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The crash of lightning and thunder felt personal.  She wouldn‟t have been surprised to 
smell sulfur or see a crack open up in the windshield. 

Here under a giant oak it was dark.  She couldn‟t read the road map spread out next to 
her.  In the thick storm light she‟d taken a wrong exit off the highway as it ran  through 
the woods and mountains.  Now she was parked at the end of a dead-end road, only feet, 
she was sure, from the edge of a cliff.  If the ground shook, she would go right over the 
edge, down, down into the valley below.  Another wrong exit.  The local police would 
shake their heads over the tall, fifty-ish woman who died in a North Carolina rainstorm 
in a car with California plates and a paint job scratched by a moaning tree. 

In half-blind maneuvers, forward and reverse, she gained the opposite direction.  As the 
„05 Lincoln rolled back along the wet road, the headlights brought a sign up and out of 
obscurity: The Inn and Conference Grounds of the South. 

Rebecca parked in a lot across the road from a shuttered, two-story stone building partly 
hidden by woods, and stepped out of the car.  The warm, humid wind pushed her toward 
the hotel porch lit by a single bulb swaying on a chain. 

“Honey, all our rooms are booked,” said the tired-looking woman behind the black 
oak reservation desk.  Rebecca tried to fluff her hair away from her temples where the 
rainwater had stuck it. 

“I need a place to stay,” she said, and was overcome by a fit of coughing. 

“We have a conference this weekend that still has openings,” the receptionist said 
without interest.  She watched the tall woman dig in a little crocheted purse that was at 
odds with the Birkenstocks on her large feet.  “You can register and stay in one of the 
dormitories.”  She pointed listlessly to the registration table. 

But Rebecca veered off toward the bathroom.  Behind the double swinging doors, over a 
sink stained brown from iron deposits, she placed a cough drop in her mouth, closed her 
eyes, and began to practice the deep breathing exercise her doctor had recommended.  
Breathe.  Hold.  One, two, three. Slowly fighting her way up through the  syrup of 
anxiety, she lifted her head.  The cough drop clicked against her back teeth.  “I‟ll enroll 
in anything,” she whispered to her reflection, “if they‟ll give me a room.” 

It was a writers‟ conference.  She‟d never heard of such a thing, but she signed a check 
drawn on her inheritance funds and was directed to a room on the second story of a 



stone dormitory.  Crossing its dark interior courtyard, she suddenly stopped, frightened 
again by her own action, traveling across the country, searching for a life now that 
Mother was gone.  She should have stayed at home on the orchard north of Sacramento, 
safe and comfortable, sleeping late, shopping, going to the movies, as she had done for 
fifty years. 

What could have possessed her to drive three thousand miles, only to find herself 
blundering into a building that meant nothing to her? 

What could have possessed her to fritter away fifty years? 

She stepped up through the stairwell to the balcony overlooking the courtyard and 
carried her suitcase to a plain room with an open closet and no dressing table; a room 
without comfort, very unlike home.  The damp breeze blowing in through the window 
screen could not dry the rainwater on the sill.  The single bulb could not light the room.  
She opened the door to the bathroom and snapped on another low-watt bulb.  At least 
there was a cabinet above the sink.  As she was arranging her medicines, a second door 
to the bathroom opened and a young man burst in. 

“Pardon me!”  He backed out of the bathroom into an adjoining room that looked as dim 
as her own.  She locked his door from the inside and began lining up her special soap, 
disinfectants, ointments, creams, pills, sprays, and inhaler.  There was another flurry of 
activity at the young man‟s door, then a polite knock. 

“Yes?”  Rebecca opened the door. 

This time it was a young woman, very young, perhaps eighteen or nineteen.  Rebecca 
envied her silky blonde hair, undyed, and the moist skin of a person who still 
manufactures her own estrogen.  The woman introduced herself as Darla.  “We have a 
shared bathroom,” she said in a Southern accent, and, after studying Rebecca with a 
mixture of doubt and pity, began to explain the locks. 

“See this?”  She stepped aside so that Rebecca could watch her depress the little button 
in the center of the doorknob.  “You press it in, then press again to release it.”  She 
crossed to Rebecca‟s door.  “Yours works the same way.”  She illustrated and returned to 
her door.  “Let‟s practice.  I‟ll go back in my room, then you lock the door.” 

Rebecca followed instructions. 

“See?” Darla called out from the other side of the door.  “You‟ve locked it.”  She wiggled 
the doorknob.  “I can‟t get in.” 

Rebecca was less interested in the lock than in the young woman.  “Are you here for the 
writers‟ conference, Darla?” 



There was a muffled sound, then, more clearly, “Unlock the door and I‟ll tell you.” 

Rebecca opened the door. 

“I‟m not here for the conference, but my husband is.”  Darla wore shorts and a  halter-
type blouse with embroidery and pretty buttons.  “Do you mind if I splash water on my 
face?  It will just take a second.” 

Through the frosted bathroom window open at the top, Rebecca could hear fresh gusts 
of rain blowing along the balcony.  She resumed the arrangement of her medicines and 
creams and listened to the brisk splashing. 

Darla dried her face.  “My goodness you have a lot of medications.” 

“I have several doctors,” Rebecca said with modesty. 

Darla hung up the towel. She looked as if she wanted to touch the collection, but instead 
she said, “Are you here for the writers‟ conference, too?” 

“Yes, I guess I am,” said Rebecca. 

“My husband, Timmy, is a writer.  He‟s written hundreds of pages.” 

Rebecca popped a calcium tablet in her mouth.  “Are you from North Carolina?” 

“Yes,” said Darla.  “Both of us are.” 

Rebecca chewed thoughtfully.  “What do people do in writers‟ conferences, Darla?” 

“Write, I guess.  I‟m only here because Timmy‟s here.  Are you literary?” 

Rebecca didn‟t know what the girl was talking about.  She swallowed the calcium.  “I 
don‟t think so.” 

“Did you pick up your folder at the registration table?  It tells you how to become an 
author.  Well, I‟ll be seeing you.  Timmy and I will make sure we don‟t lock you out of 
the bathroom.”  Darla depressed and released the lock once more for Rebecca‟s benefit, 
and closed the door behind her. 

Early the next morning, Rebecca, wearing walking shorts and a ruffled blouse Mother 
had bought her, took a seat at a long table in the back of her assigned classroom.  She‟d 
read the schedule and she liked to be early.  The rustic stone building was quiet, the 
hallways still.  She stared through the rippling glass of the old windows at the perfect 
blue sky washed clean by last night‟s rain and filled here and there with—she tried to 
think like a writer.  “Clouds” was too ordinary.  “Clouds of marshmallow.”  Yes.  



Marshmallows and whipped cream.  The words reminded her of home; of the rich, soft, 
airy life she‟d led before Mother died.  Marshmallows in hot chocolate.  Cream over 
peaches fresh from the orchard.  Homesickness swept through her and made her weak.  
She gripped the edge of the table. Then, as so often happened, the thing she was holding 
onto buckled.  The table collapsed.  She, herself, was disintegrating. 

She struggled against the anxiety attack.  Her therapist had told her to fill nothingness 
with sensory exercises.  Fill herself with something that brings comfort and takes up 
space.  She glanced desperately about the empty classroom, as empty as she herself, for 
a commodity; a filler.  She remembered the whipped cream and, in her imagination, 
began spooning it into her vacancy.  She toiled for several minutes.  But though she 
began to feel better, she hated the exercise.  Breathing hard, she looked out the window.  
Through the uneven old glass a distant clock tower rose above the tops of trees.  
Everywhere, green leaves were fresh and bright. 

She glanced away.  There was something specific she should be worrying about, but she 
didn‟t know what it was. 

The bathroom door.  She‟d forgotten to unlock Darla and Timmy‟s side of the 
bathroom.  Hugging her lined-paper tablet and conference folder to her chest, she 
jumped up and hurried out of the building.  Once she reached the green woods she 
began to run.  She imagined Darla and Timmy pounding to be let in, desperate with a 
bodily emergency, despising her for carelessness.  At the dormitory she planted her large 
feet on every other step of the stairwell, sprinted along the balcony, her walking shorts 
flapping about her white thighs, inserted the key into the lock, and burst into her room.  
She reached the bathroom, drenched in sweat, and released the button in the center of 
the doorknob.  She heard quarreling on the other side of the door. 

“It‟s just a story!” Darla was shouting.  Silence.  Taut, vibrating silence.  Rebecca stood 
behind the bathroom door and waited for someone to say something. 

“He‟s not necessarily writing about you!” Darla snapped.  It sounded like a telephone 
conversation.  “Timmy is a wonderful person and he‟s my husband.  You shouldn‟t have 
been going through his notebooks!  With all the authors in the world, why did you have 
to pick him to read?” 

How terrible to be a writer, Rebecca thought.  Once you write something, people read it.  
She slowly backed out of the bathroom and, exhausted from the run, sat down at her 
plain desk nailed into the dormitory wall.  She ran a finger along the pink rubber 
binding at the top of her writing tablet.  So many blank pages.  She supposed she was 
going to have to write something on them.  Unless, of course, she left the conference 
now.  The whole day stretched ahead of her.  Hours and hours of daylight driving.  Even 
while she thought about packing up the contents of the medicine chest and leaving the 
Inn and Conference Grounds of the South, she took out the pen that had been provided 



and experimented with a sentence: “Mother died three months ago.  I loved her more 
than anybody.” 

She was astounded by the words and ran for her inhaler.  When she returned, the words 
were still there.  She covered them with the folder.  They were too personal.  She could 
not bear to see them. 

She lay down on the narrow bed and practiced breathing.  She was not going to be able 
to write a word.  Not a word about Mother.  It brought on anxiety.  Not any other words, 
either.  She couldn‟t write a mystery story because she didn‟t know anything about 
crime.  Couldn‟t write about love or sex because she didn‟t know anything about men.  
She didn‟t understand politics.  And she couldn‟t write a memoir because she didn‟t 
have a life. 

A headache struck her between the eyes, but when she tried to open the bathroom door 
to get an aspirin, it was locked.  She knocked.  There was no answer.  She went onto the 
balcony, blinking in the bright sunlight, and knocked on Darla and Timmy‟s door.  
Darla, looking as if she‟d been to a funeral, answered. 

“I‟m sorry to bother you,” Rebecca said, “but my bathroom door‟s locked.” 

“Oh, dear,” said Darla.  Holding a handkerchief to her streaming eyes, she entered the 
bathroom and opened Rebecca‟s door. 

Rebecca touched Darla‟s shoulder awkwardly.  “You look very unhappy.” 

Darla sobbed into her handkerchief. 

“How long have you been married, Darla?” 

“Two weeks.” 

“Two weeks isn‟t very long.”  Rebecca didn‟t know what else to say.  That was the extent 
of her knowledge about marriage. 

“My husband wrote certain things about my mother, and Mother read them.” 

“What kinds of things?” 

“Mean things.”  Darla blew her nose and promptly embarked on a fresh fit of crying.  
“But Mother shouldn‟t read his stories!  They‟re his private property until the world 
publishes them!” 



Rebecca entered the bathroom.  “You‟re lucky your mother‟s alive,” she said.  “My 
mother died three months ago.”  She walked to the medicine cabinet and shook an 
aspirin into the palm of her hand. 

“I‟m sorry to hear that.”  Darla‟s eyes were on the bottle of aspirin.  “How do you keep 
everything cool when the car gets hot?” she asked. 

“I carry my medicines in a picnic cooler,” Rebecca said, proud of her thorough planning.  
It had been her own idea.  She closed the cabinet door and, looking in the mirror, asked 
Darla, “What mean things does he write?” 

“That Mother‟s bossy.” 

Rebecca filled a glass with water, threw back her head, and swallowed the pill.  “Is she?” 

“Yes.  But he makes it sound worse than it is.” 

“Writing is hard,” said Rebecca.  “It‟s hard to make things sound right, at least the way 
you mean them to.  I tried it a minute ago.  That‟s why I came for an aspirin.”  The 
conversation ended and they each went into their room, being careful to leave the 
bathroom doors unlocked. 

Rebecca sat down at her desk and added a tentative sentence: “Mother loved me more 
than anybody, too.”  She read and reread her words, but she didn‟t know how to turn 
them into a story. 

That‟s what the writer‟s conference was about: stories.  The brochure said so. 

By now the daily writing class would be nearly over, so there was no point in going back.  
She lay down on her single bed and stared at the ceiling, wondering what it would feel 
like to write something about Mother that wasn‟t nice; for instance, that she was bossy.  
A few minutes after she‟d heard Darla‟s footsteps going along the balcony and down the 
stairwell, there was a knock on the door.  It was Timmy. 

“Excuse me, ma‟am,” he said politely, his southern speech low and musical.  “I‟ve locked 
myself out of the room.”  With the sunlight shining on his glossy brown hair he seemed 
more like an engaging boy than a married man.  Rebecca opened her bathroom door so 
he could go through the passage.  As he walked by the desk he saw her handwriting.  
“What are you working on?” 

Rebecca covered her words with the folder.  “Nothing.” 

“I‟m writing about my—well, someone I know,” Timmy offered.  “They say „write what 
you know.‟”  He opened his folder.  “Do you want to hear it?” 



Rebecca nodded.  Her chair scraped against the plank floor as she moved to face him. 

“The Queen of Night,” he began, “descended into the open mouth of hell that spewed 
flames and hot coals, dragging her daughter and muscular yet innocent son-in-law 
behind her.” 

“My,” said Rebecca, leaning forward.  “You paint quite a picture.” 

“Her cackle raised the hackles of anyone listening,” he continued, and proceeded to 
read the part where the Queen of Night dies a tortuous death as the beautiful daughter 
escapes with the aid of her muscular yet innocent husband. 

“True story,” Timmy said.  Rebecca caught her breath. 

“Just kidding.”  He stared thoughtfully down at his thongs and flexed his toes.  A little 
patch of dark hair grew on the top of each.  He didn‟t look particularly muscular to 
Rebecca.  He was young and slim, like Darla.  Short, too.  Rebecca was taller than both 
of them.  Older, too, of course. 

“You don‟t mind if I confide in you, do you?” he asked. 

Rebecca was flattered.  She didn‟t tell him she wasn‟t a writer.  Timmy shook back his 
wavy, jaw-length hair.  “It‟s based on my mother-in-law.  Darla doesn‟t see her 
objectively.  When Darla reads the entire story”—he held up his manuscript—“she‟ll see 
her mother for what she really is.” 

“So when the mother dies, that‟s not the end of the story?” 

“That‟s only the beginning,” Timmy said prophetically. 

“Why don‟t you like her?” 

“She calls Darla every night and tells her to leave me.” 

“How long has Darla‟s mother known you?” 

“Three months.”  Timmy‟s left eye moved slightly out of focus.  “When I have a best-
seller she‟ll change her tune.” 

Rebecca was beset by a memory of Mother‟s amiable laugh when, at age eighteen, she‟d 
said, “I want to go to college and have a job someday.  I want to find a husband.” 

“You were never good in school, Becky,” Mother had replied.  “If you stay at home on the 
orchard, the right man will find you.” 



But he never did. 

“Tell Darla not to listen to her mother,” she said to Timmy. “Tell her to just go ahead 
and live.”  The effort cost her.  She began to breathe rapidly. 

Timmy‟s wandering eye snapped back into focus.  “I‟ve told her!” he almost yelped.  “It 
doesn‟t do any good!”  He thumped the manuscript, jumped up from the edge of the 
bed, and began backing toward the bathroom door.  “Darla cries all the time.  If her 
mother doesn‟t stop criticizing me, our marriage will be shorter than the writers 
conference.” 

Rebecca put her hand to her racing heart.  “Maybe you could write a story about you and 
Darla instead of your mother-in-law,” she whispered. 

“No, I don‟t think so.”  His left eye strayed again.  “Until her mother improves, 
there is no Darla and me,” and he strode through the bathroom to his room, shutting 
both doors loudly behind him. 

Rebecca turned her chair around and faced her desk.  The sharp point of the lead pencil 
landed almost of its own accord. 

“The woman who lived on the orchard loved her daughter and her daughter loved her,” 
Rebecca wrote.  “Never did a cross word pass between them.” 

She experienced her usual bad nerves and anxiety as she walked to class in and out of 
the morning sunlight that lay puddled on the forest floor.  When she remembered that 
she might be called on to say something, or worse, show what she‟d written, she turned 
and ran back through the trees for her inhaler, which gave her a chance to double-check 
the bathroom door.  She returned to the path that led through the green woods.  A 
mourning dove, followed by a three-whistle, one-note bird she couldn‟t name, sang out.  
The air was humid and still. 

The class discussed Timmy‟s manuscript first.  “Mythic figures,” said Professor 
Wyandotte in the silence that followed the final writhing screams of the Queen of Night.  
“Possibly science fiction genre.  Is this your first draft?”  Professor Wyandotte was old 
and frail, with shoulder blades that looked like roots of wings worn down to the nubbin.  
He made gestures in the air that didn‟t seem to match what he was talking about.  
Rebecca understood very little of what he said.  He asked Timmy to re-read the opening 
lines. 

“The Queen of Night descended into the open mouth of hell that spewed—“ 

The story did not sound as good to Rebecca the second time around.  The class didn‟t 
like it.  Following an acrimonious discussion, one of the other students read a story, and 



nobody liked it, either.  Arguing took up the rest of the class time and Rebecca didn‟t 
have to read. 

Walking back to the dormitory she once again considered leaving the conference.  Not 
only was her story a single paragraph, in contrast to other students‟ endless pages, but it 
was written in pencil on lined paper.  Everyone else had typed theirs.  Everyone else had 
a computer.  She decided to stay one more day.  But first thing tomorrow morning, as 
soon as she heard the little three-whistle, one-note bird, she would drive away in a 
southerly direction—assuming she could find south—and leave writing behind.  She had 
a cousin in Florida. 

She spent the rest of the day reading a romance novel in bed.  Around eight o‟clock, in 
the orange light of sunset that filled her room, Rebecca heard a knock on the bathroom 
door. 

“Rebecca?”  It was Darla standing in the doorway, the last of the sun burnishing her 
blonde hair.  “I have a terrible blister on my foot.  I saw all your medicines and thought 
you could help me.” 

Rebecca got out of bed, walked into the bathroom, and directed the young woman to sit 
on the edge of the tub while she washed, then treated the blister with one of her 
spreparations. 

“Timmy‟s upset about the criticism of his story,” Darla said, twisting her ankle so 
Rebecca could get to the heel. 

“The class didn‟t like it very much,” Rebecca murmured. 

“He‟s too brilliant for them,” Darla said. 

Rebecca straightened and returned the ointment to the medicine cabinet. 

“I wish we‟d never come to this conference.” 

“Me, too,” agreed Rebecca.  “I‟m only here because I needed a place to stay.  I‟ve had 
more anxiety attacks in North Carolina than in all the rest of my travels put together.” 

“You‟re not a writer?” Darla asked, surprised. 

“Not at all,” said Rebecca.  “I‟m on a trip across America.” 

“How far have you traveled?” 

“From California.” 



“Why?” 

Rebecca looked at herself in the mirror.  She lowered her head several inches, then 
quickly straightened because the roots were showing gray again.  “I wanted experience,” 
she said, ashamed of telling the truth.  “Until this trip, I‟ve never had any.” 

“Everybody has experience,” said Darla.  “Just sitting in one place is an experience.” 

But Rebecca wasn‟t interested in fine points.  “I‟ve never had any experience of my own.” 

“Don‟t you have any friends?” 

“They all moved away after graduation.” 

“Couldn‟t you make new ones?” 

Rebecca knelt on the floor to apply the Band-Aid.  “It was easier to stay at home with 
Mother.  Anyway, that‟s what she wanted me to do, and I always did what Mother 
wanted.”  She looked up into Darla‟s face and blushed.  “I met a nice man recently.  His 
name is Raymond.” 

“Where did you meet him?” 

Rebecca got to her feet.  “On a bench in Missoula, Montana.” 

“A bench?” 

“A bench on the university campus.  That‟s where he likes to sit and grade papers.  He‟s 
a teacher.” 

Darla reached down to her heel and idly smoothed the Band-Aid. 

“But Mother told me to forget about him.” 

“How can your mother tell you to forget about him?  Your mother‟s dead.” 

“Sometimes I still hear her talk.” 

“Mothers never stop talking,” agreed Darla.  “And if they‟re like my mother, they‟re 
usually right.”  Her hands flew to her face and she cried out in a despairing voice, “I 
shouldn‟t have married Timmy!”  She looked as if she might faint backwards into the 
tub. 

Rebecca reached down to smooth Darla‟s hair.  Her forehead was clammy.  “You‟ve only 
been married two weeks,” she reminded the girl. 



“Oh, Timmy!  Timmy!” Darla sobbed. 

Rebecca‟s heart began to race, but it wasn‟t anxiety about herself.  She was afraid for 
Darla.  The child musn‟t return home.  She tried to think what Mother would do if she 
were here. 

“Let‟s go shopping,” she said desperately. 

Darla seemed stupefied by the suggestion. 

“Want to go shopping?” Rebecca repeated. 

“Why?” 

“That‟s what my mother would do.” 

“Isn‟t that avoiding the problem?” 

“Well, yes,” Rebecca admitted.  “Mother and I always avoided problems.” 

Darla dried her tears and stood up.  “Excuse me for saying so, but your mother doesn‟t 
sound very mature.” 

Rebecca had never thought of Mother as mature or immature.  She was simply Mother.  
“The main thing about my mother was that she knew best what people should do and so 
everyone did it.  Is that immature?” 

“That‟s bossy,” said Darla. 

Rebecca‟s heart raced faster.  She expected another anxiety attack but felt angry loyalty 
instead.  “My mother was a wonderful woman,” she informed Darla stoutly.  “You didn‟t 
know her so you can‟t say what kind of woman she was.” 

Darla bent her knee and screwed her head around to look at the bandaged heel.  “At 
least my mother‟s mature.” 

“All right, Miss Know-It-All!” Rebecca suddenly shouted.  “My mother might have been 
immature.  And she wasbossy!  But so is yours!  I can tell from listening that your 
mother is immature and bossy!”  Rebecca felt her chest fill, not with anxiety, but with a 
thawing of something old and crusted.  She looked into Darla‟s startled eyes, looked so 
deeply that she felt she was looking into herself.  “Don‟t wait until your mother dies to—
live,” she breathed. 

Darla‟s eyes narrowed.  “I don‟t need your advice.  You‟re not my mother.”   And she 
wheeled out of the room.  Upstairs, someone turned on a faucet.  The pipes screeched.  



The lovely flood in Rebecca‟s chest dried up.  Darla was right.  She was the last person 
on earth to give advice.  Hating herself for her fifty years of obedience to a mother who 
was probably no more reliable than Darla‟s, she turned and scanned the medicine 
cabinet for a pill that would make her feel better. 

Just after midnight Rebecca padded to the bathroom.  Half-asleep, she used the toilet, 
rinsed her hands, and left by—the wrong door.  She stopped, frozen in the doorway.  
Darla and Timmy were so busy making love, the single bulb still on, that they didn‟t hear 
her.  In a passionate hurry they‟d forgotten to lock their door from the room side, and so 
Rebecca saw them face each other, kneel on the bed, kiss and work together until, by 
some kind of mysterious agreement, they lay back on their pillows, arms around each 
other, tense and still, until, by more agreement, they began to move once again.  They 
seemed much older than eighteen and nineteen. 

Rebecca was transfixed.  She should have immediately closed the door, but didn‟t.  Their 
nakedness shocked and aroused her.  Moaning, half-singing together, Darla and Timmy 
were very different at night than they were in the daytime.  Mother had been wrong 
about sex.  Some people enjoy it. 

She closed the door carefully and returned to her room.  Flushed and overheated, she sat 
down at the desk and pulled the writing tablet toward her.  Through mounting cries in 
the next room, she wrote a sentence.  She stopped and listened, but the sounds trailed 
off like something moving away from her into the distance.  Outside the old stone 
dormitory, crickets took up the slack and made another kind of sound on their dry, 
brittle instruments.  A languid breeze blew across the window sill.  Rebecca applied 
herself to the writing tablet and produced another sentence.  When she finished she 
carefully removed the sheet from its pink rubber binding and returned to bed. 

The next day after class she followed the sunlit balcony around to her room, entered, 
and found the bathroom locked.  She stepped out onto the balcony again and knocked 
on Darla and Timmy‟s door.  Timmy opened it. 

“Have you seen Darla?” he asked.  His left eye had moved off-center again. 

“No, but can you unlock the door?” 

“Sorry,” he said, and stepped into the bathroom.  But he stopped abruptly.  “What the. . . 
?” 

Over his shoulder Rebecca saw the medicine cabinet door standing wide open.  Every 
medicine bottle, every jar, every tube was gone.  After one stunned moment, Timmy 
turned, ran back into the room, and flung open empty drawers.  He leaned on the 
bureau, arms braced like a man who is going to be sick. 

“She left,” he said. 



Rebecca took a sideways step into the bathroom and examined the shelves, unwilling to 
believe Darla had stolen from her.  In the bedroom Timmy began throwing clothes and 
books into a pack. 

“Can you give me a lift to the bus station?” he asked. 

Rebecca felt an attack of something coming on, but since her medicines were gone she 
didn‟t have to decide which one to take.  By the time she‟d finished packing—without her 
medicines it didn‟t take long—she felt better.  Timmy was waiting for her in the parking 
lot.  They drove silently to the station.  He took his pack out of the back seat and came 
around to the driver‟s side.  Through the window he shook Rebecca‟s large, spotted 
hand.  Then, impulsively, his sky blue eyes filling with tears, he lowered his head, laid it 
sideways in the open window, and gave Rebecca a kiss on the cheek.  “I wish you were 
my mother-in-law,” he said. 

“Where are you going, Timmy?” 

“To find Darla.”  He straightened up and pulled cash out of his pocket.  Rebecca waved 
him away, but he thrust some bills into her hand.  “It won‟t cover all your medicine.” 

“No, please,” Rebecca said.  “Darla‟s frightened.  She was just trying to fortify herself.” 

Timmy‟s left eye wandered out of focus, then centered again.  He replaced the money in 
his pocket and disappeared into the bus station, a muscular yet innocent young man.  
Rebecca sat in the car and cried.  She so hoped Darla and Timmy would stay together.  
Opening her crocheted purse, she re-read the sentences she‟d written last night while 
crickets sang in the darkness and Darla and Timmy made love: “Dear Raymond, Do you 
remember me, the woman from California?  We met at your bench in Missoula.  We ate 
dinner together and talked.  I am coming back to Missoula.  Do you want to see me?  
Sincerely, Rebecca Quint.” 

She replaced the letter in its envelope, sealed it, stamped it, and dropped it in the 
mailbox on the corner.  Then she got back in her car and set off in what she hoped was 
the direction of Montana. 

The End 

 


