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Author’s Note


For years, when asked what it is that I write about, I have responded — by turns flippant, apologetic, and in-your-face — “S&M.” What this answer means, though, has only gotten more difficult to clarify. The range and complexity of S&M involvement is as infinite as human sexuality itself. Even the letters “S” and “M” represent many different concepts to different people. As the theme of this book, sadomasochism is probably a misnomer. Here, “S&M” would much more readily stand for “slavery and mastery,” not only where it is consciously expressed in bedroom games, but where I see it sublimated and (barely) veiled nearly everywhere I look.


Meeting the Master, therefore, isn’t an easy book to categorize. It is both fiction and poetry. It is wholly erotic — at least to me — but only occasionally very graphic. It is straight, gay, and everything in between. It depicts a dark and little-understood area of sexuality, often outside of what we recognize as a sexual context.


Like anything else that resists a ready pigeonhole, this book will disturb and offend some people, but it is my hope that it will serve many others. Those who, like me, have a perpetual craving for material on this topic; who felt the pull early on, maybe even from early childhood; who have purchased even the most dismal pornography if it promised some kind of a “fix” in this area; who have felt intense frustration at the dearth of quality literature that addresses it in any depth.


It is the aim of this book to sate some of that particular hunger; to explore S&M beyond the stereotypes of leather, whips, and chains; to ask questions and provoke thought; to arouse and entertain.


It is my attempt to tell some of my own truth.


I hope you enjoy it.




Meeting the Master


“Beware the fury of a patient man.”


—John Dryden


 


I dreamed you had the patience of a prayer:


You let me memorize your open hand


Before you closed a fist around my hair.


I read a warning written down somewhere:


“Beware the fury of a patient man.”


I dreamed you had the patience of a prayer.


I’ll swear to the truth if you’ll take a dare,


Plead guilty if you’ll force me to the stand,


And close a knowing fist around my hair.


Yours is the rhythm of a rocking chair:


Steady as an hourglass spilling sand.


I dreamed your patience would make saints despair.


I’ve yearned to cringe beneath your level stare.


My wish has been to be at your command —


To kiss the iron fist around my hair.


I’ve waited for years, searching everywhere,


But only you have made me understand:


Patience in a slave is itself a prayer,


And answered by your fist around my hair.




The Initiation


“You’re so sexually inhibited, it’s unbelievable,” Kim told me, in a tone that suggested he had seen much in his eighteen years. “You’re the most sexually inhibited person I’ve ever met.”


I was in tenth grade when this fateful judgement was delivered. Fifteen years old and had just broken up with Kim.


Our relationship had begun when I was fourteen, a freshman in high school; he was seventeen, a senior. I fell so hard for him and the crush was so agonizingly sweet that it made up for everything that came afterward, for the lean, hungry years of wanting, of obsessing.


Kim was my first love and the one to initiate me into my own sexuality.


Though I had always — always — had sexual fantasies. Four, five years old, and lying in bed at night before falling asleep was as lovely as it is now. And the theme has always been the same, involving a confrontation between myself and some authority figure: transgression, punishment, remorse, penance, forgiveness. Even as a small child, I was riveted by men instead of boys: the teachers at school, the counselors at camp, the older brothers of friends. I liked soldiers, firemen, and policemen; I looked at men who wore belts, men who wore boots.


With Kim, it was fascination at first sight. I had never seen anyone like him. He was half Korean and half British, unmistakably Asian yet pale and full-lipped, with hay-straight dirty-blond hair and slanted green eyes. He was medium height, about five-foot-eight. Lean and sinewy and bristling with barely leashed energy.


I met him during the first week of school. His green eyes were glittering with an almost hysterical brightness and his hair was, literally, standing on end. He was clad in a sleeveless Union Jack t-shirt, torn jeans belted with a chain and a pair of handcuffs, and several bracelets as spiky as his head on each wrist. I had seen him before in the halls — he was hard to miss — but we had never spoken. A friend of mine, Montgomery, introduced us in the cafeteria.


“Delilah, this is Kim,” he said, nodding at what I had begun to think of as “the creature”.


“Hello,” said the creature, sounding strangely articulate.


“Nice to meet you,” I said, with a slightly condescending smile. And that was it. I didn’t see him again until the next week, again in the cafeteria. I had forgotten my lunch money, and I still knew very few people at school. Forlorn and hungry, I worked up the nerve to approach him, and he gave me a dollar so I could eat. By the time I got to the lunch line, though, it had already shut down, and the only thing left to buy was ice cream. I exchanged a quarter for a stale vanilla cone topped with a frozen cluster of nuts. I knew from experience that it wouldn’t taste much different than the paper it was wrapped in, but it was better than nothing.


“You wasted my money on that?” Kim asked when I returned.


“I have to eat something. It was all that was left,” I defended myself, and bit in. The almonds were bitter; I spat them into my palm.


“Hey,” he protested. “That’s the best part.”


“Well, you can have it,” I said snidely, opening my hand. He startled me by seizing my wrist and bending to take the chewed, spit-ridden contents in his mouth.


“Oh god,” I cringed. “I can’t believe you just did that.”


“It’s just spit. No worse than kissing,” he said, and smiled. It was then that I felt the first twinge. It was a brand new thought — kissing the creature. Brand new and not altogether off putting. But it was only a twinge. It took what happened to Daniel River to make me fall in love with him.


It happened in early October. I was sitting with Kim and my best friend Cheryl on the lawn in front of the school. Everyone hung out on the lawn after school, often for hours. The Frisbee Club, which was actually a motley group of sixties throwbacks, stayed the latest — they played frisbee there until it got dark or someone cut open a foot.


Cheryl and Kim were arguing about whether it reflected badly on an upperclassman to associate with bratty freshman girls. He was teasing her and she was arguing back sharply — far too serious, ridiculous. I realized that Cheryl liked Kim as much as I did, and I filed this knowledge away along with a secret and resolute disregard. I stayed quiet while she got more and more worked up, thinking it was setting me in a good light. Quiet and — I hoped — enigmatic. Once in a while, Kim’s eyes met mine and it seemed as if we were sharing a glimmer of a silent laugh.


The day was cold and golden and beautiful. The leaves were changing and falling from the trees. My crush was a tender swelling beneath my ribs: tense, fluttering, happy.


The argument between Kim and Cheryl was winding down. She was abandoning her fury and coaxing him for a piggy back ride to the payphone, which was in the parking lot behind the school.


I felt more than a little jealousy at the sight of her draped across his back. I was somehow wearing his sweatshirt though, and walking beside him. We rounded the corner and there, by the wall, was a tight circle of leather-jacketed backs. From within it, someone was screaming.


“What’s going on?” Cheryl said, then, “Oh God!”


“They’re just playing,” I said, but even as I heard myself I could see a slight, blond-haired boy pressed to the wall with a mask of blood where his face should have been.


I was barely aware of Kim shaking Cheryl off. I went weak in the knees at the sight of that blood, at the sight of the boy sliding, as if he’d been shot, down the wall to the ground.


The next part is seared into my memory in languorous slow-motion, and I replay it often, even now. As Cheryl and I backed away, Kim lunged forward. I watched his receding back, his tawny hair flying behind him, and as he ran toward the scene I could see the glint of a razor from within the ring. Kim never hesitated. He hurled himself into the pack the way, as a child, I flung myself against the arms locked against me in “Red Rover”. He did not speak; he did not glance at the attackers. He reached the boy and hauled him swiftly to his feet.


The ranks pressed in and Kim turned, shielding the boy with his own body. He blocked two punches in quick succession and I remembered that he knew karate. A third caught him hard on the side of his face. He did not flinch or make a sound, or do anything else to acknowledge the blow. His leg snapped out in a kick which caught one of the assailants in the stomach, causing him to stagger backward. Then all of them moved backward, and suddenly they were gone. Cheryl and I ran over, and I recognized the boy. His name was Daniel, he was a junior. The four of us returned together to the front lawn of the school.


We were immediately surrounded by what was left of the Frisbee Club. Aside from the other damage done, Daniel’s eyelid had been slashed; most of the blood seemed to be coming from there. A dark stain had spread on the front of his jeans where he’d wet himself. I noticed blood spattered on my own clothing, on my own arms. I was trembling slightly, and cold.


Daniel was shepherded to the school nurse and the police were called. Cheryl, Kim, and I were repeatedly asked to describe what happened. For me, only one thing mattered: Kim’s part in it all. Kim had seen someone being beaten by a pack of boys much larger than himself, and without thinking about the danger, without thinking at all, he had thrown himself into the middle. For me, he had swiftly and irrevocably become a hero. And the whole time I sat there demurely and told the police the facts and tried to seem quietly traumatized, I was exploding inside. Kim was a hero!


Eventually I was allowed to leave. I went straight home to my room and lay down on the floor. I was so wild with excitement I didn’t know what to do with myself. And I was slightly ashamed as well, for despite the horror of the afternoon — the violence and the cruelty, the slashed eyelid and the blood — I had never felt such joy.


After this afternoon, I began to worship Kim in earnest. I had never been so passionately absorbed in anyone. I watched him constantly and furtively, I prayed to have him, I lingered on the lawn after school whenever he did, thrilled just to be in his presence. Becoming increasingly bold, and increasingly drastic in my measures, I stole his camel-colored suede jacket from the boys’ locker room and slept with it nightly, inhaling his barely detectable scent from its interior.


I look back at him as if through a kaleidoscope; I see him in a fragmented, firecracker-bright burst of images. Patiently, tirelessly explaining algebra to a very slow, very obese girl he barely knew. Climbing a tree to get a stranded cat. Sitting on the front steps of the school, strumming his guitar, with a cluster of admirers around his feet, gazing up at him with rapt attention. Unself-consciously singing:


“I want to be like him


I want to think like him


I want to know all of his secrets


Want to feel life through his skin...”


His voice was low and sweet; his eyes smiled with the irony of his lyrics; his mouth was gently curved, sensual and kindly; the mouth of a demigod. I watched his hands on the strings. There was an uncompromising knot in my gut, tight and hard, hungry.


He paid some attention to me. I had never had a boyfriend, was unfamiliar with the courtship ritual, and as such could not interpret his actions. We talked from time to time after school, and he often allowed himself to be coaxed into gymnastic displays when I was around. He was a proficient acrobat and a passionate show off, climbing the columns in front of the school, walking on the fence, turning handsprings on the lawn.


Once he was teasing me. I was standing on the grass watching frisbee practice when I felt something smack the back of my head. Upon turning around I could see, among the people nearby who might have done it, Kim looking quite innocent, if a bit too bright-eyed. By the third cuff, his misty stare into the distance was shading into a smirk, and I retaliated suddenly, bringing the back of my own hand into sharp contact with his left cheekbone.


“Hey,” he said, startled. “What’d you have to hit me so hard for?”


“You did it to me,” I answered, thoroughly unconcerned.


“What do you mean, I did it to you?”


“You hit me first.”


“I hit you like this,” he said, tapping me with a fraction of his former force, “not like this.” And he slapped me hard across the face.


I heard it before I felt it. A few seconds passed before I felt a shape like a handprint burning where he had struck. Humiliation left me expressionless.


We stared at each other for a moment, equally startled by what he had done. Then I turned away mutely, not knowing what else to do. Some of my friends were drawing on the blacktop with colored chalk. I went over and sat down with them. My whole body hurt.


After a few minutes I sensed Kim hovering on the periphery of this activity — it was probably his chalk. I kept my head down. It was all I could do to look at him out of the corner of my eye. We didn’t speak for the rest of the day.


That night I lay in bed, looking out into the dark, thrilling to the memory of it. I had roused him to action and emotion. A transaction had taken place that included only myself and him; he had acted upon me, left an imprint. I lay savoring it, as if it had been a kiss.


***


Sex and violence are, for me, inextricably linked. And I can’t remember a time when this wasn’t the case. It was a sense I always had, before I could put it into words. No matter how crude, unseemly, or even grotesque the forms this combination might take.


I was twelve years old and in a motel room with my family when I first saw studio wrestling on TV. And I could neither believe what I was seeing nor tear my eyes away. One wrestler lay defeated on his back while another knelt beside him to inflict the slow, deliberate, proprietary damage. Picking his head up by the hair and slamming it into the floor. Rising to grind a casual heel into his groin.


“What is this?” I cried. “Is he allowed to do those things?”


“It’s all staged,” my brother assured me. “Studio wrestling, you get it? None of it’s real.”


“You shouldn’t be watching this trash anyway,” my mother put in, without looking up from her book.


The match was ending, another was beginning. A black man was entering the ring with a white. It was announced that the loser would have his head shaved.


Growing up, my brother and I were allowed to watch very little television. It took special circumstances for the four of us to be grouped around the tube, unusual situations like this one, in which a heavy rain was foiling our ski trip. It wasn’t the fighting itself that I found so riveting; my father liked to watch boxing, and I was familiar enough with the blood, the twisted grimaces of pain. But this. This was something different.


The black wrestler lost the match and was presently being dragged into the center of the ring. The victor was brandishing an electric razor. “I can’t believe this is happening,” I said. “I can’t watch.” But of course I did watch, through the cracks of my fingers. It was an awful sight. The victim was bucking and writhing. Three or four men held him in place as the razor plowed through his afro, and great chunks of hair fell to the floor. They were doing an erratic job, so that he looked as grotesque as possible until all his hair was gone. Once completely shorn, he looked all right again; he had a strong, clean jawline and carried baldness very well. But I wasn’t to be consoled.


“That had to be real, didn’t it?” I demanded of my brother. “They can’t fake shaving someone’s head. Why do they do it? Just to humiliate the loser? Isn’t it humiliating enough to lose?”


“Christ, would you relax?” my brother said. “Who cares why? They’re neanderthals.”


“They’re still people,” I argued. “They’re human beings, being degraded in the name of entertainment.”


“He’s getting paid a lot of money for this nonsense,” my father said dismissively, reaching for the newspaper. “He probably grew hair for the match.”


I had never seen anything like that before. And yet it was as if it had always been there; it hadn’t really startled me as much as I pretended. I thought I understood this spectacle, with a secret and unspeakable understanding. I saw what my mother and father and brother did not: the urge to take part in a perverse drama, inflict punishment in a public game of humiliation. They did not see this, or would not acknowledge it. It bewildered me: how did these sensible people produce a creature of such depravity?


I had to wonder: whence had I sprung?


II.


I got Kim. I don’t know what I would have done if I hadn’t, but perhaps this was a possibility I couldn’t allow myself to consider. I had to have him, so I got him, and I have never been happier than I was then.


It was as wonderful as a first love could be. He was a senior in high school, all-knowing and worldly; I was a starry-eyed freshman, tender and impressionable. He was a coveted figure at school; I was queen groupie, suddenly turned queen. And I was exactly what my wonder and naïvete suggested: untouched. I had made it all the way to high school without anyone so much as groping under my t-shirt. Therein lay much of Kim’s power: he knew my body far better than I did.


Years later, when I was in college, I met a woman who belonged to the gym I had just joined. She first came to my attention when she was lifting an unbelievable stack of weights with her ankles. She was exquisitely muscled; I couldn’t stop looking at her. She also seemed very irritated all the time, as if undecided about whether she wanted to lift the weights or hurl them through the gym window. One evening she turned on me.


“What the fuck are you always staring at?”


It took a moment for me to be able to answer. “It’s just that — well, that you have a very beautiful body.”


She softened, but just slightly. “Look, do you know what you’re doing in here? Or are you just fucking around? Because if you don’t have a real plan, you know, you’re never going to get anywhere.”


I told her I had a routine I’d made up but didn’t really know how efficient it was.


She offered to tell me a few things: “Let’s start with your upper body. Come here and let me look at you. Take off your shirt and let me see your back.” I pulled off my tank top and turned around, overcome by a heady sense of peril. And then when she put her hands on me, touched me the way you would an apple for bruises, a tremor ran through me from crown to toe.


She mapped out a regimen for my metamorphosis and started me off right then and there. She’d tell me to lift a certain amount of weight ten times, and just as I was nearly done, as I was lowering it for the ninth time and nearly beside myself with pain, she’d order me to, “Go for twelve.” Physical agony had never been so sweet.


She drove me home that night.


“By the way,” she asked casually in the car, “are you straight or gay?”


With some reluctance, I said straight.


“You got a boyfriend?”


I said I was seeing my karate instructor.


She snorted. “You fall in love with anyone who has some sort of didactic position toward you. It’s such an obvious element of your personality.”


She had known me all of an hour and a half. And yet she was undeniably right.


***


I wanted to learn, and Kim showed me. But the way he showed me was surprising, and surprises me still, whenever I think about it. He moved slowly. So slowly. He made it painfully slow, he filled me with an agony of longing. I was amazed, disbelieving — and frightened of my own insatiability. For a long time we did nothing but kiss. Thrilling kisses; I had never even really been kissed before. There were quick, awkward, spin-the-bottle kisses in grade school; detached, experimental kisses, obligatory at parties throughout middle school, but nothing like this, this exultant pressing together against the columns in front of the school, on street corners amidst falling autumn leaves, in his bedroom on rainy afternoons. He was gentle, so gentle. So slow. I wanted, I waited, I waited desperately for him to touch me. For his hand, at long last, tender on my ribcage, over my bra, under my bra. I was passive. I didn’t know how to be encouraging, let alone aggressive. I gloried in the giving of myself; it was all I knew.


Looking back, there seems an unbelievable sweetness in not knowing what to do. After the first love comes a certain confidence. You know, or think you know, what men like; you’re in a position to coolly appraise; you know what to do with your hands and your mouth and you know what you want.


I was far from any of this. I was wide-eyed and amazed, vulnerable and open. I followed where he led; I moaned under his hand; I filled out, as if for him, in less than a year: from a nearly flat chest — unworthy of a bra — to full, firm convexities I couldn’t believe were mine. I learned all my own erogenous zones, and consequently how to masturbate: a mixed blessing. For a long time after Kim and I were history, I was in a sticky situation where nothing could stack up to my own hand. Kim came before my hand; Kim might as well have stuck a British-Korean flag in my cunt. For years I compared every boy to come along with him, and all were doomed to pale. In his wake, finding no one to satisfy my new-found need, I could only do it myself, often several times a day.


Kim never pushed me to do anything. Not so much as a suggestion ever passed his lips. He wasn’t in a hurry, and he was wholly uninterested in intercourse. Whether he was saving his own virginity, and for what, was unclear, but fucking me was not his goal. He was ever slow and gentle, apparently satisfied with what others called foreplay as an end in itself. He revealed none of the frantic gluttony or agitation of boyfriends to come; tenderness was enough for him. And for this he was an exquisite lover.


Kim had two heroes, Gandhi and Martin Luther King. He admired gentleness, said he wished he was gentle himself.


“You are, Kim,” I told him, and believed it. We were sitting on the lawn in front of school.


“No, I’m not, not really. Not like them. Not even, say, like any of them,” and he nodded at the Frisbee Club scattered over the grass, sailing their disks through the autumn air. I studied them dubiously. They were a strange and skinny bunch, whose pacifism and bell-bottoms always made them an immediate target for anyone who wanted trouble.


“Then again,” Kim’s tone changed suddenly, taking on a flat edge, “other people make me feel like a saint. Certain individuals... make me feel like the gentlest guy on the face of the earth.” He was staring pointedly in front of him and I followed his gaze to Guy Bryant, a leather-clad, mohawked young man who was now approaching the lawn. In many ways, although they were arch-enemies, Guy was a wayward counterpart to Kim. They were both very distinctive figures at school, each liking to be the center of attention. They were similarly built, both lithe and lean and clean-muscled — and both had reputations as skilled fighters. But Guy was a bully where Kim was a knee-jerk defender of the oppressed, and they had locked horns on several occasions because of this. It remained unclear which of them would come out on top if a fight between them were ever allowed to run its course. They had always been separated before anything decisive could happen.


Guy leaned on the fence and stared at the Frisbee Club as if their very existence were an affront to him. I could see by their skittish glances in his direction that his singular presence was unsettling the whole group. In another moment, he was joined by Joe Ritts, his sallow little sidekick. They lit cigarettes and stood in silence for a while.


“Y’ know,” Guy suddenly announced loudly to Joe. “The lice epidemic is back in the public schools.”


“Is that right, Guy?” the smaller boy said.


“Yeah, ain’t it a bitch? My sister got sent home from school yesterday, she got ’em from someone. They say long-haired people are the most likely to carry ’em and spread ’em around.” He glared meaningfully at the hippies. “That’s how come my sister got ’em right away. She’s got long hair. But then, she’s a girl, girls are supposed to — ”


“She probably got them from your greasy mohawk,” Kim shouted across the lawn.


Guy turned, startled, and saw Kim for the first time. A look of frustration crossed his face. He threw down his cigarette and ground it angrily underfoot. “Suck my dick, Kim,” he said, turning away.


“Wouldn’t want to cheat little Joey there out of a job,” Kim returned.


“Did you hear that, Guy?” Joe whined. But Guy was already stalking away. Joe wavered in indecision a moment, then flipped Kim the bird and took off after Guy.


Several members of the Frisbee Club turned to Kim and made elaborate, sardonic bows in his direction. He laughed with pleasure.


“Look at them,” I said, resuming our discussion. “There’s a difference between gentleness and defenselessness. It’s not that they won’t fight so much as that they can’t. I think pacifism is mostly cowardice.”


“Do you think Gandhi was a coward?” he asked.


This brought me up short. “I don’t know anything about Gandhi,” I said.


“That’s certainly clear.”


I didn’t respond.


“And what about Martin Luther King?”


I fell silent for a while. “They’re different,” I said at last. “You can’t compare them to The Frisbee Club, for Christ’s sake.”


I was irritated with the whole conversation. I was being ridiculous and I knew it. But I also knew we were concerned about two different things, while Kim did not. And I could see no way to show him.


“Don’t you think violence ever has its place?” I asked.


“I don’t think it ever accomplishes anything,” he answered.


“Sometimes,” I said haltingly, “sometimes it’s just exciting.”


“Not to me,” he said.


Therein lay the problem. Kim would never understand if I told him what I wanted. My desires, which made no sense, would seem even crazier to someone like him. Not that I ever got over my shyness in his bed anyway. If I couldn’t say “touch me” I certainly couldn’t say “hit me”. I couldn’t say: tie my hands, hold me down, spit in my mouth. If I could have, everything might have been different. I wouldn’t have had to really get him angry.


***


We played a game.


It was about reflexes. Kim would hold his hands out palms up. I would place mine over his, palms down, and he would then try to slap at them before I could pull them away. Then we’d reverse it.


Kim was far better at this than me. When we played, he would go untouched for long minutes while my knuckles reddened and my fury mounted. Eventually I’d become incensed and after a painful volley of blows I would often, only half-jokingly, slap his face. The first time this happened he laughed. Every time after that, it pissed him off. Sometimes he would hit me back, sometimes not. Whenever he did, a tingling flash of ecstasy would split my body.


It mystified him that I wanted to play the game so often.


And once, we were in my room after having watched a rerun of Batman. In the episode, burglars had bound Commissioner Gordon to a chair and gagged him. The gag consisted only of a piece of cloth placed between his teeth and he was able to mutter loudly, if incoherently, from behind it at the villains.


“What good does a gag do,” I remarked to Kim afterward. “The person can still make all the noise he wants.”


“Not the way I’d gag ’em,” Kim stated flatly.


“What do you mean?”


“If I gagged you, you wouldn’t be able to make a sound.”


“Sure I could,” I said, knowing Kim could never resist a challenge.


“Get me two socks,” he said. “And a bandana.”


I produced these items and perched on the edge of the bed.


“Open your mouth,” he said.


My lips parted as if for a kiss.


“Wider.” His voice had taken on a strange edge.


I obeyed silently. He folded one sock into a compact square and pushed it to the back of my throat. Above this invasion we stared at each other. His gaze was steady and impersonal.


I closed my eyes and tried to control my breathing.


“Wider,” he repeated shortly. I stretched my jaw still further and felt him push the other sock into my mouth. I could barely hold both. He then placed the middle of the bandana between my teeth and knotted the two ends tightly behind my head.


“Now,” he said. “Scream.”


I tried. It sounded like the wheeze of a broken accordion. Helpless.


“Go ahead,” he said smugly. “Make some noise.”


I gave it everything I had, to no further avail.


“I think I like you better this way,” he said.


I could feel my pulse racing wildly, and cast my eyes down lest he detect my excitement. I wanted him to keep talking to me, wanted to remain in the position of being able only to register, not answer, what he had to say. And when he was done talking I wanted him to push me down on the bed, hold my wrists above my head with one hand and set me to writhing with the other...


From within my reverie I heard him go on, “Yes, you seem to have become docile very quickly; I should have tried this a long time ago.”


I looked up at him hopefully, searching for some hint of seriousness in his expression, but could find none. There was nothing but teasing affection in his smile.


“Maybe I’ll leave you like this all night,” he was saying, but his hands were already on my shoulders, turning me around so he could undo his handiwork.


One evening in the last chill of March, Cheryl and I went skating at the Schenley Park ice rink. The skaters had been asked to leave the ice while they smoothed it over with their trucks. We were sitting in the lockerroom when two older girls came in. I recognized them as seniors at school.


One of them was crying. “What’s he so mad about?” she protested to the other. “I wasn’t lookin’ at that stupid kid. He makes this shit up inside his own head.”


Guy Bryant appeared in the doorway with two of his buddies. “Get your fuckin’ skates off and get in the van,” he roared. Everyone turned to stare at him. “You got three minutes,” he added, then disappeared.


The girl bent clumsily to unlace her skates. “Why does he have to be like that?” she wept.


Her friend dropped an arm around her shoulders. “What are you lookin’ at?” she snarled at us. Cheryl and I dropped our eyes.


In another minute they were gone. I was afraid to follow them out, but I wanted to badly. I ached to know what was going to happen next. At that moment I wanted to be Guy’s girlfriend. The dismal reality of such a situation did not occur to me. I wanted to be the object of such irrational jealousy, to feel male rage breaking over me like thunder.


I recounted the incident to Kim later. He snorted. “That doesn’t surprise me in the least,” he said. “When the miserable fucker gets tired of hippie baiting and fag bashing, naturally he starts in on his girlfriend. And until a position in a used car lot opens up to provide him with his true mission in life, I guess we’ve all got to deal with him.”


I began to challenge Kim at every opportunity. His anger was deeply arousing to me. I loved the sense of danger, of unleashing something I couldn’t control. Something to which I would have to surrender.


My provocation took many forms. I was always late whenever we were supposed to meet. I would openly flirt with other boys in his presence. In our play wrestling, I kicked below the belt. But it was difficult to really get Kim upset. He was easy-going and tolerant by nature, and wasn’t one to hold a grudge. He took to asking me to meet him twenty minutes earlier than he really wanted, so that for his intents and purposes, I’d be on time. He had a remarkable lack of jealousy, and if he noticed my flirtatiousness, he didn’t care. And the more points I scored in our wrestling, the more I pleased him. Kim knew karate and judo and thought everyone should know at least some self-defense. He showed me the most vulnerable parts of the body and how to go for them. If I managed to land a particularly painful kick or punch, he’d howl cheerfully and clap my shoulder in appreciation.


“I’m creating a monster,” he’d gloat. “A little monster.”


It frustrated me that he so rarely retaliated. Soon I was upping the ante; it became like a game. I took his favorite pair of biking gloves without asking, and “lost” them on an excursion with other friends. That got him angry all right, but only for about half an hour.


“It’s not so much that you lost them,” he repeated several times. “It’s more that you didn’t even ask if you could take them.”


We were in his room. I was sitting at his desk, staring out the window at the rain and pretending to be much unhappier than I really was. This was the most delicious part of any confrontation: the charade of regret. I loved having to work at placating Kim. It was only satisfying if he was considerably upset and if I was undeniably in the wrong.


“I didn’t think you would mind,” I said softly.


“Then why didn’t you just ask me and make sure?”


“I guess I didn’t really think about it.”


“You never think about it. You have absolutely no respect for other people’s property. It’s like when you stole my jacket. I mean, it’s very touching that you wanted this relic of me to sleep with. But what was I supposed to tell my dad when he asked me where it was?” A righteous pause. “Here I am thinking I’d lost it somehow, this expensive suede jacket. Didn’t you think that was going to cause trouble for me? The gloves were expensive too,” he added.
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