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‘Stewart O’Nan excels at portraying the dilemmas and desires of ordinary people . . . A wise, tender and humorous writer, he portrays outwardly unexceptional people with rich inner lives defined by doubt and anxiety, affection and hope. Henry, Himself is a beautiful book with a touch of the ineffable about it, and the best novel I have read so far this year.’ – Seattle Times


‘O’Nan, with some of his most gorgeous writing, [provides] Henry instances of unexpected grace . . . This novel is a lovely tribute to the enduring mystery of an ordinary life.’ – Pittsburgh Post-Gazette


‘O’Nan has returned to the mode that marks his best work, capturing America’s shaky middle class with dignity . . . Tracking Henry’s subtle interplay with [his wife] Emily, and the unspoken mysteries that concern him, O’Nan reveals a rich inner life.’ – Minneapolis Star Tribune


‘Henry is 75, trying to decide whether his utterly decent life means utterly nothing, and you’ll fall for him – utterly.’ – The Listener


‘Engaging and immersive . . . One of O’Nan’s gifts is his ability to craft his characters with such uncanny attention to detail that the reader comes to care for them as the author does . . . [A] poignant, everyman story.’ – Book Page


‘Henry, Himself is a character-driven novel, the quiet story of a man from the greatest generation who finally learns at 75 to stop worrying about his past and any mistakes he may have made and to start living for the moment.’ – The Missourian blog


‘As usual, this profoundly unpretentious writer employs lucid, no-frills prose to cogently convey complicated emotions and fraught family interactions. The novel makes no claims for Henry or his kin as exceptional people but instead celebrates the fullness and uniqueness of each ordinary human being. Astute and tender, rich in lovely images and revealing details—another wonderful piece of work from the immensely gifted O’Nan.’ – Kirkus (starred review)


‘Charming, meditative, gently funny, and stealthily poignant portrait [of Henry] . . . O’Nan elevates the routines and chores of quiet domesticity to a nearly spiritual level in his lingering attention to details . . . Like Richard Russo and Anne Tyler, O’Nan discerningly celebrates the glory of the ordinary in this pitch-perfect tale of the hidden everyday valor of a humble and good man.’ – Booklist
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The autumn wind
on its way
sets a scarecrow dancing


BUSON






In Memoriam


HIS MOTHER NAMED HIM HENRY, AFTER HER OLDER BROTHER, a chaplain killed in the Great War, as if he might take his place. In family lore the dead Henry had been a softhearted boy, a rescuer of stranded earthworms and fallen sparrows, presaging his vocation as a saver of souls. Salutatorian of his seminary class, he volunteered for duty overseas, sending home poems and charcoal sketches of life in the trenches. At church the stained-glass window that showed a barefoot Christ carrying a wayward lamb draped about his neck like a stole was dedicated in loving memory of the Rt. Rev. Henry Leland Chase, 1893–1917, the mock-Gothic inscription so elaborate it verged on illegibility, and each Sunday as they made their way to their pew up front, his mother would bow her head as they passed, as if to point out, once more, his uncle’s saintliness. When he was little, Henry believed he was buried there, that beneath the cold stone floor of Calvary Episcopal, as below the medieval cathedrals of Europe, the noble dead moldered in cobwebbed catacombs, and that one day he would be there too.


When Henry was eight, his mother enrolled him as an altar boy, a vocation for which he betrayed no calling, picking at his nails inside his billowy sleeves through the weighted silences and turgid hymns, afraid he’d miss his cue. He had nightmares of arriving late for the processional in his baseball uniform, his cleats clicking as the holy conclave paraded down the aisle. The cross was heavy, and he needed to stretch on tiptoe with the brass taper to light the massive Alpha-Omega candle. Funerals were the worst, held Saturday afternoons when all of his friends would be at their secret clubhouse deep in the park. The grieving family huddled beside the casket, praying with Father McNulty for the repose of their loved one’s soul, but once the service was done and the candles snuffed, the funeral director took charge, bossing around the pallbearers like hired porters as they lugged the box down the front steps and slid it into the hearse. Invariably Henry pictured his uncle, his nose inches from the closed lid, on a train crossing bomb-pocked French farmland, or in the dark hold of a ship, cold water gliding by outside the thin steel skin of the hull. He had so many friends and well-wishers, the story went, that the visitation—in their grandparents’ front parlor, where his sister Arlene taught Henry to play “Heart and Soul” on their Baldwin—lasted three days and nights.


Arlene was named after Arlene Connelly, his mother’s favorite singer, which Henry thought unfair.


To avoid confusion, among company his mother called him Henry Maxwell and his uncle Henry Chase, a nicety her side of the family dispensed with, christening him Little Henry.


Henry—though not one to make a fuss—would have preferred a nickname of his own choosing, something rough and masculine like Hank or Huck. He thought Little Henry was bad luck, and in private moments, rooting through his father’s workbench in the cellar for a spool of kite string, or on a rainy day, hiding from Arlene in the lumber room beneath the eaves, or after midnight, climbing the boxed back stairwell with a filched sticky bun, he felt watched over by a ghost neither kindly nor malevolent, merely a silent presence noting his every move like a judge. His mother never said precisely how his uncle had died, leaving Henry, with a child’s dire imagination, to picture, in a flash, a German shell catapulting a rag doll of a doughboy through the air, scattering his limbs over a cratered no-man’s-land, one arm caught in a coil of barbed wire, the hand still clutching a small gold cross.


On his mother’s dresser, in a silver frame that captured fingerprints, surrounded by other, less interesting relatives from before Henry was born, stood a bleached Kodak of her brother on the dock at Chautauqua, proudly holding up a glistening muskie. Each time Henry snuck into his parents’ bedroom to puzzle over this snapshot as if it were a clue to his future, he remarked that the fish, like his uncle, was long dead, while the dock and cottage were still there at the water’s edge, awaiting them every summer like a stage set, but exactly how these facts were related he couldn’t say, only that he felt vaguely guilty looking at the young and happy not-yet-reverend Henry Chase, as if he’d stolen something from him.









Pedigree


THE PITTSBURGH MAXWELLS—NO RELATION TO THE AUTOMAKERS or coffee company—came from the moors of North Yorkshire, with the main concentration around Skelton. Originally sheepherders and tenant farmers, after the signing of the Magna Carta their descendants filtered into the village proper and became at first guildsmen and then merchants, one, John Lee Maxwell, ultimately serving as a tax collector and deacon in the Church of England. Generations later, an intrepid or maybe disgraced scion of that line, John White Maxwell, sailed on the Godspeed for the Virginia Colony at Jamestown, there taking as his wife the fourteen-year-old Susanna Goode. This according to a genealogy compiled by a retired pharmacist from Olathe, Kansas, named Arthur Maxwell, a pair of which Emily, whose AOL address had been included in a mass email the week of Thanksgiving, purchased sight unseen as Christmas presents for their two grown children, Margaret and Kenny. Rather than gilt-edged, leather-bound keepsake editions, what arrived by regular mail in a crushed Amazon box several days after the children had packed up the grandchildren and as many leftovers as Emily could foist on them and fled were two overstuffed three-ring binders of cockeyed photocopies riddled with errors both typographical and factual, including the incorrect year of his uncle’s death.


Henry made the mistake of laughing.


“I’m glad you find it amusing,” Emily said. “I paid good money for these.”


“How much were they?”


“It doesn’t matter. I’m getting it back.”


He doubted that was possible but nodded thoughtfully. “It’s fascinating stuff if it’s true. It says here we were horse thieves.”


“I’m not happy. It was supposed to be a big gift. It’s too late now anyway. At this point I’m thinking I should just send them back.”


They’d been married nearly fifty years, and still he had to smother the masculine urge to counsel her on how the world worked. At the same time, agreeing with her too readily would be seen as appeasement, a worse offense, and so, as he often did on matters of little import, he chose the safest response, silence.


“Nothing?” she asked. “You have no opinion whatsoever.”


He’d forgotten: He wasn’t allowed to be neutral.


“I think it’s interesting. Let’s keep one for ourselves at least.”


“Honestly,” she said, backhanding the page she was reading, “I could do this. I’m going to send him an email.”


The holidays were hard on her. It didn’t have to be the genealogy, it could be Rufus throwing up on the carpet, or some passing comment of Arlene’s about the mashed potatoes. Lately the smallest things set her off, and though in her looser moments she freely admitted that she’d always been a terror, an only child used to getting her way, as her husband he feared her impatience hinted at some deeper frustration with life and, by extension, their marriage. In this case his hope was that she would cool off and eventually relent, that the bother of repacking the binders and running them over to the post office would outweigh her anger. Her moods were fleeting, and the man had obviously done a lot of work. As if tabling the issue, she set the box out of the way, upstairs, on the cedar chest in Kenny’s old room, where it stayed well into the new year (1998, incredibly), until one day at lunch she asked if they had any packing tape.


“Did you get your refund?”


“Only after I bugged him a million times. He said we could keep them, but I’m not going to. He’s got to understand he can’t do this to people.”


“Right.” So, his copy too. A traitor, he’d enjoyed finding out more about his Kentucky cousins, and General Roland Pawling Maxwell, the hero of Yorktown.


“I didn’t want to tell you, they were sixty dollars apiece. For sixty dollars they should be nice, and they’re not.”


“I agree,” he said, honestly shocked at the price. For all their differences, they were both thrifty.


“It’s a shame, because there were other ones I could have ordered.”


“It was a nice idea.”


“If you want to try, have at it. I’m not doing that again.”


“At least you got your money back.”


Again, he was missing the point. She’d wanted to do something special for the children and it had turned into a debacle.


He would never understand why she took these defeats to heart. There was nothing you could do about them.


“I’m sorry,” he said.


“Why? It’s not your fault. Just let me be angry. I’m allowed to be angry.” He had to run out later and grab some new wiper blades for the Olds. The post office was right on his way.


“That would be helpful,” she said. “If you don’t mind.”


He didn’t mind, though, alone in the Olds, cruising down Highland with the defroster going, he glanced over at the box on the seat beside him and frowned as if she’d tricked him.









Near Miss


HE’D LIVED IN HIGHLAND PARK HIS ENTIRE LIFE, SO HE COULD be excused if he thought of the stop sign at Bryant—installed over a decade ago—as new, but in truth, that afternoon he never registered it. He was still picking at the knot of Emily’s unhappiness when he realized a school bus was pulling out in front of him, tall as a boxcar, and that he’d ram it broadside if he didn’t stop. Too late, the driver saw him and honked, and at the last second Henry jammed on the brakes. The tires screeched and the nose of the Olds dove. The box flew off the seat, smacked the dash and bounced around the floor.


He was short by a couple of feet. He was lucky the road was dry.


“Damn it,” he said, because he was at fault. The sign was behind him. He hadn’t even seen it.


The driver threw up his hands and glared.


“Sorry,” Henry said, and held up his own as if he meant no harm. Above him, children who might have been first graders peered down from the windows, pointing and making faces, bouncing on their seats like trampolines. He was the excitement. It was on the local news every night, the old fart who hit the gas instead of the brake and ended up inside the dry cleaners.


Henry expected the driver to jump out and yell at him, but the bus eased forward, clearing the intersection, and kept going. The car behind it waited for Henry to take his turn.


He nodded. “Thank you.”


He wanted to protest that he was a careful driver, not like Emily, who couldn’t see at night and four-wheeled over curbs, and the rest of the way to the post office and then coming home he concentrated, lips pinched, eyes darting to cars peeking from side streets. It was one slip, but all it took was one, and he worried that it might have happened before, he just hadn’t noticed. Near the tail end of his life, his father couldn’t see well. When they visited him, all four corners of his bumpers were smudged with different-colored paint. He refused to give up his license, even after being stopped repeatedly by the police for driving too slowly. After he died, Henry rolled up the garage door of his condo and discovered the whole front of his Cutlass was pushed in, as if he’d hit a wall.


His father had taught him to drive in the park, on the winding road that circled the reservoir. “The more room between you and the other fellow the better,” his father said. “You don’t know what he’ll do. All you can do is stay as far away from him as possible.” Henry had tried to pass along this wisdom to his own children, but they thought they knew everything from taking driver’s ed. As a teenager, Kenny totaled their station wagon on black ice one New Year’s Eve, breaking Tim Pickering’s leg, while Margaret, coming home late from a party, took down a section of the Prentices’ fence that Henry made her pay for. He’d hoped their accidents might teach them a lesson. He wasn’t sure they had.


This time at Bryant he stopped at the sign. When he got home, he three-pointed the Olds at the end of the drive and backed it into the garage perfectly straight, waiting for the rear tires to kiss the two-by-four he’d rigged.


Emily was at the kitchen sink, peeling carrots.


“How was the post office?” she asked.


“Uneventful.”


It was only as he was hanging up his keys that he remembered the wipers.









Hide-and-Seek


WHILE HENRY NEVER CONSIDERED HIS FAMILY RICH, THEIR house on Mellon Street, like many built in Highland Park around the turn of the century, had stained-glass windows on the stair landings and servants’ quarters tucked beneath the eaves. By the time he was born, the servants were gone and the third floor given over to storage, the gas and water capped so that in winter frost rimed the inside of the panes. Here, among the dusty bassinets and rolled rugs, the banished lampshades and cast-off fashions from the Roaring Twenties, he and Arlene played house, making pretend meals in the kitchen, taking pretend baths in the tub. Queen Arlene ruled by divine right of being firstborn. According to her whim, they were mother and baby, or teacher and student, or husband and wife (this involved hugging and talking seriously across an imaginary dinner table), and sometimes they played a game in which she was the maid and he the butler, innocently replacing the rooms’ former occupants. Eventually, no matter what the scenario, Henry lost interest, and Arlene would have to assuage him by agreeing to play his favorite game, hide-and-seek.


He liked hiding because he was good at it. When she was at school and there was nothing to do, he practiced on his own, fitting himself into steamer trunks and wicker hampers, crouching in the musty dark, listening to his heart and the skittering of mice. He could even squeeze himself into the oven if he took out the rack.


“I give up,” Arlene called from the hallway. “Come out, come out, wherever you are. C’mon, Henry. I said I quit.”


He waited until she went downstairs before reappearing. He knew better than to give away his best places.


As prey, Arlene was obvious, too impatient. She hid behind doors or in closets, waiting till the last second to leap out, shouting. He crept along, holding his breath, his fingers curled into claws before him, braced for attack, and still he shrieked.


The house was still there. His parents had held on to it too long, well into the seventies, selling only after his father had been mugged and their car stolen. The new owner chopped it into apartments and paved the backyard for parking. Since then the porch had rotted off, replaced by precast concrete steps that gave it a barefaced look. The stained glass was gone, and the slate roof, the ornate gables now clad with vinyl siding. A few years back it was offered as a sheriff’s sale in the paper for eight thousand, tempting him, but there were crack houses on the block, and summer nights, sleeping with the windows open, they heard scattered clumps of gunshots from the far side of Highland, like the rapping of a hammer. Day or night, he avoided Mellon Street, and while Grafton was holding its value, he feared that eventually he and Emily would face the same dilemma.


“Or you will. I’ll be dead by then.”


“That’s not funny,” she said.


At seventy-four he was five years older than her, and overweight, his cholesterol a problem. There was no question he would go first. When they were younger it had been a joke, what she would do with the insurance money. Now she scolded him.


“I’m just trying to prepare you.”


“Don’t,” she said. “You’re not dying any time soon.”


“You don’t know,” he said, “I could go at any minute,” but she’d turned away, her face averted, hurt.


“Please stop.”


He apologized, massaging her shoulders, wrapping his arms around her, a cue for Rufus to push between their legs like a referee breaking up a clinch.


“Someone’s jealous,” he said.


Emily clutched at him. “You know I hate that.”


“I know.”


“I worry about you and all you do is make fun of me.”


“I don’t mean to.”


“I don’t think you have the slightest clue what it does to me when you say things like that. If you did you wouldn’t say them.”


He could see her side, and promised to be more considerate, though part of him maintained his innocence. Wasn’t it better to laugh at death?


It was almost dark out. She had to get dinner started, and released him. He retreated to his workbench in the cellar—just like his father, he thought— where he was prepping the mailbox for Chautauqua that Kenny and Lisa had given them for Christmas. The old one (who knew how old) had rusted through, eaten away by the seasons, and as Henry clipped the stencils and taped them to the smooth new metal, he was aware that this one, like the cottage, would outlive him. His father had died alone in his condo in Fox Chapel, stubbornly independent to the end, though they’d offered him Kenny’s room. Cleaning out his apartment, Henry found a fat biography of Teddy Roosevelt on his nightstand he’d almost gotten through. As if in tribute, instead of adding it to the library sale pile, Henry took it home with the idea of reading it. It was upstairs somewhere, the bookmark still holding his father’s place.


Overhead, Emily crossed and recrossed the kitchen. You don’t have a clue, she accused him, but he knew. He wasn’t sure why he did it. He wasn’t trying to be cruel. At some point—he couldn’t pinpoint when—the joke had become the truth, unfunny. He’d have to remember that, and after the other day he wasn’t sure he could. He pried open the can of Rustoleum and mixed it with a stirrer, churning the glossy white like heavy cream, took up a clean brush and bent to his work, intent, steadying his arm against the edge of the bench, patiently filling in the numbers, giving them a thick coat so they’d last.









Spring Song


TWICE A WEEK THROUGHOUT THE SCHOOL YEAR, ARLENE TOOK piano lessons at the Shadyside YWCA. The other five days she practiced on the upright in the back parlor to the steady ticking of the metronome, lagging behind the tempo then rushing to catch up, tripping over tricky fingerings, making her way page by page through yet another red Thompson book. “Spinning Song.” “Blind Man’s Bluff.” “Dreaming.” The year culminated in an Easter recital they dressed for like church, at the end of which Henry, cued by their mother, approached the stage and presented Arlene with a bouquet of red roses even if she’d made a half dozen mistakes. When, one evening at dinner near the beginning of school, his mother asked Henry how he would like to take piano lessons like his sister, the question was rhetorical. She’d already signed him up.


A pleading glance at his father told him there would be no appeal. As in everything, his parents were agreed. Henry’s education, like Arlene’s, was his mother’s purview, and any further protest would be held against him. Henry stewed over his meatloaf, defeated. How long had they been plotting this?


He did his best to keep it a secret, knowing his friends would be merciless if they found out. The YWCA, as the name stated, was for women, meaning he’d be doubly shamed. Having donned an altar boy’s robes, he’d already been accused of wearing a dress, an insult which prompted a wrestling match that stopped when Chet Hubbard accidentally ripped Henry’s collar. At the sound of cloth rending, the circle of club members urging them on went quiet, as if a sacred rule had been broken. As Chet tried to apologize, Henry inspected the tear—glaring, irreparable—knowing what awaited him at home. The only thing he feared more than being called a mama’s boy was his mother.


Now he entered a world completely female, and strange. The teachers at the YWCA were students from the Frick Conservatory, high-strung young women who flocked from around the world to study with Madame LeClair, who’d studied with Liszt, who’d studied with Czerny, who’d studied with Beethoven himself, a lineage his mother trotted out for relatives and dinner guests alike, as if Henry or Arlene might be an undiscovered genius. To earn their room and board, Madame LeClair’s students helped the daughters of Pittsburgh’s rising middle class with their sight-reading and finger dexterity, bringing them along note by note, bar by bar. At the recital they rose to introduce their pupils, then sat back down in the front row to bear their inevitable flubs with serene equanimity. They stayed two years, occasionally three, before setting off for life on the concert stage, never to be heard from again.


Arlene’s teacher, Miss Herrera, was returning, but Henry’s was new. Miss Friedhoffer was German, a willowy strawberry blonde with a slight overbite whose ringless fingers spanned a full octave and a half. She was taller than his mother yet slender as a girl, which made her hands even more freakish. The practice room was a cell, just the piano and a chalkboard lined with staves on the opposite wall, no window. Miss Friedhoffer closed the door and took a seat beside Henry on the bench. To his confusion, she was wearing makeup, her cheeks rosy with blush. Her posture made her seem alert, a soldier at attention.


“Sit up straight,” she said, gently pulling his shoulders back. “Relax your elbows. Like so.”


At ten, Henry was unused to the company of young women, exotic or not. At school his teachers were his mother’s age or older, the girls in his class catty and standoffish. With her accent and her lipstick, Miss Friedhoffer was like someone from a spy movie. When she reached across him to fix his wrists, she smelled warm and yeasty, like fresh bread. On her neck she had a caramel birthmark the size of a dime, like a giant freckle. Under her pale skin a blue vein jumped.


“We play the C to begin,” she said, pointing a manicured nail, and Henry obeyed. “Good. So. You know the C is here, you are never lost. You know where you are, always.”


She pressed the key and sang, “C, C, C, C. Now you. Sing with me. Good. Now we go up a full step to D, here.”


At first when she patted the small of his back to make him sit up straight, he flinched. Soon he anticipated it, just as he looked forward to her shaping his fingers over the keys. He imagined when she was his age people made fun of her hands. Like a knight, he wanted to defend her from them. As he blundered his way through the major scale, he was aware of her humming along beside him, their legs nearly touching, and when the lesson was over and she let in the next student, he lingered at the door, his stiff new exercise book tucked under one arm, as if he’d forgotten something.


“Goodbye, Henry,” she said, rewarding him with a smile. “Practice well.”


“Thank you,” he said. “I will.”


On the trolley, he thought it was the first time he’d ever liked his name.


“How was your lesson?” his mother asked.


“All right.”


Later, over dinner, his father asked the same thing.


“It was okay.”


“His teacher’s pretty,” Arlene taunted.


“Is that right?” His father was amused.


Henry was caught off guard. He thought only he could see Miss Friedhoffer’s true beauty.


“Do you like her?” his father asked.


Any answer Henry might give would be wrong. He shrugged. “I guess.”


“Apparently she’s also German,” his mother said. She would never for-give them for killing his uncle.


“I’m sure she’s fine,” his father said.


“I’m sure she is.”


That his secret love was also forbidden added an operatic guilt to his yearning. To win her, he resolved to be a perfect student, except that without her there to inspire him, practice was drudgery, and despite his best intentions he quickly fell behind. Instead of looking forward to the bliss of Miss Friedhoffer’s presence, he began to dread disappointing her, and manufactured a series of suspiciously timed illnesses. After a meeting with Miss Friedhoffer, his mother charged Arlene with overseeing him. Now, five days a week, while he served his hour in the back parlor, she hectored him from the loveseat, looking up from her book if he went silent for too long, and day by day, page by page, miraculously, he began to improve.


“That’s very good, Henry,” Miss Friedhoffer said, turning to him. “You see what happens when you practice.”


When she looked into his eyes, he felt a paralyzing helplessness, as if she could read his mind. He imagined her taking him in her arms, her warm fragrance enveloping him, his cheek pressed against her slippery silk blouse. Instead, she licked a fingertip and flipped to the next page, an exercise meant to strengthen his left hand.


The truth could be hidden only so long. One gray Thursday in November as he and Arlene were getting off the trolley, Marcus Greer and his little brother Shep were waiting to get on. Henry was still in the sated, dreamy state that possessed him after a lesson, and didn’t have the presence of mind to hide his book. The red cover was a giveaway. Marcus nodded, leering, to let him know he’d seen, and the next day, after a long and restless night, Henry girded himself for the worst. He was early for school, the bell hadn’t rung yet. His friends were waiting in their customary spot at the top of the steps, by the flagpole. Out of a sense of poetic justice, he hoped Marcus would say something to him, but before Henry could reach them, Charlie Magnuson, who’d lost his front teeth riding his bike down the steps on a dare, shouted, “Hey, Mozart!”


In the principal’s office, when his mother asked him why he’d been fighting with a friend, Henry told the truth. “Because I have to take piano lessons.”


“That is not an answer,” his mother said.


“I know you don’t like going to lessons,” his father said later, the two of them alone in his office after dinner. He sat at his roll-top desk in his shirtsleeves. Spread across the blotter were curling blueprints for the building his firm was working on downtown. There was no chair for Henry, who stood like a prisoner, arms at his sides. “We all have to do things we don’t want to in life. We do them for the people we love, or for the greater good. Sometimes we do them for our own good, without knowing it at the time. Do you like going to school every day?”


Henry hesitated, unsure if he was supposed to answer. “No.”


“No, but you understand it’s for your own good. Your mother and I have good reasons for wanting you and Arlene to take lessons, so I suggest you make the best of it.”


Henry wanted to ask if he’d ever had to take piano lessons, but there was no point extending the pantomime. He’d paid his debts to all parties, and he was getting what he wanted. “Yes, sir,” he said, penitent, shook his father’s hand to seal the deal, and he was free.


That winter he lived to be with Miss Friedhoffer. The keenness she brought to the sky at dusk as he and Arlene waited for the trolley, the evening star caught in the wires. For Christmas he gave her a tin of cookies he’d iced himself and a card he’d drawn of a tannenbaum with Merry Christmas written in German. Für Fraulein Friedhoffer, he printed. He still didn’t know her first name.


For his recital piece, she chose Schumann’s “Spring Song,” whose loping tempo Henry struggled to control. He practiced extra after school, which pleased his mother. She wandered in from the kitchen with a dish towel and stood in the doorway, praising him each time he foundered. “It sounds wonderful,” she said, but she was his mother. He knew it wasn’t good enough. He needed to be perfect, and set the metronome swinging again.


Her name was Sabine. It was in the recital program, right beside his. She’d braided her hair for the occasion, and wore a sequined black gown as if she were going to perform. Backstage, in his church clothes, poring over his sheet music, he heard the murmuring of the crowd. The youngest students went first. In the past Henry had laughed at their mistakes; now he understood how cruel he’d been. One girl dropped note after note and returned in tears. Another stopped in the middle of a Chopin etude, lost, and had to be rescued by her teacher. Henry was next.


He’d never played for an audience before, and when Miss Friedhoffer finished her introduction and he walked out of the wings into the blinding lights, the applause startled him. It faded before he reached the bench, leaving just his footsteps. In the darkness someone coughed. At church he could hide behind Father McNulty and all the pomp and pageantry. Here everyone was watching him.


His score rattled as he propped it on the stand. By rote, he drew himself upright and located middle C, relaxed his elbows and wrists and arranged his hands over the opening notes. With her voice in his head, he counted himself in.


At home he’d gotten so he could make it through the whole piece with just some small wobbles, but that was with the metronome. Now he had to keep time by himself, and while he and Miss Friedhoffer had worked on this, he hadn’t practiced enough. As soon as he started, he felt his left hand falling behind and began to rush. He tried to hold back, summoning her humming to slow the tempo, but his fingers seemed to move of their own accord, unconnected to him. From a remote vantage deep inside his head, he watched himself play. The notes were correct, if hurried, and rather than panic, a stunned wonder flooded him, and he left himself entirely, his thoughts looping away, out over the audience, picturing Miss Friedhoffer in her black dress, and his mother and father, the whole darkened auditorium. He was there but not there. He could hear the piano, faintly, as from another room, though it was right in front of him, his blurred reflection caught in its polished finish. His foot tapped the time. His fingers rose and fell mechanically, pressing on through the piece, the familiar hills and valleys. Come back, he told himself, as if he could will it, just as he reached the last bars. He lifted his hands and the final notes resolved into silence. For a second he thought he’d gotten lost and stopped at the wrong place, that there was another refrain, and then the crowd broke into applause. As if waking up, he turned to see Miss Friedhoffer smiling and nodding at him. He’d done it. It didn’t seem possible, yet he had. In his relief he forgot to take his bow and walked straight into the wings, where Arlene awaited her turn with the older girls.


“Lucky,” she said.


He didn’t argue. He knew he was.


She wasn’t, but their mother presented them both with roses anyway.


Afterward, in the gym, there was a reception with punch and cookies. It was here, in his daydreams, that Miss Friedhoffer rewarded him with a kiss. Instead, she gave him a certificate and a new book he was supposed to work on over the summer. On the cover, in her perfect cursive, she’d written his name. At home, weeks later, when September seemed impossibly far away, he traced the loops with a finger and remembered her hands guiding his.


Again, he vowed to practice, but once school let out, he was at the park all day. August they spent at Chautauqua, where there was no piano, and even Arlene fell behind. He was resigned to disappointing Miss Friedhoffer when, a week before school started, his mother told him he would have a new teacher.


Miss Friedhoffer had returned to Germany. They didn’t know anything more than that.


He would have Miss Segeti, from Hungary, with whom, in his grief, against his will, he would also fall in love.


In high school he would have crushes he worshipped and despaired of, and real girlfriends who introduced him to guilty ecstasies, yet he never forgot Miss Friedhoffer. During the war, as his division ground through a bombed-out town in Alsace, they rolled over an old upright smashed to kindling in the middle of a street, the keys strewn like teeth across the cobblestones, and he wondered what had become of her. She would have been in her late thirties by then. She might be dead, buried under the rubble of a church like the one in Metz, the stench making them cover their noses as they passed. At night, wherever the column stopped, women infiltrated their bivouac, going from tent to tent, often with hollow-eyed children in tow. He imagined her pulling back his flap and recognizing him, and while they all knew the Army had regulations against it, he resolved to somehow find a way to save her.


After the war, when he and Emily were first dating, she played for him in her sorority’s high-ceilinged front parlor, her posture and slender fingers recalling the stuffy practice room and the smell of chalk dust. He knew the tune from a dozen recitals.


“Mendelssohn,” he said, taking a seat on the bench beside her.


“Do you play?”


“Not really. I used to take lessons when I was a kid.”


“It’s your turn.”


“No, it’s been years.”


“Please? For me?”


He arranged his hands above the keys and tried to bring back “Spring Song.” It unraveled after a few bars. He was surprised he remembered it at all.


“Don’t stop,” she said, and picked up where he’d left off, slowly, so he could join in. He’d never told her, so how could she know, when he kissed her neck, what she’d completed?


One morning shortly after running the stop sign, he was on his hands and knees in the kitchen, his head ducked under the sink, trying to remove the grease trap, when he recognized from the stereo in the living room the piece’s familiar opening notes. He set down his wrench and used the counter to haul himself to his feet and went to tell Emily, but her chair was empty. Rufus, curled in a ball by the fireplace, raised his head for a second, then subsided.


Their piano sat in the corner, topped with his mother’s old metronome from Mellon Street. Neither Margaret nor Kenny had appreciated their lessons, and eventually Emily tired of fighting them. While the grandchildren banged away on it at Christmas, the rest of the year it sat unmolested save for Betty’s biweekly dusting.


How long had it been since they played together? They used to sing duets. Button up your overcoat, when the wind is free. Take good care of yourself, you belong to me. At their parties everyone would gather round and belt out old favorites. That was ages ago, when the children were little. The neighborhood had changed. Gene Alford was gone, and Don Miller, Doug Pickering. Of the old gang, he was the last man standing.


He lifted the hinged cover and folded it back with a clack, exposing the keyboard, pulled out the bench and drew himself upright. Rufus came over to investigate.


“Let’s see what the old guy’s got left.”


He flexed his knitted fingers, settled and played the first phrase. Still there, after all these years. There was more, and he followed along, amazed at the reach of memory. Miss Friedhoffer would be proud.


On her way downstairs with the laundry basket, Emily stopped as if shocked, making both of them turn to her. “What in the world are you doing?”


“Practicing,” he said.









Isn’t It Romantic?


FOR VALENTINE’S DAY HE CHOSE AN OLD FAVORITE, THE TIN Angel. Perched atop Mount Washington, cantilevered out over the precipice, it offered a postcard view of the Point and a prix fixe menu featuring filet mignon and chocolate mousse. “Well, well,” Emily said. “Elegant swellegant.” They rarely went anywhere but the club anymore, and she seized on the occasion to have her hair done and air her fur. She’d need it. The wind chill was supposed to be below zero. They were running late, and she had him put Rufus out and give him his treat. Henry took the opportunity to warm up the Olds. Floodlit, the frozen snow sparkled. Sensibly, Emily wore her boots and carried her heels. A fresh dusting made the flagstones treacherous, and he gave her his arm.


Highland was lined with tire tracks, stoplights swaying in the wind. Bridges would be tricky. He’d go slow and stay off the brakes. If they were late, they were late.


As they coasted down Bigelow Boulevard, Emily said, “I wonder how Margaret’s doing.”


Her name was an alarm. He focused on the road.


“I need to call her. I guess Christmas didn’t go so well.”


His first thought—unfair—was that she was drinking again. “When did you talk to her?”


“Last Wednesday, when you were at the dentist. She and Jeff aren’t getting along.”


“Is this something new?”


“It’s the same thing. He wants her to do a program.”


“And she doesn’t.”


“She says she just did one in the fall.”


This was news to him. “And he wants her to do another.”


In the dark he couldn’t see her face. It was easier to talk this way, disembodied, coolly neutral, as if logic might solve Margaret’s problems.


“I don’t know,” Emily said. “I have a feeling I’m not getting the whole story.”


“Maybe we could email Jeff.”


“I don’t think that would be helpful. She’d think we were taking sides. I just need to call her. I’ve been putting it off because I really don’t want to. Isn’t that awful?”


No, he wanted to say, what’s awful is how she treats you, but they’d had that fight too many times. He would always lose. He was supposed to be ashamed that he couldn’t forgive Margaret, as if they had wronged her all these years and not the opposite.


“I think you’re very patient with her.”


“I don’t think so,” Emily said. “But thank you. I didn’t mean to ruin the mood, she’s just been on my mind. I worry about her.”


“I know you do.”


He waited for her to go on. While he would never admit it, he loved to talk with her like this, to hear her take on family members and friends— even Margaret—as if she were divulging secrets. She knew everything about their neighbors, and everyone at the club, keeping up with their lives as if they were characters on her favorite soap opera. She knew more about what was happening at church than he did, and he was a member of the vestry. Just today he’d overheard her on the phone with Louise Pickering, speculating on whether Kay Miller was selling the house. He was a private person, yet her gossip thrilled him. It was also reassuring to know that in most cases they agreed. Over the course of their marriage he’d come to realize he was oblivious, perhaps willfully, of the struggles of others, even those closest to him, and while he sometimes accused her of not understanding the larger ways of the world, without her he knew nothing.


“She won’t do it,” Emily said. “She’ll say no and they’ll break up. That’s what I’m afraid of.”


“You think he’s looking for an excuse?”


“I think he’s got more than enough excuses, if he needs one. A lot of men wouldn’t put up with what he’s put up with.”


“I wouldn’t.”


“You’ve got it easy. Your wife’s perfect.”


“Don’t tell her. She’ll get a big head.”


“Too late. Honestly, I think he’s only there for the children. I don’t know whether that’s good or bad.”


“For her or for them?”


“Maybe he needs to leave. Maybe that’s the only way things will change.”


The prospect of it dumbfounded him. She would lose the children and the house and come live with them. He could see her holed up in her old room with the door closed, coming down for meals in her bathrobe.


“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said anything.”


“No,” he said. “I’m glad you did.”


“I promise not to mention it again.” She raised her hand as if taking an oath.


“Until tomorrow.”


“Until tomorrow.”


With the heater whirring, they swooped through downtown and up the ramp of the Fort Pitt Bridge. The roadway was glazed.


“There’s ice in the river,” she said, but he was changing lanes and couldn’t look.


They parked in a snowy lot at the bottom of the Incline—another surprise for her. It was an old favorite. A transplant from the boonies, she’d fallen for it the same way she’d fallen for the city, and him.


“You are a silly man,” she said.


“I figured since we’re over here anyway.”


He tried to find a spot near the stairs.


“I don’t know if I can make it that far in these shoes,” she said.


“Just keep your boots on.”


“I am not walking into the Tin Angel in my crummy old boots, thank you. You’ll just have to carry me.”


He did the next best thing, shuffling across the packed snow while she hung on his arm.


To his dismay, there was another couple in the waiting room—young, and dressed for the weather. He’d hoped he and Emily would be alone, as if, like a titan of industry, he’d arranged for a private car. He thought of waiting for the next one, but she was shivering. Finally it came—empty—and they rode up, taking one corner, gazing out over the steaming city, the bridge traffic and the lights of the skyscrapers mirrored in the dark water. Patches of ice drifted downstream, headed for Cincinnati, Cairo, St. Louis. Halfway, they passed the other car coming down. He leaned in to steal a kiss and she gave him her cheek, patting his arm like a promise.


On Grandview, restaurant row was mobbed with cars, valet parkers jogging back across the street from the lot. He’d thought of Le Pont, where they’d had their twenty-fifth anniversary, but the last time they’d been there they’d both been disappointed with the food. He was surprised to find it closed, butcher paper taped to the windows.


“When did that happen?” he asked.


“Months ago. I told you. It was on the news.”


“You’d think someone would want that space.”


“I’m sure they’re asking a fortune.”


It was warm in the Tin Angel, and boisterous. In the bar, a pianist with a snifter full of tips was romping through “Anything Goes.” Their window table was waiting. Beside a guttering votive, a crystal bud vase held a single red rose. The greeter led Emily to the seat facing the city, while Henry looked down the Ohio. Snow swirled and floated in the darkness, hung suspended like sediment. He could make out the concrete doughnut of Three Rivers Stadium on the North Shore, and beside it, fainter, the skeleton of the Steelers’ new home.


To start, the server brought them each a glass of champagne.


He raised his to Emily. “To us.”


“To us. Mmm, that’s nice. You know you didn’t have to do all this.”


“There’s no way I was going to let you cook on Valentine’s Day.”


“We could have just gone to the club.”


“We always go to the club.”


“Well I appreciate it. I know I’m lucky.”


“That makes two of us.”


They touched glasses and drank, but after their talk in the car, the idea lingered. Had Margaret and Jeff just been unlucky, a bad match? It had to be more than that. Marriage was about balance, about complementing each other. He wondered what they’d be doing tonight, and, unbidden, like a visitation, pictured Arlene watching TV in her apartment. Had she been unlucky too? Was she unhappy, as he sometimes feared, or was she happier alone, and was it wrong of him to feel sorry for her?


With the prix fixe there was no need to order. Their shrimp cocktail came, arranged like spokes around the rim of a martini glass. The horse-radish in the cocktail sauce would upset his stomach later, despite his Prilosec, but for now he enjoyed each sinus-clearing bite.


Halfway through his second glass of champagne, nodding along with “Night and Day,” he was aware of his reflection in the window, a ghostly twin hovering above the abyss.


“It’s a blizzard out there,” Emily said. “Feel how cold it is.”


“The wind’s picked up.”


“We should just sleep here.”


“I wonder if they serve brunch.”


Her fillet was perfect—black and blue—and again he congratulated him-self on choosing the right place. All around them, other lucky couples were celebrating, toasting their good fortune. He drained his glass. The last swallow was tart, almost sour, and he thought of Margaret, how she couldn’t allow herself a taste, even today.


Christmas hadn’t gone well. What did that mean? He’d heard her and Jeff bicker but never fight outright. As a teenager she’d been given to messy scenes at the dinner table, starting arguments that escalated into screaming matches, then shoving back her chair and dashing upstairs, leaving Emily in tears and him and Kenny bewildered. Now, supposedly sober, she was touchy and curt over the phone, liable to go silent when questioned. From everything Emily had read, she suspected Margaret was bipolar, a diagnosis that, true or not, was little comfort. It seemed clear to Henry they’d failed. He felt sorry for Jeff, as if they should have warned him.


“I really want to finish this,” Emily said, “but if I do, I won’t have room for dessert.”


“Lunch tomorrow,” he said.


He would have liked a cognac with his chocolate mousse, but responsibly ordered coffee.


“I don’t think this is on the diet,” she said.


“I don’t think any of it is.”


“I won’t tell Dr. Runco if you won’t.”


“Deal.”


Along with the check, the server brought Emily’s leftovers, wrapped, as was the custom there, in tinfoil fashioned into a swan.


“This reminds me of England,” she said, because once, in London, they’d given her the same thing and in the taxi it had leaked all over her good coat. Now she inspected it, checking the tablecloth for a stain. “You can never be too careful.”


“Better safe,” he said.


“Thank you, it was wonderful.”


“It was nice, wasn’t it?”


“Are you all right to drive?”


“I are.”


The girl at the coat check helped Emily on with her fur and held the door for them. “Be careful, it’s slippy out.”


The parked cars were coated but the sidewalk was salted—all but one neglected stretch in front of Le Pont. He carried the swan while Emily clung to his arm, the wind making them duck.


“I’m sorry,” she said, tottering along. “I should have brought my boots.”


“It’s not that far.”


Inside the station it was quiet and warm. Save the clerk at the ticket window and the engineer in his raised control room, the place was deserted, but the car had just left, its roof dropping away beyond the spotlights. While Emily perused the confusion of historic photos on the walls, he watched the geared wheel paying out cable and remembered doing pulley problems in college, the opposed arrows on the diagrams. T1 = T2 + T3. A simple machine, the Incline had been operating since before his father was born and would be hauling tourists up Mount Washington long after he and Emily were gone. Looking out at the snow, he tried to imagine the city back then, the mills and railroad bridges, the busy switchyards at the Point. His father’s firm had wired the Gulf Building, for decades the tallest in town until the U.S. Steel Building went up, well after his father retired. During his own lifetime, the skyline had grown so crowded he no longer knew what everything was, and as he waited for the other car to emerge from the darkness, once again he had to fend off the sense that he belonged to the past.


“Are we there yet?” Emily asked.


“It’s coming.” He pointed to the wheel as proof.


“I hope so, because I have to pee.”


“There’s a restroom.”


“I’m not going to go here.”


When the car finally arrived, it was empty. They took their corner, huddled together against the sudden chill. He was sure some other couple would come barging in at the last second, but the warning bell rang and the door slid shut. The bell rang twice, and with a lurch, as if cut free, they descended.


He closed his eyes while they kissed and felt himself falling.


She laughed. “That’s why you wanted to take the Incline.”


“Remember the first time I took you?”


“I remember you were a perfect gentleman.”


“Maybe not perfect.”


“You’re going to have lipstick all over you.”


“I hope so.”


At the bottom he had her wait by the stairs while he went to fetch the car. The lot hadn’t been plowed, and as he hurried across the packed snow, he slipped. He flung out his arms for balance, and the swan went flying. He landed hard on his rear, his glasses knocked cockeyed.


“Are you all right?” Emily called.


“I’m fine,” he said, though his tailbone hurt. He might have wrenched his knee. He stood and tested it. “Nothing broken.”


“Be careful.”


“Thank you.”


The swan’s neck was bent. He fixed it and set off again, leaning forward like an ice skater, using the parked cars to make his way to the Olds. Emily was waiting on him, so he got the wipers and defroster going and pulled around before scraping his lights and the other windows. He’d definitely done something to his knee.


“Are you sure you’re all right?” Emily asked. “That looked like it hurt.”


“Just my pride.”


“You’re lucky you didn’t break your hip.”


It was a bugaboo of hers, ever since Audrey Swanson had died from a blood clot after a fall.


“If the Germans couldn’t kill me, a little spill won’t.”


“I’m not worried about the God-blessed Germans,” she said. “I’m worried about you.”


He babied the Olds across the bridge. A plow passed them, chains ringing, the blade pushing a breaking wave of snow. Fixed to the tailgate, a spinner scattered cinders in its wake.


“How’s the road?”


“Not wonderful.”


On Bigelow they had to slow for an accident, a wood-paneled minivan like Margaret’s hung up on the median. The police had set out flares that cast a pink glow over the scene. As they crawled past, Henry worried they wouldn’t make their hill.


“Are we going to make it up the hill?” Emily asked.


“That’s exactly what I was thinking.”


“That’s why we’re married. We’re both worriers.”


“We are,” he conceded.


“I still have to pee.”


“Do you want me to stop somewhere?”


“I just want to get home.”


Another accident had closed the Bloomfield Bridge. Two police cars sat nose to nose to form a roadblock, their lights wheeling.


The detour took traffic through Oakland. Emily helped navigate.


“It doesn’t look too bad,” she said of the bridge on Baum.


Highland was in good shape as well, but they were both paying attention now, and there was no real chance of talking. The everlasting question of Margaret would have to wait.


When they turned onto Grafton, he expected an ice rink, and was surprised to find it plowed. He almost felt let down, as if they’d missed out on a challenge. The driveway was shoveled—Jim Cole, no doubt, saving him from a heart attack. The garage door rolled up, and Henry swung the Olds in headfirst, inching forward until the front tires nudged the two-by-four.


“Well,” Emily said, “that was exciting.” She rewarded him, as always after an evening out, with a quick kiss.


“Aren’t you going to wear your boots?”


“There’s no point now.”


He didn’t argue. She waited as he came around to help her across the flagstones. His knee was stiff from sitting and he was glad to go slow. Inside, Rufus barked nonstop, as if they were burglars.


“Quit it,” Henry said, sorting through his keys with one hand. “It’s just us.”


“Open the door,” Emily said. “I’m going to wet my pants.”


He set the swan down on the glider to let her in, Rufus bounding past him and squatting in the snow, all the while looking over his shoulder. It was too cold, even for him. Once he was done, he dashed back inside and raced up the stairs after Emily.


“Yes,” Henry said, “I missed you too,” and shut off the spotlight.


He stuck the swan in the fridge and hung up his coat. Now that they were home again, he felt the closeness of being out together slipping away. He wanted a scotch, and called to Emily to see if she felt like something.


“A little port would be lovely, thank you.”


He thought of Margaret as he poured it at the sideboard, and the idea of luck and happiness. How much of life was accidental and how much was work, and practically, what were they supposed to do?


He set Emily’s glass beside her chair and turned on the fireplace, a draft making the flames waver, then stood by the mantel warming himself. The knees of his slacks were damp, two dark spots. The knee itself was tender and slightly swollen. He might ice it later.


Rufus came down first, anticipating her every step. She’d changed back into her sweater and was carrying her book. Henry, still in his jacket and tie, smiled to hide his disappointment. He should have dimmed the lights, or turned them off entirely.


“I take it you made it.”


“Barely.”


She stopped by the bookshelf to dial up QED, filling the room with the ceremonial pomp of a trumpet concerto. Once she was seated, Rufus settled himself, curled on the hearth at her feet.


At Chautauqua, when they were first married, they’d come in from ice skating and make love by the fire, no preliminaries, just throw their clothes off and fall on each other. They couldn’t wait to be alone. He thought it was still true, though that part of their life was over.


He raised his glass to her. “Happy Valentine’s Day.”


“Happy Valentine’s Day. Thank you, it was very nice.”


“It was.”


He leaned down to give her a kiss, which she chastely returned, her lips tasting of port. He squeezed her hand, retrieved his glass from the mantel and took his place across from her, their positions fixed as the stars. The fire flickered. Rufus twitched. Inevitably she would pick up her book and he would lose her. Tonight, after all of their misadventures, he wanted more.


“So,” he said, “what happened at Christmas?”









Double Coupon Days


FROM THE VERY BEGINNING OF THEIR MARRIAGE, ONCE THEY returned from their honeymoon at Niagara Falls and set up housekeeping, Henry proudly assumed his husbandly duty as dishwasher. Being the baby, always underfoot, he’d learned at his mother’s elbow, later honing his skills pulling KP during basic training, and finally in college, picking up shifts at the Schenley Grill, making pocket money to take Emily on dates. He was quick and efficient, if sometimes loud, banging the pots around, with a professional’s respect for knives and a high tolerance for scalding water. After Emily served dessert, she was banned from the kitchen till it was spotless again. When the children were old enough, they grudgingly took over, the chore counting toward their allowances, a brief and contentious era memorable for its lack of quality control—melted Tupperware lids and silverware chewed by the disposal. Since 1977, when Kenny left for Emerson, save for holidays, Henry had manned the post alone, and as sole proprietor was responsible for inventorying his supplies. The last few days he’d been nursing the green jug of Cascade beneath the sink, wedging it upside down between a bucket and a plastic basket of onions to get the dregs. When, late that afternoon, Emily asked him to run out to the Giant Eagle for a red pepper, he saw it as an opportunity.


He thought they had a coupon. He remembered cutting one out of a Sunday insert a few weeks back, though with dish detergent it was hard to say, they were so cyclical. He consulted Emily’s miniature accordion file on the side of the fridge, and there under KITCHEN, to his great satisfaction, was a dual coupon for a dollar off, one for Cascade and one for Cascade Sparkling Rinse, both with the same expiration date, March 15. All he needed was the Cascade, so he folded it along the dotted line, first one way and then the other so he wouldn’t tear the barcode, and carefully separated the two.


“Anything else?” he asked.


“No. I need it to make dinner, so allez vite, s’il vous plaît.”


Meaning the East Liberty Giant Eagle. Normally they shopped at the big new Jyggle across the river in the Waterworks, where the meat and produce were better. The East Liberty store was cramped and dirty, unimproved, like the neighborhood, a holdover from the fifties. His mother had shopped there for years, switching to Edgewood only after Martin Luther King was shot. Not that it was unsafe, but he wouldn’t want Emily to go there alone this time of day. Which was likely why she’d asked. It was his mission. He grabbed his jacket and his Pirates cap and headed out.


To market, to market, to buy a fat pig, his mother used to say, bundling him up for the walk to the trolley. If he was good, she’d let him pick out a treat— a box of animal crackers designed like a circus wagon, with a shoestring handle for carrying. He loved to dunk them in milk and bite their heads off, the gingery biscuit dissolving to sweet mush on his tongue. He was an easy child, a pleaser like Kenny, another reason he would never understand Margaret. Half the time he didn’t get Emily.


With the snow gone, the drive took all of five minutes. It was rush hour, not quite dusk, a stream of headlights coming the other way. At the bus stop by the plaza entrance, workers from the nursing home waited in puffy coats and scrubs, breathing steam, blue plastic bags slung from their arms. Behind the shelter, abandoned at all angles, sprawled a dozen shopping carts.


The lot was busy with people picking things up on the way home, and he had to park in the farthest row. His knee was still stiff, making him wince. By the doors, a decommissioned police car blocked the crosswalk, a jitney driver helping a heavyset woman with a purple turban into the front seat. double COUPON DAYS
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