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To all the family, friends, and mentors who helped me create an inside-out view of the world that has given me better than 20/20 vision




Prologue


I’VE NEVER MET a person who was ugly unless they wanted to be.


I’ve never seen my wife’s face, but I’ve listened to the sound of her smile.


I’ve never looked at a rainbow. Color is just a word.


I see life inside out, rather than outside in.


I’m sixty-five years old, and you’d think by now this old dog had learned all the new tricks necessary to be a reasonably successful human being. I’ve had a wonderful life; and, quoting Lou Gehrig, I think I’m the luckiest man on the face of the earth.


There’s my wife, Patty. We’ve been married just over forty-one years, and honestly she’s the greatest gift this man has ever been given. And then there are my children, Blythe and Tom, sensational people. I have friends in high places, and a few of them are characters that inhabit some of the lower ones, mostly Irish pubs.


My career has spanned just about everything there is to do in the creative arts. My health has been perfect, and it has allowed me to maintain a pretty good level of overall physical fitness for somebody who’s now a senior citizen.


[image: Images]


Why did I believe that my essential being was less than yours?
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So why, for the first fifty years of my life, was there this thing that kept nagging, pulling, and needling its way into my sense of self-worth? Why did I believe that for some reason my essential being—my aliveness—was less than yours? Why did I think that being blind truly was a disability? Why? Because I didn’t have the wisdom necessary to see my own existence differently—to understand I needed to start perceiving life from the inside out, rather than the outside in. Why didn’t I turn the paradigm of my blindness upside down, and why did it take me so long to come to terms with who I was and how I belonged in the world that’s principally made up of those of you with sight?


I think it’s a pretty profound question, and I’ll try to answer it in these pages, but maybe a story—and I love stories—can best illustrate what I’m talking about.


•  •  •


Patty was excited as we sat on our patio enjoying a wonderful glass of Brunello, the great red, rich Italian wine whose grapevines cling to the rugged Tuscany countryside.


“You’ll love it,” she said. “We’ll start in Rome and take in the Sistine Chapel, where the great master touched the world with his frescoes. And then on to Florence, where many of Michelangelo’s sculptures are housed in various museums. And just think of it, Tom. Blythe will be with us and her friend Amy. You remember Amy, Blythe’s girlfriend who’s fluent in Italian and has an advanced degree in art history? For you and I to share this trip with our daughter—what could be better?”


In that instant of my wife’s ebullient enthusiasm I wasn’t sure how to respond, and certainly the choice I made could not have been worse.


“Listen, Patty,” I tried to say, “looking at frescoes and studying great art doesn’t mean much to a blind guy, you know?”


I smiled, trying to make light of what I was saying, but got only icy stillness from my wife.


I plowed on. “Listen, why don’t we do it this way? I’ll take Sully [Tom Jr.] with me. We’ll go to Scotland, play the great golf courses, and meet you in London for some terrific theater. Now that’s a vacation, right?”


I’ll bet we’ve all had those moments when the more we talk the worse it gets, and clearly that was what was happening to me. Patty wasn’t buying it a bit.


“Tom,” she said, “don’t you think it’s important for you to at least understand visual art? I know you can’t see it, but certainly learning about it is critical for you to grasp. I mean, you are an artist yourself, so shouldn’t you be paying tribute to the great masters? And anyway, I don’t want to go to Italy without you. All that good food, wine, ambience.”


I suppressed sighing outwardly and accepted my fate.


So there we were in Rome standing in the Sistine Chapel. Now, I don’t want you to think that I was being completely insensitive. I mean, I felt the gravitas of the place, the holiness of the most important church in the world, the seat of the Pope. I have a strong faith, one that I’ve written about in many other books. In fact, my relationship with God is the most important element in my life. But on this day Patty, Blythe, and Amy were studying Michelangelo’s astounding work and were appropriately in awe.


On the flight over, I had read The Agony and the Ecstasy and was deeply moved by the struggles of this remarkable genius, but as to grasping the visual dimension of his artistic achievements, well, simply put, I was totally blind.


After a couple more days of sightseeing in Rome, we moved on to Florence. To enter the square means to once again be under the influence of Michelangelo. There is the David, an immense piece of Carrara marble that our friend Amy told me made it seem as if the king is alive.


It was a rainy afternoon as we entered the Uffizi museum, and I was already beginning to have sore feet as we moved from room to room and my boredom became more intense. Actually, it wasn’t just boredom that I was feeling. I was feeling sorry for myself. Here we were looking at sculptures done by the hands of the great man, but for me the experience was vapid, empty, disconnected, meaningless; and, as in other moments in my life, it’s fair to say I slipped into depression and like other times questioned God as to why I was blind. Why was Tom Sullivan denied the experience of beauty? Why had I been chosen to go through life unable to appreciate man’s most creative accomplishments?


I don’t think Patty picked up on what I was feeling, and our daughter, Blythe, was so absorbed in what she was seeing she certainly wasn’t concerned about her father. But Amy sensed what I was going through. I will always be grateful to our friend Amy Frederick, this wonderful young woman, for what happened next.


She noticed a man dressed in formal daytime clothes and believed he must be someone important to the museum.


“Signore,” she said, in her beautiful Italian, “my uncle lui cieco—is blind. Is there any way . . . ?”


There are ultimate moments in a person’s life, experiences that transcend all others. For me, this moment—this singular hour on the clock of life—changed my life forever.
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This singular hour on the clock of life changed my life forever.
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I was taken behind the ropes and allowed to touch the works of the artist. Under my hands—the hands that had been my eyes on the world—the masterpieces came alive, and in a moment of beautiful clarity I realized that I understood every nuance he had hammered and chiseled into the Carrara marble.


I touched Moses, feeling the fullness of his beard, the tablets of the Commandments under his arm, the set of his chin, as if he was saying, “I will bring the people of Israel out of bondage.” There was the high forehead, the angle of his shoulders preparing to move, to reach for freedom.


And that theme of freedom was carried on in the slaves, the supplicant Dying Slave, with his hand behind his head, dropped shoulders, downcast eyes, all in preparation for his death. And then the Rebellious Slave—powerful! I could count every muscle, every striation on his remarkable body as he stood poised to fight.


And then there were the mother and child. Mary holding the baby Jesus, not to her breast but away from her body extending him to us, as if she already understood that someday she would offer him up on the cross in order to forgive our sins.


I was crying now, uncontrollably, the tears pouring down my face because for the first time I grasped, in this place—indelibly etched in my memory forever—that I was no longer really blind because I was seeing Michelangelo’s work inside out, as he had seen it in its creation.
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I was no longer really blind because I was seeing Michelangelo’s work inside out.
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The curator was by my side. “Signore,” he said softly, “I wish I could take you to Rome and show you the Pietà so that you could understand the full circle of the master’s gift. You know it is Mary holding Jesus, her only son, after they crucified him. So much love. I believe you would feel it in the tips of your fingers and in the depth of your heart.”


In his eloquence, the curator of the Uffizi museum had summed up what it was that I had been searching for all my life. I had ached to discover a formula that would allow me to believe that my perceptions could be as valuable as yours. I had needed to justify my own existence, to come to terms with why I had been committed to a life in the darkness, and now this discovery, this personal renaissance had come about.


From that day to this and on through the rest of my time on earth I realize that my way of looking at the world will remain unique and, yes, unusual. I’m sure that in God’s essential plan I was chosen to be blind, and after many years of struggle I’ve come to terms with that remarkable truth (more on this in chapter 8).


Along my journey I have learned much that I hope to pass on to you, but for now here’s what I want you to understand: blindness is the best thing that has ever happened to Tom Sullivan. Would I like to be able to see? Certainly; to see the beauty of nature in all of its forms, the faces of the people I love, and the myriad colors of a sunset. I’d love to play center field for the Red Sox or catch a touchdown pass from Tom Brady and the Patriots. But I have not only become content with my lot, I now celebrate my own uniqueness with closed eyes but a completely open soul.


The joy in writing this book is in my knowing that even though I quite likely will never see as you do, I might just be able to change your perceptions and broaden the possibilities for your own appreciation for the grace God has provided us with and for the life we’re so blessed to live.


So, take a look—as I see it—inside out, rather than outside in.




CHAPTER 1


In the Mind’s Eye


A FEW YEARS AGO, I had the chance to meet a remarkable man named Michael May. At the time Mike had just won medals in the Winter Paralympics in multiple ski events—the downhill, the giant slalom, and the Alpine combination. He also had been crazy enough to ski faster than any person without sight, clocking a time on a downhill course of over sixty miles an hour.


Okay, so my friend Mike is a little crazy, but he’s also a genius. He probably has done more for the development of technologies for blind people than just about anyone in the world. His breakthroughs in voice actuation and adaptations of devices like the iPhone and iPad have made it possible for guys like me to operate professionally on an equal playing field with my colleagues. A Stanford graduate with an IQ that’s off the charts, Mike was actually born with vision, losing it along the way, so he has a perspective on both what it means to see and what it means to be totally blind.


Recently, he became a major story in newspaper and television headlines when, due to an amazing breakthrough in ophthalmology, Mike got a good deal of his vision back. Imagine that. After having lived much of his life in darkness, Michael May was once again able to see—to see his family, to see his beautiful wife, to see nature, to see a computer screen. All of it—the world—now was open to him, and yet it was all too much. Too much for this remarkable brain to compute.


The pictures taken in by the camera we call the human eye just didn’t make sense against the pictures he had evolved during his life as a blind person. Was a face a face of someone he knew? He couldn’t tell right away. Could he ski as freely as he did when he was blind, as he struggled with depth perception and real-object identification? My friend arrived at the remarkable conclusion that the world he experienced being blind was a world he understood. The new presentation based on his renewed capacity to see was, in a phrase, much more complex than even this remarkable man would have expected.


I believe Mike’s story definitely frames the amazing separation between the world you understand with your eyes and the world I’ve taken in, not only through four other senses but through the collaboration of all my external antennae into a picture my mind’s eye can absorb and turn into my personal reality. I will spend a lot of time in this book talking about the capacity of the senses, but I think it’s just as important to discuss the limitations.


For me to have a true picture of anything material, I generally have to shrink it down to something I can touch. So, as an example, when my children were born I remember absorbing every inch of their bodies with my fingertips, smelling their heads, feeling their newborn breath on my cheek, analyzing what was meant by any cry issued from these infants around their needs. Like you, I counted every finger and every toe over and over again, just to make sure they were all in place.


And then there was my sense of the world. Until I began traveling for a living, the globe and its countries only existed on a large tactical relief map with lines and bumps that defined oceans and mountains I touched at the school for the blind. Though I knew all about dogs, cats, and even horses, based on my childhood experiences that were very up close and personal, lions, tigers, elephants, alligators—all of Noah’s two-by-twos that entered the ark—were completely foreign to me because I couldn’t see them. I didn’t know them.


During the 1970s in the Soviet Union a number of experiments were done with blind people trying to find out if they could learn about color through touch. Certainly after a while the heat given off by various shapes could be deduced as light and dark by touching various materials. But it really was only an exercise because color is only a part of the visual spectrum.
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For me, the world is only three-dimensional if I can touch it and hold it.
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And what about understanding large spaces, like when I would go to Red Sox games or when I sang in the National Cathedral or stood in the middle of a football stadium preparing to sing the National Anthem for the 1976 Super Bowl? In that moment of unbelievable American pride, with my voice echoing around the vast stadium, I came to another truth about what it meant to be blind: I would always struggle with large spaces. The size of things, the depth of things, the dimension of things that you know so easily with your eyes. For me, the world is only three-dimensional if I can touch it and hold it. An object becomes real in its dimension only when my hands send the message to my brain that makes my knowledge of whatever the thing is complete.


As a little boy, I loved erector sets and building blocks, and I remember so well how my friend Billy Hannon and I built forts and houses, all of them in miniature, of course, but all of them something I could touch and then understand. My favorite place to go on a Saturday was the Children’s Science Museum in Boston. Even back in the fifties the museum had a policy of allowing blind kids to touch as many things as possible, and thanks to them my perception of the world and many of the creatures that live in it took on real shape.
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Is my picture of life broader than yours or narrower in scope?
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Is my mind’s eye—that is to say, my picture of life—broader than yours or narrower in scope? When I’m confronted with a problem that is complex and I need the help of the smartest people I know, what do I do? I have found that the basic life secret is to go talk to children. They don’t lie, and their perceptions are far more intuitive and to the point than adults’.


I recently spent time with a third-grade class at our local elementary school and discussed this fascinating idea. First they asked me basic questions like did I understand color, how do blind people dream, did I know what my wife looked like, did I wish I could see—the things I’ve been asked all my life. And then we got down to the conversation about how they perceive the world and the pictures they have of things that were only appropriate when understood from the perspective of external vision.


A little girl asked me simply how I could tell who she is from someone else. I first talked about how special her voice was, and then I told her that I could smell chocolate candy on her hands.


“Yes,” she said, laughing. “I had a Twix bar at recess.”


I told her about when we shook hands I noticed how soft and long her fingers were and that when she gave me a hug I happened to touch her hair and remembered that it was very thick.


“What color is it?” she asked.


“I think it’s blond,” I said.


“How do you know that?” she asked, amazed.


“Oh, I just know,” I said. “You kind of learn how to connect voices to people.”


A little boy at the back of the room piped up. “I guess I use my eyes for almost everything, but I think you’re telling us that we should make our picture better, right?”


“That’s right,” I said. “When I picture a flower, as an example, I know what it feels like to touch a rose and then to smell it. I know what the air is like on a beautiful spring morning when you can almost taste the moisture and how I feel when I walk through a beautiful garden. All of that is part of the picture I have of not just the rose itself but the environment it lives in.”


“Wow,” my little girl friend said. “So, it isn’t just what you see, is it? It’s what you sense?”


“That’s right,” I answered, really excited that they were getting the idea. “The world is not just about what you see from the outside, but it’s about how the mind can give you a more complete picture by using all of your senses, all of your intelligence, and all of that very special thing we call instinct. Does anybody know what instinct is?”


A little boy in the second row said, “It’s how you know whether or not you’re going to like some other kid. It’s a feeling you get.”


“That’s right,” I said. “It’s just a feeling, and you should always trust it.”


I loved my time in the class with the kids, and it brought me back to connecting the dots with the prologue of this book. Remember, I told you the story of my trip to Italy and the amazing opportunity I had to touch some of the great works of Michelangelo Buonarroti and how under my hands the artist’s genius came alive in a far more personal way than you could ever experience with your eyes.
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My mind’s-eye picture of life has no boundaries.
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So, is my vision for things twenty-twenty? Well, certainly not if we discuss it only in external terms, but if we frame the world I operate in from what I like to think of as my own dimension of inside out, my mind’s-eye picture of life, though different, has no boundaries. Because, along with the information I take in, my imagination expands all of my understanding. And, ah, the power of the imagination. I think I’m a writer because I’m able to transport myself virtually anywhere I want to go on the wings of my imagination.


I once wrote a novel called Together, where my principal character was a sighted mountaineer climbing high in the beautiful Rocky Mountains. From my imagination I discussed fall colors, along with a rainbow he watched after a summer shower. I wrote about how far you could see from the top of a fourteener and how cars down below became like toys played with by a child.


I’m not trying to tell you that I understand the world as you do, but I’ve learned to adapt my mind’s eye to create a commonality with you. And my passionate desire as I write this book, I think, is that you allow yourself to journey inside the dimension of your mind to broaden the picture of life as you know it. The perspective all of us can gain by mutually understanding the pictures drawn either by the eye or by the mind can only benefit all of us in our capacity to engage with each other as human beings.


Though there is so much I wish I could see, there’s also so much I already am blessed to know through the mind’s eye, inside out.




CHAPTER 2


Our Common Senses


IT’S ALMOST MORNING—that time of suspension when night gives way to day. I too am beginning to shed the darkness, exchanging it for a different kind of brightness, a luminescence created by four magnificent messengers: the senses—touch, smell, taste, and sound. Though my eyes are not a contributor, I do not feel lacking in perception.


My wife, Patricia, slumbers on beside me, and I am comforted at the sound of her rhythmic breathing. It is tempting to reach out and take her into my arms, but on this morning it is not necessary to be demonstrative with my love. Her smell is as enveloping and completely reassuring as the warmest embrace. It is all familiar, all woman, all Patty, all mine. She is my greatest treasure, my eyes on the world, a gift from God.


From habit I roll onto my back and stretch out my left hand, and he is right there. The jingle of his collar as he rises from the floor tells me that my guide dog, Edison, has been waiting for me to signal that it’s time for best friends to enjoy our morning run along our beloved Pacific Coast. This special confluence of land and ocean is my favorite place on earth. It’s where I go most days—rain or shine—to be renewed; and it is through the antennae of my senses that I reconstitute the simple but essential daily joy of being alive.
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Through the antennae of my senses I reconstitute the simple but essential daily joy of being alive.
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Dog and master quietly sneak their way out of the room and go downstairs without disturbing the sleeping woman. The coffee pot is on a timer, and that first taste of joe is as delicious to this morning runner as a complex burgundy. With the dog’s harness and leash in place and my running shoes on, we step outside to assess the morning. My nose defines the weather report. June gloom, it tells me. The fog is in. Probably won’t lift until early afternoon. There is a pervasive moisture in the air, but rain is unlikely at this time of year.


Hey, what’s that? Somebody cut their grass yesterday, and Mrs. Martin’s early-season roses have just begun to open. I hear the whack as the paperboy—maybe the last of his breed—throws papers from a bike as he passes by and I call out a morning hello.


Just before we leave the house my voice-actuated clock tells me that it is 5:15, so I know that it’s still more dark than light. No problem; Edison guides me perfectly. His senses are far more capable than mine. He pauses at curbs as we move through the neighborhood and easily traverses around garbage cans and other objects, never failing to notice any loose, wet leaves that just might cause his master to slip or fall. In all of his concentration he is completely focused on our mutual goal.


We move down a long hill, our pace quickening almost to a sprint, and reach the top of a cliff, finding the path that will take us down onto the sand, and we hear it—the rhythmic pulsation of the Pacific’s surf as it rolls onto the land. I stand, for a moment transfixed by the sound, counting the seconds of the waves’ intervals. Today they are at nine seconds between the breakers. That means low tide—perfect for running. The roar is like a cannonade in a war zone as sand and surf compete for their place on God’s terra firma.


At high tide the sound is very different. Outgoing sand jousts with incoming waves like two great heavyweights in a championship fight. The punch is dull but devastating, thudding into the body of the land.


Now the big German shepherd eases me down the narrow path. Pebbles slide under our feet, and occasionally I hear the sound of an animal as it hurriedly skitters away into the bushes. Eventually, we arrive on the sand. I strip off my shirt and shoes, wanting to run barefoot close to the ocean in order to feel its salty mist on my shoulders.


You know, there are eleven different kinds of sand on my beach, from fine granular to pebbled sedimentary rock that has been ground into submission and pounded into sandy pulp by the centuries and timeless ocean swell. Tidal change, weather conditions, curvature of the earth, and the capricious nature of the sea have actually created fifteen different kinds of waves I’m blessed to listen to and understand, though their differences can often be subtle. But if you listen—ah, if you listen—their various signatures will become clear.


At the three-mile point in our run there is a restaurant that sits up on the cliffs above our beach opening at 6 a.m., and the smells of freshly brewed coffee, muffins, bacon and eggs, and other breakfast delights come drifting down on the ocean’s breeze and blend with the scent of eucalyptus, lilac, and mock orange blossoms. These are the condiments, as it were, to the taste of the ocean. As I breathe in during my exertion, what is initially smell becomes taste, and it is all clean and pure in an ever-changing state of delicious delight. Seaweed, kelp, single-cell life, and, yes, even death are necessary parts of this most magnificent sensory ambiance.


The dog and I are running faster now, and I take note that he breathes four times to every one of mine. As I hold his harness, he planes off, galloping, and I imagine myself as a water skier on the end of a towrope. I’m turning back time as I race faster than I ever could have imagined at this stage of my life.


And now there is an audience that is witnessing our performance—the sound of the sea lions barking us home on the rocks at the end of our beach. When I begin to hear them, I know that we have probably about five hundred yards to run. My heart is pounding in response to our efforts, and I feel the first rays of the morning sun gloriously touch my shoulders. Coming to a stop, I breathe in large gulps of sea air, warmed by the early morning sun. I bend down and remove the big dog’s harness and leash.


“Okay,” I tell my friend, “let’s go.” Man and dog charge whooping into the ocean and swim out beyond the surf line. It is quiet out here—completely quiet two hundred yards from shore—and I roll onto my back allowing the waves to toss me to and fro without a thought, without a care.
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Our day has gotten off to a sense-sational start.
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Labs are better in the water than German shepherds, but Edison has learned to swim, and though I’m not sure he loves it the way I do, he accepts the morning ritual with equanimity. Eventually, I reach out and take my friend’s collar and allow him to swim us back to shore. We dry off, and he guides me home, both of us looking forward to breakfast with Patty and sure that our day has gotten off to a sense-sational start.
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