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Nine months later, I run into David for the first time since our breakup. All year I’ve been dreading this moment, but always dressing in expectation of it, because when I do see him, finally, I want to look good.

I’m standing in Rogerson’s Emporium, over by the olives, when it happens. I hear the door open and I glance around and see him walking in. I recognize at once the bright flag of his white hair, but I’ve got my back to him and he doesn’t notice me.

This feeling goes through me, like my cell phone’s on vibrate and it’s going off in my pocket—like I’m experiencing a minor electric shock. Like I can’t move. Maybe he won’t see me. Won’t recognize the back of my head, the jacket I’m wearing, the once familiar shape of my ass.

Is she with him? I crane around, but I don’t see a woman near him. He’s alone.

I turn back to the refrigerated case. The black olives there are so shiny, in their little plastic containers. I want to distract myself with olives, to think about olives; the various colors and textures, degrees of saltiness.

There are other people in the store but they don’t count. I am aware only of him. He walks over to the place where they grind the coffee and asks for Samoan. I can hear him right across the store. It’s the first time I’ve heard his voice in nine months, after hearing it every day for ten years.

I stare down at the olives. There are little white cards above the olive containers, printed in a definite black hand. I wonder if the saleswoman in the white smock wrote them. The olives are described generously, romantically, as if they were wines, or “Staff Picks” in a book shop: meaty, luscious, mild. Tart, intriguing. Try these with a dry white wine. Everything is unreal.

“Can I help you?”

The woman in the white smock with the wide, wholesome face, and the unfortunate, dumpy cook’s hat, is smiling at me.

I imagine that she knows, and the other woman, the one cutting the roast beef, knows, and the man in the brown coat examining the gourmet mustards, he knows—they all know—about the drama taking place in their store.

They all know that I—the woman by the olives—was abandoned nine months ago by the man who is purchasing Samoan coffee, oblivious to my proximity.

Will I speak to him? Will I flounce by? Will I hide from him?

For nine months I have imagined this meeting. I have rehearsed all the sad things, the reproachful things, the angry things I have to say to him. The words of sorrow and revenge. The words of fury. But now, here in Rogerson’s Emporium, I am mute. I want only to turn to the woman in the frumpy hat and rest my head against her crisp, white-smocked bosom and cry.

I feel as if I could cry forever. I could begin crying right here by the olives. My eyes might wander as they blur, over the fancy mint pastilles, the dried nectarines, the chocolate-covered ginger slices. I might observe the fancy jellies in their square glass jars—the shape of the jars somehow implying privilege—and these things would all seem meaningless, like foreign objects, like conversations full of words that I don’t understand—and then, finally, I would give myself over to my enormous sorrow, and fling myself like a little child onto that smooth white smock and cry and cry and cry—the snotty, noisy, fulfilling kind of cry a child cries—heedless, unending, and final. The tears of all the year gone by.

The woman behind the counter looks at me curiously. Maybe she has asked me a question.

“No, thank you,” I say just in case, whispering, because I don’t want David to hear my voice, to turn around, to look at me. I’m not ready yet. Nine months and I’m still not ready. How should I handle this?

I glance back again, over my shoulder. He still has his back to me. He hasn’t seen me. This is still my show. I’ve rehearsed it so often but now, faced with the moment, I hesitate. I feel so shy with the man I once knew inside out. The man I spoke to every day for ten years, the man I slept with, now a stranger.

I look blindly at the lady in the white smock, as if she might have some good advice, and the lady looks back at me, thinking whatever she thinks.

I can’t speak to him, here, in Rogerson’s Emporium, ye phony old grocery store. Not here amid the fine wines and the dilly beans and cheese straws.

I step quietly over, positioning myself behind the shelves, and peer around at him. Is he as tall as he used to be? Doesn’t he look different somehow? But he’s wearing a sweater that I remember putting my face against.

It’s too much. I can’t be the jaunty girl I want to be; say something glib yet cutting—apparently kind, but with a sharp knife edge, the dagger that you notice later—what have we here?—while the blood runs down. I can’t think of what to say, what to do. I just want to squeeze around the espresso machines and licorice whips, get out that door, and escape.

And now, as I crouch by the various honeys and chutneys of life, it’s as if everyone else in the store is frozen, like one of those scenes in a movie where only two of the actors move and all the rest are completely still. Like that romantic scene in West Side Story, where Tony and Maria meet at the dance. The other actors all look like they’re made out of wood or wax or some other inanimate substance, not human flesh.

They’re all motionless: the woman in the funny hat who looks like a librarian; the ponderous older couple cruising the wines; the elfin, thin man with his complimentary paper cup of Ecuadorian coffee; the lady by the salsas; the bearded man who roasts the coffee and measures it out into the tall white paper bags. All of them irrelevant and stilled. It is only the two of us—David and I—only we two—who are alone alive in the vast store silence.

He starts to turn and I duck back behind the shelves again. From here I can see his feet on the wooden floor. He’s wearing the shoes he always wears. A certain kind of walking shoe that he favors, brown leather Rockports. I work my way along the span of shelving, as he on the far side, still unaware of me, moves toward the cheese.

I’ll wait until he’s occupied, then make a dash for it, as if I were engaged in some long-ago schoolyard game on an asphalt field. I was never much good at kickball. When I was occasionally, by some trick of fate, catapulted onto the bases, I felt very proud and self-conscious. The cheering around me like silence. Ready to run.

And now I will run—out from behind the tall shelf full of pickles and marinades. I will make a dash for the door and rush through it. He won’t have a chance to see me; I will just be a blur.

Only, maybe he will. He will cry out to me, come after me, follow me into the parking lot pleading come back to me come back to me because finally, this time, for once, I will be the one who has left.

 

I dart out from behind the shelves, knock against a tall cappuccino mug (bright red) that teeters, but, amazingly, I catch it backhanded without stopping, yank open the door, and slam out into the parking lot, breathing hard. The door falls shut behind me. Did he see me? I’m afraid to look.
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Outside, it is a blissful autumn day. The golden light of September and the green leaves still full; cars going by on Main Street and the sound of the river heading toward the sea. The parking lot is cluttered with bright cars, which all seem new, fresh-washed and shiny in the sunshine. My own car: dark blue, the moonroof open, and red leather seats. And there, almost beside it, only one car over, is his Jeep Cherokee. Black and shiny, with the loon license plates. He’s always pretended and longed to be a Mainer, instead of what he is—a guy from Philadelphia who moved here in the nineties.

Didn’t he see my car when he pulled in? Wouldn’t he have noticed? Because I would have, if I were the one who pulled in and his car was there. For nine months I’ve been driving around expecting to see him, longing to see him, afraid of seeing him, eyeing each black truck I pass. Hasn’t he done that, too—looked for my blue car, expected my pale face in every reflecting, flashing windshield that passed him by?

I’ve got to get out of here. He could come out any moment. This isn’t how I want to see him, where I want to see him—after all this time. I want the moment when I see him to be carefully choreographed. I want to be the one who decides the time and the place. I’ve imagined many different scenarios, but it’s never been like this—a sunny parking lot, cars going by, the dusty sunlit stillness of the asphalt, an ordinary September afternoon.

The triumphant, confrontational scenes that I’ve imagined have all taken place in much more flattering light, for one thing. Dim restaurants, for example. I with a handsome man of some sort, and David, of course, alone. I striding, tall and powerful in sexy heels. He slumped down in a booth, regretful, rueful, beaten down by life, ashamed. In my invented dreams he’s always been the one who’s startled, routed from his ruminations, and I am in control.

I say hello, somewhat grandly, though kind—I would be kind, I think—looming over him, imperious, elegant, perfectly coifed.

David! I say.

He stares at me, transfixed. He’d forgotten my beauty. The sheer power of my magnetic presence.

Virginia? he says, dully. How are you?

Oh, I’m wonderful! My voice is clear and confident. Then, softly, and with concern, I ask, Are you all right? because he looks so ill.

He mumbles something, looks away, ashamed, and I move on.

There are other versions, of course, honed in those still and silent center hours of the night. Other versions, but in each one I am triumphant, proud, victorious, and noble. In none of them am I standing in a parking lot, having fled in fearful haste at the sight of him.

No, this won’t do at all.

I look back at Rogerson’s Emporium, but the door’s still shut. I start walking across the parking lot, noticing every detail the way you notice every single little thing when you’re as charged as I am—the shiny cars, the dusty grayness of the asphalt, the faded parking lines worn out by summer, the full, bright beauty of the sky above downtown Sinclair—those tight brick buildings and the round bank clock!

I walk fast across the parking lot and along the sidewalk to the bridge, and don’t look back once. So what if he sees me? I almost want him to see me. Finally, after all this time, all these months and months—nine months! enough to have a baby! enough months to complete a school year!—we should just see each other and get it over with. Then maybe I can have some peace. Maybe I can stop thinking about him the way I’ve been thinking about him all year. Going over and over the last months that we were together: thinking what I could have done differently; what I did do; how it ended.

I get to the middle of the bridge, stop, and lean over. The bright water is rushing down below, rushing toward the sea, and the wind’s against me. I feel like I’m on top of a big boat with the full, hard breeze on my face. I stare down into the white plumy water, and then, of course, I can’t help imagining what I look like standing here—what he’d see if he came out right now and saw me with my hair, newly dyed a sort of mahogany color, shining dramatically in the sunshine with its reddish lights and my bright skirt flying against my legs. I’m glad, at least, I’m wearing the right shoes.

I make a wish or a prayer or something, staring into the river. Let me be done with this. Let me just see him. Let me get straight with him. Let me get over him. It’s enough. It’s enough. It’s enough.

I scrinch my eyes shut to give my wish more power, cars rushing by behind me. The woman alone on the bridge.

But, okay. So now what?

He still hasn’t come out. He still hasn’t seen me. What can he be doing in there? I can’t just wait here on the bridge all afternoon. None of this is working out the way I planned. That’s the problem, isn’t it, with involving more than one person in a fantasy? I walk back quickly to the parking lot. I’ll get in my car and drive home. This won’t be the time that I see him, after all. I’ll do something—I don’t know—clean out a closet or something, rewrite my will. It’s Saturday afternoon, a good day for getting things done.

I’m just about to get into my car, when I suddenly turn around, like somebody’s making me do it, and walk over to his Jeep. It’s like I can’t help myself. I stick my head in the open window, and feel the warm interior air against my face.

The back seat’s full of junk as usual. Behind the driver’s seat I can see the rubble of his life—the bright yellow foul weather jacket, the black fleece vest, a couple of sweaters. The air inside the truck is warm and familiar. I can smell him.

Something happens to me at that moment. It’s all like a dream—the smell of the truck, the warm air. I don’t even know what I’m doing; I just open the door of the truck and I get in, as if I had planned it—climb right into the back, into that odd cluttery space where there’s an old winter parka, a half-empty pretzel box. I burrow down into the folds of his sweaters, pull something over myself, and snuggle down.

Beyond the cave of my making I can hear the cars passing by on Main Street. I am warm and sleepy. Lully. I’m not really thinking about anything. It’s so cozy. After a little bit, I sit up and gulp in the good clean air that comes in through the open window, but then, across the parking lot, I see the door to Rogerson’s open. My heart starts beating faster. I peer out, still mostly hidden, but no, it’s someone else going to another car: two old people with their bags. I hunker back down, hear their car door open, shut, the car drive off. Then silence.

I lie down again, listen to the cars and the sound of the river. And then, without warning, the truck door opens and David climbs in, throws something in the back on top of me. I can hear the crunchy sound the bag makes as it lands. I can hear him breathing. He just sits there for a moment without moving. Did he notice my car just one car over? It’s on his right side, so maybe not. Does he know I’m here? Can he smell me? I lie as still as I can. Neither one of us moving. Cars, bag on my back, and his breathing.

Why doesn’t he get going? Why doesn’t he just start the truck already? Does he know I’m back here, hidden right behind his seat? Is he deciding what to say to me?

I’m starting to get a little panicky feeling. I’m about to get caught. How will I explain this? What was my plan, exactly, when I crawled in here?

Should I reveal myself to him? Should I rise up behind him—appear in his rearview mirror—a ghost from his past? Would he be frightened, shocked? Or does he already know I’m here? Is he just being quiet to torture me a little before he says something? What are you doing back there?

What’s the point of this, Virginia?

There is no point, I realize. I’m starting to get that twitchy feeling you get when you stay still too long. But what can I do? There is no way to salvage this moment. I’ll just have to wait until he gets out.

But what if he’s making a long trip somewhere? Driving to Indiana, for example. Going to Rockland, or New York? I could be in here for days.

Weeks later he’ll notice a peculiar smell in the Jeep. He’ll think nothing of it at first. Maybe old socks. Stale winter boots. My decomposing body stuffed down in the back. Dank with urine. Suffocated under the rubble. And then he’ll be sorry, I bet.

 

He’s still sitting there motionless in the driver’s seat. Does he know I’m back here? Did he see me from the windows of Rogerson’s? Is he waiting for me to do something? Can he hear my heart? Is he listening to me breathe? I want to stop breathing, but I can’t. My breath seems enormous, deafening: my big, loud, inappropriate breathing. I am huffing and puffing back here under the Irish fisherman’s sweater my father once gave him. He’s just like a son to me, my dad told me. Seems like part of the family, my mother said. And he was.

He knows I’m here. He knows what I’m thinking. He’s waiting for me to do something. Thinking up something to say.

Suddenly he’s just going to speak. He’ll say my name. He will say it in that teacher voice he gets sometimes. So stern and prissy.

Virginia, he’ll say, how long are you planning to stay back there?

He will try to sound amused, but he will not be entirely amused. This is, after all, a sort of breaking and entering, isn’t it? I have broken and entered his truck. Isn’t that sort of like entering somebody’s house? That’s the sort of question I used to ask him, back when he was my boyfriend. Would that count as a crime? I would have asked him, and he would look serious, thinking it over, and I would think how nice it was to have such a serious boyfriend who knew these big facts.

 

I don’t know what his life is like now. I used to know every detail of it. I used to know everything he did, where he went, what he ate. We talked on the phone every day, sometimes two or three times a day. I knew the colors of his socks, the book he was reading, the texture of his days. I knew him by heart for ten years and he me, and now, only nine months later, I know nothing at all. I don’t even know if he still lives in the same house. Don’t know if he eats at Donegal’s, or stopped going there, afraid that he might see me. Don’t know if he still goes to Bob’s Lunch to drink his coffee, read his newspaper, check out the girls. Don’t know if he has a new jacket or still wears that mossy green one he bought to please me. I don’t know if he has a girlfriend, or several girlfriends. If he still has the photographs of me which he used to have all over the house. I like to see you in every room, he told me once. I like to look up and see your face. The photograph by his desk—of me in that flowered dress taken one spring morning outside my office. I was only forty years old. I love that picture of you, he used to say. I knew that he meant he loved me.

I think of this now, stuffed in the back of the Jeep, with him motionless in the front seat, waiting to hear the doom of his voice.

Why doesn’t he just say something and get it over with? Why doesn’t he just say my name?

And then I would come out of my crampy small place and admit all my craziness.

But he doesn’t do anything. Doesn’t say anything, so I just stay where I am, squeezed down.

And then, just when I think I can stand it no longer, I will have to sneeze, or scratch or shout or do something—anything—he starts the engine. Here we are, we are on our way. There’s no turning back now.
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He backs out quickly, and there’s this gravelly sound. Pulls up with a jerk to the edge of the parking lot, ready to drive out into the streaming cars of Main Street headed east to the coast or west to the hills beyond.

He turns on the radio, a little too loud. Is he losing his hearing? Already in nine months he’s gone deaf? And what’s he listening to, anyway? Alan Jackson? Since when does he like country music? He definitely has a new girlfriend. He would never do this on his own. If life were like the movies. Don’t rock the jukebox. Ah.

He seems to be humming along. It’s weird to be this close to him after all this time; separated only by the back of the seat—a few inches of metal, the seat cushions, our individual clothes. I remember how close we used to sit—pressed close together, on the couch, on a walk, in the bed. How I could feel the reassuring pressure of him close by. The time my neighbors, the Quimbys, dropped by when David and I had been making love in the afternoon. We’d just put our clothes back on and were coming downstairs to nose around in the kitchen, find something to eat. I had that gangly, stupid, loose-limbed feeling. Post-love. I haven’t felt like that in a long time now—that lovely feeling of being given over to pleasure and combined by it into one.

We were just coming down the stairs in our socks when we heard the thumpy, alien Quimby tread on the front steps. Then the door opening. “Yoo hoo! Virginia?” The neighbors!

We stopped on the stairs, stared at each other in horror, then asked them in and offered them tea and cookies, though we’d both wanted to tear into the remains of last night’s chicken that stood on its blue-and-white plate in the fridge. We sat on the long green couch where we’d gotten started an hour before. We were pressed side to side, close together, sitting there like two ducks, staring at the Quimbys, wondering if they knew, if they could smell it on us—the sweet, salty smell of sex. Mr. Quimby in his Sunday sport jacket and khaki pants. Mrs. Quimby with her L.L.Bean denim jumper and her heavy brown New Balance walking shoes.

“Nice people,” David said when they were finally gone. “I thought they’d never leave.”

And then, both of us, rueful and giggly, falling back on the couch together. How in love we were! And how long it lasted! All of it.

The feel of his body against mine in the bed, on the couch, in the kitchen, where we stood close together, arms around one another, hugging and hugging. The firm pressure of his stomach against mine; reassuring and adult and solid. The feeling of my breasts against his chest. How amazed I was at the sheer fact of him at first—to have a lover at last after all those years. To be now at forty, at forty-five, so startled and stunned by love—when I’d thought I was done with all that. To spend all afternoon with the sun across my face lying in a wilderness of sheets and wrinkled blankets—to look across the room at the mirror on the back of the bedroom door and see the two of us—two survivors surviving together, having made it through bad marriages, bad love affairs, all the disasters and disappointments of life—having swum to this farther shore and discovered each other.

How I loved him! How I deplored him! How he irritated, bored, annoyed me sometimes. How he delighted me. How we became like siblings. How we squabbled. But still, at the movies, on our walks together, what I remember is touch: his hand in my hand, his arm around me, holding the soft part of my upper arm as we walked. His hands on my body in darkness. How he’d just be there, take me to him, hold me. How I felt so safe.

And now, wedged in here in the back, tucked under the hot sweater, hoping I don’t sneeze—and just thinking I might makes me want to—I am reminded of all of it. I can hear his tuneless humming, up there with the radio on, and I am back here, alone, but so close. But for these few inches, I could touch him now.

 

We are bumping along down the road. I don’t know which way. Can’t tell, by the pull and switch of the truck, if we are going north or south, east or west. I think I might even fall asleep back here, lulled by the motion. I’ve been so tired for so long—for months it seems like—and there’s nothing I can do, for now, but lie here. Lie here and be close to him. Is that what I want most of all?

[image: space]

I don’t know what you want, I wrote him once in an e-mail. But that was later, after things had soured.

At first it was almost undetectable. We still did the things that we did. We still talked on the phone every day; we still went out to dinner. We still went on our walks together, with his arm around me. But something was different. It was like a rotten smell that you smell when you first come into the house. A mouse that has died in the cabinet? Some old food that someone forgot to throw out? You smell it when you first walk in and you say, What’s that smell? and wrinkle up your nose, but then you check the answering machine and your e-mails and you go up and change your clothes and gradually you forget that the smell’s even there.

He told me last fall that he was depressed. He’d been grumpy, abstracted. He was trying to sell his company, a deal he’d been negotiating for years. A deal I was beginning to think might never happen, though I kept encouraging him, kept telling him to hang in there, that he was doing the right thing. Imagined with him the trip we’d take together when the business was finally sold. To Italy. To Portugal. Somewhere with bright sun and bleached houses. Who does he travel with now?

I would often catch him staring at me.

“What?” I’d say playfully, because in the old days that stare meant we would make love.

But not anymore. We never made love anymore, except a sort of halfway, unhappy love. He touched me but then wasn’t able to follow through. He didn’t want to talk about it. There was some mysterious thing with his prostate that he wouldn’t discuss.

I would have done anything to bring him back to me, but he wouldn’t talk about it. He would just stop, then lie there silently, angrily, as if it were my fault.

 

“What is it?” I asked on one of those nights, and reached out to him, hoping to salvage the situation. Still wanting him, even though I was angry at him. The memory of the body is so strong. His hands were the hands I knew, and I wanted him. His touch. His smell. His mouth on my body. My skin felt hot. I rolled toward him, “What is it?”

But he lay there mute. He hated for me to mention it. Hated it here in the bed; grew sullen and silent.

Don’t talk about sexual dysfunction, erectile dysfunction, when you’re in bed with your husband, the ladies’ magazine at my gynecologist’s office advised. Find some neutral place to discuss your sexual life. But he also hated talking about it when we were not in the bed, if I brought it up on a walk. If I dared to mention it on the phone so he wouldn’t have to look at me. All of these things he hated and hated. Sometimes I thought what he really hated was me.

 

And oh, how he wanted me once!

I wanted to tear your clothes off when I saw you standing there in that skirt of yours, he used to tell me.

I wanted to throw you down on the bed.

How we twisted together—once!

But now, in the morning, in the still, grayish light of the bedroom, I slipped out of the bed hoping he was not yet awake. Glad he was not wearing his glasses. Let me be blurred and unreal, so he will not see how I’ve aged.

I wanted to get my robe on and get out of the room, before he saw me. Before he could see what he’d discarded, what he no longer wanted. My breasts ridiculous at fifty. My ass. My belly. All full of shame, because he no longer wanted me.

 

I was no longer forty. I was fifty. I felt lined and puckered. Everything sliding downward. My aging felt inevitable and unstoppable and unfair. And it was accelerated by his disdain.

At forty I had still seemed to myself to be nearly invincible. But now, at fifty, I realized that this would continue—this sad, slow descent.

 

We are descending now. Going downhill, I can feel it. The Jeep jouncing. Maybe it’s a dirt road? Or has the road to his place gotten more full of potholes? Has it gotten this old and worn already in the nine months since we were together?

 

I still remember that morning and my embarrassed, crablike scuttle to the bathroom, when I grabbed my robe off the hook and hurried out. We had our wake-up showers and familiar morning conversation, the toast, the newspaper, the juice, the coffee—all of these things that separated us from the sorrowful bedroom—and we were brought into the happy day.

It was Sunday in Bentonville: the farmer’s market with its tables full of plump, end-of-the-season tomatoes, so red and with their dusty, spicy-smelling vines, dirt brown potatoes, and the last flowers of the season, more vivid than any all summer long. The parking lot was full of surly, bearded, organic farmers with their ugly hats and wistful women in their droopy skirts. Jars of preserves. The endless loaves of bread; their whole wheat domes. We saw various people that we knew: Diana from my women’s group with her surprisingly handsome husband—Where’d she get him?—a lady from the bank, a local lawyer. David bought me herbs to make up for the sex: a bunch of basil, a bag of apples—“We can split them.” “Okay.”—another sad reminder of our apartness—he in his house and I in mine, each eating our lonely apples far apart. At sixty he wanted a wife. He said that again and again. But I liked our separate houses, our separate lives.

It was the bag of apples, I thought later, that might have done it. Maybe before that there was a chance. Maybe it was the division of the apples, that sad arithmetic, that divided us forever, that made him so angry.

I’m so angry all the time, he said that last night.

 

Well, he doesn’t sound angry now, whistling away up front in his truck, crooning along with Alan Jackson, his voice coming in on the chorus. Don’t rock the jukebox. Blah blah. I rumbling along in the back, well hidden. Waiting it out.

[image: space]

Then that day—what else was there? Brunch at Tree Dog with the Sunday Times. He had the eggs with feta. I had a sweet roll—one of those gooey, heavy ones with lots of nuts. Don’t you want some protein? No and no. I wanted something sweet. Always in those days I wanted something sweet. A little piece of dense, dark chocolate after a salty, meaty meal. A cup of cocoa. Ice cream in a cone. Butter pecan or cherries jubilee. Jelly on my toast. Funny that later, when he was gone, those things would so repel me.

 

Now chocolate seemed like a dark abomination in my belly. I’d loved it once so much. Meat. Sausages. Bacon. All the daring dark carcinogens I used to love now seemed so terrible to me. I didn’t eat. It seemed as if I didn’t eat all winter. Got thin and thinner. Stood sideways to the mirror and tried to please my solitary self with hip bones. With how thin I got. Size eight. Size six. How thin and yet much thinner. But so what? Without him there.
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