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Belinda Collins is a storyteller who enjoys writing essays and stories that evaluate real-life and highlight perseverance, character, and inspiration. Her work often focuses on everyday situations wherein people overcome difficult circumstances and discover that determination and understanding can lead to extraordinary outcomes.

Through her writing, she hopes to inspire readers—especially young people—to believe that their beginnings do not limit their future.

Mr. Waterford: A Short Story of a Long Life reflects her passion for stories that encourage readers to dream big and pursue their goals with courage.

Instead of looking back on "What if?", Mr. Waterford's story encourages readers to look forward on "Let's do it!"
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Mr. Waterford
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Upon his arrival, Mr. Waterford reluctantly moved into his new long-term housing, but he was captivated by a piece of art on the lobby wall.  The art was a framed vintage print meant to evoke a glimmer of memory for many residents with memory issues; Mr. Waterford was not one of those people. He chose to move here to ensure that his estate would go where he wanted it to, not where a random county judge might determine.
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The print that grabbed Mr. Waterford’s attention was of “Mrs. Snyder’s Candy Shop: Chicago, Illinois (1925)” by Hedrick-Belssing. Immediately, his mouth began to water.  His memory (which had no issues whatsoever) began to flood with vivid recollections of the last Christmas he saw his mother, Edith, when he was five. He remembered that the Snyder Confectionery slogan was something like “I can’t make all the candy, so I’ll make the best.” and, wow, was that ever true. 

That Christmas, each of the seven siblings in his family got their stockings filled to the rim with goodies.  His stocking contained an orange, 2 pairs of new socks, a spinning top, a pocket-sized notebook, and Mrs. Snyder’s Thin Mints. He knew this package of thin mints was special because his mom would either have to travel into Chicago from Naperville, at least an hour by train, or have them delivered, which meant pre-planning and hiding. With his mom’s sickness, either was a struggle. Even now, 90 years later, Mr. Waterford remembered nearly crying, thinking how much his mother loved him to get that box of Mrs. Snyder’s Thin Mints cookies.  But, those cookies! Mr. Waterford remembered that they were the crispiest and crumbliest cookies he had ever tasted in his whole five years of life. He remembered the smell of the dark chocolate and mint mixed with a fresh, but decadent aroma that exploded when he took the first bite.  He knew Mrs. Snyder succeeded when she said she would make the best candy. 
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Just a few weeks later, Mr. Waterford’s mom left him. The cancer ravaged her, but she never let on. She was so strong. He knew it even as a five-year-old that he would be hard-pressed to ever see or know another woman as strong as his mother: that included his sisters.  After she left in February, the only things he had were the memory of her forehead kisses and hugs, and her constant reminder to him that he was the brightest boy she’d ever known, and she knew he would do great things. He never heard her tell his six brothers and sisters they would do great things, although he was sure she did, in private. 

*****
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After his mom passed away, his dad became a shell of a man who went through the motions as needed. His dad never again smiled or showed a light in his eyes, but he did the best he could for the family.  In 1926, corn and soybeans were the best crops to offer in Chicago, and although that was the primary crop on their land, his dad only did what was needed to survive, nothing more. All the kids could tell, too.  By the next Christmas, the whole family had dismantled and gone their separate ways. 
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Mr. Waterford was the seventh of seven children. His siblings were Thomas, who was twenty-one and just one year younger, and the oldest sister, Judith. Next in line were Ray and Joe, who were eighteen and seventeen, respectively. Edwina was the other, and the youngest sister. She was fifteen when Mr. Waterford was five. Then, just before Mr. Waterford was his slightly older brother Gene, who was eight.  Mr. Waterford did not know Thomas, Judith, Ray, or Joe very well since they had moved, married, or joined the military as soon as they were legally allowed, except for Joe. Joe took a job in the construction industry and fell from a crane and died while erecting one of the first high-rise towers, the Chicago Tribune Tower, in Chicago. That left Edwina at home with Gene and Mr. Waterford. Edwina became a stand-in mother figure by default once his dad became uninterested.  Mr. Waterford always knew that Edwina was nearly as disinterested as their dad in helping raise Mr. Waterford.  
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At six, Mr. Waterford went to school. He started the school year with plans to finish. Although he was a gifted student, his father decided it would be better to hire him out to a neighboring farmer to bring in some extra money. So, while Edwina went to school and started a husband search, Mr. Waterford and Gene started to work for the Wagner family in Glenview. 

Mr. Waterford was lost in this memory conjured by the Snyder cookies when he heard his name repeated. 

“Mr. Waterford. Mr. Waterford.” A voice from behind him said.

“Yes?” replied Mr. Waterford.

“Your room is ready, Sir. Are you ready to move in?” said his nurse. 

His nurse was a burly man of about 6’2”, with very dark skin and a closely shaved afro. He must have weighed about 200 pounds, but it was all muscle. Mr. Waterford knew that he was here to help with those unruly residents who might have fits or refuse medications or simply not be able to move and amble well. Mr. Waterford was a logical and compliant gentleman who only took one pill each day for high blood pressure, so he felt sure he would not need to be manhandled by Big Mike (Mr. Waterford named him “Big Mike” since his name was Mike, and, well, he was very big.) But, he thought to himself with a grin, it might be a hoot to watch some other crotchety ole’ fool try to beat Big Mike in a tussle.

Mr. Waterford and Big Mike went to his room with his bags, and he settled in. The room was a small suite which contained a small, efficient kitchenette that offered a microwave, sink, and coffee-pot (he guessed the lack of a stove was for the safety of the aforementioned memory-impaired guests), a screened patio with a two-seater table, an on suite bath that opened to the bedroom and a small living area which consisted of a flat screen television, a recliner, a sofa, and a coffee table. It reminded him of nice, but not fancy, hotels where he stayed during his professional career. It was fine. It would do.
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In the living area was a small desk stocked with a memo pad, pen, mechanical pencil, and a calendar. Appropriately, the calendar was of antique tractors (he chuckled and thought the decor harkening to the “old days” was beginning to be obtuse). Nevertheless, he thumbed through the calendar and saw a standard “D” model John Deere. He heard the gears as plain as day. 
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They ground as he moved through Mr. Wagner’s farmland, tilling soil for corn and hay. He remembered Mr. Thomas Wagner and the impact he had. He was a wonderful man, and he took Mr. Waterford under his wing from the moment of his arrival. Gene did not get along so well. Gene ran away as soon as their father dropped them off at Wagner Farms.  The last Mr. Waterford heard, Gene had become a terror in the city streets and eventually landed in jail several times, and was stabbed and killed by the time he was twelve.  Mr. Waterford was different; he loved working for Mr. Wagner. He lived in the crop-hand houses, ate breakfast every morning, had a warm fire in the winter, ate full meals, played in dirt and with engines every day, and he was paid a meager, but appreciated, salary.  What more could a little boy want?  
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As he worked the farm, he saw his father and Edwina less and less. Edwina was married by the time she was eighteen. His dad died a few years later.  Mr. Waterford went to the funeral, where he met Edwina’s husband, Calvin.  

*****
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Calvin was an abusive drunk. He did, however, keenly notice that Mr. Waterford was a hard worker, and he had a few dollars in his pocket.  Calvin quickly tried to extort Mr. Waterford’s money by insisting that he live with him and Edwina since it “was only proper for a young boy to live with family,” and not on a farm as a field hand.  Quickly, though, as each paycheck arrived, Calvin needed “help” with expenses. One night, Calvin came in and reeked of cheap booze. He was belligerent. He was yelling and knocking over tables when he saw Edwina and Mr. Waterford sitting in the kitchen, drinking warm milk before bed.  Calvin walked up to Edwina and began yelling obscenities at her, telling her she was worthless and disgusting.  When Mr. Waterford started to protest, Calvin slapped his face, knocking him to the ground.
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Next, Calvin riffled through Mr. Waterford’s coat pockets (which hung on the hook by the door) and took all of
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