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One


THE LIGHT PIERCED MY SKULL IN A SILENT EXPLOSION. I LET OUT a muffled groan but could do nothing to escape the pain. Fully dilated, my eye offered no defense, and his large hand pinned me to the headrest. My breathing quickened and tears began to stream down my cheek, but I made no further sound as the light continued to pummel my brain.


“Look up,” the doctor said. He hadn’t finished the second word before I complied, grateful for the brief respite. The light followed my eye, but the indirect angle was more forgiving than the frontal assault.


“Down,” the doctor said. I had sensed the slightest movement of the light before he spoke, a slow scan with intermittent pauses, and the light brought closer as if to get a better look, to establish certainty before moving on. After looking down I again felt the probing, the light moving in and out, illuminating recesses never before explored.


My breathing slowed with the lessening of direct light into my pupil, and I released my grip on the armrests. I felt his breath on me, warm and rhythmical. “There is clear evidence of permeation, and I assume this will be consistent with the electroretinogram.” He shifted his position on the stool, rolling himself to the side before adding, “Look left.”


I had closed my eyes while he moved, the darkness as soothing as a clove on an exposed dental nerve. The scope continued on its slow journey, the doctor occasionally pulling my lids farther apart to counteract my involuntary resistance. “It appears there is more pigment in the lower quadrants, and . . . how old is he again?”


“Twenty, Doctor,” a voice said, following a rustle of paper.


“Yes,” the doctor replied, “that would seem to be consistent. Look right,” he added.


As before, I obeyed at once, my anxiety beginning to rise. His tone was that of one whose hypothesis has been confirmed, whose analysis has removed any residual doubt. His assessment of this last section, if not exactly cursory, was briefer, as if the relevant facts had already been established.


“Look straight ahead, please,” he said quietly, and the same irrepressible pain erupted in my left eye. The light remained fixed as I stared into it, sweat beginning to form on my forehead as the seconds mounted. “Keep your eye open and looking straight ahead,” he commanded after I had averted my gaze by no more than one or two millimeters. At last he relented, and the same sequence was repeated. “I want all of you to look at this,” the doctor said as he turned off the scope and stood up. “The left eye shows a greater concentration of pigment in all four quadrants, and I’m guessing this was reflected in the visual field?”


“Yes, Doctor,” another voice confirmed. “The peripheral range is considerably reduced in comparison to the right eye.”


I sat back in my chair, my eyes closed as I wiped the tears from my cheeks. Someone turned on the overhead fluorescents, and the small room was suddenly filled with too much light as well as too many people. While Dr. Berson conferred with his staff, comparing the findings of the many tests I had undergone with his own examination, I glanced at my mother and sister, who sat upright and motionless in a corner. Both attempted weak smiles, but none of us spoke.


He had entered at the end of a long and arduous day like a victorious general, trailed by a retinue of worshipful subordinates and students. Dr. Eliot Berson carried himself in every way like the “great man,” and it was obvious that he expected to be treated as such. He exuded an arrogant self-assurance, like one who was certain he would find the cure for this particular problem of human genetics and be justly awarded a Nobel Prize.


Ending the brief conference with his staff, he returned to my chair. “Well, I can confirm the diagnosis of retinitis pigmentosa,” he said. “Your doctor in New York was wise to refer you to me. There is significant deterioration in retinal functioning, as has been verified by the tests we have run today, and I’m not surprised to hear that you are symptomatic.”


“You mean the night blindness, Doctor?” I asked.


I had already developed a deep dislike for the man. Barely acknowledging our presence when he arrived, he asked his staff about the test results, whether certain information had been compiled, and whether I might be a suitable subject for study. The diagnosis had been delivered with the same bluntness, with no attempt at empathy or understanding. I steeled myself against him in response, adopting my best tough-guy “you’re not going to hurt me” stance. I was determined not to be cowed, not to give in to him in any way.


“Yes,” he replied. “That and a fairly significant shrinking of your peripheral field. You reported occasionally having difficulty locating objects, and I’m not surprised to hear that. Now, if you don’t mind, I’d like my staff to examine your eyes. It’s part of their training, you understand, and it would be very helpful to us.”


“Of course,” I replied with as much authority as I could muster, and the lights were dimmed again. They followed one after another, Dr. Berson enjoining each to pay attention to the patterns of permeation in both eyes, especially the accelerated deterioration of the left. I was like a butterfly on display, held in place by the examining light, without hope of escape or rescue. There were six of them in all, and the group kept up a running dialogue about my eyes as if they were disembodied, unattached.


When Dr. Berson was satisfied that everyone appreciated the intricacies of what they had just seen, he again sat on the stool next to me. Facing my mother and sister, he began to speak. “As I said, I can confirm the diagnosis of RP, and I don’t believe any of my staff would disagree with that assessment.” He paused just long enough to ensure that no one intended to contradict him before continuing. “I’m almost certain that yours is the X-linked variety, meaning that it is transmitted on the X chromosome from mother to son, much like sickle cell anemia.” Without bothering to look toward his staff, he asked, “He has two male cousins with a similar syndrome, right? The mother’s sister’s sons?”


“Yes, Doctor,” someone responded. “They’re due to be tested next month.”


“Good,” Dr. Berson replied. “Like I said. X-linked, almost without a doubt.” Turning to my mother, he said, “I’d like you to send me a family tree, to go back as far as you can to see if there is any evidence of blindness in your genealogy. This is very important.”


“All right,” she replied, barely above a whisper.


He shifted his gaze toward my sister. “I’m fairly sure you are a carrier. I mean, if my hypothesis is correct, your sons would have a fifty-fifty chance of having the condition. Do you have any children?”


“No,” Carey replied.


“Are you married? Do you plan to have kids?”


“No, not yet,” she said.


“Well, if you do, I’d like to examine them. Boy or girl, but particularly a boy. We’re beginning to look at early intervention therapies, and it is important to get baseline data as soon as possible.” After a moment, as if he had almost forgotten to mention it, he added, “By the way, should you ever have an abortion, I’d like the material. It would be invaluable for study.”


“All right,” my sister murmured. I was outraged but said nothing. We were defenseless against him, overwhelmed by the brutality of his scientific certainty.


Dr. Berson kept silent as my mother and sister began to sob, head down and hands clasped between his legs. He looked pained, like he was waiting for one of us to ask for the solace he knew he couldn’t provide. I would later understand that, as a research scientist, he may have lacked an intuitive appreciation of “bedside manner” and when to apply it. But in that moment he struck me as unfeeling, cold, uninterested in anything unrelated to finding a cure and securing his glory.


At last my mother rescued everyone from the terrible quiet, a silence broken only by the hum of the fluorescent lights. “What does all this really mean, Doctor? What’s happening to Luke?”


“Are you referring to the specifics of the syndrome?” Dr. Berson asked, noticeably relieved to be back on empirical ground. He was at once energized and enthusiastic, eager for an answer in the affirmative.


“Yes, I suppose so,” my mother replied, obviously confused.


“There are different genetic types of retinitis pigmentosa,” he began, “as you may know. Again, I have every reason to believe that yours is the X-linked variety, this to be confirmed once I’ve examined the two cousins.” Warming to his topic, he continued, “To put it most simply, RP, as its name would suggest, is characterized by the permeation of the retina with pigment. We believe this to be the result of reduced blood flow to that part of the eye, a process which eventually kills the rod and cone cells, those responsible for the transmission of light and color images to the brain.”


Pausing, he asked, “Are you with me so far?” Tentative nods accompanied our mumbled confirmation. “The primary symptomology is the night blindness Luke referred to earlier and a reduction of the peripheral field. The vision loss begins at the outer range and moves toward the center, a phenomenon sometimes referred to as ‘tunnel vision.’ If you hold up a cardboard tube to your eye, you’ll get a good idea of how it looks to the patient.”


Again assuming my hard-boiled facade, I asked, “And how is all this going to affect me, Doctor? I mean, specifically, exactly.”


Dr. Berson paused before responding. “I understand that you’re in college now. What are you studying? What career would you like to pursue?”


“I’m an English major,” I replied. “I hope to become a writer.”


“I see,” he said. He hesitated, his eyes on mine. “I’m not sure that would be the best choice for you.” Although his manner was still businesslike, his tone flat, I detected for the first time an undercurrent of regret, a softening of the scientific armor.


In the ensuing silence I recalled riding in my father’s Land Rover five years earlier, returning to his house in Sagaponack after clamming near Sag Harbor. He was focused on the road, his mouth set, firm but relaxed. His silence and unwavering gaze signaled that he was thinking, weighing his next words, or that his mind was already back on his work. I couldn’t see his eyes behind his sunglasses. Clad in an ancient tennis shirt, a damp blue bathing suit, and the Greek sailor’s cap he always wore in 1968 (his John Lennon hat, as I called it), his six-foot-two frame appeared even larger inside the truck.


“I have a vision of a grand threesome of Matthiessen writers,” he said as we crossed the Montauk Highway. More than his own father, he admired the legacy of F. O. Matthiessen, my grandfather’s cousin. The author of The American Renaissance, he had been one of the most distinguished scholars of his day.


My father didn’t turn to look at me. His words seemed to give substance to the air, and neither of us spoke as the Land Rover gained speed. As a young man I was awed by him. What he had already accomplished was impressive enough, and now his burgeoning success was propelling him to an even more exalted plane. He aspired to write as well or better than Faulkner, and to take his place as a great American novelist would remain his highest ambition. I was beginning to fear that I had no hope of ever measuring up, that I was destined to be a disappointment. I certainly hadn’t given any thought to becoming a writer, far less a peer of Faulkner, whom I hadn’t read. Nor had I so much as opened any of the volumes bearing the name of Matthiessen. His directness was as surprising as his faith in my ability to become the third pillar of his triumvirate. I had always wanted to please him, and now he had voiced his belief that I was worthy and ready to fulfill my destiny. Like an underground river, those words would continue to course through my life, at times rising close enough to irrigate the surface before receding again into the depths.


“What’s your prognosis, Doctor?” The question had come out not so much as a challenge, delivered with my chin thrust forward, but evenly, as if I were another physician seeking his opinion. Although I could hear my heart beating as he looked at me, I felt something give way, a relinquishing of my antipathy toward him.


“I would estimate, based on the tests we have run and the typical course of the condition, that you will have some sort of operative vision until the age of thirty-five or so,” he said. “This is a preliminary estimate, of course, but I’m reasonably certain given your profile.”


I felt like I had been gut shot, and fought back rising panic. I hadn’t thought this possible, had never imagined I would go blind. I had lost some vision, I knew, and might well lose more, but to go blind, to lose “operative vision,” had been unthinkable. In that moment I couldn’t look at anything but his eyes, and I fought back a sudden surge of nausea. This can’t be true, I told myself. This can’t be true. I held his eyes, saying nothing, trying to compose myself. It was as if I were afraid to look away, that only by holding his gaze might he correct himself and declare that there was a good chance of maintaining some working vision for the rest of my life. My mother began to cry again, and I looked over to see my sister take her hand. No one spoke, and I was sure that every eye in the room was on me.


“Can you give me some idea of the progression, Doctor, and what you mean by ‘operative vision?’” Without knowing why, I had let go of all resentment, and my outraged indignation had vanished. Though not conscious of it in that instant, I was beginning to appreciate that, his manner notwithstanding, Dr. Berson was probably the only person who could help me.


“You will experience an ongoing reduction of your visual field. Do you drive?” When I affirmed this with a nod, he continued, “Well, you should stop right now. It’s not safe. Any remaining night vision will also diminish over time. Eventually, of course, your eyes will, for all practical purposes, cease to function. You may still see some light and shade, maybe even maintain a severely narrowed peripheral field, but I don’t think this likely. That’s why I’m encouraging you to reconsider your choice of career. Your vision loss will be gradual, but you should plan accordingly.”


“Thank you, Doctor,” I said. “That’s very helpful.” Perhaps intuiting that I had dropped my defenses, he came closer, as if we were suddenly alone in the room.


“I know this must be hard to hear, Luke,” he said, “but as your doctor I need to present you with the facts. It’s your life to live, but you need to know what you’ll be facing to make the best choices.”


Referring to himself as my doctor won me over, removed all traces of residual anger. I might have reacted differently, been offended by his presumption of intimacy or importance, but I was drawn to him then, and I forgave him everything.


Leaving his office that night, my mother and sister were indignant. Berson was cold, rude, unfeeling, a monster. Imagine asking for the “material.” Didn’t he appreciate how vulnerable we were, how important it was to mitigate the blow of the diagnosis? They were right, of course, and Dr. Berson later received a letter, signed by hundreds of his patients, expressing their collective distress over his lack of empathy. I never saw the letter, but wouldn’t have signed it if given the choice. Yes, he was arrogant and grandiose, brusque, and even brutal. But what was more important, at least to me, was his dedication. Even if only for the sake of guaranteeing his own celebrity, he was committed to finding a cure. Above all else he was a scientist, not a general practitioner, and I took comfort in that. Before leaving the hospital I had put my trust in him.


We drove back to my uncle’s house after dark, the last remnants of a November snow lining the road, and my family did what they could to console me. Everyone declared their love, coupling their embraces with heartfelt promises of support, and we agreed that I should return every year in case Dr. Berson developed an experimental treatment. As inhuman as he was in everyone else’s eyes, there wasn’t any other practical choice, not in those days.


My mother was nearly overcome with guilt. She had passed on the gene, as had my Aunt Sarita to her two sons, and couldn’t let go of the conviction that she had inadvertently ruined my life. I reminded her that no one had known about this terrible problem lurking in our DNA, and she was not to blame for its emergence in my generation. While she could appreciate this logic, it did little to ameliorate her suffering. I reassured her that I would be fine, that Dr. Berson might find a cure, that I still had fifteen years of vision and that somehow it would all work out.


I was enormously relieved when everyone went to bed, and I was at last left to myself. So much attention had been focused on me throughout the day, and it felt good to be out of the spotlight. Before settling into an armchair next to the fireplace, I fetched a half-gallon bottle of vodka from my uncle’s bar. A single lamp burned at the far end of the living room, and the house was cold. There was no sound other than an occasional passing car and the ticking of a grandfather clock.


At first I was more numbed than dispirited. Sipping the vodka, which I drank neat, I wondered what I could look forward to as a blind man. I thought of Karen, my first great love, how beautiful she was, how an alluring tint of green could sometimes be seen when the sun shone through her blonde hair. Would she ever want to be with me if I needed a white cane? Would anyone? I recalled driving my friend Jonathan’s father’s old Triumph along the back roads between Amagansett and Southampton, its engine roaring in the predawn quiet. I loved to drive, play tennis, look at women, read a book.


But what would happen when I couldn’t read? How would I earn a living? Jonathan was spending his nights at Elaine’s, taking pictures of the proprietor with the countless celebrities who came to the restaurant like pilgrims to Mecca. Honing his craft, he would go on to become a photographer for Vanity Fair and publish several books. Would I be reduced to weaving samplers at the Industrial Home for the Blind? Horrified by that prospect, I quickly refilled my glass.


I recalled my photographs of Karen, the series I did on Little Italy, the landscapes, the portraits of the poets, musicians, and artists who frequented my stepfather’s studio. All of it.


Everything I loved about my life involved sight. I remembered the harsh beauty of the desert mountains in Afghanistan, a faint glimpse of Everest at dawn, my old friend Jackie’s smile, and the late afternoon light on the ocean. How would I experience beauty? What would it be like when I could no longer see the sky, Jonathan’s extraordinary photographs of Coney Island in winter, or the paintings of almost all the adults I had grown up with?


Nothing I was passionate about, with the exception of music, seemed destined to be a part of my future. Looking ahead, I could see nothing but blankness, a half-life as half a man, an existence devoid of any real pleasure or fulfillment. In that moment I nearly lost all hope, fearing that my life would effectively be over in just a few years. What the hell would I do with myself? What would be the point?


The tears came at last, silent and slow, unseen by anyone. I was so alone, certain of nothing. I felt like the wind had been knocked out of me, like I was struggling to breathe. Could anyone point the way and provide the reassurance I had given my mother, that everything would work out in the end?


There had to be a path to some sort of meaningful life. As the clock chimed the eleventh hour I had no idea what that might look like, aware only of the joys that would be closed off, one after another, as the curtain came down. Despite my inability to picture an existence without sight, I recalled Dr. Berson’s suggestion that choices were open to me. The alternative, a life devoid of possibility, was too terrible to imagine, but was it safe to believe him?


Reflecting on the day, I thought again of that morning in Sagaponack. I had last written my father after returning from East Africa. He was conducting some of the research which would eventually appear in The Tree Where Man Was Born, and had invited my sister and me to join him for two weeks during spring break. The letter was an expression of wonder and gratitude for what he had shown us, but I hadn’t thought it especially noteworthy. What would I write about? Africa was still fresh, but could I ever hope to rival his work?


I recalled staring up at a leopard in an acacia tree on the Serengeti, his magnificence framed by the sharp yellow light of sunset; the trumpeting of an elephant as she charged, ears flapping, after we had inadvertently separated her from her calf; hundreds of flamingos standing in the shallows of Lake Manyara, their reflections casting a rosy hue over its surface; the astounding beauty of a young Masai woman cradling her child as she stepped into our Land Rover; and climbing out of Olduvai Gorge to find a giraffe standing not more than twenty yards away, both of us momentarily frozen by our unexpected proximity.


At that moment, another part of the ride back to Sagaponack rose to the surface, a recollection which would remain in conscious memory. As I waited for my father to emerge from the post office, the huge head of a Great Dane appeared just beneath my window. Although he was almost tall enough to poke his nose inside, I hadn’t seen him coming. By night’s end, I had finished nearly half the bottle.


The next morning’s hangover was a relief, a welcome distraction, but the brief flicker of hope had vanished. If anyone noticed how much I had drunk, they didn’t mention it. We flew back to New York that afternoon with the knowledge that our lives had been fundamentally altered.


I returned to Columbia determined to further my goal of becoming a writer. Ignoring Dr. Berson’s good counsel, I forged ahead as if his prognosis had never been delivered. Like a plow horse with blinders on, I plodded through the spring semester of my sophomore year, occasionally bumping into people. I worked hard but without much interest or enthusiasm, academic success doing little to dispel a sense of undirected somnambulance.









Two


AFTER TWO YEARS, I HAD ALL BUT COMPLETED THE COLLEGE’S required courses and began to focus on my major. In the reading room above the library’s lintel, I settled each day into a heavily cushioned leather armchair like an astronaut in a one-man space capsule. Marlowe, Chaucer, Pope, Milton, and others opened new worlds as I took notes and underlined innumerable passages, learning to decipher language and metaphor, context and style. I was always happy to be transported for a few hours before returning to the twentieth-century realities of Morningside Heights and my worsening vision.


Lionel Trilling was the great don of Columbia’s English department, and I decided to apply for admission to his course on the romantic poets. On the appointed day a department secretary directed a long line of hopefuls, including me, to fill out a four-by-six index card listing our qualifications for consideration.


When I finally sat across from him, Trilling glanced at my card and asked whether I was related to F. O. Matthiessen. He looked tired, with dark circles under slightly sunken eyes and dull gray hair. After confirming my kinship, I confessed to knowing almost nothing about my esteemed relative. Leaning back in his chair, Trilling informed me that, among other things, F. O.’s suicide was precipitated by his disillusionment over the prospects for world socialism. He had traveled to Eastern Europe in the early fifties, one of the first civilians to be granted access after the war, and returned thoroughly disenchanted. When he was subsequently denounced as a possible communist in the Boston Globe, he checked into a local hotel and jumped, leaving his Skull and Bones key on the windowsill.


I was fascinated by these revelations, no less surprised by Trilling’s passion in relating them. He and F. O. had been contemporaries, and Trilling’s respect for his peer was unbounded. After reviewing my card he closed the interview by declaring, “This looks fine, and you’re wearing a tweed jacket. I like that. You’re in the class.”


My stepfather, Michael Goldberg, hosted a small dinner party a few weeks later. One of the guests, Hal Fonderin, was the director of the Poindexter Gallery and had first met my mother’s closest friend, the poet Frank O’Hara, when they were schoolmates at Harvard. Hal was red-faced and affable, and his stomach betrayed his predilection for good food and drink. His blue blazer, elegant loafers, and electric orange tie gave him the appearance of a guest at an uptown soirée, not someone with close connections to the avant-garde crowd. But he had always been at the parties in my childhood home on 11th Street, far better dressed than everyone else.


I asked Hal whether he had known F. O. Matthiessen, and he recounted a night when one of Frank’s plays was staged in Cambridge. After polite applause, F. O. stood up, turned to face the audience, and gently admonished them for not recognizing a work of genius. Hal went on to say that F. O. was loved by his students, and for a moment I keenly missed a man I had never met.


Peter Glassman, who had studied under Trilling a generation earlier, stood at approximately six feet, but a full head of unruly brown hair added another two inches to his appearance. He wore wire-rim glasses and usually sported a tweed or corduroy jacket. Registering for his course on Victorian literature that spring, I was at once drawn to his intelligence and insights into some of the more prescient themes in Carlyle, Arnold, and Eliot. From the first, although he was never sullen or outwardly depressed, I suspected there was somewhere a tragedy in Peter’s life, that he carried a heavier burden than most. Sensing an undefined but powerful affinity, I quickly assigned him the role of mentor.


Until that point I had been increasingly despondent at Columbia, my interest in literature notwithstanding. Thinking that a change of scene might improve my outlook, I had even contacted Swarthmore to discuss a possible transfer. But the relationship I forged with Peter cemented a decision to stay, and for the first time I looked forward to returning in the fall.


That summer Jonathan’s mother, Patricia Birch, was commissioned to choreograph the dance scenes in The Wild Party, a campy Merchant/Ivory adaptation of Joseph March’s poem, and invited us to come along as extras. The film was shot at the Mission Inn in Riverside, California, a sprawling remnant of the town’s better days, before the hot springs dried up. The second floor housed an ornate chapel where Nixon was married, and the hotel still rented it out for weddings. We were put up at the local Howard Johnson’s, where every night the band recalled their own former glory by playing the theme song from Gilligan’s Island.


The movie is absolutely forgettable, but we had a great time making it. Like everyone else, it seemed, I drank too much, snorted too much cocaine, and otherwise indulged in all the decadence which 1970s Hollywood had to offer. Pat Birch was heroic in her efforts to teach me the “Herbert Hoover Drag,” and I can be seen at the end of that number falling to the floor with Raquel Welch.


After the filming, Jonathan and I borrowed my Aunt Sarita’s station wagon at three in the morning and drove from Los Angeles to Mexico, inhaling a lot of coke and listening to Beethoven’s Ninth at full volume as we barreled down the Pacific Coast Highway. We wound up at a seaside town in Baja called San Felipe, by which time our respectable suburban car was covered with dust and looked as if it made regular runs transporting migrants across the border. The next day vultures began circling overhead after I had lain on the beach for too long.


Toward the end of the summer I drove to Sagaponack for lunch and a swim. My father continued to travel regularly after the death of his second wife, Deborah Love, so I didn’t see him more than two or three times a year. He was now living with Maria Koenig, a former model with long dark hair and an upper-class British accent who had been raised in East Africa. Maria had arrived with her two young daughters, Sarah and Antonia, and being with her always promised good conversation and fun.


Paul and Myrna Davis, close friends of Maria’s I hadn’t met, had also been invited. Paul had recently completed the posters for Joseph Papp’s Public Theatre productions, and was recognized as one of the country’s premier illustrators. A big man, he was soft-spoken, his face round and gentle. Myrna was good-natured and outgoing, a pretty woman with a perpetual smile. Spirits were high and laughter plentiful. After lunch my father and I cleaned up, grabbed two towels, and started out for the beach.


More cars were on the road by then, a sure sign that Sagaponack’s days as a farming community were coming to an end. He had traded his Greek sailor’s hat for an unadorned baseball cap, and his dark shirt and bathing suit looked old and loose on him. Breaking with the traditional protocol of our walks, he began our talk by telling me that he’d been inducted into the American Academy of Arts and Letters. To be recognized by his peers would always mean more to him than critical acclaim or financial success, and the best had now anointed him as one of their own. He was proud, and I was happy for him. Turning the focus back on me, he was excited to hear about my enthusiasm for literature.


As we neared the beach he put his hand on my shoulder and asked why I continued to drive. I’d told him everything after my trip to Boston, including Dr. Berson’s warning that it was no longer safe to get behind the wheel, and had expected this exchange. He raised the question gently, with an intuitive appreciation of how loaded it was. Already bargaining with my fate—and perhaps to defuse exactly this kind of pressure.


I had stopped driving at night. He was glad to hear it, but before he could say anything more I insisted that I could still drive during the day. Pausing, he said he didn’t think this wise, but I promised not to do anything foolish.


Elizabeth “Bumpy” Rogers, a beauty in her mid-thirties with large, smiling eyes, greeted us when we emerged from the ocean and asked my father when he might be free to play tennis. Bumpy had been one of his girlfriends following Deborah’s death, but he broke it off after only a few months. When he replied that he was going on a Zen retreat in the morning, she turned to me. We had played several times and agreed to meet the following afternoon.


The next day was unusually hot. After two sets we were both tired, and Bumpy invited me to her house for a drink. Soaked with sweat, I could think of nothing better, and she made me a stiff gin and tonic before disappearing into the bathroom. When the door opened she stood naked before me, toweling off after her shower. Taking a long pull at my drink, I pondered my next move. As much as her seduction excited me, I knew this invitation carried significant risk. That my father would find out was more than likely, since they shared many friends. The logical thing was to excuse myself at once, but I said nothing as I stared at her. When she crossed the room and we kissed, I had already decided to roll the dice.


* * *


“What’s Lukey doing here?” A child’s voice, a little boy’s voice. The room was unfamiliar, full of sunlight filtered through thin white curtains. Someone moved in the bed, and I heard Bumpy say, “It’s all right, honey. Everything is okay. Luke is okay too. He’s just sleeping now.”


“But why is Lukey here?” the child asked again, the words slightly slurred. It was my brother Alex, then eight or nine, and the full weight of his presence hit me at the same moment I realized I had a staggering hangover. Feigning sleep, I tried to sort things out. I remembered almost nothing of the night before, only that we had gone out to dinner. I had no memory of her children, and none of my brother, their friend. Had he been there the whole time? Now it was certain that my tryst would get back to my father, and I pulled the covers further over my head.


I felt an overwhelming urge to disappear, get away, somehow erase the last twenty-four hours. At the end of this summer of extremes, I had now taken things too far. How would I explain this? What could I possibly say that would leave me with a shred of dignity?


Bumpy and I kept company for the next two weeks. We went to parties and were seen on the beach, making no effort to be discreet. I didn’t feel any joy at the prospect of my father’s return, but neither did I do anything to minimize the extent of my transgression. Although it was fun, I knew even then that the whole thing was foolish, ultimately empty, and impotent. We became the subject of local gossip, adding further insult to my father, and still it went on. Was that the point, to hurt or humiliate him as much as possible? I didn’t think so, but couldn’t deny that our cavorting would get his attention.


He demanded to see me as soon as he got back. The confrontation took place in his driveway, before I got to the door. “What were you thinking?” he asked.


“I don’t know that I was thinking anything, Dad.”


“I wouldn’t have minded so much, though it was stupid enough, if Alex hadn’t been a witness to everything. How could you be so thoughtless?”


“I’m sorry, Dad. It all just kind of happened . . .”


“No. Take some responsibility, Luke. From what I hear, you two were all over Sag Harbor together. Look, I really don’t care who you sleep with, even an old flame of mine, but not like that. Not involving Alex and in front of my friends.”


“It’s over now, Dad, and I’m sorry about Alex. You’re right. It was stupid. It won’t happen again.”


“You’re damned right it won’t,” he said.


But it did. Before school started I drove Bumpy back to Chicago, the car packed tight with children and luggage. She came to New York several times in the fall, and we perpetuated what began to feel like an overplayed song. Finally, with a thousand miles between us, we ran out of gas and agreed to move on.


Our brief affair was anything but casual or arbitrary. Bumpy was obsessed with my father for decades after they separated, long after our fling was over. She would later be diagnosed with bipolar disorder, and maybe in some distorted way hoped to get to him through me. For my part, she was an attractive woman, and I was excited by the risk, the almost manic frenzy of the sex, drinking, and taboo. It was thrilling, at least in the beginning, and I didn’t yet appreciate the extent to which I was apparently a means to an end. Being with Bumpy was like going to buy drugs, with the anticipation of danger and the special pleasure of illicit euphoria.


But apart from the allure of doing something wrong, always hard to resist in those days, I knew I was “sticking it” to my father. Perhaps I believed on some level that being with Bumpy put us on an equal footing, that sleeping with her represented a different sort of conquest. Dr. Freud, who might have danced a jig at the vision of my succumbing to her charms, would surely have pointed to good old Oedipus, not for the first time in my life, but I don’t think my attraction was fueled by any incestuous fantasies. In hindsight, I’ve come to see our liaison as a rite of passage, another means by which, however awkwardly, I was struggling to come into my own.


* * *


Before the start of my senior year, the dean’s office reminded me that I still needed to take two semesters of physical education. The dean assured me that no waiver was possible if I hoped to graduate, so I signed up for fencing. Peter invited me to join him in teaching an advanced seminar on modern English literature. We discussed our ideas over coffee, settling on three writers we agreed were crucial to its evolution—Thomas Hardy, George Gissing, and, the focus of Peter’s doctoral thesis, Joseph Conrad. The course was to be an in-depth review of the complete works of all three, with me taking the lead on Hardy and the two of us splitting duties on Gissing.


Seven students enrolled in the course, the perfect number for an intimate forum. Inspired, I worked hard, and partnering with Peter was deeply satisfying. At the end of the semester he commended me on my efforts and asked whether I’d given any thought to becoming an academic. Thanking him, I hesitated before replying that I wasn’t ready to make any sort of commitment.


Continuing to ignore Dr. Berson’s advice, I had done nothing to prepare for the inexorable progression of retinitis pigmentosa, burying all nascent reflections on my future as quickly as possible. I didn’t speak of my impending blindness if I could avoid it, grateful that others rarely broached the subject. Living as if I weren’t facing this grim reality, I couldn’t deny the more frequent and alarming reminders of my decreasing ability to see. In spite of these, almost in defiance of them, I continued to drive, drank more than ever during academic breaks, and made my first attempts at controlled drinking during the school week.


These occurred not at the West End or some other popular college hangout, but at an inconspicuous dive called the Blue Marlin, on Broadway just north of 110th Street. Its patrons were almost always alone, rarely engaged in conversation except to ask the bartender for another round, and otherwise made it clear that they were there to drink, not socialize. Since this was also my modus operandi, I was content to sit in silence, sipping whiskey unobserved as I stared out the window.


That spring Peter nominated me for the Kellett Prize, a private one-year scholarship to Oxford. While honored, I arrived at my interview before the college’s deans with another bad hangover. Holding things together well enough until they asked why I wanted to go to England, I paused before replying, “Well, wouldn’t you?” I just couldn’t think of anything else to say.


The next day Peter told me that I had been guaranteed the scholarship until that show of indifference, and I apologized. I felt I had let him down, but the prospect of another year of school—and the likelihood of several more to follow—suddenly seemed unthinkable.


As we walked down the hill to Riverside Park several weeks later, Peter informed me that Tulane had offered him a higher salary and full tenure. Columbia was fast becoming a conservative school, a shift being realized through the admissions department and the attrition of left-leaning liberal arts professors, so it was obvious that his future didn’t lie in Morningside Heights. He felt he had no choice but to accept, especially since the extra income would help cover the cost of caring for his disabled son. Peter was disappointed by the university’s reluctance to make a long-term investment in him, and the impending loss of an important mentor and friend cemented my own inclination not to pursue a life in academe. But since I had enjoyed teaching and had some basis for thinking that I might be good at it, I would occasionally regret that decision over the next fifteen years.


My last semester passed in a fog of confusion, clouded by uncertainty as much as drink. I continued to do well academically, and even satisfied the physical education requirement. Because I couldn’t see my opponent’s foil, I was hopeless at fencing, but managed to knock down a few pins on the bowling alley. George Plimpton, an old family friend who was the editor of the Paris Review and a man particularly sensitive to athletic underachievement, called just before my 1976 graduation.


“Of course you’ll come work for the magazine,” he said. Since I had done nothing to launch a career on my own, I accepted his offer on the spot.









Three


MY ONLY TACTILE CONNECTION TO A TIME BEFORE MY FIRST memory of either parent is an old black-and-white photograph, slightly yellowed and curled at the edges, taken beside a beached boat on Fishers Island. In the foreground my father is seen from behind, bending to look at his son. Then three or four, I am dressed in jeans and a turtleneck shirt, and holding an oar in both hands. Staring up at him, I look puzzled, or perhaps I am just squinting into the sun.


My parents, Peter Matthiessen and Patsy Southgate, were two of the American literary aspirants living in France in the early fifties. After he graduated from Yale and she from Smith, they married and moved to Paris. He became one of the “tall young men,” as Irwin Shaw described that wave of American expatriates in Gay Talese’s 1961 Esquire article, “Looking for Hemingway,” and founded the Paris Review with Harold “Doc” Humes. They soon handed off the editorial stewardship to George Plimpton, the tallest young man, with whom my father had gone to grammar school.
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