XVIL
In the coming days he could tell she might not want it. It meant little
that she was born-again, a churchgoer, a Daughter of the King. In the
black box of history she knew whose baby it might be: whose world,
whose murmur in a drop of invisible ink. She had not told Kooper what
happened at Tanner’s house, or even asked for his ideas on what came
next. But he was alert enough, just adapting to days of her
coldbloodedness, to consider almost anything in a calm and
disinterested light.

The reasons she gave for shutting him out were as unassailable as
motherhood. (“You're not there for me. You haven’t been for a long
time.”) If he accused her back he only strengthened her point. “You're
right, Kooper,” she agreed, her eyes somehow damning him for being
right, “I'm not there for you either.”

Time had slowed with her not working and with Kooper lying
low. It was a strange, dislocated autumn. He had lived too long to
panic like a young man, but not long enough to stake himself on any
particular wisdom —just one more anonymous father and husband set
to drift by his failures.

Then one lunch hour after buying a diet soda from the most

expensive gourmet market in town—because he drank diet soda now in
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a distant salute to fasting—he got stopped outside the automatic doors
by a woman organizing a walk for breast-cancer research. She was past
sixty, stylish in a Madison Avenue way but easygoing, the kind of
woman that other women of her generation could share either a gripe or
a laugh with. Her hair was gray and smooth, and she wore a dress that
reminded Kooper of Jackie Kennedy with a square-cut neckline. He
fished for his checkbook, but it was just a pledge she wanted, and as
they got to talking beside her little folding table she asked why he and
his wife didn’t register to march. He had no answer, so he signed up—
worrying for a moment whether Carrie would understand. He didn’t
necessarily understand it himself. Should he say that it was something
about Jackie Kennedy’s neckline?

A chair was offered, but Kooper preferred the stance of a traveler
passing by. The woman’s two girlfriends rose to pin him with a button,
both of them tall as well, with thespian black dresses and sandals—he
had stumbled upon some chorus of grayheaded nymphs. In the worst
seasons of your life, maybe even more so then, you notice beautiful
things. And autumn in Northern California is beautiful all by itself.
From any street corner, you can see far and wide enough to stun you.

The first woman said that they had all met as Navy wives in San
Leandro, back in the pre-Vietnam days when the American flag stood
for a jazzy irreverence that the whole world envied for screwing up
almost everything except winning, and you were surprised when the
decals on the tailstocks weren’t on backwards. They belonged to a
Democratic Club, too, and Kooper sat through some local political
history, stories in which the pious people of the town were all secretly
rotten and the cranks all were secretly good. He’d been absorbed to the

point of staring when a car coasted into its slot with a crackle of radio,
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inspiring Kooper to ask if any of the women had been fans of his wife
Carrie’s show.

The first one scolded him, “How long were you going to be coy
about this?”

So Kooper outed his own resume of song titles, and his Jay Leno
appearance, even floating the idea of a theme song for their cancer
fundraiser. When the first woman—=Sally Goldmuter was her name —
included Kooper and family in a spontaneous invitation to her house for
dinner, he felt surprisingly natural accepting.

He prolonged his lunch break then, driving home in a receptive
trance. It was possibly a benefit of his having been stripped of all urge
to pass judgment on life, and the day opened wider and wider; he
wanted the afternoon light to last like an Alaskan summer. Carrie was
returning the twins from second-session preschool when he rolled up.
She made a cynical face at Kooper’s breast-cancer badge—a snipe he
shrugged off, simply mentioning the dinner invitation.

“You looked so young just now,” she remarked.

Dressing later, Carrie lifted the boys like piglets while Kooper
wedged shoes over their heels. She kissed both children urgently, as if
she were talking to them instead of Kooper, and said, “I don’t feel as
cold toward you today. But I'm afraid if I stop being cold, I might cry.”
In their mutual disappointment, they were confidantes.

Kooper tried for fatal charm. “What else’ve you got planned?”

The home of Joel and Sally Goldmuter in the Berkeley hills was a

hacienda with exposed beams and a glassed in dining room that looked
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out to a deck with white umbrella tables war-striped by cigarette burns.
Joel Goldmuter was dressed like a wine captain and from a distance he
could look young. He was a medical biologist, but he was the sort of
medical biologist who possibly smoked. A mantel photo from the 1960s
(“The Optimists Club”) showed him lit by an eerie maritime floodlight
on the USS Hope beside the great biologist James Watson, who’d
proved DNA to be a double-helix. Beside that souvenir were portraits
of the adult children, a boy and girl, both with dark coarse brilliant hair
and effervescent smiles that looked old-world, both probably doctors
themselves. On the stereo, at a meek volume, was the Four Tops’ “Same
Old Song (But With a Different Meaning Since You've Been Gone),” all
beat and urgent chant; on the refrigerator was an Rx for Sally bearing
the old contraceptive joke: one aspirin at bedtime, held between the
knees.

Joel had an assurance and a paternal twinkle that usurped any
memory of Kooper ever once having been the alpha male in a room.
“Do you still practice medicine?” Kooper asked him in the kitchen, and
Joel sighed, “When there’s a full moon.” Then he locked eyes
confidentially. “I guess I may as well go down with the ship.”

Sally explained, “People hate doctors even more than lawyers
today. And thisis sad. It's a dark age coming.”

“Dark Age exactly. You think maybe one was enough, Harvey?”
Joel was handing out glasses for wine and pouring. “You think the
romance with ignorance might have faded after the last time?”

“I didn’t start this!” Sally gave a good high laugh. “What age are
these boys? Four? Do you boys like Pokemon? I keep some dolls in the

closet for my grandkids.”
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The grownups clinked glasses, and the talk moved to milder
subjects. But the Goldmuters had a force about them that made politics
keep coming back.

“Do you still talk to Marty Schwerner?” Sally said as the pasta was
passed. It was her style to interview her husband the way old couples
do to hold on to the past.

“Of course I do,” Joel Goldmuter said. “Why not talk? But we
have to be careful not to bitch. You know what a cynic is, Harvey? It's
an idealist who's scared of getting hurt. We're exactly the kind of
people we used to fight against in the sixties. But down deep we’re still
a couple of kids. We used to bring medicine to the Indian reservation.”

Sally said, “You made music together, on Fridays.”

“You sing?” Kooper asked.

“Oh, I'sing. I'm one of the Original Monotones.”

Sudden vehemence shook Sally. “You never met such good kids.
They were all going to heal the world.”

“Why do you sound like it’s too late?” Carrie asked —breaking
Kooper’s heart, because sometimes, out of nowhere, she still seemed to
cared about such things.

Joel clapped. “Exactly. See how my negativity creeps in? The
world never gets solved, but you have to keep working to solve it. You
don’t need a priest or a rabbi to tell you that.”

“Tell it to this generation,” said Sally.

“Oh, they’ll figure out what’s what.”

“What I can’t decide, and I'm sorry, we ditfer.” Sally touched
Joel’s arm. “What do we need the baby stem cells for? It's blasphemy to
question it, I know. But how do I know it’s good progress?”

“Babies don’t have stems,” Jonathan said from Kooper’s knee.

Caleb and Jonathan had submarined under the table.
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Sally Goldmuter rose and returned with butter cookies. “Were you
looking for these?” she said, lowering the plate to Caleb.

“Progress isn’t good or not. It’s just progress,” Joel said.

“I don’t know.”

“Look at the history of science then. Luckily we’ve got more than
our opinions. Name a discovery, name a genie we’ve released from a
bottle that we’re sure we’d rather put back.”

Carrie said immediately, “The bomb.”

Joel kept sparring. “It ended a war. It prevented other wars. I'm
not saying every unleashed genie has been good. I'm saying that you
find out only by moving ahead with the best of intentions, or you'll
never know for certain that you haven’t paid a worse price after all.
They worried that heart transplants were sacrilegious too.”

Kooper wasn'’t sure, truth be told, that they weren’t. Had anyone
ever been as confused as Kooper? In another century, he might have
burned Galileo at the stake. He almost jumped in, in fact, to voice his
conflicts—but he lacked the license that came naturally to a couple
whose marriage had spanned all those decades. Plus their ability to
argue without casualties—as if, after enough years, marital friction
could be a comfort, a lullaby, a mother tongue. Like that second-class
heaven for Jews that comedians joked about, beyond the country club
fence.

And he envied the way Sally leaned into Joel’s shoulder: at home
there, while still totally her own person. And how Joel outraced her to
pour wine. (Carrie swirled her glass but had not sipped —torturing
Kooper with the fetal-alcohol roulette.) Maybe guys like Joel cared for
their wives with more than just words. After months of socializing

around church, it was good not to be dining with more hypocrites like
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himself. For just one night he had been spared from consorting with
anybody perfect.

Something like a sob was rising inside Kooper, and he was
considering an exodus to the patio. When the coffee arrived, he
wandered outside with his mug. It felt right for the moment to sit alone.
The night air was chilly, but alive, and he felt a weird avidness too. It
might have been the party mood —that fleeting camaraderie, which
brought with it the realization of how long camaraderie had been
missing from his life. He didn’t know whether to celebrate the
camaraderie or mourn that it was so rare. He didn’t know if it was
possible to feel one thing without the other. Fingering the burn marks
on the table, he saw they were rain rust—one more beautiful
imperfection that life suddenly seemed incomplete without. He missed
his Hollywood showbiz tribe. Flawed people —performers and clowns.
Enchanters of the world’s broken hearts. He should have raised his kids
on the Sunset Strip.

From the kitchen window, over the sound of clearing plates, he
heard his son Caleb singing an Old World song from the preschool
holiday program (“Any time of the year /I'll make gloom disappear...”).
There would always be gloom, and folk songs vanquishing gloom, over
and over in an epic stalemate.

He could not see from this distance if the level of wine in Carrie’s
cup had dropped. Was he even qualified to guess? What did he know
about a woman’s moral imperative? Women's righteousness looked
down at men’s mere principle —or maybe upward at it, with the
laughter of the oppressed. Women knew the morality of exercising the
only sovereign power they had. He did not have to like it to understand
he had let his marriage slide to the place where a woman decides by

herself if childbearing is a go.
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Yet a new sense of peace had washed over him here at the
Goldmuters’—he would have called it “hope” if it didn’t also seem so
suspiciously locked up in the past—and he made a resolution, just
between him and his coffee, to trust in it—to try holding every question
up to precisely the kind of good-enough humanity he could imagine on
the face of Dr. Joel. He’d been taking life way, way too seriously.

He was heading inside with this ounce of a plan when he noticed
that the whole group had moved on to the living room. On the dining
room table, Carrie’s glass remained. It was still undrunk, coated with a
spicy pap where she had tipped it. It pierced him, her daily capacity for
self-control. The feminine condition. Women were never free from the
weight of consequence. Even when hating his wife, he admired her,
with the loyalty that came so easily when she was farthest away.

He lifted her long-stemmed glass to the light, shut his eyes and in
one fast motion quaffed it. The taste was sharp and tacky and went
straight up the back of his head; for a moment, he felt as bold as a
Pharoah. He wiped his mouth, hitched his jeans and headed to the
living room. And the rest of that night, he let life’s problems amuse
him —listening to stories, depending on nobody, dangling the squirming

Caleb over the arm of the sofa above the chomping gators.

114 - Rifkin



XVIIL
The breast cancer march was a gathering of rich children and old
hippies with fanny packs —the marchers themselves deserved a
march—and the next day, Kooper dropped by the Goldmuters” house
for lunch. The sun deck clung to a hillside from where you could
glimpse the first bands of a blue northern sea beyond the hills, and pale
vertebrate archipelagos breaking the water. Cool winds collided as if
blown from all directions while the two sat like expatriates and Kooper
pondered all the distance and time he had traveled to be sitting here.

He was far from the Sherman Oaks of starting over, life was a new
mad bloom of compromises.

Sally was out for the afternoon, and without her running around
to interpret between them, Kooper served up his confusions to Joel like
one-word koans. Not guilt and marriage and aging and abortion, but
“guilt,” and “marriage,” and “aging,” and “abortion.” And they
laughed close to weeping at the idea of ever understanding such things.

“Carrie used to organize students for reproductive rights, and
then she married me and we became Christians. Now she’s climbed
back into what she knows, and we’re both getting older, and she wants
to have an abortion. She can be very hypocritical. That’'s an observation
that will get me nowhere.”

Joel nodded. “It’s because you might be right. That’s the last time
to start a fight with your wife.”

“Lord, we are clueless.”
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There was something comic about their inadequacy, but a sad
dread followed it. Joel flung his bread crusts to the birds and said, “You
know all they want is for us to put them ahead of any logic or principle,
especially ones they may have told us to hold on to before.”

This time, apparently, Joel was being quite literal. A tarp umbrella
was fluttering above, its pattern of daisies sunfaded and cold. To stare
across the northern bay, Kooper felt, was suddenly like seeing the earth
for the first time without a map. It was a world of germs and wars into
which you came and stayed for awhile and exercised your own talent
for destruction. Not that an embryo was just one more germ to destroy.
But definitely good people disagreed on the exact moment that some
molecules knitted to a mother’s womb possessed more than a germ’s
awareness—didn’t they?

Goldmuter said he was neutral on abortion —he’d ended one
spinal bifida pregnancy with Sally —but all the same, he assured Kooper
that mankind would never “unbite the apple”; that we were all
murderers by degrees; that every conception was a crapshoot; that God
had proved Himself to be the most carefree abortionist of all. They were
two men floating above dogma, Kooper absorbing the older man’s pact
with imperfection. It was one of the most daring afternoons of Kooper’s
life.

But halfway down the hill, with his car window down and the Bay
Bridge in view, suspending its concrete at the absolute limit of magic, he
had the sensation of driving right over the rail. What if God just stood
by and let you be as deceived as you let yourself be? What if God
wasn’t really shielding his followers with angels of guidance and
protection? What if all the prosperity and insufferable success that

religious people flaunted on television was the cause of their childlike
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faith instead of the result of it? It seemed like a bigger wave of
philosophy than Kooper could ride.

He pulled in to an AM-PM store, grabbed a protein bar and stood
in line. As if patting himself down to find a pack of cigarettes, he
thought of phoning Emily at the studio—that impulse scared him. It
was the old way of living. He needed quiet. It was hard to be quiet
standing in between a hot pretzel case and a Slurpee dispenser,
although a few years back, on Dickens Street, he was sure that he could
have done it. You’'d think home would have been the quiet place a
husband needed. You'd think home would be more than the exact
monument to chaos that you needed to be free of.

At the neighborhood park with the plaques and lawn statuary, he
found the lone bench, baring himself to cold winds or panhandlers.
Quiet took a minute or two to find beneath the noise of his thoughts.
But it was there. It was a wonder, actually, how rarely he tried quiet
out. He shut his eyes, swung a blind cane—he tapped the banks of a
guiding reproval that said only what it always said, that he was both
miserable and loved. That every choice he would ever make would
stand out one way or another against a light of love. Saying yes to
parenthood, possibly without a marriage, would offer a way to trust
beyond his own wisdom. But this didn’t feel like any pregnancy he’d
telt before, and even as he sat here Carrie no longer looked like the
mother-to-be. He hoped that God would not forsake them either way.
At the portal to his wife’s soul he could not enter or see. That was all
Kooper’s conscience seemed to say. And then it let him go back to his

day, to think: Freedom.
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XIX.

Kooper finds Carrie in the driveway marshalling sorrow into fun,
commanding the twins in the use of sidewalk chalk, and he sits beside
her on a slab of cement. It’s a little ceremonial, how he seats himself, a
heap of questions, or maybe just a heap of what he once thought were
good answers. The kids are happy to have him without noticing him
much; he has dodged another day’s bullet of worry they’ll grow
awkward around him. Not until Carrie comments on the novelty of his
little visit does he feel he’s got to explain why he’s there, but explaining
won’t do. He rather says with almost valiant sadness, “Honey, what do
you think we’re going to have to do?”

The question disarms any defensiveness she might have had. “I
don’t know.”

Sitting there Kooper lets this emptiness linger. The boys lean back
loosey-necked against his knees, making the sky spin, they like to fall

about without falling, and then Kooper rises again with a hand on
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Carrie’s shoulder. “Well, you let me know how to help you now. But if
it’s later than the fourth week, I think I'm going to fight you.”

“It's not. Or you wouldn’t have to fight me.”

And now that the words are out there’s a certain sad conspiracy
sealed between them —as if only by having it in motion can he and
Carrie sustain a new air of commitment.

His hand rests too long, and she almost cozies into his touch.
Alongside her futility toward him, a certain nostalgia won’t die. “Want
some tea?” she says. She used to say that a long time ago.

They brew the tea and wander to the living room, and as Jonathan
and Caleb cavort, pushing their faces into view, just to see how long
before they’ll get shooed away, Kooper sees her settle into familiar
ground. She knows all about heavy discussions on old sofas. She
knows all about reproductive clinics. She used to volunteer in them.

“Why would anyone work there today?” Kooper sighs at the
ceiling.

“Because they know someone has to.”

Into his mind’s eye, for some reason, come the daisies on Joel
Goldmuter’s porch umbrella, like the daisy decals he used to see on
shower doors when he was young. It was the motif back then from all
those commercials with high-stepping tomboy sprites selling cigarettes
and tampons and living in a happy glass globe untouched by fear. It
seems ironic that this freedom from feminine trouble should look so . . .
feminine. So much fresher and prettier in the mind than the femininity
it replaced. Leave it to advertisers to know what humanity dreams of.
Kooper used to know some guys who created ads, actually, and he used
to assume they were only failed artists. But that didn’t account for the
fun they had dreaming the world-sized bubble into being and it kept

them young. Their dreams were more honest than art’s.
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So they were driving on a Wednesday to the office of Dr. Joel’s friend
Marty Schwerner in San Mateo, with the sky a truant haze, Carrie with
one foot on the dashboard, convoys of fruit trucks stacked up forever in
the opposite direction, as if the surgery were a passport for the Koopers
to blow past the checkpoints of the rest of the nation. Sometimes the
windrush would stir her dress, and Kooper saw her panties, girlish
white and clean like dressings on a wound. She was mild also from no
food since midnight, and the night before he had helped her with the
laxative, for which effect she had fallen asleep lying fetal on the
bathroom floor.

A pre-op visit on Monday had been staffed by pretty technicians
sending them to one two-story medical building after another, stucco
palaces with exterior stairways. The fact that woozy elderly patients all
had to negotiate stairs after their visits was the kind of oversight that
initially made everything seem a little more homey.

Only today the courtyard fountain was for some reason turned off,
and the parking lot sprouted dead weeds. A vanload of protesters, God
help him, was holding up pamphlets about “Options”and eyeing the
Koopers, as if guessing friend or foe. Kooper lowered his eyes and was
miraculously past, the activists slumping bored against their van and
chatting. But at this narrow escape, he felt a spirit of protection depart.
He wanted to blame Dr. Schwerner for the sudden vulnerability.

Beneath his feet, several of the stone steps were cracked. Just
when he needed certainty most, certainty was lost. He caught sight of a
pharmacy downstairs across the way, but the doors were shuttered, a
depressing sight, and a hanging posterboard directed customers to a
Rite Aid down the road. By force of will he climbed the steps and then
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with no small relief the Koopers were in. There was the glass barrier,

the familiar receptionist watching CNN across her shoulder.

She buzzed them to the inner hall where Marty Schwerner nodded to
them, elbows on the counter of the receptionist’s station. There they all
stood in one invasive shaft of window light. Schwerner leaned poring
over an array of notecards, then his interest dissolved to a shrug. “My
retirement party invitations —surprise party.”

“He overheard me telling his son,” the nurse said.

“If you can relate to this,” the doctor said to Carrie, “it took less
planning to do my daughter’s wedding than this dinner.”

“I only have sons,” Kooper said.

The nurse tried to tease the doctor. “Nobody asked you to care
about the stinking invitations.”

“Are you going to miss—" Kooper gestured around himself and
his voice fell badly. “The work? Ibet you and Dr. Goldmuter’ve got a
few new projects planned.”

As only doctors can, Marty Schwerner let the conversation end by
ceasing to listen. The nurse held a gown before Carrie, pinching its
shoulder seams as if it were a new dress, and then let it fall into Carrie’s
hands. The doctor was fishing out a buzzing cell phone and answered:

“Yeah, Michael, I know, there are protesters—so what, you should
hide in your car? You can figure out something. Or punch one of them
in the eye.” He hung up the phone. “Help me,” he told the nurse, “he
might call back and ask which eye.”

Then he hurried to the undraped window peering down to the

parking lot. A young man in a golf shirt with a thin face was making his
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way past the protest to the steps. The women in the van contingent
looked like gypsies, while the young Michael looked half-ashamed, as if
he had not chosen his own clothes. Then he disappeared beneath the
sightlines and the doctor headed toward the foyer to meet him.

“Let’s get you prepped before you starve,” the nurse told Carrie.

The two women entered a room numbered 2, leaving Kooper for
the moment with the party invitations, which bore the image of a dove
circling a yacht. The hull of the yacht was stenciled “HOPE.” Kooper
had heard that when Dr. Joel and Schwerner were young, they’d risked
their futures doing free abortions in international waters. A rock group,
maybe the Jefferson Airplane (Joel couldn’t keep the story straight), had
written a cleverly coded song about the enterprise.

From some sills along the wall, a collection of ferns dangled, and
there was a rack of dated directories to women'’s services. Otherwise
what struck Kooper was a certain loneliness. You were supposed to like
having a doctor see you on his day off as a favor. But Kooper never had.
He did not like being squeezed in late for a haircut either, when the
hospitality behind the offer might be worn thin by tiredness and
resentment.

Kooper was thinking these thoughts when Schwerner and son
unlocked the reception door and strolled up in mid-conversation.
“When the lease here is up, you should really opt out and open a new
location,” Schwerner said.

The son replied, “Dad, why would I?”

Schwerner shuffled lab tests into a stack. “Because your father’s
place might always smell like your father’s place.”

“No, it won’t,” said the boy.
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“Well this isn’t going anywhere,” explained the doctor to Kooper
with a hurt smile. “How about someone setting the dial to some music?
I can never find a station anymore.”

Stooping to open a cabinet the boy set the radio to search, and the
tuner in passing landed on the voice of Carrie’s replacement, the
conservative speechwriter, gloating about a Democratic politician’s
verbal blunders. “They can’t staunch the bleeding!” howled the host.
“Play clip number 12!”

The son looked angry. “What is this, ultimate boxing? Is this what
people want?”

The radio zapped to the Disney Station and stayed there. Kooper
recognized a song by Britney Spears, the knocked-up newlywed.

“My son is too pure for the world,” Dr. Schwerner said.

“Well, then, who made me like that?” the son kibbitzed.

“No, no, I was never so serious. I mean—1I was an idealist—but.
Who knows. It was just fun to show up all the lies. Every age has its
own hypocrisies.”

“You should call his show. You’d rip him a new one.”

The doctor turned toward the examining room. “That you don’t
want. Don’t give a guy my age a microphone.”

He was gesturing with a white plastic tube of some sort, and
Kooper wondered if the doctor was going to play microphone; then the
tube itself became real in the doctor’s hand, and the doctor seemed to
weigh it. He looked a little ill. He wiped his sleeve across his brow and
then steadied himself, checking his watch.

“You can give her a peck on the cheek if you want,” he said to
Kooper. “Normally we have a guard. Sometimes there are lovers’

quarrels, but you're not the type.”
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Kooper wasn’t sure if that was flattery. The doctor hung behind
as the nonthreatening Harvey Kooper leaned into the room.

She was seated on the edge of a gurney and wore an open-book
expression that bordered on secret joy —as though to say: behold your
wife. He had seen this look before, on other lovers. He had maybe seen
the room as well. So far as he could tell her eyes weren’t making fun—
there was no irony or even martyrdom exactly. It was simply the bridal,
initiate way that some people look presenting themselves to an open
future, to the knife.

Some of the articles she’d taken off her person were piled neatly
on a chair: a short vinyl coat and a vinyl purse, the inside of which
Kooper knew was sadly cluttered. And plaid vinyl boots by which she
had misjudged the morning haze for a possible rainstorm. He
unconsciously slid the pile of things back from the lip of the chair.

“Just toss the purse to me if you want,” said Carrie, reaching. “I
buried the key to the Goldmuters’ in there somewhere.”

There was no need to dig for it now, but this was women'’s
territory. He handed the purse over and stood by as she unclasped the
frail bonehooks and dug through lipsticks, protein bars and some loose
Lego pieces before refastening the hooks, deft as a wink, with the house
key in her teeth. It was either sad or gorgeous how women who had
children were handy with purses, and cheerful in lives that they never
had time to get control of. Though snapping shut the bonehooks gave a
certain illusion of mastery. When she doled back the purse and the key,
she looked so invincibly youthful he felt certain she would break into a
smile. He assumed the sedative might be partly to thank. He burst into
a warm scold, as if she’d been trying to flirt with him. “Don’t look that
way!” he beamed.

And she replied with vacant eyes, “What way, Kooper?”
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He kissed her temple and turned to go. Goodbyes last a long time
in the mind, and Kooper was grateful this was not some final goodbye.
He was grateful she was not going under some risky, general anesthetic.

In a couple of hours they would be trading houses with Joel and
Sally to recover, without kids. Home alone. Automatically he thought
of making love. More than once, he had caught himself thinking that
the procedure was not an abortion but a sterilization, and when the
doctor’s work was behind them, they would test-drive it.

He returned to the waiting room comforting himself, for some
reason, about the mysterious purses and coats that Carrie and his
mother and almost all women wore. And baths too—women liked
baths a great deal. Maybe on account of being weaker, women faced the
future with a more developed sense of trust—the kind of trust that
daughters shared with other girls all their lives, at sleepovers, over

coffee, or on the phone. Kooper himself had never had a daughter.

He used to be a musician. He used to fast. He used to host these Friday
fasts and singalongs.

He can almost see them sometimes —the children of Dickens
Street.

Standing on the clinic’s stone balcony, Kooper had a realization —
he still thought of Dickens Street as home. This was odd, because it was
also the place that felt the most mysterious to him. What was up with
this? It was as if only back behind the foggiest, most dubious haze of

memory had you ever truly lived, been married, been home.
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He remembered how when he had first arrived on Dickens he met
a waitress who came from the Midwest, a daughter of money who had
no money now, and had lived on Dickens Street longer than Kooper
knew there was a Dickens Street. She knew about his fasting parties,
had watched him draw up his flyers, and serving his coffee she would
tease him: “Want to see the fasting menu?”

She had movie-star hair, a whole mane of it—hair that was
massive and floating, as if underwater, and it stood out too much
against her squat figure. And her voice he remembered as lisping, as if
her palate were cleft. Still, that hair was a feature to make a lonely guy
yearn—like a secret pedigree, proof of royal lineage where no other such
hint appeared. As though on Dickens, she would always be dressing
down. He did not know why this memory, this impression, seemed to
matter so much just now.

Back on Dickens she had introduced a party game that involved
turning off the lights, blackout shades installed to approximate a
darkroom. Kooper was escorted into his own empty bedroom by the
arm, like Ray Charles to his audience —a feat of trust for Kooper, no
longer the host but a guest. He had decided that he owed the next
generation his participation. And he braced himself for the surprise of
the darkened room, eyes adapting only slowly, like film, but the
surprise was in some ways an anticlimax. For the room was bare, except
for the slow reveal of other visitors: migratory, circling, skaters in a rink.
Faces swam toward him from the ink, bodies twisting like sea life, the
room too dark at first for him to recognize any one person’s features
from another’s, though even in half-exposure the expressions could
begin to seem welcoming. Until the tipping point: the illusion was
expended, the four walls probed. You were standing among smiling

friends.
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By which time, it was someone else’s turn; new blind guests
groped the walls as you waited to greet them.

It was probably the highlight of Kooper’s parties. Three times in
one night he’d revisited his own bedroom, taking in the outline of a
smile, a forehead, someone’s hair, a blown kiss: Toluca laughing across

a gulf of years. A forget-me-not from a hopeful time.
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XX.
The dilemma for Jeffrey Tanner was how to finish out. It was no good
pretending to be humble and have faith when you were smart and could
see the world for what it was. You merely lived in a world where God’s
hands could not outreach the curse of your own hands. Maybe Jesus
redeemed the universe, but you practically had to have Jesus” mind to
see that it was so.

He thought about dialing Carrie’s number. Just to watch his
frustration grow. Just to talk things over with his victim, who
understood. Just to watch the camaraderie of mutual accident spread
like ivy.

Only your most childlike fantasies would turn out to be real in
heaven. And the works of your hands would all be made new.
Everything good that you ever imagined was held there in a trust that
you had stolen from yourself way back when.

And maybe, regardless of what his wife believed, Tanner would
get to heaven just by fantasizing about it: a garden, a bride, a tire swing,
and the dog he had owned as a kid. It would be Tanner’s own parallel
heaven, running right alongside each other person’s heaven, including
the heavens where neither his dog nor his bride had to have Tanner
around if they didn’t want him.

Why had he been thinking of Carrie this day? He’d had a
realization of something: an ending. Right there rinsing dishes,
watching water swirl around the drain, he felt he had been set free of

something, a matter was concluded, and it was not the way he’d have
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chosen to be set free, but there was peace in it. And he knew that it had
to do with him and Carrie. He had half an urge right there to tell her
about it—to pay her a nobler, final goodbye. Tell her, like a condemned
man, not to pity him, because he deserved to lose whatever things he’d
lost. But even then his voice might only reopen a wound.

What he really needed to do was call and say nothing, place a
silent call. One more prank call to complete the tale of Jeffrey Tanner.
Let his spirit meet hers over the airwaves. Not dishonor it by speaking
actual words, which were carriers of failure.

So he dried his hands and set down the towel and then he pulled
out his phone and dialed. Hillary was out doing volunteer hospice.
Cole was in the bedroom watching TV.

He dialed just as if he were playing a last farewell trick, the way
the dead do. A condemned man is allowed one phone call before he’s
executed and one just after.

From within Carrie’s purse on a doctor’s chair the phone hummed
unheard by anyone but Tanner, just a long silver connection established
in Tanner’s dog heaven. Then Tanner heard a knock at his door.

It was Toluca.

She wore pigtails and a leather jacket despite the heat. Her car
was at the curb, although her new mastery of driving seemed moment
to moment. She kept looking over her shoulder as if the machine might
burst into flames.

“Hey,” Tanner said, searching for some context. “Aren’t you
supposed to be filming?”

“I told them it’s lunchtime. I think I'm trying to get fired.”

“No way! Come in, come in.”

“And, you say ‘come in’ like I'm a guest.”
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“Toluca, you were standing there waiting.” Leading her inside.
“Of course I'd say come in.”

“Well, maybe I'm being a brat then,” she conceded. “What do you
do with a brat like me?”

Tanner was sliding shut the dishwasher rack. “I don’t think it’s
my place to be judging any brats.”

“That’s progressive. Aren’t you the Hollywood dad.”

“You know, you're not succeeding in making me mad at you.”

“Why is that, do you think?” Her eyes locked miserably on his. It
wasn’t an accusation, just a fact. She glanced around. “Is Cole home?”

“He’s watching Mister Rogers.”

“When it’s over, I could play with him,” she decided. To Tanner’s
relief, she always seemed capable of being consoled.

“He’d love that.”

“I mean,” she continued, “nothing went that wrong that anybody
would understand.” She had that formal way of standing before you
like the first time. Never sitting. “ButI was having a bad day. In my
life, I have had some very bad days. I should have told you, even
though I couldn’t have. Were you doing dishes? Let me help you.”

“Oh, they can wait.”

“No, I really want to.”

“No, that’s all right.”

“Jesus!” she snapped finally. “Is it too much to ask?”

“Is what too much to ask?”

“To be indulged! If you don’t know anything about me, could you
take a hint? I'm a girl, okay? Anything works. Lies work.” She placed
her hands on his shoulders. “Say this: ‘Let’s do dishes, Toluca, it will be
fun” And we'lldothedishes. | * m not c dierpddeyesat e d'!

laughed and Tanner could not resist smiling back.
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“Cole, buddy,” she added, because the boy had come pogoing in.
“Why don’t you count from ten million backwards?”

Chanting some wonderfully unwieldy numbers, he began, for a
while, to try. Toluca pecked him on the head and said to Tanner, “Tell
me the chore we’ll do afterward. Like polish the silverware.”

Tanner tried to correct her. “That’s not exactly us. We’re plastic
fork people. I wouldn’t even know how to polish silverware.”

“Well, we have to learn, you see, because now we're rich, because
we just won the lottery and also because I'm a famous TV star. Only not
the famous TV star that I am in real life,” she allowed. “We’re going to
have millions of dollars, right after the auditors get done looking into
how a famous TV star won the California state lottery. Cause that just
looks really suspicious, you know?”

So Tanner, Toluca and Cole polished invisible silverware for a
time, Cole asking over and over if his was shiny. “It’s the original silver
spoon, dude. Oh, can I have an apricot?” Toluca begged, noticing a
bowl.

“Of course,” Tanner said.

“Can I have too many?”

Tanner said, “Yes.”

“School was bad today,” she said again, taking a half dozen
apricots, and finally they sat. One by one she pressed the apricots on
Cole. “I'had a bad day in kindergarten.”

“Why don’t you tell me about it?”

“Well, you won’t know how I feel.”

“But I feel like I already do.”

“I used to tell you how I felt, when I was little. Until I stopped
telling you because you weren’t there. And when I stopped telling you,

I started to grow up, and I never had to be a weak ugly girl again.”
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“You're a beautiful, brave girl.”

“Yes. Everyone says so,” she smirked. “As a matter of fact I think
it would be nice if I could just go back and wipe all that memory out,
because it was very embarrassing to be that small. And weak.”

Toluca’s voice wavered. “You and I can agree right now that I was
never like that. Or,” she added, “we could say instead that if  had to be
like that, at least you were there.”

He rose before her. “Let’s do this. Let’s say right now, today, that
I'm here telling you that I love you and that the world is all right. And
all your life when you couldn’t see me, I was looking back at you from
today, telling you that I was here. Telling you it was all made right in
the end.”

“I thought of you like that then,” she said. “When I rode the bus
to school.”

Tanner had turned to wipe Cole’s chin, congratulating himself that
he had communicated to Toluca the warmth that was in his heart, when
she sobbed, “Look at me!”

He froze. “Look at—what?”

“Listen. I was never liked. Nobody liked me, and I had nobody to
tell. Okay? In a way, I'm not even sure I got it. The child who isn’t
liked doesn’t even know how bad it is. She’s so used to her own smell.
And breathing behind the greasy collar of my coat and letting
everything pass. It was like I expected my life to be that way. Or I must
have thought that was the predicament where I was going to hit my all-
time low, and then: my real parents would have to show up there and
get me.

“There was this vacant lot. Where I used to hike to the school bus,
and before sunrise it was damp with foxtails, and I'd pretend that if I

was a lonely sick beast I could make a bed out of it. FirstI didn’t want
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the bus to come, and then after I got on, I didn’t want to get off it. But
that’s the spot. If you want to picture me somewhere needing you,
that’s where I was. I was believing that you were going to drive by and
announce yourself, and take me to play hooky on Magic Mountain.

And then my life would begin to unfold and I was going to go gradually
blonde.”

“I'm glad you didn’t.”

“Well, that message is just a little late. This was before I learned
how to be so cool.”

“You just learned how to be you.”

“I don’t think so. No one sets out to be a dark horse —they settle
for it. I was fat and depressed and everyone knew something was
wrong, and I practically taught them to laugh at me. They would invite
me outside to play some game, and I would say I didn’t really feel like
playing. Till this girl Vanessa asked, What do you want to do then?
And I guess I just thought I would tell the truth. Isaid: ‘I'm sad, I just
want to be with you guys.” And they teased me for ten years. I knew
better than to say something as open as that. But I also thought I
should.”

“How come?”

“Because I was curious how bad it could get. It was like this crazy
vigil—me waiting to see if I could be stubborn enough to make a wrong
key fit. Like ignorance would have to pay off if I was devoted to it
enough.

“Here’s another thing you won’t understand. And I don’t even
care about this, you know. Those days all passed. So what if I had
nobody to tell me that they would pass? Everyone has their story. But
my story wasn’t even one that others could see. Only I could see it. I

could be jumping around in the shallow waves at the beach with some
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kids and I could tell that they all jumped in the shallow waves
differently, because they had parents. I even think that my ocean was
more beautiful than theirs actually. But it was awfuller too. Because
you didn’t exist. But now you do—I guess. But we’re just pretending!
Oh, shit,” she sobbed, “what the fuck have I done?” Her cry was sharp
and far-off, like somebody falling.

He knelt by the chair to hold her.

“I’'m a narcissist,” she said.

“Even the things you've done wrong are so cute, and brave.”

“I'm a narcissist and you're a moron.”

“I'm a moron. And everyone likes you.”

“Just you see if that sinks in. I've gone too far the other way to
care. Was it like that for you too?” she sniffed. “Did people ever treat
you badly? Tell me about you in middle school. Tell me about Carrie in
college.”

“Carrie,” he said, “would have been your best friend. She would
have stood for you and liked you.”

“Was she liked?”

“Oh, yes,” Tanner said. “Carrie was always liked.”

“Were you liked?”

“Not really.”

“How did you get by?”

“I don’t remember. It must have hurt too much. I changed myself
all around on the outside. I was a coward. Not like you.”

“Stop flattering me. And you’re no coward.”

“Don’t take this away from me. Let a coward die his thousand
deaths.”

“I would have seen right through you and liked you. I would

have loved you if you were my dad.”

134 - Rifkin



“You would have made me a good dad.”

She deflected: “You're swell.”

“Not if you have to live with me, I'm not.” He laughed a big
mortal laugh.

“You've got Cole,” she said. “Don’t let him walk to the bus

through any vacant lots. I was practice for you. I was your starter
baby.”
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XXL
Afterwards Carrie sat still awhile, as was her right. They chatted with
you after other kinds of surgeries. Well who would dare.

Her mouth was dry. Her limbs moved light under the gown, but
what felt strange, anesthetic aside, was that she should be alive. It was
the kind of bad high where you're only more aware of what’s waiting
for you to come down from dangling.

How, incidentally, was she going to go on now? Well, she was
going to find out. Freedom was going to be big enough to let her find
out.

Being a failure in life is what makes you finally all grown up. Itis
the last secret that separates you from the children. Don't tell the
children—it will spoil their own initiation. At last you forgive your
mom and dad who you thought were so terrible. You understand now.
You join them and one day your kids will join you, too. Itis really a
funny reunion.

The thing was that Carrie would have liked to be young again,
even if only for a night. She had been young the day that she and
Kooper went to Berkeley the first time and she met the station manager
and began the new job. She was young after Jeffrey Tanner threw on his
trunks and she sat drunk and sickened in a spare bedroom, imagining,
with a girl’s cold allegiance to unreality, how much mileage she might
get out of postponing the blame. Just how much of a head start down
the highway.

Sitting now exhausted over the grave of girlhood, tying knots in a
string of her gown, reminded Carrie of the Cinderella days when she

hated her dad. There had been this same brooding comfort in stray
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objects. Making breakfasts in bed from nothing edible. Green walnut
casings from a tree in the dark yard, frosted with paste. Bacon from the
torn hide of a book. In college, with her friends, picknicking at
playgrounds, commandeering the jungle gym.

She didn’t know how long she had been thinking when Kooper
came in. He had on his dark poncho and the smell of outside. The mid-
morning haze had turned sunny now. In his hand she saw his wallet
out dangly and jumbled along with the prescription slip for Rite Aid,
and he didn’t look happy at all. The doctor was in some kind of hurry
and would not look at Kooper.

She let Kooper collect the boots while she signed the aftercare
form and then with his free hand he took her by one upper arm out the
door, where the day really sparkled. The warm breeze thrummed in her
chest.

Downstairs the gypsy protesters, five or six of them, had huddled in
prayer. Hand in hand they projected the solemnity of those who
already feel certain what God thinks, and if so, why did they pray?
Carrie wanted to know. Was it still prayer if it began with such
certainty? Only the lost are saved —Thomas Merton said that. She
hoped God preferred her honesty to theirs.

Safely past, the Koopers drove half a mile through a main strip of
town with old Western storefronts and lots of lunch-hour foot traffic
and diagonal parking. All the cars looked like new cars, and then the
road widened and a newer, larger strip mall loomed with a huge
grocery store and a laundromat teeming with teenagers, as if there were
a college nearby, and here came the Rite Aid. But she was falling asleep
by then.
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The sun shone down.

“This reminds me of being a teenager,” Kooper said. He was
remembering going to buy condoms back in high school. That was the
beginning of playing chess with fertility. He looked over and began to
say more, but she was asleep. He headed inside, leaving the keys.

Past the automatic door was an ice cream station, and then aisles
of pills, cosmetics, teddy bears and balloons. America was an arsenal of
remedies.

Kooper found the pharmacy counter, handed in the prescription
order. In alocked case, a billion cigarette cartons were colorfully
bricked. Maybe someday he could enjoy a weekend of smoking and
sunning like his mom used to. He wondered if anyone today still
lounged around suntanning and smoking and believing that time was
on their side. Oddly enough, he could picture only lesbians. He
thought maybe one day he would befriend some lesbians, and together
they would go to Palm Springs.

Possibly he should try to feel gratitude. He had heard talk of
fortunate abortions, after all. And they were real, because there were
regrettable pregnancies. It followed therefore that there must be
regrettable children. He tried to picture the regrettable children, but of
course you couldn’t tell from looking at the children.

The checkout was taking a long time, and Kooper looked at his
watch. The last time he looked at his watch he had been out on the
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balcony at Dr. Schwerner’s. He had sensed just by the impulse to look
at his watch that the procedure was over. There had been a feeling —as
if the sky had suddenly gotten a hundred times thinner and dismissed
him. He felt he had been dumped from a speeding car.

So he had come in from the clinic balcony. But at the exact same
moment, Schwerner was heading out. They shared a horrible, sheepish
moment in the doorway, Kooper apologetic, the doctor startled. “The
patient’s just fine —just resting up now,” Schwerner had said, as if
hailing Kooper from far away. The two switched places, Kooper
holding the door while Schwerner flipped open a book of matches.

“You—smoke?”

“Just this,” Schwerner explained, showing a reddish wood pipe.
“And the occasional cigar.”

A moment passed. Then it hit Kooper: He’d forgotten to pay. His
wallet was fat with the cash. You were supposed to pay up front—there
were signs on every wall—but Kooper hadn’t. In fact, it now seemed
likely that the doctor knew this, and was sizing him up as a moocher.
Kooper pulled out his wallet fatally —to prove he was at least well
bred —a move that already felt gauche, a power play. It had never
dawned on him to work this out with the receptionist. Schwerner
pulled back from the bills, one hand up in refusal. “Don’t—worry.”

Kooper was too confused to disengage. “Sorry?”

“Please—it’s all right.”

“No, we fully expect—we can’t let you.”

“We don’t have to figure it out this minute,” the doctor said, eyes
mortified.

“No,” Kooper insisted, “you deserve—" He pressed the money

upon Schwerner’s lab-coat sleeve.
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“No charge!” The doctor blurted, wheeling to empty the pipe into
a standing ash tray without really having smoked from it.

Kooper had not meant to drop the bills, but it was too late. He
had fooled himself that he felt Schwerner’s hand close around the cash;
instead it fluttered to the cement balcony. Schwerner bolted inside,
pocketing his pipe, as Kooper swept the bills up and passed them to the

bewildered receptionist before following the doctor into Carrie’s room.

The October light was so high in the busy shopping center that Kooper
seemed to see himself under surveillance. His cargo was conked out in
the passenger seat with her knees bent and her bare heels tucked
beneath her. He fished his poncho out from the back seat and made it a
pillow for her head. As he drove, he spied now and then upon her
hostage sleep.

At the Goldmuter’s driveway, rather than risk moving her he gave
a little nudge. “We're going to have to go in.”

“This isn’t a hysterectomy. I can walk. Don’t you remember your
tirst girlfriend’s abortion?”

“Barely.”

“A bad period is worse.”

“Well,” Kooper explained, “a lot of things that don’t hurt when
you're twenty are a different story after forty.”

“State of mind,” she said rising. Confident like an astronaut.

“Listen to you.”

The air inside the empty house was stifling hot, issuing a smell of
new paint though none of the paint was new. Kooper set the thermostat

to cool and cracked open some plastic windows, even if it meant
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canceling forces. Out back, catty-corner from the balcony, the
swimming pool sat within a dusk of high hedges. Carrie found her way
to sit down on the dusty slats of a plastic chaise longue, fishing for socks
from her bag. “Let me,” Kooper said. She always wanted socks when
she was ill or hoped to sleep.

He covered her feet with the thick springy socks. In the shade she
looked very clean, and her socks looked extra white. Behind him, small
waves slapped the tiles. He imagined her going swimming with him,
but the post-op instructions had ruled swimming out. She needed to
rest, which was why they had traded houses with the Goldmuters in the
tirst place, leaving the twins back home.

There was that flash of vacancy in her eyes again, and a
newlywed’s hope visited Kooper —that he could lose all his sorrows,
and find himself again, just by caring for this woman. If only he could
put together one night of extending himself for Carrie like he did when
they first fell in love. They would build the Kingdom of Heaven, one
sacrificial brick at a time. Only there could never be enough bricks to
build it.

“Want me to read to you?” he ventured.

“No. Thanks.”

“Sing to you?” He meant this to sound irresistible.

The shake of her head seemed to apologize tenderly, like at a
dance.

He looked back at the water. There were Grecian fountains
around the perimeter: No pool on earth could have looked more
inviting. “Do you think you’d be jealous if I swam?” he asked at last.

“Of course not.” She had rolled slowly onto her side. “The air’s so
soft in the shade today, isn’t it?” She sounded as if the riddle of air

softness was keeping her awake one last moment.
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Softer than soft, Kooper thought to himself. There weren’t any
problems you could blame on the softness of the air. He stripped to his
shorts, then stepped out of those too and swam naked. There were no
neighbors in sight and the peace of the Goldmuters’ back yard was first

class, a getaway for two.

XXIL
For years Kooper had expected Isaac Diehl to call his cell phone at the
worst possible moment, though that next morning when the moment
arrived he was too deep in it to remember the ticket stub of his
expectation. He looked out the Goldmuters’ front window upon one
more neighborhood where no children played outdoors. Leaving the
natural day as a booby prize for guys like Kooper.

Once, long ago, when he had helped that boy from Dickens Street
brave a trip to the UCLA library, Kooper saw a TV viewing lounge piled
with students on what looked like a layover. It seemed like a funny
place to find a crowd during finals. Long lines waited for the next free
chair in order to half-gaze and half-doze before the cathodes. Struck by
that nursery, Kooper felt he was previewing a whole new America—
some rude, sleepy birth.

Had he seriously imagined that the world would hold still for him
to reinvent himself? Time had raced on to other things—he had

disappeared to the culture his disappearance was going to heal. Why
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had he even wanted to be written about? He wished he’d never had an
audience. He had wanted it too much, and then when he had the
slightest success, it shamed him like a fur coat in a soup line.

“Isaac,” Kooper said into the phone, “they can’t really still be
paying you to write this book.”

“If what you're asking is, do I have a publisher —technically, no.”

“Listen now,” Kooper ventured. “I promise I'm not being modest.
But what if I'm just not worth it?” Diehl scoffed courteously but Kooper
was intent. “Isaac, some folks don’t turn out heroic. Your story’s just
going to get older. It's an honorable idea—writing about someone no
longer famous. ButI could tell you some things—1I hesitate.”

“So, I think what you're saying, now, is that it’s all supposed to
look—pretty. Or else it’s not a story?” Kooper might have seen this
coming.

“I'm saying I think I'd be better off talking to you another time,
maybe, when I have a handle on things more.”

“I like that,” Diehl said. “A handle. We want to see you live your
life when you’ve got the handle. That’s what the bookstores need. A
celebrity with a handle. That inspires me. Indeed. A handle—”

“Shut up,” Kooper said. He had missed his chance to address a
rational Diehl. If disclosing the truth about the last few months would
put an end to the project, Kooper was leaning toward a press
conference. Of course, nobody would come. Which would make Diehl
only like the story better.

Now Diehl turned indignant: “It was you who led me on. Your
songs about honest confusion. I've invested a lot in this! A lot of time!”

Kooper’s responses were clichés. “If I'd jumped under a train,
would you too? Don’t answer,” he added.

Diehl suggested lunch.

Rifkin - 143



“Man, I can’t. We already left the Goldmuters’ for my brother’s
house in Bakersfield. I'm somewhere off I-5. We’ll have to talk again.”

But against the tension of his wrist Carrie was yanking the phone.
“We don’t love each other and I had an abortion!” she called out.
“Write anything you want, Isaac, because nobody cares.”

“We do too,” Kooper hushed her. “We do too love each other.”

“We don’t, and you're lying about being on the freeway.” Why

did women say such things? Why did despair make women brave?

No longer merely admitting to himself that he was frightened, Kooper
after hanging up the phone entertained a whole new thought: I am right
to be frightened. Stories, and lives, may end badly. Accepting this
prospect seemed to offer a certain baleful relief. But it also threatened
tears. He breathed at the curbside and waited for Diehl like a boy for a
bus.

Diehl came. Without a plan, they drove west in the Pontiac over
the bay to San Francisco, then through the city to the end of the line. At
Sutro Baths, they wandered through cliffside ruins. Historic photos of
swimmers in bathing caps had been colorized, it looked like, and
Kooper could practically smell the indoor poolwater: Epsom steam,
coughing children from another century.

Then they were driving again, but not far. A mile to the south,
the beach had been raked clean and wide, and it was almost deserted.
Kooper did see a few stray tourists—one balding young father in
accountant glasses whose son poured wet sand on a castle. A gay
couple strolling past in Hawaiian shorts and black boxing shoes. There
was such an amazing freedom of fashion today. Everyone could

suppose themselves to be happy in a parallel existence with a separate
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art director. “What I should have done was write easy songs,” Kooper
said, dragging a stick of driftwood along the wet sand. “Like Lennon
and McCartney writing ‘I Wanna Be Your Man’ for Mick and Keith in
the corner of a nightclub. You know what we’re doing with this book
project, Isaac? We're writing one of those books that ends up in a
drawer.”

“Let’s call it that. ‘Book for a Drawer.””

“Obscurity isn’t victory,” said Kooper. “It’'s a myth that any real
hero was ever irrelevant in his time. People flocked to Jesus. And to
Mother Teresa. I mean, maybe Van Gogh was neglected. But he was
even crazier than Jesus. What I want back is my imagination. Oh, for
God’s sake. You're not really writing this down!”

Diehl let the notepad drop to his hip but soldiered on, “Remember
when rock and roll mattered? Remember when, for a few minutes,
Rolling Stone seemed authentic?”

He did remember, because there was still a halo of print’s
sundown when Diehl’s project began. All things were passing faster all
the time. “What's going on with Alison Navey, anyway?” Kooper
thought to ask.

Diehl lowered his head. “Alison Navey is I guess what you’d call
the immortal dead cover story.”

“Well, that’s okay. If they’d printed it, it probably would’ve lost
something.” Kooper’s shoulders were hunched from the winds, and he
fought the urge to curl up right there on the hard sand in his poncho.
“How did you picture her cover shot?”

“Oh, you know. As the Statue of Liberty. In a flowing gown.
Green patina. Bathed in searchlights. Has that concept been done
before? I've imagined it so many times, I can convince myself I saw it

once.”
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“Remember that Beatles album that got recalled?” Kooper had
himself going. “What was it named? The rumor was that you could
peel back the album cover, and underneath would be the original photo
of, of —”

“Dismembered baby dolls. Stuffed inside the trunk.”

He had stepped in the way of a bullet. “Yes, I think I remember
that—it was a long time ago.”

He might really have to lie down now. From his knees he took an
uneventful drop to his side. He lay still, breathing comfortably into the
crook of his arm.

For comfort, he was picturing the Rolling Stone portrait of Alison
Navey: Her face in the middle of a song. The sound of waves mingling
as if she’d been dredged from them.

Diehl had wandered off a little ways, folding his notepad against
his side and looking up at the sky.

Clouds had sealed the horizon, the shorebreak booming in
Kooper’s ear.

He rolled heavily onto his back. Somehow he had expected to be
dead by now. But there was no indication it was close to time. He
remembered the Leonard Cohen verse: Like a bird on a wire/ Like some
drunk in a midnight choir / I have tried in my way to be free. Only Kooper
felt more like dog than bird. He felt like the old RCA hound, one ear to
the gramophone.

What else did dogs do? They lay on their owners” graves. Right
where they belonged yet a million miles from home.

He let himself lie there a while, ear to the ground like a dog’s.
Imagining what better world got hid beneath this decoy world, what

cove in the earth with a heartbeat on the other side of his.
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XXIIL
They were mostly dry quiet days in Berkeley the rest of October. Dust
hung in the light, and the floorboards in the kitchen showed their
splinters with the blinds half raised. Carrie would pass through the
room that Kooper was in, and he especially missed having a wife who
loved him then, because the time at home with the lapping blinds was
so pretty and vacant and romantic.

He limped through Halloween by taking the children to trick-or-
treat at the neighborhood church, while he sipped cider in the parking
lot with the single moms and widows whose kids the church had
invited from the projects. He felt very glad he wasn’t in San Francisco
for Halloween with all the yuppies who behaved like children. The
church gave him the ambition to be a “servant husband” to Carrie again,
and for a time he tried.

But he felt no favoring wind. Money was about to grow
desperately tight. On her own, Carrie registered with an “employment
solutions”agency to temp. That hurt Kooper’s image (You're a radio
host! I'm a star!). People went broke, he maintained, by aiming too low.
Better to work his masculine magic—the rainmaker kind of magic that
would generate more than just nickels and dimes. To the supervisor at
the halfway house, intending to propose some bigger, grander projects,

he emailed a lunch invitation, which was accepted, then twice
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postponed. Into Kooper’s heart crept a dread equal to the pride that
preceded it.

Indeed, within two weeks, his workload was cut by half. Now a
gambler’s calm took hold: At least this was direction. (Downward.) At
least it felt like fate. God corrected whom He loved. And Kooper
sturdied his heart toward obedience to God, toward thankfulness —
when praying, he did feel thankful. But unshared with Carrie, even
thankfulness raised the pall of their separation, and he hated this shit:
the empty rooms, the slackened sails, the time of grief.

One afternoon, when he tried to bring the mail to Carrie in the
backyard garden, he discovered that the walk across the grass by
himself —this giving love and keeping faith and mourning alone by
himself —felt physically longer than he could bear. If the yard were
smaller, probably, he could have made it. Or if she were gardening
closer to the door. Instead, halfway to his wife, Kooper crumpled to his
knees and stared into nothingness and found himself weeping.

He was not counting on Carrie to care. But she knelt close beside
him for a minute that he clung to like a pleasant dream, although rising

again before he did.

It was agreed that they should move to Southern California to repair
their fortunes together or apart. They could fall on the charity of
Hollywood friends before that past was wiped away too. And the boys’
teachers could allow them to finish out their semesters two weeks early
of Christmas.

It rained while the Koopers began packing, the rooftop ringing
again like tin barracks. On rainy days, with the house lights on, the

Berkeley house felt resuscitated; in sunshine, its era seemed past. The
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pilot to the heater died with the temperature in the 30s, so Kooper
turned on an electric wall heater in the bathroom, which gave good heat
but raised a dust of very old plaster, and everyone felt woozy and
infirm. Packing Carrie’s medical supplies was the spookiest part, a
blood pressure strap, an eardrum probe (had she stolen them from her
volunteer days in Indiana?).

Jonathan did not want to move to Los Angeles. He wanted to
know what would become of the Berkeley house when they didn’t live
there anymore, and he didn’t understand about whole rooms of
furniture and art being dismantled. Until that moment, he may have
assumed that the lamps were bolted down. At bedtime Kooper rolled
his son toward himself, crushing him in a hug—it hit Kooper all at once
that the two were separate, that he couldn’t know his son just by
knowing himself.

Kooper did sense this: The desperate ambition to be an artist and
to be known had seemed to skip all four of his children. Kooper was the
tragic exception who’d had to be special. Until having children he’d
assumed desperation was common. Instead here were these slightly
more normal beings. They lacked his cruel obsessive drive. He had
fought like a drowning man, once, to rise and do well at something so
pure it was probably beyond him. Whereas if the kids tried to be artists
they would assume it was supposed to be easy. They would never have
it in them. They wouldn’t know he had needed his fear that he was
worthless. It was said that immigrants worked as laborers so their
children could be artists, but it was just as true that Kooper had been an
artist so that his children would be free to scoff at art.

And they would be happier than Kooper all the same. They were
so happy and free they could do art badly, for fun, live artistically all
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their lives, and one day, Kooper figured, he might join them. He was

already halfway toward being an amateur again.

It was hard to stay up even an hour later than the children now. The
next few nights Kooper put himself to bed whether Carrie chose to stay
up or not. Days or weeks before a big game, an athlete enters a low-gear
of solemn dread and readiness that Kooper used to call The Gallows
Zone—rolling toward the end of every daydream of reprieve. It was
better and finally more of an honor to be on this downgrade than to
hope you could still be exempt and carefree on the night before the
game like some spectator.

Carrie was giving him plenty of room to be quiet, which is
something a defeated wife can be counted on to do. They ate
Thanksgiving dinner in pajamas, because the turkey got started late: the
carving took place alongside cartons of generational keepsakes,
diamond cravats, Naval stripes, crystal shot glasses from nightclubs in
Jersey City, and Kooper later would reflect that the most meaningful of

all his feasts might have been this reunion in pajamas among boxes.

A father-son trucking service that ran between San Francisco and
L.A. shipped the boxes into storage, and the Koopers were in the fast
lane to Hollywood. Everything that had happened, all the feelings that
Kooper had endured by inches, had been moving him toward this, the

San Fernando Valley gravity drawing him like a bed.
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They drove almost without stopping; at the Grapevine he began to
feel very close. As you neared L.A. the truck stops looked more busy
and anonymous in a way that Kooper had always interpreted as
friendly. They had set out driving at night but even in the dark, you
could detect a benign sort of anarchy at play in the poppy fields of
Christmas lights between ranges of hills, the hypno-passage of Magic
Mountain and San Fernando, near a courtyard where Kooper once was
so touched by Ernest Hemingway’s A Moveable Feast that he had
pursued a newborn calling to fast, and joined a church, and explored the
belief that with a contrite heart, your prayers might be answered by
God. His body had been a temple back then. Carrie and Toluca had
invented The Game, and the songs were his bread.

Beneath Carrie’s feet lay a packaged meal of two hardboiled eggs
and crackers. They offered nothing to him.

He wondered if you could just declare yourself fasting anytime.

In other words, did it take a certain amount of time after your last bite of
food to reopen that holiness? Or was there a holy self who lived in the
spaces between bites of a meal?

Without a whole lot of fanfare, Kooper was fasting again.

It felt good to try fasting. It felt good to be gambling on magic.

He was the only one awake, and he couldn’t drive too much
farther without stopping for gas. The exit near the intersection of the
Golden State Freeway and the Ventura and Hollywood Freeways let
him off in the north Valley neighborhood of Arleta. Kooper
remembered Arleta as one of those blue-collar suburbs of L.A. that
haven’t so much declined economically as not kept up—by current
standards, the old California dream now looked Amish. Beside a drive-
in dairy liquor store and a JONS supermarket stood the Kaiser hospital,

and around that some stucco-faced bungalows with their mobile home
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add-ons out back. The drive-in dairy had an air and water bay that
charged two quarters, and Kooper got out to use it.

The sun was rising and some of the lawns were dead with frost;
on the air was the smell of burning leaves. There were Christmas
displays almost bigger than the houses —two rooftops supported giant
snowman balloons—and while Kooper stretched and stared, a boy sped
by on a bike, almost colliding with a padded rocking chair by someone’s
curb. As sunrise took hold, the colors of the neighborhood should have
brightened, but didn’t. He thought for some reason of Charlie Brown
and Snoopy in winter: the barber’s son heading off to play hockey on a
neighborhood pond —the cold snap of California mornings bearing
some secret lowland relation to the Midwest. And he remembered the
strange wan hopes of his own Central California childhood with no
parents in sight. Just once he had wanted to see Schultz the cartoonist
draw Charlie Brown’s barber dad into the strip. Kooper recalled hints
that the father indeed loved the son. But he couldn’t decide if this
knowledge eased the boy’s famous melancholy or only made it more
poignant.

After uncapping the tire stems, he could not remember the right
pressure for cold weather, so he popped the glove compartment to read
the instruction decal. He had to dig through a big stack of maps and
papers, which was when a cassette tape spilled to the floor by Carrie’s
foot. Kooper picked it up and read the handwritten label:

ALISON NAVEY.

For five years or more, in a game of magical thinking, he’d been
casting about to see if he might hear Alison Navey on the radio when he
possessed this tape all along. Or had Isaac Diehl planted it somehow?
He almost woke Carrie to show her. It pained him to think that she had
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changed so much, and they had come so far, that Carrie might feel

nothing about Alison Navey.

It went without saying he was going to play the tape. He would not
wake the family on purpose —but if the music woke them it was fine
with him. Kooper slid the cassette into the player with a twinge. And
the first thing apparent was that he had a rotten player. The sound was
so far away, the white audio hiss so strong, that it sounded as if he were
hearing the tape’s B-side boomerang faintly through the system.

When he pulled out of the dairy parking lot, the volume did build
slightly, though not into anything Kooper could identify as song. Only
when passing fifty or sixty miles per hour across the floor of the Valley
did the sound seem to open up and bud. He could have navigated to
Hollywood by its signal. It was a destination surer than place.

Still, for all the stereophonic clarity, he could not break down the
instruments. There might have been many —Navey had either hired a
chamber orchestra, or she had produced some sounds that no one
generally expected to hear from a bass guitar. Indeed it all was bass—
bass and voice. But first came some kind of overture —pastoral, with the
most exquisite, fluttery, dragonfly suspensions. Even at low decibels
the intensity frightened him; he was certain it would wake someone.
But no one woke. This aural daybreak was for Kooper’s ears only. Like
watching a private meteor shower as he drove.

Embarrassed by the frankness of the sound, he lowered the
volume as far as he could, but the remoteness only pierced him more. It
was like movie music now, a plains opera, and Alison Navey’s voice
approximated reeds, the phrasings and breaths unequal, the bass

brushed like swept hair, chords mounting like hills of wheat, as Kooper
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merged toward the 170. With a glance, he said goodbye to Christmas in
Arleta.

Though seeing camper-shell pickups and eighteen-wheel trucks
huddled behind him brought back Kooper’s Central Valley childhood.
He felt his brotherhood to the blue-collar people who’d launched him.
Just for a second he felt no sense of failure for the songs he hadn’t
written. He could picture, someday, his producer —toward whose
palace in Beachwood Canyon the Koopers were headed —listening to
Navey alongside the Arleta paperboy and the Arleta truck drivers,
people of every age and race in tearful, joyous release.

“It don’t matter if you're from Yale or from jail,” Kooper’s big
brother Frank had liked to say.

The tape’s final tune had faded to silence. Kooper looked over at
Carrie in the passenger seat. If she could read his heart, he felt, he could
make everything new with her again. Of course she could never read
his heart. Nothing could hurt more than wanting to make things right
with your wife and watching her misunderstand or puncture those
hopes with her doubts.

He had taken Carrie’s hand and she was awake enough to run one

finger along his while they drove through Sherman Oaks.

“This makes me mad, you know.”
“This?” she asked.
“You touching me like you care.”
“Of course I care, Kooper.”
He fell quiet. He had first missed the Hollywood Freeway

connection, maybe on purpose, then gotten off the 405 at Sepulveda to
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turn around. A gland of traffic pooled at the base of the hills. He could
feel Dickens Street near, but didn’t go there. An office/carwash/
newsstand village half-colonized the foothills: city life invading the
woods. Or vice versa. You didn’t have to reconcile the incongruity if
you didn’t want to—he caught that instantaneous thrill of Los Angeles.
That crumbling of logic.

He accelerated up the hairpin freeway onramp, lost at once in a
blind tunnel of high walls, concrete and regression, an arid gray viaduct
of Atlantis, and then this throughway was rushing smooth as sleep past
Universal City near Barham. There wasn’t much farther to go.

“] want everything to be different,” he said.

“So did I,” she said. Did.

“Are you trying to be pessimistic?”

“Let’s not talk like this.”

He was beginning to hate her. Kooper had never actually met a
woman who was unwilling to torture a man when it was time. Or
women didn’t believe a man was really capable of being hurt.

“Kooper,” she whispered, “it’s not just you I'm disappointed in.”
The kids slept soundly in the back seat. “Maybe not even mainly you.”

“Let me worry about that. Let me forgive you if I want to.”

“No. Maybe I'm a perfectionist. But it’s just too disappointing.”

“So, you're just with me, for, what, for the kids—"

“You'll know. I'm not in a position to leave today.”

He decided not to ask what “position” meant. He didn’t know
why he had invited her to share her heart. He couldn’t handle any of
this. His immediate instinct was to gain the upper hand, turn the
tables—break up with her at his whim. Instead, with a sigh, he leaned

into the unknown.
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His producer’s empty house was a cliff-hugger near the
Hollywood Reservoir. A minute away. “What about that family
counselor on Dickens?” Kooper said suddenly. They had lived on the
same block after all. If life were a game board, or a model-train town on
a billiard table, it would just make so much sense.

Carrie said, “I don’t know. I mean, what do you know about
him?”

Kooper shook his head: absolutely nothing.

She made a violent, futile groan, a sound closer to spousal
surrender than any sound Kooper had heard from her in weeks. “You
grasp these straws of faith, Kooper! Again! You don’t know what
you're asking. You give a woman nothing to depend on.”

Kooper took his hands off the wheel and placed them in his lap.
They were in the driveway.

“I want to be your friend,” he said, being brave.

“You don’t even know what you're doing!”

Before unloading the children he went to the front door and
punched a security code. Then he made two wobbly trips from the car
with a different boy thrown over shoulder. God never asked less of you
than you could handle. It took everything you had sometimes to get to

Los Angeles and lay your burdens before the altar of sleep.
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