VANESSA

David L. Howells

Protea Publishing

ATLANTA
 2001 David L. Howells, all rights reserved.

This is a work of fiction and any resemblance of the characters to real persons living or dead is coincidental.

Title: VANESSA

Author: David L. Howells

Publisher: Protea Publishing


Atlanta, Georgia, USA


email: kaolink@msn.com


website: www.proteapublishing.com

ISBN 1-883797-07-2

Library of Congress Catalog Card Number:

First Edition

FORWARD

Atlanta, Georgia, was captured in September of 1864 by Union forces.  In a move that earned him the most notable split of military admiration and revilement since the English and French differed in opinion concerning Joan of Arc, William Tecumseh Sherman abandoned his regular lines of supply and prepared to embark on his ‘March to the Sea’, setting his sights on Savannah.  His army was made up of 60,000 infantry and 5,500 cavalry.  General Sherman severed his connections to supply on November 12th, 1864.  On the 14th and 15th, he set about the burning of Atlanta.  On the second day, at Atlanta, he stated ‘I can make Georgia howl’ and set off for the sea cutting a swath of destruction 60 miles wide, burning mostly what they didn’t take for sustenance.  

Orders were given by General Sherman to send out foragers who were to take what supplies the Army needed, but not to enter homes or damage private property.  Some men were willing to disobey those orders.  Some officers were willing to look the other way, often for a cut of what was stolen.  These men were given the name: ‘bummers’.


I 
TAPS

The foraging party of the Third Division of XX Corps sat on their frozen mounts, in the gathering darkness that belied the fact that it should still be daylight.  Soon it would be so black that you couldn’t see your hand in front of your face.  There would be no moon or stars to give light, as it was every night for a century and a half.  Private Elijah Cooper looked to the heaven of gathering pitch and prayed for forgiveness for himself and his fifty-two comrades.  Another in that party, separated from the others, seethed within his madness, swearing revenge would surely be his tomorrow.

That evening, far to the north, Barbara Meissner was a student at RPI in Troy, New York.  The hour was getting late for most people, but she had a long way to go before turning in.  Keeping a grade average above 3.7 meant late hours, little sleep, and almost no social life.  She leaned back and took in the smells and sounds of a student’s dormitory nightlife.  Coffee, pizza, perfume and beer were the traditional aromatic essences in a woman’s dormitory, trading individual intensities and dominance according to the time of day, and which day of the week it was.  

Since it was a Tuesday night, the smell of coffee led the pack and sounds were low key…except for Barbie Babe.  Most female dorms had one, but this one really took the biscuit, as her great grandmother used to say.  Melissa Banks was Barbie’s real name, the one most people used to her face.  She had an unfair share of looks and her parents were mega-wealthy.  Added to that, she had her hooks into Allen Hawthorn.  Barbara sighed.  “You think a Barbie would be happy, but nooooo.”  The sounds from the room beyond her wall confirmed that thought.  So, Barbara Meissner took a study break and launched a gossip information recon.  RPI was a technical college, but she chose a decidedly low-tech glass and placed it against the wall and settled her ear to the other side of it.  Barbie lore was always good at the breakfast table for laughs with her friends.

“This bites Allen, it really bites!  This is mega-unfair of your mother!  I had things all planned out.  You’ll just have to call her and tell her to delay the meeting till next week.  That’s not asking too much, is it?  I’m going to look real foolish if you bail now!”

“Melissa, I’m really sorry.  I feel bad enough about it already, so cut me some slack, will you?   I’ll make it up to you, I promise, as soon as I get back.  This isn’t going to take long, but I have to go.  I gave my word and Mom is counting on me to keep it.  Like I told you, this meeting is tied into the funds that keep me here in RPI.  What good would attending my birthday party be, if it meant I couldn’t be here next semester because I’m out humping jobs to pay for the semester after that?  And I’ve got to hang there if I accept some kind of offer my benefactor is proposing till Monday.”

“Fine, FINE, leave already!  Your mind is made up and there’s nothing I can do about it.  Just don’t think I’m going to hang around the phone waiting for your call!”

That was uncalled for, and kind of dumb, he thought.  Melissa wouldn’t be waiting by the phone because she had her SatCom with her 24 hours, either in her purse or hooked on a belt clip.  Still, he got the hint.  Maybe it was just as well, for Allen didn’t feel much like talking to her anymore, at least for the time being.  Things had been tense, lately.  Melissa seemed so pre-occupied with things social, which meant little to him.  

Sometimes, they were a perfect match.  Other times, she was from Mars…or was that Venus?  He might have been able to break it off (he’d thought of doing that once or twice a week), if she wasn’t so damn attractive.  Allen Hawthorn left Melissa’s dormitory and stopped outside to look at the stars.  His mother used to show them to him, when he was little, teaching him the constellations and how to tell a planet from a satellite from a star.

Rachel Hawthorn Gladstone sat in the dark at her dining room table, looking through the bay window at the stars.  The re-heated coffee warmed the memories stirred by the sight of Pleiades.  It was her favorite constellation, also called the ‘Seven Sisters’.  It was a small star grouping that actually consisted of many more than seven, but only seven were visible to those who had named the cluster so long ago.  She thought, “Isn’t that the way of things?  Things are always more complex than they seem on the surface.”  

A letter sat on the antique cherry wood table.  She wasn’t extravagant, but what she had, she made sure was worth having.  Her son had picked up on that quirk…what her husband, Frank, called the Hawthorn vanity gene.  It was just as well that he was out with the kids at a charity baroque concert, for she really didn’t want to deal with him right now.  Who gave charity concerts with baroque music, anyway?  

Her terry cloth house-robe was another familiar touchstone from the past, like the ‘Super Mom’ cup Allen had given her for Christmas twelve years ago.   She took her coffee and the letter, walked over to the living room to her favorite reading chair and read it, again.

‘Dear Mrs. Gladstone:  Your son, Allen Hawthorn, will reach his 21st birthday on Wednesday, September 26th of this year, 2047.  According to our agreement, his benefactor will be afforded a private meeting with Allen for no less than two hours.  You will be provided with a live video stream of the meeting (no sound) as a token of his good intentions.    

‘The identity of my employer will only be revealed to Allen at that time.  You and Allen both have the right to halt the meeting, temporarily, if either of you feel the need.  My employer and your son may continue their conversation after the two hours only with the full agreement from all parties.  Regardless, Allen’s college tuition assistance will continue until he will be graduated with no more than six years of full time attendance.  All of this is in your copy of the signed agreement reached after the unfortunate demise of your husband, Mr. Carl Hawthorn.  

‘The research on Allen’s paternal family tree must be brought with you on standard mini-disc format.  This must be complete and reach back four generations.  Pictures of each ancestor are recommended but not required.  You have already informed me that this has been achieved and we thank you for your efforts.

‘Also, recall that your husband, Frank Gladstone, and the children from his previous marriage, are not to be in attendance.

‘If Allen agrees to terms proposed by my employer, he must be prepared to make himself available for an excursion that will last until Sunday, September 30th of this year.  All expenses and arrangements will be arranged and taken care of by me.

‘Be assured my employer has Allen’s best interests at heart and that this meeting will represent a marvelous opportunity for his personal advancement.  I look forward to meeting the two of you personally.    Gustav Mendelssohn, P.C.   September 17th, 2047.’

Tomorrow was the meeting she had agreed to fourteen years ago.  She had no more clue to what it was all about now than she did back then.  The proceeds from Carl’s life insurance and shares of stock in the company he spent half his waking hours had paid off the house and other debts, with a reasonable sum left over that she had invested most of.  The rest, along with what she made part time, gave them comfort, but school tuition went up every year.  Allen’s two scholarships also helped, giving her son the opportunity to invest some of the funds Mr. Mendelssohn sent into things like a reliable vehicle and a PC that was the envy of all but the snootiest of classmates; she laughed to think that most of them didn’t know what to do with their status symbols other than to download games and naughty pictures, probably.

Frank had his own children to plan college assistance for.  He would have helped with Allen’s, but it wasn’t necessary.  That likely saved a few squabbles on finances and responsibility.  There were enough things to squabble about already.  Yet, with all that, what really nagged her was that her consuming curiosity might never be satisfied as to the identity of their mysterious benefactor.  

Not that she wasn’t grateful.  When Carl died in that awful accident, her world fell apart.  Allen was only four then and hardly remembers his father now, but she could recall holding him for nights on end.  She remembered Allen’s unanswerable questions about when Daddy was going to come home, and that brought up the soft ache in her heart any thoughts of that time would bring.  Frank had suggested she see a psychoanalyst to get her feelings out in the open.  Maybe it would help her feel better, but she didn’t all that much want to feel better.  Why was it that men tried to help, when it wasn’t help that a woman was looking for?  Just a strong shoulder and some sympathy.  That wasn’t too much to ask, was it?

Well, a two-hour chat for the person who anonymously stepped up and took care of everything from tuition to funeral arrangements is not too much to ask.  She went to the ultrawave to heat up her coffee, again.  “(Sigh) But who could it be?”


