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Daniel awoke to the harsh buzz of an alarm clock that had existed long before the word ? digita ?
became associated with such things. The window by his bed betrayed no hint of dawn, but the moon was
clear and bright asit rode low over the towering oak trees that surrounded the old farmhouse. 1t was
May, s0 the window was open-air conditioning hadn? t been invented when the house was built, and
money had never been available since for such frivalities. The cool ar brought him the scent of dew,
damp earth, and growing things, and awoke him far more surely than the strongest cup of coffee ever
brewed.

The floorboards creaked under hisfeet as he waked to the single bathroom. He bathed quickly in the
claw-footed tub, and was till running acomb through his shoulder-length auburn hair as he hurried down
to the kitchen. The growl of Jonathan? saarm sounded faintly from upstairs, and amoment later the
pipesin the kitchen walls started clanking as water ran through them.

The pancakes and cerea were ready by the time Jonathan tromped down the stairs, hisbook bag dung
over one shoulder and asurly look on hisface. ? You? d better hurry before you missthe bus,? Danid
advised and was rewarded with asilent glare.

Was | that way when | was his age? Daniel wondered, asif there was some great gulf in between. In
redlity, only four years separated him from Jonathan? s sixteen.

Four years, and ahell of alot of pain.

Jonathan disappeared out into the predawn gloom-it was an hour-and-haf bus ride each way to school,
s0 he had to be a the end of their long driveway no later than six-thirty. Daniel washed the cerea bowl
and syrup-crusted platesin the sink; a dishwasher was something el se the old farmhouse lacked, athough
he dreamed of getting one someday. When he was done, he fixed abowl of hot oatmeal and carried it
updarsto Virginia

Shelay on the bed that had once belonged to their parents, and their grandparents before that, and their
great-grandparents before that. Although the room echoed with their absence, it had been the only one
big enough to house dl the equipment that the doctors had sent home with her once she findly got out of
the hospitd.

Virginialooked like adoll that had been broken then abandoned in the middie of the big bed. Thearms
lying on the coverlets were like sticks, the hands twisted into claws cut short where the doctors had
amputated fingertips burned down to the bone. Even in the dim light of the bedroom, her scarred skin
looked shiny and plastic.
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There had been three of them in the car that day: Virginiaand their parents. Everyone said she? d been
the lucky one.

? Good morning! ? Danid said with what he hoped was a cheerful smile. After first checking her catheter
and the IV drip, he sat on thefolding chair by the bed and carefully held up thefirst spoonful of oatmeal
to Virginia? slipless mouth.

? | heard the door dam alittlewhile ago,? she said once she had eaten the meager amount that was all
she wanted anymore. Her voice was breathy and cracked, her throat and lungs scarred from inhaing the
super-heated air of the burning car.

Danid shrugged. ? Jonathan wasn? t happy thismorning. | don? t know why. | seemslike | don? t know
anything about him, anymore.?

? 1tin? tyou,? she said unexpectedly. When he looked up at her in surprise, she managed to move one
arm enough to pat his hand with the twisted remains of her own. ? 1t? shard for him, Danid. With Mama
and Daddy gone, and with melikethis? it? s hard. And when you? re Sixteen, you don? t think thet it
might be hard on other people, too.?

Danid ? sfingerstightened around the bowl. ? I? m doing my best.?
? | know that.?

? Two more years from now and he? Il be off to college. 1? Il send him down to Charlotte, or over to
Raeigh, or something. Maybe getting away from herewill help.?

? He? || come back. We McCoicks aways do.?

Danid managed to smile. He? d been at college himsalf when the accident had taken their parents and
left him with afarm and two sblingsto take care of . But the whole time he? d been gone, he? d fdt the
land cdling him home.

As he stood up and got ready to go downgtairs, Virginia? s breathy little voice came from the center of
the great bed. ? | might be strong enough today. ?

He paused and looked back at her, but her eyes were closed, asif in deep. Silently praying that she was
right, he took the remains of her breakfast and went out.

The sun was barely in the sky when he headed out to the field. Oaks lined the drive and clustered around
the house, their great branches blotting out the sky and pouring pollen into thewind, and he said a
good-morning to each of them as he passed on hisway to the barn.

Hisbest friend Tyrone, whom he? d hired on to help with the farm, was dready waiting for him, tinkering
with one of the tractors that hadn?? t been running well. Tyrone Cauthy was as dark as Daniel wasfair,
and their daddies had been Freedom Riders together back in the sixties. Hisfamily had afarm of their
own down the road, but they were able to spare Tyrone to work el sawhere.

? Virginiasays she might be strong enough today,? Daniel said asthey hauled out bags of corn saved
from last year? s harvest to seed thisyear? sfidds.

? Youthink sheis?? Tyrone asked.

? | don? t know,? headmitted. ? Lord, | hope s0.?



They headed out into the fields. In afew months, the land would be covered with tal, green plants, but
for today the good red clay lay exposed and ready. Asthey worked, Daniel dropped into atrance like
his mama had taught him, touching the heart of each little seed and quickening the lifewithinit. ? You
grow good, now,? hetold them with aslent bresth of magic.

The McCoick farm had dways been the envy of their little county in the North Carolina Piedmont, ever
gnce Danid ? s great-grandfather had come over from Scotland around the turn of the century. A lot of
the earth wizardsin those days were immigrating over, then wondering why in hell the maize and
tomatoes and potatoes didn? t pay attention to them like the cropsin the Old World had. Rory McCoick
had been no fool though, and had found himsalf a Lumbee wifeto tie hisblood to the land right quick.

Ever since then, the corn on their two-hundred acre plot grew tall, no matter what drought or blight beset
the rest of the county. When everyone else wasin despair over plantsthat barely got to knee-height
because of the lack of rain, the McCoick fields were verdant, the stalks bending over from the weight of
the ears on them.

People didn? t know what to think. They muttered that Rory, and later his descendants, were witches, or
put curses on their neighbors? crops, or the Lord only knew what else. Daniel ? sgrandfather Macolm
in particular had made people talk, mostly because he didn? t give adamn what they said about him, and
acted likeit. ? Them crazy McCoicks? became the popular epithet. So far as Daniel knew, it still was.

They stopped for lunch around noon. Daniel wastired-but not so tired as he would be later in the
summer, when he had to call up water from deep in the earth to nourish the stout roots of the maturing
plants-so they walked back to the house. While Tyrone dug in the fridge for the sandwiches Danid had
put together last night, Danid went upstairsto check on Virginia

From her light breathing, he thought she was adeep. But when his shadow fell across her face, she
opened up her eyes. They looked like two blue jewels set in the distorted plagtic of her melted face.

? Y ou doing okay? Anything you need meto get you?? he asked.
? | had adream,? shesaid. And then: ? | think 1? m strong enough today.?

An odd feding of relief and devastation touched him. Shewas serious. ? Can you wait until Jonathan gets
home??

? Sure.?

Danid and Tyrone took their lunch outside to eat under the massive oak trees that sheltered the old
house. Danid tried to st under adifferent one every day, so as not to show favor, even though he felt
pretty sure they were beyond knowing whether he sat with them or not. But there were ones he
preferred, despite his pretense, and today he got to sit under one of those. After aquiet lunch, he settled
back amidst the gnarled roots and watched ared-tailed hawk trace alazy track over the sky. Thinking of
the mice and other creatures ready to munch on the seed they? d put out, Daniel wished the hunter good
luck.

He drowsed for awhile, letting the dreams of the tree soak into him. He saw the time after the war, when
the pesticide salesman came around, wanting Grandfather Malcolm to spread that chemical crgp on his
corn, trying to convince him that it wasn? t enough that the plants were doing well dready. Macolm had
chased him off the land with a shotgun. When the other farmers around complained, Macolm had
responded by putting up asign at the end of the drive proclaiming that salesmen of any stripe would be
shot on sight. Grandma had been mortified, but no one could change old Macolm? smind onceit was
made up.



Danid roused himsdf enough to glance a Tyrone, sitting under one of the other oaks with a peaceful air.
Maybe the trees were aware, after dl, because that provoked the memory of something elsethey? d
seen. Back in thefifties, things started getting redl ugly inalot of placesin the south, and North Carolina
was no different. Or rather, dl the ugly thingsthat had been there dl dong started making more noise
than ever before, because dl the rocks they were hiding under started getting overturned.

Macolmwaan? t like Danid ? sfather. He didn? t care one way or another about black folks or civil
rights, despite hisbeing haf Lumbee. But when the Klan started driving down his road late at night,
carrying on and making enough damn noise to wake the dead, well, that was something else. No one
ever did figure out what happened to those boys-with no trace of them or their car, the police figured
they must have dl taken off for parts unknown, maybe gone down to Atlantaiin search of the kind of
good timethey couldn? t find in rura North Carolina. Maybe some future archaeol ogist would find them,
gill sitting in their car, entombed under twenty feet of mud and stonein the middle of the road. Boy, the
looks on their faces when the car started sinking had been priceless.

Danid sat up uncomfortably. He loved Macolm, but he couldn? t imagine himsdf doing-or approving-of
anything so bloodthirsty. Surely there had been some other way; although Ma colm would have pointed
out that hisway solved a problem once and for al, with no chance of it to come back and bite you on the
butt.

Tyrone sat up, stretched, and wiped swest off hisbrow. ? Timeto go back, | guess.?

About four-thirty, aplume of red dust marked the passage of the school bus down the road. Daniel and
Tyrone stayed in the field for another couple of hours, then went up to the big house. Jonathan was sitting
intheliving room, watching TV and drinking a Coke.

? Done your homework?? Danid asked.

Jonathan shrugged, not looking a him. ? | guess.?

? If your grades dip any more, youwon? t be able to get ascholarship.?

Jonathan shrugged again, to indicate that he didn? t care.

Danid crossed the room and shut off the TV. ? No more of that until your grades get better.?
? You can? t tell me what to do. Y ou? re not my father.?

It hurt, asit wasintended. Daniel sighed and ran ahand through hisdusty hair. ? No, | ? mnat,? he
agreed quietly, painfully aware of thefact. ? But1? mal you? vegot.?

Jonathan looked like he wanted to argue, but thiswasn? t thetimefor it. ? We need to go up and talk to
Virginia? Danid said, cutting him off.

Jonathan? sface pded alittle. ? Why?1s something wrong??

? Just come on up with me.?

? Should | leave?? Tyrone asked, brushing his hands nervoudy on hisoverals.
? No. Just wait here.?

They went upgtairs. The evening light sent long streamers in between the tree branches outside the room,
laying amber bars across the coverlets of the bed. Virginiawas awake and waiting for them, and Danidl



saw thetruth in the brightness of her eyes.

? 1? m strong enough,? she said, and for the first time since the accident he heard anote of joy in her
ruined voice.

? No!? Jonathan made asif to grab hold of her, then stopped himsdlf, aware of her fragile body. ? You
can?t, Virginiad ? Tears dtarted out of his eyes, making tracksin the clay dust on hisface.

Danid put ahand on his brother? s shoulder. ? She hasto.?
? No, she doesn? t! Shejust doesn? t want to stay with usl ?

? | do want to stay with you,? Virginiasaid. Her mask-like face remained inexpressive, but tears
glittered in her eyes. ? But | can? t, Jon. | just can? t. It hurtstoo much. If it wereyou inthisbed, 1?7 d
want you to go, because | couldn? t stand to see you in such pain. Can? t you do the same for me??

Jonathan didn? t say anything, only started to cry harder. Fighting back his own tears, telling himsdlf to be
srong, Danid gently lifted Virginiaoff of her bed. She weighed dmost nothing, asif he held abundle of
dried sticks wrapped in anightgown.

Tyronewas till waiting for them downdtairs. ? Hey, Virginia? he said when he saw her. Bending over,
he gave her akiss on her forehead. They had dated alittle in high school, even though it was il
dangerousin these parts for amixed-race coupleto go out in public together.

They dl went outsde. ? Where do you want to go?? Daniel asked.
? By the driveway. By Great-Aunt Wila,? shereplied, and he heard the eagernessin her voice.

He carried her to her chosen spot, then carefully set her upright, so that her bare feet were on the soil.
She breathed deeply, smelling the spring air, the turned earth of the fields, and a smile struggled onto her
destroyed face. Withered arms reached up towards the sky, then thickened, growing stronger and
browner by the moment. Her nightgown tore asunder, pushed out by bark, and Danid stepped back as
her feet dug deep into the ground, supporting her weight. Higher and higher she reached, her face fading
into the swirls and burls of the tree she now was, but her last look was one of peaceful joy.

The oak tree that had been Virginia stood watch over the drive with the other members of their family,
shading and protecting the house with her branches. There was ajagged scar down one Side, asif she
had been struck by lightning, but otherwise she was as beautiful and perfect atree as Danid had ever
seen. Jonathan broke into greet, heaving sobs and flung himsdlf againgt her trunk, beating at the bark with
hisfists. But like the others, she was beyond him now, beyond everything except the dow, green dreams
of thetrees.

Thank you for reading!
Meet the author of thisstory, here.
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