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A Haven of Sunflowers

I grew up, like  any well-trained child on the
South Dakota prairie', knowing sunflowers were my
natural enemies because they were not allowed in
the garden. Hoeing these weeds, under my parents’
watchful eyes, stood between me and a long
horseback ride on the prairie, where 1 could explore
every pile of rocks and wade in every trickle’ of
cool water.

Any tiny sunﬂowers I missed would grow like
Jack’s beanstalk’; by the next day, it seemed they
would reach my knees The thick, tough® stems
couldn’t be chopped’ by the hoe. They had to be
pulled, one by one. Leave them a few weeks, and
their hold on the earth was greater than my strength.

After I got married, however, I came to change
my views on sunflowers. When my husband,
George, and I built our home, construction bared the
earth around it. As we planted native grass and
pulled weeds, we left the sunflowers because they
were a vivid green against the brown earth.

' prairie /preeri/ n. KHEJR
2 trickle n. (—)f

% beanstalk n S

* tough a MUY

5 chop vt BX: 5%
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They grew tall, blossomed and began to attract
goldfinches' by the dozens. From our windows we
watched the birds hang upside down, just visible
among the golden blooms, digging seeds out of each
brown head.

In the evening, George and [ would sit on the
deck as sunset dropped over the ranch, coyotes
hunting the valley below, bats swooping for’
insects around the eaves. Sometimes we’d watch
quietly for more than an hour, holding hands.

I’d see my husband’s face as the sun made it
glow with golden light, then hid it in shadow. His
eyes narrowed as if he were looking far off into the
mountains. Now [ think he was looking into a much
greater distance.

It was in April, seven years after we built the
house, that doctors found a rare tumor growing near
George’s spine’. Months of surgery, struggle and
pain followed. He died early in the morning of
September 7, at the age of 42. Two days later, we
gathered on a bare h11151de at sunset for the funeral.
We covered hxs casket® with wildflowers and found
a granite slab® in the Black Hills for a headstone’.

goldfinch n. H%#&
coyote /koiaut, koi'aut/ n. ZEM
swoop /swu:p/ for F3K

spine n. Bt
casket n FH#
slab n. EFHR
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headstone n. AT
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I had known from the day we buried George
that growing flowers there would be difficuit. The
layer of fertile soil is only an inch or two deep, and
by midsummer the brown dust rolls up where bare
ground meets sun and wind. Walking through the
fields, I collected native plants and wildflowers to
cover the grave.

One afternoon I sat down, my arm across the
shoulder of the headstone, and watched the sun drop
behind the Black Hills. That may have been the day
I first noticed the sunflowers.

I cut or pulled some of them, but most
remained. Their leaves were a deep green; one
flower grew in the precise} center of the grave.
Some evenings | was surprised, after the day’s heat,
to find damp patches of earth where the huge
sunflower leaves provided shade. One day | even
saw two tiny frogs hopping2 about.

Whenever 1 passed the cemetery3 on the way
to town, I’d look for the grave. | could always pick
it out, even from a half-mile away. It was framed in
the deep green, stunning the dusty brown
countryside. In the precise center stood “my”
sunflower, nearly eight feet tall, covered with
yellow blooms that swayed4 in the slightest breeze.
I smiled each time I drove by, seeing it as a sign of
hope.

! precise /pri'sais/ a. ¥i#fif
2 hop vi. HBRBE
3 cemetery / 'sematri; (US) 'semateri/ n. 2~ E

Y sway vi &1
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