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About the Book

When Steve Lopez sees Nathaniel Ayers playing his heart out on a two-string violin on Los Angeles’s skid row, he finds it impossible to walk away. More than thirty years ago, Ayers was a promising student at Julliard Music Academy – ambitious, charming and hugely talented – until he gradually lost his ability to function, overcome by schizophrenia. When Lopez finds him, Ayers is homeless and paranoid, but glimmers of his earlier brilliance are still there.

Over time, the two men form a bond, and Lopez imagines that he might be able to change Ayers’ life. For each triumph, there is a crashing disappointment, yet neither man gives up. Their friendship will change both of their lives in ways that neither could predict.
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The Soloist

A lost dream, an unlikely
friendship, and the redemptive
power of music

 

Steve Lopez


For Alison and Caroline,
who made Nathaniel part of our extended family.
And for Nathaniel’s mother, the late Floria Boone,
whose love never wavered.


PREFACE

I’M ON FOOT in downtown Los Angeles, hustling back to the office with another deadline looming. That’s when I see him. He’s dressed in rags on a busy downtown street corner, playing Beethoven on a battered violin that looks like it’s been pulled from a dumpster.

‘That sounded pretty good,’ I say when he finishes.

He jumps back three steps, eyeing me with suspicion. I see the name Stevie Wonder carved into the face of the violin, along with felt-pen doodles.

‘Oh, thank you very much,’ he says, obviously flattered. ‘Are you serious?’

‘I’m not a musician,’ I answer. ‘But yes. It sounded good to me.’

He is black, just beyond fifty, with butterscotch eyes that warm to the compliment. He is standing next to a shopping cart heaped over with all his belongings, and yet despite grubby, soiled clothing, there‘s a rumpled elegance about him. He speaks with a slight regional accent I can’t place. Maybe he’s from the Midwest or up near the Great Lakes, and he seems to have been told to always stand up straight, enunciate, carry himself with pride and respect others.

‘I’m trying to get back in shape,’ he says. ‘But I’m going to get back in there, playing better. I just need to keep practicing.’

‘So you like Stevie Wonder?’ I ask.

‘Oh, yes, certainly. “You Are the Sunshine of My Life,” “My Cherie Amour.” I guess I shouldn’t have written his name on my violin, though.’

I write a column for the Los Angeles Times. The job is a little like fishing. You go out and drop a line, cast a net. I’m figuring this vagrant violinist is a column. Has to be.

‘I’m in a hurry at the moment,’ I tell him, ‘but I’d like to come back and hear you play again.’

‘Oh, all right,’ he says, smiling appreciatively but with trepidation. He looks like a man who has learned to trust no one.

‘Do you always play in this spot?’ I ask.

‘Yes,’ he says, pointing across the street with his bow to Pershing Square, in the heart of downtown Los Angeles. ‘I like to be near the Beethoven statue for inspiration.’

This guy could turn out to be a rare find in a city of undiscovered gems, fiddling away in the company of Beethoven. I would drop everything if I could, and spend a few hours pulling the story out of him, but that will have to wait for another day. I’ve got another column lined up and not much time to shape it. The deadlines come at you without mercy, even in your dreams.

‘I’ll be back,’ I say.

He nods indifferently.

Back in the office I sweat out another column, scan the mail and clear the answering machine. I make a note on the yellow legal pad where I keep a list of possibilities.

Violin Man. It’s got potential. Who knows where it will go?
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I CAN’T GET the image out of my head, this odd picture of grubby refinement. But when I go back to look for the violinist in Pershing Square, I come up empty. His disappearance only makes the mystery more provocative.

Who was he? Where did he go? What is his story?

Three weeks later, he’s back, reappearing in the same spot, and I watch from across the street for a while before approaching. His playing is a little scratchy and tentative, but just like before, it’s clear this is no beginner. There’d been some serious training in there, somewhere along the way. He doesn’t appear to be playing for money, which seems strange for a homeless guy. He plays as if he’s a student, oblivious to everyone around him, and this is a practice session.

Strange place to practice. The ground shakes when buses roar by, and his strings are barely audible in the orchestra of horns, trucks and sirens. I gaze at the tops of buildings adorned with gargoyles and grand cornices. Men and women move about, duty-bound, ignoring him for the most part as they disappear around corners and into entryways. The man plays on, a lone fiddler. He throws his head back, closes his eyes, drifts. A portrait of tortured bliss.

When he pauses, I move in.

‘Hello,’ I say.

He jumps back, startled just as before.

‘Do you remember me?’ I ask.

‘I remember your voice.’

He’s still suspicious of me, suspicious of everything around him, it seems. He says he was trying to remember a Tchaikovsky piece he once knew quite well, but now it is as elusive as the meaning of a dream. It’s obvious that he’s troubled in some way, like so many others who wander the streets as if they inhabit a different planet than the rest of us, wrapped in many-layered outfits to keep from coming unraveled. He’s wearing a ratty blue sweater with a light brown T-shirt over it and the collar of a shirt spilling out over the top of it all. Wrapped around his neck, like a scarf, is a yellow terrycloth towel. His pants hang low on his waist, fitted for a man three sizes bigger, and his grimy white sneakers have no laces.

He tells me his name is Nathaniel Anthony Ayers. From Cleveland. He’s going to keep practicing until he’s proud of what he hears, he says, and I tell him I might like to write about him for the L.A. Times.

‘Seriously?’ he asks. ‘You’d really want to write about me?’

 ‘Why not?’ I ask.

He’s a handsome guy, lean and fit-looking, with a strong jaw and clean white teeth. He reminds me a little of Miles Davis. I ask where he lives and he says at the Midnight Mission, one of the biggest rescue operations on nearby Skid Row. Not inside, he specifies. But on the street, though he showers and takes some meals inside.

‘Why not sleep inside?’

‘Oh, no,’ he says. ‘I wouldn’t want to do that.’

I wonder how safe it can be for a man trying to reconnect with Tchaikovsky as drug dealers, prostitutes and hustlers work streets teeming with the lame and the afflicted. Skid Row is a dumping ground for inmates released from the nearby county jail, and it’s a place where the sirens never stop screaming.

‘Maybe I’ll come by and visit you at the mission,’ I tell him.

He nods, but I can see he doesn’t trust me. He tucks the violin back under his chin, eager to get back to his music, and I know that if this one ever pans out, it’s going to take some time. I’ll have to check back with him now and again until he’s comfortable enough to open up. Maybe I could go on his rounds with him over the course of a day or so, see if anyone can help fill in the blanks in his story or explain his condition. As he begins to play, I wave goodbye, and he responds with a suspicious glance in my general direction.

Two weeks later, I go looking for him once more and he’s disappeared again. I stroll over to the mission at Fourth and Los Angeles streets, where I see street people by the dozens, some of them drug-ravaged, some of them raving mad, some of them lying so still on the pavement it’s hard to tell whether they’re napping or waiting for a ride to the morgue.

I check with Orlando Ward, the public information man at the Midnight. He tells me he’s seen the violinist around, but doesn’t know the backstory. And he hasn’t seen him lately.

Now I’m worried that I’ve lost the column.

Weeks go by and I get distracted by other things, shoveling whatever I can find into that empty space on the page. And then one day while driving to work from my home in Silver Lake, a neighborhood five miles northwest of downtown, I cut through the Second Street tunnel and there he is, putting on a one-man concert in a location even noisier than the last one.

He remembers me this time.

‘Where have you been?’ I ask.

He says he’s been around, here and there. Nowhere special.

A car whooshes by and his mind reels.

‘Blue car, green car, white car,’ he says. ‘There goes a police car, and God is on the other side of that wall.’

I nod, not knowing what to say. Maybe he’s a little more unreachable than I realized. Do I take notes for a column, or do I make a few calls to see if someone can come and help him?

‘There goes Jacqueline du Pré,’ Nathaniel says, pointing at a woman a block away. ‘She’s really amazing.’

I tell him I doubt that it’s the late cellist, who died in 1987.

Nathaniel says he isn’t so sure.

‘I don’t know how God works,’ he tells me sincerely, with an expression that says anything is possible.

I scribble that down in my notebook, and I also copy what he’s written on his shopping cart with a Magic Marker:

‘Little Walt Disney Concert Hall – Beethoven.’

I ask Nathaniel if he has moved to this location to be near the concert hall and he says no, he isn’t even sure where Disney Hall is, exactly.

‘Is it around here?’ he asks.

‘Right up the hill. The great big silvery building that looks like a schooner.’

‘Oh, that’s it?’

He says he moved to this spot because he could see the Los Angeles Times Building two blocks away.

‘Don’t you work there?’ he asks.

Having lived in Cleveland, New York and Los Angeles, Nathaniel tells me, it’s reassuring to be able to look up at the L.A. Times Building and know where he is.

He plays for a while; we talk for a while, an experience that’s like dropping in on a dream. Nathaniel takes nonsensical flights, doing figure eights through unrelated topics. God, the Cleveland Browns, the mysteries of air travel and the glory of Beethoven. He keeps coming back to music. His life’s purpose, it seems, is to arrange the notes that lie scattered in his head.

I notice for the first time that his violin, caked with grime and a white chalky substance that looks like a fungus, is missing an important component or two.

‘Your violin has only two strings,’ I say. ‘You’re missing the other two.’

Yes, he says. He’s well aware.

‘All I want to do is play music, and the crisis I’m having is right here. This one’s gone,’ he says of the missing top string, ‘that one’s gone, and this little guy’s almost out of commission.’

His goal in life, Nathaniel tells me, is to figure out how to replace the strings. But he got used to playing imperfect instruments while taking music classes in Cleveland’s public schools, and there’s a lot you can do, he assures me, with just two strings.

I notice while talking to him that someone has scrawled names on the pavement where we’re standing. Nathaniel says he did it with a rock. The list includes Babe Ruth, Susan, Nancy, Kevin and Craig.

‘Whose names are those?’ I ask.

Oh, those people, he says.

‘Those were my classmates at Juilliard.’
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I HALF RUN back to the Los Angeles Times Building, a downtown landmark that squats on the better part of one square block kitty-corner from City Hall. For nearly four years, it has been my headquarters, the place where I have sweat hundreds of columns for the California section. This is my seventh newspaper in a thirty-year career that included a four-year stint at Time magazine. Although I’m not much past fifty, there are days, to be honest, when I wonder how many more years I have left. Desire isn’t the problem. The question is whether newspapers will still be relevant at a time when readers are flocking to the Internet and our most solid core of subscribers is slowly dying off, with newsroom cutbacks keeping pace.

The antidote for such fear and loathing is, of course, a good story. When you’re in the chase, the adrenaline pumps, minutes seem like seconds, and in your single-minded state you are for all intents and purposes a zombie, ignorant of everything around you and capable of nothing but checking out the lead. I’m out of breath as I cut into the back entrance of the slab-gray Times Building, thinking all the while that Juilliard in Manhattan is one of the elite music schools in the world, and if Nathaniel really studied there, with a little more legwork I’ve got myself a good column. Though I had written thousands of stories in a career that included stops at The Philadelphia Inquirer, Oakland Tribune and San Jose Mercury News, I still came upon each one like a kid at an Easter egg hunt, as if I wasn’t certain I’d ever find another.

One of the great joys of my job is the chance to hold the feet of public officials to the fire. I also love exposing the vanities of the rich and famous and delivering public floggings to corporate villains and self-important fools who deserve nothing less, but there is no satisfaction like the discovery of the story that sits right in front of you, so obvious it’s practically invisible. A bum with a violin, living out of a shopping cart and worshipping a Beethoven statue, turns out to be a Juilliard alum. My chance encounter had affirmed a golden rule in journalism: everyone has a story, so get out of the office and talk to people. There’s no telling what you might find.

My desk is on the third floor of the newsroom. Wisecracking hacks call the area Baja Metro because it’s south of the main Metro section. The typical greeting to fellow journalists is a grunt or a ‘Hey,’ not much more, and I toss out a few before plopping into my chair and flipping my notebook onto the junk pile I live with. I Google Juilliard, which has no list of alums on its Web site. I call the number, leave a message for someone in publicity and email my question as well. It’s late in the day in New York and no one at Juilliard seems prepared to drop everything and investigate my query. I give it another try by phone and finally get an answer, but it isn’t the one I’m looking for.

Sorry. There doesn’t seem to be any record of a student by the name of Nathaniel Anthony Ayers.

Damn. There goes a good hook. If the poor soul is that delusional, he’s even sicker than I thought. Is it dementia? Bipolar disorder? I’m no doctor, but I am able to diagnose the mild dread that is now washing over me, accompanied by a nervous stomach. These are the symptoms of a columnist with no column. Fortunately, I’m not scheduled to write today, and surely something will turn up by the next deadline. Something always does.

I reach for the yellow legal pad, but my list of column ideas seems warmed over, not a single clear-cut winner in the bunch. Maybe that’s because I still can’t get my mind off Nathaniel. I’m not a bad judge of people, a skill that comes from thousands of reads, and he seemed like a decent fellow, charismatic and compelling in his own way, climbing onto the stage each day at his Little Walt Disney Concert Hall. Juilliard or no, he still intrigued me, and his choice to move from the Beethoven statue to the tunnel struck me as peculiar. With very few pedestrians there, he wouldn’t make much money and he’d never replace the two missing strings.

Wait a minute.

Did he move to the tunnel to be closer to me?

The very next day someone at Juilliard calls to say there’s been an oversight. Yes, it turns out, there indeed once was a student at Juilliard by the name of Nathaniel Anthony Ayers. No additional information is readily available, not even the years he attended. But he is listed as an alum.

I hang up the phone and stand at my desk, looking for someone to share the news with. The guy went to Juilliard, I tell the nearest reporter, Jim Rainey. I met this guy playing a crummy, gunked-up violin with smudges and graffiti all over it, he tells me he went to Juilliard and it checks out. Can you believe it? He’s over there now, chalking the names of his classmates onto the pavement.

‘That sounds like it’s got some possibilities,’ says Rainey, a master of deadpan.

I decide the story is too good to rush, so over the next couple of weeks I jam a few easier columns into print while digging up more details on Nathaniel’s life. After I meet with him a few more times, he no longer jumps back when I approach. He’s a little warmer each time. ‘Oh, Mr. Lopez,’ he says. ‘How are you today?’ I learn that there’s one nonnegotiable rule with Nathaniel. While performing, he is an artist at work and does not appreciate being interrupted, a misstep that always draws a look of scorn. Sometimes, while waiting for him to pause, I take stock of the items crammed into his shopping cart. It’s nothing less than a work of art and clever engineering, with an astounding number of items arranged in a precise manner. Blankets, a sleeping bag, clothing, two yard-long sticks, a blue tarp, a water gun the size of a small cannon, a hubcap, a single black boot. Five-gallon buckets dangle off the cart like saddlebags and artificial flowers are fastened to the top of the heap for a home-sweet-home effect. In his open violin case, which Nathaniel rests atop the cart while playing, I see a small, empty white paper bag that bears the name Studio City Music.

‘Black man?’ Hans Benning, the owner of Studio City Music, asks when I call. ‘We do have a guy who plays with a badly beaten-up fiddle. He comes here every so often. He’s very kind, very gentle and very proper. He’s a delight. . . . He talks about Beethoven sonatas and then slips back into another world.’

Yeah, that’s my guy.

Whatever Nathaniel is playing at Second and Hill, it sounds brilliant at times and awful at others. Then again, he’s missing two strings. I’ve got a good ear for pitch, but I’m no musician, and several years of guitar lessons many years ago didn’t get me far. I wish now that I knew something about classical music so I could be a better judge of Nathaniel’s work. But the music I love, and know a little bit about, is jazz. So I can only nod dumbly but appreciatively when he answers one of my questions.

‘That was an idea I got from Ernest Bloch,’ he tells me. ‘B-L-O-C-H. Swiss-born composer who served as director of the Cleveland Institute of Music.’

When I tell him how impressed I am that he studied at Juilliard, he’s all modesty.

‘I was there for a couple of years.’

But only a tiny percentage of the world’s greatest violinists could ever hope to get into Juilliard, I tell him, so he had to be a major talent.

‘Oh, I didn’t play violin,’ he says. ‘I played double bass.’

‘Then where’d you learn how to play violin?’

‘I don’t know how to play violin,’ he says. ‘I’ve been trying to teach myself, but it’s difficult to transpose the music from bass to violin. It would help if I had some sheet music, but I don’t know how to get my hands on any.’

He tried the cello briefly after leaving Juilliard and loved it, he tells me, but the violin was easier to lug around in a shopping cart. There’s no way to keep playing a big upright string bass, he says, while living on the streets. But he still has Saint-Saëns, Mozart, Brahms, Dvořák, Haydn and Beethoven in his head, so he tries to make something of their compositions on the two-string violin he claims to have bought at Motter’s Music House in Cleveland many years ago.

I call Motter’s, and Ron Guzzo, one of the managers, recalls the purchase. The violin was one of many instruments Nathaniel bought from him over a span of nearly twenty years, Guzzo tells me. He kept buying new ones because others were stolen from him on the streets of Cleveland. Nathaniel would get a job shoveling snow, Guzzo says, or working at a Wendy’s, until he had saved enough to buy another instrument.

‘As I understand it, he was at Juilliard and got sick, so he came back home,’ Guzzo says of Nathaniel, whom he knew by Anthony – his middle name – or Tony. The staff at Motter’s was always amazed at how nimbly Nathaniel switched from one instrument to another. ‘He’d sit out in our parking lot on a nice day playing the cello, and we’d wonder where the heck that was coming from. It was Tony.’

Getting sick at Juilliard was a subject I didn’t know how to bring up with Nathaniel, nor did I know whether I should. Is it too personal? Will it upset him? Can I trust the answer of a man who has mental problems? I need to know more for my column, though, so I ask if it was true he left Juilliard before finishing his studies.

‘Oh, yeah, I bombed out of there,’ he says.

‘What happened?’

‘I don’t even remember, it’s so far back now.’

I ask if he has any relatives I could speak to, and Nathaniel recites the memorized phone number of his uncle Howard and aunt Willa in Cleveland. They refer me to Nathaniel’s younger sister Jennifer, a social worker in Atlanta, and there’s relief in her voice when I tell her I’ve met her brother.

‘Is he okay?’ she asks in a trembling voice, saying he hasn’t been heard from in years.

It was the fall semester of 1972, his third year at Juilliard, and Nathaniel had been tormented by months of confusion, anxiety and hallucinations. One night, at the Upper East Side apartment of a Juilliard classmate and his fiancée, Nathaniel began shedding his clothes for no apparent reason. The classmate and his fiancée, alarmed by the bizarre behavior, couldn’t get Nathaniel to stop disrobing. He wasn’t angry or aggressive, but he seemed to be under a dark spell, and as he grew more distant, his friends became all the more frightened and concerned. His classmate didn’t know what else to do but call the police, and Nathaniel, twenty-one years old, was wheeled away to the psychiatric emergency room at Bellevue Hospital. The diagnosis was paranoid schizophrenia, and his life, as he had lived it until then, was over. So, too, were his hopes of a career in music.

Jennifer watched helplessly as her big brother, the smart and smooth-talking man of the arts, drifted in and out of treatment for years back in Cleveland, trying medication, counseling and shock therapy, none of which helped for long. The fastidious dresser became a disheveled wreck who wandered the streets with musical instruments, slept in the woods and carved names into trees. He was incoherent, angry and prone to violent outbursts that broke their mother’s heart a thousand times over. Floria, who was busy running a Cleveland beauty salon, would cook for him, clean for him, shower him with love and keep giving him yet another chance, only to have Nathaniel trash the furniture, smash lamps and mutilate the walls with nonsensical drawings. And yet for all the abuse, Nathaniel adored his mother and felt utterly lost when she died in 2000 after a lengthy illness.

And so he headed west, looking for the father who had abandoned the family when Nathaniel was just nine or ten. They’d been out of touch for so many years, though, that Nathaniel didn’t know that his father, a retired Los Angeles trash truck driver, had already resettled in a retirement community in Las Vegas. Nathaniel stayed briefly in the garage of his father’s daughter from a second marriage, then decided he wanted to be on his own in downtown Los Angeles. He had been wandering the streets for several years when, on that day in Pershing Square, our paths crossed for the first time.

A jet flies over downtown Los Angeles, making the big swing before looping back around on its descent to LAX. Nathaniel gazes up, childlike, then turns to me, one eyebrow arched, and asks if I’m flying the plane.

It’s a chilling moment that offers a glimmer of the delusion he lives with. I wonder if I should respond, but I don’t. I wonder if I should be scared, but I’m not. I’m too curious to be scared, and I’d like to know more about how a black kid growing up in the sixties – when the civil rights movement and Vietnam War divided the country and cities like Cleveland were on fire – beat the odds and ended up in Juilliard’s classical music program. Was he a child prodigy? Were his mother and father musicians or aficionados who filled the house with the sounds of Beethoven and Ernest Bloch, B-L-O-C-H? If not for the breakdown, would Nathaniel be up the hill in a tuxedo, playing with the L.A. Philharmonic, instead of scratching away down here at his Little Walt Disney Concert Hall?

I can’t help but think of the heartbreak for his family, and I wonder if there were clues earlier in his life that something might not be right. Or does the madness come up in a person randomly and without warning? Maybe it’s all too much to expect to be able to pry out of him. Who am I, after all, to make his story mine?

Someone with deadlines, I remind myself. Someone who knows a good story when he sees one. Someone who imagines a reader pausing over the story of Nathaniel’s descent from lofty aspiration and saying, ‘There, but for the grace of God, go I.’

Well, Nathaniel tells me, there was Joseph Russo. He was a good friend. And Joseph Bongiorno was another bass player at Juillard. B-O-N-G-I-O-R-N-O. I ask if he knows whether they or any other classmates stuck with music.

He’s been out of touch and doesn’t know where everyone ended up, he says. But ‘a kid named Yo-Yo Ma’ has done pretty well for himself.

‘You knew Yo-Yo Ma?’

Not really, Nathaniel says. The cellist was in a different league even back then.

‘But we played in the same orchestra,’ Nathaniel says. ‘I was in awe of the youngster.’

He tells me his bass teacher was Homer M-E-N-S-C-H, who, in his nineties, was still teaching at Juilliard.

‘He had the talent, that was for sure,’ Mensch says of Nathaniel, asking how things have turned out for the kid from Cleveland. I tell him Nathaniel lives on Skid Row and plays a violin that’s missing two strings, and the line goes quiet.

‘Give him my very best,’ says Mensch. ‘I would certainly like to hear from him.’

If I want to talk to the man who knows him best, Nathaniel tells me, I should call Harry Barnoff. In Cleveland. That’s B-A-R-N-O-F-F.

‘I’ll try to find a number,’ I tell Nathaniel.

With his index finger, he writes out the tendigit number on his imaginary blackboard.

‘Do you call him often?’ I ask.

‘I haven’t spoken to him in years.’

I dial the number from my office and a woman answers.

‘Is this the Harry Barnoff residence?’ I ask.

‘Yes,’ she says. ‘This is his daughter.’

Harry Barnoff recently retired after playing double bass in the Cleveland Orchestra for forty-six years. Nathaniel had been referred to him as a young teenager, and Barnoff was his teacher and friend for many years. When I describe Nathaniel’s current situation, Barnoff is so distraught he begins to weep.

‘Please,’ the musician pleads, relieved to hear that Nathaniel is alive, if not entirely well, ‘you have got to tell him how much I think of him and that I still remember what a wonderful musician he was.’

He was not always the best student, recalls Barnoff, who tutored Nathaniel at the Cleveland Music School Settlement, a nonprofit in the University Circle neighborhood of Cleveland. Nathaniel blew off assignments and had trouble focusing, according to Barnoff, who wonders if Nathaniel was too talented for his own good. Barnoff had never seen a student go months without practice, as Nathaniel sometimes did, then pick up an instrument and get such a great sound out of it.

‘You’ve really got something here,’ he told Nathaniel, pleading with him to respect and nurture his gift.

That combination of flattery and faith got Nathaniel’s attention. In his late teens, Nathaniel announced with equal parts arrogance and admiration that he wanted to be like Mr. Barnoff and play in a major orchestra. Barnoff was reluctant to set him up for disappointment. Sure, he told Nathaniel, you’ve got talent, but it takes more than that. ‘You’ve got to make music your life. You’ve got to practice, practice, practice.’ In his own case, Barnoff told Nathaniel, he had worked hard enough to make it to this fancy New York school called Juilliard.

‘I want to go to Juilliard, too,’ Nathaniel told Barnoff.

Barnoff recalls that while Cleveland was rupturing, with police in riot gear dragging away protesters, fires raging and cars being overturned, Nathaniel was often in his cocoon at the Settlement school. A change had come over the young man. He was more mature and less restless, and after high school, he won a scholarship to the music school at Ohio University. Barnoff was thrilled for his protégé, but Nathaniel was still after a bigger prize. Halfway through his freshman year at Ohio U., he flew to Juilliard for an audition.

‘Next thing I knew,’ Barnoff says, his voice breaking, ‘he got a scholarship.’

I bring him two new violin strings from Studio City Music and Nathaniel breaks them in on Mendelssohn, Brahms and Beethoven. ‘I can’t thank you enough,’ he says. ‘It’s an absolute dream here, and I notice that everyone is smiling. The sun is out all day, and the nights are cool and serene.’

I watch patiently as he strings the violin and jabbers on good-naturedly, keyed up about playing a properly equipped instrument. Just up the hill, Disney Hall is a great landed ship with mercury sails, a gleaming hallucination on the skyline. Down here, cars streak through the Second Street tunnel, trucks rumble, sirens blare, and Nathaniel begins to play, slicing through the madness. His eyes are closed, and in his shuttered world there is order, logic, sanity, sweet relief. If only for a while.
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THE SUNDAY PAPER slaps my driveway with a thud that opens one eye, pays the mortgage and puts thirty years of work on the line. Last week’s columns are non-existent, zapped by a constant, white-hot beam of news and information that blurs history. You’re only as good or bad as your latest attempt to make some connection with the world, and Nathaniel’s story hits like nothing I’ve written before. In the time it takes to read an e-mail, two more arrive, an endless stream that snakes through lunch and then dinner and spills into the next day. I know it’s a compelling story, and the pitch-perfect headline, written by copy editor Saji Mathai, has helped draw attention to it:

HE’ S GOT THE WORLD ON TWO STRINGS

But the response exceeds my expectations and has me wondering what it is about the story that I’ve underestimated. The answer is in the responses. Readers see the tale of a man, stunned by a blow thirty years earlier, who carries on with courage and dignity, spirit intact. It’s as simple as that, with one wrinkle. My serendipitous meeting with Nathaniel is seen as his second chance. Am I aware of this program or that? Do I know about the new generation of antipsychotic medication that could change his life? Would I please print my address so people can send strings and unused instruments dug out of dusty attics? Forgotten for years, Nathaniel now has a rooting section. Four readers offer to pack up and ship violins. A violin maker offers to build one from scratch. And a man named Al Rich sends this:

Steve,

I’m the CEO of the Pearl River Piano Group America, Ltd. We are the western world arm of the Guanghou Pearl River Piano Group, the largest piano builder and second largest musical instrument builder in the world. Our American office is in Ontario, California. This morning I read your article about the street violinist in L.A. and of course was moved by your story.

Rich says he’s sending a student-model cello and violin by express mail, and when I’ve read through all these offers, I rush out to Second and Hill to deliver the news.

‘He’s going to send a cello?’ Nathaniel asks of the Pearl River CEO, his face pinched with doubt. He hasn’t read the column, and he’s having trouble making sense of his sudden turn of fortune.

 ‘A cello and a violin,’ I tell him, ‘and several other people say they’re sending violins.’

Nathaniel seems to be studying me for signs that I’m real, and not some cruel illusion.

‘People are awfully generous,’ he says, but shadows of doubt fill his eyes, and something is troubling him. ‘I can’t cover that,’ he says, shaking his head.

‘You don’t have to pay them anything,’ I say. ‘These are people who read my story about you in the paper and think you sound like a decent guy. They don’t want anything but the pleasure of knowing they helped a fellow musician.’

This seems to bring him around to the idea. If they’re musicians, they’re part of a brotherhood, and Nathaniel is obliged to respect their sensibilities.

‘How are they going to send them to me?’ he asks, very much aware that he is cut off from ordinary connections, living without an address or P.O. box.

‘They’re sending them to me and I’ll bring them to you. It should happen in the next week or so.’

He nods his approval, but I can tell he doesn’t trust me. And why should he? A gray-bearded, balding columnist has suddenly parachuted into his life, promising enough free instruments for him to start his own chamber orchestra. Suspicion, if not paranoia, is a perfectly logical response.

In the days that follow, Nathaniel sets up near the tunnel every morning by eight or nine, meticulously unloading his shopping cart on the patio-sized slab that serves as his stage. But the first order of business is for him to compulsively pick up every speck of dirt, debris and tobacco by hand. He lectures against foul language and the scourge of drugs, but cigarette butts are an obsession, a pox, a menace, and he plucks them off the pavement with pinched fingers and disgustedly dumps them in trash cans, as if it has been left to him alone to save the world from the spreading plague. On occasion he drops everything to dart into the street for a fresh butt tossed from a moving vehicle, his flat face wrinkled into a scowl as he denounces the nicotine junkies whose weakness rots the underpinnings of civil society. His mad dash between cars is a spectacle, not just for the inherent danger, but because he sometimes scrambles about in a full-length velvet burgundy-colored robe, looking like some kind of fantastical wizard. Other times he wears a black trash bag safety-pinned over his back and around his neck, the caped, clean-streets crusader of downtown Los Angeles.

With the approach of spring, the morning sun rises out of East L.A. and angles down hard on the concrete alcove at the mouth of the tunnel, where Nathaniel has taken to propping up two cardboard signs announcing his current musical interests.

‘Bach and Brahms,’ says one.

‘Beethoven’s Eighth,’ says the other.

He has painted them with black hair dye. Nearby, he sets a Japanese magazine on the ground, saying it’s a tribute to Little Tokyo, a pint-sized commercial neighborhood just a few blocks to the east. Everyone there looks like Yo-Yo Ma, he tells me.

‘Did you get the cello yet?’ he asks more than once with childlike anticipation. ‘The cello and the violins?’

Not yet, Nathaniel. Any day now.

Trust me.

He nods, unable to mask disappointment or doubt.

If he’s got bugs in his pants, he tells me. If he’s just dug a hole in the ivy bed to bury human feces from tunnel dwellers who didn’t have the decency to use proper facilities, he tells me. Nathaniel is refreshingly uninhibited and without pretense, uttering whatever pops into his head. There are no filters, and no wall between the real and imagined. A simple question about his love of Beethoven sends him on a flight through unhinged thoughts that float through his mind like wind-driven clouds.

‘Cleveland doesn’t have the Beethoven statue. That’s a military-oriented city, occupied, preoccupied, with all the military figures of American history, the great soldiers and generals, but you don’t see the musicians on parade, although you do have Severance Hall, Cleveland Music School Settlement, Ohio University Bobcats, Buckeyes of Ohio State. All the great soldiers are there from the United States military, World War Two, Korean War, whereas in Los Angeles you have the LAPD, Los Angeles County Jail, Los Angeles Times, Mr. Steve Lopez. That’s an army, right? The L.A. Times? Los Angeles is sloped downward like a valley, Santa Monica Mountains, downtown Los Angeles, Honolulu. I haven’t seen the ocean in Los Angeles. There’s supposed to be an ocean, the Pacific, but this is not ocean terrain in the downtown area. You don’t see the military statues like you have in Cleveland, where those are the leaders of the city and they have their army all over town with lots of horses
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