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  PREFACE


  I WROTE THE ART OF KISSING TO TRY TO improve my sex life, but it didn’t work. Instead, it raised women’s expectations beyond what any man could meet.


  Still, it has been a wild ride, and an enjoyable one too, especially because my book The Art of Kissing led to my being invited to speak at more than four hundred colleges and universities across North America. At each of these schools I would ask the host to provide student volunteers to demonstrate the kisses from my book. I would show up two hours before the performance and rehearse four student couples backstage. Then we would go out and give the audience the show of their life, with the volunteers demonstrating thirty different romantic kisses onstage. There has never been anything like it.


  And yet a full account of how the kissing show was born—and developed into one of the most popular live shows on the college lecture circuit—has never been told until now. When I reflect back on the many people who must have wondered about the genesis of this madcap little adventure, I feel something bordering on a moral obligation to satisfy their curiosity and explain exactly how and why it all got started. Along the way, you’re going to pick up useful pointers about plenty of different kisses, including the upside-down kiss, the vacuum kiss, the Trobriand Islands kiss, and of course the french kiss. For many years I hesitated to tell this story since, when you get right down to it, the sequence of events reveals how foolish I was and how many mistakes I made. But literally hundreds of print, radio, and television reporters have badgered me with questions about why I wrote the book and created the show, and readers have posed the same questions countless times. I feel it’s only fair to finally stop holding back the truth.


  And so, let the curtain rise!


  Here for the first time ever is the full story of the origin of the legendary kissing show. . . . We begin in medias res with one of the biggest mistakes I ever made. It happened one night in Alabama, when I neglected to keep in mind that I was speaking in a conservative part of the country. I have a feeling you’re going to get a kick out of this.


  William Cane

  New York, 2019


  CHAPTER ONE


  THE UNIVERSITY OF ALABAMA
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  SHORTLY AFTER SEVEN P.M. I WALKED ONTO the gymnasium stage at the University of Alabama and was greeted by a thousand cheering students. I had been introduced as the author of The Art of Kissing. Onstage with me were eight volunteer couples who were neatly dressed and sitting facing the audience. In a few minutes they would turn toward each other and begin kissing. The crowd knew this was going to happen, but they could hardly believe it.


  The audience had entered the gym fully aware that they were about to see a kissing demonstration, yet they didn’t know exactly what to expect. They were filled with anticipation; in fact, their imaginations were working overtime.


  I stood smiling at them, waiting for them to quiet down so that I could begin. Every seat was filled, but people were still pouring into the room. Droves of sorority girls dressed to the nines packed the house, and the hubbub of the crowd made it impossible to concentrate. They were electrified with excitement, and I hadn’t even said a word yet. It looked to me like this was shaping up to be the best show of my career. By this time I had directed literally hundreds of performances of the kissing show at colleges and universities across North America. My lecture agents had informed me that the show’s popularity was growing exponentially because after each performance students would rave about it to friends at other schools: “You have to see this!” Word of mouth travels fast with college students, and as a result I was doing back-to-back shows, sometimes two performances at different colleges on the same day.


  I gazed out at the sea of faces, amazed that 90 percent of them were girls. The show almost always drew more girls than boys, but at other campuses the composition had never been this skewed. What could have caused the preponderance of young women at this school? The only thing that came to mind was something that the president of the entertainment committee had said to me before the show. A businesslike young black man wearing a white shirt, conservative tie, and polished shoes, he had mentioned that sororities were coming to the event. Colleges are intimate communities where news often circulates with the rapidity of wildfire. The idea of going to the kissing show had apparently spread from sorority house to sorority house, and by seven o’clock every girl on that campus knew about the event: it was the kind of thing where if you didn’t attend, you would be considered unfashionable and out of touch. More amazing is that all this happened in 1999, before the widespread use of social media and cell phones. This was the kind of herd mentality—in perhaps the best sense of the term—that attracted young people to this show like flies to honey. There were so many girls in the room that it seemed to have mesmerized the scattering of boys sitting in the audience.


  I had no idea that this auspicious beginning was destined to turn into one of the worst nightmares of my career. How could I have known? After all, everyone seemed to be smiling and having a good time. The only strange thing about the event was the curious fact that most of the girls entering the gym were not looking at the stage or at me; instead, they were focusing on their friends and girls in the other sororities. But why? What was really going on within that standing-room-only crowd?


  Only in retrospect did I realize that the sorority sisters had to be there; that evening, it was the place to be. And more than that, they wanted to be seen attending the event, as if their presence would serve as proof positive that they had fulfilled their social obligations.


  I began to deliver my introduction: I told a few jokes and explained that by the end of the hour they would learn so many new kisses and techniques that they would enjoy a lifetime advantage over any kissing partner. As expected, the audience reacted with laughter and good-natured elbowing of friends. Some of the young women even looked up from their sorority sisters at the stage. Things were starting to click. Having directed the show hundreds of times, I could sense from their reaction to each gag exactly how closely the audience was following me. I could even predict with a fair degree of accuracy how they would react to the next bit of my material— the quotations from my book, and after that the various kissing demonstrations.


  Naturally, I had rehearsed my demonstrators beforehand—eight couples that the school had rounded up in advance. We had met an hour prior to curtain time in the offices of the Campus Activities Board, where these volunteers practiced the kisses with their partners. Gently guiding them, I brought out the best they had to offer, but I also made sure that they didn’t expend all their energy in the rehearsal, since it was important that they save their best romantic moves for the performance.


  As was my custom, I walked into the house during the show and, carrying a battery-powered microphone, directed the action from the floor. But so many people had packed into the gym that I found it impossible to reach the rear of the room like I usually did: I had to be content with walking back and forth in front of the stage. Girls were sitting on the floor, standing against the walls, and even crammed two to a chair. I was stepping over legs and trying not to bump into them. I realized I had to get back up on the stage because there were just too many people in the room.


  And here is where I made my big mistake. I was in the Deep South, a part of Alabama that’s smack-dab in the middle of the Bible Belt. It had not crossed my mind that the young man who had brought me to this event, the president of the entertainment committee, was extremely conservative. He had impressed me because unlike most college students he had been wearing a suit. But it occurred to me later that he had been more serious than most students and seemed to personify a sober-minded maturity unlike anything I had ever encountered on a college campus. Unfortunately, when I launched into the underwater kiss, I had no idea that I was asking for trouble.


  “Intimate kissing always involves the tongue,” I began. “And this means saliva. Now, I want our volunteers to show you that a wet kiss is nothing to be afraid of. We’re going to demonstrate the wettest kiss of all—an underwater kiss. So I’d like you to imagine that these girls are in the shower, lathering themselves up.”


  At this point the male volunteers took a giant step backward to showcase their partners, who had been rehearsed to act like they were in the shower. The girls started lathering their bodies, and I continued narrating.


  “Her boyfriend comes into the bathroom, but he can’t see anything through that steamed-up shower door. . . .” The boys mimed trying to peer through the glass door. “So he rubs a spot off the door where he wants to see.” The boys now rubbed a spot off the shower door so that they could peek inside. One cleared an area near his partner’s backside, another near his partner’s torso, and wherever they wiped those shower doors they exposed body parts that they wished to view. Imagining the nudity that the boys were revealing, the audience howled with delight. My volunteers were completely clothed, but college students have active imaginations. This was a suggestive moment in the show, but hardly an X-rated one.


  Suddenly, down on the floor, someone began to yell. Over the din of the crowd I couldn’t understand what he was saying, so I continued directing the skit. But this offstage voice grew louder and more strident, and I eventually recognized it as coming from the president of the entertainment committee—


  “Stop right now! Stop this show!”


  At first I didn’t believe what I was hearing, and I ignored him. But he continued screaming at me. He didn’t have a microphone, but I could hear him yelling, “Stop! This is going too far! The show is over!”


  Finally it penetrated my slow-witted brain that this fellow seriously wanted me to stop the show. True, he was the one who booked me to speak at this school, but there were fifteen hundred students in the audience now and I had no intention of stopping the performance. Most of the crowd couldn’t hear him—they could only hear me because I had the microphone—so I kept going and ignored the president of the entertainment committee.


  I made it through the rest of the performance without incident . . . but when it was over, this profoundly upset young man marched up to me and announced, “You’re never coming back to the University of Alabama.”


  And I never did.


  Was there a lesson to be learned here? Yes, and I learned it the hard way. The lesson was simple: know your audience. I grew up and was educated in the Northeast, which is rather liberal, and the schools where I directed my first few shows all accepted the zany skits I incorporated into the act. In New York, Connecticut, Massachusetts, and Rhode Island no one ever complained about the shower kiss—on the contrary, they loved it and laughed at its risqué silliness.


  But when you board an airplane, you can quickly find yourself in an area of the country where the mind-set of an audience is radically different from what you’re accustomed to, and this is precisely what happened the first time I visited Alabama.


  From that day forward I invited the president of the entertainment committee into the rehearsal room with us. This way the student in charge could preview the skits, and if any of them seemed objectionable, I could be instructed to leave them out of the show. At subsequent performances in the South, for instance, I was asked to omit the spanking skit (where couples spank their partner during the kiss). Sometimes I was asked to omit demonstrating how to give a hickey. Some schools objected to the Trobriand Islands kiss, which involves biting the lower lip and kissing during simulated sex. And some (but not many) objected to the shower kiss. I was able to keep the shower kiss in almost all the other southern schools simply by adding the words And she’s in the shower wearing her bathing suit.


  I learned that it’s critically important to know your audience. This way you can make slight adjustments to your material and still keep everyone happy. Or almost everyone. . . . As you’ll see in the chapters that follow, when directing a kissing show there are some people that you’re never going to please.


  CHAPTER TWO


  WHY I WROTE THE ART OF KISSING
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  I’M A LITTLE UNEASY ABOUT REVEALING the origin of my first book since doing so will make me sound less like its creator and more like the receiver of an inspired plan put into my head by the hand of fate. But setting aside these reservations is the only way to explain how I got the idea to research and write The Art of Kissing in the first place.


  The story you’re about to read about the kissing show and The Art of Kissing—the book that launched the show—is the result of the effect of my muse upon me. Only in this case my muse wasn’t an ethereal goddess that exists only in the mind of a poet—she was a flesh-and-blood girl who lived upstairs from me when I was twenty-four.


  At the time I was living in a lodging house in Brookline, Massachusetts. I had the largest studio in the building, even though by contemporary standards it was quite small. My room had southern exposure and plenty of sunlight throughout the day, with two huge windows overlooking a back alley lined with trees. It was a quiet neighborhood and perfect for me because I was writing a play about Yukio Mishima, the Japanese novelist who had killed himself in 1970. Now to understand what happened and how I met my muse, you have to visualize the ventilation grate that was on the floor in the corner of my room. Through that vent the sounds from the studio above were transmitted as if they were being broadcast by a radio. That summer a guy and girl moved into the room above me, and through that ventilation duct I couldn’t help but hear them talking—and making out.


  Keep in mind that in 1973 I had precipitously taken a leave of absence from Fordham College in order to devote more time to creative writing. Wanting to escape the hustle and bustle of New York, I had moved to the relative tranquility of greater Boston. It was absolutely imperative that I have peace and quiet so that I could concentrate. Naturally, those sounds from above disturbed my concentration. But they also had another effect. I hadn’t even seen the girl, but I fell head over heels in love with her! Friends, it was love at first hearing.


  I realize this may sound crazy, but it was the tone of her voice that first attracted me to her, the ironic nature of her taunts when she replied to her boyfriend and the petulant manner in which she teased him. For example, I heard the guy ask her to open the window one day, and she snapped back, “I have a better idea. Why don’t we get an air conditioner?” This was precisely the kind of personality I liked in a girl, and I thought it would be great fun to have little battle of wits with someone like her.


  Within a short time I had devised a unique but totally absurd strategy to accomplish my goal. I had always been interested in drama and as early as my high school days had directed my friends in amateur productions of plays.


  I especially loved the theater of the absurd. In fact, in high school one of my favorite books had been Martin Esslin’s The Theatre of the Absurd (1961). I found myself powerfully drawn to over-the-top and provocative stage comedies by Ionesco, Beckett, and Pinter more than anything.


  It must have been my flair for theatrical stunts that gave me the idea that I used to meet the girl upstairs. Now, on my floor, which was the third story in the lodging house, there lived a tall man who liked to sleep with his door open in the summertime to get a breeze. He was a heavy sleeper, and I could hear him snoring in his room every afternoon. He also liked to sleep in the nude, except for his white briefs, and he would lie stretched out like a dead man on his floor. Yes, his floor—not his bed. For some reason he liked to sleep on the floor, maybe because it was cooler. So, to turn this setup to my advantage, I made a huge sign out of cardboard that said:


  SEX CLINIC


  and when this guy fell asleep and started snoring, I taped the sign up over his door.


  Before long I got a sense of my upstairs neighbors’ schedule and I would put up my SEX CLINIC sign whenever I expected them to return home. In this way I avoided annoying any other residents with the sign, and I only set this scenario up when I thought the couple would see it. Within a few days I got lucky and timed it just right. I was sitting in my room reading a book when I heard them mounting the creaky wooden stairs. I stole to my door and pressed my ear to it: their footsteps slowed momentarily, then continued upstairs without any comments from the pair. Had they seen it? I was dying to know, but they hadn’t spoken.


  As soon as they entered their room I moved to the ventilation grate. For a minute there was dead silence, and I felt disappointed. But then the girl spoke and my heart quickened at her words:


  “Did you see the sex clinic sign?”


  “Yeah.”


  Her boyfriend didn’t even sound curious, but the girl had been intrigued, and just as I had hoped, this bizarre setup had piqued her imagination, if only to make her wonder about the person who had put up the sign. It had at last put me into her consciousness! And it was exactly this spark of consciousness that I planned to fan into a flame of intense interest.


  An opportunity presented itself to me four days later. Sounds in the lodging house were amplified so that I could always hear footsteps above me and in the hallway. This meant that I could easily tell when the boy left for the day, either to go to school or work—I didn’t know exactly where he went, I just knew that sometimes he was absent when his girlfriend was home. On this particular day the temperature had climbed into the upper eighties, or maybe it had even reached ninety or more. Neither I nor the couple upstairs had an air conditioner, so I was sweating in my room in a pair of gym shorts. I happened to go to the window, and what I saw took my breath away.


  The girl was reclining on the topmost landing of the fire escape in a blue bikini and a straw hat. She was reading a magazine and didn’t notice me. I stepped back into my room at once, not wanting to distract her or call attention to myself, but my mind started working overtime.


  What could I do to meet her? Yes, this was the perfect time now that her boyfriend was away, but because of my love of big dramatic moments, I couldn’t bring myself to simply throw open my french windows and say, “Hello!” Instinctively I felt that doing so would be the wrong way to make a memorable first impression, especially with a girl who was enjoying the privacy of her fire escape. I needed another plan of action, and I needed it quick. Whatever I did, I had to do it before her boyfriend returned. But what—what could I do?


  That summer I had enrolled in a tae kwon do martial arts class in Kenmore Square, and I had a clean white karate gi hanging in my closet. I had also recently read several biographies of Yukio Mishima as background research for the play I was writing. Mishima had committed ritual seppuku in 1970, and his biographies described all the details of traditional Japanese suicide. Thinking this might be a good way to attract the girl’s attention—and simultaneously rehearse a scene from the play I was writing—I stepped into the hall and removed a bottle of ketchup from the common refrigerator, and then I reentered my room and donned my karate gi. I happened to have a short plastic sword, which I had used as a prop for a theatrical performance some years earlier, and I placed this sword near the window, ready to hand. Next I poured ketchup on the front of my white jacket. Then as quietly as possible I unlocked my casement windows. With one push they opened like a french door, and I stepped onto the narrow fire escape outside my room, clutching the sword in one hand and writhing in mock agony. I fully expected that the girl would rush down the short flight of steps to attempt to save my life.


  Instead, she gasped in horror and sprang back into her room! When I glanced up she was gone.


  I clambered back into my studio, completely frustrated. Where had she gone? Her footsteps were pattering back and forth above me, frantically crisscrossing her floor. What was she doing? A moment later I heard her charge past my door and disappear downstairs.


  I left my room and peered down the stairwell. The girl was talking with the landlady. I could see that she had thrown a cream-colored bathrobe over her shoulders, but I couldn’t make out what she was saying. I stepped back into my doorway and waited, my heart skipping beats. Before long the girl began mounting the steps, and when she finally reached my floor I stepped out and faced her. She stopped and gawked at me as if I were a madman. I admit I must have looked ridiculous in my ketchup-covered jacket.


  “Hi,” I said.


  The girl stood speechless before me.


  She had blue eyes and blonde hair, but her face was so pale I couldn’t tell whether she was frightened or amused by my appearance.


  “I’m all right,” I said. “I—well, I guess I just wanted to tell you I’m, err, okay.”


  A little tremor ran through her frame, and her eyes widened. I still couldn’t tell whether she was laughing or relieved, but she said, “The landlady told me not to bother calling the police. She said you’re crazy.”


  Then she smiled.


  “Listen, my name’s William Cane.”


  “Marcie Parker.”


  And then and there, dear reader, she extended her palm from under her bathrobe and we shook hands.


  “Are you behind the sex clinic?”


  I admitted as much.


  “Why? . . . What’s it all about?”


  Now it was my turn to experience a little shiver of excitement. I was finally talking with her, and she was clearly curious and interested. So I came right out and told her the truth: “I wanted to meet you. I thought this would be a good way to catch your attention.”


  I could tell in that moment that she wasn’t afraid of me, and that she didn’t buy the landlady’s claim that I was crazy. I realized that I had communicated with her, and that on some level she knew that I had been inspired by her. And in that first conversation she revealed that she was a student at Simmons College and that she was originally from Rhode Island. She had moved into the apartment with her boyfriend and was hoping that they could buy a condo when they earned enough money.


  “My boyfriend thinks you’re crazy.”


  “I just thought it would be a funny way to say hello.” “Next time don’t make believe you’re killing yourself, okay?”


  After that meeting, which thrilled the daylights out of me—I had finally met her, and she was nice!—things progressed in a direction I never would have imagined. A few days later there was a knock on my door. When I opened it I was pleasantly surprised.


  Marcie was standing there with a couple of books.


  “I hear you typing sometimes,” she said.


  “Oh, I’m sorry about that—”


  “No, no . . . it doesn’t bother me.”


  “By the way, do you want to come in?”


  She stepped into my room and looked around. My desk took up most of the space in the middle of the floor so that I could take advantage of the sunlight when I was writing. Marcie sat down and told me she had a term paper that needed typing, and she wondered if I could do it.


  “Typing?” I said. “Are you sure you don’t want me to just write it for you?”


  “You can write it?”


  “Sure.”


  “But how can you do that? I mean, where would you get the research?”


  “I can write about any subject, except I’m no good at economics. But anything else—literature, sociology, history—I can write about any of that. What’s your paper about?”


  “The Scarlet Letter.”


  “Did you already start it?”


  She looked sheepishly at her hands. “I was going to start it this week.”


  “Look,” I said. “Why don’t you let me write it?”


  She appeared momentarily flabbergasted, but when she regained her composure she agreed with my suggestion. And that’s how my relationship with Marcie Parker began. Before long I was writing all her term papers, and we got to talk a couple of times a week. Eventually I realized that she was going to stay with her boyfriend, and that nothing would change that—at least not in the short term, anyway.


  Then one day I was sitting in my room thinking about Marcie Parker and how I could impress her. Sure, I was writing term papers for her, but that wasn’t good enough; I had to do something bigger and better, more out of the ordinary, something like that stunt where I had pretended I was killing myself. But what could I do next that would impress her? The more I thought about it, the more I obsessed about those sounds I could hear through the vent, and that’s when a wild and wonderful idea stole into my brain and I realized what I had to do: I had to write a book about kissing—a book that would cover every type of kiss under the sun, a book the likes of which no one had ever written before. If I could write a book like that, then Marcie would have to realize that it was me she needed in her life, not that guy she was living with.


  Long story short, I wrote so many papers for her that I probably should have received her college degree when she graduated. A year later she moved out of town, and we eventually lost contact. But she did leave something behind with me, and it was as precious a gift as you could imagine—the idea for the book.


  Clearly a muse doesn’t have to be an immaterial goddess or a mere fantasy. When your inspiration comes from a real flesh-and-blood girl like Marcie Parker it can produce a much stronger effect, motivating you to do things you never dreamed possible. I have to thank Marcie for inspiring me to write The Art of Kissing, but little did I realize that the book would change my life, sending me on a series of mind-numbing cross-country excursions where I would entertain hundreds of thousands of college students. And an even more challenging muse was fated to play a major part in that show, as I will explain, but it would turn out to be a rocky road every step of the way.


  CHAPTER THREE


  THE BOSTON ARTS GROUP
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  ONE OTHER LIFE EVENT INFLUENCED ME to write a book about kissing, and the strange thing is that it happened in a theater. It occurred in 1979 when I was working as a house manager at the Boston Arts Group. Every morning I would ride my bicycle down Beacon Street into Kenmore Square in Boston, and then speed down Massachusetts Avenue and Boylston Street to the home of the most active regional theater in Massachusetts. This was without doubt the most fun place I had ever worked.


  When I first arrived at the theater I wasn’t employed; instead I volunteered to run the elevator. The Boston Arts Group (called BAG for short) had its headquarters in a venerable old brick building. A dance school occupied the first two floors, and we had our office on the third floor and theaters on the fourth, fifth, and sixth floors. The main stage was on the fifth floor, and it seated two hundred. The theaters on the fourth and sixth floors were smaller. My favorite space was the top floor, a cozy little theater with a capacity of only fifty, but by virtue of the fact that it was isolated from all the activity downstairs, it possessed an exotic and magical quality that I found inspirational. I saw many productions there and eventually produced two of my own plays in the space. As an elevator operator I got to meet all the important people from the theater, including Bart McCarthy, the artistic director, and his girlfriend and codirector, Vanessa Rand.


  I liked volunteering at the theater so much that I would turn up like clockwork every day and stay until well past closing. BAG leased its theaters to many other production companies, so our stages were almost always active, and we offered more than three hundred productions a year. During the run of a show I usually stayed late into the evening to help close the theater. After being an elevator boy for a few weeks, I was promoted to assist the company’s secretary with administrative tasks and correspondence. One afternoon Bart came into the office and sat down on my desk. He was tall and thin and had a scruffy reddish beard. He was a friendly guy but he had never sat on my desk before, so I was wondering what was up.


  “Ronnie complained about you at the staff meeting today,” he said.


  Ronnie was one of the staff members who worked upstairs, and I was surprised that she had a complaint about me, but for some reason Bart was smiling.


  “She said, ‘Bill arrives late every day. He doesn’t usually get here until ten in the morning. All the rest of us—myself included—have to be here at nine. I think he should be disciplined or fired if he can’t be on time.’”


  Bart laughed.


  “‘But Ronnie,’ I said, ‘Bill isn’t on our payroll. He’s a volunteer. He comes in every day and doesn’t even get paid.’ Ronnie was shocked. A motion was made immediately to pay you a regular weekly salary. You really do contribute to our organization, and we all enjoy working with you. So we voted to pay you $100 a week. I wish it could be more, but that’s all we can afford right now.”


  “Wow, Bart, that’s awesome! I never expected it, but I’m really happy.”


  “You’ll get your first check next week.”


  “Does that mean I have to report at nine?”


  He laughed.


  “No, you can still come in whenever you want.”


  The next day Ronnie apologized, and I told her not to think about it and that I was glad to be working at the theater.


  After I had been helping out for a few months, a small production company booked the fifth floor for a one-act play. This wasn’t a typical booking, which would run anywhere from two to three weeks—it was only a one-day event that was promoted as a lesbian festival. I was in charge of opening and closing the theater. Within a few weeks I would be promoted to house manager, but at the time of this event I was still a general assistant, and I did odd jobs and helped almost every member of the staff from time to time. To be perfectly honest, I wasn’t looking forward to being the usher—I hated doing that because it was tedious work, and ticket sales looked like they were going to amount to about two hundred people. They had a sold-out crowd on the day of their performance, and I stood in the box office collecting tickets and occasionally making a run with the elevator to bring guests up to the fifth floor. As the person in charge of the theater, I had the right to wander in and out of the house during the performance, and I often used this prerogative to watch whatever play we had at the moment, but in this instance I was bored with the show and stayed only a few minutes and then went out to the hallway to have a cigarette. Besides, the air-conditioning wasn’t working properly, and it was stifling inside. But then something happened that changed my mind completely about this event, and I could never in a million years have seen it coming.


  When the performance ended, everyone in the audience got up and started talking with the actors, so that the space was immediately crowded from wall to wall with lesbians. There wasn’t one single man in the venue except me. I walked around picking up discarded programs, but it was a new experience for me to be surrounded by members of the opposite sex who didn’t consider me in the least bit interesting, especially since most of the gals who worked at BAG flirted with me all the time. And then in the dark recesses of that theater, two of the women started kissing. One of them was leaning at a precarious angle against the wall so that she appeared to be in danger of falling. I had never seen such a passionate kiss, and I had to tear my eyes away. I continued picking up discarded ticket stubs and trash, but I couldn’t help casting glances at those two young women who were putting on a show of their own.


  The image of that kiss stayed with me like an indelible stamp, mixed with the bittersweet hollowness I felt when the theater finally emptied and I was left to sweep up and turn out the lights and ride my bike home in the dark. I never imagined at the time that those passionate kisses would be part of a book I would eventually write, or that they would one day lead to a related skit in the kissing show. All that was in the future. Least of all did I realize that my research for the book was destined to get me into a whole lot of trouble at the Jesuit university where I would shortly be teaching.


  CHAPTER FOUR


  LIP-O-SUCTION


  [image: image]


  AFTER ACTING, DIRECTING, AND HELPING out with administrative tasks as house manager of the Boston Arts Group for a couple of years, I decided to go to law school; but by the time I passed the Massachusetts bar exam in 1986, I realized that being an attorney wasn’t exactly my cup of tea. I worked as a trial lawyer with my friend Bryant Alvarez, who eventually went on to become a renowned elder law attorney, but I retired from the practice of law after six weeks.


  Immediately after putting all my case files into permanent storage, and without any regrets about the three years that I had devoted to studying law, I threw myself wholeheartedly into a new career teaching English at Boston College. In addition to teaching during the regular academic year, I also taught a summer school vocabularybuilding class. James A. Woods, SJ, the dean of the summer school, was a mastermind of marketing, and each summer he enrolled hundreds of exceptional high school students from around the world. Since I had developed a reputation for teaching an enjoyable class, word spread far and wide, even back to Puerto Rico, where many of the summer school students hailed from, and I often had more than a hundred students enrolled in my class. It was held in an auditorium that resembled a movie theater, with a seating capacity close to three hundred.


  What made my class so different was the way that I taught vocabulary by assigning students to participate in skits where they would use the new words. The course quickly turned into an acting class. By having an opportunity to use these vocabulary words in enjoyable little scenarios, they learned proper pronunciation and usage, and some of them told me that they still remembered the words decades later. I did my utmost to make everyone feel welcomed and special. Those who really didn’t like to speak in public worked the lights and video cameras, and they even helped with makeup and costumes. These classes became full-scale theatrical productions, and the last two weeks of the semester were spent rehearsing the skits. Then on the next-to-last day we videotaped the entire show, and on the last day of the semester we watched our production on the auditorium movie screen.


  So how could this good-natured fun lead to any trouble? You would think I’d be receiving accolades from the university for teaching so many students in an engaging way. But the problem I ran into stemmed from the fact that I tended to forget that I was at a Catholic college. Father Woods was such an easygoing supervisor that I found it hard to remember that he had a specific reputation to uphold both inside and outside the institution.


  In 1989 when I announced that I was researching a book about kissing, my students appeared mildly amused. I gave them extra credit if they completed my questionnaire because the survey contained 208 questions and amounted to a significant writing exercise. At the same time, I published the questions in Book News, an academic journal, which netted me some good responses from people who could write a coherent paragraph, something many of my students found too challenging. Meanwhile, I collected about twenty-five surveys from my summer class, and to be fair they did have some helpful responses.


  Each week I also gave them a pen-and-paper vocabulary quiz, and while the test was being administered, I sat in front monitoring the class. Now, one thing that always set this class apart from my regular fall and spring classes was that the students were younger: they were sixteen-year-olds who had completed their third year of high school with a B-plus average. But the fact that they were young and that the class was offered in the summer tended to encourage them to act casually and joke around with me more. I still recall vividly how one particular girl from Puerto Rico, Lilliana, treated the class like a game instead of an academic endeavor. Ritchie, one of the Boston boys, quickly became her constant companion, and, bless his heart, the fellow always had a smile on his face.


  Before the vocabulary test was finished Lilliana approached my desk, test in hand. I thought she was going to turn it in early, but that wasn’t what she had in mind.


  “Professor, did you hear about lip-o-suction?”


  She had spoken in a subdued voice, but because everybody was taking a test, the room was quiet and her comment carried all the way to the back. A few people started giggling.


  Now, years later, reflecting back on what happened, I know that I should have asked her to return to her seat. But back then I wasn’t thinking completely rationally. I had such blind enthusiasm for my book project that I threw all caution to the wind and let her continue.


  She plunked her test facedown on my desk and stood in front of me, pointing at a crude illustration drawn on the back of the page. It depicted a boy and girl kissing, a close-up of their mouths and lips.


  “The boy kisses the upper lip,” she explained. “The girl kisses the lower lip . . . See?”


  Yes, I could clearly see that she had drawn the kiss as described.


  “Then they reverse,” she added. “The boy kisses the lower lip, the girl kisses the upper lip.”


  Now the class was in chaos. No one was paying attention to the test. Everyone was looking at Lilliana and laughing at her description. Nothing like this had ever happened in my class before, but it was going to get even worse.


  “Me and Ritchie can demonstrate it for you.”


  I couldn’t believe what I had just heard. That’s why I didn’t react fast enough to stop what happened next.


  Lilliana turned and beckoned to Ritchie. He was a sheepish boy with tousled blond locks who resembled Steve McQueen. He seemed to be hypnotized by her. Responding immediately to her request, but without any sign of haste, he ambled up to the front of the room and smiled. In one swift motion, the girl embraced Ritchie and turned him to face her. Now they were standing profile position in front of my desk so that the entire class could see the action of their lips. Friends, at that moment I was learning exactly how to stage the kissing demonstrations in my kissing show—which was still two years away— and they were doing it all without rehearsal or direction.


  Jaws dropped, girls gasped, boys guffawed, and the entire crowd began laughing as Lilliana kissed Ritchie’s lower lip, while he, in turn, kissed her upper lip. Then the two lovebirds reversed: she kissed his upper lip, and he kissed her lower lip. Back and forth they went—upper lip, lower lip, upper lip, lower lip . . . but now the crowd was doing more than laughing; they were screaming, literally howling at the antics of these two kids.


  When I think back about the way I simply stood watching them, I realize how crazily I acted—or failed to act. As the teacher I had an obligation to keep people focused and on track. But I didn’t. I felt just as amused by this romantic demonstration as my class, and I made no move to put a stop to it.


  In the middle of this chaotic scene, the rear door banged open and in marched Bernard Klaus, the sociology instructor. He was about fifty and was wearing hornrimmed spectacles and a shirt and tie. No jacket. His skin had the consistency of a soggy pancake, and when he saw the spectacle unfolding in front of the room, his face turned vivid pink. Right then and there I knew I was a dead man.


  “Can you keep it down in here?”


  “Yes, okay,” I said.


  He left without another word, the kissing demonstrators returned to their seats, and I eventually collected the vocabulary tests and went home. The next day I got a phone call from Cheryl, the summer school secretary.


  “Can you stop in to see Dean Woods tomorrow?”


  I had a premonition that this wasn’t going to be good. Father Woods was a tall man of about sixty, and when I entered his office he greeted me with a wave to the chair in front of his massive desk.


  “I heard a story from Bernie Klaus that I couldn’t believe. So I spoke with a few people from your class, and they confirmed what he said. Don’t try to deny it. He saw two students making out! People were screaming. One of the students I talked with is an older woman.”


  Ouch! I remembered that we did have an adult in the class. And I knew she wasn’t one of the people laughing with glee at the lip-o-suction demonstration.


  “I didn’t ask them to do it, Father,” I began. “I told them that I was researching a book I’m writing—a serious sociological study about romantic kissing—a scholarly work with footnotes and a bibliography, by the way.” This was pure exaggeration. The book would never have footnotes or a bibliography. “They just spontaneously started doing the kiss after one girl drew a picture of . . . of a kiss called lip-o-suction on the back of her vocabulary test. And I made them stop as soon as I could. I didn’t let it get out of hand.”


  “But Klaus said it was so loud he couldn’t concentrate next door. First of all, this is a Jesuit school, and this kind of behavior would not please the president of the university. If he heard about it, well, I could get in trouble myself. Second, you can’t let your students disrupt the other teachers.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “This is a friendly warning.”


  “Thank you, sir.”


  But this was just the first bombshell to explode at Boston College. My only consolation after that meeting with Dean Woods was that I was now poised to write the book. I had enough survey replies from my students and a few thousand other respondents to complete all the chapters, so I told myself that this was what I had to do: write the book and stop getting into trouble in class. Just dial it down at school and your job will be secure, and before you know it you’ll be a published author. The furthest thing from my mind was the possibility that the book itself would lead to more big trouble at the very school where I had already been reprimanded.
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