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The Grove The Grove
  by Leanne Gregg

 
Freddie turned right onto the blacktop road which she remembered 

as once being dirt, the surface blurring in and out with the radiating heat. 
She slid the thin gold band off  of  her finger and dropped it into the rubber 
cup holder beside her. The ring had not even been there long enough to 
form an indentation on her finger. Freddie just couldn’t make herself  stay 
in one place very long to make anything work. There was no crease to 
mark her latest mistake. 

She U-turned the car to a stop in front of  what used to be her 
home. All that was left was the decaying foundation of  where the house 
once rested. As she looked toward the grove, the only trees remaining held 
twisted limbs that stood out and carved shadows into the colorless sky. No 
sun was seen but its presence was felt in the heavy damp air that weighted 
down on Freddie’s head and shoulders. The deserted grove was silent with 
not even a black crow screaming from the air, just a few stagnant trees that 
appeared more dead than alive, a graveyard that had been left unattended. 
She looked skyward and immersed herself  in the quietness of  if  all.

     ∞
As the orange dot grew larger, Freddie’s soul grew smaller. She stood 

there digging the toe of  her sneaker in the dust clutching her Charlie’s 
Angels lunchbox, adorned with Jill, Kellie and Sabrina, their fake guns 
poised midair. The bus ground to a halt and let out an evil hiss. As its 
hungry doors creaked open to swallow Freddie whole, the pungent breath 
of  pencil shavings, rotten sandwiches and sweat, combined with a trace of  
diesel fuel, enveloped Freddie and pulled her up the steep black steps. She 
took her usual seat safely behind the bus driver, Mr. Hudson. Unlike some 
kids, Freddie wasn’t afraid of  nobody talking to her, on the contrary, she 
was afraid someone would.
 Freddie rested her head against the window for the short drive 
to Richey Elementary School. It would be her last year to ride Bus #64 
before moving up to Bus #112 that belonged to Richey Junior High.
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As the bus jerked and stumbled, Freddie’s temple repeatedly bumped 
the glass pane, her charcoal braids bouncing up and down. Sitting 
comfortably wrapped in her invisibility, she became hypnotized by the 
power lines keeping pace with the bus. They blurred in and out of  focus 
and were like a thick ebony thread that linked the world together – town 
to town, road to road, family to family. Freddie, and especially her mom 
tried hard to ignore that stitch. Her mom reminded her every night with 
a kiss on the forehead and the whispered phrase, “Just you and me kid.”   
What her mom didn’t know was that Freddie had snipped that thread 
long ago.

Her mother worked very hard to make the little house on the 
edge of  the grove the perfect home, but to Freddie, it seemed more like a 
tomb. Ancient photos of  people long dead frowned back at her in black 
and white while stoic, heavy pieces of  furniture lurked in every shadowy 
corner closing in around her. From the looks of  it, no grown man had 
set foot in the house since her grandpa, the man she was named after 
and whose picture was displayed in every room – an old man she barely 
knew keeping watch over his family. The structure  had originally been 
used by the owner of  the orange grove as a groundskeeper’s residence, 
and that was what Freddie’s grandpa was, but when he died along with 
the crops, the industry moved on to the bigger corporations. Granted 
to Freddie’s mother, the home was really just an old cracker house that 
Freddie’s mother pretended to be something more important.

The first half  of  the school day had unexpectedly gone by fast and 
before Freddie knew it she was sitting alone at the long white lunch table 
when Tinker plopped down across from her. Freddie had always sat by 
herself  at lunch until Tinker arrived as the “new kid” that previous fall. 
For some reason, he put her at ease, telling stupid jokes and making up 
nonsense riddles. Freddie thought they didn’t need anybody else – they 
had each other.

Most days, Freddie shared her carefully constructed lunch with 
Tinker while he spent his twenty minutes doing impressions of  characters 
on TV or waving his arms wildly in the air to accentuate the outrageous 
stories he told. The days that Tinker had a lunch it usually consisted of  
a brown speckled banana, a can of  store brand cola and a peanut butter 
sandwich. The sandwich contained no jelly and was never trimmed of  its 
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crusts or cut in half, just hurriedly folded over and smashed together. All of  
this was haphazardly thrown into a wrinkly, brown paper bag, scrunched 
shut at the top. 

Freddie’s fare on the other hand, meticulously prepared by her 
mother, included all of  the major food groups. Ham and cheese sandwich, 
cut into four perfect little triangles, celery or carrot sticks, crisp to perfection, 
a Little Debbie Swiss Cake roll and twenty five cents to purchase milk, white 
or chocolate. An orange was always included in the box, not so much as a 
nutritional addition, but as Freddie surmised, to remind her of  where she 
came from. 

 Freddie was sick of  oranges. Sick of  their rotting citrus smell, sick 
of  the pulp that would squirt into her eye when she peeled it, sick of  the 
black gnarled limbs of  the dying orange trees outside of  her bedroom 
window. 

 As the big industrial clock ticked away 
the minutes until three, Tinker and Freddie 
made their usual plans to walk to her house after 
school. With the sun blazing on their heads, 
they plodded down the gravel road that led to 
Freddie’s house. They simultaneously kicked 
left foot, then right foot, through the dust like 
synchronized swimmers. As they approached 
the Shell station, Freddie dug two quarters out 
of  her sock and handed them to Tinker. When 
the quarter dropped, a metallic Clink echoed 
through the vending machine and shot the cold 
can of  pop plummeted out through the bottom. 
Then Clink again, to offer up the orange pop that Freddie surprisingly 
loved. It didn’t taste like real oranges, but crisp, tangy sweetness that ignited 
her tongue and cooled her parched throat. 

“I’ll pay ya’ back tomorrow,” said Tinker.
“You always say that,” Freddie laughed. “Don’t worry about it.”
When they quickly finished their drinks, they dropped the cans and 

began kicking them down the road toward Freddie’s house and the grove. 
The long chalky road coughed up a fine dust with every boot of  the can. 
The pointy hands of  Palmetto bushes lined one side of  the route, sprinkled 
with white rock powder while ancient Oaks draped Spanish moss to stand 
guard on the other side. Freddie pretended to listen while Tinker told her 
all about where he was from in New Jersey.

 They were  
still there, waiting 
for someone to realize 
their significance, 
waiting for someone 
to care, waiting  
for her.
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“You know, it’s not as bad as people always make it out to be,” 
Tinker snorted. “When I graduate, I’m going back there and joining the 
Coast Guard like my Uncle Paul.”

Freddie couldn’t even think that far ahead.
When they arrived at the cottage, they quickly dropped their 

books on the porch, grabbed a paper bag and headed down the path to 
the trees, stepping over the squishy carcasses of  oranges. A rotting sweet 
aroma flushed in their faces as they searched for the best tree to scale. A 
lot of  the trees in the grove were dead from years of  aphid infestation, 
and the occasional hard freeze, but some managed to still produce fruit 
and remain mostly green. Looking skyward, Tinker found the tree that 
held the most dots of  color and began climbing its branches to the top. 
He loved the groves, loved the oranges, loved the sweet smelling blossoms 
that brought forth the bright sunny fruit. He simply couldn’t get enough 
of  them.

 “See you at the top!” Tinker yelled, already several branches up. 
“The best ones are at the top,” he said. He said this every time.
 Freddie slowly and methodically climbed the limbs, ensuring each 
hand and foothold. When she reached Tinker, she sat on the branch just 
below him and looked out over the landscape. She could see the straight 
rows of  trees that somehow reminded her of  tombstones that waited for 
mourners to walk amongst them, surrounded by ghosts who didn’t know 
they were dead. Even in the light of  the late afternoon, shadows danced 
around the trunks and limbs like frantic spirits. She was surprised how 
spooky the grove looked in the high afternoon. From her height, she saw 
the roof  of  her house. It stood like a crypt guarding the entrance of  the 
fruit-filled graveyard.

“Hey, do you know that girl Julie Morrow very well?” Tinker asked.
 “Why?  She’s okay. Not very smart if  you ask me.” Freddie was 
surprised to feel a slight sting of  jealousy in her throat.
 Tinker mumbled just loud enough for Freddie to hear, “She seems 
nice.”
 “Hey, did I ever tell you the legend of  Ole Jim Cooke?” Freddie 
said looking out over the tops of  the groves. 
 “How do you know she’s not very smart, do you see her grades? I 
think she’s just quiet and doesn’t talk like some people I know, who think 
they know everything.” Tinker threw a stick at Freddie’s head.  
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 “Why do you care?  Anyways, Ole’ Jim Cooke was a slave who was 
hanged in this grove by the men of  the town a long time ago. Some people 
say he still walks the groves, holding a lantern with a rope hung around 
his neck seeking revenge on white people.”  Freddie held up her hands in 
a ghost-like stance.
 “I believe in that about as much as I believe in Bloody Mary,” 
moaned Tinker. “There are no such things as ghosts. When you’re dead, 
you’re dead.”
 “I’ve seen him!” yelled Freddie.
 “Man, it’s hot. When does your mom get home?  She makes the 
best macaroni and cheese.”  
 “It’s from a box,” Freddie said quietly. She suddenly remembered 
last Saturday night. Saturdays were always spaghetti night at home, despite 
Freddie’s pleads to go out to dinner. Her mom never seemed to want to 
go anywhere. The night usually started with her mom opening a bottle 
of  wine and ended with her turning on the old console record player. 
Freddie’s mom would sit on the floor, records scattered about her, crying 
over every other song that played. The player emitted a warm electric 
scent mixed with the vinyl odor of  the albums. When Freddie’s mom had 
fallen asleep on the floor and the needle skipped and scratched signaling 
the end of  the record, it was time for Freddie to go to bed.

With a shrill Snap, Tinker grabbed the closest orange and began 
tearing into its bright shell. Freddie reluctantly reached for the fruit as 
well. They both didn’t talk for a long while, instead slurping and smacking 
their lips while the sticky juice stained their cheeks and chins. Freddie 
looked down at her hands and at the pulp and flesh that now caked under 
her finger nails from ripping open oranges. She had managed to eat half  
of  one then continued picking and peeling and handing the segments over 
to Tinker. He must have eaten at least a dozen oranges and pretty soon 
he was rubbing his gut and weakly moaning. His freckled face was shiny 
from the juice and his fingers were stained yellow. He wiped his mouth 
with the back of  his arm, smiled and pulled out a cigarette stolen from his 
dad’s underwear drawer. Striking a match, he inhaled deeply until the end 
blazed orange.

 “I’m starting my own damn business this summer. I’m gonna mow 
lawns so I can save up to get that bike,” Tinker said leaning back against a 
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branch. He had been talking about a Schwinn he’d seen at Sears for days. 
Freddie noticed he stealthily added the curse word “damn” for dramatic 
flair. 

“Maybe I could help you,” said Freddie, knowing deep down 
her mother never would allow it. Freddie would spend her summer hid 
away in the dark house completing all the tasks on her mother’s To-Do 
list: washing windows, polishing furniture and reorganizing closets and 
drawers. 

Freddie thought about how Tinker never really talked about his 
dad. At this point, she guessed that he never really knew his mother. As 
he blew the smoke out of  his mouth in one long stream the lowering sun 
shimmered through the cloud and swirled up around his head, making 
him look like a blue-eyed apparition. Tinker flicked the cigarette butt and 
started down the tree to retrieve the bag they had brought, while Freddie 
climbed down a few branches into another pocket of  fruit. Tinker had 
been talking all the way down, his voice rising, and then lowering.

“I’m gonna have a glass of  fresh-squeezed juice every day this 
week.” he shouted, while he quickly clambered down the branches

 About ten feet off  the ground, Tinker dropped the rest of  the 
way and landed easily on his feet. He picked up the bag and opened 
it, creating a round target for Freddie to drop the fruit in. She picked 
and pitched the orange balls into the bag while Tinker moved back and 
forth under the branches. When the bag was almost full and the supply 
of  oranges exhausted, Freddie began the slow climb down to Tinker. She 
descended very carefully until she was standing next to Tinker, who was 
counting his treasure. The light was vanishing quickly as they made their 
way out of  the grove and back to the house. 
 By the time they got back to the front porch, it was completely 
dark and the bug zapper that hung off  of  the corner of  the house was 
busy frying mosquitoes. Tinker said it was time for him to get home, and 
struggled to balance the bag of  fruit and his books. Freddie took his books 
and fell in along side of  him down the dusty road. 
 “I’ll walk you half  way,” she said.
 They found the orange soda can that Freddie had been kicking 
that afternoon, so they started punting it back and forth to each other. 

Gregg
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When Tinker booted it too hard, it flew off  the road and under a bush. 
Freddie jogged to retrieve it. She didn’t see it happen, only heard crunching 
gravel and an unnatural thud.
 He lay there illuminated by headlights, causing the skin on his face 
to take on an eerie glow. His limbs looked gnarled and jagged like a cut-
down tree. The paper bag had burst open, bleeding orange guts all over 
the dirt road. As Freddie slowly stepped forward, she saw Tinker’s jaw that 
seemed to be unhinged, making his mouth distortedly wide in a silent yell. 
His eyes held a dead stare into the starry sky, the corners of  his mouth 
upturned into a slight smile.
 A man in a leisure suit got out of  the car and staggered toward the 
crumpled form in front of  him. He looked at Freddie, with a sickly green 
expression on his face, his mouth as unnaturally wide as Tinker’s. Before 
she knew it she was running for the grove.
 As she stumbled and slipped around on the skeletons of  fruit, she 
thought she heard pounding footsteps approaching from behind. The 
roots of  the trees seemed to be punching up from the soil, grabbing at 
her ankles, slashing and biting at her calves and shins. In one leap, she 
was halfway up the tree that Tinker had 
perched on just an hour ago. She sat on 
the same branch where his legs had swung 
freely and sucked in her breath. The 
grove suddenly looked alive, illuminated 
by a chalky white moon that hung on the 
branches and shone on the vegetation 
around her. Every tree was presented in 
its own unique light, detailing every twig 
and leaf. The dwindling fruit dripped 
from the branches, their shimmery skins 
beaming with brilliance. For the first time 
in the grove, Freddie didn’t see decay. She 
didn’t see ghosts or tombstones or even 
Ole Jim Cooke. She saw life.
       

She could see the 
straight rows of  trees 
that somehow reminded 
her of  tombstones that 
waited for mourners to 
walk amongst them, 
surrounded by ghosts 
who didn’t know they 
were dead.
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                   ∞
 Freddie stood on the crumbling concrete that was once the small 
dark house and imagined her mom bent over a boiling pot in the kitchen. 
She looked down the rows of  trees that had once bordered her life. They 
were still there, waiting for someone to realize their significance, waiting 
for someone to care, waiting for her. As she stepped off  of  the front step, 
she stooped down to find a small, hard orange. 

 She climbed into the driver’s seat and dropped the orange into the 
cup holder beside her. When she got to the end of  the blacktop road she 
stopped and looked both ways. And then turned her car south.
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