The Couple
Troy Roemer

My first day on the job, Becky told me something really important. She was running around the shop, getting ready to open. She barked orders to the receptionist, organized her scissors, washed her clippers, folded towels, counted stock, checked product stock levels, counted cash in the register, reviewed our schedules with us, and took a deep breath.
Becky was a great boss -- one of those go-getters that didn’t mind dirtying up her own hands. She was a four-star general charging the front lines on horseback. The first into the fray.
That morning, she told me hairdressers are a million different things. She said that, as a hairstylist, you’ll be a therapist. You’re a friend. Sometimes you’re an enemy. Sometimes you’ll be a crush, sometimes you’ll have a crush. You’ll be a shoulder to cry on. People will look at you as a vanguard of fashion and a gossip artist. You’re a cleaner, stylist, and hair dyeist. You’ll be a customer service rep, business owner, manager, self-starter, and organizer.
“But Phillip,” she paused, calling over her shoulder while unlocking the front door. “You’re never you.”
This was in the 80s. 1986, to be exact. Hair school just finished, and I’d landed my first gig in a real salon. Not one of those bargain haircut factories in a strip mall next to a burrito place -- a real salon.
Becky, the owner, was the hardest worker in the studio. She wasn’t just talk; she walked the walk.
At least a hundred Beckies must have worked at the salon. There was receptionist Becky, merchandising Becky, church-going Becky, activist Becky, calm Becky, upset Becky, mullet-loving Becky, mullet-hating Becky, conservative Becky, progressive Becky, country Becky, rock-and-roll Becky, and marketing guru Becky.
Becky didn’t just change from day to day. She changed from hour to hour, haircut to haircut, shampoo to shampoo, dye to dye. There was a unique Becky for each client that sat down in her chair.
Marriage counselor Becky. Pop culture Becky. Music aficionado Becky. A different Becky every hour, every day, sometimes seven days per week.
Some people say Becky’s a phony. They say they can’t get a read on Becky. They say Becky’s a poseur, a charlatan, a witch.
The truth is Becky knew the truth. She’d figured things out. She’d experienced the same truth Buddha learned while sleeping under the Bodhi tree however thousands of years ago: You’re not you. There is no you. Everyone looks at you with unique eyes. Everyone sees a different version of you. The faces of missing kids on milk cartons are never the faces the family knows.
Becky held open the door for the first guest that was waiting outside of the front door all those clients and haircuts ago. “One more thing,” she added. “A haircut’s never just a haircut.”
What she meant is haircuts are fashion. They’re self-respect, self-worth, and self-expression. They’re the same thing you’ve always been and what you can still be. When CIA agents go undercover, the first thing they change is their hair. When kids are diagnosed with cancer and go through chemotherapy, parents shave their heads in solidarity. Monks in Europe share their hideous bowl cuts. Buddhists shave their heads. Sikhs never cut their hair and fold it into their turbans.
Samson murdered a million dudes and chopped off their foreskins because God told him he had special locks.
Sometimes a haircut is a directive from God. Those dead cells constantly growing on our heads say more than we ever could.
Becky took incredible notes. That’s what made her such a good stylist. Every morning she printed her schedule and taped it to the inside of her cutting station. Before every client sat in her chair, she’d peak on the inside of her storage cubbie and see who she’d be for the next 45 minutes to an hour and half.
10:30 a.m. - Barbara Holms - Soon to be grandmother
11:15 a.m. - Brent Haynes - Choir singer
1:00 p.m. - Jessica Goodwynne - Ex Pink Floyd groupie
2:30 p.m. - Bonnie Hall - Marriage counselor
3:15 p.m. - Bill Dixon - Mute
4:00 p.m. - Gracie Baldwin - Mother
5:15 p.m. - Martina Smith - News anchor and political pundit
6:15 p.m. - Fabian Schmidt - World traveler
Becky’s schedule of Beckies, taped to her cubbie every day. She’d color-code each client’s block with highlighters. Each color told her what she couldn’t be.
Blue highlighter - Democrat
Red highlighter - Republican
Pink highlighter - Unmarried
Green highlighter - Socialist
Becky’s ability to oscillate between personalities would have astounded anyone who met her outside of the salon. She could have been the subject of a Nobel-winning psychiatric study. How she kept it all straight is anyone’s guess.
Becky would curse like a sailor for one client, then the next, she’d spend the whole hour talking about last week’s Sunday school class. She’d be an amateur seamstress, post-modern artist, and strict traditionalist. I’m still not sure what she ended the day as.
You can be anything to everyone as long as you’re nothing to no one.
One time, a stylist at the salon named Crystal asked Becky if she ever got any of her Beckies confused. Becky winked at her and said, “Hunny, my name’s Melissa.”
When you first start out in this business, all of your highlighter colors are the same. You don’t have clients, so you take what you can get. In salons, that means the walk-ins, stragglers, and beggars amble straight into your chair. No color coding. Every stranger implies a new you -- a new you that you haven’t met yet and can’t possibly prepare for.
Every hairdresser in the early 1980s worked with the same highlighter colors:
Green: Smile and nod
Pink: Yes sir, thank you sir. Yes ma’am, thank you ma’am.
Yellow: How can we help you today?
Sometimes being someone else is self-preservation.
About a hundred bleaching jobs, fifty blowouts, seventy-nine perms, forty-eight mullets, and two mohawks into my short career, a couple walked into the salon. A graying man with a lush salt-and-pepper handlebar mustache, plaid shirt, cowboy boots, and Wrangler jeans escorted a young lady through the front door. She was blonde, no sign of gray at the roots, hair straight as an arrow, bangs falling over her higher than normal forehead. She wore bright red lipstick and thick mascara that made her turquoise eyes almost pop out of her skull.
The expression in her eyes was as straight and even as her bangs. She showed no emotion. Her movements were fluid and precise, her eyes always fixed straight ahead. She walked so silently on her feet it looked like she hovered over the black and white tile floor. This ghostly apparition of a girl felt ethereal, contrasted starkly by the worldly, heavy-footed click clack, click clack, click clack of her companion’s leather and wood soled cowboy boots.
“Welcome!” I beamed as I mentally ran through my checklist -- smile, nod, acknowledge. “How can we help you today?”
The man led the girl towards the middle of the salon and stood behind her floating body. Click clack. Click clack. He sucked his teeth, inspecting the store. He moseyed over to the product shelves, picked up a bottle of shampoo, read the label, and set it back on the shelf. He looked deeply into my eyes, his forehead turned down slightly.
“She needs a haircut.” he commented gruffly, pointing his thumb over at the blonde girl.
She stood next to him silently, looking straight ahead. Her high-waisted, acid wash jeans tapered to a narrow ankle. She wore jelly shoes.
“Wonderful!” I replied. I looked into her almost too-green eyes. “And what can we do for you, darlin’?”
Her eyes briefly locked with mine, then returned to their forward gaze, staring past everyone else in the salon. She didn’t see Becky, Kathy, Daniel, me, or any of the soaps, shampoos, conditioners, or gels. She didn’t see the new light fixtures Becky had just installed. She looked through everything, through the store, the wall, the highway across the road, probably all the way to Las Vegas, Nevada.
The man spoke, “She just needs a trim. It’s alright if I stand here while you cut, right?” Something about his tone made the simple question sound like a threat. His furrowed brows and deep voice added to his menacing je ne sais quois.
“And what kind of trim would your daughter like?” I pressed?
He tapped his foot, click, click, click, click, click, click, click, and folded his hands over his chest. “You just get your scissors, start cutting, and I’ll tell you what to do.”
The girl stood still as a board. Looking at her, it was hard to tell if anyone was home, if there was anything behind those radiant eyes. I put my hand on her shoulder to lead her to my cutting station.
The man stepped in brusquely. “I’ll take her over there, thanks,” and he guided her to the only empty chair in the salon. My chair.
You can tell so much about a person from the way they cut their hair.
Kathleen Forrester, a grandmother of seven with another on the way in April, hasn’t changed her haircut since 1971. That’s the year she graduated college. Ever since she donned the robes and threw her little flat hat into the sky all those years ago, her hair hasn’t changed. She always cuts her hair the same: slightly past shoulder length, dirty blonde root care, curled under on the ends. Cutting off more than a quarter inch of her hair would be worse than murder. The haircut keeps her anchored to freshly-graduated her, full of dreams and possibilities. Kathleen Forrester before marriage, kids, a career, and caring for her ailing mother derailed everything.
Not that she’d trade any of her grandkids for anything, but every haircut transports her back to when anything was possible. Sometimes a haircut is who you used to be.
Christopher Hutchens never gets the same haircut twice in a row. He’s been coming to the salon since he was a junior in college. He’s asked for bowl cuts, side spikes, mohawks, mullets, fully shaved tops, fades, undercuts, uppercuts, and everything in between. Every time he sits down in my chair, he commits himself to being someone new for the next five to six weeks. Even these days, as a dad and professional working in a white collar job, a new Christopher walks out of my chair seven times per year.
Sometimes a haircut is personal branding.
Others like Crystal Mangold, formerly Crystal Buchanan, change styles with the seasons. Dark auburn color treatment for the fall, a few inches off in the spring. Like the leaves on the trees outside, she sheds her previous hair to coordinate with that season’s fashion. Off her neck and face for laying by the pool in summer. Middle-length with highlights to complement her bright yellow dresses in the spring. Dark and brooding for the short days of winter.
Sometimes a haircut is part of the natural processes of the universe.
The man with the mustache stood over my right shoulder, behind the girl. He reached into his pocket and dug out a crumpled piece of paper. It was an old picture, black and white, of some girl. It wasn’t this girl, not exactly. Some girl of a similar age, similar bright eyes, and a curly bob cut.
“Cut this,” he growled.
Looking at the picture, it wasn’t possible. A curly bob, some people call it a poodle bob, requires thick, wiry hair that puffs up with a blow dry. This girl’s hair was straight as an arrow. Another thing, her bangs were already too short to flip up and off her forehead. Not to mention her extra long forehead which would not receive a cut like that very well.
“Sorry sir, that’s not possible. Her bangs are too short. Not to mention, without curls, it’ll...”
The man cut me off and sucked his teeth again. He lowered his head and voice. “Son, I don’t believe I asked for your opinion.” He folded the photo in half, then in half again, and stuffed it back into his pants pocket. “Cut it.”
The girl sat unfazed in the chair, her eyes forward. Standing behind her, I leaned over her shoulder looking in the mirror with her. Her hair felt like silk between my index and middle finger. “And what do you think, dear?” I asked her.
A firm hand grabbed my shoulder and pulled me back. “Boy, didn’t I tell you that you talk to me, not her? She got nothin’ to say to you.” The man pulled the picture back out of his pocket and pointed at it. “Cut this, or I’ll go to someone who will.”
My nose started itching. Everyone in the salon was looking at me, the girl, and the man with the mustache. Becky, holding clippers in her right hand, was silent as a stone. Greg Brett who was sitting in Becky’s chair for his monthly shave and trim stared with everyone else. Gabriella Merchesca with foil running down the middle of her scalp like a stegosaurus spine gazed from the waiting room. Kelly, our receptionist put the phone on hold and joined the other eyes pointed our direction.
The salon was silent. The usually running water in the shampoo stations was cut off. The motors in the hair dryers were quiet and cold. The snip snip snip of scissors crunching hair was absent. No clippers buzzed tufts of hair to the ground. Gossip fell into nothing. Nobody was talking about husbands, kids, teachers, grandkids, or bosses. Everyone became bystanders. Onlookers. Participants.
My face flushed. I looked from person to person in the salon. Every client and stylist looked at me. The back of my neck burned.
“Yes sir, thank you sir,” fell out of my mouth at barely above a whisper. Sometimes relying on a script is the best you can do.
One time, Jeannie Griffon told me to take a couple extra inches off her hair for the summer. She thought she might try going shorter. Try something new. She’d worn the same hairstyle since she was a sophomore in high school, and it was time for something new. Mother to kids in middle school now, she figured, what was the harm?
That night, her husband Joel called, after hours, on my house phone. How he even got the number is still a mystery. His voice blared from the speaker, “Hey you son of a bitch, what did you do to my wife’s hair? You’re bold, you know that? What are you telling her when she’s there? She say something about me? Are you two fucking? You better hope I never see your scrawny ass on the street or your ass is grass. You got it? You cut Jeannie’s hair like you always have. Remember this call next time you think about doing something funny again.”
He slammed down the phone. Joel and Jeannie had met in her sophomore year of high school. Sometimes your haircut isn’t even your haircut.
The blonde girl sat still as a stone while her hair slid between my fingers. Her eyes faced forward, never moving, hardly blinking. Each new click of the scissors sent inches of hair falling from her head, sliding down the cape, resting in peace on the tile floor. The man stood an arm’s length away, leering at every stroke of the comb, measurement of hair, snip of the scissors, movement of my hands, and cascading feather of hair.
As her blonde hair continued to rain onto the ground, the man stood tapping his boots impatiently, popping so loudly it felt like his boots were kicking me in the ears. It was the only sound in the salon. Click, click, click, click, click, arms crossed over his chest and sucking his teeth every other snip. By now, Becky had taken up the receptionist’s desk, watching us with keen interest.
The man with the mustache grunted, “We almost done here?”
Ten thousand haircuts ago, a middle school girl walked into the salon and sat in my chair. She wore grunge clothes -- baggy jeans, flannel shirt, white undershirt, Converse All stars. Her mid-length brown hair covered her face, like curtains covering a window. The drapery-effect was made even worse by the way she pushed her forehead forward and her chin down, her hair leaving only a small slit of space for her to look out of. She spoke in a deeper voice than most girls her age. She asked me to cut her hair short on the top and sides. Short, short. Not like girl short. Short like, boy short. She was trading Kurt Cobain for Brad Pitt from Se7en.
Sometimes a haircut is self-affirmation and self-immolation, all at the same time.
By now, the blonde girl’s hair had been massacred into the closest approximation of a poodle bob I could muster. It had been cut, blow dried, hairsprayed, gelled, and teased almost into submission. The man with the mustache loomed, counting every strand of hair that fell through the air, curled on her head, sat on her shoulders, stuck on my fingers, and discarded in the wastebin. He shook his head, mentally working out some sort of equation in his head.
The girl sat still as a stone. Her hands never fidgeted under the cape. Her eyes didn’t move when the chair swiveled side to side as I cut. Her eyes were lasers, fixed on the same point, burning through everything in their path. She never even got goosebumps or shivered when the loose hairs were brushed away from the back of her neck.
Sometimes a haircut is a business decision.
The girl stood up from the chair and floated to the checkout counter. The man watched her like a hawk. Every step stretched an invisible tether between them, and the man with the mustache couldn’t abide with any potential break.
Becky checked them out at the register. The man paid cash. Everyone paid cash those days.
As they walked out of the store, I looked at my schedule for the day. By then, it was a hodgepodge of color-coding and notes -- a cubist modernism, minimalist, but not by choice. A smoke break and three rounds of box breathing later, my calendar had a green highlight.
Barbara Noblitt, mother of 1, ally.
The calendar these days is fully highlighted. Each client is broken down into sections, comments for milestones, kids, grandkids, accomplishments, profession, and interests. Tens of thousands of haircuts later -- cotton candy dyes, highlights, scalp scrubs, fades, and every trend between mullets and undercuts -- I’ve created thousands of Phillips. Thousands of Me.
Phillip the friend. Phillip the salon owner. Phillip the scheduler, interviewer, boss, sweeper, and disinfector. Phillip the marketer, the cutter, the dyer, and gossip artist.
I still ponder that day when the blonde girl and man with the handlebar mustache walked into Becky’s salon. The day that a young, green, nervous barber was forced into cutting the hair of a girl with no voice. I still wonder if any of it was real.
Between the million different Phillips that materialize and disappear throughout every hour of every day, that haircut remains a black hole in my mind. I still remember those bright green eyes looking everywhere and nowhere, the girl saying everything by saying nothing at all. The man sucking his teeth and barking orders, clicking his boots on the monochromatic tile.
The man with the handlebar mustache generously tipped $20 on the haircut -- enough for two bottles of Jack Daniels in those days. The man with the mustache and the girl left the store in silence and never came back. I still wonder who I was for those 45 minutes, and I wonder whose hair I was cutting.
Sometimes a haircut is a ghost story that haunts you for the rest of your career.
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