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CHAPTER ONE


From The New York Times:


Rudolf N. Rhinehart, Pulitzer Prize–Winning Writer, Dies at 56


Rudolf N. Rhinehart, a noted cultural critic, literary scholar and poet, was the author of six books of poetry, including the acclaimed “Midnight, Spring,” published in 1999 and winner of the Pulitzer Prize and the National Book Award. “Midnight, Spring,” which the New York Review of Books praised for “creating an entirely new idiomatic register,” was widely lauded, claiming numerous international prizes and achieving a level of commercial success rare for a book of poetry. A profile on Mr. Rhinehart for The New York Times Magazine in 1999 attributed the book’s bestseller status to its “finding portals of transcendence in the unceasing repetition of our daily lives.”


Mr. Rhinehart described his own working life as “alternating periods of grandiosity and self-sabotage.” Although a prolific poet throughout the 1980s and ’90s, he stopped writing poetry in the late 1990s, and was later known for his nonfiction and essays. He was a frequent contributor to the New Yorker, Harper’s, and the Atlantic, and was the editor of seven poetry anthologies, and four critical volumes. The recipient of many literary awards and fellowships, Mr. Rhinehart was a member of the American Academy and Institute of Arts and Letters. He held honorary degrees from seven universities, as well as a Chair in Poetry at Columbia University.


Mr. Rhinehart is survived by his wife, Laura Constable, and two stepdaughters, Cindy Mithins of Asheville, N.C., and Annabelle Mithins Ross of Durham, N.H. About his early life, little is known. Born in Ukraine, he immigrated to the United States with his mother at the age of five . . .


It was the beginning of November. Exactly fifteen years ago, I’d been nineteen, and in my junior year of college in upstate New York. I drove a rattling Nissan and wore the same pair of maroon corduroys every day—they were split in the left knee, and in the cold, the wind would slip in and deaden the skin. I sort of liked the sensation, but Rhinehart feared frostbite, and bought me thermals I refused to wear, and a bright green beret that he styled perched on the back of my head. I pulled it down, like the droopy cap of a straw mushroom, so that it covered my ears. My ears were a source of embarrassment to me, the way the tips protruded from between the strands of hair, which was a nice brown and long but too straight. I mostly wore it up with bobby pins that dislodged and were scattered around the house, he said, “like feathers from a rare bird. They let me know where you’ve been.”


“You keep it too neat here. Otherwise you wouldn’t notice.” Except when he was writing, the only mess was stacks of newspapers and journals, the occasional used coffee cup, or jelly jars stained red in the bottom from wine—the living room of the house he rented for the duration of his time as a visiting writer at my college. This was what he had chosen—an old house with creaking doors and a bathroom under the staircase. He’d brought some of his furniture, striped low-back couches and an enormous featherbed that he’d dragged his library into, so that we often kicked books onto the floor when making love. He was working on the collection of poetry that would win him the Pulitzer, through miserable fits of self-doubt and manic intensity that made life even more exciting for me than it already was.


I’d met him at an artist lecture in town that summer, two months before he’d started his appointment at the school. We’d started talking about our mothers, both of whom had died when we were young. Slightly embarrassed, he’d revealed that he’d just attended a séance in Manhattan, and described the cramped, overheated room into which his mother didn’t appear. I reached into my pocket and showed him pebbles that my mother had collected from the beach near our house. It was bizarre and superstitious but sometimes, if I was feeling nervous, I’d carry them around, knowing she had once touched them. She had died when I was three. Unlike other people, Rhinehart didn’t assume that because I couldn’t remember her, I didn’t miss her.


Afterwards, I knew he was someone I wanted to be around. If I hadn’t been in the grip of some sort of magical thinking, I would have recognized that he was in his forties, nearing the height of his career, and a professor. I would have been intimidated, rightly. I would never have had the guts to pursue him. I told myself, I’ll just try and get to know him better. But it wasn’t as easy as all that. It took me weeks to distinguish myself from the other young people milling around town that summer. We did become friends, but by then I felt we should be together and said so. He had discovered that I was a college student and was reluctant.


I plowed ahead, too confident in the connection between us to be dissuaded, and in the end I was right. Once he’d overcome his own objections, we’d moved very quickly from dating, to falling in love, to being in a relationship. He was continually amazed by how visual I was—it made his powers of observation “crude by comparison.” When he’d said this, I’d been crouched down on his floor, studying a spiderweb spun between two storm windows, and the shadow it cast. I was a photographer, or an aspiring one. That fall, I was often at his house, shooting—the slim white birches just beyond the porch, sun on the floor, Rhinehart’s fingers gripping a pen, the blond stubble on his face. I had almost too many ideas. In the morning, I’d disappear on my bike to take pictures in the woods, returning to a large, silent afternoon indoors, steam hissing up from the radiators. We’d sit on opposite ends of the couch, Rhinehart crossing out lines in a yellow memo pad, while I sketched future projects, and the fickle sun moved back and forth in the doorway. Occasionally, when he wasn’t looking, I’d watch him. I had been excruciatingly happy. For months, I walked around with a foolish smile on my face. Everywhere, even in the bathroom.


•  •  •


The obituary had appeared online, and I printed it out to show Hallie. She’d been my roommate throughout college and after, when we first moved to Manhattan. I still lived in the apartment we had shared for years.


She was already waiting for me in a café on Jane Street. “What’s the big mystery?” I took the obituary out of my purse and passed it to her.


“No way.” Both of us stared at his photo. He was in profile, looking at someone out of the frame and smiling. “When was the last time you saw him? College?”


I nodded. Rhinehart and I had been together less than a year. He took a job at Columbia University the fall I was a senior and moved to the city. After I graduated, I moved here, too, but we’d never met.


I watched her read, her lip pinched between her fingers, her floating green irises like planets. Next to hers, my face had always seemed plain—like a farm girl’s I used to think when feeling down. We’d grown up together on the North Fork of Long Island, but while my father had greenhouses, hers worked in Manhattan. She had spent overnights in the city, knew how to make us sexy ripped T-shirts, and sneak on the Orient Point ferry without paying.


She put the paper down. “How are you taking this?”


After the shock of it, I was depressed. Also incredibly disillusioned. “I was so sure we would see each other again. I can’t believe how wrong I was.” But then again, I’d been wrong about other things. My future as an artist. I’d basically stopped shooting, if you didn’t count my job at Marty’s portrait studio. I hadn’t even noticed until about a year ago. Where had all that time gone? It was as if New York had swallowed it, along with my twenties. I’d revolved through possible solutions—sketch out some ideas, take a class at the ICP, buy a new camera. Instead I agonized and then did nothing. How effortless making my own work used to be. That’s what I remembered of that time. That and what it had felt like to be lying on Rhinehart’s bed, shirtless, in my corduroys, giggling.


Hallie was revisiting my relationship history. She’d often said she couldn’t understand why anyone would bother to get married. Until she had her own lavish wedding and bought a house out in New Jersey with her husband, Adán, last year. Now she was bent on converting me.


After ticking through a list that included my boxing instructor, several bartenders, as well as a guy I’d made cupcakes for, slept with, and never heard from again, she concluded, “You haven’t had a serious relationship since Rhinehart.”


“You left out Lawrence. We dated for over a year.” We’d even discussed living together, and in a roundabout way, marriage. I was white and he was African American and some people, including his parents, were convinced the relationship would fail because of this. It was not something we were ever actively concerned with. We were fixated on other, more pressing differences—such as our career ambitions, or his law-school-trained style of argumentation that used to make me flounder around in a self-incriminating way, or how each of us felt about living in New Jersey.


“I knew that wasn’t going anywhere,” Hallie said. “You were too much like pals.” Maybe she was right. I hadn’t felt the same type of passion, that soul-bearing intimacy that I’d felt with Rhinehart. Towards the end, I was also beginning to feel some pressure. He had wanted reasonable things, things that most women my age wanted—children, a nice home in the suburbs. I wanted to want those things, too. But I didn’t. Instead I began to feel claustrophobic.


“Terry, you’re coming up on thirty-five. Not a good age to be single.”


I wanted to point out that statistically, in New York, I was likely in the majority, but Hallie had developed a theory. “I think this entire time, in some subconscious way, you’ve been comparing men to Rhinehart.”


“But I haven’t even been thinking about him. Until recently.”


“I said subconscious. You need to have a little ceremony. Write down what you would have said to him if he were alive, a goodbye speech to the relationship, and then bury the piece of paper.”


What would I say? How there existed a time that whenever I saw him, I’d want to touch him affectionately, encouragingly squeeze his arm. That even though he was older than me, I felt that protectiveness. That I still remembered the sweetness of being with him. I hadn’t even been invited to the service. If I did memorialize Rhinehart, I would have to perform some private, self-serving ritual in front of my apartment building. I imagined myself dressed in black, trying to bury a piece of paper with my feelings on it in that strip of dirt between the sidewalk and a tree.


•  •  •


But then, two days later, for the first time in a couple of years, I got out my old Minolta and two rolls of black-and-white film and took the train up to 116th, Columbia University, and stood outside the gates, where I used to linger, hoping to run into him. The camera felt heavy and foreign in my hands. The light fading, I shot the route I had walked, ending up at the bookstore. The bar where I’d once sat and had a beer, looking hopefully out the window, longing to see him, or for a future in which I no longer cared about him as much as I did.


•  •  •


The second part of Hallie’s advice entailed buying new clothes, and then, Internet dating, which I didn’t plan on doing. But I thought she might be right about the shopping, and a couple of weeks later, on impulse, I decided to go into the Bloomingdale’s in SoHo. Once inside, I remembered why I avoided department stores, especially in late November, their atmosphere of repressed panic and desperation, the overheated crush of people and sale signs and mirrored lights and the heavy, artificial odor that hung over all of it. As a teenager, I would spend several agonizing hours circling the racks clutching the Christmas money my father had pressed into my hand before dropping me off, saying “treat yourself.” I longed for a mother the most then, for her to prevent me from making the mistakes I always made, buying something overpriced and too trendy, so that when it went out of fashion two months later, I’d have to lie to my father when he asked why I wasn’t wearing “the pretty new top.”


After scanning the floor and checking out the price tags, I decided to try my luck elsewhere. I was in the cosmetics department, headed for the doors, when I saw Rhinehart. He was standing in front of the Estée Lauder counter.


My entire body began trembling. I recognized him instinctively, the way I know desire or fear or my own face when passing a mirror. And he looked exactly as I expected him to look, but older than he had been in the obituary photo. His hair had gone completely white and he’d grown a short, academic-looking beard. I was hallucinating. I’d been far more affected by his death than I was able to admit. I willed him to vanish. But he didn’t, and I stood there gaping. When he started to move off, I followed, targeting his wide back, taking in details. His coat was cashmere, expensive. He was carrying three bags, one was awkwardly shaped like it contained electronics. I circled around a counter to get a better angle, but he kept himself half-turned away, as a celebrity would.


I had moved in close enough to smell him, even in this olfactorily confusing place. He wore the same aftershave. Reaching out, I grabbed him as he approached the escalator.


He turned, squinting slightly, and looked at me.


“Tatie!” He dropped the bags and pulled me towards him, kissing me on the face. “How are you!”


I returned the embrace, shyly at first, and then with force. I clung to him for an embarrassing length of time. And then, out of nowhere, I started sobbing. Once I started, I couldn’t stop. As if with other ears, I heard myself—I sounded like a large drowning mammal. I was wetting the front of his coat, hauling in my breath, conscious of him rubbing the back of my head in a soothing, concerned way. A woman came up and asked if I was all right. “I think I’ve just surprised her,” Rhinehart said. “It’s what she does sometimes. When startled.”


I laughed and began apologizing, trying to disentangle myself. I was fishing around in my pockets for a tissue. Rhinehart was peering into my face, holding it in both his hands so that I couldn’t clean it.


In my defense, I said, “I thought you were dead! I read it . . .”


“I know—it was released by mistake. The paper called it a technical error, by which they mean human. They write these things in advance. But it was pulled the same day. You didn’t see the correction?”


I shook my head, and he said, “Are you all right?”


I nodded, and he let go of me, smiling. “It feels good to know I was mourned.”


Someone bumped me from behind. The bustling shoppers, who had parted to give us space for our scene, had closed back in. He said, “This time of year is awful. My wife makes me participate.”


I sucked in my breath at the mention of her. “I read you and Laura married.” And then, “I didn’t realize you’d kept in contact.”


“We struck up a friendship after I moved here. She was on the board of an arts foundation I was doing work for.”


I bristled in defense of my old self who had been roaming the city looking for him, never imagining he was out dating.


He’d taken my hand in his, turning it palm up, palm down. “And what about you? Not married?”


I shook my head.


“But you’re with someone, I imagine.”


I smiled, but didn’t answer. Rhinehart was squeezing my hand and looking at me intently. “It’s so good to see you. It’s been too many years. Why don’t you come to dinner at our house? We can catch up.”


“That would be nice.” I was starting to get my bearings again. “Are all these gifts for your wife?”


He looked down at the bags forgotten near his leg. “No, no. Some other things. Speakers. Clothes for one of my stepdaughters. She lives in New Hampshire and says she misses wearing city things.” He dug around in his pockets. “Let’s do it on Saturday. Are you free?”


“I believe so.” We exchanged numbers, Rhinehart inputting mine into his BlackBerry, while I scribbled his down on a scrap of paper. He was professing how providential our meeting was.


I had drained my conversational well and suddenly felt shy. “It was definitely unexpected.” We hugged again, and I detached quicker this time. I could feel him watching me as I walked away.


•  •  •


All the way up Broadway, I strode along, my coat open, chest to the wind, as if it were summer. Elated. He was alive! We’d seen each other again after all! It wasn’t until much later, anticipating this dinner, that I began to feel idiotic for making such a scene. I hadn’t even admitted I was single, afraid of how I already looked, sobbing, walking around by myself, as if I’d been mourning not Rhinehart’s death but our breakup all these years. I was also starting to remember things. For example, it hadn’t been fifteen years since we’d spoken. I’d called him when I first arrived in the city to see if he’d like to meet up again, maybe for coffee? He hadn’t returned my call, and I’d been devastated. But I must have gotten over it because I’d written him a letter after I’d heard he’d won the Pulitzer. I was so genuinely pleased to hear the news—I remembered when he was writing those poems! How he struggled!—the letter overflowed with good feeling, run-at-the-mouth honesty, and nostalgia. I parlayed my congratulations into a discussion about our relationship, the force of attraction that I’d found so intense those years ago. I had wanted so badly to be with him, even when we were sitting next to each other it wasn’t enough, having sex wasn’t close enough. I kept that memory-laced letter in my purse for three agonizing days. Instead of throwing it out, as I should have, I’d addressed it in care of his publisher, since I had no idea where he lived, and dropped it in the mail.


I received no response. Instead, a few weeks later, nosing around online, I read about his marriage to Laura. The news was old, but I was so humiliated, it seemed as if the wedding had taken place that morning, right after my letter had arrived. I searched for photos, gasping every time I found one—there they were, standing close, at formal events, fund-raisers. Laura had bright blue eyes, round as marbles and slightly too close together, so that if they were on a dog, you’d think it was a biter. She’d been a condescending and vaguely menacing presence during the time Rhinehart and I were together, and it burned me to know she was with him—this man I had believed was so much like me.


I had met her towards the end of my time with Rhinehart, when a fissure had begun to appear in our relationship. He’d been pressuring me to attend these weekly faculty parties with him, as he thought it would be good for us to “mix,” as he said, not thinking there was anything suspiciously sexual about the term. I didn’t want to. Even though the college turned a blind eye to the relationship, either because he was a visiting professor or because our association dated back to before he’d begun teaching there, it still made me uncomfortable. I didn’t want to go to a party and awkwardly try and socialize with my other professors. What I wanted was more time alone with Rhinehart. And for him to come over to 31 Maple Street, Apt. B, the second story of a rickety frame house that I shared with Hallie and three other girls, and have dinner. He said that our apartment—with its half-finished projects from our scrap art class, including a ball of rusty nails and underwear sewn over a chicken-wire frame, our schoolbooks, flip-flops, and full ashtrays everywhere, the Easy Rider poster taped over a hole in the plaster, this comfortable, relaxed mess, where I felt most at home—intimidated him. He also said it fascinated him. So I tried to work both angles, describing the environment in alluring detail, while concealing what went on there. Our idea of a good time was taking bong hits and pulling out the batik things or inviting some of the neighborhood guys over to play drug dealer, a largely silent game that involved winking. I swore my roommates went to other colleges, even though Gertie was in a lecture of his that semester and would return home with detailed accounts of his behavior every Wednesday afternoon at four. Rhinehart was a popular topic of speculation at my house, and they had been harassing me for months to invite him so that they could surround him like the maenads, picking him over with intrusive questions and revealing embarrassing things about me. I wanted Rhinehart to see my life without him, which might add to my mystique, but I didn’t necessarily want him interacting with my roommates. I was waiting for a school break, when the house was empty, to enact my romantic dinner. I had been waiting, it felt like, for a very long time.


We had made a pact, Rhinehart and me, that we would begin trading Thursday night plans. The faculty parties always seemed to happen on Thursday nights, but so did Battle of the Bands at the Chickenbone bar downtown—a date night event I’d been lobbying for for weeks, as it was also something I frequently did without him. He pulled the first Thursday, so I went along to this party, and right in the door, Rhinehart introduced me to a professor in the archaeology department, Dora, a thin-lipped woman with cat eyeglasses in her twenties, too, although late twenties. I was taking an archaeology class that semester and we’d been shown slides of the excavation work she’d done at the Mut Temple Precinct in Egypt. I asked her about the Sakhmet statue she’d reconstructed, how she’d managed to tip it upright without cracking it, and she was walking me through the process—the stone mason packing the statue in sand to protect it from the drill’s vibration, inserting the steel rods, the tense process of lifting it, injecting epoxy into the cracks, and finally coating it with a protective glaze tinted the color of sandstone.


Most of Rhinehart’s friends never knew how to behave with me. They were either embarrassingly girlish, or cold and haughty, probing me with questions without revealing any personal information. Dora was different, and I was incredibly grateful. In fact, the more animated our conversation became, the more I began spinning a fantasy future for us as friends. I liked her eyes. They were a deep and sympathetic brown, and she held a steady gaze. Mine flickered all over the place when I spoke, out of shyness and this pervasive belief I had that they emitted vulnerability.


She excused herself, and I drifted over to the fireplace, looking for another conversational circle to join. Rhinehart was nowhere in sight. Dora came back into the room, talking to another professor, and I hesitantly approached them. I heard her say, “She’s sweet, you know, but I teach all day—I don’t want to do it at a party.”


Locked in the bathroom, I sat on the edge of the toilet seat, trying not to cry, cursing Rhinehart. And then, as if from my own thoughts, I heard him. He had a deep, sonorous voice that carried well. He had wanted to be a Shakespearean actor once and had even auditioned for a company. He was talking about how I disliked morning radio shows. Out of nearly a year’s worth of material to describe me with, he was highlighting this trivial comment I’d made in the car on the way over.


A woman said, “Well, they are obnoxious.”


Kneeling on the tile, I squinted through a large colonial-reproduction keyhole. I made out the red skirt of his colleague’s wife, Laura, who was supposedly in the middle of a divorce. I’d complimented her on the skirt when I first arrived.


“But that’s not the only reason,” Rhinehart insisted. “It’s because the jockeys are always nasty to the callers. She’s right. Every morning people subject themselves to all sorts of humiliations for our enjoyment. There’s something perverse in it.”


Laura laughed. “If that’s what she thinks cruelty is, she won’t get very far.” And then, I parsed this sentence in a lower, more flirtatious register. “I suppose you like these little lambs you can corrupt.”


There was a pause, while my face flamed. “She’s a remarkable young woman,” Rhinehart said. “Hardly a lamb.”


“You know what I mean. Some people would say you’re afraid of a woman who’s your intellectual equal.”


“People say all sorts of things. For my own sanity, I ignore them.”


And that was it! He hadn’t leapt to my defense—told her I was brilliant, talented, an artist. All the things he told me in private! I stood up, the bumpy grouting imprinted on my shins, and stalked out of the bathroom into an empty hallway. Rhinehart was alone in the kitchen, making himself another whiskey and soda. I whispered fiercely in his ear, “I’m going home.” He’d driven. The car keys were in the front pocket of his pants.


Smiling, he gave me a squeeze. “Oh there you are. I’d wondered where you’d disappeared to.” He looked into my puffy eyes. “Oh, no.”


“I want to go home,” I said.


“Why?”


Tight-lipped, I crossed my arms over my chest, my favorite soft light blue sweater. Passing my reflection in the hall mirror earlier, with the two spots of color on my cheeks, I’d felt a part of this chilly spring night—of new, untouched things, like the sticky little buds on the forsythia bush that I’d pinched on my way into the house.


A beaded gold necklace reached down to my stomach, and Rhinehart extracted it from beneath my folded arms and rolled it between his fingers, saying, “Did I mention how incredibly beautiful you look tonight?”


“No.” My lip trembled threateningly. “But you said I wasn’t your intellectual equal. Although not to my face.”


I expected him to be ashamed, to beg my forgiveness. Instead he said, “Here, let me mix you a gin and tonic, even though it’s a little early in the season. And don’t worry, no one will say anything.” He knew I didn’t like to drink in public because I was afraid someone would ask me if I was underage.


“If you can’t drive me, if your friends prevent you—” My chin was quaking now. “Then give me the keys and I’ll go home by myself.”


He was touching my wrist, his fingers cool and slightly damp from the glass. “Just tell me what really happened. Not what you imagined happened. I don’t even believe I’m capable of thinking you’re not my equal.”


“I can’t tell you here,” I whispered, “because you talk too loud, and you’ll make a scene.”


“You didn’t get groped did you? Then we’ll leave.” One of the Classics professors was a lech. He wouldn’t make eye contact with you on campus, but he’d run his hand down your ass in the café, while pretending to reach for the silverware. He felt free to do this to me, and not to the other students, because I was dating Rhinehart.


I shook my head.


“Then what’s got you?” He narrowed his eyes. “Or are you just creating a little smoke because you saw me talking to Dora?”


“No! I didn’t see that.” I was miserable. “Dora’s meaner than she looks. She’s a smiling hound.”


“What?” Rhinehart said.


“ ‘A hound crouched low and smiling,’ ” I quoted. Rhinehart had given me a signed edition of e. e. cummings poetry for my birthday, which I loved, even though he said cummings seemed to have been awarded Poet Laureate of the dormitory.


He snuck a look at her through the doorway. “You have the most unusual comparisons.”


“Thanks for setting us up,” I added, nastily. “And I’m serious about leaving. I’ll drive. You’re too drunk. I’ve been insulted.” I reached in his pocket for the keys. “And one of the people insulting me was you.”


I could tell he was angry, but he put down his glass and gestured towards the bedroom where our coats were. We had to walk single-file down the claustrophobic hallway. Over his shoulder, Rhinehart said, “This was a cocktail party. It was supposed to be fun.”


I never went to cocktail parties. My friends had parties with a keg outdoors in the dark where it didn’t matter what you did or said, or were wearing, and where you didn’t have to be so fucking careful all the time. You could just relax. My father never had them, with snobbish friends bad-mouthing our country’s foreign aid policies, and throwing around the term “Jesus freaks.” While my mother was still alive, as my father told it, they had quiet dinners at home. They had friends over for coffee and to play cards. He helped her make Christmas ornaments to sell at the church’s harvest fair. My mother’s always sold out first.


This nearly brought up the tears again. “It isn’t fun, and these people are a lot older than me,” I hissed.


“Well, so am I.”


“I’ll wait for you outside,” I said.


I went out the front door, with its pretentious beveled glass, not bothering to say goodbye to anyone. On the driveway’s hard, ringing blacktop, I waited for Rhinehart. Above me, the vast sky was as still as a painting, streaked with hopeful tailings of daylight. Where I stood by the locked car, it was already night. My hurt hardened into resentment.


After what seemed like half an hour, Rhinehart stepped out of the house, a burst of music and laughter behind him. I saw how unappealing I must be, standing alone in the dark, angrily clutching my handbag, shaking with anger and frustration. I was twenty and felt like an embittered woman twice my age.


Once we were safe in the car, I told him what I’d overheard Laura say. “Is that all?” he said. “You should have emerged from your hiding spot and started a conversation. You missed an opportunity to correct her.” I shook my head. I hadn’t told him the full story, about what Dora had said, as her comment seemed to highlight the real flaw in me—that no matter how I pretended, I was just too young. I didn’t belong there, and Rhinehart should have known I’d be uncomfortable and not pressured me to come.


•  •  •


Over the phone, I related the Bloomingdale’s encounter to Hallie, who’d deliberately misunderstood me, thinking I had experienced an “otherworldly vision.” Even after I corrected her, she leaned heavily on its mystical aspects, and her role in prophetically guiding me to the store.


“It’s New York,” I said. “People bump into each other.”


“But right after we had a conversation about it?”


“Maybe I was more alert to seeing him. We’d probably passed each other before, and I just hadn’t noticed.” Now it seemed strange that I’d never managed to run into him all those months when I’d been trying to.


She wanted a full account, which she kept interrupting. “Tatie? He still calls you that dog’s name?”


“It was the name of an old lady on his street, growing up. You were the one who claimed to know a dog with that name.” When I came to the crying part, I hedged, reducing it to a few tears. It still met with disapproving silence.


“You cry too much,” she took the opportunity to tell me. “Too bad I wasn’t there. He always liked me. He told me I had the facial structure of a 1940s screen star.”


I remembered that. Afterwards, every time he was in a room, she’d walk in with her head tipped down, eyes wide open in feigned surprise. Then she’d sit on the edge of a chair, light a cigarette, and discuss me as if I were her younger sister.


As if hitting on a brilliant idea, she said, “You should bring me to this dinner! I’ll protect you from getting too sentimental.”


Besides the awkwardness of bringing her, instead of a proper date, the entire idea was bad—she would immediately get Rhinehart embroiled in a discussion about the past, and then, being thoroughly entertained by the idea of subterfuge, she’d embroider an outlandish career history for me, have me photographing the Queen or in Afghanistan in the trenches with my camera, when I’d merely asked that she downplay the fact that I was working in a portrait studio, which Rhinehart, who could only see greatness in the people he’d marked for great things, probably wouldn’t care about anyway.





CHAPTER TWO


The intervening years had brought Rhinehart to Long Island, to one of a tangle of dark, labyrinthine streets that pooled into cul-de-sacs. His home was now an imposing Federal-style with long narrow windows and black shutters. I parked my Zipcar on the street in front. I hadn’t realized I’d be this nervous. My pulse was racing, my tongue itched with apprehension. It seemed absurd to have come on my own. Along the flagstone walkway, antique carriage lamps sprouted from the ground like mushrooms, lighting my feet as they slowly approached the house.


Rhinehart opened the door, and internally, I jumped. It was still unreal, seeing him again.


We stood there, staring at each other. “I’m so pleased you came.” He looked past me to the car. “Are you by yourself?”


I felt my face getting red. “I, uh, didn’t think—”


“No, no, it’s wonderful.” He reached out and touched my arm. I could feel, or imagined I could, the warmth of his hand through my coat. “I’ll have less competition for your attention. Come in.”


I was led down a carpeted hallway flanked with glassed-in bookshelves, Rhinehart in suburban-looking wide-wale corduroys. Two other couples had been invited. “Bill and Jesper are friends of mine. Bill is a poet. Do you remember meeting him years ago?”


I shook my head.


“I don’t get to see him very often. Melinda and Dan are Laura’s friends. She’s hoping they’ll make a contribution to one of her projects. It’s not the most cohesive gathering, but we’ll see how it goes.” He smiled at me with genuine pleasure. “It’s wonderful seeing you again.”


Inside the vaulted living room, a couple was sitting on an antique white couch. I was still keyed up and making rapid and inaccurate assessments about the crowd: Melinda’s handshake was limp and slightly damp. Dan was someone I wouldn’t be able to recognize on the street tomorrow. He had the polite, blank expression of the men who poured out of the buildings downtown at rush hour. Bill, the poet, gave off the impression of roundness, round black-rimmed glasses, a large stomach covered in a sweater vest with a row of circular buttons. He was short, perhaps five foot five, and beside him, Jesper, who was Swedish, as I learned, appeared even taller than I suspected he was. Laura was absent—my eyes darted towards the ornate velvet curtains, which I assumed hid other rooms.


When I was introduced to Bill, he remembered me. “How beautiful you’ve become. The last time I saw you, you couldn’t have been more than twenty. I gave a reading at your college.” He turned to Jesper. “This was before I met you, love. I had hair then. Shame you never saw it.”


“Of course!” I said. “Black hair. I do remember.”


“You were so lovely, like a little wildflower. Very, very shy. I don’t think you said more than five words. And when you asked Rudy a question, you called him by his last name. I remember how charming that was.”


Jesper began talking about how conservative he’d always found college campuses in the U.S. “So different from what I had imagined when I was watching images on television in the 1970s.” He had an open, likable face and an encouraging way of leaning in towards you when he talked, to bring his height down. He began asking, conversationally, and somewhat circumspectly, how Rhinehart and I were able to get away with our campus romance. “Jes!” Bill said, and I laughed.


I had the sense that Rhinehart was eavesdropping—he was discreetly standing a few feet away, discussing an eighteenth-century painting with Dan.


“It was a pretty liberal campus,” I said. “And I wasn’t technically Rhinehart’s student. I audited the one course I took of his.” It had been the spring of my junior year, when our relationship had already begun to fall apart.


This seemed to satisfy them, and I was relieved. I disliked the chain of questions that Lawrence and other ex-boyfriends had asked: What was it like to be with someone I couldn’t take to college parties? Wasn’t I bored? Did other people stare? Then those “daddy complex” questions I hated. When I dodged those, we’d get back on to the generational difficulties. I couldn’t explain these things. He was just Rhinehart, and inside we had always been the same age.


But now he did seem older than me, and I wondered how his life could be lived amid all this heavy mahogany and valuable silver. He had always been suspicious of anything too Anglo-Saxon, and during the time I knew him, he never wanted to live with antiques that reminded him of a history of inequity. Great Neck, of all places! A tony suburb of commuters and old ladies. Except for those years upstate with me, he’d spent most of his life in Brooklyn and Queens, amongst the working class, the brick apartment buildings and single-story houses with their wrought iron fences, the men mowing their lawns in their undershirts on Friday evenings, or sitting on their stoops, the Italian delis, the carpet stores, the local butcher, the sidewalks kids drew on with chalk.


I had concluded this must be Laura’s life Rhinehart had stepped into, when Laura herself came breezing in as if it were summer, dressed in white sailor pants, her eyes reframed by narrow, rectangular glasses. I wanted the room to freeze so that I could stare at her without being noticed. Now in her late forties, her face was more lined, but she was still magnetic. She found my gaze, looked confrontationally into it, and said “Welcome” in an unwelcoming way. Turning to Rhinehart, she began speaking in a tight, aggrieved voice, and I was suddenly ashamed, as if I’d invited myself here. It hadn’t helped that Rhinehart had just handed me a glass of chardonnay and said, “I remembered you prefer wine to cocktails.”


The guests seemed relieved to divide off now that Laura had appeared. Bill had gotten Rhinehart started on a conversation about Plath and a re-edition of Ariel compared to the earlier version that Ted Hughes had edited. “I think in sequencing it’s inferior, this ‘restored’ edition. Hughes gave shape to the book, no matter how conflicted the relationship.”


“By conflicted, you’re referring to how she hated him?” Rhinehart said.


“Either way, perhaps I’m not the best judge,” said Bill. “I find her poems so claustrophobic.”


“I can’t imagine what it took out of him to edit. Being locked up with those poems, going over them repeatedly. He may have run away from her, but she finally got her audience with him.”


“That’s what bothers me—her glorified obsession with abandonment. The atrocity of being in love with someone who isn’t as feeling as you are! Who isn’t as depressed as you are.”


“ ‘My fat pork, my marrowy sweetheart, face-to-the-wall,’ ” Rhinehart said.


“ ‘Zoo Keeper’s Wife’ is an exception. A brilliant poem. It has this terrifying, multiplying energy. The rhino’s open mouth, ‘big as a hospital sink’—what that one line calls up about the stink of hospitals, of sickness and war, and the inadequacy of medicine. Beautiful.”


Jesper said to me, “In a minute the discussion will turn technical and then into an argument. This is when I begin speaking about basketball. Or suggest we go to a game? Or this past summer, every weekend, I said, Let’s take the boat out and drink Budweisers and not talk at all.”


I laughed. “This is common cocktail hour talk for you?”


“It’s all the time. I’m a translator, so sometimes it’s useful. But not on a Saturday night. Are you a poet?”


“No,” I said. “But I’m enjoying listening.” In fact, the pleasure in being around Rhinehart and hearing him talk was intense enough that I feared it showed on my face, and I turned towards the window. On the other side of the thick pane, the icy moon cast pale light on the lawn. The room had gotten noisier with two parties going on. I listened to Laura’s conversation about arts-focused education and services for lower-income women in Chicago. Her voice was passionate, pitched towards its success.


Rhinehart noticed me peering out into the yard and asked if I’d like to see the garden. We moved into the darkened hallway, and he opened heavy French doors and stepped out onto a shallow balcony. The night had gotten colder, more biting, the sky a deep, penetrating blue. I was conscious of his body, his arm pressed against mine as we leaned over the iron railing like people watching a parade below.


Rhinehart pointed out a reflecting pool wearing a thin skin of ice. Under stark, motionless clouds, I made out the brittle little sticks of an azalea bush, rhododendrons whose leaves had curled up like piroulines. Below me, close enough to touch, was the shaggy beard of an untrimmed yew. I ran my hand over it. The shrubbery of my childhood. It had been a while since I had felt it.


He pointed to a bird feeder, a single pole in the middle of the yard. “We get a variety of wildlife here. It’s not like Queens where pigeons try and pass for mourning doves.”


“You used to be really interested in birds,” I said in a voice that sounded tentative. I’d remembered a period of time he’d been fascinated with the peregrine falcon. He’d spent several weekends with a group researching and tracking them through the marshes of Connecticut. I came along on these trips and spent the afternoons at the inn, reading or studying. He’d come back around four, smelling of salt hay, dead leaves, and we’d make love on top of the white eyelet cover. Now, hidden in the dark, I felt my face flush.


“My idea of nature is not nearly as Emersonian as it used to be, I’m afraid. I’ve adjusted, or maybe just downsized.” From our vantage point, we could see the back addition, the lights on in the kitchen. The house seemed more bullying from this angle.


From the other room, Laura shouted, “Is there a window open? It’s freezing in here!”


Rhinehart closed the door, and we went back into the living room. “It’s so ridiculous,” she was saying. “He acts as if there are still things growing out there.”


•  •  •


So as not to show favoritism I joined Laura’s conversational circle where Dan, the only person in a suit jacket, was resting his hand on the head of a large brass dog as if it were living. He was discussing real estate, the subprime mortgages that were gouging the economy, and the speculators flipping houses who knew nothing about investing. He was considering buying a house in the area, he said, and wanted to know from Laura what she knew about local home sales. “I hear the market has really come down.”


Laura wasn’t interested in the subject, and I got the sense she didn’t care all that much for Dan either. She shrugged. “The prices still seem high to me.”


“But the properties are just sitting there. They aren’t turning over. You see more and more For Sale signs popping up. In other suburban areas, Jersey especially. New housing, and we’re talking big properties here, one-point-three, one-point-five million, sitting vacant.”


I followed along with my expressions, but I was listening instead to Bill complaining to Rhinehart about how many changes The New Yorker forced on his last published poem. “You sound like Elizabeth Bishop,” Rhinehart said.


“I don’t have her clout. Or yours. You know they love you. They’re waiting for you to start sending them work again.”


“So I hear. I still publish with them.”


“Nonfiction. And it’s wonderful. But your poems were something else—from the soul’s seat.”


“Bill, please. That’s hyperbolic even for you.”


“It wasn’t me, it was Susan for the London Review of Books. Listen, I’m editing a new anthology—we have an unusually good constellation of contributors, blessed, even: Glück, Pinsky, Billy Collins, Rita Dove. A league of Poet Laureates.”


“I was never Poet Laureate.”


“You would have been if you had a follow-up. Even a mediocre one.”


I had also wondered why he hadn’t. Was it true, as the obituary said, that he’d stopped writing poetry ten years ago? He’d published two collected volumes of poetry after Midnight, Spring, but as far as I could tell, nothing new.


“It still amazes me that the Laureate post pays only thirty-five grand,” Rhinehart was saying. “I think the last person to live high off the hog was Nemerov.”


“No one knows what the hell it means, anyway. I had no idea what I was supposed to do that year except brag. But I happened to mention to Bob that I’d talk over the anthology with you, and maybe you’d be willing, if a few others were also on board—”


“You have no claim. Might as well have offered them Monopoly money.”


“I have hope, belief you may give me something,” Bill said. “Just one poem or thirty poems. Or a draft of something. A shopping list.”


“Please, don’t ask me again,” Rhinehart said, his voice strained. “It’s bad enough coming from my agent.”


•  •  •


Melinda, who had a way of pressing her lips together that made her seem slightly neurotic, was asking me about growing up on the East End. I was less musing than usual, sensing an agenda underneath, and soon she had picked up a thread of zoning laws and farmers who were selling off tracts of land to developers who were building cheap summer homes and ruining the natural tranquillity of the area. I could tell she thought she had a sympathetic audience in me, and I didn’t blame her, but my feelings about the subject were complicated. I had lingering childhood prejudices against summer people who provided the structure and market for all this growth and then wanted to disassociate themselves from the results, which were inevitably going to be mixed. They were often more concerned about the disfigurement of their view than the water table. My father had been forced to sell some of his land for my college tuition. He’d felt so guilty he cried on the day the papers went through.


But to explain all of this would have taken social energy that was going elsewhere. Once I had started talking, Laura had excused herself to check on dinner. I wasn’t entirely sure, but it seemed as if she had been refusing to make eye contact with me. Maybe I’d been staring at her too much.


Rhinehart’s hand was on my shoulder. “Can I show you something, Tatie?”


I felt uncomfortable saying yes, in case Laura objected, but she hadn’t returned. I wondered if she was still in the kitchen. Maybe she was in another room watching TV or talking on the phone, as Hallie had once done in the middle of her own dinner party, because, as she’d said, she was bored.


I followed Rhinehart through the dining room. I was now on my second glass of wine and inclined to look more generously on my surroundings. The house had great artwork—I recognized a piece by Tracey Emin, a snaky line drawing of a woman. Probably Laura’s, unless Rhinehart had started collecting feminist art. We passed through a room with dark baseboards and gold silk wallpaper, reminding me of the inside of a coffin. He moved us along quickly, as if this house and its studied opulence indicated a failing in him.


His study was bare by comparison. It was as if we’d stepped into the servant’s quarters, or into my past. I recognized so many things—the fat Chinese lamp painted with fish, bought during a time he’d been fascinated with Asian art, scrolls with misted mountains and shoots of bamboo, a small brass Buddha. His nicked-up desk resembled the one he’d had in his faculty office. It reminded me of the afternoon he told me he’d accepted a position at Columbia University and would be moving to New York City. We’d been separated but I hadn’t fully accepted that our relationship was over until then. “It will be strange not to have you nearby,” he said. I had my back to him, looking out the window, where students like myself were passing on their way to class. So many of them. Indistinguishable from each other.


•  •  •


I became conscious of how quiet the room was, just the two of us alone together, and the possibilities of that shared solitude, all the things we used to do with it. I said, “Is this where you’re writing nowadays?”


“I have worked here,” he replied neutrally. “What I wanted to show you was this, although I suppose I could have brought it out—” And he lifted a silver-framed photograph off the wall, a black-and-white of a young woman yelling into the open window of an apartment, the curtain billowing out towards her face. Mine. My building, my photograph. I had taken it with my 35mm and had lost the negative in my move to the city. The woman was in a half-crouch, shouting in anguish and frustration. I took it in both my hands, fascinated, and said, “I’ve all but stopped doing it, you know. I can’t really call myself a photographer anymore.”


Rhinehart sat down heavily, as if this were a matter to be thought over. “I’m not sure it’s that easy to get rid of. You have to remember that only a portion of any artistic life is actually spent creating. The rest is spent absorbing, experiencing other people, getting to know yourself. I take comfort in Franz Wright, who was so riddled with anxieties he was unable to leave his house for two years, and yet he’s said that period of his life was invaluable to his poetry.”


“Does that theory apply if you’ve never really developed your art?”


“When I knew you, you worked very hard. You were the youngest person the jurors had ever selected for that statewide group show. You walked away with several awards. A lot of people had their eyes on you.”


“I was a college student. I’m not sure that work counts.”


“Everything counts if there’s talent and a sense of mission behind it. Besides, thirty-five is still quite young. If B. B. King can get on stage and perform, you can pick up your camera.”


He’d remembered my age so effortlessly, as if he’d been keeping up with me, too.


He asked, genuinely curious, “Why did you stop?”


I was prepared to deliver the explanation that I’d repeated to myself so many times it had toughened into a little fact. It was just too hard to make it here, and my life upstate where I had local recognition and was giving shows and had a network of professors to encourage me was vastly different from my life in the city where I was working two waitressing jobs and scrambling to pay rent and also carve out time to work on my projects. I had arrived with such crushingly high expectations that seemed so ridiculous to me now. The galleries I was going to with my little portfolio of college prints, Deitch Projects, Gagosian even! It embarrassed me to think about it.


Rhinehart, watching me struggle silently, said, “Let me rephrase—when did you stop?”


“For good, probably a couple of years ago. It was around the time my father died. I’m sure that has something to do with it. But I’d struggled for years before that. I just didn’t feel I could make a career of it. I was afraid of continuing to try, I guess.” Rhinehart was saying he was sorry about my father. They hadn’t known each other—I’d kept them apart, fearing my father would disapprove.


I could sense Rhinehart wanting to comfort me, but I was grateful he didn’t. Horribly, I may have begun to cry if I were hugged by him another time.


“I never realized how difficult it would be to start again.” I’d just gotten the contact sheets back from the rolls I’d shot up at Columbia, as well as a roll I’d shot in Tompkins Square Park, near my apartment, the day after I’d run into him. It was dispiriting. There were only two or three decent images—the rest of the rolls looked stale and amateurish and outdated. There had been so many developments in photography recently. I was still shooting like a Photo I student in the 1990s. “New York has to be one of the most exciting cities to shoot in, and everything I’m producing makes it look boring as hell,” I said. “It’s crap what I’m doing now.”


“So you have started again,” he said. Smiling, he took the photograph from my hands and hung it back up on the wall. I started to protest that actually I hadn’t, it was just those two days and a lot of complaining about it, and he waved me away. “It feels uncomfortable because it’s new and you care. But you’re going to be too stubborn to stop just because of that. I know you.” He squeezed my arm encouragingly, and I felt sparks. “Welcome back.”


•  •  •


Out again in the hallway, he asked if I had ever managed to spend time on a working nineteenth-century farm.


I laughed. Half-jokingly, I used to talk about moving to Old Beth-page Village and living there for a while. In my imaginings the 1800s houses were empty—there were no tourists poking through them. “I gave that dream up.”


“Good,” he said. “It always struck me as a difficult lifestyle.”


•  •  •


Dinner was on the table when we returned, and everyone except Laura was seated, waiting for us. A cornucopia spilled lusty fat grapes, shiny apples, and sprigs of evergreen onto the lace tablecloth, which looked hand-done, Eastern European. Despite all this abundance, recrimination was in the air, as if Rhinehart and I had been off doing sexual things. I pulled out my chair and Rhinehart took the empty one next to me.


Laura, coming in, said, “That’s my seat! So I have easy access to the kitchen.”


“It doesn’t hurt to change things around occasionally.” But he got up anyway and moved to the other end of the table, directly in my line of sight. I was unable to meet his eyes. Instead I watched his reflection in the heavy mahogany mirror on the opposite wall. He had brought his scotch with him and was sipping it with a dark, preoccupied look.


I turned to Melinda and complimented her pearls. I had been too abrupt with her earlier. When she lifted her grateful, almost eager face to me, I saw how young she was—still in her twenties. The conservative and slightly matronly way she was dressed, the calf-length tan skirt and blouse, her blond hair held back with a tortoiseshell clip, made her seem older. That and her husband, who was likely approaching fifty. I wondered if this was Dan’s second or even third wife.


She touched the necklace self-consciously. “They’re family heirlooms,” she said. “Dan’s parents gave them to me after our marriage passed the three-year mark.”


I smiled. “I have some that were my mother’s.” I had wanted to wear them tonight but had changed my mind at the last minute, afraid I’d appear too dressy.


I turned to Laura, who had been silently following this exchange, and told her the dinner was excellent.


She gave me a tight, unfriendly smile. “Thank you. I’m glad you’re enjoying it.”


Referring to a landscape painting in the hallway, I said the style reminded me of a show of young Catalan artists that I’d seen last month.


She was startled, as if the chair itself had put forth this opinion. “That’s Francesc Rudel. He’s from Barcelona.”


“There’s a lot of great art coming out of that city lately,” I said. “Especially interactive feminist projects.”


Laura was giving me a level, somewhat amused stare. “Not many people know that. It’s still really underground. Have you been?”


I shook my head, and she told me, “If you go I can give you some names. A lot of artists show in temporary venues without much publicity. That bad commercial strip in L’Eixample still dominates, unfortunately.” She carefully cut the slice of eggplant, still pinning me with her eyes. “I know the exhibition you were referring to in Chelsea. It was at Kinz, Tillou and Feigen. They have a feminisms show up now with a fabulous Adrian Piper piece.”


“I love that piece!” I said, unintentionally gushing. “The mirror that says ‘everything will be taken away.’ You look into it, and the words are written across your face.”


“Indeed,” she said.


From across the table, Bill asked, “So how did you two reconnect?” Gesturing, not to Laura, but to Rhinehart and myself, and not entirely innocently.


“We ran into each other. I actually thought he’d died, because I read an obituary—”


“Oh, that!” Laura said. “He’s talked about nothing else!”


“It’s incredibly jarring to see yourself laid out dead in a major newspaper,” Rhinehart said. “It made a strong impression on me. Understandably.”


“I still can’t believe that it happened in the Times,” Jesper said. “The smaller papers, on the other hand, will print anything. In Gotland a few years ago, a group of students submitted my colleague’s memorial to the local paper as a hoax. It was heartwarming, actually, they told of how inspiring he was, and how he’d made a difference in their lives.”
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