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In the mornings, before the sun creeps with
rose fingers into her rooms, her hand, pale and slim, reaches out
from under covers and clicks on a bedside lamp. The same hand then
pulls a pair of reading glasses off the bedside table and vanishes
beneath the covers for a moment.


The hand again appears and this time, it
retrieves the book that waits patiently to be lifted, opened and
read. She comes up slowly from beneath the covers, the warmth of a
night’s sleep seeping out and into the room. Her eyes adjust. She
yawns, pulls herself into a seated position, legs crossed, head
bent over the page and begins to read.


After an hour of reading the sun has, by
then, fully entered and made itself comfortable in her room. She
rises, stretches and moves to the kitchen, still carrying the book,
still reading as she walks, her feet knowing the way. The floors
familiar to her tread in the house where she grew up, inherited
when her parents passed and has lived in, worked in, hidden in, for
over twenty-seven years.


In the kitchen her hand moves to kettle,
kettle to sink, water to kettle, kettle to stove, flame to kettle.
She is a woman of ritual and pattern, there is no real need to look
up, pay attention, not just yet. Her morning routine is fixed,
woven into the fiber of her being, this she likes, this she counts
on. When the kettle whistles it is time for the book to be closed,
the page marked with a slim piece of sandalwood, hand carved with
roses and vines. Book marked, page saved, she makes herself a cup
of tea.


Because her mother was English, tea was
important in the house. Emily learned, from an early age, how to
make a proper cup of tea. There were no bags that were dunked, like
the eponymous donut, into a mug of hot water. That would have been
viewed as uncivilized, improper and far too American for her
mother.


Loose tea was spooned gently into a tea ball
which was then dangled in a tea pot, that was filled from the
kettle. The pot lid was replaced, the tea pot was wrapped in a tea
cozy and set aside to steep for the proper amount of time. A cup
with a saucer was placed on the table, milk was poured into the cup
and then the patient wait for the tea to be ready.


While the tea steeped, Emily would then go
into her home office, click on the computer and check for her days
assignments. She had worked from home since she had finished
college and returned to take care of her mother.


Her father had long since left her mother
and, although she was financially set, Emily feared for her
mother’s well being, alone in the house at the far end of the dirt
drive, tucked like a napkin under a chin, at the base of a hill, in
the grove of pines that secluded it from sight. The mailbox was a
ten minute stroll down the long dirt drive. The closest neighbor
was a forty-five minute walk and town was an hour and a half
drive.


Now, with her mother gone, Emily would trek
into town once every two weeks for food, supplies and to take, as
she called it, a humanity bath. For, although she cherished her
seclusion, she did need the presence of others now and then to keep
herself grounded and in touch with reality.


This she had to work at, for this she did
not like. She liked how her mind wandered and flew after days and
weeks of being alone in the house. She liked not hearing any other
voice besides her own, singing in the shower, speaking to herself
in the evening, asking herself what’s for dinner? Surprising
herself with an expulsion of emotion when she read a particularly
good passage in a particularly good book. Telling the television
how silly it was.


All her life she had to put up with other
voices. Voices telling her what to do, how to behave, who to behave
like. As she got older, other voices carried sweet words that
always seemed to curdled into painful lies. Now, because she had
the choice and the means, she remained away from other voices.
Apart from a bimonthly phone call from her boss, it was possible
for Emily to go months without hearing another voice.


This, she was told by her mother, whom she
believed implicitly, would eventually lead to madness. So, Emily
took her trek to town every two weeks, bought her supplies and made
sure she sat in the coffee shop or the diner and listened to
others. She forced herself to rub elbows, make small talk, press
the flesh before she returned to her solitude. Upon her return,
Emily always felt tired and empty. The effort it took to be
present, to listen, to pretend to care about whatever was being
talked about in the shops and the diner, wore her deep into her
bones and she relished the silence that she returned to.


Computer on, assignments checked, she
returned to the kitchen just in time to pour herself the perfect
cup of tea. The morning ritual followed to completion. She then sat
at her desk, in the room that was her mother’s bedroom, which was
now her office, and she went to work. Each morning this pattern was
followed. For four years since her mother had passed, this was the
start of Emily’s day.


On the second day of the third week in the
first month of the fourth year, something changed.


The evening before, as Emily had returned
home from town, she had stopped at the mailbox at the end of the
drive and retrieved its contents. When she got inside, she tossed
the mail on her desk and brought in the supplies. She filled
cabinets, stored paper goods and went on with her evening, not
giving the mail a second thought.


In the morning, as her tea steeped, when she
stepped into her office to click on the computer and start her work
day, she noticed the pile of mail and shuffled through it. Junk
mail, as it is called. Flyers for shops announcing shattering
sales, fliers for classes at the Y, invitations to apply for credit
cards, all things that Emily would toss in the trash and not give a
second thought to. The usual mail that she received.


On that morning though, she found a small
envelope, her name and address printed in a neat hand but no return
address to be found. She turned the envelope over in her hands,
liking the weight of it, the thickness of the paper.


She brought it back into the kitchen with
her, poured her perfect cup of tea, sat down and opened the
envelope. Because she was a great reader and lover of words, she
did not, as some would, pull the last page of the three page letter
out and see who it was from. She sat and read it top to bottom like
she would a novel or a newspaper story. When she had read the
letter all the way through, admiring the sentence structure and the
neat handwriting, she sat back in her chair and pondered the name
at the bottom of the last page.


“Timothy Canter,” she said out loud, rolling
the name over in her mouth, trying to figure out who this person
was. “How do I know you, Timothy,” she asked the letter and then,
she set about reading it again.


The neatly written letter spoke of days in
St. Margaret’s Elementary school. It alluded to a childhood crush,
classrooms occupied by the writer and herself. The feeling that she
never noticed him. An assurance that he never forgot her. The
writer told her that he had recently looked her up on Google,
something Emily hated. The fact that anyone, anywhere, at any time,
could punch her name into their computer and come up with her
address, her phone number, made her shake with anger.


At least, she thought, he had the decency to
write and not call her and jabber on for hours. After a third read,
Emily decided it was a fine letter. Timothy had wished her well,
said kind things he had remembered about her. Although he had
obviously been smitten by her, he didn’t dwell on that in a
sickening, sentimental way. She sipped her tea and tried her best
to recall who this boy was. She couldn’t and, after fifteen minutes
of trying, she slipped the letter back in its envelope and started
her day.


***


Two days later, another letter arrived. Same
style of envelope, same weight. This time, along with a letter,
there was a small photograph of Timothy from grade school. She
immediately remembered him. His curly red hair, his slim, almost
expressionless face. She could see him now, sitting in the back of
the class, quiet, listening, drawing no attention to himself. She
remembered that he said good morning to her every day. A simple
greeting he gave to her but no one else.


Yes, she thought, I remember you Timothy,
you were a decent boy. On the last page of this letter there was a
return address, a P.O. Box number and a zip code that she didn’t
find familiar. She pondered this letter as she sipped her morning
tea and decided, when she was done working, that she would write
him back.


She sent him a short note, thanking him for
his letters, admitting that, at first, she did not recall him but,
upon seeing his picture, she remembered him as a nice boy who
always said good morning to her. She wished him well and hoped all
was good in his life. She wandered down the dirt drive that
evening, placed the letter in the mailbox and raised the flag.


She lingered at the mailbox and wondered if
he would write again. He had a pleasing style and she loved getting
letters. Real letters, not emails. Emails were cold and mechanical.
Letters, written by hand on good paper, were special to her. Her
mother would send her letters when she was in college and Emily
looked forward to each one. She patted the top of the mail box and
strolled back to
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