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“Sculptured wallpaper!”  Ardis Collier exclaimed excitedly. “The latest thing for wall coverings 

is sculptured wallpaper!”  

The fiftyish and well-preserved Mrs. Collier was having lunch with her best friend of many years, 

Carmen, at a trendy bistro in a very fashionable part of San Francisco. The bistro was in the same 

fashionable retail neighborhood where Mrs. Collier kept her small interior design shop, which she called 

Statement Interiors. 

Mrs. Collier had a book of sculptured wallpaper samples that she shared with Carmen.  

“This is the one I’m planning for my breakfast room,” she said, flipping to one of the sample 

pages. “It’s called The Green Man. It’s based on an iron door knocker from an ancient church in Wales. 

I’m ordering it from a very exclusive firm in London.”  

The sample square was of a thick heavy wall paper, stamped with a sculptured pattern of two-

dimensional figures. The pattern featured a very detailed and sculpted face of an imp, surrounded by a 

crown and beard of stylized oak leaves; the face was  repeated in alternating diagonal rows with rows of 

sculpted oak leaves.  

 “Oh, it’s so unusual! No one will have anything like it. And will go so perfectly in your 

Victorian flat. So amazing how they have stamped and cut the paper to show such detail.”  

“Yes, isn’t it,” said Mrs. Collier, with a satisfied little flourish. “I suppose it’s all done on the 

computer these days. It’s paintable, too.  After it’s pasted up, I’m going to have it painted a lovely shade 

of sage green.”  

“Oh, that will look fantastic,” said Carmen, with a touch of envy. “You’ve always had such 

wonderful taste.”  

“I’m going to add a lot of hanging plants and potted plants in the breakfast room to continue the 

forest-y theme.”   
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“Plants? You? Oh, Ardis we’ve been down this road before. You’ve never been able to keep your 

house plants alive!” 

Mrs. Collier laughed a tinkling, slightly affected little laugh. “Oh, that’s true enough! I’ve got a 

brown thumb. But this time I’m going to really, really, really try to water them every day and give them 

plant food and everything. The wallpaper has inspired me!” 

“It’ll be lovely,” said Carmen, with just a hint of doubtfulness. “Just lovely.”  

# # # 

Mrs. Collier lived in the top flat of a wooden-sided Victorian house in a very elite and fashionable 

part of San Francisco. Like many of its kind, the house had high cement steps leading up to the front entry 

way from the street, with basement rooms below. Outside, the house was covered in carved wooden 

scrolls, cornices, and fish scales, each carefully painted in a different complementary color, creating what 

is called a “painted lady” in the local language of the city.  

Mrs. Collier had been left the house by her late husband, Howard, a finance man. She lived in the 

top flat and had converted the basement rooms to an apartment that was rented by Mr. Bigby, a fussy 

retiree in his middle 60s, who lived there with his Jack Russell terrier, Miss Puffles, a creature with a 

sharp, aggressive bark that could be heard often in Mrs. Collier’s flat above.  

Mrs. Collier had a pet also: an aged  Hyacinth Blue Macaw from South America named Polly, 

who lived in a high cage in a corner of the same breakfast room that was in line  to be spiffed up with the 

sculptured wallpaper from London.  Polly could speak when it suited her, in a random grouping of sounds 

and words that made no sense to outsiders.   Occasionally, she would bark out a fairly good imitation of 

Miss Puffles; sometimes she would call out “One-Two-Three-Four” in imitation of the exercise DVD that 

Mrs. Collier faithfully followed three days per week; and sometimes, somewhat painfully for Mrs. 

Collier, she would imitate Howard,  usually calling for the mail or “Ardis,  where’s the Burberry 

raincoat?” But it had been almost two years since Howard passed on, and gradually, Polly’s unfortunate 

Howard impersonations  were becoming increasingly infrequent, much to Mrs. Collier’s relief.  

When the special wallpaper finally arrived from London and applied to the walls of the breakfast 

room, and painted the special antique sage green that Mrs. Collier had personally picked out from a 

hundred similar shades, she stood and admired the affect for a good long while, quite pleased with herself.    

To be fair, the impish faces of The Green Man did give her something of a start once they were 

all lined up and seemingly staring out with a hundred pairs of identical eyes.  She even fancied that she 
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saw one of The Green Men wink at her; this was the one which had pride of place on the slip of wall 

above the door to the laundry room, the door she faced directly when sitting in her accustomed seat at the 

breakfast table. 

  Of course, she told herself, it was all a silly illusion, but it couldn’t be denied that the newly 

wallpapered breakfast room now exuded an air of verdant restfulness that hadn’t existed in the past. 

Feeling slightly giddy, she paged through a nursery catalogue and chose the house plants she would buy 

to complete her vision for the room: a large ficus tree; a hanging spider plant or two; a stately Boston 

fern; several pots of miniature variegated ivy; and a potted topiary tree, shaped and pruned into three dark 

green leafy balls on a single tall trunk.  

She decided that she could reuse a few of the good pots from the houseplants that had died long 

ago from her habitual neglect. These she kept lined up on the wooden deck outside the breakfast room; 

the deck led to a long flight of rickety stairs, downward past the back side of Mr. Bigby’s apartment, and 

into a small, fenced, sunken garden. Jokingly, Mrs. Collier sometimes called the deck, with its many pots 

of dead plant material, “The Graveyard of The Dead Houseplants.”  

She retrieved several of the handsomest of the pots from the deck, and set them inside the 

breakfast room, on the sill under the big picture window that looked down into the sunken garden.  

 “It all still smells like new paint here, but I’ll  have Carmen and Mr. Bigby over for tea when the 

odor fades and all the plants are in place,” she thought, with a sense of satisfaction that just missed being 

smug.  

 What a comfortable life she had, she thought, here in this charming house in this charming city in 

a most fashionable and charming neighborhood.  She didn’t really have to work at the shop; she’d kept 

her decorators license current mainly for discounts from the more fashionable furnishingsmerchants; she 

only went to her shop near Union Street for six hours a day, three days a week, and took on at most one 

decorating  job a month.  

Howard had left her with a paid-off mortgage, a good pension and plenty of blue-chip 

investments. It was a very satisfying and comfortable life, all and all, if sometimes a bit too settled and 

familiar.  But Mrs. Collier had a remedy for that; when things started to feel too settled and familiar, she 

redecorated some room of her flat, or bought a new  suit or dress, or three or four new pairs of shoes. All 

very fashionable and “the latest things,” of course.  
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 She thought she saw The Green Man race over the laundry room door wink at her again, and this 

time, she smiled and winked back, just in case. Then she fed Polly a treat, turned out the light in the 

breakfast room, and went to bed to read.  

# # # 

The next morning, Mrs, Collier set the teakettle on the stove and retrieved the morning newspaper 

from the front steps. Opening the front door had set Miss Puffles off and she was barking in her fierce and 

sharpish way; Mrs. Collier could hear Mr. Bigby telling her to be quiet in a loud, annoyed voice. She 

decided to have toast for breakfast with the imported marmalade from Spain, the imported English 

Breakfast tea.  and the imported Danish creamery butter.  

O Gwyrdd Dyn Cadwa fi'n agos at dy gallon… 

“What on earth is that?” thought Mrs. Collier, nearly dropping the hot teakettle. A strange 

voice seemed to be coming from the breakfast room. Polly, she realized, Polly has learned 

something new to say. But Mrs. Collier couldn’t for the life of herself figure out what it was.  

She rushed to the breakfast room and pulled away the throw that shielded Polly’s cage at 

night. “Where did you learn that language Polly? It’s a very strange one—I certainly don’t 

recognize it at all.”  

But of course Polly had no answer. Instead, she regarded Mrs. Collier with a suspicious 

glint in her beady parrot eye and barked several times like Miss Puffles.  

“Oh you reprehensible creature!” she scolded Polly fondly, and went back to setting out 

her breakfast things. When she sat down to her toast and marmalade, she looked at the sill under 

the big picture window and noticed, with a start, that there were healthy green shoots springing 

up from the pots she had retrieved the day before from The Graveyard of the Dead Houseplants.  

“Oh heavens!” she cried, springing up to examine them all more closely. “How did that 

happen? Most of those plants have been dead for more than a year.”  

But dead for long or no, it couldn’t be denied that the plants were growing back now.  

O Gwyrdd Dyn Cadwa fi'n agos at dy gallon croaked Polly again.  
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“What is it?” thought Mrs. Collier. And this time she felt a little bit of a chill, although it 

was a sunny morning. “It’s so strange.” It occurred to her that perhaps Mr. Bigby was learning a 

new language and had been playing the tapes loudly when she was at the shop—loud enough for 

Polly to hear them. The poor man was hard of hearing.  

That must be it, she thought. She would ask Mr. Bigby about it the next time she saw 

him.  

# # # 

Mrs. Collier had taken to spending a lot of her free time in the breakfast room once the new paint 

smell had faded.  The plants in the room continued to grow at an amazingly accelerated pace, whether 

Mrs. Collier remembered to water them or not. She brought more pots in from The Graveyard of the Dead 

Houseplants and they, too, started to grow, to Mrs. Collier’s amazement. The breakfast room, she 

thought, was beginning to look like one of the glass rooms in the San Francisco Conservatory of exotic 

plants and flowers.  

She’d decided to move Polly and her cage to give the plants more room to spread out. So Polly 

was moved to the front room and given a place in front of the big bay window. After a while, she noticed, 

with relief, that Polly no longer repeated anything in the strange language.  

Polly returned, instead, to squawking out her impersonations of the gruff comments of the late 

Howard, the cheerful exhortations of the exercise lady from the DVD, and the short, sharp barking of 

Miss Puffles.  

As she had planned, Mrs. Collier invited Mr. Bigby and Carmen to tea to celebrate the “new 

look” of  her breakfast room. Mr. Bigby brought Miss Puffles, as Mrs. Collier had suspected he would do, 

but Miss Puffles would not go into the breakfast room and stayed out in the living room with Polly.  

As for Carmen, she was clearly astounded at the virtual greenhouse of growing, healthy plants; 

the variegated ivy trailing all over the window sill and the walls and the hanging spider plants bursting 

with hundreds of new plant sprigs, hanging begonias with a colorful profusion of blossoms, and the 

stately potted ferns grown so tall they reached above Carmen’s knees.  

“You’ve definitely overcome your brown thumb Ardis!” exclaimed Carmen delightedly. 

“Everything looks just wonderful.”  
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“The new wall paper is so quaint and charmingly Victorian,” added Mr. Bigby, closely examining 

The Green Man face that was nearest to where he was standing. “What does the face symbolize?” 

“It’s an ancient Celtic diety,” said Mrs. Collier. “I looked it up online. It’s called The Green Man 

or Jack O’ the Green or by the old Celtic name, Cernunnus.  It lives in the forest and sort of, looks after 

the trees and umm, does other forest-y stuff. It’s a very popular motif in some parts of England and 

Wales.”  

“Ah, of course, an ancient Celtic diety!” tittered Mr. Bigby. “No wonder Miss Puffles is avoiding 

the room.” 

“And I just noticed you moved Polly,” said Carmen.  

“Yes, she was getting rather melancholy in here by herself,” said Mrs. Collier. “I thought she 

needed a change of scenery, so I moved her to the front window where she can watch people walking by. 

Oh that reminds me, Mr. Bigby, have you been learning a new language?” 

“Goodness, no!” said Mr. Bigby. “I’m so old I can barely remember how to speak English at 

times. Why do you ask?” 

“I thought you might have been listening to language tapes while I was out at the shop. Polly was 

repeating what sounded like foreign words before I moved her.”  

“T’wasn’t me,” said Mr. Bigby. “Could have been something she heard from the TV while you 

weren’t paying attention.” 

“Yes, that may be it,” said Mrs. Collier, but deep inside she wasn’t at all sure about it. She kept 

turning over in her mind the offhand statement that Mr. Bigby had made about Miss Puffles not wanting 

to come into the breakfast room.  

“Oh, Ardis, you must give me some cuttings from your wonderful plants before I go,” said 

Carmen, when it was time for her and Mr. Bigby to leave. “Otherwise, they will take over your whole 

breakfast room, at the rate they are growing.”  

“Oh, of course,” said Ardis Collier, shaking herself out of her reverie about Miss Puffles. “There 

are new spider spurs all over the spider plants, and I can give you some of the begonias as well. They are 

very easy to root.”  

Mrs. Collier retrieved her garden shears and set to work paring off  plant cuttings for Carmen.  
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Snip. Snip. Snip 

Shortly, she became aware of a strange feeling that she was doing something very wrong. It was 

as if the plants themselves were crying out in pain, demanding that she’d stop cutting off their digits and 

limbs. It even seemed as if the breakfast room had darkened significantly, although outside, the garden 

below the big picture window remained sunny and inviting.  

Snip. Snip. Snip.  

Mrs. Collier hurried through the chore, getting a selection of nice cuttings and then stowing them 

away in a moistened zip-lock plastic freezer bag for Carmen to take home.  

Carmen and Mr. Bigby—all of the sudden, they both seemed to her as if they had become as dark 

and gloomy as the breakfast room. They looked nervous and anxious in manner; and they both seemed as 

if they were trying to hide it.  

“Oh, thank-you so much, Ardis dear,” said Carmen, taking the zip-lock freezer bag full of 

cuttings. “I’ll root them in water as soon as possible when I get them home. It’s been lovely, the tea and 

everything—and the room looks. . .wonderful.” 

 It seemed as if Carmen had struggled to find that last word and Mrs. Collier picked up on the 

nuance anxiously.  

“What’s the matter with them?”  she thought. “We were all so jolly and then suddenly everything 

changed.” Aloud she said:  “Oh, you’re quite welcome, Carmen,” and then proffered herself for a peck on 

the cheek and a hug good-bye. 

“I must be going as well,” said Mr. Bigby. “I think Miss Puffles needs her afternoon walk, or she 

will get very cranky indeed.”  

From the living room, everyone could hear Miss Puffles barking at something periodically, and 

Polly joining her with her own imitative barking. It would have been amusing if it weren’t for the strange 

pall that had grown over the formerly cheerful little tea party.  

After they left, Mrs. Collier checked on Polly and then started to clear up the tea things from the 

breakfast room. She caught site of The Green Man’s face over the laundry room doorway and imagined 

that she saw it scowling at her, in an almost angry way. Then she noticed that all of the other Green Men 

on the embossed wall paper seemed to be scowling at her also, and the random oak leaves looked as if 

they were waving about in an almost sinister, accusatory way.  
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Mrs. Collier cleaned up the tea things, took them to the kitchen, and washed the plates, saucers, 

and cups as quickly as she could, and put away all the tea-bags and sugar cubes and lemons. She put 

away, with a bit of a sigh, a box of gourmet doggy treats that she had bought especially for Miss Puffles, 

which the terrier had declined with a nervous sniff.  

She spent the rest of the day in her room reading, and turned out the lights early. She seemed to 

need a lot of sleep recently; she felt very tired and groggy—as if throwing a very small tea party, no 

different than a hundred she’d done before, had exhausted all of her energy. 

“I’m sure I’ll feel better tomorrow,” she thought, nodding off to sleep before nine o’clock in the 

evening. “Maybe a cold is coming on.”  

# # # 

The next day, everything did indeed seem much better, and Mrs. Collier called Carmen to arrange 

a shoe shopping trip downtown.  

“I hear the new rounded-toe shoes are in at SF Bloomingdale’s,” she said, and Carmen, who 

loved stylish shoes even more than she loved stylish clothes, agreed happily.  

“It’ll be good for you to get out of the house,” she said. “You’ve been spending so much time 

inside with the redecorating and all.”  

“Yes, indeed,” said Mrs. Collier. “It will be good to get out.”  

They met in the shoe department and spent a good hour and a half trying on the new styles—at 

least a dozen pairs each.  But at the end of it, Carmen had purchased two very fashionable and expensive 

pairs of the new rounded-toe shoes, and Mrs. Collier had purchased none of them.  

“I don’t know why you didn’t buy those gorgeous mock crocodile pumps, Ardis,” Carmen said, 

as the two women seated themselves in the store’s busy café and ordered tea and a snack. “They would 

have gone so well with so many of your outfits. And the matching bag, too.”  

“I don’t know why either,” said Mrs. Collier. “I guess at the last minute, it just seemed like such a 

waste of the earth’s resources. I’ve already got a closet full of shoes that are hardly worn out, and the ones 

that are a bit shabby can be easily repaired.” 

“True,” said Carmen. “But frankly, your shoe wardrobe could use a little updating. Pointy-toed 

pumps are on their way out—best to get out in front of the trend while you can.”  
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“I suppose so,” said Mrs. Collier, diffidently. “It’s just that I seem to have gone ‘off’ of fashion 

for a while—I don’t know why! Doesn’t fashion seem to you to be a bit on the cruel side? I mean, isn’t it 

a way to get over on someone? ‘See, look at me! I’ve got this wonderful new thing and you don’t.’ We 

even acknowledge it when we talk about ‘statement’ jewelry and ‘statement’ furniture and ‘statement 

shoes.’ Not a very nice motivation underneath it all, is there?” 

“Well, that’s not the way I see it,” said Carmen, who, by her manner, seemed deeply offended. “I 

work hard for my money and I enjoy shopping and keeping up with trends. Other people waste their 

money on drugs or booze or other destructive things!” 

“Oh, I didn’t mean you,” said Mrs. Collier hastily, patting Carmen’s hand. “Of course 

you deserve it. It’s just that for me—well, I’m just off of fashion for a while.”  

Carmen and Mrs. Collier shared a taxi home in an awkward silence, as Carmen was lost 

in thought and not very interested in conversation.  

“I wonder what’s come over her?” Carmen thought about her old friend. “First it was that 

strange wallpaper which I thought was charming at first but now just seems so grotesque! Now 

Ardis, of all people, has become critical of fashion and materialism. Her whole business depends 

on fashion! I don’t get it.”  

It occurred to Carmen suddenly that Ardis may be having money problems. “That must 

be it!” she thought. “Howard hasn’t left her as well-off as she makes out. She just didn’t want to 

admit that she couldn’t afford to buy those mock croc pumps!” 

Carmen felt a wave of concern and sympathy for her old friend, and resolved to come up 

with a way of helping her improve her financial circumstances. A few days later, opportunity 

presented itself in the form of a wealthy and sophisticated acquaintance, who told Carmen she 

was looking for a decorator to help her re-do her formal living and dining rooms.  

“I know just the person,” Carmen had said, happily, and then handed the acquaintance 

one of Ardis’s business cards. “She’s always up on the very latest thing.”     

 

# # # 
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 The new prospective client lived in Pacific Heights, that part of San Francisco where the 

truly, blindingly rich lived, not merely the “well-off” class that included Ardis Collier, Mr. 

Bigby, and Carmen. Carmen had told Mrs. Collier, in a discreet but unmistakable way, to be sure 

to charge the woman for every picayune expense that she could.  

 “Here are the living room and the dining room,” said the prospective client as she showed 

Mrs. Collier inside. She was a thirtyish, well-aerobicized woman whose name and face Mrs. 

Collier had seen in the society pages many times. She was sure she had seen the woman at 

certain fashionable parties, as well, but had never actually spoken to her.  

 “As you can see, everything’s a touch outdated. I’d like a complete re-do, actually. New 

furniture, new wall treatments, the lot.”  

 Mrs. Collier turned her practiced eye to the furniture and the wall paper. Both were of the 

highest quality, she could see very plainly. The living room was dominated by a large settee of 

traditional lines, except that it was covered in a cartoonishly bright, yellow-dyed leather. Leather 

furniture dyed in odd, bright colors had been the ultimate in furniture fashion perhaps a dozen 

years ago, but it was now hopelessly dated.  

 “That style’ll come around again in another twenty years or so, but I don’t suppose the 

client would want to wait that long,” she thought. And then, unbidden, came the almost 

blasphemous thought, for an interior designer: “Why don’t people stick with the old classics that 

never really go out of style? A very fine tree and a cow died to make that settee, and for what? 

Sold at the Good Will if it’s lucky; sent to a landfill if it’s not.” 

  But then, she realized that she—and many of her friends—wouldn’t have well-paying, 

interesting jobs if that were the case. “It is, after all, fashion that allows people like me to make 

their way in the world.”  

 It was on the tip of her tongue to suggest all manner of new, expensive replacements for 

the yellow settee and the other furniture, but somehow the words would not come.  Instead, Mrs. 

Collier found herself saying: “Not sure you need to totally replace the furniture. That settee, for 

instance, has classic lines and the leather is in great shape. I could recommend a very good 

leather specialist who could re-dye the yellow a darker, more fashionable shade.” 
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 The suggestion was clearly not what had been expected by the prospective client. She 

raised an elegantly waxed eyebrow and murmured, “Hmmm, that’s a very interesting idea. But 

what about my walls? What would you do to my walls?” 

 The wall paper was a grass cloth of excellent quality, in a classic arrangement, and hardly 

worn; again, the problem was an unfashionable palette of colors, in Mrs. Collier’s expert 

opinion.  

Yet another couple of trees had to die to make that wall paper, not to mention all the 

lovely grass and now it’s headed for the scrap heap! she thought ruefully.  

 The words escaped from Mrs. Collier’s mouth before she scarcely knew what was 

happening. “Well, I don’t see that you would have to take down the wall paper; it’s in very good 

shape as well. I would just have it gone over with one of the new oil-based transparent glazes, 

tinted antique brown or ochre. That would tone down the colors a lot, creating a very rich and 

subtle effect.” 

 This time the elegantly waxed eyebrow shot up in a way that was alarmingly high and 

quick. “Look, I don’t think you understand what’s at stake here.  Money is no object for me and 

my husband; you would have an extremely generous budget to work with.”  

 “Oh, of course,” said Mrs. Collier, quickly and soothingly. “I didn’t think expense was 

the point at all.  It’s just that. . .that repurposing in creative ways is the latest thing in decorating. 

Even the Duchess of Cornwall is doing it. She recently had a whole set of wrought iron garden 

furniture repurposed by having it covered in Italian mosaics and it looked fabulous; there was a 

spread about it in Architectural Digest about six months ago.”  

 There was no such spread in Architectural Digest, but Mrs. Collier was counting on the 

fact that her prospective new client was most likely not the type of person to bother to look it up. 

She continued to present her ideas as they flowed into her mind, and almost at every turn, her 

suggestions were in line with repurposing instead of replacing. In doing so, she was cutting 

herself out of a lot of potential revenue, as most of the purveyors and crafters of expensive 

furnishings in her network offered designers a discreet commission on every piece they 

successfully “recommended.”  
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But Mrs. Collier found that, deep down, she didn’t care about the potential commissions; 

it seemed almost sacrilege, at this point, to suggest buying new things when all the old things 

were in such excellent shape.  

 After about an hour or so, the prospective client walked Mrs. Collier politely to the front 

door, noting that she had other interviews to conduct before she would ask the finalists to submit 

a bid. 

  “I’ll let you know,” she had said, closing the door, and Mrs. Collier, standing on the 

street outside, was sure that she would not be asked to submit a bid; but she found that she didn’t 

care. She was more interested in looking at the spectacular, very large, weeping willow tree 

across the street; what a lovely, lovely thing it was.  

She felt like she could gaze at the beautiful, graceful, peaceful willow tree forever.  

Later on, when she had found her way home, she made herself a pot of tea and sat 

drinking it in the breakfast room, while reading a new book that she had ordered online. The 

book, which Mrs. Collier found fascinating, examined the pre-Christian beliefs, traditions, and 

religions of Europe, especially those of the British Isles.  

“The Men of the Forest” – the Robin Hood myth is thought by many historians to be 

based on the ancient legends of god-like“Men of the Forest” who supposedly lived in the British 

Isles before humans arrived. These were stewards of the forest who looked after all living things 

within their domain.” Mrs. Colllier read. 

 “Stewards of the forest! How nice that sounds!” she repeated aloud. “How peaceful and 

untroubled.”  

She realized then that the light in the breakfast room was getting a bit dim, despite the 

fact that it was a sunny afternoon and there were still hours to go before darkness.  Of course, she 

realized, it was because the hanging plants above the big picture window had grown so long and 

expansive that they were blocking out most of the natural light. She had to turn on the pendulous 

light fixture that hung over the breakfast bar, noticing as she did that a straw ivy vine was just 

starting to snake over the top of it.  
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“I really ought to cut them back,” she thought, but she knew she wouldn’t—couldn’t—

shouldn’t—dare. She remembered with a slight shudder the strange, oppressive and heavy 

feeling she had gotten when snipping off cuttings for Carmen, and was not eager to repeat the 

experience. 

 It wasn’t just the hanging plants in the window, either, that had grown in all-out 

profusion; the potted plants, propped up against the wall, had sprung up so tall and bushy that 

they obscured much of the new wallpaper, so much that there weren’t all that many Green Men 

faces that were wholly in view anymore. Mrs. Collier spritzed all of the plants with a water 

bottle, but even when she neglected to use the water bottle for several days in a row, the plants 

grew and grew.   

The Green Man face above the laundry room entrance was still fully visible, however, 

and it seemed—it really seemed—as if it were beaming down on Mrs. Collier with an 

encouraging smile, as if to say: “Well done, well done, O good and faithful steward of the 

forest.”  

The phone in the kitchen rang, and Mrs. Collier reluctantly marked the place in her book 

with a pewter bookmark, and then answered the call. It was her hairdressing salon, reminding her 

of an upcoming appointment, to have her hair trimmed and her graying roots touched up.  

“Actually, I’m afraid that I need to cancel that appointment,” she said, politely but firmly, 

into the receiver. “Tell Andre that I’ve decided to let my hair and gray roots grow out. It’s just 

too much bother to keep up appearances.” The receptionist tried her best to convince Mrs. 

Collier to reschedule, but she stood firm; she no longer needed their services. It was all a part of 

her realization that fashion and style, the very things she had cared about so very much for so 

very long, were essentially meaningless and often even harmful to the earth.  

She returned to her book, her plants, and her tea, and then the phone rang again. “That’ll 

be Carmen,” she thought. “She’ll be checking up on the progress of my interview with the new 

prospective client.”  

Mrs. Collier decided to let the phone go to voice mail; she didn’t want to talk to Carmen 

at the moment,  and be forced to admit that she had probably sabotaged the prospect of a 
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lucrative decorating gig—a gig that Carmen had graciously steered her way. Instead, she read 

farther on:  

“When man began to encroach on the domain of the Men of the Forest, some legends say 

that their spirits eventually became embedded into great oak, willow, or ash trees. . .”  

Mrs. Collier made herself another pot of tea, and continued to sit in the breakfast room 

and read past sun-down, and then far into the night. At one point, she realized that she had been 

sitting for many hours, and it brought to mind her third-grade teacher, who used to warn children 

like Mrs. Collier, when they preferred to stay in and read or draw instead of running around and 

playing games at recess: “If you sit so long in one place, you’re going to start growing roots!”  

# # # 

Carmen had been trying to get in touch with Mrs. Collier for days; she rang and rang, 

both the land line and the cell phones, but there was no answer. She was starting to get very 

worried about her old friend.  

She thought closely about when the change in her old friend’s personality had begun, and 

she realized it had started about six weeks before—around the time that Ardis had put in the new 

embossed wallpaper in her breakfast room, as a matter of fact. 

 Carmen shuddered slightly at the memory of her friend’s celebratory tea party and the 

dark, oppressive feeling that had come over her when Ardis presented her with the plant cuttings 

in the plastic freezer bag. She felt silly for doing it, but the next day, she’d thrown all the cuttings 

in the outside trash can.  

“There’s just something about that room now,” she told herself. She had even tracked 

down the London wallpaper purveyor on the Internet and sent them an email, asking as tactfully 

as she could about the pattern known as “The Green Man,” and had received a terse reply that 

the pattern had been recently discontinued. The company offered no reason for the 

discontinuation.  
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Finally, Carmen decided she would just have to go over to her friend’s flat and see for 

herself what was going on. “Perhaps she’s sick and can’t get to the phone,” she worried. “That 

must be it.”  

She buzzed the door-bell of Mrs. Collier’s Victorian flat again and again, but there was 

no answer. Finally, she went around to the back and rang the bell next to the low, separate 

entrance that was the front door of Mr. Bigby’s downstairs flat. Miss Puffles erupted into a few 

sharp barks when she heard the doorbell buzz.  

“I haven’t seen her in days either,” said Mr. Bigby. “I left my rent check under the door 

this month. And I’m afraid for Polly; I think she needs to be fed.” He had heard Polly squawking 

away as usual at first, but then her squawks had started to become less frequent and alarmingly 

weak.  

“I’ve got a spare key,” he added. “She gave it to me a while back, when she was out of 

town, so I could feed Polly and water the—the plants.”  

Carmen made up her mind quickly. “We should use the spare key! She may need our 

help desperately. If she’s about, and there’s been some misunderstanding, she will understand 

when we explain. Hurry, Mr. Bigby, go and find it!” 

They opened Mrs. Collier’s front door quietly, in case they would be mistaken for 

intruders. “Ardis!” called Carmen. “Ardis? Are you all right?” 

There wasn’t any answer, and then Carmen noticed that there was a pile of unopened 

mail on the floor, just beyond the mail slot in the front door.  

“Oh, dear, she hasn’t opened her mail in days!” 

Then they heard a weak squawking sound come from the living room, and rushed in to 

see Polly collapsed on the floor of her cage, barely able to lift her head. She regarded them 

pathetically with her beady, pained eyes.  

There was no food in Polly’s food dish and only a few drops of moisture in her water 

container.  
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“She would never have left Polly alone without asking someone to feed and water her!” 

said Mr. Bigby. “Something’s happened!” 

At that point, Carmen felt a chilly draft wafting over the back of her neck. “There’s some 

door or window wide open in the back somewhere. It seems to be coming from the breakfast 

room.”  

They both looked at each other warily, almost as if they were both thinking the same 

thing: “But, but, I don’t want to go into the breakfast room.”  

But the draft had to be investigated, so they moved into the kitchen, where the light was 

still on, and stopped short, both gasping at the sight before them.  

There was a massive torrent vines, fronds and leaves crawling into the kitchen over the 

low partition that separated it from the breakfast room. And inside the breakfast room itself, 

where the light fixture was still on, there was hardly any room for one person, let alone two, to 

stand. Almost every inch of space was covered with the same wild vines, fronds, leaves and 

branches: the breakfast bar, the chairs, the walls, most of the picture window,  the hanging light 

fixture,  the tea tray in the corner—everything. Everything—that was—except for the back door, 

which was wide open, emitting a chilly, airy breeze.  

“What is going on?” said Mr. Bigby wildly. “All of these plants—it’s like a jungle in 

here? How did they grow so fast? And why didn’t she cut them back?” 

“Someone must have broken in and done something terrible here,” exclaimed Carmen. 

“Because otherwise, why is the back door wide open, and the parrot left without food, and all the 

lights on?”  

“We must call the police,” said Mr. Bigby in agreement. “Clearly, something has gone 

very wrong.”  

“You check the rest of the house and try to get some food into the parrot,” instructed 

Carmen, who was standing before the wide open back door.  “Then we can call the police if we 

can’t find a reasonable explanation for all of this.”  
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She trod onto the little wooden deck outside, the former home of The Graveyard of Dead 

House Plants, anxiously scanning the small garden below for signs of what had happened to her 

friend. Everything seemed to be in order, everything except— 

There was a young, slim, weeping willow tree growing in the far left-hand corner, 

gracefully trailing its verdant branches to the ground. There was an elegant erectness about it, a 

kind of style, which made Carmen think fancifully of a very fashionable woman, dressed in a 

well-cut gown of green lace. . “A fashionable tree,” thought Carmen, “But how silly of me to 

think of that, especially now. . .” 

“There’s nothing out of order in the rest of the house,” called Mr. Bigby to her, over the 

partition from the kitchen; he seemed determined not to enter the breakfast room again. “I don’t 

know about poor Polly. I’ve put food and water in her cage and moved them close by, but she 

may need to go to the animal hospital. . .” 

“Mr. Bigby?” said Carmen, appearing once again in the open doorway from the little 

wooden deck outside.  

“Yes?” 

“There’s a young willow tree in the back yard. Was that always there? I can’t remember 

at all, though I know I’ve seen her garden a thousand times. . .” 

Mr. Bigby looked puzzled.  

“A willow tree? Are you sure? No, there weren’t any trees except that old crepe myrtle in 

the middle of the lawn that never did very well because of the weather. . .” 

“Well, there’s one there now,” said Carmen. “It’s in the far left-hand corner and it looks 

like it has always been there.”  

“She must have had it just put in—I’ve been busy the past two weeks and probably didn’t 

notice when the nursery man came. . .” Mr. Bigby trailed off, uncertainly.  

Carmen wasn’t really listening. She looked wildly around the chaotic green jungle of the 

breakfast room, uncertain of what she should do next. She noticed, somewhat nonsensically, that 
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there was one spot on the wall where The Green Man wall paper pattern was still visible—the 

spot above the door to the laundry room—and she could have sworn she saw that one remaining 

face, framed with its regal crown of sculpted oak leaves—shoot her an impudent wink.  

 


