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Preface
Although I steadfastly declared from the age of ten until the age of seventeen that
I was going to be a veterinarian, I was only fooling myself. My childhood dreams never
consisted of operating and euthanizing, instead, they revolved around imaginary
characters in fictional stories. Only when I was a junior in high school and I decided to
enter the executive internship program, did I realize that a medical career was a mistake.
Walking through the veterinarian's building where I was to intern, I realized that I was
not suited for the profession. I cringed at the idea of surgery and euthanasia. Suddenly I
was faced with the dilemma of deciding what other career path I would like to follow.
After I graduated from high school, I seemed to forget both the joy of writing and
of reading literature. I entered the University of South Florida in 2000, with the intention
of obtaining a degree in either Mass Communications or Technical Writing. When I took
a class in each discipline during my first semester and realized that neither area suited my
tastes, I became more indecisive than before. I took courses dealing with topics such as
anthropology and women' s studies, forgetting where my true passion lay. Luckily, a
course offered at a convenient time during my sophomore year helped steer me in the
right direction. I signed up for Early Shakespeare almost as an afterthought, and I
enjoyed reading the Shakespearean plays more than anything else in college thus far.
Three hours of reading "Hamlet" or "Titus" passed by with pleasure. When the time
came to decide on a major, choosing English Literature seemed the natural route. This
sudden revival of interest in literature (which I excelled in during high school) inspired
me to pick up the pen once again. This thesis is an attempt, therefore, to sharpen my
writing skills and my storytelling abilities.
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As a youngster in elementary school, I randomly picked Where the Red Fern
Grows, off of a shelf in the school's library and started reading at chapter ten. Reading
that novel, in addition to White Fang shortly thereafter, introduced my impressionable
nine-year-old mind to the wonderful world of literature. From that point on, I relished
spending entire weekends in my room, devouring books that could transport me into
other worlds.

Throughout most of my childhood I daydreamed of stories and of

characters that others might like to read about some day. Hopefully the characters in
these stories, although not as well delineated as those in Wilson Rawls' and Jack
London's novels, will appeal to the reader as credible characters.
As to the stories in this collection, I must make a confession. Although I would
like to pretend that the ideas for these stories generated from the genius of my own
creative mind, the main premise behind each of these fictional tales was drawn from real
life. The theme for "The Substitute Mailman" occurred to me one day when I saw a
person on my street handing mail to a neighbor. Although this individual probably did
not act as the character in my story does, I thought the scenario would make for an
interesting story. This short tale illustrates how mundane activities such as the retrieval
of mail, can affect our daily lives.
The inspiration for the story, "Doll in the Closet" lay in an article that I came
across in a magazine.

This short piece dealt with the unspeakable act of children

committing suicide. I found this piece shocking, tragic, and incomprehensible. Although
I did not wish to write about such a horrible deed, I thought that the message was
important to convey. Thus, although the child in "Doll in the Closet" does not commit
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this terrible act, a plausible reason as to why a child might commit suicide is presented.
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"Camille," which appears in the middle of this trilogy, also sprang from an
inspirational source. A person of my previous acquaintance once confessed to being a
habitual liar. I was incredulous to hear this and immediately began to wonder what
variables might motivate someone to deliberately deceive others. Having minored in
psychology, I mulled over the possibilities with an unquenchable curiosity.

I also

considered what the possible ramifications of consistently lying to others might be. To
answer my own questions, I chose to create a character that would allow me to explore
the various motivations behind dishonesty and the consequences that follow. As to the
main character's occupation, a class on Nineteenth Century Art inspired that facet of the
story.
Writers have inspired me as well. As a person who loves watching horror flicks
(as well as comedies, foreign films, etc.), scary stories thrill me. For this very reason,
Stephen King became my first idol in the literary world. About to graduate from college,
however, I have switched gears and now view authors such as Ernest Hemingway, Jane
Austin, and D. H. Lawrence as figures I would like to emulate.
For more information on the art and artists (especially those dealing with the
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sublime) mentioned in " Camille," I recommend the following sources:

Abrams, M.H., ed., et al. Norton Anthology of English Literature: Volume 2.

ih ed.

New York: Norton, W .W. & Company, Inc., 1999.
Amason, H.H. History of Modern Art: Painting•Scultpure•Architecture•Photography.
Fourth Edition. Rev. Marla F. Prather. New York: Harry, N. Abrams, Inc. ,
1998.
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Janson, H.W. and Anthony F. Janson. History of Art. Sixth Edition. New York: Harry
N. Abrams, Inc., 2001.
111

Rosenblum, Robert and H.W. Janson. 19

-

Century Art. New York: Harry N. Abrams,

Inc., 1984.
Shelley, Mary. Frankenstein. New York: Signet Classic, 1963.

The Grove Dictionary ofArt Online: http://www.groveart.com
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Introduction
One attribute that differentiates human beings from the rest of the animal
kingdom is the ability to reflect. As an individual is able to rationalize past and present
thoughts and feelings, it can be argued that he or she is ultimately able to shape his or her
fate. Throughout the stories in "Reflections," therefore, the notions of apperception and
self-determinism, which are integral to individual progress, are central components.
Horatio Alger' s American Dream is built upon the premise that the fruition of
hard work is invariably success. Accordingly, the poor man can become a prosperous
leader of a business empire. Although the definition of success is sometimes cultural and
at other times idiosyncratic, nevertheless, all human beings seem to have the innate drive
to reach what they believe is perfection in some endeavor or another.

Striving for

perfection sometimes proves a barren quest. How valuable is money, for example, when
there is nothing precious or no one dear to spend it on? How fulfilling is it to own the
grandest house in the neighborhood when the space within its confines is empty? How
sweet is the taste of success and prestige when there is no one to share in its glory? In
instances where the desire for success overrides human sensibility, how and when does
the realization occur that sometimes preciously held accomplishments actually might
diminish our humanity? Does it take a tragedy to become aware of the physical and
emotional solitude that may result from pursuing the grand dream at all costs? "Doll in
the Closet" exposes some of the problems that may arise when an individual becomes too
self-absorbed on the road to "success."
Does identity reside within the individual, or is it created by society's perception
of the individual? Struggling to adapt to a group or a community is a common practice,
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but when and why does this pursuit of acceptance become unhealthy?

6

"Camille"

introduces the reader to possible problems that can arise when people are obsessively
concerned with the approbation of others. The story also suggests that people must know
themselves before they can have an honest and valuable relationship with others.
Biases always shape behavior. Consider two examples of every day living. Will
a driver who is lost ask the first available person for directions if that person happens to
wear chains and baggy jeans, dons several tattoos, and has spiked green hair? Does the
salesperson behind the jewelry counter speak first to the teenager in shorts and at-shirt or
to the adult fashioned in refined clothing? That prejudice exists is inarguable. The
questions that remain deal with whether or not people are aware of their prejudices, and
whether or not this awareness results in reflection. Furthermore, what emotion does
reflection evoke in this situation? Does regret ensue, or does the individual simply accept
this behavior without guilt? "The Substitute Mailman" suggests that prejudices can be a
positive phenomenon if they cause an individual to change his or her behavior for the
better.
Although Sylvia Plath was referring to herself and not the world at large when she
wrote that, "Character is Fate," 1 this statement could be applicable to anyone. People are
fully capable of exposing and evaluating their thoughts and feelings with the
objectiveness of a scientist studying a subject through a camera lens. Just as individuals
can lament on past decisions, so they can also consider the consequences of future
actions. Subsequently, people have the ability to reshape and defme their own character.
Each story in this collection presents a scenario in which the environment of the

I

protagonist prompts him or her to recognize and reflect upon who he or she is and what
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Plath, Sylvia. The Unabridged Journals of Sylvia Plath. New York: Anchor Books, 2000. (28)
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his or her past and present actions mean. Hopefully, "Reflections" will demonstrate to
the reader that reflection is integral to change and self-determination.
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Doll in the Closet

Will Relaford was bent over his desk, critically examining the document, when
Pratt knocked on the door.
"Yes?" The forty-year-old man said stiffly. He did not lift his head when the door
opened.
"Should I prepare lunch for you sir?" Although he bore the title of ' Assistant,'
Pratt was more like a butler. Among other things he cleaned the house, washed the
dishes, and cooked meals for his employer.
Will, his employer, had never been happier in his work than he was at this
moment. Surely he had cracked open a window of opportunity in his case. Happiness was
insufficient to describe the elation he felt at what he had read. Each word now laid out
before him on this highly agreeable official document thrilled him. However, he could
not allow such frivolities of emotion to surface quite yet, for eagerness would only
disturb his concentration and might inhibit the chance of imminent success, victory that
he could very nearly taste like sugar in his mouth. No, Will could not and would not
indulge his emotions and relish his discovery, just as he would not look up at his
assistant, a man who had been in his employment for ten years now. Even the slightest
distractions were not permissible at present.
"This early?" Pratt, an affable man of sixty-eight years, was, unaffected by his
employer's curt manner. Gradually over the last few years, Will had attained such a high

~

level of success and self-importance that he was now consumed by them. His assistant
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had acclimated to the change and had even learned to accept, with some sadness but not
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utter hopelessness in the matter, that this once vibrant middle-aged man was now

becoming an elderly recluse before his time.
"It is two o'clock sir," Pratt responded in his unchanging, friendly manner.

"Oh, is it?'' More shuffling, and Will's bushy eyebrows were drawn increasingly
together. Pratt recognized the intense expression on Will's face and understood that his
employer had forgotten about him.
The door shut with a soft click, and the white haired Pratt plodded slowly down
the hallway and into the kitchen. Unperturbed he went about completing his daily routine
of chores, but the unceremonious roar of "Pratt!

Get in here!" soon interrupted his

progress. Moments later the door opened again, and this time Will lifted his head, which
boasted of hair graying at the temples, in the direction of the intruder.
"I need you to get Stocker on the line. It's urgent that I talk to him right away."
"It's Sunday sir."
Will was dumbfounded.
"Who cares if it's Sunday, Pratt?" Nearly two years of obsession with his career
had resulted in Will's unconsciously losing all sense of propriety, decorum-and
occasionally his sense of the time frame that other's lived their lives by. However,
Pratt's pointing this out to the man would have been fruitless.
"I'll try sir," Pratt said.
"You do that."
Pratt moved away, but left the door ajar.
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Will found himself once again consumed by the business at hand, and when Pratt
returned to the room promptly three minutes later, the former had almost forgotten why
be had summoned his assistant in the first place.
After rapping softly on the open door Pratt announced that Stocker was
unavailable.
Will threw down the papers he had been scrutinizing with red and bleary eyes and
said, "Jesus Christ, where is that man when I need him!"
His enthusiasm over the find of the documents was undiminished, but he was
aching to share the news with his partner. Will sat erect in his chair and the fierce sparkle
in his eyes indicated that he expected some sort of an explanation regarding the business
matter. However, Pratt wisely refrained from uttering any comment.
As Pratt stood silently in the doorway, a pair of bare feet, nearly obscured by the
man's wide frame, scurried past the opening. Usually such an event would go unnoticed
by the master of the house, but Will's eyes had been fixed in that direction. Faithfully
business-like in all affairs, his voice echoed hollowly as he bellowed down the hallway.
"No running in the house!" However, Will' s mind returned to the affair before him. He
wasted no time in gesturing to Pratt that he was excused, and once again the prominently
wealthy man was left alone to ponder his industrious thoughts.
Will' s decision to focus on his career left him little time to think about social
activities. Whatever happiness he had in his life usually came from the profits to be had
in such things as the estate he was overseeing for disbursement. This latest case had been
a special challenge for him and now victory was imminent. Will actually smiled at this
realization, a rare inflection from his normally poker face demeanor. He was just about

t1.
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to outline his newest plan when that loud annoying rattle on the door interrupted his
solitude for the LAST time that day.
"When does it end!"

He declared before summoning Pratt into the room.

Irritability was one of Will' s infamous traits, and as usual, he did not care to conceal his
annoyance at the disturbance.
"What is it this time Pratt?"

He exhaled fretfully.

If his words could

metamorphose into a predatory animal, Pratt would now be in pieces. Will slowly
reclined in the chair, the leather squeaking as he shifted weight.
"There is a phone call for you."
"Is it Stocker?''
''No."

"And yet you' ve disturbed me." Will' s eyes narrowed until they were nothing
more than slits. "Do I have to replace you with a competent individual who can take a
phone message when it's necessary?"
Pratt indulged his employer. Despite Will 's many faults, he was not a stingy
employer.
"It's Miranda sir." Extended silence filled the room as Will's icy stare focused on
Pratt. "She sounds quite distressed."
"I find that hard to imagine." Seriousness was so ingrained in the businessman's
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character that only a trained ear such as Pratt's could detect the subtle hint of sarcasm that

~~
-u!'

occasionally drifted past the man' s lips. Pratt heard the sardonic element now and
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ignored it.
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Will reached for the phone on his desk and pressed a button. With the other hand,
he ctrummed a rhythm less tune on the stack of papers.
"Miranda."

His tone was sharp and curt.

He ground his teeth together in

annoyance as his personal assistant quit the room unnoticed.
Miranda, Will's wife of four years and divorcee for six, began speaking on the
other end of the phone line.
"I appreciate the pleasantries Will, but this is not a social call." In all manners of
disposition, Miranda and Will were complete opposites. How they ever married in the
first place was an enigma. Although Miranda' s voice trilled warmly most of the time, it
was now subdued with anxiety. Will's voice was characteristically hollow.
"You're interrupting my work. Is this important?"
Miranda sighed audibly.
"I'm worried about Chelsea," she said.
"Is that all?"
"What is that supposed to mean?'' Miranda fumed. "I'm concerned."
"There's nothing wrong with the girl. You over obsess," he replied.
Miranda did not want to argue. Within the confines of marriage she was unable to
win any dispute; outside of matrimony, she was even less successful. Instead, she slyly
tried to maneuver around one.
"Have you noticed her appetite dropping?" The woman probed.

''No."
"But doesn't she look pale to you?"
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Reflections 13
"For god's sake Miranda, I'm a lawyer, not a psychologist!" The one-sided
conversation continued until Will was able to escape the torment of his ex-wife's
nagging. With Miranda banished from his thoughts, he resumed his labor.
By the time four o'clock had rolled around, Will had been able to immerse
himself in work for one solid hour.

Then Pratt' s worried voice interrupted his

concentration.
"For crying out loud Pratt, can't you see that I am a busy man? How can you
expect me to accomplish anything with these constant interruptions? I hired you to take
care of everything for me, not to spill them in my lap. Your job is to make mine easier.
Plain and simple." Eyes aglimmer with annoyance, Will paid no heed to Pratt's apparent
discomfort. "Is that not a valid point?"
Any other individual surely would have blanched at such a verbal attack and
hastily retreated for safer territory, but Pratt did not even tremble. His unease stemmed
from another matter. He proceeded in the same calm voice he always used.
"I understand your point perfectly sir," he stated, "and I would not intrude on your
thoughts if it was not a pressing matter."
Will threw up his hands.
"Alright Pratt." Then he folded them across his slightly bulging stomach and
leaned back in his chair. "I've abandoned my work and my undivided attention lies in
your busy hands." The statement was anything but casual. "Now what is it?"
"It's Chelsea sir."
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Will felt as though he might erupt like an active volcano at any moment.

,

L,l~

~~

..

-~·!1.1,
~,.

Reflections 14
"So Miranda sent you to do the dirty work for her." Sarcastic disappointment

laced his words. "I thought you had more class than that."
Pratt disregarded his employer's attempt to insult him and continued to explain
the matter.
"I can't fmd her anywhere."
Pratt's declaration met with silence.
"She's missing sir."
Will's mind, so proficient in matters of law and business, suddenly blanked. He
seemed unable to comprehend the situation that Pratt placed before him.
"What should I do sir?" The assistant asked.
Will just stared at Pratt and exhaled loudly when it occurred to hlrn that he had
momentarily ceased breathing.
"What?" He gasped.
Then Pratt suddenly comprehended the vacant look in employer's eyes. With
gentle firmness, he decided to approach the situation in a different manner. Stepping up
to the desk, he placed both of his hands palm down on the smooth, cool, uncluttered
surface. Will followed Pratt' s every movement, but nothing seemed to register as he
floated in a mental fog.
"She was on her bed playing with her dolls after lunch. The last I saw of her, she
was running past your office." Will still looked at him with blank eyes. "Will you help
me look for her? Or should I call Miranda?"
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The mention of his ex-wife's name was just the stimulus Will needed to pull
through the haze of confusion and regain his senses. Emerging from his temporary
mental paralysis, he rose from the desk.
"We'll look for her. She can't be too far away." As Will barked out the words,
Pratt acknowledged that his employer had completely regained his composure.
Together, the two men perused the house, leaving no comer unchecked and no
door unopened, but to no avail. Twenty minutes passed without fruition. Every room
was empty and the pitter-patter of little feet could not be heard anywhere.
Pratt became increasingly worried.

Will, however, wore a stony expression

across his face. The older man could only guess if his employer felt any degree of panic
over the missing child.
When the pair reached the main entrance to the house and found it unsatisfactorily
empty, Will angrily placed his hands on his hips.
"This is just grand."
He made a cursory glance at his Rolex.
"I've lost nearly half an hour already."
He threw his hand away from his face in disgust.
"I might have gotten through that fmal deposition by now."
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Pratt immediately checked himself, eyebrows arched in surprise, but it suddenly

:~~~

occurred to him that of all the questionable situations that had occurred between them in
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the past, this was certainly one worthy of special consideration. He decided that it was
best to enlighten Will' s darkened mind. Pratt took a deep breath and then began to speak.
" Mr. Relaford .. . perhaps something has happened."
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Reflections 16
Will looked at the man distractedly. Pratt tried to be as tactful as possible.
"Perhaps we should check the pool."
The effect of Pratt's words was instantaneous. Will's eyes cleared and his hands
began fidgeting in his pockets.
"You don't think .. ." he said nervously.
''No, I don't," Pratt said gently, "but anything is possible."
With that said, the two men proceeded out of the house and walked quickly to the
backyard where an Olympic sized swimming pool graced the spacious grounds. Both
men hesitantly looked over the edge with fear shining in their eyes and trepidation locked
soundly in their minds. However, the waters were clear and the pool was empty. Will
sighed. Pratt thanked the heavens.
"Did you check your sleeping quarters?"
Will looked over at his assistant.
"Chelsea never goes in there. I didn' t think it was necessary."
The men returned to the house. The French double doors to the master bedroom
were flung open to show an empty room.
~,,..

Pratt knelt on the floor and looked underneath the bed. Will just watched as he
had throughout most of the affair, seeming once again at a loss over what he should do.
When the contents beneath the bed proved disappointing to the onlooker, Pratt ambled
over to the walk-in closet. He pulled on a chain that dangled from the ceiling, and light
was immediately cast upon various suits and knitted sweaters.
"What are you doing in here little one?" Will heard Pratt say in a surprised voice.
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Reflections 17
The lawyer quickly approached as he heard a young voice respond, "I was playing
with my dolls."

Will now stood directly behind Pratt. He peered inside the closet. A little girl sat
innocently on the immaculate flooring; a dwarf amidst a giant' s belongings. Chelsea' s
blonde curls shone like a halo under the bright light.

The light pinkness, which

characteristically tinged her pale cheeks, together with her clear blue eyes, gave one the
impression that she was indeed a cherub or a fairy and not a little girl at all. In addition,
the youngster looked exceptionally pale today, a quality that seemed to enhance her
childlike beauty, albeit in a sickly manner.
"But why in the dark child?" Pratt ushered the little girl to come forward, a
command that she quietly obeyed as soon as she had her group of dolls gathered about
her.
Standing before the assistant, the seven year old replied simply, "Daddy doesn' t
see me in the light."
"You poor dear." Pratt did not meet his employer' s eyes as he slipped an arm
across the young girl's shoulders with grandfatherly ease. "Would you like some milk

,

...

and cookies?" Will watched them walk out of the room and silently followed them.
"No thank you."
"What if I join you?" The assistant prompted.
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"Ok," the little girl said after a brief hesitation. The reluctance in her voice was
clear although she voluntarily complied with the old man's request.
Will stopped when he reached his office door and watched the two individuals
tum into the kitchen. Then, feeling disgusted with himself, he entered his office and

'I

.:t~~

fl~"
r~?i
dl

.,

Uk-..
rAi
l,

·-

Reflections 18
dropped heavily into his chair. Once at his desk, he looked down at the pile of papers
before him, and pushed them away. The invisible magnet that invariably drew him to
this place, this sanctuary in his home, now for some inexplicable reason repelled him.

Will stared at the phone and tapped his fingers silently against the padded arms of the
chair.
After a few minutes of contemplation on the matter, Will picked up the receiver
and dialed. Miranda could not disguise the overwhelming degree of surprise she felt over
her ex-husband's voluntary contact with her, and she was even more astonished at the
content of the conversation.
"I must confess that you've caught me a little off guard," she said pleasantly, "but
I'm glad to see that you've recognized the problem."
Will gazed at the desk he'd sat behind for countless hours, seven days a week, for
six consecutive years. This desk had become his family and the only items adorning it
were paper, the phone he now held in his hand, and a lamp that Miranda had purchased at
Tiffany's during one of their rocky years together. He was staring at a barren existence.
"I'll call the doctor first thing in the morning."
. IH
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Will swiveled around in his chair and glanced out the window.
"And Will," Miranda's voice seemed somewhat hesitant now, "I think it would be
a good idea if you went with her."
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Will spied a cardinal flying past the uncovered window, its bright red wings
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fluttering wildly and causing a commotion strong enough to make the small outstretched
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branches of a nearby tree sway in the quiet late afternoon air. The image, which came
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and went so swiftly that it could have easily been a trick of the eyes, seemed to inspire
him and his heart jumped high in his chest.
"Alright."
Miranda was still fighting to keep her amazement at bay when the conversation
ended a few minutes later. As Will was gently dropping the receiver in its cradle, he
called for Pratt. Before a full minute had elapsed, the man stood erect before the lawyer
and asked how he could be of assistance. For once, Will wanted absolutely nothing.
"How is Chelsea?" he asked instead.
"She's fine sir."
"Is she enjoying her cookies?"
"Yes, I believe she is." Pratt responded congenially.
"What kind are they?" Will asked his employee.
"The cookies, sir?" Pratt asked with raised eyebrows.
Will nodded.
"They' re chocolate chip and peanut butter."
"Peanut butter .. ." Will said thoughtfully as he looked at Pratt.
A few seconds of silence passed between the men as Will absorbed this piece of
information.
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"And how are you Pratt?" Will asked.
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Pratt was taken aback by his employer's sincerity. He searched for the habitual
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frost in Will 's eyes and saw that it was gone.
"Me?'' Will nodded his head and Pratt could not suppress a smile. "I'm just fine
sir. Just fine. Thank you for asking."
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Will felt the comers of his mouth cracking into a smile as well. However, the
expression did not fully materialize while his assistant remained in the office.
"And how are you Mr. Relaford?" Pratt asked in return.
"You are bold today, aren' t you?" Wi11 asked.
Pratt looked uncomfortable.
"I'm sorry sir. I just thought...".
"It's alright Pratt, really." Will took a deep breath as though to cleanse himself of
all the impurities of his world.
"As to your question," Will said, "I believe I'm on the mend."
Pratt rejoiced inwardly at the news.
"That' s good to know sir," he replied.
"Can I ask you something Pratt?" Will said as he tilted his head to the side in an
inquisitive manner.
"Why of course sir. What is on your mind?"
"Why are you still here?''
"Because you asked me into the room," Pratt responded.
"That's not what I meant. Why," he clarified, "are you still here after ten years?
You've given up an entire decade of your life working for me. Isn't there something else
you'd like to do with your time?''
Pratt considered his answer. Will looked at him expectantly.
"To be perfectly honest with you," he began, "I feel that I'm needed here. Aside
from that, Chelsea is like a granddaughter to me and I adore watching her."
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"You certainly do get along well with my daughter," Will commented, although
he really had not taken notice of the familial relationship until that afternoon. "Thank
you for that sincere answer Pratt. I appreciate it."
"Your welcome sir."
"And Pratt ... "
"Yes sir?"
"Just call me Will. There's no need for formality here."
"Alright. .. Will."
Chelsea interrupted the conversation then as she called for Pratt to join her in the
kitchen.
"Excuse me," he said, "I'd rather not keep the little lady waiting." Pratt was still
smiling.
Will nodded and the older man left.

Seated in his office, and left to his own devices once again, a thought sprang into
Will's mind. Before the notion could escape him, he opened up the bottom drawer of his
desk and pulled out a picture frame, which he delicately placed underneath the Tiffany
lamp. Then he pulled on the dangling light switch.

Glowing under the veil of the

artificial rays of light was a young blonde haired girl of about two, smiling in a field of
flowers, and looking like and angel. .. except for the missing wings.
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Reflections 22
Camille

She killed a person once. She had not meant to of course, but things of that nature
happened sometimes. Upon reflection, she only thought it strange that she did not feel
guilty about the incident. On the contrary, she felt like a ballerina pirouetting on clouds.
Extermination set her mind at ease, and after it happened the first time, she wondered
why she had never done it before.
The occasion that had called for drastic measures, was an interview conducted by
Lillian, the manager at Francesca's View of Wonders.
"Well Angela." The woman whose voice sounded as smooth and viscous as
honey said after looking through Camille's portfolio.
"Please," Camille interrupted and smiled, "call me Camille."
"But your application says Angela Underwood." Lillian's forehead, which was
equally as smooth as her voice, wrinkled in confusion.
"That's my birth name" Camille clarified, "but my friends and family have
always called me Camille."
"I see. Well, that's a very beautiful name," Lillian commented.
"Thank you."
"Camille, like the female sculptor associated with Rodin?" Lillian asked as she
scribbled something on the folder spread open on the desk before her.
"Exactly."
"Are your parents art enthusiasts?" Lillian asked.
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"Yes. Actually, they were ardent fans of Camille Claudel's work. Unfortunately,
they didn't discover her art until after my birth," she said.
"That's a shame," Lillian agreed. Then she laid her pen down and folded her
bands in front of her. Smiling broadly at Camille, she continued her speech where she
left off. "I'll just be frank with you Camille." She spoke the latter name with as much
ease as the former. "I like your stuff."
Camille felt encouraged, for one can never feel one hundred percent sure of
oneself without the approbation of strangers.
"I think you've got a lot to offer our little business," Lillian continued. "I had
about eleven other applications to consider and the majority of them were impeccable.
However, yours is stellar, and I would really love to have you join the team."
Camille accepted the position eagerly and shook hands with Lillian to finalize the
deal.

She walked triumphantly out of the office and stepped outdoors with the

impression that she had accomplished something akin to climbing Mount Everest. The
fact that she had become a murderess in the interim was a minor detail that she
overlooked with ease.
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" How does this look?" Billy asked. He tipped the pad of paper in Camille' s
direction and waited for her opinion. Camille leaned back in her chair and turned to look
at her co-worker' s drawing.
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"That's really good," she said with a firm nod of the head. "Really Billy, I don't
)cnow what you're doing here."
Billy, the twenty-three year old intern who had joined Francesca' s View of
Wonders only two months ago, replied, "Because independent work is such an unreliable
business."
"And you don't like taking risks?" Camille asked.
"It depends on what I'm risking," he responded in a quiet, enigmatic tone.

"Well, you're wasting your talents here," Camille said as she resumed her work.
"There isn't too much creativity in restoration."

Billy looked down at his sketch of a

threatening sea cliff.
"You' re right about that," he agreed. Then he set his drawing aside and doggedly
continued his actual job of restoring the works of famous artists who were already
legendary before his time. Fifteen minutes later Billy finally asked, "So, how did you
get into this work?"
Camille set her brush down in a cup of cleaning solution and studied the
nineteenth century art piece that was entrusted in her care. An old replica of one of Van
Gogh's several depictions of sunflowers was set up on the counter before her. When she
gazed at the hazy brushstrokes long enough, she could almost envision the very flowers
from which the painter derived his inspiration. Before his own painful suicide, this
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world-renowned artist found sunflowers creatively stimulating. Van Gogh saw these
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flowers as the essence of life, their petals following the path of the sun as it magically
floated across the sky. Examining the painter' s interpretation of these same flowers a
century later, Camille now felt animated in a comparable fashion.
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A dreamy expression crossed her face. The corners of her eyes crinkled as though
she was lost in the fondness of a happy memory. A barely audible sigh also escaped
camille as she floated in her reveries, but she pulled herself out of the clouds when Billy
repeated his question. When she finally answered, she spoke freely and enthusiastically
on the subject.
"When I was a little girl, my parents took several trips out of the state, and
occasionally out of the country," she began.
Baroque, Greek, Romantic, Roman, Egyptian -

"My mother loved art -

Medieval,

all of it was beautiful in her eyes. As a

special treat, my father would take her to all of the local museums in the area we
happened to be visiting."
Camille picked up her brush again, but did not resume work as she relayed the
rest of her tale.
"I always thought it was the best thing in the world," she continued, twirling the
brush absent-mindedly through her fingers.
"I was young of course, but my parents always discussed the portraits, or the
statues, or the artifacts, with each other, and I always listened. My parents loved art so
~JIIJJIII

much that I couldn't help but relish it with the same degree of enthusiasm."
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"That's probably the best answer anyone's ever given me for doing what they
do," Billy commented.

He listened with an earnestness that might have increased

Camille's heartbeat if she had noticed.
"My childhood was like a fairy tale," Camille admitted and then sighed again, a
little louder this time.
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"How many people do you think have been lucky enough to brag about a life like
that?" Billy looked up briefly at the rueful tone.
"It must have been hard losing your parents," he said.
Camille set about her work immediately, brushing off whatever mental fog she
had fallen into. "Yes, I was heartbroken," she said somewhat dispassionately. Billy did
not catch the subtle change of tone in her voice.
"How long ago did they die?" he asked. Camille was working fervently now, but
her voice remained calm.
"It's been about five years," she said.
"That's tough," Billy said. Both were wholly devoted to their work now.
"I used to listen to my grandpa tell stories about life on the farm when he was a
'youngun.' He would frighten me with these ghost stories that he swore up and down
were true. I'd stay up for a week after he'd tell me a new story about a ghost in the wheat
fields .... " His voice trailed off briefly as he recalled those days, but then continued.
"He could be scary as hell sometimes, but I sure did miss that old man when he
died. Still do, in fact, and that was more than ten years ago."
Billy continued with his story about his dear old grandfather for another five
minutes or so, but Camille did not hear anything past the word 'youngun.' She was too
busy restoring her work to care.

Camille loved the people at her job. Francesca, the youthful sixty-year old owner
of Francesca's View of Wonders, kept the place lively. Time never stood still when
Francesca, who trussed herself with heavy diamond rings and pearl necklaces, came to
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the gallery, where she presented herself almost daily. Lillian, the thirty-eight year old
mother of two who had hired Camille, was not as outgoing and flamboyant as the owner,
but she had her own method of introducing levity, usually through her ready smile.
However, most days Lillian was cooped up in the office with her door shut and did not
emerge unless she needed something from the front desk.
Camille's best friend Padma nearly matched Lillian year for year, but she did not
have the teenage children, and she often declared that she would never hinder her
freedom by entering into the 'everlasting hell on earth,' as she so colorfully described the
marriage state. In addition to the permanent clan, there was also a small group of parttimers who worked the weekend shifts, but they came and went so quickly that Camille
never saw much point in getting to know them. Finally there was Billy, the intern who
would have the option of joining their team permanently if he impressed Francesca with
his work.
Francesca's View of Wonders served two purposes. One half of the building
catered to museums and private owners who were working on contracts to restore old
paintings. The other half of the building served as an art gallery that Francesca used to
advertise and sell the artwork of modem painters and also to showcase up and coming
artists.

Camille performed a variety of tasks in both areas of the business. If the

workload was heavy, she busied herself in the back room.

During light days, she

occasionally acted as a cashier. At other times, she showed potential buyers art pieces
that she thought would suit their needs. Her favorite part of the job though was giving
tours through the displays, a task that she might perform once or twice a week if she were
lucky.
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After four hours of restoration work in the back room with Billy, Camille now

stood at the front desk with Padma. Typical for a Monday afternoon, the gallery was
empty. Padma was flipping through a fashion magazine, Lillian was in her office talking
to curators, and Billy was taking a lunch break. Francesca had yet to make her daily
appearance. With no disturbances, Padma and Camille had the time and the privacy to
talk.
"I think you've got an admirer." Padma scrunched her face together in distaste as
she flipped another page. Camille had been staring silently at the door, noting all of the
people who walked by without even glancing at the posters pasted up in the windows.
Now she looked attentively down at her friend.
"Who do you mean?'' Camille asked.
"Billy of course," Padma said matter-of-factly and then made a loud exclamation
as she carelessly turned another page. "Oh, I love this! " Then she held up the magazine
for Camille to see.
"Too dressy," Camille stated when she looked at the evening gown Padma
pointed to with a bright red fingernail.
"Oh you're right," Padma sighed and then slapped the book face down on to the
table. "There is never anything but crap in those things. I don' t know why I bother to
look through them at all."
"You look because there is a conventional little child in you, who is just dying to
break through to the surface," Camille joked.
"Tell that to my mother," Padma said sarcastically then stretched, squealing like a
bird of prey.
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"Ouch," Camille complained, shaking her ear in a good-humored fashion. "So

what are you saying about Billy?" Camille asked when she could no longer restrain her
curiosity.
"It's obvious that he likes you Millie," Padma stated. "The boy is like a love sick
puppy." The older woman rummaged through her purse and subsequently began filing a
chipped nail. "He totally dotes on you."
"You have an overactive imagination," Camille said.
"You've got blinders on if you can't see it," Padma replied. She blew on her nail
and then put the nail file back into her purse. She then folded her arms on the oak table,
bending forward as she argued her point.
"He hangs on your every word. I don' t know how you could miss him attached to
your shoulder every time you show him something new."
"I'm sure it's nothing," Camille objected, but rather weakly. However, even as
she voiced her rejection at the idea, she could picture Billy watching her out of the comer
of his eye sometimes when she entered the room. She also thought about all the times he
offered to help her when she clearly needed no assistance. Camille had thought that Billy
was just an overly considerate coworker, who was determined that others should like him
as he eased his way into the business. Now, however, her previous assumptions wavered.
The conclusion that she was slowly drawing accounted for the smile lighting up her face.
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"Yeah," Padma winked. "I'm sure it's nothing."

*

*
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On Thursday afternoon, Camille was working in the back with Billy once again

and listening to Tchaikovsky playing softly on the radio. The two were sitting at the

main table in the center ofthe room, which was more like a small laboratory, and during
the course of working and listening to the classical music, Camille caught herself
glancing more and more at Billy, who was seated directly across from her. When their
eyes met, Camille smiled. Billy returned her smiles, and soon their enthusiasm gained
momentum and both were laughing. The casual mood and camaraderie gave Billy the
courage to speak.
"Do you think that maybe ...." Camille looked at him and caught her breath as he
struggled for the right words.
"What?" she asked coyly.
"Maybe sometime .. ." he shrugged his shoulders, ''we could, you know.... "
Camille looked hopeful, but before he could finish, Francesca unexpectedly came into the
room, intruding upon their intimate moment.
If the owner of the gallery noted the cozy scene before her, she did not care. She
walked up to the couple at the table, with a puzzled expression on her face.
"Hi Francesca," Camille said, high in spirits. "I didn't realize that you were here

yet."
"I've been walking through the gallery for about ten minutes." She said this in an
off-hand manner, shaking her hand to emphasize the insignificance concerning the
matter.
"Good afternoon," Billy said brightly, flashing her a smile.
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"It's always good when you're here Billy," the vivacious woman teased, but the
coi11J]lent seemed uncharacteristically forced.

Billy thanked her and reciprocated the

compliment.
"Is there something on your mind?" Camille finally asked when Francesca
remained silent for a solid minute, standing by the table with her hands at her sides and
fiddling noisily with her wedding rings.
"Well, something curious just happened," Francesca said, studying Camille's
work intently to avoid staring at the face of the woman she spoke to.
"Oh?" Camille said with raised eyebrows that Francesca did not see.
"Well, a woman came into the building and asked for an Angela." Camille's
heart began to race at the mere mention of the name.
"And I told her that she must be mistaken, but she was so adamant on the matter,"
Francesca continued. Suddenly flushed, Camille waited for the fmal blow, while Billy's
attention oscillated between the two women.
"So I asked Lillian whether she had ever hired anyone by that name and she
recollected that Angela is your birth name," she said, looking at Camille. That piece of
information immediately caught Billy's attention.
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"Your name is Angela?" he asked.
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"Uh," Camille uttered, momentarily flustered. "Yes, but I prefer Camille," she
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said lamely. Camille was now officially humiliated.
"But I'm confused," Francesca continued. Camille felt the walls of the building
collapsing in on her as the breath escaped her chest.
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"The woman claims that she is your mother." Francesca' s eyes now searched
camille's face with an intensity that seemed taxing to her normally laidback character.
Camille pushed quickly out of her seat.
"Excuse me," she said almost breathlessly. Francesca only stared at her, unsure
what to make of the matter. Billy was nonplussed.
"But your parents are dead," he said as Camille turned on her heels and headed
for the door.
Camille risked a quick backward glance at Billy but did not answer him. He and
Francesca watched in silence as Camille stepped out of the room and walked blindly into
the gallery.

The short stout woman who was standing at the desk and talking to Padma was
difficult to miss. Her demeanor and style of dress were hardly equal to the urbane setting
of the gallery.
"I'm Terry, by the way," Camille heard the woman say as she extended a hand to
Padma, who shook the woman's hand with a professional smile, but with an uncertainty
~~

that kept her emotionally distant. Then, as an act of politeness, Padma introduced herself
to the woman donned in stretch pants and flower-patterned shirt.
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With the introductions concluded, the woman named Terry noted her nearness to

0
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Camille, who was quietly approaching, and bubbled over with excitement.
"Oh I'm so glad to see you," Terry gushed as she met Camille half way and
embraced her. "I had the darndest time getting that nice woman to understand who you
were. And to think that you' ve been here two years now! This place is lovely though,
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and I'm so happy to finally see where you spend most of your time." Camille pulled
back a little and managed a weak smile for the woman.
"Oh look at you," Terry said, quickly giving Camille' s fashion statement an
approving one-up. "You sure do look mighty fme. Just like a professional."
The phone at the desk began to ring, but Padma was too distracted to answer it.
Meanwhile Camille had managed to pull free of the woman' s grasp and turned to her
friend, who looked uncharacteristically subdued.
"I'm going to take my lunch break now, if that's alright," Camille asked her.
"Sure, I'll tell Lillian," Padma said. Unsuccessfully, she tried to mask the small
frown that was beginning to distort her features.
"It was nice meeting you," Terry said to Padma.
Padma weakly echoed Terry' s sentiments and then waved briefly. She pressed
the tips of her fmgers together and brought them to her mouth as she watched the motherdaughter pair walk away.
Once outside Terry exclaimed merrily, "I see I've picked just the right time to
stop by then, haven't I?"
:,1.~··

"Are you hungry?" Camille asked.
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"Well, not really," Terry said, "but I could manage lunch a little early today."
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Camille was silent as the gallery' s doors shut behind her.
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"Your father used the spare key to get into the apartment. I know we said we
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were coming tomorrow, but we thought it would be nice to surprise you," Terry said,
unaware of Camille's fragile state.
"You certainly did do that," Camille exclaimed.
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As they approached her car, Camille unlocked the doors and asked her mother
where she wanted to dine.
"Surprise me," Terry said.
Ten minutes later they were sitting in a buffet restaurant that Camille had never
tried before.
"The food smells delicious," Terry enthused.
Camille attempted to smile for her mother, but she said nothing.
After a few minutes more of engaging in a one-sided conversation, Terry, who
was as shrewd as any other mother in regard to her child, could no longer ignore that
something was amiss with her daughter.
"Angela," Terry began hesitantly.
Camille, who was chewing a tomato from her chef salad, looked at the woman
with dull eyes.

"What?"
"What happened at the art gallery today?"
Camille looked down at her food, remaining silent.
"What is this ' Camille' business all about?"
''Nothing Mother," Camille said hastily and scooped up a mouthful of salad. She
tore at the vegetables vigorously, looking at everything and everyone in the restaurant
except at the one woman who sat across the table from her.
"If you hate your name so much ..." Terry said, looking at her daughter
imploringly. There was a sense of desperation about her mother that grated on Camille's
nerves.

Ill
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"WhY can't you just leave it alone?" Camille demanded, throwing her fork down
onto the plate. She was humiliated and frustrated and wished that she could wrap herself
up in a blanket and hide away from the world for the next few hours ... or days.
"Because I want to know what's going on," Terry exclaimed softly so as not to
draw attention from any of the other diners. She quietly studied her daughter.
On the surface, this was the same daughter whom she had raised from birth.
However, seeing her grown child now was enlightening. Assessing her daughter with her
own eyes, instead of over the telephone or through the mail, it was easy to see that many
changes had accumulated over the past two years that had gone unnoticed long distance.
Sitting at the table now, she barely recognized her child. Terry sadly realized that if she
had not been expecting her daughter to walk through the door while she was waiting for
her at the gallery, she might have mistaken her own flesh and blood for a stranger.
Camille's long blonde hair was now cropped short in a boy's style that Terry
intuitively sensed was an effort to appear classy.

In actuality, she looked smug.

Additionally, her face was powdered and her eyes looked a clearer blue without the
heavy eye shadow smudged over them that she once used in generous amounts as a
teenager. With her chic pants and designer shirt, she now looked like a doctor's wife, not
a cashier's daughter.
"Just tell me," Terry pleaded. "I only want to understand what I can do to help
things be better."
"I'm just trying to be a professional!" Camille exclaimed in a harsh whisper.
"Alright?" Her eyes were burning, her agitation severe.
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Terry was shocked by her daughter's outburst of anger.

Then, her happy

demeanor dissolved and her face crumpled.
"Oh" Terry said disheartened. She leaned back in her chair suddenly, as though

all of her physical strength had seeped to the floor. The fifty-six year old woman's eyes
shined with a thin film of tears, which she managed to hold in check, but her voice could
not disguise the injury she felt.
"I see."
Camille looked at her mother, and seeing the pain she had caused her, felt a
daughter's guilt. "It's not like that," Camille argued feebly, but Terry could not deny the

truth.
"No, don't say that." Terry shook her head. "I get it." She stared at her daughter
for a moment longer and then broke a chunk off of a wheat roll.
"You're embarrassed by us," Terry said. She put the piece of bread in her mouth,
which was now too dry to help her swallow.
She gulped down some unsweetened iced tea, as an alcoholic might greedily take
a swig from the bottle. " Your own parents are a humiliation to you."
liiJIIC~

"Mom," Camille pleaded, reaching her hands out as though to grasp her mother's.
As her fmgertips nearly touched the hands that had reared her, however, Terry pulled
them into her lap.
"Not now dearest." Terry said with watering eyes. "Not now." She started sifting
through her purse for a tissue. As she pulled one out and dabbed the comers of her eyes,
she turned toward the window.
"It's such a lovely day out," Terry commented.
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The day was wonderful. The sun shone high in the cloudless sky; the air was cool
and invigorating.
Camille looked down in shame.
"Can you ever forgive me?" she asked. There was a moment of uncomfortable
silence as Camille began to feel the consequences of her actions. Unable to handle the
suspense any longer, she looked up with a fearful eye. Her mother was still gazing out of
the window, a sad smile turning up the sides of her mouth where lines etched from years
of hard work were noticeable.
"You're my daughter," the woman replied. Then she sighed and gathered her
things. "Of course I can." She stood up and waited as Camille grabbed her purse. "I'm
ready to go," she said simply, and a few minutes later, they reached Francesca's View of
Wonders.

Camille bid her mother an awkward farewell in the parking lot, grasping the older
woman in an embrace and releasing her so quickly that she barely touched her. Then she
returned to the gallery and remained there working with Padma for the rest of the day. A
morose silence hung in the air. Every time the phone rang, Padma answered it with crisp
formality. Neither woman felt in good humor. Camille even forfeited her chance to lead
the weekly tour by claiming that she could not concentrate with a pounding headache.
The afternoon slowly dragged by and Camille caught herself uncharacteristically
glancing at the hands on the clock. When there were only a few minutes left before the
gallery closed for the day, Camille left the front desk and headed to the back room. She
tentatively opened the door and saw the handsome young man intently hunched over a
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canvas. He moved slowly over the century-old picture with painstaking care. Camille
walked up to him and watched. However, Billy seemed oblivious to everything, and he
did not acknowledge her. At one point, as he was cleaning one of his brushes, Camille
tried to attract his attention with a question. However, her tenuous effort to reconnect
with him was thwarted by his curt "nothing" and he dismissed her with a tum of the head.
Camille did not realize how much she cherished her job until she left the gallery
that afternoon.

Sometime during her quest for a college education Camille had

succumbed to the notion that she must repudiate everything common in her life in order
to feel extraordinary. However, stubbornly adhering to this foolish fantasy had brought
nothing but an uncomfortable silence where comradery previously reigned. Now she felt
extraordinarily less than common.

Every time Camille saw a man or a woman in a business suit walking down the
street, she had felt equal to them and superior to the rest of the world. However, leaving
work that afternoon Camille now envied the successful people carrying brief cases. Now
every woman looked like a mother to her, every man looked like a father. Camille broke
down when she saw a group of small children licking at ice cream cones. In the course of
a few hours, Camille went from a proud peacock to a doleful mourning dove.
Ambivalence arising from the day's events drove Camille to a place where she
could stop to think without interruption. The cool November weather chased most people
away from the ocean, but the crisp air and the powerful waves were just what Camille
needed to clear her mind.
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The parking lot that was constantly jam packed in the summer was almost
completely empty now. As Camille took a few deep breaths of fresh air to settle herself,
she locked her purse in the trunk of her car and walked towards the boardwalk. She
ambled over the boards until they ended several yards away from the ocean's edge.
There Camille made her own path, leaving a trail of sandy footprints behind her. With
her eyes on the setting sun, she casually took off her shoes, pulled up her pant legs, and
strolled along the shoreline. As the cool water rushed over her toes, the only sounds that
she could hear were the laughing gulls, the crashing waves, and the traffic in the distance.
Except for the two figures nearly a mile down the beach, probably the passengers
of the blue truck that had been parked at the far end of the lot, Camille was alone with her
thoughts. The twenty-six year old gazed at the yellow and gold horizon and thought
about the plans she had made after she graduated from college. Camille had not wanted
the world. She had only wanted a career that others would envy and friends who would
see her as sophisticated. Only now, however, did she realize that her long held desire for
a glamorous life style had been a misdirected and shallow goal.
Loud squawking jerked Camille from her musings, and she looked up to see two
gulls flying above her, chasing each other in sport. The birds dipped and dived, and
somersaulted in the air. For a split second, they looked like one bird as they wound about
each other like two entwined threads. One gray and white body became indiscernible
from the other as they seemed to melt into each other, the colors fusing together, like a
Seurat painting. Camille was visually stunned when the colors separated, and suddenly
there were once more two feathered creatures laughing in the sky. The two daredevils
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continued their reckless play and then nearly collided before flying away in opposite
directions.
Camille followed their separate trails in the sky until the winged animals were
nothing more than gray specks plastered against the blanket of endless denim blue.
Turning back just in time to see the sun dip down into the earth and disappear, she felt
like a solitary monk in one of Caspar Van Friedrich' s paintings. Here she was at the edge
of the world, staring out into the vast unknown, and the natural beauty looming before
her left her despising her past actions. The world was calm and peaceful today, but
internally, Camille saw the same swirling winds and threatening waves that Friedrich
zealously painted in the nineteenth century as he paid homage to the all powerful and
unmerciful universe.

When night had claimed her part of the world and her parents lay sleeping
soundly on the double sized bed in the guest room, Camille stepped into the bathroom
and shut the door.
Looking into the dolphin-framed glass that was nailed to the wall above the sink,
Camille studied her reflection.

The longer she looked, the more distinct the two

individuals in the mirror became. Both had blonde hair and blue eyes, but they were
clearly different people. One girl was plain and ordinary with high hopes and dreams that
could never be fulfilled. The other girl reeked of sophistication and had the potential to
succeed at great things.
Camille dampened a washcloth and watched the magical changes that transpired
when the make-up melted off of her skin. Camille rinsed the washcloth, wrung the water
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out of it, and laid it on the side of the sink to dry. When she looked back up at the mirror,

the mask was gone; all that remained was the ordinary girl named Angela.

*

*

*

When the catastrophe of her mother's visit ended up not being as disastrous as
Camille had feared, she scolded herself for her behavior and struggled to look forward
without dwelling on the past. Months passed like seconds on the clock.

Once the

humiliation, the guilt, and the shame of her disgraceful behavior had subsided, life at
Francesca's View of Wonders continued in nearly the same fashion as before. Padma
eventually forgave Camille' s deception as the latter explained herself through tears.
Francesca and Lillian were more confused than hurt and soon forgot the incident.
However, much to everyone's surprise and disappointment, Billy actually
declined Francesca's offer of a full-time position. On his last day of the internship, he
promised to keep in touch with Camille, but she did not believe him. Even as he said,
"I'll call you in a couple of weeks and let you know how things have settled," she could
sense that he was distancing himself from her. His farewell lie did not cut Camille too
deeply since she really could not blame him for his new attitude toward her, but she did
feel a pang of regret every time she allowed herself to consider how she had ruined her
opportunity with the promising artist. Apparently Billy could take a risk where the pain
was worth all of the trouble, for he lived in New York now. He had thrown every
pessimistic thought about the life of an artist to the wind and decided to take a chance on
his art after all.
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There were no interns at the little business now, just an overly happy camper
named Audrina who arrived shortly after Billy left and who worked full-time in the back
room restoring art pieces with Camille. Padma had turned heads by entering a surprise
courtship with a man named Earl. The doctor was the exact opposite of the type of
person someone would have expected Padma to take a liking to - if someone could
imagine the eccentric woman in a relationship at all. Camille wondered if she might hear
news of an engagement soon, then Padma could almost be the conventional person that
Camille teased her about.

Recently Camille had returned to her home state for a vacation. She thought
briefly about Francesca's View of Wonders and then set it aside, concentrating instead on
the world around her. The young woman walked along the familiar South Carolina street
still feeling the unexpected pleasure she had first experienced upon her arrival a week and
a half ago. Camille had been reluctant to return to her roots, but she could not stay away
from her hometown forever. A voice in the back of her mind tormented her with the idea
that the second she crossed the South Carolina state line, everything she had worked for
would simply vanish into thin air. However, when Camille finally pulled onto her
childhood street and encountered memories that she had twisted and teased to sound like
a glamorous fantasy, she realized that her present life was still intact.
Now as she passed familiar shops and street signs, the ambitious young woman
was fully resigned to the fact that there was absolutely no foundation for her previous
behavior. Furthermore, her foolish ideas were just that, foolish. Her old life was not a
tiGl"

fairy tale, but it was not the heavy chain she had imagined it to be either. As she passed
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mothers and children walking hand in hand on the street, saw elderly couples conversing
on benches, and heard the laughter of young couples strolling from shop to shop, she
realized that this sidewalk she was walking on right now was an example of the same
reality that existed everywhere.
As birds flocked about her, springing up from bushes and lighting into trees with
a Spring frenzy, Camille could remember why she made her escape to Florida and to
Francesca' s View of Wonders, but she could no longer understand the urgency behind it.
With clear eyes, she now saw that she could easily have constructed the same life she had
desired right here on the comer of Serendipity Avenue, only twenty minutes away from
the house she grew up in.
Camille lifted a hand and shaded her eyes as she looked at a building across the
street that she did not recognize. Checking for traffic, she crossed the two-lane road as
soon as it cleared. The blonde haired woman in a pair of jean shorts and a cheap t-shirt
glanced at the unfamiliar sign on the window before entering Flora's Designs and Things.
Gazing about her in curiosity, Camille headed over to the far wall of the busy
shop and admired the flower trinkets and ornaments on the shelves. After touching a few
of them and admiring the delicate skill that was involved in their creation, she focused
her attention on the bouquets of flowers placed in plastic vases in the center of the store.
Sorting through them with a patient eye, she picked bouquet after bouquet, inspecting
each one carefully. After inspecting her fifth flower assortment, she fmally selected one
that was especially eye catching with its arrangement of lilies, daffodils, petunias, and
carnations. Satisfied with the bright variation of colors and sweet smells, she moved
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toward the front of the store and waited in line as the handful of people before her paid
for their purchases.
When she stood directly before the cashier, Camille set the floral configuration
down on the counter and pulled the wallet out of her purse. The cashier looked at the
numerical code on the price tag and rang up the price on the cash register.
"Your total comes to $15.73," the lady said.
Camille sorted through her wallet for the correct change.
"How long has the store been here?'' she asked as she handed over the money.
"A pretty long while," the woman, whose nametag said Laurie, commented. She
counted the bills and then placed them in their proper slots before separating the change.
"You never noticed?" Camille nodded, while the cashier pushed in the tray.
"I'm from here, but I moved away. This is my first visit in a couple of years."
"Well I'm from here." The girl pulled off the receipt and handed it to Camille,
"maybe I know you. It' s such a small town. What's your name?"
It was on the tip of her tongue to tell the cashier that her name was Camille, but

she swallowed the name down with an effort that bad gotten much easier during the past
few months.
"Angela," she responded as she shoved the receipt in her purse and gathered the
bouquet in her arms.
"Oh that's such a common name, I wouldn't know," the cashier answered.
"I know," Camille responded with a smile, "but what can you do?" The cashier
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named Laurie shrugged and Camille walked out of the store.
~~,.
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The day really was a perfect at 75° and with the sun shining brightly from a
cloudless sky. Camille made a left turn at the flower shop and started the pleasant trek
back to her car, where she had parked it when she met her mother for lunch at their
favorite local restaurant. Camille felt content being Angela, and as she buried her nose in

the flowers she was going to give to her doting mother, she sighed with pleasure.

~
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The Substitute Mailman

"You really should have answered the door today," Barbara Winter told her
daughter. Then she forked a pile of spaghetti into her mouth and chewed rapaciously.
The daughter, Melanie Winter, looked down at her plate and studied the contents
with disinterest. She slowly twirled the spaghetti noodles with the fork she held in her
hand.
"I didn 't feel like talking to him."
The table Melanie sat at had a polished wooden surface that shined in the
sunlight, but the set of chairs that accompanied it mismatched the color and style. The KMart china laid out on the plastic place mats suited the eclectic mix of costly and
inexpensive items perfectly. At first glance the Winter family was clearly middle class,
but they carried themselves with a regal air.
Upon hearing her daughter' s candid response, Barbara quickly swallowed her
food.
"That' s not a very nice thing to say," Barbara objected. However, Melanie did
~~

not look up from her food to see the disappointment that was so clearly etched on her
mother's features.

The young girl's distasteful remark derived from ignorance, not
~

intentional unkindness. Not recognizing that she was in the wrong, Melanie did not think
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to search for disapproval in her mother' s countenance.
"I'm not trying to be mean, I just didn' t feel like talking to him." Melanie lifted
her fork and let the noodles she had entangled ooze sloppily back onto the plate. She put
as much heart into the discussion with her mother as she did in eating her meal.
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"I really wish you wouldn't play with your food like that," Barbara said. She
frowned as she took another bite of her dinner.
"Sorry Mom." Melanie set her fork on the edge of the plate.
"What's wrong with your appetite tonight?"

Barbara asked.

" You love

spaghetti."
"I can't eat. I'm too nervous." Melanie emitted a small groan like a frustrated
toddler. Then she swiftly pushed the food away from her as though it were poison.
"So do you want to tell me what's got you so rattled?" Barbara asked.
"It's nothing."
"It's got to be something, if you won't even eat," Barbara persisted.
Melanie looked exasperatedly at her mother.
"I have a presentation in language arts tomorrow."
Melanie could feel the ' butterflies' in her stomach as she spoke, but they were
fluttering more like caged birds, incessantly flapping their wings in torment against the
bars of her stomach.
"Oh," Melanie' s mother said. "I thought it might be something serious." Now
that she had swallowed every stray noodle, and removed the excess sauce on her lips with
her napkin, she could speak freely.
"I understand why you would be upset about that. I used to hate doing projects
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like that in school. Once I had to recite two Latin poems written by Catullus. I hardly
slept for the whole week prior to it!" The woman explained. Her fourteen-year-old only
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child, who was now an eighth grader at her middle school, merely nodded.
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"Well it's really not so bad .. .'' Her mother assured her as the handle to the front
door slowly turned.
Both mother and daughter turned in their chairs and watched as Jack Winter, a
happy mean nearing fifty, entered the house.
"Good evening ladies," Jack said with the joviality of a man dressed up in a Santa
Claus uniform. Even though he had worked a full day, Melanie's father looked as
mentally and physically refreshed as though he had just risen from a full night' s sleep.
The naturally optimistic and fun loving spirit that he possessed radiated from him, and
like an electrical energy he had an immediate effect on the women at the table.
"Hello darling," Barbara responded affectionately and with a renewed sense of
vtgor.
"Hey Dad," Melanie said.
Jack wiped his feet on the doormat and smiled at the ladies while he did so. Then
he kissed his wife. Melanie smiled despite her sour mood.
"Gee that smells good," Jack commented as he pulled away from his wife. He
looked down at Barbara' s plate of food, inhaled loudly and sighed.
"Thank you," Barbara said.

I
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I

Jack laughed at his wife's genuine gratitude and then noticed his daughter' s full
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plate.

It

"You're not eating?" He asked.
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"Un huh," Melanie shook her head.
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"She's nervous," Barbara explained and after Jack took his daughter's plate and
lill'

began to eat it at the table, beside his wife and across from his daughter, a short
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discussion on stage fright ensued. When that topic dried up, Barbara reintroduced the
discussion she had earHer explored, in a rather one-sided manner, with her daughter.
"I'm really disappointed in you Melanie," Barbara declared. Her fork scraped
noisily against the dinnerware as she mopped up the last remnants of spaghetti.
"There just is no excuse for that kind of behavior. We raised you better than
that."

"I thought we were through with that," Melanie complained.
"Did I miss something?" Jack asked. Melanie's father had vigorously cleared his
plate and was now wiping his mouth and hands with a napkin. Barbara responded
without hesitation.
"Chester stopped by the house this afternoon to drop off a piece of our mail. I
guess that mailman screwed up again."
"Uh huh," Jack nodded. Barbara widened her eyes for emphasis as she continued
to speak.

I
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"Well he told me that be knocked on the door earlier this afternoon," she said
with narrowed eyes, "but no one answered the door. The poor man had to make another
trip over here after I carne home from work." Barbara folded her arms on the table and
gave her daughter a reproachful look.

l
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"I told him that Melanie should have been home at that hour. And do you know
what he said?"
Jack opened his mouth to ask what Chester may have said to her, but like a train
that' s lost its conductor, his wife continued talking at full speed.
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"He told me that she was home. He specifically came over because he saw her

walk up the driveway after school, and he thought he'd be doing us a favor by dropping it
off as soon as possible. Poor man," she continued. "I had to come up with a lame excuse
as to why our daughter did not answer the door." Barbara paused long enough to breathe
and then concluded her story.
"I think Melanie's rudeness might have hurt his feelings, although he tried not to
show it." Barbara looked to her husband for support on the matter as she finished the last
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of her dinner.
Jack's response was to look at his daughter disapprovingly. Melanie, whose face
was turning several shades of red as she listened to her mother criticize her behavior,
immediately took defense.
"It's ok Dad.

Mom lectured me on how cruel I've been," she exclaimed

dramatically.
Jack stood up and gathered the dinner plates.
"Thanks Jack," Barbara said as she stretched in her chair.
"Of course, my dear."
Jack set the plates in the sink and turned on the faucet. He then began washing
methodically the dishes.

I
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"You know Pumpkin," Jack began without looking back at his daughter, "you
should be grateful that you're such a fortunate child."
"I am grateful," Melanie protested.
"Fate handed you a pretty good deck of cards," Jack continued, "not everyone is
as lucky as you have been."
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Barbara, who was massaging the back of her neck, suddenly chimed in.
"And you should have compassion for those who aren't as blessed."
"I don't understand what the big deal is all about," Melanie moaned. "All I did
was not answer the door." She looked back and forth between her parents, and waited for
an answer.
Jack turned off the faucet and started to dry the dishes.
"You were disrespectful Melanie, but worse than that, you injured the poor man's
feelings," Barbara said as she straightened in her chair.
Melanie balled her hands into fists and hid them under the table. She feared she
might scream if her mother used the words poor man again.
"Chester Rodney has had a hard life," Jack said. "He's had to endure hardships
that you can't even imagine. His daughter died in a car accident back in the eighties and

I

his son died in the Vietnam War. Imagine that." He glanced back at his daughter to
make sure he had her attention before returning to the dish load, "losing both of you

I
I

children under such horrible circumstances. What would that feel like? What must that
feel like?"
"That's pretty sad," Melanie said, looking at her mother.
"Yeah it is," Barbara agreed. "It's tragic."
"As if the man hasn't been through enough already," Jack added, "his wife just
died a few years ago."

I

At the mention of Mr. Rodney's wife, Melanie vaguely recollected an image of a
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petite woman with thinning gray hair and slightly sloped shoulders. One day the girl
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stopped seeing the old woman, and before long she forgot about her. That death might
have claimed Mrs. Rodney never occurred to her.
''Now all he has are distant relations," her father said as he wiped his hands dry,
"and I doubt he sees them very much. But," Jack concluded, "aside from all that, he is a
very kind person and he deserves to have that kindness returned to him."
"I get the point," Melanie said and looked down at the table in modest shame.
She relaxed her hands and folded them on her lap.
"Well you haven't done us any harm," Barbara said, standing up. "But we aren' t
the ones whom you' ve offended."
"It wouldn't hurt for you to go next door and apologize," Jack suggested.
Melanie nodded her head but did not say anything.
"I think I'll take a shower now," Barbara said as her husband put the dried dishes
back into the cabinets. "It' s been a long day at work." Then she headed down the hall
towards the bathroom.
Melanie took advantage of the opportunity to escape the dreary conversation
about death and loneliness and walked over to the couch where she had left her
homework spread open on the annrest. She began scribbling away and soon lost herself

1111

in the work. She did not even notice when the shower started running or when her father
sat down next to her and quietly began browsing through his Sports Illustrated. The
gloom she had felt a few minutes before had disappeared, and her anxiety was also
forgotten as she concentrated on perfecting her presentation.
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After uneventfully sifting through half of the pages in the magazine, Jack set it
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aside.
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"Melanie," he said looking up at his daughter. When she seemed not to hear him,
he repeated himself in a louder voice, effectively breaking through her concentration.
Melanie looked up.
"What Dad?" She said distractedly.
"I wasn't trying to make you feel bad Melanie."
"I know," the girl replied.
"I just want you to understand that even if you don't think that your actions
matter, sometimes they can be hurtful. .. even if it' s unintentional."
Melanie remained nonchalant on the matter as if her father's vignette on Mr.
Rodney had not had an effect on her.
"It's ok Dad. I'm not upset or anything."
"Good." Jack smiled.
"Well I hope you learned your lesson then."

Her father returned to his

recreational reading and Melanie resumed work on her school assignment, completely
forgetting about Mr. Rodney and his familial tragedies.

*

*

*

"Well that was a very nice presentation Melanie," Mrs. Josh said and clapped her
hands together enthusiastically.
Melanie gave the teacher a strained smile and nodded her head in appreciation.
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Although she had completed the presentation, her anxiety had not subsided. As she stood
Iill'

before the overwhelming number of students, all she could think about was an eminent
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escape to her desk. Only when she was there, where she could melt into the crowd of
faces and become nothing more than a blur to the teacher, would she feel better.
This intense focus on her was excruciating. Melanie prepared to return to her
seat.
"Wait a minute Melanie," the woman in the beige suit instructed. She held up her
index fmger as she spoke.

Melanie halted in mid-stride, feeling all the more

uncomfortable, as she waited for her teacher to break the suspense.
"How is the title significant in the overall meaning of the story?" Mrs. Josh
asked. Melanie stared silently at her teacher, panic quickly setting in.
"In your opinion," the teacher added softly, smiling at her pupil.
"The title ... ?'' Melanie said hesitantly.
"Yes," the teacher nodded. "Just tell us how you think it pertains to the novel as a
whole."
Melanie could feel the eyes of every student in the room searing into her like the
sun shining through a magnifying lens and scorching a squirming little insect, held
prisoner at the mercy of an unrelenting child' s curiosity.
Melanie stared at the teacher and tried, unsuccessfully, to pretend like the rest of
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the class had disappeared. She took a deep breath. Her mind was a complete blank, but
she plunged ahead anyway, voicing the first thoughts that she could grasp.
"The title of the book," she said hesitantly, ''suggests that it is a sin to harm
something that does nothing but produce beauty in the world."
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"Such as the mockingbird," Mrs. Josh suggested.
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"Yes," Melanie agreed. "The mockingbird does nothing but sing, so to kill one is
terrible."
"Now how does this title tie into the story that Harper Lee presents?"
"A man is misjudged as being something like a monster, when he really has a
kind heart."
"Thank you," Mrs. Josh said pleasantly. "That was a very nice presentation."
She motioned to Melanie's seat. "You may take your seat now."
Melanie walked over to her seat and fmnly planted herself. Her face was hot, but
she was breathing more easily now.

*

*

*

Fall was everywhere. Melanie stepped off the school bus to fmd herself in a
world of reds and yellows. As the bus load of screaming children pulled away, Melanie
stood immobile, turning her head left and right to gaze at the bare trees on either side of
her. Most of the time she was too busy with school or too entertained with her social life
to notice the natural beauty in her neighborhood. Today, she took the time to experience
some of the joys it could afford her juvenile mind. Melanie inhaled a lung-full of fresh

,.

1111

"'

~

crisp air and commenced walking.
Leaves crunched noisily beneath her feet as she strolled down the street. Life was
wonderful. The fact that it was Friday only compounded her feeling of bliss. School was
over for the week and she finally had some free time. She considered the possible ways
that she could spend her weekend. Perhaps she would go bike riding to the park with her
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friend Gloria. Maybe she would make a trip to the mall with her other friend Sharon.
However, as Melanie pondered these enticing thoughts, nature drew her back in.
Five minutes later, a one-story house with green shutters and an even brighter
green front door, came into view. As Melanie walked up the driveway, without a single
negative thought in her head, she kicked at the leaves that covered the concrete and
playfully hit one of the branches of the overhanging maple tree. She skipped up to the
front door and entered the empty house whistling the tune to one of her favorite songs.
While she stood in the kitchen and prepared to make a ham and cheese sandwich
for a late lunch, the phone rang.
"Hey honey," Barbara greeted her daughter.
Melanie stood with the cordless phone tucked between her head and shoulder as
she spread some mayonnaise on a slice of bread. She could hear the bustle of people in
the background; it sounded like a busy day at work.
"Hi Mom," she said cheerily.
"How was school today?" Barbara asked.
"It was ok." Melanie folded a thick layer of ham onto the bread and added a

generous piece of cheese to top it off.
"How did your presentation go?"
"Oh it was terrible!" Melanie exaggerated as she pressed her sandwich together.
Someone in the background made a passing comment to her mother, who must have
waved because she did not say anything.
"It couldn't have been that bad," Barbara chuckled.
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"It was," Melanie insisted as she screwed the lid back onto the jar and placed it

back into the refrigerator.
"I sounded really dumb up there, and then when I thought I was finally done, Mrs.
Josh asked me a question and I didn't know how to answer it."
"Melanie, you could never sound dumb. You're such a smart girl. I'm sure the
teacher was very impressed with what you had to say," Barbara reassured her.
"I'm just glad that it's the weekend already."
"Well I bet you did a great job today, and I'm proud of you," the woman declared.
"Thanks Mom." Melanie took a bite of her sandwich. Someone else was asking
her mother a question. Her mother must have covered up the mouthpiece because her
voice was suddenly muffled. Melanie waited for Barbara come back on the line.
"I've got to go now. I just wanted to check in with you and see how things were
gomg. I have some more work to do, but I'll be home in an hour or so, alright?"
"Ok Mom."
"Don't eat too much. I don't want you to be full when I cook supper tonight."
"Don't worry about me," Melanie said with her mouth full of food. Barbara
laughed.
~
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The atmosphere was so vibrant and the weather so intoxicating that Melanie
decided she wanted to eat what was left of her sandwich outdoors. With her sandwich in
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one hand and a glass of water in the other, she stepped out onto her front porch and took a
t
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seat on the concrete steps. She set the glass down beside her and took another bite of her
sandwich.
The fresh air was exhilarating, and the notion to do her mother' s gardening briefly
crossed her mind. Melanie never cared much for cultivation, but today she yearned for
an excuse to stay outside.
As she was considering this idea, Melanie happened to catch sight of Mr. Rodney
stepping out of his house. The young girl stopped chewing for a moment, but then
resumed eating when she realized that her neighbor had not noticed her as he slowly trod
down the driveway with his old wooden cane. Melanie followed him with a curious eye
as he checked for traffic and then crossed the street.

What can he be doing? Melanie thought to herself and then swallowed. As she
lifted her glass to take a sip of water, her question was answered. Melanie almost choked
as Chester Rodney opened up the Danby's mailbox and sorted through its contents. The
old man quickly shuffled through the various pieces of mail, and having plucked an
envelope out of the pile, returned the remaining items to the box.
With envelope in hand, Mr. Rodney ambled up the walkway and into his house.
Melanie once again followed his every movement until her elderly neighbor disappeared
inside the structure.
"What the .... ," Melanie said aloud as she looked away from the neighbor' s closed
door. She brought the sandwich to her mouth and was just about to take another bite
when she suddenly stopped.
Melanie considered the remark her mother once made regarding how often the
mailman messed up on his route. Mr. Rodney was apt to wind up with a piece of their
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mail two or three times a month. Yet it was rare to find an article of his in their mailbox
more than once a year.
"He must be really lonely," Melanie said and this time genuine sympathy
accompanied her words. The girl took another bite of her sandwich, but she did not enjoy
it as much this time. The air was still invigorating, but Melanie' s mood had diminished.
She thought of the character in the novel that she had just presented to her class and
recalled how she had sympathized with his aloneness.
Melanie chanced another look at her neighbor's door and decided that she hated
herself just a little bit right now. Standing up with determination, she went back inside.
Her friends, she knew, had enough other friends to remain happily preoccupied over the
weekend. None of them would miss her terribly if she had other plans.
Melanie placed her dishes in the sink and changed into some old clothes that she
wore only for dirty chores. She stepped outside then and grabbed the gardening tools
from the shed. Once everything was settled and she was prepared to start work, she
looked at her neighbor's door once more. There was still one thing left to do.
Feeling again as if she was standing in front of her class, Melanie walked through
her yard and knocked on the neighbor's solid white door before her resolution could fail
her. In the next fifteen seconds of silence that followed, the teenager hobbled back and
forth on her feet and played with the belt loops on her pants. When the door creaked
open, she almost jumped in surprise.
There stood Mr. Rodney, slightly bent forward from the advancing years and
looking at her through his thick bifocals.
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"Yes?'' he asked her.

The old man was clearly surprised to find her on his

doorstep.
"Hi Mr. Rodney," Melanie said quickly and then immediately realized that she
was not really nervous after all. Chester Rodney was just a friendly neighbor. He looked
as kind as her own dear grandfather and there was no need to feel any of the discomfort
like she had felt giving a speech before thirty classmates.
"Good afternoon Melanie," he said pleasantly when he recovered from his initial
surprise. "Is there something I can do for you?"
"Well," Melanie looked over her shoulder at the garden and then continued. "I
was going to do some gardening for my mother, and I was wondering if you knew
anything about it."
"Gardening?" Melanie nodded.
"Hmm .. ." Mr. Rodney said looking thoughtful. "My wife was the gardener. She
was amazing that way, she had a real green thumb, but I can't say that I know a single
thing about it."
"Oh," Melanie said.
"I'm sorry I can't be more helpful to you," Mr. Rodney said. He looked as
apologetic as he sounded.
"That' s ok." Melanie replied, feeling like she had failed in her mission.
"It sure is a mighty fine day for gardening though," he added somewhat
embarrassed. This reference to the weather made Melanie smile.
"It sure is Mr. Rodney," she answered enthusiastically. "The nice air is what gave
me the idea in the first place."
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"Any excuse to stay outdoors, eh?" the man asked and Melanie shook her head.
"Well you just enjoy yourself then." Chester was just about to shut the door when
Melanie intervened.
"Mr. Rodney?"
The door froze in place.
"Yes?"
"Would you like to keep me company while I do some gardening? I would love
to have someone to talk to and both of my parents are at work."

Melanie waited

expectantly for an answer.
Mr. Rodney looked at her as though he had never seen her before. Once the
initial surprise over her request abated, he looked up at the sky and gazed around at the
trees lining the street and a pleasant expression crossed his face.
"I think I just might take you up on that offer," the man replied and after grabbing
his cane, they settled down in Melanie' s front yard. Mr. Rodney sat perched on the porch
steps as Melanie worked diligently from her spot on the green earth.
"My my my ... " he commented, "I haven't enjoyed an outdoors activity such as
this in a mighty long time. I used to keep my wife company sometimes as she gardened,
but that seems ages ago." As she plucked the frrst hand full of weeds, she asked her
neighbor a question.
"Mr. Rodney, what is a green thumb?"

"Oh that's just an expression people use for someone who is good with plants and
things."
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"That's interesting," Melanie commented and the two remained there calm and
contented for the entire hour before Barbara came home. During that small capsule of
time, Melanie learned a little about the deceased Rodney children and antique cars.
Enjoying the cool breeze and the idle conversation, the garden progressed so that the vast
majority of the weeds were now uprooted.
Eventually Barbara pulled into the driveway and parked the car. Melanie was too
involved in her own work to notice the startled look on her mother' s face as she threw her
purse over her shoulder and approached them.
" How are you today Mr. Rodney?" she asked the old man, who seemed to appear
especially pleasant this afternoon. Then she cast another quick glance at her daughter,
still unable to believe the view before her.
"Good Barbara.

Thanks for asking.

It's such a wonderful day today," he

commented.
"It sure is," Barbara agreed and nodded.
"How are you?" Mr. Rodney asked in turn.
''Not bad," Barbara replied, "but I'm awfully glad that it' s Friday."
"I remember that feeling," the old man said.
" It's hard to forget, I imagine," Barbara stated. " Well, I' ve got to get a start on
dinner," she announced and then headed for the front door.
" I should probably go too," Mr. Rodney declared and then slowly rose to his feet
with the aid of his cane and also Melanie, who had gotten up to give him a hand.
Barbara's hand stilled on the door handle as she watched her daughter offer Mr. Rodney
and arm for support.

Reflections 63
"Thank you," Mr. Rodney exclaimed, "and I appreciate the invitation as well."
Melanie bent down to gather her mother' s gardening tools.
"I'll probably garden some more tomorrow," she announced as she pulled herself
upright, arms full of the items. "I won't mind if you stop by," she offered.
"That' s mighty nice of you. You' re such a kind, kind, girl." Mr. Rodney smiled
at Barbara, who returned the gesture.
Then Mr. Rodney was retreating back to his abode. Barbara entered her own
house and Melanie returned her items to the shed. She studied the garden on her way
back to the front door and prophesied that it would grow tall and healthy with a little
more of her time and consideration.
When the family of three sat down to dinner that night, Jack and Barbara
discussed the several reasons that they were so proud and lucky to have such a generous
and kindhearted daughter. Melanie blushed at the praise, but although she felt good
about her parent's enthusiasm, she felt even better about her newfound friend. Even
more, she warmed to the idea that the mail should no longer stray from its normal route.

