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Imeros
He can't think of a quiet quite as quiet as a funeral's quiet.
Even though the funeral is outdoors, and spring has only just begun, there is no sound. Jacob expects the sounds of birds, or the buzz of bugs to emerge—something to break the numbness of the warm mid-morning air—but nothing comes.
Then, when there is some errant sound, it feels like an intrusion of the silence death invites.
He hears Gary's wife sniffle and cough. Maybe he can even hear the sounds of her weeping—that heartbreaking sound of breathlessness.
He tries to unhear it.
But then, finally, there is a bird. Its chirping sound uncracks the solemnity in the air. Jacob looks around for it. He spots a cardinal perched on one of the headstones in the distance. It appears to be watching them, staring at this curious spectacle of people. It chirps again as if it were trying to tell them something, but no one other than Jacob is looking. No one else seems to have taken any notice of the bird's seeming urgency.
Funerals have always been a peculiar apex of the post-death experience to Jacob. For some, though, it does seem to be a necessary exercise, enabling them to turn away from the shock of death's immediate aftermath. Looking around now, Jacob can see that everyone still seems to be swimming in the sheer shock of Gary's absence. His body is there—in front of everyone, lying face up—but his made-up face is nothing more than a caricature of a human being. But the reality of his corpse is the stark reminder some people need before they can consciously register his being gone.
For Jacob, Gary was a colleague, and only a dozen years his senior. So, when he first heard that Gary had died it was particularly troubling because it offered one of the starkest reminders of his own death's imminence. And looking at Gary's wooden-faced profile peeking out from that casket does nothing to assuage Jacob's recent thoughts of mortality.
Gary died of a massive heart attack. He was watching television, enjoying a bowl of ice cream alone on his couch, and it must have just smacked him right on the chest. He was never even able to mutter a word of help.
His wife, Carol, found him on the floor the following day. He had probably been dead for hours, and he can hardly imagine the horror she faced that morning.
There are certainly worse ways to go. Rarely is there dignity in the face of death, but, in this case, where there was no long, drawn out agony, it at least left a shadow of dignity—the appearance of a quiet, more serene rattling of the end.
At least his family did not have to watch him die, little by little, day by day, as so many others have watched with their own family members.
Though, in the long run, this is probably little solace to Gary's family. Carol has still lost a husband. And, since he was only fifty-four, she probably just assumed that they would have another twenty or thirty years together. Now, suddenly, the rest of her life has been irrevocably altered from what she thought it would be only three days before.
Death is always the cruelest, and most unwelcome, reminder of life's uncertainty. What always seems like an inevitability is conveniently set aside, looked at as a tomorrow thing. And in the fluidity of our days we tend to forget that it is always there, hanging just above us, waiting to drop. It takes the death of someone near—in age or emotional closeness—to remind us that there is nothing to be counted on.
After the shock, Carol will begin the slow process of coming to terms with this new, altered future, this utter aloneness. And long after the rest of us have climbed down from this apex—this ceremonial celebration of Gary's life—she will still be stuck at the top, surveying the damage, measuring the depth of her loss.
But most people will walk away from the ceremony in a different place, trying to watch their steps as they descend from their mourning. People like Jacob will spend the days ahead in a delicate balance between knowing that they will die and being fully aware that they have this life and should be doing something with it. This experience, even if for just a little while, will make all involved more cognizant of that delicate line of mortality.
Many will walk away from this ceremony wondering how they can cherish life more, or what they can do to make their future lives more full.
For others, they will spend the days to come reflecting on what it is exactly that they're leaving behind.
As for Gary, he has left behind his family, a house, a tenured university professorship, and a nice pension for his wife. But as far as his work is concerned, there is not a whole lot to say. There is, of course, his scholarly work, strewn from one academic journal to another, but these essays were of little consequence.
Gary was no fool. He was aware of his intellectual limitations. He was no great talent, but he was a thoroughly decent guy as far as Jacob was concerned.
Gary and Jacob were hardly more than colleagues. They were never really more than friendly acquaintances, but Gary always seemed interested in what Jacob was working on. Every time they would pass each other on campus, Gary always peppered him with questions about his poetry. Sadly, Jacob hadn't had a whole lot to report recently. He hadn't written anything of consequence in months, and nothing that he felt was particularly important for years.
The last time Gary and Jacob ran into each other in the English building's parking lot, Gary had asked him what he was working on. He remembers telling Gary that he had hit a bit of a rough patch and was having trouble getting anything significant done. Gary just smiled and told him that he'd pull through, and his sincerity was enough to make Jacob believe that he was right.
Jacob never remembers asking Gary what he was working on.
The cardinal is chirping again, and the sun is brightly shining now. The smell of a new spring is in the air—a mix of honey and autumn's thawing mildew. Jacob's wife, Rachael, reaches over and squeezes his hand. He turns and smiles at her—the kind of weak, thin smiling done at funerals.
He realizes that he hasn't been paying a whole lot of attention to the ceremony. Gary's son spoke, and Jacob can hardly recall a word. And now the clergyman is going through the normal 'though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death' business, which seems to have become ubiquitous at these mostly secularized ceremonies.
But Jacob is already in that post-ceremony mode. He's already thinking about what he's going to do with what life he has left. He's already thinking of ways to bring poetry back into his life.
As everyone recites the Lord's Prayer, Jacob looks around at all the heavy, aging faces and watches them mouth the words. Even Rachael, a vehement atheist, is mouthing the Lord's Prayer. But Jacob never got the impression that Gary was in the least bit religious. Then it occurs to him that maybe he didn't know Gary at all. And who here did? Probably his wife. To some degree, his son probably knew him—as much as a child ever knows a parent outside of their roles. But no one else here probably really knew him.
So, what's left behind, other than the quiet a life leaves when it goes?
"How well did you know Gary?" Jacob asks David, another colleague of his from the English Dept. They're picking over a couple slices of pie at a small campus café, still wearing their funeral attire.
"Probably about as well as you did, I suppose. We talked a little from time to time, mostly in passing."
"I was just wondering how well anyone, other than his wife, really knew him. I mean, I knew the guy for nearly fifteen years, and I don't feel like I ever really got to know him."
"That seems like one of those weird existential questions, doesn't it? Can anyone really know anyone else? Hell, sometimes I don't even have the slightest idea who I am. Besides, he seemed like a pretty happy guy to me. He seemed like the kind of person who was either comfortable being private, or just wasn't very deep."
"Was he? Happy, I mean."
"Are you really asking for my thoughts about Gary? I just told you I hardly knew the guy."
"I know. It's just that it strikes me as sad that we never really tried to know more about him in all the years we've been here."
"I guess I just never thought he seemed like a very interesting guy. I never considered asking him about his interests because, frankly, I wasn't interested. In fact, out of every one in the English Department I would say that Gary may have been the last person I wanted to learn anything about."
"You don't find that sad?"
"Sad for him, or sad for me?"
"Does it matter?"
"Well, it's not sad for me, and I would imagine that it wasn't something that he found very sad, either. I think you find it sad now because you're starting to wonder about what people will think of you when you're gone."
"Well, yeah. Isn't that typically the way things go after someone dies unexpectedly? The people left behind are left with a lot of questions."
"Listen, honestly, I think Gary was a pretty content guy. He never struck me as the kind of person who spent a whole hell of a lotta time reflecting on his legacy."
"I guess not. It's just got me thinking about the things we leave behind."
"So, this is about you?"
"No, not entirely. It's about all of us, really. Think about it. What's Gary left behind? How will he be remembered?"
"What do you mean? He's got a wife, a son, and probably a couple thousand students who learned almost everything they know about English poetry from Gary. I can think of more bleak scenarios."
"Yeah, I guess."
"What do you think you're going to leave behind?"
"The same things as Gary, I suppose—minus the son."
"Oh, come on, Jacob. Are you kidding? You have collections of poetry out there—successful collections. There are poems from Imeros that will live on for decades in anthologies. And the book still sells, right?"
"Yeah, but who wants their life's legacy to revolve around something they did in their twenties?"
"It didn't seem to bother Keats."
"Yeah, but he died in his twenties. He didn't have the rest of his life to reflect on it."
"So, once you're dead you won't know the difference, either. Do you think Gary's sweating his legacy right now?"
"No, but I'm not dead yet."
"No. Not yet."
"How would you feel if you knew your best work was behind you?"
"You have an embarrassment of riches, Jacob. Imeros may be one of the most popular volumes of poetry written in the past twenty-five years, and you still find reasons to complain. I would kill to have created something as highly regarded as that—twenty years ago or not."
"Don't get me wrong. I'm not complaining about the success of Imeros. I'm saying that I wish I felt that I could work on something that felt as important as that again. I wish I could remember what it feels like to be that inspired."
"Why can't you?"
"I just can't. Believe me, it's not for lack of trying. All my other collections have been, let's face it, lesser works. They're clearly not as effortless to read as Imeros, and they certainly weren't as effortless to write."
"None of us are as inspired as we were twenty years ago. Naturally cynicism becomes more a part of our lives."
"Yeah, but see, that's exactly what I'm getting at. I can't believe that cynicism is an inevitable consequence of aging. If I believe that then it is difficult for me to go on. If I accept cynicism then I've already abandoned poetry, and then there is no searching for something true anymore, nothing left for me to desire."
"So, how do you get back that desire?"
"That's the question."
"I don't know, Jacob. This sounds an awful lot like the beginnings of a mid-life crisis to me."
"I know it does, but I think that's just the cynicism again. We're socially programmed to denigrate any idealism at our age, but I can't continue to just sit in my office everyday feeling like I've got nothing left to say. I can't believe that there's nothing left in my life. One thing I do know, though, is that there's nothing left for me to chase—except this. That great uncertainty of youth, that cluelessness where hope exists, has been gone for so long that I can't remember what it feels like to feel something that intensely. I desperately want to know what it is to be hungry again."
"How do you think Rachael would feel if she heard you saying this?"
"She might be hurt by it, but, mostly, I think she's a realist. So, I don't think she'd question the veracity of my needs, or my feelings of inadequacy. She might also worry that I was going through some kind of mid-life episode, but she knows that I've been floundering. It would be impossible to live with me and not know it. I've been a different person these past couple of years. I haven't been able to work on anything at all for months, and I haven't made a secret of how much it's been bothering me."
"So, how do you start working again?"
"I need to find that place in myself that I've lost. I need to wake up that place I was in when I wrote Imeros. I found it once. I have to believe I can find it again."
"Yes, but you found it because you found a girl."
"Right."
"And then you lost the girl."
"Right."
"So, you need a girl."
"Maybe."
"A muse."
"Well, the word muse presupposes roles that I'm not quite comfortable presupposing. I feel like it belittles the emotion of the relationship, makes it about the work more than about the people. And it's pretentious as hell."
"Well, call it whatever you like, but you're saying that you think you need someone to bring back a part of yourself that you've lost."
"Exactly."
"That shouldn't take long."
"What do you mean?"
"Look around you, Jacob. We are surrounded by young, beautiful women everyday. We live in a college town, work on campus, teach in classrooms. Things may be quiet right now, but spring break will be over next week, and then you'll have ample opportunities to find inspiration. Maybe you need to start looking."
"No, that's crazy. I'm not going to make a move on one of my students. Besides, I have no intention of having an affair. I love Rachael. I just want to know what it's like to desire something again, to chase the unattainable."
"No one said anything about an affair. I'm just saying that maybe you should open the door to some harmless flirtations. If you open your eyes to it, you'll see that they're looking at you. I mean, you're still something of a celebrity in the English dept. Imeros has probably been read by every co-ed that takes your classes, and these are the kinds of girls who are suckers for a poet."
"But I'm probably as old as their fathers."
"Are you kidding? That's the point. There isn't a single college-aged girl that doesn't have father issues."
"You're a sick man, David."
"Maybe, but, as you said, you're not dead yet. Maybe, it's time you start acting like you know it."
Sidney Bichet's clarinet bounces and streams through the speakers of Jacob's office, and it is a nostalgic noise. Normally, this music makes him happy—the vibrancy of the sound, the joyful climbing of Bichet's clarinet—but today it leaves him empty, reminding him of all he can't reach back to, all those years behind him, years that have gotten so cloudy and impressionistic that they have gotten harder to decipher.
He's sitting at his desk looking out the window, which is about as much as he's been accomplishing these days. He wraps his hands around a cup of coffee and stands from the desk, moves closer to the window, acknowledging that sitting at his desk doesn't make him any more likely to write. It hasn't made him any more likely to write in months.
There is a knock at his office door.
"Yeah?"
"Are you working?" Rachael asks, peeking her head in the door
"If you want to call it that."
"Sorry about earlier. I didn't mean to leave you like that at the funeral. I had that meeting and I—"
"No worries. I had a bite with David afterwards."
"How are you?" she asks, moving into the office, though she stays near the door.
"Not great, honestly. I'm still not working, and I'm starting to wonder if I've lost something vital."
"Like what?"
"I'm not sure, but it feels like maybe I'm missing whatever it was that used to drive me to want to write. Maybe I just don't want it as much as I used to."
"Do you think Gary's death has made you more sensitive about not working? Sometimes we think more about what we're doing with ourselves when we lose someone close to us. Do you think you might just be reacting to the death of a friend?"
"I'm sure that's part of it. But this isn't new. You know that."
"Yeah, but you've had dry spells in the past. You always get through them."
"I've never been this stuck though. I honestly wonder if there's any poetry left in me. Nothing feels poetic to me anymore. I'm not experiencing things the way I used to. I just don't see things the way I once did. It's like I'm looking at the world through different eyes. I'm worried that I've lost it."
"Jacob, how could you lose poetry? It's so much a part of who you are. You teach it everyday."
"Teaching is different. You should know that better than anyone. Just like teaching religion doesn't make you religious, teaching poetry doesn't make me a poet."
"I suppose."
"I just don't have any inspiration left."
"Maybe you should give yourself a couple of days, give yourself some space. Maybe you'll see after further reflection that you're only reacting to Gary."
"You're not hearing me. This has been going on for months. Yes, I may be in more of a panic because of Gary. Maybe his death has made me wonder how much time there is, and that everyday without poetry is another day I haven't lived the way I've always wanted to live. But this isn't about Gary. It's about me. I'm having a serious crisis."
"OK. OK," Rachael says, and sinks into the chair that sits by the door.
"All my muses are gone," he says.
There is a silence that falls on the room as he turns back toward the window, and the silence goes on so long that he wonders if Rachael has left.
"I used to be your muse," she says eventually, and he can hear the sadness in her voice.
"I know. And I don't want to belittle what you mean to me. But it's different now. I love you, and you're absolutely vital to my sanity, but things have gotten too familiar between us. We've been together so long that there are no surprises left."
"What a terribly cynical thing to say."
"It's not you. It's nothing you've done. I just need something to desire. Desire is the only thing that will wake me up, I think."
"Is this your way of letting me know that you're thinking of having an affair?"
"No. God, no. Are you kidding? I'd never—"
"Well, what do you expect me to think when you talk about needing something to desire? If you don't desire me anymore then what will you find to desire."
"I'm not saying that I don't desire you. It's just not the.. I don't know. I'm just thinking out loud, I guess." He realizes that his words have not been well thought out, and that, even though everything he has said was true, her conclusions were sound, and he knows that if she had said the same thing to him, he would also suspect something worrying under the surface.
"What do you expect me to do with all this?"
"What do you mean?"
"Should I be worried about us?"
"No, please. I just... You're probably right. It's probably just Gary. It's shaken everything up for me. That's all."
"Do you think maybe you should see someone?"
"A psychologist?" he asks. This is typical Rachael. He's trying to talk to her about all of this in an honest way, and, even though some of it may be difficult for her to hear, he is talking things out with her. But instead of listening to him, she throws accusations at him until he realizes that he can't talk to her honestly. Then she tries to push him toward someone he might talk to instead.
"Yeah," she says.
"No, I'll be fine," he says, but he knows he won't be fine. Really, he knows that she has every right to worry. Jacob knows that he is on the precipice, and he will take the first opportunity to jump. And he knows that if he doesn't take the opportunity to jump, then he will never remember what it was like to fall again, and the falling is the only thing that will give the poetry back to him, the only thing that will bring back that old joy, that old desire to fall further and further.
Jacob's last collection of poetry was released three years ago, and has sustained modest sales ever since. But he knows it was a disappointment to his small band of readers. And he's been watching his readers thin out a little more with every new volume that doesn't measure up to Imeros, and none of them have come close to measuring up.
For a long time, he convinced himself that his new work was just as important as Imeros. He rationalized not having that old magic, that feeling that something was pushing the poems out of him. He would tell himself that it was because things weren't as new as they were during Imeros, that he had become a more practiced poet, and that with practice any profession loses some of its magic. He spent enough time making excuses for his new work that he began to believe his own spin. But there was always that nagging feeling that he had already peaked, and that he might never get that high again.
During Imeros, every stanza was effortless. Lines would come to him in the middle of the night. He can remember nights when he would sit up in that half-sleep state and feel around for the pen and paper by his bed, and frantically scrawl letters into the darkness. He can still remember the joy of finding the wonder of those words, wobbled and winding across the paper when he woke in the morning. Whole phrases seemed to fall from the trees during the day. He would trip over alliterations on late night walks. Pieces of poems would sprout up from the ground and bloom as he sat to record them. Things like this were happening everywhere and he had trouble keeping up with the words, grabbing great handfuls of inspiration whenever he could, like some abundant fruit.
But he took it for granted. He was only twenty-four years old and assumed things would always be that easy. But it hasn't felt that good in twenty years. It has felt like work since Imeros. And he only continues to search because he has known the ecstasy of pure inspiration.
He has been chasing it everyday since.
Not to say that the Imeros period was a happy time. It was anything but. He was devastatingly heartbroken. He had lost Melissa and there was nothing he could do about it. The poems seemed to grow from the sense of helplessness he felt—the desperation that starts off quiet and cagey, and then, eventually, starts to speak more lucidly.
He's spent twenty years trying to get that intensity back, and there has been moments when he thought he would happily take all the pain again just to have his muse back, just to feel something a little more dangerous than the benign emotional life he leads now.
He is sitting on the edge of his desk looking out the window, nervously bouncing a pen on his knee. Rachael is gone. She is probably somewhere on campus, probably in her office. She works better at work. Jacob has always worked better at home, until recently, when he can't seem to work anywhere at all.
The early evening light has begun to fade. It will be dark soon, and he recognizes that if he wants to take Sam, he and Rachael's Boston Terrier, for his usual evening walk then this is the time to do it.
There is a girl moving in across the street, and he has spent the better part of the last thirty minutes watching her. When he first saw her, it was like seeing Melissa all over again. She has the same hair that Melissa had all those years ago: long, straight, and dark. She's tall like Melissa, and moves with that same confident stride. It was like watching Melissa coming unfrozen in time. Twenty years has passed since last he saw her, and yet there she was, young and happy—just as he remembers her.
Once he is outside in the evening air, the subtle scent of the near-emerging blooms on the magnolia tree reminds him again that it is spring. The warmth still feels new and injects some hope into his thoughts. It had been a long winter—particularly because he has been so blocked up creatively.
He takes a deep breath and walks to the end of the block before turning back up the other side of the street to get a closer look at this new girl.
First, though, he sees Brad, a grad student from the English dept., and an acquaintance of Jacob's.
"Brad, hey, are you moving in?"
"Yeah, you live in this neighborhood?" Brad asks, surprised to see Jacob.
"Yeah, I'm right there, just across the street," Jacob says, pointing at his house.
"Wow. I had no idea. What a happy coincidence."
The girl, wearing short shorts and one of those baggy college sweatshirts, comes out of the house.
"Honey, this is our new neighbor, Jacob Schorr, he's the poet—"
"I know who he is," she says, smiling at Jacob.
"This is my fiancée, Joelle."
"Joelle? What a wonderful name."
"Thank you," she says, beaming. Her face is perfect, radiant. And when she smiles it feels like a light switches on inside Jacob. He can feel his whole body brighten just by standing in her proximity.
"Well, it looks like you guys still have some moving to do. I'll leave you to it. I'm sure I'll be seeing you around."
"You bet," Brad says.
"It was nice to meet you, Joelle," he says.
She looks at him with her muddy eyes, and smiles again. She says something, but he misses the words. She has bent down to pat Sam on the head, and Jacob can hardly keep his eyes off of her long, tan legs. She looks so much like his memory of Melissa that he can hardly catch his breath as he moves away. His heart is racing, and he can feel the blood rushing to his head. His thoughts are so cloudy that all he can do is repeat her name, Joelle, over and over again like some song—the kind of song you know you just won't manage to get out of your mind even if you wanted to.
He doesn't want to.
That night, on the couch watching television, he still couldn't concentrate, couldn't keep his attention on whatever facile program he was watching. Rachael is sitting beside him reading a book, but he might as well be a thousand miles away from her. All he can think about is Joelle and what David had said to him earlier. Maybe David was right to say that Jacob needed a muse. And though Jacob was hesitant to accept the terminology, it is inescapable that Jacob needs something to push him back in the direction of Imeros. If the poems in Imeros were sparked by a great love affair, then it would seem to follow that the potential for another great love affair could open up that world to him again.
In fact, Jacob inherently knew that David was right. He did need a muse. But he is also not twenty-four anymore. He is an older man now. Joelle is probably half his age. She certainly looks like it.
She'd said she knew who he was, and he assumes that this means that she knew he was a poet, and maybe, even, it means that she has read Imeros. If she has read Imeros, then she's probably built up an idea of him as the tortured, romantic poet. But he knows that he could hardly act out that myth at this point in his life, not even a little bit. He doesn't feel that he even resembles a shadow of the poet he once was, though he certainly was once tortured.
Just as well, too, because he doesn't have the heart to take advantage of some young ingenue. Of course, he's had ample opportunities. There have been many girls through the years who have openly made their attractions known to Jacob, but he has dutifully ignored them all without reservation.
He loves Rachael. She saved him at a point in his life when he could hardly know he needed saving. After Melissa, he didn't believe there would ever be anything as intense again in his whole life. He had no hope that he would ever again experience life that way—wrapped up in so much emotional truth, so much purity of feeling. There was no hope that he could ever feel as whole with another person as he was with Melissa. But Rachael gave him hope, a renewed sense of the promise of a good life. Perhaps she couldn't offer the elevation that he had once known, but he could know goodness. And he would never imagine betraying that goodness. They have an allegiance, one to the other, a warmth that has only grown stronger through the years. And what they've lost in passion, they've gained in trust, and the knowledge that, without the other, they would be half.
Still though, Jacob can not ignore these thoughts of Joelle. He wouldn't dare doubt any possibility of inspiration at this point. It is too rare a thing, and it has been gone from him for so long that he will not turn his back on it.
As the night progresses, and he and Rachael go through their normal nighttime routines, hardly exchanging words, trying hard to stay out of each other's way as they go through the business of entering and leaving the bathroom, he finds his way to the office, and that window where he had watched Joelle earlier. Brad and Joelle's house lights are on, and, from the darkness of his office, he can see clearly into their house. They haven't put up any curtains yet.
But, still, he can't see a soul.
No Joelle.
But the promise of her presence excites him. It is not a particularly sexual excitement as much as it is a stirring in the stomach that happens when your nerves fray by the mere idea of something important developing, and the fear of not being able to take what tumult such a development might portend.
When he finally crawls into bed, puts his hand on Rachael's hip, and leans in to kiss her good night, he can't help but look forward to turning away from her to face the private darkness of night, to be allowed the freedom of night's silence, to unravel all those pieces of scattered imaginings that have begun opening up within him, all those dreams waiting to be dreamt.
Jacob is in his campus office going over the syllabi for his spring classes. He always works in his campus office when it comes to course work. He has always considered his home space a sacred place to write, a place where his academic life is elsewhere. But, even at home, he hasn't been able to work for precisely the reason he would like to work there: Joelle.
Yesterday, he sat down during his normal morning work time, which lately has involved him looking at somewhat recent, but unpublished poems and working them over just enough to make him feel busy. Of course, they're all horrible, and have been edited so far into the grave that none of those first kernels of the original idea remains. So, with nothing but mediocrity staring him in the face, he's easily distracted. And Joelle was sitting on her porch steps with a book cradled across her thighs. He did his best to keep some distance between himself and the window, trying hard not to get caught staring, but he desperately wanted to see what it was she was reading. After all, it was spring break. She wouldn't be starting classes for another few days. This means that she was probably reading for pleasure.
What literary pleasures entice Joelle?
If he knew, it might give him some insight to her depth, or her shallowness. Or it could mean nothing—could be deceiving. Either way, he wanted to know. But the book's cover was resting on her thighs, just above her tightly pressed knees.
He must have spent the better part of an hour sitting there watching her read, reading her expressions, waiting for her to move, wanting to watch her move. And when she did move, he imagined that she was looking into his window. Still, he was secure that she couldn't see him. He was far enough inside his office that for her to see in on such a bright day—the sun shining brightly toward her—wouldn't be likely.
He was fully aware of what was happening, cognizant of how pathetic he had suddenly become. But he hadn't felt this kind of attraction to a woman since he first met Rachael, and if memory serves, even that felt more measured, less obsessive a thing than what he feels stirring inside him for this girl, this Joelle.
But that was yesterday.
Today, as he leans back in his desk chair, he looks at the picture of Rachael and Sam that sits atop his university-issued desk. He stands and walks over to the window, stares out at campus, and wishes he were at home looking out at Joelle.
Still, he has to acknowledge that he knows next to nothing about her. He knows that she looks strikingly like Melissa. And he knows her name.
"Joelle," he whispers, resting his head on the cool glass of the window.
There is also the fact that she is engaged to Brad, an affable, if not earnest, graduate student. Brad's impressed most the faculty with his work ethic, if not for his intellectual rigor. He strikes Jacob as another Gary, someone who will make a fine professor, but will leave little else behind.
Brad's office is just a hallway away—in an office he shares with three other grad students. Jacob wonders how often Joelle visits. How often is she in the building? Is she an English major? If she were, he probably would've encountered her before. But then again, perhaps he was never looking.
There is a knock at Jacob's open door. It startles him from his thoughts, and he turns.
It's David.
"What's up?" Jacob asks.
"I thought I'd stop and see if you wanted to grab some lunch."
"Really?" Jacob asks, looking at his watch. He'd forgotten it this morning. He seems to be forgetting a lot of things lately. His thoughts are constantly busied by Joelle. "What time is it?"
"I don't know. About 11:30."
"Yeah, I could eat," he says, grabbing his jacket.
"I don't think you'll need that. It's getting pretty warm out there."
"I suppose it is," he says, putting his jacket back.
They leave Jacob's office and begin to walk through the English Dept. halls, passing office after office, walls of shut doors. The building is empty and quiet, the kind of quiet where even the silence seems to have a sound.
"Are we the only ones who come to work the weekend before classes start?" Jacob asks.
"Were probably the only two in the department who procrastinate enough to need to work the weekend before classes."
They pass Gary's office and they both slow a little and stare at the nameplate on the door.
"Have they found anyone to take his courses?" David asks.
"I'm not sure. I know they had to cancel at least one."
"I wonder how long it will be before all his stuff is gone?"
"I'll bet in a couple weeks there won't be a trace of him left in the building," Jacob says.
"Who do you think will get his office?"
"I don't know, but I know I don't want it."
"I'd take it," David says, looking at Jacob. "You ever been in there? It's huge."
"Oh, come on. It's not much bigger than your office."
"It's bigger. Trust me."
As they walk down the hall, and pass the graduate student offices, Jacob can't help but look for an open door, hoping to see Brad, but the door is shut. The lights inside the office are off. Brad's probably spending his last few days of spring break basking in Joelle. And who could blame him? Jacob knows that if he had Joelle, he wouldn't be spending a Saturday alone in his office.
"You feeling better today?" David asks.
"What?"
"The other day, after Gary's funeral, you seemed pretty gloomy."
"Well, we had just gotten back from a funeral."
"You know what I mean. You were very... reflective. Is that better than gloomy?"
"I've mostly recovered, I think," Jacob says as they walk out into the bright sunlight.
"Still looking for a muse?" David asks, half in jest.
"You may think it sounds silly, but I was serious. It's been over twenty years since Melissa, twenty years since Imeros. I'm dying to remember what it feels like to have poetry move through me like it did then. And if I don't do it now, then when? If I can't top Imeros, does that mean I never grew as a poet?"
"Maybe poetry is the art of the young."
"I do believe it's a youthful art, but it's not exclusively for the young. If I can capture some of the uncertainties of youth, I think I can find that place in myself again."
"What do you mean uncertainties?"
"When you're young everything is uncertain. The future is a mystery and you're still trying to figure out what doors are open to you. You don't know who you will be, what you will be doing, or who, if anyone, you might share your life with. Things are incredibly fragile, and yet I think that myriad of potential outcomes keeps you hungry, keeps hope open to all kinds of scenarios. When you're young you can still fantasize about all the things that might happen. At our age, most of what we are is set in stone."
"So, you believe that you could still write something better than Imeros?"
"Under the right circumstances, I do," Jacob says, opening the door to the café for David.
They grab a booth by a window and ignore the menus. A waitress walks over, they order their food, and she leaves the table.
"I've always wondered how Rachael feels about Imeros." David says.
"How do you mean?"
"I mean, it's clear that you've written poems about Rachael, but it's your Melissa poems that everyone seems to hold in the highest esteem."
"Well, she's certainly not unaware of the popularity of Imeros, but I don't think it's something she dwells on. She's expressed some jealousy about my time with Melissa, and the echo that the post-Imeros period has had on our lives. But there's not much she can do about it. It's not as if I can change the past."
"I just wondered how she felt about the poems," David says, as the waitress sets their drinks on the table.
"She used to love them. I do think, though, that she's always held them at a distance. It always seemed like she saw Imeros as a book of poems written by someone else, not by her Jacob, a me before her."
"It's got to be difficult for her. Everyone always brings up Imeros when they talk to you, at least that's what happens when I've been around. In some ways, I would think that just hearing the word is a not so subtle reminder of Melissa. Not just for you, but for her too. It must be emotionally exhausting for her."
"I wouldn't say everyone talks to me about Imeros. Maybe in the small, literary circles that we're in, but, overall, it doesn't come up as often as you might think."
"Still though, you have to admit it could be difficult for her."
"Yeah, I guess when it does come up it's probably difficult, but we've never really talked about it. I guess she's just gotten used to it by now. It's not as if this is new. People have been talking to me about Imeros ever since I've known Rachael. Besides, if it does bother her, she probably knows that it bothers me just as much."
"How so?"
"Because, frankly, I don't want to constantly talk about what I did twenty years ago. I want to talk about what I'm doing now."
"What are you doing now?"
"That's the problem. I'm not doing anything."
"So, what about your muse then?"
"Well, completely ignoring the fact that were freely using the word muse in a casual way, I think I may have met someone."
"What do you mean you think you've met someone? Either you have or you haven't."
"I've definitely met someone. I just don't know if she's the one or not, or how I find out if she's the one, or what I'm supposed to do about it when I find out."
"That was fast. I really wasn't expecting you to meet anyone. I figured you'd spend the next couple weeks going through your usual internal monologues, endlessly weighing the pro's and con's of the situation. Even then though, I never thought you'd end up going through with it. When we talked about it the other day, I imagined you would just float from fantasy to fantasy, not actually ending up on any one person. I guess I never thought you'd have the balls to do anything about it."
"I haven't done anything about it."
"But you are acknowledging that this person could be the person you've been waiting for—the potential muse you were talking about the other day?"
"God, it's maddening talking about it like that. It sounds so patronizing to refer to a person that way."
"Would you prefer mistress to muse?"
"No. No, I told you it's not like that."
"Then what is it like?" David asks.
The waitress drops their food off at the table.
"It's nothing right now," Jacob whispers, trying to let the waitress in on as little of their conversation as possible. He waits to finish speaking until she is clear of the table. "But it could be something that brings some desire back into my life, something that inspires me to work again."
"So, you've met a girl—I'm assuming she's a young, beautiful girl—that you have no plans of engaging with on a physical level, but you hope that she inspires you to write poetry."
"Right."
"So, a muse then?"
"I guess. It's just that when we say it like that it sounds terrible. It strips her of all her individuality. It makes her seem like an instrument used only for my own creative output. It's an expression that lacks warmth and makes her sound like some mere academic exercise. It really is absurd."
"Oh, it's definitely absurd. But we're middle-aged now. Absurdity is all we have left."
"Wow. That's harsh."
"But true."
"It doesn't matter what we call it. All I know is that it's the desire that's key. I need to desire something again. That's the basic problem I have. I haven't had anything to chase in a long time, nothing to desire. I really think that it's the chasing that keeps our minds young, keeps us hungry. Without desire, there's nothing to chase but time, and life moves slowly, imperceptibly toward stagnation. I need something to move me again, something to change the equation."
"I don't mean to play devil's advocate here but isn't there a greater danger in all of this."
"Like what?"
"It sounds to me like you're thinking about this as some simple, personal exercise. You act like semantics is what turns a person into a creative instrument. The words aren't guilty, you are. You're the one that wants to desire her for the work. But you of all people should understand the delicacy of emotion, the fragile shell of desire. You can't control your wants as easily as you seem to think. Once that emotional ball starts rolling, everything has a way of slipping away from your expectations. No matter how much you think you can control this, it'll end up controlling you in the end."
"But I think we're talking about different things. I think you're talking about the problems I would encounter if I endeavored to engage this girl physically, but I don't plan on engaging her. Not really. I plan to admire her, desire her from afar. It'll be easier for me to build an ideal around her if she can't frustrate that ideal with reality."
"Still, I think you're grossly misjudging the affect desire can have on you. It's a force that pulls."
"We'll see," Jacob says, obviously trying to change the subject, pushing and pulling his food around with his fork.
"Who is this girl anyway?"
"I'd rather not say."
"Someone I know?"
"I don't think so, but it's possible."
"A student?"
"Come on, David. I don't want to talk about it."
"You know, this will probably end terribly, but at least it'll make for an interesting spring."
The evening before spring classes were to begin, Jacob was on edge. He was still thinking about his conversation with David the previous day, and wondering if David was right to say that he's being naive. It is certainly the case that he never stopped to consider the possibility that he might fall in love with Joelle, mostly because the whole idea seemed so absurd. It has been years, decades since Jacob has felt that first flood of emotions, that first blush of falling in love. And even if it were possible for him to fall for Joelle, he never intended on getting close enough to let it happen.
The whole idea behind finding a muse was to find inspiration in some distant vessel, someone he could bestow his ideas of perfection on. He was hoping to find some seemingly unreachable fantasy of a woman where he could place some meaning, some truth. He knows that, in reality, the level of expectation that this sets is one that no woman could fully embody outside the fantastical.
The truth is, he was really just hoping to reawaken his Melissa—his perfection, his muse—and maybe kick up the dust of any old feelings that might still be hiding inside.
The emotionally scary part is that Joelle really resembles his memories of Melissa, and seeing her has been waking up all those old memories in his mind, which has stirred some of those old emotions, both good and bad.
Also, Jacob has been wondering about Rachael, and what all this could mean for her. David was right to wonder how she's felt about Imeros, about Melissa. Outside of the beginning of their relationship, it's not something they've ever spent a whole lot of time talking about, and he's never really bothered to ask how she feels about it. Maybe it's an insecurity that she's always carried with her, a weight she's been bearing for years.
The other day, after Gary's funeral, when they talked about his inability to write, she asked him if she should be worried. The truth is, he can't say. He has no plans to fall in love again. Still though, if one were to fall in love there is not a whole lot that can be done to stop it. It's not as if you can just remove yourself from the object of your desire. That could only make matters worse. In some ways, once the fall has begun, it's best to keep falling and then, maybe at a certain point, you recognize that falling in love is never going to graduate into simply being in love, and then you can get back to your life, or whatever is left of it.
Jacob is staring out the office window again, just as he has every night since the day he met Joelle. He stares at their house, desperate to catch a glimpse of her. On previous nights, he has seen nothing. But tonight shadows have bounced from room to room, giving him hope, keeping him standing at the window, looking.
And, no more than he thinks about walking away, there she is.
She stands at their front room window, looks out. She is obviously fresh from a shower because her dark, long hair is glistening with wet. She is wearing a pair of shorts—as short as the ones she wore the day they met—and a little white shirt that hugs the slender shape of her torso, exemplifying the curves of her modest breasts, and it's a breathtaking wave that dips and crests at her hips.
She stands there for several minutes just staring out at the street. Then she looks up at his window. He thinks of stepping back further, but doesn't. He just stands there, looking down at her, mesmerized by the spell of her stare. His mind races in circles. His heart is pounding. Does she see him? He's not sure. The light in his office is off, and it seems unlikely that she could see inside a dark house at night, but she definitely seems to be looking at him—through him, really. Either way, it doesn't make any difference. He can feel her eyes no matter what she sees.
“What are you looking at?” Rachael asks from the doorway of the office. He jumps from the sudden break in silence and turns toward her.
“Oh, nothing. I was just looking at the magnolia tree across the street. It'll be in full bloom any day now,” he says, turning, and moving closer to her, trying to dissuade her from coming to look.
The morning of the first day of classes meets Jacob like a bright light was shot from the darkness. The speed and the jolt of being shaken from sleep is immediate and joyful. He no more than opens his eyes before he is aware of the day's implications, and he has already slipped into the skin of this new day.
Today feels like the beginning of something new, and just the potential of something happening, something changing, is enough to start him smiling.
He rises from bed without effort and moves into the day's routine. He glides through the hallway outside the office, keeps one eye out the window as he checks off his morning list of preparations.
He moves into the frame of the window as he brushes his teeth.
Stands there with his cup of coffee.
Eats a banana in the morning light that washes through the glass, filling his office with spring's young sun.
After several minutes, he realizes that he has been unconsciously humming his way through the morning.
He doesn't stop.
Rachael is gone. She is always out at this time of the morning. She rises early to have a swim at the campus aquatic center, and to teach an eight o'clock class, which she has scheduled every quarter since they've been married. Jacob never agrees to teach a class before nine. He needs time to collect himself, to organize his thoughts. Not today though. His mind is free of the usual morning's foggy uncertainty. His thoughts are as clear as a bell already, and ringing with awareness.
As he heads out the door and strolls toward campus, he is reminded of the beauty of the spring quarter; these nice, cool mornings are the perfect weather for his morning walk to campus. You'd think at forty-two years old, Jacob would remember the affect spring has on him, but somehow the rest of the year does a pretty good job of making him forget. He doesn't mind the forgetting though. Forgetting makes the remembering all the more stark and rejuvenating. And that is exactly how he feels as he moves toward campus. He watches with wonder as the buds start to breathe on the trees, the new tulips preparing to pop, and those beautiful, black morning shadows that dapple the floor of the world beneath the trees.
These spring mornings seem built for poets, and Jacob certainly doesn't want to take these gifts for granted. If he weren't in a pinch for time, he might grab a seat on one of the campus benches and jot down a thing or two before his first class. But he is in a pinch for time.
When he gets to his office, he grabs the papers for his nine a.m. class, American Poetry 1860-1945, and moves down the halls toward his classroom with little time to spare. He looks over at Brad's office, sees that the door is open and the light is on. When he thinks he hears a woman's voice in the office, he slows, but he can't tell if it's Joelle or not. He can't remember the sound of her voice.
His classroom is just down the hall from his office, and as he nears, he gets those butterflies he gets before the first day of any class. It's always the same with these beginnings. The first day jitters never go away. It's a nice feeling, nervous yet full of the promise of newness. At Jacob's age, it's nice to still have that uncertain ache to remind you that there might always be something new around the corner.
When he crosses the threshold, and hears the chatter of a class full of students sizing up their professor for the first time, he looks up and...
Joelle.
She's sitting in the front row staring up at him with the biggest, brownest eyes he's ever seen. He tries to hide the happy shock that rolls over his body, tries to conceal what he is feeling upon seeing her there, which is easy since he is not yet sure how he feels about her being there. He is exhilarated, but scared as hell. His heart is beating out of his chest, and the usual first class butterflies have been replaced by a steady swarm, their wings beating against the surface of his gut. The usual nerves have been replaced by a great panic.
He grabs a stack of papers and walks up to the first seat of each row of desks. "I'm passing out the syllabus. Take one and pass it back."
When he gets to Joelle's desk, he says, "It's nice to see you again. It's Joelle, right?" he asks, though he's said her name so often this past week that it's absurd to feign uncertainty.
"That's right," she says, hardly hiding her happiness at his having remembered her name, a smile arcing across her face.
The remainder of the class is a blur. The first class is often the most insignificant for a professor. It's more of a paperwork day than a day of real progress. He essentially just reads from the syllabus, tries hard not to look up at Joelle any more than would be expected, makes every attempt to keep his thoughts on the task at hand, and not on the fact that this girl whom he has already developed a quick fascination for will be sitting in his classroom, looking at him, every weekday for the next ten weeks.
In fact, as he goes through the tentative schedule of the course of study—from Whitman to Dickinson, from Pound to Elliot, from Carlos Williams to Cummings—all he can think is that Joelle will be here to experience all of them with him. Watching her hear them, seeing her learn their words, will be like hearing them all for the first time.
Suddenly, this class seems like less of a stale blueprint. She has breathed new life into it. Every poet now seems to have an added layer of significance, and he is excited again to teach. That old passion that he has been without for so long is rising within him, and he isn't sure if it is because she is inspiring him to actually love the poetry again, or if he is inspired to love the poetry again so that he can impress her.
Nevertheless, he is inspired, and is more sure than ever that he has found his muse.
As the class ends and he watches the students file out, Joelle is shuffling through her papers, and he has the distinct impression that she is stalling, waiting for him to say something to her.
"How do you like the new house?" he asks. It is the most benign, least probing question he can think to ask.
"Excuse me?"
"The house. How do you like it?"
"Oh, it's nice. I like the neighborhood. It's quiet."
"Yeah, it can be," he says, and there is a lull that he thinks to fill, but can't think of any thing other than the fact that he is close to her. Watching her move. Hearing her speak. Smelling her smell.
And they are alone.
"I've really been looking forward to this class," she says, breaking the silence.
"You have?"
"I've been trying to register for one of your classes for a couple years now. They're difficult classes to get into."
"So I've heard," he says. "It's mostly out of my control. But if you had come to me before, I probably could've found room for you."
"I wish I would've known that."
"Well, at least you're here now, right?"
"Good thing too. I graduate in June."
"Oh, I see. So, you're not an English major?"
"No, I'm trying to minor in English, but it's difficult because a lot of the classes I've been trying to get into, like this one, are upper-level classes that offer priority registration to English majors."
"Can I ask why you wanted to take this class?"
"Because of you," she says matter-of-factly, and it clearly takes him by surprise. He wasn't expecting her to be so direct. She sees him sputter and explains, "I read Imeros in high school, and when I found out that you taught here, I knew that I had to meet the man that could make me feel the way those poems made me feel."
He stares blankly at her for a second. Maybe for a beat too long because she looks away from him in what seems like embarrassment, and it is clear that his silence has made an already intense moment border on the unbearable.
"That's nice of you to say," he says, trying to pull the conversation back from the brink.
"Yeah, well, I guess you probably get that all the time."
He did actually, but never has it made him feel as happy and as scared as he feels in this moment. He can definitely feel that something is happening, a rapport is being developed, and he didn't want to let the ball drop. "I never tire of hearing it though."
"I've been reading it again in preparation for this class."
"Imeros?" he asks, and she shyly shakes her head, putting the last of her papers in her backpack. "It doesn't quite fit into the period."
"No, I guess not," she says, looking down at the floor.
"Is it holding up after all these years?" he asks, worried that he's inadvertently diminished her somehow.
"Yeah. It definitely is," she says, unable to keep her face from breaking into a smile.
"It's been years since I've read it. I mean, I've read selections every now and again at public readings, but it's not the same as sitting and quietly reading them alone."
"I didn't know you did public readings. I'd love to hear you read some time."
And with that the next class starts to file in.
"I think we're being pushed out," he says.
"Right, well, I'll see you tomorrow?"
"Yeah, tomorrow."
And as he follows her out of the room, he assimilates into the stream of students, and feels a fullness that pushes his body forward like a wave were breaking at his back. He wants to jump out of his skin, or just jump, shout her name, and throw his fist in the air.
Of course, he doesn't do any of these things. He just holds onto the vastness of the feeling, attempts to measure its meaning, tries to articulate it in his mind. But there is no articulation. All the letters of all the words drop and scatter into the soup of desire's stupid complexity.
But he does know that this is what hope feels like.
He had forgotten.
"I think I've got a problem," Jacob says, as he shuts the door to David's office.
"That didn't take long. I take it your first class didn't go well."
"She's in the class."
"The girl?"
"The girl."
"No."
"Yes."
"I told you."
"Told me what?"
"I told you that you can't control these things. You can't just decide to keep something like this at arm's length and expect the situation to obey. These things have a way of unfolding however the hell they want."
"What am I going to do?" Jacob asks, falling into the chair by David's desk.
"Have you talked to her?"
"Yeah, just now."
"What? After class?"
"Yeah."
"What'd she say?"
"She said that she's been trying to get into one of my classes for awhile," he says. "Oh, and she said that she loves Imeros."
"Yeah, so what's new about that?"
"What's new is that I cared? Usually, this kind of thing flows over me like water, but this time it stuck. I was flustered by her, flattered by the fact that she had read Imeros," Jacob said, looking at David. "She said she'd like to hear me read."
"She said that?"
"She did."
"Hmm."
"What's that?"
"What's what?"
"You said, 'Hmm.'"
"Nothing," David says, and then he gets up from his desk. "Do you want to go get some coffee? I feel like I need some air."
"OK."
Jacob stands and they leave David's office. The hallways are still busy with students milling around, but David and Jacob traverse the traffic in silence, aiming for the exits. When they get outside, the light is intense, and the heat has really increased since the morning.
"Spring has definitely arrived," Jacob says.
"Are you going to tell me about this girl?"
"I'm not sure that's a good idea."
"Well, what is it about her? How is she so different from all the other girls on campus?"
"I don't know. It's difficult to say. I guess for one thing, I wasn't looking for anyone before, and so I never saw anything. Then, one day last week, I looked and there she was, and everything was suddenly different. Before, I looked at most of the college-aged girls with indifference. They all kind of ran together to me. There were very few students, male or female, that seemed to stand out. But she was unique, more interesting than any student I'd ever met. I was immediately attracted to her, and the attraction wasn't exclusively physical. It was deeper than that. It was like she tapped into some nostalgic mass inside me, broke it open."
"What do you mean?"
"I mean, and I hesitate to say this because I know that you'll pounce on it, but she reminded me of Melissa."
"Oh, Jacob. That's not good."
"No. It's definitely not ideal," Jacobs says as they enter the campus coffee shop and grab a spot in line. "And I know how that sounds, but it isn't all about Melissa. This girl is definitely her own individual. So, I don't want to overemphasize the resemblance. But it's just that, well, her hair is just like Melissa's—same color, same length. Her face is peculiar in its familiarity. It's uncanny. She's tall like Melissa, and she moves the way I remember her moving. Like I said, when I first saw her, it was like a window opened up to the past, and, honestly, it was exactly the air I've been needing to breathe."
"See, this is the kind of thing that concerns me. I haven't heard you talk about Melissa in years, and I feel like she's been coming up more and more lately. It sounds to me like you've been digging for her. So, it's not surprising to me that you found her."
"You think this new girl is more about Melissa than it is about discovering something new?"
"Well, Melissa did give you Imeros. It seems like you've been wanting more Imeros in your life. So, why wouldn't you try to bring back Melissa? Besides, from what I can tell, it's always been about the past for you, about opening up inspiration as you remember it. That's what you were saying last week, at least."
"I know, but I only use that period as a reference point for how things can work, the ideal writing time for me. I'm certainly open to something new."
"But you're not." David stops at the counter. "Two medium house blends, please," he says, turning to Jacob. "I got this."
"Why do you do that?"
"What? Buy your coffee?"
"No. Why do you make definitive statements about my frame of mind? How can you say that I'm not open to something new? You don't have any idea what you're talking about."
"But you're already setting limits on what you will or won't let happen with this girl. If you were truly open to her then you would be open, and not draw arbitrary lines in the sand."
"Come on. We all set limits in our interactions with people."
"Yeah, but this comes back to what we talked about this past weekend. If you think you can control these things, then you're deluding yourself." David grabs their coffees from the counter, and they go and grab a couple of chairs by a window.
"So, you don't think I can set limits in a romantic relationship?"
"No, I think you can set limits. I think we can all set limits, just as you said, but will our emotions obey those limitations? I think the more emotionally attached we become to someone, the more those limitations seem to become impediments to our personal growth, arbitrary fences that need torn down. Or, as some one smarter than me once said, 'the heart wants what the heart wants.'"
"You may be right, but I believe that setting limits, and holding firm to those limits, becomes easier when crossing those lines means losing what I would lose."
"I guess," David says, dismissively.
"I couldn't lose Rachael. She's too important to me. None of this is about needing someone to love, someone to fill emotional holes in me. It's all about returning to something I've lost, something that is vitally important to my happiness. If some harmless flirtations will allow me to reawaken the part of myself that I've lost, then I am pleased to have it."
"But how would Rachael feel about these flirtations? Would she see them as harmless?"
"I think so, actually. I think if she knew that nothing was going to happen, and if she believed that it might move me beyond the space I'm in now, then she might understand."
"Jacob, you can't be serious? First you say that it's not about the past, but you also talk about how much this girl reminds you of Melissa. Then you say that all of this is about finding something that you've lost, but that none of this deficit of desire has anything to do with your marriage. And now you're either trying to convince me, or yourself, that Rachael would be fine with you having some pseudo-romantic encounter with some college-aged girl. No matter how benign the encounter turns out to be, it's crazy to believe that Rachael would understand. Crazy."
"No. You don't know Rachael. We've had this conversation..." Jacob stops. David is looking at him skeptically. "At least we've talked about the fact that I've been uninspired and need to find something to move me toward working again. I've told her about my needing something to desire."
"And that doesn't bother her? Doesn't every wife want to be that for her husband? Don't most believe that they are that for their husbands?"
"I'm sure they do, but at a certain point reality has to set in. She knows that my poems are not exclusively about her. She's always known that. She understands how I work. Do I think she would rather I only desire her? Of course. But she's not foolish enough to believe that that's the case. And more important than that is that she trusts me."
"But the question for me isn't whether or not she trusts you, but whether or not—when you're around this girl—you trust yourself?"
On his way home, Jacob can't help but wonder if he could trust himself to be alone with Joelle. He's not sure it's a question that he can answer honestly. He could say yes, that he can be trusted not to cross any of those lines that might lead to infidelity, but what if the moment were facing him? What if, like earlier, when he first saw her in class, he felt completely overtaken by emotion, completely immersed in that absence of control? He had to admit that, even though David has made sense, and has sounded significant warnings about that same loss of control, he can't help but feel attracted to being guided by desire's hand. He wants to know what that feels like again. Even now, walking up the hill of the street where his house sits, he can feel echoes of that joyful immersion in his gut, and he wants to hold it there, keep it afloat.
He stops walking and takes a seat on a retaining wall that sits right off the sidewalk. He has the briefest inclination to pull out the small notepad that he keeps in his back pocket to jot down some thoughts on this thing he's feeling, this thing that has risen up in him simply from thinking about her again. He's cognizant of something important churning under the surface, and wants to record all his thoughts about Joelle for posterity. He's learned enough to recognize the rarity of these emotional waves.
But he doesn't reach for the notepad.
For right now, the poetry comes second to just experiencing the poet's life again.
This chronic narcissism is precisely the reason why it must be so tiresome for anyone to spend time with a poet. For a poet, the most banal circumstances of daily life can cause that special linguistic switch to flip, and then they become extremely sensitive about all they say. Every word that's uttered can be weighed and measured for its significance, its beauty, or its folly. It can become exhausting for the non-poet to experience such semantic examinations.
But, the truth is, Jacob believes in an elevated existence. He believes that a poet has to experience things bigger than everyone else. A poet's senses need to be open and more constantly aware than the average person's. And this heightened awareness is not a trait that everyone can attain. You either have it or you don't. And having it once doesn't mean that you'll keep it. Most don't keep it. Jacob hasn't. He'd forgotten it. But this feeling that some new, uncontrollable wave is cresting in his gut makes him remember.
A person never knows when they will cross into this world of pure experience—what Plato referred to as the world of Forms—and we never know what the conduit might be, what will act as the passageway to this place. For Jacob, it was Gary's death that opened him up, let him see Joelle, and to really look at her.
And now that he's found her, found the girl that will lead him back to the world of Forms, he hasn't the slightest intention of allowing anything, or anybody, to shut the door to that world.
As this realization falls over him, he stands from the retaining wall and starts to walk home. But as he walks, he moves with deliberateness, feeling out every step, smelling the air, catching hints of the blooms that are preparing to pop on the trees, and he can see the buds—really see them. He examines their creases, their future folds hiding beneath the delicate flesh of a someday flower, the leafy cradle beneath the delicate womb of a future bloom that he hadn't appreciated before. He wants to touch the buds, know them before they stretch and pop. He wants to experience them as they drink the rain and imperceptibly stretch to look into the face of the sun. He wants to know them each individually before they brown and bend into a wither and fall.
When he sees his house, he decides not to go inside, not to go in and climb the stairs to face the quiet isolation of his office. Why wouldn't he stay out and witness all the newnesses of spring? Why wouldn't he want to immerse himself in all the promise that is on the cusp of blooming around him?
He climbs the stairs to his porch, and sits on the swing. The porch swing was one of the major selling points of the house when he and Rachael first bought it, but outside of a few disparate occasions, they've rarely used it. Today, though, it feels brand new. And he sits and swings and enjoys the sun that washes across the edge of the porch, swinging slowly from sunshine to shade.
He sees Joelle walking up the hill toward her house, her face tilted toward an open book. He immediately wonders, again, what she's reading. He remembers her saying that she was reading Imeros right now, and he can't help but wonder if it is Imeros, and as she gets closer, and the cover becomes less obscured by distance, he can see that it is.
His heart races just as it had when he saw her sitting in class earlier, and he thinks about what David said about trust, and he wonders again if he can trust himself around her—not just trusting his actions, but trusting his words. And looking at her now, walking in that short black skirt—her long, perfect legs moving in that confident, feminine stride—he knows he is something more than smitten. He wants her, and it takes just about every inch of his restraint not to surrender to the impulse and run across the street to get her attention, try to grab a few more minutes with her, find a way to collect some of her words, some sounds from her voice, some pictures that he might carry with him until he sees her again.
But just as he feels as though he might resist the temptation, she looks over at his house, sees him looking at her, and waves to him. He waves back.
Then, after a second where it's clear that she's considered, reconsidered, and then considered again, she turns and crosses the street toward him. He stands from the swing and moves to the edge of the porch to greet her.
When he thinks of speaking, his mouth is dry, and his head is spinning, looking for what to say.
"Sorry. Are you busy?" she asks.
"No. Just enjoying the day. What's up?"
"I don't know," she says, looking away, down the road, as if she were looking for someone, or just, like him, looking for words. "I know this might be personal, and I'll understand if you don't want to say, or if you tell me that it's none of my business, because, of course, it's not... any of my business."
"What is it?"
"I wanted to ask you today in class, and I guess I lost my nerve. I've been dying to know, but wasn't sure if it might be a sensitive subject, but I noticed that you dedicated Imeros..." she holds up the book, "...to Melissa. Is Melissa your wife?"
"No, she's not."
"I didn't think so. I guess I knew that from the tone. It was clear that something pretty great had ended, but I wasn't sure if there had been a reconciliation." She stops, and now she's blushing. She is clearly embarrassed, feeling like she's talking too much. "I'm sorry. It's just... She's someone from your past then?"
"Definitely from the past."
"Sorry. Of course she's from your past. That was a stupid thing to—"
"It's alright."
"Would you mind telling me about her some time?"
"Really?"
"Is that a strange thing to ask?" she says, looking concerned, wondering if she is pushing too hard, too soon.
"No. Not at all," he says, and then realizes that under normal circumstances he would shudder at the thought of a student asking him about Melissa. "Well, it might be strange, but I don't mind. Besides, I don't think anyone's ever asked me that before."
"Really? It's all I've been able to think about since I picked it up the first time. Every poem I read, I just keep thinking, who is this woman who made this man feel this way? It must've been a pretty incredible time for you."
He sits on the steps of the porch. "It was incredible," he says, and when it looks like she's about to come and sit down beside him, he sees her look down the road again and her body language changes.
Rachael is coming toward the house.
"Rachael," Jacob says, standing up, and right away he is worried that his standing up was too abrupt and might have called attention to a situation that didn't need anymore attention called to it. "This is Joelle. She just moved in across the street. She's in my American Poetry class this quarter."
"Hello, Joelle. It's nice to meet you," Rachael says, but it is clear that her voice is tight.
Joelle nods at Rachael, but it's clear she's flustered and at a loss for words. "I should be going. I still have some stuff to unpack. I just wanted to come over and say hello."
"OK, I'll see you tomorrow," Jacob says.
"OK," she says as she walks back across the street.
Rachael looks at Jacob, and he's not sure, but he thinks she is giving him a look that accuses without accusation.
"What?" he asks.
"Nothing," she says, and then walks up the steps and into the house without another word.
Jacob turns back toward Joelle's house. She is standing by her door looking back at him. She smiles—a half-embarrassed smile—and then moves inside. He knows he's technically done nothing wrong, and that maybe he feels guilty because his thoughts—not his actions—have made him believe that he should feel guilty. But he is also sure that Rachael sensed that something was happening. And maybe something was apparent between he and Joelle, but, if so, it was clearly under the surface, and Rachael would be wrong to assume something other than polite conversation.
He walks into the house and looks for Rachael in the living room. She's not there. He goes to the kitchen. Not there. He moves through every downstairs room. She's nowhere. He goes upstairs and sees her in their bedroom, sitting on the edge of the bed. Her satchel is sitting in her lap, and her face looks tired, sad.
"Rachael? What's going on?"
"It's not everyday that I come home to see my husband talking to some strange girl in front of our house."
"Strange? She's our neighbor, and a student of mine."
"And pretty. You forgot pretty."
"So?"
"Come on, Jacob," she says, and stands up, absently letting her satchel drop to the floor.
"What? You don't think I see young, pretty girls everyday? You don't think I talk to those kinds of girls all the time?"
"Sure you do. I know that. I've just never seen you do it on our front steps," she says and begins folding some clothes in the corner of the room, which is strange since the clothes are dirty and in no way in need of folding.
"What's this really about?" he asks.
"Ever since we had that talk the other day... You know, the one about you needing something to desire again. I've—"
"Wait. I did say that, but even you were dismissive of our conversation that day. You were the one that told me that I was just reacting to Gary's death. Remember?"
"That's what I thought at the time, but ever since then it's lingered. The words have stayed with me, followed me around. I can't forget what you said, or how you said it. And you've had the same dreamy look in your eyes ever since—that kind of absent stare, almost looking through me, beyond me, like you're looking for something else."
"You're imagining things."
"But it's true. You're not looking at me," she says, and turns around to look at him. "You used to look at me." Her eyes are wet with almost tears, and this kind of drama is very uncharacteristic of Rachael. He hasn't seen her cry in a long time. In general, she is not a cryer.
"I'm looking at you now."
"Not the way you were looking at her."
"Rachael, that's silly."
"Is it?"
"She's a student."
"A young girl with a copy of Imeros tucked in between her fingers, standing on our front steps, is trying to be more than a student."
"I don't think so. She's just someone who likes the work. Maybe she's trying to flatter me."
"Is it working?"
"Sure it is. I'm not made of stone. I like it when people like the work."
"I thought you hated it when people talked to you about Imeros?"
"What? No. I've never said that," and as he says this it occurs to him that she was projecting this idea. She hated it when people talked about Imeros, not him. It may have bothered him from time to time to have to talk about old work, but he's never hated it. Maybe there is something to what David said about Rachael feeling uncomfortable about Imeros. Maybe she does equate questions about Imeros with questions about Melissa. Maybe this jealousy has always been there and he has just overlooked it all this time.
She looks away from him again. "I asked you the day of the funeral if I should be worried."
"Yeah?"
"Well, I am," she says, looking at him again. "Should I be?"
"No," he says. He approaches her, embraces her. He kisses her softly on the mouth. "I'm sorry if you feel like I've been looking past you lately. I don't want to hurt you. I love you."
"I know you do, but do you desire me?"
"Of course I do."
"But you said—"
"I know what I said, but I was talking about the work. I was just frustrated. That's all. I was frustrated and scared. Frustrated that I haven't been able to work. Scared about getting older. That's all."
"So, this girl..?"
"Just a girl. A student. Nothing to worry about," he says and kisses her again.
As they kiss, they move toward the bed. Their hands find skin, their breathing grows more passionate, and still he can't help but think that this passion, this sudden desire for Rachael has been driven by Joelle—simply from being near her. Even Rachael's dramatic overreaction was because of Joelle. Joelle is the reason for this passion. She is the reason for this kiss.
And now he realizes how much trouble he is in. He has already started to lie about his desire, about Joelle—and with such ease.
He has already crossed lines he never imagined crossing.
He has already crossed the line of Rachael's trust.
Now he knows he can't trust himself anymore. Not when he knows that Joelle is in the world... Across the street... Alone.
The next few days were about as close to perfect as Jacob could imagine. The nights were slept over well with dreams dappled by delusions of Joelle. The mornings were warmed quickly under the reminder that he would go to campus and see her again, spend time looking at her, basking in the light of her attention. And then class would end and they would share a few nervous moments together—like teenagers waiting to pronounce something deeper than their understanding—caught in that space of not knowing how far to push, or how much room to give one's self if things got too close. It had quickly become clear, though, that their attraction to each other was more than superficial, and it would be difficult, if not impossible, for them to maintain this facade of distance that they've barely held between them.
In the afternoons, after he gets home, he has been sitting on the porch swing, waiting for her. And when she comes up the road, they share a knowing look, an acknowledgement of simply enjoying the other's presence.
She spends her afternoons on the steps of her porch reading Imeros, and he has started reading it along with her from his porch. She is careful not to make the mistake of another unannounced visit to his side of the street in fear of a repeat of the other day's awkwardness with Rachael. He is careful to keep his reading of Imeros a secret from Rachael, going as far as keeping other books beside him on the swing for a quick exchange if she were to surprise him again.
So, they've been sharing these afternoons together, reading Imeros with only a street separating them. They spend some of the time reading, but most of the time exchanging glances. He'll look up every now and again and catch her in a stare, or she'll look up and catch him doing the same. Then they'll smile and return temporarily to their reading until their next playful exchange. And he is fully aware of how juvenile these flirtations would appear to an outsider, but the joy he feels in these shared moments is so intense that he can hardly feel apologetic about it.
Besides, feeling like you're falling in love is a sport of youth. Even for the old, love is youth's portal.
One of the happy consequences of all of this is that he has felt that old desire returning. He has something to chase again. He is chasing the girl, but keeping enough space between them to prolong the chase—keeping it sporting before the catch—and there seems to be a mutual understanding of the playful nature of their game, at least for now.
He is also chasing words, which have started coming back to him. At first the words came in little drips. Then phrases and lines started to pop up in everyday situations: during a lecture, walking to and from campus, in staff meetings. He began to feel as though possible poems were coming from somewhere outside himself, as if he were a conduit to translate a larger loveliness.
He was stumbling on beautiful thoughts effortlessly, exactly as he had when he wrote Imeros.
None of this means that he had written completed poems. He hadn't. The emotional swirl of all this has been too rich for him to refine in as concise a point as a poem requires. The words, lines, and phrases are still a jumble. It's all just a soupy swirl that has him trying to relearn the grace to tame inspiration.
All of this—chasing the girl, finding the words again, reading back through the poems in Imeros—has brought him seamlessly back to Melissa. When Joelle asked about her the other day, it got him thinking about her in ways he had suppressed for years. He realized that he has kept her in some silent space within himself all this time, never feeling that she, or the time they spent together, was something he could talk openly about with anyone. In the past, when casual conversation with friends has led his thoughts to Melissa, he has thought to mention her, even if for no other reason than to hear his voice say her name, but he has never felt that it would be productive. It had become too convenient for him not to think about her. It seemed to benefit his better happiness to accept the life he had acquired instead of desiring a life that was already lost.
But he wanted to be able to answer Joelle if she ever asked him about Melissa again. So, he has been thinking about her, retracing steps, unfolding the delicate paper of his memory.
It's a Monday afternoon, one of the two days a week that Jacob offers office hours, and he had waited during these two hour blocks all of last week for Joelle to come. But she did not come.
Today, though, he had seen her from his office window, only minutes before, walking in the building. She could very well be coming to visit Brad, or maybe she has a class in the building that he doesn't know about, but he is hopeful that she will visit. So, he sits at his desk, pretending to be busy, trying his best not to appear to be waiting for her.
A few minutes pass before there is a tentative knock on the open door of his office. He knows it is her before he looks up. And when he does look, she is standing there staring down at him, looking very nervous. But she is smiling the kind of smile that can't help itself from smiling. And she is absolutely radiant, shining, really, from the inside out.
"Joelle," he says, trying hard to keep his happiness tamed.
"Sorry. Are you busy?"
"No. These are office hours. This is when you're supposed to visit."
"Well, that's the thing. I'm not sure how much this pertains to class."
"That's alright. It's not as if I need to ask you to wait at the back of the line," he says.
"Right," she says, and laughs a little, more from nerves than from finding what he'd said funny. "It's just... I wanted to talk to you about Imeros. You know, about what we talked about the other day."
"OK," he says, standing up. "Have a seat." He moves toward her to shut the door and he catches a breath of her air as he passes by her. She smells strongly of soap, and he can tell that she has showered since this morning's class. She is wearing different clothes from the morning. Earlier she was wearing something more casual, some jeans and a t-shirt. Now, she is wearing a small, white floral patterned dress, and her dark hair is still damp. She has let it down and it is shining as it sweeps across her back and shoulders.
As he stands at the door, and she walks into the room, he can smell a hint of vanilla, and it creates a lightheadedness in him that makes him wonder what it might be like to embrace her, to grab both her arms, find her lips, and taste her kiss.
She sits down and he stifles the urge to look at her legs. He wants to leer at her, but doesn't want to be caught leering. The idea of a man looking at a woman twenty years his junior with such hungry eyes still makes him uneasy.
He looks anyway.
They're beautifully shaped legs, tan and long. They are almost fully in view because of the lack of length to her dress, and as his eyes journey up their smooth length, he is, again, made dizzy by her mere presence. There is something about the air around her that makes him spin.
"Do you mind if I shut the door?" he asks.
"No, please do," she says, and it is clear from the unsteadiness of her voice that she is full of nerves. She is fidgeting with the hem of her skirt, anxiously wrapping the material around her long, thin fingers.
"What's on your mind?" he asks as he returns to his desk chair.
They are only a few feet apart, and he can still smell the vanilla on her flesh. They're so close that he can almost feel her body's warmth, or at least he's imagining that the heat he feels is her heat. His hand could effortlessly reach for her knee, and as this occurs to him, he also grows fidgety, grabbing one of the buttons of his shirt and playing with it out of fear that his impulses might be stronger than his self-control, particularly in the fullness of her presence, the enormity of their aloneness.
The privacy is palpable.
And the air is considerably more difficult to breathe than it was only minutes before.
"When I asked you about Melissa the other day, I really wanted to ask you what happened. I guess what I mean is, what went wrong? You clearly loved her."
"Yes, I did."
"I know it's forward, and I'm fully aware that it's none of my business, but I've just been overwhelmed with curiosity about her, and your relationship with her."
"It's funny. No one has ever really asked me about Melissa, at least in as far as what happened between us. I've had people ask me if I've run into her since Imeros was published, or they'll ask what she thought about the book, but no one has ever asked me about her, what kind of person she was when I knew her. And, to be honest, it's been so long since I've talked about her that it's a little strange for me to revisit."
"I'm sorry. I know it's awkward. I just—"
"No, it's alright. It is strange. No doubt about it. But it's good," he says, and takes a deep breath. "Honestly, ever since you asked about her, I've been going back over that time of my life. And I've thought about what I would say about her, about us, but—"
"I knew there was a 'but' coming."
"But," he says, smiling at her, "I wonder if my telling you about Melissa might change what the poems mean to you. I... Well, I don't want to presume too much, but it seems to me that those poems mean something important to you, and I would hate to think that I did something to endanger that meaning."
"How do you mean?"
"Well, you may already have an idea in your head about who Melissa is, and I don't want to change any perception that you have accepted by incurring truth on your imagination. It could end up changing how you feel about the poems."
"I don't think anything could change the way I feel about them."
"Wait a minute, though. Think about Dickinson. We've been talking about her now for a few days, and I always get the impression that her work begins to take on a more romantic aura only after the students learn about her life. They don't identify with her until they hear how profoundly private and lonely she was, or that the vast majority of her poems were never seen until they were discovered in a trunk after she died. They attach themselves to her loneliness. They attach her to their own worries about a life lived in near anonymity. For a lot of my students, it's only after they learn her backstory that they identify with the poems. But the truth is that she would probably be, to us at least, a very dull person. But the story of her life is told through these tiny fragments that make her work seem mythic. Retrospect, and the benefit of knowing her work's longevity, casts her in an almost heroic light, but there was almost certainly none of that light around her while she lived."
"But what's that have to do with you and Melissa?"
"Everything. Learning the truth behind poems will always change the way you read them. Besides, I'm reasonably sure that what you imagine happened between us is more interesting than the truth could ever be. If for no other reason than its mystery."
"Why don't you let me decide that?"
"Listen," he says, resigned to her determination, "if by the end of the quarter, you're still as interested about this as you are right now, then I'll answer any question you have. I'll tell you the whole story—as I remember it—if that's what you want."
"Promise?"
"I do."
She's looking around his office now, nervously trying to think of something to say, not wanting this time to end. She sees Imeros face down and in an opened position on his desk. "Are you reading it?" She asks, motioning toward the book.
He reaches out and touches the book, almost instinctively, wishing he had not left it out, embarrassed that he's been caught reading his own work. "I am."
"How come?"
"Well, when I saw that you were reading it the other day, I started thinking about how long it's been since I'd read it. So, I picked it up and read a few pages, and I guess I never put it down."
"It has that affect on me too."
"Really?"
"Yeah. I've read the book cover to cover more times than I could say."
"No kidding?"
"Yeah. I feel like I've carried it with me everywhere since high school."
"I used to be that way with e.e. cummings. His Complete Poems was kind of my poetic bible."
"Oh, I love Cummings," she says, reaching out and touching his hand. He almost pulls his hand away from the shock her touch sends through him. But then she pulls away as if she, too, were caught off guard by something moving through her. She looks up at him, "I mean, not as much as I love you," and then both of them look at each other, maybe a beat too long. "I mean, your work. Not as much as I love your work."
"Of course," he sputters. He looks at his watch, trying to figure out a way to pull his inclinations from the brink. "Sorry, Joelle, but I have a meeting with a colleague in just a few—"
"Oh, sorry. I'll just..." she says, standing a little too quickly from her chair and then sitting back down just as quickly. "I hope I didn't—"
"No, It was fine. I was happy to have the company, especially with someone who has such nice things to say about my work."
"Good," she says, and stands.
"You're welcome anytime."
"I might take you up on that."
"I hope you do." As he says this and she turns to him—half-surprised, half-excited—and opens the door to leave, he worries he's invited more trouble.
Something is happening between them. And he's not at all sure that he can stop it from happening, stop it from spinning away from him, like it nearly did just a minute ago.
No. He could stop it if he wanted to. He just won't want to. He likes the spinning too much. He likes being on the verge of losing control of his emotions. Even now, he is dizzy from the air of falling.
And he's already thinking of ways to get her to stay.
"Bye," she says, and looks at him one last time. Her eyes are so sweetly conflicted between heartbreak and wanting. It's been too long since someone has looked at him that way.
When she leaves, he stares at her chair, trying to bring back the ghost of her, wanting to hold the image of her in his head until he sees her again. But he won't bring her back. He will see flickers and quick glimpses of her face, a look, or a smile that'll fade too quickly. But he won't hold her.
He wonders if he ever will.
For several minutes he sits there staring at her chair, listening to the sound of his own heart beating, trying to catch his breath. And when he hears something out the door, he looks up and he can see her shadow hanging in the hall—still standing there—listening to her own heart, catching her own breath.
Later that afternoon, in his home office, Jacob is rummaging through some old papers. He's stumbled onto some longhand drafts of poems that would later end up in Imeros. Some of them were written hastily on napkins, or on the backs of flyers from various university events. He is amazed that he could ever be so casual about his writing, and sad that his life as a writer has become so much more formal, a routine that has become shaped by rigidity and superstition.
He wouldn't even consider writing a poem on a napkin now. The words have become so valuable to him that he can scarcely imagine misplacing them, or risk someone discarding them.
But, perhaps, this rigidity is what has penned him in. Maybe, this arbitrary value he's put on all words has put undue pressure on each word he tries to record, keeps him from just experiencing the world out loud with a weightless pen.
He digs deeper into the box where he'd found the early poems and comes across an old notebook, an old journal. As he shuffles through the pages, he realizes that this is the journal from the year he met Melissa. It's been so long since he's looked though this stuff. He's not sure if he's peeked into these old notebooks for more than ten years. Just the smell of flipping the pages immediately sends him back to her, and that old feeling—that swimming in the gut—returns, and he can hear those old noises circulate through his head again.
The first time he saw Melissa was his junior year at university. It was his first class—19th Century European Literature—of the winter quarter. And like the first day of any class, once you enter the classroom, you have to decide where to sit. Oftentimes, this is an important decision because chances are you will spend the remainder of the course in that spot. So, it is usually a strategic decision. You want to sit in a place that minimizes bad distractions, but wouldn't mind sitting in a friendly spot where the distractions don't seem like distractions—more like friendly asides to enhance the course's enjoyment.
When Jacob walked in that day, he remembers scanning the room, looking for a friendly face he could walk over to and strike up a conversation with, maybe someone familiar from previous English classes.
Then he saw her.
Jacob, even now, wouldn't describe seeing her as love at first sight, even though it certainly seems that way in retrospect—only through the benefit of knowing now what was to come. He is reasonably sure that he saw her look over at him and finding her immediately attractive. Not just in a physical way, though she was pretty, but also in that mysterious way that pulls you toward a certain type of person. He might as well have been pulled toward the empty seat behind her.
He still remembers that day with astounding clarity. He can see her looking over at him that first time, and he likes to believe that she saw him looking around the room for a place to sit, and that she, too, wanted him to come to her. And he can still remember how nervous she seemed when she saw him coming her way, how fidgety she became after he sat down.
Then again, he was all but certain that she wasn't an English major. There was no way to know this for sure then, other than the fact that he had no memory of seeing her before, and was certain that she had never been in any of his previous classes. But, since she wasn't an English major—which he was to learn for certain later—her nervousness could've simply been first day jitters. It is intimidating to enroll in a high-level class—particularly in a discipline as subjectively cerebral as literature—with people who you presume will know all the tricks better than you.
Either way, it's not as if that day was some storybook beginning for them. They didn't speak a single work to each other, and though he can remember wanting to ask her about the copy of Sartre's Nausea that sat atop her bag on the floor, he never got up the nerve.
And this first day's quiet didn't change for several weeks. Day after day, class after class, silence was heavily passed between them. And it was an agonizing silence. He sat there everyday trying to conjure the right words to say, and after the first few days, the first words he would speak to her began to take on an incredible significance, which made actually speaking them that much more difficult.
Still, he was able to quietly watch her in class, and he did. She had long black hair, and had a way of pushing it off of one shoulder that left the back of her neck partially exposed. And since she rarely tied her hair up, he can remember spending an absurd amount of time tracing that soft line of her neck. From head to shoulder, it was a perfect line.
A long time passed before he ever heard her speak. She was obviously shy and didn't often volunteer to participate in class discussions, but, when she did, she seemed smart and suddenly confident.
And the more days that went by, and the more words that went unspoken between them, only made him want to know her more. Fantasy conversations, and imagined run-ins with her, began to dominate his thoughts. Not only during class, but before class, after class, and most any time of the day or night. He was getting his hopes up for her, building her up, making her magical. But this attraction was being plucked largely from thin air. He had no idea if she would have any interest in him, or if, when he got to know her better, he would still be as interested in her. But he just had a feeling.
Still, it was difficult to ignore the fact that she wore an engagement ring.
But he tried hard to ignore it.
After those first few weeks of frustration, he finally got up the nerve to speak to her before class one day, and though the conversation is not as clear to him as he would like, he can remember how she turned her body's whole attention to him, looking at him with a remarkably clear-eyed focus. She had a way of engaging with him eye-to-eye that no one has been able to emulate, before or since. But those intense eyes, that look of determined listening on her face, suggested to him that she had also been waiting on this conversation between them to begin.
The bits and pieces of conversation they shared that day are only ghosts of words now. And he wonders how much to trust his memory. Accuracy in memory can be misleading when it comes to days that have, for years, been faded by the color of future days. Has he pulled parts of their relationship from one place and pasted them over another place? Does the mind fill the holes of a faulty remembrance to makes a more seamless quilt of memory? Do we mend our memories from snaps of old mental portraits, placing them end to end in a sort of hurried animation? If so, he finds that he wants to believe these jumpy cartoons of memory, depends on their accuracy for comfort.
He thinks he brought up Hannah Arendt's relationship with Kierkegaard. He can't quite remember what it was in reference to, but he seems to recall that she was reading Arendt. He may have even brought up Arendt's quote about the banality of evil, and, in retrospect, it was probably followed by the sort of pontificating you might expect from a college-aged guy trying to impress a pretty girl that he sensed was smarter than almost any girl he'd ever met.
He remembers feeling that he wanted to talk to her all day long, wanted to spend the day caught in the light of her stare. But eventually class began and the spell was suspended in the air between them, hanging above them with expectation and anticipation. And when class ended, they went their separate ways, but not without a last, knowing glance at each other. A glance that lingered long enough for him to hang his hopes on the rest of that day.
He knew then that her engagement ring was looser than it appeared.
It's dark, but the moonlight is bright, exposing the waist-deep water that surrounds him. The light—the pale blue light the moon makes when it skates across night water—is so startling, its electric slivers arcing over the surface, that he becomes dizzy with disorientation. The water seems to spin around him like some vertigo flash, and he reaches his arms out to regain some semblance of balance when he hears a voice.
She is calling his name.
"Jacob," she says from somewhere off in the dark distance. It's not quite a shout. Not quite a whisper. And, outside of the whisper of the water flowing into his body, there is no other sound.
He looks up across the surface for her. The outline of her head and shoulders is faintly apparent—like a shadow floating atop the water—about thirty yards or so in front of him. She is definitely there, and, yet, he can't quite bring her into focus.
"Melissa?"
"Jacob, come out. The water's nice."
He dives under the surface and swim's for what seems like awhile under the water. He rises toward the moon, breaks the glass ceiling of water, and looks out for her, but she is still too far away. Maybe further than before.
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