
Missing 

Person 

 

 

 

 
A Novella by 

R. A. Conti 

  



Missing Person 

By R. A. Conti 

Copyright 2018 Richard Anthony Conti 

All Rights Reserved 

 

More titles by R. A. Conti are available at RichardConti.blog 

  



1. Last Day 

 

Betty was too tired to make anything hot. Her difficult argument with her husband last 

night had exhausted her. She prepared a quick breakfast for Jerry and the kids. No eggs, 

bacon, or pancakes; coffee, cereal, milk, and bananas would have to do. The family did not 

show their disappointment. They ate in silence while Betty watched. She was thinking about 

last night’s argument.  

 “Betty, I just don’t understand you,” Jerry admitted. “What the hell do you think 

you’re doing?” 

“Looking out for myself,” she replied. 

“But, what about the kids? What about me?” 

“This isn’t about Doris, Johnny, or you. It’s about me.” 

“You’re so damn selfish!” 

“Selfish? I suppose you think I wanted to get cancer?” 

“No, I didn’t mean that.” 

“Then what did you mean, Jerry?” 

“Why won’t you do what the doctors tell you? What’s wrong with that?” he 

demanded. 

“I don’t want to get those treatments. They’re worse than cancer.” 

“But, you could beat it!” 

“And I might not. I could just be wasting my time, and ruining the rest of my life. I 

can’t do that.” 

“So you want to die?” 

“Everybody dies, Jerry. Even you, someday.” She knew it sounded cruel, but maybe 

she could shock him into accepting how desolate she felt. 

“I know, Betty, but this isn’t about me, it’s about you,” he declared. 

“That’s right. And it’s my decision, not anyone else’s.” 

“Not even me?” he asked. She felt sorry for him. She felt sorry for her kids, too. They 

did not yet know about her cancer. But, the person she felt sorriest for was herself.  

Betty cried quietly for an hour before she fell asleep. 

  

She had given everything she had to her husband and kids every day for as far back as 

she could recall. She never held back, never asked anything for herself. They were always 

first. Putting them first did not mean she was second. There was no second. They were all, 

and she was nothing. She had been nothing for many years.  

However, now, in the fall of 1965, she was no longer ‘nothing.’ Her cancer woke her 

up and Betty realized she had been sleepwalking through her life. Her cancer had made her 

something, and someone, but she did not know who. She wanted to find out. 

There was nothing wrong with her family. She loved Jerry and the kids. She loved 

being a mother and wife and thought she was happy. Now she felt she could no longer 

continue living that life. After they finished breakfast and left for the day she was going to 

pack some clothes, get the cash she had been hoarding for months, and leave. She would take 

the first steps into a different life. It might be her final journey. She was lucky because she 

knew how it was going to end. Not when, exactly; most likely in a year or two, at most.  

She did not know where she was going, but there was no time to waste. From now on, 

she would only look forward. No matter what happened, she had no plan to come back, or 

even look back, ever. 

 

 



2. Life and Death 

 
1945 should have been a good year. The war ended, Jerry came back from the Army, 

and they married in November. They moved in with Betty’s sister Ann until they could afford 

a place of their own. However, it seemed Jerry brought the war home with him. He had 

nightmares and daytime panic attacks. He found and then lost several jobs because he could 

not concentrate on his work, or was often late because he had trouble sleeping. Betty found 

work as a waitress but it paid only enough to give her sister something toward their room and 

board, and they had nothing left to save for a place of their own.  

Betty hoped Jerry’s post-war trauma would subside. The longer it lasted, the more 

distraught he became. He wanted to work and take care of her, and they wanted to start a 

family, just as their friends and neighbors who had also survived the war were doing.  

Although they were newlyweds, they did not have much sex. They found little 

pleasure in their lovemaking. Jerry was afraid he might get her pregnant, although he was 

careful to use rubbers when he could afford to buy them. They could not afford to have a 

baby. She eagerly gave herself to him whenever he wanted her, but she worried about him 

because he sometimes cried after they made love. She did not know why.  

They did find pleasure in their companionship. They had little money for amusements 

such as movies, or trips. If it were not for the generosity of Ann and her husband Sam, who 

shared their home and car, they would have had no enjoyment at all. 

Jerry found a job in a new manufacturing plant that opened late in 1946 just outside 

town. The owner was eager to hire veterans and Jerry got the job without having a resume or 

prior experience. He felt certain this was the big break he had been waiting for. Jerry and 

Betty dedicated all their effort to make the most of it. His anxiety and nightmares became less 

frequent, and he showed up on the job early most days because he had slept well and was 

eager to work. 

They promoted him twice in the first year and became shift supervisor by the end of 

his second year at the plant. Jerry and Betty felt secure enough to buy a home and start a 

family. Doris was born early in 1949. Jerry felt disappointed his firstborn was not a son, but 

her cuteness won him over and he fell in love with her not long after she and Betty came 

home from the hospital.  

Betty had quit her waitressing job halfway through her pregnancy. She hoped never to 

have to work again. As soon as she came home from the hospital, she set about making the 

best possible household environment for Jerry and the baby. Betty was an enthusiastic mother 

and wife, and Jerry was grateful for her attention to him and their infant daughter. She found 

the happiness that had eluded her for the first few years of their marriage. 

Jerry fell in love with her all over again. Her fresh glow of motherhood enchanted 

him. He wanted to touch her, hold her, undress her, and look at her whenever they were 

alone. His attention delighted her and she coquettishly encouraged his lust. He never seemed 

too tired to want sex, and she welcomed him regardless of how tired she was from her busy 

days as a housewife and new mother.  

Johnny was born eighteen months after Doris. Betty discovered that being the mother 

of one child was almost an idyllic existence compared to being the mother of two. She gave 

more of her attention and energy to the demands of her children and had less to give to Jerry. 

He did his best to adjust. He was grateful for the excellent job she did caring for his children 

and keeping a spotless home. He was productive at work and content at home and their life 

was good. 

They settled into the small bubble of home and job that characterized 1950s American 

middle-class life. World War II had disrupted everyone’s lives. After it ended, people 

willingly settled into normalcy and personal routines and did their best to shut out the larger 



world. Jerry and Betty bought a TV, had friends over for cards, visited relatives on Sunday 

afternoons, and slept securely in their row house bedroom.  

The years went by and the quiet, stable ’50s became the turbulent ’60s. Doris and 

Johnny became teenagers. Betty and Jerry were approaching midlife. Nothing major 

happened to disturb their lives until Betty began to have pains she could not medicate with 

aspirin. She saw their family doctor. He sent her to a specialist, who ran some tests and found 

she had cancer.   

The cancer disease did not affect her as much as the knowledge that she had cancer 

did. She became moody and had good and bad days. She became aware of time, perhaps 

because her time was running out. In addition, she thought cancer might somehow be her 

fault and she wondered what she had done wrong.  

She never thought God might have given her cancer. She did not think about God 

much. Betty and Jerry never discussed their religious beliefs (or lack of them) with each 

other. The children received basic religious education in after-school and summer church-

related activities, but they did not regularly go to church.  

Betty had never thought much about the future. She enjoyed the smallness of their 

lives. She lived day-to-day and liked how events or milestones in their lives happened when 

they were supposed to happen. The only events that concerned her were birthdays, 

anniversaries, holidays, vacations, and the start and end of the school year. Big events 

happened rarely; she did not want them to. But, when the doctor said the word ‘cancer’ for 

the first time, the enormity of life hit her, and its impact knocked her over. It was more than 

she could bear, and she wanted to run away from it, so she did. 

 

3. First Night 

 
The Greyhound bus pulled into the terminal around three in the afternoon. Betty 

grabbed her bag, thanked the driver, and walked toward busy Sixteenth Street. There were 

plenty of cars, local buses, and pedestrians. She walked towards Market Street but did not 

recognize it when she got there. It had changed since the last time she was in downtown 

Philadelphia. There were new skyscrapers on both sides of the street.  

They had come to the city a couple of times on summer vacations. The kids liked the 

Franklin Institute and Betty loved the Art Museum. Jerry did not care much about either 

place. He joked that he was just the driver, but he was happy the family could take pleasant 

trips together. He liked to sit on a park bench near the Logan Fountain and watch the city folk 

go about their lives. 

Betty had nearly $200 hidden safely in her underwear. She had a few dollars in cash 

in her small purse. She decided to spend her first night in a safe place where she could 

remove the money so she could take it to a bank tomorrow. She assumed most of the 

downtown hotels were too expensive for her. She decided to ask someone where she might 

find less expensive lodging. An elderly black woman waited at a bus stop. Betty approached 

her, hoping she would not startle the woman.  

“Excuse me, I’m sorry to bother you. I just got into town, and I’m looking for a 

reasonable hotel. Do you know of any?” she asked. 

“No bother, ma’am,” the woman replied, smiling. “So happens, I know of a place not 

far from here.” 

“Great. How far is it?” 

“About six or seven blocks that way,” she said and pointed northward. 

“What’s its name?” 

“It’s Father Divine’s place. Ever heard of him?” 



“Didn’t he just die?” The woman nodded, pleased Betty knew who Father Divine 

was. “I saw it in the paper.” 

“Yes. But, the hotel’s still open. It’s cheap, too. Nice folks. You can catch the bus on 

Broad Street.” 

“I think I’ll walk. Thanks.” 

“God bless you, ma’am. Enjoy your stay.” Betty walked toward City Hall, turned 

north when she reached Broad Street and enjoyed her walk to the hotel. She spotted the 

building with its huge DIVINE LORRAINE sign when she was still several blocks away. Its 

size and opulence struck her when she arrived, and she hesitated to go in, fearing it would be 

too expensive. A friendly-looking black man came out, saw her, smiled, and held the door 

open for her. She hesitated and he gestured for her to enter. She thanked him, went in, and got 

a room for her first night in Philadelphia. 

  

“Dad, I found this note,” Doris said when Jerry came home from work. Betty was 

usually home when the kids got in from school, but she was missing. They assumed she had 

forgotten to tell them she had something to do. Jerry opened the envelope and read Betty’s 

note.  

“Shit,” he said frowning. The kids looked at him. 

“What’s wrong, Dad?” Johnny asked, alarmed. 

“Your mom- she’s left us.” 

“No way!” Doris said. 

“That’s what the note says. She’s gone.” 

“Where to?” Johnny asked, unable to grasp what had happened. 

“She didn’t say. She just said good-bye, and she loves us.” 

“Yeah, right,” Johnny said, and then left the room angrily. Doris looked at her father. 

“You’re serious?” she asked. He handed her the note. She read it, threw it at him, and 

stormed out. 

Jerry tried to understand what happened in his life. He could not believe Betty ran 

away. He expected her to walk through the door any moment and tell them it was just a 

stupid prank. However, deep down he knew it was not. This was serious. Her cancer had 

changed Betty. He worried about her. He worried about his kids, and he worried about 

himself. What were they going to do, now? 

 
 


