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Generally the reader wants his narrator to be upright, decent, honest, and not prone to the lusts that plague other people— never ourselves.

—D. M. Thomas, Lying Together

We are all made up of fragments, so shapelessly and strangely assembled that every moment, every piece plays its own game. And there is as much difference between us and ourselves as between us and others.

—Montaigne, Essays



Preface


There are war stories and tales of survival, there are political memoirs and confessions of faith, but in all of Western literature there are only a very few personal narratives that honestly and frankly explore the intimate experience of making love—and hardly any to which an author has been willing to sign his name. Although sex is one of the perplexing, joyous, difficult and transcendent experiences of life, although studies indicate that people think about sex dozens of times every living day, hardly anyone has come forward to write about it intimately except behind the mask of fiction. Fiction is fine, but using fiction as a disguise makes both the uniqueness of intimate experience and its common humanity easy to dispute. Making Love is fact: “verity,” as I call nonfiction. It happened. Everything in this book is true.

Why talk about it? People asked that question angrily when Alfred Kinsey published his reports of male and female sexual behavior. They asked it again when William Masters and Virginia Johnson described human sexual response from laboratory observation. The question implies that sexuality is better left unreported and unexamined. Any number of angry newspaper editorialists, psychiatrists and other self-appointed guardians of public morality in the days of Kinsey and Masters and Johnson argued just that. They claimed that studying how people make love, observing it, examining it was misguided and even immoral. They complained that doing so would take away the romance. Romance is alive and well all these years later and there’s marginally less sexual dysfunction than there used to be, so I’m told. Sex is a skill like any other, whether or not it’s informed and deepened by love; why shouldn’t we learn what other people have made of it?

But who am I then to talk about it? Alfred Kinsey was an entomologist, the world’s leading and perhaps only expert on the gall wasp (I’ve seen his collection of several million specimens at Harvard’s Museum of Comparative Zoology). William Masters is an obstetrician and gynecologist. Virginia Johnson trained as a singer. I’m a writer. Emerson said something self-revealing once about the kind of person who writes: “[The writer] counts it all nonsense, that they say, that some things are indescribable. He believes that all that can be thought can be written, first or last; and he would report the Holy Ghost, or attempt it.” I do believe that, and more: I believe that all that can be thought must be spoken and written, communicated and shared, that ignorance and silence are pain, that to speak (to write) is to contribute to alleviating that pain.

Making Love follows from my previous book A Hole in the World. I traveled across the country discussing A Hole in the World. Everywhere I went, people took me aside—media people, tour escorts, people in the audience, fellow passengers on airplanes—to confess to me their own painful experiences of child abuse. In many cases my speaking out allowed them to speak out. I began to wonder if people who were abused as children don’t in fact constitute a majority in the United States (if you count physical punishment as abuse, which it is, they do). Back home I found the first deliveries of hundreds of letters from people reporting their experiences of abuse, many of those experiences far more terrible than mine. Letters still arrive at the rate of five or ten a week. I answer them all. People are grateful that someone was willing to explore honestly and publicly his personal experiences of mistreatment. No one has yet complained in my hearing that child abuse is better off unexplored and unexamined, that writing about it ruins the family romance.

Yet I knew when I wrote A Hole in the World that I had left out crucial episodes and crucial lessons. Some of my experience I hadn’t yet fully understood. Some I wasn’t ready to talk about publicly.

I’ve come to realize that I survived my stepmother’s brutal abuse partly because I was a bright, attractive child who liked to read and found favor with teachers at school. I had the good luck to be helped along the way—by my beloved brother Stanley most of all—and then to be rescued.

But I also survived, in the years after my rescue and well into adulthood, by using my sexuality to structure and confine the extensive psychological damage the years of abuse had inflicted on me. That is, I worked my way through that damage not only with my mind but also with my body. How could it be otherwise when mind and body are one? Abuse is written on the body as well as on the soul. (Fortunately, so is the abundance of our common humanity; so is love. Who has never felt the offering of another person’s body as a gift of grace?) And however unfit for the parlor, such survival skills ought to be shared. The taboo against writing about one’s personal sexual experience cuts us off from valuable knowledge. In Making Love I share what I learned. You may or may not find the experience comfortable. “The loves of flint and iron”—Emerson again—“are naturally a little rougher than those of the nightingale and the rose.”

Writing about my experiences of intimacy required solving a technical problem that enclosed an ethical question. To protect my partners’ privacy I had, paradoxically, to reveal only their privacy, to leave out everything that would identify them publicly. On first inspection that may make my focus seem pathological, my relationships ghostly and my partners ghosts of the flesh. The alternative would have been to invent public identities for my partners, but to do that would have been to launch the book into fiction. So I say again: what follows isn’t fiction, it’s verity. I think you will find imagining public identities for my partners as problematic as you would find it problematic to visualize them physically having only heard their voices. That in itself says something important about how divided we are—as divided as the citizens of authoritarian regimes who keep their thoughts of freedom to themselves, even from their families; as divided as the explosive murderers of whom the neighbors say they were quiet and good.

Ethically, it seems to me I violate no more privacy by sharing the experiences I shared than clinicians do who report on their encounters with unnamed patients. We value such reports even though not all patients, however protected, are likely to be comfortable with their publication. I hope what I’ve reported is similarly valuable. With one obvious exception, the initials I use to designate individuals bear no relationship to their real names.

Sex is a sovereignty waiting to be explored, just as consciousness was for early modern fiction. I’m a writer. Writing is my work. Painters may paint their real lovers realistically, even their lovers making love, without scandal except among the philistines. Why shouldn’t writers do likewise? “Write about what you know.” I have. Good luck with it.

The body against death and all terror.



I Lost My Virginity . . .

[image: Images] I lost my virginity to a New York dance-hall girl when I was eighteen. I use the words “virginity” and “girl” in their conventional senses. Of the many virginities forfeit across a lifetime, I had already given up two, and the girl was a muscular woman, hard-faced but kind, a part-time prostitute at least forty years old.

I’d spent my adolescence at a boys’ home and farm in Independence, Missouri. I was skinny and morbidly shy when I arrived at Yale on scholarship in 1955—all pecker and feet, as Ozark people say. By the next spring, lonely, seeing my classmates dating, blind-dating myself but barely able to muster enough presence to kiss a date goodnight, I was desperate. I told a fellow freshman, H——, my problem. I’m not sure why I told him; I’d hardly spoken to him outside of class before. He was private school Greek-American—a classic nose, a head of curly hair, cocky, literal-minded, not all that bright. I suppose I thought he knew his way around.

If only I could get past my wearisome virginity, I told H——, maybe I wouldn’t be so shy with a date. I’d have more confidence. I’d know what to do.

H—— knew what to do. He’d heard about two sisters in New York, he said, who were notorious for relieving geek preppies and weeny Yalies of their virginity, the King sisters, Gussie and Sally, dance-hall girls. If I was serious, he’d find out how to get in touch with them. He’d take me down to New York and they’d fix me up. It would probably cost some money. Maybe forty bucks. Was I serious? I was serious. He’d see what he could do.

Across the weekend and into the next week, coming and going to class, studying in my room, I thought about H——’s plan, fantasized about it, but I didn’t really believe it. It was like signing on for a parachute jump: easy to do because you can’t imagine ever actually jumping out of a plane. But later in the week H——called me and said he’d talked to one of the sisters and we were on. My heart started pounding. I was avid. I was also terrified.

We took a Saturday morning train to Grand Central and then a taxi. Somewhere in Brooklyn or Queens. We found the block but couldn’t find the address. H——called from a pay phone on the corner. The doorway next to the Tammany Hall mid-block, a second-floor apartment, up a flight of stairs.

The older sister answered the door, Gussie, a great head of bleached hair and a tough face swollen with smoking and booze. I still hadn’t jumped, so I still couldn’t imagine. Sally was shorter and thicker. We gathered awkwardly in the middle of the room. A double bed in the corner. A doorway to a second room closed off with a curtain. A shallow fireplace with a gas grate, and over the mantel a strip of Yale-blue banner lettered in white:

WHEN BETTER WOMEN ARE MADE, YALE MEN WILL MAKE THEM.

“The Whiffenpoofs gave us that,” Gussie announced proudly. “They come down sometimes and we party.” Gentlemen songsters off on a spree.

While I pretended to study the banner, H—— conferred with the King sisters. I heard the word “virgin” and the sisters’ voices murmuring sympathy. H—— left them and drew me aside. “Twenty bucks,” he reported. It didn’t seem enough. Only twenty bucks to lose my virginity? Why had it taken me so long? “But I’ve got forty,” I called across the negotiating space to the two women. “Nah, it’s twenty bucks,” one of them said, “we don’t want to cheat you.” We paid up, awkwardly. Then Sally and H—— were pushing through the curtain into the next room and Gussie was leading me to the bed. My heart was racing. The wind was tearing at the open door and the jumpmaster beckoned. The ground was a long way down.

“I’ll just be a minute,” Gussie told me. “You go ahead and get undressed.” She studied me for a moment and her face softened. “It’ll be all right,” she said.

She disappeared into the bathroom. What was I wearing? Probably a white or blue oxford button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled halfway up, tan chinos, unbleached wool athletic socks and loafers—in those days the Yale uniform. I undressed down to my white Jockey undershorts and perched on the end of the bed.

Gussie appeared before me in a bathrobe. She let it slide from her shoulders. My eyes widened; her naked body was solid and healthy below her ravaged face. She bent, full breasts swinging, cupped my chin and kissed me, a smoky kiss that felt motherly. She noticed that I was still wearing my undershorts and smiled. “This is like taking candy from a baby,” she said. Catching the band of my shorts at each side of my hips, she began skinning them down. I leaned back on my elbows and raised myself to help her. She had to work my shorts over my penis. I was already fully erect, pulsing. She knelt between my legs. Abruptly her hand was on me. She took me in her warm, wet mouth and I was weightless, not a thought in my head, joy diffusing through my body like water after thirst, and all my fear was gone.

Two or three strokes with her mouth, a quick warmup, and she climbed onto the bed and lay on her back. I followed her around and lay propped on an elbow beside her. She guided my hand to her breast. It was firm but fluid, weighted and warm. The muscles of her shoulders and arms had definition, I suppose from dancing. Her abdominal muscles strapped her belly, dividing around a deep navel. Her black pubic hair was curly and profuse. I could feel the stubble on her legs, unexpected but not unpleasant. In the strange country where I’d landed anything was possible. Gussie’s body was a woman’s body, generous and real.

“You need to make sure the girl comes first,” she instructed me earnestly—good advice. “Here, see,” she went on, spreading her legs, moving both hands to her labia and opening them, “feel here, this little button, see, put your finger here and feel.” I did, not knowing what I was feeling for, feeling wrinkled soft tissue like a hen’s comb and ligaments and a smoothness below them like the inside of my cheek. “You rub this, see,” Gussie demonstrated, guiding my hand with her own, “until she comes. Then you won’t leave her hung up.” I rubbed a little bit, uncertainly. End of lesson. “Now you get on and put it in.”

I got on, outlandish, lying on top of a naked stranger. Gussie scooped a finger of cold cream from a bedside jar and slicked herself and guided me in. I was used to my own cool hand. She was burning hot. I felt as if I’d plunged into an oven. A roaring began in my ears. She locked her legs over my back. I buried my face in her smoky hair, pumped, came.

With a cock of her hips she popped me out. Drugged, I slipped down beside her on my elbow again. “You should let a girl know when you’re coming,” she chided me mildly. “Then she can get off too.” Abruptly her professionalism cracked and tears welled in her eyes. “It was your first time,” she said, to herself more than to me. “And now you’ll find a girl, get married, have babies . . .” As she had not and never would, I understood she meant. I was sorry for her and thought to comfort her. “I’ll never forget you,” I told her sincerely. She glared at me, sure I was mocking her, but I never have forgotten her and never will.

She carried her bathrobe into the bathroom and closed the door. I heard water running, the toilet flushed. My shyness had vanished; arms behind my head on the pillow, I let my detumescing genitals dangle. They were wet with her smell. I gloried in it. P——, a high school girl, was the closest I’d come before Gussie to sex with a woman. After weeks of necking, summer nights parked in her family car, P—— let me work one middle finger around her panties and inside. The first time it happened I’d carried that finger home like a trophy, flared my nostrils like the bull at the boys’ home to sniff it, guarded it unwashed for two days. Now I had a profusion of Gussie’s juices drying on my genitals, her musk mixed with the smell of cold cream in the air. I lay on the bed filled with happiness, one with the universe.

Gussie emerged from the bathroom brushing back her hair. She looked me over. “I put out a washrag,” she said. “You’d better wash.” I sat up. “You oughta use a rubber,” she cautioned me. “To be safe. It’s okay with me, but you never know.”

I found the cloth and washed, reluctantly. A red rubber douche bag dripped from the inside of the bathroom door. I looked in the medicine-cabinet mirror and grinned.

We waited for H—— and Sally, Gussie on the love seat by the fire, I in a chair. We talked; I don’t remember much of what we said. I remember noticing on the mantel a printed invitation to a headmaster’s tea at Deerfield, past due. Some prankster must have arranged to have it sent. There was a snapshot of a burly sailor framed on the table beside my chair. “That’s my sailor boy,” Gussie told me proudly. “We just got back from a cruise.”

Then Sally came out through the curtain and waved her sister over. They conferred. Sally went back into the other room and Gussie returned to the fire. She shook her head. “Your buddy’s having problems,” she said quietly. “Sally says he’s got a little one. He can’t get it up.”

I didn’t know what to say. I wasn’t used to discussing sexual problems, especially with a woman. I switched to my student mode. “Does size make a difference?” I asked.

“Nah. Not to a woman. It does to some guys. I think that’s what was wrong with Jack the Ripper. I think he had a little one and he took it out on the girls.”

“Is my size all right?”

“Yeah. You got a good one.” She winked at me. “The girls’ll like that.” I liked her saying so even though it contradicted what she’d said before.

H—— emerged looking miserable. Sally followed him. “It happens,” she consoled him. “No big deal. Better luck next time.”

Out on the street I asked H—— what went wrong. “She started sucking me,” he said. “All I could think about was where her mouth had been. It really put me off.” He looked at me. “Didn’t it bother you?”

“I thought it was wonderful,” I announced, too happy to sympathize. The sun was shining. It was springtime. I jumped into the air and clicked my heels.

Two weeks later I went back on my own to see the King sisters again. Gussie answered the door. I gave her a box of chocolates, gift-wrapped. It amused her. She thought it was sweet. I’d fantasized having her again. She put me off. “I don’t feel so good today,” she said. “Sally’s in the other room. She’ll take care of you.” I pushed through the curtain feeling rejected. Sally was sleeping on a single bed; I had to wake her. There was a double bed in the room as well and a man turned away on it snoring. I’d come a long way from rural Missouri.

Sally hooked us up and we fucked. The release I felt wasn’t much more than I could do for myself. It certainly wasn’t what I’d dreamed of. I’d dreamed of Gussie luxurious beneath me, of reliving the first time again. Not even Gussie could have done that for me. Maybe she knew.



I Experienced Orgasm . . .


[image: Images] I experienced orgasm for the first time when I was ten, climbing a rope in fourth-grade gym. I didn’t know what was happening. I was light and strong, climbing a rope, pulling myself up and then locking my legs to reposition my hands, when I felt a sensation of intoxicating warmth spreading from my groin downward into my legs and upward through my trunk into my shoulders and arms, into my head, drawing down the muscles of my face. It made me feel sleepy and weak; my eyelids fluttered and I stopped climbing, drooped, barely hung on. I assigned the sensation to the same category as the shudder that sometimes shook my body involuntarily when I peed. I didn’t immediately assign it value, good or bad. I didn’t know what to make of it. I put it out of my mind.

After that it turned up irregularly when we were rope-climbing. I began to watch for it and wonder how I could make it happen deliberately and draw it out. I liked rope-climbing anyway. Now I looked forward to it eagerly: the smell of varnish in the gym, rushing to the side to uncleat the clothesline that hauled the big climbing rope up out of the way, releasing and lowering the twisted hemp thick as my wrist, lining up to climb, mounting the bulging knot that weighted the lower end. Sometimes the sensation came. Sometimes it didn’t. When it did, usually three-quarters of the way to the top, twenty feet or more above the floor, I stopped and clung and drooped. It wasn’t exactly pleasure. It was closer to a seizure, but it compelled.

I let down my relay team. We were an eager four against two other teams of four at two other ropes. I was anchorman—third in line—because I was strong and fast and could make up time. But my mysterious ecstasy seized me halfway through my turn and paralyzed me. I wanted to move, to keep on climbing; my muscles wouldn’t obey. My teammates shouted at me to go on. They got mad at me. I was too weak to finish the climb. I slid down. Disqualified, we lost the race. I tried to explain what had happened. Fantastic tale. My teammates thought I was lying. They’d never heard of such a thing.

I wasn’t the only one. I saw Dick Cavett interview Lily Tomlin once on television. He asked her delicately about a certain backyard clothesline pole she’d climbed in childhood. I suppose she’d mentioned it in one of her routines. She told him it ought to have a bronze plaque affixed in commemoration.

And how many more of you are out there?

[image: Images]

When I arrived at the boys’ home I was twelve and pre-pubescent. The housemother assigned me a bed on the aisle in the east wing of the second-floor dormitory. A bedside chest separated my bed from the next bed in the row.

One day not long after I arrived, a boy asked me if I “jacked off.” I didn’t know what he was talking about. He explained. That night, after lights out, under the covers, pretending to sleep, I followed his instructions. A few quick strokes, dry. When the sensation burst it burst abruptly, locally, painfully, like the passage of a Roman candle charge up its tube and out. It burned. It was nothing like the ecstasy of rope-climbing, which hadn’t happened in years and which I’d almost forgotten. There was ejaculate. I don’t remember how much, or what I did with it. But here was something new, a mystery, something to focus my curiosity on, something to learn.

[image: Images]

Since we were boys and various—various backgrounds, various ages—coming of age preoccupied us. We watched for the least hint of pubic hair and offered it in public display. We showed off morning erections, ran contests to see whose erection could support the largest number of wet towels (the record was four). Yet the unwritten code that prevailed in that time and place stigmatized sex. Everyone masturbated but no one admitted it. Getting caught provoked months of merciless ridicule. Older boys, bullies, smacked you on the back of the head on the school bus, taunted you to tears. I only got caught once; I made sure I was never caught again.

I was a frightened child anyway—bookish, anxious, escapist, desperately lonely. Self-stimulation transported me to an inward place of altered consciousness that I could populate with sensation. Miraculously, my body could generate pleasure out of itself.

My record, an experiment I ran, was seven ejaculations in one day, the last time or two raw and sore. I was on house that week, which gave me opportunity, cleaning bathrooms and dust-mopping rooms and halls when everyone else except the housemother—one housemother or another, they came and went—was outside working. I avoided housemothers by hiding out in bathrooms and switching floors. I wonder if they knew. Often enough my face was flushed and my body trembling, stigmata of my crime, just as the Boy Scout Manual warned.

I suppose some of them knew. I know Mrs. C—— knew. I thought she was beautiful. She wasn’t more than forty, tall, her skin colored between cream and olive, veins prominent in her hands that shone in lamplight. Long, firm legs. Arrogant pelvic crown that made her loose peasant skirts ride high. I’ve thought it over. Sloping buttocks, the shape and weight of them low. Something of a belly, a splurge of fat over hard muscles. Big, pendulous breasts, the only breasts that should be allowed at a boys’ home; I could imagine their dark nipples big at night as thumbs. Yet fine, long feet and slender hands. A fine, long head with a wide mouth, full lips and spiritual eyes, eyes wide and brown and brimming, as if Mrs. C—— were always on the verge of tears.

I could hardly bear to be in the same building with her. She was safe only within her own room. It was a room within a room, really, an apartment built along the hall between the two wings of the dormitory. God, it must have been a hotbox in those days before air-conditioning. It had interior windows that opened into the dormitory wings. The architect may have intended them for inspection ports. That worked both ways—looking out, looking in—so they’d been covered over with wallpaper, but the wallpaper fit badly at the edges and admitted Mrs. C——’s light into the dormitories.

We crowded those windows on hot summer nights, trying to peek through the cracks, breathing through them. We were beasts of the night forest watching in silence Snow White, eager if nothing more only to touch her long, cool feet. Mother and beloved, she was the one female in that hard, childish forest. I imagined her smells welling from the cracks with the yellow light, imagined her sweating curves that fitted my loneliness. How could she bathe, how could she breathe, how could she move to her bed and sleep with the gigantic din of our bodies and our urgent eyes thrown against the thin wood of her walls? Yet we never saw more than a shadow.

[image: Images]

Lack of privacy at the boys’ home made sex furtive. Without a room of my own, a private space to retreat to, I always worried about being caught. I found I could use images to focus my attention, to switch over from ordinary to erotic reality and stay there long enough for release. Alfred Kinsey discovered that sex criminals—convicted rapists, child molesters—disdain pornography. “What good’s a picture?” they asked him. They started sex so precociously, he noted, that they never learned to masturbate. My heterosexual experience was painfully delayed; I learned to masturbate like a champion.

I masturbated to the plates of classical sculpture in the Encyclopaedia Britannica. There was a set at the boys’ home, bound in fake leather, probably donated by some well-meaning member of the board of trustees. Years later, when I finally got to Paris and the Louvre, a lover rushing to meet a great love, I hurried to find the Winged Victory of Samothrace and stopped on the wide landing below her transfixed with remembered pleasure.
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