BOOK TWO

XIIL
The next day was as strange and new as the first morning after his
divorce. He wasn’t sure how long he’d slept, but it was good to be alive
and with the novelty of having eaten. Like the first morning on earth.
That too was a morning after.

He had decided to have a swim before groundskeeping, and now
he felt dry in jeans and a short-sleeved shirt, but the last coolness of
morning still hung softly at the corners of his eyes. You could tell it was
going to be one of those Indian summer days when the Valley feels
raw —light and exposed, like a dancing skeleton.

Someone’s radio sounded from upstairs, post-hypnotic, deep
speech in the walls. Keeping company with the birdsong. More than
one tenant was sitting out school.

Toluca had phoned from a courtyard motel in Van Nuys, not the
same motel as Tanner’s but close. She didn’t seem endangered. Even
Carrie seemed satisfied of that.

And now Kooper had the luxury of waiting for his girlfriend to
return from a day of womanly errands. He felt bonded to her across
hills and skies. He pictured her as a pigeon released that would return
at night by bird radar. Then they would eat—how new was that? They

would spill crumbs in his bare apartment, birds in a belfry.
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He swept the staircases and hosed off some chaise longues by the
pool. Vaporous heat rose from the deck, searing his ears.

It was a good day and as it took hold, he cared less and less that
his fasting experiment seemed to have expended all its desert-floor
mystic clarity. He felt his second chance at life was now coming into
focus—one in which he would learn to enjoy common pleasures and let
the future come, and live with those dark-horse riddles unresolved. He
phoned both his grown sons that afternoon and caught up on their lives,
and they laughed as if they’d all survived some old hazing together, or
lost a monumental contest that they now realized they were better off
losing. Regret was futile, and there was so much freedom to be had.

Was it selfish to enjoy your time on earth as if it belonged to you alone?

So for several weeks Kooper and Carrie still welcomed the neighbors to
the Friday-night fasts, but Kooper ate a nice big meal beforehand.

“I don’t feel bad, I feel great in fact, but I never felt finished,”
Kooper confided to the young neighbor, the one who’d been so
panicked about his homework at UCLA. They were mingling in the
roped-off parking lot of Kooper’s church before the sermon, coffee urns
on folding tables, signup sheets for prayer groups, and Kooper felt he
could cash in a chit for having been kind to the boy once. Instead, the
boy marched him to an elder of the congregation who wore Dockers
with a cellphone on his belt, and here Kooper was again, trying to
explain to a stranger this whole dimension of feelings he couldn’t name.

He wished he hadn’t come.
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“Well, I don’t suppose any one of us is ever finished on our
journey,” the church leader said.

Kooper shook his head to show that he was failing to get
something vital across. “This is what I mean—as just one example. 1
looked recently at an old song I wrote. It was a sort of wise-ass serenade
to a neighbor who’d complained about my noise. I was feeling pretty
big, you know. ButI don’t feel anymore like it was just a kid’s mistake.
It's a blotch—1 mean the songsheet, when I looked at it, was a blotch, and
it kept spreading in my gut like ink when I thought of it. Like I'd
dropped my oil filter in someone’s swimming pool. Have you ever felt
that? I mean, you think you see what I'm talking about, but it’s not just
guilt, I'm saying, it's not just doing something wrong, but having been

'II

proud of yourself. Pride. It’s pride!” Kooper brandished this souvenir
of truth. “Of course it is.” He calmed himself. “Or you see those civil
rights photos, sometimes, of a lynching. Or even just the first black girl,
when they integrated the university in Alabama, how there’s always
some righteous heckler in the background having the time of his life, or
her life. Those witchy Southern belles. Where are these kids today?
What do they see when they see themselves in the photo? Do they look
and say, Who did I think I was! and Just shoot me now —" Kooper
struck himself in the forehead. “Laughing, jeering fuckheads!”

He had just said the word fuckheads at church. The elder lowered
his eyes, prayed something under his breath, and then reasoned,
“Wherever those guilty children are, one day every knee will bow.”

“Fuck your right-wing church,” Kooper replied, and the man
looked straight at him. He laid hands on Kooper’s shoulders and
prayed somewhat louder. Against all reason Kooper burst into sobs.

Some congregants had overheard, and glanced with guarded

concern as Kooper leaned and then sank toward the shoulder of the
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elder. “It's a good thing, let it come,” the man announced. Kooper
could smell the man’s chambray shirt and a lot of cologne.

Kooper jerked away. “Let what come?” he said in a deranged
whine. He freed himself a step backward and hitched his belt. “I know,
I'm too hard on myself.” How the hell had he gotten himself into this?

“No, you're probably not,” said the elder, serenely. “I think this is
what it’s like to begin to see clearly. It's a sign of growing up. What
man could stand a real look at himself?”

“It was just a song. I used to get away with far worse things.”

“Trust me, you still could. You could again.”

After the sermon, the church people were twice as friendly to
Kooper as they’d ever been before: hugging him, shaking hands with
the man who’d screamed fuckhead. It was a terrible slip on his part, and
he attributed it afterward to the onset of a late-summer flu, which
wound up keeping him in bed for three days after the incident. To have
gone from such freedom to breakdown overnight seemed insane, and he
returned to his earlier resolve to let things be. What kind of masochist
yearned to feel more guilty? Getting up from his sickbed when the fever
broke, he laid his picture-frame chain in the back of a drawer,
demonstration of his will to move ahead. He went out walking and
passed the house at the end of the block, and wished the owner would

buy himself a curtain.

The weather turned autumnal, a new stately light fell on Dickens Street.
At night you could see candles burning in the windows and hear the
drums of a high-school marching band. On the radio, The Game had
found its legs without Toluca. “What do you hear from her?” a party
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guest would occasionally ask. One of the boys, a comic-book geek
named Julio, had lots of questions.

“No, they’re not father and daughter,” Carrie explained as if
repeating a legend.

“Does Toluca know that?” the young man asked.

“Jeffrey knows.”

“But does Toluca know?”

To Tanner, on the phone with his long-ago girlfriend, it seemed
senseless to argue now. Clearly she felt grief about the miscarriage. So
he would live with the facts. At least he had stood up, belatedly, for the
daughter he ought to have had. Surely something good would come of
such an error of the heart.

But there seemed no way to tell Toluca the truth about his
mistake—not in any terms that she’d value as much as his willingness to
believe in a nobler untruth—and she cut him off when he tried.

“Imagination,” she told him. “We can be anything. You need a
kid, I need a father figure. If you prove the facts to me one way or
another you'll kill it.”

Tanner listened —amazed, certainly, but not entirely disapproving.
When you gave a very young person credit, her thoughts took on a
frightening brilliance.

“I'm not insane,” she said. “I'm choosing how to live.” There it
was: a sort of Game within The Game.

After finding separate apartments in Hollywood, the two started
having dinner once a week, Wednesdays at the Apple Pan, Toluca
texting her friends, Tanner silently chewing, sometimes prodding her to
use a fork, as though they’d run out of dinner talk eight or nine years
before and his day job consisted of having his soul sucked out through

his eye sockets.
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Then he took a real job, or more real, as a substitute teacher. He
gave Toluca money every first Wednesday and she folded it into her

handbag, with an elaborate and ironic British schoolgirl’s smile.

Kooper’s party life receded, and a new domestic reality replaced it. The
towers in New York had been hit—he’d thought, at first, that plane #2,
entering the frame, was a taped replay of #1, only why was that tower
burning in advance?--and more than one student had enlisted to fight in
Afghanistan. The event had a dual effect on Kooper: chastening
(there’d been no place for certainty or arrogance or even analysis,
especially analysis, in those first days of balletic disillusion) but also
steadying, soil in which to grow the things that mattered. By Christmas,
Kooper and Carrie began talking about marriage. “You’d think we were
married” became “We could be married.” He couldn’t remember who
spoke the word first, which strongly implied it was Carrie, though if
anything she was more cautious and responsible than he was.
(“Everything depends,” she wrote him, “on you being as brave as
you’'ve been for as long as I've known you, and I'll hold you to it.”)

One day, word reached Dickens Street that Toluca had been
appearing regularly in a nighttime soap opera, playing a troubled
daughter. Someone brought a laptop TV to Kooper’s living room, and a
small crowd gathered watching. She had lost weight, and the camera
loved her style: a certain heartsick wit, the orphan’s convergence of
brokenness and charm. No one knew quite what to make of it. They
distrusted this glamour, and vaguely missed her. She looked at once so

sisterly and removed.

Rifkin -65



It was March when Kooper and Carrie found a courthouse on Route 66
in Rialto, where they married, each helping the other with their
handwritten vows. “You're the girl I was fasting for,” he told her.
Carrie replied that he was “every male I hated for not being there
sooner.”

His older twin brothers, Frank and Bill, made the trip from
Bakersfield (then left early for an AA convention in Palm Springs, where
they could smoke freely). Kooper’s sons ignored the no-gift request,
mailing a framed print of a famous painting: vectors of sprinkler mist in
front of a suburban stucco house. The scene seemed to recall a past the
three had shared, while at the same time casting it all into myth —it was
a complicated gift, Kooper suspected. He was touched, though, and he
hung it proudly.

Carrie had already moved in with him on Dickens Street, and at
tirst nothing about the old routine changed; then, as if overnight,
everything had. Which was to say: They no longer fit there. They’d
never really outlined a common goal as married partners; they’d never
felt they had to—it made sense that for a season their common purpose
might be each other. But now the students visited less freely,
conversations on the staircases were stilted. The marital bed felt
surrounded by hidden microphones.

One day, almost in synch with compressing her mouth to tone her
lipstick, Carrie was examining a pink instrument that looked like a
thermometer, holding it to the bathroom light, and she was pregnant.

“Wow,” Kooper kept saying, dazed, and her smile maintained the
dimensions of joy while she computed: What sort of wow was that
exactly? Wow: ecstasy? Or wow: am I up for this? Of course it was
both. It was Gratitude/ Age/ Doubt/ Gratitude.
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They embraced, a nervously joyful kind of outtake embrace. Not

perfect.

The only royalty check for Kooper’s CD had already been deposited and
spent. After Kooper refused to tour, the label took its best shot at
promoting the CD as a work so pure it was above being promoted. But
the concept never gelled.

Meanwhile, just in time for the jacaranda blossoms, opportunities
to relocate began to fleck the landscape. The most interesting of these
was an invitation for Carrie to bring The Game to an FM station in
Berkeley for three hours a day and develop it into a brand name for the

station, with compilation CDs and blogs and a tie-in to cable TV.

All this was going to be very new for Kooper.

The bride of his youth had been a different type entirely:
submissive, a fan. Sara Lee Kooper, named like the pastry queen, selling
rye loaves at the farmer’s market. You deeply trusted the wife who
chose you.

For a while it had almost been perfect—apart from the faint,
superstitious fear that sailed behind. An almost sensual knowledge that
if he lived for the treasures of the world, he would probably die by them

too.
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They’d had two boys possibly too soon. On top of which, the first
one wasn’t theirs. They’d inherited him from Kooper’s sister-in-law,
who’d given birth on a commune before falling in with junkies. Earlier
that same week, Sara Lee had beckoned Kooper into condomless sex. It
was a hot, vacant day —the kind of day Kooper had always associated
with the mystery of free will. She was menstruating, and he’d supposed
that a menstruating woman could not conceive.

Even so, he’d felt a warning to pull out—but at the crucial
moment, decided not to. It was like watching a burglary, only he was
the burglar and the victim both at once.

Kooper bonded instantly with the natural son. The adopted son
was gregarious, eager, and foreign: Kooper had to work to understand
him. One day, during a family walk, the boy dragged a fallen branch
against the roadside just for noise. Kooper bristled: “If I trip on that,
Jake, I will take it away!”

His natural son had been chanting an obnoxious lyric, mistaking
it for the whole song:

“Her e we—emdettatn ush Identt we are now—entertain us! Here
we are now—entertain us! Here we are now—"

Kooper didn’t mind this song one bit. In the epic clash of
irritations, he was rooting for this song to prevail. Maybe by sheer
rudeness, his son would be left alone by bullies. Maybe there were good
pheromones in it.

But the scrape of the branch kept interfering.

So Kooper faked tripping. He pulled himself up, seized the stick
belonging to Jake and flung it over a hedge.
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And he would feel worse about that incident today, except that over the
years, Jake managed to graft himself to Kooper after all. Against all
odds, they shared a psychic link. When Kooper dreamed of falling from
a bike, this was the son who tumbled from bed. Whereas Sal became
easy to blame for his own indifference.

In any case, when both sons reached their teens, it didn’t matter —
Kooper became the object of ridicule that most fathers are, and he
welcomed the defeat. The problem was that something had gone wrong
with his work. The songs he was performing sounded too young for

him now. Or they were wistful for the clarity of youth:

[ was an Aztec King

She was my Aztec Queen

Riding Spanish ponies in the sun

Running through the jungle green

Now she’ s the dairy queen
Now | ' m the burger king.

He looked toward the past to recapture his muse, and when he looked
forward again he saw that he had fallen behind the opportunities age
had given him to change with his family.

Hemingway became a parody in middle age. Paul McCartney
wrote jingles. Jim Morrison was a corpse. The way to be an aging artist
was to tell the truth in a plainer way than a younger artist dared to, and
if you had the chance to do that, you might as well live instead of write
it. You might as well get on with being a man and surrendering youth,
and showing just how many things of youth a man could lose, if he

could find someone to lose for. Kooper remembered praying during his
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week at Magic Mountain: Father, do you care? He had stood beside an
empty bandstand, lifting the storm of his expression to the night sky.
And as he prayed, a snapshot of memory surfaced; the face he’d been
picturing as his own merged with Jake’s, looking up at him with the
forbidden stick, and he knew that the boy was a piece of the messy art of
Kooper’s life. It was as if the two of them had been planned to need
something from each other, which at the same time seemed too beautiful

a thing to plan. Maybe Kooper didn’t know how to make art anymore.
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XIV.

The job talks in Berkeley were a formality, with L.A. a light year behind
them and the water surrounding the peninsula doubly blue from the
radio station parking lot. Kooper held the glass door for Carrie and it
shut behind them with a digital chime, and they were standing in a
lobby with a techno-white reception counter, three walls of award
plaques featuring art-deco microphones, and a square pale coffee table
the size of an average launching pad. The corporate inhumanity was
overthrown by daylight from the parking lot and assorted handcarts
loaded with shipping boxes. A tall girl about nineteen years old had
tottered in from somewhere to ask about a package and to flirt with the
young rocker dude manning the phones. On a pink cloud of
brotherhood, Kooper jumped right in and announced Carrie to the desk.
The young guy straightened up. “Everyone’s been looking forward to
this. Are you ... her manager?”

“Only as long as he sleeps with his clients!” Carrie sang. In her
twine bracelets she looked just young enough to joke that way.

Emily someone, wearing a men’s black shirt and bifocals, came in
(“Is that them?”) and took both Carrie’s hands, congratulating the
newlyweds. To Kooper she added, “You're a god, by the way,”
slunking miserably from his eyes to get the fan’s mortification over
with.

“Tust ‘a’ god?” Kooper drawled. Then he nudged her shoulder. “I
told my manager a few months ago that I was giving up worldly

success, and he said: In advance?”
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Outside a corner office, a man half Kooper’s age stood in his socks,
motioning the two women in. There seemed to be a moment’s
hesitation over what to do with Kooper, but he released Carrie before
she could have a chance of feeling torn.

The waiting room was quiet then. Kooper sat next to the coffee
table and touched a stack of Rolling Stones—suspiciously, as if they were
a controlled substance. Now and then he looked up if the front door
chimed. An old, funky Pontiac cruised the parking lot throwing warm
sunlight off its chrome across the lobby walls. The receptionist seemed
in a blissful snooze. Kooper tried to imagine this office, this life, from
the point of view of someone who’d worked there too long, who’d seen
its promise turn bad —someone who wasn’t as certain of the future’s
goodness as Kooper felt today. He couldn’t do it, and he gave up on the
project. He felt happy. Happiness was going to be simple, he decided,
without exactly being easy. It would be his whenever he risked himself
in some new, all-abandoning way.

He was thinking, for instance, that he might try teaching music to
kids with learning disabilities. The sad and exasperating kids, the kids
teachers hated teaching. The whole idea thrilled him. They would teach
him more music than he taught them. He would gorge himself on art,
take chances, follow one duty after another toward his dream. And then
Kooper would die happy, so long as he stayed on the flashpoint of each
new day, and each new day after that.

It occurred to him that art had led him far from what he used to
think of as art. It had led him to an attitude of total fidelity. The artist’s
sacred contract. He could no longer just compose songs that paid
tribute to an instant of conscience. He felt as if the soul that in his past
had floated as high above him as a kite or a cloud was now almost on

his shoulders, so that from way up high someone might see Kooper
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weaving around, trying to stay within its dancing spot of light. This
was freedom! And in a funny way it was captivity too, because he could
no longer settle for anything less. The temptation he needed to resist—
the temptation buried in the pile of Rolling Stones—was the impulse to
slip into vanity and pride again, and believe the standards of a public
that wanted to buy freedom secondhand, admire it from afar, without
ever being tugged to sea by the great white whale that freedom was.

That was when the door chimed and Kooper looked up from the
masthead of the Rolling Stone to see what amounted to a coincidence. It
was Rolling Stone reporter Isaac Diehl, rumpled and suave. Without
seeing Kooper, he lobbed his valise up on the counter. “I was told I
could meet Carrie Termino sometime this hour?”

The receptionist rubbed his eyes. “Their meeting just started. But
they’re bound to break before noon.”

“You can speak to her husband, the lunatic!” Kooper called out.
“If you can forgive me for how I broke off the last time.”

“You!” Diehl accused with a long finger. “You have to forgive
me,” he smiled nervously, and patted his satchel of files. “When you
write about people, you have all kinds of discussions with them that
they never actually hear about. I was thinking about you all the way up
here.”

Kooper looked at him cordially. The reporter’s eyes seemed to
have aged into a kind of exhausted peace. There had been, back at the
CD release party, some germ of this potential, a warm, slightly stricken
humanity —the Long Strange Trip begun if not concluded.

“There’s no way you're still working on my story,” said Kooper.

“Well, no, not entirely.” Diehl helped himself to a seat on one of
the couches. “It’s the other one, the Alison Navey assignment. But you

and Carrie are both sort of in it. I played you Navey’s demo that time.”
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Kooper corrected him. “I don’t think so. I heard her at my
apartment. After Carrie had introduced her on the radio program.”

“Actually, I'm the one who introduced her to Carrie. Isent her the
demo,” Diehl said, matter-of-fact. He looked too tired to be one-upping
anybody. “But musicians’ lives always intersect, don’t they? I could
center any story on any one of you.”

“It was a complicated night, that CD party.”

“No, this wasn’t at the party. It was Magic Mountain.”

“Gee,” Kooper said at last.

“You were pretty drunk.”

“I know. Ihonestly don’t remember it. But I'm sure you must be
right.”

Diehl laughed. “Well, maybe it was a stroke of genius, keeping a
journalist around to record your blackouts.”

“I bet you've covered stars who would’ve done that. If the
thought ever came to them.”

Diehl reflected, “More so twenty years ago, really.”

“So did I love her?”

“Did you love who?”

“Alison Navey. When you played me her tape.”

“You wept. And I liked you on account of it. I was going to use
the anecdote in my article.”

“Well, feel free, I guess.”

“Thank you,” Diehl said, but he looked uncertain.

“When does the article run?” Kooper felt a flash of vanity.

“God knows at this point. It’s kind of spiralling outward. And
she’s fading from the center. You know what? If you try to write
anything well enough, it’s changed before you can finish it. I don’t

know how the young writers do it. I don’t know how I used to do it!”

74 -Rifkin



“Well, I'd give you some good quotes on her now. Except I may
have given you the same ones before.”

“On the other hand, you hadn’t seen her in person back then.
Seeing her —watching her look straight into you, all by herself—it’s a
whole new thing.”

Kooper winked. “You like her that way, huh?”

“Yes and no. I fall in love with everyone I write about. I can’t tell
my musical crushes from my own imaginings anymore.”

“You're not that old. You don’t need to apologize,” Kooper said.
He felt euphoric. “That’s it right there, man. That’s the secret heart of
rock and roll!”

Diehl laughed. “When you put it that way —"

“I ought to write your story for you!” Kooper slapped the coffee
table between them.

“Oh, no you don’t. She’s my mystery, and I have to keep her a
mystery so I have something to write. It doesn’t matter if you know
what my secret feelings are. Just so long as I don’t.”

“Girls with basses,” Kooper said, remembering a remark from one
of his parties.

“It’s partly that. It's innocence and weight, and independence . . .
but it’s all wrapped up together.” Diehl looked sad again. “The closer
you get to understanding anything, the worse you sound. ButI find
that if I can just keep her far enough away while I'm writing, then I
don’t fall inside of her.”

“Do you know what?” Kooper thought for a moment. “There’s a
reason, seriously, that I'm glad I haven’t seen Alison Navey play twice.
What if the early memory turned out to be wrong? And then to have to
revise that memory of perfection. Or even her perfect—imperfection—"

“Bingo! Yes! That’s totally more like it—"

Rifkin -75



1"

“That one song of hers —‘Thankful’ —

“”You make me so thankful —like a pirate!”” sang Diehl.

“Yes!”

“It was going to be ‘Like a pirate who’s found his treasure.” But
she saw that it was more innocent, and made more sense, to just mangle
the sense. And blurt it out!”

“That did it for you too?”

“Are you kidding? I'm writing a book, for god’s sake.”

“Oh, now it’s a book?”

Only for a moment did Diehl seem capable of answering; then he
dropped his shoulders all at once. When he looked up, it was with a
burden. He reached across the table and took the Rolling Stone, and
opened it like an atlas and set it down again.

“It was supposed to be an article,” he said. “But I think what’s
more interesting is to follow things afterward, after the flash in the pan,
see how a phenomenon plays out. How it touches the world and then
dies out. Affects other people’s lives. People like you. You're a perfect
subject for me. I'm so dead tired of stories about musicians on the way
up!”

Kooper forced a smile.

“Sorry, but it’s really a compliment. I'm the poison in everybody’s
cocktail. I was the last voice you heard before you flipped off your
career. I'm only joking a little bit. What’s on your plate nowadays,
anyway?”

“Well, I might want to be teaching music at an academy near here.
And be a married man. We're expecting, you know. Twins, we just
found out.” He smiled broadly. Whomever you share such news with

is your brother.
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“You look happy about it.” Diehl agreed, and began searching his
pockets and digging through his valise. “I left my tape recorder in the
car.”

He was back in his role as paid voyeur, and he looked both
frustrated and grateful for the distance. Kooper liked Diehl. Kooper
liked almost anybody who showed flashes of taking life harder than he
did.

“Want some air?” Diehl asked.

Beside Diehl’s old Pontiac, in the brilliant East Bay breeze, welfare-
housing heat with a frigid ocean whisper behind it, Kooper shared the
details of the wedding, and Diehl pulled out Kooper’s copy of A
Moveable Feast, having borrowed it at Magic Mountain. “Look how
things grow,” Diehl said. “You talked and talked about Hemingway’s
marriage, and here you are, married. Ireally should have returned this,
but it went to a good cause. It helped me understand your —back
story...” He hesitated. “I did wonder, you know, aren’t people going to
think Hemingway is a bad choice of hero?”

“In his marriages, you mean?” Kooper asked. “Or his life?”

“What's the difference? Isn’t he batting zero for two?”

Kooper chose his words with precision for the immortal cover
article. “Well, I think what reached me about the Hemingway book was
the same beauty that was his messed-up life. Because he was doomed to
fail at his principles and to fail his wives too, but he was always true in a
way, by writing about the thing he’d ruined and how he knew that he’d
ruined it. You know what I'm saying? But I prefer to remember him

young. I don’t think he was saying, Do as I do.”
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The building behind them moved, door opened, voices, door shut,
and there was Carrie strutting toward them. When she arrived, she
leaned into Kooper and rested one heel on the bumper of Diehl’s car.
Kooper said, “This is—" He had forgotten Diehl’s first name, now it
came back. “This is Isaac Diehl from Rolling Stone. He was here to see
you, technically.”

“Actually, I was introduced to Carrie for half a second in
Indianapolis. I was writing something on the only band she didn’t
manage.”

“I was famous for not managing someone?”

“Other things, too,” Diehl said. “I remember a Zine.”

Kooper watched a half smile sweep over Carrie, fast as flight,
something like shame converted to pride at having been seen in a
private way, before she turned deliberately toward Kooper. “There was
this bump in the meeting just now,” she said. “They wanted me to be
on call for the July 4th top-500 countdown.”

“No,” Kooper said. “That’s not you!”

“I think it’s so cool that I married a guy who gets that,” she
explained to Diehl, in a confiding tone that aged Kooper somehow.

“Well, it’s true,” Kooper repeated. “And you’re not being unfair
to say so. The product you sell is a show about never playing songs you
don’t care about. That’s why your listeners trust you. Let someone else
do the countdown.” To Diehl: “Nowadays sanity has to have its own
radio hour.”

Carrie said after a moment, “Boy, I'm hungry.”

“You two aren’t fasting anymore!” Diehl realized.

Kooper jostled Carrie. “I'm proving I can stand happiness. You
look disappointed,” he told Diehl.
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“No, no, it’s just—well, the story was more simple before, of
course.”

“The story!” Kooper had to laugh. “You should have written the
whole thing from the germ of your first impression. You're a dead man
now. You see? You should’ve seen Alison Navey only once.”

“Can we do this at the apartment?” Carrie suggested. “I'll make
some eggs and bacon. Isaac can follow us back.”

Diehl nodded, beleaguered, sliding into his car.

In the rearview mirror, Kooper watched Diehl: a haunted detective,
living on the vapors of another man’s life. It made Kooper feel
important. Once in a lifetime everyone should have a biographer if he
could manage it. He felt sorry that Diehl was having such a hard time
getting anything published, but the sympathy felt jovial, as if the mere
ability to sympathize held enough optimism inside of it to lift the other
guy up with him.

The bad parts of Berkeley passed by like hard times, laundromats
and pawn shops and parts stores, and then came some sporadic
improvements like bookstores and juice bars. Before things got too well
improved, the Koopers hung a left turn and led Diehl to their new
apartment, a low-roofed Spanish duplex covered in beige stucco.

They ate standing in the kitchen, and then they showed Diehl the
budding garden, stakes of new ivy set to climb up bare cinderblock
walls—a future from scratch—and then they seemed to have fallen into

some longer catching up at the dining room table.
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“Your picture frame too?” Diehl asked. “What about that? You
promised yourself you would never remove it.”

It was another embarrassing mental gap for Kooper. He said
slowly, hating the irony, “You’ll have to tell me why I promised that.”

Diehl placed both palms upon the table, showing that this whole
thing was a little awkward for him too. “You said it was some abortion
from when you were in high school. And you said you’'d talked about it
before. It wasn’t news, but you said you really saw it clearly all of a
sudden and you wanted a picture frame and you wanted the picture to
be blank.”

“Well, okay. That figures. That's not a great surprise.” Even
Carrie knew about that ghost from his past. “That adds up.”

“Some people do terrible things in blackouts.” Carrie stole a sip of
Kooper’s coffee, then rubbed his shoulder. “He tries to confess his.”

Diehl pushed his recorder aside confidentially —not that he turned
it off —and said, “I think what happened was that I'd been talking over
beers about all my Rolling Stone pieces that had died on the vine. And
songs from the Game that you only vaguely remember having ever
existed. Do you see how all this connects? All three of us, I mean.”

Kooper nodded.

“Incidentally, can I use that—?” Diehl asked. “About the
abortion?”

“Oh, I guess so. It’s all right,” Kooper said.

“I'll tell you, Carrie, that one of the lost stories I would have killed
to write was the rise and fall of your magazine. I mean—the love story
behind it. That boy Tanner was kind of a purist too. Sorry—I still think
of him as just a boy. Girls loved him or they hated him, didn’t they?”

Carrie said sternly, “I can’t tell if you're making fun of me.”
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“No, I'm not. You have to believe me! I'm trying to go deep.
You're the only people in the world I feel I understand —”

Kooper caught a glimpse, just then, of himself and Carrie—both
of them sitting looking ransacked, like in a desert-island cartoon. One
day you will know your partner’s whole errant past and see if it makes
them less lovable, or more. He clasped the shoulder of his bride, trying
to include her in his golden-years vision.

“Let’s face it,” he said. “Only a young person is open enough to
fall in love with the one who drives them absolutely nuts. The one they
hate but can’t resist. And not talk themselves out of it,  mean. And
then they have no tools to keep the passion from self-destructing. That’s
my belief, Isaac. Isay wait till the torch is burned low! A firstlove is
just biology. Marry maturity!” he exclaimed, as Carrie hissed. He
squeezed her shoulder.

Feeling sure of himself now —romantic even—Kooper gave some
life advice to Diehl too. “You kind of pushed me over a ledge one time,
Isaac, but it’s only the same one you're drawn to yourself. You and
your questions about what Jim Morrison would be doing if he lived.”

“I recall it was a window sill,” Diehl said.

“Yes, it was, and you're still holding back. But I can see why. You
haven’t surrendered to aging. I'll tell you something else. It's not the
getting older —it’s the getting older still. You get swept along by a
current, and you grab the shore of fifty, and it turns out fifty’s a moving
log. You might age a lifetime tonight!” Kooper was gleeful. “Time just
goes faster and faster, and by dark it won’t matter what you were
talking about in the morning, because it won’t apply. I'm telling you,
I'm over the falls, I'm on the other side. Isn’t that what Jim Morrison
wrote? Break on through! Join the retirement party. Read the Bible.”

“What happens at sixty?”
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“At sixty,” Kooper said, “the moving log is a crocodile.”

Diehl had nothing to parry with. “You're a good interview, my
friend.”

“Well, you could probably fool me that I am,” said Kooper.

“No, you are. Don’t start thinking I regret this. This is life on life’s
terms. Kids are hungry for this stuff —you know. The full journey of a
former artist! You belong on the cover of Rolling Stone.”

“I can see how you might've had a few minor problems at the

magazine, Isaac.”

After dark, when the air cooled and the quiet between houses was
probed by the ringing of neighbors’ phones, Carrie got busy stocking a
medicine cabinet in the add-on bathroom, Kooper handing up one
thumb-sized bottle of makeup or nail polish after another. From the
side she was plainly beginning to show; her breasts were painful in a
good way (she said, meaning sexy), and she had a new funny habit of
scratching them. The room was close with paint fumes and he was
maybe a little annoyed that they were working instead of calling it a
day. “Did I handle all that okay? With Isaac Diehl?”

“I thought you handled him fine,” she said.

“Maybe it would be more professional to have him go through my
manager and stuff. It was supposed to have been your interview
anyway.”

She didn’t answer. Kooper handed her a small box of baking soda
and some homeopathic allergy pills and a laminated card emblazoned
9-1-1, from when that shorthand had first been invented —a time
capsule’s treasure in his hands. Carrie eyed the pill bottle and laughed

with an annoying air of secrecy. “These vegan guys I knew used to live
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on this stuff in Indiana, because of the Bermuda grass. We called them
snot thinners —and these guys would hoard —well. They were such a
crackup! I can’t believe you've never gone there. There is no place
greener. This one time we all hitchhiked —"

“Yeah, to Hannibal,” Kooper recited.

“I told you that already?”

“Yeah, you've told everyone.” He knew the remark had an edge,
but he watched himself say it.

“Well, I guess I wanted you to like the person I was back then. 1
was different in my twenties, you know —surer of myself. People
looked up to me. I knew less, of course. I was a radical —I was always
destined to be a radical something. But in a way I might have liked
myself better before.”

Kooper looked at her, and then he saw her. “I'm sure I couldn’t
have liked you better than I do now.” He really meant it. He felt sorry
that he had been so insecure as to lash out. Itisn’t a good sign when
your wife likes herself better in a former life, and he was glad that it was
only a passing doubt. He felt confident knowing that to the extent he
really cared, his wife responded. She was smiling now, blooming under
his gaze again. “You're blooming,” he said out loud.

“I bloom where I'm planted,” she teased, and her smile was X-rated
and silly.

Misunderstandings were so quickly repaired in early marriage,
and the bed was a place where nights began as much as ended. He
tixed her a cup of tea and they read out loud from a marriage manual
he’d found at a church rummage sale (“One pilot’s wife who resented
her husband’s occupation learned to fly herself. Today they are closer
than ever.”) The visit from Diehl was all but forgotten. In those first

months of marriage Kooper felt like an old immigrant discovering it’s
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never too late to learn a language; he felt a sort of invisible laurel laid
upon him, and he’d have offered anything, to keep learning and to be

tested all the more.
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XV.
How the new life started to go bad for Kooper was by being bad a little
more often than it was good. When they took baptism, one after the
other, at the corner church’s “Power Encounter” —Kooper holding the
edges of the bathtub as if a thrill ride were about to begin —Carrie was
moved. He was going to be her Christian servant-husband. Together
they sang hymns before breakfast. God had come in human form and
died for Kooper’s soul and that ought to have closed the bidding.

But at times pleasing Carrie left him empty, as if he had lost the
way of real manhood and was only conforming to gain her approval.
She seemed happier somehow than Kooper did with their new churchy
friends—she was a more wholehearted joiner overall —and he
wondered if he would always have this feeling of being simultaneously
inside a community and out of it. Like at an amusement park, but with
everything closed. Purgatory might be heaven but with the wrong set of
tickets.

Plenty of days Kooper walked the neighborhood, and his block
couldn’t have been more unlike Sherman Oaks—a row of married
barracks, drab even in the heart of leafy Berkeley. Drab but a place to
begin. Whereas Dickens Street, in the heart of L.A., had been an English
Garden, ivied with the past—a place where buried things lived.

Yet for all their differences, the two worlds shared a common map.

There was the customary evangelical church around the corner, and the
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customary record store and the customary garden, like Southern
California embassies established ahead of him.

He had landed a job at a halfway house for the learning disabled.
It paid next to nothing, and he found it hard sometimes to believe that
Carrie, with her new success, could value his material contribution. One
night, in a fugue of loserhood, he came home from work deliberately
late, hoping it would teach her to need him more. It was a childish
thing to do. And he realized that the honesty would slip from their
relationship if he didn’t confess, so he sat himself before her on the
bedside the next morning and told the truth.

But his voice came out boyish—weak beyond belief. And then she
was possibly a little too approving and smug. The next time it
happened, he decided that a second confession for the same type of
crime honors nobody, and he just let it go.

Dawdling at a computer terminal in the halfway house, Kooper
stumbled onto a pornographic web site one night, letting porn find him.
He returned several times to the web site that week, drawing from its
starry, Vegas plenitude an idea that the whole world had arrived there
ahead of him, through some portal to a lawless universe. Salem after
Dark. He wondered if he might encounter a photo of his old neighbor’s
sister there; he wondered if it would all end at the stockinged feet of his
wife. Repenting later, he clung to Carrie on his bed, conscious of the
fragility of every gift.

An ancient insecurity snuck up on him. The old romantic scar.
Leaning against him, almost dozing in the car one night while Kooper
drove home from Ralphs, Carrie confided, laughing, that she’d almost
not married him at all.

“You didn’t know this, but I made a deal with God. I was so

terrified the marriage might be a mistake. You were picking me up
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from work, and I decided that if I didn’t see a sign of some kind when
you drove up—something in your eyes or a light from the sky —I would
leave through the back door of the studio and never speak to you again.
Instead, you smiled and waved, and I had this moment. . . as if you were
waving from the other end of a lifetime we would struggle through
together —and I knew. Whew!”

Kooper was dismayed. “So, if you hadn’t felt this—sign, right
then—you were going to what?”

Carrie pulled herself up from his shoulder. “Kooper. You're
focusing on the wrong part of the story.”

“God doesn’t always come through with a sign just because you
ask him to. Don’t test the Lord, Jesus said.”

Carrie said again, “You're missing the whole point.”

After several minutes, Kooper had not managed to hide his
unease: Some disclosure from him was going to be required. “What's
wrong?” she kept asking, and he tried to assure her, “Maybe nothing. I
don’t know if I can really discuss it yet.”

This seemed to make her angry, so Kooper explained himself.
“Look, it was just kind of a blow —what you said about nearly leaving
me. [ had noidea. I can’tjust recover on a dime.”

“Oh, here we go,” Carrie groaned. “You're going to punish me
now.”

“Punish you! How’s it punishing you if I have a feeling?”

“You think I'm going to share openly with you again if you don’t
forgive me for saying one stupid thing?” she demanded. “You're going
to shut me out for that?”

“It's not about forgiving. It's not just some stupid thing, you were

telling the truth.”
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“You're choosing this,” she informed him. “You're punishing me,
Kooper. I've been shut out before. I won’t live with another set of
parents. Oh, Jesus, get me out of here.”

It took half the night to make up, after which Kooper was hardly
less spooked, but his anger now turned toward life itself: for how
unstable its goodness was, for how much understanding it required, for
how instantly your whole life could turn south. Until that moment, he
had been fooling himself that if you married the right woman, you had
tamed the whole man-woman proposition, that there was no slope of

terror, no backside beyond every peak of contentment.

She was nursing demons of her own. He could drive her to near
violence, for one thing, by pointing out her pattern of getting fooled by a
former lover such as Tanner, or by a random salesman on the phone.
He accused her of trying to mother everybody without ever having had
children herself. It was a stupid remark, in light of her past miscarriage,
pregnant again or not. He began to flirt with Emily, the radio station
producer. He apologized often and sincerely. Carrie tried to lecture
him on his sniping motives. She hung her postcard of Hannibal,
Missouri, above the desk that Kooper liked to think was his.

But just often enough he embraced her and allowed her to
overstate his faults, until she was ashamed of her hardness toward him.
And he knew (knew! Thank God!) that no overstatement of a person’s
taults was honestly so far off, and they made love with a thankfulness

that only each other understood.
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XVL
Jetfrey Tanner passed an emergency teacher exam and moved to an
exurb in the desert, where he lived as a renter in a series of model homes
(“McMansions,” Toluca called them) until they sold. Then one absent
landlord decided to keep him on.

It was a family community —a promised land for children’s
parties. Saturdays he could stare downroad and watch dust clouds rise
off the highway as the pony man or the magician drove up to their tract
like a cool-seeking missile.

His third-grade students were named like chapels, anchormen or
building materials (Bethany, Grace, Tyler, Stone, Clay). Toluca was a
sometime visitor, driving out to the heat of the desert just to hide
indoors before the flat-screen TV while he shuffled over the floors of his
darkened house.

At night, he trained his porch telescope on the same moon
everyone back in Los Angeles saw, feeling exiled from the city of
dreamers and connected at the very same time. You could really think
out there in the desert, with the air conditioning gasping in the walls,
the unhurried kind of half-dozing thoughts where you weren’t even
aware you’d been thinking until you watched the last few pieces of

some interesting puzzle snap into place. And little jokes just occurred to
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him. If he were a married man, if he’d stayed with Carrie somehow
years before, he could imagine being settled here, glamorizing exurbia
together and making it the next new pioneer thing. And he imagined
what a good husband he could be, knowing all he knew now; and how
he could sit without a million distractions and just listen the way
women wanted men to do.

It was the local wives who sought to fix him up. They kidnapped
him to disco at the Ramada Inn, and he dated the niece of one neighbor
or another. Inevitably they saw him as a little reckless or childish: a
homewrecker, or gay, or possibly both. A character from a bodice-
ripper novel. He fought hard against that narcissistic image of his past.
Teenaged girls were both afraid of, and drawn to, Tanner’s house.

Still the living fact of Toluca persuaded the town that Tanner had
domesticity in his genes, so that one step at a time, he blended in.
Dating now turned serious. There was Hillary, barely past teenaged
herself yet the picture of aspiring stepmotherhood: blonde, bobbed and
born-again, with a too-tight sleeveless shirt. They sat correctly in church
burning with lust while holding hands. She had the fantasy that she
was reforming an outlaw, and he had the notion that salvation might
involve marrying someone so opposite himself that she could only be
providential.

The bodice ripped finally in a Palm Springs time-share where they
spent their honeymoon, after which the Tanners got along well for a
married couple. They kept their most childish expectations to a
minimum, refrained from criticizing, and avoided the temptation to
model themselves after couples in what Hillary called “the secular
culture.” Though these very sacraments caused Tanner to suspect

sometimes that he’d only settled.
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When a newborn arrived —Cole, a boy —Toluca was in full flower,
the celebrity on hiatus, shopping for outfits, phoning the Koopers from
the hospital with the news. And watching his pretend daughter punch
the buttons of Carrie’s number, hearing the transistorized torch of
Carrie’s voice secondhand across a room, Tanner would give in to a

world of holy agony —a longing almost sweeter than fulfillment.

He remembered how, briefly fasting in a Ventura Boulevard
motel, he and Toluca had believed —known —that their relatedness was
true.

He remembered the way Carrie looked in Indiana. How rising to
debate she could look as if choosing her words for honesty’s sake were a
fragile, halting privilege that the world had afforded just to her. Her
speech direct and yet her eyes just a precious bit unnerved, as if she
were looking past you to a stranger at the door.

She had talked so much about feminism, and he knew that her
principles came from a compassion that he lacked (even if her
compassion was also a little angry, disillusioned about compassion’s
rough ride in the world), but something always had compelled him to
compete with her. Possibly it was because she was the kind of
principled, compassionate woman he’d never been sure of impressing.
And something dark and genetically criminal in him smelled a secret
advantage, because her compassion might extend to him, too.

He pictured her daring him, now, to win her back. Are You Doing
What You Love? she might ask again. Leaving some crowded party,
freeing herself from Kooper, she would race Tanner to a tire swing in
the back, an elopement not to upset the order of the world but to restore
it.
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When Carrie was pregnant with the boys, and then later, through their
early years—broadcasting to her Berkeley moms—she would bend her
ear to the turntable and let the needle climb onto a track that rode off to
whatever musical past it was that seemed exactly as alive as it was gone.
She was as dependent on the show as any listener. The whole sorry
balance between fantasy and reality had never really made sense to
Carrie anyway, and her question was not too different from the one she
had when she was little: Where did the dreamed-of futures go?

She would brood about her fights with Kooper. He wouldn’t take
over getting the kids to preschool unless she laid out all their clothes the
night before, because he didn’t know where anything was. “Figure it

77
!

out!” she erupted one morning.
Apologizing that night, she attempted to be businesslike. She had
needs. She needed a husband. “I want to know,” she announced, “what
exactly you're committed to do around here.”

“That attitude won't get it done,” Kooper answered.

“Very nice,” Carrie said. “Very generous.”

Kooper was becoming more father than husband, and then he became
more workaholic than father. Sometimes he felt he didn’t like her. Her
pride had risen with the new job and she seemed less alive to learning.
As early as their honeymoon, watching a basketball game on TV, she
had contradicted him, insisting that the sound of squeaky soles on

hardwood had been piped in to the broadcast artificially. Kooper liked
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women so much better modest. “I know sports,” he reminded her. And
she answered: “I know broadcasting.”

There was a day he woke at war with everything. Neglected, and
unheralded (what good was a life of humility if no one noticed?), and
unwilling—just once couldn’t a man be unwilling? —to examine his
heart. At breakfast Carrie turned from a newspaper and repeated some
self-serving baloney as if it were new, about Hollywood actors being
just as intolerant as the preachers and demagogues they railed against
(because they were “intolerant of the intolerant,” ha-ha), in one Martian
assertion shredding the last threads of Kooper’s newlywed trust, and he
lost control: calling her the jeering enemy of history and goodness and
why had he felt he could talk to her. Why had he entrusted her these
kids. “No wonder men like you better childless,” he said.

And he apologized instantly, as she fled from the table, though
even while contrite he was still attempting to defend his exasperation.
A new pathetic phase had arrived with seemingly just that much human
error.

What Kooper could not tell Carrie was the panic he felt when he
spoke against her and she prevailed, or on occasion calmly overruled
him (“I say the boys can stomp puddles in the rain, but thanks for
sharing”).

And yet. As a mother, she was more than merely good. For one
thing, she let them stomp puddles in the rain! Sometimes she had the
ability to speak a hard truth to him, as lovingly as if she were fixing his
collar. She was his symbol of rebirth, and he was superstitious not to
forfeit this last lifeline. In this faith he felt he was actually more mature
than she was; he relaxed in the seniority of the faith she didn’t share.

This was one thing men were better made for than women.
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“No, I married the right woman,” he told her once after they had
fought, and as she scoffed. “Maybe you didn’t marry the right man, but

I married the right woman. It’s tough luck for you, I suppose.”

Their house had walls that curved in an art-deco way, like photo booths,
and when you tried to drive a nail, big scabs of plaster fell, as if to say
the place was through with the world’s generations. In the beginning
Kooper was constantly lining cupboards or having a deja vu about
lining cupboards, and running outside in a rainstorm to throw plastic
tarps over paint pans and sanded chests of drawers. The winters were
very rainy and windy, and when the equipment was safely covered, he
liked sipping tea with Carrie while the rain poured and the rooftop rang
like tin barracks.

He watched the first goofball clay smiles on the twins’ faces that
had not yet learned smiling.

Sicknesses stood out. Midnight runs to the 24-hour pharmacy for
infant Tylenol. In a few short decades, aspirin had gone from trusted
savior to a killer in a labcoat. For the boys, he invented stories about
epic prizefighters in the American past, rivals, a couple of palookas
named Kid Tylenol and Max Bayer. He didn’t know what the children
got from this, but he himself felt connected to the ancient saga of
children, parents and disease, the primal triangle.

But time began slipping again. The more he was home, the more
out of place he felt. As a veteran father, he knew the boys’ paths in life
would bear only the most arbitrary resemblance to his fantasies about
them. Kooper became depressed.

Sometimes, when he couldn’t sleep, he thought of his own mother

and father in the naval towns of California. In a time of cocktail parties
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and the USQ, they lived through polio and mushroom clouds, and then
lastly they learned to screw guilt. Every kind of social freedom lay
ahead of them, and their generation’s indulgences had yet to turn bad.
His childhood was like a long-running western where the town doesn’t
age a year in twenty seasons. No one expected such timelessness today.
Every time Kooper opened a drawer, a shirt had gone out of style, or the
area code on a business card was out of date. Even the people who
listened to Carrie’s broadcasts were aging, and a show about imaginary

oldies had already spawned oldies of its own.

On the day of Cole Tanner’s second birthday in August 2005 the
Koopers made the trip to Corona, speeding along the 91 Freeway in
their minivan. Carrie was fiddling with the radio, passing one
obnoxious shout-show after another, and Kooper drove while dialing
numbers, the tumor of a cell phone on his ear. It was a bad sign to be
working harder than the media. He wanted someone to publish
something about his disabled-kids” band, and himself as their miracle
worker, exactly the sort of story that he could never escape reading back
when he didn’t used to care.

He could call Isaac Diehl, he supposed, but then it would not be
written until all of them were dead.

If the twins became artists, he would explain this all one day. He
would tell them how the selling and marketing part of a man’s life is so
distasteful it's almost redemptive.

He tried to think about his brilliant CD. In the underseat
compartment, a copy of it lay among some maps and loose ends. The

fact that he had a CD of brave beautiful songs said that Harvey Kooper
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had once been better than some people. It said that a few people had
loved and admired him.

There was Emily —Carrie’s producer was his earnest, inexplicable
tan. One Friday at the radio station she had smiled at Kooper, and the
bifocals pitched from her nose. When Kooper stooped to get them, she
had the hockey-game inspiration to kick them aside. They’d been
standing in a corridor outside the sound booth, watching Carrie through
the one-way glass. None of what it would mean just then to kiss Emily
hit Kooper, none of the terror and risk—only the freedom, the fun. She
had made sure of that by kicking the glasses.

And so he had gone ahead and kissed her, lightly, a couple of
kisses that glanced off of her chin and jaw and left her only more
guileless than before, as if waiting for whatever might come next. Her
eyes loyal as a pet’s.

Even Carrie might not have recognized anything illicit had she
been spying through the one-way glass. But Kooper knew the old
temptation, that somewhere in the world there might lie an Eden of
Innocent Sin. You could almost taste it, like a camphor through the lips
you were Kissing.

Framed in the rearview mirror the boys sat, almost four now.
Exuberant and secure. He wished he had a newer photo. There they
were, close enough to touch, yet he was starving for a photo. He was
wishing he could just observe them whenever he wanted, and pocket
that vicarious satisfaction, leaving them on high ground, orphaned to a
better man’s doorstep, while Kooper drove across a rolling desert that
was suddenly without borders, nor any things so precious you’'d ever

worry about losing them.
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At the Tanners’ a lot of aunts and sisters sat drunk on stools along the
kitchen divider, discussing the missing relatives. Past the sunken living
room Kooper spotted Tanner’s new wife slicing cucumbers, her hair
uptied like a majorette’s. Tanner said a shaky hi-i-i!, hugging Carrie yet
avoiding a full hug, and beaming down at Jonathan and Caleb Kooper,
who were already begging to go in the wading tank. Kooper drifted
toward the food.

“How is Uncle Henry?” one of the older women growled to
someone.

The other woman repeated back the question deadpan—like you
had to ask about Henry.

Kooper’s cellphone hummed from his pants pocket. “Just happy
to be here,” he joked to the women as they watched.

No one laughed, and he unpocketed the phone, heading through a
glass door to the blinding hot backyard to see who in all the world had
returned his call.

“Everyone avoids my calls except you,” Kooper led off.

“Oh, listen to you!” said Emily. “How do you know they’re not
just intimidated?”

He smiled. To the side he caught a glimpse of Jonathan, pounding
Caleb with his water-wings in a dazzle of desert light, then Emily was
speaking more words into his ear, but the screams of kids drowned her
out.

He ducked back into the house, finding and then losing the
reception in a hallway. Stooping to tie a shoelace, he discovered that the
cellular reception was good near the floor. All he had to do was keep

moving and walk low, like Groucho Marx.
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“Harvey!” came a shout.

Carrie was seated beside Tanner and motioning Kooper, as if for
the umpteenth time, to join them. He waved her off as a quick flurry of
cell phone static spun him backwards. The hallway slipped past to a
thin plain door with a brass lever handle that opened to a bathroom
with veined mirrors. It ought to have been the worst place for satellite
communication but instead it was clear as a mainline. Kooper felt safe
and sly.

“Who’s a good soul to call at the Oakland Tribune?” he asked.

“Oh stop. This shouldn’t be your problem. I'll get some of our
publicists to do it, if I have to. Why didn’t you ask us for help in the
tirst place?”

“It wasn’t my place.”

“Who told you that?”

Kooper blissfully aired his foolishness so that she would correct it.
“Carrie did.”

“Hi, Kooper,” Emily changed up, in a new tone that was happy
and up-close.

“No, no, she had a point. She was saying I should do it for the
discipline. She was saying that humble labor always comes back to
bless you.”

“Sure it does,” she said. “If you're a penitent.”

“Isn’t everyone a penitent?”

“This is Northern California—we don’t go for that. But Carrie is
so cute. She is such a cutie pie.”

Kooper stayed on his point. “Take singing. There was that singer
who never was brilliant until after his stroke. Because it was the singing
a new way that moved people. Singing a way that never came natural.

I know something about this from teaching. Itisn’t some wive’s tale.
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The man who made three thousand free throws in a row in the Guinness
Book of World Records is right-handed but he shoots with his left hand.
There is a spiritual principle.”

“I'll tell you what the spiritual principle is. It's going with the
grain, for once in your life. Wouldn’t that be a breakthrough? Wouldn't
that overturn a couple thousand years of messed-up religion? Most
people confuse God and the devil. Who said that?”

“Eve, I bet,” cracked Kooper.

Frightened suddenly that his newfound calm had fooled him and
the current of the party might have left him behind, he retraced the
hallway and spotted Carrie on the couch with Hillary Tanner. He
watched her rise then to check on the kids, who were watching videos
with Toluca. Kids, wife and party were happy enough, and he allowed
himself the satisfaction of thinking that he had done something to help
them be happy. The swimmers outside looked enviable for just a
moment. Then he remembered about the publicity and he wanted to go

over some of that with Emily again.

In a motion too averse to be graceful, Carrie lifted the dress over her
head and climbed down the ladder of the tank in her sashed one-piece
bathing suit, which from the day she bought it felt like a housewife’s
bad homage to an island girl. Then she was in with the children and the
hippo-shaped aunts. She looked motherly but not quite on her way to
hippo-maidenhood. She had just made it to the far edge of the pool and
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tried to plant a stance when she shot straight upward and yelped,
because smack between her shoulders where the suit was cut away
Jetfrey Tanner was pressing a bottle of cold beer. He placed it there
with pride, and an air of finality, as if he had been keeping her brand on
ice for twenty years. Then he headed off on a host’s other errands and
Carrie uncapped the bottle with him not there, feeling a sad vagabond
freedom that she had eternally associated with backyard pools.

A little later, it was her turn to be gracious. Wrapped in a beach
towel and holding a third beer, or possibly a fourth, she tried to chat
with Tanner and Hillary on the living room couch. But the timing was
awkward. Hillary had implored Tanner to light the candles on Cole’s
birthday cake, and Tanner was whispering that it could wait. Hillary
marched away in what was possibly a hutf—it was hard to know on
account of the ponytail’s cheerful bop—and Carrie gazed away toward
the hall, where Kooper was crouching, sheltering his phone like the last
match in a blizzard. She prayed that he would see her. She prayed that
beside Tanner she would not feel twenty years old again, and more than
that she felt scared she might enjoy it somehow, feeling young enough
to blame somebody else for a flirtation.

“We’ve never really reconciled the past.” The first thing Tanner
said.

She stared at him in surprise. But all at once, in mid-glance, she
felt her scorn change into compassion. It was as if he’d repeated his
words, which he hadn’t, and given them a second, warmer reading. To
be that tactless and abrupt about the past might just be the sad, brave
mistake of an Indiana boy who had never quite belonged. “I suppose
enough time has passed to clear the air,” she agreed. “Or else it proves

we’re old!”
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Instantly she regretted the wisecrack. He might not think of
himself as old —they had not arrived at this reflective perch together.
She reached for what she thought was her beer, finding ashes in the
dregs. A different bottle was pleasantly full and she collared it. The
lights dimmed for a blaze of birthday candles and she sang along,
gulping beer down during the applause. Some photos were snapped
and the ritual of ice cream from spoon to mouth cast a mechanical
silence over the children. Tanner said, “Why don’t we talk in the
study?”

She felt herself giving a sporty laugh. “Hey, you betcha.”

“I want to apologize to you. And I don’t want to get maudlin out
here.”

“Oh, crap!” She was on her feet, beginning to wobble. “You can
never tell you're getting buzzed when you’ve been sitting.”

As Tanner lowered his eyes, helping her down the hall, she could
tell she had blown it again. Already a meaningful soul-baring had been
forfeited. “Look,” she told him, “what do you think about saying what
you need to say, and I'll listen, but I really shouldn’t answer you today
because I might not be hearing things all that well —you’re angry,” she
noticed.

“It doesn’t matter.”

But it did. He was embarrassed that she’d seen him hurt. Just
inside the study he tried to back her up to a rolling desk chair,
succeeding until she surprised him by remaining standing. “Well,” she
said, “now you can say any horrible thing, and it won’t count!”

“Of course it will. Maybe it wouldn’t if I were drunk too.”

Now she was hurt. All the gravity and clarity that she once had
lorded over Tanner in Indiana seemed conceded to him. In fact she
thought that she might cry. But Tanner had beat her to it.
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He was making a cheap sarcastic smile and leaning toward her
while he cried, which seemed dangerous, as if he had decided there was
nothing left to lose by cheapening his feelings. He would kiss her in
spite of his hurt feelings, if that was what a woman wanted. She wished
that she were drunk enough to let him, but not so drunk that the
drunkenness of the kiss would insult him. Meanwhile Tanner had
aimed toward the very center of folly. Almost more tenderly for her
being a drunken disappointment, he adored her. She saw both his
certainty and his fatalism.

He kissed her forehead, then turned away. The door was
standing open. He walked over to shut it and came back and began to
shake. “I can’t say what I need to say!”

“It’s all right. I'll listen.”

“Don’t hate me.” He exhaled and forced himself. “You've always
been the only one.”

Carrie shook her head. “No one with a heart would hate you for
saying that.”

“But I'm stuck in it. Being with you is the only place that feels like
life could begin from. Everything else is just dirt on the grave. And
someone ought to just kill me, because I don’t know how to grow up.”
He laughed morosely, “I must want you to feel sorry for me.”

She did feel sorry. And as he moved to kiss her, volunteering
himself to the greatest foolishness he could think of, a kind of delirious
altar call, she didn’t run away, although it was time. She even thought
she could see a little phantom of herself capitalize on the opportunity
and leave the room. But her drunken self remained, and waited for a
fairy-tale effect to take hold, the last flicker of maidenhood within the
crone she might become. If they both weren’t so ridiculous, it would not

have been poignant.
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She was aware that by hesitating to go, she might be choosing to
accept a kiss, and she did. It was a real kiss, with the hum of the air
conditioner a witness, the kind of noise you wake to, or from. She felt
floppy, almost inanimate. She was not her sober self, but this only
seemed to spur him. She heard the click of one knee. In her hand, the
back of his neck seemed to ring like a phone.

The hard thing suddenly was to stop, but she ended the kiss. He
stood up slowly with his swim trunks distended. As if this were the
whole point of her stopping him, he removed them —blue and risen
with a halo of chlorine—an incongruity with kissing that Carrie just
watched slide by.

He seemed to be futzing with the hem of her suit. He seemed to
be trying to decide whether rushing past the wonderment of being with
Carrie again wouldn’t be a wonderment all its own. One more long
kiss, and their parts were a confoundment, then the alarm — the first
dewy stab that joined past and future, which was when Carrie
discovered there are triggers that leave a woman more sober than
drunk.

She balked, which confused her body enough to thrash against
him more than once, then she yielded, a glorious, lawless moment, then
balked again and slid him away, incomplete. But she could envision the
pre-ejaculate atoms mingling within her, even while trying to ban them.

They sat shipwrecked before they were ever long together. Titanic
and iceberg. An awful awareness taking hold.

Almost on cue came a voice from the hallway. Hillary’s. In a hop
he was reassembled, and telling Carrie, “Sorry,” followed by a more
serious-eyed “sorry,” still not the sorry he had promised or the one she
might have wanted. Then he left. There is no good way to leave such a

room, but Tanner had gotten lucky.
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Carrie sat in the rolling chair with her head in her hands, flipping
through the deck of grief’s phases. Maybe you could go backwards and
uncross a line. Maybe no line had actually been crossed. Whose line

was it anyway?

The Koopers spent one night at a motel and drove back to Berkeley in
daylight. With a certain defiant genius Carrie felt a greater claim to her
life and her anger and to breathe her own air than she had felt on the
trip to the desert. The freeway seemed newly paved and vast. It was
four when they reached the East Bay, and through a castaway’s eyes she
could see the bridges, frail as toys, jammed with matchbox cars driven
by strangers, and the BART trains with their strange solemn families
and urban high-school students shoving off to no city in view between
the East Bay stations. Kooper was driving and Carrie staring through
the passenger window like a patient just released. They drove past a
suburban park that looked unused and beckoning in the late afternoon,
with benches and a plaque she had never cared to read before, and it
was usually a bad sign in America today if you had time on a weekday
to stop and appreciate the plaques in a park.

In the next few weeks she developed a stare that looked like
daggers where her eyes used to look fresh and barely risen to courage.
There had been whispers for several months about her show. When it
was canceled —to make room for a political talker, a former Nixon
speechwriter who wore a sweater vest—a voice told Carrie that the
public would not miss her, and she drank this poison down with a

barfly’s allegiance. She saw no need to cancel dinner with Kooper at a
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restaurant in China Basin that night, nor was she in any hurry to tell him
she was fired. She was not punishing the man so much as saving
breath.

In an adjoining banquet room, a crew of naval officers had
gathered for an admiral’s retirement, the Koopers finding themselves
surrounded by the spillover of sailors in uniforms; unerringly, one of
them asked Carrie to dance. It was hard to say which Kooper was the
more shocked. It was not as if Kooper’s eyes had so much as wandered
from hers.

Carrie declined, but the sailor was offended. “One dance? For
Iraqi freedom?” he pleaded.

“Hey, boyfriend,” said Carrie, “I protested the first Gulf War.”

“That’s okay,” the sailor said. “All children go through their
antiwar thing.”

“You're just the new children.”

“I heard a saying: If you're not a liberal when you're in your
twenties, you've got no heart. If you're not a conservative when you're
in your thirties, you’ve got no brains.”

“Not that line again,” Kooper groaned.

“Are you guys liberals?” the young man continued sweetly.

Kooper quoted a Bob Dylan song. “I'm liberal —but to a degree/ I
don’t want EVERYBODY to be free!” and then he slapped his knee. “If I
were your dad, I'd tell you don’t waste your sweet young life worrying
about what boxes to put people in.”

“I just thought she looked like she could dance.”

Carrie slid a clip into her hair but it bounced off across the table
and she didn’t care enough to retrieve it.

“I'm sure he wasn’t trying to be disrespectful,” Kooper shrugged.

“I didn’t say he was.”
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That was a chill, and the sailor left. But as if from a growing
queue of sailors, another one materialized. “Would she like to dance?”
he asked Kooper, a little tentatively, as though he were presenting a
password. Kooper managed to wave the man off. Carrie’s tone glowed
until her eyes flared with those new daggers and Kooper said, in
confusion, “You're blooming.”

“That’s the last thing I want you to say,” she sneered, and she fled
into the wrong rest room, the men’s—Kooper tried to stop it—then
popped back out through a line of waiting sailors and told Kooper
simply: “Let’s leave.” She told him outside that the restroom mistake
had been slow to register —like in dreams where the unthinkables
(nudity, incest, weightlessness) are givens. She had nightmares later
about sieges, home invasions, and rusted locks. Then she woke dizzy:
nausea. Pregnant. “You have a funny way of showing it,” Kooper said,
because she never smiled nor swayed nor moved from the edge of the
bed. She would later tell a few of the church women that she would not
feel wrong aborting if it were early enough, more or less tossing a hand
grenade into their chapel, but now Caleb and Jonathan charged into the
room, chased each other around and out the bedroom door again, and

Kooper got himself dressed and left for work.
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