We Are One in Eternity
“…The calm quiet strength of a tree 
Full of life from its roots 
to the tiniest branch 
the calm quiet strength of a tree

And oh, how it comforts me 
how it teaches me 
without a sound 
then I realize at once 
that this tree and I are one 
In eternity…”

“The Tree” 

-Tom Splitt 


I stand with my arms folded, and my shoes sinking into the muddy ground beneath me. Time stands still. I stare at the stubby remains of the branches that had been cut off a week ago. New tendrils of fresh, greenstick branches are beginning to shoot up from the injuries. I smell the sweetness of the grass after the fresh rain and shiver as a breeze blows over my body. I wrap my black coat further around me. My vision grows blurry as my eyes fill to the rim, overflow, and fall to stain the ground with lost memories that will never be made. 


I realize he will never get to see me graduate, get married, or have children. All of the things he wanted so much for me, and that I had hoped to someday share with him, he would have to miss. The tree that was in front of me was my last connection to Pa. I stood there, tears running down my face, remembering the past week and realizing what I had lost. A pang of fear, regret, and sorrow enveloped my abdomen, and a sick feeling crawled up my throat. I doubled over and vomited beside the tree. I stood supporting myself on one of the branches and wiped my sleeve across my mouth. 

Memories flooded into my mind as the cold began to seep into my body. All of the time spent together with this tree; all of those joyful moments seem so distant, so out of reach. I close my eyes and try to grab hold of those increasingly fleeting moments spent with him. The newer memories, the ones of the hospital and the funeral, seem to be fighting for space in my mind as if they refused to let me remember. 
.
.
.
I was so excited to get to Nana and Pa’s house. It was Arbor Day. I had spent all day in Mrs. Edmunds’ kindergarten classroom anticipating the look on my Pa’s face when I gave him the gift I had gotten him. I remembered clenching the cold metal quarter in my hand and giving it to Mrs. Edmunds in exchange for my small plastic wrapped package to accompany the one that had been given to me for free. I cradled them in my arms as I shuffled past the rushing kids to get to my assigned bus. I didn’t remember the number, but I knew if Mr. Emerson was driving, it was my bus. I climbed the seemingly mountainous steps onto the bus and smiled at Mr. Emerson as I sat down in the front seat. I held my packages close to my chest with such care. I treated them as if they were porcelain and could break with the slightest movement.

Mr. Emerson stopped in front of Nana’s house, and I jumped down the steps and waved goodbye to my bus driver. Nana and Pa were sitting on the front porch like always, waiting for my arrival. Cameron, who was only four at the time, had spent the day there with them. I felt the wind and sunshine on my face as my feet pounded against the gravel drive, carrying my presents to the porch as fast as my short legs would let them. I beamed as I made my way to the steps, deciding not to hop across the stepping stones as usual for fear of damaging my precious goods. 


“Hello, Baby,” Nana said as I carefully ascended the steps, “did you have a good day at school?”


I quickly responded with a grin and enthusiastic nod as I held out my gifts for assurance that they were adequate.


“What have you got there, Pooh Bear?” my Pa asked as I handed him my plastic wrapped treasure.


A smile of pride washed over my face as I exclaimed, “I bought you a stick!”
.
.
.

A small grin turned the corners of my mouth upward. I heard the front door slam behind me.

“Shawna, are you alright honey?” 


I smiled at the familiar voice and replied, “I’m fine Nana. I’ll be inside in a minute.”


I heard the door close behind her. I stood smiling at the tree. I didn’t want to let go of that memory. It was its vividness and realness that helped me to feel that the whole world wasn’t crashing around me. I reveled in the warm feeling it gave me knowing that a feeling of hopelessness wouldn’t be far behind it. My legs had begun to ache from standing, and my arms were tired from being clenched around my now frozen body. I thought about turning around and going inside where I would sit among the rest of my family with forced smiles and awkward laughter to fill the emptiness that was all too real for each of us. 

My feet seemed rooted to the ground, unable to receive directions to carry me across the muddy yard to the porch. I stood staring at the tree and remembering what it looked like in the spring. The beautiful branches and blossoms that blanketed the exterior were like that of an Impressionist watercolor, seemingly created at the hand of Monet. Another memory crept slowly through my mind and I could almost smell the sweetness of the small, white flowers. 
.
.
.


I had woken up early that morning to the smell of Nana’s famous biscuits and gravy. My mouth watered as I could almost taste the fresh eggs, bacon, and that last biscuit of the meal, drenched in clover fresh honey right out of the teddy bear-shaped bottle. I crawled out of bed and made my way through the small hallway, past the pantry, into my favorite room in that old trailer, the kitchen. 

“Good morning, Sissy,” Nana said with a bright beaming smile as she rolled out the biscuit dough.


She was covered to her wrists in flour and pieces of dough, and I couldn’t help but giggle. Nana was a sweet woman, fitting the persona of the perfect grandma precisely. She had curled hair that she had fixed every other week. She always wore a house dress and slippers as long as company wasn’t coming, and even in those old clothes I thought she was the prettiest woman in the world. 


I smiled at her as I went past her to go to the living room, my Pocahontas nightgown catching a draft of air as I walked over the air vent that separated the linoleum kitchen and the blue carpeted living room. Cameron was still asleep in what we called the “little room,” a place reserved for the sewing machine and various other items that had not found a specific place in the house. 

I walked to the front door and pressed against the metal latch on the screen door that separated me from the outside world. I felt the warmth of the sun on my face as I walked across the small porch to a plastic chair adjacent from Pa.


“Mornin’ Pooh Bear,” Pa said with a smile as he placed his coffee cup on the little wooden table beside him. “I thought we might trim the stick together.”


I smiled and nodded my head in agreement. I studied my Pa’s face. The deep crevices that had been created over the years by rivers of smiles, tears, laughter, and frustration had spread over much of his face. His hair was a silvery-white and was combed over the bald spot that time had formed on his round head. His eyes were a pale, piercing blue-grey that seemed omniscient, as if he knew all. He grasped his cup of coffee, the one he drank from every morning. It was a tan cup he had received from Glasgow Building Supply. The inside was stained a deep black due to of years of black coffee addiction. 


The screen-door opened, and Nana stuck her head out. “Breakfast’s ready,” she said with a smile. 


“Alrighty,” Pa said, “I’ll be there in a minute.”


I got up from my seat and left my Pa to finish his coffee. I hurried through breakfast, the anticipation of the day’s task growing with each bite. When I finished, I jumped up from my chair and hurried to change clothes. Pa was already outside when I slipped on his old house shoes, five sizes too big and made my way out to the tree. The sun was warm on my face, but it was chilly outside. The early morning dew was still on the grass. Small droplets of watered jumped to my ankles as I made my way across the flower bed next to the front door.

 I ran toward the stick on the far end of the yard. Pa was already standing there in his flannel jacket, gigantic scissors in hand, surveying the outer lengths of branches around the tree. He looked like a statue, standing tall and strong. He had learned the importance of posture in the Army. He never talked about his experiences much. The time he spent in Korea never generated any exciting stories. He was haunted by what he had done there, and the mystery this created made him all the more interesting. 
He handed me the shears and told me which branches to cut and how to hold my tool so that I wouldn’t pinch my hand. I smelled hard candy on his breath when he lifted me up to reach the top branches.

“There,” he said as he brought me safely to the ground, “you did good Pooh Bear. I think that ‘ought to be good enough for a while.”

I beamed with pride. I had done a good job. I had trimmed the stick with Pa. I handed him the shears and rushed inside to tell Nana. I looked back to see him catching his breath. It was hard to see him struggle. He gasped for air, and breathed hard and long. It was strange to see. The strong profile of the stick against the sky, perhaps a symbol of what Pa used to be, before he got sick and couldn’t breathe at nights, before everyday tasks made him gasp for air, and before the sounds of that machine by the bed sang me to sleep when I had a bad dream. I smiled to myself remembering the way he would breathe. Inhale, then silence, followed by the popping of his lips before he exhaled, which always made me sleep closer to him; I was afraid that he would stop breathing. 
.
.
.


I smiled at my child-like ignorance. I hadn’t known it, but the labored breathing and the oxygen machine by the bed where all attributed to his battle with emphysema. Nana always told me I never got to see him in his greatest years. To me the time I spent with him were his greatest years. I loved everything about him, all of his flaws and imperfections. He was perfect to me. He was Pa. 

I placed a shaking hand out to touch the bark of the tree that stood before me. Pa had trimmed the branches off a week before the hospital and the funeral. He had asked me to come and help him, but I put it off. I told him I had homework, and I did, but that didn’t ease the guilt I felt for not helping. Why hadn’t I spent more time with him?

Tears again covered my eyes and made my vision watery. I had lost so much. I was so mad at myself for not making time for him. He was my best friend, and now all I had was a tree. A broken tree, which was a resemblance of my heart, was withered and tattered after the storm. 
.
.
.

I was at academic team when my parents came to get me. We had just lost the match, and I was even more upset to hear that we had to go to the hospital. All of the anger drained from my body, flowing from the bottoms of my feet, when Daddy said it was Pa.

I remember the hospital and the feelings of fear that coursed through my veins as I grasped the wooden arms of the emergency room chairs. The air seemed stale and teeming with despair. Many of my relatives were already there, talking to my parents and the various nurses that went in and out of the cold, swinging metal doors. 
 I didn’t want to go back to see him. I was afraid to see Nana crying, because she had always been so strong. Even more terrifying was the realization that I might have to say goodbye. I wasn’t ready for that. I wasn’t strong enough. After some effort, Daddy coaxed me into going to see him.
I got up from my chair, tears beginning to sting my eyes, and made my way past the sea of people and pushed against the doors.  I walked to his bed in intensive care, passing the nurses and doctors who were constantly moving about, reading charts and adjusting the various needles and tubes attached to his body. It didn’t seem like Pa, this wasn’t him. I reached out to hold his hand. This was the only familiar thing left, covered in wrinkled skin that was thin enough to reveal the small ridges that were his veins. I rubbed my thumb across the uneven surface and then bent over to kiss his forehead. My lips were shocked to find that they hadn’t met his warm skin, but something that felt like a cold, clammy sheet of paper. I smiled at him then whispered, “I love you, Pa.”


His eyes popped open and he exhaled, “I love you too, baby.”


The next morning my parents came to take us to school. They led us to the back room of my great-grandparents house where we had spent the night. My mom’s eyes were red and swollen. My dad’s face was soft and caring. I was waiting for them to tell me he was okay, waiting to find out when I could go to see him again.

My dad hugged me and rub his hand over my hair before he said, “He didn’t make it.” 


I collapsed against my dad and said, “No, no, no,” as I hit his chest. It just wasn’t fair. It wasn’t right. He couldn’t be gone. He wouldn’t leave me. I was so angry, and so hurt. I wanted to stop time; I wanted the world to go away, to leave me alone. I wanted everything to be the way it had been. I felt so hopeless.
.
.
.


I still sit beneath the stick from time to time, never without shedding a tear. I feel so close to Pa when I sit beneath its strong, tall branches. There is an intense connection and a somewhat nostalgic feeling lying beneath its branches. When it blooms in the spring, I can almost smell hard candy lingering in the air.  I spend a lot of my summer out there just talking. It seems pointless to talk to a tree.  Most people would consider me crazy, but those people don’t understand. That tree is my Pa, and we are one in eternity. 

By: Shawna Felkins
