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The kissing is always wrong.


I sit in the movie theater, in the velvet
darkness that seeds fantasy and hope. I give over completely to the
film. I believe the characters, I believe their struggles and their
humor. I believe they are who they pretend to be. I allow myself to
forget the movie magazines and the news stories about the actors
and just push all that to the side when I watch them on the screen.
I believe they are heroes or abusive husbands or criminals. I
believe it, and I don’t even have
to try.


I hear friends say things like, “Oh, I so wanted to believe he was that
guy but, this article I read ...”


I don’t have to want to believe. I
believe. All of it. I believe, and I am
transported and all is just ... wonderful. Perfect.
Thrilling. I believe it all.


Except the kissing.


They never get the kissing right.
Which I do not understand. They
undress and slide all over each other’s naked bodies. They simulate
some of the most intimate things with great skill and believability
and then, the kissing. It just falls flat. It’s never realistic.
It’s never passionate. I don’t understand how you can fake the sex
so well but, fall so miserably short when it comes to the
kissing.


They build up to the meeting, the forbidden.
The wanting, the longing and then, they
meet, they grasp each other, you feel that power, that fire but
then, lips mashing together, mouths closed, heads twisting in some
kind of strange mockery of love. Or, they approach, mouths
open and then, at the last second, the wanting, hungry mouths, close too early.


Sometimes we see a
tongue coming out, just the tip, just a hint and you think yes,
this will be a kiss to remember, a kiss to keep me involved, on the
edge but, just before the coming together, the tongue, like a
cartoon worm in a children’s book drawing of an apple, retreats and
the closed mouths mash and twist.


There is a protest between the lovers:
I’m married, or I have a
boyfriend. And yet, the need for that kiss outweighs the inevitable
cost but then, mush-mouthed
fakery. I never understood how you could fake such a thing so
poorly.


I have learned so much.


***


I wondered about my eyesight.


I don’t wear glasses. When I was a young
girl, my mother used to tell me to
eat my carrots because they are good for your eyesight.


“You never see a squinting rabbit, do you?”
she would say.


Like so many little kids, I believed her. I
dutifully ate my carrots, thinking I would not be like Laura
Trimble, the poor girl in my class with the thick, Coke-bottle glasses. She had to, despite the aid of the glasses, press her face so
close to the page that she was often the victim of the mean boys
who would sneak up behind her and slam her face into the book she
was reading, Or smash her face into the desk where a page was
sitting. She was constantly shrieking in pain and going to
the nurses’ office with bloody noses. I did not want to be like
her, so, I ate my carrots.


I know now that is a myth, like so many
other myths we were fed as children to make us do what was supposed
to be good for us. Still, I have good eyesight and do not have to
wear glasses. Maybe the carrots worked; maybe it was genetic. My mother still does not
need glasses. Yet, I worry about
my eyesight. I worry about how I see the world. Mostly I worry
about how I see - or saw - myself.


Despite my lack of Coke-bottle glasses, I
did not date very much in high school. I had dates to the major
high school events: Homecoming
dance, spring formal and the prom but, they were just friends. I
never went to an event with a steady boy. It was always a
setup or a guy who was my friend
who had no date. I was go-to. I was the kind of
girl who was willing to help out. I didn’t mind. Truthfully, some of my high school friends had already
gone all the way, and I was too scared, too worried to deal with
that so, being a best friend was a fine position to be
in.


College changed me. I dated. I went
places, and guys hit on me, tried
to pick me up. Sometimes I allowed myself to be picked up, taken
back to a dorm room or a shabby apartment shared with many boys,
smelling like a locker room and in bad need of cleaning. Those
nights would always end in disappointment for me and him. He would be disappointed because all of
his time spent kissing and trying to feel me up, get into my pants,
would prove fruitless. I would never agree to stay the night, and I would certainly not agree to
have sex. My disappointment?
The end of the kissing.


Boys just didn’t get it. The best part was
the kissing. The real, deep, lip-numbing
kissing. Kissing for so long your faces felt like they were
the same. Kissing for hours was just the perfect thing for me. I
didn’t mind a few attempts of forward progression - hands trying to make their way around to my
boobs. Fingers walking
stealthily up my thigh, sneaking their way under my skirt.


That was fine, even expected but, when I
said, “can’t we just kiss,” I was always disappointed that they
were never as into doing that as I was. Kissing, good kissing,
never seemed to be what the boys wanted, they had to have more.


When I would say no, they would beg,
plead, talk about their erections, say it wasn’t healthy, they
needed relief, anything to move forward, get to another base. Why
couldn’t it be enough to wrap our arms around each other, bring our
mouths together and kiss? Wasn’t kissing enough?


***


One boy I dated, steady, for a few months,
finally just stopped doing anything. One night, after we had gone
to a bar, we were sitting on his couch, and I crawled into his lap and tried to kiss him.
He pushed me away.


“What’s the point,” he asked me, very angry,
“it never goes anywhere?”


“Don’t you like kissing me,” I asked, hurt
and confused.


“Sure, kissing is fine but we’ve been
kissing for about a month now. I keep wondering when it’s going to
turn into something.”


I left, and
we broke up. There was no ceremony or even a discussion, I ran into
him at a party a few weeks later, after not hearing from him
for all that time. He was standing
in the kitchen, with a girl pressed against a wall. His lips were
on hers, and his hand was under
her blouse. I stepped into the room and shouted his name. I was
shocked and jealous and angry. He looked at me and then, he
whispered something to her. They both laughed. He took her hand and
led her out of the room.


As they passed by me, she said, “Maybe you
need to relax and have a little more fun, we’re not in high school any longer.”


I was stunned. I guess, in an effort to get back at him, I started
making out with a random stranger. It was wonderful. He was a good
kisser; it was just what I needed.
Then, after twenty or so minutes of good kissing, he moved his
hands up the side of my body and tried to grab my breasts. After
several attempts and me saying stop, he did. Stopped trying,
stopped kissing me and said he had heard I was a prude but didn’t
believe it.


“I’m not a prude,” I told him as he walked
away. “I just like kissing.”


“Prude,” he said over his shoulder and the
group of people between us laughed.


That was when my eyesight started to get
strange. The next morning, when I was getting ready for class,
brushing my teeth and such, I looked in the mirror, and I saw ... a prude. I had not seen her in the
mirror before, but, there she was.


The rest of that year, I stayed anti-social.
My roommates did what they could but, I was determined to stay
anti-social. After a few months of that, my eyes adjusted and I
didn’t see a prude in the mirror
any longer. I saw me. I saw a determined, focused, girl who was
happy with herself and her choices.


***


My eyes went bad again that summer. I worked
as a counselor at a camp. It was a great job, and it was perfect for me, a student of psychology.
I loved the kids, loved the area in the woods, the lake. I got
along with the other counselors,
and we had a good time.


I started seeing one of the guy counselors,
a handsome man a year ahead of me in college, named Earnie. He was
funny and sweet and after lights out, we would sneak down to the
lake or into the supply cabin and make out for hours. It was great,
for me, but not so much for him. When he tried to go further, I
would stop him. He didn’t say much but, I could feel his
frustration.


One afternoon, Wendy, a counselor with whom
I shared a cabin got news that her father had passed away. She had
to leave and go home. I liked her. We were very close, the kind of
close you can get with someone in a short period when you’re
working close and sharing a space. As we said goodbye I hugged her
and gave her a kiss. I didn’t think about it. My mother and I had
always kissed on the lips. It meant nothing to me more than, I care
about you, I will miss you. I didn’t think about it.


Later that night, Ernie and I were sitting
in a canoe by the lake making out. He was moving his hand up my leg
and trying to go under my shorts. I stopped him several times and
then, he leaned back and gave me a strange look. When I asked him
what was wrong, he chuckled.


“I thought
it was me,” he said stepping out of the canoe, “but now I
know.”


“What do you know?”


“Well,” he said, smiling, his hands jammed
into his pockets, “I saw you say goodbye to Wendy. I knew you weren’t a prude, I mean, no
prude kisses like that. Now, I know the truth.”


“What truth, Earnie?”


“You’re a lesbo. It’s okay, I won’t tell
anyone. I mean if they haven’t
figured it out by now. I don’t have a problem with it, lesbians are
great, I just don’t want to be your cover story any longer.”


He walked away, left me alone in the canoe
by the lake. My eyes gave me trouble the next morning when I looked
in the mirror: I saw a
lesbian.


It took almost a month, returning to school,
settling into the routine before
my eyes adjusted, and I saw a good
friend and a smart girl in the mirror.


***


The rest of college, my eyesight was in and out. I usually saw myself
as I wanted to. Someone I was proud to be, someone happy, someone
working hard and achieving my goals. Now and then, I would date a
guy for a while, and my eyes would
get wonky again. For weeks at a time I would see myself as too
intellectual. As repressed. As a
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