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When what we hoped for came to nothing, we revived.


— MARIANNE MOORE








Three Months Earlier






So, Luke, what’s the last best hope of life?


The memory surfaced as it often did, out of the blue, for no apparent reason: Julia, my lost wife, glances up from something she’s been reading, takes off her glasses, and, knowing that nothing will ever open inside me until I answer it, she bluntly poses her question.


I was standing before a glass display case filled with old frontier blankets when this memory last came to me. The blankets were thick and rough, and I imagined those first westward settlers curled up beneath them, whole families pressed together as they waited out the night. How fiercely the prairie winds must have lashed their little wagons, shaking the spindly frames and billowing out the canvas. Later they’d no doubt used these same blankets to ward off the frigid cold that had so ruthlessly whipped the plains, spreading them over the dirt floors of their dugouts, or layering them over their own shivering bodies, where they’d huddled with their dogs as the wind howled outside. How much warmth these blankets must have provided, I thought. How often they must have seemed the only warmth.


It was this sense of physical suffering in the service of some great hope that had once formed the basis for all my human sympathy, the one deep feeling that was truly mine, and that had once fired my dream — boyishly, perhaps, but yet more powerfully for that — of writing my own great books.


In those books, I’d hoped to portray the physical feel of American history, its tactile core: the searing bite of a minié ball, the sting of a lash, the muscular ache of hard labor and the squint of small chores — what it had actually felt like to pick cotton, hew a tree, fire a locomotive, thread a needle made of whalebone, shape a candle by another candle’s light. Mine would be histories with a heartbeat — palpable, alive, histories that pulsed with true feeling.


I’d done none of that, I knew, as I turned from that glass case, those neatly stacked frontier blankets. I’d written a few books, the most recent to be published just three months from now, but I’d never created anything that approached the works it had been my youthful ambition to write.


It’s one thing to bury an old dead dream, however, and quite another to attempt, again and again, to resurrect a dream you can’t let die, which is what I’d done, always beginning with a passionate concept, then watching as it shrank to a bloodless monograph. I’d repeated this process many times, and later that same afternoon, only a few minutes after I’d stood before those frontier blankets, I prepared my desk for yet another run at my old best hope, but stopped and found myself thinking about where it had all begun.


Then, rather suddenly, it came to me, a memory of my mother’s wedding ring. Just before leaving Glenville, I’d picked it up and looked at it closely, like a jeweler, recalling all the times I’d seen her delicately remove it before washing dishes because she feared it might slip off and disappear down the drain. At the heart of those memories, I should have felt some gritty aspect of her life: the weight of an iron as she pushed it across a shirt, the oily touch of dishwater, the gooey damp of batter, and if not these, then at least I should have been able to infuse the ring she’d cherished with that power of time and remembrance we trivialize with the phrase sentimental value.


Surely, I should have felt something at such a moment, but tellingly, I hadn’t. Unless one could call numbness a feeling, for that was the only sensation I’d actually had, a numbness at the core, everything dry, brittle, dead, all of which should have told me that no matter how many times I tried, I would never write the deeply sentient books it had been my dream to write, that I was, and always would be, as Julia had once said, a strangely shriveled thing.


Standing at my desk, recalling the unfeeling way with which I’d stared at my mother’s ring, I heard again her earlier question: So, Luke, what’s the last best hope of life?


I glanced out the window, into the chill September rain, and thought again of how life’s darkest acts pool and swirl, but never go under the bridge.


So, Luke, what’s the last best hope of life?


I’d had no answer then.


Now I do.





PART I









One



SHE HAD ONE of those hayseed names, Lola Faye Gilroy, and that night I would more easily have expected an apparition of my father sitting down to his last meal of corn bread and buttermilk or my mother reading Anna Karenina in her bed than Lola Faye herself, particularly given the darkly inquisitive look in her eyes, the same look she’d had at my father’s funeral, as if she were still trying to sort it out, determine if she alone had caused so much blood to be spilled.


Even on that day, eyeing her from across the black hole of his still-open grave, I’d thought her the last person in the world to be the “other woman” in my father’s life, though by the time he sat down for that final, profoundly unromantic meal, I’d known about their relationship for several months, a terrible truth I’d kept from my innocent and unsuspecting mother.


I’d not seen her again until some months later, when my bus had pulled out of town. On that occasion, I’d noticed her sitting alone on the same concrete step my mother and I had often shared. She’d looked up as my bus went by, and there it was, that same vague look of quizzical dissatisfaction I’d first noticed at my father’s funeral, as if she’d been going over it all yet again, the stark facts of his murder, gnawing at them in that little rodent way of hers, which had made me only more anxious to rid myself of Lola Faye Gilroy, my father, my mother, Glenville, and anything else that might stop my heart and chill my soul, make me ask the dreadful question Lola Faye would later pose near the end of our talk: Oh, Luke, can life really be like that?


I’d flown to Saint Louis at my own expense, the purpose being to hawk my new book, Fatal Choices. I’d done a yeoman’s job of discussing certain disastrous tactical decisions — the failure of the Confederate high command to storm Washington after First Manassas; the shooting-gallery layout of our fleet at Pearl Harbor — and in that way had illustrated the larger but hardly unfamiliar point that otherwise intelligent men can go monstrously wrong.


The Museum of the West had provided a room for my talk, and the museum gift shop had agreed to order a few copies of my book and set up a table where I could sign them at the end of it. The museum’s events planner had balked, however, at supplying wine and cheese.


I arrived at the museum early that evening, checked to make sure my books were actually in the gift shop, then, with time on my hands, toured the modest Charles Lindbergh exhibit. The great aviator’s empty flight suit hung in a glass display case, oddly deflated, like his reputation. For years he’d lived in the ill favor his prewar flirtation with Hitler had created, less a maker of history, in the end, than the diminished product of its unforgiving judgment. Staring at that suit, its ghostly folds, I had an idea for another book: History’s Outcasts.


I snatched the little notebook I carried with me for such purposes, scribbled a reminder, then walked to the lecture room where I was to give my talk. Inside the room, I found a young man putting out folding chairs. A museum identification badge hung from a black cord in a pouch of rectangular clear plastic. The front of the badge bore the likenesses of the great explorers Meriwether Lewis and William Clark, both looking eager to map the far reaches of the West, to penetrate its unknown vastness, their courage so indomitable, their adventure so thrilling, their achievement so stupendous that beside such towering figures the rest of us seem but sidelined players in a small-town game.


“Proceeded on,” I said softly.


“Excuse me?”


“Oh,” I said, faintly embarrassed by the abrupt wandering of my own mind. “It’s a phrase Meriwether Lewis often wrote in his journal. ‘Proceeded on.’ It means, I suppose, not giving up, proceeding on … toward something great.”


The young man peered at me like one in the presence of a space creature. “I have to finish up,” he said.


I realized that I blocked the row of chairs the young man was attempting to complete.


“Oh, sorry,” I said, and immediately stepped out of his path. “I’m Dr. Paige, the speaker here this evening.”


For a moment we stared at each other, the young man working to decide what he should do next, I awaiting his decision.


Finally he said, “We have a little garden.”


By this he meant that I should go there to cool my heels until it was time for me to speak.


“Yes, of course,” I said. “I’ll wait there.”


In the garden I found a few aluminum tables with round white tops and matching chairs. A little fountain spurted arcs of water from the mouths of four leaping fish, and over them a loosely draped girl with flowing hair poured another, larger stream of water from a wide-mouthed pitcher. The sculpted fish seemed happy enough to receive this offering, but the girl’s face remained oddly grim, as if she were aware, as the fish were not, that the water she offered them was poisoned.


The tables were all empty save for one at which a young man kept glancing about expectantly. It struck me that I’d once had that inner tapping of the foot as well, especially at those moments when escape had seemed impossible and I was forced to consider that I might live my whole life in Glenville, the moribund little Alabama town in which I’d been born and had grown up, and which my vast ambition had demanded that I leave. In quick succession these thoughts of Glenville brought back my mother and father, brought back Miss McDowell’s jangling need and Debbie’s dread; brought back Sheriff Tomlinson in his thoroughness, Mr. Ward with his disturbing news, Mr. Klein’s grim revelation; brought back that whole departed world, and yet, for all this parade of figures from my distant past, no thought came to me of Lola Faye.


She was very near, however.


In fact, she had to have been cruising down Lindell Avenue at that very moment. But had I thought of her as I sat in the chill shade of the garden, watching that vaguely malicious girl pour vaguely sinister water into a pool of happily oblivious fish, I doubtless would have recalled her not as she was now, bent upon her mission, but as she’d been during the relatively brief time I’d known her: twenty-seven years old, dressed in solid-color skirts, usually pastels; her blouses often adorned with small designs, mostly flowers, though sometimes snowflakes or little furry animals, like the wallpaper one sees in the rooms of young children. There’d been a sunny quality in her style of dress that seemed forced, and even a little silly, like believing a fairy tale one should have outgrown. “She dresses against the facts,” my father explained when I mentioned it once, and by which I assumed him to mean that Lola Faye dressed against the brutal facts of Woody Wayne Gilroy, the distraught husband whose sobbing phone messages she never answered; the rented wood-frame house, with its water-stained ceiling and creaking floor; and perhaps even against the dead-end job she’d taken at Variety Store, the eternally struggling little five-and-dime my father owned and in whose back storeroom he had enjoyed the fruits of their tawdry love affair.


Or had it been lust alone that had driven him to betray my mother?


I had never been able to say, since desire and love are often so impossibly mingled that to ascertain where the one begins and the other ends is simply more than we can do.


This much was obvious, however: Lola Faye Gilroy, at the time she met my father, was nearly twenty years younger than my mother and had what any Victorian would have called a comely shape. That said, she was by no means beautiful, and certainly not dazzling. Among ladies of the court, she would not have caught the king’s eye, nor even that of a lowly minister.


In terms of personal habits, she smoked like a young woman who had no expectation of ever impressing anyone with either her style or her grace, and her desk, as I noticed many times, was covered with coffee-cup rings, the ashtray boiling over with butts and charred matches.


As to education, Lola Faye had graduated from high school but had gone no further, and I never saw her with a book. She spoke in the accent of our region, and in every way appeared to be exactly what a life lived in Glenville had made her. Nothing about her suggested worldliness or sophistication. Her smile was warm and open, but any attempt at a sultry pout would have made her look clownish. She would not have known how to turn away, then look back fetchingly; how to flip her hair seductively or languidly close her eyes. The art of coquetry would have been as beyond her comprehension as anything in French.


Was she sensitive? Was she knowing?


I never thought so, but in some people, these qualities emerge only at intimate moments when, in the soft quiet of a darkened room, one suddenly betrays a depth of understanding wholly unseen before, some piercing bit of painful wisdom that peeps out like a scar from beneath a cuff, and often with an implied sense of secret sharing that is powerful in itself: This is for only you to see.


I could never imagine such a moment passing between Lola Faye and my father when I thought of them together, but perhaps this was because it was at this moment in any recollection of that sour time that my mind inevitably, and as if in flight from far darker thoughts, returned me to my fondest memory of my mother.


She’d been working in her garden long into that afternoon, a woman in her late thirties. I was a boy of ten, with nothing to do but watch her. After a while, she straightened herself, then unpinned her hair so that it fell in a thick dark wave down her back and over her nearly bare shoulders. Caught in the sun, she had suddenly looked beautiful to me.


I think Mr. Klein must have seen this same beauty at that moment too, because when I noticed him standing on the other side of the fence, his face conveyed a look almost of awe.


“Good afternoon, Miss Ellie,” he said.


My mother turned toward the voice and saw Mr. Klein, the man in whose jewelry store she had worked before I was born, a tall, dark, and thoroughly foreign man, our town’s only Jew.


“Good afternoon, Mr. Klein,” my mother said.


Mr. Klein handed my mother a book. “I thought you might enjoy this.”


My mother took the book. “Middlemarch. Thank you, Mr. Klein. I’ll be sure to return it.”


“There’s no hurry at all, of course,” Mr. Klein told her.


He was a man in his midfifties, and he spoke with a slight accent. Everything about him struck me as graceful and refined, so that he seemed perpetually to stroll some beautiful Old World square. He had lost everything in the war, according to my mother, his parents and his two brothers. It was the kind of loss, she said, that could “increase” a person, because “some people get larger, Luke, as things are taken away.”


“I read Silas Marner again only last week,” my mother told Mr. Klein. She smiled. “Allow me to give you something in return.” She drew her basket from the ground. It was filled with lush red tomatoes. She took the largest and most fully ripened one from the basket and offered it to him. “Please.”


Mr. Klein reached out and took the tomato, but from the bottom, so that for just the slightest moment, the back of his hand rested against my mother’s palm, an instant during which their eyes locked, and in that locking, sent and returned a tiny but palpable charge.


“Ellie!”


It was my father’s voice, but when I turned, I didn’t see him. This was not unusual, since it had long been his habit to announce himself from a distance, as if he felt his wife and son should be alerted to his approach.


He came steaming around the corner of the house only seconds later, dressed, as he always was, in baggy trousers and a flannel shirt with a perpetually frayed collar. He was carrying a large brown bag and for a moment seemed to use it almost as a shield as he approached where my mother, Mr. Klein, and I stood at the old wooden fence.


“Good evening,” Mr. Klein said to my father.


My father nodded, then glanced about. “Pretty evening,” he said.


Mr. Klein’s eyes returned to my mother. “Yes, quite lovely,” he said.


“Mr. Klein brought me a book, Doug,” my mother said. She lifted it into the air with a flourish. “Middlemarch.”


My father stared at the book as if it were a serpent, something that twined and hissed.


“That’s nice,” he said. He looked at Mr. Klein. “So, you getting much trade these days?” he asked.


Mr. Klein shrugged. “About the same as always.”


My father appeared at a loss to continue this conversation, and in lieu of talk, roughly shook the brown bag. “Ham,” he said. He looked at my mother. “I thought you might bake it with apples.” He turned to Mr. Klein. “You like ham?”


Mr. Klein shook his head softly.


“People of the Jewish faith don’t eat ham, Doug,” my mother informed him gently.


It was the first I’d heard of this, but it served only to elevate Mr. Klein in my esteem; all things remote were beginning to draw me, images of castles and rivers and ancient battlefields now playing continually in my child’s mind.


“Is that right?” my father said. He looked genuinely amazed. “You don’t know what you’re missing, Abe.”


“I suppose not,” Mr. Klein said. He looked at my mother again, now with a slight smile playing on his lips, one she returned as if in soft conspiracy.


“Well, I should be going,” he said to her.


“Thank you so much for the book,” my mother said. “I’ll return it to you when I’m through.”


Mr. Klein touched the brim of his hat. “Good evening, then.”


“Good evening,” my mother replied.


Mr. Klein turned and headed back toward his car, a figure moving smoothly through the twilight.


“Nice fellow,” my father said. “Smart too. Good head for business.”


My mother took the bag from my father and tucked her one free hand beneath his arm. “Come, Doug,” she said as one might gently coax a child to follow.


I turned away from them and watched Mr. Klein go, something lonely and isolated about him, like a deer cut from the herd, so that as he drifted across the green lawn, I felt the nature of his foreignness, how he would always be the “other” in other people’s eyes.


Within seconds he’d disappeared around the corner of our house. I turned toward the back door that led into our kitchen. A light went on inside, and from my place on the lawn, I watched as my mother busily removed the ham from the brown bag, placed it in a metal pan, then began peeling apples, all of this done with what struck me as unearthly grace while my father sat at the kitchen table, oblivious to her service, his body kicked back in his chair, his boots pressed against the side of the table, his dusty old …


Your life is oedipal as hell.


Julia’s voice sounded so vividly in my mind at that moment that I had to keep myself from turning around in my chair to look for her. Then, just as suddenly, the world returned to me in its actual detail: the chairs, the fountain, the stone maiden whose expression now seemed quite cleverly malicious as she fed the unsuspecting fish their final draft.


I looked at my watch and realized that the young man must have long ago placed the last chair in a neat row and that no doubt a few people had already taken their seats and were awaiting my arrival.


What I didn’t know as I rose and made my way toward the room that had been prepared for my talk was that Lola Faye Gilroy, for very different reasons than the rest of the audience, was waiting for me too.





Two



AFEW PEOPLE TURNED as I came into the lecture room, but others continued to read whatever books they’d brought with them or to chat with those nearby. With one exception, all of them were women, most seated alone, their damp raincoats neatly folded and placed in the empty chairs next to them. The single man in the audience looked to be in his midsixties. He wore a Vietnam veteran’s cap, the name of his unit emblazoned on the bill, the sure sign of a military history buff.


They were all museum regulars, or so it seemed to me, and I had no doubt that they would gather in this same room on the following night and from these same metal chairs respectfully listen to a talk about the development of the Winchester rifle or the ritual importance of Native American chants.


I offered a warm smile as I stepped behind the lectern. “I should say right at the beginning that my book will be available in the museum shop after my talk.” The smile became self-deprecating. “I always forget to mention that, which my publisher doesn’t appreciate.”


There was a twitter of laugher at this, though it was the sort that is sympathetically offered for a joke gone flat.


From this already tenuous opening position, I began my talk. I had chosen to speak about certain military decisions, I told my listeners, because their consequences were particularly dramatic. Following the formula of such talks, I gave the usual examples from American history: General Santa Anna’s catastrophic timidity at the Alamo; Grant’s sanguinary charge at Cold Harbor, the only decision that famously passionless commander regretted.


Here a hand lifted. It was the veteran, of course.


“Why did Grant regret that charge?”


“Because so many Union soldiers died,” I answered. “And the charge proved to be futile.”


“Lots of bloodbaths turn out to be futile,” the veteran said. “You can’t know that when you give the order.”


“No,” I agreed. “You can’t. But looking back on it, you —”


“What about Iraq?” the veteran interrupted. “Do you think we’ll come to regret all that?”


“I don’t know,” I said. “Because the war in Iraq has not become history yet. At least not in the way the charge at Cold Harbor is now history.”


The final results of the Iraq War could not yet be determined, I went on to tell my listeners, because the issues in play had not yet been resolved.


“As forces, they are still alive, and they may still be alive when all of us are dead,” I concluded. “Whereas the futility of that charge at Cold Harbor was so quickly established that Grant himself thought it almost murder.”


Murder.


Strange, it would occur to me later, that it was on so dark a word that she had appeared.


• • •


Even if I’d gotten a much closer look at Lola Faye Gilroy, I wouldn’t have recognized her. Twenty years had passed, after all, so that what I saw skirt by the open doorway of the lecture room was not the relatively youthful figure that had drifted down the wide center aisle of Variety Store, blond and well-proportioned, with slender white arms emerging from the short sleeves of a baby blue blouse but a woman whose body was considerably fuller, though by no means heavyset, and whose clothes were darker than before, covered more of her than before, and whose somber hues and extended coverage seemed no longer in contradiction to the facts.


She hadn’t paused at the door as she passed, however, and if I had by chance glanced down at my notes at that moment, I wouldn’t have seen her at all. Even as it was, she made only an impression of movement in the corridor, so I immediately returned my attention to the audience.


By then I was several minutes into my talk and able to judge how it was going, which wasn’t very well; the attention of my audience was clearly flagging. As that was so often the case, I’d found a way to make light of it, a device I now routinely employed.


“You know,” I said with a laugh, “when I start to talk, I always want it to sound sweeping, like the talks I imagine my graduate-school idols would have made: historians like Gibbon, Macaulay, and Carlyle.” I laughed again, this time in an even more self-deprecating spirit. “I think if I’d set out to carve Mount Rushmore it would have ended up a cameo.”


My listeners offered a hint of amusement in response to this, but only a hint.


From that point, I had no choice but to plunge ahead, and so, with a show of retaking some oddly lost ground, I proceeded on through various other military debacles until I reached the end of my talk.


“Any questions?” I asked.


There weren’t any.


“All right, thank you for coming.”


My listeners began to struggle up from their chairs and gather their belongings.


“Again, my book is available in the museum gift shop,” I reminded them. “I’ll be there if any of you would like a signed copy.”


I added nothing to this, but simply drew my few notes from the lectern and stepped away, politely trailing the last of my listeners into the corridor, moving slowly so as not to pass them, before heading to the museum shop.


My books rested on the little card table the museum had provided, their arrangement exactly as I’d seen them earlier, so it was clear that they’d not attracted the notice of even that cursory browser who idly picks up a book only to set it immediately down, though always a tad askew, as if in haste to rid himself of it.


Still, I’d been assured that I could at least attempt to sell my book, and on the wings of that faint hope, I took my seat at the little table and waited, my hands cupped together so as not to seem threatening, a friendly smile pasted on my face.


Time passed.


No one came.


And so, to pass what remained of this time upon the cross, I retrieved a book from my briefcase, the latest biography of George Washington, and began reading. I was tramping through the snows of Valley Forge with him when a voice drew me back to the present.


“Fatal Choices.”


I looked up to see a woman clutching my book with an odd severity, as if it were an unruly baby. She wore a black overcoat, and her head was covered with a tight wool cap exposing only a few strands of lusterless blond hair. A pair of thick-framed glasses rested not quite halfway down her nose, as if they’d slipped from their place. She’d wound a dark green scarf around her neck, the loose end flung over her shoulder in the way of a boa. Something about her seemed ragged and out of whack, so that I wondered if she was one of those mad or homeless people who sometimes find themselves in libraries and museums because, quite literally, no other doors are open to them.


“Hello,” I said politely.


She didn’t respond at once, but only looked at me silently, one hand rising to push back her glasses, though even then they remained slightly askew. Then she said, “You don’t recognize me, Luke?”


The features of her face shifted, reformed, achieved focus, then burst forth in a flash of chilling recognition.


“Lola Faye?” I asked unbelievingly.


And suddenly, it was as if all those many years simply fell away, and she sat once again on the steps of the Confederate monument, sunlight glinting in the bus window as her gaze lifted toward me, a dark inquisitiveness in her eyes.


“Lola Faye,” I repeated starkly. “Gilroy.”


She made no threatening move, and yet I felt as if I’d just been handed an adder in a basket. I could almost hear it crawling about, probing for some break in the weave.


“I guess you’re surprised to see me,” she said.


Astonished, I thought, stupefied.


And yet, here she was, standing before me now, the woman, then a very young woman, with whom my father had fallen in love or lust so many years before, Lola Faye Gilroy in a frayed cloth coat, her hair covered with a woolen cap, a dark green scarf coiled around her neck, her once slender arms grown thick, her skin now dry, her eyes magnified by the thick lenses of her glasses, not yet an old woman, though surely getting there.


“Lola Faye Gilroy,” I repeated again. “Yes … surprised.”


I looked at her more closely, and nothing that met my eyes suggested anything but that Lola Faye had matured into a drab middle-aged woman, clearly one of quite limited means. Her clothes, for example, were anything but luxurious, so there was little doubt that money remained as elusive for her in later life as it had in her youth. Her face seemed more pale than before, and the rings beneath her eyes appeared a little darker because of that. There were wrinkles at the corners of her lips, and the usual middle-aged webs at her eyes. The slight scar on her chin, and another on her forehead, gave her the battered look of inmates in public institutions, the habitués of prison cells and asylum wards. Or maybe it was more the look of an old suitcase, something that had been tossed about and kicked around, that bore the dents and bruises of misuse. Her eyes, once rather sparklingly blue, had dimmed considerably and now appeared vaguely sunken, so that she seemed to be looking out from the mouths of two small caverns.


“Can I call you Luke?” she asked in a voice that was decidedly tense. She pressed the book toward me, the name of the author flowing beneath the title: Martin Lucas Paige. “Because I thought you might go by Lucas now.”


Was there a hint of mockery in that, I wondered, a sly insinuation that I was self-inflating, self-important? I didn’t know, but even so, it heightened the physical uneasiness I felt in her presence, the sense of something tightly wound.


“I just use Lucas for my books,” I told her.


She looked as if she had no notion of what to say next, but her gaze remained steady and unflinching, as if she were peering at a man in a lineup. Then, in a movement so quick it startled me, she dug into the depths of a black canvas bag, yanked out two crumpled twenty-dollar bills, and thrust them toward me.


I didn’t reach for them.


“You pay at the cash register,” I informed her.


She squinted, as if suspicious that I was giving her wrong directions. “The cash register?”


“Over there,” I said.


She looked to where I’d indicated, then turned back to me. “Okay,” she said, and headed down the aisle. She’d gone only a few feet before she stopped, as if in response to a sudden command, and whirled around to face me. “I’ll be right back,” she said.


Be right back, I thought. Why?


As she continued down the aisle, I tried to imagine what had compelled Lola Faye Gilroy, of all people, to come here, to this little museum, and buy a book she would likely never read, the book of a man she had never known save as a boy, and that boy very angry at her, as she could imagine, and the man probably still angry, perhaps murderously so.


By then Lola Faye had reached the cashier, paid for my book, and placed it in her bag. After that, she nodded, mouthed Thank you to the clerk, then came back down the aisle to where I remained, as if fixed in a strange suspension, behind the little table.


“Okay, it’s mine now,” Lola Faye said with what seemed an edgy smile. She removed my book from the bag, placed it on the table in front of me, and opened it to the title page. “Would you mind?”


Would I mind?


A moment of unreality seized me, disbelief that this woman, my father’s lover, had actually made such a request. I knew that it was a lowly thing, an autograph, and that mine was more lowly than most. But how could she ask me to inscribe a book for her knowing the dreadful part she’d played in the lurid scandal that had destroyed so many lives? What could she expect my inscription to say? Did she think I would ignore the past and write Best wishes or Nice seeing you in Saint Louis or Thank you for your support? And if I wrote something of that sort, what would she gather from my willingness to do so?


In answer to those questions, I decided that only one course of action was open to me, and so I quickly took the book, wrote To Lola Faye Gilroy on the title page, signed my name, and slid it back across the table toward her.


“Thank you,” Lola Faye said. She picked up the book and now seemed to nestle it in her arms. “Are you proud of what you did?” she asked.


A quiver of anxiety coursed though me, as if I’d been summoned unexpectedly to the witness stand. “Proud of … what I did?” I asked tentatively.


“Getting a great education,” Lola Faye said. “Writing books.” Her tone was matter-of-fact, but something in it seemed rehearsed, as if she’d stood before a mirror, a different book in her arms, practicing her lines like some B-movie actress. “Making your dream come true.”


Her nearness, so profoundly physical after she’d had no more substance to me than a fleeting thought for all these many years, struck me as powerfully invasive, like a stranger lurching into your yard, big and dark and ominous, and at the sight of whom you close the door, snap the dead bolt into place.


“I mean, you must be proud of doing all that, right, Luke?” Lola Faye asked. Now her tone seemed gently probing, though in a way I couldn’t quite nail down, part affirmation of a prior conclusion, part uncertainty with it.


I offered only a soft shrug as my answer, a response with which I hoped to end my talk with Lola Faye but which had the opposite effect, so that she suddenly seemed intent on lingering a moment longer.


“So, do you ever think about Glenville?” she asked.


A murky pool of memories boiled up from the chamber in which I’d kept them sealed since leaving that very town.


“Old times, I mean?” she added.


I could hardly believe my ears. Old times? Could it be that Lola Faye Gilroy actually saw the dreadful events that had benighted my last days in Glenville in sepia tones, little faintly golden photographs of times past?


“Well, those old times were rather painful, as I’m sure you remember,” I answered bluntly.


“Yes, they were,” Lola Faye agreed, though something crazily nostalgic still clung to her voice. Or was it simply a tone of regretful inquiry I’d heard, a dry digging through the ashes?


“I think about them a lot,” Lola Faye told me. Her gaze abruptly intensified, as if some unexpected thought had fired in her mind. “We’d have a lot to talk about, wouldn’t we?” She shrugged. “I mean, who else is left?”


This was at least factually accurate, I thought, in that they were all dead, the others: my father in one pool of blood; Lola Faye’s husband, Woody, in another; my mother lifeless in her bed; poor inconsequential Glenville for a moment transfigured by all this into a redneck Shakespearean stage.


Lola Faye offered a smile that seemed little more than a small ray in a stormy sky. “I’m forty-seven years old, Luke. I’ve seen a lot of water go under the bridge.”


“Forty-seven,” I repeated without emphasis. “Really?”


She didn’t answer immediately, and during that interval of silence I saw a strange urgency build within her, tense and growing more tense, like the trigger finger of an assassin as the target nears.


“Luke, there’s one thing I always wanted to tell you,” she blurted finally. “What Woody wrote in that note he left … that I made him do it? He didn’t mean it that way. He didn’t mean that I put him up to it.”


A wave of relief passed over me. So this was why Lola Faye Gilroy had dragged herself from God knows where over to the Museum of the West on a wet December night. She’d come to make her case before me, clarify the issue Woody Gilroy had raised in his suicide note, rid herself of the guilt he’d laid at her feet, revisit all that in a talk with me, then enter her plea at the end of it: not guilty.


“Woody never mentioned your daddy and me one time,” Lola Faye declared in the firm way of a witness under oath. “Never once mentioned he thought we were doing something.”


Doing something? Lola Faye’s euphemism for the back-street affair that had ended in so much death sent a streak of pain through me.


“Well, things happen,” I said quickly, like one turning away from some blood-soaked crime scene. I nodded toward the book she held in her arms. “Fatal choices,” I added. “We all have to make them.”


Lola Faye drew in what appeared to be a relieved breath and looked at me as if she’d completed the task she’d set herself, told me what she’d come to tell me, and in return had received a small measure of understanding.


And yet, she didn’t leave.


“Are you staying in town for the night?” she asked in a voice that was now quite casual, as if we’d passed a hostile border check and were now on our way to a safer place.


I nodded. “At the Shady Creek.”


“It’s nice there, I bet,” Lola Faye said. “I passed it on the bus. It looked very expensive.”


I shrugged. “Well, I don’t get pampered very often.”


“Not since your mom, I guess.”


I found it curious that Lola Faye had brought up my mother, though by then I’d noticed the distinctly zigzagging nature of her mind, the way her thoughts rushed around like rabbits in a field, as did her tone of voice and physical demeanor, tense at first, now almost chatty, as if her mood rose and fell, shot this way or that, like a balloon carried by strong but unpredictable currents.


“Actually, it’s since my wife and I got divorced,” I said with a quick smile. “Although I can’t say she pampered me very much.” I let the smile grow a bit in length, though not in warmth. “She was a modern woman, if you know what I mean. She wasn’t much for babying a man.”


“That’s what Ollie said about me,” Lola Faye said in a voice that was now plainly conversational. “That I wasn’t soft and cuddly.”


“And Ollie is … ?”


“My husband,” Lola Faye said. “I married late, you see. Because I guess I was a little put off, you know, by men.”


There was a pause, and during it something changed in Lola Faye’s eyes so that for the first time she resembled the Lola Faye of old, a simple country girl without ambition, undesigning, as artless as a wooden slat, perfect for my father.


“Maybe we could find a place to talk,” she said. “You must be tired, giving a big lecture, all those people out there listening.”


“Actually, it energizes you,” I said. “Being the center of attention.”


The way her face softened slightly went perfectly with the way she briefly lowered her eyes. “I wouldn’t know,” she said quietly.


Was that the moment she hooked me into agreeing to have a talk, the moment I began to feel somewhat less guarded in her presence for the simple reason that she’d allowed me to feel bigger than I was, more important, the great man I’d once hoped to be, the jewel in my mother’s crown? I wondered if that same humbleness had attracted my father to her. Had that been her secret charm? Had she made poor, ordinary Vernon Douglas Paige feel big and strong and important? Perhaps if we had a little talk, I might unearth at least that part of the mystery, find the tiny, innocuous seed from which the poisonous plant had sprouted.


“My hotel has a lounge,” I said. “It looked pretty quiet. We could go there.” I glanced about the shop. The cashier was counting the receipts, and the store had emptied. “We can go now, if you want.”


Lola Faye started to turn, then stopped. “I wouldn’t want to force you, though,” she said. “Maybe you have friends in town, people you need to see.”


“Not at all,” I told her.


“You’re not meeting anyone while you’re here?” Lola Faye asked.


“No one,” I said.


“Really? No one?”


“Not a soul,” I assured her. Something caught in me, a little hook in my heart. “I’m entirely alone.”


Lola Faye’s eyes gained a hint of brightness, like those of a runner who’d leaped over an obstacle and so could continue toward the finish line. “Good,” she said with the tiniest of smiles.





Three



TINY, AND YET SOMETHING in that smile gnawed at me, as if behind her thin, cracked lips were small white fangs.


And so as Lola Faye and I made our way toward my hotel, I wondered if I hadn’t possibly been tricked into this talk, Lola Faye’s soft “I wouldn’t know,” the way she’d lowered her eyes rather sadly as she’d said it, all of that simply a well-laid trap into which I’d foolishly fallen.


But if that was the case, it was too late to reverse course, particularly given that Lola Faye’s mood had brightened considerably during our walk. She’d even delightedly pointed out various Christmas decorations: snowmen and reindeer, Santa Claus and “baby Jesus.” Saint Louis seemed a wonder to her, magical as Paris, dreamy as Venice.


Through all of this, I simply walked on beside her, listening absently, resigned to the fact that I could find no way to escape at least a few more minutes of conversation but determined to get away as soon as I could, not only because I fully expected to find our talk boring but because something remained troubling about her sudden appearance, a sense that it was anything but casual, so that her reversion to this new version of herself, happily delighting in the splendors of Saint Louis, struck me as less than genuine.
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