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PROLOGUE










IN LATERyears when people asked James B. Lockhart Jr. what got him through that difficult patch, he’d give a quick response about how it wasn’t really anything. He got through it as one gets through anything unpleasant, like toughing it out through high-school chemistry or sticking with the wrong job until the right one comes around. Tough times happened to everyone. No one is immune from life’s tragedies.




Then he’d look more closely to see who asked the question. Was the person ready to hear the real answer?




Just to test the waters, he’d add something about how if you really look for what you need to survive, the tools are all there. Kind words from family and friends, encouragement, warmth, affection. When he felt brave, he’d admit that he had been fortunate in love and that love could get you through anything.




Most of the time he’d receive a nod and a smile. People would accept that love was an answer.




But then Jim would try to determine how much more of the story to tell. Some things weren’t easy to talk about in front of just anyone. They required more explanation than most wanted to hear.




“There was a prayer I learned once,” he’d say. “The words are almost as ancient as time. It’s hardly original with me. It has been the companion of people all around the world…many more worthy than me.”




Eyebrows would raise. “A prayer?”




“It’s been published in books and described by saints. Most famously it was in a book calledThe Way of the Pilgrim— about a Russian peasant who lived his life by it.”




“Is that where you found it?” the listener would ask.




“It was a gift really,” he’d explain. “We can give so few things that are useful. Most gifts wear out with time. The longer we have them, the more tattered and tired they grow. Not this gift. It becomes only more precious with time and use. It became my lifeline.”




At this point he would be afraid he was starting to ramble. If whomever he was explaining this to wandered off to another room or suddenly realized she had to make an urgent call on her cell phone, he would be very forgiving. He knew what she’d be thinking:You never know if you’re going to be stuck talking to a fanatic.




After all, a prayer, a pilgrim, saints…it all sounded a little hysterical.




But the prayer wasn’t just meant for church, Jim knew. It was forevery part of life. In the gym or in a restaurant, beside a hospital bed, or even at the office. It was his lifeline when he felt himself getting lost. He was convinced that no one could be lost with this prayer. It always brought him back to what was important. It supplied thoughts beyond any words. It gave peace to his aching soul.




“Let me tell you a story,” he would finally say, because the story itself would explain everything. “It’s about love and death and the things that really matter. There’s a woman in it—two women, really—a man, a church thrift shop, and a prayer. Although it has a happy ending, it almost didn’t turn out that way. It all started in the basement of a church…”




What better place to start?















ONE










ELIZABETHASHtiptoed past the long table of kitchenware—knives, serving spoons, eggbeaters, and Tupperware—as though she might awaken their owners’ ghosts. She paused at a set of measuring cups that was missing the one-cup measurement. Picking up a set of copper measuring spoons, she dangled them from one hand like a pair of castanets.




She wasn’t in need of any bargains. She hardly had room for anything. She lived on the third floor of a brownstone. One oddly shaped room that had to serve as living room, bedroom, rehearsal space, and studio when she gave flute lessons. Its principal virtues were a high ceiling, two tall windows that faced south, and a deaf neighbor in the apartment next door. She could practice at all hours until the woman across the garden called to complain.




An apartment like that hardly allowed for a rummage sale. What could Elizabeth do with the laminated wood sideboard that stretched against one wall? And where would she put a velvet sofa that could unfold into a queen-sized bed? She might have room for a magazine or two. She remembered making a Christmas tree once out of an oldReader’s Digest by folding over the edge of every page and spray-painting the whole thing green. But she didn’t feel very crafty, and Christmas had come and gone.




Then there were the books.




“Books furnish a room,” her mother used to say. An aphorism that never made much sense to Elizabeth until she moved to New York and tried to make do on a freelance musician’s spotty earnings. Books would have to furnish her room.




And they did…double-stacked in one tall bookcase in her living room/bedroom. Stacked horizontally and vertically in a narrow bookcase in her narrower kitchen. Books in the bathroom—those that didn’t risk getting damaged by the steam from her shower. Art books and musical scores stacked on the floor so they could form a coffee table.




Now she looked greedily at the table of books at the rummage sale. Maybe there was something here.




“The last thing you need is more books,” her friend Dorothy Hughes said.




“There might be something here I’d like to read.”




“You can get what you need at the library.”




“All the good books are always checked out at the New York Public Library. That’s why I buy them.”




“And let them fill up your apartment.” Dorothy ran her finger through her thick, perfect-for-a-shampoo-commercial hair. She usually wore it in a ponytail, but today she wore it loose—probably to look more alluring.




“I reread them.” Elizabeth could reread anything she liked. She could even reread a murder mystery and pretend to forget who had committed the crime.




“A sure sign that you don’t get out enough. Remember, we’re not just here to buy. We’re here to meet people.”




It was Dorothy’s conceit that two single women together were more likely to “meet people” than one single woman by herself, and therefore in the last few months she was forever dragging Elizabeth to events where they could socialize. Play readings, art openings, book signings.




Elizabeth scanned the crowd. “Who are we going to meet in a church basement?”




“All sorts come to rummage sales. Look at that guy over there. You could meet him.”




A tweedy type lingering over a table of garden appliances. Trowels, clippers, hoes, gloves, and pots. Window boxes for fire-escape gardens.




Elizabeth turned to her friend. “Doesn’t really look like he’s here to ‘meet people.’”




“You can’t know until you talk to him.” Dorothy smiled radiantly so her dimples showed. She crossed the room.




Leave it to Dorothy to do the meeting, Elizabeth thought. She wasn’t in the market to meet anyone. She would rather look at the junk.




It was a wonder what people held on to. A cigar box full of bolts, nuts, rubber bands, broken pencils, a shard of pottery, canceled stamps, and paper clips. A card table cluttered with jewelry. A tie pin, a beaded bracelet, a brooch with a huge fake emerald. The prices on these items were overly optimistic. Twenty bucks for the brooch. First-day-of-the-rummage-sale prices. By Sunday anything left on the table would be marked down to ten bucks. Or five. Anything to keep the goods moving.




Elizabeth assumed the money would go to a worthy cause. A soup kitchen or homeless shelter. New pipes for the organ. The church benevolence fund. Elizabeth didn’t object to churches at all. She just didn’t go in them, unless she was playing at a church concert or hearing one. She was always surprised how chic the ladies in New York churches could be, dressed in their slacks and cashmere sweater sets. Not like the frumpy church ladies of her imagination.




She turned to see if Dorothy was having any luck “meeting” the tweedy man at the gardening table. He looked like a copyeditor or computer programmer. One of those guys who would talk for hours about his job. Deadly dull. He didn’t seem the least bit interested in being met. What was Dorothy thinking?




Everyone was completely absorbed in shopping. It was like being in a research library. Or at an Internet café with every person scanning a screen. The people here were in search of bargains. All they saw were objects on tables—knives, spoons, napkin rings, salad bowls. All they could do was calculate prices.




Dorothy was now arguing with a woman over a ratty fox fur. Any moment now they’d pull it back and forth between them. Elizabeth tried to read their lips.




Mine!




No, it’s mine!




But I saw it first!




What did Dorothy want with the jacket anyway?




A pillow, the other woman seemed to say.




A pillow out of the fur?




Dorothy had her hand on her hips, and she was explaining, gesturing to the fur.Trim.




Possibilities. That’s what brought people to a rummage sale. A world of possibilities. Who knew that a ratty old fur could have a second life as a stage prop or a stuffed pillow or trim on an opera cape? People came to try on new possibilities for themselves. They wondered how they would look in that jacket and would they ever find the right place to wear a fake emerald brooch.




Elizabeth sighed. Possibilities are just what she wished she had less of. She preferred certainties. She was certain she was a very good flutist. She was certain she had a job for the next week subbing in the pit of a Broadway show. And she was certain she would never find anybody to share her life with.




Dorothy’s hand was off her hip, and now she was rubbing the fur like it belonged to her cat. She was grinning, chatting. She had made a friend. Not a boyfriend, but someone. Dorothy could find a new friend in the Sahara.




Elizabeth cast her eye on a stack of records. Maybe there’d be a recording she’d like. An unusual flute concerto. A piece of chamber music that no one played anymore. Probably not. They looked like old pop recordings, and nothing was more useless than a record anyway. Give her CDs or an iPod.




Books would be better. If she could find one paperback. Something light. Even if it were something she’d read before. Something she’d want to read again.




She ran a finger along the top of the dusty spines, studying titles. Someone’s old chemistry textbooks. A collection of Shakespeare. Self-help books. A faded copy ofLove Story . Volumes of science fiction that didn’t interest her in the least.




What she wanted was a late-night comfort book. Something to read when she couldn’t sleep or when she felt too alone in her small apartment. Something to give her a sense of certainty. A book with a world that would take her out of her own world. Something that would make her forget.




One cover was too lurid. The writing on the opening page of another was too raw. She needed something with smooth prose. Better yet, a book that didn’t make her think of the words at all. A story so big she could lose herself in it.




Then she saw the Harriet Mueller. Historical romance. Now there was something dependable. Every volume was set in Regency England and featured women in high-waist dresses who were swept off their feet by dandified rakes in black riding boots and puffy shirts with collars so starched they scratched the men’s cheeks. Women who were sensitive but brave…and men who seemed gruff and cool but burned with secret ardor.




Elizabeth had read her first Harriet Mueller when she was a suggestible twelve-year-old with a crush on the boy next door. She had spent the summer reading on her front porch, hoping against hope that he would notice her. He didn’t, but she made her way through the local library’s entire collection of Harriet Muellers. The librarian couldn’t object to a Harriet Mueller. There was nothing too racy in them, and the historical details were all well drawn. Beau Brummel and the Prince Regent. Scenes set at Brighton or in Bath.




Now she was looking at Harriet Mueller’sSecret Vows. She fingered the corners of the brittle pages. This was a volume that had been passed along and savored, like the score of a great concerto. Somehow that added to the value.Secret Vows. She held it in one hand and looked for more.




Yes, there was another Harriet Mueller.A Lark for Love. With birds on the cover and a couple embracing in a distant gazebo.




And a third.What Price Glory . This one had a military theme. The man on the cover—with dark, fluttering sideburns like a young James Caan—was squeezed into red slacks and a navy blue coat with gold epaulets. Another paperback edition.




Elizabeth couldn’t believe her luck. Three Harriet Muellers in one day. She dared not continue looking for more. If she brought any more books into her apartment, even books this thin, she would have to get rid of some she already had. It would be like dumping an old friend.




“So you’ve found something,” Dorothy said.




Elizabeth downplayed the discovery. “A couple books, that’s all.”




“You’ll just stay inside reading instead of getting out and meeting people.”




“What about you? You looked like you were having some success.”




“With this?” Dorothy held up the old fur.




Elizabeth smiled. “At least you made a friend.”




“Next time we’ll both come away with boyfriends, I assure you.”















TWO










JIMLOCKHARTwent to the gym every morning. Time on the treadmill was good for his cardiovascular system. Lifting weights decreased his risk of heart failure. It made him feel better and look better. He could comfortably claim that there wasn’t much flab on his belly. He could even make a decent muscle in his bicep, like some beach bum.




But the mornings at the gym weren’t a source of vanity. He wasn’t trying to look good for anybody. Truth was, he went out of habit. Roll out of bed, pull on some clothes, eat a protein bar and drink some coffee, then head to the gym. He showered there, brushed his teeth in the locker room, shaved, got dressed. He even said his morning prayers there, although he wouldn’t have wanted anyone to know that.




This morning, as he took the subway downtown, he followed his usual routine. He didn’t look at the women in their business suits, their heads in theirWall Street Journal s orNew York Times, as they hurried off to work. Out of the corner of his eye he might notice an attractive pair of legs, but he didn’t make eye contact with their owner. He sensed beauty all around him—one woman even put on her makeup as she rode the subway—but he always made a point of not looking. He kept his head in the newspaper. Dull habit.




Jim had never considered himself much of a jock. Not since hockey in high school. In college he’d been part of the artsy drama crowd. Didn’t even go to the football games. Had very little patience with the rah-rah fraternity bunch. Sometimes he jogged a couple of miles down by the lake back then, but jogging wasn’t a jock thing. That was just stress management.




Then in his twenty-ninth year he had developed a bum knee, the result of a hockey accident from high-school days. When he went to see a physical therapist, he was given some exercises, most of which had to be done with weight machines. So he had joined a gym near his office. And after doing the leg lifts for his knees, he figured he might as well do something about the rest of his body. The next thing he knew he was bench-pressing a hundred pounds and running on the treadmill for forty-five minutes. It became habit with alternating routines.




This morning he would be doing an upper-body workout. Bench, curls, overheads for his triceps. Push-ups and pull-ups too.




“One towel,” he told the woman at the front desk.




“Hi, Jim,” she said.




It always surprised him that she knew his name. “Thanks.”




“Have a good one,” she added.




He cringed.Have a good one what? The phrase was even worse than the unaccountably bland “Have a nice day.” Whatever happened to “Good morning” or “Good day”?




“I’ll do my best,” he said as he swung his gym bag back over his shoulder and carried it into the locker room.




He found an upper locker in the back room where most of the early morning crowd changed clothes. There was the attorney who worked out before being chained to his desk downtown; the architect who ran on the treadmill for miles before designing skyscrapers; and the superbuff I.T. guy who probably never lifted anything heavier than a keyboard at the office but could bench-press twice his weight. Maybe that was the whole point of the gym. You did it because you didn’t have to. Stevedores didn’t need a gym.




“Hey, Jimbo, you made it.”




This amused Jim too. That he had acquired this jockish nickname: Jimbo.




“Hey, Scott.”




Scott was a stockbroker. Always trying to interest Jim in some stock or mutual fund. Very friendly, just like a salesman. Not easily dissuaded by Jim’s lack of interest in the Dow. “Some morning you’ll surprise us and not show up.”




“I’ve missed a few times. You didn’t seem to notice then.”




“You gave us plenty of warning. Almost took an ad out in the paper warning us of your absence.”




Jim shrugged. “It’s hard to fit in vacations.”




“You work too hard.”




“If you worked harder, maybe you wouldn’t always be trying to unload those lousy stocks on me.”




“Just trying to help you plan for your financial future.” Scott put on one of his many T-shirts with a corporate logo on it. Some freebie he’d picked up at a convention. “See you out there.”




Jim hung up his long-sleeved shirt and trousers in the locker and changed into his gym shorts. As he pulled on his socks, he muttered the prayer, the same one he said every morning.




“Jesus Christ, have mercy upon me. Make haste to help me. Rescue me and save me. Let thy will be done in my life.”




It had become a habit these last fifteen months. The same words repeated again and again. He didn’t even have to close his eyes. Even now, tying his shoes, he could say the prayer.Jesus Christ, have mercy upon me…




Out in the weightroom he took up a position on the bench and started out with forty-pound weights on the bar.




Scott was working on his triceps and getting red in the face. He always turned bright red when he worked out. “Jimbo, what’d you do this weekend?”




“Not much.”




“No hot dates?”




“None that I’d tell you about.”




Jim had to admit that the gym repartee was something he’d come to enjoy. It wasn’t like office talk. People weren’t trying to sell things to Jim—except for the occasional penny stock. It was weights and sports and complaints about how eighty pounds felt heavier week after week. Nobody cared that he was a casting director. Nobody tried to slip him a photo and résumé.




“I’m serious now.”




“I’m sure you are.”




Scott wiped the sweat off his forehead with the back of his hand and gave a toss of his surfer-blond hair. “You got anybody you’re seeing regularly?”




“Too many people,” Jim joked.




“You object to seeing anybody new?”




“Yes.” Jim grabbed the bar. He didn’t like the way this conversation was going. Serious questions were not part of the gym routine.




“The reason I’m asking, Jimbo, is my wife keeps bugging me about her cousin.”




“It’s always a cousin,” Jim said, trying to make a joke of it. “They’re usually homely with some story about why they aren’t married and everybody pretending they’re ten years younger than they are.” He grabbed the bar and began his reps.




One, two, three. Do it with the prayer. Jesus Christ, have mercy upon me.




“I’m not trying to set you up or anything, but this girl really is nice. Great-looking. Smart.”




Four, five, six, seven. Make haste to help me.“The next thing you’ll tell me is she has a great body.”




“She does.”




Eight, nine, ten, eleven, twelve. Rescue me and save me.“I don’t know. It’s hard for me to find a free night.”




“Don’t give me that. Everybody has to eat. You can’t survive on protein bars alone.”




“Try me.”Let thy will be done in my life.




“You don’t buy my stocks, you don’t laugh at my jokes, you don’t do the exercises I tell you to do, and now you won’t even take me up on a free meal.”




“That’s not exactly what it sounded like.”




“You coming off a bum romance or something?”




“I wish.” That was the easiest way to settle it. Leave it to Scott’s imagination. Jim was sure that Scott’s wife’s cousin was charming. But he met charming women all the time, and he wasn’t interested in getting serious with any of them. Not now. Not so soon. He wasn’t ready.




“Well, let me know when you think you want to be social.”




“I’ll send an announcement.” Jim grabbed the bar again.




“One word of advice.”




“What?”




“That weight’s too light. You’re an incredible wimp if you can’t do fifteen reps with it.” Scott laughed.




Insults were exchanged. Usual gym banter was restored.




Jim returned to his routine. An exercise and the prayer. The clanking of the machines, the strain on his muscles and exhorting the deity. Deep breathing and water breaks in between. It gave him a measure of peace that the world would go on and that he’d get through the long day ahead.




By 8:30 he was ready for the showers. “At least I’ve done this,” he could tell himself. At least he’d been able to do the barbells and dumbbells and chin-ups. Anything to give him some sense of accomplishment.




He weighed himself—178 pounds—and shaved and took a quick shower. He said the prayer while he put on his boxers and laundered shirt. Fresh-pressed cotton and a tie were part of his daily uniform. In this dress-casual era, coats and ties weren’t absolutely necessary, but they made a difference to the people he auditioned every day. At least they made a difference to him.




“Good-bye,” he said to the woman at the front desk.




“Have a great day.”




 




“MORNING,JIM.”




“Good to see you, Jim.”




“How ya doing, Jim?”




He banished all insecurity by the time he hit the halls of Babcock, Crier, and Nelson. Here he was the soul of efficiency, a whiz at decision making, a wit in the washroom, a quick negotiator on the phone. Sometimes he imagined he was a movie and his eyes were the camera taking in the wide smiles, raised eyebrows, and brisk waves as he passed through the lobby with its shiny granite floor and down the gray hall past rows of cubicles.




When he arrived at his office, Jim threw the gym bag under his desk and turned on his computer. He played back the messages on his phone—there were always messages—and sorted through any papers left on his desk. He logged on.




James B. Lockhart Jr., casting director.




His desk calendar alerted him to a couple of staff meetings and a few appointments. He scribbled things down wherever he found a spot. It was going to be a busy morning. Fine by him. He needed to find an actress in her early thirties and a kid who could pass for nine. The photo books were piling up on his desk. The agent calls were already coming in. All of it said to him, “You’ve got a purpose.” Something to keep him busy so he wouldn’t have to think too hard. No doubts to consider, no questions to ask. What more could you want from a job?




The certainties of an office were just the thing to keep him focused for the next twelve hours.Jesus Christ, have mercy upon me. Rescue me and save me…




No more time for that right now.















THREE










“SEE IFyou can do that phrase all in one breath,” Elizabeth said.




“I don’t have the air,” exclaimed her student.




“Breathe from your diaphragm. Put the flute down for a minute and take a deep breath.”




The student obliged.




“Not with the shoulders up. Keep them relaxed. Take a deep breath. Again. Your diaphragm should expand. Like that. So I can see it.”




“I don’t feel natural this way.”




“It is natural. Practice your breathing at the beginning of each session. Then sing the phrase to yourself before you play. If you think a phrase through beforehand, you won’t get into any bad habits.”




Elizabeth could tell the girl wouldn’t do any of it. She was a bright student, a sophomore at the conservatory, conscientious and musical. But like all of them, she wanted to plunge right into the music instead of working through it slowly. She was bound to make the same mistakes over and over again.




The girl raised her flute to her lips and took a deep breath. The flute gave one long sustained line. A beautiful melodic phrase. Not perfect, but perfectly acceptable.




“That’s it! You did it. Didn’t you feel it?”




“I guess so.” The student lowered her flute. “Is that all?”




“That’s good enough for now. I’ll listen to the other piece next week.” Elizabeth had a show tonight and just enough time to eat dinner and clear her mind before going to the theater.




“Ms. Ash, can I ask you a question?”




Elizabeth felt ancient being addressed as Ms. Ash. “Yes.”




“Did you always want to be a flutist?” The girl was taking apart her flute and putting it in its small carrying case.




At your age I wanted to be homecoming queen, a cheerleader, a great novelist, and the finest musician in the world.“It’s something I’ve always enjoyed.”




“But did you think you’d end up doing it—I mean—doing it as a profession?”




The way the girl said “end up” made it sound like a penal sentence.




“Not when I was your age. I studied for a long time and worked at it.”




“Is it a good life?”




“For me it is. Although not particularly lucrative.”




That was one reason Elizabeth thought teaching in her cramped, third-floor, walk-up apartment was good for her students. Give them a realistic idea of a musician’s income. Few musicians lived like rock stars.




“I really like playing the flute, but my father says I should be a lawyer so I can pay back my loans after college.”




“I think it’s important to do what you love,” Elizabeth said firmly.




“Do you think I have the talent?”




“You have to make that decision.”




Talent wasn’t everything. Desire and persistence counted for more. Elizabeth knew many talented musicians who were still working as waitresses and secretaries. And she knew one incredibly talented horn player who was always losing jobs.




The girl put on her coat and pulled her hair back in a clip. “Thanks. I’m just not sure I want to end up like you.”




Elizabeth closed the door, not sure if she should laugh or cry. End up like you? As though she were a failure. As though this tiny room at the back of a brownstone was the true measure of her success. Didn’t people realize that money wasn’t everything? There was another score for success.




It came at the end of a quintet rehearsal when the music echoed in the silence of the room. It was in the phrasing of a solo line that showed all of Elizabeth’s mastery of her instrument. It was in the pit of a Broadway show with a group of musicians who were so good, the music sounded as though there were only one person playing.




That’s what was so hard to explain: that she truly loved being a freelance musician. She could put up with the incompetent conductors and the raging egomaniacs. She could tolerate the insecurity of having too few gigs in the middle of August and too many in the month of December. She could adjust to a schedule of teaching because at least it gave her some regular income.




She went into the kitchen—“not even big enough to change your mind in” as Dorothy once claimed—and heated up a can of Campbell’s clam chowder. After pouring herself half a glass of cranberry juice, she sat at the small table. She brushed off the single linen place mat and opened up the linen napkin. The rest of the napkins and place mats were in her parents’ attic in Connecticut. Part of a hope chest gathering dust.




She picked up one of the three Harriet Mueller books.Secret Vows. The paper was almost brown from age, but the binding still held. She could prop open the pages with a knife while she ate. Reading while eating was one of the great privileges of living alone. No need to make conversation. No need to listen to some topic she cared nothing about.




Pretty soon she was lost in a bygone world of waistcoats and servants and gauzy white dresses that showed off a woman’s figure. She could hear the horses drawing up on a cobblestone drive and the string quartet that played in the salon. She could smell the lavender water that the heroine had sprinkled on her neck and the bouquet of hydrangeas that filled a Sèvres vase. She felt the formal rhythms of the language, part of the dance of courtship. Just the wordcourtship was so foreign. Who ever courted a woman these days?




Not that Elizabeth wished the world would go back in time. Most women lived in horrible conditions back then—including filth and poverty. There was a high rate of infant mortality. Countless women died in childbirth. But a Harriet Mueller novel was concerned with the life of the aristocracy and landed gentry. There were card parties and horse races and hearts to be won. Elizabeth found it a relief from subways and supermarkets and washing your socks in the sink. A relief from men who “courted” you by bragging about their accomplishments.




Elizabeth read brief passages between changing into her black nylon pants and her black silk top. Her performance attire. The audience couldn’t see her in the pit where she sat, but everybody dressed in black. She was a sub for a week in the musicalIf You Ask Me. She’d played the show back in November and a week in December. The money was good and the conductor easy to follow. The musicians were people she’d worked with before. Good colleagues.




The last thing she did was put her flute in her bag and turn out the light. The book she kept in her pocket. She knew the show well enough to read between numbers. That was part of the rhythm of a long-running show. The orchestra read, did crossword puzzles, knitted, crocheted—and all between bars of a song. There was something brazen about picking up a trumpet between a crossword clue for a bird in Patagonia and the name of a director of film noir.




She continued her reading on the subway. As the crowded train clattered on its way, she was lost in another world. In the life of another heroine in another era. If a man had stepped forward and knelt before her to court her at that very moment, she wouldn’t have noticed.




 




JIM WASlooking at photos of actresses. Stacks of them were piled on his desk. Beautiful women and plain women. Interesting-looking ones and drab ones. Women with red hair, brown hair, blond hair, short hair, long hair, white hair, tinted hair. He’d already scrolled through his computer for images, and now he was going through what he’d already printed out. There was something important about holding a photo, as well as seeing it on the screen. Somehow it created a tactile impression of the women he’d interviewed. Impossible to believe how many women had passed through this office in the last six years, ever since Jim had come on staff at Babcock, Crier, and Nelson.




Jim had an almost flawless memory of faces. “I never forget a face,” others might say. With James B. Lockhart Jr., it was not only a memory of faces but an uncanny, internal mechanism for filing them away. A producer or director could scratch his head and throw out a few adjectives for a character he wanted on screen, and Jim could come up with a dozen suggestions. He’d know the names, a few vital statistics—like the quirky laugh they might have or the way one eyebrow rose higher than the other—and their agents.




It wasn’t something he’d ever known about himself—or anything he’d acknowledged as being different from anybody else—until he began working at the agency. He’d started out as an assistant, but soon found people calling on him with what seemed like basic questions: “Do you remember the name of that woman who interviewed with us last spring for the antihistamine commercial?”




He remembered. He could see her sitting on the tan sofa in her purple top and suede skirt. He could picture her brown hair, hazel eyes, and the small mole near her nose.




“Everybody can do that,” he would say.




“No, they can’t,” his boss told him. It was like having perfect pitch or a perfect golf swing. You were born with it.




Right now he was looking for a woman for a car commercial. She had to be both clean-cut and provocative. Pretty, of course, but if she were too pretty, she’d be intimidating and women wouldn’t want to buy the car because they couldn’t imagine living up to that intimidating standard.




Not only did Jim have to find someone for the part, he had to guess what the client wanted. Clients were notorious for not knowing their own minds. They could say “sexy” when they really meant “wholesome.” They could describe a person as “otherworldly” when they really wanted “down-to-earth.” They could baffle you with requests for girl-next-door, athletic, and Midwestern, then leap at exotic, feral, and Southwestern. Go figure.




He looked up and spotted his reflection in the window. Once there was a time when his image had been on an eight-by-ten glossy—when he was on the other end of the business. Actor instead of casting director. If he’d known then what he knew now, would it have made any difference?




A dead-end thought. His face had changed a lot since that long-ago head shot. The same strong chin and aquiline nose and brown eyes, but there was a darker hollow beneath his cheeks, and his smile wasn’t as quick or natural. It was his eyes, though, that had changed the most. They used to look out at the world in wonder. Now they had a guarded gaze.




“What are you finding?” a voice behind him asked.




He turned from the window. It was Nan, his best friend in the office. The person he depended on most.




“A few possibilities.”




“Show them to me,” she said.




“Try this: Sultry but Friendly.”




“Not bad.”




“Innocent yet Knowing.”




Her comeback was quick. “Too obvious.”




“Then there’s I Told You So.”




“What’s her voice like?”




“Sultry but friendly.”




“You’re kidding.”




“She can change it to ‘innocent yet knowing’ if that’s what we need. She’s a good actress. I saw her in a showcase a couple of years ago.”




“Innocent or knowing?”




“Off the wall. A real flaky play. There are a few more on the computer. Check these out.” He pulled up a checkerboard of choices. “I can even do sound for these.”




“Don’t prejudice me. I don’t want to get too attached to any one of them yet.”




“Spoken like a true professional.”




Nan made an attempt at stifling a yawn. “You’re quite a case, of course. You have your choice of the most interesting, beautiful women in New York, and you look at them with clinical detachment.”




“I’m waiting for the right one.”




“And who would she be?”




“I’ll know when I find her.”




She looked at him with her dark eyes, and her voice softened. “You should get out more.”




“I go out all the time.”




“Where? The gym?”




“The theater. I probably take in two dozen shows a month.”




“That’s work. You should do something that’s just for fun. Something that’s just for you.”




“What did you have in mind?”




“Let’s get something to eat.” She was making light of it too. They were not a couple. They were friends.




“I need to finish up here.”




“No you don’t,” Nan said. “I’m the account exec, and I officially say that you’ve done enough. Meet me at the elevator in five minutes.”




“I’ll ruin my record for being the last one out.”




“I wish you were kidding,” she said dryly.















FOUR










“DOROTHY…”




“I can’t believe you’re calling me this late.”




“You’re always up late,” Elizabeth said.




“Maybe I have to be up early tomorrow for an important audition.”




“You don’t. You would have told me about it. Dorothy, I need to talk to you about that book I bought at the rummage sale.”




“What about it?”




“There’s writing in it.”




“Of course there’s writing in it. It’s a book. Books have writing in them.”




“Turn down that TV,” Elizabeth ordered. “You can’t hear me with it going full blast.”




Dorothy’s neighbors must have been deaf too.




“I keep it on for research,” Dorothy explained. “I need to see if they’re running any commercials that I’m in.”




“Are there any running right now?”




“There just might be.” The sound of the TV disappeared. She must have pushed the mute button. “Tell me about the book.”




“I took it with me to my job tonight. I’m playing in the pit ofIf You Ask Me .”




“Oh, yeah.”




Dorothy was still sensitive aboutIf You Ask Me . She’d been up for one of the parts and felt she should have been cast. The role had gone to a competitor.




“Anyway, there are a couple of long scenes where the orchestra doesn’t play—”




“I don’t know how you can stand that show. The acting is terrible. The singing is worse.”




“I was using the time to readSecret Vows , one of the books I bought at the rummage sale,” Elizabeth said, ignoring her, “when I came to this writing at the top of chapter three.”




“What do you mean?”




“There was some scribbling along the top.”




“Notes for an English class?”




“Sort of like that but more personal. I skimmed through the rest of the book and found more. Some sentences at the top of the chapters or in the margins. You know how you write notes in a book when you’re studying it for school? Well, it’s like that, except the lines all form a message.”




“I get it!” Dorothy exclaimed. “Some man has been kidnapped, and he’s locked in the church basement. He’s trying to communicate with the outside world.” She had a laugh that sounded like a bark, which she’d used to great effect when she’d had to play a dog in a play once.




“I don’t appreciate your humor,” Elizabeth said, appreciating it anyway. “It wasn’t a man. The writing is in a woman’s hand—in purple ink. A fountain pen.”




“What’s it say?”




“Let me read you some of it.”






“Darling, I don’t know when you’ll read this. It might be years from now. Long after I’m gone. I wanted to find some way to reach you, but only when you were ready. I know I could have put this in a letter and left it for you, but there’s no telling if you would be ready.”







Elizabeth paused to turn a few pages.






“I thought of other places to put the message. In a desk drawer. In my bureau. I could imagine you coming upon it when you had to clean out my socks and underwear. But that seemed wrong. And I couldn’t be sure that you’d be the one to clean my drawers. One of my sisters could find it, and that would be all wrong.”







Elizabeth scrambled through some more pages.






“But every couple has a few places known only to them. With you, darling, it could be your grandfather’s college mug. The place we kept our extra set of keys. If I left you a quick note there, you’d get it. Like a mom putting messages in her kid’s lunchbox.”







“Can you believe this?”




“Keep reading,” Dorothy said impatiently.






“My private spot had to be my jewelry box. You didn’t quite understand what my jewelry meant to me. That a string of pearls my mother wore as a debutante was worth more than any appraiser could say. Or that topaz ring from my grandmother. That’s all right. I didn’t need diamond bracelets from you or diamond earrings. You gave me many other things.”







“How long does this go on?”




“All that’s in the first book.Secret Vows. ”




“Lizzie, let me get this right. You’re telling me it’s all written by hand in the book?”




“Along the margins and at the chapter headings. With a fountain pen. She’s trying to communicate with this guy. It’s a message.”




“It doesn’t say much.”




“It goes on. She wrote stuff in the second Harriet Mueller I picked up at that rummage sale.A Lark for Love. Listen.”






“Darling, I’m trusting that you’ll come to this book when you think of me. You knew how much I loved these books. Almost as much as I loved you. You used to tease me about them all the time. My comfort literature. Well, I’m using them to speak to you. For the first message, go back to Secret Vows, then read on.”







“The point is, she wrote in all the books.”




“Same purple pen?” Dorothy asked in the probing tone of a TV detective.




“Same handwriting. She wanted to reach someone. She was trying to give him a message.”




“I’d say it was a husband or ex-husband or boyfriend.”




“Husband, I think. At least they lived together and knew each other’s habits very well.”




“But if you were a guy, would you actually look for a message from your wife in a copy of Harriet Mueller?” Dorothy sounded incredulous.




“If I knew the books meant something to her.”




“Sounds like she was a fan…just like you, Lizzie.”




“I can’t believe he gave away these books to the church. The messages are too personal. It would be like putting a stack of love letters up for sale.”




“Nobody would want to buy any of my love letters,” Dorothy said. “Not that I ever received any.”




“It seems so callous.”




“Maybe he was angry at her. Or maybe he didn’t even know the messages were there.”




“You think he gave the books away to the church without knowing what was in them?”




“Somebody did.”




“That’s terrible!” Elizabeth was surprised by the passion and urgency in her voice. She put the books down on the floor.




“There’s not much you can do about it,” Dorothy fired back.




“I found these books at that rummage sale you dragged me to. Now I feel responsible for them.”




“I wanted you to meet aguy , not a book.”




“The book is all about a guy. At least the handwriting is.”




Dorothy yawned loudly. “We can talk about it tomorrow.”




“He probably didn’t even know what he was giving away.” Elizabeth wanted to justify it somehow.




“Don’t get too wrapped up in it. It’s just writing,” Dorothy said. “Get some sleep, OK? Good night.”




“OK. Good night.”




A cold gust blew in through a crack at the bottom of Elizabeth’s window. It skated around her bed and darted out beneath her front door. She put on her warm, long-sleeved flannel nightgown and slid under the duvet. Flicking on her reading lamp, she looked at the three books on the floor next to her. She picked up the second volume and thumbed through the pages.






I hope you realize this is a love letter. There’s so much we’ve said to each other and so much that has been unsaid, I had to write things down. I wanted to go through every moment in our past and remind myself what was special about what we had. I’ve been reliving it in my mind, remembering everything. Let me give you my conclusion first of all. No suspense. No surprises. Here it is:




I love you.







Elizabeth turned out her light, but couldn’t fall asleep. She kept thinking of a woman writing something so urgent, yet so private, that she put it on the pages of a well-worn book. Not a place that someone would naturally look for it, but a place she was sure he’d find, as long as he could read between the lines.




But maybe he didn’t find it. Maybe he’d given the books away before he knew they were there. Or he’d been so angry or hurt that he didn’t ever want to see them again. Was that why these books had ended up in Elizabeth’s hands?















FIVE










“JIM, YOU’REworking too hard.”




“There’s a lot to get done.”




“It gets done when it gets done. It’s not like staying at the office till nine or ten at night makes it go any faster. There comes a point of diminishing returns.”




Jim dunked two chips in a dish of salsa. The salsa got hotter the more he ate it, but he couldn’t stop. What was it about salsa that made it so irresistible?




“I like work.”




“A slave to Babcock, Crier, and Nelson,” Nan said. “What a cause.”




“Maybe advertising isn’t a worthy cause, but I’ve learned to like it.”




“You deserve a little happiness.”




“Iam happy.”




“I don’t believe you.”




Nan hadn’t smoked in years, but she still held two fingers close together, as though she had a cigarette in them when she gestured. She had beautiful, well-manicured hands.




“I hate people who always talk about being happy. That’s so boring,” Jim complained. “Life has more to offer than idle, aimless happiness.”




“Who was talking about anything aimless and idle?”




The restaurant was a cheery Mexican place with piñatas dangling from the beams. It held no memories for Jim, which is just what he wanted.




“I have an aim,” he said. “To please the clients.”




“You know they don’t give a hoot about what you think. We’re just fodder for internal politics. You’ve seen enough fabulous proposals that get dumped right out of the gate because some pompous supervisor is trying to prove how ignorant he is.”




He grinned. “You do have a way with words.”




“It’s not worth taking your job too seriously. You’re not going to impress management on the twenty-second floor.”




“I want to be proud of what I do,” Jim said.




“I’m proud of what I do. Your secretary is proud of what she does. Mr. Babcock, Mr. Crier, and Mr. Nelson were all proud of what they did a thousand years ago when they founded this noble company. But I’d venture to say they all had a life outside of the office.”




“I go to the gym.”




“You know what I mean.” She dipped her hand in the plastic basket of corn chips. They’d already gone through one order of quesadillas and one of guacamole.




“Work relaxes me. It gives me something to do.”




“It’s no substitute for an emotional life,” she countered. “What you have at work isn’t an emotional life. It’s a power trip. You’re the person everyone wants to meet, but it has nothing to do with you. It’s your position. All those phone calls and free tickets. Nobody would invite you to anything if you weren’t Mr. Casting Director.”




“Give me a break.”




“It’s not a substitute for the real thing.”




The real thing.Had he even experienced the real thing? Was that what he was mourning? “Why do I put up with you?”




“I’m charming, witty, and right,” Nan said in a husky voice. “We’re friends.”




They were friends—just friends. Maybe there was a time when they could have become something else, but that moment had long since passed.




“Nan, I’m doing my best. I’m getting through the days.”




“That’s not living.”




“What do you think I should do?”




“Fall in love with somebody,” she suggested. “Fall in love with one of those actresses who come into your office to try out for a commercial. Fall in love with someone whose work you really liked. Pick out someone who sings in a cabaret act.”




“It’s not that easy.”




“Pick the wrong person. Just pick someone. You won’t know until you try.” Nan raised a hand to flag down their waiter. Jim was ready to ask for the bill, but she said, “We need some more guacamole and chips.”




“I’m too old.”




“How old are you?”




She knew exactly how old he was. Their birthdays were only two days apart. Every year, as long as they’d worked at Babcock, Crier, and Nelson together, they’d gone out for lunch to celebrate.




“The same age as you.”




“I will always claim to be younger than you. I say I’m thirty-one.”




“I’m thirty-two.”




“Just the age for the Picky Bachelor Syndrome.”




“What’s that?”




“It happens to guys who wait too long for the perfect woman. They manage to find something wrong with every girl they meet. Her bangs are too short; her ankles are too thick; her mother makes bad lasagna. You’re headed that way.”




“I’m a widower, not a bachelor.”




Nan looked away. She had one of the best figures in the office. Her dark eyes and dark hair would have made her a gypsy temptress in some bad movie. But when you talked to her, she was all good sense and warmth.




“How long has it been?” she asked.




“I don’t know.”




“You could probably tell me down to the exact hour.” Her voice turned soft and kind. For all her hard, businesswoman attitude, she could switch over to quiet and pensive in a second.




“Fifteen months, seven days, and four hours.”




“Not really that long.”




“It seems a lifetime,” he exclaimed. “I can’t believe I was once married. I can’t believe there was a time when I wasn’t alone.”




“Being alone gets to be a bad habit.”




“I hated it for a long time. The apartment was so quiet I heard her wherever I went. I started up conversations. I’d stand at the refrigerator and call into the bedroom, ‘Can I throw out this leftover macaroni and cheese?’ Then I’d remember she wasn’t there. The mac and cheese, the milk, the carrots, and the salad rotting in the vegetable crisper were all for me.”




“You’ll get over that.”




“That’s what everyone says. But I haven’t. For the longest time I bought her flavor of yogurt at the supermarket. Cherry. I bought rocky road ice cream because I knew she liked it. I bought six-packs of diet Pepsi for her. And they sat in the refrigerator reminding me that there was no one to drink them.”




“That must have been hard.”




“I thought it would be better when her clothes were gone. Her sisters swooped down one weekend and went through all her drawers. They asked me to stay out of the apartment while they got rid of stuff. I couldn’t have stood being there anyway.”




“You must have been grateful.”




“Even when it was gone, I could still picture what used to hang in the closets. Her overcoat, her green parka, the blue-striped dress, the cream-colored blouse. I never paid attention to those things when they were there, and all of a sudden I missed them.”




“You never talked about it.”




“You know what I was like back then. I was a mess. You were incredibly kind. I couldn’t have made it through those days without you.” He couldn’t bear to look at her for fear his voice would break or tears would come into his eyes.




“What about now?” Nan dipped a chip in the guacamole. Piped-in mariachi trumpet music drifted down from the ceiling.




“I don’t know how to do ‘now.’”




“What a line.”




“Itis a line,” he agreed.




This was how they talked in the office. Looking at things dispassionately. Keeping their distance.




“Just go out. You’re getting too used to being by yourself. You’ll start acting like an old man.”




“Nan, Ican’t go out. I keep thinking of her. I go someplace—on some errand or something—and I see something that makes me think of her. The tofu she bought at the Korean deli, the red geraniums she could never grow, the shampoo she always used. On the subway in the morning I’ll spot someone reading the newspaper the way she did, folded over in one long column, and I’ll wonder what she would have thought. Or I’ll pass a restaurant where we ate and remember how she dipped her bread in the sauce of the coq au vin.”




“Forgive me. I’ve never lost someone that close to me…but don’t you get to a stage where all those reminders are comforting?”




He sighed. “They’re not. They only remind me that she’s so far away.”




“Can’t I help by distracting you?” She took one of the largest tortilla chips and broke it in half, just to break the mood.




“You do. Work does. It’s the only thing that helps. That and the gym. They take my mind off the places it wanders.”




She raised one eyebrow. “Babcock, Crier, and Nelson. The perfect cure.”




 




JIM TOOKa detour on his way to the subway. He strolled over to Times Square to get a glimpse of the billboards. The lights had always seemed reassuring, even when they were selling products he didn’t care about. Coke, Levi’s, Hanes underwear.




He thought of all those flashing lights broadcasting their messages into the sky. Imagined them traveling light-years away to different solar systems, different galaxies, different worlds. Someday, years from now, Times Square would go dark, but the messages would still be traveling in outer space. It was a sort of eternal life—old messages still floating beyond the sun, waiting to be heard. Waiting the way he was waiting to hear from her.




It was now 10:30 at night. Theatergoers were just getting out, the fast ones dashing for cabs. Suburbanites rushed to make their trains at Grand Central. A few stretch limos crawled through the traffic. People on the sidewalk wrapped their wool scarves tighter around their necks to keep out the chill.




Almost every day Jim interviewed actors and actresses who dreamed of having their name up in lights on a movie theater or on Broadway. But did any of them wonder what they’d lose by achieving their goals? He recognized one of the models on an underwear billboard. The fellow had auditioned for a part in a detergent commercial, and now he was stripped to his drawers in Times Square. Some achievement.




Jim turned his back on the Great White Way and walked along a quiet side street with a mixture of anticipation and dread. The restaurant wouldn’t be there anymore—he knew that. It had been replaced by something chic with recessed lighting, black walls, and orchids on white tablecloths. No doubt the waiters and waitresses were all beautiful and efficient. None of them would have tolerated a young couple lingering at a table for two hours with only a crème brûlée.




The old place had been run by an aged pair of Breton women who served vichyssoise, celeri rémoulade, and a boeuf bourguignon that would have pleased Julia Child. The floor was green linoleum, and the walls had faded pictures of Montmartre and Mont-Saint-Michel. The dinner specials, which never changed, were scrawled in chalk on a blackboard.




Not so long ago he and Lois had gone there to figure out their future. A golden future full of promise. Newlyweds, they started the discussion in their cramped one-bedroom apartment, but why stay there? The whole thing would go down better with Breton cider and onion soup.




They had talked for over two hours that night, laughing, arguing, changing their tack with each course. In the end they flipped a coin. It was the easiest way. One had to win. One had to lose. But in a marriage, was it ever possible for one to win while the other lost? They were young. They had to take a risk. They had to gamble. They laughed as they left. The adventure had begun.




Jim hoped for some garlicky smell of the old place, something that would take him back. He’d hear an old Edith Piaf song or the greeting from one of the owners:“Bonjour, monsieur. Bonjour, madame.” He’d see the flashing neon sign.




But the music was gone. No savory scent of onion soup. All he could catch was a whiff of diesel exhaust from a tourist bus and the stench of a hot-dog vendor’s charcoal fire. Nothing to set his imagination humming. Only his fading memories, and a sorrow that he couldn’t bear. Why did he think it’d be any different? You couldn’t redo the past. You had to live with the choices made. Isn’t that what she had been trying to show him? Wasn’t that what she’d wished for him? But it was hard, so hard.




Jesus Christ, have mercy upon me,he prayed.Make haste to help me. Rescue me and save me. Let thy will be done in my life. Then he walked to the subway and took it home.
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