
Wifeshopping

Stories

Steven  Wingate


A Mariner Original • Houghton Mifflin Company

BOSTON NEW YORK 2008








Copyright © 2008 by Steven Wingate LLC 

Foreword copyright © 2008 by Amy Hempel

All rights reserved

For information about permission to reproduce selections from

this book, write to Permissions, Houghton Mifflin Company,

215 Park Avenue South, New York, New York 10003.

www.houghtonmifflinbooks.com

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Wingate, Steven.

Wifeshopping: stories / Steven Wingate.

p. cm.

"A Mariner original."

ISBN 978-0-547-05365-3

1. Mate selection—Fiction. I. Title.

PS3623.16623W54 2008

813'.6—dc22 2008004733

Book design by Melissa Lotfy

Printed in the United States of America

EB-L 10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1



"Beaching It" won the 2006 Gulf Coast Prize in fiction and was first published in volume 19, no. 1 (Winter 2006–07).

"Me and Paul" won the 2006 Fiction Prize from the Journal and appeared in volume 30, no. 1 (Autumn/Winter 2006).

"The Balkan House" was a finalist for the 2006 Mississippi Review Prize in fiction and appeared in volume 34, nos. 1 and 2 (June 2006).

"Inside the Hole" was first published in the Open Windows 3 anthology from Ghost Road Press (Spring 2008).

"A Story about Two Prisoners" was first published in Quarter After Eight, volume 3 (1996) and reprinted in Matter, no. 7 (Winter 2005).

"Meeting Grace" was first published in River City (University of Memphis), volume 25, no. 2 (Fall 2005).

"Three A.M. Ambulance Driver" was first published in Green Hills Literary Lantern (Truman State University), no. 17 (Spring 2006).

"Our Last Garage Sale" was first published in the Pinch (University of Memphis), volume 27, no. 2 (Fall 2007).




Contents

Foreword by Amy Hempel vii 

Beaching It 1

Me and Paul 17

The Balkan House 33

Inside the Hole 49

A Story about Two Prisoners 60

Meeting Grace 64

Faster 74

Dig for Dollars 89

Bill 97

Three A.M. Ambulance Driver 118

Knuckles 125

Our Last Garage Sale 142

In Flagstaff 154

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 189





Foreword

EACH OF THE THIRTEEN stories in this collection turns on a defining moment between a man and his fiancée—or a woman he could imagine as his intended. The lovers in these stories are set to find The Flaw, the excuse to back out, to tear down the picture of a life together. The title suggests that these decisions fall to the men, but the women walk too. 

What makes these studies in discovery and disillusionment so startling and affecting is the energy of Steven Wingate's language, and the agency of his characters. The author's stance ensures a fair fight: in a Wifeshopping story, both parties have a chance.

While making love to a married woman on a beach in Rockport, the man in "Beaching It" wonders whom he would marry if God held a gun to his head and gave him thirty seconds to choose. He remembers a twenty-year-old waitress in Texas: "Those eyes looked like they could let an awful lot of my behavior slide, if I'd just let hers slide too. If you can forgive each other like that, then there's no use doing anything you'd need to forgive each other for..."

In "Three A.M. Ambulance Driver," a motivational speaker sizes up a female EMT in a diner and thinks, "She could be the one. I could make her the one. I could make a thousand women like her the one." She offers a raw reality check to his stagey narcissism. 

In "Bill," an affianced couple go to a flea market in New England, where they meet a doctor selling his clothes. The young man buys a load of them. The defining moment comes when the doctor offers an outfit for the young woman—an outdated ensemble belonging to his dying wife.

Grace is the narrator's demonic sister in "Meeting Grace," the account of escalating emotional abuse at a dinner to introduce sister and fiancée. The sister taunts the fiancée, adding ominously, "He's going to turn into his father one day ... He'll tell you who you can be and who you can't be." The narrator's fiancée, a serene woman from India, is rendered such that her attempt to understand is excruciating. "I had no idea what they did with crazy people in India," the helpless narrator realizes. It is a story about fear that makes what it fears happen.

And when the woman is the one who suddenly sees what life would be like if she goes forward into marriage? "In Flagstaff" closes this cohesive collection with a couple at the funeral of the man's uncle. The man's condescension to the locals prompts the following: "Bethany wanted to see a war between the pompous creeps and the real people, and she wanted to be the one who started it." And before exacting a voluptuous revenge, she finds that "marrying Nolan felt like ... taking everything she believed she could be and throwing it down a sewer just to prove she had control over her decisions." This story ends not in anger, but in a confluence of vision, freedom, and possibility, written with eloquence and insight.

There is a thrilling moment in the story "Faster" that comes when a man on a treadmill feels he cannot change any more by shedding his skin, but must outrun it, so to speak, while it is still on his body. "So he kept on jabbing at the pace button, going up past ten miles an hour where he'd never been before. The treadmill underneath him moved so fast he couldn't tell his feet apart,  FOREWORD didn't know which arm to swing next. But he didn't fall, and started to feel like he'd never fall, and right then he felt the first pieces of skin pull away from his body like old paint flecking off in the wind."

The stories in Wifeshopping expand with subsequent readings; they do not end on the page, but continue in a reader's mind. Their success comes from Wingate's surpassing skill as a writer, and his vision of what can happen when we are made to forfeit a fantasy.

AMY HEMPEL, November 2007






Beaching It

EVERY GUY I KNOW who's even the least bit footloose has the same fantasy as me—you buy a junker, point it someplace you never ever heard of, and drive it till it dies. Till it breaks down in the middle of the night with nobody around to help you, and you wake up the next morning with your engine all over the road. A couple miles away there's some dinky little town that's too small for your atlas, and even though the folks there can't help you with your car, they're nicer to you than anybody else you ever bumped into. You hang around for the vibe and soon enough you run into the perfect girl for you, the soulmate you stopped believing was out there. Then all these squishy feelings come out. You start thinking about baby names, and you laugh at yourself for ever wanting to run away from the daddy you were supposed to turn into all along. You look around at all the great things you've got in this little nowhere town and decide that being yourself isn't so bad after all, decide to pitch your tent there and watch your hair go gray. 

For a while I thought maybe Rockport, Massachusetts, was going to be that place for me. And even though I didn't break down there, I did get to town by accident. This guy Jacob, a glass-blower I've been running into on the circuit for years, fell in love with some girl in South Carolina and decided to stay there instead of coming up to Rockport like he usually does in the summer. He'd rented out a storefront in their little shopping district the last three seasons in a row, and asked me to take his spot this summer so he could keep his options open for next year—just in case the Carolina girl didn't work out. It was a gamble to take Jacob's offer, since I usually made good money at the summer craft fairs around D.C., but it turned out the New England types went nuts for me. I've got an antique metalsmith's forge—a little one that fits in the back of my van—and I mostly make old-fashioned-looking candelabras. When the summer shoppers saw me with my leather apron and my ponytail, they said I looked just like Paul Revere. Then they gave me their money and I said, "God bless," like a good, patriotic American. I made more cash my first six weeks in Rockport than the past two summers down in D.C. combined. 

I had a woman there too, Mrs. Beverly Lillie, who wasn't my soulmate but at least she kept me happy and bought me dinner. Her husband was some hot-shot investment banker who kept a condo and another woman down in Boston, and Bev didn't seem to mind spending his money on me. She was making her rounds on that first Saturday in August, waving to me as she bounced up the road, but then she stopped to chat with her friend Julie at the doll shop. I barely watched her because I was busy wrapping up the six candelabras that Mrs. Kashgarian hired me to make for her daughter's bridesmaids.

"You sure they're not too heavy, Mrs. K?" I taped down the tissue paper and slid everything into the canvas bags I got from Bev. They had the logo of her husband's company on the front, big and orange. "They're iron, remember?"

"Don't think I'm that old, Mr. B." She loved me because I was half-Armenian, like her daughter. She'd guessed it the first time she saw my face—which surprised me, because the only thing about me that sticks out as Armenian is my name, Bedrosian— and I was her pet from then on. Her daughter down in Boston was marrying another half-Armenian, and I guess the candelabras were old-country enough as long as somebody with Armenian blood made them. She wanted to see me settled down with a nice half-Armenian girl myself, and had great things to say about one of her daughter's bridesmaids. I checked the bags to make sure they'd hold up okay. 

"I just don't want your arms to get tired carrying them," I said, holding out the bags for Mrs. K. I watched Bev stroll up the road, sidestepping a family of tourists who were cramming saltwater taffy down each other's throats and laughing. "I know you've got a lot of work to do with the wedding."

"You keep smiling." She winked and took both bags, then squared her shoulders for the walk to her car. "Somebody'll notice you."

By then Bev was standing right behind her, cracking a smile at me for flirting with an old lady. My eyes must've gone to hers, because Mrs. K turned around to see who I was looking at. From the way her nose scrunched down, I could tell that a blonde pushing forty and still showing off her cleavage was not the kind of woman she wanted noticing me.

Mrs. K said, "Excuse me," then walked off with a grunt. I'm sure she blamed my non-Armenian half for the kind of women I slept with.

"Is that your Romanian lady?" Bev was wearing my favorite sundress, the blue-and-pink striped one that showed off her great collarbones. She had that tight, freckly skin you see on lots of New England beach women, especially the ones who don't wear makeup, and thick blond hair that always smelled like salt. That felt like it had tiny little grains of salt in it, left over from the wind.

"Armenian, please. Yeah, four hundred dollars worth."

"Good." She turned to look at Mrs. K, who was already lost in the crowd. "Then you can take me to dinner sometime."

"Tonight?"

"No, not tonight. I want to beach it tonight."


"All right. See you there, then." 

Bev looked sideways to check if anybody was watching, then blew me a little kiss. "Keep smiling," she whispered. "Somebody'II notice you."

Then she went back to visiting her buddies, and I went back to playing Paul Revere. Bev never gave me anything more than a wink or a long-distance kiss in public except when we were at her favorite restaurant, Orry's, a dive for rich snots who still wished it was twenty years ago. Everybody there hated her husband, and wouldn't stop to pick him up if he was bleeding to death by the roadside—he was suing everybody in sight over a building permit, some shit like that. You could tell half the regulars were waiting for their chance at her, even if it meant cheating on their wives. They knew I was Bev's squeeze, which I guess meant I was helping them get back at Jeffrey Lillie somehow, so they acted like my friends as long as she was sitting next to me. Sometimes before she even got there, if they knew she was coming by later. If she wasn't, they looked at me like I was a garbageman.

At sundown I moved the goods inside and put up my BACK TOMORROW! sign, then took a shower and a quick nap in the back room. I was starving but didn't want to eat too much, because Bev never ate at all when she got horny—like she was a wrestler who had to be at the perfect weight before a match. I wondered how she got that way, if it had anything to do with ovulating and if women can still feel their eggs drop after their tubes are tied. But I couldn't figure it out. Then I dreamed about Bev and Mrs. K getting into a catfight over me, but it could've been part fantasy too. Mrs. K was a tough old bat, and wouldn't give up even though Bev had her pinned down and was tearing her hair out.

One of them started making weird sounds, which turned out to be a real live kid outside my window playing a kazoo. I got up, put on some cologne Bev gave me, and headed down to Orry's for whatever they had on special. Cod and red potatoes, it turned out. DiMaio, who owns the place and pours drinks for fun, came by and said hi. He used to be a studio guitarist, and worked with some pretty big heavy-metal names back in the day. But he got out of it because of the drugs, and now all that's just memories on his wall. 

"Hey, Rick-o." He clapped my shoulder while I had a fork in • my mouth, and it clanked up against one of my crowns. He had a fresh dye job on his hair—he still kept it long and jet black like in the glory days, so he looked like he did in all those pictures he never shut up about. "Have a beer?"

"Not tonight, thanks." I didn't like to drink before sex with Bev, which I guess wasn't much different from her not wanting to eat. DiMaio winked at me like he knew all about it, and left me alone. Right then I would've killed to have a brew with somebody I really loved, though. Some sweet girl, twenty-five or twenty-six, who just wanted to kick back and watch me teach our babies how to play baseball or hammer nails. Somebody who'd already done all her running around, and decided it was time to stop and cut her losses.

But that was some other Rick Bedrosian. The real Rick headed for the beach once the tide went out and saw Bev coming down the hill from her house, carrying a blanket and wearing one of her husband's sweaters. I was wearing one too, a tan V-neck, and had a couple more in a trunk at the shop.

"Excuse me, miss." I tried to sound like a cop, but it didn't work. "Can I help you find your way back to your house?"

"You don't need to know about my house," Bev said back. And she really meant that, because she never invited me over even once. The closest I ever got was her kitchen window, where I sneaked up one night after we beached it. All I saw was her flossing her teeth in front of the TV. "I'm the same in there as I am out here."

"I'm sure you are." I put my hand on her belly and gave her a little lick on the ear. She giggled and took my hands in hers, and we stood there face to face in the middle of the road. She had to be ovulating, I figured, or she wouldn't be acting all soft and fuzzy—not that it mattered with her tubes tied. She kept hold of my hand like we were sixteen, and we walked to the edge of the rocks and stood there watching a sliver of moonlight flicker on the waves. 

"Makes me wish I played the guitar," I told her, because she wasn't saying anything. It made me jumpy just to stand there and not hear her talk, I don't know why.

"It reminds me of Portugal," she finally said.

"What about it?" I got goofy and kissed her hand.

"I was out on the beach, way south of Lisbon, and I fell asleep in the middle of the day. For maybe ten minutes, tops. But when I woke up there was this rose between my breasts, a yellow rose. And then this teenage kid, maybe sixteen, walking back and forth on the shoreline staring at me. I even waved to him once, but he didn't come over."

"How old were you?"

"Twenty-two, twenty-three. I was kind of a rich little brat."

"Did you think about fucking him?" I asked her.

"Wouldn't you? If a sixteen-year-old girl did that to you? Maybe not sixteen, but you know what I mean."

Then we started down the rocks to our little patch of sand, twenty feet square and fifteen feet down from where we stood. It was easy to get to once you knew the footholds, even in the dark. If you fell you might scrape yourself up pretty bad, but you wouldn't break anything because there was nothing but sand to hit. The place only existed at low tide, and that's why we liked it. If you looked down from those rocks at high tide, the waves would come up and whack you hard in the face, but with the tide low you could hang out on that patch of sand like the rest of the world didn't exist.

Bev got there first, and she had her hand on my belt the second my feet hit the ground. Our clothes started coming off, and we fell to the sand before the blanket went down. She always dragged that thing along and then forgot to use it. I let her push me onto my back, and the half-wet sand made cool little pinpricks against my skin. Above me the stars were coming out, and I looked for the Big Dipper while Bev started rubbing her nipples all over me—that was her big turn-on. I grabbed her by the hips a couple times and pulled her over me, trying to get inside her, but she'd always pull her legs together at the last second and make me try harder. Then she went back to rubbing at me till I got all worked up and went for her again. That was our big ritual. 

On my fourth try she finally decided I wanted her enough, and let me in. We went right to it and humped around rough for a while, growling at each other and laughing and listening to the echoes in the little cave behind us, but then we settled down. Sometimes Bev would tell me a story or talk about her day once we started going slow, but I could never tell beforehand if she would. When she got real quiet and pulled her legs tight to my ribs, then I knew she was ready to come. She wasn't the kind who needed to come a million times—once was enough for her if she built up to it right and made me come with her.

"That old lady was funny today," she said. "Is that the one who wants to marry you off to her daughter?"

"Her daughter's friend." I leaned my head up, looking for Bev's breast, but settled for a little piece of skin on the inside of her arm. "Yeah, she's a hoot."

"I can't see you being married."

"Me neither. Not now, I mean, but I want to try it someday."

"Good luck." She ran a nipple in front of my mouth, but I just missed it. "Don't marry a banker."

Then she hummed a little and her hips found a groove, and we drifted off into our own thoughts. I wondered who I'd pick if God put a gun to my head and told me I had thirty seconds to choose a wife. A few girls passed through my head, but nobody I'd ever slept with. The only one who stuck out was this twenty-year-old from Texas named Bonnie, who I met when she was working at a coffee shop in Fort Lauderdale and hadn't thought about in years. She had these forgiving eyes that made me think I'd be happy forever if I married her, and I didn't just feel that way in hindsight either. I felt it right then. Those eyes looked like they could let an awful lot of my bad behavior slide, if I'd just let hers slide too. If you can forgive each other like that, then there's no use doing anything you'd need to forgive each other for—you just love each other as hard as you can, and that's that. I remember kicking myself for walking out of that coffee shop and leaving town without at least telling her I could love her forever, but it never would've done much good anyway. I was twenty-seven and wild then, with a big beard and eyes like arson. 

Bev must've been thinking about somebody special too, because she leaned down and gave me her breast and things got really slow. I made believe I was in her bedroom, that when we got done making love we'd fall asleep and I'd feel her hand twitching in mine while she dreamed. At least if I got inside her house I'd have a little better idea what it was like to be married, to have your stuff all tangled up with somebody else's. And then once I knew what it was like, Bev could teach me how to let that fantasy go for good, so I'd stop wanting to try it out. So I could save myself the trouble.

"Tell me about Portugal," I said when Bev sat up and leaned back, straightening her spine so she could breathe deep and come better.

"It's hot, all the buildings are white." She lifted her knees and squeezed my ribs between her shins, almost ready to let go.

"No stories tonight?"

"No stories." She closed her eyes and belly danced side to side for a while, like I knocked her off her rhythm and she had to coax herself back to it. Above her head I saw what looked like a shooting star. I craned mine back as far as I could to follow it, trying to think up something between me and Bev that was big enough to wish for. Then I thought of Bonnie from Texas, or some girl like her I'd find if I hung around Rockport long enough.

Then when I couldn't crane my neck any farther I saw a face staring down at me, a towheaded kid who looked about thirteen and probably hadn't even hit puberty yet. His skin was shiny and white as blubber, and he stuck out like neon in the middle of the dark rocks and sky. His mouth dropped open and I felt mine do it too. Our eyes got wide and our hair stood on end and I came, just popped off inside Bev even though she wasn't ready for me yet. I let out a high-pitched little "Oh!," still looking up at the kid with my eyes as far back as they could go. My second "Oh!" was louder and scared him away. I saw a flash of elbow and bare chest and he was gone. 

"That was a surprise," Bev said, rocking her hips fast and trying to get me going again right away.

"There was a kid up there." It was the stupidest thing I could've said. I should've just laughed and kissed her and asked if she could score me some Viagra.

"What?" Bev hopped off me faster than I've ever seen a woman move. She got to her feet, covered her breasts with the beach blanket, and crouched down to hide her ass in the cave. She looked up to the top of the rocks, but by then there was nobody left to see us. Bev grabbed whatever clothes she could reach and pulled them to her. "You're kidding me, right? What'd he look like?"

"I don't know, twelve, thirteen. Chubby face."

"Was he a redhead?"

"No, he was real blond. He looked kind of stupid, actually."

That seemed to calm Bev down. Maybe there was a smart, redheaded neighbor kid stalking her. Or maybe she had a redheaded son she never told me about, which would explain why she wouldn't let me near the house. She flicked the sand off her underwear and bra, and stood up just enough to put them back on.

"Don't lay there. I don't want people seeing you."

"They'll just think I'm skinny-dipping," I told her. I was on my side, not bothering anybody.

"I'm serious. Get me my shorts."

We got dressed and I started climbing back up the rocks, but Bev stopped me and said we had to take the long way around and walk through the water instead. I thought it was ridiculous. The kid was probably home in bed pawing himself by then, and I doubt he called the TV news crew on us. But I felt bad for him because he'd have me stuck in his brain forever. I'd probably look more and more like him every time he ran through that scene in instant replay, and one day he wouldn't be able to tell the difference between us. He'd feel me coming into Bev like it was his own real memory, and he'd wonder what happened to that kid who saw him. And who knew how long it would take him to want a woman any way but on top, with her long blond hair hanging down in his face. It's not like he'd be scarred for life or anything, but he'd turn into things he never would've turned into just because of what he saw me doing. 

So with all that responsibility on my back, walking through a hundred feet of sharp rocks in rib-high water was the perfect punishment. Bev didn't say a thing, and the only time she touched me was when she lost her footing and grabbed my arm. We got back to dry land by the main beach, where there were a few tourists strolling around who could spy on us if they cared. None of them did. Bev stopped by the steps that led up to town.

"Okay," she said. "See you tomorrow."

"Yeah, sleep tight." I let her go up ahead of me so anybody who saw her would think she'd just decided to take a dip with her clothes on for the hell of it. She probably had a reputation in town for that sort of thing already. I waited a few minutes, watching the waves and wondering what kind of reputation I had. But there wasn't anybody in Rockport who'd known me long enough for that, so I went back to my shop and showered and went to bed. There was no heat on for the summer and the windows didn't do shit to keep the sea breeze out, so I put on two of Jeffrey Lillie's sweaters to keep from catching cold. Then I thought about that kid, that stupid fucking kid with his stupid mouth, over and over again till every kid I ever met looked exactly like him.





Bev never came around on Sunday like she said she would, so at sundown I went over to the rocks to look down at that patch of sand from the same angle as the kid did. The tide wasn't as far out as the night before, and the sand was covered with seaweed. I got on my stomach and leaned my head over the edge, like I was on the chopping block and somebody would come along any second to lop off my head. I tried to make the face I saw on that blond kid, the open mouth and the wide eyes and the hair standing on end, but there's no way you can force that kind of surprise. Maybe Bev coming up behind me would've done it. Bev grabbing me by the feet and trying to push me off the rocks so I'd never say anything about Saturday night to anybody. 

But Bev didn't come, and when I had enough of staring at the sand I got up, brushed myself off, and went to Orry's to look for her. I got there and saw her with a pack of guys in the far corner, playing darts next to the jukebox. Bev's turn came up and she took the darts from Morrow, a skinny twerp who never shut his trap about real estate and the parties at Yale. He went to kiss her cheek when she stepped up to the line, and she didn't stop him. When she made her first throw, an electronic voice said, "Triple!" All the guys cheered.

I could tell Bev was wearing makeup, an orangey rose to go with her blue jeans and denim shirt and big turquoise earrings from New Mexico. She used to tell me she didn't believe in makeup, but I'm sure she wore plenty whenever she put herself on the market. She probably had it on the night I met her, too. There were eight guys playing darts with her—one of them a guy with a shop down the street from mine, who painted shitty seascapes on glass—all staring at her and waiting to see if she'd let them catch her this time. The new ones could already tell what kind of woman she was. And some of the old ones, like Morrow, must have waited years for their turn. I got sick of looking at all of them, and went to DiMaio at the bar to get a burger and a beer.

"Out of burgers, sorry." He looked up at the TV instead of at me. Women's golf. I'm sure he was a big fan.

"How about just a beer, then?"

"If you give Bev some space tonight. I talked to her, she wants you to lay off."


"I'll sit in a corner and she can come to me." I held my hands up, harmless. "I won't bother nobody." 

"What if she doesn't want to come to you?" DiMaio leaned his hairy knuckles on the counter, looking pretty eager to get into a scrap with me. Maybe he wanted a chance to pull that big pipe out from behind his cash register and whack me in the head with it. Be the big hero, king of his own goddamn jungle.

"Tell her if she doesn't talk to me I'll burn her fucking house down." I put my fist on the bar right next to DiMaio's. Mine was huge compared to his, and hell if I was going to back down from a little runt like him unless he had that pipe swinging right at me. "Make it a pitcher, I'll sit back there and leave her alone."

"Better leave everybody alone."

I nodded and threw down twenty bucks while DiMaio drew me a cheap pitcher. I found the seat farthest from the jukebox, in the corner by the window where nobody likes to sit, and flipped through the fishing magazine I found there. Who really gave a crap about bigmouth bass and cutthroat trout? Just boring old guys in hip-high boots, freezing their asses off. They like the solitude, that's what they'll tell you. Being all alone in the woods, with nobody around to save them but themselves, though really they just want to get away from their wives. They spend half their lives working for one, then ditch her whenever they get the chance. Halfway through the pitcher I smelled hamburger coming toward me, and when I looked up I saw Bev carrying a plate.

"What's this about burning down my house?" She put the plate down, closer to herself than to me, and sat. Her face looked shiny as a cue ball from all that makeup.

"I'd never do that. I love your house." I pulled the plate my way and stuck some French fries in my mouth to stop myself from talking too much.

"You don't know anything about my house."

"I spied on you a bunch of times," I lied. "I've seen you yelling at your hubby on the phone."

That wasn't funny to Bev at all. "What do you want, Rick?" She pushed her chair out and leaned back in it, crossing her arms like I was going to throw a rock at her chest. 

"Some kind of explanation would be nice."

"It's over. Things don't need a reason to be over."

"Was it me, or was it the kid?"

Bev rolled her eyes and looked away. I took a bite of my burger and stared at her while I chewed. I guess I could've called her a whore and she could've called me a whore and we'd scream at each other all night, and DiMaio would come out with the pipe and we'd make the papers. But it would never add up to anything more than it already was. I'd still hate myself for screwing people like her, and I'd keep pretending I wasn't one of them too.

"You make me feel like a whore," I said after I swallowed.

"You can feel like whatever you want to, Rick. I can't tell you what to feel like." She got up and kissed her fingers, then brushed them against my lips. "Say goodbye. It was good, but it's gone."

I didn't say goodbye. After I finished supper I went back to the shop and pulled some boards out of my van, set them on the lip of the bumper, and rolled my forge inside. I crated up my propane tank and bolted it to the wheel well, folded up my tables and my BACK TOMORROW! sign. The old guy who lived above the ice-cream shop across the street came out to his balcony and flicked on the light.

"Everything okay?" he said. His face glowed pink from the neon sign underneath him. There was nobody else around, only him and me. Not the last memory I wanted to have of Rockport.

"Yeah, it's just me. Just cleaning up."

He recognized my voice and went back inside. I loaded up my tongs, my anvil, my trunk and suitcases. Apron, gloves, box full of money. The last time I packed up to move I counted seventy-two things, and this time I had sixty-eight. Coffeemaker, blender, frying pan, boom box. I was getting there, I told myself. Fifteen or sixteen more moves, and I'd have nothing left but me. The only thing that takes any time is deflating my air mattress, which takes forever. But that was good, because it gave me a chance to fold up the nice sweaters Bev lent me and write out a note. All I could say was FOR MR. JEFFREY LILLIE, so I left it at that. Big letters on legal pad that I went over twice with a fat black marker. 

At about eleven-thirty I rolled down the hill and stopped at Orry's again. It was practically empty, no surprise for a Sunday night. New Englanders still have enough religion left in them to go home early on a church day, or at least enough guilt left in them. There was heavy metal on the jukebox, with DiMaio singing along in falsetto while he dried off a beer mug behind the bar. Before I got there Morrow came out of the bathroom, stumbling drunk, and poked his finger into the middle of my chest. At least it wasn't him Bev left with.

"Peter Peter, Pumpkin Eater," he sang right in my face. I grabbed him by the wrist and twisted. "Hey, that hurts."

"Cool it, Rick," DiMaio called. He puffed out his chest and crossed his arms over it. I pushed Morrow toward the door and went up to DiMaio.

"I'm not serving you," he said, and watched Morrow go out.

"I'm not asking you to."

"Then what do you want?" He put his hand by the cash register, waiting for me to make a move so he could grab the pipe. "You want a fight, there's always bikers down at Mako's."

"I don't want a fight."

"So spit it out. I'm busy."

"I just want to know if you fuck her when there's nobody else around to fuck her. That's all."

"That's a stupid-ass question." DiMaio laughed to himself, took another mug from the sink, and started drying it. His hand was nowhere near the pipe, so I guess the scare was over. "Tell me what you want to hear, Rick, and I'll say it to you."

"No, that's all right. I just wanted to ask it."

"Okay." He waved the beer mug at me. "You have a nice life now."

I saluted him and went back to my van, hoping Morrow would be out there singing, Had a wife and couldn't keep her, so I'd have an excuse to break his skull. But since there was nobody creeping around in the shadows, I fired up the V-8 and headed south for Gloucester. I knew I could find a bar there to zombie out at, a place to crash in the van for the night, another girl to feed me and fuck me awhile. But that was the same old crap I always pulled whenever life sucked, and I thought maybe it was time to do something different. Time to change everything—become a monk, grow stuff out of the ground, marry that bridesmaid like Mrs. K wanted me to, raise llamas. Be an investment banker or play heavy-metal guitar and open up my own bar, be everybody's friend till somebody stepped across the line. 

Once the lights of downtown Rockport were behind me I could breathe easier and stop thinking my life was so bad just because of what happened with Bev. It wasn't a total mess—I was a free man, more than I can say for most. Maybe I didn't have to change absolutely everything about my life, after all. But I'd change whatever I could, and if I couldn't find a way to change it, then I guess it was really me. And I could live with me, like I always have, even if it means running away from stuff the second things get bad. If you don't have your own place to crawl back to and your own people to stick up for you, then running is a hell of a lot smarter than hanging around to fight for something that can never be yours anyway.

The road out of Rockport curves close to the ocean, and sometimes you have to watch out for people running across it, going back and forth from the beach to their cars. But I knew I wouldn't see anybody running on my way out of town, not that late on a Sunday night. I let my mind go for a bit, thinking about Portugal and Bonnie and how Jacob was doing with his girl in South Carolina, and then I swear I saw that blond kid from the night before in the middle of the road, wearing bright red swim trunks and carrying a beach ball half as big as he was. It scared the shit out of me, and I jammed on the brakes before I was anywhere near him. He went away for a second, but when I hit the gas he was there again, looking younger than he did on the rocks. His mouth hung open just like it did when I was coming into Bev, like that's the way he always looked and there was nothing special about the face he made watching me. Maybe there wasn't. Maybe he'd been following Bev around since before I came along, and had her timed out so he knew when she'd be down on the sand with somebody. Probably watched us fucking half a dozen times before the night I caught him staring. 

But he had to be in my head. How could it really be him, at almost midnight on a Sunday and five miles away from home? Just standing there, bouncing his ball on the asphalt and not even looking up at my lights? He didn't run for the shoulder and didn't look stuck or scared. He just stood there staring past me even though I honked and honked, and there's no way a real person does that. Not even somebody on drugs. Then he looked older, maybe sixteen and filled out with his hair all spiky, so I knew I had to be making him up. I blinked and he was gone, so when he came back I didn't stop for him. I slowed down though, and heard a thunk underneath me when I went by. It wasn't loud enough to be a person, but I had to see what it was. And if it really was him, if I really couldn't tell the difference between shit I made up and shit that was right in front of me—then God love you, Rick.

I stopped on the shoulder, honked a few times, and cut the engine. Then I grabbed my flashlight and started looking around, practicing saying "I'm sorry" for when I found him on the road with his legs crushed. But the noise turned out to be just a hubcap that got crushed so many times it looked as thin as a dime. No kid anywhere. I looked on both shoulders, but there was nobody.

"Do you need help?" I yelled out a bunch, crawling around on my hands and knees, and every time I held my breath waiting for somebody to answer. I even ran my fingers over the asphalt where I thought I hit him to check for blood, too.

There was nothing. I got in the van and the kid showed up again a couple miles later, but this time I drove straight through him without slowing down. And the next time, and the next time, till I finally made it to Gloucester. Drove right through him and didn't hear a sound.
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