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For my family



And ye lucky livers, to whom, by some rare fatality, your Cape Horns are placid as Lake Lemans, flatter not yourselves that good luck is judgment and discretion; for all the yolk in your eggs, you might have foundered and gone down, had the Spirit of the Cape said the word.

— HERMAN MELVILLE, “ROUNDING CAPE HORN”




August 21, 1979

Dearest Anton,

I hope you’re sleeping better and finding the food more to your liking, though I must say I envy the choices you have, corn mush or fufu or roasted snake. I picture you in one of those grass and bamboo huts, sleeping under your mosquito netting, reading by a kerosene lamp. Remember you’ll never again have an experience quite like this, and most great men begin great lives by getting out of their comfort zone. I’m glad you liked the books I sent, and yes I agree about the Alan Moorehead. It’s an old-fashioned sort of book, but there are sections of it that are as good as anything and it’ll be good for you to have read it.

Your brother is doing pretty well, though he misses you terribly. He’s getting up early to do push-ups and sit-ups. He’s playing in a few local tournaments this summer, and is slowly mastering the psychological game. No more racket throwing. He’s been working with the Zen master tennis coach I told you about, and cleared out the negativity. It’s inspiring to witness.

For myself I’m still—yes still—trying to find my balance, and more and more each day I am. My travels have done wonders for my spirit and my mind, not to mention my middle-aged body, which is more toned than it’s been since you were a young kid. And still I feel at times like I’m walking unsteadily. I miss the routine of the show, and am at the same time happy for all the hours in the day I have now to do other things. Sometimes I imagine us having conversations about our experiences and the people we meet. In a sense we’ve done this (albeit erratically) through letters, though I can’t wait to see you in person. We all can’t wait. Your mother keeps planning your meals and which movies she wants to take you to. Kip wants to kick your heinie on the tennis court and Rachel wants to take you riding in the park, like you used to.

Everyone has his or her theory about what I’ve been through. Nice that they have such a broad term, isn’t it—nervous breakdown. Covers a lot of things. It feels to me like a fever I’ve broken through, and now I’m out of bed with the salt on my skin and the wind in my hair.

Oh incidentally, I saw John L. in the elevator a month ago with Sean. I’d told him about your travels and filled him in with a few juicy details, and now he asks about you regularly. I told him of your digestive problems—maybe I exaggerated them a bit, but he had a similar story to tell. We walked all the way to the zoo. His boy is adorable.

As for work, I’ve got some stand-up lined up, and I’m a bit anxious about it. We might even think about sneaking in a pricey phone call somehow so I can go over material.

I won’t burden you with more and, really, Anton, I’m in good shape. The best physical shape I’ve been in in a long time. I’m swimming again. Playing tennis, as you know four times a week. Joblessness is great for your ground strokes.

So be good, be alert. Eyes, ears and mind wide open. Eat a roasted snake for your old man. I love the story about all the village kids surrounding you wanting your autograph, and not knowing at all who you were, only that you were from America.

Cherish how far away you are. What an adventure!

Talk to you soon.

Love,

Buddy (aka Dad)

PS. The Mets are stinking it up, sadly.
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January 1980

To begin with, there was the malaria.

I had been in Gabon in the Peace Corps, where my job was to help people improve their nutrition and access potable water. I helped design and implement a water filtration system and was in the midst of building a community center with a large kitchen and a bare-bones medical clinic. I swam with hippos, danced myself, with thirty others, into a trance state, read a lot of Ian Fleming novels, and lost almost twenty pounds. I went ten months without so much as flirting with a girl and then had a consciousness-expanding weekend at a hotel in Libreville with the twenty-year-old daughter of a State Department official.

I had the sense I was figuring things out over there, far away from my friends and my parents, but if my trip was a movie, I’d been yanked out of it in the first act, while things were still building, and before I knew what all the plot threads added up to. I felt like I was on the verge of a significant breakthrough, or within sight of the verge. I was only gone for thirteen months, but the city looked different when I got back. It was beautiful under the snow and dreamy, though that might have been because I was dreamy. I took walks and pretended I’d come from a small village, thousands of miles away, and imagined what all this would look like.

A lot of my time, though, was occupied with being sick. I once had pneumonia in high school, and I’d had a few nasty colds, but nothing to prepare me for this. I think I can remember the precise moment when the infecting occurred. I remember lying under my mosquito netting and realizing there was a mosquito trapped in there, and then being unable to get her out (only the ladies bite, my doctor said), and fearing if I ripped the netting all of the mosquitoes in the room would attack me, and anyway I was so tired. I was in and out of sleep. It took a while for me to get sick and then I had all the classic symptoms: a shirt-drenching fever, deathly chills, hallucinations that would begin again each time I closed my eyes. The doctor who treated me in Bongolo Hospital in Lebamba said I could have died. If I’d waited another day I would have. And in truth I did think about death in my misty, hallucinatory state. I pictured people at my memorial service, and I imagined them saying incredibly kind things about me.

I was sent back in a Pan Am 707 that stopped for refueling in Paris. I don’t remember much about the flight over the Atlantic. There might have been a movie. I drank half a beer. The woman next to me wore nice perfume and was reading Sophie’s Choice. My parents met me at the airport, and my father kept hugging me and staring at my face. “Malaria,” he said, as though getting used to a new name.

MY ILLNESS BECAME A STORY BUDDY LIKED TO TELL PEOPLE, THAT HIS older boy contracted malaria in Africa, and he’d list the luminaries who’d had malaria: Dante, Caravaggio, Lord Byron, who’d all died from it; and others who’d just had it, like Hemingway, Lincoln (in his Kentucky childhood), and John Kennedy in World War II while in the Solomon Islands. Not much was asked of me in my first days back. I remember watching some of the NFL play-offs—the Rams upsetting the Cowboys; Vince Ferragamo threw for three touchdowns—and I remember reading about, and seeing on television, details about the hostages in Iran, and then the Soviets invading Afghanistan. I was emotional about things I read in the paper. For instance, I was undone for around two days by the news of the death of Joy Adamson, the author of Born Free. The story said she’d been mauled by a lion in Kenya. She’d been out for a stroll and was due back to listen to a broadcast of the BBC. Her body was found a hundred yards from the camp. She was sixty-nine years old.

We saw that movie five or six times when we were growing up, and during each viewing I’d wept. I’d also developed a crush on Virginia McKenna, the actress who played Joy Adamson, and had thought about her in my own days in Africa. I had wanted to meet someone like her, blond hair and a starched thin khaki shirt, and fall in love and stay, or take her back to New York with me.

“Live by the sword, die by the sword,” Buddy said, but the news had upset him as well.

I was also wrecked by the plight of the hostages in Iran. A photo ran on the front page of the New York Times with two hostages reading letters from the U.S., a large pile of mail strewn on the floor in front of them. Clergymen went in there with Christmas cookies, rosaries, and Bibles and said everyone was in good health, though there were also stories of them being blindfolded and tied to radiators.

The Shah of Iran, whom I’d met once at a party at Rowan Rose’s house, was exiled to an island in Panama that we’d gone to on vacation. He was staying in a house my father had once rented. There were pictures of him wading in the ocean with armed guards watching him from the beach.

It felt like the world was in the midst of some kind of seismic upheaval, and in retrospect it was. There was a revolution in Rhodesia, an assassination in South Korea, another in Afghanistan, and then the Soviets were rushing toward Kabul and thumbing their noses at our stumbling Southern president, who kept appearing on television to make threats and to seem strong and presidential.

“Such aggression will not be tolerated,” he said, and said again, with all the force of a parent telling a small child that if they pull the cat’s tail again they’ll go without dessert.

I’d read the paper cover to cover and watch the news, and at night I’d dream about revolutions and disease and marauding animals; one night one of them had a face that looked disturbingly like my father’s.

“DON’T WANT TO GET AHEAD OF MYSELF,” BUDDY WAS TELLING ME, “BUT we might be back in the thick of it soon.”

We were at Café Un Deux Trois in Midtown on a Thursday night. My mother was home reading and helping my brother with his homework.

“How so?”

“One of our old producers has been floating the idea of a new show and getting some interest. It turns out people’s memories are short, he says, so long as I’m up for it.”

“And are you?”

“I don’t know. Maybe.”

“You definitely are,” I said.

Reginald “Buddy” Winter, my winsome father, had a national talk show that ran from 1968 to 1978, gained a vast and devoted viewership, and won two Emmys. The list of guests included Salvador Dalí, Muhammad Ali, Gore Vidal, Woody Allen, Luciano Pavarotti, Elizabeth Taylor, Paddy Chayefsky, and John Lennon, the mainstream and the avant-garde. And then Buddy walked off in the middle of a broadcast and had a nervous breakdown, the details of which were written about in a long and largely misleading article in Manhattan magazine. Since then he’d become an item of curiosity and fascination, though many of the stories about his intercontinental voyage of recovery were pure fiction and glossed over how truly lost he was.

My mother, Emily Winter (Em, Buddy called her), had spent a month with Buddy in the Greek islands, where they ate fish and stomped grapes and behind sunglasses read books together on the beach. It felt, she said, like they’d gone back a decade, which was both an affirmation and a relief, as she hadn’t known who it was she would find when she landed in Athens.

“Anyway, nothing concrete, but it might be time to get back in game shape.”

“And mend a few fences,” I said. “Who was the producer?”

“Elliot,” he said.

Elliot was one of the few who had landed a good job, at ABC Sports. When The Buddy Winter Show ended, it wasn’t just us out on the street. There were producers and cameramen, gaffers and production assistants, the green room staff, most of whom had planned to stay with Buddy for the run of the show. A lot of them resented the shit out of Buddy for walking out on them, and, by association, me. Our old cameraman, Jay Schwabacker, a gift-bearing uncle to us in the good days, spotted me on the subway once and walked to another car. The saddest was Buddy’s agent and college roommate, Harry Abrams, with whom he had a nasty fight, and hadn’t talked to since, and whose daughter I was friends with and sort of dated.

A man in his midforties, with silvering hair and a vacation tan, bent to Buddy’s side to speak: “I don’t want to interrupt your dinner, but I watched you every night until you went off the air. I conceived at least one of my children in front of your show.”

“I’m sorry,” Buddy said, “but I think that makes me the father.”

The man broke out laughing and said, “Good to see you holding up so well.”

Buddy asked him, “What does that mean?”

“I mean you look great.”

My father was a lanky, athletic man still a few months from fifty, six feet two, with strong cheekbones, and lines around his mouth when he smiled (a cross between Edward R. Murrow and George Peppard, someone wrote). This time his smile was strained.

“How should I look?” he asked.

“Exactly like you look,” I said.

The man looked at me as if to say “You take it from here, kid.”

“You’re the best, Buddy,” the man said, patting my father’s shoulder lightly and holding his glance before retreating.

“Yeah, yeah. You too.”

Buddy sat there for a while staring at his plate as though there was a message for him in his mashed potatoes.

“You’ve got to get a little better at things like that,” I said.

“You’re right, you’re absolutely right,” he said, and when the waiter returned my father asked him to send a bottle of wine to his admirer’s table.

We walked together up Broadway, then past the old theater that had served for more than a decade as home to The Buddy Winter Show. His spirits were bright, and he acted unfazed by the incident at dinner. A play had let out, and the audience was dispersing outside, buttoning coats, adjusting their winter hats then raising their arms toward passing taxis.

“You think they liked it, Anton?” my father asked.

“They don’t seem ecstatic.”

“That’s exactly what I was thinking,” he said. “They’re thinking, It beats TV, but I’m not sure it was worth the sixty bucks.”

I was relieved none of the theatergoers recognized Buddy, and more likely they were in their own thoughts but I was happy to be just with him for a while. We passed the Stage Deli, where we used to escape to after the show, and O’Donnell’s Tavern and other dark bars I’d been to countless times with Buddy or other crew members. Usually Buddy wanted to get back to my mother before it got late, but more than a few times someone would sneak me drinks, and we’d all get buzzed, and at some point it would dawn on Buddy that I was sixteen and had school the next day, and he should probably get me home.

At Columbus Circle I began to tire. I’d had a couple of glasses of wine and, mixed with the medication the hospital sent me home with, I felt dreamy again, like the colors around me were leaking.

“I should have visited you in Africa,” Buddy said. “I would have, you know. We’d have had a few adventures, wouldn’t we.”

“We still can if I go back,” I said.

“You’re not going back.”

“I might go back,” I said, because it was my right to say that.

“You can’t,” he said. “I need your help.”

THE DAKOTA, WHERE BUDDY MOVED OUR FAMILY WHEN I WAS FOUR, IS among the most famous apartment buildings in the world. It looks like a Hapsburg castle because, like the Eldorado and the Beresford and the San Remo, it was built to be one. The idea at the time was to build in the then remote Upper West Side of Manhattan—which resembled the vast plains of the Dakotas, said the developer Edward Clark—a lifestyle to match what you’d get in a luxury hotel. The sort of place in which Marlene Dietrich, if she’d been alive then, would have been comfortable. The list of people who’ve lived there or gone to parties there is a who’s who of the last hundred years of American culture. The old New Yorker cover, which had the rest of the world as tiny dots around a small spot of Manhattan, should have had as its glorious center the Dakota, because during the time of my growing up it felt that way.

Which isn’t to say it was a snobby place—it never felt that way. It feels more like a European village—in, say, Luxembourg—open, friendly, grand, with stories everywhere, and the right people to tell those stories and to go out and live them. Not that I noticed that as a kid—when you’re a child you believe your experience is everyone’s. Still even at five or six I recognized that I was lucky, and maybe unusually so, though I’m sure there are other kids across the world who feel that way, and probably not because of a building.

In the old days on the mazelike roof, there were tents and awnings and gazebos. And on any given weekend the parties would spread to the rooftops, and you could hear the sounds of people playing music all the way out to Central Park.

We lived in an apartment owned once by Boris Karloff that has five fireplaces and two kitchens. That’s excessive certainly, but all the apartments in the Dakota are like that, with high ceilings, parquet floors, and amazing old fixtures, odd little touches you kept discovering over time, like the servants’ bells in every room that let the servant—or maid in our case—know what room you were in, and the dumbwaiters, used in the old days to whisk your dirty dishes back down to the kitchen.

The building wasn’t that expensive for a good long while. It was on the Upper West Side after all, and the Upper West Side was a rough place in the old days, with gangsters like Dutch Schultz and Joe “The Boss” Masseria, and scary empty lots, and supposedly the highest concentration of drug addicts and newly released patients of shuttered mental institutions in the country to go along with all the movie theaters and bookstores and leftwing politics.

AT THE FRONT DESK HATTIE BECKWITH WAVED US THROUGH. HATTIE WAS from a small town in Ireland and had worked the front desk for fifty years, receiving and sorting the tenants’ mail and working the switchboard, usually during the days, but every once in a while at night. She had curly gray hair, and as long as I can remember wore in winter one of three cable-knit sweaters, one red, one kelly green, and the navy one she now had on.

“Who’s the stranger?” she asked my father and smiled my way.

“One of your many admirers,” Buddy said.

“Oh, listen to you. He has your eyes.”

“You need a new prescription, Hattie. His are brown.”

“Oh well, maybe they are,” she said. “Nice to have you back. Your dad needs taking care of.”

She always held a soft spot for my father, as did most of the building. We had a party each year in the courtyard, all around that brilliant fountain, and my mother would cook for days, and Buddy made some sort of pastry, or brought out some good wine, and he’d sit at one of a dozen long tables with Rowan Rose and Betty Bacall and Jason Robards and Ruth Ford. In later years John and Yoko would be there with Sean. And Yoko would bring sushi, and John would grab a chair at my father’s table, and I’d go run around somewhere else—with no need to be around the action, because it wasn’t like the action would run off and leave us.

Until of course it did.

THE DAKOTA ELEVATORS ARE ANCIENT STRANGE THINGS THAT HAVE BEEN around since the beginning of time. They’re water-powered, maybe the last in the city. Occasionally they drip down on you.

It’s in the elevators where you meet your neighbors, and we ran into a guy named Paul Loeb who wrote about architecture for the Times.

“You’re back,” he said to me.

“I’ve been back two weeks now.”

“How was it?”

“Great. I got sick, though.”

“Doesn’t everyone?”

“You have any openings at your paper?” my father asked.

“Maybe,” he said.

“It’s the Times,” I said. “It’s like asking Billy Martin if there’s an opening on the Yankees.”

“You have been away. They fired Billy months ago,” Buddy said.

It was Loeb’s floor. On his way out he said, “Seriously, Anton, give me a call and I’ll see what I can do. I can’t promise anything, but you never know.”

“As soon as I can get through a day without feeling dizzy.”

He smiled. The door closed.

MY MOTHER AND MY FIFTEEN-YEAR-OLD BROTHER, KIP, WERE INSIDE watching the start of a Rangers game on the West Coast. “Did you finish your homework?” my father asked.

“Yes,” Kip said. “You want to read it?”

“Read what?”

“My paper on Siddhartha.”

“Give it to your brother,” Buddy said, plopping down next to my mother.

“You want to read it?” Kip asked me.

“When is it due?”

“Tomorrow. There’s a lot of sex in the book.”

“I don’t remember that.”

He read, “They played the game of love. . . . Her body was flexible like that of a jaguar or the bow of a hunter; he who had learned from her how to make love, was knowledgeable of many forms of lust, many secrets.”

“Got it,” I said.

“What do jaguars and the bows of hunters have to do with sex?” my mother asked.

“You have to be more flexible to figure it out,” Buddy said.

My mother gave him a smile that said not terrible.

I followed Kip into his room, which was adorned with sports star posters, primarily tennis players—Connors leaping the net, Borg poised for a backhand passing shot, and Vitas Gerulaitis lunging for a service return, and then pretty boy Ron Duguay of the Rangers slipping the puck by Bernie Parent of the Flyers, and Dr. J levitating for a dunk.

“How was he at dinner?” my brother asked me.

“Good, why?”

“Nothing.”

I waited.

“Do you think he’s all better?” he asked.

“Yes.”

I sat down at the desk in his room, turned on the little shaded lamp, and started reading. “Can I mark this up?” I asked.

“Go to town,” he said.

And I did.

The paper was full of good points that needed to be reordered.

“I like that he’s around all the time,” Kip then said. “That when I get home he’s here, and when I wake up, he’s already out there reading the paper.”

“You’re lucky,” I said. “When we were little he was gone all the time.”

“But he might get a new show, right?”

“We’ll see. I hope so, but I think it’ll be a while.”

“You want him to get a new show, don’t you?”

“Sure, but it’s not up to me.”

“Aren’t you going to work on it with him?”

“That isn’t the plan.”

“He thinks it is.”

“He told you that?”

Kip nodded. “A friend of mine said if your father cracks up, there’s, you know, a decent chance you will too.”

“Your friend’s a douchebag,” I said. “Now rewrite this thing and go to sleep.”

I would stay a month, I thought, and then go back to Gabon, and finish what I started. I didn’t want to get sucked back in again.

Couldn’t, wouldn’t, shouldn’t, won’t, I thought.
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On Monday, I went to the tropical disease doctor down at Bellevue Hospital to check on my progress. I rode the subway downtown listening to the Walkman my parents gave me for Christmas, and the cassette tapes Kip had made for me, the Waitresses and the Au Pairs. The lines at the parasitology department went out the door and out into the hallway.

I signed in on a chart and waited for my name to be called. Many of the patients were African immigrants (an influx of which caused the long lines), including a teenager next to me who said he was from Zaire, and I felt at home among them, more so anyway than with your average New Yorker.

The doctor was a handsome, curly-haired guy in his early thirties and had traveled everywhere it seemed. He’d had malaria twice, he told me, dysentery three times, and dengue fever once.

“That’s the worst,” he said. “What were you doing down there?”

“Peace Corps.”

“I wish I’d done that.”

“I’m going back in a few weeks.”

“Let’s see how your recovery goes,” he said. “So let me guess, I’m betting you stopped the chloroquine.”

“I did,” I said.

“And then the fever comes on very suddenly, am I right?”

“Yes.”

The night the fever kicked in, I was drenched with sweat, and went from hot to freezing cold, and then violently thirsty. Then I was extremely dizzy, as though the hut was spinning.

“If you’re from there, it isn’t a big deal, but the first time you get it, it is. Now there are a lot of benign kinds. Yours was the deadly sort. And it’s true, Anton, you came close.”

“I know.”

“How are you about that?”

“What do you mean?”

“It’s not easy to experience something like that. It’s a complicated thing psychologically to recover from, a near death experience.”

“I’ve had some recurring nightmares.”

“I’m not surprised. Are they like your hallucinations?”

“Yes. I also had a dream I’d died and I was at my own funeral. And everyone was telling me I should go up and say something.”

He wrote a couple of lines in his notepad.

“You might want to find someone you can talk to about this.”

“How about you?”

“A psychologist, I mean. I would. I have.”

He went on, “I’m going to test you for a few other things—dengue fever, African sleeping sickness.”

I told him about the dysentery, and how humiliating it was to need to shit so often for such a long time.

He looked at me sympathetically.

“My first trip to Africa I remember shitting in my pants—right there in my pajamas. That had never happened to me, and my supreme wish is that it will never happen again. I remember waking up with shit all over me.”

He tested my hearing for tinnitus and my muscles for neurological abnormalities. My lower right leg felt often like it had fallen asleep. He said that would get better over time but to check back with him if it persisted.

He said relapses weren’t uncommon even six months out.

“How will I know if I have one?”

“You won’t. Not right away. But if you’re yellow and puffy and dehydrated and then drenched with sweat in the middle of the night, you get yourself back down here.”

“It’s a plan,” I said.

He walked out of the room. I wondered for a moment if I should become a parasitologist. That’s how rudderless I was.

When he returned, he said, “I just saw your address on your chart. Your father isn’t Buddy Winter, is he?”

“He is indeed.”

“Tell him I miss his show, will you?”

THE LIGHT WAS GONE FROM THE DAY. THE DAYS WERE SO SHORT. THE snow was filthy and the birds looked cold. There were twigs in the ice. It smelled cold and dirty.

I took the subway home from the clinic, the R, and then the uptown No. 2. The subway was covered in graffiti, crude black Magic Marker stuff on the seats and windows, and the doors. The stations themselves were old and cramped and poorly ventilated, with formerly bright blue columns filthy with grime.

The man next to me was talking to himself. He had clearly peed his pants, and was complaining about a woman who’d taken his money and needed to give it back if she goddamn expected to see him again.

Two guys around my age in red berets stepped aboard, one wearing an army jacket, the other in a white thermal underwear top. They were Guardian Angels, a group that started while I was away with the mission to prevent rapes, assaults, and muggings on the subway. They’d begun with thirteen (the Magnificent 13, they’d called themselves), and now they were over four hundred. They traveled in teams of eight or so and fanned out to different cars.

“Good afternoon,” the guy in the army jacket said to the car full of passengers. “I’m Joseph and this is Hector, and we’re here to make your ride home safe and enjoyable.”

Now that he was closer to me, I could see they were younger than I’d guessed—seventeen or eighteen.

Two years back I had my life threatened on a Brooklyn-bound No. 2 train for making eye contact with a man with a mangled ear. “The fuck you looking at?” he said, and when I said, “Nothing,” he pressed his face so close to mine I could see inside his pores, and said, “Damn right, nothing, I will kill you, motherfucker.”

“For what?” I actually said aloud.

He smacked the book I’d been reading onto the floor.

“Dead man,” he said, his eyes wild with rage, and after a chilling ten seconds of staring he walked away, and glared at other passengers.

New York felt more on edge than any place I saw in Africa, or anywhere else on my travels. When I left for any length of time, I always forgot how stressful it could feel just getting around at certain hours and on particular streets.

In middle school we heard stories about a guy named Charlie Chop-off, one of those urban legends based on someone real. Boys were dragged into alleyways or dark hallways to be stabbed and in some cases raped, and then their genitals removed with a switchblade. We all had nightmares about Charlie Chop-off. And in the playground we’d joke as someone left for his home in the dwindling light, Watch out for Charlie Chop-off. Or at a friend’s house you’d pull a knife from the kitchen drawer, stare at your friend’s crotch, and shout, It’s Charlie Chop-off!

At least seven kids fell victim to Charlie, maybe close to twenty. Then there was the Son of Sam, who did his work in the other boroughs but could have stricken anywhere, and Calvin Jackson in our neighborhood who killed and raped women and stole their household appliances. (When caught, he said he “liked killing.”)

I remember seeing a guy creeping down the street who resembled my nightmare version of Charlie Chop-off. He looked at me funny, and I took off running. Whenever I sensed danger, I’d walk or run on the street side of the cars until I felt safe again, like playing high-stakes tag with a base out there, or swimming by sharks to a raft. Our block was relatively safe, but right there on Broadway and Seventy-Third was Needle Park, where the addicts hung out. They were brutal to see, the vacant look in their eyes, hands out, everything in a sort of warped slow motion.

Then in a minute’s walk were blocks of well-tended brownstones, new restaurants and cafés and even a few clubs. Up Broadway a little farther were beloved revival movie theaters—the Thalia and the Regency and the New Yorker—and bookstores, classic and metaphysical, head shops and hardware stores, bakeries and a traffic island bench with two nattily dressed Holocaust survivors sharing a bag of chestnuts, a greasy-haired man in a cable-knit sweater reading Henry Miller, a woman nearby selling paperbacks and LPs. The things you’d want in a city. Life.

Just before my stop, the woman on the other side of the peeing man whispered in my ear, “The world is full of terrible people.”
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I tried to eat as much as I could stomach to get my weight back. I am six feet, and I weighed 145 when I got home, which made my clothes hang funny on me.

I walked around a lot, across the park and then down to the public library, and then on the way back I’d go to the Central Park Zoo and watch the seals do their flips and dives, the only part of the zoo back then where the animals weren’t depressingly incarcerated. I went to movies, because I wasn’t working, and often Buddy came with me, and we’d order a huge tub of popcorn, Milk Duds, and a couple of Cokes.

I saw Apocalypse Now twice, once with Buddy and a second time by myself, and both times I lived the movie more than I watched it. I’d been suffering from feelings of dislocation in the mornings, uncertain of my surroundings. I was Martin Sheen waking up in a fevered sweat in that Saigon hotel room. He even looked malarial. His internal voice was my own, and I wasn’t sure whether or not it was an auditory hallucination. “Every time, I think I’m going to wake up back in the jungle.”

My god, I thought. He’s me.

“I’ve been here a week now, waiting for a mission, getting softer.”

I was waiting for a mission.

Getting softer.

When I told Buddy about this, he said all the movies we’d seen were about us.

“For example,” I asked.

“Take Kramer vs. Kramer.”

“That’s about maternal abandonment.”

“Or man loses job, bonds with his son while plotting his next move.”

“The kid’s eight, but all right.”

“Or Breaking Away.”

Directed by one of our Dakota neighbors, Peter Yates. About kids in Indiana, and cycling. I didn’t see the connection.

“Lanky and charmingly affected young man, caught between two cultures.”

Along with movies we’d go to museums, the Met, or the Whitney, or the Museum of Modern Art. At each, two or three people would recognize him and ask what he was up to, and sometimes he’d give them an honest answer, that he’d been clearing his head and feeding his soul or something of that sort, and they’d nod appreciatively, as though a character in a beloved book had climbed out to become their friend.

WHEN MY MOTHER GOT HOME, THE FOUR OF US WOULD HEAD OUT TO dinner, and twice my sister, Rachel, joined us. It felt sometimes like it was the old days again, and other times a little strained, as though we were in a play about a family who all hold secrets from one another. In the past, Buddy had largely orchestrated the conversation, and now he picked his spots, and at times tuned the rest of us out. My mother would ask, “What’s up, kiddo?” And he’d raise his eyebrows and say, “Wouldn’t you like to know.”

My mother had been an accomplished actress in her teens and twenties. She grew up on West End, and her father, my grandfather Will Simmons, owned a music store in the West Fifties. She got her B.A. in theater from NYU, and was in a dozen movies, usually playing the star’s best friend, to strong reviews. She had a lead role in three films, one of which, High Seas Charade (with Lee Marvin and George Kennedy), became a cult hit. I’d watched many of these with her at revival theaters like the Thalia or the New Yorker, and she’d whisper things to me like “Check out the girl in the backseat of the convertible, the one in the sunglasses.”

It was strange to see her that young, and slapping Van Johnson in the face, or screaming at the sight of a dead Walter Pidgeon at the bottom of a staircase. She also had a recurring part on Peyton Place, performed in several off-Broadway plays, and was in a handful of commercials, once for Playtex Living Bras, where she floated around at a party as a series of creepy men in turtlenecks swiveled their heads to admire her.

Over the last two months she’d been fund-raising for Teddy Kennedy in his run for the Democratic presidential nomination and had been enlisted to escort Joan Kennedy, a longtime friend, around the city and to a rally at the Park Tavern restaurant.

“Sometimes he seems so strong and magnetic,” she said, when we were out at our local pizza place, Al Buono Gusto on Columbus. “And then other times, it’s as though he can’t be bothered to make an effort, like he’s irritated he has to explain to anyone why he should be president.”

When I had been in Gabon, I followed the campaign on occasional broadcasts from the BBC and from Buddy’s letters, and liked thinking about another Kennedy being president. He’d then had a disastrous interview with Roger Mudd, which Buddy had described at length.

“Death by prevarication,” he’d diagnosed it.

The race was muddied by the hostage crisis, which had enabled the president to hide out in the Rose Garden, make presidential speeches, and imply that to be campaigning was uncouth in these perilous times. Amazingly it worked, and his approval ratings were still high despite all his evident shortcomings.

“The Kennedy curse,” Buddy said.

I think my mother saw parallels in Teddy’s and Buddy’s quests to overcome their complex pasts, though she would add, I’m sure, that at least in Buddy’s case no one died. I’d say they both needed to find their mojo again, and to reconnect with their constituencies.

As soon as I’d finish a slice, a new one would appear on my plate courtesy of my mother.

“That’s four,” I said.

“And you could eat four more and still look like a UNICEF ad,” she said.

“If I have one more, I’ll throw up the rest of them.”

“I’ll eat whatever you don’t,” Kip said.

“The human tapeworm,” Buddy said.

Kip had shot up in the year I was away. He was nearly my height (he’d been a head shorter when I left), with broader shoulders, and legs made strong and wiry from jumping rope in the vestibule at all hours.

He’d saved up dozens of dirty jokes for me while I was away and he shared them at the table, though my parents had heard them already.

His favorite was about a game show, The Object in Question, where they blindfold the contestants and then bring an item out on a tray. The contestant asks questions in order to determine the object’s identity. The first item brought out is a severed penis from a moose.

“The blindfolded contestant, an old lady from Applewood, Wisconsin, asks, ‘Can you eat it?’ ” Kip says in his best old lady voice. “And the judges confer and say, ‘Well, yes, ma’am, the judges say you certainly can if you wanted to.’ So the next question she asks is ‘Is it a moose cock?’ ”

I cannot say why that joke hit me the way it did, but the beer I’d been drinking sprayed through my nose.

“I love that,” I said.

On our way out he said, “Can I ask you something?”

“Sure.”

“In the hospital, did you think you were going to die?”

“I sort of did.”

“What was that like?”

“I was pretty out of it. But I do remember thinking, Maybe this is it. Maybe I’m going to die, and it seemed strange to be in such a random place, so far away from everyone I know and dying.”

“I’m glad you didn’t,” he said, “because no one laughs at my jokes like you do.”

“There you go, I’m good for something.”

I felt part of them, and all alone at the same time.

Mostly I felt disconnected, the way one feels in an airport layover. I hadn’t yet called a lot of friends or committed myself to any activities beyond the next week or two. What was easiest now was to tag along with Buddy, who was also between things, and to get to know my mother and brother again.

It was nice to see my parents holding hands and walking like two people dating.

“You’re pretty skinny,” Kip said.

“I can still kick your ass.”

“In your dreams,” he said.

I pounded his arm, and he yelled and then pounded mine. It hurt like a motherfucker, but I pretended it didn’t.
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As the weeks went on, I felt increasingly adrift, though not unhappily so. The city kept offering up surprises. I retained the sense of being an outsider in my hometown, and I tried to see the people and the buildings through the eyes of a visitor from Gabon. Mundane observations became fresh insights, like the thought that Manhattan, when you got down to it, wasn’t that big. You could walk the whole island, north to south, in an afternoon. Its size was vertical, and the concept of piling millions of lives atop one another felt almost comical.

On balance, my return was an erasure. All my stories were swallowed up by Buddy, either because he told them before I could (“And when he swam to the surface he saw a hippo no more than ten yards away . . .”) or because people were more interested in his next move than mine. It was like the party scene in The Graduate, but in our version everyone asks Benjamin about his father’s health, and what he might next do.

My own story was, in TV terms, still in development. I was recovering, and I’d have to wait until I was fully healthy to go back, which might be in a few weeks or a month. In the meantime, Buddy said, it was a chance to do the things we never had time for when he worked six days a week. We read the Times together each day, exercised at the gym or went swimming twice a week, and took walks all over. On these walks I told him about my year away and the people I’d grown close to, and the drought we suffered under for three months, and then the deluge that came after like something out of the Bible, and the fetish priest brought in to heal a dying boy, his head rolling and lolling to the beating of drums before the priest took possession and then healed the boy through the power of suggestion, and the soccer games I organized, and the frustrations I’d felt trying to get things done and not having the resources. And he listened and beamed at me proudly and told me what a great experience it had been, and that he would support my returning to finish my assignment “if that’s what you want.”

We’d both been sick, he said, and now we were both unemployed, and it was a short period of time we’d never get back. And so we treated New York like a far-off world we’d flown to, which in my state of dislocation felt true.

PART OF FEELING UNSETTLED WAS LACKING MY OWN PLACE, AND SLEEPING each night in my old room under my New York Knicks blanket. A solution emerged when an old magazine writer we knew, who lived on the ninth floor and was heading to Spain for the year, suggested I might want to sublet his two-room place, for a nominal sum, with the expectation I’d collect his mail, water his geraniums and philodendrons, “and do some stateside errands” for him when needed.

A curious aspect of the Dakota is that two separate worlds exist within, the first seven floors with the high ceilings and countless fireplaces, and the famous tenants, and the top two, where on dingy carpeted hallways rows of tiny, often windowless rooms and apartments, with hot plates for stoves and shared bathrooms, were occupied with a few exceptions by people whose names no one knew, and whose faces you wouldn’t recognize if they sat next to you on the subway.

I said I’d tell the writer, whose name was Robert Fielding, before he left for San Sebastián on the first of February, but I’d already made up my mind to take it.

ON A COLD NIGHT IN LATE JANUARY I MET UP WITH MY CHILDHOOD friend Alex, who since college had gotten serious about acting. He was taking classes with Stella Adler. So far he’d been in two low-budget plays and had a walk-on part in a soap opera, which had been extended for a few weeks. He’d played a waiter, which ironically he wasn’t—the only actor in New York without a menu in his hands, he said.

We went for dinner at an Indian place on Sixth Street where you brought your own wine, and the meals cost around six bucks. The food was decent, though half the time you’d get the runs after. It was possible to eat cheaply those days if you knew the right places. It had started to lightly snow. Alex wore a black thrift-shop overcoat and baggy black dress pants over red Converse All Stars.

Alex had watched the movie The Misfits in his acting class and was talking excitedly about it. It was one of Buddy’s favorite movies and I’d seen it four times. They’d done a whole Buddy Winter Show on it in fact, with the writer, Arthur Miller, the director, John Huston, and several members from the crew.

“Amazing how many careers ended after that,” he said.

“You mean how many lives. Everyone died.”

Sadly true, Clark Gable and Marilyn Monroe died within the year, Montgomery Clift not long after.

The story goes that Arthur Miller was in Nevada for six weeks because of their lax divorce laws. He wanted to marry Marilyn. He rented a cabin on Pyramid Lake and made friends with two of the cowboys who were making their living catching wild horses—mustangs—which they’d sell to turn into dog food. They lived on the margins of society—outside of any real community—and Miller wrote a short story, published in Esquire, and later the movie script about them.

“I led the discussion on Marilyn and the tree,” Alex said. He had a good face for an actor, longish brown hair parted on the side and a cleft chin. His normal expression was a squinty scowl, but he broke into a sly smile when the moment called for it.

The Catholic Church in New York wanted to ban a scene of Marilyn dancing around a tree, “because they said she was masturbating,” Arthur Miller had told Buddy on the show. “I said we’d keep the scene and if you object I’ll report the conversation to the New York Times. That ended that.”

“Without that scene you lose half the movie,” Alex said.

The food came, tandoori chicken and chicken tikka masala.

“Can you imagine being on that set?”

It was over 100 degrees and they filmed on a dried-up salt lake.

Clark Gable had to wear heavy clothes to protect him while being dragged by the horses. He was exhausted and overheated and he died shortly after finishing the film.

They shot it in black and white, Miller said, so that the scenery would look like drying bones.

That show was what Buddy did and no one else. No empty plugs to drive ticket sales. Here was a discussion of opposing aesthetics and a marriage falling apart, and a great star at the end of her short life hiding out all day long in a hot car with her acting coach.
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