
STALKING DR. STREPOKOVITCH

Cpr.rNE Kpnrwc

When the offer came I was living in Southhold, Long Island, teach-
ing high school, my life slipping through my fingers like the chalk dust I
wiped clean from the blackboard each day. A friend was going away for
the summer and was desperate to find someone to sublet her apart-
ment-did I conceivably know anyone who could face New York City in
the heat? I'd grown up on Long Island, gone to school on Long Island,
and, to my utter fury, been able to find a job only on Long Island. I'd
dreamed of living in Manhattan, but the rents were beyond my means.
As my friend spoke, I heard a peculiar roar in my ears.

"Caitlin, why are you panting like that?" my friend asked.
The afternoon of my last class I struggled aboard the Long Island

Railroad with three large duffel bags. I would finally enter the cultural
mecca, I thought, live a life like those I read about in The Times and
Vogue, the life of hip cultural trendiness embodied in the glossy feel of
Vaniry Fair, the ads inThe Voice, the jokes in the New Yorker.

But my first few weeks in Manhattan were maddening. The culture
was all around, but the life eluded me. I called my few Manhattan
friends who hadn't gotten away for the summer, but although we went to
off-off Broadway plays and to eat Cajun food, although I browsed in
specialty bookstores and at Tower records, my life was not different in
the essential way I sought. I studied the School of Art and Design stu-
dents who clustered at the bus stop in their short flip skirts and cropped
leggings, watched bal let students tr ipping gai ly down the stairs at
Lincoln Center. I knew there were people whose lives were lived on a
higher plane, in more rarefied air. I had only three months to find it, trap
it, and make it mine.

And so I enrolled in a course at the New School, a course on Proust
with Dr. Leslie Strepokovitch.

I was early to class the first day; I uncapped my pen and wrote the
date on the top of the first page in my fresh notebook, just like one of my
sixth-graders. I looked at my classmates with curiosity, but they seemed
as ordinary as myself.  I  wondered what the teacher would be l ike.
Brilliant, scholarly, no doubt: who else would have the guts to tackle
such a subject? I imagined a plump, serious little woman, a specialist in
French literature, with glasses attached to a chain around her neck and
makeup huniedly applied.

A tall, sloppily dressed young man strode in and threw a canvas
bookbag on the desk at the front of the room. "Sorry to be late," he said,
and I  recal led that Lesl ie is a unisex name. This Lesl ie wore baggy
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pants, a lime-green cotton sweater, and a discreet gold earring. When he
turned to clean the blackboard, I swallowed; he had a dark, glossy little
ponytail curling on the nape of his neck like a parenthesis.

I trembled with excitement. Before me was the embodiment of
everything I had come to New York to find. Proust and discos and New
Wave music and Keith Haring socks in one. Art and Culture and Life!

"Have you ever noticed," Dr. Strepokovitch said, twirling his pony-
tail with a forefinger, "that there are references to Proust every day?
Take, for instance, page three of the New York Review of Books, and I
quote: 'He uses the model train in the novel like Proust's madeleine . . .'
I'm sure you've all experienced this. Haven't you found that as soon as
you learn a new word you suddenly hear it everywhere?"

I was rapt: Dr. Strepokovitch's casual stance, his lean hips, that glo-
rious little tail of hair, and, best of all, the way he pronounced Proust-
Pa, gargle, roost-sent a hysterical giggle bubbling in my own throat.

*A La Recherche du Temps Perdu," he said in a slow, sensuous tone.
"A very different meaning when you translate this literally: In search of
past time. Much more accurate to Proust's meaning than Remembrance
of Things Past. I can't truly vouch for this translatioll-" he tapped the
3000-page tome-"this will be the first time I will read it in English. If
at all possible, I suggest you try the French-it's well worth the struggle.
The langua5e .. . simply beautiful."

Simply beautiful, I wrote in my notebook.
"And now," said Dr. Strepokovitch, "let me tell you a little about this

remarkable work. The narrator-who, incidentally, goes by the name
Marcel, which is Proust's own name-is on an arduous quest, for knowl-
edge, meaning, and truth."

Yes, yes, I thought.
"I[ is a novel of formation, a journey into the world and the self, as

well as a pilgrimage to artistic vocation. Time is the principal theme.
The book is retrospective and introspective, it progresses not through
continuous but through discontinuous narrative, like thought and asso-
ciative recollection. A journey to revelation, through dislocated time . . ."

Revelation, I wrote, dislocated time.l gazed upon Dr. Strepokovitch.
What a genius! If only I could be like him. What a life he must lead!

In the weeks that followed I became immersed in Proust. I read each
assignment, then scanned the French edition, letting my eyes glide over
the words, trying to pronounce them. I took out a biography of Proust
from the library, read critical essays, amassed Proust trivia: he worked
only in the dark, he was asthmatic, he wrote in a cork-lined room. About
Dr. Strepokovitch I learned nothing.

I became one of the handful of students who offered a few thoughts
when Dr. Strepokovitch requested them and who delayed leaving the
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room at the end of class. Dr. Strepokovitch had the humility of the very
great. "I'm not sure why Proust presents Charlus in this way right here-
do any of you have any ideas?" he'd ask with genuine seriousness and
then speculate aloud to himself in a way that only increased my aston-
ished admiration.

One day after class, as I made my way down the stairs, I nearly
trampled him. "I'm too impatient to wait for the elevator," he confessed,
as if guilty.

"Me too!" I exclaimed. We were soulmates, I thought, he great, I
small, but the connection profound nonetheless.

"I'm enjoying the class very much," I said.
"ft's a good group of students, don't you think?" he said, then added.

"Do you like Proust?"
"Like? I'll never be able to read anyone else ever again," I said fer-

vently.
Dr. Strepokovitch laughed. "It's difficult, Caitlin, but you will. Well,

I go this way," he said at the lobby, "see you next time."
I stood looking after him, filled with joy. Weeks and weeks yet of

class; somehow I had to establish something in that time. But what?
The next week Dr. Strepokovitch lent me a work of criticism, and

the following class I returned it. Next he lent me a biography, and so it
went until, somehow, it was August, and, I realized with panic, the final
class. I had no plan for what to do.

I wanted Proust and Dr. Strepokovitch and me in an eternal triangle.
I wanted to discuss the nature of life and the meaning of art; surely my
opportunity wouldn't come to an end in forty-five minutes? How to live
a Proust ian existence al l  by mysel f? Should I  could ask Dr.
Strepokovitch out for coffee and suggest we form a sort of spiritual con-
clave, a Proust cult, just the two of us?

"And so this is good-bye to al l  of you noncredit students," Dr.
Strepokovitch was saying. I couldn't believe my ears. "The remainder of
today we will have an in-class exam."

I took forever to close my notebook and fumble with my bookbag,
thinking furiously. Could I change my mind, take the course for credits I
didn't need? I pulled yet another biography out of my bag and handed it
Dr. Strepokovitch.

"You were a joy to have in my class," he said. I couldn't speak.
When I looked back over my shoulder as I left the room he was sorting
through exam papers, the credit students clustered around him.

My fr iend's apartment was dark, gloomy, barren. I  assembled a
salad, fried up a couple of eggs, and sat at my usual spot at the table, but
for the f i rst  t ime in many weeks I  d idn' t  have a volume of  Proust
propped up by the salt shaker in front of me. My life was newly empty,
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sterile. I was bereft. Was it possible, conceivable, comprehensible that I
would never see Dr. Strepokovitch again, the man who, I was sure, had
the key to what I so desperately wanted? How had I let the chance slip
away?

I paged through the phone book .  Amazed, I  saw that Dr.
Strepokovitch was listed, just like lesser mortals! How fortunate that his
was such an unusual name. I wrote down the address-in the East
Village, of course-and the phone number.

I couldn't bring myself to call. What I wanted was to run across him
in one of the places he would haunt in the normal course of his life, a
sign-to him? to me?-that I was a worthy disciple.

I closed my eyes, imagined his typical day. He would breakfast at a
favorite cafe, sipping espresso and reading the paper. Next he would
stroll through several Village bookstores, then go off to teach or to do
library research for his next book. In the evening he'd meet friends for
dinner or catch a foreign film. And once in a while, for fun, he'd go
disco dancing, I saw him in a pool of artificial light, arms flying, torso
swaying.

There was only one thing to do. Believing in that simpatico some-
thing between us, that intuitive knowledge of him I felt I had, there was
only one conceivable course of action.

Monday morning found me going off to work like everyone else. I
carried a large carryall with reading materials, a light jacket, and sun-
glasses. In my pocket was a slip of paper with the address and phone
number.

The day broke warm and sunny like an egg cracking to display its
yellow yoke. Teenagers walked by in shorts, a man with a paperbag -
wrapped bottle weaved up the street, women in business suits hurried to
the subway. From my friend's apartment in Chelsea I took the RR down-
town to 8th Street and walked east, keeping track of the bui lding
numbers along 7th once I got to Third Avenue. Within seconds I was
upon it. Suddenly panicked, I hurried past. What now?

A man rested his forearrn on the open door of his parked car, and
nearby two women stood talking. I about-faced and went back to the
address on the slip of paper, took a deep breath, and stepped into the
vestibule. There was Dr. Strepokovitch's name on the mailbox!

I scurried across the street and halted at the corner. It was surprising-
ly difficult to appear natural and inconspicuous. I leaned against the wall
of a dry cleaner. Opposite was a construction site swarming with men.
There was no way I was going to be able to stand there indefinitely. I
strolled along the block, keeping my eye on Dr. Strepokovitch's build-
ing, then cut across to the other side and walked back. I  repeated the
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routine several times. Time was going to pass very slowly.
I decided to canvas the entire block while I thought how to proceed.

Along the sidewalk, wares were spread on the ground-thin black rub-
ber bracelets, chartreuse beads, rhinestone earrings, old Paris Reviews.
The vendor reclined on a lawn chair, wearing a black tank top cut off at
the midriff to reveal a tattoo of an open mouth surrounding her belly but-
ton. I considered joining her on the sidewalk with the detritus of my
carryall, but her tattoo somehow discouraged me.

Back at Dr. Strepokovitch's apartment building there was no sign of
movement. Across the street, the man was still loitering by his car. Had
he noticed my prowling? I walkedto the dry cleaner and leaned against
the plate glass. Across Third Avenue a man with a white apron was plac-
ing chairs and tables outside what I realized, suddenly jubilant, was a
cafi.I hunied across the street. Was it possible? Indeed it was: from a
corner table I could see across to Dr. Strepokovitch's door.

During the weeks that followed, I developed a different relationship
to Time. I learned to abandon myself to it, to float within Time like a
leaf on a river, drifting with its current. I tamed my natural inclination to
wrestle, outwit, or master it. I kept Dr. Strepokovitch's door under
almost constant surveillance. But although I varied my arrival in and
departure from the neighborhood, my persistence did not pay off. Many
people came and went, but Dr. Strepokovitch was not among them.

I began and ended my day at the little cafe', settling in with coffee, a
croissant, and Cousin Bette. (Dr. Strepokovitch had said we must read
Balzac if we were truly to understand Proust.) As the days went by I
ventured further afield, interspersing my visits to the cafe'with walks
around the neighborhood. I wandered Washington Square Park amid the
druggies and the singers, browsed in bookstores and galleries. In the
evenings I attended lectures and readings I thought Dr. Strepokovitch
would be interested in, went to hear jazz or to an occasional foreign film.
Still, no sign of Dr. Strepokovitch.

Then one day as I strolled up the block to the cafe'I was jolted out
of my reverie by the sight of a tall, lanky frame moving ahead of me, the
signature tail of hair glossy in the sunshine.My heart began beating
rapidly and I tried frantically to think of something to say. Why hadn't I
prepared better? There was a woman by the man's side, small and blond,
pushing a stroller. The two were deep in conversation. I rushed to catch
up, keeping a pleasant expression on my face, but just as I was about to
come abreast of them, I found myself hanging back. I tailed them for
several blocks this way-approaching, falling back-until they stopped
in front of a townhouse. He began to lift the stroller and carry it up the
stairs, and as he turned I saw it wasn't Dr. Strepokovitch after all. I
stared for a minute, heart slowing, not sure if I was relieved or disap-



SrelzuNc Dn. SrnnporovrrcH 85

pointed.
I followed many men after that day, only to be similarly disconcert-

ed. Dr. Strepokovitch remained elusive.
Minutes turned into hours, hours into days, days into weeks. I was

enjoying myself. One day I was so engrossed in what I was reading as I
sat in the cafe' that I didn't realize I was being addressed. The voice
finally cut through my deep fog.

"I said, 'this is a nice surprise."'
I took a second to finish marking the page in yellow day-glo high-

lighter before looking up.
"Dr. .  .  . ,  Dr .  .  .  ."  I  stammered.
"Strepokovitch," he supplied.
Could he suppose I didn't remember the name I'd been saying to get

to sleep every night for the past two months? "I know," I said. If he
hadn't stopped directly in front of me, I would have missed him alto-
gether.

"But call me Leslie," he said, and slipped into the seat next to mine.
"Balzac," he picked up the book I'd let fall from my hands. "I'm
impressed."

"Just as you suggested," I said.
"The Wild Ass's Skin," he said musingly. "Self-gratification versus

asceticism. The old dilemma, art versus life. These days I choose life. I'd
give anything to bum around Mexico for a year."

"Hi, Les," Beverly, a waitress whom I 'd gotten fr iendly with,
approached. "I didn't know you and Caitlin knew each other. What can I
get you?"

"He taught that class I've been telling you about." I explained.
"How is it I've never run into you here before?" Dr. Strepokovitch

asked me.
"She's only been coming since you've been on vacation," Beverly

answered, wiping the table in front of him.
Vacation! How had it never occurred to me?
"I live over there," he nodded toward the building that was more

familiar to me than my own, "with my friend." I followed his gaze
toward the back of the cafe where a wiry, dark-haired man was talking
animatedly on the phone.

"Oh!" I said, disconcerted.
"So, what have you been doing with yourself since class?" Dr.

Strepokovitch asked.
It was with great irony that I recounted my activities.
"Quite the culture-vulture, aren't you?"
"Just making up for lost time," I said. I explained that I was only

subletting for the summer. Why was I having this prosaic conversation?
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I'd finally run Dr. Strepokovitch to ground, and still we weren't talk-
ing about Life and Art.

"Proust," he said.
"Pardon?"
"You said, 'making up for lost time'-du Temps Perdu."
"If only mine were as full of meaning!"
"But of course it is! That was the point of the book, no? Well," he

pulled out a dollar, slipped it under his coffee cup, "I'm off." I felt
acute panic, wanted to grab his bluejeans and wrench him back into
the seat.

Bever ly came over wi th the coffee pot.  "More?" she asked
Miserable, I shook my head no. We watched Dr. Strepokovitch and his
friend walk out. "He's a terrific guy," Beverly said. "Too bad he's
gay."

I nodded absently, biting into my croissant, savoring the stil l-
warm buttery goodness. "Quite the culture-vulture," Dr. Strepokovitch
had said. With my galleries and my foreign films and my readings, I'd
been living my ideal of the perfect life. Why, then, didn't it feel the
way I imagined it should?

I wiped a crumb of croissant from the corner of my mouth. Like
Proust 's madeleine, I  thought,  paying my bi l l ,  croissants would
always remind me of this summer. I stood outside the cafe, watching
Dr. Strepokovitch cross the street.

Du temps perdu . . . Dr. Strepokovitch was right; my life did have
meaning. My happiest hours had been in class and in the cafe reading
and thinking. I took a deep breath, smelling that leafy smell that hangs
over New York at the end of summer, heralding autumn.

"Dr. Strepokovitch!" I yelled, running after him.

So that's how I happen to be standing here, this first day of class,
fa l l  semester.  I  look over my notes,  fo ld back the book. A La
Recherche du Temps Perdu; I roll the French around in my mouth. We
wi l l  begin together on a journey, I  wi l l  te l l  the students.  Dr.
Strepokovitch is on a journey of his own; he is back in Mexico with
his friend. I have taken a leave from my job and am taking his place
here at the New School. I've taken his place, as well, in his apartment.
Every morning I sit at his table to drink my coffee, every evening I lie
in his bed and fall asleep. A search for truth and beauty and meaning.
I will tell the students. As I watch them enter the room, I feel for the
l i t t le ponytai l  of  hair  at  the nape of  my neck. Li fe as Quest,  as
Pilgrimage, I will say, and twirl the hair around my finger.


