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BOOK ONE




Koopet’s first San Fernando Valley summer, two rock radio station
employees, at the invitation of a priestly late-night deejay, took to the air
with what used to be their water-cooler pastime. It was a simple
contest, a musical elimination match, but unique because it pitted the
strangest, most innocent songs against each other.

The priestly deejay was old enough to take just about any sort of
chance. He had been known to provoke audiences with whole minutes
of dead air, which seemed like a pretty incendiary idea at the time—on
the mind-screens of listeners this blackness rimmed by violet like a
wound, or a solar eclipse, through the center of which you imagined
whatever the deejay was doing or thinking on the other side of the
night. That was exactly what the deejay wanted. He was amazingly
talented about dramatic pauses. And then one night, mid-pause, he
gave the mike to these untrained assistants named Carrie and Toluca,

and it began.




Not that the two women meant just to flaunt their tastes in music.
In fact, almost every initial stylistic parameter proved to be a false skin.
Even before The Game went public, hit songs and campy oldies began
giving way to demo tapes and samplings of environmental noise, and
drunken karaoke, and old 45s with beguiling skips in the grooves—
anything that would excite in the listener the kind of yearning that loves
a brave failure better than the most polished musical surface.

For their subversive genius, and for turning a city back for a while
from the mean-heartedness of political talk radio, the two assistants
were given a nightly spot on the deejay’s 5-9 program. For a time, there
was even talk of national syndication.

The first song to win all but defined their quest. The tune was
both familiar and vague, which is the best kind of vague, a half-
remembered hit. It had reached No. 1 in the mid-1960s, but at the height
of Beatlemania, it belonged to a dying style: “A continental ballad full
of industrialized heartache,” the older assistant called it. Almost
beyond hearing were the sweetly distressed violins, while a troubadour
offered up his plea, affirmed in his pauses by mellow horns that spoke
back in brief, declining monosyllables. It was a song that you would
bicycle home to at rush hour while generations of prewar tradition
beckoned you to lie down under a pear tree to cry or die nobly. The
lyrics were either Japanese or just never quite rational, something
beloved and repeated until it’s foreign, like the name of a dead pet.

It was to the amazement of many, therefore, that this song was
dethroned not two weeks later by a stumbling prairie melody plunked
out one dead note at a time on a guitar, with too many beats in some
measures and not enough in others, as though the cowboy honesty were
that unpredictable. For the song’s short duration you felt as if anything

were possible. You rooted for this cowboy while he wobbled.




I1.
Kooper was then a resident dean on a block of UCLA-owned housing
on Dickens Street in Sherman Oaks. (As Westside rents climbed, the
university had linked to the orphaned Valley by a light rail over
Coldwater Canyon.) He owned a white grand piano around which
everybody gathered, and according to rumor he had a financial interest
in promoting The Game, but that wasn’t the point of his Friday night
singalongs, which he advertised as “spiritual fasts,” the same way
Buddhist temples advertised their vegetarian feasts. To be clever,
Kooper sometimes used a Buddhist flyer with the e in feast crossed out.

One crowded night, some of his guests stood nodding in unison
about a runner-up from Carrie and Toluca’s show that had become all
the more popular for not winning. Alison Navey was the singer’s name.
One of several boys wearing glasses and spread-tip collars said, “That
could be a category right there. Girl bassists.”

A ghostly blonde baby-shaped girl was pushing forward through
the mob. To her back was strapped a Fender bass guitar: Coincidence
was afoot.

“That was my song,” Alison Navey said, cringing beneath a
waterfall of self-consciousness. And if she hadn’t been planning to sing
the number before, there was no getting out of it now.

The room was briefly disordered while Alison Navey scrounged

to plug in the bass guitar. The windows were opened full, the air was




soft, the sky a patch of leaves gilded by streetlamps. Overflow guests
lined a cement staircase marked by tea lights like little tiny memorials.
Outposts of conversation stretched across the courtyard and beyond an
old garage to a decaying swimming pool.

Every unit in the building had a back staircase, and Kooper’s led
to his kitchen through a pantry: built-in shelves and hutches that were
empty aside from a few boxes of grains and a set of ancient milk bottles
that might well have come with the place. Past the pantry a swinging
door exposed the encampment at the piano whenever people bumped
through.

There the baby-shaped girl was singing —exquisitely, a concerted
frown to shape the notes, ready to bear any rejection open-eyed, as hot
to finish a confession—a voice so intimate and taut it was like you were
hearing the notes firsthand within her face.

A former singer himself, a musician in half-famous exile, Kooper
stood swaying, head bowed, basking in the gorgeous intensity, rasing
an oath of one hand as if in defense, while Alison Navey sang a second
song, and a third, and then a series of follow-up requests: that herky
Andy Williams number (“I Can’t Get Used to Losing You”), a Southern
spiritual, then a flower-child anthem.

Someone requested the rock ballad “Only Women Bleed,” by Alice
Cooper—no relation—a song Navey did not know, which prompted
Kooper to hunt for the vinyl original.

“That boy’s my namesake,” he said as the crowd made way. “I
never thought of him that way, though.”

He set off down a hallway to find the record, some nervous
laughter trailing —the students were sharply conscious of their host. His
eyes had dark, morning-after circles, and he wore a poncho, which

needed no extra detail in the way of a conversation piece, but it had one




anyway: a souvenir picture frame from “Six Flags Magic Mountain,
USA” dangling from the end of a chain. What was conversational was
that the picture frame was empty. Kooper had told one guest it
represented “Dadaism,” and another that it stood for fatherhood, a
ritual reminder of two grown sons estranged by divorce (“Daddy-ism?” a
bystander joked, eyes playing along).

In any case, the memento implied a loss of some kind, and the
terrible truth was that Kooper not only couldn’t account for the loss, he
couldn’t account for the frame. He did remember going to Magic
Mountain about a year ago, if it helped.

Finally he returned with the 1970s record album triumphantly
hoisted —again the crowd parted. Sweeping the necklace back across
his shoulder, Kooper lowered the needle to vinyl and played the ballad
twice before the baby-shaped girl learned the words and sang out one

last interpretation of a forgotten song.




I11.
Everything was over by 3 a.m., but Kooper didn’t rest. He went online
and found some links provided by the rock station, hunting for
anything else Alison Navey might ever have recorded. Failing that, he
settled on a clip that sounded slightly like Alison Navey—to the extent
that anyone could. She had a way of singing, Kooper felt, as if she sang
only for you. At the end of your life, you might be quizzed about a
voice like that.

Near dawn, he rose stiff from his chair and moved through
candlelight, snatching wine bottles off tables in bunches —it was
relatively easy to clean up after a fast. Stopping at his window he
looked out at the cool gray sky. Afternoons were parched by
comparison—a limbo of sepia and heat. Kooper still preferred
musicians’ hours, still visited country lounges in Burbank and North
Hollywood (“It's country music’s Salinger!” the bartender at the
Thunderbird liked to shout-out), places that got darker and stranger in
the jaws of his fasting. He was so inside-out with hunger that he
actually forgot sometimes he wasn’t eating. In fact, it had been four
days this time. Kooper was still new to Sherman Oaks, from Central
California by way of Hollywood, but at times the neighborhood seemed
so much like the site of an old unsolved crime that he could almost have

described why he first felt drawn to it.




IV.

He woke to find that he had slept on the floor outside the
wonderful pantry, a rolled up poncho under his head. It was noon or
later, and the air was as thin as if civilization had just left the room and
taken sleep with it. Nearby was a heater vent that when you brushed
your hand across it, echoed through the soul of the building. The
summer’s only cool air had managed to hole itself up within the
chamber of a heater.

His stomach yearned a little—a hymn to food.

He got himself dressed and shaved, then headed downstairs to
settle into yard work —simple usefulness —taking with him a variety of
loose ends: a packet of flower seeds, an empty canvas record-company
swag bag for found treasures (copper slugs, sections of squirt guns), a
handful of misdelivered letters for the house at the end of the block.
The letters represented a rare mistake by Gilmore, the mailman—a
neighborhood legend. Gilmore had delivered a Clearinghouse
Sweepstakes check to someone in the mid-1990s, and later appeared in
all the promotional ads, after which he could easily have coasted on his
contact fame, but didn’t. Instead he took a more exaggerated pride in
his job. During a small earthquake once, hearing a crash, he rushed into
the building, asking if anyone was hurt (no, just rattled), an act for
which a neighbor nominated him for a “Local Heroes” segment on the
local news, but the news producer remembered all the Clearinghouse
Sweepstakes coverage, and decided that two human interest features on
the same mailman would seem suspicious.

The seeds were a different kind of legend. Kooper had ordered
them by mailing a coupon from a forty-year-old comic book that lined
the pantry shelf (“Baby Huey —The Ugly Duckling”). He’d been

10



experimenting, more or less—floating a paper airplane into the time
warp of American commerce —and when the seeds actually arrived, he
began gingerly, superstitiously, planting some. Maybe not
surprisingly, they never bloomed, and he wondered: Were they duds?
Was there some kind of dormant, universal warehouse he’d just
reactivated by sending in the form? The packaging looked as ancient as
the comic book.

Pulling weeds was an almost pleasurable kind of renunciation to
Kooper. Leave it to a man who hasn’t eaten in four days to know about
pleasurable renunciations. Beneath a hedge of ivy, the roots were like
steel nets—they could have halted a speeding car —and the soil was
harder once you hacked away the powder, like tunneling to China, an
impossibility so solid you could almost imagine it being close. In the
super-clarity of fasting, Kooper sometimes felt he was on the verge of
breaking through to some other, earlier, unspent day —he would think
about houses he’d lived in once, or should have, or women he’d meant
to love forever, and hadn’t . But it entertained Kooper, kept him
company —indulging this fantasy that all the people and all the
beginnings he’d ever cut short in his life could be reclaimed and rhymed
somehow, like a brilliant verse that he only needed to get himself right
enough in the head to set down.

His neck was beginning to burn, though, in the Valley heat, so he
wandered to a spigot by the carport and twiddled the handle to cool off.
It sprayed too hard, flogging the pavement, and while he twisted his
tace for a sip, he caught sight of the house at the end of the road and

remembered the misdelivered letters.
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He had never actually visited the property before. It looked like a
riverbank jungle past the end of the cul-de-sac. By a front gate, a shingle
made to look like an oar said the occupant was a psychotherapist named
Mendelson. From there, the lot fell away to crumbling steps. After
three crumbled steps there was no trace of more steps, or even a front
door, just a slope layered with sticks and stems and sprigs of television
cable, leading to a window at the level of Kooper’s knees.

He looked around and behind himself— as if someone might be
watching him walk into a booby trap —then stooped and pressed his
face to the glass, using the bundle of Mendelson’s letters for shade.

Unless he was wrong, the room had been set up for some kind of
viewing. There was a couch in there, or possibly a pew, a video camera
on a tripod. On the wall, a painting in the modernist shape of a kidney
or a guitar gave Kooper an almost wondrous fright—for just a heartbeat,
the painting and the pain of his fasting were connected. Or the fast had
come to rest upon the painting. Then just as quickly, this pairing of
sensations seemed a little silly.

He tapped on the windowpane a few times—no one came. It was
as if hunger had brought him to the property and now there was not
enough of it to get him inside. He trudged to the letterbox in front,
picked out a few credit-card bills meant for himself, and swapped in
Mendelson’s mail. Then he hiked back toward his weeds, hearing
louder birdcalls in the middle of the day than he thought he

remembered since leaving the Central Valley.
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Later he found Gilmore in his mail truck sorting magazines. “It’s that
freaky time of year,” Kooper said to him. “The air is dry but the wind
smells like the middle of the Atlantic Ocean. I caught you in a mistake.”
He rapped Gilmore’s arm with his letters.

“Says who?”

“You mixed me up with the house of Mendelson over there. Some
of my mail was in his box.”

“Oh, well, come on. You're still new!”

“How am I so new, when you already forgot me?” Lots of
Kooper’s jokes came out like country lyrics.

“You're new! You're the local refugee. Naturally I put you in the
last house on the block.”

“I guess I've been in a few of those,” Kooper said before getting

back to work.
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V.
There was no sign early on that Harvey Kooper was born musical,
because all three boys in the Kooper family were athletic, himself
included. Indeed playing the piano—or the guitar, his first love—he
had a certain even, workmanlike stroke that caused people to believe he
was not just playing the instrument but checking to see what kind of
repair it was in. More than once in his career he was mistaken for his
own roadie. He’d been one of those boys who convey masculinity by
acts of tenderness—girls a foot taller than Kooper felt protected in his
arms at a dance. But he felt pressured by how people counted on him to
be strong, and perhaps unconsciously wishing for an out, he
experienced a few chest-pain episodes right after high school that a
doctor at Kaiser Permanente attributed to panic.

It was too early in life to wish he’d been born someone else, but
Kooper did. He watched as other boys, the sort of kids his older brothers
once made him beat up, skinny guitarists in a trucker town, stole the
loveliest girls. That baptism into envy, and his dad’s death by cancer
afterwards, helped Kooper’s musical persona quite a bit—it gave a
country-western ache to his chords and lyrics. Though several
girlfriends and his wife paid the price for how intent he was on
worshipping his inner scar.

What Kooper had theorized, and this briefly rocketed his
songwriting into the half-mad dimension of true Art, was that alongside
his real childhood he’d had a secret one, the childhood of a pacifist, a
lover who wanted to be found out in his mildness and be loved all the
more. There was a certain crazy defiance about this—mildness required

a recklessness all its own. But he opened himself to it and wrote, in a
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roots-rock style that Billboard was calling Alternative Country, a handful
of shockingly plain and romantic songs, which he half-crooned, half-
spoke into microphones, bleary and oaken, as if there were no other
words left to say.

“Broken Cradle” was one, a kind of rockabye in reverse, about
falling from a tree (“And I'll fall for you, dear / Till foolish is bright”),
and his small devoted audience sang along, upping the ante over the

years by forcing Kooper to sustain one piano chord for as long as they
stretched the word faaalllllll.

In one famous Norman Mailer novel, the protagonist stabbed his wife at
a dinner party, and then the journey began. How Kooper came to live
on Dickens Street was by running from his CD release party. He was
forty-five years old and had made a token effort not to be divorced, but
now that he was, and with his ex-wife remarried, he had been living as
if divorce were the break of a lifetime. He appeared on Jay Leno’s show,
on the chair, a miraculous anointing, seated between a miniskirted starlet
and the host’s desk.

“I happened upon your act at the Marquis Lounge, where the

1244

marquee reads “The next Louden Wainwright,”” Leno said, and then,
with his jaunty, inquisitive tilt: “Just how many Louden Wainwrights
are there, incidentally?”
“The Marquis—reads?” Kooper was a step behind. A rumble of
audience laughter told him that he’d been witty without knowing it.
“Yes, The marquee of the Marquis—"

“T didn’t know he could read!”
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Leno arched an eyebrow. “Oh, certainly. Those chaps were
sophisticated. He knew long division, I think.”

“I ain’t going there.”

“Folks, the title of Harvey Kooper’s debut CD—"

“I'd thought he went blind! Deflowering those nuns!”

Leno chortled, “Yes, yes.”

“And next week the marquee of the Marquis is proud to welcome
Marky Mark!”

“Now stop that! Tell them the name of your CD.”

“I've got it here, Jay, and it’s called ‘Still Life” —”

“I was afraid you might say ‘Man of LaMancha.””

Kooper had been reaching behind himself for the CD case, instead
performing one more in a series of fateful stumbles; he accidentally
clutched the starlet’s inner thigh. She bolted upright and yelped, and
Kooper withdrew, hands-off. The audience perked, and then it was all
actor’s instinct —the starlet smiled half-lidded, took Kooper’s hand and
guided it gravely, theatrically, back to her thigh.

Screams from the audience. Leno slithered off his chair, and upon
an impromptu nod Kooper and the starlet dove for each other, groping
passionately, bringing down the house.

Backstage afterward, Kooper waded through a green room of
friends, food, and members of a mariachi band. “Harvey! Over here! My
sister from Riverside, I mentioned —”

“How do you do?” Kooper said to a face he vaguely recognized.

The man lived across the hall in Kooper’s highrise. The sister was
dressed in a navy business suit with her wiry blonde hair still wet, and
Kooper wondered what sort of girl went out for a night in the city

without drying her hair.
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“I keep trying to tell her that not all men have rotten manners,”
the neighbor beamed.

The sister made a tightlipped silent laugh.

Everything about the sister excited Kooper terribly for a night. He
gave her a drink and brought her to his apartment and played half a
song for her on the piano, at which point she told him that he could do
anything with her that he wanted. In fifteen years of performing
Kooper had never been offered that. Flings and favors but not that. He
took the leap into immorality, feeling more light-headed and numb at
once, until there was nothing to do in each flatline of the night but go at
her again. They passed out a few times, the last at six o’clock, when
bright sun lurked behind the curtains.

Eventually she asked, “My brother told you what, exactly?”

“Just, you know, that you went and moved here—"

She caught him, mid-thought. “What have you got to feel guilty
about?” she said. “You’'ve been a perfect—gentle—"

“Oh—"

“Do you still feel guilty now?”

“I'm afraid of finding out I don’t.”

Kooper twisted himself to drink from the bottle and she rolled
beneath him. “I know you better than ke does,” she sang.

Some hours later he caught himself either dreaming or
assuming —like the amputee who'd forgotten the loss of the limb —that
his face was a kinder, younger version of itself: calm, brave again like
new. Kooper backstage, saying his hello. Kooper of the People! A man
helpful to small-town fans with wet hair (could he love her? would she

save him?)—then stale breath woke him.
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It was about ten o’clock, with the neighbor knocking. The sister
hid in a closet, and Kooper arrived at the door in a furry robe that he
wore like the flu.

“I was a little worried,” the neighbor said. “Did the two of you get
to talk last night? Where did you go, anyway?”

At this moment the phone rang: It was a long-ago aunt. She
sounded not sad, exactly, but small and sane: a friend in the world.
She’d seen him on Leno: How was he doing? Simultaneously another
call beeped through—Kooper’'s manager. The manager had much good
news. An interview request from Rolling Stone. The neighbor waved
goodbye, salutatiously, like Lieutenant Columbo—what a man in
demand this Kooper was—and after twenty minutes Kooper was still
talking to the manager, having forgotten his aunt was holding.

It took two days to stop wanting another night with the neighbor’s
sister, and at the studio party for Kooper’s CD, disconnected as he was,
the floor seemed to rise up and steady him. The manager was there and
the white piano on which Kooper had recorded his album, and the
neighbot’s sister with her hair half wet again. Isaac Diehl, the Rolling
Stone reporter, tried to offer a little about himself, personal stuff,
confessional — who cared? — that he was downstream on a feature about
a promising, desperately original folk singer whom he didn’t name, and
Kooper didn’t ask. Kooper toggled a black key on the piano, elucidating
a point. “Actually I wrote these songs many years ago. I was an early
bloomer.”

“I was going to ask about that,” said Diehl. “I was thinking, for
instance, of Jim Morrison, who wrote all of his songs before he came
west to L.A. He later remarked that in order to write them he’d had to
be an unknown. And in that light the whole rest of his career, which is

really the known part to us, amounted to a sophomore curse. I think
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there are two scenarios for where an artist could go from there. Do you
want to hear them?”

“Well, in his case it’s a little academic.”

The interviewer wrote that down.

“But what sort of life would Jim Morrison be living today if he
hadn’t died back then in Paris?”

“You ask that question like it’s new,” Kooper said. He was very
annoyed suddenly. “You're the original brilliant reporter, aren’t you?”
And he walked away to a half-open window, one story facing a
fluorescent but vine-clad alleyway at night, where a rugged old fence
leaned against a white brick replacement without anyone having
bothered to remove it. Kooper was drunk. He whirled himself through
the crowd and went straight for the neighbor’s sister, kissing all around
her neck. “Let’s go somewhere and we won’t come back,” he said. It
was not a thing to say in public, and she looked to her brother as if to
swear that this time it wasn’t her.

Kooper smushed his cell phone against her cheek. “You remember
asking what I want?” he said with his mouth bunched up. “Well, what I
want more than life is you to take this phone. Because if you don’t take
this phone, I'm probably going to call you again.”

He turned drunkenly then to his guests. “Look! No cell phone!”

Some of them laughed. When they did, Kooper had the first in a
series of lunatic ideas—that he might become a genuine artist again by
quitting his art. The logic might have unraveled if he’d pondered it one
more minute. He pushed through on the ghost of a commitment. He
went back to the open window and literally stepped through it, so feeble

a drop to the pavement that nobody dreamed he was actually leaving.
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From Diehl’s later notepads: But there it was—the dice shakered, a
fresh toss. No longer writing songs, but his life perhaps a song. That fleeting
barstool challenge: ‘L or d , | * m ’I(Hind thah MichelNer Skodkeq .

tune. ) Willie Nelson’"s voice. Wood gr ¢
they might be the voice of the studio janitor closing up, they might fall through

the measures.

Not that Kooper entirely left town. He just stopped taking calls.
He wagered on madness. He walked at first and then broke into a trot
down the alleyway, sobbing slightly and running like a middle-aged
man, stopping once to retrieve the stage glasses that had launched from

his coat.

His first stop leaving Hollywood had been an ATM, and then he set out
for a bus. It was a cold night and he could hear his breath through his
nose, which made him feel oddly like an overweight boy. In only a
matter of moments walking on Hollywood Boulevard, his poncho had
become absurd. He was very cold and felt only a little drunk, just a
cognac glow left over from the party, against which the night air
condensed, dampening his eyes and cheeks. Without the glow, of
course, he might never have started.

Some tourists strolled by. Kooper felt superior, as if slumming,
and then felt a pang of remorse about the money he’d withdrawn. An

attenuation when he’d pulled the bills from the machine, an unclean

20



break. But when the bus arrived he was glad to have cash, placing
himself on the molded seat, the wonderful shock absorbers of the RTD
rocking him like an infant. Those gasps of warmth from the floor vents.

Highland became Ventura Boulevard, a film loop of motels and
retail shacks and an unusual number of florists and occult shops and
then larger copy malls and a major fitness center. He was nearly the
only rider. He bought a transfer to what he later would know as the
Coldwater Express from UCLA, that was new, which ended halfway up
Barham across the ridge of Hollywood, a long zag to its terminus at
Universal City Walk. The scene was as overanimated and lonely to
Kooper as a slog through Tokyo. He veered east then to the Los Angeles
Zoo, where he had the impulse just to give himself up, as if the bus
doors folding shut behind him led right back on stage to Jay Leno. He
stood in an outland of parking, and mountains behind that, bony and
subliminal against the night sky. From the back face of Griffith Park,
San Fernando Road unfurled, a long cord across the prairie of billboards
and thrift shops that was Route 66.

On that transfer, Kooper’s imagination stirred. He debarked in
front of one of the courtyard motels at one in the morning and threw
down three of his twenties. The clerk was an aging weirdo, a charcoal-
and-watercolor artist who captured high-school sporting events and
hung them behind the register: daughterly tennis players, divers in
swim caps. Kooper was brash enough to ask for a portrait, if the man
did men. And the man did one on the spot (charcoal strokes,
mortician’s scowl, Kooper as the Man in Black), the flattery gaining
Kooper a room with a bench on the porch.

If you could call it sleeping, he slept until eleven, the curtains thick
as leaded vests. After waking he stretched himself on the porch and sat
blinking in the day until he noticed a branch library right next door and
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wandered in. He applied for an L.A. library card there, and he found an
old copy of Ernest Hemingway’s A Moveable Feast that he read on the
motel porch: It was about going hungry in Paris to save money, for a
dream, loyal and in love with his own wife for a time. Kooper was
already a little hungry by then, and the Hemingway seemed to ennoble
how he felt.

About noon he tented Hemingway’s book on his knee. He went to
the desk and asked if the clerk could spare some drawing paper. The
clerk had a good soft pencil, and Kooper went to his room and drew an
old girlfriend from memory, swelling her belly with pencil lines, which
was good but he wanted colors.

For that the clerk sent him down the road to Walgreen’s, and
Kooper bought a package of pastels and a backup pair of jeans. He still
had thirty sheets of paper left, and he used fifteen of them, conjuring her
belly while he starved in a motel. The best and final drawing looked
like Eve, he thought, fertile and framed by vines, but it was a sad-
smiling Eve, Mona Eve. Eve with an STD.

Kooper didn’t know about anyone else, but he for one had always
been given a chance to do right. An angel had spoken to Kooper right
there at the doctor’s. You could marry her. He supposed he’d preferred
a little tragedy on the canvas of his young life —something that would
make him an artist. That was the nonbeliever’s compromise with
religion. If he would never be good, he could lay hold of heaven by
worshipping the truth. And he could sketch her now in the same light
as himself, fallen, beautiful because of that. Oh, how the Lord would be
moved to love His artists.

When he had finished, Kooper found that the drawing aroused
him, for reasons he didn’t entirely like. Her look of jeopardy still excited

him, and the intoxication of his young irresponsibility. And the
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memory of her voice and the hurt she wrapped her laughter around.
Whatever else, he’d done a very powerful drawing. Two days out of
Hollywood and he could be an artist in any medium.

He stepped outside again. Farther north was Magic Mountain, the
amusement park, behind a range of mountains with a shimmering
aqueduct climbing the slope, as if the current of Kooper’s getaway were
flowing straight upward.

He put on the new Levis while he washed his party suit in the
laundry alcove. He felt clean even while shirtless—not eating had
calmed his face of vain hopes—and he thought he might give Magic
Mountain a try. He had heard of the place: It seemed like good sense to
introduce himself to the director of entertainment.

He rode a chartered tourist bus with a savings coupon from the
motel lobby, and knowing no other way to get to the park he rode
charters for a full month after that, having been hired on one audition.
He sang to the open sky, over the tattooed heads of teenagers. No one
there seemed to know Kooper’s name, or to have seen him on TV, nor
did Kooper care, and in his memory the whole week was at once unreal
and detailed: from Hollywood and Leno to a motel by a network of
buses, then Magic Mountain, its half-remembered beer gardens, and
then a temporary apartment in San Fernando, about which he later
questioned himself: Had he lived in the place a few days or only
imagined it? He soon quit the theme park, but his souvenirs of that
drunken season were tangible, the picture frame, the smeared
newspaper ad for an apartment on Dickens Street in Sherman Oaks.
(Kooper later saw that he could not make out word one—it was a
miracle he’d ever found the apartment.) And while he fasted, three
days at a time, like Hemingway in Paris, the world was a thing of

unspeakable fullness and color, Kooper thought, an untouched feast.
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VL

I hear your voice.

A man hears a voice on the radio and leaves everything.
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VIL
One night that summer, Kooper saw something important, but he didn’t
know it then. He was filling up at the Chevron on Ventura and not far
off stood a man beside a sports car with Indiana license plates being
questioned by a motorcycle cop.

Victims and thieves share a telltale expression—a kind of doomed,
self-hating nonchalance. Kooper noticed that look but couldn’t define it,
then he capped his tank and drove away.

The man from Indiana stayed. He wasn’t really at liberty to leave.
The policeman looked him over: a tourist, wavy-haired, bearded, film-
star handsome but with frail wrists, who’d sounded his horn through a
red light when he knew he couldn’t stop. He’d had a beer to drink a
few hours ago, he confessed in the presence of the law, but it wasn’t
enough beer to make him run a light, and finally the policeman had no
heart to write a ticket. “What brings you to L.A.?” the policeman asked.

“Well,” Jeffrey Tanner said. “I'm here to see my 19-year-old
daughter.”

“But you don’t have a 19-year-old daughter.”

Tanner laughed, half a whimper, “Id o 2" t

“Jesus, don’t fall apart on me. I only meant you’ve still got all
your hair.”

Tanner shifted his weight as if to joke along, but faltered. The
policeman shook his head finally and drifted back to his bike: No sport
to be had from this victim.

As the cycle’s engine flared into traffic, Tanner was standing there

alone.
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He cursed, then headed to the restroom, its trailer-thin door ajar.
Beneath the yellow, preservative light, he avoided his reflection,
splashing his boyish face too many times, as if to drown the tune of his
features. He remembered a childhood photo: He’d been three or four
years old, boarding a Ferris wheel alone, and the camera found him just
when he was perfectly helpless to compose himself —yearning toward
the shore of parents, as if he believed he were being sent away for good.
Other children in the background looked happy. At least happily
nervous. Tanner just looked betrayed.

Still, you could love a child for looking as fragile as that. But
every role he’d adopted since state college —barista, trail guide,
canvasser for renters’ rights —added up to the same boyish
insufficiency, even with the beard, and if he could have thrown away
his soap-star looks he would have done so. “Tanface,” the fraternity
brothers called him. There was a boy who had paid the price of nothing.

Suddenly, from nowhere, came a wallop of deja vu—all about
stopping at filling stations. All about being questioned but never
ticketed. As if every threshold to responsibility had begun with the
same metal doorway of a Chevron restroom. Dress shoes tiptoeing
through the grime.

It was roughly a mile further to the radio station where Tanner
was headed, an art deco building that resembled a Baptist mortuary. He
parked a safe block away, got out, then furtively removed one shoe and
cracked the sideview mirror with it, possibly the most decisive thing
he’d ever done. He heard his own breath shriek as if it were another
man’s, saw a suitable shard on the pavement on the pavement, and

swaddled it in a white McDonald’s napkin.

26



He didn’t suppose he looked desperate enough to kidnap a
daughter. He seemed too mild, probably, to attempt what he’d come to
do.

In the parking lot, loudspeakers mounted like parasol hats on
poles were playing the cool recorded voice of Carrie Termino, a ten-
second spot for The Game. This was funny, because right up until
Tanner first heard the program on the Internet, he’d assumed that no
one could recognize a lover’s voice after twenty years apart. But it
wasn’t Carrie he had come to claim. It was the younger one named
Toluca, the sorcerer’s apprentice, the gosling offspring in the starry-

night scarf with her back to the studio door.
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VIIL
The landlord on Kooper’s first day in Sherman Oaks told him that from
the roof gazing across sundecks and the flat tops of hedgerows, you
could lose the buildings entirely in a telescopic green. Dutifully they
marched upstairs and punched open the barrier of a service door into
white boraxite space.

The landlord had been right. They stood above what amounted to
a leafy ocean, a second world above the world. Here and there, amid
the green, Kooper counted treehouses, three of them, connected
fabulously by rope bridges like in Swiss Family Robinson. There in the
sunshine, Kooper’s picture-frame necklace felt twice its size, and the
landlord got him to talk about it just by landing his eyes there.

“Maybe it’s for a Mistress of My Heart,” Kooper said, suddenly
too weak and hungry to lie. “The fact is, I wound up with it one
morning after drinking.”

“But you're devoted to it,” the landlord nodded, as though he’d
heard such tales plenty of times. Then he made a burlesque joke. “I
never had a mistress of the heart—I was married.”

“Well, I was, too. I had two boys and no girls. Now I'll have
about ten of each.” Kooper rolled his head to involve the student
housing units below.

“Yours is a nice one anyway.” Meaning the necklace.

“Mine, as versus—"?"

“Well, the last manager had the same kind of souvenir. I assumed
it was a trend!”

Kooper joked, “I'm getting rid of mine this minute.”
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But he didn’t. In the recuperative spell of his new life, Kooper
liked holding onto odd things. He had a feeling that you could piece
together paradise, in your mind at least, from a scrap here and a
souvenir there, a perfect breeze, a toddler’s smile . . . highlights from
life’s losing cause.

And anything involving old songs. He felt it when hearing Carrie
and Toluca play The Game on the radio, his first time, just weeks after
moving in, driving over Coldwater Canyon in the rain, definitely the
only time in his life he’d ever flashed his emergency blinkers on a two-
lane highway to pull over and vote in a radio contest. The horizons of
the city widening as he dialed, so that it came as a jolt to remember the
tires that connected him to an actual instant on a real patch of road. It
was the earliest days of The Game, spring shaking off winter, and only
hours before it had stormed so hard that when the rain stopped, the
hillsides whispered. The cockpit of Kooper’s used Volkswagen
(purchased on the spot, from a stuntman at Magic Mountain) held the
scent of old tobacco and jeans, the radio buttons slid brittle to punch,
and the whoosh of the Coldwater Express shouted down every lesser
memory of place. At that moment, Kooper’s photo frame was affixed to
the dashboard by suction cup—a bobblehead without a face.

He was dialing his new cell phone and suddenly a ringing pulse
seemed like a miracle all by itself —he felt inspired by the technology
that connected a city during floods and disasters. He thought of storm-
watch weathermen, and commuters tuning in from their offices and
cars, and then a girl with the closer-than-you-are-to-yourself voice of a
deejay recited call letters in Kooper’s ear.

“I vote for the Asian tune,” Kooper said.

“Not only that,” Toluca answered. “But can you guess who the

95th caller is?”
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Kooper was dumbfounded. “No. That’s too much to hope for.”

“Well, you've won two passes to Club Patchouli on Saturday
night.”

“Seriously?”

“Do you have anyone special to bring along?”

The city heard a tenuous Kooper admit, “You might have to be my
mercy date.”

“The young lady has flashed a look of complete helpless
confusion,” said Carrie.

“I'm sorry,” Kooper said.

Toluca said, “When did the show become ‘Date With a Fat Girl’?”

“We might work it out,” Carrie said. “I've been known to
chaperone.”

Kooper emoted, on air, as the traffic sprayed past, “I love your

show!”

She was much too young for Kooper, but this justified a freaky
camaraderie. They would have a fun time out to spite the odds.

The house was a bungalow on the Los Feliz side of Griffith Park,
mounted like a trophy on a raised base of lawn. Carrie opened the door
in a khaki miniskirt with twine friendship bracelets and very blond hair,
and Toluca wore something black and rayon that trailed around the
place while she dashed about in high heels, as if she were hunting for
the same pair of shoes that she had on. Then she stopped to put on
perfume, and she had a funny way of doing that, spritzing a cloud into

the air and ducking with both arms raised through the falling spray.
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She was pudgy and wore a starry bandana that tacked on a kind
of random identity, like a Quaker or an Orthodox Jew. Or just as easily
she could have glued on a gaucho’s moustache. Kooper liked her right
off, and the look in his eyes—a sad warmth, as if he were
simultaneously meeting her and saying goodbye, launching her onto the
stage of the world —found some unspoken partnership with Carrie
Termino, who gradually gave up on the chaperone plan. Whatever this
guy wanted from life wasn’t sex.

Actually, she might have been wrong about that—even
lovingkindness, in men, transmutes into arousal — and there was that
khaki skirt of Carrie’s, a blindfold was more like it, with belt loops—
why not just shoot himself? But she was right ultimately to trust
Kooper, who at that time of new beginning wanted nothing from his
loneliness but to be taught something.

Whereas Carrie struck him as mature by last resort—the sort of
person whom life has unbred of the right to look down at others. There
was a certain blueness in the voice, as if her generosity conquered a
trace of beautiful injury. She was aging well in a Cinderella way, but
with a surplus of spirit that’s also an ache, and Kooper could imagine
her the same way as a child, independent and oppressed.

Hollering from behind a whistling kettle, she asked Kooper a
question that would have sounded nuts if it weren’t so matter of fact.
“Don’t you think you look like Dave Alvin? The songwriter?”

“That’s so generic,” Toluca answered for him. “Every WASP over
forty looks like Dave Alvin.”

“It only means he’s real. To look at Dave Alvin you don’t know if

he writes songs or fixes computers.”
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“Good old Dave,” Kooper said. He felt he was recording star
enough not to be an efficient reminder of another recording star. But he
wasn’t going to worry like that now.

She set three cups of fruit tea on a tray; Kooper accepted his, and
they all sat on a couch layered with crocheted throws. The coffee table
was a Verathaned collage of pink-and-brown bubble gum cartoons.
“It’s one of the few things here she didn’t make,” Toluca told him.

“Was it from an art gallery?”

“No, no. A fish and chips restaurant on Sunset.”

“But you're an artist?”

“Carrie is craftsy,” Toluca stipulated, and Carrie flicked her tea
bag.

“I'm just a girl. Really I'm a collector at heart.”

“You would like my building,” Kooper smiled. He almost said:
You would like me.

Toluca winked, corking her thumb at Carrie: “You know how
people in asylums weave baskets?”

“All right, get out!” Carrie shooed them toward the door. “You
used to like my house!”

At the car, Toluca said, “I so love Carrie. If she ever replaced all
her things I think I'd have to kill myself. The first time I felt like I was in
a doll’s house. She had made absolutely everything out of something
else. The books on her night table were made out of take-out menus.
She braids my hair.” She looked for Kooper’s reaction. “I know, it
sounds like one of those hired surrogate things.”

“Only who hired who?”

“That’s a good point. Ithink we sort of pay each other.”

“Well,” Kooper said buoyantly. “I've rented you for tonight.”
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There was little traffic through Hollywood into the Valley, just car
speakers dopplering in and out of consciousness, each vehicle enclosing
its own Saturday night. Soon Kooper pulled into a complex that housed
a former dinner theater and a frozen yogurt stand in a vast parking lot
plantered with oaks. A threesome of women were walking back from
the disco, colliding with swinging purses. The bar inside was crowded
but not the dance floor, aflame with varnish, before which a retro disco
band played on chicken-scratch guitars, fronted by a feather-cut harlot
doing the bump. Toluca made her way ahead of Kooper, both of them
ducking through the not unpleasant din.

He ordered the same drink she did, an aperitif made with creme
de menthe —fasting made it sacramental —and after two drinks he was
not so conscious of how clumsy the table was between them, so that at
once it hit upon him that he was a radio prizewinner and that he was on
a date. One more of those green drinks and he would have danced
sideways across the stage.

Toluca seemed happy too, though ever-serious. She told how the
priestly deejay had to be scraped off the floor of the studio some nights.
She talked about the disco music of the 1970s, with its denatured
promiscuity. They sat rolling their shot glasses between fingers and
watching the harlot singer, who was dressed like a bridesmaid. Disco
music wanted it both ways, Toluca asserted. It wanted to be innocent
and sexual too. Sex in the ‘70s, that polite narcotic. “Only I don’t get
whether it’s trying to be like one minute before Adam and Eve fell from
the Garden or one minute after.”

“Well I've always thought that sex must have been better in Eden,
by definition. Only it wouldn’t have been called sexy. In this world

nobody really wants heaven without having it be earthy too.”
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“I think there’s a special relativity about it,” Toluca slurred. “Too
much luxury becomes hell. And strife is holy. All that seeks heaven, to
heaven leads. Did that sound like Shakespeare? I'm taking Shakespeare
now.”

“I thought you got all that in private school.”

“Kindershule,” she said.

“Kinder-what?”

“It was a Yiddish day school in North Hollywood.”

“Your parents must have been serious Jews.”

“Godparents, actually, but I believed they were my parents until I
was ten. Supposedly my mom died and my dad was a bad guy.” She
smiled suddenly. “Iloved the strangest boys. This one time—1I wasn’t
fat then—we played spin the bottle. There’s a Yiddish name for it that I
forget. And the kid I kissed was so frail-looking behind these giant
glasses with his cheeks all hot and wet. I didn’t know if I wanted to beat
him up or marry him. I followed him around the whole day after we
kissed. Finally he told me to go away and let him study. So basically I
kicked him. Not to hurt him, but just to scold him and show him how
wrong he was. And he fell down holding his shin.” She gestured across
her hips. “Mud all over his tefillin.”

Kooper tried to joke, “Is that what the kids call it now?”

“They taught me fashion design too. I started a line of handbags
and belts as a student business. We called it Nectar and Vine. Which
got me out of the house but it kept me too busy for college.” She
shrugged. “Then it became—untenable. To run a business without a
car.”

“You couldn’t buy a car?”

“I never learned to drive. The freedom scared me,” she confessed.
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“Wait a minute. You lived on your own and ran your own
business but the freedom of driving scared you?”

“Oh, I was such a little girl. I had to keep behavior charts on
myself to do my chores. Istill do.”

“But that makes you the parent too.”

She looked moody. “Well, I guess so. But I'm overworked now. I
pull seventy hours a week at the station. So I can save money to pay for
orthodontia.”

Kooper stared in wonderment. “Isn’t that a lot to take on?”

“I know, I know,” Toluca nodded. She rolled her empty shot
glass. “But it'll be worth it! Don’t you see? I'm spoiling myself.”

It was about here that he swept her up to dance, lest he kiss her, all
this brave goodness of hers calling to what was left of his own. The
drums of disco hell rose to his head and over its fires the guitarist held
an attenuated chord that took longer each time to resolve, while the
harlot vocalist harmonized: Na na na na na na na na na na na na na na na
na na ... measure after measure, unto the response, which sounded like
“now!” In the na na na parts Kooper inhaled Toluca’s perfumed neck
and the fabric of her dress and wrestled with kissing her as if he were
wrestling her away, as if she were the masher, and at one of the now
moments he finally did kiss her behind the ear, making her shoulders
pinch. She played along, each of them getting their date’s worth.

Suddenly, searching the folds of her dress, it seemed to him he
had never desired anyone more. They necked as if they understood it
was for the last time, Kooper vaguely hoping she felt beautiful in spite
or because of his grubby embrace. At last the music had stopped.
Somewhat ironically they shook hands. To correct the irony, she kissed
him again. There was a world of life behind that drunken kiss and this

time they kissed all the way to the car.
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It wasn’t going anywhere, and whatever youthful secret inflamed
him about Toluca was deeper and farther than whatever he could kiss or
touch; hungry and baffled, he let her go.

“That never happened,” Toluca said.

“I didn’t think it did.”

But he was okay with being baffled for one night. And as Toluca
let herself in at Carrie’s house, Kooper watched, toasting the perfect
unspoiled date, of which he’d now had one in his life, and called after
her, “If I ever see the Spin the Bottle Boy, I'll shake him by the collar for

124

you.
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IX.
Then for a time he would catch sight of them doing The Game from a
variety of live locations: a Shakespeare in the Park event, for example,
and a music-store opening. Toluca always dressed like a little version of
a matron, and she looked as if she never went outdoors. Outside the
music store, Kooper watched Carrie put Toluca in a cab and press a
fistful of money in the girl’s lap. When the cab drove away, Carrie
stood there a moment and sighed, filling her lungs with as much
happiness as she could steal from the middle of a hectic day. Kooper
admired her before approaching, and then they went for a walk. After
that, she started coming more often to Kooper’s parties, sometimes with
Toluca and sometimes not.

That was on a church day. Kooper attended, tenuously but with a
willingness to go deep if he felt something, a nondenominational church
that was popular with some students in his building. Partly he had
wanted to ask how the real religious people fasted. Back when Kooper
was a teenager in Bakersfield, ordered to Sunday school by parents who
never asked if he really believed —his father a Jewish convert to Christ,
his mother from Appalachia, a kind of ultimate Gentile—back then, a
classic hymn or a country gospel could level Kooper’s defenses like a
tsunami. Under the guidance of a band-mate from Tennessee, he even
recorded a verse from one. (“Are your garments spotless?/Are they
white as snow?/Are you washed in the blood of the Lamb?”) He had
liked another one too—thought of himself singing it while rocking an

imaginary child to sleep:
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Lift your eyes upon Jesus

Look full in His wonderful face
And the things of earth

Will go strangely dim

In the light of His glory and grace

At first he despised the new church. It was tacky in the way
churches are that try to look like they’re not in the business of religion.
Catholicism was simpler because the parishioners were basically
subjects, meek learners, not desert-warrior mercenaries with lifted
trucks. He hated the bad pop music most of all. It is easier for a camel
to pass through the eye of a needle than for a musician to forgive
Christian rock —yet this very appeal to Kooper’s charity had a hold of
him, forcing him to stay till he could leave without leaving as a snob.
The young people were possibly the most enthusiastic worshippers of
all, a sea change from the churches of Kooper’s childhood, and they
sang standing up, leaping up and down if they could manage it, until he
wondered if the problem wasn’t him. After a time, in fact, the faux-rock
songs started to sound not half bad. It scared Kooper so badly one
Sunday that he did leave. But when he got home he cried, thinking
about how rootless in the world he was now, and he was back inside the
church before the benediction.

On their walk, Kooper still had on the tie and brogues he’d worn
to church. “Do I look stupid?” he asked.

“Not at all!” Carrie gave him a deadeyed racy smile. He had not

seen a look like that in quite a while.
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Then she asked Kooper about his fasting in a way that struck him
as worried. He lied: “I go just three days at most. I'm fine, I drink
water.”

“You don’t have to sell me. You can always interest a woman in
starving.” Carrie said. “When does it stop? What are you starving for?”

Kooper pitched a stone along a gutter, and then he took a chance.
He talked about having drifted when the high-school girlfriend had her
abortion. He said he had started to not like it so much when lots of
pretty Hollywood people liked his music, that in love he just was tired
overall of feeling like such a dark horse (“a universal jiltedness . . .
Kooper’s scar” — Diehl), scared to trust anybody else’s sincerity and
equally scared not to. And then recently he had the idea that the only
way he ever felt free of his handicap for even a minute was to make sure
he could still taste the ashes of what he had done with it. “It probably
doesn’t have to be that severe for everyone,” he said, trying to sound a
little more lighthearted about himself.

“I lost a pregnancy, too,” Carrie said.

“Really?” Kooper could feel himself starting to glow. Black sheep
love.

“It was partly my fault, though. I mean, I didn’t have to lose it.”

“That doesn’t sound like a thing you can know.”

“Really? You trust your own guilt well enough.”

“That’s because I was never trying to feel guilty. I ran the other
way so far I came right back against it.”

“Well, you can be trying to do good, and end up creating a mess
just by trying too hard. I got furious with my boyfriend in Indiana and
he finally jerked me by both arms out of a doorway because I wouldn’t
let him out to go to work. It wasn’t an abortion, but it might as well have

been. That was all it took.”
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“It ought to take more,” Kooper said. They were headed down his
own street. “It seems unfair that the most important things are so easy
to lose.”

“That’s how it ought to be. We didn’t deserve to be parents.”

“I don’t agree with that thinking. Not at all. Maybe kids would
have made you better.”

“No, this was wrong to begin with. I set everything up to take in
some sensitive boy I felt sorry for. I owned a Harley, and he was afraid
of the machine. Now I tell Toluca: If you feel sorry for them, run.”

“You must not feel sorry enough for me.” Kooper meant to cloak
this as humor, but it came out grave.

She smiled in a way that only certain women did whom Kooper
found fatally attractive—a way that had to do with deciding, at the last
moment, to spare you her full killer charm. “I'm not sure how many
years ago it was when I started knowing that I would handle whatever
else came down. ButI think that way now. I could be a lot softer.
There’s a thing I've never really forgiven.”

They had overshot Kooper’s building to keep talking, and rather
than step onto the overgrown property of the family therapist, they sat
down on the curb.

“We hadn’t talked in a week and he hadn’t heard about the
miscarriage. One night, he phoned and started to repeat my name,
crying. And I kept encouraging him, oh, Jetfrey, Jeffrey. But things
sounded muffled on his end and it turned out he was laughing. There
was a roomful of frat brothers unable to contain themselves. It was a
prank, and that about did it for me and the father of my neverborn
child.”

“I guess it would.”
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“He wasn’t all bad.” She seemed anxious to explain now. “Before
I lost the pregnancy, we’d gone just once to this home for teenaged
moms. And he liked it there. There was a newborn boy he just adored.
The mom was a dopehead who told me all kinds of incoherent things,
and she told me my future was in Hollywood. I was thinking that was
either nonsense or some kind of sign, and it was up to me to choose how
I was going to see it. But if it was nonsense there would have been
nothing left to hope for.”

“I bet a lot of people come to Hollywood like that,” Kooper said

almost into her ear.

His parties took a new turn then. There were make-believe movie
screens in the treehouse around back, with guests in sleeping bags
staring up at the sky. Random machinery served as the projector, and
Groucho Marx could be seen wooing Marguerite Dumont from one of
old Hollywood’s Olympian balconies, the players flickering silver
against the heavens, the way a moonlit room invades someone’s eyelids
at the end of a dream.

Kooper had become acquainted with most of the regulars, even if
he could not remember their names. Alison Navey had not returned,
but there was one who brought her own champagne glass every time,
proclaiming her intention to get “tipsy” —as if auctioning her innocence.
She had almost no nose, and an aristocratic mouth. Kooper helped carry
her to a waiting car once, smelling her hair, which was as pale as dough,
and the scent reminded Kooper of children’s breath, stale with milk or
tears—a scent so preverbal that he decided the memory could only be of

school.
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There was a group of boys who had graduated from playing
Dungeons and Dragons to discover that a few days of fasting could turn
a scavenger hunt into something ultra-heavy, could turn a copper slug
into a talisman. Kooper found them poring over his Baby Huey comic
book as though it were Sanskrit, the speech bubbles indecipherable and
water-stained.

Carrie did as the others did, but she was never quite his pupil, and
she spoke to Kooper, it seemed to him, with the just-proper friendliness
of another man’s neglected wife. She had begun to fascinate and scare
him. As if overnight she seemed like a higher order of beauty than he
remembered. He wondered if she was getting to him on purpose. He
wondered if she might be too much for him!

Falling for someone —he remembered how it actually felt like
falling.

She caught him looking once, and he held her gaze for as long as
he could before turning away.

She showed some of her dollhouse crafts, although the
participants often drifted away, and with Toluca she once worked
intently half the night twining Kooper’s junk mail into faux
schoolbooks, and making collages out of canceled stamps. The two
women were weakened by fasting and so was Kooper, drowsing but
with thoughts not nearly extinguished. The whole world seemed
unfiltered at these moments, reborn by being unlearned. What could be
more amazing, Kooper exclaimed at one point, than a postmark?

A bowl of fruit stowed atop the refrigerator ceased to be a
temptation —fasting had made it a prop: A desktop photo of the world
you once spent time in. The sane reminder of your madness. And
Kooper would wonder, himself: Why would anyone deny himself the

miracle of an apple? Who would ever stop eating, having started?

42



Then, at what felt like the peak of amazement, he would fall asleep
for real. Often on the floor. Often by the floor heater. Later to wake up
like a squatter on tiles sugared with dust, and stumble to gardening in
the heat.

They were not lovers. They were trying to be chaste, like the Christians,
and in his private heart, confusing as it sounded even to him, Kooper
did not want to sleep with Carrie only to find out that it meant they
were bound now and that his love was not real.

But she had a way of practically giving herself to him with just a
look. In Los Feliz, she entertained him on her bed, like a boarder, as if
the rest of her house weren’t hers. Once, Kooper brought her a copy of
his CD, and while they listened to it, she reached up to ask for the hard
case, and sank deeply into her terrible mattress, almost smothering
herself, a spirit of silliness washing over. Kooper dug beneath her ribs
to help her up. “I'm sunk!” she cried. “I'm sinking in the bedding!”

“It beats being bedded in the sink!”

Kooper was merry. She seemed all bones, and he had wanted to
crash in right then beside her.

Another time, too exhausted to drive herself home at the end of
one of Kooper’s parties, Carrie slept on his couch, surprising him the
next morning in the kitchen as he counseled a boy from the building
who had wanted to drop out of school. The trouble could not seem to
be named, but the boy’s eyes looked ghostly every time he repeated, “I
have all this research to do at the library —” until Kooper turned to Carrie
and said, “Hey, I have some things to do at the library too. We can ride

together.” And the boy seemed restored to a temporary hope. Then
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Kooper went on, inspired: “You see, if you live thirty more years, certain
days you'll just wake up feeling good no matter what's going on, and
you don’t want to miss that.”

The three rode quietly on the Coldwater train and this time
Kooper could see Carrie starting to love him. He could not have wooed

her better serenading.

X.
In college, in Indiana, Carrie Termino had been optimistic, but only in
the saddest, most businesslike way, as if she were driven to make good
things happen because so many others were too cowardly to do it. She
had managed several bands and slept with whom she wanted and
volunteered at a food bank and a family planning clinic.

Possibly to Jeffrey Tanner she had seemed heartbreakingly
independent. And they might both have been so sensitive that each
brought a grievance for desertion in advance.

She wrote him notes. “Are you doing what you love? If you're
not doing what you love, stop, dammit!” A Yogi Berra-ism.

Isaac Diehl had met them. He had reported on the Indiana music
scene—two or three signed bands, along with Carrie’s anarchist
collective, and her anarchist ‘zine, with its recipes for absinthe and
essays such as “I Hate My Dad and I'm Fine With It.” It felt like Mark
Twain’s Missouri, every day ninety-five degrees in the shade, though
luckily all of it was shade, with mangled bikes on the porches and

blankets on bare floors, and in one backyard Diehl rode a tire swing.
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Tanner had never fit in, almost anywhere; he simultaneously
longed to fit and to be admired for not fitting. Yet Carrie had defended
him to the collective, and she did so with a girlish idealism that did not
jeopardize her position so much as remind people why she possessed it.
“What does the new member think?” she asked him once, locking eyes,
then bursting into loud, hot laughter and fanning her face.

He had submitted one essay to the ‘zine, an anarchist’s case
against free abortion (the procedure was “violent and statist”) that
provoked the underground in all the wrong ways. Indeed, he was
ejected at this point. But he saw that the ringleader herself was

strangely moved.

Then the romance, and the unthinkable irony of her pregnancy —a
comeuppance to them both. Because now they switched sides: He
favored ending the pregnancy, and she did not. Finally, when she left
Indiana, she took with her all the bliss and spark of that college time,
and Tanner sometimes wondered if he hadn’t been born for the purpose
of ruining it. Serpent of the tire-swing summer.

He had not tried to phone Carrie at the radio station about his
desperate drive West, because he didn’t think he could bear to, and
because he liked discovering that he was survivor enough to choose his
own course. To call her would remind him too that the girl who gave
him all those chances had not forgiven him in the end. She had not
spoken to him after the prank-call incident, and his asking forgiveness
for things since then was at once easy and suspiciously empty, as if no

one wagered any longer on his soul.
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By the soundstage door facing the parking lot, Toluca stood swaying
like a rowboat.

“Hello?” he said as though he were lost.

She had an almost imperceptible way of waiving her turn to talk,
as if she were swallowing food, and she held her purse like it contained
a hidden camera.

“Do you know who I am?” he asked Toluca now.

“Well, I could guess that you're the cab driver, and you forgot to
bring your cab.”

“Look,” Tanner said, and smiled. Her personality might take
some getting used to. “This is a terrible, terrible way to tell you, but I
drove halfway across the country —I'm your father.” The floor of his
voice shook and both of them heard it.

She waited for him to say more, but he exhaled as if to stand pat.
“If you talk to me, you'll see that it’s so.”

By sheer habit, Tanner looked around. He was getting maybe a
little too used to stalking. Once, on a Friday night, he had followed
Toluca’s date to a nightclub, and then to Los Feliz, and then an
apartment building on Dickens Street in the Valley, returning the next
morning to spy. He stashed his car around the corner a ways, then
strolled with hands in pockets like an extra in a film. He had wanted a
good long look, but the gardening man and he were the only two souls
out of doors that hot morning, and for an instant, eyes had met eyes.

Just now the cab did arrive. It flashed its brights on approach and
swerved slowly to present the side rear door. Tanner was wise enough
to take a step back from Toluca and act relaxed. The driver looked as if
he knew Toluca and held up two fingers while lifting his eyebrows in a

question. Toluca had not made any move yet toward leaving. On that
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cue, Tanner withdrew his wallet and presented the driver with a ten-
dollar bill. “Hang on a minute if you would,” he said.

“No paperwork?” she said finally. “No letter, no lawyers first? I
don’t think it happens like this.” She stamped a foot in futile protest.
“It’s so pathetic! I could halfway believe you.”

“Sit down right there on the front step, why don’t you. Take a few
breaths and get used to everything.” With these words he felt very
much like a father. “The driver will stay as long as you like.”

“Oh, you say that to all your victims,” she said. But she sat down
on the cement step, her knees hiding half her chin, and he squatted
before her.

The shard of glass in his pocket was still swaddled in its
McDonalds napkin, and he suddenly couldn’t swear if he’d meant to
use it on himself or someone else. All at once he was more aware of its
presence than of the rest of the night weighing on him: It connected him
to a feeling of risk, and unspeakable tenderness. He folded his arms
looking at her. “The short explanation is that I let your mother down,
and she was pregnant when she left me in Indiana. And she always
wanted to work in Hollywood, so she came here. That was twenty years
ago, but the math is not the point. It’s only something that checks out.”

The look in her eyes rose up as both pity and sudden relief. “You
poor man, Carrie isn’t my mom!” When Tanner’s expression didn’t
change, she added, “She’s only like a mom. She would tell me if she
were my mom.”

“Certainly, if you have another mother and father—I don’t say
that to hurt you, I swear, but honey, I don’t think you do. I'm not even
worried that you do.”

“I was raised by godparents,” she admitted. Letting that stunned
nickel drop.
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“Nothing has to happen tonight,” Tanner said. “Nothing has to
happen at all.”

The cabbie had killed his engine. The night was at rest and the
dispatch radio chirruped in the dark.

“For the sake of pretending,” Toluca asked him, “do you have any
proof at all? You don’t.”

“Well, aside from the fact that you can see in my eyes I would lie
under the wheels of that cab for you, I've risked everything on this. 1
left Indiana with nothing.”

“No, no. Risking everything doesn’t make a theory truer. You
learn what's true first, and then you—Christ, don’t make me mom you!”

“Listen to me.” He felt a tear slide down his cheek, and he put a
hand on each of Toluca’s shoulders. “I heard your program in the
desert. I wasn’t even looking for it. When Carrie said her name, I almost
fell out of the car. Then you came on. I've been hearing your voice for
years in my dreams. It's supposed to be the other way around, but it’s
true. You told me that if I found you, I would find my life. You've
given me all kinds of good advice. But believe me, no one wants his kid
to be so grown up so young. Or to stay that grown up forever.”

“What do you want?”

“I don’t know!” This was as far, apparently, as paternal instinct
went. “You could tell me I'm the lucky caller or something. That this is
the most inspired thing I've ever done. Sing me a song. God, you look
wasted.”

“Carrie can’t really be my mom,” she repeated, this time as an
affectionate reproval.

“She acts like she is. I spied on you. Which one of you came up
with the idea for that Game?”
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“We can’t remember. We sort of hit on it together. But you know
what? I do remember her talking about a jerk from Indiana. I couldn’t
see forgiving him either ... ButI can’t see you as him.”

“Five minutes ago you would have,” he said.

Toluca shrugged.

“I'm trying to repent. Like Judas couldn’t. Because he couldn’t
accept a grace that he didn’t deserve.”

“Maybe it's what you killed in her that she can’t forgive. That you
killed someone’s faith when they were helpless and needed you. She’s
really a precious, trusting person. She deserved someone to take care of
her.” Vehemence had pushed her to tears. “I'm talking about Carrie!”
she said.

“No, you're not.” It was a fact that he couldn’t repair.

She was attempting to stand. “Fasting is supposed to help your
prayers,” she grunted stylishly, “but it wasn’t supposed to work this
fast.”

With both arms Tanner helped gather her up. Cape and bandanna
and a purse. Black dress like a mourner. Goth, was it? All the children
of today were in mourning. She looked back toward the building and
by the way she did so he judged that she was going to leave with him.
You didn’t invent a game like The Game and then claim you had no
appetite for dreaming. The taxi driver having sensed something
lowered his window and asked whether or not he should go.

Toluca made a sweetly apologetic smile with her hands daffodiled
at the tip of her nose. The cab left, and Tanner helped Toluca toward the
street—toward car, future, a Valley motel.

Past the gate, she stopped to lean on a news box, and Tanner
waited patiently for half a minute. He glanced down the block at a

nightclub’s stucco facade with a black painted door and a bouncer
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slumped on a red painted stool. Small mobs of young, pretty people
walked outside every few seconds. It was the time of night when more
people came out than went in. He was conscious of the fact that his
daughter looked not so different from the others on the street and that if
he had watched her leave a nightclub just this hopefully, and looking for
life to be brand new again with a strange man, he would certainly have

stopped her.

XL
To yearn for the hometown of your childhood, the city you once knew
but left, was natural; and it was not hard either to love the city you
migrated to, a city of fresh starts. But that kind of love wasn’t quite the
same as yearning.

Whereas Los Angeles could seem like both cities at once. Even
when living there, you yearned for it a little—as if it could never be your
city altogether.

You would be rounding a bend on Mulholland Drive, say. And

time would just peel away, leaving in its place one of those fenced,
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forbidden vistas, a cobalt-blue reservoir in the lap of a canyon a half-
mile across. Wholeness, temptation and loss, in a single glance.

There was one such view coming home where the UCLA train
climbed around a ridge, and just for a moment through the treetops you
could glimpse a man-made lake. Then it was gone.

Kooper nudged Carrie. “That was a shooting star.”

Or maybe the sense of double-exposure was all about him—all
about his chronic longing for escape. The San Fernando Valley, seen
from the train cresting the hills, was a gigantic community in every
sense, so big that tolerance and indifference blurred into one thing,
serving itself up to each newcomer’s dream, meeting him at his level of
childhood grief. The street where Kooper first saw the Encino reservoir,
where the hills of the Valley seemed to stare abruptly into Utah, was
named Villa Vallarta, which could just as easily have named the lost
world that all this belonged to.

In the realm of music and fasting, these sites linked. That had
been Kooper’s childhood version of The Game: to unify the Utopian

portals of Los Angeles.

Then he had grown up, and for a time he had found his tribe of artists.
He could remember being happy among them, before ruining all of that
along with a marriage.

He kissed Carrie to sleep on his own bed. It was still daylight but
druggy, in the spa of new love. All her passions and opinions, a
lifetime’s wounds, were at rest suddenly, inanimate along with the little
wrinkles under her eyes, and he momentarily felt no danger about
loving her —only love. He was grateful for every second of this

perspective. It had been Kooper’s father who told him that the secret of
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masculine power was generosity. Whose attention mattered like a

dad’s? Kooper had a song.

There was a time when I was young
When the world had just begun
Three little kids watching TV on the couch

But you called to me. Singled me out

Then you opened the back door
We pressed our noses against the screen

You said: this is what it smells like, after the rain

He found himself tiptoeing to the kitchen, apparently for food. He
laughed at himself for forgetting: The refrigerator stared back empty.
Immediately he felt the sapped, just-washed lightness of hunger —as if
he had been fished from a bath. And the lightness was almost euphoric,
until he remembered that it was basically made of lack. Nor did it seem
to Kooper that anything could properly fill the lack. In desperation, he
tried deep breaths. He breathed and felt full, and then just as quickly
breathing left him.

Suddenly hunger would not let Kooper rest, he felt beaten by it—
not even hunted because he was already caught—and he imagined
himself in a prisonyard on public display, like a beast, his dignity taken.
He thought of Carrie sleeping, and consoled himself that his misery
might be in her honor. And with that thought became so elated that the
prison of hunger dissolved like prisons in the apocalypse: The prisoners
were the freedmen, and vice-versa. Truth loomed closer; he felt that low

tide in his conscience —as if he were about to see the whole final strewn
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petroglyph of his demise (Diehl: “If he’d been true, if he’d chosen one
wounded woman instead of always imagining one better; if he’d
finished the songs that he’d been given to sing”). . . while still feeling
that it needn’t be so.

The front door stood open and he shuffled toward it, as if to smell
rain. But there’d been no rain to smell, and no reason he could think of
to be holed up inside—he floated downstairs, opting for a walk. He
hiked along the warm asphalt, to the lot behind Mendelson’s house, and
paused there . . . peeked once more into the strange viewing room: the
rows of seats, the painting with the guitar-shaped outline. Then he sat
on the ground between gas lines and roots like twisted bones. Beyond
borders of ivy he could hear traffic on Ventura Boulevard. He sat a
while making small jokes about fasting (“You hungry? I could eat”), and
he thought about Toluca, who had missed both work and Kooper’s fast
the previous Friday.

He would not have worried about that. But all at once he thought
he spotted her, ghostlike through branches, making a gathering-up
motion, the way you’d clear saucers and cups.

Without thinking, he ran in her direction—quickly for a starving
man, but not quickly enough to catch up. After several steps, he gave
up the chase. Perhaps he’d hallucinated. And turned back along the
street in hot daylight grinning nervously: The world was dangerous and
fun; it was a hilarious thing to glimpse a missing friend in the woods
and just as quickly lose her. For that reason he was slow in telling

Carrie.

When he did tell her, she let forth a shout that sounded as warlike as
childbirth, and suddenly Kooper was following Carrie outside, but he
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did not lag for long. He flung her his car keys, telling her to circle the
wooded property with a Thomas Bros. Guide. “Turn on your cell
phone.”

Into the growth he sprinted, through weeds and moss, his picture-
frame snapping wildly. A first slope, to the south, rose above him to a
cliff —the chaparral sodden and hissing. Behind a mansion, Kooper saw
an unfinished statue of a figure skater, too round, a polar bear’s height,
and was nearly hypnotized; he was saddened somehow by its skirts,
concrete pleats trying to float, a memorial toss of hair.

Along the ridge a row of slab backyards with pools jutted, and
Kooper saw that he couldn’t climb the hillside to get there, although by
the same token neither could Toluca. That left the grassy table north,
and this direction felt right just intuitively; to his mind’s compass he
matched the image of Toluca gathering and leaving, and he followed,
bounding from one dark clearing to another. The roar he’d heard before
was near, unmistakably traffic from Ventura. He ran, wheezing,
alongside some fencing that Toluca wouldn’t have climbed. Brightness
dazzled Kooper as he emerged from the trees to a pen containing a
dumpster behind a motel.

Parked by itself in the lot was the Indiana sports car. It practically
stared —clicking with a memory he couldn’t quite place, and he had the
impulse to call police—instead he breathed his location through the
phone to Carrie, then trotted across the lot calling, “Toluca!”

Almost at once he heard a girl’s announcement of pleasant shock.
To his left a screen door opened partway. A lean wolfish face peeked
out, then hid. Kooper remembered that face, and even before the screen
tell shut, Toluca burst forth happily, starting across the asphalt in gay

'II

welcome that froze at her companion’s panicked command: “Don’t
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Toluca cast a helpless glance at Kooper. Given her original
nonchalance, he had stopped expecting trouble, and was now miming
palms-down to keep a lid on things.

At this instant Carrie drove up. She got out and flew in three
strides to hug Toluca. “How could you scare me like that?” She shoved
her roommate now that she had her.

Toluca held herself up by the sleeve that shook her. “I'm sorry! It
was complicated! You should know.”

Carrie turned. She had noticed, suddenly, who was standing in
the door. For a moment she seemed incapable of blending the surprise:
It was a prank for another occasion.

The man showed no surprise at seeing Carrie, only a certain
apologetic grin as he stepped from the door. “My fault. We were going
to call you in couple of days. I guess I was afraid.”

“How do you know each other?” Carrie asked Toluca.

“He came and found me. Obviously. You could have told me who
my father was!”

Instead of protest or embarrassment, Carrie peered in at Toluca
without comprehension, beyond a certain remote concern, which given
the algebra of the situation now signaled to Kooper an unmentionable
danger. The cloudless sky seemed to darken, and as Jeffrey Tanner
moved to divide the two women Kooper hurried to stop him, seizing
one arm.

“Look, you're overreacting,” Tanner said, freeing his wrist. “She
gave our daughter away for adoption.”

“No, son, she miscarried,” Kooper said, but then doubted his
memory. “Didn’t you?”

'II

“Call the police!” Carrie looked puzzled. “Someone
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“She still hates me,” Tanner groaned. “Ask your daughter what
she wants!”

A wave of feebleness hit Kooper. Among them only the new man
was not ditzy with hunger, and Kooper momentarily could not connect,
or disconnect, the real-life dots; he could not explain to himself why a
lost pregnancy might not grow up after all to be Toluca.

Toluca seemed to try on a thought before voicing it to Carrie. “I
wanted to believe you’'d been hiding who you are. Wouldn’t you have
lied to spend time with me, if you were my mom?”

Kooper watched her issue this filament of hope. In the faith that
only a mother could keep such a secret, and that only a father would
cross the country to disclose it, Toluca could have two parents who
loved her—only Carrie didn’t look like she was lying. “I don’t know
how you got to her,” she admonished Tanner, “but I'm going to call the
police if you don’t go away. Don’t make me do it. I think you need
help.”

This challenged Tanner. “You go ahead.”

“T willl”

“Actually, you won’t.” He grabbed for her phone. “You won’t go
there again.”

Kooper did not mean to strong-arm anyone, just to keep the peace,
but his forcefulness seemed to find an open wound in Tanner, who
jerked back shrieking, “Leave us alone!” And wielding a shard of glass.
That much Kooper saw was real. He saw a mirrorball of facts, jagged
shapes. Kooper stalked, advancing while Tanner yelled. Then he had
Tanner’s knife arm backwards as if fighting for a flag until they tumbled
off the lot toward the knoll beneath a neighbor’s tree house. Kooper had
the arm pinned with both hands, and this cost him, because he was
being kicked, but his heart’s fright belonged to the glass —he hated
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glass; he would have greatly preferred to face a gun. Though if it were a
gun, he might have fought less desperately and Tanner could have
gotten free to shoot it. Kooper heard his own exertion force sobs from
his lungs, a lifetime of sibling beatings attached to that, and now he got
Tanner’s hand to slide with the glass across the rocky ground; it would
have severed two or three fingers if he didn’t let go. The ease of victory
surprised Kooper. He held up the glass like he wished he didn’t have
to. But Tanner looked as if he might be having a sorry last laugh.

The cries Kooper heard now belonged alternately to Carrie and
Toluca. Kooper was panting and weak but the sensation was delayed,
reflected back through the prism of his hunger, as though the real
Kooper were home dreaming this in bed, then the moment for violence
had lapsed, occluded by Toluca, begging him to stop. He had the
terrible urge to cry.

Tanner was sitting up. “Is he fasting all the time?” he asked no one
in particular.

“It’s a discipline,” Kooper mumbled.

“I know what it is,” Tanner said. He had gathered himself and
backed up with Toluca past a tree, turning to the parking lot.

Where were the police? “Did you call 911?” Kooper asked Carrie.

“I thought you didn’t want me to!”

“Why wouldn’t I?”

“Because I was afraid you would kill him.”

“He could’ve killed me.”

“I wasn't afraid of that.”

Kooper complained, “He’s the one you care for.”

“Shut up! I just wasn’t worried that he could win.”

Toluca was shouting from the lot, “Go starve yourselves! I'll have

‘II

you both locked up
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He heard Toluca assure Tanner, | ' m, mgea heéater, and then
Tanner said a couple of things back, and they embraced and cried, and
Tanner nodded and was walking over to his car. Tanner drove away
and then Toluca returned to kneel beside them.

“I've never lied to you,” Carrie said. “I'd remember if I had you.”

Toluca seemed to stare deeply into that notion, but into the
opposite scenario too. “I'm done knowing anything.”

“Then you shouldn’t believe him either.”

“Either way works,” she said. “Can everybody stop now? My
brain isn’t elastic.”

“This is not some rejection. I wish you were my daughter.”

Toluca nodded, tearful, smiley, the sun falling across her brow. An
un-muffled Volkswagen roared along Ventura, shredding the day.
Billboards and liquor stores postured in the haze. “This whole place has
no parents,” she said. “I'm not fasting anymore. Obviously. I got him
to fast a little, but he was too worried about me. It was cute—he made
me soup.” Then she dropped a Toluca line: “When you feel like
someone’s adopted you, it takes the thrill right out of starving.”

“A three-day fast isn’t starving,” Carrie said.

“Longer for him.” Toluca pointed. A heartsick accusation.

Kooper admitted, “I guess it’s been two weeks.”

XIL
He would remember how much it resembled a Last Supper, aside from

its being more of a first one. He was aware of sitting in the motel room
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at a Formica table, upon which Toluca spread an almost ceremonial
white cloth. With Carrie she laid out what food she could find, but she
had never done a thing other than nicely. A stick of peppered cheese lay
on a tin serving tray, broken twists of egg bread in a pretty tin bowl.
Over the tablescape Kooper loomed like a naval commander. Water in a
goblet. A plum. His captive hunger screamed and kicked, yet he felt no
hurry to unbind the prisoner. He wanted to pay fasting’s strangeness a
decent goodbye.

He considered the cheese. It looked unimaginably dense. The
plum would be an insurgence of rash color —a blood too sharp to
endure. The bread seemed like a manageable goal. He tore off a small
shred, nearly dropped it, felt it bumble on air. Felt it alight across his
palm. Then raising it to his mouth he could almost remember the best
of reasons not to, that there was some dream he’d left unfinished, a holy
wall he’d traveled nearly around the world to kiss. He looked at Toluca
and Carrie once more and smiled, he fell upon the athlete’s reflex of
counting down the last seconds of an unavoidable defeat. Still it was

with sadness, a country-western ache. Kooper ate.
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