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Pure Poetry is a prescriptive rather than a descriptive term in that it designates not an actual body of verse but a theoretical ideal to which poetry may aspire.

Pure Poetry
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scansion: The system of describing conventional poetic rhythms by visual symbols for metrical analysis and study. Stressed and unstressed syllables are marked according to the degree of sense emphasis transmitted. It does not make rhythm; it reveals it by transferring it from a temporal into a spatial dimension.

WITH THE SPLENDOR DERIVED from pointillistic detail, I’m getting a picture regarding Henry’s ex-wife. Our first date, and already I am privy to the particulars of the marital dirt. Is this a treat for me or what? Ah, those trifling morsels of delectability. Minutiae like candy-kisses. Henry tells me how Dawn lets the children go without bathing for days at a clip. How graciously and with a tra-la-la of oh-it-was-nothing, she accepts compliments on dinners she did not prepare, but rather bought from the caterer at Dean & Deluca. How her nipples are cylinder shaped and long like Olive Oyl’s nose, and how her pubic hair grows to extraordinary lengths.

“I swear to you,” Henry says, “it grew like you wouldn’t believe. Honest, it was like the hair on your head except that it was scraggly. You have beautiful hair. The way the light catches it.” Henry takes a sip of his drink, a gin and tonic, and he asks, “What color is it exactly? Your hair? On your passport what does it say about hair color?”

“Black Cherry.” I tell him my hair color is Black Cherry. That is what it says on the bottle, but I don’t tell him that part. That it is Black Cherry by L’Oréal. Instead, I steer the conversation back to where it was before he digressed. The color of my hair is of no compelling interest to me at the moment. I much prefer the dish on his ex-wife. “So what does Dawn look like?” I ask. “Is she very beautiful? Aside from the nipple issue, that is.”

Henry shifts forward in his seat to get at his wallet. Our table is window-side, and a glimmer of my reflection stares back at me, sizing me up. I spook myself and turn away from the window, as if you could turn your back on your double. Henry hands me the photograph of his ex-wife. She is all dolled up. “For a wedding,” he tells me. “Mostly she dresses like a slob. Sweatpants and grimy T-shirts. And she doesn’t put on fresh underwear daily either. To tell you the truth”—Henry’s voice drops a notch as if he is confessing to a crime—“her personal hygiene is not the best. I’ll bet you’re clean,” he says. “You look like you are very clean.”

I bring the photograph near to my nose. I’m myopic like nobody’s business, an affliction that can also translate into a lack of discernment. Vanity prohibits me from wearing my glasses except when the need to see clearly is a crucial one. Twenty-twenty vision is not sufficient motivation to obscure my eyes, which are the size of walnuts and hazel colored. Not to mention I was blessed with lashes like Liza Minnelli, only mine are real, and don’t even talk to me about contact lenses because the eye is not an orifice.

I focus on the subject of the photograph. Seated on a lawn chair, her legs crossed, she is wearing a yellow frock and a straw hat with a wide brim. Her smile is also wide, and if I squint, I can make out that her teeth are crooked. She is a skinny woman, and she is not much to look at. Although she might be pretty enough if not for the lack of a chin, which is the most serious of all the facial flaws.

We did not meet that way, but Henry is the sort of man I could’ve met through a personal ad in New York magazine. Divorced white male, 40-ish father of two children plus cat, hamster, and goldfish. Solvent, kind, good-looking, and fun-loving, but is not afraid to cry Likes music, movies, long walks on the beach, and YOU?

I return the photograph to Henry, and I ask him, “Do you still love her?”

A flicker of doubt crosses his face, and I catch it there. Still, he says, “Definitely not. No way.” Glancing once more at the picture of his ex-wife, Henry is reminded that, except during the summer months, she did not shave her legs or underarms, spots where also her hair grew like shrubbery. He next tells me how, in lieu of a proper blow job, she acquiesced only to something like playing the harmonica, her lips pursed along the shaft. Not once in the entirety of the twelve years they were married did she take the whole of Henry’s cock into her mouth. “And get this,” Henry says. “Every year for my birthday, she gave me a chamois-cloth shirt mail-ordered from L.L. Bean. Except one year I got a book on dolphins. Dolphins are nice,” Henry says, “but it’s not like I was interested in them.” Then he asks, “What about you?”

“Me?” I say. “I take it in my mouth.”

Henry laughs, but also he is blushing like a tea rose. “No. I mean, have you ever been married?”

I nod, and I say, “Yes. Once. Briefly.”

“So you’re divorced too.” Henry thinks we have that in common, but I tell him, “No. I’m a widow.”

“Oh, I’m sorry.” Henry is flustered. As if he’s made a social gaffe, he fumbles with words and gestures. Like a pair of trout on land, his hands flip against the air and slap his face and the tabletop. “Really. Sorry. Oh, I shouldn’t have said anything. Would you like more wine? Let me get you another glass of wine.”

We, Henry and I, did not meet through a personal ad because—for what it’s worth—when it comes to men, I have never experienced deprivation or even slim pickings. It could be that I am heavy with pheromones. That I give off an irresistible stink. Or maybe men go for me because they like a toothache, because in all modesty, I’m not always the easiest person to get on with. Whatever. Also, it doesn’t hurt any that I have a certain celebrity, albeit minor, but that does come with a kind of cachet.

Bent on getting me another glass of wine, Henry raises his arm to signal the waitress. I reach across the table and take his hand. “Henry,” I tell him, “my glass is full.”

No matter or not that I am popular with the men, I would never have answered such a personal ad because while I like cats and music well enough, I’m not keen on the movies. Or children, and spare me from long walks on the beach. The beach is an area I actively dislike, and men who cry are not for me. I do not have what it takes to care for the emotionally enfeebled. I’ve got my own problems.

Leaning in to diminish the distance between us, as if nosing about in my business requires physical intimacy, Henry asks how it happened. “How did he die?” His voice is soft and it comes from the back of his throat. It is not necessary to look or to touch to know that, as we speak, Henry’s pecker is growing stiff like rigor mortis has set in. It’s this situation about me being a widow that’s doing it. As if all women widowed young are like spiders. Black widows. Seductively mysterious and titillating and dangerous. A femme fatale, and perhaps for real. As if maybe I am capable of bringing on killer orgasms. Henry is not the first man of my acquaintance to burst his fly over the possibilities. “Your husband?” he presses for an answer. “Was it an accident?”

“Complications.” I tell him that much. “He died from complications,” I say, and then I leave it alone. I do not explain what is meant by complications. Entanglements. The raveled skein of yarn that is story’s tragic element, the labyrinthian free falls of choice, the momentum of things out of control, of fear and human failings. Better he should think Max died from a bowel nicked during a routine appendectomy. Or from pneumonia. The tragic conclusion of a common cold neglected.

I bill myself as a widow, I refer to Max as my dearly departed, I incant may-he-rest-in-peace because this is one of those cases when a falsehood embodies a greater truth. A metaphorical truth because the literal truth would serve only to distort the picture of my marriage to Max. As if our marriage were simply yet one more marriage that didn’t pan out. As if we were but a statistic in the annals of divorce. A marriage gone belly-up due to squabbles over money or that he ran around on her or that she grew fat or that they grew apart. All the usual reasons for a marriage to go kaput. Our marriage was not that way. Not at all.

To do my marriage justice, a death was required. Death was the way it had to end, the only exit available, and Max had to be the one to take it because it wouldn’t be logical for me to be the dead one. Despite that there is more than a shred of evidence to justify the statement, “My marriage ended because I died,” I could hardly say such a thing now and be believed. Not while I’m sitting here window-side in a trendy downtown tavern with my hand under the table and resting on Henry’s leg. My fingertips make small and soft circles around his knee. Circles of intent, and not to mention I prefer the part of the widow to that of the corpse.

In this version of the story, the part of the widow is a small one. There was no scene where I stood graveside weeping while a casket, with Max in it, was lowered into the ground. No mass was said for Max, and I did not write an elegy for his memorial service either. That’s because there was no memorial service. I did not sit shiva for him, and I have never left a spray of red roses laced with baby’s breath at his headstone. Indeed, there is no headstone that sports three lines, like a tercet chiseled into marble, Max Schirmer / Loving Husband / 1993-1994, because Max is not dead in that way.

In the conventional sense of the word, as far as I know Max is not the least bit dead. Nonetheless, for purposes of my own, Max is as dead as a doornail. A conceit aided along by the fact that he now resides in Los Angeles. The city of angels, which is a place of clear skies, fluffy white clouds, movie stars, palm trees, blue swimming pools, and not at all unlike an afterlife.

Meanwhile, poor Henry here is having something like an asthma attack. His breath is short and rapid, which is a cryptogram for horny as a toad. Considering as how I am responsible for this condition, what with the way my fingers are figure-skating along his thigh, I invite myself back to his place. It is not in my nature to tease, and also because it is my way to ask for what I want. “Let’s go to your place,” I say, because generally speaking, my apartment is off-limits to guests. The ghosts who live there with me, Dora and Estella, they don’t take to strangers, and the ghosts, they were there first.
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carmen: The Latin word usually meant “song” or “lyric”; e.g., Catullus’ Carmina. Its broadest usage covered prophecies, oracular responses, incantations, triumphant hymns, epitaphs, charms, and even legal formulas. The word seems to connote divine inspiration, the song of the poet as the agent of a god or muse.

NEVER MIND THAT I WAS UP late last night only to sleep in a bed not my own. Or maybe it is because I was up late and sleeping in a bed not my own. Whatever. I am in a very fine mood. I definitely kind of like that Henry. He’s cute. He’s sweet. He’s got potential. Also, this happens to be my favorite day on the academic calendar. Which also happens to be the last day on the academic calendar.

Grinning like a pumpkin all the while as I turn in my grades, pick up my paycheck, and call it quits for three months at least and with any luck, more than that. By luck, I mean money coming in as a windfall.

By profession I am a poet. Unless you equate profession with earning a wage that approximates the minimum. One that allows you to buy something for dinner other than Kraft macaroni and cheese, three for a dollar. For that, for real money to spend, I have been fortunate enough to land the occasional grant or prize to tide me over. Plus I sometimes write book reviews, and part-time I teach.

I teach poetry writing workshops at a small liberal arts college where the admissions requirement is your ability to fork over the steep tuition fees. At this college, there is no pursuit of excellence. Unless excellence means operating in the black. I can’t say I’m fond of teaching except for the part about students falling in love with me. Boys, nineteen and twenty years old and cute-as-pie, gaga for me, they make the job worthwhile. Still, despite the obvious rewards, I’d give it up if I could. If volumes of poetry sold like cookbooks and easy-step spiritual guides, if the honoraria I got for readings were nearer to fees paid to disgraced politicians than to chicken feed, I’d tender my resignation in a skinny minute. I prefer having no commitments.

It’s a crying shame but this is how it is for poets. We have to have day jobs to survive and to buy the occasional designer outfit. Even famous poets, such as myself.

I am a famous poet, which is but a degree of fame. It’s not famous like I get stopped on the street for my autograph, but I am as famous as any poet in America can get without being dead and having an intermediate school named after you. When you get down to it, my fame is downright paltry when compared to that of movie stars, athletes, talk show hosts, and serial killers, but still I was in People magazine, which is nothing to sneeze at. A two-page spread in People. An interview, a book review, and my photograph beneath the caption “Lila Moscowitz—The New Formalist Makes Waves.”

The big to-do over me is that I write strictly, some might say anachronistically, in form. Sonnets, villanelles, canzones, sestinas, that sort of thing, which in and of itself is nothing new, to say the least. It’s that while adhering to the form, my language is of the street. Slang and colloquial and foul-mouthed. I write smut and filth in terza rima. My poems are often stark and ugly and leavened with humor that is black. I write of the individual experience in the belief that one life reflects all lives. It is said of me, by those types who go on about such things, that I am a confessional poet as well as a formalist. I suppose this is true, although many of the episodes to which I confess are not necessarily my own. That’s how it is with all writers. They steal from your life and do with it as they please.

For a very short while, I dated a fiction writer who wrote a story in which I was a major character. In the story I was a cripple from polio. He gave me matchstick limbs and iron leg braces. “It’s metaphor,” he said. “For your emotional paralysis.” There wasn’t a damn thing I could do about that story of his. Other than to compose a villanelle with an uncomplimentary refrain in reference to his anatomy, but that would’ve been cheap. Instead, I opted to steer clear of writers of all kinds because I am a very private person. Writers, they don’t respect your privacy, and that goes triple for me.

Many of the poems I write are about sex. I have a gift for the subject. The ins and outs of it. My poems lean toward the sordid side of the bed, the stuff of soiled sheets. I write about sex because I have no gift for writing about love, and not for lack of trying. I have tried, again and again, but always it’s like facing a blank wall that closes in on me, inspiring nothing but panic. Consequently, much of my success is founded on my failure. I am something of a fraud.

This semester it was a boy named Frankie who turned tomato red whenever I neared him. Deliberately, I would stand at his desk, leaning over his shoulder to read what he had written. “Ooooh,” I said into his ear. “Nice metaphor. I like them like that. Good. Really, really good.” As with all my students, Frankie couldn’t write worth a shit. His metaphors and similes were household clichés. Cold as Arctic air. Hot as the flames of hell. The good girl wears white shoes. That sort of thing. His thoughts and observations on paper were banal and trite, but I encouraged Frankie because I respected his taste in women. His hankering for me hinted that there was more to Frankie, that there were parts to him uncharted. As if lurking behind the dopey facade was potential for disaster, and I admire that in a boy.

Also this semester, I got a kick from a girl student. One who was as beautiful as she was vacuous. Holding up a pristine copy of The Sun Also Rises, she asked me, “Did you ever read this?” Her gum snapping, and she whined magnificently, “I hate reading. I just hate it. I don’t understand why I have to read this. What’s it going to do for me?”

“Good question,” I said, and then I advised her, “Do yourself a favor and don’t read it. As far as I can tell, books like that one, they can ruin your life.”

I’ll miss Frankie a little bit. He is off to be a golf caddie at a country club for the summer months, and I am off with plans to do some work. I have a book of poems that needs putting together. For over three years now, I’ve been putting together this book. It is to be my third book, but still it falls apart on me. Maybe this summer I’ll get it right. Also, I plan to catch up on some reading. Fritter away the afternoons with my friend Carmen. Pursue Henry, and see what comes of him. I’ve agreed to do a handful of readings, and to speak at a conference in Vermont, and to be part of a panel discussion at another conference in New Jersey. Other than that, I am looking at row after row of unfettered days, which is how I like my life to unfold.

Instead of going directly home, I go to Carmen’s place and let myself in. Carmen is in a deep sleep on her couch, which requires a kind of skill because a hailstorm of noise, the steady drill of jackhammers, invades her apartment. It’s like being inside a migraine headache here. They are tearing up Hudson Street again. I shut the window, and Carmen stretches and rubs sleep from her eyes.

It’s a rite of summer. At the start of the season, men with well-developed biceps arrive on Hudson Street with their jackhammers to break apart the road, create chasms, dig deep holes, and fiddle beneath the earth’s surface. At the summer’s end, they will lay fresh asphalt and smooth over what they’ve done. Other than perhaps the fruit of eternal damnation, this ritual seems to be without purpose.

Carmen finished up her semester yesterday. Carmen is an associate professor full-time, if you call wedging three classes into a Tuesday and Thursday schedule a full-time job. Two sections of nineteenth-century American literature and an honors seminar on the literature of obsession. An obsessive streak is a trait Carmen shares with Ahab, Marlow, Humbert Humbert, Gatsby, and Aschenbach. Also, she shares something with the Canadian Mounties. Carmen always gets her man. What she doesn’t do is keep him. Carmen has been married and divorced three times. So far, plus she is quite sure she’ll be married three or four times more before she’s done because that is her fate. Carmen’s dissertation was titled “Divine Inevitability: The Numerology of Lolita.” On Wednesdays, she keeps office hours and attends departmental meetings. She keeps long weekends for herself.

I get comfortable, easing into the armchair, and Carmen goes to the kitchen to put up coffee. Carmen’s coffee is dreadful. Bitter and weak and lukewarm. Undrinkable, except that I’ve grown accustomed to it, and she doesn’t seem to know otherwise. Which in and of itself is a curiosity because Carmen is from South America. Paraguay, and even though she came here as a small child, you’d think she’d know a good cup of coffee from a putrid one. I admit I’ve got a nerve passing judgment on the coffee Carmen makes. Too lazy to be bothered with a filter and all the rigamarole that goes into a brewed pot, I make nothing but instant. Still, my freeze-dried Folgers makes for a richer, more flavorful cup of coffee than Carmen’s fresh ground beans. Not to mention that the coffee I make is warmer than room temperature.

Carmen comes back with two mugs of the stuff and sits back down yawning. “I didn’t sleep a wink last night. I’m worried sick.”

“About what?” I ask, because it could be anything that worries Carmen sick. She worries herself sick about lead dust particles in the air, snipers atop skyscrapers, pesticides on fruit, rapists in the neighborhood, and radiation from the television set.

“You,” she says, and she lights up a cigarette. Carmen smokes Pall Malls, unfiltered. “Your birthday. It’s coming up and I’m at a loss. I’ve been racking my brains. You have to help me on this. What do I get you for a birthday gift? What do you want?”

What do I want? If that isn’t the eternal question. What does Lila want? “How about love and happiness,” I say.

“No peace?” Carmen asks. “Isn’t that part of the package?”

Peace is definitely part of the package. Buy two and get one free. If I had love and happiness, surely tranquillity would descend upon my being. I’d be like the Buddha. “Okay,” I say, “give me peace, love, and happiness,” and then I make a face like I’m retching because I do that. I mock feelings. I sweep sentiment under the rug as if sentiment were dirt. I make jokes to deflect the sorry truths about myself, and I use snide comments to camouflage hurt, and I’m good at it. Well rehearsed. I’ve had years of practice at feigning imperviousness, and if you fake something long enough, you can come to fool yourself. Even Carmen is sometimes fooled. “No, come on. Really,” she says. “What can I get you for your birthday?”

“Carmen,” I tell her, “my birthday isn’t until September. The end of September.”

“Yes. I know that. September. It’s coming up.”

“But not for four months yet. It’s only May. Why are you worrying about September now? And on such a nice day you want to worry about my birthday? It’s too early to worry about September. Please wait until August to worry,” I say, but Carmen does not agree. “I should have started worrying about it weeks ago. Give me a hint. Something to go on. Books? Clothes? A nice vase?”

I shake my head. I do not want a vase, but mostly I do not want to dwell on my birthday. Already, just this little bit, and an existential woe draws near. I try to shoo it away as if it were a horsefly.

“What do I buy for the woman who has everything?” Carmen asks, and I snort at the notion. “Everything? I am hardly the woman who has everything.”

There is much I do not have, and I’m not just talking about the aforementioned big-ticket items like love and happiness, but none of what I lack is a trinket for which Carmen can pay with a credit card and gift-wrap in a box. Still, to help her out here, I mention, “I don’t have a vacuum cleaner or a fax machine.” I would be a desperate woman without Carmen.

“But you don’t want a vacuum cleaner or a fax machine.” Carmen knows me. “If you wanted those things, you’d have them already.”

It is my way to resist technology until, product by product, I capitulate to it. I was the last person in New York to get an answering machine, but when it broke, you’d have thought it was the drive belt to my heart that snapped, what with the way I carried on. I’m quite certain that eventually I will get myself a fax machine, but not until the last minute. “How about a car? You can buy me a car?” I suggest an alternative gift for myself, which is also a preposterous one. Carmen cannot afford to give cars as gifts.

“Absolutely not.” She shakes her head emphatically. “No way. Not with the way you drive. You’d have a wreck inside of a week. I’d worry myself half to death if you had a car at your disposal.” Then she pleads with me to help her out here for real. “Come on. Think,” she says. “There must be something you want. And what will you want to do? Dinner? A party?”

Carmen will make every effort to get me what it is I most desire because that is the nature of our friendship. We aid and abet and encourage one another to proceed no matter how ill-conceived the venture. I was the maid of honor at all three of Carmen’s weddings.

Given how splendidly Carmen and I get along, it’s a pity, in its way, that we are magnetically attracted to men. After the abrupt yet entirely predictable demise of her second marriage, I said to her, “We should get married. We’d make for a happy couple,” but Carmen said, “I’d never marry you. Why would I marry you? For what? You can’t cook. You don’t keep a neat house, and chances are you’d cheat on me. And the incest. That would be wrong.” Carmen believes that she and I were sisters in our past lives. I don’t know about that, but there is no denying the bond, the blend. The minute we met, we were joined together by ties of affection. Now, we are united by the cement of friendship, of trust, which is thicker than blood.

Thus, she and I are doomed to a platonic love. Nonetheless, it is assumed often, and by most everyone we know, that she and I have, at one time or another, exchanged kisses of passion, that Carmen has fondled my breasts, that my tongue has explored the tops of her thighs. People believe what they want to believe. Never mind the facts.

Carmen is generous to worry about my birthday so far in advance. To want the day to turn out well for me, but that is an impossibility. My birthdays never turn out well for me. Quite the opposite. The anniversaries of my birth are fraught with disaster. Never do I get the gift I wanted most. Or I do get the gift I wanted most only to suffer the epiphany: What made me think I wanted this? I equate the disappointment with the gift with the disappointment of love, and nothing suits me on that day. The birthday party is either so big that I get lost and forgotten, or it’s small and miserable and better to call it a depressing convocation of losers rather than a party at all. It rains if I have plans out of doors, and I suffer and weep copiously. As if my birthday is designed to be a reenactment of the birth experience itself, I seem to relive that particular horror. Or some other horror. In plain English, I wig out. It is a birthday tradition of mine to go psychotic or schizophrenic or catatonic, depending on the external stimuli. In a nutshell, my birthday and me, we don’t mix.

“We’ve got the whole summer here before us. I’m sure I’ll come up with something that I want. Don’t worry, okay?”

I promise Carmen that I’ll give thought to the subject, although the truth is that I will try to not give thought to the subject. Still, I will fail. Now that it’s out in the open, it will hound me, invading my daydreams and interrupting my sleep, and the less I try to make of it, the bigger it will grow.

Carmen says, “Okay,” but she doesn’t look any too reassured. “You are a hard woman to please, Lila,” she says. Every year in regard to my birthday Carmen says that to me, that I am a hard woman to please. Now she asks me, “You want some more coffee?”

I peer into the mug and I am surprised to see that it is nearly empty. “Sure,” I say. “Why not?” In the final analysis, I’d rather drink lousy coffee than have none at all, and then I tell Carmen all about Henry.
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explication: Also called formal, structural, or textual analysis; examines poetry for a knowledge of each part and for the relation of these parts to the whole.

AT HOME, I TAKE MY MAIL TO MY desk and here, in print, in my complimentary copy of Lingua Obscura, which is a journal of rhetorical grandiloquence for assholes, some other poet has written a diatribe attacking my work. Which is why the editors thought to send me a free copy without my requesting one. So I could read why this poet who goes by the name Ankh has a problem with my poetry. That’s it. Ankh. No surname. Ankh, in this day and age, no less. Ankh.

My ghosts are at the kitchen table whispering between themselves. Ghosts, I have learned, do not sleep during daylight hours as one might suppose, and Dora giggles. Laughter that sounds like wind chimes. I ask them to please lower the volume. “I’m trying to read here,” I say.

That Ankh is a poet of questionable abilities, not to mention the critical vision of a mole, does not stop her any. She goes for my throat and my soul because of my use of a word that she can barely bring herself to utter. “The word cunt,” she claims, “is not in the poet’s diction.” She does not write cunt, but spells it out. c-*-n-t.

I beg to differ. The word cunt is in the poet’s diction. It’s in my diction, and I think it is a lovely word. The way I happen to be smitten with the related word gynecologist. Gynecologist is a word that rolls off my tongue as if it were greased with butter. Also I am very attached to my gynecologist as a person. As I am attached to my therapist, although the word therapist I don’t care for much. The word therapist sticks in my craw and offends my sensibilities. Still, I’m quite fond of both these men, although I prefer it when the gynecologist does the probing.

It is nothing but a coincidence that my therapist’s office and my gynecologist’s office are located on this same stretch of Waverly Place, although my therapist does not much believe in coincidence.

I see Leon every Tuesday afternoon from 3:00 to 3:50, which is the therapist’s idea of an hour. The same way their year is but eleven months long. All therapists do that, truncate time, shave ten minutes from an hour and delete one month from the year. Most often it is August when they disappear. While they’re off splashing in the Hamptons or gourmandising in Tuscany, you are left alone to flounder.

Leon’s office is dark and somber. Diplomas from Harvard and the University of Chicago and the New York Psychoanalytic Institute hang on walls paneled with rich wood. The bookshelves are heavy mostly with tomes on personality quirks, case studies, psychoanalytic theory, the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders volumes I-IV. Also Leon has the complete works of Oscar Wilde. Sandwiched between Freud’s Brain and Jung’s Dreams are my books, which I gave to him as gifts on the condition that he not stoop so low as to scour them looking for clues relating to my personal life. Also, I refused to scribble a few words plus my autograph on the title pages. “I don’t write cheesy messages on title pages,” I told Leon, which is not entirely a rule I live by. For strangers, for my students, for an audience, those who show up to readings clutching books in sweaty hands, for them I am delighted to inscribe slop on the title page.

I take my seat, the bull’s-eye, dead center in the middle section of the three-piece couch that is semicircled around Leon’s chair. This couch is designed for group therapy. Leon does groups three nights a week. I’ve not been asked to join one, but even if I were invited, I would refuse. I’m hardly about to share my intimacies with an assortment of victims of life’s little disappointments. Still, it would be nice to be asked.

Directly across from me, in an S-shaped Scandinavian chair, Leon sits contorted like a pretzel. I associate those chairs with back troubles and with old hippies whose potbellies and sagging breasts obstruct their view of the Birkenstock sandals on their feet. Leon, however, is sprightly, and on his feet are a pair of navy blue leather pumps with one-inch heels. Ferragamo or maybe Gucci would be my guess. Soft leather and classically styled and a tasteful complement to his beige linen A-line skirt. A gold brooch is pinned to the scalloped collar of his white blouse. My therapist is a drag queen, but understated. I like this about Leon. That he is a librarian of a drag queen. I admire his courage, if not his taste, which is way too dowdy for me. You could say Leon gives drag a bad name, what with his knee-length skirts, tailored jackets, sensible shoes, pageboy hairdo, and pearly pink lipstick. Then again, to be fair, I have never seen him outside his office. Perhaps nights and weekends, he gussies up in sequins and feathers.

Also, Leon is sympathetic. He knows firsthand what it is to put on a face. To try to fool the people and yourself. To have it be that your soul is in constant conflict with your matter. That deep inside you are somebody else altogether. Not to mention how Leon knows what it is like to be an outcast and a black sheep. If anything, next to him, I look normal.
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