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THE LONG AND THE SHORT OF IT, ROOT AND BRANCH 

     The wind is quiet tonight, no longer pulling down long arms of branches to the forest floor to 

be met by the rolling, pine-needled body of the earth.  Mossy listens, waiting for the storm to 

sweep through all around her cabin, but tonight, as many times before, the weather report has 

failed her, been inaccurate; she longs for the storm tonight, her own emotions seeking for that 

pathetic fallacy of accompaniment.  She knows that there is no danger to her immediate 

surroundings.  The cabin stands in a clearing, and the tree limbs which often fall in the storms do 

not fall on her roof, though they may hamper her way to and fro by blocking the road which 

winds away into the forest and to the town.

     At first, Mossy hated the town.  She hated the townspeople, she hated the stores and 

buildings, she hated the lack of aesthetic concern for their surroundings which the townspeople 

showed.  Every time she hung a new wind chime to her collection on the front porch, she hated 

the town a little more.  She has a wide and varied collection of chimes, from sea shells and 

pieces of driftwood strung together to silver-sounding metal bells, to pottery beads which pock 

together in a thoroughly satisfying cacophony of tones.  She would hate her own nom de plume, 

only it reminds her of the forest floor, and of secret things wet and damply dewed, with small 

brown phallic-shaped mushrooms ornamenting the surface.  She likes most things in the forest, 

with the possible exception of the ferns, which she knows have a long and incredibly old history, 

and of which she is slightly afraid because they come nearly up to her shoulder, though she is 

slightly taller than average.  Mossy, whose real name is Ruth Anne, does not like being 

overshadowed except by veritable giants like the trees.  They have a genetic right to be as tall as 

they are, and which are not just freaks of nature like the ferns, which grow so tall because of the 

extra moisture in this corner of the woods. 
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     The extra moisture is a problem:  already in the short three years during which she has been 

living in the cabin, she has had to have the roof and gutters replaced, in spite of the lack of 

overhanging foliage.  Though there is no moss on the roof itself, moss has found a foothold on 

the lower boards all round the cabin, on some sides more than others, and she has to inspect the 

boards regularly to make sure that rot has not set in.  She loves the cabin, which is a lot of work, 

but the possibility of not loving it is worse, for it brings up the question once again as to what she 

could possibly do with herself anywhere else.  Here, she is a writer of modern romance novels, 

and goes under the name Mossy Granger rather than Ruth Anne Grubb, her real moniker, which 

she has to sign whenever it's a question of something legal.  Up till now, she has had few other 

people to thank for her reasonable popularity other than a fortuitous editor or two (and of course 

her addicted readers), and she thinks of herself as an independent soul lost in a weak-willed if 

beautiful—and untrustworthy—world. 

     Robbed of her storm, to the tune of which she had hoped to compose an equally tempestuous 

love scene, Mossy stares at the computer screen and sighs.  She supposes she will have to borrow 

once again from The Dancer and the Arab Prince, her bestselling novel so far.  She knows (has 

been told by a posturing male critic, which proves to her that sometimes men do read romances, 

for what reason she cannot fathom) that the book is partially so popular because the prince turns 

out to be a political liberal.  He is finally liberal even in terms of American culture, and is only a 

suspect Arab (in the post-nine-eleven world) for the purposes of romantic atmosphere.  She 

teases and taunts her readers with hints of male political recidivism, or at least sexism, since it is 

her theory, well-supported by the number of books she sells, that a lot of women out there still 

are in search of cavemen.  Or, she tells herself, tapping her lips with her pen, they want a 

caveman in bed, a liberal prince in the daytime.    Liberal in all senses of the word.  Hmmph!  
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She tells them mentally.  Does not happen, ladies, not in Mossy's experience (except maybe for 

Jack).  But in her imagination….well, we all imagine things, she tells herself.  Might as well feed 

the fools what they want and get another bestseller out of it. 

     Shyly she looked up at him, unsure of whether he meant to kiss her or not; then he leaned 

over and placed his…. 

     No, that wasn't quite right.  Don't give it up to the reader too soon. 

     Not wanting to be kissed by this strange antagonist, a man who alternatively angered her and 

disarmed her…. 

     Too abstract sounding.  Too many long words, keep it simple. 

     Was he going to kiss her?  Disarmed by his previous gentleness with the small boy they had 

rescued, Susan found herself looking up at him in suspense.  But she felt a strange letdown when 

all he did was to tap her chin gently with his crooked finger and then smile that mysterious smile 

he had worn earlier, when she…. 

     Third sentence too long, too much explanation for a taut romantic moment, she tells herself.  

Also, what's wrong with his finger?  She had of course meant "crooked" in the sense of "bent," 

but some ambiguity crept in when she read it back to herself:  was he a crook, his dishonesty 

showing in his finger, or was he physically challenged as to his digits?  Neither had been her 

intention.    She'll have to use the word "bent" and hope that none of her readers knows any 

modern slang for "gay" or thinks of it as that.  Otherwise, her title, Not a Man for Love, may 

have some unfortunate resonances, at least as it concerns heterosexual love.  She breaks the third 

sentence up and continues: 

     But Susan felt a strange letdown when all he did was to tap her chin gently with his bent 

finger.  He smiled that mysterious smile he had worn earlier, when she had unintentionally 
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moved closer to him for protection from the furor in the marketplace.  "Would you like a scarf 

like that?" he asked.  "Like the one we saw in the marketplace?" she queried, stalling for time.  If 

he thought she wanted it, he would probably buy it for her, and then she would be indebted to 

him for even more.  And the scarf might be expensive.  "Oh, I suppose I'll get one sometime or 

other," she answered airily, tilting her chin up at him.  He smiled again and answered, "Oh, no, I 

don't think you had better venture out into the marketplace by yourself again until you are better 

informed about our customs.  And besides that, with such a vivid shade of auburn hair, you are 

likely to attract unwelcome attention."  He took her arm with a gentle touch which nevertheless 

made her shiver with anticipation.  "Let me be your escort into the dining room of the hotel, at 

least.  I will give instructions to the headwaiter to keep away annoyances." 

     Boring, she thinks.  But some women enjoy the paternal note, the sense of a more experienced 

man marking his prospective territory.  That is part of what is bothering her about her hero.  He 

is a little too closely modeled on the Arab prince, and even in Spain these days—and her story is 

set in Spain—women are more emancipated than she has given them credit for being.  But if she 

does not make her hero overprotective, how can she play into that masochistic tendency many of 

her readers have which makes them prefer to read about men who are bossy, sexist, and 

domineering (until of course they are revealed as merely "concerned")?  The hard part is making 

the hero domineering sexually and acceptable socially.  And her editor has recently requested 

that she increase the sexual content, due to new guidelines written by the company's editorial 

board:  they appear to be losing some readers of their romances to another company, which 

basically (in Mossy's view) must feature soft-core porn for female readers.  She feels that there is 

a thin line, and she does not like to cross it, believing that having orgasmic material every few 

pages is straining credulity a little too much. 
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     So, the question is, she thinks to herself as she pours out yet another cup of cocoa, reheated 

from the pan on the stove, how can she construct a sexually compelling hero without making him 

an absolute barbarian?  Surely there are some models from the real world that she can draw from, 

elaborate upon, or use as the basis for fantasizing on paper, which she does not respect as she 

does Dostoevsky and Ibsen, but which brings in the dough.  Maybe she can read the private 

papers of some famous female diarist who had lots of lovers.  She does not generate many 

fantasies herself these days, not on her own account, because she is sucked dry by the obligation 

to come up with male figures to whom her female characters can match themselves. 

     And in that word "match," therein lies a major rub:  the editors have previously insisted that 

all the novels they publish indicate, in some manner or other near the end of the fiction, that the 

characters are going to be married.  Lots of sex or sexual suggestion, even if it sometimes occurs 

premaritally, but always with the comedic formulaic happy ending, no people just living 

together.  It apparently hasn't even occurred to her editors to prohibit an ending with a female 

character living happily alone.  And Mossy just hates the marriage requirement, too, because it is 

not realistic enough to suit her growing desire to write something that really matters. 

     Of course, every time a bill gets paid, every time she can afford a new book for her shelf or a 

bag of groceries or yet another repair to her old sedan, she knows how lucky she is to have found 

a public, and a public which shows no signs of tiring of even her most repetitive output.  At one 

of her rare book-signings, two young women who should have known better than to be reading 

her pernicious fiction actually came up and asked her to write another book as much like Where 

the Snowdrop Blooms as possible.  She feels really guilty sometimes about the deleterious effect 

her work is likely to have on teen-aged girls, who may thus be led to believe that being bullied 

around emotionally by a man is a form of love.  Still, no one makes them read it, and their 
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parents are ultimately in charge of what they read (she hopes and trusts).  In one way at least, she 

is actually glad for the requirement to up the sexual content in her novels:  it will make it that 

much more unlikely, she hopes, that teen-aged girls will be allowed to read her output.  If their 

mothers read it, well, older women have their own ills to contend with and may actually need to 

believe in the male benevolent tyrant stereotype which most of the romance novels she has 

encountered (her own not excepted) perpetuate.  These are her excuses to herself, at any rate. 

     Mossy starts to remember the earlier days of her writing endeavors, seven years ago, when 

she herself was a lush and ripe twenty-five still and fantasized a lot on her own account about 

men and marriage and sex.  Then it was easy to select types of male hero to write about, and she 

respected herself more because she had not yet had time to think so much about what she was 

doing.  For example, one of her first heroes, Stewart Parker from the book A Tap at the Door, 

was a delivery man.  The book was actually based on her own fixation with a neighborhood 

mailman, Keith Watt.  He was about thirty-five and married, to judge by his facial characteristics 

and the ring on his hand, but Mossy loved him with fervor in her private sexual musings for all 

of six months before she committed his type to paper in her portrait of the superintelligent and 

sensitive delivery man. 

     There had been others, but one after the other, she had gradually lost interest in them, luckily 

not until she had written about each one in a novel.  Finally, there was the butcher's son who had 

been sent to an expensive private college upstate, and whose second self in her fiction was the 

son of a shoe store owner in a town not unlike the one she lived outside of, called Corryville in 

her novel.  The female citizens of Maston, the actual town she lives in—at least the ones who 

read her fiction—were set all agog by this latest addition to her fictional cast, which was partly 

brought on by her lack of success at disguising the town itself in her writing.  They regularly 
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waylaid her with queries and jokes about whom the character was based upon, but the only one 

whom she really feared as an accurate guesser was Martha Gibbs.  Martha Gibbs said nothing, 

but smiled at her in a certain way every time Daniel Leach, the son of the butcher, was 

mentioned in their mutual hearing.  Soon after that was the point at which Mossy had started 

secluding herself, with the result that she met far fewer men to write about, and had to draw them 

from models taken from other, often better, fiction.  Hence also her feeling of hating and 

resenting the townspeople, or at least wishing they knew how to keep a proper distance. 

     The last time she had met a man who interested her was when she had been to Puttley, the 

neighboring town forty miles away, to buy books at her favorite bookstore.  The man had in fact 

been Spanish-speaking, like her main character Paulo in the book she is working on now.  But 

instead of masturbating and achieving orgasm with him in mind, she had simply made concise 

little notes about his person and speech, and then read up on Spain in various books acquired 

from the library and bookstore.  She had already taken high school Spanish—though she had 

never been to Spain—and so was not concerned about the necessity to throw in the occasional 

Spanish word for verisimilitude.  And that had been that.  Glossy photographs of places in Spain 

in large travel books and programs from the PBS station on travel in Spain, which luckily came 

on ten months or so after her notes were taken, are forming the basis for her fiction.  And 

anyway, how many of her readers are travelled enough or bright enough, she thinks, to know the 

difference?  She's relying on Thomas Goldblum, the main figure in the PBS World Traveller 

series, to do her work for her, and so far he has not let her down.  She even wonders if she might 

not eventually base a character upon his persona, once she is done with Paulo Montilla, her 

imperious lover in Not a Man for Love. 
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     Of course, the worst part of writing the novel is always her impatience with the usually naïve 

heroine who often has the personality of a dishrag.  It has occurred to Mossy that the reason 

women like to read about this sort of woman is not only so that they can relive their own 

adolescent crushes when they could exist in glorious ignorance of such realities of love as 

infidelity and what a man's organ actually looks like (Mossy considers that both male and female 

organs appear too functional to be really attractive at first).  She thinks women like virgins and 

neophytes of only slightly more pronounced experience as heroines because this is the female 

way of denying responsibility:  the heroine does not know what she is getting into, is not to 

blame, has beginner's luck, et cetera. 

     With a grim smile, she remembers one of her own lovers from college.  He asked her (he was 

an older man, a professor, and loved to pose conundrums) whether she copulated so well by 

nature or by practice.  There is no modest answer to that for a woman who would be modest, as 

she soon realized (luckily, he had been a single man, so at least she had avoided that particular 

type of scandal.  The relationship ended when the time came for her to graduate, which had made 

her feel vindicated for being continually asked perverse and quirky riddles.  He had seemed 

genuinely fond of her, so she had won, in a sense, by leaving).  She thinks that had she been 

another woman, she might have taken it as a lover's gentle joke, but she had been enough of a 

humorless beginner herself at the time to resent it.  If she resents it at all now, it is because she 

missed her chance to be sophisticated, and the man himself had not known how to pitch his wit 

in her key.  That small, still voice sometimes whispers, "Had he been the one?"  This is in spite 

of the fact that as she grows older, she doubts more and more the principal of "the one" that so 

many women seem to live by. 
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     She remembers a day just a few months after she began to sell the saga of the shoe store 

owner's son and the town of Corryville, which set so many heads awhirl in her little adopted 

community of Maston.  Something odd had happened which she had never put totally out of her 

mind, and which was the reason in part for her own solitude now.  She had been in the small 

town grocery—the larger supermarket was in Puttley—selecting items in a rather bored fashion.  

Suddenly, she had become the focus and center of a giggling, joking group of women, all of 

whom were teasing her except for Martha Gibbs.  That was one occasion when she had seen 

Martha smile the smile of complicity, as if she meant to keep the secret of the man who had been 

the model for Terrence Allen in Mossy's book If the Shoe Fits.  They all had dithered around her 

and made her feel smothered while the grocer, Andy Wayne, watched indulgently.  She had 

always wondered if he would have been so tolerant if he had known that her hero was based 

upon his butcher's son.  But of course, he is one of the most unlikely people to read her trashy 

novels, she thinks now, and he is not likely to be a good guesser if he ever did, especially when 

the women, with their vaunted intuition, had not guessed.  Except probably for the silent Martha. 

     After they had all gone on out the door except Martha, who was making her way slowly on 

around the store apparently oblivious to the commotion, an unknown older woman, a woman 

about fifteen or twenty years older than Mossy, approached her.  The woman looked odd, not 

only because her clothes, though clean and neat, were brightly mismatched and her hair, full and 

wiry, was flowing loose around her shoulders in gray curls and waves.  There was something 

else about her, a lack of focus on the present day in her eyes, or perhaps the seeing-beyond 

current circumstances that some people credited her with.  But Mossy had not known that then. 

     The woman got very close to Mossy, so close that her face was thrust forward near to 

Mossy's, as if she were short-sighted.  "What do you want?" she said fiercely, though in a quiet 
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undertone that Andy Wayne apparently did not hear.  At any rate, he was still examining in turn 

his scraped knuckle and something going on outside the window beyond the front counter, which 

he stood stolidly behind. 

     "I—I'm sorry, I didn't mean to get in your way," Mossy answered, not sure if the woman was 

perhaps what people called now "mentally challenged." 

     "Not in my way," answered the woman, in a reasoning tone, as if Mossy had been the one 

who initiated the contact.  "What do you want?" she repeated, reaching for a huge macraméd bag 

hanging from one arm and drawing out a copy of If the Shoe Fits which Mossy noticed was 

tattered and worn already.  The book had only been out three months.  Then she noticed a library 

sticker on the outside, which explained some of the wear and tear, though being carried around 

with the pages turned back had not done the book any good either.  "What do you want, you 

obstreperous young witch?"  Mossy looked at her helplessly.  What sort of conversational 

opening was that?  She had acquitted the woman of being mentally unadapted for living in a 

complicated world.  Indeed, she made the world more complicated minute by minute; but maybe 

she was mentally ill in some way.  "Young woman," she continued, in a louder tone, "do you 

want a man?  A clean man?  Yes, that'll be it, I expect.  Well, come to me, I'll find you one.  A 

good clean man."  She lowered her voice.  "Clean in the right ways and dirty in the right ways."  

Then, though she did not crack a smile, she batted one eye, which might have been a wink.  She 

pointed to her chest, where her bosoms hung low under their colorful covering, and said 

something that sounded like "Once an hour," or "What's the hour?"  Mossy noticed that her teeth, 

though apparently all there, were not perfect. 
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     Just about this time, however, Andy Wayne appeared at the woman's elbow, and grabbing it 

not ungently, pulled her to the front of the store.  "If you're finished now, I'll ring you up.  Don't 

harass my other customers, please.  You know I've told you about that before." 

     She grumbled something at him, but unloaded her small hand-basket of groceries on the 

counter and waited for him to bag them up.  Meanwhile, she patiently counted out one-dollar 

bills and loose change, reaching down even beneath her long India cotton skirt into one knee 

sock in bright stripes for a bill.  She glared back with her intense blue eyes at Mossy one more 

time, saluted her with one hand at her forehead like a sailor, then picked up her bag and marched 

smartly out. 

     Smiling in a girlish fashion, Martha Gibbs approached.  "Well, Mossy, no one lives in this 

town for very long without encountering our local soothsayer.  What was her prediction for 

you?" 

     Very faintly, Mossy smiled in answer, but she was still too taken aback by the first older 

woman's manner and words to respond to the second one's coherently.  "Who was that?" she 

finally managed.  She did not feel girlish herself about what the woman had said to her. 

     "That was Watsa Hower."  Martha was still watching her, almost as if she knew what the 

conversation had been about and was waiting to see whether Mossy would repeat it and what she 

thought of it. 

     "Who?" asked Mossy, stalling for time. 

     "Watsa Hower."  Martha spelled it for her. 

     "What an unusual name," remarked Mossy, making her own way to the front and putting her 

goods on the counter for Andy to push past the censor.  By this time, however, Andy was selling 
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lottery tickets to a man who had just come in the door, and it looked as if the two of them would 

take some time over the selections. 

     "I think she's Scandinavian.  What did she predict for you?" persisted Martha in a casual tone, 

though Mossy did not feel somehow that the question was casual.  On the other hand, Martha 

had never struck her as a gossip like some of the other women in the town.  It was a small town, 

and talking about their neighbors was the usual sport, just as it is of many other places, large and 

small.  It was as if Martha simply had an intense desire to know. 

     "Oh, she didn't predict anything.  She offered me something, I guess you could say."  Martha 

waited, but Mossy waited too, and suddenly the man up front at the counter was out of money for 

lottery tickets and was going out the door with his treasures. 

     "Really?  That's unusual.  Mostly she offers predictions.  What did she offer you?" 

     Andy Wayne was busy now with Mossy's groceries, but he too was listening to the 

conversation.  Mossy did not know if he had heard the entire gist of Watsa's dialogue, but the 

pleasant grin on his face was unchanging.  She felt her cheeks flush and knew she looked 

embarrassed.  He said, "That'll be twenty-four twenty-one, m'dear.  Sorry for the annoyance a 

while back.  I'm the only grocer the poor old thing can get to now that her driver's license has 

been revoked.  Maybe she'll get it back some day when she's not having accidents, who knows?" 

     "She has accidents?"  Mossy was glad of a change of subject. 

     "Yeah, her last one was because she had a Coke bottle under the seat which rolled around and 

got stuck under her brake pedal while she was trying to slow down.  Old thing got confused and 

pumped the gas instead.  She's not a drunk or anything, I don't think, just getting a little mazy." 

     "Mazy?" she asked, not familiar with the term. 
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     "A little lost in the upper story," he explained, winding a finger vaguely around one ear.  

Mossy said nothing, but thought that Andy himself was about the same age as Watsa had 

appeared and had no real reason for calling her "old thing" except because of a certain kind of 

male condescension that she had met with before. 

     As she stepped out the door, she felt a sense of relief at getting away from Martha Gibbs, only 

to find the next second that Andy had apparently put on a lot of speed and scanned Martha's 

groceries up quite quickly:  Martha was at her elbow as she made for her car. 

     "So Watsa offered you something.  What was it?"  Martha asked again.  Mossy felt her 

features gather into an annoyed frown as she looked at Martha, but something about the woman's 

attitude seemed concerned rather than nosy. 

     After a moment, Mossy said, "Something she doesn't have to offer, I'm pretty sure.  I mean, 

the woman's not Georgia O'Keefe, after all."  And with that she turned firmly in exactly the 

opposite direction to that in which she needed to go, determined to get away from questions, 

even sympathetic ones. 

     "Watch yourself with her, Mossy, my dear.  Be careful," called Martha's voice behind her, 

still in a tone of solicitude. 

     Thinking back on the episode now, and on Watsa's offer of a "clean (but dirty) man," Mossy 

mutters to herself, "Yeah, sure, if only it were that simple."  She also thinks to herself that 

Watsa's definitions of "clean" and "dirty" might not be her own, but somehow the very simplicity 

of the words makes them dance tantalizingly in her head for a moment.  In the two years since 

she met Watsa face-to-face, she has become aware of where the older woman lives.  Become 

aware, actually, because she looked up the name in the telephone book, not expecting to see it 

there; but it was there.  She has even walked some of the forest paths around the old property, 
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which is kept up surprisingly well, considering what Watsa is like.  Telling herself that there may 

be a story in it does no good.  She cannot write about it as it really happened, it would be too 

obvious.  But there is an energy, an electrical jolt behind the experience, which makes her fingers 

itch to put it to paper and let her imagination weave colors and textures of experience around it.  

In frustration, she sometimes tells herself that she will take up another nom de plume and make 

the episode the initiating event in a serious novel.  Yet, the weird and lucky appearance of the 

woman fits naturally into the Gothic/romance novel category.  Of late, she takes time away from 

her regular writing day each day to think about it, puts in strange older women in her work-in-

progress and irritably takes them out again, and in short cannot resolve the experience to her 

satisfaction. 

     Tonight, she puts the final touches to the paragraphs about Paulo helping her hapless heroine 

to the dining room of the hotel, and then stops writing for the evening.  Now, she has nothing to 

do.  It is only nine o'clock.  Suddenly, her hand picks up the telephone; she dials Watsa's number.  

It rings eleven times, but no one answers.  With a belated sense of compunction, she hangs up:  

maybe the older woman is in bed already.  Grinning, she thinks maybe Watsa is out with the 

vampires and werewolves.  It is a full moon, though the clouds are absorbing most of the watery 

rays of light and frequently hiding the full orb.  If she knew the older woman a little better, it 

could be that she might work her way free of the curious obsession to put her in a novel.  After 

all, she does not need to establish a firm friendship; she could just go by the little white cabin and 

ask if the older woman needs anything.  She is older and more sensible herself now, and Watsa 

too is older, and may have trouble getting around.  Of course, the best way to be quickly shut of 

someone is not necessarily to allow them to form a dependence on you.  Oh well, time enough to 

think what to do about it tomorrow, if anything.  She herself has had a busy day.  She looks at the 



15 
 

television, decides against it, then goes to bed, trusting that her weariness will allow her to drop 

off peacefully instead of keeping her awake tossing and turning with its very intensity.  There is 

always another day to bother a bizarre neighbor. 
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                                                                           2                          

     Daryl Cullen flexed his shoulder muscles and winced.  He was still a bit tight there from 

moving Auntie Wea's new dishwasher in the day before.  Actually, he was still a bit surprised 

that he and Allan Hawkins had been able to do it by themselves; though strong, neither of them 

was a real muscle man.  Daryl dutifully dragged the new instruction manual around and around 

the machine, searching out the relevant parts and connecting them where necessary.  That was 

something which fell easily within his province; he had helped his father do the same with their 

older model dishwasher when he was in his early twenties, still living at home, and some things 

just stayed with you and did not change that much. 

     The warm spring sun, now that it was May, wooed him into removing his shirt.  He went back 

through Auntie's Wea's front door with his chest hairs gently tickled by the breeze, intending to 

get out another of those Rough Rider beers she had provided them with the evening before.  

Truth to tell, Auntie Wea embarrassed him sometimes with remarks about his physical being and 

how he needed to find a woman and soon, but she was not here today, and he was on his 

lonesome, checking out whether the dishwasher needed any last minute adjustments.  He would 

be gone before she got back from downtown, especially since she had to walk the three-mile 

shortcut through the woods, the quickest route to get back.  He had tried to talk her into letting 

him give her a ride back in his truck, but she was independent as all hell about most things, and 

had said she was not incapable of getting back by herself yet.  So he had watched her strap her 

huge backpack to her back and take down the cloth shopping bags she always carried; he had 

seen her before come back with all these things loaded down; it was true, she was hardy and 

strong still.  He sighed.  Maybe Allan Hawkins would be passing in his truck that had carried the 

dishwasher earlier, and would manage to persuade her to accept a ride before she turned off onto 



17 
 

the woods path.  If she thought there was any gossip to be had out of him, she would go along for 

sure. 

     It was not that she was in general a gossip, but Daryl thought he had sussed out a long time 

ago how she awed and astonished the town's citizens with predictions and forecasts:  she got her 

gossip from one reliable source or other, then mentally drew a straight line between that bit of 

information and the most likely outcome of the event, based on a realistic if sometimes cynical 

view of life.  This she communicated to parties more nearly concerned, who then credited her 

with some strange kind of second sight when her predictions were verified.  It was hard to 

surprise her, in part because her views were predicated securely upon knowledge of life in the 

small town of Maston, where she had lived for most of her life.  The only thing she would admit 

to being unsure about was the weather.  As she had told him grimly once, "I don't do weather." 

      Daryl cast his mind back to how she had seemed to him when he was a kid and she babysat 

him and Allan and other children for their parents.  Whether it was because he had been looking 

from a child's perspective or not, he did not know, but she had been livelier, more attractive, still 

eccentric in the way she dressed, but not the just-over-middle-aged freak show some people took 

her for now.  Because he had had that earlier experience of her as a youngish divorcée looking 

after him and other children affectionately, as warm with them as if they were her own, he 

retained a like feeling of kinship for her.  Not one of her "kids" ever called her Watsa, they all 

called her "Auntie Wea," as did some of their parents, some one of whom had adapted the name 

from their own child's inability to pronounce Watsa's first name correctly. 

     After re-checking Auntie Wea's dishwasher hookup and running the dishwasher through a 

cycle, Daryl sat at the kitchen table, swigged his beer, and stared at the worn but clean linoleum; 

then he headed back out onto the porch to sit in the chair there for a while.  For some reason, the 
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single beer had gone to his head a little, and always a careful man when it came to operating 

machinery, he wanted to wait a bit before pulling the truck out of the dusty driveway and 

leaving.  So he sat, listening to some sparrows quarreling in the bushes that surrounded the front 

porch on either side, and watching the sunbeams play across the colored glass jars of spices 

Auntie Wea had in the porch window.  It was a beautiful morning, near noon already, and in his 

mind, he thought of musical scales like the ones his piano teacher had once played when he was 

a young boy:   the primary colors in tones, red, yellow, blue, green, then others, turquoise, topaz, 

purple, orange, as the sun changed its angle along the jars in the window. 

     He had been relaxed for a long while and was just getting up to go when he saw a movement 

in the woods through the nearly full spring foliage.  Was Auntie Wea back so soon?  Grabbing 

his tee shirt, he shrugged into it swiftly, lest his bare chest bring out some other set of remarks 

about his lonely bachelor state.  But as he watched, the figure along the path first stopped, 

seemed to be regarding him, then turned and took a different way, not the one toward town, 

which was where he assumed the person had come from.  "Auntie?" he called, but he already 

knew it could not logically be her.  So, who was it?  A protective urge came over him:  after all, 

Auntie was getting older now, and there were mischievous vandals (and worse) in most 

communities.  He came down off the porch after slipping his bare feet back into his moccasins, 

and made at a quickened pace for where he had observed the figure last, but all he could see from 

where he was turned out to be a dwindling female figure, and one headed back toward another 

section of sparsely populated wooded area.  Ah, well!  He thought.  Must be one of Auntie Wea's 

gossips.  He left a goodbye note for Auntie and made for the driveway. 

     By now, he was ready to drive, so he went for the truck and revved up the engine, resolving to 

give Auntie Wea a ride back if he could find her anywhere along the paved road.  Taking one last 
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look at the house, he jumped back out of the vehicle with annoyance, remembering that he had 

forgotten to lock up.  Sure didn't want to leave things unlocked if people were wandering around 

in the woods nearby, even sometimes female people.  After all, some neighbors were bad just to 

snoop.  He locked the door then ran lightly down the steps and leapt back into the driver's seat, 

attaching the key Auntie always left with him to the other four on the key ring.  One for the 

vehicle, one for his front door, one for his back door, one for the office where he was the security 

manager, and one for Auntie.  And now, being as it was a Saturday and the afternoon, it was time 

to do his own errands and meet up with Jim, his brother, to catch the Maston Marauders play 

baseball with the Pollixten Pirates.  All in a day's work, he thought, and then to play. 
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                                                                            3 

     The first time I saw him, he was sitting on Watsa Hower's front porch.  He wasn't wearing a 

shirt, and his chest, head, and forearms were all covered with curly brown hair the shade of pine 

tree bark.  I watched him sit and rear his chair back against the wall of the house; he was 

apparently enjoying the sunshine and the soft wind that floated around stirring the leaves and 

branches.  He had just put a beer bottle which he had been holding down on the porch by his 

chair, when without warning he looked up straight at me where I stood behind some underbrush 

observing him.  He seemed to be embarrassed or otherwise disturbed by my presence, because 

he quickly put on a blue shirt that had been lying on the arm of his chair all the while, though I 

hadn't noticed it before.  He called something out to me, but I wasn't ready to commit myself to 

being seen around the cabin, so I legged it as fast as I could without running outright, which 

would've been silly.  When I looked back from further down the trail, he was turning away from 

where I'd stood and heading back to the cabin, evidently giving up, probably annoyed or not 

really curious enough, having chased me away sufficiently to satisfy himself.  Watsa was 

nowhere to be seen. 

     I can't help but wonder if he is a son or a nephew, or imagining more darkly and 

mysteriously, a young gigolo or lover whom she keeps around.  That would lend credence to her 

claim to be able to produce a young lover for me on demand, though of course it would be 

cracked to assume she meant to share her own.  I don't think even she is that free-spirited (read: 

crazy). 

     There were two vehicles in the drive, as occurred to me later, so I wondered if maybe he was 

another visitor waiting for her to come back from somewhere.  Him I associated more readily 

with the truck, since he seemed a bit rugged, though not grossly muscled.  The other car was a 
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Buick of some sort, a fairly old car that looked like it might have a lot of miles on it.  That was 

presumably the car Watsa wasn't allowed to drive anymore.  It had to be:  I couldn't picture the 

virile young man driving the Buick (I say young, but he might've been about my age, or even a 

year or two older).  Not unless he really was some sort of throwback. 

     When I got home, I found I was out of breath, partly from hurrying on down the path so 

swiftly once I was out of his sight, partly from inhaling such generous amounts of the brisk 

breeze that had arisen to cool the warm day.  He had been porch-sitting, and as I ate my lunch in 

quick mouthfuls standing at the kitchen counter, I thought I might indulge in some lazing about 

on my own porch as well.  It would make me feel closer to the experience of stumbling upon a 

new fact so suddenly:  Watsa had a young man who was at her house for some reason.  

Therefore, the offer she had made to me—what was it now, two years ago?—wasn't as 

improbable as it had sounded at the time.  Oh, he might be a neighbor, or the son of a friend, or 

a relative, as I had theorized before.  But then, he wouldn't be her young lover.  She might not 

even have one.  Maybe she was just an interfering busybody sort of matchmaker when she wasn't 

forecasting events. 

     Once she got out on the porch in her favorite outside rocker, though, she found that she 

wasn't comfortable.  She was restless.  The spring air was dallying with her highlighted blonde 

locks, and it felt like gentle fingers sifting ever so lightly through the strands, picking them up a 

few at a time and putting them aside to reach deeper and closer to her scalp.  It tickled.  It felt 

like something she hadn't felt for about three years, not since she'd had her last lover before she 

moved to Maston:  a man's hands, running themselves luxuriously through her mane, stroking 

her neck and scalp by the way.  And what a mistake that had been, after all was said and done, 
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but what a wonderful and glorious mistake, what a superlative dunderheaded fuck-up, since 

fucking was the operative term. 

     It was hard not to think of it now, the more especially since at a distance the man I saw today 

had resembled Jack Pelliford, the man with the mellifluous name and the magical touch.  I'd met 

Jack at an author's convention, and though I knew better than to sleep with another author at a 

convention, and knew even more how foolish it was to expect it to lead to anything permanent, I 

hadn't been able to stop myself.  Jack was a head or so taller than I and had just enough 

musculature to be sweetly threatening and not grossly dangerous looking.  His eyes were a deep, 

sad hazel-green, his hair a tawny brown, and when his chest, arms and legs were bared, he was 

covered with a soft brown pelt.  Yes, at a distance, very like the man today:  he too had had body 

hair that gleamed in the sun and sun-tipped brown hair on his head, and his stature was much 

the same as Jack's. 

     There were subtle differences, of course.  Jack moved with the languid grace of a man who 

exercised his fat away in a gym, the man at Watsa's moved with the stiffer languor of a working 

man at rest for a change.  Jack had caught the writer's heart with one quick motion, brushing her 

breasts with the tips of his fingers, and delving between her legs and lower lips with his whole 

hand as soon as they were alone in his hotel room.  He hadn't apologized or stuck to polite social 

convention, or asked for permission.  The other man had seemed rather to be about to rely on 

social realities, to pursue me to find out who I—she was, or what she was doing there.  He had 

acted like someone in his proper place, facing down an intruder.  So maybe he really was 

Watsa's live-in boyfriend.  The author would never know unless she chose to go near the cabin 

again. 
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     Mossy looks over the diary entry she has written partly in first-person narrative, partly in 

third-person.  She wonders if there is some way to cast it to take advantage of both the 

immediacy and objectivity of the first-person voice and the more sultry-sounding third-person.  

Or maybe it is that the experience she has recorded in each voice has dictated the tone rather than 

the first- or third-person option itself.  She wonders if she should try the second-person, but that 

carries the risk of making the reader uncomfortable with the sensual experiences being recorded, 

especially if they might otherwise be inclined to gloss over or read past parts of the experience 

that do not explicitly name their own preferences, or that even record specifics they think they 

might be uncomfortable with.  After all, there is a lot of difference between what people actually 

want and what they fantasize about, at least in many a case.  Also, if she ever decides to write 

something with this close a connection to her own experience, like this diary entry, she will 

obviously have to change the names and alter the circumstances just a bit in order to protect both 

herself and others from embarrassment and worse.  There's a lot of difference, too, between 

writing even from her own fantasies and writing from her actual experiences.  On the whole, she 

tends not to trust writers who say they have written from their own lives.  In her opinion, it 

usually means that they want a chance to spill the beans about everyone else. 

     Sighing, she stops writing in her journal and goes back inside to the open laptop on her desk 

in the study.  She wishes that it might be possible to write with such an easily derived spate of 

words about Spain and her fictional hero, Paulo Montilla, but he just does not live on the page 

for her.  Not that it used to matter.  People who read her regularly seem to bring their own 

fantasies along for the reading of her books; they supply the carnal atmosphere that she feels is 

largely missing from her books as they are, though she gives them many a hint.  It is rather as if 

she offers key words they are familiar with from previous readings of her books and others like 
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them, and they read between the lines.  Now that it is no longer necessary to give only sketches 

and leave the rest to the readers' imaginations, now that in fact it is expected of her to put more 

sex actually on the page, she feels strangely exposed.  She is embarrassed for herself in a way in 

which she had only previously been ashamed of her reading public, for being so impressionable 

and daft.  Before, she had always had the protection of vagueness, even when she was drawing 

upon her own fantasies.  Now, she feels that there is a challenge to derive material from her most 

interior thoughts; no, not thoughts, but erotic emotions. 

     Jack Pelliford had done things to her that she'd never even dreamed of fantasizing about, had 

played her body like a musical master.  And he had called out that part of her that loved men's 

bodies and wanted to touch and stroke, nibble and fondle and suck (these sentences too vague by 

far, but she can't, I just can't, put it down on paper, I don't want to share him with people).  

Paulo Montilla can't be Jack Pelliford, he'll just have to be a suave and considerate lover.  Jack 

wasn't considerate not because he was rough, but because the term "considerate" simply didn't 

apply.  He wasn't only knowledgeable about women in general, which can make a man either 

considerate or the reverse, he knew how to read my reactions as an individual almost before I 

had them. (Too much analysis for a romance novel, like a woman trying her best to master an 

ungovernable experience.  No, Paulo Montilla will have to remain that comfortable thing, a 

fiction, and I'll write an earthier novel when the time comes.  The time isn't yet.  Maybe after I 

finish with Montilla  I'll think of a way to fictionalize my own experiences with Jack—and even 

others—in a way to make them more like a classic and less like utter tripe.) 

     Mossy shuts her eyes, then opens them as if expecting to see something different.  The screen 

in front of her is blank still, and she has yet another section of diary entry in the bound journal.  

It's true, it's hard to stop thinking about men once Jack crosses your path.  She concentrates on 
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Montilla, the cardboard cutout of a lover, and groans aloud with exasperation.  That is what she 

gets for going to check on a neighbor possibly in some kind of difficulty or distress.  Maybe 

some wine will help. 

      After a glass or two of Beaujolais, in her view a happy wine, she knuckles back under, this 

time plugging her laptop into the porch outlet.  She had had some doubts about letting the man 

install the outlet because she could not imagine actually doing work out on the porch, but maybe 

this May day when it is so difficult to work inside will be more amenable to her cozening touch 

if she courts it back by working outside and admitting its sway.  Looking down critically at the 

last written scene, the scene amongst Paulo Montilla, her heroine Susan Walker, and the 

headwaiter, Mossy decides to skip a bit and write a later scene; it may be easier to finish up by 

writing a bridging scene or section later.  These are usually more boring anyway that the steamy 

scenes, and just help stall the eager reader to build up sexual tension.  It is all one big sensual 

rub, she knows that, though women also seem to like the words of love uttered by the 

overwrought and smitten heroes which help justify and make safe both the depicted acts of sex 

and the male sex itself.  Make the world safe for sex, that's my role, she thinks to herself, wishing 

for the umpteenth time that she were a serious novelist appreciated far and wide. 

      Well, the work has to start somewhere.  Taking her hands ever so softly and placing them 

against his chest, Paulo enveloped Susan in a deep, deep embrace, pulling her body against his 

with a sudden urgency.  "You must stay at my hacienda, querida.  The townspeople do not 

understand our modern ways, yours and mine.  That you may be my mistress, my love slave, they 

would understand.  They would leave us alone.  Please remember, enamorada, that this is a very 

primitive and secluded corner d'Espagna.  You know that I cannot marry you for several months, 

and yet they have unfortunately witnessed us sharing a room at the local inn.  I had not intended 
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that they should see you, nor did I know that old Pepe was no longer in charge.  Pepe was a man 

of many discretions, but he was loyal to me alone.  It would not matter if you should stay in the 

inn and shout it from the rooftops that you had not warmed my bed with your charms, they would 

think that I had rejected you, deserted you, and then you would be friendless here indeed.  It is 

only a few more kilometers to the hacienda, and then you will be safe.  And when I make you my 

own for good, there will be much rejoicing, for they are basically a generous and good-hearted 

people in spite of their faults."  He lifted her hand to his lips and kissed it.  Then, as she 

continued silent, feeling the hard length of him pressing against her and almost losing her will to 

resist his tender and ardent embrace, wanting instead to put her hands through his hair and 

make him give in to her urges, she felt him move his lips against her throat.  He seemed to know 

what she was feeling.  "You do not want to wait for a ceremony, mi corazon?" His voice was 

throaty and hoarse with emotion.  For an answer, she stroked his chest on top of his shirt and 

moved her hips more closely against him, feeling that she could melt into him and form one body 

with no effort at all.  "I'll go with you to the hacienda," she whispered.  "But I don't know if I can 

keep—" 

      There is a sound of some odd sort of gargling motor coming down the road, and Mossy, 

jerked out of her tense concentration, hurriedly saves her file and takes the laptop back inside, 

placing it on her desk in the study.  Then she treads quickly back out to the porch.  The sound is 

slowly growing closer, and seems to be passing the last house on the left up around the turn, 

which also happens to be the last house before the road leading down to her own small cabin.  

She holds her hand above her eyes to shield them from the afternoon sun, which is inching down 

the sky and still warming the air and the ground below.  Squinting, she watches the old Buick 

rattle and bump down the roughly paved road to pull onto the dirt stretch where her own Corolla 
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is parked.  She waits, unable to see the person behind the wheel exactly until the car makes a 

tight circle and stops.  It is Watsa Hower, who rolls down the window and leans forth. 

     Apparently not one to dawdle or hesitate to come to the point, she calls out to Mossy, "So you 

came after all.  About ready to be loved, are you?  Took you long enough." 

     In what she feels is a faint voice unequal to the challenge of a visit from Watsa, Mossy 

answers back, keeping her distance, "I don't know what you mean.  I did come by to see if you 

were okay; I mean, after all this time I thought you might be ill, or something.  I've never seen 

you in town any other time."  That sounds like the truth.  "How did you know it was me?" 

     Watsa snorts with laughter, almost with scorn of the question.  "You're not the only one who 

knows the woods back there, young woman.  I've trodden them in my day too, and when I found 

Daryl's message telling me which way you disappeared, it was easy.  My newer neighbors here 

in general give me a wide berth.  A little afraid of a few silly predictions.  But you—you're still 

anxious and eager inside, I can read it in your face, the way you hold yourself." 

     "Anxious and eager about what?  I just wanted to check on you—" 

     "Yeah, yeah, sure, you wait for two years, during which I might have keeled over, and 

suddenly you can't control your urges.  I know all about those urges.  I had me a sweet man too, 

in my time, but we couldn't live together and we couldn't live apart.  After we split up, I nearly 

went crazy before I got my urges met.  But first there was one and then there was another one.  

And nobody ever knew, I mean none of those gossiping old women.  And that's because I went 

out of town for it, the times when I could drive, and I'd dress up a little and go to a good bar, and 

I also had just plain good luck.  Well, more than good luck.  I know how to read people, but 

maybe that's partly good luck too."  She stops to draw breath, and looks at Mossy speculatively.  

"So, how did you take to my Mr. Cullen today?  What you saw of him, at any rate." 



28 
 

     "Was that the man on the porch?  Is he a—a friend of yours?" 

     "Not the kind of friend you're obviously wondering about.  Come on, girl, do you think I go 

about sharing my men?  Don't be ridiculous.  Daryl Cullen's a nice bit of something I used to 

babysit for when he was small, back when I was afraid to be my own person and was like 

everybody else.  He's not old enough for me.  Damn it, I helped raise the boy, I should know 

about what he won't admit, and what he's looking for.  And you too, whether I raised you or not.  

But if you don't like him, there's other young bloods around this town I know the same way 

might be interested in a woman who keeps to herself the way you do.  Just say the word." 

     "I'm not entirely comfortable with this conversation," remarks Mossy, walking slowly down 

the steps and a little closer to the car.  "But would you like a cup of tea, or coffee?  Maybe some 

wine?  I just opened a bottle."  That is the least she can do, she thinks, and then realizes how 

uncharacteristic it is of her to offer to share her space even for a moment with such an odd 

neighbor.  She notices that Watsa's hair is pulled back in an untidy bun today, though from what 

she can see of the woman's clothing, it is as brightly colored if not as variegated as it was the first 

time they met.  Perhaps she feels slightly more tolerant and less taken aback because she sought 

the woman out first earlier today.  She also wonders about parts of what Watsa has said to her 

just now:  when was she ever like everyone else and afraid to be her eccentric self?  And what 

did she ever "dress up" in, or were her clothes at some point less strange and witchy-looking? 

      Staring straight at her with those ice-blue eyes that seem to penetrate to the things Mossy 

feels most like hiding, Watsa shrugs and throws open the car door, getting out and slamming it 

with one quick motion before Mossy can think twice about the invitation.  "You don't know what 

you want, do you?  And I can tell you another thing, your readers aren't stupid, even though they 

may let you treat them that way so they can get a thrill out of what you're peddling."  She jams 
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together these two apparently unconnected remarks as she joins Mossy at the foot of the steps. 

Mossy is torn for a moment between keeping Watsa safely out on the porch with her own inner 

territory uninvaded, and bringing Watsa inside and into her inner territory, but with the comfort 

of knowing they are not observed.  Not that anyone comes down this way very often, but Mossy 

thinks it would be just her luck to be seen entertaining the strangest neighbor she is aware of 

having, with the result that people might then think the worst of her.  It should not matter, she 

tells herself, she is so rarely around anyone else, but she does not want unpleasant encounters 

with her other neighbors on the infrequent occasions when she needs to go into town. 

     Watsa notices the pause as well.  "Now that you've got me here, you don't know quite what to 

do with me, do you?"  She laughs aloud in a way that grates on Mossy's nerves. 

     "Don't be silly," says Mossy in a testy tone of voice.  "I'm just trying to think whether we 

should visit out on the porch or inside.  Either way, we can sit in a nice patch of sunlight.  Do 

you prefer something hot to drink, or something cool?  What sort of thing do you like?" 

     Watsa heads up the steps in front of her and says, "If it's all the same to you, which it should 

be since you're the hostess, I'd like to sit in an inside bit of sun.  I've been out all day in the wind, 

and I'm feeling a bit blown about.  Besides, we have confidential matters to discuss, whether 

you'll admit it or not.  As to what I like to drink, your offer of a glass of wine was right up my 

alley." 

     Not entirely willing, but unable now to retract the offer, Mossy holds the screen door open for 

Watsa.  Without waiting for permission, the older woman goes from room to room, looking 

around and commenting, obviously getting a sense of her unenthusiastic friend from the 

furniture, the pictures on the walls, the piano, the television, and DVD player in one room, and 

finally the study.  It is for Mossy the most personal room in the house, for unlike the bedroom, it 
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houses her books and her laptop and her diary-journals, things which are far more important to 

her than the bed she has occupied alone for three years now. 

     "You're all rightly settled in here, m'dear, aren't you?" the older woman inquires.  Without 

waiting for an answer, she remarks further, "Yes, and it'll be a hard thing for you to let some of 

your privacy go, even if you find a man to keep you less lonely.  Ah, well, it's a trade-off I 

always say."  Her fingers roaming along the bookshelves, they pitch unerringly upon the first of 

the thirteen thin bound journals, and starting to slide it out of the shelf, she says, "Ah-ha!  What's 

this?  Some vanity press material from before your published days, or something a little more 

private?" 

     Stepping quickly to her side, Mossy takes away the journal and places it back on the shelf; 

this encounter is not to be allowed to get totally out of hand.  "I'm sorry, Ms. Hower, but that's 

private material, my journals if you must know, and no one reads them but me."  She looks the 

woman directly in the eyes, a little angry. 

     "Okay, although if you confided in me it might help a little.  One thing you should do before 

any men come here, though, is lock up those little diaries of yours in a safe somewhere; women 

aren't the only ones who're nosy."  She continues to look around the room, humming softly to 

herself until she is apparently satisfied.  Then, she sits in the overstuffed armchair on the far side 

of Mossy's desk, in a ray of sunlight which touches her gray hair to silver and brings out the 

bright turquoise, green, and brown of her dress.  Mossy notices that it's actually another Indian 

cotton dress like those which were popular years before, with golden threads running down the 

length of it at intervals.  Watsa isn't bad-looking or evil-seeming, only very, very odd. 

     Remembering at last her duties as hostess, Mossy goes to the kitchen and finds another wine 

glass, then brings it back and pours a generous amount of the Beaujolais in it, handing it to 
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Watsa.  She then refills her own glass and sits down in her desk chair behind the desk, with her 

back to the sunlight.  This makes her a little more comfortable with her guest. 

     "What d'you have in your family, psychologists or cops?" 

     "Neither," Mossy is surprised into answering. 

     "That's funny." 

     "Why?" 

     "Well, I chose this chair my own self, because I like sitting in the sun, and the other chair was 

obviously your work chair.  But the fact of the matter is, you have your chair positioned facing 

into the shadow, and the sun shines right onto the face of the person in the other chair.  It's a sort 

of trick head doctors and policemen use: letting the light shine on the other person's face helps 

reveal what they're thinking about.  You know, though, me, I always say what I'm thinking, no 

mystery there."  She takes a delicate sip of wine, nods approval, then sips again more fully.  

"Good grapes," she says. 

     Somehow, this puts Mossy more at ease, the delicacy and the accurate assessment of what is a 

somewhat expensive bottle of wine which she has been saving for some special occasion.  She 

casts an eye at the bottle to see how much is left and notices that with strict pouring out, they 

each have another full glass before the bottle is entirely empty.  She says, with more grace of 

manner, which she would always prefer to show if possible, especially to an older woman and a 

guest, "So, how have you been, Watsa?  You must be fairly okay to be driving around again.  

Two years ago, Mr. Wayne at the grocery in town told me that you'd had your license revoked." 

     "Oh, him.  He's as bad as any of those old women to gossip.  No, I've had my license and lost 

it again since then.  This past winter, I hit an icy patch and skidded; it wasn't my fault, but these 

old men in this town are the biggest bunch of sexists you'd ever like to meet, and some of the 
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policemen the worst of them.  So I'm not supposed to be driving again until July, and I have to 

take a driver's test.  I just decided to take me a little run in the car today because they don't come 

along these back roads very often, and all I had to do was go up to the fork then turn back and 

come this way again.  I walked all the way to town and back for the book sale at the library 

today—" 

     "Damn it!"  Mossy interrupted.  At the enquiring look on Watsa's face, she said "I'm sorry, I 

thought there was something important I'd forgotten to do today.  I didn't mean to cut you off.  I 

really wanted to go to that book sale.  So, is your health okay, do you need anything?" 

     "Young woman, just when are we going to quit pretending that this contact has anything to do 

with what I want or need, and admit that you're at the very least intrigued with what I can do for 

you?  My health is fine because I get out and get fresh air and exercise and take care of myself 

my own way, without going to the doctor all the time for pills and remedies that can cause as 

much problem as they solve.  And again, I guess I'm a lucky woman, got good health bred into 

my bones.  You, on the other hand, are looking a bit pale and peaked even though you've got 

some tan, and you have stress written all over you.  Just what's your objection to having a nice 

young man come along to loosen you up and love you free of all of that tension?" 

     "Ms. Hower—" 

     "Watsa.  Or Auntie Wea, as people who aren't afraid of me call me." 

     "Auntie Watsa—" 

     "Auntie Wea." 

     "Auntie Wea, I guess I don't look at love that way."  This seems to be the truth, as far as 

Mossy knows it of herself, because she feels really disturbed by Watsa's insistence on the 
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physical aspects of love.  It is rough, rude, and awkward, though she knows what passion is and 

what it can make people do. 

     "Are you trying to tell me that somebody who writes the kind of soft pornography that you do 

has to have wedding bells first?  Not that I couldn't think of some young man who might do that 

for you, I might be able to.  Just what bothers you so much about what you write all the time?" 

     "Is there some reason why I shouldn't want at least a dignified and serious love relationship of 

a permanent nature with someone?  Am I somehow less deserving of that just because I write 

books which picture love relationships as both physical and emotional, or passionate and 

lasting?"  She thinks about what Watsa has said for a moment and laughs for the first time in 

their encounter.  "And you think it's pornographic?  They've recently raised the guidelines for 

sexual content.  I feel lost.  Maybe I've gotten used to the sentimentality of my readers:  I find I 

expect a happy ending from my books, with only a certain amount of sex beforehand." 

     "Wait a minute here," Watsa Hower held up one hand.  "All you have to do is ask.  It seemed 

likely to me since you keep at such a distance from everybody alike around here that you 

wouldn't be interested in marrying any of the young men.  Especially since they likely don't have 

your education, even if they have your intelligence level somewhere in the back of their young 

brains.  We can talk about that, my dear.  You went to college, didn't you?" 

     "Yes, I did.  But—" 

     "And this is a country rural sort of area, and where the young men have gone to college, 

they've usually come back and married childhood sweethearts, settled down, raised kids already, 

that sort of thing.  But there are a few holdouts.  That Daryl Cullen who was sitting on my porch 

today is one of them.  Come to think of it, I don't really know what that young man is doing with 

his life lately; every time I try to hook him up, he shies off.  Don't think he's the man-lover sort 
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of man, but I can't think why he's so standoffish.  He does paint a bit, I know that, so that gives 

you artistic sorts of things in common, but since college, he's been working mainly as a glorified 

security guard at the lawyers' offices downtown, not doing much of anything with his life.  How 

old are you, anyway?  Twenty-eight, twenty-nine?" 

     "Thirty-two; I'll be thirty-three in August."  For some reason, it seems better to just let the 

conversation flow; she has already been told that the most likely prospect is "standoffish," so 

probably nothing potentially upsetting will happen. 

     "Hah!  Daryl's thirty-five, and still single.  No girlfriend either, though I know some women 

who've tried to catch his eye.  Mostly silly flippy young things who like to go out dancing and 

drinking all the time, which is fine for a while, but they don't have much else to offer.  And then, 

there's the widow Toney, she had a few dates with him, but that fell through too, I never could 

get him to say why, and she doesn't talk to me.  So you're cleared for take-off, if I can once get 

him over here to see you.  Then again, maybe you should come to visit me, and I should have 

him over at the same time.  He was installing my new dishwasher today when you came by.  He's 

a good boy, a good man I should say, and nothing wrong with his looks, either.  So, is it on?"  

She looks at the bottle with a glint in her eye, and not answering right away, Mossy pours 

another glass for her and tops off her own glass. 

     "I feel very awkward about this," she finally responds.  "I've been getting along just fine now 

for five years without a man in my life, with one exception; I've been here three years.  You 

seem to be a woman who likes being alone yourself.  Why can't you understand that I might find 

it difficult to—well, to accept a potential lover just on your say-so?  And I don't know many 

people here, none at all well, really.  If something negative were to happen, it could cause 
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problems, and then I would have to consider moving, and it would disrupt my whole life.  

Somehow, that seems to be a lot to pay for just having a lover." 

     Watsa's bright blue eyes consider Mossy for a moment as she sips again slowly.  Then she 

says, "What we've partly been discussing is whether or not you're inclined toward the more 

permanent possibility of a life partner, as it's called now.  Now, what would you think of Daryl 

Cullen, or maybe one of three or four other young men who're among the more eligible men I 

know, who might be inclined to form a lasting bond?  He's a keeper and no mistake, but I still 

have to find out what's going on in his head that has kept him from making a match so long 

already.  It may be nothing but habit, as I suspect it is with you.  Isn't it worth taking a risk to feel 

that old mad rush of feelings with a man again?  And as to me, I'm just plain not the marrying 

kind.  Don't compare yourself to me, you don't know what you're doing or saying.  I can admire 

people who make life bonds without believing that it's good for me.  As long as I can drive or 

hitch a ride a few towns away and have my fun, I'll be doing it.  I'm not poor, you know; I have 

money left from my mother and my dad that'll keep me for another thirty years, if I should live 

so long.  Most people don't know about that, so you can keep that under your hat.  I don't want 

trouble any more than the next person."  She stops to draw a breath after this long and persuasive 

speech, shifting her weight in the chair and once again eying Mossy with a question in her eyes. 

     Realizing that though she herself has felt very exposed just by the accuracy of Watsa Hower's 

assessments of her, Watsa has actually done most of the talking, Mossy thinks to say, "You 

know, you've told me a lot about this town and about yourself during this visit.  Why is it so 

important to you to match me up with some one?  Or is your concern really to find someone for 

Mr. Cullen?  After all, I've seen him at a distance, once.  How am I supposed to form an 

opinion?" 
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     "'Mr. Cullen?'  I can guarantee you that if you once find yourself mounted on his cock, you 

won't be calling him 'Mr. Cullen.'  The two of you've been solitary too long for that." 

     Mossy finds the physical image disturbing, but stands her ground.  "You called him that." 

     "You're as difficult as he is; I'm beginning to think you're just right for each other.  I called 

him 'Mr. Cullen' as a sort of little joke.  You should think of him as Daryl.  In case the whole 

thing comes about the way I'm hoping it will." 

     "You still didn't answer my question.  Why is this so important to you?  I mean, look at it 

from my point of view.  What assurance do I have that someone isn't paying you to set people up 

with each other for sex?  Maybe even your Daryl Cullen.  How do I know I can trust you?" 

     "Ah, now you're in the bargaining phase.  You can't bargain with passion, it either takes you 

or it doesn't, and it returns different things to different people.  If you didn't think you could trust 

me, why did you come looking for me?" 

     "I told you before:  I wanted to make sure you were okay.  You know, you have your 

intuitions and ideas, I have mine.  I just wondered how you were since I had seen you last.  It 

was probably partly curiosity too, I guess." 

     "Don't forget loneliness.  You were lonely, and it wasn't just for my conversation, either.  

Come, come, I'm not going to make a whore out of you.  I'm not a madam, my dear, just a 

woman getting on in years who doesn't want to see interesting people all alone.  And if I could 

write anything, even some of that silliness you write, I would write about interesting people like 

you and Daryl." 

     "What makes me interesting?" 

     "The same thing that makes me interesting to you:  we're both women who've chosen thus far 

to live alone, and we are more or less surviving.  That's not the commonplace lot of women in 
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this area, as well you know.  They elect to marry, or happen into it, and then do everything they 

humanly can to stay that way, even if they're not overly happy, sometimes even if they're 

downright miserable.  You know them better than you think:  they're your main audience except 

for the young 'uns who read you.  Still, you treat them the same way their men do, as if they're 

stupid.  You should try really telling them the truth in some novel or other, and see if it flies.  

They won't like you as much, but I'll be bound they'd respect your work more.  Hell, they know 

that handsome, intelligent devils of men don't suddenly reform because they meet a little 

secretary or nurse by chance.  And if it does on occasion happen, there's usually more to it than 

that.  Why don't you go down deep for the real truth of the matter?" 

     A bit nervously, Mossy tops off the glasses again, emptying the bottle.  "What makes you 

think I know the truth, or that there's any one truth?  Why would I want to make people unhappy 

if they're happier the way they are?" 

     "You've got to tell the truth you know, and I can see that you know something you aren't 

telling.  I can tell it by reading your books and looking at the way you hold yourself, and by 

talking to you, which granted, I didn't get to do much of until today.  And even if you think 

they're happy being ignorant of their own inner feelings, don't you see that there comes a deeper 

satisfaction from knowing truth, from feeling it in a work?  And for you, from writing it?" 

     Astounded at this in-depth assessment and literary idealism from a woman who had seemed 

to be interested only in sticking her nose in where it didn't belong, Mossy at first says nothing.  

Then, admitting it to Watsa as she has often admitted it to herself in the night in the dark, she 

agrees.  "Yes, okay, I've often wanted to write something of more substance, more reality.  But 

that's not how I pay my bills.  Far more people want to read about things that don't usually 

happen in real life, at least that's the way the numbers read.  Dollars and cents spent on books, I 
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could prove to you, are generated more by fantasy romance than by stark truth-telling.  Maybe 

when I get enough ahead of the wolf at the door sometime, have enough money to stave off 

immediate wants and needs, I'll use a different pen name and write something you'd like better.  

Something I'd like better.  But for now—" she shrugs and looks at Watsa.  Watsa looks at her.  

Mossy thinks a minute and says, "You know, some ordinary people do have great and happy 

romances in their lives.  Granted, they may not be the stuff of great art, but what makes us think 

that unhappy tales are more likely to be true?  Are there more of them?  Is that why?  I know 

there are more people poor and starving and unfortunate in the world than there are people happy 

and wealthy and lucky, just by the statistics published in the news.  They're true, I guess, they 

must be true.  But does focusing on them really help people more?  Is it morally better to read so-

called realistic fiction, and mourn and mope and weep?  I suppose it may be better.  It certainly 

may be better to write it, perhaps.  Or is it better to try and make people happy?  Am I only 

trying to justify what brings in my living?  There are times when I actually hate it."  She is 

surprised to hear herself admit this to her peculiar visitor; she glances up again at Watsa, who is 

still regarding her with a straight powerful eye. 

     "You ask yourself those questions, do you?  That's good to know.  Keeps your mind in 

shape."  Watsa reaches down into her bosom and pulls forth an antique gold watch on a long, 

gold necklace chain.  "Oopsa-doodley, about time to go.  Come to see me, my dear young 

friend."  Watsa moves up out of the deep armchair, a bit ungainly and yet oddly graceful. 

     "But—I'd like to—well—I mean—we had a nice talk." Mossy finishes the partial sentences 

lamely, having already denied her interest in Watsa's conversation as many times without 

apparent effect as seems likely to compel even her own belief.  Having Watsa end the visit so 

abruptly is for her rather like playing tug-of-war with someone, and having them let go of the 
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rope without warning, sending her flying.  Without someone to oppose—she follows her guest 

out.  "I'm sorry if we—if I—" 

     "There's nothing to be sorry for.  I'm serious, come and see me sometime.  Any day or time 

after ten in the morning, you can just drop by.  Call first if you want to, but you don't have to.  If 

I'm not there, you'll know soon enough.  I like surprises, you see, and after all this time, you gave 

me one today, by letting yourself be caught visiting me." 

     "I didn't let myself be caught.  I mean, I just—oh, what's the use!" 

     As she opens the car door, Watsa turns and winks at her, and this time Mossy knows it is a 

wink.  "I know, I know, I just couldn't help teasing Ms.-I-don't-mean-to-really-no-thank-you-oh-

well-if-you-insist-thank-you-very-much.  You'll see.  I think we can be good neighbors."  She 

drops into the driver's seat, starts up the snarling old motor, and pulls away, waving one hand out 

the window. 

     Mossy, standing on the porch watching her go, is startled to feel suddenly bereft.  She has had 

her first neighborly visit in three years' time, except for the Jehovah's Witnesses whom she was 

too timid to eject, and the ladies who came at the very first to welcome her to the community, but 

who never came back once it became apparent that she had no interest in their church.  She 

thinks of Martha Gibbs, whom she had met one day at the library and exchanged a few words 

with before the fateful first encounter in the grocery store with Watsa, the encounter which 

Martha had witnessed a part of.  A visit from Martha would have been nice barring her 

insinuating expression, but it would not have had the bracing quality of a cold North wind which 

Watsa communicates, that ability to shock, and take her off guard by waning, and then to shock 

again.  She wonders why exactly Martha had warned her about Watsa.  Not that the woman's 

idiosyncrasies are not nearly reason enough, but she does not seem really harmful, only 
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outspoken and unconventional.  And she certainly understands something about fiction.  True, 

Martha herself had seemed to perceive something about the sorts of men Mossy modeled her 

characters upon, and she had shown her own virtue, if this was true, in not repeating it to anyone 

else.  But Watsa really enters into the problems of the morality of writing, seems to understand 

the questions Ruth Anne Grubb asks herself at the end of the day when Mossy Granger has put 

her laptop to bed for the night.  And that alone makes Watsa a valuable resource, all her offers of 

setting up romantic involvements aside. 
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                                                                            4 

     Tonight, Mossy has it her way:  the night is a sultry, hot and stormy May night, the wind 

blowing down through the trees with a whistling roar.  At intervals, the rain falls heavily, then 

lets up as if to stop, only to start again, streaming along the tempest.  She has been finishing the 

last few scenes of her newest book, Not a Man for Love.  The problem now is not with her 

current work, but with her research.  Having spent her entire career with only one book company 

after having read many and many a romance novel as a young girl and finding them mostly the 

same, she has just for the first time done a little research on some of her contemporaries writing 

for other companies.  To her great discomfort and chagrin, the other companies' authors are all 

over the place as far as their female characters and the sexual scenes in their novels go.  Mossy 

has been writing by the same old formula, over and over, and still achieving a fair success.  The 

other writers, women and perhaps some men writing as women, have often made their female 

characters not the wrung-out dishrags of weak and timid heroines whom, improbably, highly 

successful and attractive men take the time to win over, but mistake-making fully achieved 

sexual beings who triumph not necessarily by getting a vital man to marry them, but by getting 

their happy ending come hell or high water on their own (nearly feminist) terms.  The whole 

world has moved ahead of her even in the realm of writing romance.  She wonders briefly if she 

should just "up" the sexual content as requested by her editors and leave it at that, or take a risk 

and give them something that really competes on equal terms with what she has been reading, 

and what they have apparently been trying to beat out in sales.  The question is, just how ready to 

change are they?  Would they be willing occasionally to give up the "and they got married before 

living happily ever after"? And how ready is she?  Should she, just perhaps, think of changing to 

another publishing company?  Should she, she ponders, stop what she is doing and actually try to 



42 
 

write that serious novel now?  About what?  What does a woman living all alone in the woods 

several miles away from everyone else in the community and out of close personal contact for at 

least three years have to write to the world about?  She tests her memory of good writers, whom 

she does now and then read.  What about Emily Dickinson?  Well, that was all about writing 

poetry, and Dickinson still had a place in the community.  She thinks of others, but one and all, 

they had some sort of tie or commitment to other people, however attenuated, and a world of 

good and noble motives for writing.  What are her own motives? 

      She knows, for example, that she has been writing up until now because she can, because 

someone will pay her a paycheck to write what she sometimes finds soul-numbingly boring or 

annoyingly unbelievable.  Casting her mind back to the first novel she wrote at the age of 

twenty-five, Nightfall at Bernhampton, she remembers how she just happened into her 

profession, the way Watsa said other women often happen into marriage.  She had been 

employed at the time at Steele University in the northern part of the state as an adjunct English 

teacher, teaching three sessions of freshman composition per semester and barely making do.  

Her father and mother were living a few towns away and expected the occasional visit, which 

she made when she felt she could, oftener preferring to make an excuse and stay in town, visiting 

little cafés and trendy bistros with other young teachers.  These were usually males who were 

able and willing to treat her to things she could not afford herself in exchange for a pleasant sort 

of dinner table conversation and the mere possibility of something else.  Something else had not 

usually followed, of course; Ruth Anne had her pride.  There were some men, however, whom 

she slept with for a while before (generally) a mutual good-willed parting due to career 

obligations—they had to move as they moved up in the world, or she had a change of schedules, 

and it became inconvenient to meet at the usual time.  Slight ties, she tells herself now, to keep 
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her so far apart from the mother and father who had loved and raised her, their only child, and 

taken such pride in her accomplishments.  Yet, the slighter ties had been the more compelling.  

So that on that fateful and drizzly autumn evening when, in a flight of youngish high spirits her 

parents had taken it into their heads to drive in and see her, and instead had wrecked their car in a 

three-car pile-up on the freeway, both of them dying before they had reached the hospital, Ruth 

Anne Grubb had not even been at home to hear the call.  Her cell number was of course 

faithfully recorded in her father's wallet and her mother's purse, but Ruth Anne was out at a new 

club, where a new friend, a somewhat sleazy one at that, whom she had already decided not to go 

out with again, was pretending to teach her to tango.  It was really only a pretext to grope and 

strain and reach for a feel.  She had turned her cell phone off beforehand, too.  All of this made it 

worse when she did get home at twelve thirty-five a.m., after some social stress and strain of her 

own ditching her consort for the evening and arriving alone to a recorded message.  Immediately, 

she went to the hospital.  Over the phone, the guarded head nurse had seemed to convey such a 

vague message that she had wondered if one of her parents had suffered a heart attack or a 

broken limb, although she could not think why they had come such a long way to go to her local 

hospital instead of their own.  When she got there, though, and was verified as Ruth Anne 

Grubb, ready and capable of receiving the news, she realized in her stunned silence just how 

unready she was for it.  She did not ask herself if she was capable or not. 

     Her parents had always been there, she had always been their slightly contemptuous golden 

girl, an only child.  She sometimes thinks to herself now that what people say about only 

children being spoiled must have been true of her, little though she would have thought it of 

herself when she was growing up.  They formed a loving circle of three, two parents very much 
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in love with each other and both adoring the evidence of their love for each other, their little 

Ruth Anne. 

     And she had basked in it, sometimes vying with her mother for her father's attention, 

sometimes forming a feminine barrier against her father's masculine domestic habits when her 

mother gently scolded him for such apparently virile things as putting his feet on the coffee table 

or spilling food on a piece of furniture.  Then, at the age of twenty-five, still young in her own 

opinion for this particular experience, she was bereft of both parents at one stroke, without a hint 

of illness or infirmity as a sign of a more gradual departure.  Instead, they had lightheartedly 

been on their way to repair her fault of non-communication while she had been battling a would-

be Latin lover in the middle of the dance floor.  The whole time was sordid and sad and beyond 

telling remorseless in its quality of Never-more-again.  That's perhaps what she would write 

about if she ever wrote a serious novel, some tale of the Never-more-again visiting a careless 

person like the one she had been. 

     Soon after, a friend, intending to cheer her up, had read her some student's attempt to write a 

romantic short story.  They had both had a good laugh over it, and though it was only a drop in 

the deep well of Ruth Anne's suffering, it was a start.  Suffice it to say, they were both taken 

totally aback when the same student came in one day to the friend's office with the news that she 

had sold a romance to Ariadeci Publishing Company, who had also given her story first-prize in 

a readers' contest.  Tactfully but with a certain invidious curiosity, the friend had found out what 

the student was paid for the story.  When she repeated this amount to Ruth Anne, it was too good 

to resist.  They couldn't believe it!  Money just there for the taking! 

     Of course, it had not been that easy.  Ruth Anne had had to review what she recalled of her 

juvenile romance reading in the days long before she learned what was "good" for her to read.  
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Then, she had had to tolerate endless revisions undertaken with the aid of a set of guidelines 

supplied by the company and an exacting editor or two.  Finally, she had sold a short novel for 

an amount which helped pay some of her student loans off; her parents and she had been paying 

these off for a while at a low rate of interest.  That gave her ample reason to go on, the more 

especially since she resented perhaps unreasonably the use of her parents' modest bequest to her 

to pay off her loans.  And, it gave her something to do in the evenings after her lessons were 

planned, the more especially since she no longer was quite the party girl she had been before.  

She still sometimes went out with young men, but felt that she failed to charm them as she had 

heretofore.  She thought it was as if something had suddenly grown old inside of her. 

     By the time she was twenty-seven, she'd amassed enough money to think of writing as a full-

time venture, and the few friends with whom she was still close encouraged her to "go for it."  

After all, adjunct teaching posts, even those in which the parties had a few years' unofficial 

tenure, were starting to dry up.  There was just no telling when her position would be foisted 

upon a regular full- or part-time faculty member with already enough to do, in an effort to cut 

costs.  For a year or so, she continued to meet her old friends for coffee or drinks, exchanging 

gossip about people they knew in common and living much the life she had lived before, always 

with the sad reminder of her parents in the back of her mind, and her full-time writing duties in 

the front.  But after a while, she found that her friends were unintentionally shutting her out, 

talking around her rather than to her, and that the personnel at the college had made so many 

changes that a conversation with her about it was to everyone awkwardly pointless.  It was time 

to make a change herself, and as much as she dreaded it, she yet felt it coming, its slow 

inexorable tread like that which her parents' death itself had not been kind enough to forewarn 

her with. 
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     It had been that spring three years ago, that spring magical as all springs are said to be, that 

she had finally agreed to go to a writer's conference and meet some of her fans, and by the way 

had met many other people there, including Jack Pelliford, the most perfect lover she had ever 

had. Perfect, that is, except for the fact that he was not the type to play for keeps, and Mossy 

imagined that no woman had ever had him who did not want to keep him on some terms or other.  

She herself, at any rate, had no sooner met Faye Tessman, the previous owner of her cabin, who 

offered it for sale in the writers' closed session, than she negotiated the deal and gave the address 

eagerly to Jack.  She assumed that he would come to see her there and she would have him all to 

herself for many long, glorious hours, or perhaps even longer.  But he explained to her, gentle 

and honest—or so it had seemed to her, not eager to find blame with someone who had made her 

so delirious, so happy, who made her whole body really sing for the first time with the voice of 

her soul (as ludicrous as her soul found lovemaking)—; he travelled a lot.  He slept around a lot.  

He was not a settling down kind of man.  He had never said that he was, nor had he meant to 

mislead her in any way.  Even later, when she was farther away from the experience of that quite 

typical rejection of a woman by a man, she could still not associate Jack with any smallness of 

mind.  As people had started to say about all sorts of things, "It was what it was."  And she knew 

that though it would never be enough of him, she would have been wrong in some way almost 

amounting to a fault of vision to omit the experience just because Jack was not the domestic sort.  

And then, of course, there was the cabin. 

     At first, she had thought of trying to get Faye Tessman to stop the sale of the cabin.  After 

considering it, though, and asking herself what she had to lose by moving from a town where 

everything reminded her of something sad or no longer present, she decided that the cabin would 

be her adventure.  She would go there and write, and if she had made a foolish and impetuous 
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mistake in buying the cabin after having seen only photographs and a few confusing business 

papers, then she had.  What more was there to say or do about it?  After all, she had not bought 

the cabin only for herself and Jack.  Maybe it would be a sort of gathering place for some new 

friends later on.  Where exactly these new friends were to come from she did not ask herself; she 

was trying too hard not to be disappointed that Jack would not be there. 

     The first thing she found out when she took up habitation in the cabin was that it was a good 

deal smaller than it appeared.  She just barely had room for all of her possessions with some 

ingenious spacing maneuvers.  Then, of course, there had been the roof repairs, and the damp 

getting in here and there, and the fight with wood rot.  All of which she had accepted with what 

she thought of as a good spirit.  That is, she was aware of awarding herself merit points for the 

way in which she managed not to lose heart at these occasional setbacks.  As to working in this 

atmosphere, it had gone along just fine as far as the conventional and traditional plot scenarios 

went.  Luckily, Paulo Montilla, that difficult-to-delineate character, was finished and done with, 

out of her hair.  But now, especially since Watsa had come by and stirred up the anthill of 

emotions and second thoughts with her stick, qualms and doubts and difficulties had poured out 

of Mossy in an angry mass.  What should she do next?  How much time would her money 

situation give her in which to figure this out?  What if somehow Watsa had jinxed her capacity to 

write for a living with her attempts to make Mossy want more in her life? 

     The flickering of her lights on and off and on again several times jolts Mossy into the present 

again:  the storm is reaching a fury pitch outside.  Sighing, she cuts off the computer.  Luckily,                             

she has had her power strip on for the last hour.  There have actually been very few storms 

during which the lights have gone out for any length of time since she has been living in the 

cabin, but the sound of the rain now steadily pounding down on the already drenched earth 
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outside makes her wary.  Just as she is trying to decide whether to work a puzzle or read a book, 

the lights go off again.  This time, they stay off.  The closest outside light is up around the corner 

of the road, where the last street light was installed two years ago.  Searching her surroundings 

carefully with hands outstretched, managing to avoid knocking off anything other than a few not 

terribly valuable papers and a plastic paperweight which looks like a rock, Mossy is able to make 

her way into the tiny kitchen pantry where the candles and the matches are.  Lighting first one fat 

white scented candle and then another, Mossy carries them into the study and sits back down at 

her desk.  What to do now, what next?  She could use her laptop for a few hours without 

electricity, but then she would have to recharge it tomorrow, and she wants to start work early 

again, to wrap up all the loose ends in the final draft before she uploads Not a Man for Love to 

her editor.  Or, she could try to work by candlelight on—on what?  On some new thing.  Not 

very likely at this hour of the night.  What hour is it, after all?  It's been dark for a good two 

hours now.  She looks at her wristwatch by the candles' light:  It's nine-fifteen.  How can that be 

right?  That means it got dark while she was still working, at seven o'clock or so.  In May?  She 

holds her wristwatch up to her ear; the watch is still ticking.  Ah, well, it has been cloudy all day. 

     As she sits there irresolutely, at one and the same time the lights blink back on, for how long 

there's no telling, and the land line rings.  Mystified, she stares at it while it rings three more 

times; why would anyone be calling her?  And why would they be calling her now?  Finally, she 

decides to pick it up.  It's Watsa.  She sounds very crackly and far away, though it can only be 

three miles by the road where the power lines are, one through the woods.  Not only that, but she 

also sounds very shaken and thoroughly unlike her usual confident self. 

     "Mossy?  Is that you, girl?" 
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     "Watsa?  What's wrong?  Are your lights out too?  Mine just came back on.  Obviously, or 

you couldn't have called on my home phone."  Watsa does not answer right away; instead, she 

seems to be taking deep and labored breaths.  Once again, Mossy says, "Watsa?  Are you there?" 

     "I guess I need a favor from you about as bad as you need one from me.  Just listen.  I don't 

know how long the electric will stay on.  I was climbing on a ladder to get my candles down.  I 

don't know why I tried foolishness like that in the dark.  I already had a kerosene lamp on in the 

next room.  But I fell and pulled down the kitchen cupboard on myself, and it's just a spot of 

good luck that one of my phones is in the kitchen and I can reach the cord of it from the floor.  I 

pulled it down too and called you.  I don't reckon I've broken anything, but there's canned goods 

and cartons all over the floor everywhere, and I'm still trying to get my way out from under the 

cupboard.  It's one of those metal things, you know, top-heavy and flimsy or it wouldn'ta tipped 

over like that.  It really started life as a bathroom medicine cabinet—" the lights flicker and the 

sound goes dead on the line.  Mossy is not sure, but it seems to her that Watsa is being even 

more communicative than usual and about unimportant details, and she wonders if the older 

woman is perhaps more hurt or dazed than she knows or is letting on. 

     Mercifully, the sound comes back on the line, and Mossy shouts into it, "Watsa!  Are you 

there?  Just wait, I'll come right on." 

     "Don't have to deafen me, girl, I can hear you.  No use to bring the car, though, the road'll be 

washed out up around the old Gryce farm.  Take a run through the woods, and bring some dry 

clothes." 

     "Don't be silly, Watsa, the car is the fastest way.  Surely it won't be stuck up in three miles' 

distance to the fork and back." 
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     "It's too rough outside.  Just pack that knapsack I saw behind your chair and do what I'm 

telling you." 

     "Watsa, I don't think we're the same size." 

     "For you, silly idiot, not for me.  You're going to get a little wet unless you have a tarpaulin to 

wear.  The forest floor will be drier than that muddy road; it's covered with brush and pine 

needles and it's rockier.  Be careful not to fall.  But don't come at all unless you have a flashlight 

or torch; I don't want to be responsible for your breaking your neck in the woods." 

     "I'm not coming through the woods.  Or at least, I'll try the road first.  Just hang on; I'll be 

there as soon as I can."  With this, she hangs up and wonders briefly if she should call the 

ambulance, but decides that her difficult neighbor might take it amiss or find it embarrassing if it 

was unnecessary.  Better to go and help first, if possible.  And she had said that she did not think 

she had broken anything.  It is not that far. 

     Grabbing up her knapsack, she carries it to the bedroom (smiling wryly to herself to think that 

Watsa had managed to remember so well what she saw during her visit, like someone playing a 

memory game at a county fair).  The rain is still beating against the windows while she tries to 

decide quickly what would be best to take.  First, a heavy sweater, in case there is no heat.  Then, 

a pair of pajamas, in case she has to stay over the night.  A change of clothes for tomorrow.  At 

the last minute, she remembers to drag out her galoshes. 

     Then, it's to the kitchen.  It has occurred to Mossy while she packs clothes that there may be 

no electricity for cooking and she does not know what Watsa cooks on.  Grabbing up trail mix 

containers, odds and ends of fruit and dry cereal and soy bars and water and this and that, which 

for all she knows Watsa may want none of, she checks her watch.  It has been fifteen minutes 

since the call was over.  Taking her rain poncho from the front closet and belting it atop her 
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clothes, she decides there is no more point in waiting.  She makes sure the candles are out and 

everything is secure; locks up; and heads out to the car with her gear and flashlight. 

      She gets the car started, but as Watsa had predicted, the gravel road is too muddy and washed 

out to get far on.  She is having trouble with the mud even before she reaches the turn near the 

Gryce farm.  The rain seems to have let up just a little, and she is not far from the entrance to the 

path in the woods.  Can she really travel a mile on foot in this weather without getting hopelessly 

lost and totally soaked?  Opening her door, she swings her legs out and takes off the rain poncho; 

she puts the knapsack on, and then gets into the rain poncho again, re-belting it around her and 

pulling up the hood.  She ties the strings tightly under her chin. 

     Taking out her flashlight and making sure the extra batteries are still in her jeans pocket and 

did not fall out in the car, she locks up the car and leaves it, backtracking until with relief she 

sees what looks like the path.  It travels winding through the woods and splits once or twice 

toward other cabins, she knows, but she is fairly sure that if she is careful she can find the path to 

Watsa's.  The main difficulty is that she has only been near there before during the day.  There 

are a few landmarks, however.  First, she passes an outcropping of granite on the left.  After she 

has gone safely across the pine tree floor, though, where the water wells up between the brown 

needles and twigs at her every step, the way becomes trickier.  The rain both falls from heaven 

and patters rapidly down on her poncho from the dripping, new green leaves above.  There are 

dead leaves from last autumn still, and despite the new green plants springing up through them, 

the ground is slick underfoot.  Once or twice the underbrush nearly betrays her into taking a 

wrong turn.  She stops long enough to turn the flashlight on her watch:  it has been half an hour 

now since she talked to Watsa.  That is too long, especially with an older person who has had a 

fall, she thinks.  Picking up her pace, she starts to take longer and faster strides, breaking into a 



52 
 

jog now and then.  She stops once or twice, a little disoriented, wondering if she has lost her 

way; then she sees the rotted stump just at the last fork in the path, the left-hand way leading to 

town, the right-hand way to Watsa's.  Exultant at the successful end to her adventure yet still 

worried about her new friend, she hurries through the rain, now gently falling, to the cabin door.  

She starts to knock, then realizes that Watsa may still be on the floor.  Trying the door, which is 

certainly unlocked, she pokes her head in and calls, "Watsa?  It's me, Mossy.  Can I come in?  

Are you all right?" 

     "Come on in, Ms. Mossy.  Surely your parents didn't name you that.  I'm in the kitchen still, 

trying to sort out the mess.  In the back, just come straight on back." 

     A little annoyed, feeling at first that perhaps the crisis has not been as serious as all the fuss 

that was made over it, Mossy sticks her head into first one dark room then another.  This cabin is 

a little bigger than her own, but built by much the same apparent plan, except that the kitchen is 

at the back instead of at the right-hand side heading in.  There is a kerosene lamp burning, sure 

enough, in a comfortable-looking living room area where her own study would be, over to the 

left-hand side of the main hallway.  She sees in passing that there are several overstuffed chairs 

and one long, huge couch in the same state of graceful old age there.  The kerosene lamp is 

placed on a low coffee table in front of a dark fireplace filled with several unlit logs.  Why hasn't 

she had a fire on?  It is a little chilly, though it is still not quite ten o'clock.  Mainly, it is wet 

outside, and that communicates a damp feeling within. 

      When she gets to the kitchen, she sees that Watsa has been able to get down two or three 

candles and a box of matches from the top shelf of her pantry.  Apparently, all people keep some 

things at an impractical height for an emergency; Mossy had had her own in a similar location. 
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There is a blank space next to the pantry shelves which the light from the flashlight dances 

across before Mossy turns it off, leaving only the light from the two tall green and blue patterned 

candles.  Across the floor from that point the white cupboard lies where it fell.  Watsa is sitting 

down in a chair at the table, a few cans and boxes of dry goods stacked in front of her, a few 

more stacked here and there on the kitchen counters all around.  There are still a good many 

things lying around in the floor, and Watsa's crimson dress, which is lacy around the throat and 

hem, is torn at one shoulder and up one side seam about a foot, revealing a lacy white slip 

underneath.  Her hair is all about her shoulders; she looks exhausted. 

     "Here, let me look at you, Ms. Hower.  Let me look at your pupils—" begins Mossy, her 

sympathy full-fledged at last. 

     "Now, I asked for your help.  No one ever helped me who didn't call me by my right name.  

The policemen and the old women and the gossips around this town call me what you just called 

me.  And that's good enough for them.  My friends call me 'Auntie Wea,' like I told you, or at 

least Watsa.  What's it going to be?" 

     "I'd like to call you Watsa.  But are you all right?  After a fall, someone should look at your 

pupils, especially if there's any chance that you might've banged your head on the way down.  

Any difficulties moving?"  She takes a few tentative steps closer, bending down to look into 

those ice-blue eyes, which are watching her with a grim amusement. 

     "Yes, a few; mostly the ones I already have, gone a little worse.  I'm bumps and bruises all 

over, and I was a little shaken up when I called.  I guess you did just what you said, and wasted 

time on the car at first, eh?  That's why it took you a good quarter of an hour longer to get here 

than it should've, I'll be bound."  Mossy starts to argue, but she happens to look down at Watsa's 

arms and then her legs, and sees the truth of what she has said:  she has pulled her socks off at 



54 
 

some point to look at them herself, and there are already purple bruise marks in raised up spots in 

several places.  "So," she continues to talk in what is a fairly normal way for her, "you never did 

tell me what your right name is.  You really don't expect me to believe—well, I don't know, did 

your parents really name you 'Mossy'?  I find that hard to believe." 

     "Look here, I came to check on you and make sure you didn't have a concussion or a broken 

leg or something.  And you're not very politically correct, are you?  What if my parents did name 

me 'Mossy'?"  Gently, she lifts one heavy reptilian eyelid with her forefinger, then the other, then 

looks into the eyes straight on; no, from the signs Mossy has read about, Watsa does not seem to 

have a concussion. 

     "Ah, but did they?  And it's a little late in the day for political correctness between us, 

m'dear."  But she seems content to let the point rest for the moment, only wincing as Mossy 

gently feels one after another of the purple spots. 

     "Well, it's really a little late to rub all these bruises a tiny bit to avoid the purpling, but some 

ice bags on them would still reduce the swelling a little.  I take it your freezer hasn't been off so 

long that all your ice is melted."  This is really more of a question than it is a statement. 

     "I only have one ice bag.  It's over there on the edge of the table, already filled up.  The rest of 

the ice is where you’d think to look for it—" she gestures vaguely toward the refrigerator freezer. 

Sighing with real fervor, she says, "I'm tired.  I feel like I could stretch out on the couch a bit." 

     At this, Mossy is concerned again, and hurries to fill up some ice "bags" by tying ice cubes 

into kitchen towels.  "You'd be better off in the bedroom, don't you think, just in case you fall 

asleep for the night?" 

     Watsa, tired as she is, laughs aloud.  "Don't think I'll be doing that, not with cold ice packs all 

over me.  Besides, when that ice melts, I don't want my bedclothes all wet.  No, it's the couch for 
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me tonight.  If you're for staying, you can take the bed.  I think it would be crazy to go back 

through those woods tonight.  It's all clean, just changed the sheets and washed the blankets out 

yesterday.  It's up front there, to the right when you come in.  The bathroom is by it from the 

hall."  Gingerly, she hoists herself up, grimacing at what are probably various aches and pains.  

Mossy stands by to help her, but Watsa waves her hand away impatiently, and hobbles toward 

the hall.  "The main thing at this point is getting that stuff up out of the floor so that it's not left 

down for me to fall over tomorrow." 

     Mossy nods agreement, but Watsa, leading out of the room, may not see her.  "I think," the 

younger woman says cautiously, "that I should start up your fire.  It seemed sort of cold to me in 

there when I passed by.  We don't know just how long the lights are going to be off this time, and 

it might be nice to have some heat.  And I did bring a few things to eat, in case you wake up a 

little hungry." 

     "All right, young Mossy, you're doing a good and conscientious job of it.  Just get me settled 

down and let me alone, and some rest will probably take care of me for this evening, anyway."  

They enter the living room and Mossy hurries to place a few fat cushions under Watsa as she 

eases down onto the sofa.  She looks around the older woman's surroundings for some blankets.  

There are one or two across the backs of chairs here and there, and she brings them into the 

room.  Watsa's eyes are closed.  After gently placing the makeshift ice bags on Watsa's legs, 

which she has elevated a little, Mossy puts the covers over her and places some of the snacks she 

brought on a low occasional table by the side of the couch.  Then she starts on the fire. 

     In theory, she knows how to build a fire from her early days in Girl Scouts, but having no 

fireplace in her own cabin, she has lost her touch somewhat.  The procedure is a bit more 

complicated here by force of the fact that she is trying not to make any huge noises that might 
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wake up her already softly snoring hostess.  After a few dozen matches and wads and wads of 

paper from the paper bin to the right of the fireplace, she succeeds in getting some kindling, 

carefully tunneled underneath her logs, to catch.  Within a few more minutes, the fire catches, 

and burns "merrily and brightly," as Mossy thinks to herself; she gloats over having had some 

obstacles to overcome of some kind other than those of the compositional nature.  Resting in one 

of the two armchairs pulled up on either side of the fire, just like in some old picture book, 

Mossy herself starts to nod off, and is only jerked awake by the sudden bright illumination when 

the lights flash back on.  The rain has tapered off; the storm has blown itself out; it's eleven 

forty-five. 

     Jumping up, she quickly and quietly makes her way around the house, turning off the lights.  

It seems that Watsa has had every light in the house turned on at the switch, waiting for "the 

electric" to return.  At just that moment, when the last light goes out in the bedroom, Mossy 

hears a sound on the porch.  Footsteps.  Too late to lock the door now, if it's a prowler.  Then 

there's a knock, a little too loud to be a prowler, and not soft enough not to disturb the older 

woman sleeping.  Mossy hurries to the door, turns the porch light on, and peers through the 

window curtain at the top of the old-fashioned wooden door.  It's Daryl Cullen.  Now that she is 

so close to the front, she can hear a motor purring in the driveway.  She glances beyond him for a 

moment:  it's a large, double-cab pickup truck, and someone is in both the front passenger seat 

and in the second cab.  Two other equally strapping-looking men.  She hesitates, but he is a 

friend of Auntie Wea's; she can hear Auntie Wea's sarcasm if she should find out that he was 

treated as a stranger at her door. 

     Cracking the door gently open, she puts a finger to her lips, and says "Shh!  Watsa's asleep.  

She's taken a bit of a tumble from a ladder in the kitchen, trying to get her candles down when 
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the storm hit.  She's okay, I think, but she's pulled down a kitchen cabinet on herself and has a 

few bumps and bruises." 

     Looked exasperated in spite of what seems like a kind face, he says, "Oh, man!  Was it the old   

white one?" 

     "Yes.  It's still in there, in the floor.  I've got to pick up all the stuff she knocked down some 

time before morning."  She stops, then figures out there's no harm in asking.  "So, what are you 

doing out?  You're her friend Mr. Cullen, aren't you?  Daryl."  She quickly makes the correction, 

once again having mentally heard Watsa's humor at her expense sounding in her ears, suggesting 

that she is being prissy. 

     "Yes, and I guess you're her new friend the writer.  Maisie, is it?  If I've told her once, I've 

told her thousands of times that she needs a brace on the back of that cabinet, and that I need to 

fix it to the wall.  She won't be able to put me off any more now." 

     "It's Mossy.  My name, that is.  She called me to come over a couple of hours ago, but I had to 

get here through the woods, the car wouldn't come around the bend." 

     "Ah, so that's your car we saw.  After a bad storm, we some of us go around to a few of these 

outlying cabins and make sure no one needs anything.  I've got my brother Jim and Allan 

Hawkins with me; we'd have been here sooner, only Jim has loaned his truck out, Allan's is being 

restored, and I was working a later shift for a change.  So, can I help in any way?  I saw Auntie's 

lights come on from up the road, but they went off again." 

     "I turned them off.  No sense in having them all on at night.  I've short knowledge of her, but 

I've never seen Watsa in such a panic.  Or perhaps I should say I've never heard her so taken 

aback.  By the time I got here, she had pulled herself together a bit.  If the electricity hadn't come 
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on, she wouldn't even have been able to talk to me on the phone and get me over here.  I haven't 

given her my cell phone number, and somehow I doubt that she has one." 

     He laughs, and Mossy sees that he is indeed a very attractive man.  Looking down at her 

shoes, she hears him say, "Oh, yes she does.  She's more modern than you might think about 

some things.  I got a couple of calls on my cell from her earlier tonight, about eight fifteen or so, 

but I didn't have a chance to answer because there was an alarm out for a possible intruder where 

I was working.  It doesn't happen very often, and after we searched everywhere high and low, 

and got the alarm company out, it turned out to be a short in the wiring where the rain had 

penetrated.  Nothing much, but it's all got to be checked out.  Do you need anything around 

here?" 

     Mossy thinks as carefully as she can while feeling so self-conscious:  why had Watsa called 

Daryl at eight fifteen?  Is this a planned encounter of the two younger people, carefully 

engineered by Watsa?  Then, she tells herself not to be paranoid.  Surely no one would go to the 

lengths of giving themselves bumps and bruises all over the place and knocking down kitchen 

cabinets full of canned goods just to set up a romantic encounter.  "No, not that I know of.  We're 

fine for right now.  I'll pick up the stuff from the kitchen floor before she wakes up tomorrow, 

and maybe you can arrange with her to fix the cupboard when she's better.  Oh, but you could 

help me stand it back up and walk it back to its position, if you have the time."  She opens the 

door for him to come in and ducks her head once more around the corner of the living room; 

Watsa is still breathing deeply and sonorously.  Tiptoeing to the back where the kitchen is with 

one of the candles to light the way, Mossy feels as if she is going through a long, low cavern; the 

hallway walls are a dark buff color, and the light plays across them oddly, casting shadows at the 

cracks in the plaster.  When they get to the kitchen and Daryl, behind her, sees the devastation, 
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he whispers, "My God!  I didn't know she could keep all that stuff in one cupboard.  I really need 

to build her a wooden one, and throw that old metal one away.  I've got some time off next week.  

I guess I should offer." 

     "That's very kind of you," Mossy says, putting the candle down on a counter and starting to 

pick up cans and boxes to clear them out of their path. 

     "Oh, she'll pay for the wood, she always insists on that if I do anything for her.  I built those 

kitchen cupboards and shelves, the other ones in the pantry.  Besides, it won't take long to 

replace this heap of junk; anything's got to be better than this," he finishes, nudging the fallen 

white cabinet with his toe.  "Okay, are you ready to heft it?" he asks, easily taking one side. 

     Mossy takes the other side, and together they raise it.  Upon the instant, Mossy bethinks 

herself of something.  "You know, I suppose if we put it back up, and if she's as stubborn as you 

think, she's just going to fill it up again with all these things on the counters.  Is there some way 

we can put it outside to be carried off, maybe?" 

     Daryl grins.  "A conspirator after my own heart," he says.  He points to the small outside door 

at the far right-hand end of the pantry; through the windows of the door, Mossy can see a blacker 

blackness outside, as of a tree or shrub.  "I think we can just get it through.  Wait, let's get the 

door open—" he suits the word to the action, effortlessly stretching back from his hold on the 

cabinet.  "Now, as quietly as possible, so as not to awake our sleeping conscience in there, let's 

each hold an end and ease it through.  When we get out onto the porch, which is very small, 

you'll have to stop and let me get down the stairs with my end.  Ready?"  He shifts his weight 

onto his back leg, and gently moves backward, looking behind him all the while.  This gives 

Mossy the opportunity to notice the way his muscles play across his chest under his damp shirt, 

open at the throat where the tendons of his neck are stretched as he looks rearwards.  They bump 
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the cabinet into the door facing.  It is Mossy's fault; distracted by her view of him, she has 

pointed the cabinet too far to the right.  He looks back at her.  They both wait to hear if Watsa 

has awakened.  "Too heavy?" he asks, making as if to shift more of the length his way for better 

balance. 

     "No," she says in a hurried fashion.  "It's just a little dark back there.  Let's try again.  Sorry." 

     "Okay, here we go," he says. 

     This time, she is resolved to keep her mind on the business of getting the cabinet out the door.  

Not what she thought she would be doing this evening at nearly twelve o'clock!  Little by little, 

they maneuver the cabinet out the door and around on the porch until she is standing on the 

porch with her end and he is standing several feet below her on the lawn below the bottom step.  

She can barely see him in the gloom under the huge tree at the back right of Watsa's house. 

     "Now, just take one small step at a time; watch your feet.  Doing okay?" he asks. 

     "Fine," she answers.  "It seems a little brighter once you get used to being out here.  I can sort 

of see the steps, at any rate." 

     "Yeah, it's clearing up.  That's good.  Wonderful," he says as she inches down from the last 

step and onto the sopping wet lawn with her end of the cabinet.  "Now, just put it down on the 

lawn.  That's right.  The guys and I will put it in the back of the truck and cart it off tonight, 

before she knows what's what." 

     "I have a flashlight, if you need it.  But you said you did this all the time; helping people out, I 

mean.  I guess you have a flashlight or two with you." 

     In the darkness, she hears him sniff softly, and sees something white come out of his back 

pocket and apply itself to his wet head, and then to his features.  "As a matter of fact, we do.  

And anyway, I know my way around this yard pretty well by now.  I would've had the guys help 
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me with this, only that would've been that much more noise and that many more grimy feet 

tromping through Auntie Wea's."  He pauses and puts his handkerchief up.  "Well, thanks a lot, 

Mossy.  Not only for the help with the cabinet, but for the inspiration, too.  When she gets up and 

starts fussing after the cabinet, you can tell her that I'll be over tomorrow evening to put up her 

new shelves, my brother Jim and I, or maybe I'll bring Allan Hawkins.  If I have help, I can get it 

done before next week."  He hesitates again, then a wicked tone of amusement creeps into his 

voice.  "I'd say you'd better get yourself a good night's sleep, if you're planning to spring it on her 

before breakfast.  And she's an early riser, too." 

     "I thought she told me to visit anytime after ten." 

     "That may be because she does up her house before then.  She gets breakfast at about six 

thirty or seven o'clock in the morning.  Who knows how long she's up before that!  Well, you'd 

better get back inside; it's still blowing around a little out here.  If you're over tomorrow evening, 

I'll see you then." 

     "Good-bye," she says, waving back her salutation in the pitch blackness, as it seems, while he 

disappears around the corner of the house, a hand still thrown back at her over his head in a 

friendly parting gesture. 

     "And that's that," she tells herself in an undertone, checking her watch.  Fairly anticlimactic 

for a first face-to-face encounter.  Once again, she hardens her heart a little, just enough to ask 

herself if Watsa could possibly have intended for the meeting to happen.  Then, she thinks again 

of the large and varied purple bruises on the woman's arms and legs, and shakes her head.  Watsa 

may be cunning in her way, but masochistic she doesn't seem.  There's always the possibility, of 

course, that after she had called Daryl and once she had fallen, she got the idea to capitalize on 

the event.    She would probably have known that Daryl would come by when he got her 
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message, and might then have additionally called Mossy for help, once she was down in the 

kitchen.  That would not be beyond her.  Mossy thinks she will just enquire about the call to 

Daryl on the morrow to make absolutely sure. 

     Sighing, she starts to pick up the cans and plastic bottles and boxes and stack them quietly on 

the counters in the wavering light of the green wax candlestick.  A box of oats and a container of 

dry cereal have spilled out across one dark corner where they fell.  When she has picked up most 

of the dry goods, Mossy institutes a prolonged search for a broom, which yields no results.  

Surely Watsa has a broom.  The rest of the house, though full of old, well-used furniture, is to 

her recent memory covered with neat chair cushions and crocheted doilies and well-treated 

potted plants.  What floors are exposed are polished and gleam softly.  In the kitchen itself, the 

counters are spotless except for the army of items from the fall of the cabinet which are now 

ranged along them.  The sink cupboard, however, holds a hand brush and dust pan.  That will 

have to do until a real broom is found.  She thinks to herself as she sweeps up the spillage that 

Watsa probably has a vacuum elsewhere for all the large rugs scattered throughout the other 

rooms. 

     Once the mess is more or less cleaned up, Mossy takes down the candle from the counter and 

heads back towards the living room.  Watsa has changed her position on the couch, no longer 

sleeping on her back.  Now, she is on her right side and facing the fire.  Mossy notices that 

several of the makeshift ice bags have melted into damp cloth.  With a careful touch, she picks 

them up, and taking them back to the kitchen, places them in the sink.  They have served their 

purpose.  She looks in once again, but Watsa is still sound asleep, and snores softly and deeply. 

Mossy trims the wick on the kerosene lamp.  Then, taking up her backpack and the candle, she 

goes off to get ready for bed and turn in. 
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     After her nighttime ablutions, she goes inside Watsa's bedroom and glances around.  It, like 

Watsa herself, is colorful and outrageous.  On one wall, there's a current Beefcake-of-the-Month 

calendar, as it announces itself, complete with scantily-clad men ranging in age in various natural 

settings appropriate to the month.  There are two brightly ornamental opera posters, one for The 

Marriage of Figaro and one for Contes d'Hoffmann.  Curious, she looks to see where these 

productions were put on.  The legend on both of them indicates that they were performed by 

Citadel Productions, which the posters tell her was a travelling company at the Grove Theatre in 

Puttley.  So, Watsa occasionally leaves town for something other than male companionship, 

Mossy smiles to herself.  Or does she meet a man whom she goes to the opera with?  That is an 

even more interesting and complex speculation, but Mossy is tired.  She moves all the big, puffy 

needlepoint cushions and fancy quilted pillows from Watsa's four-poster bed into one of the two 

newish-looking and differently patterned yet not clashing chairs, leaving only the regular bed 

pillows and a thick navy quilt and sheets on the bed, turned down.  Her last memory is of looking 

up at the matching navy canopy as she falls asleep, and realizing that the little white dots on the 

quilt and the canopy are intended for yellowish-white stars, their rays truncated.  Swiftly a 

kaleidoscope of impressions from the day sweeps her away into a whirl of colors and shapes, and 

she sleeps, quite soundly, until morning. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



64 
 

                                                                             5 

     "C'mon, guys, leave it alone, why don't you?"  Distracted from his driving by the chortling 

laughter of his two comrades, Daryl raised his arm to wipe away moisture from the windshield 

on his jacket sleeve.  He just could not seem to keep the condensation from forming, and it was 

too cold outside, even for a May evening, to run the defroster.  Nor could he keep his two 

companions from teasing him about how long he had been at Watsa's, and the "mysterious" 

female—as they said—who had answered the door. 

     "Why, if she didn't know you were coming, and you didn't know she was going to be there, 

what were you doing removing your jacket before you went in?  I know you weren't going in just 

to fascinate Auntie Wea with your physique.  And it was a while before you called us to help 

you, too."  This was Allan Hawkins, who truth to tell had been having a few beers before Daryl 

picked him up.  It was only after they were well underway that Daryl had realized his true state, 

and since he still was not too incapacitated to be useful with any heavy lifting that might be 

necessary, or any emergency repairs or first-aid that might be needed, Daryl resisted the 

temptation to put him out on the road to walk it off. 

     Keeping his temper as well in check as he could while navigating up the bumpy gravel road 

towards Maston, Daryl answered, "You know that's my new jacket.  I took it off at every other 

house except the Gryce's too, just in case you didn't notice, and I kept it on there because Elmer's 

truck was out front, and it was unlikely that they would want my help with anything.  I don't like 

to ruin good clothes if I can make them last."  Stubbornly, he glared at the road ahead, where the 

headlights were bouncing and jouncing up and down with the truck's movement. 



65 
 

     The other two laughed again.  Then, his brother Jimmy leaned forward from the rear cab and 

stuck his head over the seat.  "I think you've got it wrong, there, Allan.  It's because he didn't 

know she was going to be there that he took that precious jacket off.  No point in using The 

Fascinator if you think there's only Auntie Wea to fascinate."  The guffaws rang out. 

     Abruptly, Daryl stepped on the break.  The other two lunged forward, protesting mightily. 

     "Okay, okay, we got the point.  Stop teasing him, Allan, or we'll never get home in one 

piece!" 

     "You think I'd endanger all our lives for the sake of you two bastards?  Look, over there," 

Daryl said, pointing to something indistinctly hovering at one side of the road.  "They crossed 

right in front of us, and you idiots didn't even see them."  Over to the right, along the line with 

his finger, two brownish forms with white-tipped tails were disappearing swiftly into the woods; 

the smaller of the two was a fawn, whose white spots flashed and winked out as he dashed away 

behind the doe. 

     "Now, ain't that a pretty sight?" breathed Jimmy.  None of the three of them were hunters, 

unlike many men they were acquainted with.  "Now I know it's springtime." 

     This appeared to have sobered up his two friends, so Daryl turned the radio on, first for a few 

minutes on music, then getting the inevitable chattiness of the announcers.  Finally, he found a 

local station broadcasting news of the recent rain, and flooded out locations.  They listened 

patiently for information about their immediate area, in and around Maston.  It seemed that a 

number of side roads were closed off, particularly ones in the lowlands near the river and its 

branches. 

     "Hear that?" said Allan, noticeably more aware than he had been before.  "The Werthy River's 

flooded in half of its streams.  Well, we've finished this area.  Should we call and see who else is 
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out tonight, maybe divide up the work?"  The other two agreed, and soon Allan and Jimmy were 

making calls on their cell phones to friends who in the past had done as they were doing.  Before 

the recession came along, the men had been part of Maston's Volunteer Fire Brigade.  After the 

recession hit and the old fire station had to be shut down even just for the amount of utilities and 

support services it would cost to run it, most of the men and women of the area who had been 

involved continued to provide help during crises to people who needed it.  The next nearest 

official fire and rescue station was in Puttley, almost an hour away, so people repaid their help 

with farm produce, sewing chores, and any other particular goods or skills they had to offer.  It 

was not quite an even trade, since the gas and wear and tear on the trucks and vehicles was 

expensive, not to mention the "red dog" crushed rock and gravel that they occasionally donated 

free of charge from the remaining fire station stock to fill in washed out spots.  But they grimly 

and without complaint continued, sure that all they had to do was ask any of their neighbors for 

help or donations of any kind, and they themselves would be on the receiving end. 

     "So, Auntie Wea's basically all right, you said," pursued Jim, as they jolted onto the highway 

from the last of the gravelly road behind them.  It had been agreed upon to meet their friends and 

co-helpers at Jo-Lee's Diner, where a large convoy of dump trucks and other vehicles had been 

gathered for hours splitting up the store of sandbags kept in an old shack behind the diner for just 

such emergencies.  The owner, Jo (and her husband Lee, who did the cooking) were not only 

good-hearted, but also combined with their kindness such necessary practicality as it took to run 

a diner on a shoestring budget and attract lots of customers in a rural area.  On such nights as the 

one everyone had just passed, they would stay open later, and serve free coffee, but they knew as 

well as anyone else that the food they would serve to the hungry shifts of men and women 

coming in from the rescue effort would help their finances all the same. 
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     Daryl had ducked his head down a bit to see the road before he turned onto the four-lane, but 

now he glanced back in the rear-view mirror to answer his brother's enquiry.  "Yeah, well, as I 

said, Auntie was snoozing away, and even such noise as we made getting the cabinet out didn't 

seem to wake her.  Mossy said she had some bumps and bruises from the fall and the cans and 

stuff, but she seemed to feel confident that everything was basically okay." 

     "So what next, Daryl?  Going to take up knitting, or reading romance novels?"  Allan grinned 

and poked his friend in the ribs, but when no answer came, he said "Oh, fine.  I was just kidding.  

Have either of you guys ever read any of that stuff?  I did once.  My sister challenged me to a 

thumb wrestle one time, when we were teenagers.  If I won, she had to read The Call of the Wild.  

If she won, I had to read—what was it now—something called Alice Warren's Revenge.  It was 

kind of dopey.  It—" 

     "So you lost the thumb wrestle," Daryl said, grinning back at him. 

     "I was bored that summer; all of my friends were out of town.  Besides, that book gave me 

something to taunt my sister with for years after that.  I think I was even quoting it to her at her 

wedding, long after she'd gone on to other reading.  Anyway, in this book, the heroine's father 

had been in debt to the hero's father years before.  But old Mr. Warren hadn't been the nice man 

his daughter thought him, as it turned out.  Anyway, before she knew that, she'd taken a position 

as executive secretary to the hero, determined to do him an ill turn somehow through his 

paperwork.  But of course, he ended up being too fascinating—Daryl—to resist, and she fell in 

love with him in spite of herself.  And of course, he fell in love with her too, and it all worked 

out just the way you'd suspect." 

     "What would I suspect?" asked Jim, leaning forward and poking Allan in the side in his turn. 

     "They got married.  Just as any adolescent girl would want it." 
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     Daryl laughed and said, "Everybody wants to be happy.  It's just that marriage isn't what 

inspires everyone equally." 

     Allan sighed.  "Yeah, well, to judge by all the novels you see in the book section at the 

pharmacy and grocery store and places like that, it's all women read about.  If I could've stood it, 

I would've read more of them to know what scheming and plotting to watch out for." 

     "Here, now, Allan, are women just lining up these days to throw themselves at you?"  Jim 

asked, flipping Allan on the back of the head.  "And I thought you were so modest, too." 

     Daryl laughed again, but Allan sighed.  "I as near as nothing almost got engaged last year to 

Dutchy Keeler, you know that.  And it was all through having nothing to say to her.  She wasn't a 

bad sort, but we regularly ran out of conversation, and after I kissed on her a bit, and she kissed 

on me, and we cozied up together and so on and so forth, I could tell she wasn't a-going any 

further without some declaration.  I thought in this day and age we were past that sort of 

primrose path stuff!  And the tough part of it was, I liked her well enough to stay put, but I 

couldn't talk to her, and we had these long trailing silences when it seemed like the only natural 

thing to do was to go on loving her up.  But when you can't go verbally and she won't go 

physically, things kind of grind to a standstill.  And I guess that just didn't seem like enough to 

me to warrant a marriage proposal." 

     Jim leaned forward again.  "Well, I imagine Dutchy's probably thinking she's well out of it, 

too.  You know she's getting serious with Fred Raymond, don't you?  And they've been together 

for a while now.  Maybe he has more conversation than you do, or conversely, Dutchy is more 

generous with her—whatdoyoucallit?—her body language." 

     "All right, you two, enough of that.  We're here now.  Let's go grab a coffee first, we don't 

seem to have much left in the thermoses."  Daryl pulled across the diner lot close to the other 
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vehicles gathered around the front entrance.  "If we hadn't been delayed without a truck and 

hadn't had our own rescues to do, we might've been here sooner.  Ben said this had been going 

on ever since it became obvious that the river was going to crawl up the bank again." 

     The three men got out and approached the front door, only to stand back as others coming out 

met them and verified the information they'd received:  a large number of sandbags were still 

going to have to be placed in the low-lying areas near the Werthy River, because there was some 

chance of further rain the next day, and the waters had already swept two houses off their 

foundations lower down, near the town of Pollixten.  Timing was all important, so the three of 

them hurried in and had their thermoses filled with hot, fresh coffee and quickly ordered and 

paid for some thrown together sandwiches to go.  Most of the people there were engaged upon 

the same mission, though a few of them were in-between trips to the river and had actually taken 

the time to sit down, rest, and eat quickly before going out again. 

     Daryl checked his watch.  Twelve forty-five a.m.  "Look, guys, before I forget it—I just 

suddenly realized, we've still got Auntie Wea's old cupboard in the back of the truck.  We're not 

going to be able to get many sandbags in with that old thing rattling around in there.  Jim, go ask 

Jo or Lee if we can store it in or near their dumpster just for the night.  Tell them we'll pick it up 

tomorrow.  Hurry up.  I'll wait for the sandwiches.  Allan, you want to help him unload it?  And 

I'll see if Lee has any more flashlight batteries back there anywhere that we can take with us.  No 

use going down to the river to unload bags if we can't see where we're going."  The other two 

agreed, and went off together, serious-minded now that they were with the body of rescuers.  

Daryl was their elder by two years, and they were used to listening to his suggestions and orders 

without too much backchat, though he came in for a lot of teasing about almost everything, 

including his authoritarian stance. 
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     Daryl had just finished buying two additional cards of batteries that Lee had pulled out from 

under the front counter, when, in turning rapidly around to glance back for his friends, purchases 

in hand, he nearly collided with a total stranger.  The man was clearly a stranger, and obviously 

not one present to take part in the rescue effort, though he was out so late at night.  He looked at 

Daryl, and Daryl looked at him.  Both of them had darkish sandy hair, but where the stranger's 

eyes were green, Daryl's were light brown, almost sepia.  They were similar in build, too, but 

while Daryl had worn his new L. L. Bean lined windbreaker with a certain amount of pride 

during a good part of the evening, the man before him was much more expensively dressed, 

though the effect attempted to suggest the casual.  Still, they were enough alike that it was almost 

like looking in a mirror, whose disconcerting quality was actually in the differences that showed 

there. 

     "Tell me, are there always this many people here at this time of night?  I hadn't thought of this 

as a populous place."  He had addressed Daryl in a cultivated and friendly tone of voice, curious 

and wondering. 

     "Heavy rains around here mean flooding, and that means sandbagging along the river.  

Everyone who can helps."  For some reason, he felt annoyed with the man, who like the wind 

had just blown into town. 

     "I see.  Well, I'm not from here, I'm on the way to visit a friend of mine.  Do you happen to 

know a Mossy Granger, by any chance?  She lives on something called Rattery Path Lane." 

     "I may do, but if it's the same woman, the writer of love stories, she's not at home tonight.  

She's out taking care of a neighbor who took a fall.  And I can tell you now, you won't get down 

that road with a car tonight, and maybe not for a few days yet, not until someone gets the chance 

to fill it in again during the daytime.  It's a gravel road, and it got washed out about a third of the 
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way into town tonight.  Why don't you give her a call, or take a walk down there sometime, after 

the weather clears?"  He turned back to the counter where he had accidentally left the bag of 

sandwiches when he turned to look for Allan and Jim.  Picking them up, he started off again, 

when the stranger touched his arm and said, 

     "Hold up a second.  I don't mean to detain you unnecessarily, but maybe you could suggest a 

place where I could stay for the night.  It's a bit late to be casting around for a motel close in, or a 

bed and breakfast.  I was rather relying on an invitation I received from Mossy a long time ago, 

and she doesn't know yet that I'm here; I was planning to surprise her.  Can you recommend 

something, or shall I just plan to sleep in here, or failing that, in the car?"  His tone was jovial as 

he considered this possibility, as if it could only be a form of joke. 

      Irritated at being delayed, but having been brought up to be polite in most circumstances 

barring situations of outright antagonism, Daryl turned to Lee as Lee thumped two plates of 

sandwiches down in front of counter customers.  "Lee, do you know if Janice Setger has 

anybody over at her B & B tonight?  This fellow needs a room."  He jerked his thumb over his 

shoulder at the traveller. 

     "Janice was in here a little while ago, but she's down by the river now, or was.  She'll 

probably be back again before morning."  Lee took a closer look at the other man.  "Need a 

room, do you?  Janice doesn't come cheap, you know.  Scenery in an old historic house, and all 

of that.  There's a motel back down the road toward Puttley a piece, or you could give the B & B 

a call and see if you can raise Delphinia, Janice's assistant.  She's probably in bed hours ago, not 

being able to leave the place all untenanted.  Come over this a-way," he said, crooking his finger 

at the man. 
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     Daryl stayed just long enough to see Lee plop the squat black rectangular phone from under 

the counter in front of the man, along with the short list of telephone numbers he kept on an old 

piece of white cardboard.  The man appeared to be listening to something about his choice of 

accommodations, and then started to dial.  Just then, Daryl's two helpers came back in from re-

locating the cabinet where Jo had told them they could store it for the time being. 

     "You're taking long enough over those sandwiches," said Jim.  "We thought maybe you 

decided to eat them without us." 

     "Let's get on out of here before we get held up any more," said Daryl. 

     "Lee start chewing your ear off about something?" asked Allan. 

     "I'll tell you about it on the way down to the river," answered Daryl, as they made their way 

quickly out to the truck and got in.  "One thing's for sure, boys," he said, throwing his arm over 

the seat as he looked back to pull out and over towards the shack for sandbags.  "Our friend Ms. 

Mossy has other fish to fry than me or you." 

     "Now, how do you know that?" and "Where did you see her now?" they clamored to know. 

     As they loaded up, he told them.  "There was a fine gentleman in there just as eager as he 

could be to pay a visit.  She apparently invited him to stay some time ago, and he thought to 

surprise her, here in some of the worst weather you could possibly be travelling in.  He doesn't 

seem to know the area very well, so chances are he's from wherever she's from, originally.  

Though why that should prevent him from checking the weather report, I don't know." 

     "And you in your new jacket and all," said Allan slyly. 

     "Yes, and you can just cut that out.  She not only never saw the jacket, but going by what he 

was wearing, she wouldn't have thought much of it if she had.  He was dressed for an occasion, I 
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can tell you that, even though his clothes looked so simple.  Yeah, I just imagine her romancing's 

taken care of for a while." 

     And on that note, the three went on loading bags until the truck was full and the subject was 

exhausted, with Allan and Jim still occasionally attempting to tease Daryl with comments about 

fights and duels and jousts with the stranger over Mossy, and about how virtue wins in the end, 

and other such lighthearted notions.  Finally, though, they were ready for the hardest part of the 

evening, and headed for the section of the river where the others had told them they would be the 

most useful, the part where only a few emergency floodlights were available on the trucks; often 

one or the other of them had to take a turn at manning the flashlights while the other two placed 

sandbags.  It was rough and dirty work, and they took turn and turn about, while the river swirled 

madly and tore away the occasional sandbag that had been cast too close and out of the 

overlapping pattern of bags.  During the night, they made two trips back to the diner for more.  

By this time, the sandwiches were long gone, and they made do with a refill of coffee. 

     It was more or less the same when they went back to the river as it had been before.  All 

around them in the trees above the river path, men and women shouted instructions to each other, 

and disagreed sometimes over exactly what line to follow.  People struggled down with sandbags 

from the vehicles, which had been parked as far downhill as they could be with any hope of 

being able to pull them back up.  In places, it was less houses and docks they were protecting 

than the bank and path itself, which if it washed away would start to erode everything above it 

which connected the houses with each other.  Finally, they received word from one of the women 

that someone had called to say all the sandbags were out and placed as well as could be, and 

there were no more to be had.  It was about four thirty, or an hour or so before dawn. 
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     Daryl wiped sweat from his eyes on the sleeve of his new jacket, the novelty of which had 

worn off in the hard night's labor.  "Let's go, guys," he said.  "It's supposed to rain tomorrow too 

for a while, unless they're wrong again, and we need to get some sleep.  I need one of you, and I 

don't care which one, so long as you're coherent enough to do a good job.  I've committed us to 

building Auntie Wea a new cupboard where the old one stood." 

     They groaned, but Allan good-naturedly said he would do it if they didn't have to do it too 

early in the day.  Jim had a date, and cried off unless it was something he could bring his date 

along to watch, which Daryl said sounded boring for her.  Daryl and Allan settled on seven 

o'clock in the evening, and then Daryl drove them home, Allan to the tiny apartment he rented 

over the hardware store on Main Street, and Jim and himself to their parents' old home, where 

they still lived since their parents had moved to a Florida retirement village.  It had been a long 

and eventful day, and certain sullen rumbles of thunder that had haunted the evening and night 

hours hung around in the early morning atmosphere as well.  They turned in after hurried 

showers and even briefer goodnights to a well-earned slumber. 
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                                                                             6 

     "All righty, slug-a-bed.  I'm the one who was out of commission last night, and you're the one 

sleeping in.  It's ten o'clock by my watch and by the caller waiting box, too.  I've got you some 

eggs and bacon, and a bit of melon sliced up; I guess that may be all right.  Unless you're one of 

those unhealthy girls that doesn't like to eat.  You don't look like it, though; you look pretty 

healthy to me." 

     At first, Mossy drags the covers over her head to hide her eyes from the bright light that's 

coming in from all around.  Then she realizes that she is not at home; further, that Watsa is 

talking to her, trying to wake her up.  Lastly, she seems to have a recall of what has been said, 

though she is not aware of having been fully awake for all of it.  "That's great, Watsa.  I'm sorry 

to be so out of it.  I worked hard yesterday before I came over last night; I guess that's why I 

slept so late.  You didn't have to fix me breakfast, but thanks, and whatever you made sounds 

fine."  Her head is now poking out of the covers, while she adjusts her pajamas, which have 

wrapped tightly around her arms and legs as she has tossed and turned overnight.  She does not 

remember being restless, but her clothing proves that the night was not passed without 

movement. 

     Watsa says, "Okay, now you're all talky, you can tell me what happened to my cabinet."  Her 

hands are on her hips, but she's smiling broadly, almost as if she has guessed that someone else 

was there.  "I'll go on out for now, so's you can get yourself situated.  But I do want to know how 

you magicked it away all on your lonesome."  She grins again, and goes out of the room.   Mossy 

rolls her eyes to herself:  what are the chances that Watsa really doesn't know what happened the 

night before?  If she wasn't awake at least part of the time, then why is she grinning like a 

maniac?  Or is it just that she's smart enough to figure out the general course of events, and that 
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Mossy must've had help?  Mossy goes into the bathroom and performs her morning routine, after 

which she looks sternly at herself in the mirror, just to see if her expression is firm enough to 

have any effect on Watsa.  Surveying herself critically, she decided that it looks as if she's near-

sightedly squinting rather than frowning.  She tries again, and achieves what she feels is a more 

dignified expression. 

     Walking into the hallway, where her nose is pleasantly assailed by the smell of bacon, she 

peeks around the door into the kitchen.  Watsa is sitting down on the same side of the table she 

had been sitting at the night before, but now she is wearing a clean apron over a pair of blue 

jeans and a knit sweater.  Mossy is startled.  It's the first time she has seen Watsa in anything 

other than some kind of bright, multicolored dress.  This throws her off her stride, and she 

forgets about being stern or judgmental.  She hesitates.  Watsa looks up and sees her, and without 

a word takes up a carafe from its place on a mat and pours some coffee into the large mug at the 

other place setting.  Watsa has evidently eaten long before, to judge by the empty plate which 

Mossy catches sight of in the sink before sitting down at her place, but she refills her own cup as 

well, as if to keep Mossy company. 

     "This looks really good, Watsa, thank you," Mossy says, her eyes roaming over the pale green 

slices of honeydew melon in their serving dish, and the crisp strips of bacon heaped up before 

her on the side of the dish opposite where the bright yellow scrambled eggs are fluffy and piled 

high.  The dish is still steaming, so that Mossy can see Watsa has made it hot just before waking 

her up. 

     "Oh, I was about to forget the toast," Watsa says.  She starts to get up, but Mossy motions her 

back down. 
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     "None for me, thank you, this is fine, really, really fine.  I don't always eat toast."  She adds 

some cream and sugar to her coffee from the china on the table, and then takes a small sip.  The 

coffee, to her surprise, is delicious; somehow, she had not envisioned Watsa as a gourmet coffee 

buff, but so it is.  She exchanges a quick glance with the older woman, who is watching her 

silently, and then begins to serve herself and eat.  It's a little awkward eating alone, but Watsa 

shifts her glance to the window and ducks her head to look at the sky ruminatively for a few 

minutes, apparently not in as much of a rush for answers about the cabinet as Mossy had thought. 

     When she's eaten enough to satisfy her basic hunger, but not nearly enough to finish the 

remainder of what's on the serving dish, Mossy decides to taken the initiative and begin the 

inevitable conversation about Daryl herself.  "Your friend Daryl was over last night, and we 

decided to ditch the cabinet.  He took it away; he said he's coming back this evening to build you 

a wooden one." 

     "Oh, he is, is he?"  Watsa slaps her hand down on the table in a quick gesture.  Mossy jumps, 

unable to tell whether Watsa's angry, amazed, or just being Watsa. 

     "As I recall, he's bringing someone with him to help."  Mossy stares with great interest at the 

piece of melon she has speared with her fork, and glances around the kitchen while she eats it, 

avoiding Watsa's eyes. 

     "Ha-ha," says Watsa in a singsong voice, which reminds Mossy of Nelson the Bully on The 

Simpsons.  "You met up with him of your own self, and not by my doing.  So, what did you 

think?  Get a good look at that boy?  Notice how polite he is to women?  And if you hang around 

here today, you'll get a good look at another of 'em, though whether it will be the brother Cullen 

or whether it'll be that Allan Hawkins, I don't know.  The three of them are like the musketeers." 
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     "First of all, Watsa," Mossy says, finding it a little hard to set ground rules for these 

conversations while she is enjoying such fine hospitality, "I'm not entirely sure that you had 

nothing to do with his being here.  For whatever reason you originally called him, he said you 

called while he was at work, but he didn't get the call right away.  Something about an alarm 

malfunctioning.  And that was before you called me.  Secondly, I've got work to do today to get 

my book in, and can't be hanging around here husband-hunting for your amusement." 

     Watsa gives her characteristic snort.  "Far more for your own amusement, m'dear, far more 

for your own.  And who knows about the husband stuff?  You can't seem to make up your mind 

whether you want one or not.  Maybe you'll find you just want to take one of my boys for a turn 

around the block, and as long as you don't hurt his feelings, I don't see the harm in it.  Mind, it 

may cause a little gossip, but you seem well-removed from that sort of stuff anyway, so I don't 

think it would bother you as much as you anticipate.  And after all, we've had the odd writer 

around in this area before:  they aren't expected to keep to exactly the same rules as other people. 

Just give it a thought." 

     Mossy sighs.  "Watsa, I gave it a thought three years ago.  I was with a man then, very briefly.  

I asked him to visit me at the cabin, and he ever so politely declined.  So that, you see, polite is 

wonderful, polite is terrific, but willing has something to do with it, too.  Do keep in mind that as 

nice as your Mr.—as Daryl seemed to me to be, we are still only polite strangers.  And the other 

two I don't know at all.  Both people have to be willing, inclined, with spare time, in the mood, 

whatever you want to call it."  She glances at her watch by way of diversion, but catching sight 

of the time, hurries to finish her breakfast, so that she can go home and get her work in to the 

editor. 
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     For the rest of the time Mossy spends there, Watsa watches her with a slight frown wrinkling 

her forehead; seems ready to speak several times; but appears just as suddenly to think better of 

it and hold her tongue.  Mossy doubts that she will ever really know the truth of that early call to 

Daryl the night before, and likewise surmises that Watsa is thinking furiously of a way to return 

to the subject.  She supposes she is just lucky that Watsa is stymied for the time and cannot think 

of anything immediately, or she might be there all day arguing. 

     Gathering up her gear and refusing to take with her the trail mix and other foodstuffs she had 

brought the night before, Mossy, after boldly giving the obstinate older woman a peck on the 

cheek, takes herself back off through the woods on her way home.  The wind is blowing clouds 

around the sky, but the sun is shining hotly down, and so far from the rain previously predicted 

to threaten this day as well, the weather is dry.  Well, dry in the air, anyway.  Underfoot, the 

forest path is still nearly as sodden as it was the night before, but now Mossy can see her way 

and does not need to mind her footing quite as carefully. 

     When she exits from the path and makes her way up to her car, she sees that it will be 

necessary to put the narrow plank she carries in the trunk for such purposes behind her rear tires 

in order to help extricate the car from the mud.  Successful at the second attempt to back the car 

over it and out of the rut her tires had dug the night before, she reverses the car down the road a 

good bit to where there is still plenty of gravel, then goes back for the muddy plank and puts it in 

the trunk of her car again.  It's a mess, but she had been planning to clean out the trunk anyway, 

so it can wait for the day when she has the time to do it. 

     The first thing she notices when she pulls into her gravel drive at the front of the house, oddly 

enough, is a pair of black men's galoshes covered with mud sitting on the bottom step.  Her eyes 

travel up in bewilderment to where they meet with a fashionable Zaraker overnight kit, placed 
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just on the porch above the galoshes.  A movement behind the screen door alarms her at first, 

then she sees that there is someone, a man, behind it, whose head turns over his shoulder to look 

at her as she gets out of the car.  Next he steps out from behind the screen fully, and she sees by 

the pen in one hand and the paper in the other that he must have been starting to leave her a note.  

This is all her mind has time for before his face creases into a smile and he raises one tawny arm, 

in an equally tawny shirt with the cuffs rolled up, to wave at her. 

     Her first thought is that Daryl Cullen has come to see if she is all right at her place too, except 

when she glances swiftly around behind her, she notices that there is no vehicle other than her 

own, just as she felt sure she had seen.  Her eyes turn back to the man, who is still at a distance 

waiting for her reaction, apparently.  Again, her mind isn't functioning properly, she thinks, or 

else Daryl is wearing much more expensive and impractical clothing than he had been the night 

before.  Of course, the night before, he had come straight from work and was engaged in rescue 

efforts, so—but the neat buff trousers with the crease at the knee, the brown moccasins which 

have obviously come out of the covering galoshes—even those pricey-looking—the well-

groomed hair—she remains at a loss as to why Daryl is suddenly so much more urbane than 

before, why he is leaving her a note, where his vehicle is (surely he didn't walk!).  Then her mind 

and her sex both alert her by their state of tense attention to the stranger—it's not Daryl, it's Jack 

Pelliford!  In her confusion at his presence, when he had said he was not planning to visit her 

here, and her equal discomfort with her own arousal, she nearly slams her fingers in the car door. 

     Approaching the porch, she says carefully, "Jack?  What are you doing here?" 

     "Hello, yourself, Mossy.  Surprised to see me?  I suppose you are; after all, I didn't think I'd 

be in this part of the country again for some years, and I certainly didn't anticipate having extra 

time to visit—well, what are you, an old friend?  I hope we're still friends, at any rate.  But the 
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last book did exceptionally well, and I have had some time to cast about me.  How are you 

getting along?  How's the work coming?" 

     Mossy has stopped abruptly, still carrying her flashlight, rain poncho, and backpack.  But 

Jack has not stopped:  he approaches easily, taking the gear from her nervous hands and setting it 

down on the porch by his travel kit.  Then, he comes toward her once again, confidently holding 

his arms wide as if to embrace her.  Before she can think why, Mossy sidesteps him.  She 

suddenly doesn't like his self-assurance with her.  Part of the problem is that she has given a 

certain amount of muddled thought, whether she wants to or not, to the topics Watsa brought up 

since she first mentioned them.  And she has asked herself again and again questions about the 

totally uncharacteristic way in which she had been briefly involved with Jack; she has not been 

able to make sense of it.  On the one hand, his very touch was able to sear lasting memories of 

sexual passion on her flesh, memories which she is trying, not really successfully, to block out 

now.  On the other hand, she had never simply fallen into bed with someone so easily, and she 

feels that inconvenient as Jack's appearance at her cabin is today, he may be excused for having 

taken away the wrong impression from their previous encounters. 

     "Do I suddenly have the plague?"  He tries to approach the matter with humor, but is 

obviously taken aback by her avoidance of him.  Then he drops his arms.  "Or is there someone 

else in the picture?"  He waits for an answer. 

     "No, and no," she reluctantly answers him, a fleeting picture of Daryl Cullen passing through 

her mind.  But that's just some fantasy of Watsa's, and Daryl is not even in the same league as 

Jack.  "I just…I just don't know if I'm willing to get back into something that was—that was—" 

     "Thrilling?  Wonderful?  Boring?  Depressing?  What?" he asks, having succeeded in pulling 

her close to him. 



82 
 

     As far as she is capable of reasoning while wrapped in his arms with one of his hands on her 

buttocks pressing her crotch into his own, his head leaning down for a kiss, she thinks that he is 

more of what her mother would have called a masher than she remembers his being.  And that is 

all she thinks for quite some time, while he touches her experimentally here and there, lightly, 

fleetingly, as if to ascertain whether or not his powers still hold sway.  They do, Jack, they do, 

she thinks to him as if he could hear her, but I am not the same person otherwise.  Jack, however, 

if he at all "hears" the conversation of her emotions, hears only the first part, and takes no notice 

of such small resistances as she attempts to put forth.  She is not trying very hard, after all.  In a 

moment, the springtime of her feelings bursts forth under the hot sun to the first bee that ruffles 

her petals, and she responds to Jack's passionate embrace by willingly winding herself closer to 

him, touching him as he has been touching her, stroking or biting what is within easy reach, and 

rubbing against what is not. 

     "Here, now, let's go inside," he mutters.  "I want you to myself for a long while."  He picks up 

both their gear except for the galoshes, which he leaves on the step. 

     Their breaking apart for her to unlock the door gives her a moment to think, however, which 

she tries her best to do.  What is she doing?  Jack has been apart from her for three years.  Time 

enough to be engaged or married.  Time enough to pick up a disease.  Time enough to have 

changed in some important respects.  As she opens the door, she says, "Still single and 

unattached, Jack?" 

     "Now, that's a nasty suspicious mind you've suddenly developed.  Of course I am.  You're the 

one who's holding back." 

     "And you're—you're healthy?" 
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     He gets very quiet, and eyes her with an expression almost of hurt, certainly of serious 

intention.  "Do you think I would do anything to you which would injure you in any way?" 

She looks away, then shakes her head.  He had always been clean and free of illness as far as she 

knew.  And he had never been rough enough to hurt her:  his is a gentleman's roughness. 

     As she lets him in and shuts the door behind him, she is conscious of two things:  one, she 

feels that she is securing a prize and locking it in a safe place.  Two, she feels glad that she also 

locked away her diaries as Watsa had suggested, full of the brief encounter with Jack as they are.  

True, she had envisioned hiding them from some boyish local yokel whom Watsa might set loose 

in her direction and who might actually make her happy, but it is just as well that Jack does not 

see them either.  She has doubts, a myriad cropping up at once.  She has doubts, but Jack does 

not give her time to feel them fully.  He asks to freshen himself up, and she points him the right 

direction, going herself back to the solitary bedroom in the back and looking at it curiously.  So, 

it would apparently house Jack after all, at least briefly.  She looks in the bedside table.  There 

where she had long ago bought it is a packet of condoms; she examines it for an expiration date, 

but sees none.  Oh, well, they are all still sealed, in a sad reminder of her days and nights alone 

here and without a lover.  And Jack gives the impression of being always prepared. 

     She hears the bathroom door open, and slams the bedside drawer shut quickly, making her 

way down the hall to take her turn at washing up.  It had always been the first step in their 

lovemaking, though usually they had done it together.  Except for that first time, when they had 

just thrown caution to the proverbial winds and made love naturally, and without protection.  As 

she passes Jack in the hall, he reaches for her, but she points as she had done before, without 

words, towards the bathroom.  He does not let her avoid him, however.  He trails one hand 

loosely across her breasts and down to the "y" of where her legs meet, rubbing insistently on the 
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front of her as she pushes against his fingers.  He laughs gently, and points questioningly toward 

the bedroom, asking her something, if that's where it is, if he may go in and wait, something.  

The gesture would seem effeminate or foolish in another man, but he is imitating her own dumb 

show in an amused and tender way, and she shivers with what it means.  Even hearing his laugh 

is a sort of spur, and Mossy hurries and washes her body off in cool water before she can think 

about what she is doing, and before he can join her where she is.  She has some sort of confused 

notion that if she restricts things to the bedroom—almost impossible to do in a secluded cabin 

with two impassioned people in it and no neighbors nearby—that no real change in her life will 

be forthcoming or necessary. 

     When she joins him, he is already naked, standing in front of the window looking out at the 

burgeoning bushes and trees.  His backside as he stands in a hip shot stance resembles that of one 

of Michaelangelo's male nudes.  She quickly shrugs out of her remaining clothes behind him; the 

last outside thing she remembers seeing is a pair of chickadees flitting from branch to feeder to 

branch again.  He turns.  He is already erect, and she notes in the back of her mind as he 

approaches that his body is as finely tuned as ever, as resolutely muscular and strong as before.  

They meet in a close embrace, he edging her ever so gently backwards toward the bed. 

     "Mossy," he says into her hair as they lie back, writhing and clasping and unclasping and 

urgently touching each other, "I've often thought of being with you again.  And now, here I am." 

     "Here you are, Jack," she moans absently in echo as he begins to lick and nibble her abdomen 

on his way down. 

     It is a fact that lovers fade in and out of a sort of consciousness, at some moments oddly 

aware of what they are doing and therefore feeling awkward and self-conscious, at other 

moments totally absorbed in passionate thrilling along the nerves and the muscles.  All Mossy 
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knows is that Jack shows less restraint than anyone else she's ever met, and in consequence she 

herself is bolder and does things to him, experimentally, like to the things he's done to her. 

And Jack leaves nothing undone. 

     After a while, no matter how long, or as long or as short as it seems to two people totally 

caught up in what's known as "the act of love," Jack and Mossy have touched and caressed and 

sucked and licked every surface.  They've wrestled and fought for domination amid greedy 

glances, gasping, and groans of desire, and each has plumbed the depths of the other, Jack 

repeatedly mounting, Mossy making imaginative use of her fingers.  Now, with the room still in 

the hot afternoon, with birdsong and distant noises coming in with the sunny breeze from the 

window, they are at last at rest, covered each with the other's sexual excretions and heat.  They 

fall asleep, Mossy's blonde head tucked into Jack's fine tanned shoulder, legs atangle athwart the 

bedspread. 
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                                                                             7 

     "Here, Allan, hold the level for me a second," Daryl points to the side of the new pantry 

cupboard, nearly complete now.  Daryl stands back and looks at it. 

     "But why not, I'd like to know?" pursues Watsa, her arms folded across her chest, intent more 

on her own topic than upon the successful completion of her new construction. 

     Annoyed but trying not to show it, Daryl gives her a quick, tight hug.  "Auntie Wea, whoever 

made you such an interfering busybody anyway?" 

     Allan, not invited to join in the conversation, but having followed it all along, murmurs under 

his breath just loud enough for Watsa to hear, "The lady's already occupied with her own 

fellow." 

     Watsa laughs, over self-confident.  "Oh yeah, since when?  She didn't have a man of her own 

when she left this morning." 

     Daryl nudges Allan's shoulder roughly with his hand.  "What's the matter with you that you 

can't keep your trap shut?  It's none of our business, I tell you." 

     "Well, it's some of my business, if I choose to make it mine," says Watsa.  "That girl has been 

alone too long, and so have you, Daryl Cullen, and for that matter you too, Allan.  When are you 

boys going to find someone to spend your time with other than each other?" 

     Allan chuckles.  "You can't match up the whole town with that one woman, Auntie.  Nor even 

just me and Daryl.  Besides, Daryl met up with the competition last night, and didn't much take 

to him."  He ducks as Daryl aims a swat at his head, but it's too late:  Auntie Wea is on the scent. 

     "What competition?  Where?  At the river?" she asks incredulously. 

     Daryl sees that there is no way he's going to get out of a brief synopsis of his encounter with 

the stranger, so he says, "He was at the diner late last night, asking where there was an inn or 
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place to stay.  Lee set him up with a place, I guess.  He said he'd received an invitation from your 

friend some time ago to visit, but she wasn't expecting him.  He said, in fact, that he was going to 

surprise her.  We told him about the washout along the road—" Daryl's eyes are focused on a 

splinter in his finger, and he hesitates just long enough for Watsa to get in a word. 

     "You're going to have to do more than that to discourage him.  Go on over, before the weather 

changes, and get your hand in.  Anticipate the enemy.  What's the matter with you?  Couldn't you 

see what a nice-looking girl she is?  And smart too, smart enough for you, that's for sure."  Now 

she pushes his shoulder as if to shame him into action. 

     "Auntie," he sighs, "He isn't my enemy and she isn't my woman friend.  I've got too much to 

do to worry about romance right now.  And even if I didn't, he's a sort of—a sort of—well, he's 

polished up really smart and looks like one of our state senators or something, even in his casual 

clothes.  I'm assuming those were casual.  Everything about him breathes 'money.'  Now, why 

should she be interested in a security guard when she can marry the bank?" 

     "Ah-ha, you said 'marry.'  So, you do have that on your mind, in some dim, dark corner of it." 

     "I was putting it politely.  Remembering that you're a lady."  He grins at her mischievously. 

     "And that puts me in my place, does it?  Allan, what do you think?" 

     Allan jumps nervously and almost drops the hammer he has in hand to affix the last board. 

"Me?  Do you mean for me, or for Daryl?" 

     "Allan, I'm warning you," Daryl says, but it does no good, because Allan is already primed on 

this topic, as he has been all day. 

     Moving to a safe distance across the kitchen, where a playful shove or punch on the shoulder 

cannot reach him, Allan smirks a bit, then says, "Well, I have inside information, Auntie, which 

I've already told Daryl.  Maybe that's why he's so down-hearted—" 
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     "I'm not down-hearted—" Daryl raises his voice, but Watsa puts her hand on his arm to quiet 

him, and says, 

     "Shh!  I'm going to find out sooner or later, you know.  Go ahead, Allan." 

     "Well, apparently, as Daryl told you, he had already mentioned to the man the fact that the 

road on Rattery Path Lane was washed out farther on, and I guess it was natural to expect that he 

might wait a day or two and take his car, after the road was filled in.  I don't know if he called 

ahead to surprise the girl or not, but when I came downstairs from the apartment this morning, 

Bill at the hardware store told me the man had been in looking for galoshes.  He'd sent him to the 

shoe store.  Just curious, you know, just curious, I asked Dan Robson at the shoe store about him.  

He said the man bought the last of that expensive small run of galoshes he's had in there for three 

years now; Dan's been unable to get rid of it.  He couldn't get over it.  The man was in a hurry, 

evidently, but still kept asking to see something better, until Dan brought those out.  Dan said he 

watched him out the window, and he went over to the coffee shop.  The one with that expensive, 

strong coffee.  But when we came by on the road out of town this evening, his silly little car, that 

Honda Civic, was still parked at Janice's B & B.  What I don't understand is why, if a man has 

some money, he wastes it on a little car like that." 

     Daryl, looking resigned, steps to the cupboard and shakes it once, but it is sturdy and solid, 

fixed to the wall, and doesn't move.  "Now, Auntie," he says, hoping to change the subject, 

which truthfully does depress him a little for reasons that he tries not to look at too closely, "let 

us finish up here with your cupboard, and stop fussing.  I'm not saying you should be planning 

any more rock-climbing adventures on the kitchen cabinets, but it should stand up to heavy use, 

anyway."  He and Allan neatly and evenly hammer the last board into place, then stand back to 

view their work. 
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     "And how much do I owe you for parts and labor, Mr. Man?" she asks in a huffy tone of 

voice. 

     "Get off your high horse, Auntie, you know we don't charge you for labor."  Daryl glances at 

his watch.  "Here, it's ten o'clock, nearly time to be done with this.  I have to get up early for 

work tomorrow, and so does Allan.  Why don't you feed us a little bit of something like you 

usually do, and let it go at that?  For the rest, the lumber and hardware parts are charged to your 

account with Bill; just settle with him." 

     "And what if I'm not in a cooking mood, just like some people can turn their needs and 

feelings on and off?"  She faces him with her hands on her hips. 

     But he refuses to be drawn again.  "Well, if you're not, you're not," he says.  "See you when I 

see you.  Allan, you're leaving your saw behind, over there in the corner."  Carrying his tools and 

his tool belt towards the hall door, he makes as if to leave.  This gesture thoroughly exasperates 

Watsa; she makes an angry spluttering sound with her lips, almost a rude noise, then says tartly, 

     "Sit your butt down in that chair.  You too, Allan.  Have I ever not fed you?  And have I ever 

given you bad advice?  And why don't you listen to me the first time, instead of waiting for time 

to prove me right?  You know I have your good at heart.  Allan, you tell him.  Tell him, Allan." 

     Allan looks at her and shrugs.  "I'd go out with the woman myself, Auntie Wea, if I had more 

of a place to bring her back to.  But that apartment over the hardware store is sure no place to be 

bringing an independent woman who has her own cabin.  And somehow, it's lowering to feel 

like—I don't know, a kept man, one who hangs around a richer woman's house all the time.  I'd 

feel like a pool boy." 

     "She's not rich!"  Watsa exclaims.  "She's just making do, like the rest of us, only she's using 

her brains to do it.  She might make as much as Daryl does in a year, on the average." 
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     Allan grinned.  "Yeah, well, I wouldn't date him either.  He's too bossy.  Like you," he says 

with glee, as she aims at his head with the dish towel. 

     She lets them settle at the table and relax, tools out of her path at the doorway, while she 

mixes up a salad and skillet fries some chicken.  They have switched to neutral topics, such as 

the flooding the night before, the rescue efforts, and the houses that were carried away in the 

water in Pollixten.  In fact, she lets them get well underway with their meal before she returns 

again to the charge.  She starts with Allan. 

     "Allan, you know what your problem is?" 

     "My problem?"  He mumbles, his mouth full of chicken. 

     Daryl, in a moment of facetiousness, says, "You mean he only has one?" 

     "The main problem," she persists.  "You're unable to think outside the box.  For example, 

Mossy doesn't even have a pool, and you're afraid of being treated like a pool boy."  They groan, 

but she keeps on going.  "Pool boys are mostly just pool boys; you've watched too much 

television, and that's the box you mainly can't think outside of:  the idiot box.  You can't take 

your ideas of life from that." 

     "It was good enough as an idea:  you knew what I meant, didn't you?"  Allan perseveres, 

spearing another forkful of salad and turning his watch to face Daryl, who catches the signal and 

nods twice swiftly.  But Watsa catches the signal too. 

     "Now, boys, you know how I feel about you both:  like you were my own sons.  And Jimmy 

too.  But Jimmy is going on with his life and dating, and you two seem to be giving up.  What 

example is that to him?" 

     Daryl swallows some milk, then says, "I thought your point was that he didn't need our 

example."  He looks at the chicken plate; there is a leg there that looks just fine and crispy 
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enough to fill up the last corner he has left.  He calculates for a moment how closely he can trim 

this topic with Watsa.  Shrugging mentally, he picks up the leg and starts to eat.  Meanwhile, 

Watsa has been busy exchanging eyebrow and hand signals with Allan.  He is not sure, but she 

seems to mean for him to take more chicken too, so he does, sensing that her real quarry has 

become Daryl.  Not sure why he has himself received a reprieve, he tells himself that after all, 

Daryl is older than he is, and maybe Watsa knows something he does not about Daryl's feelings.  

Maybe old Daryl is lonely, after all.  And Daryl does have the house he shares with Jim to take a 

date back to, a house which is big enough for two couples and to spare.  He thinks to himself that 

Daryl has not had a date that he knows of for about a year and a half now, despite continuing 

interest from various females, reported to him by Jim and usually in front of Daryl, to tease him. 

Maybe he should, he thinks, side with Auntie Wea and encourage Daryl to make a friend of the 

writer, at least. 

     As he is contemplating these things, Auntie Wea clears her throat.  "The fact of the matter is, 

Allan," she turns to talk to him as if Daryl is not there, "I know that Mossy is a lonely sort of 

person.  I don't know anything about her visitor, and if she wasn't expecting him, that's probably 

why.  But I do know that she's been alone ever since she moved into that cabin, and that's a 

precious long time for someone around about you boys' age not to receive a friendly visit.  Why, 

there've been other bad storms before this one in the last three years, and I haven't heard any of 

you say that you went down that way to check on her.  Who knows but what she found 

something wrong at her cabin this morning when she went back?  After all, she was here all 

night looking after me.  Anything might have happened."  Her voice is serious and still and 

dramatic.  She looks down at her cup of grape juice, which she had poured just to keep them 
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company, but Daryl, who knows her fairly well, knows that it is when she is quiet and sedate that 

she is probably up to the most of what he would call mischief. 

     Finishing his chicken and wiping his mouth and hands, he makes a decision.  "I tell you what, 

Auntie Wea.  You give her a call right now and ask her if anything needs fixing over there, and if 

anything's broken or wrong, I'll go over and set it straight tomorrow evening after work.  Will 

that put an end to this dispute?  After all, I don't want it to get around that I'm afraid of some 

young friend of yours.  I know you wouldn't gossip, but Allan here might think it funny if I were 

afraid of a young woman her age.  You're the only one I'm really afraid of, Auntie."  He smiles at 

her as he says this. 

     "Well, it's kinda late to be calling," she hesitates.  Then, eying Daryl, who has not changed his 

stance but whose expression has become knowing, she picks up the kitchen phone and dials. 

They cannot hear exactly what she says, because she takes advantage of the long cord to walk 

away out into the hall with the telephone.  But they hear her in extended, soothing conversation, 

then questioning sharply, then exclaiming quickly in alarm.  Finally, she comes back into the 

kitchen, a worried frown etched between her brows.  She plumps down in her chair in silence. 

      "So?" says Daryl.  "Has she seen her friend?  Has he fixed her—I don't know, whatever we're 

guessing needs to be fixed?"  He waits.  After a minute, he looks at her more carefully, if such a 

thing were possible.  He notices that her hands on the table tremble slightly but consistently.  

"Auntie?  What on earth?" 

     "Scored off by Mother Nature and her damn storm!" she says obscurely.  She shakes her 

head.  "Well, he's not there right now.  And yes, her gutters are down at one side and around the 

back of the house.  I don't know if he's equipped to fix them, considering what you two and she 

have said about him.  But—" it seems to cost her a lot to make this admission—"he's gone back 
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into town this evening, to pack up his things and get his car ready.  He's going to stay with her a 

while." 

     "His car?  Has somebody been and fixed the road there already?" asks Allan.  He looks at 

Watsa first, who seems shocked into silence for the moment, and then at Daryl, who shakes his 

head in a quick negative. 

     "Jim and I weren't out there; I guess Elmer might've done something about it, seeing as how 

it's so near his property line," Daryl answers.  He covers Watsa's nervous hands, clasped one in 

the other on the table.  "So someone's disrupted all your careful plans, eh, my Auntie?" he 

sympathizes softly. 

     Suddenly, like a blaze of lightning, she glares back at him, or rather through him.  "No, not a 

bit of it!" she exclaims.  "It's just going to be a little bit harder, that's all.  And it's my own damn 

fault, for giving the girl ideas before I had all my ducks in line."  She bangs one fist on the table.  

She stares off into the distance, toward the cabinet, determination written on her every feature. 

     "Allan, I think it's time for us ducks to get out of line anyway, and go on home.  Auntie, I 

promise I'll tap ever so politely on her door tomorrow evening to see if she needs her gutters 

fixed for free by me, or if she wants to pay someone else to do it.  But I'm afraid you're going to 

have to be contented with that.  I don't do fights over women, not since I was in my teens." 

     And for the time being, Auntie Wea has to be content with this.  She sees the men out the 

front door and waves distractedly while they get in the truck and pull away.  Then, she makes her 

way back inside.  "This could make a person old," she says resentfully to herself.  She gets ready 

for bed, mulling over the events of the day in her mind, feeling unavoidably discouraged in her 

attempts to make everything come out right for the young folk she knows.  She looks at herself 
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in the mirror, with one hand gathers up her hair in a bun, then lets it go again.  "Maybe it's time 

to see Sam." 
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                                                                             8 

     Sam Moody patiently hooks a lure to his fishing line as he sits on one of the benches 

surrounding the stocked fish pond behind his house.  It is characteristic of his personality that he 

prefers to deal in certainties; for example, that of there being fish to be caught for supper, rather 

than guesswork, such as the bolder approach of fishing in a picturesque stream, where fish might 

or might not happen along.  Sure enough, within half an hour, he has caught two fine, large trout, 

more than enough for his and Hower's supper this evening.  That is what he calls her, and that is 

what she accepts being called, for all that they have been intimate friends for some time now.  If 

anything bothers him, it is that he has been given to understand by her that they are not 

exclusive; but at times when this bothers him the most (being an uncertainty), he comforts 

himself with the reflection that good-looking woman though she is for her age, which exact 

number she is not forthcoming about, she cannot swan about forever with a multitude.  Again, 

Sam is patient. 

     He is not sure what has upset her so much, but it is a thing which does not happen often, and 

he is not only waiting to soothe her ruffled feathers:  he is also curious.  The evening carries the 

additional price tag that he has to go to downtown Pollixten to pick her up at the bus stop, 

because once again she has aggravated the admittedly severe authorities of Maston with her 

driving, and as she has told him as well as others, she will not be able to take another test to get 

her driver's license back until July.  But he does not mind either the gas or the time, if it brings 

her to his home for a visit.  His neighbors around the communal pond know her by sight—

though he owns the land, they all contribute to stocking the waters—but Sam is not confiding 

about her, so they respect his privacy.  All except for Maddy Dove, of course, who was born not 

respecting other people's privacy. 
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     Ten years ago, before it became apparent to the entire neighborhood that the new owner of the 

property, Sam Moody, was a one-woman man, and kept himself to himself about his personal 

affairs, Maddy Dove used regularly to bake him sponge cakes and make him hot chili dishes, 

basing her cooking upon what her husband had preferred before he died.  All had gone on as 

usual, Sam catching and cleaning trout for her table, on the assumption that she was just being 

neighborly.  Until one day when Watsa Hower was over, one of the first of Sam's delirious days 

and nights with her at his home, Watsa had stepped outside in a light transparent nightie, in full 

view of Maddy, who was bringing a batch of cookies over, unaware of the other woman's 

presence.  She was not unaware of it after that.  She persisted for a while in a reproachful but 

silent contribution of goods, but Sam stopped dropping off the fish.  Finally, one day when 

Watsa had just left, Maddy nearly bumped into Sam at his front gate, where he had been 

watching Watsa pull out.  She had with her one of his favorites, vanilla fudge brownies with 

chocolate ribbons.  With what he regarded as a true strength of character, he turned to her and 

said, "Thank you all the same, Mrs. Dove"—whatever had happened to "Maddy"?—"but I'd 

rather not."  He offended her even more by smiling and patting her near shoulder gently, as if to 

be offender and consoler in one.  And that had been that.  

     Now, he neatly guts and cleans the trout, and places them in the basket to take back inside.  

Looking at his watch, he whistles once at the time it's gotten to be, and quickly gets up, 

collecting his belongings.  Inside, he puts the fish on a dish in the refrigerator, scrubs his hands 

well with baking powder and lemon juice to take away the fishy smell, then takes a quick shower 

and dresses in something more handsome than his old work-stained fishing pants.  Hurrying on 

out the door, thinking to himself that Hower is impatient of being kept waiting, he nearly trips 

over a Frisbee.  He looks up from it to see a neighbor's child waiting at the gate for him to throw 
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it back.  He does so, and then goes on out to his car, whistling merrily all the while.  He is a 

happy, equable man most times anyway, but it makes him especially glad and proud to have 

Watsa over, and to dream of someday hooking her as securely as one of his fish, though the next 

minute after thinking this, he dismisses the image as gory and impertinent. 

     He arrives at the bus station to find the bus already arrived along with three others to and 

from various locations.  Walking around the bus from the far side of the parking lot, where all 

the cars are, he gets a faceful of black exhaust fumes and snuffles into his handkerchief, holding 

it up to his nose.  After a moment or two, he hears "Here, you!  Would you mind putting down 

that stepstool so's I can get down?  And be good enough, please, to take my bag.  It's a little 

heavy." 

     A disgruntled driver places the wooden step below the last bus rung, but says with obvious 

forebearance, "Ma'am, next time you might think of putting a bag this big underneath.  I noticed 

you had to hold it all the way.  If we'd been full up, there'd have been no room for another 

passenger beside you." 

     Sam sees Watsa's head poking out as she steps down from the bus.  "That's all right," she 

addresses a final remark to the driver.  "This bus is never full up.  And I don't like trusting my 

bag to the bottom, if it's all the same to you."  The aggravated driver looks after her, shaking his 

head, but she has already located Sam, and turns away to wave at him. 

     As usual, she has not told him how long exactly she plans to stay, but her having the 

overnight bag full and packed to the brim is a hopeful sign.  Her expression, however, hovers 

somewhere between stormy and worried, and he wonders whatever can have upset her.  He does 

not have to wait long, however, since it seems to be the main topic on her mind.  Swinging her 

bag over his shoulder and bearing it back to his car, he slings it into the back seat while she is 
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getting in the passenger seat.  But just as he is starting up the engine, after he leans over to plant 

a discreet kiss on her cheek, she flutters a hand at him and says, 

     "Sam, I've been out in my calculations.  And you know, Sam, I don't like to be out in my 

calculations."  So, while he drives her the fifteen or twenty minutes to his house on the outskirts 

of Pollixten, in some of the worst Saturday traffic he has seen for a while, he patiently listens to 

her story about her endeavors with and for the younger crowd in Maston.  He cannot help 

grinning at some points, because he knows her well enough to know what sorts of things in her 

own behavior she is glossing over or disguising, and what sorts of things she is probably 

omitting entirely.  She cannot stop interfering or hinting things around to people, this woman!  

Still, he knows how sharp-minded she is, so he listens tranquilly, tolerantly, to all her various 

animadversions and theories on the subject until well into dinner.  At which point she says, 

     "Well, don't sit there like a post.  Don't you have anything you want to say?" 

     He smiles at her pacifically.  "Maybe, but you're not a-gonna like what it is, I'll bet."  He often 

lapses back into the country dialect when driving a hard bargain with someone.  Somehow, 

depending on who they are, it either makes them underestimate him, which is all to the good in 

one way, or increases their belief in his reliability, which is all to the good in another.  In Watsa's 

case, he considers that the attitude, combined with the lingo, will raise him to nearly mystical 

status with regard to his utterance, just as her strange appearance and behavior do for her with 

others whom she mystifies. 

     "Nonsense!"  she insists.  "Say your say.  Just spit it out, I'm not some delicate flower that you 

have to humor, you know that." 

     Though he knows that, he thinks she is something else he has to humor, a sometimes cranky 

and unpredictable older woman who will not admit she is in love with him, or even likes him 
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much above what's consistent with an occasional tumble in the hay.  Still, in addition to being 

patient and preferring sure things, he is not a coward or a weakling, so he speaks his mind as he 

sees it, and leaves her to make of it what she can.  "Did it ever occur to you—" he begins, then 

stops to take another bite of cucumber in sour cream, one of her favorites with fish which he 

fixes for her just often enough to keep her wanting more—"that you could get your way without 

making such a fanfare about it?" 

     She humphs.  "What's that supposed to mean?" 

     "Well, you tell the girl about the boy.  Or boys.  Which wasn't a good move.  You might like 

being the belle of the ball, so to speak, but a mostly solitary younger woman, a little shy as she 

sounds, mightn't like to feel that more than one boy is in question.  Then, you tell the boys, en 

masse, about the girl.  Being as they sound like decent fellers," he lapses into dialect again, "they 

don't want to seem overeager in competition with their friends, and maybe they're not.  And an 

independent man in this day and culture likes to feel that he's selected for himself, not had 

some—some—" he takes courage from her rapt attention—"older female doing it for him.  I 

know, I know, you can tell me historical instances, and all about other times and cultures, where 

it's the norm.  No?" he says, as her gesture denies that she was going to say anything of the kind.  

"Well, that's what you usually do.  Sometimes, people who belong together have a way of getting 

together that beats all the interfering you can do.  And you know, Hower, putting yourself in the 

forefront of the picture seems a little like—like egotism.  Maybe it would've been better just 

quietly to bring the folks together at your house, before they knew what was happening to them, 

and see—not force it, mind—but see if they got along.  What possessed you to tell the girl ahead 

of time that you were going to do it if you could beats me.  And that's my say."  He stops and 

removes a small bone from the remainder of the fish on his plate.  Noticing that Watsa is out of 
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cucumbers, he serves her some more on her plate without being asked, and waits for the return 

salvo. 

      "Well, Sam, I've always said that your say is worth listening to."  She admits this as grandly 

and handsomely as if they're giving out awards for the service, he thinks to himself.  Still, in her 

manner, he hears a "but." 

     "But what, Hower?" 

     She starts at the accuracy of his guess.  He wonders if it is time to stop letting her see how 

well he knows her and go underground for a bit.  "What makes you think you know what I was 

going to say?  Anyway," she goes on after a moment and he feels a sense of relief that he has not 

cut the topic closer, "you're not seeing the characters of the people involved the way I am.  I 

know them all.  I can't blame you for that.  You've done your best to say what's on your mind, 

and I know you're honest with me.  The thing is, the girl is really smart, and seems to appreciate 

direct handling.  But both the girl and the boy are eating themselves up with loneliness.  I should 

say 'boys,' but finding someone for the others'll have to wait for another day.  I've got my mind 

on Mossy (what a name!) and Daryl right now.  And then, she ups and sets herself up with 

someone from the past."  She harpoons a bite of fish and eats it, still shaking her head much as 

the bus driver had done behind her back, at the incomprehensibility of the human race. 

     "Well, maybe she's happy with him."  He thinks this is safe to say, since it shows no particular 

pertinacity or awareness of Watsa herself. 

     "If she's so happy," she says after she swallows and takes a drink of her wine, "then why 

haven't I heard about the guy before?  I mean, if I had tried to match you up with someone, and 

you said no, and it was because of a particular person, wouldn't you tell me that, so's we wouldn't 

be talking at cross purposes?  Wouldn't that be natural?" 
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     "Not for everyone.  Not everyone's as honest and forthcoming as you are."  Or as bold, he 

thinks to himself, but leaves the matter at having supplied a little oil on the still troubled waters. 

     She nods, as if she accepts this subtle reasoning.  Suddenly, she stops chewing.  "You know, 

maybe she did mention him.  Not describing him, mind, but when she was talking about it being 

necessary for both parties to be willing.  She said something about having asked someone to stay 

with her who said 'No.'  What else did she say, what else did she say?"  She searches out the 

closet of her memory and emerges triumphant, bearing the fact as if she has got a physical object 

in her hand, stretched forth across the table as it is.  "She said it was three years ago and—" in 

her mind, she blows dust off the recollection, "and they were briefly involved, but when she 

asked him to stay with her at her cabin, he was 'polite'"—she frowns at the word as if she 

disapproves of it, or the man, or both—"but refused.  Maybe that was the same one."  She 

pauses, then vents her indignation.  "He has his nerve, coming around after all this time, 

expecting just to take it back.  What's polite about that?  My boys are polite." 

     "Now, Hower," Sam insists, taking up the empty plates and placing them on the counter for 

clearing away later, "you don't even know if it's the same man.  And anyway, it's a case of you 

having done something you object to in someone else.  Why, don't you remember the time, a few 

years back, when you told me you weren't a-comin' back to see me anymore?"  Sam says this 

quietly and soothingly, because it may be a point to raise a ruckus. 

     But Watsa takes this remark in stride, only commenting, "Yes, but that was because we had a 

disagreement.  As I call to mind, it was over whether or not I was prepared to settle down, and 

you tried to force the issue.  The girl didn't say anything about any of that." 

     "As it turns out, though, the girl didn't say much of anything; she seems to have left a mystery 

in her wake."  He walks over to the space behind her chair and leans down to massage her 
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shoulders.  He knows by her air of relief that some of her tension has passed, and he feels that 

they have tired the subject out and should be able to pass on to more agreeable pursuits within 

the next few minutes. 

     Sure enough, "Dear old Sam," she says, gently rubbing what she can reach of his hands and 

arms.  It has always amazed him just how soft and feminine she can be in bed or when the mood 

strikes her, given that the rest of the time dealing with her can be like facing a juggernaut.  The 

evening proceeds much as usual, with the oddly gentle caresses bestowed not only by Sam, but 

more amazingly by Watsa.  They rarely talk when in bed, and characteristically do not look at 

each other eyeball to eyeball much, both suddenly shy or perhaps even embarrassed at the 

closeness they do not feel with other people.  Watsa, for her part, leaves Sam to guess what she 

might be getting up to with other men when not with him, but he rather suspects, at least when 

they are in close quarters, that she relishes his company especially, and that the rest of it is 

mostly bravado not wanting to be found out.  For his part, Sam endeavors to bring the loving 

quality out in her, giving her time between touches to want more, and time between his initiating 

things for her to start some things up with him.  All together, one not aware of their strange 

relationship might mistake them for an affectionate long-married couple, if hovering somewhere 

between the bed and the ceiling invisible to and unheard by them.  It's when they both become 

aware of themselves again as actors in the world that the intimacy recedes slightly or changes its 

nature.  Then, Watsa becomes loud and boisterous, bouncing on Sam in the bed, and Sam 

pinches and smacks her lovingly on her wide rear end, saying such things as "Here now, girl, 

back in the stall" to mark his feeling happy that the evening has been a success. 

     They sit around on the bed for a while, watching the dusk slowly creep across the yard, 

erasing the sunny evening with cast shadows.  As they get up to get some ice water and brush 
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their teeth and other chores connected with turning in for the night, Sam sees Watsa's brow once 

again furrowed, as if she is thinking of some other angle of the problem involved in her 

voluntary interference in Mossy's and Daryl's lives.  "All right, now, dear, don't start thinking 

and pondering again.  Put it away for now.  Let sleep do its work.  It's time for us to hit the sack, 

unless you want to watch the news for a while first, and I don't want you tossing and turning all 

night long.  At our age, we need our sleep more than we did when we were younger." 

     She appears to acquiesce, and they watch the news sitting up in bed until ten o'clock.  When it 

is totally dark outside and the cool air is beginning to creep in across the sill where one bedroom 

window is cracked open, they shut off the light and after a short while, Sam hears Watsa's 

breathing coming soft and regularly.  Sighing in satisfaction, he turns on his side, and drops off 

to sleep himself, blessing the season and the balmy weather for allowing Watsa to get to him 

easily and safely. 
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                                                                             9 

     Mossy sits at her desk, staring at the laptop.  By craning her head slightly, she can see through 

the screen door to where Jack sits leaning back in a chair on the porch, iced tea glass by his side, 

his laptop precariously balanced on his lap.  She is trying to work on a new novel, something 

different, something new, which Jack has encouraged her to start also; but it is very difficult.  

He, on the other hand, has been typing for days now, finalizing his success with a half-finished 

novel he brought with him.  He says he is not even half-way through, that is, but he works for 

hours every day, while Mossy sits staring out the window, across the room, into corners.  

Sometimes she re-positions herself in the kitchen, where she cannot see Jack on the porch. 

      Still, Mossy finds it hard to concentrate on whatever this "new" thing is to be, and the whole 

question of Jack's presence at the cabin is a novel enough thing in itself to throw her off.  She is 

so preternaturally aware of his slightest movement, his most hesitant footstep (not that there have 

been many of these) that putting words either to paper or on the screen is a form of torment.  And 

after they have shared meals, or lovemaking, or a movie or television show, Jack is always back 

to work, considerate of her time and space, but sometimes even staying up, after bidding her an 

affectionate goodnight, to complete a section or chapter. 

     He has been there now for more than four weeks, during which time Daryl Cullen has made a 

trip over in a quite neighborly but impersonal fashion to fix the gutters.  Luckily for her peace of 

mind and sense of obligation at the favor, Watsa Hower told her ahead of time, and she baked 

him a Death-by-Chocolate cake to take home with him.  To accompany it, she picked the tiny 

early wild strawberries which grow on the back of her property near the unpruned old apple 

trees, and sent most of the berries home with him as well.  She cannot think why she had been so 

nervous of Jack and Daryl meeting, unless it was because she was so conscious of Daryl being 
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Watsa's choice for the role Jack is now filling in her life.  As it has turned out, however, the two 

men were able to give each other a polite if not exactly cordial "hello"; it turns out that they have 

met before, just briefly. 

     There is more than this bothering Mossy, though.  She does not want to see it as a 

competition, but every day that Jack gets more writing done by dinner time and she gets little or 

nothing, she feels more impatient and unwelcoming towards him.  She tells herself that this is not 

his fault, but his cheerful, flirtatious manner, often preceding a sexual come-on as it does, 

increasingly annoys her instead of arousing her.  That he seems blithely unaware anything is 

wrong irritates her even more, though since she has said nothing to him about anything 

reasonable she might object to, and even less about unreasonable feelings, there again is the 

capping frustration that she can say and do nothing about the situation. 

     And of course, being Jack, he continues to pleases her sexually once he has her attention, but 

her irritation is becoming more noticeable, at least to her.  She is still nervous about passing him 

in the hallway, though she does her best to hide it.  Jack is not shy about his sexual needs, nor 

about hers, and stray touches and caresses made in play or jest often turn into the real thing, 

which seems not to take away from his work time, only from hers.  Upon awaking, before 

breakfast, after breakfast, before lunch, after lunch, around dinner time (once when he actually 

lured her away from the table mid-meal), and at all times of night, she is likely to be aroused or 

awakened by him wanting sex.  She tells herself that she would never have been able to imagine 

wanting a breather from Jack, especially since she has been so sex-starved herself for three years 

now, but such is the case.  And she has been meditating what to do about it while she is trying to 

write.  That is something else which takes up her time. 
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     What has occurred to her all of a sudden this morning is consideration of how long he expects 

to be staying.  She has not asked him and he has not volunteered anything on the subject.  So far, 

she has been springing for the groceries out of her own money, and feels that it is still early days 

yet to be asking for his part of the utilities and extras.  He has, of course, bought a basket of 

peaches because he knows she likes them, and picks up the occasional dainties for the table when 

he is in town on some mysterious errand in his car.  But substantial support of their mutual work 

effort this is not, and she wishes it were possible to say something.  She is not quite at the point 

of being willing to drive him away if he does not want to comply with a more equitable financial 

arrangement, but she is getting there fast.  There's just the delicate question of how to approach 

the topic, and that she does not have a clue about.  And this makes her realize that she really does 

not know Jack all that well. 

     Being such a loner herself of recent years, it has not previously occurred to her that at least 

some part of a person's character is manifested in how they respond to groups of people in 

public.  Oh, she had taken a sociology course ages ago in college, but found statistics boring and 

had much preferred actual case studies at the time.  Now, she realizes that Jack may annoy more 

people than her, though for different reasons. 

     For example, she noticed this one day when they drove together into town in his car, she 

intending to go to the market and Jack wanting to buy some tee shirts "just to bum around in," as 

he said, apparently in ignorance of the fact that in this area a nice tee shirt was a new shirt, 

period, to some of the men.  She picked up her week's groceries at Wayne's Market, unable to 

feel really comfortable with the fact that the gossipy Andy Wayne had been pursuing his usual 

spare time activity of peeking through the front window at them while they parked.  What, after 

all, she asked herself, was there to bother about?  She was single, Jack was single, what harm 
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were they doing?  Neither of them was poaching on the native population, so why should anyone 

there be concerned?  But Andy seemed a trifle starchier in his manner when she went in, and she 

had to smile and pretend to converse about the Fourth of July fireworks coming up in a few 

weeks' time in order to put him in a good mood.  She got back to the car sure that she would see 

an impatient Jack waiting for her, but oddly enough, he was not there.  Heading toward the small 

department store, Craig's Town and Country Supply, which was the only clothing store in the 

main part of town, she was surprised to see him still inside, standing in front of a mirror with a 

bright blue tee shirt on.  As she walked through the door there, the expressions of the three or 

four male sales clerks changed in an indefinable way, but it didn't seem good. 

     Catching sight of her in the mirror, Jack half-turned for a moment, smiled conspiratorially, 

then said, "And how do you think this looks, Mossy, my love?" 

     She shivered a little at the chill atmosphere, the result of too ardent an air conditioning 

system.  "It looks fine, Jack.  I thought you only wanted one or two." 

     "Oh, no, I stopped by the shoe store first, to get some new Birkenstocks.  Do you believe it, I 

had to settle for ordinary sandals!  My God, these out-of-the-way places really aren't treated 

fairly when it comes to shipping merchandise, are they?"  His remark was evidently intended to 

be a sympathetic and winning one, but the tall man in a neat button-down shirt and long pants 

waiting on him returned a stony stare. 

     After a moment, this subluminary said to him, as he still stood considering, "As I told you 

before, sir, they're all four the same exact size.  And again, they'll shrink a little with wear, so 

that size you have on isn't appropriate.  It may look good now, but the larger size is going to be 

the one you want to buy." 
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     "Well," said Jack merrily, facetiously even, "I've heard of bringing something back which 

shrinks.  If those don't shrink, can I bring them back?" 

      Patiently, but still not amused, the man responds.  "Yes sir, as long as the shirts aren't 

actually damaged or all stretched out or subject to too much wear, and as long as you have a 

sales receipt with a date on it of not more than six weeks before, tee shirts are returnable." 

     Mossy listens, embarrassed for Jack, who seems to have no idea of how to deal with the local 

population.  She herself had had moments of discomfort, many of them, when she first arrived, 

but she had solved her difficulties to her own satisfaction by simply being courteous and 

passingly friendly.  This had evidently been the correct currency to offer, because up until now, 

she had never felt any waves of disapproval radiating her way.  She was not even sure why it 

mattered, except that perhaps she is a nervous city dweller out of touch with crowd emotions.  

When this thought occurred to her, it struck her as a conundrum, or paradox:  it seemed that in a 

city environment, people were freer to be individuals, whereas in a small town, they were 

expected to tow a certain line of behavior acceptable to the crowd.  It was not that people in 

small towns were any more likely to act in rowdy or hysterical concert, simply that they had 

tighter alliances and boundaries.  Her city individuality had been reinforced by an alternative 

form of living, living alone at the edge of a community; so, she had been doubly inclined to 

freedom for two opposed reasons.  Jack, though, Jack was all over the place with his recent 

transplantation.  Not wanting to see more of Jack at a disadvantage, and yet surprised at a certain 

smug gleefulness which she felt inside, she told him she would wait in the car, and went on out. 

     Finally, while she was working out in her own mind the source of this delight at the difficulty 

Jack was having (without his seeming to be aware that he was having it, however), he came out 

to the car, brow furrowed.  He seemed a little annoyed, at last, so she waited to hear what 
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someone had said or done to make him aware that his order was not "the be-all and end-all of 

existence."  And that this expression from her own father's vocabulary crept in surprised her also. 

     Angrily, Jack tossed a large bag into the back seat.  "Those clerks," he said, as he got in 

behind the wheel, "leave something to be desired.  When I went in, two of the four of them were 

stocking stuff.  One was on the telephone.  That left at least one to wait on me.  But he didn't 

come over and ask me what I wanted.  Oh, no.  He hung around the front counter conferring with 

the other one who was on the phone, apparently at his leisure.  When he finally deigned to notice 

my existence, it was because he was hurrying over to wrest from my obviously filthy clutches a 

shirt I'd accidentally dropped on the floor.  I wish now I'd dropped it deliberately." 

     "Calm down, Jack," she said in a soothing tone of voice, strangely aware that she really 

intended to frustrate him more and wondering why.  "Maybe they were being tactful, letting you 

get your bearings before they all descended upon you trying to make a sale.  They do work on 

commission, but I would think of it as a courtesy if people left me to my own devices a little 

when I entered a clothing store.  It's very unnerving to have someone at your elbow every minute 

when you're trying to pick out new clothes." 

     He grunted in a disgruntled fashion.  She had never seen him in such a critical, exasperated 

mood; which was not saying much, since she was once again aware that she did not know him 

that well.  Still, she felt she was learning.  "And then, when he started to wait on me, first with 

the shorts, then with the shirts:  he gave me this unblinking stare and argued about everything I 

wanted to buy." 

     "Jack," she insisted, "watch the road!  You swerved to the left back there.  The man was 

probably doing you a service by letting you know the truth about what you were buying.  After 

all, if you buy a bunch of stuff that you won't like later, then both he and you have to go through 
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the trouble of a return.  And if you mistakenly keep the stuff you buy, he hasn't lost anything.  

Far from it, he gets his commission.  Give these people a little credit; I think most of them are 

honest." 

     "Unfriendliest, dullest-minded, stodgiest lot I ever met!" he exclaimed.  "You can't put them 

in a good mood with you once they take a dislike to you.  I can look out after my own interests; I 

don't need a two-bit salesman to tell me what looks right and what's comfortable, and what size 

to buy." 

     She grinned briefly to herself, but said as soberly as possible, "Well, Jack, that tee shirt you 

had on was a bit tight.  I mean, you looked good in it, but the salesman was right about the way 

cotton shrinks; you must know that.  C'mon, try to resurrect your good mood.  You were happy 

enough this morning when we started out.  And you seem to have bought a number of things, to 

judge by the bag."  In fact, her own good mood had oddly enough been dampened by his 

emerging from the shower in the morning singing melodiously and offering to "boff you one." 

     After a minute, Jack glanced over at her as if to read her face or gauge her reaction before 

making some other remark that was on his mind.  Then, he said, "Well, I can't help but wonder if 

you've put their backs up in some way.  They glare at both of us, or at least give that stupid, 

nearly expressionless face that looks like a glare.  What have you been up to here, anyway?" 

     The injustice of this accusation stung Mossy's awareness of herself as a gradually accepted 

person in the little community, but she merely said, "They didn't do that the last time I was here."  

The word "alone," hovered in the air at the end of this sentence, but Jack seemed not to notice; 

Mossy had in fact started to wonder just how much Jack noticed of other people's feelings in 

general, when not directed by achieving a goal or desire of his own.  "Why don't we just forget 

it?" she asked, patting his thigh gently.  In the back of her mind, an echo of this sentence hung 
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around for a while, as if she were asking him to forget the whole relationship.  This bothered her, 

but she was not yet ready to ask why. 

     He sighed.  "Well, yeah, but—oh, okay." 

     Since then and until today, an uneasy peace has reigned over the cabin.  Mossy today realizes 

that she needs to talk to someone.  But whom?  It's not right to go to any kind of counselor for a 

love situation, at least not without the other person.  And they are not married; nor are they 

committed to each other romantically, at least not as far as she knows.  And this assumes that 

there would even be an acceptable and appropriate counselor in this small town.  Watsa is a sort 

of friend, but an interfering and overreaching sort of friend whom she would rather not have to 

discuss this with until and if she is sure she wants to drive Jack away.  But she is at the end of her 

tether, in fact would simply slip the tether if she had not been lonely for so long. 

     As she is sitting there stewing over what to do about the situation, watching the trees bend 

gently in the slight breeze and turn their new and honeyed leaves over to the sun, listening to the 

insects singing and swarming outside and trying to pretend that this is still her world alone when 

she wants it to be and Jack someone whom she can turn on and off when she wants to, which 

makes her giggle out loud, she hears his chair scrape and is instantly on the alert again. 

     He does not come in, however, merely peers at her over his shoulder and sips his tea.  "What's 

so funny, peach blossom?"  He has given her this nickname, among others, ever since the day 

when he told her her genitals were partly peach and partly purplish, like the petals of some odd 

variety of peach tree he had seen.  "Working well?" he probes, as if trying to decipher whether 

she's goofing off or has started to write a streak. 
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     At the very first instant she hears this, she feels guilty, almost putting him in the place of an 

editor or other authority who might have the right to ask, then deciding to lie.  "Oh, plotting out a 

few things," she answers vaguely.  She is plotting in a sense, after all. 

     "That's good," he says, equally absently.  She can see he is deep in a labyrinth of novel 

considerations, typing, re-typing, swearing quietly, staring out in front of him.  She is pleased to 

notice that today, at least, not everything is going so smoothly for him.  It makes her feel a little 

bit less like his personal geisha, though of course she knows that geishas do not always engage in 

sex with their patrons. 

     That's it! She suddenly thinks.  That's what he's been doing!  Patronizing her.  It's as if they 

were husband and wife with her dependent on his salary, and contributing by all the things a wife 

does for a husband.  But she knows logically that sex is not in a modern society considered part 

of the monetary adjustment, though in reality it often becomes an issue one way or another.  

Jack, Jack!  She thinks.  How could you pass for a civilized man with such a harsh critic as I 

have become!  She readjusts her thinking a bit:  Jack, Jack!  How could I not see that you are 

getting a nearly free ride on my salary, all the while acting like the dominant partner!  Another 

thought pops into her head, unbidden.  Jack, are you prostituting yourself to me in exchange for a 

place to live or cool off for a while from some other situation, maybe with another woman?  This 

last thought takes firm hold for a moment, but she tells herself that it is early days yet to reach a 

solid conclusion on any of these possibilities.  And she realizes that indeed, the person to talk 

these things through with is Watsa, little though she relishes having the woman crowing over an 

apparent failure to communicate.  She considers that she will just have to maintain the point with 

Watsa that if Jack is difficult for her to negotiate a sexual politics peace treaty with, Daryl would 

probably be even more difficult, coming as he does from a slightly different sort of sub-culture 
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than she herself does.  She's not sure why the typical solution of her sort of society, the old "It is 

what it is" answer, is no longer sufficient and why she feels the need to label the relationship 

with Jack.  But so it is. 

     Mossy looks at her watch:  it is two thirty in the afternoon.  If Watsa is at home, now would 

be the time to go see her, while Jack is occupied and cannot think of sex or food or entertainment 

for the moment.  Another large hurdle appears, however, or so it seems.  She becomes aware that 

she has never left Jack alone in the house by himself, never left her diaries and money and laptop 

and things there in his presence while she herself is gone.  In fact, she has been keeping in touch 

with Watsa by telephone, though Watsa has asked several times for a visit, and offered likewise 

to come over once or twice as well.  She is uncertain about why these thoughts bother her, but 

they demonstrably do.  Her diaries, of course, were locked up in a safe box a couple of weeks 

before Jack arrived and put in a small storage space under the bed rug which she has never 

shown to Jack.  Every time she wanted to write in them, at least before he arrived, she got them 

laboriously out, and put them back the same way.  She has not written in them since his advent, 

and now she thinks that maybe that too is what is bothering her, no consensus formed with 

herself about things.  Yet, if she is going to take advantage of the time and opportunity, 

something tells her that she should hurry up and do so, before Jack is finished with what he is 

doing. 

     Without allowing herself to think too much about why she is doing these things, she quickly 

and quietly puts the other books that are the most valuable to her in a locked cabinet, then hurries 

back to the bedroom, where she keeps her money in the sock drawer.  Locking it up as well in 

her jewelry box, which has never been opened in front of Jack, she then goes back into the study 

and picks up the phone, determining to call Watsa and make herself understood only in a certain 
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shadowy way, if possible.  She glances back out to where Jack is sitting; he is typing furiously 

still.  She dials Watsa's number.  Watsa answers.  In a clear, calm voice loud enough for Jack to 

hear, she says, 

     "Hi, Watsa.  I've got some time to help you with that computer work you wanted done.  Shall 

I come over now?" 

     A little slow on the uptake, for which she can be excused under the circumstances, Watsa 

responds, "Well, what the hell are you talking about?  I don't have a computer, and you know 

that.  What are you talking about, if you don't mind my asking impertinent questions?" 

     "No," says Mossy carefully, "you don't need to, I'm bringing my laptop on over.  We should 

be able to get yours up and running again in no time."  She looks out on the porch, but quickly 

turns her eyes back to the phone as she sees Jack starting to look over his shoulder at her.  For a 

long moment, she waits in suspense, wanting Watsa to get the point without too much 

explanation and avoiding Jack's glance, hoping that he will stay where he is and let her leave 

without anything being said.  She suddenly feels trapped and wants to get out more than 

anything, even if just for a while. 

     After several extended seconds, Watsa's most characteristic laugh, which is more a form of 

snort, comes down the line.  "I see.  You're being listened to.  Like the man said, there must be 

trouble in Paradise, when you call me about coming over to complain." 

     "Not exactly," Mossy answers, trying hard to keep the indignation out of her voice.  "So, I'll 

be over in about half an hour or so, okay?" 

     "Fine by me," says Watsa, "I'll not crow over you too much.  After all, I can't say 'I told you 

so,' because I didn't.  But I can say, 'I might have known.'" 

     "Yes, well, we can come up with repair ideas once I get there.  Is half an hour okay?" 
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     "Of course.  Coffee or alcohol?" 

     "The former.  See you then.  Bye."  She hangs up before the call can become protracted, and 

swift as a thought packs her laptop and power strip in the bag provided for them. 

     Starting out the door, she passes Jack's chair at a small distance, but he is almost too fast for 

her.  Reaching out to grasp her with his right hand while he holds onto his computer with his left, 

he misses by inches, and frowns at her evasion.  "Where are you off to in such a hurry?" 

     "I'll be back by suppertime, Jack.  Go ahead and eat something if you get hungry early.  I'm 

just visiting a neighbor to help her with computer stuff.  You remember, the one who fell and 

whom I went to take care of the day before you arrived?"  She passes up the two cars, his and 

hers, and heads for the woods.  Walking both ways will give her some time to think things 

through, and will also make a convenient excuse if she comes back a little late. 

     "I didn't realize you knew that much about computers," he says, standing up and stretching 

while she continues to edge away out of the drive and up the road. 

     "More than she does," she responds in a louder voice to carry back to where he stands 

watching her leave.  "See you later!" she gives him a final cheery wave and heads off at a rapid 

pace, firmly intending to make good her getaway.  When she takes one final last glance at him, 

he is repositioning himself in his chair and getting back down to work, not even looking up at 

her.  Unreasonably, she minds this a bit, thinking to herself that he seems to get over her absence 

very easily. 
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                                                                           10 

     "Auntie Wea, you're going to have to sit still if you want me to finish this," Daryl says, 

sighing as she makes yet another adjustment to the neckline of her dress.  Daryl is trying 

patiently to put the final touches to a charcoal sketch which Watsa has recently demanded from 

him for some mysterious purpose which she is definitely vague about. 

     "Sorry, m'boy, I thought I heard someone on the front porch." 

     "Yes, and that's another thing.  I have no plans to sit here and sketch while you two discuss 

private affairs.  As I've told you before, what Mossy Granger does or doesn't do with her house 

guest is none of my business, however much she may have decided to make it yours.  A bad 

judgement, in my opinion," he adds, but his eyes twinkle at her, lessening the harshness of the 

assessment. 

      "Now you know, I didn't call her; she called me.  And I thought that to get a little practice, 

you might like to do a group sketch.  Just for practice."  She obediently sits still, for a few 

minutes anyway, but her eyes are peering sideways and down at her watch. 

     "No, you know what I'm going to do while you ladies talk?  I'm going to go out back and put 

up those new clothesline posts I promised you back in the winter, when your old ones came 

down.  That's another rickety old thing around here I should've fixed before for you.  Lucky I 

brought them with me today, that'll solve two problems at once.  Why, it could've come down 

right on your bossy old head." 

     "Get that 'And it would've served you right' tone out of your voice to me, young man.  I don't 

mess in people's business but when I can fix something that needs fixing.  Just like you, just now.  

We're two of a kind, only I'm that way with relationships and you're that way with appliances 

and carpentry."  And she gives a pert nod in his general direction. 
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     "Yeah, but people mind less when you offer to fix something for 'em that's broken—hearts 

not included.  I guess the woman's just not got any friends here to talk to but you.  And why 

didn't you tell her that I was already here, doing some things for you?  She would probably have 

cried off and waited till another time."  He frowns as she gestures broadly at him in preparation 

for a rebuttal, and he takes her hand and places it with a firm manner back where it was on the 

surface of the table.  "Leave it there!" he says. 

     "Talk about bossy.  Why don't you stop acting like a timid virgin?  She's not going to bite!  I 

just thought you might have something to offer in the way of advice."  She peeks up at him from 

under her eyelids, but forestalls another reproach by staring back straight across the room the 

next minute, in the direction in which he has addressed his three-quarter face sketch. 

      "Now you're being sly, Auntie.  She's not coming to me for advice, and what I could tell a 

romance writer about romance, I don't know.  Did it occur to you that she might find my 

presence as much of an intrusion as I do hers?  At least, if we're here at the same time, and this is 

the issue.  We're not friends, like you and she are, we're mere acquaintances.  I know you know 

better than to act like this.  You taught us all good manners when we were growing up with you 

in charge.  You taught us not to embarrass people, for one thing.  And here you are, heading 

straight for that particular rocky shoreline, like someone shooting the rapids down river."  The 

next instant, he lifts his head, hearing someone at the door himself; there is a firm but 

questioning call of "Watsa?" from the front of the cabin and through the open screen.  "You be 

good, Auntie," he warns, making final touches to the sketch, rubbing some lines gently with the 

side of his hand, and finally laying the charcoal portrait aside as Watsa jumps up to go and 

answer the door.  He hears a murmured conversation as Mossy comes in, hears her say to Watsa, 
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     "I just brought my laptop along for appearances' sake.  And you know, I guess—well, I didn't 

like to leave it there." 

     He starts to go out the kitchen door to the yard when Watsa answers triumphantly, as if for his 

ears, "I see.  So you don't feel as trusting as you did of this fantastical lover you found." 

     Beyond that part of the conversation, all he notices from a growing distance is Mossy's voice 

responding "Well, the thing is—" and then he is out at the back of his truck getting the materials 

to put up a new clothesline. 

     Mossy walks over to the screen door in the kitchen when she hears sounds coming from the 

back yard, but she cannot see around the corner of Watsa's house.  "Who's out there?" she asks, 

feeling wary of other company.  She sees the coffee cups on the table, and Watsa pours out as 

she answers, 

      "Daryl was here doing this picture of me when you called.  But he insisted on taking himself 

off to put up the new clothesline if we were going to talk, so you needn't act like I've committed 

a crime in letting you come on over.  One of you making funny insinuations is enough," Watsa 

answers. 

     "Oh, no, he probably thinks I'm interested in him now.  He and Jack have met face-to-face, 

you know.  And they even look a little alike."  Mossy's face feels hot, and she is aware that 

Watsa is eying her carefully.  Avoiding confrontation, she takes a sip of coffee. 

      "Do they, now?  Well, he doesn't feel you're after him, as far as I know Daryl, but just the 

same as you, he resists good suggestions.  Two more stubborn people it's rarely been my fortune 

to meet.  Why, when I know you both, won't you two just humor me a little and go out on a date 

or take a drive together to the river?  It's not much to ask." 
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     "Watsa, from my point of view, because you were all ready to match me up with him even 

before you got to know me really at all.  It's not magic, you can't just make us drink a lover's 

potion and have us fall in love with each other.  Now, do you want to listen to me talk about 

where I am really involved and having some problems adjusting?  That is, where your tendency 

to give advice might perhaps come in handy?  If you knew Jack, I almost think he'd be a man 

after your own heart; when he's not working or taking some kind of brief break from work, all 

he's thinking about is sex." 

      Watsa guffaws.  "Hell-o.  So this is the big problem, is it?" 

     "Well, it's not the only problem.  It may not even be the main one.  But I need to get work 

done too, and he's breaking too much into my routine.  I know you may think I've been living 

alone too long—" 

     "Too long without a man, maybe.  But I don't say anything against living alone, by itself." 

     "I guess I'm finding that he makes me nervous, just being around.  You know, I'm aware that 

at any moment he may come in and—and touch, or stroke, or nibble, or—the rest of it.  And it 

makes it hard to concentrate on what I need to get done.  I mean, they've accepted the novel I 

finished a few weeks ago, but so far, Jack has been there that same amount of time, and hasn't 

contributed much at all to the household income.  Well, I mean, it may be early to worry about 

that; but he hasn't even offered.  And supposedly, he's making good money at what he's writing; 

at least, he said his last novel was very successful." 

     "What sort of thing does he write?  Do you know?  Have you read any?  My goodness, we're 

going to have a regular writers' community here if we're not careful." 

     The charcoal drawing of Watsa catches Mossy's eye.  "Daryl did this?"  She pauses.  "It's 

good.  It's really good." 
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     Watsa smirks knowingly.  "Yes, Daryl did it, before you got here today.  I've got a notion to 

give it to a friend of mine; so, I commissioned it, I guess you could say, in exchange for an apple 

pie.  Which reminds me—" she turns and reaches into the refrigerator and pulls out a pie plate 

shape with tin foil on it, setting it on the counter near the kitchen door.  "I've got to remember to 

give it to the boy before he leaves.  Now, what was it you said the boyfriend wrote?" 

     "Jack." 

     "'Jack be nimble, Jack be quick.'  What does Jack write?" 

     "Sort of steamy suspense and mystery novels.  And yes, I read one three or so years ago out 

of curiosity, after our first—well, our first encounters." 

     "Ah, curiosity!  It's killed more than the cat.  And are you likely to make an appearance in his 

latest, or do you know?" 

     Mossy's head jerks up; she's startled at the question, but Watsa is staring at her own hands, 

expressionlessly for her.  "Oh, I hope not!  It hadn't occurred to me that he might be writing from 

the experience of our—of our—" 

     "Well, it's what you would do, isn't it?" 

     "God, no!  I don't believe in writing from my actual experience!  It's not fair to real people to 

do that.  I mean, I write from—well, from fantasies, from what-ifs, from wonder-what-might-

happens, things like that.  I don't put close portraits of real people I know in my fiction.  At least, 

not so far."  She looks at Watsa with a sudden suspicion.  "You're just trying to alarm me, aren't 

you?  So that I'll drop Jack like a hot potato!" 

     "Not at all, ducky."  Watsa's tone is easy.  "Only trying to help you figure things out.  Got to 

take the rough with the smooth.  If he's working so well, and you're working so poorly, there's 

something wrong.  Who makes the meals?" 
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      "Well, I can't say I've made many major meals, but I'm the hostess, so I usually do.  Jack 

brings some things from town occasionally to contribute.  But he's never paid for a week's 

groceries yet, not in the four and a half weeks he's been here.  And the utilities, with two 

computers sometimes running, or at least his, combined with increased use of the other things, 

like water, lights, and so forth, have started to add up.  I don't want my money from the last 

novel all gone before I've got another one ready." 

     "Who cleans the house?"  Watsa's tone is still even, but firm. 

     "You know, I haven't really done much since he's been there except for some dusting, and I 

guess I should, but I seem to spend a lot of time just feeling frustrated." 

     "Take a walk." 

     "Well…today's the first day I've left him alone by himself there." 

     "Yeah?  Why?"  The older woman sounds unrelenting. 

     "Oh, I don't know.  Feeling a little depressed.  Feeling nervous, a lot." 

     "So, you don't feel secure leaving him alone with your possessions.  What is he, a sneak?" 

     "No!  No.  My feeling uncomfortable about it doesn't mean it's his fault.  Maybe I've just 

gotten defensive about my space." 

     "Maybe."  But Watsa sounds unconvinced. 

     "I know what you're trying to suggest." 

     "Do you?  What?"  Watsa's stare makes Mossy drop her eyes, but still she answers. 

     "That he can't be trusted." 

     "Not at all.  What I'm trying to suggest is that he's making you unable to trust yourself." 

     In spite of herself, Mossy laughs, rueful.  "I've been unable to trust myself with him from the 

very beginning!" 
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     "That good, huh?  Or that bad."  Watsa bites at her thumb in distraction for a second.  "Well, 

what do you want to do about him?  Keep him?  Kick him out?" 

     "It's not that simple.  Not yet, anyway." 

     "Sure it is.  There's going to be something lacking either way.  Either you continue to lose 

some of your peace and quiet, or you miss the bugger after he's gone.  'Salways that way," she 

concludes philosophically. 

     "I don't think I'm ready for him to go.  But I can't stand much more of the tension of having 

him always there, either." 

     "Hem and haw, hem and haw.  When you know what you wanna do, talk to me again." 

     "Well, what if he doesn't want to go?" 

     "It sounds as if he's paying for your stay, not you for his:  he'll have to go if you put it that 

way.  Or at least, it'll make him aware of his financial obligations, which will be all to the good." 

     "That's only one angle of the problem."  Mossy takes a deep breath.  "I'm starting to feel 

like—like a monarch's favorite concubine who's being overvisited by his royal highness.  In all 

his kindness and charity, but she's almost ready to wish him off on one of his other wives."  She 

looks Watsa full in the face.  "Isn't that a funny fantasy?  And it's not as if he's called anyone else 

in my hearing.  No other women have come to visit.  He says he's presently unattached.  And I 

have no reason to doubt him.  I'm tired, Watsa.  But as soon as I decide I'm tired of so much sex 

all of a sudden, I'm afraid I'll miss him." 

     "Well, that's the bounds of your decision that only you can make.  But charity doesn't enter 

into it:  if anything, the charity's going the other way.  Like you said, you're paying for him and 

putting up with him."  Watsa reaches across and pats Mossy's hand where it lies on the table. 

     "What if he doesn't want to go?"  Mossy repeats her question. 
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     Watsa's cheeks puff out and she lets out a great huff of breath.  "Doesn't want to go?  I'd like 

to see him not want to go.  Daryl!" she roars, jumping up and going to the screen door before 

Mossy can stop her.  Daryl comes running up the porch steps. 

     "Something wrong, Auntie?  What's up?  You sound stressed."  Mossy can see his face 

through the screen, first anxious, then as he surveys the room and sees it all as before, a little 

testy. 

     "Tell this girl that if that sponger she's got there doesn't want to go when she tells him to, that 

there's people that can make him go." 

     Daryl says, "Is that all?  For God's sake, I thought you had some emergency in here or 

something!  Of course there are people who can do that.  Legally.  Like Ben Hausley, the 

sheriff." 

     Watsa says, "Well, now, Daryl, you know how people gossip here roundabouts.  I was 

thinking maybe you, or you and the boys, keeping it quiet—" 

     "I know exactly what you were thinking, Auntie, but I don't fancy getting in a brawl with an 

outsider and maybe getting myself arrested.  Best do it legally." 

     "Ben wouldn't arrest you—he's known you since you were in grade school together.  Don't 

forget, I had some of the raising of him too.  It's just that he's always been a chatty thing, and I 

don't know if—" 

     "The most I could do would be to go with him, and that's just to humor you a little.  I don't 

fancy getting into other people's arguments."  Now his gaze shifts over to Mossy.  "Is that what 

you want done?  You want him gone?" 
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     She feels a sudden confidence again in this man, and in herself, but Jack's spell is still 

powerful.  "I hate to sound so indecisive, but I'm not entirely sure.  Watsa has a way of making 

things sound so cut and dried—" 

     He gives a sudden shout of laughter, and Mossy colors up, as much because she feels silly 

asking Watsa's candidate to help move along her own previous choice as because she is not sure 

whom he is laughing at.  But he clarifies.  "Yes, she does have a way with her, doesn't she?  If 

you live around here and know her well, you learn to be wary of her plots and plans and 

schemes.  There are times when she plots to get you into something, and then when you have 

difficulties, is equally willing to plot to get you out.  The plot is the important thing, you see.  

And Auntie Wea's feelings of self-importance."  He grins over at Watsa. 

     Mossy sighs.  "So much here seems to depend on whom you know, on community trust.  I 

guess I'm just another outsider too, a nuisance to be moved along when the time comes." 

     She sounds down-hearted, and in spite of his attempts not to get involved, Daryl is full of 

compunction, aware that it was his word "outsider" which flicked her on the raw.  He steps just 

inside the screen door, halting there as if to limit by that device the extent to which Watsa can 

involve him.  Then he says to Mossy, "You're not really a total outsider, you know.  People here 

know who you are, where you live.  It's likely that people would've been around to see you 

before, but you have to show them a welcome.  Probably they just thought you wanted to keep 

yourself to yourself.  There's a certain mystique about writers and artists, unless they were born 

here." 

     "Like you," Mossy says, half a question, half a statement. 

     "Oh, me," he scoffs gently.  "I just doodle.  I had some drawings and watercolors in an art 

show in Puttley once, even sold some of them, but it'll never be a source of income, not unless I 
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get a lot better than I am.  There's no market for it around here, much.  Once you draw Joe Blow 

a picture of himself or his family, or it maybe paint a watercolor of his stretch of river, he hangs 

it up on his wall and never buys another.  I do it for my own enjoyment."  Absent-mindedly at 

first, he picks up one foot and looks at the bottom of his shoe.  Then he says, "Sorry, Auntie, I 

think I've tracked some mud in."  The next instant, he addresses Mossy again.  "Say, listen, 

usually the ladies of the town, a few of them, come around to visit newcomers, make them feel 

settled in.  Do you want me to mention you to Mrs. Gibbs or some others of them?" 

     "I think they did make a visit, at the very first, but they were all in favor of getting me to 

come to one of the churches, and I'm not really a church-goer.  I wasn't exactly unfriendly, but 

they probably have me labeled as a Godless heathen.  I think I was just awkward with them, and 

my discomfort showed.  And then, when I published one of my novels that caught their attention, 

some others of them were very friendly, on the surface—stupid me, I'd used a town like Maston 

as background, and they were naturally curious.  But I discouraged it, because—" she hesitates, 

then says, "I didn't want them to speculate about more than that.  I mean, until recently, I've been 

a solitary person here.  And Martha Gibbs was the most curious of the lot." 

     Daryl looks at her for a minute, a long minute, as if trying to guess all that she might mean, or 

weighing his words.  "Well, we're not all church people; I'm not, but my parents were.  The 

ladies and some of the men still have a go at persuading me to come now and then.  You just 

have to stick to your guns."  He pauses as if to say something else, then glances at Watsa. 

     "Yes, what is it, boy?  Let's have it." 

     "Auntie, why don't you take yourself off back into the living room for a while?  I need some 

help stringing the clothesline, and if Mossy isn't afraid of getting her clothes or shoes mussed a 

little, maybe she could help.  What do you say?"  He asks Mossy.  His face is bland, but his tone 
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is a little odd and uncomfortable, and it is Mossy's turn again to be curious about a man and his 

motives. 

     "Sure," she responds, wanting to accept the apparent hand of friendship when it is offered by 

someone who has had to get over his own fear of interference from Watsa to offer it.  She gets up 

and follows him out the door, careful to shut it quietly behind her so that it does not slam in the 

breeze.  She does not dare to look back at Watsa, fearing that she will see an expression of 

triumph or knowingness which will make her feel even clumsier socially than she already does.  

What's the matter with her? she asks herself.  Where's all the certainty and confidence she has for 

a long time felt with men?  Other than Jack, of course.  But Daryl isn't Jack.  She wonders in 

passing if their resemblance to each other is what is making her nervous.  Remembering how she 

had banged the cabinet into the doorway the night they moved it out together because she was 

too busy watching the muscles under Daryl's shirt, she resolves to concentrate. 

     Left inside at the table, Watsa listens intently, but cannot hear anything but an occasional 

buzz of conversation.  She resists Daryl's suggestion, order really, to take herself into the living 

room, but finally accepts that without being where they are, she just cannot hear a word.  Well, 

she thinks, maybe if left to themselves a while.  "Now, if only…" she says, leaving the words but 

not the thought incomplete.  There's only so much she can do, after all, especially with such 

intractable material. 

     Out in the yard, Daryl loops one clothesline over a hand, and pays out the other end to Mossy.  

"What we want to do," he says, "is get it running across the pulleys evenly, without snarls, so it 

doesn't bunch up.  You see what I mean?"  He demonstrates by running some of the rope across 

one of the pulleys.  She nods.  From there on, he gives short-term instructions while they 

complete the task of putting up a double line, one on each arm of the clothesline posts.  He 
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shows her how the lines should run, forwards and backwards, and they double check the line for 

flaws.  Once the task is completed, he still stands there contemplating the line for a second, then 

gives her an even look. 

     "Are you afraid of your guest?  Has he threatened you somehow?" 

     "He's not the usual type of bully, if that's what you mean.  He's not beating me, or deliberately 

isolating me.  He's just a little inconvenient, and—importunate."  She hopes this means 

something to him, because she dreads becoming more specific. 

      But Daryl's vocabulary is evidently up to the task.  "Sort of inconsiderate?  Pushy?" 

      "Well, yes.  In more than one way."  She looks at him desperately, hoping he does not need 

to know more.  Somehow, she feels that she herself does not come off well in this little drama 

either; at the very least, she seems to herself like a very weak-willed person.  And her remaining 

feelings for Jack make her sensitive and guilty about appealing to Daryl's sympathy. 

     To her relief, he says, "Yeah, I sort of got that impression myself.  The first time I met him, I 

mean.  Here was the whole town turned out late at night to put sandbags by the river, and he 

expected people to take their time just to roll out the welcome mat.  Well, it wasn't his affair, I 

don't guess, but—yeah, I guess 'importunate' covers it.  Well, I don't want you to tell Auntie this, 

necessarily, but I'm telling you that anytime you need help, you can call me and I'll get the 

sheriff out without too much talk.  I think he'll listen to me.  If you leave it to her, she'll either put 

Ben's back up or cause him to gossip more than he already does, which is going some.  My last 

name is Cullen, as you probably know, and I'm in the book.  252 Shady Creek Lane.  Most of the 

time I don't work nights, but I do pull the occasional long shift, so if it's an emergency, you 

should just call the sheriff and take your best shot.  Or leave a message with my brother Jimmy if 

he's home.  He can get in touch with me at work." 
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     "Thank you so much, Daryl," she says, full of sincere feeling, sure that if she is not careful 

she may break out into sobs at the sign of such honest support and friendliness.  "Thank you," 

she says again, placing her hand on his forearm a second, where the wiry brown hairs make a 

matted tangle under her fingers.  Looking a little embarrassed, he pats her hand, and says,  

     "Okay, we'd better go and face the music.  Auntie's not going to be happy until she hears the 

wedding march.  She's probably trying to find the right window angle to peer out of this minute."  

They laugh in concert at this apt notion of their friend, and head for the house. 

     When they go in, Watsa is not in the kitchen, however; Daryl stops to pick up his apple pie 

and his drawing kit.  Neither is she in the living room where Daryl had asked her to wait.  

Instead, she is out on the front porch in one of the rocking chairs, a glass of iced coffee with her, 

rocking fast and furiously as if in anger or frustration.  The moment she sees them coming 

towards her through the screen door, she says, "Well, now.  That clothesline needed a powerful 

lot of putting up, didn't it?" 

     Declining to respond to this sally as an unwitting victim of it, Daryl says, "Yes, it took a 

while.  But we're done.  I've got my pie, thanks for leaving it on the counter.  I think if you don't 

need me for anything else, I'll be taking myself off now.  See you soon, Auntie.  Mossy," he 

nods, and goes and gets in his truck. 

     "And what am I supposed to say to that?"  Watsa calls after him. 

     "'Thank you' is always appropriate," he answers, grinning. 

     "I'll thank you, you young imp!"  She shouts with her hands on her hips, but he merely waves 

a hand at them as he is pulling out and turns the truck onto the gravel road away from the drive. 

     "And what, I'd like to know, were you two talking about all that time?" She rounds on Mossy. 
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     "Auntie—I mean, Watsa, he was showing me how to put up clothesline rope.  Honest!  

There's a certain way to every step of it, apparently, and I helped him do it."  Mossy knows that 

if she wants to learn to be firm with Jack, starting with Watsa is not a bad idea. 

     "Oh, bull butter!  Do you mean to say you didn't talk about one other thing the whole time 

you were out there?" 

      "Mostly not, no.  Well, he just wondered where you were, or something like that." 

     Watsa looks at her with great attention, but then says, "Well, where should I be?  Ordered 

around as to where to sit in my own house!  I like that!" 

     "You really care about Daryl a lot, don't you?"  Mossy tries a change of topic, and 

surprisingly, it works. 

     "That I do, my dear, that I do.  But when he starts that sassing, I could just pin his ears back 

for him.  They don't appreciate everything I try to do for them.  You're a nice girl.  And he's had 

his pick of the little wildflowers we grow around here, not that he ever took much effort that way 

either.  If they don't suit him, it's only logical to suppose that he might want a sort of—well, 

maybe an orchid like you." 

     Mossy sighs.  They're back on-topic again.  With what seems to her to be a certain streak of 

cunning in pretending to give way a little, Mossy says, "Well, Watsa, I'm really just a wildflower 

myself.  I don't pretend to any real degree of sophistication; I'm from the suburbs upstate 

originally.  I don't deny that Daryl is handsome, intelligent, and sexually attractive, and certainly 

if he wanted to be caught would be a catch for someone who also wanted to be caught.  But I'm 

still mid-fling with Jack.  And Jack is a handful all on his own account, without making a love 

triangle out of the whole thing.  Why are you in such a hurry?  Maybe Daryl and I could be really 

good friends, left to our own devices.  And a good friend is just absolutely what a person needs 
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sometimes.  Lovers can be awfully inconvenient," she says with feeling.  She thinks to herself 

that it is odd how the word "inconvenient" has cropped up twice this afternoon already, once in 

reference to Jack and once in the abstract, just this instant. 

     Now it is Watsa who sighs.  "Yes, I know.  I know all about that.  Okay, we'll leave the 

subject rest for now.  But what are you going to do about your own particular bit of 

inconvenience at home?  I know how hard it must've been for you to admit to me that there was 

anything wrong over there in the Elysian Fields."  She reaches over and pinches Mossy's arm. 

     "What do you know about the Elysian Fields?" 

     "So I'm just an ignorant old woman now, huh, who never read a book?"  But she smiles with 

weariness and what seems like real affection. 

     "I didn't say that.  I think I've tired you out."  Mossy looks at her watch.  It was two thirty or a 

few minutes after when she left home; it's five o'clock now.  Jack will wonder, she thinks, where 

she is, and she does not want to try to sound convincing about computer repairs.  Oh well, maybe 

she can just say that Watsa got someone else to correct them.  Truth to tell, she ponders, for this 

afternoon at least Jack has seemed very far away.  But now the time has come to go home and 

pay the piper.  Funny, she thinks.  Maybe she is as tired as Watsa.  Daryl had mentioned a 

wedding march in reference to Watsa's expectations of them, and then said they had to face the 

music.  Now, Jack is connected with paying a piper.  Some confused idea of a virile Jack 

hopping around with a piccolo at his lips playing at a wedding where she is the bride and Daryl 

the groom, and Watsa in charge of the ceremony passes through her mind, and she giggles.  Yes, 

she is tired.  Not from physical exercise, but from emotional stress.  And probably more to come. 

     "All right, I'm tired.  And I'm not even going to ask you what you're laughing about.  I think 

we both need to stop guessing what's going to happen and just find out.  Call me if you have any 
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problems when you get home.  And at that point, you may decide you want Daryl and Ben 

Hausley to come around after all." 

     "Okay," Mossy answers, docile to a degree.  There's no point in telling her that she has been 

superseded by Daryl's previous offer.  It would only hurt her feelings.  "You know, Watsa, there 

may just be some things to be worked out with Jack.  He presented himself before as not the 

commitment type, and if that's still true, he may be off like the wind at any moment.  On the 

other hand, if he has something in mind with me that he hasn't articulated, I'll have to find it out.  

And the only way to do that, I'm afraid—" 

     Watsa groaned.  "—is to talk.  So, this situation is because you've been in the bed more than 

you've been talking, is it?  Yeah, talk to the man.  If he's intent on staying, then you'll have to 

decide what you want yourself, separate from him.  Which I made the mistake of thinking was 

where we were at today.  Be brave, my girl.  Men don't like to talk much, at least not about 

commitment issues, not in my experience.  But then, neither do I, when—well, never mind that." 

     Mossy looks at her with curiosity, but nothing more about her male friend or friends is 

forthcoming.  On the contrary, it would appear that the older woman's curiosity about others is 

still active, in spite of her own exhaustion.  Watsa says, 

     "I can see you're getting wound up to go home.  What say we have a little game of Truth or 

Dare first?" 

     Now Mossy groans.  "Truth or Dare with you?  I think your friend Daryl was wise to warn me 

about you, and furthermore, I don't think he would do it himself." 

     "What started you suddenly taking that man for a model?  I thought you weren't inclined to 

him, but maybe you are."  She seems to have revived at this possibility and looks at Mossy with 
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full attention.  "I tell you what," she negotiates, "I'll tell you what the Truth is I want to know, 

and what the Dare is, ahead of time.  How's that for fair?" 

     "Tell me the Dare first.  I don't promise anything."  Mossy pauses, one foot on the top step, 

one on the porch, her laptop bag strapped across her back. 

     "Okay.  If you don't want to tell me the Truth, then the Dare is to take a little drive down to 

the river or somewhere 'of local beauty,' like they say, with Daryl.  As a friend, like you said." 

      "You think you're being too smart for me, don't you?"  Mossy stares back at her, amazed not 

for the first time at the woman's mental stamina.  "He hasn't asked me, and isn't likely to, so 

that's a safe enough Dare to take.  What's the Truth, by the way?" 

     "One thing I do think I'd like to know, seeing as how we're better friends now:  you've 

confided in me, I've listened to you—what is your real name, child?  Is it really 'Mossy Granger,' 

like on the books you write?" 

     "Oh, all right!" says Mossy.  "It's Ruth Anne.  But don't spread it around.  Not even Jack 

knows it.  It's my name for legal stuff, contracts and the like." 

     "Ruth Anne what?  What's the last name?" 

     "The very unpoetical one of Grubb.  Sort of like Grub Street in London, only with two 'b's'; 

you know, I'm a kind of hack writer on Grub Street." 

     "Only as long as you let yourself be.  Now, you've got to be fair with me.  Since I told you the 

Truth and Dare both at first, you have to take both of them.  If Daryl asks you somewhere, 

you've got to go, all righty?" 

     "Your mother must've pulled her hair out with you!  Please don't nag him to take me 

anywhere!  He and I are just starting to put things on a friendly basis, and now I need all the 

friends I can get, I feel." 
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     "Just say yes.  He'll get to it somehow in his own good time." 

     Watsa is so confident that Mossy groans again.  "But don't let the 'somehow' be you, okay?" 

      "I'll promise not to nag him, and that's as far as I'll go." 

      And Mossy has to be contented with that.  The next moment, however, she bethinks herself 

of something to restore at least one balance.  "Hey, I get to ask a Truth or Dare too!  It's my 

turn." 

     "Who said we were taking turns?  Don't you respect your elders enough to answer my 

questions?" 

      "You don't act like any elder I've ever met.  C'mon, Watsa, let's have it.  I'll make you a better 

deal than you made me.  I'll just constrain you to one term at a time, which is to say I'll abide by 

the genuine rules of the game." 

     Watsa takes a long sip of iced coffee, then slings the glass towards the lawn to shake out the 

ice cubes.  She puts the glass back down on the porch, considering.  "Okay.  The Truth, first." 

     "What's your favorite sweetheart's name?" 

     "'Sweetheart?'  He'd get about as big a laugh out of that as I do.  His first name is Sam." 

     "And what's his last name?" 

     "Ah-ha!  That's another question, for another round, another day.  Unless you want to go on 

now."  She stretches her mouth in a deliberately too-wide smile at Mossy, victorious. 

     "Okay, you win for now.  Jesus, it's five fifteen!  I've got to get back and somehow do 

something about my own situation.  If not tonight, then tomorrow." 

     "One last piece of advice?  Don't start that way.  That 'if not today, the next day' stuff can go 

on forever.  Be thinking about it while you walk home, and make a decision on the spur of the 

moment, if you have to.  It's better than no decision at all." 
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     "We'll see.  I'll let you know what happens in a few days, after the dust has time to settle." 

     "Don't be a stranger.  I mean that.  If you need to talk, I'm here a lot.  If you get my answering 

machine, you're safe to leave a message on it."  She throws up one hand from her rocking chair 

as Mossy herself waves back and strides quickly off.  At the boundary of the woods, she thinks 

to turn and call out, "And Watsa?" 

     "Yep?" 

     "Thank you.  I mean that.  I know you always try to help." 

     "Okay, that'll do.  Run along now, and get your situation in hand."  But she gives a real smile 

of sympathy, and another wave. 

     And then Mossy is off into the woods, walking as quickly as is consistent with her fatigued 

but insistent thought processes.  There must be something she can do. 
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                                                                           11 

     Hurrying home through the woods, Mossy looks at her watch, picks up the pace, and the next 

instant falls, sprawling headfirst from stepping in a pothole.  It is a painful fall, injurious both to 

her left ankle and elbow and both her knees, because in her swift protection of her back where 

the laptop is secured, she has twisted her body to the side away from the laptop in mid-air.  She 

sits in the path where she has fallen, cursing and swearing and brushing dirt off her scuffed-up 

knees.  After a few moments, she can tell that though the knees are only scratched and bleeding a 

little, the elbow has quickly swollen, and the left ankle is already turning purple, as is a small 

spot atop her left foot.  She looks to the end of the path just ahead of her, where it meets up with 

the road.  There is no one there, and it may be some time before it would occur to anyone to look 

for her there, especially Jack, who does not know the backwoods or the path.  Or the town much, 

for that matter.  And in her eagerness not to be contacted by him while at Watsa's today, she has 

left her cell phone on her kitchen counter. 

     Looking around for some way to raise herself up, she sees a nearly straight, long branch with 

two or three twigs running from it lying in the underbrush.  Leaning over, she grasps it and 

breaks the twigs off.  If only she had been wearing her running shoes instead of her sandals, her 

foot and ankle might not have been injured!  Awkwardly, listing towards the right onto the 

homemade crutch, she raises her body and stands.  She hobbles a step or two, favoring her left 

side, and swears again.  She knows that she is going to damage her foot more by putting even a 

little weight on it, but there is no other way to get home.  It would be better if her left elbow were 

not also in pain, then she could use the crutch on that side, but in addition to still feeling the force 

of the blow there, she feels her elbow tingling with movement. 
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     Cautious and wincing step by step, she comes slowly to the end of the path and starts back 

home along the gravel road.  Stopping to look at her watch, she notices that it is not working, or 

at least has slowed down.  It can't be only five thirty.  She continues hopping and writhing as 

well as she can until she is within hailing distance of the cabin.  Tears have come to her eyes, but 

she wipes them away, disappointed only that any showdown with Jack must wait until she is no 

longer dependent on him for help. 

     "Jack!  Jack!  Hey, Jack!  Come out, I've fallen!" 

     After a few minutes, he pokes his head around the screen and calls, "Ollie-ollie-in-free!  Well, 

oh, Fallen Woman, I've got your dinner ready, no thanks to you.  We're having quiche and salad.  

And I picked up some wine—" Then he appears to catch sight of her raised left foot.  "Just a sec, 

I've got to take the quiche out."  The door slams behind him, and then he is back out again a 

minute or so later, trotting up to her side.  "Here, put your arm around my neck, and let me 

support you." 

     "I can't with the left elbow, Jack, I hurt that, too." 

     "Wow, when you do something to yourself, you really do it, don't you?"  He goes around to 

her right side and lifts her up slightly so that she can lean against him and hop on the right foot. 

"That's right, we can get there this way.  I'll wrap up your foot the way I learned in a first-aid 

class I took in high school, and we'll sit down and have a nice dinner.  And then, if you're a good 

girl, I'll tell you a—" he leans over and nuzzles her right ear, sticking his tongue in it for good 

measure—"bedtime story." 

     Mossy winces at the pain in her appendages and at the suggestion.  She pulls her head away 

as far as she can.  "Not tonight, Jack.  I'm hurting.  I don't know if I even want to eat; sorry if I've 

thrown your plans out.  Anyway, we need to have a conversation sometime about the way things 
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have been happening.  But not tonight.  My knees are torn up, something's wrong with my ankle, 

my elbow is injured—" 

     "And I've offered to fix all that.  Let me help you, entertain you, make you crazy with 

pleasure.  Don't even worry about me for tonight; you know I can do it, don't you?" 

     "Jack," she sighs, "I know you can do many things.  But tonight is not the night for a big orgy.  

And I've said I'm not hungry, not right now.  And as well-intentioned as I believe your offer to 

perform first-aid is, I'm pretty sure that the foot and the elbow need to be at least checked out by 

a professional, if only a nurse.  I might even need x-rays.  See that purple spot on top of the foot?  

That doesn't look good." 

     "You're a bit of a complainer, aren't you?" he asks genially, looking down at her with a frown 

on his otherwise pleasant face.  "Is there some sort of cottage hospital or something in this 

woebegone little hole of a town?  I know I haven't seen signs for anything like that driving 

around town." 

     "I checked it out before I moved here.  There's Maston-Pollixten Community Hospital 

midway on the highway out of town in the direction of Pollixten." 

     "Oh, no, that won't do at all!" he says in apparent alarm.  "Not Pollixten.  What about 

Puttley?" 

     "Puttley's forty-five minutes away at least.  The community hospital is fine, Jack, they almost 

certainly have the resources to deal with whatever's wrong.  God, my elbow is killing me.  And 

my foot.  Really, my foot feels worse.  Look how it's swollen.  I suppose they'll have to cut the 

sandal off; maybe not, though.  It's a new pair.  Oh, well, that's not really the most important 

thing." 
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     He plants a kiss on top of her head and says, "Now just you let me worry about sandals and 

hospitals and getting you to Puttley." 

     They are at the steps now, and Mossy stops.  As well as she can turn to face him while in his 

arms, she does, and then says, in what she hopes is not too confrontational a tone, "No, Jack.  It's 

the community hospital.  You don't have to get me there, but that's where I'm going, with or 

without you.  Now, if you can get me inside, I'll put my laptop up and pack a bag.  I don't think 

they would ordinarily keep me, but it may be late before I get back." 

     "Sassy independent little witch, aren't you?" he marvels.  "God, I really want to get you in 

bed.  Oh well, another time.  Maybe you'll feel better when you get back.  Give you time to heal 

a little, and then I'll make you scream with excitement!" 

     A little deflated by the fact that he does not seem to want to come with her, she lets him help 

her up the steps and then hobbles as she did before while he holds the door open.  She goes into 

the study first and locks up the laptop in the cupboard.  She does not even care whether he 

notices or not, but a noise from across the hall makes her aware that he is in the kitchen again 

and is doing something there. 

     After packing a small bag with a few comfort items, a book, deodorant, a toothbrush and 

toothpaste, a short nightie, change of underwear and large bedsocks such as might imaginably fit 

over a bandage, at the last minute she hears him coming back.  Lifting her bodily this time and 

carrying her into the kitchen, he says, "I just wanted you to see what you're missing.  In case you 

wanted to change your mind.  I'm a lot more comforting than a sweaty orderly, you know." 

     She looks around.  It is true, the kitchen table has her best tablecloth on it (and she realizes 

that Jack must have been through most of the drawers in the kitchen to find it and the good 

silverware and candelabra).  It is also true that she feels this at first as an invasion; but then, 
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hasn't she been complaining to Watsa that he never does his share of the household work?  And 

isn't he trying, in his own overpowering way, to help out?  She just wishes that he would get over 

his apparent prejudice against the closer hospital, but supposes that big city people like Jack have 

big city prejudices just as others have theirs.  It's rather odd, she thinks in passing, but he had 

seemed almost frightened of the community hospital, as if they might be total incompetents. 

     In the center of the table is positioned on a trivet a perfectly done quiche that she had not even 

been aware she had all the ingredients for.  Beside it on the far side of the table from where the 

two chairs are at an intimate distance from each other, a salad sits, looking so cool and lovely 

that it seems a shame to refuse Jack's offer of a meal.  But the stabs of pain in her foot are not 

ceasing, her elbow is still tingling, and as a waft of the odor of the quiche comes her way, it is at 

first inviting and then almost nauseating in its intensity. 

     "Jack, it's wonderful.  You're wonderful.  But really, I have to get this seen to.  Why don't you 

serve yourself a piece or two, and save the rest for tomorrow lunch or tomorrow night?  I'm sure 

I'll be back by then."  She smiles wanly.  "And maybe if I'm not too bandaged up….but we'll see 

about that." 

     "Let me at least call the ambulance service.  Which one do you use?  Or have you even been 

to this place before?" 

     "Let me see the phone book, Jack.  Hand it down from the counter, won't you?  I imagine 

there's only one ambulance service in a place this small."  Searching through the telephone book, 

she sees nothing in the yellow pages about ambulances, and nothing in the business section of 

the white pages either.  Finally, as a last resort, she dials the number for the Volunteer Fire 

Department, remembering that in her hometown the regular fire officials had also had a rescue 

truck. 
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     "Hello?  Maston-Pollixten Volunteer Fire and Rescue," a deep male voice answers.  He 

sounds vaguely familiar, but she cannot place him at first. 

     "Hello.  There's no fire here.  I just need some emergency transportation to the community 

hospital.  In fact, it's a matter of a foot injury, an elbow injury, and a couple of scraped knees.  Is 

that kind of transportation within the bounds of things you do?" 

     "Yes, it is.  Who is this?"  Wanting to ask the same question of the definitely familiar voice, 

Mossy replies, 

     "This is Mossy Granger at 7 Rattery Path Lane." 

     "I thought so.  Mossy, this is Daryl.  Cullen."  The voice becomes suddenly stern.  "Is there 

anything else I should know?  I mean, I don't know how to put this—is your house guest 

connected with the manner of injury?  Forgive me for asking, especially if it's some kind of—

well, some kind of—" he pauses. 

     In spite of herself, she giggles.  "I haven't been hanging from the rafters, no.  Sorry, I know 

this is a serious call."  Happening to catch sight of Jack's puzzled expression, his lips parted as if 

to speak or intercede, she waves him away as he approaches and becomes serious herself.  "No, I 

was visiting a neighbor—" she puts emphasis on the word "neighbor" so Daryl is aware that it's 

her recent visit to Watsa she is discussing—"and I fell in a pothole on the way back.  I was 

carrying a laptop at the time, and turned in a weird way so as not to damage it.  I ended up 

damaging myself more than I probably would have otherwise.  I've been on and off the foot 

getting back, and it's really swelled up as a result.  And purple.  And there's a small purple spot 

on the top.  And the elbow on the same side was injured by the impact, and it's tingling." 

     "Unh-huh," he says abstractedly, as if writing it down in notes.  "And knees, something about 

knee injuries.  You didn't hit your head, did you, or anything like that?" 
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     "No.  And the knees are just scraped up pretty badly by the brambles and the gravel on the 

path."  She hesitates, then asks, "What's the fee for transportation?  I suppose I should've asked 

that first." 

     "Don't you worry about that.  For some people, it's entirely voluntary."  He appears to be 

trying to reassure her.  "Whatever you can afford to pay, usually.  Maybe gas for the truck, a 

small amount for oil change and maintenance.  We'll be on our way right now, just as soon as I 

get a partner to come with me.  I'm glad I started early tonight, or I might've missed you.  See 

you soon." 

     "Okay.  Thanks a lot."  She shuts off her cell phone, but not before Jack gets a closer look at 

her face. 

     "Now, why can a total stranger make you feel better than I can?" 

     "First of all, it's not a total stranger; secondly, because I need to get to the hospital." 

     "Not a total stranger.  Well, that explains why he—and I assume it must've been a he, the way 

you were cozying up to him—" 

     "Jack, I'm injured.  He's going to help me.  End of story." 

     "Okay, but what were you laughing about?" 

     She thinks fast; if Jack is as vain a person as she is quickly beginning to believe he is, he will 

not really care what the conversation was about as long as it either reflects well on him or does 

not reflect badly.  "They wanted to know for their notes how the injury was received.  And I just 

felt stupid saying that I'd fallen in what must be the only pothole on the way back until you reach 

the gravel road.  The path through the woods is fairly solid ground, you see, except in that one 

spot—" but she breaks off, seeing that he has already lost interest in the answer. 

     "Okay, so they're coming now?" 
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     "Yes, and I think I should be waiting out on the porch.  It won't take them long," she says with 

confidence, taking it as read, from Watsa's manner to Daryl and her own growing conviction that 

he can be relied upon. 

     "How about I pack you a little box of dinner to take with you, just in case you get hungry 

while you're waiting at the hospital?  I saw a little lunch bag complete with plastic containers 

when I was going through the cupboards.  That way," he leans over and kisses her cheek, "you 

can think of me while you're waiting, and remember how anxious I am to have you back." 

     "It's too much to carry, Jack.  I don't want to take the whole house with me." 

     "No, look!"  He pulls the lunch bag out of the drawer and shows her how it fits, a bit snugly, 

in the small overnight bag she has already packed.  "C'mon!  You can think of me slaving over a 

hot stove in nothing but your apron." 

     In spite of herself, she smiles wryly at this image, and more for the peace and quiet which 

giving him something to do will obtain than because she wants to take food with her, agrees. 

When he has filled the containers and the small water bottle and packed them securely in the bag, 

he helps her to the front door, where she goes and lets him position her on the top step with her 

injured leg stretched out in front of her, the packed overnight bag under her right hand. 

     Before many minutes go by, during which Jack tries to amuse and entice her almost equally, 

as if he could perform some of his sexual magic outside in full view of the no doubt approaching 

ambulance, they hear a motor and the crunch of gravel up the road to the left.  She tells herself 

that Jack is just looking after her in his own way, but she is aware that he is also trying to solidify 

her interest in him, as if that were in doubt merely because she is going to have herself looked 

after apart from him. 
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     When the ambulance is in full view and parked as close to the front steps as is safe and 

convenient, Jack calls out to the two men, Daryl getting down from the passenger seat and a 

burlier man easing down from behind the wheel, "Well, I'll leave the experts to it."  Then he says 

to Mossy, "Call me, sweetheart, when you're ready to be picked up.  I hope you don't mind if I 

bring your car."  And as a last parting gesture, he puts the previously left-behind cell phone in 

her hand, and steps back inside the screen door.  Mossy is a little confused by this sudden 

dereliction, putting the whole thing in such a bad light as it does for Jack in front of two men 

dedicated to giving up their free time for other people.  She glances behind her.  Jack is watching 

the whole thing from behind the screen, but seems disinclined to step forth again.  Behind this 

shield, she can barely see his face. 

     "Okay," she agrees vaguely, feeling uncomfortable again about leaving Jack alone there. 

     Daryl frowns, and says something under his breath to the heavier man with him, whom she 

realizes must be the sheriff or one of the deputies pulling double duty when he hitches up the gun 

belt on his hips with one hand in the stereotypical manner.  But the sheriff or deputy seems to be 

momentarily taken with admiration for Jack's red car: looking at it, glancing at the back, the 

front, and patting the trunk as he walks by it.  The next second, though, he and Daryl are carrying 

out a stretcher to the front porch and helping Mossy onto it, then wheeling it carefully to the back 

of the ambulance.  They do their best to make her comfortable in the stretcher after taking her 

vital signs and looking her over in a cursory way.  Daryl also removes her sandals with great care 

and promises to hold onto them for her.  The man with Daryl takes one last look at the rear of the 

red car, apparently interested in the bumper, then climbs back in.  They shut the back doors.  As 

the engine starts up again, Mossy tries to strain upward for one last view of Jack through the 

ambulance rear windows, but her injuries will not let her.  Sighing, she eases back down onto the 
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stretcher and prepares for a stressful and perhaps boring evening at the hospital, to be followed 

by a difficult two weeks or so with herself as an injured and captive audience to a fully 

functional and eager Jack. 
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                                                                          12 

     "How are you doing?  I see they've got you all bandaged up."  Daryl's face is concerned, but 

he smiles at her.  "I suppose you'll be off your feet for a while." 

     "Yes.  I'm not looking forward to that.  Even though this is a boot and not a cast, it's going to 

be tough going.  I like to be active." 

     "Well, yes," he answers, constrained by something she really cannot define as yet. 

     She blushes, wondering if maybe he thinks she means active with Jack, but he seems to have 

some other point on his mind.  He does not articulate it at first, however.  "It's nice of you to 

check up on me," she says, "especially after bringing me in and working your shift." 

     "Well, I was just on my way home, and uh—well, Ben Hausley, you remember, the sheriff 

who came with me to your cabin, wanted to ask you a question or two." 

     Her eyes widen with a kind of remote alarm, and she wonders.  "About my fall?" 

     "Not exactly, no.  Maybe I should let him explain."  He goes to the door, where someone else, 

presumably Ben, is waiting outside out of sight.  Sure enough, he says, "Ben?" and the man with 

the gun belt and badge steps through the door. 

     He looks at her carefully, as if assessing her character at a glance.  It makes her a little 

nervous, but she tries to persuade herself that it is part of his stock-in-trade.  "How are you 

doing?" he asks in his turn, a little awkward.  He sits down in a chair at one side of the 

emergency room bed she is currently in, but finding it too low, stands back up and waits for her 

response. 

     "About as well as could be expected.  I'm not usually this clumsy, only I was hurrying home.  

I have a house guest, you see, and I was away from home for several hours."  She says this 
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cheerily, attempting to put him at his ease, but for some reason, he flushes, and remarks, almost 

before he can stop himself, 

     "Ah!  About that—yes, about that."  And he stops, growing a little redder. 

     "About Jack?"  her voice falters.  They seem, the two of them, to be conducting a visual duet 

of pinkness, for first she feels her own cheeks burn, then looking at him, notices the same 

condition on his already ruddy outdoorsy complexion.  Really, she thinks, two adult people 

ought to be able to discuss a lover without so much difficulty; but then, she cannot think why 

Jack is the subject, unless they still have unjust suspicions of his involvement in her accident. 

     At her question, Ben's face suddenly becomes alert.  "He said his name was 'Jack?'  Jack 

what?" 

     Astonished, all she can think of to do is to reply with the truth.  "Jack Pelliford."  He asks her 

to spell it and she does; to her further amazement, he takes out a pad and writes it down. 

     "Has he ever given you any other names, or as we may say, aliases?"  The redness has passed 

from his face; he is now clearly a man with a mission. 

     "No-o.  But what—?"  Then she bethinks herself of what some of the problem may be.  "Is it 

the matter of a parking ticket, or something?  You know, Jack can be quite annoying sometimes 

to people—to people engaged in a different line of work.  But the name may just be his nom de 

plume, his pseudonym.  Come to think of it, he doesn't know my real name, either." 

     "What was that you said again?"  Ben's brow is furrowed. 

     She reddens once again, but repeats herself.  "I said, he doesn't know my real name, either.  

Like as not he's simply signed his pseudonym to something, not meaning to.  From his habit of 

giving autographs, you know." 
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     Distracted, he asks in bewilderment, "He gives autographs?"  But then like a bulldog, he goes 

back to his previous point.  "No, but what was that word you said?  His pseud—" 

     "Pseudonym.  The name he writes under." 

     Enlightened, he responds, raising his eyebrows as he continues writing, "Ah-ha!  Another 

writer.  His pen-name, you mean." 

     "Well, yes.  His nom de plume." 

     "And just for the record, you know, I'd like to know your real name.  If it's not too much 

bother." 

     "My real name is Ruth Anne Grubb.  Here, it's on my hospital report; I have insurance and all 

my legal papers in my real name."  Her own curiosity has gotten to be greater than her fear of 

being known.  Still, she says, "You understand, I sell books under the name 'Mossy Granger,' and 

I'd rather not have my real name known to anyone not absolutely requiring it.  I hope it won't 

become necessary for the other one to become public." 

     "Well, it all depends.  How long exactly has Mr. Pelliford, as we'll call him, been staying with 

you?  You understand, for the record." 

     "Let's see, he got here back in May—" fully agog now and forgetful of the slight throb in her 

ankle which the Tylenol has not taken away, she calculates and gives the sheriff the exact date of 

Jack's arrival at her cabin. 

     At this juncture, Daryl interrupts the proceedings.  "But Ben, he actually drove into town the 

night before and slept at Janice Setger's B & B, because I met him at the diner seeking out a 

place to stay when we were going down to sandbag the river." 

     "Yes, that about fits.  That time around the big rain."  Ben is staring at his pad, and licks his 

pencil before writing another word or two. 
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     "I'm sorry, but—well, if it's okay for me to know—what is it Jack is supposed to have done?"  

As she has read in many a cheap novel, "nameless apprehension" grips Mossy.  She has never 

before taken it for a real thing, at least not in those terms. 

     "Well, the offense—the alleged offense—" says Ben, "is that your friend's red Honda Civic 

answers the description of a car, with a partial plate correspondence, which was seen to park 

here, at this hospital, in the emergency lane, for several minutes on that night aforesaid, and the 

driver absented himself from behind the wheel to help a wounded cyclist to the emergency 

room." 

     Mossy is perplexed.  "I know it's true that Jack sometimes is a little incautious about 

observing parking lanes and the like, but surely rescuing a wounded cyclist—" 

     "Let me finish, ma'am.  The cyclist was given $200 for treatment by the said driver, who 

declined to stay around and wait.  And it was apparently the driver who'd struck the cyclist 

down.  The cyclist was dazed and turned out to have several fractured ribs and a concussion.  No 

responsible party was ever traced, not even when advertised for.  The costs for the hospital visit 

and cycle repair ran well over $200.  The cyclist has pressed charges against party or parties 

unknown, since upon questioning, he's too foggy to remember whether or not there was anybody 

else in the backseat.  That person would of course be a witness, if existing."  He gives her a keen 

stare.  "You wouldn't happen to be one of parties unknown, now would you, ma'am?" 

     "No, of course not!" she answers indignantly, forgetting for the moment that the sheriff has 

only met her recently, and has no reason to trust her.  But her heart misgives her about Jack, due 

to the uncertain waverings and odd currents she has recently encountered in his behavior.  

"Anyway," she posits, "what would a passenger be doing sitting in the back if alone with the 

driver before the accident?" 
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     The next instant, she regrets heartily that she has asked the question.  Ben looks embarrassed 

but holds his ground.  "Ah, that's only to be known by the party or parties involved, ma'am."  He 

pauses.  "So, you weren't involved in any such incident?" 

     "No!"  She thinks a bit.  "In fact, I don't know what time the accident occurred, but from 

about nine o'clock or so, I was on the phone from home with Watsa—Ms. Hower, and then I 

went over to her house by foot, through the woods, to take care of her because she had fallen." 

     "That's true, Ben.  I went over there to check on Auntie myself a couple of hours later and 

Mossy was there."  He smiles encouragement at her, but his face quickly becomes lined with 

worry again as he looks at his other friend. 

     "And you went over there how?  Through the woods?  Why?"  Ben asks, more now for 

curiosity's sake himself than because his record is incomplete. 

     She sighs.  "I tried to take the car, but as Ms. Hower had already predicted, the road was 

washed out further up, and it was the only way to get there." 

     Ben remarks wryly, "And here I thought that Auntie said she didn't do weather." 

     Daryl grins at him.  "Sometimes, she just knows what's what."  He looks down at Mossy after 

he says this, as if tempted like Dr. Johnson, she thinks, to "point a moral…or adorn a tale."  But 

he obviously decides against doing so. 

     Ben looks at his watch.  "Folks, it's twelve thirty at night.  They've taken a while to sort you 

out here, haven't they, ma'am?  I guess it was the pile-up over on Route 9 which kept them so 

busy.  You're about ready to go home now, though."  It's a question, she can tell. 

     "Yes.  Jack has offered to pick me up, but—" she steels herself to face what seems to be the 

truth, "he said he wants to bring my car when I call." 

     Daryl is grim now.  "Keeping away from the hospital, too, I take it." 
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     "Well—" there seems to be no point in denying the truth, either to herself or them.  "He was 

apparently ready and willing to take me to the hospital in Puttley, but I insisted on coming here, 

being as it was closer."  Suddenly, she feels like crying.  Tears well up and spill over and 

unwillingly she feels her facial expression distorting. 

     She hears Daryl mutter something under his breath that sounds like "sneaking bastard," but 

having never heard him use rough language before, she says, "It—it's mainly just reaction.  They 

wouldn't give me any Tylenol 3 until they'd completely examined my elbow and foot and 

bandaged my knees, and it was a bit painful."  Wiping her eyes with the back of her right hand, 

she smiles up at Daryl, wanting him to understand that she is not a weakling where affairs of the 

heart are concerned.  She even feels amused at herself when the expression "affairs of the heart" 

passes through her mind.  "It'll soon pass," she says. 

     "Now, my young lady," Ben starts out, then stops.  He seems to be trying to order his words 

just right.  Looking more closely at him, she notices that he is a bit older than Daryl, though she 

finds it interesting that she is a "young lady" to someone who after all cannot be more than ten or 

so years older than herself.  "You seem to be cooperative with the purposes of the law and public 

welfare, and so on."  He hesitates and begins again jerkily, rather in the manner of an engine that 

stops and then goes on with repeated promptings.  "I don't want my bird to fly the coop."  He 

pauses.  "If you follow my drift." 

     So here it comes.  An end to the sometimes idyllic, sometimes insanity-making interludes 

with Jack.  "Okay," she concedes, willing to entertain his ideas, whatever they may be. 

     "And I'm fearful—not afraid, you understand, but worrying a mite—that if you go back and 

see him again before he's taken into custody—" 
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     "Oh, I don't think Jack would hurt me, or—or make me go with him anywhere, or—I don't 

think he would."  But she says this with doubt now, knowing that Jack might be physically 

overbearing in such a way when threatened with criminal proceedings.  And she with a sprained 

ankle, a small broken bone in the foot, and a jarred elbow in a temporary sling. 

     Rubbing the side of his nose in an abstracted fashion, as if that motion somehow inspires him 

with exactly the right words to put the matter in, he continues.  "I wasn't so much worrying about 

your leaving the nest with him as I was about the possibility that—unintentionally, you 

understand—you might say something or take alarm at something that would clue him in.  We've 

still got to try and pull the license plate number exact off the hospital security tapes to validate; 

God knows I wouldn't want to arrest any man before his time."  He gets confused by this odd 

idea, that every man has a time to be arrested, then tries again:  "I mean, before he actually does 

something to get arrested for."  Satisfied with this last brick in the edifice he is slowly raising, he 

goes on.  "So, what I'm asking you is, if you would mind maybe either sitting here for another 

hour or two, tops, maybe out in the waiting room where you can watch the tv, or maybe going 

for a ride with my friend here?  You know, out to get something to eat, or drink.  Minus the cell 

phone, which I'll return later.  If you like monster movies, the one and only drive-in movie house 

still left in the state is showing 'Night of the Living Dead'—but no, maybe that's not what you 

want to be doing after having all this trouble.  At any rate, Daryl here is the man.  We've already 

got the tapes at the station, but it'll take a while to finish running them."  He pauses, draws a 

breath, and says, "Well?" 

     Diverted and entertained by his plans for safely disposing of her while Jack is undergoing 

investigation, she is able to master herself enough to be reassuring in her turn.  "I don't know 

about sitting here any longer; an emergency cot is rather boring.  But I'll willingly sit in the 
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waiting room, or go out for a ride around somewhere with Daryl.  Though I suppose you 

probably want to get home and get to bed after your long volunteer duty this evening," she turns 

to him.  With her good hand, she reaches into her bag and gets her cell phone, handing it to Ben. 

     But Daryl is reassuring.  "No.  I sometimes grab a bite at one of the fast food places after I'm 

out late, whether I'm pulling a late shift at work or doing the fire and rescue routine.  C'mon, I'll 

take you.  Unless you'd rather do something else."  He waits patiently. 

     She makes a firm decision, and says "I'd like that.  Just let me throw out this piece of 

otherwise quite appetizing quiche and some salad that Jack insisted on packing.  I couldn't stop 

him from insisting, but it's gotten all mashed up from my carrying my bag around, and I wasn't 

hungry then anyway.  But on painkillers, I feel that I could eat a cow." 

     He laughs out loud.  "Well, I like quiche too, in its place, but I'm afraid 'cow' is the word 

concerned in terms of late-night eating places.  Burgers and fries and the like are more what 

you're going to find here, although I guess we could try the diner for something more 

complicated.  They're still open."  He waits for her decision. 

     "You decide," she says.  Wrangling the containers out from her bag with her good right hand, 

she leans over and dumps the quiche and salad in the garbage bin near the bed.  Gently, from the 

left and behind her left elbow in its sling, he takes her waist under the right arm and helps her 

maneuver with the single crutch she has on that side.  Ben Hausley stands behind them, and as 

she turns around after reaching the door, she notices that he is peering at the garbage can as if 

longing to retrieve possible evidence from it, though she cannot think what good that particular 

waste material would do for him.  But she makes a further decision of her own.  "Mr. Hausley?" 

she queries, looking back over her shoulder. 

     "Ben is fine.  Ben," he repeats. 
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     "Take anything that you're sure is Jack's with him, Ben.  And get an address.  I'll send the rest 

of it to him at whatever address he gives." 

     "Can you give me a description?" 

     "He has a Vaio laptop, for one thing.  Mine is a different brand and is locked up.  And his 

clothes.  Really, I don't know of much else that he has there.  Maybe a toothbrush, toiletries." 

     "So, not planning to be a long-term resident?" he pursues as if in spite of himself, and then 

says, "Sorry, it's my job." 

     "That's all right," she says.  "Perfectly all right.  I was already trying to figure out—to figure 

out—whether or not he and I had come to the parting of the ways."  She smiles as brightly as she 

is able, feeling lonesome at first at the thought of being all alone again, but surprisingly 

heartened by Daryl's strong arm around her waist. 
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                                                                          13 

     "Now, Sam, it's not a personal affront.  I just don't think the young things should be thrown 

off their game by having to see the two of us mooning around.  And you know you are 

affectionate, Sam."  Watsa pats his arm.  It's the third week of July, and Daryl, his brother Jim, 

and Allan Hawkins have asked Watsa and Mossy to a picnic down at Little Neck Creek Park on 

the Werthy River, along with dates for Jim and Allan, two sisters whom Watsa and Mossy alike 

have never met.  As Watsa says, "It seems that Allan has gotten over his shyness about his living 

arrangements.  Appears to be interested in one of the Kirk sisters now."  Though both Daryl and 

Mossy have been quite casual about the whole thing, in fact studied in their apparent ignorance 

of the excitement their few previous jaunts out together have raised in Watsa's speculations, she 

has nevertheless made her assumptions. 

     "So you're just going to go a-gooseberrying along with them all, watching and gathering up 

more gossip?  My dear, it's time you settled down yourself, in order to age gracefully as a decent 

older woman.  You know I'm always ready.  And I might be a fine chaperon myself, given the 

chance." 

     "Don't be a fool, Sam Moody!  I'm not chaperoning!  As if people in their late twenties and 

early thirties, especially in this day and age, need anything like a chaperon!  Why, people half 

their age go alone these days, and you know it!" 

     "Well, then they're just having you along for the pleasure of your company?  No, it can't be 

that!" he jokes. 

     She eyes him steadily.  "Lookit, do you really want to come along?" 
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     "Of course I do!  Why, I'd like nothing better than to sit under the trees on a blanket with you 

and eat fried chicken and watch the world go by down by a muddy river neck!  I can't think why 

you haven't hinted to me about coming along before," he continues. 

     "There wasn't the opportunity before.  At least, not with this combination of people.  It's true, 

I could use a second set of eyes.  There's something funny going on with Daryl and Ruth Anne.  

No, she still insists on being called Mossy."  Her lips purse out as if this disagrees with her, but 

she goes back to consideration of Sam's countenance the next minute. 

     "'Something funny, something funny,'" he echoes.  "You wanted them to get together, and 

now that they are, you say they're up to something funny.  What makes you think they need your 

help all the way down the trail?  And I'm not offering to come along like a cowpoke on a horse to 

herd them down it, either.  You, my fine lady, said how nice it would be to have someone else to 

talk to while sitting by the devilled eggs and watching them all wading in the stream.  That 

sounded like one of your offhand invitations to me, so I took you up on it.  Damned ungenerous 

of you to try and take it back just because I'm not another gossiping old girl who wants to 

interfere in everything." 

     She considers.  "Okay, Sam, you can come," she says magnanimously.  "I don't like to show 

off my private life to those fresher than I am, nor especially not to their parents, but you don't 

come from Maston, so my privacy should be safe.  Just keep a lid on it, okay?  You're my escort.  

My friend.  They don't need to know about anything else." 

     He grins.  "So I'm not to go down upon one knee before you or any such thing in front of 

them?  Nor perhaps to lift one of your curly gray tresses to my lips behind your back?" 
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     "What nonsense!  If I catch you doing anything half so silly, that'll be the end of that."  But 

she takes his hand and traces the lines in his palm with one finger before putting it back down on 

the table between them. 

     "Reading my fortune?" he asks softly.  "Does it say anything about eventually settling down 

with a grumpy old woman who likes to keep me dancing on the end of a line?  Don't you know 

you could do that much better if you were around me all the time instead of only now and then?" 

     "Enough time to talk about that when we're a little older," she says vaguely.  "And you know I 

don't tell fortunes.  I don't hold with all that gimcrackery stuff.  I just tell people little things 

about themselves that they've overlooked, little things that might affect them somehow." 

     He looks at her; it is his turn to consider.  "You know, I read that book series, all about Dune.  

And in those books, further on, the question comes up as to whether predicting something is just 

giving a probability, a forecast, or whether it causes the thing to happen.  You seem to pack a 

powerful lot of wallop in your forecasts, maybe causing people to think of ways of doing things 

that they veer towards only after you say them.  Do you see what I mean, my dear one?  And as 

to getting older, if we wait to get much older, we're going to have used up all the fun in us before 

we've set up house together." 

     "Is this turning into another one of those arguments, Sam?  Or are we going to put it on hold 

for a while longer?" 

     "Not for much longer, Hower, not for much longer.  Just remember, you won't want me when 

I'm thoroughly old and dried up, not unless we've had a good long time to season together first." 

     "I thought that's what we were doing." 

     "When I only see you once in a blue moon?  And when for all I know you're still running 

around with half of two counties?"  He tells himself inwardly that he might as well continue to 
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pretend that he believes in what is probably by now a fiction, that is to say in Watsa's other men 

here and there.  It flatters her vanity, and keeps her from realizing just how much she has come 

to depend on him.  Yes, she is a little too independent to be glad of that news.  He is going to 

have to ease her in nice and slow, nice and slow.  He thinks of returning to one of their other 

subjects as a way of not alarming her too much.  "What did you mean, anyway, by saying that 

there was 'something funny' going on?  Didn't you tell me that the girl and your young friend had 

been out together several times since her demon lover left town?  Isn't that what you wanted to 

happen?" 

     "But when I see them together, it's as if they still don't know each other any better than they 

did before.  No hand holding, no kissing, no flirting.  No smoldering looks, even.  It's just the 

two of them at the same time at the same spot." 

     "I can't believe you didn't ask them what was up.  I know you must have asked one of them." 

     "I asked them both separately, and got exactly the same answer:  they both said they go out to 

talk." 

     "Maybe they're just friends." 

     "I don't think that's where they should be in relation to each other, but I can't think of how 

to—" 

     "Yes, I know you're just itching to mess around in their affairs, but I'd advise you not to.  

Maybe they don't do the same things when they're by themselves as they do when they're around 

you.  They probably want their privacy.  That makes them like you." 

     "Privacy, privacy!  What for, to discuss the weather in?  Anyway, I'm surprised that that girl 

hasn't told me something more:  she's the one who was all eager to get the other fellow 
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straightened out, and now she's on with another one, and one of my own choice for her, and she 

never tells me anything.  Except that they talk." 

     "Hower, if you want to keep your friends, you'd best stop trying to meddle.  And that's even if 

they're younger than you and seem tolerant of it.  Whatever did happen with the other one, 

anyway, that other guy she was giving house space to?"  He has changed the subject, thinking 

gradually to persuade her away from her own. 

     "Went to prison for a while for not reporting an accident, for failing to yield right-of-way, for 

property damage and grievous bodily harm, for parking in a no-parking zone outside the hospital, 

and if the judge had had any sense, for being a right young son of a bitch.  There may have been 

something else, but that's all I can remember of it.  But he did get a tongue lashing, at least." 

     "What do you mean?  Do you mean to say you were there?" 

     "Of course I was there!  The girl had to give testimony in court, short though it was, and 

needed some moral support.  And Daryl had to say he'd seen him in town the night of the 

accident.  Of course I was there," she reiterated. 

     "But what did they want with the girl?  I thought you said she didn't see him until the next 

day." 

     Watsa sighs, as if going through something for the hundredth time for someone of especially 

slow wits, though this is the first time she and Sam have discussed the accident in detail.  "She 

had to testify that he said nothing to her about the accident, and continued not to say anything, 

that she in fact was totally unaware of his having had one." 

     "But if she had heard, wouldn't that only have been hearsay?" 

     "I'm not sure, but it doesn't matter.  Don't you see, if she didn't clear herself of knowing, she'd 

be a sort of accomplice after the fact, as they call it?" 
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     "Oh, I see.  Okay," he ponders a bit and then says, "It must've been confusing for her, looking 

from one to the other of them.  I mean, you said they look something alike.  Sort of like being in 

a Hall of Mirrors, only one of the mirrors was fractured." 

     She looks at him as if just now struck by this point.  "You can come up with some of the most 

fanciful things to say, Sam Moody.  Yes, I guess it must've been odd.  But our girl pulled through  

it just fine." 

     He smiles.  "Ah, so now she's 'our girl.'  I guess we've adopted her and all.  What I can't 

understand is why and how they were able to get the court case up before a judge so fast.  I know 

that around here there are fewer cases during the summer, but even so—what's it been, two 

months or so since the accident?" 

     "Well, for starters, for some reason (maybe the fact that he didn't have Mossy there to hide 

behind), the man—Jack, Jack was his name—Jack gave himself up voluntarily when the sheriff 

challenged him.  No argument at all.  I suppose that speaks well for him, though it's a truth told 

very late in the day.  And it turns out that he'd been running through his money like crazy, from 

the sale of his last book:  he didn't have money for a lawyer.  You'd think the public defender's 

office would be booked solid, but for reasons known only to them and their maker, they got the 

trial on quickly.  Myself, I think it was public prejudice against an outsider, but working on the 

right side for a change.  So, we're all done with him.  All but sweeping the last fragments of him 

out of the doorsill."  And she frowns at this. 

     "Now what might you mean by that?" 

     She snorts.  "According to what the girl told me, more than once (and I'm passing it on only to 

you, and to no one else, knowing you won't repeat me), the man-Jack, as we'll call him, was a 

real go-getter in bed.  Maybe she's missing that a bit, or maybe she's not, but Daryl is very polite 
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and considerate and sweet, to go by what I've heard from some girls I know that he's dated.  One 

of them suggested that he was passion itself, but I think she was only bragging." 

     Now it is Sam's turn to express complex reactions, which he does by rubbing first one eye 

with the heel of his hand and then the other, staring at her with red eyes the next second, and then 

reaching up to pull out a loose eyelash.  "Now, look here, surely that's to his advantage.  You 

aren't a-telling me that the girl likes being manhandled?" 

     "No, but from what she said, half-said, and left unsaid, this Jack was what you call an ardent 

and eager lover.  I wonder if our Daryl is up to the task." 

     "All righty, that's about enough.  He isn't 'our' Daryl, or at any rate, he's certainly not mine.  

Without a-crawling in between 'em when they're being private, you can't know.  You can't know 

everything, dear heart, so might as well not try.  Don't forget to tell yourself now and then, 

there's a difference between what you want to know out of simple curiosity, and what you 

actually need to know to be of use.  You're going to have to pretend to be blind to some things.  

People aren't to be managed by equations of taking a pinch of this and adding a pinch of that, 

much as you might like to be concocting potions.  And that's my advice to you.  Now, what say 

we go sit by the fish pond, like an affectionate old couple, as we are, and watch the sunset?  It's 

only dust in the atmosphere, if you're compounding potions, but it sure is beautiful to look at if 

you're not.  And so are you, old lady, with your hair all pinned up, so are you."  He reaches over 

and strokes her back, and acquiescing with a good grace, she leans and kisses his near cheek.  

They rise, going out the door onto the back deck, and down the sloping lawn to where the fish 

pond stands, the waters gently rippling in the same wind that stirs the trees on the other side. 

     After they seat themselves and pass a few minutes in silence, Watsa asks, as if idly, "I 

suppose you can't do without your fish pond, old boy, can you?" 
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     Sam becomes very still.  He knows that this is what he usually refers to as a "prime moment," 

so he does his best to guess where the question tends.  "Oh, well," he answers airily, vaguely, as 

if at random, "better than I could do without you.  For example of things in their order." 

     This response evidently contents her, for she snuggles a little closer under his sheltering arm 

and nestles her head in next to him.  And there they sit, while the sun drops further and further 

into the magical dust. 
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                                                                          14 

     "'Ruth Anne' is a perfectly fine name," Daryl says stoutly, his fingers tight around Mossy's 

hand as he helps her over the slippery and shifting small rocks in the stream and onto a bigger 

rock near the middle where she can stand and dabble her toes. 

     "Maybe, but not very euphonious, or poetical." 

     "Neither is 'Daryl,' but it's what my parents named me."   Mossy lifts her left foot up and 

makes a tight circle with the ankle, wincing a little.  "Is the cold aching your foot?" 

     "I don't think so; I think the ankle's just tight from no exercise and having the boot on for 

several weeks.  And anyway," she pursues the first topic, "'Grubb' is a real killer.  Grub Street, 

with one 'b,' is the name of a street in London frequented by hack writers in the 17th century. 

 And what's worse, now everyone knows the real, unsavory truth." 

     "About what?  What's so 'unsavory' about a name?" He looks at her serious expression.  The 

flush on her cheeks tells him the next minute that she's referring to more than just the name.  

"Oh, that," he says.  A slight burn comes to his own face as well.  But he thinks it's best to make 

light of the matter, because for some reason he declines to mention to himself, he does not want 

her to think about that aspect of Jack any more than necessary for her own self-enlightenment, 

whatever that may consist of.  "Well…we all have things we are—oh, ashamed of, or delicate 

about having mentioned.  Me, too," he says simply, though his upright carriage and forthright 

manner would leave one to assume that he has always been a model of rectitude, or at least that 

he sleeps easily at night. 

     "I mean, it's the 21st century, you know?  Jack and I—well, Jack and I—what I really mind is 

showing myself to be such a fool, to be so deceived." 
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     "Look, Mossy, if that's what you'd prefer to be called, you don't have to explain it to me.  I 

have occasionally had things on my own conscience—maybe not my conscience, like I'd 

committed a crime or something.  But on my mind, preoccupying my thoughts, asking myself if 

I've done right by somebody else, and maybe by myself.  So, maybe it is my conscience, after all.  

A sort of modern-day kind of thing, wondering whether a particular action or relationship was 

such a smart thing after all.  Why do you think I'm still alone at thirty-five?" 

     "I hadn't especially thought about it.  I mean, not that I haven't thought about you—" but she 

stops and turns half away from him, her hair falling over her face so that the words come out 

murmured and he cannot see her expression.  "But I thought you wanted to be alone, and hang 

around just with your male friends.  And get away from Watsa driving you crazy about finding 

someone to be with, I guess."  She giggles at this and looks up at him, and he in turn draws 

closer and joins in the joke by kicking water at her legs with one of his bare feet. 

     "God, that water's chilly when it hits anything above my feet!  So, where is that pool in the 

stream you said we could swim in?  Might as well get it over with.  I think I owe it to the day to 

at least wade in.  As long as I've got someone to hold onto me so that I don't get washed away by 

the current, that is.  Not that my foot and elbow are still that stiff, but just in case." 

     He answers, "Okay, it's over on the far bank; there's a drop-off from the shore of about four 

feet.  Why don't we cross the stream on over right here, and approach it from the shoreline?  That 

way, you can hold purchase with your feet in case you want to get back out."  Taking her hand 

again, he walks across the rocks and smaller pebbles as sure-footed as a mountain goat and leads 

her along by his side. 

     "I think it's been the longest time since I've just had any fun, real fun," says Mossy. 
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     Daryl turns his head long enough to meet her eyes with his own sincere light brown ones, so 

different from Jack's startling hazel-green ones in their expression.  "I'm glad to know you're 

enjoying yourself," is all he says, though. 

     Hand in hand from the far shore, they wade into the pool.  As soon as she is stabilized and 

standing with her head and shoulders above the water, which swirls a little faster here, Daryl lets 

go of her hand and ducks his whole body under, then shoots up from the bottom of the pool like 

a rocket, gasping.  Laughing at his watery hair and streaming face, she aims a splash at him and 

receives one in return.  They draw near, but not too near, still jesting and talking at random; then 

they swim around for a bit within the circumference of the pool, farther apart, but not too far.  

The sun shines down through the overhanging trees, dappling them both with patches of sunlight 

as if they were spotted marine creatures leaping into the air from the sandy and weed-choked 

bottom.  Wrapped up in their play and conversation, they are totally unconscious of the scrutiny 

from the shoreline they so recently left, where the blankets and baskets are arranged next to and 

on a long double set of picnic tables.  And perhaps that's just as well. 

     Watsa, of course, has had her hand over her eyes watching their actions for a while now; yet, 

Sam has insisted on monopolizing as much of her attention as he can claim and still pass himself 

off as a mere "friend," and for the most part she has let him.  And Jimmy and Allan, doing the 

duties of the grill with burgers, chicken, steak pieces, and hot dogs for the last few minutes, 

initially passed a few wry comments on Daryl's dereliction; but they have been distracted by 

their own activities.  It's the other two women, the sisters, Polly and Cora Kirk, who have seen fit 

to air the most pointed opinions of the day. 

     "Well, Daryl never was one to take any real responsibility for his actions," says Cora Kirk 

pettishly, basing her assessment on a kiss and a hug stolen from her by Daryl at the tender age of 
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fifteen, if one can steal what is not contested and is in fact offered as freely as the air.  "Not real 

responsibility, I mean."  They are sitting at the table intermediate between the blanket where 

Watsa and Sam are half-reclining on the ground and the second table, where the other two men 

have their food and grilling tools set up. 

     "It's not his fault, probably, poor man," Polly asserts.  "I mean, we know what must've been 

going on with that other one, the criminal.  Even the best man can be misled by a scheming sort 

of woman who just never gets enough of it." 

     "I hope you don't mean to imply anything by that directed at yours truly," her sister Cora 

haughtily responds.  Polly has always been her main confidant, having the convenient quality of 

being less attractive and therefore less sought out, and inclined to listen eagerly to her more 

experienced but also more hypocritical sister's romantic doings. 

     "Oh, of course not, perish the thought.  I just meant that all that stuff in those books of hers—

well, she might as well be a thoroughgoing—well, you know—" Polly pauses, gesturing vaguely 

with one hand in a strange repetitive motion, as if trying to get the engine of her sister's mind to 

pick up the word from the air. 

     "No, I don't know.  What are you implying, exactly?  A what?"  Cora is grinning slyly. 

     "A slut.  What else?  A whore!"  But this last is said a little too loudly, and Watsa, who has 

been busily eavesdropping since the conversation started, frowns and sits bolt upright, her mouth 

already opening in contradiction. 

     Sam touches her arm twice before she looks around at him; he shakes his head, and says for 

her ears only, "Petty rivalries.  Let it alone.  Gossip dies the fastest when not contradicted with 

heat." 
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     "I'll give them heat!" she mutters, but allows herself to be pulled back down by Sam on the 

picnic pillows they have with them. 

     "Well, I'll give her this, she certainly knows where the money is.  First, she picks a rich writer 

and runs him through his money, then she picks up poor old Daryl, who's making himself a 

pretty good living as a security guard.  She doesn't want to do the supporting, that's clear, 

regardless of how liberated she is."  This is Cora's assessment, and once again, Watsa rises up 

indignantly from the blanket; patiently, Sam's hand pulls her back down.  This time, he contents 

himself with a negative shake of the head, and a whispered, "Let it go." 

     "I know that Daryl was—well, warmer toward women when he was young," suggests Polly, 

leading up to something that will inevitably put her sister in her place too, for even having the 

remote and slight experience of an encounter with one of the two principals from which to judge.  

"But after all this time alone—well, really, I never see him with anyone much but other men—do 

you think that maybe he goes the other way now?" 

     "Just what are you insinuating?  I hope you don't mean to imply that I had some bad effect on 

his libido," Cora answers with a touch of anger, but "libido" is a new word for her of which she 

is excessively proud, and she pronounces it "LIE-bee-doo." 

     "I never heard of it called that before you said it," retaliates Polly, "but if you injured him 

some way, maybe he's ashamed to show himself now," demonstrating clearly that she at least has 

no exact idea of what a libido is. 

     "How could I have?  I didn't even touch him anywheres but on his lips.  And he hugged me, 

and that was all."  This clearly is a time for disclaiming responsibility, otherwise she would have 

hated to have had so little to show for her encounter with Daryl twenty odd years ago.  "It was 

long ago, and I've known other men since then, and I've never damaged anyone else's LIE-bee-
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doo."  She says this with pride and dignity, and finishes up with a reproving, "And if you'd had 

more experience of men, perhaps you'd know more what you were talking about, Polly.  

Honestly!" 

     Watsa is still glaring at the two, whose faces she can see from the side, but they are totally 

unaware of her, as unaware of her as Allan and Jim are unaware of the sisters' irritated little 

exchange. 

     "Told you so," says Sam, nudging Watsa. 

     "Told me so about what?" she answers smartly.  "They are the absolute limit." 

     "Didn't take them long to fall out with each other, though, did it?" he laughs. 

     Polly shrugs at Cora and fans herself with a potholder left on the first table by the grillers. 

"After all," she says, "I'm surprised at your jealousy.  All people know about that Daryl Cullen 

anymore is that he hangs around with other men like they were going out of style and visits that 

old Hower woman all the time at the end of Ricksley Road.  Maybe he's getting a little bit off 

her!"  They both turn to smirk at the two older people at this, unaware of having been previously 

overheard. 

     At once, Watsa flinches and gathers her feet up under her, but Sam is ahead of her.  "No, dear, 

let me," he says, very cool in his wrath.  He approaches the table where the two sisters sit frozen, 

not really having expected to be challenged by a grizzled warrior of an older man with a brow as 

calm and quiet as a summer's day when no one expects the sudden thunderstorm that breaks over 

them within seconds of a clear sky.  "Ladies," he keeps his voice low so as not to attract the 

attention of the other two men, still busy and chatting over their grilled meats, ears of roasting 

corn, and aluminum dishes of beans.  "I believe I may be using the term somewhat loose, but 

'ladies' I will say, because I believe in giving people I don't know well the benefit of the doubt.  
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Your conversation is loud, obnoxious, and offensive in its subject matter both to me and my 

companion.  And probably to lots of others, if they had heard it.  Unless you want me to blow the 

whistle on you loud and clear to those two boys you somehow roped into bringing you along, 

you'll keep your sharp and vicious tongues between your teeth and be pleasant until we're 

finished with this fine outing.  Do I make myself understood?" 

     Polly, who is given a little to nerves when challenged, is madly and wordlessly nodding her 

head "yes" in response to Sam, as well as trying to keep her hands from shaking so around her 

lemonade glass.  But Cora, made of stronger stuff and emboldened by one fact she at least can 

list to her credit, bites out at Sam, though still in a low voice, "'Roped into!'  I like that!  Allan 

asked me of his own self!  I've never even been out with him before." 

     "Don't look to repeat the experience anytime soon," Sam says smoothly.  "I doubt he'll want 

to date somebody who spends her time bad-mouthing people because they don't rub her ego up 

the right way."  And on that, he turns on his heel and goes back to the blanket, where Watsa is 

staring at him with a mixture of disbelief and hero worship. 

     "That sit about right with you, my love?" he asks, leaning back to look directly into her eyes. 

     It's not a time for evasion.  "Oh, yes, Sam; yes," she says.  She pats his arm with approval. 

     "Now if only I could get you to say that more often," he jokes, but his eyes are still meeting 

hers as if to measure something uncertain. 

     "I'm coming to it, by and by," she answers, a bit breathless. 

     "That's right," he says, and takes her hand in his.  And holds it, for all to see who might be 

inclined, for quite a little while. 
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     Within another twenty minutes or so, all the food is done.  Jimmy turns toward the water 

where Daryl and Mossy are still immersing themselves and cavorting, and whistles a long, shrill 

whistle.  When they look up, he beckons them back with one arm and yells, "Food's on!" 

     "No thanks to you, Daryl," laughs Allan, with a great deal of good nature. 

     "Will you have a seat, Auntie, Mr. Moody?" asks Jimmy, intent on herding everyone along 

before the food gets cold. 

     "Sure we will," says Sam.  "And it's 'Sam.'  Don't worry about 'Mister.'"  Sam takes a place at 

one end of the table after seating Watsa by him at his right-hand side.  Polly apologetically sits 

down by Watsa, who turns her a cold shoulder; when Sam catches Watsa's eye, he winks, perky 

and unrepentant of his recent lecture to the sisters.  The other sister, Cora, waits for Allan to sit 

down on Sam's other side before she places herself farther up by him.  By the time Mossy and 

Daryl reach the tables, Jim and Allan not only have finished putting all the food and drink out, 

but Jim has also seated himself on the far side of Polly.  Mossy takes a seat by Cora, who 

carefully ignores her, and Daryl sits at the far end, where Mossy is seated already to his right 

hand. 

     "So, what do you know, Polly Parrot?" asks Jim, chirpy and perky.  He feels rather drawn to 

the less attractive sister, inasmuch as he too has always felt a little in awe of a sibling's 

attractiveness, though he himself has had more dates. 

     "This is a very good burger," she says with a tremor, smiling around the table and particularly 

at Sam and Watsa, as if to conciliate everyone by this remark. 

     "Humph!" says Watsa.  "If it's so good, how do you know?  Doesn't look like you've even 

taken a bite.  Why, you don't even have any fixings on it yet."  Sam covers Watsa's near hand 

with his own for a brief second, and then hands her the A1 sauce, which he knows she has a 
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strong predilection for on her steak.  This occupies her attention for a short while, long enough 

for the air to clear. 

     "I pinched a piece off its bottom," says Polly weakly, persisting with the fiction though it 

doesn't seem to be doing her much good. 

     Allan laughs out loud, to Polly and even Cora's greater confusion.  "The less said about 

pinching bottoms in mixed company, Polly, the better!" which causes the rest of the table to 

break out into laughter while still in the process of fixing their food. 

     When they start eating, the sisters actually relax a little, even to the point of joining in the 

general amusement at community tales and harmless gossip retailed by Allan and Jimmy.  Cora 

still avoids the gaze of Sam, Watsa, and Mossy, but so high-spirited are the jests and gibes of the 

two youngest men that it goes largely unnoticed.  Polly, on the other hand, looks all round her 

and endeavors to join in the conversation, which leads to her getting teased by Jimmy, who of 

course knows nothing of her recent humiliation at Sam's hands.  All in all, Cora's sulks are of 

great moment only to herself and perhaps to Watsa, who still feels, as she whispers to Sam at one 

juncture, that if she'd had some of "the raising" of the two sisters, they would be more charitable 

and better mannered. 

     "No doubt, my dear," he responds, "but what wasn't, isn't, so there's no more to say about it.  I 

will say I wouldn't like to see your young friends linked up for life with either of them." 

     "You leave that to me," Watsa is grim. 

     "Now, be careful how you do it.  You know young people well enough to know that if you 

put their backs up, they'll go just the opposite of the way you want them to."  And he pats her 

hand again where it is lying on the table. 
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     "I know better than to repeat them word for word:  that'd only hurt the boys, as affectionate as 

they are to Daryl and me.  And I think they both like Mossy.  No, I'll just put a little flea in 

Allan's ear about the two weird sisters, and Jimmy will likely follow where he leads."  And she 

squeezes Sam's hand and then returns to her meal. 

     Daryl, who of course cannot hear this whispered conversation from the opposite end, 

nevertheless catches sight of the startling vision of Watsa actually allowing her hand to be toyed 

with by a man, and moreover a man of the right age for her who seems to be her close 

companion this afternoon.  He casts his mind back and remembers that he has never seen this 

happen before, at the same time as he realizes that for the whole afternoon, every time he has 

seen one of the two of them, the other has been sitting nearby wrapped in earnest conversation 

with her or him.  The next instant, however, Watsa catches sight of his observation, and refusing 

to countenance his dawning grin, she glares at him and tries to stare him down.  Thinking it best 

for her own continued happiness and persistence in her romantic line of behavior, he meekly 

turns his gaze to Cora, who blushes quite red when he starts to speak to her where she sits by 

Mossy. 

     Bewildered, he looks at Mossy, who is intently involved in a dialogue with his brother Jim 

about whether or not Beef Wellington can be prepared and served so as to make it a spring dish.  

Finally, he takes another hot dog from the platter in front of him and moves the gristle from his 

previous piece of steak to one side on his plate.  He thinks briefly of how his mother used to say 

to him and his brother when they were pert at the table, "Let your food fill your mouth," and 

grins privately, since his regard of Watsa at the other end of the table has apparently been 

interdicted. 
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     After the picnic is over, the couples join in cleaning up the picnic area and putting away the 

remnants of all but the giant lemonade thermos, which stays on the table in a place of honor to 

keep them from thirst.  The two cooks then get involved in a Frisbee throw in the shallows, with 

Daryl sitting by Mossy on one of the blankets and egging them on.  Mossy, for her part, is 

feeling relieved, refreshed and restored by this simple pastime of a picnic, and once again 

wonders, this time internally, at how much better she likes herself than she did when alone with 

Jack.  She cannot think this entirely through, however, as Daryl occupies her attention from 

moment to moment, and she resolves that at the first opportunity she needs to consider why it 

should be so much more fulfilling to have a picnic with Daryl as her respectful hand-holding 

comrade than to spend hours on end with Jack in bed.  Not that that had not been in its own way 

wonderful sometimes; she shivers involuntarily as she thinks of it.  But Jack had proven what he 

was to general society, and it was something she did not like and could not respect, whereas 

Daryl— 

     "Cold?" he asks.  "I didn't bring a jacket, sorry.  Maybe you caught a chill from the water."  

He puts his arm around her in a chivalrous fashion and draws her a little closer. 

     "No, not cold.  Just thinking over recent events.  This is such a happy day," she says to 

reassure him. 

     "Maybe try not to think about what bothers you.  Oh, I know, being a writer you probably 

have to sort things out to your own satisfaction, in order to think straight about the things you 

write.  Just maybe not right now," he proposes, tentative. 

     "I think you're right," she smiles up at him and leans her head on his shoulder. 

     They continue to watch and cheer the Frisbee match, as do Sam and Watsa, sitting a little 

closer to the front of the picnic table.  The "two weird sisters," as Watsa has christened them, are 
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now sitting at the back of the table, silent and disgruntled, but unnoticed.  Unnoticed, that is, 

until Jimmy calls out to Polly, "C'mon in, Poll!  Get your feet wet again!  I promise I won't dunk 

you.  This is only shallow water, anyway," he kicks some of it up in the air in demonstration. 

     Polly, equally awkward at the prospect of refusing and that of participating, touches her 

sister's arm and tries to lure her along, too.  But Cora is having none of it:  she shakes her head at 

Allan when he dashes out of the water to claim her, and smiling a brief smile says under her 

breath to him, "I just got dry.  I'd rather stay out in the sun." 

     Allan and Jimmy both look at her, a trifle disconcerted by her disinclination to play along, but 

as the better-natured Polly is standing by, and with a clumsy gesture has slipped out of her 

sandals, they take her along with them into the shallows for a three-handed Frisbee throw which 

quickly becomes a splashing match, Allan and Jimmy deeper in and casting more water over the 

three of them than Polly can, her best efforts aside.  But she is a good sport, though she is 

covered with water from head to foot. 

     "Now, that one might be all right without the other one to steer her wrong," Sam remarks to 

Watsa as they watch. 

     "Except," Watsa responds, "that she's the weaker sister, always looking to her colleague there 

for advice, and you probably couldn't get her without the other one."  Looking around at Cora 

involuntarily, they realize that she has overheard them by her deep scowl and her working face. 

"Ah, well," says Watsa to Sam a little lower, "what goes around comes around, as they say." 

     Within another fifteen minutes, the play has flagged to the point that all the participants are 

tromping out of the water streaming wet, Polly wrapping a towel around herself and putting her 

sandals back on.  Cora gives her an unfriendly smirk, but Polly for once sticks her nose a little 

higher in the air and declines to be overmastered.  This day has worked out better for her than 
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she had thought it would, with both of the unattached swains paying her attention and, though 

puzzled, ignoring her more alluring sister.  The sun is now lower in the sky, and as the next day 

is Monday and all three of the younger men have to get home and get ready for work, Watsa 

proposes to drive Sam home while the younger parties also leave as they came, Mossy and Daryl 

in his truck together, and Allan and Jimmy in Jimmy's truck planning to drop off the Kirk sisters 

at their cottage on the other side of town.  Dividing up the rest of the picnic food so that 

everybody takes home something of everything with them has already been done, so all that 

remains is to pack up the blankets and pillows.  Watsa takes these home with her to wash, 

thinking to do the younger men a favor in return for the invitation.  It after all has resulted in a 

basically pleasant afternoon with Sam, the slurs of the two sisters for the moment put aside. 

     The three vehicles each bear their share of interesting conversants to end the early evening.  

The sisters make arch and vying comments back and forth in a seemingly playful manner, which 

causes Jimmy and Allan to wince but nevertheless to assume that the sisters are only joking and 

had a good time.  Allan has privately decided not to date Cora again if he can help it, as contrary 

to her previous warmth with him when first asked, she seems to have become something of a wet 

blanket on his bachelor's smoldering fires.  Jimmy has to himself conceded Polly's superiority to 

her sister, but in his heart thinks that he can do better for himself than to tie himself down to a 

woman with a shrewish relative.  He remains for the time being unaware of Polly's own bitter 

tongue. 

      Watsa, lining her old Buick up last of the three in the caravan, waits at the top of the road by 

the river until the other two vehicles, honking their horns in farewell, pull out and away.  Then 

she turns to Sam and says, "You know, Sam, I'm a little tired out.  How about you?" 

     "Well, it has been a long day," he responds, a bit puzzled as to the import of this remark. 
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     "Would you like to see my house, for a change?" Watsa offers.  "It's not as big as yours, and 

doesn't have a fish pond.  But we can be comfortable there."  She is as shy and hesitant as Sam 

has ever seen her, and not wanting to alarm her when something momentous seems to be in the 

wind, he answers readily, 

     "I sure would!  Just lead on, my dear, lead on."  She pulls out onto the road in front of rather 

fast on-coming traffic, but luckily for Sam's composure and safety, none of the other vehicles are 

close enough yet to pose a danger before she revs up the engine and takes off at top speed.  He 

thinks to himself that it is lucky he does not have to reproach her for this bit of bad driving, 

because he knows she is overly sensitive on the subject, and it is the first time she has ever 

allowed him to see where she lives.  And so they go on to Ricksley Road, and a comfortable and 

cozy night together comparing notes on the day. 

      The passengers in the middle vehicle to pull out, Mossy and Daryl, elect by mutual consent, 

at Mossy's invitation, to have a cup of coffee together at her cabin.  Though she has done many 

bolder things with men in her life, she feels especially daring in inviting Daryl in after their 

physical closeness of the day, however innocent it was.  She leaves him sitting outside on the top 

step in the evening coolness while she brews the coffee, and then brings it back out in two large 

latte cups with plenty of cream and sugar added, just the way he has told her he likes it. 

     Quizzical, he looks at her.  "You like it the same way?" 

     "I like sweet coffee; I can take it with or without cream."  Sitting down by his side, she sips 

and places her cup down on the porch beside her. 

     After a moment, Daryl point to a heaved up spot in the driveway.  "You've got an anthill 

forming there," he says. 

     "I suppose that's bad," she sighs. 
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     "Well, it is; I mean, if you don't want ants inside.  They're close here.  Of course, it's not good 

for the ants either." 

     "Now you're laughing at me," she says. 

     "Only a little bit," he admits.  "See how the tire tracks go all around that spot, and across it 

once?  The ants must be wondering what's happening in the heavens." 

     Impulsively, she nudges his arm in play, and he nudges back. 

     "Want me to get rid of it for you?" 

     "Don't I just put in a camphor ball?" 

     "That's for moles.  Ants, I'm afraid, are made of sterner stuff." 

     She laughs at his phrasing, and glad to have him offering to be around, even if only for a 

simple chore she could probably do herself, answers, "Well, but I really don't want to use 

poison." 

     "I promise to kill them gently," he protests, grinning. 

     "No, you know.  Bad for the water table, and all that." 

     "Well, there are several 'green' products out; they don't work as well as the more lethal stuff, 

but they don't harm anything else.  And one or two of them are particularly geared to ants' 

physiognomy and habits.  They're a little more expensive, though." 

     Momentarily taken off guard by hearing him use the word "physiognomy," she scolds herself 

in an inward fashion for looking down on him and supposing that his general brightness does not 

run to that sort of word.  After all, she reminds herself, he's college-educated, just as she is. 

     "What's the frown for?  Planning ant funerals?" he continues to tease. 
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     "They're industrious, ants," she comments.  He says nothing, but waits for the continuation of 

the thought.  "It seems almost a shame to kill them.  So many little earth-sisters of mine, and here 

I am, plotting to exterminate them." 

     "Make no mistake, though, you won't like them half so much when they're in the flour bin and 

the sugar canister.  You don't have to put humans at the top of the chart in an especially arrogant 

way in order to know that each creature has a right to protect itself from invasion." 

     "Yes," she says, perking up.  "I like the way you put that."  Her thoughts are drawn all of a 

sudden to Jack's recent presence here, and she repeats, "a right to protect itself from invasion." 

Her face lengthens, and she feels, on what has been this pleasant day, that she might perhaps 

weaken enough to cry if not very careful. 

     Daryl is on the alert.  "I meant no personal remark by that, Mossy." 

     "Many a pest doesn't present itself as that to begin with.  Why, look at the trumpet vine.  

Beautiful to look at, but nearly impossible to eradicate."  She brushes a hand across her eyes to 

clear away bright drops, and says to herself, "and that is that." 

     They sit silently for a while, companionable but each wrapped up in private thoughts.  Around 

seven o'clock, Daryl, looking at his watch, says, "Well, it's about time for me to hit the trail.  Let 

me know about those ants.  I've got some of the ecological stuff at home, probably plenty of it to 

handle whatever ants you have near the house." 

     As he puts down his empty cup and steps down to the ground, Mossy follows him, wanting to 

say or do something more, wanting perhaps to wipe all mention of Jack out of their recent 

conversation, wanting even more to make some closer contact with Daryl, as in the day that has 

been. 
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     But the touch is no longer as innocent as it was before.  When she draws near to him and puts 

her head up as if waiting for a kiss, he pauses; then, taking hold of her shoulders in his strong and 

useful hands, he leans down just enough to give her a quick peck on the lips.  She feels that she 

must be looking her disappointment, for the next minute he says, "Let's think about kisses when 

you're no longer grieving, okay?"  Then, he softens his words by allowing his hands to slide 

down her arms to where his hands squeeze her own in goodbye. 

     "I'll call you," Mossy says as he waves and makes for his truck.  "About the ants, I mean." 

     "Okay," he calls back.  "Don't let it wait too long.  I'm surprised they haven't been in the 

house all summer as it is."  He starts up the engine and pulls forward towards the porch.  

Ducking his head out the window, he calls to her, "Thanks for coming along today.  I really 

enjoyed having you with me.  We'll have to do it again soon." 

     "I enjoyed being there, Daryl.  I don't know how long it's been since I've enjoyed anything so 

much." 

     She has the reward at least of seeing that as he waves again and pulls away he smiles to 

himself, happy and confident.  Damn that Jack! she thinks, and goes inside to wash up the cups 

and dishes she had left behind after preparing the potato salad for the picnic.  She asks herself if 

Daryl is right, and if she is mourning Jack, almost as if he were dead.  After some prolonged 

internal searching, she tells herself that most probably she is mourning the death of an illusion, 

an illusion about how it could be between men and women.  Not that she liked everything Jack 

did, but that as long as he was full of gusto and fervency, she could delude herself that love 

might follow.  It has been a key lesson, she now feels, in the difference between love and lust.  

But at what point did she herself change her own focus from just wanting Jack as a lover to 

wanting him as a possible mate?  She turns her head to one side, pondering as to whether these 



179 
 

are old-fashioned sorts of reflections to be making in the 21st century, when love is so much 

more open and freer of constraints.  Then, she thinks of Daryl's considerateness and gentle 

manners; she tells herself that there's a difference between Gentleman Jack and a gentle man, like 

Daryl, and tries to persuade herself that she can shift from one to the other with no grinding of 

gears, as if her emotional baggage were set on automatic.  It is not to be, however, for 

inconveniently the next minute she thinks of some of her nights and days of passion with Jack, 

and does indeed feel loss.  What, though, she allows the thought to pass through her mind, would 

it be like with Daryl if he and she--?  He is right, she resolves to herself finally.  It would be 

unfair to Daryl to use him on the rebound from Jack.  The whole matter needs more time.  Why, 

she asks herself, why does her mind go so quickly from inception of an idea to conclusion?  Are 

people who take longer to sort their own motives out happier than she is?  She turns this question 

over repeatedly during the evening, but does not receive an answer. 
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                                                                          15 

     Watsa and Sam are shopping together in Wayne's Grocery.  Andy Wayne is as curious as he 

can be regarding who this new companion of Watsa's is, but he cannot quite bring himself to ask, 

as a true friend would do.  His suppositions must therefore go unsupported, his questions 

unanswered.  His look, instead, does the interrogating, as if he could perhaps compel Watsa to 

reveal the truth by staring at her, and by looking at them in the circular mirrors hung up around 

the store.  They go from aisle to aisle, discussing and selecting in voices too low for Andy to 

hear, though to his great delight he once sees Sam place something in the cart, and the next 

moment take over the pushing of it again.  This may be a small matter to some, but Andy can 

make a whole history out of it.  One thing is certain:  it is the first time he has ever known Watsa 

to show much interest in a man for herself since she was divorced ages ago.  And Andy's 

purview may be small, but he hears a lot of gossip and retails just as much himself, so he assures 

himself that this is newsworthy. 

     When they are ready to go, he hears the man say, "That's okay, I've got it this time.  Why 

don't you go on out and pull the car around?  I'll have it out in a jiff."  There is apparently a 

moment of disagreement, because Watsa mutters something and glances up at Wayne where he 

waits, expectant.  But the next minute, the man whispers something to her under his breath; she 

actually makes an unfamiliar sound not unrelated to a giggle, and responds, 

     "Okay, Sam.  I'll see you in a second." 

     The man pushes the cart to the front as Watsa Hower sails grandly past Andy at the front 

register, ignoring his looks and his "How are you, today, Ms. Hower?" and going on out. 

     Sam also takes his time coming to the front with the cart, or so it seems to Andy, who is eager 

to know this apparent miracle worker.  When Sam finally reaches the front counter, he is silent 
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as he unloads the cart and parks it in the cart lane.  "That'll be all," he articulates smoothly, 

impervious to Andy's insistent gaze. 

     "Sam, was it?"  asks Andy, thinking to bond somehow with his newest customer over the 

process of checking out. 

     "And it still is," answers Sam, giving nothing away. 

     "Sam--?" pursues Andy, his tone of voice supplying the question "Sam Who?" as his fingers 

slowly make their way over the goods he runs past the checkout sensor. 

     "Don't wear it out.  I'm buying groceries, not running for office." 

     "Ha-ha!" Andy gives voice to a nervous chuckle.  Happening to look up and seeing Watsa's 

old car outside not parked, but sitting in the street with her in it waiting, he thinks to win favor 

from Sam by speed and dexterity instead.  He totals up the groceries, makes change for Sam 

from a fifty, and hands him the change and the receipt in record time, for him.  "Well, come 

again, Mister--?" 

     "I probably will, Mister," responds Sam, carrying three full bags of groceries and using his 

back to push open the door before Andy can get there.  He stows the bags in the back seat of 

Watsa's car and then folds himself into the passenger seat, not looking around at Andy.  

Unluckily for Andy, he has to wait on another customer, and so cannot keep watching for 

potential exchanges of affection and the like.  Luckily for Andy, however, in the afternoon two 

more customers come in who supply him with a nearly endless field for speculation.  The two 

customers consist of one of his oldest and most reliable in the gossip she condescends to pass on, 

Martha Gibbs, and the youngish writer whom he still thinks of as "the new girl," Mossy Granger. 

     Seeing Martha in the store when she goes to pick up a few odds and ends calls to Mossy's 

mind that other encounter, years ago.  She has seen Martha around town at other times and 
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places, even exchanging the occasional bit of friendly conversation or chat when it is 

unavoidable, but it has rarely happened that she has seen her in the grocery store again.  Telling 

herself that there is no reason to suppose that Martha will attempt to cast aspersions on Watsa 

now that Mossy's friendship with the latter woman is probably well-known, she goes ahead and 

passes along the aisles aimlessly.  She's finished her basic list and is merely looking for 

something new, something different, she does not know just exactly what. 

     When she passes Martha she nods and keeps on going, but Martha watches her go down the 

aisle and then appears somewhat quickly at the end of the next aisle to meet her.  Mossy looks 

up, startled.  "Shopping?" asks Martha, as bright in her manner as if the question were not totally 

unnecessary. 

     "Well—yes.  Aren't you?" Mossy answers, defensive for Watsa in case the woman is going to 

try to discourage her from their friendship. 

     "Oh, yes.  But sometimes I just can't seem to find what I'm looking for.  Not here, anyway."  

She glances up at Andy Wayne as she speaks, but he is staring gloomily out the window and 

does not appear to have heard.  "What are you looking for?" 

     "I'm really not sure.  I just wanted something new, something different."  Mossy has answered 

ingenuously, not assuming Martha to have any ulterior motive in asking.  The next moment she 

is not so sure. 

     "Yes, well, sometimes we're better off just sticking with what we're used to.  Something new 

and different might not agree with us, and we might even—might even regret it." 

     "Regret it?" asks Mossy. 

     At first seeming to change the subject, Martha goes on, "I hear you're going about now with 

Daryl Cullen.  He's a nice young man.  So polite, so courteous.  So helpful.  So unlike some other 
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men who just know how to take advantage of women.  But then, I guess there's a woman to suit 

every man.  It usually seems to work out that way.  Well, you know, Daryl can have his pick of 

the women here.  There are so many sweet young girls here, some as smart as he is, too, who 

would be perfect for him.  Anyway, if you're looking for something new and different, you could 

probably find it in Puttley.  We stick pretty much to the same ol' same ol' here.  Same ol' town, 

same ol' ways of doing things.  Let me know when you get your next book done, dear, okay?  I'm 

a real fan, though I can't imagine how you come up with the characters you write about.  Perhaps 

such things are better left to the imagination."  And waving her fingers at Mossy, she goes on up 

the aisle, apparently satisfied with her manifesto.  Or was it a manifesto? wonders Mossy. 

     She is very angry suddenly with what the woman has seemed to suggest.  She is certain that 

no one could have known any exact details about her physical relationship with Jack, so the 

warning appears to be just a nosy neighbor's attempt to scare her off from a town gallant.  But 

Daryl is so much more than that! she thinks to herself.  He's not just a potential mate for local 

husband-catchers to pursue, he's a richly talented and valuable individual whom she has begun to 

feel a definite warmth toward as a person as well as a—well, as a lover.  She forces herself to be 

as precise about it in her thoughts as Martha Gibbs is, who is a part of the town social structure 

she knows, and therefore probably is in on what is being said of her, Mossy.  Yes, she would like 

to have Daryl as a lover sooner or later, but she has acquiesced in his standing off from that 

particular form of understanding until the experience with Jack should be a bit further behind 

her. 

     Her brow stormy with wrathful feeling, Mossy responds in monosyllables to what Andy 

Wayne says as he checks her out, but he has the advantage of her this time and does not need to 

prod, because from the middle of one of the rows, Martha has wiggled a finger at him, her own 
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invariable signal for his attention when she has something to impart.  Mossy pays and exits the 

store with her goods, going on down the street still feeling irritable and upset.  Meanwhile, 

everyone else having passed out of the store, Andy and Martha set to gossiping in a way which 

neither of them bears a public character for doing, but which Watsa has often tried to insist to 

people closer to her that they do.  Martha's final opinion, as expressed to Andy, is this:  "You 

know and I know, Mr. Wayne, that that Hower woman has had more than enough of our public 

tolerance for her speeding, and meddling, and getting up in people's faces.  And for her just plain 

odd behavior.  And when I went over to the shoe store the other day, Petey Gilbert told me that 

she and her whatever-he-is are not only living together, but that they have been seen out in cars 

and trucks with those young boys she bosses around, especially with Daryl Cullen and also with 

that writer, the one who just left here, that Granger woman.  I tell you what it is, the long and the 

short of it, root and branch:  she's busy making matches.  They're all in love." 

     Andy, not having thoroughly mastered her system of allusion, though he has heard the gist of 

her argument, asks, "Who's exactly in love with whom?  Ms. Hower and Sam Whoever-He-Is.  

Who else is in love?" 

     "Well, they may not be in love yet, but she's trying her best, apparently.  And I'll tell you 

another thing:  that young woman who just left here didn't appreciate me dropping a word of 

friendly warning about it in her ear.  She's already chosen her course, by the looks of it." 

     "And what might that be?"  But Andy waggles his eyebrows at her as another customer comes 

in.  They lower their voices and continue. 

     "To snaffle up our Daryl.  I thought he was a sensible lad, but here all this long time he's not 

gotten engaged and married to any of our own girls, only to be led along by the nose by such a—

such a—" 
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     "Such a?" 

     "Such an obvious manhunter.  It only stands to reason.  She writes about romance and love all 

day long; sooner or later, she's bound to think of her own self in that connection." 

     "Well, you may be right, Martha, you may be right.  I was just astounded this very day by the 

way they seem to be trying to sweep the whole thing under the rug." 

     Martha pounces.  "Who does?  Which whole thing?" 

     "Ms. Hower's part of it.  When they came in today, the man wouldn't give his name.  She 

called him 'Sam,' but he refused flat out to give his other name.  Not even when I was quite 

friendly about it." 

     "Couldn't you get his name off his card?" 

     "Didn't give a card.  Just a second," he whispers.  He addresses another customer in a normal 

tone of voice.  "Will that be all, today?  Okay, thanks for stopping by.  Always glad to see you, 

come again."  He continues to Martha.  "Nope; didn't give a card.  Paid in cash.  This is the 

second time he's come in; the first time, he was by himself and paid with cash then, too.  I 

thought he was a stranger just passing through that time, and besides, the store was full of 

customers."  He thinks briefly, and comes up with what he considers a truly original thought.  "I 

don't suppose there's any chance of them making a regular match of it?" 

     "Them?  Which them?" Martha is annoyed.  It doesn't fall in with her own views of an orderly 

community that Watsa or Mossy should be happily bestowed in its environs, even though she 

herself has professed to be happy with her own rather silent man for the last thirty-eight years. 

     "Well, I was speaking of Ms. Hower and her man Sam or What-you-may-call-it, but I suppose 

the question works both ways.  Are we looking at a spate of marriages coming up?  Or are they 

all just planning to continue this singles' stuff forever?" 
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     Martha sees fit to become mysterious and oracular in her turn, having been once annoyed by 

an oracular Watsa calling her a "gossipy old besom," and then explaining to her that she had 

come across the term in her reading, and what it meant.  "Nothing would surprise me," she hints 

darkly to Andy.  And they leave the matter there, because a sudden influx of customers shows 

signs of keeping Andy busy for the next fifteen minutes or so, and the ice cream sandwiches in 

Martha's bag of groceries cannot be allowed to suffer further. 
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                                                                          16 

     An incoherent paean to male beauty is resounding through Mossy's head, moreover through 

her veins, as she watches Daryl, Jimmy, and Allan (especially Daryl ) re-gravel her driveway 

area.  Jimmy and Allan, it is true, are not as appealing to her as Daryl, but they will do well 

enough as supernumeraries in the ballet of labor that is going on in front of her while she sits on 

the porch pretending to write on her laptop.  All three young men have their shirts off, as it is an 

especially hot late September, but Daryl is the one who provokes all sorts of speculations in 

Mossy, from the merely physical to the psychological.  He, in his turn, is not unaware of her eyes 

on him, as he often looks up and either smiles or nods.  She waves back to him and both turn 

again to what they are supposed to be doing, though an invisible cord of tension seems to bind 

them to each other out of the view of the other two, who are busy chatting and laughing as they 

work. 

     Mossy is trying in this distracting atmosphere to think of something new to write.  She has 

talked to her editor, who is puzzled as to why Mossy is so sudden in her vocal opposition to 

writing more romance novels.  She offers all sorts of incentives and freedoms regarding subject 

matter, royalties even, but finally is only taken up on the offer to look over what Mossy writes 

under some new nom de plume.  If she likes it, she may publish it under one of the company's 

other lines.  Mossy can tell that Callie, her editor, supposes her to be thinking about a mystery, 

suspense, or perhaps horror novel, maybe even science fiction, something well within some 

identifiable field or other.  But Mossy is secretly pondering the Great American Novel in her 

heart of hearts, or at least some near relative of the same.  Perhaps just a good novel, she thinks, 

with no pretense to be great.  Hard to sell, but harder still for the average reader to forget and put 

out of mind.  Something to build a genuine literary reputation upon.  She sighs, almost in 
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despair, staring at the empty screen.  And then looks up at Daryl, at the same moment as he is 

giving her place on the porch a side glance.  He smiles; she suddenly gets brave and blows him a 

kiss.  Kisses have been more in the air between them since late July and the first picnic, because 

they have gone on others together alone; but still she sees his face grow serious as he wipes the 

sweat from his forehead with his pocket handkerchief.  Showing, however, that the sentiment is 

returned, he tilts his chin up at her swiftly in a sort of reverse nod and stands with a hand on one 

hip and the other hand wrapped around the handle to the rake with which he has been spreading 

the gravel.  Letting her look at him, she thinks, in the pride of male self-sufficiency.  Looking 

down pondering at the gravel himself.  Perhaps thinking of what he's done without long enough, 

she hopes.  Maybe not so self-sufficient after all, but that he again feels a yearning; she wishes 

the other two were at the Antipodes, helpful though they are for the mere price of a meal which 

she has provided in honor of the three of them when they are done. 

     It had been Daryl's argument to her that she should let them re-do the driveway before the 

autumn rains set in.  He insisted that all she needed to pay for was the gravel, which was bought 

cheaply enough second-hand from someone who had been oversupplied from a pit upstate.  He 

had further argued that it would save her tires from potholes and make the going to and fro 

during the winter less hazardous and difficult.  Finally, he pointed out that it was a sort of regular 

maintenance which apparently no one had thought to do there for a while, and refused any 

payment other than a meal for himself and his friends.  Mossy, however, was determined that he 

was not going to have it all his own way. 

     Days in advance and with Watsa's full complicity and occasional help, she had started to 

make a lavish and copious meal, and had already purchased any number of disposable plastic 

containers to pack extra food in for the guests to take home with them after eating.  She had 
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larger size plastic bags for the containers as well, determined not to let Daryl outdo her when it 

came to generosity. 

     For starters, there were some of Watsa's homemade half-sour pickles; calamata olives; 

devilled eggs made with egg, mayonnaise mix, and avocado; homemade salsa and freshly made 

chips; homemade waffle potato chips and fresh French onion dip; a cheese tray complete with 

every variety of sliceable cheese and fine cracker Mossy could locate in the Puttley supermarket; 

and a tray with cantaloupe slices wrapped in prosciutto.  For the meal itself, Mossy had consulted 

Watsa as to the favorite dishes of each man, and though they constituted a miscellany perhaps 

not entirely suited to warm weather, she had been assured that each man tended to eat the same 

things summer and winter, with the exception of garden produce, still traditionally more favored 

in the warm months in this area, though for long years now it had been possible to get fresh 

produce all year round.  For Daryl and Allan, she had fixed a specialty form of beer-and-honey 

batter-dipped fried chicken which had been one of her own mother's recipes, and which had 

raised tears in her.  This perplexed Watsa until it was explained, but it unaccountably reassured 

her that Mossy was stitching up the parts of her life in a manner to make a healthy whole, which 

had not occurred to Mossy at all.  For Jimmy, who Watsa informed her was inordinately fond of 

a good ham, she went to a special butcher in Pollixten and purchased a medium-sized ham.  It 

would not have been her own preference to score it and put the hackneyed cloves and maple 

syrup on it, but she did so because Watsa told her it was Jimmy's preference.  And anyway, said 

Watsa, they'll probably all eat on everything a bit, and that's the way they fix it around here.  In 

addition, Mossy fixed two eggplant-vegetable lasagnas, which Daryl had had with her once and 

professedly liked, and a chicken and a veal parmesan.  She had cooked and cold-stored the oiled 

pasta for the latter by a former roommate's method, which Watsa made a note of, since she 
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herself usually ate a good bit of pasta from day to day.  For other vegetable dishes, she made the 

standard garlic smashed potatoes out of tiny red potatoes; Watsa had assured her that the boys 

would eat them just as willingly with the skins in as out, as long as they were cut up.  She and 

Watsa together made dilled Cole slaw by Watsa's recipe; corn on the cob; home sliced French 

cut green beans with almonds and capers; baby peas with butter and mint sauce; roasted red 

peppers; baby carrots; breaded tomato casserole; and crudités.  On the breads, once again the 

menu was partially Mossy's and partially Watsa's.  Together, they fixed the cheese-and-jalapeño 

corn bread of Mossy's style of cooking; the plain country corn bread Watsa had always served; 

the French garlic and rosemary bread Mossy's Aunt Tilda had taught her to make; and Watsa's 

high rise homestyle baking powder biscuits, cut with a huge round cutter, and ready to go in at 

the last minute.  The desserts were equally ambitious:  there were a blueberry and a mile-high 

apple pie; two Bundt-pan cheesecakes, one filled in the center with some of Watsa's cherry jam 

and one filled in the center with her blueberry preserves; Mossy's Death-by-Chocolate cake; a 

tub of homemade vanilla ice cream, turned in Watsa's automatic churn in several lots; assorted 

Italian butter cookies made by Mossy, some with dark chocolate, some with nuts, some with 

dried fruit, some mixed or plain; and finally, a large mixed fruit salad with as many fruits as were 

fresh and seasonable, accompanied on the side with a lemon-honey sauce.  Nor did they neglect 

to purchase a variety of red and white wines and some beers, as well as soft drinks, with Watsa 

again advising as to the probable tastes of the guests.  They had to use both her and Watsa's 

refrigerators and Watsa's kitchen freezer to store all the food, and it had been difficult, with 

Daryl visiting Mossy and sometimes all three men visiting Watsa, to keep them from guessing 

the scale of the meal, or that it was to be complete with guests. 
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     The guest list had, of course, given Mossy certain qualms.  The three younger men, she, 

Watsa, and Sam were of course to be there.  But as Mossy and Watsa both agreed, Mossy knew 

no young women in town to invite as dates for Allan and Jimmy, and had to leave this up to 

Watsa.  Watsa promised to give it her best thought and not to disappoint, but Mossy was 

naturally fearful that her older friend's attempt might actually be a subdued form of her innate 

tendency to push people together.  When Watsa announced to her that she had found two young 

women who "might do," this restrained enthusiasm helped reassure Mossy a little, seeming 

unlike  a part of Watsa's usually forceful opinions.  The first, as she reported, was a quiet young 

woman who was still living at home with her parents, Dahlia Hill, who might just do for Allan, 

not being likely to alarm his sixth sense about a woman looking for a bachelor with a suitable 

home already set up.  He had gotten over his tendency to worry about his Main Street apartment 

over the hardware store enough to invite Cora Kirk out to the earlier picnic, but nothing resulted 

from that due to his own final disinclination towards her.  As to Jimmy, Watsa was not as willing 

to impart to Mossy whom she had in mind for him, but since Mossy insisted, she had to give way 

eventually.  It was Katy Barton, an ambitious young high school teacher whom Jimmy had dated 

already when they were much younger.  Mossy winced at this report, and pointed out to Watsa 

that there might be something awkward between them, but Watsa answered, 

     "No, I don't think so.  In fact, I'm pretty sure not.  They parted after their community college 

days in Puttley, when she went away to teacher's college.  When she came back, I think they'd 

both moved on.  But they're both still single and unattached from what I can tell, and should be 

able to get along.  She's already agreed to come, and so did Dahlia Hill.  So that's all settled." 

     "And you think she's suitable for Jimmy?" 
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     Watsa looked irritated at her for the first time in a long while.  "Are you thinking she's too 

good for him?  Don't mistake it, Jimmy is long-headed and has made a good business venture out 

of his lighting and electrical shop.  They'll do just fine."  And she stuck her face forward at 

Mossy a bit defiantly. 

     "I didn't mean that," Mossy was defensive.  "I was just thinking of their previous history.  It 

doesn't always work out well with people you've already said goodbye to once.  As I have reason 

to know." 

     "I could've told you that, but you didn't ask me." 

     "Yes, well, he didn't exactly ask me; he just showed up here.  And somehow, one thing led to 

another, and—" 

     "Well, it's over now and you've repented from somebody who was probably a bad choice to 

begin with."  Watsa patted her shoulder, secure in her sense that now Mossy, in her own silent 

way, is very interested in Daryl, as she should have been from the beginning.  This is how she 

sees it, at any rate. 

     But Mossy is not so sure.  "Oh, I don't know; sometimes I think you have to have a man like 

Jack to appreciate—well, some other kind."  And she turns bright red as Watsa wags a finger at 

her. 

     "Yes, and we know who that is, so you might as well say it." 

     "You hardly give a person a chance." 

     "Mum's the word.  Let's get these cheesecakes in the refrigerator."  So Watsa has the 

opportunity to repent somewhat of her outspokenness, and to make up for it by her helpful 

support in the current cooking crisis. 
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     Today, Watsa is at home.  At four-thirty, giving the men plenty of time to finish with the 

driveway, she will go to town to pick up the other two women (whom it is her intention that 

Jimmy and Allan shall drive home later).  After five, the three women will all together go back to 

Watsa's and with Sam's help fill her trunk up with the food she has at home to bring.  Mossy has 

already borrowed her two extra card tables and one wooden one for the food and utensils in the 

kitchen, and has laid in a stock of cheap living room pillows so that everyone can sit together on 

the front porch, nowhere else in the cabin being spacious enough for an extended meal.  As well, 

she has been able to find four old tiki torches on long poles at the hardware store by sending the 

tactful Sam for them, and they are filled with enough citronella, he has assured her, to keep away 

an army of bugs.  (He has also assured her that Allan was nowhere in sight at the time, and 

cannot therefore be asking himself what exactly is going on with his friends.)  Things proceed 

apace. 

     At four o'clock, Mossy replenishes the few soft drinks and bottles of water on the porch for 

the three men, who are doing their last raking of gravel into the very corners and boundaries of 

the driveway.  She tells them they are obviously welcome to come in and use the facilities as 

they have been doing, but that on their honor, they must not look to the right and see what is 

going on in the kitchen.  Since the bathroom is to the left back of her study, they are able to 

promise her this, though joking and teasing about what she could be trying to conceal.  She 

teases back, telling them brief stories about some of her previous kitchen disasters, and asking 

them if they're hungry yet.  They all vow they are, and swear to eat whatever she puts in front of 

them, regardless of what it is.  She has never enjoyed her joke more than she does at this 

moment, because they are so unsuspecting.  As she warms up the food and takes other food out 

of the refrigerator to place it on the tables, however, the wafting odors tempt them into threats 
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about broken promises.  She carries on, though starting to get a little nervous lest Watsa have an 

accident and damage the food, or worse:  hurt herself, Sam, and the two guests she is bringing 

with her. 

     At five thirty-five exactly, however, while the three younger men are sitting on the porch after 

a refreshing battle with the spray from Mossy's garden hose and are sipping from their plastic 

bottles, Watsa's car pulls in with Sam at the wheel for a change, Watsa in the passenger's seat, 

and the other two young women in the back.  Watsa is grinning her most victorious grin, to have 

helped bring off this get-together without the knowledge of her three young friends.  Luckily for 

the young men's composure in the face of so much sudden feminine companionship, their shirts 

are on the porch and as one man they wriggle into them, abruptly shy and strangely graceful.  It 

is also just as well that the young women have been encouraged by Watsa to dress very casually, 

and while one is in a halter top and cut-offs, the other wears khaki shorts and a tee shirt.  Feeling 

naturally that this is an equal balance, the young men are more at their ease, and relax enough to 

come and exchange greetings in front of Sam and Watsa. 

     Watsa and Sam admire the driveway for a little while, and then the two of them shoo the five 

young people off to talk among themselves.  Daryl holds back and watches to see how he can 

help, but Watsa tells him to go off and stay off until called for at dinnertime, and so he has no 

choice but to go sit on the porch with his feet comfortably dangling over the side while his 

brother and friend talk to the two young women.  He speculatively eyes the things Sam and 

Watsa are repeatedly going back out to carry in, but it does him no good.  The sheer amount of it 

is staggering; still, he knows Mossy has been preoccupied with something for several days now, 

and he assumes correctly that the times when she was away and he was told not to bother Watsa 

were the times during which they were cooking and scheming at the older woman's cabin. 
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     As soon as all the food is ready in the kitchen and all the drinks adequately chilled or 

prepared, the other young people are called into the kitchen.  There are "ohs" and "ahs" over this 

and that dish, along with a few good-natured queries by the boys as to what makes the devilled 

eggs green, and what is wrapped around the cantaloupe; but since every request for information 

is rapidly followed by the questioner putting the item on his plate as a must-try, Mossy realizes 

they are far too polite to embarrass her by refusing anything unfamiliar. 

     And it is a good party, after all.  A bad party has the advantage of providing people with much 

gossip and hearsay for days or months on end after it is over, and much going over what-I-

should-have-said and you-won't-believe-what-he-said-to-me.  It has the disadvantage of making 

a large number of people there miserable, for one reason or another.  A really good party has the 

advantage of being joyous and noisy and funny and fulfilling on many levels.  Its main 

disadvantage, however, is that there is little to say about it when it is over, except how wonderful 

it was; how pleasant so-and-so turns out to be, after all; and what recipes one asked for and got, 

or forgot to ask for.  And it is the same in this case.  By ten-thirty, the party is breaking up and 

Mossy is busy with Watsa, packing each person's favorite foods and new preferences in the 

containers for them to take home.  All feel they will probably never eat again, yet no one turns 

down these little containers of specialties, and all heartily thank both their hostesses for 

providing for them so generously. 

     Daryl takes a moment to whisper in Mossy's ear, "You realize that you've spent about the 

same amount on this fine feast as you did on the gravel.  But thank you, Mossy.  Thank you so 

much, for me and both my friends.  You've made us very welcome here."  And he puts his arm 

around her and leaves it there.  Watsa catches sight of this and makes an imperative face at 

Mossy, who translates this in her own preferred way by putting her arm around him.  They stand 
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at the door and watch all their friends drive away, the two younger couples in the two other 

trucks, Sam and Watsa in the old Buick with her at the wheel. 

     "I was hoping that you'd feel welcome enough—to want to stay.  A while longer, at least," 

suggests Mossy likewise in a whisper, waving as the last vehicle pulls away. 

     "Oh, I'd like to stay a good bit longer.  If you're sure I'm welcome.  I didn't bring pajamas," he 

continues, wrapping her in a full embrace as soon as the sounds of the vehicles have finally 

passed. He speaks just to let her know what she is in for, she supposes.  But she has already 

guessed that, from her pressing up against him in the best style of some of her more passionate 

heroines.  And what is more, he already knows he is welcome; he could guess it by her sighs and 

murmurings to him, if nothing else. 
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     It is early in the morning on Sunday morning, the next day.  Mossy has already heard the 

paper hit the front porch, but she guesses that the paperboy is having some trouble with his bike 

on the new gravel, as she hears his bicycle hit the surface and also hears him swearing.  She 

smiles to herself and yawns.  Daryl stirs next to her and reaches for her vaguely, making contact 

with her breasts, which are poking out from under the sheet.  Saying something to her rendered 

indistinct by his mouth being buried in her side, he kisses his way up to her lips, and there, 

regardless of both of them having something of an overnight mouth, he begins to kiss her again 

and roll over on his side to face her more fully.  He is obviously aroused by their touching, as is 

she, but the next moment he places his arm under her head and turns to face the ceiling again. 

     "Mossy," he says, turning his face to kiss her again on her brow, where her head is tucked in 

his arm, "you know how I feel.  About you, I mean.  I mean, I may not have said it, but I'm in 

love with you; I'm loving you; and I want to keep on as I've started."  He looks into her eyes and 

then away, as if not knowing exactly how to continue.  His brown eyes are troubled. 

     "But?" 

     He grins, half-embarrassed, half-wry, as it seems.  "Well, yes, that's the word." 

     "What is?" 

     "Well—it's just this.  You know…that thing you do?  With your finger?  I don't really care for 

it so much.  No, I really don't like it.  I don't want you to do it again." 

     "You mean—" she gently caresses his muscular backside. 

     "Yes, that.  I mean, you can touch me, kiss me, lick me wherever, just like I do you.  And if 

you like that other in particular, I guess I can do it to you.  But I really don't like it myself.  It 

reminds me of a doctor visit." 
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     "No, then, I see why.  I just thought—well, I assumed—I guess some men do like it."  She 

pauses.  "And some don't."  She caresses his chest, snuggles into his arm above her, and says, 

"Well, I'm not addicted to it." 

     He pauses.  "Did Jack like—did—never mind." 

     "Yes, he did.  He seemed to, anyway.  I read about it in a book." 

     He grins again, finally, whether at the thought of a book or at the image of Jack being 

poignarded , she doesn't quite know.  "A book, huh?  Well, fiction is fiction, and reality is reality.  

And both are pretty complex."  He bends his head and nuzzles her neck. 

     "You're very generous." 

     "What do you mean?" 

     "Not to make the remark another man might make about Jack.  Of course, it’s not what you 

want to do, but whom you want to do it with that’s the deciding factor." 

     "I think I know what you mean, but why should I make guesses?  Although I think we both 

should have some of those tests just to make sure adventurous Jack hasn't passed anything 

along." 

     She flushed.  "I did, already.  Have a test, I mean.  I went to a doctor in Puttley, once Jack was 

gone, and had an exam.  There was no trace of any lingering hint of him.  Just my last remaining 

mistrust." 

     "Wise choice.  Let's keep up with these things; it's early to start talking about—well, about—

well, you know, about the things people do talk about when they want to stay together.  But I 

would be lying if I said I'd never thought such thoughts." 
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     He's being vague, deliberately vague, as if careful not to scare her away, but she knows that 

he may be thinking of children, or at least of being able sometimes to forego the method of birth 

control she has most readily at hand. 

     "As to Jack," he says, "I think people are like keys on a piano, ranging all the way from one 

side to the other in preferences.  Because he likes that from you—sorry, liked that—doesn't mean 

that he likes it from other men.  Or it could.  No telling now.  I hope not, anyway." 

     "Don't let's worry about him.  I don't think I've lost a single night's sleep over him since our 

first picnic."  And with this, she turns back over to face him and a more imperative subject which 

she wants to bring up with him, so to speak. 

     When they are lazily up and have fully awakened from a further post-coital rest, she offers to 

make him some French toast or pancakes, but he nixes this.  "I know you didn't give away all 

that food last night.  Some of it must be left, and should make good leftovers.  Do you like 

leftovers for breakfast?" 

     They agree on this and go about raiding the refrigerator.  Daryl takes a bit of this and a bit of 

that on the plate she offers him, but Mossy goes straight for the remains of one of the two 

cheesecakes and a small piece of apple pie. 

     "A sweet tooth this morning, huh?  Well, I guess we've worked off some of those calories we 

put on last night," he says, looking at her choice as if he would have some of it too if he had 

more room on his plate. 

     "I'll let you have a bite of my cheesecake if you let me have a bite of your fried chicken," she 

says seductively, as if she meant something by it other than the obvious. 

     "Ah, some of mine for some of yours!  Devil woman!"  But he holds out the chicken leg he 

has in one hand and lets her take a full bite of it.  She, on the contrary, forks a wedge of apple pie 



200 
 

and dances it in front of him until he puts down the chicken and grabs her hand, wolfing the pie 

off the end of the fork in one large bite.  "Tease!  I wonder what it's called when a woman teases 

more about food than she does about—" 

     "Careful…." 

     "—than she does about the weather, for example." 

     "Who ever heard of someone teasing about the weather?"  She takes one of his olives off the 

plate before he can retort and pops it into her mouth. 

     They continue to play and cavort all the way through the day with the happiness of two 

accepted lovers, moreover with the joy of two for whom play is a necessary part of loving and 

making love.  Mossy can only compare this to its advantage with the self-serious and exhausting 

debauchery with Jack, none of which had been what she could really call fun.  But she does not 

make the comparisons now; that comes later, when she is alone and hugging the night's 

experience to her as if fearful that it might slip away.  For now, she is aware every second of 

some other part of loving Daryl that is as new and fresh to her as if she had never been in love 

before.  And perhaps she has not, she begins to suspect. 
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     It is May again, after a long, troublesome winter, during which many changes have been 

gradually taking place.  The gravel in front of Mossy's cabin, though still sufficient, has required 

some re-raking once the weather is fine, but it is not to be her cabin that much longer, in any 

case.  She and Jimmy, with the legal permission of the Cullens' Florida parents, have traded her 

cabin for his half-interest in the Cullen homestead at 252 Shady Creek Lane, which up until now 

he has been sharing with Daryl.  She and Daryl will be establishing a home together there in 

June, and Jimmy, though he has been teased about having a swinging bachelor residence at the 

cabin on his own, has his eye on Katy Barton, whom he has been dating off and on since they 

met again at Mossy's party the previous September.  Daryl is proud of himself, as well he should 

be, not only for doing what he likes to speak of as "snaring" Mossy (who after all was equally 

interested in snaring him), but for a promotion at work which gives him a higher supervisory 

position.  Allan is away at the community college in Puttley, finally having saved up enough to 

put himself through the arduous double major of humanities and electrical engineering, planning 

to be more cultivated and to go into business with Jimmy at an expanded electrical shop at the 

same time.  But he promises to come home and stay with Jimmy some weekends at the cabin, 

plotting on the sly to see Dahlia Hill, if she's still available.  Watsa has broadly hinted to him 

several times that she is if he's interested, but he shrugs it off and pretends to be only half-

listening, which seems to leave Watsa strangely unconvinced.  As to Watsa, she has consented at 

some time in the unnamed future to become Mrs. Moody, although she insists she will only be 
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that to her Sam.  By everyone else, she still expects to be called Watsa Hower, or Auntie Wea, 

and tells Sam this anytime she feels he needs to be humbled.  For now, Sam has moved in with 

her and is renting out his old home on the outskirts of Pollixten, though he and she still visit the 

fish pond at times during pleasant weather to fish.  He at first tried to get her to move in with him 

at his house there, but she insisted that he was more changeable than she was and could therefore 

bear the change better.  If he wanted to live with her, her cabin was big enough for the two of 

them.  And so it seems to be, though Sam occasionally mourns that he cannot cook her a fresh 

fish for breakfast quite as readily. 

     Today, in fact, Sam and Watsa, Mossy and Daryl, taking advantage of the fine weather which 

has unexpectedly followed a very rainy start to the month, are at the fish pond fishing.  They 

naturally have brought some things to eat with them, but Sam has assured them that there is no 

chance of failure to catch a fish for even the merest neophyte at the sport.  He has his skillets at 

the ready and the old campfire site by the far side of the pond stoked up with hot coals.  Watsa is 

the first to catch a fish, a fine large trout that she insists on cleaning and gutting herself, though 

Sam has to show her how to do it.  She makes a sloppy but thorough job of it, with the fish 

somewhat in pieces before it hits the pan.  Still, they only have time to tease her a bit about this 

before Daryl then Sam in rapid succession each catch a smaller trout.  Mossy is the last to catch 

anything, but she tries to wait patiently as Sam has shown her, and finally she snags a nice fish 

somewhere in between the size of the largest and smallest of the others.  Sam superintends the 

frying, and soon all the fish are done and cut up into pieces for sharing.  They place their food 

out on the large round table by the pond, and sit there eating and exchanging accounts of just 

when they knew they had it, and how it had tugged, and how surprised they were actually to see 

anything on the hook. 
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     Daryl is looking rather younger today than usual because his hair is cut a little shorter than he 

normally wears it.  While Sam and Watsa are rinsing out the pans in the water and scouring them 

with baking soda, arguing over this and that as they often do in sheer companionability, Mossy 

passes behind Daryl and plants a kiss on the little-boy-shaved look of the back of his hairline.  

The clean-cut look of it reminds her of one of Watsa's first remarks to her, and she giggles, but 

refuses to tell Daryl at first what she's laughing about. 

     "C'mon, why are you laughing at me?  What did I do now?" he asks, attempting to suggest 

that as she laughs at him all the time—and she often does—she has a forfeit to pay. 

     "I don't know what you'll think.  I suppose you may get mad." 

     "Do I get mad all that often?" 

     "No.  But you do get exasperated sometimes, especially when Watsa is trying to get in our 

business." 

     "That's true.  But I've noticed she doesn't do that so much lately.  I think we may have 

surprised even her."  He pulls Mossy around and seats her on his lap, where she places an arm 

around his neck and prepares to perch for a while. 

     "Well, okay.  But don't say I didn't warn you."  And Mossy proceeds to tell him with many a 

break to laugh what Watsa said to her the first time in the grocery store, about finding her a man 

who was "clean in the right ways and dirty in the right ways."  He frowns.  Mossy sticks her 

finger in his ear and gently follows the swirls of it to his lobe, which she then pulls.  "What are 

you thinking?" she asks.  "Are you upset?" 

     "Well, for starters, it doesn't astonish me, exactly, because it sounds just like the sort of 

startling announcement she often makes to people when she meets them for the first time.  But 

what on earth did she mean?  And what made her think she would know, anyway?"  He looks at 
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her.  "Why have you got your finger in my ear; is it dirty?"  But he finally grins.  "The only thing 

I can think is that I once dated a girl named Anna Markley, who had a bit of a drug reputation.  

And I was getting a bit of a reputation by hanging around with her, and after that, I was very 

careful whom I dated.  But it was Watsa herself who clued me in to Anna's—disqualifications, 

we'll say—so though that may be one of the several ways in which she thinks of me as 'clean,' I 

can't think how she came up with 'dirty.'  She was never informed by me, at any rate, of anything 

I ever did with girls on dates."  He shakes his head, rueful at Watsa's odd validation of his worth.  

"She did know some of the girls.  Maybe they--?" 

     "Oh, she didn't say it was you specifically she was talking about.  That came later.  She just 

gave me to understand that she knew some young men—well, you know what a matchmaker she 

is.  And of course, I resisted her and argued, like we all do, and then came Jack, worse luck." 

     He sighs.  "I know what a troublemaker she is.  Well, I guess in this case it's all worked out 

for the best.  She started on me too, actually, not too long after she'd met you, but she let it drop 

for a long time." 

     "Yes.  I got worried about her because I didn't see her around town, and I was also a little 

curious about her.  Martha Gibbs warned me off her, which for some reason over time put up my 

back a little.  So I called, then went over.  That's the day I first saw you, sitting on her porch, 

drinking a beer." 

     "Yes, I know the story from here.  I looked like Jack, only I'm not like Jack; I'm better, 

stronger, braver, more intelligent, handsomer—" 

     "And getting very vain about it all.  Should I check the back of your neck again to see if it's 

clean or dirty?" 
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     "Only if you think it's necessary to keep me in my place.  Oh, too late!  Here come Watsa and 

Sam back.  Don't want to embarrass them by too much fondling in public." 

     "Sam does his share of it when he can get by with it," Mossy points out reasonably, kissing 

the back of his neck anyway as Watsa and Sam approach. 

     They all sit down again and relax, enjoying the faint warmth from the dying coals that keeps 

the breezy evening from being too chilly.  Mossy figures that it is now time for her own 

announcement, something which she has kept a secret even from Daryl, though he has read the 

work concerned.  It is, briefly, this:  that her latest novel, a fictionalized account of her life up to 

and including the death of her parents, is being accepted for publication by her publishing 

company under its contemporary fiction division, with few changes from her basic manuscript. 

She is hoping to make at least as much from it as from one of her romances, assuming that the 

projected figures are correct, though there is no way to tell in advance, of course, just how the 

public will receive a book by a previously unheard-of author.  Because, she's not publishing 

under the name Mossy Granger for this book:  she has combined Daryl's private request that they 

think sometime soon about a permanent relationship (like marriage, he has specified) with her 

own real first name and come up with the pen name "Ruth Anne Cullen."  She feels she can 

better tolerate her own two names when she is able to shed the unmelodious "Grubb." 

     For a few minutes, the table is a babble of voices.  Why did you keep it a secret?  How long 

have you known?  Are you going to stop writing romances entirely?  To which she answers, in 

order:  because I didn't want anyone to be disappointed for me if it didn't work out; I just found 

out two days ago, and have been waiting for an opportunity like this to tell you all; and finally, 

no, I'll probably still write enough romance to keep some money coming in, but I plan to do it as 

honestly as possible.  And here she adds, "As Watsa once advised me to do." 
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     This last admission of course makes Watsa glow with pleasure, since for once someone is 

admitting that her advice has been good.  And the news that there may be another wedding in the 

works sometime in the not-too-distant future in addition to hers and Sam's, a wedding moreover 

which she herself can pretend to take credit for, also makes her swell with pride.  All in all, it is a 

happy and well-rewarded foursome who sit there, each having won through in some personal 

situation, whether loneliness, work difficulties, or the differences of opinion with a lover and 

friend.  They sit there for the rest of the evening, letting the dusk rise around them until it is 

almost too dark to see their way up the hill to the parking area.  When they finally go and head 

off their separate ways, it is not to be apart for long, but instead to form strong new bonds and 

ties within their little gatherings of friends, whether new friends, old friends, or friends still to 

come in the many delightful days they look for ahead of them. 


