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      Thirty-two years ago, during a snowstorm, a woman who was a stranger to me came calling at my apartment on Beverley Street in Toronto. She told me her name was Anna Geller, though I know now she was using an alias.

      When I opened the door, she was standing on the sidewalk with her back toward me.

      “Hello?”

      She turned around. “Are you Harvey Painter?”

      I lived on the first floor of a converted duplex that contained five apartments and a common entranceway. There was no intercom and because of the hours I kept—working through the night and sleeping until mid-afternoon—I was in bed when the buzzer went off and it took me a couple minutes to get up, get dressed and get to the door.

      “Yes, I’m him. I’m Harvey.”

      The weather that day was everything the word miserable was meant to conjure up. Snow swirled in the air and the wind was jarring. The landing and steps were buried under a white dome and the fresh footprints that cut it in half were already filling in. The first thing I noticed about my visitor was her hair. It spilled down her back, on either side of the large knapsack she wore, and it was blonde but with other colours running through it, like wet sand on a beach. The second thing I noticed was how unprepared she was for the weather. She wasn’t wearing a hat or gloves, her coat was thin, and her boots were only ankle-high—though, strangely, she gave off the impression that she was unbothered by the conditions.

      “My name is Anna Geller. You don’t know me, but I’d like to talk to you.”

      She started walking up the steps inside the tracks she’d just made, and I had the feeling that if I didn’t move aside, she would knock me over.

      “About what?” I asked.

      She brushed past me without slowing down and I followed behind her in the narrow hallway. Clumps of snow fell off her knapsack.

      “Your poem.”

      “How did you find me?”

      “The phonebook. It turned out I was close by.”

      The door to my apartment was open and when she reached it, she looked back over her shoulder, questioning me with her eyes.

      “Yes, that’s mine.”

      She bent down and removed her boots, which were covered in a thin layer of snow. I was surprised to see that she wasn’t wearing socks.

      I asked, “Which poem did you want to talk about?” though having had only one poem published, there could be only one answer.

      A smile came over her face and I suspected she knew I was trying to make myself appear more accomplished than I was. But if she did know, she decided not to embarrass me and said, “Creation. But if there are others, I’d like to read those too.”

      We entered my apartment and I closed the door.

      “What is it about the poem you want to discuss?”

      “The narrator,” she said right away, as if anticipating the question. “His presence in the poem.”

      Creation had just appeared in the winter edition of The Verb, a pop-culture magazine whose readers were mostly, perhaps exclusively, university students. I was of the belief that only the people I’d told about the poem had read it. So, it was inconceivable to me that a beautiful woman had been drawn into my life because of it.

      I said, “OK. Sure,” which was all I could think to say, even though she didn’t seem to be looking for my permission.

      She took off her knapsack and coat and hung them on the doorknob. Water dripped onto the floor.

      “We’re a perfect match,” I said.

      We each had on a grey sweater and jeans and our feet were bare.

      “On the surface,” she replied, smiling again.

      I noticed that her face and hair were still wet—in the case of her hair, parts of it were matted-down like grass in the winter—and I said, “There’s a towel in the bathroom if you’d like to dry off.”

      She looked beyond me into the apartment, and I watched her eyes dart about, as if she was scanning her surroundings for potential danger—though I was sure the result of her observations would be a feeling of pity not fear.

      All my furniture was second-hand, purchased from thrift stores or given to me by my parents and a friend who moved to London. I had a round wooden table and two matching chairs, a faded couch that sagged in the middle, which made it more comfortable for sleeping than sitting, a small television set, a decent stereo, a plain desk on which my typewriter, rapidly approaching obsolescence, sat, and an old trunk that served as a coffee table and storage for sentimental items and dozens of books. Along the lone exterior wall were two big windows that rattled whenever a strong wind hit them and that were covered insufficiently by heavy velvet drapes adept at attracting dust. As for the kitchen, bathroom and bedroom, the best thing I could say about them was that they were functional.

      I was about to repeat my offer, when her eyes ended their journey and settled on me and she said, “Thank you. I could use a towel.”

      She walked by me, and I thought I smelled oatmeal, which was pleasant but caught me off guard. I took a deeper breath, confirming my original diagnosis, and said, “I’ll make tea,” though the bathroom door had already closed behind her.

      I went into the kitchen and filled the kettle with water. I heard the toilet flush and then what I thought was the sink-faucet until the sound of running water became louder and I realized that she’d turned on the shower. I stared at the bathroom door, hoping it would open and that she’d ask me to join her. It had been a year since I was this close to a woman’s naked body and when the kettle whistled a couple minutes later, I was jolted from the fantasy I was having and jumped slightly. I made a pot of tea and turned my attention back to the bathroom door. I’m not sure how long my eyes remained fixed in that direction, but it was long enough for me to realize I wouldn’t be invited in.

      I heard a pipe creak and the water shut off and I carried the teapot, two mugs, a small carton of milk and two packets of sugar into the living room and placed them on the trunk. I sat down at one end of the couch and waited for her to come out. Behind me I could hear snow lashing against the windows, which were rattling quietly. I looked down at my bare feet and discovered that my toenails had grown long and needed cutting.

      While I waited, I thought about the last woman other than my mother or sister I’d had over to my apartment. Her name was Marla. She was a short-story writer who stole books from the library that employed her and gave them away as gifts. One evening she saw me reading The Collected Poems of Vasko Popa and when I left the library, she followed me outside and put the book in my hand. “No one will miss it,” she whispered. I could smell cigarette smoke on her breath. We went out for two weeks. She said she liked men who looked like they’d missed a few meals, which was an accurate reflection of my appearance back then. During our second date, she read one of her stories to me, about an optometrist who loses his eyesight, and I told her it reminded me of something Alice Munroe had written even though it didn’t, and she kissed me. Her mouth tasted sour, and I had to swallow quickly to stop myself from gagging. While we were together, she was never without a lit cigarette in her hand. She smoked during meals and in the back row in movie theatres. We had sex only once—it was in my bed, and she reached for her cigarettes and lighter the moment we were done and when she took her first drag, she made a more pleasurable sound than any of the sounds she’d made while I was inside her. Afterward I had trouble sleeping and each time I opened my eyes I saw her lying on her back with a cigarette in her mouth and her face bathed in orange light like an emissary from hell. When I woke up for good in the early morning, I’d developed a dry cough. I told her I was coming down with a cold or flu and that she should leave in case I was contagious. She said that she appreciated my thoughtfulness and kissed me on the forehead. After she left, I opened both windows, stuck my face outside, and gulped down the fresh air. It took six weeks for my cough to go away and for the outside air to drive the smell of cigarette smoke from my apartment.

      The bathroom door opened, and steam drifted toward me and again I thought I smelled oatmeal. My visitor was standing at the sink looking at herself in the mirror. She had on a white T-shirt and pink underwear. Free of most of her clothing, her body looked small, similar to that of an adolescent girl awaiting a growth spurt, and with an exaggerated arch in her back, like a gymnast’s.

      She walked out holding her sweater and jeans and draped them over the back of one of the wooden chairs.

      “I hope you don’t mind.”

      Her long hair was a bit more orderly though strands of different colours were still twisted around one another.

      “Not at all,” I said truthfully.

      She took a step in my direction and stopped suddenly.

      “Does that thing work?” She was pointing at the camera my sister had accidentally left behind the last time she visited. It was the type that developed pictures instantly and, even in nineteen-eighty, looked impracticably big and old fashioned.

      “It worked a month ago,” I said.

      She picked it up and turned it over in her hands in a manner that made me wonder if its shape and texture were giving her pleasure. Then she straightened out her arms and pointed it at her face and smiled just before the light flashed.

      The murky, already developing picture slid part way out of the camera as she replaced it on the table.

      “That was a mistake,” she said, looking down at the emerging image.

      She came over and sat facing me on the other end of the couch. Her legs were crossed and her T-shirt was pressing against her breasts revealing their outline.

      “What would you like in your tea?” I asked.

      “I prefer it clear.”

      I’d never heard anyone use the word clear instead of black, but I didn’t say anything. The word implied a certain worldliness that I wanted her to think I shared with her.

      I filled the two mugs and handed her one. She wrapped her hands around it and held it under her mouth inhaling the steam.

      I stirred a packet of sugar into mine and took a sip.

      “This is very kind of you,” she said.

      I shifted my body so that I didn’t have to turn my head to look at her. Before I realized what I was doing, my eyes travelled down her T-shirt and I was staring at a thin band of pink underwear with fine curls on either side of it.

      I heard her say, “Typewriter” and quickly looked up. My face felt hot, though if she noticed my embarrassment, she chose not to comment on it.

      “Do you compose your poems at the typewriter?” she repeated.

      At the time, I was working overnights as a security guard at a condominium on Avenue Road. A writer I knew helped me get the job. He’d managed to complete a four hundred page novel while working the same shift. Because I rarely had to leave the reception desk, I spent eight hours a night writing in a notebook. The only time I used my own desk, and my typewriter, was when I was transcribing a poem I thought was in a finished state.

      I decided not to ruin the illusion that I was making a living as a poet and said, “I write in a notebook, wherever I happen to be.”

      She set her mug down on the trunk—I can’t remember if she took a sip—and stretched out her legs, which, to my disappointment, were too short to reach me.

      “Do you cross out a lot of words when you write?”

      “It depends. Sometimes only a few and other times the whole poem.”

      My answer appeared to concern her, or at least that’s how I interpreted her expression, and she said, “Do you ever resurrect the poems you’ve completely crossed out, or do you consider them unredeemable?”

      “I occasionally go back and use a line or two from one of them, but definitely not more than that.”

      Her feet were quite close to me, and I wondered how she would react if I placed my hand on one of them—though before I could get up the nerve to touch her, she was sitting cross-legged again.

      She asked me a number of other questions—how I knew where to begin and end a poem, how my mood affected my writing, how I decided if a poem should or shouldn’t rhyme, how I chose the title for a poem, how I decided between similes and metaphors, how I described tastes and smells. I patiently answered each of them, hoping I’d be rewarded with her affection.

      Instead, I was rewarded with another question—this one a request to read the last poem I’d written.

      I told her I was nearly finished writing a book of poems, tentatively titled, Wander, and that she was welcome to read the poem I’d completed two days ago. I left the couch, retrieved a piece of paper from my desk, and handed it to her. I sat back down and watched her read. When she was done, she said, “It’s full of energy up until the last three lines. Then I think it runs out of steam.”

      I understood what she meant. I’d written a dozen different endings. The one I finally settled on was still a bit disappointing to me. I knew it was just a matter of time before I rewrote it again or scrapped the whole poem.

      “And I think you know a lot more about poetry than you’re letting on,” I said.

      I took the paper from her hand, crumpled it up, and threw it across the room. It hit the television set before landing on the floor. We both stared at it and during our first silence I realized I knew nothing about her or what it was about my poem that had motivated her to visit me.

      “You said you wanted to talk to me about my poem, Creation.”

      She looked up and said, “I’m sorry. You shouldn’t have had to remind me. I really liked the sandstorm’s howling laugh and when Adam and Eve came to the conclusion that the reason they were exiled from Eden was because God was bored and craved excitement. But I wasn’t sure who the narrator was in the poem. He seemed to be travelling with the characters and when they became thirsty, he was the one who made a stream appear, not God.”

      I had the feeling my answer would be of some importance to her, though I couldn’t imagine why. “He’s the poet, which also makes him their God. Their second God.”

      “Why did you make him more benevolent than their first God?”

      “I don`t know.”

      “You must have had a reason.”

      I raced through the verses of the poem in my mind. “Not that I remember. I must have been too busy thinking how clever I was for coming up with the idea that, for them, there were two equally powerful Gods.”

      “You do realize that the characters are more nurtured and fulfilled by their poet God than by their religious God?”

      She smiled and I told her that she seemed to be putting a lot more thought into my poem than I did when I wrote it, but that I still didn’t understand why she wanted to see me.

      Instead of responding right away, she bent forward over her crossed legs, crawled toward me, kissed me gently on the mouth, and I felt my heart accelerate. Her hair had fallen straight down and collected on my lap like unspooled wool. I wanted to continue kissing her but she moved back slightly so that our lips were a couple inches apart and she said something about how she was prone to impulsive acts and that after she read Creation she wanted to meet the person who wrote it because the last lines were beautiful and helpless or beautifully helpless, though because I was distracted by the smell of oatmeal that had filled my nose, I wasn’t sure of her exact words or if they were as flattering as I thought they were.

      She kissed me again, this time with even more gentleness, like we were suspended in a moment verging on a kiss rather than in a kiss itself and my neck and spine tingled, and I shivered. She turned her head and laughed for a moment and then said, “I have something for you.”

      By the time I said, “I hope it’s another kiss,” she had already twisted her body into a seated position and had begun to stand up.

      “Stay where you are.”

      She walked over to the front door with her hair flapping against her back like a woven cape. When she returned to the couch, she was holding her knapsack, which she lowered to the floor as she sat down.

      “It looks older than you,” I said.

      The knapsack was twice as big as any I’d seen. It was made of green canvas, which had faded, and was still damp in places. It had a number of denim patches sewn on it, which I assumed were made from an old pair of jeans. There was black tape wound around one of the buckles and silver and bronze trinkets attached to leather loops on the sides.

      She undid it and opened the flap, which released yet another gust of oatmeal into the air, though not as strong as the gusts that had drifted out of the shower and off her body. The knapsack was stuffed with bunched-up clothing of different colours. She plunged her hand and most of her arm into it and a pair of pink underwear, identical to the pair she was wearing, and a white sweatshirt spilled onto the floor. When her hand reappeared, it was holding something large and glittery inside a clear plastic bag.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “It’s a book.”

      She removed it from the plastic bag and laid it on her lap. The cover had been completely filled-in with glass beads depicting a red butterfly against a turquoise sky. I remember thinking that a considerable amount of care had gone into its design and that from the sensual way she ran her fingers over the bumpy surface she was quite taken by the result of her efforts.

      “There must be something very important inside it,” I said.

      Because of its size, I expected the book to contain sketches or drawings, but when she opened it to the first page and I saw the lines of black script surrounded by wide margins, its real purpose was immediately clear to me.

      “You’re a poet.”

      “I wouldn’t go that far.” She turned her head to look at me and smiled without opening her mouth.

      I wasn’t sure what she meant and asked her.

      “It’s more like a hobby. This is the first poem I’ve ever shared with anyone.”

      “That’s what Walt Whitman said.”

      She laughed and tapped me playfully on the leg, unaware that it made me even more envious of the caresses she’d just given the cover of her book.

      “I’d like to give it to you.” She took the page in her hand and carefully tore it along the binding until it separated completely.

      “Do you have another copy?”

      “No. If I did, it wouldn’t be much of a gift. It would be more like a copy of a gift.”

      She placed the page face-down on the trunk and put both mugs on top of it.

      “You can’t read it until after I leave.”

      “Aren’t you afraid I’ll lose it?”

      She slid the book back into the plastic bag. “Maybe it’ll lose you first.” She started laughing again and added, “I don’t know what I meant by that, but I think it has just the right amount of arrogance to pass for something a poet might say.”

      I said I agreed with her, though I would have agreed with anything she said to get her to kiss me again.

      Half her hair was hanging in front of her and between her legs and she left it there as she returned the book and fallen clothing to the knapsack and re-buckled the straps. There was a sudden hurriedness in her actions, as if our business had concluded and she was preparing to leave.

      “Would you like something to eat?”

      I was hoping to entice her to stay longer but she stood up and walked over to the chair on which her clothes were draped and said, “I don’t want to impose on you more than I already have.”

      “When you kissed me, I thought you were going to spend the night.”

      She bent over and put one of her legs into her jeans. Her hair concealed her body like a curtain at the end of a performance.

      “I’m so sorry for leading you on like that.” She straightened up and pulled her hair back over her shoulders and put on her sweater. “Maybe if we get to know each other.” She took a few strides to the door and without bending down again, slipped her feet into her boots.

      I got up from the couch and carried her knapsack over to her. For something so large and damp, it was unusually light.

      “Where are you rushing off to? How will I get in touch with you?”

      She finished buttoning her coat and instead of answering my questions, smiled and took her knapsack from me. I tried to recall what she’d told me about herself other than her reason for visiting me in the first place but couldn’t think of anything. She swung the knapsack onto her shoulder and took a step toward me and placed her hand on the back of my head, drawing me closer to her and kissing me again with our lips hardly touching and I saw that her eyes, which she hadn’t kept open the last two times, had the same colours in them as her hair, but more like sunlight poking through autumn leaves than wet sand on a beach. I asked her again, “How will I get in touch with you?” She let go of the back of my head and turned toward the door and opened it. I was about to ask her the same question for a third time when she walked out into the hall and said, with a firmness in her voice that I suspected had been used with other men, “Goodbye Harvey.”

      I stared at the empty hallway without moving, as if I still expected an answer to my question. After a few minutes I closed the door and went over to the table where the photograph she took of herself hung out of the camera like a dog’s tongue. I removed it and held it in front of my face. It was an unflattering likeness, with her features appearing to protrude off the page. There was a gap in her front teeth I hadn’t noticed before and the skin on her forehead and cheeks was still pink and red in spots from the shower. The picture’s worst offense, however, was in its depiction of her hair and eyes, which seemed to have been bleached by the flash. In my opinion, only her smile was an accurate reflection of the person I’d spent time with. It was filled with mischief—though, years later, others would use words like vulnerable and uncertain to describe it.

      I brought the picture over to the couch and sat down and looked at it once more before placing it on the trunk and removing her poem from beneath the kettle. A strong wind made the window rattle behind me. I read the title. Body of Winter. Her handwriting was tidy in a way that suggested practice. The letters had a slight forward bend like a confident person in motion. None of the poem’s words were crossed out, which led me to believe it was a final draft arrived at after many tries.

      
        
        
        Holes are burning

        in the body of winter

      

      

      

      I read those first two lines over and over before reading the rest of the poem. The order of the verses gave it a halting momentum that, in lesser hands, could have disrupted its rhythm but, in this case, created something extraordinary, a melody of anxious, dying breaths. In my current state of heightened arousal, the poet’s use of the word body made me think about sex in a desperate, unattainable way, though I’m sure nothing could have been further from her mind when she wrote the poem. What I was certain of, despite the lack of blood in my head, was that I had come face to face with a perfectly realized thing, possessing an economy of intense images usually just out of a writer’s reach. And that were I foolish enough to add even a single punctuation mark to it, it would have completely collapsed under the added weight.

      I can’t remember how many times I read Body of Winter that afternoon and evening, though it was enough to memorize most of it. Later on, when I left for work, I decided not to take the poem with me. I knew if I did, I wouldn’t get any of my own writing done. Sitting at the reception desk in the condominium, I sharpened three pencils—an optimistic habit I’d developed while working overnights. The lobby was silent and minimally lit, though I had a lamp available to me. I opened my notebook and picked up one of the pencils and began the fourth verse of a poem I’d started the night before. After writing and crossing out a line, I re-read the previous three verses. Not one word was worth keeping.
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      For every drop of truth, an ocean of speculation…

      In nineteen-eighty, while living alone in downtown Toronto, I was visited by the now-famous poet, Anna Geller. The reason for the visit (according to her) was that she stumbled upon a poem I’d written, published in a periodical that would soon go out of business, had her interest piqued and wanted to meet me. At some point during the visit, she took a photograph of her face. At another point, she gave me a poem she’d written and said it was a gift.

      Three aspects of what is now commonly referred to as the Toronto Visit set it apart from the other ninety-six. The first is the date on which it occurred, making it the earliest on record. The second is the poem itself—the only one left unnumbered by the poet—leading the vast majority of fans and scholars to conclude that it did in fact predate the rest of the poems she gave away. The third, and perhaps most extraordinary aspect of the visit, is the photograph. So far, it’s the only recorded image of her known to exist.

      Why Anna Geller began, and then continued, her long journey of gift-giving remains a subject of considerable, and often heated, debate, though most agree that where it began was a matter of coincidence. Professor Lionel Brooks, who teaches Modern Literature at the University of Texas, and whose lengthy article, Well-versed in Secrecy, recently appeared in the New Yorker Magazine, is of the opinion that I shouldn’t be looked upon as the first person Anna Geller tried to visit, but merely the first person who actually invited her in. “Putting any effort into trying to understand why her journey began with Harvey Painter,” the professor wrote, “would be as unproductive as trying to determine why petals fall off dying roses in the order they do.”

      Professor Brooks’ unflattering opinion of me aside, what everyone does agree on is that none of this mattered until two thousand and ten—the year I wrote an account of Anna Geller’s first visit and entered it into a short story contest, winning second prize behind a story about a man who could only sleep while sitting in a moving vehicle. Both stories were published in the June thirteenth edition of the Toronto Star and on the newspaper’s website. It was around that same time when someone else began reflecting heavily on Anna Geller. His name was Frederick Guest, a columnist with another newspaper, this one in Houston, Texas. And he was about to become famous for connecting the dots.

      The following excerpt, from the first chapter of his bestselling book, Looking for a Poet in all the Wrong Places, explains how he did it:

      

      I owe my good fortune to a chance encounter between two men in a hotel bar.

      The two men were doctors. One was my cardiologist.

      They were attending a conference in Aspen, Colorado, when the one who didn’t operate on my heart, Dr. Leonard Fish, overheard the one who did, Dr. Richard Goldberg, talking to a group of drug representatives.

      “It was during my final year of medical school. She said her name was Anna Geller. She had long blonde hair—exceptionally long—and smelled like oatmeal. I have no idea why she came to see me. When I asked her, she laughed and said it was a secret. If she wasn’t beautiful, I probably wouldn’t have let her in. The first thing she wanted to know was what I did for a living. When I told her I was training to become a cardiologist, she asked me a number of questions about the patients I was seeing. I thought she might have been interested in going to medical school herself. After about fifteen minutes she suddenly stood up and walked to the door. Before she left, she thanked me for my hospitality and then reached into her knapsack and took out a poem she said she wrote and gave it to me. The poem was called, I Split You, Crucifix. I never saw her again.”

      Dr. Fish, who could hardly believe his ears, joined the group and, to everyone’s amazement, shared more or less the same story, except that he was visited by Anna Geller eighteen years ago in Trenton, New Jersey not twenty-three years ago in Houston, Texas and instead of leaving suddenly after giving him a poem, she stayed and seduced him.

      Shortly after the conference ended, I had an appointment with Dr. Goldberg, and he told me about the encounter he’d had with Dr. Fish. “I’m sure people are always pitching ideas to you, so feel free to ignore this one.”

      Since undergoing valve transplant surgery two months earlier, I’d been writing exclusively about my recovery and was eager to tackle a different subject.

      “I don’t think I can,” I answered.

      Later that day, hoping to track down the mysterious woman, I conducted an Internet search. To my surprise, I received eight thousand results, though the first four hundred I looked at were all linked to websites that contained articles and testimonials about an Israeli-born actress, Anna Leah Geller, who died in a bus explosion in nineteen ninety-four. Rather than looking at all eight thousand, I decided to refine my search. I added the words poem, poet, blonde and oatmeal to it, which left me with only six results, but which was by no means disappointing to me because they all seemed to be linked to blogs or online newspapers that contained autobiographical or human interest stories about the Anna Geller I was looking for—two from Canada, two from the United States, one from England, and one from South Africa.

      I began reading the stories in no particular order, and when I finished reading the first one, my newly repaired heart was beating dangerously fast and when I finished reading the sixth one my chest was pounding so hard, I had to breathe deeply for a few minutes to calm myself.

      This is what had excited me:

      All six writers had depicted exactly the same event—a woman appeared, seemingly out of nowhere, revealed little or nothing about herself but expressed a keen interest in the person she was visiting, then, after presenting that person with a poem, disappeared.

      Only three of the writers had expressed curiosity about whether Anna Geller had visited anyone else, and none seemed to have taken steps to find her.

      In the Johannesburg Guardian, a photograph of the poem appeared (in the other stories, the poems were wholly or partially transcribed) and the poet had written the number 96 on it—above the title and in the top right-hand corner of the page—which strongly suggested to me that it was the ninety-sixth poem she had given away.

      The chronology of the visits spanned twenty-eight years—the earliest one had taken place in Canada in nineteen-eighty and the most recent one had taken place in South Africa in two thousand and eight, which meant that Anna Geller, whoever she was, had been visiting strangers and giving away poems for a very long time.

      I unglued my eyes from the computer screen and telephoned the hospital and left an urgent message for Dr. Goldberg.

      An hour later, I received a return call.

      “Is something wrong?” he asked me.

      “I’m fine. It’s about Anna Geller.”

      “I thought you were calling about your heart.”

      “No, not at all.” I told him what I’d discovered on the Internet and then said, “You still have the poem she gave you, right?”

      He responded that he not only had the poem, but that it was framed and sitting on a table in his living room. “It’s an excellent conversation piece,” he added.

      “I need you to bring it with you to the hospital tomorrow so I can look at it.”

      Early the following morning, I was standing in the parking lot when he arrived.

      He pulled up beside me and before he removed the key from the ignition, I was opening his car door.

      “Do you have it?”

      He unfolded out of his seat and handed me the poem. It was in a black frame inlaid with silver stars.

      “It has the same handwriting as the one from Johannesburg. The tear along the left margin is also the same.”

      We began walking toward the hospital.

      “I Split You, Crucifix. Number thirty-four. The other poem had number ninety-six written on it.”

      “Do you think she’s done this ninety-six times?”

      “I think so. Maybe more.”

      We entered the lobby and when we reached the cardiology unit, he removed the poem from the frame and made a photocopy of it for me.

      “Is she any good? I mean, does she have any real talent? Some of my friends who’ve read the poem seem to think she does.”

      “I’m not sure. I should probably ask another poet or a professor. I’ve read six of them now and I couldn’t tell you.”

      “Why do you think she’s doing it?”

      “That’s what I hope to find out.”
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      I did a few investigative things myself following Anna Geller’s visit. The first was to call the operator and request the telephone numbers of all the A. Gellers in Canada, which I found out numbered only five. The second—which I did after telephoning all the A. Gellers and discovering that not one was named Anna or related to an Anna—was to call the operator again and request the telephone numbers of all the Gellers in Canada, which I was told numbered one hundred and one and would cost me twenty-five cents each or twenty-five dollars and twenty-five cents in total. I was also told that the one hundred and one numbers couldn’t be conveyed to me over the telephone because of the length of time it would take, and that they would have to be printed onto a document and mailed to me and that all the applicable charges would appear on my next phone bill.

      I received the list eight days later. While waiting for it, I did a third investigative thing. I figured that Anna Geller had probably read my poem at the Book Cellar on Bloor Street—which I believed was the only bookstore within walking distance of my apartment that carried The Verb—and so I went looking for her there. In fact, I went every day for a week and showed all the employees, and even some of the customers, the photograph I had, though no one recognized her. And when I wasn’t showing them the photograph, I was camped-out for hours in the poetry section, reading and rereading poems by Emily Dickinson and Samuel Coleridge, which I now admit bored me to tears, hoping that when I looked up between verses, I would see her walk through the door.

      Needless to say, my search turned up nothing. I didn’t even get to experience the momentary excitement of mistaking someone else for her, which is often the case in movies when people are searching for other people in crowds. During my final afternoon at the bookstore, I was approached by a female employee, who I hadn’t noticed the previous six days, and who had been eyeing me with what I thought was suspicion for the better part of an hour.

      “You’re the one who’s been turning our new books into used books,” she said, her voice more curious sounding than cross.

      She had a sleepy or tired expression on her face but wore a bright yellow vest with colourful buttons pinned to it, one of which said, Rune, which I guessed was her name. The rest of her clothing was loose-fitting making it difficult for me to make out the shape of her body, though I suspected it was also tired-looking.

      I was holding a copy of Coleridge’s Kubla Khan. Its spine had the look of an accordion.

      “There’s a library at Bloor and Yonge. They have more books than we do. And you can sit down and read there.”

      Although she was accusing me of freeloading, there was something about her manner that put me at ease. She sounded like she didn’t really care whether I stayed or not, or about anything for that matter. A poem began to take shape in my head, with the words, her Valium vibe, appearing somewhere in it.

      I said, “What I’m looking for can’t be found in a library,” and her eyes woke up just a bit and she asked me, “What would that be?”

      “A girl,” I answered.

      “Are you expecting to find her by reading Coleridge?” Her mouth hinted at a smile that didn’t materialize.

      I told her about Anna Geller’s visit and why I believed she’d read my poem at that particular bookstore. “Maybe you’ve seen her.” I handed her the photograph and while she looked at it, I said, “She has blonde hair that goes almost to her waist and she was probably wearing a knapsack—one that was almost as big as her.” I began waiting for a response, when I realized I’d forgotten to give her an important piece of information. “And she smells like oatmeal,” I added.

      She returned the photograph to me and said, “Sorry, I don’t remember seeing her.” Her mouth hinted at another smile but seemed to pass on the effort required to get there. “Or smelling her.”

      “The other people who work here told me the same thing. I think I’m ready to give up.”

      As soon as I finished talking, she said, “Wait here a second.” And then she slowly walked across the store to the section that contained popular magazines and unpopular journals and returned, looking even more fatigued, as if from a long journey, carrying a copy of The Verb.

      “What’s the name of your poem?”

      “Creation. It’s on page forty-two. Do you like reading poetry?”

      “I don’t like reading at all. Books remind me of work.” She yawned, turning her face to the side. “But if I had to choose between poems or novels, I’d choose poems because they’re shorter.”

      She flipped through half the pages of The Verb and then held it open in her hands.

      “Creation by Harvey Painter,” she read out loud. “Is that your real name?”

      “Yes. Is Rune your real name?”

      “It is,” she said.

      I watched her read in silence, reciting the poem in my head. When she was finally done—which took a few minutes longer than I’d anticipated—she closed the magazine and said, “It’s a nice poem, better than I thought it would be, especially the part in the desert, but it doesn’t make me want to rush over to your apartment to talk to you about it.”

      “I appreciate your honesty,” I said dishonestly.

      “I meant what I said about it being a nice poem.”

      “We’re notoriously sensitive, us poets.”

      I was expecting another near smile, but she nodded in agreement.

      “Can I give you my phone number so that you can call me if she comes in?” I asked her. “Do you remember what I said she looks like?”

      She removed a pen from her shirt pocket, and I told her my phone number, which she wrote on the back of the magazine.

      “I guess you’re not expecting to sell that one.”

      “I’m not expecting to sell any of them.”

      After the list arrived from the telephone company, I contacted every Geller in Canada. I wasn’t sure if it was the poem or kiss that was spurring me on. Both had been filled with promise, though only one felt like a promise made to me—the other felt like a promise to every poet—of fierce competition, or one-upmanship.

      Whatever her intention might have been, her accomplishment was to turn my life upside-down. A few weeks before she came to see me, I completed my own poem about the end of winter, titled, Man of Snow. We’d used many of the same images to describe the same event and the first time I compared the two, laying them side by side on the trunk, I thought my last two verses were similar in quality to hers. But that was before I read them out loud, one after the other, and discovered that the words she used—in some places only subtly different than the words I used—somehow filled my head with the sound of a forest thawing out, while mine merely described the event like a report from a television weatherman.

      The biggest consequence of this comparison was that I stopped writing—not a single word during that time as if I already knew the result would be unsatisfying, the way a bad meal tastes after a good meal, or, perhaps, the way an exceptional meal changes one’s opinion of every good meal that came before it. When I wasn’t telephoning Gellers, I was reading Body of Winter, dozens of times a day. And I was also reading it at night in the condominium, and when I wasn’t reading it, I was thinking about it while staring at a blank page in my notebook. Part of the problem was that my repeated attempts at understanding its construction had left me in a state of purgatory—I felt I understood everything about how it was put together but didn’t understand it at all—as if there was one element hidden from me and it was that one element that formed its personality or gave it its unique being, the written equivalent of a human soul. The other part of the problem was my own stubbornness—despite my failed efforts to comprehend it completely, I still thought its secret was within reach, like a child grabbing at a star in the night sky.

      My search for the poet was similarly unsatisfying. Of the one hundred and one Gellers I contacted, four had a family member named Anna, three had a family member named Anne, and one had a family member named Annabel. Two of the Anna’s were women in their fifties; the other two were young children. All three Anne’s were grandmothers, and the only Annabel was born four days before my call.

      And then I stopped looking for her. I’d like to be able to say that my impetus was a moment of sobering awareness—an awareness that I was wasting my time and that the likeliest outcome of my search would be a complete loss of self-respect. But what really happened was that I received a telephone call from Rune, the last Book Cellar employee I’d spoken to, not with news of Anna Geller—for which she sleepily apologized—but to ask if she could read Body of Winter, which she said she couldn’t stop thinking about.

      I invited her over to my apartment that evening even though I had to leave for work at ten thirty. She arrived later than I expected and when she removed her coat, she was wearing her yellow vest, which I assumed meant that she’d come directly from the bookstore. I’d forgotten to turn off the television before I answered the door. That, along with the disorderly state of my living room, likely gave her the correct impression that I was in bit of a creative funk, though she didn’t comment on what she saw, even while I was removing books and food wrappers from the couch so that she would have a place to sit down.

      Once again, her absence of energy struck me as her most prominent feature. She yawned every half-minute, perhaps more frequently. Her shoulders sagged and she was just as likely to look down at the floor as she was at my face. Though I’d told her that my couch was firmer and more comfortable at either end, she’d chosen to sit on its lowest point in the centre, as if drawn to other things that were worn out.

      I handed her Anna Geller’s poem and sat down next to her on the higher cushion. For the second time in our short relationship, I watched her read a poem as I recited it in my head.

      It took forever for her to finish. While I waited, I could have read a dozen poems and made myself a cup of coffee. I studied her face, but her expression was unrevealing. Then, just as my impatience was peaking, she looked up from the page, yawned, and said, “I don’t see what the big deal is. Yours seemed just as good to me.”

      Instead of thanking her, I said she was mistaken, even though it meant I was belittling myself. “This might sound crazy, but when you read Anna Geller’s poem out loud, you can actually hear a forest thawing out from winter. That’s rarefied air for a poem.”

      “You’ve given it a lot of thought,” she said.

      “Let me read the first three verses to you. I swear you’ll be able to hear it.” I took the page from her hand and began reading to her. When I glanced at her face, I saw that her eyes looked even heavier than they did when she arrived and that her chin was beginning to dip between the opening in her vest. I let my voice trail off before I finished the third verse and we sat in silence until I leaned forward and put the poem on the trunk, which caused the couch to shift, and she said, “I’m sorry. I haven’t been getting enough sleep lately.” Her whole body seemed to shudder as she yawned. “I’m between apartments. My friend’s been letting me use her spare bedroom but the bed’s hard as a rock.”

      I looked back at the poem, wondering if I should try reading it to her again.

      She must have sensed what I was about to do, because she said, “I just don’t see what’s so special about it.”

      I was going to say, “Everything,” when I saw her eyelids return to half-mast and stopped myself.

      This time her fatigue was a stronger adversary—she yawned, and her hand began to rise to her mouth but part way there lost momentum and dropped onto the couch between us. Then her body began tilting in my direction and I said her name—“Rune?”—but she didn’t hear me. The side of her head was about to land on my lap, and I caught it and set it down carefully.

      She took a deep breath, moaning as she exhaled—the transmission of someone happily succumbing to elusive unconsciousness.

      “Rune?”

      She took another deep breath and then her breathing had the steadiness of sleep.

      “Rune?”

      Under normal circumstances, I would have spent at least a few minutes thinking about the absurdity of my current situation—yet another peculiar woman was sharing my couch—before thinking about how I might get her into bed with me. What I was thinking about, however, were Rune’s comments about Anna Geller’s poem, which made me wonder if the quality of my poetry was closer to the quality of Body of Winter than I’d been allowing myself to believe and if the flaws I’d begun to see whenever I read one of my poems were flaws only I could see—like a concert pianist who, following a superb performance, ruminates for weeks over a single misplayed note that no one in his audience detected.

      I looked at my notebook lying on the trunk. For the first time in weeks, I didn’t feel like I had to force myself to open it. I leaned forward to see if I could reach it, but when Rune shifted and whispered something incomprehensible, I returned to my previous position. Without considering what I was doing, at least on a conscious level, I began to run my fingers through her hair, which was straight and cut fairly short, and then when her hair fell away, along her temple and behind her ear.

      She moaned like she had when she first fell asleep, and I thought I saw the creases at the ends of her mouth turn up for a second. I wondered if she could feel my arousal under the side of her head but before I had time to decide whether or not I should be embarrassed, she raised her hand and took hold of three of my fingers, squeezing them with more strength than I expected and pulling them in front of her face and against her lips so that she was breathing on them, which wasn’t unpleasant until I began to worry she would never let go.
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      Thanks to Frederick Guest, Anna Geller’s fame had a trajectory that any poet would have sold his or her soul for. Many have argued that it was her secret life more than her writing that created widespread interest in her, but for those of us who’ve always appreciated good poetry, and for the growing number who are newly appreciative of it because of her, we would argue that her talent is by far the most compelling thing about her.

      Frederick Guest never took sides in the argument he helped start, though everyone knew where he stood anyway. From the beginning, he let others explain what was superior or unique about Anna Geller’s work. And while he acknowledged the fact that her prodigious ability added an interesting dimension to the story he was trying to tell, he never claimed to be awestruck by her poems or even interested in learning why he should be awestruck by them. As someone who recognized early on the elusiveness of his subject, he had more practical things to attend to: Anna Geller could be anywhere. He wanted to be the one to find her.

      My small contribution to his cause began in late July, two thousand and ten. I received a telephone call from him, one of many I would receive over the next two years.

      “I’m looking for Harvey Painter, the poet,” he said.

      “You’ve reached Harvey Painter, the schoolteacher,” I responded, already intrigued.

      He introduced himself quickly, perhaps afraid I would hang up, and explained the reason for his call.

      “I’d like to talk to you about Anna Geller,” he said, his voice gathering speed. “You may not be aware, but there are other people like you—people she visited and gave poems to.” He told me about the two doctors who inadvertently learned of each other’s visits and about his Internet search that yielded six more visit-recipients, three of which he’d now spoken to—a woman from Halifax, a man from New York City, and me.

      Because of how quickly he spoke, with a higher-than-normal voice prone to an occasional shrill note, I assumed he was a young man. And it wasn’t until I looked him up on the Internet during our conversation, that I realized I was talking to someone about my age.

      As soon as he’d brought me up to date on his activities, I told him that I would love to read the poems he’d gathered together and he said, “You’ve got it,” which I thought must have been the way newspaper people agreed to do things even though it suggested that those things were already done. He asked me for my email address, which I gave him, and he promised to send me a copy of the poems following our conversation.

      “Have you ever tried to track her down yourself?” he asked me.

      “Thirty years ago, I did.”

      I told him how I’d contacted every Geller in Canada and about my stakeout at the bookstore, both of which produced a similar result. “Eventually, I gave up. Something told me that the longer I obsessed over her, the less likely it was that I’d be able to return to my own writing. Not that it mattered in the end.”

      He cleared his throat and coughed weakly. I got the impression that neither sound was uncontrollable but rather a way to indicate that he was still on the line while he wrote down what I’d just said.

      “And now you’re a schoolteacher?”

      “For the last twenty-five years.”

      “In your story, you’re a poet. You don’t write poetry anymore?”

      “No. No poetry. The story was the first thing I’d written in years. My daughter sometimes tells me that if I don’t start writing poetry again, I’ll leave the earth unfulfilled.”

      “Will you?”

      “I don’t know. Before I wrote the story, I thought I’d come to terms with that part of my life thirty years ago. Now I’m not sure.”

      “You never looked up Anna Geller on the Internet?”

      “I did a couple times. The only person by that name I came across was an Israeli actress who isn’t alive anymore.”

      “Do you think there’s a connection between the two of them?”

      “I don’t know. They certainly don’t look alike. The Anna Geller I met could have easily passed for a gentile.”

      He cleared his throat again, and after a brief pause, said, “You think she’s Jewish?”

      “I assumed she was because of the last name. I guess there could be non-Jewish Gellers too.”

      “And you’re Jewish?”

      “I am. But, like the Catholics say, non-practicing.”

      “It’s curious. The two doctors I told you about and the electrician from New York are also Jews. But I’m pretty sure the woman from Halifax isn’t. Her last name is O’Reardon.”

      “Maybe Anna Geller likes to hang out with her own people,” I offered, more as a joke than something I actually believed.

      “Except when it comes to Jewish women,” he said, laughing for a moment.

      I thought about my sister and started to say, “Who could blame her?” but stopped myself.

      “Do you still have the poem she gave you?” he asked, changing the subject.

      “I do.”

      “You also wrote about a photograph she took of herself. Do you have that too?”

      “It’s a bit faded, but yes.”

      Both the poem and photograph, which I’d had the sense to put in a plastic envelope, were in the trunk I’d once used as a coffee table. It now stood upright in the closet in my guest bedroom.

      He asked me if I would scan them both and send them to him and I said I would.

      He cleared his throat, but this time quickly and without coughing.

      “Before I write my story, I’d like to send the photograph to the others to see if they recognize her as the person who visited them. I’d also like to compare your poem to the other originals I have copies of.”

      “I’m sure they’re all brilliant,” I said, wondering if he could detect any resentment in my voice.

      “Actually, I’m much more interested in seeing if the handwriting is the same in all of them.”

      “You haven’t been impressed by her poetry?”

      “I gave copies of her poems to a literature professor at the University of Texas and asked for his opinion. I wouldn’t know the difference between a good and bad poem if my life depended on it.”

      “What did he say?”

      “He read two of them quickly while I was with him and said they seemed promising. But then he said he needed to spend more time with them before he could tell me if they’re any good.”

      “I know they’re good without even reading them.”

      “How can you be sure?”

      “If they’re anywhere near the quality of the poem she gave me, they’re magnificent.”

      “What number does your poem have on it?”

      “I don’t understand,” I said.

      He told me about the numbers that appeared above the titles of the other poems. “The lowest number so far is on the Halifax poem. It has the number three on it. The highest number so far is on the Johannesburg poem. It has the number ninety-six on it.”

      I told him that the poem I had didn’t have a number on it, which, from the brief silence that followed, I assumed had caught him off guard.

      “You said she came to see you in nineteen-eighty, Is that right?”

      “Yes.”

      “The woman in Halifax said that her visit took place in nineteen eighty-one. I suppose it’s possible that Anna Geller didn’t start numbering her poems until after she saw you.”

      “She told me it was the first poem she ever shared with anyone. It didn’t look like there were any other pages torn out of her sketchbook.”

      “It could be the first one. Though I guess we won’t know for sure until more of them surface.”

      He asked me again to send him a copy of Body of Winter and the photograph as soon as possible and I said I would.

      “Before I let you go,” he said, “Is there anything about her visit that you didn’t include in your story that might help me locate her? I know it was a long time ago, but did she say anything about where she was from or about visiting more people and giving away more poems?”

      “Everything I remember about her is in the story, I’m afraid.”

      “Forgive me for pressing you a bit on this,” he said, clearing his throat, “but did you leave something out—out of modesty?”

      “I’m not sure what you mean?”

      “You wrote about her kissing you. Did things perhaps progress further?”

      “I wish they had, but no. I don’t think she visited me for that reason. Did you get the impression I was leaving something out?”

      “Oh, no. It’s just that when I spoke to one of the doctors—the one from New Jersey, a man named, Leonard Fish—he said that he had sex with her. In fact, he said that she asked him to read the poem she’d given him out loud, which seemed to get her turned on, and they made love for almost six hours.”

      “Lucky guy,” I said. “She made me promise not to read her poem until she was gone.”

      We said goodbye to one another and almost immediately I received an email from him, which included Internet links to six stories about Anna Geller, including my own in the Toronto Star, and an attached file, which contained pictures of three of her poems in their original form. Before I opened the attachment, I was struck by the realization that Frederick Guest hadn’t mentioned the titles of the poems and instead referred to them by the cities in which they were received as gifts. (Three months later, the practice would become so widely adopted by academics and fans that it would have been odd not to refer to the poems by their geographical names.) As the first document came into view on my computer screen, I could hear my breath quickening. It had been thirty years since I’d read anything new by Anna Geller. I felt tingling in my stomach that spread through my body and into my hands and feet and it took a few moments for the words to register in my brain after I began reading them.

      
        
        
        I split you, crucifix,

        made two swords,

        one for me

        and one the Lord’s

      

      

      

      I read the first verse again, this time with a clearer head, and realized I’d stopped breathing altogether and inhaled deeply. Even if the handwriting hadn’t been familiar to me, I would have recognized the perfect economy of the lines as unmistakably written by Anna Geller. I read the remainder of the poem, now with tears in my eyes, which I’d been prone to since my marriage ended—though these tears seemed more self-pitying than nostalgic, and I’m pretty sure would have gone on for another hour if my daughter hadn’t telephoned me to see how I was doing.

      “You won’t believe what just happened,” I said, hiding my sadness from her. “You know that story I wrote…”

      A week later, Frederick Guest’s first column on Anna Geller appeared in the Houston Chronicle. While much of it was given over to his conversations with the two doctors, the six other visit-recipients he’d discovered on the Internet were mentioned as well. My visit, as possibly Anna Geller’s first, was recounted in some detail near the end of the column and included two quotes from me which Frederick Guest had gleaned from our conversation the previous week. Three other visit-recipients were also quoted.

      The story generated enough local interest that the columnist was interviewed the following day on Good Morning Houston—an interview that coincided with the publication of his second column on the poet, this one centred around her visit in two thousand and eight to the home of a South African writer, who was quoted as saying, among other things, that the poet’s long hair was “the colour of tinsel.”

      Frederick Guest’s appearance on Good Morning Houston marked the first time the poet’s activities were discussed on television—a seminal event in the ascendency of Anna Geller’s fame. For me, the appearance was noteworthy for two other reasons. The first was the mention of my name, as a poet-turned-schoolteacher and possible recipient of Anna Geller’s earliest visit. The second was the airing of her photograph, which up until that point only I had seen—near the end of the segment, as the camera zoomed in on the faded image (which I’d scanned and sent to Frederick Guest), the interviewer asked a question that millions of people would soon wish they could answer affirmatively: “Were you able to find a more recent picture?”

      “I’m afraid not,” the columnist replied.

      “Why do you think that is?”

      “There might not be another one.”

      In his book, Looking for a Poet In All the Wrong Places, Frederick Guest describes what happened next. “During the hour I was interviewed, Good Morning Houston drew only a four-percent share, which translated into just over ninety thousand viewers, a dismal number by anyone’s standard. However, as one of the many feeder programs for a nationally syndicated morning show, the segment was assessed by the local station manager as having “wider audience appeal” and was fed up the network food-chain. Three days later, I received a telephone call from a producer in New York City.”

      For his second television appearance, this time on Good Morning America, Frederick Guest brought along a professor of literature from the University of Texas. No longer on the fence when it came to offering his assessment of Anna Geller’s talent, the professor stated with enthusiasm that the poems he’d read “demonstrated a singular talent and deft mastery of a dying art,” and that if more should surface, “it wouldn’t be unthinkable for us to begin mentioning her in the same breath as Czeslaw Milosz and Seamus Heaney.”

      The segment lasted just under six minutes—though as for the role it played in jump-starting Anna Geller’s popularity, Frederick Guest would later describe it as “a fuse that ignited a rocket.” In fact, by the time he appeared the following week on CNN, now wearing a new suit, thirteen more poems had surfaced, and the columnist had received forty-seven invitations to appear on television and radio shows, sixteen of which were based in other countries.

      The bad news amid all the good news for Frederick Guest, as he tried to keep up with interview requests, was that the story of Anna Geller had now crossed the threshold he always knew it would cross—from its dependence on him to its independence from him—and that despite the head-start he’d had on everyone else, the remaining chapters on her life, both real and mythological, could now be written without his participation. Media outlets that couldn’t wait, or couldn’t bother to wait, for the columnist’s busy schedule to accommodate them were going ahead with their features anyway. New gift-recipients appeared on television before they appeared in his column. Reputable news shows, such as 60 Minutes, were advertising upcoming exposés on the poet, in which secrets about her were revealed. Magazines, such as the Paris Review and The New Yorker, were commissioning scholarly and human-interest stories, one of which was being written by Professor Lionel Brooks, who appeared with Frederick Guest on Good Morning America. On the Internet, Anna Geller’s name was spreading like an epidemic. The longer the poet waited to come forward to capitalize on her celebrity, the more attractive it became to be the one to “out” her. New websites dedicated to tracking her down were appearing by the hour, with the three most popular, Everywhere and Nowhere, The Anna Geller Society and The Gifter—receiving hundreds of thousands of visitors a day. My picture of Anna Geller, which had been copied and posted on every website dedicated to her, had begun to generate dialogue and debate, often fierce, about its legitimacy—a debate that would finally achieve some closure when I agreed to personally deliver the photograph, in exchange for airfare and a hotel, to one of Lionel Brooks’ colleagues at the University of Texas. A strikingly tall man with ashen skin and gothic features, Professor Hans Kolder, from the University’s Science Department, subjected the picture to a number of tests and, in an article published in Photography Today, concluded that the decomposition of the image, the presence of certain chemicals and the type of photographic paper left no doubt in his mind that the picture was produced by an instant camera widely popular in Canada in the early nineteen-eighties.

      Professor Kolder’s skills would come in handy again less than a month later, with academia facing a growing number of suspect poems claimed to have been written by Anna Geller. Using an even more exacting verification process, he examined each poem’s paper stock and tear pattern, ink type, absorption, and degeneration, analysed the handwriting and conducted an ecological test that, in legitimate poems, revealed trace-amounts of selenium-rich oatmeal. The professor quickly developed a devout following among scholars and laypeople and, to this day, for a poem to be considered authentic, it has to receive his stamp of approval.

      Though not all the truths and lies could be sorted out by science. Photographs of women, some young, some old, all with long blonde or silver hair, were frequently posted online, along with claims that they were taken around the time, and near the site, of one of the poet’s visits. Blogs, letters, and emails said to have been written by Anna Geller herself commonly appeared, often posted by individuals asserting that they’d been chosen by the poet as her communication conduit to the world. Another group of people—those who claimed they’d received poems but lost them, were, in turns, believed or disbelieved, mocked as pretenders, or sympathized with as individuals suffering a great loss, which meant there would never be any certainty about their claims even if they were telling the truth.

      But for those of us who’d held onto our poems, and then had them authenticated, our sudden celebrity-by-association would prove to be both powerfully intoxicating and collaterally damaging. We were sought out for interviews. We were envied by fans who wished their lives had been intersected by the poet’s life. We got laid by those same fans who believed we were special or chosen and that an intimate encounter with one, or more, of us would draw them nearer, if not physically then spiritually, to the poet. We were offered large sums of money for our poems, in some cases just to see and touch them. But we were also judged, harassed, stalked and confronted by lunatics who felt we were withholding information that would lead them to Anna Geller. We had every detail we shared about our visits proven and disproven in the court of public opinion. Three of us had our homes broken into and our poems stolen. Four of us were physically attacked and one of us was kidnapped and murdered. Most of us had to spend money protecting our poems in safety deposit boxes or safes.

      And, as new celebrities, we were prone to the occasional scandal, the first of which occurred in September, two thousand and ten, a mere month after Frederick Guest’s appearance on Good Morning America.

      The victim was Leonard Fish and the scandal centred around his assertion that he’d had sex with Anna Geller on the evening of her visit. It was an assertion that would have remained a source of indescribable envy to all of us, had it not been embellished with a detail that drew the attention of one of our more resourceful discreditors, a man who called himself The Scorched Avenger and who operated a website of that same name. Leonard Fish’s undoing was his claim that Anna Geller had instructed him to recite the poem she’d given him, and that while she listened, she became increasingly horny, which The Scorched Avenger realized ran contrary to the instructions that every other visit-recipient had received from the poet—which was to wait until she was gone before reading her poem. Suspecting the sexual encounter never occurred, The Scorched Avenger began poring over interviews Leonard Fish had given during the past month, discovering a number of discrepancies in the doctor’s answers, including the time Anna Geller arrived and left his home, the hours the two spent engaged in intercourse and the number of times each of them initiated the act, the direction the poet faced while she lay in his arms afterward, the amount of wine they drank and food they ate later that night and the words spoken by the poet during the conversation they had at the front door before she left.

      Each discrepancy was carefully documented—eighteen of them, lined up next to one another—and appeared in a story, titled, Fishy, on The Great Avenger’s website. Within days, with the online world and traditional media feasting on his reputation like hungry sharks, Leonard Fish, looking haggard, appeared on The Oprah Winfrey Show and confessed to having lied about having sex with Anna Geller.

      “The question everyone will want to know is, why?”

      “I’ve been asking myself the same question. Since my wife left me, I’ve had trouble meeting other women. I suppose I lied in the first place because it made me feel good creating this image of myself as a ladies’ man. When Frederick Guest called me, I was going to set the record straight but then I realized there would be nothing stopping him from including my lie in his story, and I didn’t say anything. In retrospect, I should have. After we hung up, I thought about how embarrassing it would be for me if Anna Geller surfaced and told everyone the truth.

      “Did you think about calling him back?”

      “I did. But I talked myself out of it. I figured that no one outside of Houston would ever read his column.”

      “Boy did you figure wrong. How did you feel when the story went viral?”

      “Even more worried that she would surface and tell everyone I was lying.”

      “But you kept on doing it.”

      “What happened was that I actually started meeting women who wanted to sleep with me because they thought I’d slept with Anna Geller. I stopped thinking about how self-destructive my behaviour was. My only thought then was that I didn’t want it to end. When it did, I realized I needed some serious help.”

      I felt sorry for Leonard Fish as the first among us to suffer through a scandal, but I can’t say I was displeased with the outcome. Because for me it meant a reconfirmation of my special standing among the gift-recipients. I was the first to have received a poem from Anna Geller, the first to have produced a picture of her and, so far, the first to have maintained an undamaged reputation after claiming to have been kissed by her.
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