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Happy are those ages when the starry sky is the map of all possible paths. The world is wide, and yet it is a home…

—GEORG LUKÁCS, The Theory of the Novel







This is a record of altered perception.

Names and places have been changed; events reshaped—because I could better see what had happened by deforming it.

In short, I’ve taken liberties fiction permits.







I. Accidental Light




Lucie Neroponte was twenty when she had the affair for which—at least for a time—she would become famous. The year was 1990; she was a junior at the University of Chicago. The lover she called “Richard” in the essay that would make her name a decade later was her professor: a lanky, longshoreman type, save for his lilting voice and wide, watery eyes. He’d boxed in college—well enough to delude himself about a professional career—which was how, when he was not much older than Lucie was when she met him, Richard got his nose broken so badly in Bruges by the reigning Belgian middleweight that his face still bore the mark. By the time she ended up in his classroom, Richard had long since traded boxing for the French Middle Ages, though still mindful of maintaining his middleweight of 165; a youthful, childlike fifty-two; a husband and father, who, credibly—or so she believed—never before came close to crossing the line he did “for her,” a formulation that was hers. For that she had seduced him was what she would conclude in the startling eight-thousand-word essay she wrote about their relationship, a virtuosic mind-fuck of a piece that, during the brief interregnum between the millennium and the fall of the Twin Towers, landed on what felt like nearly every syllabus in the then still new discipline called creative nonfiction.

For all its provocation, Lucie’s portrait of her lover was unusually absorbing—empathetic, we might now say—and drew its power from a near-total immersion in the image Richard held of himself: a self-fashioned mourner for the alchemists and troubadours whose essential wishfulness was, he believed, a sounder foundation for living than the central disappointments shouldering the great mass of modern life. He was still as young in his own mind as the student with whom he was having sex—between the shelves of the campus library stacks, in an airplane bathroom, even once in the sacristy of the Catholic church in Maine where he’d been an altar boy. This last sacrilege was recounted in a scene less graphic than it felt: the few mentions of flesh transmuted by Lucie’s descriptions of the silver, the robes, and the box of unopened wafers into something strange and gothic, suffused with her lover’s fear of being uncovered by the Father she suspected had molested him, likely in that very room. Their affair, she wrote, marked her awakening from the illusion that adulthood augured any essential difference. It was intoxicating (until it wasn’t)—this recognition she dismissed and resisted until she couldn’t any longer: that their thirty-year age gap didn’t really mean all that much.

It wasn’t until after the first autumn of #MeToo that I finally encountered the essay, its link posted in a Reddit thread cataloging the swelling heap of newly objectionable materials and their authors. (Also included: the now-infamous “Shitty Men in Media” list, where I discovered a longtime editor friend was known not only for setting up weird lunch dates but for unsolicited dick pics, forced cuddling, and an instance of revenge porn.) No doubt my response to Lucie’s essay was colored by its new status as cultural contraband. I’ll admit to feeling more than a little unqualified to assess its sexual politics, given the seismic shifts reshaping our language and behaviors. But she’d articulated something I’d experienced many times without putting it into words: Richard was mainlining something essential of himself into her—a “solar force,” she wrote, that she could “feel along the blood.” What she did with it was feed and grow, greedily, even as she sensed Richard’s glow dimming in inverse proportion. And: As the dire consequence to the one who loved her came into view, she didn’t stop.

Ultimately, the story of their affair was about her triumph and his defeat, a culmination she offered without apology or qualification. I marveled at the eloquence and honesty. I identified. It was a betrayal of love I knew intimately—now the loving vampire, now the beloved host. So taken was I with her framing, I lifted the circumstance of sex in a sacristy and transposed it to a mosque for a pivotal scene in a novel I’ve struggled with for fifteen years, about a young imam who comes to a rural midwestern community and presides over an infectious religious awakening. My editor hates the scene with a passion. I’ve rarely gone wrong following her advice. But I can’t bring myself to cut it. Not yet.



Lucie is now my neighbor. We live in the same quiet upstate town where our eighth president was born and died, thirty-five minutes from the campus where we both used to teach. I would dine at her house often, sometimes on the back porch in view of an old graveyard of the enslaved, a graveyard that she and her husband, Stanford—a surgeon and poet of some renown—restored a decade ago, to the chagrin of many locals. Even years on, I could feel the lingering bad blood in the furtive, nasty looks Stanford sometimes got at the local municipal course where he and I occasionally played golf, among the only men of color I ever saw there.

How I ended up leaving the city for an upstate town where it’s not unusual to see a Confederate flag matters to the tale I have to tell—as much my own as Lucie’s—though I’m still not sure which parts of my story matter most to its telling. What is certain: My involvement in the sexual controversies surrounding Lucie Neroponte cannot be disentangled from the biking accident that upended my life. I’d call its turmoil spiritual if I weren’t worried about my credibility. But I am. I’d like to come off as at least somewhat reliable.


A Ruptured Spleen or How My Story Begins

It’s not unusual for a writer to find—when the writing is going well—that a writing day doesn’t end where the writing does; that what begins on the page often continues not just in the mind but in fact and matter, too, as if the world itself were keeping the writing going, conjuring encounters that uncannily seem to confirm or complete the day’s work, and to disclose the path ahead. It can feel miraculous to be lifted on a flood of coincidence, ferried in expectant ecstasy along a stream of startling apparitions, but what feels like magic is usually just heightened attention, mental valency shaping perception into ready meaning and surprising order. Which is how one can find oneself at a breakfast counter staring at a bite mark in a piece of toast and descry the unmistakable profile of the very person one spent the previous evening writing about—one’s mother, say.

Now and then, the “magic” is harder to explain.

In 2019, while working on a book in which I’d decided to insert episodes from my life and the lives of others I knew—and without the usual masking strategies of fiction—I found myself increasingly besieged by a string of unsettling run-ins. After writing about someone, I would often see them—at a book party, at the theater, on a stroll through Central Park—and sometimes on the very day I had done the writing. But the encounters accumulated, and their predictability began to feel more ominous than magical, as if the intimacies stolen from friends and family refused to be severed from their lives without consequence, as if my acts of creative theft had somehow summoned the parties in question to bear unknowing witness against me. At another time, I might have adjusted course. But when I ran into a former lover—“Julia”—at the Met (in front of Courbet’s Woman with a Parrot, of all things!) just hours after reworking a scene in my book to include, verbatim, the self-abasing litany she hissed when we had sex, and found myself introduced to the man whose hand she was holding (and who, I assumed, would recognize exactly what I’d written if he ever came across it)… I decided it was time to leave the city.

So it was that I responded to a mass email from my MFA alma mater advertising a sublet in the Hudson Valley. The listing included photographs: a small, gray saltbox colonial; a “swim” pond; spartan rooms with low, beamed ceilings. The owner was a visual artist named Regina, with gray hair down to her waist and a pair of thick, yellow-black square-frames she kept cleaning against her scarf on the afternoon I drove up to see the place. The glasses gave her round face a sterner cast and signaled—at least to me—a fundamental belonging to the city, where, she explained, she kept a place as well.

Regina had been offered an eighteen-month fellowship in Slovakia and was looking for someone reliable—but also willing to sign a lease for the full term. I was worried about the ceilings, which were lower even than they appeared in the photos. But the main room faced south, and the trees beyond the marsh out back were short enough that the windows poured light even on a day as gray as the one on which I visited. As my hand found the rough edge of the dining table at the center of the room, I felt a sharp pang of longing. I wanted to sit there. I wanted to write there.

There were stipulations. The spacious shed by the pond—converted into an all-season artist’s studio and filled with rusted metal forms Regina used in her work—was off-limits. She planned to use it to store her furniture: antique, much of it original Shaker. “That way I don’t have to get someone to take out a loan for the security deposit,” she quipped as we returned to the house after a brief survey of the grounds.

“Could you leave the dining table?” I asked.

“Scottish pine. Eighteenth century. Been in the family three generations.”

“It’s beautiful. I feel like it’d be a great place to write.”

She turned to me, her eyebrows showing briefly above her frames. “I mean, if it’s just the table. Oh, look,” she whispered suddenly, pointing at the pond—where it took me a moment to discern the gray-blue form wading royally along the reeds. The great bird stabbed at the water and lifted into flight. “He’s back.”



I moved in six weeks later, as the bleeding hearts and Jacob’s ladder were blooming along the side of the house, and spent most of that summer between that dining table and an Adirondack chair on the deck overlooking the pond. Most evenings, the heron we’d seen angled along the far edge. Regina had a hedge of lavender growing beneath the lilacs, and their sweet and sour fragrances mixed unexpectedly depending on the breeze. I’d never known the music of summer evenings could bring such joy: the chorus of toads and frogs, their trills and croaks and snuffles; the lisping crickets, the rattling cicadas, the barks and whinnies of the screech and barn owls in the trees around me. It was a wondrous paradox that such riotous insistence to be heard could be experienced as a form of perfect silence. By late fall, I’d finished the book. By the end of winter, as the pandemic was underway, I was in a relationship that didn’t survive the spring, budding tulips, crocuses, and countless country roads notwithstanding. Regina had had better luck in Slovakia, meeting someone there she fell in love with. Now she planned to stay for the foreseeable future. I didn’t want to leave, so I signed another lease—which is why I was still living there when my book came out almost two years after I first moved in. Of course, there’s so much I’m leaving out here, some of it of real consequence to what follows, especially the uncommon intimacy that developed between Lucie, her husband, and myself, as I became a part of their pandemic “bubble.” But there will be time to revisit whatever cannot, without consequence, be forgotten.

For now, the important thing is to get to the point.

Regina had left a flat-bar fifteen-speed road bike in the garage. The ex-girlfriend, religious about her exercise, had claimed it while we were together for long, intense rides into the Berkshires and up the Hudson. Once she’d left—and to salve the pain of our breakup—I began taking it out myself, though my excursions were hardly what she would have called riding. By usually turning left out of the driveway, I avoided hills, sticking to valley roads that connected the working farms and fenced-in apple orchards that ringed the township. Turning right meant pedaling uphill at first—though not for long—and the resulting views of the rolling pastures and the rocky creeks that ran through them were worth the effort on the days I felt up for it.

It was after turning right out of my driveway the week of the fateful date in September I could finally almost forget—a colder day than usual, with the occasional sugar maple already beginning to show color—that I passed the organic farm owned by the Shallcrosses, displaced and married Brits I’d met through Lucie. I turned there, as I often did, into a tunneled grove of hardwoods, speckled—on that particularly sunny day—green and gold with light leaking through the canopy. In my initial recollections, I wouldn’t remember sensing anything behind me (though months later I would recall much more of what happened), until I heard the improbable nearness of an engine, its sudden roar joined to the full-body shove that sent me soaring. I was alive, it was explained to me later, only because I missed the sycamores and landed on my back. I never saw the bike again except in photos the local police took of it at the scene: a back wheel mangled to half its size, kidney-shaped—the sign, I was told, that whoever hit me had been accelerating at the moment of impact.

Evelyn Shallcross found me. She was picking eggs in the chicken coop when she heard Titus, one of their two Great Pyrenees, barking from the pasture across the road. From the far edge of a fence a hundred yards away, Titus could have had only the dimmest view of me. How he knew to alert Evelyn, I’ve no idea. She searched my neck for a pulse but couldn’t find one. Panicked, she called her husband, Larry. Somehow, he knew not to wait for an ambulance. They lifted me into a pickup truck and raced to the nearest emergency department, twenty minutes away.

By the time I was at the hospital, my heart was beating again. The attending physician suspected the distension of my abdomen indicated internal bleeding. An ultrasound confirmed a ruptured spleen, and I was rushed—still unconscious—into the operating room. Unconscious, but not exactly. I’ve struggled for a few years now to understand the state I was in—or, rather, to describe it clearly in language, a difficulty less with words and sentences than with the curious sense of simultaneous time I experienced, so at odds with the usual accrual of meaning in the daily mind. The diachronic movement of time—one thing yielding to the next—seemed to have given way to an experience of synchrony, like the all-at-once-ness of space, in which everything is already there.

This shift into startling simultaneity isn’t even the hardest part to describe about what I experienced during surgery and into the following day. For in addition to the ouster from any habitual sense of chronological being was a sense of corporeal dislodgment. I was now a hovering, immaterial substance, if you will—unlike anything I’d ever been. When I say hovering, I don’t mean to suggest that I observed my body from above—though it wouldn’t be inaccurate to say that. I saw no tunnel of light, no cascade of life flashing before my eyes, no array of ancestors awaiting me; none of the usual tropes of return from the undiscovered country only ever barely discerned by those who experience near-death. It feels truer to say: What “I” was and what “my body” was were no longer the same thing.

Much—or even all—of what was happening to my body, I was aware of: from sometime after the impact, when I found myself in the brush and leaves; through the ride in the Shallcross truck bed; into the diffuse flurry of the ER and the fluorescent focus of the OR; and finally during the coma that lasted barely a day once my spleen had been removed. I was aware of what was happening to a body that was mine and not mine, experiencing it with that sense of all-at-once-ness—an indication, according to an avuncular French-Canadian neurologist named Wolf (who will reappear in these pages), that, in fact, what I experienced had likely been something closer to an ex post facto assembly of remembered fragments, a brain failing to extract chronological coherence from the haze of a postoperative coma. Yet the recollection was unusually rich and whole, and alive with the peculiar logic of a more fundamental dilemma.

This:

My body and I were two, and from that two, one was struggling to be born—an agonizing commencement synonymous, paradoxically, with an almost unbearable pleasure. Any unity I had known with the dull bodily thickness so distant from me now could not compare. In its place I longed for dissolution into a waxing current of fierce delight that waned only when I could no longer bear it, a pulverizing tide ringed with a blaze of self-awareness so complete that its effects reached into the months ahead, reshaping my life in ways I had only read about—and never with interest.



Dostoyevsky’s Insula

I confided in Lucie first, though not until two weeks after surgery, once I was back home, and once it was clear the enveloping, luminous silence into which I’d awoken in the hospital—a quiet more haptic than aural, as if every nerve ending in my body were consumed with silent smoldering—could no longer be dismissed as the aftereffect of anesthesia. Her husband, Stanford, had been at my side when I first came to, just after surgery; Lucie spent two afternoons sitting in the armchair next to my hospital bed as I recovered. Their attentiveness—which I couldn’t have predicted—registered with me all the more potently, edged as it was by the sublime burning calm that underscored everything.

They prepared my house for my arrival. Stanford, who’d played point guard for a Division II school in Tennessee and was still built like an athlete, rolled up the rugs to keep me from tripping and brought a futon for the living room so I wouldn’t have to climb the stairs for bed. That first fortnight of my convalescence, Lucie brought over what must have been gallons of her famous soups. She’d lived in Rome in her late twenties, just off the Campo dei Fiori, where, in daily view of the monument to Giordano Bruno (the subject of her dissertation) she picked vegetables and cuts of meat for the zuppe that, in her words, was Italy’s most enduring contribution to her life: pea and pork skin, twice-boiled Tuscan bread, escarole and meatball, Roman egg drop—I could go on.

My admiration for her had always bordered on harmless infatuation—harmless because I never hid it from Stanford, who found it amusing, and because she evinced not a whit of interest in me that could be construed as anything but friendship. But the period after my accident tested my capacity (as you will see) for a kind of emotional foolishness that, for now, I’ll dignify as labile. The distinctive crunch of her Volvo’s tires on the gravel drive, usually in the late afternoon, would fill me with a happiness sudden, simple, and perfect—not unlike the boundless joy of a dog reunited with its owner. Through the side door she would come, her campus tote slung over one shoulder, and no sooner had she stepped inside than I would go weak with a warmth so enveloping it made no sense to me. And if she had time to stay for, say, a drink on the deck, my immoderate contentment was complete.

On the day in question, the soup was chickpea and pasta; she’d brought a baguette; the sun was already setting over the marsh. I’d had wine delivered from a shop in town earlier that afternoon—Barolo, her favorite—which I now opened and poured into two glasses, though just a dram for myself, as I wasn’t properly back to drinking. Her hair was up. She was in lecture attire: an oversize wool Cucinelli pantsuit and black glitter Golden Goose high-tops. She pushed up her sleeve—and, with it, a handful of tinkling silver bangles—as she reached for the glass and tasted.

“Goodness, Ayad. That’s wonderful,” she said, holding the wine up to the light.

“Take it with you,” I said.

“Really?”

“I’m still going slow on the drinking.”

Now’s probably as good a time as any to fix a more enduring image of Lucie in your mind, though I’m not certain which one. It’s not that her features lack the distinctness from which to craft a memorable picture, but rather that the impression those features convey—while always potent—is unusually sensitive to the shaping force of her thoughts. (One of the recurring themes in Lucie’s work is that we feel thoughts as much as we think them, perhaps more, and that the emotional atmosphere of one’s ideas can reveal as much as their intellectual content. I suspect there will be more about this in the pages ahead.) Which is to say: Her face, like those of some actors I’ve known, can look very different depending on what’s passing through her mind.

And so:

As Lucie joined me out on the deck and settled back into the Adirondack chair, her gray eyes softened by the pleasure she was taking in the wine and the rare late-afternoon pause she was allowing herself—this Lucie had none of the angular asymmetry that defined her for many of her students and about which they invariably commented in their Rate My Professors reviews (“If Xena Warrior Princess and Lady Gaga had the same mom,” most memorably); and nothing of the proportioned, slim-eyed brilliance her face showed beneath the brown shingled bob she wore in the author’s photo she’d used for twenty years. No, as she sat beside me that afternoon looking out at the pond, where the bass were beginning to nip at the insects on the surface, Lucie’s face briefly recalled how she might have looked as an adolescent: the now-sometimes-sallow dominance of her cheekbones and of her strong Roman nose erased, absorbed into an impression of someone softer and rounder—a face, I thought, remembering its youth. Even her skin was gleaming.

“I ran into Billie at the post office. She asked me how you were doing.”

“That’s funny,” I said. “She was just here two days ago.”

Billie was one of the town’s five police officers, the granddaughter of a onetime town mayor—and a former prom queen. In her late twenties, she was an unlikely addition to the quartet of older men who were her colleagues, but her focused gravitas belied her years and made her friendship with Lucie, nearly twice her age, seem unsurprising. They’d grown close since Billie got to the bottom of a series of vandalizing pranks on Lucie and Stanford’s property—repeated toilet-papering, cow dung in their mailbox—perpetrated by a group of local kids. I would later learn that Billie credited her friendship with Lucie as a central emotional support in her own process of coming out as gay to her family.

“A lot can change in two days,” Lucie said.

“Well, I still don’t remember much about what hit me. As far as that goes.”

“If anybody can figure out who did it, Billie will.”

It wasn’t that I didn’t feel outrage about what had happened; I did; I felt outrage and fear; I worried that whoever had run me over was someone I knew—or who knew me—and might want to hurt me again; and yet, all of this paled in comparison to the beguiling inner repose the collision had brought into my life.

Lucie glanced at her phone before slipping it back into her pocket. Whatever she’d seen there appeared to irritate her.

“You were teaching today, right?” I asked.

She rolled her eyes and shook her head dismissively.

“Oh, for some reason I thought you were coming from class.”

“No, I was,” she said, setting the wineglass down on the armrest after sipping. “It’s just that word. Teaching. Doesn’t even seem like that’s what it is anymore. Try competing—with their endless distractions and self-involvement. Not that you can really blame them. The phones changed everything fifteen years ago, and the pandemic’s made it so much worse. They’re all on medications for the brain rot—which bring their own set of issues. Most days it feels like I’m in a roomful of sedated toddlers, putting on Teletubbies, with all of them waiting for the magical event.”

“Magical event?”

She laughed. “Do you know what Teletubbies is?”

I recalled the smiling face of an actual baby at the center of an animated sun, and below it, colorful, furry creatures hopping about green hills of artificial turf.

“In every episode, there’s some random magical thing that happens. Like a carousel flying down out of the sky with a dancing bear on it, or Little Bo-Peep showing up with her sheep and they all start floating. Foolproof chase scenes for the captive toddler.”

“I see.”

“And the thing that pisses me off is that I’m starting to plan class with this kind of thinking. I thought, The Shelleys are up next. So we’ll do ‘A Defence of Poetry,’ then Frankenstein. Pain up front, then the monster movie.”

“Sounds like a solid plan.”

“Plus, the Shelleys—Percy, Mary—they’re sexy.”

“Are they? Sexy, I mean?”

“It’s like a season of Euphoria set during the birth of English Romanticism.”

“With Rue as Mary?”

“More like Percy, honestly. Who, by high school, was a certifiable genius. And probably bipolar. Maybe seeing hallucinations, maybe not. Either way, he gets thrown out of the family house for writing anti-aristocrat screeds about taking it to the Man—his father’s a baron and a member of Parliament.”

“I see your point.”

“Thrown out, he takes up with his anarchist mentor, William Godwin—basically Marx before Marx—and proceeds to seduce Godwin’s sixteen-year-old daughter by reading aloud to her from her father’s work on her mother’s grave in St. Pancras. Which is probably where he and Mary had sex for the first time.”

“In the cemetery?”

“For my money? On the grave. ‘Go to the tomb and read,’ she writes in her diary. ‘Go with Shelley to the churchyard.’ They were obviously doing more than reading.

“Anyway, she gets pregnant, they run off. Shelley goes on to change English poetry—and arguably the world—and Mary writes Frankenstein. Did I mention she was eighteen at the time? And as for antislavery politics, no one’s got anything on the two of them. They won’t even eat sugar because of the slave labor involved in harvesting sugarcane.”

“I had no idea.”

“Because the only thing worse than dealing with their near-total inability to concentrate,” she said, now speaking again about her students, “is having to bear the moralizing brunt of some perceived breach of their pronouns or politics. Which, mind you, hardly merit the name politics in any serious sense of the word. Since George Floyd, they’re convinced they know the world and all that’s in it.”

She swatted lightly at the meager business of fruit flies gathering above her glass. “So here I am thinking I’ve got it covered. Next two classes? Multiple magical events, dancing bears, glittering windmills. A young, oversexed English couple right out of an HBO show, drinking bland tea because of how much they hate cash-crop exploitation of the African. What can go wrong?”

“What did?”

“The good fortune of having a wonderful student, whose humility and passion only stoke envy and contempt in her classmates. Susan Yi. From Idaho, of all places. Best student I’ve had in a decade. Maybe longer. I can’t get enough of her, honestly—and, not for nothing, she does not have a smartphone. As usual, Susan’s doing reading about the reading, which starts a backlash at her dorm: a hive-mind online plunge into Shelley the misogynist. Which leads to… and leads to… and before you know it, a bunch of them are watching a fictionalized horror movie, in which the author of Frankenstein is raped by her crazy poet husband—and which they conclude is what the book’s actually about.”

“Sounds pretty disciplined for a group of distracted toddlers.”

“Like I said, all it takes to wake them up is a whiff of some point of view that doesn’t flatten the world into abusers and their victims. Out come the phones like peasant torches to burn down the palace. I’d barely begun class when the tears started flowing and the grandstanding began: Why am I assigning the work of someone who was clearly a sociopath and narcissist—whatever that means—and likely a serial rapist? Did I actually think a person who put getting his dick sucked by minors over taking care of his wife and child could ever write something worth reading?”

“That’s what they said?”

“Not in so many words.” She paused, interrupted by a thought that seemed to trouble her. “That might at least have been interesting. And led to a discussion about life in Georgian England and what it might mean to be dealing with the very enduring human urge to fornicate but without anything resembling effective contraception.”

Her apparent qualm—which I would note in my journal that night, but whose nature I deduced only months later, once that afternoon’s class had become a matter of interest to university authorities—registered as a retreat into disgust, her brow and lips crowded closer together around that remarkable nose than seemed comfortable, the contracted perimeter of her features expressing, I thought, a striking smallness, though whether hers or the students’, I couldn’t tell.

“What did Susan Yi have to say about it all?”

“There’s only so much anyone can say when they get like that. She brought up the beautiful poem Mary wrote right after Shelley drowned. Which they proceeded to disqualify as the work of a woman romanticizing her rapist. You have to understand, what these students are absolutely not is anything remotely interesting.”

“Susan Yi excepted.”

“Susan excepted,” she said as she lifted the glass from the armrest.

By now, the sun had fully disappeared behind the ash trees and cottonwoods at the marsh’s edge, and above us, the deepening blue was marbled with streaks of cumulus ablaze in lavish hues of pink and violet. I felt water pool in my eyes as I wondered why I couldn’t think of a better word than sky.

“How are you feeling?” Lucie asked, clearly wanting to change the subject.

“I continue to be ridiculously happy to see you.”

She smiled, her face widening again.

“I won’t lie. It is very nice to be so anticipated.”

“Is it that obvious?”

“What’s obvious,” she said, drinking, “is what a little forced vulnerability will do to a person’s sense of judgment.”

We laughed.

“I’ve never cried over sunsets before,” I said, wiping a tear from my cheek. “It’s like my emotions are in primary colors these days. You should have seen me yesterday when I found a ladybug stuck between the screen and the window glass.”

“Did you help her out?”

“But I mean—all the ladybugs? Between every screen and glass? Because that’s what it seems like I’m really crying about.”

“Enjoy it while you can. You’ll miss it when it’s gone.”

“But it’s not just my emotions,” I started, before pausing. I wanted to say more, but the only words I had for what was happening were those I’d been using repeatedly in my journal, a language I’d already concluded was insufficient, too porous to the disqualifying notion that there was some intelligence in it all—an intelligence with no name I could identify, whose inexplicable presence I’d experienced then and with which I was somehow continuous now. “Ever since I came to in the hospital, I’m… I’m seeing differently.”

“How so?”

“Like through a screen. Like there’s light everywhere.”

She turned to me, her weight shifting, her eyes sharp with sudden interest.

“I mean, it’s weird, because I say I’m seeing this light, but it’s more like I’m feeling it—palpably. Or even like I hear it.”

“Synesthetically?”

“I mean, I’m not seeing sounds or hearing colors. Just light. Light that feels like a kind of silence, so yeah…” I paused again, certain I was failing to make the sense I wanted. “It’s subtle, but somehow even more present because of how subtle it is. It’s hard to talk about. Like whatever I can say, I can almost say something equal and opposite that feels just as true.”

She nodded. As daylight faded further around us, the air grew heavy, and the pond’s surface went still, like glass. The marsh behind it was coming to unruly life, its orchestra of crickets, toads, starlings, and rails offering a pleasing cacophony against which the piercing wail of a solitary loon sounded from deeper within. Lucie and I swatted now intermittently at our faces and arms. The mosquitoes were coming out.

I went on:

“I tried describing it to the doctor when I was still in the hospital. She had a neurologist come talk to me. Apparently, there can be aftereffects from a concussion, though not usually like this. The anesthesia can affect brain function for a while, too, but he said a few days at most—and here I am, two weeks out, and it hasn’t subsided…”

“You’re not having headaches?”

I shook my head, cognizant that nothing I’d said yet was as worrisome to me as what I was going to say next.

“I—uh… had this experience when I was out.”

“Like what? Tunnel of light, all that?” A spirited twinkle appeared in her eyes, a sure sign, I thought, that I was stepping onto unsteady ground.

“I mean, no,” I said, embarrassed.

“So, what?”

“Pleasure. Intense pleasure.” I paused, searching for the right metaphor. “Like getting washed into a hundred-foot wave of pleasure and clobbered with it over and over again.”

“Orgasm?”

“So much more intense. And the light I’m talking about seeing—or feeling? The silence? It’s like the echo of that pleasure. Like it’s somehow still happening. In every moment. Faintly.”

“Huh.” She looked away with a thought. “It makes me think… there are apparently areas in the middle of the brain that, if you stimulate them with electrodes, it creates an… effect, like what Dostoyevsky describes happening before his most intense seizures.”

“Where does he describe them?”

“His journals. The Idiot. There’s a great passage in which he talks about Muhammad actually, in connection with the seizures—you’d love it—”

“Ah, ah, ah,” I interrupted playfully. “Best not to bring up the Prophet’s epilepsy with a Muslim if you know what’s good for you.”

“I’m sorry, I didn’t know.”

“I don’t mean with me. Say whatever you want about him to me. I was thinking more about some young Muslim toddler-scholar armed with an iPhone. There’s a long history of writing off the Prophet’s Quranic revelations as the deranged results of some epileptic condition. Which they might well have been, for all we know. I mean, his favorite wife apparently described how he started shaking intensely and sweating when he went into revelation mode.”

“I need to know more about this!”

“Should we go back inside? Get out from the mosquitoes?”

Lucie checked her watch. “I should get back. Stanford’s off to Chicago for a week tomorrow…”

“One more glass?”

She eyed me slyly. “Half a glass. Then I really do have to go.”



The rest of our conversation that evening was about the Prophet. It’s always startled me how little even my most erudite non-Muslim friends know about Muhammad. I won’t take the occasion now for a long explanatory digression, though I did walk Lucie through a less-than-cursory view of the Quran’s literal borrowings from the Torah and the Mishnah and laid out my case for the styling of Muhammad on the models of the great Hebraic prophets—accounts from which, I explained, I suspected descriptions of his seizure-like states during revelations had probably been drawn. In the Testaments, I continued, neurologic anomaly legitimizes the uncanny: Moses was a stutterer; Ezekiel fainted and lost the capacity to speak when the Lord was upon him; Paul of Tarsus, she added, almost certainly had temporal lobe epilepsy.

Our conversation kept Lucie in my kitchen another half hour. Then she corked the bottle and headed home with it.

I took my new curiosity about The Idiot as impetus to climb the stairs for the first time since being back from the hospital. Disturbingly short of breath, I searched the bookshelves in both bedrooms—still filled with Regina’s books—for a copy, but the only one matching that title was not by Dostoyevsky. It wasn’t until an hour later, as the tart aftertastes of rosemary and radicchio from Lucie’s soup were finally fading, that I remembered I could download the novel onto my iPhone—a format I never preferred. But there was a free edition on offer, a stopgap to tide me over until I was well enough to head to the library.

My resolve to actually read the book didn’t last longer than the few moments it took to load an unsightly block of beige text on gray screen—a visceral discouragement. Instead, I typed Muhammad into the search window and found this:


There seemed at moments a flash of light in his brain, and with extraordinary impetus all his vital forces suddenly began working at their highest tension. The sense of life, the consciousness of self, were multiplied ten times at these moments which passed like a flash of lightning. His mind and his heart were flooded with extraordinary light; all his uneasiness, all his doubts, all his anxieties were relieved at once; they were all merged in a lofty calm, full of serene, harmonious joy and hope.



But what feels like a higher form of existence, Dostoyevsky writes, is only prelude to the convulsive fit that follows, confirmation of its pathological basis: nothing “higher,” but closer to the “lowest” form of human life—disease. He goes on:


And yet he came at last to an extremely paradoxical conclusion: “What if it is disease?” he decided at last. “What does it matter that it is an abnormal intensity, if the minute of sensation, remembered and analyzed afterwards in health, turns out to be the acme of harmony and beauty, and gives a feeling, unknown and undivined till then, of completeness, of proportion, of reconciliation, and of ecstatic devotional merging in the highest synthesis of life?… Yes, for this moment one might give one’s whole life!”



And finally, a few sentences later, the startling reference to Muhammad, which perfectly conveyed the most mystifying characteristic of my postoperative comatose recollections, namely, their timelessness:


“At that moment,” as he once told Rogozhin in Moscow at the time when they used to meet there, “at that moment I seem somehow to understand the extraordinary saying that there shall be no more time. Probably,” he added, smiling, “this is the very second which was not long enough for the water to be spilt out of Muhammad’s pitcher, though the epileptic prophet had time to gaze at all the habitations of Allah.”



He’s referring to the night Muhammad is believed to have been visited by the angel Gabriel, who would lead him on a journey through the infernal and celestial realms of Creation—a tradition that some have suggested inspired Dante’s Commedia—and particularly to the moment when Gabriel’s wings are said to have upset a pitcher of water just as the Prophet was roused from his sleep. The entire journey is described as taking place in a moment lasting no longer than the time it took for him to return and prevent the jug from spilling. My own experience had yet to be paired with anything as dire as a seizure, and yet the parallels were undeniable: suffusion of light; impossibly heightened self-awareness; timelessness.

I looked up epilepsy and brain stimulation online and found studies detailing, as Lucie suggested, states like those described in The Idiot triggered by electrical stimulation of the insula, which was in the middle of the brain. Why abnormal stimulation of the middle of my brain might still be occurring became something of a fixation, for not only would the ambrosial afterglow of my injury not fade, it intensified—an obsession no neurologist would take seriously, even after its only unwelcome consequence became clear: a loss of sexual interest so complete, I stopped experiencing erections altogether.



In Conclusion (for Now) or An Evening Blankness Grows

I’ve moved expeditiously—too expeditiously, I worry—to sketch the outlines of a change that came over me while saying very little about the change itself. My aim has been to convey, with sufficient force, something of the uneasy mental atmosphere underlying an emotional alteration that continued to resist reason, an alteration that, at times, made the word miraculous feel not too far-fetched. I’m hoping that a single episode, related here, can suggest at least a flavor of the change to which I’m referring:

My sluggishness lasted longer than the doctor thought normal. She worried it was connected to a possible postoperative depression, likely the result of weeks of reduced activity. But my spirits were good, and my blood work came back normal. I took to cooking again and going for walks. The swim pond beckoned daily out the double doors, but I couldn’t muster the energy to overcome the falling autumn temperatures. In the evenings, during which I usually read—and which I had hoped would be filled in my convalescence by hours spent finally bringing to completion my yearslong immersion in Saint-Simon’s memoirs—I found my reading resolve defeated by a brain fog more pleasing than I wanted to admit.

As I lay on the couch, an agreeable blankness would overtake me, a blankness that deepened in texture the longer and more often I lingered in it. There was an oily ease in being—a lubricated, almost buttery sensation along the nerves and in the mind—which, when I surrendered to it without distraction, would yield something I’m reluctant to call thinking. It was subtler than thought as I knew it—more elusive, wordless: a surfacing of mental images, bleached like photo negatives overexposed to the point of erasure. I sometimes spent hours on the couch in this state, immersed in a kind of seeing that left me no wiser in any way that I could discern, for as the more customary sense of me returned, I rarely remembered anything it was that I had “seen.” Also, I was sleeping less (I noticed, after a few days) by about the same amount of time I’d spent on the couch the night before, absorbed in that specular vacancy.

I’d been doing this every evening for two weeks when I realized I couldn’t recall the last time I’d felt the urgency of sexual desire. I have always been unusually disinclined toward self-pleasure—likely the result of the paramount humiliation at fourteen, when I was caught by my mother, naked, on the bedroom floor, using a sock on my penis—which I only mention as I’ve sometimes gone for improbably long periods without relieving myself of built-up sexual tension. Since adolescence, when the urge came, it almost always came as night fell. I suspected that the muter fulfillments of my evening blankness were operating now not only as a substitute for sleep but were somehow also to blame for my absence of desire. I tried to summon the body’s longing, but no act of imaginative will did the trick. Pornography was even worse: alongside my sudden sexual disinterest was a now-visceral disgust for displays of performed desire. I couldn’t fathom anymore what value I’d ever found in those stunted playbacks of histrionic harm and want. Only the human faces kept my interest, each an instance of exquisite singularity, obscured by nakedness worn like costume, by yearning offered as a packaged good.

Erectile dysfunction was a symptom sometimes associated with epilepsy, but my doctor was not compelled by my self-diagnosis à la Dostoyevsky; for I’d yet to display the only symptom that could mark me as afflicted by the disorder: an actual seizure. Stanford, himself a general surgeon, was somewhat more sympathetic; Lucie had spoken to him about the welter of strange and wondrous things engulfing me, but he thought it best I see a urologist in the city before embarking on a neurological wild-goose chase.

It was on the trip to see the doctor Stanford recommended that I noticed just how differently I was experiencing the world—and, especially, how differently I was looking at other people. The gap between my new interior calm and the trees and ticks and geese upstate was an interval less pronounced than the one opened by my first reencounter with the ruckus and clamor of the city. For the inner silence I’d described to Lucie proved even deeper than I’d realized, proceeding from a central stillness that, in the urban tumult, took the form of something like effortless patience: to look without a thought about what I was seeing; a settled, receptive noticing I’d only ever known in brief flashes before the captious mental clatter took over.

While gazing at a South Indian family sharing a bag of chips—and, later, tins of curry—in the Amtrak berth across from me, the kids barking responses in English back at their doting parents’ questions posed in Tamil, I realized I wasn’t seeking fault, however subtly, in their appearance or behavior, wasn’t seeking to identify whether to be aligned or in opposition, wasn’t seeking friend or foe in some needless primal cognitive calculus; and freed of this shamefully well-trodden back-and-forth between blame and praise, I noticed, too, no pull toward its antidote: the reflexive self-chastising I recognized as my way of performing broad-mindedness to myself in the face of ceaseless bias. In short, I could feel I was no longer in the way of what I now felt more than saw: the quietly ebullient tumult of their family
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