XXIV.
It was the twins’ first time in Hollywood. They both liked the Christmas
tree atop the spindle of the Capitol Records tower, and they liked it even
more after Kooper explained to them what a spindle was.

He noticed that the roads through Hollywood were narrower
than he remembered, the traffic was heavier, the beauties outside the
AA meeting halls and the Robertson Boulevard cafes more stunning and
trashy-riche, draped in layers of gauze and batik, and how a perfect
childhood seemed to lie ahead of everyone instead of behind them.
Hollywood would make God swoon just to pay Him back for leaving.

He was back in the jaws of his fasting. Nights he looked at the
Hollywood sign. He saw the felled-star carpet of lights: shipwrecks
fanned to glowing coals. Everything very psychedelic. Beyond the
mountains lay Dickens Street, with its silvery ancestry. Its milk-bottle
pantries and its facades from Salinger’s Connecticut. He was country
music’s Salinger.

By January, the kids would need to have found a school, a
problem Kooper dealt with by leaving phone messages for old friends in
Silver Lake, who never called back. A part of him was leaning toward
Long Beach, cheaper and farther south, because the students there wore
uniforms, and the test scores were rising. And of course the major part
of Kooper still felt drawn to the old neighborhood of Sherman Oaks.

They fanned out like tourists in the land of the giants while

Kooper browsed the rentals. December wasn’t a month when people
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tended to hunt for apartments unless they were desperate, so the ads
were dominated by management companies and singles complexes. He
visited only a couple of buildings, too scummy even to consider but still
abuzz with life, towels hanging from balconies and reggae music
blaring. He was weak again and fasting seemed harder this time. It was
making him prove himself now.

When he could no longer postpone the return to Sherman Oaks,
he drove out by himself, a short enough trip over Cahuenga, emerging
from the car shabby and gasping to face the building whose grounds he
once tended. The quiet of the Valley air surprised him, as though he’d
walked across a sound editor’s splice to the days of the ranchos. The
grass was overgrown and a little parched. Beyond the roof he saw at
least one new tree house, like a pine cone wrong sized for its tree.

A group of unfamiliar students were slinging backpacks into an
opened car; by the swimming pool stood Julio, one of the comic store
guys, cleaning the tiles with his scrubber pole. Kooper wandered over,
and the two of them clapped shoulders like old times.

As they talked, it unfolded that the boy and Toluca had been
dating for more than a year.

“No kidding,” Kooper nodded warmly, “Take good care of that
girl.”

“Oh, believe me. She takes care of herself.”

“Well, sure,” Kooper said. “But take care of her anyway.”

Then the pool gate screeched open, and in came Gilmore the
mailman, chanting Kooper’s name, asking just how many years it had
been—a three-way reunion now —updating Kooper on all sorts of news
that would have sounded schizophrenic from anyone but Gilmore: the
Dixie cup phone lines between the tree forts; his marriage to a psych

major from UCLA; the sudden surgery to remove his prostate. It was a
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successful operation, Gilmore said, but a new spin on sex when you
couldn’t ejaculate, and Kooper was all of a sudden laughing with the
dudes at a whole brotherhood of puns about “dry humps” --where had
bad taste been all these years? Then came a chilly pause, and each of the
younger guys seemed to assume that Kooper wanted to speak privately
with the other one, and once again he was alone out front of the
building left to wander.

He took his time. He let himself be drawn, in fact, right past the
edifice of the marriage counselor’s home —counting his way along the
crumbling steps, past the basement window to the damp December
shade. And plopped down there, feeling that he’d earned the right,
beside twisted roots, beside the tomb of a water meter whose lid Kooper
lifted with one finger, letting it clunk shut again and again. It felt so
good, and Kooper was so tired. He thought he might just wait here, so
tired, so empty Lord of this world, when he sensed someone’s shadow

and Mendelson was standing over him.
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BOOK THREE

XXV.

Jack Mendelson was a gaunt silver-haired man who wore a bolo
tie, like a roots rocker himself, and Kooper couldn’t help noticing the
interesting convergence of sterling leading-man looks with the squeak-
toy voice of a character actor playing an underworld runt. The other
unusual thing about Mendelson was that when Kooper asked, as a
former neighbor, to schedule an appointment for counseling, Mendelson
said Ohhh, no, and he seemed to be biting his fist while saying it.

Then he took out an iPhone and fingerstroked it at eye level as
they entered the foyer. “I mean, I could find you a good counselor. I'm
not a counselor.”

“You're not a counselor?”

“I acted in a student film and they let me keep that shingle,”
Mendelson winced. It was a painfully ironic moment. “I was brand
new to L.A. Ithink I interviewed a dozen family counselors to learn my
part. Are you going to be okay?”

Kooper had never known how to answer that question. “How can
I lose?” he cracked.

“I know. I feel so sorry. It's got to be the worst possible thing to

confuse the public about.”
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“Harvey Kooper,” said Kooper, at last extending his hand. “I used
to live a few buildings down.” He felt unsteady on his feet.

“Would you like sit down?”

There wasn’t much question about that, as Kooper slid toward a
padded chair in Mendelson’s kitchen.

He accepted a glass of lemonade, but only fake sipped it.

“If it’s any consolation,” Mendelson said, “I'm divorced twice and
the house is in foreclosure.”

“I'm sorry. Going on twice for me.”

“Is marriage the issue then?”

“Well, it's what brought me here.” They were just two normal
men stranded by life at a dinette table, in a case of mistaken identity.
“It's my presenting complaint. I've got enough problems to keep a
therapist making payments on his Ferrarri. As they say.”

“It was a really great character I played,” Mendelson remembered.
“He gets disbarred for seducing a patient. This smoking little blonde
from USC. Audiences would have cried foul if he’d kept his hands to
himself. They’d have demanded their money back. He was a cognitive
theorist—you’d be surprised how much theory I learned. Not that
anyone couldn’t learn most of it just by reading. It turns out most
therapists are cognitives now, because it’s true that you can change a
patient if you change his habits of thought. But it only works if the
patient does the journaling and the self-talk, and then sticks with it.
We're all behaviorists in the end. Do you and your wife love each
other?”

“I don’t even know. I can’t swear it.”

“Because here’s the other thing we’ve learned,” Mendelson said,
all windpipes. “Love doesn’t matter. The single greatest predictor of

divorce is—you guess. A single word.”
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“I don’t know.”

“Try.”

Kooper wavered. “Just tell me why don’t you.”
“Starts with a C.”
“Courage?”
“Contempt .
“Oh,” said Kooper.

“Because the studies show if the couple feels contempt for each

other, divorce is almost inevitable. Whether you like someone makes
no difference at all. It might even be better not to like. You can tolerate
so much more if you allow that your partner is a complicated, dislikable
person.”

“That’s actually pretty wise.”

“I know. I'love this,” said Mendelson, almost sadly.

“Sometimes my bitterness toward her is almost too much to bear.
It seeps out.”

“Take it from me: Don’t show it.”

“The kids love her.”

“You bet they do. Make that your new memory verse. The kids
love her. What other mother would they want? Honestly, what other
mother would they want?”

If Kooper was moved, Mendelson was more so; he was vehement,
he was misty eyed.

“Why couldn’t you stay married?” Kooper asked suddenly. It was
a rude time to ask but he was out for himself.

Mendelson said, “Like a ball bearing, finding its level. I came
here. We came. From Knoxville. She despised L.A., but I was always
enamored of it, always. Every person I met in those days seemed to be

recovering from something. It was like everyone had the missing key to
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everyone else’s sickness. It was the seventies, and I wore green jeans cut
off at the knees and I felt like I was home, whereas she said we’d gone to
hell. I wish she could at least have seen it both ways. It was that
difference in discernment, you know —it went only one way, because
my perception was never as stable as hers. She loved people who were
principled in a certain way, and I didn’t want to work at being
principled, especially if it meant going back to Knoxville. God, I'm so
much happier here! I'm happy! What a coward I am.

“But I tried to win her back. Over and over, I tried to be nice but I
just couldn’t rise above her rejection. And it got easier and easier to
cheat. The most gorgeous chicks in Hollywood would pick me out of a
crowd and put a camera in my hands. Screen tests in the basement. I
never could help myself. Istill can’t help myself.” He rocked back in his
chair and gazed out the kitchen window up Dickens Street. “But
happily, I must say. I'm in a zone of mercy. Look, would you like some
avocado and swiss on a bagel?” Mendelson rose to the counter and
positioned a ripe avocado on a yellow chopping board.

“No, thank you,” Kooper said. “The lemonade is enough. Did
you say you had some therapists you could recommend?”

“I did say that, didn’t I?”

Kooper nodded, and Mendelson stopped what he was doing.

“Do you know what we could try first?”

“No,” said Kooper.

“I'd like to see if I could fit you in.”

“Sorry?”

“I could set up a Wednesday morning. Eleven? Or late
afternoon?”

“Fit us in—with who?”

“Well, you know. With me.”
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“But you said you're not a counselor.”

Mendelson sighed, seating himself again. “I know. Yes. You're
right. Though I admit, it stings a little.”

“You almost sounded like it’s just something you forgot,” Kooper
pointed out.

“No, no. Ijust—*

At this moment the front door opened and a young beautiful
Asian woman in an orange paisley tube top and a wraparound skirt
glided into the kitchen, closing the door behind her. She kissed
Mendelson assertively on the mouth and gave Kooper a tuneful hello.

“Amy, my other,” said Mendelson, wiping the kiss or a bite of
avocado off his lip. “This is Harvey, an old neighbor.”

“How do you do,” Kooper said, as Amy smiled and massaged her
aging boyfriend’s neck.

“It’s just that it would mean the world to me,” Mendelson said to
Kooper, locking eyes almost romantically. The desperately certain,
drowning-but-promising eyes of love. “I don’t want you to fail,”
Mendelson begged. “I don’t want you to end up where I am.”

And soon they were shaking on this, and exchanging some
information, although afterward Kooper would doubt the specifics of
what followed. “You're doing me a favor,” Mendelson assured him,
and Kooper seemed to be leaving then, weak and dazed, moving toward
his car, still hearing Mendelson and the young Asian date cooing and
chatting on the way to their own car in the early sunset.

Then a followup email the next day, professional enough, and

Carrie consenting, and a Wednesday appointment.
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XXVL
There was no intake questionnaire, no separate his/her screenings.
Mendelson had decided (perhaps in light of never having been a
counselor) to waive a few details. Carrie seemed unsuspecting. She
glanced around like a homebuyer and chatted with Mendelson about
the peculiarities of residential zoning.

Kooper was barely listening, preoccupied with his own arrival in a
basement that in his Dickens Street days had been the object of a few
haunted gazes to say the least.

At the foot of the stairs, he stood still and nearly whistled. The
cellar air chilled him. Mud novas had splashed off the soil to cover
much of the high window at ground level, but across the fields you
could still glimpse the stone statue of the figure skater in the shape of a
bear: The concrete pleats, the memorial toss of hair. Some red
Christmas lights in the middle of the day reflected on the concrete,
tinging the statue an almost living pink.

Inside, what Kooper years ago thought to be pews were greasy
theater seats from a revival-house demolition. (What was Mendelson’s
real job? Video artist?) The tripod camera, Mendelson riffed, was “for
videotaping interns’ counseling sessions.”

Otherwise the space consisted of a few islands of home furnishing,
unpartitioned, with a sofa bed toward the back and an open kitchen
farther on. It was a bachelor’s fantasy.

“I bet there are couples who get divorced because they’re jealous
of your space,” Kooper said.

Carrie chose a black leather couch to stretch out upon, and it

occurred to Kooper that the session might well have begun.
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“I'd say a lot of my couples have too much space to start with,”
Mendelson said in his squeaky mobster rasp.

“The Lord hasn’t entrusted me with that problem.”

“Well, it’s all in the frame. It might make someone more ready for
therapy. Having had the lifestyle they thought they always wanted.”

“Next you're going to tell us that happiness doesn’t come from
things.”

Mendelson smiled. “Some people do real well with success.
Movie actors. All their life wanting success, just to throw it in our faces.
Giving everything away to charities.”

“How about country musicians?” Kooper asked.

“Do they write their own songs?”

“Say they do.”

“They’re the sickest of the sick,” Mendelson winked.

They all waited.

“Well, I'm not as happy as I thought I'd be,” was how Kooper’s
self-diagnosis sprang out.

Mendelson looked over at Carrie, whose spirit was barely
present—she was making the couch a day bed, more or less—then he
looked back at Kooper and said, maybe dryly, “I guess we’ll start with
you.”

Kooper took a breath. “All right. Carrie hasn’t loved me in quite a
while,” he said truthfully. “But I think she’d like to.”

“Actually, that’s not starting with you.”

“Well, I'm sure I helped cause the situation.”

“Did you? How so?”

“How? Because it's what I do. I get married, I start having kids.
This is my second time around having kids, and everything to be

grateful for, but sometimes, even when we’ve been happy —maybe even
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especially when we’ve been happy —1I'll pick up some small disturbing
sign that she isn’t who I thought I married.” Kooper felt he was already
getting somewhere. “That she doesn’t love me, or even like me. Or that
she’ll never trust me to be there for her. And maybe she shouldn't.
Maybe I'm the one who doesn’t care enough.” Kooper emitted a
disgusted snort. “Maybe I can’t.”

“Well, that might be true. Especially if you're very afraid of
abandonment. Which artists almost always are. So are the people they
tend to marry, incidentally.”

“I'm afraid of that. Yes. But there’s this wall she has up now. 1
can’t go to her with my heart anymore and get a smile or any kind of
understanding from her. Or, she’ll share something about herself that’s
just foreign to me, foreign to my background, and I'll think she’s from
the half of humanity that I just hate. I don’t know her sometimes. It's
like she’s not even my people.”

Carrie made a little expression of you-got-that-right.

“She’s some kind of imposter,” Kooper continued to rant, trying to
feel what he felt and fit words to the feeling. “The whole world feels
bogus.”

He did feel like he was getting somewhere. And Mendelson was
listening to him as if he were not insane.

“Who are ‘your people’?” Mendelson asked.

“I don’t even know what I meant by that,” Kooper admitted.

“Sure you do. You're a creative guy. Go with it.”

Kooper tried to think it through. “It’s that wall that makes me feel
so doomed. It feels so self-fulfilling. Like a case of Knock, and the door
shall close. Just since you knocked. It just feels like the oldest song in

the world. I'm fifty--” Kooper trailed off.
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Mendelson crossed a leg and tapped his foot. “That sounds a little
like—should I guess? Like you deserve—*

“Like I shouldn’t be dealing with this at fifty. Fifty and getting
divorced again. Because I thought I had come a long way. There’s
something about that I really don’t know if I can stand. Like I ought to
just go straight to hell. No more chances. I didn’t want to be one of
those guys.” Kooper was fighting back tears.

“And he’ll never have that recipe again,” Carrie sang softly.

“She was a disk jockey,” Kooper said gloomily. “I may have told
you.”

Kooper watched Mendelson hesitate as if deciding whether to
address her. Kooper guessed the man would never put a woman on the
spot. She might blow up the session before it began.

Then Mendelson surprised Kooper by talking right past Carrie,
man to man. “Do you usually let her act like this?”

Kooper first thought he hadn’t heard correctly. “Who's going to
stop her, exactly?”

“I know,” Mendelson said, backing off. “I just wonder if she was
very mean when you married her.”

“Never mean.” Kooper’s eyes were sentimental. “Carrie was
tough, but never mean.”

“You didn’t know me that long,” she said.

“Long enough,” Kooper said. His expression was sober, and it
trumped hers.

Mendelson finger-combed his silver hair straight back. “I wonder
what it is about some men that makes it so easy for a wife to disrespect

77

him.
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Was this a provocation? Kooper twisted himself toward
Mendelson. “Don’t you think she’s got some say about it? This is an
activist woman. This is a mother. People follow her into things.”

“It's never easy to say. There’s who she’s been, and there’s who
she wants to be. Hell, | ’re&pect you. I think some of your songs are
very heroic—the older ones.”

Kooper did not answer.

“Does she like your old songs?”

“I don’t know,” Kooper said, pretending not to care. He had told
himself it was a virtue of hers to be neutral about his music, that it
helped him outgrow his past. “She’s never really told me.”

“She’s a deeply angry person,” Mendelson said, as if weighing the
fact. “But I promise it goes back farther than you. . . Why the smile?”

“Oh, you know,” Kooper reflected. “Just memories. There was a
sort of dynamic side she had when she was young that a lot of men
liked.”

That woke Carrie. “I don’t even know that woman anymore, and
it’s fine with me. It’s a whole different world after having two children.
I mean three,” she corrected herself. “If you count all the pregnancies
together, it’s three.” At this humiliation, she flipped to a stone facade.

“Four,” she added in the silence.

Kooper felt the tension hover. For a minute, no one said anything.

Then, miraculously, a new tack presented itself, one that struck
Kooper as far more relevant and promising. He was surprised he hadn’t
started with it. “You know what I've come to realize?” he said. “I was
practically born sad. It might be a lifelong problem for me.”

“It often is. There are good drugs for that now.”

“You wouldn’t be the first person in my life to recommend them.”

“It might be a good way to go.”
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“I probably should have had them as a kid.”

“In hindsight, who can say?”

“Well—it didn’t happen. And that’s that. C’est la vie.”

Mendelson nodded. “Of course, it's always so hard to know.”

“Whether the problem is chemical?” Kooper asked.

“Exactly. Most doctors would try talking and drugs combined.”

“Maybe that’s sensible.”

“But how much of depression is just loss? Because, really, so
much of life is grief.”

“You're telling me.”

“It’s almost too obvious.”

“Paradise Lost.”

“Yes, indeed. The human condition. It drives you straight to
theologies. Theologies, and medications.”

“How true.”

“Personally I think some people are just a little more sensitive —
not that they hurt more deeply, but they’'re acutely aware of how much
living has been a process of leaving things behind. And that’s—that’s
art, I suppose.”

“I think you're right. Some of my earliest memories were like
that. In Bakersfield.”

“How old are your earliest memories?”

“I'm guessing I was seven.”

“Nothing earlier than seven?”

“Oh, hell, plenty of memories are earlier than seven. But they
aren’t the regretful kind. Thank goodness—can you imagine regrets at
six? But I can tell you this much. By the time I was seven, I had guilt.
My parents should have felt the guilt—they were the ones who

divorced. But you know how divorce works, how the kids feel guilty.

170 - Rifkin



All through my twenties, I wore a ‘Screw Guilt’ t-shirt. But you know, it
never stayed screwed. There’s a song title for you.”

“It’s not really therapeutic to screw guilt,” Mendelson said.
“Except when it’s over things you already paid the price for.”

“I didn’t have anyone to pay. It was like I didn’t even know who I
betrayed. There was just some better truer life that was supposed to
have happened that I cut short in its tracks. I still have nightmares
about things I left undone. In the dreams I can see how they ought to
have gone on and been.”

Mendelson looked intrigued. “Tell me a dream.”

“Well, a pet dog comes to my back door who I forgot to feed for
years and years. When I wake up and the dog isn’t really here, I feel like
I'm in the wrong place. This isn’t my home. I'm living wrong.”

“Did you dream you forgot to feed your dog? Or you really forgot
to feed a dog?”

Kooper had to think about it. The question was important but he
couldn’t answer it. He knew that his father had been gone and his
mother self-involved. There had been several dogs. In his fasting mind,
he held a brittle corpse. A skull, or a clod of dirt. Memory made such
vivid artifacts. The substance of a season—all the gravity and motion of
planets in the universe —clung to the hide of a pet dog. He could have
pulled it like a rabbit claw from his pocket.

“What's this got to do, do you think, with your marriage trouble?
Make your best guess.”

Kooper studied Carrie carefully. “It sometimes makes me mad at
her. Like she’s not the one, but I don’t tell her so. It reminds me how far
from home I feel. And she is set in her ways. She doesn’t follow my
lead or make me feel like a young man feels about marriage. I could get

angry about a lot of things.”
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“You were married before. You told me about that.”

“Well,” Kooper said. “I had some of the same feelings in my first
marriage. I felt like we were on the run from something. And born to
fail.”

To Kooper’s surprise nothing further was asked just now. They
had completed some kind of cursory tour. He had made a pass at
relating some things. But he felt he hadn’t really been frank. He cleared
his throat. “May I—ask something that seems important?”

Mendelson nodded.

“One thing I've always been troubled about is, what my life would
have been like if I'd married a certain girl in high school. Instead of
having an abortion with her. For instance, maybe I'd have gone to
college. Now, I know that makes no sense—usually it’s the abortion
that sets you free to go to college. You get to make something of
yourself. ButI always felt they had it backwards, you know. That I
might have had a better life if I had let myself be maybe more
inconvenienced by my mistakes. I'm not being political about it. But I
spiraled down after that. Only I did it in a way that looked like up to
other people. College kids might have envied me. But I was envying
them back.”

“You never went to college?”

“] performed at them. Nowadays I can barely go near a college
without feeling like it was put there to remind me. When I moved to the
Valley, I used to watch the Coldwater Express, that UCLA bus—"

Mendelson shook his head. “I don’t know that one.”

“Sure you do. You can see the stations from here —it doesn’t
matter,” Kooper sighed. “My point is that when I was seventeen years
old, even if I looked grown up, I was only playing at things. I was very

traditional at heart about some things, but I only showed it just enough
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to look interesting. I wasn’t as true to my real heart as I could have
been. And then I didn’t stand up and take care of someone who’d been
given to me to take care of.”

“The girlfriend, you mean? Or the baby?”

“I meant the girlfriend,” Kooper said. “Maybe it's both. The baby
was a little more —theoretical.”

“This isn’t a new regret you're feeling.”

“No. I've been aware of it a long time.” Kooper took an extended
pause—he felt a solid readiness. This was why he had come. “This
second abortion I think I'll really pay for. I knew what I was doing and
it's a whole different ball game now. There was something hopeless and
familiar this time. Screwing up young and then screwing up old. By
my age you've pretty much spent your vote.”

“Do you think you aren’t forgiven for having an abortion?”

Kooper said very carefully, “I'm supposed to be.”

“What if you are?”

“Well, that would be forgiveness.” Kooper placed his hands on
his knees. “Look, I'm not expecting to forgive myself, just sitting here
like this. I'm all grown up.”

“What are you expecting?”

Kooper shook his head. “If I was going to go against myself for
Carrie, I expected Carrie to stay beside me. I expected her to share in it,
you know. And to pledge her love back. I've wished I could make her
pay.” He sighed, “I guess I'll give up on that.” Implicated, Carrie made
a sour face, and Kooper erupted, “What is that? How come it’s always
understood that you’ll make mistakes, but I'm a ten-ton disappointment
for making the same mistakes you do?”

“We’re both such winners, aren’t we,” she said.

“Yes. But you just love to stay disappointed about it.”

Rifkin -173



“No, Kooper. Idon’t ‘love” it.”

“Well, what, then?”

Her eyes issued a fearful threat. “Then, nothing!”

Kooper looked toward Mendelson for help but was surprised,
instead, to find that he felt suddenly self-conscious, as though the
theater seats contained a hidden, sleeping audience. He seemed to see
himself seeing himself. Beyond the therapist, past the tripod camera,
hung the peanut-shaped painting. He was having a most terrible déja
vu. “Is that—a fetus?” he asked.

Mendelson nodded.

“Well,” Kooper said. “There you go.”

“It's more like a pool if you ask me,” said Carrie, squinting. “Or a
lake. Toluca Lake?” She was briefly gleeful. “It’s a lake!”

“I used to wonder about that painting. I used to see it through
your window. You know what I said about never expecting to fall
twice?”

“Yes?”

“I changed my mind on that.”

“As in you knew it would happen?”

“X marks the spot. Ground Zero. Even when I was a kid, you
know —visiting L.A.”

“It's a lake,” Carrie repeated, her smile sinking.

Mendelson said, “Time’s a funny thing.”

They sat silently.

“Graham Greene,” Mendelson added. “The End of the Affair.”
That was where the line came from.

“Only —shit—" Kooper pressed a fist against his forehead.

“Go ahead.”
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“I don’t want us to get divorced,” he said truthfully. “I don’t
want to lie down for it but I feel like there’s no fight I can win to stop it.”

“Why is that?”

“Because —just us, on our own —” Kooper laughed painfully.
“People do. How do you stop it?”

Kooper swung his gaze over at Carrie and for an instant he
seemed to catch her and Mendelson in a shared glance. Then Carrie
looked away.

“You know what?” Kooper knew suddenly that he had more to
say. “I don’t want to sound like an idiot. But part of what’s driving me
crazy is that I don’t seem to—get something.”

“What don’t you get?”

Kooper leaned forward. “Well, to tell the truth, I still don’t get
why she couldn’t keep the baby. I mean, I know she didn’t trust the
future. I know she was disappointed in the marriage, and I know I was
wrapped up in myself again. I'd been running from problems without
the guts any woman has to say that I was. Or counting her flaws so I
could compare her to some groupie chick I never had when I could. But
still. When she needed me to throw everything away for her, I did. I
gave up the whole dumb romantic view. And when she was harsh with
me, I took it, and I looked at her and saw how hurt she’d been, and 1
forgave her harshness. What else could she want?” He turned on
Carrie, his eyes smarting. “What kind of Christian are you?”

Carrie sat forward, arms folded businesslike in that posture
Kooper was coming more and more to hate. “What I am trying to be is
practical. You may have noticed we have two boys to raise.”

“Okay,” Mendelson replied. “I understand that. But when in
your past were you joyful? Who is someone you’ve felt truly happy

with? Practicality is rarely a first resort, you know.”
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Carrie thought for a moment. “It probably doesn’t count, but
Toluca and I got along pretty happily. I mean we never had to work at
getting along. We were living together back when Kooper and I met. I
was happy then, and he was such a gentleman. Toluca understood me.”

“Yes,” Kooper agreed. “Toluca has that gift.”

“No, Kooper. I don’t just mean she has a “gift.” You don’t know
what I mean.” And the riddle was dismissed.

“Carrie?” Mendelson asked. A complete question.

Kooper watched her shake her head.

“Do you suppose there’s something she’s not telling you?”
Mendelson said.

Kooper thought Mendelson might be prompting Carrie to speak.
Or offering her the choice.

“Well!” Mendelson said all too suddenly, possibly giving up.
One eye was still on Carrie. “Maybe women are just mysterious beings
to us. The mother-child bond, the nesting instinct. There are things
we’ll never really fathom. And things we’re best not knowing.” This
was a surprising utterance. “I'm guessing she’s very angry, but it’s not
all about you. A guy like me learns to make educated guesses.”

Kooper was sure now that Mendelson’s look toward Carrie was
becoming a glare.

Carrie’s eyes showed something like panic, and then they drilled
back at Mendelson’s.

“What do you make of my metaphysical rant, Carrie? Am I being
too flaky?”

“Oh, I don’t know.”

To Kooper she looked both terrified and commanding. She looked
as she did mothering her children in a public place, stifling them with
her eyes: Enough!
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“Were you thinking you were going to have to explain every fault
of yours today?”

“For a second,” she said. Now she appeared breathless. “Sorry if
I don’t seem —ready for all this. I might have, you know, overestimated
myself.” She forced a morbid laugh. Kooper felt he had never seen
Carrie so off her game. If that was what it was.

Mendelson said, “You can still go forward. There’s always a way
forward.” He burst a broad smile. “The Lord’s mercies are fresh every
day. My wife used to say that. Isn’t that what the 12-steppers say?
Keep coming back? Kind of Buddhist, actually. ”

Carrie lowered her head.

“What’s done is done,” Mendelson announced.

“Kooper--?” For just a moment her eyes seemed to ask if he loved
her. But just when it seemed inevitable that she would break into tears,
she settled down.

Mendelson said kindly, “Of course we can talk now if you want
to. Or you could come for individual counseling. It’s up to you.”

The hour was up, though Kooper wasn’t going to say so. Carrie
turned to Kooper and drew a breath, which collapsed to a sob—as if
she’d plunged into icy water, a frightening moment to watch—then she
seemingly recovered. Kooper had a flash of intuition about her, about
the marriage, but he couldn’t pin it down—some swarm of clues and
fragments. This is the part of the story where a woman, where a woman
says—says what? He knew, and didn’t know. He didn’t want to know.
They were in good hands. They were getting the right help.

Mendelson once more addressed them both. “My professional
belief is that a wife has a certain amount of intuition about how to
explain herself. You can read all kinds of manuals and formulas about

intimacy and about knowing one another through and through. And
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the good relationship being the enemy of the best. But you know,
Carrie, this side of paradise, you probably know deep down how to be
the most helpful and kind.” Helpful and kind seemed a strange choice of
wording to Kooper. “It’s not such a popular view, I know.”

The counselor looked at his watch and stood.

“Oh, Kooper,” she began. “We’ll start over.”

The tone was girlish, and so much like a younger Carrie that
Kooper had to choose, paradoxically, whether to trust it. He shut his

eyes and she moved toward him, kissing him, kissing his eyelids.
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XXVIL.
He would remember that it resembled their first wedding ceremony not
at all. That time on Route 66 had been a bright new beginning, with
friends in attendance and floral arrangements and a written ceremony.
He had even had the feeling that their words and kisses were being
reflected and witnessed and sealed by heaven above, in the great
unseen. In a way, the old event had come to seem a little vaporous.
Less fragrant maybe, less of the earth.

While today, in the jaws of his fasting, he became remarried to
Carrie Termino on some hard ground of his being that he felt only at the
end of a relationship or the beginning. He would remember the
moment in the basement. Her kissing his shut eyelids. And Mendelson
asking if she loved him.

Actually Mendelson had asked, “Do you love this man?” That was
when it came to them: the remarriage idea.

They had failed each other in so many ways. And he had failed to
confront her failures. Couples had always failed like this, and they
always would.

But they were climbing the stairs, so it seemed to Kooper, drawn
to the clearing above, viewed through the mud-splashed glass dulling
the Christmas lights of Valley Vista backyards. He was standing in the
bracing air outside. The ground a firmament of leaves. Once more the
tree roots and brambles, the crumbling concrete, and the water meters,
whose pipes dribbled into tiny, lidded tombs. Both her hands in his. It
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wasn’t an official ceremony, but it was a show of faith. He was not
going to hold himself above help. He was not going to be too smart for
it.

Carrie shivered and Kooper stood, dark poncho, the man in black,

preposterous and willing.
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XXVIIIL.

Are you doing what you love?
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XXIX.
Are you doing what you love?

A man hears a voice on the radio.
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XXX.
We know from Isaac Diehl that Jeffrey Tanner tried to go to confession.
His own church had no formal mechanism for confession, so a few days
after Christmas he looked up the address of a Catholic church in
downtown Riverside. The building was made of mission-style masonry
and looked out upon a leafy urban street less than a mile from the
arched overpass to the University of California. But there were also bail
bond shops, and burrito stands, and while Tanner stood inhaling the
noon air and the aroma of sweet fried meat, he was distracted by the
whole beautiful narcosis of urban inland California. Behind the church,
some hills rose toward a hospital complex that once might have served
as a sanitarium or a winter resort, with groves of palm trees promising
rest, like the end of a trail, safe from all the dramas that led you there.
The sidewalk was palm lined too, and he felt he had never seen palm
trees and broken sidewalks look so comfortably at home with each
other.

Somewhere in the midst of these impressions, Tanner’s impulse to
confess seemed to more or less dissolve, replaced by the vision of a
different sort of life—a life of making fewer requests for yourself, and
appreciating more interruptions like palm trees and hiking trails. He
suddenly felt, in fact, that he wanted nothing to do with confession,
because confession was all about asking for cheap forgiveness, and he
didn’t deserve forgiveness anymore, if he ever had.

He stood there a moment at the steps to the sanctuary. Then he

turned and went back to his car.
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Of course, no one else deserved forgiveness either —that was
grace. But the decision not to contend for himself, not to enter any plea
before the throne of justice, felt like an honest stance to Tanner, maybe
even a mature one. Never until then did he feel he had quite been a
man. Having been who he was, and having done what he did, he had
the sense it would have killed him to expect any more favors from
anyone, least of all God. And there was no talking him out of his choice.

If he got close to changing his mind —in the months to come, if
some church friend suggested Tanner had been forgiven already, or if
some teacher friend suggested Tanner the child was just a victim of his
childhood —well, at that point Tanner had to flee. The whole idea of
forgiveness felt as menacing as a finger pointing down from the sky. So
that for several weeks he seemed unusually aware of every police
helicopter searchlight that came around Riverside, and he understood
how criminals felt evading their beam.

Then all at once it seemed to Tanner there were fewer helicopters
coming around Riverside. He felt as if maybe he’d been granted his

wish.

Isaac Diehl phoned Tanner the first week in March and made
arrangements to visit him in person—as it happened, this would be the
last time. Tanner and Hillary answered the front door of their
McMansion together, hip to hip with her hand hooked around his belt
loop the way men wish more women would do. Diehl couldn’t help

remarking, “Don’t you look happy!”
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Hillary practically teared up before saying, “It's been a good
time.” From beneath his arm she looked at her husband for
confirmation, and Tanner joked to Diehl, “End your book, quick.”

They got stuck for a moment in the entry hall. The fact that Diehl
knew about Tanner’s past with Carrie, while Hillary possibly didn’t,
had Diehl nervous about hanging around the house. “Should I wait at
the car?” he asked.

Tanner shook his head quickly, threw on a denim overshirt and
grabbed a set of keys from a rack by the door. The Tanners kissed and
the two men headed outside and climbed into the old Austin Healy
from Indiana.

“Well,” Diehl began, relaxing as the car left Tanner’s division and
motored north, “I should follow up on how you’ve been doing.”

“Here’s something.” Tanner reached to the backseat and handed
Diehl a flyer. “This ought to sell lots of books. I've been coordinating a
library program for children’s storytellers. Some of Toluca’s actor
friends are helping out. We're going to do a dramatic reading of The
Time Machine. You should come.”

“Could I play a Morlock?”

“Well, I don’t know. Who would ever believe Isaac Diehl as an old
cadaver?”

Diehl read out loud from the flyer in his lap. “Jekyll and Hyde,
too? That's a little bit adult, isn’t it?”

Tanner shrugged, “This is the Wishbone the dog version.”
Tanner went on to say that he was still teaching school and
Sunday school (“Can you print that? In a book?”), and that he had also

been thinking about Carrie’s old advice about doing what you love. It

seemed to him that he was, but he worried sometimes about whether
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enough good things were getting across to the kids he taught. He was
apologetic, explaining these distinctions to Diehl.

“I think I've started letting go of a lot of preconceptions. If that
makes sense. I've thrown out some of the curriculum and gone my own
way. You can write that I've turned a corner in my work.”

“T'll write it if it’s real,” Diehl said.

Where was Tanner taking him? Diehl had not asked. He was
happy to be a passenger and not to know. Possibly by this time he was
enjoying the cut-loose feeling of watching his story take off on its own.
Or he was morbidly enjoying the fact that he was sure it would never be
written.

“So that’s not the new project you want to show me?”

“No. The project is more of a space,” Tanner said, as the car
passed under a freeway. “It's just a few more blocks from here.”

“Space for--?”

Tanner shook his head. “I know I'm not being that helpful. It's
hard to explain. And it’s really, really hard to imagine you writing it in
a way that would make it important to anyone else. But you know how
I've been going over the past, and trying to salvage things that were
worthwhile, and making notes on the things I'd do differently if I could
maybe go back and lay a hand on my own shoulder. Let me tell you
something I think about lately. It feels like closing a circle. That first
night in L.A., when I got pulled over. I have this daydream where I'll go
back and tell the policeman the truth. As if anyone would believe it. T'll
say, I drove out from the Midwest to accost this 20-year-old girl who
might be my daughter. And if anyone tries to stop me, they might get
hurt. What would you do if you were me, Officer?”

“Does he answer: “‘Maybe do things right, send a letter?””
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Tanner rolled his eyes with affection. “Sure. I could have written
a letter.”

They had parked outside what looked like an industrial storage
strip of five drab units with shuttered garage fronts. The units had
doors too, Tanner’s was painted gray, and while he slid an electronic
key into the lock, Diehl could see through a panel of glass brick all the
way to the land behind the building. There were rolling hills back there
and oak trees with high dead grass all around them, and a cactus-and-
rock garden patio attaching to a sliding glass back door that was open.

Stepping inside, they were cool. The floors were concrete with a
couple of torn sofas and lawn chairs left about and big stacks of books
along the baseboards. In the kitchenette stood a dirt bike—the hills had
good paths for hiking and riding. In the afternoons, Tanner said, all you

would usually hear was this full-exhaust buzz.

The story was that Tanner had been placed in charge of the space by his
church’s youth ministry, which had a specific and different purpose in
mind. It was supposed to house teaching materials and mail-order
goods for a creationist educational outfit that made the rounds of
churches in the western states on Sunday mornings teaching children
how to disagree with their public schoolteachers on the subject of
evolutionary science. As a public schoolteacher of evolutionary science,
Tanner was naturally conflicted. And the church leadership knew
exactly where he stood. “Maybe it isn’t fair to make you choose,” said
the church secretary, closing their session. “We can go ahead without

you.

“You're not making me choose,” Tanner said.
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In fact, he considered cutting ties with the church. But he’d grown
attached to some of the kids from the church’s middle-school group:
one girl who’d lost her father, for example, and a Down syndrome boy
who’d never had one. A couple of times, Tanner’s sense of drama got
the best of him, and he considered leaking the whole situation to the
local news, but that would have only been a louder way of quitting.

So he and Hillary had simply taken the tithes that were earmarked
for the building and, week after week, conscientiously misspent them.
That was how the middle-schoolers of the Red Rock Christian
Fellowship came to have an after-school hangout of their own, for
purposes Tanner said he was only just beginning to define. But he was
excited. It was a beautiful, enviable space, reminiscent of any number of
hangouts from your own royal childhood.

“I can’t help thinking,” Diehl said, scribbling, “it sounds a little bit
like the same problem with coming to kidnap your daughter. I mean—
you could have found a way to do all this, you know. . . above board.”

“I know. I know what you mean,” Tanner said, as if the problem
were so much a feature of his body it had ceased to concern him.

“Does Hillary understand —everything?” Diehl said after a time.

It was as close as he could get to braving a question they both
understood.

“Hillary,” said Tanner, “knows better than to think she has
anything to learn from me unpacking my past. And yes, I've told her.
She’s my mistress and my boss.” Tanner could be ironic, but Diehl
didn’t think this was one of those times. “Have you ever been
married?”

Diehl shook his head.

“That’s okay. Your work is probably your marriage. Either way,

it teaches you how to die for something. Just like a wife teaches you
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how to die for something. That’s why all the muses are women. Men
don’t become men without one muse or the other.”

“Does Cole hang out here too?” Diehl asked him.

“Oh, he loves it. And so does Toluca. But to tell you the truth, I
don’t know which kid it’s for. It’s just something I've always known,
since I was a kid—I've always wanted everyone to have a place to go.”

Tanner’s voice was a dry husk.

Naturally, Tanner’s scheme was found out. Church elders learned of
the hangout from a suspicious parent, and in the heat of the first rumors
about a renegade youth minister, there rose some understandable alarm.
Tanner was at a Sunday service making an appeal for funds, a slide-
show presentation about the facility that seemed to be all exteriors, and
from the pulpit he sensed a stirring in the pews. He wondered if he
should stall somehow, motion his wife and son to a backstage exit like
in The Sound of Music.

Before the week was out, a Riverside policeman rode out to
Tanner’s facility and arrested him, an encounter that by all accounts
went down warmly. (According to local papers, one policeman was
further cited for giving a student a ride on his motorcycle.)

The creationist outfit, meanwhile, had come under scrutiny for
wrongful lobbying in Washington, D.C., and although the two wrongs
didn’t make Tanner right, the whole fervor to prosecute seemed to die
of embarrassment, and all charges were dropped. The church even
retained the clubhouse as it was, although with a new youth minister in

charge.
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The next move of Tanner’s that Diehl records is a summer trip to
Mexico, where the family spent a week building “Homes for
Humanity.” But Jeffrey Tanner would never return. On the last day, he
slipped on a hiking trail, trying to restrain a missionary woman who
was beginning to fall. The woman kept her footing, but Tanner tumbled
tifty feet down slope onto a ledge. Miraculously, the fall did no serious
damage. The trouble was, no one could reach him, and as the evening
air cooled —as the hiking party, praying continually, braided an
insufficient rope line from every garment and undergarment they’d had
on—Tanner got bitten by a black widow spider. The spider bite was
what killed him.

Until then, the moment was embarrassed but alive with
possibility.

Watching Hillary pull off her brassiere, just before the spider bit,
Tanner was said to have called: “Oh hh Mama! ”

We are not privy to the grieving of Hillary and Cole Tanner.

Leaving the memorial with Carrie and Toluca, Kooper said he got
the feeling Tanner always tried pretty hard at life. Carrie agreed. “He
would give himself to any foolishness at all if it meant something to
you—I'm not making light of anything you guys went through," she
told Toluca.

That summer, Cole and Hillary Tanner to Colorado Springs, and
were taken in by a new congregation. In a digital snapshot of their

departure from Ontario Airport, Hillary wears army pants, moccasins
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and earrings. Cole Tanner’s hair is long gold ringlets, and he has his

father’s looks, but in a stockier frame, and minus the wolfish fear.
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XXXL
The hardest thing for Harvey Kooper to do as a father—among a host of
hard things, for a man who once considered himself a simple
songwriter —was to convince his children that they could improve their
attitude about living if they wanted. To explain to them that change
was real, and to spell out certain things that he and their mother had
done to find peace in their hearts.

Sometimes he even tried to preach about this subject. And he
would get very animated and endearing in the process, but then wind
up unable to explain what exactly he’d done right with his life, except—
except what? Be a willing fool? Be willing to walk out on the stage of
the world without a song sheet?

Because the thing that saved a man’s life on Tuesday would be a
used match if he struck it one day later. And there would be some other
match he’d have to scrape up then.

The armies of Israel, for instance, did the most goofy-looking
things on faith. One time you were told to march in circles around a city
and then shout in unison to bring it down. Another time the plan was to
shake a staff and part the sea. It was never the same recipe twice, which

must have irritated the preachers to no end, left high and dry by all the
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history and practice they thought they were supposed to build their
beliefs upon, as has happened ever since.

Kooper could easily have said this: “I was a wretch, and I prayed
to be rescued,” or, “I put on a false self when I was a little boy and
became a performer to make people love me, and I ruined every
relationship I ever had, and then one day I stepped through a window
in Hollywood.” Or simply, “I fasted.”

But more and more it started to seem that there were random
events, accidental things that strangers had said, books people handed
him just when needed, until gradually, over time, the old promise of
being sought out and adopted into a world of lost siblings didn’t make
Kooper curdle with rebellion—and then, just like that, the border was
behind him, and he was moving forward, hand over hand along a rope,
glad to be drafted into what he figured was the unsung cause of life. He
became a worshipper again, resolving his religious dilemma on the side
of some homespun form of religion, and his life grew more contented
and hidden from the world.

Of course, Kooper thought he’d seen a glimmer of this future
when he fled the record business five years before —running for that
horizon where renunciation was treasure, and madness was sane. And
on the day when at last love overwhelmed him, it seemed so obvious a
fact of life that he wondered if he hadn’t owned it all along.

He’d been deep in fasting, days after the remarriage ceremony at
Mendelson’s. There was traffic on Ventura Boulevard, and Kooper had
idled in his car at a red light, just thinking about himself as a boy, and
his son Jake as a boy . . . and Carrie and Toluca as girls: Cinderellas,
stepchildren—all of them radiant before they’d been wounded, all of
them ignorant on the eve of being scarred by the things that scar every

child soon enough. And in the next moment, as the light turned green,
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he felt pierced by the irrational but sure understanding that he himself
had inflicted every wound. He had held every knife, or always would,
if left to himself. As terrifying as this conviction seemed, it felt also
welcoming, and he asked to be made brave enough to stand more of it.
The piercing was sweet, sunlight through rock, a search and rescue.
And then the radiance that at first seemed tired and feverish seemed
merely real. Angry horns sounding on Ventura when Kooper came to.
But he worried that this tale sounded too dogmatic. So the facts
that he would later tell in public ran differently —and the legend of
Kooper’s rebirth would get simpler each time he told it, which meant
that in some ways it grew clearer to Harvey Kooper’s audience as it

grew less clear to Kooper himself.

In this version, Kooper remarried Carrie in a field outside the marriage
counselor’s home office. And when it came time to give his bride a
wedding gift, Mendelson advised him to offer Carrie “something you’'ve
been holding back until now.”

Oddly enough, what came up was cooking.

In Berkeley a habit of Kooper’s that Carrie disliked had been to
hide in his study after work. He’d brought problems home from the
halfway house, and it seemed to him that if he didn’t make these
problems known, Carrie barely acknowledged that he worked. But now
he began to send his wife out for long quiet walks while he cooked the
family’s dinner with the boys. And as the door closed behind her,
Kooper imagined himself an au pair whose lot was to work. This

allowed him, ironically, to steal fun with the boys when he could.
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Family life turned fun, and the children relaxed, and the truth was he
didn’t really have so many problems to bring home. He didn’t know
why he used to think he had.

The ocean warmed early that spring, even up the coast at Zuma
Beach, where the Koopers went two consecutive Sundays, the boys
climbing onto Kooper’s hip to vault over waves, and clutching his hairy,
sea-monster flesh (he was fatter and wintry now). Not that he’d ever
entirely deprived them before, but all boys know something about
fathers that tells them to hang on, to remember against the tide of later
doubts that their father was there.

We know that in the unpublished story Diehl continued to write,
Kooper went so far as changing his first name. He had begun to take
seriously the mysteries of “former lives” and “true names” —he was
doing a lot of mysterious reading all at once. About that time, a
guitarist he’d used to jam with began calling himself “Lakeside
Johnny” —they ran into each other at the Thunderbird —and Kooper,
putting on a face of hangdog envy, approached the stage and muttered:
“I have to get a moniker.”

“You have one,” Johnny nudged him, laughing. “Lucky Kooper.”

“FUCK you!” Kooper smiled, in a New York salute.

“With that kind of mileage on your face,” the friend said, “you’re
lucky to be standing here.” And this became their running joke.

But one of those books Kooper was reading suggested he should
meditate on the subject of his name and just sit still until a true name
arrived. Kooper tried to do just that. He knit his brow, tunneling

through levels of armor, and shame, and at some point he thought he
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might be really be arriving somewhere, an idea of himself that felt. . .
timeless. Forlorn, in a way. Impoverished, like (possibly?) “Huey.”
From that old comic book in the Dickens Street apartment.

At the same time, however, his focus kept being interrupted by the
rather interesting timing of having a friend just recently rename him
“Lucky.” He went back and forth: Huey? Lucky? Huey? Lucky? —never
sure if he was hearing an answer. Finally Kooper made up his mind —
sometimes all a man gets to do is make up his mind —that he was
probably fated to be the type of person who’d be better off named by
Lakeside Johnny.

Lucky Kooper it was.

They rented an apartment in a complex full of young couples, soon
enough becoming resident managers once more. Kooper had wanted a
sense of community, and what was sad in California was not apartment
life, but suburbia, because when people have the blues in suburbia, they
have the blues alone. The building was in Downey, on Route 19, near
the oldest operating McDonald’s hamburger stand, where Kooper
stopped one day to visit the museum, which had been casually
vandalized: A photo of JFK eating a Big Mac had been unbolted from
the wall, leaving just the nameplate and a finger-deep hole. The blemish
offended Kooper, yet failed to destroy his overall good impression of
Downey —that windblown light running all the way to the San Gabriels
on a day so bright that Kooper saw all the small towns and billiard bars
and dingbat apartments and sidewalks of L.A. county the way they
were supposed to look back when an earlier generation moved into

them new.
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In this building, Kooper furnished a little meditation room, and
there he began to pray like a patriarch over both his new and former
families, standing up for them just in case he was the only defender
between them and all the angels of death and despair, placing his
laughable body in their stead, as if it had to be enough.

One conversation at a time, Carrie continued to soften. She had been in
counseling one hour a week with Jack Mendelson. She had purchased a
zipper-case journal, in which she wrote letters to God every night. One
day, when the journal was near full, Carrie tracked Kooper down in the
kitchen with something important to announce. He braced himself for
something bad or life-changing, but she only said, “I know that I'm
defensive. I've never taken criticism well. Anyway. I'm sorry!”

She made a helpless shrug to get it done without crying, so
Kooper hugged her, at which point she did start crying. Kooper did not
know what to do but hold her tighter, and then she cried very hard and
long in Kooper’s arms.

For sheer love of fear, unpacking his guitar, Kooper asked what
she’d think about helping him write a set of songs. They’d originally
met, after all, on the common ground of musical dreaming. Still, the
overture was risky —collaborating with someone who’d never fallen for
your music to begin with, someone who had claimed more than once to
have stopped loving you.

Two things lifted Kooper: the morbid hilarity of risking her
rejection one more time, and a curiosity that he couldn’t push down,
almost a first-date curiosity, about what kind of music Carrie Termino

would make if Carrie made music. And he wanted to know what kind
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of music the two might make that was different from either one apart.
He wanted to know every story that was in her.

Because if you could persuade someone to sing their whole life’s
song for you, Kooper suddenly foresaw, they’d feel lavished with your
love, even while you knew that the lavished one was you. And you
would see their beauty again, and they’d see yourself in their eyes and
grow; and then something new and separate would be born to you both.

By several eyewitness accounts —mostly neighbors, peering
through windows and listening through walls—Kooper’s first rehearsal
with Carrie that spring was an emotional event. From his wrist came a
gallop of gentle, false starts, strums attempting to recapture a forgotten
easy clip. When the rhythm at last took hold, Kooper grinned the way
that only a veteran showman can—a grin that winks Showtime! in the

midst of every hardship there is—and then he began to sing.

We have notes about that unreleased CD.
We have the lyrics to one lilting song sung by Carrie about a
compromised relationship. The relationship appears to end as broken

as ever, yet also imagines itself whole:

Can we go back over/ Is the moment gone?
For old times, has it been too long?
Will we both cross over/ Never feeling wronged?

For all time, will the pain be gone?

We have one song that describes a girl named Carrie, whose father

sometimes hit her when she was late for dinner. It is a plain song and
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almost eerily cheerful, according to those who have heard it, because the

chorus sounds more optimistic than the chords.

Carrie come lately

Missed summer and fall

Carrie come lately

If I get there at all

Tears of freedom, freed of sorrow

Laughing sorry

The Koopers’ other new songs used girls’ names too, one titled
simply “Toluca,” three girl viewpoints in all, which was a new musical
direction for Kooper. And at least one neighbor spoke of hearing the
Koopers practice with a backing choir, who were described as wearing
“jewels and prairie-school dresses.” Certainly the neighbor might have
been mistaken. The choir might have been Kooper’s former wife, Sara
Lee, visiting with her two grown sons. Or it might have been just
Jonathan and Caleb. Dressed in God knew what.

But such rumors were not as important as the fact that Kooper was
a musician again, working on other songs for a CD that felt right to him,
even if the songs lacked all connection to the industry trends of the
moment. They were songs for a time capsule.

Indeed, when Kooper visited the apartment building on Dickens
Street one last time —for Julio and Toluca’s engagement—all the current
events sounded like science fiction. Holy wars, strange new diseases,
melting icecaps. Alison Navey’s newest work was getting airtime, a
brand of bubblegum soul (she was being compared to the 1960s shopgirl

songstress, Pet Clarke), music that sounded like it was beamed to the
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future from a simpler American past—a past that had not yet, in
Kooper’s words, seen its shadow.

It was a real feast on a cold night in Sherman Oaks, too cold for
the treehouses, the building lit bright like a lantern, and when Gilmore
the mailman and Kooper clinked glasses, Kooper had a premonition,
recorded in his journal, that the two would do maintenance on the
property together one day —something like sealing a wine cellar, or
shoring up basement stairs. While all around them as they worked
would float “a chorus of laughter and rainy-day games, warm sibling

breaths, all the voices of paradise.”

XXXIL
The Kooper twins were nearly eight when Carrie told Kooper
what had happened at the birthday party years before. By which time
he had practically guessed, and the dramas of the past could no longer
scare him.

But there was more to the confession.

XXXIIL.
This is what makes the Koopers' story equal parts legend and riddle.
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There was more to the confession.

The Koopers have agreed to discloseonlyt hat Carri e’ s
miscarriage in Indiana was untrue. Neither she nor Kooper will make public
what she did about that first seed of Jeffrey Tanner.

The couple maintain that their story is more helpful if the answer is in
doubt.

As Diehl was heard to explain at a music awards banquet, before
exploding in drunkard laughter (baiting his hook, much as the Koopers have

baited theirs), either possibility, really, explains everything.

XXXIV.

What else do we know? Kooper today teaches extension classes in
songwriting, and Carrie is registered with an extras service, working
children’s parties as a craft leader/Disney character/sometime clown.
They have kept a host of creative friends. One is a New Yorker
cartoonist who for their seventh wedding anniversary sketched the
Koopers facing each other from reading chairs, sans punch lines. In a
Helmut Newton-style portrait from the Downey garage, Carrie wears
bits of armor and plumed headdress, mascara smearing, while Kooper
dozes in his poncho, with puppetry and reconditioned household
machinery all around, junkyard treasures and damp old wood.

It was not long after Kooper blended quietly into the town of
Downey that Isaac Diehl gave me a look at the one artifact he refused to
relinquish but that he clearly wanted others to see. We were standing in
the kitchen of Diehl’s bungalow in the flats of Hollywood, a trafficky,

treeless street near some film-mixing studios, with the voices of small
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children outside talking Spanglish, and butting the front tires of their
bikes against one another. Diehl held the treasure in both hands: a
black-and-white photocopy of Kooper’s picture frame from Magic
Mountain, USA, within the border of which someone had mounted a
mock-up of the Rolling Stone cover as Diehl once foresaw it. As he
spoke, we never moved from the kitchen in which we stood, as if the
photo could be stolen if the spring air knew of it.

It was hard to make out the particulars of the photo. The Xerox
had been overly handled, or else the group portrait of the Kooper
Family Singers was intentionally hazy: a cloud of white etch-marks on
black, like the swirls on a chalkboard.

Or maybe there is a better comparison.

Does anyone remember seeing the first ultrasound snapshot of
one of your kids? How at first sight—which would amount to first
meeting, I suppose —all those lines were just empty potential? You, the
parent, stood there filling in the gaps of vision with possibilities, with
wishes and dreams. And in the dark of the photo, like the dark of that
party game at Kooper’s apartment, you couldn’t even be positive that
what you discerned as the halo of a smile wasn’t actually a shoulder, or
a half-illumined hip. Yet—if the focus pulled a certain way —just
so...you saw everything. There s/he is! There’s our Abby or Nathan or
Maddie or Jon or Ben.... As if you'd always known them.

There’s no way, of course, of graphing that premonition
forward —no way of extending the outlines of those cosmic first
greetings out to personhood, to adolescence, when histories will have
hardened, features defined. It’s only hindsight that can trace the whole
lineage back through life’s maze. And then the two realities, the future

and the past, can seem to merge.
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That was what I experienced seeing the photocopy of Isaac Diehl’s
Rolling Stone cover in Kooper’s photo-frame necklace. Look once and it
was all a mirage: An anonymous group portrait under the magazine’s
logo. Look again, and —of course! There was Kooper, and his wife, and
his children, and Alison Navey: The whole clan. The ones you knew
and a few that you didn’t. And this doesn’t describe well in words what
I saw only in flashes—the final ends of things being, I assume, not for
our eyes. I had so much invested, by then, in Kooper’s story myself.
This might even be pure wishfulness —sorrow’s fulfillment into the
image of all the treasures you think you’ve lost forever. But when I saw
this family standing there all as one, on the cover of the magazine, I

could get the sense that the cowboy’s wandering was complete.

XXXV.
“Real quick,” Kooper says to Carrie as they leave the party on Dickens
Street arm in arm. And he stumbles toward the garden plot beneath the
stairs, where he sticks his hands in the dirt while she razzes him:
“Gardening in the dark!” But he isn’t gardening, just remembering,
tracing heart shapes with his finger and signing both his and Carrie’s

names before patting them gone.

XXXVI.
Sometime in 1990, and the school bus will not arrive until the sun does,
but already the sky glows enough to show foxtails and dandelions in the

lot where the girl, who is named after a lake, stands like a make-believe
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heiress, holding her purse with both arms before her and counting off
each pair of headlights that glide by, that might be probing this very
neighborhood to surprise her, spirit her to that amusement park north of
L.A. that is named for a mountain. Though as more lights rush by like
whitewater, a nation about its goals, playing its own dandelion game,
these splashing children in the ocean are fathered and loved, these splashing
children are not, she considers that she might just lie down right here on

this bed of time and enjoy the perfect beauty of knowing none of you.
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