The Magnolia Tree

By Grant Jones
I spent a lot of my childhood sitting in trees with my father. He was a hunter, and he hunted deer, duck, turkey, quail, squirrel—anything without an opposable thumb. Although Dad spent a lot of time and effort in trying to teach me the subtleties of the sport he loved, I never quite grasped his passion for plugging animals full of holes. My mother likes to tell this story: When I was five years old, I walked into the garage and saw my Dad and his friend Larry dressed in camouflage overalls and loading guns into our truck. I clamped onto my father’s leg and started wailing.

“What’s wrong son?” he asked.

“Daddy, I don’t want you to go to war.”

He laughed. “We ain’t going to war, son. We going turkey hunting so we can have one for Thanksgiving dinner.”

I wiped away the tears from my eyes. “Are we poor Daddy? They have turkey at the store.”
The next year, at age six, I went on my first hunting trip. I struck my target on the first shot. Unfortunately, I had targeted Larry. He still limps to this day. It was decided that I shouldn’t handle a gun until I turned fifteen and so I was made to sit beside my father in a tree-stand for hours on end while he and Larry waited for a twelve-point buck to wander by. Talking was forbidden since it could scare away our prey, making some days so slow that the only sound besides the rustling of leaves was the thump of empty beer cans as they hit the ground below Larry’s stand. I would have preferred to walk around and search for our prey, but my father insisted on sitting and waiting for the deer to seek out the scattering of acorns we’d scattered below our stand. I passed the time by practicing calls, and by the age of ten I had surpassed Larry in my ability to mimic the mating calls of turkey, duck, and deer.
Too many Saturdays we came home with a stiff back and no reward, and soon I began to loathe our hunting trips. If I was going to sit around all day, I’d at least like to watch television. One Saturday, just as my father was about to leave, I pretended to be sick so I could stay at home. I did this enough times and finally he got the drift. He was disappointed in me, but at least I didn’t have to go hunting anymore. I swore to myself I’d never climb another tree, and I never did, that is until the summer between eighth and ninth grade when I set up camp outside the window on Frances May.

Frances May. What a girl! That summer Frances became the cause of all my despair and, at the same time, she became my reason for living. Frances and her family moved next door one week after I graduated middle school. I’ll never forget the day I first saw Frances because it coincided exactly with the moment I entered puberty. I was upstairs playing video games when I heard the moving van pull into their driveway. I paused my game and walked over to the window. A station wagon pulled in behind the van and a tall man in his forties stepped out. A lady, his wife I guessed, followed. Just as I was about to lose interest and return to my game, a young girl stepped out of the wagon wearing blue jeans and a yellow tank top. Her long brown hair was kept away from her delicate face by a pink scrunchie. My chest seized up and I could feel my heart thumping against my ribcage. Frances stretched her hands above her head and yawned, revealing a little patch of skin between the bottom of her shirt and the top of her jeans. Pimples broke out on my face, my voice cracked, and my testicles lowered. Or so it seemed. Unquestionably, my life would never be the same.


I ran downstairs, out the garage, and around the far side of the house. Safely hidden behind a holly bush, I watched Frances walk into the back of the moving van and emerge a few seconds later struggling to hold a beanbag chair over her head. My mother and father were introducing themselves to our new neighbors. Mrs. May called her daughter over and Frances dropped the beanbag chair onto the driveway. She shook my mother and father’s hands then turned back and started kicking the beanbag toward the front door before her mother made her pick it up and carry it properly. My mother walked back to our kitchen door and I could hear her call my name. But I didn’t budge. I was terrified at the thought of meeting this beautiful girl. Frances reemerged from the house and I dropped to the ground behind the holly bush. When I looked up my parents and the Mays were no longer there. Suddenly from behind me I heard my mother’s voice.


“Oh there you are, Grant,” she said. Beside my mother stood Frances and her parents. “I was trying to find you. These are our new neighbors, the Mays. They’ve moved down here from Virginia.” 

“Hello, young man,” Mr. May said, extending his hand. I slowly reached out and shook his hand, my eyes never wavering from his daughter. “Frances here is your age,” he said. Frances smiled. “She’ll be going to high school with you next year.”


“Hello, Grant,” Frances said. Her voice was silk.

I couldn’t speak. I stood frozen like a deer just struck by a shot from my father’s rifle. “Well, say hello,” my mother urged. I looked at Frances. She was so pretty, so striking that I felt empowered, moved, filled with the energy of life—so much so, in fact, that by the time I stopped sprinting I was well pas the end of the block. Had I only stood my ground and squeaked out a “hello,” perhaps my summer would have turned out much differently. Instead it marked the beginning of a long and torturous adolescence.

I knew that if I returned that day, my mother would have scolded me and walked me over to the May’s home for a proper introduction, which was something I was not prepared to do. When I finally returned home that night, my parents were furious. I was grounded for two weeks, which to a kid with no car and no plans is rather unimposing. 


That night in my room, a startling revelation came to light. Frances’ bedroom window was directly across from my own. Were it not for a magnolia tree between our houses, our views of each other’s window would be completely unobstructed. But with the magnolia there all I could see were twinkles of light and glimpses of abstract images between the swaying branches. Even Pyramus and Thisbe would have had a difficult time finding a suitable perforation in this tree to communicate through. But this tree, although it did block my natural curiosity of the goings-ons in a young woman’s room, it also provided me with a buffer, a safety-zone to keep my life as simple as it had always been, a world of black and white, of good and bad, of toys and homework. This was my paradox, what I most desired was also the most terrifying.


Over the next few days, despite my mother’s constant urging, I refused to introduce myself to Frances. My mother couldn’t understand that while I wanted nothing more than to speak with Frances, to live every second within her intoxicating orb of female beauty, I found the thought of introducing myself to her nauseating. I spent every free moment staring out of my bedroom window trying to get even the shortest glimpse of her, but to cross the edge of my yard and knock on her front door would be to step out of my comfort zone and into a world that was utterly unfamiliar and terrifying to me. Pretty soon my mother gave up on me and decided that perhaps the best solution to my problem was a heart-felt man-to-man talk. That Saturday I reluctantly followed my father into the woods. It was the first time I’d gone hunting in two years. Hidden high in the branches of an oak tree my father, Larry, and I sat in silence. After a few hours with no sightings of deer, my father carefully broached the subject.

“Son, your mother tells me you been acting chicken-shit with that young gurl next door.”


“I ain’t been acting chicken-shit.”


“Watch yer language, son. Have ya talked to tha gurl?”


“No, sir.”


“Now, Grant, I understand what ya going through. I went through it when I was a young man. A pretty young woman can be intimidating. It’s a lot like deer hunting. (Of course it was like deer hunting, what else could it have been like?) When a young man comes across his first big buck, often he will get buck-shy and freeze up when the buck is locked in his sights. And do you know what it feels like when a buck walks through your sights and ya ain’t shot?” I shrugged. “It’s terrible, that’s what it is. It’s sumthin you’ll always regret. But ya ain’t alone. Many men were buck-shy their first time. Hey Larry,” my father turned and asked his hunting buddy, “Were ya ever Buck-shy as a kid?”


“Hell no,” Larry said back, “I wasn’t no little sissy-boy.”


“Nevermind him,” my father said, “he’s drunk. Son, I’m going tell you sumthin my father told me and his father told him and I think his father either heard it from someone or else read it in a magazine, and that is: ‘He who hesitates sleeps with the goats.’”


“You don’t wanna be sleeping with no goats, boy,” said Larry.


My father looked down at me, smiled, and rubbed my head. “Now start calling, boy, or we ain’t gonna see a buck all day.”


That night I lay in my bed and stared out at the magnolia tree. I saw curious and seductive shapes in its leaves, but I could only imagine what was happening on the other side. The next morning as I dressed for church, I watched the Mays climb into their station wagon in their Sunday best. Frances had on a floral-pattern dress with lace around her neck and a bow in her hair. I raised my hand to the windowpane as their wagon dissapeared.

As the days passed the conflict inside me grew more intense. The longer I postponed introducing myself to Frances, the more lonely and depressed I became, which brought me closer to bucking up and introducing myself, which made me perpetually nauseous, which made me postpone my introduction even longer. Once I tip-toed to the edge of my yard and placed my left foot onto the gravel of the Mays’ driveway with full intention of following it to their doorway and asking to speak with Frances. But as soon as I felt the hot concrete nuggets under my left foot, the muscles in my body tensed and I ran back into my house and hid in my bedroom until suppertime.


I slowly gave up on the idea of introducing myself and began working on another plan, getting Frances to introduce herself to me. I didn’t blame her for not doing so earlier. I had, after all, jolted like a frightened rabbit when she said hello. One Sunday after church, my parents dropped me off at home on their way to their monthly N.R.A. social. Glancing over at the May’s driveway, I was glad to see that they were still at church. I ran inside and changed out of my nice clothes into shorts and a tee, grabbed my baseball glove and a ball, and headed outside. With Frances away, I felt comfortable in my yard for the first time since she’d moved in. Still, I knew she was coming home any moment and the longer I was out there, the more the butterflies began to grow inside my stomach. I tried to calm myself by tossing the ball high into the air then running after it like a major leaguer after a fly ball in the bottom of the ninth inning. I threw the ball as high in the air as I could when I heard the sound of tires crunching gravel. The Mays were home. I made a mad dash for the ball and made a fantastic, sliding catch. When the May’s station wagon had pulled even to me I tossed the ball high into the air again. The car came to a stop and the doors opened. I stared up at the ball trying to spot it against the sun, but as Frances stepped out I couldn’t help but glance at her. She looked back at me, a smile across her face. For a moment I forgot about everything. I forgot about my shyness, about my loneliness, about the baseball that racing back down to earth. The impact of the ball against my skull sounded like the crack of a single hit down the line.

When I woke up half an hour later, I was on a strange couch in a strange room. Mrs. May was holding a bag of ice against my head. “What happened?” I asked.

“You knocked yourself out playing ball,” she whispered. “Are you okay? You’ve got a big gash on the top of your head.” I nodded and slowly sat up, bracing myself against the coffee table. “Frances,” Mrs. May shouted, “get in here. He’s woken up.”


“No, no” I murmured, as Frances popped into doorway and started walking toward me. Darkness clouded my sight and I passed out, plunging forward into the coffee table and opening another gash on the top of my head. When I came to again, I was in my own bed and my mother was sitting above me, wiping the blood from my brow.


“You poor, poor child,” she whispered. She didn’t know the half of it. When my head stopped throbbing I made up my mind to never leave the house again. I couldn’t suffer another such embarrassment. I tried to put Frances out of my mind but it was impossible and each night ended with me staring out my bedroom window trying to unravel the mystery of what was happening across the great magnolia divide. One night I’d finally had enough. Dressed in a black shirt and dark blue sweat pants, I slowly opened my window and grabbed hold of a large branch growing flush against my house. With the skill of stealth I’d learned hunting with my father, I made my way from branch to branch until I was sitting securely on a branch near the tree-trunk, just a little higher than her widow sill. Thankfully, the thickness of the tree’s leaves had given her the security to leave her curtains open.


From my perch I could see her entire room. Frances was standing in front of her mirror, combing her long brown hair. Her every movement made my heart flutter, as though I had stumbled across Aphrodite bathing in a stream. I was surrounded by the smell of magnolia blossoms and it seemed to me that this is how her hair would smell if ever I was so close. I grasped a blossom between my fingers and breathed in deeply. There must have been half a dozen grams of pollen resting at the bottom of the bloom because I’ve never sneezed so forcefully before or since. Frances heard the commotion and walked over to her window, placing her hands around her face to see past the glare. I tried not to move but my limbs were trembling. It was all I could do not to fall out of the tree. I started to panic and did what I’d been trained to do. I let out the first mating call that came to mind, the Eastern Wild Turkey. Frances closed her curtains and I practically leapt back into my open window. I didn’t sleep one minute that night. I was certain she’d seen me and in the morning Mr. May would come knocking on our door, drag me out into the yard, and beat me to a pulp. My father would try to stop him until he found out what I’d done, then he’d join in too.


Having grown more and more paranoid throughout a sleepless night, it was with much hesitation I made my way downstairs for breakfast. My father was cramming down a plate of sausage and eggs while my mother finished ironing his shirt. “Ain’t it ready yet?” he asked. “I’m gonna be late.”


“It’s almost done,” my mother snapped back. “You could iron it your damn self. Oh, morning Grant. How’d you sleep?” I grunted and put my head down on the kitchen table. My mother finished ironing my Dad’s shirt and poured me a bowl of Lucky Charms. Suddenly there was a knock on our front door. I froze with my mouth open and spilling cereal out of my mouth onto the table.

“Who could that be?” my mother asked.


“Grant, get the door,” my father said.


I walked to the door as slowly as possible. I feared the worst. I stood at the door, with my hand on the handle, but I couldn’t bring myself to open it.

“Well, open it, Grant,” my mother said. I did and it was Mr. May. He’d come for me. I was a goner. I dropped to my knees. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m so sorry,” I cried. “I didn’t mean to do it, I promise. Please don’t beat me up. I won’t do it ever, ever again.”


Mr. May stared down at me with puzzlement.


“Grant, get off the floor,” my mother yelled. “What in the world’s gotten into you?” I backed away from Mr. May and hid under the kitchen table. “How can we help you, Mr. May?” my mother asked.


“I’m sorry to bother you this early,” he said, “but I’ll be leaving on a business trip today and wanted to return your garden hose before I left.”


“Oh, thank you,” said my father getting up from the table.

“I left it on your porch,” said Mr. May. “Well, y’all have a nice morning.”


“You too,” said my mother.


As Mr. May left, I let out a sigh of relief and lay face down on the kitchen tile. 


“Get off the floor, young man,” my mother yelled. “I don’t know what’s gotten into you lately.”

“Boy, you been acting awfully queer lately. Ya best come hunting with me this weekend. Ya getting to the age where you need to start shooting stuff. It ain’t healthy for a boy to get to your age and ain’t never killed nothing.”


“Okay, Dad,” I said from under the table. Relief spread over my body. I’d gotten away scot-free.


Later that evening, after waiting patiently for the sun to go down, I climbed back out into the magnolia tree. I watched as Frances readied for bed, said her prayers, turned out her lights and fell asleep. As tired as I was from staying awake for the past two days, I still couldn’t fall asleep. I lay silently in the dark for over an hour before sitting up and turning the lights on. I grabbed a notebook out of the book bag which I’d tossed into my closet on the last day of school and not touched since. Over the next few minutes I poured all my emotion onto the page. When I was done, I had “A Poem for Frances.”


The magnolia tree


One big tree


Covers you from me


Like a deep green sea


You’re beautiful in your room


But I’m trapped in my head


Lying embalmed on my bed


Like Tut in his tomb


I’m a chicken


That’s dumb


A chicken


So dumb


I considered crawling out into the tree again and taping the poem to the outside of her window. But I quickly thought better of the idea, crumpled the poem into a small ball, and swallowed it. The following night as I sat in the tree watching Frances, something happened that would forever change our relationship. From under her mattress she pulled out a diary. She scribbled in the book for nearly fifteen minutes before she turned out the lights and went to bed. I tried to read what she was writing but it was too far away to make out the words, so the next morning I went down to the garage where my Dad had many spare binoculars lying around. They were a logical Christmas gift for an avid hunter and over the years they had piled up to the point where he wouldn’t notice if one or two went missing. I tested the binoculars out by placing the family Bible at the end of the hall. They were too weak so I ran back to the garage, selected two more binoculars, and spent the day in my room attempting to solve the problem. (Oh, how I spent hours contemplating a problem that could be solved by a ten-second walk to their door.) Using three tubes of super-glue, I concocted a six-lens scope which I called trinoculars. That night I tested creation, and while it failed at deciphering the small words in her diary, it did give me a severe headache.


I was determined not to give up, and while I slept my mind was hard at work. When I awoke in the morning the answer immediately dawned on me. “Dad!” I yelled, running down into the living room where he was polishing his guns. “Dad!”


“What is it, son?”


“I want a gun!” He looked at me for a few seconds then a tear slowly appeared at the corner of his eye.


“Oh, Grant, you’ve made me so happy.” He stood up, wiped his tears away, and gave me a hug. “Get in the truck, boy, we’re a heading to Wal-Mart.”

“And can I have a scope on my gun, Dad?”

He chuckled. “Why of course you can have a scope. Hunting’s hardly a sport if ya don’t use a scope.”

At Wal-Mart, my father proudly marched down the sporting-goods aisle with me trailing behind. “Now there ain’t no new waiting period for a rifle is there?” he asked the man behind the counter.


“Oh, no sir. At least not yet. You never know though with those people up in Washington.”


“You ain’t kidding,” my father laughed. “It’s like we live in the Soviet Union anymore.”


While they trimmed the stock of my gun to fit my arm, my father lectured me on the importance of gun safety. “Now, son, a gun ain’t a toy. You have to treat it real gentle-like, like you’d treat a lady. Keep it oiled down, don’t let no junk build up in it. Now, just for safety sakes never keep it loaded with more than two or three shots when it’s just lying around. You don’t want to keep it completely unloaded because what happens when an intruder gets in. But if you keep a couple of bullets in there, you ought to be able to plug him enough where you got time to reload and finish him off. Also, when we go hunting next, be real careful not to shoot Larry again, he really didn’t take kindly to that last time.”


My father didn’t realize that I had no interest in going hunting. I had other plans. When the sun went down I strapped my new rifle over my shoulder and climbed back out into the magnolia tree. My plan worked to perfection. With the scope I could read every word Frances wrote into her diary. Not to worry, the gun wasn’t loaded, although I did feel strange sitting in a tree with the barrel of my rifle pointing at the object of my desire. The scope worked better than I could imagine. Frances wrote with such beautiful, curving letters that it made reading her diary easy. In retrospect, most of what Frances wrote was the normal stuff you’d expect from a teenage girl, but at the time the insight it offered into her mind seemed priceless. I felt confident that after gaining sufficient insight into her mind, I would know everything I needed to make her my own. I would know her likes and dislikes, her moods, and even her innermost secrets. As only a child could do, I imagined myself waltzing over to her house as the man of her dreams. She would open the door and fall into my arms.


The next afternoon I heard voices outside my window. Mr. May was standing outside his car, leaning his weight against the car frame and twisting his neck up towards Frances’ window. “Frances, let’s go. You’re gonna make us late.”


“I’m coming,” she yelled back through her open window. “I have to finish packing.”

“Well, let’s go, let’s go. We have to check into the hotel by eight,” Mr. May shouted. A few moments later I saw Frances appear in her front porch, dragging her suitcase behind her. As soon as the Mays piled into the car and pulled out of the driveway, I ran downstairs.

“Mom, where are the Mays going?” I asked.


“They’re headed to the beach for the weekend. If you had gone over there and talked to that girl like I’d told you to, maybe you’d be going with them.”


It dawned on me that I hadn’t heard Frances close her bedroom window. I ran outside and stared up at it, sure enough, it was still wide open. The possibilities flew through my head. I waited for hours until my parents had fallen asleep then climbed back out into the magnolia tree. This time I went further than I’d ever gone before. I went well past the trunk, onto a large limb that hovered just above Frances’ open window. To my disbelief her diary was sitting in the middle of her bed, right beside a comb. She must have forgotten to pack it in her rush. I reached my hands out for her windowsill, but just before I touched the wood frame, I froze. I couldn’t do it. I felt ashamed and sick. Going into her room would be wrong. I climbed back into my room, and with some difficulty, fell asleep.


When I awoke I darted over to look into her window as if what I’d seen the day before was a dream. It wasn’t. The diary was still there. I started thinking, and I thought all day. By the end of supper, I had a plan. I waited for my parents to fall asleep and I crawled back out onto the branch next to her window. I broke a small branch off the tree, and with it felt around in the darkness for her diary. It took some practice but I was finally able to pull the book close enough to wrap my fingers around its cold edges.


Back in my room, I opened the diary and began to read. Deep down I had hoped to find my name beside hers circled in a red heart, but what I found disturbed me to my very soul:


“Dear Diary, today was my first good day in this stupid town. My parents took me to a pool today and I met the cutest boy in the world. His name is Josh Smith. He is tall, thin, and absolutely gorgeous! He is fifteen and has his permit. He bought me a sundae and told me to come back next week and he’ll give me a ride in the new car his parents bought him. I hope, I hope, I hope my parents let me go back. I am so lonely here. Josh is the first person who’s talked to me since I moved here. I don’t know anyone. No one is friendly. The boy next door runs away and won’t even talk to me. I wonder what’s wrong with him. I feel so alone. I wish Josh would come tonight and take me away.”

I got chills as I read that passage. I knew Josh Smith. He was a terd. I’d had no idea she was so lonely. We could have been boyfriend and girlfriend by now if I’d only had any guts. To make matters worse, school was about to start back up and if I didn’t make my move soon, every boy in school would be after her. I wouldn’t stand a chance.

For the next two nights I stayed awake until dawn copying her diary into a notebook. If I was going to approach her I needed all the help I could get. Sunday morning before daybreak I climbed back out into the tree and placed Frances’ diary back onto her bed. Then I went back inside and fell asleep. I awoke to the sounds of the May’s station wagon pulling into their gravel driveway. Frances emerged from the back seat and stretched toward the sky. I ran to the closet, grabbed my gun and watched her through the scope. She’d tanned a golden brown during her beach trip. She was so beautiful, she had to be mine!


There was only one thing for me to do. I needed to force contact: the magnolia had to come down. In a stroke of luck the weather reports were calling for thunderstorms that night. I again waited for my parents to fall asleep then I quietly crept out onto the tree only instead of climbing over to Frances’ window, I climbed toward the top of the tree until I reached even with the roof. As silently as I could I slid onto the shingles and walked over to the chimney just above the top of the magnolia. With the screwdriver I’d taken from my Dad’s garage I detached the lightning rod from the chimney and tossed it into the top branches of the magnolia, then as quietly as I climbed, I descended down the tree back into my bedroom.


I stood in front of my window all night waiting for the storms to come. By five in the morning I could see lightning in the distance. As the lightning approached the wind began to howl shaking the branches of the tree that kept Frances from me. Rain began to fall in huge droplets and I started to giggle. I couldn’t stop and the louder the wind blew the louder my laughter rose to stay above it. I roared my head back and let out a squeal of joy. White light covered blinded my eyes as the lighting struck the tree. The magnolia lit up like a Christmas tree and my window pane burst sending glass and me to the floor. 


The next thing I remembered was waking up on my bedroom floor with my mother kneeling above me, slapping my face and calling my name.


“What’s going on?” I asked and sat up.

“Oh my goodness. You poor thing, are you ok?”


“Yeah, I’m fine…”


“Thank God, Grant, I was so worried. My sweet boy.”

“What’s happening. Why am I on the floor?”


“Lightning struck the tree outside. You could have died.”


“Are you okay?” I asked. “Where is Dad?”

“I’m just fine. Your father is outside helping the Mays.”

“Helping the Mays?” I jumped up, and hop-scotched my way over the broken glass toward the window.


“Grant, be careful!”

There was no tree outside my window, only a charred stump. I could see straight across to Frances’ room and it was being devoured by flames. 


“Frances!” I ran out of my room shouting.


“Don’t go out there, Grant,” my mother yelled behind me. “It’s too dangerous.”


I found Frances standing on her front lawn clasped in her mother’s arms. She was watching my father and Mr. May as they tried in vain to contain the fire that was consuming their house. I ran to Frances’ side.

“Frances, are you okay?” I asked. She was trembling in her mother’s arms and did not even hear me over the roar of the fire. Fire trucks were arriving and my father struggled to pull Mr. May away from the burning house to the safety of the yard.


I tapped Frances on the shoulder. She turned toward me but seemed to stare through me. “Hey,” I said. She was silent for several seconds before silently mouthing “Hi” and turning back to watch her house burn down.

“My name is Grant,” I told her. “I live next door.” She buried her head in her mother’s chest and began to sob. “I guess we’ll be going to the same school next year,” I said. “I’m real sorry about your house.” She sobbed silently as her mother stroked her hair.


“It’ll be okay, honey,” Mrs. May whispered to her daughter as she stroked her hair. “We’ll get everything back. Don’t you worry.”


I began to walk away turning back after a few paces to say, “If you ever want to come over and hang out, I’ll be around. You don’t need to call or nothing, you can just knock.”


“My diary was in there,” I heard Frances murmur. “It’s gone forever.” I lowered my head in shame and slowly walked back to my house. I passed my mother in silence and went back upstairs to my room. I took my copy of Frances’ diary, walked over to the window and looked at her, then buried it as deep in my closet as I possibly could.

“Such an odd thing,” my father later said. “The firemen said they never seen nothing like it. The wind blowing our lightning rod so hard it came loose of the chimney and fell onto the tree. I feel just horrible about it. We should be lucky our house didn’t burn down too.”


Chaotic days passed as the May family sorted through the rubble of their home. A week went by and they had salvaged what little was left. Mr. May took his family back to Virginia where they lived with their grandparents while the searched for a new home. I heard my father say that they had no plans of rebuilding on the lot. Within the month there was a for sale sign beside the mailbox, the only structure that had survived.


At night I looked out my bedroom window. With the magnolia tree gone I could see far into the sky. With every passing night, I became more distraught by Frances’ last words to me. She’d only said two things to me ever and both had changed my life. I wanted more than anything to give her diary back. I knew it would mean the world to her. I also knew that while it was the right thing to do, I would probably be locked away for life.


Years passed and I never told anyone about what happened. I knew it was a key piece of evidence if anyone ever suspected me, but I couldn’t bring myself to throw away her diary. I suppose I was preparing for a night like this. It took me a long time to track Frances down. She is living in Richmond with a man listed as Childress, R. I suppose it is her husband. Tonight I waited for the lights in her house to turn out. Then I slowly sneaked up the driveway to her front porch. There, on her doorstep, I placed the diary. I’d typed it up, of course, just to be safely anonymous. Tonight did not rectify the crime I committed in my youth, nor did it restore what I had done to her family, but just maybe I did give her once last glimpse into her youthful innocence, something I could only admire from afar.
