Max Stokols

Earthquake

The tremors seemed to come from within the tree itself.

It was late at night when the house began to rock and the lights flickered on and off and the giant mansion screamed like it was going to be torn in half. My Mom ran into my room and held onto me whispering “It’s going to be alright, don’t worry,” hushing me and patting me on the back like I was an infant. I wasn’t scared though. I think my Mom was the one expecting me to protect her.


The next day my Mom and Dad and I went into the backyard to see the damage. The house was fine, but a long crack ran along the ground, like a spade fell from heaven to try to pull us like weeds. The crack went under the corner of the house, so you could see where the bottom of the cement was. Besides a few shingles and planks of wood, the house was unharmed. Its guts, though, were sticking out all over the place along the canyon wall; broken pipes and wires snapped in half. We were without water or TV. My Mom lit a cigarette and looked into the crack to see how far down it went, and my dad went inside and started yelling at his cell phone. I went to check on my tree.

Just as I thought, my tree wasn’t hurt at all. It was a giant oak tree whose branches  hung over the roof of the house and who had a knot that looked like a face that was always smiling. It was my only friend here, too. Back in Illinois, I had lots of friends, and on any given weekend I’d have five to twenty other kids to play with. At my new school, though, I didn’t have any friends. I don’t know why but everyone just avoided me from my first day of school to today. I ate lunch alone, walked around the playground with a blank stare during recess, I didn’t have any neighbors because our house was in the middle of nowhere, and my Mom and Dad worked every day of the week. My tree was the only friend I had. 

A man in a white jumpsuit drove up the long driveway and jumped out of a white van. He looked at the crack in the ground with my Dad saying “Hooolyyy shit” a lot. I sat with my back up against the tree, but the man yelled at me to get away from it because the crack ran right next to it, and it was dangerous. 


Finally, he said to my Dad, “There’s not a fault line anywhere near here, so I have no idea what the hell this is. But I can tell you that that oak tree there is the only thing keeping the entire ground from opening up. Usually oak trees have really shallow roots, right? Well this one runs deep. Really deep. It’s the only thing keeping the ground together.”


“Betrayed,” I muttered to myself.


“This is a pretty deep crack, I can fill it up but it’ll be pretty expensive, I’m not gonna lie. Plus, there’s no telling when there might be another quake, and open up again. If I were you, I’m not gonna lie here, I’d move out.”


My Dad laughed. “Do you have any idea what this house is worth? There’s no way I’m moving out!”


“Not worth much anymore.”


“Hey, watch it!”


My Dad started yelling at him, while the man tried to calm him down. I knew why he’d never get rid of the house. It was a retirement gift to him from the military, for his years of service as a Lieutenant Colonel. It was a really nice house. There was a big dome on the ceiling with a picture of the sky on it, and lots of rooms. But the house is what tricked my Dad into leaving Illinois, after so many years of keeping his feet planted firmly when the army asked him to move. He knew how much Mom and I loved it there, and he loved it there, too. It was only with the promise of a giant, cushy house that they could convince him to leave, and even now they still made him come to the office. He wasn’t really retired, the retirement and the house was just a trick to make him leave the city he loved. That’s what Mom told me, anyways. So I hated the house as much as she did. 

We didn’t stay in a hotel that night, even though the man told us to. We moved all our things to the other side of the house, and slept there. “We’ve got plenty of room to move around. A hole on one side doesn’t make the other side any less safe,” my Dad said. My Mom and Dad moved into the guest room, and I moved into the living room. When it was around midnight, I got out of my sleeping bag and tiptoed upstairs to see if they were asleep. The door was locked, and I couldn’t hear them talking, so I went downstairs and outside. My tree was still standing proud; the ground wasn’t even sagging under it. I sat in-between its roots and rubbed them. “Just a little more,” I whispered to it. “I just need you to push it a little more. Please.” I hugged my tree and walked quickly back to the living room.

A few minutes later, the ground rocked again. “Jesus Christ!” I heard my Dad cry. My Mom ran downstairs and hugged me again, and my Dad held open the door. “Lets get the hell out of here,” he said. My Mom grabbed me by the hand and dragged me outside, where we watched from the car as the ground fell like it was water being drained from a tub. The house screamed its final lament, and yielded. Boards started snapping and flying across the lawn, and the front door was folded in half like a mousetrap. The giant dome with a picture of the sky was popped off like a soda cap, and I could see the painted sky silhouetted against the real one. My Dad watched in utter horror as the home he loved so much fell apart bit by bit, each board snapped off its nails with a horrific screech. And finally, as the dust settled and the rumbling died, my family stepped out of the car and surveyed the rubble. My Dad fell to his knees and my Mom patted him on the back.

I ran to the side of the house to find my tree. It was still standing as tall as before, although now it only had a small island to stand on. “Thank you!” I called out to it. The breeze rustled through its leaves. I knew what it was trying to say. “I love you, too,” I said.
