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About the Book


Rita Rosario has a gift, a way with people. She listens to them and really sees them for who they are – warts and all. Women, even men, come to Rita’s beauty shop for perms, town gossip, and makeovers of their very lives.


John Reed first appears to Rita in one of her dreams. When they meet at a town gathering a few days later, she immediately offers him a haircut, and a heart. As they share stories, Rita helps John fill a void by reconnecting him to his only family – a young niece he nearly lost in a heartbreaking tragedy.


While inspiring John out of loneliness and into reconciliation, Rita begins to come to terms with events in her past . . . and discovers things about herself she never realised, including her own intimate role in John’s unfolding story.
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We don’t see things as they are, we see them as we are.


—ANAÏS NIN




PART 1


Families




1


He came to me first in a dream, as a crippled dog angling down a country lane, puzzled by his sudden age, his bum paw, the dry stick clamped between his teeth. I’d been expecting this dream for a very long time, and I woke up moving.


Not a day later I saw him at the back of the church basement of Trinity Congregational, clutching a cardboard coffee cup hard and close to his chest. The way he held that cup was the way he held everything: his thoughts, his passions, all his ordinary wishes, those poor dry sticks.


He was not a handsome man. Flattened atop his broad, pink scalp were thin filaments of hair that glistened like beach sand. I paused near him, catching the clean scent of laundry from his cotton shirt, pressed and buttoned to the top and tucked so tightly into his trousers that a roll of stomach showed all the way around like a second belt. His tie was the sort you see a lot in this part of Massachusetts, the navy-blue emblem of an accountant or middle manager. Up close I could see that despite his translucent hair and soft waist he was not yet out of his thirties, not much older than me. And yet he seemed old, the way all sad people do.


There are two kinds of people in this world. One kind likes the half-empty glass, the I-told-you-so, the nobody-knows-the-troubles-I’ve-seen. John Reed was the other kind, only he didn’t know it yet. He had come for an Alanon meeting, not realizing that the Alton town council had kicked the Alanons out for the evening in the expectation of a bigger-than-usual crowd for a zoning hearing. My next-door neighbor, Danforth Outlet Centers, Incorporated, with whom I had a long and acrimonious history, intended to purchase the old ball field and the Osgood block. On all of East Main, my house and beauty shop was the one holdout from the “before” version of Alton, which was in the process of being transmogrified from an expiring mill town into the outlet-store shopping capital of eastern Massachusetts.


Which is more or less what I was explaining to John Reed as he stood in the back with his cooling coffee. “In other words,” I told him, “your meeting is canceled.”


“Oh,” he said. “Oh, well. Sorry.” He put the coffee down quickly, as if he’d stolen it, and made to leave.


“No,” I told him, returning the cup to his hands. “Stay,” I said. And he did.


I sat down front, next to a woman from one of the real-estate offices that had popped up on every streetcorner since we’d started selling our town brick by brick. It had seemed like good news at first, those engineer types in good suits eyeballing our peeling shingles, our weedy yards, our boarded-up mill. But that was only step one, as it turned out. I had a pretty good idea whose side the real-estate woman was on, so when the call came for comments from the citizenry I leapt to the podium before she could so much as lift an eyelash.


Although the basement of Trinity Congregational is sizable, one of the largest meeting spaces in Alton, from the podium I had an excellent view of John Reed. I looked him over to make sure he was the right crippled dog, which, as we all know, the world is full of. He looked up at me with a face round as bread, his rose-brown eyes squinted ever so slightly above the ample arcs of his cheeks.


“Hello,” I said to those assembled, who knew me well from meetings past. “I’m Rita.”


“Hello, Rita,” John said from the back, very softly, which of course is what you say at an Alanon meeting, which this wasn’t. He blushed to a shade of purple, too mortified even to get up and leave, which was a relief to me.


I tapped my index cards to even them up. “When I was a ninth-grader at Alton High,” I began, “I took an aptitude test and topped the chart in a category called ‘spatial perception.’ Back then I considered it a useless skill, but lately it’s been coming in awfully handy.” A Danforth rep in the second row rubbed his face, his sweaty fingers spreading peevishly through his hair. John Reed leaned forward, gripping the back of the chair in front of him as if he meant to drive it. “I see two towns when I walk these streets,” I went on. “It’s been long enough now that people can hardly remember what Alton looked like—before. But I can spatially perceive what used to be. I can go to the Broad Street Starbucks, stand on the new sidewalk, and point to the exact spot where the wooden threshhold of the sewing shop once met the old sidewalk. And I remember the one worn place in the wood where the door opened and shut a hundred times a day.”


I believe John Reed was the only one listening.


“Thank you,” said the mayor. The other council members stirred at the table, eager to move on.


“I’m not quite finished,” I said. “We can pretend nothing died here, that we’re all pioneers on some kind of frontier prepared ahead of time by the hired hands, a pleasant town on a river with lots and lots of pleasant places to shop, safe from the howl of the city, a bedroom community where people are hardly ever in their beds what with all the meals out and the jogging on the new river path and all that last-minute rushing for the train. But in the meantime, just downriver behind a screen of trees, there’s an empty paper mill abandoned in the weeds like an exhausted elephant left to rot in a field.”


For a moment nobody said anything, then the Danforth rep called out, “And your point is?”


“My point is you’ve taken enough already,” I said. “It’s wrong to erase things.” Before I stepped away from the podium I turned toward the council members and added: “My father made paper here. That was not nothing.”


After another pause, I got a smattering of applause. There were still a few of us left.


John Reed was edging toward the door, so instead of resuming my seat I beelined to the back of the room and heaved myself into his path.


“Do you have a name?” I asked quietly. He looked like somebody from the “before” Alton, like somebody I might have gone to high school with.


“John,” he murmured. Then he made a sweet kind of bowing motion with his head. “John Reed.”


“John Reed.” I sidled into the only space between him and the door. The new year had brought in some frigid air that seeped through every door and window, reminding me that January was about the worst time of year to expect people to begin anew, to brim over with resolutions when the earth gave back nothing but naked trees and frozen thermometers. Still, people do. They begin and begin.


I motioned him outside, away from the clabber of voices behind the council table. We stood in the cold street, looking at each other.


“That was, that was a very good speech,” he said. “I liked the part about the elephant.” He swallowed nervously. “The speeches at Alanon aren’t quite as interesting.”


“You know, I went to a few Alanon meetings myself right after I left Layton,” I told him. “He’s my ex-husband.”


“Oh,” he said. “Well, I’m sorry for your troubles.”


“Don’t be. Ancient history.” I folded my arms against the cold, sizing him up, trying to figure out how exactly he might need my help. “If you’re the Anon,” I asked him, “who’s the Al? Your wife?”


“It’s my brother,” he said. “I’m not married.”


“Does it help?” I asked. “Those meetings didn’t help me much with Layton.”


“They help some,” he said. He paused. “I just listen. I don’t talk or anything.” He blushed again. “Except for that hello part at the beginning.”


“Maybe you should try talking,” I suggested. “Might help you get over that shyness.”


“I’m not much of a, a sharer,” he said, which wasn’t true, I could see that right from the start. “You asked me,” he said, “you asked me to stay—?”


“I thought I knew you,” I said. We both laughed a little. “As long as we’re both here,” I went on, “how about we go for some coffee?”


He looked at his hands, in which the cardboard cup still rested. “Or tea,” I said. “Listen, I’m freezing. Wait here while I get my coat.”


He waited again. I believe he considered sprinting away while I was gone, though he denied this later. When I came back he smiled at me, so I took him home.


Because I wasn’t expecting to meet him so soon after my dream—my grandmother had told me these things can take years—my house was a mess. Sheldon, my blue-and-white parakeet, flings birdseed out the rungs of his cage when I’m not home. He’d made smithereens of the cage lining, which consisted of missives from my next-door neighbor, who wanted my house and lot for their proposed expansion.


“Do you mind if I open his gate?” I asked. “Poor thing’s been cooped up most of the day.”


He peered into the cage. “I don’t mind. I like birds.”


I set Sheldon free. He flew through the rooms just to make sure everything was still there, then lighted on my shoulder.


John cleared his throat. “That’s an interesting dress you’ve got on.”


“It’s Sheldon’s favorite,” I said. “He loves bright colors.”


For a moment John watched Sheldon, who was pecking at the fringe along my collar. Then: “It was kind of you to invite me here, Rita.”


“You misunderstand,” I said, remembering my purpose. “You’re my obligation.” Then I mentioned my dream. “In other words, I’m meant to help you.”


He blinked a few times. “Help me what?”


“I have no idea. We’ll have to spend some time together and then it’ll come to me.”


He kept his eyes on me as I moved through my kitchen, setting some water to boil. “Does this happen to you often?” he asked after a while.


“Only one other time so far. Which is why I’m bound to pay attention.”


I set down some tea and offered to read his cards.


“You mean fortune-telling?” he asked. “Crystal balls and whatnot?”


“No,” I said. “They’re Tarot cards. My grandmother taught me. They help you think, is all.” I took the pack out of its silk purse and showed him.


“Very pretty,” he said.


“Pick one. Maybe we can figure out why I dreamed you.”


Of course he picked the King of Cups. “That’s you,” I told him. “Reliable, benevolent, filled with dreams.”


He did that funny little bow again, like a minor duke getting ready to throw his cape over a puddle. “That could, that could be me.”


“See there, you’re already thinking.” I dealt out a spread, a Celtic cross. “Queen of Cups,” I said, tapping one of the cards. “She’s in the position of your fear.” I looked up. “Are you afraid of me?”


“A little,” he admitted.


“That’s all right,” I told him. “We don’t have to do this now. How about a tour of the mansion? I’ve got a beauty shop in the basement.”


He nodded. “I saw the sign.”


“Sorry about the smell,” I said, leading him down the stairs. “I gave two perms this afternoon.”


“That’s no trouble,” he said. I liked his way of, clearing his throat before speaking, just the tiniest croak, as if he might fear offending someone by the sound of his voice.


I took him through the shop, turned on a couple of the dryers, showed him the facial steamer. “It’s all paid for,” I said. “One of the conditions of the divorce was that Layton had to help me set myself up. Course, that was a few years back. Things aren’t quite brand-new anymore.”


There wasn’t much else to show. I run a pretty low-rent operation, to be honest. People come to me after the fact, to fix their wrecked permanents, even out a hatchet job, make the streaking disappear. Fix the broken, that’s what I do all day long. People come to me because my shop looks like the kind of shop where their mothers used to take them for their grade-school haircuts. They stay with me for a little while, then flock back to Ramon or Bettina over at Shazaam, or Angelique at Hair Tomorrow, a plastic-and-steel joint where they serve cappuccino in porcelain champagne flutes. The stylists wear tight black T-shirts, even the men, and count on the basic tenet of human vanity: We all want to be beautiful in ways that don’t suit us. White girls want cornrows, black girls want the kinks ironed out. Chubby ladies like pixies, skinny men like crew cuts, wide-faced women want a wash’n’wear bob that turns their entire head into a pup tent. In all my years in this business I haven’t once met a woman who could look into a mirror and actually see herself. Man either. This is a mill town—was, I should say—where beauty can take peculiar shapes, and in my opinion the voodoo artists at Hair Tomorrow should be casting their spells in Boston or Providence. Still, I’ve got my stable of regulars: Mrs. Rokowski’s weekly set’n’style, Rodney’s twice-monthly trim and card-reading, little Amy Chang’s six-week cut, and so forth. A few dozen in all, people I genuinely like, and not just because they help me meet the mortgage.


All things considered, I’ve done fine.


John was staring at my fingernails, which I’d painted up in gold stencils. “Occupational hazard,” I explained, wiggling my fingers. “The vendors send you something new and you feel compelled to try it out.”


“They look nice,” he said, then, looking around: “This whole place is very nice.”


I admit I was touched, more than you would think over something so small, but it had been a very long time, if ever, since another human being looked that interested in what I do. Not counting card readings. Talk about your full attention.


“Why don’t I wash your hair?” I asked him.


“Pardon?”


“Would you like me to wash your hair?”


He looked stricken. “Does it need it?”


“Not technically,” I said. “But it would feel good.”


What he did then was nothing. Perhaps it passed through his mind that I might have an ill intent he wasn’t picking up on, or maybe he was deciding whether or not it was time to put himself, literally, in the hands of another. I like to think he stood there for those few moments just to feel his life change. I took his hand and led him to the sink, where he got into the chair and let me settle his head. His shoulders were stiffer back then, his expression still complicated with the thing his brother had done.


“Just relax,” I told him, and squeezed out a quarter-sized dollop of shampoo.


“Smells like, like . . .” he tried.


“Papaya,” I said, turning on the water. I ran the sprayer back and forth over his scalp. “It’s supposed to relax you.”


“Is that right?” He was beginning to murmur, his eyes closing partway like a cat’s.


“Believe me,” I told him, “I’ve done the research. Papaya produces an enzyme or some-such that we don’t produce naturally unless we’re delirious with joy. And you know how often delirious joy turns up in the average day.”


“Have you always been a hairdresser?”


“I’m not a hairdresser, John Reed,” I said. “I’m a healer.” The minute I said it I wanted to take it back, for I have no powers, unless you count the power of observation. But I felt summoned somehow, called, and wanted him to know this. His hair, which was thin and filled with light, lay now in pale, damp blades over his tender scalp. I massaged from the neck up, rotating gently so as not to disturb any follicles.


“This feels wonderful,” he whispered.


“Well, of course it does. It’s the human touch.” After a good sudsing I rinsed him off and turbaned his head with a towel pulled out of the warmer. As he sat up, Sheldon hopped onto his shoulder to catch the droplets that tracked down a helpless gully in his neck.


“I used to have a dog,” I told him, “but after I left Layton and the dog died I decided to downsize.” I opened my hands, trying to show him the whole of my domain.


He was blinking hard. Maybe he was even crying. “Rita,” he gasped. “I feel like I’ve just won something.”


I led him to the swivel, where he and Sheldon settled themselves. When the snips from John’s hair began to float down, Sheldon flew to the top of the mirror in a huff. John had a spangled, silvery laugh that surprised me in so large a man.


“There you are,” I said, and turned him around to see himself.


His mouth opened. I liked his upper lip, which was shaped like two low hills, one rising a little higher than the other. The shape of a question.


“Well, now,” he said, leaving his mouth partly open. I submit to you with no false modesty that John Reed was looking at the best haircut he had ever laid those rose-brown eyes on.


“You ought to change your sign,” he said. “ ‘Walk in ugly, walk out handsome.’ ”


“You’re not ugly.”


“I used to be slim.”


“You’re not ugly,” I said, turning him once again toward the mirror. “Look.”


He looked. And I believe, I do believe, he saw himself. For a long while he said not a word, then: “How did you do this?”


I snapped the scissors a couple of times. “Magic.”


For a moment he took me seriously. “Did you train in, in the East or someplace?”


I laughed. “East Main. Jean-Pierre’s Beauty Academy. It’s closed now, along with everything else useful in this town. My childhood home is a pasta store.” I smoothed his forehead. “You’re done.”


Sheldon followed us upstairs and flapped onto John’s shoulder as soon as he sat down. I brought John another cup of tea, and we talked some more. Turns out we both believed the ’86 Celtics could beat the bloomers off Jordan’s Bulls even on a bad day. We’d voted the same in the last election.


He looked at his hands. “It’s like we were supposed to meet.”


“We were,” I said, but I didn’t mean what he meant. He had a nice smile, a white shirt endearingly pressed, but I can’t say he was the type a woman expects to fall in love with.


I sized him up a bit, taking in his navy tie, his shirt and pants, his polished black shoes. I said, “I’m guessing you work with numbers.”


“Sort of,” he said. “Sometimes, yes.” Turns out he was district manager for a dental-supply company in Chesley, which was also where he lived, a half-hour drive away.


“I used to be on the road a lot,” he said. “Five years ago I asked for a desk job.” I heard a quiver, a catch, on the word five. But I didn’t press him. This man from my dream was a responsibility I was willing to wait out. “Also, I play the piano,” he said. “One night a week, sometimes two.”


“For people, you mean? You play for people?”


He winced at my surprise, knowing what I was thinking: This man looked about as much like a piano player as my parakeet. I looked at his hands, which were short and blunt, the hands of a gas-station attendant.


“It’s not Carnegie Hall,” he said quickly. “Just background music at the Holiday Inn.” He smiled. “Sometimes they even remember to pay me.”


I smiled back. “You can play for me sometime.”


He got up and I walked him to the door. He shook my hand politely and left as I stood on my cold steps, watching him as he made his way along a block of East Main that used to house the hardware store where my father bought paint, the grocery where you could keep a line of credit. The buildings that replaced them looked weightless, fleeting, and John Reed’s silhouette seemed good and solid beneath them, like something that hadn’t yet been altered. He walked calmly, but with a certain gladness I could see in him all the way down the block. I shut the door, feeling like a healer.


After I had fed Sheldon and drawn the curtains and snapped off the porch light, I stole down the basement steps, and I don’t mind admitting that I caught the smallest jolt of delirious joy. God’s gifts to us are pleasure and purpose, and it seemed I’d been granted both in the time it took for the earth to make one full turn.


The number five fluttered in my head, soft as a moth. I wandered through the shop, where a dim light from the street angled in through the high casement windows. I bent to gather a whisper of John Reed’s hair, the equivalent of the fluff of one dandelion, and put it into a glass jar that held snips of hair from as far back as my beauty-academy days, some even farther. The brilliant auburn of my old friend Margaret was in there, and a pearly curl from my grandmother’s cancer-gray head, and a single white hair from the kindly judge who did my divorce, and a big black tuft from Layton, roots and all. Into this mix of love and betrayals and partings and death I dropped John Reed’s fragile strands and replaced the lid.
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He arrived with flowers, the way he always did. It was a Thursday, his regular piano night at the Holiday Inn near the highway exit. I had Mrs. Rokowski in the chair, last appointment of the day. The bell jingled over the door, and there he was, picking his way through the white, webby threads of Mrs. Rokowski’s hair to hand me the flowers, pink carnations that smelled like the inside of a cooler. They were frilly and sweet, I thought, but Mrs. Rokowski frowned over them.


“Roses were the rage when Albert and I were courting,” she said.


“Don’t mind her,” I said to John. “Mrs. R’s never short an opinion.” I leaned into her ear. “And we’re not courting. I told you.”


“Uh-huh,” she said. She turned to John. “She’s been seeing you once a week for a month because you barked in a dream?”


John nodded. “So she tells me.”


“There was no barking,” I said. “Anyway, you don’t mess with this stuff. These are messages.”


“Where are you taking her?”


“To a, to a bar.”


“It was my idea,” I said. “I thought hearing him play might, I don’t know, reveal something.”


“There’s not much to reveal,” John said. He looked at his shoes. “But I don’t mind the company of a pretty woman.”


“Now, there,” Mrs. Rokowski said to me. “Never mind your hocus-pocus and listen to that.”


I guess I must have been smiling—I’ve never been one to shun a compliment—but the fact remained that by this time I’d noticed some things. John Reed moved through this world as if he believed the smallest object could be snatched away in an instant. He had a habit of walking with his hands knuckled into his pockets, clutching the lining lest someone fleet by and make off with his clothes. Other than that, I’d gotten exactly nowhere. On our four outings—a Celtics game, two walks around Walden Pond, and a garage sale—the only mystery I’d uncovered is that I liked his company. We always went in his car, a stolid blue Oldsmobile that made me think of happy families out to see America. He liked to open the passenger door for me, clasping my hand to help me inside. Layton wouldn’t have done that on a bet. “How are you doing so far?” he always asked at some point during these times, referring to my dream, and I would realize that I’d forgotten all about my mission and was instead listening to the crunch of our boots on a footpath or watching the white plume of a jet split across the sky. I guess you could say I was falling for his gentle presence, his kind eyes, the light in his face when he looked at me. You might even say I was wondering if maybe a dream like mine could mean more than one thing.


“What do you think of this?” Mrs. Rokowski asked John, pointing to the cards spread out on my workstation. Knight of Swords, Seven of Wands, the Chariot, all the action cards. “Rita says my boring little life needs a lift.”


“I didn’t say that,” I corrected her, beginning to unroll her hair. “I merely suggested you might think about obstacles yet to overcome.”


“You and your fancy talk.” She slid John a look that could wilt lettuce. “Half the time you need a dictionary.”


I tossed the rollers in the sink, bing, bing, bing. “I’m merely pointing out that you’ve had the same hairstyle since 1953. New hair might occasion other sorts of blooming.”


“That’s just a fancy way of bossing me around,” Mrs. Rokowski said, rolling her big watery eyes. Like every other woman in this town over seventy-five—and there aren’t many left, believe me—she likes her hair rolled tight and tinted blue. She’s one of these cloth-coat grammies who can barely see over the steering wheel. Either people shrink with age, or short people live longer.


“I was thinking maybe a little more width at the temples,” I said, “to fill out your face. And we can brush it back some. You’ll look sixty-five.” I wiggled the brush in the air. “Shall we?”


She frowned toward John. “I wouldn’t mind a man’s opinion.”


“I think you should do whatever Rita says,” John said.


So I fanned out the sides, lending fullness to her sweet, withered face, and when she left—happy but not admitting it—she looked like Princess Grace.


“You’re a magician,” John said, helping me on with my coat. And it struck me then how nice it was to have him there to witness that one moment of my life, which had, I realized, become a lonely thing indeed. It was nice just to have him there to wait while I got my coat, knowing he would. He was a man who didn’t mind waiting. When I got back he was sweeping Mrs. Rokowski’s hair into the dustpan.


“You don’t have to do that,” I said, but he kept going as if doing me a favor were the most splendid possible way for a man with an ounce of sense to spend his time. It must have been that evening, when he opened the car door and I slid in, safe from the snowy night, that I first wondered how piano keys might feel under his touch.


“Have you figured this out yet?” he asked.


I shook my head. “Do you mind?”


“Not in the least. I hope it takes you forever.”


“John Reed,” I said, “I believe you’re flirting with me.”


He smiled at me. “Trying, anyway. I haven’t had much practice.” He looked away shyly, then started the car.


When we got to the Holiday Inn, the bar was nearly empty. If there was a convention in the area, the place was lousy with business types in wrinkled suits, but on this night there was no convention, and it was snowing, and the piano bar was empty except for the bartender, a waitress, John Reed, and me. The tables were made up and quiet, the chairs pushed in like people with their hands folded, listening.


I have to admit that when we first met I had no trouble at all imagining him as a man who sold dental supplies. I could see him at his desk in a big cubicle, a stack of color-coded folders at his left elbow, a telephone at his right. In front of him, casting a greenish light over his face, sat his computer terminal, a Grand Central Station of dental supplies, telling him to send Rep A to Office B on Day C—an entire world, through which he had once moved physically, reduced to dots on a screen. In his peripheral vision, hovering around the edges of the space he cleared for himself, human beings conversed softly, just out of hearing. Technically, John had coworkers—some clerks and secretaries—but he worked alone.


It was the piano-player part I couldn’t fathom. I guess I must have had some Liberace images in my head, some kind of ivory-tickling showboat in a loud jacket. My grandmother had been mad for Liberace, partly because my mother considered him vulgar and preferred to listen with her eyes closed. When John walked over to the bar piano on that Thursday night in his beige sweater and brown pants, he looked nothing like a piano player, and yet seemed so at home that the plastic cubicle I’d placed him in melted clear away, along with the computer screen full of dots, and the chirring phone. The piano was big and black and reassuring, absolutely immovable; he stood there a moment just looking at it, clearing a space for himself, so to speak, a space just large enough to hold his shyness, his physical bulk, his private griefs.


“Play something happy,” I murmured to myself, feeling sad all of a sudden. He sat down, curling himself over the keys as if he feared they might lift off and scatter like sparrows.


What he played was music from times long gone, “Stardust,” “Chattanooga Shoeshine Boy,” and like that, music I hadn’t heard since my grandmother died. A few people drifted in and out, salesmen on their way someplace else, a few fraidy-cat couples who’d pulled off the highway rather than drive in snow. I got up a few times to push the chairs back in. “I can do that,” the waitress kept saying, and then she’d give the chair I’d just straightened a little shove with her fingernail, and I’d have to start all over again. She was the glass-half-empty type, her face drained of color long before its time. My mother was like that, and my father, burdened by the Baptist church, the paper mill rumored to close, a live-in grandmother, the kind of life surprises that tend to chip away at your resolve.


I sat there with my glass of orange juice for four hours listening to John play. Some of the music sounded like falling water, some like trees afire, interrupted every half hour or so by a couple of the fraidy cats who simply could not live another instant without hearing “Muskrat Love.” But then they would go off to their room to catch the late show or have sex or whatever people do in their idle hours, and I would place their vacated chairs back at attention. John never took a break the whole time. I understood that what we were doing was having a long conversation, and that John was telling me, finally, about the tender spots that speckled his wounded heart.


I had told him all about the house of straight lines I grew up in, about my sister on the West Coast enthralled by a swami who’d convinced her that God resided in her palms, about my unhappy parents playing canasta in their condo in Florida. And I told him about Layton, who was on wife number three someplace in the state of New York. I described our long and sorrowful parting, and Layton’s steamship of a mother, and the floozies he canoodled with at the end, with their tiny little corn-on-the-cob teeth and blond, blond hair. I confided to John Reed that despite Layton’s shenanigans I hadn’t given up my picket-fence hopes to get married again and have two baby girls. “Of course, I wasted my peak years on Layton,” I said, “but I’m still hoping.” I told him all this because he was listening, looking interested and respectful.


In turn, when John Reed talked, he talked about the trees or the road, the stillness of Walden Pond, the bracing winter cold. Or he talked about the piano, about the little wing-lift that happened in his chest whenever he pressed his fingers to the keys, or he talked about the dailyness of his job in dental supplies, about whitening agents and synthetic tooth enamel and polishing tools. What he was actually saying—what I gathered in the pauses between words, the way he pressed his fingers into his thighs as if playing piano in his head as he spoke—was that he longed to be a piano player who sold dental supplies on the side, rather than a dental-supply salesman who played piano on the side. That he had envisioned a different life for himself. I heard this. If not for X, he was saying, my life would have been different. He was stuck inside a story, the way we all are at one time or another, and could not see his way clear.


Midnight, last call, the road to the highway blocked by broad billows of snow. The parking areas had been plowed once, but the snow was coming in so fast that a handful of cars got stranded like cake ornaments in the round central lot. The highway was silent and white, the streetlights misty with weather, the entire world turned into a heap of feathers. I don’t believe I’ll see anything that beautiful again.


“Damn it straight to hell,” the waitress growled, shuffing off her coat. “Nobody’s getting outa this hole tonight.”


The desk clerk, a boy who looked young enough to like pink ice cream, said, “We got vacancies.”


John and I took side-by-side rooms on the fifth floor across from the ice machine. Everything was clean as a spoon, the beds strung so tight they could almost play a note. He followed me into my room to make sure I got settled, but all I had was my purse and coat, so after I stowed them in the closet we had nothing to do but look at each other. “I’ve got Amy Chang coming in at ten tomorrow,” I said. “I’ll have to phone her mother in the morning.”


He nodded. “I’ll have to call in to the office. I’ve got two guys heading out on rounds.”


I sat on the bed and bounced a couple of times, which made him blush, not that it ever took much. “This is like snow days,” I said. “Remember listening to the radio, praying for no school?”


He smiled. “I liked school.”


I patted the bedspread beside me. “Will you sit?” I asked him. “Just for a minute?”


He sat, but not on the bed. Instead he pulled up a chair so that we were sitting knee to knee. For a few minutes we didn’t talk at all, though he was looking at me the way he did whenever he listened to me talk, his head turned just barely, his eyes fixed on my face. The room went all pink and misty, the small space between us closed in so far it felt like a secret. I don’t mind admitting that a little ping went off in places ladies don’t talk about. I had to sit very still for fear I might burst into flame.


“Rita,” John said. Without taking his eyes away, he leaned across to kiss me, a sweet, damp, awkward kiss that held more in the way of possibility than all my years with Layton put together. I realized that despite my hopes, my post-Layton years had resigned me to the odd comforts of my house, my shop, my parakeet. I was a woman alone, well into her thirties, and there were no two ways about it.


“I meant to help you,” I murmured. “But now, I don’t know. I’m the one who feels helpless.”


He stood, pulling me up with him, and held me so hard I saw that crippled dog in Technicolor. I felt him gearing up to speak, a kind of skittering just under his breath.


“Go ahead,” I told him.


That’s all I said. Then John Reed told me his only story.


“It’s my brother,” he said.


He fumbled a picture out of his wallet, a color snapshot in a plastic sleeve, of his brother, Roger, and his brother’s wife, and their little red-haired daughter up in Portland, Maine.


“He killed Laura. His wife, Laura. That beautiful woman.”


She was beautiful: sharp, navy-blue eyes, a tangle of black hair falling across her frosty brow. She had a lovely, neighborly face, filled with light. Roger’s face was the opposite, shuttered and scared, and though he looked so much like John—a lean, long-fingered version of John—his closed-up expression struck me not as shyness, but suspicion.


John held the picture so hard that his thumbs whitened.


He said, “Five years ago.”


“Come here, John Reed,” I said, for his mouth was buckling as the words sputtered out. I lay back against the pillows, drawing him down with me, cradling his head on my chest. “Tell me,” I whispered, and he did, in fits and starts. It took most of the night.


He begins with her. Laura Doherty Reed.


“She’s always glad to see me,” he says, as if it’s unfolding before him. “She always opens the door before I can knock.” She makes John Reed—who has nobody but his brother with the locked-up face—feel like part of a family. She can make anybody feel that way.


“She’s the hub,” is how John puts it. “The glue.” There is the widowed mother in the third-floor walkup on Morning Street. Just across the street, in side-by-side houses, the twin baby sisters live with their husbands, and their handsome little boys, four apiece. Laura and Roger, with their new baby girl, live around the corner in a brick duplex with wind chimes on the porch.


“Roger doesn’t like them,” John says. He keeps lifting his head to make sure I can hear him. “Roger doesn’t want that family.” Roger doesn’t like the Sunday feasts, all of them pressed around one table. He doesn’t like the dropping by and calling up. He doesn’t like the pack of sticky children.


“But I would have,” John says, his breath moist on my neck. “I love families.”


Roger is a pharmacist. He likes things clean. He puts pills in little bottles all day long. He doesn’t like the widowed mother, the twin sisters who call and call, the nice husbands who are good with children. He doesn’t like the way this family loves his little daughter, the only girl. He resists the Catholic baptism, the high holidays, the clannish parties, the balloons and sparkle paint, the swooping excess that makes him feel like a bystander.


Most of all he doesn’t like the way they love Laura, their Laura, the way they never stop needing her.


So Roger makes new rules: You have to check first. You have to ask me. She’s mine.


“Imagine how they felt, a family like that,” John says. “They felt stolen from.”


It happens in the kitchen.


There will be a birthday party tomorrow. Their little girl—her name is Aileen, a winsome, red-haired child—will be three, and the family will have a party. The mother will be there, and the twin sisters, and the husbands. All the boy cousins. All the friends and neighbors, who still refer to the sisters as “the Doherty girls.” There are many, many friends and neighbors. This is an occasion—their little girl, their own Aileen, turning three. The husbands, who are brothers, run a bakery, Balzano’s Family Bakery, and it is there, the site of all family gatherings, that Aileen will have her party.


Roger does not want the party. “He badgered her about it for weeks,” John says. “But she was tired of him. I think she was tired of him. She wouldn’t budge.” He lifts his head again. “It was probably that. It was probably about the party.”


It happens in the kitchen, on the clean white tile.


John wants to know: What induces a man to lift a hand against such a woman? And why would such a woman stand there, watching the shadow of her husband’s fist fall over her milky face? You have to believe she trusts him not to hurt her, even as her head snaps back, as her body falls in a quiet arc across the kitchen. You have to think she trusts him even then, in the suspended half-second before she lands against the white Formica countertop, its hard-gleaming corner meeting a soft, bare spot on her temple.


“You have to believe he didn’t mean it,” John says. “That his intentions went awry.”


“Does he try to revive her?” I whisper, stroking the drawn line of his jaw. I am hoping that the next part is about how Roger buckles and falls, going weak with a husband’s love.


John doesn’t know. No one knows. Roger’s body is found sprawled in the bedroom doorway. There is blood. There are spilled pills and a razor near his opened wrists.


The police want to know why. Any problems you know of? Any prior this, any prior that? I don’t know, John answers, over and over. I don’t know.


In the paper John reads about her blue bathrobe, her bare feet, his brother’s blood sloping down the floor.


He returns there, to the sickening apartment. The door is ajar, the family inside: the twin sisters and their husbands, mopping up blood. Laura is dead. Roger Reed took her from them once, and now he has taken her again.


Somebody has to pay.


John enters and sees their rage, useless as a smashed glass. The husbands are on their knees, scrubbing. They look bruised, these brothers, these bakers who cannot believe such a thing has happened. They are used to buckets of flour, buckets of yeast and eggs, and here they are bent over a bucket of water and blood. The sisters are going through a closet, lifting out sweaters that Laura once moved inside. They bend their heads together, the same red hair as their orphaned niece.


Hello, John says.


They look at him as one face.


“I was slim then,” he tells me. Lanky and hollow-cheeked like his brother. Narrow-hipped, exactly like his brother.


He wants in. He is not his brother. He wants in. He has buried his brother and now he is back. To see his poor orphaned niece. A little three-year-old girl named Aileen. He misses her so much it feels like lightning in his chest. She calls him uncle. When he visits, her smooth face crinkles with glee, that’s how happy she is to see him.


I thought I might help her—


No, they tell him.


“They look like a wall,” he says, muffling the words in my neck. “Like a wall of family, standing there.”


He is ashamed to look like his brother. He tries to show his short, harmless hands, the opposite of Roger’s. It’s his face they stare at, his shoulders and arms. He looks like a ghost returning from the dead.


But John Reed is not a ghost. He is not a smooth-moving pharmacist who pinched pills from prescription bottles and slammed the door shut on an entire family and killed his wife. He is just a man who plays the piano and sells dental supplies, he is a man who has just buried the last of his family. Except for that little girl. She is all that’s left.


They move in to make that wall. Two sisters who married two brothers, side by side.


Please, he asks. If I could just see her—


No.


He looks at the stained Formica, the stains on the floor, the bucket of brown water.


Go home, they tell him as he stands flat against the door frame, limp as a coat on a hook. We’re changing her name to Doherty. She’ll carry her mother’s name. We’re planning to erase him.


I wanted to say I’m sorry—


You should have known. He’s your brother, you should have known.


I think I could help her, if I could see her, I think I could help her—


Nobody can help her. You of all people. Leave us alone. Go.


Just then a stiff breeze blows in through Laura and Roger’s open window, cold and full of fingers. Collars flip up, shirttails billow, and for an instant this family appears to be wearing each other’s clothes. Their shoes on the linoleum sound like a balloon puffing up. The husbands fold their arms, grim as bouncers at a bar. This is the form their sorrow takes.


Somebody Has to Pay.


I’m not my brother, John Reed says—it sounds like begging—then he backs away, eases the door closed, backs down the front steps. He hears a fist on a wall, a woman’s wailing: We were such a happy family!


“That’s all,” he says, turning deeper toward me. “I never saw them again.” Then he rolls away, bringing up his arms to cover his face. This is how he must have turned from them, a slow heaving, blundering down those stairs like a dying animal, missing that child already.


By the time he woke, it was nearly daybreak, and a shimmery snow-light had begun to silk through the windows. We were lying on the bed, side by side, all our clothes on, even our sweaters and our shoes. He startled awake, then I felt his face relax against me as he realized where he was.


“I never knew Roger took drugs,” he whispered. “I never knew he was stealing pills.” He took a breath, which felt warm on my shoulder.


“Did he leave a note?”


“One word,” John said. “Please.” He propped himself up a little, letting the word settle. “Aileen was so little, Rita. You should have seen that hair, that angel face. They all wanted a girl—the twins had all those boys—but I didn’t care if Laura had a hedgehog, I was so thrilled just to be an uncle.” He sighed. “I’d never been much with women. That baby was the closest I thought I’d get to being a father.”
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