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“Larry and I have decided to have a small wedding, maybe twenty or twenty-five people.  Just family and close friends.”

“Sounds delightful, Honey,” mother said, slinging a tea towel over her shoulder.

“I was wondering,” twenty-four-year-old Bonnie paused in search for suitable words.  “Actually, I was thinking . . . that is, Larry and I were thinking . . . we want the ceremony to take place in the perfect location.  You know, someplace special.”

“Yes, and . . .?” her mother prodded, curiosity piqued.

“I guess I’m not looking for an opinion, per se.  What I’d like is your permission, your blessing.  I want to know that you like the idea as much as I do.  I want to know that you don’t think it’s a tasteless or inappropriate idea,” Bonnie rambled nervously.

“What on earth are you trying to say, Bon?”

“I . . . um, I . . . er . . .”

“Okay, now you’re starting to worry me.  For pity’s sake, spit it out.”

A deep breath and a heavy sigh, Bonnie finally blurted, “I’d like to get married in the back yard, under the maple tree.”

Her mother stood dumbstruck.  Unable to render a hasty response, she walked to the kitchen window and peered out to the backyard of their family home.

There it stood: the stately maple tree that had long been like part of the family.  An offspring of Mother Nature.  An ambassador for Father Time.  With a story to match every leaf, that maple tree had flourished in the sunshine and weathered all sorts of storms.

She would never forget the first time she’d laid eyes on it.

***


“Mom, Dad, come see what I found!” Jeremy ranted as he blasted through the back door.

The mere sound of her big brother’s voice caused Bonnie to squeak with delight and splash her paddies wildly in the lukewarm bath water.

Marion Burke patted her face and blouse with a dishtowel.  “How many times do I have to tell that boy not to burst in here like the world is coming to an end,” she muttered rhetorically under her breath.

“Come quick!” Jeremy bellowed urgently.

Samuel Burke grunted as he rose from his comfortable recliner.  “Don’t tell me he’s brought home another stray animal.”

As Samuel’s eyes met his wife’s, she gave him a sideways glance and a knowing grin.  When Sammie - as his own mother called him - was a boy, he had been known to bring home more than his share of strays.  He was a master of flashing his puppy dog eyes, extorting his parents’ permission.

“Are you comin’, or what?” Jeremy appealed, his excitement turning to impatience.

“Hold your horses, son,” Samuel responded.

With baby Bonnie wrapped in a hooded towel, the Burke family approached the back door to see what the prodigal son had brought home from his afternoon of adventure.

One look at her seven-year-old son and Marion saw evidence that boys will most definitely be boys.  Blond curls disheveled, fair complexion smudged with dirt and perspiration, trousers caked with mud from the knees down.  Hardly the apple-cheeked baby boy who she used to bathe in the kitchen sink like she now did his little sister, Bonnie.  If she hadn’t found herself tickled by the mere sight of him, Marion would have scolded him for getting so filthy.  Again, she reminded herself, boys will be boys.

“Isn’t it the coolest?” Jeremy asked, holding a straggly, uprooted leafstalk.

“What on earth is it?  And where did you find it?” Marion asked.

“It’s a tree . . . isn’t it?” Jeremy replied more in the form of a question.  “What kind is it, Dad?”

“Hard to tell, son, it’s so puny and beat-up.  But if I had to guess, I’d say it’s a maple.”

“Where did you get it?” Marion repeated.  “I better not find out you dug it out of one of the neighbours’ yards.”

“I didn’t,” he said innocently.  “It was layin’ on a pile of dirt over by that construction site on LaSalle Street.  They’re rippin’ up half the block to put in a mini-mart.”  Head down, big brown eyes peering up from under batting lashes, Jeremy asked, “Can I keep it?”

Marion shook her head dubiously.  “What on earth for?”

“Me and Dad can plant it out here,” Jeremy said, running to the middle of the back yard and holding the ailing, ten inch sapling on display.  “What do you think, Dad?  Can we?  Can we?”

Rubbing his five o’clock shadow with a pondering forefinger and thumb, Samuel nodded.  “I guess we can give it a shot.”

“Yippee!  This’ll be great.  My very own tree.  I can climb it.  Make a tree fort.  Can I have a tire swing?”

“Not so fast, son,” Samuel interrupted.  “First of all, it’s not that kind of tree.  Maples aren’t typically known for their weight-bearing limbs.  Secondly, if by some amazing luck it does survive, I don’t imagine it’ll be ready for climbing until your kids are your age.  Trees don’t just shoot up over night.”  Samuel could see that Jeremy was still determined to make the tree his own.  “This is going to take some work, but if you’re sure you’re up to it, we’ll pot it for a few days and then, if it survives, we’ll transplant it.”

“Thanks, Dad.  I’ll water it, take care of it, and just think, we’ll never have to buy maple syrup . . .”

“Whoa.  Whoa.  Let’s take this one step at a time.  Let’s see if it survives the week,” Samuel said, tousling his son’s unkempt hair.

For the next few days Marion oversaw the heartwarming bonding between father and son, as Samuel and Jeremy’s pet project took them to libraries and bookstores in search of a cure for the frail, broken plant.  They began by studying revival methods and care and maintenance.  Upon further investigation, Jeremy was disappointed to learn that his tree was a red maple, not a sugar maple; therefore, his fantasies of homespun syrup were dispelled, leaving him, however, equally excited about the potential of a wondrous shade tree.

And so, after a week of constant care and supervision, Jeremy and his father transplanted the sickly twig, and the nursing continued.  Weeks of pampering, fertilizing, and watering transformed it from a Charlie-Brown’s-Christmas-tree-lookalike to a potentially healthy maple.

The first year or two were slow growth years, but as Bonnie turned three, four and five the maple sprouted to three, four and five feet in height.  As they both grew, Bonnie would often stand on her tippietoes, gazing out the kitchen window at her rising counterpart.  Over the next twenty years the tree would continue to gain a foot for every year Bonnie gained, thus making it as much hers as it was her brother’s.

Even the Easter Bunny knew that the tree belonged to the entire family.  The annual Easter egg hunt always started in the house and ended with solid milk chocolate bunnies at the base of the blossoming maple.  When little Bonnie was prepared to give up her search, which she always did, Jeremy - six years older and wiser to the ways of the world - persuaded her to continue, leading her to more hidden treasures.  He had a mysterious ability for finding the eggs.  She envied, even idolized his curious talent.  As Marion observed, she knew that in the years to come the little sister’s hero worship would turn to a deeper respect and heartfelt appreciation for her brother’s secret role.

More months passed and the seasons tore away like pages of a calendar: winter, spring, summer, and fall.  Ah, fall.  A bittersweet season with the demise of flowers and the birth of a myriad of crisp brilliantly coloured leaves.

A ten-year-old Bonnie stood gazing out the kitchen window at autumn’s affects on their backyard.  Saddened by the sight of the falling leaves, Bonnie’s eyes glossed-over.

“Whacha doin’ kiddo?” Jeremy asked knowingly.  “Why are you in the house on such a nice day?  C’mon outside and help me clean up the lawn.”

She slumped out the door, layered in a jersey, her favourite old cardigan, and a baggy windbreaker.  Dutifully, without conversation, the siblings raked the lawn into a heaping kaleidoscopic mound.  Leaves from several neighbouring trees added amber, burnt orange and brown in with the crimson red of the maple leaves.

“And now . . .” Jeremy dropped his rake, stood with his back to the massive pile, spread his arms like a bird in flight, “for the best part of raking leaves.”  His body rigid, he tilted his head back; and in one flowing motion, he let gravity take him down.

As he splashed into the colourful pool, Bonnie cheered ecstatically.  With a hop, skip and a jump she landed beside her big brother.  For the rest of the afternoon they laughed and romped, their blond hair entangled with the colours of autumn, while mother snapped unsuspecting photographs to add to the family album.

The family album thickened; hence, Marion Burke’s children were growing up.  A, now, thirteen-year-old Bonnie burst into puberty.  And at almost twenty, Jeremy surprised his parents by bringing his college sweetheart, Annette, home for the summer holidays.

Samuel and Marion Burke’s little boy was in love.

One evening during a backyard barbecue they announced their engagement.  After graduation, he and Annette planned to “make it legal”.

As per Burke family tradition, the men grilled steaks and burgers over a medium flame, and in return the women took care of the cleanup.  Strange that even in this age of sexual equality, when the women did the cooking, they also did the cleanup.  Hmm, perhaps the time was nearing to re-evaluate their dining procedures.  But in the meantime, Jeremy lay languorously under the shade of his maple tree, patting his full belly.

“Ah, this is the life,” he sighed mockingly, as his mother, sister, and betrothed puttered around the picnic table.  “If the world came to an end right now, I’d die a happy man.”  His head thrown back, his eyes fixed on the burgundy bloom over head, he added, “Yep, this will be my final resting place.”

Those were the very words that rang in Samuel’s mind after the news of his son’s death sunk in.  Mere months after that memorable backyard barbecue Jeremy and Annette were on their way home to Sudbury for Thanksgiving, when their young lives were extinguished in a five car pileup on Highway 17.  Although their son’s comment had been intended as a playful one, the Burke’s agreed that there was no more suitable resting place for Jeremy’s cremated remains.

As the wind took Jeremy’s sprinkled ashes, so did it whisk away their lifelong dreams for their only son.

You can hear an expression all your life and never truly comprehend it, like the old adage, ‘parents should never outlive their children’.  There is no word to describe such a loss.  When a child loses parents, the child becomes an orphan.  When a wife loses a husband, she becomes a widow.  But when a parent loses a child . . . then what?

Anguish.  Unequivocal anguish.

Succeeding months of mourning, the one thing that brought them back to the world of the living was their daughter.

Bonnie: growing up so fast, so beautiful, so lonely since the loss of her brother.  It was she who was the first to realize that Jeremy would not want them to feel guilty about living life to its fullest.  She was the first to embrace his memory and move forward with her own life.

“Mom, Daddy, I’ll be home by midnight,” Bonnie called out as she slipped out the back door with her date.

Bonnie’s departure left Marion with mixed emotions.  It was good to see her daughter enjoying life.  On the other hand, Marion had always imagined Bonnie’s big brother watching over her the way big brothers do.  Perhaps the siblings could have gone on double dates.  Perhaps he could’ve warned her about the effects of the young male libido on a good girl’s virtues.  Or at least Bonnie’s dates would know that she had an older, larger brother, which might help keep their hormones in-check.

Alas, Bonnie was an only child, out on a date, expected home by midnight.  And Marion fully intended to wait up for her.

Five minutes past twelve and no sign of her.

Ten after and still nothing.

Marion began looking out the windows, until she spied Bonnie and her date in the back yard.  Camouflaged by the kitchen curtains, Marion watched as her daughter’s date kissed her goodnight under the maple tree.  Marion couldn’t help thinking that, in a sense, Jeremy had seen her home safely after all.

***


“What do you think, Mom?” Bonnie asked for the second time.  Marion hadn’t heard her the first time, as she was still swept away by her reminiscence.  “If you don’t feel comfortable with this . . .” Bonnie began.

“On the contrary, I can’t think of a more suitable place for a wedding.”

“Really?” Bonnie squealed, a single tear underlining her sentimentality.

“Yes, really,” Marion declared.

“What do you think Daddy will say?”

Just then, Samuel entered the room and blurted, “We can hang some of those tissue paper bells from the branches if you girls like.”

A meaningful embrace left mother, father and daughter standing, arms entwined, peering out the kitchen window, as a gentle breeze tickled the leaves of their ever-faithful family tree.

- The End -
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