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				A lot of smart women I’ve known over the years have told me they were Daddy’s girls. That was especially true if they had grown up, as I did, in the 1960s or 1970s, when, if one of your parents had a career you wanted to emulate, it was likely to be your father’s. I was not a Daddy’s girl. Strange to say, I suppose, since you are holding a book I have written about my father. I loved both my parents, but if anything, I was a Mama’s girl.

				My father was not a listener. He was a talker. A storyteller. While he talked, he was often doing things for me—driving me to school or lessons or friends’ houses, cooking tasty meals for us and composing them elegantly on plates. Those stories were artifacts of self-involvement, but they came nestled in the cotton batting of affection, and that made them hard to resist. Besides, they were good stories.

				When my father was out of town, traveling with a show, I liked to talk to him on the phone, but mostly what I did when I missed him, what made me feel closer to him, was to go sit on the floor of his meticulously arranged closet and breathe in the autumn-leaf scent of his pipe tobacco. I felt cozy amid the evidence of his tender and particular aesthetics, the rituals of his self-regard. If my mother had ever gone out of town alone when I was growing up, on the other hand, I would have wanted to call her and tell her everything that had happened that day, and how I felt about it, and how my friends felt about it.

				Both my parents told stories about our family, the romance that was our origin story, the way my mother had saved my father, and how their children had given them both a new life. But my father told other stories, too, about his own long-running picaresque adventures in entertainment. They were also, I came to realize, stories about the history of show business, and how Americans had responded to it and sometimes remade themselves in its image.

				When I was growing up, my father was older than all the other fathers I knew: born in 1902, he had been close to sixty when I was born, nearly eighty when I graduated from high school. His direct connection to the sepia-toned, history-book past—before electricity, before talking pictures—struck me as strange and alienating sometimes. All parents have childless pasts, and most children have difficulty imagining their parents as much younger people, but older parents have many pasts, layer upon layer of remote and peculiar experiences, and their youth is not only implausible but a kind of costume drama, too. As a kid you allow your grandparents their magic-lantern memories, but you want your parents to belong more firmly to the here and now. Yet my father’s turn-of-the-century origins also gave me an intimacy with the past that I came to treasure, and a yearning not just to know about history but to feel what it was like.

				Luckily, my talkative father was very obliging. He had been an entertainer all his life: a hypnotist’s assistant and a magician in traveling tent shows in his, and the century’s, teens; a matinee idol in repertory theater in the small towns and cities of the Midwest in the 1920s; a star-in-the-making in 1930s Hollywood; a near has-been who carved out a life as a working actor in B movies and the new medium of television in the ’40s and ’50s.

				•••

				STILL, though I grew up to become a magazine writer—a kind of storyteller myself—I’d never thought of writing about my father till the late ’90s, a few years after he died. Then, one October afternoon, on a road trip in rural Pennsylvania with my husband and little son, we got lost. Somehow, we ended up at a roadside attraction that was like a figment of my father’s past: a small-time circus show with women in slightly tattered spangles, miniature horses in feathery headdresses, an air of hard-won gaiety. It was a long way from the commercial mass entertainment that I, and even my little boy, were used to, and I was delighted by it. I thought about my father’s early years in showbiz, when the relationship between audiences and performers was more of a fleeting secret, when performers shimmered into isolated small towns and entranced the locals and moved on. And I began, not long after, to think that I could tell my father’s story as a way of telling the story of American entertainment in the twentieth century. Zelig-like, he’d been present at so many of its transformative moments. I could tell his story, and do what I’d always wanted to do: try to capture the texture of the past.

				In the 1920s and 1930s, my father came of age in, and contributed to, a new, more sensual culture of abundance, a new era of mass communication, and eventually mass entertainment. Because the signature media of that era—film—let people experience pictures and voices, and therefore feelings or their facsimiles, from places they had never been and people they would never know, it transformed the sense of self, too. The historian Warren Susman calls this a “shift to the culture of sight and sound,” by which he means sight and sound on a new scale, and of a greater variety than Americans could have imagined when most of what they saw and heard were their own families and their own towns. How to distinguish oneself in a crowd, on the stage of the modern city, and in the eye of a camera was the new challenge. That meant unprecedented attention to personal presentation. The body—its care, its appearance—took on a new importance in a world where some people would make a living displaying themselves on screen, and others would want to emulate them. And it meant the arrival of formal advice and new products that encouraged people to cultivate individual, attention-getting personalities more than character. Personality, writes Susman, was the “quality of being somebody,” and the early twentieth century saw the advent of a self-improvement industry that instructed readers in how they could be, or at least look like, somebody.

				My father was born in the old order, in which character was predominant. But he grew up, was shaped by, and in turn helped shape the new one, in which personality, charisma, and good looks mattered more and more. As a result he was a little of both—a suave and playful twentieth-century entertainer who found a sense of meaning and mission in the work of entertaining.

				This book is not a memoir, though my own memories are woven throughout, and it’s not a biography of my father, either, though his memories are the brightest fiber in it. It’s an idiosyncratic history of how entertainment evolved in the twentieth century, and how ideas about character and personality—about what made a person interesting, attractive, worthwhile—changed along with it. The way I tell that story is through my father and his life. So it’s also a book about being a working actor—what it took, what he gave—to make a life in twentieth-century show business. I’ll always be grateful to my father for showing me that you could make a life—and even a living—doing what you loved, and that it was almost your duty to try. Even if what you loved was some feckless, creative pursuit that more practical people with better heads for money would try to talk you out of. Even if what you loved was a business that made stars—and you never were one.
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				LEARNING TO CRY

				The boy grew up in a hotel for traveling salesmen across the street from the train station in a very small town. The hotel was white clapboard, two stories tall, plain and neat, set about by trees that in the summer grew over the windows and cloaked the downstairs in thick shade. The boy liked to lie on the front-parlor carpet, tracing its wreaths of faded roses and listening for the train whistle, then for the traveling men as they alit, swinging their creaking leather sample cases, then for the smack of their wingtip shoes as they stepped up to the front door. The traveling salesmen wore bowler hats and houndstooth vests and watch fobs. They sat downstairs at the long cherrywood table, packing away the gravy-soaked meals his grandmother and the hired girls cooked for them, holding their sides and laughing. They’d been to Omaha and Kansas City and Chicago. They’d seen skylines ablaze with electric lights and gone to plays—oh, plenty of ’em, and sure, there were pretty girls even in a little burg like this one, they’d tell one another, but, oh brother, how about those gals on the stage? The traveling men never stayed long in Brainard—a night, maybe two. They gave the boy peppermint candies and distracted pats on the head. They hummed little snatches of ragtime while they trimmed their magnificent mustaches.

				The boy did not have his own room. His grandmother wanted to keep most of the rooms available for the commercial men, and the few left over for the hired girls, whose fathers sent them to work in the hotel so they could learn how to cook from Mrs. Talbot. The girls were seventeen, eighteen years old, farm girls, from Czech families, though this was before there was a country of Czechoslovakia, so they were called Bohemians or, less kindly, Bohunks. At night, the boy crawled in with whichever of them would have him, snuggling down under their white comforters, listening to their soft snores and the words they muttered in Czech, smelling the faint whiff of onion and caraway on their curled fingers. In the summer, the breeze from the open windows stirred the lace curtains and the tendrils of hair pasted against their necks. In the winter, he pressed as close as he could to their warm backs. He knew only a few words of Czech, but the phrase he remembered all his life was “Hezká holka, dej mi hubička.” “Pretty girl, give me a kiss.”

				The hired girls woke in the smudgy light before dawn—Mrs. Talbot was a strict employer—but he scrunched down under the covers, hoping he wouldn’t be ejected. At night, the girls laughed, and let him watch as they brushed out their long hair, heavy and glistening as horses’ tails, but in the morning they were snappish and yawning, and told him to run along. He did little jigs, sang them a stirring Irish song about a boy and a girl with an ocean between them, told them about how he tried to ride the Jersey cow and how she’d tossed him. At night, the hired girls listened and sometimes clapped their hands with delight, but in the morning, he could try the same routine and they only sighed, stony-eyed, and shoved him out the door. None of them was his mother, after all.

				His mother, he knew, was dead. He knew this because his grandmother told him so, and because every so often she called him to her side and took from a small velvet-lined box a lock of his mother’s hair. It was pale gold and feathery, like a butterfly’s wing. The first time he saw it, he felt nothing in particular, except confusion, because when his grandmother looked at it, she wept, and she was not generally a weeping woman. But the boy, whose name was Lyle, did not remember his mother; he had been just a baby when she died. When he did not cry, his grandmother told him he would get a beating unless he did—“Think,” she said, “of your poor mama”—and then she took him over her knees and paddled him. The next time she brought out the velvet-lined box, he thought of the beating and how his bottom had stung, and he managed to squeeze out a tear. It wasn’t quite good enough for his grandmother, but it was a start. The time after that, he screwed his eyes shut as tightly as he could and thought not so much of his poor mama as of his poor self, facing another paddling and unable to feel what his grandmother so urgently wanted him to feel. He produced a choking sob, and then, to his surprise, an increasingly persuasive crescendo of them. His grandmother sat back in her chair, exhausted. “That’s my boy, Lyle,” she said, and then closed her eyes.

				The boy grew up to be my father, and when he told me this story, it was without apparent rancor or shock, so matter-of-factly that it was years before I realized what a cruelly perfect apprenticeship it was for acting. He was born in 1902, and grew up in a time and a place—small-town Nebraska—that was in some sense pre-psychological, a time in which people did not yet customarily explain one another’s actions and motives with the kinds of concepts—repression and projection, anxieties and drives—that would become so familiar to people a couple of decades later. The language of child development—of children’s distinct emotional needs—was not common parlance. A mother could die and a bereaved child be told she had gone away to a better place, without a good-bye, or else be told the truth but also not to speak of her; it was better that way. In his remarkable autobiographical novel So Long, See You Tomorrow, the writer William Maxwell describes his mother’s death during the influenza epidemic of 1918 when he was ten and growing up in a small Illinois town. His father would walk from room to room and he would follow him, hoping they could talk to each other, but they never did. “When my father was an old man,” Maxwell writes, “he surprised me by remarking that he understood what my mother’s death meant to me but had no idea what to do about it. I think it would have been something if he had just said this.” A child could be adopted and never be told—that was common practice until the 1960s. A son or daughter could be written off as a loss and shame, and that writing-off announced in the local paper, as this father did in the David City, Nebraska, newspaper in 1907: “Owing to the disobedience and incorrigibility of my son, Benjamin Wertz, I hereby notify the public that I have given him his time, and I will not be responsible for any of his acts or deeds and will not assume any of his obligations or liabilities hereafter.” And a mother whom a child had never known could die and that child be expected to counterfeit the sentiment thought proper, or else endure a beating.

				Much of what was done to children without regard to its lasting impact was irredeemable and indefensible, but sometimes there were surprising comforts to be wrung from a pre-psychological innocence. To our minds, for instance, the idea of sending a boy of six or eight to sleep in the beds of unrelated teenage girls seems deeply peculiar—arousing, perhaps, and therefore confusing. Yet my father remembered the girls fondly; they did not abuse him; they were kind to him; some were lovely to gaze at; his memories of them were the wellspring in him of a lifelong love of women. (His favorite book to read aloud to me when I was a kid was My Ántonia, Willa Cather’s nostalgic masterpiece about a Nebraska boy’s chaste love for the older Czech hired girl who was his childhood playmate.) Why his grandmother didn’t take him into her own room, I don’t know, but bedding down with the hired girls undoubtedly helped him sleep through the raw Nebraska nights as a motherless little boy. As an adult, he saw that his childhood bed-sharing was something one would no longer do—but he was amused and matter-of-fact about it, not ashamed.

				And my father would lead a resolutely unexamined life ever after. He did not speculate about what his grandmother could possibly have been thinking when she brandished that lock of hair or how it was that he could call her “a great old gal,” which he did, and still vividly remember the tears she blackmailed out of him. The story he told about his growing up was not one of surviving childhood damage—the death of his young mother, the forced separation from his father, the alienating rituals of his grief-stricken grandmother. The story he told, always, was about becoming an actor. It was about the privilege, the thrill, the sensual benediction of holding people, for an hour or two, in thrall. It was about how a handsome face and an ingratiating disposition could propel a boy from Brainard, Nebraska, to Hollywood in the hectic, shimmery heyday of the movie industry. It was about vaulting from a life hunkered down in a cold climate among hardworking Czech and Irish immigrants—farmers, grocers, brakemen—to a life of gin parties in rented villas in Beverly Hills, starlets in creamy satin dresses, weekends at Hearst Castle, days spent impersonating bootleggers and gangsters and society swells, all amid the orange-scented Mediterranean lushness of Hollywood in the 1930s.

				He led a life of surfaces, and there is, of course, a great loss in that. There were things he never understood—about himself, his wives, his children. He was a great raconteur with a diamond-sharp memory, but the stories he told were all plot. The psychological why of what people had done—left Hollywood in a hurry, abandoned a beautiful wife, drank to excess—was left vague, even the question unasked. When I was a kid, I used to press him for the why, and then eventually I got frustrated and stopped.

				The thing about living as a pre-psychological, non-introspective person, though, is that when you make a success of yourself, it tends to confirm a belief in luck and magic. When combined with an innate sweetness of temperament, which my father had, the belief that you have been well served by luck makes you a gracious person. And my father was that. All of his life he felt lucky. Lucky to have been plucked from obscurity, lucky to be an entertainer. The mantra in our family was that our father was a great success—my mother always told us he was, and we believed it, even when he was out of work or acting in B- and C-grade dreck—because unlike so many actors, he had never had to take a job that wasn’t in showbiz. He’d been on unemployment. (He always called the government office on Vine Street where he went to pick up the checks “the club” because he ran into so many old friends and picked up so much Hollywood gossip there. For years, I thought it was a club, and imagined it as some manly, plaid-wallpapered redoubt.) He’d been in Ed Wood movies, for God’s sake. But he’d never sold life insurance or shares in dubious Southern California land schemes, never as a young man had to wait on tables to make ends meet. Sure, he would have liked to have been a star, not just a contract player around whom rumors of incipient stardom swirled like fairy dust for a while. But he was also one of that generation of actors that did not expect to live like royalty, that came here with a sense that talkies might not even last. The actor Wallace Ford used to tell my dad, “Don’t buy anything you can’t put on the Chief,” the train that went between L.A. and Chicago. So he felt lucky when, in fact, he did stay in California for the rest of his life, and fantastically lucky to have found my mother to save him just when he was nearly lost. Lucky to have a whole second life, complete with children he never thought he’d have. Not blessed—he wasn’t really a religious man. Not rewarded—he was humble and intelligent enough to know that life didn’t really work that way. And while he was a hard worker, proud of never once having turned down an acting job, the truth was that he loved the work. Lucky. And luck made him charming. Why not? He was charmed.

				Not that at the very beginning it looked that way. My father always told us that his grandmother had kidnapped him. “My grandmother kidnapped me from my father when I was a baby. She wouldn’t let my father see me or even be near me.” What this meant, what traumatic emotion the story might contain and conceal I didn’t know, but I knew it had to go back to his grandmother Mary’s own story. What had driven her to snatch a baby from his own father, a kind and decent man?

				Mary Hollywood was an uncommonly tenacious, independent woman—an Irish immigrant as a child, a frontier homesteader as a young woman, and ultimately, a mother and a businesswoman at a time when few women tried to combine those pursuits. When my father wasn’t calling her a great old gal, he called her a tough old gal. She was born in 1857 in County Cork, Ireland, on the ultimate Irish birthday, March 17. Her parents, Patrick and Maggie, had the propitious last name of Hollywood. Years later, that fact would make studio PR teams and fan magazine writers giddy—so much so that they would often get carried away and say it was actually my father’s real name, not just his grandmother’s maiden name. He was really “Mr. Hollywood,” only he was too modest or too canny to use the name, sure that no one would ever believe it. That was the one gift of glamour Mary gave my father—that and the remarkable seaglass-blue eyes that shone out of all the Hollywood family’s faces.

				When Mary was twelve, her parents immigrated to the United States with their thirteen children, of whom she was the eldest. In Ireland, the men of the family had supported themselves by gathering peat, the spongy material formed by decomposing plants on top of bogs and swamps and burned for fuel. “They called themselves miners,” my father said, “but what they did was just scrape the peat off top, they didn’t go down in the ground for coal or anything. And they thought they could do that here, so they went to Pennsylvania, where they knew there was a lot of mining. Of course, nobody wanted peat for the steel mills in Pittsburgh.” Patrick Hollywood and his sons, Patrick Jr., Barney, Oney, and Jack, managed to find work in the coal mines of Allegheny County, but either because the work was spotty or because they’d had enough of it and gotten restless again, the Hollywoods moved to Iowa, and later to Wyoming.

				In Thermopolis, Wyoming, Jack Hollywood opened a saloon, where he developed active sidelines in skirt chasing, cardsharping, and mayhem. Like his sister Mary, Jack Hollywood was blue-eyed, stubborn, and hardy, but unlike her, he seems to have been scantly endowed with loving or dutiful instincts. Any he had would not likely have been nurtured in the lawless atmosphere of Wyoming’s Bighorn Basin around the turn of the century. Thermopolis in particular was a hangout for outlaws like Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid, and gunfights were nearly as common as jaywalking might be in a more orderly place. Still, Jack Hollywood seems to have stood out for sheer malignancy. “Jack Hollywood first came to the attention of law enforcement authorities in 1893,” writes a modern historian of frontier criminality, “but he would reappear time and again, a bad penny turning up well into the 20th century.” In 1893, Hollywood was charged with beating a woman, and in 1895 with rape (when he was not convicted, the woman set fire to his saloon). In 1899, he killed a local cattle foreman he had argued with over the man’s saloon bill, striking him over the head with a pistol and again getting away with it. In 1909, he was arrested for shooting another man in a dispute over a card game or a woman, or both, and this time he was convicted of manslaughter and ultimately served time in the penitentiary. (First, he appealed his conviction to the state Supreme Court, nervily claiming that the man he did not deny shooting had actually died of pneumonia.)

				•••

				THOUGH MARY NEVER SEEMS to have cut off ties with Jack or her other brothers who settled in Wyoming, she did choose to make her home far from them. On the trip west, the Hollywood family had stopped in Wahoo, Nebraska, to visit some friends from Ireland. Mary, who was then a handsome young woman of twenty-two, met a man named August Talbot there. They married on Christmas Day, 1878, and the couple homesteaded near Brainard for four years. August does not seem to have been much of a farmer, though. There was drought to contend with, and their crops failed.

				In Brainard, a brand-new, raw-looking town on the prairie where they soon moved, August and Mary had a better time of it. The town had been founded in 1878, after the Union Pacific Railroad completed a branch line through Butler County. Soon it was filling up with the newest pioneers to the Midwest, Czech immigrants who’d come to Nebraska to farm the rich, loamy soil. There were plenty of jobs to do in a town that was making itself up as it went along, and August Talbot, whom the local paper described as a “genial, upright man... respected and admired by all who knew him,” became first the postmaster, then the mayor. But in 1895, August died at the age of forty-five—or, as the headline in the Butler county newspaper put it: “After a lingering illness, Mayor Augustus Talbot breaks the slender thread and crosses the silent river.” This was the era when newspaper obituaries still upholstered their news in flowery, Victorian sentiment: “A thick gloom seemed to have settled over Brainard last Sunday which the rest of the Sabbath did not seem able to break but which pervaded the air on Monday morning and every one walked softly, and indeed, it was an hour of sadness, something deeper than that caused by hard times or crop failure.”

				August’s widow, Mary Hollywood Talbot, was then thirty-eight years old, with three young children—two daughters, Pearl and Florence, and a son, Fay. Another son, August, had died in infancy. But Mary was flinty and resourceful. Within a year of her husband’s death, she had opened her own business—a two-story hotel with a full dining room and her name etched in gold on one of the downstairs windows. She had never gone to school and could barely read or write. Yet she was the only woman to own a business in town, and one of the few non-Czechs. And she made a success of the Talbot Hotel, running it from 1896 till a few years before she died in 1937, and even after she married her second husband, at the age of sixty-five. Her only real hiatus was the four years from 1915 to 1919 when she and my father lived in Omaha with two bachelor Princeton graduates who after eating at the hotel became so enamored of her cooking that they begged her to come keep house for them. Mary Talbot was celebrated for her cooking. I have my doubts—Ireland meets Nebraska is not exactly a culinary matchup to lick your lips over—but by the standards of the time and place, she must have been pretty artful. Those Princeton men snatched her up, the traveling salesmen kept coming back, and farmers sent their daughters to her in part so they would learn how to make her roast chicken and creamed potatoes, her pot roast and brown gravy, and her apple and cherry pies.

				Mary had been smart to set up her hotel across from the train tracks and to cater to commercial men. At the turn of the century, there were thousands of them traveling the newly completed railroads of the Midwest, riding the dusty little lines to the dusty little towns to drum up sales (hence their nickname, “drummers”) for everything from toothpaste to farm implements to corsets. By the early 1920s, modern advertising would increasingly replace the face-to-face sales pitch; smoothly crafted ad copy transmitted via radio waves to small-town America was more reliable for most companies than the armies of blustery drummers they once dispatched. But for now, the commercial men were the fast-talking purveyors of the latest thing, fanning the whiff of the city that clung to them—and there were plenty of them. As the Brainard newspaper proudly asked in 1909, “Who says Brainard isn’t a busy burg when the Talbot Hotel Register shows 22 traveling salesmen in town at one time?” The locals gave Mary Talbot all due credit for knowing a market when she saw one. “To the popularity of this estimable landlady,” noted an item in The Brainard Clipper in 1902, “and the excellent manner in which the Brainard hotel is conducted is due the high and extensive reputation this hotel bears among the traveling public, and especially with commercial travelers, who are the most critical and perhaps the best judges of houses of this character. Mrs. Talbot spares no pains nor effort to please her customers and meet all the requirements of a first-class and up-to-date hotel. The rooms are clean, comfortable and inviting, and this pleases those who have occasion to stop at public houses. The tables are always supplied with the best the market affords in the way of substantials and delicacies. This is a $2.00 a day hotel and well worth the rate.” By 1910 or so, Mary Hollywood was prospering sufficiently to have Talbot Hotel stationery printed up boasting of her establishment’s “Steam Heat” and “Electric Lights.” Never mind that for most of Lyle’s youth, Brainard’s electricity was available only in the evenings, from sunset till ten p.m.
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					The Talbot Hotel in Brainard, Nebraska, where Lyle was raised.

				

				But if Mary devoted most of her time and formidable energy to pleasing the traveling public, there were still the children to think about. Pearl, the eldest, was outwardly dutiful but yearned to get away from Brainard. The youngest, happy-go-lucky Fay, had a passel of friends among the Czech boys and was off playing baseball with them every chance he got, his Boston terriers, Dinty and Jigs, yapping alongside him. And then there was Florence, the middle child. There is a photograph of the five of them taken when August was still alive. They all wear the grave expressions that nineteenth-century photographic portraiture seemed to elicit. Even energetic little Fay, with his long luxurious mane of curls, like a mini George Custer’s, looks somber. Florence, who is maybe eight or nine in the picture, has her arms around her mother and sister, her fingers curled protectively around her mother’s shoulder, and though she, too, is unsmiling, her gaze is bright and intent beneath a crescent of bangs. She has an aquiline nose, a delicate, elfin little face with the promise of a strong chin, and her mother’s clear blue eyes. I see her somehow not as the child her mother loved the best—for in Mary’s fierce way I imagine she loved them all—but as the one who brought her the most pleasure. Florence was the one she watched skipping home down main street and allowed herself to feel vain about, the one whose pale, thoughtful face suddenly flushed with happiness actually made Mary look up from her work for a moment or two to drink the girl in.

				Florence got older, and prettier. Unlike other girls born blond, she seemed to grow fairer as she got older, her hair more wheaten, her skin more alabaster. She had a light step, a dreamy air, and a pretty tremolo when she sang. She attracted attention without even noticing it or seeming, at first, to care. One day in town she met a young man named Ed Henderson, a farmer’s son who didn’t care much for farming. He’d gotten a job in Brainard as a barber, or as the local paper called it, a “tonsorial artist,” a job for which his twinkly sociability suited him. “If you need a Hair-cut, singe, shampoo, Dye, tonic, or anything else in the tonsorial line,” his ads promised genially, “just drop into my shop and see if I can’t please you. Yours, to please, J. E. Henderson.” Ed was funny, but unlike some of the salesmen at the hotel, he didn’t laugh at his own jokes. He was skinny and jug-eared with deep brown eyes and a sweetly mischievous way about him. (He kept that temperament till he died. When my brother was a little boy and visited him in Omaha, they used to ride around town in Ed’s old car, which he’d christened “Goldie.” My brother would say, “This is a Chevrolet, right, Grandpa?” And Ed would say, “Oh, yes, but you have to whisper when you say so. Goldie thinks she’s a Cadillac.”)
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					Mary Talbot, née Hollywood (right), with her husband, August Talbot, and children Fay (foreground), Pearl, and Florence (behind her mother).

				

				Florence and Ed fell in love, and on November 11, 1901, they got married. He was twenty-two and she was a year younger. The wedding had taken place not in or near Brainard, which was odd for two Brainard kids, but in Pittsburgh. The notice in The Brainard Clipper was cheerful enough, though it included a coy note that the news had come by “grapevine telegram” from Pennsylvania, not from Mary Talbot. “Both young people are well-known here, having grown up from childhood in our midst, and their host of friends all join with the Clipper in extending congratulations and wishing the young couple abundant success and happiness.” Still, when I followed the little trail of local newspaper items about them in the months leading up to that announcement, I could see that the Talbots and the Hendersons had been in some sort of disarray. Florence had been abruptly packed off to Allegheny City, now part of Pittsburgh, by herself to visit an aunt for “a few months.” Ed Henderson seemed to be on the verge of leaving town for good but kept changing his mind about where and when he was going. He and his brother were planning to sell their barbershop and then they didn’t and then they did; Ed was going to move to Keokuk, Iowa, or maybe it was David City, Nebraska.

				As I spun through the microfilms of the old Brainard newspapers, searching for keys to my father’s childhood, I think I found why Mary Talbot so resented Ed Henderson. He and Florence had married in November, and my father was born in early February. Florence, then, would have been well into her second trimester of pregnancy when she and Ed married. Perhaps Ed hadn’t known his girl was pregnant, and her mother had sent Florence to her aunt in Pennsylvania with the idea that she would have the baby there and give it up for adoption. Perhaps Ed, thinking she had left him willingly, was unhappy enough that he’d been making halfhearted attempts to start over somewhere else. That seems more likely, given his character, than another scenario: that he planned to abandon her. Perhaps Ed and Florence, frantic upon realizing she was pregnant, had snuck off together without telling her mother she was pregnant—though they could hardly have kept it from Mary Talbot forever. In any case, Florence’s pregnancy would have been a crisis for them all.
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					Ed Henderson (left, with guitar) and a friend, probably around the time he met Florence.

				

				It wasn’t that premarital sex was quite as rare in late-nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century America as we might imagine. Historians have pointed to the turn of the century as an important pivot for sexual behavior, especially among women. A study conducted by the social scientist Lewis M. Terman found that 90 percent of women born before 1890 were virgins when they married, but only 74 percent of those born between 1890 and 1899 were, and 51 percent of those born in the first decade of the new century. The sex researcher Alfred Kinsey observed a similar trend: women born around 1900, who came of sexual age around 1916, were two to three times more likely to have had intercourse before marriage (and were more likely to have experienced orgasm). As for men, the historians Steven Mintz and Susan Kellogg point out, the chances of their having premarital sexual experiences did not increase, but the chances of their having them with women who were not prostitutes did. For the first time, large numbers of young women were moving alone to cities like Chicago and New York, taking jobs as stenographers or factory girls, leading the kind of unchaperoned lives that social reformers worried about. They gathered in amusement parks and dance halls and nickelodeons and, like Sister Carrie, sometimes took up with seductive, unsuitable men whom their families would never meet.

				If sexual affairs before marriage were more likely in the city than in the country, they were hardly unknown in conservative, rural areas, either. The clues are few and scattered, but you can find them. Saddest of all are the criminal records testifying to the deaths of young, unmarried women who sought abortions. One such woman was Rosa Petrusky, whose story was discovered in the archives of the Wisconsin Historical Society in the early 1990s. Rosa died in 1896 after an affair with a farmer’s son left her pregnant and the young man took her “along the road,” as she told it, to a doctor who had “done something to her, had probed her womb.” There are characters in fiction, like Willa Cather’s Ántonia, who has a baby out of wedlock when the feckless train conductor she’s supposed to marry reneges on his promise. (“Another girl,” the narrator observes, “would have kept her baby out of sight,” but Ántonia insists that her daughter’s portrait hang in a “great gilt frame” on the wall of the local photographer’s shop.) There is a remarkable diary kept from 1876 to 1880 by a young man named Rolf Johnson, whose family settled on the plains of Nebraska. In one town he frequented, he ran with a “sporting” crowd who shared with him pictures of the “fast women of the town stark naked.” Rolf writes often about his visits with a young woman named Thilda, whose parents disapproved of him, probably with good reason. “Weather foggy and misty,” reads one diary entry. “Received a note from Thilda inviting me to call this afternoon as she would be alone. Called and found her all alone, her folks having gone visiting. Spent the afternoon very pleasantly and staid until about ten o’clock this evening, and we played ‘love in the dark’ as we lighted no lamp not wishing to be watched from without through the windows.”

				But Florence was on the other side of that early-twentieth-century Rubicon. She had been born in 1880. For a young woman like her, from a small town, sex before marriage would have been a very daring matter, something that might have made her feel as though she were standing on the edge of a windswept cliff, exhilarated and frightened. Where would a couple like Florence and Ed, I couldn’t help wondering, even have had sex? Cars hadn’t yet exerted their revolutionary effect on American courting habits, freeing young couples from the porch swing and the watchful eyes of their parents. No one in Brainard even owned an automobile till 1908. There was the hotel, but it was a bustling place, and Mary Talbot was an intimidating presence, up and down the stairs in her black taffeta, calling out orders to the hired girls and clipped greetings to the traveling men. In the late spring, when Florence must have gotten pregnant, it was warm enough, perhaps, to lie down in a field of green wheat. And nighttime at the turn of the century was even more of a friend to a rural couple hungering for each other’s bodies than it would be later. There were no electric lights at all on the streets of Brainard till 1907, and most of the residences glowed only with kerosene lamps in 1901. Love in the dark was always a possibility.

				Of course, women were supposed to be virgins when they married; they were supposed to guard what one medical text of the day called “the largest diamond in the crown of youthful virtue.” A publicized extramarital pregnancy meant ruinous scandal chiefly, it need hardly be said, for the woman. Still, if the couples who succumbed to temptation remained couples and married soon enough, secrets could be kept, reputations preserved, mores undisturbed. Florence and Ed’s trouble was that their marriage did not come soon enough. By November, Florence would have been showing. It may have broken Mary Talbot’s heart to send her dear girl away, but it must have been a comfort to know that people in town wouldn’t be whispering about the belly under Florence’s wedding dress. Or maybe there was another concern at work: Mary was a widowed mother running a hotel frequented by single men, and she didn’t want them getting any ideas about the kind of girl Florence was. Maybe she even worried that a pregnant young woman on the premises would give the hotel she’d worked so hard to build up a bad name. And if that was true, then given what happened afterward, the knowledge that she had made a business-minded calculation about her daughter’s life might have haunted Mary for the rest of hers.

				Just after the wedding, Ed and Florence settled in Pittsburgh. For Ed, who loved meeting new people, and who had dreamed of a wider ambit, the city offered a welcome jolt of freedom and energy. He quickly secured a job as a streetcar conductor, work that suited his amiable extroversion. For Florence, a delicate mama’s girl who was warmly attached to the people she loved but shy with strangers, it must have been harder to feel at ease. Ed had always been restless on the farm where he grew up, and he knew he didn’t want to be a farmer, but Florence had liked her little prairie town. Even its scouring winds brought a bloom to her pale cheeks. Perhaps she felt the relief of not being gossiped about in a place where few knew them, and where she and Ed could represent themselves as having been married longer than they had been. But she must have been lonely and homesick, too, especially in a city so manifestly uncongenial to a country girl.

				With a population of 320,000, Pittsburgh in 1902 hadn’t yet made it into the top ten biggest American cities, but it would certainly have made it into the top ten most polluted. Smoke from the open-hearth steel mills and coke plants covered the city in a perpetual mantle of darkness. A walk through downtown streets meant brushing away cinders and soot that sifted down from the sky onto shoulders and hair, and streetlights often had to be turned on during the day to cut through the speckled gloom. The nineteenth-century writer James Parton described the city as “hell with the lid taken off.”
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					Ed and Florence, just after they were married.

				

				The young couple lived in a boardinghouse that may have reminded Florence of the hotel she grew up in, but without her mother. On February 8, 1902, she gave birth to a baby boy at the Homeopathic Medical and Surgical Hospital in downtown Pittsburgh. The setting itself was a reminder of how far Florence was from home. City hospitals were dismal, disreputable places, and it was predominantly unwed mothers and the poor who gave birth in them. Most better-off married women had their babies at home, attended by a midwife or a family doctor, and usually with female relatives on hand. Over the course of the century, as standards of cleanliness improved and infection rates fell, hospital delivery emerged as the safer, more modern way to go. In 1900, less than 5 percent of births nationwide took place in hospitals, but by 1939 half of all births and 75 percent of urban births did. Florence evidently had no one in Pittsburgh to whom she was close enough to ask for help; Ed would have felt ill-equipped to assist at his baby’s delivery, even if men were willing to do such a thing at that time.

				The handwritten birth registration for my father has a line for what it calls “color” and records that this male baby was white, and that his parents’ birthplaces were Plattsmouth and Brainard, Nebraska. But the spot for the baby’s first name was left blank, as though his young parents were too overwhelmed to give it a thought. Somewhere along the way they chose Lyle, an unusual and romantic sort of name that belonged to no one they knew. In fact, they weren’t quite sure how to spell it, with the result that Lyle would go through the first twenty or so years of his life as Lyel, or Lysle, or more common, Lisle, with the s silent.

				When Boy Henderson, a hearty, healthy, full-term baby, was about three months old, his mother fell seriously ill with what turned out to be typhoid fever. This was one of the quintessential infectious diseases of the nineteenth-century city, a disease that spread through contaminated food and water in places where the sewage disposal consisted of dumping human waste into rivers that doubled as municipal drinking water supplies. Pittsburgh had one of the worst typhoid problems in the country until the city started filtering its water supply in 1907; typhoid began a retreat that led to its virtual elimination there by the 1920s. Other big cities that adopted modern filtration systems experienced similar declines, though in the early twentieth century, people who carried the germ without exhibiting symptoms continued to spread typhoid. (The most famous of these “healthy carriers” was Mary Mallon, aka “Typhoid Mary,” the Irish immigrant cook who was forcibly quarantined for twenty-six years on an island in New York’s East River after she’d infected more than fifty people.)

				Typhoid typically lasted for about a month—whether it killed you in that time period or you survived it—and signaled its arrival with a high fever, headache, and malaise. Diarrhea and cramps followed. Sometimes patients were affected by delirium, which could make them agitated; for this reason, typhoid was also called “nervous fever.” Even before the disease struck her, Florence surely spoke of going home. And once she was ill, it was heartbreakingly clear to Ed what his young wife wanted: she wanted her mother. Her mother, who could snap a sheet like a sail in a stiff wind and tuck it in as smooth as a skipping stone; her mother, whom Florence could remember standing by her bed when she’d been feverish as a child, holding a glass of lemonade gleaming with tiny pearls of condensation; her mother, with her big, chapped hands, cool and heavy on Florence’s forehead, pressing away the hot, pulsating lights behind her closed eyes; her mother, who would pull back the curtains in her room to reveal a bright blue square of prairie sky. Her mother, who would know what to do.

				In the middle of May 1902, The Brainard Clipper was reporting that the young Henderson couple, Ed and Florence, had returned to town. “Mrs. Ed Henderson is at present confined to her bed at the home of her mother, Mrs. Mary Talbot, with typhoid fever.” Ed was taking care of their baby. If Mary had hoped to conceal the fact that her daughter had given birth so soon after marrying, she must have quickly given up the idea. Social shame was the least of it now. Mary hired a doctor and a trained nurse from Omaha, at what must have been significant expense, to help her tend to her daughter. Then, on May 28, the paper reported that Florence had “been called from earthly life quite suddenly,” four days after she had arrived home. Her condition had continually deteriorated, until “Wednesday evening, about 9 o’clock, when the pain seemed to leave her and her spirit passed peacefully away. Her death was a shock to her many friends here.”

				In her crippling grief, Mary Talbot might have done a number of things. She might have brought both Ed and the baby to live with her; she might have visited him frequently wherever they settled (she was an intrepid-enough traveler). What she did, instead, was brisk and extreme: she snatched baby Lyle from his father, took him to the courthouse in David City, and officially changed his last name to Talbot. She banished Ed Henderson from her life and from his son’s. She was done with him, this man who had made her daughter pregnant out of wedlock, then taken her away to the city that killed her. Never mind that Mary herself might have banished Florence to Pittsburgh; she would never have had to if Ed hadn’t done what he did.

				•••

				LYLE’S KIDNAPPING by his grandmother was unusual, even in a time and place when custody matters were often handled in rough-and-ready fashion. But in other ways, his upbringing was probably typical of the early-twentieth-century Midwest. He grew up under the kind of child-rearing regime that combined sentimental display, physical punishment, serious regular chores, and a great deal of unsupervised roaming. When he was a baby, Mary dressed him in the long, white, lacy gowns that were just beginning to go out of style for boys, wheeled him around in a grandly filigreed wicker carriage, and had him pose for formal portraits neatly clasping his chubby little hands.

				When he was two, he went to his first Fourth of July picnic—the kind that towns like Brainard took very big. There were long orations by red-faced state senators in straw boaters. There was a greased-pig race—catch the pig, and that was your prize—a slow mule race, a fast mule race, a fat man’s race, and a baby’s race. When Lyle was six, he and all the kids in town participated in an uplifting program about their American heritage. Bohumila Kabourek and Bessie Kavalec sang “Washington and Liberty,” Vladimir Hlavac performed “Revolutionary Tea,” and Lyle was sandwiched between Minnie Bongers and Elmo Dockstader doing an unidentified patriotic song.

				From the time he was small, Lyle was expected to sweep up around the hotel, to deliver messages and newspapers to guests, to light the kerosene lamps at night, and to take his grandmother’s Jersey cow, Babe, out to graze. But he was free, especially on the long, hot summer days when he wasn’t in school, to wander down the unpaved streets and wooden sidewalks, out into the tall grass, and down to the gulches, where a boy could gorge himself on gooseberries and blackberries and wild plums. The prairie was nearly treeless, but when you found a tree, a cottonwood leaning over a creek bed, say, you could lie under it and gaze up at the twitchy shimmer of its leaves and above them the towering banks of clouds that throbbed with light in the vast blue sky. You could doze off to the metallic whir of the cicadas amid the larkspur and chicory and Queen Anne’s lace. You could feel what Willa Cather’s Jim Burden felt when he first came to Nebraska: “motion in the landscape; in the fresh, easy-blowing morning wind, and in the earth itself, as if the shaggy grass were a sort of loose hide, and underneath it herds of wild buffalo were galloping, galloping.”

				It was a funny thing, maybe, for a little motherless boy, but Lyle was a seeker after beauty, wherever it might be found in a spare, rough-edged country town. After he died, my siblings and I found a small box of papers he’d managed to keep from the one-room schoolhouse he attended in Brainard. Among them was a letter he’d written but never sent, from late April 1912, when he was ten years old.

				Dear Emil, Come over to my house Sunday. We are going to go violet hunting. Joe Peharek and I are going. We invite you to come with us. We are going down by the old bridge and catch minoes.

				We will get violets and Dutchmans’ breeches. There is a tree in the creek which has a swing on it. We will swing on it. The violets are out, Your friend, Lyel Talbot

				Violet hunting! What a delectable pursuit!

				In general, though, Lyle preferred the attractions of town: Smersh’s drugstore, where they sold penny candy; Rudy Stanke’s meat shop, where he could stand outside with the Czech kids and breathe in the scent of smoked sausages; Hausner’s cigar factory and the Suchy soft-drink factory, where the root beer and sarsaparilla came in glass bottles with rubber stoppers that made a satisfying pop when you yanked them out. Because Bohemian immigrants came from a culture that placed a high value on musicianship, Brainard was, for a town of its size, unusually well stocked with musical groups—several small dance orchestras, a brass band or two—and Lyle liked to go to all the dances where they played. In town, Lyle got up to stuff and always found kids to get up to it with. He put on plays in tents that he made with clotheslines and sheets—one of the advantages of growing up in a hotel was that there were always plenty of linens—casting the Horacek and Smersh kids, the Hvlacs, the Dvoraks, and the Janeks, even when they stammered out half their lines in Czech and he could just barely understand them. He’d charge a penny for tickets to the shows, or if the kids didn’t have a penny, a pin.

				One time, a traveling man who sold chewing gum asked Mary Talbot if he could leave some of his supplies in her cellar till he came back to town. Lyle and his friend Emil discovered the treasure, and started removing gum cartons, one by one, and stashing them around town in secret hiding places. Soon they found they could use the gum like money, offering packages to kids who would do their chores for them. Their barter system proceeded smoothly until the night of the town dance, when Lyle was delighted to find that his gum connection was a magnet for girls. As the evening wore on, and more and more wrappers littered the floor, Mary Talbot figured out where they’d come from, grabbed Lyle by the ear, and steered him all the way home without letting go.

				On another occasion, he became entranced with the labels on the canned goods his grandmother kept in the cellar—painterly renditions of luscious peaches and tomatoes, mighty mountain ranges, noble Indian chiefs. In a fever, he peeled them all off and hid them away in a corner of the barn where he knew he could pull them out to admire in private. When his grandmother sent him down to the cellar for a can of cherries, and he came back with a can of green beans, she was furious, and when she marched down there herself and saw row after row of blank cans, she knew that for months she would have no idea what she was opening up to cook for the hotel guests each day. She gave him a whipping as rough as the ones she used to give him when he first saw his mother’s hair and didn’t cry.

				Mary Talbot was a stark disciplinarian and a commanding, determined character. But she loved Lyle, and she had her ways of showing it. She’d make him his favorite treat, applesauce and sugar on brown bread. When he turned seven, Mary threw him a party at the hotel in Brainard, with pink cake and ice cream and little paper cups filled with nuts. For his tenth birthday, he had ten boys and ten girls over to play games, tell one another’s fortunes, and watch him open his grandmother’s present, a George Washington costume, with a toy gun and hatchet to go with it.

				She also took Lyle with her on occasional trips to visit her mother and brothers in Wyoming, vividly rugged excursions into the Wild West that Lyle never forgot. To get to Thermopolis from Brainard, he and his grandmother took a train and then a stagecoach. His great-grandmother, with whom they stayed in a house with no indoor plumbing, was a frontier version of his grandmother. Formidable old Maggie Hollywood had gone native in Wyoming—she smoked a corncob pipe and had a cloak made of weasel pelts. Lyle heard whispering about his great-uncle Jack’s having killed a man—in fact, it was worse than that—but Jack must have been capable of enough bonhomie that he did not scare a little boy. In fact, my father knew the saloon-keeping uncle with the beautifully waxed mustache as “Happy Jack” Hollywood, a man who was often in high spirits. Fortunately, my father seems never to have been there when the high spirits, fueled by too many hard spirits, turned to rage.

				On these trips, Mary Talbot accompanied Lyle to the mineral hot springs for which Thermopolis was named, and showed him how to dip coins and spoons that tarnished instantly and came out black. When Lyle was a young teenager, she took him out to California two or three times to visit other far-flung relatives. Mary and her grandson were among the tourists to California who were becoming a stereotype, who’d head back to the cold Midwest with wilting poppies in their lapels and their suitcases stuffed with lemons and figs.

				•••

				WHEN LYLE DELIVERED THE NEWSPAPER to hotel guests in Brainard, he’d often dawdle on the stairs, reading. Even to scan the headlines was to know that worse things than his grandmother’s whippings happened to children all the time right in his own little corner of Nebraska—and perhaps to resent those whippings less than another, less informed, less constitutionally hopeful boy, might have. Infectious diseases had not yet been subdued by vaccines and antibiotics, and children died of scarlet fever, typhoid, measles, tetanus, and minor wounds gone septic. Flash floods swept families from the gullies where they’d set up tents getting ready to homestead. Accidents were frequent and ghastly at a time when horses and buggies were now suddenly sharing the countryside with trains and motorized vehicles, when kerosene was the basic fuel lighting homes, and when the idea of systematically protecting workers from harm on the job was still decades away from becoming the norm. The newspapers described the accidents they reported on with a distinctive mixture of grisly detail and incuriosity about why such things might happen so often, or how they might be prevented from happening in the future. In February 1902, the Brainard paper reported on a young married woman who was badly burned when a kerosene lamp spilled its contents over her while she sat up late at night working at her sewing machine. “The lamp was sitting on the machine, when it tipped and broke. She ran to an outside door and threw herself down the stairs, a blazing mass. She screamed, ‘The baby is in there!’” The sleeping infant was rescued; the young woman died.

				Rural papers of the day often carried reports of suicides. There were immigrants and pioneers who, like Ántonia’s gentle, cultured, town-loving father in Willa Cather’s novel, must have realized they were fundamentally unsuited to a harsh, lonely life on the plains. There were farmers who couldn’t make a go of it and despaired; young wives who couldn’t face lives yoked to taciturn or cruel husbands; people who suffered from mental illnesses that would not have been diagnosed as such, let alone treated, and for whom the leaden gray of a prairie winter was one order of desolation too much.

				The word “incorrigible” comes up a lot to describe young people who were—what, exactly? Difficult in ways we would call difficult now—hyperactive, aggressive, prone to criminal behavior? Maybe, but it was also applied to boys who ran away from home, girls who slept with boys, adolescents of both sexes who bridled at the lives laid out for them: farmer, farm wife. Accounts of such behavior emphasized its paroxysmal suddenness, as though people were machines that could wind down or spin out of control without warning. In 1902, for instance, the Brainard paper reported that “Miss Katie Bluechel, a popular young woman of West Point, has become mentally unbalanced and was taken before the insanity commission for inspection. She was judged insane and taken to the hospital at Lincoln.” When newspaper accounts ventured theories for aberrant behavior, they kept them brief and telegraphic, and favored physical rather than emotional explanations, as the Brainard paper did in 1897, with an item about a seventeen-year-old Bohemian boy named Frank. He had been “overcome by heat while threshing, since which time he has been a raving maniac.”

				Contemporary newspapers did not seek to fill out a story of personal tragedy with psychological commentary from experts or interviews with friends. The horrible thing had happened; it was graphically described and it was over. In September 1904, when a Mrs. Cole committed suicide at her home, The Brainard Clipper ran the item under the blunt headline “Woman Blows Her Head Off,” and described what happened this way: “She loaded and cocked both barrels of a shotgun, put the muzzle under her chin, and discharged one barrel. It is thought she was deranged. The corpse was discovered lying on the kitchen floor by two little girls, who notified the men in the field. Mrs. Cole was the mother of a daughter, 3 years old, and of a baby, 2 months old.”

				•••

				THE LOCAL NEBRASKA NEWSPAPERS GAVE an airing to the wider anxieties in turn-of-the-century America, too. Writers fretted about the surplus of unmarried men because of immigration, the rise in divorce rates, the threat of “race suicide” when white native-born Americans had fewer children, the sissification of modern boys and the neurasthenia of overeducated, underexercised modern men, and the fact that “women today had invaded at least 30 percent of the employments” and were busily exchanging “the birthright of womanhood, wifehood, and motherhood for the mess of pottage known as a business career.”

				But small-town newspapers like The Brainard Clipper could also excite wanderlust and a sense of adventure, especially for a boy like Lyle, who loved his little town all the more the farther he got away from it. The paper was always reprinting thrilling yarns of blackguards on the loose and rugged men in extremis (Jack London was a favorite author), intermixed with articles about the peculiar ways of foreigners. When Lyle was growing up, the Brainard paper ran long articles about the high life in Paris, the adventures of Captain Scott in Antarctica, the quest for El Dorado, and the lives of pearl divers in Japan. The new century carried a sense of possibility both reckless and exhilarating, and the Brainard paper reported breathlessly on bold inventions of the future—a spineless cactus, a car that would carry its own track to lay down where roads were impassable, a means of sending photographs by wireless. It noted, too, the “craze to do something new,” and cited “some of the latest and most extraordinary ways of performing strange feats,” including a couple who got married in a hot-air balloon.

				Closer to home, there were more realistic glimpses of the world to come. In 1902, Carrie Nation turned up in Beatrice, Nebraska, where she visited “three of the leading saloons of the city, under escort of Sheriff Washington,” the Clipper reported. At each of them, the six-foot-tall hatchet-wielding temperance crusader “informed the bartenders of their probable destination in the other world, and remarked that she had smashed finer places than these.” When even a small-town Nebraska paper could strike such a sarcastic note about Nation, who would have thought that in less than two decades her radical approach to the alcohol problem would be enshrined in the Constitution as the Eighteenth Amendment? In 1908, Brainard got its first automobile. It was owned by one Anton Sobota, who, the Clipper noted, “has not yet become experienced in its management, or else it is an unusually unruly machine, as it seems to prefer to run anywhere else rather than in the middle of the road, and on at least one occasion, it even attempted to climb a tree.” And in 1912, a gang of bank robbers shot its way out of the penitentiary in Lincoln during a late-winter blizzard. The convicts had to hijack a milk wagon driven by a young farm boy to get out of Lincoln. But, like the tommy gun–equipped gangsters who would dominate crime and its depiction in the 1920s and 1930s, they were “well-armed with modern weapons,” and ruthless enough to kill not only the warden and two guards but also the farmer who fed them breakfast.

				Sometimes, when Lyle brought the papers, one or two of the traveling men would invite him to stay awhile, and he’d sit on the floor, knees drawn up to his chest, and listen while they puffed on their cigars and read headlines aloud. They were a loud, teasing lot, big and bluff as circus bears in his grandmother’s doily-draped rooms. The traveling man, Henry James wrote in 1907, held “completely unchallenged possession” of dining cars and hotels with his “primal rawness of speech” and “air of commercial truculence.” For Arthur Miller, such men “lived like artists, like actors whose product is first of all themselves.”

				Lyle learned from them to show off a little, to put himself forward. He wasn’t an athlete, not one of the many boys around Brainard who would play baseball from dawn till dusk, if they could. He wasn’t much of a student, either. But his memory for names and faces was impressive, and he could recite sentimental poetry by heart. At ten, he was also a flirt, with a keen longing to be admired—a playboy, one of his friends at the time would later call him. I think he must have had, even then, the makings of the man who would be my father—a man who was vain and even narcissistic, but who had the grace, as some vain people do, to use his self-regard for love’s sake; who could make you feel that his love for you was a more wonderful thing for the very reason that it came from such a handsome and charming man. At twelve, he wrote a letter to President Wilson, whose daughter Nellie
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