Ira Sadoff
Gossip

-L can't forget how the visiting avant-garde poet rifled our friend's kitchen cabinets
that night, inspecting the china and crystal. "This should be mine," she said. "This
should be my life." We were house-sitting our friend's two dogs, Adolph and Menjou,
while Mileva was awayfor a month at Bellagio writing long, convoluted historicalverse
epics. Since back then my wife and I lived a few miles out of town we'd found it
convenient to spend nights at Mileva's:it seemed romantic, sleeping in someone else's
bed while she was away writing poems in Italy.
The poet was Mileva's last-minute replacement. Intelligent, poised, but most of all
shrewd, our visitor- who'll remain nameless- sucked in her cheeks, muttered what I
think were severalbrandnames, and, aftershe put a plate down on the counter, strolled
around the dining room like an auctioneer, lifting up chairs, caressing buffets, all the
while fiercely studying the private possessions of one who'd been granted plenitude.
"You know," she said, "Mileva had them all writing like her." She paused and smiled
broadly. "But I fixed that." Then, raising her wine glass as if to toast us, she confided,
"Let's keep this between us."
Although we'd anticipated a casual evening, having dressed in sweaters and slacks,
she made her entrance in a long black velvet dress and what looked like inherited
graduated pearls. Her features were finely chiseled, her jaw and forehead square:
everythingwas symmetricalabout her. Everythingabout her was also pale (her eyebrows
were so blond they were almost invisible);her skin, too: perhapsshe disdained the outof-doors. There was a studied formality about her. She saidjjaze instead of look.As a
child I imagine she must have memorized an elaborate vocabulary and practiced her
enunciation before the mirror. For all this apparent calculation, paradoxically, she
quickly confessed to the most personal of difficulties, alluding to events that not so
long ago would have taken decades to reveal to a psychiatrist.
"This is a good Chardonnay,Jim," she said. "I love that green apple finish. I consider
myself brave to be drinking it. You know, I come from a family of alcoholics," she
volunteered. "I'm not ashamed of it: it's never been a problem for me personally.
Though I am in recovery . . . from a relationship with a man, of course. Cy Bagnon."
Then she put her glass down on the cocktail table and held her hands together in
prayer,matching finger with finger. She looked down for a moment, then up at Sheila
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and me. "You must know Cy Bagnon," she said. "He's the owner of the CamfriGallery
on Seventy-third and Madison. And he was going to do a limited edition of some of
my poems with drawings by Diebenkorn. Or Bell. Someone of that stature. He's why
I took this month-long gig in Boonyville. To get away from him. The bastard."
Boonywas probably apt for our small town, our latest cultural addition being a
specialty store, The Seville, where you could buy Asagio cheese and Kalamataolives.
Her remarkgot to me. Sheila and I had begun to recognize that we would probably
not be going anywhere else. My scholarship, when considered at all, was thought to
be out of fashion. After my first books had received attention for the "fullnessof their
humanity" (I'll never forget that review), I had two new manuscripts making the
rounds without much success. I might have wanted to believe I was being faithful to
my own ideas, but you can convince yourself of your own genius for only so long
before you decide everyone else must be right. I was just about on the edge of deciding.
The poet had her own bout with anonymity to contend with: her first two books
had been published obscurely in California, and only a select handful of writers, she
said proudly, knew of her work at all. But she was making connections now in New
York, she said, so soon all of that would change.
We moved into the kitchen where Sheila and I were preparing a cheese soufflé:
the poet watched and advised,her tongue alternatelyon the edge of either approbation
or remonstration. "If you douse the onions in olive oil and steam them you'll release
the fullness of their aroma and flavor." Chop and dice, scrape and drain. "You
need a sharperknife. At home I have this set of French cutlery given to me by
was
after we made love on his kitchen counter. How's that for symbolism?"
a friend, a well-known poet with a reputation for a steady and faithful married life;
my wife and I tried not to express our surprise and tried, unsuccessfully, to change
the subject.
She proceeded to catalogue her affairswith powerfulpoets and analyzedtheir loveless
marriages: her tongue rattled off their various tragedies serially, so one person's
affair became confused in timbre with another person's cancer. As to the matter of
her work, which, to the untrained eye, appeared as if she'd purposefully erased
conjunctions and personal pronouns, with the vocabulary borrowed from a pastiche
of contemporary philosophers; her syntax was woven out of a "passion" for Jackson
Pollock, so one color interjected another, and it was impossible to follow the thread
of thought because she despised "the bourgeois fiction of coherence." She disdained
the poetic display of the intimate, the representational, which "made a mockery of
suffering with whining complaint."
"This isn't your first marriage, is it?" she asked.
"This is our only marriage,"my wife said.
I probably forgot to say how objectively attractiveshe was, desirable in the way of
a model in that wiry, disciplined thinness, the willful deprivation, in her stateliness,
her capacityto compose herself into a series of diverse and exotic looks. Everygesture,
from the way she raised her wine glass to the way she pushed her hair back when she
talked about how a certain painter had drilled her while his wife had passed out drunk
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in the next room, was studied and bewilderingly intended simultaneously to reveal
and conceal.
Late the previous afternoon- my office window had already begun to darkenshe had come in holding my manuscript in her arms like a baby. Early on during her
stay she'd suggested that we exchange work, but I'd thought either she was trying to
be polite, or to figure out what might be expected of her.
She closed the door behind her, sat down on my desk and crossed her legs, less than
a foot from the swivel chair where I was sitting. "Was it hard to get tenure here?"
she asked.
"Not particularly.Now it's hard everywhere."
"I alwaysimagined how marvelous it would be to have some colleagues who'd read
my work and comment on it."
"It doesn't quite work that way, I'm afraid."
She looked out the window. She said she'd always been a solitary, making her own
way. Her childhood had been spent hovering over an unreliable mother, trying not
to feel contempt for ttthe collapsed sheet of paper the woman had become." As for
her brother, she then told fragments of a terribly sad tale of mental illness until her
head dropped and her voice contracted to an inaudible murmur.
I took her hand and clasped it. I may be wrong but I think I felt a softening, a
relaxation in her fingers as she looked up to the ceiling as if to hold back tears.
uMy childhood was ordinaryby comparison. I was by far the youngest of four boys,
my mother was nearly fifty when she had me, and I used to tag along with kids five
years older than I was, just trying to get their attention. It wasn't a winning strategy."
She ran her free hand through her hair then suddenly looked down and snapped
to attention. "I'd appreciateit if you let go of my hand. I know you mean well, but I
don't like being patronized."
"Is that what you think?" I asked. When she said nothing I changed the subject.
"I was impressed by your work," I said. "That is, those parts that weren't too densely
textured for me."
She sucked in her cheeks and composed herself. When she started talking about my
work, she was all discourse, sites and displacements, all tropes and subtexts. She was
like a child prodigy, whose incisiveness comes from some remote compartment of the
brain, whose knowledge is readily exhibited then filed away until there's a use for it:
in that way she reminded me more of a salesman with a suitcase full of brushes. And
if she couldn't convince you of some opinion - about a painter, a restaurant, a
professor- she'd come back later to the subject and take a different tack until you
relented.
It all built up to "You know I respect your work; anyone can tell you're serious
about it. I know someone at Pantheon who might be able to help you, but only if you
dropped most of the section with all that Wittgenstein. All that's been said. A decade
ago. By everyone."
She laid my manuscript down on my desk and said something like "I could never
have an affairwith someone like you. You'd never know what to make of it. Or me."
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"I don't remember asking."
"You don't have to ask. It's not like doing someone a favor. Jesus." She shook
her head.
I tried to think if that's what my taking her hand had meant. But I was stunned into
silence, and like a petulant child I rehearseda number of lines I could have said to her
to make her feel the way she made me feel. That tightening of the nerves in my
neck, the blushing, that shortness of breath.
Then she went on, using stunning psychoanalyticjargon, to discuss our department
chair, who she recognized as being visibly depressed, turning his eyes to the ground
whenever he was not directly addressed. "You never noticed that?"Her mind worked
like that. It was a mind, except for the occasional unexpected and brief disclosures,
which betrayed no personal investment. "I think he would offer me a job here," she
said, "if I could ever get his attention off himself."
"It's nice to be so assured," I said, but she was half out the door when I said it.
I tried to find an excuse for canceling dinner, but Sheila said the gesture would be
so transparent I'd succeed only in humiliating myself. In fact, when I reported the
poet's comments on the book to Sheila (I was fuming at the poet's arrogance:what
did she know about the field?) and gave a short dissertation on how of course she'd
hate Wittgenstein because he was still investigating consciousness, how ineffable we
were, how she was terrified of having no self . . . my wife held up her hands as if to
ward off the attack. "Maybeyou should take some of her suggestions," she said. "You
certainly haven't had much success with the book as it is."
The three of us sat, for a long time, at the kitchen table, drinking and eating cheese
and olives, while I put the finishing touches on the salad and Sheila whipped the eggs
for the soufflé.
"I can't tell if you need more eggs or more onions," she said as Sheila put it in the
oven. "But we probably won't be able to dance any time soon."
"What?"Sheila asked.
"Just a joke. You know how soufflés fall if you step too hard near them. They're
kind of like male professors- untenured ones, of course. The ones who are afraid."
Sheila and I looked at each other for a minute. And then the dogs, whom I'd locked
in the master bedroom when I was warned about the poet's allergiesto small animals,
started barking.
"Somebody's here," Sheila said. "Who could it be at this time of night?"
"I'd let the dogs out of the bedroom if I were you," the poet said.
"That's not how we do things around here," I smiled. "Afterall, it is the midwest."
I put down my drink, got up from the table, and as I opened the door almost got
run over by the dogs - apparently Sheila had followed the poet's advice- barking
loudly and jumping me from behind. They were two friendly black labs: their barks
weren't threatening, just excited. Perhaps they had anticipated their owner coming
home.
When I opened the door, though, I found a young man, about six foot three,
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who looked even tallerbecause his blackhairstood on end in an enormous pompadour.
He was wearing a black leather jacket and black leather pants, and smoking a cigarette
so intently I thought he might swallow it.
uIs she here?" he almost whispered. "I have to talk to her for a minute."
From behind me I heard the poet say in a lilting voice, "Oh, it's Nathan Weider.
I'm sure I mentioned him earlier. My most talented student. A really original
imagination."
The dogs were calm now, licking Nathan's free hand, the one without the cigarette.
I had heard of Nathan: people in the department had talked about him as a student
who'd begun to publish, who'd written some very strong critical papers, and who,
most of all, was attached to the most stunning graduate student in painting. She was
known in part for revitalizing happenings, thereby contributing further to Nathan's
reputation. She called herself a re-dada-ist, and had once been arrestedby the campus
police for painting in her lingerie with motorcycle tires on a public street. Apparently
she had claimed she was satirizing the bisexual machismo of Calvin Klein, but had
unfortunatelychosen as her canvasthe storefrontof Helena's, the town's one boutique.
"I've seen you in the halls of the English building," Sheila said to Nathan. "I
recognized your leather outfit."
"Well some of us can't afford more extensive wardrobes.And don't have the money
to spend on lavish dinner parties."
"You call this lavish?"I asked, extending my arm and inviting his glance.
"I like the leather," Sheila said. "It makes you stand out."
He peered in. "Isn't this Mileva's place?"
"You've been here before?" I asked.
"Nathan can be very intense sometimes," the poet said, turning to Sheila and me.
"He learned his manners in Freehold, New Jersey.So he is somewhat disadvantaged."
He stared at her, not exactly wounded, his lips pressed tightly together, his eyes
narrowed. "I'm enjoying this very clever conversation, but really, the two of us do
need to talk."
Adolph (I could tell because of the white spot on his nose) was now tugging on
Nathan's leather pants.
"I'll bring the dogs back to the master bedroom," Sheila said.
Nathan stood at the door, tossed his cigarette backwardonto the lawn and crossed
his arms.
"Would you like to come in?" the poet asked, then turned to me. "Do you mind?"
I didn't know what to say, but by this time Sheila had joined us again and asked,
"Would you like a glass of Chardonnay?"Sheila had not been raised in New Jersey.
"Do you mind?"The poet looked toward me again. "As you can see, he doesn't eat
much."
" She
"If you'll all join me," Sheila said. "I should have checked on the soufflé
tried not to run, but all of us, including Nathan, followed her quickly through the
swinging door to the kitchen.
When Sheila opened the oven with her mitten-like pot holders and pulled out the
soufflé it was concave, with a crackin the middle, like an earthquakebut pudding-like,
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almost volcanic at the center where debris, two or three bits of eggshell, freely floated
on the top.
Sheila put the dish down on the stove top. "This never happened before," she said.
"Maybe it was the dogs."
"Too many onions," the poet volunteered, but by this time Sheila had left the
kitchen to the three of us. "I told you he wouldn't eat much," the poet said, just
before the door closed behind my wife. "I was trying to make light of it, to make
her more comfortable."
"I don't think you succeeded."
The dogs started barking again. I went into the living room, but seeing that our
bedroom door, I mean Mileva'sbedroom door, was closed, I picked up the Chardonnay
off the cocktail table and brought it back into the kitchen, where I poured Nathan a
glass and handed it to him.
Nathan tugged on the poet's sleeve. "Please," he murmured. "It's important. Or
I wouldn't have interrupted like this."
"He used to write like her, too," she said. "She never made use of his gifts."
"I can go into the living room if you prefer," I said.
"Don't be silly,"she said. "It's your house. For the moment, anyway.Besides, aren't
you just a little curious? I know I am."
"Just a little," I said.
Sheila came back, but had changed her clothes. She was wearing an old pair of
dungarees and one of my sleeveless undershirts without a bra. If you looked closely
enough, you could see the pale outline of her nipples. I noticed that the rims of her
eyes were red, and I moved behind her to give her a hug. "It's only food, honey. No
one's going to judge us for our soufflés."
"I know that," she said quickly. "And The Seville is still open. Thank God it's
Saturday:we can pick up a meat loaf in half an hour."
"A meat loaf?"the poet said. She was watching us carefullyas I kissed Sheila on the
neck. Sheila had apparentlylet the dogs out of the bedroom again, and like sentries,
one on each side, they trailed behind her. She took the soufflé and put it down on
the kitchen floor. The dogs sniffed it but apparentlydecided it was too hot.
"It's good for their coats," she said. "They don't have to worry about cholesterol."
Nathan was standing by the sink, holding his wine glass in his hand, as he had been
since I'd poured it. He had bags under his half-closed eyes, his forehead shone with
oiliness, and his hands were shaking slightly. "I think you'd be interested in what I
have to say. I don't know what to do."
"Drink up, Nathan," I told him. "You look pretty tense."
"Nat. It's Nat, Professor Aldretti."
"You know, when I was in school," Sheilasaid, " I wanted to join the foreign service.
I majored in languages, and I could speak three fluently enough so that people were
shocked to find out I was an American. I used to dream of going on jaunts from one
out-of-the-way hotel to another, looking at the museums, restaurants,scenic hillsides
where you could picnic and listen to a symphony, finding the best local markets.
You wouldn't need that much money to do it."
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"What on earth made you think of that?" the poet said.
"I don't know. We were talking about art and Jackson Pollock. I guess I just got
sidetracked."
"I guess you did." the poet said.
"Can't you be pleasant?"Sheila snapped. "No one's asking you to be inauthentic,
to compliment the food, or pretend you're enjoying yourself:all you have to do is keep
quiet for a minute without expressing an opinion."
I looked at Sheila and then I looked at the poet, who said nothing. She put her glass
down and raised her fingers in that prayer position again. "I'm afraid my tonality is
sometimes hard to read. I was really interested in what you just said."
"What I have to say," Nathan said, raising his voice, and I know he was doing his
best to control it, "is about us."
"Us," the poet said. "What us?"
"I suspect we'd both prefer it if I were discreet."
"See," she turned to me, "I told you he had a great imagination."
"And you can stop talking about me as if I'm not here. I'm not the one who's going
to be in trouble."
"Who is, Nathan? Who is?"
Sheila looked at her watch. She mouthed "eight-thirty." "You know where I'd
like to go on our next sabbatical?"Sheila said. "Florence."
"I don't think we could afford it," I said.
"Well, we should save up so at least one of us can go. I'm almost forty fucking years
old and I've never been to Florence. Maybe you could get a grant at Bellagio."
"I've tried," I said. "I would have had a better chance years ago."
"I could write you a recommendation," the poet said ironically. "Or think of what
a recommendation from Mileva would mean."
"We don't have that kind of relationship," I said.
"Puh-lease," Sheila rolled her eyes. Sheila rarely offered me advice, but she often
told me I should go to conferences, deliver papers, shake hands with editors. Advance
myself.
"All right," Nat said, "if that's the way you want it. Anna's going to file a complaint.
Unprofessional behavior. I don't know, sexual harassment."
"Of whom? I was barely introduced to her."
"She was very very upset when she found out."
"What the hell did you tell her?"
"I don't lie, if that's what you mean."
"I'm at fault." She began to pace around the kitchen with her hands behind her
back. "Justwhen you think someone's maturing, the burgeoning self is almost palpable
. . . they invent . . . how old are you, Nathan Weider? Twenty-four, twenty-five?"
"Please," he said. "I've hurt someone very badly."
"Yes,you have. But you can't hold me responsible for what you've done. Don't you
see, I'm not an academic. I don't care about their bureaucraticpolicies. What stories
are made up about me. I'll be back in New York in a week."
"I never had any expectations," Nathan insisted. But he could see, as he sat down
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hopelesslyin a kitchen chair,that it was uselessto talkto her. That whateverhis intention
had been in coming to our house that night, he had failed to move her. "I've let
everybody down," he said. He looked up at Sheila and me as if seeing us for the first
time. "I'm sorry. I'm very sorry."
The poet walked over to him, and from behind rubbed his neck. She was looking
up to the ceiling as if trying to think of what to say next. But there was nothing to say.
The dogs lay at Nathan's feet and Sheila had left the room again.
"It must be time for the meat loaf," I said. "Let me drive you back, Nat."
He looked back at the poet who was still staring at the ceiling but slowly releasing
her grasp. "I don't know," she said.
Nathan came with me and said nothing besides his address, 6 Town Street, which
turned out to be a studio above a storefront just two blocks from The Seville.
Then just before he got out, he placed his palm over his forehead. "On top of
everythingI've probablyruined my literarycareer.You know, I knew from the beginning
she could be hard-hearted,but she had so much to offer. Being with her, forget about
the poems, was like, I don't know, going to Florence. No, that sounds too stupid. I
can't describe it."
"Maybe she'll forgive you," I said. I patted his shoulder as he opened the door.
"If there's anything I can do to help ..."
"I don't know what you're talking about," Nat said. But then he took a piece of
paper out of his back pocket and said, "Give her this. It's an article I wrote about her
work that's going to appear in the next issue of TheReview. She'll like it."
When I got back with the meat loaf, the poet was standing by the living room
bookcase, going through some of Mileva's books while the dogs slept where they
were sleeping before, in memorial, as it were, to Nathan's chair.
"Half of these are unread," she said. "All the ones about theory."
"Where's Sheila?"I asked.
"In the kitchen, I think. I don't think she likes talking about poetry."
"She did before tonight."
Sheilawas in the kitchen, having turned on the tape deck and pumped up the volume
so she could hear the Rolling Stones as she cleaned up and put the remainder of the
uneaten food away. She was lip-synching, rocking her hips from side to side, until I
surprisedher.
"After you left, she was pacing around the room muttering like a maniac," she
shouted over the music. "She was going to call the dean of faculty and warn him. Of
what, I have no idea. But clearly we had nothing to say."
"I'm sorry," I said. "Let me finish up."
"See her out," she said. "She can take the meat loaf with her. You know what was
most comical? When you left with Nathan she said something about envying us,
how we were together. I could have slapped her face."
"I think you'd better go," I said, when I saw the poet sitting on the couch, finishing
Nathan's Chardonnay.
"Is he all right?"
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"He's fine, just fine. You gave him quite an education, little Miss Nietzsche."
"There'sthe moralist in your book: I wondered where he was hiding. It must be
nice to be so assured."
"It must be nice to come and go as you please." I fingered Nathan's folded essay
in my pocket. "To plow through people on your way somewhere else."
"You don't want to be a philosopher, Jim. You're not hungry enough. You want
to watch from the sidelinesand admiresome old college textbook version of 'greatness.'
That's why you're here."
Sheila and I watched TV together until midnight, and didn't talk much about what
had happened. Of course, as everybody knows, not long after the poet left town, a
well-known critic wrote a seminal article on her verse. Her work was well reviewed,
her SelectedPoemsrecently came out from respected publishers in England as well as
the U.S. She was given grants, fellowships, and there were even rumors of a bidding
war between Columbia and NYU. Eventuallyone of my books got published, modestly
and invisibly, though every so often someone writes to let me know they footnoted
this chapter or that. And in most other respects, I have a good, satisfying life. But I
have to admit whenever her name is brought up I tell the story about what happened
that night: how she's a shameless careerist, how she slept with students. And I take
particularpride in repeating the detail about how she took my friend's china out of
her cabinets, luxuriating in her exact words: "This should be mine. My life."
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