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Thoughts, like tree roots, can run deep

I ran my hand across the coarse trunk of the shower tree and craned my neck to see its canopy, which seemed
to float above me like a giant, green umbrella.

We had changed a lot in 20 years.

When I helped dig the hole to plant it one hot summer day in 1977, I knew nothing about life or what it was
supposed to be about.

Back then "life" wasn't something to contemplate; it was something to be lived.

I was a minimum−wage worker with a summer job. I had sand−colored hair flowing past my shoulders, a
battered VW bug with bad brakes and a faithful Irish setter named Bill. I thought about the beach, beer and
girls, not about the future.

Hey, I was 19.

Planting the tree was something my boss decided we should do. Until then, tending the grounds of the
Institute for Astronomy had been pretty easy − mow the grass, pull the weeds, sweep the walkways.

We planted several trees that summer, all of them signpost−thin and smaller than the shower tree. When we
had finished, I never thought about what we had done.

Or how long it would last.

In fact, I don't think I ever thought about them again.

But here I was, standing in front of this huge shower tree. Truth be told, I wasn't there for reflection. I had
simply realized, a few days earlier, that all this time had passed since I planted it.

For reasons I still can't explain, I suddenly wanted to know how the tree had fared, if time or circumstance
had plowed it under or stunted its growth. I wanted to know if I had done something good, contributed
something to the world around me.
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The tree seemed unaffected by the world.

As my eyes scanned the trunk, I expected to find someone's initials carved there. But if anyone had fallen in
love here, there was no heart−shaped footnote.

Above me, unseen birds chirped away from distant branches while the wind conversed with gently rustling
leaves.

All around the tree and the institute, the grounds we had labored over had changed. Even the neighborhood
was different.

The old mango tree on the lot behind the institute was gone. So was the house that had stood nearby. They'd
been replaced by apartments.

The steel shed where we stored our tools − and snoozed at lunch, our bellies full of mangoes − had been
pushed off to the side of a parking lot, a rusted, sagging relic.

And all the ground cover in the flower beds had died.

Life had treated these things differently than the shower tree. Not badly. Just differently.

But the tree had changed, too. It had grown up.

And I thought: That's just the way things are.
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