
The Plant

Jack woke up early. He pulled back the curtain and looked out at his backyard. He stared out for a long time, not blinking. He no longer had any doubts; the plant was growing faster than physically possible.

Jack first noticed the plant last week, when he tripped over it. He was walking to the back fence to ask his neighbor, Wayne, over for dinner. He fell straight forward and was spitting out grass before he realized what had happened. "Have a nice trip?" Wayne asked. Jack got up and coughed a bit of lawn out. "Thanks, I'm fine." Jack noticed the small plant by his foot. It stood about 3 inches tall. How the heck did I trip over you, he thought. "Earth to Jack. More like Jack to Earth." Wayne snorted out a laugh. Jack stood up, watching the plant the whole time. He laughed to himself and turned to Wayne. "Wanna come eat?'

"Can you pass me that ketchup, Jackie?"

They sat at the kitchen table, eating burgers and drinking beer.

"The 'Stros are gonna be on tonight. Wanna hang out and watch a bit?" 

Wayne grunted and swallowed. "Hell yeah. Clemens is starting." 

Jack nodded. "Can't go wrong there. Maybe after that we can check out that DVD I just got. Bad Boys Two."

"Yeah, sure. I think I gotta head in after the game though. Dee wouldn't want me out too late." 

Jack looked down at his plate. "Right, gotta get back to the old lady," he said. 

Wayne made the sound of a whip cracking. "She keeps my chain long just so I can visit you, Jackie. How 'bout another beer?"

Jack woke up with a hangover. He forgot to close the shade the night before and the sun was playing the role of a vengeful god, making the bed hot and his eyes water. He moved slowly to the window, careful not to upset his stomach any more, and started to pull the curtain over. He stopped midway. In the middle of his yard the plant stuck out of the earth, a foot high. He grunted, closed the curtain, and went back to bed. Saturdays are for sleeping in, he thought. He rolled over and pulled a pillow close to himself, hugging it.

He woke up three hours later, feeling sore but better than earlier. He broke wind and laughed at himself and went to the bathroom for his morning routine. When he came back to the bedroom, he got dressed and opened the curtain. The plant looked the same as earlier, about a foot tall. He only gave it a passing glance this time, grabbing his keys and heading out the door.

Jack had lived in the house for eight years, the last one alone. He mowed the lawn once a month in the winter and once a week in the summer. Ali always told him she liked to see him work up a sweat out there, so he pretended like it was a chore but always peeked over to see if she was looking. In all those years, he never noticed a plant like this one. On the third day it came up to his waist and had gotten thick enough that he could barely fit his hand around it. It had leaves like elephant ears growing out from the base, going all the way around and was greener than any plant he had ever seen personally.

"Plant's getting big, Jack. Good work."

"I didn't--" he started, but changed his mind. He figured Wayne knew more about these things than he did. Wayne had placed in the state fair for his hibiscus. "Thanks."

The fourth day it had gotten over his head and he was able to give it a good hug if he wanted. Wayne caught him doing just that and he thought he'd never hear the end of it. "Next thing you know you'll be chaining yourself to it."

Other neighbors came out on the fifth day. "Jack, I never knew you had such a green thumb," said Mrs. Bonham. 

"Nice plant, Jack. What is it?" This was Daryl Teere, from the house on the other side. 

"It's, uh, well it started coming up last--" 

"Probably a hybrid," Daryl said, winking.

By Thursday Jack couldn’t get his arms all the way around the plant. Jack got up just before dawn and felt comfortable giving it the hug test knowing Wayne wouldn't be awake yet. The tree had also gotten to be just taller than the house at this point. The leaves were about the same size, but they were stiffer than before. Jack looked around, and seeing he had the backyard to himself, he put his foot on the lowest leaf. He grabbed onto the stalk and pulled himself up. Just to be sure, he started bouncing on his heels, the leaf just wobbled slightly with his weight. Jack started to put his other foot up onto the second leaf. Just then he heard a screen door slam and the rattle of a dog collar. Jack jumped down.


“Morning, neighbor. You’re up early,” Wayne said.


“Yeah, just thought I’d see how the real world lives.”


Wayne laughed. “I’d love your set-up. Working from home and sleeping in.”


“Speaking of which, I have to go catch up on something. I’ll see you later, buddy.”


Jack turned and walked about five paces before Wayne responded. “Nice looking plant, Jack. Keep it up.”


Jack avoided the backyard for the rest of the day. He drove to the other side of town, to the delicatessen where he first met Ali. The windows were boarded over. A letter on the door explained that the building was scheduled to be demolished if no one leased the building by the end of August. Jack cried.


A week after he tripped over the 3 inch stem, he woke up and looked out at the plant for over an hour from his bedroom. This is not an ordinary plant, he told himself.

Hanging from the top of the plant, he could see the entire neighborhood. The entire neighborhood watched him back. He was about thirty feet off the ground. Some people laughed and waved, while others, like the old widow Wharton shook her head in disgust. Wayne yelled up to him. “Jackie, what the heck are you doing up there? Quit showing off!” Jack waved down at Wayne and lost his grip, falling fast. Halfway down he landed into one of the leaves and it held him. Jack looked back up and saw none of the other leaves had broken. He grabbed back onto the stem and came down slowly.


“Good lord, Jack, you could have killed yourself.”


“How much higher will it grow, Wayne?”


Wayne looked up and then straight at Jack.


“It’s just a plant, Jack. It’s a big one, but it’s just a plant. I guess if you keep taking the care you are of it, it might get a little bigger, but probably not much.”

Jack nodded. “Right, just a plant.”

Jack had a dream that night. It was the type of dream that plays back as a slide show of random images in the morning. He saw clouds and through the clouds a castle. He heard music and saw a beautiful woman. She resembled Ali, but was covered in gold. She sang and had a voice like honey. He saw a shoe bigger than his house.

Wayne woke up late on Sunday. He put on his slippers and opened the back door for the dog. He glanced up Jack’s plant. He couldn’t make out how high up it went. It almost looks like it’s up past the clouds, he thought.
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