Besides, you knew.”

      “I knew what?”

      “That it was a mistake. Otherwise, you wouldn’t have looked back.”

      Amelia sighed. Gram had a superstitious streak that was a bit surprising given her practical and adventurous nature. When she played gin, she never touched the cards until the last one was dealt, thinking that to peek beforehand would ruin her luck. When one famous person died, she always expected two more in related fields to go because, she said, famous people died in threes. And she never went into New Age stores that carried crystals because, she said, too many crystals in one place affected her psychic energy. Amelia had always thought that meant Gram shouldn’t go into jewelry stores either—and she should stay away from the salt and sugar aisles in the grocery store, but Gram never quite got the connection.

      “Gram, I looked back,” Amelia said, “because of you.”

      “Don’t go into that again,” Gram said.

      “I did,” Amelia said, “because you whispered that my train was wrapped around my heels.”

      “I was in front of you at the time. I didn’t expect you to believe me.”

      “Gram,” Amelia said. “My train was not wrapped around my heels.”

      Gram shrugged, then turned the wheel slightly with her wrist, following the curve of the road. “So my eyesight ain’t what it used to be.”

      “Gram, that was fifteen years ago. Is your eyesight worse now?”

      “No,” Gram said. “It got better. The miracles of modern science.”

      Amelia tilted her head back in the seat. “Gram, I’m beginning to think you did that on purpose.”

      “So what if I did?” Gram said. “You shouldn’t’ve married a Ralph.”

      “I loved him.”

      “You only thought you loved him, dear,” Gram said. “Trust me, I know.”

      Amelia closed her eyes and gave up. She loved her grandmother dearly but sometimes there was no arguing with her. Especially when Gram’s mind was made up, as it had been from the first day she met Ralph.
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