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THETALEOFTHETAPE 
The miracle of Straight Life 

By Lili Anolik 

Lis is an essay about an autobiog­ 
raphy (Laurie Pepper's ART: Why I 
Stuck With a Junkie Jazz Man) that is in 
large part about the creation of an­ 
other autobiography (Art Pepper's 
Straight Life), and I'm going to open 
with an excerpt from yet another auto­ 
biography (my own, title to come): I 
spent my entire ninth year reading 
Straight Life. I stole my bebop-fanatic 
father's copy because I liked the cover, 
Lili Anolik's first novel, Dark Rooms, will 
be published next year by William Morrow. 

how Art looked on it-that handsome 
face, those flashy clothes-and every 
night I took the book from its hiding 
place under my mattress. Each page was 
oh boy and oh wow. (His mom tried to 
abort him by doing what? He put his 
tongue where on that teenaged groupie? 
Pouring shoe glue on a rag and sniffing 
it-that was fun?) And as soon as I 
came to the end, I'd flip right back to 
the beginning. At some point I moved 
on to Sweet Valley High and The Baby­ 
Sitters Club-books more in keeping 

Left: The desk at which Laurie Pepper wrote Straight Life, circa 1973 
Right: Photo-booth portraits of Art and Laurie Pepper, circa 1974. All photographs © Laurie Pepper 

with my identity as a fourth-grade girl 
with a canopy bed and a Schwinn ten­ 
speed living in one of Boston's leafier 
suburbs. It wasn't until I was in my late 
twenties that Straight Life and I had a 
second run-in. I was helping my parents 
pack up their house when I found it on 
the dusty bottom shelf of a corner 
bookcase and slipped it into my bag 
instead of into a U-Haul box. I took it 
back to my apartment, where I stayed 
up the entire night rereading. It was oh 
boy and oh wow all over again. 
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Straight Life isn't widely known, but 
its fans are ardent. High-toned, too. 
Former U.S. poet laureate Robert Pin­ 
sky compared passages in it to Dick­ 
ens, Joyce, and Dostoyevsky. The film 
director Mike Figgis, who attempted 
to adapt it in the late 1990s after his 
Leaving Las Vegas earned a best-picture 
nomination-"[Art's] widow and I 
did not see eye to eye" was his dry as­ 
sessment of why the adaptation never 
came to be-placed it among his "six 
best books." In the London Review of 
Books, Terry Castle called it, simply, 
"the best book [she'd] ever read." 

These are serious people, not given 
to hyperbole. And as their responses 
suggest, Straight Life is something more 
than the typical penthouse-highs­ 
gutter-lows memoir of a successful mu­ 
sician, though Art Pepper was that: 
second only to Charlie Parker among 
the Best Alto Sax Players Ever, accord­ 
ing to the readers of DownBeat (it was 
a squeaker, 957 votes to 945). Art was 
a player of unusual delicacy and lyri­ 
cism who, at the same time, was soulful 
and could really swing. He was also, 
and every bit as majorly, an addict. 

Here he is on the moment he 
found his Holy Grail in a bathroom 
on the fourteenth floor of Chicago's 
Croyden Hotel: 

I looked at the few remaining lines of 
heroin and I took the dollar bill and 
horned the rest of them down. I said, 
"This is it. This is the only answer 
for me. If this is what it takes, then 
this is what I'm going to do, whatever 
dues I have to pay ... " And I knew that 
I would get busted and I knew that I 
would go to prison and that I wouldn't 
be weak; I wouldn't be an informer like 
all the phonies, the no-account, the 
nonreal, the zero people that roam 
around, the scum that slither out from 
under rocks, the people that destroyed 
music, that destroyed this country, that 
destroyed the world ... I realized that 
from that moment on I would be, if 
you want to use the word, a junkie. 
That's the word they used. That's the 
word they still use. That is what I be­ 
came at that moment. That's what I 
practiced; and that's what I still am. 
And what I will die as-a junkie. 

He's turning the stereotype of the 
craven, sniveling addict on its head: 
heroin isn't the weakness he submits 
to; it's the passion he revels in. And 
while he realizes that if he follows this 

90 HARPER'S MAGAZINE I SEPTEMBER 2014 

passion-and at no point does he stop 
following it, not truly; he is at his clean­ 
est only clean-ish-there will certainly 
be moments in which he's down and 
out. He vows he'll never be less than 
stand-up. And he never is. Unlike Chet 
Baker, long rumored to have been a 
police informant to avoid jail time, he 
doesn't rat or squeal, doesn't violate his 
code or principles, his sense of honor, 
even though he pays the price, again 
and again, spending many of the best 
years of his life rotting away in a five- by 
nine-foot celL 

The book is filled with such pas­ 
sages. But as you're reading along­ 
flying along, really-getting higher 
and higher listening to Art recount 
his hustles and scuffles, fuck-ups and 
misadventures, there's this question 
tugging at you, pulling you back 
down to earth: How did that guy 
write this book? Clearly Art has the 
intelligence and intensity and chops. 
The energy, too. His energy, though, 
is of the manic sort. It's not the sus­ 
tained, plodding, grind-it-out-till­ 
the-bitter-end kind you need to pro- 

Art Pepper performing at Dente's in Los Angeles, circa 1976 


