

[image: Cover: The Song Reader, by Lisa Tucker]




The Song Reader


Lisa Tucker


New York London Toronto Sydney










CRITICAL ACCLAIM FOR LISA TUCKER AND HER HIT NOVEL THE SONG READER





“Tucker’s song reading device is ingenious.”


—The Boston Globe


“Tucker turns an engaging premise into a fascinating novel.… The Song Reader could well end up to be one of the summer’s hot beach reads.”


—The Denver Post


“Engaging and bittersweet.… This is a wonderful first novel.”


—Booklist


“[A] clear winner.… [Be] among the first to discover a brilliant new literary talent.”


—Albuquerque Tribune


“A good old-fashioned story… that people can’t stop talking about.”


—Philadelphia Weekly


“[An] engagingly intricate debut… The characters become as real to the reader as they are to [the narrator].…”


—The Philadelphia Inquirer (Editor’s Choice)


“Incisive and ultimately startling.”


—Library Journal


“A brilliant, hard-to-put-down novel.”


—Memphis Flyer


“Tucker takes the… idea of the connection between music and the mind [and] formulates it into something innovative and emotional… [and] compelling.”


—Santa Monica Mirror


“[A] convincing musing on the importance of memory.”


—Santa Fe Reporter


“An anthem to the power of music in individual lives. It’s Tucker’s way of gently encouraging all of us to take a minute and listen to the music of our lives.”


—Ventura County Star


“[A] sparkling debut… delightful and engrossing.”


—Margot Livesey, author of Eva Moves the Furniture


“[A]n achingly beautiful and bittersweet tale.”


—John Dufresne, author of Louisiana Power & Light


“A stunning debut by a major new voice for her generation.”


—Silas House, author of A Parchment of Leaves


“A novel of remarkable wisdom and tenderness… Every splendid page inspires courage.”


—Kevin McIlvoy, author of Hyssop














Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.


Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.







CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP







Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.












For Laura Ward, beautiful sister, best friend, and true believer









My sister Mary Beth was a song reader. Song reading was her term for it and she invented the art as far as I know. It was kind of like palm reading, she said, but instead of using hands, she used music to read people’s lives.…


Her customers adored her. They took her advice—to marry, to break it off with the low-life jerk, to take the new job, to confront their supervisor with how unfair he was—and raved about how much better off they were. They said she was gifted. They swore she could see right into their hearts.


Sometimes I thought Mary Beth’s gift would bring us everything.


THE SONG READER


An American Library Association 2004 Popular Paperback for Young Adults


An American Booksellers Association Recommended Adult Book for Teens


Featured in Seventeen magazine


A BookSense Bestseller and Reading Group Suggestion


A Borders Original Voice selection










chapter one



My sister Mary Beth was a song reader. Song reading was her term for it and she invented the art as far as I know. It was kind of like palm reading, she said, but instead of using hands, she used music to read people’s lives. Their music. The songs that were important to them from as far back as they could remember. The ones they turned up loud on their car radios and found themselves driving a little faster to. The ones they sang in the shower and loved the sound of their own voice singing. And of course, the songs that always made them cry on that one line nobody else even thought was sad.


Her customers adored her. They took her advice—to marry, to break it off with the low-life jerk, to take the new job, to confront their supervisor with how unfair he was—and raved about how much better off they were. They said she was gifted. They swore she could see right into their hearts.


From the beginning, my sister took it so seriously. She’d been doing readings less than a month when she had those cards printed up. Each one said in bold black letters:




Mary Beth Norris


Song Reader/Life Healer


Let me help you make sense of the music in your head.


[Family problems a specialty.]


Leave a message at 372-1891.


Payment negotiable.





She had to work double shifts at the restaurant to pay for the cards and the answering machine, but she said it was just part of her responsibilities now. “I have a calling in life,” she told me, “and I’ve got to act like it.”


I wish I’d saved one of those cards, but I wasn’t there the night she buried them at the bottom of the garbage can. It was after Ben left, and after I discovered she’d lied to me about my father. It was when the trouble with Holly Kramer was just beginning, and I still thought—like most of the town—that her talent was undeniable.


Some people even claimed she had to be psychic. After all, no one else knew that Rose was in trouble except Mary Beth; no one even suspected that Rose would take Clyde’s car on that sun-blind Saturday morning and drive it right over the sidewalk and through the glass wall of his News and Tobacco Mart except my sister, who told Rose two months before that she’d better stop seeing Clyde. From the song chart, Mary Beth knew Clyde had to be bad news. She shook her head when Rose got stuck on “Lucille” for five weeks and warned her a life can’t hold this much sadness for long. When Rose started humming “Hungry Heart,” Mary Beth knew the lid was about to blow off Rose and Clyde’s relationship. But she didn’t tell Rose I told you so when we went with Rose’s mother to bail her out of jail. She wasn’t that way with her advice, not at all.


My sister kept file cards on her customers, “song charts” neatly alphabetized in a large green Rubbermaid box in the corner of our kitchen. On Saturdays she would meet with new customers in the little room downstairs our landlady Agnes had donated to the cause—as long as Mary Beth kept the room clean and didn’t disturb Agnes’s husband’s sketches and charcoal pencils still sitting on the desk exactly as he left them when he died eighteen years before. Sometimes she gave advice at these first meetings, but usually she waited until she’d kept the chart for at least a few weeks before she gave them a reading.


They were instructed to call twice each week, on Sunday and Wednesday, and leave a short message telling her the songs and the particularly important lines they had hummed for the last few days. She had to rewind the cassette on the Phonemate back to the beginning to fit all the messages that would come in. I helped her update the charts. (It was a lot of work, especially when they reported country and western songs, which I hated.) I wrote down the titles and lines exactly as they said, even if they got it wrong, for what’s important, Mary Beth said, is how they hear the words. But if they were off on the lines, we would make a little star on their chart since Mary Beth said they might be hearing them wrong for a reason. We also made an “S” if they’d sung the lines on the machine, and a “C” if they’d sounded like they were crying or struggling not to.


Mary Beth was proud of this organized system. It allowed her to just glance at an entry and know quite a bit. For example, one of the entries on Dorothea Lanigan’s chart was the last two lines of “Yesterday.” Dorothea had changed only a word and a tense, but Mary Beth had nodded when she looked at the chart later that night and said, “Well, that’s that.”


Even I thought this one was obvious. After all, the song was about lost love, wasn’t it? “It’s too bad Dorothea and Wayne are splitting,” I said. “She must be miserable.”


Mary Beth looked up at me from the floor where she was sitting surrounded by charts and burst out in a laugh. “Leeann, they are going to be engaged by the end of the month. You mark my words.” And of course, it turned out to be true. They had their wedding the next summer. Mary Beth was the maid of honor, since Dorothea said it was all thanks to her.


It was a gift, everybody said so. Sometimes I wished I had the gift, too, but I knew I didn’t; I’d tried and failed too many times with my friends to believe otherwise. I asked them about their music and I gave them my theories, but I was always way off, and Mary Beth finally told me I was dangerous. “You can’t mess around with something like this. What if somebody believes you?”


I knew, though, there was little chance of that. Mary Beth was the kind of person you take seriously; I had never been. Only my sister saw me as the thoughtful, intense person I felt I really was; my friends and acquaintances looked at me as a sweet, happy-go-lucky, go-along-with-anything kind of person. And I knew that was a side of me, too, but I was more comfortable at home, always had been, even though I didn’t have parents.


Sure, we were a small family after Mom died, but it wasn’t lonely. We had the endless stream of my sister’s customers and of course the music. Every day, all day, our stereo would play and Mary Beth would talk about the lyrics, what they really meant. Even when we got Tommy, she kept it up, because she said babies could adjust to noise just fine, as long as you gave them the chance.


When Tommy first came to us, Mary Beth wasn’t even all that surprised. She was only twenty-three, but she’d wanted a child as long as she could remember, and she was a big believer in things working out, no matter how improbable the odds. “It was meant to be,” she concluded. “It’s a sign that I’ve waited long enough.”


At first, I didn’t see it that way. I was eleven then; I knew you couldn’t just hand over a living, breathing baby as payment for services rendered. Of course Mary Beth insisted Tommy wasn’t payment, but I didn’t see the distinction. After all, a customer had given him to my sister after the song reading was over, the same way they gave her cakes and stews and afghans and even cash occasionally.


Her name was Linda, but she called herself Chamomile, like the tea. She had a garden of red and purple flowers tattooed on her back, a string of boyfriends back in Los Angeles, and a fourteen-month-old son with big black eyes and curly black hair that she hadn’t even bothered to name.


She called him the blob, because she was so sure he was retarded. He couldn’t walk or crawl; he didn’t talk or coo or even cry much. Nobody wanted that baby: not Linda, not her parents, and not any of the families on Missouri’s waiting list for perfect, white infants. Mary Beth took this as another sign that she was supposed to have him. She didn’t care if his daddy was black or brown or from Mars, because the first time she picked him up, he held on to her hair with his fist like he was afraid she’d disappear. When she curled up next to him at night, he breathed a fluttering little sigh of what she swore was pure happiness.


Linda was back in Los Angeles and the adoption was already final when the doctor confirmed what Mary Beth had been saying all along: the only thing wrong with Tommy was the way Linda had been treating him. He turned into a chubby-legged toddler who giggled as he followed us all over the apartment. He called me “E-ann” in the sweetest little voice. He called Mary Beth, Mama.


Sometimes I thought Mary Beth’s gift would bring us everything.


My sister Mary Beth was a song reader. Nobody else in the whole world can say that, as far as I know. And even after everything that happened, I still find myself wishing I could go back to when the music was like a spirit moving through our town, giving words to what we felt, connecting us all.










chapter two



It started when we tried to find our father, once, a long time ago. Mom had just died and we were reeling from the loss of our normal life.


Tracking him down was my idea, although I thought it was the obvious thing to do under the circumstances. My sister didn’t agree. At Mom’s funeral, when people asked if we were going to contact our father now, she stared right through them. Later she said she couldn’t believe such a rude question. How could it matter after this? How could anything matter after this?


Mom had been on her way home from the July sale at Venture department store when she pulled out in front of an eighteen-wheeler on Highway 61. Her car was cut in two, but when the insurance adjuster pried open the trunk, the bag from the sale was still intact. A green and pink striped bath towel, two packages of girls’ size 10 underwear for me, and the album Plastic Letters for Mary Beth. Mom didn’t know anything about Debby Harry or punk, but she’d always called Mary Beth her “blondie.”


What I remember about that time is how tired I was. I would go to bed so sleepy that I felt like I’d be out for hours, only to startle awake and realize again what had happened. Mary Beth had the same problem, but when the doctor at the hospital had offered her sleeping pills, she’d said no. “Doctors try to cure everything with pills,” she told me, “even feelings.”


I would have gladly taken them but nobody offered. I was just a kid.


We waited weeks to clean out Mom’s bedroom. We bagged up the clothes first, to give to the needy. It was what Mom would have wanted. Mary Beth was almost six feet tall; Mom had been five-three at best, and I had no immediate plans to wear polyester pant suits and stiff-collared shirtdresses.


Dad had been gone five years by then, and the room seemed like it had always been only Mom’s. There was no aftershave stain on the dresser, no tie collecting dust in the bottom of the closet, no flattened, laceless wing tip under the bed. It was just luck that I found his ring under Mom’s cedar chest—luck in the form of an old vacuum cleaner that balked and spit the silver circle back at my ankle hard enough to make me bend down and take a look.


It took me a minute to realize that the ring must have been Dad’s. It was engraved with his initials, HN, Henry Norris, but it was so small it fit me. I found out later that he’d worn it as a little boy, a gift from his mother. Dad adored his mother. This was one of the few facts I had about him.


He grew up in Tennessee. His father died when he fell off a train, drunk, when Dad was seven. His mother had to support them with her sewing, “piecework” they called it, since she was paid only when she finished a piece of clothing, getting nothing if she was too sick or tired to turn in anything at the end of a day. But when Dad was seventeen, she, too, died suddenly. She had a stroke of some kind, quite rare for as young as she was, and I’d heard whispers between cousins I barely knew about Dad’s reaction: how he had a kind of nervous breakdown and great-aunt somebody had to take him to her house to recover, and how after that he, the brightest-smartest-could-have-made-something-of-himself boy you ever saw, never even finished high school.


Mary Beth told me once it takes guts to go nuts, and he must have had guts. “Most people,” she said, “ignore the wound, put a Band-Aid on it, and forget it. Only the gutsy ones can look right at the blood, stare into the pain, and risk losing their minds to know what’s what.”


I didn’t think she was talking about Dad, though. She almost never did. Even when the social worker assigned to my “case” asked about our father, Mary Beth just said he was “out of the picture.” (The social worker was supposed to figure out where to put me after my mom died, but her job didn’t make a whole lot of sense. Mary Beth was twenty-two and perfectly responsible; then too, my sister was the only person who wanted the job of caring for me. What was there to decide?)


I wore the ring for several weeks, thinking it would tell me something about him. I’d had a dream he was standing on a boat wearing a skipper’s cap, holding a compass, issuing directions to unseen sailors. Later I realized I’d seen a picture of him on a boat, taken when he and Mom were on their honeymoon at the Lake of the Ozarks, but this didn’t shake my feeling that he had crossed the sea and was thousands of miles from Tainer, Missouri.


When Mary Beth saw the ring on my finger, she said, “How cute,” as though I was a little kid playing dress-up, as though this ring was as meaningless to me as the ones that shot out in colorful plastic orbs from the gumball machine.


She knew I didn’t really remember Dad. I was five when he left us; she was seventeen. One of the only discussions we’d ever had about him was when she realized I was making up things, telling my friends whatever came to mind, from a secret government assignment that called him to Venezuela, to a job in Hollywood, behind the camera for Eight is Enough.


I think she felt sorry for me, because she gave me two true stories instead. When he worked for Hedley’s Auto Parts and Tires, she said, he made a jungle gym out of junk parts and old tires that had a ten-foot-tall hideout that was the favorite of all the kids in the neighborhood. And once, he won a contest at the civic club downtown. It was like Name That Tune and he could name them faster than anyone. He always loved music, especially show tunes like “Oklahoma” and “Camelot” and classical stuff.


Neither of these things helped. The jungle gym had nothing to do with me; I’d never even seen it. (We’d moved into our apartment on the second floor of Agnes’s house when I was just a baby; Mary Beth said the gym would have been impossible to move even if we’d had the yard space.) And the contest business was just another connection between Dad and my sister that I didn’t share. She was the musical one, the one who’d had the largest record collection in the senior class.


Maybe I wanted to know something about him that she didn’t. Maybe that’s why I started writing to his relatives to locate him, without mentioning what I was doing to her or anyone.


Mom had kept some of their addresses in her blue phone book. I began with the N page, for Norris, and just kept going, writing one a day every afternoon, before Mary Beth came home from her waitress job. I knew it was a long shot, but Mom always said hard work would pay off in the long run.


And it turned out to be true. After a few months of writing, I got the information I was waiting for. Joseph Morgan, from Kansas City, a second cousin of Dad’s whom I’d met only once long ago at a family reunion in Boonville, had seen Dad. His letter went on for two pages, updating me about people and things I’d never heard of, but it ended with the news that Dad had given him an address. No phone, not even an unlisted one, but a street and an apartment number and even a zip code.


I folded the letter carefully and stuck it in my dresser, under my pajamas. I intended to keep it a secret from Mary Beth for at least a few days, but I barely lasted through dinner.


She didn’t speak for a full minute after reading the letter. I thought for sure she was upset, but then she smiled. “You did it, honey. Good for you.”


It crossed my mind that she’d known all along I’d been trying to find him, but I was too happy to care. When I told her I was going to write him that night, she nodded. “Of course you are.”


It wasn’t a long letter. I told him we were doing fine, that I was in the fifth grade and my favorite subject was history. In the last paragraph, I told him about Mom. I almost didn’t, figuring it would come as such a shock, but I worried that if I didn’t, he might not write back. I signed my letter, “All my love. Your daughter, Leeann.”


I circled the date I mailed the letter on the calendar, Tuesday, December 5, and calculated how long I would have to wait for a response. I figured for sure I would hear something by the fifteenth, but when the fifteenth came and went, I decided he hadn’t written because he was going to just show up for the holidays and surprise us. I wished I’d asked him what he wanted for Christmas. I had to get him something, but I didn’t know what he liked or his size or even his favorite color. I settled on a one-size-fits-all acrylic sweater from The Men’s Place in bright blue and violet stripes. My favorite color was blue, Mary Beth’s was violet. I figured our father had to like one of those colors at least a little.


Mary Beth knew I was buying Dad a present and she didn’t try to talk me out of it. “It’s sweet of you. If he doesn’t come here for Christmas, we can always mail it to him. But what’s really important is what you want for Christmas. You haven’t told me yet, you know.” She sighed. “I want to make this holiday as normal as possible. I think it’s what Mom would want for us.”


I didn’t really care about presents, but I made a short list. On Christmas morning, it was all there: a pair of jeans, a Sony portable radio, and a set of fancy drawing pencils. But Dad didn’t come. Of course. His sweater, wrapped in green and yellow snowmen, stayed under the tree in the back, almost out of sight, until New Year’s Day when Mary Beth and I packed up the ornaments and put the tree out in the street with the trash.


I stuffed the present under my bed, where it was safe, and where I wouldn’t have to see it every day. I stopped thinking about Dad. I knew I’d have to keep trying, but I didn’t know where to begin. But about a month and a half later, I came up with a plan. I would go to Kansas City to deliver the sweater myself.


This time when I told my sister there was no smile. She was watching One Day at a Time and filing her nails. She said it wasn’t a good idea, and turned up the volume on the TV.


“Come on, Mary Beth,” I said. “I’m sure we could get there in a few hours. It’s not that far.”


“It takes about five hours, but that’s not the problem.” Her voice was flat; she was concentrating on the edge of her thumb. “Think about it. He knows exactly where we are, and he hasn’t ever come back to see us. There has to be a reason for that.”


When I pressured her to tell me what that reason could be, she shook her head. “I’m not up to discussing this right now. Please, Leeann, just leave it alone.”


But I couldn’t do that. Every night that week after she got home from work, I begged her to change her mind, and every night, she told me to drop the subject. I tried everything, from promises of good behavior to persuading her latest boyfriend, Nick, to take my side. Nothing helped. My promises were sweet, she said, but they didn’t change the situation. And Nick’s advice was meaningless. What would he know about her family and her life?


He wasn’t the first guy to hear that from my sister, and he wasn’t the first (or last) to be dumped when he tried to interfere. She told him not to call anymore after she found out that he’d offered to take me to Kansas City himself one Sunday when she had to work. I felt bad for him, but I had to tell her. I knew it would be just the thing to make her realize she had no choice in the matter.


I didn’t want to go with Nick; I wanted to go with her.


And it worked. She said we could leave in a few weeks, as soon as she could arrange a weekend off. I hugged her and thanked her. I said it would be an adventure, a real-life long-lost-loved-one kind of meeting like the ones in the movies.


“Maybe,” was all she said.


When the Friday evening finally arrived, I packed up the present and my nicest skirt and knitted beige sweater while Mary Beth threw together some of her stuff. The drive took almost exactly five hours, and I was so tired when she pulled into a Travel Lodge motel in Independence that I fell asleep immediately, with my clothes still on, when I lay down on the stiff motel bed.


The next morning we had to get our bearings in Kansas City and find the downtown area, and then go south, like the map Mary Beth bought at the motel told us to do. When we finally got close to Dad’s, however, Mary Beth decided we couldn’t go yet since we hadn’t had lunch, so we headed farther south, to the Plaza. I complained a little but I really didn’t mind. Just seeing his neighborhood had made my throat go dry and itchy.


We ate and hung out at the Plaza, looking in store windows, trying on clothes we couldn’t afford. Finally, Mary Beth said we’d better get going, and we headed back up to Harrison Street.


We found the address quickly. It was a three-story, dark red brick apartment building, run-down looking, with an overflowing Dumpster on the side, and two yellowing plastic chairs sitting on the front lawn. We opened the door, and I swallowed hard when I saw Henry Norris printed neatly on a white card above the middle of the six buzzers.


Mary Beth rang the buzzer. No one answered so she rang again. Still no answer, so she rang the buzzer on the left, underneath the card that said Landlord.


A woman in a purple housecoat and silver-sequined slippers opened the door. She looked us over without any expression. “Who’re you looking for?”


Mary Beth said, “Henry Norris. I see his name here, but he doesn’t answer his buzzer. Do you have any idea when he might return? We’re sorry to bother you, but we’ve come a long way, and we can’t wait too long.”


“I wish I knew. He lit out of here two weeks ago without so much as a good-bye. He didn’t owe me no back rent, but he left the place in an awful state. My nephew came over last week and took one look and told me he’d have to give it at least two coats of paint before I can advertise. In the meantime, I’m losing money, and I can barely make ends meet as it is. So I’m not real happy with Henry Norris right now. Are you related?”


“Yes,” Mary Beth said. “We’re his daughters.”


She looked us up and down again, but she didn’t say anything. I figured she was waiting for us to go, but I wasn’t about to do that. This was as close as I’d come to him for five years.


“I want to see the apartment,” I said quickly.


The landlady shrugged, but Mary Beth shook her head.


“Come on,” I said, grabbing my sister’s arm. “Maybe there’s a new address or something. It’ll only take a minute. Please. We can’t just leave without trying.”


“Okay, okay.” She turned to the landlady. “If it’s not too much trouble.”


The woman shrugged again. “Maybe you can figure something out from the mess he left behind.”


We walked up one flight of narrow, creaking stairs. “It’s up here,” the landlady said, pulling a ring of keys from her housecoat pocket. “Be careful,” she added, looking at me. “This place ain’t no playground.”


She opened the door. “I’ll be downstairs. Let me know when you’ve finished so I can lock up.”


It was a one-room apartment. Over on the left was the living room area, with a small green couch, an old TV with bent rabbit-ears antenna, and a wobbly, wood-veneer coffee table. The kitchen area was in the back corner, with a plastic tabletop and two metal chairs with sticky brown rubber cushions. The bedroom area was by the window and was the smallest of all, just a three-drawer dresser and a twin bed that came out of a closet. The landlady was right, it was a mess, but I hardly noticed the trash even though a couple of times I had to kick away crumpled paper and old cans. I didn’t really pay attention to the smell, either, although it reeked of spoiled food. It was the walls I noticed. They were covered with words, filled with big square letters. Someone—it took me a minute to realize it must have been Dad—had actually written on almost every available inch of the walls with a thick black pen. On the wall behind the couch, he’d written “EVERY MORNING” in large print, and then underneath a list numbered from one to fifteen. Many of the words were smeared and illegible, but I made out:




Brush Teeth


Wash Face


Bowl of Cereal Juice Coffee


Bus #9 leaves from corner at 7:42


Pack lunch FIRST!


Get three quarters from drawer for bus there, three quarters more for bus home: total of six quarters needed.


Coat! KEYS!!!


Lock apartment door





Lists like this covered every wall in the place. There was a list for every evening over by the pullout bed, with instructions like “eat dinner,” “lock the door,” “wash out underwear for the next day.” There was a list for each day of the week: Tuesday’s list, in the bathroom, included taking the trash to the Dumpster outside; Saturday’s longer list, by the kitchen table, included going to the Laundromat and the corner grocery store. There was another list right by the refrigerator of things to buy at the store (which seemed senseless to me until I decided he must have copied this one down on paper before he went to do his shopping). There were even reminders for specific days over by the door, such as “December 17th: Library Books Due. Library Closes at exactly 7:30,” and “November 8th, 10:30 A.M., plant physical. Shower in morning first.”


There were so many words, so many lists, and I moved from wall to wall like a spider, taking it all in. I couldn’t stop reading, even though my mind was becoming numb and my eyes were aching from the strain of trying to read as the room grew shadowy in the early dusk of February. I kept looking for something that would make sense of it, something that would explain the why of all these words. Only after more than an hour, when I’d seen all the walls and read every legible word, did I finally fall back, bone-tired, on the couch by Mary Beth.


Her eyes were closed, and her head was laid back, but I knew she wasn’t asleep because her teeth were pressed down, biting her bottom lip. I told her I was ready, and she stood up without saying anything and walked downstairs.


The landlady was cooking spaghetti when we knocked on the door. The garlic smell was so heavy it made me feel a little sick to my stomach. When she opened the door, she asked us if we’d found what we were looking for and Mary Beth nodded. Then Mary Beth opened her purse and pulled out two twenty-dollar bills. “It’s not much, but it’ll help pay for the paint at least. I’m really sorry about your trouble, and thanks again for letting us go up there.”


The woman smiled warmly for the first time. “That’s awfully good of you. It’s just too bad you didn’t catch him. Hold on. I’ve got something for the little girl.”


She brought out a bruised apple and put it in my hand. “You’re probably hungry by now. You all take care of yourselves. If I see Henry Norris again, I’ll be sure and tell him you were here.”


We walked to the car in the darkness. Mary Beth started down the street and twisted the radio dial until she found the rock station playing “Tuesday Afternoon.” She started humming along like nothing had happened and maybe I wanted to believe her, at least for a while. Or maybe I was just exhausted. Before the song ended, I sank into sleep and I didn’t wake up until we were at O’Fallon, about ninety miles from home.


It took me a moment to remember where we were, why we were in the car at ten o’clock on Saturday night. As I looked out the window at the big green highway signs telling me the number of miles to places I’d never heard of and places I’d probably never go, I felt calm and grateful for the night that could hide everything from me and make the highway seem like all there was in the world.


When Mary Beth realized I was awake, she said she wanted to talk to me, and turned down the radio. I braced myself for whatever she would say.


“You know, I bet you can tell an awful lot about a person from the songs they sing. I don’t mean if they’re in love, it’s a happy song; if they’ve broken up, a he-done-me-wrong song. I mean something else. Something in the brain maybe, that lets the music slip past all the things you think you know, and wish you believed, to what you really are.” She glanced at me. “It’s kind of strange, don’t you think? Those same words would be ignored if someone tried to just say them to you, but when they’re in the music, it’s different—you can’t help but open up. And then you start singing them, too, and it’s like your voice is telling you something you still don’t know, but need to. Like you’re stuck on a particular song and you can’t get it out of your head for a reason.”


I was more than a little confused. Of course I expected her to talk about Dad. “Did this happen to you?”


“Sure, lots of times, but I’m talking in general here.” She moved into the right lane. “I’m saying if you looked at the songs people keep singing, you might find out something important about them.” She shrugged. “Oh, not every song. But a lot of times, the person could be figured out by the song, kind of like dream interpreting. You know how they say if you dream about a house, you’re dreaming about yourself. Well, I’ll bet if you’re singing certain songs, it’s the same way, and you could work out a method to figure out what it all means.”


I didn’t know about dream interpreting, but before I could ask, she said, “Here, let me try it out on you. Tell me the last song you couldn’t stop humming, that you kept going back to whenever your mind wasn’t busy with something else.”


The only song I could think of was “Blue Bayou.” It was on the radio when I woke up.


“Okay,” she said, “but let’s say you got stuck on it, and two weeks or even ten years from now, sometimes, all alone, you were still hearing it. Don’t you think that would be important? Like your mind was still in the car in a way, trying to make sense of everything that happened on this trip, but maybe you wouldn’t remember anymore where you were when you heard it, and why it kept playing in your head. So instead of just singing it, you decide to think about it. And then you know something about yourself, something the song was trying to tell you.”


“Like what?”


“Well, it depends. You’d have to think about how you felt when you sang it. Do you want to cry? Or are you more angry? Or are you just repeating the words, numbly, without feeling anything? But this isn’t a real example. Tell me a song you’ve actually gotten stuck on.”


“I don’t have one,” I said, pulling at the bottom of my sweater.


“Oh sure you do.”


“I can’t think of one right now.”


“Come on, Lee. Try.”


“I am.”


“Well, try harder. This is important.”


I was too tired to try harder, and when she kept pressuring me, I started to cry.


She touched my shoulder and said, “poor baby,” “oh sweetie, it’s all right”—but now that I’d let myself start, it wasn’t so easy to quit. She grabbed a napkin from the dashboard, and kept patting me while I blew my nose several times. When a station wagon behind us started honking because we were going so slow, she yelled, “We’re a little busy here,” but she put both hands back on the wheel and accelerated.


Ten miles down the road, when I was still sniffing and coughing, she said, “Okay, I know what you’re thinking. You’re thinking it was your fault that Dad left. It’s not true. Trust me, honey. You had nothing to do with it.”


I was so surprised that I stopped crying and stared at her. She was right, although I wouldn’t call what I was doing thinking. There were no words that went with this feeling. It was just cold emptiness, a blind panic. Like I’d somehow let go of my father, and he’d fallen through the earth.


I hadn’t felt this way since I was so little. I’d forgotten I’d ever felt this way, actually—until Mary Beth reminded me. “You used to say all the time that you’d lost Daddy.” Her voice was airless. “Like he was your favorite doll.”


She pulled onto the exit for Tainer. Neither of us spoke for a moment. Finally I said, “Is something wrong with him?”


Mary Beth exhaled loudly. “Did I ever tell you about Dad and me watching The Wizard of Oz together?”


“No.”


“It was kind of a big deal. Every year when it came on, Dad and I would sit together on the old couch, glued to the set, grabbing handfuls of popcorn. Okay, well, one year when I was about twelve and you were just a baby, Dad and I sat down to watch the movie. You were in your crib sleeping. Mom was gone somewhere, I don’t remember where. I didn’t think anything was wrong until Dorothy was halfway through singing ‘Somewhere Over the Rainbow,’ and Dad got up and walked outside. I called him back, told him not to miss the tornado part, but he didn’t answer, so when the commercial came, I ran out to get him. He was sitting on the porch swing in front of the old house, but he wasn’t swinging. He had his head down and his face in his hands.


“He’d already lost his job. I could see the For Sale sign planted in our front yard. When I asked him what was wrong, he raised his head, but he stared off at the sky instead of looking at me. Then he lifted his hands, palms up, above his shoulders, like he was apologizing to the moon, and said something so strange I’ll never forget it. He said, ‘There’s no somewhere for me. No place far enough away. Because no matter where I go, I’ll always be there.’ ”


She paused and rubbed her forehead. “We moved and things got worse and worse. I don’t know. I guess I always hoped he’d be better off; maybe that he’d even find his own rainbow someday.”


I heard how sad her voice was, and I was trying to think of something to say to all this. But then she shrugged off her mood—and the topic—by claiming she was so tired she was starting to babble. “I’ve driven almost six hundred miles now.” She pointed at the odometer and smiled a half smile. “Me, who doesn’t even like to drive to the grocery store.”


Yet the next morning, she didn’t sleep in like she’d said she was going to. I woke up to find her sitting at the kitchen table, downing her second pot of coffee and scribbling lines from songs on a notepad. She was so excited about her song-interpreting idea that she’d already called a friend from the diner to come over and test it out.


“I really think this could work, Leeann.” She was still staring at the notepad but her voice sounded strangely urgent. “I think I have to try.”


“Then you should,” I said, and she looked up at me and smiled.


She did her first chart about an hour later while I was lying on my bed, reading a book for school. Later that night, she told me this was her “calling.” I agreed with that, too.


I was ten years old; I wanted to please her. From the very beginning, I helped her make notes on the charts, helped her pick out her business cards, and listened to her talk about songs for hours—even though I didn’t really believe in song reading. I didn’t disbelieve, I just didn’t really understand the idea well enough to decide. Until it happened to me, that is.


It was maybe two months after we came back from Kansas City. Mary Beth was at work, and I was sitting at the Laundromat, watching the dryers spin around, when all of a sudden, I remembered very clearly coming here with my dad.


I was five years old and Mom was in the hospital for her gallbladder. It wasn’t serious, but she had to stay in the hospital for a week, and Dad and I were on our own to get ready for the beginning of kindergarten. The night before he helped me pack my lunch and lace my new shoes, but when I went to get dressed that morning, I realized I had nothing to wear. All my clothes were in the hamper, we’d forgotten to do the laundry.


I told Dad this, and he fell apart. He started crying and grabbing up the laundry. I tried to tell him I’d just wear something dirty, but he wouldn’t hear of it. He hurriedly gathered up every slightly dirty thing in the house, even the bedsheets and the dusty guest towels hanging in the rings by the bathroom sink, while I grabbed my lunch box and shoes. We rushed out of the house like it was about to collapse around us and headed to the Laundromat.


I sat up on the big brown plastic table in the middle of the place, dangling my legs, watching him. I remembered how he’d adjusted his glasses on the end of his nose, straining to read the little faded tags on shirts and underwear, trying to sort everything into piles for washing. He swore whenever a tag was completely illegible or missing, and nervously tried to match these tagless items by sight with the large piles of laundry on the table. He even asked me about some of these things, one tense question after another, not waiting for my response. “Do you think these purple jeans belong with the black sock pile or the blue jeans pile? They are jeans, but they’re not as light as these blue ones. Oh hell, I’ll just wash them by themselves… How about the striped stuff—does it go all together: striped towels, shirts and underwear? Or do the shirts go with shirts and towels with towels?… Let me see that tag again on the red and white blouse over there.”


It took him a very long time to sort the laundry. When he finally hit the start button on the last washing machine, his shoulders loosened and he breathed a heavy sigh of relief. When it was time to dry the stuff, though, he ran out of quarters. Because the change machine on the wall was broken, we had to walk to the bank around the corner, but Dad couldn’t decide whether to take our laundry, dripping wet, with us, or leave it there—he’d seen the large sign on the wall that said Do Not Leave Laundry In Dryers. This choice made him tense all over again. Only when I told him that Mom and Mary Beth did it all the time, that we’d even gone grocery shopping while the laundry was drying, did he agree to leave the clothes and go.


I never made it to school that day. I saw several school buses drive past the big glass window of the Laundromat, already taking kids home, while Dad was still busy folding our clothes into neat fabric squares. He must have completely lost track of time, because when we got home he was surprised to see Mary Beth and Mom sitting at the kitchen table. Mary Beth had been sleeping when we left—she was a senior, and high school didn’t start for another week—but Mom wasn’t supposed to be released from the hospital until one o’clock that afternoon. Dad was supposed to pick her up; he’d told me that over and over while we were doing the laundry, but I couldn’t tell time yet so I couldn’t tell him that one o’clock was long past. I found out later that Mary Beth had picked her up, after Mom had waited almost an hour for Dad and finally called home.


At first, Dad was confused. He thought Mom had gotten out early and started to ask her why. But when she interrupted him to find out how my first day of school had gone, he seemed to suddenly remember why we went to the Laundromat to begin with. He put down the laundry basket in the middle of the kitchen floor and covered his forehead with his hand. I saw the look of alarm in his eyes, the fear and confusion in his slack, open lips, and I reached out to take his arm. Before he could speak, I told Mom I had refused to go to school, that Dad had tried to get me out the door but I’d insisted on staying home and helping him with the laundry.


She started to fuss at me, but when she looked closely at Dad’s face she stopped. She got up, motioned him into their bedroom, and closed the door behind them. I guess he must have told her something like the truth because she never mentioned that first day of school again.


I watched the bright colors of our clothes spinning in the dryer as I remembered all this, and I was only a little sad. Mary Beth had said if you find yourself stuck on a song, there has to be a reason—and I was amazed at how right she was.


The song was “Please Come to Boston.” I didn’t know where or when I’d heard it, but I’d been humming it for days, including this very afternoon in the Laundromat. And it fit amazingly well. The song was about a girl wanting a man to stop drifting and come home to her. I’d been thinking about Dad for weeks. No wonder that tune was on my mind.


I was planning to tell Mary Beth about this, but then I went home and looked up “Please Come to Boston” in her book of lyrics. All I’d known was the melody and the words of the first verse. I didn’t realize that the chorus had “a man from Tennessee” and a girl who was his “number one fan.”


It fit all right, but it was so embarrassingly obvious I couldn’t bring myself to share it with her. The only thing that would have been worse was if the chorus had said the man was from Shelbyville, Tennessee: my dad’s hometown.










chapter three



Mary Beth’s song reading caught on quickly, but it wasn’t until late in the summer of ’81 that she became known all over Tainer. My sister called it the “summer of endless love,” both because “Endless Love” was the number one song reported by her customers, and because everyone who came to her suddenly seemed to be obsessed with romance.


Maybe it was because Prince Charles had just married Diana. Maybe it was because Luke and Laura on General Hospital were finally getting engaged. Whatever the reason, the women who flocked to my sister that August wanted to know one of two things. Would he ever show up? Or was he here already, in the form of the ordinary guy they were seeing, the one with smelly socks and a dirty car and an irritating tendency to cry over baseball?


Tainer was a small town, but it was big compared to the tiny places around it. Most of them had one traffic light, tops, where we boasted of eleven. They had one corner with a Fina or Texaco; we had two grocery stores, a strip mall, and a theater that could show four different movies at the same time. True, we didn’t have any cool clothing stores, as my friends liked to point out, but we had a good-size JC Penney. Then too, Tainer had all the guys. Even if they didn’t live here, they had to pass through. The plastic factory that employed most of the county was down on River Road. The only farm equipment place for fifty miles was a few blocks from our neighborhood, over on Twain Boulevard.


My sister’s customers would often find men, but they usually lost them just as fast. The guys around here worked, but according to the women, that was about all you could say for them. It had something to do with the town’s history, or so the joke went. The local legend was that Tainer was founded by a trader from back east who was heading down south on the Mississippi and got tired and just stopped. On the wall of Mr. Lucas’s drugstore, he had a plaque that read Tainer. Put Up Your Feet and Stay Awhile. This used to be the town slogan. The women who came to my sister insisted it was an all too perfect description of Tainer’s couch potato men.


Or as one of Mary Beth’s customers put it, “I am woman, hear me roar. I am man, hear me snore.”


I was used to hearing this kind of thing. One of my earliest memories was of Mom telling me how ridiculous it was that men were considered tougher. “Women give birth,” Mom said, “and most men can’t even stand the sight of blood.” I nodded, but I was wondering what blood had to do with birth. At six, I had given up the stork theory for the much more reasonable conclusion that the baby popped out of the mom’s belly button.


I was used to hearing this kind of thing, but it didn’t change how I felt. I was thirteen that summer, and I knew “Endless Love” by heart, along with all the other romantic songs my sister’s customers reported. I’d been imagining what love would be like for a long time. It started with my parents’ honeymoon at the Lake of the Ozarks. The one and only fact I knew about the trip was that they’d bought a rocking chair from a little craft store on their way home. They strapped it to the top of their Mercury, but they didn’t tie the ropes tight enough and it fell off and slammed into pieces on the highway. It was late and the road was almost deserted, luckily, because if that flying rocker had hit another car, the people inside could have been killed.


My version supplied the missing details. How she told him it was all her fault because her side of the rope was too loose, but he said no, it was his fault because he hadn’t used a double knot on the back piece, and how they put their arms around each other then and said that it doesn’t even make sense to talk about fault when you’re in love. How they both cried, not because of their lost rocker, which they knew was only a thing even if it would be impossible to replace (it was a very special, one-of-a-kind rocker: hand carved with flowers on the slats that looked just like the roses at their wedding), but because they were so grateful no one had been hurt. Being in love is like that, they both said later. It makes you care about everyone more, almost as if you’re in love with the whole world.


My deepest wish that August was for my sister to fall in love. If only she would get married like Prince Charles and Lady Diana, I would get to be a bridesmaid and wear a beautiful gown. But she hadn’t even had a date for more than a year, because she was already in love—with a thirty-three-pound, two-and-a-half-year-old.


Tommy was pretty irresistible. The baby nobody wanted had grown into the cutest toddler. His skin had become a rich, golden brown and he still had those beautiful black curls. He gave the goofiest sloppy kisses and this whole-faced grin when you came in the room that made you feel like you were the most important person on the planet. He’d waddled at eighteen months, and now he could walk perfectly and talk in sentences. And he seemed to be over his biting phase, which made hanging out with him a lot more relaxing.


I didn’t mind taking care of him on Saturdays so Mary Beth could meet customers downstairs in the office. I wouldn’t have minded baby-sitting him in the evenings, too, except she hadn’t gone out in the evenings since Tommy came to live with us.


She’d set up a permanent schedule at the diner—Monday through Friday, seven to four—so she could leave Tommy with Mrs. Green, an older woman in our neighborhood who took in four toddlers. Mrs. Green was sweet, but Mary Beth felt Tommy needed her personal touch as much as possible. “Human beings weren’t born in litters, you know,” she would say.


I thought what Tommy needed was a father. I knew Mary Beth could find someone if only she’d try. She’d never had trouble attracting men. Being tall and blond didn’t hurt, although I knew it was something else, too. She seemed incapable of being needy. Unlike so many of her customers, she never wanted more from a guy than he wanted to give.


Whenever I asked her why she wasn’t married yet, she always shrugged off the question. I might have thought she just didn’t care about that part of life, but she certainly didn’t sound that way talking to other women. “A man has to be more than a paycheck and fun on Saturday night,” she would say. “There has to be a soul connection, an unbreakable tie to your heart that can’t be confused with hope. When you find that, trust me, you’ll know.”


It was talk like this that helped make her an authority on relationships to her customers. They believed her when she said she was sorry but reporting lines from “Endless Love” was actually a bad sign. It was the kind of song you only sing when you’re not in love, but desperately want to be. “Bette Davis Eyes,” also popular that summer, was better, because it hinted at the confidence you feel when you’re having a good time with a man. Best of all was something intensely personal and not current. A song associated with happiness in the past that comes back to you suddenly, seemingly out of nowhere—because you’re happy again.


For one person, it could be a show tune they sang in high school; for another, a lullaby their mother used to sing as they went to bed. When Janine Thompson started seeing a new guy, her chart was filled with lines from Bing Crosby songs. Mary Beth helped her remember her sweet grandpa had always listened to Bing Crosby, so of course she should keep dating this man.


I loved listening to my sister talk about these things. After Tommy was asleep, we’d sit on the floor with the windows open and the fan blowing, updating the charts, preparing for the next Saturday. Of course if the chart was a guy’s, I’d pump my sister for what he looked like. But the chart was almost never a guy’s, and when it was, Mary Beth would roll her eyes as though I’d asked something as irrelevant as whether he preferred waffles or pancakes.


She herself was tired of all these romantic problems. She’d taken to groaning whenever she heard “Endless Love,” and I heard her complain more than once that she wanted a chart with “some meat on it.”


Rebecca Mathiessen seemed to fit the bill. She showed up in the middle of August with a list of songs that filled four charts, both sides. Her problem had nothing to do with a boyfriend, Rebecca was clear about that. Otherwise, she didn’t say much, but normally that wouldn’t have been a problem. Normally, my sister could figure out the trouble from the songs the customer couldn’t get out of her head.


“But no one can hear this much music,” my sister insisted. She was sitting at the kitchen table, making stacks of the coins she’d dumped out of her tip jar to roll up for the bank. “And why won’t she tell me what lines affect her? Something’s not right here.”


Rebecca was an unusual customer in another way. Her family lived a full forty miles from Tainer, in a town that wasn’t even a town, really, since most of the people who lived there commuted to St. Louis. St. Louis was a long commute, sixty or so miles each way, but Rebecca made the trip every morning to work at an advertising company. She thought nothing of the drive to Tainer. She told my sister that she got her card from a hairdresser who knew the owner of the beauty shop here in town, A New You.


Mary Beth wondered if Rebecca wasn’t serious about the reading, but Rebecca kept saying she was. In the office, she even cried once or twice, but her tears weren’t connected to the music she reported. One time Mary Beth asked if any songs upset her, and she said, “Yes, but don’t put them on the list. They have nothing to do with why I’m here.”


Finally, Mary Beth told Rebecca she couldn’t help her if she wouldn’t be honest. “There’s something you’re not telling me,” my sister concluded. “Until you do, this reading is bound to fail.”


Rebecca nodded but she didn’t come forward with anything. But then the next Thursday, we got a phone call. Mary Beth was listening to The Doors (one of the groups on Rebecca’s list—she was still trying) and getting dinner ready; I was playing hide-and-seek with Tommy. At the moment, he was curled up on the couch with a pillow over his face. I was looking everywhere.


Mary Beth picked up the phone and I watched spaghetti sauce drip off the spoon in her hand while she listened and then said, “Yes, of course,” a little stiffly.


“Who was that?” I said.


“Rebecca’s brother. He wants to come with her this week.”


She was back at the oven and Tommy was yelling one, two, three. He wanted me to find him and he always forgot who was supposed to count. I said, “I bet he’s in the kitchen,” loudly, and followed Mary Beth. “Why would her brother come?”


“Maybe he thinks I’m ripping her off. He made a big point of telling me that Rebecca is young and very vulnerable.” Mary Beth shrugged. “He sounds like a jerk, but he might be able to give me something to work with for Rebecca.”


On Saturday, Mary Beth had just finished wiping up eggs from Tommy’s high chair when they rang the doorbell. She ran downstairs to meet them and Tommy and I settled back to watch Superfriends, his favorite cartoon. But a few minutes later, there was a knock on our apartment door.


“Ms. Norris told me to wait here while she’s seeing my sister.” He glanced around me to where Tommy was flopped on the couch and crossed his arms. “Is it all right if I come in?”


“Sure,” I said, although it wasn’t. I was still in my pajamas; I hadn’t even brushed my teeth yet. Why didn’t Mary Beth let him stay in the office?


He walked in but he didn’t sit down. When Tommy waved at him, he smiled and said, “What are you watching?”


Wrong question. Tommy could never say Superfriends without naming every superhero on the show, and their powers, and the colors of their suits, and just about anything else he could remember. Rebecca’s brother nodded along pleasantly with no sign of what Mary Beth called The Reaction. In some people, it took the form of saying how incredibly good Tommy looked, over and over again, as though they were surprised. Others just stared like they’d never seen anyone like him before, which, as Mary Beth pointed out, was probably true. There was no one else on earth as sweet as her little boy.


“What’s your name?” Tommy asked. Since this one required an answer, I was prepared to translate. Tommy tended to leave off the first letters of words and only Mary Beth, Mrs. Green and I could reliably decode “At ur ame?”


“Ben,” Rebecca’s brother said, and walked over to Tommy and leaned down and stuck out his hand. Tommy didn’t know he was supposed to shake it. He stuck his hand out, too, but a few inches away, as though it was a special superpower greeting.


Ben laughed, and I took a good look at him. He was wearing old jeans, a baggy T-shirt, and scuffed-up tennis shoes, and his hair was pretty messy, too, although I could see why: just since he’d been here, he’d run his hand through it several times. His eyes had dark circles underneath them, like he was worried or sad, probably about Rebecca. I figured him to be twenty-five, maybe twenty-six. Almost exactly my sister’s age.


He had a really noisy laugh, but I didn’t mind. It seemed genuine, not at all like the way a jerk would laugh.


After a half hour or so, he and Tommy were getting along so well that I decided to get dressed and brush my teeth. When I came back, they were lining up Hot Wheels on the armrests of the couch. Tommy said they were going to have a race.


“You have to come with me first,” I said.


“No.”


I grabbed his hand. “Come on.” I didn’t want to say it with Ben there, but when Tommy kept pulling, I leaned down and whispered, “You need to be changed.”


Tommy was going through a phase where he got upset if anyone mentioned his diaper. Mrs. Green thought it meant he was ready to be toilet trained; Mary Beth worried that something had happened in day care to make him self-conscious. There was no choice this time, though. The smell was the first thing I noticed when I came back into the living room.


He was getting ready for a full-scale meltdown—when Ben told him to go on. “I’ll finish getting everything ready.” His voice was light. “But hurry back. It’s going to be exciting.”


Tommy ran to his room and flopped backwards on his bed. While I was taping on the new diaper, he said he liked “en.” I didn’t say anything, but I was thinking the same thing myself.


I watched the race from the floor by the stereo. I was waiting for the right moment to ask my question, but finally I just blurted it out. “Do you have a favorite song?”


It was one of my sister’s biggest rules: you can’t trust anyone who has a favorite song. “There’s too much out there to love,” she explained. “Any person who can choose just one song must be deaf to the rest of them. It’s like a man who likes a woman only for her looks. It’s nice at first, and she feels great, but give her enough time, she’ll realize she can’t trust him because he’s blind to the rest of her.”


Ben didn’t even have to think about it. He shook his head. “How could you pick between greats like Jim Morrison and John Lennon?”


By the time I heard footsteps on the stairs, I was eager to see him with my sister. Specifically, I wanted to see him stand next to my sister. He seemed about her size, but I had to make sure. She’d dated shorter guys before, but I knew she preferred someone her own height or taller.


But it wasn’t Mary Beth, it was Rebecca. She told Ben that Mary Beth was waiting for him down in the office. He stood up, and ran his hand through his hair again, this time leaving a horn of hair sticking out on the left side. When Rebecca walked across the room and sat in the window chair, he looked at her. “Aren’t you coming?”


“No,” she said. “Mary Beth wants to talk to you alone.”


He raised his eyebrows, but he didn’t object. He said thanks for the race to Tommy and laughed again as they did their goofy hand thing for good-bye.


Rebecca didn’t talk much and she definitely didn’t play with Tommy. She crossed and uncrossed her legs several times and kept looking at her watch. After about twenty minutes, Tommy and I were done with the cars. We went back to cartoons and munching Cheerios from the box. When I asked her if she wanted some, she said no thanks and laughed. “If I pull this off, I’m taking myself out to lunch.”


I wasn’t sure what she meant, but I liked hearing her laugh. It reminded me of her brother. They didn’t seem alike in any other way. On the phone with Mary Beth, he’d called Rebecca “young,” but she didn’t look as young as he did. They both had dark brown hair, but hers was as perfect as his was messy. She was wearing a crisp beige shirt and tan miniskirt. Even her purse looked shiny and flat as a new one.


A lot of Mary Beth’s customers didn’t look as troubled as they were, but Rebecca didn’t look troubled at all. And another thing. The Doors album cover was lying on the floor right by her chair. When she glanced in that direction, I pointed at it and said, “It’s pretty good,” trying to be friendly, but she just shrugged, like she had no interest in the group or the album. Ben, on the other hand, had mentioned Jim Morrison.


It was all very curious, and it got even stranger when Mary Beth and Ben returned. He was barely in the room when Rebecca said, “I hope you’re not mad, bro.”


“I have a right to be, don’t I?” he said.


Tommy ran over to Mary Beth and she picked him up, but she didn’t say anything. Rebecca looked at Ben. “I only did it because I was worried about you.”
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