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After my third session with my new therapist, I was feeling worse than before the first appointment. Friends had urged me back into therapy. The problem, we all agreed, was odd. I had no trouble meeting women. I had trouble taking the next step - that step needed for a friendship to become a romance. My friends rode the wave; I was caught in the wake.

I had dates and I had lovers, but then, Poof!, it ended, they disappeared. Not disappeared, as out of existence . . . no . . . just out of the range of my existence. Not necessarily completely but sufficiently to end whatever relationship might have ensued.

Poof! That was my psychic state, although my therapist mockingly reminded me that no mental malaise with that handle appeared in the DSM. “It will soon be added,” I’d replied in jest, to which I heard “Humph.”

I had my own ideas: wrong choices, bad timing, innate shyness, unforeseen circumstance. I also knew I preferred not to know or I became so dewy-eyed I couldn’t see what was in front of me.

Even I fretted from time to time, but the fact was I had managed my life with aplomb and prudence. I was well-off financially - better off than my peers - and I had a career I enjoyed - enjoyed more than I should perhaps to be fully and permanently engaged with someone.

Still, it nagged at me that I was so utterly inept with women. And, to no one’s surprise, I was not getting younger, although I had a ripply lifter’s body because I had been a long-time lifter.

My friends, better versed in psycho-analytic theory than I was, began at first just to ask me why or how. Then, as always happened with the psycho-analytically-inclined, they began to answer their own question. They added to their why a “therefore”, except each “whyer” came up with his own “thereforey”.

The more we talked and they analyzed, the worse I felt. If could jump . . . I expressed that one night over too much Bordeaux but did not specify what I meant by jump . . . that was a mistake. My friends, who had long felt that they had to look out for me, were so stunned or scared that they dumped their separate opinions, some of which were mild and gentle and some of which were not, on my metal state and in unison turned dead serious with the command “You need help, period” but then they scratched period and inserted “immediately” followed by a period for the sake of punctuation.

So began the process of finding help. After pruning the list - inarticulate, odiferous,  aggressive, passive, too Freudian, too Reichian, nasty, double nasty, sexy, whiny - to name a few rejectables, based on my friends’ long years with various therapists, we reached the point where in our own drunken “wee, small hours” . . . not a Frank moment . . . we threw a dart in the form of my index finger.

Here I was, not exactly sitting or reclining, more angling on a verdant couch that sloped, rolled and twisted like a landscape, with a therapist, who seemed to be an incarnation of far too many of the rejectables, especially the sexy attribute. I thought more than once, if she weren’t so hard-hearted and dressed in that purple - like a pimple - business-suit, a roll on her couch would probably take care of my Poof! psychosis.

I also thought for a moment this might have resulted from us farm kids rolling in the hay rather than mounding it. I’d like to think it was innocent, but when our parents found out...well, it lost its innocence. Perhaps, I’d been damaged on some way I couldn’t discern.

What awful thoughts you could have on a couch that refused to let you stretch or curl, talking about sex or failure thereof, with someone you could not possibly fail at it. She was a therapist, and on matters sexual she was the boss. She would take me where I needed to go, and, Poof!, I’d be cured.

Even though I couldn’t afford a big shrink, I’d picked a little shrink with big plans for my cash reserve. I’d given up trying to figure out the rolling, enfolding, squaring fee schedule, why some appointments were more expensive than others and the nondisclosure statement for me, not for her, which made me liable, heavily liable, if I screwed up or just screwed. I knew it was going to cost me, but I wanted to be hopeful. I also began to speculate the looking at sex and not having it would be curative.

Looking at sex did not, however, preclude what I hated most. I was always having to explain what I was feeling, as if the right side could wend it way into the left side. Wasn’t there a reason for the dichotomy? Reasoning and feeling were different. Why couldn’t I just say, “I felt this” and leave it at that? Why did I have to explain, find some logic in all these fantasies and imponderables?

The fact was I was very bad at explaining, and she told as much. Halfway erections notwithstanding, I was feeling more miserable than ever.

The first question, third session: “So! Haven’t you ever disappeared in order to get a woman out of your life?” I answered, truthfully I said to myself with some pride, “I had not.” I failed to think ahead. “Explain!”

I didn’t have an explanation, and while I was trying to come up with one, she said, “Live with it. Learn to live with it.”

“Live with what exactly?” I asked, showing my dumbfoundedness. “Isn’t that what I’ve been trying to do? The fact that I’m in an angular repose here suggests that living with it wasn’t working, no?”

“I don’t like whiners and won’t tolerate whining. What did I do to deserve this? Did I wake up on the wrong side of the bed? What’s worse than no progress is progress without any progress. OY!”

I had become the therapist, I was sure, and as therapist or patient I didn’t like whiners either.

Then, I surprised myself with my boldness. “I see little reason to carry on with these discussion since ‘Live with it’ implies I should keep doing what I’ve been doing.”

I think what I heard next was a non sequitur.

“I want detailed explanations. Next time and probably the time after that and again after that . . . you’ll explain to me each disappearances, the hows and wherefores.”

Wherefores, what the hell were wherefores, a thought I did not finish before being ushered out the door. Besides, what good would it do. “Oh Mary Mother of . . . .” Nope, can’t go there. Forbidden territory. Besides, that’s all I knew, those few words.

At home, as if under a spell, I began to dig through my memory bank and volumes of journals. I came up with a short list - vexing stories of abandonment and disappearance - for the next session. When the time rolled around and I had angled unto her couch, I started with:

“How about a woman, 30 years younger and seated next to me at a local bar. She turned toward me and said, ‘You have the most beautiful blue eyes I’ve ever seen.’ I melted. After I melted,” trying to inject some humor that only provoked facial disdain, I continued. “We became friends. We drank coffee once a week at my café, and occasionally went bar-hopping.

“I liked her and I wanted to lay her, but the distance between us was palpable. She was unlike any woman I had dated. She was stockier and had big hair. She had a beautiful, round, full face despite a small scar that I learned was not the result of an accident. When I heard the full story, I wanted to hold her in my arms. I didn’t.

“Her pain-filled life was unlike anything I’d known, and yet when we talked, usually in quiet tones, the air around us was calm and still, even though the world beyond was verging on chaos. It wasn’t a bubble. It was just that we could create a space for ourselves. We shared, we listened, we never judged, we never competed. We hugged, we occasionally held hands, we never kissed on the mouth. I knew her bosom, I knew her squeeze, I knew her language, I knew her sorrow, I wanted to know the rest.

“She drove me home, after a night out, I took the bold step and asked her in. She declined, kissed my mouth, took my hands and said,

“‘You don’t know me. You have accepted me for how I’ve presented myself to you. I love that . . . the first time in my life. That’s not me. That may be who I want to be and may become someday, but not yet. Goodnight, my love, I’ll call.’”

“She didn’t. I have no idea where she went or why. I tried to reach her my phone and email but nothing. I think about her a lot. I chalked it up to bad timing or something like.”

“You’re right . . . bad timing. Move on!”

An echo, I thought, at a hundred an hour!

“OK. Another story.”

Red-faced as I often was when talking about these things, I could feel the shaded room aglow. I explained that I’d finally slept with a woman I’d known a long time.

“I’d always wanted to fuck her but I thought she was happily married. It turned out that he wasn’t, had a string of women including neighbors and was sent a-packing once she found out, but not without a huge emotional toll. I made no overtures, even after they divorced. One night, out of the blue, she called with an invitation to visit her. Then, we did fuck, over and over, almost the entire night, and for several nights after that. Again, out of the blue, on the last night she suddenly pulled herself away and moved to the couch with the words: ‘You scare me. You’re taking me places I’ve never been.’ I departed hastily the next morning without a kiss, an explanation, a plan, and I never heard from her again.”

“Ah-ha!” I heard. “This needs attention. It’s been festering away. What. . . .”

I did not let her finish. “Yes, it’d like to know ‘what’ too.” I should have let her finish.

“What did you do to make her say that?”

“HUH?”

“What did you do to make her say that? You need to replace your batteries.”

“l haven’t a clue. If I knew I wouldn’t . . . .”

“THINK! When you were a child and you said that, why did you say it?”

“I didn’t fuck as a child so I had no occasion to say that.”

“You are still a child, and I must add more childish than most children I deal with.”

God forbid you should ever deal with children . . . words I felt forming inside my mouth.

“‘Boo, I scare you’ and what will you do?”

I could see the answer in front of me, but, if I said it, I’d regret it.

I simply shook my head in the negative.

“Well, we’ve made progress today. You can’t figure things out. That’s a step toward understanding why you can’t figure things out.”

I was made speechless. I paid anyway.

“Next week, same time and think about what you’re trying to figure out.”

The next week rolled around and there I was again with a list, the same list, although I was not about to reveal that.

“Let’s get to it.”

One good thing. She didn’t look at all sexy today. She looked tired, overweight, out of sorts, except her chair was closer to the couch on which I was angled than usual. Was she peering? I felt scared. Was she taking me to a place I’d never been?

“Holy shit.”

“Did you say something?”

“No, I’m a little stuffy in the nose today.”

“That didn’t sound like stuffiness to me. No matter. Your latest encounter with a woman who abandoned you, please.”

“I saw her at the end of the aisle of the grocery where I shop. She waved, enthusiastically, I thought.”

“Describe an enthusiastic wave.”

I tried to mimic the wave, as I was describing it.

“NOT helpful. Words only,” she said, leaning in more closely.

“She was a cashier, a college student, probably half my age, tall, lean but shapely, eyes of golden rod accentuated by black apostrophes, long, full face, big smile, choice words, once the wave at the end of the aisle registered, I wanted to get to know her.”

“Less description, please, time limited,” as she further leaned into my face, eyelids flicking. I was feeling a need to escape to the toilet. What time was limited, I asked myself, since I’d just got here.

“Unexpectedly . . . no . . . it was surely what I expected . . . after many conversations over the counter, in the aisle, I came to adore her. I knew she liked me, but adore . . .I wasn’t sure.

“We met in remote aisles of exotics products or outside on the big rock or under the brick arch, away from the cameras whose locations she knew. We hugged. Did we kiss once? I want to think so.

“One day I met her with her boss in the middle of an aisle. I liked her boss. We chatted and joked, and then to my surprise her boss, who was engaged or I might have asked her out when I first met her, posed the question - “Why don’t you two date?” I had a big grin; she had a sly smile. We never did. Then, after weeks of not seeing her, she whispered to me the next time I saw her that she . . . .”

“Nooo!” was all the face inches from mine said, as she laid her hand - the first time ever - on my left forearm.

“Holy Shit,” I said to myself for the second time, even more quietly.

“Talk, I need you to talk to me, please talk,” not harshly but softly, in a complete reversal of tone from two minutes ago.

I was as mute with my therapist as I had been with the woman I adored, although for different reasons - I was never as close to the woman I adored as I was to my therapist whom I now feared. I continued.

“Well, the news caused me to go slack-jawed.”

I hoped she wouldn’t ask me to demonstrate.

“I mouthed some ill-formed questions to which came answers I didn’t want to hear:

‘Never mentioned him . . . ’

‘Good guy . . . ’

‘Seven years . . . ’

‘Hard to pull me away . . . .’

“I was in a spin but I couldn’t move, as much as I wanted to flee I couldn’t. The golden-rod eyes had vanished behind a gray veil. The smile was small, unrecognizable. I, cemented to my space, then watched her flee. I never saw her again.”

Before my therapist, whose head now hung over my abdomen, could react I said slowly and firmly,

“I still adore her.”

I heard sobs. I knew I was sad, I knew I was sad having lost her and having to tell about losing her . . . no doubt about it . . . but I wasn’t sobbing. Nor did I remember lying down with a head on my tummy. The tears began to seep through my shirt.

“Oh my God, oh my God, oh my God . . . .”

I wondered, among other things, if this was some ritual, some litany I was supposed to join in with. Then, the floodgates opened.

Sobbing, denouncements, weeping, hysterics, her fingers headed in the wrong direction, I heard a voice, almost as if it were deep in my abdomen:

“I too am a seven-year victim. Six you can handle, three is a breeze, but seven . . . you’ll never recover.”

I heard myself utter, “I beg your pardon?”

“I was with him for seven years, he flirted with a cashier at a store, she got pregnant, they ran off together.”

“I believe that’s the exact opposite of what happened to me . . . .”

Her fingers arrived where I did not want them, followed by the scariest words yet:

“Details! Details!. Seven is the key. We need each other. Both jilted but now joined by our jiltings.”

Quickly, I slid off the couch to the other side. I shuttered as I heard her head thump against the leather. When I came around, I found her body so limp I could barely lift her unto the couch. She began to slide into one of the couch’s many contours. She also began to wail. I’d never heard anyone wail before.

“Holy shit,” I said aloud this time.

I saw the little red light over her door. Her next appointment was here. She would be found. I left through the exit into the hallway.

“Poof!,” I said, as I walked into the sunlit street.</p>
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